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  Prologue I


  ALASSA FELT... UNEASY.


  The feeling nagged at the queen’s mind as she performed her duties, holding audiences and private conferences and meditating disputes between aristocrats, magicians and commoners that - if allowed to fester - could easily get out of hand. A vague unease, a sense that something was utterly wrong... she paced her halls and chambers, reaching out with her mind to check the wards again and again as she tried to put her finger on the problem. But there was no reason to be uneasy, as far as she could tell. The wave of unrest sweeping across the Allied Lands had yet to touch Zangaria. She thought - she hoped - it never would, not when the civil war had laid the groundwork for a more meritocratic society. She’d had more than enough time to plan the future, then steer her kingdom to glories untold.


  And yet, the feeling refused to fade.


  Driven by a concern she couldn’t put into words, she cancelled her planned attendance at the ambassador’s ball and retreated to her chambers. Her staff would have to make her apologies to the guests, then explain that Her Majesty would reschedule as quickly as possible. The gossips would be chattering soon, if they weren’t already. Some of them would whisper a mere woman couldn’t handle a kingdom. Others would wonder if she was pregnant with her second child. And still others, the ones who had assassins on their payroll, would start planning her downfall. Alassa didn’t fear death, but she feared the chaos that would follow her assassination. Her daughter - Little Emily - was barely a year old. A child monarch would be lucky to survive long enough to rule in her own right.


  She dropped her queenly mask as soon as she stepped into her chamber and sat on the bed. It was hard, sometimes, to pretend to be serene no matter what happened, to pretend she liked or cared or didn’t want to turn particularly irritating courtiers or petitioners into slugs and stomp on them. They didn’t see her as a person, not in any real sense. Some of them saw her as a force of nature, something to be endured or resisted or manipulated into working for them. Others... saw any hint of weakness as a sign the time had come to move ahead with their plans. Alassa had no doubt of it. There were men and women in her court who’d plotted her father’s death. They would plot hers too if she gave them half a chance.


  The door opened. Jade stepped into the room, still wearing his finery and sword. “You cancelled the state dinner?”


  “They can still have it,” Alassa said, waspishly. She trusted Jade - he was the only man she trusted completely - but he didn’t understand. How could he? “I’m just not going to attend.”


  “Disaster,” Jade said, with a deadpan look on his face. He sat next to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “I’m sure they’ll be very upset.”


  Alassa elbowed him. The ambassadors would be very upset. They’d see it as a sign the monarch didn’t care about maintaining good relations with the remainder of the Allied Lands, something she could ill afford after her intervention at Resolution Castle. She’d staked everything on her defense of her friend, an act that would be used against her if she didn’t manage to convince most of the coalition that it had been in their interests. She thought she’d succeeded, but it was hard to be sure. Too many of her fellow monarchs were expert in keeping their options open as long as possible. Alassa was all too aware they could - and perhaps would - turn on her at any given moment. The Allied Lands were in turmoil. And too many of the kings and princes blamed Emily for their woes.


  She frowned, rubbing her forehead. The last report from Whitehall had made it clear nothing would be resolved in a hurry. There were just too many sticking points, too many disputes that had been allowed to fester while the Allied Lands stood together against the necromancers. Alassa knew she was lucky to have escaped many of the problems - she had no claims to foreign lands, nor did most of her surviving nobility - but she hadn’t escaped them all. Her ambassadors had stated it would be weeks, if not months, before the issues came close to being resolved. Alassa wasn’t surprised. The monarchs would have to work in unison to solve most of their problems, and that was the one thing they couldn’t do.


  “Something is wrong,” she said. Saying it out loud felt silly. “I can feel it.”


  Jade frowned. “Pay attention to your instincts,” he said. “They’re not trying to mislead you.”


  Alassa snorted. She knew her instincts were good. She just wished they’d tell her why they insisted something was about to go wrong. She couldn’t point to anything and say that was why she was uneasy. It was never easy to explain, not to a man. They didn’t believe in women’s intuition, not least because it was subconscious. They found it all too easy to mock and belittle. And yet …


  She stood and started to pace the chamber. The sense just wouldn’t go away. She muttered a spell, peering through the wards into the nursery. Little Emily was taking a nap. She looked perfectly healthy... Alassa knew, all too well, that appearances could be deceptive. Little Emily had the best medical care and support in the world, yet she could still die... Alassa gritted her teeth, banishing the thought as she banished the spell. Her daughter would live to adulthood, then take the crown when Alassa died. She would.


  Jade smiled. “Do you want to go to bed?”


  Alassa laughed. “Do you ever think of anything else?”


  Her husband affected a gormless expression. “There’s something else?”


  “Hah.” Alassa didn’t feel any real humor. “I feel...”


  She shook her head. She hadn’t felt so perturbed since the moment she’d discovered her father had sired a bastard son. A son! She wasn’t proud of how she’d reacted, how close she’d come to murdering the child’s mother, but...her stomach churned as she remembered the day she’d become expendable. Her father had always wanted a son. He could easily have finagled the politics, once she was out of the way. And...


  Alassa told herself, sharply, that those days were over. Her father was dead. His loyalists were scattered or broken. She was the unquestioned ruler of Zangaria and yet... she cursed under her breath. The reports from Alluvia were grim. A city had risen, a king had been killed by his own people... Alassa grimaced. There were threats and uprisings right across the Allied Lands. Events were spiraling out of control. Zangaria might remain immune, for the moment, but she feared it wouldn’t last. Her Levellers might want to level society still further.


  The air shifted. She turned, just in time to see three black-clad figures materialize within her chambers. For a moment, Alassa thought it was an illusion. The castle was heavily warded, a network of protections that should have ensured no one, not even Alassa herself, could teleport into the castle. Her chambers were covered in layer after layer of wards that made them the single most heavily protected place in the kingdom. And yet...


  Jade leapt to his feet, drawing his sword in one smooth motion. The figures spun around to face him, the leader moving his arm to block the blade. Alassa expected the blade to cut the man’s arm off, but instead it shattered. They didn’t seem to be wearing armor - their clothes were black shadow, covering them from head to toe - but it didn’t matter. Jade stabbed the remnants of the blade into the leader’s chest, only to see the hilt break in his hand. The intruder lashed out at him, cracking a palm into Jade’s arm. Alassa heard the bone snap.


  She snapped out of her shock and hurled a death curse at the nearest intruder. He shrugged it off. Alassa blinked, then hurled three more spells in quick succession. Charmed armor could be overwhelmed, if one hit it with multiple spells. The intruders were unfazed, their masked faces turning to look at her. She couldn’t see their eyes, but she could tell. The leader picked Jade up and hurled him across the room, then reached for her. Alassa gritted her teeth, trying to think. She had a dagger in her sleeve, but she was sure it would be useless. Jade was strong enough to cut a man in two, yet his blade had shattered when it hit the intruder.


  Alassa cast a locomotion spell, aimed at the bed. It ripped itself away from the wall and crashed into the intruders, scattering them like ninepins. Alassa didn’t hear a sound as they were bowled over, no grunts or cries of pain or anything. A chill ran through her as she darted to Jade, helped him up and directed a second spell at the floor underneath the intruders. It should have turned the stone to a swamp, trapping them long enough for Alassa to retreat and summon reinforcements.


  Instead, the floor shattered. The intruders plummeted to the floor below.


  “This way!” Jade snapped out a spell, despite his pain. The wall disintegrated, allowing them into the next chamber. “Hurry!”


  Alassa reached out with her mind as they darted into the nursery. A startled governess dropped into an awkward curtsey. The wards had gone down, completely... she hadn’t sensed anything. There hadn’t even been a hint the wards had come under attack, let alone that they’d been taken down in the last few minutes. She felt a flash of panic. What the hell were they fighting? Little Emily woke and started to cry. Alassa grabbed her daughter as she heard someone running towards the door. Her guards? More intruders? Or... right now, she didn’t know. She had no shortage of enemies, but...


  Jade cursed under his breath. “They’re on the lower levels.”


  “Shit.” Alassa gritted her teeth as her daughter wailed. The intruders were clearly sweeping the entire castle. It was just a matter of time before they reached the royal chambers and broke through the door. “We need to get out of here.”


  She carried her daughter to a giant painting of King Alexis the Great, who had probably never looked so dashing and heroic in his life, and tore it away from the walls. The secret passageway beyond led to her father’s hidden rooms, chambers he’d used to practice forbidden magics and - eventually - become a necromancer. Alassa thought she could smell him in the air as she, Jade and the Governess hurried down the hidden passage, descending dark and dusty stairs to the catacombs below the city. There weren’t many people who knew they even existed. The intruders certainly hadn’t used them to get into the castle. They’d hacked the wards and teleported into the castle instead.


  The governess started to gibber. “Be quiet,” Alassa ordered. She wished for Mouse or someone else, someone who had a good head on their shoulders. “Be quiet or go back inside.”


  She felt, more than saw, Jade’s reproving look. She couldn’t bring herself to care. Her kingdom was under attack, by... by whom? She couldn’t believe another kingdom could have mounted such an attack, nor the Levellers... the magicians? It was possible. She knew there were magical factions that believed they had a right to rule...


  The ground trembled under her feet as they reached the bottom of the stairs and hurried into the catacombs. Alassa closed the door behind them, then passed Little Emily to the governess and inspected Jade’s arm. It had been snapped in several places. Anyone lesser than a combat sorcerer would be screaming the place down. She muttered a healing spell, then turned and led the way further into the darkness. Where could they go? The castle was no longer safe, which meant... what? If it was a coup, it was a decidedly odd one.


  Jade caught her arm. “We’ll go to the Tower.”


  Alassa glanced at him, then nodded. It was good thinking. The Tower of Alexis was the second-most secure building in the city. She had troops and magicians quartered there. If the attackers, whoever they were, had concentrated on the castle, she could rally her men and launch a counterattack. If not... she’d know they’d taken the Tower before she showed herself. She gritted her teeth, feeling fear slowly being replaced by anger. She hadn’t fought her own father for the kingdom, only to lose it to invaders... invaders who’d attacked her in her own bedroom. She’d make them pay for invading her home.


  She clamped down hard on her anger as the passageway slanted upwards. The air grew cold and damp. They were too close to the river for her peace of mind. She thought she heard people and rats scurrying in the darkness, but she ignored them. Most people stayed out of the catacombs, for fear of floods and supernatural vermin lurking in the shadows. Those who didn’t were no threat to her. The air only grew lighter as she clambered into a basement, then up the stairs into a disused fishing dock. Her father had made sure it remained disused. It wouldn’t do to have commoners stumble on the secret exit.


  “The Tower looks intact,” Jade said. “Let me go first.”


  Alassa nodded, hiding her fear as he hurried down the riverside. Instead, she turned to look past the governess, up at the castle. She should have been able to sense the wards, even a mile away. Instead, there was nothing. They’d been taken down so quickly and cleanly she hadn’t even noticed there was anything wrong, unless... perhaps that had been the source of her unease. She’d been connected to the wards. Perhaps...


  Jade returned. “The Tower is still loyal,” he said. “They don’t know what’s going on.”


  “Neither do we,” Alassa agreed. “But we’re going to find out.”


  She clenched her fists. “And then we’re going to make the bastards pay.”


  Prologue II


  THE TELEPORT SPELL WAS BADLY PREPARED. Master Lucknow had thrown it together as fast as possible, the moment he’d become aware of the enchantment enslaving his mind. It had held him so thoroughly he hadn’t even realized he’d been enchanted, not until the spell had started to crack of its own accord. It had been all he’d been able to do to cast the teleport spell, focused on Resolution Castle. There had been no time to snatch his treacherous apprentice or any of his comrades before it was too late. It had been all he could do to save himself.


  He landed badly, the floor slamming into his face hard enough to make him cry out in pain and frustration. His nose broke, blood staining the ground. He’d been a trained combat sorcerer longer than his apprentice had been alive and yet he’d... he gritted his teeth as he forced himself to stand. The Whitehall Conference had been a trap and he’d walked right into it. Emily and her master had trapped them within an enchantment so powerful, and yet so subtle, that it had been sheer luck he’d managed to escape. He looked around, hoping his comrades would materialize beside him. It was hard to believe he’d been the only one to escape. There’d been dozens of trained sorcerers in the wretched school.


  His fury rose as he walked into the castle itself, passing through a layer of wards that should have kept out anyone and everyone without prior permission. Lucknow wasn’t so sure. Emily had found at least one way to get into a heavily-warded building, perhaps by using a nexus point to break down the wards. She was... Lucknow ground his teeth in frustration. He should have put a knife in the girl, no matter the certainty of her wretched father and her friends coming to avenge her death. Lucknow knew he’d failed. He’d feared the worst, when he’d seen the batteries, but... he hadn’t even dreamed how bad it could become. If she could enchant an entire school of magicians, what couldn’t she do?


  He gritted his teeth as he walked into the war room and beheld a scene of semi-organized chaos. A handful of communications and mapping sorcerers were updating the map of the Allied Lands, covering it with red markers. Lucknow studied the map for a long, cold moment, realizing the attacks had taken place everywhere. Almost everywhere. There were no reports of attacks on Heart’s Eye... not, he supposed, that it was a surprise. Emily owned Heart’s Eye. His eyes trailed over the map, noting locations that had been hit by... by whom? He ground his teeth. Emily was an aristocrat as well as a magician, one who’d been on the winning side of a civil war. No one would say anything if she raised a private army of her own, not until it was far too late.


