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  Prologue I


  THE THRONE ROOM STANK OF FEAR.


  Constance, Lady in Waiting to Queen Francoise of Alluvia, pulled her dress around her as the noise from beyond the walls grew louder. Night had fallen, but the city outside was cast into sharp relief by towering infernos. The riots had become a revolution, crowds of rebels and thugs throwing lighted torches into the homes of the great and the good. She huddled closer to the rest of the royal companions as the queen stared at her husband. He’d once been a great man and a greater king. He’d chucked Constance’s chin and whispered promises of royal favors if she wished to become his. Now, he seemed almost diminished. The kingdom was fading alongside its king.


  It had all happened so quickly! Constance could barely keep track of each piece of news - bad news - before the next arrived. There had been fights over bread in the marketplace, of all things, fights that had turned into riots. The Royal Guard had arrived to break up the fighting, the City Guardsmen had turned on them and... Constance wasn’t sure what had happened next, but the king had lost control of his city. The castle gates had been slammed closed, wards snapped into place by royal magicians, but it hadn’t been enough to save everyone outside the walls. She’d heard a messenger screaming a warning about mansions going up in flames. The mob was running rampant, tearing through the aristocratic walls and hunting down the money-lenders and speculators. Constance had heard a tale of horror from the guards on the battlements, before the queen had cut them off. The money-lenders had been marched to the embankments and thrown to the rocks below. Their wives and daughters hadn’t been treated anything like so kindly.


  She shivered, helplessly, as the shouting grew louder. The mob was calling for blood... royal blood. Constance herself was a very distant relative of the king - her family lands were on the other side of the country, near the border with Red Rose - but she was sure it wasn’t enough to protect her. The bodyguards and chaperones her father had sent with her, when he’d allowed her to enter the queen’s service, were nowhere to be seen. She hoped they were safe, wherever they were. But she feared the worst.


  “Get out there.” Queen Francoise’s voice cut through the stifling tension. “Order them to disperse.”


  Constance winced and tried to hide it. The queen was a sharp-tongued woman, more of a man – even though Constance would never dare say that aloud - than her husband. Her position was unassailable. She didn’t have to produce a male heir - her predecessor had produced two boys who’d survived to adulthood - and she’d given the king two daughters. The king could hardly refuse to treat her with the respect she’d earned, even though he had no compunctions about taking mistresses and then discarding them. And yet... Constance could tell that the queen was making a mistake. Her husband was trapped between fire and water, unable to confront the crowd or lead his men into battle against the mob. All he could do was wait.


  “If only Dater was here,” Queen Francoise snapped. Her favorite stepson, according to rumor, had been disbanding his army when the rioting had turned into full-scale rebellion. “He would teach them all a lesson.”


  “Dater is a long way away,” the king said, mildly. “And I sent Hedrick out as soon as the trouble began.”


  “You should have sent him to deal with the crowds.” Queen Francoise frowned. “And now they’re at our door!”


  The king turned away from his wife, his fists clenching with anger. Constance understood. A king could not be a king if he couldn’t exert authority over his wife and children as much as his kingdom. Everyone knew it was just a matter of time before the Crown Prince, perhaps pushed by his stepmother, started to demand more power and authority than his father could reasonably give. Dater was old enough to rule and young enough to make his mark, if he inherited the throne. He was certainly prominent enough to seem a viable replacement, if the king lost too much face to rule. It wouldn’t be the first time a king had ‘voluntarily’ surrendered his power and gone into exile.


  Constance looked at the stone floor, trying not to attract attention. The king’s temper was starting to boil. She didn’t want to face his fury, not when no one would lift a hand in her defense. The assembled nobles feared the king too, feared what he might do if his back was against the wall. Constance felt cold, wondering - deep inside - if it might be better if the king was... convinced to abdicate in favor of his son. Dater was a dashing young man, so handsome and bursting with energy that no one would dare stand against him. Had he not been the hero of the wars? Had he not taken on a necromantic army and smashed it in an hour of furious combat? Had he not turned down the hand of Lady Emily herself, for the good of the kingdom? Constance’s heart fluttered at the thought. She was too low-born, for all the blue blood in her, to attract the prince... but she could dream.


  She glanced up as Councilor Triune ran into the room. He was normally jovial and warm to everyone, even the lowliest maidservants, but now his jowled face was streaked with sweat and his hands were shaking. Constance knew she shouldn’t listen, as he hastily knelt before the king, but she couldn’t help herself. Knowledge was power in the court, particularly if one got it before anyone else. She had long since mastered the art of eavesdropping without making it obvious. She didn’t know why she bothered sometimes. As a young woman from the borderlands, she was rarely considered important enough to matter. The only thing that kept her from being sent home was the favor of the queen.


  “Your Majesty!” Councilor Triune sounded as if he wanted to panic. “The sorcerers are dead!”


  A rustle ran round the chamber. Constance swallowed, hard. The walls were strong, but the royal court didn’t have enough men to hold them after the Royal Guard had been slaughtered. Or deserted. Or joined the rebels. The stories just kept getting worse and worse. If the rebels turned their attention to the castle, they could get over the walls. The sorcerers were dead. It was only a matter of time before the wards fell.


  The king glanced at his queen, then at the barred window looking over the courtyard and the city beyond. The bars weren’t that strong. If the rebels captured a catapult, or one of the new-fangled cannons, they could put a shot right through the window. Constance took no interest in military affairs, but even she knew that walls couldn’t be held forever. And then... she tried not to think about it. The rebels wanted blood. Her blood.


  No, she corrected herself. It was unlikely any of the mob knew who she was. They want the king’s blood.


  An idea flashed through her mind. She could leave the chamber, perhaps on the pretense of going to the water closet, and swap clothes with a maid. She could pretend to be a maid. No one would know, if she was dressed as a maid... the rebels would ignore her, allowing her to walk out and then... and then what? She didn’t know the city, beyond the inner walls. She couldn’t hope to walk home. She had only the faintest idea of the way!


  “We have a plan,” Councilor Triune babbled. “The troops will create a diversion. The rest of us will get into carriages and flee to the army camp. And then...”


  “Excellent,” the queen said. “Dater will purge the city with fire and blood.”


  The plan didn’t seem a very good idea to Constance, but no one bothered to ask her opinion. It was just taken for granted she’d accompany the queen, along with the remainder of her ladies. Councilor Triune’s men urged them down the stairs, into the rear courtyard, as troops ran forward to rally at the forward gates. They’d always struck Constance as fops, when they hadn’t been trying to court her in their clumsy manner, but... they were going to die in defense of their king. She wished she’d been kinder to the last knight who’d tried to court her. He’d been so dreadfully earnest she’d laughed in his face.


  She winced at the noise as they scrambled into the royal carriages. It was hardly her first time in a coach, but... she wished she were on horseback. An eager horse and a clear road... it was all she asked. The littlest princess asked for a horse for herself as she was bundled into another carriage with her nanny, her mother ignoring her cries as the door slammed firmly closed. Constance was tempted to suggest the princess was given a horse, that she was given a horse, but she didn’t dare. Councilor Triune fussed around, snapping orders to the guards as the sound of fighting grew louder. His face was too grim for her to risk speaking her mind. If he got the royal family out, his future would be assured. He was hardly going to alter the plan on her say-so.


  “Get in,” the queen snapped. “Now!”


  Constance heard someone - Councilor Triune, perhaps - give the command to open the rear gates as she scrambled into the carriage. The regal vehicle lurched as the door was banged closed, then started to move. Constance found a seat and sat down, trying not to look at the queen. The expression on her face promised death and destruction - and social exclusion, perhaps, for the one who disturbed her. Constance tried not to shiver openly. Law and order had broken down everywhere. She didn’t want to think about what might happen if the Crown Prince couldn’t regain control of the city. How many of the dressmakers and jewelers and others she’d patronized were about to die?


  “They’ll pay for this,” the queen said, more to herself than the rest of the passengers. It had the air of a blood oath, a promise that could not be broken. “They’ll pay in...”


  The shouting grew louder. The carriage lurched again, then crashed to a halt. Constance reached for the window to pull back the blinds, but the queen slapped her hand hard enough to hurt before she could touch the fabric. The carriage was quivering, as if someone was beating their fists against it... Constance started back as the door shook, then came free. A grim-faced man stared at her, his gaze swiftly turning into a leer. Behind him, the city burned.


  “Look,” he shouted. “We’ve captured the royal whores!”


  Before she could pull back, his hand snapped hold of Constance’s wrist and yanked her forward. She tumbled out of the carriage, hitting the paving stone before she could catch herself. Pain shot through her as strong arms jerked her to her feet, holding her so firmly she couldn’t pull free. The queen was dragged out too, to hoots and hollers from the rabble. Her eyes were wide with fear. Constance struggled against her captor, but she couldn’t break free. He was just too strong.


  She felt horror, numb horror, sinking into her as she looked past the carriage. The king’s carriage was ahead of her, the king himself being manhandled away by a group of men in red shirts. They were on the embankment, too close to the river to escape... she wondered, suddenly, if that had been deliberate. She couldn’t see Councilor Triune anywhere. The king’s man had vanished...


  A commanding voice cut through the crowd. “Take the whores to the Final Prison!”


  Constance shuddered as her captor started to push her forward. She’d heard all the stories about the Final Prison, about how it was the last port of call for men sentenced to death. If someone went in a prisoner, they didn’t come out again. Panic gave her strength: she stamped on her captor’s foot as hard as she could, then ran to the embankment. The river had dwindled over the last few months, as summer had started to bite, but if she could get into the water she could swim down to the distant lands beyond the walls. They wouldn’t expect her to be able to swim. Countrywomen learnt as a matter of course, but cityfolk regarded the idea of women swimming as perverse. It was...


  “Stop,” someone shouted. “Now!”


  Constance jumped... and realized, too late, that she’d misjudged. The river had shrunk too far. She was plummeting towards jagged rocks and the remains of sunken ships, not waters that might hide her long enough to let her escape. She thought, suddenly, of her parents. Would they ever know what had happened to her?


  In truth, she feared they would never know.


  Prologue II


  WHEN SHE’D BECOME QUEEN, ALASSA HAD instituted a very simple rule.


  She was not to be disturbed, she’d told her courtiers, between dinner and supper. Not unless the matter was urgent. Truly urgent. She’d made it clear, and backed it up, that anyone who disturbed her without very good reason would be spending the next week as a frog in the royal frog pond. It wasn’t something she was proud of, and she was uncomfortably aware she might miss something important because the messenger was reluctant to interrupt her, but it was vitally important for her sanity. A reigning monarch had so little time to herself that she had to do whatever it took to make sure she got it.


  It irked her, more than she would willingly admit to anyone, that she hadn’t realized just how much her father had to do until she’d inherited his throne. The king had risen early and worked from dawn till dusk, the men of his bedchamber - his inner councilors - feeling free to interrupt him whenever they pleased. The one advantage of being a Ruling Queen, Alassa had discovered, was that she didn’t have to keep her inner council so close, but it hadn’t taken long for her courtiers to reason out that they could send their wives, sisters and daughters instead. Alassa would have preferred to banish them permanently, but there was no way to send them away without causing massive offense. The last thing she needed was their husbands, brothers, and sons plotting revenge. She had enough troubles already.


  She kept her face under tight control until she stepped into her inner bedchamber, then allowed herself to relax as the wards shimmered around her. It was hard, very hard, not to sag as she leaned against the door. Winning the war had been easy. Winning the peace, it seemed, was a great deal harder. She had to find a balancing point between factions that detested each other, factions that would hate and detest her if she showed the slightest hint of favoritism to their enemies. It felt as if she were stirring an unstable cauldron, the brew within permanently on the verge of exploding. There were times when she was tempted to grab her husband and daughter, empty the royal treasury and go into exile. In hindsight, she wondered how different her life would have been if she’d stayed at Whitehall instead of returning to Zangaria.


  Gathering herself, she walked past her year-old daughter’s bedchamber - Princess Emily was sleeping, her nursemaid sitting beside the cot - and into her bedroom. Jade was seated at the desk, reading the reports from the royal spies. They’d made sure to pick up the remnants of King Randor’s spy network and build their own, in hopes of preventing another coup or another aristocratic uprising. Alassa thought she understood, now, why her father had gone mad. There was never any shortage of disturbing reports, but how many of them were anything more serious than a slighted aristocrat venting to his friends? She didn’t know.


  Jade stood and gave her a hug. “Bad day?”


  “I had Lord Hardin, again,” Alassa said. It was hard to hide her disgust. “He wants to marry his ward.”


  “Bastard,” Jade agreed. “Want me to kill him?”


  Alassa was tempted. Lord Hardin had played his cards very well, somehow managing to remain on King Randor’s good side without alienating either the Noblest or Alassa herself. He’d certainly not taken any part in the civil war, ensuring that he evaded the sanctions Alassa had handed down to her father’s more open supporters. It helped, she supposed, that Hardin’s territory was right on the edge of the kingdom. It gave him a ready-made excuse for not sending anything more than thoughts and prayers. But it also made it hard for her to squash him like he deserved.


  She sat on the bed and rubbed her forehead. Lord Hardin’s ward was too young for a betrothal, let alone a marriage. And yet, Hardin thought he could bind her to him - and ensure permanent control over her lands - before she grew too old to object. Alassa allowed herself a flash of cold anger. She knew how she would have felt, if her father had announced her betrothal before she reached her majority. It might have been years before the marriage was solemnized, but everyone would have treated it as a done deal from day one. If she’d had a brother...


  “I might need you to go look at her lands, to see how he’s ruling them,” she said. She hated the idea of sending Jade away for a few days, but there were few people she trusted completely. And besides, Hardin wouldn’t be fool enough to give Jade a hard time. If he did... Jade would smash him flat well before word reached Alexis. “Perhaps even to provoke a fight.”


  Jade nodded as he sat next to her. “How much do you want me to provoke a fight?”


  “Only a little,” Alassa said. She wanted an excuse to take a swing at Hardin - or, at the very least, to park a garrison in his lands - but it had to look legitimate. “I don’t want to push him so blatantly everyone takes his side.”


  She leaned into Jade’s arms, allowing him to hold her tightly. It was a display of weakness she could never allow herself in front of the court, not when half of them already believed Jade gave her orders in private and the other half thought he should. Bastards. It hadn’t been that long since they’d been slated for execution, if they fell into Randor’s hands. A little gratitude was not too much to expect, was it? It probably was. Courtiers had short memories. And now there was an infant princess, she’d bet her crown that some of them were considering the advantages of having a monarch who couldn’t talk.


  And if I die early, she thought, Jade will take Baby Emily and run.


  Jade kissed her, lightly. Alassa lifted her lips to his, enjoying the sensation. His hands started to roam her body, fiddling with the clasp behind her back. The dress was designed to be difficult to take off in a hurry, something that Alassa had once found a little amusing. It wasn’t so funny now. The unmarried ladies of the court might have reason to wear a chastity belt, or something that served the same purpose, but she was a married woman. And she was the queen...


  The wards jangled. Alassa jumped, swallowing a curse. Whoever had disturbed her was going to regret it. Whoever... she reminded herself, sharply, that she needed to hear the messenger out before she did something unspeakable. No one would dare enter her chambers unless it was urgent. She stood, straightened her dress and gave Jade a meaningful look. He headed for the secret passage that ran beside the reception room. King Randor had used it to conceal guards, when holding meetings with untrustworthy aristocrats. Alassa preferred to use it to allow her husband to listen to the meetings, without making his presence obvious. It was yet another compromise she’d had to make between what the court expected of her and what she had to do to maintain her sanity.


  She raised an eyebrow as she stepped through the door and saw Mouse waiting for her. The young woman - she was practically a commoner, although her father had been knighted long ago - was loyal. She had to be. Alassa had rewarded her for her services by elevating her over the countless noblewomen - and men - who thought they should be Mistress of the Queen’s Bedchamber. It had made her enemies, but... Alassa tried not to grimace. Mouse was loyal to her personally and that was all that mattered. And besides, she wasn’t anything like as hidebound as the rest of the court. She didn’t waste time trying to turn her queen into something she wasn’t.


  “Your Majesty.” Mouse curtsied. Her face was pale, fearful. “Prince Hedrick has arrived.”


  Alassa blinked. “Prince Hedrick of Alluvia?”


  Mouse nodded. Alassa’s mind raced. Prince Hedrick had wanted to marry her, years ago. He’d attended her wedding, but then... she didn’t recall hearing much of anything about him. Hedrick was a second son. He wouldn’t be promoted over his brother... hell, there was a very real chance he would be sent into de facto exile. If he had... why had he come to Zangaria? Alassa couldn’t think of a good reason. It wasn’t as if she was obliged to give him more than the time of day.


  “He just galloped into the courtyard,” Mouse added. “He requests an immediate meeting.”


  “I see.” Alassa was tempted to tell Hedrick to wait. And yet, he wouldn’t have broken protocol so blatantly unless the situation was dire. What was it? “Please have him shown to the blue room. I’ll speak with him there.”


  She glanced at the walls as Mouse turned and hurried out of the room. Jade would make his way down to the next cubbyhole, while Alassa moved through the monarch’s private corridors. She thought fast, trying to determine why Hedrick had galloped all the way to Zangaria... even using the portals, it was a hell of a long way. If he’d come to pledge his love... she snorted at the thought. It would be preferable, she supposed, to a bid for his kingdom’s throne. That would be a major diplomatic headache.


  I suppose I could tell him to get lost and swear blind I didn’t see him, she thought, as she stepped into the blue room. But too many people will have noticed his arrival.


  She took a seat and waited, folding her hands on her lap as the door opened. Prince Hedrick stepped into the room - he’d lost the swagger, part of her mind noted - and bowed deeply to her. There was no hint of reluctance, no suggestion he thought he should be bowing to a king instead. And yet, as he straightened, he looked nervous. His eyes flickered from side to side, as if he expected assassins to teleport into the chamber and jump him. His magic felt barely leashed. Alassa hadn’t intended to offer refreshments, let alone alcohol, but she was tempted to do just that. Hedrick looked like someone who needed a drink.


  He was handsome enough, she supposed. The unfinished cast to his features she recalled from his unsuccessful courtship was gone. His face suggested a strong character, his short blond hair suggesting a martial mindset. Or, perhaps, martial ambitions. Hedrick was old enough to have fought in the last battles of the war, but Emily hadn’t mentioned him in her letters. His father might not have let him go. Losing one prince would be bad. Losing both would be a disaster.


  “Your Majesty.” Hedrick didn’t stumble over the words. “On behalf of my father and brother, I must plead for your help.”


  Alassa’s eyes narrowed. She would have understood the younger generation rebelling against the elder. She would have understood Hedrick waging war on his father and older brother. But... asking for help on behalf of both of them? What had happened? And why was he so fearful?


  “Your Majesty, I...” Hedrick swallowed and started again. “There has been an uprising in the streets. We have lost control of Jorlem City and many smaller cities. The rebels have my father and stepmother prisoner, along with my half-sisters and many others. I... I barely escaped with my life. The Crown Prince is assembling his troops to retake the cities, but... we need help.”


  Alassa kept her face carefully blank. Zangaria was quite some distance from Alluvia. It would be tricky to assemble troops and dispatch them to the other kingdom, even if it wasn’t politically impossible. She knew there were factions within her government that would flatly refuse to send help, and others that would use it as an excuse to demand crackdowns at home... hell, just sending troops would cause problems with other kingdoms. The Necromantic War was over. Alassa was uncomfortably aware that the Allied Lands were starting to fracture, as old grudges came back to life. She didn’t regret the end of the war, but... she had to cope with the problems of victory.


  “Zangaria is a long way from Alluvia,” she said, carefully. “Why do you require my help?”


  Hedrick looked down. “The rebels claim to have been inspired by one of your noblewomen,” he said. “The rebellion is in her name.”


  Alassa raised her eyebrows. “Emily.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Hedrick said. “They claim to have risen in her name.”


  “Emily would not have set out to trigger a rebellion,” Alassa said, flatly. “She’s been... busy.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Hedrick repeated. “And yet the rebels claim to have risen in her name.”


  Alassa wasn’t sure how seriously to take that. Hedrick was describing literally world-shaking events. Alassa should have heard something, beyond vague rumors, well before the younger prince arrived at her door. Alluvia was a long way away, but still... she sighed, inwardly. The tale had probably grown in the telling. Emily wouldn’t have set out to overthrow a kingdom, but...


  “I will discuss the matter with my trusted advisors and then get back to you,” Alassa said, slowly. “I do not believe, however, that she is behind your rebellion.”


  “They claim she inspired them,” Hedrick said. “Our councilors advised us to request that you bring her to heel.”


  Alassa hid her amusement. Emily was, technically, a liegewoman. She was supposed to support her queen in all things. But Emily didn’t really accept the responsibilities - or half of the rights - of a liegewoman. She didn’t even understand them. Alassa knew Emily couldn’t be pressured into doing anything. King Randor had tried and the result had been an utter disaster. She could see how Hedrick, and his advisors, might think Alassa could control her...


  Which means I might get the blame, if Emily is credited with starting the uprising, Alassa thought. Shit.


  She stood, signaling that the interview was over. She’d have to discuss the matter with Jade - and then Emily herself. Emily’s last letter had said she was going to Laughter Academy... quite some distance from Alluvia. That was meaningless, of course. Emily could teleport. And she’d figured out how to craft an enchanted device that allowed anyone to teleport, too...


  “Your Majesty!” Hedrick looked stunned. “I appeal to you...”


  Alassa bit off a sharp response. Hedrick didn’t appeal to her, not really. Instead, she summoned Mouse and directed her to show Hedrick to the guestroom. The servants would take care of him - and, also, keep an eye on him. It would be useful to know just what sort of person he was, although... Alassa shook her head as he followed Mouse out the door. He’d just dropped a massive hot potato in her lap...


  ... And, for the first time in far too long, she was unsure how to handle it.


  Chapter One


  “LADY EMILY,” MASTER LUCKNOW SAID. His voice was very cold. He never took his eyes off Emily. “In the name of the White Council, and the Allied Lands, I am placing you under arrest.”


  Emily stared at him, caught completely off-guard. She could sense powerful wards shimmering into existence, surrounding the inn. Wards designed to stop her from teleporting, wards designed to confuse her and conceal the enemy positions... her mind raced as she looked at Master Lucknow. There were four combat sorcerers facing her... four potential enemies and Jan. Her boyfriend hadn’t moved. He was caught between her and his master, unable to take sides without alienating one or both of them.


  She held herself at the ready, unsure of what to do. There had to be more sorcerers outside, casting the wards. She hoped they’d had the sense to evacuate the surrounding area, although she feared they hadn’t bothered. And yet, they’d managed to taint the food. Had they hoped she’d sedate herself? Or poison herself? It was a common trick, when faced with newborn necromancers and dark wizards. If she’d eaten the food, would she have woken up in a cell? Would she have woken at all?


  “Master?” Jan’s voice broke through the silence. “What are you doing?”


  Master Lucknow directed a sharp look at him. “Shut up.”


  Jan audibly swallowed. “Master...”


  “I said, shut up,” Master Lucknow snapped. “Lady Emily, you are under arrest.”


  Emily found her voice. “On what charge?”


  “The charges will be discussed at your hearing,” Master Lucknow informed her. He removed a vial from his belt and held it out. “Drink this, then prepare for teleport.”


  “I need to send a message to my master,” Emily said. She tried to remember what little she’d been taught about prisoner rights. There weren’t many. The Mediators had powers of arrest, if a warrant was issued by the White Council... her mind raced. They couldn’t demand a warrant without word reaching Alassa, or Melissa, or Void himself. Emily couldn’t believe her friends wouldn’t warn her. And that boded ill. “I also want to see the warrant.”


  “You can do both, once you drink the potion,” Master Lucknow said, flatly. “Once you are in custody, you can send messages to whoever you like.”


  Emily gritted her teeth. The Mediators were obligated to carry the warrant and show it upon demand. She didn’t recall much from Master Tor’s classes on law, but she recalled that. There were just too many kingdoms, estates and city-states that disliked the idea of international police forces throwing their weight around. In fact... she wondered, suddenly, if Duchene had been so quick to get rid of her because she knew the Mediators were on their way. The Headmistress of Laughter was Pendle’s ruler, to all intents and purposes. The Mediators should have informed her before the arrest began.


  Her heart sank. If the Mediators were unwilling to produce the warrant, it suggested they didn’t have one. They couldn’t have one, not without summoning the whole council. And that meant... she looked at the vial, wondering what it really contained. Did they intend to arrest her first and invent the charges later? Or did they intend to kill her before the rest of the council, and her friends, could object?


  She took a step back. “I need to send a message first,” she said. She disliked the thought of running to Void, or anyone, to beg for help, but she doubted she had a choice. “And then I will...”


  “Drink the potion,” Master Lucknow ordered. He produced a pair of shackles from his belt and held them at the ready. “Now.”


  A memory burst into her mind... Emily is kneeling on a stone floor, her hands and feet chained with cold iron. The spectators are booing loudly as her judges close in, joining hands in a fearsome ritual that will destroy her magic...


  The flash of memory, of the demonic vision, was so strong Emily almost fainted. The world around her seemed to fade, just for a moment. She shivered, suddenly very aware she was on the cusp of disaster. If they took her... would they seek to destroy her power, to strip the magic from her, or simply kill her? She looked from face to face, reading grim determination in their eyes. They were ready to fight, ready to take her by force. And if they didn’t have a warrant... she swallowed, hard. She couldn’t let herself go with them.


  “No.” Emily faced them, readying herself. “I want to see the warrant.”


  One of the combat sorcerers made a gesture. Emily sensed a shimmer of magic, a webbing that - if it took shape and form - would trap her until she drained herself dry. Master Lucknow took a step forward, raising his hand. The netting centered on him, growing stronger and stronger with every passing second. She couldn’t let herself be trapped. It would be the end of everything. She was grossly outnumbered, but she didn’t have to beat them all to win. She just had to get clear of the wards and teleport out.


  She summoned a wave of raw magic and directed it into the netting. The spellwork shattered, bits of magic splintering in all directions. She didn’t hesitate, generating a blinding flash of light that should have been enough to disorient them. Master Lucknow had enough presence of mind to counter the spell, but it bought her a few seconds. She cast a bigger spell of her own, yanking up every chair and table in the inn and hurling them at the sorcerers. It wouldn’t kill them, if they reacted quickly, but it would buy her a little more time. She saw Jan throwing himself towards the rear door as she darted backwards, without looking back. She didn’t blame him. He’d wind up in real trouble if he turned against his master.


  One of the sorcerers grunted, tumbling to the ground as a chair struck him in the chest. He’d be fine, Emily was sure, but the impact should put him out of the fight. The others had raised their wards, smashing the tables and spraying sawdust in all directions. Emily summoned a wind, blowing the sawdust towards them. It might just get in their eyes. She turned and blasted the wall behind her, feeling a twinge of guilt. The innkeeper and his family were long gone, but they were going to come home to a pile of rubble. She made a promise to herself that she’d pay for repairs, if she survived. The surge of magic behind her suggested the combat sorcerers were angry.


  She ran through the gash in the walls, into an alleyway. It was disturbingly empty. The wards buzzed against her mind as she glanced up and down, then drew on her magic and flew down the alleyway. Going too high would be a good way to get killed, but as long as she stayed low she should be able to put enough distance between herself and the wardcrafters to teleport out. She glanced up at Laughter as she flew past a taller building, wondering if she should try to get to the school. It might provide refuge... she shook her head. Duchene had plenty of reason to want Emily out of the way for a while. Going there might just get her arrested.


  A force snapped around her legs, cancelling the spell. Emily fell, drawing on more of her magic to cushion the landing. The ground seemed to explode around her, turning rapidly to animated mud... she rolled over and over, catching sight of a magician roaring and chanting as he directed his spell. Ingenious, part of her mind noted. He’d turned the ground into a bog, charming the water to wear down her magic. It would have worked, too, if Void hadn’t taught her how to drain the magic from liquid. The sensation was thoroughly unpleasant, but... she sucked the magic out and directed it back at the caster, channeled into an overpowered stunning spell. His eyes went wide, an instant before he tumbled to the ground. He was still twitching, still trying to throw off the spell, as she ran past.


  That might have been a mistake, she thought, numbly. She didn’t have time to kick him in the head. Hopefully, he’d be distracted long enough to keep him out of the fight even if the spell didn’t put him to sleep. Overpowering spells is a necromancer trick.


  She reached out with her senses as she picked up speed, trying to determine the nearest edge of the wards. It wasn’t easy. The wards were constantly shifting, as if they were centered on her. She looked around, then - kicking herself for the oversight - up. A pair of magicians were clearly visible, staring down at her. She could see the threads of their magic, blurring together into the wards. As long as they could see her, they could trap her. And direct their fellows to her. She reached for her magic, then stopped herself. If she cancelled the spells holding them in the air, they’d plunge to their deaths. She didn’t want to kill them.


  A force picked her up and hurled her right across the street. She had a brief impression of eyes watching from behind the curtains, which vanished as she hit the ground. The townspeople had to be panicking as they watched living gods tear their town apart, caught in the middle of a violent conflict... she shuddered, wondering what would happen to anyone who was injured in the crossfire. Nothing good, probably. Pendle had been overshadowed by fear for the last month and even though the source of the fear was gone, it would be a long time before everything returned to normal. None of the townspeople were going to help her. They’d turn and run to avoid being caught in the storm.


  Just like Jan, she thought. Where did he go?


  She pulled herself to her feet and sprinted into an alleyway. A robed magician stood in her path and she rammed her fist into his gut without thinking. He bent over, coughing and spluttering. He’d thought to wear leathers, but not charmed armor. Another stepped out, holding a wand in one hand and a battery in the other. Emily cursed under her breath as she sensed the magic in the wand. A simple cancellation spell, linked to the battery... every spell for hundreds of meters around would be cancelled. She had to admire the trick. They would cancel her magic, then overpower her by main force and pour the potion down her throat. It would work. She was tough, but Master Lucknow was probably tougher. He didn’t need all of his comrades to beat her into submission.


  Her hand dropped to the pistol at her belt. She drew it, pointing the barrel at the magician. His eyes went wide... he was probably a veteran of the war, someone who knew what a pistol actually was. There were sorcerers who didn’t know what a gun did and wouldn’t recognize the threat if one was shoved into their mouths. He hesitated, visibly. If he activated the battery and triggered the spell, he’d render himself defenseless as well. The bullet might not be fatal, but he’d be seriously injured. Pistols weren’t very accurate, yet... they were at point-blank range. She doubted he would want to gamble his life on her missing...


  She heard shouts behind her and altered her pose, pointing the gun at the battery and pulling the trigger. The blast was deafeningly loud in the confined space, the bullet striking the battery and sending it crashing to the ground. Weird sparks of light darted out of the containment ring, magic surging like water spewing from a balloon. Emily wasn’t sure what would happen, when a battery lost containment completely, but she didn’t want to stick around and find out. She shoved a force punch at the stunned magician, denting his wards enough to drive him back, then threw herself past and started to run again. Behind her, there was another surge of magic. She hoped - prayed - it hadn’t killed anyone.


  Her legs started to ache as she burst onto the street and raced down to the edge of town. There was no one in view, but she heard the men behind her. She glanced at a hastily-abandoned fruit stall, then cast a levitation spell and hurled tons of fruit at the hovering magicians. The impacts wouldn’t cause them to fall - probably - but they would make it harder for them to keep the wards in place. They were still centered on her, damn it. She wondered, suddenly, if she should try to knock them out of the sky anyway. Their comrades might catch them before they hit the ground.


  A sorcerer crashed into her, his magic tearing and blurring into hers. Emily winced at the onslaught, so crude and yet so effective, then turned into the attack. Magic crackled around her as she pushed forward, shoving her way through the storm. She could feel the sorcerer’s confusion as she yanked the magic aside, then punched him in the face. Whatever he’d been expecting, he hadn’t been expecting that. Emily felt her head start to pound as the magic began to fade, her vision blurring for a second. Void was going to scold her for trying that in a real fight. It could easily have gone the other way.


  The wards started to shimmer and weaken. Emily pushed herself forward, leaving the dazed magician behind as she hurried to the edge of the wards. She felt drained, but... she thought she could teleport back to the tower. Void could sort out the mess... at the very least, she could recuperate while the Mediators insisted on her surrender. The pain grew stronger, to the point she honestly wasn’t sure she could teleport. Perhaps if she got into the woods, she could hide long enough...


  “Emily!” Master Lucknow appeared, right at the edge of her wards. For a moment, Emily honestly thought he’d managed to teleport despite the interference. He’d used a concealment spell to hide from her, hidden in the corner of her eye. She’d been too distracted to notice. “You...”


  Emily had no time to react before he caught hold of her hair and yanked, hard. She stumbled back, nearly losing her footing. Void had argued she should cut her hair short, perhaps even wear a wig if having long hair was so important to her. In hindsight, she suspected he’d been right. Master Lucknow had his hands wrapped around her hair, hurting her so badly she could barely think... she allowed him to drag her as she gathered herself, then cracked the back of her head into his nose. She heard it break with a very satisfying crack - she felt warm liquid drip into her hair - but he didn’t let go. A moment later, a force punch sent her spinning through the air. Her scalp hurt so badly she was sure he’d scalped her.


  She hit the ground, the impact knocking the wind out of her. Master Lucknow landed on top of her, his weight holding her down. She sensed his magic brewing, readying itself for another blast. This close to her, he’d have no difficulty tearing apart what remained of her defenses or simply knocking her out. She ruthlessly bit down on her panic as his blood pressed against her bare skin. Channeling power through the blood was difficult and dangerous, yet...


  GET OFF, she thought.


  Master Lucknow rolled off, his arms and legs flailing madly. The compulsion had been almost irresistible. He’d certainly not realized she could use his blood to control him... when it wasn’t touching her fingers. Emily smirked - there was nothing in the books on blood magic that suggested she had to use her fingers - then forced herself to stand on bruised and battered legs. Master Lucknow glared at her, his gaze suggesting he was setting up barriers in his mind. Her control was already weakening... she knew it would only be a few seconds before he broke free and came for her. She didn’t know why he’d wanted to arrest her - she’d thought they were allies, during the war - but he wanted her dead now. She’d pushed the limits as far as they would go.


  She heard the sound of running footsteps and forced herself to stagger down the street. Her legs were sore... too sore. Too much had happened... her vision was so blurred she could barely see. Anything could be in front of her. She sensed a flicker of magic, too late. The tangle spell struck her legs and she tripped over herself, landing back on the ground. The sorcerers advanced, their power building as they wove a net of magic. Emily would have laughed, if she hadn’t been so badly hurt. She was too drained to continue the fight. They could grab her by the neck, force the potion down her throat and then march her off to...


  A surge of magic pulsed through the air. It wasn’t directed at Emily, but it was strong enough to batter against what remained of her defenses. The sorcerers were knocked backwards, like trees caught in a gale; Emily took advantage of their sudden confusion to draw on what little remained of her power, trying to clear her eyes. Her eyes felt dry as dust, but - slowly - they started to clear. A nexus of power had formed in front of her. Void stood there. And Jan was right behind him.


  Void’s voice was quiet, but it echoed on the air. “I do trust that you have an explanation for this?”


  Chapter Two


  EMILY ALMOST FAINTED WITH RELIEF.


  She’d known she was alone. She’d known she was doomed unless she fought her way clear long enough to escape. She’d known... and she’d been wrong. Jan had possessed the presence of mind to fetch Void, rather than standing against his master openly or turning on Emily... she felt a stab of sympathy, driven by the grim awareness that Jan had probably just lost his apprenticeship. Betraying one’s master wasn’t a harmless little prank. Even the sorcerers who thought Jan had done the right thing would hesitate to take him on.


  Master Lucknow stumbled to his feet. “We are placing your apprentice under arrest by command of the White Council,” he said. “This matter does not concern you.”


  Void raised his eyebrows. “I think you’ll find it does,” he said. “Emily is my daughter, as well as my apprentice. Anything that concerns her concerns me as well.”


  Emily felt a rush of naked affection. Void had effectively adopted her, but... she wondered, suddenly, if this was what it was like to have a real father. To have someone who put you first, to have someone who came to your rescue when you found yourself in a mess you couldn’t handle... she wanted, suddenly, to give him a hug. He’d saved her when...


  She gritted her teeth. There were at least eight other magicians facing them. She was in no state to continue the fight. Void was extremely powerful and yet... she didn’t know if he could fight off eight magicians long enough to escape. And even if he could... the town was going to be devastated. She forced herself to stand up, brushing down her dress. Better to run then kill hundreds, perhaps thousands, of innocent people.


  Master Lucknow stared at Void. “The White Council has commanded...”


  Void cut him off. “The White Council has an obligation to inform the patrons and allies of anyone charged with a crime,” he said. His voice was mild, but Emily could sense the roiling anger under his tone. “In this case, the... accused... is an apprentice, which adds a certain requirement to inform the apprentice’s master as well. There is a process to demand the apprentice be surrendered, that the apprentice be formally disowned and cut off from her master’s support. The process has not even been started.”


  His lips curved into a smile. “Believe me, I know.”


  “She was condemned by a special committee,” Master Lucknow said, coldly. “In times of emergency, normal procedures can be suspended.”


  “A special committee can only be formed with the clear permission of the White Council,” Void countered. Emily wondered, suddenly, if he was stalling. Stalling for what? “Again, the council was not informed that a committee was being proposed. It certainly did not grant approval.”


  “The special committee was formed to handle the post-war chaos,” Master Lucknow snapped. His eyes slipped to Emily, who stared back as evenly as she could. “The remit is wide enough not to require any further authorization.”


  “Indeed?” Void seemed unimpressed. “I was unaware that your remit included snatching an apprentice, an apprentice with ties to some of the most powerful magicians and aristocrats in the Allied Lands, off the streets. The council is unlikely to accept such a precedent.”


  “The charges are quite severe,” Master Lucknow said. “I believe...”


  “You never listed the charges,” Emily said, sharply. “And you refused to show me the warrant.”


  “He doesn’t have a warrant,” Void said. “Presenting one’s warrant is a legal requirement.”


  Master Lucknow drew himself up to his full height. “The special committee has the legal right to summon anyone it wishes for questioning,” he said. “And when it believes the subject will decline to appear, it also has the right to compel their attendance.”


  “And it has the obligation to make a good faith attempt to invite the subject to appear first,” Void said. “You certainly should not have shown up at her table and tried to place her under arrest.”


  “Really?” Master Lucknow seemed oddly amused. “I seem to recall you snatching someone off the streets, twenty years ago.”


  “Someone who was trafficking in the darkest of magics,” Void said. “Are you accusing my apprentice of doing the same?”


  Master Lucknow didn’t rise to the bait. “I am doing my duty,” he said, stiffly. “I am defending the Allied Lands against those who would threaten them. We have been allies in the past, when it comes to protecting our people. Please do not stand in my way now.”


  “And am I not obliged to protect my apprentice from those who would do her harm?” Void shrugged. “This... process... is not legally justified. Standard procedure was not followed.”


  Void leaned forward. “Very well. We’ll have a hearing. An immediate hearing. I assume you have Resolution Castle prepped for her arrival?”


  “The inquiry must proceed...”


  Void smirked. “Is that a no?”


  “The White Council is currently scattered,” Master Lucknow snapped. “I intended to place her under arrest before the full council was recalled.”


  “An interesting legal twist,” Void observed.


  “Time is of the essence,” Master Lucknow insisted.


  “And that is why we will have an immediate hearing,” Void said. “Emily and I will make our way to Resolution Castle. You will arrange for someone to tend to her wounds, while recalling the council and preparing the charges. I dare say you should be able to arrange matters so we can hold the hearing in a couple of hours. If not... we can do it properly. We will await the formal summons with great interest.”


  Emily frowned as Master Lucknow looked from Void to her and back again. She didn’t quite follow the legal arguments, but she was fairly sure that whatever Master Lucknow had done here wasn’t particularly legal. At best, Master Lucknow had tried to arrest her before getting the warrant, in hopes of presenting the council with a fait accompli. At worst... had he been trying to get her tried, convicted and punished before anyone realized what he’d done? If Jan hadn’t gone for Void, she would have lost the fight and been dragged away. Void wouldn’t have known anything had happened until it was far too late.


  She felt a sting of betrayal. Master Lucknow had fought beside her, only a few months ago. The batteries had unnerved him... she wondered, morbidly, if she’d accidentally convinced him she was a deadly threat. She supposed he might be right, from his point of view. The batteries - and gunpowder - were shaking the world. The guns that had stopped an orcish charge could, just as easily, tear their way through a magical estate. And, combined with the runes she’d had carved on the bullets...


  “She is a flight risk,” Master Lucknow said, breaking into Emily’s thoughts. “We have to ensure she cannot escape.”


  “Are you suggesting I cannot keep her in my tower?” Void didn’t move, but his presence seemed to grow. “Or that I would deliberately let her go?”


  The words hung on the air for a long moment. Emily tensed, readying herself to drop to the ground if the sorcerers started hurling curses at each other. Master Lucknow had crossed a line. The suggestion a master couldn’t control, and discipline, his apprentice was a deadly insult. Void had every right to take offense and it was unlikely anyone would suggest otherwise. Even if they believed Emily was Void’s daughter, they’d still expect him to keep her under control.


  “Your choice,” Void said. “We can have the hearing now. Or I can take her home and you can follow standard procedure.”


  Master Lucknow’s eyes flashed murder. “We shall proceed to Resolution,” he said, curtly. “The hearing will be organized as soon as possible.”


  Emily glanced at Void, who nodded shortly. Behind him, Jan looked pale. Emily didn’t envy him. His master was going to be pissed. Master Lucknow would be looking for someone to bear the brunt of his anger. And if Jan hadn’t fetched Void, the plan would have worked perfectly. Emily hoped Jan had the sense to cut off his apprenticeship and go. He already knew enough to make a decent living. He didn’t have to stay with his master.


  Void took her arm. “Brace yourself,” he said. “This is going to be bumpy.”


  “And you, go back home and wait,” Master Lucknow said to Jan. “I’ll deal with you later.”


  Emily wanted to say something, although she had no idea what, but she felt Void’s power building and hastily closed her eyes. The ground lurched violently under her feet, a storm of magic billowing around her before slowly fading. Her body ached, as if she’d been hit repeatedly without any clear memory of it. She staggered against Void, nearly losing her footing as the ground lurched again. She had the uneasy sense they’d just crashed through a pair of wards intended to keep them out.


  Her eyes snapped open. They were in the center of a dimly lit chamber, barely illuminated by light that had no visible source. Powerful wards surrounded them, confusing her senses even though they didn’t seem to be focused on them specifically. She thought she sensed the beating of a nexus point in the distance, but it didn’t seem to be linked to the wards. It was hard to be sure. She tried to reach out gingerly, to study the wards, but it was like staring into a blinding light. It was impossible to pick out the details, let alone start planning to crack the wards from the inside.


  “Resolution Castle,” Void said, as he let go of her arm. “Home of the Order of Mediation.”


  Emily nodded, looking around with interest. They were alone, trapped in a chamber that looked very much like a prison. A line of doors stood in front of her, each heavily warded. There was no one else in view, but her instincts insisted she was being watched. She glanced at the doors, wondering if anyone was behind them. There were no visible peepholes, but that proved nothing. Peepholes weren’t useful if the victim knew they were there.


  That doesn’t prove anything either, Emily reminded herself. Some peepholes and observation spells are designed to be obvious, just to convince the victim they’ve found and blocked them all.


  Void chuckled, humorlessly. “Their taste in interior design leaves something to be desired.”


  Emily looked at him as he cast a pair of privacy spells. “What happened?”


  “Good question.” Void spoke quietly, despite the spells. “They certainly didn’t follow standard procedure.”


  He looked her up and down, thoughtfully. “How are you feeling?”


  “Sore,” Emily said. Her body ached. She hadn’t felt so sore since the first time she’d taken Martial Magic. It was hard to believe, even in hindsight, that Sergeant Harkin had gone easy on her. “Sore and drained.”


  “You did well,” Void said.


  Emily frowned. “How much of the fight did you see?”


  “There were eight combat sorcerers and a dozen apprentices in the area,” Void said. “If you hadn’t done well, they would have taken you prisoner with ease. You could have done more, though...”


  “I didn’t want to kill people,” Emily said. She thought about the townspeople she’d met over the last few weeks and shivered. None of them deserved to be tormented by the witches, let alone killed because they’d been caught in the middle of a full-scale fight. “I thought...”


  “Sometimes, you have to make that choice,” Void said. “Trying to snatch you off the streets... that’s not good. Lucknow’s practically thrown his career to the dragons.”


  Emily frowned. “I thought he was on your side. Your team.”


  “No one is ever truly on another person’s side,” Void said, shortly. “People work together because they have common interests. When those interests diverge, so do the people.”


  “And why...?” Emily shook her head. She wasn’t sure she wanted to discuss it here, in the middle of the castle. “Where is he?”


  “Probably running around, trying to make arrangements,” Void said. He chuckled, darkly. “He was always very good at planning the immediate steps, but his long-term planning often leaves something to be desired.”


  Emily looked away as a door started to rattle before opening, revealing a grim-faced man in a suit of charmed armor. It looked absurdly fragile, but she knew from experience that it could deflect or absorb enough spells to give its wearer a chance to deal with the caster before it was too late. The man’s face was oddly blurred, suggesting he was using a charm to hide his identity. She supposed it made a certain kind of sense. The prisoners might want revenge on their gaolers if - when - they were released.


  The man stepped up to her and stopped. “Lady Emily,” he said. He moved with a delicacy that suggested he’d been wounded in his youth and the damage had never fully healed. Rare, for a magician. She thought, just for a second, that he might be a homunculus. “Please come with me.”


  “I will be accompanying her to the cell,” Void said. His tone made it clear it wasn’t a request. “And you will be held solely accountable for her treatment.”


  Emily shivered. The gaoler didn’t show any visible reaction. Instead, he turned and led the way through the door. The corridor beyond was cold, but nowhere near as dark and dank as King Randor’s cells. Indeed, there was something oddly sterile about the arrangement. She didn’t see a single person, apart from themselves, as they moved through a maze of corridors. The wards pulsed around them, remaining oddly consistent. It was hard not to feel as though the corridors were constantly changing, that the castle was designed to ensure that anyone who tried to escape only went deeper and deeper into the building. She shivered, again. Were they being led into a trap?


  Void looked impassive as they walked through an arch and into a mid-sized chamber. The door ahead of them was clearly part of a cell, with a barred window allowing the gaoler to peer inside. Emily gritted her teeth as the gaoler opened the door, revealing a surprisingly luxurious room. It wouldn’t have been out of place in Whitehall. There was a bed, a washroom, a desk and a chair... it might have been a room in an inn, if it weren’t so clearly a cell. The wards were growing stronger, pressing down on her. She felt as though her head was being stuffed with cotton wool.


  They’re designed to sap my will to escape, she thought, numbly. It would be easy, almost terrifyingly easy, to sit on the bed and just... wait. She’d seen all sorts of spells designed to trap the victim, by lulling them into a daze, but this one was an order of magnitude more powerful. Knowing it was there wasn’t enough to deflect it. The moment I lose my concentration, I’m doomed.


  She frowned as she spotted the food waiting. It looked to be of good quality, but she was fairly sure it wasn’t safe to eat. Someone could easily spike the food with potion and render her powerless - or worse. The jug of water would be harder to spike, but it could be done. She knew a dozen spells to check if something was safe to eat, yet the wards were pressing down so hard she wasn’t sure she could make the spells work safely. Or if she could trust the results. She cursed under her breath. Sooner or later, she’d have to drink something. She knew she couldn’t hold out forever.


  Void touched her shoulder. “I’ll be back as quickly as possible,” he said. “Don’t be downhearted.”


  The gaoler motioned for her to step into the cell. Emily hesitated, feeling as though she was stepping into a trap. She trusted Void and yet... she felt abandoned. They could go back to the tower and... and what? She sighed. If they - if she - went on the run, it would be taken as a confession of guilt. And she was in no state to go on the run. She nodded stiffly and walked into the cell. The wards - somehow - managed to get stronger. She closed her eyes for a long moment, drawing on what remained of her magic to build shields in her mind to protect herself. They wouldn’t last forever, not with the wards constantly grating on her, but...


  She flinched as the door closed behind her. It wasn’t the first time she’d been in a cell, but... she shook her head in irritation. Randor’s cells had been designed to make it very clear that the prisoner was in deep shit. The unfortunate inmates had been chained to the walls and forced to share their bread and water with the rats. Here... it was easy to get lulled into a false sense of security. The room could easily have passed for a standard guestroom. There was even a small shelf crammed with books. Emily took one and glanced at the title, then frowned. Basic Council Law. She wasn’t sure if someone was trying to give the accused a chance to defend themselves or engaging in sadistic torture. She’d read the book years ago. The legalese was almost impossible to comprehend.


  A sense of despondency overcame her as she peered into the washroom, then sat on the bed. Void had come to her aid, but... she found herself looking at the door, praying he’d return soon. He’d left her alone. He’d left her alone and...


  Master Lucknow’s gone mad, she told herself. The rest of the council will refuse to go along with him.


  But, as she waited for something to happen, the thought provided no consolation at all.


  Chapter Three


  IT HAD NEVER REALLY OCCURRED TO Emily, not even when she’d been at Whitehall, that making someone wait for punishment was part of the punishment. She’d never had a problem with being alone, even when she’d been told to stay in her room and not come out. And yet, as she started to lose track of time, she found herself wishing Master Lucknow would just get on with it. He’d clearly not bothered to lay any of the groundwork for obtaining a warrant and arresting her, let alone putting her on trial. The more she thought about it, the less sense it made. She knew she had enemies, but how many of them were prepared to set a precedent that could - that would - come back to bite them?


  Maybe he thought he could arrest me and execute me without anyone realizing what he’d done, Emily thought. She couldn’t see how Master Lucknow had intended to pull it off, not when he’d had a small army under his command, but it was the only explanation that made any sort of sense. If he swore them all to secrecy, the truth might never come out.


  She shook her head. Master Lucknow had never struck her as stupid. A plan that relied on everyone keeping their mouths shut was a very stupid plan indeed. And yet... what had he had in mind? What was he playing at? Did he think he could condemn her without dragging her in front of the entire council? Or was he gambling he could dispose of her before anyone interfered? Was he prepared to die himself to ensure that she died, too?


  Her body ached, dully. She pulled up her shirt and frowned at the bruises. She’d taken several nasty blows when she’d hit the ground. Her scalp hurt... she touched her hair, realizing it was still matted with Master Lucknow’s blood. He wasn’t going to forgive her for using blood magic against him, not in a hurry. She’d crossed a line there... her fingers tingled as she felt the blood, tasting his magic. That trick probably wouldn’t work twice. If she was any judge, he’d have cut the link as soon as he realized it existed.


  There was a knock on the door. She looked up, wondering - absurdly - what would happen if she told the newcomer to go away. She was in a prison cell. It was unlikely anyone would give much of a damn about her orders, if she demanded privacy. The door rattled and opened, revealing Mistress Kyla. Whitehall’s Healer nodded to her, then drew a wand from her belt and waved it in the air. The wards faded slightly. Emily smiled in relief.


  “Emily,” Kyla said. She looked older than Emily remembered, wispy white hair curled around an ancient face. “It’s been a while.”


  Emily nodded. “What are you doing here?”


  “They thought you needed a Healer,” Kyla said. “And I was asked to attend upon you.”


  “I see.” Emily felt a flicker of suspicion. “What did I ask you about, after the school nearly collapsed in on itself?”


  Kyla didn’t hesitate. “You asked for advice on contraceptive charms,” she said, bluntly. “I told you that potions were better, then taught you how to cast the charms.”


  Emily flushed, despite her relief. The majority of students learnt such charms from their parents or their older siblings, when they didn’t choose to rely on the potion. She’d had to ask the healer herself, when she’d started her relationship with Caleb... no one else, not even her closest friends, knew. The woman in front of her was the healer, not someone wearing her face. It wasn’t easy to pose as someone else, not when talking to someone who knew them, but it wasn’t impossible. Someone might easily have assumed that Emily didn’t know Kyla that well.


  “I have to check up on you,” Kyla said. “How are you feeling?”


  “Sore,” Emily said. She stood and allowed the healer to wave the wand around her. Magic tingled up and down her spine. “What did they tell you?”


  “About you?” Kyla shrugged as she started to run through a pair of healing spells. “They just said you needed a healer. That was it.”


  Emily took a breath, feeling the aches and pains slowly fading away. She’d have to pay for it, later on, but... hopefully she’d have time to get through the hearing before she collapsed into bed. She wished, grimly, that Master Lucknow had let Void take her back to the tower. It would have been so much easier to trust the food... she glanced at the water jug, practically calling to her. Her throat felt parched. And yet... she didn’t dare touch the drink.


  A thought struck her. “Is the water safe to drink?”


  “It should be.” Kyla finished casting spells on Emily and turned away, inspecting the jug and its contents. “There’s no magic within the liquid.”


  Which doesn’t prove anything, Emily thought. A mundane drug - a simple sleeping draught or something far worse - wouldn’t trip the spells. There could be anything in there.


  “You need a shower,” Kyla informed her, curtly. “And then I advise a good night’s sleep.”


  Emily had to laugh. “And what will happen to me while I sleep?”


  Kyla said nothing, but dug her hand into her pouch and removed a vial. “A basic nutrient potion,” she said. “It won’t keep you going forever, but it should give you a few more hours before you have to eat the food here.”


  “I... thank you,” Emily said. She wasn’t blind to the risk the healer was running, just by giving her the potion. Master Lucknow would not approve. Healers were hard to punish, but not impossible. Kyla could lose her post at Whitehall if Master Lucknow made a fuss. “I don’t know how long they’re going to keep me here.”


  “They didn’t tell me,” Kyla said. “But I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”


  Emily wasn’t so sure. Master Lucknow had gone too far for a simple misunderstanding and that meant... what? What was he planning to do? Get the council together and ask them to retroactively approve Emily’s arrest? Or find a fig leaf that would allow him to let her go without losing too much face? She was surprised he hadn’t bothered to lay the groundwork properly, which suggested... what? He wasn’t careless, any more than he was stupid. He’d probably had some idea for handling her, once he had her in custody.


  Unless his real plan was to lock me up and milk me for ideas, she thought. The thought was alarmingly plausible. If he put me in a cell like this, I might never get free.


  “I can remain here for a few moments longer, if you would like to take a shower,” Kyla said, calmly. “I can clean your dress while you wash.”


  Emily hesitated. She was certain - very certain - that the cell was under close observation. It was what she would have done, if she was dealing with a very dangerous prisoner. She certainly didn’t want to get undressed and shower in front of unseen eyes and yet... she was grimy and covered in someone else’s blood. Her skin crawled at the thought. There was no point in trying to save the blood. By now, it would be useless. Master Lucknow would have made sure of it.


  “I’ll look more impressive if I wash,” Emily said. She opened the vial, put the glass to her lips and drank. The potion tasted ghastly, but she felt a surge of energy rushing through her as she started to undress. The healer looked away, politely. “Thanks.”


  She stepped into the washroom, turned on the water and clambered into the shower. The water was hot enough to make her relax, just a little. She was tempted to remain under the water, even though she knew Kyla couldn’t spend much longer with her. Emily’s eyes narrowed. Why was she even here? It was unlikely in the extreme that she’d been the closest healer. Resolution Castle was a long way from Whitehall. There had to be at least a dozen healers who could have been summoned instead.


  The thought nagged at her as she turned off the water and dried herself with a couple of spells. Her scalp still ached... she conceded, ruefully, that Void had had a point when he’d advised her to cut her hair. Perhaps she should have replaced it with a wig. Master Lucknow would have looked a fool if he’d yanked on her hair, only to have the wig come free. She smiled at the thought, then stepped back into the chamber. Her clothes waited for her on the bed. Kyla averted her eyes, again, as Emily dressed. The healer had seen it all before - she looked old enough to have known Void as a child - but she understood the need for privacy.


  “Thank you for coming,” Emily said. “Could you take a message for me...?”


  “I’m afraid not,” Kyla said. “Healers are required to be neutral.”


  Emily grimaced. “I am allowed to write letters...”


  “Healers are required to be neutral,” Kyla repeated. “I can inform the staff that you want to send a letter, if you like, but I cannot carry it myself.”


  “I see.” Emily gritted her teeth in frustration. She’d known that healers weren’t allowed to take sides, but... there was no point in arguing. Kyla’s magic wouldn’t let her do anything that broke her oaths. “Please let them know.”


  Kyla nodded - her face was a mask, suggesting she was concealing her true feelings - and stepped through the door. Emily was morbidly certain that she wouldn’t be able to open the door, let alone leave the room. Not without permission, in any case. She sat on the bed and tried to project an image of despondency, all the while reaching out to touch the wards. They were incredibly complex, layer upon layer of spellwork designed to make it impossible for a magician to escape. She had to admire the design, even though it was keeping her under control. She’d never seen anything quite like it. They definitely weren’t drawing power from the nexus point.


  She closed her eyes, studying the wards thoughtfully. It would take hours, perhaps days, to crack them. Someone would notice. There was a wardmaster attached to the wards or she knew nothing about magic. And that meant... she inched her thoughts into the spellware, trying to locate the controlling mind. The wards were so old that she doubted the wardmaster had actually created them. That had probably been a team effort.


  Which means there will be cracks in the design, she told herself. It’s just a matter of finding them.


  It wasn’t easy to determine if she should be trying to escape or not, but studying the wards was a way to pass the time. Emily didn’t see anything new in the design, yet she had to admit their structure was capable of keeping her trapped unless she threw caution to the winds and pushed everything she had into the effort. And then... she might break the wards only to discover she couldn’t muster the energy to escape. She was vaguely aware that time was ticking past, but... it didn’t matter. Poking threads of her awareness into the wards and trying to gain a sense of who - or what - was nearby...


  The door rattled. Emily started, her awareness crashing back into her mind. Her head spun as she struggled to gather herself, feeling as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Whoever was coming had nearly caught her... she sighed, inwardly. It wasn’t as if she’d gotten anywhere, not really. She’d barely managed to extend more than a trace of magic into the wards. Hacking the spellware would take much - much - longer.


  She forced herself to sit upright as the door opened, then stared in astonishment as Grandmaster Gordian stepped into the room. He hadn’t changed in the eighteen months or so since she’d last seen him. He was a tall and dignified man, wearing robes that flowed around him. Emily felt a twinge of resentment. Gordian and she had never been friends. He hadn’t wanted her at Whitehall and, eventually, he’d gotten his wish.


  “Grandmaster,” she said. “What can I do for you?”


  Gordian seemed oddly irresolute. “I’m sorry to see you here,” he said. “If things had been different...”


  Emily swallowed her anger with an effort. Gordian could hardly be blamed for not being the previous Grandmaster. Void’s brother had been a born leader. When he’d spoken, everyone had listened. And he’d been powerful - and knowledgeable - enough to enjoy a high degree of autonomy. He’d certainly known where all the bodies were buried. Gordian just wasn’t anything like him. Emily knew, all too well, that he was a weak reed. He simply didn’t have the power and prestige of his predecessor. Master Lucknow had probably steamrolled him into giving the proceedings a faint veneer of legality.


  “If things had been different,” Emily repeated. “Why am I here?”


  Gordian took a seat and stared down at his hands. “The White Council is deeply divided,” he said. “It may even be on the verge of complete collapse. No one sees any need to keep it, not now the necromancers are gone. They have to do something to reassert their control.”


  “Control they never really had,” Emily commented, sardonically. The White Council had never had the power to push the kingdoms, or the magical families, around. It had little in the way of military power... hell, it couldn’t even tax its lands. The council was entirely dependent upon outside funding. and if that dried up… “Is that the point? Have they decided to arrest me in hopes of reasserting their control?”


  Gordian looked uncomfortable. “They have to be seen to be doing something,” he said. “Far too many people hate you.”


  “Including you,” Emily said, flatly.


  “I do what I have to do.” Gordian didn’t meet her eyes. “My priority is preserving the school.”


  “Which is suddenly a great deal easier, as the necromancers are gone,” Emily said. She couldn’t hide her anger. “You’re welcome.”


  Gordian gave her a sharp look. “We’re not ungrateful for what you’ve done,” he said. “But that doesn’t absolve us of having to deal with the consequences.”


  “Really?” Emily tried not to snort. “And what would have happened, Grandmaster, if Shadye had crushed Whitehall? Or if Rangka and his comrades had actually carved their way through the Craggy Mountains? Would there not be worse consequences then?”


  “Yes,” Gordian conceded. “But we have to deal with the world as it is, not as we wish it to be.”


  Emily allowed her eyes to bore into him. “And so you have allowed Master Lucknow to try to arrest me in the middle of a crowded town,” she said. “What were you thinking?”


  She didn’t wait for him to reply. She knew the answer. Gordian was a weak man - politically, if not personally. He hadn’t been able to oppose Fulvia, let alone Master Lucknow, without paying a high price. She had no doubt Master Lucknow had promised the sun and the moon - or, more practically, a guarantee there would be no further demands, if Gordian signed off on the warrant. The non-existent warrant... perhaps that had been the plan all along. Gordian might find himself holding the bag, after Emily’s arrest and execution. Certainly, no one would come to his defense.


  And Master Lucknow can claim he was only following orders, she thought. It would excuse everything, if the orders came from a legitimate source. Bastard.


  “If this is how you repay me for saving you from a world-ending threat,” she said instead, “I’d hate to see how you punish your enemies.”


  Gordian stood. “I regret the necessity of arresting you,” he said. He didn’t sound as though he meant it. “However, my personal feelings are immaterial. The council must assert its power or risk losing everything. The problem you present must be handled as quickly as possible, before the sparks of fire and fury along the borders lead to a full-scale war. You have already caused quite enough trouble, Emily. Perhaps it is time to put an end to it.”


  Emily scowled. “And can I expect a fair trial?”


  “Of course,” Gordian said. “But the charges against you are quite serious.”


  “And no one has told me the charges,” Emily said. She looked him in the eye, resisting the urge to stand. “Your decision - the court’s decision - must stand the test of time. If it looks as though you judged me guilty, before so much as giving me a chance to defend myself, what will history think of you? What will the council as a whole think of you?”


  Gordian hesitated. Emily pressed her advantage ruthlessly. “You know I have friends and allies,” she said. “What will they say, if you put me in front of a biased court?”


  “History is written by the victors,” a new voice said. Master Lucknow was standing by the door, his arms crossed over his chest. “And by those who survive.”


  Emily cursed under her breath. Gordian was a weak man. Master Lucknow was not.


  “Come, Lady Emily,” Master Lucknow said. “It is time to face the court.”


  “My... my father hasn’t returned,” Emily said. How long had it been? She wasn’t sure. “We need to wait for him.”


  “Your father has abandoned you,” Master Lucknow said. There was something in his voice that suggested he wasn’t lying. “Come with me. Or do you want to be dragged?”


  Chapter Four


  EMILY FELT AS THOUGH SHE WAS walking to her own execution.


  They hadn’t shackled her, or placed her under a compulsion spell, but she was grimly aware escape was impossible. The castle was so heavily warded she didn’t have a hope of getting out, not even if she had all her magic. Master Lucknow walked beside her, close enough to grab hold of her arm and yet not close enough for her to take offense. She knew, without looking, that Gordian was behind them. She wished, for a bitter moment, that he could live up to his predecessor’s reputation just once. Grandmaster Hasdrubal would have crushed Master Lucknow for daring to talk down to him.


  A shiver ran through her as they walked down the corridor. Where was Void? She couldn’t believe he’d abandoned her. He could have done that a long time ago, if he hadn’t cared for her on some level; he could have simply ignored Jan if he hadn’t wanted to intervene when Master Lucknow had tried to arrest her. He was a strange person, with many secrets, but it was impossible to believe he meant her harm. He’d certainly had no shortage of opportunities to hurt or kill her if he’d wished.


  She glanced at Master Lucknow. “What... what have you done to Jan?”


  Master Lucknow’s voice was frosty. “That is none of your concern.”


  Emily refused to be cowed. “He was only trying to help...”


  “Jan’s fate is none of your concern,” Master Lucknow snapped. “When this is over, he will be dealt with.”


  Emily winced. Jan didn’t deserve that.


  The corridor widened as they walked into the courtroom. Emily had expected something akin to Alassa’s courtroom, where her father’s supporters had been tried for war crimes, but the magical courtroom was quite different. The room was so dark that large swathes of it were cloaked in shadow. Seven hooded figures sat at a desk, facing her; an eighth man had his hood pulled back to reveal his face. He looked oddly familiar, as if she’d crossed paths with him at some point over the last few years. She couldn’t place him. A tall man stood on the near side of the desk, his face carefully blank. Emily shivered as she recognized Master Tor. He’d told his class, once, that he practiced law in front of the White Council. She hadn’t really understood what he’d meant until now.


  Gordian walked around her and took a seat beside the hooded figures. Emily sucked in her breath. Nine jurymen... if she recalled correctly, a simple majority would be enough to convict. She tried to pick out the faces under the hoods, but it was impossible. Master Tor had explained the reasoning, a long time ago. The individual jurymen, drawn from the White Council, had no power as individuals. It was only as a group they could convict people bought before the Shadow Chamber. She shivered, again, as she realized that she’d been brought before the chamber. Some of her classmates had argued it didn’t exist, that it was little better than a rumor. She knew better now.


  Master Tor snapped his fingers. A low chime echoed through the air. “The Shadow Chamber is now in session,” he said. “Emily, Daughter of Void, has been brought before us to answer charges.”


  His eyes moved to Emily. “How do you plead?”


  Emily kept her temper under firm control. “I cannot plead,” she said. Master Tor might look like Jean-Luc Picard, but he didn’t have the starship captain’s passion for justice. “I have not been informed of the charges.”


  Master Tor looked impassive. “The Prosecutor will read the charges.”


  Master Lucknow stepped forward. “There are a number of separate charges filed against Lady Emily,” he said. “Breaking the Compact, by accepting an aristocratic title, destabilizing the balance of power and inciting rebellion. Introducing dangerous and potentially forbidden techniques, ranging from gunpowder and steam engines to batteries. Interfering in the affairs of her betters, including the operations of no less than three magical schools. Challenging a tutor to a duel and killing him in cold blood.”


  Emily leaned forward. “And how many of those are actually crimes?”


  “The accused will be silent,” Master Tor said, flatly.


  “It is true that many of the offenses are relatively minor,” Master Lucknow said. “However, two of them are extremely serious. It cannot be denied that Lady Emily’s innovations, the so-called New Learning, have had an extremely disruptive effect on society. The new method of writing alone has put the ability to communicate in the hands of everyone, including people who lack the maturity and perspective to handle it. We have seen kingdoms shake, even fall, because of her innovations. This is a clear breach of the Compact, even if it was not intentional. She had a duty to consider what her innovations might do before she released them.


  “Furthermore, Lady Emily is deeply involved in the politics of Zangaria while trying, at the same time, to present herself as both a humble apprentice and a champion of the Allied Lands themselves. She is a baroness, with immense personal power; she is, after fighting for the queen in a civil war, practically the greatest aristocrat in the kingdom. She did not have to involve herself so deeply and, practically, she could have declined the honors showered upon her by two successive monarchs. Again, this is a clear breach of the Compact.”


  He paused for effect. “The most disturbing aspects of her innovations, however, are the magical ones. She has devised a means of long-range communication, private communications, that can be easily abused. Chat parchments have been used to break down wards and sneak through mental defenses, as we saw - only a few short days ago - in Laughter. Worse, she has devised a means of permanently storing magical power. She has, in a single stroke, upended our society. What can be done - what cannot be done - by a person with a battery and bad intentions?


  “It is a point of law, of course, that an inventor cannot be blamed for the effects of their invention. The alchemist who first devised a basic lust potion cannot be held accountable for what someone else does with the recipe. But there is a certain responsibility, on the part of the inventor, to ensure it doesn’t fall into unsuitable hands. They should take all reasonable precautions to ensure the recipe isn’t stolen. Lady Emily did not. In some cases, she practically ensured that everyone in the community knew how to duplicate her innovation. In others, she did not take anything like enough precautions to protect her designs. The only reason I can talk freely now, about the batteries, is that the secret is out and spreading. My oaths no longer bind me.”


  Emily let out a breath. She’d done everything she reasonably could do to keep that secret from getting out. And yet... she gritted her teeth. There was no way any reasonably impartial court could blame her for someone copying the chat parchment spells, turning them into weapons and putting them into use. Hell, the secret wasn’t wholly hers. It had been Aloha who’d come up with the final version. She decided not to point that out. There was no point in getting both of them in trouble.


  “It cannot be denied that Lady Emily has done great things,” Master Lucknow said. “But it is also clear she’s dangerous. She’s shown a willingness to interfere in matters that are none of her concern, to the point she tries to push around people vastly more experienced than herself. She meddles in situations she does not understand, throwing the established order - both magical and mundane - into chaos. The crisis we are facing now is a direct result of her meddling. She must answer for her crimes.”


  Crimes, Emily thought, sarcastically.


  “The prosecution believes the charges cannot be answered,” Master Lucknow said. “There is no dispute over the facts. Accordingly, we request that the court moves immediately to judgement.”


  Emily opened her mouth to object, but Master Tor spoke first. “The accused has a right to respond to the charges,” he said. Emily could have kissed him. “Lady Emily, the floor is yours.”


  Master Lucknow stepped back. Emily composed herself with an effort. Nine jurymen... one too weak to stand against her enemies. Another weirdly familiar, as if she knew him from somewhere... the remainder strangers. Had Master Lucknow rigged the jury selection? She didn’t know. From what little she recalled, the process was supposed to be random. And yet, there were plenty of ways to influence the outcome if things had to be done in a rush. Master Lucknow would certainly try, she was sure. He wasn’t the type of man to leave things to chance if it could be avoided.


  Cold anger shot through her. The trial was a farce. The whole affair was a farce. She hadn’t intended to cause chaos... she certainly hadn’t set out to upset the balance of power. And yet... a dozen arguments ran through her mind, each unlikely to convince the jury. They’d used her, they’d praised her... and now they were planning to discard her, after all she’d done for them. It wasn’t her fault that her innovations had been misused. She’d certainly never anticipated how the chat parchments could be turned into weapons...


  She clasped her hands behind her back and addressed the jury. “You ungrateful bastards.”


  The words hung in the air. She almost smiled as shock rippled around the chamber. It wasn’t something she would normally say, but... logic and reason wasn’t going to get her out of this mess. There was no hope of convincing anyone to uphold the law. She knew from watching King Randor - and even Alassa - that the law was flexible, if someone with enough power wanted to bend it to his will. But if she reminded them of everything she’d done...


  “Seven years ago, back when I came into my magic, the situation was dire,” she said, pressing on before anyone could intervene. “The necromancers were pressing against the Craggy Mountains. Shadye and his predecessors had already made several attempts to smash through Whitehall and rampage through the Allied Lands. Two kingdoms further to the east had fallen, with the necromancers slowed by geography rather than a stout defense. Dua Kepala was on the far side of the Desert of Death, exploring Heart’s Eye and laying the groundwork for an invasion of Tarsier. And other necromancers - and dark wizards - were popping up regularly on the northern side of the mountains.


  “It was just a matter of time before the end.”


  She paused, wishing she could gauge their reactions. But it was impossible. All she could do was press on and hope for the best.


  “I went to Whitehall for my first year, when Shadye attacked for the final time. I killed him. I saved the school. I saved Alluvia and the kingdoms beyond. The next year, I killed another necromancer, one who could have turned the Cairngorms into her personal slaughterhouse if she hadn’t been stopped. Two years after that, I killed yet another necromancer and recaptured Heart’s Eye.


  “And, only a few short months ago, I devised a way to beat them permanently.


  “I am twenty-three years old. There isn’t a person in this chamber who isn’t old enough to be my father. How can you forget, so quickly, that you were staring Armageddon in the face? How can you forget that it was just a matter of time before the necromancers came for you? How can you forget that they were finally on the verge of grinding through the mountains and winning the war? How can you condemn me for saving you from a fate worse than death?”


  She allowed her voice to rise, just a little. “You say that I am to blame for my inventions being misused. But how can that possibly be true? I am responsible for what I do, but not for the actions of others. There is no reasonable way you can blame me for what someone else does with my work. And if you think I should never have invented the batteries, ask yourself this: What would the world be like, right now, if I’d never so much as devised the concept, let alone turned it into reality?


  “I’ll tell you. The necromancers would still be alive. They would still be a serious threat on the far side of the mountains. And they’d just have to get lucky once to crush you.”


