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    Prologue I

    GWYNETH TOOK A DEEP BREATH AS she walked along the edge of her family’s farm, tasting death in the wind that blew across the fields. Her footsteps crunched on sand blown in from the desert, slowly strangling the life out of the farm. The field below her was already dying, the corn turning a sickly yellow as it struggled to survive. It wouldn’t be long, she knew — despite her father’s boundless optimism — before the farm died, before her family had to take flight and head west. If they were lucky, they would be able to find work on another farm; if they were unlucky ...

    She gritted her teeth as she reached the boundary marker at the edge of their property. The sandstorm in the distance was blowing closer, but she could still make out the remains of an older farm. Her best friend had lived there only two years ago — now, the girl and her family were sharecroppers, slaves in all but name, on a farm further to the west. Gwyneth and her family might go the same way. The thought of giving up their freedom was appalling, but there was no other way to survive.

    And I may be married off, she thought, numbly. Forced into someone’s bed to keep my family alive.

    She felt a pang of bitter regret, mixed with sadness and grim understanding. Tom had come to pay court to her — she’d known him long enough to believe he would make a good husband — but his father had vetoed the match. Gwyneth’s family was on the brink, he’d said when Tom had asked for his blessing. He didn’t want to have to take them in, let alone feed and care for them ... and he would have been obligated to take care of them, if Gwyneth had become his daughter-in-law. Gwyneth wanted to hate him for forbidding the match, but she was a farm girl. She understood the logic all too well. Tom and his father couldn’t support an entire family, if — when — they were forced off their farm. The entire region was dying and no one gave a damn.

    The wind picked up speed, just for a moment. She covered her eyes, cursing under her breath as grit pelted her face. Nothing, no matter what they did, seemed to be enough to keep the sand off their fields. She spent half of her days clearing the land, only to see the sand blow back time and time again. The water wells were drying up. It wouldn’t be long before they had to leave. Already, agents from further to the west were prowling around, looking to see what starving families might have to sell. And with dozens of families on the brink of total disaster, it was a buyer’s market. 

    She peered into the distance, her eyes seeking out her friend’s abandoned farmhouse. They’d stripped it bare, of course, once the farm had been surrendered, leaving only the shell of a building in the hopes that — one day — someone would return to the fields. But she knew that was futile. The fields had been strangled so quickly, once the farmers had left, that only endless sand remained. She’d once played in those fields as a little girl, back when the land had been green and wet. Now ...

    Her father had forbidden her to walk into the desert. But he needn’t have bothered. There was something about the sand that scared her, something that chilled her to the bone, even though she couldn’t put it in words. No one went into the Desert of Death willingly, not even the bravest man in the village. There were too many strange stories of things lurking in the sand.

    Something was moving within the sandstorm. Gwyneth stared, unsure if her eyes were playing tricks on her. There was nothing out there but abandoned buildings and dead fields. Animals shied from the desert, refusing to go near the sand. And yet, there was definitely something there. She watched shapes within the brown haze, strange figures that seemed to be coming closer. Surely, nothing could survive out there ...

    The sandstorm receded, just for a second. Gwyneth froze in horror as she saw the men advancing towards the farm, towards her. They were men, but they weren’t men. Their faces were twisted and warped, their eyes bulging or their faces twisted and mutilated ... a handful had animalistic eyes or legs. And there were hundreds of them, an entire army advancing out of the storm, carrying swords and spears and weapons she didn’t recognize. Her family had no weapons. They weren’t allowed to carry anything more dangerous than a knife.

    She turned to flee, too late. Strong arms caught her before she’d run more than a couple of meters, knocking her to the ground. Gwyneth was hardly weak — she’d been working on the farm almost from the moment she could walk — but it made no difference. In an instant, she was hanging over its shoulder, staring down at the rock-like skin of his back. For all the effort it cost him, he might have been picking up a bag of seeds. It was hard to see anything as the creatures swarmed onwards, but she saw enough to know they were storming the farmhouse and tearing the farm apart ... she heard, just for a second, a scream torn from a very familiar throat before it stopped abruptly. Her father was dead.

    Her head swam as the creature carried her onwards, its comrades surging into the village and smashing through the buildings. There was hardly any resistance — how could there be? The villagers had no weapons either. She was dumped unceremoniously in the middle of the village square with a handful of other prisoners, as helpless and scared as herself. She knew some of them, worked and played with them. And now ... once she’d prayed to the gods in the square; now; now she wondered if she would die there.

    “Sit,” the creature grunted. “Stay.”

    Gwyneth glared at its retreating back, then looked around in hopes of finding a way to escape. But there was nothing. An endless stream of creatures was making its way out of the desert and heading west. It wouldn’t be long before they reached the nearest town, then the nearest city ... the king would send soldiers, surely? But the soldiers might not be able to stop the creatures. All they seemed to be good for, these days, was bullying farmers and demanding tax. And more tax. And ...

    She glanced at the other prisoners, feeling cold. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason — there were old men and young men, old women and young women — and it puzzled her, more than she cared to admit. Youngsters made good slaves, if the creatures wanted slaves; oldsters weren’t worth keeping alive, not now their village was gone. And yet ...

    A man stalked past her, his eyes crawling over the prisoners as he silently counted them. He looked reassuringly normal, yet there was something in his eyes that terrified her. She lowered her eyes, but watched him as best as she could. Who was he? What was he doing with the creatures? What were they?

    He reached into his pocket and produced a sheet of parchment and a pen, then wrote something down. Gwyneth frowned, trying to understand what he was doing. Was he a slaver, recording the useful prisoners? Or was he up to something else? She had no way to know. She’d never been taught how to read or write.

    “On your feet,” the man ordered, returning the parchment to his pocket. He jabbed a finger westwards. “March.”

    Gwyneth stood, then assisted one of the older women to stand. Maybe they had been enslaved after all. Or maybe ... gritting her teeth, she began to stumble west, helping the old woman to walk. There was no way to escape, not yet. They were surrounded by an entire army of monsters. All she could do was follow orders ...

    ... And pray, desperately, for a chance to escape.


    Prologue II

    “ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR MIND?”

    “No, Grandmaster,” Sergeant Miles said. “I believe there is no other choice.”

    Grandmaster Gordian didn’t look happy. Miles wasn’t surprised, not really. Gordian might be a stiff-minded bureaucrat, powerful magician or not, but he took his responsibilities seriously. And with his school in disarray, following the near-collapse of the pocket dimensions, the Grandmaster had too many other things on his plate. They’d barely escaped certain death only two days ago — and everyone was screaming for answers the Grandmaster couldn’t provide.

    “You intend to take a fifth-year student to the war,” Gordian said. His voice was deceptively even. “Is that correct?”

    “Yes, sir,” Miles said. It spoke well of Gordian, Miles supposed, that the Grandmaster wasn’t prepared to just let Emily go. He didn’t like her — he’d made that clear — but he wasn’t willing to send her into danger. “She is no ordinary student.”

    Gordian’s face darkened. To him, Emily would always be a dangerous student. Miles understood, but life was dangerous. No one, not even a Lone Power, could guarantee their own safety. And Whitehall, on the front lines between the Allied Lands and the Blighted Lands, was far from safe. Miles knew, deep inside, just how close the school had come to utter disaster four years ago. Emily had saved them all from a fate worse than death.

    “Politics,” Gordian said, finally. He looked up. “I know better than to think this was your idea.”

    “General Pollack requested her specifically,” Miles said.

    “And it would be politic to grant his request,” Gordian said. “He is her future father-in-law, is he not?”

    “If the courtship comes to a successful conclusion,” Miles said. Formal courtships were relatively rare. He was surprised, more surprised than he cared to admit, that Caleb had opened one with Emily. He’d met Caleb’s mother, years ago. She hadn’t struck him as a strict traditionalist. “But I believe he wants the Necromancer’s Bane.”

    Gordian’s face darkened. “Does he?”

    “Yes, sir,” Miles said. “And he has called in a number of political favors.”

    “Of course he has,” Gordian said, dryly. 

    He leaned back in his chair. “You do realize this will harm her education? She may have to repeat fifth year just to make up for it?”

    And you don’t want Emily hanging around for another three years, Miles thought, sardonically. Gordian had tried — hard — to find grounds for expelling Emily, rather than allow her to return to Whitehall after his predecessor had died. The quicker she graduates and leaves, the better.

    “I will offer her private tuition over the summer, if she needs it,” Miles said. “And I believe Lady Barb will do the same. If worse comes to worst, she can sit the remedial exams before sixth year begins. It isn’t an ideal solution, but it will have to do.”

    “She won’t like that,” Gordian predicted.

    Miles nodded. Emily was one of the most studious students in Whitehall, yet even she wouldn’t want to spend her entire summer trying to catch up with the rest of the class. It wasn’t uncommon for students to retake entire years, if they failed their exams, but it was humiliating. And with Emily’s rather ... odd ... status, retaking a year would probably reflect badly on her.

    Gordian tapped the desk, meaningfully. “You may ask her,” he said, flatly. “No tricks, no games ... just a simple request. If she chooses not to go, you are not to force her. And I suggest you clear it with her father first.”

    Miles nodded, feeling a flicker of grudging respect. The temptation to just order Emily to go to Tarsier had to be overpowering. It would have gotten her out of the school, with no blame attached to the Grandmaster. And if Emily happened to get herself killed ... somehow, he doubted Gordian would spend overlong mourning her. A student like Emily was always a mixed blessing at best.

    He pushed the thought out of his mind. “I will ask her,” he said. He had no intention of trying to manipulate the girl. Barb would cut off his unmentionables if he tried. “And I will ... attempt ... to communicate with Void.”

    “Very good,” Gordian said. “Ask him first. She is still under his authority.”

    Miles shrugged. Only a handful of people knew Emily’s real origins, and Gordian wasn’t one of them. Void ... had played along when people had started to conclude that Void was Emily’s father. It would hardly be out of character for Void to hide the existence of a daughter, then send her to school as soon as she turned sixteen. And he’d even sent her on a dragon ...

    And he is her legal guardian, he thought. He rather doubted that Emily understood all the implications, but it wasn’t his place to discuss such matters with her. She does need his permission to go.

    “She will be my apprentice, if she chooses to come,” Miles said. He had no illusions. It was not going to be a comfortable experience. “She will be under my protection.”

    Gordian looked displeased, but he said nothing. Miles didn’t blame him. It was unusual for anyone to take on an apprenticeship before completing their sixth year, although some students occasionally managed to jump ahead. And yet, having Emily listed as an apprentice, if only for a few months, would make life easier. He would have grounds to teach her spells and tricks that weren’t normally discussed with students. 

    But then, Emily was no ordinary student.

    “Take care of her,” Gordian said. He shrugged, dismissively. “And good luck.”

    Miles nodded curtly, although he knew that they would need more than mere luck. The reports were grim. This was no raid, no attempt to capture prisoners the necromancers could sacrifice for power ... this was an all-out invasion. The necromancers had been quiet since Shadye’s death, but few had believed it would last. And now the frozen war had finally come to an end. If Tarsier fell, the Allied Lands would face attacks on three fronts ...

    And if the necromancers have finally managed to learn to cooperate, he thought as he headed for the door, it could be the beginning of the end. 


    Chapter One

    EMILY SNAPPED AWAKE.

    Her mind raced. She’d been enspelled ... she’d let herself be enspelled. And then ... her head felt hazy, her memories slightly jumbled. It wasn’t uncommon, if magic was used to stun an unwilling victim, but ... she pushed the thought aside as she tried to move and discovered she couldn’t. Her hands were tied — tightly — behind her back.

    She forced herself to concentrate, silently assessing the situation. Her hands and ankles were tied so tightly they were starting to go numb, while ... something ... covered her head. It felt more like a piece of sackcloth than a blindfold, she thought ... she stuck out her tongue and felt rough sacking, far too close to her skin for comfort. Someone hadn’t just tied her up, she realized as she tested her bonds, they’d made escape practically impossible without magic.

    There were gaps in her mind, something plucking at her thoughts. She tried to focus on what was wrong, but her mind kept jumping away from it. She didn’t know how she’d got there or how she could escape, or even if she should escape. The only thing she was sure of, lying in the darkness, was that she shouldn’t use magic. And yet she wasn’t sure why. Her magic was there, thrumming below her skin, but she couldn’t use it. She was sure of that when she was certain of very little else.

    She gritted her teeth as she rubbed her head against the hard wooden floor. The room was warm, alarmingly warm. Sweat trickled down her back as she tried to remove the sackcloth, just so she could see, but it was tied snugly around her neck. Panic bubbled at the back of her mind as the room started to grow warmer ... where was she? Somewhere in Whitehall or Blackhall? She sniffed the air and shuddered, helplessly, as she tasted smoke. Was the entire building on fire? She listened, carefully, but heard nothing beyond the beating of her own heart. A spell could easily make the air smell of smoke ...

    And yet, the room was growing warmer. 

    She twisted her body, trying to weaken her bonds, but it was futile. Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb had taught her all sorts of tricks to escape captivity, yet whoever had tied her up was clearly an expert. She couldn’t budge the knots, no matter how hard she struggled. And she didn’t dare try to roll over without knowing the layout of the room. For all she knew, there was a bottomless pit right next to her. Or a fire ...

    “Emily!”

    Emily started. Someone was calling for her. The voice was muffled, the sackcloth making it hard to tell who was calling, but there was someone out there. She lifted her legs and banged them on the floor, hoping the sound would attract her rescuer. Perhaps it was unwise to draw attention to herself, she thought a moment too late, but she was already tied and helpless ... as long as she didn’t use magic. She knew a dozen spells that could get her out of the trap, yet she didn’t dare use them.

    “Emily,” the voice said again. Emily heard footsteps, then felt strong fingers untying the rope around her neck. “Found you!”

    The bag came free. Emily found herself staring up at Frieda, the younger girl’s face streaked with sweat. Emily was lying on the floor in a small room, utterly barren save for the wooden door. Frieda plucked a knife out of her belt and sliced through the bonds on Emily’s ankles, then freed Emily’s hands. Her pigtails bobbed as she helped Emily to her feet, muttering a spell to help soothe the pain. Emily’s legs felt utterly unreliable.

    “We have to get out of here,” Frieda said, half-carrying Emily towards the door. “The whole place is on fire.”

    Emily stopped as they stumbled out of the door. Flames were clearly visible down the corridor, licking at the wooden floor. She glanced down at her feet, wondering if the floor was going to catch fire soon ... or simply collapse, plunging them into the flames. If the entire building was on fire ... Frieda yanked her down the corridor, dragging her towards the stairs. Emily caught sight of a portrait hanging on the wall, an aristocratic-looking man with a mouth set in a permanent sneer, a moment before it exploded into flames. The stairwell was burning.

    “Crap,” Frieda said. 

    She grimaced. They were trapped.

    Emily’s mind raced. There were spells they could use to protect themselves, but the odd flickers of color amidst the flames suggested that they were magical. The spells might not be enough to keep them alive. And the air was already starting to thicken ... she ducked down, trying to stay low. If the smoke wasn’t rising ... perhaps the smoke was magic too.

    Frieda caught her hand. “This way ...”

    Emily nodded and followed her further down the corridor. If they were in Blackhall — and she was sure of it, now — they should be able to find another stairwell and get down to the ground floor. But it was growing hotter and hotter ... she heard the floor creak an instant before it started to collapse, sending them plummeting into the flames. Frieda gasped out a protective spell, then tried to levitate them both into the air. But the levitation spell gave out a second later ...

    Frieda threw a pressure spell down, cushioning the fall. Emily’s mind raced, searching for mundane options. If they couldn’t use magic ... if she couldn’t use magic ... there were other options. But what?

    “Water,” she gasped. It was growing hard to breathe. A water spell might not work in the local environment. Perhaps ... “Cast breathing spells, then ...”

    She glanced up, alarmed, as a chunk of debris fell from high above, landing far too close to them for comfort. Frieda yanked her forward, waving her free hand desperately to cast spells as she pulled Emily down the corridor. The entire building was creaking loudly, on the verge of total collapse ... the roof shuddered, more and more pieces of debris crashing down around them, one smashing into Frieda’s wards and disintegrating into a sheet of flame. Emily nearly cast a protective spell of her own as Frieda’s wards weakened, but stopped herself just in time. The temperature was rising steadily. They were about to die ...

    Frieda dragged her through a door, then froze. The room was small, utterly empty save for a window looking out over the forest. Emily peered through, then swore. They were on the third floor, at least. Given time, she was sure they could climb down and make their escape, but they didn’t have time. She wasn’t even sure if they could open the window before it was too late.

    “Hang on,” Frieda said. 

    Emily sensed the wave of magic an instant before the younger girl wrapped her arms around Emily and held her tight. She closed her eyes as the world lurched around her, something crashing into the wards hard enough to weaken them badly. Frieda screamed as they flew through the air and hit the ground, the magic protecting them lasting barely long enough to save them from the impact. And then the temperature dropped rapidly ...

    “Ouch,” Frieda said.

    Emily opened her eyes. She was lying in the snow, Frieda on top of her. Their eyes met, just for a second, then Frieda rolled off her and sat up. She looked utterly exhausted, her face paler than usual. Emily gathered herself, then stood and undid her hair. It just didn’t feel right to tie her long hair into a bun.

    “Well done,” she said. She helped Frieda to her feet, then turned to look at Blackhall. The old house was wrapped in flame, but the fire didn’t seem to be doing any real damage. “You made it.”

    “In the nick of time,” Frieda said. It was clear she could barely stand. Emily wrapped an arm around her to hold her upright. “Do you think we would have been burned?”

    “Of course,” Sergeant Miles said.

    Emily jumped. The sergeant had been right behind them ... and they’d missed him? Lady Barb would be furious when she heard. And she would hear, Emily knew. She’d certainly heard the lecture often enough. Letting someone sneak up behind you was asking for a knife in the back. She turned slowly, supporting Frieda. Sergeant Miles smiled at them both.

    He didn’t look like an army officer — or a sergeant. Or, at least, he’d never matched her conception of what a sergeant should look like. He was short, with neat brown hair and a friendly face ... a face she knew she could trust. But she also knew he was a combat sorcerer with more experience than most of the other teachers put together. A very dangerous man hid behind his friendly smile.

    “The flames wouldn’t have killed you,” he assured them. “But yes, you would have been burned.”

    Frieda shivered against Emily. “Did I pass?”

    Sergeant Miles looked back at her. “Did you?”

    “Yes,” Frieda said, stubbornly. “I got Emily out of the building.”

    “You also smashed a hole in the wall,” Sergeant Miles pointed out.

    Frieda twitched. “The objective was to get her out before it was too late,” she said, before Emily could say a word. “You didn’t say anything about how I was to get her out.”

    The sergeant smiled. “True enough,” he said. “You pass. And congratulations.”

    He turned. “Jove!”

    Emily glanced behind him as the third student stepped into view. Jove was in Frieda’s year, a young man with dark skin and green eyes. She barely knew him beyond Frieda’s comment that he’d asked her out several times. He never seemed to give up hope she would say yes.

    “Take Frieda to the infirmary and make sure she gets some sleep,” Sergeant Miles ordered, shortly. “And then report back to the Armory.”

    “Yes, Sergeant,” Jove said. He held out an arm for Frieda. “I’ll take her at once.”

    Emily hesitated, then let go of Frieda. Jove wouldn’t do anything stupid, she thought; Frieda might be drained, but she was hardly incapable of defending herself. And besides, Sergeant Miles would take a very dim view of anything stupid. Friendly or not, Emily knew she wouldn’t want to do anything to risk his displeasure.

    She watched the couple walk off, then looked at the sergeant. “I don’t like being the damsel in distress.”

    “No one does,” Sergeant Miles said. He snapped his finger at her. “Remember.”

    Emily winced in pain as she felt a spell — a spell she hadn’t quite known was there — flicker and fade into nothingness. Her memories returned a second later ... she’d agreed to serve as the victim, she’d agreed to refrain from using magic ... she’d ... her head swam, just for a second. She hated spells that affected her mind.

    “You didn’t have to use the spell,” she said. She knew she sounded petulant and she didn’t much care. “I wouldn’t have done anything without it.”

    “There were reasons for it,” Sergeant Miles said. He looked up at Blackhall for a long moment. The flames had gone, leaving the building suspiciously intact. “And we will discuss those at a later date.”

    Emily nodded, reluctantly. She knew there was no point in trying to draw the sergeant out, not when he was determined to be quiet. He’d tell her the other reasons when he felt like it.

    “I need to talk to you about something else,” Sergeant Miles said instead. “Go back to the school, take a shower and then report to my office. Do you have anything planned for the rest of the afternoon?”

    “I was due to help clear up the library in an hour or so,” Emily said. “Lady Aliya ...”

    “I’ll speak to her,” Sergeant Miles said. “Go shower. I’ll be back in my office in—” he glanced at his watch “—thirty minutes.”

    Emily hesitated, then turned and hurried back down the path towards Whitehall. She wasn’t in any trouble, she thought, but it was odd for the sergeant to want a meeting. And a long meeting, at that. What could he possibly want? She puzzled over it as she walked through the side door, shaking her head at the mess. Only two days since the entire school had come close to a complete collapse ... they were still cleaning up the mess. It felt like longer ... but then, it had been longer for her. Her trip to the past had made her several months older than everyone else. It still surprised her when her friends talked about events that — to her — had occurred months ago.

    Time lag, she thought. It was like jet lag, only worse. At least I don’t think it’s midnight when it’s actually noon.

    The wards pulsed around her, silently welcoming her home. The Grandmaster had realized the implications of her work in the past, even if no one else had. But then, he had cautioned her to keep the whole story to herself. She had been there when the nexus point was tamed, she was the sole surviving founder ... she, in a very real sense, owned the school. And yet, the knowledge was as much a curse as it was a blessing. No one had managed to duplicate Whitehall’s work in nine hundred years. If someone realized she knew how to do it, they’d want her to show them how ...

    ... And they wouldn’t ask politely, either.

    She glanced into one of the spellchambers and smiled when she saw a couple of boys practicing their spells. Sergeant Miles had put her to work repairing several of the spellchambers, although she wasn’t sure if it was a reward for hard work or a punishment for nearly destroying one of his chambers several months ago. Except it had been only a few weeks for him ... she shook her head, then headed onwards. The remainder of the Armory was completely deserted, save for a hopeful student browsing the small collection of books on military tactics and strategy. Emily silently wished him well, although she knew he needed more than book learning to pass Martial Magic. Sergeant Miles had made it clear, more than once, that nothing could substitute for experience.

    Putting theory into practice isn’t easy, Emily thought. Jade had admitted as much, back when he’d been writing to her during his apprenticeship. Master Grey had been a good teacher, whatever his faults. Jade had problems leading men at first, too.

    She pushed the thought aside as she stepped into the washroom, checked the wards to make sure she was alone and started to undress. She’d picked up a whole series of bumps and bruises during the escape from Blackhall — and there were nasty marks around her wrists and ankles — but she was otherwise unharmed. Frieda’s charms had held up, despite the flames and heat. She walked into the shower, turned on the water and allowed it to run down her body, enjoying the sensation. Several months with nothing but sponge baths — at best — had reminded her, again, of the sheer luxury of being able to have a shower whenever she wanted one. 

    But there was no time to relax and enjoy the warm water. She stepped out of the shower, used a spell to dry herself and hastily tugged her robe over her head. The ill-fitting tunic she’d worn earlier would have to be washed before it was returned to the general pool, waiting for the next person to wear it. She scooped the tunic up, dumped it in the basket and left the room, pacing down the long corridor. A couple of first-years were playing hide and seek through the tunnels, risking worse than a ticking off if they were caught so close to the Armory. Emily had been the only first year student in decades to be allowed to enter the Armory and train under the sergeants.

    She stopped under a large portrait of Sergeant Harkin and looked up at it for a long moment, feeling a wave of bitter grief. Nothing in her life had prepared her to like a man who looked like a gym teacher from hell, but she had. He’d treated her as just another student. And he’d given his life to save hers and beat Shadye. Whoever had painted the portrait, she thought numbly, had never known him. The basic details were accurate enough — short brown hair, lanky body — but the subtle points were lacking. He looked to be sneering, rather than smiling.

    Shaking her head, she walked through the door into the sergeant’s antechamber, then sat down on the bench and waited. She knew better than to try to enter the sergeant’s office without his presence, even though he had asked her to meet him there. The protective spells were so powerful that she could feel them from halfway across the antechamber. Trying to break in could wind up costing her more than she cared to pay.

    The door opened. “Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. “Come with me.”

    He led the way into his office, the protective spells falling back at his touch. Emily smiled in genuine admiration at how easily he handled the spells, then glanced around the office. It was simplicity itself, bare save for a handful of pieces of wooden furniture. A desk, some chairs ... she couldn’t help wondering if he’d made most of it himself. Emily had watched him work miracles with wood during long excursions into the wildlands surrounding Whitehall.

    “Take a seat,” Sergeant Miles said. He motioned to a chair. “Kava?”

    “Yes, please,” Emily said. She couldn’t help a flicker of relief. If he was offering Kava, she wasn’t in trouble. “Thank you.”

    She sat, smoothing down her robe, as the sergeant poured them both Kava. He passed her a mug, then sat down behind the desk. A handful of pieces of paper — she smiled as she recognized a chat parchment — lay on the table, one unfurled to show a map. She wasn’t familiar with the country.

    “Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded oddly hesitant. That was odd. She’d never seen him at a loss for words before. “There is a serious problem.”

    Emily forced herself to meet his eyes. They were grim. “What?”

    “Four years of relative peace have come to an end,” Sergeant Miles told her. “A necromancer has invaded the Allied Lands.”


    Chapter Two

    “A NECROMANCER,” EMILY SAID, IN SHOCK. “I never knew ...”

    “The news hasn’t spread far yet,” Sergeant Miles said. “That will change.”

    Emily took a moment to gather herself. She’d known — they’d all known — that the necromancers would eventually resume their offensive, but she’d hoped it would take longer for them to recover their nerve. They didn’t know — they couldn’t know — what she’d done to Shadye. And they couldn’t know — she hoped — that what she’d done to Shadye couldn’t be repeated, not outside Whitehall. 

    Sergeant Miles leaned forward. “A week ago, while we were trapped in the school, a small army of orcs and enslaved men crossed the Desert of Death and attacked Tarsier,” he said. He turned the map to face her, running his finger over the parchment. “The White Council hoped that it was just a large-scale raid, but the army has continued pressing northwards, crushing anything in its path. Tarsier may be on the verge of falling completely.”

    “That’s not good,” Emily said, numbly. 

    If she recalled correctly, Tarsier was over two thousand miles from Whitehall, but if it fell the necromancers would be able to pillage the Allied Lands at will. Millions of people would be captured and drained for power, making the necromancers even more dangerous. There were few natural barriers between Tarsier and the remainder of the Allied Lands, certainly nothing like the Craggy Mountains. Putting a cork in the bottle might prove impossible.

    “It is,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “The necromancer in question is called Dua Kepala. Have you heard of him?”

    Emily shook her head. The Allied Lands tried to keep track of the power struggles amongst the necromancers, but it wasn’t easy. Necromancers were dangerously insane, their actions often completely unpredictable. They might turn on each other as easily as they might invade the Allied Lands, particularly as they started to run out of humans to drain. Their armies of orcs and other dark creatures, she assumed, couldn’t be drained.

    “He’s been a known necromancer for fifteen years,” Sergeant Miles said. “We don’t know who or what he was before he appeared in the Blighted Lands, but we do know that he’s remained remarkably stable for a necromancer. His actions have often been more calculated than Shadye’s. Somehow — we don’t know how — he managed to break through the defenses of Heart’s Eye and destroy the school. He may have come very close to absorbing the nexus point.”

    “Maybe,” Emily said. Heart’s Eye had been destroyed twelve years ago, if she recalled correctly. God alone knew how many students, tutors and helpless civilians had perished when the school had fallen. And yet, if the necromancer had absorbed the nexus point, he would have become something far worse. “What happened to the nexus point?”

    “We don’t know,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded frustrated. “No one has been able to get close to the school.”

    He shook his head. “Dua Kepala is a very dangerous man,” he warned. Emily nodded, shortly. All necromancers were dangerous. “There are even some sorcerers who speculate that he has managed to retain some of his sanity.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. Both Shadye and Mother Holly had shown moments of cunning, but their power — and its demands — had eventually overcome them. Shadye had died, at least in part, because he’d focused on Emily to the exclusion of all else. She pushed the thought aside and met his eyes. “What are the Allied Lands doing about this?”

    “An army is being put together to assist Tarsier,” Sergeant Miles said, bluntly. “Assuming everyone keeps their promises, there will be upwards of twenty thousand men and a number of combat sorcerers. Tarsier itself is trying desperately to raise another army of its own. General Pollack, whom you may have heard of—” he winked at her “—is taking command.”

    Emily felt her cheeks heat. General Pollack was Caleb’s father, her prospective father-in-law. She honestly wasn’t sure what to make of him. He was a decent person, she thought, but he was too bombastic, too openly masculine, for her to feel completely comfortable in his presence. And she doubted he understood his second son very well.

    “That’s good,” she said, trying to ignore her embarrassment. Sergeant Miles wouldn’t have called her into his office for a pleasant chat. “I’m sure he’ll be able to stop the invasion.”

    Sergeant Miles looked back at her. “He has requested your presence,” he said, flatly. “I have been asked to invite you to accompany the army.”

    Emily blinked in surprise. “Invite me?”

    The sergeant’s face darkened, as if he’d bitten into a particularly sour lemon. “You are the Necromancer’s Bane,” he reminded her. He didn’t sound entirely happy. “Your presence would boost morale. Your magic and ... innovations… would make a useful contribution. I can’t say he’s wrong, either.”

    “But you don’t like the idea,” Emily hazarded.

    Sergeant Miles nodded. “Being in a military camp, even as a combat sorceress, will be very different from anything else you’ve done,” he pointed out. “You will find it thoroughly unpleasant. And you are not ready to take up a full apprenticeship. As ... innovative ... as you are, I would prefer you finish your education rather than leave the school for several months.”

    “I might have to repeat the year,” Emily realized.

    “You might,” Sergeant Miles agreed.

    He held up a hand before she could say a word. “If you choose to accompany me, you’ll be my apprentice for the duration of the war,” he said. “Not unlike the arrangement you had with Lady Barb, but you’ll be expected to act more like an adult. Unfortunately, there will be very little time for proper training. You may find yourself at a disadvantage compared to the other apprentices.”

    And you won’t be able to look after me, Emily filled in, silently. She’d learned enough about apprenticeships to know that the apprentice was expected to learn to stand on her own feet, without a master holding her hand. It could be awkward.

    “You have a completely free choice,” Sergeant Miles told her. “I contacted your guardian and he agreed you could go, if you wished. The Grandmaster ... feels that you should make your own choice. There will be no consequences for saying no.”

    But that wasn’t entirely true, Emily knew. If General Pollack had asked for her ... he’d certainly take it amiss if she refused to go to the war. And if he’d pulled strings rather than asking her directly ... she ran her hand through her hair, thinking hard. He could have asked her directly, if he’d wished. Or through Caleb, if he was reluctant to contact a prospective daughter-in-law himself. Pulling strings suggested ... what? 

    There will be consequences, she thought, crossly. She needed to sit down and think about the situation, if she had time. What will Caleb’s father do if I say no?

    “I’ll have to consider it,” she said, temporizing. “How long will I be away from the school?”

    “Wars have a habit of being unpredictable,” Sergeant Miles pointed out, rather dryly. “I suspect we’ll be away for at least four months. It may be longer. You may well have to repeat the year.”

    Emily winced. The prospect of repeating fifth year wasn’t pleasant, even though part of her didn’t want to leave Whitehall. No one would make fun of her for repeating a year — it was fairly common — but still ... it wasn’t something she relished. Sharing classes with younger students would be awkward.

    Sergeant Miles leaned back in his chair. “There are some good reasons for you to come,” he said. “Zangaria is sending a company of musketmen — the first company in history — to take part in the war. You may find that interesting. And you may also find a way to rid us of another necromancer.”

    Maybe, Emily thought. She had the nuke-spell. Mother Holly hadn’t survived the blast she’d unleashed. But using it near so many other sorcerers would be incredibly risky. Someone might have the presence of mind to figure out what she’d done and duplicate it. And if they do, the entire world will be at risk.

    She forced the thought out of her mind. “King Randor is sending troops?”

    “Just about every kingdom is sending troops,” Sergeant Miles told her. “Convincing them all to cooperate will not be easy.”

    Emily made a face. The troop commanders would be noblemen, of course, and noblemen had a habit of picking fights over status and precedence. Organizing Alassa’s wedding, when the vast majority of the guests knew their place in the pecking order, had been hard enough; organizing an army would be far harder. General Pollack was going to have his work cut out for him. It was all too easy to imagine an aristocratic fop taking his troops and going home because he thought he’d been insulted.

    And it won’t be much better amongst the sorcerers, she thought. And as his apprentice, I will be the lowest of the low.

    She dismissed the thought with some irritation. Sergeant Miles was a good man. She trusted him. Lady Barb trusted him. They’d been in a relationship for the past two years.

    “General Pollack may have an agenda of his own,” Sergeant Miles warned. “You need to watch him.”

    “I will,” Emily promised. She cleared her throat. “Will Lady Barb be accompanying us?”

    “She may join us in Tarsier,” Sergeant Miles said. His voice was flat, but Emily thought she heard a hint of wry amusement. “She has something else to do at the moment.”

    Spying on the necromancers, Emily guessed. Lady Barb had made a career out of spying on the necromancers. She might want to know if other necromancers intend to support the invasion — or take advantage of it.

    The sergeant picked up a set of papers and held them out to her. “These are the latest briefs from the field,” he said. “Read them, then make up your mind. I’m due to leave in four days, so ideally I’d like your answer by tomorrow. There’s a lot of work we have to do before we leave.”

    “Exercise,” Emily guessed. It had been too long since she’d taken Martial Magic. She might be in better health now than she’d ever been on Earth, but she hadn’t been working out over the past few months. “And refresher courses?”

    “And a few spells that are normally only taught to combat sorcerers,” Sergeant Miles said, dryly. “You will have to fight to defend yourself.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    She shuddered helplessly as she remembered the army of orcs smashing through Whitehall, forcing its way into the school. Shadye had come far too close to winning outright, taking the nexus point for himself and using it to make himself a god. The prospect of facing another such army was terrifying. And yet ... and yet, she suspected she had no choice. The necromancers had to be stopped before they could pillage the Allied Lands.

    “I advise you to review the apprenticeship rules too,” Sergeant Miles added. “You may not be taking on a full apprenticeship, but you will be bound by the rules as long as you remain in my service. There will be very little wiggle room when other sorcerers will be watching.”

    Emily nodded in grim understanding. An apprentice’s behavior reflected on the master. If she acted poorly, Sergeant Miles would be shamed. But then, if she did well ... she wondered, absently, just how that would reflect on the sergeant. It wasn’t as if she’d been his apprentice for the last five years. He didn’t have any claim to her achievements.

    It doesn’t matter, she told herself firmly. What I do with him is what counts.

    “I will,” she promised.

    “Finally, I advise you to discuss it with your boyfriend,” Sergeant Miles suggested. “He may have some insight into his father.”

    He smiled. For once, it didn’t look reassuring. “And he may hate being parted from you for so long,” he added. “Now that your relationship has turned physical ...”

    Emily flushed, helplessly. Her mind raced frantically. The sergeant knew? Did everyone know? How? Had Caleb told everyone that she’d slept with him? She’d trusted him ... he wouldn’t have betrayed her, would he?

    “He didn’t have to say a word,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded oddly amused. “But he’s been grinning like an alchemist for the past few days.”

    It took Emily a moment to realize that he’d answered her unspoken question. “How ...?”

    The sergeant laughed. “Honestly,” he said, shaking his head. “You youngsters are always so transparent.”

    Emily’s flush deepened. “Does everyone know?”

    Sergeant Miles shrugged. “What makes you think that anyone cares?”

    “People like to blather,” Emily said, finally. She fought the urge to cringe. The idea of countless strangers keeping track of her love life, such as it was ... it was horrific. She hadn’t realized it was so obvious. “Everyone talks.”

    “True enough,” Sergeant Miles said. He met her eyes. “I trust you’ve been taking precautions?”

    Emily put her head in her hands, fighting a tidal wave of embarrassment. She didn’t want to talk about it. Lady Barb would have understood, she was sure, but Sergeant Miles was a man. How could she look him in the eye after ... after he knew what she’d been doing? And yet ... cold logic told her it didn’t matter, not really. She was hardly the first student to start a sexual relationship in Whitehall. Imaiqah had had so many boyfriends that Emily had lost count. Hell, some of them had come and gone so quickly that Emily had never learned their names.

    “I have,” she whispered. She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Potions and ... well, you know.”

    “Glad to hear it,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded amused, rather than embarrassed. Emily wondered, suddenly, just how many lovelorn students he’d seen. “If you became pregnant ... it would be awkward.”

    “There are quarters for married students,” Emily pointed out. Melissa used them whenever Markus came to visit. “If we were married ...”

    She shook her head. She liked Caleb, but she didn’t want to marry him, not yet. But she might not have a choice if she fell pregnant. She couldn’t abort the child, let alone forbid Caleb his rights. Bastardy carried a very special stigma in the Nameless World. Hell, given her rather ambiguous noble title, who knew what King Randor and his court would make of her bastard child?

    “Better to finish your studies,” Sergeant Miles advised.

    He cleared his throat, loudly. She looked up at him. “I need an answer within the next day or so,” he reminded her. “If you don’t feel comfortable leaving Whitehall and heading to war, say so. I will not take an unwilling apprentice to the war.”

    Emily winced. She had no illusions about what the invading army would do to the local population, to the serfs and peasants who couldn’t leave the land before it was too late. The kingdom would be ransacked, food and drink stolen ... the locals rounded up and either enslaved or drained for power. Even if the invasion was stopped before it reached Tarsier’s capital city — she made a mental note to study the map very carefully — large swathes of the country would be devastated. The survivors might well envy the dead. She might have a choice, but the locals didn’t. They were on the front lines.

    Which makes stopping the invasion a priority, she thought. And yet, it won’t be enough.

    “I understand,” Emily said. 

    “Talk it over with your friends,” Sergeant Miles advised. “And then let me know what you decide.”

    Emily finished her Kava, feeling torn. She didn’t want to leave Whitehall. Her studies had suffered badly when she’d fallen into the past. Grandmaster Gordian was already talking about extending the school year to allow everyone a chance to catch up. But on the other hand, she could be needed. General Pollack might well be right. If her presence boosted morale, it might swing the war in their favor. 

    And if we don’t stop the invasion now, she thought, the Allied Lands might be doomed.

    “I will,” she said. She paused as something clicked in her mind. “You were testing me, weren’t you?”

    Sergeant Miles lifted his eyebrows. “I was?”

    “When you ordered me not to use magic,” Emily said. She rubbed her forehead. The last remnants of the confounding spell were gone, as far as she could tell, but she could still feel a headache coming on. “You wanted to know if I would obey orders, even when death seemed certain. Frieda wasn’t the only person being tested.”

    “No, she wasn’t,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “And you both passed with flying colors.”

    He met her eyes. “There will be times, if you serve in the military, when you will be ordered to do things against your better judgement,” he warned. “And some of those times, your orders will seem suicidal. You’ll wonder if you’re being sacrificed because your superior doesn’t give a damn about you — or if your death will save countless lives. Learning to exercise proper judgement is vitally important.”

    Emily wasn’t sure she agreed. On Earth, claiming that one was only obeying orders wasn’t accepted as an excuse for countless atrocities. But on the Nameless World, it was. A lord could issue orders to his men and they would be considered personally blameless, no matter what they did. His men were his tools, not individuals with minds of their own. But she thought she understood what he meant.

    “I’ll bear that in mind,” she said, finally. She glanced at her watch. If she was lucky, she should make it to the library in time to help with the clear-up. “I’ll let you know what I decide.”

    “Good,” Sergeant Miles said. He smiled, rather tiredly. “And if you see Jove, ask him to pop into my office.”

    Emily nodded, then rose and took her leave.


    Chapter Three

    I THINK YOU SHOULD GO, Alassa wrote. Father is most concerned about the invasion.

    Emily nodded as she sat at her desk, using the chat parchment to talk to her friend. It wasn’t easy to have a real-time conversation — Alassa was in a different time zone, insofar as the Nameless World had time zones — but she’d gotten lucky. Married or not, Alassa was still the Crown Princess of Zangaria. She would know more about the political undercurrents than Sergeant Miles.

    I understand he’s sending musketeers, she wrote. Is that true?

    They’re already on their way, Alassa wrote back. Sir Roger of the Greenwood is in command. Did you meet him?

    I may have, Emily wrote. But I don’t remember him.

    Young, brave and very loyal to my father, Alassa noted. I’ll send you a copy of his file.

    Emily smiled, wryly. She’d met so many knights and noblemen in Zangaria that she didn’t have a hope of remembering them all. There were simply too many noblemen in King Randor’s court. Sir Roger of the Greenwood hadn’t made enough of an impression for her to remember him ... she hoped, absently, that he wouldn’t find that insulting. But he would be loyal to Randor, she was sure. Command of a company of musketeers wouldn’t be given to just anyone. Randor had to be sure of him.

    Her face darkened. Alassa’s father was one of the most ruthless men she’d met. He could be pleasant, even affable ... and then swing to threatening the moment he felt the situation called for it. Sir Roger of the Greenwood might have a wife and family who were being held hostage for his good behavior, just to make sure he didn’t come up with ideas of his own or side with the other noblemen. Randor had always been careful, according to Alassa, but a near-successful coup and assassination attempt had tipped him into outright paranoia. And yet, he had a point. His daughter had almost been killed a scant few months ago.

    Thank you, she wrote. Is there anything I ought to know about Sir Roger?

    Nothing too important, Alassa wrote back. But you really ought to watch some of the other noblemen. They may have been sent to the war just to get them out of their kingdoms.

    The penmanship changed. The Mediators will keep infighting to a dull roar, Jade wrote. His hand was rougher than Alassa’s. He hadn’t mastered English letters until after he’d left Whitehall. Trust them to handle such matters.

    Emily felt herself blush. She hadn’t realized that Jade was in Alassa’s room. But then, he was her husband. She wondered, suddenly, just what they’d been doing when she’d interrupted them. Surely, Alassa wouldn’t have bothered to reply if they’d been busy.

    Keep an eye on the other apprentices, Jade added. They’ll be trying to establish a pecking order.

    Sergeant Miles will keep that under control, Alassa wrote. Concentrate on your duty instead.

    Emily sighed. Alassa was right, she suspected. She might not have sworn any oaths to the Allied Lands, but she did have a duty to them. If there was a chance, even a remote chance, that she could end the invasion, she had to try. She did have an ace in the hole, if necessary. It wouldn’t be hard to set up the nuke-spell and then teleport out, leaving the necromancer to die in the blast. She’d just have to make sure the spell was triggered well away from everyone else.

    There was a knock on the door. I have to go, she wrote. I’ll send you both postcards.

    She closed the parchment, then rose and opened the door. Caleb stood there, looking tired. She stepped back, beckoning him into the room, then gave him a tight hug as soon as the door was safely closed. Her roommate — Cabiria — had practically moved into her boyfriend’s room, leaving Emily alone. Emily rather suspected the housemother would tell Cabiria to get back in her original room, eventually, but for the moment Emily would take advantage of the privacy.

    “Sorry I’m late,” Caleb said. He kissed her, his hands stroking her back. “Professor Thande kept me busy in the alchemical labs.”

    “I was in the library,” Emily said. Whitehall wasn’t back to normal yet, no matter what the Grandmaster said. Just cleaning up the mess and replacing the destroyed supplies would take weeks, if not months. “Lady Aliya is not in a good mood.”

    She motioned for him to sit on the chair, rather than inviting him to join her on the bed. A faint flicker of ... something ... showed in his eyes, just for a second. It had taken her too long to be comfortable sitting next to him, let alone getting undressed and sleeping with him. He had to fear rejection, even now. And yet ...

    “Your father ...”

    She swallowed hard, then went through the entire story. Caleb listened carefully, occasionally injecting a question. Emily knew he loved his parents, but his relationship with his father had always been strained. General Pollack favored Casper, his eldest son. He hadn’t made a secret of it either. Caleb had been expected to follow in Casper’s footsteps, not transfer to Whitehall as soon as he decently could. Emily couldn’t help wondering if it had been a shock to the old general when he’d discovered his son was courting a noblewoman.

    There was a long pause. “He wants you there,” Caleb said, finally. He sounded angry. “And yet, he could have asked you directly.”

    “Yeah,” Emily agreed. “Why didn’t he?”

    Caleb’s face darkened. “I don’t know,” he said, after a moment. “Contacting you wouldn’t have been unforgivable. I mean ... he doesn’t have to talk to you through me.”

    He looked down at the stone floor. “He may have been trying to convince the Grandmaster,” he added, after a moment. “The Grandmaster could forbid you from going, if he wished.”

    Emily frowned. “Do you think that’s possible?”

    “It’s one explanation,” Caleb said. “If you left without the Grandmaster’s permission ...”

    “Maybe,” Emily mused. Gordian didn’t like her. She rather suspected the older man would have been delighted if she’d left the school without permission. It would have been the perfect excuse not to let her return. “Or maybe he was trying to pressure me into going.”

    “He could just have asked,” Caleb said. He looked up at her, his eyes concerned. “Are you going?”

    “I think so,” Emily admitted. “If I can do something about the invasion ...”

    “Father is playing his own game here,” Caleb said. “And I think he wants you to play a role in that game.”

    Emily closed her eyes for a long moment. She knew, intellectually, that she was important, but she didn’t really believe it. Even now, even after she’d abandoned Cockatrice, she was one of the most famous people in the Allied Lands. Lady Barb had warned her, more than once, that people would seek to use her. Hell, King Randor had tried to use her. General Pollack presumably had his own ambitions.

    He must have been delighted and shocked when Caleb started to court me, she thought, grimly. On one hand, there would be a chance to expand his influence; on the other, he might as well have caught a tiger by the tail.

    She opened her eyes and looked at him. “What does he want?”

    Caleb shook his head. “I wish I knew,” he said. “Father may want you to shore up his position in the command tent, which will be awkward, or he may have another idea in mind.”

    Emily frowned. “His position?”

    “He may be formally in command, but he won’t be all-powerful,” Caleb told her. “I heard too many of his early stories. He’ll have a council of war at his elbow, objecting to everything they don’t like ... he’ll have to argue to convince them to support him, particularly if the war drags on. Every last nobleman will have ideas of his own and threaten to stomp off if they’re not implemented. Your support may make his life easier.”

    He went on before Emily could say a word. “But, at the same time, you’re going as Sergeant Miles’s apprentice. Formally, you’ll have no authority at all. Putting you in the command tent will not make your life easier.”

    “Oh,” Emily said.

    Caleb shrugged. “And I may be over-thinking it,” he admitted. “Father may merely hope you can help fight the invasion.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said. Alassa might delight in playing political games, but Emily preferred to keep herself to herself. “I guess I’ll find out when I get there.”

    Caleb swallowed. “Can I talk you out of it?”

    Emily blinked. “Do you think I should stay here?”

    “I’d like you to stay here,” Caleb said. He paused. “You’re not going to have a good time.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She hadn’t enjoyed the forced marches and camping trips that had been an integral part of Martial Magic. Somehow, she doubted a military camp would be much better. But then, Old Whitehall hadn’t been pleasant either. “I don’t think I have a choice.”

    “Father cannot order you to do anything,” Caleb reminded her. “Emily ...”

    “I don’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t go,” Emily admitted. She met his eyes. “If there is something I can do, I have to do it.”

    She saw a flurry of emotions pass over his face. Worry, fear ... he cared about her, he truly cared about her. He didn’t want to let her go. The thought made her feel better, even though she knew she couldn’t stay.

    “I could come with you,” Caleb offered. “Sergeant Miles could take on two apprentices ...”

    Emily considered it, briefly. She’d miss him. She’d miss him more than she cared to admit. But she doubted Sergeant Miles would agree to take two students into the war. He’d clearly been reluctant to take Emily, despite political pressure. Taking Caleb also would be a step too far.

    “I need you to continue work on the spell processor,” she said. She’d planned to sit down with him and work through everything she’d learned in Old Whitehall, but that would have to wait until after the war. “What happens if I die? You have to finish the work.”

    “That doesn’t matter,” Caleb said. “I don’t want to lose you.”

    “You won’t,” Emily promised.

    “You could get killed down there,” Caleb snapped. “You’re not invincible. A charmed knife, a cursed arrow ... Emily, you could drink unclean water and die! And there’s a necromancer out there too. You could die!”

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

    But she knew he was right. She was far from invincible. Robin ... she resisted the urge to retch as she remembered what Robin had tried to do to her. The spell he’d cast on her was burned into her memory, mocking her. He’d tried to take control of her; he’d tried to rape her. And he’d come far too close to success. She shuddered, helplessly. She’d studied the spell he’d used. If she cast it on anyone who wasn’t a powerful and experienced magician, that person would be her slave for life. It represented an awful temptation as well as a stern warning not to experiment.

    “You could,” Caleb said. He rose, pacing the room. “Emily, I don’t want to lose you.”

    “You won’t,” Emily said. She pulled him down to sit beside her. She trusted him enough to allow him to sleep with her, but she still disliked him — or anyone — looming over her. “And yet, I have to go.”

    Caleb looked mutinous, even as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Emily couldn’t help wondering if something else was bothering him. They’d only been sleeping together for the last few days. Was he worried she wouldn’t be sleeping with him any longer? Or was he worried she’d find someone else while she was away? She wouldn’t, she knew, but ... she shook her head in frustration. Life had been much simpler before she’d found a boyfriend.

    “Stay in touch,” Caleb said, firmly. “Take the chat parchment and write to me every day, all right? I’ll come charging down if I don’t hear from you.”

    “I’ll do my best,” Emily agreed. “But don’t leave the school. Gordian will expel you.”

    “He wouldn’t,” Caleb said. “He’d just make me repeat the year.”

    “I might have to,” Emily muttered. “How many months can I miss without having to repeat the year?”

    Caleb looked stricken. “You need to pass the exams and submit a completed project,” he said, after a moment. “We might be able to get the project rolled over into the next year, if we were lucky, but it would have to be completed then. If you failed the exams, you’d have to repeat the year.”

    “Which would be bad,” Emily said. In hindsight, maybe it had been a mistake to continue their joint project into fifth year. She might just bring Caleb down with her. Maybe he wouldn’t mind that too much. If she had to retake a year and he didn’t, he’d have to leave Whitehall and take up an apprenticeship — without her. “Do you want to repeat the year?”

    “Only if I repeat it with you,” Caleb said. He gave her a soft smile. “I wouldn’t want to be without you.”

    “Me neither,” Emily admitted. She snuggled up to him. “I will stay in touch.”

    “Keep a sharp eye on my dear father,” Caleb warned, as his fingers started to play with her hair. “He will seek to use you.”

    Emily sighed. “Does everyone want to use me?”

    “I don’t,” Caleb said. “But everyone else does.”

    He turned his head. “You know what’s at stake,” he added. “The necromancers have to be stopped.”

    “And hardly anyone seems to be taking the threat seriously,” Emily said. “At least your father is trying to do his job.”

    She remembered the map and shivered. The Nameless World was roughly the same size as Earth, as far as she could tell, but distances appeared to be so much greater. Without magic, traveling even a few hundred miles could take weeks. The necromancers appeared to be thousands of miles away, a distant threat that hardly anyone noticed ... unless, of course, they were on the front lines. But the necromancers would keep coming until they overwhelmed the Allied Lands. They had no choice. Without a ready supply of people to drain, they would eventually run out of magic and die.

    Unless this particular necromancer really has worked out a way to remain sane, she thought, grimly. 

    She’d read the reports very carefully, going through them one by one. Dua Kepala had not only survived, he’d prospered. He had neither burned out nor gone on a mad rampage that ended with his death. His fortress — the former school — was practically impregnable, even to someone as skilled as Lady Barb. And that worried her. If someone had worked out a way to channel that much power safely and use it, without turning into a madman, the entire world was at risk. Dua Kepala might have knowledge and experience as well as vast power.

    But he’s risked an invasion, she told herself. He must think he can win.

    She leaned against Caleb, feeling the reassuring warmth of his arms. She was going to miss him. But she couldn’t take him with her. Sergeant Miles wouldn’t let her. She briefly considered asking, just in case, before dismissing the thought. The sergeant had to take her seriously. He wouldn’t listen to her if she made an obviously absurd request.

    Caleb’s arms tightened, one hand starting to fiddle with the dress clasp behind her neck. “When are you going?”

    “Sergeant Miles said four days,” Emily told him. “I have to tell him my decision tomorrow, then ... I’m not sure what he’ll want me to do.”

    “Train, probably,” Caleb said. “He’ll be running behind you with a whip, just to make sure you keep going. And he’ll be barking questions at you all the time.”

    His face darkened. “That’s what they used to do at Stronghold.”

    Emily smiled as her dress came free. “I don’t think it’ll be that bad,” she said. She leaned in to face him, lifting her lips for a kiss. “And now I just want to forget about it for a while.”

    Afterwards — and after a quick shower — she lay in bed, listening to Caleb’s gentle snores. It felt strange, very strange, to be sleeping next to a naked man, although it no longer felt wrong — or terrifying. She was more concerned about the small bed, she told herself with some amusement, than his nakedness or hers. Her stepfather’s ghost had finally been banished, leaving her free ... free to do what? Enjoy herself?

    Men are untrustworthy, her mother had said, years ago. A shiver ran down her spine as she remembered the old drunkard’s bitter remarks. They only want one thing. And they lose interest as soon as you give it up.

    Emily shivered, again. Caleb wasn’t like that, was he? He’d set out to court her, rather than merely ask her out on a date. There was something formal in what he’d done that had impressed her, an offer of a genuine commitment. And yet ... part of her was scared. Not of sex or sexuality, not any longer, but of losing him. Choosing to sleep with him ...

    It wasn’t a mistake, she told herself, firmly. Caleb had been clumsy at first — just like she was — but it had gotten better over the last two days. Imaiqah’s brutally frank advice had helped, even if it had been embarrassing. And I won’t come to regret it.

    She rolled over and snuggled up to him, her fingers tracing the muscles on his arms. He would have been considered a geek on Earth, she was sure, but he was stronger than any of the jocks she recalled. Stronghold had battered combat training into his head, literally. And yet, he was always gentle with her. She trusted him not to hurt her. She didn’t want to hurt him either.

    Smiling, she closed her eyes and went to sleep.


    Chapter Four

    SERGEANT MILES HADN’T SHOWN EITHER PLEASURE or irritation when Emily had visited him the following morning, and told him she would be accompanying him to Tarsier. Emily wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Instead, he’d given her a long list of items to find and pack, saying she would have to justify anything she chose to leave behind. Emily had spent the next hour in the Armory, trying to find everything on the list. It hadn’t been easy. Some items were common, with hundreds to choose from; others needed to be borrowed or altered for her. The only one she actually owned was her staff.

    The third staff, she reminded herself. Mother Holly had destroyed the first one, two years ago; Master Grey had destroyed the second. And I have to be very careful with it.

    She shrank it down, stowing it in her pocket with a handful of warding spells to ensure it couldn’t be stolen. Sergeant Miles would be furious if she lost it and Grandmaster Gordian would go through the roof. Magicians could become dependent on wands and staffs after all, and anyone who used them ran the risk of losing the ability to work magic without them. She didn’t dare take the risk. Alassa’s virgin dagger went into her sleeve, where she could draw it if necessary; the remainder, thankfully, could be packed into her rucksack. But when she was finished, the bag was too heavy to lift, let alone get over her shoulders.

    “I think you’ve overdone it,” Frieda’s voice said. Emily turned to see her friend standing by the door, wearing a long white dress. “Can’t you take some of the gear out? Or use a spell?”

    “Sergeant Miles said I wasn’t to use spells to lighten the bag,” Emily said. It was frustrating, but she understood his point. A single cancellation spell, cast in her general direction ... she’d be crushed under the weight of her bag. She wouldn’t put it past Sergeant Miles to cast such a spell just to make sure she wasn’t trying to cheat. “And I need everything in the bag.”

    “But you can’t carry it,” Frieda pointed out. She strolled over to the table as Emily started to unpack the bag. “He has to know that, surely?”

    Emily shrugged. The bedroll ... she needed that, unless she planned to sleep on the bare ground. She knew from bitter experience that she’d wake up stiff and sore. The potions ... maybe she could leave some of those behind. She’d made potions from items she’d harvested before, after all. The compass ... the whistle ... the cooking tools ... the knives ... maybe she could leave behind a couple of the knives. And the books ...

    “I probably won’t have much time for reading,” she mused, reluctantly.

    “Take a couple of the newer paperbacks,” Frieda suggested. “If you think you’ll have time to read ...”

    “I probably won’t,” Emily admitted. She put the books aside, then examined the cooking tools. How many of them did she actually need? Knives and forks were one thing, but couldn’t she share pots and pans with someone else? She wouldn’t be cooking her own meals, would she? “I’ll have to check these with Sergeant Miles.”

    “Make sure you take the tinderbox,” Frieda warned. “You don’t want to be caught without it.”

    Emily nodded. Tarsier was next to a desert, but deserts got very cold at night. Magic would be enough to light a fire, yet ... what if she was tired and drained? Or if she didn’t want to risk using magic? The Manavores she’d seen in the past had warned her, as if she didn’t already know, that there were things out there that hunted magic users. She’d never heard of them before her trip to the past, but they might still be lurking around somewhere.

    Not that I need to worry about them, she thought. There’s a necromancer out there.

    Frieda shrugged. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

    “Riding, it seems,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles had told her they’d be going on a long ride around the countryside. She wasn’t looking forward to it. Alassa might love her horses, but Emily had never liked riding. “And then we’ll be going on a long forced march.”

    “I could come with you,” Frieda suggested. Alassa had taught her how to ride, back in Alassa’s fourth year. “Should I ask the sergeant?”

    “Why not?” Emily asked. She’d told Frieda where she was going, after swearing her to secrecy. “But don’t push it if he says no.”

    Frieda nodded her head, one hand playing with her pigtails. “You will be back, won’t you?”

    “Of course,” Emily promised. 

    She wished she felt so confident. Many of the reports warned that the invasion was gathering steam. Tarsier was in deep trouble. No one knew how the necromancer had managed to get such a large army across the desert, but no one could deny that was exactly what he’d done.

    He might have opened a portal, she thought, grimly. Most necromancers don’t have the skill to open a portal, but this one is unusually dangerous.

    “Be careful,” Frieda warned, as Sergeant Miles stepped into the room. “The necromancer will hate you most of all.”

    “Probably ... ” Sergeant Miles said. He smiled at Frieda, then winked at Emily. “We could use you as bait in a trap.”

    Emily made a face. “Only if there’s no other choice,” she said. “Sergeant ... could the necromancer have opened a portal?”

    “It’s been considered,” Sergeant Miles said. “So far, nothing has been detected. A portal should be noticeable from quite some distance.”

    “It could be in the desert,” Emily pointed out. “Have you managed to get anyone right up to the borderline?”

    “It’s a possibility,” Sergeant Miles said. He dismissed Frieda, then smiled, rather thinly. “But right now you have other problems. How much do you intend to leave behind?”

    Emily felt her head pounding, an hour later, as she was finally dismissed from the room. The sergeant had questioned each and every one of her choices with savage intensity, making her doubt herself. Everything was needed, he said ... but how was she meant to carry it all without collapsing? In the end, he’d pointed out that she could obtain some of what she needed in the camp, but told her to keep the bare essentials. Running short of potions to deal with her periods would be embarrassing.

    “Report back to me in two hours,” he’d finished. “You have some spells to learn.”

    Emily made her way to the dining hall, found herself a plate of food and sat down to eat. The hall was in bad shape, even though most of the broken tables had been removed and turned into firewood. Thankfully, the kitchens were still producing food. Her headache started to fade as she drank water, reminding her — again — that water was an essential part of her supply kit. There was no point in knowing a dozen spells to purify the water if there was no water at all. 

    I may have bitten off more than I can chew, she thought, ruefully. Mistress Danielle had taught her more combat spells, but she hadn’t forced Emily on long marches to stretch her legs. I wish I had more time to prepare.

    She looked up as Jasmine entered the dining hall, a dark blood-red scar clearly visible on her face. It was a nasty hex, Emily noted, watching the first-year girl slowly make her way over to her table. Jasmine was normally strikingly pretty, but the hex twisted her face into something thoroughly unpleasant. And she smelled too, a foul scent that made Emily’s stomach lurch uncomfortably. Tiega had clearly taken a savage revenge on her enemy.

    “Lady Emily,” Jasmine said. She swallowed. “Are you really leaving us?”

    “Not for long,” Emily said. “I will be back.”

    She couldn’t help feeling a strange mixture of emotions. Jasmine had acted badly, very badly. The anonymous notes she’d sent to Tiega had been nothing short of bullying, all the worse because the poor girl had been unable to strike back. But, at the same time, Tiega’s revenge would mark Jasmine for life. The hex would fade, given time. The damage to Jasmine’s reputation would not.

    “She’s mad at me,” Jasmine confessed. One finger traced out the scar on her face. “I think she hates me.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “Do you blame her?”

    “She was awful to us,” Jasmine said. She gave Emily a plaintive look. “Lady Emily ...”

    “And if someone is awful to you,” Emily asked, “does that give you the right to be awful back?”

    “She wouldn’t stop,” Jasmine said, resentfully. “I thought ...”

    Emily felt a flicker of tired understanding. Taking the moral high ground was all very well and good, but real life didn’t give a damn. Bullies wouldn’t stop bullying unless they were met with greater force, regardless of whether they were school bullies or foppish aristocrats. What was the point of claiming to be the better person if the better person couldn’t defend herself against threats? To refuse to fight only made oneself a target.

    But she couldn’t condone what Jasmine had done.

    “I’ll speak to her, later,” she promised. She’d meant to spend more time with the younger students she was supposed to mentor. But she doubted she’d be able to do it anytime soon. “Until then ...”

    She sniffed, then cast an analysis spell. Tiega, whatever her faults, was an accomplished spellcaster. The hex — actually a trio of hexes — was something she would have expected from a third-year student. Tough, extremely hard to remove ... she felt a flicker of admiration as she parsed out the third hex. Anyone who tried to remove it would have to do some pretty fancy footwork to avoid being stung badly. Professor Lombardi would have no trouble removing it, she was sure, but she would have problems.

    Tiega will be in trouble if Jasmine tries to get it removed, Emily thought, dryly. It isn’t quite locked, but its close enough to cause no end of trouble.

    “I’ll speak to her,” she repeated. She’d hoped that Tiega and Jasmine would learn to work together, the way Alassa and she had become friends, but it seemed as though she was out of luck. “And if the hex lingers for more than a week, go ask the Head Girl to remove it.”

    “I told her,” Jasmine said. “I confessed.”

    It took Emily a moment to realize that Jasmine meant Tiega, rather than Aloha. It was rare for a student to go running to a teacher — or even the Head Girl — if they got into trouble, even if they were being bullied. It wasn’t something she approved of, but Whitehall was more interested in teaching self-reliance than protecting its students. The staff wouldn’t step in unless there was a serious threat to life and limb.

    “She wouldn’t have been happy,” Emily pointed out, dryly. “What did you expect?”

    Jasmine flushed, angrily. “Not ... not this.”

    Emily reached out and patted her on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine,” she promised. She would have to find Tiega later, if only to point out the dangers of carrying her revenge a little too far. The Grandmaster would take a dim view of a hex that was difficult to remove — and, perhaps, impossible for a first-year student. “Now, go eat something and then go back to helping repair the school.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Jasmine said.

    She turned and hurried off. Emily watched her go, wishing she knew how she felt about the situation. She’d failed Jasmine and Tiega ... perhaps it had been a mistake to force Jasmine to confess. But Tiega had needed to know that her tormentor had been silenced. She wouldn’t have thanked Emily for keeping the details to herself. And then ...

    Emily rose, carrying her empty dishes and placing them on the trolley to be washed before walking out of the room and down the corridor. There was still at least another hour before she was due back in the Armory, so she walked back to the dorms and checked the wards. Tiega wasn’t in her bedroom, unsurprisingly. The first-years knew the least magic, yet there was still work for them to do rebuilding the school. Emily was tempted to use the castle’s wards to find Tiega, but she dismissed the thought. She couldn’t give in to the temptation without risking everything.

    Instead, she walked back through the castle, glancing into classroom after classroom as she passed. She had to admit that Gordian was a great organizer, whatever his flaws. He’d not only managed to get the students working to repair the damage, he’d brought in outside experts and set them to work rebuilding the wards. Emily had a private suspicion that he intended to eventually reopen the control chamber below the castle, but the wards wouldn’t let him in without her approval. Until then ...

    She waved cheerfully at the Gorgon, who’d been assigned to help Professor Thande brew more potions, and made her way back down into the Armory. Three of the spellchambers were occupied, but a fourth was deserted. Emily checked the wards carefully, then stepped into the chamber and started to cast a series of spells, one after the other. Her magic seemed to hum around her as she allowed it to run free, blurring into the castle’s wards. They seemed almost to dance around her. 

    The door opened. She turned, expecting to see Sergeant Miles. Instead, Grandmaster Gordian stepped into the room. Emily braced herself, unsure what to expect. He was a tall, powerfully-built man, with long dark hair drawn back in a ponytail. Emily couldn’t help thinking that he had aged a decade overnight, as Whitehall School had begun to collapse around him. His predecessor had been over a hundred years old.

    “Emily,” Gordian said.

    Emily bowed her head. “Grandmaster.”

    She couldn’t recall the Grandmaster — either Grandmaster — seeking her out before, not like this. She’d met Gordian before he’d become Grandmaster, back at Cockatrice, but since then ... he’d either summoned her to his office or met her after she’d tried to teleport out of the trap below Whitehall.

    “Your spells have improved,” Gordian said, tilting his head. “You’re turning into a very powerful young lady.”

    “Thank you, sir,” Emily said. 

    Her mind raced. Did he know about her weekend combat training with Mistress Danielle? Were his words a subtle rebuke — or a warning? Or did he believe, despite all the evidence, that she might have learned forgotten magics from Lord Whitehall himself? Or was he merely trying to make conversation? She honestly had no idea what he wanted. To ask her if she really wanted to go, perhaps? Or to encourage her to go? She rather suspected he disliked the idea of a student who could overrule him at will.

    “Your father was surprisingly insistent that you be allowed to accompany Sergeant Miles,” Gordian added, after a moment. “He has not yet granted you your majority?”

    Emily winced, inwardly. Void was her legal guardian, at least as long as she stayed in school. And yet, her position was odd. By some standards, she was an adult; by others, she was still legally a child. In truth, she wasn’t sure how she felt about it. On one hand, it was humiliating to be treated as a child when she was twenty years old; on the other, it was nice to know that someone was looking out for her. But she hadn’t seen Void for months.

    “Not yet, sir,” she said. She’d researched the age of majority in the Nameless World, only to discover that it tended to rely on the parents. Some parents granted their children freedom almost as soon as they entered their teens, others tried to control their children as long as possible. “I believe he wants me to complete my schooling first.”

    “Which may be difficult if you go to the wars,” Gordian said, dryly. “Are you sure you want to go?”

    “I think I have to go,” Emily said, after a moment. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I could have saved thousands of lives, but did nothing.”

    Caleb had accepted that argument. Gordian didn’t seem as impressed. “You will never know if there was something you could have done or not,” he said, shortly. “Can you defeat a necromancer in single combat?”

    “I have,” Emily lied. She’d killed two necromancers, but she’d cheated both times. Did Gordian know what she’d done? She’d always suspected Grandmaster Hasdrubal knew the truth, even though he’d never mentioned it to her. “And if I have to do it again, I will.”

    Gordian studied her for a long moment. “Very well,” he said. “You have my permission to go. And when you return, we will consider where you may best resume your studies.”

    “Thank you, sir,” Emily said. Gordian couldn’t have stopped her from leaving, but he might have made it impossible for her to return. He certainly had extremely good cause. “I hope to be back soon.”

    “Don’t count on it,” Gordian said. “As long as a single necromancer remains alive, the war will never be over.”

    Emily nodded. There were ways to deal with necromancers now, if she had the time to craft them. A Mimic, one programmed only to attack necromancers; a pocket dimension, combined with the nuke-spell; her batteries, combined with lethal spells ... she had plenty of ideas. But she’d need time to prepare them. She doubted she had that time.

    “I will also give you my blessing,” Gordian added. “The Mage Lord of Heart’s Eye was a friend of mine. He didn’t deserve to die in his school.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. Gordian had friends? She shook her head in annoyance. Of course he had friends. Hell, there were tutors who thought he was doing a good job. “Do you know what happened?”

    “The necromancer must have sneaked through the wards, somehow,” Gordian said. “There are ways ... there’s no such thing as an impregnable defense. But the Mage Lord should have been able to take precautions ...”

    He sighed. “Be careful, Emily,” he added. “This necromancer is cunning. And that makes him very dangerous.”


    Chapter Five

    “HAVE YOU PACKED EVERYTHING?” CALEB ASKED.

    “I think so,” Emily said. He’d helped her go through the rucksack one last time, but they’d been unable to slim it down any further. Thankfully, she could carry it — barely. “I have everything I need.”

    “Write to me every day,” Caleb urged, as they walked down to the courtyard. Two horses awaited them, their bridles held by a pair of youngsters from the stables. They took her rucksack and fixed it to the saddle, hanging down so she could sift through the bag while on the move. “I’ll be watching for your messages.”

    “I’ll do my best,” Emily promised.

    Sergeant Miles stepped around the horse and nodded to her. “Mount up,” he ordered, glancing sharply at Caleb. “Shouldn’t you be in class?”

    “I’ll make it up later,” Caleb said. “Emily ...”

    “She’ll be back before you know it,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded impatient, yet oddly distracted by some greater thought. “Emily, mount up.”

    Emily gave Caleb one last hug, then scrambled onto the horse’s back. The horse shivered underneath her, as if it was preparing to bolt. Emily sighed and took a firm grip of the reins, hoping they wouldn’t be riding for long. Sergeant Miles hadn’t been clear on how they were going to get there, but she doubted they would be riding the entire journey. It would take weeks, at best, to reach Tarsier. 

    She glanced down at Caleb, then around the deserted courtyard. Caleb was the only one who had come to see her off, something that bothered her more than she cared to admit. Frieda would be in class, of course, while some of the other students were working to rebuild the school ...

    “Good luck,” Caleb said.

    Sergeant Miles snorted. “Open the gates,” he ordered, as he turned his horse. “It’s time to move.”

    Emily forced herself to relax as her horse cantered forward, following Sergeant Miles as he plunged through the gates and onto the road. She heard Caleb shout something after her, but his words were lost in the clatter of the horse’s hooves on the cobblestones. The beast picked up speed as the cold struck them, a mocking reminder that there might be ice on the road. There would be charms on the horseshoes, she was sure, but she knew they weren’t perfect. Hitting a piece of ice might get her thrown.

    The trees closed in as they headed further and further away from Whitehall, tiny fragments of snow and ice dropping down around them. Emily lowered her head, silently praying that there were no branches waiting to knock her off the horse. She’d expected to head down to Dragon’s Den, but instead they were heading down a path she’d never used. She couldn’t help wondering where it led.

    It might have been charmed to remain hidden, she thought, as Sergeant Miles led her onwards. Or I might just never have noticed it before.

    She sensed flickers of magic around her as they headed onwards, a droll reminder of the Blighted Lands on the other side of the Craggy Mountains. The mountains themselves were covered in snow, their peaks hidden in dark clouds that were clearly moving northwards. She wondered, despite herself, if they were carrying contaminants from the Blighted Lands to the Allied Lands. She’d seen too much raw magic in the Blighted Lands to feel complacent about its effects.

    And no one knows how Shadye got his army over the mountains, she reminded herself. We never did find his tunnel.

    It was nearly an hour before Sergeant Miles started to slow, Emily’s horse also slowing to a trot as they entered a clearing. Emily could sense strange magics flickering around the area, magics that felt oddly familiar. She looked around, spotting a small cabin half-hidden within the trees and a tiny pond, somehow unfrozen despite the cold. The horse gave it a wide berth, suggesting that something dangerous lurked within the waters. The absence of animal tracks tended to agree. None of the local creatures risked drinking the water.

    Sergeant Miles reined in his horse, then slipped neatly to the ground. “Tie the horses up and give them their food,” he ordered, as he turned towards the cabin. “And then join me.”

    Emily nodded as she clambered off the beast and dropped down. The horse gave her a contemptuous look, but didn’t try to run as she tied it to the nearest tree. Emily couldn’t help feeling that the beast knew she wasn’t a confident horsewoman, although it didn’t seem inclined to take advantage of her. But then, a horse trained at Whitehall would have been taught not to abandon its rider. They were a little more intelligent than the average horse.

    The magic field probably caused some mutations, she thought, as she secured the other horse and strode towards the cabin. Or some sorcerer started to experiment with beast magic.

    Her body felt stiff, but she could walk. The snow felt odd, crunching against her boots as if it was permanently on the verge of melting. She kept walking, using a basic charm to keep out the cold. The sense of familiarity surrounding the clearing grew stronger, nagging at her mind. Had she been here before? If she’d seen the clearing in the past ... it would be very different now, wouldn’t it? Had she fought the Manavore here? But she felt sure she was further from the castle than that.

    She walked through the door and looked around. The cabin was very basic, nothing more than a woodsman’s hut. An unmade bed, a tiny fireplace, no windows ... she winced as she realized there was no privy either. The occupant would have to go outside when they needed to use the toilet. A small stockpile of dried fruit and nuts hung in one corner. Sergeant Miles was digging through a cupboard, checking the supplies. The dark expression on his face suggested it wasn’t going well.