  I should have killed her while I had the chance, Lucknow thought. It’s too late now.


  “Master Lucknow.” Master Ham looked relieved. “What happened?”


  “Whitehall was attacked and enchanted,” Lucknow said. It shamed him to admit that he’d been enchanted, as easily as a commoner mundane with no resistance to magic at all, but there was no point in denying it. He forced himself to tell the entire story. “Emily and Void have declared war on the entire world.”


  “Gods,” Master Ham said, when he’d finished. “What do we do?”


  “We stop them.” Lucknow stared at the map. It was covered in red pinpricks, and it looked as if utter disaster had struck, but it wasn’t hopeless. He knew - he doubted Emily and Void did - that there was a great deal of land between the pinpricks. The rebels might hold the cities, the centers of formal power, but there was plenty they didn’t control. “We need to move and move fast.”


  He started snapping orders, taking control effortlessly. He was the senior survivor, as far as he knew. It was his duty to organize resistance. Resolution Castle hadn’t come under attack. Not yet. Emily and Void had probably overlooked it. He could make use of their blind spot long enough to plan a counterattack. The situation looked bad, but there were still cards to play. There were monarchs and aristocrats he could summon, magicians he could talk or cajole or threaten into joining him, troops he could deploy... even Emily’s supporters might be unnerved by the chaos she’d unleashed. He could try to convince them to join him. Even if they refused, it might put some doubts in their heads.


  “And contact all the bounty hunters,” he finished. He doubted they’d have any luck, not against two of the most powerful and capable sorcerers in the world, but it might buy him some time. “We’re going to put a price on their heads.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Chapter One


  LADY BARB WAS DEAD.


  Emily stared into the fireplace, one hand stroking the snake in her palm, as she tried to come to terms with everything that had happened. Lady Barb was dead. Void had betrayed her. The Allied Lands were in chaos...


  ... And Lady Barb was dead.


  She wanted to scream. Lady Barb had been the closest thing she’d ever had to a real mother, to someone who cared for her and helped her and didn’t hesitate to point out when she was doing something dumb. God knew her real mother had crawled into a bottle and refused to come out, even when Emily had needed her. Lady Barb had been the person Emily had needed, long before Emily had ever realized how much she needed Lady Barb. And now, she was dead.


  Guilt and shame warred in her mind. She’d known Void was up to something, that he’d had an agenda of his own, but she’d never realized just how thoroughly he’d manipulated her. Or just how far his plans extended. Lady Barb had tried to warn her, but... Emily’s heart clenched in pain. Void had saved her life, all those many years ago, and introduced her to the magic she loved. Her mind spun in circles. Perhaps she could have stopped him, if she’d realized what he was doing before it was too late. Perhaps she could have talked him out of trying to impose his will on the world. Perhaps...


  She ground her teeth. Void had a point. She knew he had a point. She’d seen enough selfishness, short-sightedness and sheer bloody-mindedness, right across the Allied Lands, to understand his motives. She’d watched, helplessly, as kings prepared to crush rebels and magicians plotted to impose their supremacy. Someone had to do something, but Void’s cure was worse than the disease. He’d crush the selfish aristocrats and curb the magical supremacists and establish a new order, a new order that would rapidly and inevitably decay into tyranny. And he’d expected her to rule when he was gone... she shook her head. There was no way anyone could keep such a system intact, even her. She’d studied enough history to know there was no way it could be done.


  Aurelius curled against her palm. Emily felt a twinge of envy. The Death Viper didn’t have any real awareness of his own in a human sense, just a series of impulses that directed him to build a nest, find a mate, sire children and repeat, time and time again, until he died. Emily almost envied the snake for his simplicity, even though she knew it was silly. She wouldn’t have liked losing her awareness, if she’d had the mental capacity to realize what she’d lost. And yet, she wouldn’t have to endure the sting of betrayal - and the grim awareness she’d played a role in unleashing disaster - if she didn’t have the intelligence to understand it.


  She felt tears well up in her eyes and wiped them away, angrily. They’d spent the last week riding through the countryside, doing their best to stay out of sight. The kingdom of Alluvia was in the middle of a civil war and strangers were not welcome, particularly strangers from Dragon’s Den and Whitehall. Emily herself had to stay out of sight, simply because the authorities - the White Council or Void himself - had put a bounty on her head. And if she were caught... she shuddered. It was possible the locals would turn a blind eye, but also possible they’d hand her over in hopes of currying favor with whoever won the war.


  Her lips quirked, sourly. Which war? Crown Prince Dater - King Dater - and his armies were battling rebels, while Void steadily put his pieces in place to take the remainder of the Allied Lands. There was no way to know what was happening beyond the horizon, although there was no shortage of rumors. She’d heard everything from a watchful peace to outright civil war and necromantic invasions. She grimaced, cursing her mistakes yet again. She hadn’t had time to recover her chat parchments, either the ones she’d kept with her in Freedom City or the ones she’d stored in Dragon’s Den. There was no way to get in touch with her friends. She couldn’t even teleport.


  She looked up. The night sky was bright with stars, twinkling above her, but she could sense magic pulsing through the air. Anyone who tried to teleport would wind up in a dungeon, if Sergeant Miles was correct, or dead. Emily had spent several days trying to crack the spells, but there was no way to override them without leading Void right to them. And she had no doubt he wouldn’t come himself. He’d suspect a trap. He’d send a small army of sorcerers and soldiers after them instead.


  I never even realized I could be kept from teleporting, she thought, sourly. Whitehall had had wards to keep intruders from teleporting into the building, but she’d never seen anything like it on a national scale. She guessed he’d taken Whitehall’s protective wards and used the nexus point to project them over the countryside. It wasn’t as if he’d care about objections from other sorcerers. And he has a rough idea of where we are.


  She grimaced. She’d never really grasped just how big the Allied Lands really were until she’d found herself facing the prospect of having to walk or ride all the way to Zangaria. It would take weeks, assuming they switched horses regularly; she knew, all too well, they wouldn’t. Void would look at a map and make some assumptions about how far they could have travelled, then distribute his forces to block all the likely routes. He still had thousands of square miles to cover, but she suspected he had the manpower to do it. He’d been planning for decades. He probably had a private army of his own, ready and waiting to back up his coup. For all she knew, he had an entire kingdom on the other side of the Craggy Mountains.


  Emily let out a breath, forcing herself to relax. There was nothing she could do about it, not now. She didn’t even have a plan. She’d have to come up with something, and fast, before it was too late... but what? Void was no maddened necromancer, nor was he an aristocratic fop who could be goaded into making a mistake. He was powerful, capable and knew far too much about the New Learning - thanks to her - for anyone’s peace of mind. As long as he held Whitehall in an iron grip, it might be impossible to bring him down.


  Another pang of guilt ran through her. She’d left Frieda behind, along with countless other students, teachers, ambassadors and representatives. Void could do whatever he wanted to them. He wasn’t a cruel man - Emily found it hard to believe he’d hurt Frieda, just to make Emily suffer - but he could talk himself into doing whatever he wanted. He could use Frieda to get into Emily’s house or... or what? He might even enchant Frieda, then set her to the task of hunting Emily down. The possibilities were endless.


  He won’t hurt them, Emily told herself. Whitehall had students from all over the Allied Lands and some of them had very powerful connections. He won’t want to turn the entire world against him.


  She shook her head as she looked around the campsite, half-hidden in the forest. She was alone, save for Aurelius. Sergeant Miles, Aiden and Jan had gone to the nearest town in hopes of purchasing supplies and obtaining intelligence, if whatever rumors they heard could be justly called intelligence. Hopefully, no one would pay too much attention to three men travelling together - Aiden had kept her male guise - but it was hard to be sure. Void probably knew Sergeant Miles had left Dragon’s Den by now. He certainly knew Emily respected and trusted the sergeant. It wouldn’t be too hard for him to guess they were together. There weren’t many people Emily completely trusted.


  And the sergeant would have good reason to seek revenge, Emily thought. Sergeant Miles had been Lady Barb’s lover. Void might be quietly relieved she’d taken the sergeant from Dragon’s Den. If there’s anyone who might know a backdoor into Whitehall, it’s the sergeant...


  She snorted at herself. Void was powerful, easily the most powerful and capable sorcerer she’d ever encountered. Sergeant Miles was tough, too, but... Emily doubted he’d win in a straight fight, nor did she believe he would fight one. Sergeant Miles was a ruthless pragmatist. He’d sneak into the school and put a charmed blade in Void’s back, if he had the chance. If she hadn’t taken him away... she shook her head. Sergeant Miles might just wind up being killed for nothing. Void had had plenty of time to reconfigure the school’s wards to keep unwelcome intruders out. He’d have no trouble dealing with a half-mad lover bent on revenge.


  Her hair prickled. She had the sudden feeling she was being watched. It wasn’t uncommon in the forest - there were places no human dared go, for fear of the Other Folk - but... she stood, reaching out with her mind. Flashes and flickers of magic - alien magic - darted though the air. They didn’t seem to be looking for her, but it was hard to be sure. Aurelius crawled up her sleeve, curling around her upper arm. The snake was disturbed, too. Emily doubted that was a good sign.


  Something moved, at the corner of her eye. Emily moved, raising her hand to cast a shield... too late. Something struck her chest, between her breasts; she took a breath and tasted durian on the air. Gas? Her magic spluttered, then faded, as the potion worked its way through her system. Gas? She’d never heard of a potion being turned into gas, although she had to admit it was possible. The evidence was right in front of her. Her magic was gone. She didn’t have any idea how long it would be gone for.


  A figure stepped out of the trees and pointed a flintlock at her chest. “Raise your hands. Now.”


  Emily stared at him for a long moment, then obeyed. The intruder looked like a soldier or a mercenary. He held the flintlock in a manner that suggested he knew how to use it, complete with pointing the weapon at her chest rather than her head. Flintlocks were notoriously inaccurate, even in the hands of an experienced user. And she’d have a good chance to survive if she were shot in the chest. Her eyes flickered over the man’s body. Strong, his clothes cut to allow him to move freely... he knew what he was doing. Her heart sank as he studied her in return. He was no outlaw, no bandit planning her rape and the theft of everything they’d brought with them. He knew who he was following and he’d come prepared.


  Gas, she thought. Void knew how to draw the magic out of a potion and manifest it elsewhere. Had he continued that research to produce durian gas? Why hadn’t he mentioned it to her? She could have protected herself, if she’d known it was a possibility. It would have been easy... her lips quirked. He didn’t mention it to me because he knew he might have to use the trick to bring me down.


  She met his eyes. “Who are you?”


  “You’re going to make me rich,” the man said. He stepped forward, keeping his flintlock aimed at her. His eyes swept over her body, looking for concealed weapons. “And that’s all that matters.”


  “A bounty hunter,” Emily said. Her mind raced. The bastard had either gotten very lucky or... she didn’t want to think about the other possibilities. Void shouldn’t have been able to get a lock on their position. If he had, he would have sent more than a single bounty hunter. “Do you think there’s a price on my head?”


  The hunter said nothing for a long moment. Emily studied him, hoping to see a kernel of doubt within his eyes. She didn’t look anything like the legendary Lady Emily. None of her portraits had ever looked like her, to the point that anyone who relied on them wasn’t going to have any luck. Some of the paintings hadn’t even got her hair color right. It was possible, just possible, she could delude the hunter into thinking he’d caught the wrong girl. Void wouldn’t be very pleased if the hunter wasted his time...


  He walked closer. Emily braced herself. The moment he gave her a clear shot, she’d put a knee in his groin or a fist in his throat. She had no intention of giving him a straight fight either. He might underestimate her strength - it was rare for magicians to develop their muscles - but he’d still be stronger than she was. She had to cripple or kill him with the first blow.


  The hunter stopped and produced a small crystal from his pocket. It glowed the moment he held it close to her. Emily blinked in shock. A crystal tuned to her magical signature? Or just to her personally? She’d never heard of anything like it. Perhaps Void had inserted a ward-like spell into the crystal, or...


  “You’re definitely going to make me rich,” the bounty hunter said. There was a note of dark pleasure in his voice. “Turn around. Lie down on the ground.”


  “Whatever he’s offering, I can double it,” Emily said. The hunter had to have been sent by Void. There wasn’t anyone else who could have charmed the crystal to point to her. No one knew her magic as well as her master. “Or there are other compensations...”


  “Turn around. Lie down.” The hunter jabbed his flintlock at her. “Now.”


  Professional, Emily thought, sourly. And the moment he has me bound…


  She gritted her teeth as she lowered herself to the ground. The hunter wasn’t taking any chances. She wouldn’t be able to lash out at him, not before he’d bound her hands and hefted her over his shoulder. He’d probably have a horse somewhere nearby. By the time Sergeant Miles and the others returned, the bounty hunter would have her halfway to Whitehall. They wouldn’t have a hope of catching up before it was too late. And as long as the hunter was careful to force-feed her potion, she wouldn’t be able to escape.


  A thought crossed her mind. There might be a way out.


  She anticipated his next order and put her hands behind her back. He wouldn’t look too closely, she hoped. Void knew what to look for, but... would he have told the hunter? She didn't know. She grunted as he put his boot on her backside, pinning her to the ground. He really wasn’t taking any chances. His hands clutched her wrists, holding them together effortlessly. She heard the manacles clinking as he pulled them from his belt. He knew what he was doing...