  Master Lucknow cleared his throat. “No one is denying that you saved the world,” he said, bluntly. “But we cannot deny the consequences either. You have upset the balance of power. Reigniting the nexus points alone...”


  Emily cut him off. “No one, including yourself, so much as raised the possibility that reigniting the Kuching nexus would reignite the other dead nexus points. You were there at the planning meetings. Did anyone raise it as a practical concern?”


  “Objection,” Master Lucknow said. “The defense is not allowed to ask questions of the prosecution.”


  “True enough,” Master Tor agreed. “However, there are no other witnesses to those planning sessions on hand. Answer the question.”


  “The concern was never raised,” Master Lucknow said, coldly. “However, the fact remains that she upset the balance of power...”


  “By accident,” Emily said.


  “Then, perhaps,” Master Lucknow conceded. “But by inventing gunpowder?”


  “If I hadn’t introduced gunpowder,” Emily said, “what would have happened when the orcs charged our lines?”


  She winced, inwardly. She hadn’t set out to turn the world upside down, by introducing earthly innovations, but she’d known it was going to happen. Gunpowder alone put the power to kill in the hands of anyone who could obtain a gun... hell, it wasn’t as if gunpowder was difficult to produce. The formula had leaked out years ago. She’d heard rumors that every blacksmith was converting his forge into a gunsmith’s factory and trying desperately to devise the next generation of guns, putting them into production before they become outdated. And gunpowder was only the big - obvious - invention. English letters and Arabic numbers - and paper - would be just as disruptive in the long run.


  “We would have held the line,” Master Lucknow insisted.


  “No,” Emily said. Archers were terrifying, but they couldn’t match musketmen. “The archers could not have stopped the charge.”


  Master Lucknow changed his tack. “And what do you say to the charge you broke the Compact?”


  “I am a magician, part of the magical community,” Emily said. “But I was also ennobled by King Randor of Zangaria, in a manner I could not refuse. It was his duty to reward me and mine to accept the reward.”


  “After you meddled in his kingdom’s affairs,” Master Lucknow said. “And you have the nerve to call us ungrateful.”


  Emily flushed, angrily. “I was invited to Zangaria by then-Princess Alassa, one of my closest friends. I could not have turned my back on her, when the coup began and she needed help. And by restoring her father to power, one could say I restored the status quo.”


  “You broke the Compact,” Master Lucknow charged.


  “She was - she is - my friend,” Emily countered. They’d had a rough start, but she would risk her life for Alassa... and she thought Alassa would do the same for her. Besides, they’d had years to complain about her ennoblement and hadn’t said anything. “Would you have urged me to abandon her?”


  Master Lucknow said nothing. Emily wondered what was going through his mind. A magician, certainly one taking her first steps away from her family, was meant to support her friends. Leaving Alassa in the lurch - or even dragging her back to Whitehall - would have reflected badly on Emily. She was mature enough to realize there were times when the best thing you could do was turn and walk away, if someone made unreasonable demands, but it wasn’t easy. And here, it would have made her look bad.


  Another chime echoed through the air. “It is time for the prosecutor to sum up his case,” Master Tor said. “And then the defendant may make her final reply.”


  “I will not mince words,” Master Lucknow said. “Lady Emily has done great things. That cannot be denied. But she is also dangerous. She has upset the balance of power... no, she has smashed it beyond repair. The chaos sweeping over a dozen kingdoms, the disruption plaguing all of the magic schools... they all stem from her and her innovations. It is the desire of many a king and nobleman, of patriarch and matriarch, that she be rendered unable to do further harm.


  “But, putting that aside, the White Council must seek to take control and direct the storm. It is incumbent upon us to handle the matter, to ensure that Lady Emily can do no more damage to our position. Yes, we have reason to be grateful. Yes, we have reason to pile rewards and titles on her until she is squashed flat. But we cannot let gratitude get in the way of doing the right thing. It is the will of many a councilor that Lady Emily be... removed. I ask you to put your emotions aside and consider the practicalities. What is the right thing to do? What will stem the tide of chaos?”


  Killing me won’t stem the chaos, Emily thought, coldly. Sweat prickled down her back. Her hands were starting to shake. She clasped them tightly, refusing to show even the slightest hint of fear. It’ll be taken as a sign of weakness, not strength.


  “If we do not act now” - his words hung in the air - “do we even have a council?”


  “That is a matter of opinion,” a familiar voice said. A rustle ran through the chamber. “And these proceedings are illegal.”


  Emily turned and smiled. “Alassa!”


  Chapter Five


  ALASSA GLOWED AS SHE STEPPED INTO the chamber, her white dress seeming to banish the shadows. She looked strikingly regal, her golden crown standing atop her blonde hair, which fell in waves down her back. Jade, Lady Barb and Void stood behind her, but they were practically lost in the glow. Emily heard gasps and felt her smile grow wider. It was easy for her to forget that Alassa was a monarch. The jurymen didn’t have the luxury of knowing her as a person.


  “I apologize for my tardiness,” Alassa said, in a tone that would have landed her in hot water at Whitehall. “My invitation evidently went astray.”


  Master Lucknow looked, just for a moment, shocked by Alassa’s appearance. “You are not a member of this court, Your Majesty,” he said. “Your name wasn’t drawn during the selection...”


  “The court was legally obliged to inform me when it started considering proceedings against one of my aristocrats,” Alassa said. “I heard nothing. To my certain knowledge, the matter was never discussed with my ambassador, let alone me.”


  Her eyes swept the room. “And, I might add, such a proceeding carried out without my input is of questionable legality. The majority of the ruling monarchs will agree with me on this point.”


  “It was determined that we needed to act as quickly as possible,” Master Lucknow told her, curtly. “The committee believed it had to arrest Lady Emily before...”


  “The committee’s very formation is also of questionable legality,” Alassa pointed out, mildly. Emily knew her well enough to know she was grinning inside. “The White Council did not - cannot - grant such authority without the consent of the councilors. It was never discussed with me or my representative. I do not believe it was discussed with anyone else.”


  There was a hint of triumph in her eyes. “It is a long-standing legal principle that all interested parties have their say,” she added. “Emily is one of my aristocrats, as well as a close personal friend. I’d say I count as an interested party.”


  Master Lucknow looked irked. “Your judgement is suspect, Your Majesty.”


  “So is yours.” Alassa’s tone was artfully bland. “Arresting her without a proper warrant? Rushing her from a holding cell to a courtroom without presenting the charges, let alone giving her time to consider her response, recruit a defender or summon witnesses? My, my... if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to get her convicted and executed before anyone could react.”


  Her voice sharpened. “It is a good thing I do know better, isn’t it?”


  Master Tor’s eyes narrowed. “The committee believed it needed to move fast...”


  “So it has been said,” Alassa said. “And yet, moving without the agreement of the movers and shakers sets a very dangerous precedent. Are you sure the remainder of the council will support you when the matter is placed before them?”


  She winked at Emily. “Let me be blunt. Emily has her enemies. I’m sure, reading between the lines, that you cherry-picked the councilors to ensure that her jury was packed with her enemies. But she also has her supporters, both magical and mundane. They would not have stood for a hasty arrest and execution. They certainly will not stand for a failed attempt to conclude matters before they had a say. Emily is not alone. And you know it.”


  Emily felt a deep, unaccustomed warmth at Alassa’s words. She’d felt alone, as she’d stood before the court. She’d feared the worst as it became increasingly clear that the court didn’t care about her defense, let alone the legalities. And yet, Alassa and her friends had come to her aid. Void stood behind them, his face carefully blank. Emily was suddenly sure he’d summoned everyone, just to make sure the court remembered she had allies.


  Master Lucknow took a step forward. “Do you believe she has enough supporters to protect her, if the matter is put before the full council?”


  Alassa smiled. “I believe enough councilors will support her to make it impossible to convict her.”


  She allowed her voice to harden. “The White Council was born out of compromise. One of those compromises was that its powers would be very strictly limited. The council has no right to issue a warrant, let alone carry out an arrest, without the agreement of the councilors and the governments they represent. The evidence should have been presented, in session, and debated before a vote was taken. The price for us surrendering a little authority to the council, as you may be aware, was that we would have a say in how the authority was used. But we weren’t even told, so how could we be outvoted? We weren’t consulted at all.


  “It is not just her supporters who will vote in her favor. It is the monarchs and patriarchs and city fathers who will feel that they cannot allow such a precedent to stand. If you can arrest and threaten to execute a powerful noblewoman, without even a pretense at consultation, who can’t you threaten? Do you believe, for one moment, that anyone would allow you to create a precedent that could - that would - be used against them? Even her detractors would refuse to support you.”


  “The emergency committee was pulled together to handle an unprecedented situation,” Master Lucknow said, coldly. “It will be dissolved the moment it is no longer necessary.”


  “My father said the same, when he implemented laws to deal with social unrest.” Alassa rested her hands on her hips. “Those laws remained on the books, and enforced, until I took the throne. I do not believe the committee, once it has tasted power, will agree to dissolve calmly. Even if I did, it might be a long time before the emergency goes away. It might even become the new normal.”


  She smiled, coldly. “Let me be blunt. I am a ruling monarch. It is my belief that this process is not only illegal, but wholly unjustified. I demand, as is my right, that you state the charges against her, that you list the evidence against her, that you let her speak in her own defense and, most importantly of all, that you put the decision to the full council.”


  Master Lucknow took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Let me be equally blunt,” he said, icily. “The precise charges are immaterial. Emily is responsible for unleashing social unrest - including in your kingdom, Your Majesty - and introducing dangerous techniques that have upset the balance of power. It is the considered opinion of many powerful people, the ones who signed off on the emergency committee, that Emily needs to be rendered harmless as quickly as possible. The events in Alluvia alone...”


  “I did not sign off on the committee,” Alassa reminded them. “I was not even consulted. And that alone is enough to render the committee, and whatever judgements it makes, highly illegal. One might even go so far as to call it judicial murder.”


  “And yet, many of your peers disagree,” Master Lucknow said. “If you brought the matter before the full council, which way would they really vote?”


  “They would not allow such a precedent to stand,” Alassa said. “And even her enemies would vote for her, against you.”


  “This argument is going in circles,” Lady Barb said. She stepped forward, her armor glinting oddly under the light. Dark rings were clearly visible around her eyes. “Let me ask you a question. If you rendered Emily harmless, as you put it, would it solve the current problem? Or would it just make you look as though you were doing something without actually doing anything?”


  Master Tor levelled his eyes at her. “I do not recall granting you permission to speak.”


  Lady Barb gave him a sharp look. “You’re the legalistic one,” she said. “Are these proceedings remotely legal?”


  “There are precedents for secret sessions,” Master Tor said.


  “And also precedents against them,” Lady Barb added. “If you felt you could justify a trial, let alone conviction and punishment, you would do it in the cold light of day. You would not need to hide in the shadows, without oversight from the council. I am disappointed in you.”


  She looked at Master Lucknow. “Answer the question,” she said. “Suppose you execute Emily. Right here, right now. Would that do anything, anything at all, to solve your problem?”


  “It would keep her from creating further problems,” Master Lucknow said. “And that in itself would be a good thing.”


  Except you’d make me a martyr, Emily thought. How is that a good thing?


  Lady Barb snorted. “How long ago was it,” she asked, “that we were on the verge of total defeat?”


  Emily had to smile. She’d asked the same question.


  “You were there,” Lady Barb said. “We knew we were doomed. It was just a matter of time before the necromancers broke through the mountains and came for us. And then Emily saved us. Without her, we would all be dead. You want to convict her? Really? What next? If you stumbled and started to fall off a bridge, and someone caught you to save your life, would you demand punishment because they dislocated your arm in the process? Or would you accept the pain as the price of saving your life? How many other people will try to save your life in the future, if you make it clear you’ll punish them for doing it wrong?


  “Could things have gone better? Of course they could. But they could also have gone worse. Emily saved us all. And I think you’ll discover that the vast majority of the population will be furious if you convict her.”


  “The mundane population doesn’t matter,” Master Lucknow snapped.


  “There are hundreds of sorcerers who’ll support her,” Jade said. “And some of them have seats on the council.”


  Markus and Melissa, Emily thought. There’s no way they’d get enough votes to convict.


  “They may think twice, when they realize what she’s unleashed,” Master Lucknow pointed out. “The guns alone...”


  “The guns saved us during the war,” Lady Barb said. “You were there, were you not?”


  She smiled, coldly. “Killing Emily will not put the demon back in the bottle,” she said, bluntly. “It will just make the situation worse. And I believe it is quite bad enough already.”


  “We are attempting to gain control,” Master Lucknow said. “And...”


  “What a splendid idea,” Lady Barb said, sarcastically. “Next time, perhaps you can try to cool a boiling potion by pissing in it.”


  Master Lucknow showed a flash of anger at the crudity, but Lady Barb spoke over him. “Are you actually trying to make the situation explode? Because this is a pretty good way to do it.”


  Emily wondered, suddenly, if Lady Barb was right. Master Lucknow had never struck her as stupid. Stupid magicians rarely lasted long enough to become combat sorcerers. He had to know he’d staked everything on one throw of the dice, on a desperate bid to have her tried, convicted and executed - or stripped of her powers - before her allies returned. And now... he was caught between pressing on anyway or a humiliating surrender. She would have felt sorry for him, if he hadn’t done it to himself. There were better ways to deal with the post-war chaos.


  “There are times when we have the luxury of being able to consider each and every possible option before we act,” Master Lucknow said. “This is not one of them.”


  “And why do you believe you needed to act now?” Alassa’s voice echoed in the air. “Why did you feel matters were so desperate you acted without authority? It is not always easy to gain forgiveness, if one did not ask for permission first. And this is very much the textbook example” - her eyes lingered on Master Tor, just for a second - “of a situation where one must get the legalities in order before acting. Where is your proof, I ask you, that the situation was so desperate you resorted to arresting her in broad daylight? What was she doing at the time?”


  “Having lunch with my boyfriend,” Emily said. She nodded to Master Lucknow. “His apprentice.”


  A ripple of amusement ran around the chamber. Master Lucknow looked ready to kill her on the spot. Emily tensed. No one became a combat sorcerer without having very good self-control, but Master Lucknow’s plan - whatever it had been originally - had spectacularly failed. He’d made himself look like a fool as well as a failure. He might have gotten away with it if he’d caught Emily doing something illegal, or something that could be made to look illegal, but eating lunch with her boyfriend? That wasn’t going to shake the world.


  “She was having lunch with your apprentice,” Alassa repeated. “Did that pose any sort of threat? Anything at all?”


  She grinned, openly enjoying Master Lucknow’s discomfiture. “Let me sum up, for the record. You put together a team to arrest her without a legal warrant. You did not approach me, in my role as monarch of Emily’s lands, and you did not approach her master. You fought a pitched battle in the middle of a town, posing a serious risk to everyone in the vicinity... a battle that was ended by Emily’s master, who insisted you should hold a formal hearing. Instead of waiting, instead of giving her the time to consider the charges and respond, you rushed her into a courtroom and tried to convict her as quickly as possible.


  “All this would be quite bad enough. But, between her supporters and councilors who won’t want to set any unfortunate precedents, there is no way she will be convicted. They won’t stand for it. All you have done, I’m afraid, is undermine the authority of the White Council at the worst possible time and possibly triggered the chaos you’re trying to avert. Worst of all, even a successful conviction would accomplish nothing.”


  The avalanche has already started, Emily thought, wryly. It is too late for the pebbles to vote.


  “You have broken a whole string of written and unwritten laws, for nothing,” Alassa concluded. “Have I missed anything?”


  She folded her arms under her breasts. “I believe it is time to consider alternatives,” she said, after a moment. “And that these proceedings should be placed in recess.”


  Master Tor frowned. “Lady Emily, will you accept Queen Alassa as your spokeswoman?”


  Emily glanced at Alassa, who nodded. “Yes.”


  “Then this session is hereby brought to an end,” Master Tor said. “Queen Alassa, we will be in touch.”


  “We will talk in twenty minutes,” Alassa said. “I gave orders for a room to be prepared. I’ll see your spokesman there.”


  Master Lucknow looked displeased, but he said nothing. The jurymen stood and filed out of the chamber, Gordian bringing up the rear. It was hard to be sure, but he looked thoroughly unhappy. Emily guessed he was going to have a hard time explaining himself to his patrons, when the news leaked out. Master Lucknow shot her a nasty look, then turned away. Emily silently prayed he wouldn’t take his defeat out on Jan. His apprentice deserved better. She wondered, idly, if she could do something about it. Perhaps she could write to Jan, as soon as she was out of the castle, and urge him to break the apprenticeship and run. She could recommend him to Melissa. Or Cat...


  Perhaps not Cat, she thought. That might end badly.


  “This way,” Void said, quietly.


  Emily felt tired, tired and old, as she followed them down a corridor and into a brightly-lit sitting room. Alassa sat on the sofa, Jade beside her. They looked very much in love... Emily felt a sudden twang of jealously, mingled with a grim awareness that it might be a long time before she was free to find love herself. Jade and Alassa had always had a hard core of pragmatism, of practical understanding, that Emily knew she lacked. They could be cold-blooded about love and marriage. She found the thought of being so calculating hard to take.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t come earlier,” Alassa said. She squeezed Emily’s hand in a gentle display of affection. “This caught me by surprise.”


  “Me, too.” Emily sat on an armchair and gingerly reached out with her senses. The wards didn’t seem designed to spy on them, but it was impossible to be sure. The walls were covered in carvings so pointless she was certain they were designed to conceal peepholes. There could be a dozen people spying on them in a dozen different ways. “What happened?”


  “I didn’t hear anything about this, not even a hint,” Alassa said. Her lips twisted. “I’m going to have words with my ambassador. He should have informed me that something like this was in the works. Even if he didn’t know the target...”


  She leaned against Jade, her eyes grim. “They should have sought my permission before arresting you,” she said. “That they didn’t...”


  Emily nodded, silently, as Lady Barb passed her a mug of Kava. Master Lucknow hadn’t expected her to come quietly. He’d brought a small army of sorcerers with him, enough trained magicians to wear down her defenses and take her alive. She’d been holding back, but she had the feeling they’d been holding back, too. Had he wanted to provoke an incident, then claim she’d been killed resisting arrest? It would certainly save him from having to justify the arrest to a hostile council.


  “What now?” Emily wanted to ask Void to do something for Jan, but she didn’t quite dare in front of everyone else. She had a feeling Alassa was going to ask her about Jan, the moment they were alone. Her friend had offered good advice when she’d been dating Caleb. “If the trial is over...”


  “Now?” Alassa shrugged. “They’ll try to make a deal.”


  Chapter Six


  “THERE’S NO ROOM FOR A DEAL,” Lady Barb said, crossly. “These proceedings are blatantly illegal.”


  Alassa shrugged, again. “Master Lucknow wouldn’t have gotten as far as he did without some support,” she said. “He’d need several powerful figures on his side. They’ll want to climb down, now the trial turned into a farce, but that won’t be easy if they stand to lose face. They’ll want something before they fold their cards, a fig leaf to conceal the collapse of their case. And... whatever they said the case was about, I highly doubt it was the truth. Or the complete truth.”


  Void leaned against the stone wall, casting privacy spells with his fingers. “I imagine they blame you for a great many things,” he said. “And they went along with the trial in hopes of punishing you.”


  Emily looked down at her hands. “And they really thought it would get them somewhere?”


  Alassa let out a heavy sigh. “A couple of years ago, everyone knew the rules. They lived and died within a framework that everyone understood. It was both good and bad... depending, I suppose, on who you were. A person born into a community would be bound by the rules of that community... whatever they happened to be. There were even ways for individualists to leave the community and strike out for themselves.”


  She looked up. “You’ve changed all that, for better or worse. My father went mad because he couldn’t handle the world you created... no, the world the innovations you introduced created. All of a sudden, things are different. Everyone is feeling unsure of themselves. And the events in Alluvia might have pushed them into doing something desperate...”


  Emily stared at her. “What happened in Alluvia?”


  “We’ll discuss it later.” Alassa stood, brushing down her dress. “Right now, I have to go argue your case.”


  “An uprising,” Jade said, as Alassa left the room. “And it’s being blamed on you.”


  “It is not your fault,” Lady Barb said, tartly. “There were cracks in society long before you came along. The problems sweeping over the Allied Lands existed well before anyone so much as knew your name. Prince Jock of Hazendel wouldn’t have been targeted for assassination if he hadn’t been a complete asshole to each and every person he met - the fact he was killed by a pistol-wielding commoner is beside the point. The demands for better treatment and even a say in how taxes are spent aren’t new either.”


  “Prince Jock was a right little...” Jade cleared his throat. “I have never met anyone viler and I’ve come face to face with necromancers.”


  Emily blinked. “When did you do that?”


  “Apart from Randor?” Jade smiled. “Master Grey thought that poking the necromantic hive was a good way to get experience. It also nearly got me killed.”


  “Master Grey was pretty vile himself,” Emily muttered. “I...”


  She looked at Void. “Thank you for coming...”


  “You’re welcome,” Void said. “I couldn’t let him condemn you without a fight. If he’d held a proper hearing...”


  “It wouldn’t have worked,” Lady Barb said. “There just weren’t any legal grounds to condemn her.”


  “They could have tried for a Bill of Attainder,” Void said. “The council itself might have gone along with it. Legally, it would be fine. Practically...”


  Jade winked at Emily. “You’re not alone,” he said. “You’ll always have a place with us.”


  Lady Barb cleared her throat. “And while we’re waiting,” she said, “you can tell us what happened at Laughter.”


  Emily gave her a sharp look - she could tell when someone was trying to distract her - but she knew she’d have to talk about it sooner or later. It had been Lady Barb who’d asked her to go to Laughter, in the hopes Emily might be able to determine what was going wrong at the school. Emily composed herself, then started to talk. She still didn’t know who’d been behind Simon. Someone powerful, clearly. And, perhaps, someone with a grudge against her.


  Nanette is the most logical suspect, Emily thought. She hadn’t seen anything of Nanette since the brief encounter in Zangaria, when Alassa’s wedding day had nearly ended in her death. What has she been doing all this time?


  The thought mocked her. Nanette was dangerous. And yet, where was she? It wasn’t like the girl Emily had met to let the grass grow under her feet. Was she training with dark wizards? Was she working for her enemies... Emily wondered, suddenly, if Nanette was working for Master Lucknow. Or had she given up the feud entirely? It wasn’t impossible. Nanette could have taken ship to the Southern Continent or simply travelled into the former Blighted Lands. Cat wasn’t the only one setting up a kingdom of his own. There were hundreds of others trying to settle the unclaimed territory.


  “Interesting,” Lady Barb said, when she’d finished. “The plot was underway a long time before the end of the war.”


  “Yes.” Emily had wondered about the timing. The unknown person or persons behind Simon could not have known what was going to happen. She wondered, idly, if they’d changed their plans when the war came to an end. And yet... it seemed as if they’d thrown away their best chance to take the school to ensure the conference went off the rails. “I don’t understand it.”


  “Not everything involves you, whatever Master Lucknow may say,” Void said. “That you were there, in place to stop the plot, might just be bad luck.”


  Emily nodded. Given time, the plotters could have claimed the entire school. They could have hacked their way into everyone’s mind, twisting their perceptions until they became unwitting slaves. And yet, they’d thrown the opportunity away. It nagged at her mind. What had they been thinking?


  She glanced at her master. “How long do we have to wait?”


  “As long as it takes,” Void said. There was a hint of irritation in his voice. “Alassa is a formidable negotiator. It may not take that long.”


  Jade cleared his throat. “I have a question,” he said to Void. “You have enough power to make them back down. Why did you ask Alassa to take the lead?”


  Void showed no sign of being surprised by the question. “I could have intimidated them,” he said. “I could have cowed them. I could have called on favors from a hundred councilors and had the proceedings brought to a halt. It would have worked, in the short term. But in the long term it would have been utterly disastrous.


  “Combat sorcerers have egos. Big egos. They would have hated and resented me if I’d crushed them. They would have told themselves that they were still in the right, that they still had right even though I had might. They would have convinced themselves, eventually, that I was just a father defending his daughter, that I was acting out of emotion rather than cold reason. They would have felt so humiliated that they would have refused to consider, let alone accept, that I might have been right. They would certainly never have forgiven me for pushing them around.”


  He smiled. “Alassa, on the other hand, is a ruling monarch. She can speak for an entire kingdom. Her mere presence is a sign that not every aristocrat is going to go along with the council. She can present them with an argument they cannot ignore so easily, an argument that warns them that vast numbers of people, powerful people, will stand against them. And it is easier for them to back down in the face of such opposition. They can present it as a rethink, rather than a complete surrender.”


  “Alassa is also Emily’s friend,” Jade pointed out.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Void said. “Alassa wields a very different power than I do. And it is a power that is far harder to... ignore, once you take precautions. They’d have to convince a vast number of councilors to vote against their best interests, if they want to ignore Alassa.”


  “Which is pretty much impossible,” Lady Barb said.


  “Correct,” Void said.


  Lady Barb snorted. Emily rubbed her forehead. Void and Lady Barb had never gotten along, ever since Lady Barb’s apprenticeship with Void had ended disastrously. Emily wished her adoptive mother and father would get on a little better, although she doubted either of them would ever unbend enough to accept the other. They’d both had good reasons, or thought they had, for doing what they’d done. And yet, it had resulted in a lifelong feud.


  The door opened. Alassa stepped into the room. Her face was a blank mask, suggesting she was annoyed and yet unwilling to show it. Emily wished, suddenly, that she’d been the one to handle the negotiations. She trusted Alassa, but she would have been happier being the one making the deal. Alassa might get the blame if the deal fell through. Emily wasn’t blind to the price Alassa had paid, challenging the committee in their castle. It might come back to haunt her.


  “Emily,” Alassa said. She sat next to Jade. “They’ve agreed to back down.”


  “Really?” Jade glanced at her. “What was the price?”


  Alassa elbowed him, hard. “Two things,” she said. “First, the conference is back on. They want to hold it at Whitehall now, rather than Laughter. I guess that explains the Grandmaster’s interest in the whole affair. They want you to stay well away from the school and its lands during the conference.”


  “That’s... odd,” Emily said. She hadn’t been planning to attend the conference at Laughter, before it had been cancelled. She’d certainly never been invited. “Why do they want that?”


  “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “But it isn’t all they want.”


  Emily tensed. “What else do they want?”


  Alassa sighed. “They want you to mediate the situation in Alluvia, on the grounds you might be the only one everyone involved will listen to.”


  “I...” Emily stared at her. “What situation in Alluvia?”


  “You don’t know?” Alassa leaned against Jade. “You really don’t know?”


  Emily looked from one to the other. “No,” she said. She’d heard vague rumors, while she’d been at Laughter, but none had really caught her attention. “What happened?”


  “There was an uprising,” Alassa said. “A big one. A bad one.”


  “And...?” Emily was sure she was missing something. “I haven’t been to Alluvia for... months. Not since the end of the war.”


  “They’re blaming the rebellion on you,” Alassa said, quietly. “I think - I don’t know - that some of Master Lucknow’s backers believe it.”


  “I didn’t,” Emily said. She stared at her friend. “I’ve been in the tower, then Laughter...”


  “I know,” Alassa said. “But how many people do believe it?”


  Emily made a face. “What do they want me to do? And what’s actually happening?”


  Alassa leaned back against the sofa. “According to Prince Hedrick, my spies and a handful of reports that have been passed down to me, the kingdom has been suffering severe social unrest since the end of the war. A lot of tiny riots, a handful of manors being attacked and burnt... matters weren’t helped, apparently, by a major crop failure. The country has been dangerously dry, on the verge of famine. And then there was a bread riot in the capital that turned into a full-scale revolution.”


  She took a breath. “The king, the queen and a handful of courtiers attempted to escape. They were caught and, apparently, taken prisoner by the rebels. This sparked off additional riots, with the net result that most of the country - including all the major cities - are in rebel hands. Crown Prince Dater - I believe you know him - has taken command of what remains of the army, but it isn’t clear if he can actually retake the capital and save his family. Prince Hedrick” - her lips twisted in distaste - “asked for my help personally.”


  Emily blinked. “Your help?”


  “Mine,” Alassa confirmed. “Hedrick was the one who informed me that you were being blamed. He appears to believe it.”


  “I see.” Emily vaguely recalled the younger prince, but her memories weren’t very clear. He’d tried to court Alassa... then nothing. He hadn’t taken part in the war. “And what do they expect me to do?”


  “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “I don’t think they know.”


  “They’re setting you up for failure,” Void said. His voice was cold and hard. “Whatever you do, whatever the outcome, you’ll be blamed. You shouldn’t agree to these terms.”


  Emily suspected he was right. The rebels would be foolish to just back down and return to... to whatever they’d been doing before the revolution. There was no shortage of horror stories about monarchs making tactical compromises, perhaps sending a handful of unpopular advisors to the gallows, while preparing the force to crush the rebels, hang the leaders and make it brutally clear to everyone else that rebellion was not going to be tolerated. They were committed now. They’d laid hands on a monarch, his wife, and a bunch of noble hangers-on. Emily knew Dater personally. She highly doubted he’d let that pass.


  Her mind raced. There was little hope of brokering a compromise that would please everyone - or even a majority. Neither side could surrender... she wondered, suddenly, if she should advise Dater to go into exile. But she knew he wouldn’t listen. And even if he did... the other monarchs would not be pleased. Even Alassa would have her doubts about a land that had overthrown the king. There were plenty of people who’d take note if the revolution led to a better world.


  She felt her heart sink. There were no good answers. Void was right. Whatever she did, whatever happened, there was going to be blood. The neighboring kingdoms would move to crush the rebellion, if Dater and his men couldn’t do it for themselves. They wouldn’t want to let such a precedent stand. And even if they didn’t give a damn about the king, the opportunity to lay claim to disputed borderlands would be irresistible. The southern border of Alluvia pressed against the Craggy Mountains. The remainder of the borderlands would be up for grabs if the king’s power evaporated.


  “Ask them for something else,” Lady Barb said. “They don’t need Emily to sort out the mess in Alluvia.”


  “We need a solution before all hell breaks loose,” Alassa said. There was a hint of desperation in her voice. “The remaining monarchs are already considering their options.”


  “Then they can do it without Emily,” Void said, sharply. “Tell them she’s going back to my tower to complete her apprenticeship. She’ll stay out of the way of the world...”


  Emily felt a hot flash of anger, mingled with a trace of resentment. She was his apprentice. God knew she’d pushed the limits as far as they would go, when Lady Barb had asked her to go to Laughter. He was quite within his rights to demand she return to the tower and complete her apprenticeship, before leaving to strike out on her own. And yet...


  She looked at Alassa. Her friend was worried, deeply so. She’d always been more plugged into the surrounding world than Emily herself, honing her talents at Whitehall before deploying them in the service of her kingdom. If Alassa was concerned... she must have reason. Zangaria might have found a precarious stability in the wake of the civil war, but the rest of the Allied Lands hadn’t gone through the fire. And if a general revolution - or even a war - broke out... she thought, suddenly, of everything she’d founded over the last seven years. She couldn’t risk watching helplessly as it died in fire.


  “I have to try,” she said, bluntly. She knew better than to disagree with her master in public, but there was no choice. “If the revolution turns into an all-out war...”


  “And what will you do?” Void’s eyes bored into hers. “Convince King... King Whatever to give up his power? Convince the rebels to put down their arms and go back home? There is no middle ground, not here. Whatever you do, you will make enemies. You will be blamed for the outcome. Let them kill each other, if that’s what they want to do. It does not concern you.”


  “It does,” Emily said, quietly. She knew what the really big wars had been like. It wasn’t just the fighting, although that had been bad enough. Armies had crashed through civilian lands, looting the towns, raping the women and burning the fields. Hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, would die, through everything from simple violence to starvation. “I can’t let it happen.”


  “Whatever you do, it will happen,” Void said. “And you will be blamed.”


  “I have to try to calm everyone down,” Emily said. “Not for their sake, but for the sake of everyone caught in the middle.”


  “And they won’t thank you for making matters worse,” Void said. “They’ll find you a convenient excuse for their failures.”


  “For once, I must agree,” Lady Barb said. She sounded as if she didn’t believe what she was saying. “This is a set-up. It’s a trap.”


  “And yet, it’s one I have to spring,” Emily said. Perhaps Void was right. Anything that he and Lady Barb agreed on had to be right. “I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try.”


  “We shall see.” Void stood. “We’ll go back to the tower. All of us. We’ll discuss it there and, if you decide you still want to go...”


  Emily frowned, wondering what he wasn’t saying. It wasn’t like Void to keep his opinions to himself, even when they had an audience. He’d certainly had no qualms about insisting the whole affair was a trap. “I have to try.”


  “So you keep saying,” Void said. “But Emily... what if there’s nothing you can do?”


  Chapter Seven


  HER ROOMS HADN’T CHANGED MUCH IN the weeks she’d been away. Coming back to the tower felt like coming home. Emily smiled as she stepped inside, spying the mountain of letters waiting for her on the desk, then closed the door and started to undress. Her clothes felt filthy despite Kyla’s cleaning spells. She dropped them in the basket for the maids and hurried into the bathroom. The bathtub called to her... she was tempted, very tempted, to just fill the bath to the brim and clamber inside. A hot bath sounded wonderful. She was sure her guests wouldn’t mind...


  Don’t be selfish, she told herself. The tower was home to her, now, but it wasn’t comfortable for guests. Void preferred it that way. He disliked visitors, as a general rule, and she was fairly sure it still held true for people he’d invited. They’re all waiting downstairs.


  She turned on the water and stepped into the shower, luxuriating under the stream of hot water. Laughter had had showers too, but she’d always felt a little pressed for time. Here... she was still pressed for time, she supposed. Void wouldn’t say anything if she left her guests hanging for too long, but he’d notice. They’d all notice. And she knew she couldn’t leave them alone for too long.


  Alassa and Jade will probably be fine, Emily thought, as she ran water through her hair. Lady Barb, on the other hand, doesn’t want to be here at all.


  She clambered out of the shower, muttered a drying spell and hastily tied her hair back in a crude ponytail before stepping back into the bedroom and finding a clean dress. It was baggy and shapeless, designed more for work than play, but no one would particularly care. She stopped in front of the mirror. Lady Barb wasn’t the only one with bags under her eyes. Emily looked as though she hadn’t slept in weeks. Her skin was so pale the dark marks stood out clearly. It was easy to believe someone had blacked her eyes.


  It’s been a long day, she thought. Too much had happened in too short a space of time for her to sit down and process it. And tomorrow isn’t going to be any better.


  She turned and walked down the stairs, into the guestroom. She was surprised Void had invited Alassa, Jade and Lady Barb into his house. He’d certainly never allowed her to invite Jan back to the tower. She felt another pang of guilt, wondering what had happened to Jan, then put it aside as she stepped into the guestroom. Void had gone to some trouble to supply everything his guests might reasonably need without making the room look remotely welcoming. The chairs were hard-backed, the table crude and almost unfinished, the drinks cabinet consisting solely of water and fruit juice. Emily thought it was a little strange, although she understood. She’d never been very keen on unexpected guests either.


  Jade and Alassa sat together, studying a pile of reports. Lady Barb stood by the window, peering over the land. The sky was lightening rapidly, the sun peeking over the distant horizon... Emily felt her head twang in pain, a grim reminder of teleport lag. It had been lunchtime... hadn’t it? She wondered, suddenly, what was happening in Zangaria. Alassa hadn’t had time to put someone in charge, when she’d left. Jade was her nominal regent and he’d accompanied her...


  “Emily,” Lady Barb said. “Feeling better?”


  “I need a long rest,” Emily said. Her head felt fragile. She was going to have to time the alarm perfectly or she’d be out of sorts when she reached Alluvia. That would go down well, she was sure. “But as well as I’ll be, for the moment.”


  “Good.” Alassa stood and held out her arms. Emily embraced her, gingerly. “I’m sorry this caught me by surprise.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” Emily said. “Did the revolution panic them?”


  “It might,” Void said. He stepped into the room, followed by Silent. The maid carried a tray of additional drinks and snacks, which she placed on the table. “I’ve been speaking to a couple of my sources. Something was in the works, clearly, but everything blew up faster than any of them expected. Master Lucknow must have been laying his plans for quite some time before all hell broke loose in Alluvia.”


  Silent stepped back and stood against the wall. Emily blinked - it was rare for the maids to wait in the room when they could be summoned at any moment - and then decided it wasn’t important. Guests weren’t allowed to use the wards for anything. Void motioned at the tray, inviting them to eat. Emily took a sandwich and bit into it eagerly. The food was very simple - Void had no taste for the high life, she’d discovered - but it tasted heavenly. Jade and Alassa ate without comment. Lady Barb didn’t touch the food at all.


  “The princes, and the royalists, are sure someone is backing the rebels,” Alassa said. “Your name has been mentioned, as you know, but there are others. It seems fairly clear that the revolt could not have gotten as far as it did without some backing, although no one really knows who. It could be someone from the kingdom itself or a foreigner. If that is the case, the revolt could just be the first stage in a plan to invade and occupy the entire kingdom.”


  Emily wasn’t so sure. “The commoners could have planned the revolution themselves,” she pointed out. “Or they could just have taken advantage of something that happened by accident.”


  “The reports aren’t clear,” Alassa said. She indicated the papers on her chair. “However, it seems unlikely that someone could have planned everything without tipping off the king and his spies.”


  “Maybe,” Emily said. She’d met hundreds of aristocrats who regarded commoners as beasts and less than beasts. They’d lavish care and attention on dogs and horses, all the while ignoring the peasants in their fields. It was quite possible the signs had been there all along, only to be ignored because everyone knew the commoners couldn’t add two and two together and get four. “I think, whatever really happened, that the rebels have taken most of the country.”


  She took another sandwich as Alassa ran through the high points. Again. Alluvia had been in trouble for months before all hell had broken loose. Reading between the lines, some kind of uprising had been pretty much inevitable. The Crown Prince probably hadn’t made matters any better by dismissing most of his army, including the infantry and musketmen. It wouldn’t be the first time that gunpowder weapons had turned a country upside down, particularly if the men who knew how to use them had been discharged and told to find employment somewhere else. She could imagine some of the gunners she’d met finding new roles in the rebel army...


  “Prince Hedrick has moved to Dragon’s Den,” Alassa said. “You’ll meet him just outside the town, then travel to Jorlem City. The rebels have sent messengers to Whitehall, promising to respect the school’s lands as long as the school doesn’t interfere with their affairs. You should be able to send a message from there, notifying the rebel leadership you’re coming and requesting safe conduct. If there’s anyone they’ll listen to, they’ll listen to you.”


  “But watch your back,” Jade added. “They’re desperate men.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “And what am I supposed to convince them to do?”


  Alassa sighed. “It depends on who you ask, I suspect,” she said. “The White Council hasn’t managed to get over its shock. No one expected to see an entire kingdom overthrown in less than two days. Rebellions are normally fairly localized affairs. This one... ideally, I think the council wants Alluvia to be relatively stable, with a government that respects its obligations to the rest of the Allied Lands. They also want to know who’s behind the revolution, if indeed there was a conspiracy beforehand.”


  Her eyes hardened. “Practically, I don’t know how far the rebels are prepared to bend for peace.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. “What do you want?”


  “Ideally, something akin to Zangaria,” Alassa said. “A monarch, an assembly, a balance between nobles and commoners... I don’t know if that’ll happen in Alluvia. Too much blood has been shed too quickly. Prince Hedrick wants revenge, Emily. He was talking about fire and blood. His older brother might feel the same way too. And I imagine the commoners feel the same way too.”


  “Yeah,” Emily said. She’d heard too many commoners cursing their aristocratic masters to feel otherwise. Zangaria had been wracked with class warfare for years before the civil war. Even now, Alassa had to maintain a balance that was permanently on the verge of falling apart. “It may not be easy to convince both sides to come to the table.”


  “No,” Void agreed, dryly. “It won’t.”


  “I’ll leave the documents with you,” Alassa said. “And I’ll keep you informed of developments in the White City. Or what’s left of it.”


  Lady Barb stepped forward. “I’ll see you both home,” she said. “And then...”


  “I was hoping you would stay,” Void said. He gestured to Silent. “The maid will show you to a guestroom.”


  “I have to get back to Miles,” Lady Barb said. “He’s currently in Dragon’s Den.”


  Emily’s eyes narrowed. Void... actually asking someone to stay in the tower? That was odd. It was so out of character she was tempted to test for outside influences. The only person she knew who’d stayed a night in the tower, without being an apprentice or a servant, had been her... the day she’d first arrived in the Nameless World. Now...


  “I’ll be in touch,” Void said. He stood. “Thank you, all of you, for coming.”


  Alassa dropped him a short curtsey, then turned and allowed Silent to lead her out of the chamber. Jade followed, Lady Barb bringing up the rear after a brief - suspicious - glance at Void. Emily frowned, wondering what she’d missed. She felt tired, tired and worn, and yet the sun was rising outside. She was tempted to ask for an energy potion. She’d pay for it later, if she piled it on top of the one she’d already taken, but...


  “I am not pleased,” Void said. He faced her, his hands clasped behind his back. “The White Council is a bunch of ungrateful bastards. They’re happy to rely on me to handle delicate affairs like dark wizards and newborn necromancers, but when they don’t need me, they want nothing to do with me. And now they’ve done the same to you.”


  His eyes zeroed in on her. “This... uprising isn’t your fault, Emily, and you have absolutely zero obligation to attempt the impossible. The king brought his troubles on himself and it seems as if his sons aren’t any wiser. You would be far better to stay out of the affair and continue your studies. Let this poisoned chalice pass to someone who actually wants it.”


  “I don’t want it,” Emily said. She’d talked about constitutional monarchies and democracies with him, in happier times. “But I feel I should at least try.”


  Void lifted his eyebrows. “What are you going to do? Cast compulsion spells on noblemen and commoners alike to get them to behave?”


  Emily flushed. “No, but...”


  “But what?” Void shrugged. “The two sides are too far apart for any meaningful compromise. Slaveowners and feudal lords think they have the right to treat their slaves as property. To them, freeing the slaves is effectively stealing their property. They’ll expect compensation for their loss. The slaves and serfs, of course, disagree. To them, holding slaves is a fundamental wrong and paying compensation would be effectively paying a thief to return the property he’s stolen. You would have to come down on one side or the other and the one you didn’t support would turn against you.”


  “If they let their people breathe free,” Emily said, “their income - and tax - will go up.”


  “Yes, but it would mean letting go of their property,” Void said. “You’re expecting them to be selfless, to put the interests of everyone ahead of themselves. They’re not going to agree to anything that might wind up being used against them. Why should they? Promises of better treatment might as well be written in the sand. When the wind blows, those promises will be forgotten. Let them fight it out. The matter will be settled, one way or the other.”


  “And thousands of people will die,” Emily said.


  Void turned away, slightly. “I should forbid it. I should insist on you remaining here to complete your apprenticeship. I should insist...”


  He let out a breath. “You can go, with my blessing, if you agree to my conditions.”


  Emily tensed. Void didn’t own her. She was sure he meant well, but... he didn’t own her. She wasn’t really his daughter. But... she schooled her face into a blank mask. She would listen to him, at least, before making up her mind. And if he wanted something she couldn’t give...


  “Three conditions,” Void said. “First, you take Silent with you, as an assistant as well as a maid. You’ll need someone you can trust to handle your affairs.”


  Emily frowned. “I don’t need a maid.”


  “You need someone to look after you,” Void said. “And also, perhaps, to talk to people who can’t talk openly to you.”


  “That makes sense,” Emily said, grudgingly. She had to admit Silent had been helpful in Dragora, even if the maid had never come out of her shell. “Next?”


  “Second, you take Lady Barb with you as a bodyguard,” Void continued. “You will not be in safe territory. There will be people, royalists as well as rebels, who will hate you just for existing or see you as hopelessly biased against them. Lady Barb can protect you from enemies you don’t even know you have.”


  “Lady Barb is looking after Sergeant Miles,” Emily said, flatly. She understood, now, why Void had wanted Lady Barb to stay behind. “You can’t ask this of her.”


  “I can and I will,” Void said. “My apprentice cannot go into danger alone, Emily, and I cannot accompany you. My presence will make it hard for you to accomplish anything, even if I wasn’t needed elsewhere. You need someone to watch your back, someone experienced enough to spot traps and someone capable of telling you what to do. And someone capable of smacking some sense into you, if you need it. Lady Barb is the best choice. Her role at Whitehall can be handled by others.”


  “And Sergeant Miles?” Emily gritted her teeth. “I can’t ask her to leave him behind.”


  “She can teleport back and forth, as she pleases,” Void said. “Which brings us neatly to the third condition. You are to carry a teleport amulet at all times, keyed to drop you safely into Dragon’s Den. I’ve been experimenting with the spells. You should be able to teleport through a cluster of wards, although the journey will be very rough. I don’t advise it unless there’s no other choice. If you are in danger, or if talks break down completely, you are to teleport out and then return here. Let them fight it out, if they want. You don’t have to stay and die with them.”


  Emily raised her eyebrows. “And what about Silent? And Lady Barb?”


  “They’re both resourceful,” Void said, dismissively. “I’ll make them both amulets, if you insist, but my primary concern is you.”


  “I...” Emily hesitated. “I... I don’t deserve it.”


  “Say that again and I’ll beat you,” Void snapped. “Emily, do you have any idea how much you have done over the last few years? You ended the war! They should be piling medals and honors and lands on you, not trying to put you on trial. And you are not alone. You have friends and allies and... Emily, I could have recruited dozens - perhaps hundreds - of people to testify on your behalf.”


  He shook his head, magic crackling around him. “You can argue that human history is driven by problems caused by the solutions to the last set of problems,” he added. “There’s no such thing as a perfect solution to anything. The ungrateful bastards should know there was no way to end the war, let alone do everything else you’ve done, without creating new problems. And, as bad as they are, they’re better than the ones we had last year!”


  Emily nodded. “I know,” she said. “It’s just that...”


  “They’re up to something,” Void said, cutting her off. “They want to hold a conference to discuss the future of the Allied Lands, now we have a future. And what’s the first thing they do? They put you on trial, practically guaranteeing the conference is going to fail. Idiots.”


  “The ritual Simon wanted the girls to use, at Laughter, was designed to fail, too,” Emily mused. “I think that was the point. He wanted a disaster. And someone was backing him. Simon didn’t even leave Dragora until after I kicked him out, years after the charmed book was inserted into the school. Someone is pulling strings... why? And if that same person has also triggered a revolution...”


  “It’s always comforting to believe that someone is against you,” Void said, neutrally. “To think your misfortunes can be blamed on someone you can find and kill, or even to impose a story on a series of unconnected events. It’s also possible that you’ll waste a great deal of time hunting for someone to blame, instead of looking in the mirror. Alluvia was in trouble a long time before anyone had ever heard the name Emily. It was only a matter of time before it blew.”


  He stepped back. “I take it you accept my conditions?”


  Emily nodded.


  “Then go to bed,” Void ordered. “I’ll write to Lady Barb myself.”


  Chapter Eight


  EMILY SLEPT POORLY.


  She was tired, achingly so, and her body clock was completely out of sync. The sunlight streaming through the windows confused her and, even after she slammed the curtains shut, she felt weirdly keyed up. Her awareness seemed to slip in and out of an endless series of nightmares, grim reminders of what could have happened. She tossed and turned time and time again, as though she was being dragged down into a nightmarish world she couldn’t escape. It was a relief, almost, to be woken by a sharp knock on the door.


  “What?” Emily sat up in bed, hair spilling over her shoulders. Her scalp still ached. She wasn’t sure if Lucknow had actually managed to pull out some of her hairs. “What is it?”


  Silent stepped into the room. “The master wishes you to awaken,” she said. “I have breakfast laid out in the next room.”


  “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. She kicked herself a moment later - a word from her could have Silent’s career destroyed in a heartbeat, even one spoken in jest - but the maid showed no reaction. “Is there anything else?”


  “There are also letters and reports for you,” Silent said. “The master has commanded me to pack our bags, once you have had your breakfast.”


  “Just a basic bag,” Emily said, firmly. She was not, and never would be, a clotheshorse like Alassa. “A pair of dresses, some underwear and a couple of notebooks.”


  And a selection of magical supplies, she added, silently. She’d have to pack those herself. Who knows what I’ll need in Jorlem City?


  Silent curtsied. “I’ll see to it, My Lady,” she promised. “We’ll be ready to leave as planned.”


  Emily smiled. “We have a plan?”


  “The master says you’ll be leaving this evening,” Silent said. “I believe he intends to speak to you first.”


  “Good,” Emily said. There was no point in arguing with the maid. She was simply carrying out Void’s orders. There was no way she could disobey her master, even if Emily requested it. It certainly wouldn’t be fair to ask. “Let me get up and dressed, then you can pack.”


  Silent dropped another curtsey, then withdrew as soundlessly as she’d come. Emily stood up and stumbled into the bathroom, wishing - again - that she had time for a long soak. The room was dark now. It looked like late evening, from what she’d seen when she looked out of the window, but it would be night in Dragon’s Den. Void probably intended her to get ready now, then teleport to the town before morning. She grimaced as she undressed, turned on the shower and stepped into the warm water. It was strange to realize that magicians operated on a global scale, that they had to take time zones into account when the vast majority of the population didn’t even know they existed. Even Alassa didn’t really need to worry about time zones while she was ruling her kingdom. They just didn’t matter on such a small scale. Zangaria was little bigger than Texas.


  She showered quickly, dressed and then stepped into the main room. Her breakfast was waiting under a stasis spell, as Silent had promised. Emily wondered idly who’d cast the spell for her - she didn’t think any of the maids had a talent for magic - then shrugged, dismissing the thought. It was probably the cook. The woman was oddly thin for someone in her profession. Sergeant Harkin had once warned her never to trust a thin cook. She frowned as she cancelled the spell and started to eat. There was a huge pile of letters and reports on her desk, just waiting for her. Emily made a bet with herself that only a handful would say anything new.


  And most of them will be repeating rumor as fact, she thought. Alassa had once complained that half her agents overheard something in the marketplace, missed half the context and presented what little they’d heard as hard data. It was an easy way to mislead someone without ever meaning to do it. There’s no way to be entirely certain what’s really going on.


  She drank her Kava and reached for the first letter, a parchment envelope with the White Council’s seal prominently displayed on the top. Master Lucknow hadn’t wasted any time, she acknowledged sourly; he’d convinced the council to approve Emily’s position as a roving representative without portfolio. She scowled as she scanned the long and detailed notes, all of which danced around the question of just how much power she had and just what she was meant to achieve. Get the two sides to the table and then... and then what? Master Lucknow might be hoping she would fail, particularly if she didn’t have a set goal. Or he was just so desperate to wash his hands of the whole affair that he hadn’t given the matter any real thought.


  Putting the envelope aside, she started to scan the reports. The detailed files on Alluvia suggested the kingdom had been heading for trouble a long time before Emily had arrived in the Nameless World, but it was impossible to be sure. Revolutions, by their very nature, were difficult to predict. She wondered, as she continued to read, if the New Learning had triggered the unrest. People didn’t rebel when they were constantly ground down. They rebelled when they saw a hint a rebellion might succeed.


  That’s not the problem, she reminded herself. The problem is building a new world afterwards.


  She sighed as she read through the reports. The kingdom had been unstable for years. There had been no attempt to compromise, no attempt to reshape the kingdom to meet reasonable demands for reform. There had been too many parties with too many interests in maintaining the kingdom in a state of stasis, making peaceful reform impossible. Alluvia should have been a rich land. There were so many tax exemptions that it was a minor miracle anyone got taxed at all. She had a nasty feeling, reading between the lines, that the burden fell on the peasants, the people least able to pay. It wasn’t an uncommon pattern. The resentment it brought wasn’t uncommon, either.


  They should be able to come to terms, she thought. But it’s going to be very hard to find common ground.


  Her heart sank. She’d be astonished if anyone on either side trusted the other. Anyone who tried to make a compromise, any kind of compromise, would be overthrown by his own people. The commoners regarded the aristocrats as slavedrivers and the aristocrats regarded the commoners as property... she sighed. Alluvia lacked the freedoms of Randor’s Zangaria and they had been few and far between if one didn’t have a title. It was starting to look as though the best she could do, the best she could hope for, was to convince the aristocrats to go into exile without a fight. She was pretty sure it wasn’t going to happen.


  She sighed as she read the reports covering the genesis of the rebellion. None believed the rebellion had come out of nowhere. Some argued that the Levellers were behind the whole affair, speaking of them as though they were lurking under every bed. They spoke of the Levellers as though they were a vast conspiracy, a hidden power so great that they only had to reach out their hand to take the world. The reports became near-hysterical as they went on and on, leaving Emily rolling her eyes. If there really was a conspiracy that powerful, and she rather doubted it, resistance was futile. The more reasonable reports blamed local forces - commoners or aristocrats who thought they could direct the storm - or Alluvia’s neighbors. Only a handful of reports blamed Emily herself.


  I know I didn’t do it, Emily thought, wryly. And yet it’s very hard to prove a negative.


  The reports became irritatingly repetitive, to the point she started scanning for names and places she hadn’t read a dozen times already. No one agreed on who was in charge in Jorlem City. The reports darted from low-ranking aristocratic names to commoners and names that were obviously affections. Common Man? Speaker of Truth? Emily had to smile. The Levellers often adopted new names, styling themselves by their dreams and idealisms. She wished, suddenly, that she’d spent more time working with them. She might have been able to steer the movement in a more productive direction.


  She glanced up as someone knocked on the door. “Come!”


  Silent peeked inside. “My Lady, the master wishes to see you in his study,” she said. “He said the wards will show you the way.”


  Emily stood, almost knocking over the chair in her haste. Void had made it clear - very clear - that she was not to try to enter his private chambers. She respected him too much to try. Besides, Void would have every right to dismiss her - or worse - if he caught her sneaking into his lair. And yet, she was curious. Common sense told her that Void’s bedchambers and workrooms wouldn’t be that different, but... she didn’t really believe it.


  The wards enveloped her as she walked into the corridor and up a flight of stairs she was sure hadn’t been there before. She could sense the power crackling around her, the wards snapping and snarling as if they resented her presence. It was easy to believe they were alive, on some level. The tower was ancient, handed down from sorcerer to sorcerer. It was welcoming to its master, but rarely to anyone else. Even apprentices and servants weren’t immune.


  A really powerful sorcerer could live alone, meeting all of his needs through conjuring, she thought. But no one has that sort of power. Not now.


  She pushed the thought aside as she stepped through an arch into a midsized workroom. It was charming, in an odd kind of way. The walls were lined with all sorts of charmed devices, from simple wands and staffs to strange assembles of wood and metal that didn’t seem to have any real purpose. Void wasn’t an enchanter - he’d said as much - but he’d studied the field extensively. Emily wouldn’t have cared to bet he couldn’t qualify for mastery. At his age, there was little point in bothering with the formal qualification.


  He combines all the disciplines, she reminded herself. It was humbling to realize, at times, just how much she still had to learn. How long will it be before I match him?


  Void himself was seated at a wooden work bench, eyes focused on an amulet. Emily stayed back, knowing better to disturb an enchanter at work. The teleport spell was fiendishly complex, even at the very basic level. She dreaded to think how difficult it would be to devise a spell that would allow her to teleport through wards safety. She’d been warned never to try. The slightest mistake would scatter her atoms over the world, never to be recombined. She shuddered and waited, clasping her hands behind her back. He would speak when he was ready.


  A flicker of magic darted through the air, then faded. Void held up the amulet and studied it for a long moment, turning it around and around in his hands until he’d looked at it from every angle. Emily could sense the spell inside the gem, a sparkling piece of magical perfection. Void was good. She had accidentally destroyed a dozen gems when she’d been trying to charm them. The spell just didn’t seem to want to remain stable.


  “Emily,” Void said. “Did you sleep well?”


  “Bad dreams,” Emily said. “And I woke up to a pile of reports.”


  Void snorted. “A third of those reports will be lies. Another third will be taken out of context. Another third will be wishful thinking. And yet another third will be something that bears a slight - a very slight - resemblance to the truth. And that is...?”


  Emily had to smile. “Four thirds,” she said. “Which is impossible.”


  “There’s a great deal of overlap,” Void told her. He held out the amulet. “What do you think?”


  “It’s brilliant,” Emily said. Void had layered a dozen spells into the gem, weaving them together until they were practically one. “It’ll work.”


  “It should work,” Void cautioned. “Do not use it in a warded room unless there’s no other choice. I haven’t been able to devise a way to test it safely. Even if I did, there are so many variables that it might work perfectly during the test and fail spectacularly when you try it for real. It’ll drop you in Dragon’s Den, the closest safe place to Alluvia. After that... I doubt it will work a second time.”


  Emily nodded. “We’ll keep working on it.”


  “Yes. We will.” Void stood. “I’ve prepared similar amulets for Silent and Lady Barb. I leave it to you to convince Lady Barb to wear one. She may not trust the spells.”


  Or you, Emily thought, darkly.


  Void let out a breath. “Did the reports tell you anything useful?”


  “A great deal of background information, but very little about the revolt itself,” Emily said, slowly. “The situation is still in flux.”


  “Yes.” Void started to pace the chamber. “The kingdom has been a tinderbox for years, Emily. The monarchs used the threat of the necromancers to keep the population in line. Be good or the necromancers will get you, they said. They weren’t entirely wrong, but - as you know - the necromancers were on the far side of an impassable mountain range, with Whitehall blocking the only viable pass. I think there were people in Alluvia who didn’t really believe in the necromancers. And now...”


  “The necromancers are gone,” Emily finished. “And all hell has broken loose.”


  “Yes.” Void stopped and turned to face her. “The monarchs demanded huge sacrifices from their people for the war, most of which were either wasted or completely pointless. Their people had - have - good reason to be angry. And that’s true for most of the Allied Lands.”


  “I know,” Emily said.


  “I understand why you want to go,” Void said. “But you must consider, right now, the possibility of failure.”


  Emily nodded. “I have to try.”


  “Yes.” Void turned away. “And yet, the odds are not good.”


  He walked down the stairs. Emily felt the wards pushing at her and turned to follow him, her thoughts a churning mess. She wanted to try... no, she wanted to succeed. And yet, she had a feeling Void was right. She might fail completely. If there was someone pulling the strings, someone lurking in the shadows... Nanette? She’d worked with rebels and rioters in Zangaria before. Why wouldn’t she do it again? But why Alluvia? It wasn’t as if Nanette or Emily had any real connection to Alluvia.


  She frowned at Void’s back. “Why Alluvia?”


  Void said nothing for a long moment. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, why would someone trigger a revolution in Alluvia?” Emily frowned as she considered the problem. “Why there?”


  “You’re assuming there is someone behind the revolution,” Void reminded her. “The monarchs are looking for a secret evil mastermind, the evilest of evils, because they cannot face up to the prospect they might be to blame. King Jorlem, a man so egotistical he named his capital city after himself, isn’t likely to believe his own people hate him so much they want to overthrow him. Like I said, it’s easier to blame someone else than face up to your own failings.”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “But it happened so quickly.”


  “Yes,” Void agreed. He stopped and turned to face her. “King Jorlem’s people had plenty of reason to dislike him, even to hate him. There’s no need to invent an international plot when local rebel factions can plot revolution on their own, without someone putting ideas in their heads. It wouldn’t be that hard to start laying the groundwork for an uprising, then take advantage of the original riot to get the people on the streets. All they needed was a contingency plan and a great deal of luck.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. “And yet, I have orders to find the person responsible.”


  Void laughed. “You can start by arresting the king,” he said. “If he’s in a cell, in rebel hands, he might even be grateful.”


  “I doubt the rebels will be happy if I arrested him,” Emily mused. “Can they put him on trial?”


  “I’m sure they will try,” Void said. “And that’s what scares his fellow monarchs so badly.”


  Emily nodded as they resumed their walk. The idea of a monarch being judged by his fellows was one thing. They knew their peers wouldn’t judge them too harshly, at least as long as they didn’t embrace necromancy. But their people? She could see the arguments already. The monarch saw the overall picture, empowering him to make the hard choices that best suited the kingdom. The commoners, who didn’t see more than a tiny piece of the puzzle, couldn’t judge the king’s actions. And even if they could, the precedent would be disastrous. Every monarch in Europe had shuddered after Parliament had executed King Charles. They hadn’t cared that Charles had brought his fate on himself. They’d just feared their own people getting ideas...


  And they did, Emily reminded herself. The French executed their own king a century or so later.


  “We’ll have lunch,” Void said, “and then you can go. I wish I could give you my blessing...”


  He paused as they stepped into the dining room. “If things go really badly, send me a note and I’ll call you home. No one will blame you for obeying your master, even if it leaves them in the lurch. And I don’t care what they think of me.”


  Emily was touched. “Thank you,” she said. She knew it was kindly meant. “That means a lot to me.”


  “You’re welcome,” Void said. “And don’t stick around once you know you’re doomed to fail.”


  Chapter Nine


  EMILY STUMBLED OUT OF THE TELEPORT field, sunlight burning down on her as she found her footing and opened her eyes. It was high summer in Dragon’s Den - the familiar stench of the town drifted towards her - and she could hear students laughing and cheering in the distance as they enjoyed their first week away from the school. She felt an odd little pang as she looked towards the town’s boundary, wondering if anyone would notice if she walked into the town and visited her friends. Frieda was still at Whitehall, beginning her final year as a student. It was tempting...


  She frowned, looking towards the distant mountains. They’d always seemed slightly ominous, even though she’d roamed the foothills with Jade and Cat. She knew what lurked on the far side... no, what had lurked on the far side. The necromancers were gone. Now, Cat was carving out a kingdom for himself and hundreds - perhaps thousands - of people who wanted to build a new way of life. Frieda’s last letter had stated that dozens of caravans had driven past the school in the last few months, heading north. That would have been suicide only a few short months ago. And now, new trade routes were already opening. Emily had heard all kinds of stories about wonders and glories and entire lost cities within the formerly Blighted Lands. Who knew how many were true?


  Silent coughed, nervously. Emily glanced at the maid, feeling a flicker of guilt. She was responsible for Silent and yet... she wasn’t comfortable being responsible for anyone. It was like having a child, yet Silent was a grown woman. She hadn’t been forthcoming about her age, or anything really, but there couldn’t be more than a year or two between them. The idea of her being effectively property was... Emily shook her head. Right now, she couldn’t do anything about it. Time was not on her side.


  “This way,” she said, casting a lightening charm on the bags. She’d spent an hour packing everything she thought she’d need, although the tower was only a teleport away. “Let’s go.”


  Silent hefted the bags without complaint and followed Emily as she walked towards the inn. It existed in a curious legal limbo, one of the local arrangements between Whitehall, Dragon’s Den and Alluvia that no one ever looked at too closely. The inn was neutral ground, not quite under anyone’s control. Emily suspected that would change once the rebels realized Prince Hedrick was staying at the inn. It would be easy enough to surround the building without doing anything that would attract attention from Whitehall. Gordian was hardly the type of person to stick his neck out. He’d probably ignore the issue until it went away.


  She felt a flash of resentment as she stepped into the courtyard. Gordian and she had hardly been friends, but... she’d expected better of him. Why had he wanted her gone? Did he really think she posed a threat? Or had Master Lucknow rushed him into supporting his bid to have Emily arrested and tried, perhaps even executed? She was tempted to turn and march up to the school, to demand answers, but she knew it would be pointless. Gordian would hem and haw and tell her nothing, all the while measuring her back for the blade. And he’d bury it in her the moment she turned her back.


  Never humiliate a small man, she reminded herself. You’ll make an enemy for life.


  Up close, the inn smelt of far too many people in close proximity. The wards were stronger than she recalled, suggesting that someone had reinforced them in a hurry. Prince Hedrick wasn’t a skilled magician, unless he’d deliberately concealed much of his talent, but he probably had bodyguards with him who were. Alassa might have sent someone with him, just to ensure he stayed alive until Emily arrived. She frowned as they rounded the building and spotted the tents in the fields beyond. It looked like a refugee camp from hell.


  Lady Barb stepped out of the shadows. “Emily,” she said. She was wearing charmed armor, ill-concealed under a cloak. “Welcome back.”


  Emily stepped forward and embraced the older woman. “It’s good to be back,” she said. “I... it’s good to see you again.”


  “And you,” Lady Barb said. She glanced at Silent. “I’ve taken the liberty of ordering a coach. Put the bags there, then wait for us.”


  Silent glanced at Emily, who nodded. “As Your Ladyship pleases...”


  “Odd girl, that one,” Lady Barb commented, as Silent hurried away. “Is she any warmer in private?”


  “No.” Emily turned back to the older woman. “She’s very professional.”


  “You must be losing your touch.” Lady Barb took her arm and led her into the inn. “I have a room upstairs, if you want to freshen up. Or have something to eat.”


  Emily kept her thoughts to herself as they made their way through the lobby. The lobby was crammed with people, all looking as though they’d fled with nothing more than the clothes on their backs. She saw men holding swords - they weren’t peace-bonded - and women clutching their children, fearful eyes glancing from side to side. They looked upper middle class, she thought; their clothes were fine without ever quite breaking the Sumptuary Laws. A couple might even be aristocrats. They talked to each other in low voices, too quietly for her to make out the words without magic, or sat in silence as they waited for... for what? Emily doubted the inn could house them for long. Where could they go?


  Dragon’s Den probably couldn’t house them either, she thought. The town was fairly large, but it didn’t have that much room for expansion. She’d heard the town council was pretty tough on vagrants. It would probably take much the same attitude to refugees, particularly ones who couldn’t pay their way. Where will they go?


  “I’m sorry you got dragged into this,” she said, when they had gone up the stairs to Lady Barb’s room. It was a tiny cubbyhole, with barely enough room for two adults. “I didn’t expect him to demand your presence.”


  “He has a point.” Lady Barb’s lips thinned. “You probably do need a bodyguard.”


  Emily nodded, stiffly. She loved the older woman, but... right now, Lady Barb had other problems. Emily would almost have preferred Cat. He would have made dumb jokes about Emily having a body he would have liked to guard, or something that would anger and amuse her at the same time, but he didn’t have someone who needed him more. And yet... she winced, inwardly. Void had created one hell of a mess for her.


  “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “How is Sergeant Miles?”


  “There are times when he’s close to normal,” Lady Barb said. “And times when he just... loses it. His moods are just unpredictable. There’s no way he can return to teaching when he might flip out and attack the students, on the assumption they’re orcs bent on murder. I had to stun him two weeks ago, just to stop him from tearing the postman to bloody chunks. It’s just...”


  Emily gritted her teeth. “Do you want to go back to him? Now? We’ll tell Void you came with me and...”


  “He won’t thank you for lying to him,” Lady Barb said, flatly. “And I gave my word.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, once again. “I didn’t realize...”


  “You need to stop apologizing,” Lady Barb told her. “It isn’t your fault. For the moment, Miles is fairly safe. I’ve got him in Dragon’s Den, with a couple of friends keeping watch on him. I’ll just need to come back every so often.”


  “You can,” Emily assured her. “You can always take him to Heart’s Eye, long-term.”


  “In principle, that’s a good idea,” Lady Barb said. “In practice, no one wants a half-mad instructor. Mistress Irene will object, strongly, to his presence. So will everyone else.”


  Emily looked down. “I know,” she mumbled. “But he doesn’t have to teach.”


  Lady Barb shrugged. “We don’t know what we’re going to do,” she said. “Right now, we’re taking each day as it comes.”


  She straightened up. “Prince Hedrick and his bodyguards have been camped in the inn for the last two days. Queen Alassa paid the innkeeper to ensure they stayed out of sight, although rumors have already started to spread. I’ve spoken to the prince and he’s agreed to accept our assurances of his safety for the duration of the talks. If the rebels are insistent he be handled over, we’ll take him straight back here and he can do what he wants from there.”


  “Good,” Emily said. “Did you send a message to the rebels?”


  “Yes,” Lady Barb said. “They sent messengers to Dragon’s Den and Whitehall. I caught one of them and asked him to take a message to Jorlem. So far, there’s been no reply, let alone a promise of safe conduct. No two people appear to agree on who’s in charge over there” - she pointed north - “so it’s quite possible the messenger never reached someone who could actually make a decision.”


  “Or simply never got through at all,” Emily said. Messengers - and postmen - were supposed to have complete freedom of movement, untouchable even in wartime, but the rules had been breaking down for years. The rebels - or the royalists - might impede messengers as they went about their duties. “How long should it take to get a reply?”


  “I don’t know,” Lady Barb said. “Normally, the messengers would be able to change their horses every so often. Fresh horses were permanently kept in readiness along the royal roads. Now... I don’t know. It shouldn’t take longer than a day for him to gallop to the capital, but there’s no way to be sure. We might want to wait a day or two for a response before we move.”


  “Which will also give more time for attitudes to harden,” Emily said. The reports of atrocities and horrors right out of the last set of wars were terrifying. She was fairly sure most of the stories were made up, but it would only take a handful of atrocities for both sides to decide the other had to be destroyed at all costs. “If we can at least get them talking...”


  Lady Barb snorted. “Do you think this is anything other than a fool’s errand?”


  Emily concealed her alarm behind a smile. “Void said the same thing.”


  “Even a stopped timepiece is right twice a day,” Lady Barb conceded, with ill grace. “I don’t see any way this mess can be resolved, short of a bloody slaughter.”


  “I have to try,” Emily said. “Have you...?”


  She glanced up, sharply, as someone tapped on the door. Lady Barb stood, one hand dropping to the pommel of her sword as she opened the door and peered out. A young girl stood there, looking terrified. She couldn’t be any older than eight. The innkeeper’s daughter, Emily guessed. Common-born families couldn’t allow their kids to sit around doing nothing, not when there was work to be done. The poor girl was lucky, in some ways. Farm boys and girls went to work almost as soon as they could walk.


  Lady Barb softened her voice, just a little. “Yes?”


  “My Lady, Prince Hedrick requests your presence,” the girl said. Her face reddened as she looked at Emily. “He also requests your friend’s presence.”


  “Does he now?” Lady Barb’s voice was calm. “Inform him we will be along in a moment or two.”


  The girl turned and practically fled down the corridor. Lady Barb closed the door and sighed in irritation. “The secret is out.”


  “It looks that way,” Emily agreed. She wasn’t looking forward to meeting Prince Hedrick, again, but it looked as though she had no choice. “If she knows, how many other people know?”


  “I’d be surprised if it remains a secret for much longer,” Lady Barb said. She checked her weapons, then opened the door. “Come on.”


  Emily nodded, making a mental note to discuss the amulet later, as she followed Lady Barb into the corridor. The air smelt faintly of something sour, despite a steady flow of air from the open windows at each end of the corridor. The doors were closed, locked and heavily warded, some warded so thoroughly that magic snapped at them as they walked past the doors without trying to get inside. Emily frowned. The inn wasn’t designed for permanent residency. Dragon’s Den was right next door. A magician could rent a room in an inn far closer to the town, if he wanted.


  “Remember, you’re technically equals,” Lady Barb commented, as they stopped outside another door. “Shake hands. Don’t curtsey and don’t expect him to bow.”


  Emily nodded. It would be difficult to determine which of them was truly socially superior to the other. A Prince of the Realm was ranked high, just below a monarch, but Emily had so many titles she couldn’t keep track of them. And Prince Hedrick no longer had any real power. The bodyguards he’d brought with him were all he had.


  The door opened. Emily allowed Lady Barb to lead her inside. Prince Hedrick was sitting in a simple wooden chair, staring at a map. There was something crude about his features, as if he hadn’t grown into full maturity. He was actually a couple of years older than she was, if Emily recalled correctly. Perhaps his family had encouraged him not to grow up too quickly. A mature prince, one who could only inherit over his brother’s dead body, might start thinking about ways to ensure his brother didn’t live long enough to take the throne.


  “Lady Emily.” Prince Hedrick rose and held out a hand. There was a hint of hostility in his tone. “My kingdom is in chaos, thanks to your... innovations.”


  Emily kept her face impassive as they shook hands. The prince didn’t try to squeeze tightly, as if he wanted to crush her hand, but she had the feeling he wanted to. She’d seen enough insecure men, mostly low-ranking aristocrats, try to establish the pecking order by bone-crushing handshakes. She’d always thought it was stupid and thoroughly pointless.


  “I have instructions to try to bring you and your enemies to the negotiation table,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “Are you prepared to work with me to bring about a mutually acceptable end to the chaos?”