    “Someone’s forgotten to replace the emergency rations,” he growled. He didn’t sound pleased. “I’ll have to send word back to the castle.”

    Emily nodded. The hut wouldn’t be permanently occupied, not during winter. But it would serve as shelter for anyone caught in the snow. Anyone could use it, according to customs older than written laws, but they were supposed to replace what they took. Who knew who’d need the shelter next? She didn’t envy the last visitor when Sergeant Miles caught up with him. The sergeant took the customs seriously. They saved lives.

    Sergeant Miles stood upright, turning to face her. “How are you feeling?”

    “Stiff,” Emily admitted. She’d felt worse, in the past. “Can I ask a question?”

    “You can ask any question you like,” Sergeant Miles said. “But I don’t promise to answer.”

    He pointed a finger at the fireplace. “Set up a fire,” he added. “We may be here for some time.”

    Emily knelt down by the fire and started to pile up the wood. “Why aren’t we just teleporting to Tarsier?”

    Sergeant Miles didn’t seem surprised by the question. “You’ll see,” he said, vaguely. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

    He strode out of the cabin. Emily sighed, then opened the chimney before using magic to set the wood on fire. At least the cabin had a chimney. She’d been in hovels in the Cairngorms where the air had been thick with smoke. She wondered, as she fed more wood into the flames, why they weren’t using magic to heat the air, but she supposed Sergeant Miles knew what he was doing. Maybe he wanted her to conserve magic.

    Sergeant Miles crunched his way back into the cabin a moment later. “Good enough,” he said, studying the flames. “Do you remember the Berserker spell?”

    Emily nodded. She hadn’t used it since first year, when she’d been in Zangaria. Mistress Irene and the sergeants had made it clear that the spell wasn’t to be used unless there was no other choice. It just kept going until the caster ran out of energy and collapsed. The one time she’d used it in combat, she knew she would have died if she’d been alone.

    “We’ll be going over it later,” Sergeant Miles said. “But I don’t want you to use it.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “But what if there’s no choice?”

    “Use your own judgement,” Sergeant Miles said. “Just remember that removing the spell isn’t easy.”

    Emily shivered. Cancelling a spell she’d cast on herself should be easy, but the berserker spell was addictive. She might not realize that she had to cancel the spell before it was too late — and if she did, she might be too drained to cancel it successfully. And she wouldn’t want to cancel the spell. The sense of power and strength was overwhelming.

    Sergeant Miles reached into his pocket and produced a scrap of folded paper. “Tell me what you make of this,” he said, holding it out to her. “It’s a very interesting spell.”

    Emily took the paper and unfolded it. The spell had been neatly diagrammed out, but there were no annotations to make deciphering it easy. She shook her head in annoyance, then started to work her way through the spell piece by piece. It was so complex, for something so small, that she couldn’t help wondering if the writer had added a great deal of additional detail, just to confuse the reader. It wasn’t until she reached the end that she realized there were actually two spells, mingled together.

    “This is a combined spell,” she said, in surprise.

    “Correct,” Sergeant Miles said. “What does it do?”

    Emily hesitated. She’d been told, time and time again, not to combine spells. Two spells — interacting as they were cast — could have unpredictable results. Hell, she’d come far too close to killing Alassa by accidentally casting two spells at once. An inch or two higher and the Crown Princess of Zangaria would have been killed. And then ...

    She shuddered, then started to work her way through it. One spell was a simple cutting spell, one she’d used herself; the other looked like a particularly nasty curse. It reminded her of something, the thought nagging at her mind until it came into the light. The curse was a twisted healing spell, one designed to harm rather than heal ...

    “This is awful,” she said, finally.

    “True,” Sergeant Miles said. “And if someone was hit by the spell, what would happen to them?”

    Emily worked it out. The first spell would cut into their skin, the second ... the second would rip them apart. A victim might survive the first spell, if they were lucky; the second, infused directly into their skin, would prove fatal. The more she looked at it, the more repelled she felt. Cutting the victim open would ensure that the second spell spread at terrifying speed. It was unlikely anyone could cancel the spell before it was too late.

    “Death,” she said. “They would die.”

    “Correct,” Sergeant Miles said. “Before we leave here, I want you to be able to cast the spell.”

    Emily stared at him. “You want me to cast the spell?”

    “That is what I said,” Sergeant Miles said, waspishly. “You’ll need it.”

    He rose, heading towards the door. Emily followed him, her head spinning. She didn’t want to inflict such pain on someone — anyone. It was a torture curse ... it was worse than a torture curse, because it would be fatal. Except, judging from the spell notation, the curse might do its work so quickly that there would be very little pain. Somehow, she didn’t find it reassuring. 

    The cold slapped against her face as they walked back into the clearing. Emily looked over at the horses, then back at the sergeant as he pointed a finger at the nearest tree. The curse leapt from his fingers a second later, striking the tree and splashing out of existence. A moment later, the tree shattered into a small pile of firewood. 

    “The effects are less dramatic if you use the spell on a human — or an orc,” Sergeant Miles commented, as Emily stared at the rubble. “But it is almost always lethal.”

    Emily swallowed. “What do you do if you’re hit with it?”

    “You hope your protections can handle the curse,” Sergeant Miles told her. “And if they can’t, you’re dead.”

    He nodded towards the next tree. “Try to cast the spell.”

    Emily braced herself, then started to cast the spell. It wasn’t easy to shape the spell in her mind, let alone cast it. She’d been taught never to try to combine spells. The magic seemed to spin around her, the cutting charm slicing through the wood while the curse failed to materialize ...

    “Try again,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “You need to master the spell.”

    “You could have taught me this in Whitehall,” Emily muttered. She shivered, fighting the urge to cast a warming charm. The cold was digging into her bones. “Sergeant ...”

    “I have my reasons,” Sergeant Miles said. “Cast the spell.”

    Emily gritted her teeth, then cast the spell again. The spellweave came apart in her mind, magic spilling everywhere. She felt her head start to pound, a mocking reminder that she had the power, but not the skill. Taking a deep breath, she tried for the third time. The spell struck the target and ripped it apart.

    “A little too much power,” Sergeant Miles commented, casting a protective ward as pieces of wood rained down around them. “You’ll drain yourself rapidly if you use so much magic.”

    “Yes, Sergeant,” Emily said. At least she’d managed to cast the spell. “I’ll keep trying.”

    She sucked in her breath as she cast the spell for the fourth time. It was easy to see why the spell was considered restricted. The combination of the two spells was lethal — and required relatively little power to cast. A first year student could probably cast the spell ... hell, she suspected that a first year would actually have found it easier. He or she would have less magic at their disposal. If she’d learned to cast lethal spells in first year ...

    I did, she reminded herself. Even the prank spells can be lethal, if used properly.

    “Good enough,” Sergeant Miles grunted, after she’d cast the spell a dozen times. “You will keep practicing, of course.”

    “Of course,” Emily said.

    She followed him back into the cabin and hurried over to the fire, kneeling down and allowing the heat to seep into her bones. Sergeant Miles snorted, then passed her another piece of paper. It outlined another spell, one that compelled its hearers to obey. Emily shuddered at the thought, remembering Lady Barb using a similar spell. She hadn’t been the target, but she’d been affected nonetheless.

    “Do not use this spell unless you are desperate,” Sergeant Miles told her, once she’d parsed it out. “Its effects are often unpredictable. Magic users are often capable of shrugging it off, but so are strong-willed mundanes. Using it on a crowd works better than using it on a single person. No one knows why.”

    Emily frowned. “And you expect me to cast this?”

    “If necessary,” Sergeant Miles said. “It’s harder to practice with this spell, if only because finding suitable test subjects isn’t easy.”

    “No one wants to volunteer?” Emily guessed. “Or do they know what’s coming?”

    “They do,” Sergeant Miles confirmed. “It’s very difficult to test the spell on someone who knows what’s coming. They prepare themselves to resist.”

    He paused. “Stand up.”

    Emily’s entire body jerked. The compulsion was strong, yet crude ... an odd blend of outright compulsion and subtle magic. Part of her wanted to stand up, wanted to please him ... she forced herself to remain kneeling, rather than rising. She felt a sudden surge of anger as the magic faded away, her fists clenching helplessly. How dare he try to compel her to do anything?

    “That’s the other problem with the spell,” Sergeant Miles told her. He didn’t seem surprised at her anger. “When it is released, when the effects fade away, the victim is furious. I’ve seen casters beaten to a pulp by their victims.”

    “I’m not surprised,” Emily muttered. The urge to lash out at the sergeant had been overwhelming. Her magic crackled through her, demanding retribution. If she’d hit him ... she had a feeling he’d understand. She took a deep breath, centering herself as her anger drained away. “Do I get to test the spell on you?”

    Sergeant Miles cocked his head. “Do you think it would work?”

    Emily shook her head. Sergeant Miles would be ready for the spell. The nasty part of her mind wondered if she should cast it on him when his back was turned, but she rather suspected his protections would deflect it. And then he’d be furious. She looked back down at the paper, silently going through the spellwork. It wasn’t related to Robin’s compulsion spell, as far as she could tell, but it did have some things in common.

    “Put the kettle on,” Sergeant Miles ordered. He jerked a finger towards the kettle, hanging from the wall. “We need a warm drink before we head onwards.”

    “Yes, Sergeant,” Emily said. She was the apprentice. Preparing Kava was merely one of her duties. A thought struck her as she hung the kettle over the fireplace and filled it with purified water. “Can you teach these spells in Whitehall?”

    “Let’s just say that I would prefer not to take the risk,” Sergeant Miles said. “You are an advanced student, but combined spells are normally only taught in sixth year.”

    And Gordian wouldn’t be happy you’re teaching me at all, Emily added, silently.

    “Put out three cups,” Sergeant Miles added. He glanced towards the door. “We’re going to need them.”

    Emily blinked. “Someone is coming ...?”

    There was a knock at the door. Emily stood, hastily smoothing down her trousers. Perhaps Lady Barb had come to join them. Or Mistress Danielle. Emily had sent her a letter to say that she wouldn’t be able to take lessons for the next few weeks, but Mistress Danielle hadn’t written back. Sergeant Miles opened the door ...

    And Void stepped into the cabin.


    Chapter Six

    “VOID,” EMILY SAID, ASTONISHED.

    She darted forward and gave him a hug, surprising herself. Void hugged her back gravely, then glanced at Sergeant Miles. The sergeant inclined his head, motioning for Void to join them. Emily let go of the older sorcerer and headed back to the fire, hastily pouring the Kava into three cups and passing the first one to Void.

    Void took it, then winked. “Technically, you should offer the first one to your master,” he said. “It’s a sign of respect.”

    Emily flushed, embarrassed. “Sorry ...”

    “Try not to do it in front of the other combat sorcerers,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded amused, rather than angry. “Although sorting out who should be served first in the aristocratic camp will be a real nightmare.”

    He took his mug and turned towards the door. “I’ll tend to the horses,” he said. “Give me a shout when you’re done.”

    Emily watched him go, then looked at Void. He was taller than she remembered, with long dark hair — the same shade as Frieda’s — falling down around his angular face. It was a droll reminder that she didn’t know what he really looked like, his appearance constantly changing to suit himself. But he hadn’t changed that much in the past few years. She would have assumed he was in his early thirties if she hadn’t known he was well over a hundred.

    “It’s good to see you again,” she said. There were no chairs in the cabin, so she sat down on the earthen floor and motioned for him to sit facing her. “I’ve ... I’ve got a lot to tell you.”

    “So do I,” Void said. He sat, seemingly untroubled by the hard ground. “And time is pressing.”

    Emily felt an odd twinge of regret. “Sergeant Miles knew we’d be meeting, didn’t he?”

    “I asked him to find a place we could meet,” Void said. He shrugged, taking another sip from his cup. “Walking into Whitehall isn’t so easy these days.”

    It could be, Emily thought. 

    She scowled. Gordian might have tried to keep Void out, but she could override the wards. And yet, she didn’t really want to talk about it. Gordian didn’t need more reason to dislike her.

    “I’ve been watching the situation,” Void said, after a moment. “The invasion ... the necromancer ... it doesn’t bode well.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She looked up at him. “Are you going to be coming?”

    “I’ll be around, somewhere,” Void said. “This necromancer is known to be cunning, but he’s showing a degree of forward planning I would have thought impossible. That worries me.”

    “He might have found a way to make necromancy work,” Emily said.

    “Perhaps,” Void said. He looked pensive. “Theoretically, a powerful magician would be able to stave off the madness longer. There are ... concepts ... that might assist him in remaining sane. But none of them have ever been truly tested.”

    “No one wants to take the risk,” Emily guessed.

    Void smiled, humorlessly. “They would never be able to turn back,” he agreed. “Either they escape to the Blighted Lands or they are killed by their former comrades.”

    He shrugged. “That’s not why I came to talk to you, though,” he said. “General Pollack requested you personally, didn’t he?”

    “Yes,” Emily said.

    “He wasn’t the only one,” Void said. “Quite a few councilors wanted you to go.”

    Emily blinked in surprise. “Why? I mean ... do they all think I can beat him?”

    “You’re the only person in recorded history to have killed two necromancers in single combat,” Void pointed out. Emily refrained from pointing out that she’d cheated. The councilors didn’t know what she’d done. “That makes you powerful indeed.”

    He leaned back, his face suddenly expressionless. “Some of the councilors wanted you to go because they believe you can beat him,” he said. “Others want you to go in the hope you’ll fall on your sword. They want you dead.”

    Emily stared at him. “They want me dead? Why?”

    “Different reasons for different people,” Void told her. “Some think you’re just as dangerous, either because you’re uniquely strong or because you’re a necromancer in your own right. Others see the changes you’ve already wrought and fear what you’ll do in the future. And others ... they see you as a destabilizing force, a person who will change the world.”

    He smiled. “A Child of Destiny, if you will.”

    “You know I’m not,” Emily pointed out. Her mother had been called Destiny. “I’m certainly not one in the sense they mean.” 

    “They don’t know that,” Void said. He leaned forward, his face utterly composed. “And you have changed the world. The printing press ... gunpowder ... steam engines ... All the little changes, building up into something ... you’re responsible for far more than a minor civil uprising in Zangaria. They’re scared of you.”

    Emily shivered. People she didn’t know, people she’d never met, had plotted her death, merely because they saw her as a potential threat to their world. But the Allied Lands were slowly losing the war. They needed to change, they needed to develop more advanced technology, before it was too late. She knew, all too well, that there would be disruption, that there would be winners and losers. But the entire Allied Lands were at risk. They had to change.

    “I know,” she said, finally.

    Void gave her a long look. “So watch your back,” he warned. “Someone might just try to stick a knife in it. Or find some other way to humiliate you. Killing you outright carries risks, but destroying your reputation carries none.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. 

    “Very good,” Void said. He finished his drink, placing the cup on the floor. “I can’t stay, I’m afraid. I’ve got an appointment elsewhere.”

    Emily felt a stab of pain. She’d hoped he would stay. She had so much to tell him. Void would be delighted to hear about the past, about Lord Whitehall and his commune ... but she knew he wouldn’t stay. All she could do was hope he would find more time for her soon, after the war.

    “One thing, before I go,” Void added. “I notice the protective spell I gave you was torn to shreds.”

    “It was,” Emily confirmed. 

    She sighed. Void had called it The Secret That Cannot Be Spoken, a protective spell that shielded her from truth spells and compulsions that would otherwise make her talk. But the spell hadn’t stood up to Robin’s attack, even though it had saved her from becoming his slave. She’d had to weed the last remnants of the spell out of her mind, once she’d returned to the present day. It would have been dangerous to leave them in place.

    A thought struck her. “How did you know?”

    “It’s clearly visible if you know what to look for,” Void said, vaguely. “Do you want me to cast the spell again?”

    Emily hesitated. Lady Barb had warned her that relying on a single spell to maintain her defenses was dangerous. A skilled or knowledgeable sorcerer might find a chink in her armor and use it to break her mind. Robin had been neither skilled nor knowledgeable, but the spell the demon had given him had managed to crack through her defenses. She would have to be more careful in the future.

    “I think I’ll rely on other spells,” she said. She’d have to see if Sergeant Miles was willing to help her test her defenses. Lady Barb would have been preferable, but Emily had no idea where she was. Or when she’d be free to assist. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

    Void looked approving, just for a second. “Very good,” he said. “But make sure you layer your protective spells carefully.”

    He rose. “And make sure you learn as much as you can from the sergeant,” he added, as Emily stood. “He’s a good teacher.”

    His face twisted in dark amusement. “And also quite low in the pecking order. A smart officer will listen to his sergeants, but he won’t consider them his equals.”

    Emily frowned. “I don’t understand.”

    “You will,” Void said. 

    He opened the door. A gust of cold air blew in, carrying snowflakes. Emily looked up at the dark sky and shivered. They would either be riding in the snow, which struck her as insanely dangerous, or remain trapped in the cabin until the snow stopped falling. And if the snow kept falling, they might be snowbound.

    But we could use magic to teleport or simply blast our way out, she thought. We wouldn’t be trapped permanently.

    Void stepped out into the cold air. Sergeant Miles was standing next to the horses, smoking a long pipe. He raised a hand as Void nodded to him before teleporting away. Emily felt another twinge of sadness — he hadn’t even said goodbye — as she walked over to the sergeant. The horses were munching contentedly from feedbags.

    “Put out the fire, then clean up the cabin,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

    Emily looked up at the sky. The snow was falling harder now, hiding their tracks. She looked over towards the pond, watching the water ripple as snowflakes touched the surface and vanished. Something was lurking there, just below the surface. She had a nasty feeling she didn’t want to find out what it was. But if they were going to be riding in the snow ...

    She swallowed. Was this an order she was supposed to question? Or was she meant to do as she was told?

    “The snow’s getting heavier,” she said, finally. “Shouldn’t we stay here?”

    “It isn’t long until our next stop,” Sergeant Miles said. “Go clean up the cabin.”

    Emily sighed and did as she was told, putting out the fire, washing up the cups they’d used and wiping the floor. Sergeant Miles checked everything carefully as soon as she had finished, then motioned for her to pick up her bag and follow him outside. The horses were waiting, looking cold. Emily had to struggle to climb onto her horse when the beast’s fur was wet and cold. The warming spell she cast as soon as she was seated didn’t seem to help. Sergeant Miles led her down the path as soon as he’d mounted his horse.

    It was a terrifying experience. Alassa would probably have loved it, but Emily couldn’t help feeling as though the horse was going to slip and fall over at any moment. They picked their way onwards as the snow kept falling around them, the horses picking their way through the slush. She clung to the reins with grim desperation, hoping — praying — that they reached their next destination before they froze to death. Maybe there was something supernatural in the snow, she reasoned. She’d cast the warming spell twice, but the cold still seeped into her bones.

    This is utter madness, she thought, as the horse slipped. Just for a moment, she was certain the horse was going to throw her. We should have stayed in the cabin.

    The trees parted suddenly, revealing a cluster of small buildings. Emily forced herself to sit upright, admiring the wooden houses. A small gully ran through the village, tiny fragile-looking bridges connecting the houses to the streets. In summer, she realized, the gully would be a stream, providing water for the occupants. Warm light spilled out of windows, welcoming them to the village. Sergeant Miles led her down what she assumed was a street — the snow made it hard to tell — and up to a large inn. A grim-faced person was standing outside, wrapped in so many furs that Emily couldn’t tell if she was looking at a man or a woman.

    Sergeant Miles slipped off his horse and landed neatly on the ground. “Take the horses back to Whitehall, once the snow has melted,” he said, passing the reins and a silver coin to the figure. “They’ll tip you once the horses are returned.”

    He beckoned for Emily to join him. “Have you been here before?”

    Emily shook her head as the horses were led off towards the stables. If the inn was like the others she’d seen, there would be room for a dozen horses at the rear. There was probably a horse-trader somewhere within the village too, always looking to sell or barter his wares. A courier might exchange a tired horse for a fresh one too. But in winter, business would be slow. The innkeeper would probably be very relieved to see them.

    “This is a free community on the King’s Road,” Sergeant Miles said. He led the way across the tiny bridge — Emily could barely make out the snow-filled gully — and pushed open the door. A gust of warm air struck them as they entered. She leant into the warmth, gratefully. “Most of the people here are farmers or woodsmen, but there’re a couple of magicians who harvest potions’ ingredients from the forest. They’re good people.”

    Emily looked around as Sergeant Miles removed his coat. The inn was cleaner than most, she had to admit, but it still looked dingy. A number of patrons, mainly young men, eyed her curiously, not bothering to hide their interest. There were only two women in the room, both old enough to be her grandmother. She forced herself to stare back at the young men as she removed her coat, allowing them to see the crest on her outfit. They looked away hastily as soon as they realized she was a magician.

    The innkeeper materialized in front of them, moving with surprising stealth for a man of his immense bulk. “Welcome to the Belching Hydra, My Lord,” he said, bowing low to Sergeant Miles. His eyes flickered across Emily before returning to Sergeant Miles. “Can I fetch you a drink?”

    “A flagon of mulled ale,” Sergeant Miles said. He glanced at Emily. “And for you?”

    “Kava, if you have it,” Emily said. She wouldn’t touch alcohol, not after watching her mother steadily drink herself to death. There were spells to remove the alcohol, but she’d always considered them somewhat risky. “If not, warm milk.”

    “Of course, My Lady,” the innkeeper said. He bowed, again. His belly scraped against the floor. “It’ll be right with you.”

    “There’s a toilet over there if you have to answer the call of nature,” Sergeant Miles said, jabbing a finger towards the rear of the inn. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

    Emily watched him go, then looked down at the table. People were looking at her. She could feel them. And yet ... she forced herself to ignore them. Her fingers felt frozen, as if the cold had turned her bones to ice. She knew it was her imagination, but the impression refused to leave her. She felt as though she would never be warm again. The innkeeper returned, placing a large mug of warm milk in front of her. Emily took a sip, silently appreciating the creamy liquid. Kava would have been better, but the inn might not keep it in stock.

    Which it should do, she thought, as Sergeant Miles returned. We can’t be the only magicians who visit.

    “We’ll be leaving soon,” Sergeant Miles said. He drank his ale quickly, gulping it down as if it were water. Emily couldn’t help feeling worried, even though she knew he wouldn’t take the risk of getting drunk. “I suggest you use the toilet. There won’t be another chance for a while.”

    Emily nodded. “Are you going to order fresh horses?”

    “We’ll be teleporting,” Sergeant Miles said. “There’s no need to ride the rest of the way.”

    “Good,” Emily said, with feeling.

    Sergeant Miles smiled. “I thought all girls loved horses.”

    “I think they love the idea of horses,” Emily said, sourly. Maybe she would have wanted a pony, as a little girl. But real horses were dirty and smelly and needed to be mucked out every day. Spoiled rich brats could afford horses and men to do the hard work, but she hadn’t had a hope in hell of even looking at a horse. “The real animal is different.”

    She touched the snake-bracelet on her wrist. The Death Viper was an easy pet, even though it was incredibly dangerous to everyone else. All she had to do, when the snake was in its natural form, was feed it or let it hunt. A dead rat could keep the snake going for days. And all she had to do was maintain mental contact to make sure it didn’t go after a human victim.

    “But important,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “Owning a horse makes a man a gentleman.”

    Emily shrugged. Alassa might love horses — Frieda and Imaiqah liked horses — but it wasn’t something she shared. It still surprised her that Alassa actually took care of her own horse, although she’d met the woman who taught Alassa how to ride. She wouldn’t have allowed anyone, even a princess, near her stables unless they were willing to help take care of the animals.

    She finished her milk, answered the call of nature and then picked up her bag and followed Sergeant Miles into another room. It was large enough to hold several dozen people, but it was completely empty. She puzzled over the empty space for a moment, then reasoned it was probably used for dances and weddings. There wasn’t much else to do in such a small village. 

    Sergeant Miles took her arm and closed his eyes, preparing to cast the spell. “Wait,” Emily said. “What about our coats?”

    “They’ll be sent back to Whitehall with the horses,” Sergeant Miles told her. He didn’t open his eyes. “Unless you left something valuable in the pockets ...?”

    “I didn’t,” Emily assured him. “I just wanted to make sure.”

    “Good,” Sergeant Miles said. He shifted, rebalancing himself. “Then let’s be off. Time is pressing.”

    Emily sucked in her breath, then closed her eyes as she felt the magic build up. The world shifted beneath her feet as the spell engaged, causing a surge of white light that seemed to burn through her eyelids ...

    ... And then they were somewhere else.


    Chapter Seven

    IT WAS HOT, ALMOST SCORCHING.

    Emily opened her eyes, taking a deep breath. The air was dry, as if they were standing on the edge of a desert. She looked down, half-expecting to see sand under her feet, and glanced around. The sun was high overhead ... it looked to be just after noon, local time. They’d crossed several thousand miles in the blink of an eye. She adjusted her tunic as she tried to adjust to the sudden change in temperature, her eyes taking in her surroundings. It looked, very much, like a tropical country.

    Insects buzzed through the palm trees, the sound of their passage blurring into background noise. Strange pineapple-like fruits hung from the other trees, some shivering as though they were on the verge of falling. The ground felt odd, like a strange mix of sand and soil; the air smelled faintly of something exotic, something she couldn’t quite place. She could hear men shouting in the distance, their voices echoing through the air. Sweat started to trickle down her back as the heat rose further, mocking her. She suddenly felt extremely overdressed.

    “This way,” Sergeant Miles said.

    Emily glanced at him as they started to walk down a dusty road. It was hard to be sure, but it looked as though hundreds of horses and thousands of men had marched down it in the last few days. The surface had been completely torn up, rendering the road nearly useless for horses and carts. A couple of young children, so thin she couldn’t tell if they were male or female, were scooping up horse dung and carrying it away from the road. It made good fertilizer, if she recalled correctly. The locals had to consider it a windfall from the gods.

    But there’s also an invading army bearing down on them, she thought, as she caught sight of their hovels. The shacks were tiny, so ramshackle that she couldn’t help feeling that a single gust of wind would blow them over. Beyond them, the fields looked yellow, as if they were already dying. Scraping an existence from the soil, so close to the Desert of Death, would be almost impossible. These people are too poor to flee.

    “The camp should be over there,” Sergeant Miles said, as they walked through another patch of trees. Spiders scrambled through the branches. Emily eyed them warily before giving them a wide berth. “Try to keep your hands in sight.”

    She smelled the camp a long time before it came into view. The scent of too many humans in too close proximity ... she shuddered, reminding herself to breathe through her mouth until she grew accustomed to the smell. Hygiene on the Nameless World was a hit-or-miss affair — she’d been in cities that smelt like sewers — but the camp was particularly unpleasant, the stench of sweat, piss, and shit blurring into one obnoxious odor. The wind shifted, blowing the scent in their direction. She had to swallow hard to resist the urge to be sick. 

    And yet ... it was smaller than she’d expected.

    “This is the tip of the spear,” Sergeant Miles told her, when she asked. “Other forces are gathering to the north, preparing for war. More troops ... more sorcerers ... everything we can scrape up in a hurry. We ... may be charged with slowing the enemy down until the main body is ready to take the field.”

    Emily shivered, helplessly.

    The camp slowly revealed itself. An outer layer of makeshift tents ... she blinked in astonishment as she saw the women and children surrounding the wooden walls. They looked out of place, didn’t they? Dogs and cats ran around, looking surprisingly well-fed; she shuddered as she caught sight of a rat climbing on a wooden box. It didn’t look scared of humans — or of the cats. But then, it was large enough to give a good account of itself even against a cat. 

    A long line of men waited outside one of the tents, laughing and jeering and calling out lewd suggestions ... it was a brothel, she realized numbly. She’d expected, at some level, men wearing military uniforms, but the soldiers — the common soldiers — looked more like rough laborers. Their clothes seemed to follow no rhyme or reason. One of them was shirtless, his back covered in nasty scars. Emily felt sick. Someone had flogged him so hard that they’d literally taken the skin off his back.

    She glanced around. A trio of women were bent over a tub, washing clothes. Others were flirting with the men or trying to sell them stuff. A handful of men were doing the same, hawking their wares to anyone who looked interested. One of them was bellowing out an advert for protective charms, but Emily couldn’t sense any magic surrounding him. They had to be fakes ...

    A drunkard rolled up in front of them. “Hey, man,” he slurred. He leered at Emily. “How about a kiss?”

    Sergeant Miles knocked him down with a single punch and kept walking towards the gates, seemingly unbothered. Emily glanced at the drunkard, who had been knocked out, then followed him. The guards, thankfully, looked more professional, wearing leather that would turn a blade, if they were lucky. She’d expected plate armor. But then, she considered, anyone wearing heavy armor under the sun would probably die of heatstroke within minutes.

    “Inform General Pollack that we have arrived,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “He will wish to see us.”

    The guards were professional, Emily noted. They summoned a messenger and dispatched him rather than going themselves. She quietly reached out with her senses and tested the magic surrounding the camp, noticing the network of protective wards. It was crude, compared to Whitehall’s protections, but she suspected they’d be effective. The guards, too, had protective charms layered over them. Maybe not enough to stop a necromancer — no, it wouldn’t be enough to stop a necromancer — but it would delay any lesser threat.

    Sergeant Miles leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Look confident,” he muttered. “You are a noblewoman — and a sorceress. You must not show weakness.”

    Emily nodded, reluctantly. Lady Barb had tried to teach her how to behave, but projecting strength wasn’t her forte. It was easier to be polite to everyone rather than boss them around, whatever her status. She rather suspected that the noblemen in the camp were desperately trying to work out the pecking order, if only so they could suck up to their betters while sneering at everyone below them.

    She heard a man shouting and turned her head, just in time to see a line of young men jogging past. The sergeant following them — she assumed he was a sergeant — was bellowing out encouragement and insults, while helping a couple of laggards along with kicks to the rear. Two more groups followed, each carrying heavy rucksacks as they ran around the camp. It would make them stronger, she knew, if they survived. Several of the young men looked as though they were on the verge of collapse.

    A young man appeared, wearing a fancy uniform. “Sergeant,” he said, addressing Sergeant Miles. His tone hovered on the brink of rudeness. “General Pollack would be pleased to see you in his tent.”

    He turned and strode away, without waiting for a response. Emily remembered Void’s warning as Sergeant Miles followed him, clenching her fists at the blatant disrespect. The messenger had to genuinely believe he spoke for General Pollack or he would never have risked insulting a combat sorcerer. She’d met some of King Randor’s messengers, who believed they spoke for their king. Thankfully, they’d had the sense to be polite to his daughter and heir.

    The camp was larger than she’d realized, she noted, as they walked past a row of battered-looking tents, each one large enough to hold a hundred soldiers. Men were sleeping on the ground or marching to and fro, shouting and chanting as they prepared for war. Some were throwing spears, stabbing with swords or shooting arrows at targets. Others seemed to be playing dice or arm-wrestling. And one man was standing in front of a tent, wearing nothing below the waist. Emily looked away, hastily. What was he doing there?

    “Punishment duty,” Sergeant Miles explained, when she asked. “He’ll have offended his superior in some manner.”

    The tents grew better as they made their way further into the camp. Some had flags fluttering above them, others seemed to be made of finer materials or protected by magic. Dozens of brightly clothed young men were riding their horses around, giving them much-needed exercise. Emily couldn’t help noticing that they looked better than the common soldiers, their uniforms flashier and their faces unscarred. Their weapons flashed in the sun. A couple of them gave her odd looks, as if they weren’t quite sure who she was. She didn’t really blame them. None of the portraits of her looked remotely realistic.

    Which is par for the course, she thought. There isn’t an accurate portrait of anyone in the Nameless World.

    “Most of the horsemen are minor nobility,” Sergeant Miles commented. The hint of bitterness in his voice surprised her. He nodded towards a particularly foppish young man, who was balancing upside down on his horse’s back. “It’s very rare for a commoner to be able to afford a horse, let alone the upkeep. Even when they do, they can’t really afford to join a cavalry regiment. Each of those young fools is expected to buy everything from their uniforms to enough drink to drown the entire regiment.” 

    “They look flashy,” Emily said. It struck her as terrifyingly inefficient. “Aren’t they useful?”

    “If they follow orders, cavalry can be very useful,” Sergeant Miles said. “Put a strong commander in charge, one they’ll obey, and they can be decisive. But far too many of them will not obey orders, if they consider their commander to be their social inferior. Battles have been lost because some young idiot decided to do his own thing in the midst of combat.”

    Emily glanced at him, then back at the horsemen. “The army doesn’t buy horses for its men?”

    “Of course not,” Sergeant Miles said. His voice darkened. “Commoners are not natural horsemen, didn’t you know?”

    Emily nodded, slowly. Peasants — in Zangaria, at least — were not allowed to own horses, even if they did have the money. Even merchants and innkeepers, who were allowed to own horses, had to register them with the local sheriff. Their horses could be requisitioned — or confiscated — at will and they knew it. Only the aristocracy were allowed to maintain their own stables. It was just another line drawn to keep the lower classes in their place. 

    “The cavalry also gets better food than the infantry,” Sergeant Miles said. “They’re all expected to chip in, just to pay for the mess. They might invite you to eat with them, if you’re lucky. Make sure you starve yourself beforehand.”

    Emily glanced at him. “Should I go?”

    “If you want,” Sergeant Miles said. “They’ll flirt outrageously, but they’ll behave themselves. As long as you’re careful.”

    “How reassuring,” Emily said, dryly.

    Sergeant Miles laughed. “Remember what I said,” he warned her. He’d told her so much before departure that Emily had had real trouble keeping it all straight. “As long as you’re here, pretend you are a man and be one of the boys.”

    Emily kept her face expressionless as they reached a second set of wooden walls. The riding clothes and tunic she wore didn’t hide her figure, certainly not enough for her to pass for a man. And her hair didn’t help either. Aristocrats might wear their hair long, but she’d never seen a man with hair that reached down to the small of his back. The messenger led them through the gate, nodding to the guards. They didn’t seem inclined to stop him.

    But there was another set of wards. She could feel them probing her as they walked towards the command tent. Someone was being careful, very careful. The tents were protected against all forms of magical spying, as well as long-distance attacks. She nodded in approval. Necromancers weren’t supposed to have the skill to spy on their enemies, but it wouldn’t be wise to take that for granted. Besides, there were plenty of people in the Allied Lands who would probably want to spy on the army too.

    A tall man wearing black stood outside the largest tent, next to a younger man in apprentice robes. Emily couldn’t help thinking that there was something forbidding about the man’s granite-like face, as if he was utterly unmoved by the world around him. And then he broke into a smile that transformed his features. His teeth practically flashed under the sun.

    “Miles, you old horse-thief,” he said, grinning. “How have you been?”

    He clasped hands with the sergeant. “It has been a very long time,” he added. “I’ve been meaning to make it to Whitehall, but ...”

    “You wouldn’t want to blow up the school,” Sergeant Miles finished. He waved a hand at Emily. “Emily, this is Master Storm. Combat sorcerer, blade-master, and all-around sneaky bastard. Storm, I believe Emily needs no introduction. ”

    Storm beamed. “I thank you,” he said. “I have heard of her.”

    He looked Emily up and down. “Master Grey clearly underestimated you.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said.

    She couldn’t help noticing that the messenger looked horrified. If Storm could talk to Sergeant Miles as an equal ... it boded ill for his future. Clearly, Sergeant Miles was more important than his rank suggested. But then, a sorcerer — even one of humble origins — was effectively a nobleman. She suppressed her amusement with an effort. There were more important things to worry about.

    Sergeant Miles was still talking to Storm. “They got you on guard duty now?”

    “Someone keeps poking at the wards,” Storm told him. “They’re very good too, whoever they are. The wards need to be constantly monitored to keep the bastards out.”

    He waved a hand at his apprentice. “Lady Emily, please allow me to introduce my apprentice,” he added. “He’s been with me two years.”

    “We’ve met,” the apprentice said. “Emily, it’s good to see you again.”

    Emily stared at him. It took her several moments to place the face. “Cat?”

    “It’s been a while,” Cat said. He’d been in fifth year when she’d entered Whitehall. They’d shared Martial Magic classes. “You’ve changed.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said. She hadn’t had much in common with him, although he’d always treated her well. “I was surprised you didn’t attend the wedding.”

    “I couldn’t get time off,” Cat said. “Master Storm’s been keeping me busy.”

    He paused. “How are the lovebirds settling down?”

    “They’re doing well,” Emily said. Jade and Alassa had been almost sickeningly sweet, the last time she’d seen them. “I believe they’re going to be touring the Allied Lands soon.”

    Master Storm cleared his throat. “You two can catch up later,” he said, practically. “Right now, I believe the general wants to see his daughter-in-law.”

    Emily felt her cheeks redden. The messenger looked as though he wanted to redo the last twenty minutes. She looked down at the ground, trying to compose herself. She and Caleb weren’t married, not yet. General Pollack wasn’t her father-in-law until the wedding ceremony was over.

    Cat looked interested. “Marrying the general’s son? I think ...”

    “That will do,” Storm said. He looked at Sergeant Miles. “After you have spoken to General Pollack, please join me and the other combat sorcerers for a chat. We have to plan our tactics for when the army moves south.”

    Miles frowned. “You’re not building a defensive line here?”

    “The king’s forces will see to that,” Storm said. The wards flickered around him, just for a second. “We’re moving forward, it seems. General Pollack will fill you in.”

    He smiled. “And we also have better wine than the rest of the camp.”

    “Wine,” Sergeant Miles repeated. He sounded displeased. “How do you plan to fight on wine?”

    “We also laid in several barrels of beer,” Storm added. “And someone will be brewing alcohol in the camp soon enough.”

    Cat winked at Emily. “Try not to drink it,” he said. “You’ll go blind.”

    “Good advice,” Sergeant Miles said. He looked at the messenger, who was practically hopping backwards and forwards. “Do you need to take a piss?”

    The messenger reddened. “My Lord, General Pollack requested your immediate presence,” he said. “He’s waiting for you.”

    And every wasted second is one you might have to pay for, Emily added, silently. She didn’t think General Pollack would waste time shooting the messenger — she didn’t even know if he had a gun — but she didn’t know him well enough to be sure. The general might take any further delays out on you.

    “They’re free to enter,” Storm said. “I’ve already keyed them into the wards.”

    “They might be imposters,” Cat pointed out. “The wards here aren’t precise enough to be sure.”

    “Posing as someone I know very well would be extremely impressive,” Storm pointed out, sarcastically. “Why, how could anyone pose as Smiles around me?”

    He grinned. “But feel free to demand further proof.”

    Cat looked embarrassed. “Emily ... prove you’re you.”

    Emily closed her eyes for a long moment, trying to think. Was he serious? Or was he just trying to impress his master? They hadn’t known each other that well. She didn’t think she’d ever been alone with him, let alone shared secrets no one else would know. Hell, on the face of it, they might not even have known each other. There’d been four years between them at school.

    “You and your team played the dirtiest game imaginable against Alassa and hers,” she remembered, finally. “And afterwards she kicked you in the groin.”

    Cat winced. Master Storm laughed. 

    Emily concealed her amusement with an effort. “Is that good enough for you?”

    “Yes,” Cat said. “She’s tough, isn’t she?”

    Master Storm cleared his throat. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

    “I would like to invite you to join the other apprentices after your master dismisses you,” Cat said. He gave Sergeant Miles a sidelong look. “If that’s all right with you.”

    “Just remember she’s my apprentice,” Sergeant Miles growled. “No funny business.”

    He nodded to Storm, then looked at the messenger. “Take us to the general.”

    The messenger led them forward, pulling open the flap. “General,” he said, loudly. “I beg leave to announce Sergeant Miles, Knight of the Allied Lands and Tutor of Whitehall, and Lady Emily, Baroness Cockatrice, Necromancer’s Bane.”

    “Welcome,” a familiar voice said. “Please, come inside.”

    Emily glanced at Sergeant Miles, then followed him into the tent.


    Chapter Eight

    “EMILY, WELCOME,” GENERAL POLLACK SAID. HE gave her a smile. “Come on in.”

    The tent was larger than Emily had expected, roomy enough to hold two large wooden tables that looked as though they could easily be broken down. They were covered in maps and paperwork, a dozen folding chairs and something that looked like a portable drinks cabinet, perched in the corner. General Pollack stood behind one of the tables, flanked by two men; three more sat beside the other table, their eyes following her as she walked into the tent. General Pollack walked around his table and bowed to her, smiling as Emily curtseyed in return.

    He’d changed, Emily noted, as he pulled out a seat for her. His body looked more muscular, his face more florid now he’d shaved off his moustache. He’d trimmed his hair close to the scalp too, giving him an intimidating appearance. He wore a white uniform, covered in gold braid, that glittered under the lanterns. Emily couldn’t help thinking that it would also make him a target, if someone spotted him at a distance. The Nameless World had no sniper rifles — not yet — but it did have archers who could fire bolts over incredible distances. She hoped that General Pollack would be careful.

    “It is good to see you again,” General Pollack said, as she sat. “And Miles! I’ve heard good things about you.”

    “Thank you, sir,” Sergeant Miles said. His voice was very dry. “Being her master has been an interesting experience.”

    “But it’s just a temporary arrangement,” General Pollack pointed out. “One devised to smooth her path.”

    Emily couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable. They were talking about her as though she wasn’t there. And General Pollack hadn’t offered Sergeant Miles a chair. Was that a subtle insult based on his low birth? Or was she the one being insulted? General Pollack wouldn’t insult her in front of his staff, would he? Unless he was trying to make it clear that she was under his authority ...

    “But a real one, until we part,” Sergeant Miles said. There was no give in his voice. Low birth or not, he was a combat sorcerer. “She is my responsibility.”

    General Pollack nodded. “You are both welcome here,” he said. “Let me introduce you to my staff.”

    He waved a hand towards a tall man wearing a fancy uniform. “Lord Fulbright, Master of Horse,” he said. Emily glanced at Fulbright and felt a flicker of automatic disdain. He seemed to be looking down his nose at her. “I believe you may have met.”

    “I was at the wedding,” Lord Fulbright said. He didn’t need to say which wedding. His accent was surprisingly strong, suggesting he hadn’t spent much time out of his own country. “I don’t believe we were formally introduced.”

    “I don’t believe so,” Emily said. She’d been introduced to so many people that she’d forgotten most of them within minutes. “But it is a pleasure to meet you at last.”

    General Pollack beamed. “And this is Lord Alcott, Master of Foot,” he said. “He’s been on the border for years.”

    Lord Alcott didn’t seem pleased, Emily noted. He was a short man, his hair cut close to his scalp, wearing a leather outfit that had to be charmed to keep out the heat. She wondered, as she nodded to him, if he’d been exiled from his homeland for some reason. Very few high-ranking aristocrats would willingly spend years patrolling the borders, even though it had to be done. He’d probably been on the wrong side of a political struggle and gone into exile, rather than face the headsman.

    “Charmed,” he grunted.

    “Lord Oswald, Master of Arrows,” General Pollack said. He nodded to a man who looked constantly on the verge of turning to fat. “You will be working closely with him.”

    “You are welcome,” Lord Oswald said. He looked like someone who had just run an uphill race, his face unpleasantly sweaty. “There is still room for archers in the ranks.”

    “And finally, we have Sir Roger of the Greenwood,” General Pollack said. “He’s been looking forward to meeting you.”

    Emily winced, inwardly, as Sir Roger came forward. He was a strikingly handsome man, a few years older than she was, with ginger hair and a neatly-trimmed goatee that made him look like a dandy. His tunic looked as though it had been designed for ease of movement, rather than protection. He carried a crude flintlock pistol and two daggers on his belt, along with the traditional sword. And yet, there was something about his appearance that was almost too perfect, too good to be true. She reached out with her senses, but felt nothing. Sir Roger probably just spent more time on his appearance than most of the men she knew. 

    He would have cut a swath through court, Emily thought, as she rose. And as long as he was loyal, Randor wouldn’t care.

    “Baroness Cockatrice,” Sir Roger said. He knelt to her. “May I say what a great honor it is to set eyes upon you?”

    Emily fought down a blush. She hated it when people knelt to her. Alassa accepted it as her due, but Emily had always found it embarrassing. There was something about the total submission it implied that she hated. A man like Sir Roger shouldn’t be kneeling to her. And yet, it was protocol ...

    “I left Cockatrice,” she managed, finally. “I am no longer the Baroness.”

    “My Lady,” Sir Roger said. “You will always be Baroness Cockatrice.”

    Emily kept her face expressionless, somehow. She’d tried to walk away from the barony, but Alassa had patched together a compromise that — technically — left Emily in exile, while Imaiqah held her lands in trust. She didn’t want to go back, not when King Randor had tried to use her, but she couldn’t escape either. The only consolation was that her exile would probably last for years.

    “Sir Roger is in command of the musketeers,” General Pollack said.

    “My men and I are ready to fight and die in your defense,” Sir Roger assured her. “And to show the orcs what we can do.”

    “Die, perhaps,” Lord Oswald sneered. “Your men couldn’t hit a castle wall!”

    “But the sheer volume of fire we put out means that each bullet will hit something,” Sir Roger countered. He sounded amused, rather than angry. Emily rather suspected it was an old argument between the two. “And we are getting more and more accurate weapons.”

    “My archers still have you beat,” Lord Oswald said.

    Emily glanced at General Pollack, who appeared to be concealing a smile. The archers would have spent years honing their skills, everything from putting hundreds of arrows in the air within minutes to sniping at enemy commanders. Skilled archers took years to train. But guns ... it only took a few minutes to show a musketeer how to load, aim and fire his musket, then put him on the front lines. Lord Oswald’s men would be superseded as the years went on and guns became better and better. Emily couldn’t recall when archers had left the battlefield, but they hadn’t been able to stand up to gunmen.

    “This is not the time for a debate,” General Pollack said. “Guns have proven their effectiveness.”

    “So have arrows,” Lord Oswald said. “My men can stop a charging horde of orcs.”

    “Unless there are so many that they just keep going, climbing over their own bodies, to get you,” Sir Roger said. “Cannons will tear any number of orcs to shreds.”

    Emily frowned. She hadn’t known that much about guns, back when she’d been on Earth, but she’d learned a great deal in the years since. The muskets didn’t have the stopping power of modern rifles, let alone machine guns. Lord Oswald’s horde of orcs might just keep going, charging right at the musketeers. The Light Brigade had made its suicidal charge against far more capable enemies. She had the feeling that Sir Roger was being wildly optimistic.

    And he was still on his knees. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” she said, indicating that he should rise. She’d have to read what Alassa had said about him in more detail. “I look forward to seeing your men in action.”

    “I’ll arrange a demonstration for tomorrow,” Sir Roger promised her.

    General Pollack cleared his throat, loudly. “Can you spare the powder?”

    “We brought a vast supply,” Sir Roger said.

    “Very good,” General Pollack said. He looked past Emily. She turned to see a pasty-faced man standing at the rear of the tent. “Sir Albright, my aide. He speaks with my voice.”

    Emily followed him over to the large table. A map was open in front of them, showing Tarsier and the Desert of Death. Someone had drawn arrows on the map, indicating the enemy army’s passage into the kingdom. Dozens of towns and villages had been overrun, it seemed; hundreds more were under threat. A small heart, a dozen miles into the desert, marked Heart’s Eye. Dua Kepala made his home there.

    It isn’t that far from the kingdom, Emily noted. He could have prepared his army there and then crossed the remaining desert.

    “We are here,” General Pollack said. He tapped the map, indicating a position further into the kingdom. Emily leaned forward, surprised. She’d assumed they were much closer to the desert. “Once our remaining units arrive, we will advance southwards and take up position to engage the enemy. Ideally, we will be able to reach Farrakhan—” he tapped a city, roughly twenty miles to the south “—before the enemy. If so, we will turn it into a fortress.”

    “A free city,” Lord Alcott muttered. “Will they fight?”

    “They have no choice,” General Pollack pointed out. “The necromancer will not leave them in peace.”

    “And their city is already heavily fortified,” Sir Roger added. He shot Emily an unreadable glance. “We can enhance their defenses.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. Reading between the lines, she rather suspected that Farrakhan had fortified itself against the king, not the necromancers. Most free cities tended to be in easily defensible places — no outside army had ever succeeded in taking Beneficence — but Farrakhan was vulnerable. If nothing else, an outside army could probably lay siege to the city, devastating the surrounding fields and starving the population. She wondered, absently, why the king hadn’t taken control of the city. Perhaps a deal had been made, back in the past ...

    “The surrounding land is already being stripped of everything an army can use,” General Pollack said. “Most of the peasants are being told to leave. The necromancer cannot hope to keep his army going without food.”

    “An army marches on its stomach,” Emily quoted to herself.

    “Very witty,” Sir Roger said. Emily felt herself flush. He sounded as though he genuinely meant it. “Orcs need vast supplies of food to keep them going.”

    “But they also eat everything,” Lord Alcott snapped. “They’ll be eating the dead, after the necromancer has his fun.”

    Emily shuddered. The average peasant wouldn’t notice any real difference if one king was overthrown and replaced with another — they’d still be trapped in the fields, trying to eke out a bare existence — but the necromancer would see them as nothing more than a source of power for his magic. He’d round them up for sacrifice, then feed the bodies to his army.

    “He’ll have to keep going,” she said, out loud. “He’ll run out of victims to sacrifice.”

    “Quite,” General Pollack said. “And that is another reason to move to Farrakhan. The city represents the largest source of power.”

    Of lives, Emily thought, numbly.

    “The city cannot be held,” Lord Fulbright said. “Pinning our forces down will not save the kingdom.”

    General Pollack scowled at him. “And what do you suggest?”

    “We harry the invaders,” Lord Fulbright said. His fingers traced out lines on the map. “Let us starve them, without a direct confrontation.”

    “Very good,” Lord Alcott sneered. “A truly brilliant plan. A tactic worthy of Tacitus himself.”

    Emily’s eyes widened. Tacitus?

    Lord Alcott’s voice hardened. “Except, of course, for the minor detail of us being unable to move a whole city,” he added. “Farrakhan must be held. The necromancer must not be allowed to claim so many lives or there’ll be no stopping him.”

    “We evacuate Farrakhan,” Lord Fulbright said.

    Lord Alcott’s voice dripped contempt. “There are over thirty thousand people behind the walls,” he pointed out. “We force them to leave ... they’ll be strung out on the roads, vulnerable to enemy raiding columns. Not to mention we’d be giving up our best chance to impale them on our defenses.”

    “Starving them isn’t an option,” Lord Oswald said. “Orcs eat everything.”

    General Pollack tapped the table. “There is nothing to be gained from fighting each other,” he said, firmly. “The only person who benefits is the enemy.”

    You can’t fight in here, Emily thought, wryly. This is the war room.

    She kept that thought to herself as she studied the commanders. Lord Fulbright seemed quietly furious, although she wasn’t sure why. The Master of Horse would command the cavalry, she was sure. Did he want a bigger role for his men? The cavalry wouldn’t be that effective in cramped streets. She’d heard the horror stories from Swanhaven. Men on horseback, surrounded by peasants and commoners, dragged down and brutally tortured to death. And Lord Alcott ... it sounded, very much, as though Lord Alcott and Lord Fulbright were bitter enemies. Were they expected to work together?

    Of course, she told herself. There’s a war on.

    “Our best chance to stop the enemy lies in securing and holding Farrakhan,” General Pollack said. “The surrounding countryside will be stripped bare within weeks. They will have to attack the walls.”

    “And what happens,” Lord Fulbright asked, “when the necromancer himself comes out to play?”

    “Necromancers have been killed before,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly.

    Lord Fulbright eyed Emily. “Can you defeat a third necromancer?”

    “Yes,” she said, simply.

    But she honestly didn’t know. Whitehall had been strongly warded. She didn’t need to know the exact details to understand that Farrakhan’s defenses were flimsy in comparison. There was no nexus point, no source of vast — and untainted — power. Shadye had been practically invulnerable. A necromancer could smash his way through the defenses, then send his army through the gap to finish the job. 

    And yet, she needed to show confidence.

    There were options, she knew. She — and the other magicians — could lure the necromancer into a trap, forcing him to drain his own power just to survive. Or the necromancer could be poisoned, if he hadn’t already passed beyond the limits of humanity. Or ... she thought about the nuke-spell and shuddered. Maybe, just maybe, she could lead the necromancer back into the desert and use the nuke-spell to kill him. If she was lucky, no one would be close enough to see what she’d done. 

    Lord Fulbright didn’t seem impressed. Emily wondered just what he saw, when he looked at her. A schoolgirl, still too young to be a proper apprentice? A noblewoman, too isolated from the real world to understand it? A sorceress, too powerful to be trusted? Or the Necromancer’s Bane.

    “Baroness Cockatrice has killed two necromancers,” Sir Roger said. He shot Emily an admiring look that made her feel uncomfortable. “And those are not even the greatest of her feats.”

    “We shall see,” Lord Fulbright said. He looked at Emily. “It would be my very great honor to invite you and your fellow apprentices to dine with my staff, this evening.”

    Emily thought, fast. It wasn’t exactly a request, no matter how it was phrased. Declining the invitation would be a grave insult. There was no way to get out of it, not unless General Pollack was prepared to offer an invitation of his own ... which he couldn’t, because Lord Fulbright had issued his invitation in front of the entire council.

    “If my master has no objection,” Emily said, finally, “it will be our honor to attend.”

    Sergeant Miles looked expressionless, but she could see a glint of amusement in his dark eyes. “I have no plans for you tonight,” he said, gravely. “But I suggest you check with your fellow apprentices before committing them to anything.”

    “They’ll be delighted,” General Pollack predicted. His voice was unreadable. “Lord Fulbright sets a very good table.”

    He glanced at the messenger. “Inform the other apprentices that Lord Fulbright has invited them for dinner,” he ordered. “The apprentice on night duty will not be able to attend, of course, but the others should be free. Unless their masters have plans for them too.”

    “Yes, sir,” the messenger said.

    General Pollack smiled at Emily. “We’ll talk more later,” he said, softly. “Until then, go find the apprentice tent and get yourself settled in.”

    “Don’t unpack too much,” Sergeant Miles added. “We’ll be moving out soon.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    She concealed her amusement as she watched the reactions running around the room. Lord Alcott seemed impressed; Lord Fulbright gave Sergeant Miles an odd look, respect mingled with relief. And Sir Roger seemed torn between taking offense on Emily’s behalf and outright hero worship. Emily resisted, barely, the urge to rub her forehead. She couldn’t help feeling that there was going to be trouble in the future.

    Of course there is, she thought, sourly. This bunch hates each other more than they hate the enemy.

    She bowed to General Pollack, then turned and made her way out of the tent. The heat struck her like a physical blow, the sun so bright that she had to cover her eyes until they grew accustomed to the light. Cat was waiting for her, leaning on a staff. There was no sign of his master. 

    “I’m to show you to the tent,” he said, cheerfully. “Coming?”

    “Of course,” Emily said. She cast a privacy ward as they slipped away from the command tent. “Is it always this disorganized?”

    “Probably,” Cat said. He winked at her as they passed a couple of women. Emily couldn’t help thinking that they didn’t look like either whores or washerwomen. “But things will shape up when we go to war.”

    Emily frowned. “Are you sure?”

    “I hope so,” Cat said. “Because if they don’t ... we’ll all wind up dead. And that will be the end.”

    Of everything, Emily finished.


    Chapter Nine

    “THIS IS OUR PART OF THE camp,” Cat told her, as they passed through a set of wards. “Don’t invite anyone who isn’t either a magician or part of the command staff to visit.”

    Emily glanced at him. “We don’t host dinners?”

    “We don’t have the staff,” Cat said. He waved a hand towards two tents. “Guess which one is ours?”

    Emily had to smile. Both tents were large, but one looked new while the other was a little threadbare. “That one,” she said, pointing to the second tent. “The masters get the new tent.”

    “Quite right,” Cat agreed. He smiled as they reached the flap. “Apparently, it’s meant to keep us humble.”

    The interior of the tent was surprisingly roomy, Emily discovered as they stepped inside. A line of bedrolls lay on the ground, illuminated by a single light globe floating overhead; a small collection of bags and knapsacks were leaning against the canvas. She suppressed a shudder as she saw the chamberpots, knowing what they meant. There were no proper toilets in the camp. God alone knew what the common soldiers had to do.

    There were three young men in the tent, two bent over a book while the third lay on his bedding. They looked up at her as she entered, staring at her in surprise. Emily realized, to her astonishment, that she knew one of them. Casper, Caleb’s older brother. She couldn’t help thinking that he looked more like a younger version of his father than ever. Caleb hadn’t warned her Casper would be there; his father hadn’t warned her Casper would be there ...

    He’s still an apprentice, Emily realized, astonished. How long had Casper been an apprentice? Jade had graduated in barely a year. What is he doing here?

    “Emily,” Casper said. He rose and bowed to her, just enough to avoid outright insult. “Come to help us win glory and crush the bastards?”

    Emily gritted her teeth at his mocking tone. She was meant to share a tent with him? It certainly looked that way. Sergeant Miles had warned her she wouldn’t be allowed a tent of her own, nor would she be allowed to share with him. Combat sorceresses were held to the same standards as combat sorcerers. No one went easy on them because they were girls.

    “I’ve come to help,” she said, flatly. She’d always had the impression Casper didn’t like her, although she had no idea why. Perhaps he just hated the idea of Caleb getting married before his elder brother. “If there’s something I can do to help, I’ll do it.”

    “I know what you can do to help,” Casper’s friend said. “I have a ...”

    The third apprentice kicked him, none too gently. “Be quiet,” he said, firmly. “You don’t want to pick a fight with her.”

    Emily blinked. “Gaius?”

    “Apprentice Gaius of House Arlene,” Gaius said. He rose, smiling. “I’m flattered you remember me.”

    Emily had to fight to keep her face expressionless. Gaius had been on the verge of marrying Melissa — an arranged marriage, of course — when Melissa had abandoned her family and eloped with Markus. Gaius had fought Markus — he’d also attacked Emily — and both families had been on the verge of going to war before Emily had managed to stop them. The batteries, buried at the bottom of her knapsack, were a grim reminder she’d cheated. She still didn’t know if the families believed she’d stopped them on her own or not.

    “I couldn’t forget,” she said, finally.

    “You saved me from being tethered to an old crone,” Gaius told her. “Fulvia ... would have used me, I am sure.”

    Emily nodded. Fulvia had vanished, according to Melissa. No one knew where she’d gone or what she might be planning. Emily knew that Fulvia had sent Master Grey after Emily, but she hadn’t seen the old woman in person since that final night in Cockatrice. And yet, she had a nasty feeling she’d see Fulvia again.

    “You said she broke up the match,” Casper said. He snorted, rudely. “Or have you changed your mind?”

    “It was humiliating,” Gaius admitted. “But I have come to believe that it was for the best.”

    He held out a hand to Emily. “I want to thank you,” he added. “You did me a vast favor.”

    Emily took his hand and shook it, firmly. She hadn’t liked Gaius when she’d met him two years ago, but she had to admit she preferred the new version. Fulvia and his parents were no longer peering over his shoulder, urging him to marry Melissa and serve the Ashworth Family. Gaius might not even have survived, once he’d sired an heir. Fulvia hadn’t wanted any challenges to her power.

    “Ending a marriage, disgracing you ...” Casper sneered. “Are you still part of your family?”

    “Of course,” Gaius said. “Officially, it was Melissa’s fault.”

    “Of course,” Emily murmured.

    “She did choose to leave,” Gaius said. He shrugged, then nodded to the remaining apprentice. “This is Apprentice Sawford of No House. He was at Stronghold, so I’m afraid his social graces are lacking.”

    “There’s nothing wrong with my social graces,” Casper said, quickly.

    Emily frowned, then remembered that Casper had been to Stronghold too. He’d done well there, although Caleb had suggested that General Pollack — an old boy — had quietly smoothed his son’s path. Emily doubted General Pollack was the type, but she had to admit it was possible. And yet, he would have done Casper no favors if he had.

    Sawford rose to his feet. He was the same height as Emily, with dark skin and darker eyes that reminded her of Aloha. His body was muscular, but scarred in a manner that suggested he was of common blood. Any magical or aristocratic family would have removed the scars long ago. Unless they were a token of honor ... she’d known several boys who’d kept their scars, just to show that they’d been wounded. She’d always considered that to be silly, herself.

    “Lady Emily,” he said. His eyes lingered on her chest for a long moment. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

    I stopped Robin, Emily thought. I can stop you too, if necessary.

    “A pleasure to meet you too,” she lied. She shook his hand, feeling the magic curling around him. Common-born or not, Sawford was a capable magician. “I hope we can work together.”

    She glanced at Casper. If they had to work together — and she was sure they would have to work together — they should try to get along. “What have you been doing here?”

    “Preparing for war,” Casper said. “Leading men, training with swords, fighting with knives ...”

    “Brewing potions, doing as we’re told,” Cat added, dryly. “Our masters have been keeping us busy.”

    “I did go out on patrol,” Casper said. “We galloped up to the borderlands and back.”

    “You didn’t see anything,” Gaius said. He sneered. “Did you?”

    “No,” Casper admitted. “But we could smell them.”

    Cat cleared his throat. “Emily, I think you should have the rear of the tent,” he said. He nodded towards an opened bedroll. “I’ll move my bedding to the front.”

    “I should have it,” Casper said. “I got here second!”

    “And I’m giving it up,” Cat snapped. He strode past Casper and started to roll up his bedding. “Put your bedroll here, then put your bag next to it. Make sure you ward it properly — it’s like being back at school here.”

    “It’s not my fault you forgot to ward your bag,” Gaius said. He winked at Emily. “I was only trying to keep you alert.”

    “Try explaining that to your master, next time,” Cat said. “And may the gods help any of you if you try to steal something.”

    Emily made a face as she stepped past Casper. Students at Whitehall were practically encouraged to try to break into protected rooms, just to teach them how to do it. But those who actually stole were in big trouble, when they were caught. She made a mental note to protect the knapsack carefully enough to keep out everyone, even a trained sorcerer. Sergeant Miles would not be pleased if she had to go to him and admit that something had been stolen.

    “There’s a peg missing from the outside,” Cat said, jabbing a finger at the canvas. “If you need to leave in a hurry, lift up the hidden flap and crawl underneath. Don’t stop for anything.”

    Emily glanced at him. “You think we’ll have to run?”

    Casper snorted. “If I happened to be a necromancer, and if I happened to know there was an army assembling here, I would launch an immediate attack and slaughter the army before it had a chance to get organized.”

    “Good point,” Emily conceded.

    “We’re a very long way from the border,” Gaius objected. “And we have pickets everywhere, don’t we? We’d see an army coming at us.”

    Not that far, Emily thought.

    “But we would have to get ready to face it,” Casper pointed out. “Do we have the time? I don’t think so.”

    Emily tended to agree. Orcs were stupid — the average orc was barely smart enough to keep going in the same direction — but they were literally made for combat. They could move at terrifying speeds, if necessary. Covering twenty miles wouldn’t take them that long and they’d still be in fighting form when they arrived. And the camp wasn’t designed to stand off a charging horde. The magicians might be the only thing standing between the orcs and the unprepared army.

    “It’s a wise precaution,” Cat said. “And besides, it lets some of us sneak out when the masters aren’t looking.”

    “There’s a brothel for officers,” Sawford added. “We’re allowed to go there too.”

    Emily sighed. It was just like school.

    She unfurled her bedroll, then started to poke through her knapsack. There was nothing she needed immediately, save for the chat parchments. Sergeant Miles would have something for her to do soon enough, she was sure. As soon as she’d finished checking the bag, she started to cast a series of wards over her bedding. She didn’t think anyone would actually steal from her, but she wouldn’t put it past some of them to either fiddle with her possessions or try to hex them. And they’d argue it was for her own good.

    “Make sure you keep your water bottle filled,” Cat advised, from his corner. “Drink all the time. You don’t want to get dehydrated out here.”

    “He’s only saying that because he had terrible headaches his first day out here,” Casper said, darkly.

    “It’s a valid point,” Gaius said. “Shortages of food will hurt, but shortages of water will kill.”

    “Keep the bottle by the bed,” Cat added. “You’ll get thirsty at night.”

    Emily nodded, removing her water bottle from the knapsack and hanging it from her belt. It looked undignified, but she had a feeling she’d do well to forget dignity for the next few weeks. She was going to have enough problems bedding down with five apprentices ... five male apprentices. And yet ... she’d only seen four.

    “Apprentice Cyprian is currently on duty,” Sawford said, when she asked. “Or ...”

    “That’s Apprentice Cyprian of House Crispus to you,” Gaius reminded him. “Don’t drop the family name when you introduce him.”

    “Snob,” Sawford said.

    “It’s important,” Gaius said.

    “Merit counts more than family name,” Casper said, waspishly.

    “Says the boy who has a general for a father and a sorceress for a mother,” Gaius snorted. “I don’t think you got this post on merit.”

    Casper bunched his fists. “You take that back!”

    “Or what?” Gaius asked. “You’ll report me to daddy?”

    Emily sensed the magic building around Casper, threatening to break loose. His voice was angry. “You ...”

    “Enough,” Cat said. His magic billowed, warningly. “This isn’t a place to fight. If you want to settle your differences, go do it in the dueling ring. Or go around the back and exchange fisticuffs.”

    “He’s right,” Sawford said. “The masters will kill us if we burn down the tent.”

    “Of course he’s right,” Casper snapped. “Kitty Cat is always right.”

    Emily shook her head, then pulled out one of the chat parchments and started to write, doing her best to ignore the argument. Casper was angry and frustrated ... Gaius seemed to like pushing his buttons. She hoped Caleb would see her message and reply at once, but it seemed she was out of luck. He was probably in class. It had been early morning when they’d left and it would be mid-afternoon now. She hoped he knew why Casper hadn’t graduated yet. It wasn’t as though he was stupid.

    “Hey,” Gaius said. He stepped through the basic wards and sat, facing her. “I understand that we have you to thank for our dinner invitation.”

    “Lord Fulbright invited us all,” Emily told him. “I didn’t ask him.”

    “It’s always a good bash,” Gaius said. He rubbed his hands together with a smile. “Good food, good drink ... what more could we ask for?”

    Emily shrugged. She could think of several answers to that question, but most of them were impractical or impossible. Instead, she put the chat parchment away and met his eyes. Gaius could answer some of her questions.

    “What happened to you?” She asked. “I mean ... afterwards.”

    Gaius looked oddly amused. “Oh, I was in bad odor for a while,” he said. “My family — we’re a cadet branch, you know — wasn’t too pleased with me. Melissa might have been the one to end things, but ... well, they thought I should have tried harder to court her. So I went back to Master Bone and continued my apprenticeship. The family calmed down after a few months.”

    Emily nodded. “Are you happy?”

    “I don’t have Fulvia as a grandmother-in-law,” Gaius said. He smirked, not entirely pleasantly. “So yeah ... I’m happy.”

    “I’m glad to hear that,” Emily said. “What happened to your friends?”

    Gaius looked uncomfortable. “They deserted me,” he said, finally. “All our promises meant nothing in the teeth of family displeasure. I haven’t heard from them in months. They ... I hope they’re happy, wherever they are.”

    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Emily said. She’d been lucky. Alassa was still talking to her, even after Emily had humiliated her father and escaped his kingdom. “I hope you find better friends.”

    “Cat’s not so bad,” Gaius said. “He thinks he’s in charge—” he winked “—because he got here first, but he’s otherwise not such a bad sort. Sawford isn’t too bad either. Casper is a pretty decent magician when he’s not sulking, which is most of the time. I’m surprised his father hasn’t taken a belt to his bottom yet. Twenty-six years old, and acts like he’s six.”

    Emily had to smile, even though she knew it wasn’t funny. Twenty-six years old ... Casper had to consider himself an adult by now. But he still hadn’t completed his apprenticeship, while Jade had completed his at twenty-three. Hell, Cat would be ... she paused for a moment to work it out. Assuming he was a straight four years older than Emily, he’d be twenty-four or twenty-five. Somehow, she doubted Cat would remain an apprentice for another year. 

    She leaned back, feeling one of the chat parchments grow warm. “What have you been doing here?”

    “Training, mainly,” Gaius said. “We’ve been brewing potions — those of us with some training in healing have been helping the Healers and Chirurgeons. And we’ve been practicing with our swords. I hope you’ve been keeping up with your swordplay.”

    Casper would have turned that into a crude joke, Emily was sure. Gaius didn’t seem to notice the double meaning. “I’ve been letting it slide,” she admitted. Sergeant Miles had drummed basic swordplay into her head, but she hadn’t had the time to practice. “I’ll have to catch up.”

    “Yes, you will,” Gaius said. “Try not to face Master Grave. He’s the toughest swordsman in the army. A training session with him will leave you covered in bumps and bruises. He’s so good that he uses a real sword to train.”

    Emily made a face. Gaius sounded admiring, but she wasn’t impressed. Protective charms or not, using a real sword in training was dangerous. Sergeant Miles had insisted they use wooden blades, charmed to resemble a real sword. A student could get a nasty bruise, but nothing worse. Master Grave was either very confident in his swordsmanship or a complete idiot. She hated to imagine what a dead or injured student’s relatives would say if there was a terrible accident.

    “I’ll try not to face him,” she said. Sergeant Miles had made it clear that she would be expected to train hard. “Do we really lead men?”

    Gaius glanced at Casper, who had gone back to his book. “Of course not,” he said. “We’re only apprentices. We have some authority, but not that much.”

    He leaned closer. “He wasn’t joking about going on patrol, though,” he said. “The masters have been trying to send a magician out with every patrol. You’ll get a chance soon.”

    “Great,” Emily lied, sarcastically. Being on horseback was bad enough, but being on horseback with men who would expect her to be an expert horsewoman would be worse. Knowing her luck, they’d probably run into the vanguard of the invading army and have to flee for their lives. “I look forward to it.”

    “You will,” Gaius said. “By the time you go on your first patrol, you’ll be desperate for something — anything — that will get you out of the camp.”

    Emily looked around the cramped tent and sighed. She had a nasty feeling he was right. The tent wasn’t that bad, but after several days of enduring such close quarters she’d probably volunteer to walk to the Blighted Lands if it got her out of the tent. And the camp wasn’t much better. She was going to have a long and uncomfortable time. 

    “Get some sleep,” Gaius advised. He rose. “We’ll be up late tonight.”

    I’m too wired to sleep, Emily thought. But at least he seems to have reformed himself.


    Chapter Ten

    EMILY COULD HEAR THE SOUND OF music as she walked through camp towards the big tent, feeling uncomfortably as though she were going to a circus. Lord Fulbright’s tent was massive, easily large enough to pass for a Big Top. A handful of guards stood outside, wearing uniforms that made them stand out like sore thumbs. A flag floated high overhead, barely visible in the semi-darkness. The sun had faded beneath the horizon, but darkness had yet to fall over the camp. Hundreds of fires were clearly visible outside the walls. A spy, watching from a distance, would have no trouble pinpointing the camp’s location.

    And Casper had a point, she thought. The necromancer might attack the army before it’s ready to move.

    “Well,” Gaius said. He reached out to take her arm. “Shall we go in?”

    “She’s engaged, twerp,” Casper said, darkly. “My brother will take it amiss.”

    Emily pulled away. If she went to an aristocratic ball, perhaps one of King Randor’s entertainments, she would be paired with someone the king chose, yet here ... Casper would probably make sure his father or his brother heard. She wasn’t sure why Casper seemed to dislike her personally, but there was no point in giving him ammunition. It was bad enough that she had to share a tent with him. God alone knew how she was going to wash.

    It’s obvious, she told herself. None of the apprentices smelled very good. You’re not going to wash.

    She pushed the thought out of her head as she followed Gaius into the tent. A large table had been set up against the side, practically groaning under the weight of an immense amount of food and drink. Beside it, a smaller table held plates, glasses and silver cutlery that wouldn’t have been out of place in King Randor’s castle. Indeed, the plates themselves were fine china — extremely expensive in the Nameless World — that had been charmed to keep them safe from breakage. And, instead of light globes, hundreds of candles filled the air with shimmering light.

    “Make sure you take plenty of food,” Gaius muttered, as they headed towards the buffet. “I don’t know how many people have been invited.”

    Emily glanced around. A small band was seated in the corner, playing a merry jig on pipes, guitars and drums; a dozen dancers were on the floor, twirling around in a manner that suggested they didn’t actually know what they were doing. Four of them were women, wearing dresses that made Emily feel positively underdressed, but the rest were men. No one seemed to care that six men were dancing together ... she shook her head. Quite apart from the lack of female partners, the Nameless World had never decided that two men who lived together had to be homosexual.

    She picked up a plate and looked down at the food. An entire roasted cow, several roasted chickens ... potatoes, steaming jugs of gravy, a distinct shortage of vegetables ... it was a feast King Randor would envy. She rolled her eyes at the waste, then piled her plate with beef, chicken and potatoes. There probably wouldn’t be any more food at night, save for the rations she’d secreted at the bottom of her knapsack.

    “Poorly cooked,” Gaius noted, as he chewed a drumstick. “But they won’t have a proper kitchen here.”

    Emily rolled her eyes at him. She would have sold her soul for such a feast back on Earth. And three quarters of her new world’s population would have done the same. There was enough food on the table to feed a hundred men, without difficulty. Taking her plate, she turned to survey the room. A stream of cavalrymen was coming through the entrance, some heading straight onto the dance floor while others were heading for the food. Emily tried to keep track of their badges — their uniforms seemed to be individually tailored — but rapidly found it impossible. There were just too many of them.

    “Lady Emily,” a familiar voice said. She turned to see Lord Fulbright, holding two glasses of wine. Real glasses, she noted. Even now, glass was still very expensive. Bringing it on campaign was one hell of a gamble. It would impress people, right up until the moment the glasses got smashed or stolen. “I’m pleased you saw fit to accept my invitation.”