  Aurelius struck. The hunter screamed, letting go of her as the snake slid up his sleeve and headed for his neck. The rotting touch alone would have been lethal, if he hadn’t been given immediate medical aid, but Aurelius sank his fangs into the hunter’s skin and put him beyond all hope of recovery. Emily rolled over and sat up, just in time to see the hunter stagger before falling to the ground. His eyes bulged, while his hand grasped for the flintlock before he finally expired. Emily didn’t dare let herself feel guilty. The hunter would have delivered her into Void’s hands, ensuring his victory. She dreaded to think what he might have had in mind.


  She waited until the corpse had stopped twitching, then roughly searched it. A pair of capsules - she scented durian on one, suggesting it was made of compressed gas - a cluster of papers, some money and a sketch map of the surrounding countryside. Someone was thinking ahead. The bounty hunter - probably more than one - had been assigned to maintain watch on a specific part of the country, with orders to intercept any strangers and take them to Dragon’s Den. She wondered, idly, what King Dater thought of rogue bounty hunters in his territory. It was just another sign law and order had collapsed.


  The snake felt satisfied as she picked him up and let him curl around her neck while she examined the crystal. It was tuned to her... she guessed the range was very short or Void would have tracked her down with ease. The bounty hunter couldn’t have been sure it was her, not until he’d been very close. She cursed under her breath, wondering what he’d had in mind if it turned out he’d caught the wrong woman. Somehow, she doubted he would have apologized. It was far more likely he would have cut her throat and walked away, leaving her body for her friends and family to find. Bounty hunters were known for ruthlessness. Void was gambling by using them.


  And if someone realizes this bounty hunter has gone missing, she thought, they may guess where we are.


  Her heart twisted. It might not matter. If there were hundreds of bounty hunters searching for them, there was a good chance they’d be spotted again and again and the next time, she might not be so lucky. She might encounter someone smart enough to knock her out or... she shook her head. There was nothing she could do about it, unless she wanted to go back to Void herself and surrender. She was damned if she was giving up. Void had to be stopped.


  But, she admitted to herself as she looked at the body, it wasn’t going to be easy.


  Chapter Two


  “WHAT HAPPENED?”


  Emily looked up from the half-dug grave as the other three returned. She’d seriously considered leaving the bounty hunter’s body for the animals, but there was too great a risk of it being found before they were well clear of the region. The body alone might not prove anything, if the hunter’s comrades found it, yet she dared not rely on it. Void knew about Aurelius. It was too much to hope for him to conclude that the bounty hunter had been unlucky enough to run into a wild Death Viper. He’d guess the truth and flood the area with more hunters and troops.


  Sergeant Miles scowled at the body. “What happened?”


  “He was a bounty hunter,” Emily said. “Be careful with the body. Aurelius killed him.”


  The sergeant nodded and settled down to read the papers. Emily eyed him, worriedly. The sergeant was a powerful and capable magician, but his mind had been damaged during the final battles of the Necromantic War and his shields had gone unstable. Lady Barb had been taking care of him... Emily looked away, her heart twisting in pain. She didn’t want to think about what she might have to do, if the sergeant fell all the way into madness or his magic became terrifyingly unstable. An insane magician could - no, would - become a deadly threat. She might have to kill him to save the lives of countless strangers. She didn’t want to do it. And yet, what else could she do?


  Jan grimaced as he looked at the body. “How did he find you?”


  “Sheer luck and a charm,” Emily said. She waved a hand at the crystal. “See what you make of it.”


  “I’ll try.” Jan took the crystal and peered at it. “It looks like a family charm, but I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”


  “The range is thankfully low,” Sergeant Miles commented. “How close did he get to you?”


  “Too close.” Emily knew she’d been distracted, but the bounty hunter shouldn’t have been able to get that close without her noticing. They’d scattered a handful of passive wards around the campsite in hopes of making sure no one could sneak up on them. “He nearly had me.”


  Sergeant Miles shot her a reproving look. “The papers are very clear,” he said. “There’s a price on your head, a pretty big one, but you have to be brought in alive and unhurt - completely unhurt. Whoever put out the contract was really insistent. It’s repeated several times.”


  Emily nodded as she finished digging the grave, scrambled out and shoved the body into the pit. The hunter’s dead eyes seemed to stare owlishly at her as she tipped soil over his grave, burying him deep enough to hide his corpse from men and animals alike. Someone or something might dig him up, sooner or later, but it probably wouldn’t matter. They’d be long gone before the next group of hunters arrived. Probably. Emily straightened up and stared at the surrounding trees. There was enough wild magic in the region to make it hard for them to be located, but the hunters knew that as well. They’d come looking for the wanted fugitives.


  This one probably didn’t want to share the reward, Emily thought. The papers had made it clear the reward was staggeringly high, easily high enough to keep the bounty hunter from injuring or molesting her. If he’d brought a friend, it would have been a great deal harder to escape.


  She wiped her hands on her trousers and looked at the sergeant. “Any news from town?”


  “Nothing we didn’t already know,” Sergeant Miles grunted. He tossed her a knapsack of food and supplies. “Rumors of everything, from war and death to plague and magical uprisings. No two people agreed on what happened over the last couple of weeks, let alone what’s happening now. One of them even insisted King Jorlem was never actually overthrown, that it was all a plot to extract more tribute from the peasants. There’s no way to know the truth.”


  “King Jorlem is dead,” Emily said, shortly. “I saw the body.”


  She grimaced as they finished packing up the campsite, then started to walk. They’d gotten rid of the cart, after nearly running into a checkpoint belonging to someone - there had been no time to discover if the troops were loyal to the royalists, the rebels or merely locals defending their homes - but Sergeant Miles had refused to sell his horse, even though a full-sized warhorse would draw attention. Buzz was larger and stronger than a field horse and there was no way to conceal his size, no matter how many tricks they used to try to hide his true nature. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. Sergeant Miles had lost too much in the last few days. She didn’t want to force him to give up his old companion, too.


  Jan stepped up beside her. He looked cranky, as if he’d been looking forward to lying down by the fire. Emily didn’t blame him. He’d been a charms apprentice, working towards his mastery, when they’d met. He wasn’t unfit, but he wasn’t used to walking everywhere either. She felt a rush of affection and smiled at him. Jan had given up everything - his master’s regard, his apprenticeship itself, perhaps even his reputation - for her. Master Lucknow wouldn’t want him back, not now. He’d see Jan as a betrayer.


  “No one knows anything,” Jan said. “Why don’t they...?”


  Emily shrugged. “I imagine Void doesn’t want them to know anything,” she said. She had no idea what was happening back at Whitehall, or across the Allied Lands. Void could have the entire world in an iron grip or be fighting desperately to secure his position. “And the average peasant doesn’t know or care what’s happening fifty miles away, let alone on the other side of the world.”


  She rubbed her forehead as they continued to walk. She’d grown too used to teleporting everywhere. She had known just how many miles lay between Whitehall and Zangaria, but she hadn’t really believed it. Now... her legs started to ache, reminding her just how far they’d already walked. It would take weeks to reach their destination, even if no one barred their way. The maps were no longer reliable. She smiled, rather sourly, at the thought. She’d always been cautioned never to trust the maps.


  The skies darkened as they kept moving, picking their way through overgrown paths that looked to have been abandoned hundreds of years ago. It wouldn’t be safe to keep walking after dark, not after... she grimaced as they walked into a clearing, flashes of wild magic darting at the corner of her eyes. The greenwood wasn’t remotely safe. The only upside, she noted grimly, was that the bounty hunters might be reluctant to follow. She was all too aware they were leaving a trail. It would be easy for an experienced man to track them.


  Sergeant Miles called a halt as they reached another clearing. “We’ll camp here for the night.”


  Emily nodded and joined him in drawing a protective circle, while Aiden and Jan prepared a campfire. They couldn’t take the risk of erecting tents, not when there was an entire army of hunters after them. They might need to run in a hurry. She shook her head, silently grateful she’d been made to take Martial Magic in her younger days. She didn’t like roughing it - she’d certainly never shared Jade or Cat’s enthusiasm for going camping and living off the land - but she could handle it. Jan and Aiden were having problems. Neither of them had ever been forced to live off the land.


  “We should be safe, for the moment,” Sergeant Miles said. “But keep your eyes open.”


  “Got it.” Emily checked the circle, just to be sure, then walked to the fire. Aiden was already boiling water for bark tea and handing out bread and cheese. “Thank you.”


  Aiden looked pale and wan. Emily frowned inwardly, wondering - not for the first time - if she’d made a mistake bringing Aiden with them. It would have been easy enough to set her up in Dragon’s Den, with strict instructions to keep her head down until matters sorted themselves out. And yet, what choice had she? Void knew - through Nanette - that Aiden and Emily had become friends. Emily was certain Nanette had seen through Aiden’s guise. Nanette was a mistress of disguise herself. She wouldn’t be easy to fool.


  “So.” Jan took a sip of his tea, grimacing at the taste. “What’s the plan?”


  Emily stared into her mug for a long moment. She didn’t have a plan. Never, in her worst nightmares, had she considered having to fight and escape Void. He was powerful and capable and he’d forgotten more magic than she’d ever known and... she gritted her teeth, remembering all the times he’d made her talk about life on Earth. He knew more about her old world than anyone else, save for her. He knew what had worked and what hadn’t and... a cold lump of fear congealed in her heart. She knew how strong he was. Did they stand a chance against him?


  “If we are to be hung,” Sergeant Miles said, “we may as well kick and scratch on our way to the gallows.”


  Emily frowned. The sergeant knew her well enough to read her face, to divine what she was thinking. She wondered, morbidly, what the sergeant would do if he thought there was no plan. He wouldn’t slip into the undergrowth or make his way across the Craggy Mountains, not after Lady Barb’s death. He’d avenge her or die trying. And...


  She forced herself to think. She’d allowed herself to think they’d be safe, as long as they stayed off the roads and she stayed out of sight. And a bounty hunter had caught up with her anyway. She’d been lucky. If he’d had the sense to knock her out, or use a potion to render her obedient, he could have handed her over and claimed his reward before her friends knew she’d been captured. Or if he’d used a sleeping gas... she grimaced. If someone could turn durian potion into a gas, why not a sleeping potion?


  “We don’t have many options,” she said. She’d never asked for a leadership role, but... she had to take charge. Sergeant Miles was grieving and the other two had very little experience of life outside the cities and magical communities. “And there aren’t many people who’ll help us.”


  She let out a breath. Kuching Kingdom - Cat’s Kingdom - was on the other side of the Craggy Mountains. There was no way they could get there without a long detour or trying to sneak through the Whitehall Pass... she shook her head. It couldn’t be done. And Heart’s Eye was even further away. And... she cursed under her breath. Void might have managed to break into the university and take control. If he had a sample of her blood, he might be able to take over before Caleb and Mistress Irene realized what had happened. Zangaria was the only place they might be able to reach in time, but Void would know it. She was entirely sure he was blocking all the roads and mountain passes.


  “We have to get to Zangaria,” she said. There was no way to know what was happening in Alassa’s kingdom, but it wouldn’t be easy for Void to subvert her government. Alassa had restructured everything in the wake of the civil war. It was quite possible that any unwitting traitors had been rendered harmless, quite by accident. “And we have to do it quickly.”


  Jan frowned. “Can you not hack the teleport barriers?”


  Emily glanced up, then shook her head. “Too risky,” she said. “The slightest mistake and our atoms would be scattered right across the continent.”


  A thought struck her. “We need a nexus point.”


  Sergeant Miles barked a laugh. “Only you, Emily. Only you.”


  Emily felt her cheeks heat. “Void has to be using Whitehall’s nexus point to keep us from teleporting,” she said. “There’s no way he could project such a spell without a near-infinite source of power. If we can take control of another nexus point, we might be able to counter the spell or simply overpower it. If we can...”


  “We could teleport the rest of the way,” Jan said. “Right?”


  “Right,” Emily agreed. “At the very least, we could force him to come to us on our terms.”


  Aiden cleared her throat. “There’s a nexus point in Red Rose.”


  Emily nodded. “If we can get inside, take control...”


  “He’ll have secured the nexus point by now,” Sergeant Miles said. “He won’t leave Red Rose untouched.”


  “Yes.” Emily grimaced. Void wouldn’t need to deduce their plan to take steps to secure Red Rose. He knew he needed to take control of the nexus points if he wanted to win. He might foil her half-baked plan without ever quite knowing what he’d done. “We need a nexus point. Are there any other possibilities?”


  “The White City,” Jan said. “The nexus point under the Imperial Palace reignited, too.”


  “And the city has been abandoned,” Aiden said. “We could just walk in and take it.”


  “Hold your horses,” Sergeant Miles growled. “The city was abandoned because wild magic started to spill out of the castle and into the surrounding mansions. There’s no way we can walk into that and come out unchanged. Going to Void and surrendering might be the safer option.”


  Emily frowned, recalling the map. “We’d have to pass through Red Rose anyway, won’t we?”


  “Yes.” Sergeant Miles stroked his unshaven chin. “We’d need to take a massive detour if we wanted to avoid the kingdom.”


  “So we take a look at the nexus point along the way,” Emily said. “If we can see a way into the castle, we take it. If not, we keep going until we reach the White City.”


  “We might get out from under the barrier spell,” Jan added. “He can’t have projected it across the entire world, can he?”


  Emily shrugged. Disrupting teleport spells was almost terrifyingly easy. Void would certainly see the advantages, particularly if he could still move his own forces around like pieces on a chessboard. The magical communities would find it hard, perhaps almost impossible, to rally resistance if they couldn’t teleport, allowing them to be picked off one by one. She thought about Markus and Melissa, working together to reunite House Ashworth and House Ashfall into one. They’d be caught by surprise if - when - Void came for their nexus point.