  Prince Hedrick let go of her arm and sat back in his chair. Emily shrugged inwardly and found a chair for herself, without waiting for an invite she was sure wouldn’t be forthcoming. Lady Barb leaned against the wall, her presence reassuring even though she wouldn’t intervene unless the meeting turned dangerous. The prince smiled, rather wanly, and rested his arms on his lap. Emily had the feeling he wanted to be doing something, even if it was futile. Patience didn’t come easily to the young man.


  “My father and my stepmother, along with my half-sisters, remain in rebel hands,” Prince Hedrick said. “My brother wishes you to join him in his camp and...”


  “I’m afraid not,” Emily said. Someone had been spreading rumors about Crown Prince Dater and herself. The rumors made it sound as though they were engaged to be married, or that she’d asked him to marry her and he’d declined. It was absurd, but... she shook her head in annoyance. He’d asked her to marry him and she’d said no. “It is important we proceed directly to the city.”


  “My brother wishes to brief you personally,” Prince Hedrick said. “And he thinks...”


  “I have to be neutral,” Emily said. The prince was starting to grate on her. “We’ll wait for the reply from the rebels, then head directly to the city. You can accompany me as your brother’s representative. Your bodyguards will have to remain here or make their own way to the camp.”


  Prince Hedrick smiled. “Very well, Lady Emily,” he said. “I’m sure you will make an interesting traveling companion.”


  Emily considered, briefly, leaving the prince behind. It wasn’t as if anyone who’d actually met the prince would blame her. She could go to the city, convince the rebels to accept her and then invite Hedrick to join her. But the White Council would not be amused. They’d see it as.... whatever they wanted to. Master Lucknow was currently licking his wounds, but he’d be back soon enough. He’d be on the watch for an excuse to try to arrest her again.


  “I assume you’ve been in touch with your brother,” she said, instead. Dater had struck her as a reasonable man, during wartime, but that had been before his father had been captured and imprisoned by his own people, leaving the Crown Prince far too close to the throne. “What powers do you have to negotiate? And what sort of concessions are you prepared to make?”


  “We want to return to our capital and resume our positions,” Prince Hedrick said. “The prisoners, including the remainder of the royal family, are to be released immediately. We will grant the rebels amnesty if they stand down and return to their former positions...”


  “None, in other words,” Emily said. Her heart sank. She wouldn’t accept such concessions. Hell, they weren’t concessions in any real sense. “You’re asking them to surrender.”


  “We are the legitimate rulers of our kingdom,” Prince Hedrick said. He tapped the map with one finger. “We will not surrender our rights to anyone, certainly not rebels and traitors and foreigners.”


  “And why,” Emily asked, “do you expect them to agree?”


  “We have the army,” Prince Hedrick said. “And if they don’t agree, we will purge the land with fire and blood.”


  Emily groaned, inwardly. It was going to be a long day.


  Chapter Ten


  IT WAS HARD, EMILY DECIDED OVER the next hour, to get a proper read on Prince Hedrick. He was smart - she’d met aristocrats who could barely count past ten - and yet, at the same time, he was stubborn when he really shouldn’t be. It didn’t seem to occur to him that he didn’t have the force to convince the rebels to bare their throats for him, let alone place their lives in his hands. He veered between condescending nonsense that tested Emily’s patience and a mindless optimism that was almost worse. She was convinced, by the time the messenger finally returned, that the rebels would be doing King Jorlem a favor if they executed his youngest son.


  “We have already granted you safe conduct,” Prince Hedrick insisted, as Emily scanned the message. “You don’t need it from them, too.”


  Emily snorted. Prince Hedrick could grant her all the safe conduct he liked, but he could no more guarantee her safety than Emily could declare herself Empress of Earth. It would be easy enough to proclaim herself, just as Emperor Norton had proclaimed himself Emperor of America, yet no one would feel obliged to actually take her seriously. It was the rebels, not the royalists, who controlled much of the countryside. And even they didn’t have the power to guarantee her safety. The reports had started that banditry, a common response to famine and excessive taxes, had been on the rise for years.


  “Grab your bag,” she ordered, curtly. “Just one. We’ll meet you outside.”


  She smiled as she stood, brushed down her dress and headed for the door. Prince Hedrick had fled Jorlem City in a hurry. It was unlikely he’d had time to pack before running for his life. Alassa would have supplied him, Emily was sure, but she wouldn’t have given him anything more than the bare minimum. If the rebels won, and held their position against the neighboring kingdoms, Alassa would have to enter into discussions with them. They’d hold it against her if she gave the prince more than token help.


  “His brother is a little smarter,” Lady Barb commented, as they headed down the stairs. “But they can’t concede too much without surrendering everything.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “And the rebels feel much the same way.”


  She rubbed her forehead as they stepped into the bright sunlight. It was noon, more or less, but it felt much later. Her body clock was a mess. She’d have to make sure to get a good night’s sleep when they reached the city, if she couldn’t snatch a nap in the coach. She abandoned that thought as soon as she saw the coach itself. It was an open-topped vehicle, pulled by two black horses and flanked with white livery. She frowned as she joined Lady Barb in casting wards around the vehicle. If they weren’t careful, a single sniper could put a bullet through the driver’s head before they could react. Or hers.


  Silent sat in the driver’s seat, holding the reins in one hand and the whip in the other. Emily hadn’t known she could steer a team of horses, although she supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised. Void had good reason to want his servants to be familiar with the aristocratic world. Emily sometimes felt Silent blended in far better than she did. The maid certainly wasn’t pretending to be a great lady...


  She winced, again, as Prince Hedrick stepped out of the inn and walked towards them. He scowled as he saw the carriage. “We need an escort.”


  “We don’t want to look like an invading army,” Emily pointed out, crossly. She doubted anything less than a company of troops could protect them, if the rebels or bandits wanted them dead. “Our magic is all the protection we require.”


  She clambered into the coach and sat on the chair. Someone had gone to some trouble to charm the vehicle, ensuring the passengers had a smooth ride even when the vehicle was racing down a bumpy road. Emily checked the defenses, then rested her hands on her lap as Prince Hedrick sat facing her. He hadn’t paid any attention to Silent, she noted. She wasn’t sure he’d even realized she was female. Silent was the kind of person who just blurred into the background, much like Emily herself.


  That isn’t an option, she reminded herself, as Lady Barb sat next to her. I have to convince two factions to come to terms...


  She gritted her teeth as the coach started to move, glancing from side to side as Silent steered the vehicle onto the royal road. It was meant to be reserved for the aristocracy - and diplomatic messengers - but she could see dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people making their way towards Dragon’s Den. Some were in coaches or carts, some were walking... their faces grim and worn as they plodded onwards. A handful of coaches looked as though they’d been through the wars. Emily shivered, despite the heat. They had been.


  “My brother is camped north of Jorlem City,” Prince Hedrick said. “We can circle around the city and link up with him first.”


  Emily shook her head. They’d discussed it time and time again and her answer had always been the same. She couldn’t link up with the Crown Prince, not until she’d spoken to the rebels. They’d think she was planning to sell them out and... she ground her teeth in frustration. Not knowing what was going on was always the worst. Prince Hedrick hadn’t been able to shed any light on who was really in charge of the rebels, if indeed there was an overall commander. The rebels might not have managed to put a government together in time to prepare for war.


  Someone sent us a safe conduct, she thought, as she leaned back in her seat. And that means at least one faction is willing to listen to us.


  She schooled her expression into calm as the coach picked up speed. There were fewer refugees on the road now, although it was hard to tell if that was a good thing. The locals might not want to leave their lands and set out on a chancy journey to Dragon’s Den or one or both factions might have ordered them to stay where they were. Prince Hedrick had claimed that two-thirds of the country was still in loyalist hands. Emily didn’t believe him. His wild optimism wasn’t particularly reassuring.


  Although it might explain why he thinks the loyalists can defeat the rebels, she mused. He doesn’t realize he doesn’t have anything he can use for leverage.


  She allowed her eyes to drift over the fields as they left Dragon’s Den far behind. It was high summer, yet the fields looked dangerously dry. Patches of healthy crops were surrounded by dying plants, starved of the water they needed to grow. The local watering holes were nothing more than mud, or completely dry. She spotted a handful of peasants in the fields, but there should have been more. There should have been a lot more. She could see crops rotting for want of anyone to harvest them. Her eyes narrowed as they drove through the remnants of a peasant hamlet. It had been burnt to the ground... not long ago, if she was any judge. No one remained to rebuild the hovels and tend the fields.


  “They fled into the Royal Forests,” Prince Hedrick said. “That’s against the law!”


  Emily almost laughed, although it wasn’t funny. The monarchs had reserved vast tracts of land for their private use, banning the peasants from poaching for the food they desperately needed. It was easy to imagine bands of outlaws loose in the forest, slaying deer and wild boar as they pleased. Her lips twitched. There were plenty of stories about Robin Hood-like figures stealing from the rich and giving to the poor. She was fairly sure there was a grain of truth somewhere in the legend.


  The trees started to close in as they drove on. Emily sensed eyes watching them... perhaps human, perhaps not. The deeper forests had always been unwelcoming to human life. She’d met people who claimed they had a special bond with the Other Folk, if not the Awful Folk, but... most of them had been trying to scare away outsiders. Here, though... she found herself wondering. There might be something to the story after all.


  Prince Hedrick let out a gasp as they burst from the forest and passed a pile of burned-out debris. Emily followed his gaze. The manor had been huge, easily bigger than the largest building in Dragon’s Den, but now it was nothing more than rubble. A pair of bodies hung from nearby trees, so badly decayed that she thought they’d been dead for weeks. She shuddered helplessly, then looked past them. The fields beyond looked abandoned. She couldn’t see a single person in the distance, not one. The crops themselves were rotting under the sun.


  “They should have been safe here,” Prince Hedrick said. “What happened to them?”


  Emily said nothing, but she could guess. The peasants - the serfs - would have spent their entire lives in the manor’s shadow, resenting their overlords and nursing their grudges until they’d finally snapped. The aristocrat - he couldn’t have been very high-ranking or he would have owned a castle - might have been trained to fight, but his family and their personal guards would have been hopelessly outnumbered. The peasants hadn’t tried to winkle him out of his lair, she guessed. They’d merely set fire to the building and watched their former overlords die in the flames. Who knew who’d been hung outside? The overlord himself? Or two of his guards?


  The wind shifted, blowing the stench of rotting flesh towards them. Silent cracked her whip, picking up speed as the horses neighed in disgust. Emily didn’t blame them. She hastily cast a spell to save her nostrils, then glanced at the prince. His face was grim. She wondered, suddenly, if he’d visited the manor in happier times. She wasn’t sure she wanted to ask...


  “They were good people,” Prince Hedrick said, as though he’d heard her unspoken question. “They were never unkind to their serfs.”


  “I think the serfs saw it a little differently,” Emily said, more tartly than she’d meant. She’d resented the richer kids in her school, when she’d been a child, and she hadn’t been a serf. She’d been free to leave, when she came of age. No one would have sent out policemen to drag her and her family back home if she’d tried to make a life elsewhere. “They probably couldn’t take it any longer and lashed out.”


  “I was here once,” Prince Hedrick said. “The eldest son of the family was going to be one of my knights. We jousted all day and partied all night. His sister was a sweet thing who wanted to give herself to a prince” - he kissed his fingers - “and I let her. Her mother thought I’d take her to court and present her to the queen. But it couldn’t be done.”


  Emily glanced at him. “Why not?”


  “She wasn’t a maiden,” Prince Hedrick said. He snickered, as if he thought it was the height of humor. “To present a sullied girl to the queen? Unthinkable.”


  “Really?” It took all of Emily’s self-control not to lash out. “And what happened to her?”


  “I have no idea,” Prince Hedrick said, blandly. “Her father was out of favor at court for some stupid reason. I dare say she was married off to someone desperate enough not to ask awkward questions.”


  “Or she’s lying dead, back there,” Emily snapped. She felt a hot flash of hatred. It would be easy, so easy, to turn around and walk away. Or to side with the rebels and help them win the war quickly, before Crown Prince Dater declared himself the new king and started summoning help from his neighbors. “Why did you touch her?”


  “She gave herself to me,” Prince Hedrick said. “What does it matter to you?”


  Emily found herself stunned by the question. It shouldn’t have surprised her - she’d seen it before - and yet it always did. She’d been raised to believe that every life had value. She’d been raised to think there were limits to how people were treated, that certain things were morally and legally wrong and they’d be punished... she knew, deep inside, that how she’d been treated by her mother and stepfather was wrong, even if she had never been able to get away. But here... Prince Hedrick saw everyone beneath him as nothing more than property. He’d used the poor girl and discarded her...


  “Tell me,” Emily snarled. “Do you even remember her name?”


  Prince Hedrick snorted, as if she’d said something so stupid it didn’t deserve an answer, and sat back in his seat. Emily turned her attention away from him and concentrated on studying the landscape. They were passing a dozen homes, some of which looked empty and others boarded up. The handful of people they saw looked away, unwilling to meet their eyes. Emily suspected they didn’t know who was going to win, not yet. They probably wanted to keep their heads down and hope for the best. She pitied them. The rebels had a cause, and a good one, but a lot of innocent people were going to be killed before a winner truly emerged.


  They approached a town, surrounded by heavy barricades. Someone had dragged a handful of carts into the road, then constructed makeshift barricades out of wood, soil and whatever else they could find. Emily couldn’t tell which side held the town, if indeed any side held the town. The locals could be trying to keep out both sides. She couldn’t help noticing, as they rounded the rear, that a handful of buildings had been burned to the ground. A ditch was filled with bodies. She shuddered, trying not to be sick. They’d have killed the aristocrats first, then started paying off old grudges. Anyone unlucky enough to be caught by the mob wouldn’t stand a chance.


  Prince Hedrick muttered something as they resumed their drive. Emily couldn’t make out the words. She didn’t want to ask, not after... she shook her head. She’d do everything she could to mediate the situation, to resolve the crisis without unleashing a brutal slaughter, and then she’d walk away. She’d go back to her apprenticeship and not look back.


  The first thing the aristocrats need to learn is that all lives have value, she thought, sourly. Everyone values their lives.


  The light started to dim as they passed through a crossroads and headed towards Jorlem City, driving through a handful of midsized towns. The population seemed wary - she spotted groups of armed men standing guard - but appeared to let them pass without challenge. Emily wondered, idly, if they respected the safe conduct or if they merely thought the coach was heading straight into a trap. The bridges seemed unguarded, something that puzzled her. She’d seen enough fighting to know that securing the bridges was the easiest way to prevent an enemy from marching an army onto your land. The guardposts on each side of the crossing were abandoned. It was eerie. There was no sign of visible damage.


  She kept her eyes open, silently noting dozens of other burned-out buildings. She assumed they’d been looted, before they’d been burned, but it was still odd. The buildings could have been captured and repurposed, surely. She dismissed the thought with an effort as they crossed two more bridges, heading towards the city itself. More people were on the streets, but they looked emaciated. The tension in the air gnawed at her. Even Prince Hedrick seemed diminished. He hadn’t suggested they circumvent the city and head straight to the army camp for hours.


  Silent slowed the coach as the city came into view. It was odd, for a city so close to the Craggy Mountains. There were giant city walls, of course, but there were buildings on both sides of the walls. Emily had been told, more than once, that such buildings provided all the cover an attacking force could desire as it approached its target. Jorlem City was hopelessly vulnerable, if someone brought the city under fire. It looked as though the walls were nothing more than a giant white elephant.


  She tensed as she saw soldiers milling around the gatehouse. They didn’t look very professional, although they carried rifles and muskets rather than spears and swords. Their uniforms were nothing more than green shirts and dark caps, perhaps an attempt at camouflage. The concept of wearing colors that matched the local surroundings wasn’t new, but it was rare. Kings and city fathers preferred their troops to wear fancier uniforms, even if they made them easier targets. She hadn’t seen the point until Sergeant Miles had pointed out that they wanted their men to showcase their power, in hopes of making sure they didn’t have to use it.


  Lady Barb cleared her throat. “Try not to scare them,” she said. “It’ll be harder to get everyone sitting at the same table once the bullets start flying.”


  “Try not to scare them,” Prince Hedrick repeated, sardonically. He twisted in his seat. “By the gods!”


  Emily followed his gaze. A cluster of severed heads, mounted on pikes, had been placed just past the gatehouse. Blood dripped from their wounds, pooling on the ground below. They hadn’t been dead very long... they couldn’t have been, unless someone had charmed the blood to keep it from clotting. Her head spun as she stared, feeling sick. One of the faces was almost familiar. Was it...?


  Her blood ran cold as she remembered someone she’d met in happier times. “Is that...?”


  Lady Barb nodded in grim confirmation. “King Jorlem. Dead.”


  Chapter Eleven


  “MY FATHER,” PRINCE HEDRICK SAID. His voice shook. “They... they killed him.”


  Emily felt a stab of sympathy, despite everything. Alassa hadn’t wanted her father dead, despite everything he’d done to her. Prince Hedrick’s father hadn’t been a monster, by all accounts. He certainly hadn’t been that kind of monster. Stiff-necked, stubborn, too wedded to his royal rights... but not a necromancer like Alassa’s father Randor. He hadn’t threatened to turn his entire country into a slaughterhouse. And yet...


  She shuddered. The king had been a man, but he hadn’t just been a man. He was the law of the land, if the royalists were to be believed. He was the kingdom in his person... she cursed under her breath. If the rebels had wanted to ensure there was no hope of compromise, of coming to terms with the royalists, they could hardly have picked a better way to do it. The king’s death by beheading would make it impossible for the princes to do anything but seek revenge. There would be blood.


  And there’s nothing I can do to stop it, she thought. Crown Prince Dater had never struck her as being cold-blooded enough to overlook his father’s death. He’d go to war... no, he was already at war. She was tempted to turn and leave, on the grounds the mission had already failed, but it would lead to a bloodbath. She had to do something, but... What the hell am I going to do?


  “Monsters,” Prince Hedrick growled. “I’ll kill them.”


  Emily looked up. The rebels were closing in, carrying a dizzying array of weapons from muskets to breadknives and pitchforks. They all wore a little cloth cap, something that nagged at her; their faces were twisted with anger and hatred as they spied Prince Hedrick. Emily would bet half her fortune that everyone in the city knew him by sight, rather than paintings. They’d have good reason to hate him, if his chatter along the way was any indication. She reached for her magic, unsure what to do. If they were in a trap, and had to fight their way out, there would be no hope whatsoever of completing the mission. But the rebels themselves might have already made it impossible...


  Hedrick drew his sword and leapt out of the coach, landing neatly on the cobblestones. The crowd hissed in anger - “kill the royalist scum” - and lunged forward. Emily braced herself and cast a freeze spell, striking Hedrick in the back. His entire body froze. He tumbled forward and hit the ground with an almighty crack. The impact wouldn’t hurt him - the spell would see to that - but it would be embarrassing. The crowd hooted and jeered, waving their weapons in the air. It felt as if the slightest misstep would be enough to trigger a riot.


  Emily stood, drawing on her magic. “I am Emily,” she said, carefully. She took advantage of the sudden pause to levitate Prince Hedrick’s frozen body back into the coach. “Take us to your leader.”


  The crowd seemed to hesitate, as if they were as uncertain as herself. Emily waited, sensing Lady Barb’s magic coiling behind her. If the rebels came for them, or demanded Prince Hedrick’s head, they’d have to grab hold of the prince and teleport out. Silent had her own teleport amulet, but would she realize the danger in time to escape? Emily cursed under her breath. She should never have agreed to take the maid. It wasn’t as if she needed someone to lay out her clothes, help her dress and generally treat her like someone who couldn’t do anything without help.


  “Emily,” a new voice said. “Welcome to Freedom City.”


  Emily looked up. A middle-aged man was walking towards them, wearing a little cloth cap and a dark outfit that looked like a cross between an apprentice’s trousers and a soldier’s tunic. It was strikingly drab, but she suspected that was the point. His face was nowhere near as handsome as Prince Hedrick’s - he was unshaven, with scars on his right cheek - but he had character. His voice was calm and compelling, the sort of voice - Emily conceded ruefully - that made you believe in the man and his cause. The crowd opened up to allow the newcomer to walk up to the coach. She saw a dozen admiring glances thrown at his back.


  Her eyes scanned his body. He was clearly used to working with his hands. His arms and legs were muscular, yet not absurdly so. She guessed he’d been a craftsman before he’d become a rebel, although it was hard to be sure. Farmers tended to be more conservative than craftsmen. The latter wanted to push the limits of the possible, while the former was disinclined to experiment. She reminded herself, sharply, that she could be wrong. The man was a stranger.


  “I am Althorn, Son of Tyler,” the man said. “I greet you, Emily, but I cannot welcome your comrade. He needs to face the People’s Justice.”


  Emily could hear the capital letters thudding into place. The crowd murmured in agreement, inching closer and closer until they were pressing against the coach. She forced herself to think. Handing Prince Hedrick over wasn’t an option, not when she’d agreed to protect him. But not handing him over would make it impossible to negotiate with the rebels... as if it wasn’t already impossible. She gritted her teeth. Events seemed to be piling up so rapidly that outright civil war was becoming inevitable. There was no way the two sides could come to a compromise without one side backing down completely.


  “Prince Hedrick is under...”


  “Hedrick,” Althorn corrected. “We no longer recognize the aristocracy. The People’s Assembly has declared all titles of nobility forbidden.”


  Emily was inclined to agree - the concept of aristocracy was fundamentally unfair - but that was an argument for another time. “Hedrick, then,” she conceded. “Hedrick is under my protection, in line with the safe conduct you sent. I cannot hand him over to you.”


  The crowd surged with anger. Althorn held up a hand, quietening them. Emily studied him thoughtfully. He had charisma and yet... he seemed to have too much control. Was he a magician? She couldn’t sense any magic around him, yet... that proved nothing. She reached out gingerly with her senses, picking up traces of magic blanketing the city. The rebels had some magicians working for them, she guessed. Their wards were enough to keep the royalist forces from spying on them.


  “The People’s Assembly has proclaimed him guilty of numerous offenses,” Althorn informed her. “He has to face the court.”


  And get his head chopped off, Emily thought, sourly. She didn’t like Hedrick, and yet she couldn’t let him be taken and killed out of hand. The trial wouldn’t be remotely fair. What on Earth do I do now?


  “I cannot let you take him,” Emily said. In hindsight, perhaps it had been a mistake to let Hedrick accompany them. “If you object to his presence, I’ll teleport him elsewhere, but it will make it harder for you to talk to the royalists.”


  Althorn smiled. “I suppose there are few other people the one who styles himself the Crown Prince will heed,” he said. “Very well. We’ll leave him in your custody. But you are responsible for his behavior. Feel free to hand him over when you tire of him.”


  The crowd laughed. Emily felt a flicker of irritation. The one who styled himself the Crown Prince... it was going to be hard to get anything done if both parties refused to recognize the other’s mere existence. She looked at the king’s head and shuddered, inwardly. Perhaps it would be better to grab Hedrick, teleport everyone out and leave the royalists and rebels to fight it out. But she knew just how many people would be caught in the middle. The slaughter would be beyond imagination.


  “If you’ll allow me, I’ll lead you to your accommodation,” Althorn said. He scrambled into the coach without waiting for permission. “Drive down towards the embankment, then turn right towards the castle.”


  Silent cracked the whip. The crowd parted to allow them to drive into the city. Emily glanced back and saw the guards resuming their positions, as if nothing had happened. It bothered her... had it all been a set up? Some of the guards looked professional, despite their mismatched uniforms; some looked as if they didn’t know how to fire their guns. She hoped they knew which end to point at the enemy. She’d heard horror stories about men who peered down the barrels while pulling the triggers...


  Up close, Althorn looked... striking. She felt a stirring that she hastily suppressed. He was attractive, but... there was more to it than just physical attraction. She wasn’t sure how to put it into words. She’d met kings and powerful sorcerers and she’d never felt such a stirring... not even with Cat. She gritted her teeth. Such feelings were dangerous. They were not to be trusted.


  She leaned down and unfroze Hedrick. The prince’s sword clattered to the deck. “Behave yourself,” she said, firmly. “Or I’ll freeze you again.”


  Hedrick gave her a look that promised bloody revenge. It would have scared her if she hadn’t faced angry necromancers. She knew he’d been humiliated - if she was any judge, the tale would rapidly spread all over the city - but she’d saved his life. The crowd hadn’t wanted to give him a fair trial. They’d wanted to cut off his head and stick it on a pike. She understood the impulse, but... she sighed, inwardly, as Hedrick took his seat. He’d probably be convicted in a fair trial, too.


  She turned away, studying the city. The streets and buildings reminded her of Alexis, steadily growing larger and fancier as they moved deeper and deeper into the city. A number of buildings had been burnt to the ground, the rubble still smoldering as rebels and citizens poked through the debris for anything they could salvage. Others looked untouched. She wasn’t too surprised to note that all the pubs had been left strictly alone. Men - and not a few women - were drinking heavily, although it was the middle of the day. Her lips thinned in disapproval. Drunken crowds were dangerous.


  Her eyes narrowed as she studied the people. There were rebel soldiers everywhere, all wearing the little cloth caps, but the civilians seemed surprisingly happy. Emily found it difficult to believe. People from all walks of life were on the streets, from children playing happily to young woman walking without male guardians. Jorlem City - Freedom City, Althorn had called it - was more open and tolerant than the countryside, but it was odd to see so many unaccompanied women. And with so many soldiers on the streets... she shook her head. It looked as though society was changing, perhaps for the better. Perhaps the rebels had already given women full civil rights.


  Their parents won’t like that, she thought. And it may not work out so well for the girls themselves, if they insist on rights without responsibilities.


  “That was a bank,” Prince Hedrick muttered, pointing to a burnt-out shell. It had clearly been solidly built, to the point the fire hadn’t destroyed the framework, but it was beyond hope of repair. “If the records were destroyed...”


  “The records of who owes what have been destroyed,” Althorn said. There was a hint of glee in his voice. “We will all start with a clean slate.”


  “And then act all surprised when no one loans you any money,” Prince Hedrick snapped. “Or do you think you can just take what you want?”


  “Why not?” Althorn smirked. “You did.”


  Prince Hedrick clenched his fists. Emily shot him a sharp look. There was no time for debate, not now. The destruction of the records would tear holes in the kingdom’s finances... she wondered, absently, if it would matter. There’d be no way to sort out who owed what... but there would also be no way to clarify who owned what. She looked at the houses along the embankment and scowled. Half of them appeared to have been torn open, looted and then handed over to whoever wanted them. And who knew what would happen when the original owners demanded them back?


  She listened, quietly, as Prince Hedrick kept up a running commentary of destroyed or damaged buildings. Some had belonged to countryside families, who normally lived outside the city; some belonged to cityfolk, who’d either fled the city or been caught by the mob. She had very little sympathy for aristocrats who abused their people, but the aristocrats had had children... she doubted, somehow, that the younger aristocrats had been spared. There were enough stories about lost heirs to thrones and lands being hidden away until they grew to manhood to encourage the mob to kill them all. She shuddered. She’d seen it before, in Zangaria and Pendle Town, but it was worse here.


  A stench of rotting fish touched her nostrils as the wind changed. She looked into the river and scowled. She’d been told the river was threatening to run dry, but she hadn’t realized just how bad it had become. The river had once been big enough to allow sailors to navigate their way up to the city and beyond. Now, the water was so low she doubted anything bigger than a rowboat could make its way along the river without hitting the rocks. She could see the shore past the embankment, mud and rocks that were normally covered by water. The docks along the riverside looked like sick jokes. There was no sign of any boats.


  “The king refused to do anything about the river,” Althorn said, quietly. “Just as he refused to tackle all of the other problems.”


  “And what was he meant to do about it?” Prince Hedrick laughed. “Piss in the river until it burst its banks?”


  Althorn grinned, but said nothing. Emily wondered what he was thinking. She didn’t know what, if anything, the king could have done about the drought. He could have tried to meddle with the weather, she supposed, but such magics were dangerously unpredictable. The rain might not come or it might fall in torrents, as it had near Laughter. It was quite possible the rain would do as much damage, perhaps more, as the drought.


  The fields are drying out, she reminded herself. If the authorities had dug for wells, which was possible, their efforts had clearly failed. The king might not have had a choice but to try.


  “Turn up the street here,” Althorn said. “We’ve reserved a house for you.”


  Prince Hedrick made an angry sound. “These houses belong to the royal advisors!”


  “And now they belong to the People,” Althorn said, mildly. He looked at Emily, pointedly ignoring Hedrick. “You should see some of the stuff we pulled out of them, before their new owners took possession. The servants were very helpful. Some of them even knifed their masters before they could run.”


  Emily wasn’t surprised. Servants were frequently abused. Beaten, raped, fired on the slightest pretense... she wasn’t remotely surprised so many servants had turned on their masters. The resentment would have been building for years. It was easy to start wondering why one had to be a servant, working from dawn ‘til dusk, when someone else lived a life of luxury. The servants were caught in a trap, unable to leave without risking their chances of future employment elsewhere... unable even to talk back. She understood perfectly. If she’d been a servant, practically a slave, she would have yearned for the chance to fight back, too.


  “They were treated well,” Prince Hedrick insisted. “They were...”


  “No,” Althorn said. “They were treated like dirt.”


  He leaned forward. “This house here, please,” he said. “It used to belong to Councilor Triune. The slippery bastard managed to get away, somehow.”


  “He’ll want it back,” Hedrick snapped. “And he’ll get it back, too.”


  Emily looked up and down the street. It was almost deserted. Wards hung in the air, a stifling cobweb that pressed against her magic. She could tear through them, she was sure, but not without being detected. Someone really wanted to keep prying eyes out of their homes. And yet... she wondered, suddenly, why there were so few people on the streets here. It wasn’t as if there were any barricades. They hadn’t passed any checkpoints since they’d entered the city themselves.


  “There are no servants,” Althorn said. “Councilor Triune had a small army of maids under his roof. None of them wanted to stay.”


  “Traitors,” Hedrick said.


  Emily ignored them as she turned to look at the house. It was grander than she’d expected, easily twice the size of her home in Dragon’s Den. The walls were made of solid stone, marred by a nasty-looking scar above the main entrance. She guessed a coat of arms had hung there, before the revolution. Rebels generally tore down all signs of their former oppressors, even though they often had more practical concerns. She hadn’t seen any statues, as they’d made their way through the city. They’d probably been torn down as well.


  “I trust this will be suitable?” Althorn sounded amused, as if he didn’t care about the answer. “I’m afraid we cannot offer servants.”


  “It will be suitable,” Emily said, firmly. She didn’t intend to live in the house for any longer than strictly necessary. “It will, of course, be considered an embassy. Hedrick will be permitted to live there without interference.”


  “As long as he remains within the walls,” Althorn said with a wry smile, “we will be happy to pretend he doesn’t exist.”


  Emily smiled at Hedrick’s expression, then sobered. It wasn’t going to be easy to secure the house. The original wards appeared to be gone. Lady Barb and she could cast dozens of wards, but the house was too large to protect without a wardstone and weeks of work. They simply didn’t have the time. And that meant... she sighed. She had the feeling the house had been chosen with malice aforethought.


  And there’s nothing you can do about it, she thought. You’ll just have to go with the flow.


  Chapter Twelve


  Emily HAD EXPECTED TO FEEL SOMETHING upon stepping into Councilor Triune’s house.


  She’d heard of him. He’d been mentioned extensively in the briefing notes, although none one had been precisely clear on what Councilor Triune did for the king. Emily rather suspected he was an older, wiser and possibly more cunning version of Viscount Sejanus Nightingale, who’d handled the dirty work for King Randor. Nightingale had vanished shortly after the civil war had begun and never resurfaced. Alassa had blamed him for a great many things and put a price on his head. So far, no one had claimed it.


  She stood in the hallway and reached out with her senses. The house was surprisingly devoid of magic. There was no sense anyone had ever erected wards to protect the owner. Even the background magic was oddly reduced. She closed her eyes and reached further, sensing the anti-spying wards that blanketed the city. Councilor Triune’s wards were gone. She couldn’t believe he’d lived without them. Someone would have poked a spying spell into his defenses a long time ago.


  “Interesting,” she said, more to herself than anyone else. “Was Councilor Triune a magician?”


  “No,” Prince Hedrick said, curtly.


  Emily frowned as she opened her eyes and led the way down the corridor. The magic levels were just too low. And yet, what did it mean? Had someone carefully demagicked the house? That would have taken weeks. She’d never seen anything quite like it, not in a private home. Councilor Triune had either cared little for his privacy or he’d had a defense that wasn’t reliant on magic. It made no sense at all.


  Althorn caught her eye. “My comrades and I invite you, Emily, to a dinner this evening in your honor,” he said. “We have a lot to discuss.”


  “I should attend,” Prince Hedrick said. “We, too, have a lot to discuss...”


  “You’re not invited,” Althorn said, sweetly. “Emily is invited.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. “I shall attend,” she said. “Will you send an escort?”


  “I shall.” Althorn nodded to her. “And now, if you don’t mind, I’ll leave you to settle in.”


  He turned and strode out the door. Emily watched him go, then glanced at Lady Barb. “You’re being very quiet.”


  “I feel like we’ve stuck our heads in a noose,” Lady Barb said, curtly. “And I think we should check out the rest of the house before we get settled in.”


  Emily nodded. “Silent, wait here,” she ordered. “The rest of us will inspect the house.”


  Silent dropped a curtsey and stepped back. Emily nodded to Prince Hedrick, who looked irked, and led the way down the corridor. She didn’t think Hedrick would be very helpful - it was starting to look as though he was going to be a problem - but she didn’t want to leave him alone with Silent. He was the type of person who would try to take advantage of a helpless servant and, worse, would be only encouraged by warnings and threats. She knew the type all too well. Hedrick couldn’t be trusted. She made a mental note to ask Lady Barb to keep an eye on him. They could teleport him back to Dragon’s Den if he became a real problem.


  She pushed the thought to the back of her mind as they made their way through the house. It was surprisingly clean, but it was clear the building had been searched and looted. Paintings had been torn from the walls, leaving pale spots behind; drawers and cupboards had been opened, their contents stolen or dumped on the floors. There were a dozen bookshelves in one room, without a single book. She hoped they’d been stolen, rather than burned. It was impossible to be sure. The rebels might not be able to read them if they’d been written in Old Script.


  Although they could probably sell them on, she thought. There’d be people in the city who could make use of them.


  The bedrooms looked bare and barren, although the beds and mattresses themselves hadn’t been looted. The files had stated the councilor hadn’t been married and there’d been no hint of a mistress... why did he have so many bedrooms? Perhaps he’d wanted a family or... Emily smiled as she realized the truth. The councilor had probably provided accommodation for visitors to the city, letting them stay in his home for free. It would give him a chance to ingratiate himself with them before they met the king. It wasn’t something she would do, but she understood the logic. She knew aristocrats who’d kill for the chance to learn something before it became common knowledge.


  She grimaced as she glanced into the bathrooms - the toilets looked primitive and there was no running water - then checked the remaining rooms. The kitchen was large enough to feed an entire household. The cabinets beyond had been stripped bare of everything, save for a handful of moldy crusts of bread. Emily suspected that was a taunt, although she was unsure who was being taunted. The former servants might have assumed their master would be expecting them to keep his house in readiness, awaiting his return. Or whoever had stripped the kitchen might simply have left the bread behind. The thought of eating it was enough to make her sick.


  “I’ll take the master bedroom,” Prince Hedrick said. “Your servant can make the bed.”


  “Make it yourself,” Emily snapped. “She’s not here to serve you.”


  She turned away while the prince was still spluttering for words. It was hard to believe he didn’t know how to make his own bed, although... she supposed it was possible he didn’t. He might never have been without servants. He’d been in the military, but he might have had a valet. God knew there’d been aristocratic soldiers during the war who’d insisted on bringing a small army of servants on campaign with them. They’d been loathed by the men they were supposed to lead.


  “I’ll cast a handful of wards,” Lady Barb said, as she returned from the loft. “They’re not going to last very long, though. Not without a proper anchor.”


  “Yeah.” Emily mulled over the mystery for a long moment, then put it aside. “Do you think they’ll let us bring in a proper wardstone?”


  “No,” Lady Barb said, flatly. “They’ll be too concerned about what else we could do with it.”


  Emily nodded. “I’ll put myself in the middle bedroom, and you can have the one next to me,” she said. “That should reduce the amount of space we need to cover.”


  “Yes, My Lady,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “It will be done, My Lady. Was there anything else, My Lady?”


  “Sorry.” Emily flushed. “I didn’t mean to push...”


  “You are meant to be in charge,” Lady Barb said, mischievously. “Just remember... you won’t always be in charge.”


  “I know,” Emily said. Her cheeks felt hot. “I’m sorry.”


  “You’re still learning,” Lady Barb assured her. “Don’t give Hedrick any room to play games or you’ll regret it. If he goes out of the house without permission...”


  Emily sighed. “Is he that stupid?”


  “Probably.” Lady Barb shrugged. “He’s the second son. Right now, come to think of it, he’s second in line to the throne. He may not have realized that, not yet, but I guarantee you he will. And then he’ll start thinking about how he can make himself the king instead. He wouldn’t be the first brother to put a knife in his sibling’s back.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. She found it hard to believe Dater would turn his back on his brother, but... they were brothers. She had no siblings, as far as she knew, but the idea of her friends suddenly turning on her was difficult to grasp. “What if... he tries to dicker with the rebels privately?”


  “That could be a problem,” Lady Barb agreed. “And I’m sure someone, not too far away, will start thinking about the advantages of having an idiot on the throne.”


  Emily rubbed her forehead. “Charming,” she said. “The disadvantages would probably outweigh the advantages.”


  She started to turn away, then stopped. “Can you tighten the wards on Silent’s room, once she decides which one she wants?”


  “Of course,” Lady Barb said. There was a glint of approval in her eyes. “Good thinking.”


  Emily nodded as she headed down the corridor. Silent could have whatever room she liked. She didn’t have to sleep below stairs, let alone beside the dogs like a servant in a manor. She could sleep in the next room and Emily wouldn’t give a damn. Besides, it might be advantageous. Silent deserved her privacy, too. She certainly didn’t deserve a horny prince battering down the door and demanding sex.


  Bastard, Emily thought. She wondered if she could make the wards a little nastier. There were spells for that, although most of them could only be cast on magicians. Bringing him here was a mistake.


  She spoke briefly to Silent, then wandered into the councilor’s study and glanced around. The room looked as though someone had thrown a grenade into the chamber and waited for it to explode. The desk had been torn apart in a desperate search for hidden compartments, the walls battered and broken until the hidden safe had been discovered and torn out of the stone. Emily had no idea what, if anything, the looters had found, but it had been carried out of the house days ago. Judging by the wreckage, the looters hadn’t been the former servants. They’d probably known where everything was hidden, even if they hadn’t dared touch it.


  Alassa used to complain her servants spied on her, she recalled. And she was right.


  “Lady Emily?” Prince Hedrick stood at the top of the stairs. “Can we talk?”


  Emily wanted to say no, but... she sighed inwardly as she walked up and followed him into his room. Lady Barb’s wards hummed around her as she closed the door and looked around. It might have been the master bedroom, once upon a time, but it was as barren as the rest of the house. The paintings had been torn down and thrown into the fireplace. Emily was mildly surprised they hadn’t accidentally set the house on fire. Someone had stripped the bed, removing the old bedding and piling newer sheets on top of the mattress. It looked as if the prince didn’t have the slightest idea how to make the bed.


  “My father is dead,” Prince Hedrick said. He looked at her in sudden, desperate hope. “Unless it was an illusion...”


  “I’m afraid not,” Emily said, wishing - suddenly - that she knew what to say. She disliked Hedrick intensely and yet... it was hard not to feel a little sympathy. Losing a parent was never easy, but losing one to such a brutal end had to be far worse. “That was your father’s head.”


  Prince Hedrick clenched his fists. “They murdered him. They... they broke their oaths to their monarch and murdered him. They...”


  His voice trailed off. Emily watched him warily, ready to hurl a spell or jump back if he lashed out. She’d met too many people who tried to bury their grief in violence. Hedrick had insisted she’d been behind the rebellion, indirectly if not directly... if he took it into his head to blame her for everything, she wouldn’t let him land a blow. She’d freeze him and teleport him back to his brother.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, quietly. “Your father was a good man.”


  “And yet, they murdered him,” Hedrick said. He stood and started to pace the room. “How could they?”


  Emily swallowed the urge to point out that the rebels hadn’t considered the king a good man, let alone a good ruler. King Jorlem had been stubborn, too slow and set in his ways to accept the need for change. If he’d let some of the tension out before it was too late, he might have been able to make reforms... she shook her head. He hadn’t realized what was going to happen until it had been far too late. And now, he was dead.


  “I hoped to save him,” Prince Hedrick said. “I’d thought...”


  His voice trailed off. “The queen. What happened to the queen?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. “I didn’t see her at the gates.”


  She scowled, inwardly. The last verified report had stated that the queen was in rebel custody. She hadn’t seen any female heads on pikes, but that didn’t prove anything. The queen might be sitting in a prison cell or dead, her body lying in a pile of others. Who would know the queen was the queen, if the rebels stole her jewels and clothes before executing her? Or... Emily’s imagination provided too many possibilities, each worse than the last. She thought it would be better to keep those thoughts to herself.


  “Ask them,” Hedrick said. It was blunt and rude, yet she had the sense he was pleading. “Ask them what happened to the queen.”


  “I will,” Emily promised. She had no idea what the public had thought of their queen... their former queen. They might have loved or hated her... they might have seen her as her husband’s helpless helpmeet or the power behind the throne. It wasn’t impossible. She’d heard more than enough nonsense about ruling queens, when Alassa had been declared her father’s heir, to last a lifetime. “And what do you want to do when you find out?”


  Hedrick’s hand dropped to his sword. “I don’t know,” he said. “Crush them, perhaps.”


  “Perhaps you could offer concessions in exchange for her safety,” Emily said, although she knew they wouldn’t last. The rebels would be foolish to give up such a trump card, at least not without major concessions, and the royalists wouldn’t want to make any real concessions. “And then, perhaps you can think about trying to make a deal...”


  “They killed my father,” Hedrick snapped. “We cannot make a deal!”


  His eyes bored into hers. “Whose side are you on?”


  “I’m supposed to mediate the talks,” Emily reminded him. “I’m not allowed to have a side.”


  But she knew, as she turned aside to peer through the windows, that she wasn’t being entirely honest. She’d grown to detest Hedrick in less than a day. His brother was a better man, but... he was a Crown Prince. She knew she couldn’t trust them to come to terms with the rebels and keep them. Their courtiers would be nagging them to claw back whatever concessions they made as soon as they regained their power. Her sympathies lay with the rebels, she admitted inwardly, and yet she knew the rebellion could easily get out of control. And then the city would descend into madness and death.


  They might listen to me, she told herself. But only if I say what they want to hear.


  She felt cold as she looked down on the streets. They were almost empty, but she could see a couple of men taking shelter on the far side of the road. Guards? Spies? If she could see two, there were probably others. Some spies were trained to let themselves be seen, in hopes of convincing their target that they’d spotted all the spies. Others had orders to make their target feel watched, in hopes of pushing him into making a mistake.


  All this happened too quickly, she thought, as she turned away. Someone is pulling the strings.


  There was a knock on the door. She glanced at Hedrick. “I’ll speak to them about the queen,” she said. “And you are to stay inside and consider what you might say to them when the talks finally begin.”


  “If they ever do,” Hedrick said. His face darkened. “This is my city. I have the freedom to move where I like...”


  Emily met his eyes. “The people outside will recognize you,” she said. Hedrick was very clearly not a commoner. The rebels might not recognize him personally, although she had her doubts about that, but they’d know he was an aristocrat. She doubted he could hide behind a glamor. “And then they will arrest you and chop off your head. And that will be the end.”


  “I can’t stay here,” Hedrick said, hotly. “I’m not a coward.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. She’d yet to meet an aristocrat who couldn’t be goaded into doing something stupid by an accusation of cowardice. “However, you have to keep your eye on the prize. Going into the city would be brave, but being caught would be disastrous. It isn’t cowardly to stay here.”


  Hedrick nodded, curtly. Emily turned away, hoping he’d listen. Thankfully, there was no one to mock and goad him into leaving the house. If the rebels caught him... the nasty part of Emily’s mind wondered if Dater would see it as something of a relief. Hedrick was a dangerously loose cannon. He might make it impossible for the two sides to come to terms.


  As if it wasn’t impossible already, Emily thought. Neither side is going to want to be the first one to make concessions.


  A young man, barely old enough to shave, stood in the hallway. He wore yet another little cloth cap, and wore a drab tunic, but he looked nervous. Silent stood beside him, living up to her name. “Lady Emily? I have instructions to escort you to the People’s Palace.”


  Emily smiled, as reassuringly as she could. “It will be my pleasure,” she said, as she donned her cloak and muttered a handful of protective charms. She glanced through the open door, somehow unsurprised to see a complete absence of horses and carriages. “Shall we go?”


  “Yes, My Lady,” the young man said. Emily guessed he’d worked for the aristocracy in some capacity. He certainly had the manners down pat. “If you’ll come with me...”


  Chapter Thirteen


  THE STREETS SEEMED TO COME ALIVE as they walked away from the house and up towards the royal palace. It sat next to a brooding castle, the battlements bristling with armed soldiers. Emily could see men, wearing brilliant yellow sashes, drilling the new recruits in everything from route marches to gunpowder weapons. The instructors looked like veterans, probably soldiers from the previous war who’d been demobilized as soon as it became clear the necromantic threat was gone. Emily suspected Crown Prince Dater was cursing his father’s penny-pinching ways right now. The demobilizing hadn’t just dumped hundreds of men into the job market, it had also thrown trained and experienced men to the rebels. One good NCO, Sergeant Harkin had insisted years ago, was worth a dozen aristocratic fops. Emily was inclined to think he was right.


  Her escort kept looking at her, as if he couldn’t quite believe it was her. Emily was torn between amusement and annoyance. It wasn’t as if she was a rock star. She’d never really been comfortable with her fame, particularly not with the legends that made her out to be an insane combination of a dozen different heroes and heroines of book and screen. It was easy enough to walk through the streets unmolested - no one believed the young woman on the streets was the Emily - but she was uneasily aware she didn’t live up to the legend. She didn’t arm-wrestle necromancers, she didn’t produce miracles upon demand and she certainly didn’t have a small army of would-be suitors pounding down her door and trying to marry her. The young man had probably been told she breathed fire and would turn him into a toad if he put a single foot wrong. And there was nothing she could do to make him feel any better.


  She kept her face under tight control as she was led into the palace grounds. The walls were broken in a dozen places, the trees beyond cut down and left on the ground. Hundreds of soldiers drilled on the grass, tearing it apart as they marched up and down. The palace itself was largely intact, but hundreds of windows had been patched with wooden boards. She guessed it had been looted before the rebel leadership had managed to take control. She wondered, idly, what had happened to the royal family’s possessions. They’d had to leave everything behind when they’d had to move into the castle, then try to escape the city itself.


  Althorn met her at the door. “Emily,” he said. He glanced past her, at her escort. “Thank you. That will be all.”


  The escort started to bow, remembered he didn’t need to, and touched the brim of his cap instead before turning and hurrying away. Emily watched him go, wishing she’d found the words to talk to him. Perhaps he’d have been more open if he’d been talking to Silent. The maid was a social equal, not... someone so far above him there was simply no point of comparison. She turned to nod to Althorn, who was watching her thoughtfully. It nearly made her flush again.


  “He’s a smart lad,” Althorn said. “He used to work here, did you know?”


  “No,” Emily said. She’d guessed, but she hadn’t known. “What happened here?”


  “The palace fell quickly,” Althorn said. “The royalists fled as soon as the people began to rise.”


  Emily kept her mouth shut and her eyes open as they walked into the palace. It had been thoroughly looted, although not as extensively as she’d expected. A handful of paintings remained on the wall, a dozen pieces of furniture remained in their place... she frowned as she saw the smashed remains of a piece of machinery, something that puzzled her until she realized it was a piano. She winced, even though she’d never had any talent for playing music. A genuine handcrafted piano would be worth hundreds, perhaps thousands, of gold crowns. And it had been smashed beyond repair.


  “This used to be part of the king’s chambers,” Althorn said, as he led her into a side room. “Now, it belongs to the People.”


  Emily nodded. A small group of people were waiting for her, sitting around a long wooden table. It looked so crude she was sure the original table had been smashed and then hastily replaced. She put the thought aside for later contemplation as the party - the rebel leadership, she realized suddenly - stood to greet her. They looked surprisingly welcoming. She found it hard to remember, all of a sudden, that she was meant to remain neutral.


  Althorn performed the introductions. Emily listened, trying desperately to keep every name straight in her mind. Scribe Bajingan - a pudgy man who looked vaguely Oriental - was the rebel secretary. He looked warm and friendly, but Emily wasn’t so sure. The scribes had never liked her, with reason. She remembered that Joseph Stalin had been the Communist Party’s general secretary. He’d even kept the title after becoming undisputed ruler of the Soviet Union. Beside him sat Jair, Son of No One. Althorn explained he’d been fathered by an aristocrat who’d given his mother a great deal of money to stay out of his life. Jair was tall and thin, with dark eyes that suggested bottomless fury and resentment. Emily had the feeling he didn’t like her much.


  Aiden, a broadsheet writer, was a decidedly odd person. He dressed like a fop, in commoner clothes; he wore a wide-brimmed hat decked with a flower, something that would have landed him in very real trouble if he’d done it in front of the king. His clothes were loose enough to allow him to move easily, yet... Emily’s eyes narrowed. There was something odd about him, something that bothered her. He sat next to Storm, a magician who wasn’t even trying to hide his power. Emily suspected he’d been born and raised in the kingdom. An outsider wouldn’t have risked breaking the Compact by supporting the rebels.


  “And this is Sergeant Oskar,” Althorn concluded. “I believe you’ve met.”


  “I remember you from the war,” Oskar said. He was a short fireplug of a man, wearing a tunic with a yellow sash. “You were magnificent.”


  Emily blushed. She didn’t remember Oskar, but that wasn’t surprising. “Thank you.”


  “Thank you,” Oskar said. “If it wasn’t for you, I would never have had my chance to serve.”


  “And I would never have had so much to write about,” Aiden said. “I hope we’ll have a chance to talk later.”


  “Me too,” Emily said. She vaguely recalled hearing something about Aiden, although she hadn’t paid much attention to it at the time. “I look forward to your insights.”


  “Please, be seated,” Althorn said. “Wine?”


  “The king left us a giant cellar to empty,” Oskar said. “We have accepted his challenge.”


  “Just water or juice, please,” Emily said. “I need to keep a clear head.”


  Althorn nodded and started to pour drinks, then hand them out. Emily took her glass of water and checked it quickly, making sure it was safe to drink before she took a sip. Althorn sat next to her, regarding her with warm and friendly eyes. She couldn’t help responding favorably, even though she knew it might be a trap. Althorn couldn’t have become a rebel leader, perhaps the leader, if he wasn’t very good at manipulating people. He might be trying to manipulate her, too.


  “We are glad the White Council has seen fit to take us seriously,” Jair said. “What are your orders from the council?”


  “To try to bring you and the royalists to the table,” Emily said. “And to try to convince you to compromise.”


  “One does not compromise with princes,” Jair informed her. “They cannot be trusted to look after their own interests, let alone the kingdom’s.”


  Althorn held up a hand. “We can discuss that matter later, when we’ve had a chance to sit down and consider the future,” he said. “This meeting is purely for introductory purposes.”


  Emily nodded. They’d probably already discussed what terms they intended to offer and accept, but her arrival - and the king’s execution - had lent the matter a new urgency. She allowed her eyes to wander the room, trying to gauge their feelings. Aiden was smiling broadly, a little too broadly, but the others were hiding their thoughts very well. Emily sighed inwardly. She had a feeling the rebels weren’t actually in agreement. If they’d come up with a proposal they could all accept, they’d have presented it to her as soon as she arrived.


  She sat back in her chair and listened as the discussion flowed around the room. It was strikingly like listening to a group of friends rather than a council. She had the impression that the majority of the councilors had known each other for years, save perhaps for Oskar and Aiden. The former was a farmboy-turned-soldier, if she was any judge; the latter was decidedly odd. It felt as though Aiden were playing a role, although Emily couldn’t put it into words. His mannerisms were decidedly a little too pat.


  “Everyone has a different account of what actually happened, when the revolution began,” she said, when there was a lull in the conversation. “What did happen?”


  Aiden grinned at Jair. “I told you we should have invested in more printing presses.”


  “And our papers are banned outside the kingdom anyway,” Jair reminded him. “Right now, no one in Red Rose is going to be reading our broadsheets.”


  “No,” Oskar agreed. “They’re readying themselves to invade.”


  “Probably,” Althorn agreed.


  He looked at Emily. “We’re Levellers,” he said. “Many of us... we worked together for reform, over the last five years. The king was not responsive. A number of us were arrested and executed. We started planning an uprising, but it wasn’t easy to gather weapons and supplies until we made contact with the broader Leveller movement. They helped us obtain weapons.”


  Emily nodded, keeping her doubts to herself. The Levellers had never been that well organized, not outside Zangaria. Alassa tolerated them... she had no choice. Trying to break the Levellers would trigger another civil war, one she might lose. Emily frowned inwardly. Had someone in Zangaria started exporting weapons? Or was someone else trying to make sure Alassa - and Emily herself - got the blame? Or was she overthinking it?


  “The end of the war brought us no relief,” Althorn continued. “The king had told us, time and time again, that we had to prepare for invasion. The threat was gone, yet the taxes remained. And then food started running out. We were starving. A bread riot turned into a rebellion when the soldiers refused to fire on the women, giving us a chance to get everyone on the streets. And we took the city.”


  Emily could fill in the blanks. The Levellers had been the only organized force in the city, after the king’s forces had dissolved. They could have taken control, led the population against the palace and the castle and... and executed the king. By the time anyone else got organized, it would be too late. She thought she knew, now, why the king had been executed so quickly. People who might have had second thoughts about supporting the rebellion could hardly change their minds now...


  Too neat, she thought. Someone helped them. But who? And why?


  She studied the group, thoughtfully. Storm was a magician, but not a very powerful one. She guessed he was an alchemist or perhaps an enchanter, although it was hard to be sure. Did he have the power to manipulate the others? Emily wasn’t sure. Aiden had the faint hint of a glamor around him, so weak it might have been nothing more than Emily’s imagination. And yet, she was sure there was something off about him. The others... they didn’t seem to have magic. Althorn’s charisma owed nothing to inborn power...


  It doesn’t have to be a magician, she reminded herself. Whoever is behind the rebellion doesn’t need magic to light the fire. The whole kingdom was a tinderbox ready to blow.


  She met Althorn’s eyes. “Why did you kill the king?”


  Althorn looked regretful. “In days gone by, it was believed that the king was the father of his nation. That he would always rule wisely and justly... as long as he was not influenced by evil advisors. Many of us believed it to be true, to our shame. We would remove the advisors, and yet things did not get better. It was the king himself, and the monarchy, that was the true source of our woes. We could not progress unless we removed the entire system, root and branch.”


  He met her eyes. “King Jorlem was not a good monarch. He cared nothing for his people. He passed laws that made our lives worse, while granting his cronies rights and monopolies that made them rich while others starved. He cared little for anything beyond his children, and even they were suspect to him. He killed those who tried to argue for reform... and yet, he was the king! As long as he was regarded as above us, how could there be reform? And so we made the decision to kill him.


  “It was not an easy choice. We debated it for hours. We know the king’s sons will not take it calmly. We know the rest of the monarchs will not take it calmly, either. And yet, in the end, his body will serve as a warning to the rest of the world that monarchy is not unbeatable, that a people can hold their king to account and execute him if he is found wanting. Would that not, Emily, encourage them to reform?”


  “They might also crack down harder,” Emily said. “They’ll want to protect themselves.”


  “And that will encourage their people to rise up against them,” Aiden said. “And to take the thrones themselves.”


  “To be free to research what one likes,” Storm said.


  “To live without the guilds,” Bajingan added.


  “To be free,” Althorn said. “Can you not understand the desire to be free?”


  He waved a hand towards the wall, indicating the city beyond. “I don’t pretend we have all the answers,” he admitted. “There is an awful lot of theory on a society without a monarchy. It’s never been tried, outside the city-states, and they often have an aristocracy of their own, even if” - he smiled - “they deny it. But we cannot go back to serving at the whim of an all-powerful monarch. Even if King Jorlem had been a good man, could you say the same about his youngest son?”


  Emily said nothing, but she knew the answer.


  “He wanted me to ask you,” she said. “What happened to the queen?”


  “The whore?” Jair’s face darkened. “She has been put on trial and found guilty of treason, abusing her serving girls and incest with the king’s sons. She will be executed and her body...”


  “Please don’t,” Emily said. “It will be a great deal harder to come to any sort of terms if you execute the queen as well as the king. It will harden their hearts against you.”


  “They already hate us,” Althorn pointed out, mildly. “They intend to wipe us out, root and branch. We intend to do the same to them. What is there to talk about?”


  Emily frowned. His words suggested there could be no compromise, but his tone hinted he might be open to persuasion. Perhaps...


  “The royalists still have a formidable military force, under a formidable commander,” she said, carefully. “I know Crown Prince Dater. He is not... unreasonable. You may be able to come to terms with him and his supporters, perhaps by agreeing to accept a constitutional monarchy or simply surrendering their lands, titles, and going into exile. He is smart enough to accept that he might lose the war and concede defeat if he is allowed to salvage something from the wreckage. And if you make it clear that you intend to wage war to the knife, that you intend to wipe them out root and branch” - she echoed their words deliberately - “they will fight to the death.”


  “We will win,” Oskar said.


  “Are you sure?” Emily looked at him, evenly, and then back at Althorn. “If they feel they have no choice, but to hang together or hang separately, they will fight. If they win, you’ll be crushed. A prolonged war will give them time to recruit help from the other kingdoms. And if you win, which - yes - might happen, you’ll inherit a ruined kingdom. They could burn the crops, poison wells, uproot or slaughter entire communities... your kingdom might wind up looking like the Blighted Lands.”


  “Burning a field will not render it completely useless,” Oskar pointed out. “It might even be advantageous.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily agreed. “But you’re already short of food. Do you really want to provoke a war to the knife?”


  She pushed her advantage. “Right now, you have cards you can play to convince Dater to come to terms with you,” she said. “And even if he isn’t interested, you can worm away at his support. But if you kill the queen, if you make it clear that death is all his supporters can expect, you’ll harden their hearts against you. Do you really want a war that no one will win?”


  Althorn glanced at his fellows, then nodded. “She was tried,” he said. “But we will suspend her sentence, pending the outcome of the talks. If they attack us, of course, we will take whatever measures we see fit.”


  “Of course,” Emily echoed.


  She sighed, inwardly. The hell of it was that she understood perfectly. The urge to just lash out at one’s enemies, to destroy them completely, was almost overwhelming. She’d never actually met the queen. She was just a name, one of many. And yet, she’d come to symbolize everything that was wrong with the kingdom.


  But at least they’re going to keep her alive, for the moment, she thought. Perhaps that’s progress, of a sort.


  Chapter Fourteen


  “MY LADY?”


  Emily jerked awake, feeling as though she hadn’t slept at all. The dinner had gone into the wee small hours, with drinking, dancing and endless toasts to the people of the world. She barely remembered walking back to the house, with a vague promise that someone would be sent to give her a tour of the city. She’d muttered something to Lady Barb and Prince Hedrick and gone straight to bed, unsure why they’d bothered to stay up to wait for her. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t take care of herself.


  She sat upright. “Silent?”


  “Yes, My Lady.” Silent stood by the bed, holding a mug of something hot. “Lady Barb asked me to wake you.”


  “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. The room was cold, even though it was summer. There was no fire in the grate. She muttered a spell to warm the air as she took the mug and sipped it gingerly. The taste was decidedly odd. “What is this?”


  “Bark Tea, My Lady,” Silent informed her. “I was unable to source proper Kava.”


  “Disaster.” Emily had to smile, although it wasn’t funny. Kava was commonplace in magical settlements, but rare elsewhere. “We might have to teleport to Dragon’s Den to buy more.”


  “As Your Ladyship pleases,” Silent said. She dropped a curtsey. “With your permission, I’ll see to breakfast downstairs.”


  Emily dismissed the maid with a nod and drank the rest of her tea. It tasted like nothing she’d ever had before, although there was a faint hint of the herbal brews she’d been taught to prepare during survival training. Sergeant Harkin had been very clear on the importance of learning to live off the land, although he’d also cautioned the class about the dangers. Eating the wrong thing could be extremely dangerous, particularly in a high-magic zone. The living might envy the dead.


  She stood and stumbled into the bathroom. There was no shower. Someone - Silent, probably - had filled the bathtub with water. Emily used a bucket to fill the washbasin, then heated the water with magic and splashed it on her face. It wasn’t much, not compared to a proper bath, but she didn’t have much time to wash. She walked back into the bedroom, found a clean set of clothes and dressed quickly. They’d have to bring in more dresses, too, she decided, if they couldn’t be washed in the city. She felt a twinge of guilt. Silent was going to be very busy.


  The air was colder as she made her way down the stairs and into the dining room. Prince Hedrick was sitting at the table, munching his way through a bacon sandwich. He looked hungover, although Emily had been fairly sure there’d been no alcohol in the house. He might have packed a bottle or two dozen into his bag. It had certainly been big enough. She felt her eyes narrow in disapproval as Silent appeared with a plate of bacon, eggs and fried bread. The smell made her stomach churn. Her body clock was completely out of whack.


  Prince Hedrick eyed her darkly. “What did they say about her?”


  “The Queen?” Emily decided it would be better not to repeat some of the nastier allegations made against Queen Francoise. She was fairly sure there was no truth in them. Accusations of adultery and incest were common, when someone wanted to smear an aristocratic woman and take her down a peg or two. “They said she’s a prisoner, for the moment.”


  “Bah.” Prince Hedrick eyed the remains of his sandwich mournfully. “But she’s alive?”


  “So they said,” Emily told him. She hadn’t seen Queen Francoise personally. She’d have to demand that, before she took the rebel terms to the royalists. There would be terms, she was sure. She’d have been ordered out of the city if the rebels truly wanted to fight to the last. “I’ll try and check up on her before anything else happens.”


  Prince Hedrick looked thoroughly unimpressed as he summoned Silent and demanded more food. Emily scowled, reminding herself to check on his behavior while she was away. The prince wasn’t the type of person to be happy doing nothing, even if he wasn’t trapped in a gloomy old house. She was quite certain the doors and windows were still being watched. If Hedrick put his nose outside the door, the rebels would grab him and cut off his head before she could object. And the hell of it was that she didn’t really want to object.


  Lady Barb stepped into the room, looking surprisingly fresh for someone who couldn’t have had any more sleep than Emily. “Good morning,” she said. “Did you sleep well?”


  “Well enough,” Emily lied. “How about yourself?”


  “As good as could be expected,” Lady Barb said. “There were five separate attempts to break through our wards last night. I tried to trace the magic back, but lost the thread somewhere in the haze.”


  Emily frowned. “And it could have been anyone.”


  “The rebels,” Prince Hedrick said. “They’re not bargaining in good faith.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily said. “There are other suspects.”


  “But none who know where we are,” Hedrick pointed out. “Why would anyone bother to probe our defenses if they thought there was nothing to defend?”


  “The mere fact that someone bothered to set up defenses proves they thought there was something worth defending,” Lady Barb countered. “And I rather suspect, by now, that everyone knows where we are.”


  Emily nodded in agreement. Jorlem City - she reminded herself to think of it as Freedom City - was big, almost impossible to secure. If it was anything like Alexis, there would be secret tunnels under the walls... if, of course, the guards couldn’t be bribed to let people and letters pass through the gatehouse. Hell, the spies in the city - and she was morbidly certain there were spies - could simply use chat parchments. Crown Prince Dater was probably well informed on events within the city. Emily would be astonished if he wasn’t.


  She looked up as she heard someone knocking at the door, then glanced at the clock. It was ten bells. The city would have been awake for hours. Silent walked through the dining room and headed to the door, her face a careful mask. Emily reached out with her senses, readying herself to intervene. Who knew who’d come to visit? The rebels might have tired of being diplomatic and decided to take Prince Hedrick by force. Or one of his former victims might have come for a little revenge.


  Silent returned and dropped a curtsey. “My Lady, Councilor Aiden requests the pleasure of an interview.”


  “He’s no councilor,” Hedrick snapped. “He’s a filthy muckraker!”


  Emily held up a hand to silence him. “I’ll see Aiden in the lounge,” she said. The rebels had said they’d send someone to give her a tour, but she was surprised at the choice. Broadsheet writers tended to have bad reputations. “Please, can you bring us both something to drink?”


  “Of course, My Lady,” Silent said.


  Hedrick looked as if he wanted to say something, but didn’t quite dare. Emily exchanged glances with Lady Barb, then stood and headed for the lounge. Lady Barb’s wards pulsed around her, assuring her that Aiden had no magic beyond a very slight glamor. Emily frowned as she studied the subtle spell through the wards. She’d never quite seen anything like it. The spell wasn’t designed to attract attention or deflect it. It was designed to...


  Something clicked in her mind as she stepped into the lounge. Aiden sat on a hard wooden chair, wearing a simple brown outfit and a little cloth cap. His patchwork clothes were ill-fitting, as if they’d passed through multiple owners before finally being handed down to him. It wasn’t uncommon, outside the aristocracy, but... she leaned forward, noting the scarf wrapped around Aiden’s neck. It wasn’t that cold, not outside. The scarf leant him a rakish look, yet... it was a distraction.


  Aiden stood and bowed. “Lady Emily.”


  “Just Emily, please,” Emily said. Aiden was the first rebel who’d actually addressed her by title. And he’d bowed... that was interesting. And indicative. “And you don’t have to bow to me.”


  “A man should always show proper manners to a young woman,” Aiden said. “And I see no reason to insult you by suggesting otherwise.


  Emily smiled as suspicion hardened into certainty. “You’re no more a man than I am. Are you?”


  Aiden blinked. “I do beg your pardon?”


  “You’re a young woman, not a man,” Emily said. She had to admit it was a good act. She’d have missed it completely if she hadn’t grown up on Earth. “Aren’t you?”


  Aiden stared at her for a long moment, then sat back on her chair. “You’re the first person to have seen me,” she said, finally. “How did you know?”


  Emily shrugged. “A lot of little things that didn’t quite add up,” she said. The glamor made sense now. It made it harder for anyone looking at Aiden to even consider she might be female. “You make a very convincing man, but... I think, in some ways, you overdo it.”


  She looked Aiden up and down. Loose clothes, to hide the shape of her body. A scarf, to conceal her neck. And her hair... Emily guessed it was hidden under the cap. It was a remarkable performance. In a society with strict gender roles, it was unlikely anyone would have thought to question it. Aiden walked like a man, talked like a man... as far as any of her comrades were concerned, she was a man.


  “You’ve worn male garb yourself?” Aiden glanced at the walls, suddenly. “Can we be overheard?”


  “No.” Emily checked the wards, to be sure. “Can I ask why?”


  Aiden frowned. “Can I ask for your word you won’t reveal my secret?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “I won’t reveal the truth unless lives are at stake.”


  She smiled, suddenly. “Why did you become a broadsheet writer?”


  “It might have been your fault,” Aiden said. She grinned at Emily’s obvious confusion. “My father was a pretty wealthy merchant. He was one of the first people to adopt the New Learning and make it work. He and my mother had ambitions of moving into high society, so... they started attending balls and generally pretending to be aristocrats. They wanted me to marry someone who’d give me rank, if not wealth. Father even blatantly offered to pay a young fool’s gambling debts if he married me.”


  “Ouch,” Emily said. “And what happened?”


  “We got shunned, of course,” Aiden said. “The aristocratic girls my age looked down on me. They pretended I didn’t exist. So I listened and memorized everything they said, all the rumors and whispers and hints of great things happening below the surface. Jair was just starting his underground newspaper at the time - he’d asked my father for a loan - and I took the stories to him. One thing led to another and... here I am.”


  Emily grinned. “You revealed their secrets in print?”


  “I didn’t stop there,” Aiden said. “I was listening to the servants too. I learnt secrets and passed them to Jair. He went underground, shortly afterwards... I started to develop my male guise. They all assumed Sharp Ears had to be a man. It rankled at first, then I learn to work with it. There were a couple of close calls, but no one paid any attention to me. If they’d been a little more on the ball...”


  “I remember hearing about Sharp Ears,” Emily said. “There was a lot of speculation over your identity.”


  “None of them ever got close,” Aiden said. “You know... there were people, before the revolution, who insisted Working Girl had to be a man. They made fun of him for assuming a female name. It never crossed their mind that they might be wrong.”


  She frowned. “Have you met her?”


  Emily shook her head. “I don’t know her.”


  Aiden snorted. “Most of the king’s men were idiots. Once... they nearly caught me, but I was dressed as a maid and they just ran past. Another time... there was a girl who had a crush on me, in my male guise. It was hard to convince her I wasn’t interested. And... there was someone who was so insistent that he put his hand in my pants. I had to tell him I was a eunuch. Luckily, he was too drunk to think anything of it.”


  “And you’re still wearing male garb,” Emily said. “Why?”


  “Because...” Aiden let out a breath. “Very few people, even hardcore Levellers, take women seriously. They don’t... they don’t expect much from us. I was the only woman nominated to the council and...”


  “They don’t know it,” Emily finished.


  “Yeah.” Aiden stood and started to pace the room. “There’s a bunch of them who pay lip service to the rights of women, as well as the rights of men, but they don’t do much about it. Not really. Politically, they say, it will be difficult. The council isn’t strong enough to impose itself on everyone.”


  She shrugged. “Unless you’re a sorceress, your rights will always be secondary to a man’s.”


  “That’ll change,” Emily said.


  “That’s what they say,” Aiden said. “But I don’t know if we have time.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. “What happened to your family?”


  “They fled the city when the riots began,” Aiden said. “I imagine they think I’m dead.”


  “Did they know?” Emily cocked her head. “About you, I mean?”


  “That I wore male clothes and pretended to be a man?” Aiden shook her head. “My father would have been horrified. He was determined to find me a suitable husband. I suppose I should be grateful. If he’d lowered his aim a little, he would probably have had me married off by now. And I would have donned my outfit one last time and vanished into the city. I had enough money salted away to hide for a good long time.”


  She met Emily’s eyes. “Are things better for women, in Cockatrice?”


  “I think so,” Emily said. “I gave them rights and... there have been bumps along the way, but things are getting better.”


  “And the only reason you were able to do that is because you’re a sorceress,” Aiden pointed out. “Would you have done anything like as well if you were a powerless mundane?”


  “Perhaps not,” Emily conceded. The question hit too close to home. “How did you get involved with the council?”


  “Jair was always involved,” Aiden said. “He brought me along... invited me to write for the underground broadsheets. A lot of my work involved spreading the word. I already had a great deal of credibility, although there was no way to keep others from copying my style, so becoming part of the international movement in the final months before the revolution seemed a good idea.”


  “I’m sure it was,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure she’d get a straight answer to the next question, but she had to ask. “How planned was the revolution?”


  “Officially, the revolution was planned in every detail,” Aiden said. “We were certainly working to pressure the government. Some of us - the ones who were openly agitating for change - were demanding reforms, rather than outright revolution. They saw the threat of a violent uprising as an important part of their strategy. Others thought we wouldn’t have a hope in hell of actually convincing the government to make changes. They were the ones who dreamed up schemes like digging a tunnel under the castle, sticking hundreds of barrels of gunpowder in the tunnel and lighting a match. And they started putting together cells of fighters...


  “And then a riot turned into a rebellion and it caught us all by surprise.”


  Emily had to smile. “And the council took control?”


  “Yes.” Aiden smiled back. “We were the only ones left.”


  “What now?” Emily met her eyes. “What do you, and the others, want?”


  Aiden shook her head. “It depends on who you ask,” she said. “Some of us will be open to a compromise, if the Crown Prince meets us halfway. Others... want to reshape the kingdom completely, then go on to carry the green flag of rebellion right across the Allied Lands. They say it’s the only way to be safe. There isn’t a monarch who’ll be happy leaving us alone to build a new world. Is there?”


  “Probably not,” Emily conceded.


  Aiden sat down. “It’s funny, you know? I stepped outside society’s rules in a bid for freedom. And yet, because of the disguise, I found myself trapped by a different set of expectations. People expect more from me and yet...”


  She snorted. “I was asked to show you around the city,” she said. “Coming?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “What do you think is going to happen?”