    He held out one of the glasses, turning it so the goblet sparkled in the light. Emily took it reluctantly and sniffed the dark red liquid. Wine. Strong wine. She pretended to take a sip, silently thanking Lady Barb for her etiquette lessons. It was easy enough to fake drinking, at least until she could pour the wine down the drain or pass it on to someone else. She was no expert, but she would bet good money that the wine was hideously expensive. Lord Fulbright had spared no expense.

    “That’s a very rare wine,” Lord Fulbright informed her. He took her arm and led her around the tent, away from Gaius. “My grandfather, may he rest in peace, was very fond of wine. He even planted his own vineyard, the old lush. This—” he took a sip from his own glass “—is the last of his most famous wine. You could buy a small village for what this would cost you.”

    Emily didn’t doubt it. Wine — unique wine — commanded a very high price on the Nameless World. She’d heard plenty of men claim that beer was a masculine drink, but she’d never seen any of them turn down a glass of wine. The thought brought back bitter memories and she closed her eyes for a long moment, trying to focus. Her mother had drunk herself senseless on cheap wine.

    “Your master is a very odd man,” Lord Fulbright said, cheerfully. “Did you really apprentice yourself to a sergeant?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. Lord Fulbright was probing. But probing for what? “He’s a good man.”

    “But also a mere sergeant,” Lord Fulbright pointed out. “Can he give you the lessons you deserve?”

    Emily fought down a flash of irritation. It hadn’t been that long ago that Travis — or the Mimic, posing as Travis — had demanded to know why Martial Magic was taught by a pair of sergeants. Surely, he’d asked, General Kip could have taken the class. Sergeant Miles had let it pass, but Sergeant Harkin had pointed out — in no uncertain terms — that sergeants were what made the army work. They had plenty of experience in turning foppish young men into worthy officers. Common-born or not, she respected Sergeant Miles more than she respected Lord Fulbright and his comrades.

    “He can give me the lessons I need,” she said, tartly. She turned to face him, still holding the glass. “Why do you ask?”

    “I’m curious,” Lord Fulbright said. “Do you plan to continue with the apprenticeship, after you graduate?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She met his eyes. “Why do you ask?”

    “You’re one of the most important people in the world,” Lord Fulbright pointed out. “Surely, you should apprentice yourself to someone who can open doors for you? Or teach you the social graces you need to make friends and influence people?”

    Emily smiled, rather tiredly. She’d never read the book, but at least she’d heard of it.

    “I’m happy with him,” she said. She didn’t have the temperament to engage in pointless small talk, let alone try to forge connections. “He’s a good teacher.”

    “But you will outgrow him,” Lord Fulbright said. “What will you do then?”

    “I’ll think of something,” Emily said. “I have a year and a half before I graduate, whatever happens.”

    “Emily,” Sir Roger said, appearing beside her. He threw Lord Fulbright an apologetic look, then smiled at Emily. “Can we talk?”

    “Of course,” Emily said, with more enthusiasm than she felt. At least he wasn’t kneeling this time. “What do you want to talk about?”

    “We’ve been working on gunpowder tactics,” Sir Roger said. “Have you?”

    “I haven’t had the time to devote to it recently,” Emily said. She’d written down everything she could remember, first for Paren and then for General Pollack, but she’d never studied the nuts and bolts of military campaigning. Much of what she knew was either outdated or ahead of its time. “You probably know more about it than I do at this point.”

    “I’ve been trying to determine what will happen if an orc is struck by a bullet,” Sir Roger said. “Will it kill him?”

    “It would depend,” Emily said. In truth, she had no idea. Orcs were tough. If a soldier could take a gunshot wound and keep going, there was no reason an orc couldn’t too. “If you struck the head, it would probably kill him.”

    “Probably,” Sir Roger repeated. He didn’t sound pleased. “We need to win, Lady Emily.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Not for the first time, she wished she knew more. Or that she’d been carrying a few dozen textbooks when Shadye had kidnapped her. “The guns will get more dangerous as craftsmen improve on the original design.”

    “But we have nothing more than muskets and cannons now,” Sir Roger said. “And not enough of either.”

    “There will be more,” Emily assured him. Once the army moved to Farrakhan, once they finally got moving, it wouldn’t be hard to open a portal back to Zangaria. Arms and ammunition could flow into the city; children and the elderly could flow out. “We have time to make them more deadly.”

    “You misunderstand,” Sir Roger said. “The king may disband my regiment entirely if he feels it’s useless.”

    Emily shook her head. King Randor had watched — helplessly — as gunpowder weapons tore Alassa’s wedding ceremony apart. He knew how dangerous guns could be, he knew how important it was that Zangaria take part in the new arms race ... and yet, guns tipped the balance of power away from the nobility. To him, they were very much a two-edged sword, one that could cut him as easily as it could cut his enemies.

    “Your regiment will prove itself,” she said. “The orcs won’t know what hit them.”

    “Perhaps literally,” Sir Roger mused. “They’re idiots.”

    “True,” Emily agreed. “But that doesn’t stop them from being dangerous.”

    She turned, allowing her eyes to roam the tent. There were more men dancing on the floor, holding hands with their fellow men. The handful of women on the floor seemed in very high demand. Emily wondered just who they were as they moved from partner to partner, never staying with one man very long. Behind them, small groups of officers were forming and chatting about nothing in particular. She couldn’t help noticing that Casper was standing by the drinks table, steadily drinking his way through a barrel of wine. Emily wasn’t an etiquette expert by any means, but she was fairly sure that was rude.

    Gaius waved to her. Emily bid farewell to Sir Roger, then hurried back over to the buffet table. It had already been picked clean, with only a few scraps of dark meat left for latecomers. She put her plate down, then glanced at Casper. He didn’t even seem aware of her presence. She hoped — prayed — that he was using a spell to keep himself from getting drunk, but she wasn’t willing to bet on it.

    And he was attracting attention. A number of officers were throwing him sidelong glances.

    The nasty part of her mind suggested she should leave him to it. He wasn’t her problem. But he was going to be her brother-in-law. Shaking her head, she strode over to him and held out her untouched glass. His eyes went wide as he saw it, his hand reaching out to take it. She couldn’t help noticing that his hand shook slightly. 

    “Thanks,” he managed.

    Emily poured herself a glass of water, checked it with a spell, then took a sip. “You’re welcome,” she said, as she rested the glass on the table. A dozen officers approached, casting disappointed glances across the remains of the buffet. “We should let them have a shot at the drinks.”

    Casper eyed her. His breath smelled of alcohol. “Who cares?”

    “I care,” Emily said. She tried to think of an argument that would make an impact, then decided it was impossible. She’d had too much experience with drunkards. “You need to sit down and relax.”

    “Hah,” Casper said. His voice was starting to slur. “My baby brother’s lover is telling me to sit down.”

    He snickered. “You still have the title, don’t you?”

    Emily didn’t need to ask which title he meant. She’d beaten Master Grey and killed him, claiming his position as dueling champion. But she’d never had any intention of keeping the title, not really. She was mildly surprised no one had tried to take it, even though it had been nearly a year since Master Grey’s death. Casper was the only person who’d expressed interest.

    But I killed two necromancers as well as Master Grey, she reminded herself. How many duelists have the nerve to challenge me?

    “I challenge you,” Casper said. His voice was growing even harder to understand. “You and me. Fight. For the title.”

    Emily took a moment to gather herself. She didn’t want the title. It would be easy to just let him have it. But it would probably get him killed. Casper didn’t have her reputation or her powerful friends. She couldn’t do that to him.

    “No,” she said, finally. He was drunk. She could always insist she didn’t believe he meant it, if anyone pushed. It wasn’t as if she wanted the duel, as if she was emulating Master Grey and looking for the slightest excuse ... no, she couldn’t let him challenge her, now like this. “I think you definitely need to sleep.”

    She glanced around, looking for Cat. He was leaning against the canvas, talking to a young man she didn’t recognize. The remaining apprentice, perhaps. She waved to him and, when they came over, asked him to take Casper back to his bed. He’d be terribly embarrassed if he woke up and discovered that she had carried him home.

    Poor bastard, she thought, feeling a flicker of sympathy. Casper was going to have a pounding headache in the morning, no matter how many potions he took. His master was going to be furious. He can’t live up to his father.

    She turned and walked back towards the table, picking up her glass of water. A dozen horsemen were standing nearby, chatting loudly about hunting animals through a forest and bragging about how many prizes they’d taken. She lifted her glass to her lips, then froze as she sensed a flicker of magic. She’d checked the glass, but she’d left it unattended ... She cast a spell to check the liquid, muttering a curse under her breath as she realized someone had spiked the drink. A potion ... it was hard to be sure, but she suspected it would tear away her inhibitions at the very least. It might even be an outright love potion ...

    Her hand started to shake. Someone had tried to drug her. Someone had tried to ... she looked back at the table, her eyes sweeping across the officers. Had one of them tried to drug her? Anyone, magic or not, could use a potion. Beyond them, Gaius and Sawford were talking to Sir Roger and another man she didn’t recognize. They could have done it ... the only person she thought couldn’t have done it was Casper. She’d been with him while her glass had been unattended.

    She controlled herself with an effort. There were no traces, nothing she could use to find the culprit. Her anger flared within her, but she fought it down. Someone had tried to drug her ... worse, someone had tried to ruin her. She knew just what would have happened to her, if she’d drunk the potion. She would have lost control completely, running wild ... perhaps she would have torn off her clothes and danced on the table. Her reputation would not have survived ...

    ... And she had no idea who’d tried to drug her.

    She strode out of the tent, into the bitter night air. Darkness had fallen now, transforming the camp into a shadowy nightmare. She summoned a spell and vaporized the drugged water, then passed the glass to one of the guards. Perhaps he’d return it, perhaps he wouldn’t ... she found it hard to care. Lord Fulbright might have tried to drug her too. There were just too many possible suspects. She looked up at the night sky — as unfamiliar as always — and then started to walk back to the tent. Cat was sitting outside, looking pensive.

    “He’s asleep,” he said. “Get some sleep yourself.”

    “Of course,” Emily said. She eyed him warily. She thought Cat wouldn’t try to drug her, but could she be sure? Had he had a chance to drop a potion in her water? Or was she being paranoid? “What time do we get up?”

    “Dawn,” Cat said. He gave her an evil look. “That’s a mere six hours away.”

    “Oh,” Emily said.

    “And you’ll be expected to join the rest of us,” Cat added. “We’re put through our paces every morning.”

    Emily nodded, then slipped into the tent. It was dark, but a simple spell allowed her to make her way to her bedroll without tripping over Casper. She lay down and cast a series of spells, one after the other, desperately hoping they would be enough to keep her safe. She’d been at Mountaintop, where she’d known they would try to meddle with her mind, but this was worse. She was meant to fight beside the others ... and yet, she didn’t know if she could trust them.

    It was a long time, despite the hour, before she managed to sleep.


    Chapter Eleven

    EMILY JERKED AWAKE AS SOMETHING STRUCK her wards. An attack? She rolled over, readying a spell. If someone was trying to break through ... she caught herself a moment later, realizing that Cat had twanged her wards. He was standing on the outside, pressing his magic against them.

    She rubbed her eyes, feeling a headache behind her temples. “What?”

    “Get up,” Cat said. “If you’re not out in ten minutes, we’ll all be in trouble.”

    He turned and hurried away. Emily groaned, then sat upright and reached for her water bottle. She felt dehydrated, despite the wards keeping her cool. The water tasted warm as she drank it, but there was no time to cool it down. Instead, she stood and hastily changed into a clean tunic. There was no time to do more than wash her hands and face before she headed for the tent flap and out into the sun. It was already rising in the sky.

    “Emily,” Master Storm said. He stood outside the tent, his scarred hands resting on his hips. “How nice of you to join us.”

    “Thank you, sir,” Emily managed. 

    Her head still felt uncomfortable, as if she was on the verge of a full-blown headache. She hadn’t had anything like enough sleep. Gritting her teeth, she ran through a set of mental disciplines as she followed Master Storm around the tent and onto a small field. The other apprentices were standing there, lined up in front of Sergeant Miles and an older man Emily didn’t recognize. She assumed he was one of the other masters.

    She met Sergeant Miles’s stern gaze, using her fingers to signal a message. They had to talk, later. Sergeant Miles nodded, then motioned for her to join the other apprentices. Emily had hoped to stand next to Cat, but found herself next to Casper as they waited. He looked no better than she felt. He probably hadn’t drank anything like enough water to ward off the hangover. 

    He could have taken a potion, she thought, wryly. Why didn’t he?

    She nudged him. “Who’s that?”

    “Master Grave,” Casper muttered, sourly. There was an ocean of bitter resentment in his voice. “My master.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. Master Grave reminded her of Sergeant Harkin, although it was clear that he was a powerful magician. A tall man, bristling with muscles; his hair shaved close to his scalp ... it seemed to be a common style for combat sorcerers. Casper had cut his hair short too. It was hard to be sure, but she suspected that Master Grave was older than either Sergeant Miles or Master Storm. There was something about the way he held himself that suggested he’d seen it all.

    And he wouldn’t let Casper graduate unless he was actually qualified, she thought. She felt a sudden stab of sympathy, mixed with annoyance. General Pollack couldn’t bring any pressure to bear on him.

    Master Grave stepped forward. “You’ve had enough sleep,” he announced, his voice ringing through the air. Emily would have thought he was using magic to enhance his words, if she hadn’t known Sergeant Harkin to have the same talent. “It’s time to go for a run.”

    He turned and strode off, picking up speed with every step. The apprentices headed after him, the remaining masters bringing up the rear. Emily gritted her teeth as she picked up speed, feeling sweat trickling down her back. It hadn’t even been a minute and she already felt grimy. Gym class on Earth had been a foretaste of hell and this was worse. She was stronger and fitter than she’d ever been, but the other apprentices had far more experience.

    Master Grave was merciless. He ran faster and faster, leading them between tents and in and out of the gates. It would have been easier, Emily thought, if she’d been able to see her destination, but she couldn’t tell if Master Grave had a destination in mind or not. She kept her head down and kept moving, grimly aware of the two men behind her. She had a nasty feeling they wouldn’t hesitate to push her forward if she slowed down. 

    Casper looked to be in a worse state than her, she noted, but he was still going. The others kept their distance, staying ahead of her as they followed Master Grave. They didn’t seem to be bothered by the run. Emily felt her legs and arms starting to ache, her breathing coming in ragged gulps. Her heart was pounding so loudly that she was surprised the others couldn’t hear it. She hadn’t felt so bad since the first day of Martial Magic. And it had been cooler at Whitehall.

    She caught a glimpse of a line of grim-faced soldiers, parting to let the magicians run through their ranks. They didn’t seem impressed, somehow. Emily wasn’t surprised. Whitehall placed a high premium on physical fitness, but magic came first. Even Jade might not come up to military standards. The thought gave her a burst of strength as the world blurred around her, shrinking to Master Grave’s back ...

    “Halt,” Master Grave ordered.

    He stopped, effortlessly. Emily stumbled, nearly falling over before catching herself. It was hard, so hard, to breathe ... she had to fight to keep from throwing up. Casper hadn’t been so lucky. He retched, loudly. Emily looked away, granting him what little privacy she could as he emptied his stomach. Her entire body hurt. She couldn’t help wondering, as her heartbeat pounded in her ears, if she was on the verge of a heart attack. The aches and pains seemed omnipresent. Her tunic was drenched in sweat ...

    A hand nudged her. “Drink water,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “Now.”

    Emily reached for her canteen ... and froze. It was gone. Someone had taken it ... no, she’d never had it. She’d left the half-empty bottle back in the tent. She looked up at Sergeant Miles, her dry lips struggling to form words. He gave her a reproving look, then unhooked his canteen and held it out to her. He’d put a charm on it, Emily realized as she took a long swig, to keep the water cool. It was difficult to resist the urge to drain the entire canteen.

    “Lucky,” Casper growled, as he stumbled up beside her. His breath smelled awful. “I would have gotten a beating for that.”

    “Better the beating than dying of thirst,” Sergeant Miles said, primly. “How much did you have to drink last night?”

    Too much, Emily thought.

    Master Grave’s voice boomed out, effortlessly capturing her attention. “For those of you who appear to have forgotten, we will be doing the same run every day until we actually leave the camp,” he said. A low ripple of amusement ran through the apprentices. Casper flushed angrily. “I expect better performance from some of you.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. If she’d known she would be expected to run a couple of miles every day, she would have spent the last month training. But she’d been in the past, utterly unaware of the future. There was no point in moaning about it. She’d just have to work hard and hope she could keep up with the others. And that she could find a bath. She was uncomfortably aware that she stank.

    At least I’m not the only one, she thought, as the apprentices were marched away from the training ground and into another tent. We all smell terrible.

    She took a long breath as she saw the food laid out in front of them. It was very basic fare — bread, cheese, meat — but it was very welcome. Master Grave instructed them to sit down, then wait. It was all Emily could do to keep from making a dive at the table. Her stomach was grumbling loudly, demanding food. Master Grave kept them waiting for nearly twenty minutes before finally allowing them to eat. Emily had to keep herself from just grabbing the nearest piece of bread and cramming it into her mouth.

    “Cat and Sawford will be on patrol this afternoon,” Master Grave informed them. “The rest of you will be brewing potions and practicing spells, save for Emily. She will be playing with swords.”

    Sawford snickered. “Not dolls?”

    Casper elbowed Emily before she could think of a retort. “Better you than me,” he said, darkly. “If you’re not sore now, you’ll be sore by the end of the day.”

    “It won’t be that bad,” Gaius said. “Just make sure you keep dodging. You don’t want to get slapped with a blade.”

    “Or sliced with a blade,” Sawford put in. “Who was it who lost an arm during practice?”

    Emily kept her face expressionless as she chewed her way through the bread and meat. She knew it wasn’t a good idea to eat too much, but she was hungry. Cat passed around a flagon of wine, which she declined, and a large bottle of water. She had the feeling that most of the common soldiers would be drinking beer. Alcohol was safer than water, even though they knew to boil water before drinking it. She just hoped there weren’t any drunken riots in the camp.

    Sergeant Miles tapped her shoulder. “Emily,” he said. “Meet me outside in ten minutes.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    She kept an eye on her watch as Master Grave started to talk, lecturing them on the importance of keeping their cool during a battle. Much of it she already knew, but she was impressed by how he encouraged them to prepare endless waves of spells and trigger them, when the time was right. Some of the spellwork was strikingly complex, yet she was sure she would master it in time. It was almost a disappointment when she had to rise and walk out of the tent. Sergeant Miles was standing there, looking grim.

    “You need to work on your physical fitness,” he said, once they’d moved to a nearby tent and cast privacy wards. “You’re not at the right level.”

    Emily bowed her head. “I know.”

    “Good, because you’re going to be working very hard,” Sergeant Miles told her. “Don’t slack off, whatever happens.”

    He gave her a sharp look. “You wanted to talk to me?”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said. “Last night, someone tried to drug me.”

    Sergeant Miles blinked. “Drug you?”

    “They slipped a potion into my glass,” Emily said, bitterly. She wasn’t sure why he was surprised. Was it the sheer blatancy of the attempt? “I think it would have made me act like a ...”

    Her skin warmed. It was embarrassing even to talk about it. “Like a whore.”

    “I see,” Sergeant Miles said. His face darkened. “Do you know who?”

    Emily shook her head. If she’d known who, she would have confronted him ... but there had been just too many suspects. Her back had been turned. Any number of people could have slipped the potion into her glass and then watched the results from a safe distance. Maybe they’d even left the tent, trusting in the rumor mill to spread the word. There was just no way to know.

    “It might have been one of the horsemen,” Sergeant Miles muttered. He looked down at the ground and spat. “It’s just the sort of thing they’d find funny.”

    “It isn’t funny,” Emily said, tartly. Even if no one had taken advantage of her ... her reputation would not have survived. And she hadn’t been the only woman in the room. What if one of the other ladies had wound up dancing naked on the tables? “I could have been ...”

    “But you weren’t,” Sergeant Miles said. “And there’s nothing pointing to a potential suspect.”

    He sighed, heavily. “We may never know who did it,” he admitted. “You need to watch your back. Check everything you drink. And eat too. Did you check the food you ate just now?”

    Emily colored. She’d been so hungry she hadn’t thought to check. It seemed unlikely that the food could have been poisoned, but she had to admit it was possible. A dozen powerful magicians could be killed, easily, if they drank poison. It had happened before.

    “Check,” Sergeant Miles ordered.

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    “I’ll discuss the matter with General Pollack,” Sergeant Miles said. “But we can’t do anything without a potential suspect.”

    Emily gritted her teeth in frustration. He was right. None of the horsemen — noblemen to a man — would tolerate a search of their private belongings, let alone interrogations under truth spells. The innocent among them would be lodging complaints with their superiors, demanding General Pollack’s immediate removal. Hell, the guilty man would be lodging his own complaints. He wouldn’t want to stand out from the rest.

    She wanted to scream at him, to demand to know if he would have taken it more seriously if he had been the target. But she knew she was being unfair. A student at Whitehall who tried to drug another student would be unceremoniously expelled. Love potions were banned for a reason. But here? There were politics involved. Keeping the army together was more important, even to her future father-in-law, than finding and punishing the guilty.

    I can rig spells around everything I have, she thought, darkly. The apprentices would know to be careful, but mundanes — even noblemen — might not realize the dangers. And the next person to touch one of my things will be turned into a frog.

    “Fine,” she snarled.

    “Don’t talk to me like that when someone else can hear,” Sergeant Miles said, warningly. “I won’t be able to let it pass.”

    Emily felt a stab of disappointment in herself. Somehow, she forced herself to calm down. It wasn’t his fault. “Yes, Master.”

    Sergeant Miles turned away. “Follow me,” he ordered. “Master Grave will be waiting for you.”

    He led her out of the tent, past a line of other tents towards a small training field. Emily couldn’t help thinking of a boxing ring, complete with ropes to keep boxers in and allow spectators to watch. Master Grave was standing there, holding a shining sword in one hand and a wooden sword in the other. She couldn’t help feeling another flicker of sympathy for Casper. The nasty smile on Master Grave’s face suggested he was a dangerous maniac.

    “Emily,” Master Grave said. He nodded to Miles. “I’ll take it from here.”

    Emily held herself steady as Sergeant Miles turned and walked away. She wanted him to stay, but she knew he couldn’t. Master Grave looked her up and down, then flipped the wooden sword around and held it out to her, hilt first. Emily took it, feeling the charm on the wood take her measure. The wooden sword couldn’t cut anything, but in all other respects it was identical to a real sword.

    “En garde,” Master Grave ordered. 

    Emily barely had a second to lift the wooden blade before he lunged at her. She parried the first blow, but the second got through her defense and slapped against her thigh. She yelped in pain, struggling to remain upright as he cracked his blade against her fingers. Her hand unclenched, letting go of the wooden blade. It dropped to the dusty ground and lay there.

    Master Grave snorted, rudely. “How long has it been since you’ve lifted a blade?”

    “I had a quick refresher course,” Emily said. “But ...”

    She shook her head. She’d learned the rudiments during first and second year, but she hadn’t really practiced since. Sergeant Harkin had told her, bluntly, that she would probably never make a good swordswoman. She simply didn’t have the strength or endurance to make it work. Lady Barb was the only woman she knew who was just as skilled with a blade as she was with magic. Even Mistresses Danielle had admitted that she was a better magician than swordfighter.

    Although she did teach me a few tricks with the dagger, Emily thought. And she warned me not to use them unless I was desperate.

    “You’ll have to work harder,” Master Grave said. He jabbed the tip of his blade at the wooden sword. “Pick it up and fight.”

    Emily kept a wary eye on him as she picked up the sword, but he didn’t move until she was ready to face him again. This time, he darted backwards and forwards, as if he wasn’t willing to drive his blade straight into her defenses. Emily found herself struggling to keep up with him, trying to block his jabs even though she couldn’t tell which ones were real thrusts and which ones were trying to fake her out. He danced around her, forcing her to keep turning to face him. It was frustrating. She knew he could have struck her again, if he’d wanted.

    He lunged forward and she parried, barely. And then he dropped down and swung out his leg in a low kick, knocking her over. Emily hit the ground, gasping in pain as her shoulder struck the earth. It might look dusty, but it was solid ground. Master Grave strode over to her and pointed his sword at her throat. She was trapped. Magic crackled around her, demanding release ...

    “You need to learn the basics before we can put you in the line,” he said, firmly. “You were taught to fight as an individual, not part of a group. You’ll be training with me every day until you actually know what you’re doing. Or have an accident.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, choosing to ignore his last remark. She didn’t think he’d actually maim her. And Casper would be pleased, if no one else. His master wouldn’t be looking over his shoulder all the time. “I’ll do my best.”

    She sat upright the moment he removed the blade. Her body was aching again, her shoulder threatening to go stiff. She wanted — needed — a warm bath, but she knew one wouldn’t be forthcoming. She’d be lucky if she could rig up a makeshift shower through magic. Her aches and pains would remain untended.

    “Good,” Master Grave said. He didn’t offer to help her stand. Instead, he waited for her to pick herself up, holding his sword casually. “Because the next person you meet in a swordfight will actually be trying to hurt you.”

    Emily sighed, then raised her sword as he started towards her again.


    Chapter Twelve

    EMILY DECIDED, OVER THE NEXT FIVE days, that her first impression of Master Grave had been correct. He was a dangerous maniac. When he wasn’t forcing her to run, or practice with swords, he was forcing her to fight hand-to-hand with some of the other apprentices — without magic. Her body was covered in so many bruises that she was mildly surprised she didn’t ache all the time. Casper and Sawford seemed to take an unholy delight in making her hurt, pushing her right to the limit. But she was getting used to it, slowly.

    Magic made life in the camp easier, of course. Sergeant Miles had taken pity on her, after the first couple of days, and showed her a handful of spells she could use to stay relatively clean. And while she was the weakest of the apprentices physically — and she doubted that would ever change — she was among the strongest magically. Sawford had shut up after she’d deflected every one of his hexes, then thrown him face-first into a tent. Gaius and Cat had cheered her loudly after that.

    But it hadn’t stopped her from having to work. When she wasn’t exercising, she was practicing her spells; when she wasn’t practicing her spells, she was brewing potions to prepare for war. She’d expected the other apprentices to make snide remarks about women’s work, but it seemed they’d all been forced to brew potions after their arrival. Emily didn’t really blame their masters. The army needed a stockpile of everything from painkillers to sleeping draughts. Lives might depend on her work.

    And the potions I brew now may do more than save lives, she thought, grimly.

    She stirred the liquid in the caldron as it slowly turned green and started to bubble, then flipped over the hourglass. It had to bubble for precisely ten minutes before she could take it off the heat and let it cool down, then bottle it up. Healing potions — capable of mending cuts and bruises — were a very delicate to brew, even though she’d mastered it in second year. And it could only be produced in small amounts.

    Because the magic surge would grow too strong if you simply tried to scale up the recipe, she mused. It was one of the moments when magic didn’t seem to obey its own laws, let alone the laws of science. But then, the surge was the moment when the mixture actually became a potion. There’s no way to dampen it down.

    She sat back and waited, reaching for the chat parchment to scribble a brief note to Caleb. He’d been as surprised as her when he’d heard that Casper had joined the army, although he had noted that General Pollack probably wanted his eldest son to win glory. Emily had a private suspicion that it wouldn’t be easy. Casper was far from weak — magically or physically — but his control over his own magic wasn’t good. Stronghold spent less time on the basics than Whitehall, and it showed. Casper might be in for a nasty surprise if he tried to push Caleb around again. Caleb might not have Casper’s raw power, but he had skill and finesse. 

    There was no immediate reply. He’d be in class, Emily suspected. Students had been sent to see the Warden for using chat parchments in class, even sixth years. She put the parchment aside, keeping a wary eye on the hourglass. There was only a very brief window of opportunity to take the potion off the heat before it was ruined beyond repair. Professor Thande hadn’t cared about wasted ingredients, back in class, but General Pollack probably felt differently. Everything in the camp had been carried over hundreds of miles.

    They should have set up a portal here, she mused, as the last few seconds ran out. They could just have brought in whatever they wanted.

    She took the caldron off the heat and placed it to one side, carefully testing the magic. It looked as though the brewing had been successful, although she wouldn’t know until it had cooled down. She settled back in the chair, taking a few minutes to relax. Sergeant Miles or someone would have something for her to do soon, she was sure. She’d make the most of the opportunity to relax until it was gone.

    The flap opened. Emily turned, expecting to see Sergeant Miles. Instead, she saw an infantryman wearing a very basic uniform. He stared at her in shock, his face twisting into a wave of emotions that puzzled her. His unshaven face almost looked ... scared. Hadn’t he known she was there?

    She cocked her head. “Can I help you?”

    The man swallowed. “Do you have healing potions?”

    “Some,” Emily said. There was a large stash in the charmed chest, but she wasn’t sure if she was allowed to give them out or not. She wasn’t at Whitehall any longer. “What do you need it for?”

    “Just a healing potion,” the man said. “A basic healing potion.”

    Emily felt her eyes narrow. “I can’t give you one at random,” she pointed out. “I need to know what it’s for.”

    She watched the man hesitate. It wasn’t hard to guess what he wanted, not after seeing similar behavior in the Cairngorms. He’d picked up something nasty from one of the whores and didn’t dare take it to his superiors. They’d be more likely to blame him for rendering himself unfit for duty than trying to heal him. And he wouldn’t want to talk to her about it. She was a woman, probably several years younger than he was. But then, she wouldn’t find it easy to talk to a male doctor about feminine issues either.

    “I’ve got the pox,” he said, finally. He jabbed a finger at his groin. “It hasn’t gone away.”

    “It doesn’t,” Emily said. Lady Barb had had a great deal to say about the issue, starting with men who were too foolish to seek out help before the pain became unbearable. “I’ll see what I can find.”

    She opened the chest and dug through the collection of charmed gourds. There were quite a few healing potions that could help with the pox, unless the man had been cursed instead of infected. But a curse would be blatantly obvious ... she removed a gourd and checked the label, then held it out to him. It would taste foul, but it should start the healing process.

    “Drink as much clean water as you can,” she advised, as he lifted the gourd to his lips and drank. “You’ll have an uncomfortable couple of days, but you should be better afterwards.”

    “Thank you, Your Ladyship,” the man said. He didn’t seem deterred by the taste. He’d probably eaten worse. The infantry had never invited anyone for dinner. She had a feeling she knew why. Their food was very basic, at best. “I ... I can’t pay for the potion.”

    “Don’t worry about it,” Emily said. Were the infantrymen expected to pay for their own medical care? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. The potion was simple, by her standards, but it probably cost more than an infantryman earned in a month. “Just be careful in the future.”

    The infantryman bowed. “I will never forget it, My Lady,” he said. “And ...”

    He looked up as the tent flap opened and Gaius stepped in. “Emily ...”

    “One moment,” Emily said. She took back the empty gourd and put it aside. She’d clean it, later. “Let me know if it doesn’t work.”

    The infantryman bowed, then turned and walked out of the tent. Gaius watched him go, his nose wrinkling in obvious disapproval. Emily frowned as she turned back to the caldron, testing it carefully. The potion wasn’t cool enough to bottle yet.

    Gaius coughed. “What was he doing here?”

    “He needed a potion,” Emily said, flatly. Lady Barb had made it clear that she was not to discuss a person’s private medical details with anyone. “And I gave it to him.”

    “A bad move,” Gaius informed her. “They’ll all be wanting potions.”

    Emily met his eyes. “Would you turn your back on someone in need?”

    Gaius looked back at her, evenly. “And would you hand out potions to everyone until you run out of potions?”

    He snorted. “The infantry have the chirurgeons. Let them cope with the wounded.”

    “Hah,” Emily said. She’d met some of the chirurgeons. Jade’s mother was a decent woman, but there was so little she could do without magic. She’d admitted, openly, that she’d probably shortened the lives of some of her patients. Some of her remedies were actively harmful. “They’re not that good.”

    “It’s their job,” Gaius said.

    Emily shook her head. She wouldn’t have placed her life in a chirurgeon’s hands unless she was desperate. Even resetting a bone could prove lethal, if the chirurgeon made a single mistake. And they couldn’t even begin to cope with the pox. She wondered, absently, if anyone was keeping an eye on the whores and the other camp followers. A single whore with the pox might infect half the camp.

    Of course not, she thought, sourly. They don’t care about their soldiers.

    “And you should be careful,” Gaius added. “You don’t want to harm your reputation.”

    Emily scowled at him. “And how does helping a wounded man harm my reputation?”

    “You were alone with him,” Gaius pointed out. “Do you think that looks good?”

    “I’m alone with you,” Emily snarled. She wasn’t sure if Gaius was trying to be helpful or if he was trolling her, but she wasn’t going to put up with it. “Does that look good?”

    She rolled her eyes as she turned back to the potion. Alassa wouldn’t have given a damn about being alone with someone from the lower orders. Hell, Emily knew she’d been naked in front of her servants, male and female alike. But Alassa was from a different social order, the very height of society. She thought as little of being naked in front of her servants as she did about being naked in front of a horse. Emily ... had rather different standards.

    “That’s different,” Gaius said. “You’re a young woman in an army camp. You have to watch yourself.”

    Emily bit down a sarcastic response. There were only three sorts of women in the camp: camp followers, wives and mistresses, and whores. She was the only exception, a sorceress-in-training. Maybe he had a point, but she couldn’t turn her back on someone in need. It wasn’t as if she needed to care about the opinion of a common soldier. 

    Melissa definitely dodged a bullet, she thought, unpleasantly. Gaius may be more bearable without Fulvia, but he can still be an ass at times.

    She didn’t bother to reply. Instead, she concentrated on bottling up the cooled potion and readying it for the sergeant’s inspection. Sergeant Miles would check everything before allowing her to add the bottles to the stockpile. And then ... her body ached uncomfortably, reminding her that she had more physical training in the evening. She was going to hate it.

    “Lord Oswald has invited us to a reception,” Gaius said. Emily lifted her eyebrows at the change in subject. “He specifically invited you as well as the rest of us.”

    Emily glanced over her shoulder. “Why?”

    “I would not care to speculate,” Gaius said. “But you are one of the few unattached women in the camp.”

    “I’m engaged,” Emily said, bluntly. General Pollack had told everyone, hadn’t he? Lord Oswald was either very brave or very stupid. “Doesn’t he know that?”

    “And yet, you are not married,” Gaius said. “Lord Oswald probably misses female companionship.”

    Emily shook her head in disbelief. Lord Oswald could have brought his wife — or a mistress — to the camp. God knew Lord Fulbright and his senior officers had done the same. A man as wealthy and powerful as Lord Oswald would have no trouble attracting a woman, judging from some of the harpies she’d seen in Zangaria. His looks came second to the position he could offer his bride.

    “I think I’ll be going to bed early,” she said. Technically, their evenings were meant to be free, but their masters kept them busy until late into the night. “You can give him my apologies.”

    Gaius seemed amused. “It would be very rude to decline his invitation,” he said. “I believe he has arranged an archery contest.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead. She did need sleep. But she also needed a bath and fresh clothes and she knew she wasn’t going to get either of them. Maybe she should ask Casper to stay by her side, a constant reminder that she was engaged to his brother. But given how much he’d drunk at the last party, she had a feeling that would be a bad idea. It was a shame she couldn’t ask Sergeant Miles to accompany her.

    A shiver ran down her spine as a nasty thought crossed her mind. Could Lord Oswald have spiked her drink? She couldn’t recall seeing him in the tent, but Lord Fulbright would probably have invited him. It would have been rude not to invite him. And if he had ... she told herself she was being paranoid. Lord Oswald was already pushing the limits. Trying to drug her would get him in deep shit. 

    “I’ll see what my master has to say,” she said, finally. Sergeant Miles might have something for her to do, in the evening. He wouldn’t be invited. “I believe he wants to go over some spells with me.”

    “Lucky you,” Gaius said, dryly. “Have fun.”

    Emily shrugged. It wouldn’t be fun. Sergeant Miles had been drilling her on firing spell after spell, casting them so quickly that the spellwork had started to blur together. It required concentration, but she also needed to cast them on instinct. No matter how hard she worked, it seemed unlikely she’d ever manage to master the skill. Even basic fireballs needed several seconds to cast. 

    But it will be better than going to the party, she told herself, sternly. Sergeant Miles is much better company.

    She changed the subject. “Did Casper make it back?”

    “He saw nothing, apparently,” Gaius said. He winked at her. “The necromancer doesn’t know we’re here.”

    Emily wasn’t so sure. Any reasonably competent magician, trained in the spying magics, could provide a rough location for the camp. Shadye should have been able to cast the spells, although he’d known where Whitehall was for years. He’d been a student there. And he’d had allies on the near side of the Craggy Mountains. And a mounted patrol shouldn’t have any problems zeroing down the location, then calling in reinforcements. The necromancer should have attacked them long ago.

    Unless he’s more interested in capturing people than destroying the opposing army, Emily thought. It made a certain kind of sense. Getting the army across the desert must have drained Dua Kepala’s power. Or he thinks the army won’t pose any threat to him.

    She scowled at the thought. The necromancer might be right. Shadye had been powerful enough to take on a whole army ... and Shadye, in the end, hadn’t been particularly smart or well-trained. Dua Kepala, on the other hand, appeared to be rather more dangerous. And Shadye had come far too close to destroying Whitehall.

    Gaius cleared his throat. “That will change,” he warned. “He’ll find us sooner or later.”

    “Of course,” Emily agreed. She hadn’t been watching, but the final regiments should have arrived by now, surely. “We’ll be moving out soon enough.”

    “I fear so,” Gaius said. “Do you feel ready?”

    “I feel sick,” Emily admitted. She’d been plunged into danger before, time after time, but this was different. They were going to war. “Is that normal?”

    “You’re doing fine,” Gaius said. He gave her a sidelong look. “I had my doubts about you, but you’re doing fine.”

    “That’s not an answer,” Emily pointed out.

    Gaius shrugged. “I think every young man questions himself before he goes into battle for the first time,” he said. “‘Will I stand in the line? Will I win glory? Will I break and run? Or will I die today?’ Yeah ... it’s normal to question yourself. But you just have to rely on your training and keep going.”

    Emily sucked in her breath. She’d gone after Mother Holly, knowing that Lady Barb’s life hung in the balance; she’d chased Nanette, knowing that the older girl had to be stopped. But both decisions had been made in the heat of the moment. Now ... now, she knew she was walking to war. Maybe she should have declined the sergeant’s request and stayed at Whitehall.

    But if I can stop a third necromancer, she thought, I must.

    “Thank you,” she said. “Is that true of women too?”

    Gaius winked. “You tell me.”

    The flap opened before Emily could think of a response. A messenger, wearing gaudy clothes, poked his head into the tent. His eyes flickered across Gaius and came to rest on Emily. She couldn’t help thinking that his face looked alarmingly like a pig. Maybe someone had cursed him, long ago.

    “Lady Emily,” he said. “General Pollack requests your presence in the command tent.”

    “Oh,” Emily said.

    She glanced down at the bottles. “Gaius, can you take care of these?”

    “Of course,” Gaius said. “I’ll make sure Sergeant Miles has a chance to inspect them.”

    Emily nodded. She thought they were perfect, but Sergeant Miles had insisted on checking them first. It was hard to blame him. A spoiled potion now would be a nuisance; a spoiled potion in the midst of combat would be disastrous. Gaius could check them, but she doubted his word would be enough for Sergeant Miles.

    “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes,” she told the messenger. “Go.”

    The messenger bowed and retreated. Emily took a moment to center herself, then followed him. She had no idea what the general wanted, but she’d find out soon enough. And then ...

    Maybe he just wants to chat, she thought, dryly. We haven’t talked properly since we first met. 


    Chapter Thirteen

    SHE WASN’T THE ONLY ONE INVITED, Emily discovered, as she stepped through the flap and into the command tent. The entire command staff — and Sergeant Miles — were gathered around a wooden table, staring down at a large map. Sergeant Miles glanced around, caught her attention and motioned for her to stand next to him. Emily couldn’t help feeling relieved, even though it made her feel like a small child. Lord Fulbright and Lord Oswald were on the other side of the table, facing her.

    He isn’t looking at me, she thought. Lord Oswald seemed focused on the map. But he’s very carefully not looking at me.

    General Pollack cleared his throat. “We can begin,” he said. His voice echoed around the room. “The last of our regiments has arrived. We will commence the march to Farrakhan tomorrow morning. I believe we can have our forces in position before the enemy reaches the walls.”

    He glanced at a sallow-faced man Emily didn’t know. “Sir Tarot?”

    Sir Tarot reached down, one finger tracing out lines on the map. “The enemy’s army has continued to grow,” he said. “Small raiding parties have headed out in all directions, snatching peasants, livestock and crops. Everything has been taken back to their camp, rather than being consumed on the spot. Their army is unusually disciplined.”

    “That is not good news,” General Pollack said.

    Emily frowned. Orcs were very difficult to discipline. They could be kept in line with brute force, but they tended to revert to type if left alone for too long. She would have expected the enemy army to be rampaging across the countryside, looting, burning and killing its way through the peasant villages. And yet, their discipline made it easier for the peasants to escape the oncoming storm. The refugees might lose their homes and livestock, but at least they would be alive.

    She kept the question to herself as Sir Tarot went on.

    “It is our belief that the necromancer will begin his own march to Farrakhan,” he continued, tracing out another line on the map. “Unfortunately, there are very few natural obstacles between his camp and the city. The handful of rivers have been drying up for years. We have knocked down the bridges, but the orcs will have no trouble wading through the shallow water. We have also tried to remove anything the invaders can use ...”

    He shrugged, expressively. Emily understood the unspoken message. Peasants were good at hiding things from governmental inspectors, from their crops to livestock. It was quite possible that they’d secreted supplies around the countryside, rather than tamely handing them over to be burnt. They might not believe in the invasion, particularly if they lived off the beaten track. The peasants might just think it was a trick to make them reveal just how successful they had been over the past couple of years.

    “In short, we have to beat the enemy to Farrakhan,” General Pollack said.

    He jabbed a finger at the map. “Lord Fulbright, I want mounted patrols heading out at first light, picketing the road. If the necromancer has orcs closing in on us, I want to know about them before it’s too late. Tell your men that I don’t want heroics. They are to shadow enemy forces and alert us rather than try to engage them.”

    Because they’ll be killed if they try, Emily thought. Good thinking.

    “Of course, General,” Lord Fulbright said.

    “The first regiment will depart at daybreak,” General Pollack continued. “They will be accompanied by the magicians and their apprentices. The remaining regiments will follow, one at a time. This camp is to be broken down and anything useful taken with us to Farrakhan. Once we get to Farrakhan, we’ll take stock of what we have and don’t have.”

    “Yes, sir,” Lord Alcott said.

    General Pollack glanced at Lord Oswald. “I want your archers accompanying the regiments, as planned,” he added. “They may be needed.”

    “If the enemy is waiting for us,” Lord Oswald said, “We’ll be ready for him.”

    Emily nodded. She was no military expert, but she knew a marching army was uniquely vulnerable. The camp’s defenses were flimsy — terrifyingly flimsy — yet it was strongly held compared to an army on the move. General Pollack would need warning, plenty of warning, just to get his men formed up to repel an attack. Doing it without modern radios and training would be an absolute nightmare. 

    “I’ll be accompanying the first regiment,” General Pollack said. “And I’ll be assuming command of the defense of Farrakhan as soon as I arrive.”

    “The city fathers will love that,” Lord Alcott muttered.

    “It doesn’t matter,” Lord Fulbright said. “They need us.”

    “Make it clear that I expect your men to behave themselves,” General Pollack ordered. “I’ll have the hide and hair of any man who attacks a civilian. Make sure they understand that.”

    “My men are disciplined,” Lord Fulbright said. He smirked at Lord Alcott. “They know their duty.”

    “My men will do their part,” Lord Alcott said. “I ...”

    General Pollack slapped the table. The two men fell silent.

    “This is not a minor dispute over a border,” General Pollack said. He sounded more resigned than angry, as if he’d fought the same battle over and over again. “This is not some tiny campaign to teach an uppity nobleman a lesson or crush peasants who think they can ignore their rightful masters. This is not some half-assed skirmish or tournament where you laugh and shake hands with your opponent, perhaps after paying a pitiful ransom. This is a full-sized necromantic army invading this country, intent on using it as a springboard to wrest control of the Allied Lands. Everyone is at risk.”

    His voice hardened. “The necromancer does not care if you can trace your family back several hundred years or not,” he added. “The necromancer doesn’t care if you have enough money to buy your own castle and still have enough left over to hire sellswords to protect your miserable lives. All he cares about is using you as a source of energy for his magic. We cannot afford to lose this war. We will not lose this war!

    He looked from face to face, silently assessing them. “I expect each and every one of you to do your duty. Put aside your personal disputes. Put aside your grudges and dislikes and everything else that may get in the way. You are dependent, now, on the men around you. I don’t expect you to like each other, I don’t expect you to see each other socially, but — by all the gods — I expect you to fight together. And I will break any man who betrays his comrades because of a grudge.”

    Emily glanced from face to face. Lord Alcott seemed oddly amused; Lord Fulbright had gone completely expressionless, his face utterly unreadable. Lord Oswald looked offended, as if General Pollack had hurt his feelings; Master Storm looked amused, eying Sergeant Miles as if he expected his old friend to share the joke. Emily kept her own face expressionless, knowing she was the youngest person in the room.

    The General’s right, she thought. We have to work together.

    The silence seemed to grow and lengthen before General Pollack finally spoke.

    “I’m afraid your planned midnight soirée will have to be cancelled,” he said, addressing Lord Oswald. “I’ll be hosting a small dinner for my senior commanders this evening — you are invited, of course.”

    “I quite understand,” Oswald said. He didn’t sound happy. “I shall be sure to attend.”

    Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. She didn’t know if Gaius was right or wrong, but she’d been dreading either going to the soiree or explaining to Sergeant Miles why she didn’t want to go. Thankfully, she doubted she’d be expected to attend General Pollack’s dinner.

    “Make sure your men have enough rest,” General Pollack said, addressing the entire room. “I want to be ready to leave at the crack of dawn.”

    He paused, dramatically. “We face a hard challenge,” he warned, grimly. “Let there be no doubt about that. We face a powerful and determined enemy. But we will rise to the challenge. Dismissed!”

    Sergeant Miles put a hand on Emily’s arm as the rest of the crowd started to make their way out of the tent. “The General wants to talk to you,” he said. “Stay here. I’ll be waiting outside.”

    Emily nodded. General Pollack waved her to a seat as he spoke quickly to Sir Tarot and another officer Emily didn’t recognize, then dismissed them both. Emily took a long breath, feeling grimy. She’d looked better, surely, the day she’d visited Caleb’s parents for the first time. She could hardly have looked worse. In hindsight, maybe she should have cut her hair short. It was really too long for military service.

    “Emily,” General Pollack said. He sounded warmer now they were alone. “How are you coping?”

    “Well enough,” Emily said. “I could do with a bath.”

    “There will be baths in Farrakhan,” General Pollack said. He sat down on the other side of the table, his eyes glittering with amusement. “How are you handling the training?”

    “I wish I had longer,” Emily admitted. “I’ve been getting better, but I don’t have the endurance the others have.”

    “My wife said you would find that hard,” General Pollack agreed. “But it is important to keep up with your exercises.”

    He leaned back in his chair. “Did you have a chance to watch Sir Roger’s men during their basic drills?”

    “No, sir,” Emily said. 

    “You don’t have to call me sir, not when we’re alone,” General Pollack said. “You may even call me father, if you wish.”

    Emily colored. She had no idea what had become of her biological father.

    “I’d prefer not to get into bad habits,” she said, finally. She wondered, suddenly, if Sergeant Miles had told him about the attempt to drug her. It was impossible to tell. “It’s been an interesting few days.”

    “The first few weeks of mustering an army are always hectic,” General Pollack confirmed, dryly. “We’ve been lucky not to come under attack.”

    Emily looked down at the map. “Why didn’t he attack us?”

    “I suspect he is more interested in gathering as much food and drink as he can, now he’s managed to get his army over the desert,” General Pollack said. “He’ll start moving northwards soon enough.”

    He tapped the map. “What do you make of it?”

    Emily hesitated. The map wasn’t easy to follow. She knew, from bitter experience, that mapmaking skills in the Nameless World were very limited. The map might easily be out of proportion ... it was hard to be sure, but Farrakhan looked as though it was easily several times the size of Washington or Moscow. She would be astonished if Farrakhan was even half their size. Cities in the Nameless World tended to be much smaller than their earthly counterparts.

    “The city is relatively isolated,” she said, after a moment. A thought struck her. “Is he trying to lure us into the city? To pin us down?”

    “It’s possible,” General Pollack agreed. “The city’s defenses are formidable, but we would be trapped if he managed to lay siege to us. And he may be powerful enough to disrupt portal spells at a distance.”

    “Or he has spies within the city,” Emily added. Shadye had used blood magic to manipulate her mind. She still had nightmares about it. “One or more of them could open the gates and let the orcs in.”

    “The gates will be heavily defended,” General Pollack said. “But you’re right. It is a serious problem.”

    He rolled up the map and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “I trust that your relationship with my son is proceeding well?”

    Emily felt her cheeks heat. She’d lost her virginity to Caleb. Did that count as their relationship proceeding well? She loved him. And yet, there was a part of her that wondered if they would ever be able to share a truly open relationship. She was far too used to keeping herself to herself.

    “We’re still together,” she said, stiffly.

    It was none of his business, she told herself. But she knew that wasn’t entirely true. She wasn’t just planning to marry Caleb, she was planning to marry his entire family. They did have a say in the affair. Unless, of course, Caleb decided to leave his family. But she knew, despite everything, that Caleb loved his family. He wouldn’t leave them, even for her.

    “I am glad to hear that,” General Pollack said. He tilted his head. “And my eldest? What do you make of him?”

    Emily hesitated. In truth, she wasn’t sure what to make of Casper. He’d been surly and unpleasant to her, even when he hadn’t been drunk or nursing a hangover. She couldn’t help wondering if he was jealous of his younger brother. There had been no indication that Casper had a girlfriend or any prospect of getting one, certainly not one on the same level as Emily herself. That had to rankle. Casper was his father’s heir, the one who would inherit the family’s power and place, yet he didn’t even have a wife! And his baby brother was dating a baroness ...

    A former baroness, Emily thought.

    She took a moment to gather her thoughts. Casper was ... understandable. Both his parents were remarkable people. He felt as though he had a great deal to live up to. But that didn’t excuse his unpleasantness, to Emily or to anyone else. And while she was tempted to point his failings out to the general, she knew it would only cause trouble.

    “He’s trying hard,” she said, finally. It was true enough. “I think he will graduate soon.”

    “He should,” General Pollack said. “I grow weary of waiting for him to become a man.”

    Emily bit down the urge to suggest that perhaps he shouldn’t pressure his children so much, no matter how desperately he wanted worthy heirs. Caleb was already disinclined to live up to the family name. Did the general want his eldest son to go the same way? Emily had no doubt Casper could make a living somewhere else, through his combat skills as well as magic. But Casper wanted the family name. He just couldn’t have it until he graduated. 

    But he’s not ready, Emily thought, morbidly. He won’t be ready until Master Grave lets him go.

    “Give him time,” she urged. “He will graduate.”

    “I hope so,” General Pollack said. He shook his head. “Do you have any issues you should discuss with me?”

    “No, sir,” Emily said. She would sooner talk to Sergeant Miles. “But I do have a question.”

    General Pollack lifted his eyebrows. “You do?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “The necromancer is taking prisoners. Why aren’t we trying to rescue them?”

    “We don’t have the manpower, not yet,” General Pollack said. “You know how dangerous a necromancer can be.”

    Emily nodded. The prisoners would be drained of magic, then life. That the orcs were not killing peasants, when it could be avoided ... it suggested a degree of organization and planning that most necromancers lacked. Their enemy was smart enough to ration his intake.

    General Pollack took a long breath, then reached into a pouch and produced a pipe. “From our point of view, it would be better if they were killing everyone,” he mused. “The necromancer wouldn’t be able to drain their power.”

    Emily shuddered. Had General Pollack ordered his men to kill anyone who refused to leave his lands and escape? Stripping the land bare of anything an invading army might be able to use was a common tactic, but in this case it included the people. It would make sense, given how the necromancer would use anyone unlucky enough to be captured, but ... the thought was horrific. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

    General Pollack stuffed tobacco into his pipe and lit a match. “There is no room for squeamishness in war,” he said. She couldn’t help wondering if he’d read her mind. “We cannot allow the necromancers to gain a toehold here. It would open up our entire flank.”

    “I understand,” Emily said.

    “Make sure you get plenty of rest,” General Pollack warned, as he waved a dismissal. “You will be leaving early tomorrow morning.”

    Emily nodded, rose and walked outside. Sergeant Miles was waiting for her, watching a line of officers walking into one of the larger tents. She could hear sounds from the other side of the walls, suggesting that the infantrymen were already breaking down their camp. It wouldn’t be long before they started the march to Farrakhan. 

    Only a few hours, she thought, looking at her watch. It was mid-afternoon. If we leave at dawn, we’ll be there by dusk.

    “This is it,” Sergeant Miles said. “Are you ready to go?”

    “I just need to pack my bag and roll up the bedding,” Emily told him. “How long will it take us to get there?”

    “We’ll be sticking with the infantry for most of the trip,” Sergeant Miles said. “It will probably take between ten to fifteen hours. These marches are always disorganized.”

    He started to walk back towards the tent. Emily followed him.

    “This is pretty much your last chance to back out,” he called back to her. “You can teleport back to Whitehall if you want.”

    Emily shook her head, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. “I committed myself,” she said, quietly. “I can’t go back now.”

    “Then prepare yourself to fight,” Sergeant Miles said. He stopped and turned to face her. “I think you’ve done well over the last five days, but you’re not at the right level yet. If it was entirely up to me, I would send you home.”

    He nodded towards the tent. “Pack up as much as you can, then go for a nap,” he added. “You’ll be up early tomorrow.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Her throat felt dry. The urge to back out and run was almost overpowering. “And thank you.”

    Sergeant Miles snorted. “Just try not to get killed out here,” he said. “Barb would kill me.”


    Chapter Fourteen

    “WELL,” SAWFORD SAID, AS EMILY STEPPED into the tent. “All hail the conquering heroine!”

    Casper snorted from his bedroll. “What did my father say to you?”

    He sat upright before Emily could say a word. “What did he say to you?”

    “Calm down,” Gaius said. He sounded oddly amused. “I’m sure Emily will tell us everything.”

    Emily looked from one to the other. Casper sounded ... jealous. Gaius winked at her, then returned to packing up his bag. Sawford, sitting on the other side of the tent, eyed her with genuine interest. She wished, just for a moment, that Cat and Cyprian were there. They both seemed more mature than Casper and Sawford.

    “If she’s allowed to tell us,” Casper muttered.

    “Your father didn’t say I couldn’t tell you,” Emily said. The apprentices would find out what was actually going on soon, no matter what she told them. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning at the crack of dawn.”

    “Which means noon, probably,” Gaius said. “We’re going straight to Farrakhan?”

    “That’s the plan,” Emily confirmed. There was no point in trying to hide it. That had always been the plan. She outlined the full story, piece by piece. “General Pollack wants us there before the necromancer can reach the city.”

    “Which isn’t going to be easy,” Sawford pointed out. “The orcs can move faster than unmounted infantry.”

    “So we have the battle in the open instead,” Gaius countered.

    “With all of our forces spread out,” Casper snapped. “Better to let them charge the walls.”

    Gaius shrugged. “I’m sure your father agrees,” he said, dryly. “That’s why we’re moving to Farrakhan, isn’t it? Remember to be ready for noon.”

    “He said we’d be leaving in the morning,” Emily said. She glanced over at her bag. It wouldn’t take long to pack everything, save for her bedroll. “We have to be ready.”

    “Bah,” Gaius said. “No matter what they say, the departure is always later than planned.”

    “He’s right,” Sawford confirmed. “I’ve never been on a route march that actually left on time.”

    “General Pollack is efficient,” Emily objected. “Surely he’d make sure everyone left on time.”

    Gaius laughed, humorlessly. “Let’s see,” he said, making a show of ticking off points on his fingers. “Half the bluebloods in the cavalry will still be in bed at the crack of dawn because their squires won’t dare to wake them. A good third of the infantry will be deliberately dragging their feet because they resent having to walk while the cavalry can ride. The officers will be trying to organize their baggage, just to make sure they don’t have to endure the unbearable humiliation of eating off pewter plates and drinking from earthen goblets; the camp followers will be torn between looting what remains of the camp and following us to Farrakhan.”

    He grinned. “I’m surprised the general didn’t tell you about all the problems we’re going to face.”

    “They’re not her problems,” Casper said, sullenly. He sounded angry — and hurt. “Her job is killing the damned necromancer.”

    “And that’s why she was invited to the tent,” Gaius said. He reached out and patted Casper on the shoulder. “I’m sure your father is proud of you ...”

    “My father doesn’t give a damn about me,” Casper snapped. He stood, clenching his fists. “I should have been in that damned tent!”

    “Being forced to listen as senior officers took turns telling each other how great and magnificent and heroic they are?” Gaius asked, mockingly. “I don’t know why you’d want it.”

    Emily sensed magic bubbling around Casper and braced herself. If Casper started hurling curses at Gaius ... she might just have to bail out of the tent before he set the whole thing on fire. She couldn’t trust Sawford to help her separate the two, if they did start fighting. He looked as if he were trying hard — but unsuccessfully — to conceal his amusement. 

    Casper rounded on her. “I should have been there,” he snapped. “What makes you so special?”

    “She killed two necromancers and a combat sorcerer,” Gaius said, before Emily could think of a response. “How many necromancers have you killed?”

    “I haven’t had the chance,” Casper snarled. “I ...”

    “I’m sure the necromancer is wetting his pants at the mere thought of facing you on the battlefield,” Gaius said. “His orcs are cringing in terror.”

    “Shut up!” Casper shouted. “My father ...”

    He glared at Emily, the anger slowly draining out of him. “I should have been there!”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said, unsure what to say. She hadn’t asked to be invited. “It was a boring meeting.”

    “My father made time for you,” Casper said, bitterly. “Why doesn’t he make time for me?”

    Gaius smirked. “Because you’re just a lowly apprentice?”

    Emily gave him a sharp look. “Perhaps he’s trying not to show favoritism to his eldest son,” she said. Caleb had insisted that his father favored Casper, but it was starting to look as though Caleb was wrong. “Or perhaps he doesn’t have much time.”

    “That’s true,” Sawford said, thoughtfully. Emily glanced at him in surprise. She hadn’t expected help from either of the other two men. “He is a very busy man.”

    “Sure,” Gaius said. “He spends half of his time settling disputes over precedence. And the rest of it trying to plan for a battle that may never come.”

    “It’ll come,” Casper grunted. “And probably tomorrow.”

    He threw Emily a challenging look. “You’ll be fighting with us tomorrow?”

    Emily was tempted to make a joke about fighting with the enemy instead, but she was starting to suspect that Casper didn’t have a very good sense of humor. Instead, she merely nodded. She understood Casper’s growing frustration, but that didn’t give him the right to take it out on her. There would be more than enough chances for him to win glory over the next few days.

    “I’m sure she’ll do more than pull her weight,” Gaius said. He grinned at Emily. “Kill the necromancer and leave the rest to us.”

    “We should have a contest,” Sawford said. “The person who brings back the fewest heads should have to do a forfeit.”

    Emily rolled her eyes as she stepped past him and sat down on her bedroll. The wards around her rucksack were untouched, surprisingly. She’d expected more attempts to break into her bag. But then, they had been worked to death over the past few days. Her body was still aching. And while the boys had been doing it longer, she doubted they felt any better. It was all any of them could do to crawl onto their bedrolls before going to sleep.

    “What a good idea,” Sawford said. He turned to leer at Emily. “Loser has to walk around the camp in the nude?”

    Emily felt a hot flash of anger. “Hell, no.”

    “I quite agree,” Gaius said. “Think of all the men who will be paralyzed with laughter after seeing you walking around the camp bare-butt naked.”

    “I’ve never had any complaints,” Sawford protested.

    “But you’re not paying them to complain,” Gaius said, sweetly.

    Sawford colored. “I’ve had more bitches than you’ve had hot dinners!”

    “Good thing your family happens to be rich,” Gaius said.

    Emily rolled her eyes. She’d heard worse from her stepfather, but ... she shook her head as she started packing up her bag. Gaius might be trying to stick up for her, yet his methods left something to be desired. Sawford looked ready to kill someone.

    “Perhaps a different forfeit,” Casper said. “Loser has to serve the winner dinner, dressed as a maid.”

    “You’d look very fetching in a dress,” Gaius said. “But I think you’d have to shave.”

    Casper surprised Emily by laughing. “Do we even have a dress?”

    Sawford glanced at Emily. “Do you have a dress?”

    Emily shook her head, hastily. Sergeant Miles would have laughed at her, if she’d packed a dress. Even if she had brought one, she wouldn’t have let them wear it. She wouldn’t want to wear it herself afterwards. But then, the thought of Casper trying to wear a dress was amusing ...

    “We can borrow one from the washerwomen,” Casper said. “Or just use an illusion.”

    “It isn’t a very good forfeit,” Sawford moaned.

    “Well, what do you suggest?” Gaius asked. “Loser runs a gauntlet? Spends a couple of hours in the stocks? Gets a radish shoved up his bung?”

    “That might be amusing,” Sawford said. “Or we could stick with the idea of walking around camp in the nude.”

    “And then have the entire army struck blind,” Gaius teased. “Very bad idea.”

    Emily leaned forward, hoping to change the subject. “Do you really want to cart a few dozen heads around the battlefield?”

    Casper smiled. “Why not?”

    “Feel free to leave yours behind,” Sawford said. “But they won’t be counted if you don’t have them afterwards.”

    Emily pretended to consider it. “Is a necromancer’s head worth the same as an orc? Or is he worth a few hundred orc heads?”

    “Of course not,” Casper said, quickly.

    “But she does have a point,” Gaius pointed out. “If the necromancer is killed, his army will come apart and the war will be over.”

    “Save for the mopping up,” Casper muttered.

    “And we’re not just facing orcs,” Sawford added. “There’ll be twisted humans too ...”

    “Collaborators,” Casper snapped.

    “They probably weren’t given a choice,” Emily said.

    “What a womanish point of view,” Sawford said. “There’s always a choice.”

    Emily stared back at him, evenly. “And you could resist compulsion spells layered over you for years?”

    “Most necromancers don’t bother with compulsion,” Casper told her. “There’s always a few bastards who will collaborate, if only in the hope of being eaten last. They’ll sacrifice their wives and families just to save their miserable lives.”

    Disgusting, Emily thought.

    “See who collapses after the necromancer is killed,” Gaius said. “Anyone still standing on the battlefield is a willing collaborator and can be killed out of hand.”

    He looked down at his fingers. “Shall we say that ten orcs are worth one twisted human and ten twisted humans are worth one monster?”

    “If there are monsters,” Casper said. “The reports don’t talk about anything nastier than orcs.”

    Emily frowned. Shadye had brought an army of monsters to Whitehall, but Shadye hadn’t had to march an entire army across a desert. Getting giant snakes or spiders to Farrakhan might have been beyond him. Or he might be keeping them in reserve, hoping to catch the defenders by surprise. An army of giant spiders would be a very nasty surprise indeed.

    “Watering them would be tricky,” she said, slowly. “But he might have solved that problem too.”

    “Maybe,” Gaius said.

    “I think your figures are off,” Sawford said. “A twisted human should be worth no more than five orcs. And really, that’s being generous.”

    “It isn’t as if the orcs aren’t hard to kill,” Casper agreed. “And what about the necromancer?”

    “He’s worth a hundred orcs,” Gaius said.

    Emily snorted. The necromancer was the only thing holding his army together. If he died, the army would come apart at the seams and scatter. Killing him should be worth a great deal more. But, in truth, she didn’t care enough to argue. The boys could have their fun, if they wanted. She would be happy just to survive. 

    And win, she added, in the privacy of her own thoughts. The necromancer has to be stopped.

    The tent flap opened. Cat stepped inside, followed by Cyprian. They’d both been maintaining the protective wards, Emily recalled; they both looked pale and worn, despite their tans. It seemed as though the effort had tired them out.

    “We’re leaving tomorrow at noon,” Gaius said. “Better get your bags packed.”

    “Daybreak,” Emily said, quickly.

    Cat stumbled over to his bedroll and lay down. “Someone has definitely been spying on us,” he said, stiffly. “The defenses keep being probed.”

    “We knew that,” Gaius pointed out. “Did you keep them out?”

    “I think so,” Cat said. “But it’s hard to be sure. They’re proving to be very devious.”

    Emily nodded. She’d never used spying magics, but she understood how they worked. The brute-force approach could be deflected easily, yet more subtle probes might get through the defenses. And even if they failed, the defenders might not know they’d been there. It was never easy to be sure one was completely safe from prying eyes, at least outside Whitehall or another heavily-warded building. No wonder magicians tended to be more than a little paranoid about their secrets.

    “It’s worrying,” Casper said. “Necromancers are not known for spying on people.”

    “You should tell your father that,” Gaius said. “I’m sure he doesn’t already know.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead as Casper rounded on Gaius. Why did Gaius keep pushing Casper’s buttons? It was clear they didn’t like each other, but they would have to learn to work together if they wanted to survive. Sergeant Miles had warned her that she might have to take part in a ritual with the other magicians and she’d assumed that she would be the problem, yet it looked as if Casper and Gaius would be the real problem. They practically hated each other. There was certainly no trust between them.

    “Father is the greatest general in the world,” Casper snarled. “He knows.”

    “But he’s not a sorcerer,” Gaius pointed out, coolly. “Not a lick of magic in his powerless bones. Does he understand the implications?”

    “Of course,” Casper insisted. “He’s a smart man!”

    Emily considered it, briefly. Spying magics required both power and discipline, the latter something necromancers often lacked. Even the brute-force approach to spying on their targets was supposed to be beyond them, yet it was clear that someone was spying on the camp. Did the necromancers have allies? Or were countless magicians from the Allied Lands peering into the tents? It was possible, she had to admit.

    “Make sure you are all ready to leave at dawn,” Cat said. “Unless you want to explain the delay to our masters ...?”

    “We won’t be leaving until noon,” Gaius said. “You know we won’t be leaving until noon.”

    “And yet, we will be the scapegoats if we’re not ready to depart on schedule,” Cat pointed out, rather sardonically. “But hey, if you want to take whatever punishment your master chooses to hand out ...”

    “We’re apprentices,” Cyprian reminded him. “We get blamed for everything, anyway.”

    Emily suspected he was right. The combat sorcerers were isolated from the infantry and the cavalry. On one hand, their magic gave them high status; on the other, they were apprentices and thus the lowest of the low. The combat sorcerers couldn’t blame the cavalry for being late, if indeed it was the cavalry’s fault, but they could blame their apprentices. And yet, she couldn’t imagine Sergeant Miles looking for a scapegoat.

    The others might feel differently, she reminded herself. And they might take it out on all of us.

    “There’s no reason to make it easy for them,” Cat said. He lay back on his bed. “Have any of you thought of any good taunts?”

    Emily stared at him. “Taunts?”

    “We shout insults from the battlements,” Casper said, in a tone that suggested he thought she was stupid for daring to ask such a silly question. “It makes them mad. Mad people make mistakes.”

    Cat shot him a reproving look. “It does wonders for morale,” he said. “And it makes it clear we’re going to fight.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure that antagonizing the invading army was a good idea. An angry army might commit all sorts of atrocities when it breached the walls. But then, necromancers paid no attention to the conventions of war anyway. The entire population was doomed if the invaders gained control of the city. “Does it work?”

    “Sometimes,” Gaius said. “And sometimes it just makes people laugh.”

    “Which is good for morale,” Cat said, firmly.

    He glanced at Casper. “What do you want to shout?”

    Casper shrugged. “Come and die? Or ... you’re going to die here, fat pig?”

    “I don’t think a necromancer will care if you call him a fat pig,” Gaius said. “And the orcs won’t even notice.”

    “You could always insult the twisted humans,” Sawford said. He smirked. “You sold your wives, you sold your kids, you ...”

    “Or even remind them that they too will be necromancer food one day,” Gaius said. “But I’d much rather put an arrow through their heads.”

    “And then they get eaten by the orcs,” Cat said. “They just can’t lose.”

    “They can when they run out of people to eat,” Sawford said. “And they eat their own too.”

    Emily felt sick. The orcs didn’t just eat humans, they ate each other. Every orc killed in the line of battle would go to feed his former comrades. It would keep them going for weeks, while the defenders starved. And then, when Farrakhan fell, the orcs would gorge themselves on dead bodies. They’d have the supplies they needed to push further into the kingdom.

    We’ll have to burn the bodies, she thought. And not just to keep the orcs from eating them.

    “Emily,” Cat said. “How do you plan to taunt them?”

    Emily shook her head. Taunting an invading army still didn’t strike her as a good idea, particularly when a maddened necromancer might knock down the walls with a single blast of magic. And even if the necromancer kept his distance ...

    “Come on,” Gaius said. “You must have something nasty to say.”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She smiled, suddenly. “Your mother was a hamster and your father smelled of elderberries?”

    “That’s not much of an insult,” Casper sneered. He’d never heard of Monty Python. How could he? “You could do better by insulting his taste in clothes!”

    “Or by baring your buttocks at him,” Sawford pit in.

    Emily shrugged, despite their obvious confusion. The joke was less funny, she had to admit, if it needed to be explained. And besides, none of them had the background to understand it.

    But it doesn’t matter, she thought, as she finished packing and lay down on the bedroll. I’m not going to be taunting anyone.


    Chapter Fifteen

    GAIUS, EMILY WAS SURPRISED TO DISCOVER, had been right.

    The apprentices were ready at the crack of dawn, their bags packed, their tent dismantled and their horses outfitted for the march. But they were about the only ones who were ready to depart on schedule. The cavalry officers were running around, half trying to organize their men while the other half directed the loading of a dozen heavy wagons; the infantrymen sat on the ground, trying to catch up with their sleep while their officers tried to prepare for the march. Emily waited, wishing for a book or something to do, while the army organized itself. She dreaded to think what would happen if the necromancer chose this moment to attack.

    “You’ll be on the left flank,” Sergeant Miles told her. She’d expected him to be angry, but he looked quietly resigned. “Casper will be riding beside you. Stay close to him.”

    Emily tried to keep her face expressionless, but the reproving look he gave her made it clear that some of her displeasure had leaked through. She would have preferred Cat or Gaius or Sergeant Miles himself, not someone who seemed to resent her. But she suspected she wasn’t being given a choice. The magicians had to be spread out, just in case the necromancer and his army put in an unwelcome appearance.

    “Yes, Master,” she said, grudgingly.

    “And try to be polite,” Sergeant Miles added. “We’ll be practicing rituals when we reach Farrakhan.”

    Emily kept her opinion of that to herself as she scrambled onto the horse and looked around for Casper. He was standing next to a young woman wearing a fancy dress, chatting to her about something. Emily wondered, as she forced herself to wait for him, just what he thought he was doing with her. A woman like that would be the wife of an officer, not an unmarried girl or a common whore. Was he planning to try to seduce her?

    Her patience snapped. “Casper,” she called. “We have to go!”

    Casper turned. He looked ... irritated. The woman shot Emily an odd look — a strange mixture of fear and respect — as Casper mounted his horse, somehow managing to make it look easy. He’d probably found it easy before Emily had introduced stirrups, she thought rather sourly. Casper might have problems living up to his father, but he was far from incompetent. He cantered over to her, his face darkening. Emily spoke before he could say a word.

    “We’re on the left flank,” she said. “Come on.”

    The confusion only grew worse as they passed through the gates and onto the road. Clumps of soldiers were marching south, carrying their weapons as well as giant rucksacks. They didn’t have saddlebags, let alone horses. Giant carts were also heading south, pulled by horses and surrounded by armed guards. Emily couldn’t help noticing that one of them was carrying a coffin. She wanted to ask why someone had brought a coffin, but she doubted Casper would answer. He was already pulling ahead of her, his horse picking up speed as he flanked the army. She sighed and pushed her own horse to follow him.

    What a mess, she thought, as she caught sight of an overturned cart. A dozen soldiers were trying to stand it back upright, even though magic could have done it in an instant. Their commander was practically spitting with rage, his face going purple as he shouted a series of contradictory orders. Emily was torn between going to help and staying close to Casper. I ...

    She pushed the horse forward, trying to catch up with Casper. He was moving faster now, slipping out of position. Emily wasn’t entirely sure where they were supposed to be, but she was fairly certain that Casper was too far forward. And yet, the army was strung out along the road in bits and pieces. Where was the flank? She hoped — prayed — that the pickets would spot any advancing army before it was too late. A horde of charging orcs would cut the infantry to ribbons if they appeared out of nowhere, before they had a chance to prepare themselves to repel attack. 

    And to think I thought the army was efficient, she thought, ruefully. 

    Granted, General Pollack didn’t have an easy task. He commanded a multinational force, each unit headed by a prima donna who could complain to his monarch if he felt slighted ... it was a minor miracle that the army was marching in roughly the correct direction. But as the dust built up, the wind taking on a sharper edge as it blew from the south, she knew the whole army might dissolve into chaos. And if it did, there would be nothing she could do about it.

    Casper glanced over his shoulder and shot her a challenging look, dug in his spurs, and urged his horse forward. Emily gritted her teeth, imagining what Sergeant Miles would say if she ran ahead of the army, but followed him. She had to stay close to him, whatever happened. And yet ... a dozen spells ran through her mind, suggesting ways she could slow him down. She knew better than to try any of them. Accidentally throwing him off the horse might well injure him. 