  “We’ll have to hope for the best, but prepare for the worst,” she said. “And we’re going to have to pick up speed.”


  “I’ve been giving that some thought,” Sergeant Miles said. “There’s enough refugees on the roads for us to blend in, as long as we’re careful.”


  Jan raised his eyebrows. “You think we can pass for refugees?”


  “As long as you keep your mouth shut,” Sergeant Miles said. “Your accent is a dead giveaway.”


  He looked from face to face. “We’ll pose as refugees from Yelena. We were freeholders until our farm was destroyed. I’ll be the father of the family, on the run with my two boys and a serving girl. No need to go into great detail, not when we want to blend in with the crowd.”


  “And you want me to be the serving girl,” Emily guessed. “Right?”


  “You probably couldn’t pass as a man,” Sergeant Miles said. “And they wouldn’t expect you to be able to play the part.”


  Emily nodded. No one would expect an aristocrat - and a sorceress - to pretend to be a serving girl. The thought of Alassa trying to do something as simple as scrubbing pots and pans, let alone cooking or washing clothes... she smiled in wry amusement. No one ever paid attention to the servants. She could put on a tattered dress and darken her face with dirt... it wouldn’t be fun, but it would be better than being caught.


  “She could pretend to be my wife,” Jan objected. There was a hint of urgency in his voice. “Or...”


  “We don’t want them looking too closely at her,” Sergeant Miles said, firmly. “Or at any of us, to be honest.”


  “And we can’t use charms to make them look away,” Emily said. She didn’t have time to think about maintaining the ruse, not when a servant girl would draw less attention. “If they pay too much attention to me, we’re in trouble.”


  She nodded. “We’ll have to hash out the story, just to make sure we all know the details, but it should work.”


  “I suppose,” Jan said. “And if we get caught?”


  “We fight our way out,” Sergeant Miles said. He finished his mug and put it to one side, then dampened the fire. “Get some sleep, all of you. I’ll take first watch.”


  “I’ll take the second,” Aiden said. “Jan? Do you want the third?”


  “Wake me when it’s my turn,” Jan said. He didn’t sound enthusiastic. “I’ll be ready.”


  Emily didn’t blame him for his lack of enthusiasm. She’d stood watch often enough herself, during her schooling, to know the worst danger was nodding off. Being caught asleep on watch was a serious offense. She’d had to watch, twice, as a poor unfortunate was beaten halfway to death for falling asleep. The sergeants had pointed out, savagely, that if he’d fallen asleep in the middle of a battlefield, he could have condemned the entire company to death. And Jan had never endured that sort of training.


  She stood and brushed down her trousers, then got into her bedroll. She saw Jan looking at her and felt a flicker of... something, a flicker of desire mixed with the grim awareness they were hardly alone. It would be nice to spend the night in an inn, perhaps, but... she shook her head. It would draw unwanted attention, particularly if she was posing as a servant girl. She’d be expected to bed down beside the dogs. And if they were attacked... she felt the weight of the crystal in her pocket and scowled. Void was powerful. It was quite possible he was looking for a way to scan the entire country for her.


  And if he succeeds, he’ll land on us like a ton of bricks, she thought. We won’t have a hope of getting away.


  She closed her eyes, but sleep was a long time in coming.


  Chapter Three


  “EMILY?”


  Emily opened her eyes. It was early morning, the sun barely visible beyond the treeline. Jan was kneeling beside her, close enough to whisper. She sat up, her body creaking in protest. The ground was too hard, despite the bedroll. She pushed her hair back from her eyes and looked around. Sergeant Miles was snoring loudly, too loudly. Aiden was so quiet Emily wondered, for a moment, if she was alive. It couldn’t be easy for her to share a campsite with three near-strangers. She’d left everything she knew back in Freedom City.


  They would have killed her, Emily thought. The rebel council, or what remained of it, had declared Aiden an Enemy of the People. She would have died if I hadn’t yanked her out of the city.


  She stood gingerly and stumbled over to the fire pit, feeling as if she were moving on automatic pilot. It wasn’t easy to light the fire, then start boiling water for bark tea. Jan watched, his face grim. Emily was too tired and sore to care. She put the leaves in the water, stirred them until the water turned dark and then poured the liquid into the mugs. It tasted foul, but it jerked her awake.


  Jan took his mug and sipped from it gratefully. “How are you coping?”


  Emily wished, suddenly, that they’d had more time to talk. “It could be worse,” she said, curtly. Void had held her spellbound. He would have kept her spellbound if Lady Barb hadn’t saved her life. She wasn’t sure what he would have done if she hadn’t been freed, but she doubted it would have been anything good. Given time, he could have broken her mental defenses and reshaped her into... into whatever he wanted. She didn’t want to think about it. “How about you?”


  “My master thinks I betrayed him,” Jan said. “Technically, I did. Twice, first by ruining his attempt to capture you and then by not staying with him in Whitehall. My family will probably disown me, if they haven’t already; my name will be wiped from the apprenticeship rolls, ensuring I can never secure another master. But apart from that” - he grinned suddenly - “it could be worse.”


  “It could,” Emily agreed. She liked his smile. Jan had other options, more than he realized. If, of course, they survived the next few weeks. “What happened? I mean... after my trial?”


  Jan stared into his mug. “Master Lucknow wasn’t pleased. I think... I think if he hadn’t needed an assistant, he would have dismissed me there and then. He told me that if I even thought about crossing him again it would be the end. And then we went to Whitehall and” - he shook his head - “my memory is a little blurry.”


  Emily nodded. “You were enchanted. And I got you out of it.”


  “I still can’t believe it,” Jan said. “He did it so easily.”


  “He had a nexus point under his control,” Emily reminded him. “That’s enough power to crush a full-fledged necromancer.”


  She shivered. She’d always been very aware of just how intrusive wards could become, in the wrong hands. It would be easy for a wardmaster to spy on his guests, to watch them undressing or bathing or having sex or anything... she knew, all too well, how easy it would be to manipulate the wards to influence or control anyone within their grasp. Void had taken over the wards, then used them to enchant the entire school. And it had worked. It was easy to believe the staff and students were still frozen or, perhaps, going through their daily routines unaware that their school had been taken over. It would be difficult to hold such a zone of compulsion in place permanently, but Void could do it. Gordian was unlikely to stand up to him, if the Grandmaster was still alive. Void had never liked him.


  Jan let out a breath. “Can I ask you a question?”


  Emily glanced at him. “If you’re going to ask me to marry you...?”


  “No.” Jan made a sound that was somewhere between a snicker and a nervous giggle. “It’s something different. It’s...”


  He shook his head. “Do you think he might be right?”


  Emily hesitated. “What do you mean?”


  “You told us what he said.” Jan looked away, as if he was already regretting asking the question. “He has a point. The kings and princes and patriarchs and everyone else are a bunch of worthless bastards, fighting over scraps instead of seeing to their subjects. They could have banded together to fight the necromancers, instead of doing as little as possible and leaving the whole war to people like you and him. If there was a single authority, someone with the power to make them behave... would it be a bad thing?”


  He waved a hand towards the trees. “How many more villages have to be destroyed?”


  Emily said nothing for a long moment. She knew what he’d meant. They’d seen enough destroyed villages and towns over the last few days to know just how terrible a full-scale civil war could be. It didn’t matter, she supposed, who’d attacked the villages. The villagers themselves certainly didn’t care who’d slaughtered their menfolk, raped the women and children and then set fire to the cottages and hovels. All that mattered was that their community had been utterly destroyed, that there was no hope of help or justice. The idea of someone - anyone - having the power and the will to do something about such atrocities was tempting. Emily understood, all too well. People who felt abandoned by their governments would eventually turn on those governments and replace them with something new.


  “It isn’t that simple,” she said, finally.


  “Why not?” Jan stood and started to pace. “What if he’s right?”


  Emily nodded. She’d seen war and horror... she’d seen things that still haunted her nightmares. She’d walked through the Blighted Lands and seen the devastation the necromancers had left in their wake; she’d watched the slaughter as the Zangarian Civil War - and the revolution in Alluvia - created opportunities for people to settle old scores; she’d seen atrocities committed in the name of the ruling monarch or a pretender to the throne or...


  She scowled. Jan hadn’t seen the horror, not until now. He’d never had to see peasants working themselves into an early grave as they struggled to scrape a living from barren soil, he’d never had to sell some of his own children into slavery just to keep the rest of his family alive, he’d never been seriously threatened with being raped or enslaved or murdered simply because he’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. And now... now he’d seen the horror. And he couldn’t look away.


  “He wants to make himself the ruler of everything,” she said, finally. She struggled to decide how to put it into words. “His idea, on the surface, looks practical. Right? A single authority, a single set of rules, a force capable of upholding the rules and enforcing them when they need to be enforced. It seems a good idea. Right?”


  Jan nodded, warily.


  “There are two major problems,” Emily said. She wished she could bring in examples from Earth. “First, anyone who actually tries to impose a single set of standards is going to find it an uphill climb. It was hard enough to devise universal standards for weights and measures and that was relatively simple. He’ll need more and more layers of bureaucracy to operate his government, which will make it harder and harder to actually get anything done. He’ll lose sight of what is important, of what can be left to the lower ranks to handle...”


  She shook her head. “And it will lead to disaster.”


  “How do you know it will lead to disaster?” Jan met her eyes. “The Empire managed...”


  “The Empire didn’t micromanage,” Emily said. “And it still had problems because the people at the top lost sight of what was actually important.”


  She sighed. “And that’s not even the biggest problem.”


  Jan rubbed his forehead. “What’s even bigger than that?”


  “What happens when he dies?” Emily shook her head. “Even if he does build a smoothly-functioning state, which is unlikely, what’ll happen when he dies? He has no heir, not one who wants the job. There will be no obvious choice for successor. If he did have one... that heir wouldn’t understand power and its limits as well as Void himself. The state might come apart at the seams very quickly, leaving devastation in its wake. And that would be disastrous because, in order to exist, the state would have had to weaken or destroy local authority. There would be no one who could step into the gap and take control before it was too late.”


  “You could,” Jan pointed out. “You haven’t lost sight of what’s important.”


  “It would be easy to become corrupt,” Emily said. “And even if I had the best of intentions, I would still make mistakes. And, because I would be an all-powerful Goddess-Queen, it would be hard for anyone to tell me I’d made mistakes until it was too late. And it wouldn’t be me who’d suffer.”


  She grinned, humorlessly. “I knew a nobleman in Zangaria. His peasants weren’t paying their taxes. His lands were so disorganized that it was hard to calculate how much each community owed, let alone collect it. The maps were vague to the point of uselessness. It was a nightmare. His lands were a patchwork of greater and lesser fields and plot, some barely large enough to bury a man. He couldn’t keep track of who farmed what or... what would you do? What would you do if you inherited those lands?”


  “I’d try to sort out the mess,” Jan said. “Why didn’t he?”


  “He tried.” Emily winced, inwardly. It had been a lesson in how short-sighted the nobility could be. “You see, the peasants knew everything about the land they tilled. It wasn’t really capable of supporting large fields. So the patchwork croplands were actually optimized to grow as much as possible, under the circumstances. They knew what they were doing, because they had the local understanding to know what worked and what didn’t. And when their lord tried to rationalize his lands, production plummeted like a stone. Taxes fell, too. And it honestly never crossed his mind that it was his own stupid fault!”


  “Because he didn’t know what he was doing,” Jan said, slowly.


  “One woman can make a baby in nine months,” Emily agreed. “And it sounds reasonable to argue that nine women can make a baby in one month. It sounds reasonable... but it simply doesn’t work. And if you went to the women and told them to make a baby in one month, they would think you were an ignorant idiot. They simply wouldn’t take you seriously and they’d ignore you as much as possible.


  “That’s what’ll go wrong with Void’s plan. He’ll lose track of why things are the way they are and then he’ll try to change them, without any regard to local conditions. He may have good intentions - I believe he has good intentions - but he’ll create a nightmare. And that is why he has to be stopped.”


  “Quite,” Sergeant Miles said. “Or are you starting to doubt?”


  Emily tried not to jump. She’d tuned out the sergeant’s snoring. She kicked herself, mentally, for not realizing they’d wake him. The sergeant had always slept lightly, particularly when they’d been out in the open. And they’d been talking too loudly... she mentally apologized. He needed his sleep.


  Jan glowered at Sergeant Miles. “I don’t doubt he has to be stopped,” he said, stiffly. “He enchanted an entire castle of ambassadors and representatives and...”


  “He will tell himself that the ends justify the means,” Emily said. The betrayal still hurt. She feared it always would. “And he’ll discover, too late, that the means make the ends.”


  Sergeant Miles nodded, picked up a bucket and shoved it into Jan’s hands. “There’s a stream down there,” he said, jabbing a finger into the trees. “Go get some water for us.”


  Jan looked irked, but took the bucket and strode away. Emily watched him go, then looked at Sergeant Miles. The sergeant looked as if he hadn’t slept at all … she wondered, suddenly, if he’d been awake for the entire conversation. He’d been in charge of small groups of students, taking them into the woods for survival training. It was quite likely he’d mastered the art of keeping a covert eye on his students, all too aware that a minor prank could mushroom into complete disaster if left untended for too long.