  “My father was extremely rich,” Aiden said. “He could buy a house like this one” - she waved a hand at the wall - “but it wasn’t for sale to him, not for any price. He could buy a hundred noblemen with pocket change, yet they would never lower themselves to take his filthy money. They looked down on him, Lady Emily; they mocked him for trying to join them. And their daughters were worse. One of them...”


  She shuddered. “The aristocracy is too stupid to realize it needs to change,” she added, after a moment. “And we have had enough of being treated like... animals. Men like my father and Jair, men with ambition and cleverness and bitter resentment, aren’t going to tolerate it any longer. Why should they? Why should they swallow their pride for a moment longer?”


  Her eyes met Emily’s. “I think there’s no going back,” she said. “I think there’s going to be blood.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  THE AIR OUTSIDE WAS SURPRISINGLY WARM, after the cool of the house. Emily pulled her cloak around her - Aiden had suggested that she didn’t wear anything that marked her as either an aristocrat or a sorceress - as she stepped onto the street and looked around. A couple of spies were leaning against a wall on the other side of the street, doing an unconvincing impression of idle layabouts. Emily was fairly sure there were other watching eyes. The long row of expensive homes provided plenty of vantage points for more discreet observers.


  She glanced at Aiden, feeling a flicker of admiration for how well she wore her masculine guise. It was no wonder, Emily thought, that even people who knew her well didn’t realize she was female. She walked like a man, talked like a man... she swaggered down the street, one hand on the pommel of her sword, in a manner that defied anyone to think she wasn’t a cocky young man. Emily had grown up in a world where women wore unisex clothes and yet even she had been fooled. She felt a flicker of pity, mingled with grim understanding. A sorceress might be treated as an equal, if only because she had the power to make her displeasure felt. A mundane woman would find it a great deal harder to get her way.


  “This street has a bad reputation,” Aiden said, as they reached the corner. “Even now, most people will take the long way around rather than walk past the houses here.”


  Emily frowned. “Why so?”


  “The king’s most trusted advisors made their homes here,” Aiden said. “They were very nasty people - believe me, I figured out most of their secrets. The man who lived in that house” - she pointed to the house on the corner - “was bedding his niece, all the while trying to convince the king to make over her property to him. Their wives weren’t any better. One of my best sources was a maid who worked back there, whose mistress delighted in treating the servants poorly.”


  She winked. “I believe her maids attacked her, when the city exploded with red hot rage,” she added. “There wasn’t enough left of the bitch to bury. I think they threw what remained of her on a bonfire and went off to loot the house.”


  Emily felt sick. “And these stories were more than just rumors?”


  “Oh, yes,” Aiden said. “Some of the residents here were so vile even the aristocracy thought they’d gone too far.”


  They turned the corner and walked onto the main street. There were more people in the open, strolling... Emily couldn’t help noticing there were dozens, perhaps hundreds, of unaccompanied women. Broadsheet criers worked the crowds, loudly proclaiming the arrival of the latest edition; Emily bought a copy of one of the papers and stuffed it in her pocket for later. She covered her ears as she passed a pair of criers from rival broadsheets, who seemed more intent on outshouting each other than actually selling copies. Emily hid her amusement as Aiden pointed her finger at one of the boys and ordered him to stop shouting and get back to work. He jumped, then did as he was told.


  “And I say to you there can be no peace if a single toff remains alive,” a loud voice proclaimed. Emily frowned as she saw a man in a little cloth cap haranguing the crowd. He had an impressive voice, drawing attention from everyone on the street. “There can be no freedom if one of them remains alive to destroy our liberties.”


  The crowd howled in approval. Emily winced inwardly as they worked themselves up into a crescendo of fury, directed at any aristocrats who might happen to cross their path. She hoped the remaining aristocrats had fled or gone into hiding. Mob rule was always dangerous. There was no way in hell the crowd wouldn’t get out of control. They’d kill everyone who got in the way, even if they weren’t aristocrats. She’d seen mobs on the streets before. That hadn’t been pleasant for anyone.


  “Everyone has the right to speak,” Aiden commented. “They just don’t have the right to be heard.”


  Emily gave her a sharp look as they walked onwards. There were men arguing for everything from universal civil rights and constitutional government to communalism and effective communism. A man in an ill-fitting military uniform was insisting on universal military service, warning of the dangers of a royalist military; a man beside him was insisting, with even greater conviction, that everyone had both the right and the responsibility to bear arms at all times. Emily glanced at the crowd, noting just how many of them were carrying weapons. It wouldn’t have been allowed only a few, short weeks ago. Only the aristocracy had had the right to keep and bear arms.


  A young woman stood on a bench, making the case for female rights and pointing out - repeatedly - that if women were denied rights it was only a short step to denying men rights as well. She didn’t touch on anything too specific, but she insisted - loudly - that women should have the right to vote in the forthcoming elections and that they’d go on strike, refusing to recognize the new government if they didn’t have any say in its formation. A little further down the road, an older woman was demanding price controls for food and an absolute ban on alcohol. The crowd was alternatively cheering and booing her.


  That’s not going to go down well, Emily thought. They’re not going to thank her for banning alcohol.


  She glanced at Aiden. “Are you going to hold elections?”


  “That’s the plan,” Aiden said. “But we don’t know when.”


  Emily frowned as they circumvented the crowd and walked around the corner. It was never easy to time an election, even in the best of times. Here... she could see the rebels putting the elections back time and time again until it was tacitly accepted they’d never be held at all. It certainly wouldn’t be easy to organize them, not in the middle of a war. There’d been a lot of thinking about non-monarchical forms of government - and even some practice, in the city-states - but nothing on a national scale. She could see arguments getting out of control and leading straight to civil war. Her heart sank. It was going to be years before everything sorted itself out.


  “And I say to you, the land belongs to those who work it,” a farmer snapped. The crowd before him cheered loudly. “It does not belong to those who do nothing but fellate the king and his sinister ministers! The land is ours! We should not pay - we shall not pay - for that which is ours by right!”


  “The farming communities were the bedrock of revolution, in the countryside,” Aiden muttered. “They were burning manors well before the uprising here.”


  Emily nodded, remembering the ruined estates they’d seen on the drive from Dragon’s Den. She could understand how tempers had been running hot for years, but... she shook her head. The farmers and the aristocrats needed each other and yet neither side was prepared to admit it and treat the other with proper respect. And... she had to admit, as the farmer continued to condemn the practice of forced labor, that she was inclined to side with the farmers. The local aristocrat was little more than a parasite, taking a vast share of the harvest and leaving the peasants with almost nothing. Why should they produce anything more than the bare minimum when they didn’t get to enjoy the fruits of their labor? Food production had quadrupled in Cockatrice after she’d ruled the farmers could keep most of their crop.


  She said as much to Aiden, who nodded. “There’s a movement afoot to ban taxes completely,” she said. “And there’s a very good chance the entire city will support it.”


  Emily made a face. “And then who’ll pay for the infrastructure?”


  “That’s the question,” Aiden said. “We don’t have a good answer.”


  Emily kept her thoughts to herself. The city was bursting with life and enthusiasm, but it felt like the calm before the storm. Crown Prince Dater was only a few short miles away, gathering his forces; the remainder of the Allied Lands were probably already cracking down on the Levellers and making plans to assist Dater in regaining his throne. And even if Dater didn’t make a move, the council would find itself struggling with the problem of actually governing. It was easy, in her experience, to carp and criticize. It was easy to say that one would do a better job, if one became the government. But it was a great deal harder to actually do the job. The council had made itself the new government. It could no longer avoid the hard decisions...


  She tensed as they rounded a corner and approached a row of shops. A crowd of women were gathered outside one of the shops, shouting at the shopkeeper. The man looked scared out of his wits. Emily gathered the women were demanding food at reasonable prices, paid for by promissory notes, but the shopkeeper didn’t seem to want to take them. She shuddered as Aiden put a hand on her arm, guiding her around the crowd. It looked as if all hell was going to break loose. The women could steal the food, if they wished, but it was going to run out very quickly. There were hard limits on just how much could be stored and produced within the city itself...


  “The food shortages are going to bite soon,” Aiden said, grimly. “We’re trying to bring more food in from the countryside, but negotiations aren’t going well.”


  “And food is in short supply anyway, because of the drought,” Emily added. The noise was growing louder. A squad of rebel soldiers ran past them, heading towards the crowd. “What are you going to do about that?”


  “I don’t know,” Aiden said. “Right now, there’s no hope of rationing anything.”


  Emily glanced back, then allowed Aiden to lead her further down the road. There were no good answers. Perhaps... she toyed with the idea of opening a portal to Cockatrice and buying food there, but it would be difficult to establish the gateway without help. And it would be taken as a breach of her neutrality. She wasn’t too concerned about that, but... she shook her head. It was impractical unless the rebels had enough skilled sorcerers to help her open the portal, then close it before Alassa had to take official notice...


  A crash ahead of them interrupted her thoughts. She frowned as she saw another mob gathered outside a middle-class house. Aiden stopped and watched from a distance as the door was broken down, the mob screaming and shouting as it burst into the house and rampaged through the interior. Windows were smashed, pieces of glass crashing to the ground far below. The shouting grew louder as the crowd burst out again, carrying a badly-beaten man and his wife. Emily shuddered, watching helplessly as the crowd started to erect a makeshift gallows. They were going to execute them on the spot.


  She swallowed, hard. “Why...?”


  Aiden’s voice was heavy with satisfaction. “They were amongst the worst landlords in the city,” she said, darkly. “They bought entire blocks of apartments and slums, then hired thugs to break legs or evict tenants when they couldn’t pay. People on the run from the farms, people who would be executed if they were returned to their lords, had no choice but to pay or be thrown onto the streets. They had a piece of all the dark dealings in the city... and now judgement has finally come.”


  Emily looked away as the couple were hung from the lamppost. She wanted to do something, but what? She was supposed to be neutral. And besides, if Aiden was right... the couple deserved it. She’d seen enough predatory landlords back home. The crowd cheered, mocking the dead bodies. Their home was ransacked, the crowd carrying away anything of value before tearing the door off its hinges and leaving it as a warning to others. Emily was surprised they didn’t set fire to the house. It wasn’t as if it wouldn’t have burnt nicely.


  She shook her head. “Did they deserve to die without a trial?”


  Aiden met her eyes. “Ask their victims.”


  She studied the bodies, grimly. “They were landlords and loan sharks who squeezed their victims mercilessly,” she said. “You cannot ask their victims to give them a fair trial.”


  Emily winced as they resumed their walk. Everything the landlords had done had probably been perfectly legal, at the time. One couldn’t retroactively declare something a crime if one wanted to have a stable society, yet... she could understand why the crowd had wanted brutal and bloody revenge. And yet... the council was going to have a major headache deciding how to proceed. Passing laws against loan sharks and predatory landlords would merely drive them underground. The poor and the desperate, the people who had nowhere else to go, would still find them. And...


  “What are you going to do about their property?” Emily frowned as another complication occurred to her. “Who’s going to have legal title to it?”


  “They are - they were - enemies of the people,” Aiden said. “I think their property will be given to their former tenants.”


  Which might open up a whole new can of worms, Emily thought. They need to pay attention to property rights as well as human rights.


  She pushed the thought aside as they kept walking, passing a line of abandoned homes. Someone had covered the front walls with placards, informing passers-by that the houses had belonged to royalists and other enemies of the people. A handful of notes were more specific, stating that the owners had concealed aristocrats within their homes and had been condemned to death along with them. Emily shuddered, all too aware it might be a long time before things calmed down.


  The streets grew more placid as they walked into the poorer parts of the city, but she could sense the tension in the air. There were fewer people on the streets, almost all men who kept their distance from everyone else. She saw a couple of young girls hanging clothes on the washing line, supervised by an older woman who glanced at Aiden and gave her a very clear warning look. Emily hid her amusement. The old woman had also been fooled.


  “The people who live here rarely have two coins to rub together,” Aiden said, as they left the women behind. “We’ll be making things better for them, too.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Emily said. The very poor often had more important things to do than plot rebellion. Staying alive, for one thing. They couldn’t afford the luxury of believing pie-in-the-sky theories that promised a new world of liberty, justice, and equality for all. And they’d be very suspicious of anyone from the inner city who claimed to understand them. “Do you intend to let them have any say in their own future?”


  “Of course,” Aiden said. “What sort of question is that?”


  Emily sighed. “It’s very easy to think you understand someone else’s life,” she said, carefully. “But if you haven’t lived it, how can you understand it? How can you be sure you’re not making matters worse?”


  Aiden looked bemused. Emily shook her head. There was no way to explain the gulf between Aiden, the merchant’s daughter, and girls raised in the richer or poorer parts of the city. Aiden didn’t understand...


  “Well,” a new voice said. “What have we here?”


  Emily looked up, sharply. Two young men were standing in front of them, blocking their path. She sensed, more than heard, another one behind. She kicked herself, mentally, for not paying closer attention to their surroundings. Law and order had been a joke in the slums even before the city had fallen into revolutionary hands. She cursed as Aiden drew her sword, trying to look ready to fight. It was all too clear she didn’t know how to handle the blade. Emily was no swordsmistress - she’d always been better with magic, or daggers - but she knew better than that.


  The leader laughed. “A fool of a toff who thinks he can bring his girl here?”


  “Back off,” Aiden said. She waved the sword in the air. “Back off, or I’ll gut you.”


  “A kiss from the maiden and we’ll let you go,” the leader said. Emily wouldn’t have believed him even if he hadn’t been openly leering at her. “Just a little kiss from those soft lips...”


  Aiden opened her mouth to say something, but Emily acted first. She shaped the spell in her mind, then cast it at the three thugs. Their eyes opened in surprise as they saw the magic, too late. Their bodies shrank, becoming frogs. They started to croak, helplessly. Emily shook her head. The spell wouldn’t last forever, but... hopefully, it would teach them a lesson. And if one of their earlier victims realized they were helpless...


  “You have to teach me how to do that,” Aiden said, as she returned her sword to her belt and rubbed her forehead. “That was awesome.”


  “I think swordfighting lessons would be more useful,” Emily said. “What were you planning do to if someone challenged you?”


  “Throw the sword at them and run,” Aiden said. “Father wouldn’t so much as teach me how to use daggers. He said it was against the law.”


  She snorted. “And who cares about the law when they don’t?”


  “Not you,” Emily said. They resumed their walk. “You really need a proper tutor.”


  “And you think someone will teach me?” Aiden laughed, bitterly. “It wouldn’t be proper.”


  “Get the right teacher,” Emily said. “And he won’t give a damn about proper behavior.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  AIDEN WAS RIGHT, EMILY DECIDED, AS she spent four days exploring the city, chatting with the councilors and waiting for the rebels to decide what they wanted to say to the royalists. There was going to be blood. The city seemed torn between hope and fear, between the promise of a new era and a return to the days of slavery. The council’s grip on power was terrifyingly fragile, leaving it unable to do anything but rubberstamp excessive anti-royalist measures. It was just a matter of time until something came tumbling down and started a holocaust.


  She pushed as hard as she dared, but she couldn’t get a clear idea who’d backed the rebels. It was clear they’d received help from someone, yet... who? She knew she hadn’t done it, but she was far from the only suspect. There were quite a few self-made men who saw themselves as heralds of a new world order - or, more practically, encouraging the Levellers to ensure the aristocracy didn’t seek to confiscate their new wealth. And there was always the prospect of someone from the neighboring kingdoms, seeking to set off a civil war to weaken Alluvia. She had to admit, sourly, that it might have worked.


  “This is boring,” Prince Hedrick complained, one morning. “Can’t I go out for a walk?”


  “Not unless you want to die,” Lady Barb said. She’d teleported to Dragon’s Den to collect the post and a handful of supplies, then returned. “The rebels are just waiting for you to step outside.”


  Emily nodded. She’d heard a handful of speakers calling for Hedrick’s head, preferably not attached to his body. The prince had been accused of a string of crimes, from raping innocent peasant girls to incest with the queen, the princesses and even his brother. And... Emily was fairly sure half the charges weren’t even remotely true, but it hardly mattered. The moment the mob saw the prince, they’d tear him apart and dump the remains in the river. It was far better, for all concerned, if he stayed safely inside the house, out of sight.


  She winced as she drank her tea. Prince Hedrick had every right to feel trapped. He was trapped. There was nothing to do in the barren house, but pace the rooms and flirt with Silent. The maid hadn’t shown any sign of interest, as far as Emily knew, yet... what would Hedrick care? Emily had found a handful of books for him, but he wasn’t much of a reader. She would have felt sorrier for him if he hadn’t managed to get on her nerves.


  “You could disguise me,” Hedrick pointed out. “A couple of spells...”


  “You could always wear a dress,” Emily suggested, mischievously. “If you looked like a girl, you might be mistaken for me...”


  If looks could kill, the look Prince Hedrick gave her would have blasted her into dust and ashes. Emily felt a twinge of guilt, mingled with the grim awareness the prince had agreed to come with them despite the risk. He’d insisted on it... she shook her head as Lady Barb shot her a reproving look, reminding her she probably shouldn’t taunt him. The prince knew he was caught in a trap. He didn’t need her making it worse.


  And yet, no one would imagine him in a dress, she thought. No wonder Aiden had gotten away with wearing male clothes for so long. It’s unthinkable.


  She finished her drink as she heard a knocking at the door. Silent went to answer it, then returned and dropped a curtsey. “My Lady, a messenger has arrived,” she said. “You’re invited to the Palace of the People.”


  “My father’s palace,” Prince Hedrick snapped. “Those scum have...”


  “I’ll be along in a moment,” Emily said. She stood and grabbed her coat. “And I’ll be back as soon as possible.”


  She wondered, as she hurried along the corridor, if the rebel council had finally made its decision. Aiden had been talkative about everything but the deliberations over what terms to offer the royalists. The others had been even less willing to talk. Sergeant Oskar had discussed military tactics with her, but little else. She had a feeling, as she spotted the messenger waiting for her, that they hadn’t been sure of the answer themselves. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had started a revolution without a clear idea of what they wanted to do after they won.


  They haven’t won yet, she reminded herself. The Crown Prince is still out there somewhere.


  The messenger was a different young boy, barely entering his teens. “Lady Emily?”


  Emily tried not to flush at his blatant hero worship. “Yes.”


  “Please, come with me,” the messenger said. “I’ll take you there directly.”


  He chatted, loquaciously, as they walked up to the palace. Emily did her best to answer his questions, keeping her eyes open for signs of trouble. There were more bodies hanging from lampposts, some of them seemingly killed only a few short hours ago. The placards beneath them blasted profiteers, traitors and naysayers. Emily shuddered as she saw a young man, no older than her escort, hanging from a rope. What had he done to deserve to die? How many grudges were going to be paid back, in blood, as the revolution gathered speed? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.


  There were more troops in the palace grounds, moving endlessly through a series of exercises. They were as mismatched as ever, although they all wore the little cloth cap that seemed to define the rebellion. She watched them for a moment, then the messenger cleared his throat and led her into the palace. Someone had done a great deal of work, clearing up the mess and stripping anything useful out of the building. She wondered, idly, if the palace’s former servants had returned to serve the rebel leadership.


  “Emily.” Althorn greeted her with a nod. “Please. Come with me.”


  Emily nodded and followed him into a smaller chamber. It looked like a comfortable sitting room, although there were marks on the floor that suggested a handful of minor pieces of furniture had been dragged out and taken somewhere else. A large painting hung on one wall, depicting a brown-haired young woman leading an army, a gun in one hand and a green flag in another. Her eyes narrowed as she realized who the woman was supposed to be. She supposed, rather crossly, that the artist had - somehow - managed to actually paint a near-accurate picture of her. Some of the paintings she’d seen hadn’t even got the hair color right.


  “You are an idol to many of us,” Althorn said. “What do you think?”


  “I think you didn’t bring me here to discuss artwork,” Emily said. She took one last look at the painting, then sat. “I have never been comfortable looking at paintings of me.”


  “The paintings are often idealized,” Althorn agreed, dryly. “Why, there is a painting of Hedrick himself that depicts him as a true hero, with a face so brave and true it makes people want to believe in him. The artist was paid seven hundred crowns for his work. He was grossly underpaid.”


  “I imagine so,” Emily said.


  Althorn turned and poured them both glasses of juice. “It is always interesting to compare notes,” he said. “Have you found your chats with my comrades... insightful?”


  Emily took a moment to study him. Althorn still had the charisma that drew her to him, even though she knew it was dangerous, yet... it was starting to rub thin. The rebels were caught in a bind, trying to establish a new government while readying themselves to fight the remnants of the old one. It was a task that would test the smartest people on the planet, let alone a collection of rebels that had no practical experience in governing. Althorn was handsome, and lacked neither courage nor cunning, but... she shook her head. It was disturbing, on some level, to feel such an odd attraction. She tested, gingerly, for magical influence. There was none.


  “They’ve been very interesting,” she said. “Naturally, I wish you all the very best of luck.”


  Althorn smiled. “Is that a declaration you will join us?”


  “I gave my word I will serve as a mediator,” Emily said. If push came to shove... she supposed she would prefer to side with the rebels. “Have you agreed on terms?”


  “You don’t believe in diplomacy, do you?” Althorn raised his glass in a silent toast. “I must say I approve.”


  “There are countless aristocrats who will spend hours dancing around the topic at hand,” Emily said. She recalled a five-page letter that could have been summed up in a couple of lines and scowled. “I prefer to think of myself as practical.”


  “I approve,” Althorn repeated. He took a sip, then produced a sheet of paper. “We debated the issue for days. There were demands that we consider to be impossible to put aside, that we will fight if the Crown Prince refuses to accept them, and demands we’re prepared to be flexible on. I trust you’ll excuse me” - he smiled, rakishly - “if I don’t tell you which is which?”


  “My feelings aren’t the issue here,” Emily said, bluntly. “The Crown Prince will not thank you for wasting his time, if you are determined not to budge on some of your demands.”


  Althorn shrugged. “First, the Crown Prince is to swear to accept the outcome of the revolution. The monarchy itself will become a constitutional monarchy, with all powers vested in the people themselves. The aristocracy will be effectively dissolved, with its property either left with its new owners or distributed amongst those who work the land. If they refuse to accept this outcome, they are to be formally stripped of their power and declared traitors.


  “Second, the kingdom is to be governed in line with the Zangarian Great Charter, which I believe you had a hand in writing. Serfdom and slavery are to be abolished. All men are to have freedom of speech, the right to keep and bear arms, the right to seek employment wherever they wish and everything else laid down by the charter. There will be no impressed servitude of any kind whatsoever, including military service.”


  Emily frowned. “Do you intend to grant rights to women as well?”


  “That is something we intend to sort out as quickly as possible,” Althorn said. “It isn’t easy to balance all of the competing voices.”


  “Indeed,” Emily said, curtly. “And how do you intend to organize the government?”


  “Once the Crown Prince stands down, we’ll arrange for elections to parliament,” Althorn said. “It was always a tool for the king, as the whole system was rigged thoroughly, but it will do for a starting point. In the past, there were places with vast populations that only had a handful of people on the electoral rolls. Now, every male adult will have a vote, allowing them to elect a provisional government. The council will then start the process of handing power over to the new government.”


  He shrugged. “Ideally, the members of the current council will be elected to parliament,” he said. “But we acknowledge it may not happen.”


  Emily nodded, concealing her doubts as best as she could. Dater was not going to accept the proffered terms. It was unlikely, in the extreme, that they could even be amended to the point he might agree to go along with them. He might dissemble long enough for the council to run afoul of its own internal contradictions or... no, Dater wasn’t the type of person to play nice while he prepared a big stick. He was much more likely to give up all hope of regaining power through diplomacy and declare war. She silently waged the war in her mind, trying to determine who’d have the edge. Dater was a skilled commander, and he’d have much of the aristocracy under his banner, but the rebels would have the infantry. And Dater would be trying to storm a series of cities.


  “The Crown Prince will not accept these terms,” she said, flatly. “And they leave a great many issues undecided.”


  Althorn met her eyes. “We were told that we had to put up with the king, because he was all that stood between us and the necromancers,” he said. “Why should we put up with a king now? Why should we risk him having power over us again? Why should we trust him to keep his word when we surrender ourselves into his hands? Why?”


  Emily had no answer. She knew from grim experience that the aristocracy could be courtly and even chivalrous to its fellows, but horrifyingly brutal to rebellious commoners. The laws of war did not apply to rebels, with or without a cause. Althorn wasn’t wrong to fear the worst. There was no point in accepting terms if one couldn’t rely on one’s opponent to keep them.


  She looked back at him, feeling a twinge of... something. “Why did you become a Leveller?”


  Althorn lifted his eyebrows. “You ask that now?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “Why?”


  “A couple of years ago, the government was trying to raise money to invest in the New Learning and fight the next war,” Althorn said. “Their solution was a series of government bonds, which would be handed out to subscribers and redeemed later on. The king and his family didn’t just purchase the bonds for themselves, they encouraged everyone from the aristocracy all the way down to the commoners to purchase them, too. They made so many promises that it never dawned on anyone, until it was too late, that they were creating a Vesperian Bubble.”


  Emily grimaced. “Shit.”


  “Quite.” Althorn made a face. “People made fortunes at first, including my family. My father had spent most of his life trying to keep himself afloat... now, we had enough money to secure our house and even start thinking about the future. My older brother was going to inherit the family business, my sisters were going to get good dowries... I was already flirting with radical politics, I will admit, but I was starting to think things might get better without violence. And then...”


  “And then the bubble burst,” Emily guessed.


  “Yes.” Althorn ground his teeth. “The money vanished like... dew in the morning. My father had invested again, you see, and all that money simply evaporated. He hadn’t been completely stupid, you see. He’d made sure we owned our home and business. He didn’t put that at risk. We might have survived if... if it hadn’t been for what happened next. The king, keen to escape blame for the disaster, blamed it all on commoners. He’d encouraged us all to invest, but... anyone who earned enough money to raise their station, such as my father, was heavily fined. The aristocracy refused to accept we could make fortunes.”


  He scowled at the floor. “The fines were so high that my family lost everything. My father was arrested on trumped-up charges and died in jail. My brother stood up to the guards and was beaten to death. My mother died on the streets. My sisters... they were lucky, I suppose. They managed to hide their shame and find employment elsewhere. And I, who only survived because I hadn’t been there when the guards arrived, swore revenge. Why should I trust a monarch who invites his subjects to make money, then punishes them for it?”


  “That monarch is dead,” Emily pointed out.


  Her stomach twisted in guilt. She hadn’t created the first Vesperian Bubble - she hadn’t even heard of it until the bubble had been on the verge of bursting - but it wouldn’t have happened without her innovations. And that bubble had been quite bad enough. The City Fathers of Beneficence hadn’t had the power to claw back money from investors who’d seen disaster looming and gotten out while they could. But a king... she could believe he’d certainly try to get the money back. No wonder the country had been on the brink of revolution. The king would have been wiser to accept the mistake and refrain from doing it again.


  “Yes,” Althorn said. She dragged her attention back to him. “But his sons are still alive.”


  “Go speak to them, Emily. Go tell them that they can have some of their former prestige, if they accept the new order of things. Or they can go into exile. They stole enough money from the treasury to fund a lifestyle most people couldn’t even begin to imagine. They can go into exile and leave their poor, abused people alone.”


  His voice hardened. “Or they can fight to put the chains back on,” he added. “And we will fight too, for our freedom. And if they do, there will be no mercy. We will fight to the last.”


  Emily believed him, every word. “I’ll tell him,” she said. “However, I must ask for one thing first.”


  “And that would be?”


  “I want to see Queen Francoise,” Emily said. “The Crown Prince will wish to know her state.”


  “Indeed.” Althorn studied her for a long moment. “We placed her on trial...”


  “Do you really believe she’s guilty of all that,” Emily asked waspishly, “or did you just reach for the worst accusations you could imagine and declare her guilty without bothering with a proper trial?”


  “Goodwoman Francoise is a product of the system,” Althorn said. “She’s guilty by default.”


  Emily took a moment to compose her response. The idea of collective - or inherited - guilt had never sat well with her. It made it impossible to put the past in the past, where it belonged. The descendants of both rebels and royalists would still be fighting it out, two hundred years in the future, if the matter wasn’t laid to rest now.


  “She’s also someone you can trade,” she said, finally. Moralistic arguments were unlikely to get her anywhere. “And, if you want to use her for leverage, you’ll have to convince Dater she’s alive.”


  “Very well,” Althorn said. He stood. “And then you can go.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  “WE DIDN’T KNOW THERE WERE CELLS under the palace,” Althorn commented, as he led Emily down a long flight of stairs. “Under the castle, yes. Here... no. We didn’t.”


  Emily frowned. The air was growing steadily colder. She could feel wards - old ones - resting in the air, pervading the stonework. It would be impossible to scry the dungeon cells from a distance, she thought; it might be impossible to so much as tell the dungeons were there. She wasn’t too surprised - King Randor had maintained several secret prisons, including one he’d kept her in for a few, short days - but it was disquieting. Who knew how many secrets remained buried under the city, just waiting to be found?


  She cleared her throat. “Were there any prisoners?”


  “No.” Althorn sounded as if he didn’t quite believe himself. “The cells were searched, when we secured the palace. The guards had long since fled. We assumed there was no one in the cells, but really... we don’t know for sure. The king had a habit of disappearing his political rivals. It’s possible the prisoners were executed and cremated just prior to the revolution.”


  Emily nodded, slowly, as they reached a heavy iron door. Althorn knocked twice, waited five seconds and then knocked again. The door creaked ominously as it opened, revealing two guards wearing dark outfits, topped with the little cloth caps. Althorn spoke briefly to them, then led the way into the dungeon complex itself. The air felt thick and heavy despite the cold. Emily tasted the scent of helplessness and fear on her tongue. The stench was sharp and thoroughly unpleasant.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask,” she said, as they passed a glowing lantern. The light flickered randomly, as if the lantern was permanently on the verge of burning itself out. “Why do you all wear cloth caps?”


  If Althorn was surprised by the question, he didn’t show it. “The caps are a symbol of the working class,” he said. “Everyone is meant to wear a cap, just so they can doff it to their betters. There are - there were - strict limits on who could wear what. Now... we adopted the cap as a symbol, rather than dismiss it entirely. We are all laborers now.”


  He stopped in front of a heavy iron door. “The royal whore is in here,” he said. “Knock when you want to come out.”


  Emily glanced at him, suddenly wondering if she was walking into a trap. The cells were heavily warded. She thought she could break out, given time, but... she shook her head and watched as he opened the door. The rebels weren’t likely to kill her, not as long as they needed her. Even so, Crown Prince Dater was unlikely to accept the rebel terms. It was far more likely he’d risk everything in a desperate bid to reclaim the capital city. She sighed inwardly as she peered into the semi-darkness, then stepped into the cell.


  The door banged closed as soon as she was inside. The shadows pulsed like a living thing, refusing to reveal their secrets. The sole source of light was a single lantern, dangling from a metal chain. Emily gritted her teeth, then cast a night-vision spell. The cell loomed towards her, then receded. A lone figure was sitting on a bench, looking up at her. The figure - the queen - was so still that Emily thought, for a single worried moment, that the queen was dead.


  She inched forward, glancing from side to side. She’d been in worse places, but not by much. There was no bed, save for a pile of straw; there was no bathroom, just a single chamber pot positioned in the far corner. King Randor had kept his political prisoners in much better conditions, Emily reflected, but he’d assumed he might need them again eventually. The cell he’d put Emily in had been worse. It would be no comfort, she reflected, to tell that to the queen. The odds were good she’d never been locked up until the rebellion had turned her world upside down.


  Queen Francoise cleared her throat. “Who are you? What do you want?”


  “I’m here to check on you,” Emily said. She’d never met the new queen. She thought it might be better not to give her name. “How are you?”


  The queen laughed. It was a broken sound. “Terrible.”


  Emily shuddered. Queen Francoise had probably been pretty, once upon a time. Now... her hair was a mess, her face scarred and pitted, and she wore a dress that looked as though it had belonged to a scullery maid. She didn’t seem to have any broken bones, Emily noted, but she held herself in a manner that suggested constant aches and pains. The rebels might have brutalized her or... she shook her head. The rebels had an interest in keeping the queen alive and relatively unharmed, at least for the moment. They probably wouldn’t mind if Emily did a little healing before she left the cell.


  “They said my husband is dead,” Queen Francoise said. “Is that true?”


  “I...” Emily hesitated, unsure if she should tell the truth. The queen was in a fragile state and yet... she didn’t want to lie. “Yes. It was quick.”


  Queen Francoise let out a long gasping sigh. “He shouldn’t have listened to that bastard,” she said. “I knew he couldn’t be trusted. Always babbling on about this and that, trying to marry his daughter to the princes... he simply couldn’t be trusted. I knew it.”


  Emily frowned. “Who couldn’t be trusted?”


  “Triune,” the queen said. “My husband made him an advisor and... he was never satisfied.”


  “Triune,” Emily repeated. The man who’d owned the house the rebels had taken, then given to her? “What happened?”


  Queen Francoise shook her head. “It happened so quickly,” she said. “I couldn’t believe it.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “What happened?”


  “There was a riot,” Queen Francoise said. “The Royal Guard was sent to quell it. The traitors turned on us instead. The streets turned on us. We had to run through the tunnel to the castle as the walls were breached, then... I told him to take command. I told him to take command. I told him...”


  That probably wouldn’t have worked, Emily thought, grimly. She felt a twinge of pity for the queen. She didn’t deserve the charges thrown at her by the rebels. They should have been safe, as long as they stayed in the castle.


  “The Royal Sorcerers were killed,” Queen Francoise continued. “Poisoned, by a maid. Can you believe it? A maid killed them all! Triune had her executed, but it was too late. The walls were going to fall. I told him...”


  She let out a high-pitched giggle. “Triune had a plan. We’d take the coaches and flee to the countryside. The Crown Prince was out there, somewhere. We’d get out and return in glory, bathing the rebels in the light of our radiance. The people loved us. They would come out for us when we returned. We got into the coaches and drove away and...”


  Emily leaned forward. “And?”


  “We drove right into a trap,” the queen said. “Triune betrayed us. He must have done. The rebels were waiting. They came for us. They hit us, beat us, defiled my ladies-in-waiting, put me in this cell... Triune betrayed us. He must have done.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily said. She’d wondered how the rebels had taken out the king’s magicians before storming the castle. If they’d had someone on the inside, someone above suspicion, they could easily have poisoned the magicians before they could tighten the wards. And yet... she frowned. There was something about the whole story that didn’t quite make sense. “Do you think he betrayed you?”


  “My husband was never a strong man,” the queen insisted. “He was always listening to his advisors, instead of ruling with a rod of iron. He... would listen to you and agree with you, then change his mind as soon as the next person caught his ear. Triune could have talked him into anything. He convinced the king to run, to come out from behind the walls and straight into a trap. And where is he?”


  “Good question,” Emily agreed. The rebels had told her that Triune had fled the city. But it was equally possible he’d simply been murdered to conceal the truth. “I don’t know.”


  Her mind raced. It was hard to believe a king’s advisor would be openly disloyal. He’d have been for the high jump if he’d been caught before it was too late. No, worse than the high jump. There hadn’t been anyone who would speak for Triune, if he were sentenced to a long and lingering death. Triune would have had to gamble on a rebel victory, then assume... she frowned. Had someone been pulling his strings? Or was he a shameless opportunist?


  Or he could simply have gambled on getting the king out before the walls fell, she told herself, severely. Castles had once been practically invulnerable. Gunpowder weapons had turned them into death traps. He might have been loyal all along.


  The queen caught her hand. “Help me, please.”


  Emily cast a pair of healing spells, wishing she could do more. The rebels wouldn’t let her take the queen out, not without a fight. She didn’t think they had any first-rank sorcerers in their forces, but she knew she could be wrong. And if she did... it would completely destroy any chance of convincing the royalists and the rebels to come to terms. And... she sighed, inwardly. The queen had been a fairly typical aristocrat. She might not be guilty of all the horrific charges thrown at her, but she’d abused her servants and generally treated everyone below her like crap. And...


  “I have to speak to the Crown Prince,” she said, slowly. “Do you want me to take him and Hedrick a message?”


  “Tell him to come quickly,” Queen Francoise said. “His father needs him.”


  His father is dead, Emily thought. The queen’s grasp on reality was slipping. Emily understood all too well. Her world had turned upside down. She was stuck in a prison cell, trapped at the mercy of people she despised. The rebels had no reason to love her. The queen was the living embodiment of everything they hated. And there’s nothing else I can do for her.


  “We’ll put the rebels down and rule like we should,” the queen said. “And none will ever dare raise their hand to us again.”


  Emily stood, brushing down her dress. She was tempted to point out that the aristocracy had brought the rebellion on themselves, but... she knew the queen wouldn’t listen. Even Alassa had trouble remembering she only ruled by the people’s consent. The Levellers had helped put her on the throne and... Emily turned away. There was nothing else she could do for the queen, nothing at all. And yet, it hurt to leave her behind.


  She rapped on the door, which opened. Althorn stood outside, his face an expressionless mask. He closed the door again as soon as she was outside, then turned away. Emily followed him back up the stairs, her mind churning with thoughts and feelings she didn’t know how to put into words. The rebels were abusing the queen and yet... she sighed, inwardly. She knew she shouldn’t really blame them, except she did.


  “You don’t have to keep her in such filth,” she said, softly. “There are nicer places to put her.”


  Althorn stopped and turned to look at her. “Have you seen the cells in the Final Prison?”


  “No,” Emily said. The Final Prison had sounded like the Tower of Alexis. “Why...?”


  “There are three layers to the complex,” Althorn said. “The very lowest layer is an oubliette. But not just any oubliette. It’s designed to allow the guards to piss and shit into the dungeon. Prisoners thrown in there drown in a lake of human waste. They even drop food into the mess to ensure the prisoners don’t starve before they drown. That’s where they sent people who dared ask the king for reform. Many of the early Levellers wound up there.”


  His face darkened. “And when we took the prison and searched it, we discovered that most of our people were already dead. The survivors were completely insane. There was nothing we could do for them. Compared to the Final Prison, the royal whore is being held in the lap of luxury. Why should we move her somewhere better? She and the king didn’t show that sort of consideration to us.”


  Emily winced as they resumed their walk. She wanted to believe the story wasn’t true, but... it was too awful not to be. Monarchs had never been kind to those who questioned their right to rule. King Randor had certainly put her in a terrible cell... a cell carefully designed to deny her everything from free movement to suicide. She had to admit Althorn had a point and yet... she didn’t want to leave the queen in the cell. It wouldn’t make talking to the royalists any easier.


  Althorn stopped as they reached the ground floor. “You’ll be leaving this afternoon?”


  “Tomorrow morning,” Emily said. She wanted time to discuss matters with Lady Barb and Prince Hedrick. She was fairly sure Hedrick would want to write a note to his brother. She briefly considered smuggling Hedrick out of the city, too. It wasn’t as if he was any actual use to anyone. “I’ll be spending too much time on horseback.”


  “As you wish,” Althorn said. “I’ll have a proper letter sent to your house, with a list of demands for the royalists.”


  “It will be easier if you indicate ahead of time which demands are negotiable,” Emily pointed out, tiredly. She’d never quite understood why diplomats spent so much time arguing over points that both sides knew were never going to be resolved. Life would be so much simpler if people just came out and said whatever they wanted to say. “The royalist fire-breathers will make it hard for Dater to consider anything if they believe they’re expected to accept your demands without any significant changes.”


  Althorn laughed. “And my fire-breathers will feel the same way, too,” he said. He shot her a brilliant smile. “Good luck.”


  Emily turned away and headed down the road to the house. There were even more troops on the street, marching in a show of force. Were they trying to impress her, she wondered, or were they posing for royalist spies? She kept hearing stories of spies being uncovered, dragged into the open and brutally murdered... and yet, there were always more. The revolution was already starting to eat its own. Emily remembered the rebel council and wondered, grimly, which of them would be the first to make a bid for ultimate power.


  “Emily,” Lady Barb said, as she stepped into the house. “How did it go?”


  “Poorly,” Emily said. She removed her cloak and hung it on the wall, then stepped into the dining room. Prince Hedrick was sitting there, pretending to read a book. “They have a bunch of impossible demands.”


  She closed her eyes and recited them from memory. The more she thought about them, the more she was sure nothing was going to be resolved. There was no way in hell the aristocracy would agree to give up their lands, their titles and everything else that made them special. And yet, they’d lost half of their lands already. There was no way to put that particular genie back in the bottle. Even trying would trigger another revolution.


  And the rebels will ask, quite reasonably, why they shouldn’t take the rest? Emily acknowledged, not for the first time, that she sympathized. Why tolerate the aristocracy if you don’t have to?


  “Impossible,” Hedrick said, when she’d finished. “My brother will never agree.”


  “We’ll see,” Emily said. She silently accepted a cup of something warm and steaming from Silent. “I’ll leave tomorrow. Do you want to accompany me?”


  Hedrick frowned. “They said I wasn’t allowed to leave the house.”


  “I can hide you,” Emily said. It would be easy enough. She could turn Hedrick into something innocuous and conceal him in her saddlebags. As long as the rebels didn’t have a magician on guard duty, she should be able to smuggle him out without any real risk. “Or I could simply ask permission to take you with me.”


  “It would be wise,” Lady Barb said. “What can you do here?”


  Hedrick flushed, angrily. “Represent my brother?”


  Emily shrugged. The rebels weren’t interested in talking to Prince Hedrick. She wasn’t even sure why they’d agreed to let him enter the city. He had too many enemies for his safety to be guaranteed, whatever the rebel council wanted. And yet... had they hoped she’d deliver him into their hands? Or... she frowned as a thought struck her. The rebels might have considered crowning Hedrick instead, then making a deal with him. It wouldn’t have been legal, but...


  They might have made it work, she thought. And even if they didn’t, it would cause a great deal of confusion.


  “You can choose,” she said. She was tempted to order him out of the city, but it would cause too many other problems. “Stay or go?”


  “Stay,” Hedrick said. “It is my duty.”


  “Right now, your duty is not to get killed,” Lady Barb reminded him. “You’re second in line to the throne.”


  “I can’t run, either,” Hedrick said. He shook his head. “I’ll stay.”


  “As you wish,” Emily said. She stood. She’d need to check on the horses, then plan the ride to the army camp. “I just hope you don’t come to regret it.”


  And, her thoughts added silently, that I don’t come to regret it, too.


  Chapter Eighteen


  EMILY HADN’T REALIZED JUST HOW CONSTRAINING, and claustrophobic, the city had become until she rode through the rebel checkpoint and headed onto the road leading south. She detested horses with a passion - she’d certainly never shared Alassa’s passion for the smelly brutes - but it was almost a relief to be riding away from the city. The air was fresh and clear, the scent of summer wafting across her nostrils as she galloped onwards. It felt as if she’d stepped into a whole new world.


  She sighed, inwardly, as Lady Barb galloped after her. She’d urged the older woman to remain behind, if only to supervise the prince, but Lady Barb had insisted on accompanying her. Emily was fairly sure she was in no danger from the Crown Prince - Dater was smart enough not to kill the messenger - yet she had to admit the lands teemed with displaced peasants, bandits and demobilized soldiers. There was a risk of running into someone who didn’t know her or refused to accept the safe conducts that both sides - and the White Council - had given her.


  And yet, I had to leave Silent alone, she thought. That could end badly.


  She winced. Silent had hidden depths - there weren’t many maids who could drive a team of horses - but she was defenseless. Prince Hedrick had tried to flirt with her... what would happen, Emily wondered, if he tried to push the issue? He’d never dream of pressing his attentions on a noblewoman, or a sorceress, but Silent was neither. The aristocracy didn’t consider it rape when a nobleman forced himself on a commoner. Emily had made it clear, to Silent, that she could do whatever she needed to do to defend herself, but... she cursed under her breath. Perhaps it would have been smarter to insist on Hedrick coming with them. The rebels hadn’t so much as bothered to search her saddlebags.


  The horse slowed as they rode through the remains of a village and past an aristocratic mansion that had been probably been invaded and looted before being set on fire. There were crops in the fields that could be gathered, she noted, if the rebels had time to send parties out to do the work. She was fairly sure the peasants had hidden in the forest, if they hadn’t fled to the cities or... she shook her head. There was no way to know. She’d have to advise the rebels to collect the crops before it was too late. They’d start rotting soon enough.


  “Watch out,” Lady Barb said. “We have company.”


  Emily glanced up. A troop of cavalrymen were blocking the road. They moved forward, brandishing weapons. Emily hastily checked her wards. She thought she recognized the pennant and livery from the last war, but that was meaningless. The army that had fought beside her, in the Blighted Lands, had broken up as soon as the war came to an end. The cavalrymen were no longer on her side. She wasn’t sure, even, they’d take the time to listen to her before opening fire.


  She held up her hands to show they were empty as the cavalry approached. They eyed her warily, their disdain clearly visible. They were aristocracy and she... they didn’t know her, but they’d seen her ride. They knew she wasn’t an aristocrat. They were practically born in the saddle. Alassa had been a toddler when she’d been put on a horse for the very first time.


  The leader scowled at her. “Who are you?”


  “Lady Emily, Special Representative of the White Council,” Emily said. She was tempted to list all her titles, but she didn’t have time. Instead, she handed over her official documents and the safe conduct passes. “Please escort us to the Crown Prince.”


  The leader’s face twisted through an entire string of emotions before he nodded. “Follow me,” he said, as his men fanned out around them. “And don’t slow down.”


  Emily felt sweat trickling down her back as they started galloping down the road. A handful of other scouts were clearly visible, suggesting there were others hidden where they couldn’t be easily seen. She saw a flash of light in the distance, probably a warning that the cavalry patrol was returning ahead of time. Crown Prince Dater had been quite interested in modern technology, such as it was. He’d certainly be aware of the danger of sending horsemen charging into a mass of enemy guns.


  Her arms and legs were aching by the time the campsite finally came into view. The army had taken over a mid-sized town, then surrounded it with tents, trenches and barricades. It was hard to be sure - Emily was no expert - but it looked as though the army was strikingly short on infantry. They normally outnumbered the cavalry quite heavily, yet here...


  She put the thought out of her mind as the troop slowed to a halt. A pair of men in fancy uniforms hailed the leader and held a brief conversation with him, then pointed to a large tent on the wrong side of the defense lines. Emily concealed her annoyance as they led her to the tent, then explained she wouldn’t be allowed into the camp itself unless she pledged loyalty to the Crown Prince. The tent was neutral ground. She scrambled off the horse, passed the reins to a blond squire and hurried into the tent. The Crown Prince had clearly put some thought into prospective negotiations. He’d had the interior designed to imply the parties would be meeting as equals.


  Interesting, Emily thought. Someone had also set up a tiny washroom, complete with buckets of cold water. She took advantage of the opportunity to freshen up. Does he really see the rebels as equals?


  The flap opened. “Lady Emily,” Crown Prince Dater said. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”


  “And you,” Emily said, as Lady Barb stepped outside. The Crown Prince had always struck her as a little unimaginative, but the war - and the revolution - had probably loosened him up a little. “I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”


  “Indeed,” Crown Prince Dater said. “Triune informed Hedrick and myself that you were behind the rebellion. Is that actually true?”


  Emily flushed at the grim reminder she was no closer to figuring out who had backed the rebellion and why. “No,” she said. She took a moment to compose her thoughts as something struck her. “Triune is here?”


  “He escaped the city,” Crown Prince Dater said. “Why?”


  “I need to ask him why he thinks I am behind the revolution,” Emily said. She forced herself to think. If she suggested Triune had betrayed his king, the royalists would torture him to death. Her word would be enough to condemn him to death. And she didn’t know he’d betrayed the king. “I didn’t realize I’d been blamed until Hedrick informed me.”


  “I sent him to recruit help,” Crown Prince Dater said. “Where is he now?”


  “In the city,” Emily said. She reached into her bag and produced the letters. “He sent you a note. And I’ve also brought a formal letter from the rebel council.”


  “Charming,” Crown Prince Dater said. He frowned. “Is my father truly dead?”


  “I’m afraid so,” Emily said. She was surprised he didn’t already know. Perhaps, just perhaps, he’d hoped for the best. And... politically, if he declared himself king while his father was still alive, he’d wind up in deep shit. In hindsight, executing the king might have been a serious mistake. Royal legitimacy had passed to the Crown Prince. “I’m sorry.”


  Crown Prince Dater said nothing as he scanned the letters, one by one. His face was impassive. Emily suspected he’d already mourned for a dead father... not, she supposed, that he’d show his feelings in public. They would be taken as a sign of weakness. The vultures were already beginning to gather.


  “The rebels don’t intend to surrender?” Crown Prince Dater sounded astonished, although Emily thought it was an act. “They send this, this” - he waved the paper in the air - “list of outrageous demands and expect me to bend the knee to them?”


  “Yes.” Emily met his eyes, evenly. “Can I offer a word of advice?”


  “I once asked you to marry me,” Crown Prince Dater reminded her. “I wouldn’t have done that if I wasn’t ready to listen to you.”


  Emily cringed at the memory, then pushed it aside. “The seeds for this revolution...”


  “Rebellion,” Crown Prince Dater corrected, coldly.


  “The seeds for this rebellion were sown a long time ago,” Emily said. “Your aristocracy forgot its duty to the people. Your... your father made a great many mistakes that undermined his power, as well as faith in his willingness to serve his people. He had a chance to make reforms, but chose not to take it. And so, he drove people into rebellion.”


  “You sound as though he brought his problems on himself,” Crown Prince Dater said.


  “He did,” Emily said. “And now” - she waved a hand at the paper - “they are no longer willing to trust you and your aristocrats with supreme power. You can haggle over the terms, you can meet them halfway... but you can’t turn the clock back. They’ve broken, once and for all, your reputation for invincibility.”


  Crown Prince Dater eyed her for a long moment. “And which side are you on?”


  “My instructions are to convince you and the rebels to come to terms, instead of fighting to the last drop of blood,” Emily said. It wasn’t quite an answer and she feared he knew it. “And that means cautioning you - both of you - about the dangers of making impossible demands.”


  “They didn’t listen to you.” Crown Prince Dater laughed, humorlessly, as he scanned the letter again. “Would they like me to cut off my manhood as well? Perhaps put my head in a noose? This is nothing less than a demand for unconditional surrender.”


  “It isn’t that bad,” Emily said.


  “And, even if I was inclined to agree, the aristocracy would not,” Crown Prince Dater added, dryly. “Do you think they’d surrender their rights so easily?”


  “I think they need to recognize that the world has changed,” Emily said. “And that they can no longer treat people like... property.”


  Crown Prince Dater met her eyes. “What can I realistically give the rebels,” he asked sardonically, “that my aristocracy would accept?”


  Emily felt a flicker of sympathy. There were always winners and losers - that was practically a law of nature - and the losers, naturally, had no desire to remain losers. The aristocrats who’d lost their estates would want them back - or, at the very least, they’d expect the new government to arrange for them to be compensated. And the ones who hadn’t lost their estates - yet - would expect their property rights to be respected. It wasn’t going to happen - the peasants would come for them, soon enough - and yet it needed to happen. The rebel council was going to find itself caught in a horrific mess, unable to balance the competing demands. Which way would it jump?


  You could leave, she thought. Take what you can grab and abandon the kingdom.


  She sighed, inwardly. She knew Crown Prince Dater too well. He wasn’t going to cut and run. He certainly wasn’t going to become a king-in-exile, alternatively pitied and scorned by his fellow monarchs. She couldn’t imagine him moving from kingdom to kingdom like the Old Pretender. He’d be more likely to emulate Bonnie Prince Charlie and stake everything on a desperate bid to regain his throne.


  “I can make a few concessions,” he said. “We can recognize some of the land grabs, if there are no more...”


  Emily sighed, again. She knew that wasn’t going to get anywhere. The peasants who hadn’t grabbed their land would be pissed. They’d move to grab what they could and the rebel council wouldn’t be able to stop them. If Crown Prince Dater wanted to divide the rebels, perhaps even set off a second civil war within the first, he could hardly find a better way. He could just stroll in, afterwards, and reclaim the throne for himself.


  “I don’t think that will get anywhere,” she said. “I can take it back, if you like, but...”


  “Indeed,” Crown Prince Dater said. “I have already been advised, by Triune, to crown myself king. As my dead father’s legal heir, I have the right to do so.”


  The king is dead, Emily thought. Long live the king.


  “Furthermore, we have been in talks with Red Rose,” Crown Prince Dater continued. “I have committed to marry Princess Mariah, in exchange for troops and military support.”


  Emily blinked. “She’s twelve!”


  Dater gave her an odd look. “She’s nineteen.”


  “She was twelve when I met her.” Emily flushed in embarrassment. That had been six or so years ago, shortly after she’d passed through Alluvia with Alassa. She remembered a bubbly little girl... she winced. Of course Mariah’s father would see her as an asset. Marrying her to the King of Alluvia would link the two kingdoms together, perhaps even unite them under Dater and Mariah’s children. “Did she agree to marry you?”


  “I am to be king,” Dater said. He sounded puzzled. “Why would she decline?”


  Emily shook her head. Mariah wouldn’t have been given a choice. Too much rode on the match for her to have any say in it. Her father would marry her to Dater even if he had to tie her up and carry her to the wedding. She shuddered in disgust. Dater was a better man than most aristocrats, but... he didn’t know his bride. They wouldn’t be alone together until the wedding night, by which time it would be too late...


  “Perhaps you should wait until you actually win the war,” she said. “Red Rose will drop you if you lose.”


  “All the more reason to marry as quickly as possible,” Dater said. “I don’t want to be dropped.”


  Emily snorted. It wasn’t uncommon for marriage talks to get very close to the actual marriage before they were called off. Kings used princes and princesses as bargaining chips, often threatening to marry them into one family to ensure the other offered better terms. And the politics could be a nightmare. On the face of it, Mariah couldn’t hope to find a better match. Dater was a king in his own right. But if Dater lost the war, his father-in-law would have to support him... which, she noted, Dater was actually counting on.


  “Red Rose might be stirring the pot,” she pointed out. “What if they were the ones who backed the rebellion?”


  “King Rupert is not a fool,” Dater said. “He would not back a force that would come to threaten him, if it overwhelmed my kingdom.”


  No, Emily agreed. But it wouldn’t stop them from fishing in troubled waters.


  “I will put together a formal response to the rebels, if you’ll wait long enough for me to write it,” Dater said. He paused, leaning forward until he met her eyes. “I need to ask you a more... personal favor.”


  Emily hesitated. “It would depend on what you were actually asking,” she said. Her imagination provided too many possibilities, none of them good. “What do you want?”


  “I want you to guarantee the safety of my stepmother,” Crown Prince Dater said. “I do not want her to come to any harm.”


  “I can try,” Emily said. “She’s alive. But right now, I don’t have that much leverage with the rebels.”


  “They might listen to you,” Crown Prince Dater said. “It would be... unfortunate... if she died.”


  Emily looked at her hands. She could see Dater’s point. His stepmother was in an odd position. She was no blood relation to the Crown Prince, who would be crowned king by the end of the day, yet her death would be embarrassing. It spoke well of Dater, she supposed, that he was at least trying to safeguard his stepmother. There were enough horror stories about royal stepmothers murdering their stepsons, in hopes of allowing their children to claim the throne, for him to be a little ambivalent about the queen.


  “I can try,” she repeated. From what she recalled, the queen was linked to a handful of minor but influential families. They would make one hell of a fuss if she was executed by the rebels. “I will try. But I can’t promise anything.”


  “I understand,” Dater assured her. “Just do the best you can.”


  He stood, shaking his head. “Why can’t they be satisfied with their lot?”


  Emily looked up at him. “Correct me if I’m wrong,” she said, “but weren’t you always the Crown Prince?”


  “Yes, so?”


  “You have spent your entire life being right at the top of the pecking order,” Emily said, curtly. It was a more complex answer than he wanted, she was sure. “Your father is - was - a powerful king. The rules didn’t really apply to you. You were never aware of this because it didn’t really touch you. You never really needed to be aware that you weren’t at the top because you were at the top. The rebels never had that unspoken assurance. They were always aware that they could be kicked at any moment and that there was nothing they could do about it. And then the rules started changing randomly.”


  Dater eyed her, narrowly. “You sound as though you’re on their side.”


  “You don’t have to agree with them,” Emily pointed out, “to realize they have a point.”


  “Really?” Dater didn’t look convinced. “My forefathers pulled the kingdom together after the Empire crashed into ruins. What have they done for the kingdom?”


  “They live in it,” Emily pointed out. “And they pay taxes. And that leads to the radical idea they should have a say in how those taxes are spent.”


  Dater snorted in disgust. “Choose your side carefully,” he said, as he headed for the flap. “It will soon be too late to change your mind.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  THE SUN WAS SETTING AS EMILY and Lady Barb made their way back to the city. Emily had hoped to spend more time talking to the royalists, and perhaps taking a good look at Councilor Triune, but the Crown Prince had refused to let them stay the night. He’d been strikingly reluctant to even let them stay in the tent, let alone cross the defenses to visit the town. Emily feared he’d decided she wasn’t neutral, no matter what she’d said. The hell of it, she admitted sourly, was that he had a point.


  She grimaced as the wind changed, blowing the stench of the city towards her. The rebels were doing what they could, but capturing a city was a great deal easier than running one. They were cremating the dead bodies and sweeping the streets, trying to keep them free of everything from horseshit to garbage, yet... she shook her head. It was just a matter of time before disease started to fester, then spread. There were just too many people within the city for the rebels to enforce proper sanitation.


  And they can’t sweep the countryside for grain without the cavalry giving them a hard time, she mused. Dater might not have the manpower, or the guns, to retake the cities, but he could keep them under siege in hopes of forcing them to surrender. This isn’t going to end well.


  They passed through the checkpoint, then rode through the streets to the palace. Emily was desperately tired and sore - she wanted a bath and a rest, in that order - but she knew the rebel council would expect her to report to them as soon as she arrived. She wondered, grimly, how ambassadors and messengers managed to do it all the time. They went back and forth time and time again, often several times in a day. She couldn’t quite believe it. It was...


  “I’ll see you at the house,” Lady Barb said. “Good luck.”


  “Ask Silent to fill a bath for me,” Emily said. “I’m going to need it.”


  Aiden met her as she dismounted. “Any word for our readers?”


  Emily had to smile. She liked Aiden. There was something about the other girl that appealed to her. Perhaps, if things had been different, they could have been friends. Perhaps...


  “I think I have to give the letter to the council as a whole,” she said, instead. “Are they ready?”


  “We’ve been discussing weighty matters for the past few hours,” Aiden said. “I’m sure your letter will break up the monotony.”


  Emily snorted as they made their way up the stairs. Her arms and legs ached so badly she was sure she wouldn’t be able to get up again when she sat down. There were guards everywhere, looking more uniform now the rebels had managed to start sorting their infantrymen out. Emily silently calculated the odds, fighting the civil war over and over in her mind. The rebels would have some advantages, but they might be countered by the aristocracy. It would be a long time before the rebels could produce a cavalry arm of their own.


  She stepped into the room and looked around. The councilors sat at a round table, with two seats left at the near end. She noted Althorn sitting next to Jair, with Sergeant Oskar speaking quietly to Scribe Bajingan. A large sheaf of papers lay on the table in front of them. Emily wasn’t sure, but they looked like orders of battle. Organizing a large army required a certain amount of bureaucracy as well as military school. She’d heard Jade complaining about it often enough. She supposed it was a good use for the unemployed scribes and accountants.


  “Emily.” Althorn motioned for her to take one of the empty chairs. “What did the royalists have to say for themselves?”


  Emily removed the letter from her pouch and held it out. “They rejected your demands.”


  “I’m surprised they so much as bothered to reply,” Althorn muttered, as he opened the letter and read it quickly. “They’ll offer us a handful of worthless concessions, in exchange for surrendering without a fight.”


  He snorted, rudely. “And he crowns himself without so much as asking permission?”


  “Technically, he was crowned the moment we killed his father,” Scribe Bajingan pointed out, dryly. “The formal ceremony is little more than a statement he’s assumed the crown.”


  Althorn passed the letter to Jair, who read it before passing it on. “Do you believe he’s serious?”


  “I haven’t read the letter myself,” Emily said. “But I don’t believe he’s interested in opening discussions with you.”


  She frowned as the letter was passed from person to person until it reached her. Crown Prince Dater - King Dater now, she reminded herself - had been surprisingly blunt. He hadn’t so much as tried to hide his true feelings. He’d made clunky noises about setting up a consultative council, and hinting that the rebels would be forgiven if they stood down and allowed him to reoccupy Jorlem City - he certainly didn’t call it Freedom City - but there was nothing she’d consider much of a concession. He seemed to believe the rebels should throw themselves at his feet and beg for forgiveness. Somehow, Emily doubted they’d receive it. Too much blood had been shed in the last few weeks.


  “It was a waste of time,” Jair said. His dark eyes swept the room. “I argued as much.”


  “We had to try,” Althorn pointed out. “The aristos should have seen reason.”


  Jair laughed. “What are they, without their lands and titles?”


  “Commoners.” Storm seemed to find the riddle hilarious. “What else would they be?”


  Scribe Bajingan cleared his throat. “We seem to have a choice between baring our throats to him or fighting to the death,” he said. “Is there anyone here who wants to surrender?”


  Sergeant Oskar snorted. “More like pulling down our pants, bending over and opening our...”


  “Thank you.” Althorn cut him off. “Does anyone feel we can make a second offer to the royalists?”


  Aiden leaned forward. “We can hint at recognizing their titles, can we not?”


  “Titles are nothing without land and power,” Storm pointed out. “Just ask Triune.”


  “We should at least stall for a few more weeks,” Aiden said. She waved a hand at the wall and the city beyond. “How long will it be before our armies are ready to take the field?”


  “We can go now,” Jair insisted. “Our men are fired with the flame of freedom. We will burn the toffs and their cowardly armies until they flee our lands.”


  Storm laughed. “You’re not giving a speech now, newspaper man.”


  Jair snorted. “Do you believe, magician, that you can escape their wrath if they win?”


  “No,” Storm said. “But we cannot afford to lose track of the practicalities.”


  “And the practicalities are that our new weapons and tactics are more than enough to stop their horsemen in their tracks,” Jair insisted. “Is that not true?”


  Emily kept her face impassive. It was true, if the cavalry commander was stupid enough to impale his men on the infantry’s guns. A cavalry regiment that tried a charge against a body of musketmen would be slaughtered several times over before it reached its target. They might have archers on their side, but probably not enough to make a difference. And yet, Dater wasn’t a fool. He’d seen an orcish charge torn to ribbons by massed muskets and cannons. He wouldn’t make that mistake. He didn’t have the cavalry to spare.


  Unless he wants to get rid of his mentally-challenged officers, she thought. Getting them all killed in a dumb charge would probably make it easier for him to win the war.


  “Wars are chancy,” Sergeant Oskar said, bluntly. “We do have some advantages. They have some advantages too. In particular, they are faster and more mobile than us. They can run rings around us all day if they wish, rather than closing for the kill. We can counter the threat by raising more troops and pushing our defenses out, forcing them to engage us or be driven out of the kingdom, but it will take time.”


  “And the royalist scum will put that time to good use,” Storm snapped. “What will they do with that time?”


  “Form an alliance with one of the other kingdoms,” Althorn said. “They won’t want to leave us alone.”


  He’s already planning to form a marriage alliance with Red Rose, Emily thought. She wasn’t sure if she should tell them or not. How long until the match is made and consummated?


  “They were already talking about a formal alliance between Alluvia and Red Rose,” Jair said, curtly. He shot a look at Aiden. “Was that not true?”


  “Yes,” Aiden said. “Councilor Triune headed a mission to explore the prospects of arranging a marital alliance shortly after the end of the Necromantic War. King Rupert was apparently open to the offer, so matters proceeded to the next step. From what my sources told me, King Jorlem and his wife took over the discussion personally.”


  “So we ask the bitch,” Jair snarled. “She’ll tell us.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. She’d hoped to have a chance to speak to Althorn privately, to plead for the queen’s safety. She hadn’t realized that rumors had already begun to spread, or that Councilor Triune had been involved. She was surprised anything had leaked out, let alone enough to convince Aiden the story was true. Both parties would have preferred to keep the talks secret, just in case they failed. It would be embarrassing, even though everyone knew marriage talks failed all the time.


  “That will not be necessary,” Emily said. “I heard the story, too. Talks are still in progress.”


  Jair glowered at her. “And you didn’t think to tell us?”


  He went on, addressing the table before Emily could reply. “It doesn’t matter. There are Leveller cells in Red Rose. There are Levellers everywhere. Let them plan to marry a royal whore to Prince Cock. We will rise up everywhere. Our armies will take the fire of revolution right across the Allied Lands!”


  “Once we’re ready to move,” Sergeant Oskar said.


  “Let us move now.” Jair thumped the table. “Let us send a challenge to the prince. Let him meet us on the field, if he dares, or be known forever as a base and cowardly dog.”


  “We are not ready to meet him outside our defenses,” Oskar said.


  “Then he can test himself against our defenses,” Jair insisted. “And once we crush his armies, it will be all over. We’ll win.”


  “He’ll work to buy time,” Scribe Bajingan said. “He’ll try to refuse battle until he thinks he can win.”


  “The aristos think one of them is worth ten of us,” Jair snapped.


  “Wonderful,” Scribe Bajingan said. “We outnumber them twenty to one.”


  A chuckle ran around the table. Jair scowled. Emily eyed him thoughtfully, wondering why Althorn wasn’t moving to take command of the meeting. The debate appeared to have become pointless. The rebels weren’t going to surrender and Dater wasn’t going to accept their terms. She suspected her mission had become equally pointless. Or, at least, the first part of it.


  Her eyes lingered on Jair. He sounded like a fanatic, yet - if Aiden was to be believed - he was also a man of good business sense. Why was he pushing for a war that would be immensely devastating even if the rebels won? Did he believe his own propaganda? Emily had read stories in Jair’s broadsheets that would have made the average tabloid editor throw up his hands in horror, tales of royal depravity that would have shocked a libertine to the core. She was fairly sure they were made up of whole cloth... did Jair believe them? Or was something else at work?


  “There are vast swathes of the landscape under royalist control,” Oskar said, slowly. “We can march out troops and take them. If the royalists stand and fight, we will have a battle on our terms. If they run, we destroy the manors and shatter their power base once and for all. Either way, we win.”


  “It doesn’t force Prince Cocky to come get us,” Jair snapped.


  “It does,” Oskar said. “His support is primarily drawn from the aristocracy. Half of them have nothing to offer but their bodies and whatever they could carry when we kicked them out of their homes. The remainder have troops and men, as well as access to recruiting grounds. He’ll have to risk battle or lose a large chunk of his support.”


  “Particularly as we can make offers to individual aristocrats,” Scribe Bajingan said. “We can promise them anything, including the return of their lands.”


  “You would suggest letting them have their lands back?” Jair sounded furious. “The people would turn on us in a heartbeat.”


  His voice hardened. “But then, I suppose we don’t have to keep the promises. It isn’t as if they ever bothered to keep promises they made to us.”


  “If we start breaking promises,” Aiden said quietly, “no one will ever trust us again.”


  “And who’ll trust them, when they insist we broke our promises?” Jair snickered. “They always lie. They lie even when it would be more practical not to lie.”


  Emily kept her face impassive as the debate raged around the table. Jair was a hard-liner, backed by Oskar. Scribe Bajingan seemed more inclined to keep talks going, although Emily wasn’t sure if he genuinely intended to come to terms with the king or if he was simply stalling for time. Aiden and Storm seemed caught in the middle, the latter clearly stinging under the suggestion he could simply leave the city and make his way to a magical community. Dragon’s Den was only a day’s travel away. Whitehall had declared the borders closed, but Gordian would probably make an exception for a magician. He’d say he was merely upholding the Compact.


  She felt her eyes narrow as she studied Althorn. Dater would have taken charge by now... but everyone knew he was the legitimate ruler. Althorn had no precedents backing him up, no long line of previous kings supporting his rule. He didn’t even have the institutional support of a president or a prime minister. There was no way to get around the fact that he’d taken power by force and, if he couldn’t establish a social structure that would support his primacy, he’d lose it by force, too. Emily scowled, inwardly, as the two sides kept hurling facts and figures at each other. Jair seemed to believe they had the numbers to do everything. Scribe Bajingan seemed to think they were dangerously short of everything from food to gunpowder.


  He’s making sure they all have their say, she thought. I just hope it doesn’t come back to bite him.


  Althorn tapped the table. The room fell silent.


  “We appear to be caught in a bind,” he said. “If we stay where we are, we risk total defeat. If we go on the offensive, we risk defeat, too. We need to play for time.”


  “He will not give us the time,” Jair predicted. “Or he will give us the time by cutting us off completely and waiting for starvation to take its toll.”


  “Perhaps,” Althorn agreed. “Let us not forget, however, that he is short on time too. He has good reason to come to terms with us. I propose, then, that we continue to exchange messages with him, in the hopes of coming to proper terms, while pushing out foraging and subversion parties as far as possible. If he doesn’t lower his tone within a week or so” - he picked up the letter and made a show of sneering at it - “we’ll send out troops to raze the estates. He can fight on our terms, as you said, or let us wreak havoc in his rear.”


  His lips twitched. “Let us not forget he’s pretty short on supplies, too.”


  “Don’t count on it,” Scribe Bajingan warned. “His men will have no qualms about taking whatever they need.”


  Nor will you, Emily thought, curtly.


  Althorn smiled, tiredly. “Is there any dissent?”


  Emily waited. No one spoke. She half-expected to be asked to leave the city, perhaps leaving Prince Hedrick behind to face revolutionary justice. Instead, she heard Althorn dismiss the rest of the table while asking her to remain behind. She tried not to yawn as the rebel council left the chamber, heading for their beds. Her body was aching so badly she wanted to get into the bath before it was too late.


  “Thank you,” Althorn said, when they were alone. “I wasn’t expecting much from the Crown Prince, but... we had to try.”


  “Yeah.” Emily nodded, forcing herself to sit upright. “He did have one request. Please don’t harm his stepmother.”


  “An interesting request,” Althorn said. “Did he mention his half-sisters?”


  “No,” Emily said. She kicked herself, mentally, for not asking about the young princesses. “What... what happened to them?”


  “Nothing much,” Althorn said. “We arranged for them to be held in a somewhat more comfortable cell, for the moment. When things settle down, we’ll be putting them up for adoption. I dare say they’ll do well for themselves if they put their heads down and work.”


  Emily shuddered, torn between horror and a grim relief the princesses simply hadn’t been murdered. They might not be able to rule in their own right, but - even if they couldn’t - their husbands could certainly make a bid for the throne. Anyone who wanted to cause real trouble could just sell them to a handful of other royal families, tangling the bloodlines still further. It would be impossible to sort out the mess of claims and counter-claims before everyone involved was safely dead.


  And they might do just that, if they lose, she thought.


  Althorn leaned forward before Emily could respond. “I’ll do my best to keep the queen alive, as you wish,” he said. “But things may get out of control.”


  “Yes, Emily agreed. “They might.”


  Chapter Twenty


  “DID YOU SLEEP WELL?”


  Emily made a face as she stumbled into the dining room. She’d been so tired when she returned to the house that she’d simply collapsed into bed without bothering with a bath or even to take off her clothes. Her muscles were insisting, loudly, that it had been a terrible mistake. She felt as though she’d been beaten black and blue. Lady Barb’s cheer was the last thing she needed.


  “I feel terrible,” she said. “Can I just go back to bed?”


  “I don’t know,” Lady Barb said. She sat in front of a pile of letters, some of which she’d opened. “Can you?”


  Emily allowed her expression to darken as Silent put a mug of bark tea on the table. “It would be nice,” she said. Her muscles ached as she sat down. “It feels as though I’m not getting anywhere.”


  She took a sip from her mug and grimaced at the taste. “Where’s the prince?”


  “Still in bed, I assume,” Lady Barb said. “He’d already gone to bed when I got back to the house last night.”


  Emily rubbed her forehead. “Lucky bastard,” she said, curtly. She knew it wasn’t true, but... it was hard not to feel a twinge of envy. “I want to go back to bed, too.”


  “Then go,” Lady Barb advised. “Or is there something on the agenda for today?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. “It feels like I’ve already failed.”


  She stared into the mug of brown liquid, then looked up at Lady Barb. “The royalists want the rebels to surrender, unconditionally,” she said. “The rebels want the royalists to surrender, also unconditionally. Both sides have offered minor concessions, none of which will guarantee the terms will actually be kept. There’s no way they can come to terms unless one of them backs down and I don’t see either of them doing it.”