    It was nearly an hour before she saw the first refugees. They looked pathetic: men, women and children, carrying a handful of possessions as they made their way north. The women looked away, hastily, as they saw the army, turning to head east or west rather than risk being seen. Emily knew precisely how they felt. The army was staggeringly undisciplined, compared to a modern army on Earth. Its commanders wouldn’t take rape seriously unless the victim was rich, powerful, or very well connected. She wondered, darkly, if Casper would take his sexual frustration out on a peasant girl. It wasn’t as if the girl could either stop him or bring a complaint to his superiors.

    I won’t let him, she thought, as more and more refugees came into view. Whatever he wants to do, I won’t let him.

    She could hear the marching men hooting and hollering behind her, jeering at the refugees and mocking them for running. But really, what could they do? Most peasants were forbidden to bear arms, if only because they might turn them on their lords and masters. They didn’t have a prayer of stopping the orcs when they found the farms. Resistance would merely get them killed and eaten. Escape was the only hope they had.

    Poor bastards, she thought. 

    Casper reined in his horse. “They’re scattering,” he said. It was the first thing he’d said to her all day. “They’re more scared of us than they are of the orcs.”

    “They’re scared of soldiers,” Emily pointed out. The peasants had no reason to love the enforcers, the men who would kill them if they dared refuse orders from their betters. “And they have a point.”

    Her eyes narrowed as she caught sight of a young girl — around seven, if she was any judge — waving to her. Another person was hunched down, her back to the soldiers; a third was lying face down on the ground, perhaps dead. No, he was moving ... Emily frowned, then pulled on the reins. If someone was beckoning for help, from soldiers they had no reason to love, it had to be urgent. She slipped off the horse, took a moment to gather herself and then pulled off her cap and headed over to the tiny family. Her long hair, unmistakably feminine, would be more reassuring than anything else.

    Casper called after her. “Where are you going?”

    “Stay there,” Emily ordered.

    Up close, it was clear that both girls were peasants. Their shapeless clothes were near-rags, covered in patches that suggested they’d been repaired so often that little of the original garment remained. They smelled too, a darkly unpleasant scent that reminded Emily of the Cairngorms. Perhaps it was an attempt to make them unattractive, she speculated, as she bent down beside the wounded man. Their father was no longer able to protect them.

    “Father’s been hurt,” the older girl said, without turning. “He ... he was knocked down.”

    She turned. Her eyes went wide when she saw Emily, her entire body twitching as if she were on the verge of trying to run. A moment later, she prostrated herself in front of Emily, one hand tugging her sister down beside her. Emily flushed, feeling the old embarrassment. She still didn’t like people grovelling in front of her ...

    She pushed the thought aside as she motioned for the peasant girl to sit up. The girl was pretty enough, although her brown hair was thin and her sallow face was pockmarked ... suggesting an early encounter with a disease that killed far too many who lacked magic. She was definitely old enough to marry, Emily decided; the girl might already be married. But that wouldn’t matter to the soldiers who caught her, if they caught her. They wouldn’t give a damn if they wanted some fun. She’d heard noblemen in Cockatrice arguing that it was impossible to rape a peasant woman. She didn’t own her body.

    And they expected me to agree, Emily thought, as she examined the wounded man. Someone had struck his knee with a club, breaking his leg. They didn’t think I’d see anything wrong with raping peasant women.

    She pushed the memory out of her mind as she cast a quick spell. Thankfully, the break was a relatively clean one. Whoever had struck him had known precisely where to hit him. She tested the leg, just to be sure, then cast a healing spell. If she were lucky, there wouldn’t be any damage that would require a more complex spell.

    The man grunted. Emily placed a hand on his back, silently warning him to stay still, as she tested her work. The bone had been knitted back together, perfectly. She grinned, and helped the man to his feet. The leg would be a little uncomfortable for a while, she thought, but the feeling would fade.

    “Thank you,” the man stammered. He stared at her, then hastily lowered his eyes. “I ... what do I owe you?”

    “Nothing,” Emily said, quickly. She’d had peasants try to offer her their children before, in Cockatrice. Apparently, selling children into slavery — or serfdom — had been perfectly legal under her predecessor. “I just stopped to help.”

    She heard Casper riding up behind her and sighed, inwardly. “How did you wind up here?”

    The man kept his eyes downcast. “We were told to leave the farm and head north, Great Lady,” he said, softly. “We don’t know where to go.”

    Emily didn’t know where they should go, either. The camp was being dismantled now, even if the original schedule was dead and gone. And she wouldn’t have sent two defenseless girls to the camp anyway. But where else could they go? She concentrated, trying to recollect the map, but Lokane City was another fifty or sixty miles to the north. They wouldn’t have a hope of getting there before they starved — or worse. 

    She swallowed, hard. “The camp followers will be bringing up the rear,” she said, reluctantly. “They may have work for you. Or you could keep heading north.”

    “We’ll keep moving,” the man said. “I thank you, Great Lady.”

    Emily wasn’t surprised. There would always be work for a peasant with strong arms, but he had two daughters. Joining the camp followers would almost certainly result in the older daughter being sent to the brothel, unless she found a powerful protector. And even that would be only one step up from being a whore. Emily could protect them — if Sergeant Miles let her — but they’d be fools to place their trust in a stranger. No, continuing to head north was the safest course. 

    She stood and summoned the horse. The girls drew back as the beast stomped over to them, its beady eyes suggesting it felt terribly put upon. Emily opened one of her saddlebags and removed a couple of nutrient potions, holding them out to the girls. They wouldn’t make up for all the meals they’d missed, over the last couple of days, but they’d help. Casper made a wordless sound, deep in his throat, as she found a slightly stronger potion for their father. She ignored him. 

    “Good luck,” she said.

    Casper could protect them, she thought. If he took up with the older girl ... she damned herself a second later for even thinking it. Sure, General Pollack would protect his son’s woman, but ... she should have free choice. She closed her eyes for a long moment, trying to refocus her mind. There were times when she was reminded, all too clearly, that part of the Nameless World’s culture had seeped into her mind.

    The man prostrated himself. His daughters followed suit. Emily sighed and turned aside, noticing Casper’s surprised expression. He was probably used to grown men prostrating themselves in front of him, even though he was a mere apprentice. She heard, rather than saw, the trio rise to their feet. When she turned back to them, they were still afraid to meet her eyes.

    She watched them pick up their bags and go. They didn’t have much, she noted. Some clothes, a little food ... she hoped they had the sense to keep that out of sight, no matter what else they did. She’d seen what the soldiers ate. It was easy to imagine a handful of soldiers robbing the peasants, just so they could vary their diet. The slop they were fed by their masters was worse than the free school lunches she’d had back home.

    “That was pointless,” Casper said. “They won’t get far.”

    Emily looked up at him. “Would you have done nothing?”

    Casper shrugged. “Why do anything?”

    “Because he was wounded,” Emily said, sharply. “Because he was forced to flee with little more than the clothes on his back. Because his daughters need him to live ... Because ... because it was the right thing to do!”

    Casper gave her a contemplative look. “Do you really think so?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She clambered back onto the horse. “Does it really cost us anything to help them?”

    “There are thousands of others who are equally wounded,” Casper pointed out. “Can you help them all?”

    “No,” Emily said, after a moment. “But that shouldn’t stop us helping those we can.”

    She dug in her spurs, racing ahead to catch up with the column. Her hair spilled out behind her as the horse picked up speed, Casper racing after her. Sergeant Miles and Master Storm could be seen in the distance, casting a series of spells into the air. She couldn’t pick up enough of the magic to tell what they were doing. 

    Casper caught up with her. “Do you really believe that you have to help?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She missed Caleb suddenly, with an intensity that surprised her. Caleb would have understood. “I do.”

    She waited, half-expecting a sarcastic suggestion that she was only dating Caleb out of pity — or, perhaps, something worse. Instead, Casper gave her a contemplative look before fixing his eyes on the horizon and pulling ahead of her. Emily let him go, allowing him to widen the gap between them even though she knew it wasn’t a good idea. She didn’t feel like talking to him any longer. 

    The army started to look more and more disorganized as the hours went past, the officers galloping ahead and leaving their men to catch up with them. Emily was impressed there was so little grumbling, although she rather suspected the men thought of her as an officer. She was a magician, after all. They’d keep their grumbling to themselves, at least when she was in earshot. The carts plodded after them, their guards looking thoroughly bored. Emily wondered just what they were carrying. Weapons and ammunition? Or gold plate and other valuables?

    She was aching all over when Farrakhan came into view, the smell — as always — dominating the landscape for miles around. The stench of too many people in too close proximity hung in the air, a mocking reminder that some of the refugees had fled to the city rather than risk the open road northwards. They’d made a mistake, she thought. If Farrakhan fell, the necromancer would have plenty of people to sacrifice for power and then feed to his army.

    And his army hasn’t shown itself, she mused. She was no military expert, but even she knew the necromancer had passed up his chance to win a solid victory. The day was drawing to a close, with the leading elements of the army approaching the city. Unless he plans to attack the stragglers at night.

    “Your master is calling you,” Casper said. The army was slowly forming up outside the city, the officers hastily getting their men under control. Emily wondered, rather spitefully, just how many had deserted along the way. “I think he wants you to join him.”

    Emily looked. Sergeant Miles was waving to her, his tired face impatient. She threw Casper a sharp glance, then pushed the horse towards the sergeant. He definitely looked tired, she decided. His expression looked drained. But then, he’d been supervising the march while she’d been doing next to nothing, save for riding a horse. Her backside ached, reminding her that she was stiff and sore. She’d kill for a hot bath and a long sleep in a comfortable bed.

    “Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. “Stick with me.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said, confused. She could hear a sergeant reading the riot act to his men, his voice booming out in the warm air. “Where are we going?”

    “Through the gates,” Sergeant Miles said. He waved a hand at a pair of metal doors, set within the stone walls. “General Pollack may wish to introduce you to the City Fathers.”

    Emily groaned. Another excuse for Casper to be mad at her. But there was nothing she could do to get out of it.

    “Yes, Master.”


    Chapter Sixteen

    FARRAKHAN, EMILY DECIDED AS NIGHT FELL over the city, looked like a strange mixture of a medieval town and something out of the Arabian Nights. The walls were heavy stone, woven with spells to provide additional protection and lined with battlements; the buildings were made of sandstone, each one surrounded by wooden hovels and shacks housing the refugees. Surprisingly, the streets were clean, but the pavements were lined with refugees and small children, somehow managing to play merrily despite the war. And the larger set of buildings in the center of the city seemed to combine administrative duties with fortifications. It was actually hard to see where one set of buildings left off and another began. 

    The people on the streets reminded her of Beneficence or Dragon’s Den, rather than Cockatrice or Alexis. Most of the men wore loose-fitting clothes and carried swords, hanging openly from their belts. The older women wore long dark dresses, but the younger ones wore trousers. Their shirts covered everything below the neckline, yet some of them were carefully tailored to reveal the shape of their breasts. It was a fashion statement, Emily guessed. Their elders probably found it outrageous.

    She braced herself as the crowds turned to stare, their faces torn between relief and fear as they saw the army. Emily understood. Farrakhan couldn’t hope to hold out for long, if the necromancer attacked the city, but the army would eat up their food as well as menace some of its civilians. She saw mothers ordering their daughters to get off the streets, clearly fearing that they would be molested by the soldiers. Emily couldn’t blame them. Armies on the Nameless World didn’t have a good reputation for taking care of civilians.

    “They’ve been putting a lot of work into defense,” Sergeant Miles commented. “But they are limited in what they can do.”

    Emily nodded, silently. Farrakhan was surrounded by walls — double walls — but they hadn’t had time to expand their defenses. They’d planned to stand off the king, not a powerful necromancer. The walls wouldn’t stand up for long if the necromancer himself showed up to knock them down. And even if they did, the necromancer could just surround the city and wait for the defenders to starve.

    Except he can’t pin his troops down for so long, she thought. They’d starve too.

    She leaned forward as the guide led them up to a large temple-like building that wouldn’t have been out of place in Rome or Athens. A large statue of a swordsman dominated the opening, his stone eyes peering out over the city. Emily could sense magic crackling around the statue, suggesting it was part of a defense system. There were complex wards around the building too, ranging from anti-spying spells to defensive magics designed to keep out unwanted guests and supernatural vermin. She probed gently, wondering if there was a nexus point under the city. But it didn’t seem likely.

    “Get off the horse,” Sergeant Miles ordered. A line of people — men and women — were coming out of the building, the leader wearing a gold toga. “And remember to be polite.”

    Emily forced herself to stay upright, somehow, as the city fathers greeted General Pollack and his officers. The welcoming speeches were long and boring, suggesting that the city fathers — and mothers — were alarmingly fond of their own voices. Emily wished, as the speeches grew longer and longer, that they’d just shut up. Her body was aching so badly that it was all she could do not to tremble.

    “This is Lady Emily, Necromancer’s Bane,” General Pollack said. Emily jumped. Had she actually fallen asleep on her feet? Or had her mind just drifted away for a while? “And soon to be my daughter-in-law.”

    Emily did her best, somehow, to shake hands with each of the city fathers, trying hard to remember their names and faces. They looked a competent bunch, although she had no idea how they’d reached high office. From what little she recalled, everyone who owned property in Farrakhan — male or female — had a vote and could stand for office, but it was a little more complex than that. She made a mental note not to underestimate the women. It was rare for women, even in city-states, to fight their way into high office. The ones who made it were often more cunning — and ruthless — than their male counterparts.

    “They’ve prepared a dinner for us,” Sergeant Miles said, as the ceremony finally came to an end. “It would be impolite to decline their invitation.”

    “I know,” Emily said, crossly. General Pollack might not be a nobleman — although a Knight of the Allied Lands was normally considered borderline nobility — but most of his officers definitely were. Inviting them to a welcoming dinner was simple etiquette. “Do we have a chance to change first?”

    “The guide is taking us to our barracks,” Sergeant Miles told her. “You’ll have a chance to change there.”

    Emily nodded as they started to walk through a series of twisted streets. At ground-level, Farrakhan looked a mess. The civilians seemed to have built their homes, then built more homes on top of the first ... she was honestly surprised that the towering blocks hadn’t come crashing down long ago. But then, if they were careful, they might just manage to keep things stable. The air still smelled bad, but she knew she’d get used to it. She took a deep breath and tried not to gag.

    The barracks turned out to be a cross between Mountaintop’s dorms and a surprisingly welcoming inn. Emily let out a sigh of delight as she saw the bathtub, even though she knew servants would have to bring water up from the kitchens to fill the tub. She hesitated, the desire for a warm bath battling her reluctance to force them to do so much work, then told herself she could pay in gold. Lady Barb had taught her to tip servants, after all. It would be more money than most of them saw in a year.

    “The beds will have to be removed,” Sergeant Miles grunted. “They’re too soft.”

    Emily bit down on the argument that came to mind. They were perfect. But she knew he wouldn’t listen to her. Instead, she turned back to the bathtub. A trio of servants were already standing there, waiting for orders.

    “Wear a clean uniform,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “Do not wear a dress.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said. He knew she didn’t have any dresses. Did he expect her to find one in the city? She pushed the thought aside and leaned forward. “Are the other apprentices invited?”

    “They’ve got work to do,” Sergeant Miles said. He gave her a mischievous look. “Don’t worry. You’ll be working tomorrow too.”

    Emily sighed as he turned and marched away. There wasn’t time for a proper soak, so she asked the servants to bring a couple of buckets of water and her saddlebags, then stepped into the bathroom and closed the door, using a couple of charms to make sure no one could enter without her permission. The water was cold, but she used magic to warm it before undressing and splashing water all over herself. It definitely wasn’t a proper soak — she couldn’t help wondering if she’d be able to get away with staying in the tub for an hour — but at least she felt clean, afterwards. Her body had been so dirty that the bathtub was practically caked in mud, despite her cleaning spells. She cleaned up as much as she could, then dressed quickly and hurried into the dorms.

    They’ve dumped their bags on the floor, she thought, as she took the bed nearest the door and carefully warded her bag. But where are they?

    She shook her head in annoyance as she headed for the stairs. General Pollack should never have invited her to the dinner, even though she was famous. It would definitely drive a wedge between her and the other apprentices. She didn’t know what she would be eating, but she’d attended enough dinners to know it would probably be good. The others would be lucky if they had cold meat and bread. And Casper would be furious. She couldn’t really blame him, either. 

    “Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. He’d changed too, into a uniform that clearly marked him as a combat sorcerer. “Come with me.”

    Emily nodded, following him through the darkened streets. Darkness was slowly falling over the city, plunging entire sections into the shadows. There were no streetlights, not even lanterns hanging from doorways and walls. Emily quietly cast a night-vision spell, one hand touching the dagger in her sleeve as she prepared other defensive spells. There were plenty of guards on the streets, but they couldn’t be everywhere. She couldn’t escape the sense they were being watched, either, as they walked up the steps and into the palace. Loud music was echoing through the air, coming from a large ballroom.

    “Be polite,” Sergeant Miles ordered.

    Emily shook her head in disbelief as they entered the ballroom. She’d seen gluttony, but this ... this was absurd. Dozens of tables, groaning under the weight of food and drink; hundreds of guests, lying on couches or standing in small groups ... she stared, unable to believe her eyes. Farrakhan was on the front lines, the most likely target of an alarmingly cunning necromancer ...

    ... And its governors were eating themselves senseless while the population starved.

    She looked at Sergeant Miles. His face was expressionless, but she knew him well enough to know he didn’t approve. He was common-born. There was no way he would have been allowed to enter without magic and he knew it. His brothers outside, the infantrymen, were condemned to eat slop, while their officers stuffed themselves. Emily glanced into the room and caught sight of Lord Alcott, steadily filling his plate with food. Didn’t he give a damn about his men?

    “They’re going to be in trouble when they run out of food,” she muttered, as Sergeant Miles led her over to the tables. For once, there was no herald to announce her name as she stepped into the hall. “What will happen then?”

    “Good question,” Sergeant Miles muttered back. “But I think the General will see to it that this is the last banquet.”

    Emily hoped he was right. Lord Fulbright’s table had been impressive, but this was far grander. Traditional dishes — meat and vegetables — mingled with rice and something that resembled pasta. There were stuffed mice, fish — she hated to think how much it must have cost to have the fish shipped to Farrakhan — and oysters, strange dishes she didn’t recognize ... she almost giggled, despite her tiredness, when she saw the pizza. Clearly, that was a strange foreign delicacy.

    Sergeant Miles stayed by her side as she filled her plate and ate slowly, introducing her to a number of officers she hadn’t met. Some of the officers were already drunk, quaffing the wine as though it were water; others seemed more inclined to flirt than talk about the war or how they planned to defend the city. A couple were laughing so loudly that everyone else was giving them plenty of room. Emily couldn’t help wondering if someone had hexed them into laughing helplessly. But it seemed they were merely very drunk.

    “This does serve a purpose,” Sergeant Miles said, after they’d exchanged words with a red-faced City Guardsman. “It helps them to get to know one another and network in a friendly environment.”

    Emily rolled her eyes as she took a sip of her water. Her stepfather had used to complain, loudly, about never being invited to parties at work, but she hadn’t paid much attention. She understood perfectly why no one had wanted to invite him. Besides, he’d probably been coming up with excuses for his own failures ... she shook her head, dismissing the thought as pointless. He was on the other side of a dimensional divide and she’d never see him again. 

    She followed the sergeant around the room, heading slowly towards General Pollack and a white-haired man she vaguely recognized. A middle-aged man was bragging loudly about his two mistresses, sharing drinks with an officer who was babbling about his newest horse and how he’d captured the beast from its previous owner. Behind them, two city mothers were flirting outrageously with a pair of young officers who had to be at least ten to fifteen years younger than them. Emily couldn’t help wondering if they were seriously planning to seduce the officers tonight. It certainly sounded that way.

    “Lady Emily,” General Pollack said. He waved a hand at his dinner partner. “I’m sure you remember the Patrician?”

    Emily’s mind went blank. She’d been introduced to him, back when they’d entered the city, but she’d forgotten his name. She prodded her memory hastily, hoping it would surface if she thought hard enough. There was no time to cast a memory charm to retrieve anything she’d forgotten ...

    “Patrician Horst, My Lady,” the Patrician said. He had a calm voice. Emily couldn’t help thinking he sounded like a doctor. “It is a very great honor to meet you.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said.

    “I’ve heard stories about you,” Horst said. There was something in his voice that made her want to trust him, to confide in him. But the rune between her breasts remained cold. His charisma was natural, not magic. “Did you really kill Shadye by driving a spike through his heart?”

    Emily shook her head. That story, at least, was one of the cleaner ones. But it wasn’t actually true.

    “A shame,” Horst said. He sounded genuinely disappointed. “What did you do?”

    “I used magic,” Emily said. She probed him, very gently. He didn’t have any magic, as far as she could tell. Maybe he was just a skilled manipulator, trying hard to pose as someone she could like. But a man in his position would probably be very skilled at masking his power. “And I caught him by surprise.”

    “For which we are very grateful,” Horst said, seriously. He waved a hand towards the open doors. “What do you make of my city?”

    “It’s ... different,” Emily said, as diplomatically as possible. “I have never been in a place quite like it.”

    Horst smiled. “Farrakhan is not your average free city,” he said, wryly. “Do you know anything of our history?”

    Emily shook her head. It was true enough. Besides, if she knew anything about city-folk, it was that most of them took pride in their city. It was harder to get them to shut up about their city than start them talking. If she wanted to know something about Farrakhan, all she had to do was ask a few questions and look interested.

    “Our founder was the younger son of the king, back when the Empire shattered,” Horst told her. “He had a claim to the throne, but he offered to put it aside in exchange for some land of his own. His brother gave him the city. Over the years, he turned it into a viable settlement; after his death, the city-fathers took over. We have ruled the city ever since.”

    “I see,” Emily said. She’d heard odder origin stories. Compared to some, it was decidedly mundane. “What happened to his children?”

    “They weren’t royalty any longer,” Horst explained. “Some of them stayed and won office, or started businesses. Others ... went away.”

    Or were chased out, Emily thought. You wouldn’t want potential competition around, would you?

    She told herself not to worry about it as Horst went on, telling her more than she’d ever wanted to know about his city. Some of it she already knew, other details were new ... they would have been interesting, she had to admit, if she hadn’t been so tired. Her body was reminding her that she needed more sleep — and a proper bath. Maybe she could get up early and have a long soak. Maybe ...

    “We hope to survive,” Horst finished. He smiled at her. “Are you enjoying the dinner?”

    Emily was too tired to be diplomatic. “You’re wasting food.”

    Sergeant Miles elbowed her. General Pollack hid a smile behind his hand. But Horst didn’t seem to take offense.

    “We will bring in more food before the enemy army arrives,” he said, instead. “It is important to make a show of confidence.”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “But ...”

    “My apprentice is quite tired,” Sergeant Miles said. “With your permission, Your Excellency, I will take her to bed.”

    Emily flushed, helplessly.

    “I quite understand,” Horst said. He grinned at Emily. She hoped, desperately, he hadn’t read another meaning into the sergeant’s words. “I hope to see you in the morning.”

    Sergeant Miles led her back outside and through the dark — and silent — streets. “That was foolish,” he said, sternly. “You could easily have gotten yourself in real trouble.”

    “I was right,” Emily said. The cold night air was invigorating. But her body still needed sleep. “Sergeant ...”

    “Being right isn’t always right,” Sergeant Miles said. He caught her arm as they reached the barracks, swinging her around to face him. “And General Pollack cannot afford a diplomatic spat. Not now.”

    Emily tried to feel sorry. But part of her was just too tired to care.

    “Go upstairs and get some sleep,” Sergeant Miles ordered. He tapped her on the shoulder, once. “You’re going to be very busy tomorrow.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    She walked into the barracks, passing through the wards someone had erected and walked up the stairs. Cat and Sawford were already in their beds, snoring loudly; Casper, Gaius and Cyprian were missing. But there was a light down the corridor ... she hesitated, then walked down and peered into a room. Casper was sitting at a table, an open bottle of wine in front of him. As she watched, he lifted the bottle and took a swig. She hesitated, unsure what to do ...

    ... And then he looked up and saw her.


    Chapter Seventeen

    “PISS OFF,” CASPER SLURRED.

    Emily hesitated. She hated drunk people. Part of her was tempted to just walk off and ward her bed so thoroughly no one could get in, just in case he decided to try to hurt her while she slept. She didn’t like the look of the knife on the table, glinting under the light. But the rest of her knew she couldn’t walk away, despite her tiredness. Casper was going to be her brother-in-law. She couldn’t leave him alone.

    She braced herself, readying a protective spell, then walked into the room, closing the door behind her. Casper watched her warily, holding the bottle in one hand. Emily could smell his breath — and the wine — as she reached the table, a foul smell that made her stomach twist unpleasantly. Just how much had he drank? And where had he found the wine? Master Grave would not be pleased to discover his apprentice drinking, particularly now they were in Farrakhan. It wouldn’t be long before they had to go to war.

    “Have a drink,” Casper said. He shoved the bottle towards her. “Fresh from the horse.”

    Emily took the bottle and put it under the table, out of sight. She’d tried, once or twice, to hide her mother’s alcohol, but the older woman had never lacked for drink. The child she’d been hadn’t understood, not really, that there had been no helping her. She’d been drinking herself to death for years, using alcohol to blot out the pain of her existence. Emily couldn’t help wondering if Casper felt the same way.

    “It’s very good wine,” Casper insisted. “Try some.”

    Emily shook her head. “It smells like paint-stripper.”

    “Fresh from the horse,” Casper repeated. He giggled, inanely. “They bottle it and mark it and sell it to apprentices too cheap to buy real wine.”

    “Very funny,” Emily said. She searched desperately for the right words. “Do you want to sober up?”

    Casper snickered. “Why?”

    Emily met his eyes. “Why were you drinking?”

    He snickered, again. “Because ... why not?”

    “Your master will be furious if you have a hangover tomorrow,” Emily said, seriously. “I ...”

    Casper started to laugh, hysterically. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’m not going to graduate!”

    He waved his hand, casting a spell. Emily had barely a second to react before the bottle zoomed up from under the table and flew into his hand. She tensed — if he was drunk, his magic would make him extremely dangerous — as he put the bottle to his lips and took a long swig. And then he put the bottle down on the table and leered at her. She had to fight to keep herself from slamming a spell into his face.

    “I’m not going to graduate,” he said, firmly. “I don’t have a hope.”

    His expression changed, becoming maudlin. “I don’t have a hope, do I?”

    “You’re not a bad magician,” Emily said. It was true enough. Casper lacked Cat’s polish, but he was far from incompetent. “You’ll graduate.”

    “It’s been four years,” Casper told her. “I’m twenty-six. If I don’t pass this year, I won’t pass at all.”

    He looked down at the dagger. Emily realized, with a flicker of horror, that Casper was on the verge of slitting his wrists. If he killed himself ... if he was even considering killing himself ... she wanted to call his father, yet she knew that would only make the situation worse. A suicide attempt was a cry for help, but the Nameless World was more likely to see it as a sign of weakness. 

    I could stun him, she thought. There was nothing weak about Casper’s defenses, but he was in no state to fight. He could sober up.

    And then what? Her own thoughts answered. If you tell his father, or Sergeant Miles, it will only make matters worse.

    Casper let out a humorless laugh. “Father wants me to be him,” he said. “And I do my best but I can’t be him. And Caleb leaves Stronghold and he does well and he ...”

    He leered at Emily, again. “He has you,” he said. “Who do I have? What do I have?”

    “A good family,” Emily pointed out. Her voice sounded harsh, even to her. Caleb’s family had its flaws, but their life was so much better than hers that she found it hard to be sorry for him. “And a life above the ordinary.”

    “But I’m not good enough for him,” Casper said. He reached for the dagger. “I’ll be disowned if I don’t graduate within the year. But no matter what I do, I can’t graduate.”

    Emily leaned forward. “And so you’re going to slit your wrists?”

    Casper’s voice was bleak. “Why not?”

    “Where there’s life,” Emily said, “there’s hope.”

    It was trite, but it was also true. Casper wasn’t exactly a peasant — or a slave. He had options outside his family, if he wanted to take them. But that wasn’t what he wanted, she realized numbly. He wanted his father’s respect, and that wasn’t forthcoming. He’d played the game by the rules, yet he’d been cheated of his prize. General Pollack simply hadn’t given him room to grow.

    “There isn’t hope,” Casper said. He looked strikingly hangdog, all of a sudden. “Caleb will be the next patriarch, with you by his side.”

    He struck the table. “Who would want me?”

    Emily swallowed, unsure how to proceed. Casper didn’t just have problems with his father, he had problems with his younger brother. Caleb had stepped away from family tradition ... and somehow come out ahead. It had to be galling for Casper to know that his brother was in a relationship, while he was still single. And yet, he was being silly. By any reasonable standards, especially those of the Nameless World, Casper was a very good catch.

    But she didn’t know how to say that.

    “Father fawns over you,” Casper said, bitterly. “I should be with him. I should be in his tent, helping him. Instead ... he fawns over you!”

    “He doesn’t fawn over me,” Emily said.

    “He invited you to a conference,” Casper snapped. “Do you think he allows just any apprentice to attend a conference?”

    Emily winced. She had a nasty feeling he was right. Sergeant Miles should have attended, but her? She was still a very junior sorceress, not even out of school! Casper might well have a point. Whatever General Pollack had in mind, and she wasn’t sure what he’d had in mind, it looked like favoritism. No wonder Casper resented it. Did the other apprentices resent it too?

    “I didn’t say a word,” she said, finally. “I just stood at the back and kept my head down.”

    “So what?” Casper asked. “You still shouldn’t have been there.”

    He shook his head. “This is my last chance to impress my father,” he said. “And how am I meant to compete against you?”

    “You knocked me down when we were practicing with staffs,” Emily reminded him. Her ribs had ached for hours after Casper rammed his staff into her. “You won the bout.”

    “Bah,” Casper snorted. He took another drink, emptying the bottle. “Do you think that will impress my father?”

    He made a grab for the dagger. Emily cast a spell instinctively, summoning the knife to her and throwing it across the room. Casper growled, then lifted the table up and shoved it into her. Emily jumped backwards, half-expecting him to try to crush her under the table or hit her with a killing spell. Instead, he scrambled towards the knife, his legs so wobbly he couldn’t walk properly. Emily shaped a spell in her mind, then threw it at the dagger. It disintegrated into a cloud of dust.

    “My father gave me that knife,” Casper said, as he turned to face her. He didn’t sound angry, merely ... upset. And yet, there was something terrifyingly even in his voice. “You should let me kill myself.”

    “Don’t be stupid,” Emily said, sharply.

    “You should,” Casper told her. He sounded as if he didn’t quite understand. “Your husband will be patriarch. You’ll be his wife, in addition to all your other titles. How could you possibly lose?”

    He laughed, humorlessly. “My father would be pleased,” he added. He sat back, rubbing his forehead. “He wouldn’t have to disown me or kick me out or anything. He’ll be rid of his embarrassment.”

    “He’d miss you when you’re gone,” Emily snapped. She was growing tired of his self-pity. Casper was luckier than ninety percent of the planet’s population. “Maybe he wants you to be your own man, instead of trying to be him.”

    Casper snorted. “Then why would he be so insistent that I walk in his footsteps? Why would he insist that I go to Stronghold and do well? Why would he apprentice me to a master known to be tough and demanding?”

    “You were a child,” Emily pointed out. “And now you’re an adult. Adults make their own decisions.”

    “You don’t know my father,” Casper said. “I don’t get to make my own decisions.”

    Not if you want to remain in the family, Emily thought. General Pollack and his wife would have vast authority over their children until the day they died. It was far from uncommon in the Nameless World. Fulvia had tried to force Melissa to marry Gaius, after all; King Randor would have married Alassa to a strong man, if he’d found someone suitable. Casper cannot leave without giving up far too much.

    “I need to impress him,” Casper said. “And I need to impress Master Grave.”

    Emily winced. Master Grave wasn’t the most demanding tutor she’d ever met, but he was tough and completely merciless. She wouldn’t have wanted to spend two or three years of her life apprenticing under him, not if she’d had a choice. Her fingers itched, reminding her how casually he’d struck them with his blade. He’d come very close to breaking bones just to remind her to keep her guard up. Casper ... would indeed have a very hard time impressing him.

    But Jade impressed Master Grey, Emily thought. And he was the hardest tutor of all.

    “Just be yourself,” she advised.

    Casper shot her a nasty look. “No wonder Caleb likes you,” he said. “That’s the sort of banal crap he sprouts.”

    Emily flushed. “Is it not working for him?”

    He shrugged. “This is my last chance,” he said. “I have to impress my father.”

    “It won’t be long before the necromancer attacks,” Emily predicted. “You’ll have your chance to win glory.”

    She shook her head. What was it about men and glory? She’d heard countless ballads about great deeds on the battlefield, about mighty heroes who had stood up to hundreds of enemy fighters and beaten them, then went home to marry the princess ... hell, she’d seen dozens of movies with the same basic plot. But glory came with a price, one paid in blood and lives and sheer terror. It wasn’t something she’d ever wanted.

    “It’s not good enough,” Casper said. “I could kill a thousand orcs and my father wouldn’t be impressed.”

    Emily scowled. “What would impress him?”

    Casper met her eyes. “Accept my challenge,” he said. “Let me try to take the title.”

    “Are you ...” Emily cut off the reaction that came to mind. “Do you really want it?”

    “Yes,” Casper said.

    Emily swallowed, hard. Sergeant Miles would be furious if she accepted the challenge. And General Pollack probably wouldn’t be very pleased either. But ... she pushed her emotions aside and considered it, logically. Casper had a point. If he won, he’d have earned a title that would impress his father and every combat sorcerer he encountered; if he lost, he was no worse off. There was no reason it had to be a duel to the death. She was the challenged party. She could set the rules.

    And yet, could he win?

    Casper was a strong magician, she knew, but he lacked finesse. He lacked the skill that had been drummed into her over the past five years. And ... she didn’t know for sure, but she suspected she had more raw power than him. The challenge might end badly for Casper, even if she held back. He would probably get taunted by Gaius and the others ...

    A thought struck her a second later. What if she let him win?

    It wouldn’t be hard to fake a misstep, she knew. She’d done it more than once, back when she’d been sparring with Frieda. Sergeant Harkin had pointed out, more than once, that no one learned anything if they just kept getting their ass kicked, time and time again. If she timed it right, she should be able to let him win without making it obvious. And it wasn’t as if she wanted the title. She had a nasty feeling that it was more trouble than it was worth.

    Which means I won’t be doing him any favors, if I let him win, she thought. She hadn’t had a constant stream of challengers, but she knew it was just a matter of time. Casper didn’t have her reputation. And yet, if he thought he’d won fairly, it would be one hell of a confidence booster. Hell, she might not even need to let him win. He might win on his own.

    She met his eyes. “Are you sure you want this?”

    “Yes,” Casper said.

    “There’ll be others who’ll want the title,” Emily warned. “They’ll come for you.”

    “I’ll face them,” Casper said. He looked grimly determined. “And I’ll win.”

    Emily closed her eyes for a long moment. This was not going to end well. Perhaps it would be a bad idea to let him win. And yet, if she did ... he would impress his father. And someone else would have the title. Hell, even if he lost the next fight, he’d still have held the title for a few months. That was something he would be proud of.

    “Very well,” she said. The desperate hope in his eyes stunned her. “If you still want to do it tomorrow morning, after we wake up, we’ll go to the masters and ask them to set up a dueling ground. And if you change your mind, we won’t mention it again.”

    “I won’t,” Casper said.

    He wouldn’t, Emily knew. He’d talked about challenging her months ago, when they’d first met. He was desperate. To him, the risk was something that just had to be borne. And if it got him killed ... at least he’d be killed doing something he wanted to do. She wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry. His life was never going to be the same.

    She held out a hand, helping him to his feet. “Sober up,” she advised, sternly. “You don’t want to go through morning hell with a headache.”

    Casper snorted. “I’m used to it.”

    “It isn’t doing your health any good,” Emily told him. There were spells to help someone sober up, although they tended to have side effects. “Let me help you.”

    “You are helping me,” Casper told her. “But if you insist ...”

    He half-walked, half-stumbled out of the door and towards the washroom. Emily readied the spell in her mind, then cast it as soon as they reached the chamber. Casper looked pale for a long second; Emily stepped back as he hurried into the washroom, slamming the door behind him. The door was solid, but not strong enough to keep her from hearing the sound of him throwing up. He’d empty his stomach as the spell cleansed his system.

    She shook her head ruefully, then walked to the kitchen and poured him a large mug of cold water. He’d need to wash his mouth out, afterwards. And he’d need to keep himself hydrated. The barracks wasn’t as stiflingly hot as the tent, but it was still pretty bad. She made a mental note to drink more water before she went to bed as she walked back to the washroom. Casper was still retching, the sound echoing down the corridor. Just how much had he had to drink?

    Too much, she thought. For all she knew, the bottle he’d finished hadn’t been the first. If Casper had been trying to drown his sorrows for weeks ... she shuddered at the thought, flashing back to her childhood. Her mother had drunk several bottles of cheap wine each day. It won’t do him any good.

    Casper emerged, looking pale. Emily passed him the mug, watching silently as he drank the water. She’d half-expected an objection, but Casper finished the water without saying a word. He wasn’t stupid, she reminded herself. Merely ... merely desperate. She wished, suddenly, that she could have a few sharp words with General Pollack. One son desperate to impress him, the second unsure if he even wanted to stay in the family ... the General’s family was far from perfect. And yet, they were so much better than her own that it wasn’t even funny.

    “Thank you,” Casper said. His voice sounded shaky. “It means a lot to me.”

    “Thank me afterwards,” Emily told him. She still wasn’t sure if she’d done him any favors or not. Sergeant Miles was not going to be pleased with her. And Lady Barb was going to be furious. Hell, Casper’s mother was going to be furious too. “Now, bedtime.”

    “Yes, mother,” Casper said. He smirked. “Do you tell Caleb to go to bed too?”

    Emily flushed. “Brat.”

    She glanced at her watch. The masters would awaken them at the crack of dawn, unless they decided to show mercy ... it wasn’t very likely. And that meant they had roughly six hours to sleep before they were forced out of bed. She headed back to the barracks, washed her face quickly and scrambled into her bedding. If she was lucky, she’d fall asleep at once ...

    ... And if she wasn’t, she knew, it was going to be an uncomfortable night.


    Chapter Eighteen

    “JOIN HANDS,” MASTER STORM INSTRUCTED.

    Emily gritted her teeth. Having Cat on one side wasn’t too bad, but having Sawford on the other was irritating. His touch made her skin crawl. And yet, there was no choice. They had to practice using rituals before it was too late. She closed her eyes, trying to focus her mind on the spell. She’d practiced ritual magic at Whitehall, but it had never worked out very well.

    Too many of my classmates were nervous around me, she thought, sourly. And they couldn’t hold the connection.

    She forced herself to relax as Master Storm began the spell, magic surging around the chamber. This time, at least, she wasn’t the problem. Casper seemed to have issues working with Gaius, while Sawford and Cyprian didn’t seem to work together very well either. The spell flared to life, then came apart in a flash of light. Master Storm dispelled the rest of the magic, his annoyance plain to see. Sergeant Miles, leaning against the chamber wall, didn’t seem pleased either.

    “It is important that you learn to put aside your differences and work together,” Master Storm snarled. “We will need to cast these spells when the battle begins!”

    Emily nodded in agreement. After breakfast, they’d been given a tour of the city, starting with the castle and keep and moving out to the battlements. Farrakhan was surrounded by impressive defenses — and the soldiers were preparing more — but most of them wouldn’t do more than slow down a necromancer. Combat magic, including a number of incredibly destructive spells, might be all that stood between the city and utter destruction.

    “I am trying,” Gaius said. “But Casper isn’t meshing his magic into mine.”

    “That’s because you won’t stand still,” Casper snarled. He’d been polite over breakfast, but his frustrations were clearly building up again. “You move every time I try to touch your magic.”

    “Magic does move,” Master Storm said. He sighed. “Gaius, swap places with Sawford. It might make things easier.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead, feeling a headache coming on. Ritual magic was never easy. Maybe the first stage would be smoother, if Casper worked with Sawford, but they would still have to work as a group to cast the spells. And yet ... maybe it would work. They were going to need the spells.

    Gaius took her hand. “Focus your magic on me,” he muttered, as the circle reformed. “It should prove workable.”

    “Begin,” Master Storm ordered.

    Emily closed her eyes and reached out with her magic. Gaius was an overwhelming presence, right next to her. His power throbbed in the air ... no wonder, she reflected as she pushed her magic forward, that Fulvia had considered him a suitable match for Melissa. And yet, there was something slippery about his magic, as if he was reluctant to lower his defenses and make contact. Sawford had been trying, she admitted. Gaius didn’t seem to be making more than a minimal effort.

    “You need to push out more of your magic,” she muttered, as their power was sucked towards the spell. “Gaius ...”

    The magic destabilized. There was a brilliant flash of light, followed by darkness. Emily thought, just for a second, that she’d been blinded, before her eyes snapped open. Casper was rubbing his eyes, muttering a curse under his breath. Beside him, Sawford didn’t look much better. And Gaius ... Emily glanced at him and realized that he looked perfectly calm. He didn’t even seem surprised.

    “The spell went out of shape,” Master Storm said. He sounded annoyed. “We’ll be testing it again, I think.”

    “But not today,” Sergeant Miles said. “Everyone needs a chance to calm down.”

    Emily allowed herself a moment of relief as she let go of Cat’s hand. She wasn’t sure quite what had happened, the second time. Gaius hadn’t cooperated properly, but that hadn’t been the only problem. Or was she wrong? Casper hadn’t done a good job either.

    “Gaius isn’t allowing his magic to merge with ours,” Casper said. “He needs to practice.”

    “And you aren’t focusing properly.” Gaius sneered. “Magic isn’t a blunt hammer you can swing around at random.”

    Casper’s face darkened, but Master Storm spoke before he could come up with a biting response. Emily felt relieved. She had no idea if Casper had spoken to Master Grave or not, yet she didn’t want him to get in trouble when they needed a favor from the masters.

    “Ritual magic is never easy,” Master Storm reminded them. “Learning to trust can take months, if not years.”

    “We don’t have months,” Gaius said. “Master, perhaps we should try with fewer of us.”

    “Then the spell wouldn’t be balanced,” Sergeant Miles said. “Six magicians — and the master caster — is the minimum.”

    He clapped his hands. “Emily, Gaius; with me. Cyprian, Sawford; report to Master Grave. Casper, Cat; remain with Master Storm.”

    Emily rose, brushing down her trousers. Her body ached, even though their morning exercises had been cut short. But at least she’d managed to wash properly before eating breakfast. Gaius winked at her as they followed Sergeant Miles out of the room and down a long stone corridor. The smell of the city wafted to her nostrils as they stepped out of the barracks and onto the streets.

    “Sir Roger has requested your presence,” Sergeant Miles said. “And I must confess I am curious myself.”

    Emily frowned. Sir Roger had asked for her? Why? And in what role? Gaius shot her a puzzled look, but she merely shrugged. Maybe Sir Roger wanted to show off his new weapons, or maybe he merely wanted her support. She hadn’t been able to convince him to stop calling her a baroness every time they met. He still insisted on addressing her by her full title.

    She wondered, as she followed Sergeant Miles through the streets, if she should tell him about the planned duel. Casper had wanted to tell the masters, but ... Sergeant Miles wouldn’t thank her for ensuring that he was the last to hear. And yet, she didn’t want to talk about it in front of Gaius. Whatever the source of the bad blood between Gaius and Casper, she didn’t want to make it worse. She’d have to try to have a private meeting with Sergeant Miles later. If, of course, he had the time.

    There’s always work for a sergeant, she thought. Sergeant Miles seemed to be a regular Jack-Of-All-Trades at Whitehall. When he isn’t teaching combat magic, he teaches soldiering.

    The streets seemed more crowded, she noted. It was easy to tell the citizens from the refugees and the soldiers from the guardsmen, even though nearly all of them had haunted looks. The refugees wore filthy clothes and begged for alms; the city-folk looked finer, yet just as worried. There were thousands of starving people on the streets, soon to become more as the food ran out. God alone knew what would happen if — when — the population realized their masters were hoarding food. There would be riots on the streets.

    They turned a corner and headed onto a playing field. It had probably once been used for football, Emily decided, but now it had been turned into a firing range. Three dozen men stood at one end of the field, carrying primitive muskets; Sir Roger watched, barking instructions, as they steadily loaded their guns. The stench of gunpowder hung in the air, a grim reminder that firearms technology had a long way to go. If the wind hadn’t been picking up, she suspected the field would be covered in smoke.

    “We cleared this entire section,” Sergeant Miles commented, as Sir Roger turned to face them. “All the civilians were ordered to leave.”

    “They’re too close to the walls,” Gaius said. “They were probably grateful.”

    Emily had her doubts. If the walls held, the civilians would have been fine; if the walls fell, the civilians would be dead anyway. Having to move halfway across the city — if they were lucky enough to have somewhere to go — would be unpleasant. But she kept the thought to herself. Gaius might understand, but neither Sergeant Miles nor Sir Roger would understand her concerns.

    “Lady Emily,” Sir Roger said, as he strode over to greet them. “It would be a very great honor if you were to inspect my men.”

    There was, Emily knew, no polite way to refuse. She glanced at Sergeant Miles for permission, then allowed Sir Roger to lead her over to the musketeers. Up close, it became clear that someone had been putting a great deal of thought into their appearance. The leathers they wore were closer to a proper uniform than anything else she’d seen, outside King Randor’s personal guard. They stood at attention, holding their muskets pointed at the sky; they watched her, carefully, as she made her way down the line. Sir Roger and his fellows had clearly been experimenting, she noted. One line would fire, then kneel to reload while the second and third lines fired. And then the first line would be ready to fire again. 

    “My men can load and fire three to four shots per minute,” Sir Roger informed her. “We have been trying to make it faster, but accidents happen.”

    Emily nodded. It was pathetic, compared to an assault rifle or a machine gun, but it was very good by their standards. Each line would fire four bullets a minute ... a charging army would disintegrate, if it managed to stay together long enough. And if the defenders managed to remain in formation. Sergeant Harkin had been fond of reminding his students that the only thing separating an army from a mob was raw discipline. If the first line panicked and fled, the other lines would follow in short order.

    They wouldn’t have a choice, she thought, ruefully. They’d get trampled by orcs.

    “They look impressive,” she said, once she’d finished inspecting them.

    “Thank you, My Lady,” Sir Roger said. He motioned for her to stand back. “And now ...”

    He barked a stream of orders to his men. They moved smoothly, with a well-oiled precision that struck Emily as genuinely impressive. The first line took aim and fired, then dropped down to allow the second line to fire. Emily covered her ears, using a quick spell to keep away the smoke. The second line fired, followed by the third. By the time they finished, they had — if her calculations were accurate — fired over two hundred bullets. Any charging army would be hard put to keep going after being hammered so hard.

    Any human army, Emily thought. The orcs might just keep going.

    She peered towards the far wall. Someone had painted out a set of targets, inviting the soldiers to do their worst. It looked as though most of the targets had been hit several times, although there was no way to be sure. She rather doubted the musketeers had aimed very well, either. Sir Roger might brag that his men were well on the way to becoming sharpshooters, but they were more concerned with spitting out as many bullets as possible rather than accuracy.

    “Very good,” she said, finally. “My complements to your shooters.”

    “Thank you, My Lady,” Sir Roger said. He waved a hand towards the wall. “As you can see, we can and we will pull our weight. The archers have had their day.”

    “And so have the charging cavalry,” Sergeant Miles put in. He walked over to them, looking surprisingly pale. “The horses wouldn’t be able to endure those hits — and they’re bigger targets than men.”

    Emily nodded. The cavalry relied on shock and awe to break through enemy lines — and they could be countered, if their target held their ground. A well-trained infantry company could stop them in their tracks. But now ... she shuddered at the thought of dozens of horses being killed, their riders thrown to the ground as the poor beasts died. And anyone could produce muskets and deploy musketeers. The secret of gunpowder was out and spreading. It wouldn’t be long before blacksmiths started to put together their own gunpowder weapons.

    “They could be scared off by magic too,” Gaius said. He looked surprisingly composed. “Or arrows. Charges have been broken by archers before.”

    “It takes longer to train an archer,” Sergeant Miles muttered. “Or a combat sorcerer.”

    “And there are wards to stop bullets,” Gaius said. “Or there will be, won’t there?”

    Emily had her doubts. Magicians did throw objects at one another, but the spells kept them going until they hit their target or were cancelled. And if they were cancelled, the objects simply crashed to the ground. But bullets followed ballistic trajectories ... she wondered, darkly, just how many trained magicians would think to protect themselves against thrown objects. Wards designed to do that drained magic faster, far faster, than most protective wards. 

    She kept that thought to herself, wondering if either of them would work it out for themselves. There was no way to be sure — yet — but she rather suspected a machine gun would break through a standard protective ward. A single impact wouldn’t be enough, yet a whole stream of impacts would shatter the protections. And then ... who knew what would happen?

    “Eventually,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded perturbed. “These guns will change everything, won’t they?”

    “Eventually,” Emily echoed.

    Sergeant Miles shot her a sharp look, then turned to Sir Roger and asked him a string of questions. Sir Roger answered as best he could, while his men cleaned their weapons and replenished their powder supplies. Emily was relieved to see that they did know to clean their weapons, something that would probably have been hammered into their heads during basic training. Muskets and cannons clogged so rapidly that they might become useless after firing a few dozen shots if they weren’t cleaned regularly.

    Which is another problem, she thought. The longer the battle lasts, the less effective the muskets are going to be.

    “There’ll still be a place for sorcerers,” Gaius muttered. “Won’t there?”

    “Of course,” Emily said. “But the world will be very different.”

    She shook her head slowly as the wind picked up, blowing the scent of the desert towards her. Earth would have studied magic extensively, if it had suddenly been discovered; science and the scientific method would have been deployed to crack and eventually duplicate the secrets of magic. And then they would make their own magic. But the Nameless World didn’t have that science and technology base. Who knew what would happen in the future?

    A hybrid world, she thought. Or perhaps there are technological limitations we have yet to discover.

    It was an odd thought. Gunpowder worked, perfectly. And that suggested that chemistry worked, just as it did on Earth. But beyond that? She wished, suddenly, that she’d been carrying a mobile phone when she’d been kidnapped. There wouldn’t have been any signal, of course, but she would have learned a great deal just from finding out if it worked or not.

    “You’re miles away,” Gaius said. “What are you thinking?”

    “My boyfriend,” Emily lied. She couldn’t tell him the truth. “I’m looking forward to seeing him again.”

    “They’ll be setting up a portal now,” Gaius said. “You can nip back and see him when that’s done.”

    Emily smiled as she turned back to look at Sergeant Miles. He was still talking to Sir Roger and a couple of his men. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes — he’d had plenty of time to talk to Sir Roger before they’d marched to the city — and told herself firmly to wait. A few minutes of doing nothing wouldn’t hurt. Gaius might even consider it a blessing ...

    She gasped in pain as she felt a sudden stab of fire between her breasts. The rune on her chest was burning. She looked up, glancing around in shock. Subtle magic. Someone was using subtle magic. But who? If someone had cast runes all around the firing range, she would have felt them the moment she’d stepped into the magic. Instead ...

    Gaius frowned. “Emily,” he said. “What ...”

    Emily held up a hand, reaching out with her senses as she glanced from side to side. Subtle magic ... subtle magic to do what? The pain made it hard to trace out the ebb and flow of magic, a mixed blessing at best. She thought it was a very low level of magic, but that was what made it dangerous. Someone was moving ... she shaped a spell, then cast it towards the center of the magic. A man appeared from nowhere and fell to the ground.

    “Gods,” Gaius said, shocked.

    Emily turned and ran towards the man. He was dressed in civilian clothes ... he looked like a common laborer, rather than a refugee. His eyes went wide as he saw her ...

    A flash of light flickered past her and struck him. He grunted, then fell back dead. Emily spun around to see Gaius running towards her. She found her voice as he knelt down beside the man, muttering under his breath.

    “I had him,” she protested. There was no way they could interrogate the man now. “You didn’t have to kill him!”

    “I did,” Gaius said. He held up a knife. Even from a meter away, she could sense the magic surrounding it. The wicked-looking runes carved into the blade were evil. “He’d have buried this in you if I hadn’t killed him.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. The knife ... how had she missed the knife? But Gaius was right. If the spy — or assassin — had managed to stab her with a charmed blade, it would almost certainly have killed her.

    “Good work,” Sergeant Miles said, briskly. He knelt down beside the body and started to search it. “Who is he and ...?”

    His voice trailed off. “Look at this.”

    Emily stared, then swore. He was holding a piece of charmed parchment in his hand.


    Chapter Nineteen

    “A CHAT PARCHMENT,” GENERAL POLLACK SAID.

    “It looks that way,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “Emily?”

    Emily nodded. Aloha had designed the first chat parchments two years ago, but the spells she’d used to create them — including a couple of borderline blood magics — hadn’t remained secret for long. Her fellow students had been creating their own, then selling them long before Emily had walked into the duelling ring with Master Grey. By now, the secret would be all over the Allied Lands.

    “The charms are fading, now the user is dead,” she said. “But it was a chat parchment.”

    General Pollack looked down at the parchment in his hand. “As I understand it, these parchments are always twinned,” he said. “Who has the other piece?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. There could easily be two or more missing pieces too. “Now the bearer is dead. Tracing the owner of the other piece is impossible.”

    “That can’t be true,” Casper said. “Every spell can be countered.”

    “The parchment was tied to a single person,” Emily reminded him. “No one else could even read the parchment.”

    Sergeant Miles cleared his throat. “The Patrician and his men are already making enquiries into our dead friend’s history,” he said. “They may uncover something useful. However ... I trust you all understand the implications?”

    “Rats,” Lord Alcott said. “Rats within the walls.”

    “Spies,” General Pollack said. “And ones with a way to send messages out of the city.”

    He looked at Emily. “How did you know he was there?”

    Emily hesitated. “I sensed him,” she said, finally. She didn’t want to go into details. Only a handful of people knew she had a rune on her chest. She didn’t think any of her unwanted roommates had caught a glimpse of it. “He ... was just there.”

    “And what,” General Pollack asked thoughtfully, “did he want?”

    “I think he wanted to assassinate Emily,” Gaius said. He glanced sideways at Emily. “He came far too close, if all he’d wanted to do was spy on us. That knife was a lethal weapon.”

    “In more ways than one,” Sergeant Miles said. “If he’d stabbed her, the curse on the blade would have drained his life force to power the kill.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. Gaius was probably right. “Did he know the blade would kill him?”

    “Probably not,” Master Grave said. He picked up the blade and turned it over and over in his hand. “Dead men tell no tales.”

    He glanced at General Pollack. “This is a necromantic weapon,” he added. “There’s only one place it could have come from.”

    Any fool could have charmed the blade, Emily thought. But most magicians aren’t stupid enough to try.

    “And he tried to assassinate the Necromancer’s Bane,” Gaius said. “It was a very close call.”

    “Yeah,” Sawford said. “Gaius, Emily owes you her life.”

    “I could have stopped him,” Emily pointed out. “And if I had, he might have been able to answer questions.”

    “I doubt it,” Gaius said. “The necromancer would have made sure he couldn’t answer any questions before letting him go.”

    “And he will probably know the attack failed,” General Pollack mused. “And that means he will probably launch his offensive in the next few days.”

    Turning this place into a city-sized trap, Emily thought. The necromancer might be scared of her — she wanted to believe he was scared of her — but he still needed to feed his giant army. Farrakhan was the single greatest source of supplies for miles around. And he will be able to cut us off if he moves before we set up a portal.

    Master Bone cleared his throat. “There’s nothing special about the body,” he said. “I’d guess a civilian, more likely a merchant than a laborer. A handful of coins in his pocket, all old-style, minted right across the Allied Lands. No hint of magic or exposure to magic — he certainly wasn’t carrying any magical tools, save for the knife.”

    “That’s bad enough,” Master Storm pointed out.

    “The clothing suggests a merchant, as it is of better quality than the average citizen’s clothes,” Master Bone continued. “However, there are no obvious clues as to its origins. I looked for a mark-sign and saw nothing.”

    “The money might suggest a spy,” Master Grave mused. “If it didn’t come from here.”

    “That’s not enough to prove anything,” Master Bone said. “A merchant would have coins from all over the world.”

    He’s like a detective, Emily thought. Sherlock Bones.

    She concealed her amusement. No one else would understand the joke.

    “So we keep working,” Sergeant Miles said. “We have already started training the refugees to fight.”

    Emily winced. Teaching swordsmanship — even the very basic training given to military conscripts — took time. She doubted that any of them would master the art before it was too late. They’d be sent into battle utterly unprepared for the nightmare in front of them. And yet, there was no other choice. The war was one of utter annihilation. Better to give them a fighting chance, no matter how slim, than let them be captured, sacrificed, and eaten.

    “And we prep the apprentices for battle,” Master Storm added. He shot Gaius an approving look. “They have already proved themselves.”

    “Good,” General Pollack said. He glanced around the table. “I want you all to be very careful. If there’s one spy in the city, there will be more. These ... chat parchments change the rules. And if you happen to find a spy, capture him alive.”

    Or her, Emily thought. Women made ideal spies in the Nameless World. Even men who should know better tended to think of them as little more than ornamentation. And servants ... as far as most of their betters were concerned, servants just ... weren’t there. She dreaded to think just how many secrets had been spilled because the secret-keepers hadn’t taken the servants into account. And magic could turn anyone into a spy.

    “Of course, General,” Lord Fulbright said.

    “Very good,” General Pollack said. “Is there any other business?”

    “Yes, father,” Casper said. “Lady Emily has accepted my challenge.”

    Crap, Emily thought. She’d wanted to tell Sergeant Miles in private, first. 

    A dizzying series of emotions flashed across General Pollack’s face, too fast for Emily to recognize them. Sergeant Miles gave her a sharp look, while Master Grave merely lifted one eyebrow and waited. She was dimly aware of Gaius and Sawford shuffling uncomfortably behind her ...

    General Pollack found his voice. “Is that so?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, flatly. “A level-one duel.”

    Her prospective father-in-law stared at her for a long, chilling moment. Emily met his eyes evenly, refusing to take a step back. It was hard to read the general’s feelings, but she thought she saw a mixture of worry and pride. General Pollack had his flaws, yet he genuinely loved his children. Even a level-one duel, one fought out until one combatant could no longer continue, could end with someone being seriously hurt.

    “Very well,” he said, finally. He glanced at Master Storm. “You’ll prepare the dueling ring?”

    “As you please,” Master Storm said. He frowned at Emily, then at Sergeant Miles. “When do you intend to hold this ... this duel?”

    “Shouldn’t it wait until after the war?” Gaius asked. “Casper is going to be needed on the walls.”

    Casper opened his mouth, probably to spit out a nasty retort, but Master Storm spoke first.

    “This is regrettable,” he said, “but it would be better to get it over with.”

    General Pollack looked as though he disagreed. “If this is what you two children want, then it is what you shall have,” he said, darkly. “We’ll hold the duel as quickly as possible.”

    Emily eyed him, uncomfortably aware of Sergeant Miles giving her a nasty look. What was the general doing? Did he think Casper would win? Or did he think that Emily would teach him a lesson? Or ... it was impossible to guess. Just watching the general play politics with the senior officers and nobility was bad enough. Wheels within wheels, worlds within worlds ... was General Pollack ruthless enough to play games with his own children?

    Of course he is, Emily thought.

    “Wait in the antechamber, both of you,” Sergeant Miles ordered, sternly. “You’ll be summoned when the time comes.”

    Emily nodded and left the room, silently relieved to be away from the other apprentices and their masters. Sergeant Miles was furious. His voice had been tightly controlled, but she knew him well enough to sense the anger under his placid surface. And Master Grave ... who knew what he thought? Did he expect Casper to win — or die?

    Casper said nothing as they waited, each second feeling like an hour. Emily tried to come up with a plan, but knew it was futile. Too much could happen too quickly in a duel. She was better off trying to play it by ear, rather than walking in with a plan. Magic crackled under her fingertips, reminding her of the power at her disposal. But trying not to hurt him would be a problem in itself. 

    He’ll have the same problem, she thought, morbidly. But he won’t be trying to lose convincingly.

    Sergeant Miles returned for them, an hour later. His expression promised big trouble for her later. Emily did her best to ignore it, knowing that the die had been cast. Casper looked grimly determined as he walked past her and down to the barracks. Someone had pushed the beds out of the way, then drawn a circle on the ground and surrounded it with protective runes. It wasn’t anything like as strong as the one she’d used before, but it should hold long enough. 

    The other apprentices were bunched together, exchanging bets. Emily wondered who’d bet on her and who’d bet on Casper, then pushed the unpleasant thought aside as she stepped into the ring. The wards shimmered around her, reminding her that she wouldn’t be able to leave until they were lowered. She walked to the other side of the ring, bracing herself as she turned to face Casper. Master Grave sealed the ring a moment later, raw magic sliding into position around them. There were no seconds, not this time. Only the two of them ...

    “Go,” Master Storm ordered.

    Emily raised her protective wards as Casper launched a series of fireballs towards her, testing her defenses. None of them could hope to break through on their own, but collectively they’d weaken her. Emily threw back a couple of fireballs of her own, followed by a series of modified prank spells. She’d surprised Frieda and a couple of her friends with them, but Casper dodged or deflected them effortlessly. But then, he had a great deal more experience. 

    He raised a hand, then cast a spell she didn’t recognize. Her wards rang like a bell, the force of the impact pushing her back. She gritted her teeth, then forced herself forward, her magic flowing as he darted at her. Their magic fields collided, slamming into each other on multiple levels ... his magic clawed at hers, trying to rip her spellware apart. It was an odd technique, one she hadn’t encountered before, but surprisingly effective.

    She pushed her magic out, slapping him back against the circle. Casper grunted in pain, then threw a bolt of jagged lightning at her. Emily’s eyes widened in alarm — there was a lot of power there — and she jumped aside. Her wards had already been weakened. That spell might have cracked them completely. The lightning hit the circle and flashed out of existence, flickers of raw magic darting in all directions. Emily focused her magic, then shoved a wave of fire at him, followed by a ward-breaking spell. Casper jumped right across the ring — he must have used magic — and threw an odd spell back at her. Emily had barely a second to let go of the fire before it slammed into her wards and sent her flying across the ring. She crashed into the wards and tumbled to the ground.

    That’s what you get for showing off, she told herself, savagely. She considered, very briefly, just pretending to be knocked out, but the watchers had probably already seen her move. And they wouldn’t be fooled if she lay still long enough for him to land on her. Do that in a real fight and you’ll wind up dead.

    She rolled over and cast another series of spells, aiming a stun bolt at his chest. Casper caught it on his wards as he ran forward, pushing them out to serve as a shield. Emily allowed herself a moment to be impressed — he was using his magic like a power ring — and then tossed a tripping jinx at him. Casper plummeted forward, catching himself a second before his head slammed into the ground. Emily used the seconds she’d earned to flip herself up and dart back until she was pressed against the edge of the wards. Casper was already back on his feet.

    Clever technique, part of her mind noted. But very wasteful.

    Casper grinned at her from behind his wards. Sweat dripped down his face, but he looked happy. It occurred to Emily that he’d lasted ... how long? And she hadn’t thrown the fight, not yet. He had something to be proud of, even if it was just holding his own against her. But someone like Gaius would probably remind him that Emily was a fifth-year student, even if she was also the Necromancer’s Bane ...

    He looks like Caleb, she thought, suddenly. Caleb had been happy too, after they’d slept together for the first time. And ...

    Casper launched a spell at her, striking her wards. There wasn’t much power to it, somewhat to her surprise. He was testing her ... she briefly considered a feint, then put the idea aside and shot a jinx into his wards. His face darkened as she hit him again and again, then struck his wards with another ward-eater. He’d either have to shut down his wards or risk seeing them shatter into nothingness ...

    He took a third option, leaping forward and crashing his wards into hers. The ward-eater spell spread in all directions, chewing Emily’s wards with the same appetite it had shown for Casper’s. Emily cursed under her breath as her wards started to disintegrate. She’d designed them to be complex, just to make life difficult for anyone who wanted to take them down, but the ward-eater was hers. Her protections couldn’t tell the difference between the spells she threw at him and one of her own that had turned on her. Hell, it would take her protections down quicker than his! 

    Damn him, she thought. That had been good thinking. And if I ...

    If she did the timing right, she’d give him the perfect opportunity to win ... if he saw the window before it closed. And if she got it wrong ... hastily, she started to push her wards away from her body. It was the standard countermeasure to a ward-eater, but it wouldn’t be effective — it shouldn’t be effective — against a ward-eater she’d cast. Her wards fragmented, crashing into his, both pieces of spellware coming apart at the seams. Just for a second, she would be nearly defenseless.

    Casper lunged forward, pushing himself through the storm of magic. His protections started to fragment too — the only thing keeping them together was sheer willpower — but they held long enough for him to break through. He swung his fist ... Emily had just a second to realize what he’d done before his fist crashed into her jaw. She stumbled backwards, tasting blood in her mouth; she tripped and fell, her bottom landing hard on the floor. The pain shocked her, making it hard to concentrate. Casper was on her before she could reasonably muster a spell, landing on top of her with enough force to knock the breath out of her body. And then he yanked the dagger out of her sleeve and held it against her throat.

    “Yield?”

    Emily froze. How had he known the dagger was there? She hadn’t shown it to anyone! But Casper did have a combat sorceress for a mother. She’d probably taught her daughters how to conceal and use virgin blades. Casper had probably known what to look for, long before he’d understood what the blades were actually for. And if he wanted to cut her throat ... she could cast a spell, but he’d sense it forming before it was ready. She was at his mercy.

    “Yield,” she croaked. She had to fight to clear her throat. Her mouth still tasted of blood. “I yield.”

    Casper looked down at her for a long moment, just long enough to make her uncomfortable, then pulled back the dagger and rolled off her. Emily forced herself to sit upright, despite the throbbing pain in her jaw and back. Casper was heavier than Caleb, part of her mind noted darkly. But then, Caleb hadn’t tried to hold her down.

    The other apprentices were cheering and hollering. They hadn’t seen it, they hadn’t seen the tiny window she’d offered him. But he’d seen it. She silently congratulated him as he helped her to her feet. Whatever else could be said about him, he’d seen the chance and taken it before it was lost. In truth, he had come very close to winning on his own, without help.

    “Well done,” Master Grave said.

    “Beating a girl six years younger than you,” Gaius put in. “Very heroic.”

    “Oh, shut up,” Casper said, without heat. “It wasn’t easy.”

    Emily shook her head, feeling an odd mix of emotions as General Pollack congratulated his son. There was genuine pride in his eyes, something she’d never seen from either her mother or her stepfather. Lady Barb and Void had shown pride, but they weren’t quite the same. He — Casper — had no idea how lucky he was.

    “Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. He caught her hand and tugged her towards the door. “Come with me.”

    Emily sucked in her breath, hard. It was time to face the music. 


    Chapter Twenty

    “PERHAPS YOU COULD EXPLAIN TO ME,” Sergeant Miles said, as soon as the door was locked and securely warded, “precisely what you were thinking?”

    Emily tried hard to meet his gaze, but it was impossible. She’d never seen the sergeant angry before, not with her. Sergeant Harkin had bellowed like a bull; Sergeant Miles had always been calm, composed and friendly. But now ... his face was red, as if he was too angry to think clearly. He looked as though he was on the verge of striking her.

    Her gaze wandered around the office, trying to avoid his eyes. A table, a pair of wooden chairs, a large map on the wall, a rucksack lying near the door ... an angry grunt brought her attention back, sharply, to the sergeant. He looked as though he was struggling to maintain control of himself.

    “You shouldn’t have accepted the challenge,” Sergeant Miles said, after a long chilling moment. “And you certainly shouldn’t have thrown the match!”

    “I didn’t,” she protested.

    “You’re not a very good liar,” Sergeant Miles told her, sharply. “And I’ve seen you practicing your spells. I don’t think anyone else saw it, but I did. You threw the match.”

    Emily lowered her eyes. “Yes.”

    Sergeant Miles took a long breath. “Then perhaps you could explain to me,” he said, his voice under tight control, “precisely why you threw the match? And why I shouldn’t strip the skin from your back?”

    Emily took a moment to formulate her argument. Sergeant Miles wouldn’t listen to appeals to emotion, but he would listen to cold logic. If, of course, she had cold logic. She’d assumed — carelessly — that no one would notice the window of opportunity she’d offered Casper. It was a plausible mistake. But Sergeant Miles had caught it. She hoped, desperately, that he was right and no one else had caught it. If someone had, the whole affair would be worse than useless.

    “First,” she said, “Casper needed a victory, something that would give him hope.”

    “Really,” Sergeant Miles said. “And how do you figure that?”

    “It’s obvious,” Emily said. “He’s worn down by his own failure to live up to his father’s reputation — and his inability to complete his apprenticeship. He needed something that would convince him that he could win, that he could progress. And he came very close to winning the duel without me offering him a chance to win.”

    “There are no prizes for coming in second,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “And Casper’s problems, whatever they are, are not our concern.”

    “Yes, they are,” Emily said. “He’s having problems sharing himself when we practice rituals. His lack of confidence gets in the way. And if we cannot share magic, we cannot cast the battle spells.”

    “Point,” Sergeant Miles conceded.

    “If he thinks he can win, if he thinks he can see the finish line, he will put forward more effort,” Emily said, pressing her advantage. “And his increased confidence will make it easier for him to take part in rituals. It might make the difference between success and failure.”

    “It might,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “But you chose a very chancy way to bolster his confidence.”

    “He did challenge me before, the first time we met,” Emily said. “I declined at the time.”

    “Perhaps you should have declined now,” Sergeant Miles said.

    Emily pushed on. “And he will be my brother-in-law,” she added. “I thought it was worth some effort — and risk — to conciliate him. To help him meet his goals. Otherwise his bitterness and resentment will eat away at him until he does something stupid.”

    Sergeant Miles snorted. “Are you sure you didn’t do something stupid?”

    He ticked points off on his fingers. “First, his new status as a dueling champion isn’t going to last very long,” he warned. “You have been in school for the last few months. Gordian would not allow a would-be champion to enter the school purely to challenge you. Casper could be found and challenged easily. And while he did come close to beating you, you and I both know he didn’t. What’s going to happen when he faces someone who isn’t inclined to give him a free victory?

    “Second, your reputation is going to suffer,” he added. “You lost to an apprentice — a mere apprentice. And that will probably have an effect on morale here. The mighty Necromancer’s Bane gets thumped by an apprentice! You may discover that the long-term effects of your decision haunt you for the rest of your life.

    “And third, seeing you’re so concerned with his family, what are your suitor and the rest of his family going to think?”

    Emily flushed, but held her voice steady. “We fought a non-lethal duel,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “Duelists” — it hadn’t been that long since she’d learnt the basics at Mountaintop — “would understand that I was fighting with one hand tied behind my back. I couldn’t lash out with the more dangerous spells — or raw magic — because that would have killed him. Better magicians than me have lost when faced with strict limits on what they could do.”

    “And that is why dueling was banned at Whitehall,” Sergeant Miles muttered. “Gordian was talking about bringing it back.”

    He cleared his throat. “Someone could also make the argument that you’re still the dueling champion ... because your opponent didn’t face you in a lethal duel.”

    Emily shrugged. “If that was the case, half the duelists on the list would be disqualified,” she pointed out. Master Grey had only accepted lethal challenges, but other duelists felt differently. “Casper won fairly, as far as he knows.”

    She met his eyes. “And I still beat two necromancers and a combat sorcerer, facing them without rules,” she added. “My reputation is not going to take a beating.”

    “Are you sure?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “I was knocked down once or twice in the camp.”

    “When you weren’t fighting to keep the title,” Sergeant Miles pointed out.

    Emily nodded. A challenge had to be issued and accepted for the title itself to be at stake. If not, Mistress Danielle would be the champion. She’d certainly flattened Emily several times over the last few months. But she hadn’t seemed interested in claiming her old mentor’s title from his killer.

    And I cheated when I killed the necromancers, Emily thought. It can’t be repeated easily.

    “You may be right,” Sergeant Miles added. “But I wouldn’t count on it.”

    “I won’t,” Emily said. She sighed. “It was what he wanted — and needed.”

    Sergeant Miles quirked his bushy eyebrows. “And what is his family going to make of it?”

    Emily winced. Caleb wouldn’t be pleased. His big brother now had something real to boast about. Although, to be fair, that had always been true. Casper had just never appreciated what he had. She didn’t know his younger siblings very well and she had no idea what they would make of it, but his parents would be proud. Or at least his father would be proud.

    And if he isn’t, Emily thought quietly, it might be time for Casper to leave the family and change his name.

    “What happens if Casper dies, when he gets challenged?” Sergeant Miles asked. “You know there will be challenges.”

    “He can choose a non-lethal duel,” Emily reminded him.

    “Accidents happen,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “You know that, don’t you?”

    Emily nodded. She’d never been that interested in dueling, but she’d been forced to study the topic at Mountaintop. Sergeant Miles was right. Accidents did happen, even when the combatants were supposed to keep their spells non-lethal. A duelist who’d spent half of his career fighting lethal duels might lose control and kill his opponent, simply because he’d been taught not to hesitate.

    “He knows the risks,” Emily said. Casper had been raised to understand the risks. She rather suspected he’d been a duelist at Stronghold. It was the sort of thing his father would have insisted upon. “He could just let the title lapse, afterwards.”

    Sergeant Miles snorted. “Do you know any young man who’d just let the title lapse?”

    He pressed on before Emily could answer. “And if he doesn’t, he’ll still be on the dueling table unless he removes himself completely,” he added. “He’ll just keep sliding down on it ... what will that do to his morale?”