  “That boy doesn’t know if he’s coming or going,” Sergeant Miles said, curtly. “He needs a quick lesson or two in toughening up.”


  Emily poured him a mug of tea. “How much did you hear?”


  “Enough,” Sergeant Miles said. His voice was rough, a far cry from the friendly man who’d taken her as an apprentice - briefly - when they’d gone to war. His magic prickled against her shields. “Are you going soft on your daddy?”


  “I know he means well,” Emily said. Void had been the closest thing she’d ever had to a real father. She wouldn’t have taken the betrayal so personally if she hadn’t loved him. “But I also know he has to be stopped.”


  “Do you?” Sergeant Miles met her eyes. “Are you sure?”


  “You heard me,” Emily said. She wasn’t going to repeat herself, not again. “His plan will fail and leave the world in a worse mess than ever before.”


  “So you said,” Sergeant Miles commented. He sipped his hot tea without waiting for it to cool. “What do you intend to do?”


  “I haven’t thought that far ahead,” Emily admitted. She had a handful of ideas, but most of them depended on getting control of a nexus point. If they failed to make it to Red Rose - or the White City - she’d have to think of something else. Void would have all the time he needed to secure the rest of the nexus points and then track her down. “It won’t be easy.”


  “No.” Sergeant Miles scowled at her. “I’m going to kill him.”


  Emily hesitated, unsure what to say. Sergeant Miles had been Lady Barb’s lover. He had every right to seek revenge. And yet... part of her wanted to save Void, to convince him he was doing the wrong thing... she looked into the sergeant’s brown eyes and saw no mercy there. He’d kill Void, if he had a chance. And she couldn’t blame him.


  “I understand,” she said, quietly.


  “I mean it,” Sergeant Miles said. He reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t get in my way.”


  “He’ll kill you if you go directly at him,” Emily said, resisting the urge to shrug him off. “He has a nexus point.”


  “And I have resources of my own,” Sergeant Miles said. He let go of her, then turned to start filling the pot for breakfast. “If it takes my life to bring him down, it’s a small price to pay.”


  Emily said nothing as Jan returned, carrying the water. Sergeant Miles took it and filled the pot, then started to stir as the water heated up. The stew wouldn’t be very flavorful, but it would be filling. Aiden woke and stumbled into the treeline, looking for a place to relieve herself. Emily looked away, granting her friend what privacy she could. She’d never liked sharing a campsite with anyone, simply because of the lack of privacy.


  “We’ll get moving shortly,” Sergeant Miles said. He ladled the stew into bowls and passed them out. “There were refugees moving through the village. We should be able to link up with a group and keep moving north.”


  “As long as we don’t run into trouble,” Jan said. He grimaced. He wouldn’t have encountered any refugees, either, before he’d fled Whitehall with them. “Do they have anywhere to go?”


  Emily shook her head, wordlessly. She doubted the royalists - or the rebels - would be doing anything to aid the refugees. They might start conscripting the men into their armies, but little else. What could they do? Food was in short supply. She had no doubt that towns and villages were already building barricades, struggling desperately to keep refugees out before it was too late. They’d eat the villages bare and then carry on, leaving their unwilling hosts starving. It was a great deal harder to be compassionate when one’s own survival was at stake.


  “We’ll blend in,” she said. It wasn’t a great plan, but they had to keep heading north. It might be easier once they crossed the border. “We’ll just have to hope we can cross the border without being stopped.”


  “It won’t be hard,” Sergeant Miles assured her. He sounded confident. “The border is simply too long to guard effectively. Getting into one of the cities will be the real problem.”


  “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Emily said. She drained her bowl, then passed it to the sergeant and stood. “Right now, we have to keep moving. The bounty hunters will be on the prowl.”


  “Keep your head down,” Aiden advised. “It’s just a shame you can’t pass as a man.”


  Emily nodded, curtly. “We’ll just have to cope,” she said. A thought struck her. “Or everyone could pass as a woman.”


  “Bite your tongue,” Sergeant Miles advised. “Four women, completely alone? We’d draw far too much of the wrong sort of attention.”


  “I know.” Emily smiled, remembering when Jade and Cat had dressed up as women. They hadn’t enjoyed it. Cat had made a surprisingly convincing elderly - and grouchy - peasant woman. And no one would have expected him to wear women’s clothes. “As long as the bounty hunters don’t pay close attention to us, we should be fine.”


  Chapter Four


  EMILY KEPT HERSELF AT THE REAR of the group as they made their way through the concealed paths, slipping down to the road. It was in surprisingly good shape, suggesting that the local nobility or the king himself had taken an interest in keeping it maintained well before the kingdom collapsed into chaos. Technically, only the king, the aristocracy and their servants were meant to use the road, but this one was crowded with refugees heading north. She looked up and down the road as they joined the throng, looking for soldiers or other signs of government involvement. There were none. The refugees were on their own.


  She felt her heart sink as she saw their faces. Some looked to be farmers, driven from the lands; some looked to be merchants, perhaps even minor nobility, forced to flee by one side or the other. They looked around with haunted eyes, clutching makeshift weapons as if they feared attack at any moment. It didn’t look as though they knew what to do with them. She kept her eyes lowered as Sergeant Miles spoke briefly to the leader of one convoy, asking if his small family could join them. The leader didn’t seem to have any objection.


  Emily forced herself to walk, keeping pace with the handful of oxen and horses the refugees had managed to bring from their homes. Many of the adults were walking, their faces grim and bitter; the younger children and pregnant women were in the carts, eyeing everyone fearfully. Alluvia had been a country where everyone had known their place, once upon a time. Now... there were no longer any certainties. She saw a middle-aged woman sneering, an expression that would have annoyed her if she hadn’t been able to see the desperation underneath. The woman’s clothes were fine, but dirty and torn. Emily guessed she’d been a merchant’s wife before she’d been forced to flee for her life. She didn’t like being on the roads, and it showed.


  Jan walked beside her as the hours ticked by, the convoy proceeding at a slow pace that seemed unlikely to get them anywhere. Emily wanted to hold his hand or do something, anything, to break up the monotony. It would have been better for them to stay in the forest, she thought, even though they’d been coming to the edge of the unclaimed lands. They had to cross noble estates and farmland before they’d get anywhere near the border... she made a mental note to insist they broke away from the refugees before they crossed the border itself. The stench alone would bring the border guards down on top of them...


  She grimaced, inwardly, as they crossed a stone bridge into the country estate. The fields had been carefully tended, once upon a time. Now, they looked as if they’d been stripped of all grain and then trodden into the dirt by a massive army. She’d been told the northern nobility had escaped the worst of the peasant uprisings, but it was clear she’d been misinformed. A cluster of cottages and a giant mansion had been burned to the ground, weeks or months ago. The estate looked deserted. There was no sign of anyone, not even looters searching for food or buried treasures. She glanced towards the distant hills. If she was any judge, the peasants and serfs had turned to banditry in hopes of avenging themselves on their former masters. She didn’t blame them.


  Jan leaned close to whisper in her ear. “Aiden is really quite something, isn’t she?”


  Emily had to smile. Aiden was talking to the male refugees, collecting their stories. Her broadsheet no longer existed - it was unlikely her former editor would accept her stories, after she’d fled - but she was still a reporter. Emily hoped Aiden would learn something useful, although she doubted it. The refugees knew very little and cared less. All they wanted to do was find somewhere safe and secure to rest their heads, then set up new homes and farms. Emily doubted they’d have any luck. The best they could hope for, she feared, was becoming sharecroppers. Serfdom or enslavement was much more likely.


  The convoy kept moving, circling around a mid-sized town when the locals refused to pull open the barricades and let them enter. Emily understood why. She kept walking, trying to ignore the handful of people who slipped away, either to try and sneak into the town or to fall by the roadside. She shuddered to think of people dying miles from their homes, too hungry or thirsty to keep going. The war had touched everyone. The sense of apprehension grew stronger as the skies darkened and the leader called a halt, ordering the carts and wagons into a trampled and abandoned field. The refugees were so desperate they started digging up the soil in hopes of finding a grain or two.


  “You go help fetch water,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “We’ll help set up here.”


  Emily nodded, took the pail and joined the other women as they hurried to the river to gather water and wash themselves. She grimaced at the sight of women drinking water straight from the river, even though they knew it was unsafe. She dreaded to think how many dead bodies - human and animal alike - might be bobbling upriver, making the water thoroughly dangerous to human life. She muttered a handful of spells to clean the water in the pail, then quietly did the same for the rest of the women. They’d be lucky to survive if the entire convoy caught dysentery. There’d be no one who might be able and willing to take care of them.


  She forced herself to do as she was told, helping the older women prepare food and listening to their conversation. They were a strange mix of people, none of whom would have shared a fireside before they’d been rendered equals by their flight. She counted several merchants, a number of farmwives and a couple of women she suspected had been whores, although it was hard to be sure. They were definitely equals now, she reflected, as she fetched and carried for the cooks. There didn’t seem to be anywhere near enough food for everyone. A handful of men were trying to fish, but it didn’t seem as though they were having much luck.


  “You’re a strange one.” Emily glanced up to see a younger girl staring at her. “What are you?”


  “I’m a simple servant,” Emily said. The girl didn’t seem much younger than herself, but - again - it was hard to be sure. A farmwoman her age would be married by now, with at least two or three children. “What are you?”


  The girl eyed her for a long moment, as if she didn’t believe her. Emily waited, bracing herself even though she wasn’t sure what she’d do if the girl saw through the lie. They were surrounded by witnesses... she cursed mentally, wondering what - if anything - she’d done wrong. Did the girl think she was a runaway aristocrat? Or a rebel? Or... or what?


  “My father was a merchant,” the girl said. “And then they took him away and I had to run.”


  Emily winced. “Rebels? Or royalists?”


  “I don’t know,” the girl said. “Does it matter?”


  Emily shrugged as the girl turned and walked away. She’d clearly spotted something off about Emily, even if she didn't know what. Magic? Emily couldn’t sense magic on her, but that was meaningless. Nanette had been right next to her and Emily hadn’t suspected anything until it was far too late. Or... maybe she was just a younger version of Aiden, intelligent and insightful without a way to use it. Emily sighed inwardly as she filled the bowls and carried them back to the others. The poor girl might have made something of herself, if she’d had a chance. Instead, it was very likely she’d wind up just another rotting corpse in the rotting field. Alluvia had been on the edge of outright famine even before the revolution and civil war.


  “Some of their farms were pillaged by rebels,” Sergeant Miles said. He’d been speaking to the older men too. He took his bowl with a sigh of relief. “Others were looted by aristocratic forces. And they have nowhere to go.”


  Emily nodded. “Did you help them set up camp?”


  “A little,” Sergeant Miles said. “The farmers knew what to do. Convincing the merchants the farmers knew what to do took longer.”


  “Yeah.” Emily smiled, sourly. “How long until we reach the border?”


  “Too long,” Sergeant Miles said. “There’s a lot of ground to cover.”


  Emily made a face as she sipped her soup. It tasted like flavored water. There’d been chunks of lamb or pork or something in the cauldron, when the older women had been cooking, but the flavor hadn’t come out. She grimaced in distaste. Perhaps it was rat. She’d known peasants who caught and ate the rats that plagued their fields. She told herself not to judge. She’d eaten some strange things herself when she’d been poor and hungry. God knew her mother hadn’t been interested in taking care of her.


  She kept a wary eye on the rest of the refugees as they bedded down for the night. They didn’t seem willing to risk travelling in the dark, even several miles from the greenwood. Sergeant Miles tended to his horse, sneakily drawing a protective circle around the group as darkness fell completely. Emily forced herself to sleep, despite her concerns. They needed to remain unnoticed, but still...


  Morning broke like a thunderclap. Emily staggered to her feet, then joined the rest of the women in preparing breakfast. The girl she’d spoken to winked at her - Emily eyed her worriedly - and then turned away. The breakfast was nothing more than the same stew they’d had last night, without even a hint of bark tea or kava. Emily wondered, as she collected food for the others, if they could salvage something from the ruined mansions or the forest. It wasn’t that hard to live off the land, if one knew what one was doing. Sergeant Harkin had taught her, when she’d been younger. She knew what to do. But most of the refugees didn’t.


  They don’t know about proper sanitation either, she thought, as the wind changed. Someone had had the sense to dig latrines, but they hadn’t thought to cover them. It was just a matter of time before they caught something nasty. This convoy is a disaster waiting to happen.


  She rejoined the rest of the group as the convoy started to move out. It was hard to be sure - she hadn’t paid too much attention to names and faces - but it looked noticeably smaller as it made its way down the road. She suspected some people had either slipped away, perhaps in hopes of finding a place to hide, or been left behind to die. She’d heard some kids coughing and hacking in the night, something that could be easily cured by a combination of traditional remedies and sleep. Now, the kids were likely to die before they reached their next birthdays. Her fingers itched at the thought. She had enough magic to cure some of them, but she couldn’t cure them all. And doing so would attract attention...


  Jan nudged her. “How can people live like this?”


  Emily remembered the coughing children and shivered. “They don’t.”


  The days wore on as the convoy continued its plodding course towards the border. Emily watched and listened, keeping her mouth shut as she heard the older women assure the younger girls that everything would be fine when they crossed the border. Or something. If there was a plan, no one had shared it with the women. That was odd - farmers and merchants normally knew to listen to their wives - and it made her fear there was no plan. The refugees would keep going, picking up newcomers in one place and shedding them in others, until they reached the end of the line. What would they do, she asked herself, when they crossed the border and discovered there was no refuge for them? Even if Red Rose wanted to help - and she doubted it - there were limits to how much the kingdom could do.