  “Perhaps not,” Lady Barb said.


  Emily nodded. “The royalists cannot accept the complete loss of aristocratic power,” she said. She grimaced. “They want the return of their lands and titles - they’re not even prepared to accept compensation for the loss. And even if they did, who’d pay? Who’d be willing to pay? One might as well pay ransom for the return of a kidnapped child!”


  “There are people who would do so,” Lady Barb pointed out.


  “It was a terrible metaphor,” Emily admitted. She thought for a moment. “The landowners own the land and consider their serfs property. The serfs work the land and consider it to be theirs by right. If the landowners are right, then the serfs are stealing by repossessing the land and making it their own. The landowners should be compensated. But if the serfs are right, the landowners are effectively thieves and paying compensation is effectively paying for the return of your property. And even if they wanted to pay, can they?”


  Lady Barb nodded, shortly. “How did they solve the problem on your world?”


  “Poorly.” Emily could think of a dozen attempts to square the circle, from Revolutionary France to Reconstruction and Palestine. None had ended very well. “If the aristocrats gave up their claim to the land...”


  She shook her head. What was an aristocrat without lands and titles? She’d seen hundreds of landless aristocrats infesting King Randor’s court, clinging desperately to what little they had left - even if it was effectively worthless - in hopes of remaining one step above the commoners. That wasn’t going to happen, not here. The rebel government wasn’t going to pay pensions to aristocrats. There’d be outrage if they so much as hinted at paying for stolen lands.


  “They both have a point,” she said, sourly. “And there’s no compromise one side can offer that the other will accept.”


  Lady Barb frowned. “So the mission is a failure?”


  “The first part of the mission is a failure,” Emily said. “The second part... I don’t know.”


  She took another sip of her drink. “The revolution happened too quickly,” she said. “The rebel leadership was too well-prepared to take advantage of a sudden collapse in law and order. They had some reason to know the collapse was coming...”


  Her eyes narrowed. The kingdom had been in trouble long before the end of the war. It wasn’t impossible to guess that something would happen, even if one didn’t know precisely when. Hell, the rebels could have been planning to spark something themselves in a bid to bring the cityfolk onto the streets. And yet, in her experience, the longer the gap between the planning and execution, the greater the risk of a conspiracy being uncovered and the plotters being sent to the gallows. Perhaps Althorn and his comrades had planned to light the tinderbox as soon as they were ready.


  Or they sparked off the rebellion themselves, then claimed it was spontaneous, she thought, grimly. They might have planned everything from Day One.


  Her mind raced. “The king got some very bad advice from Councilor Triune,” she said, nodding to the walls. It wasn’t lost on her that Triune owned the house the rebels had loaned to her. She made a mental note to search it again, just in case. “And the queen thought he’d sent them into a trap.”


  Lady Barb frowned. “How involved was the queen?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily admitted. King Randor had never consulted his queen, as far as she knew. Alassa consulted Jade, but never publicly. It wouldn’t do to have her courtiers thinking Jade was the real power behind the throne. Too many of them already thought she was her husband’s puppet. “She might not have known what was really going on.”


  She considered it for a moment. The queen had insisted the royal sorcerers had been poisoned. The blame had been put on a maid. Believable, perhaps, but... odd. Emily could imagine a mistreated maid finding a way to strike back, yet... she’d been executed far too quickly. Any sane monarch would want to interrogate the girl, to find out who’d given her the command to kill. Hell, most sorcerers were careful what they ate and drank. It was hard to believe a simple serving maid could have found an alchemical poison that would be difficult, if not impossible, to detect. And yet, she had.


  “Triune might have executed the poor girl to cover his tracks,” she mused, sourly. He might have gotten away with it too, if everyone in the castle was running around like a headless chicken. “By the time everyone calmed down, it would be accepted wisdom that she killed the sorcerers and was executed for it.”


  “Perhaps,” Lady Barb agreed.


  “And he was the one who blamed everything on me,” she said. “Why?”


  “It’s always easier to blame someone else for your own failings,” Lady Barb pointed out, dryly. “Triune wasn’t popular. He might have come up with the story to avoid being executed himself.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. It made sense. Kings generally selected their advisors from the lower aristocracy, people who had no independent power base of their own and no friends or family who might protest their execution. They were loyal - they had to be loyal, because no one liked or trusted them - and they could be tossed aside or turned into scapegoats if government policy went badly wrong. Triune was right to fear the worst. The king wouldn’t have hesitated to have him executed if the mob demanded his head.


  “He somehow got away,” she said. She knew she was missing part of the story. “Did he ride with the king...?”


  “He might not have done,” Lady Barb offered. “Or he could simply have been on horseback and galloped away. Or...”


  “Or he teleported away,” Emily said. “If he was a magician...”


  She shook her head. Triune’s house didn’t feel like a magician’s home. And yet... what did that mean? She wanted to believe... she wasn’t sure what she wanted to believe. Triune had clearly been involved in politics right up to his neck, including negotiating a prospective match between Crown Prince Dater and Princess Mariah, but that didn’t prove anything. He could have blundered badly, when he realized just how dangerous the uprising had become. She’d met quite a few people who’d made a bad situation worse when it dawned on them they were losing control. Triune could simply have panicked.


  Yes, her thoughts mocked. And he could have been taking bribes from Red Rose.


  “It may no longer be important,” Lady Barb said. She looked Emily in the eye. “What side are you on?”


  “I’m meant to be neutral,” Emily reminded her.


  Lady Barb snorted. “Let me ask again,” she said. “What side are you on?”


  Emily hesitated. She wanted to side with the rebels. She had very little love for the aristocracy. Dater wasn’t a bad person, but he was fighting for a terrible cause. And she still found the very concept of aristocracy to be offensive beyond words. The first generation of noble lords might take their duties seriously. Future generations would fixate on the rights and ignore the responsibilities. It wasn’t as if the royalists deserved to win.


  And yet, history told her that revolutions often descended into bloodbaths as provisional governments tried to put their societies on a sound footing. Royalists would be hunted down and killed without any regard for evidence or the rule of law. Anyone who dared speak out against it would be hunted, too, on the grounds that only a royalist would suggest there was anything wrong with persecuting royalists. There would be coups and countercoups and the whole government would dissolve into madness and death, unless a Napoleon or a Stalin took control. And that would almost be worse.


  Taking control was the easy part, she thought. Actually keeping control is a great deal harder.


  Lady Barb leaned forward. “Picture this,” she said. “A royalist army is advancing on the city. You can stop it. What do you do?”


  Emily winced. She knew what would happen when - if - an army breached the walls. Rebels had no rights. The entire city would be stormed in an orgy of raping, looting and burning as soon as the walls crumbled. Dater might try to stop it, but even he couldn’t keep his men under control. The capital would be utterly destroyed, the population killed. By the time the city was reclaimed and renamed - again - there would be nothing left. And if she could stop it from happening...


  She looked down at her hands, something churning in her gut. Lady Barb was right to ask the question and yet... she wasn’t sure what she should do. She’d been sent as a representative of the Allied Lands, not... she hadn’t been sent to join the rebels. And yet, she didn’t want to turn and walk away. The vast majority of the population was completely innocent. They didn’t deserve to be killed by a victorious army.


  And the rebels can’t surrender, she thought. They’ll be hanged as soon as the city is in royalist hands.


  “I don’t know,” she admitted. “What should I do?”


  “You should give the matter some thought,” Lady Barb said. “Preferably before you have to actually make the decision.”


  Emily smiled, rather wanly. She’d always appreciated Lady Barb’s bluntness. The older woman could be harsh at times - she’d never had any qualms about pointing out the flaws in Emily’s arguments - but there was no doubting that she meant well. Emily loved her for it. Void might be the closest thing to a father she had - everyone assumed he genuinely had sired her - but Lady Barb was very definitely her mother. She could talk to her about anything.


  “I’d want to side with the rebels,” she said. “But it depends.”


  Lady Barb quirked an eyebrow. “On what?”


  Emily sighed. “Back home, there was a concept called the right side of history. The person who came up with it believed that history was a constant march towards democracy, progressivism and liberalism and that anyone who fought for them was on the right side by default. But... many revolutions became dictatorships and tyrannies in their own right and ended up worse than their predecessors. History doesn’t have a side. It just is.”


  “You’re waffling,” Lady Barb said.


  “I want to support the rebels,” Emily confessed. “I want to believe they will make things better for everyone. But I’m afraid of what they could become.”


  Lady Barb said nothing for a long moment. “It seems to me,” she said finally, “that you’ll have to make a choice, sooner or later. And you should think about it, like I said, before you actually have to make it.”


  She tapped the pile of letters. “The Whitehall Conference is taking shape. Every person of power within the Allied Lands is either attending in person or sending a representative. Not before time too, as the rumors of war are getting worse. This mess” - she waved a hand at the window - “might not even be the worst of it. A bunch of kingdoms are currently on the verge of war with their neighbors, a handful of estates are pushing out their borders... people are taking sides, Emily. If the conference fails...”


  Her voice hardened. “The rebels have demanded the right to send representatives, too,” she added. “Did they tell you?”


  “No.” Emily shook her head. “What happened?”


  “The royalists have demanded, in turn, that the rebels be blocked,” Lady Barb said. “I suspect certain people are hoping the matter will resolve itself before they have to make a proper decision, one way or the other. If they refuse to accept rebel representatives, the rebels would be quite within their rights to refuse to recognize the conference as legitimate and deny any obligation to go along with the final outcome. Ironic, but...”


  Emily nodded in understanding. The White Council had been founded and shaped by people wise enough to accept the realities of power. If the rebels had power, if they were the effective government of Alluvia, they couldn’t be denied a seat on the council. Their interests had to be taken into account, if there were to be any hope of convincing them to go along with the majority. And yet, there were over twenty monarchs - and countless smaller lords - who’d throw up their hands in horror at the thought of letting the rebels have a seat. They’d sooner recognize a powerless king than grant representation to regicidal rebels.


  Except it would be pointless, Emily thought. Dater can make all the agreements he likes, as the legitimate king, but they will be meaningless as long as he lacks the power to enforce them.


  “Gordian” - Lady Barb’s lips thinned with distaste - “is hinting that he may require my services. The school has to be secured during the conference, even if it means keeping the students under lockdown. I think he’s trying to recall everyone who’s ever worked for Whitehall. You might even get a letter yourself.”


  Emily snorted. “I was Head Girl, and I didn’t even last out the year,” she said. “I don’t think Gordian wants me anywhere near Whitehall.”


  “He did go to some trouble to ensure you weren’t allowed to cross the border,” Lady Barb agreed, mildly. “But with so many others on their way to the school, everyone from Lucknow to Void himself, he might find himself pushed into inviting you anyway.”


  Emily felt an odd little pang. “Are you going to go?”


  “Not yet,” Lady Barb said. “I need to check on Miles, then... well, we’ll see. Void was fairly sure you needed a bodyguard, though I don’t see it myself. You’re famous here.”


  “It isn’t me that’s famous,” Emily said. “It’s the version of me that lives in their heads.”


  She shook her head in annoyance. She’d seen the books and pamphlets in the marketplace. The writers - whoever they were - credited her with things she hadn’t done and sayings she hadn’t said. Their Emily was a confused mixture of George Washington, Frederick Douglass, Abraham Lincoln and Joan of Arc. She’d read a book that claimed she’d strangled Shadye with his own beard - Shadye hadn’t had a beard - and another that insisted she was the lost heir to the empire, hidden away by loyalists until her time. And yet another, she reflected with a certain amount of amusement, that insisted she was a commoner who’d been raised by a powerful magician. She had to admit that writer was surprisingly close to the truth.


  “So it seems,” Lady Barb said. She passed Emily a stack of letters. “Go read these in the bath, if you like. And then you can spend some time thinking about the future.”


  Emily thumbed her way down the letters. “Jan didn’t write,” she said. “Is he alright?”


  “I doubt it,” Lady Barb said, bluntly. “He betrayed his master. He’d be in deep shit even if he were wholly in the right.”


  “If I could do something...” Emily looked at her. “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Right now, Master Lucknow has too many other problems,” Lady Barb said. “If you bring this to a successful conclusion, perhaps by convincing the two sides to come to terms, you’ll have enough clout to dicker with him. Until then...”


  Emily snorted. “And how am I supposed to accomplish the impossible?”


  “That’s why you were given the job,” Lady Barb reminded her. Her face darkened, perhaps remembering the other times Emily had done the impossible. “If you succeed, they win; if you fail, they win, too.”


  “Brilliant,” Emily said, sourly. She stood, muttering a charm to protect the letters from water. “Why don’t they care about the future?”


  “I imagine they care a great deal about the future,” Lady Barb said. “They just have conflicting visions of what the future should be.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  EMILY COULDN’T HELP FEELING A PANG of guilt as she stepped into the bathroom, muttered a spell to heat the water and undressed rapidly before climbing into the giant bathtub. There were no taps, not here. The maid had had to fill a couple of buckets with water, then carry them into the bathroom and pour them into the tub. There was a pipe for letting the water go, afterwards, but Emily wasn’t sure where it actually went. It wouldn’t surprise her if she discovered it merely poured the water onto the street below.


  They used to throw human waste out the window, she reminded herself. That practice, thankfully, had declined sharply over the last few years. She had a feeling she might have saved more lives by encouraging sanitation than anything else she’d introduced. What do they do with it now?


  She settled back in the water, allowing it to soak into her aching muscles, then summoned the letters with a wave of her hand and started to read. Alassa had written a detailed outline of everything that had gone into planning the conference, as well as an admission she’d be sending a representative rather than attending in person. Melissa had said much the same thing, suggesting they weren’t the only people with doubts about the conference. The letters spoke of confidence, but it was alarmingly clear that no one really expected the conference to solve anything. Frieda had written three letters in quick succession, the first reading rather oddly until Emily realized it had been written before she’d been arrested. The second letter promised bloody retribution on Master Lucknow and Gordian - Emily hoped the Grandmaster wasn’t reading the letters before they were sent out - while the third moaned about how the conference was interfering with her studies. She was meant to take her final exams at the end of the year, she reminded Emily, and it was starting to look as though she wouldn’t be able to properly prepare for them. Emily was inclined to agree. It might have been wiser to cancel the school year or hold the conference somewhere else.


  But there aren’t many places that would be considered remotely neutral, she mused, as she put the first set of letters to one side. Mountaintop or Stronghold would have the same problem.


  She scowled, then turned her attention to the next letter. Cat seemed torn between anger at her treatment - he offered her a safe refuge, if she needed to run - and annoyance that he and his followers hadn’t been invited to the conference. Emily was surprised. There was no disputing the simple fact Cat controlled a nexus point, ensuring his castle was effectively impregnable. And he wasn’t the only one trying to build a kingdom in the formerly Blighted Lands. They should all have been invited to the conference, at the very least. They’d certainly feel no obligation to honor any agreements made in their absence.


  Perhaps I should try to suggest Dater takes his loyalists into the Blighted Lands, she thought, snidely. That would give them lands of their own, if they want to work for them...


  She put the letters to one side and leaned back, allowing the water to soak into her aching muscles. It wasn’t going to happen. The aristocrats weren’t going to give up the lands their families had owned and ruled for generations, not for anything. They certainly weren’t going to move south, in hopes of founding new estates in the Blighted Lands. It would be decades, perhaps centuries, before the new communities and kingdoms flourished. And they’d have trouble recruiting settlers if they introduced serfdom. The aristocrats had to tie their serfs to the land because they were too miserly to pay what their serfs deserved.


  The heat made her yawn as she closed her eyes. She didn’t want to rest, not really, but... it was hard not to fall asleep. The water lapped at her naked body, splashing at her mouth. She kept her eyes closed until she heard a knock on the door. Her eyes snapped open. Who’d be disturbing her in the bath?


  Silent stepped into the room. “My Lady, Councilor Aiden is downstairs. He wishes the pleasure of your company.”


  Emily sighed. The water had cooled - perhaps she’d nodded off for longer than she’d thought - but it would be easy to reheat it. She could cast a spell... she sighed again, then stood and reached for a towel. Silent looked away, politely, as Emily wrapped the towel around herself, pulled the plug out of the tub and stepped onto the toweled floor. She didn’t really want to create more work for the maid.


  “Thank you for the bath,” she said, and meant it. “It was lovely.”


  Silent dropped a curtsey. “Thank you, My Lady.”


  “I left you alone with the prince,” Emily said. “Did he... did he behave himself?”


  “He was a perfect gentleman,” Silent said. “He spent most of the day in his room. I was able to get on with the cooking without interruption.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Emily said. “If it changes...”


  “I will inform you, My Lady,” Silent said. Her voice didn’t change. “My Lady... there is something I must bring to your attention.”


  Emily frowned. “What?”


  “I have been purchasing food every day since we arrived,” Silent told her. “The prices have been going up, day by day. Meat and bread, in particular, have been growing more and more expensive. And some items have proven impossible to source. Your dinners may suffer.”


  “I see,” Emily said, trying not to wince. The maid looked as if she expected to be slapped. “It doesn’t matter. We can teleport food from Dragon’s Den if we have no other options.”


  She frowned as Silent dropped another curtsey, then withdrew. If Silent was having trouble finding food... Emily didn’t like the implications. The revolution had begun because of the price of bread, if the rebels were to be believed. Their government would have problems if it couldn’t bring in more food and stabilize the prices quickly, both of which might prove impossible. People would starve, even if the government implemented price controls. They’d never worked in the past and they wouldn’t work here. Farmers would simply refuse to sell their crops - or grow more - if they couldn’t be sure of a fair price.


  Let them eat cake, Emily thought. The hell of it was that it wasn’t that stupid a thing to say, from the point of view of a dim-witted aristocrat, but it hadn’t gone down very well with people who could no more afford cake than bread. And when the food runs out completely...


  She dressed rapidly, then checked the clock as she hurried down the stairs. It was nearly noon. She had slept in the bath... she smiled, then batted the thought aside as she saw Aiden waiting in the lobby. Silent stood beside her, looking shy. Emily wondered if Aiden had been trying to interview her maid. It wouldn’t have gotten her anywhere, but she might not have realized that.


  “Aiden,” she said. Even knowing that Aiden was female, it was very hard to see through the disguise. “Did the council write a response to the royalists?”


  “Not as yet,” Aiden said. “But I was wondering if you would like to take a stroll with me.”


  Emily nodded, pulled her cloak over her dress and allowed Aiden to lead the way onto the street. She certainly acted like a particularly courteous man, someone whose attitude was either welcoming or irritatingly condescending. The spies wouldn’t see anything odd about her attitude. Emily was tempted to let Aiden take her arm, just to keep up the pretense, but she’d never been comfortable allowing anyone that close to her. She needed to keep both her arms free.


  Aiden grinned as they walked down the street. “The council is still arguing,” she said. “They don’t need me right now.”


  “Ouch,” Emily said. “I thought they had decided what to do.”


  “They did,” Aiden said. “They know what they want to do. But they’re still arguing about how they should do it.”


  Emily glanced at her. “And you don’t need to be there?”


  “Jair says something. Storm says something else. Oskar says something else, too. Jair repeats his original point...” Aiden laughed. “It goes on and on and on, while time slips from our grasp like... a very slippery thing. They won’t even be able to shout DEATH TO ROYALIST SCUM in unison by the time this is over.”


  She grinned at Emily. “Althorn is very good at letting everyone have their say,” she said, wryly. “It’s important to get a wide range of opinions. But I think he overdoes it.”


  “It looks that way,” Emily agreed, neutrally. They stepped into the marketplace. “What are we doing here?”


  “I thought you could do with a walk,” Aiden said. “And I’m on the watch for stories.”


  Emily frowned. She wasn’t sure she believed that. Aiden was acting like a young man taking a girl out for the first time, yet... Emily was sure it was something more. She’d certainly done nothing to draw attention to them, let alone reveal her true identity to the crowd. Emily’s thoughts churned as they passed a row of carts, selling fruit and veggies. There were no marked prices, but - judging by how displeased the customers looked - it was clear the prices had been going up. Silent had said as much, Emily remembered. It was good to know the maid had been right.


  She felt her frown deepen as her eyes drifted over the stalls. Some of them were piled high with items stolen - liberated, perhaps - from wealthy households. She spotted a collection of older books that would have been worth thousands of crowns before the revolution. Now... the stallkeeper couldn’t so much as give them away. Emily was tempted to take them herself, although she knew they might be of little more than academic interest. Older books had always appealed to her. They certainly wouldn’t have been produced if someone didn’t see value in them.


  Aiden indicated a pile of paper certificates, lying on one of the stalls. “Last night, a loan shark’s house was invaded and the records of who owed what were seized. Most of them were burnt, but a handful remained to be put on sale. Apparently, the bastard was loaning money to a bunch of snooty toffs. Anyone who buys the paperwork would have a claim on the debt.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily said. She wasn’t so sure that would actually work. The new owner would have to prove the debt existed, then that they had a right to call it in. She was fairly sure the aristocracy would take advantage of the chaos to hide their debts, even those to the king. The records in the palace had been destroyed weeks ago. “I don’t know...”


  The air flashed with light. A hammer crashed into her wards. Emily stumbled back, knocking over Aiden as a thunderclap sent them both to the ground. She rolled over, hastily strengthening her wards. She’d been careful to weave some protection against physical attacks into her personal defenses - most sorcerers didn’t take them seriously until it was far too late - but they’d been pushed to the limits. Whatever had hit her... she swallowed, hard, as she pulled herself to her feet. Aiden had been lucky she’d been behind Emily. Emily’s wards had taken the brunt of the blast.


  She cursed under her breath as she realized she was wrong. The blast hadn’t been directed at her personally. The entire marketplace had been devastated. Stalls had been wrecked beyond repair, wares strewn in all directions; carts had been picked up and tossed across the street... she shuddered, helplessly, as she saw the wounded and dead on the ground. A steaming crater sat at the center of the destruction. She racked her brains in hopes of remembering what had been there, before the explosion. A cart... a covered cart, perhaps crammed with gunpowder. And someone had lit a match...


  Aiden stood, looking battered. Her little cloth cap was gone, lost somewhere in the devastation. Her hair was threatening to spill out of the net. Emily looked her up and down, checking for wounds. She looked stunned, but largely unhurt. They’d been lucky. The others had been caught in the open, unprotected by magic. Emily knew Master Lucknow wouldn’t approve if she helped, but... she didn’t give a damn. She wasn’t going to walk away, leaving the wounded and dying behind.


  “Get some chirurgeons out here,” Aiden shouted. Her voice sounded a little more high-pitched than usual. Emily hoped the listeners would take it for fright. “Hurry!”


  Emily stumbled forward and checked the first body. The woman - she couldn’t be more than a year or two older than Lady Barb - was beyond all help. The blast had driven a fragment of wood into her chest, killing her outright. Emily pushed the body aside and moved to the next victim. A young boy had a broken leg. She healed him quickly, then directed him to assist the others as more and more people arrived to help. Aiden took charge, snapping orders in a manner that was decidedly masculine. Emily reflected, rather sourly, that many of the onlookers would have ignored her if they’d known her gender.


  She knelt in front of a whimpering teenage girl and cursed under her breath as she realized the girl’s leg was beyond repair. A proper healer could have saved it or simply grown a new one, perhaps, but all she could do was stem the bleeding and hope the chirurgeons could fit her with a wooden replacement. It wouldn’t restore what she’d lost. Emily directed a pair of young men to carry the woman out of the blast zone, then turned to the next victim. She wished she’d spent more time learning to heal. Lady Barb...


  Emily kicked herself for forgetting Lady Barb. She caught a runner’s eye, ordered him to take a message to Lady Barb, then turned to the next victim. The man might have been lucky - he’d been sheltered from most of the blast - but he probably didn’t feel lucky. Splinters of wood had embedded themselves in his skin... Emily shuddered as she did what she could and then passed him to the chirurgeons. Things were getting more organized, she noted as she stepped through a pile of rotting fruit and mended a child’s arm. Dozens of rebel soldiers had arrived and were sweeping through the devastation, their enthusiasm making up for their lack of experience. Behind them, dozens of civilians were assisting with the wounded. She thought she saw Jair speak to a handful of others before the crowd swept him away. But she wasn’t sure.


  “The royalists did it.” The rumor spread through the crowd. She could practically see it rippling from person to person. By the end of the day, it would be all over the city and beyond. “They killed hundreds of people.”


  Emily sagged, feeling sweat trickling down her back as she forced herself to stand up. Her magic felt drained after healing so many people, but... there were always more. She tried not to collapse completely as she looked around, searching for Lady Barb. There was no sign of her. Men were cursing, promising to lynch Dater and every last damned aristocrat in the country; women were crying, some clutching children to their breasts as they stared at the rubble. They wouldn’t be strangers to violence, Emily reflected, but this was new. The wounded hadn’t been caught in the middle of a riot. They’d been blown up by a bomb deliberately placed to kill as many civilians as possible. She dreaded to think how many people might have been killed or wounded in a single, catastrophic second.


  Aiden stepped up beside her. “Are you alright?”


  “Just tired,” Emily admitted. Her head was starting to pound. She didn’t want to know, but she had to ask. “How many...?”


  “Dead?” Aiden glared at the smoking crater. “At least forty. Probably more. It would have been much more if you hadn’t helped.”


  “Yeah.” Emily couldn’t help noticing that Aiden’s shirt and trousers were stained with blood. She’d been helping the wounded to safety, despite the risk. The shirt, thankfully, was too loose to stick to her skin. “I just...”


  She took a breath, trying not to collapse. Healing wasn’t her greatest talent. The spells she’d used would mend some of the damage, but not all of it. Too many of the wounded, thrown on the mercy of the chirurgeons, would be crippled for life. She’d heard sarcastic jokes about chirurgeons being more murderous than a band of angry orcs, but she’d never seen the funny side. The chirurgeons simply didn’t have the knowledge or resources to do any more than the basics. And yet, they’d never admitted it. They’d fought a desperate rear-guard action to ensure they didn’t have to wash their hands before burying them in someone’s gut. Emily dreaded to think how many people had survived horrific wounds, only to die on a chirurgeon’s table.


  Her eyes narrowed. She sensed... magic? Magic was in the air. She looked around, wishing her head felt clearer. It was hard to focus properly. She heard Aiden say something, but she didn’t hear it. Something was in the air... she saw a young girl walking towards her, wearing a little cloth cap and peasant’s dress a size too big for her. Her face was bland... no, blank. Emily started, too late, as the girl lifted her hand to reveal a flintlock pistol...


  ... And, before Emily could react, she pulled the trigger.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  SHE HURT. BADLY.


  Emily took a shuddering breath, despite the pain in her chest. Her memories were a blur, an endless jumble of lights and sounds that couldn’t be assembled into a coherent whole. There’d been a girl... she was sure there’d been a girl... and... she wasn’t quite sure what had happened after that, apart from the fact it had hurt. The memories refused to come into focus. Someone - Lady Barb, perhaps - had once told her the mind often declined to remember pain. Emily had the feeling she’d been right.


  “I think she’s coming around,” a voice said. “Step back, please.”


  Emily opened her eyes and instantly regretted it. Light stabbed needles into her brain. She closed her eyes again, trying to move her head to shield herself. Her hand felt... weird, as if it were partly disconnected from the rest of her body. Panic shot through her as she tried to move, even though she wasn’t sure where she was. Who’d spoken? It was hard to be sure through the roaring in her ears.


  “It’s alright,” the voice said. It sounded like Lady Barb. “I’ve lowered the light.”


  Emily gritted her teeth as she opened her eyes again. It was still too bright. She was lying on her back on a bed, a handful of faces looking down at her. Lady Barb, Aiden, Silent... someone she didn’t recognize. Her head swam as she tried to sit up, her body refusing to obey until she forced it. A stab of pain in her chest nearly sent her falling back to the bed again. Lady Barb touched her forehead lightly, muttering a spell. The pain receded, but didn’t fade completely.


  She found her voice. “What... what happened?”


  “You were shot in the chest,” Lady Barb said. The cold anger in her voice nearly made Emily flinch. “The ball lodged itself in your lung. Your wards reduced the impact, but not enough. It was sheer luck it didn’t kill you before I slapped a stasis spell on your body, then carefully mended the damage. That person...”


  Emily remembered. “I sensed magic,” she said. “I... where is she?”


  “In a cell,” Aiden said. “They’re going to behead her.”


  “Not yet,” Emily said. “I have to know why.”


  “She was a royalist,” Aiden said. “And she tried to kill you.”


  Emily rubbed her eyes as she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. It didn’t make sense. The royalists would risk everything if they tried to assassinate her. The White Council wouldn’t be very pleased if its designated representative was murdered, although - she acknowledged sourly - Master Lucknow would probably raise a glass in their honor. It would certainly be hard to provide any further support to the royalists. And besides, she doubted Dater would sign off on an assassination. It would set a dangerous precedent.


  Although someone could have done it without permission, to shield him from blame, she thought, tiredly. Her legs felt wobbly, as if they were made of jelly. And they’d take the blame themselves if it exploded in their face.


  “You should stay in bed,” Lady Barb said. “I’m sure the assassin will keep...”


  Emily shook her head. Althorn and the remainder of the council would want to behead the assassin before the mob decided to take the law into their own hands. Even if they didn’t... she remembered what Councilor Triune had done to the supposed poisoner and shuddered. The assassin was in a cell, hopelessly vulnerable. Someone might kill her to cover their tracks. She had to see the girl before it was too late. If she hadn’t pulled the trigger of her own free will...


  “Be careful,” Lady Barb said. “Don’t let anyone push you too far.”


  “I’ll be fine,” Emily said. “I just have to know.”


  She glanced down at herself. The skin beside her right breast looked oddly pale. Lady Barb had mended the damage, then regenerated the missing skin. Someone had cut off her clothes and dressed her in a gauzy nightgown. Her fingers refused to cooperate properly, but she managed to get out of the gown and into a proper dress. Lady Barb looked completely astonished, her eyes narrowing in concern. Emily didn’t get it, then winced inwardly as it dawned on her she’d probably given Aiden’s secret away. She wouldn’t normally have undressed in front of a man. It wasn’t as if she’d been dating Aiden.


  Aiden caught her eye. “Are you sure...?”


  “I’m fine,” Emily repeated. “Let’s go.”


  She regretted it as she made her way down the stairs and onto the streets. Her arms and legs felt as if they were on the verge of shattering, leaving her on the ground. And yet, she forced herself to keep going. Her magic sparked around her, helping her to remain upright. She would have flown, if she could concentrate long enough to muster the spell. Aiden walked beside her, ready to grab her arm. It didn’t take a mind-reader to know Aiden was dreadfully worried.


  I wasn’t targeted at random, Emily thought, as she made her way into the palace. A pair of guards spoke quickly to Aiden, then sent a messenger to the council chamber. That assassin was sent to kill me. She knew me by sight.


  Her mind churned. Who could it be? She didn’t think there were many people in the city who’d recognize her on sight. She’d looked a little different the last time she’d visited, seven years ago. Someone who’d seen her in Dragon’s Den? Or someone who’d been primed by someone who did know her? Someone who...


  “She’s being held in the lower cell block,” Aiden said. “Do you need help getting down the stairs?”


  “Probably,” Emily admitted. She would be fine, if she had a nap and gave her body some time to recover. Lady Barb had done an excellent job, but it would still be hours before she recovered from the trauma. It was hard not to be frustrated, yet... she told herself not to be selfish. Over forty people had died in the blast alone. “I’m... I’m sorry.”


  She forced herself to inch down the stairs, leaning on Aiden as they moved further and further underground. Aiden muttered quietly to herself. Emily thought she was cursing, until she realized Aiden was planning a broadsheet article. The cynic in her wondered if it would ever be published. The rebels would be delighted to blame everything on the royalists, even if they weren’t actually at fault. They’d be a great deal less eager to print a suggestion that the royalists were innocent.


  “Take a moment to catch your breath,” Aiden advised, as they reached the bottom of the stairs. The guards looked at them, their eyes going wide with surprise. “We have time.”


  “Thanks.” Emily took a long breath, drawing on her magic. She was going to pay for that soon - she’d have to get back to bed before the spell exhausted her - but it would keep her upright for the moment. “Which cell?”


  Aiden nodded to the guard, who opened an unmarked door. The stench of blood - and fear - wafted out. Emily braced herself and stepped inside. The girl was bound to an iron chair, completely naked. Her skin was bruised and battered, burn marks clearly visible on her breasts and thighs. Emily felt sick - behind her, she heard Aiden curse - as the door closed behind them. She’d seen torture, but... her chest heaved and she retched helplessly. She would have thrown up, if she’d had anything in her stomach. It had been a long time since she’d eaten anything.


  “She deserves it,” Aiden said. She sounded as though she was trying to convince herself. “She deserves it.”


  The girl looked up, then cringed away as her eyes lit on Emily. Emily saw panic and fear and helpless resignation in the girl’s eyes, not the hatred she’d expected. She reached out gingerly with her senses, all too aware the assassin might be playing dead. It was hard to believe anyone would let themselves be brutalized, if they had the ability to fight back and escape, but she couldn’t afford to ignore the possibility. She was all too aware that magic could do all sorts of things, some of them beyond her imagination.


  She frowned. A faint haze of magic surrounded the girl. It wasn’t hers... Emily cursed under her breath. The girl had been compelled, practically enslaved. It was a surprisingly brutal spell, but perhaps the caster hadn’t had time to be subtle. Bind the girl with magic, give her a gun, point her at the target and make it impossible for her to say anything afterwards. No wonder she’d been tortured so savagely. The interrogators had probably thought she was defying them intentionally.


  “Listen,” she said, quietly. “What’s your name?”


  The girl turned her head, but said nothing. She couldn’t talk. Emily reached forward and touched her forehead, trying to dismantle the compulsion spell. It had been put together in a tearing hurry, as she’d thought. The real assassin hadn’t had anywhere near enough time to hide his handiwork, or ensure the girl went to the block... Emily pushed out with her mind, looking for traps. Removing a compulsion spell wasn’t easy. The effects could linger for days or weeks afterwards.


  “Emily,” Aiden said. “Be careful...”


  The girl twitched, violently. Her hands pulled at her chains. Emily ignored her struggles as she took hold of the spellware and pulled it free, as hard as she could. The girl screamed, then started to cry. Emily stepped back and patted her hands awkwardly. The spell hadn’t spared the victim anything, not even the knowledge of what she’d been made to do.


  “My name is Emily,” she said, quietly, as the girl stared at her through tearstained eyes. “I need to touch your mind, just to know what happened. And then we’ll get you out of here.”


  She took a breath. “What’s your name?”


  “Fran,” the girl said. “I... I was named for the queen, but... my mum wasn’t allowed to use the full name.”


  That probably didn’t do you any favors, Emily thought. The rebels probably saw it as a confession of guilt.


  “Fran,” she said. “Can I touch your mind?”


  The girl looked terrified, but nodded. Emily braced herself, trying to think of a way to calm Fran down. Nothing came to mind. The poor girl had been enchanted, then turned into an assassin, then locked in a cell and beaten half to death... she wondered, suddenly, what had happened to Fran’s family. The mob might have already dragged them out of their home and torn them to shreds. She tried to push the thought out of her head as she touched the girl, reaching out with her mind. Fran might be able to look into her head, too. It would be utterly disastrous if she saw that thought in Emily’s mind.


  She concentrated as a maelstrom of thoughts, memories and feelings enveloped her. Fran wasn’t trying to fight or hide something from her, as far as Emily could tell, but she was in enough pain to constantly disrupt her thoughts. Flashes of memory darted in front of her - a pair of smiling parents, work on the farm, a young man she’d liked - all of which lingered just long enough to make Emily feel uncomfortably like a voyeur. The thought was enough to bring up more memories... Emily wanted to look away, but she had to follow the threads all the way to the enchantment. It was waiting for her...


  ... A burst of pain flared through her as she plunged into the memory. Fran had been working at a stall. That much was clear. She’d been charged with selling the family’s produce... memories yanked at Emily’s awareness, trying to send her spinning helplessly through the poor girl’s mind. A man had approached her, wearing a cloak and carrying a wand. Fran hadn’t sensed the danger until he’d jabbed the wand at her, then started to cast a compulsion spell. It was oddly complex for a spell cast with a wand. And anyone capable of casting such a spell wouldn’t need a wand.


  Her mind focused as she stared at the figure. He’d been enveloped in a glamor so strong Fran had never seen his face. Male, definitely, but... what else? Everything he’d shown Fran could be an illusion. He could have used a spell to conceal everything, then a glamor to confuse her... the memories blurred together as Emily let go. She had a vision of her face, of a trigger being pulled and then... pain and pain and pain and...


  She yanked herself free, almost collapsing under the weight of Fran’s memories. King Randor had hired a bunch of sadists to handle his interrogations, men who’d taken sick delight in hurting their victims as much as possible. Alassa had ordered them fired, when she’d taken the throne. The rebels... the rebels had sadists of their own. She was astonished they hadn’t accidentally killed Fran. They probably would have, if they hadn’t wanted to behead her.


  “I’ll get you out of here,” she promised, her voice shaky. She didn’t have the magic to heal the poor girl, but she could get her out. “I’ll be back.”


  Aiden looked pale as they stumbled back into the corridor. Althorn was standing outside, waiting for them. He looked surprisingly pleased with himself, although Emily had no idea why. He would have sent an innocent girl to the block - and her family to the mob - if she hadn’t thought to check her mind.


  “Emily,” he said. “I’m glad to see you’re on your feet...”


  Emily cut him off. “That girl is innocent,” she said, shortly. “Release her, do what you can for her...”


  “There are thousands of witnesses who saw her shoot you,” Althorn said. “She is not innocent.”


  “She was under a spell,” Emily said. She forced herself to calm down and think. “Someone set off the bomb, then enchanted her into trying to kill me. She didn’t act of her own free will.”


  Althorn’s eyes bored into hers. “And you are sure of this?”


  “I read her mind,” Emily said. “She was enchanted.”


  She shuddered, stumbling helplessly. The spell had been brutally powerful. Fran was going to have a lot of problems recovering, even if she was released at once. The torture wouldn’t have helped either. She shook her head in bitter grief. Someone had set out to kill her and... and what? What had been the point?


  “The royalists have sorcerers,” Althorn said. “They could have slipped someone into the city.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily said. “Or...”


  “There was a story Dater was going to marry you, once upon a time,” Althorn said. “Is there any truth to it whatsoever?”


  “He asked me to marry him,” Emily said, as they reached the bottom of the stairs. “I said no.”


  “That’s funny,” Althorn said. “His version of the story is that he turned you down.”


  Emily snorted, then stared at the stairs in dismay. There was no way she could get up them, not without a rest and something to eat. She hated to ask for help, but... Althorn picked her up almost effortlessly and carried her up the stairs. Emily flushed, torn between embarrassment, fear and something she didn’t want to look at too closely. It was... helplessness, but a good kind of helplessness. She gritted her teeth in irritation. Althorn wasn’t the first strong man who’d held her in his arms, but... The feeling was new and dangerous. She didn’t like it, and yet she did.


  Aiden followed, her expression an unreadable mask. Emily wondered what she was thinking. She’d helped arrest Fran, ensuring she was marched straight to the cells, chained up and brutally tortured... perhaps worse. There was no way to undo what she’d done, even though it had been a reasonable thing to do at the time. There was no way the guards could be punished, either. They’d all known Fran had pulled the trigger. They just hadn’t realized she hadn’t been in her right mind.


  “The council has been arguing for hours,” Althorn said, as they reached the top of the stairs. He lowered her to the ground, holding her upright until she found her footing. “They’re arguing for the queen’s immediate execution.”


  “She’s in a cell,” Aiden pointed out. “If she could cast those sort of spells, she wouldn’t have been taken prisoner so easily.”


  “She was found guilty of using love potions and enchantments on the king,” Althorn countered. “You cast one of the guilty votes.”


  “It’s not quite the same,” Aiden said, cocking an eyebrow at Emily. “Is it?”


  Emily gathered herself. “I need to get back home and sleep,” she said. There were hundreds of unused rooms in the palace, but she wanted to be inside her wards. “Please, will you take care of Fran?”


  “I can try,” Althorn said. He sounded reluctant. “The council already sentenced her to death.”


  “Then tell the world the council sentencing someone to death is almost as good as actually executing them,” Emily said. She doubted that piece of insane troll logic would fly, but she was too tired to think straight. “Or that I killed her personally. I’m sure that will go down well.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Althorn said. “But the people want blood.”


  “Then find the person responsible for the enchantment,” Emily said. She remembered the bombing and shuddered. Terrorism was relatively new on the Nameless World, but she had a feeling it was about to become depressingly common. “And quickly, before he strikes again.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  “MY BROTHER WOULD NOT HAVE ORDERED YOUR death,” Prince Hedrick said. His lips twisted with disgust as he ate his breakfast. “He was besotted with you.”


  Emily was inclined to agree, although for different reasons. Dater was smart enough to know that turning her into a martyr would rebound badly. He’d incur the wrath of much of the Allied Lands as well as the rebels and her friends. But it wasn’t impossible, she reminded herself, that one of his subordinates had ordered the assassination attempt. Dater wouldn’t be pleased - technically, he could be held accountable for his subordinates even if they weren’t under his direct control - but it wouldn’t matter. She’d be dead no matter who pulled the trigger.


  She sat at the table and took her bark tea without comment. Her body still ached, but she felt better after a good night’s sleep and a long bath. Lady Barb had insisted she drink a pair of potions to speed up the rest of her recovery, pointing out she couldn’t afford to waste time getting better as the city continued to self-destruct. Emily hadn’t been able to argue, even though she knew there were wounded on the streets who needed them more. The next assassination attempt could come at any time.


  “My Lady,” Silent said. “Aiden sent a messenger while you were asleep. The rebel council will address the people this afternoon, just after noon. He’s promised to escort you to the city square.”


  Prince Hedrick snorted, rudely. “You shouldn’t be walking out with him.”


  Emily blinked, too surprised to be insulted. “Why not?”


  “People will talk,” Hedrick said. “He’s a handsome young man and a rebel.”


  “Oh.” Emily had to smile, despite his tone. Aiden wasn’t a man. Emily supposed Aiden would be glad to know she’d fooled Hedrick, perhaps a little too well. She allowed her voice to harden. “I have a duty to maintain friendly relationships with the rebel leadership until I can convince them to meet your brother halfway.”


  Hedrick grimaced. “You do realize your... friend... probably led you into a trap,” he said, his expression darkening. “How else could the bomb had been detonated so close to you?”


  Emily considered it for a long moment, then dismissed it. Aiden wasn’t a fanatic, certainly not one who’d risk certain death to kill her target. It had been sheer luck she’d been behind Emily when the bomb detonated... and sheer luck, too, that Emily made a practice of protecting herself against physical assault. The bomb would have injured or killed the average sorcerer, if it had caught him by surprise. Aiden could hardly have counted on being shielded by Emily. And... Emily frowned. It would have been easy enough for Aiden to stick a charmed knife in her ribs, if she’d wanted. She’d certainly been close enough to Emily to do it.


  And she could have killed me while I was vulnerable, she reminded herself. It would have been easy for Aiden to make the damage a little worse, then swear blind there’d been nothing she could do. And she could have steered me a little closer to the bomb...


  She frowned, tossing the problem around and around in her head. The bomb had detonated alarmingly close to her, close enough to kill. It would have killed... had it been meant to kill? Or had it simply been a coincidence? If someone wanted to cause chaos, detonating bombs at random would be an easy way to do it. There were so many carts on the streets that searching them all for barrels of gunpowder would waste a great deal of time and probably do nothing more than add to the chaos.


  “You see my point,” Hedrick said. “Aiden could have led you into a trap.”


  “He could also have shot me himself,” Emily pointed out. “It wouldn’t have been that hard.”


  The coincidence nagged at her as she finished her breakfast. If she’d been the target, the assassin had gotten very lucky. If she hadn’t been the target... it was a wild - and extremely unlikely - coincidence. Unless there were two sets of assassins running around... it was possible. The bombers could have blown up the marketplace, giving the mystery sorcerer a chance to enchant a helpless victim and point her at Emily. And yet...


  “Be on your guard,” Hedrick said. “Rebels cannot be trusted.”


  “They don’t trust you either,” Emily said, tartly. She stood, brushing down her dress. “And why should they?”


  She glanced up as she heard a knock on the door. Silent went to open it. Emily closed her eyes, linking into the wards to scan the newcomer. The wards they’d created were nowhere near as capable as those protecting a school of magic, but it was easy enough to be sure the newcomer - Aiden - didn’t have any magic on her, apart from her tiny glamor. Emily frowned as she headed to the lobby herself. Aiden wasn’t a magician. Where had she obtained the glamor?


  “Emily,” Aiden said. She wore black clothes, the color of mourning. “How are you feeling?”


  “Better,” Emily said. She flushed as she remembered Althorn carrying her back up the stairs. “Did you see to Fran?”


  “She’s on her way out of the city, along with her uncle,” Aiden said. “Your mentor saw to her wounds. The mob” - she frowned - “the mob ripped her stall to shreds. Fortunately, she lives outside the city. We managed to deter the locals from chasing her family off the farm before it was too late.”


  Emily made a face. The assassin had picked his victim well. If the mob turned on farmers, the farmers would stop sending food to the city... and there wasn’t enough food anyway. It was just a matter of time until Dater started raiding the farms, trying to starve the city without risking a siege. He wouldn’t want a victory that would leave his forces in ruins. The kingdom might be better off if he lost.


  She met Aiden’s eyes. “And the bastards who tortured her?”


  “That’s still being debated,” Aiden said. “The council is split on the issue.”


  Emily grimaced. “And there I was thinking you’d banned torture.”


  Aiden had the grace to look embarrassed. “We had every reason to think she was guilty,” she pointed out. “And we had to know - we have to know - if there are any other royalists in the city.”


  Except she wasn’t acting of her own free will, Emily thought, sourly. The whole affair left a bad taste in her mouth. And even if she had been, she probably wouldn’t have been told anything more than she needed to know.


  Aiden turned. “Come on,” she said. “We reserved a seat for you.”


  Emily hesitated, unsure if she should actually attend. The monarchy had authorized torture as a matter of course, unless the suspect was of noble blood. The rebels had banned torture, only to resort to it the moment they felt they needed it. She wasn’t too surprised - most reformers found themselves grappling with the realities of power, including the need to make hard decisions, sooner or later - but it annoyed her. She’d hoped the rebels could forge a new society. She was starting to fear the worst.


  She followed Aiden, keeping her eyes open. There were more spies on the street, making their presence painfully obvious. There were fewer civilians on the streets beyond, and only a handful of them were unescorted women. They glanced from side to side, their hands on the pommels of their swords... swords Emily was fairly certain they didn’t know how to use. A couple of men even wore their swords on their backs! That only worked if the blades and scabbards were carefully charmed.


  Her eyes narrowed as they walked towards the city square. There were more soldiers on the streets, wearing their mismatched uniforms and omnipresent cloth caps. Emily couldn’t help thinking there were too many soldiers on the streets for effective security. It would be easy enough for someone to don a uniform, complete with cap, and make their way through the defenses completely unchallenged. She’d heard plenty of stories of men who’d done just that during brushfire wars. The rebels would have to be very careful to keep infiltrators from sneaking into their ranks.


  “In days of yore, the king’s heralds would read out his decrees here,” Aiden said, as they circumvented the square. It was heaving with people, almost all men. “They didn’t have the force of law until they were presented to the public, although” - she chuckled humorlessly - “it would be a fool who’d rely on such a defense in court. Now, we’ve been using it for public debate. Everyone who thinks he has a bright idea is welcome to come and tell everyone who can be bothered to listen.”


  She grinned. “Someone wanted to set up a rotting fruit stall,” she added. “He got lynched.”


  Emily scowled as they approached the stage. She didn’t approve of lynch mobs, but she didn’t approve of the heckler’s veto either. Shouting someone down didn’t prove them wrong. It only proved you could shout louder. And treating someone like that tended to make enemies. No one in their right mind would trust a heckler, even if they claimed to be on their side. Anyone prepared to be a jerk for you was equally prepared to be a jerk to you. It was practically a law of nature.


  She took her seat and studied the crowd. They looked restive, ready to burst into action. She saw a handful of salesmen working the rear, proffering everything from pamphlets and broadsheets to food and drink. There were probably a bunch of pickpockets, too, she thought, although it would be a brave man who tried to rob someone here. Too many people were carrying weapons, clearly prepared to use them. The scene could easily turn into a bloodbath if someone coughed and someone else took it as a sign to start something violent.


  “There were a handful of incidents last night,” Aiden muttered. “A bunch of men were mugged. A mob tore apart a broadsheet stall and vanished before the guards could arrive. A woman - a co-chair of the Female Revolutionary League - was snatched off the streets, brutally beaten and dumped on the other side of the city. Another was raped...”


  Emily stared at her in numb horror. “Why...?”


  “Royalists,” Aiden said. “Or that’s what everyone is saying.”


  The crowd rustled, then started to cheer as Althorn stepped onto the stage. Someone started to chant - “FREE THE PEOPLE, KILL THE ROYALS” - and it grew and grew until it echoed over the entire city. Emily had never liked large gatherings, from pep rallies to political protest marches, but... she could feel the appeal as thousands of people shouted in unison. And yet... she looked at Althorn, standing at the center of the storm. He seemed larger than life, a figure out of legend... she gritted her teeth. She was being silly. He was as human as everyone else.


  Althorn raised his hands. The crowd quietened. “The royalists wish to cow us. They wish to scare us. They think we can be whipped until we bow the knee once again. But we are strong. We will be free.”


  Emily listened as the speech went on and on. It was surprisingly repetitive, returning to the same themes over and over again, but the crowd seemed to enjoy it and demand more. Althorn blasted the Crown Prince for declaring himself king, for selling out his country to Red Rose, for refusing to so much as make a single worthwhile concession to the rebels. He promised blood and suffering, but also a wonderful land of peace and harmony when the aristocracy was finally exterminated. Emily shivered, despite herself. There would be no peace.


  “The Royalists have struck within our city,” Althorn thundered. “They have bombed us and attacked us and tried to silence us. They are so desperate they even tried to kill Emily herself” - Emily flinched as the crowd howled in anger - “and blow up our food. Even now, those cowardly shits lurk in the darkness, moving amongst us as they work to undermine our cause. I promise you, they will not win. We will not let them win!”


  The crowd howled, again and again. The sound blurred together into a horrendous crescendo. Althorn could point them at someone - anyone - and they’d tear the victim apart, without pausing to wonder even for a moment if the target was actually guilty. There were few - if any - people who would stand in the way. Emily wasn’t sure she could stand in the way. She’d have to use magic just to protect herself, let alone the target.


  “We will take every precaution to keep them from striking again,” Althorn said. “Our brave troops will turn the city upside down, looking for the royalist scum. I pledge to you, we will find them and drag them out. We will not let them win. In the name of freedom itself, we will not let them win!”


  Emily kept her face carefully impassive as Althorn outlined a series of security measures that might as well be martial law. Every cart coming into or going out of the city would be searched thoroughly before it would be allowed to pass. Every citizen was expected to keep an eye open on each and every other citizen and report them for anything that even hinted at royalist behavior. Everyone out on the streets after dark was expected to have a pass, or else they’d be arrested and detained... the list went on and on. Emily rather doubted the rebel government would remain popular, even if the citizens felt the security measures were necessary. Emergency measures had a habit of lingering long after the emergency itself was over.


  Aiden shifted uncomfortably. Emily glanced at her. Aiden had been a roving reporter, someone who’d fought for freedom of the press. It had to be hard to watch as the rebel council cracked down on press freedom in the name of freedom itself. Emily could understand the importance of keeping rumors from spreading, but nothing made them spread faster than official denial and suppression. She looked at Jair, sitting with the rest of the councilors. He’d made his name by founding a number of broadsheets, from tabloids to serious newspapers. Why was he going along with the rest of the council?


  “We will force Dater to accept the will of the people,” Althorn finished. “And if he refuses, we promise him war to the knife.”


  The crowd went wild. Emily tried not to cringe into her chair as they shouted and screamed for total war. None of them had ever seen a war, she was sure. The revolution had been bloody, but it hadn’t been a real fight. The monarchy had been so weak that one good kick had been enough to send it crashing down, allowing the rebels to take control. They’d definitely had at least some help on the inside... she made a face. She needed to know who was behind the whole affair, if indeed anyone was...


  Someone tried to kill me, she thought, stiffly. And they’re clearly intent on causing trouble.


  It felt like hours before the crowd finally began to disperse. Althorn had taken bow after bow, soaking in the cheers as though they were meat and drink. The remainder of the council had come in for their own applause, particularly after they made short speeches endorsing the new security measures. Jair was particularly enthusiastic, somewhat to Emily’s surprise. She’d known he was a hard-liner, but... that much of a hard-liner?


  “This way,” Aiden said. “The council would like your insight.”


  “I’m not sure if I’m allowed to give it,” Emily said. Her mind was racing. Jair was the loudest voice pushing for war, denying even the slightest suggestion of a meaningful concession. “Why is Jair so... aggressive?”


  “He was a scribe in training when the New Learning arrived,” Aiden said. “Unlike the others, he saw the potential immediately and opened a printer’s shop. One thing led to another and he founded a broadsheet the following year. A couple of his friends drew on his resources to launch a couple more... it was just a matter of time, I suppose, before they printed something that drew official anger. A nobleman disliked a story printed about him, even though it was true, and sent his men around to express his feelings. Jair was beaten and humiliated and … you know, it’s illegal to use a whip on a citizen? That’s what they did to him. They whipped him like a serf.”


  Emily shuddered. “Shit.”


  “Yeah,” Aiden agreed. “And he hates them. Really hates them. He rebuilt his shop and kept founding new broadsheets, setting up a whole network of underground printing shops. By the time the people rose up, he had a small empire of his own. He won’t accept anything less than total press freedom.”


  “And the destruction of the aristocracy,” Emily agreed. She could see his point. And yet... Jair was pushing too hard. Why had he agreed to allow the rebels to censor the press? Had he simply been outvoted? Or was he up to something more sinister? The person who controlled the media was in an excellent position to influence public opinion. “Why is he going along with this?”


  “I don’t know,” Aiden said. She sounded doubtful. “But he’ll do anything to destroy the aristos.”


  “I know the feeling,” Emily said. If there was anyone on the council who had a good reason to push for total war, it was Jair. And yet - win or lose - the war was going to be utterly devastating. “I just wonder what he really has in mind.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  THE NAGGING FEELING THAT JAIR WAS more than he seemed didn’t go away as Emily suffered through a long and largely pointless council meeting. Jair was easily the loudest voice calling for everything from strict security measures to outright war, even suggesting sending assassins to murder Dater in retaliation for the attempt on Emily’s life. Emily tried to probe him gingerly, but the wards surrounding the table made it impossible to glean anything beyond a vague sense of his presence. Jair could easily be a magician himself, she considered, although it was odd he’d let himself be whipped if he could easily get away. Perhaps he just wasn’t a very strong magician. He could have enough magic to charge a wand, but not enough to defend himself...


  She frowned as she considered the evidence. It just made no sense. The person who’d enslaved Fran had been working in a hurry, but they’d clearly known what they were doing. They’d seen a chance to take a shot at Emily and taken it. And yet... why? The questions boiled in her mind as the meeting went on and on and on. Had the attempt been intended to fail? Or had there been contingency plans for success as well as failure? Perhaps Jair had hoped to create a martyr. He’d certainly worked hard to make use of the assassination attempt to push his agenda.


  “I think we’re in agreement,” Althorn said. “And we can bring this meeting to an end.”


  We are? Emily tried not to roll her eyes. We agreed on something?


  She smiled, inwardly, as the meeting broke up. Althorn and Scribe Bajingan remained behind, apparently to draft a formal message to the new king. Emily saw Aiden speaking to two of the others in a low voice, suggesting she didn’t want to be overheard. Jair headed down a long corridor leading to his offices and effectively vanished. Emily sighed, inwardly. She was going to have to check Jair out, as quickly as possible. Perhaps, if she uncovered the truth, she could convince both sides to come to the negotiating table and make some real concessions.


  Night was falling as she stepped through the gates and onto the streets. A small army of guards was marching up and down, chasing civilians back to their homes. Emily wondered if they’d try to stop her, but they paid her no heed as she walked back to the house. It was probably just a matter of time before something exploded, leading to chaos on the streets and a second revolution. The people had felt their power now, she reflected. They could turn on their city’s new rulers as easily as they’d turned on the old.


  She grimaced as she passed the spies, who pretended to ignore her. There was going to be a bloodbath, sooner or later, unless... unless what? She wasn’t sure anything could stop what was coming. The kingdom was sliding down the slippery slope to civil war, unless the two sides made an agreement in good faith and kept it. The more she thought about it, the more she was sure neither side had any interest in doing anything of the sort. They couldn’t make meaningful concessions without weakening their own position, if they didn’t get stabbed in the back by their own people.


  Lady Barb met her as she stepped inside. “We got a note,” she said. “We’re not allowed to leave the house after dark.”


  “I have to,” Emily said. She glanced back. Darkness was still falling. “And I’ll need your help.”


  Lady Barb listened to what she had in mind, then nodded curtly. Emily smiled as she hurried into the kitchen, accepted a cheese sandwich from Silent and inhaled it. She couldn’t help noticing there was less food in the pantry, despite the preservation spells. Silent couldn’t buy food that wasn’t there. Emily grimaced at the thought. It might be better to send everyone else out of the city, save perhaps for herself. There was nothing to be gained by keeping them trapped here.


  She waited for night to fall, then headed up to the attic and cast a night vision spell before opening the hatch to the rooftop. The stars overhead were strikingly bright as she cloaked herself in darkness and levitated herself onto the roof. She stood there for a moment, staring out over the city. There were few visible lights, save for a handful of lanterns surrounding the castle and a couple of glowing orbs near the magical quarter. She braced herself, then drew on her magic and launched into the air. Flying was a skill she’d only recently mastered, and she was all too aware it would be easy for even a weak magician to send her crashing to the ground, but it would allow her to evade the spies on the street. Lady Barb would cast a handful of illusions to make sure they thought she was still in the house.


  The night air was disturbingly warm, smelling of something unpleasant as she flew over the river and dropped towards the merchant quarters. Jair had founded his office there, Aiden had said when she’d shown Emily the city. He even slept in an apartment on top of the office block, rather than seizing an aristocratic manor for himself. Emily wasn’t sure that was a good sign. She could understand the urge to be humble - Jair didn’t seem inclined to spend money on conspicuous consumption - but if he was a magician, if he’d taken the time to weave protective spells into his home, he wouldn’t want to move in a hurry. If... she held herself in the air, looking down at the newspaper office below. It didn’t look heavily defended.


  She lowered herself to the ground, cast an obscurification charm around herself and headed to the building. She’d probably be taken for a streetwalker, if someone managed to spot her in the darkness, but she didn’t dare try to land on the building. If it was heavily warded... her eyes narrowed as she reached the wall and peered up. There were a handful of protective wards, but none were complex. She tested them carefully, then opened a gap wide enough to allow her to slip through and into the building. The physical lock proved more of a barrier than the wards. She allowed herself a moment of relief she’d spent so much time learning to pick locks.


  The sense of... unease... grew stronger as she inched her way into the building. It smelt of paper and ink and something she couldn’t quite place, but was strikingly familiar. She could hear people talking in low voices as she made her way up the stairs, altering the charm a little before she peered into a large room. A gaggle of apprentices, female as well as male, were laying out the blocks for the morning’s papers. Emily was mildly surprised Jair had recruited girls. Outside Heart’s Eye - and Cockatrice - female apprentices were relatively rare.


  She felt a pang of guilt as she resumed her creep up the stairs. If she was right, if Jair really was up to something, she was going to put the apprentices out of work. They’d have useful skills, but... she grimaced. They’d be lucky to survive if the city fell to the royalists. This time, there would be no mistakes. Privately-owned printing presses would be banned, newspapers would be censored and nothing would be published without the court’s approval. Who knew? Perhaps the New Learning would be banned completely...


  The shadows seemed to lessen as she reached the top of the stairs. She leaned forward, reaching out with her senses. There was one guard, standing behind a thin wardline. She inched forward, using her magic to open the wardline and shoot a freeze spell at him. He jerked, then froze. Emily muttered a spell to confuse his memories - she didn’t think he’d gotten a good look at her, but there was no point in taking chances - and then walked past him. The rooftop apartment - she couldn’t help thinking of it as a penthouse - was right in front of her. It was surprisingly small. It made her wonder why penthouses in big cities cost millions of dollars.


  Location, location, location, she thought, as she checked the wards. They were strikingly thin, barely enough to keep out the average thief. The people who bought the penthouses wanted to be near the action.


  She pushed her way through the wards, starting to wonder if she’d made a mistake. A magician who wanted to conceal his powers might set up very basic wards, if he had the money to hire a wardcrafter, but Jair was cutting it fine. It wouldn’t be easy to set up strong wards around the building itself, if only because too many people had to come and go at all times, but why would he leave himself so defenseless? She opened the door and stepped into the chamber. Jair was lying in the bed, snoring. He was alone.


  And defenseless, Emily thought. She wouldn’t have left herself so unprotected. She didn’t know any magician who would have taken such a dumb risk. What are you doing?


  She muttered a spell to keep him asleep, then strode around the room. The penthouse was really one small chamber, two walls lined with bookshelves. There wasn’t even a washroom, just a chamber pot under the bed. She grimaced as she continued her search, careful not to touch anything. If Jair was a traitor, it was hidden very well. The papers on his desk suggested nothing, but a dedicated newspaper editor and a loyal - her lips quirked - rebel. The only items of concern were a handful of notes from sources within the enemy army... not enough, she reflected, to be proof of anything. It was becoming clear she’d made a mistake.


  He could have been manipulated, if he isn’t the one doing the manipulating, she thought. Or he could have been co-opted...


  She scowled as she looked at his sleeping form. The aristos hadn’t killed Jair. Why? Had they thought they could use him? Had they thought they had something on him? A piece of blackmail information that was still useful, even after the revolution? She could believe Jair might have been on their payroll... she shook her head. Jair seemed determined to push the issue until the royalists backed down completely or went to war. She couldn’t believe that would help Dater.


  But it would help Red Rose, she mused. And any other faction that wants to cause trouble.


  She hesitated, torn between the grim awareness she needed to know and an uneasy sense she was about to cross a line. There were things she couldn’t do, not if she wanted to remain herself. There were just too many horror stories about people who talked themselves into compromising their values, then did it again and again until they lost all sense that what they were doing was wrong. The rebels might already be falling down the slippery slope. They’d pledged to restore freedoms, yet...


  Her fingertips touched Jair’s forehead. Her magic slipped into his mind. A volley of images assailed around her, from old memories to erotic dreams. She gritted her teeth, trying not to let the images hurl her out of his mind. They weren’t real. And yet, they were more than a little disturbing. An unconscious mind could be a terrible place.


  She pressed on, following the threads of memory. Jair had been a scribe... she recoiled at the sense of boredom that pervaded his lessons. He’d been forced to memorize thousands upon thousands of characters, each with a number of different meanings. He wouldn’t even have tried to become a scribe, she realized, if his parents hadn’t insisted. He’d been grateful beyond words when the New Learning arrived, taking advantage of the opportunities as his fellows fought to stem the tide. They’d called him a traitor. It was funny how little that had hurt.


  The memories slapped her mind. Men broke into the store... her store. She - he - tried to fight, only to be tied up and whipped... the memories were so intense she had trouble disentangling her thoughts from his mind. They’d flogged her... her back ached, even though she knew it was purely psychosomatic. And they’d done it in front of her apprentices... his apprentices. How could they respect him, after they’d seen him whipped like a serf? They’d robbed him of his dignity in a handful of seconds...


  She felt tears in her eyes as she tasted his shame and humiliation. She’d never been humiliated so badly, not even when... she shook her head as she tried to disengage. The memories were just too strong. He burnt with a helpless desire for revenge, a desire that had only grown stronger as he’d drifted further and further into the revolutionary underground. He’d helped set up rebel cells, fearing all the while that they wouldn’t be enough. And then the revolution had come. He’d forced his way onto the council to ensure the rebels didn’t give up, not when they could win.


  Emily stumbled back, head spinning. Jair was loyal. He might be making a mistake in pushing for total war, but he was loyal. How could he ever forgive the aristocracy? They’d broken him. Of course he’d want revenge. And... she shuddered, feeling the insane urge to retch. If someone had done that to her...


  I’m sorry, she thought, turning away. She’d made a dreadful mistake and violated a man’s mind for... for what? She didn’t even have the satisfaction of exposing the truth. She’d thought Jair was... she shook her head. Whatever he was, he wasn’t working for an outside power. And she couldn’t blame him for wanting revenge. I’m sorry.


  She twisted the spell and erased all traces of her presence, then turned and made her way past the frozen guard. The spell on him would wear off shortly, his memories blurred to the point he’d think he’d simply fallen asleep on duty. He wouldn’t mention it to his superior, Emily was sure. Sergeant Harkin had described an endless series of gruesome punishments meted out to guards who fell asleep when they were meant to be on watch. They were extreme enough - sometimes - to make a royal torturer blanch. She gritted her teeth as she slipped down the stairs, then stopped. She could hear voices. Two people were whispering in the stairwell, far too close to her for comfort.


  “... Don’t like this at all,” the first voice said. Young, male... perhaps in his late teens. “Aren’t we supposed to tell the truth?”


  “And if you send that article to His Nibs, you’ll be fired,” the second voice said. She sounded young too, although there was a hard edge to her voice. “You should be writing about Donna Trapp.”


  “Word on the streets is that she was lying,” the first voice said. “Her entire story is a load of bullshit.”


  “His Nibs wants you to write about it,” the second voice said. “And if you don’t, you’ll be fired out of a cannon.”


  Into a volcano, Emily thought. The dispute was growing heated. What are they talking about?


  A third voice broke in. “Why haven’t you two got back to work?”


  Emily smiled as she heard the sound of all three people going through a door and slamming it closed behind them, then hurried back down the stairs before someone else could appear. An open office sat in front of her, a pair of older men arguing loudly as they waved pieces of paper at each other. Emily moved past, trusting in the charm to conceal her presence. They didn’t even look up. The argument was just too important. Emily reached the bottom of the stairs, headed onto the alleyway and vanished into the surrounding streets. They were almost completely empty.


  She closed her eyes for a long moment, centering herself, then drifted into the air and headed back across the river. She’d wasted her time. Worse, she’d crossed a line and... guilt gnawed at her, only slightly tempered by the awareness she’d needed to know. But... she scowled as she lowered herself back to the rooftop. Jair might not be working for someone else, not openly, but his demand for war was still going to work in their favor. Perhaps...


  And we don’t really know what’s going on, Emily thought. Her thoughts churned in circles, time and time again. There could be a dozen different factions... or none.


  Emily rubbed her forehead as she turned and looked over the city. She could see the flickering light of a fire, far too close to the walls for comfort. A homeless encampment? Or a burning house? The mob was still looking for royalists. If she was any judge, a bunch of people had already reported their neighbors in hopes of ensuring their neighbors wouldn’t have time to report them. The mob wouldn’t give a damn about guilt or innocence. It just wanted someone to kill.


  She opened the hatch, then froze as she saw an explosion in the distance, followed by a peal of thunder. She cursed under her breath as the fireball rose into the air. It would be clearly visible all over the city. The terrorists - whoever they were - were still out there. And it was just a matter of time until they struck again.


  Lady Barb met her as she dropped through the hatch and returned to the kitchen. “Any luck?”


  “No,” Emily said, sourly. She heard another explosion in the distance and winced. “I think I made a mistake.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “THERE WERE TWO BOMBINGS LAST NIGHT,” Aiden said. She’d arrived shortly after noon and hinted, none too subtly, that she wanted to be invited in. “Both of them targeted guard patrols.”


  Emily made a face. She hadn’t slept well. She’d had to meditate for hours, just to keep Jair’s memories from overwhelming her. He had a powerful presence, she had to admit, although he was nowhere near as charismatic as Althorn. It was no wonder, she told herself again and again, that he was so bitter. To be treated like that...


  She dragged her attention back to Aiden. “What happened?”


  “Oh, the guards searched for the bombers, but found nothing,” Aiden said. “A handful of suspects were taken and imprisoned, yet... there’s no proof of anything. There were a few other attacks as well, all minor. The streets are no longer safe.”


  “That’s what happens when you destroy the rule of law,” Prince Hedrick said. He sat at the table, eying his lunch as if it were a poisonous snake. “The streets are no longer safe.”


  “They weren’t safe beforehand,” Aiden snapped. “Your guardsmen were happy to ignore crime as long as it didn’t impinge upon you.”


  Emily held up a hand. “What are things like on the streets?”


  “Right now?” Aiden shook her head. “People are staying indoors, unless they absolutely have to be outside. The guards are searching everyone who tries to enter the marketplaces or shopping streets, just to make sure they’re not carrying bombs. And rumors are spreading like the royal pox. They’re saying you were actually killed in the bombing and that we have to avenge you.”


  “Ouch,” Emily commented. She briefly considered making a speech, but she was all too aware no one who’d not already met her would believe she was the Emily. They’d expect someone who lived up to the paintings and they’d find the real person disappointing. She’d never realized that could become a problem until it was far too late. “Can’t the council do something?”


  Aiden shrugged. “Right now, there are too many other crazy rumors flying around,” she said. “I doubt any of them can be put to bed anytime soon.”


  “That’s what happens when you let everyone talk,” Hedrick said. He sneered. “You get people talking nonsense because no one slaps them down.”


  “There are people who allege you were having sex with your stepmother,” Aiden said, sardonically. “And they were doing that before the revolution...”


  Hedrick rose, half-drawing his sword. “How dare you?”


  “Sit down,” Emily said, sharply. Hedrick would have no trouble gutting Aiden, if Emily didn’t step in. Whatever his flaws, he was a practiced swordsman. “We can’t afford another diplomatic incident!”


  Hedrick glowered at her, then sat. Silent placed a mug of bark tea in front of him, then refilled Emily and Aiden’s cups. Emily was almost relieved, even though she knew Aiden’s remark was going to fester. Hedrick would never be able to disprove the rumors, no matter what he did. Too many people wanted to believe the story or say they did, just so they could hold it up as an example of royal depravity. It was going to linger until everyone involved was safely dead.


  Aiden sipped her tea, then leaned forward. “Can I ask a question?”


  “Of course,” Emily said. She remembered what Void would say and smiled. “I don’t promise to answer.”


  “I know.” Aiden met her eyes. “Do you” - she hesitated, as if she wasn’t quite sure what she wanted to say - “do you believe your mission is likely to succeed?”


  Hedrick snorted. Emily wasn’t sure how to answer. The first part of her mission had failed, unless something changed radically. There was little hope of convincing the royalists and the rebels to come to an agreement both sides could accept. The second part... she grimaced. She was going to have to check out the remainder of the council, as well as their aides, to see if they were under outside influence. And if they weren’t...


  “It hasn’t failed,” she said. “Not yet.”


  “Not yet,” Aiden echoed. She hesitated, again. “Can I trust you?”


  “... Maybe,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure how to answer that either. “I... anything you tell me in confidence will stay in confidence.”


  Aiden didn’t look convinced. She glanced at Hedrick, then scowled. “Do you not have duties to the White Council?”


  “I have to try to carry out my mission,” Emily said. Void had said she’d been set up to fail. Emily had a nasty feeling he was right. Master Lucknow might have calculated there was no hope of convincing both sides to come to terms and... she put the thought out of her mind. She didn’t have time to worry about it. “I’m not obliged to tell them everything.”


  “I see.” Aiden played with her hands, twisting them over and over. “Emily... there’s a meeting this evening. I think you should attend.”


  Emily blinked. “A meeting? Between whom?”


  Aiden, very visibly, took the plunge. “Some of us... moderates... have been uneasy with the rush to war. The declaration of martial law has pushed us into looking for a way out of the crisis. We’re planning to meet tonight to discuss it.”


  Hedrick threw back his head and brayed like a mule. “So you’re going to become rebels against the rebels,” he said. His laughter was a horrible sound. “What a surprise!”


  “No.” Aiden reddened. “We want to preserve something of the revolution’s goals. We’re willing to meet your brother, the king, halfway. But we have to know there’s a chance we’ll actually get what we want out of it.”


  “You don’t want anything,” Hedrick said. “You just want things to go back to normal.”