    Emily hesitated. The ruthlessly pragmatic answer was that those duels would take place after the war, when Casper’s morale no longer mattered, but she knew better than to say that out loud. Sergeant Miles would take a very dim view of it.

    “He came very close to winning,” she said, instead. “I don’t think he’ll do that badly if he stays a duelist.”

    “I wouldn’t count on it,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “There are duelists out there who will do everything in their power to win.”

    Like Casper, Emily thought. 

    She sighed, inwardly. The dueling league was perfectly capable of accepting that the reigning champion might have a bad day — or slip on a banana peel — and lose, without suddenly becoming a rank amateur. Her position wouldn’t be weakened that badly by losing the match ... or perhaps it would be, depending on which version of the rules were taken into consideration. She might have been knocked down to second place ... or she might have been bumped all the way down to wherever Casper had been, yesterday. It was why taking and holding the position was considered more important than a single victory, solid or not.

    And I wouldn’t have kept the title anyway, she thought. I would have just let it lapse.

    “He had a point,” she said, instead. “I was being favored.”

    “Casper’s feelings are not our concern,” Sergeant Miles reminded her.

    “They might be, if they affect his ability to work with us,” Emily said. “Why did General Pollack invite me to his tent?”

    “Politics,” Sergeant Miles said. “Your presence, even if you said nothing, would be a mark in his favor. And Casper should be smart enough to understand his father’s problems.”

    “He’s twenty-six,” Emily reminded him.

    “There are soldiers in this camp who enlisted at fourteen,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “Casper is not a little boy, not any longer. He’s a grown man ...”

    “... Who has grown up in the shadow of his father,” Emily said. She remembered some of Alassa’s stories and shivered. “How many noblemen ruined their own lives because they could never live up to their parents — and everyone made sure they knew it? I don’t think his father ever gave him a chance to find his own way.”

    “The firstborn son is rarely trained to do anything other than follow his father,” Sergeant Miles said. “Casper is expected to take his father’s place when he dies.”

    He cleared his throat. “You may be right. I hope you are right. But if you’re wrong ...”

    Emily bowed her head. “I’ll take the consequences,” she said.

    “Casper will take the consequences,” Sergeant Miles told her, darkly. “You do realize you could easily have just set him up to die?”

    “It was what he wanted,” Emily said. “And if he’s a grown man, shouldn’t he have the right to make his own decisions?”

    Sergeant Miles shrugged. “It depends on his family,” he said. “And there’s no telling how his father will react to the news.”

    “He looked proud,” Emily said.

    “Maybe,” Sergeant Miles said. “And what will happen, do you think, if he figures out the truth?”

    Emily swallowed. “Are you going to tell him?”

    “No,” Sergeant Miles said. “And I will pray to all the gods that it doesn’t come back to haunt me.”

    He stepped back from her. “There is no way he should have challenged you in the middle of a war,” he added. “And there is no way you should have accepted the challenge.”

    “I would have lost by default,” Emily said. The challenged had the right to decline, but that would have cost her the title. Master Grey had insisted on lethal duels to keep down the number of challenges without having to surrender his title. “And what would have happened then?”

    “Good question,” Sergeant Miles said. “Casper was never ranked very high ...”

    He shrugged, then jabbed a finger at the floor. “Start doing press-ups,” he ordered, as he turned and walked towards the table. “Now.”

    Emily blinked in surprise. “How many?”

    “Keep going until I say stop,” Sergeant Miles said.

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    There was no point in trying to argue. Sergeant Miles had always handed out intensive physical exercise as punishment. She dropped to the ground, quietly counting the press-ups as she performed them. Sergeant Miles didn’t look as though he was paying attention to her, but she knew better than to let her mind wander. Miscounting the press-ups would just mean more press-ups. She knew that from bitter experience.

    Her arms were aching and her back was covered in sweat by the time Sergeant Miles ordered her to stop doing press-ups and start doing jumping jacks instead. Emily forced herself to obey, despite the growing pain. Her body felt as though she’d been in a boxing match, instead of a magical duel. But Sergeant Miles was merciless. When she stopped doing jumping jacks, she moved to running on the spot and then weightlifting with a set of weights Sergeant Miles had carried all the way from Whitehall.

    “I’ll be talking to the general,” Sergeant Miles said. Emily knew better than to stop hefting the weights. “There won’t be any more duels until after the war.”

    “Thank you,” Emily gasped. It was growing hard to breathe. “I ...”

    “I won’t expect you to challenge him to regain your title,” Sergeant Miles said. “But I do expect you to spend time sparring with him. He’s going to need some preparation for the dueling league.”

    Emily was too tired and sore to argue. “Yes, Master.”

    “Consider it additional punishment,” Sergeant Miles said.

    He held up a hand. Emily stopped gratefully, putting the weights down before she dropped them on her toes. Her entire body sagged, but somehow she managed to keep from falling to her knees. She forced herself to remain focused, somehow. Her clothes were damp and sticky with sweat.

    “There will be a small dinner tonight,” Sergeant Miles told her. “Just masters and apprentices and the general. You’ll be expected to serve him at dinner.”

    Emily nodded, tiredly. The thought of Master Grey serving his opponent dinner, after a loss ... she would have giggled, if she’d had the energy. But then, his duels had always been lethal. She’d been his first opponent who’d survived a duel with him for the last five years — and he hadn’t survived. She wondered, absurdly, if he would have handled the tradition with good grace or if he would have hurled the platter into her face. Perhaps the latter. He’d never liked her. 

    “Tell me something,” Sergeant Miles added. “Did you come up with your justifications before you accepted the duel — or afterwards, when you were questioned?”

    Emily hesitated. “A little of both,” she said, finally. “I knew it had to be done.”

    “Be careful,” Sergeant Miles said. “And I’ll leave you to explain this to Lady Barb and the Grandmaster.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. If Gordian really was talking about bringing back dueling ... she wondered, suddenly, just how many students would want to challenge her. All of them ... or none of them? But it didn’t matter now. The title was gone. “Are you going to tell them?”

    “I suggest you write a letter to Barb,” Sergeant Miles said. He made a show of glancing at his watch. “And you might want to go for a bath. Dinner will be at sunset.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said. “What should I wear?”

    Sergeant Miles snorted. “Something you can fight in,” he said. “The necromancer hasn’t moved, but that will change soon.”

    Emily cocked her head as a thought struck her. “Are we sure he is a necromancer? He’s not acting like a necromancer.”

    “Interesting thought,” Sergeant Miles mused. “There is proof he was taking and sacrificing victims, but he doesn’t seem to be as mad as some of the others. It’s possible he was a senior magician before falling prey to the lust for power.”

    “But anyone who rose that high should have known better,” Emily objected. “Necromancy always comes with madness.”

    “Yes,” Sergeant Miles said. “I don’t understand it.”

    Emily frowned, considering the possibilities. It was the sudden surge of raw power, according to some of the books she’d studied, that drove necromancers insane. After her experiences in the past, she could well believe it. No magician could channel so much power without going mad. And yet, Dua Kepala was clearly carrying out a plan instead of looting, killing and burning at random. He’d even been smart enough to get an army across the Desert of Death ...

    “Go wash,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “And report to the kitchen just before dinner.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    Her body ached uncomfortably as she stepped through the door, closing it behind her. Cat was standing there, looking worried. Emily flushed, helplessly. He wouldn’t have heard anything, she thought, but his imagination would have filled in the gaps. He’d studied under Sergeant Miles too.

    “You’re alive,” he said.

    “Yes,” Emily said. She bit down on a sarcastic comment about pointing out the obvious. “So are you.”

    “I didn’t fight a duel,” Cat said. He put out a hand to steady her as they walked down to the barracks. The beds, thankfully, were empty. “You’ve improved.”

    “Thanks,” Emily grunted. “So have you.”

    “So has Casper,” Cat said. He smirked. “I never knew he had it in him.”

    “People can surprise you,” Emily said, stepping into the washroom. Someone had already filled the bath with cold water. “Can you heat up the water?”

    Cat gave her a sharp look, then cast the spell. “See you at dinner,” he said. “Don’t forget to wear a maid’s outfit.”

    Emily snorted. “Sergeant Miles told me to wear trousers,” she said. “Nice try.”

    “Worth it,” Cat said. He headed to the door. “Be seeing you.”


    Chapter Twenty-One

    EMILY FELT MORE HUMAN AFTER A long bath, although her body still ached and her jaw throbbed where Casper had struck her. She resisted the urge to drink something for the pain, instead concentrating on her mental disciplines as she made her way down to the kitchens. The servants had already laid out the food, a strange mixture of warm meats and breads that reminded her of Middle Eastern food on Earth. She took Casper’s tray, then walked back up to the dining room.

    And if he makes fun of me, she thought as she pushed the door open, I’ll ...

    She cut off that thought, sharply. She’d come up with a plan to help him. She wasn’t about to ruin it because he laughed in her face. But then ... she could always challenge him herself, after the war. General Pollack could hardly complain if she sought to regain her title. But she didn’t want the title ... perhaps she’d just refuse to spar with Casper, afterwards.

    The dining room was little more than a pile of cushions, her fellow apprentices and their masters lounging on them as if they didn’t have a care in the world. General Pollack stood behind Casper, his face unreadable. Someone had opened a bottle of wine, the fumes tickling Emily’s nostrils as she strode into the room. Thankfully, Casper didn’t appear to be drinking. Instead, he sat upright, his eyes bright with a strange mixture of relief and fear. Master Grave, Emily suspected, had pointed out that he’d claimed a poisoned chalice. Everyone would want a chance to claim the title for themselves.

    “My Lord,” she said, stiffly. She’d never liked watching servants abase themselves, but it was worse — far worse — when she had to do it herself. “Your food.”

    “Thank you,” Casper said. He took the tray, then waved to a cushion next to her. “Please, be seated.”

    Gaius snorted. “One doesn’t invite one’s servant to sit.”

    “I do,” Casper said. He winked at Emily. “Please, sit.”

    Emily shrugged and sat as the rest of the maids entered the room, carrying trays of food and drink. Casper seemed ... calmer somehow, even though he must know he’d caught a tiger by the tail by "winning" the duel and claiming the title. She could only hope, as she took her own tray of food, that the improvement would last for the remainder of the war. In truth, the war had yet to begin.

    “You fought well,” General Pollack said. “It was an impressive contest.”

    “Casper did very well,” Emily said. Did General Pollack suspect something? He didn’t have any magic himself ... logically, he shouldn’t have seen more than flashes of light. But he was an experienced officer. He knew how magic worked, even if he couldn’t use it himself. And his wife was a combat sorceress. “He saw an opportunity and took it.”

    “He did indeed,” General Pollack said. He definitely sounded proud. “And it won him a title.”

    Emily kept her face expressionless. Any reasonable parent would surely have qualms about their child winning a title that everyone else would try to take, but the Nameless World took a fundamentally different attitude than Earth. Children weren’t shielded from the harsh realities of life, certainly not amongst the magical families. It made them stronger, more able to cope with changing circumstances. She wasn’t sure if it was an improvement or not.

    “We’ll be lining up to challenge him,” Gaius said. He held out a sheet of paper. “I’m in first place, followed by ...”

    “There will be no more challenges until after the war,” Sergeant Miles said, flatly. There was a muttering of agreement from the other masters. “If you want to kill each other, you can do it after we beat the necromancer.”

    “That’s not fair,” Sawford protested. “We all want a shot at the title.”

    “And we happen to need you alive, for the moment,” Master Storm said. “Afterwards ... if you’re stupid enough to want the title, you can fight for it.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. She knew quite a few magicians — Lady Barb, Sergeant Miles, Grandmasters Hasdrubal and Gordian — who didn’t take part in duels. Lady Barb had even pointed out that it was one way to keep your enemies guessing about your true power. A skilled observer could learn a great deal, just by watching a duelist in the ring. The title was definitely a two-edged sword.

    She chewed her food slowly while listening to Master Storm and Master Grave talking about an adventure they’d had, somewhere in the Mountains of Mourning. They were good storytellers, she conceded, but the story confused her more than she cared to admit. Magic that didn’t seem to obey the usual rules? She puzzled over it for a long moment — if there was a nexus point, the possibilities were literally endless — and then dismissed the whole story for later contemplation.

    “I used to attend Heart’s Eye,” Master Highland said. Emily leaned forward, interested. She was always fascinated to hear about other magical schools. “It was an interesting place, very much like Whitehall and Mountaintop. But the original designer was fascinated with mirrors.”

    Casper frowned. “Mirrors?”

    “I bet it was a girl,” Gaius said.

    Master Highland ignored him. “There were mirrors everywhere,” he said. “You couldn’t walk down a corridor without seeing your own face looking back at you. I never quite understood why.”

    “They might have been charmed,” Emily mused.

    “Perhaps,” Master Highland said. “But how and why? No one knows.”

    “Heart’s Eye wouldn’t be the only place with secrets,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “There are countless secrets under Whitehall. And Mountaintop and Stronghold have secrets of their own.”

    Emily glanced at him, surprised. She knew more of those secrets than anyone else. It wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. And yet, who knew what had leaked out, in the days since Whitehall had nearly collapsed into nothingness? She wasn’t sure how the outside world had reacted, but she was sure they would have wanted some kind of explanation from the Grandmaster. Whitehall had effectively vanished for more than a week.

    “Everyone has secrets,” General Pollack said. He sipped his goblet, thoughtfully. “The real question is just what might have fallen into enemy hands.”

    “Aye, there’s the question,” Master Highland agreed. “But no one knows the answer.”

    Emily made a face. Whitehall was crammed with books on magic, ranging from basic textbooks that anyone could buy to forbidden tomes that couldn’t be found anywhere else. A necromancer would have all the magical training he wanted, if he could be bothered reading the books. Who knew what had been hidden away in Heart’s Eye? She couldn’t think of anything significant involving mirrors, but magic had surprised her before. They might have been something very interesting before the school had been destroyed.

    She cleared her throat. “Did the school have any founding stories?”

    “Very little that can be verified,” Master Highland said. “The only fact we know for sure is that the school was founded by a master magician who taught others — his successors eventually created a school. Other sources insist that the founder was mad, or that his successors overthrew him in a coup, or that he ...”

    He shrugged. “The story everyone believes is that the founder was exploring the roots of magic itself,” he said. “And he uncovered something so dangerous that his apprentices turned on him. But it could be just a story.”

    Emily nodded. She’d met Lord Whitehall and his commune. They’d been nothing like their legend. It had been odd reading all the stories with the advantage of hindsight, noting what had been twisted or altered so thoroughly that the truth was completely gone. Half the members of the commune — even the male members — had been lost and forgotten by history, surviving only in her memory. It was strange, so strange, to think that people she’d known only months ago were now dust and less than dust.

    And the truth will be lost forever, she thought. Gordian had discouraged her from writing their story, pointing out that it would upset a great many apple carts. Unless I write a book myself first.

    “That’s quite possible,” Sergeant Miles said. “Stories change in the telling.”

    “Back when I was an apprentice,” Master Storm said, “my master was quite insistent on finding and exploring the tomb of a long-dead magician. He was convinced that the magician owned a number of artefacts that had been buried with him, after his death. The stories about the artefacts were truly impressive.”

    “And unbelievable,” Master Grave put in.

    “There might have been some truth in the stories,” Cat pointed out.

    Master Storm smiled. “I spent half of my apprenticeship criss-crossing the Allied Lands, looking for the sorcerer’s tomb,” he said. “It was fascinating, to be fair. Someone had deliberately left clues leading to the tomb.”

    Emily had to grin. It sounded like the plot of a bad movie.

    “Eventually, we found a solid lead on the tomb,” Master Storm said. “It was hidden deep within the Yvonne Badlands.”

    Casper frowned. “The Yvonne Badlands?”

    “It used to be a small town, very isolated from the rest of the kingdom,” Sergeant Miles said, curtly. “Something ... happened ... there, a couple of hundred years ago. Now the entire area is cursed, if you believe the locals. There’s so much raw magic within the badlands that no one will go there without powerful protections.”

    “Which we had,” Master Storm said. “It was a creepy place, to be sure. There was so much raw magic splashing around that nothing could be trusted. Even on the fringes, we saw creatures that might once have been men, warped and twisted by the magic. The land itself seemed dead as we advanced towards the tomb. My master thought that the sorcerer must have done something to hide his tomb. As it turned out, he’d done a great deal worse.”

    Emily felt a shiver running down her spine as Master Storm lowered his voice. “The tomb itself was buried under an island, in the middle of what had once been a lake. It was a marsh when we arrived, a marsh so treacherous that putting the slightest foot wrong would result in instant death. But we carefully picked our way through the marsh until we reached solid ground.”

    Gaius leaned forward. “Why didn’t you transfigure yourselves into birds and fly?”

    “There was too much magic in the air,” Master Storm said. “Flying would have been incredibly dangerous. Even very basic spells behaved oddly. We didn’t dare try to move at night because our night vision spells kept threatening to fail.”

    He paused. “The tomb itself was quite visible, once we were on the island. In hindsight, that should have warned us that something wasn’t quite right. But my master was so determined to find the artefacts that he didn’t hesitate. He touched the tomb ... and woke the sorcerer.”

    Cat coughed. “He was alive?”

    “He’d faked his death, somehow,” Master Storm said. “Or maybe he was a lich. And he was a monster. My master gave his life to stop him. There are days when I wonder if the sorcerer managed to survive. I never found a body.”

    “You mean he might still be around?” Casper asked. “Is that possible?”

    “A sorcerer with the right spells could live for centuries,” Master Storm said. “And I was never quite sure if this sorcerer used similar spells or had permanently enchanted his own body, turning himself into a lich. I never saw him again.”

    Emily frowned. “Didn’t anyone go back to the tomb?”

    “There was some talk about sending a larger party to search the tomb and destroy anything that might prove dangerous,” Master Storm said. “But, from what I heard, they couldn’t actually find the tomb. The badlands are thoroughly untrustworthy.”

    Cat rubbed his forehead. “Surely someone could have found something.”

    “No one ever did,” Master Storm said. “Or if they did, they kept very quiet about it. If you had the Sword of Silver, would you go around telling everyone?”

    Emily shrugged. Ancient, all-powerful artefacts were unknown on the Nameless World. A sword that made its bearer invincible ... it didn’t exist, not outside stories about the Emperors and their families. There were no magics that couldn’t be countered, once the advantage of surprise was lost. She couldn’t imagine something that would be such a game-changer ...

    ... And she wouldn’t want to become dependent on it, if it existed.

    “The Sword of Silver was lost,” Cat said. He grinned. “But if I found it ... would I become Emperor?”

    Sergeant Miles laughed, not unkindly. “I’m sure the kings and princes would happily bow the knee to you, if you found the sword,” he said. “You can pick up a dozen fakes if you know where to look.”

    Emily had to agree. King Randor wouldn’t give up his throne to anyone, even if they were carrying the Sword of Silver. Magical swords being lost and found at random was no basis for a system of government. And besides, magical knowledge had expanded in the years since the Second Faerie War. The Sword of Silver might be as obsolete as a musket on a nuclear battlefield. 

    She leaned back and listened as the masters told story after story, ranging from believable tales of their adventures to stories she knew had to be exaggerated, if they weren’t made out of whole cloth. Sergeant Miles talked briefly about Shadye’s attack on Whitehall, reminding everyone that Emily had killed a necromancer, before shifting to a story about patrolling the edge of the Allied Lands. Master Highland told a complex story about a werewolf and a vampire running loose in Craggy Falls, the latter hunting the former for reasons that made no sense to anyone. They’d both been killed in the end, but not until after they’d left a trail of dead bodies behind them. General Pollack finished by telling a story about his first campaign, before he’d met and married his wife. Emily found it hard to imagine him as a young man, but she held her peace. Of course he would have been a young man once.

    “You never said much about your father,” Casper said. “What happened to Grandfather?”

    “He died when you were two,” General Pollack said. “I’m not surprised you don’t remember him.”

    Casper smiled. “Was he looking over your shoulder on your first command?”

    Emily tensed. Casper was ... openly challenging his father? Or merely making a point? He hadn’t been trusted with the responsibilities his father had been trusted with, years ago. It wasn’t an uncommon problem, Emily knew. Sons — particularly aristocrats — wanted power and responsibility, while their fathers were reluctant to give it up. It tended to lead to civil strife, even civil war. She wondered, absently, just how long it would be before King Randor and Alassa clashed openly. The Crown Princess’s accession to the throne was just a matter of time.

    Unless Randor tries to legitimatise Alicia’s child, she thought. By her admittedly off-hand calculations, Alicia would be giving birth in another month. In theory, he couldn’t; in practice, he might just be able to swing it. And who knows what Alassa will do then?

    “Once he thought I could handle it, he gave me more independent responsibility,” General Pollack said, finally. He looked as though he wanted to say more — and that he would, if they’d been alone. “But I had to take over the family at a very young age.”

    “There was an old witch who lived in a village,” Master Bone said. “No one paid any attention to her until children started to go missing. Eventually, the villagers realized that she’d always been the one to see them last and screamed for help. I went there and discovered that she’d been sacrificing the children, trading their blood for more life for herself. She’d been dealing with something from the Darkness. The remains ...”

    He shook his head, looking pale. “I had to kill her,” he said. “Her magic was no match for mine. And yet ... it took hours of effort, hours spent slicing her body apart, before she finally died. She must have gone mad in her final hours, trapped in a body ruined beyond repair. I don’t know who or what she was dealing with, but it did hellish work.”

    Emily swallowed. “She must have regretted it,” she said.

    “I hope so,” Master Bone said. He glanced at Casper. “Everything comes with a price.”

    “She could have traded for magic instead,” Casper pointed out. “Or youth and beauty.”

    “I don’t think she thought of it,” Master Bone said. “Or maybe the original deal was one she couldn’t undo. The unwary are often suckered into mistakes.”

    “You can never trust a demon,” Emily said. She’d learnt that the hard way. “They twist things in their favor.”

    “No,” Master Bone agreed. He shot her an unreadable look. “You can’t.”

    There was a loud tapping on the door. It burst open a moment later, revealing Sir Albright.

    “General,” he said. “A horseman just galloped into the city. The enemy army is on the move!”

    General Pollack rose. “Coming here?”

    “Yes, General,” Sir Albright said. “They’ll be here in less than an hour!”

    Emily closed her eyes for a long moment. The necromancer had finally made his move. His spy was dead ... had he decided to move now? Or had he decided she was overrated, after Casper had beaten her in a duel? No, she didn’t believe it. This necromancer had proven himself to be devious. He was clearly following a plan of his own.

    She opened her eyes and looked from face to face. The older men looked grim, while the younger men seemed torn. Casper and Cat looked determined, Cyprian and Sawford looked eager ... and Gaius showed no reaction, none at all. She hoped that meant he was hiding his concern. They might not survive the coming day.

    “Well,” Gaius said, into the silence. “Now we go to war.”


    Chapter Twenty-Two

    THEY SMELLED THE ADVANCING ARMY LONG before it came into view, a strange mixture of utterly alien — and unpleasant — scents carried by the wind. Emily stood on the battlements beside Sergeant Miles, using a spell to watch as the army marched closer. Her stomach turned as she saw the orcs: their eyes were filled with hatred and rage, their weapons glinting under the moonlight. Beside them, smaller humans walked, their faces oddly twisted. It looked as though they’d been mutated by magic. Some of them were so badly deformed that she honestly didn’t understand how they were still alive.

    Magic, she thought. There were spells to keep the dying alive, but they had their limits. How does it work?

    “They’re slowing,” Sergeant Miles commented. “I think they’re not going to risk an engagement at night.”

    He was right. The advancing horde was slowing, breaking up into two sets as it spread out to envelope Farrakhan. There were enough of them — more than enough — to join hands and encircle the city, with thousands more held in reserve. It wouldn’t be long before the city was completely isolated, the surrounding towns and villages laid waste. She hoped, desperately, that their inhabitants had already fled. Farrakhan would be safer than remaining in their homes, at least for the moment.

    But that will change once they challenge the defenses, she mused. And they will have to challenge the defenses.

    “They’ve got archers,” Master Grave added. He sounded surprised. “Keep your heads down.”

    Emily nodded. Farrakhan was darker than any earthly city — there were no glowing electric lights — but it would only take a moment for an archer to spot a man on the walls and put an arrow through his head. She tightened her wards automatically, knowing they might not be enough to stop a charmed arrow. Hell, for all she knew, the orcs might just start firing randomly into the city. They’d certainly force the population to keep their heads down.

    The smell grew stronger as the wind shifted, blowing sand across the walls. She couldn’t help wondering if the orcs were bringing desolation in their wake, as if the entire kingdom was slowly dying while the desert crawled north. Perhaps that was the real threat, a mass collapse of their entire ecosystem. A necromancer could be fought — a necromancer could be killed — but how did one fight an expanding desert? How could one bring life back to the land?

    They’d need to plant better crops, she thought. She’d heard about expanding deserts on Earth, but she couldn’t remember the details. And the devastation of every farm for hundreds of miles around probably doesn’t help.

    She made a mental note to use a memory charm to recover what little she knew, then peered over the walls again. The orcs were standing still ... no, some of them were maintaining their formation while others were digging trenches. It would give them some protection, if — when — they started their assault. She would be surprised if they hadn’t brought shields and ladders along with them too. It was fairly standard for the Nameless World, when magic wasn’t involved. Generals had to shield their forces from arrows, or they’d be turned into pincushions before they reached the walls.

    “They’re depressingly well organized,” Sergeant Miles noted. “I don’t think they’re going to lose control.”

    “It looks that way,” Master Grave agreed. He lifted a hand. “We could hex them.”

    “That would waste magic,” Sergeant Miles said, severely. He glanced at Emily. “Can you sense the necromancer?”

    Emily reached out with her senses. The masters were easy to sense, even though they were masking their power, but beyond them ... nothing. She couldn’t sense the necromancer. And yet, there was a faint... haze ... in the air, confusing her. It felt almost as if someone was crafting raw magic to hide their presence. The necromancer might be on the other side of the battlements, but she couldn’t sense him.

    “No,” she said, finally.

    She probed the haze, trying to comprehend it. The technique was completely unfamiliar, very different from the counter-surveillance spells she’d learned over the past few days. Was it something from Heart’s Eye? Or was the necromancer merely trying to blind them by pumping out raw power? It wasn’t as if he didn’t have power to spare. There were flickers of light — of power — within the haze, but nothing she could pin down. The entire army was covered in mist.

    “I can’t see through the haze,” she said. “What is it?”

    “I don’t know,” Sergeant Miles said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

    Emily frowned. “Ask Master Highland if he ever heard of anything like it at Heart’s Eye?”

    “Good thought,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded distracted. Thankfully, he was too distracted to realize she’d forgotten to call him Master. “I’ll send him a message.”

    Casper and Gaius appeared, both carrying staffs. “They’ve surrounded the whole city,” Gaius said, briskly. “So far, there’s no report of them doing anything hostile.”

    “Except for laying siege to Farrakhan,” Casper pointed out. He peered over the battlements, carefully. “Should we not attack them first?”

    “There’s too many of them,” Sergeant Miles said. His voice was very firm. “Anyone we sent out to fight would be chopped to ribbons, even with magic.”

    Emily glanced at Casper. He definitely sounded happier. But suggesting a frontal assault on the enemy lines ... she wasn’t sure that was a good sign. She’d just have to wait and see what happened. 

    “So we’re trapped,” Gaius said. He sounded resigned. “What happens now?”

    “We wait,” Sergeant Miles said. “They’ll launch their attack soon enough, probably at daybreak. The general is already sending a third of his men to sleep.”

    Emily felt a flicker of sympathy for the soldiers. They wouldn’t be able to sleep properly, not with a large army on the far side of the walls. They’d know as well as she did that it was only a matter of time before the offensive began. And yet, they needed their rest. They’d serve as the reserve, ready to reinforce the lines when they started to crumble. 

    She glanced at Sergeant Miles as Cat hurried up to them. “Where do you want us to go?”

    “I want you, Casper and Cat to go back to the barracks and get some rest,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “Use timed sleeping charms — not potions. And make sure your wards are thin. We might have to wake you.”

    Emily hesitated. If she thinned out her wards ... she might as well sleep naked. She trusted Cat, she supposed, but she wasn’t sure she trusted the rest of the apprentices. Someone could easily put a spell on her while she slept. And yet, she knew she had no choice. A sleeping charm could be broken easily, if necessary. Potions were far harder to counter.

    She scrambled down from the battlements and followed the two boys through the darkened streets. The civilians were running in all directions, shouting and screaming as they realized that the city was under attack. She caught sight of a middle-aged woman screaming at a man — demanding to know why he hadn’t taken his family and fled the city — before they were both lost in the crowd. Children ran everywhere; some terrified, some treating it as a demented game. It was a relief when they reached the barracks, now guarded by armed soldiers. The servants on the lower floor looked scared out of their wits.

    Emily left Cat to comfort them and walked back to her bedroll. She could still feel the haze outside, feel it twisting and curling in a maddeningly unpredictable manner. It didn’t seem to be actively hostile, not like misdirection wards or subtle magic; it merely seemed to disrupt her ability to sense magic. And yet, it had to be powerful if she could still sense it. She couldn’t help wondering if someone had managed to find a way to power subtle magic with active magic.

    No, she told herself firmly. It’s too powerful for any runes to handle.

    She mulled it over as she lay back on the bed, carefully weakening her wards just enough to allow someone to wake her. It still felt like she was going to bed naked ... maybe Cat and Casper would be fine, but what about Sawford? Or Cyprian? She didn’t know the sixth apprentice very well. He’d shown no interest in either befriending her or picking fights with her. 

    Maybe they cast the runes in something stronger than iron, she mused, as Cat entered the room. Steel is rare here ... at least until we can invent a way to produce it cheaply. Or what about something stronger?

    “Emily,” Cat said. “You know how to put yourself to sleep?”

    Emily smiled. “Listen to hours of bragging from a team captain?”

    “Yep,” Cat said. He made a show of launching into a story. “So there I was, seventeen goals down, half my team turned into frogs because the referee wasn’t looking in the right direction ...”

    “And then you scored fifty goals in ten seconds and won the match single-handedly,” Emily finished. Alassa was fond of telling absurd stories too. It seemed to be a common trait for team captains. “Yes, I do know how to put myself to sleep.”

    “Just make sure you can be woken,” Cat said, as he lay down on his own bed. Casper was already snoring loudly. “And don’t wake before then.”

    Emily shrugged. A sleeping charm would keep her asleep for seven hours or thereabouts, unless the spell was broken earlier. She’d heard several horror stories about idiotic magicians who’d accidentally put themselves to sleep forever, but none of them seemed particularly plausible. The sleeping charm wasn’t good at coping with discomfort. Her bladder would drive her back into the waking world, whatever happened. 

    She cast the spell, forcing herself to relax as sleep overcame her. And then her entire body jerked, forcing her to sit up. Her mind spun, just for a second. Someone was standing beside her bedroll, just on the far side of the wards. She was so confused that she almost panicked, lashing out with her magic. What had she been doing yesterday?

    Dueling, she reminded herself. Her body still ached. And doing thousands of press-ups.

     

    “Emily,” Sergeant Miles hissed. “Wake up.”

    Emily rolled over and out of bed. “Get your leathers on,” Sergeant Miles ordered. He shoved a canteen of water at her. “Hurry.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily managed. Her throat felt as dry as the desert. She sipped the water gratefully, then pulled her leathers on over her clothes. They would provide some protection, she knew, although they were far from perfect. But anything tougher would have made it impossible to move. “What ... what time is it?”

    “We have an hour until dawn,” Sergeant Miles said. “The others will be woken soon.”

    Emily frowned. Cat, Casper, Cyprian and Sawford were sleeping, their snores echoing through the room. There was no sign of Gaius. She wondered if he was still helping his master or if he’d found somewhere else to sleep. The former, probably. She dreaded to think what Sergeant Miles would say if he caught her slacking off.

    She splashed some water on her face, then followed him down towards the streets. A faint glimmer of light could be seen over the horizon, but the streets were still dark. Most of the refugees were gone, the remainder hiding in side-streets and alleyways. A handful of guards were holding position, nowhere near enough to control the streets. The remainder, she suspected, would be on the walls or trying to get some sleep.

    “We’ll be in the watchtower,” Sergeant Miles said, as they reached the inner set of fortifications. A scant month ago, the elaborate stone fortresses would have seemed like paranoia. Now, Emily knew they might not be enough. “You’ll be held in reserve, along with the other apprentices.”

    “Unless the necromancer shows his ugly face,” Emily said, quietly. She could still feel the haze, looming over the battlements. “Is he out there?”

    “We don’t know,” Sergeant Miles said. “We haven’t been able to pick out his location.”

    Emily sucked in her breath as they started to climb the steps. A necromancer should have been bleeding power all over the place, making himself instantly obvious. He should have been an electric floodlight in the darkness. But she couldn’t sense his presence, nor could anyone else. Was he even there? She’d thought he would accompany his army, but she might have been wrong.

    But he was capturing people for sacrifice, she mused. He can’t be far away.

    She was gasping for breath by the time she reached the top of the stairs and stepped out into the darkness. The city was dark, but there were bonfires on the other side of the battlements ... she shuddered, knowing all too well what the orcs were roasting for breakfast. Or perhaps it was the twisted humans. If there was anything that could poison an orc, the Allied Lands had yet to find it. They could eat practically anything, including their own flesh.

    There has to be a way to wage biological warfare against them, she thought. But they could wage it against us far more effectively.

    The sound of digging and hammering echoed over the city, a mocking reminder that the orcs hadn’t stopped working since their arrival. She cast a night-vision spell and peered into the darkness, picking out swarms of orcs preparing trenches or readying their weapons for the coming slaughter. Hundreds of them were dancing around the bonfires, singing and chanting as they steeled themselves for war. Her translation spell couldn’t make heads or tails of their language. Perhaps she was just out of range.

    “They’ll start trying to dig under the walls,” she predicted.

    “Quite possibly,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “Or get their own people over the wall.”

    Emily nodded. The orcs didn’t seem to care about their own lives. If worse came to worst, they could simply scramble up over the bodies of their former comrades and carry the walls, then try to gain control of a gate. Or they could wait for their master to use magic to knock down the walls. Whitehall could have held, if necessary. Farrakhan’s wards were puny in comparison. Emily could have sneaked into the city without undue difficulty. The necromancer would have no trouble at all blowing a hole in the walls.

    But that would reveal his presence, she thought. But then, he doesn’t have much reason to worry about showing us where he is.

    She took the sandwich Sergeant Miles offered her and munched on it, gratefully. Her stomach rumbled, even though she’d eaten plenty before the enemy army had arrived. Had it really been only twelve hours ago that the apprentices and their masters had sat and chatted like friends? And now the city was under siege.

    “Master Grey was supposed to teach you about Wildfire,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly. He sat next to her, never taking his eyes off the orcs. “Did he?”

    “He did,” Emily confirmed. The memory of white tongues of fire still made her shudder in horror. “He said it would burn until it ran out of raw magic.”

    “Correct,” Sergeant Miles said. “Did he also tell you how it was made?”

    Emily probed her memory. “Seven separate potions, put together — not stirred — then warmed,” she recalled. “He didn’t teach me how to make them.”

    “Very few people can,” Sergeant Miles said. He turned his head and nodded towards a small knapsack. “The seven potions are here. If we have no other choice, we will use them to attack the necromancer. If that happens ...”

    “Run for our lives,” Emily said. She’d seen the white fire reaching for her, tendrils of brilliant light questing for her magic. “It sees us as fuel.”

    “And so it can spread out of control very quickly,” Sergeant Miles warned. “If that happens, we’ll need to bury it in sand before it burns down the entire city. Bucket brigades have already been formed.”

    Emily nodded. “Maybe we could make the necromancer remain still,” she said. “Turn the ground to quicksand — or to a bog. Or find a freeze spell that will hold him still long enough for the Wildfire to kill him.”

    “I doubt it,” Sergeant Miles said. “He may not understand what’s happening, but he will certainly identify the threat and run. He’s certainly powerful enough to throw off most freeze spells.”

    Shadye didn’t recognize the danger, Emily thought. But by the time it was clear, it was too late for him to run.

    She swallowed, hard. They could die today. The city was surrounded. They hadn’t had the time to set up a portal and she was unsure what would happen if she tried to teleport. The haze’s mere presence might just throw her spells completely out of alignment. And who knew what would happen then? She wished, suddenly, that she’d had more time to talk to Caleb. She hadn’t even told him about Casper’s sudden promotion.

    He’s going to hate it, she told herself. She wondered if Caleb would ever forgive her. She’d given Casper bragging rights for the next few months, even if he lost the very next duel. But Casper might grow up because of it.

    She looked at Sergeant Miles, feeling a sudden rush of affection. The sergeant hadn’t treated her differently from anyone else, even after she’d killed Shadye. But then, she had been brought to Farrakhan. No other fifth-year student would be offered such a chance. She still wasn’t sure if it was a honor or a chance to commit suicide. But at least she might be able to make a difference.

    It’s not fair, she thought. The bitterness surprised her, even though she knew it was irrational. Why couldn’t my stepfather have been like you?

    She pushed the thought aside. “Thank you.”

    Sergeant Miles glanced at her, his face unreadable. “For what?”

    “For ... for being you,” Emily said, finally. She wasn’t sure how to answer. “For being kind to me.”

    “You’re welcome,” Sergeant Miles said. He nodded towards the horizon. The sun was starting to rise above the distant mountains. “It won’t be long now.”


    Chapter Twenty-Three

    DAWN BROKE LIKE A THUNDERCLAP.

    Emily rose to her feet, despite herself, as she heard the enemy army start to roar. The sound grew rapidly, a howling that echoed over the city and tore at her soul. No one would be asleep now, she was sure, unless they’d drunk gallons of potion. The entire city was awake. She glanced behind her when she heard Gaius and the other apprentices stepping onto the roof, then looked back at the orcs. They were moving, charging the city’s walls.

    “Here they come,” Casper said.

    “I still can’t see the necromancer,” Cat said. He walked up and stood next to Emily. “Can you?”

    Emily shook her head, mutely, as she heard trumpets blare from the walls. The archers stood up and fired, launching a swarm of arrows into the enemy mass. Hundreds of orcs staggered and fell to the ground, some knocked down by their fellows, but hundreds more kept coming, trampling over their former comrades as they moved. Behind them, she saw enemy archers lifting their bows and returning fire, launching arrow after arrow into the battlements. A defender, struck by an arrow, tottered backwards and plummeted off the wall to his death. Others kept their heads down as they clutched their swords, preparing to fight to the death. There would be no room to retreat in such tight confines.

    She shuddered, feeling sick, as the orcs approached the walls, bringing up shields and ladders. No human army could take such a battering, could it? But the orcs just soaked up the losses and kept coming. Arrows rained down on them, their shields providing minimal protection as they reached the walls. Behind them, their own archers kept hurling arrows into the city. Emily had to fight to keep from flinching when an arrow struck the protective wards around the watchtower and shattered. It would have killed Casper if the wards hadn’t been there.

    The noise grew louder as the orcs swarmed against the walls, shoving their ladders into place. They moved with terrifying speed for such ungainly brutes, clambering up the ladders as if they were monkeys. The defenders moved to stop them, hacking away with swords and spears as heads popped up, shoving them back to fall to their deaths. But there were countless orcs, pushing harder and harder against the battlements. It was only a matter of time before they gained a lodgement and started forcing their way into the city.

    “They’re hitting the north and south walls,” Master Grave commented. He was peering down at a chat parchment. “And they’re moving forces into position to hit the east wall.”

    “Watch the west too,” Sergeant Miles advised. “They may be waiting for us to commit our reserves before striking the other two walls.”

    Emily nodded as another wave of arrows slammed down; some glancing off the protective wards, others falling down to strike the streets below. Hardly anyone would be moving about now, she suspected. The city-fathers had established some protective canopies, but nowhere near enough to move men around without risk. There was no way for the enemy to know what they’d hit, yet merely shooting arrows at random would hamper the defenders. And they knew it too.

    And if they do manage to hit us on all four sides, she thought, they’re almost bound to have a breakthrough.

    The fighting along the wall grew nastier as more and more orcs forced their way onto the battlements. She watched the defenders counterattack, rushing the orcs and forcing them back over the walls. Bodies fell everywhere as the orcs fought savagely, sometimes sacrificing their own lives just to get at the defenders. The lines wavered, holding desperately. More and more ladders were being slammed against the walls.

    “We should do something,” Casper said. “I could hex them ...”

    “You’re being held in reserve,” Sergeant Miles told him. “These are just the opening moves.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. There were so many dead orcs below the walls that their fellows were clambering over them, piling the bodies up against the walls so they could scramble up and into the city. They just kept coming! The defenders were starting to weaken, their reserves already being moved into position. Somehow, she couldn’t imagine the walls holding out for much longer ...

    “Ah,” Sergeant Miles said.

    She turned and followed his gaze. The second line of orcs — and twisted humans — was advancing, pushing a colossal framework with them. She couldn’t help thinking it looked like a giant piece of scaffolding before realizing that that was exactly what it was. It was so huge that it took her several moments to realize that there were actually three frameworks, kicking up dust as they slowly rolled forward on giant wooden wheels. Orcs swarmed over them, some clutching swords while others carried bows and arrows. The latter were shooting arrows with commendable speed, aiming at the defenders along the walls. Behind the frameworks, a dozen giant catapults were being moved into position. A moment later, the first stone was hurled against the defenses.

    “Siege engines,” Sergeant Miles said.

    Emily heard Casper curse as the first stone crashed against the battlements and fell to the ground far below. The impact alone wasn’t enough to do real damage, but what about a dozen impacts? Other stones were falling right across the city! The enemy’s aim wasn’t very good, yet it hardly mattered. Farrakhan was a huge target. She saw a building shudder under the impact of two stones in quick succession, the inhabitants running out in disarray. The city hadn’t been designed to resist heavy bombardment.

    A low boom echoed over the city, followed rapidly by two more. One of the giant frameworks collapsed, dozens of orcs jumping free or falling to their deaths a moment before the wreckage hit the ground. Emily stared, then looked down. Sir Roger’s men had moved their cannons into position and opened fire. The round shot wasn’t anything like as destructive as modern artillery, but it was more than enough to bring down the siege engine before it reached its target. Two more cannonballs were fired, seconds later. The second framework crashed to the ground, even as the third was rushed forward and slammed into place along the walls. A horde of orcs clambered up and over the defenses, running forward to secure the battlements before the defenders could react. Behind them, Emily saw thousands more running to take advantage of the breach.

    “Get into a circle,” Master Grave ordered. “I ... wait ...”

    Emily stared, torn between relief and horror as balefire licked the battlements. The framework caught fire, the entire edifice collapsing seconds later. She heard orcs screaming in pain as they burned to death, trapped inside their armor. They were monsters, bent on killing and eating the entire population, but she couldn’t help a stab of sympathy. The balefire vanished a moment later, leaving the battlements scorched and pitted. It wasn’t clear if the sorcerer — Master Bone, she thought — had managed to avoid burning any of the defenders. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

    “They’re still coming,” Casper breathed.

    Emily turned to look at him. He was pale and sweating, yet grimly determined to hold his place in the line. He’d never seen war before, she reminded herself. None of them had, not really. She hadn’t, either. She and Cat had been at Whitehall, when Shadye attacked, but had any of the others? She hadn’t met them before, but that proved nothing. They might not have shared any classes with a mere first-year student.

    “Their master considers them disposable,” she reminded him. She’d seen the breeding pits, back when she’d traveled into the Blighted Lands. Orcs bred at terrifying speed. The necromancer could replace his losses within a year, if he wished. “He doesn’t care how many of them get killed.”

    She forced herself to watch as the orcs swarmed forward, time and time again. The defenders were holding the lines, barely, but every time a group of orcs made it to the battlements they had to be forced back. She wondered, grimly, just how long supplies of gunpowder and arrows would hold out. The cannoneers were firing cannonballs into the mass of orcs, but it was difficult to see just how badly they were hurting the enemy. She had a nasty feeling that the orcs had picked up the cannonballs, loaded them into their catapults and fired them back into the city.

    “I feel helpless,” Casper muttered. “Surely there’s something we can do?”

    “Don’t worry,” Gaius said, darkly. “There’ll be a chance for you to get blood on your sword soon enough.”

    Emily was inclined to agree with Casper. Hundreds of men were already dead, fighting to keep the orcs out of their city. She had enough power to make a difference, surely? And yet, she knew their role. They had to stay in reserve until the necromancer and his servants made an appearance. 

    And then try to stop him, she thought. If we can.

    She honestly wasn’t sure how. The nuke-spell would work, she assumed, but it would also destroy the city. There was no way the city would survive a nuclear blast. And anyone who survived the blast would probably get radiation poisoning and die slowly. The living would envy the dead. But without the nuke-spell, the only real option was to force the necromancer to burn power until he drained himself dry ...

    Which could leave most of us dead, she thought, morbidly. And the city in ruins.

    The sun beat down on them as the fighting continued. It was growing hotter and hotter, but the orcs didn’t seem troubled by the heat. They just kept coming, swarming over the battlements and trying to seize a gatehouse. Emily tensed, expecting to be called to share her power, but General Pollack merely directed his reserves to reinforce the defenders before it was too late. She forced herself to relax, probing the haze with her senses. There were sparks and flashes of power, but nothing she could localize.

    “Ah,” Sergeant Miles said. He jabbed a finger southwards. “What do you see?”

    Emily followed his gaze. More giant frameworks were being pushed forward, but this time they were escorted by a number of twisted humans. Magic crackled around them, powerful magic. Shadye had had allies, she knew, yet it was still a shock to realize that there were magicians willing to serve necromancers. And yet, what choice did they have? Born and raised in the Blighted Lands, they would have been enslaved as soon as their talents manifested.

    Another series of low booms echoed out over the city as the cannoneers opened fire again, targeting the siege engines. This time, the cannonballs slammed into powerful wards and punched right through, sending two frameworks crashing to the ground. Emily resisted the urge to giggle as Casper and Gaius gasped in shock. The wards would have been effective against spells, breaking down the spellware used to throw objects, but there was literally nothing but momentum powering the cannonballs. She’d been right! The cannoneers fired a second time, trying to bring down the remaining frameworks. This time, the cannonballs struck solid wards and glanced off.

    “Shit,” Sergeant Miles muttered.

    Emily nodded in grim agreement. The necromancer — or whoever was in command — was no slouch. There was no way he could have known what he was facing, but he’d managed to come up with a counter and deploy it quickly enough to save the remaining frameworks before it was too late. And the frameworks were picking up speed, countless orcs moving up behind them to be ready to scramble up as soon as they were in position. The defenders, already hard-pressed, might not be able to stop them before it was too late.

    Magic flared over the battlements as the twisted humans started casting spells towards the defenders. Emily gritted her teeth. She could feel their repulsive magic, even from a distance. It reminded her of some of the maddened magicians she’d met in the past, only worse. Their magic was leaking out in all directions. They’d kill themselves, sooner rather than later, as they lost control, but they’d take countless others with them.

    The necromancer wasn’t interested in sending them to school, she thought, numbly. There was no shortage of horror stories about what happened to magicians who tried to learn on their own, stories she knew to be true. He just taught them enough to be dangerous.

    “Get into a circle,” Master Grave ordered. “It’s time to show our hand.”

    Emily shared a glance with Casper as the apprentices sat down on the floor, forming a circle with Master Grave in the center. They hadn’t practiced since the duel. She had no idea if Casper had overcome his problems or not. But there was no time to worry about it now. The battle would be lost if the enemy managed to get a large force over the walls.

    Those damnable frameworks change everything, she thought, grimly. If they get one propped up against the wall, they won’t need to claim a gatehouse.

    “Focus your power on me,” Master Grave ordered, as they joined hands. “Let me cast the spell.”

    Emily closed her eyes, centering herself and allowing the magic to flow. She was suddenly very aware of the other five apprentices ... and Master Grave’s looming presence in the center, the spell already taking shape around him. The sheer complexity almost made her pull back, before she reminded herself — sharply — that she’d handled more complex spells back in Old Whitehall. Master Grave’s spell was far from supremely complex.

    And he’s holding it in place with the power of his mind, she thought. It was impressive as hell, particularly with five apprentices instead of masters. All he needs is the power.

    She braced herself and pushed harder, trying to blend her magic into the circle. The others were doing the same; Casper seemed enthusiastic, while Gaius hovered constantly on the edge of pulling back and abandoning the circle. That was odd, but she supposed Gaius had his own problems with rituals. Few magicians welcomed them, whatever their goal. It left them far too vulnerable.

    “Keep the magic flowing,” Master Grave ordered. The spellwork grew and grew again, mushrooming into something far more complex — and dangerous. “And push on my command.”

    He paused. “Push!”

    Emily saw the blaze of light, even through her closed eyes. It was so bright she almost flinched back. Only the steady presence of Cat, beside her, kept her from letting go and falling out of the circle. The magic flared brightly, then flashed over her head and into the distance. There was a thunderous roar, followed by a small earthquake. The circle broke up a moment later, leaving her feeling suddenly drained, almost powerless. She rolled over, peering into the distance. The frameworks had been struck so hard that they had disintegrated. She reached out with her senses and realized that the haze had been dispelled ...

    Not quite dispelled, she thought, as she probed where the haze had been. But we can see further now.

    She gritted her teeth as she sensed the necromancer, standing well to the rear. His presence was a tight knot of magic, blazing so brightly that she was impressed the haze had managed to hide it. She could taste naked madness in his magic, yet the madness was under tight control. How did he do it? He should have been completely insane after a decade of practicing necromancy. Shadye hadn’t been a necromancer for anything like so long.

    “I can sense him,” Casper said. He caught her arm. “You killed one of those?”

    “Two of those,” Emily said.

    Her mind raced. Mother Holly had meant well, yet she’d gone off the rails far quicker than Shadye or any other necromancer. Had there been a reason for that? Had her genuine lack of self-centeredness  condemned her to madness? Shadye had certainly been self-centerd enough to keep himself together. And yet, she knew she could be wrong. Maybe she just hadn’t been strong enough to keep functioning when magic was slowly burning through her mind. 

    And I cheated, she thought, tasting the tight knot of magic. It was hard to escape the sense the necromancer was looking back at her, even though the masters had cast all sorts of protective wards over the city. This one might be harder to kill.

    “Don’t look too closely,” Sergeant Miles warned. “You don’t want him to catch your mind.”

    Emily nodded, pulling back. The haze was pressing in again, although this time it was too weak to hide the necromancer. Or perhaps that was only because she knew where he was ... she stumbled, slightly, as her tired legs threatened to give out completely. The ritual had drained all of the apprentices and one of the masters. They’d be in trouble if the necromancer decided to march into the city.

    She forced herself to remain upright, unhooking her canteen from her belt and taking a long swig. The water tasted warm, despite the spells she’d cast on the canteen. But it was welcome, very welcome. She watched the enemy retreat in confusion, grimly aware of the necromancer’s presence. He could no more abandon the city than the defenders could. The first round might have come to an end, but the second was about to begin.

    “They’re regrouping,” Master Grave said. He’d recovered quickly from the ritual. Emily would have been impressed, if she hadn’t known that the apprentices had provided most of the power. “And ...”

    Emily sensed it too. A sleet of magic, raw magic, so powerful that it was clearly visible, even though the haze. The necromancer ... she turned, just in time to see a streak of white light shoot over the enemy lines and slam straight into the gatehouse. The explosion was so bright that she covered her eyes, fighting to remain upright as the ground shook. 

    And when she uncovered her eyes, the gatehouse was gone. 


    Chapter Twenty-Four

    THE ORCS HOWLED, SCENTING VICTORY, AS they ran towards the smouldering crater. Emily watched, helplessly, as the defenders ran to reinforce the lines, knowing that it might be futile. The orcs were far stronger, man for man, than the defenders ... and now the gatehouse was gone. She could hear General Pollack barking orders, his voice clearly audible even over the orcs ... was he on the front lines? She would have thought he should be somewhere to the rear, where he could see the entire picture ...

    But he wouldn’t want to stay behind, she thought, numbly. He needs to be clearly visible to his men.

    She gritted her teeth as the orcs swarmed through the crater and up the far side, just in time to run into the City Guard. Several of the men broke and ran, dropping their weapons as they fled; others held the line, trying to stop the orcs in their tracks. But there were too many orcs, pushing and shoving over their own dead as they advanced. The line wavered and broke, the remaining guards casually shoved aside or crushed below the orcs. Emily shuddered as she saw an orc behead a man, then shove his head into its massive jaws. Blood spilled to the ground as it bit down.

    “Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. “You might want to see this.”

    Emily heard drumbeats echoing out as the musketmen strode into position, forming a line halfway down the street. The orcs seemed confused, some munching their way through the defenders while others ambled around aimlessly. She puzzled over it for a long moment, then decided that the orcs hadn’t been given any orders for what they should do after breaking through the gatehouse. The necromancer was hardly the type of person to encourage them to act on their own initiative, even if they could.

    A hail of debris, slates, and arrows crashed down on the orcs, hurled from rooftops. Emily saw women and children, some of the latter barely out of diapers, fighting to defend their city. There was no such thing as a non-combatant in this war, she knew, but it still shocked her. And yet, she knew what fate the women and children could expect, if they were taken alive. Farrakhan wouldn’t just be sacked. The city would be utterly destroyed, its population fed to the necromancer and his orcs. They had no choice but to fight.

    The orcs howled as their reinforcements arrived, spearheaded by a group of twisted humans in black outfits. There was no magic on them, as far as she could tell, save for a handful of charms that felt utterly nasty. She couldn’t be sure what they did, but she had a pretty shrewd idea. Something had to keep them obedient to their master. The newcomers took control, directing the remaining orcs down towards the musketmen. Emily braced herself, unsure she wanted to watch. Sir Roger was clearly visible, leading his men from the front.

    I’ll have to commend him to Alassa, she thought. King Randor was unlikely to listen to her, after what they’d said during their last meeting. If he survives ...

    Sir Roger’s voice boomed through the air. “First rank, take aim.”

    The orcs picked up speed, howling as they raced towards the musketmen. Emily half-expected some of the musketeers to break and run, but they held. She leaned forward, forcing herself to watch. Sir Roger looked ... impressive. Unlike many other noblemen, he didn’t seem inclined to preserve his own life at the cost of his commoner underlings. But then, there was literally nowhere to go.

    “Fire,” Sir Roger barked. “Second rank, take aim!”

    The first rank fired. Dozens of orcs fell, their successors tripping over the bodies and falling as they were pushed onwards by their successors. The second rank fired a moment later, sending more orcs tumbling over. And then the third rank fired, followed rapidly by the first rank again. The enemy formation disintegrated, orcs scattering in all directions as they tried to comprehend what was happening. A twisted human, trying desperately to regain control, was struck by a hex from Master Bone and exploded into flames. Two others were gunned down as they tried to flee, a fourth squashed by his orcs as they knocked him down and trampled him in their panic.

    “Impressive,” Sergeant Miles commented.

    Emily blinked in surprise as she heard hoof beats echoing over the city. A moment later, the cavalry came into view, the horsemen laughing and whooping as they galloped through the musketmen and charged towards the crater. They made a magnificent sight, Emily had to admit; the men wore colorful uniforms, their weapons glinting in the sun, their horses brushed down as if they were going on parade ... she watched the noble riders run down fleeing orcs, crushing them below their horseshoes. A horse reared up, then brought its forelegs down on a crippled orc. The creature’s head exploded into a bloody mess.

    “Don’t take it too far,” Sergeant Miles muttered. He sounded as though he was pleading with the cavalry. “Don’t take it too far ...”

    The horsemen charged into the crater and then out into the surrounding countryside. Emily stared, already knowing what was about to happen. The orcs, hastily reorganizing, lunged forward, stabbing swords and spears into the horses. A number of cavalrymen managed to pull back, fleeing towards the city, but the remainder were caught and surrounded. Emily forced herself to watch, grimly, as they were pulled from their horses and killed. The nasty part of her mind hoped the lunatic who’d led the charge was among the dead.

    “Brave men,” Casper said, with respect.

    “Stupid men,” Sergeant Miles said. Casper gave him a confused look. “The cavalry should know better than to charge into a mob of armed men.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. “It is magnificent,” she muttered. “But it is not war.”

    She turned her attention back to the battlefield. Sir Roger and General Pollack had made good use of the distraction. The cannons had been moved up, ready to fire into the teeth of any advancing enemy force. Behind them, the musketeers were hastily cleaning and reloading their muskets, readying themselves for the next engagement. A number of civilians were dragging the bodies out of the way, stripping the orc bodies bare before dumping them in the alleyways. Disease would be a very real problem soon, if they survived long enough to care. She had no idea if rotting orc bodies were contagious, but she knew rotting human bodies definitely were.

    “The haze is gone,” she said, as she reached out once again. The necromancer was easy to sense, but so were a handful of lesser magicians. “Why?”

    “Maybe he decided it wasn’t worth keeping,” Sergeant Miles offered. “Or maybe we killed one or more of the magicians responsible for maintaining it.”

    Emily nodded, then gritted her teeth as the enemy catapults opened fire again. This time, they were dropping rocks on the musketmen. A large stone came down on an already-weakened building, sending it collapsing into a pile of rubble. Master Bone and Master Storm hastily cast protective wards over the musketmen, although it was clear they wouldn’t hold out for long. The battering they were taking was draining their power.

    Master Grave glanced down at the chat parchment in his hand. “They’re pulling back from the other walls,” he said. “That’s probably not a good sign.”

    Emily nodded. It was possible, she supposed, that the necromancer was running out of warm bodies, but she doubted it. The scouts had reported thousands upon thousands of orcs and she didn’t think that they’d killed anything like so many. No, the necromancer was re-concentrating his forces before making a third attempt to force passage through the crater and into the city. It made far too much sense.

    She looked at Sergeant Miles. “Can we repair the gatehouse?”

    “We can close the hole if we could do it unmolested,” Sergeant Miles said. “But getting the engineers in place to actually do it will be hard.”

    Impossible, Emily thought. The necromancer had plenty of archers. He’d shoot down the engineers as soon as they showed themselves. We’ll have to keep frittering away our strength in defending the crater.

    The hail of falling stones grew stronger, smashing down on the wards. She looked towards the enemy catapults, trying to think of a way to get to them. The orcs didn’t seem to be bothered by the archers, even though dozens of them lay dead. There were dozens more, waiting patiently to replace the fallen. And the twisted magicians had protected the catapults, ensuring that no curse or hex could reach them. Unless ...

    She glanced at Sergeant Miles. “Can I try something?”

    Sergeant Miles looked back at her. “Be careful,” he said, finally. “And don’t show yourself too openly.”

    Emily nodded, then started to shape a spell in her mind. Lasers were completely unknown on the nameless world, naturally, but it wasn’t hard to design a spell that produced a heat-ray effect. And while it could be blocked, it would be harder to block than a purely magical effect. Most — nearly all — of the magic would be well away from the wards.

    She held up a hand, focusing her mind. The air shimmered — it puzzled her for a second until she realized the beam didn’t have to be visible — as a pulse of heat raced towards its target. She’d hoped to see the catapult bursting into flame, but nothing happened for a long chilling moment. And then the catapult started to smoulder, flames flickering into life around the lighter sections. She’d accidentally duplicated a Burning Glass!

    “It won’t get any hotter,” she muttered, as she realized the spell was too limited. She’d need to take the spell apart and rebuild it before it would do more than give its target sunburn. A true heat-ray would have been powerful enough to wipe out the enemy army. “I’m not sure why.”

    “It’s slowing them down,” Casper pointed out, as a second catapult started to smoke. The wooden frame seemed too solid to catch fire quickly, but the leather sling was more vulnerable. “And they don’t know what’s wrong.”

    “Maybe,” Emily said. She’d heard of a Greek inventor who had supposedly set fire to a Roman fleet, but she’d always thought it was a myth. Maybe he’d set fire to the sails instead and the flames had spread. “See if you can improve the spell ...”

    She glanced up as she heard a renewed howling from the enemy lines. The orcs were marching forward once again, screaming their rage as they picked up speed. Behind them, she could sense glints of magic. Dark spells, edged with curses, hovered in the air, their mere presence enough to worry her. The necromancer had stopped playing around. This time, he was sending in his magicians too. The cannons started to boom an instant later, hurling red-hot cannonballs into the advancing lines. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, died; the remainder just kept coming ...

    The air turned hot, a second before brilliant green balefire flared over the watchtower. Emily ducked as sparks flew past her head; behind her, she heard Cat grunt in pain as ... something ... struck him. She turned, just in time to see Master Grave waving his arms in a complicated pattern. The enemy had thrown a curse at the entire watchtower, she realized. They’d taken a standard dueling curse and boosted it beyond all reason. The curse was unstable — it wouldn’t last more than a few seconds — but it would be effective. Master Grave was being drained, just trying to keep it off the rest of them ...

    “Get off the roof, now,” Sergeant Miles snapped. He scooped up a bag and tossed it over his shoulder as the green light intensified. “Emily! Over here!”

    Emily ran to him. He wrapped his arm around her and jumped. Emily barely had a second to realize that he was levitating them through the air before they landed on another rooftop. She turned, just in time to see Master Grave turn and jump away himself. A second later, the building started to disintegrate. The others ... she stared as the building collapsed into rubble, the remnants of the curse tearing it apart. And then she saw them, standing on a different rooftop. Cat waved to her, but they all looked badly shaken.

    “I meant to teach you how to levitate,” Sergeant Miles admitted, as he dug into the bag. “But there were more important matters.”

    The howling grew louder. Emily turned, just in time to see a tidal wave of orcs stampeding through the crater and into the city. Dozens died as the musketmen opened fire, but the remainder had nowhere else to go. They kept charging the musketmen, climbing over their own bodies to get at Sir Roger and his men. And then a brilliant wall of flame blasted out of nowhere and tore through the orc lines. Master Bone was still covering the musketeers. But the orcs just kept coming ...

    She stared in horror as the infantrymen marched forward and took up position, swords and shields at the ready. The orcs crashed into their line ... and bounced, dozens cut down by the infantrymen before they could push through. Emily wanted to look away, knowing that it was just a matter of time before the line collapsed completely. The necromancer could lose a dozen orcs for every human and still come out ahead.

    Magic crackled overhead as the twisted magicians threw curses at Master Bone, who kept his head down while he shielded the infantrymen. Master Storm joined him a second later, providing covering fire. None of the twisted magicians seemed very skilled, as far as Emily could tell, but they were powerful. Or perhaps they were just bleeding power, like the magicians of Old Whitehall. It had never been easy to estimate how powerful they’d been, back then. The ones who seemed most powerful were often the ones in least control of their powers. 

    The building shook below her feet. She walked to the edge and looked down, shuddering as she saw the horde of orcs pushing against the walls. Could they actually knock the building down through sheer pressure? She didn’t know. Orcs were strong and they were desperate ... below her, she heard the sound of someone tearing open the doors. The orcs presumably wanted to take shelter ...

    And then she felt magic pushing against her awareness.

    She shivered. The necromancer was walking forward, strolling towards the crater. She peered through the smoke of battle, trying to see him, but it was impossible to be sure. His presence beat on the air, a chilling madness that threatened to suck in the entire world. And yet, it was under control. Somehow, she doubted that was a good thing.

    Someone landed on the roof. She turned to see Gaius and Casper, both looking tired and drained. Working the ritual had drained all of them, while the fighting was draining their masters. And now the necromancer was joining in the fun. He’d timed it well, Emily admitted grimly. The magicians, the ones most capable of stopping him, were drained, incapable of offering much resistance. He could just walk into the city and take it.

    She turned — and saw Sergeant Miles setting up a glass caldron. Her blood ran cold as she realized what he had in mind. Wildfire ... it could be as dangerous to them as it could be to the enemy. And yet, they were out of options. She watched him mixing the potions together, feeling the necromancer’s presence growing stronger and stronger. Wildfire was all they had left ...

    Unless we blow up the city and call it a draw, she thought, as Sergeant Miles started to spoon the black liquid into cups. Even at a distance, she could sense something nasty about it, something just waiting to break free. There was more ambient magic in the city than there was in the hidden cabin near Whitehall. We could wind up killing ourselves too.

    “When he appears, throw this towards him,” Sergeant Miles ordered, as he handed out the cups. There was only a small amount in each cup, but it was worth more money than any of them had ever seen in their lives. Emily rather suspected that there wouldn’t be more on the way, at least not until the incredibly complex potions were brewed. “And then use fireballs to ignite it.”

    “And then run,” Gaius said. He sounded concerned. “Get off the building and don’t look back.”

    “Right,” Sergeant Miles said.

    The orcs were falling back as the necromancer walked into the city, the smoke clearing long enough for Emily to finally catch a glimpse of him. He was tall and thin, wearing a long black cloak that hid his features, but there was no mistaking the glowing red eyes. His power was growing stronger and stronger, driving his slaves back. The entire world seemed to be groaning in revulsion, as if he were stamping his presence on the soil below his feet. She shuddered as he lifted his gaze to look at her. It was like staring into a sun.

    “Now,” Sergeant Miles shouted.

    Emily threw the cup. She didn’t even have time to throw a fireball. There was a flash of white fire, so bright that it blinded her for several seconds, followed by a surge of magic so powerful that she even lost track of the necromancer. Her senses were completely blurred, completely useless. She turned to run, blinking away the afterimage ...

    And then she felt the rooftop crumbling below her feet, throwing her back and down to the ground, far below. Someone had hexed the building. Someone ... Instinctively, she called on her magic, trying desperately to save herself from a hard landing. But the magic drew the Wildfire towards her, tongues of flame digging into her wards as she crashed to the ground and lay still. She opened her mouth to scream as the heat and pain grew unbearable ...

    And then she crashed down into utter darkness.


    Chapter Twenty-Five

    SOMEONE WAS SPEAKING, BUT SHE COULDN’T hear the words.

    Emily felt ... she wasn’t sure how she felt. Her entire body felt ... dead, dead and useless. And yet, she wasn’t dead. Or was she? Her mind kept spinning, endlessly replaying the last few moments time and time again. White flames, everywhere. Her body — her magic — burning. Was she a lich, trapped in her own corpse? Or was she ...

    Her eyes snapped open. She was staring up at a brown ceiling, covered with complex designs that reminded her of Chinese letters. Her body felt numb, yet she was aware of a dull throbbing ... a roaring in her ears that worried her. She managed to look left and met the eyes of a dark-skinned man in white robes. He was a total stranger, yet that somehow didn’t bother her. She looked right and felt a surge of relief as she saw Sergeant Miles. He looked worried.

    “Emily,” he said. His voice sounded odd. She had to think, carefully, before she realized that she was only hearing him in one ear. “Can you hear me?”

    It took Emily several tries before she could get her lips to move. “Yes.”

    “You’ve been very badly wounded,” Sergeant Miles said. “But you should survive.”

    Emily honestly wasn’t sure she wanted to survive. If she was only hearing through one ear ... just how badly was she hurt? And if her entire body was numb ... there were spells and potions designed to numb someone, but they were dangerously addictive. They wouldn’t have used them unless they were desperate.

    “I’m Healer Rye,” the other man said. Emily managed to turn her head, slightly, to look at him. “The Wildfire did a great deal of damage to you, but — thankfully — you were dragged away before it had a chance to start burning into your core. Further damage was inflicted by the men who dragged you away. They were more concerned with saving your life than treating you gently.”

    “I can’t complain,” Emily managed.

    “No,” Rye agreed. “I used a number of complex spells to save your life and repair most of the damage, but some of the damage will take weeks to heal properly. You should probably be relieved I took the Healing Oaths.”

    Emily swallowed. If she’d been hurt that badly ...

    Rye reached for a mirror. “Do you want to see?”

    No, Emily thought, but she knew she had no choice. “Please.”

    He held up the mirror. Emily would have recoiled, if she hadn’t been numb. She was naked, something she was sure would have bothered her a great deal more if she hadn’t been drugged to the gills. There were nasty burn marks on her face and neck, trailing down her arms and chest. Some of her hair was missing, leaving the remainder looking thoroughly odd. There were bruises and scars all over her legs. The Wildfire had done a great deal of damage.

    She looked at Sergeant Miles. “What happened?”

    “You fell,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded concerned. “A couple of infantrymen saw you and dragged you out — thankfully, before it was too late. You came this close” — he held up his thumb and forefinger, holding them very close together — “to death. If the Wildfire had started burning your magic directly, you would have died.”

    He paused. “Why did you fall?”

    “Someone hexed the building,” Emily recalled. Her memory was a little hazy, but she was sure of that. “I ...”

    She paused. “Did we get him?”

    “No,” Sergeant Miles said. He didn’t need to ask who he was. “We killed several of his pet magicians, but he turned and fled as soon as he saw the white flames. He got away.”

    “But that was four days ago,” Rye said. “The city held.”

    Emily blanched. “Four days?”

    “It took that long to repair the damage,” Rye said. He glanced at Sergeant Miles, then looked back at Emily. “You’re going to have an uncomfortable few weeks, as the various potions leach out of your system, but most of the remaining damage is purely cosmetic. There are other potions you can take for that, once you’re back at Whitehall. We have no time for cosmetic treatments here.”

    “But don’t try to use a glamour,” Sergeant Miles warned.

    Emily flinched. “My magic?”

    “It’s fine,” Rye said. He patted her on the shoulder, reassuringly. “Everyone is just a little ... edgy at the moment. Glamours could mean trouble.”

    “Thank God,” Emily said. She felt a surge of overpowering relief. “Can I sit up?”

    “If you feel up to it,” Rye said.

    “Emily, I have to talk to the other masters,” Sergeant Miles said, before she could start sitting up. “Stay here until I come back for you.”

    Emily nodded. “Yes, Master.”

    She watched him go, then forced herself into a sitting position. Her body itched, pins and needles threatening to drive her insane. Her hands felt odd, as if they didn’t quite belong to her; her legs felt numb, so numb that she wouldn’t have believed she had them, if she hadn’t been able to see them. She had the nasty feeling that walking wasn’t going to be easy for the next few days.

    “Drink this,” Rye advised. He passed her a potions gourd, then helped her put it to her lips and drink. “It’ll help you cope with the shock.”

    Emily nodded, feeling an odd warmth spreading through her body. She’d need to go to the toilet soon and that was going to be horrific — she’d had far too much experience with purgatives — but for the moment she would take what she could get. She forced herself to stand as soon as she could feel her legs again, stumbling over to the large mirror someone had mounted on the wall. Her body looked ... weird. She’d always been pale, but now parts of her skin were inhumanly pale and other parts were red and blistered. She touched one of the blisters and shuddered. It felt like a bad sunburn.

    “There were places where I had to repair your skin,” Rye said. She barely heard him over the sudden roaring in her eardrums. “You were very lucky.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    She touched her straggly hair, unsure if she should laugh or cry. Her hair had been her sole vanity. She’d never cared for dresses, or for the size of her chest, but her hair ... it had been her pride and joy. All the times she’d needled Alassa for being vain ... she shook her head in dismay, cursing herself. It would regrow, wouldn’t it?

    Of course it will, she told herself, firmly. It’ll just take time.

    Rye held out a long nightgown. Emily took it gratefully and pulled it over her head. Caleb had seen her naked, but ... she didn’t like the thought of others seeing her naked. Even getting undressed in front of her roommates had been hard. But then, sharing a room with Alassa made it easy to feel inadequate. Caleb ... would he still like her, if he saw her body covered in burns?

    “You shouldn’t have any trouble eating, but I advise you to be careful what you eat for the next couple of days,” Rye told her. “Anything strong is likely to cause you problems.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been injured.”

    “Try not to make a habit of it,” Rye said. He snapped his fingers. A moment later, a door opened and a sour-faced woman peered in. “Bring us some soup and bread, please.”

    He motioned for Emily to sit down as the woman vanished, then returned in a minute with a large bowl of soup and a tray of bread. Emily tested the soup and then started to eat, enjoying the simple taste of beef, carrot and cabbage. It wasn’t much, but she knew it would keep her alive. Far too many of her fellow students complained about the food at Whitehall.

    Rye chatted to her about nothing in particular as she ate, keeping a wary eye on her. Emily knew it was for her own good, but she still wanted to tell him to go away by the time she’d finished the soup. The Healer didn’t seem to notice, casting spells to monitor her condition as she rose and hurried to the toilet. By the time she came back, Sergeant Miles was sitting in a chair, waiting for her. A set of leathers and a tunic were flung casually over the bed.

    “I checked the remains of the building,” he said. “There was a hex used on it, but there’s too much distortion to trace it back to a particular magician.”

    Emily looked down at the floor. “So ... it could have been one of the twisted magicians,” she said. She rubbed her ears. Thankfully, they felt much better. Her hearing was recovering. “Or we could have a spy somewhere in the city.”

    “Or one of the apprentices is a spy,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “Or it could be a complete coincidence. They do happen.”

    Emily considered it. Casper had no motive to kill her, not now. Gaius ... maybe he did have a motive, but he’d openly admitted he was relieved to be away from Fulvia. And no one else had been in range to cast the spell. Maybe it was a coincidence. The twisted magicians had plenty of reason to want to go after them. Hell, maybe they’d just planned to toss her into the Wildfire.

    “No proof,” she said, finally.

    “Not enough to take to the others, no,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “I think you should watch your back.”

    Emily nodded, impatiently. “What happened? I mean, afterwards?”

    “I’ll tell you while you dress,” Sergeant Miles said. He turned his back, waving Rye out of the room. “There are some people who want to meet you.”

    He paused as Emily removed the nightgown and started to scramble into the tunic. Her skin itched unpleasantly, even with the potions she’d drunk, but it just had to be endured.

    “The necromancer retreated as soon as he saw the Wildfire, giving us a chance to mop up the rest of the intruders and drive them out of the city,” Sergeant Miles added. Her ears popped, unpleasantly. “Right now, Farrakhan is still under siege, but they’ve learned not to come too close to the walls. Your musketeers are getting better at potting targets stupid enough to come within range.”

    “So we’re trapped here,” Emily said.