  Aiden spoke to everyone, the first few days, but eventually withdrew into herself as she walked next to Emily. Emily wondered what Aiden was thinking, yet she didn’t dare ask. Not openly. Did she regret becoming a revolutionary? Did she blame herself for the human misery surrounding her? Or did she believe, deep inside, that it had all been justified? The farmers and merchants around them had all been taxed to the breaking point by the king and his aristocracy. The rebels had at least tried to set them free.


  Emily kept looking up, hoping and praying they be able to escape the barrier spell. But it was still there, faint wisps of magic that would tear her to pieces if she tried to teleport. Void might not know precisely where she was, but he certainly knew she had to be somewhere within the riven kingdom. She ground her teeth in frustration with every day spent on the move. Perhaps it would have been better to steal horses and gallop to the border, in hopes of avoiding attention through speed rather than stealth. Anything could be happening on the far side of the horizon, anything at all. Void had all the time he needed to consolidate his hold on power.


  She forced herself to keep going, to keep her mind on the road as they marched on and on towards the border. The rumors kept growing stranger and stranger. The king had manifested as a ghost, seated on a throne; the rebels had decided to enforce equality by executing everyone; a mob of sorcerers had turned Freedom City into a giant shithole; a horde of dragons had swept down from the Craggy Mountains and laid waste to the entire country... they grew more and more outrageous, more and more insane. Emily told herself they couldn’t be true, although she feared there might be fragments of truth within the tales. The stories had to come from somewhere... didn’t they?


  “My name is Nettle,” the strange girl said, one evening. “What’s yours?”


  “Millie,” Emily said. Millie was a common name. Emily was anything but. “How did you get such a name?”


  “I chose it,” Nettle said. Her smile vanished. “Do you think we’ll ever get anywhere?”


  Emily nodded. It was tempting to believe the convoy was going in circles, that they were just going around and around until they finally dropped dead, but Sergeant Miles had been watching the skies to make sure they stayed on track. It wasn’t difficult to navigate, he’d assured her. She’d pointed out that they were leading the convoy into danger, that there was almost no hope of Red Rose doing anything to help. She wished there was something she could do, but...


  “If we don’t move,” she said, “what happens to us?”


  Nettle shuddered. Emily nodded, tersely. The rumors had started with rape and murder and gone all the way to cannibalism, blood libels and dark rituals that would have shocked a necromancer. The commoners believed their masters capable of anything, from slaughtering their peasants like foxes for fun to making alliances with werewolves, vampires and other creatures of the night. The convoy kept moving because everyone knew a vast and shadowy doom was hard on their heels. Better to risk the border than stay and wait for death.


  Emily eyed Nettle’s back as she turned away, then reached out gingerly with her mind. There was a slight - very slight - talent for magic, but nothing that would get her into Whitehall or Mountaintop... not even Laughter. If Nettle was Nanette, or another of Void’s agents, she was masking very well. Emily frowned, wondering if she should do something to Nettle, just to make sure Nettle couldn’t do anything to her...


  She rubbed her forehead, cursing herself under her breath. The long march was getting to her, grinding down her sense of right and wrong. She had reason to be paranoid, but... she didn’t have any real reason to be suspicious of Nettle. She certainly didn’t have cause to do something unpleasant. What was she becoming?


  Nothing good, she thought, sourly.


  The thought kept nagging at her overnight, then as the convoy resumed the march. She forced herself to keep going, despite the guilt gnawing at her. She’d come very close to crossing the line because... she shook her head in irritation. She shouldn’t have allowed herself to become so... so what? Nettle was just another merchant’s daughter and yet... she’d noticed something off about Emily. It made no sense.


  Sergeant Miles stepped up beside her. “Are you alright?”


  Emily glanced at him. He’d spent most of his days talking to the convoy’s leaders, offering suggestions and practical advice. She’d had the feeling it was good for him to have a problem to solve, particularly one he could solve. The convoy might survive long enough to reach the border - perhaps even afterwards - with someone who actually knew what he was doing in charge.


  “I’m just feeling ground down,” Emily said. She wanted a comfortable sleep in a comfortable bed and a proper bath. Or a shower. She’d settle for a shower. “I think...”


  A rustle ran through the convoy. Emily nearly walked into the back of a cart as it stopped, right in front of her. Cursing further down the line suggested someone else hadn't been so lucky. She glanced ahead of her and felt her blood run cold. Someone had erected a barricade across the road, manned by armed men.


  “I think we’re in trouble,” Sergeant Miles said, grimly. He waved for Jan and Aiden to join them. “Don’t do anything, and I mean anything, unless there’s no other choice.”


  Emily nodded. “Understood.”


  Chapter Five


  AIDEN GRIMACED. “THOSE ARE REVOLUTIONARY TROOPS.”


  Emily frowned. They were quite some distance from Freedom City. Void had told her that the rebels had routed the royalists, but... that had been nearly two weeks ago. She’d thought they were too far from the center of the rebellion to be caught up in the civil war... she shook her head, mentally kicking herself. The rebel government would need to link up with the other uprisings, then secure the north before Red Rose could invade and open a whole new can of worms. They didn’t have to worry about the south. Dragon’s Den wasn’t going to be invading anyone.


  “They’re on your side?” Jan leaned forward. “Can’t you talk to them?”


  Aiden shook her head. “They want me dead.”


  “Probably,” Emily agreed. She had no idea if Jair was still in charge of the rebel forces, or if he’d been replaced by someone even more of a hardliner than he was, but it probably didn’t matter. Jair had every reason to loathe both Aiden and Emily herself, for trying to talk peace when he wanted war. “Keep your heads down. As long as they don’t know who we are, we should be fine.”


  She cursed under her breath as the troops started to surround the convoy. They looked young, young and nervous and unsure of themselves. They held their weapons - muskets, swords, pickaxes - as if they didn’t quite know what to do with them. There was no standardization in weapons or uniforms, save for the little cloth caps. A shiver ran down her spine as she saw a man on horseback directing operations. He looked like a man drunk on his own power.


  Sergeant Miles slipped up beside her. “This isn’t going to go well.”


  Emily nodded, watching as the rebels interrogated the convoy leaders. She didn’t dare risk using a spell to overhear their words, but she was fairly sure they were demanding to know where the refugees had come from and where they were going. The rebels might be glad to be rid of the refugees, particularly the ones from the cities, but they might also consider them traitors. Who knew what they were thinking? She glanced at the trees on each side of the road, considering how they could escape. They might be able to take Buzz into the trees, but they’d have to abandon the rest of the vehicles. There was no way to get the carts into the trees, even without the rebels getting in their way.


  She eyed the rebel leader warily. He was waving his hands around, his face going purple as he argued his points. His men kept their eyes on the convoy, watching for potential threats. They didn’t know what they were doing... or did they? Emily glanced towards the barricade. There were men standing there, watching from a safe distance. The refugees might be able to overwhelm the nearer troops, but the ones on the barricade would gun them down before they could be overwhelmed themselves. Perhaps. She didn’t want to test it.


  The rebel leader raised his voice. “Everyone move to the side,” he ordered. “We have to search the carts.”


  Emily gritted her teeth as they complied, angry mutterings echoing in the air. How experienced were the rebels? Would they notice Buzz was a warhorse? An experienced man would have no trouble looking through the disguise, but... she winced as the rebels started to unhook the oxen from the carts. If she was any judge, they were going to take the oxen and slaughter them. They might even slaughter the horses, too. The nobility would sooner die than eat a horse, but the rebels wouldn’t be so picky. Hunger - if nothing else - would drive them to slaughter and eat their own horses.


  The mutters of protest grew louder as the troops searched the carts, removing anything that looked valuable and piling it up by the roadside. The rebel leader inspected his booty and made angry noises about stealing from the country, ignoring the protests as he commanded his men to remove the goods. Emily felt her heart sink. The rebels had to be hurting for good people, but still... the men in front of her were little better than bandits. It boded ill for the future, no matter who won the war. She doubted the rebel leadership would be able to do anything about the affair, if they ever heard about it. It was just a matter of time before the entire country collapsed.


  She studied the leader as his eyes roamed over the refugees. He was enjoying his power, enjoying making people crawl for his favor... she knew the type. She guessed he’d been a petty villager, the kind of person who delighted in getting his neighbors in trouble before the revolution. Now, he could do as he pleased and...


  “Young men, young women, you have the honor of being conscripted into our army to fight for the People,” the rebel leader thundered. “You will come with us.”


  Emily cursed under her breath. The last thing she needed was to be separated from the other three. They needed to do something, but what? She could blast her way out using magic, but... who knew what that would bring down on them? Void’s spells were still hovering over them, peering over the land. If she attracted attention...


  A young woman screamed as she was yanked out of the crowd. The refugee men surged forward, crashing into the rebel troopers. They had no time to raise their weapons to open fire before they were slammed to the ground. Their leader waved his sword around, screaming commands an instant before he was knocked from horseback as well. Emily looked up and swore as she saw the men on the barricades raising their weapons. There were too many people packed into too small a space. There was going to be a slaughter.


  She raised her hand, muttering a spell. A barrier formed between the refugees and the rebels, just in time. Musket balls cracked off the barrier, flying in all directions. She saw eyes turning to look at her, staring. They’d thought she was just a servant... she winced, knowing it was too late to pretend she hadn’t had anything to do with it. The rebel troops were reloading, preparing to fire again. She had to admire their discipline. They knew they could batter her barrier down, given time.


  Sergeant Miles launched a fireball towards the barricades. They exploded into a sheet of fire. Men scattered, a couple having the presence of mind to fire at the refugees as they ran. Emily cursed, again, as she saw a handful of other men on the far side of the barricades. They were going to have to force them to run - or kill them. The refugees were starting to panic, running for their lives. She saw the rebel commander lying still, somehow still alive, and yanked him towards her with a spell. His eyes were wide and staring. She stunned him, allowing his body to crumple to the ground. They could get some answers out of him later.


  Nettle ran up to her. “Who are you?”


  Emily started to answer, then stopped as she sensed magic twisting around them. The spells overhead were coming to life, zeroing in on their position. She levitated the rebel commander, shouting at Sergeant Miles and the others to follow her into the forest before it was too late. The air itself grew hot and oppressive, as if it were slowly turning to boiling vapor to keep them trapped. She forced herself to run, all too aware that Nettle was following her into the treeline. Jan and Aiden caught up with her, Sergeant Miles bringing up the rear with the horse. She glanced back as the magic grew stronger...


  Bright light flared. When it faded, dark figures stood in the center of the convoy. Emily stared. They were dressed in black garb covering them from head to toe. It wasn’t armor, she thought; she couldn’t help mentally comparing it to spandex. The rebels charged, cutting through and scattering the refugees as they bore down on the newcomers. Emily forced herself to watch as the two forces collided. The newcomers tore through the rebel troopers as if they were made of paper, blood and gore flying in all directions. A horse was picked up and casually thrown into the distance. She saw a rebel stab a newcomer with a sword, only to have it shatter on impact. His throat was crushed an instant later. The remaining rebels and refugees turned and fled, only to be chased down by the newcomers. They seemed to be able to move at terrifying speed.


  Emily’s gorge rose. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen blood and death, far from it, but there was something about the effortless carnage that stunned her. She was barely aware of Nettle whimpering beside her, barely aware of Sergeant Miles until he caught her arm and yanked her further into the woodland. Buzz crashed through the undergrowth, clearing a path for the rest of them. The rebel commander drifted after them, still stunned. She couldn’t help thinking he was the lucky one. His men were dead. She hoped - prayed - the remaining refugees had had a chance to scatter, before it was too late.


  Void’s troops, she thought, numbly. What are they?


  She put the thought out of her mind as they plunged further and further into the woods. Wild magic darted around them, hopefully shielding them from detection. She hoped... Void had probably taken the magic detection spells from Whitehall and extended them over the entire country. Every time she used her magic, she risked detection. And he had no trouble teleporting his troops to the scene. She wondered, grimly, what the dark figures would have done if they’d caught her. They’d slaughtered rebels and refugees with equal abandon.


  Sergeant Miles called a halt, an hour later. Emily sagged against a tree, breathing deeply. There was no sign of pursuit, but that was meaningless. Void had a rough idea of their location. He could flood the region with troops, or bounty hunters, or animals enchanted to serve as their master’s eyes. Given time, he could even set fire to the entire forest. It would be unwise, but if he was desperate...


  Jan found his voice. “Who were they?”


  Sergeant Miles scowled. “What were they?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. Orcs? The figures hadn’t been anything like as bulky as orcs, but... it wasn’t impossible. They’d certainly acted like orcs, rather than thinking beings. But if Void wanted her alive, he wouldn’t have sent creatures that couldn’t be relied upon not to snap her neck and eat her. “Enhanced men?”


  “Enhancing humans is forbidden,” Jan said, grimly. “Even he wouldn’t break that law.”


  Sergeant Miles laughed harshly. “He’s in the middle of trying to take the entire continent for himself,” he said. “He’s already earned a death sentence several times over. Why would he hesitate to enhance his soldiers? It isn’t as if we can execute him twice.”


  He’ll never get a job with a record like that, Emily thought, with a moment of dark humor. She glanced at Nettle. The girl was wide-eyed and staring, as if she were on the verge of going into shock. And yet, she’d had the presence of mind to follow Emily and her companions into the forest. Who are you, really? What do you want?