  Emily ignored the argument as she forced herself to think. It had occurred to her, more than once, that there had to be several factions within the rebel council, but Althorn had seemed to be in control. Now... she grimaced. Martial law had probably concentrated a few minds on just what would happen if the council got used to wielding unlimited power. She’d seen broadsheets and pamphlets criticizing the rebel government. How long would those be allowed to run if they were branded treacherous? Or defeatist? Or... who cared? There’d always be an excuse for a crackdown if the people in charge wanted one.


  She frowned, then considered her options. Attending the meeting was asking for trouble, if she were caught. The rebel leadership would be well within their rights to order her to leave the city. And yet... if she could convince the moderates to come up with a more reasonable proposal, she might be able to take it to Dater and convince him to accept it. If... she gritted her teeth. The moderates might not have the ability to take power and impose their terms on the remainder of the rebels. It could easily lead to a bloodbath.


  And that might happen if I do nothing, she thought. I can’t let this chance slip by.


  “You had a taste of ruling for yourself and you didn’t like it,” Hedrick purred. “And now you want us back in charge.”


  Emily cleared her throat before Aiden could come up with a retort. “I’ll attend,” she said, shortly. “When do we go?”


  “I’ll come too.” Hedrick stood. “As my brother’s representative...”


  “You’re not invited,” Aiden said. “And even if you were, your head would be lopped off the moment you stuck it outside the house.”


  “I can speak to my brother on your behalf,” Hedrick pointed out. “He’d listen to me.”


  Would he? Emily wasn’t so sure. What are you playing at now, Hedrick?


  She frowned. She wasn’t sure why the rebels had left Hedrick alone. Did they have a reason to keep him alive? He was, technically, heir to the throne. The rebels might consider putting him on the throne, if his older brother proved unreasonable. Or... he might have much the same thing in mind himself. There were wheels within wheels, conspiracies within conspiracies... she shook her head. She didn’t have time to worry about it. And she certainly didn’t want Prince Hedrick caught outside the house.


  “You have to stay here,” she said. “You’re not... remotely diplomatic.”


  Hedrick rested his hands on his hips. “I can be charming...”


  “But not charming enough,” Emily said, curtly. She was sick of him. “Let me handle this. I’ll give you a full report.”


  She glanced at Lady Barb, who shrugged. Silent started collecting the empty mugs and carrying them into the kitchen. Attending the meeting was a very definite long-shot, and it could blow up in her face, but it might be her final chance to avert serious bloodshed. The rebels were preparing for war, readying themselves to destroy the city and rip the kingdom apart rather than surrender to the aristocrats. She owed it to herself to take the chance.


  “Grab your cloak,” Aiden said. “We want to be well clear of the house before twilight.”


  Prince Hedrick made a rude sound, but said nothing as Emily donned her cloak and led the way to the door. She hoped he’d behave himself, while she was gone. The city was moving closer and closer to war. She was mildly surprised the council hadn’t ordered the queen’s execution, despite her pleas. They couldn’t see her as a bargaining chip if she was effectively worthless. Dater might make a show of mourning her loss, but Emily wasn’t convinced he’d mean it. His stepmother could easily turn into a liability, even if the rumors hadn’t spread from one end of the kingdom to the other.


  The streets felt colder, despite the heat, as they made their way towards the river. There were guards everywhere, chanting rebel songs and rewritten military cadences as they marched. They looked very young and scared, even though they were putting on a good show. Emily wondered if the rebel leadership was trying to make it clear to any doubters that they weren’t going to surrender. The temptation to surrender the city in exchange for their lives and safe passage into exile had to be overwhelming.


  Jair would never go along with it, she mused. But what about the others?


  The bridge was guarded at both ends, with heavily-armed soldiers searching everyone before they were allowed to cross. Aiden used her council authority to be allowed to avoid the search and skip the line, something that left a bad taste in Emily’s mouth even though she understood the logic. The guards wouldn’t be able to miss Aiden’s breasts... she wondered, idly, how Aiden intended to get home after the meeting. It would be well after dark, when all good men and women were supposed to be off the streets. The guards might not recognize her until it was far too late.


  She grimaced at the stench as they crossed the bridge. The river was running dry, revealing everything from half-decomposed bodies to skeletal boats and the debris of an entire city. A small army of half-naked children were poking through the riverbanks, scrounging for something - anything - they could sell. She shuddered in disgust. The river was rapidly turning into a breeding ground for disease. She wasn’t even sure it was navigable any longer. There were certainly no boats making their way up and down the waters.


  “Those poor kids,” she breathed. “Is there nothing we can do for them?”


  “They’re orphans, mostly.” Aiden’s voice was grim. “Unwanted kids, abandoned by their parents... they were often sent to the workhouses, if they were lucky. The unlucky ones were picked up by the punters and put to work, scooping up horseshit or picking pockets or worse. I... we killed a bunch of the bastards, after we took power. The kids are free. Right now, they can sell whatever they find and keep the money for themselves.”


  She turned away, hiding her face. Emily felt her heart twist in pain. It was easy, all too easy, to imagine growing up on the streets. She’d wanted to run away, more than once... here, she’d have been lucky if she’d lasted more than a day or two. It was hard to believe, looking at the kids, that the rebels had made their lives much better. And yet, even having the chance to save some money might help in the long run. If they survived...


  “My father grew up here,” Aiden explained, as they left the bridge behind. “He said he’d do anything, no matter how humiliating, to avoid coming home.”


  Emily nodded in understanding. The streets were faded, the buildings looked as if they were permanently on the verge of falling down, the people on the streets were largely thugs or streetwalkers... it looked like a place that never let anyone go. She frowned as she spotted a trio of prostitutes making eyes at potential customers... if she’d escaped, she wouldn’t want to fall back into the morass either. The rebels might make it better, if they tried, but it wouldn’t be easy. She wasn’t even sure where they should begin.


  They stopped at a stall to eat a very suspicious looking sausage in a bun - she didn’t want to think what sort of meat might have gone into the sausage, although her spells insisted it was safe to eat - and then kept walking until they reached a modest-looking apartment block. Aiden led the way inside and down a long, dark corridor, footsteps echoing in the quiet. Emily couldn’t help feeling a little claustrophobic. She muttered a night vision spell under her breath and instantly regretted it. The corridor was so dilapidated that it was a minor miracle the entire building hadn’t collapsed.


  Aiden led her up two flights of stairs, passing through a cobweb of subtle wards that were barely noticeable, then stopped in front of a solid-looking door and tapped once. It was opened by a young girl who glanced at them both, eyes widening when she saw Emily. Aiden leaned close and whispered something in her ear, then beckoned Emily to follow her into the apartment. It was larger than she’d expected, gashes in the walls and ladders leading upwards suggesting the owners had turned several smaller apartments into one big one. A couple of flickering lanterns provided light as they clambered up the ladder. The windows were open, but night was falling rapidly.


  “Lady Emily,” Aiden said. There was a brief exchange of silent hand signals. “Please allow me to present People’s Voice, Voting Right and Speaker to Power.”


  Emily hid her amusement. The three men wore cloaks that hid their faces... she wondered, suddenly, if they were men. Two of the three had nondescript builds, so completely average that they could easily be women instead. She could have walked past them without so much as noticing. The third was so strikingly muscular he could have passed for an orc in bad light. She was fairly sure he was a man, although... she shook her head. She’d just have to bear in mind that she didn’t know much of anything about them.


  “Lady Emily,” People’s Voice said. His voice was as nondescript as his appearance. “It is a pleasure to meet you at last.”


  “And you,” Emily said. The other two nodded agreement. “I don’t think we have much time.”


  “Perhaps not,” Voting Right agreed. His voice was bland. “There are troops on the streets everywhere now.”


  Emily spoke bluntly. “If you don’t mind, we need to come right to the point.”


  “Agreed,” People’s Voice said. “Our position is as follows. The council is becoming mad with power. Althorn will either take regal power for himself, shortly, or be replaced by someone else - Jair, perhaps - who will. At the same time, the monarchy has proved itself dangerously untrustworthy. We are unprepared to put our fates in either pair of hands. Accordingly, we feel we should propose a compromise.


  “We will accept a power-sharing agreement in line with Zangaria. In particular, the assembly having a say in how taxes are raised and spent, the right to bear arms, freedom of the press and a complete and total end to serfdom. The estates that have already been seized will be retained by their new owners, save for the manors themselves; the unoccupied estates will be left with their aristocrats, but their serfs will be released from the land.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. On paper, it was a reasonable compromise. The aristocrats would keep their lands, but they’d have to treat the commoners a little better - a lot better - if they wanted to keep the commoners working the land. Serfs could be underpaid - if they were paid at all - because they had nowhere to go, unless they wanted to take the risk of running away. Freemen, on the other hand, could go where they liked. She wondered, idly, if the aristocracy would notice the problem until it was too late. They were just too used to seeing the serfs as nothing more than property.


  “I can present your proposed compromise to Dater,” Emily said, carefully. “Why didn’t you suggest it to the council?”


  “We did,” People’s Voice growled. “The council rejected it on the grounds it left the aristocracy with too much power.”


  Aiden nodded. “Jair and the others voted against it,” she said. “Some of them would change their minds, if they thought Dater would agree, but...”


  Emily met her eyes. “And can you force the council to consider the offer?”


  “I don’t know,” Aiden said. “If Dater made the offer...”


  Fuck, Emily thought. What comes first? The chicken or the egg?


  She tugged on her hair. “Dater will not consider the offer unless you make it seriously,” she said, bluntly. “And you say the council will not consider the offer unless he makes it. How are we going to convince either side to climb down?”


  “I...”


  And then the wards jangled an alarm.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  “OPEN UP!” THE DOOR BELOW RATTLED loudly. “Open up in the name of the people!”


  Emily stood, reaching for her magic. She couldn’t be caught here. None of them could be caught here. And yet... the entire building was shaking as the soldiers - or whoever they were - started to batten down the door. She was surprised it hadn’t been smashed already. It wasn’t as if the wards could hold the intruders out for more than a few seconds. They weren’t designed to do anything but warn of unwelcome guests.


  Aiden stared around the room, eyes wide. “Who betrayed us?”


  The three men looked at each other. They didn’t know. There was no time to worry about it either. Emily cursed under her breath as she sensed a magician amongst the intruders, dispelling the wards one by one. She thought she could take him, but... she winced as Aiden caught her arm and yanked her towards a ladder. It led to a loft. She guessed there was no other way out.


  “They’ll have troops on the ground,” People’s Voice said. “You go up. We’ll go down.”


  Emily scrambled up the ladder, gritting her teeth as a splinter rammed into her palm. She didn’t dare leave any of her blood behind, either. She had no idea if the magician below could use her blood against her but even if he couldn’t attack her from a distance, he might be able to trace the blood back to her. Darkness enveloped them as they plunged into the loft and hurried to the next ladder. Below, she heard a crash, followed rapidly by a scream.


  “You’re under arrest, in the name of the revolution,” a voice bellowed. “You’re under arrest!”


  “They must have followed us,” Aiden breathed. “But how?”


  “Not important right now,” Emily said. There was another crash from down below. She guessed someone had dropped the ladder to the floor. It wouldn’t slow the attackers for more than a few seconds, unless they were very lucky. “I...”


  She froze as she heard footsteps on the roof above. Someone was up there... she could hear the person scrabbling at the hatch. It shuddered, but held firm. Emily heard Aiden curse as an axe crashed into the wood, smashing through the rooftop with ease. Someone shouted as they picked their way through the loft, heading towards the rear of the building. It wasn’t easy to move fast. The flooring was gone, leaving only a skeleton of wood in its wake. If she put her foot in the wrong place, she’d plunge right through and crash into someone’s apartment.


  “I can’t be found here,” Aiden gasped. “I just can’t!”


  “Yeah.” Emily tried desperately to think of a plan. The footsteps were above them. Either they were following them or there was a small army on the rooftops. Her lips quirked. The rebels had used the rooftops to escape more than once, just as she’d done in Zangaria. They knew all the tricks - and how to counter them, too. “I think...”


  She reached out gingerly, trying to parse out the wards. They weren’t strong enough to zero in on her, but she didn’t dare try to teleport. There was too great a chance of having her atoms scattered across the world. Even if she succeeded... she shook her head. The risk was just too great. And yet...


  A thought crossed her mind. “Do you trust me?”


  Aiden glanced at her. “What sort of question is that?”


  “I think I have an idea,” Emily said. Behind her, she heard the hatch being wrenched open. They’d have to fight or surrender and she didn’t dare do either. It would blow any hope of peace right out of the water. “But you have to trust me.”


  “You kept my secret,” Aiden said. “I trust you.”


  Emily took a moment to shape the spell, attuning it to the wards as carefully as possible. It wouldn’t be easy to fool them, but... as long as the wardmaster didn’t look too closely, it should work. She felt a pang of guilt, then cast the spell. Aiden’s body shrank, her mouth opening in horror an instant before it - and the rest of her - melted into a tiny stone on the ground. She wouldn’t enjoy the experience, Emily reflected as she cast a similar spell on herself, but at least she’d be relatively safe. Emily wasn’t going to have such an easy time of it.


  A sense of timelessness enveloped her as her body shrank into a tiny stone. She forced herself to keep her thoughts active, to reach out passively with her mind and use senses that - technically - she no longer had. The sensation of being trapped warred with the grim awareness she’d done it to herself, her thoughts threatening to evaporate completely as she held the spell in place. Time itself no longer mattered... she understood, suddenly, why there were magicians who spent their lives in animal forms. There was a sense of innocence, of salvation, that came with being a dumb beast. But it also ran the risk of - one day - losing one’s self completely.


  Her awareness held itself together, somehow, as boots crashed through the loft and dropped down the ladder to the floors below. The ground shook, time and time again, as doors were smashed and civilians yanked out to face revolutionary justice. Someone cried out in pain, others shouted in outrage... she heard the baying of the mob outside as it called for the heads of royalist scum. She would have smiled if she could. There were no royalists in the building. Probably. But the mob wouldn’t give a damn. It just wanted blood.


  She wanted to release the spell the moment the loft was empty, but she didn’t dare. The entire building was being searched. The rebels might not think to sweep for magic... did they know they’d missed a couple of people? She wondered if the others had managed to get away. They’d probably try to get out through the sewers, if there were sewers. She hadn’t seen anything during the escape that looked like water pipes. The people who lived in the building might not have running water. Somehow, she doubted the king and the city fathers had wasted much time renovating the district. It was practically a slum.


  Her thoughts ran in circles. Someone betrayed us. But who?


  There was no answer. She was loath to think Aiden had betrayed them. She had too much to hide. And yet... Emily wanted to shake her head. She’d never really understood why some people chose to turn traitor. Perhaps Aiden wasn’t the moderate she’d claimed. Perhaps...


  It was hard, very hard, to keep track of time. Every second felt like an hour. Emily tried not to panic, tried not to think she might have kept the spell in place so long they’d effectively hopped days or weeks forward in time, but it wasn’t easy. She ran through everything she’d tried to convince the rebels to come to the bargaining table; she ran through everything she’d seen and done at Laughter before she’d found herself under arrest. Master Lucknow had come out ahead, she reflected sourly. He might not have managed to convict her of anything, but he’d certainly managed to damage her reputation. She would probably be blamed for the coming bloodbath.


  Her awareness started to blur, as if she was on the verge of falling asleep. Panic shot through her as she realized she might be losing everything, that she might remain a stone until the spell finally failed or someone tracked her down. She released the spell despite the risk, her body slowly returning to normal. The world spun around her as she uncurled, a disturbing sensation she could never put into words pervading her mind. Was she a woman who’d made herself a stone? Or was she a stone that had made itself a woman?


  She pressed one hand against her forehead and listened, carefully. The building was as silent as the grave. She glanced at the slats, noting the absence of daylight. The intruders hadn’t bothered to replace the hatches they’d smashed open. They’d probably gotten in each other’s way as they crashed through the building... she shook her head. It didn’t matter. The moderates were going to go deep underground after this, if any of them had survived. Emily didn’t blame them.


  Aiden lay where she’d fallen. Emily picked up the stone, carried her to a safer part of the loft and released the spell. Aiden appeared in front of her, curled into a ball. Emily felt another pang of guilt. The spell had been imposed on her, ensuring she wouldn’t lose herself completely, but the experience would have been thoroughly unpleasant. Aiden looked, just for a moment, if she didn’t want to uncurl. Emily understood, but she had a feeling they didn’t have time. She glanced at the ruined hatches and frowned. The sky was starting to lighten.


  “We have to move,” she said, quietly. “Come on.”


  She helped Aiden to her feet, then levitated both of them through the hatch and onto the roof. The streets below were empty, save for a handful of patrolling soldiers marching up and down. Emily doubted it was a good sign. The rebels had arrested everyone in the building, marched them off and... and what? She wondered, as she wrapped a pair of invisibility spells around them, why they hadn’t burnt the entire apartment to the ground. The fire might have spread completely out of control...


  “I can get us back to the house,” she said, softly. “Or do you want to go somewhere else?”


  “The house is being watched,” Aiden reminded her. She looked dazed, confused. “They’ll wonder how you got home without being noticed.”


  Emily grimaced. “Where do we go?”


  “Can you get us down to the alley?” Aiden sounded a little more composed. “I think I know where to go.”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “Just be very quiet. The spells won’t keep us hidden if we catch their attention.”


  She modified the charms, then floated them down to the ground. The streets felt eerily quiet, despite the marching guards. Aiden led her through a maze of alleyways, making sure to stay off the main streets. They passed a handful of homeless encampments, all apparently deserted, before stopping in front of another apartment block. Aiden glanced both ways, checking to make sure they were unobserved, then pushed the door open and led the way inside. It was considerably more luxurious than the previous apartment, Emily noted. The corridors were clean and tidy, lit by glowing lanterns. Aiden led her up the stairs and through a warded door. Emily tensed, unsure what to expect, but there was nothing beyond a simple sitting room.


  “Welcome to my home,” Aiden said, as she lit a lantern. “What do you think?”


  Emily glanced around. The room was surprisingly bare. There was a desk, a pair of wooden chairs, a tiny bookshelf and little else. The desk was covered in papers, parchments and various writing tools. She glanced through a door and saw an oversized mattress lying on the floor. The windows beyond were protected by solid iron bars.


  “Nice,” Emily said. She’d been in worse places. “Do your... friends... know about this place?”


  “No.” Aiden hesitated. “I don’t think so. I started to rent it after I established myself as a reporter... Jair knows about it, but no one else.”


  “Unless someone shadowed you here,” Emily said. “How often do you come here?”


  Aiden made a face as she sat on one of the chairs. “Not as often as I’d like,” she admitted, sourly. “It was never easy to maintain two identities.”


  “I can imagine,” Emily said. She looked around the room again. There was nothing to indicate it belonged to a woman. “How did they find us?”


  “I don’t know,” Aiden admitted. “We agreed the meeting would be a complete secret. Only the four of us knew it was going to be held, let alone where. Not everyone was in total agreement, but I would have bet my life they’d keep it a secret even if they didn’t like the outcome.”


  “You did bet your life,” Emily said. “Fran was manipulated and turned into an assassin. It wouldn’t be hard for a sorcerer to turn someone into an unwitting spy.”


  Aiden blanched. “Are you saying...are you saying someone could have betrayed us without ever knowing what they were doing?”


  “It’s possible,” Emily said. “Or a sorcerer could have put a charm on their eyes, allowing him to see whatever they saw. Or a sorcerer could have turned a bunch of insects into spies instead. Or...”


  Her mind raced. A person who’d been enchanted into becoming an unwitting spy would pass all kinds of tests, because he didn’t know he was a spy. He wouldn’t be knowingly lying if someone cast a truth spell on him. Or... she shook her head. Aiden could be wrong. One of her friends could have betrayed her. Or the hardliners could have had them under covert observation ever since the revolution. Or... or what?


  Aiden cleared her throat. “Is there any way you could check?”


  “Perhaps,” Emily said. “I’d have to touch their minds...”


  “And no one would be happy with that,” Aiden cut her off. “I...”


  Emily winced, inwardly. Aiden could be the unwitting spy. Anyone could be the unwitting spy. If, indeed, there was a spy. She was reminded, suddenly, why she’d never liked spy novels. It was always the person you weren’t meant to suspect. She snorted at the thought. Perhaps she was the spy. Her mental defenses were strong, but not perfect. There was no such thing. Void had made that clear, over the last year.


  He taught me to ensure I knew my mind had been violated, even if I couldn’t keep the violator out, she thought. But it was never easy.


  Aiden leaned back in her chair. “Thank you for saving me,” she said. “I’m sorry about the damage to your reputation.”


  Emily blinked, then sighed. Hedrick would think they’d spent the night together. The rebel leadership would think they’d spent the night together. And... she made a face. It would just have to be endured.


  “Better they think we spent the night together than anything else,” she said, finally. It would be embarrassing, but it could have been a great deal worse. “If your friends got captured... what could they tell their captors?”


  “Too much.” Aiden stared at her hands. “We were careful not to use our real names even in private, for fear of what would be leaked if someone fell into royalist hands, but... they know too much about me. And they know you attended the meeting. They could be made to talk.”


  “Particularly if there’s a sorcerer involved somewhere,” Emily said. “Truth spells aren’t that hard to cast.”


  She cursed her mistake under her breath. Attending the meeting had seemed a good idea at the time, but the rebel leadership wasn’t going to be remotely pleased. They’d order her out of the city and then... she wasn’t sure what she could do. Dater wasn’t likely to accept terms offered by people who lacked the power to enforce them... maybe she could convince him to offer the terms himself. The rebel council had to know it was in trouble. Perhaps they’d accept the terms if it looked, on paper, like the royals had made meaningful concessions.


  “And someone is stirring the pot,” Emily said, more to herself than Aiden. She’d assumed the mystery sorcerer was a rebel or a royalist, but... what if there was a third party involved? Red Rose? Or... or what? “Councilor Triune?”


  Aiden looked up. “Councilor Triune is not a sorcerer.”


  Emily blinked. Aiden sounded very sure. And yet...


  She put the question into words. “How can you be certain? He could have simply concealed his powers...”


  “He’s not a sorcerer,” Aiden said, again. “He was loyal to the king. He wouldn’t have knowingly betrayed his monarch.”


  “How can you be sure?” Emily leaned forward. She was missing something. She was sure she was missing something. “He practically sent the king into a trap.”


  “Not on purpose,” Aiden said. “He wouldn’t have done that.”


  Emily’s eyes narrowed as something clicked in her mind. “You know him, don’t you?”


  “Yes.” Aiden looked as if she didn’t want to elaborate, but didn’t dare leave it at that. “He’s my father.”


  “Your father?” Emily stared at her. “Did you... that’s how you knew what was happening in the court!”


  “Yeah.” Aiden flushed. “Everything I told you was true, more or less. My father was a social climber as well as a merchant. He genuinely did want to put our family on a secure footing. And he was loyal to the king. He wouldn’t have risked sending him into a trap.”


  “Not deliberately,” Emily said, slowly. “Does the council know?”


  “No,” Aiden said. “Are you going to tell them?”


  “I can’t blame you for being related to someone,” Emily said. She remembered Nadine and scowled. “But you do realize he might have been enchanted...?”


  She leaned forward. “Did he know?”


  “Of course not.” Aiden laughed, humorlessly. “He could never have admitted that his schemes to climb the ladder were doomed to fail. Everything he did for the king... he did everything and yet the aristos looked down on him. He was going to be discarded, sooner or later. Everyone knew it. Everyone but him.”


  “And he blamed me for the uprising,” Emily said. “Why?”


  “I don’t know,” Aiden said. “But he’s not a traitor.”


  “That’s the problem,” Emily reminded her. She was going to have to sit down and think about what she’d been told. “It’s very easy to turn someone into an unwitting traitor.”


  And if there’s a third party involved, she added silently, what the hell does it want?


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  “YOU HAVE A MESSAGE,” LADY BARB said, when Emily finally returned to the house. “I think it’s important.”


  Emily nodded, tersely. She needed to have a proper chat with the older woman. Lady Barb was a good sounding board for ideas, even if she didn’t always agree with Emily’s wilder flights of fancy. Her mind had been churning for hours, ever since the madcap escape and Aiden’s confession she was related to an arch-royalist. Civil wars tended to be nasty - it had been sheer luck Alassa’s half-brother hadn't been murdered by one side or the other - and rebel undergrounds were suspicious of people with ties to the establishment. She wondered, tiredly, if anyone had asked any questions. There were times when looking a gift horse in the mouth was a thoroughly sensible idea.


  She took the note and glanced at it. The rebels and royalists were going to meet, face-to-face, in a village roughly midway between the city and the army camp. Both sides had apparently issued safe conducts to the other and sworn before the gods to honor them, but they also wanted Emily to ensure that both sides actually kept their words. Althorn had added a note in his own handwriting inviting Emily to accompany him personally...


  “They’ve arranged a meeting,” Emily said. She guessed that explained why the moderates had moved so quickly to meet with her. “Why didn’t they tell me?”


  “The rebels, I suspect, don’t care about the proper way to do things.” Lady Barb picked up the letter and scanned it, then passed the paper back to Emily. “Do you know why we have diplomats and ambassadors?”


  She went on before Emily could answer. “If a diplomat says something undiplomatic, his master can recall and replace him. If an ambassador makes a proposal the other side doesn’t like, his master can insist it was all the ambassador’s dunderheaded idea and turn him into a scapegoat. And everyone will pretend to believe it, even though everyone will know it isn’t true. Kings rarely meet face-to-face with their equals because it’s a great deal harder to disown the words of a king.”


  “I see,” Emily said. She gratefully accepted a mug of tea from Silent. “And the rebels are ignoring tradition?”


  “So is King Dater,” Lady Barb said. “I wonder who put him up to it. And why.”


  Emily stared down at her hands. “I feel... I feel as though I keep getting glimpses of something moving below the waters, but no clear look at it. I feel...”


  She looked up. “Someone tried to kill me and make sure that poor girl would be blamed for it,” she said. “I assumed the person behind it was either a royalist or a rebel. Both sides have reasons to want to avoid peace talks, particularly ones that might actually succeed. Turning me into a martyr would work. Right?”


  “Yes,” Lady Barb said, patiently.


  “But what if there’s a third party?” Emily sipped her drink thoughtfully. “What if someone wanted to turn the revolution into an outright civil war?”


  “Both sides think they’ll win if they fight it out,” Lady Barb pointed out. “Why assume the existence of a third force?”


  Emily nodded, slowly. “True,” she said. “But the rebellion happened a little too quickly. If someone was pulling the strings...”


  She sighed. “I keep thinking about Laughter.”


  Lady Barb’s eyes narrowed. “In what way?”


  “Someone planted a charmed book in the school,” Emily said. “The book remained undetected even though the intruder was exposed. The charm worked its way into the minds of the staff and students, leading to a series of... incidents... that attracted outside attention, but it would have remained undiscovered if the charm hadn’t been used to derail the conference. Whoever put the book in the school had an excellent chance to subvert the school completely, but... they threw it away.”


  “The book might have been discovered when they started setting up security for the conference,” Lady Barb pointed out. “The intruder might have felt they had to use it or risk losing it.”


  “They could just have pulled in their horns and waited,” Emily said. “The really big incidents didn’t start until after the conference was announced. What if... what if the original objective was discarded? What if the whole affair was intended to ensure the conference never took place?”


  “If so, it didn’t quite succeed,” Lady Barb said. “The conference has been moved to Whitehall.”


  Emily nodded. “Yeah, but...”


  She stared at her hands. “What if Master Lucknow was behind the scheme?”


  “That’s a very serious allegation,” Lady Barb cautioned her. “Do you have any proof?”


  “No,” Emily admitted. It was easy to believe Master Lucknow was the villain, but... she had no proof. “He was the one who practically panicked when the book was uncovered. He tried to arrest and convict me, doing it in a manner calculated to cause trouble. And then he sent me here, where we know there’s at least one powerful sorcerer stirring the pot. He’s not a royalist or a rebel. He just wants chaos.”


  Lady Barb considered it. “Master Lucknow has a reputation for being a stiff-necked old bastard,” she said, after a moment. “But there’s never been any suggestion he didn’t have the good of the Allied Lands at heart.”


  “His view of the long-term good might be different from ours,” Emily countered. “Is he a Supremacist?”


  “He might be,” Lady Barb said. “But why would a Supremacist cause trouble at Laughter?”


  “Perhaps he wanted to recruit new Supremacists from amongst the students,” Emily said. “I just don’t know.”


  “No,” Lady Barb said. “And without proof, no one will listen to you.”


  They listened to Master Lucknow, Emily thought, sourly.


  She stared down at her hands, feeling tired. She hadn’t felt comfortable sleeping in Aiden’s apartment, no matter how strong her protections. Aiden would be in deep shit if anyone discovered her unfortunate relative. Althorn might overlook her lineage, given how much she’d done for the cause, but he’d probably be alone. The mob had bayed for Triune’s head on a pike. It wouldn’t hesitate to demand his daughter’s head too.


  They know he has a daughter, Emily thought. But they might not connect her with a man.


  “Find the sorcerer,” Emily mused. “And make him talk.”


  Her mind churned. It wasn’t Jair. It wasn’t Aiden. Storm was a sorcerer... she frowned at the thought. Was he the sorcerer, hiding in the guise of openly being a sorcerer? Or... she didn't like the idea of it being Oskar or Althorn himself. She’d read a book, once, where the criminal and rebellious underground was directly controlled by the state. If someone was influencing the rebels, why not start at the very top? And yet... she didn’t want to believe it. She liked Althorn.


  Her cheeks heated. It was... embarrassing. “Damn it.”


  Lady Barb glanced at her. “Damn what?”


  Emily didn’t answer for a long moment as she checked her mental defenses, carefully. Very carefully. There were plenty of charms designed to influence a person, from basic attraction cantrips to outright lust and slave spells. The more subtle ones could be difficult to spot, particularly if one wasn’t the target. Humans were good at rationalizing things, at convincing themselves there was nothing wrong with their feelings. Her eyes narrowed. She’d known plenty of girls who’d had crushes on terrible guys. She’d always thought herself above it.


  A popular or powerful person can get away with anything, she thought. Prince Hedrick was an excellent example. Hell, King Randor had had an entire string of royal mistresses, at least one of whom hadn’t been entirely willing. And...


  She sighed. “Why do I like him?”


  “Like who?” Lady Barb gave her an odd look. “I think you need to get some sleep.”


  Emily flushed. “I like Althorn,” she said. “And I thought... he might be using a glamor. But he’s not.”


  “Interesting,” Lady Barb said, tartly. Her voice dripped disapproval. “I do trust you haven’t forgotten what Jan did for you?”


  “I haven’t,” Emily said, a little too quickly. “I just... I’ve never felt anything like it.”


  Lady Barb eyed her for a long moment, then shrugged. “Althorn is a handsome and accomplished young man who practically reeks of charisma,” she said, finally. “It’s not surprising that so many people are drawn to him. He is real in a sense that so many others, particularly our regal friends, are not. He believes in his cause, to the point he’s devoted himself to it. But that doesn’t make him infallible. He’s wrestling with the realities of power now.”


  And he can’t do anything to me, Emily thought, slowly. She’d always feared the popular kids at school because they could get away with anything. But here... she could defend herself if things went badly. Perhaps it’s safe...


  She shook her head, angrily. She had a relationship. Jan had risked everything for her. And even if she hadn’t been in a relationship, she certainly shouldn’t be allowing herself to be attracted to Althorn. She was meant to get the royalists and the rebels to the negotiating table, not take sides. And yet, she knew - deep inside - that she’d already chosen a side. She wanted the revolution to lead to a better world.


  “Get some sleep,” Lady Barb advised. “They’ll be here to pick you up shortly.”


  Emily nodded and climbed up the stairs to her bedroom. She didn’t bother to undress after she closed the door, just lay down in bed and went to sleep. It felt like only moments between closing her eyes and hearing a banging on the door. She jerked up, half-convinced she was caught in a nightmare. It took her several moments to gather her thoughts before she could cast a spell to open the door.


  Silent peered into the room. “My Lady, the coach is here.”


  Emily nodded and stood upright. “I’ll be down in a moment,” she said. The timing was awkward, to say the least. She wasn’t that experienced, but even she knew that high-level meetings weren’t arranged at the drop of a hat. Dater wouldn’t have been that eager to go along with a rebel suggestion, even if it was perfectly reasonable. They’d normally spend days arguing over minor details such as the shape of the conference table and who got to enter the room first. Whoever gave in first would have set an awkward precedent.


  Which begs the question, she thought, as she splashed water on her face and changed into something a little less comfortable. Why did he agree to the meeting so quickly?


  She took a long breath as she checked her appearance in the mirror, then walked down the stairs. Prince Hedrick stood at the bottom, his face a mask; Silent stood beside him, holding the door open. Emily glanced at her, then walked onto the street. The coach was waiting. It looked like something taken from the palace. She was mildly surprised it hadn’t been chopped up for firewood. Someone had removed the coats of arms from the doors, leaving bare wood where they’d been.


  Althorn beckoned to her. “Emily,” he said. His smile was infectious. “Come join us.”


  Emily clambered into the coach. It was bigger on the inside than she’d realized, easily large enough to hold a dozen adult men. Storm sat on the far side, his magic blurring into the wards protecting the coach itself. Emily studied his spells for a long moment, noting how strangely imprecise they were. He wasn’t a graduate of Whitehall, she was sure. She rather suspected he hadn’t attended a proper school at all.


  The door closed. Althorn sat facing her as the coach rattled into motion. Emily sat back and studied him, more coldly this time. He was handsome - and not in the too-perfect way she’d seen at Whitehall or King Randor’s court - but she had the sense he was nervous about something. She reached out gingerly, trying to make sure Storm - or Althorn himself - didn’t sense it. Althorn didn’t have a glamor. Or magic, as far as she could tell. If he was masking, he was masking very well.


  Her lips twitched. She hadn’t sensed any glamor because there wasn’t one to sense.


  She leaned forward, once they were well clear of the city gates. “What do you intend to say to the king?”


  Althorn smiled. “We’ll give him our demands,” he said. “If he accepts them, well and good. If he does not... at least we tried.”


  “What demands?” Emily had the nasty feeling they hadn’t changed. “Did you make any concessions at all?”


  “We’ve been told he’ll make concessions, which will allow us to make some ourselves,” Althorn said. “We’ve been exchanging diplomatic notes for a few days now.”


  Emily kept her face impassive as the couch rattled through the gates. “What do you intend to concede?”


  “We’ll let the aristos keep their manors,” Althorn said. “But the rest of it is ours.”


  “They’re not going to agree to that,” Emily pointed out. “There’s no way they’ll agree to that.”


  “Their army is unsure of itself,” Althorn said. “The horse-lovers might be aristocrats, but the infantry is largely drawn from commoner stock. Many of them don’t want to serve the aristocrats. They admire Dater - I’ll give him that much - but they don’t want to die for the aristocrats. And Dater knows it.”


  Emily frowned at the conviction in his voice. He might be right. She’d seen how the infantry was treated, in badly run armies. The aristocracy regarded soldiers as little better than serfs or slaves, men who could be expended at will. And yet... she wasn’t so sure. Poorly-led armies had often held together better than anyone expected, even when they were fighting against their own interests. Althorn might be right, or he might be completely wrong.


  “Our people have been active in their ranks,” Althorn added. “They report that the majority of the aristocratic forces are ready to desert.”


  “If that’s true,” Emily said, “why don’t they?”


  “We have been asking them to wait and see what happens,” Althorn said. “If Dater surrenders control of the army to us, beyond a handful of royal guardsmen, we can retain the original units. If we have to fight it out, they’ll stab their former commanders in the back.”


  The coach rattled again. “We’re nearly there,” Storm said. “They’ll be waiting for us.”


  Emily glanced at him. If he was the enemy sorcerer... she studied him thoughtfully, trying to gauge his power. His magic was sloppy, something that was dangerously common amongst necromancers. And yet, he didn’t have the raw power of a necromancer. She felt a twinge of concern. Whoever had trained him hadn’t done a very good job. Unless, of course, it was an act. It wouldn’t be easy to slop magic about, and it broke some very strong social taboos, but it could be done.


  Storm looked back at her. “Like what you see?”


  Emily met his eyes. “Why did you join the revolution?”


  “I should have gone to Whitehall,” Storm growled. “I could have gone, but the king barred me from going. He insisted I had to stay and learn from my father, who’d learnt from his father in a chain that stretches all the way back to the Dark Ages. I tried to run away, only to be returned to my father’s house. I joined the rebellion because everyone should have a right to try to reach their full potential. Does that answer your question?”


  “Yes.” Emily nodded, considering what he’d said. “Why did he bar you personally?”


  “My family has been apothecaries for decades,” Storm said. “The king didn’t want us becoming anything else. As long as he kept us small, we were in his power. We couldn’t leave the city or anything.”


  Emily wasn’t sure the story made sense, although it had the ring of truth. The king wouldn’t give a damn about Storm personally, but... there were rules governing magicians in royal cities. Most powerful magicians moved out, sooner or later, yet... if they didn’t have the power or resources to establish themselves in a magical community, they might just come to regret it. Social mobility wasn’t as easy as some people made it look.


  She tensed as she felt wards washing across the coach. The driver pulled the vehicle to a halt, then scrambled down and opened the door. Emily took a breath of fresh air as she jumped out, Althorn and Storm following at a rather slower pace. She looked around, noting the handful of empty or burnt-out buildings. There was no sign of any inhabitants, beyond a pair of horses beside a tent. The village had been devastated by the fighting. She wondered, grimly, what had happened to the survivors. Had they fled into the forest? Or the city?


  “He’ll be waiting for us,” Althorn said. “Coming?”


  Emily had to smile as they strode towards the tent. If there was one advantage to throwing the meeting together at breakneck speed, or what passed for breakneck speed among diplomats, it was a shortage of formality. She reached out with her senses, just to be sure Dater wasn’t accompanied by a small army of advisors. It would be easy for him to let his hair down if there weren’t a dozen witnesses. There were only two people in the tent, waiting for them.


  She took the lead and pushed the flap aside. Dater sat at a table. Another man stood behind him, wearing an outfit so gaudy Emily knew he wasn’t an aristocrat. Councilor Triune? He didn’t look like Aiden, but that was meaningless. Aiden had gone to some trouble to hide her looks.


  “Lady Emily,” Dater said. “Thank you for coming.”


  Emily nodded, finding herself suddenly unsure what to say as the other two followed her into the tent. Address him by title? Address him by name? Perform introductions? Or... or what?


  This could go very badly, she thought, as Althorn held out a hand for Dater to shake. And there’ll be no second chance.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  “I AM NOT A DIPLOMAT,” ALTHORN said, with a self-deprecating smile. “I am a merchant, from a family of merchants. I have come to strike a deal, not to stand on my rights as an elected member of the provisional government. I think we shouldn’t waste time on pointless issues when we must address the dragon in the room.”


  “I am not a diplomat either,” Dater said. It struck Emily suddenly, for all their disagreements, Dater and Althorn had a great deal in common. “However, I must point out that monarchs do not bargain.”


  “Merchants do,” Althorn pointed out. “We have considerable respect for you as a person” - he studiously avoiding addressing Dater by title - “but we expect you to recognize that the world has changed. You are no longer the unquestioned master of the kingdom and your aristocrats no longer have unquestioned authority over their serfs. We have proven that your power can be broken. Right now, half your kingdom is in effective rebellion. The serfs have fled the land, have taken the land, or are plotting to take the land. And you cannot regain your power.”


  Dater smiled. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.” There was no doubt in Althorn’s voice. “We will devastate the country from end to end before we let you regain your power. Your victory will turn to ashes in your mouth.”


  “Indeed.” Dater studied Althorn thoughtfully. “You asked for this meeting. I assume you have a proposal.”


  “Yes,” Althorn said. “It is not perfect, but... it is one we can accept.”


  Emily sighed, inwardly, as Althorn started to outline the proposals she’d heard after the first unsuccessful meeting: The monarchy to surrender most of its power, the aristocracy to surrender its cherished rights, the assembly to hold power as it developed the rule of law... she knew, all too well, it was never going to be accepted. Dater might choose to play the role of a constitutional monarch, but his aristocrats would never agree. They’d lose everything, for what? She didn’t need to look at Dater to know he was angry. He’d taken a significant risk by agreeing to the meeting and the rebels had thrown it back in his face.


  “And that’s what you want,” Dater said, when Althorn had finished. “Would you like the crown jewels as well? Or can I keep them?”


  “They belong to the kingdom,” Althorn said. “They’re not yours.”


  Dater tapped the table. “There is no point in trying to discuss the issue,” he said. “What you are demanding is nothing less than my unconditional surrender. You want me to give up everything, in exchange for what? Why do you believe anyone would agree to this?”


  “There comes a time when one must recognize reality,” Althorn pointed out. “And reality, here, is that you are being asked to surrender something you’ve already lost.”


  “The lands you want me - us - to surrender are ours,” Dater said. “I was unaware that stealing something made the thief its legitimate owner.”


  Althorn looked back at him. “By what right do you own the Royal Forest? By what right do you own the Crown Lands? By what right do your aristocrats own their estates?”


  “They have been legally ours for generations,” Dater snapped. “And that has been recognized in courts of law right across the Allied Lands.”


  “But our people work the lands,” Althorn said. “You refuse to even let us leave.”


  “You are no serf,” Dater countered.


  “But there are many serfs amongst us,” Althorn replied. “Your aristocrats treated them as slaves. They were bound to the land, unable to leave without permission. Those who fled to the cities were hunted down. By what right did you treat them as slaves? As animals?”


  His voice rose. “You claim to be superior, yet there’s no real difference between you and us, save for an accident of birth,” he said. “We matter. We will no longer put up with being treated like slaves. And we will not let you get your hands around our throats again.”


  Emily shivered. She understood his logic. She agreed with it. And yet, she feared where it would go. The aristocracy had crushed all reformist movements until they’d been replaced with movements that wanted the aristocracy wiped out, root and branch. They were too angry, too full of hurt and bitterness and helpless rage, to draw any distinction between good and bad aristocrats. They just wanted them gone. And it would be very easy for someone to light a match and start a fire that would burn down the entire kingdom.


  “Let me put forward a counter-proposal,” Dater said. “You will stand down. You will allow us to retake the cities and estates without opposition. In exchange, we will pardon you for the rebellion and start making slow and steady reforms. It will not happen immediately, but it will happen. You have my word.”


  Althorn laughed, humorlessly. “You give your word very freely.”


  “I am a monarch,” Dater said, primly. “My word is my bond.”


  “We’ve had promises before,” Althorn said. “And many of them have been broken. Why should we trust your promises?”


  He leaned forward. “And even if we trusted you, why would we trust your aristos?”


  Good point, Emily thought. Dater couldn’t keep his supporters in line. They’ll crush the serf uprisings as quickly as possible, whatever happens in the cities.


  She shook her head. Althorn couldn’t convince his followers to surrender and place their lives in aristocratic hands. The former serfs would fight to keep their new lands, all too aware that defeat meant death. Althorn had power, but not that much. She felt a flicker of sympathy. He had to steer a course between hardliners like Jair and moderates like Aiden... she wondered, suddenly, who was really in control. Did Althorn even know the moderates had tried to meet with her? He certainly hadn’t mentioned it.


  “I will lead you,” Dater said. “I will command your armies and defend your rights.”


  Althorn barked a laugh. “The way your father defended our rights?”


  “You killed my father,” Dater said. The geniality was gone. “I am prepared to overlook, but not to forget.”


  “I came here because I believed you would meet us halfway,” Althorn said. “And instead, you demanded complete surrender.”


  “I will keep my promises,” Dater said. “Who would trust me if I broke them?”


  “It’s a point of dishonor amongst the aristocracy that promises made to commoners don’t have to be kept,” Althorn countered. “And we don’t trust you to even try.”


  “Then this meeting is pointless,” Dater said. “I will honor my safe conduct” - he shot Althorn a nasty look - “and let you return to the city.”


  Emily cleared her throat. “Do you, do both of you, actually want a war?”


  “It is better to fight than to bow the knee in submission,” Althorn growled. “I will not surrender.”


  “I’ve seen war,” Emily said. “Whoever wins” - she looked from one to the other - “will inherit a graveyard they may not even be able to keep. The kingdom will be devastated. Men will be pressed or slaughtered, women and children will be raped and murdered, croplands will be ruined, cities will be burnt... whoever wins, the kingdom will be weakened so badly your enemies will be able to come over the border and conquer you with ease. Are you sure you want to fight to the last?”


  She pressed on before they could tell her - again - that they would not surrender. “You are both in the same boat,” she said. “There are limits to what you can concede without giving up everything, without making yourself so vulnerable you can be crushed. Or without convincing your allies to put knives in your backs. The most one of you can concede falls far short of what the other can accept. Is that not correct?”


  “They could just go into exile,” Althorn said. “We know they looted the treasury before they fled. They have enough money to last them a lifetime.”


  Dater frowned. “I did not receive any treasure.”


  “Then the money was never handed over to you,” Althorn said. He snickered. “How trustworthy are your fellow aristos, really?”


  Emily held up a hand. “You can come to terms,” she said. “You have already lost a great many estates” - she looked at Dater - “and you have to accept there’s no hope of getting them back, at least not in usable condition. At the same time, you still hold many estates and - at the moment - a rebellion is unlikely to succeed. You can agree to recognize the status quo, with a catch. The serfs are freed. If they want to leave, they can.”


  Dater made a face. “The serfs are property,” he said. “What’s to stop them simply walking away?”


  “They are not property,” Althorn snapped.


  Emily leaned forward. “If the aristocrats want to keep them, they’ll have to pay them,” she said. “You could have avoided this whole mess” - she waved a hand towards the fabric and the ruined village beyond - “if you’d just treated people with a little more respect. There are serfs who want to leave, true. But there are many who would stay if they were paid, if they were allowed to keep more of their crops, if they were treated as people. And that would make society a great deal more stable.”


  She kept a wary eye on Althorn. The proposal was very similar to the one put forward by the rebel moderates. If he noticed... would he care? She wished she knew what he was thinking. Was there an angel in the storm, directing the whirlwind? Or were they all caught up in a storm they couldn’t hope to master?


  “Many of my supporters would not go along with that,” Dater said, coolly. “And how would you solve the other problems?”


  Emily met his eyes. “Concede the cities,” she said. “Let them have self-rule. Concede a handful of rights and let things stabilize...”


  Dater shook his head. “I cannot be seen to compromise so much,” he said. “And too many people would turn on me.”


  Althorn snorted. “A moment ago, you assured us you would lead and defend us against the aristocrats,” he said. “Do you expect us to believe you can keep them in line?”


  “If I am seen as strong,” Dater said, “I can dictate to them.”


  And if they see you in a position of weakness, Emily added silently, they’ll do everything in their power to keep you weak.


  She looked at Althorn. The proposal was a good one, but many of his supporters wouldn’t agree. The hardliners would see it as a concession too far, while the former serfs would see it as a betrayal. They’d assume the worst and start a war... hell, the mere prospect of discovering their masters weren’t going to leave might trigger yet another series of peasant uprisings. She winced at the buried savagery in the countryside, just waiting for a chance to break free. Men who’d endured decades of being treated like beasts of burden weren’t likely to accept more promises. They had good reason to know the promises wouldn’t be kept.


  Althorn took the plunge. “You can salvage something from this mess,” he said, finally. “But things will not be the same.”


  Dater smiled, almost pleasantly. “Then this is my final word,” he said. “You have one day to accept my terms, as laid out in my statement” - he produced a rolled sheet of parchment, marked with the royal seal - “and stated here. If you refuse, we will recapture the cities by force and declare you and your fellow councilors outlaws. There will be no mercy.”


  His gaze switched to Emily. “Lady Emily. Rumors have reached me of a dalliance between yourself and a rebel. I hoped such rumors would be nothing more than snide slanders, but apparently there is some truth in them after all. I will be making a formal complaint to the White Council regarding your conduct and your lack of neutrality. Regardless of the outcome, I must formally warn you that your safe conduct will be terminated at nightfall and, if you are discovered within my territory, the consequences will be most unpleasant. Do I make myself understood?”


  Emily felt a hot flash of anger. “You’re being a fool,” she said. She put firm controls on her temper. This was no time to explode. “You’re being manipulated. You’re all being manipulated.”


  She looked at Councilor Triune, who flinched back. There was no hint of magic, no hint he’d been manipulated... it proved nothing. She’d seen chat parchments used to influence students without leaving any obvious traces... she wondered, suddenly, if the whole crisis at Laughter had been nothing more than a test run. If whoever had enchanted the book could pull off such a stunt in the middle of a school of magic, they could do it somewhere - anywhere - else.


  “And you expect me to listen to a girl who...” Dater bit off the rest of the remark. “I will honor the safe conducts. I keep my promises. And if you refuse to accept my terms, we will settle the matter in blood.”


  Emily gritted her teeth. There was no hope of getting Dater to listen to her now. He’d see her as a silly little girl who’d slept with Aiden... she cursed her unknown opponent mentally, as savagely as she knew how. There was no point in revealing Aiden’s secret. Even if she did, no one would believe her. Even Councilor Triune didn’t know about his daughter’s double life.


  “The matter will indeed be settled in blood,” Althorn agreed. He stood. “Inform your aristos that any who remain within the country, on their estate or with your army, will be exterminated root and branch. Those who leave the country will be permitted to remain unmolested, as long as they do not seek to regain their former possessions. The people want to be free. And they will be free.”


  He strode out of the tent, Storm following in his wake. Emily wanted to say something, anything, but nothing came to mind. Her enemy had poisoned the well quite nicely. She wanted to scream in frustration. She’d grown so used to the lack of misogyny in magical communities that it had caught her by surprise. No one would dare say that if she’d been a man.


  I suppose that’s why Aiden chooses to run around in male guise, Emily thought. They wouldn’t take me seriously if I didn’t have a reputation.


  She threw caution to the winds and reached out with her senses. The wards buzzed around her, but she brushed them aside. There was no hint that either Dater or Triune had been manipulated. There might be something subtle, something she wouldn’t be able to detect without a more careful probe... something she knew they’d never allow. She groaned, inwardly, as she turned away. There was no proof, nothing she could present to the White Council. There was going to be war.


  She half-expected to be called back, as she stepped out of the tent, but no one said a word. Dater was probably already planning how best to reduce the walls and take the city... she winced, feeling cold and empty as she looked at the ruined village. Freedom City - Jorlem City - was several orders of magnitude larger. The bloodbath was going to be horrific, no matter who won. She didn’t want to think about it.


  Althorn and Storm were already in the coach. She scrambled up to join them, unsure of what she should do. The first part of her mission had failed. She couldn’t think of any way to stop the war, not even with magic. Anything she did would be either useless or worse than useless. And yet...


  “It was a good try, Emily,” Althorn said. He sounded as if he were trying to be reassuring. “I didn’t expect it to work, but it was a good try.”


  Emily had the feeling he meant it. “Thanks,” she said. The moderates would have failed, if they’d presented their proposal openly. The hardliners hadn’t needed to crack down on them. “I wish...”


  “We had to try.” Althorn sounded oddly relieved. “And now we prepare for war.”


  He leaned back in his chair. Emily tried not to show her displeasure too openly. Althorn’s life would be a little easier, now they’d tried and failed to put together a proper compromise. He would no longer have to worry about pleasing the moderates as well as the hardliners. He could prepare for all-out war, with the entire council behind him.


  Storm cleared his throat. “Will you leave the city, Lady Emily?”


  Emily knew she should. Dater’s complaint was probably already heading to the White Council. Master Lucknow would use it as an excuse to rescind her commission. And then... she could go back to Void and resume her apprenticeship, leaving the city to die in fire and blood. She shuddered, trying not to retch. She couldn’t turn her back. She’d seen too much to let her enemy have a win, not without a fight.


  “I’d like to stay, if possible,” she said. “There may be something I can do.”


  “There’s nothing you can do without shattering the Compact beyond repair,” Storm said, quietly. “Go. Leave. Now.”


  “You can stay if you want,” Althorn said. His eyes were half-closed, as if he was on the verge of falling asleep. “But I fear it will be pointless.”


  Emily feared he was right. And yet... if she could track down her enemy, if she could present him to the White Council, perhaps she could avert the coming horror. One of the councilors had to be under enemy control, even if he wasn’t the enemy. And if she could trace him back to his master...


  It wasn’t much, she acknowledged as the coach rattled on. But it was all she had.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  “WE NEED TO TALK,” LADY BARB said, when Emily stepped into the house. “Now.”


  Emily had the sudden sense of an angry mother waiting for her misbehaving daughter to come home. “Can I have a wash first?”


  “Quickly,” Lady Barb said. “Time is not on our side.”


  “I’ll be back,” Emily said. She glanced past Lady Barb and saw Prince Hedrick sitting at the table, reading a book. “Give me a moment.”


  She hurried upstairs, splashed water on her face and changed into a new dress. Silent had been busy. A small pile of washed and dried clothing sat on the dresser, a couple of letters resting on top of the clothes. Emily glanced at them - one from Alassa, one from Frieda - and put them aside for later attention. She glanced at herself in the mirror, then headed back downstairs. Lady Barb was sitting in the lounge, weaving a network of privacy spells around them. Emily frowned. The older woman clearly wasn’t taking anything for granted.


  “I take it things didn’t go well?” Lady Barb waved her to a chair and poured them both mugs of bark tea. “What happened?”


  Emily grimaced. “The rebels presented their terms, which were rejected; the royalists presented their terms, which were rejected, too. Both sides made threats, promising total war... neither side backed down.”


  She stared at her hands for a long moment. “And Dater implied I’d been spending too much time with a rebel,” she said. “He...”


  A surge of pure rage shot through her. How dare he? It hadn’t affected her as much as it should... she knew the suggestion wasn’t just wrong, it was absurd. Aiden wasn’t a man... not, she supposed, that would have made too much difference. Dater - she ground her teeth in fury - had crossed the line and... her lack of reaction had probably made things worse. She hadn’t thought... of course she hadn’t thought. She’d known Aiden wasn’t a man.


  And if I were a man and she were a man in female clothes, he’d still find a way to throw it at me, she thought, tiredly. Damn the man.


  Lady Barb sat facing her. “The White Council has formally terminated the mission,” she said. “I’ve been ordered to Whitehall, to assist with the security measures for the conference. Your credentials have been revoked, effective midnight. They haven’t quite ordered you out, but they’ve cancelled your authority to speak on behalf of the council. I imagine they expect you to leave before midnight...”


  “They organized that quickly,” Emily muttered, sourly. She looked up. “Master Lucknow?”


  “Prince Dater - King Dater - made a formal complaint,” Lady Barb said. “If that happens, common practice is to suspend the mediator and provide a replacement, even if the accusation is proven groundless. There’s no way the accused can continue. But... yes, right now, it’s possible someone on the council laid the groundwork for the complaint to be acted upon as soon as it arrived. It normally takes a few days for the council to agree to react.”


  “And that means someone knew what was going to happen,” Emily said. “It has to be Master Lucknow.”


  Lady Barb cocked her head. “Do you have any proof?”


  Emily glared at her hands. “No. Not yet.”


  “Until you do, you cannot make any accusations,” Lady Barb said. “Master Lucknow is extremely well connected, as you know. He could not be charged, let alone convicted, without very solid proof. And, if he is the one behind the whole affair, he will have made sure to cover his tracks. His agent or agents within the city might not even know who’s issuing the orders.”


  “Of course not,” Emily muttered. “That would be too easy.”


  She remembered Simon bursting into flame and shuddered. If he’d been working for Master Lucknow... what was the point? The whole affair made no sense. Master Lucknow was one of the prime movers behind the conference, one of the people who’d put their reputations on the line to try to hammer out a post-war accord before it was too late. Why would he work at cross-purposes to himself? Was he that desperate to nail her? Or... she shook her head. The plot, whatever it was, had started a long time before the end of the war. It had just been updated...


  “Perhaps the idea is to cause chaos, then step in,” she said. She felt a burst of frustration. “Why...?”


  Lady Barb met her eyes. “Why what?”


  Emily shook her head. “Why can’t everyone be reasonable?”


  Her thoughts churned. The royalists and the rebels could have come to an agreement. Both sides were smart enough to know they needed to come to an agreement. And yet, they’d thrown away any hope of peace by making preposterous demands... she groaned, inwardly. She’d tried to offer more moderate suggestions, only to have them rejected by both sides... she cursed under her breath. They could have called a halt to the war. Instead, both sides were so convinced they’d win they were committing themselves to total war.


  She allowed her expression to darken. She could nuke Dater’s camp. It would be so easy to blow the royalist army to hell. It would save thousands of lives. She knew where the camp was and... she didn’t have to break through the wards to set up and detonate the nuke-spell. There’d be no need to slip through the wards or duel with the royal sorcerers... she could just blast them into orbit. But... her blood ran cold. She’d slaughter thousands of helpless conscripts who’d been unlucky enough to be half-drunk when the recruiting sergeants came around. And... many of them, if Althorn had been telling the truth, were actually rebels. She couldn’t kill them all.


  And if I do, she thought coldly, I’ll risk the secret getting out.


  The thought terrified her. There were sorcerers in the royalist camp. One of them might get a good look at the spell, then teleport out before the blast wiped him from existence. And then... even if they didn’t, it would be hard to conceal what she’d done. There was no convenient necromancer to blame for the explosion. Master Lucknow would guess she’d caused the explosion and then... and then what? Figure out what she’d done and duplicate it? Or devise a whole new way to blow up thousands of innocent people?


  She shook her head, knowing - even as she did - that she might be making a mistake. Perhaps someone else could condemn thousands of people to death, in the hopes of saving hundreds of thousands more. Cold logic insisted the good of the majority came first. And yet... she couldn’t make that call. She didn’t want to know anyone who could. Dater would, she was sure. Alassa...? She shook her head again, one hand playing with her hair. They’d been raised to think of themselves above the common folk. She didn’t have that consolation.


  Lady Barb cleared her throat. “What are you thinking?”


  “I could intervene,” Emily said. A dozen madcap schemes ran through her head. It would be tricky to make a magically-binding contract that would affect Dater, but... she could do it. Perhaps. And yet, it would be hard to close all the possible loopholes. “I could force the two sides to discuss peace or throw my weight behind one side...”


  “And that would be a serious breach of the Compact,” Lady Barb pointed out. “This isn’t Zangaria. You’re not a baroness here. If you meddle openly, Master Lucknow will have all the excuse he needs to take another swing at your neck. And this time it will be a great deal harder to stop him.”


  Emily shook her head. “Thousands of people are going to die.”


  “Yes,” Lady Barb agreed, coldly. “But they’re going to die no matter what you do.”


  “No,” Emily said.


  “Yes.” There was nothing but sympathy in Lady Barb’s eyes. It didn’t make her words any easier to hear. “Emily, there’s no way you can bring the two sides together. The hatred and suspicion has been building up for decades. It started well before you were born. The rebels know they cannot surrender, for they will be destroyed as soon as the royalists regain their power; the royalists know they cannot concede anything, because the rebels will take advantage of any concessions to take the rest. There’s no single enemy to defeat, not here. You’re struggling against the pressure of history itself.”


  “And the consequences of the war,” Emily said.


  “Perhaps it would be better to let the two sides fight it out,” Lady Barb said. “Let them fight now, rather than waiting a generation or two, and then deal with whoever comes out on top.”


  She held out the letter. “Things are growing increasingly unsteady everywhere. There’s been a string of bombings and shootings right across the Allied Lands. A king was nearly blown up, a prince really was blown up... a couple of aristocrats have been gunned down by commoners carrying pistols. So far, the magical communities have been largely spared, but it’s just a matter of time before the chaos spreads there, too. I don’t think anyone can put the brakes on now.”


  “Unless we uncover the plotter,” Emily said. “We know someone is pulling strings.”


  Lady Barb shook her head. “It may not matter,” she said. “The tinder has been building up for years. Catching the person who tossed the fireball into the kindling won’t stop the fire.”


  “It might cause everyone to take a breath and step back from the brink,” Emily said, stubbornly. She didn’t want to fail. If she could prove Master Lucknow - or someone - had been behind the chaos, perhaps she could slow things down long enough for the conference to devise a more permanent settlement. “I have to try.”


  “And I have to go,” Lady Barb said. “Emily, understand this. If you stay, you will be alone. You will have no formal credentials, no diplomatic immunity, no nothing. King Dater has already ordered you out of the kingdom. He’d have every right to kill you if he catches you in his kingdom after midnight. And the rebels would be within their rights to order you out, too.”


  “They haven’t,” Emily said. She could go underground, if she had to. “I have to try.”


  Lady Barb nodded, curtly. “Be careful, then,” she said. “I’ll need an hour or so to pack. I suggest” - her tone made it clear it was an order - “that you advise Prince Hedrick and Silent to accompany me. I’ll teleport them both to Dragon’s Den. They really shouldn’t stay here.”


  Emily said nothing as the older woman stood and walked through the door, closing it behind her. She hated feeling so... helpless, so convinced that no matter what she did, it would make everything worse. Much worse. She almost yearned for a necromancer. There’d be no doubt, then, who had to be stopped. She wondered, briefly, if she could manufacture a threat to force both sides to work together, then shook her head. It wouldn’t work, outside a novel with a friendly writer. The threat would have to be creditable to be convincing and that meant she’d have to kill people...


  She put the thought aside as she stepped into the kitchen. Prince Hedrick was still reading his book. The nasty part of Emily’s mind wondered when he’d learnt to read. Hedrick wasn’t exactly an idiot, but he’d come of age before she’d introduced the phonic alphabet. She doubted he’d bothered to learn more than the basics of the new writing, or more than he needed of the old. He had far more important things to do with his time.


  A thought nagged at her, a connection that refused to come into the light, as she glanced into the kitchen. Silent was standing in front of the sink, washing pots and pans. Emily felt a stab of guilt and shame. She was no aristocrat, born with a silver spoon. She should have helped the maid, even though it wasn’t her job. She promised herself she’d make sure Silent had a long holiday when she got back to the tower. The maid deserved a great deal more than just piles upon piles of work.


  Emily cleared her throat. “Silent? Can you join us in the kitchen?”


  Prince Hedrick put his book aside as Emily returned. She wondered, suddenly, if he knew what had happened. Lady Barb could have told him... technically, she should have told him. The rebels hadn’t cancelled the safe conduct - not yet - but it was just a matter of time before they did. And even if they didn’t, Hedrick had no shortage of enemies. It was quite possible some of them would try to burst into the house, drag him out and hang him. Or worse.


  “The first part of the mission has failed,” Emily said, bluntly. She saw no way to cushion the blow. “Both sides have offered terms, only to have them rejected. There is going to be war and it will get very bloody. I don’t think either side can pull off a quick victory.”


  Hedrick looked irked, but said nothing. Emily guessed he couldn’t disagree. The rebels would get hurt if they fought the royalists in open country, but the royalists would be chewed to ribbons if they tried to take the city. Either they had a trick up their sleeve - it was far from impossible, perhaps agents on the inside who’d open the gates - or they’d lay siege to the city instead. Dater would know the odds better than she did. He’d be careful not to play for a victory that would be worse than a defeat.


  “I have to stay,” Emily said. “I have to try to complete the second part of the mission. If I can catch the person responsible for pouring oil on the fire, perhaps I can calm everything down. If...” - she shook her head - “I have to stay. You don’t have to.”


  “I do,” Hedrick said. “My place is here.”


  Emily was tempted to simply order him to leave. Instead, she leaned forward and put the argument into words. “There is no way I can guarantee your safety,” she said, flatly. “The rebels will withdraw their safe conduct, perhaps without even allowing you time to get out first. You might even be killed by accident.”


  “My place is here,” Hedrick said. “There’s nothing I can do with the army.”


  Emily frowned. Hedrick wasn’t a complete fool. He had to know he was in dreadful danger. And yet... her eyes narrowed. Did he hope the rebels would put him on the throne? Did he think his brother would have him killed, just to eliminate a possible threat to the succession? It seemed unlikely - right now, Dater didn’t have any other heirs - but she had to admit it was possible. Hedrick - irony of ironies - might be safer in the rebel-held city.


  Until they come for him, Emily thought. What’ll he do if they order him to leave?


  “On your own head be it,” she said, curtly. “If you are determined to stay, write a letter for your brother. Lady Barb can deliver it on her way out.”


  Hedrick stood and bowed. “As you please,” he said. “I’ll see to it now.”


  Emily glowered at his back, then looked at Silent. “You should go,” she said, quietly. “I cannot guarantee your safety, either.”


  “My Lady, I have orders to stay with you,” Silent said. Her voice was very quiet. “The Master would not be pleased if I left you behind.”


  “I’ll write a note for him,” Emily said. Void would listen to her, wouldn’t he? If she ordered Silent to go, Silent could hardly say no. She had instructions to follow Emily’s orders, unless they conflicted with Void’s. And yet, she was in a very unpleasant place. If she disobeyed one set of orders, even if she’d been ordered to do so, it would look very bad. Void might be understanding. Or he might not. “I can tell him you were following my orders.”


  She considered, briefly, simply forcing the maid to leave. Void could hardly blame her for that. And yet... she shook her head. The thought was appalling. She couldn’t abuse the maid. Silent deserved better than... no, it couldn’t be done. And yet...


  “Someone has to look after you and the prince, while you’re trying to save the city,” Silent said. There was a hint of pride in her voice. “And that’s my job.”


  Emily let out a breath. It wasn’t as if she needed a maid, although... her lips quirked at the thought of putting Prince Hedrick to work in the kitchen. She’d once joked that every king and prince should learn to cook, an eccentric concept that actually made a great deal of sense. And yet... she snorted. Prince Hedrick wasn’t going to cook. She was an indifferent cook, at best. Silent was probably right. They were going to need her.


  “If you change your mind, let me know,” she said. “I can tell him that it was my decision to send you out. He can blame me.”


  Silent didn’t look convinced. Emily supposed she wouldn’t be convinced either. Void could do whatever he liked to his maids, unlike his apprentice. And there were limits to how far Emily could push him. Silent was right to be concerned. She had to fear the worst if she openly disobeyed orders.


  “Lady Barb won’t be here,” she added. “Does that change your mind?”


  “No, My Lady.” Silent seemed oddly amused by the remark, even though she’d be alone in the house with Prince Hedrick. “It does not.”


  She dropped a curtsey. “I have to return to the kitchen now, My Lady,” she added. “Dinner will not cook itself.”


  Emily nodded. “Like I said, let me know if you change your mind,” she said. “I can teleport you home in a jiffy.”


  Chapter Thirty


  “I’M SORRY ABOUT THE ACCUSATION,” AIDEN said, the following morning. “I didn’t mean it to happen.”


  “It caught me by surprise, too,” Emily said. She couldn’t help noticing, as they walked down the street, a new tension in the air. Men were gathering in small groups, casting suspicious glances in all directions. There were only a handful of women on the streets, all escorted by men. “I never realized it could be a problem.”


  Her eyes narrowed. Someone had known she’d spent the night with Aiden, even if they hadn’t been doing what the mystery observer thought they’d been doing. Someone had known and put their own spin on it, before sending a message to Dater. Someone... she glanced around herself, wondering who was on the king’s payroll. King Randor had had a small army of spies under his command, to the point that some revolutionary groups had had more spies than actual rebels. King Jorlem might have had such a network too, before his head was chopped off. His son definitely understood the importance of good intelligence.


  “It must be easier if you’re a sorceress,” Aiden said. There was a hint of wistfulness in her voice. “How many sorceresses get in trouble for having torrid love affairs?”


  Emily said nothing for a long moment. “They wouldn’t see anything wrong with having a relationship,” she said, finally. “But they’d certainly think the lovers might be a tiny bit biased in favor of their partners.”


  Aiden laughed. “One might hope,” she said. “It must be a great deal easier.”


  “It is,” Emily said. She remembered Caleb and Cat and frowned. “But it isn’t that much easier.”


  She shook her head. A sorceress didn’t have to worry about getting pregnant or catching something thoroughly unpleasant. A sorceress didn’t have to worry - mostly - about backbiting elders acting as though she was defiled forever, just because she’d had sex with a man. And yet... it wasn’t all fun and games. Sorceresses - and sorcerers - still had to deal with broken hearts and all the other problems that made relationships so difficult to maintain. She felt a twinge of guilt. She really should have taken the time to write to Jan.


  Aiden lowered her voice. “From what I’ve heard, a royalist meeting was busted a couple of days ago,” she said. “They didn’t realize what was really happening.”


  It took Emily a moment to grasp her meaning. “They don’t know we were there?”


  “No.” Aiden didn’t sound as if she believed herself. “There’s no suggestion the troops captured anyone important. Just... people who were unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. But... it could be a lie.”


  “Yes.” Emily let out a breath. “Your friends... they know who you are, don’t they?”


  “Yeah.” Aiden grimaced as they turned the corner and passed the marketplace. The bomb crater was still there, guarded by a handful of soldiers in little cloth caps. “I mean... they don’t know everything, of course, but they know about Aiden. I could run and hide, if I wanted to give up everything. If they were taken and forced to talk...”


  Emily nodded. The rebels hadn’t said anything - yet - about revoking her safe conduct, but she was sure it was just a matter of time. She’d half-expected Aiden to tell her that Prince Hedrick had been ordered to leave or else. If they knew she’d been at the meeting, they’d see it as a breach of neutrality. And, unlike Dater, they’d actually have good reason to demand her expulsion from the city. And...


  Her eyes narrowed. Aiden’s fellow moderates had either been captured or simply forced to scatter. If the latter... they could go underground and hide, if they were prepared to give up what little influence they had left. Aiden herself couldn’t hide without giving up everything... the hell of it, she supposed, was that Aiden could hide easily. All she had to do was put on a dress and raise it, whenever someone questioned her gender. And that wasn’t likely to happen. She wondered, sourly, what the rest of the council would think if they realized the truth. They’d probably do everything in their power to cover the whole affair up, rather than admit they’d been fooled.


  “I was being followed this morning,” Aiden said. “I don’t know if they know something or if I’m just being paranoid.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. “Do you want to leave the city?”


  Aiden gave her a shocked look. “And go where?”


  Emily started to answer, then stopped herself as they kept walking through the market. It looked as if it was on the brink of shutting down, even though it was the middle of the day. Only a handful of stalls were open, each guarded by a cluster of armed men. There wasn’t much visible food, nowhere near enough to feed a whole city. The stallkeepers were either running dry or holding stocks back, on the assumption prices would continue to rise. They were likely to get into trouble either way. It wasn’t as if the mob would hesitate to rob the stalls if they thought there was food to be found.


  “Last night, someone bombed a grain silo,” Aiden commented, grimly. “And there’s a rumor going round that half the wells are poisoned. People are even drawing water from the river, which is sheer desperation. It isn’t safe to drink.”


  “It can be boiled,” Emily said. “Can’t it?”


  “Yes,” Aiden said. “But it isn’t always easy to render poisoned water safe.”


  Emily nodded, curtly. “I think...”


  A dull BOOM echoed over the city. Aiden jumped, one hand dropping to her sword as she looked around. A puff of red smoke was rising from the castle. Emily tensed. Red was the danger sign, although she had no idea what this sign meant. It wouldn’t be used for anything but an absolute emergency. She started to say something, then stopped as Aiden grabbed her hand and yanked her forward. They were practically running by the time they reached the edge of the marketplace and hurried towards the gates.


  Emily hitched up her dress and forced herself to run faster as chaos burst onto the streets. Store windows were slammed closed, shutters and bolts locked firmly. Young men - some wearing uniforms, some not - hurried out of their buildings, forming up into makeshift units. The handful of women on the streets practically vanished, save for a couple carrying muskets and swords. She heard people barking commands, trying to impose some order on the chaos. It looked, very much, as though the whole city had gone mad.


  Sweat poured down her back as they reached the walls. The gatehouse was swarming with soldiers, all ready for action. Guns were wheeled into place, some sited well... some sure to be blown away the moment the enemy slammed a cannonball into the walls. They’d been experimenting with canister shot and explosive shells, from what she recalled, but she couldn’t remember if they’d actually gotten it to work without magic. The makeshift machine guns she’d seen during the war had needed magic to work... she gritted her teeth. Dater might have a handful of magicians under his command. If he swept the walls with them, a lot of rebels were going to die before they realized they were under attack.


  Aiden let out a breath and released Emily’s hand. “They wouldn’t have fired that gun unless the enemy army was in sight,” she said. “The city is about to be attacked.”