    “Until we can set up a portal,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “The entire city is on strict rations.”

    Emily looked over at the soup bowl, feeling a pang of guilt. Had she eaten too much? Or too little? Magicians needed food to power their magic. 

    “We’ve sent out a couple of raiding parties,” Sergeant Miles added. “Casper has acquitted himself very well, you’ll be pleased to hear. That hasn’t stopped a couple of the others scheming to challenge him, as soon as the ban on dueling is lifted, but ... well, he’s a happier person. We’ve had more trouble trying to stop Lord Fulbright from charging out to do battle with the orcs.”

    “We saw what happens when they try that,” Emily said. “Haven’t they learned anything?”

    “To be fair, using mounted troops to hit supply convoys isn’t a bad idea,” Sergeant Miles said. “But the necromancer isn’t entirely dependent on them.”

    Emily made a face. There were — there had been — countless dead bodies around. The necromancer could just sweep them up and feed the rotting carcasses to his orcs. And orcs could simply strip the surrounding countryside bare of everything from trees to grass, if necessary. They didn’t need to worry about what they ate. The necromancer actually came out ahead if half of his army was slaughtered. 

    “As long as they’re careful, I suppose,” she mused, as she finished dressing. None of the horsemen she’d met had seemed particularly careful. “What are we going to do?”

    Sergeant Miles shrugged. “Right now, the war has stalemated,” he said. “The enemy can’t get at us and we can’t get at him. So we wait ... the king is preparing a second army and establishing defensive lines further to the north, so he would prefer us to wait and hold the enemy down.”

    “I see,” Emily said. Farrakhan couldn’t be held indefinitely, even if they managed to set up a portal. The logistics of transporting enough food to keep a city like Farrakhan fed would defeat a modern army, let alone the chaotic mess that passed for the Nameless World’s logistics service. Logistics weren’t glamorous, but wars had been lost before because the logistics system broke down. “How long can we hold out?”

    Sergeant Miles shrugged. “That depends on whom you ask,” he said. “Are you decent?”

    Emily looked down at herself. Queen Marlena would have had a fit if she’d seen Emily — the tunic alone made her look like a man, while the leathers removed any remaining traces of femininity from her appearance. Only her hair, what was left of it, hinted at her true sex. She tied it up into a bun, then nodded. She was decent enough.

    “Yes,” she said. She should probably cut the rest of her hair, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. “I’m decent.”

    Sergeant Miles inspected her appearance, then led her through the door and down a long corridor. She’d had a private room, Emily realized numbly; the other rooms were crammed with wounded, ranging from men who could be healed to men who had been put aside and left to die. A dozen chirurgeons were working frantically to save everyone they could save, but it was clear that their efforts were in vain. She caught sight of a child who’d lost a leg and shuddered. The Healers could regrow the boy’s leg, yet it would only be a drop in the bucket. There would be countless others who couldn’t be healed. 

    Emily stopped, wondering if she should offer her help. She was hardly a trained Healer, but Lady Barb had drummed the basics into her. And she knew quite a bit about non-magical healing too. She could make a difference ...

    “I know how you’re feeling,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly. She believed, just for a moment, that he truly had read her mind. “You want to help. And I don’t blame you for wanting to help. But you have other duties right now.”

    Emily scowled. She wanted to lash out at him, to scream at him for daring to suggest she shouldn’t help. And yet, she knew he was right. Her skills lay elsewhere. Stopping the necromancer was more important than saving lives ... but when she looked into the face of a child who would never see again, she didn’t believe him. She didn’t want to believe him.

    He led her into a small room where three soldiers were sitting playing cards. They rose the moment Sergeant Miles entered, the leader hastily saluting before turning to face Emily and bowing deeply. It took Emily a moment to recognize him. He’d been the one she’d helped, back in the camp. His comrades followed suit, keeping their eyes lowered.

    “Trooper Yan and his men saved your life,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded oddly amused. “They came far too close to losing their lives in the process.”

    “I saw you fall, My Lady,” Yan said. “The flames ... I couldn’t leave you to the flames.”

    Emily flushed. Yan and his fellows, she suspected, normally wouldn’t waste their time saving noblemen — even noblewomen. She’d heard about inter-service rivalry back on Earth, but the hatred between the infantry and the cavalry — and just about every other combat branch — on the Nameless World was absurd. An infantryman wouldn’t cross the street to help a horseman if the poor fellow was on the verge of certain death. And yet they’d risked everything to save her.

    But I did help him, she thought, finding herself at a loss for words. And he found a way to pay me back.

    “Thank you,” she managed. It was funny, but she hadn’t met many people who’d meant it when they’d called her My Lady. Yan clearly did. “The flames would have had me if you hadn’t been there.”

    “It was our pleasure,” Yan assured her. He doffed his cap. “And we are glad to see that you are alive and well.”

    He bowed again, then turned and led his two comrades out of the door. Emily glanced at Sergeant Miles as he made an odd sound. He looked torn between wry amusement and stern disapproval. She found it hard to meet his gaze.

    “Is there something I should know?”

    “No, Master,” Emily said. She wondered, absently, if Yan would have said more if Sergeant Miles hadn’t been in the room. “I just ... I just know him.”

    “Really,” Sergeant Miles said, innocently. “Did I hear incorrectly ... or did you give him some potion a few weeks ago?”

    Emily flushed. “I did,” she said. She’d almost forgotten — until it came back to save her life. “Was it the wrong thing to do?”

    “It saved your life,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “But on the other hand ... someone will have to pay for the potion.”

    “I’ll pay,” Emily said. She paused. “Did he tell you what the potion was for?”

    “I’m surprised he told you,” Sergeant Miles said. He smiled at her embarrassment. “Or did you just give him something at random?”

    “He told me,” Emily said. She knew better than to hand out potions at random. The chance of a bad reaction was far too high. “Sergeant ... why aren’t such potions handed out for free?”

    Sergeant Miles shrugged. “Someone always pays,” he said. “Making them free for the common soldiers would mean their commander paying for them. And if their commander was spared the cost, it would fall on his superiors. Free potions aren’t free.”

    “There’s no such thing as a free lunch,” Emily mused. “But surely the savings would be worth it.”

    “Men are cheaper,” Sergeant Miles reminded her. He didn’t sound pleased. “And the majority of commanders simply don’t care.”

    And, with that, he led her out of the building and onto the darkening streets.


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    “BUT MY HORSES NEED FODDER,” LORD Fulbright was saying, as Sergeant Miles and Emily stepped into the war room. “You can’t feed horses on bricks!”

    “And you can’t feed men on crap,” Lord Alcott snapped back. “We’re already running short of supplies!”

    “Emily,” General Pollack said, holding up a hand to quiet the two men. “I’m glad to see you’re back on your feet.”

    “Thanks to three of my men,” Lord Alcott put in. “They saved her life.”

    “And now they’re drinking themselves to death with the reward,” Lord Fulbright said.

    General Pollack ignored them, instead choosing to look Emily up and down. Emily flushed under his gaze, knowing she looked a mess. She certainly didn’t look anything like the girl who’d visited his house — it felt a thousand years ago — for the formal introduction to Caleb’s parents. Her skin itched, her ear hurt ... and she knew, deep inside, that it could easily have been a great deal worse.

    “Your heroism has been noted,” General Pollack informed her. “I took the liberty of informing Caleb of your injury, but I made sure to reassure him that you would survive.”

    Emily wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She had tried to chat with Caleb every day, even though the time difference meant that it was difficult to have a proper conversation. He’d be worried if he didn’t hear from her for a few days. But he would also be worried if he knew she’d been injured, particularly if he knew the details. Wildfire could be incredibly dangerous — and almost always fatal — if it caught hold of a person’s magic. She’d been very lucky indeed.

    “Thank you, General,” she said, finally. Her entire body felt tired, even though she knew she’d been sleeping for the past few days. “What’s been happening outside?”

    “The city is under siege,” General Pollack said. He waved a hand at the map. “And we’re skirmishing with his forces.”

    Emily nodded as she studied the map. Sergeant Miles had been right. Farrakhan was under a very loose siege, the necromancer’s forces keeping the army penned in without risking a second defeat. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, either. The necromancer wasn’t going to make another rush at the city, she thought, but it was clear that the city was going to starve soon. Feeding hundreds of thousands of people was no easy task.

    “I expect you to spend the next few days resting,” General Pollack added. “You can rejoin your fellows on watch when you’ve fully recovered.”

    “Yes, General,” Emily said. She knew it wouldn’t do her reputation any good, if she was seen to be lolly-gagging around in bed, but she was too tired to argue. “I’ll be ready when the necromancer makes his second bid for the walls.”

    “I hope so,” General Pollack said. He smiled. “And if you see Horst, try to reassure him.”

    Emily shrugged. The Patrician and his fellows might consider surrender, if they were facing a normal opponent. An organized surrender wouldn’t be pleasant, but at least it would avoid the looting, rape and slaughter that would follow a successful assault. But they literally couldn’t surrender to a necromancer. Dua Kepala wasn’t interested in loot or rape, merely in capturing and sacrificing the city’s population. Defeat or surrender ... they both meant certain death.

    “I’ll do my best,” she promised. She took one last look at the map and winced. It was hard to be sure — she was no expert — but it looked as though no mounted patrol had survived traveling more than five miles from the city. “And I’ll try to get better as quickly as possible.”

    She allowed Sergeant Miles to lead her out of the room and back onto the streets. They seemed tenser somehow, dozens of buildings bearing scars from the bombardment. A number were in ruins, small gangs of men sifting through the wreckage and removing anything that might be useful. There were only a handful of bodies pulled from the ruins, piled up against one wall. She couldn’t help wondering what had happened to the others.

    “Burned them,” Sergeant Miles said, when she asked. “There’s no room in the city for a mass grave.”

    Emily made a face. The necromancer’s forces would certainly have prevented the citizens from digging a grave outside the walls. Or perhaps they would merely wait until the grave was full, then cart off the bodies for food. How badly decomposed did a corpse have to be before even orcs would find it inedible? She had no idea. Offhand, she didn’t know anyone who did. Orcs hadn’t been studied that intensively, beyond looking for new ways to kill them. 

    We could curse the bodies, she thought. And then let the bastards eat them.

    The thought was darkly amusing. She didn’t know enough about death magics to make it work, but she could find out. A curse designed to kill orcs who devoured corpses, perhaps turning them into zombies ... she shook her head. Messing with the dead, even dead orcs rather than humans, was a very bad idea. It was borderline Black Arts. Sergeant Miles would be horrified if she suggested it. She dreaded to think what the other sorcerers would say. No one would consider it a good idea. 

    She pushed the thought aside as they walked onwards. A dozen tents had been set up for refugees — or people who had been forced to flee their original homes. They were mostly women and children, she noted, although there were a number of old or injured men amongst them. The menfolk would have been pressed into the City Guard, either fighting to defend the city or rushing around putting out fires or repairing the damage before it was too late. Farrakhan wasn’t as vulnerable to fire as some other cities she’d seen, but if a blaze got out of control it could be disastrous.

    They look thinner, she thought. Many of the children were already skin and bones. They would have been on reduced rations ever since entering the city, if they were lucky. How long can the city hold out?

    They reached the barracks and walked inside. The bedroom was empty, all six beds deserted. Emily was grateful to note that her rucksack had been left untouched, even though she’d left it unattended. Sergeant Miles had probably had a tunic and leathers altered for her, rather than try to break down her wards. She wouldn’t have minded him opening her bag — she was surprised he hadn’t insisted on being keyed into the wards — but she didn’t want the others peeking inside. They’d probably hide a nasty hex or two on her clothes, just to keep her alert.

    She looked at Sergeant Miles. “Where are they?”

    “Gaius and Cat are working with the defenders,” Sergeant Miles said. “Sawford took a charmed arrow through the shoulder and is currently having it removed. The others are on patrol, probing the enemy lines.”

    Emily shuddered. She didn’t like Sawford, but being struck with a charmed — and perhaps cursed — arrow wasn’t a fate she’d wish on anyone. “Will he be okay?”

    “The Healers think so, unless there is a nasty surprise on the arrow that was missed during their first check,” Sergeant Miles told her. “Once the arrow is removed, repairing the damage won’t be difficult.”

    As long as you have access to magic, Emily thought. How many wounded won’t have proper treatment because they’re not important enough?

    “I hope so,” she said, instead. She sat down on her bed and reached for the bag. It had definitely been left untouched. “What do you want me to do now?”

    “Have a bath, if you feel up to it, then rest,” Sergeant Miles said. He reached out and squeezed her shoulder, very gently. “You were very lucky. I don’t want to see you on the front lines for at least a week.”

    Emily shivered. She knew there was no way she could promise anything of the sort. If the necromancer attacked — again — she’d have to join the defenders. She’d have no choice. The necromancer would kill her, wherever she was.

    “And if they give you any grief about it,” Sergeant Miles added, “feel free to refer them to me.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said, knowing she would do nothing of the sort. It would only make matters worse. “And thank you.”

    Sergeant Miles gave her a long look, then turned and headed out of the barracks. Emily opened her bag and removed the chat parchments, laying them out in front of her. Caleb had written so many messages that half of them, perhaps more, had scrolled off the parchment and vanished. No one had yet managed to make a parchment that saved more than a few dozen lines. She read the last few messages, scribbled out a quick reply, then hurried into the washroom. The bath was already full of cold water. She used a spell to warm it — thankfully, her magic felt unimpaired — before undressing and climbing into the tub. The warm water felt so good, even against her burned skin, that she almost fell asleep. 

    The heat ray needs improvement, she thought. We could sweep the battlefield clean.

    The thought both pleased and horrified her. She’d put the spell together in desperate haste ... it had done what she’d wanted, but it could be made better. She imagined a ray of heat sweeping across the battlefield, burning everything it touched ... she shuddered at the carnage it would produce, if used on human beings. Too many people had seen the spell she’d created for it to be buried. Gaius or Casper or one of the masters could improve on the spellwork even if she never looked at it again. In truth, she was surprised she was the first person to think of it.

    They rely on purely magical effects, she reminded herself. They don’t look for ways to use magic to trigger mundane effects.

    She tossed options around and around in her head as she finished washing, feeling the skin peel under her fingers. The potions would ensure she healed quicker, provided she ate and drank enough, but it would still be several days before the burns faded completely. And yet ... she shook her head as she poured water over her hair, wishing for a proper shower. She knew better than to complain, really. She’d definitely been very lucky.

    Climbing out of the bath, she pulled on a robe and inspected herself in the mirror. Her hair was a mess ... she’d probably need to cut it shorter, unless she used a potion to make it grow faster. She could, if she could find the potion. There might be some in the local apothecary ... no, that didn’t seem likely. The potion would be useless in wartime. She rather suspected the local apothecaries and potioneers had devoted themselves to producing more useful potions over the last couple of months. She’d just have to tie her hair up and hope no one paid attention to it. 

    And they have more important things to worry about, she told herself, sternly. We are at war.

    She walked back into the bedroom and sat down on the bed. The chat parchment was glowing faintly, informing her that Caleb had replied. She smiled in relief, then started to write a more detailed response, reassuring him that she was fine. General Pollack probably wouldn’t have exaggerated some of the details, but even a brush with Wildfire could easily be lethal. Caleb’s imagination would have been driving him insane with worry.

    Shaking her head, she opened the knapsack and pulled out the two batteries. She could feel the power in them, pressing against her bare skin. It was a shame, really, that she couldn’t use them to recharge her magic. She thought she could control the surge of power — Yodel had improved the original valves considerably — but there was no way to be sure. The sudden surge of power, even if it had come from her magic, could easily drive her insane. No, it was better to use the batteries to power single spells ...

    I could probably get the war spells to work, she thought. The anti-magic ward was useful, but she doubted she could make it powerful enough to affect a necromancer. It broke up spellware, rather than draining power directly. And that would give us an unexpected advantage.

    She reached for her notepad and started sketching out ideas. Most combat magic required rituals, but if she could bypass them ... she wondered, morbidly, just how badly that would scare people. Could she use the batteries to generate enough power to overwhelm a necromancer in close combat? Or should she just try to find other ways to take the offensive?

    And I can’t make more batteries, she reminded herself. She didn’t dare risk draining her powers, not when the city was under siege. They might be attacked at any moment. The necromancer had already proved he could get a large army — and siege engines — alarmingly close to the city without being detected. And I don’t dare let them near Wildfire.

    She shuddered at the thought. If Wildfire could obliterate sorcerers — even twisted humans — while using their magic for fuel, she dreaded to think what it could do with a battery. The results would be disastrous. Either the Wildfire would explode outwards in all directions, powered by the mana she’d stored, or there would be a surge of raw magic as the pocket dimension collapsed. Either way, anyone nearby would be dead or wishing they were. Wildfire wouldn’t stop until it ran out of fuel or was buried in sand.

    Maybe we can use catapults of our own to hurl Wildfire towards enemy lines, Emily mused, looking down at the diagram she’d drawn. Or we can design a mortar system and put it to use.

    It wouldn’t be easy. She had a rough idea — a very rough idea — of how mortars worked, but she knew she’d never be able to turn it into reality. The craftsmen back in Zangaria would have to work out the details. Maybe they’d come up with something workable or maybe they’d decide it was beyond the limits of the possible, at least until chemistry and materials science advanced. And there would be risks in carrying shells filled with Wildfire around, particularly if it needed igniting ...

    And it would cost too much, she thought, soberly. Mass-producing Wildfire was out of the question. She didn’t know how it was made, but she understood basic economics. It wouldn’t be expensive if it wasn’t hard and costly to make. And besides, if it could be mass-produced, the Blighted Lands would have been conquered long ago. Maybe there’s a way to simplify the process.

    She shook her head. There was no way anyone would share the recipe with her, let alone allow her to experiment. Professor Thande probably wouldn’t be given the recipe, although she had a feeling he could probably work out the details, just by knowing what Wildfire did. But Gordian wouldn’t let him experiment within Whitehall. There was so much magic within the school that a single accident would probably destroy the entire building. No wonder alchemists were urged to carry out their experiments well away from everyone else.

    Putting the thought aside, she took a smaller bag out of the knapsack and placed both batteries and valves inside. No one would think twice about her carrying a small bag, one that could hold anything from potions ingredients to food and drink. She added a handful of charms — one to make the bag hard to see for anyone who didn’t already know it was there, two more to make it difficult for anyone to open the bag without her permission — and then placed it beside her bed. She’d tie it to her belt when she dressed and left the room.

    She finished chatting with Caleb, then put the chat parchment away as the door opened and Casper stepped into the room. He looked filthy, his clothes covered with mud, earth, and a greenish substance that had to be orc blood. She could smell him from halfway across the room. And yet, he was grinning from ear to ear. She might have thrown the duel, but he’d definitely won his spurs during the siege. It had been worth it after all.

    “Welcome back,” Casper said, cheerfully. “Cat won, by the way.”

    Emily blinked. “Won what?”

    “The contest,” Casper reminded her. “He killed dozens of orcs in the battle.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. She’d honestly forgotten about the contest. Hell, she’d treated it as more of a joke than anything serious. “Who lost?”

    “There’s some debate over that,” Casper said. He grinned, openly. “Sawford killed the least, but he showed great heroism; you killed a number of twisted sorcerers, but no one is quite sure just how many you killed. And their bodies were reduced to ash anyway. It’s arguable who actually lost.”

    Emily shook her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “All that matters is staying alive.”

    “And winning,” Casper said. “Better to die on your feet than live as a coward.”

    Emily shrugged. On one hand, she saw his point. But on the other, pointless bravery against unbeatable odds was just ... pointless. Was it better to live on one’s knees than die for nothing, knowing that one’s death would be meaningless? In some ways, she suspected she’d already made that choice. She’d never tried to get away from her stepfather, had she? Or to find a way to drive him from her house. 

    I didn’t have hope, she thought, numbly. And neither did Casper.

    She watched him stride over to the washroom, then checked her wards, slipped under the covers and closed her eyes. Before he returned, she was fast asleep.


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    SOMEWHAT TO EMILY’S SURPRISE, NONE OF the apprentices harassed her about her very light schedule over the next week. They were very busy, she knew, but they were also surprisingly understanding. And yet, the visible damage — the scars on her face — were enough to remind them of just how close she’d come to death. Casper wasn’t the only one who’d won his spurs during the siege.

    Emily spent most of the week, when she wasn’t in bed, digging up and outlining ideas from Earth she thought General Pollack and his men might be able to use. Most of them were very limited — or relied on technology that simply wasn’t available on the Nameless World — but a couple of ideas were interesting. She described them as best as she could, then forwarded them to the general’s staff. They might be able to make something of them.

    Sergeant Miles made sure to visit her every day, bringing trays of food and standing over her until she ate them; General Pollack visited twice, chatting about his children and how they’d grown up. She couldn’t help noticing that he seemed prouder of both Casper and Caleb now. Lord Fulbright and Sir Roger both invited her to small parties, but being largely bedridden served as an excuse to decline. She didn’t feel like partying.

    But you never do, her own thoughts mocked her. You’d sooner be with a couple of friends than attend a large party.

    Sergeant Miles came for her after breakfast, on the sixth day. “How are you feeling?”

    “Better,” Emily said, as she took the tray he held out to her. Lying around in bed had been a luxury on Earth, but she didn’t have any real books to read in Farrakhan. The handful of books someone had dug up for her — printed on paper — had been trashy romance novels or absurd adventure stories. “My skin has almost completely healed.”

    “You’ll be checked again, when we return to school,” Sergeant Miles told her, gruffly. “I know the Healers did what they could, but they may have missed something.”

    Emily nodded, tucking into her breakfast. He’d brought her a vast plate of food — again — but she knew there was no point in trying to decline it. Sergeant Miles wouldn’t hesitate to force it down her throat if she refused to eat. Thankfully, it was laced with potions to boost her appetite. She wasn’t sure she could have finished the entire plate without them.

    “We have something different for you today,” Sergeant Miles said. He quirked an eyebrow. “Unless you’d rather stay in bed?”

    “No, thank you,” Emily said, hastily. “I’m bored.”

    Boredom wasn’t her only problem, she knew all too well. The other apprentices would start to resent her, soon enough, if she was allowed to remain in bed indefinitely. She was surprised she’d been allowed to rest for so long.

    Sergeant Miles picked up one of the books and held it up. “I’m sure a book with a cover like this is very far from boring,” he said. “Or am I wrong?”

    Emily flushed, helplessly. The Nameless World might have seen a literacy explosion, thanks to the printing press and phonetic letters, but it had yet to produce any great writers and novelists. She’d read the novel, purely out of boredom, unsure if the writer had been joking around or merely ignorant. There had been more banal romance clichés in the work than she’d seen in bad fan fiction. But then, perhaps Earth had spoiled her. She’d had access to over a century’s worth of popular writing.

    “The cover is alarmingly accurate,” she said, finally. The artist had depicted two naked women kissing a naked man. “But the insides are rubbish.”

    “Glad to hear it,” Sergeant Miles said, dropping the book on the bed. “Get dressed. We have an appointment.”

    Emily dressed hastily, silently relieved that she no longer itched when she dressed. Her skin was still flaking, but the itching was gone. She rubbed her ear, then splashed a little water on her face before following Sergeant Miles out of the door and down onto the streets. They seemed less crowded now, but the refugees were still there. Even their children were sitting quietly, doing nothing. The bleak hopelessness on their faces tore at her heartstrings. But there was nothing she could do.

    Sergeant Miles said nothing as they hurried through the streets. Workmen were fixing damaged buildings and rigging up shelters, wooden frameworks that might provide some protection from arrows. Others were raising more tents, trying to provide shelter for the homeless. Emily hoped it never occurred to the necromancer to start launching flaming arrows over the walls or parts of the city would burn down. And God alone knew how many people would die.

    “I think this might interest you,” Sergeant Miles told her, as they passed through a gate and into a courtyard. It was completely empty, save for a pair of crates. Master Storm, Master Bone, Gaius and Cat stood there, accompanied by two men Emily didn’t recognize. “Stay back and watch carefully.”

    Emily did as she was told, ignoring Gaius’s wink as the two apprentices struggled to open the crates. Someone had charmed them heavily, making sure they couldn’t be moved or opened without the right passwords. It took them nearly twenty minutes to open the crates, revealing a set of smaller boxes wrapped in yet more spells. Emily resisted the urge to giggle as she heard Gaius muttering curses, just loudly enough to be heard. Were there yet more boxes inside the second set of boxes?

    Gaius opened the first box, revealing a green crystal ball. Emily leaned forward, interested, as she sensed the magic coiling within the crystal. It felt oddly familiar and yet repulsive, as if part of her just wanted to flee. The second box contained another green crystal; the third contained a red crystal. She watched, fighting down the urge to start running, as more and more crystals were revealed. The sense of impending danger was growing stronger.

    Sergeant Miles caught her attention. “What do you think these are?”

    Emily frowned. Spells could be trapped in crystals, she recalled. She’d seen Nightmare Hexes that had lasted indefinitely, once prepared. And yet, the spells she could sense were far more complex than any Nightmare Hex. Someone had put them together very carefully, twinning them with other spells ... the magic seemed to be leeching in directions her mind couldn’t quite comprehend.

    Understanding struck. “They’re a portal, aren’t they?”

    “They’re the building blocks for a portal,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “Not the portal itself, unfortunately.”

    “Smiles and I used to experiment,” Master Storm said. He strode over to Emily, leaving Master Bone to supervise the apprentices. “We had the feeling one could mount a portal on a cart and move it around the battlefield.”

    “It sounded plausible at the time,” Sergeant Miles said.

    “But it didn’t work,” Master Storm explained. “The slightest shift and the portal would collapse. Even when we fixed everything firmly in place, the portal collapsed as soon as the cart started to move. Theory says the problem can be overcome; practice, alas, tells us that it’s unworkable.”

    Emily frowned, contemplating the problem. “If you were moving one side of the portal,” she said, “wouldn’t that change the basic equations governing it?”

    “We thought we had accounted for it,” Sergeant Miles said. He shrugged. “Yes, you’re right — the destination would change, thus the equations would change too. But we thought we’d accounted for that. It simply never worked.”

    Master Storm nodded in agreement, then jabbed a finger towards the ground where Master Bone was drawing out a pattern. “I understand you’ve learned how to teleport,” he said, glancing back at Emily. “Portal spells are actually very similar to teleportation spells, but they remain in position indefinitely. The backwash of mana can be quite unsettling.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She remembered her first trip through a portal and shuddered. Alassa had insisted that Emily’s blinding headache was a good thing, but Emily hadn’t felt that way; she’d felt as though shards of glass were being hammered into her eyes. “Where does the power come from?”

    “The spells are very powerful,” Master Storm said. “They can hold a portal open indefinitely.”

    Emily frowned. That sounded ... wrong. Teleporting took a lot of magic. Was she looking at a proto-battery? Or was the mana surging backwards and forwards along the portal, effectively creating a perpetual motion machine? Surely that would violate the first or second law of thermodynamics. And yet, magic violated so many laws ...

    Maybe the surge just holds the portal in place, she mused. That might explain why the portal couldn’t be moved easily, if at all. They’ve locked the magic still, instead of allowing it to fade away.

    She watched as Master Storm and Sergeant Miles checked Master Bone’s work, going over it with a thoroughness she could only admire. She’d known tutors who would have exploded with rage at the thought of anyone checking their work, even something fantastically complex, but Master Bone didn’t seem to mind. He knew the dangers of getting something wrong, she figured. A mistake could have unpleasant, perhaps lethal, consequences.

    The sun was beating down heavily by the time the three masters were satisfied. They stopped for a drink of water, then ordered Gaius and Cat to start putting the crystal balls in place, one by one. Emily hadn’t thought they were that heavy, but it took both apprentices to lift even one of the crystals. She offered to help, only to be told to stay where she was. The two boys had done it before, back during training. She’d never been so close to a portal rite in her life.

    “Each of these crystals has a twin,” Sergeant Miles informed her. The other two masters followed the apprentices, checking their work. Their nitpicking would have been annoying if Emily hadn’t known it was necessary. “Those crystals have been set up in a camp, near the White City. When the time comes, we will trigger the crystals and allow the magic to link them together.”

    Emily nodded. “I don’t recall seeing the crystals before ...”

    “They’re normally concealed,” Sergeant Miles said. He nodded towards a blue crystal as it was carried over to its position. “Most portals hide them under a layer of charmed soil, where they can’t be seen easily. Others work them into the surrounding area ... once the portal is set up, of course. A small portal might be nothing more than an archway with the crystals embedded in the stone.”

    He smiled. “And if you have a nexus point,” he added, “you don’t need so many crystals.”

    “I see, I think,” Emily said.

    Sergeant Miles grinned. “If you go into enchanting,” he said, “you’ll have plenty of time to learn about crystals and how they work.”

    Emily smiled back. In truth, she found all kinds of magic fascinating. The idea of studying one discipline, without trying to see how it interlinked with the others, felt wrong. Caleb was right, she thought. His dream of a university, where all disciplines were studied, was worthwhile. It was what she wanted for herself. But it wouldn’t be an option, at least until she earned her mastery. And then ...

    The sky’s the limit, she thought. And I don’t have to worry about finding work.

    She could hire tutors, she supposed. But how many tutors would want to teach her, knowing she’d be concentrating on three or four different disciplines at once? Master Grave had spent five years trying to prepare Casper for his mastery, concentrating on a single subject. She doubted he’d want to teach her, if he knew he wouldn’t be the only one.

    “Enchanting would be a waste of your talents,” Master Storm said. He looked up from the last crystal. “Smiles, do you have the chat parchment?”

    “Here,” Sergeant Miles said. He held it out. “They’re ready.”

    He passed Master Storm the parchment, then inspected the crystals with minute attention to detail. Emily glanced at Gaius and Cat, noticing that they both looked nervous. Their exams wouldn’t have been checked in such detail. But then, it was a great deal harder to fake competence on the Nameless World. Cheating one’s way through an exam was hard enough — she’d once heard a tutor complain that his student would be brilliant, if he spent as much time working as he did trying to find shortcuts — but finding a job afterwards would be impossible. No one would be hired without proving their competence.

    And if a crystal is a millimetre out of place, she thought, we’ll know it.

    Master Storm scribbled a note on the chat parchment, then glanced at Emily. “You have a knack for coming up with ideas under pressure,” he said. “Have you thought about pursuing a charms mastery?”

    “I’ve considered it,” Emily said, truthfully. “But there are many areas I’m interested in.”

    “Better too many than too few,” Master Storm said. “I’d be happy to consider you as a potential apprentice after you graduate.”

    He smiled at Cat. “And after Cat gains his mastery, of course.”

    Cat rolled his eyes. Emily was silently relieved Casper wasn’t there to hear Master Storm’s words. Cat had been studying under Master Storm for two years, more or less; Casper had been studying for five. The thought of watching another apprentice move ahead of him would probably push him back into depression. But then, he was doing better now.

    “I’ll consider it,” she said, finally. “But it depends on what happens when I leave Whitehall.”

    “There isn’t a master who wouldn’t consider taking you,” Master Storm said. “Make sure you choose carefully.”

    “Very carefully,” Sergeant Miles said, dryly. He walked back to them, his face covered in sweat. “I think we’re ready to go.”

    Emily caught his eye. “Where should we stand?”

    “Over by the gate,” Sergeant Miles told her. “And if the magic gets too strong to endure, go straight back to the barracks.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    She followed Cat and Gaius to the gate, then turned to watch as the three masters started to cast a complicated spell over the crystals. Mana shifted around them, a faint echo humming in the air ... just long enough for her to realize that she was sensing the second set of crystals, thousands of miles away. The magic built up until the crystals flared to light, a faint shimmering appearing above them as time and space twisted ...

    And then there was a flash of magic. A spell lanced down from behind her and struck the portal.

    She turned, just in time to see a figure fall off a rooftop and plunge to his death. The surge of magic behind her was so powerful that she found herself running through the yard gate, Cat and Gaius beside her, before her conscious mind had quite realized what had happened. Space — reality itself — was being twisted. She glanced back as she ran, watching in horror as the courtyard warped and twisted ... and finally collapsed in on itself. The shockwave of magic, blasting out in all directions, slammed into her protections, picking her up and throwing her down the street. She barely managed to tuck her head and arms into herself before she hit the ground and rolled.

    Cat swore. Emily picked herself up and turned to look at where the portal had been. The courtyard was gone. There was nothing left but a perfectly smooth crater. She could see the three masters on the other side, staring in horror. The portal hadn’t just failed, the portal had gone. And the crystals were gone too.

    “There aren’t any other crystals,” Cat breathed. He sounded numb, as though he hadn’t quite realized what had happened. “We’re cut off.”

    He glanced at Emily. “What happened?”

    “Someone interfered with the portal,” Gaius said. He looked grim. “Didn’t you see the spell hit it?”

    Emily nodded as they started to walk back towards the crater. She’d seen someone fall from a tall building ... who? The person who’d cast the spell or someone who’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time? They’d have to find the body, quickly. Right now, bodies were cremated as soon as they were discovered. Any evidence, one way or the other, would be destroyed with the body.

    She allowed herself a sigh of relief as they reached their masters. Sergeant Miles looked frustrated, while Master Storm and Master Bone both looked furious. As she watched, Master Bone nodded to Gaius and headed off towards the fallen man. Gaius followed him a moment later, leaving the other four behind. Emily hoped — desperately — that they found something useful.

    “That was sabotage,” Sergeant Miles grunted. He peered down into the crater. A faint wisp of smoke was drifting up from the center, taunting them. “And now we’re cut off from the Allied Lands.”

    Emily blanched. The portal had been their ace in the hole. They couldn’t be starved out, she’d been told, as long as they could ship food to Farrakhan. But now ... the entire population was doomed, unless they could somehow lift the siege. She and the other magicians could teleport out, she supposed, yet they couldn’t carry even a tiny percentage of the population.

    “We can request more crystals,” Cat pointed out. “It isn’t as if the lost crystals can’t be replaced.”

    “They’d have to be carted here,” Sergeant Miles said. “They don’t like being teleported.”

    “Shit,” Cat said. He and Emily shared a glance. “So what do we do?”

    Master Storm shook his head. “Good question,” he said. “We have to talk to the general.”

    “And then what?” Emily asked. “Try to break out?”

    “I don’t know,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded almost hopeless. Emily had never heard him so ... downcast. “Getting the army out might be possible. But getting the civilians out ...?”

    He ran his hand through his short hair. “We may not have lost the war,” he said, after a long moment, “but we may just have lost the city.”

    And if the necromancer sacrifices even a tenth of the population, Emily added with a shiver, he’ll be unstoppable.


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    EMILY STOOD ON THE BATTLEMENTS, PEERING into the darkened countryside.

    The enemy was out there somewhere, she knew, even if he wasn’t visible. Orcs probed the defenses daily; sometimes shooting arrows into the city, sometimes trying to ambush the cavalry patrols as they tried to keep track of enemy positions. A whole series of skirmishes had been fought over the last few days; ambushes, counter-ambushes, counter-counter-ambushes ... she’d lost track, at times, of just who had set out to start the engagement. All that mattered was that the army was on the verge of cracking.

    A faint light glimmered on the horizon, barely visible for a second before vanishing back into the shadows. She reached out with her senses, but felt nothing. A clash between the cavalry and the orcs, perhaps? Or merely someone lighting a fire. It got very cold at night, even for the orcs. Maybe they’d not yet run out of stuff to burn. 

    She turned to stare over the city. Farrakhan looked calm, but she knew the calm was deceptive. Armed guards patrolled the streets, ready to crush any protests or riots before they got out of control. No one was allowed to leave their homes between dusk and dawn unless they had special permission. The inns had been closed, the printing presses had been confiscated, and most of the menfolk had been conscripted. 

    And yet, she knew it might not be enough. The civilians were starving, their children dying because most of the city’s food had been reserved for the defenders. It wouldn’t be long before the civilians snapped, intent on lashing out at their oppressors rather than the threat on the far side of the walls. And who knew which way the soldiers and guardsmen would jump when their families were under threat? The Patrician, damn the man, wasn’t helping by making threatening speeches. Emily had a feeling that a little understanding would have gone a long way.

    And even here, that understanding is very limited, she told herself, quietly. It would be worse in Zangaria.

    She slowly walked back to the steps, passing a handful of soldiers keeping watch. They saluted her as she passed, showing a level of respect she wouldn’t have expected. But then, they knew who she was. A sorceress was a dangerous person to disrespect. Emily wasn’t about to start turning people into frogs at random, but they didn’t know that. Oddly, her near-brush with death seemed to have enhanced the effect. They seemed to see her as a mascot.

    Even though Casper beat me, she thought, wryly. But then, there’s nothing ordinary about him either.

    She walked down the steps and frowned when she saw Sir Albright waiting at the bottom, his hands clasped behind his back. She’d met him a few times, mainly with the general, but she wasn’t sure if he was supporting his superior or sucking up to him. There was something about him she didn’t like, a droll awareness — perhaps — that he would treat her very differently, if she’d been someone else. But General Pollack seemed willing to tolerate him.

    “Lady Emily,” Sir Albright said. “General Pollack requests your presence in the courtroom.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “The courtroom?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Sir Albright said. “I’m to escort you there at once.”

    He turned, clearly expecting that she would follow him. Emily hesitated, then followed him anyway. There was no point in hexing the messenger. Sir Albright was merely repeating what he’d been told. She concealed her irritation with an effort, wondering just how many messengers were beheaded, turned into toads, or merely blasted to ashes for bringing bad news. It wasn’t a job she would have wanted.

    The courtroom turned out to be a grandiose building, constructed in a manner that reminded her of a Greek temple. A statue of Justice stood outside the doors, glaring down at visitors in a manner that suggested he knew what they’d done, even if no one else did. Emily took a moment to admire the statue — it was so realistic she would have thought it was actually a petrified human, if it hadn’t been so exaggerated — and then followed Sir Albright through the doors. Inside, the room was lit by glowing candles, casting an eerie radiance through the building. She couldn’t understand why they didn’t use lanterns.

    “Lady Emily,” General Pollack said, as Sir Albright led her into a smaller room. He was sitting at a table, flanked by Master Storm and Lord Fulbright. Gaius was leaning against the wall, his face expressionless. “Thank you for coming.”

    Emily nodded. The room was surprisingly disappointing. A large wooden table; two smaller tables and an iron cage ... it looked as though it had been put together very quickly, rather than designed as a dedicated courtroom. Someone had hung a flag on the far wall, illuminated by several more candles. She hadn’t seen the golden crown and sword flag since she’d visited the White City, two years ago. The blue cloth made the gold stand out all the more.

    “General,” she said. She couldn’t help feeling uncertain. “What do you wish of me?”

    General Pollack held up a hand as Sergeant Miles entered the room, followed by two men in civilian robes. Emily vaguely recognized them from the welcoming dinner, although she couldn’t remember their names. One of them was completely expressionless, the other looked nervous, his eyes flickering from side to side as if he expected to be jumped at any moment. His hand kept moving around his belt, feeling for a weapon that wasn’t there.

    “There are a number of disciplinary offences that need to be addressed,” General Pollack told her. “You will serve as one of the counsels.”

    “I protest,” Sergeant Miles said. “Emily has no formal training in handling a trial.”

    “She did handle trials in Cockatrice,” General Pollack said. He glanced at Emily. “Is that correct?”

    “Yes, General,” Emily said. There was no point in lying. She couldn’t remember if Caleb had been there or not, but the trials had been considered newsworthy. “I also assisted in trials in the Cairngorms.”

    “Bah,” Lord Fulbright said.

    General Pollack gave him a warning look, then addressed Emily. “As an apprentice, one of your tasks is to serve as a counsel,” he added. “You will be responsible for casting and testing truth spells, as well as speaking for the accused.”

    “If they request that you speak for them,” Sergeant Miles put in. He didn’t sound very pleased. Emily wondered if she’d made a mistake. The trials at Cockatrice had been startlingly informal. Here ... things were clearly a little more regulated. “If they don’t, you may be called upon to speak anyway.”

    Emily nodded, her mouth dry. What had she gotten herself into now? She had the nasty feeling she wasn’t going to like what she was about to hear. Most disciplinary issues in the army were handled by the sergeants, not by the junior officers. Anything that had to be kicked all the way up to General Pollack would be bad, very bad. And that meant ...

    She took the seat at one of the smaller tables and waited, trying to organize her thoughts. It had been years since she’d taken part in a trial in the Cairngorms, but Lady Barb had briefed her thoroughly. The charge would be read, the accused would be interrogated under a truth spell and then justice would be done. It had been relatively simple ... but here, she had the feeling it would be a little more complicated. She glanced up as she heard the door open and saw Lord Alcott step into the room, followed by a pair of officers in fancy uniforms. They were strangers, but their uniforms insisted they were horsemen. There was politics involved.

    General Pollack cleared his throat, loudly. “Bring in the first accused.”

    Emily turned, just in time to see a young man force-marched into the room and thrust into the iron cage. His hands were bound behind his back; he stumbled, barely catching himself before he fell and banged his head against the iron bars. The guards slammed the cage door shut, then retreated to the wall. 

    Sir Albright’s voice echoed through the silence. “You were caught in the act of stealing food from the commissary tent,” he said, addressing the prisoner. The young man — Emily realized, with a flicker of shock, that he was barely in his teens — looked dazed. “Do you have anything you wish to say for yourself before we pass sentence?”

    Emily blinked in shock. This wasn’t a fair trial. And yet ... if the young soldier had been caught stealing food, they couldn’t let him off. What sort of message would that send to the other soldiers? But he was so young ...

    The soldier shook his head, mutely.

    “Very well,” General Pollack said. “For stealing from your comrades, you are sentenced to one hundred strokes of the lash. The sentence will be carried out tomorrow.”

    There was no dissent. Emily watched, stunned, as the young man was removed from the cage and marched out of the room. That was it? A trial? And yet, if there was no question over his guilt ... she swallowed, hard. A hundred strokes of the lash? Would he survive his punishment? His back would bear the scars for the rest of his life. She wanted to protest, but she didn’t know what to say. None of them would understand, let alone agree with her, if she insisted it was an inhumane punishment.

    Her eyes opened wide as a young woman was marched into the room and pushed into the cage. Someone had clearly worked her over, judging from the bruises on her face; her nose looked to have been broken, then left to mend without proper care. Her tattered dress was covered in blood. It was impossible to be sure of her age, but Emily suspected the poor girl was barely older than Emily herself.

    “You are accused of murdering Lieutenant Young,” Sir Albright said, into the silence. “Do you wish to speak in your defense?”

    The woman nodded. Her voice was almost a whisper. “Yes, My Lord.”

    A faint flicker of amusement ran through the room. General Pollack silenced it with a glance.

    “You may,” he said. “Lady Emily, cast the truth spell.”

    Emily took a moment to compose herself, then cast the spell. Lady Barb had taught her the spell, pushing her to cast it again and again until it was perfect. Anyone touched by the spell wouldn’t be able to tell a lie, at least not deliberately, until it wore off. Gaius tested the spell, then nodded curtly.

    Sir Albright cleared his throat. “Did you kill Lieutenant Young?”

    “Yes,” the woman said.

    General Pollack lifted his eyebrows. “What happened, and why?”

    There was a long pause. “He was coming to my bed every day,” the woman said. Emily realized that she had to be a camp follower, a whore. “He insisted that I didn’t take any other clients as long as I was with him. When my monthlies stopped, I knew he had to be the father. But when I told him, he refused to acknowledge the child.”

    The unborn child, Emily thought.

    “He told me to leave the camp,” the woman said. “Told me to leave ... I had nowhere to go, not after I ran away from home. I stabbed him ...”

    Emily couldn’t help feeling sorry for the woman. She’d left her home to become a camp follower ... she was right. She had nowhere to go, even if she could — somehow — get out of the city. Her original family wouldn’t take her back, she wouldn’t be able to keep up with her duties ... and now she was a murderess. The army would take a dim view of Lieutenant Young’s death, whatever her motive. And yet, there was an unborn child involved. She couldn’t be hung while she was pregnant.

    She stared down at the floor as General Pollack pronounced sentence. Years of hard labor, assuming she survived childbirth. And the hell of it was that he’d been merciful. Lieutenant Young’s family would demand bloody revenge. Emily barely heard the women being removed from the room, then the next two men being marched into the cage. She only looked up when Sir Albright started to speak.

    “You stand accused of rape,” he said, sternly. “Do you wish to speak in your defense?”

    Emily looked up, sharply. Two men were standing in the cage, their eyes downcast. Perhaps it was her imagination, but they didn’t look very pleasant, even though they wore nice uniforms. And yet, there was a hangdog expression on their faces that worried her.

    “She was asking for it,” one of the men burst out. “She told us she would take both of us.”

    “I see,” General Pollack said. “Gaius ...”

    “I object,” Lord Fulbright said. “My men are honest.”

    General Pollack gave him a sharp look. “Are you invoking noble rights?”

    “Yes,” Lord Fulbright said. “These men are nobility. They may decline to be interrogated like commoners.”

    Emily frowned, despite herself. Technically, he was right. Aristocrats could refuse a truth spell, particularly one designed to compel them to answer. She even understood why — a compulsion spell could be used for asking questions at random, fishing around for something — anything — that could be used against them. But it didn’t speak well of Lord Fulbright — or of his men — that they’d refuse even a basic truth spell. Was Lord Fulbright standing up for their rights ...

    ... Or did he have something else in mind?

    General Pollack looked displeased, but he kept his voice steady. “What happened, and why?”

    “We had returned from the latest raiding mission,” the older of the two men said. “We reported to Lord Fulbright, then went for a walk around the town. Halfway down the street, we encountered a young girl who signaled to us.”

    He held up his hands, pressing thumb and forefinger together to make a circle. Emily felt herself flushing. She’d seen girls making similar signs back in Dragon’s Den, hinting that their virtue was negotiable. She didn’t think Caleb had ever used them, but she’d never dared ask. It wasn’t something she wanted to know.

    “We gave her coins and slipped into the alleyway, where she took both of us,” the man continued. “When we were done, we went back to the tent and slept. And then we were woken by the guards, who took us into custody.”

    Emily wasn’t sure she believed them. A simple truth spell would have proved their words beyond doubt, so why had they refused it? The only answer that made sense was that they had something to hide. And yet ...

    General Pollack gave them a toothy smile. “The girl you found complained to her family, who complained to us,” he said. “Do you wish to change your story?”

    “The word of a merchant bitch should not be held against my men,” Lord Fulbright insisted, stiffly. “I have no doubt she led them on, then brought charges in the hopes of burying her crimes.”

    “We shall see,” General Pollack said. He raised his voice. “Bring in the witness!”

    Emily tensed as a dark-skinned girl was escorted into the room. She was young, roughly three or four years younger than Emily herself. The clothes she wore, elegant without being pretentious, suggested that she was a merchant’s daughter. She looked terrified, her eyes flickering from side to side as she was shown to a chair.

    “You may be spared truth spells, if you wish,” General Pollack said, addressing the suspects. “But your accuser has no such defense. Do you wish to change your statement?”

    The prisoners said nothing. General Pollack smiled humorlessly. “Cast the truth spell,” he ordered Emily. “Gaius, test it.”

    Emily hesitated, then cast the spell. It was stronger than the earlier spells, carrying with it a strong compulsion to talk. A powerful magician could shrug it off, easily, but she couldn’t sense any trace of magic surrounding the girl. She didn’t even seem to notice when the spell settled around her.

    “Young lady,” General Pollack said. His voice was surprisingly gentle. “What happened to you last night?”

    The girl looked up at him, her eyes fearful. “I’d been working with the seamstresses all day,” she said. She sounded shocked at how easily she’d answered. “It was late when I took my leave, too close to sunset for comfort. I needed to get home quickly. I was midway home when two men grabbed me. They pulled me into an alley ...”

    Emily gritted her teeth as the full story spilled out, feeling cold anger burning in her breast. Hodge had tried to rape her, Robin had tried to rape her ... this poor girl had been raped, taken against her will. Emily wanted to kill the suspects herself. She wanted ... the girl’s life had been ruined, even if her family didn’t kill her for daring to be raped. She’d never be the same again.

    “Thank you,” General Pollack said. He glanced at Lord Fulbright. “Do you have anything to say?”

    “They are high-born,” Lord Fulbright said. Emily glared at him, feeling magic flickering under her skin. She could end him. “What does her maidenhead matter? Pay the bitch and put an end to it.”

    “I’m afraid that isn’t going to be possible,” General Pollack said. “These two ... idiots ... could have started a civil war. No, they will be punished.”

    Emily felt a sudden surge of affection for her future father-in-law as he passed sentence, condemning the two men to hang and seizing their goods to compensate their victim. Lord Fulbright lodged a protest, which was simply ignored. General Pollack might have to pay for his decision later, Emily knew, but he’d made the right call. Rape could not be tolerated at any time, particularly now. The entire city was on a knife’s edge.

    “Very good,” General Pollack said. He leaned back in his chair. “Next?”

    Emily sighed and forced herself to watch.


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    “WE CAUGHT TWO MEN DROPPING DEAD bodies into the wells,” Sergeant Miles said, as they walked towards the mansion. “They were both charmed into treason.”

    Emily glanced at him, sharply. “How?”

    “Basic compulsion spells, modified to black out chunks of their memories,” Sergeant Miles told her. “When they were caught — when the spells were broken — they still knew nothing useful. We don’t know who enchanted them.”

    “So we have a traitor in the ranks,” Emily said. She still thought that someone had hexed the roof, throwing her into the Wildfire. “Or an enemy magician running around the city.”

    “Farrakhan does not have a large magical community,” Sergeant Miles told her. “But someone could easily have kept their powers hidden.”

    Emily sighed as the mansion came into view. It reminded her of the White House, although someone had added hundreds of stone gargoyles, which lined the walls and sneered down at the visitors. She probed them with her senses, but they didn’t seem to be magical. And yet, there was something about them that bothered her. Perhaps it was just the ambience. Farrakhan was dark, but the mansion blazed with light.

    She shook her head in disbelief. A line of finely-dressed men and women were making their way up the steps past a line of armed guards. Judging by their uniforms, they were private guards rather than City Guardsmen. No one would have worn such absurd outfits unless they were being paid. She couldn’t help thinking, as they were waved through the entrance, that they looked like giant bumblebees. There was nothing practical about their uniforms at all.

    But it marks them out, she thought. Private guards and personal armsmen had always worn special uniforms. She’d certainly seen enough of them in Zangaria. And no one is in any doubt as to who they represent.

    The sound of music greeted them as they walked down a long flight of stairs. Emily sighed in dismay as she took in the scene; guests walking around and chatting in low voices, dancers twirling around the dance floor, tables groaning under the weight of food and drink ... it was the same as every other social gathering she’d attended, even though the city itself was under siege. She forced herself not to stare at the men and women gorging themselves as if there would be no tomorrow. If they kept eating, there might not be a tomorrow.

    And they didn’t even start to prepare for a siege until it was too late, she reminded herself, darkly. No one had seriously considered the possibility of someone actually managing to cross the Desert of Death. Everyone had known it was impossible. And when they realized they needed to prepare, there was very little food to take.

    “Emily,” Gaius’s voice said. Emily turned to see him descending the stairs, a local beauty on one arm. There was something faintly desperate in the blonde woman’s eyes. “How lovely to see you here.”

    “You too,” Emily lied. They should be manning the battlements or planning an escape or doing something — anything — rather than partying. There were enough supplies, she was sure, to make replacement potions ... she would sooner be doing that than attending yet another party. “I thought you were still on patrol.”

    “Nah, Cat decided he wanted to go out this time,” Gaius told her. “They’re trying to locate the necromancer.”

    Emily smiled, humorlessly. “Do they actually want to find him?”

    “Always good to know where the enemy is,” Gaius said. Beside him, his date giggled unconvincingly. “At least we’d know where not to go. And if he doesn’t come back, we’ll have a rough idea what got him.”

    “I suppose,” Emily said. She was surprised she hadn’t been sent out on patrol yet. Her face was still scarred, but the rest of the wounds had healed nicely. “It wouldn’t prove anything, though.”

    “We might have killed all of the necromancer’s magicians,” Gaius said. “He won’t risk having many, will he?”

    “Probably not,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “No matter how he binds them to him, there’ll always be a risk of them breaking free and becoming necromancers themselves.”

    Emily nodded in grim agreement. Oaths could be made unbreakable with magic, but a cunning man — or an insane man — could figure out ways to circumvent them. A necromancer might not manage to cover all the bases, particularly when struggling to resist the urge to sacrifice the prospective magician and absorb his magic. But a twisted human couldn’t be trusted completely, not when he’d been born and raised in the Blighted Lands. He might kill his master, only to take his place as a threat.

    And he won’t think twice about sacrificing his former friends, she thought. The Blighted Lands made slave plantations look civilized. He wouldn’t have been raised to think of his fellows as people.

    “I’ll talk to you later,” Gaius promised. He indicated the girl on his arm. “I promised Sandy an evening of dinner and dancing.”

    More likely dinner than dancing, Emily thought, waspishly. She knew it was bitchy, but she was too tired to care. Sandy, judging by her dress, wasn’t quite high enough to be able to lay in a private stockpile of food before the siege began. She was probably a merchant’s daughter or a low-ranking aristocrat. She’s trading her body for food and protection.

    She felt sick as she glanced around the giant chamber. Sandy wasn’t the only desperate girl; there were dozens, clinging to their dates or surrounding the food tables as if someone might snatch it away any second. The band was playing a merry tune, but no amount of music and laughter could drive away the gloom overshadowing the city. Even the professional entertainers looked nervous.

    “You should eat something,” Sergeant Miles told her. “You never know when you might have to fight.”

    Emily scowled, but allowed him to lead her towards the table anyway. It was covered in plates of fancy food, so elaborate and posh that she couldn’t help thinking that it would have taken hours to make. What was wrong with simple foods? They would probably have been more efficient, in the long run. Instead ... she rolled her eyes at something that looked like a stuffed sausage, then took a small plate of food for herself. There was enough on one table alone to feed a large family for weeks.

    And the remainder will probably be tossed out instead of being given away, she thought, morbidly. Or simply allowed to decay into waste.

    She caught sight of Gaius and made a face as she saw him leading Sandy around the room, an arm draped possessively over her shoulder. Sandy didn’t look happy, but she made no move to shrug him off. The other girls didn’t look any happier, even as they crammed their plates with food. They knew the good times were coming to an end. 

    At least they’re not outside, Emily thought. There were people starving on the streets and reports, unsubstantiated so far, of cannibalism. It could be worse.

    “Baroness Emily,” Sir Roger said. “Can I have a moment of your time?”

    Emily looked up. Sir Roger was standing there, Lord Fulbright and Lord Alcott nearby. It looked as through the three of them had been talking. She didn’t want to talk to any of them, but she didn’t see a choice. Sergeant Miles nodded towards Master Storm, then headed off to speak to him. Emily couldn’t help feeling as if she’d been abandoned.

    “As you wish,” she said, finally. He was still calling her Baroness. She bit down the annoyance and allowed him to lead her over to the other two men. “What can I do for you?”

    Sir Roger’s voice was suddenly serious. “You can explain to Lord Fulbright that my men need to eat!”

    “That our men need to eat,” Lord Alcott snapped. He glowered at Lord Fulbright. “One cannot live on straw!”

    Emily looked from one to the other. “What exactly is the problem?”

    “This ... man has been reserving rations for his horses,” Lord Alcott said. He jabbed a finger at Lord Fulbright. “My men are starving!”

    “And mine are in poor shape,” Sir Roger agreed.

    “You are supposed to organize their rations yourself,” Lord Fulbright said. He peered down his long nose at Sir Roger. “It is your duty.”

    “And the suppliers cheated us,” Sir Roger hissed. “We are desperately short of food!”

    Emily resisted the urge to look at the nearest table. Servants were already materializing, bringing new plates of food. More and more people were lining up to be fed, even though she was sure they were on their second or third helpings. Setting a good table was apparently one way to display your wealth, in Zangaria at least, but it sent exactly the wrong message when the rest of the city was starving. She couldn’t help wondering just how long it would be before desperate mobs stormed the mansions. 

    “That is hardly my problem,” Lord Fulbright said. “You’re responsible for the care and feeding of your men.”

    “The grain you’re feeding your horses could keep my men alive,” Sir Roger said. “And we’re not the only unit running out of food!”

    “That is correct,” Lord Alcott said. “I’ve ordered redistributions amongst infantry units, but we will still run out of food within the next few days. Nothing is coming into the city.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead, feeling the dull ache of a headache throbbing behind her temple. There was no logistics service on the Nameless World, no single organization responsible for provisioning the army. Officers were supposed to attend to it themselves, as well as carrying out their other duties. She’d heard dozens of horror stories about officers who forgot to provision their men, or supply officers who bought food from the lowest bidder ... it wasn’t uncommon, she’d been told, for soldiers to be fed rotting food or poisonous wine. Sir Roger was at least trying, she supposed. Sergeant Miles had told her that there were officers who simply didn’t bother to attend to their duties.

    Which is why the men start foraging on their own, she thought, grimly. And why discipline begins to break down.

    “We need to kill and eat your horses,” Sir Roger said.

    Lord Fulbright couldn’t have looked more shocked if Sir Roger had proposed butchering and eating small children. “Are you out of your mind? We need those horses!”

    “For what?” Sir Roger asked. “What happened when your men tried a charge?”

    “They got slaughtered,” Lord Alcott put in. 

    “Thousands of men are starving,” Sir Roger said. “They need to be fed.”

    “That’s no concern of mine,” Lord Fulbright said. “Those horses do not belong to the army!”

    Of course not, Emily recalled. The cavalry is expected to equip themselves.

    “The army needs to be fed,” she said, gently. “What will happen when the soldiers run out of food?”

    Lord Fulbright snorted. “What happens when the cavalry can no longer charge to the battle?”

    “They’d have to pick up pikes and swords,” Lord Alcott said.

    “My men are not common soldiers,” Lord Fulbright insisted. “They will not fight on the ground.”

    “You didn’t answer my question,” Emily said. “What happens when the army runs out of food?”

    “That’s no concern of mine,” Lord Fulbright said. “And it is no concern of yours either.”

    Emily felt her temper start to snap. “In this room alone,” she said, “there is enough food to keep the entire army fed for several days. And here you are, pigging out while your men starve!”

    “My men are not starving,” Lord Fulbright told her. He sounded faintly insulted. “And it is important to keep up morale.”

    “The remainder of the army is already on the verge of starving,” Emily pointed out. “How do you expect them to remain loyal if they’re starving to death?”

    She put firm controls on her temper, reminding herself that Lord Fulbright’s men were aristocrats. He wasn’t stupid enough to let them starve. They’d start complaining to their families, who would complain to their kings. She had no idea what sort of political compromise had made Lord Fulbright Master of Horse, but she doubted it would survive many complaints.

    But he was staring at her as if she’d suddenly started speaking in tongues.

    “I’m sure General Pollack would agree to some kind of compensation,” she said, trying to push her annoyance aside. “If we survive the next few weeks, I’m sure you’d be able to convince the White Council to pay for the horses. But the city will not survive if you have a mutiny in the ranks.”

    “The cavalry will put it down,” Lord Fulbright informed her.

    Sir Roger sniggered. “That’s what they said in Swanhaven,” he said, sardonically. “A hundred cavalrymen were lost in the chaos.”

    And how many peasants, Emily asked herself silently, were crushed to death beneath their hooves?

    “This isn’t Swanhaven,” Lord Fulbright said.

    “No, it isn’t,” Emily said. “This is a city on the verge of starvation, a city where the vast majority of men have weapons and know how to use them, a city that already feels abandoned and betrayed by its rulers. What’s going to happen when the food runs out?”

    She hadn’t realized just how loudly she was talking, or how many people were listening, until she was suddenly aware of the silence. People — countless people — were staring at her, as if they couldn’t quite comprehend her words. They’d always seen themselves as masters, she knew, part of the ruling class even if they weren’t rulers. But a starving city was one permanently on the verge of boiling over. Swanhaven had given King Randor a very hard time and, in many ways, nothing had actually been resolved. Who knew how much trouble Farrakhan could cause?

    Magic crackled around her, on the verge of breaking loose, as she turned and stalked through the crowd. They parted before her, their eyes fearful. Emily kept walking, unwilling to stop until she was out of the mansion and striding down towards the gates. The guards looked surprised to see her, but made no move to block her path. They probably hadn’t heard her words.

    The entire city will know what I said tomorrow, she thought morbidly, as she recast the night vision spell. And the story will have grown in the telling.

    She shook her head in annoyance. There had probably been a better way to handle the situation, but what? Lord Fulbright considered his horses more important than the lives of someone else’s men. And yet, the horses were largely useless unless they could be moved out of the city. Their only value lay in scouting ... hell, they hadn’t done a very good job of that either. They certainly hadn’t detected the enemy army until it was alarmingly close.

    Which means the scouts probably got caught, she told herself. They certainly never reported back. 

    Farrakhan was a confusing maze of streets and alleyways, but it was easy enough to pick her way through the darkness towards the barracks. There seemed to be fewer refugees sleeping in the alleyways, either because they’d been moved to houses or because they’d simply starved to death. She wouldn’t have bet on the former. There had been enough empty space, in the mansion, to house hundreds of refugees.

    She heard a sound behind her and spun around. A spell danced on her fingertips — she’d heard too many stories about footpads and rapists — only to fade away as she realized who was following her. Sergeant Miles held up his hands in mock surrender, his face oddly amused. Emily flushed, wondering just what he was about to say. General Pollack hadn’t been at the party, as far as she knew, but Lord Fulbright would certainly have given Sergeant Miles an earful about his apprentice’s behavior. And yet, she’d been right. The army was on the verge of starvation ...

    ... And when the food ran out, discipline would run out too.

    “I don’t think you made Lord Fulbright very happy,” he said, dryly. He fell into step beside her, his hands clasped behind his back. “But quite a few others agreed with you.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles sounded ... amused, almost. “What happened after I left?”

    “Lord Fulbright fumed, Lady Baroness,” Sergeant Miles said. “He was not a happy bunny.”

    Emily couldn’t help smiling. Technically, as a baroness — even if she was in exile — she outranked Lord Fulbright. It wasn’t easy to determine social precedence in a world where the rights and duties of a noble title might be different in different kingdoms, but it was unlikely that Lord Fulbright outranked her. And yet, she was also an apprentice, apprenticed to common-born Sergeant Miles. He had to be more than a little confused.

    “I’m sorry,” she said, finally. “But it did have to be said.”

    “It did,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “You may have earned yourself plenty of new friends.”

    He shrugged. “And enemies too, of course.”

    “We should be eating the horses,” Emily said. Alassa would have been horrified at the thought, but Emily found it hard to agree. She had no love for the beasts. “Surely we could find a way to compensate the owners.”

    “That might be tricky,” Sergeant Miles said. “The horsemen would sooner die than give up their horses.”

    Emily shook her head. The Allied Lands ... there were times she thought the Allied Lands simply didn’t care about the threat on the borders. They were more interested in playing games than taking the war seriously. Even the magicians seemed disinclined to find ways to actually end the war. It was maddening.

    She glanced at him. “Why haven’t the necromancers won?”

    “Probably because they’re just as divided as us,” Sergeant Miles told her. “And we should be grateful.”

    He patted her shoulder as they reached the barracks. “Get some rest,” he ordered. “The General will want to see you in the morning.”

    “Great,” Emily said, sarcastically.


    Chapter Thirty

    “AH, EMILY,” GENERAL POLLACK SAID, AS she stepped into the war room. “Have a seat.”

    Emily nodded and sat down next to Casper. He and Gaius had also been invited, suggesting she wasn’t going to be told off by the general personally. It would have been awkward for him, the nasty part of her mind noted. Should she be considered a baroness or an apprentice, his potential daughter-in-law or just another subordinate? Lord Fulbright was probably already writing stiff letters of complaint to King Randor. Emily rather hoped the king would take one look and drop them in the fire. 

    At least he won’t be foolish enough to complain to Void, she thought. Or to Gordian.

    Casper winked at her as she sat down. Gaius looked amused, but there was something about his demeanor that told her he’d had a very good night indeed. Sandy and he had probably shared a bed ... she couldn’t recall hearing him come back to the barracks, even though they had strict orders not to sleep elsewhere. But then, Master Bone was occupied with something on the other side of the city and probably hadn’t noticed his apprentice’s absence. It wasn’t as if any of the other apprentices were going to rat him out.

    Of course not, she told herself. We might want to sneak out one night too.

    “The situation is dire,” General Pollack said. He gave Emily a mischievous smile. Just for a second, she could see Caleb in him. “As you can see—” he jabbed a finger at the map hanging from the wall “—the city is enveloped.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. The map was far from perfect — it looked to have been sketched out by a soldier, rather than a trained cartographer — yet she could see just how dire their position had become. Farrakhan wasn’t precisely surrounded — the necromancer was keeping his distance — but the enemy was in position to intercept and destroy any escape attempts before they made it to safety. And there was no one coming to help them. Farrakhan was being left to starve while the kingdom prepared defenses further to the north.

    This is Leningrad, she thought. If we stay where we are, we starve; if we try to escape, we die. And we cannot surrender.

    “We can muster the army,” Gaius suggested. “A flight northwards ...”

    “Would mean abandoning the civilians,” General Pollack pointed out, tartly. “And it would get the army destroyed.”

    Emily felt a sudden rush of affection. Lord Fulbright, she was sure, would put the army over the city. And, from a very cold-blooded point of view, he might well be right. Farrakhan was doomed. The army might be able to survive, if it abandoned the civilians and retreated north.

    But we would be caught out in the open, she mused. They’d crush us before we could hope to escape.

    “The enemy seems content to wait for us to starve,” General Pollack said. “However, I believe he will launch an attack once he thinks our defenders have weakened. We have to act fast. I want you — the three of you — to locate the necromancer.”

    Emily glanced at him. “You don’t know where he is?”

    “We think he’s somewhere to the south,” General Pollack said. His finger traced a line on the map. “But so far we haven’t been able to pin him down. He may have retreated all the way to Heart’s Eye.”

    Casper nodded. “Of course, father,” he said, briskly. “And what do you want us to do when we find him?”

    Emily frowned. Casper was alarmingly confident. They would be searching for a needle in a haystack, all the while trying to dodge enemy patrols. The necromancer would be difficult to find if the haze had returned. She still had no idea how he’d managed to produce the effect, let alone keep it in place long enough to be effective. But the haze would be enough to give them a rough location ...

    “Alert the other magicians,” General Pollack told him. “They’ll join you and lure him into a battle.”

    “Ouch,” Gaius said.

    Emily felt the snake-bracelet on her wrist. A dozen magicians, six of them masters, pitted against a necromancer ... it might be winnable, but the odds were good that most of the magicians were going to die. This necromancer might be cunning enough not to let himself get lured into an uneven battle and eventually run out of magic. But General Pollack was desperate. The army was doomed unless he found a way to tip the balance in his favor. 

    She remembered the batteries and smiled. There might be a way to weaken the necromancer — or to hit him hard enough to make him back off, even without Wildfire. Did they have Wildfire? She wasn’t sure if there was any left. The potions were not only expensive, but incredibly difficult to make. 

    And if nothing else, she told herself firmly, I can nuke him.

    It wouldn’t be easy, she knew. The nuke-spell was almost pathetically easy to analyze. She wasn’t sure of the exact physics behind it, but that hardly mattered. Letting another magician too close would open Pandora’s Box. Every magician in the world would suddenly be able to blow up cities. And yet ...

    She contemplated options as General Pollack rattled off a list of instructions, ending with a stern warning not to confront the necromancer themselves. Gaius made a snide remark which Emily barely heard. Perhaps, just perhaps, she could volunteer to remain behind to watch the necromancer while they hurried for reinforcements, then blow up the necromancer as soon as there were no witnesses. It should be possible. The real trick would be convincing the two men to leave her behind.

    “Good luck,” General Pollack said. “And come back safely.”

    “We will, father,” Casper said.

    Emily smiled to herself, then followed the men back to the barracks and donned her riding outfit. There was no point in wearing her leathers, not when there was a very good chance of being forced to fight a necromancer — or flee. They’d just slow her down. She checked and rechecked the water bottles before loading them into her saddlebags, then carefully packed a small bag of rations. The batteries and the valves remained hidden in her pouch. They’d be undetectable, at least until she drew someone’s attention to them. 

    Casper held out the map. “If we proceed this way,” he said, tracing out a line on a map, “we should make a pretty good sweep of the nearby area.”

    “The map isn’t very detailed,” Gaius grunted. “But it’s a good place to start. As long as we don’t run into any orcs.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. The Nameless World hadn’t quite mastered map-making, not yet. There were a couple of hills marked on the map, but nothing more detailed. Hell, she knew from experience that everything from distances to gradients were badly out of proportion. Farrakhan alone looked larger than an entire country. They’d just have to be very careful. 

    She checked her bags one final time, then carried them out of the door and through the city to the main gates. A handful of soldiers saluted her as they walked through the gatehouse, leaving her feeling oddly embarrassed. Gaius elbowed her, none-too-gently, as they stepped out of the city and walked towards the horses. Emily sighed — she would have preferred to teleport — and then carefully locked her saddlebags into place. The horse eyed her in a manner that suggested it knew she was an inexperienced rider. She gritted her teeth, then clambered into the saddle. Introducing stirrups had been a masterstroke, even though it had seemed little more than a chance to curry favor at the time. She hated trying to mount a horse without them.

    Lord Fulbright might have had a point, she conceded, ruefully. The horse started to canter after Casper, Gaius bringing up the rear. A trained war horse is worth its weight in gold.

    She pushed the thought out of her head as they galloped away from the city, the concealment spells falling into place. They should be hard to see, unless the enemy had magic. Sergeant Miles had told her that the spells shouldn’t be overrated — they’d still be leaving a trail as they moved — but as long as they were careful, they should be undetectable to mundane senses. And yet ... she kept a wary eye on the spells, knowing they could fail at any moment. She could already feel the first traces of haze in the air. The necromancer was concealing his position.

    The landscape had been utterly devastated, small towns and villages reduced to ruins and fields stripped of everything that might be even remotely edible. They’d even pulled up grass and devoured it, leaving the ground bare and worn. She shuddered as she saw the remains of a farmhouse, torn to ribbons by the orcs. Even if the enemy army was to be destroyed — even if it vanished tomorrow — it would take years to rebuild. And the desert would claim most of the destroyed lands. 

    The wind picked up speed, blowing grains of sand into her face as they kept heading south. She glanced from side to side, sensing flickering pools of magic all around them. It reminded her of the Blighted Lands, only different ... as if there was something truly unnatural loosed upon the land. She felt uneasy, gripping the reins tightly. It was hard, so hard, to escape the sense that something was watching her.

    Casper slowed long enough for her to come alongside him. “There’s an army over there,” he said, quietly. He nodded towards a faint rise, just high enough to conceal them. “Can you smell them?”

    Emily took a breath, then nodded. The original orcs had been human once, according to Sergeant Harkin, but their successors were very far from human. They smelled of something nasty, something that made her stomach heave and her horse whinny in protest. The wind shifted, blowing the scent towards them. She didn’t want to go forward to see what the orcs were doing, but she doubted she had a choice. If the necromancer was there ...

    She slipped off the horse and started to walk forward, motioning for the others to stay where they were. The concealment spells should keep her invisible, as long as she was careful not to attract attention. She gritted her teeth as she walked up the mound, then sucked in her breath sharply as the orc camp came into view. It was nothing more than a campsite, she realized numbly. The orcs were lollygagging around a burned-out campfire in a manner she knew Sergeant Miles would have called insolent — or careless. She was surprised they weren’t fighting each other for dominance.

    Shit, she thought.

    The orcs weren’t alone. A number of humans were sitting to one side, clearly unable to move. Their legs had been broken. Orcs weren’t bright, Emily recalled, but they were clearly smart enough to realize that their captives couldn’t escape on broken legs. None of the captives looked sane, she saw. They looked as though their minds had snapped completely under the strain. She glanced back at the dead campfire and shuddered. Were those human bones in the ashes?

    She wanted to save the captives. But what could she do? Attacking the orcs would tell the necromancer they were there. And then ... and then what? The necromancer wouldn’t hesitate to throw thousands of orcs at them, if he knew who they were. And she didn’t want to risk teleporting in the haze. She had the nasty feeling that it would scramble the spell enough to scatter her atoms across thousands of miles. Clenching her teeth in helpless fury, she turned and scrambled back to the men. There was nothing they could do.

    “Orcs,” she said, grimly. “At least fifty of them. And a number of captives.”

    “We could save them,” Casper said. “It wouldn’t be hard.”

    “The mission comes first,” Gaius said. He motioned for Emily to mount her horse. “The captives will have to fend for themselves.”

    Emily scowled, wishing she didn’t agree with him. The mission came first. If they could find and locate the necromancer, they could end the war. She felt the magic pulsing under her skin, demanding release. If they could find the necromancer ...

    They slipped past a dozen other camps, all following roughly the same pattern. The orcs didn’t seem to be very disciplined at all, but Emily supposed they didn’t think they needed discipline. The average human was slower and weaker than the average orc, with much less endurance. Humans were more intelligent, but what did intelligence matter? Geeks and nerds had been beaten up for years, despite being smarter than their tormentors. Discipline was the one human advantage in this war.

    And firearms will soon add another advantage, Emily told herself, as they passed yet another camp. There was still no sign of the necromancer himself. They’ll be gunned down in their thousands when machine guns enter the field.

    She felt sweat trickling down her back as the sun blazed down, slowly starting its long fall towards the horizon. Unhooking her canteen, she took a long swig of water before digging through her bag for something to eat. She wondered, absently, if sunstroke was a possibility, despite the potions she’d been given. Her skin was already starting to tan.

    “There’s something odd over there,” Gaius said. He waved a hand southwards. “Can you feel it?”

    Emily reached out with her senses. The haze was blurring everything, but there was something there ... an odd twisting vortex of magic. It wasn’t the necromancer, was it?