  She forced herself to stand and look down at the rebel leader. He was still stunned, but it wouldn’t last. She knelt beside him and searched his pockets, finding a number of coins, a handful of printed papers and a piece of chat parchment. Her blood ran cold. She’d seen chat parchments used to influence and control people at Laughter, back before the world had gone insane. She tested it, but the magic was gone. It probably wasn’t Void’s work. Whoever had made it hadn’t been entirely sure what he was doing.


  Sergeant Miles pulled some rope out of the saddlebags and tied the rebel leader’s hands and feet. “I’ll get some answers out of him,” he said, darkly. “Pass me the water flask.”


  Emily hesitated, then obeyed. Sergeant Miles splashed the water on the leader’s face. His body jerked as he woke, his dark eyes flickering from side to side as he realized he was a prisoner. He had to be completely confused, Emily realized. One moment, he’d been falling off his horse; the next, he was in a clearing surrounded by enemies. He didn’t even know his men were dead. How could he?


  “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Sergeant Miles said. He pressed his fingers into the leader’s neck, his magic threatening to spill out of control. “If you lie to me, I will know about it and I will start breaking your fingers. When I run out of fingers, I’ll move to the more delicate parts of your anatomy. Do you understand?”


  The leader nodded, frantically. Emily hoped he was too confused to think straight. It wasn’t that easy to detect a lie, not without magic. And she wasn’t sure she dared risk using magic, not when the entire region was under surveillance. Her mind raced. The spells were looking down at them, and that meant they could look back up, perhaps even hack the spells. And Jan was a charmsmith.


  She nodded to Jan and stepped away from the rebel, leaving the sergeant to handle the interrogation. Jan followed her, his eyes worried. He didn’t speak until they were out of earshot. “What are we going to do with her?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. Nettle didn’t feel dangerous, but she was definitely hiding something. She’d have to find out what it was or leave the refugee behind, which ran the risk of leaving her to one side or the other. “He teleported his troops right on top of us.”


  “After you used magic,” Jan said. “The detection spells have to be tuned to you.”


  Emily nodded. There were hundreds of low-power magicians in Alluvia alone. Void would have to deal with hundreds of false alarms if the spells weren’t configured to her personally. It wouldn’t be that hard. He’d spent the last eighteen months teaching her magic. He wouldn’t have any difficulty tuning the spells to locate her magical signature.


  Except the detection charms didn’t respond to low-power spells, Emily thought. She’d used as little magic as possible - Sergeant Miles had urged her to keep her magic down - but she hadn’t given it up completely. She couldn’t. There have to be limits...


  “I need you to figure out how to hack the spells,” Emily said, putting the thought aside for later contemplation. “If they can be configured to let him teleport his troops, we should be able to take advantage of it for ourselves.”


  “Particularly as the wards are spread very thinly,” Jan agreed. He grinned, suddenly. “It isn’t easy to hack wards from the outside, but we’re technically on the inside.”


  “Just be careful,” Emily warned. “He’ll expect someone to try to hack or remove the wards.”


  She rubbed her forehead. It really wasn’t easy to hack a dedicated network of wards with a dedicated wardmaster. If Void - or one of his servants - was monitoring the wards, trying to hack the spells might bring more of the black troops down on them. And yet, there might be no other choice. They could keep walking as planned, and eventually cross into Red Rose, but it would take weeks even if they didn’t run into more trouble. If they could teleport...


  “I’ll be careful,” Jan said. He reached out and gave her a hug. “And you be careful, too.”


  Emily ran her hand through her hair. The refugees had been scattered - or killed. She felt a pang of guilt. The refugees would have been conscripted into the rebel armies if Emily hadn’t been there, but... at least they would have been alive. She remembered how many young women had been with the convoy and shuddered again. The rebels had talked a good game about the rights of women, but she feared the worst now outright civil war had broken out. The women would have been forced to become camp followers, if not outright whores.


  They would still be alive, she reminded herself, savagely. And they might have a chance to escape.


  She looked towards Aiden, who was watching the interrogation with an expressionless face. She’d given her life to the rebellion and now... it had rejected her and the other moderates as the hardliners took control. Emily shuddered to think what fate might be awaiting her, if she fell into rebel hands. And... her lips twitched. It was at least possible they’d take one look at her genitals and decide she couldn’t possibly be the real Aiden. Everyone knew Aiden was a man.


  Sergeant Miles turned away from the prisoner. “Light a fire and heat up some water,” he said. “I think we could all do with some bark tea.”


  “I’ll help with that,” Nettle said. “Where’s the mugs?”


  “In the saddlebags,” Sergeant Miles said. He produced a vial from his belt and placed it against the prisoner’s lips, forcing him to drink. “Perhaps Aiden can help you with them.”


  Emily nodded as they started to make a fire using mundane means. If she was right about the detection spells being tuned to her specifically, the others should be able to use their magic without interference. But... they might be designed to spot a magic flare in the middle of nowhere and sound the alarm, on the grounds no one should be there. Void and his agents knew where she’d been, an hour or so ago. She looked at the treeline. They could be under observation even now...


  “Our friend had some interesting things to say,” Sergeant Miles said. “It isn’t good news.”


  “Really?” Emily sat on the ground. “Why am I not surprised?”


  Chapter Six


  “FOR STARTERS, WE’VE WALKED INTO A WARZONE,” Sergeant Miles said. He sipped his tea thoughtfully. “From what our friend had to say, the king’s army has been retreating north towards Red Rose. The rebels have been following at a discreet distance. He and his fellows have been ordered to stop movement towards the king, while blocking roads to keep the king from conscripting peasants and refugees into his army. They’ve been taking advantage of the opportunity to enrich themselves.”


  “Bastards,” Aiden snapped. “This isn’t what we fought for.”


  Sergeant Miles cocked an eyebrow. “And what did you expect?”


  Aiden colored. “We thought we could make things better!”


  “War has a tendency to bring out the worst in us,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded much more like his old self, his magic under perfect control. “It also empowers people who shouldn’t be empowered, the people who will seek to prolong the fighting in order to keep their power or enrich themselves. It becomes very easy to justify all sorts of horrors if you decide you have to do them to win the war.”


  “He should be executed,” Aiden protested. “And...”


  “And that will make things worse.” Sergeant Miles cleared his throat. “The king’s army apparently retreated from Freedom City in good order and force-marched its way north, leaving the rebels behind. The rebels took advantage of the opportunity to wipe out the remaining aristocratic enclaves in the south, then start pushing the king towards the border. I suspect, from what he said, that the king’s army is on the verge of disintegration. They’re resorting to pillaging the country as they head north. That won’t make them popular.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. “King Dater was supposed to make a marriage alliance with Red Rose,” she said. “If that goes ahead...”


  “He could lead an invading army in the guise of liberation,” Aiden said. “Or worse.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily agreed. The marriage hadn’t been finalized when all hell had broken loose and the royalists had been defeated in open battle. Red Rose might decide to cut its losses and abandon Dater to his fate. But... if the rebels won in Alluvia, it would encourage rebels in Red Rose to rise too. King Rupert might back King Dater just to keep his own people from getting ideas. “And he has bigger problems.”


  She rubbed her forehead. Void would want the nexus point in Red Rose. The civil war was about to be overwhelmed by a far greater conflict. And who knew what would happen when Void’s forces invaded the kingdom? She shuddered, remembering how easily Void had teleported his men after he’d detected her magic. It wouldn’t be hard to drop troops into the castle and take it by force. And that meant...


  “If the king is moving towards the border...” She forced herself to recall the map. “Where is he? Roughly?”


  “Apparently, his army is moving along the old roads,” Sergeant Miles said. “But our friend doesn’t know for sure.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. She’d seen armies on the move. They were inevitably spread out over a wide area, particularly if they were living off the land. She grimaced in disgust. The rebels wouldn’t need to bother producing vast tracts of anti-royalist propaganda. The king’s troops would be all the propaganda they’d ever need. “Do you think we could catch up with them?”


  Aiden blinked. “Do you think Dater will be pleased to see you?”


  “But we have an in, don’t we?” Emily met her eyes, evenly. “Your father might be able to convince him to listen to us.”


  “And then what?” Aiden snorted, rudely. “After everything that’s happened, what could you possibly say to him? What could you tell him that would make him listen?”


  “The truth,” Emily said. “The revolution and everything that came after it - his father’s death, his stepmother’s death, his defeat and forced march - was caused by outsiders. And if we can convince him to listen, we might be able to take the war to Void himself.”


  “He might listen to you,” Sergeant Miles said. “But he won’t march his army on Whitehall.”


  “He won’t listen,” Aiden said, sharply. “He blames you for everything.”


  “He’s just suffered a defeat,” Emily reminded her. “He might just listen.”


  “And if he doesn’t?” Aiden met her eyes. “How do you intend to escape?”


  Emily had to admit she had a point. She couldn’t teleport, not unless she wanted to deliver herself into Void’s hands; she couldn’t fight, not without attracting attention and bringing Void’s forces down on top of her. A thought crossed her mind for later contemplation, something about combining teleporting and her magical signature with gunpowder and booby traps. And... she had another idea. But it would require some careful planning before she could get it to work.


  “I’ll just have to think of something,” she said. “I think he’d listen.”


  “Or we could just keep walking north ourselves,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “We’re not that far from the border now.”


  “The border will be heavily patrolled,” Emily reminded him. Borders were normally porous - the people living in the borderlands crossed time and time again without regard to the legalities - but she couldn’t imagine Red Rose wouldn’t be securing the border now. There were two armies heading towards the kingdom, one led by rebels intent on exporting their revolution right across the Allied Lands. “We might not be able to slip across.”


  “And we might run into more rebel roadblocks,” Jan agreed.


  Emily nodded. “We’ll keep moving north ourselves,” she said. “If we run into the royal army, we can try to negotiate with Dater. If we don’t... we’ll have to try to slip across the border ourselves.”


  “You’re placing an awful lot of faith in an aristo who hates you,” Aiden snapped. “It isn’t safe.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. “But if we can convince him to help us, he might be able to smooth our path to Red Rose.”


  She stood and stared down at the prisoner. The sleeping potion wouldn’t wear off for several hours, not unless someone force-fed him the antidote. She wasn’t sure what to do with him, not now as he was helpless and harmless. She didn’t want to kill him in cold blood, but there weren’t many other options. Leaving him in the clearing, bound tightly, would be a death sentence. It might be kinder to cut his throat herself. And yet...


  “We’ll leave him here, his bonds loosened,” she said. “By the time he wakes up, we’ll be a long way away.”


  Aiden looked as if she wanted to object, but said nothing. Emily understood. Aiden was caught between two worlds, unsure where her loyalties truly lay. She was a rebel and yet she was all too aware the rebellion was going sour, that the hardliners would impose their will on the entire world or die trying. Emily sighed inwardly as she beckoned Nettle to follow her into the trees. So much trouble could have been avoided if the king - the former king, who’d been beheaded - had realized his kingdom needed to change. The people could no longer be kept under iron control. But he’d refused to do anything until it was far too late.


  And now his only surviving son is on the run, Emily thought. Dater’s army was probably shedding men as it made its way towards the border. Some would be unable to keep up, some would desert and turn bandit, some would head back south and try to come to terms with the rebels. There might not be any hope of saving the country from chaos.


  She sighed, inwardly. She understood the rebels. She sympathized with the rebels. And yet, after so many had died, it was only a matter of time before the rebellion started eating itself. They would purge the remaining aristocrats, then those who’d worked for them, then the merchants and farmers who’d made money... she shuddered. There was little hope of forging the rule of law while the rule of force was in effect. She knew enough history to be sure it would end badly, unless something was done. But what?


  Void is the real problem, she reminder herself, sharply. Concentrate on him and worry about the rest later.


  Nettle cleared her throat. “Who are you, My Lady?”


  Emily turned to face her. “Who are you?”


  The girl froze, like a deer caught in a car’s headlights. Emily would have felt sorry - sorrier - for her if she hadn’t been fooled before. Nettle was hiding something. Emily would have bet her fortune that Nettle wasn’t Nettle’s real name. She’d hidden amongst the refugees, but she’d been alone. She hadn’t had any parents or siblings or children... and she’d clearly spotted something odd about Emily herself. Normally, Emily would have enjoyed contemplating the problem. Now, she didn’t dare take the risk.


  “I don’t know what you mean, My Lady,” Nettle managed. “I...”


  “You’re hiding something,” Emily said. Her eyes scrutinized the younger girl’s face. She looked weak and helpless, but that was meaningless. “I need to know what it is, or you’ll have to stay behind. I’ll make sure you won’t be able to follow us.”


  She felt a twinge of shame at bullying the younger girl, no matter how she tried to justify it to herself. If Nettle was Nanette in disguise... her eyes narrowed. Void wouldn’t try the same trick again, would he? But he’d assume she’d assume he wouldn’t and try it in the hopes she wouldn’t expect it again... she shook her head in annoyance. She didn’t have time to worry about it, not yet. She had to find out what Nettle was hiding and then decide what to do about it.


  “If I tell you...” Nettle swallowed and started again. “If I tell you, will you keep it to yourself?”


  “If it is no threat to us, I’ll keep it a secret,” Emily promised. “What is it?”


  Nettle said nothing for a long moment. “They were going to kill me,” she said. “So I fled.”


  Emily frowned. “Who was going to kill you? And why?”


  “The rebels,” Nettle said. “I used to work in the palace.”