  Emily swore under her breath as she followed Aiden into the gatehouse and up a narrow staircase. If the royalists attacked, what side was she supposed to be on? Master Lucknow wouldn’t hesitate to throw the book at her if he thought she’d taken sides, even though she was sure it was him who’d made the chaos worse in the first place. She tightened her wards as they reached the top of the stairs, to the point she should be able to survive a machine gun burst long enough to duck. Her fingers touched Void’s amulet, feeling the magic within the gem. She might have to teleport out and sneak back into the city if the walls came under heavy attack.


  “Lady Emily.” Sergeant Oskar stood in the observation post, a telescope pressed to his eye. “They’re coming.”


  Emily leaned forward, muttering a vision-enhancing spell. A handful of cavalry sat on the road, just out of effective arrow or musket range. Hitting them would require a great deal of luck - or magic. Behind them, plumes of smoke rose into the sky. She guessed the royalists were trying to envelop the city, rather than draw up their forces and establish a tight siege that could be broken. Dater wouldn’t risk bringing his men too close to the city. She’d be surprised if he didn’t already question their loyalty. Conscripts made poor soldiers.


  “The scouts claim they’re bringing up the main body behind the cavalry,” Sergeant Oskar informed her. “They’ll be in position to attack soon enough.”


  “They won’t risk it,” Aiden said. “We’ll have the edge if they attack the city.”


  “Perhaps,” Sergeant Oskar said. “How much time do they have? How much time do they think they have?”


  Aiden glanced at him. “What do you mean?”


  “The river runs down from the north, passes through the city and heads south,” Sergeant Oskar said. “If they have weeks, they could build a dam, allow the river to turn into a lake and then blow up the dam. The damn dam” - he snickered at the pun - “would unleash a wave of water that would do immense damage to the walls.”


  “Damn,” Aiden said. “Do they have time?”


  “I’d be surprised if they didn’t have the concept in the back of their minds,” Sergeant Oskar said. “Dater is no fool. He’s certainly better than most of the aristocrat fops I had to endure. Drenching half the city would be a neat way to win, without putting his forces in serious danger. But the river has been drying out for months. It could take longer than he thinks he has to build a dam and then collect enough water to flood the city.”


  Emily considered it, briefly, then shrugged as she turned and looked over the city. The rebels weren’t downhearted, even though they were on the brink of victory or defeat. Freedom City looked like an anthill, thousands of men marching to the walls or throwing up barricades at street corners to make life difficult for anyone who came over the walls. There would be no surrender, she realized numbly. The speakers below, hectoring the crowd, would make sure the city would fight to the last. Or, at least, ensure there was little left of the city to be recaptured.


  Aiden caught her eye. “Aren’t they supposed to send a formal demand for surrender?”


  “They did,” Sergeant Oskar said. “Yesterday.”


  Emily winced. “And they think you’re rebels,” she said. “Rebels have no rights.”


  The speakers below evidently agreed with her. They loudly reminded their listeners that the royalists couldn’t be trusted, that aristocrats would break their word as soon as possible. They warned the troops, again and again, that they were all that stood between the city and an orgy of rape and slaughter. They dwelled on the topic again and again, shouting out lurid descriptions of atrocities that would have shamed a necromancer. Emily shuddered at one particularly vivid description, all too aware it was probably an understatement. The royalists intended to teach the city a lesson it would never forget.


  She watched, grimly, as more and more enemy troops came into view. Dater was playing it smart, displaying his army - and his banner - without risking a clash his men might easily lose. She could hear the trumpets in the distance, each blast of the horn directing the troops into formation as they surrounded the city. Below her, the rebels yelled their defiance. It looked as if they were willing to fight. Emily wondered, morbidly, how many of the young men on both sides would be dead by the end of the day.


  Aiden coughed. “Councilor!”


  Emily turned, as Althorn made his way into the observation post. “Sergeant? Your thoughts?”


  “Stalemate,” Sergeant Oskar said. “They can keep us in the city until we starve, unless we’re willing to commit to a major breakout, but they can’t breach the walls unless they’re willing to soak up immense losses or wait long enough to dam the river.”


  “Or if they put gunpowder under the walls,” Emily said. The Union had done that during the Siege of Petersburg, if she recalled correctly. The attack had failed, but not because it had been a terrible idea. “Or they look for another way to get at you.”


  Althorn frowned. “Good point,” he said. “Do they have many sappers?”


  “No, but they could have recruited miners,” Sergeant Oskar said. “There are plenty of coal seams down south.”


  Coal will fuel the industrial revolution, when things really get started, Emily mused, as Althorn beckoned her back down the stairs. And then there’ll be no way to put the genie back in the bottle.


  “I have to ask,” Althorn said. His voice was polite, but there was an edge to his tone that suggested he was deeply worried. “Why are you still here?”


  Emily hesitated, unsure what to say. She didn’t have a role any longer, as far as everyone outside her select group knew. She didn’t want to lie to him, either. And yet...


  She kept her voice low. “Someone is manipulating both sides,” she said. “And if I can find him, I can try to stop the coming bloodbath.”


  “The royalists will not stop,” Althorn said. “And we will not surrender.”


  “Yes,” Emily agreed. “But if I can catch the person responsible, I can use it as leverage to convince the White Council to put pressure on the royalists.”


  Althorn laughed, humorlessly. “It won’t work,” he said. “There’s no amount of leverage the council - or anyone - can bring to bear that’ll make up for loss of their ancestral lands and titles. If they go into exile, the best they can hope for is being powerless petitioners. That never ends well for anyone.”


  “I have to try,” Emily said. She reached out gingerly with her senses. There was nothing to suggest that Althorn himself had been influenced by the unknown enemy, although she knew that was meaningless. He could have been influenced without magic. “It might be enough to save the day...”


  “You can try,” Althorn said. He shrugged. “And that was...”


  The ground shook. A crack of thunder echoed through the air. Emily glanced around and saw a giant fireball rising from the far side of the city. A bomb... a big bomb. Had someone just blown up the gunpowder stockpile? She couldn’t imagine anything worse, not now. Gunpowder was relatively easy - if disgusting - to make, but it took time. How long did they have before the royalists tried to scale the walls? She didn’t know.


  Althorn muttered a curse. “We need to move.”


  Emily followed him as he ran, picking his way through the barricades. The tension in the city seemed to have gotten worse. She saw a man being interrogated by a pair of armed soldiers, apparently for being out of his district when the balloon went up. She had a feeling the poor guy was going to be hanged - or worse - just for sheer bad luck. Eyes followed her as they ran, some unfriendly. She wondered how many people blamed her for the chaos. Councilor Triune might not be the only one who blamed everything on her.


  Not that he said it to my face, she recalled as they reached the palace. A mob outside the walls was loudly demanding something, although their demands were so varied it was hard to tell what they really wanted. The guards were taking up defensive positions, eyes nervous as they watched everyone passing through the gates. He barely paid any attention to me at all.


  Jair was standing by the palace gates, reading a note. He looked relieved to see Althorn, then suspicious when his eyes lighted on Emily. He didn’t know - she thought - that she’d read his mind, but... he had reason to be paranoid. She was an aristocrat in her own right, even though she’d been ennobled rather than inheriting the title. And she was sheltering Prince Hedrick.


  “That was the northern food store,” Jair growled. “The royalist scum blew it up!”


  Emily shuddered. She’d known Dater would look for an easy way to weaken the defenders. Taking out the food supplies was perhaps the simplest, although... it would leave him with the problem of feeding the city if it surrendered. Perhaps he’d decided to let the population starve, in hopes of teaching any future rebels a lesson. Perhaps...


  Jair’s eyes hardened. “Hand over Prince Hedrick,” he ordered. “It is time for him to pay for his crimes.”


  “You haven’t revoked his safe conduct,” Emily said. Standing on legalities wasn’t likely to impress him, but... there was no point in making matters worse. “You can order him out of the city. You can’t drag him out of the house and hang him.”


  Jair’s fists clenched. “We can’t?”


  “No,” Althorn said. “But we can deal with the queen. There’s nothing to be gained by keeping her alive any longer.”


  Emily looked at him, searching for an argument. “That might be what Dater wants,” she said, finally. “If you kill her, he gets to turn her into a martyr without having to deal with her himself.”


  “She fucked him,” Jair said. “I...”


  “Do you really believe that crap?” Emily forced herself to calm down. “Do you really?”


  “She must answer for her crimes,” Althorn said. “And quickly, before the battle begins.”


  Chapter Thirty-One


  “KILL THE WHORE! KILL THE WHORE!”


  Emily shuddered as the mob shouted louder and louder, their voices blurring together into a single terrifying roar. The troops had pushed the mob back far enough to set up a makeshift courtroom, in the open air in front of the palace, but it was all too clear it wouldn’t be long before the angry crowd surged forward. They were shouting so loudly she was convinced Prince Hedrick would hear, back in the house. She hoped he wouldn’t do anything stupid.


  Aiden looked pale as she stepped up beside Emily. The mob’s chant had to be getting to her too. It was growing increasingly graphic, with all kinds of vile suggestions of precisely how the queen should be killed. Emily surveyed the council, noting that Jair seemed amused while the remainder looked concerned or fearful. She doubted any of them really cared about the queen herself, but they’d have to expect Dater to make some response to her death. And the hell of it, Emily thought, was that Dater might be secretly hoping the queen would be killed as well.


  Those rumors aren’t going to go away, no matter what happens, Emily thought. The accusations of incest would be brought up, time and time again. Dater will have to send her and his stepsisters away, just to keep the rumors from weakening his marriage and threatening his throne.


  She shook her head in disgust. King Randor had kept a small army of mistresses, and at least one bastard son, but... he’d been a man. And he hadn’t been accused of incest. The very thought was sickening... no wonder so many people had decided to assume the rumors were true. One couldn’t disprove a negative. Nor would anyone believe the queen’s denials. Only a complete lunatic would admit to such charges, true or false. They’d expect her to say the charges were nothing more than a tissue of lies.


  I could get her out, she thought. It would be easy enough. She could grab the queen and trigger the amulet. The handful of wards Storm and his fellow sorcerers had raised wouldn’t be enough to stop her. But I couldn’t return to the city...


  A gasp ran through the air as Queen Francoise was pushed into the light by a pair of burly soldiers. Someone had dressed her in a royal gown, but they’d torn it open to expose the tops of her breasts to the watching eyes. Her face was scrubbed clean, all traces of powder and cosmetics - such as they were - removed. She looked more like a scullery maid than a regal lady. Emily’s heart went out to her as she was shoved forward. Normally, it was death to touch a queen without permission. The guards probably had orders to make it clear that Queen Francoise no longer had any power. Or protection.


  The chant started again, more ominous even though it was quieter. Emily glanced at Althorn, then Aiden. Althorn looked grim. Aiden’s face was a mask so perfect Emily knew she was upset. She’d probably known the queen in her previous life, although they’d hardly been friends. It was strange to realize that Queen Francoise wasn’t that much older than Aiden or Emily herself. King Jorlem had wanted a younger wife and gotten one.


  Jair took a step forward as Queen Francoise was pushed into the dock, her hands shackled to the wood. Emily shuddered. It was pointless sadism, if only because there was nowhere to run. The queen would be torn apart the moment the mob got its hands on her. She wondered why the rebels were even bothering with the farce of a trial. Would it win time for them to deal with the aftermath of the bombing? Plot a counterattack to drive the royalists away from the city? Or... or what? Perhaps they just wanted to make sure no one could back out, not now. They’d all have the queen’s blood, as well as the king’s, on their hands.


  And Dater will be happy to make use of her, once she’s safely dead, Emily thought. She was so sick of aristocratic morons and power-mad wizards who thought power gave them the right to do whatever they liked to the rest of the world. No one will dare raise the old rumors once they’re no longer useful.


  Jair cleared his throat, loudly. The crowd quietened rapidly. Too rapidly. Emily’s eyes narrowed. Jair had probably raised the crowd himself, then seeded it with ringers to make sure it demanded whatever he wanted. The queen’s death or... anything, anything at all.


  “Goodwoman Francoise,” Jair said. The crowd tittered. “How do you plead?”


  Queen Francoise looked at him, but said nothing. Her eyes were vacant, as if she’d been drugged or cursed. Emily reached out with her senses, just to check. There was nothing, beyond a faint tracking spell to make sure she couldn’t escape. It was one that would have to be renewed regularly or it would expire.


  “You have been accused of a number of serious charges,” Jair pressed. “How do you plead?”


  Emily felt a surge of disgust. She just didn’t like Jair. She understood him, she understood his motivations, and yet... he had gone too far. Queen Francoise was harmless now that her husband was dead. Her stepsons - Dater, at least - considered her a liability. She would serve the royalist cause far better as a martyr than a living person...


  “How do you plead?” Jair smirked. “Do you wish to plead guilty, or guilty?”


  The crowd laughed. Emily couldn’t take it any longer.


  She stepped forward, into the square. “What are the charges?”


  Jair blinked in surprise. The crowd seemed to recoil, unsure of what was going on. Emily was morbidly aware many of them admired her, but... how many of them knew it was her? Jair seemed equally unsure of himself. If he pushed ahead, against her, he might lose control of the crowd. Emily didn’t dare give him time to think, to reason the crowd might not know who she was or what she was doing. She had to try...


  “What are the charges?” She allowed a hint of amusement to enter her voice, drawing on the memories of her own trial. “She cannot answer charges if she doesn’t know what they are.”


  The crowd laughed, seemingly unsure which way to move. Emily thought she heard dissent, voices urging the crowd to jump one way or the other, but she didn’t dare look for fear of losing her nerve. She knew she could escape, or even render the crowd harmless, yet... she forced herself to keep her eyes on Jair. She’d just have to fake confidence until she actually felt confident.


  Jair cleared his throat, loudly. “The goodwoman” - the crowd tittered - “has been accused of a number of crimes, ranging from stealing from the taxpayers’ treasury to high treason, immodest behavior, mistreatment of her servants and incest with her stepsons. These charges have been confirmed by witness reports...”


  Emily smiled. “There were witnesses to incest?”


  The crowd laughed, again. Jair’s face darkened. “There are witnesses to many of these charges,” he said. He brandished a sheet of paper as though it were a weapon. “I have a detailed outline of the royal accounts, written down by a former treasury accountant who was sacked for refusing to honor the demand for money. He states that the goodwoman took money from the accounts and spent it on dresses, parties and orgies! I have here” - another sheet of paper - “a signed statement confirming that the goodwoman encouraged her husband to crack down on the people, when they finally demanded their rights. And I have here...”


  “And none of these people would have any reason to lie?” Emily made a show of rolling her eyes. “Perhaps we should ask her ourselves?”


  “You cannot believe anything that spews from a whore’s mouth,” Jair snapped. “She...”


  “There are truth spells,” Emily said. She turned and cast one over Queen Francoise. “If she lies, the air around her will turn red.”


  “Oh, really?” Jair glowered at Storm. “Is she telling the truth?”


  Storm looked displeased at being caught between the two, but nodded reluctantly. “Yes.”


  Emily allowed herself a flash of relief. “Queen Francoise,” she said. She ignored Jair’s snort at the title. “Did you have any form of intimate relationships with either of your stepsons?”


  “No,” Queen Francoise said. Her voice was weak, but stronger than Emily had feared. “I have never had intimate relationships with anyone, apart from the king.”


  “Goodman Jorlem,” Jair hissed.


  “To be clear,” Emily said. She’d been taught to triangulate, just to ensure there was no room for half-truths and loophole abuse. “You have never had sex with anyone, apart from your lawful husband?”


  “Yes,” Queen Francoise said. “Just him.”


  “Poor bugger,” someone shouted.


  Emily looked past Jair, at the council. “How many other charges do you think will hold up?”


  Jair reddened, but pushed on. “Goodwoman, did you urge your husband to crack down on the rebels?”


  The queen hesitated. “I believed it was the right thing to do,” she said. She paused, clearly trying to think of something to say that wouldn’t be a lie, but wouldn’t look bad either. “I...”


  “So you did!” Jair stabbed a finger at Queen Francoise. “Do you know how many people died because of you?”


  “Wait,” Emily said. “Queen Francoise. How much authority did you have? As queen?”


  “Very little,” Queen Francoise managed. “I could command my maids, but not issue orders to my husband and his council. I could only advise.”


  “And one of your maids claimed she was slapped so hard she went blind in one eye,” Jair said, coldly. “Is that true?”


  Queen Francoise flinched. “I didn’t mean to do it!”


  “But it was what you did, was it not?” Jair glanced at his paper. “You brutalized your maids and servants. You had your men beat them, when they did not move fast enough to suit you. You even struck noblewomen... even some of their men. You made them work all day and denied them food, you harassed them and even forced them to prostitute themselves to survive. You even treated your companions like shit. What were they to you? Whipping girls? Or did you glean a kind of sick pleasure from watching them grovel in front of you?”


  Jair addressed the crowd. “This woman is not a good woman at all.”


  “But she had very little influence,” Emily countered. It was hard not to wonder if she’d made a mistake. Slapping someone hard enough to damage their eye... she found it hard to imagine any sort of justification. What had the queen been thinking? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. “You are blaming her for something beyond her control. You might as well blame the farmer for poor weather.”


  “She was a parasite,” Jair said, flatly. “She spent her days trying on new dresses, while the common folk wore rags. She spent hundreds of gold coins on a custom-designed necklace, while countless families couldn’t afford to feed themselves. She issued promissory notes, backed by taxpayers’ money, without even a glimmer of intent to pay them back. She abused her maids, beating and slapping them at will... she even put them out on the streets, when they grew too old to serve her. She deserves to face justice for her crimes!”


  The crowd roared. It was growing tired of the argument. Emily could feel angry eyes burning into her head. The mob wanted blood and it wanted it soon. The people might not care, much, about the queen’s wealth and how she spent it, but they hated how she’d treated her servants. Emily didn’t blame them. Queen Francoise deserved some sort of punishment. But did she deserve to die?


  “She didn’t make money, she took ours,” Jair said. “She didn’t...”


  Emily glanced up, sharply, as she sensed a surge of power above her. Magic... too much magic for anything less than a fully-trained sorcerer. It was so bright it was hard for her senses to see through the haze. And yet... there was something odd about it, something that nagged at her mind. It was...


  “Look out!” The crowd howled in shock as a fireball blasted towards the council. It was strong, dangerously strong... so badly overpowered it might as well have come from a necromancer. “Get down...”


  Emily threw her magic out in front of her, trying to catch and snuff out the fireball before it reached its target. The spell was just too powerful for her to deflect or break up the underlying spellware. If it exploded ahead of time, it would probably kill the councilors and half the onlookers anyway. She cursed, savagely, as she realized someone had copied one of her ideas and put their own spin on it. The destabilizing ball of light was going to explode and there was nothing she could do about it but shove it away as hard as she could.


  She sensed a second fireball, lancing down towards the queen. Emily mentally shouted at her to run, remembering - too late - that the queen was shackled to the dock. The council should have run, but... it couldn’t be seen to run. Emily saw Althorn and Aiden, people she’d grown to like and respect, staring at the fireball... she couldn’t save both the council and the queen. She shoved her magic forward, wincing in pain as the fireball detonated with an ear-splitting BANG. Flames burnt through the sky, sheets of liquid fire splashing in all directions. Emily felt drained, her head starting to ache, but there was no time. She hurled herself into the air, hoping and praying the mystery attacker had drained himself, too. If he saw her flying towards him and cast a cancellation spell, she was going to plummet to the ground and probably die.


  The scent of burning flesh tormented her as she flew towards the rooftop. The magician had been there, hadn’t he? Emily raised her hands, ready to fight, but there was no one and nothing... save for a pile of equipment and two iron rings. They were scorched and pitted, the runes rendered unreadable, but she knew what they were. No, what they’d been. They’d been a battery.


  Master Lucknow, Emily thought, as she reached out with her senses as carefully as she could. A skilled magician could have hidden himself in the haze of discharged magic, but... she sensed nothing. Who else knows how to make batteries?


  Her own thoughts provided the answer. Any sorcerer who accompanied the army into the Blighted Lands.


  And took the oaths, her mind countered. Whoever did this...


  Her mind raced. Dater probably had a handful of first-class sorcerers under his banner. But... a sorcerer didn’t have to be of the first-rank to produce and charge a battery, if he knew how to do it. The secret had already leaked... it was quite possible a weaker magician could have planned everything, using the batteries to make up for his limited power. And yet, it was odd. Whoever had enchanted Fran had used a wand, yet they’d clearly been too powerful to need one. Why...?


  She cursed under her breath as she squatted beside the expended batteries and examined the debris. Wood and carved iron... wands and valves. Someone had inserted a fireball spell into a pair of wands, then channeled a massive surge of magic through the valves and into the spellware. They’d been incredibly overpowered, to the point the magic was impossible to trace back to a single magician, but... she shook her head. They’d also made very effective weapons. The magician had come within bare seconds of killing the council. He had killed the queen. There would be no peace now.


  Master Lucknow could easily have provided the batteries, she thought. But there’s no proof of anything, anything at all.


  The stench grew worse. She turned and peered over the rooftop. The queen’s body was gone, leaving only a scorch mark on the cobblestones. The guards who’d been beside her were gone too. A number of citizens had been burnt by the fireball... Emily cursed as she gathered her magic, shaping a levitation spell. The mob had been broken, the unharmed stragglers scattering everywhere. She knew it wouldn’t be long before anger and shame overpowered fear and pain, demanding revenge. She’d have to track down the magician before it was too late.


  Althorn met her as she landed beside the wounded. “Nineteen people dead, so far,” he said, coldly. His face was dark. “The queen is dead too, unless she somehow escaped...”


  Emily shook her head. “Whoever killed her intended to kill everyone in the vicinity,” she said. She wanted to lash out at him - they hadn't had to put the queen on trial - but she knew it would be pointless. “And they used...”


  She clenched her fists. She was being taunted. She knew it. And she didn’t have the slightest idea who was doing it. And... she wasn’t sure where to begin hunting the bastard down.


  “We’ve already had messages from the rest of the revolutionary cells,” Althorn said. “The royalist army is focused on us. They’ve left the rest of their territory undefended. The remainder of the cells are going to move to take the entire kingdom, then trap the enemy army between two fires. And then we will move on.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Emily said. She found it hard to pity Dater, after everything. He would be well-advised to take what little he had left, then go into exile. She knew he wasn’t going to do anything of the sort. “Good luck.”


  In the distance, she heard a handful of guns starting to boom.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  EMILY COULDN’T HELP NOTICING, AS SHE stepped through the door, that Silent looked appalled at her appearance. Her dress was stained with blood and ash and other things she didn’t really want to think about, not when she wanted a bath and a rest. She knew she wasn’t going to get any of them, not now. She needed to think, not...


  “Put some water in the tub,” she ordered. “I’ll wash myself after...”


  Her heart clenched as she stepped into the kitchen. Prince Hedrick sat there, his face an expressionless mask. He’d heard something... of course he’d heard something. The shouting had probably been heard in the enemy camp, on the far side of the walls. Emily found herself grasping for words, utterly unsure what to say. Lady Barb would have been blunt, without any attempt to soften the blow. Emily winced, inwardly. She didn’t like the prince - and she was tempted to order him out, again - but he didn’t deserve to have the news rubbed in his face. He’d liked his stepmother.


  Hedrick looked up at her. “What happened?”


  Emily gritted her teeth and took the plunge. “Your stepmother is dead.”


  The prince showed no reaction for a long, cold moment, then one hand dropped to his sword as if he intended to draw it. Emily watched, readying a spell in case Hedrick decided to do something stupid. He’d get himself killed if he charged the palace gates, waving his sword like a hero from the old tales. The guards would shoot him before he got within ten meters of the walls, after they finished laughing. Maybe he’d get lucky. Maybe... she shook her head sourly. It would make matters worse, as if they weren’t bad enough already.


  Hedrick slowly let go of the hilt. “How did she die?”


  Emily outlined everything that had happened, from the trial to the battery-powered assault and her search for the enemy magician. He’d come very close to assassinating the council as well as the queen, ensuring the rebels were leaderless when the royalists attacked the city. The thought nagged at Emily’s mind, mocking her. How had the assassin known when to strike? If she hadn’t been there...


  Perhaps the goal was to force me to take sides, she thought. And then... and then what?


  “They’ll pay for this,” Hedrick said. “They’ll pay in blood and suffering.”


  Emily met his eyes. “Do you want to leave the city?”


  “No.” Hedrick let go of his sword and rested his hands on the table. “I need to stay here.”


  “They’ll come for you,” Emily warned. The rebels had said as much. “They might not even bother to revoke your safe conduct first.”


  “I have you to protect me.” Hedrick gave her a lazy smile. “Don’t I?”


  Emily felt her blood boil. She’d met far too many people who were far too impressed with themselves, but... most of them had some reason to be impressed. Cat had been given to boastfulness - it had been his least attractive attribute - yet he was a trained sorcerer, a brave warrior and generally a decent person. Prince Hedrick... seemed to think he was entitled to her protection. She bit down hard on her temper. She didn’t have time to worry about it.


  “Your brother might start bombarding the city at any moment,” she said. She didn’t know how many siege weapons the royalists had, from catapults to heavy guns, but she was fairly sure they’d have some. Dater would have stripped every arsenal within reach to build up his forces. “And a single lucky shot could blow this building into a pile of rubble.”


  She turned and strode out of the room before the prince could muster a reply, striding up the stairs and into her bedroom. Silent was filling the tub with water. Emily was too tired to feel guilty, or anything - really - beyond a desperate need to cleanse herself. She dismissed the maid, heated the water with a spell and undressed rapidly. She wanted to lower herself into the tub and close her eyes, but she didn’t have time. Instead, she washed herself as rapidly as possible, dried herself with a spell and changed into fresh clothes. Silent was going to have problems cleaning the old dress. It was covered in blood and ash.


  Perhaps we can just throw it out, Emily thought, although she knew the maid wouldn’t do anything of the sort. It would be a long time before anyone started producing cheap and disposable clothes. Or send it back home for a more thorough cleaning.


  She cleared her mind as she walked back into the bedroom and opened her bag. The chat parchments were where she’d left them, buried under a pile of tools and supplies. She searched through them for the one linked to Lady Barb, placed it on the table and started to sketch out a brief outline of everything that had happened. If Master Lucknow had supplied the batteries... her thoughts churned as she considered the possibilities. His oaths should have prevented him from doing any such thing, but it was quite easy to rationalize one’s way around an oath. Master Lucknow believed she was a menace to the Allied Lands. He could easily justify supplying the batteries as a way of disposing of the menace. Emily wouldn’t have cared to try it, but Master Lucknow might have different ideas.


  The outline glowed, then vanished. Emily waited, hoping for a reply. Lady Barb would be very busy, perhaps too busy to pay attention to the parchments. She picked up a second parchment and wrote a note for Void, silently grateful he hadn’t ordered her out. He was at Whitehall too, she recalled. She was surprised he hadn’t told her to go back to the tower and wait. Perhaps he’d expected her to turn up something...


  She felt her heart twist as it struck her. The queen was dead, murdered. There was no way to avoid war now, no matter what she did. She’d failed. She could find the murderer and present him to the White Council and... it wouldn’t matter. She heard guns booming in the distance and shuddered. King Dater was probably trying to soften up the defenses, readying his troops to rush the walls. Whoever won, it would be a bloodbath. And there was nothing she could do.


  Nothing that wouldn’t make things worse, she thought, as she felt someone pressing against the wards. A second later, she heard someone knock on the door. Even if I find the magician...


  She walked down the stairs, just in time to see Silent showing Aiden into the house. The councilor looked grim, clothes stained with blood and sweat. Emily gritted her teeth as she walked into the living room, beckoning Aiden to follow. She’d done what she could for the wounded, but it hadn’t been enough. How could it? They’d be scarred for the rest of their lives.


  “Lady Emily,” Aiden said. Silent bought them both mugs of bark tea, then withdrew as silently as she’d come. “I’m afraid I have bad news.”


  Emily almost laughed. “I think I’ve had enough bad news for the last month or so,” she said, ruefully. She understood, now, why so many monarchs were so ready to kill their messengers. King Randor’s loathing of his messenger boys had been legendary. “What’s your bad news?”


  Aiden frowned. “The council has formally voted to remove your safe conduct, yours and Prince Hedrick’s. You have until midnight to leave the city, with or without the prince, or face revolutionary justice.”


  “I see.” Emily rubbed her forehead. It was hard not to take it personally. Someone in the council had put a knife in her back. Someone... she frowned. It was odd they’d chosen to order her out. Perhaps they’d decided she was too much of a liability to keep around. A thought struck her and she smiled. “They didn’t bother to withdraw Silent’s safe conduct?”


  “Your maid is free to join us,” Aiden said. “Or so they said.”


  Emily nodded, her thoughts spinning in circles. Someone on the council had to be working for the enemy. She knew it wasn’t Jair or Aiden, and she found it hard to believe it was Althorn, but... there were others. And if she could find that person before the deadline...


  She met Aiden’s eyes. “I... who proposed it? Jair?”


  “You’d think,” Aiden said. “But it was Bajingan.”


  Emily blinked. The scribe? She supposed a scribe would have good reason to dislike her, but... Bajingan had built a whole career out of embracing the New Learning. And yet... her eyes narrowed. Bajingan was the secretary. He was in charge of the paperwork, of keeping the agenda and making sure things were kept in order. It might not be a position of apparent power - she’d heard of secretaries on Earth who’d demanded to be called administrative assistants instead - but a secretary had real power. Stalin had been a secretary. A traitor in the crown bureaucracy could be far more dangerous than any over-titled aristocrat, if only because he was beneath suspicion. Bajingan...


  Her mind raced. The enemy magician had known the entire council would be gathered in one spot. Someone had to have told him. Bajingan? Jair had been the prime mover behind the queen’s trial, but... someone who knew him well could probably guess what he’d intended to do. And... it would only take a word or two in his ear, without even a drop of magic, to push him in the right direction. She felt her blood run cold at the thought. The terrorist attacks within the city had managed to slip through layers of defenses. If they’d been an inside job, right from the start... she gritted her teeth. Was it possible that the hardliners and the moderates had been fighting for power, while Bajingan had been quietly undermining both of them? She wouldn’t be too surprised to discover Bajingan had been the one who’d betrayed the moderates, when they’d met with her.


  Careful, she caught herself. You don’t know he’s the traitor.


  She hesitated, unsure how to proceed. Aiden was a good person - she thought - but could she be trusted? If she thought Emily was wrong...what would she do? Warn Bajingan? Or the rest of the council? Or... or what? Bajingan wouldn’t stay still, if he thought he was under suspicion. He’d slip into the poorer parts of the city and hide until the royalists arrived. She had to check him out, just to be sure.


  Aiden frowned. “Lady Emily?”


  Emily looked at her. “When you took me to the marketplace,” she said, “did you tell Bajingan where we’d be going?”


  “The council wanted me to show you our brave new world,” Aiden said. “Bajingan would have known, yes.”


  Emily’s imagination filled in the blanks. A cart full of gunpowder, with all the right permits to move through the city without being stopped and searched. A driver who didn’t know what would happen, when he lit the match, or... she grimaced. Whoever had charmed Fran could easily have rigged a detonator, something to produce a spark at the right time... it would be simple enough to link it to a chat parchment spell or a pair of conjoined gems. They would have watched from a safe distance or... hell, they could have tuned the wards to trigger the blast when Aiden and Emily crossed the line. She hadn’t sensed anything, but that was meaningless. Such a ward wouldn’t have to be that powerful. It might have gone unnoticed amidst the rest of the magic...


  “Bajingan might be a traitor,” Emily said, quietly.


  “Impossible,” Aiden said. “He’s a loyal rebel.”


  Emily snorted, inwardly. A rebel wasn’t loyal... she pushed the thought out of her head and leaned forward. “He might not be in his right mind,” she said, instead. “There are spells to turn the most loyal of men into traitors.”


  “I can’t believe it,” Aiden said. “He’s been a mainstay of the revolutionary movement for the last five years. He... he knows too much. If he was a traitor, he could have sent us all to the gallows. He could have...”


  “He might have been loyal then,” Emily said. “I could cast a spell on you that would make you my willing slave, ready to do anything because I commanded it. Someone else... someone could have cast a similar spell on Bajingan, making him their puppet. It might not even be very noticeable, as long as the caster was careful.”


  Aiden stared at her for a long moment. “Have you ever done it?”


  “Once,” Emily said, curtly. She’d had no choice, but... she still felt guilty. “It can be done.”


  “I see.” Aiden let out a breath. “And if you’re wrong?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. “Someone has to be the traitor.”


  Aiden clenched her fists. “If you’re wrong about this, Lady Emily, I swear I’ll...”


  “I understand,” Emily said. She felt an odd sense of kinship with the other girl. It wasn’t easy to point to one’s former ally and accuse him of treason, particularly unwilling treason. It would be seen as a betrayal, even if she was in the right. “I won’t blame you.”


  She kept her doubts to herself as she left the room. Bajingan was the logical suspect, if his controller wanted to cause chaos rather than help one side to actually win. He was meek and mild, compared to his fellows. He didn’t have any real enemies on the council, which meant he was unlikely to be purged if the hardliners took control. And... he controlled the paperwork. Emily detested bureaucracy - she’d hated having to grind her way through the endless mountain of paperwork in Cockatrice - but she understood the importance of keeping everything straight. A traitor in the bureaucracy could easily do everything from misdirecting royal funds to simply ordering armories to provide weapons to the rebels.


  Maybe that’s how they started to slip weapons into the city, she thought. The bureaucrats bought extra weapons, perhaps with funds provided by the rebels, and arranged for them to go missing along the way. The king’s men never realized because they got what they thought they’d ordered.


  She groaned, inwardly. If she was wrong... she’d have to leave the city or risk running afoul of revolutionary justice. She had a feeling she knew what that meant. She’d have to fight her way out or submit tamely to execution... she shook her head. She could sneak back into the city, perhaps search for the real traitor... she heard the guns booming again and knew time was short. Dater was going to storm the city, sooner rather than later. She didn’t want to be caught in the middle of a full-scale war.


  Hedrick looked up as she entered the dining room. He looked... colder, somehow. Emily scowled. Hedrick had probably spent the last hour brooding on his stepmother’s death and what it meant for the royalist cause. She suspected she was about to disappoint him. If he’d hoped the rebels were going to offer him the crown...


  “We’ve been ordered to be out of the city by midnight,” Emily said. Silent hadn’t been ordered out, but she doubted the maid would want to stay. She’d made it clear she’d been instructed to remain with Emily. “Pack your bags. I’ve got one last task to do, then we’ll be leaving. We can’t stay any longer.”


  “The rebels will hardly let us leave the city,” Hedrick said, snidely. He waved a hand at the walls, indicating the rebels beyond. “Do you trust them to let us through their lines?”


  “We’ll teleport,” Emily said, flatly. She reached out and touched the wards. Lady Barb had done good work, but they’d be easy enough to dismantle from the inside. “I’ll take you back to Dragon’s Den, then... you can do whatever you want.”


  Hedrick scowled. “Take me to the army.”


  “I’ll take you to Dragon’s Den,” Emily snapped. She felt a hot flash of temper. She didn’t have time to deal with Hedrick. Whatever happened, if Bajingan was the traitor or not, she wasn’t going to put up with the prince any longer. The rebels might let her stay, but she’d take Hedrick back to Dragon’s Den anyway. “Go pack.”


  She glanced at Silent as the maid emerged from the kitchen. “Pack everything in the trunks and put them in the sitting room,” she ordered. Thankfully, they hadn’t brought that much in the way of supplies. Hedrick had brought more than the rest of them put together. His collection of trunks might have to be abandoned. “We’ll have to leave in a hurry when I get back.”


  Silent curtseyed. “As My Lady commands.”


  Emily looked at Hedrick, who hadn’t moved. “Go pack,” she repeated. “Put everything essential in one trunk, just in case we don’t have time to teleport everything. Hurry.”


  Hedrick stood. His voice dripped sour honey. “Yes, My Lady.”


  Emily chose to ignore his tone as she grabbed her cloak and headed back to the sitting room. Aiden was waiting, her face grim. She was risking everything on Emily’s word... Emily promised herself, silently, that she’d make sure Aiden was safe if all hell broke loose. She could teleport Aiden to Heart’s Eye and ask Caleb to look after her, or Kuching and Cat... Cat would probably find Aiden interesting. He could certainly teach her how to use a sword properly.


  “Bajingan set up his chambers in the Lord Chancellor’s old haunt,” Aiden said, wrapping her cloak around her. “I think he’ll be there.”


  Emily nodded. “Will he see us?”


  “He’ll see me,” Aiden said. “I don’t know about you.”


  “We’ll find out,” Emily said. She walked to the door and opened it. The sound of guns was suddenly a great deal louder. “Let’s go.”


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  THE STREETS WERE DARK AND SHADOWY, only a handful of civilians and soldiers visible as the guns continued to boom. Emily saw flashes of light in the distance, where the walls and barricades were being prepared for a final desperate defense. Dater could smash his way through them, if he had the ammunition and the willingness to reduce his capital city to rubble. She shuddered to think of the carnage to come, even if she proved Bajingan was Master Lucknow’s puppet. Events had taken on a mind of their own.


  Tension echoed in the air as they walked through the streets. She spotted a handful of men drinking heavily, laughing and joking in a manner that suggested they knew they weren’t going to survive the next few days. A pair of lovers were making out in an alleyway, the man’s hand slipping up the woman’s skirt as they kissed passionately. Emily guessed they felt it was going to be their last night, too... she turned her head away, giving them what privacy she could. Aiden showed no reaction as they circumvented the palace and picked their way through a maze of government buildings. Emily was mildly surprised the Lord Chancellor had been allowed to live outside the palace. King Randor hadn’t been anywhere near as accommodating.


  She tensed as a line of troops marched past, carrying muskets as they made their way to the barricades. They looked young, too young. She was sure most of them were going to die, either in the fighting or the executions afterwards. Dater wouldn’t show the rebels any mercy. How could he? A handful of carts followed them, crammed with weapons and supplies. Emily reached out with her senses, testing the carts for unpleasant surprises. She sensed nothing... she cursed under her breath. It was meaningless.


  “That’s odd,” Aiden said. “What are they doing?”


  Emily followed her gaze. The courtyard in front of the treasury was dominated by a massive bonfire, the flames flickering green as they consumed charmed parchments and papers. A dozen clerks were carrying armfuls of paperwork to the bonfire and tossing them into the flames, watched by a pair of armed guards. Emily thought a couple of the clerks were female, but it was hard to be sure. The scribes had never allowed women to join. The rebels might have been a little more open-minded. Bajingan certainly had every interest in developing a faction loyal to him personally...


  “I need you to question him,” Emily said, “while I check for magic.”


  Aiden scowled. “Can’t you just cast a truth spell?”


  “It depends,” Emily said. “If he’s a willing traitor, then yes. If he’s been enchanted... the truth spell might be useless. Or worse. Let me try to figure out what’s happening before we do something that might be impossible to fix.”


  “Understood,” Aiden said. She grinned. “You do realize half my reporting involved listening to gossip?”


  “I’m surprised they never caught on,” Emily said. “Did they never suspect you?”


  “Everyone knows Aiden the Broadsheet Writer is a man with a manhood so long it stretches from one side of the city to the other,” Aiden said. “There were girls who claimed to have slept with him... hell, there were noblemen who claimed to be him. One of them even got beaten halfway to death by someone who believed him, after I exposed his... tastes... in print. No one ever looked at me and saw him. Why should they?”


  Emily had to smile. “Why indeed?”


  Aiden walked up to the gate. “Councilor Aiden, here to see Scribe Bajingan.”


  The guard put a hand on his sword. “The scribe is very busy,” he said. “He’s seeing no one.”


  “I have to see him,” Aiden insisted. She put enough iron into her voice to scare anyone who wasn’t entirely sure his boss would support him. “Immediately.”


  “The scribe is very busy,” the guard repeated, coldly. It had the air of something he’d learnt by rote. “He’s seeing no one.”


  Emily held up her hand and cast a minor compulsion spell. “He’ll see us,” she said. “You’ll take us to him.”


  “I’ll take you to him,” the guard agreed.


  He turned and marched towards the treasury. Emily followed, painfully aware of Aiden’s eyes burning into her back. The spell - the Jedi Mind Trick, she thought with a flicker of humor - was nowhere near as powerful as the spell used on Fran, but it was still dangerous. The guard could have resisted, if he’d realized he’d been enchanted, and that could have damaged his mind. She promised herself she’d do something to make it up to him, after he’d taken them to Bajingan. Her fingers touched the coins in her pocket. Perhaps she could give him enough coins to bribe his way out, if the city fell.


  The interior of the building was a hive of utter chaos. Clerks ran everywhere, carrying files and documents, tearing them apart and dropping the remains in piles on the floor. A handful of men were carrying bottles of foul-smelling potions into the building, positioning them near the piles of paperwork. She heard a man shouting about needing to misfile everything, saw a man sitting by the wall crying like a baby. He clutched a file to his chest, refusing to let it go. The rest of the clerks ignored him.


  “This was once the heart of the kingdom,” Aiden commented, quietly. “There was meant to be a file for everyone, with a list of everything they owned and the taxes they owed and... everything. And now it’s being destroyed.”


  Emily made a face. She doubted the king had kept a file for everyone, but it would be enough to list the farms, properties and everything else that produced food and money. There’d probably been records of serfs and slaves as well as freemen and aristocrats... she had to smile as another clerk ran past, carrying files to throw on the fire. Whatever happened, whoever won, rebuilding the kingdom’s tax base would be extremely difficult. The people would have plenty of time to plan how best to hide things from the king’s assessors.


  The guard stopped in front of a solid wooden door and knocked, hard. There was no answer. He rattled the knob, then turned it. The door was locked. Emily reached into her pocket and found a handful of coins, tipped the guard and sent him back to his post. She hoped he’d never quite realize what had happened to him, when the remainder of the spell faded into nothingness. The coins would buy him a whole new life if the worst happened.


  “You...” Aiden sounded half-angry, half-scared. “What did you do to him?”


  “What I had to do,” Emily said, curtly. She already felt guilty. “Give me a moment...”


  She poked the lock with magic, then cast a spell to unlock it. There was a click. She pushed the door open, tightening her wards. The chamber looked as through a bomb had detonated inside the walls, smashing dozens of wooden filing cabinets and leaving piles of paper scattered on the desks, chairs and the floor itself. Bajingan stood in front of a cabinet, going through an endless series of files. He spun around to face them, eyes going wide. One hand twitched towards his belt before he stopped himself.


  “Aiden,” he said. “And Lady Emily. What can I do for you?”


  Emily didn’t need to look at Aiden to sense her sudden doubt. Bajingan looked strikingly genial for a potential traitor. It was hard to believe he could be guilty of anything, beyond - perhaps - putting his finger on the weighing scale. He closed the battered cabinet and, carrying a pair of files under his arm, made his way back to the desk. The chair was piled high with files. Bajingan shoved them onto the floor and sat down.


  “We have some questions for you,” Aiden said. “What are you doing here?”


  Bajingan smiled. It made him look years younger. “When I was a boy, I used to fantasize about burning the royal records,” he said. “And now I finally get my chance.”


  Emily had to smile in return, despite everything. The scribes and accountants had been drilled, practically from birth, in handling the traditional letters and numbers. She’d heard the stories. Bajingan would have been woken at dawn, forced to memorize a bunch of letters and all their variants, with his teacher ready to strike him the moment he got a single one wrong. The monkish existence produced men who were rarely, if ever, capable of holding an original thought in their minds, men who’d resisted change because it would render their suffering meaningless. Bajingan was the most genial scribe she’d ever met, and yet...


  Aiden sat on a chair and rested her hands on her lap. “There have been a string of attacks across the city,” she said. “All of those attacks involved terrorists and traitors getting through seemingly impregnable defenses. How would you explain it?”


  Bajingan shrugged. “There are traitors everywhere.”


  “Yes,” Aiden agreed. “And yet, if everyone involved was a traitor, there’d be more traitors than rebels.”


  “It wouldn’t be impossible,” Bajingan said. “The king was apparently involved in some of the plots against him. A handful of rebel factions were effectively operated by the king’s men, allowing him to pick off the real rebels or direct them into more useful roles. I think, judging by the records, that the king actually wanted Lord Charn dead. He was a plotter in his own right, but the king couldn’t take a swing at his neck without solid proof...”


  Emily listened to the argument as she reached out gingerly with her senses. Bajingan had a handful of protective charms woven into his clothing, including a couple so subtle she wasn’t sure what they did. She probed them gently, trying to figure them out before she risked touching Bajingan himself. One of them looked like a charm against drunkenness... she frowned in puzzlement. Bajingan should know better than to get drunk, even if he wasn’t the traitor. A drunk scribe could do a hell of a lot of damage.


  “Those attackers had paperwork provided by you,” Aiden said. She sounded as though she really believed it. “The guards had no reason to interfere if they thought the terrorists had every right to be there.”


  Bajingan gave her a sharp look. “What are you implying?”


  Emily pushed her senses forward, brushing against Bajingan’s mind. There was something there, something subtle... she narrowed her eyes as she started to analyze it. She’d seen something like it, but... where? It wasn’t just a compulsion spell. It was something else, something...


  “I think you’re the traitor,” Aiden said. Her voice hardened. “It was you who provided the paperwork to allow the terrorists to get into position. It fooled the guards because it was real. It was...”


  The magic surged. Bajingan’s hand lanced into a desk drawer and came out holding a flintlock. Emily swore and expanded her wards, an instant before he pointed the pistol at Aiden and pulled the trigger. The bullet bounced off the wards and cracked into the ceiling. Emily froze Bajingan in place a moment later, then took the weapon out of his hand. It was proof enough, she supposed, that he’d been the traitor. And that he hadn’t been acting of his own free will.


  Aiden swallowed. “What...?”


  “Someone enchanted him,” Emily said, curtly. She heard running feet behind her as she hurried around the desk. “Keep them out, whatever it takes.”


  She pressed her fingertips against Bajingan’s head, muttering a countercharm as she thrust her magic into the enchantment. If she could remove it, Bajingan could testify... if she could get a sense of who’d cast it, she could try to use it as proof someone had been meddling in the kingdom’s affairs. The magic felt oddly familiar, as if she’d sensed the caster’s magic some time ago. If...


  Emily let out a curse as she pushed harder. She’d hoped the enchantment had been put together in a hurry, like the spell that had been used on Fran. It hadn’t. It was old, old enough to have threaded its way through Bajingan’s mind until the poor man barely had any will of his own. The caster had enslaved him, yet... Bajingan had believed he was truly free, that he was doing whatever he wanted. She shuddered in horror. The spell was vile. She wasn’t even sure where to begin pulling it out of his mind.


  I have proof that a powerful magician is involved, she thought. And yet...


  Her mind raced as she tried to remove the curse. It predated the end of the war... just like the charmed book at Laughter. She shuddered at the memory. Someone had started the plot well before she’d defeated the necromancers, then... then what? What was the point of taking over a rebel movement? Master Lucknow had to be out of his mind, if it was Master Lucknow. Had he intended to discredit her? Or was he up to something else? She had the feeling she was seeing fragments of something much greater, something...


  The air grew warm. Emily yelped and jumped back as Bajingan burst into flames. She swore and ran for the door as the fires spread rapidly, the chair, desk and papers turning into an inferno. She cursed her oversight as the clerks started screaming, warning their comrades to run for their lives. Simon had burst into flame, too, when she’d tried to capture him. She should have expected whoever was behind the whole affair to cover his tracks.


  “What did you do?” Aiden caught her arm as they fled down the stairs. Clerks followed them as the flames burnt ever brighter. “What happened?”


  “The enchantment was designed to destroy the evidence,” Emily snapped. She heard something crashing behind her as they ran through a large room crammed with desks and chairs, then out into the courtyard. “The moment I started to pull at the enchantment, to free him, it killed him.”


  She gritted her teeth in frustration as she turned to look at the towering building. The walls were made of solid stone, but the interior was covered in wood and crammed with thousands upon thousands of documents and files. They were all going up in flames, leaving only the stone walls behind. Part of her knew it wasn’t a bad thing - the taxpayers would be cheering her - but she knew she’d failed. Again. She’d lost the proof she needed to convince the White Council that someone had been meddling.


  The ground shook. Something crashed, inside the burning building. Emily guessed the floor had just given way, dumping the fire into the basement. It wouldn’t be easy to put out the fire, even if anyone wanted to try. Bajingan wasn’t the only person, she was sure, who’d dreamed of burning the royal records. The clerks had been doing just that before the building went up in flame. They’d probably be glad to sit back and watch it burn.


  “We have to go,” Aiden said. “Come on.”


  Emily followed her, something unpleasant churning in her gut. She’d failed. She’d caught the traitor, the spell-controlled traitor, but... she hadn’t found the proof she needed to present to the White Council. She’d been blocked at every turn, kept from convincing the two sides to come to the table as well as catching the person behind the chaos. She looked into the darkening sky and felt a shiver run down her spine. She’d failed. And hundreds of thousands of people were about to die.


  The guns were growing louder. Emily gritted her teeth. It was rare for people to risk a battle at night, let alone in a burning city. And yet, Dater didn’t lack for nerve. He might well launch the attack now, counting on the confusion of the last few hours to keep the rebels from mounting a serious defense. Bajingan could have been in contact with him right from the start, sending messages to keep the royalists informed of what was going on. It could have been him who’d told them that Emily had spent the night with Aiden. It wasn’t hard to imagine him writing a message that would have implied, without ever quite spelling it out...


  “I’m sorry,” she said. She wasn’t sure who she was apologizing to. “I don’t know what to do now.”


  “We have to go to the council,” Aiden said, practically. “We’ll tell them what happened and...”


  Emily nodded. She owed it to herself to tell the council the truth and then... she didn’t have the slightest idea what to do. The rebels had ordered her to leave... perhaps she could make a show of force, in hopes of convincing Dater to back off. But that would be a breach of the Compact and... she wondered, suddenly, if she should really care. The Allied Lands were on the brink of total chaos. It was hard to believe she could make things worse...


  I could sneak into the camp and assassinate him and his brother, she thought. Dater would be well protected, of course, but she had access to his brother - and his brother’s blood. It wouldn’t be easy for the royalists to pick a new leader if they lose both heirs.


  She ground her teeth. It would be utterly disastrous. The civil war would get worse. And she’d wind up in real trouble. Perhaps that was the plan. Push her into a corner, force her to do something that broke the Compact and put her on trial again...


  ... And yet, assassinating the royalist leadership was starting to sound like a very good idea.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  “IF IT WAS HIM...” AIDEN SWALLOWED and started again. “If it was him... everything he knew might be known to the enemy.”


  “It’s possible,” Emily confirmed. They hurried past a line of troopers as they made their way towards the castle. “And we may never know for sure.”


  She sucked in her breath. Bajingan had known everything. He’d presumably known who was on the rebel council, who might be open to a negotiated settlement and who might want to fight to the last... hell, he’d known they’d all be in one spot so they could be assassinated as a group, an assassination that would have worked if Emily hadn’t been there. His controller could have sucked his mind dry of every piece of actionable intelligence, without alerting anyone. Bajingan himself might have had no idea he was an enemy agent until it was far too late. The spell had embedded itself so deeply within his mind that he couldn’t have separated its commands from his thoughts.


  Aidan stopped and stared at her, sweat glistening on her face. “If he didn’t know he was the traitor... there might be others who don’t know they’re traitors, too.”


  She paled. “How do you know I’m not a traitor?”


  Emily hesitated. The completely honest answer was that she didn’t. It was possible Aiden could have been enchanted a long time ago, the spell buried so deeply within her mind that it would pass unnoticed... unless she stepped into a magic school. And yet... she’d scanned Aiden thoroughly after she’d been shot by Fran. The spell shouldn’t have passed unnoticed. Merely looking for it should have been enough to trigger the suicide curse.


  “I scanned you after I got shot,” she said, finally. “I didn’t pick up any trace of a compulsion spell.”


  Aiden looked as if she wanted to ask more questions, but - instead - resumed the run. The square outside the palace, where the queen had died only a few short hours ago, was crammed with guards setting up more and more barricades. The rebel staffers were making their way to the castle, leaving the palace behind. Emily wondered if that would turn out to be a deadly mistake. The castle was tough, but it had been built in the days before gunpowder and cannons. Dater could simply bombard it into rubble, if there wasn’t a secret passageway leading into the castle. Emily wouldn’t have cared to bet against it. King Randor’s castle had had dozens of secret passageways and hidden chambers. There were some so old she thought the king himself didn’t know they were there.


  “We have to see the council, at once,” Aiden said, as the guards barred their way. “Quickly.”


  Emily braced herself, ready to cast the compulsion spell again, but this time the guard simply led them into the palace and up a long flight of stairs. The building was being emptied, clerks and soldiers carrying boxes of paperwork into the courtyard and transporting weapons to the castle. Emily guessed they intended to burn the paperwork, just to make life harder for the royalists if they won the war. The rebels might have wanted to destroy everything even if they won, just to ensure the tax system would have to be rebuilt from scratch. It would probably lead to a fairer system.


  Althorn met them as they stepped onto the roof. He looked tired, but there was a gleam in his eye that bothered Emily in a manner she couldn’t quite put into words. Beyond him, she saw the remaining councilors staring over the city. She could see fires on both sides of the wall as the fighting surged back and forth. The sound of gunfire was almost overwhelming. She didn’t know why they’d decided to hold the council on the roof.


  “The king’s forces are rebelling,” Jair said, with heavy satisfaction. He let out an odd little laugh. “His army is dissolving even as we speak.”


  Emily wondered if he was right. Althorn had claimed the rebels had allies amongst the king’s forces. The agitators might have had more luck than she’d expected, particularly if the royalists had overplayed their hand. Experienced soldiers would blanch at thrusting into a heavily-defended city, particularly at night. Denied a quick and cheap victory - and the spoils of war - they might choose to desert or mutiny instead.


  “And we have armies in the field now,” Sergeant Oskar added. “It is only a matter of time before the king has to surrender or withdraw.”


  “We have worse problems,” Aiden said. Her voice demanded attention. “Bajingan was a traitor.”


  She outlined everything that had happened, giving Emily a chance to probe the rest of the council for signs of compulsion spells. There was nothing, save for Storm’s inherent magic. She hoped - prayed - that Bajingan had been the only one. It beggared belief that whoever was behind the whole affair could have enchanted everyone. Even getting Bajingan had required a great deal of luck, as well as careful preparation. They had to have embedded enough flexibility into their plan to account for surprises, particularly as they couldn’t have expected the necromantic war to end so quickly.


  “What a remarkable story,” Jair said, when Aiden had finished. “And I suppose you expect us to believe it?”


  “Think about it,” Aiden said. “The attacks, the strikes on our food and gunpowder stores... they couldn’t have happened without inside help. And who was in charge of providing passes to our troops? Bajingan. The terrorists had barrels of gunpowder assigned to them, perfectly legitimately, and used it against us. He who controls the paperwork controls everything.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Althorn looked surprisingly composed for someone who’d been told his closest ally had been a spell-controlled traitor. “There’s fighting all along the walls. The king’s forces are crumbling. If he keeps feeding them into our defenses, we’ll chew them to ribbons, breaking the only major army the royalists have in the field. If he withdraws, we’ll have a victory and time to take the field ourselves. Bajingan’s treachery is no longer important.”


  Jair glowered at Emily. “Were you not told to leave the city?”


  “Bajingan insisted on it,” Aiden reminded him. She cleared her throat loudly as she looked from face to face. “Perhaps it is time to rethink that policy.”


  Emily frowned. Master Lucknow wouldn’t shed a tear, she was sure, if she was killed in the middle of the fighting. A stray shot, a complete accident... it would be very hard for anyone to find her killer if the shooter didn’t know what he’d done. Master Lucknow would write a nasty obituary and go back to... to whatever he was doing. And yet, Bajingan had ordered her out. Had he been staying in character? Or... or what?


  Another series of explosions echoed over the city. She turned to see a string of fireballs on the far side of the river, casting an eerie light over the scene before they faded into the darkness. She wondered, morbidly, what had just exploded, how many people had died in the blast. The rebels and the royalists were locked in a death match now, a war that would rage on until one side was utterly destroyed and the other exhausted beyond all hope of a speedy recovery. Dater would inherit a broken kingdom, if he won. He’d have to become subordinate to Red Rose and... maybe that had been the plan all along. She shook her head in tired disbelief. How many people were going to die to see the plan, whatever it really was, through?


  “You might be wise to leave,” Althorn said. He sounded sympathetic. “I’m sorry your mission failed so badly. I had hoped the Crown Prince would see reason.”


  Emily said nothing as she saw another explosion, far too close to the palace for comfort. The guards below shouted in alarm, some of them firing into the shadows. She had no idea what they’d seen, or what they thought they’d seen. She tensed, reaching for her magic as the madness raged on. People were dying below and yet... she felt oddly disconnected from the whole scene. She knew Althorn was right. She should go back to the house, collect Hedrick and Silent, and teleport out. It was her duty. And yet, she didn’t want to go.


  Perhaps you could assassinate the royalist leadership and blame it on their subordinates, a nasty little voice whispered at the back of her mind. The aristocrats are known for being short-sighted. Killing their monarch as he commands their armies would hardly be out of character.


  But it would just make the killing worse, another voice pointed out. Red Rose and the other kingdoms won’t leave a republic - or a dictatorship - alone. Even Alassa will have qualms. They’ll move to crush the rebellion and, just incidentally, carve up the kingdom amongst themselves.


  “Ah,” Althorn said. “A message...”


  Emily tensed, feeling an odd little prickle running through the air as a messenger stepped onto the rooftop. He wore a simple tunic and yet... there was a faint glamor surrounding him, so subtle it was hard to be sure it was really there. Althorn stepped forward, holding out a hand. The newcomer yanked a sword out of his belt and bisected Althorn in one smooth motion. Emily stared in horror, her eyes finally seeing through the glamor. Hedrick stood there, wearing a suit of charmed armor. He’d brought it... she cursed herself under her breath for the oversight. She’d rolled her eyes at the vast collection of clothes he’d wanted to bring. It hadn’t occurred to her that he could have buried an entire suit of armor under the clothes. It would have been a gamble, but not an insane one...


  Aiden gasped. “You...”


  Storm jumped up, jabbing a finger at Hedrick as he chanted a spell. Lightning flashed between them, spitting and sparking as it glanced off Hedrick’s armor. He hurled himself forward as Storm started to cast another spell, his sword striking Storm in the neck and beheading him. His head flew over the side of the palace and out of sight. Aiden darted forward, sword in hand; Hedrick crashed his blade into hers, snorted, and knocked it right out of her hand. Whatever else he was, he was a skilled swordsman. He drew back his blade and stabbed at her...


  Emily cast a levitation spell on a piece of debris and hurled it at him. The armor would protect him from magic, but not from physical impacts. Probably. Hedrick grunted as the rock struck him in the chest, a dull gong echoing as he staggered back. Emily noted she should probably have aimed a little lower as he glared at her, madness clearly visible in his eyes. She felt a flicker of horror. She’d keyed the wards to make it hard for him to get out of the house, but he could have cut his way out with his blade. She wondered, suddenly, what had happened to Silent. The maid could hardly have stood in his way if he’d wanted out.


  “Damn you.” Hedrick lunged forward, moving with surprising grace despite his armor and heavy broadsword. “You brought this on us...”


  Emily darted back, casting a summoning spell on Aiden’s sword. It came to her, just in time to let her block his wild swing. The impact was hard enough to make her hand ache, nearly hard enough to force her to drop the sword. Hedrick rained blow after blow on her, forcing her to concentrate on defending herself rather than breaking his protections. She had to admit it was a good tactic. A few years ago, it would have worked.


  A bang echoed through the air. Hedrick staggered as a bullet cracked into his back. Jair stood there, holding a smoking gun. The hatred on his face was almost palatable. Sergeant Oskar levelled a pistol himself, aiming at Hedrick’s skull. The prince growled and lashed out with his free hand. A wave of magic - a modified force punch - knocked them both to the ground. Hedrick inched forward, then turned in time to block the blow Emily aimed at his back. His armor was dented, but intact. The bullet hadn’t cracked the armor, let alone broken the skin.


  “Get down to the ground,” Emily shouted. Aiden was picking herself up, her face riven with horror. She was staring at Althorn’s body. His death spelt disaster. “Hurry.”


  Hedrick resumed the offensive. Emily grunted as she darted backwards, mustering her magic as quickly as she dared. There were ways to get through the suit, but they required time... she stepped back and back again, luring him towards the edge of the rooftop. Hedrick wasn’t thinking too straight... she reached out with her mind, swallowing a curse as she realized he’d been enchanted. She’d thought he’d come to assassinate the council, perhaps to serve his brother, but...


  Someone pointed him at us, Emily thought. Someone powerful or skilled enough to get through the house wards, enchant him into a living weapon and send him into the palace to kill or be killed.


  It made sense. Hedrick knew the palace like the back of his hand. He’d grown up in the palace. If there were any secret tunnels, he probably knew about them. He could have set off the explosion to distract the guards, then made his way into the palace. As long as he didn’t look out of place, and the glamor would see to that, no one would stop him until it was too late.


  She reached the edge of the roof and teetered on the edge. She didn’t dare kill him. She needed to know who’d enchanted him, who’d cast the spell... Hedrick growled and lunged forward, throwing her off the ledge. Emily cast a levitation spell and hurled herself into the air, just in time to watch Hedrick tumble off and start to fall. She caught him with a spell, then summoned a pair of rocks and banged them into his armor. It was tough - and she didn’t want to throw the rocks hard enough to actually kill him - but she was sure it would stun him long enough for her to get through his defenses. She summoned a third rock and cracked it against his sword arm. He dropped the blade, which fell into the darkness. It was probably charmed to come when he called, but he’d have to think clearly to do that.


  Emily spun him around and glided up behind him, then yanked his helm away from his head. Magic - dark magic - flickered and flared around her hands. She froze him in place, then - working with desperate speed - plunged her mind into his thoughts. The suicide spell flared to life...


  Not this time, Emily thought. Not this time, damn it.


  She gathered her willpower and caught hold of the spell, holding it tightly. She could feel the heat trying to burn through her mind - the spell was designed to be impossible to remove - but she held it tightly. She wasn’t going to lose this witness. Hedrick’s thoughts pulsed around her, suggesting he was aware of the intrusion and trying to fight back. He didn’t seem to realize she was trying to save his worthless life. His memories pressed against her awareness, each one a flicker that faded almost before she was aware of it. An older boy - Dater, she assumed - a sword-teacher, a mother who’d died too young, a father who’d made it brutally clear Hedrick was the spare, an endless line of women...


  What happened to you? Emily clung to the thought as she ploughed through his memories, looking for the truth. A vision of herself drifted across his mind... she shuddered in disgust, even as she forced herself to keep going. Who did this to you?


  Hedrick’s thoughts screamed in agony, his mind threatening to break as she reached for the memory. Boredom. Waiting. Desire. And...


  Silent?


  The memory was so vivid Emily knew it was real. Silent had touched the prince’s mind and... Silent?


  Emily fell out of Hedrick’s mind, losing her grip on the suicide spell. His body started to glow, then burst into flames. The magic consumed the levitation spell, sending the lifeless corpse to the ground. Emily nearly fell. Silent? It couldn’t be Silent. The maid had been with her for the last eighteen months.


  And yet, the memories didn’t lie.


  She lowered herself to the ground, unable to think clearly. Silent had been with her in Dragora. Silent had known about Simon. She could have tracked Simon, when he’d left the castle, and recruited him before anyone else knew he’d been kicked into the cold. And... she swallowed hard. Silent had known she’d intended to meet the moderates. She could have easily tipped off the hardliners. She could have set the bomb and enchanted Fran and passed commands to Bajingan and... Emily cursed, savagely, as the full scale of the betrayal struck her. Silent couldn’t have done it, any of it, without...


  A memory echoed through her head. There is a gaping emptiness at the heart of Whitehall...


  “Emily!” Aiden was running towards her. “Emily! What...?”


  “There is a gaping emptiness at the heart of Whitehall,” Emily said. She felt numb, too numb to think clearly. “What do we call a gaping emptiness?”


  Aiden caught her arm and shook her. “What happened?”


  “What do we call a gaping emptiness?” Emily understood now, too late. She thought she heard the demon laughing as the darkness teetered in front of her, threatening to swallow her whole. She needed to stop and think, but there was no time. “A void!”


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  EMILY RAN.


  She was barely aware of Aiden following her, of the guns growing ever louder as rebels and royalists fought to the last. Dater was raining makeshift shells and catapult projectiles onto the city, trying to defeat the rebellion even as his own forces were riven with mutiny. It was a nightmare and yet... the real nightmare lay in front of her. She’d known Void was up to something, that he’d had an agenda of his own, but...


  In hindsight, she wondered if he’d used subtle magic to keep her from suspecting the truth. The mystery enemy had used her techniques. Master Lucknow had put that on his list of charges. And who knew her techniques almost as well as she did? Who had the experience to take her ideas and innovations and improve upon them? There weren’t many possible suspects and only one of them had spent the last eighteen months in her company, listening to everything she said and assisting her to devise newer and better ways to use magic. The sheer scale of the betrayal was terrifying. She wanted to believe it was a particularly insane test, like the others he’d tossed at her, but she knew it had to be real. No one, not even Void, would put so many lives in deadly danger for a test.


  She ran past a pair of bodies lying on the cobblestones as she turned into the street. The spies, she guessed. Killed by Hedrick, or Silent herself. It didn’t matter. She reached out with her mind, feeling her head starting to ache as she pressed her awareness against the wards. Silent had done well, she noted sourly. Lady Barb had woven a gap into the wards for her - the maid had had to purchase food, after all - and Silent had widened it to the point she could simply take control of the wards at any moment. Emily had thought Hedrick couldn’t leave the house, but she’d been wrong. Silent had opened the door for him.


  The wards crackled against her fingertips as she stopped in front of the house. She half-expected them to resist her, to have to smash her way through the wards herself, but they parted at her touch. Emily tensed, bracing herself for the trap as she kicked open the door and peered inside. The hallway was dark and silent, the lanterns dead and cold. She glanced at Aiden, motioning for her to stay well back, and inched down the corridor. The wards had been designed to make it impossible for someone to spy on them, as long as they remained within the walls. They were making it impossible for her to sense Silent, too.


  She heard a moan as she stepped into the dining room. Silent sat on a chair, hands tied behind her back. Emily blinked, wondering - for a moment - if she’d made a terrible mistake. Silent looked so weak and harmless that Emily felt almost ashamed of herself for suspecting Silent of anything. She bit her lip, remembering all the weird little coincidences surrounding the maid. Someone had to have recruited Simon, someone had to have...


  Silent’s eyes narrowed. Emily sensed the surge of magic and threw herself to the side, just in time to escape an overpowered force punch. The building shook - she heard something crashing above - as the magic slammed into the foundations. Silent’s hands came free - she’d used a trick knot, Emily noted numbly - and wove into a pattern that spelt doom. Emily darted to one side, an instant before the curse blasted through the air. Silent was trying to kill her.


  No, not Silent, Emily thought. The girl had used a skillful combination of glamors and makeup, but she couldn’t hide now. Nanette.


  She threw back a spell of her own, all too aware she’d drained her power fighting Hedrick. Nanette had always been skilled as well as powerful, even when they’d first met six years ago. She’d sneaked into Whitehall in the guise of a transfer student and spied on her, unsuspected, until it had almost been too late. And then she’d been Head Girl at Mountaintop, trained by the Administrator himself. And... Emily gritted her teeth. Lady Barb had told her Void had a habit of recruiting useful people. It had never occurred to her that Nanette had been one of them.


  Nanette caught the spell on her wards, then deflected it. She looked taller now as the last of the magic faded away. They stared at each other, their eyes meeting as they prepared their magic and tested their wards. Emily braced herself, knowing Nanette had to be taken alive and presented to the White Council. If she could convince them to intervene, if... the booming of the guns grew louder, much louder. It was already too late.


  She played for time, all too aware Nanette would know she was stalling. “Why?”


  Nanette’s face twisted with hatred. “You killed him.”


  Emily blinked. “Killed whom?”


  “Aurelius,” Nanette said. “You killed him.”


  She lashed out before Emily could reply, throwing a tidal wave of magic into Emily’s wards. The sheets of fire danced around her, warded off by her protections... covering, she noted grimly, a set of more subtle attacks designed to sneak through the cracks in her wards and tear her to pieces. She blocked them as best as she could, then darted forward to slam her magic into Nanette’s. The ceiling started to collapse as their magics collided, each trying to break through the other’s defenses. Emily held up her wrist, revealing the snake-bracelet; Nanette jumped back, her eyes suddenly wide with fear. Emily shoved forward...


  And Nanette shoved her back.


  The floor started to shatter under their feet. Pieces of debris crashed from above. Emily darted back as a chunk of flooring - or something - smashed in front of her. The magic storm shook the house - she heard the windows shattering, fragments of glass crashing to the cobblestones outside - as it burned holes in the wards. Emily suspected Nanette was doing it deliberately. She might have hoped she could continue the pretense , she might have intended to claim Hedrick had tied her up before heading to the palace, but she knew her cover was thoroughly blown. It would be unlike her not to have a way out.


  I didn’t kill him, Emily thought. She didn’t know who’d killed the Administrator of Mountaintop, but it hadn’t been her. Aurelius had been alive when she’d fled the underground school. It had only been later, much later, that she’d heard his body had been pulled from the wreckage. She’d always assumed he’d allowed himself to die. And she blames me...


  A hot flash of anger ran through her. She didn’t have time to worry about Aurelius’s death, not now. She had too many other problems. If Nanette had been beside her for eighteen months, watching and waiting... what else had she done? If Void had recruited her and...


  It was hard, so hard, to speak. “You... you put the book in Laughter?”


  “Yes.” A shadow crossed Nanette’s face. “I did.”


  Emily gritted her teeth. If she could keep Nanette talking... “ Why?”


  Nanette held up her hand. “I needed help,” she said. “Your pet” - a flash of hatred was clearly visible, just for a second - “nearly killed me. I needed help.”


  “And Void recruited you shortly afterwards,” Emily said. “Why?”


  Nanette shrugged. “Does it matter?”


  “Yes!” Emily stepped forward, picking her way across the broken floor. “What did you do for him?”


  “This and that.” Nanette smirked. “I provided help and support to the rebels in Zangaria, to assist them in their bid to assassinate the king and his courtiers. Later, I tipped off that same king to your friend’s involvement in the plot against him. Later on... I arranged for you to be tested, to confirm you’d recovered your powers. And quite a few other tasks I’m sure you’ll learn about in due time.”


  Her eyes darkened. “He wouldn’t let me kill you,” she added. “But otherwise... he wanted me to turn the revolution into a full-blown civil war.”


  Emily touched her chest, where the bullet had entered her. “You came very close to killing me.”


  “You have an awkward habit of surviving things that really should kill you,” Nanette told her. “I left it up to luck.”


  “Luck.” Emily heard the guns booming, again. “How many people are about to die?”


  Nanette shrugged. “Does it matter?”


  “Yes,” Emily said.


  “Yes,” Aiden echoed. “You... you triggered the revolution?”


  Emily cursed under her breath. She hadn’t heard or sensed Aiden behind her. When had she come inside? The entire house was on the verge of crashing down, threatening to bury the three of them under the rubble. Aiden should have stayed outside, where she’d be safe... safer. Dater was throwing shells and projectiles into the city. There was no real safety anywhere. God alone knew who was in charge of the rebel forces now, but... Emily had a feeling they were hardliners. Jair had survived, hadn’t he? Hedrick hadn’t had a chance to kill him.


  “Oh, look,” Nanette said. “You’ve made another friend.”


  She jabbed her finger at Aiden. The girl threw up her hands in shock, an instant before she melted into a frog. Nanette laughed, unpleasantly. Emily didn’t hesitate. She gathered all the power she could and threw it at Nanette, slamming her back against the wall even as she mustered more subtle attacks and tried to break through Nanette’s defenses. Nanette fought back, her spells smashing into Emily’s protections in a dozen different places. Emily pushed her way through, intent on wrapping her hands around Nanette’s neck and squeezing as hard as she could. She didn’t know what was driving Nanette - she knew she hadn’t killed Aurelius - but she didn’t have time to worry about it. Nanette had to be stopped.


  The house started to crumble as they smashed through the walls and fell into the kitchen, a whirlwind of magic tearing through the cabinets and shelves. Emily sensed sparks of magic as potion jars shattered, jars that shouldn’t have been there... Nanette had clearly been very busy, all the time she’d been cooking. Emily remembered the poisoned wells and shuddered. Nanette was certainly capable of brewing poison - it wasn’t that hard, even without magic - and sneaking past the guards. Perhaps she’d posed as a serving girl or a rebel soldier or... she could be anything. She’d fooled Emily over and over again...