    Casper snorted. “What is it?”

    “I don’t know,” Gaius said. “Emily?”

    The magic was sparkling now ... Emily tried to parse it out, but it was impossible to get a clear impression of the spell. She couldn’t help thinking of a lighthouse, something designed to help ships navigate the coastline ... could it be a lighthouse? A spell intended to guide the orcs across the desert? They were very close to the Desert of Death. Or was it a portal of some kind? She’d never sensed portals before at such a distance, but if this one hadn’t been put together properly ...

    He might not have mastered the spells, she thought. She found it hard to imagine a necromancer putting a portal together. And yet ... He might have gone for the brute force approach. He certainly has enough power to make it work.

    “It could be a portal,” she said, out loud.

    “Nonsense,” Gaius said, crossly. “We wouldn’t be able to detect a portal at this distance.”

    “We could if it was crude,” Casper said. He sounded enthused. “Maybe that’s how they got across the desert.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. It made sense. The necromancer had moved slowly, perhaps, because he was marching his army through a portal. Instead of crossing the desert, he’d bypassed it ... but bringing his entire army through the portal would take weeks. And yet, an endless stream of orcs could be flowing into the Allied Lands. If they found and closed the portal, particularly if the necromancer was on the other side ...

    “It sounds odd,” Gaius said. “If that is a portal, don’t you think it would be a bit more heavily guarded?”

    Point, Emily conceded. They hadn’t seen any orcs for quite some time. A portal would be heavily guarded. Hadn’t she seen just how easy it was to collapse one? But if it was unguarded, if they could get into range ... they could collapse it themselves. We could win the war in a single blow.

    “I’ll go check on it,” Casper said. He slid off his horse and landed neatly on the ground, holding his shrunken staff in one hand. “If I don’t come back, head straight back to the city and tell father. He’ll want to deal with it.”

    “Of course,” Gaius said. He slipped off his own horse. “Good luck.”

    Emily nodded, dropping down to the ground herself. The horse looked irritated, somehow, as it started to chew something on the ground. Emily frowned, then decided the horse would know what it could and couldn’t eat. Her eyes tracked Casper until he faded into nothingness, his concealment spells doing their work. She knew he was there and she still couldn’t see him.

    Gaius snorted, rudely. “You want to bet he gets himself killed?”

    “No,” Emily said. “I don’t.”

    She shot him a dark look. Casper had survived six years at Stronghold. He might be a mere apprentice, but he was far from incompetent. Hell, there was nothing mere about an apprentice. Unless he was so desperate to prove himself that he attacked the portal on his own. She sobered, a moment later. Why not? He’d challenged her to a duel, even though — technically — he should have been outmatched. But then, he lost nothing by issuing the challenge. He’d be no worse off if he lost and far better off if he won.

    Just like when I beat Bernard, Emily thought. I had nothing to lose.

    The haze seemed to be coming closer, a flickering annoyance right on the edge of her awareness. She rubbed her forehead, trying to feel out the pulsing vortex. Had something happened to Casper? Was the Vortex the source of the haze? She had trouble imagining anything short of a nexus point that could produce such an effect ...

    “You’re a strange person, Lady Emily,” Gaius said. His eyes were following her, making her feel uncomfortable. It wasn’t sexual, she thought. It was something else. “Everything you touch changes.”

    “For better or for worse,” Emily said, dryly. She turned away from him, unwilling to meet his eyes. Casper had been changed by her too. “I ...”

    And then she sensed the surge of magic. Too late. 


    Chapter Thirty-One

    THE CURSE SLAMMED INTO HER BACK, driven by rage and hate and a sheer determination that picked her up and tossed her through the air. Emily spun, desperately reinforcing her protective wards as a second curse struck her, throwing her to the ground. She landed badly, instinctively flipping over to avoid a third curse. Gaius ...

    Gaius was attacking her!

    She slammed up another protective ward as a fourth curse struck her like a thunderbolt, half-closing her eyes against the flare of light. Gaius was the traitor? He’d been the one to try to kill her, to enchant innocent men and women and turn them into weapons? Why? She threw more power into her wards, then tossed back a curse of her own. Gaius deflected it easily as he advanced, raw magic spilling out around him. This was no genteel duel. He meant to cripple or kill her. 

    Damn him, Emily thought. 

    Another curse struck her wards. She shoved them forward, slamming her wards into his. Gaius stopped dead, his eyes widening in surprise. And then he slammed his wards back at her. Both sets of wards disintegrated rapidly. She tossed up another series of wards as he launched a hail of spells at her, including a number she didn’t recognize. Gritting her teeth, she used magic to hurl herself back, putting some distance between them. Gaius started after her, not quickly enough to keep her from throwing a series of spell at him. She silently evaluated his protections as he dodged or deflected the spells. He was good.

    And strong too, she noted, as he threw a wave of raw magic at her. It crashed into her wards, threatening to overpower them. He yanked the magic back, like a whip, then lashed out again. Emily dodged, targeting the ground under his feet with a series of spells. It turned to quicksand, then to ice. Gaius barely seemed to notice, dragging himself free as he started to hurl fireballs at her. Too strong.

    She shaped the transfiguration spell in her mind, then threw it at him accompanied by a set of fireballs. The air around him turned to pure oxygen, the fireballs exploding a second later; she darted backwards as the wave of heat struck her, covering her eyes with one hand. Gaius staggered, but caught himself before she could hit him again. He might not know what she’d done, she noted, yet he’d already figured out how to counter it.

    Magic billowed around her, a spell she didn’t recognize threatening to push down on her and do ... what? Kill her? Trap her? Turn her into something helpless? She threw herself up, using magic to launch herself into the sky, then tossed back a blast of raw power of her own. Gaius jumped to one side, missing the transfiguration spell she’d worked into the magic. The ground exploded into fire, forcing him to jump for his life. Emily landed, taking a second to gather herself. For all the training she’d had under Sergeant Miles and Mistress Danielle, Gaius was still hammering her.

    And yet, he looked surprised at her resistance.

    He saw Casper beat me, she thought, suddenly. She’d wondered if the faked duel would fool the necromancer, but it seemed it had fooled his agent instead. He thought he could beat me without any trouble at all.

    Gaius landed neatly and glared at her, raw magic spilling out around him. Emily braced herself, gathering her own magic. Gaius couldn’t retreat, not now. He’d committed himself the moment he’d cursed her. Either he won — and she dreaded to think what he might intend on doing with her, once she was helpless — or he lost, ensuring that he’d be hunted as a traitor for the rest of his days. Retreat wasn’t an option for him. And yet, Casper might well already be on his way back. Emily could expect reinforcements if she held out long enough.

    He bunched his fists, then shoved forward with his magic. Emily tossed back a series of combat spells, followed by a couple of prank spells. She’d sneaked them through enemy defenses before, but Gaius was too old a dog to fall for that trick. Emily grunted as he slammed his magic into hers, practically body-slamming her. His magic seared her defenses, probing for weak spots. The technique — it wasn’t too different from Casper’s — seemed bound to work. She disconnected herself from the wards instead, and threw herself to one side, landing neatly on the ground. Gaius must have thought he’d won, just for a second, as the wards collapsed. She crashed a spell into him before he realized what she’d done.

    I have to end this, Emily thought. Gaius clearly had power to burn — and far more experience than she did. She’d thought her last spell would have been enough to end him, but he’d shrugged it off. I can’t let this go on.

    “Enough,” Gaius growled. A sheet of fire washed from his hands and slammed into her defenses, followed by a ward-eater. She hastily shoved the ward forward, allowing the eater to wither and die. “You can’t beat me.”

    Emily ignored him. His magic was lashing out in torrents, crashing into her protections and slowly knocking her back. She threw back a spell of her own, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from slamming an overpowered force punch into her wards. The force of the blast picked her up and threw her back again. A second punch sent her falling to the ground. The force of the impact left her stunned for a long, chilling moment.

    “Casper beat you,” Gaius growled. “Casper the incompetent. I can beat you.”

    He held up a hand, a nasty hex glimmering over his fingertips. “Drop your wards and let me stun you,” he ordered. “Or this is going to be very unpleasant.”

    Emily focused her mind. “Do you want to know a secret?”

    Gaius blinked, momentarily distracted. “What?”

    “I let him win,” Emily whispered.

    She threw a wave of magic at him, drawing on all of her power. Gaius grunted, trying to stagger back as her magic beat at his wards. Emily braced herself, then redoubled her efforts. Gaius’s shields cracked, starting to fragment despite his desperate attempt to hold them together. She added a ward-eater to the mix, then summoned a spell she’d never dared perform. In truth, she wasn’t even sure how well it would work. But Gaius was dangerously powerful. She had to be sure she’d won.

    Gaius’s wards weakened, sharply. Emily gritted her teeth, then threw Robin’s spell into his wards. They shattered, utterly unprepared for a spell from the distant past. Gaius’s magic shimmered out of existence a moment later, drained beyond recovery, as Robin’s spell tore through his mind. Emily swallowed hard, feeling a wave of bitter guilt that shocked her to the core. Killing him was one thing, but controlling him was worse. She wondered if she’d have the nerve for a mercy kill afterwards ...

    He opened his mouth, then fell to his knees. She saw the quiet horror in his eyes as she picked herself up, silently damning herself. It would have been kinder to kill him. She’d had all kinds of protections woven into her mind and the spell had almost snared her anyway, nearly turning her into a slave. Gaius ... had never even considered the possibility of being struck with such a spell. It was very different from modern compulsion spells.

    I’m sorry, she thought. She meant it, too. I ...

    She straightened as she heard the sound of running footsteps. Casper was racing towards her, staff in hand. She braced herself and built new wards, unsure if he was a friend or enemy. God alone knew what he’d seen or heard. How long had the battle gone on?

    “Emily,” Casper called. He looked wary. “What happened?”

    “Gaius was the traitor,” Emily said. She suddenly felt very tired. “He tried to kill me.”

    She turned back to Gaius. The spell should have embedded itself firmly in his mind by now, tearing through his remaining defenses. “You’re the traitor, aren’t you?”

    “Yes,” Gaius said. His voice was utterly dead. “I am.”

    Casper cast a truth spell on him. “Why?”

    “I was humiliated,” Gaius said. There was still no emotion in his voice. His face was inhumanly serene. “One moment, I was going to rise to the top; the next, everything came crashing down and everyone was laughing at me. My fair-weather friends deserted me. I resolved on revenge. I left my family and sought opportunity. I heard rumors from the far side of the Desert of Death and sought to make an alliance with Dua Kepala.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. Gaius ... she hadn’t liked him, when she’d first met him, but she’d never realized he could be this petty. It wasn’t as if he’d wanted to marry Melissa. But he’d been turned into a laughingstock. Everyone would have known Melissa deserted her family rather than marry him. All of a sudden, it would have been a great deal harder for him to find a potential match.

    “Madness,” Casper breathed. His truth spell confirmed that Gaius was telling the truth. “How?”

    “I traveled to Heart’s Eye and met Dua Kepala,” Gaius said. “Once he was convinced of my sincerity; he offered me wealth and power in exchange for my service. He even offered me Heart’s Eye itself.”

    “And you accepted,” Emily said.

    “Yes,” Gaius said.

    Emily looked down at the ground. “What did you do for him?”

    “He wanted me to disrupt the army before it reached the city,” Gaius said. “I spotted Casper as the weak link and did everything in my power to undermine him. When you arrived, I saw a chance to get close to you and make Casper’s life worse. I sowed dissent within the ranks as we moved to the city ... I saw a chance to kill you, during the first battle, and took it. But you survived.”

    Casper coughed. “Did you push me into challenging Emily?”

    “No,” Gaius said. His voice sounded stronger, just for a second. Emily hastily tested the spell to make sure it would stay in place. “It was a surprise to me. I hoped Emily would kill you, thus causing problems amongst the command staff. Instead ...”

    “You tried to capture me,” Emily injected. “Why?”

    “Dua Kepala wants you,” Gaius said. “He doesn’t understand how you managed to kill two necromancers. Your magic is strong, but not a match for his. My orders were to get you alone, stun you, and then take you to Heart’s Eye.”

    Emily swallowed. “And then what?”

    “I do not know.”

    “Sacrifice, perhaps,” Casper muttered. “Or he might have found another use for you.”

    Emily nodded. Stunned, she would have been helpless. Dua Kepala and Gaius could have fed her a potion designed to dampen her magic or simply turned her into something inanimate, at least until they decided what to do with her. Her defenses were good, but Gaius had already weakened them. The remainder could have been quietly dismantled while she was too weak to resist. And then ... it would have been the end.

    “Master Bone,” Casper said. “Is he a traitor too?”

    Gaius, just for a second, showed a flash of anger. “Of course not,” he said. “He was just happy to give me some time off after the wedding disaster.”

    Emily nodded. “Is Fulvia involved in this?”

    “No,” Gaius said. His voice was dead again. And yet, something wasn’t quite right with the spell. “I don’t know what’s happened to her.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. She frowned. “What do you know?”

    “She left her family,” Gaius said. “After that, I heard nothing. She certainly didn’t bother to check up on me.”

    “You planned to kidnap or kill Emily,” Casper said. “What about me?”

    “The orcs are already preparing for the second assault,” Gaius said. “You would have been caught and killed when you tried to make your way back to the city. Farrakhan will fall and you will fall with it. There’s no more Wildfire and no Necromancer’s Bane.”

    Emily shared a glance with Casper. In the distance, she could hear the sound of orcish horns, calling the hordes to war. If they mounted up and rode like lightning ... she turned and looked at where the horses had been, then swore. All three horses were dead. They must have been caught in the crossfire ... she damned herself, once again. She or Gaius must have killed them and she hadn’t even noticed. And on foot ... the haze was growing stronger, mocking them. She didn’t dare try to teleport.

    “You had a chat parchment,” Casper said. “What happened to it?”

    “Gone,” Gaius said. His entire body quivered. Somehow, Emily realized numbly, he was fighting the spell. “Destroyed it while spying on the orcs. Dust now ...”

    “Shit,” Casper said.

    Emily forced herself to think. She hadn’t brought any chat parchment of her own. Nor did she have any other way to send a message. She wasn’t sure how far they were from Farrakhan, but without a horse it would take hours to get back. And even with a horse ... she briefly considered turning Casper into a horse or allowing him to transfigure her, yet there would be no guarantee of getting there in time. Even a cheetah would have problems.

    And yet ... A thought was bubbling at the back of her mind. The necromancer is expecting us.

    She looked at Gaius. His body was twitching, rocking back and forth like a man chained so heavily he could barely move. She wanted to reinforce the spell, but she wasn’t sure what would happen if she did. Compulsion magic was dangerous because the effects tended to linger, even if the curse itself was thrown off within seconds. The nastiest spells she’d seen — at least before her trip to the past — were designed to make the victim think he’d won, even as it took a solid grip on his mind. And the risk of brain damage could not be underestimated.

    “You said you wanted to take me to Heart’s Eye,” she said, slowly. “How?”

    “I was given a charm to command the orcs,” Gaius said. His voice was starting to sound agitated. “It’s in my pouch. They would take me the rest of the way, if I couldn’t get there myself.”

    “You did all this,” Casper said. “You enchanted the traitors?”

    “Yes,” Gaius said. “I found a dozen men and women and enchanted them. I ensured the portal wouldn’t form. I poisoned wells, destroyed food supplies ... even started to spread rumors about the aristocracy having entire basements full of food.”

    “And you did all this because you wanted revenge,” Casper said. “Is that it?”

    Gaius produced a sound that was alarmingly like a snicker. “Yes.”

    Emily stared down at him for a long moment. “You will take us to Heart’s Eye,” she said, the idea slowly crystallising in her mind. “And ...”

    She broke off as Gaius started to shake, his hands clenching and unclenching. Magic was crackling over him, unfamiliar magic. She stared for a second, then hastily raised her wards as Gaius’s entire body exploded. Blood splashed against her protections and dripped down to the sandy ground. Behind her, Casper had shielded himself too.

    “A silencing curse,” Casper said. “I’ve heard of it, but ...”

    Emily nodded. Master Grey, of all people, had talked about silencing curses during her ill-fated year. They were designed to stop people revealing secrets, she recalled. If they realized that their subject was being interrogated, regardless of the method, they activated. Gaius’s own magic had been warped and twisted into tearing him apart. She was honestly surprised the curse hadn’t triggered earlier.

    The spell must have interrupted Gaius’s ability to think clearly, she thought. Master Grey had told her that the curses had gone out of fashion, although he hadn’t gone into detail as to why. She rather thought she knew now. And that kept Gaius from realizing what was happening to him. If he didn’t know, the silencing curse didn’t know either.

    She glanced up at the sun. It was late afternoon.

    “I’ve had an idea,” she said. It wasn’t something she would normally try, but they were desperate. “Do you know how to cast an intensive glamour?”

    Casper gave her a faintly insulted look. “Of course.”

    “Good,” Emily said. She checked her pouch. Both batteries were still in place. “The necromancer is expecting us. I think we should go straight for him.”

    “Caleb said you were brave,” Casper said. He looked pensive as he shook his head. “But Emily ... how do we stop him?”

    “I have a plan,” Emily said. Maybe they couldn’t teleport. She could still craft a pocket dimension and use it as a bolthole. And Casper ... she could convince him to keep the nuke-spell a secret, if he saw it. “But we have to get to him before the army attacks Farrakhan.”

    “And you want me to pose as Gaius,” Casper said. He sounded rather doubtful, although she was sure she could hear an undertone of excitement. “Right?”

    Emily nodded. A simple glamour would fool orcs, she assumed, but probably not a twisted magician. The glamour would have to be far more powerful ... she scooped up some of Gaius’s blood, silently praying the spell would work and that Casper would handle his role perfectly. If they were spotted before they reached the necromancer, they would be in deep trouble.

    “We tell them that you’re taking me to the necromancer,” she said. She found Gaius’s pouch and poked through it, eventually removing a tiny silver badge. Merely touching it made her skin crawl. “And they should take us there.”

    Casper took the badge as Emily cut the reins from a dead horse to use as rope. “And what if they refuse?” he asked.

    “Then we have to improvise,” Emily said. She took a long breath. “Everything depends on us now.”

    And if we fall, she thought darkly, the city falls with us.


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    EMILY FOLLOWED CASPER, FEELING UNCOMFORTABLY VULNERABLE.

    He’d bound her hands behind her back, using a trick knot that should come free if she pulled on the end of the rope. She’d tested it twice, just to be sure, but it still worried her. Her wards were weaker than they’d been in years — and they were walking straight towards a necromancer. She knew the risk of being caught before they reached the necromancer was far higher if she was clearly warded, yet it still gnawed at her. If they ran into trouble, Casper would have to do most of the fighting while she rebuilt her wards.

    He should be able to handle a bunch of orcs, she told herself, firmly. And they’ll think he’s on their side.

    The landscape was a desolate nightmare, steadily growing creepier as they headed south. She could taste sand in the air as the wind blew north, scattering sand across land that had once been fields and villages. They would be beyond recovery, she feared, even if the necromancer was defeated tomorrow. The sand was choking the life out of them, killing cropland and draining wells. She knew, from Lady Barb, that most of the farms and villages could be quickly rebuilt, but the sand was another matter. The Desert of Death was steadily expanding in the wake of the invading army, pressing north. It wouldn’t be long before it reached Farrakhan.

    Casper held up a hand as night started to fall. “I can smell them,” he said. “They’re near.”

    Emily took a breath. A sharp scent lingered on the air, foul enough to send alarm bells ringing at the back of her mind. Orcs. Orcs ... and something else, something both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. She tensed, reaching for her magic. If something went wrong, they would have to fight. There was no way they could outrun a bunch of orcs.

    “Just remember the script,” she muttered back. Orcs weren’t very bright. They could be fooled easily, as long as they weren’t being led by someone smarter. And it was unlikely that any of them knew Gaius well enough to see through the blood-glamour. “Don’t give them any hint of weakness.”

    She tested her bonds again, silently praying the orcs wouldn’t look too closely. If she’d been asked to accept a prisoner, she would have made damn sure the prisoner was both tied up and incapable of using magic. Tying her hands would have been effective, when she’d been a first year student, but now she didn’t need to make elaborate hand gestures to cast spells. Her captors would need to drug her to render her powerless. 

    A shame we don’t have any of the magic-draining potion with us, she thought, as the orcs came into view. I could have splashed some on my shirt.

    Her heart started to race as the orcs came closer. They weren’t the first orcs she’d seen, not by a long shot, but she’d never been so helpless in front of them. The towering brutes, shambling parodies of the human form, eyed her with piggish eyes, blinking dully as they slowly spread out to surround the two humans. She forced herself to look down, readying a spell at the back of her mind. Casper and she would be in real trouble if the orcs drew their colossal swords and started to take swings at them. 

    Casper held up the badge. “Take me to your master,” he said, in a commanding tone. “I have brought him a gift.”

    Emily winced, inwardly. The voice wasn’t quite right. Someone who knew Gaius would wonder, quite rightly, what had happened to him. But the orcs didn’t seem inclined to question Casper. Instead, they started to speak amongst themselves, grunting together in a language she knew hardly anyone spoke. Even her best translation spells still couldn’t make heads or tails of it. It sounded as though they were having an argument.

    The biggest orc eventually stabbed a clawed finger at Emily. “Dinner,” he said, his voice so guttural that it took Emily a moment to realize it was speaking the common tongue. The expression on his face was one that Emily would have unhesitatingly called a leer, if he had been human. “We eat.”

    “Take us to your leader,” Casper said, firmly. “Now.”

    A faint ripple of laughter ran through the orcs. The biggest orc marched forward, reaching for Emily. Casper pushed her to one side, then cast a force-punch, slamming the spell into the orc as hard as he could. The creature was picked up and tossed across the land, crashing down into the remains of a village. Emily braced herself, half-expecting an attack, but the remainder of the orcs merely laughed. They were a violent people, she recalled. Someone getting hurt, perhaps even getting killed, was a source of humor to them. 

    She tensed as she sensed the presence of a magician. The orcs drew back, some of them dropping to their knees, as a twisted human came into view. Emily fought to keep her face expressionless as the man peered at her, his face warped and twisted beyond recognition. It was hard, so hard, just to look at him. Half of his face looked melted, as if he’d stepped too close to a fire; the other half looked normal, but inhumanly still. His eyes flickered over her, pausing on her breasts just long enough to make her feel uncomfortable. Standing close to him felt as though she was standing close to a wild animal. 

    Wild magic, she thought, as she forced herself to stand her ground. He’s been exposed from birth.

    “Greetings,” the twisted man said. He eyed Casper unpleasantly. “You have caught her?”

    “Indeed I did,” Casper said. The voice still wasn’t perfect. “She was overrated.”

    The twisted human snickered. “We will take her to the master,” he said. “You may return to the city.”

    “No,” Casper said. “I will take her to the master.”

    He stared at the twisted human for a long moment, daring him to try to take Emily. Emily braced herself, unsure what would happen. The twisted human had good reason to want to take her, knowing that claiming credit for her capture would bring him vast rewards. Perhaps even his freedom. But Casper was a strong magician, infinitely better trained ... trying to snatch Emily might end badly. If he chose to try ...

    The twisted human evidently thought better of it. “Then you will accompany us,” he ordered, flatly. “Follow.”

    He turned and marched south, half of the orcs falling into formation around him. Casper glanced at Emily, then led her after him. Emily was uncomfortably aware of the remainder of the orcs behind her, their eyes fixed on her back. There would be no hope of escape without magic, even if she’d had her sword. Her staff, well-hidden on her person, would break if she tried to use it as a weapon. She covertly reached out with her senses and scowled, inwardly, as she realized that the haze was growing stronger. Teleporting was still not an option.

    It was nearly an hour before they reached a small village. Emily was surprised to see that it was nearly intact, although several buildings had been reduced to piles of ashes. A number of twisted humans were evidently living there, surrounded by dozens of orcs. She couldn’t sense the necromancer, at least. Their escort halted on the edge of the village and waited, nervously, while their leader spoke to his superiors. Emily wished — not for the first time — that she could understand their language.

    And they have chat parchments, she thought, as she watched the leaders start scribbling out messages. It was yet more proof of treachery. Did Gaius teach them how to make chat parchments, too?

    She closed her eyes in pain. What had Gaius hoped to achieve? Revenge ... or something else? Had he planned to unseat the necromancer? Or did he think that whatever kept Dua Kepala relatively sane could be duplicated? It was a chilling thought. Gaius might have assumed that it was possible ... and, perhaps, he might have been right. He could have amassed vast amounts of power, then set out to wreak havoc. The devastation he could have unleashed would have been beyond imagination.

    “Horses,” Casper said, surprised.

    Emily winced, again, as he helped her onto the borrowed horse. The orcs seemed surprised she wasn’t being slung over the horse’s back like a saddlebag, but apparently didn’t feel any urge to question Casper’s judgement. He’d established himself as a strong man, simply by knocking down a lone orc. Emily would have argued that it hadn’t been a fair contest, if she hadn’t been relieved by the results. Casper shouldn’t have had any trouble frying the orc to ash.

    “Fetch us some water,” Casper ordered.

    The orcs obeyed without question. Casper tested the water, then held the bottle to Emily’s lips to allow her to drink. It tasted sour, but at least it was drinkable. The orcs watched her with a kind of vapid curiosity that puzzled her. Had they never seen a person drinking before? Their leader looked amused — and puzzled. No doubt he was wondering why Casper was actually caring for his captive.

    Gaius probably wouldn’t bother, Emily thought, as Casper took a long swig of water before attaching the bottle to his saddle. He might even prefer me to be thirsty.

    And yet, he’d have to explain why you died en route, her own thoughts reminded her. Would he really want to take that chance?

    She gritted her teeth as the small party headed away from the village and into the Desert of Death. The flickers of wild magic were growing stronger, poisoning the land. Even in the semi-darkness, illuminated by the rising moon, she could see sandstorms in the distance, their mere presence chilling her to the bone. It reminded her, discomfortingly, of the Blighted Lands. In truth, she realized numbly, the Desert of Death was part of the Blighted Lands. The entire ecosystem had long since started to break down under the impact of the Faerie and — later — the necromancers. Farrakhan had been on the border of the Blighted Lands and never realized it. 

    The landscape blurred into darkened sand dunes, each one treacherous underfoot. Emily had to resist the urge to keep her eyes closed as the horse stumbled, caught itself and stumbled again. The wild magic seemed to discomfort it as much as it worried the humans, even though she assumed the beast had been bred in the Blighted Lands. But then, there were places no wild animals would go, willingly. She supposed that made them smarter than their human masters. The horror stories of how humans had been warped and twisted by wild magic were terrifying.

    Casper nudged her, jerking her out of a near-trance. “Heart’s Eye,” he muttered, jabbing a finger into the distance. The sky was brightening, the sun throwing odd flickers of light across the land. “It has to be.”

    Emily cast a night-vision spell, hoping it was subtle enough not to alert the twisted human to her magic. The landscape sprung into sharp relief, revealing a strange shape dominating the skyline ahead of them. Emily had expected a castle, like Whitehall or Stronghold, but Heart’s Eye looked more like a fairytale palace. Strange towers reached up towards the sky, held up by fragile stones ... It was so ludicrously flimsy, to the naked eye, that she was surprised it was still intact. Magic, powerful magic, had to have been used to build it.

    And yet, the nexus point is gone, she thought, grimly. She should have been able to sense the nexus point at this distance, even if it had been tamed for centuries. Why didn’t the building fall down?

    She pushed the thought out of her head as they drew closer. Heart’s Eye was huge, easily larger than Whitehall. And it was surrounded by a small city, even the largest buildings effortlessly dwarfed by the school. She’d expected the city to be in ruins, if it hadn’t been lost to the sand, but it was still intact. Thousands of orcs and twisted humans were clearly visible, moving through the streets as though they lived there. She could hear the sounds of battle echoing over the city, coming from an orcish birthing pit. The strongest amongst them would be given the honor of siring the next generation of warriors.

    “Gods,” Casper breathed.

    The wind shifted, blowing the stench of orcs — and worse — towards them. Emily gagged, fighting the urge to be sick. The orcs laughed uproariously, as if they thought it was a great joke. Perhaps it was, to them. She swallowed hard, trying to breathe through her mouth as the smell grew worse. She’d been in cities, back in the Allied Lands, that had smelled cleaner. The orcs didn’t seem to give a damn about sanitation.

    The sun rose into the sky as they cantered through a set of trenches and into the city itself. She heard voices crying out and looked around, spotting the holding pens behind the buildings. They were crammed with humans — men, women, and children — just waiting to be sacrificed. It was clear, just from their terrified faces, that they knew what was coming. Others wore slave collars and moved from cage to cage, their expressions utterly broken. Several captives were lying so still that she suspected they were dead. She hoped they were dead.

    I’ll get you out, even if it’s the last thing I do, she promised them silently. I will.

    The horrors grew as they rode though the darkened city. Humans — free and slave — toiling away in tiny factories, producing swords, arrows, and other weapons. Orcs supervised, lashing out with their whips whenever they thought their captives weren’t keeping their noses to the grindstone. White bones lay everywhere, reminding her — again — that orcs ate human flesh. An elderly worker, unable to continue, was yanked out of the line and shared amongst a dozen orcs. Emily looked away, knowing she could do nothing.

    She felt Casper quivering with rage behind her. It had to be worse for him, she knew. He’d grown up knowing he might have to die, one day, to save civilians from an awful fate. But there was nothing he could do to save the captives. She wasn’t even sure that anything could be done to save the captives. Even if they were freed tomorrow, they’d need years to recover from their trauma ... years the Nameless World wouldn’t give them. She caught sight of a line of captives — all young girls — being marched west and shuddered. God alone knew what the necromancer had in mind for them. 

    “Stay calm,” Emily muttered. The orcs were hooting and hollering. Hopefully, no one could overhear her. “We only get one shot at him.”

    She kept her face expressionless, even though she knew the presence of so many captives changed everything. She’d assumed the necromancer would be alone, like Shadye, or surrounded merely by orcs. Shadye had never had living servants or slaves, as far as she knew. He’d built his servants out of dead bones. But the presence of so many living humans changed everything. She couldn’t risk blowing up the city if so many innocent lives would be lost.

    And what choice would they make, her own thoughts mocked her, if you offered them life or death?

    She shook her head. It wasn’t a choice she could make, not for them. Maybe they would prefer to die, rather than spend the rest of their lives as slaves. But she couldn’t sentence them all to death just for being unfortunate enough to be taken captive and enslaved. 

    And yet, was that not a form of cowardice? Was she just as bad as the necromancer, leaving them to their fate when she could have ended it in a moment?

    There were more holding pens near the school, she noted, crammed with captives. The necromancer’s next dinner, she assumed. A small altar sat just outside the giant stone doors, so tainted with necromancy that she could barely look at it. Perhaps the necromancer had turned sacrificing into a ritual ... or maybe it was just a way to torment his captives still further. And then ...

    She nudged Casper. “We need a better plan,” she said. She found herself tossing options around, each of them involving the batteries, but none of them seemed usable. Perhaps they would have to use the nuke-spell ... could she snatch all the captives into a pocket dimension? Or would that be too complex? “Or ...”

    A low rumble echoed through the air. The giant stone doors, easily large enough to allow a full-sized dragon into the school, were opening. Emily tensed as she sensed spikes of magic, oddly-tainted magic. It didn’t make any sense. Heart’s Eye was dead, yet it still lived. She wondered, somehow, if the necromancer was keeping the school intact through sheer force of will. It was as good an explanation as anything else. She braced herself as the doors opened, revealing two men. Two very familiar men.

    Shit, she thought. 

    She cursed her own lack of foresight under her breath. It had been two years since she’d seen Lucas and Roderick, Gaius’s boon companions. She’d thought they’d left him ... no, Gaius had told her they’d left him. And she hadn’t thought to ask Gaius when he’d been under the spell. They were caught. There was no way Casper’s glamour would fool them. Hell, they might even suspect something, just from how much consideration “Gaius” was showing his captive. He hadn’t been the sort of person to let a captive ride with dignity, even if her hands were bound.

    “Gaius,” Lucas said. He sounded as pompous as Emily remembered. “I ...”

    He broke off, his eyes going wide. “Who are you?”

    “Death,” Casper snapped. He lifted his hand and hurled a fireball. “Die!”


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    EMILY PULLED HER HANDS FREE, THEN slid off the horse and dropped to the ground, one hand clutching for the battery in her pouch. Lucas hurled a fireball back at Casper, missing his head by inches, his face twisting in rage. The orcs howled their fury, but seemed unsure which way to jump. Their master, the twisted human, was turning to face Emily, magic crackling around him ... she shaped a death-spell in her mind, then threw it at him with all the power she could muster. He gasped and fell to the ground, dead.

    Got you, Emily thought. 

    She finished rigging the battery and valve, then turned to face Lucas and Roderick before they could react. Casper was keeping them busy, firing spell after spell into their defenses or past them into the school. Both of them seemed stunned, unsure what to do. They’d probably relied on Gaius to do most of the thinking, Emily thought nastily. 

    And now, it was too late.

    The battery felt warm in her hand as she triggered the spell. A wave of balefire, far larger than any normal magician could produce, roared towards its two targets, slamming into Roderick before he could run. It was colossal overkill, a waste of a battery, yet she didn’t dare risk a more even battle that might go either way. Emily sensed Roderick’s death as the fire burned through his wards, incinerating him in a heartbeat. Lucas, quicker to dodge, managed to evade enough of the fire to survive, but the force of the impact still sent him flying away from the doors. Emily turned as she felt the battery start to run out of power, sweeping the flames across the nearest orcs. They howled, torn between the urge to attack her and the urge to bow down in front of her. And then they started to flee.

    Emily sensed a wave of magic behind her and jumped aside just in time to avoid a nasty curse from Lucas. His face was burnt, but he was alive. He tossed a second curse at her a moment before Casper blasted him. The force of the impact sent him flying into the pile of burning orcs. Emily deflected his curse and looked around. The captives were shouting to be released.

    She motioned for Casper to watch her back as she destroyed the battery, then hurried over to the nearest cage. She’d half-expected it to be locked with magic, but instead the lock was merely too tough for any mere human to undo. She reached for an orcish axe and brought it down instead, cracking open the cage and releasing the prisoners. They burst out, swarming around her; their hands touching her as if they thought she was a goddess. She fought herself free with an effort, using magic to push them back. She’d grown better about having others in her personal space, but there were limits. 

    “Free the others,” she ordered, pushing as much compulsion as she dared into her voice. It would be easy to overdo it. “Free the others, then flee the city.”

    The ex-captives hurried to work, breaking open the other cages and snatching up abandoned weapons. Emily had no idea if they were trained fighters or not, but at least they’d have a chance when the orcs rallied. Surprise had carried them as far as it had, yet she knew — all too well — that she only had one more battery. If she used it, she’d have to face the necromancer without it.

    She reached out with her senses, just as Lucas burst free of the flames and charged her. Magic billowed around him, threatening to overwhelm her weakened defenses. It was crude, but she knew it would be effective if she allowed him to grab her. Gritting her teeth, she slammed a force punch into his defenses and followed with a cutting hex that should have taken off his head. He deflected it, barely, and kept coming. Emily braced herself, only to watch in astonishment as Casper tackled Lucas. The two young men rolled around on the ground, their magic crackling around them. She’d never seen anything like it.

    “Free the others,” Casper shouted at her.

    Cursing herself, Emily turned ... just in time to see a small horde of orcs charging towards the freed captives. She reached for her magic, but held back as the captives charged at the orcs. The two sides crashed together with terrifying force, half-mad humans actually holding the line and driving the orcs back. Behind them, Emily saw a trio of twisted humans working a spell. She threw an itching hex towards them, gambling that they wouldn’t be familiar with a spell used mainly for pranking unwary students. Their concentration was broken as they started to scratch themselves, giving their former slaves a chance to overwhelm them. The ground shook, a moment later, as a distant building exploded into a fireball.

    Emily blinked in shock. A powder mill?

    It was possible, she supposed, as she turned back to Casper and Lucas. The former was on top of the latter, battering his head into the ground. Emily opened her mouth to tell him they needed Lucas alive, then stopped as she realized it was too late. Lucas’s head had been cracked open ... a second later, a force punch crushed it into paste. Emily was torn between feeling sick and a strange kind of relief. Lucas wouldn’t have a chance to betray the Allied Lands any further.

    She turned her head, reaching out with her senses to search for the necromancer. He had to be nearby. The orcs wouldn’t have risked taking their captive somewhere else. And yet, all she could feel was the strange not-magic surrounding Heart’s Eye. The doors lay open, leading into darkness. She thought she could sense ... something ... at the end of it.

    “The entire city’s in chaos,” Casper said. He looked pleased, even though his tunic was covered in blood and gore. Emily wondered, absently, if Lucas’s family would seek revenge, then decided it was unlikely. If Lucas hadn’t already been disowned, he would be as soon as his family heard of his treachery. “The orcs are even fighting each other.”

    He was right. Dozens of orcs were battling their own kind, slaughtering each other with a shocking fervor. And yet, she would have expected the necromancer to appear to regain control. Was he attacking Farrakhan? It was possible. He knew she wasn’t anywhere near the city. Gaius — damn the man — would probably have told him that the city’s other defenses were on the brink of collapse. There just wasn’t enough Wildfire left to make a difference.

    And yet, he would have wanted me as quickly as possible, she mused. She turned to look back at the doors, lying open. Is he in there?

    “We have to go inside,” she said, finally. “He’ll be summoning forces back from Farrakhan.”

    Casper nodded in agreement. Chat parchments had changed everything. An army could be brought back from the city to regain control, then slaughter every last one of the former slaves. Hell, the necromancer probably would do just that, if he could draw back from Farrakhan. Losing Heart’s Eye — and his growing industrial base — would be disastrous, at least in the short term. And he’d lose his planned sacrifices too.

    “If we can deal with the rest of the enemy here,” he said, after a moment. “They’ll be rallying now.”

    “Probably,” Emily agreed. She could sense flickers of magic as the twisted humans struggled to control the orcs. Half the city was burning now, flames spreading from house to house and driving their occupants into the streets. “But I ...”

    Casper grunted, and waved to a man carrying a sharp sword. “Sergeant, get the rest of the captives organized,” he ordered. “If you hold this ground, help will come.”

    The man saluted. Emily blinked in surprise as he started to bellow orders, trying to organize the captives into a rough formation. They wouldn’t be able to stand against a charge, she suspected, but they’d have a better chance than if they were scattered over the sand dunes. If nothing else, they’d die before the necromancer could use them for power. Casper was right, yet ... she knew they were using the former captives to divert their enemy’s attention.

    She glanced at him. “Sergeant?”

    “One can always recognize a sergeant,” Casper said. He winked at her. “Don’t you know that?”

    Emily shook her head, watching as the captives were lined up and weapons distributed, the older children and women putting together makeshift barricades. The sound of battle was fading away, suggesting that the twisted humans had finally regained control. Judging by the other sounds, they were assembling the remaining orcs into an army on the far side of the city. She wished, once again, that she’d mastered the spying spells before coming to Farrakhan. They would have been useful, if they’d been effective in the haze. All they had to go on was guesswork.

    “They’d be better advised to keep us pinned down until reinforcements arrive,” Casper muttered, as the sun rose higher in the sky. “But their master will punish them for failure, so they need to come at us now.”

    “They’ll be killed anyway,” Emily predicted. She reached out with her senses once again, but felt nothing beyond the flickers of ... something. “The necromancer won’t let them live.”

    “Probably not,” Casper agreed.

    He glanced at her. “I’m sorry.”

    Emily looked back at him. “For what?”

    A strange blend of emotions — irritation, guilt — crossed his face. “I thought badly of you,” he said, finally. “I thought—” he shook his head “—it doesn’t matter what I thought. You’re a true hero and I look forward to telling embarrassing stories about my brother at the wedding.”

    Emily felt herself flush. “I don’t think he’ll thank you for them.”

    “Of course he won’t,” Casper agreed. “He’d do the same for me.”

    “No, he wouldn’t,” Emily objected.

    “You see one side of him,” Casper said. “I see another.”

    Emily scowled at him. “Would things have been better if you’d treated him better?”

    Casper seemed to think about it, just for a second. “I was trying to toughen him up,” he said, finally. “I thought I was doing the right thing.”

    “Everyone’s different,” Emily snapped. 

    She clenched her fists, feeling a surge of rage that surprised her. She was so sick of hearing that excuse. Bullying was tolerated because bullying made its victims stronger, determined to fight back ... she loathed that logic. And yet, would she have been so determined to learn magic to defend herself if Alassa hadn’t tried to bully her, back in first year? But she’d been lucky, very lucky. Others hadn’t had the same advantages.

    “Some people are born strong,” she added, calming herself with an effort. “They’re tough, able to fight; others are physically weaker, but smarter, more able to improve old spells and develop new ones. Knocking them down doesn’t make them stronger.”

    “It can,” Casper said.

    “And some of them turn into necromancers or find other ways to gain power and set off on a roaring rampage of revenge,” Emily pointed out. How many bullying victims had turned into school shooters? She was surprised the Nameless World hadn’t had a whole string of magic users tearing schools apart. “And still others are broken completely.”

    “Then they’re weak,” Casper said, flatly. “And weak magicians have to be weeded out.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. The hell of it was that, by his lights, Casper was quite right. A weakling had to learn to stand up for himself. And yet, she knew it was far more complex than he claimed. A lone bully might be simple to beat, if one could wind up the nerve, but a whole society? How many school shooters had felt they were at war with the entire establishment, rather than just one person?

    “Caleb is not weak,” Emily said, firmly. “And his discoveries may change the world.”

    “They may,” Casper agreed. “And how many of his discoveries are actually yours?”

    “We discovered some of them together,” Emily said. “And others were his and his alone.”

    She reached out and tapped his wards. “You wouldn’t have the spells to protect yourself without people like Caleb,” she told him. “You owe them.”

    “I know,” Casper said.

    Emily blinked in surprise at his admission. It wasn’t something she would have expected from him. But she put the thought aside as a distant drumbeat echoed over the city. She sucked in her breath, sharply, as the orcs stepped into view. There looked to be hundreds of them, perhaps thousands ... no, she had to be overestimating them. But there were still a lot of them, compared to the mere handful of humans. Few of the former captives appeared to know how to handle weapons. A couple had even injured themselves. 

    We’re dead, Emily thought. Her magic was regenerating, but she didn’t know how long it would take. There’s too many of them.

    She touched the second battery, knowing it was their last shot against the necromancer. And yet, she wasn’t sure what she could do with it. Balefire wouldn’t be quite so lethal to a necromancer. Perhaps she could cast a powerful ward-eater in the hopes the necromancer’s power would rip him apart. Or perhaps ... she pushed the thought out of her head. The orcs had to be broken, had to be driven out of the city. They had to be forced to flee.

    “Watch them,” she ordered, as she knelt and pulled the second battery and valve out of her pouch. “Warn me when they start to charge.”

    Casper eyed her, curiously. “What is that?”

    “Something Caleb and I invented,” Emily lied, shortly. “Wait and see what it does.”

    She cursed under her breath. Letting him see the battery without forcing him to swear an oath not to talk about it might have been a mistake. No, there was no might about it. Casper would see enough to guess at what the battery actually did, then reason backwards to figure out how it actually worked. Or simply try to force Caleb to tell him. 

    I’ll have to try to force him to swear later, she told herself. And that won’t be easy.

    She pushed the thought out of her head as she tapped her fingers against the valve, carefully putting together a half-remembered spell. Sergeant Miles had done his best to fill the gaps in her education, but he hadn’t talked that much about ritual combat magic. He’d probably never expected her to be leading a ritual, not when there were six masters on call. Emily cursed that too, grimly. She wouldn’t be leading one now, but the effects would be much the same.

    “That’s a very small staff,” Casper observed. He was dividing his attention between the orcs and Emily. “What do you intend to do with it?”

    “It’s not quite a staff,” Emily said. She rose, clutching the battery to her chest. The orcs were howling now, psyching themselves up for the charge. She could sense magic behind them as the twisted humans cast protective spells. “It’s something new.”

    She walked forward until she was standing in front of the makeshift barricades. It was clear, just from looking at them, that they wouldn’t stand up to a charge, not for more than a couple of seconds. And only then if the defenders were very lucky. She told herself firmly that it didn’t matter, that the orcs would never reach the barricade. And she hoped, grimly, that she was right. 

    Here goes nothing, she thought.

    The orcs began to charge, picking up speed so rapidly that she almost panicked, even as she began the spell. Magic surged around her, then blasted through the valve and slammed straight into the orcs. The charging horde disintegrated, exploding into flames; she pushed the balefire onwards, driving it against the twisted magicians. She sensed them die, one by one, as the orcish line shattered, the handful of survivors turning and running for their lives ...

    “Gods,” Casper said.

    Emily barely heard him. The battery was still blazing power, devastating the city. She could feel the valve shaking in her hand, as if it was on the verge of coming apart. Emily gritted her teeth, holding it together by main force. If it shattered before the battery was depleted ... she wasn’t sure what would happen if the magic started to spew in all directions, but she doubted it would be anything good. The captives might be killed ...

    The battery ran dry, the valve breaking up into fragments a moment later. Emily sagged in relief, then hastily disintegrated the remains of both the battery and valve before Casper got a good look at them. If she was lucky, he’d think she’d merely found a way to improve the staff ... but she doubted she would be that lucky. The secret of the batteries was out. And if it wasn’t, it wouldn’t be long before it was.

    Casper looked shaken. “What was that?”

    Emily shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. Together, they looked over the ruined city, taking in the ashes that had once been orcs and buildings alike. The handful of survivors were fleeing into the desert, clearly hoping it would be safer than facing the Necromancer’s Bane. Emily wondered, absently, just what would happen if they did encounter the necromancer’s reinforcements. Would panic prove contagious? Or would they be quickly killed to keep them from spreading defeatism? She honestly had no idea.

    “That was a ritual,” Casper said. He sounded awed. “But you powered it all by yourself.”

    “Something like that,” Emily said. She looked at the freed captives, then up at the open doors. They were waiting for them. “Shall we go?”

    Casper frowned. “Is he in there?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. She understood his puzzlement. Why hadn’t the necromancer shown himself? They’d already damaged his war effort and won time for Farrakhan to be reinforced. Was he waiting for them? Or was he somewhere else altogether? “Let’s go.”


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    MIRRORS. MIRRORS EVERYWHERE.

    Emily inched down the corridor, shaking her head in disbelief. The walls were covered in mirrors, from immense mirrors easily large enough to show her entire body to small mirrors barely large enough to show her face. She could see her reflection a hundred times — a thousand — everywhere she looked. A faint eldritch glow illuminated the school, showing her doors that were covered in mirrors and classrooms with wall-to-wall mirrors ... she couldn’t understand how anyone could live in a place like this.

    “You can use mirrors for certain kinds of magic,” Casper mused. He sounded as disconcerted as Emily felt. “I don’t know much about them.”

    Emily nodded. She didn’t know much either. Imaiqah had studied it back in first year, for reasons Emily had never fully understood, but she’d dropped it before second year. Mirrors could be used for magic, yet ... what sort of magic? Void had had a talking mirror, but she’d never seen anything like it outside his tower. In truth, she wasn’t sure if the mirror had talked or if she’d just been talking to a reflection of herself. Given what she’d learned in the following years, either one was possible.

    She reached out with her senses again, trying to track down the necromancer. There was an odd magic running through the school, a faint trickle of power that might be holding the building together. She couldn’t get enough of a read on it to tell where it was coming from, but she could sense a dark brooding presence below the school. The necromancer was waiting for them, perhaps watching them as they skulked through the corridors. She knew that Whitehall’s staff watched their charges closely, but she’d never been able to track down or block the spells they used to do it.

    At least until I returned from the past, she thought, wryly. She’d picked out the watch-spells while lurking below the school. But I have an unfair advantage.

    “He’s down below,” she said, as she tried to think of a plan. The nuke-spell might kill him, but the interaction of the nuke-spell and the nexus point might be disastrous. There was a very real possibility that the blast would be powerful enough to crack the planet in half. And yet, the nexus point was dead. “Do you want to go back?”

    Casper shot her an offended look. “No,” he said. “If we can stop him, we have to stop him.”

    Emily shrugged as they walked past another set of abandoned classrooms. Her reflection on the other side of the room winked at her. She stopped and stared, but her reflection was utterly unmoving. Perhaps she’d just imagined it. And yet, as they kept moving, it was easier and easier to see flickers at the corner of her eyes. The entire school felt haunted, as if things were looking over her shoulder. She caught herself glancing around nervously, half-expecting to be jumped at any moment.

    “This place is creepy,” Casper muttered. He was doing a good job of hiding his own nervousness, his face largely expressionless, but his voice wasn’t exactly steady. “What happened here?”

    Emily shrugged. She had no idea. She’d always assumed Shadye would have destroyed Whitehall after absorbing the power of the nexus point. It would have practically elevated him to godhood. And yet, Heart’s Eye had clearly survived, even if the necromancer had somehow purged the school and snuffed out the nexus point. And there was that faint trickle of power ... she reached out for it again, cursing silently. She had no doubt that the building would collapse into rubble if anything happened to that power.

    This school is nothing like Whitehall, she reminded herself, grimly. And if all the reports were accurate, they never enjoyed such precise control over their nexus point.

    She contemplated the possibilities as they found a flight of stairs, heading down. Heart’s Eye wasn’t layer upon layer of pocket dimensions, unlike Whitehall. It might have survived losing the nexus point. And yet, she found it hard to imagine the school standing without magic. The Nameless World didn’t have the materials or science to build something that looked so flimsy. Perhaps they’d used magic to lock everything into place ... it made as much sense as everything else.

    “Mirrors,” Casper said, as they rounded the stairwell. “More mirrors.”

    Emily said nothing. The walls were lined with mirrors, the steps were lined with mirrors ... she wondered, absently, if the idea was to confuse students or misdirect enemies. Or, perhaps, to channel magic ... mirrors could be linked together, if she recalled correctly. It wasn’t something she’d studied, not in any great detail. In hindsight, perhaps she should have read Imaiqah’s old textbooks. The nexus point would have provided enough power to overcome any glitches in the spell.

    “This place had a nexus point,” Casper said. “How did it fall?”

    “There might have been a glitch in the spellware,” Emily said. She hadn’t sensed any wards as they’d walked through the doors. Nothing had barred their way, even though Whitehall and Mountaintop both had spells designed to keep casual visitors from entering the school without supervision. “They could have collapsed without warning.”

    Casper frowned. “Is that likely?”

    Emily shrugged. “It depends on just how they wove their wards,” she said. She’d heard about elaborate spells that collapsed, when pushed in the right place, but it wasn’t something she’d expect to happen to a school. The vast number of students trying to find ways to get away with skiving would have seen to that. “Or the necromancer might have had someone on the inside.”

    “It couldn’t have been Gaius,” Casper pointed out. “He would have been ... what? Twelve when Heart’s Eye fell?”

    “Probably not,” Emily agreed, dryly. Gaius had only turned traitor last year. “But there could have been someone else, willing or not.”

    She kept her expression blank as they moved further down the stairs. Shadye had used her as his weapon, using blood magic to make her his tool. And it had worked. She still had nightmares, sometimes, about how easily Shadye had made her a slave. Dua Kepala was supposed to be smarter than Shadye, far more cunning. It would have been easy for Dua Kepala to do the same thing to Heart’s Eye. For all she knew, Shadye had copied the idea from him.

    The pulsing sense of someone grew stronger, the further they went below the school. It was oddly blurred, as if the necromancer was trying to hide his exact location, but utterly unmistakable. She gritted her teeth, wondering if she had time to craft a Mimic. Maybe, just maybe, she could construct a stripped-down version that would devour Dua Kepala and then tear itself apart. But she doubted she could, without more time than she had. They reached the bottom of the stairs and stopped. It was clear the necromancer was waiting for them.

    There were no more mirrors, just a sense of darkness at the edge of her vision. The light seemed faded, as if it were draining away into the shadows. Emily cast a light globe and looked around with interest. The walls were decorated with odd runes, very similar to the ones she’d seen below Whitehall. And yet, there was a difference. This time, some of them were understandable.

    A Manavore, she thought, as she touched one of the carvings. The spider-like shape was unmistakable to her, even though Casper must have thought it was an odd mixture of a spider, a crab and an octopus. Beside it, there was a rough outline of the runes necessary to trap and kill a Manavore. Who put those here?

    The runes got more elaborate as they slipped down the corridor. Some were still familiar, others were so advanced that she didn’t have a hope of comprehending them without hours or days of study ... or, perhaps, were intended to misdirect guests who didn’t know how to correct their defects. Emily traced out a couple, noticing the absence of magic clinging to them, then dismissed the runes as a puzzle to be solved later. They’d come back, if they won the war. Heart’s Eye could be reopened, its mysteries unlocked. And who knew where they would lead?

    She stopped, dead, as the corridor opened up into a vast chamber, a chamber so large that she could barely make out the far side. A tiny stone bridge crossed the chamber. There were a dozen other bridges, above and below their position; below them, there was something that was strikingly indistinct, yet clearly there. She stared down at it, trying to understand what she was seeing ...

    ... And felt a strong arm catch her, a moment before she tottered off the edge and fell.

    “Emily,” Casper said. He sounded panicked. “What are you doing?”

    Emily felt a sudden wave of dizziness, followed by shame. Something had pulled at her, dragging her to certain death ... what was it? It wasn’t compulsion magic, it wasn’t subtle magic ... she looked back, finally understanding what she was seeing. The nexus point itself was calling to her, demanding that she throw herself off the bridge. And then the indistinct demand was gone.

    “Thank you,” she said, quietly.

    “You’re welcome,” Casper said.

    He stepped past her, peering down into the darkness. “What is it?”

    “I think it’s the remains of the nexus point,” Emily said. It had called to her ... why? She watched Casper, unsure if he would be suckered over the ledge, but he seemed to be in full control of himself. “It feels ...”

    She closed her eyes and reached out with her senses. The last nexus point she’d seen had been a blinding sparkle of light, a knot of overwhelming power ... this one felt like a potential nexus point, rather than anything else. It felt as though something was missing, as though something was gone ... as though there was an absence, a gaping space, where something ought to be. Her senses just seemed to slip around it, as if they refused to accept its existence.

    “It gets everyone that way,” a new voice said. It was pleasant enough, a solid tenor yet there was a hard edge to it that chilled her to the bone. “Welcome to Heart’s Eye.”

    Emily opened her eyes. Dua Kepala was standing on the far side of the chamber, holding a staff in his hand. She reached for hers and quietly undid the miniaturisation spell, feeling a flicker of relief as a full-sized staff snapped into her hand. Beside her, Casper did the same, one hand moving in a complicated pattern as he cast a protective ward around them. Emily knew it would be useless — a necromancer could break it down with raw power, if nothing else — but she said nothing. Maybe it would make the necromancer overconfident.

    She stepped forward, peering into the shadows. Dua Kepala was shorter than she’d expected. Bright red eyes peering at her from under a cloak that spun around him, hiding his body. His eyes were so bright that his face seemed dark by comparison, but she knew it would be skeletal. Necromancers burned up their living flesh as they became more than human. He leaned on his staff as though it was a walking stick, the pose suggesting that he was nothing more than a harmless old man. And he would have pulled it off too, if she hadn’t been able to sense the power surrounding him.

    “I greet you,” Dua Kepala said. “Have you no words of greeting for me?”

    Casper took a step forward. “In the name of the Allied Lands, I call upon you to surrender,” he said, briskly. “The war is over.”

    Dua Kepala snorted. “The war is very far from over, young man,” he said. The hard edge was still in his voice, but otherwise he sounded normal. Too normal. “We will be trying to kill each other soon enough. But surely ... before we fight, we can talk.”

    Casper glanced at Emily. “Is he a necromancer?”

    Emily nodded, slowly. She’d had her doubts, but Dua Kepala stank of necromancy. There was more raw magic sparkling around him than she’d seen around anyone else, save for Shadye. And yet, he sounded almost affably evil. She’d never been able to hold a real conversation with Shadye. He’d been more interested in talking about himself and gloating than in chatting with her.

    She cleared her throat. “How are you sane?”

    Dua Kepala giggled. “Every law has its loophole,” he said. “And what is magic, but exploiting those loopholes?”

    His voice hardened, suddenly. “How did you defeat Shadye?”

    Emily clamped her mouth shut as the compulsion struck her. It was a crude spell, a simple spell, a spell students might use to embarrass their fellows ... cast with such power that it almost broke down her resistance. She bit her tongue hard, tasting blood in her mouth, as the compulsion slowly faded away. It was hard to be sure, but Dua Kepala seemed surprised she hadn’t immediately started to babble. Perhaps he was further gone than he seemed.

    “Polite hosts don’t try to force their guests to talk,” she managed, as she banished the last traces of the compulsion from her system. “Does it matter how I beat Shadye?”

    “Of course it does,” Dua Kepala said. He didn’t sound unhappy that his gambit had failed, merely amused. “I must confess I didn’t believe it at first, when one of my allies on your side of the mountains alerted me to Shadye’s death. He had a ... stubbornness that kept him alive when much else failed. His solid self-centeredness gave him a grip on his power that made him a real threat.”

    “You must not have found him a pleasant neighbor,” Casper jeered.

    Dua Kepala ignored him. “And then he is killed by a scrawny girl,” he continued. “Don’t you think that that was a little surprising?”

    “I imagine so,” Emily said. She had been scrawny back then, hadn’t she? The school staff had worked hard to fatten her up. “You must have been terrified.”

    “Oh, I was,” Dua Kepala agreed. “And then, you didn’t set out to lay waste to the Blighted Lands.”

    He smiled, rather unpleasantly. “This war is a war to the death,” he said. His voice was calm, yet there was a thin note of cold triumph that warned her he felt he had the upper hand. “The lords, peasants, and chimpanzees might like to pretend that we are on the other side of the globe, but the magicians know it’s a fight to the death. If there was something about you that made you special, that gave you the power to destroy necromancers with ease, they would have pointed you at the next necromancer at once.”

    “Maybe they thought my schooling was more important,” Emily said, although she knew it was unconvincing. Dua Kepala was right. Their security had rested on a bluff and eventually, inevitably, that bluff had been called. “There was no immediate threat.”

    “I know how the senior magicians think,” Dua Kepala said, sarcastically. “There is no way they would let you put your schooling ahead of crushing the rest of us, if you could crush the rest of us. They wouldn’t want you to run around playing at being a baroness when you could be grinding us beneath your heel. Time is not on their side, is it? Holding the Allied Lands together gets harder and harder every year ... and that’s with us breathing down their necks.”

    “Maybe they were scared of what I could do,” Emily said.

    “They have more reason to be scared of us,” Dua Kepala said. He shook his head. “They called you the Necromancer’s Bane, yet they didn’t send you out to kill a few more of us while they had the chance. No, they were bluffing. I suspected it from the start, but I knew when that fool beat you in a duel. If you couldn’t stop an apprentice, how could you stop a necromancer?”

    Oops, Emily thought.

    Casper leaned forward. “What did you offer Gaius to make him turn traitor?”

    “He wanted revenge,” Dua Kepala said. “I merely offered him the chance to take it. He was quite obsessed with exacting revenge, in humiliating her in every way possible. Such self-centeredness !”

    “He would have made a great necromancer,” Emily snarled. Letting Casper win had been a mistake, perhaps. Gaius hadn’t been the only one fooled. It had been sheer luck that Dua Kepala had retreated the first time. “Wouldn’t he?”

    “I have no doubt of it,” Dua Kepala agreed, pleasantly.

    His voice hardened. “And now I have you — both of you,” he added. “You have done me some damage, but I remain strong. I will regain control of my armies, then move to capture Farrakhan with your help.”

    “I would rather die,” Casper said.

    “You will not be permitted to die,” Dua Kepala informed him. “I will use you as my tool to reach your father, killing him before I attack the walls. The city will be crushed, the population sacrificed. I will push onwards, breaking through the inner defense lines and overrunning the whole kingdom. Thus reinforced, I will advance on Stronghold and break a second school. I may even split the Allied Lands in two! The war will end and I will be victorious!”

    Emily gritted her teeth. If Dua Kepala was talking, he wasn’t trying to blast them. “What did you do to the nexus point?”

    Dua Kepala cocked his head. “I did nothing to the nexus point.”

    “You must have done something,” Emily said. She didn’t believe him. “What happened to it?”

    “I neither know nor care,” Dua Kepala said. 

    He smiled, coldly. “Surrender yourself to me, completely and utterly, and I’ll let your friend go.”

    “Never,” Casper said, before Emily could think of a response. “My life isn’t worth it.”

    “I quite agree,” the necromancer said. “Now burn!”


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    “MOVE,” EMILY SHOUTED.

    The first burst of power crashed into Casper’s wards. There was nothing subtle about it, nothing but a deliberate attempt to break through by brute force. The second burst of power shot down the passageway behind them and exploded, collapsing the roof. Their line of retreat had been cut off. 

    Shit, Emily thought. She pushed her wards forward as a third blast of power slammed into her, knocking her backwards. He’s got us trapped.

    She forced herself forward, knowing it was dangerous. But there was no choice. If they stayed where they were, the necromancer would hammer their wards until they broke; if they moved, they might just have a chance. She saw Casper throw a fireball back at Dua Kepala, Casper’s eyes wide with fear and grim determination. The fireball struck the necromancer, but he showed no sign of slowing down. A moment later, he launched another blast of light towards them.

    “Jump,” Emily snapped. 

    She threw herself off the bridge, leaping down to another bridge and landing neatly. Casper jumped in the opposite direction, allowing the necromancer’s blast to pass harmlessly into the corridor. The entire chamber shuddered, a moment later, as it struck the pile of rocks. Emily wondered, as she ducked another blast of raw magic, if Dua Kepala had just reopened their line of retreat, but she knew it was unlikely. Besides, getting back up was going to be difficult even if they beat the necromancer.

    “There’s no point in fighting,” Dua Kepala informed them. Casper dodged a burst of magic that would have burned through his wards if it had struck them. “And there is nowhere to run.”

    He was right about that, Emily knew. She threw a handful of spells herself, trying to see what had an effect and what didn’t. The fireballs and other lethal spells seemed to have some effect, but prank spells didn’t appear to do anything. She tossed her transfiguration spell at him, followed by another fireball, yet the resulting explosion didn’t seem to bother the necromancer. His magic protected him. Even a ward-eater didn’t seem to have much effect.

    Keep him firing at us, she told herself, as she avoided another blast of power. The necromancer was holding back, wasn’t he? Why? She had the oddest feeling it was important. Surely he couldn’t be completely fixated on taking them both prisoners. It wasn’t as if he needed them to get into the city. What is he doing?

    Casper jumped, using magic to throw himself up. He landed on a bridge above Dua Kepala, then started to pour spells down. The necromancer growled, firing back a combination of overpowered spells and raw magic. Casper cursed as the bridge disintegrated, then leapt to another bridge before he could fall to his doom. Dua Kepala didn’t seem to have any hesitation in firing at him ...

    Is he intent on capturing me, Emily wondered, or ...?

    She looked down. The nexus point was below her, far below her. Was Dua Kepala worried about firing magic into the dead nexus point? Was it truly dead? Surely, if it was gone, she wouldn’t be able to feel anything. She braced herself, as the necromancer launched another series of spells at Casper, then threw herself up to a higher bridge. It shuddered a moment later as a series of spells slammed into its underside. The necromancer seemed to have forgotten his reluctance to fire on her.

    He’s reluctant to fire down, Emily thought, frantically. She jumped as the bridge disintegrated, landing neatly on another bridge. And that means ... what?

    “Emily,” Casper shouted. “Look out!”

    Emily gritted her teeth as Dua Kepala landed on the bridge, facing her. His raw power beat on the air, his presence so daunting that she almost cowered. And yet, his power was under restraint. He should be utterly insane, holding himself together by force of will alone ... she stared at him, trying to parse out the secret. There had to be a secret. Had he sworn oaths not to lose his mind? Was that even possible?

    He might be so far gone that he genuinely believes he isn’t violating his oaths, she thought, as a bolt of magic slammed into her wards. Oaths were complex, dangerous magics. An oath was nothing to be taken lightly. Or he may not be violating them. The oaths might be holding his mind together.

    She bit her lip as the surge of power grew stronger. Dua Kepala was breaking down her wards by main force, practically daring her to dodge as he poured a stream of fire into her defenses. But the brute force of the attack made it harder for her to take any countermeasures. None of her usual tactics would save her. They would only make matters worse. And he was stalking towards her ...

    Casper jumped, slamming his wards into Dua Kepala’s. The necromancer started, losing his concentration just long enough for Emily to break free and jump. She landed neatly and spun around, throwing a series of fireballs at Dua Kepala. Casper jumped a second before a blackened hand could grasp his throat, threatening to crush it effortlessly. Emily felt an odd stab of relief, mixed with fear. Could they play keep away long enough for the necromancer to run out of power?

    If we can’t, she told herself, we’re dead.

    She considered and discarded a number of ideas as the necromancer glared down at them. If they stayed low ... he’d have to come after them, rather than pour spells down on them from high overhead. It wasn’t a good thing. They’d been lucky, so far. But they had to be lucky all the time. Dua Kepala only needed to be lucky once.

    Casper jumped to another bridge, hurling spells up at the necromancer. Dua Kepala turned, one hand unleashing a wave of fire. Casper jumped again, the fire twisting to follow him as he landed on yet another bridge. Emily cursed, then cast a series of illusions, trying to give the necromancer too many targets. Shadye had fallen for it, years ago, but Dua Kepala seemed harder to fool. Or maybe he was just too close to the magic of the chamber to be fooled by insubstantial illusions. 

    Think of something clever, she told herself. An idea was bobbing at the back of her mind, but it refused to come into the light. Think!

    The haze was still there, making it impossible to teleport. She wasn’t sure she would have tried even without it — Whitehall’s wards were configured to capture anyone who tried to teleport within the school — but the haze ensured that trying to teleport would lead to certain death. And yet ... she shaped the spell carefully, trying to cast it over Dua Kepala rather than herself. It would drain her magic, but the haze should ensure that Dua Kepala was scattered over a thousand miles. And then ...

    Dua Kepala turned to peer down at her, then thrust his magic out. Emily stumbled back, almost slipping and falling off the bridge as the spell disintegrated. The feedback slammed into her mind a second later, the force of the impact nearly knocking her out. Just for a second, she thought the entire chamber was spinning around her, brilliant lights burning into her very soul. Everything seemed so wrong ...

    Strong arms — Casper’s arms — caught her and yanked her up, a moment before the bridge disintegrated under her feet. She forced herself to focus despite the throbbing pain in her head. Dua Kepala had defeated the spell, somehow. It wasn’t as if it was a hard spell to defeat, if one expected it. The necromancer was hardly short of raw power. Her head cleared just as Casper landed on another bridge. A harsh sound echoed through the air. Dua Kepala was laughing.

    Smug bastard, Emily thought. Her throat was dry. She wanted — needed — water. But she knew she wasn’t going to get it. He knows it’s just a matter of time.

    The nuke-spell glimmered in her mind, taunting her. She could win the fight in a moment, if she dared use it. But she had no idea how the blast would interact with the nexus point, or even if they could use a pocket dimension to escape. Perhaps they could use a pocket dimension anyway ... but Dua Kepala would know what they’d done. He’d just have to wait patiently for them to emerge. Or destroy the bridge below their feet so they plummeted to their deaths. 

    She glanced at Casper. He looked tired, sweat running down his face. They were both drained, unable to fight for much longer ... she’d made a mistake, she realized dully, in walking straight into a trap. She’d assumed she could set the nuke-spell and escape before it was too late. And now they were trapped.

    “This has been fun,” Dua Kepala said. His voice was cold, but there was a hint of malicious amusement in his voice. “And yet I fear it cannot go on.”

    He jumped down, landing neatly on their bridge. “Neither of you can resist me any longer,” he added. “Surrender now.”

    Emily closed her eyes for a long moment. He wanted them, clearly. And he was right. She couldn’t hold out for much longer. He’d take her and break her and warp her mind ... he’d break Casper too, just for giggles. She thought about trying to bargain with him, about trying to offer something — anything — in exchange for Casper’s freedom, but Dua Kepala had no need to make a bargain. They were trapped. Perhaps they should throw themselves off the bridge rather than allow the necromancer to break their minds ...

    She opened her eyes. She’d just had an idea.

    “Get us to a lower bridge,” she ordered. She had to trust Casper to do it. Her head was still spinning uncomfortably from the failed attempt to teleport Dua Kepala. She wasn’t sure if she could cast any of the more complex spells without knocking herself out. “Hurry!”

    Casper caught her again, then levitated them down onto a lower bridge. Dua Kepala peered down at them, his skull-like face twisted into a gruesome smile. Emily wondered, as she fought to remain upright, just how much of his original skin and bone was left. She had no idea how he’d retained so much of his sanity, but it was clear that necromancy had taken a major toll on his body. Magic was all that was keeping him alive.

    “There’s nowhere to run down there,” Dua Kepala informed them. He sounded amused. “I won’t hurt you if you come back up.”

    “Bullshit,” Casper said.

    Emily sensed the necromancer’s power building for another blast and knew they were running out of time. “Hit the bridge,” she snapped, as she threw a blasting curse up at the necromancer’s bridge. She wasn’t sure what it was made of — it looked like stone, but she was sure it was something else. “Now!”

    Dua Kepala looked surprised, just for a second, as the bridge began to disintegrate. Casper’s spell struck the stone-like material a second later, sending the debris plunging down into the darkness. Dua Kepala fell too, his magic billowing out of control. Emily gathered herself, then thrust all of her remaining power into disrupting his magic. Flying was dangerous in a battle, if only because a single sorcerer could send the flying magician falling to certain death. Now ... 

    The necromancer howled, screaming his rage as he tried to fight back. Emily felt warm blood trickling over her lips as she pushed harder, trying to keep the spell in place. Dua Kepala could not be allowed to fly back up, not when they were both drained. And then she sensed a surge of magic as the necromancer fell into the nexus point and vanished, his life snuffed out in an instant. And yet ... she had the oddest feeling he was stretched in some way, as if he’d tried to teleport at the last moment. The traces of magic were gone almost before she could do more than catch a glimpse of them. Maybe he’d tried to escape, too late; maybe his haze had kept him from saving his life. She felt a flicker of grim satisfaction at the thought. Dua Kepala had clearly gambled on not needing to teleport.

    And then there was a blinding flash of light, followed by a low rumble running through the bridges. Emily hastily pulled her senses back as the nexus point returned to life, flares of magic burning through the air and reaching up towards them. She didn’t dare let herself be blinded, not now. Sheets of light flashed up the walls, changing color randomly as they moved up and into the castle. She was suddenly aware of a spider-web of power reaching out in all directions, touching something far greater than herself. The nexus point was intimately connected to the planet below...

    Whatever killed the nexus point killed part of the planet itself, she thought, her head so fuzzy she wasn’t sure just how long it had been since Dua Kepala had died. No wonder the desert was spreading, no matter what they did to slow it down. What will happen now?

    She was suddenly aware of a hand touching her shoulder. “Emily,” Casper said. Emily flinched. She’d thought it was Caleb, just for a second. “Are you alright?”

    Emily fought her way back to herself. She was kneeling on the bridge, her eyes tightly closed ... and yet, she could see the surges of power far below. Blood was on her lips ... she touched her nose gently, half-wondering if it was broken. It didn’t feel broken, she thought, numbly. It had merely begun to bleed. Her magic felt weak and listless ... hell, her body felt weak and listless. And she was too close to Casper, yet she was too tired to care.

    The bridge trembled again. “I’m not sure,” Emily managed. She opened her eyes. Light — semi-translucent light — boiled below, wave after wave of power tingling over her skin as it raced up. She had the sudden uneasy sensation that they were standing over a volcano that was about to erupt. The nexus point hadn’t been dead, merely dormant. And she’d woken it up by tossing a live necromancer, the greatest source of power in the Allied Lands, into the fire.

    A battery could do the same, she told herself. Her body felt too weak to stand. She had to lean on his arm just to rise. We could awaken the remainder of the nexus points.

    She winced as another surge of power rocketed past them. They’d killed the necromancer, but they were trapped. Neither of them had the power to levitate up and out of the chamber, not before the magic rose up and vaporized them both. She had the nasty feeling that using magic might trigger the eruption ahead of time. The nexus point wasn’t stable, not yet. She could feel the power gathering, building up for another blast ...

    ... And yet, there were options.

    “Hold on to me,” she managed, as she knelt back down. Her throat felt utterly dry — and sore, as if she’d had a nasty cough. She knelt back down, drawing on the remains of her magic. Even the smallest of spells might provoke a reaction, but she couldn’t think of any better option. The only alternative was staying where they were and waiting to die. “Don’t let me fall.”

    “Caleb’s a very lucky man,” Casper said, admiringly. He sat next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. Emily was too tired to push him away. “And thank you ...”

    Emily closed her eyes, trying to remember how it had been done. She’d shown Lord Whitehall how to do it, nearly a thousand years ago, but she didn’t have time — now — to show Casper what he needed to do. The nexus point flared with ... something ... as she pushed the first set of spells forward, as if it resented the possibility of being tamed. Magic crackled towards her, burning through the spellware. Emily flinched at the pain — she felt as though her mind was on fire — but she held the spellwork together, shoving it into the nexus point. 

    The ground shook. Pieces of rock fell from far above and plunged into the nexus point, a handful striking and smashing bridges on the way down. Just for a second, Emily was convinced the nexus point was alive. And then she felt the spellwork come to life, tapping and taming the nexus point. No one had managed to duplicate Lord Whitehall’s work, she recalled. Not until now ...

    But it wasn’t entirely his work, she thought, as the magic surged up and outwards. The spellware was already evolving, taking on shape and form. She drew on a little of it, trying to heal herself. But she knew it wouldn’t be enough. She needed food, drink and sleep, not raw magic. He learned from me.

    The ground shook, one final time, as the nexus point surrendered. Emily opened her eyes and looked around, taking in the glow pervading the chamber. It would take time for the wards to form, as the power started to filter into the school, but they would. And then ... the nexus point was back, its power spreading into the land. The Desert of Death could be reclaimed.

    “You are amazing,” Casper said. He still had his arm around her shoulders. She was suddenly very aware of his body pressing against hers. “What have you ...”

    He was yanked away from her with staggering force, so strong that she was nearly pulled into the nexus point. She caught herself and looked up, staring in disbelief as Casper’s body was ripped apart by blue fire. Behind him ...

    Dua Kepala stood there, alive ...

    ... And his red eyes blazed with utter madness.


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    HE’S DEAD, EMILY THOUGHT NUMBLY. SHE couldn’t move, even as the remains of Casper’s body disintegrated into ashes. I saw him die.

    Dua Kepala stared down at her. He seemed taller somehow, but the face was the same ... except now his expression was twisted with utter madness. His magic billowed around him, thrumming on the air in a manner that sickened her. The stench of death surrounded him, the aura of countless lives sacrificed for power. And his power was bleeding through his wards. He’d lost control, she realized, as she tried desperately to think of a plan. But she lacked even the bare bones of a plan. She was so drained she couldn’t even call on the nexus point for power.

    She found her voice. “How ... how are you still alive?”

    She’d sensed his death, she was sure. No one could have survived the fall into a nexus point ... except she had, hadn’t she? But she’d prepared the ground well for her trip to the past, ensuring a safe trip. Dua Kepala hadn’t had any protections, nor had he had any reason to think he might need such protections. No, she’d sensed his death. And if that was the case, who was standing in front of her?

    He reached out and caught her by the neck, yanking her to her feet. His magic pressed in on her, almost daring her to reach out and claim it for herself. There was no longer any focus, no longer any ability to cast spells ... his skeletal hand felt uncomfortably hot, as if the last remnants of humanity were slowly burning away. His bright red eyes met hers, holding her trapped. The fires burning deep within his skull were the fires of hell itself. She couldn’t muster any resistance.

    I saw him die, her thoughts insisted. How is he still alive?

    She forced herself to think, even as she dangled from his arm like a sack of potatoes. The magic around him had stretched, just for a second, before his death. And then ... she forced herself to look at his face and knew. It wasn’t just similar to the last necromancer, it was identical. Completely identical. Dua Kepala had literally duplicated himself, using the bilocation spell to spread his mind over two bodies. No wonder he’d been able to resist madness. He’d literally had twice the mental capacity of any other magician. But now one of his bodies was gone, snapping the thread that held his mind together. He was as crazy as Shadye now, maybe crazier. He certainly wasn’t used to keeping so much power under control.

    And I gave him a nexus point, she realized, as his grip tightened. She tried to kick out, but he ignored her feeble blow. He can just jump into it and drain the power.

    “Die,” Dua Kepala hissed. Emily started to choke, his hand crushing her neck. Her body refused to move, refused even to kick at him. She closed her eyes, knowing it was the end. There was no point in further resistance. “You ...”

    There was a brilliant flash of light, so bright she saw it through her eyelids. Dua Kepala’s hand came loose, letting Emily fall to the ground. Strong arms caught her a moment later, dragging her back. She forced her eyes open, despite the pain. Void stood in front of her, facing Dua Kepala. He held a glowing sword in one hand, holding it up in a pose that Emily knew belonged in the movies, not in a real fight. Dua Kepala stared back at him, his face twisted with anger. His arm was gone ...

    “Hold still,” a familiar voice ordered. Emily looked back to see Lady Barb, her pale face concerned. It was a rescue ... she hoped it was a rescue. But it had come too late for Casper. “You’re not in a good state.”

    Dua Kepala snarled, then threw a burst of raw magic at Void. Void held up his sword, somehow casting a shield that caught and deflected the magic. Emily felt her hair stand on end at the sheer power he’d shown. Neither Casper nor she had been able to deflect a necromancer’s spell so casually. And then the two magicians were exchanging blows, their magics crashing into each other and flashing ...

    Lady Barb took a tight grip on Emily. Emily had no time to say anything before there was a surge of magic. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut as they teleported, snapping them open as she hit the ground. They were on a sand dune, perhaps a couple of miles from Heart’s Eye and the surrounding city. And yet, she could see flashes of light and hear thunderclaps in the distance. The confrontation was far from over.

    Did Void throw him out of the chamber too? Emily asked herself. Or teleport him out, somehow?

    It was impossible to be sure, but it looked as though the two combatants were in the open air, rather than deep beneath the ground. Or were the flashes of lightning somehow dispelled though the school’s towers? She tried to peer towards the school, expecting to see two figures engaged in single combat, but her head swam. Her legs tottered a moment later, sending her tumbling to the ground. Lady Barb caught her an instant before she landed, lowering her the rest of the way. Emily was too drained to argue.

    “Drink this,” Lady Barb ordered. She opened a potions gourd, pushing it into Emily’s mouth. Emily sipped it gratefully, feeling a surge of energy that banished her aches and pains. She’d pay for it later, she knew, but for the moment she needed it. “How are you feeling?”

    “Sore,” Emily said. Her headache was fading, but she still felt fragile. “Where did you come from?”

    “We were spying on him,” Lady Barb said. She smiled, rather oddly. “We couldn’t even get into the school until you and that boy took down the wards.”

    “His name is Casper,” Emily said. She stopped a moment later. Casper was dead. Dua Kepala had killed him, effortlessly. Casper was dead. “He ... he was Caleb’s brother.”

    “Ouch,” Lady Barb said. A low rumble of thunder echoed through the air, followed by more flashes of lightning. “He died bravely.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead as she forced herself to sit upright. Caleb ... how was Caleb going to feel, when he heard the news? Would he blame her for Casper’s death? Perhaps it had been her fault, in a way. If she hadn’t convinced him to go after Dua Kepala, the necromancer would never have had a chance to kill him. But she knew she wouldn’t have been able to stop him from following her. He wouldn’t have gone back to the city and let her proceed alone ...

    And I would have died if he had, Emily thought. She leaned into Lady Barb’s quiet embrace, feeling numb. There would be time to sort out her feelings later, let alone talk to Caleb and General Pollack about Casper. He saved my life.

    She looked down at her hands as Lady Barb passed her a second potion. She’d shown Casper far too much, from the batteries to the spells used to tame the nexus point. His death ... she didn’t want to think it, but his death had solved a great many problems. She no longer had to force him to swear an oath to respect her secrets ... she shook her head, savagely. Casper hadn’t deserved to die. He should have returned in triumph after killing Dua Kepala and claimed his fair share of the reward. And then he could have found a girl and married her and surpassed his father in all respects ...

    And your mind is wandering, she told herself sharply, as she saw another flash of lightning in the distance. The two combatants were still fighting. You need to think.

    She drank the potion, then pulled herself to her feet. Lady Barb looked almost exactly as she remembered — a tall patrician woman, her long blonde hair tied into a single ponytail — but her face was grim as she looked towards the school. Magic was flaring in all directions, spilling out all over the land. Emily couldn’t tell if it was the nexus point, slowly bringing the desert back to life, or merely spill-over from the battle. Void was facing a necromancer in single combat and holding his own ...

    ... And smoke was rising from the city. “What’s happening over there?”

    “Some roving bands of orcs returned,” Lady Barb said. “Your allies fought to the last.”

    Emily shuddered. Were they all dead? Probably. Dua Kepala wasn’t in any state to order the orcs to leave some of their captives alive, even if he cared enough to bother. The idea of deferred gratification was suddenly alien to him. And the remainder of his armies were probably making their own way back to Heart’s Eye, harried by General Pollack’s army ... unless, of course, they’d stormed Farrakhan. She rubbed her forehead again, understanding — finally — what the generals had meant when they’d talked of the fog of war. Anything could be happening — in Farrakhan, in the rest of the kingdom — and she’d never know.

    She looked at Lady Barb. “You were spying on him?”

    “Trying to spy on him,” Lady Barb said. “It wasn’t easy. We never figured out how he retained so much of his mind.”

    “Bilocation,” Emily said, flatly. She wasn’t sure she should be telling anyone, but she trusted Lady Barb. “He had two bodies ...”

    She wondered, morbidly, if Dua Kepala had three bodies. She’d never dared try the bilocation spell, even after she’d found it in Void’s spellbook. Could one stretch the spell far enough to cover three bodies? She could see a whole multitude of problems, but a half-mad necromancer might just be stupid enough to try. Or he might start duplicating his own mind completely and inserting it into clone bodies ...

    But then they’d start fighting each other, she mused. They wouldn’t know which of them was the real necromancer.

    “Interesting,” Lady Barb said. “And unprecedented.”

    “He planned everything,” Emily said, softly. “He knew I couldn’t kill him like I killed Shadye.”

    Lady Barb didn’t look surprised. “We knew it would happen, sooner or later.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. Dua Kepala’s logic had been perfect. If Emily had had a talent that lent itself to killing necromancers, she would have been pointed at the rest of them before they could devise a counter. The only explanation that made sense was that she — and Whitehall’s Grandmaster — had been bluffing all along. Even what she’d done to Mother Holly hadn’t changed Dua Kepala’s mind.

    “Eat this,” Lady Barb ordered, holding out a sandwich. “You’re very badly drained.”

    “I ...”

    “Eat it,” Lady Barb said. Her voice hardened. “Or I will force-feed you a nutrient potion instead.”

    “Cruel and unusual punishment,” Emily said, as she took the sandwich. It was nothing more than bread and cheese, but it tasted heavenly. One could live on nutrient potion alone, yet — like most potions — it tasted foul. “Do you have more sandwiches?”

    “Enough, I hope,” Lady Barb said. She passed Emily the bag. “Eat as much as you can.”

    Another peal of thunder echoed through the air. “What’s happening?”

    “Your ... guardian said he would stop the necromancer,” Lady Barb said. Her lips thinned with disapproval, twinned with an odd flicker of dark amusement. “But it looks as though raw strength and bloody-mindedness are proving a match for old age, knowledge and treachery.”

    Emily winced. She’d forgotten just how deeply Lady Barb hated Void. It was amazing that they’d managed to work together while spying on Dua Kepala, even though they’d clearly not succeeded in figuring out his secrets. But she’d seen the defenses Dua Kepala had used to hide himself. She couldn’t have slipped through them without Gaius’s badge.

    She closed her eyes in pain. “Gaius was a traitor,” she said, numbly. She didn’t want to talk about it, but Lady Barb needed to know. “He betrayed us.”

    Lady Barb didn’t sound surprised. “There’s always someone stupid enough to think they can deal with the darkness and escape unscathed,” she said. “Do you know why?”

    “Revenge, apparently,” Emily said. She still couldn’t quite believe it. “He blamed everything on me.”

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Lady Barb told her, curtly. “You didn’t force him to do anything. And you didn’t force Melissa to fall in love with Markus. No one forced Gaius to turn traitor, did they?”

    “I don’t think so,” Emily said. 

    “Then he’s responsible for his own actions,” Lady Barb told her. She scowled, the look on her face promising vengeance. “And he will stand trial for them.”

    “He’s dead,” Emily said. She wondered if they could find what was left of the body or if it had already been swallowed by the sand or consumed by a passing orc. If the latter, she rather hoped Gaius had given the creature a bellyache. “I saw him die.”

    “Then he will answer to the gods,” Lady Barb said. She held out a bottle of water. “Drink, then eat. Your reserves are very low.”

    She was right, Emily knew. The physical pain was fading away, but her magic reserves were badly depleted. Pushing them any further might drain her completely, burning out her magic once and for all. Madness would follow, if some of the horror stories she’d heard were even remotely accurate. Magicians didn’t cope well with losing their powers. But she might need her powers to defend herself ...

    And yet, the battle was still raging on. She could sense it, the flashes of magic as two mighty sorcerers fought for dominance. She’d thought she’d put up an impressive fight against Master Grey or Gaius, but this was different. Void — a Lone Power — was in a class of his own, yet Dua Kepala was somehow holding out ... perhaps even taking the offensive. Her hair tingled as another flare of power shimmered through the air, making her want to turn and flee. Had Grandmaster Hasdrubal been so powerful? She didn’t know.

    She forced herself to eat, choking down the bread and cheese when her stomach rebelled against the food. Lady Barb hadn’t been joking about the nutrient potion, she was sure; in truth, Emily suspected she should drink the potion, despite the taste. She needed to rebuild her reserves as quickly as possible, just in case it wasn’t Void who emerged from the remains of Heart’s Eye. The fairytale castle was still standing, somehow ...

    ... But Emily knew it was just a matter of time before it collapsed in on itself. The old spells the designers had used to keep it intact were gone. She hadn’t had time to rebuild them, even if she’d known which spells had been used and how. In truth, she was surprised the entire building hadn’t fallen to ruins by now.

    Lady Barb caught her arm. “Did you bring a chat parchment with you?”

    Emily shook her head. She’d left her personal parchments in the barracks, while Gaius had destroyed the official parchment before any of them could use it. If they headed back to Farrakhan ... she gritted her teeth as she realized the danger. There was still an entire army between them and the city. Lady Barb might be able to intimidate the orcs into leaving them alone, but she couldn’t. Her reserves were far too drained. 

    “The haze is gone,” she said. She could tell that much, at least. “Couldn’t you teleport back to the city?”

    “Perhaps, but I’d prefer not to risk it,” Lady Barb said. Emily gave her a puzzled look. “The haze might still be there.”

    Emily nodded. Lady Barb had a point. They still had no idea how the haze had been produced, let alone used to disrupt the city. Just because it was gone from Heart’s Eye didn’t mean it was gone everywhere else. Trying to teleport back to Farrakhan might end very badly. And yet, she wanted to get away from the necromancer. Who knew what damage the duel would do to the nexus point? If it destabilized, the explosion would kill both of the combatants and devastate the land for thousands of miles around. It had happened before.

    We’re stuck, she thought, turning to look over the desert. Smoke was still rising from the remains of the city. Were those orcs in the distance, or was it a sandstorm? She had no way to know. And we can’t stay here.

    She closed her eyes for a long moment, then knelt down and touched the sand. A faint trickle of power was running through the ground, spreading out from the nexus point. Old Whitehall had been surrounded by wild magic, she recalled; a side-effect, she suspected, of an untamed nexus point. The present-day school didn’t have anything like so many problems. Who knew what would happen here, in the future? And who knew what would happen if she moved from dormant nexus point to dormant nexus point, infusing magic and bringing them slowly back to life? The Blighted Lands might be up for grabs ...

    And yet, that might come to nothing if we can’t stop him, she thought. Void and Dua Kepala were still fighting. He could devastate the kingdom if he ever manages to reduplicate himself ...

    She looked up at Lady Barb. “We have to go back.”

    Lady Barb shook her head, firmly. “You’re in no state for a fight.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She stood. Her body felt strong, but she knew it was an illusion. She would collapse the moment the potions wore off. Lady Barb would have to get Emily to safety by herself. “But I don’t think there’s a choice.”

    She turned and started to walk towards Heart’s Eye. “I think there’s a way to stop him permanently,” she added, without looking back. She could feel the nexus point growing stronger as she walked, calling to her. The spells she’d put in place were still growing into something mighty. “But we need to be there to do it.”


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    THE SOUND AND FURY OF THE ongoing battle grew louder as they made their way back towards Heart’s Eye. Emily had half-expected to encounter more orcs — or former captives — but the burned and blasted remains of the city were deserted. Either the orcs had headed back to Farrakhan, perhaps in hopes of linking up with the rest of their army, or they’d fled from the combatants. Emily was tempted to try to spy on the fight — Void had definitely managed to force the necromancer out of the chamber before he could do something with the nexus point — but Lady Barb flatly refused to allow her to go too close. Even at a distance, the waves of magic from the combatants was enough to make Emily’s hair stand on end.

    “You do not want to be caught in the middle,” Lady Barb told her, firmly.

    Emily braced herself as they reached the giant stone doors. One of them had fallen off its hinges and now lay on the sandy ground; the other hung listlessly, as if it couldn’t decide if it wanted to fall or not. She eyed it warily, then led the way past the stone doors and into the school. The building felt different now, magic flaring through the corridors as if it didn’t quite know where to go. There was a low hum in the air that made her ears hurt, rising and falling in time with her heartbeat. She glanced from side to side, then hurried down the corridor. The mirrors showed scenes out of nightmare, twisted images of worlds that didn’t exist — that she hoped couldn’t exist. She caught sight of her own reflection, her face blackened and twisted, her eyes terrifyingly hopeless. And then her reflection seemed to slip back to normal.

    I saw something like this before, she reminded herself. In the Dark City.

    She pushed the mystery aside for later consideration as they found the stairwell and headed down towards the nexus chamber. The heartbeat was growing louder, oddly off-key. She couldn’t help comparing it to a badly-tuned generator, steadily growing worse and worse until the noise it made was acutely painful. The lights seemed to be breaking down completely; some so bright it was hard to walk past them without flinching, others so dim that she had to fumble forward. She didn’t dare use magic to make it easier to see.

    “This place is breaking down,” Lady Barb said. She caught Emily’s shoulder. “Was it like this in Whitehall, last year?”

    “No,” Emily said. She didn’t really want to remember the nightmarish moments when she’d thought Frieda had died, right in front of her. “It was worse.”

    The mirrors were glowing now, pearly-white light that burned through her eyelids and dug into her brain. She covered her eyes as best she could, wishing she understood just what magics had been used to build Heart’s Eye. And what they’d been doing, back before Dua Kepala had stormed the school. Maybe there were papers lying around, explaining precisely what had happened ... she doubted they would be that lucky. Dua Kepala had had a decade to search the school for anything useful, then read his way through the school library. He should have known precisely what they’d been doing.

    Perhaps they were trying to expand their tap on the nexus point, Emily mused, as they found the second stairwell. The roof was starting to crack ominously, dust powdering down from high overhead. And somehow they quenched it instead.

    It was possible, she supposed. Nexus points were ... odd. The school’s researchers might not have understood what they were playing with, particularly as they didn’t have her insight into their timeless natures. Maybe they’d put too much strain on the spellware they’d used to tap it ... or maybe they’d caused a recursive feedback loop that had somehow tied up the entire nexus point until a surge of magic had somehow shaken it free. Or maybe ... she pushed the thought aside for later contemplation. They didn’t have time ...

    “Ah,” she said, as they reached the bottom of the stairs. Their path was blocked by fallen rocks, making it impossible to get through. “Can you get them out the way?”

    “I’d prefer not to try,” Lady Barb said. She held up her hand, casting a spell. “Blasting through or levitating them out might weaken the remainder of the ceiling.”

    Emily glanced up. The rocky ceiling looked solid, but it might be an illusion. She had no way to know how weak the rock was until they tried to make their way through the block. And if Lady Barb was right, they might bring the ceiling down on their heads.

    She reached out with her mind, questing for the nexus point. It was clearly visible, right on the other side of the blockage. She gritted her teeth, then turned to hurry in the other direction. If they were lucky, they might encounter another way into the chamber. Lady Barb followed her, glancing from side to side as the thrumming noise grew louder. The flickers of magic — of things at the corner of her eye — were growing stronger, each one pricking at what remained of her confidence. She couldn’t help feeling uneasy as they found another blocked passageway, then another. They might have to blast their way through after all ...

    “There,” Lady Barb said. “Move!”

    Emily nodded as she hurried down the tunnel and into the nexus chamber. She could see light pouring down from high overhead, flashes and flickers of magic clearly visible as the two sorcerers kept fighting. Void had smashed the roof wide open, she realized, torn between amusement and horror. If nothing else, they would have a chance to escape if the building finally gave up the ghost. But then, there would be a necromancer waiting outside ...

    She walked out of the passage and onto a bridge, bracing herself. The bridge was broken — she wondered if it had been the one they’d smashed in their attempt to kill the necromancer — but she was close enough to the nexus point to reach out and touch the spells she’d implanted. They were twisting out of shape, unable to quite compensate for the unstable nexus point. Maybe that was what had caused the problems, Emily thought, as she sat on the end of the bridge and closed her eyes. The nexus point wasn’t anything like as stable as the one she — and Lord Whitehall — had tamed.

    It just woke up, she reminded herself. She could feel it, twisting in and out of reality, reaching into dimensions beyond her comprehension. It was all she could do not to try to peer through the dimensional walls, even though she suspected it would be suicide to even try. I think ...

    “Shit,” Lady Barb swore. “Emily ...”

    Emily opened her eyes and looked back. A figure was standing at the tunnel entrance, brilliant yellow flames flickering around its hand. Just for a second, she thought it was Dua Kepala — a third Dua Kepala — and then she realized it was something else. A hooded monster, wrapped in rags and held together by magic ... a proctor, perhaps? Mountaintop had used something similar to keep the students in line. Had Heart’s Eye done something similar?

    Lady Barb held up her staff. “We might have to move,” she said. “Whatever this thing is ...”

    The thing threw an eldritch fireball at them. Emily started, nearly falling off the ledge as Lady Barb deflected the fireball. It wasn’t balefire, it was something else, something so dark and unpleasant that she didn’t even want to look at it. The creature advanced, throwing fireball after fireball ... the more she looked at it, the more Emily became convinced it wasn’t even remotely human. A watchdog, perhaps ... something akin to Shadye’s servants. And yet it seemed able to use magic... Dua Kepala might have stitched it together from the remains of his twisted magicians.

    The proctors used magic, she recalled. The creature seemed largely immune to Lady Barb’s spells. And they had powerful protections ...

    Lady Barb took a step forward and lashed out with her staff, knocking the creature off the ledge. Emily stared in horror, unsure of what would happen when — if — the creature touched the nexus point, but instead the creature floated casually in the air, one inhuman finger reaching out to point at them. Lady Barb swore, then cast a spell that made Emily’s senses reel. The creature snapped out of existence, a thunderclap echoing through the air a second later.

    Emily stared. “What was that?”

    “If you still want to become a Mediator, ask me after you start your apprenticeship,” Lady Barb said, in a tone that suggested Emily would be wise not to probe the issue any further. She’d heard that tone far too often, when she’d asked too many of the wrong questions. “It’s technically forbidden.”

    Emily nodded, then turned her head back to the nexus point. The spells were starting to crack, despite her best efforts. She reached out again, hastily filling in the holes. It would have been easier if she’d had a chance to stay and work with the spells, but Dua Kepala had made sure she couldn’t. She felt a hot flash of anger at Casper’s death — he hadn’t deserved to die — as she started to expand upon the spells, trying to ignore the tears trickling down her cheeks. God alone knew how she was going to explain everything to his father, or his brother, or the rest of the family ...

    “I think I have it now,” she said, as the spells slotted into place. She reached out, hoping to sense the remnants of the original spells, but felt nothing. Whatever had snuffed out the nexus point had also wiped the spells from existence. She would have to rebuild them from scratch, if she lived long enough. “I’ve got the nexus point under firm control.”

    “I suggest you hurry,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was calm, too calm. “We’re not alone.”

    Emily sucked in her breath as her awareness started to expand. There were more hooded creatures, whatever they were, entering the chamber. She recoiled as her expanded senses touched their magic, realizing — to her horror — that it was an abomination in more ways than one. Dua Kepala — or whoever had created them — had taught them to use their life force as a source of magic, drawing directly on it to cast spells. She wasn’t sure if it was an off-shoot of necromancy or something new, something dangerous. Did it really count as necromancy if the person you were harvesting was yourself? And would it really drive the magician insane?

    It doesn’t matter, she told herself, as she drew on the nexus point. It’s still an abomination.

    It was hard, so hard, to wield the magic without the specialized spellware she’d used back at Whitehall. The user interface she’d touched — that she’d had a hand in creating — had made manipulating the nexus point easy. Lord Whitehall ... she’d known Lord Whitehall was powerful, but he’d controlled his nexus point by force of will alone. Emily knew she couldn’t match him, not yet. There was no hope of building a second pocket dimension, not with the tools she had on hand. But there were other tricks she could do.

    She reached out with her magic, with the nexus point’s magic, and grabbed hold of the creatures. They had no chance to resist before she tossed them up and out of the school, pushing them as hard as she could. They’d be thrown so far, she thought, that they’d burn up when gravity finally reasserted itself and they started to fall. Even if they didn’t, the impact would smash them beyond repair. She took a moment to focus herself, to remind herself to be careful, then opened her mind again. With the nexus point boosting her magic, it was easy, all of a sudden, to find the two magicians outside the school.

    Void was ... she shook her head in disbelief as she realized just how much power he held within his wards, just how complex his spells were. She’d thought Sergeant Miles had introduced her to something complex — and she’d seen the spells governing Whitehall — but Void was light-years ahead of her. Magic flowed from him in an endless series of conjoined spells, each one blurring together to attack Dua Kepala on a dozen different levels. And his defenses ... Emily was, just for a second, utterly lost in awe. Dua Kepala was a staggeringly powerful necromancer, yet his strongest attacks seemed to be powerless against Void.

    He was holding back, Emily thought. In hindsight, Dua Kepala should have effortlessly thrashed both she and Casper. But then, having them both as spell-controlled traitors would have made it easier for him to storm Farrakhan. Or was he devoting much of his power to keeping the bilocation spell together?

    She pushed the thought aside as she studied Dua Kepala through her ever-expanding spellwork. Unlike Void, he was a solid wall of power, a glowing beacon of tainted light shining in the darkness. There was nothing subtle about him, no sense of control or discipline ... the affably evil person they’d met was gone. He lashed out at Void, time and time again, his magic crashing back every time. And yet, his mind had expanded so far that Void’s spells were barely affecting him too. 

    If this goes on, the winner will be the one who runs out of power last, Emily thought, as she gathered herself. Maybe she couldn’t make a pocket dimension. There were other things she could do. We need to get him in here.

    It was hard to talk, somehow. She’d lost all sense of her own body. But she tried. “Lure him in here.”

    She felt — or thought she felt — a hand on her shoulder. But it was lost in the wave of sensation from the nexus point. She’d underestimated it, she realized; she’d guessed its role, yet she’d underestimated it. Great stratas of power were plunging down — or rocketing up or screaming sideways or in directions she couldn’t comprehend — but also fanning out into the earth below her feet. It was hard to keep track of her own mind when the nexus point called to her, offering her something she would never get as a human. The understanding grew and grew ...

    No, she told herself, sharply. I’m human.

    Void cast a spell, cutting into the ground below Dua Kepala’s feet. The necromancer tumbled, too insane or too tired to levitate, back into the chamber. Maybe he thought he could reach the nexus point himself and use it. But he was too late. Emily reached out, shaping the spell in her mind; she caught the necromancer, almost effortlessly. It dawned on her, as she probed his warped magic and mind, that she was practically using a necromantic spell herself. The spell she’d cast was basic, but — thanks to the nexus point — she’d overpowered it.

    Dua Kepala twisted savagely, firing bolt after bolt of raw magic in all directions. Emily smothered them effortlessly, using a cancellation charm she’d learned in first year. The irony made her laugh, despite the growing discomfort. If she’d known she could use such spells against Shadye ... but she couldn’t, not without the nexus point. No ordinary magician could overpower the spells enough to make them effective against a necromancer. She drained his magic, even as she studied how he stole and manipulated mana. Necromancy was, in the end, pure brute force. Dua Kepala was the sole necromancer, as far as she knew, to uncover a loophole in the rules. 

    They know it’s possible now, Emily thought. Casper was dead, while she — and Void, and Lady Barb — would never talk, but it hardly mattered. They know it can be done. And they’ll solve the problem, sooner or later. The next two-headed necromancer might be far more dangerous.

    A problem for another day, her own thoughts answered her. Dua Kepala had gone insane, in the end. He’d clearly been pushing the limits even before his first body had been tossed into a nexus point and destroyed. Maybe the White Council can dissuade others from following in his footsteps. 

    She drew on her understanding of soul magic, as limited as it was. Soul magic was — it had to be — a key part of the bilocation spell. The two souls had to be linked together or else they would become two separate people, assuming they survived. What would happen if you did split a soul? Was that even possible? She pushed the thought aside — anything was possible with enough power — and studied Dua Kepala, systematically probing his mind until she was sure there were no more duplicates. There had only ever been two bodies.

    Goodbye, she thought. The surge of vindictiveness surprised her. But then, she’d seen the costs of his war. Die.

    She reached out one final time and ripped his wards open. There was a surge of raw magic — terrifyingly powerful, enough to tear through her personal defenses like paper — but the nexus point absorbed it with almost casual ease. The necromancer screamed as she ripped out the last of his magic, the noise so loud she heard it even through the roaring in her ears, then fell silent as his body collapsed into blighted dust. Magic had been the only thing keeping him alive, and now it was gone. She felt him die, part of her delighting in his death. Dua Kepala had been a monster, directly responsible for thousands upon thousands of deaths. He deserved to die ...

    And yet, her mind kept expanding, no matter how she tried to slow down and let go of the nexus point. She could fix the damage, she could heal the school ... she could see something hidden, right at the edge of her awareness. Something was there. Something was looking back at her. And then it was gone as the magic started to crumble around her, the spells slipping from her mind. She was dimly aware of something — someone — screaming ...

    ... And then she fell into the darkness.


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    “WELCOME BACK TO THE WORLD,” LADY Barb said, as Emily opened her eyes. She was lying on a makeshift mattress, in a barren room. “How are you feeling?”

    “Odd,” Emily rasped, after a moment. Her throat felt as though she had been eating broken glass. And her body felt weird, although she couldn’t put her finger on why. “Where am I?”

    “Just outside Heart’s Eye,” Lady Barb said. Her eyes narrowed. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

    Emily hesitated, trying to recall. Her last memories were a jumbled mess. “I’m not sure,” she admitted. Void had been there, hadn’t he? And Dua Kepala? And ... her head started to throb as she tried to untangle the memories. Her mind had, just for a few minutes, gone places she couldn’t recall. “Did I kill him?”

    “You did,” Lady Barb confirmed. “Dua Kepala is dead.”

    “He didn’t have any more bodies,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure why she was sure, but she was. “There were only ever just two.”

    “But it allowed him to retain most of his sanity,” Lady Barb said. Her lips pursed in disapproval. “Someone else will try, given time.”

    Emily nodded in grim agreement. “Tell them he was a freak,” she said. “Or that he was careful to restrict his intake ...”

    “That’s been tried,” Lady Barb told her. “And it didn’t last for very long.”

    She reached out and touched Emily’s forehead, very lightly. “How are you feeling?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily said. Her headache was fading, but her head still felt fragile. And her throat still hurt. “How long was I asleep?”

    “A couple of days,” Lady Barb said. She rose, pacing the small room. “The war’s over, so naturally everyone and his dog is on the way to share the credit. There are more troops and combat sorcerers heading to Farrakhan than I’ve got hairs on my head. The bards will start howling and screeching about how their master was the one to score the decisive blow during the final engagement ...”

    She turned to face Emily. “They don’t know everything that happened here,” she added, “but they do know they’ve got you to thank for it. They’ll be singing songs about your great victory for years to come.”

    Emily groaned. She’d heard too many songs about her, after she’d defeated Shadye. They had all been embarrassing, particularly the ones that claimed she’d used sex magic — or worse, the power of love — to win the battle. Unfortunately, there was no way to stop the bards from making up their own versions and singing them all over the Allied Lands ...

    Her blood ran cold. “Casper,” she said. Casper was dead. “Does ... does his father know?”

    “I’m afraid so,” Lady Barb said. She shot Emily a sympathetic look. “I’m afraid that won’t make your life easier.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    “You’ll have to account for his death,” Lady Barb said. “And you may have to duck suggestions that you killed him so Caleb could inherit.”

    Emily scowled. “I didn’t.”

    “I know you,” Lady Barb said. “I know you wouldn’t do anything like that. Others, the ones who don’t know you — or don’t like you, will be less charitable. Fulvia was hardly the first person to quietly murder her way into power.”

    “Ouch,” Emily muttered. “What do I do about it?”

    “Nothing, at the moment,” Lady Barb said. “A lot depends on General Pollack and his wife, really. They may accept your version of events or they may push for a full inquest into Casper’s death. If the latter ... you’ll be called upon to swear an oath that you didn’t kill him.”

    “I could do that now,” Emily pointed out.

    “You’d also have to go over everything that happened since you left Farrakhan,” Lady Barb added, dryly. “You might wind up bearing part of the blame even if you didn’t deliberately kill him — or set out to get him killed.”

    She shrugged. “But this may never materialize,” she said, as she picked up a canteen and held it out to Emily. “Drink. Your ... guardian ... wants a word.”

    Emily looked up. “Void is here?”

    “He was searching the city, last I heard,” Lady Barb said. “Who knows what the necromancer might have left lying around?”

    She shrugged as Emily sipped the water. “Lord Fulbright and his men arrived shortly after the enemy force disintegrated,” she added. “They’re patrolling the ruined city and—” her lips quirked “—striking many dramatic poses. You’d think there was a small army of women around to impress.”

    Emily had to smile. “Really?”

    “I’m afraid so,” Lady Barb said. “He did request a chance to pay his respects, but I told him to wait.”

    “I think I’m going to have a relapse,” Emily said, wryly.

    Lady Barb nodded. “I know just how you feel,” she said.

    She took back the canteen and closed the lid. “I’ll call for Void now, unless you want to go straight back to sleep,” she said. “Afterwards, when you feel up to it, I’ll take you back to the city. I’m afraid there will be a lot of questions. You may want to come up with some answers.”

    Emily sat upright and looked down at herself. Someone had loosened her riding outfit, but — thankfully — they hadn’t undressed her. She tightened the straps as she rose to her feet, her legs wobbly until she was standing up. Her nostrils tightened as she caught a whiff of herself — she needed a bath and clean clothes, the sooner the better — but at least she was reasonably presentable. She didn’t think Void would expect anything more.

    And he’d know to wait, if he did, she thought, as she paced from side to side. Her body seemed to work, despite the faint headache. He probably helped carry me out of the chamber.

    She closed her eyes for a long moment, feeling for magic. Lady Barb was easy to sense, a tight knot of power standing nearby; beyond her, there was almost nothing save for the nexus point. Wards had already formed around the school, mimicking Whitehall’s protections. It would be years before they grew into something as complex, unless she found a way to speed up the process, but they were well on the way. And her connection to the wards was faint, but unmistakable.

    The door opened. Emily’s eyes snapped open as the magic spiked within the room. Void was standing in the doorway, peering at her. She smiled at him, feeling suddenly shy. He exchanged a long look with Lady Barb, then waved a hand in the air. Emily raised her eyebrows as two chairs materialized out of nowhere. Creating items from scratch, even relatively simple chairs, required vast power and skill. It was well beyond her.

    “I’ll be ready when you want to leave,” Lady Barb said, tartly. It struck Emily, suddenly, that her mother and father figures were fighting over her. “One of the guards will take a message for me.”

    She left the room. Emily sensed privacy wards slipping into place as she took one of the chairs, running her fingers along the wooden seat. It felt real, even though it had been made from pure magic. Or had the spells condensed matter from the air and turned it into wood — or something like wood? It would be years before she could cast the spells and find out for herself.

    Void glanced at her hand as he sat down. “I see you’re still wearing the ring I gave you.”

    Emily nodded. She’d never understood why some girls wore rings, back home, but she thought she understood now. She’d never taken it off, even when she’d been in the bath. A simple charm protected it — and made it impossible for most people to see, unless she deliberately brought it to their attention. It was one of her most prized possessions.

    “We don’t have long to talk,” Void said. “Dua Kepala’s death will trigger a power struggle on the far side of the desert. I intend to see what advantage we can gain from pushing several necromancers into combat. But I wanted to speak to you before I left.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said, quietly. She had so much she wanted to tell him, but she didn’t know where to begin. “You saved my life.”

    “You may have saved mine,” Void said. He smiled. “For which I thank you.”

    Emily shook her head. “I saw your spells,” she said. “You’re ... you’re brilliant.”

    Void preened. “Hard work and bloody-mindedness,” he said. “But do you see, now, why I would have been a poor tutor?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. “You’re so advanced that it’s hard for you to get back to the basics.”

    “Precisely,” Void said. He leaned forward, as if he were inviting her to share a joke. “And while you can jump ahead in some ways, failing to get the basics down before you proceed always bites you in the end. I could have taught you a few things, back when we first met, enough to be dangerous, perhaps. You wouldn’t have reached my level.”

    Emily met his eyes. “And now?”

    Void looked back at her. “And now ... what?”

    “Could you teach me now?”

    There was a long pause. “Maybe,” Void said, finally. He cocked his head. “A little bird tells me you want to be a teacher.”

    Emily blinked. The only person she’d told that to was Gordian. She hadn’t meant to keep it a secret, not really. There just hadn’t been time to sit down and discuss it with anyone else before leaving the school. She’d still need an apprenticeship and some practical work experience before she could even be considered for a teaching post.

    She frowned. “Gordian told you?”

    “Whitehall is required to discuss the aptitudes and ambitions of students with their parents,” Void said. “Or their Guardian, in your case. His letters make interesting reading.”

    “I’m sure they do,” Emily said. What else had Gordian told Void? “Is it wrong to want to be a teacher?”

    “It’s not living up to your full potential,” Void told her, dryly. “You’d be better suited to doing private tutoring on the side.”

    He shrugged. “If you want an apprenticeship with me, do well on your final exams and I’ll consider it,” he added. “Not everyone will see it as a good idea, given our ... relationship, but they’ll respect your right to decide. And you do need a tutor who can shut you down if necessary. If you lost control, Emily, it wouldn’t be the first time an over-ambitious apprentice lost control at the worst possible time and caused a disaster.”

    Emily winced. “Does that happen often?”

    “Not that often,” Void said. He gave her a sardonic smile. “But some people have been expecting you to lose control for years.”

    Emily shook her head. She wasn’t used to strangers, complete strangers, debating her life as though she was a pop star, a politician, and an aristocrat rolled into one. The idea of strangers talking about her was terrifying. She’d never wanted that kind of fame. And yet, she understood their fears. A young woman who could kill a necromancer after a year of schooling ... what would she be able to do after she graduated?

    And I might have lost control, she thought, recalling the nightmarish days after the duel with Master Gray. Her own power had almost killed her before she’d stabilized herself. They might be right to be worried.

    “I won’t lose control,” she said, although she wasn’t sure if that was true. “I ...”

    Void reached out and patted her shoulder, awkwardly. “Do you want to know something important?”

    Emily nodded.

    “Every year, people — students, apprentices — go looking for shortcuts,” Void told her. “They use memory charms to skim-read books, they build tools and devices to chop up alchemical ingredients, they brew potions designed to make them smarter, they search for ways to boost their power ... eventually, inevitably, some of them try necromancy. They think, because they always think, that they can handle it, that they can cope with the surge of power.”

    “But they’re wrong,” Emily said.

    “Exactly,” Void said. “They don’t understand — they can’t understand — that they have to build up the basics first. Even after six years of schooling, there are apprentices who still don’t understand. And so they look to necromancy as a shortcut, heedless of the dangers lying in plain sight. Madness isn’t the only problem, Emily. What do they do with the power once they have it?”

    He held up a hand, palm upright. A plate of sandwiches materialized in the air and landed neatly on his palm. “Merely having the power isn’t the same as knowing what to do with it,” he added, as he held the tray out to her. “Their spells are suddenly overpowered because they lack the years of practice in controlling their magic. And so they often injure others or kill themselves because they can’t handle it. There’s no shortcut to true power.”

    Emily took a sandwich, inspecting it carefully before taking a bite. It looked like beef, tasted like beef ... she probed it with her senses, but as far as she could tell it was real, no different from the sandwiches she’d eaten at Whitehall, between her exams. She couldn’t help being impressed. Creating food from scratch was far more complex than creating chairs.

    “And even if they do manage to stabilize themselves,” Void continued darkly, “they’re still cripplingly immature, driven by desires and urges their superiors left behind years ago — decades ago. They’re the ones who will set up magic-ruled kingdoms because they have yet to overcome the desire for power, for forcing people to kneel before them, for all the wine, women, and song they could possibly want. And in time, they become monsters.”

    “If they’re not monsters already,” Emily mused. She took another sandwich and ate it, slowly. “Are they flawed from the start, or does the power drive them mad? Madder?”

    “No one really knows,” Void said. “But that’s why students like you are gathered in Whitehall. It makes it easier to convince you that your power doesn’t make you a god.”

    “The Grandmaster said the same thing, last year,” Emily said.

    Void’s face darkened, just for a second. “Yes. He would have done.”

    He cleared his throat. “There’s one other thing we need to discuss,” he added. “Heart’s Eye ... you do realize you own the school?”

    Emily stared. “I do?”

    “Yes,” Void said. “You killed the former owner and tamed the nexus point. None of the former owners are alive, as far as I know. Even if they were ... their claim would have been lost, I suspect, simply because they made no attempt to recover the school. You’re the sole person with a claim to Heart’s Eye.”

    He paused. “Casper might have had a claim, if he’d survived,” he added. “The laws of magical ownership are idiosyncratic. Maybe he had a claim. But he didn’t survive, so the point is immaterial.”

    Emily shook her head in disbelief. First Whitehall, now Heart’s Eye? But she didn’t really own Whitehall. She merely had a controlling interest in the wards. Gordian was probably trying to figure out a way to hack the control systems or convince her to add other governors — administrators — to the wards. She couldn’t blame him, not really. Who knew what would happen after she died?

    “That’s probably the most valuable piece of property in the world, even without the wards you crafted,” Void added. “With the wards, it is literally priceless. Do not give it up lightly. There will be people who’ll try to browbeat you into surrendering the school. Don’t.”

    “I won’t,” Emily said. She frowned, remembering Master Highland. He’d studied at Heart’s Eye. Surely he’d want a chance to recover his alma mater. And yet, it was hers. She’d crafted the wards, basing them on Whitehall’s. If nothing else, she’d be their administrator for a long time to come. “They’ll understand, won’t they?”

    A thought struck her. “Caleb and I were talking about a university, a place for higher education. Heart’s Eye could host it ...”

    “It could,” Void agreed. “And it is yours, so no one could argue if you wanted to turn it into a palace and declare yourself a queen.”

    Emily shook her head and smiled. “Sounds too much like hard work.”

    “And not really worth doing anyway,” Void agreed. “Technically, you also own the surrounding city, but there may be other claims to that too. I advise you to pick your battles carefully. Luckily, it will be several years before anyone tries to reclaim the city.”

    “If they ever do,” Emily said. Heart’s Eye had fallen ten years ago. The survivors would have made new lives elsewhere. They probably wouldn’t want to return. “But I won’t make a fuss.”

    She paused. “Did you find anything interesting in the remains?”

    “Very little,” Void said. He grimaced. “Breeding pits, both human and orc; half-faded spells intended to detect children with magic and identify them before they started to use it ... I suspect Dua Kepala was experimenting, as well as preparing for his next conquest. We’ll probably never know just how far he delved into forbidden mysteries. I don’t know how he managed to survive for so long.”

    “He was relatively sane,” Emily pointed out. “Perhaps he was careful.”

    “That’s the problem,” Void said. “No matter how careful they are, necromancers always go mad. They lose all ability to realize just how far they’ve fallen.”

    He rose, giving her a very brief hug before heading for the door. “I’ll see you again soon,” he promised. “And give my love to Caleb.”

    Emily had to smile. “I’m sure he’ll be grateful,” she said. She doubted that was even remotely true. “But I don’t know what he’ll say when I go home.”

    “Death is part of life,” Void told her. He stopped at the door, turning to look at her. “And that, alas, is true.”


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    “MY LADY EMILY,” LORD FULBRIGHT SAID, as Emily and Lady Barb stepped out into the bright sunlight. Five horsemen and seven horses stood outside, waiting for them. “It is a pleasure to escort you home.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. Lord Fulbright was as arrogant as always, but there was a hint of fear in his eyes when he looked at her. He’d never taken her seriously, not really. Losing the duel to Casper probably hadn’t helped, even before she’d told him off for putting his horses ahead of the soldiers. But now, Emily had killed a third necromancer ...

    Maybe he counts as two necromancers, Emily thought. Dua Kepala had been one mind in two bodies, after all. Or ...

    “Thank you,” she said, cutting off the fawning. “Shall we go?”

    Lady Barb shot her a sharp look as they mounted their horses, the cavalrymen wheeling around and taking up position around them. Emily felt a stab of guilt, mixed with an odd bitter resentment. Casper had died — countless soldiers had died — and yet Lord Fulbright had survived. His men had charged into the teeth of enemy formations and been slaughtered, but he was still alive. She wondered, vindictively, if he’d stay in command long enough to lead his men against rifle-armed infantry. They’d be wiped out to the last man.

    And what, her own thoughts pointed out, would his men have done to deserve it?

    She forced herself to calm down as her mind reached out to the nexus point. The spellware was growing and changing, slowly turning into something that might — one day — match Whitehall. It responded to her call, awaiting orders. She carefully sealed the building, ensuring that no one else could enter without her, then closed the connection. She’d have to come back, one day, to search the school for books and documents. Until then, it would have to remain isolated.

    Her horse started into motion, picking up speed as he cantered down the ruined street. The city had been utterly devastated, with only a handful of buildings left marginally intact. Dozens of armed soldiers were poking around, piling up swords, clubs and other enemy weapons in the streets. Others — carrying swords or muskets — were patrolling the edge of the city, watching for orcs. They’d been scared off, but they might come back. There weren’t any other sources of water in the desert.

    That might change, Emily thought. The nexus point is alive again.

    A gang of soldiers were digging a large mass grave, preparing a burial ground for countless orcs and their former captives. Others were butchering the bodies, cutting them up to ensure they couldn’t rise again. Emily felt sick, but she knew there was no choice. They probably didn’t have time to burn the bodies, even if they’d had enough wood to make a fire. She just hoped the orcs didn’t come back to dig up and eat the bodies. 

    They passed the edge of the city and raced out into the desert. The sandstorms were gone, but she could still taste sand in the air. And yet, something was different. All the stories had insisted that there was something malicious in the Desert of Death, a force bent on destroying all life. Perhaps they’d been right, Emily thought. The sand had been spreading northwards, destroying farms and villages as if it were a living thing. But now ... the nexus point was alive again, bringing life back to the land. The country could be reclaimed. 

    Lady Barb cantered up beside her. “What did he tell you?”

    “I own Heart’s Eye,” Emily said, after casting a privacy ward. She paused, then pressed on before Lady Barb could say a word. “Are you going to be sticking around? Sergeant Miles is here.”

    Lady Barb gave her a sharp look. “Don’t be cheeky,” she said. “Unless you want to spend the next two weeks as a toad.”

    Emily shook her head, hastily. “No, thank you.”

    “I’ll be around,” Lady Barb said. She glanced back towards the city. “I was asked to accompany Void into the Blighted Lands, but I’d prefer to go alone.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. Lady Barb hated Void. Spending so long working with him had to have been hellish. And yet, she’d done it for Emily. “I do need to talk to you.”

    Lady Barb nodded. “About Caleb?”

    Emily flushed. “And other things,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m going to say to Casper’s father.”

    “The truth,” Lady Barb said. “You won’t do him any favors if you try to soften the blow.”

    She shrugged. “Besides, he already knows his son is dead,” she added. “You’re not the person who had to tell him.”

    Emily felt a stab of sympathy for the unlucky messenger. Who had told him? Void? Lady Barb? Or Sergeant Miles ... there was no reason he couldn’t have a chat parchment of his own, linked to Lady Barb. The person who had told him ... General Pollack didn’t normally shoot the messenger, but this time he might make an exception. His eldest son was dead. All of his plans for the future had died with him.

    And now Caleb is the heir, Emily thought. What will that do to us?

    “We’ll have time to talk in the city,” Lady Barb assured her. “Miles can probably arrange for us to have some privacy, if you wish.”

    “And privacy for you two as well,” Emily said. She ducked a half-hearted blow. “Did I do the right thing?”

    “You killed a necromancer,” Lady Barb said. “I doubt many people will be able to look past that, even if they want to.”

    Emily shook her head. She’d let Casper win the duel, she’d let him follow her into the Desert of Death ... she’d made mistakes, some of them quite dangerous. In hindsight, she’d come alarmingly close to losing everything — again. If the necromancer had beaten them both, if she’d lost control of the nexus point, if ...

    She pushed the thought out of her head. She’d won. They’d won. The war was over.

    The cavalry galloped onwards, passing through a half-wrecked village. Bodies — human and orc — lay on the ground, rotting under the sun. A couple of scavengers were poking through the hovels, looking for anything useful. Emily silently wished them luck. Even if the refugees started returning at once, it would be years before they could rebuild their homes and farms. The entire region had been devastated.

    And their king probably won’t send any help either, she thought, as they found a road and headed north. He doesn’t care about the peasants.

    Her eyes opened wide as they passed a POW camp. Orcs — hundreds of orcs — were chained together, sitting on the ground and waiting. Armed guards were watching them, their eyes flickering nervously from orc to orc. Emily was honestly surprised. She’d assumed that every last orc would be killed on sight as the Allied Lands mopped up the remains of the invasion force. But there were prisoners, so heavily chained they could barely move ...

    She waved to Lady Barb. “They’re taking prisoners?”

    “That’s new,” Lady Barb agreed. “They may have plans to use them for labor.”

    Emily frowned. It didn’t seem likely. All the books insisted that the orc was either at your throat or at your feet, something she vaguely recalled being said about ethnic groups back home. Perhaps the kingdom could batter the orcs into submission, like the necromancers ... or maybe they were just preparing a rod for their own back. If the orcs realized their own strength, they would break free and slaughter everyone nearby ...

    “They’re mad,” she said, as they left the POW camp behind. “They can’t trust them!”

    “No, they can’t,” Lady Barb agreed. “But the only other option is killing them all.”

    Emily kept her thoughts to herself as the small convoy galloped onwards, heading towards the city. There were more and more patrols criss-crossing the landscape, cavalry hunting down the remainder of the enemy force while the infantry did its best to secure the roads and direct the newcomers towards Heart’s Eye. She shook her head in amused disbelief as they passed a large formation of cavalrymen heading south, their silver outfits glinting under the bright sun. The orcs would have no trouble spotting them from a distance ... perhaps their commander thought the flashes of light would blind the enemy ...

    Or perhaps there wasn’t that much thinking involved, she thought, dryly. Their commander just thought they looked good.

    She sucked in her breath as Farrakhan finally came into view. Teams of workers were swarming around the walls, hastily fixing up the damage from the assault; hundreds of tents had been pitched outside, dozens of flags flapping in the breeze. She only recognized a handful of them, all from places right across the Allied Lands. Lady Barb had been right, she thought. Now the hard part was over, everyone wanted a share of the credit. 

    The gates opened, revealing a cheering crowd. Emily winced inwardly, wishing she could run and hide. She’d never liked public events, even before King Randor had ennobled her in front of his entire court. But there was nowhere to go. Lord Fulbright tore off his feathered hat and waved it in the air as the horses slowed, trotting through the gates. His fellows followed suit, encouraging the crowds to yell louder. Emily had to hastily cast a spell to avoid being deafened.

    It looked as though the entire city was lining the streets, cheering louder and louder. She caught glimpses of men and women in the crowd, children running around ... it was a giant party, complete with food, drink and games. Innkeepers had thrown open their doors, women were passing out plates of food ... she even caught sight of a pickpocket plying his trade as the small parade distracted his marks. But he was lost in the crowd before she could decide what, if anything, to do.

    The horse seemed to shudder underneath her as the racket grew even louder. Emily gripped the reins, silently breathing a sigh of relief as they reached the center of town. Horst — the Patrician — was standing there, flanked by his fellows. Emily wondered, as the horse slowed to a halt, if he knew how close he’d come to utter disaster. Even if the necromancer hadn’t taken the city, his own people would have eventually torn him apart. Perhaps he did, she reasoned. He’d obviously been quick to end rationing when the enemy army had been broken. The food she’d seen passed out proved that.

    Lord Fulbright slipped off his horse and, before Emily could say a word, hurried over to help her dismount. She saw no way to tactfully refuse his hand, at least in front of thousands of people, so she allowed him to help her jump down. The crowd roared, the racket so loud that she couldn’t help wondering why it hadn’t knocked down the entire city. She caught sight of a handful of familiar faces in the crowd — Cat, Sawford, a couple of masters — but there was no sign of General Pollack. That, she suspected, wasn’t a good sign.

    “You have saved us from certain death,” Horst said. His voice echoed over the city, quietening the crowd at once. “Our entire city owes you everything.”

    His speech went on and on and on, leaving Emily convinced, once again, that Horst was entirely too fond of the sound of his own voice. She’d heard of Senatorial filibusters that could go on for hours on end, but Horst ... by the time he finally came to a stop, she was torn between trying to sneak out — leaving an illusion in her place — or trying to hex him without anyone else noticing. Her head was starting to pound again.

    “And so it is our pleasure to present you with the keys to the city,” Horst finished. He held out a silver and gold key larger than Emily’s arm. “May you always find a welcome here.”

    Emily took the key, wincing slightly at the weight. There was nothing special about it, as far as she could tell; it was merely a key, a symbolic gift. She made a mental note to look up what rights — and responsibilities — came with it, then hastily cast a lightening charm. There was no way she could carry it for hours without collapsing.

    “Speech,” someone called. She thought it was Cat, but she wasn’t sure. “Speech!”

    Horst looked at her, expectantly. Emily groaned inwardly — she hated giving speeches — and then turned to face the crowd. Her throat still hurt, mocking her. Giving a long speech was utterly out of the question. And really ... did anyone want to hear a long speech from her? Or anyone? She rather doubted Horst had polled the crowd before he’d started talking for nearly an hour. 

    She cast an amplification spell, then forced herself to smile. “We won. It came at a very high cost, but we won.”

    The crowd cheered. Horst looked surprised as she dispelled the spell; Lady Barb, still mounted on her horse, looked amused, although she was trying to hide it. Emily met her eyes, silently pleading to be allowed to leave. Surely Horst wouldn’t keep her if she wanted to go.

    If I were Alassa, I would have to stay, part of her mind insisted. She’s the Crown Princess.

    Lady Barb slipped off her horse, spoke quickly to Horst and then led Emily away as the small group of city-fathers began to break up. Everyone was joining the party. Emily saw a dozen women, wearing fancy clothes, drinking beside soldiers and workmen; behind them, upper-class men were rubbing shoulders with commoners and peasants. Dozens of couples were forming up, kissing ... she saw couples doing other things in the shadows, even though they were technically forbidden. She caught sight of Cat, surrounded by a dozen girls; Sawford, beside him, was holding hands with a young man. The entire city seemed to be celebrating.

    She sighed as they reached the barracks. The building felt cool, almost deserted. And yet, she could sense someone waiting for them. She wasn’t surprised, when they walked inside, to see Sergeant Miles sitting in the common room. A steaming mug of Kava sat in front of him, untouched. He looked up and smiled when he saw Lady Barb, but his expression was shadowed. Just what had happened, Emily wondered, between the moment she’d left the city and her return?

    “Emily,” Sergeant Miles said, softly. He sounded tired, all his usual good humor drained away. “Pour yourself and Barb some Kava, then sit down.”

    Emily did as she was told, feeling tired and sore. She’d never cared for large parties, not really. The small parties Alassa and Imaiqah had hosted for her, on the anniversary of her arrival on the Nameless World, had been far more enjoyable. She didn’t want to spend time with strangers, let alone people who wanted to say they’d been close to her ...

    She sat, holding the mug in front of her. What had happened while she’d been at Heart’s Eye?

    “I’ve heard ... fragments,” Sergeant Miles said, nodding to Lady Barb. “What actually happened while you were gone?”

    Emily felt a sudden stab of guilt. Had she ... had she damaged their relationship? Or had something else happened? Or ... would either or both of them blame her? Or was she misunderstanding what she was seeing?

    “Gaius betrayed us,” she said, finally. “He was the traitor.”

    She ran through the whole story, leaving only a handful of details out. Robin’s spell, the bilocation spell ... Sergeant Miles didn’t need to know everything. She had the nasty feeling he would know she’d left out something, but — if she was lucky — he’d trust her judgement and leave it alone. And if she wasn’t lucky ... she sighed, inwardly, as her head started to pound once again. A long discussion with Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb wouldn’t make her feel any better.

    “Technically, you should have headed back to the city,” Sergeant Miles said, when she’d finished. “But it would be churlish to complain.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said.

    She swallowed. The war was over. Was she still his apprentice? It struck her, suddenly, that she’d miss it. Having someone teach her, while looking out for her ... Sergeant Miles hadn’t had as much time for her as she’d thought, but he’d still been good to her. Couldn’t she stay with him ... she shook her head, tiredly. He couldn’t have an apprentice while he was working at Whitehall and she couldn’t stay with him until she’d completed her education ...

    ... And then there was Void. Void and the chance to learn far more advanced magic.

    “Yes, indeed,” Sergeant Miles said.

    He sighed. “I’m afraid there will be an inquest,” he admitted. “Master Bone ... you said he wasn’t a traitor, but he’ll still have to answer a great many questions. And then there’ll probably be more questions for you. And then ... I don’t know where the pieces will fall, afterwards. Gaius’s family may refuse to believe the truth, even if you swear an oath.”

    “Or blame everything on Fulvia,” Emily said. She couldn’t think of anyone who deserved it more. “Or his two companions.”

    She shook her head. “Why did they follow him into treachery?”

    “They would have been blood-brothers,” Sergeant Miles said. “It’s not uncommon at Mountaintop, certainly amongst the senior students. The three of them would have performed the rite, linking their destinies together. Gaius was probably their acknowledged leader.”

    Emily blinked. “And so he could lead them into treason?”

    “They would have been disgraced with him,” Lady Barb said. “Their only hope was to either find a game-changer or leave the country, finding somewhere to live where no one had ever heard of them. And so they tried to deal with the darkness.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily agreed.

    Sergeant Miles nodded. “Go to bed, if you don’t want to party,” he ordered. “And get some rest.”

    “Yes, Master,” Emily said. She smiled, teasingly. “And you two should go to bed too.”

    “Out,” Lady Barb ordered. She sounded amused. “And make sure you eat lots of food tonight. Your body has been through hell.”

    Emily nodded. “I will,” she said. “Can I have a bath first?”

    Lady Barb jabbed a finger at the door. “Yes,” she said. “Now ... out.”


    Chapter Forty

    “AT WHAT POINT,” MASTER HIGHLAND ASKED, “did you realize that Apprentice Gaius of No House was a traitor?”

    Emily resisted the urge to rub her eyes in tired exasperation. She’d been asked the same question five times over the last three days. The only real difference — now — was that Gaius had been stripped of his house name and formally disowned. His parents hadn’t even waited for the formal condemnation before burning him off the family tree. 

    “When he attacked me from behind with no warning,” she said, finally. She stared at the four magicians facing her, wishing their stance didn’t make her feel like she was on trial herself. “In hindsight, his manipulations were obvious, but ...”

    She ran through the entire story again, cursing the inquest under her breath. Gaius was a traitor — and dead. There was no need to put her through the wringer time and time again, but they were making it clear that they’d covered all the bases. They needed to prove that Gaius had fooled everyone, including a master magician. Master Bone had his own set of questions to answer.

    Poor bastard, Emily thought.

    She rose as soon as the bell rang for lunch, hastily turning and making her way out of the room. One of the masters would accompany her ... she sighed, inwardly, as Master Highland caught up with her. She’d hoped to avoid him, but it seemed he’d finally managed to organize a private meeting. It was no surprise when he steered her into a small dining room, two chairs and a table already set for lunch. Thankfully, etiquette normally prohibited serious discussions over lunch.

    “I have a question for you,” Master Highland said, when they’d finished eating. “What do you intend to do with Heart’s Eye?”

    Emily took a sip of her Kava. “I’m not sure yet,” she said. She’d have to discuss the university idea with Caleb, now they could make it real. And then ... it would have to wait until they graduated. A year, perhaps longer. “I have to finish my own schooling first, then think about the future. But I do intend to make use of it.”

    Master Highland nodded, shortly. “I’m one of many magicians who studied at Heart’s Eye,” he said, as if Emily hadn’t already known that. “We would like to recover and rebuild our school. Name your price.”

    It’s priceless, Emily thought. The wards alone make it priceless.

    And yet ... she studied him for a long moment, wondering what sort of price a group of magicians would be prepared to pay. Training, perhaps? Or support when she needed it? Or ... even a chance to join the university, when they got it up and running, would be worth the world to them. But she didn’t want to give it up. In the long run, a university might be more helpful than another school.

    “It’s not up for sale,” Emily said, flatly. “I ...”

    “We are many,” Master Highland said. “We have influence in high and low places. Do you really want to throw that aside?”

    Emily took another sip of Kava. It was a threat as well as a promise, she was sure. Influence that could be brought to bear in her favor could also be turned against her. And she had no idea, really, just how far Master Highland was prepared to go. Or, for that matter, just what he really had to offer.

    “You could have your pick of masters for your future apprenticeship,” Master Highland said, softly. “Or a multitude of masters, if you wish. Or money ... we have plenty of money. Or ... do you wish political power? We could offer it to you.”

    “No, thank you,” Emily said.

    Master Highland leaned forward. “We are many,” he said, again. His voice became threatening. “Reconsider.”

    Emily braced herself. She knew she probably shouldn’t provoke him, but she was too tired and headachy to care. “Go to hell.”

    The door burst open. Sir Albright marched into the room.

    “Lady Emily,” he said. “General Pollack requests the pleasure of your company.”

    “The Lady Emily is meant to be in seclusion,” Master Highland said. “Her testimony must not be slanted by ...”

    “It hasn’t changed, even though you asked the same questions over and over again,” Emily said, rising to her feet. She could have kissed Sir Albright. “And you don’t need to summon me back unless you have new questions.”

    She was grimly aware of Master Highland’s eyes boring into her back as she followed Sir Albright out the room, closing the door behind her. He had to be desperate, if he was prepared to threaten her openly. She was — technically — still apprenticed to Sergeant Miles ... and Void was lurking in the background, to say nothing of Whitehall School. Gordian might not like her, but he’d never stand for one of his students being bullied by an older magician, no matter the reason.

    “The General is alone,” Sir Albright said, as they stopped outside the door. “Good luck.”

    Emily scowled at him, then opened the door. It turned out to be an office, just like the one General Pollack had had in camp. He sat at his desk, writing a long letter; he glanced up, nodded to a chair on the near side of the table, then kept writing. Emily sat down and rested her hands in her lap, bracing herself for trouble. General Pollack hadn’t summoned her earlier, even though she’d been in the city for three days. She couldn’t help finding that ominous.

    “Sir Dacono died during the final assault,” General Pollack said. He didn’t look up from the letter. “I have to write to his wife. Her husband died, bravely and well ...”

    He looked up. “How did my son die?”

    Emily was shaken by his appearance. He seemed to have aged a decade overnight, his hair whiter, his eyes tired and worn. He’d never lost a child before, not someone who should have outlived him by decades. Casper’s death was a reminder that his father was also mortal, but it was also a tragedy. A father should not outlive his son.

    “Bravely,” she said, finally.

    General Pollack gave her a nasty look. “Details?”

    “We tricked our way to Heart’s Eye,” Emily said. She’d written a report, as well as answering countless repetitive questions. But General Pollack deserved to hear the details from her mouth. “We were discovered by Lucas and Roderick, Gaius’s blood-brothers. They fought us, but we broke through and headed into the school itself.”

    She paused. She’d avoided discussing precisely what Dua Kepala had done to keep his sanity, but she knew rumors were leaking out anyway. Void had been right. Someone would see it as a shortcut to immense power, despite the risks. And General Pollack was no magician. He’d understand the dangers of letting the truth spread any further.

    But he could be forced to talk, she reminded herself. She’d tamed a nexus point, single-handedly. There were countless magicians who’d want to know how she’d done it — and why. You can’t tell him everything.

    “We fought the necromancer for a while, trying to wear him down,” she said. “Casper helped me distract and weaken him long enough to restart the nexus point. He fought incredibly bravely, he saved my life ... but he was killed. Dua Kepala murdered him in front of me.”

    “He fought bravely,” General Pollack said.

    “He did,” Emily confirmed.

    “And he won your title, before his death,” General Pollack added. Was there a hint of suspicion in his eyes? Did he know the truth? “Does that mean it reverts to you?”

    Emily shrugged. She didn’t want it. The Dueling League would have to rule on the issue, if anyone cared enough to bother. But it wouldn’t matter. She’d decline the next formal challenge when it was made, surrendering the title. Whoever wanted it could have it.

    “I don’t know,” she said, finally. “But it was his.”

    “I was proud of him,” General Pollack said. “I ...”

    “Then perhaps you should have told him that,” Emily snapped, crossly. She was too tired to be polite. “He struggled to live up to you, to live up to his famous and respected father! And he never thought he could! Did you ever tell him, even once, that you were proud of him?”

    “I was always taught to be sparing with praise,” General Pollack said. He gave her a long look. “Do you have children?”

    “Of course not,” Emily said.

    She flushed. Children ... she’d like children, one day. But not for many years to come.

    “It always looks easy before you actually have them,” General Pollack said. “You and Caleb will discover that, when you have children.”

    He shook his head. “I wish I could speak to him again, one more time,” he added. “But I can’t. My son ...”

    His voice trailed off. “I’ll be going back to Beneficence, once my replacement arrives,” he told her. Now the war was over, a nobleman with more clout would be arriving to take control. “I’ll bury my son there. You will be accompanying me?”

    “If you’ll have me,” Emily said. Casper had saved her life, more than once. She owed it to him to attend his funeral. “It would be an honor.”

    General Pollack snorted. “And what should I tell my wife? Or the rest of my family?”

    Emily sighed. “Tell them he died a hero,” she said. “After all, he did.”

    And that, she knew, was what Casper had wanted.


    Epilogue

    SIR ROGER OF THE GREENWOOD WALKED past the guards, feeling the wards brushing against his mind, then knelt as he entered King Randor’s War Room. The king himself was seated on a golden throne, flanked by his daughter and son-in-law. Roger kept his eyes down as he waited, unwilling to show his tiredness. He’d barely returned to Zangaria from Tarsier when the summons had arrived, ordering him to the palace. And then he’d had to undergo an extensive security check before being permitted to enter the gates.

    But the princess was nearly killed only a few short months ago, he reminded himself. Her father is right to be careful.

    “Rise, Sir Roger,” King Randor said.

    “Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said, formally.

    He glanced around the chamber. Princess Alassa looked as beautiful as ever, but she was resting one hand on her stomach. Sir Roger hadn’t had time to catch up with all the court gossip, but his older sister had written to him, suggesting that the princess might already be pregnant. Roger wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Quite apart from any concerns he might have had about serving a queen, there was the very real risk of strife caused by too many heirs. But then, there had been too few only a few short years ago.

    “We have read your report,” King Randor informed him. “The new weapons performed as advertised?”

    “Indeed they did, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said. “They were devastatingly effective.”

    The princess smiled. “And Emily killed a necromancer?”

    “Apparently so, Your Highness,” Sir Roger said, gravely. “Another magician was killed in the struggle.”

    He wasn’t quite sure what had happened at Heart’s Eye — or why some of the magicians had been unhappy about it — but Dua Kepala was definitely dead. His monarch hadn’t asked him to find out the full story, which was something of a relief. Nobleman or not, annoying a magician was a good way to wind up spending the rest of one’s life croaking on a lily pad. 

    King Randor looked oddly displeased. Sir Roger didn’t understand. Lady Emily was a Baroness of Zangaria and a close, personal friend of the princess. Her victory was Randor’s victory. And the new weapons she’d helped introduce had made a very real difference, killing hundreds — perhaps thousands — of orcs before the necromancer had been slain. A war that everyone had expected to drag on for months, perhaps years, had ended in less than six weeks. 

    But he knew better than to question his monarch.

    “The musketeers performed well,” he said, instead. “I believe we can move ahead with raising additional units. There may still be a place for swordsmen and cavalry—” he allowed himself a moment of dark amusement at the thought of Lord Fulbright leading a charge against musketeers “—but the battlefield has changed. We must adapt our tactics to survive.”

    He sighed, inwardly. Nothing would ever be the same again. Countless generals, noblemen and researchers were already crawling over the battlefield, trying to learn the lessons of war before it was too late. Kingdoms that chose to ignore the firearms revolution would wind up being thrashed by kingdoms that embraced the new weapons. Musketmen could slaughter swordsmen and cavalry; cannons could knock down walls and even crack magical wards ... hell, there were even proposals to load cannonballs with Wildfire and fire them into the teeth of magical defenses. 

    And if Wildfire wasn’t so expensive, we might try too, he thought.

    “Indeed,” the king said, slowly.

    Sir Roger swallowed. This was the part he wasn’t looking forward to.

    “There is another concern, Your Majesty,” he said, slowly. “Seven muskets went missing.”

    Princess Alassa raised her eyebrows. “Missing?”

    “Missing,” Sir Roger confirmed. “Four went missing during the aftermath of the second battle itself, three more were discovered to be missing as we packed up for departure. We may — we may — have lost gunpowder and musket balls too.”

    King Randor’s face darkened. “Stolen.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said.

    “The secret of gunpowder is out and spreading,” Princess Alassa said. Her voice was very calm, but Sir Roger could hear the edge under her words. “Does it matter if we lose a handful of muskets?”

    “Our gunsmiths are the best in the world, Your Highness,” Sir Roger said. “If someone has one of our muskets to use as a guide, they will soon be able to match us.”

    “And perhaps move ahead of us,” King Randor agreed. “Which could prove troublesome.”

    He glanced at his daughter. “Particularly if your friend is to be believed.”

    “Emily was right,” Princess Alassa said. “We have to learn to adapt or die.”

    King Randor didn’t look pleased. “Sir Roger,” he said. “You may begin recruiting additional musketeers at once, following the guidelines we agreed upon earlier. Use your original units as cadre to raise more — make sure we don’t forget any of the lessons.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said.

    “And attend the next full court,” King Randor added. “We must discuss your marriage.”

    Sir Roger felt a flicker of hope, mixed with fear. King Randor’s most eligible ward had been married off only a few short months ago, crushing the hopes of countless young men, but there were others. The right wife, combined with Sir Roger’s military success, would give him a chance at a lordship of his own. And yet, the wrong wife — someone from a higher social background than himself — might easily turn into a nightmare ...

    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said.

    “And please accept Our most sincere gratitude,” King Randor added. “It was a very good war.”

     

     

    End of Book Eleven
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    The Fists of Justice


    Appendix: The Military in the Nameless World, a Very Brief Overview

    There is no unified military service in the Allied Lands. The White Council does attempt to appoint leaders to joint military campaigns — Mediators or Knights of the Allied Lands — but the various kingdoms are reluctant to place their military contributions under someone else’s control. Very few personages have the fame necessary to issue orders to a multinational force, ensuring that personal grudges and dislikes can affect the course of military operations. This tends to ensure that most military forces deployed by the Allied Lands appear somewhat ramshackle. Indeed, even “regiment” and other military terms can mean different things to different kingdoms. 

    Generally, military units are raised by kings or trusted noblemen, with the latter often commanding their regiments in person. (City-states sometimes raise additional City Guard units, but it’s very rare for them to serve outside their cities.) During peacetime, the kings often maintain small armies, but tend to frown on noblemen having more than a handful of men under their banners. Sellswords (mercenaries) are fairly common, yet they are often regarded as bandits and criminals outside wartime.

    The non-magical military in the Nameless World is generally divided into the following categories: infantry, cavalry, archers and (now) firearms. 

    The infantry is normally raised through conscription, with the soldiers given a choice between joining the army or facing punishment. (It isn’t uncommon for criminals to be offered a chance to serve instead of jail or execution.) Training is harsh and discipline is brutal, but a skilled soldier who gains notice can rise in the ranks. It is quite uncommon for a commoner soldier to reach commissioned status, yet a decent commanding officer knows to pay attention to his sergeants. The infantry serves to take and hold ground.

    By contrast, the vast majority of the cavalry consists of lesser nobility, who can afford their own horse and supplies. They are often considered flamboyant show-offs by the infantry as they often prance around the battlefield in colorful armor. The cavalry is generally used to scout out enemy positions, carry messages around the battlefield and, on rare occasions, charge enemy forces. (This is considered grossly unwise.)

    Archers (a term which includes field artillery) are normally drawn from freeholders who are supposed to practice weekly with a longbow and arrows. Their task is to rain arrows down on enemy forces and, when attacking a castle, to bombard it into submission with catapults and other bombardment weapons.

    Firearms, a relatively new innovation on the Nameless World, consist of muskets and makeshift cannons. In theory, only kings are allowed to possess and use gunpowder; in practice, the secret is out and spreading. No one is quite sure how to use a firearms unit in combat, but they’re experimenting to find out what works. Most firearms soldiers are drawn from the middle classes. 

    There is no overall commissary for logistics, communications, or healthcare, despite the best efforts of the White Council. Commanding officers are normally responsible for taking care of their men, with the authority and funds to purchase supplies from merchants and distribute them to the soldiers. (Or steal the money, which has been known to happen.) Nor is there any logistics chain in the modern sense. Blacksmiths and other workers are often attached to military units as camp-followers (along with washerwomen and prostitutes), but this happens on an ad hoc basis. 

    Medical care is often hit-or-miss. While Healers are normally attached to the army, the average infantryman is rarely able to pay their fees. They are normally dependent on chirurgeons (doctors) who are rarely able to save badly-wounded men. An injured soldier might simply be pensioned off and told to make his own way home.

    Unsurprisingly, military units within the Nameless World are often a mixed bag. Units that have good commanding officers (almost always a nobleman) and a working staff tend to do very well; units that have poor or corrupt officers rarely survive their first challenge. Mutiny is relatively rare — it is punished by decimation, when crushed — but desertion is alarmingly common. Indeed, the vast majority of sellswords consist of soldiers who were either paid off by their commanders or simply deserted.
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