  Nanette glowered at her as her magic crackled around her. Void hadn’t spent quite as long on teaching her to fight, Emily thought, but she was good. Less power, perhaps, yet she knew how to use it. And she wasn’t already drained from the earlier fights. Emily sensed a new string of attacks, trying to render her harmless... perhaps even put her to sleep. Low trickery, part of her mind thought, but effective if it caught her by surprise. Her lips twitched in grim amusement. Nanette would never win a dueling contest like that.


  “You...” Nanette tumbled back, magic spiraling through the floor. “You think...”


  The roof caved in. Emily raised a shield, instinctively covering herself as piles of rubble crashed to the floor. She saw a bed and a bathtub, the latter tipping over and dumping a ton of water on their heads. Steam filled the air as Nanette launched a fireball at her, followed by what felt like most of the floor. A hail of stones and pieces of wood crashed against Emily’s defenses. She had to admit it would have worked against almost anyone else. But she’d tightened her defenses since she’d been shot.


  She punched through the debris, crashing down on top of Nanette and pressing the snake-bracelet against her neck. The girl’s eyes widened. Emily grunted in pain as a force punch detonated under her chest, blowing her up and away. She thought she heard her ribs crack as she crashed to the ground, briefly stunned. That was her trick, one she reserved for desperate moments. It had to have hurt Nanette just as badly, if not more, than it had hurt her.


  Emily rolled over and stood. “Give up,” she said. Blood dripped from her mouth, staining her dress. It hurt to talk. “Give up and I’ll let you live.”


  Nanette snorted. “If he hadn’t insisted you remain alive...”


  Her hand dug into her shirt and came out carrying the amulet. Emily blinked in shock, then stumbled forward. Too late. She felt the wards scream in agony as Nanette triggered the spell, teleporting through protections that should have cancelled the spell or scattered her atoms over the entire continent. There was a brilliant flash of light, followed by a thunderclap as air rushed in to fill the empty space. Emily stared, shaking her head in numb disbelief. Her body hurt, aching so badly she wanted to collapse until the pain faded. She heard the remainder of the house creaking and knew she couldn’t stay. It was just a matter of time until the entire house collapsed.


  Aiden, she thought, numbly. Nanette had turned the other girl into a frog. Petty spite? A distraction? Or something else? Emily didn’t have the time to worry about it. Where is she?


  The house shook, again, as she half-climbed, half-crawled into the living room. She sensed a flare of magic, followed by a wave of heat. The house was burning... Emily wondered, just for a second, if Nanette had planned to destroy all evidence of her presence before she realized the truth. She’d left her chat parchments, as well as her potion supplies, in her bedroom. The flames were already burning through them. She cursed Nanette - the bitch had clearly been one step ahead of her all along - as she looked around, trying to find Aiden. Emily hoped she hadn’t hopped off to hide somewhere. There was no guarantee the spell would wear off, not if it had been cast by someone who’d been declared outlaw long ago. Aiden might remain a frog for the rest of her life, which might be quite short. The city had been running out of food well before the bombardment began. Someone might see her and...


  Emily felt sick as she called for her friend, trying to ignore the creaking overhead. The flames were spreading rapidly, the air growing thick with smoke. She saw something moving and breathed a sigh of relief as she spotted the frog, then cast a summoning spell and yanked Aiden into her hands. The frog looked panicked - Aiden probably wasn’t used to finding herself in another body - and tried to escape, but Emily held on tightly as she wrapped wards around herself and ran for the front door. Pieces of flaming wreckage crashed down around her as she fled, Councilor Triune’s expensive house coming apart at the seams. She wondered if Aiden had grown up there as she threw herself through the door and out onto the streets. A moment later, the house caved into a pile of flaming rubble. The flames were already spreading to the rest of the street.


  Shit, Emily thought. The other houses were empty, she’d been told, but the flames would continue to spread until they were stopped. The rebels had too many other problems to allow them to concentrate on putting the fire out. What spell did she use to start the fire?


  She heard a croak and put the frog down, then knelt beside her and muttered a counterspell. The frog’s form shimmered, then grew back into Aiden. Her clothes were all skewed, as if she’d put them on while drunk. She was lucky Nanette hadn’t used one of the spells that left its victim naked when it wore off. Emily wondered if that was a good sign. Nanette, mistress of disguise, might well have seen through Aiden’s male guise. She’d probably pretended to be a man herself, on missions for Aurelius and Void. She...


  “That...” Aiden shuddered. “That was unpleasant.”


  “Yeah.” Emily forced herself to stand, despite the pain. Her ribs felt sore... she ran her hand over them, trying to determine if any were broken. They didn’t feel broken - and she might be dead if one of them had punctured a lung - but it was hard to be sure. “Believe me, I know.”


  She leaned against Aiden, trying to recover herself. Her chat parchments were gone. There was no way to contact Lady Barb or anyone and... Void was at Whitehall. She clenched her teeth, all too aware that Nanette might already be with him. The amulets were supposed to teleport them to Dragon’s Den, but who knew where they really went? Not, she supposed, that it mattered. Nanette could teleport. She could have jumped to Dragon’s Den, then teleported straight to Whitehall. Void already knew what had happened in Freedom City. He knew she knew about...


  Aiden caught her arm. “We have to move!”


  Emily looked up. The flames were spreading, the guns were booming - she could see more flames rising in the distance, towards the edge of the city - and a row of troops were running towards them, shouting orders to remain where they were. Emily fumbled for her amulet, hands suddenly unsteady. She was in no condition to run, she didn’t have the energy to teleport and, somehow, she doubted the rebels wanted her alive any longer. Jair might even blame her for Althorn’s death. If she hadn’t brought Prince Hedrick into the city...


  “Yeah.” Emily wrapped her arms around Aiden, ignoring her gasp of surprise, then touched the amulet. The troopers were growing closer. “Close your eyes. Quickly.”


  She triggered the amulet. The world went away in a blinding flash of light.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  “I...” AIDEN GASPED IN PAIN. “EMILY!”


  Emily hit the ground, landing on her backside. The jarring shock ran up and down her ribs, the pain so intense she almost fainted. The world was dark... the pain was so staggering that it took her several seconds to realize she hadn’t opened her eyes. She forced herself to look around, unsure where they were. Void had programmed the amulet. He could have sent them anywhere, from the White City to the Dark Ziggurat itself. She breathed a sigh of relief as she realized they’d materialized in the residential section of Dragon’s Den. They weren’t that far from her house.


  “Help me to stand,” she muttered. Dragon’s Den had a curfew and a well-funded City Guard. Lady Barb had told her the guardsmen had been even more alert than usual, given the torrent of refugees flooding into the town. She had every right to be in the city, but... the last thing she needed was the guardsmen trying to check her credentials. “We have to move.”


  She gritted her teeth as she tried to think. There were supplies in her house, but she didn’t dare go there. She wasn’t sure she could open the gates, let alone get into the house itself, in her battered state. And Void had helped her set up the wards. She thought he hadn’t left any surprises behind, but... she couldn’t be sure. Nanette had been under her nose for eighteen months and Emily hadn’t suspected a thing. Void could have been preparing for the day she finally figured out what he was doing...


  But what is he doing? The thought hurt, more than she could say. What is the point?


  “Emily?” Aiden held her, gently. “Where do we go?”


  “This way,” Emily said. Lady Barb had said she’d been staying in Dragon’s Den. There was only one place she could have been staying. “Hurry.”


  She sensed a flicker of magic glittering through the air as they made their way through darkened streets. Dragon’s Den never slept completely, curfew or no curfew, but the town was eerily quiet. She supposed the normal crop of rowdy students and apprentices had been told to behave themselves or else, although it was rare for them to listen. Gordian had probably placed the entire school into lockdown, ensuring the students couldn’t interfere with the conference. Emily gritted her teeth at the thought. Frieda was up there, Frieda and Jasmine and a handful of others she knew by name. And Void was up there, too.


  The magic flickered again and again as they stopped in front of a simple two-story house. It was surrounded by powerful wards, warning anyone with eyes to see that it belonged to a sorcerer, but it was otherwise nicely anonymous. Emily had been surprised, the first and only time she’d visited, to discover it belonged to Sergeant Miles. She’d never really thought about it, she conceded ruefully, but she’d never expected him to own a house that looked as if it belonged to a happy middle-class family. Perhaps he’d inherited it. Or... she knew very little about his past. What little he’d told her had been far from useful.


  She pressed her magic against the wards, hoping he wasn’t asleep. The wards hummed around her, waiting. She hadn’t been keyed into them... she felt a twinge of irritation, even though she knew it was stupid. Sorcerers rarely opened their houses to anyone, even their closest friends. Lady Barb would have been keyed in, she was sure, but anyone else? She waited, sensing more and more flickers of magic darting over the town. They felt as though they were coming from the distant mountains.


  “Emily,” Aiden said. “What are we doing here?”


  “Looking for help,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure what to do with Aiden. “I think...”


  The wards opened. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief as she stepped through and opened the door. The interior glowed with light. Sergeant Miles stood on the stairs, looking tired and cranky. Emily stared at him in horror. His brown hair was shading to grey, his eyes flickering from her to Aiden and back again as if he couldn’t quite recognize them. Lady Barb had said he’d been hurt, but...


  “Emily.” Sergeant Miles gestured. The door closed behind them. “Welcome to my home.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said. “I pledge to hold my hand in your house.”


  The sergeant nodded, his eyes narrowing as he looked her up and down. “What happened to you?”


  “Betrayal,” Emily said. She hated to presume, but she knew the sergeant would understand. Probably. He would have understood, a year ago. “I need a strengthening potion and some food and...”


  “I’d say you need more than that,” Sergeant Miles said, as he stepped off the stairs and led the way into a sitting room. “Let me take a look at you.”


  Emily tried not to wince as he poked and prodded at her. Sergeant Miles was a trained chirurgeon, and knew plenty of healing spells that weren’t covered by powerful oaths, but he wasn’t a proper healer. Her body ached as he inspected the damage, then muttered a pair of spells she knew wouldn’t last forever. She needed a proper healer and a chance for some rest, not... she accepted a nutrient potion, followed by a warm mug of tea. Aiden sat on a sofa, looking around nervously. She had to be feeling a little out of place.


  “That should do, for the moment,” Sergeant Miles said, finally. “What happened?”


  “I have to get to Whitehall,” Emily said. She rushed through a hasty explanation. “And I need to leave Aiden here, with you.”


  “I should come with you,” Sergeant Miles said. “You’ll need help...”


  Emily said nothing for a long moment. Eighteen months ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated for a second. Sergeant Miles was a trained combat sorcerer, with plenty of experience in sneaking through wards and fighting bigger and nastier foes than himself. But now... his magic felt skewed, his mind no longer what it had been. Emily cursed herself for dragging Lady Barb away from her lover, even though it had been Void’s choice. Had he wanted Lady Barb away from Whitehall? If there was anyone in the Allied Lands who would’ve suspected he was up to something, it was Lady Barb.


  She’s up there now, she thought, numbly. And she doesn’t know something’s about to go terribly wrong.


  “I need you to stay here,” she said. The old sergeant would have understood. But then, she would have taken the old sergeant with her. “If I don’t succeed, you’ll have to alert the White Council.”


  “The White Council is up there,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “Pretty much everyone who thinks they’re important is up there, save for a handful of holdouts.”


  He let out a breath. “Take me with you.”


  “I need you to stay here,” Emily repeated. She hoped - prayed - he wouldn’t push it. She was in no state for another fight. “Please.”


  The sergeant eyed her for a long moment, then nodded. “Very well,” he said. “And I’ll see to your boyfriend, too.”


  Emily’s eyes narrowed. That didn’t sound like the sergeant she’d known. He might have teased her, once upon a time. There wouldn’t have been a hint of cold anger and disdain in his voice. Come to think of it, he might even have seen through the disguise. He’d always been more perceptive than he’d let his students believe.


  “I could come, too,” Aiden said. She sounded nervous, rather than eager. “If you need me...”


  “Nanette didn’t have any trouble dealing with you,” Emily reminded her. “You don’t want to enter an entire school of magicians.”


  She winced, inwardly, as she brushed down the remnants of her dress. Aiden seemed surprisingly composed, but being transfigured so easily was going to catch up with her sooner or later. Emily had gone into shock herself, the first time it had happened, even though she was a magician. Aiden didn’t even have that consolation. There was no time to worry about it, not now. She’d have to help her friend through it later, if she survived.


  “Barb left some of her clothes behind,” Sergeant Miles said, clearly following her train of thought. “I don’t think she’d mind if you borrowed them. Go upstairs and get changed while I saddle the horse.”


  Emily nodded her thanks, listened to the directions and hurried upstairs. Lady Barb was taller and bustier than her, but she could use a handful of spells to ensure the clothes fitted properly. She scooped up a shirt, a tunic, a pair of heavy trousers and some underwear, then hurried into the bathroom, splashed water on her face and changed into the borrowed clothes. The dress was probably past recovery, but she removed the blood and bagged it up anyway. Perhaps some of the material could be salvaged by a dressmaker...


  She tied her hair back and headed downstairs. Aiden looked tired and worn as she leaned back in the sofa. Emily hoped she’d have a good night’s sleep. She should be safe, for the moment. Very few thieves would dare to rob a magician’s house. And Dragon’s Den was nearly a hundred miles from Freedom City.


  And who knows who’ll win the battle? Emily shuddered. Althorn had predicted victory, but... each of the opposing sides in any war always predicted victory. Dater might have won already, or he might be lying dead in a ditch.


  The thought mocked her as she walked to the rear of the house and stepped into the tiny stable. Sergeant Miles had been the patron of the horse-riding club at Whitehall - Alassa had been an enthusiastic member - and it shouldn’t have surprised her that he owned a horse, although she suspected someone else had been looking after the poor beast for the last few months. He hadn’t taken the old charger to war. The beast eyed her warily, perhaps aware she was an indifferent rider. She was tempted to try to recharge the amulet instead, or ask him to teleport her, but that would be far too revealing. Void would sense their arrival and take precautions.


  “Buzz will look after you,” Sergeant Miles said. He patted the horse affectionately. “He’s been through more campaigns than me. Just let him go when you get there and he’ll head straight home.”


  Emily nodded as she scrambled into the saddle and braced herself. Buzz grunted, but didn’t seem inclined to throw her and bolt. Old warhorses tended to be sedate, as long as they respected their riders. Sergeant Miles clasped her hand briefly, then opened the stable door. Emily spurred the horse forward, into the darkness. The flickers of magic from the mountains were growing stronger. She cast a night-vision spell as Buzz picked up speed, heading down the empty streets and past a handful of makeshift encampments before galloping out of the town and up the road towards the school. Emily remembered Gordian pledging he’d have the road repaired, sooner rather than later. It looked as if he hadn’t bothered to keep his word.


  She forced herself to focus her mind as the horse carried her up the dark road. The magic was growing stronger, suggesting... what? Void could be up to anything. He could even be trying to take control of the nexus point. It wasn’t impossible. He’d asked her all sorts of questions about how she’d tamed Heart’s Eye, then Kuching. And he might even have a vial of her blood. Emily had been careful - that habit had been drummed into her ever since she’d started learning magic - but he’d had plenty of opportunities to take a sample.


  And Nanette was right next to me for eighteen months, Emily thought, grimly. It was hard, so hard, to wrap her head around it. Nanette - Nanette - had made her bed, washed her clothes, cleaned her room... it was terrifying. She could have collected a sample, too.


  Buzz shifted uncomfortably underneath her as they reached the edge of the forest. Emily tried not to betray her unease, even though it had to be pushing midnight. Being outside after dark was asking for trouble, particularly well away from the urban areas. She knew there were things in the darkness, watching her as she galloped past. She’d heard all sorts of tales of people who wandered into the Greenwood and came out again centuries later, or changed, or simply never came out at all. Gordian had talked about destroying the Greenwood, about cutting down the trees and leaving the land barren and bare. The thought caused her a twinge of pain, even though she knew how dangerous the Greenwood could be. She didn’t want to destroy it.


  She reached out with her mind, sensing the pulses from the school. Something was wrong. Something was badly wrong. She tried to process what she was sensing, but couldn’t make head or tails of it. Void was up to something... she pulled on the reins as the horse carried her out of the Greenwood and slowed as he neared the gatehouse. There should have been a pair of students on guard, even though no one had any reason to fear attack. She’d stood guard duty herself, all too aware she’d find herself in hot water if she fell asleep. But now there was no one. The gatehouse - and the low wall beyond - was empty.


  Emily let out a breath as the horse stopped, then allowed herself to drop to the ground. Buzz eyed her placidly, then turned his attention to cropping the grass. He’d stay in the vicinity, she was sure, then go back to his master. She gave him a little pat, then turned away and headed to the gatehouse. The wards barred her. She cursed inwardly, then reached out with her magic. Void might have blocked her way, if Nanette had reported back to him. It was quite possible. He wasn’t the sort of person to curse the messenger. And Nanette hadn’t actually failed in her duty.


  Unless you didn’t know him as well as you thought, her mind mocked her. She’d liked Void, but... it was clear she hadn’t known him very well. She should have listened to Lady Barb’s warnings. Just because he was kind to you doesn’t mean he was kind to others.


  She scowled. Gordian might have keyed the wards to deny her entry. He’d disliked her even before he’d realized how much power she had over the school. And he had good reason to want to keep her out... she put the thought out of her mind as she inched through the wards, trying to prise them open long enough to get through rather than break them outright. She thought she could - the wards weren’t connected to the nexus point - but that would have set off alarms all over the school. She wondered, numbly, if she shouldn’t do just that. The school wasn’t on alert. Perhaps it should be. Perhaps it would distract him...


  A sense of unease overwhelmed her the moment she stepped through the last of the wards and into the gatehouse. Craven fear washed through her mind, the force of the impact enough to drive her to her knees. She gritted her teeth, knowing the fear wasn’t real. It was still hard to stand and force her way through the sensation, inching towards the door. A mob of angry rioters would have turned and fled right into the Greenwood, if they’d walked straight into the charm. Emily kept her head up, somehow, as she walked up the road towards the school. Whitehall was normally glowing with light, casting an eerie radiance over the mountains, but now the school was dark and cold. The magical pulses were steadying... whatever he was doing, it was reaching its conclusion. She had to hurry.


  Something moved, ahead of her. The two gargoyles by the door - the stone creatures she was sure moved when she wasn’t looking - stood and advanced towards her. She saw metal teeth glinting in stone jaws, gemstone eyes glowing with magic as they locked onto her face. Emily grimaced, powerful magic beating against her wards. The gargoyles had to be a final line of defense, particularly when they weren’t linked directly to the wardmaster. Gordian wouldn’t be steering them. He didn’t have the nerve to try to kill her directly.


  Not as long as there’s even the slightest chance he might be blamed, she thought, with a hint of bitterness. She could admire someone determined to make something of himself, even if it came at a price, but not someone who couldn’t make a decision. Gordian’s wishy-washy nature grated on her nerves. He’d sooner leave himself plausible deniability than actually take bold steps to make himself a powerful man.


  Her hand dropped to her empty belt. She’d left her pistol behind, somewhere in the burning city. Not that it mattered, she thought sourly. The pistol wouldn’t so much as scratch the advancing monsters. She braced herself and reached for her magic, then darted forward to press her hand against the nearest gargoyle. It whirled around to lash out at her, too late. She drained the magic into herself, a trick she’d leant from Void. The gargoyle stumbled and fell to the ground. Emily grinned, feeling a little more like herself as she caught hold of the second one and repeated the trick. Whoever had crafted the stone creatures hadn’t linked them to the nexus point, let alone the school’s wards. The trick would have been impossible if they’d been able to draw on unlimited power...


  And whatever he’s doing, he’s doing to the nexus point, Emily thought. She could feel it as she inched past the gargoyles and up to the doors. They gaped open, invitingly. What is he doing?


  Bracing herself, she stepped into the school.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  WHITEHALL FELT... WRONG.


  Emily felt uneasy, utterly out of place, as she made her way through corridors she’d once known like the back of her hand. She’d spent six years in Whitehall. She’d come to see the school as her first real home. And yet, the building had taken on a hazy dreamlike quality that chilled her to the bone. Eerie silver light - she couldn’t help thinking of it as moonlight - pulsed through the walls, with no clear source. She frowned as she passed a pair of suits of armor, half-expecting them to spring to life and attack. But they didn’t move.


  The sense of unreality grew stronger as she made her way down the corridor. It was late, but not that late. Even now, even with the school in lockdown, there should be students sneaking around and teachers enjoying a few scant hours of peace before they went to sleep to snatch what little rest they could. She felt oddly guilty as she moved onwards, part of her mind convinced she’d walk around the corner and straight into a patrolling teacher. And yet, there was nothing. The corridors were empty.


  Perhaps he’s killed them all, she thought, morbidly. The idea terrified her. Frieda was somewhere in the giant building, perhaps in her room... was she dead? Perhaps he wanted to slaughter the entire council.


  She frowned as she stepped into the antechamber. A handful of men in ceremonial armor - charmed armor - stood in front of her. She flinched - one of the men had been part of Master Lucknow’s posse - but they didn’t react to her presence. They weren’t frozen, yet... she sucked in her breath as she leaned forward to study the spell. They were entranced. It looked like a simple compulsion spell, but cast on an incredible scale. A nasty thought ran through her head, one she wished she hadn’t had. The spell was far too close to a necromantic spell for her peace of mind, yet... it was too subtle for a necromancer. Shadye wouldn’t have been able to make it work. Void could have, easily, but on such a big scale...


  He used a battery, she realized. It wouldn’t be easy to cram such a spell into a wand, but it could be done. Nanette had done something similar. And all he had to do was cast the spell once.


  A wave of bitterness nearly overcame her as she stepped past the entranced guards and peered into the lounge. Students - fourth years, if she was any judge - sat on sofas, as entranced as the guards outside. They would have been fetching and carrying for the delegates, she guessed. Frieda’s letter had told her the students had been pressed into service as servants, something that had outraged nearly all of them. Emily almost smiled at the thought. Gordian was likely to regret not hiring additional maids and manservants from the outside world. A single incident would have the parents and families up in arms.


  Her lips quirked as she peered into the dining hall. The tables groaned under the weight of enough food to feed several large armies. Emily’s stomach turned as she saw entire cows and pigs, roasted and placed on the tables... all left to rot. The diners sat at the tables, deeply entranced. They’d had no time to eat before the enchantment came down and turned them into statues. She felt a pang of discontent at the sheer weight of food being left to waste - it could have fed everyone in Freedom City - and then turned away. The great hall was dead ahead.


  Two more guards stood in front of the doors. Emily checked them, then made her way into the great hall itself. Hundreds of men and women were scattered over the chamber, all entranced. She spotted a couple of ambassadors she vaguely recognized from Zangaria, and a Prince of the Blood from Red Rose, but the rest of the guests were strangers. Emily supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. It wasn’t as if she knew everyone. She looked around for Lady Barb or Gordian or Master Lucknow or someone else she might know, but there was no sign of them. They could be anywhere.


  They could be overseeing private meetings, she thought. Alassa had explained to her, more than once, that most big meetings were only for show. The real work was done in side meetings between one or two ambassadors, then presented to the rest of the attendees as a fait accompli. This conference operated on a far bigger scale, but she imagined the basic concept would be much the same. The kings and patriarchs would draw up the agreement and expect the rest of the Allied Lands to bend the knee. But they’d have trouble doing that now even without Void’s interference.


  She felt exposed as she walked through the chamber, trying not to shiver at the blank looks surrounding her. The guests were so deeply entranced they were utterly unaware of her presence. A handful had dropped their glasses when the spell hit, their clothes and feet stained with expensive wine. Emily saw one man who’d cut himself, his blood dripping to the floor. The spell had to be strong, if the pain hadn’t woken him. She tightened her mental defenses as she reached the far end of the chamber and stepped into the rear section, where the other guests would be waiting. If Void saw her coming and targeted the spell on her, she wasn’t sure she could resist long enough to escape.


  He might have cut himself in a bid to escape, Emily thought, as she kept moving. And, if so, it failed.


  Her heart sank as she looked around the smaller chamber. Master Lucknow stood in front of her, his eyes blank. The nasty part of her mind wondered if she should slit his throat now, even though he was completely defenseless. He’d arrested her, he’d plotted to have her killed - or worse - and... she put the thought firmly out of her head. Jan stood beside his master, remnants of a tray of drinks pooled around his feet. Emily leaned forward and kissed him before she could think better of it, hoping it would jerk him out of the trace. But it didn’t work. Jan stood there, his face as blank as his master’s. Emily felt her heart ache as she turned away. Jan had risked everything to save her life and she couldn’t even begin to repay him.


  Lady Barb was standing by the far side of the room, as if she was on the verge of walking out. Emily touched her forehead lightly, calling on her every reserve to analyze the spell holding her in place. It was... a contradiction. Strong, yet subtle; immensely powerful, but somehow delicate enough to avoid doing permanent harm. It was like looking at a spider web made of cold iron or steel. A chill ran down Emily’s spine as she considered, for the first time, turning around and running for her life. Whatever Void was doing, it had snared most of the powerful and influential people in the Allied Lands. She might be snared too if she stayed in the castle.


  I can’t leave her, she thought, as she tried to break the spell. It was so gossamer-thin that trying to remove it ran the risk of actually doing serious harm. Emily knew Lady Barb well - knew that Lady Barb would sooner die than be a slave - and yet she hesitated to try to undo the spell. She was tempted to try to free Master Lucknow first, even though that would just give her another enemy. He might blame her for everything that had happened since the conference began. But what can I do?


  She reached out gingerly, very gingerly. The spell should have been easy to remove, yet it was not. It was drawing power directly from the nexus point itself. Subtle magic, but staggeringly overpowered. Lady Barb’s mental defenses were strong, but she’d been overpowered with ease. Emily would sooner have faced a necromancer. Void knew too much to be taken lightly. And yet... she carefully probed for the link to the nexus point and snapped it. The spell started to fade. Slowly. Very slowly.


  Emily tensed as she sensed a flicker of alarm moving through the school’s wards. Gordian had surrendered them... or simply been overwhelmed. She cursed him under his breath. A strong man in his position could have accomplished much, certainly if he’d managed to keep Void away from the nexus point. He might not have realized the danger... but he definitely should have. Gordian had believed Void was Emily’s biological father. He could have used his own blood to link into the nexus point.


  Which wouldn’t have worked, she thought. But Gordian should have assumed it would.


  She studied the charm for a long moment. It was fading. Lady Barb would snap back to herself, sooner or later. And yet, did she have time? If Void knew she was awakening... Emily turned away, pausing as she looked at Jan. He’d risked everything for her, Emily’s mind reminded her again and again. She owed him. She touched his forehead lightly, carefully cutting the link between the charm and the nexus point, too. He’d also wake up shortly. Hopefully, Lady Barb and Jan would have time to realize what had happened and free the others.


  Emily took a breath as she stepped through the rear door and hurried down to the lower levels. She wanted to seek out the teachers she knew and free them, or find Frieda and her other friends, but she didn’t have time. The wards were churning now, warning their new master of what she’d done. Emily was torn between the urge to run and a desire to look Void in the eye and demand to know why, exactly, he’d betrayed her. It made no sense. He could have put a knife in her at any moment, while she’d been living in his tower. Why go to all the trouble of assigning Nanette to watch her when he could have killed or enslaved her easily?


  He could have insisted I take the oaths, she thought, numbly. The apprenticeship oaths weren’t completely binding - Jan wouldn’t have been able to defy Master Lucknow if he’d been sworn to obey without question - but it would have made it harder for her to stand against Void. No one would have questioned him demanding she take the oaths. His peers would be more surprised that he hadn’t, if they ever found out. What is he doing?


  The thought nagged at her as she turned the corner and stopped. The stairwell had come to a dead stop. The walls blocked any further passage. Emily cursed under her breath, then pushed a finger against the stone. It was solid. Void had to have started to reprogram the school. She glanced back, half-expecting her way out to be blocked as well. Void could have kept her prisoner effortlessly, waiting for simple thirst and starvation to quash all resistance before he moved in and took her. Instead, the passage gaped open. She ran back and headed down the corridor to a statue of a long-forgotten noble warrior, concealing a secret passageway. The hatch opened when she touched the switch, allowing her to step inside and hurry down the stairs. Void might not know the passageway was there, she told herself. She hadn’t known until Shadye had used it to get her into the nexus chamber.


  Magic pulsed through the school as she reached the bottommost level. Below, there were chambers and passageways that belonged to Old Whitehall, vast complexes that should have been sealed years ago. Gordian had been trying to find a way to undermine her control over the nexus point, she recalled grimly. The bastard might have accidentally given his school to someone with far darker aims. She gritted her teeth as she opened the hatch and stepped out into the antechamber. The walls were glowing with light. She could sense something powerful and dangerous in the next chamber, a piece of spellwork that was both fantastically complex and completely opaque. There were so many components spinning through the spell network that she couldn’t even begin to guess what it was doing. And...


  Emily nearly tripped over a man on the floor. She jumped back and stared. Gordian was on the ground, shaking helplessly. His hands clutched her legs in shock. Emily knelt beside him and touched his forehead, trying to determine what had happened. His link to Whitehall, the connection to the wards he’d borne since he’d assumed his post, had been snapped. The shock had nearly killed him. Emily reached into his mind, trying to draw on his memories, but couldn’t pull anything coherent from the maelstrom. His magic felt damaged, just like Sergeant Miles’s. Emily wondered if they’d both tried to channel immense surges of power and suffered for it or...


  Her heart nearly stopped. What if... what if Void had made the sergeant’s condition worse?


  She didn’t want to believe it. Lady Barb had been tending to the sergeant ever since the end of the war. She’d have noticed, surely, if he’d been cursed. And yet... there had been something odd about his condition. The Nameless World didn’t dare spend any time or resources on studying mental illnesses, let alone trying to cure them, but logically Sergeant Miles should have recovered quickly or gone downhill so rapidly someone would need to cut his throat before it was too late. Instead, he’d remained oddly stable...


  Lady Barb would have sensed a curse, Emily told herself. Wouldn’t she?


  She stood, doing her best to ignore Gordian’s babbling. They’d never liked each other, but... he deserved better. He grabbed her ankle, trying to keep her in place. She hesitated, then shaped a stunning spell and knocked him out. The books insisted it was possible to knock someone out cleanly with a single blow, but reality was rarely so obliging. Gordian had enough mental problems without her adding to them. Even if she managed to stop Void, the odds were good he’d be spending the rest of his days in the Halfway House.


  The magic grew stronger as she strode towards the nexus chamber. It had always felt welcoming, as if it was a part of her, but now the raging torrent of power felt somehow... tainted. She grimaced, remembering when the dead nexus points had reignited and brought the entire network back to life. She’d been told there’d been power surges all over the Allied Lands. The White City was effectively inaccessible, unless one wanted to take the risk of being warped by raw and uncontrolled magic. It might make a good place to hide...


  She stopped, long enough to try to study the spellwork again. There were odd flickers of something familiar, within the magic, all woven together into a coherent whole that defied understanding. The entrancement charm was a very tiny fragment of the spell, she thought, although it was hard to be sure. She wanted to cover her eyes as she resumed her walk, although she knew it was pointless. There was so much magic in the chamber that she felt as if she were staring into a blinding light. She was sure he was ahead of her, if only because there had to be someone directing the spell, but she couldn’t sense him. Even he was insignificant compared to the glow.


  He’ll have problems sensing me, too, she told herself. It was wishful thinking, but she clung to it anyway. He’ll be as blind as I am.


  The air pulsed with power as she reached the archway leading into the nexus chamber itself; the ground thrummed, a steady beating like a... heart, a human heart. She stopped, her legs unwilling to take her any further. It was hard, so hard, to keep pushing forward. The arch was reassuringly solid, but the light beyond was so bright... she tried to focus, tried to tell herself it wasn’t really there, yet she couldn’t convince herself for a moment. The light sharpened, revealing the pillars she’d first seen seven years ago. Lord Whitehall - or whoever had worked out what she’d done to take control of the nexus point - had done an astonishing job. Nearly a thousand years later, Whitehall’s control of its nexus point was still unrivalled. Only Heart’s Eye came close.


  “Emily,” Void said. She could sense him now, a steady presence far too close to the pillars for comfort. His voice was eerily calm, somehow audible over the roaring in her ears; his power seemed to blur into the storm until it was hard to see where one ended and the other began. “Come. Step into the light.”


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  EMILY STARED AT HER MENTOR AS her legs moved forward, seemingly of their own accord.


  Void looked... taller, more there, than ever before. He wore a simple black robe, with an amulet dangling around his neck, his dark hair blurring into the robe until he looked like a hooded ghost. His sharp face was carefully bland, despite the magic crackling through the air. He was wrapped in spells, each linked to the nexus point... somehow bypassing the protections she’d installed, years ago. She could sense endless stratas of power roaring past her, climbing to infinity.


  She stopped on the edge of the chamber and stared, a wellspring of emotions bubbling up within. She wanted to believe that it was just another test, that he’d pushed her to the limits to teach her a lesson, but... she couldn’t make herself believe it. Void had taken the school and everyone inside, from the students to the grandees, almost effortlessly. Sweat prickled on her back as she looked at him, all too aware it was real. Whatever he was doing was real. And...


  A hundred questions welled up in her mind. She wanted to scream and shout, to demand to know what the hell he was doing, to make him feel the pain of betrayal... the pain he’d heaped on her. He’d cared about her. He’d treated her like a daughter as well as an apprentice. He’d... she’d thought he’d cared. He’d saved her life, introduced her to a whole new world, given her power and insight and something she was good at... had it all been a lie? The questions died on her tongue. She could only force out a single word.


  “Why?”


  Void met her eyes evenly. “Why what?”


  Emily felt a hot flash of anger that burned through her pain. “Why” - she waved a hand at the nexus point, and the band of spells surrounding it - “why this? Why... everything? Why...?”


  She gritted her teeth. “You betrayed me,” she managed. The words threatened to catch in her throat, as if she couldn’t quite wrap her mind around everything that had happened. “Why?”


  I thought you cared, her thoughts added. Her legs shook, as if she wanted to fall to her knees and cry. I thought you cared about me.


  She forced herself to think straight. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m taking over,” Void said. His voice was very calm, but she thought she heard a hint of relief. “By the time dawn rises, the Allied Lands will have a single ruler. Me.”


  “Why?” Emily scrabbled for fragments of memory. “I thought you didn’t care to rule.”


  “I don’t,” Void said. “But someone has to do it.”


  He waved his hand, conjuring a pair of chairs. “You may as well sit down,” he said. “I have a lot to say.”


  “I’d rather stand,” Emily said. She tried not to show how shaken she was by the display of power. He was tapping into the nexus point directly, rather than using his own magic to produce the chairs. “Why... why are you doing this? What possible justification can you offer for... for everything?”


  Void didn’t seem bothered by her tone. “Let me tell you a story,” he said. He sat, trying not to look threatening. “My brothers and I - half-brothers, technically - were experiments. We were supposed to push the limits of magic, but instead... two of us died and the third wound up blind. He went into education and eventually became Grandmaster of Whitehall. Me? I did my duty. I defended the Allied Lands.”


  His face hardened, just for a second. “I’ve been cleaning up their messes for a long time. Kings who thought they could experiment with forbidden magics and get away with it. Princes so desperate to inherit that they summoned creatures from the Darkness that inevitably got out of control. Queens and princesses so sick of being treated like brood mares that they called on the deepest and darkest magics in hopes of building a better life for themselves. Aristocrats who did the same, who used dark spells or sparked wars for their own enhancement. And commoners, too, who were so sick of being unable to rise they sought to remove the topmost layer.


  “You have no idea how much I’ve done, over the years. The madman who thought he could transplant himself into every living soul, the king who believed he could make the entire kingdom swear a binding oath to himself, the border lords who started wars in hopes of making a name for themselves... when the Mediators failed, it was me they called. I cleaned up their messes, Emily. And they hated me for it.”


  Emily found her voice as she leaned on a chair. “Why?”


  “The alliance is built on a lie,” Void told her. “The Allied Lands are supposed to stand united against the necromancers. But the necromancers were on the far side of the mountains, unable to break through and lay waste to the north. They played their petty political games, each one risking an outbreak that might allow the necromancers to get into our land or summon something worse. They put their desire for power ahead of everything else, including bare survival. If the necromancers had had the ability to play politics, they would have played the kingdoms against each other until the Allied Lands had completely destroyed their ability to resist.


  “They hated me because they needed me. And because I kept telling them the truth.


  “We had survived their naked selfishness through luck. I knew it was just a matter of time before our luck ran out. I reasoned the necromancers would try to carve a path through the mountains, or across the desert, well before they actually tried. My allies and I did our best to hamper them, even as we tried to unite the Allied Lands against our foes. We struck at necromancer fortresses, we triggered wars between them that - we hoped - would weaken them to the point we could take them out. Some of our efforts were successful. Others... I have lost too many good friends, trying to protect a world that doesn’t care.”


  “The necromancers are broken,” Emily said.


  Void continued, as if he hadn’t heard her. “It took years - decades, really - for me to realize that things were not going to get any better. The kingdoms were going to keep contesting for superiority. The magical enclaves were no better. The White Council would not - could not - evolve into a genuine government. There was too much suspicion and distrust and outright fear, even when selfishness wasn’t involved. None of them would give up their power for the common good. The less power they had, the more reluctant they were to give it up. They’ve fought wars over lands that were lost centuries ago...”


  He met her eyes. “Do you think Queen Alassa would give up her power for the common good?”


  Emily wanted to say yes, but the words died in her throat. Alassa wouldn’t. She’d been born and bred to rule. She’d made concessions, she’d accepted she couldn’t hope for near-omnipotence, that she’d have to allow her people a say in government affairs... but she wouldn’t give up power. She couldn’t. She wanted to pass her throne, and her kingdom, to her daughter. If she’d been willing to leave, she could have left well before she’d been crowned.


  “Yes,” Void said. He’d read her face. “She wouldn’t give up anything.”


  He shook his head. “I knew something had to be done. I knew I couldn’t rely on anyone, not when I started planning a coup. It had to be done carefully. I put my pieces in place one by one, positioning a handful of allies in some key locations and spell-controlling others who wouldn’t otherwise help me. It took years, but I had years. I’d subvert the kingdoms and the armies, then the enclaves. I knew I wouldn’t get everyone, when I finally moved into the light, but there wouldn’t be much resistance. I’d have the vast majority of the Allied Lands under my banner. The remainder could fall in line or be crushed.”


  Emily felt her eyes narrow. “How long were you planning this?”


  “Years,” Void said. “Longer than you’ve been alive. Most monarchs, and patriarchs, are short-sighted. Even the genuinely intelligent ones give way, inevitably, to selfish, stupid, and often dangerous successors. They couldn’t comprehend the mere concept of a plot that took decades to put together, let alone counter it. I lost some of my agents along the way, but never enough to slow me down for more than a few years. If anyone suspected the truth, they kept it to themselves.”


  He frowned. “Lucknow might have done. He might have worked with me, but he never really trusted me.”


  “Is that why he arrested me?” Emily found it all too believable. “He thought I was working with you.”


  “You are my apprentice,” Void reminded her. “I suspect he thought he was killing several birds with one spell. But we’ll come to that in a moment.”


  He grinned, suddenly looking a lot more like his old self. “I had to keep up the pressure on the necromancers as well as plotting a coup. I couldn’t afford to step into the shadows completely or too many people would start to wonder what I was doing. And besides, one of the selfish idiots would probably do something disastrous if I wasn’t keeping my eye on them. I knew Shadye was experimenting with the Black Arts and, fearing the worst, I moved to stop him. Imagine my surprise when he summoned you.”


  Emily shuddered, remembering the necromancer. She would have died, sacrificed to the darkest of gods, if Void hadn’t saved her life. And yet...


  “I wasn’t sure what to make of it, at first,” Void admitted. “You could have been anything, anything at all. I ran a bunch of tests on you while you were asleep, trying to determine if you posed any danger. It took me a long time to determine you were truly ignorant of magic, even though you possessed it. I arranged for you to go to Whitehall, knowing my brother would take care of you. It never crossed my mind that you might turn the entire world upside down. Or that you would become so attached to Zangaria.”


  “You made me,” Emily said. “If you hadn’t sent me to Whitehall...”


  “You disrupted my plans, quite by accident,” Void said. “Your innovations changed the world. You kicked off a shift in the balance of power, allowing commoners to challenge their overlords and mundanes to counter magicians. You even raised the possibility of me not having to launch my coup, despite all my hard work. I hoped your work would lead to the dawning of a new age. But I was wrong. The reactionary movement was threatening to either undo your work or trigger a massive civil war. It would be disastrous.”


  “You triggered the civil war in Zangaria,” Emily said, heatedly. “And you plotted to take control of Laughter.”


  “Yes,” Void said. “It was a good place to test the concept before I launched the coup itself. Or so I thought.”


  He shrugged. “I knew we were running out of time. Rangka and his allies had finally devised a scheme to break through the Craggy Mountains. When Lucknow asked for your assistance, I was happy to allow you to go while I put the remaining pieces in place. Your plan was a good one, I thought, and it would keep you and the others distracted. I never expected you to win the war outright. Or to show them how to devise batteries of their own.”


  “The necromancers are no longer a threat,” Emily said. She looked past him, at the nexus point. “You don’t have to do this...”


  “I wish that were true,” Void said. “There was a week or two of celebration, when it dawned on the world that the necromancers were broken, and then they started plotting against each other again. Kingdoms raising old grudges, manufacturing excuses for war; commoners rebelling against their masters; magical isolationists and supremacists battling for power in the magical world. A handful of the smarter ones started putting together plans for a conference to sort out the post-war crisis, but I knew it wasn’t going to work. There were just too many old grudges, all frozen during the war.


  “And they were afraid of you.”


  He let out a breath. “They always were, but they couldn’t move against you as long as they needed you. The moment you became dispensable, they tried to dispose of you. They drummed up a set of charges and tried to rush a conviction, just because they feared what you could do. And they nearly triggered the war ahead of time.”


  “Ahead of time,” Emily repeated. “You meant to trigger the war.”


  “Yes,” Void said. “The selfish bastards will kill each other, burning away everyone who can stand in my way, while I take over. The north will be reunited under my banner.”


  “For what?” Emily met his eyes. “The necromancers are gone!”


  “There’ll be other threats,” Void said. “And someone has to stop the kingdoms from triggering an endless series of wars.”


  Emily shuddered. “You’re planning to end war by starting one?”


  “A relatively small war,” Void said. “And when I take over, the war will be brought to an end.”


  “Except you’re already losing control,” Emily pointed out. “You said it yourself. You didn’t expect the necromancers to be beaten so quickly.”


  “No,” Void agreed. “But I did ensure I’d have a degree of flexibility.”


  “How many people are going to die?” Emily felt a pain in her chest. “Nanette almost killed me.”


  Her voice hardened. “You sent Nanette into Laughter, didn’t you? Why?”


  Void looked thoroughly displeased. “Killing you, even putting you in mortal danger, was not part of my plan,” he said. “Rest assured, Nanette will be disciplined.”


  Emily felt a chill run down her spine. She hated Nanette and yet... something in the way Void spoke made her fear for the girl. It was proof, in a way, that Void genuinely did care about her. And yet... her heart twisted. Void knew her well. Everything he said could be nothing more than an attempt to manipulate her. She ground down on the feeling of warmth that threatened to flow through her, the belief she had a father-figure who cared...


  “You put her beside me for eighteen months,” she said. “Why?”


  “Someone had to keep an eye on you,” Void said. “And make sure you didn’t get killed.”


  Emily snorted. “She had me shot!”


  She pressed on before Void could say a word. “So you’re going to take the entire world,” she snapped. “And then... what? Declare yourself Emperor? How long do you think your empire is going to last? What happens when you die?”


  Void cocked his head. “You take my place.”


  Emily blinked. “What?”


  “You have an understanding of the ebb and flow of history that is far superior to anyone in this world,” Void said. “You do not really belong to this world. You have an ability to see the bigger picture that most kings and sorcerers lack. You can lay the groundwork for a united world that is both stable and progressive, capable of channeling the ambitions of intelligent men instead of forcing them to surrender or rebel against the system. And you have centuries ahead of you. I might forge the empire, Emily, but you can ensure it stands for a thousand years.”


  Emily shivered. “I don’t want to be Empress.”


  Void smiled. “Which is another point in your favor,” he said. “People who want the job are generally incapable of thinking past getting it. They certainly don’t ask if they should have the job. You, on the other hand, can do it well.”


  “But...” Emily shook her head. “I don’t... this is madness.”


  She tried to reach out to him, pouring all the conviction she could into her voice. “You can’t make it work. Even with magic, you’ll be unable to make it work.”


  “You could,” Void said.


  “There’s no way anyone can hope to run an entire empire,” Emily said. “There’ll always be something that gets left out, something that doesn’t get taken into account. The greatest planners on my world failed because they couldn’t grasp what they were doing, let alone understand why things were the way they were. You can’t...”


  “The world needs you,” Void said. “If not you, then who?”


  “It can’t be done,” Emily said. “You need to let people have room to be free.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way,” Void said. “And I hope that, in time, you will come to change your mind.”


  Emily tensed, suddenly aware of the danger. He was strong in his own right and drawing on a nexus point, her nexus point. She reached out with her mind, hoping she could slip past his spells and cut him off from the source. If she could free the school...


  Void reached into his pocket and pulled something out. Emily felt her will suddenly crumble, her arms falling to hang limply by her side. A flash of panic ran through her, dulled by the numbness creeping into her mind. She couldn’t resist. It was hard to remember she needed to resist. The spell, whatever it was, held her firmly. And yet, it was strangely intangible...


  Her eyes narrowed as she traced the spell back to his hand. A card rested in his palm... her heart almost stopped as she tried to grasp what she was seeing. A card... her card. Her library card, her gateway to worlds of wonder and imagination and... she’d thought it lost, along with everything else she’d brought with her to the Nameless World. It looked maddeningly out of place in Whitehall. Her card, with her full name and a photograph...


  “I’m sorry, Emily Sanderson,” Void said. She had the feeling he meant it. “But you leave me no choice.”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Emily could barely think.


  She’d been warned never to share her full name with anyone. It was bad enough, she’d been cautioned, that there hadn’t been anyone else called Emily when she’d arrived. No one, absolutely no one, knew her surname. Not here. And yet, it had never occurred to her that she’d left her library card with Void. She’d never even given any thought, once she’d left the tower, to the clothes she’d left behind. Or her purse and the handful of cards. She wondered, suddenly, if she’d been induced to forget. But then, none of it had been any use in the Nameless World.


  She cursed her own stupidity as she tried to resist the cloud covering her mind. If she’d known, if she’d remembered, she could have cut the link between her and the photograph before it had been turned against her. The card had meant the world to her, once upon a time, but she could have rendered it harmless. And yet... she couldn’t stop him from holding her still, not now. The spell was practically part of her. She couldn’t move or speak or do anything, beyond trying to save what she could. He’d had a trap planned all along and, like a fool, she’d walked right into it.


  A wave of tiredness washed over her, but she didn’t dare let herself sleep. Who knew what he’d do? Put her in a cell and keep her prisoner? Reprogram her into his ideal ruler for a global empire? Or... or what? She didn’t want to know. She tried to bite her lip, in hope the pain would help her to focus, but she couldn’t even do that. She heard him step forward and felt a surge of panic. It didn’t help.


  You had this in mind all along, she thought, numbly. The sting of betrayal hurt worse than ever before. Why?


  Her mind churned. Void had a point. There was no point in pretending he didn’t. The Allied Lands fought each other as much as they fought the necromancers, if not more. They hadn’t shown any ability to work together, let alone unite into a single power. She’d spent the last few weeks watching helplessly as royalists and rebels headed towards a final catastrophic showdown. There was no hope of convincing the two sides to come to terms. The most one side could offer was far less than the other could accept. And the same story was taking place right across the continent. The Allied Lands were about to destroy themselves.


  Alassa will be fine, she told herself. Her people have no cause for revolt.


  She felt her heart sink. Perhaps that was true, but it wouldn’t matter. Void would have other ways of dealing with Alassa and Zangaria. He might have put together an army of his own or, perhaps, simply planned to take one from a conquered kingdom. Or he could have planned to turn the rogue orcs into an army himself. There was no shortage of them wandering around after the end of the war. Void could batter them into submission and then take them for his own.


  “Someday you will have to explain this to me,” Void said. He turned the library card over and over as he modified the spell. “But not today.”


  He looked at her, almost sadly. “You’ll be safe,” he added. “I promise you, you’ll be safe. But I can’t let you interfere.”


  Emily tried, one final time, to free herself, but it was futile. She’d loved that card. She’d invested so much of herself in the card, well before she’d known what she was doing, that it was practically a backdoor into her mind. Her name and the photograph were just the icing on the cake. She wondered if she’d be herself, when the spell was finally lifted. Or if she would be his successor in every sense of the word.


  I could pretend, she thought, desperately. If he believed I’d help him...


  She sighed. There was no way he’d believe her, not after everything she’d said. He’d want to take precautions, making it impossible for her to resist... she wanted to cry in frustration as it dawned on her his plan simply wouldn’t work. There was no way she’d help him willingly and no way he could make her help him, not without doing immense damage to his long-term plan. Void didn’t want power for the sake of power. He didn’t want money or women or massive collections of spellbooks or anything material. He wanted to build an empire that would reunite the continent. And yet, she knew it wouldn’t work. It just wouldn’t last. How could it?


  Tears prickled in her eyes as Void held up the card. She caught sight of herself, of the person she’d been eight years ago. A scrawny little girl, her eyes dark with hopelessness... she felt hopeless now, despite everything she’d done. He would put her to sleep and keep her prisoner and... she knew there would be no escape. Void had a nexus point under his command. He could conjure up an inescapable cell or shove her in a timeless pocket dimension or... or simply reprogram her. Perhaps...


  “I’m sorry,” Void said. “I...”


  A blasting hex shot across the chamber and struck him in the back. He stumbled forward, crashing into Emily and knocking her to the ground. The library card fell from his hands. Emily shuddered as it struck the floor. Her body felt weird, as if she’d been numbed so thoroughly she couldn’t feel. Void glanced at her, then spun around as another hex crashed into his wards. Lady Barb was running towards him, throwing spell after spell. She’d practically come out of the nexus point.


  She must have crept into the rear of the chamber, Emily thought. And relied on the magic to mask her approach.


  “Emily,” Lady Barb shouted. She threw something at Emily, who caught it instinctively. “Get out of here!”


  Emily looked down. The amulet - the teleport amulet - glowed with magic. Lady Barb hadn’t used it... of course she hadn’t . Void growled as he cast a spell of his own, aimed at Lady Barb. He missed... Emily blinked in astonishment, then realized Lady Barb was far too close to the spellware surrounding the nexus point. If Void hit the wrong thing, he might blow up the entire country. It had happened before.


  “Get out of here,” Lady Barb repeated. “Now!”


  “Don’t,” Void snapped. “Stay here!”


  Emily reached for her magic, then cursed as she realized just how badly drained she was. Everything was catching up with her at the worst possible time. She scrabbled for the library card as Lady Barb and Void exchanged blows, picking it up and staring down at her face. It was part of her past, an important part of her past... she grasped what magic she could and incinerated it. Her childish face caught fire and burned away, breaking the spells Void had put on the card. She felt almost as if she’d destroyed part of herself.


  The magic grew stronger as she reached for the nexus point, only to have it fade into nothingness. Panic shot through her - if they’d snuffed out the nexus point, the interior dimensions were going to collapse again - before she realized he’d blocked her link. He wouldn’t want her cutting him out, let alone taking back control. She cursed under her breath as she scrambled for her dagger... her missing dagger. Leaving it behind had been a mistake.


  “Emily, go,” Lady Barb said. “Hurry!”


  Emily wanted to stay, but... she turned and ran. Void’s power reached for her as she left the chamber, only to fade away as Lady Barb slammed into him. Emily could feel their power billowing around them, fighting it out at knife range... she hoped and prayed Lady Barb would win. The school seemed to open up around her as she hit the stairs and fled upwards, back to the hall. Whitehall wouldn’t want to hurt her. Void might have some problems removing her from the wards completely. He’d presumably used some of her blood, if not the card itself, to take control.


  She heard someone behind her and saw Lady Barb, tossing spells back towards the nexus chamber as she ran. Void had to be in hot pursuit... Emily saw him, reaching out with his magic to grab hold of Lady Barb and yank her down. Lady Barb spun around, sinister green light crackling around her hands as they clashed together. For a moment, Emily saw Void’s wards start to break under the spells and hoped... Lady Barb stopped dead, a pulse of green light bursting through her back. Emily stared in horror as Lady Barb screamed...


  ... And died, her body blown to bloody chunks.


  Emily forced herself to keep going, even as the stairs started to collapse under her feet. She thrust out with her mind, trying to gain at least some control. The corridor was closing in on her... Void might not want her dead, but she was in deadly danger. Whitehall might be more than a little confused about which one of them was actually the real Emily. If it crushed her into a bloody pulp...


  Lady Barb is dead, Emily thought. It had happened so quickly. She... she had no time to mourn. Lady Barb is dead and...


  She drew on what power she could from the school and hurled herself up the stairwell, out into the great hall. The door slammed closed behind her, although she doubted it would slow Void for more than a second. Jan stood in front of her, trying to wake Master Lucknow. Emily ran past him, catching his arm as she cast a handful of revival spells. The ground shook as Void blasted through the door, pieces of debris flying everywhere. Emily yanked Jan out the far door and up the next flight of stairs, hoping the spells she’d cast would free the other sorcerers. Void would have to stop and deal with them, if he didn’t want them to escape. Hell, they might pitch in and fight him, too.


  They can’t win, she thought, numbly. The wards were gathering power. There was no way the other sorcerers could stand against Void, not here. Void had turned the school into his place of power. Gordian had been locked out... assuming, of course, he hadn’t been killed in the crossfire. She hadn’t sensed his death, but that was meaningless. He’s too strong to fight here.


  Jan pulled himself free as the ground shook again. “Emily! What’s happening?”


  “Void’s gone crazy,” Emily said, curtly. She could sense flashes of magic from below. She hoped the other sorcerers would have the sense to flee. “We have to stop him.”


  Her mind raced. She was no match for Void, not in raw power or magical skill. He wouldn’t give her a free shot at him, not now. He’d already killed Lady Barb. And he owned the nexus point. Given time, she was sure she could undo whatever he’d done - her link to the nexus point dated back nearly a thousand years - but he wouldn’t give her the time. Of course not. Void was no fool, whatever else he was. He was certainly not a necromancer, who’d let her lead him into a trap. She couldn’t think of anything that would slow him down, except perhaps... her fingers lingered on the bracelet. Death Viper venom might kill him...


  The thought pained her, even after he’d killed Lady Barb. She didn’t want to kill him. He was the closest thing to a father she’d had, a father who actually cared... she didn’t want to kill him. She really didn’t want to. And yet, she might not have a choice.


  “Emily,” Jan said. “The wards are shifting.”


  Emily gritted her teeth. Void wouldn’t be foolish enough to confront her personally. He was controlling the wards, shifting the school’s interior to keep them both confined until he was ready to deal with them. She couldn’t sense anything from down below, not any longer. She hoped that meant Master Lucknow and the others had escaped, but she feared otherwise. There had been too many entranced people for her to free them all...


  She looked at the stone above her head. The students were trapped, too. Perhaps entranced, perhaps simply confined to their rooms... she knew she couldn’t get to them. Frieda was up there, somewhere, and... Emily cursed under her breath. She’d have to leave her friend behind.


  Jan stumbled back, crashing into her. “I think...”


  A stone wall turned into a doorway. Void stepped through, looking more annoyed than angry. The wards boiled around him, ready to defend him against anything. She was locked out completely. Emily felt a flash of pure rage, even as she knew there was no hope of fighting. Lady Barb had died in a desperate bid to stop him, yet she’d died for nothing. There was no hope of escape, no hope of...


  “Emily,” Void said. “It’s time to come home.”


  “No,” Emily said. She grasped Lady Barb’s amulet in one hand and reached for Jan with the other. “I... this isn’t going to work.”


  “I can make it work,” Void said. “And so can you.”


  “You’ll create a state that is entirely dependent upon you... upon us,” Emily said. She knew she was stalling, but she owed it to herself to try - one final time - to talk him out of his insane plan. “There is no way you can micromanage every last detail or step in every time there’s a problem. The sheer weight of detail you’d have to handle would crush you effortlessly. You would never be able to step away from ruling. And the moment you did, the whole edifice would come tumbling down.”


  “There’s no choice,” Void said. “If I do nothing, there will be chaos. Those selfish bastards would lay waste to the entire world, if they thought they would be kings and masters of the wreckage. They have to be stopped.”


  He held out a hand. “Join me.”


  Emily braced herself - she could sense the wards growing ever-stronger around them - and triggered the amulet. The world turned white, then black. Pain - white-hot pain - flared through her. She sensed immense power churning around her, as if she’d been caught in a thunderstorm; she heard the wards screaming as they tried desperately to cancel the spell. Void had done a good job, she reflected as time seemed to stretch into an endless abyss of agony, but Whitehall’s wards were powered by a nexus point. She might just have condemned them both to a painful death.


  The world snapped back to normal. Emily hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind from her body. Her nose smacked against something solid and broke. Something else landed on top of her, then rolled over and lay beside her. It took her far too long to realize it was Jan. He stumbled to his feet and cast a hasty lightspell.


  Emily staggered to her feet. Her nose hurt. She was grimly aware she was bleeding. It took her last traces of magic to stem the bleeding and cut the link between her and her blood. She leaned against Jan, who looked to be in shock, then stumbled down the road. Void might hope - or fear - that she’d atomized herself, but he was hardly likely to take it for granted. He’d check the oubliette at Whitehall, then come looking for her. And she was in no state for a fight.


  Jan held her, gently. “Where are we going?”


  “Sergeant Miles,” Emily said. She forced herself to walk faster. She had to tell the sergeant about... her heart clenched in pain. Lady Barb was dead. She didn’t know how she was going to tell him that, or how he’d react, or... she didn’t know anything. He’d lost his lover and... “ We have to move.”


  She glanced at Jan. “I missed you.”


  “I missed you, too.” Jan frowned. “Emily? What happened?”


  “It’s a long story,” Emily said. “I thought” - she swallowed - “I’m sorry I didn’t write to you.”


  Jan looked pained. “He wasn’t too pleased,” he said. Emily knew who he meant. “But he had too much else to do to worry about me. I thought...”


  He shook his head. “A problem for later, right?”


  “Right,” Emily agreed. She had no idea if Master Lucknow had escaped or died at Void’s hands. “We have far too many other problems.”


  She felt her blood run cold as the first glimmerings of sunlight appeared over the distant mountains. How long had it been? It felt as if it had been midnight only a few short seconds ago. She knocked on the door and waited. It felt like hours before Sergeant Miles threw the door open and beckoned her inside.


  “Emily,” he said. His eyes lingered on Jan for a long moment, then looked past him. “Where is she?”


  “I’m sorry,” Emily managed. She honestly didn’t know what to say. If the sergeant ran to the castle, in a bid to get revenge... she didn’t want to think what he might do if he blamed her for his lover’s death. “I’ve got bad news.”


  Chapter Forty


  “WE CAN’T STAY HERE,” SERGEANT MILES said, when Emily had finished her explanation. “He’ll know where to find us.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. Sergeant Miles had taken the explanation surprisingly calmly, but... she knew him well enough to sense something roiling beneath his dispassionate expression. Lady Barb and he had been lovers for years. Emily found it hard to believe he didn’t care about her, let alone that he wouldn’t mourn her death. And yet, she was selfishly glad of his focus. She was too stunned to think straight.


  “Aiden, go to the inn and hire a horse and coach,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “Emily, can you get into your house?”


  “Yes, but I don’t know if he left any surprises behind,” Emily said. She made a mental note to check everything before she risked touching it, just in case. “It might be too dangerous to risk.”


  “Then leave it for the moment,” Sergeant Miles said. “Wait here. I’ll go fetch my bag.”


  He stood and hurried out of the room. Emily watched him go, fighting the urge to just close her eyes and sleep. Sergeant Miles was right. They had to put some distance between themselves and Whitehall before Void came for them. And yet... she cursed under her breath. She didn’t have the power to teleport herself, let alone the whole group, and Sergeant Miles was in no state to do it. Given time, she could craft a handful of teleport amulets... she shook her head. They didn’t have the time.


  “You don’t have to come with us,” she said, to Jan. “If you want to head elsewhere...”


  “I’m not going to abandon you now,” Jan said. “Besides, if we can stop him before it’s too late, it might just convince my master he was wrong about you.”


  “We can hope,” Emily said. She’d have to make the same offer to Aiden. The broadsheet reporter hadn’t asked to be dragged into a struggle between magicians, even if her struggle had been part of a greater conflict. She cursed Nanette under her breath. Given her skill, power and training, she could have thrown enough gas on the fire to ensure a colossal explosion. “If he made it out...”


  “I’m sure he will,” Sergeant Miles said. He entered the room, a massive rucksack crammed with useful tools slung over his shoulder and another one resting in his arms. He grimaced as he passed the second rucksack to Jan. “He’s like a cockroach, that one. Smack him down and he’ll bounce back before you know it.”


  He muttered a handful of spells to protect his house as he led the way onto the road. Emily hoped the wards would slow Void long enough to buy them time, if Void didn’t simply hook a battery to a valve and blow them down by main force. Aiden was already driving a simple horse and trap towards them, looking strikingly pale in the early morning light. Emily wondered if Sergeant Miles had seen through her guise or not, then scowled. She’d have to tell Jan, before they reached the first inn... or wherever they wound up sleeping. He’d be upset if she shared a room with another man.


  She snorted, despite everything. Of all the times to be thinking about that...


  Aiden stopped the cart and scrambled to the ground. “Where are we going?”


  “Away,” Sergeant Miles said. He beckoned. Buzz walked up and stood beside the cart. “Right now, that’s the main thing.”


  Emily nodded as she motioned for Aiden to join her. She didn’t know where they could go, not yet. Zangaria was the closest place that might be safe and yet it was several weeks away - if they were lucky - on horseback. Heart’s Eye was a great deal further away, while Kuching was on the wrong side of the mountains. She briefly considered trying to cross them anyway, perhaps by sneaking through Syaitan again, before dismissing the idea. The Blighted Lands were just too dangerous. God alone knew what might be waiting for them if they tried.


  “I don’t know what’s happening to the north,” Aiden said, quietly. “The innkeeper said there were rumors of war and death, but nothing concrete.”


  “You don’t have to come with us,” Emily said. Traveling through what remained of Alluvia wasn’t going to be easy, even without a councilor by her side. Whoever had won the Battle of Freedom City - or Jorlem City - was not going to win the entire country. “I think you’ll be safe, as long as you stay away from us.”


  Aiden shook her head. “This is one hell of a story,” she said. “I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t go with you.”


  “We don’t have any safe conducts now,” Emily reminded her. “The White Council revoked our credentials” - she wasn’t sure if the White Council still existed - “and I doubt anyone will pay any attention to them anyway. We... we could run into something we can’t handle and get captured.”


  “I understand the risk,” Aiden said. “But where else could I go?”


  Emily considered it, then nodded. Aiden didn’t have anywhere else to go. There was no way to know what had happened to her father, while the rebels - whoever was in charge - might want her dead too. She wouldn’t be safe, even if she buried her male identity and returned to her father. Emily couldn’t even give Aiden enough money to see her through the next few weeks. She’d been cut off from her resources. She was far too short of coins.


  “We’ll drive around the edge of the kingdom,” Sergeant Miles said, as he took the reins. “It should give us a chance to sneak into Red Rose without being stopped...”


  He cracked the whip. The horse jerked into life. Emily took a breath as they started to canter down the road. Void hadn’t appeared, which meant... what? Did he have too many other problems at Whitehall? Or... or did he have something else up his sleeve? She concentrated, muttering a handful of charms that should shield her from blood-linked tracking spells. It was hard to be sure. Void had had plenty of time to take blood from her and store it somewhere within the tower.


  She frowned as they picked up speed. Dragon’s Den was coming to life, townsfolk moving onto the streets as if nothing had changed. For them, perhaps, it hadn’t. Not yet. The capture or murder of much of the White Council wouldn’t have any immediate effect on their lives. It would change, she was sure, when Void asserted himself... she scowled. How had he managed to fool her for so long? Why hadn’t she let herself wonder if he was behind the chaos?


  Because I didn’t want to think about it, she answered her own question. Because I didn’t want to believe it might be true.


  The horse passed a refugee settlement - it had grown larger, she thought - and headed across the border into Alluvia. Emily tensed, although there was no visible danger. They were on the run, cut off from their friends and allies. And... her heart twisted in pain. Lady Barb was dead. Emily had never realized just how much she’d come to love the older woman until she was gone. She’d been the mother Emily had needed...


  She forced herself to think about the future as they drove further into the kingdom. Where could they go? Where were they needed? Going into hiding wasn’t an option. Her friends - Alassa and Jade, Markus and Melissa, Frieda and Jasmine - were at risk. They needed her and yet... ice crawled along her spine. Void wasn’t a necromancer. He had a plan and the power to carry it out... she’d be surprised if he didn’t have an army already. God knew hundreds of experienced men had been discharged after the end of the war. Void could have recruited them himself.


  Deal with that problem when you come to it, she told herself severely. Until then, don’t waste time worrying about it.


  The cart stopped outside an inn, on the outskirts of a mid-sized town. It looked surprisingly peaceful, although she was aware of eyes peeking at them, fearful of what their arrival might portend. Emily hoped they didn’t know who she was. It crossed her mind, too late, that they might know Aiden. She’d been a rebel councilor... Emily forced herself to wait as Aiden and Jan headed into the inn to buy food and supplies. It wasn’t going to be easy. Anyone who had food to spare wouldn’t want to sell. She was grimly aware they might have to start stealing, just to remain alive.


  Aiden returned, carrying a broadsheet. “The good news is that we won the battle,” she said, holding it out. “The king is in retreat, his forces are in ruins and half the country has risen against him. The bad news...”


  She swallowed, visibly. “Emily, the White Council has blamed you for everything and pronounced you outlaw,” she said. “They’ve put a price on your head, alive or dead.”


  Emily felt her heart sink. Void...? No, Void hadn’t wanted her dead. Master Lucknow? Or someone else who’d escaped the trap? Someone had been devious, scattering broadsheets with the details along all the possible roads she could take. The locals might spot her and try to claim the bounty... even if they didn’t, the threat would force her to remain undercover. It would be harder to rally people to her side.


  She put the thought out of her head as she glanced south. The road behind them was empty, but that would change soon enough. There was never any shortage of bounty hunters willing to risk all for profit. The bounty was big enough to tempt them into risking their lives trying to kill or capture someone who’d taken on necromancers and won. It didn’t matter, she supposed. Right now, the bounty hunters and whoever had put the price on her head didn’t matter. All that mattered was finding safety, then devising a plan to stop Void before it was too late. Everything else could wait.


  “It doesn’t matter,” she said, as Jan returned to the cart. She’d lost this round. There was no point in denying it. But she still had cards to play. “Whatever happens, we’ll be back.”


  Epilogue


  WHITEHALL FELT... EERIE.


  Nanette walked through the frozen school, marveling at the combination of spells used to keep the staff, students and guests entranced as she made her way to the Grandmaster’s office. It was hard not to feel unsure of herself, not after Emily had not only made it to Whitehall, but also escaped a far more powerful magician. Nanette had no doubts of Void’s ruthlessness - the fact he’d charged Nanette with spying on Emily, his own daughter, was proof of that - and she knew she was in trouble. She’d broken one of his strictest orders.


  She forced herself to keep moving, despite the growing urge to run. Void had made it clear - when he’d revealed himself to her - that Emily was not to be harmed. And yet, Nanette wanted the other girl dead. She’d gambled, hoping the enchanted shopgirl would kill Emily without direct orders. It would have left her with some deniability, although she feared Void wouldn’t believe her. Emily was tougher than she looked - she had to be - but the odds of her surviving a bullet through the chest had been quite low. She hoped Void didn’t realize just how close his daughter had come to death.


  The office had changed, in the years since she’d last entered the school. Grandmaster Gordian had decorated one wall with a list of his achievements, from early exam passes to degrees in various academic fields of magic and - finally - his appointment as Grandmaster of Whitehall. Nanette’s lips curled. Aurelius had always told her that anyone who showed off their achievements believed, deep inside, that they were unworthy. Nanette had never met Gordian, but she was inclined to agree with his unspoken self-assessment. Great men never needed to boast. Their achievements spoke for themselves.


  She felt a flicker of hatred at the memory. Aurelius had been her father, to all intents and purposes. She’d known he intended to make use of her - as a spy, as an agent, as a tool - but it didn’t matter. Not to her. She’d risked her life, time and time again, for his approval. And then he’d died. No, he’d been murdered. Emily had killed him.


  And she will pay, she promised herself, again and again. She will pay.


  Void sat behind the desk, his eyes fixed on her. “Did I, or did I not, say Emily was to remain unharmed?”


  Nanette braced herself. “She survived.”


  “Indeed.” Void studied her for a long moment. “And yet, she came very close to death.”


  “She survived,” Nanette repeated. “And it was all the more convincing because of how close she came.”


  “And yet, it allowed her to start unraveling our deception,” Void said, coldly. “Did it not?”


  Nanette looked back at him, grateful she’d spent so much time developing her shields. Void could break them, if he wished, but he’d break her mind in the process. The thought chilled her, even though she knew it was the only thing keeping him from reading her mind. She could lie to him - it helped if the story was plausible - unless he decided to discard her completely. If that happened...


  “You shouldn’t have let her go,” she said. She’d worked for him long enough to know that he appreciated straight talk. It was risky - he was clearly fond of Emily - but she saw no choice. “You’re her father, as well as her master. You could have simply forbidden her to go.”


  Void said nothing for a long moment, long enough that Nanette feared she’d overstepped. She braced herself, wondering what form the punishment would take. He was already displeased with her, not without reason. A beating? A pain curse? A forceful transformation? Or... what?


  “Perhaps.” Void leaned forward. “Master Lucknow’s escape is quite unfortunate. He is confused” - he glanced at a sheet of chat parchment, charmed so only he could read it - “and blames everything on Emily. He has put a price on her head. And that makes it imperative she be found and brought to safety before it’s too late.”


  “She won’t want to come back,” Nanette said. She ignored the flicker of green-eyed jealousy at the back of her mind. “Whatever happens, she won’t want to come back.”


  “No,” Void agreed. “And that is why you have to find her before it’s too late.”


   


  End of Book 22


   


  Emily Will Return In:


   


  The Face of the Enemy.


   


  Coming Soon.


  Afterword


  And so, we enter endgame...


  This probably requires some explanation. When I devised this series - there were seven, then fourteen, then finally twenty-four books planned - I intended to do my level best to ensure that each of the books would stand on its own as much as possible. I didn’t think that many people would pick up Trial by Fire or The Broken Throne without having read the earlier books, but I generally dislike - as I mentioned earlier - endless ongoing series that neither stand on their own nor give the reader a pay-off. It’s simply not easy to balance the two requirements for an ongoing series and most writers lose their grasp as the series grows bigger and bigger.


  And yet, as the overall arc came more and more into the light, I had to sacrifice much of the stand-alone concept to keep the overall story going.


  We’re currently entering what I saw as the natural endpoint for the series as a whole - or, at least, this current arc. Little Witches was intended as a starter, to show how things had changed in the wake of Oathkeeper, before the landmines I’d been sowing for twenty books began to explode and everything changed. My intention is to write The Face of the Enemy in February - there’s a reasonable chance it will be drafted by the time this book hits your e-reader - followed by Void’s Tale, a novella, and ending with Child of Destiny. And then...


  I have ambitions. The Cunning Man’s Tale will be expanded into a full novel, followed perhaps by two more - a trilogy, rather than an ongoing series. I’m still serializing Stuck in Magic on my blog and, while I’m not sure that will be canon or not, it might make an interesting change from the normal format. And I have several more novellas to write - Cat’s Tale, Frieda’s Tale, The Muckraker’s Tale... the series is far from over.


  Not everyone is going to like the big reveal in this book, sadly. I’ve had it in mind for most of the series - I was surprised no one asked about the ‘gaping emptiness’ - and there’s more going on than immediately obvious.


  As always, if you liked the book, please review it.


   


  Christopher G. Nuttall


  Edinburgh, 2021
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