  “I see,” Emily said, slowly. “And you were there when it was stormed?”


  “Yes,” Nettle said. “I was one of Her Majesty’s maids.”


  Emily studied her, thoughtfully. She wasn’t very good at reading people, and anyone who worked in a royal or aristocratic household would be very practiced at hiding their real feelings. Showing even the merest hint of resentment at being ordered around like a dog - the dogs often got shown more courtesy - could mean anything from a beating to instant dismissal. She remembered the late queen’s farce of a trial and shuddered. The queen had not been popular. Her maids might not have been spared if they fell into rebel hands. Nettle had probably been wise to run.


  And she’d be very good at reading people, Emily thought. She spotted there was something odd about me.


  “I see,” she said, finally. “What happened to you?”


  “I got out of the city in the chaos,” Nettle said. “I... I had to give my body to a guardsman before he would let me go, then again to convince a farmer to take me in as hired help. And then the farm was destroyed by one side or another and I had to run again. I moved from convoy to convoy until I met you. I could tell you were something special. I thought...”


  Emily had to smile, then sobered. Nettle’s story had the ring of truth... but, if she’d been one of the queen’s maids, she was probably also a very good liar. There were times when telling an aristocrat the truth was asking for trouble and... she shook her head. Nettle had good reason to attach herself to the group, although it might end very badly. She’d seen the refugees and rebels torn apart by Void’s men. Emily’s stomach churned. If he’d enhanced his soldiers, what else had he done?


  Nettle dropped to her knees. “Lady Sorceress, I will do anything for protection.”


  “Stand up,” Emily said, curtly. She didn’t blame Nettle for wanting protection - and being willing to sell herself in exchange for safety. What else could she do? And yet... Nettle might easily turn into a liability. “If you stay with us, you obey orders without hesitation. When we get to our destination, you can decide what you want to do next. If you disobey orders, you will not enjoy the consequences. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes, My Lady,” Nettle said. She remained on her knees. “I understand.”


  “Good.” Emily studied her for a long, cold moment. “Get up and go help the sergeant. I need to think.”


  She watched Nettle go, then sighed. She seemed to have a habit of picking up strays and taking them with her. Frieda... she felt another pang of guilt at leaving Frieda behind. And yet... Nettle probably wasn’t dangerous, not in any real sense, but Emily still worried. It might be better to leave her behind, for her own safety. Void wanted her alive. She doubted that extended to the rest of the group.


  And we might be attacked by one or the other sides in the civil war, she thought, sourly. And we can’t fight our way out without drawing attention from the real enemy.


  She gritted her teeth in frustration. Void had cut off most of their options. She couldn’t teleport. She couldn’t fly... probably. She didn’t know if the detection spells would spot a flying witch and she didn’t want to take the chance, not until they had a better handle on how the detection spells actually worked. She glanced up as a flock of birds flew through the trees. Had they been disturbed by passing men? Or were they mentally linked to a group of magicians? She had no way to know. She felt as if she’d been blinded and...


  Consider yourself lucky, she told herself, severely. If you hadn’t spent so much time in the countryside, you would be totally screwed.


  She turned and walked back to the group. Sergeant Miles was untying the sleeping prisoner while Aiden and Nettle repacked the saddlebags. Jan was studying a sheet of parchment as he scribbled out endless lines of spell notation, trying to outline the spells hanging over their heads. Emily hoped he could figure out a way for her to use magic - or to turn the spells against their creator - before they ran into something they couldn’t handle. She knew she was good with a sword, but she wasn’t a blademaster. She simply didn’t have the endurance to fight for hours, not like Lady Barb or Sergeant Miles. And there was no time to learn.


  “We can keep heading north,” Sergeant Miles said. “If we’re lucky, we should cross paths with an outlying picket or two before we reach the border.”


  Emily nodded. “If we’re lucky,” she agreed. The cynical part of her mind pointed out they hadn’t had much luck so far. “And then we should be able to make contact.”


  They started to walk, picking their way through the trees. Emily felt cold, despite the warm air. The refugees were dead or scattered and... there was nothing she could do about it. The rebels had attacked them, then they’d been caught in the middle when Void’s forces arrived to snatch her. Perhaps it would have been better to let the rebels march them away, then slip away when they had a chance. And yet... she grimaced. It could have turned very nasty.


  Aiden slipped up beside her. “Do you think Dater will actually listen to you? To us?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. Dater had been very reasonable, if big-headed, when they’d fought the necromancers together. He’d been a great deal less reasonable when she’d been trying to convince him to come to terms with the rebels. And he’d had the nerve to accuse her of sleeping with Aiden... her lips twisted in cold amusement. She should have seen that coming. Very few people knew Aiden was a woman. “Do you think you can convince your father to talk to you?”


  Aiden made a face. “You do realize my father knows nothing about my double life?”


  Emily had her doubts. Councilor Triune hadn’t struck her as a complete idiot. It was possible he hadn’t paid any real attention to his daughter, beyond assessing her marriage prospects as he worked his way up the social ladder, but... he couldn’t have risen so high if he hadn’t been observant enough to pick up the little details and cunning enough to take advantage of them. And he’d be loyal to the king. She remembered Viscount Nightingale and shivered. He’d been willing to do anything for his master.


  And then he ran or hid when the civil war broke out, she reflected. No one knew what had happened to the wretched man, although the general feeling was that King Randor had killed him in a fit of rage. If Aiden’s father is the same...


  She knew it was chancy. Councilor Triune would be astonished if his daughter arrived out of nowhere, with Emily - the - Emily - right behind her. God alone knew what conclusions he’d draw, with the royal army on the run and his master losing what little grip he’d had on the country. Did he know the truth? Did he guess it? Did he fear what his master would say if the truth came out? A daughter who betrayed her father was bad enough, but a daughter who became a rebel... a rebel councilor. She wondered, idly, if Dater would insist on a show trial or simply behead the poor bastard and dump his body somewhere along the road. It would be hard to decide.


  We’ll find out soon, she told herself. Right now, there are few other choices open to us.


  Chapter Seven


  THE VILLAGE WAS IN RUINS.


  Emily shuddered as they stepped out of the forest and made their way through the remains of the village. It hadn’t been much more than a hamlet - she counted twenty buildings at most - before it had been burnt to the ground. She felt a chill run down her spine as she studied the remains, noting how the buildings had been completely destroyed. If there’d been anything useful in the hamlet, it had been looted before the shacks and hovels had been set on fire. She hoped - prayed - that the population had managed to escape before they’d been trapped and killed.


  They might have been conscripted instead, Emily thought, as they followed the road. The maps weren’t very accurate, and they weren’t entirely sure where they were, but they couldn’t be that far from the border. They could have been ordered to join the army on pain of death.


  She made a face as the wind shifted, blowing the stench of horses and unwashed men towards her. There was no way to know which side had destroyed the hamlet or why. The king could have sentenced everyone to death in hopes of keeping them from joining the rebels or the rebels themselves might have destroyed the village, perhaps as punishment for helping the king. Or it could have been done by bandits or even raiders from the borderlands. They were often havens for raiding and mercenary groups, as it was hard to patrol them without triggering international incidents. She’d heard Alassa complaining about it often enough.


  Sergeant Miles nudged her. “We’re getting closer to a picket.”


  Emily nodded. She couldn’t sense it herself, but she trusted his instincts. Any reasonably careful commander would have scattered pickets across each and every possible angle of approach, hoping to get enough warning of an enemy advance to concentrate his troops before the attack began. Dater was far from incompetent, even if he was stubborn. And he probably had more cavalry than he could handle. It was the shortage of infantry that was the real problem.


  And the rebels have the opposite problem, she mused. They don’t have enough horses to deploy a proper cavalry force.


  She felt her heart begin to pound as the horsemen came into view. They wore bright colors that marked them out as aristocrats... and probably marked them for death, if a rebel sniper was lurking in the undergrowth. Muskets were far from accurate, but the latest rifle designs were considerably better. It was just a matter of time before wearing bright colors in the middle of a battlefield meant certain death. And if the cavalry turned nasty...


  Her eyes narrowed as they approached. The plan had seemed perfect, when she’d thought of it. Aiden could convince the cavalry to take her to her father, then to the king. Now... she kept her face expressionless with an effort. If the cavalry decided to seize or attack them instead, they’d have to fight and run before Void’s troops teleported into the field. She tensed, bracing herself. This could go very wrong.


  And Aiden is riding a warhorse and wearing a dress, she told herself. They’d taken one from an abandoned house. That might just get them to listen to us.


  The leader held up a hand. “Who are you?”


  “I am Sari, Daughter of Triune,” Aiden said. She hadn’t been foolish enough to use her real name when she’d become a reporter - and a rebel. “Take me to my father at once.”


  There was a long pause. Emily could see the consternation on the leader’s face. He was an aristocrat, but Councilor Triune had the king’s ear. If he turned Councilor Triune’s daughter away, or mistreated her, he might wind up paying a steep price. Dater might not care for Triune personally, but he’d understand the importance of protecting his vassals and servants. The last thing he wanted was to give them reason to turn on him. And yet, if Aiden - Sari - wasn’t who she claimed to be, he’d wind up in real trouble.


  The leader eyed the rest of the group. “And your companions?”


  Aiden crossed her arms under her breasts. “My escorts and my maids,” she said, in a bratty tone that grated on Emily’s nerves. “They’ll be staying with me.”


  “Come with me,” the leader said. “I’ll take you to the councilor.”


  Emily didn’t feel reassured as the leader wheeled his horse around and led the way down the road. They were heading towards an army that had committed a whole string of atrocities, led by a man who blamed her for every misfortune that had swept over his kingdom. Part of her was tempted to trigger a spell, to draw Void’s forces to the camp in hopes they would destroy each other. She felt her eyes narrow as she spotted rows of men advancing down the road or resting, briefly, before they resumed the march. They looked as if they’d been through hell. They might be on the southern side of the border, still in Alluvia, but it was far from friendly territory. The locals would probably pick off any stragglers, if they were foolish enough to drop their guard.


  She kept her eyes open as they rode into a clearing. A handful of tents had been set up in the center, surrounded by sentries and the king’s bodyguards. The center tent had a large royal standard planted firmly in front of the hatch, marking the king’s presence. She spotted a handful of cannons, pulled by teams of horses; she frowned as she realized they didn’t seem to have any gunpowder or cannonballs. It would be wiser to spike the cannons and dump them, although they probably didn’t have the time to render them completely useless. The cannons were so simple, putting them back into service would be an easy task.


  The leader dismounted, then assisted Aiden to drop to the ground, too. “Your father is here,” he grunted. “The rest of you, remain outside.”


  Emily let out a breath as he escorted Aiden into the tent, then looked around. The army was either more spread out than she’d thought or weaker. There were only a few hundred men within eyeshot, mostly musketmen or cavalry. She guessed the majority of his infantrymen had been killed in the battle or simply deserted, leaving the king with the units that were more attached to him personally. Dater had tried to be a father to his men, she recalled, but he’d done it in a matter guaranteed to alienate them. And sending them into a meatgrinder, when they’d tried to take Freedom City, couldn’t have made things any better.


  She forced herself to wait, silently counting the seconds. How long would it take to convince the councilor his daughter was serious? Aiden probably hadn’t been expected to survive, when the city had fallen to the rebels. Her father might have assumed she was dead and mourned her, never realizing she’d been a rebel. Emily wondered if he’d believe her cover story. It didn’t have any obvious holes, and it was reasonably plausible, but Councilor Triune was no fool. He might poke and prod at the story until it came apart.


  The flap opened. Councilor Triune stepped out, Aiden following him. He stared at Emily for a long moment, clearly finding it hard to believe the ragged girl in front of him was the aristocratic woman who’d tried to bring the two sides together only a few weeks ago. Emily stared back at him evenly, hoping and praying he’d believe them without demanding proof. It would be very difficult to escape without using enough magic to bring Void down on their heads. Again.


  “Come with me,” he ordered, stiffly. “Now.”


  Emily glanced at the others, silently indicating they should stay where they were, then followed him into the king’s tent. Aiden remained outside. Dater stood beside a folding table, studying a collection of paperwork. Emily almost smiled. Paperwork was the bane of any institution. She’d done enough of it herself to know it wasn’t how she wanted to spend her life.


  Councilor Triune spoke briefly to Dater, who looked up and stared at Emily. Emily looked back at him, evenly. Dater had grown harder in the last few weeks, as he’d become aware he was the last of his line. His half-sisters were still alive - probably - but no one knew what had happened to them. The rebels had promised the young girls would be adopted. Emily had no idea if it had happened before the fighting began. Aiden hadn’t known, when Emily had asked.


  “Emily,” Dater said. He dismissed Councilor Triune with a wave of his hand. “What do you want?”


  “Your help,” Emily said. “And we can help each other.”


  Dater laughed, humorlessly. “And you think I’ll help you?”


  “Yes.” Emily wished for a chair, but there were none. She stood, clasping her hands behind her back. “You’re fighting the wrong war.”


  “Really.” Dater didn’t sound impressed. “My father is dead. My stepmother is dead. My brother is dead. My sisters were taken. They were all killed by the rebels. And you think I’m fighting the wrong war?”


  “Yes.” Emily met his eyes, evenly. “Listen to me.”


  She took a breath, then outlined everything that had happened since the rebel forces took control of the capital city. Her arrest and trial in front of a kangaroo court. Her assignment to Freedom City - Jorlem City - in hopes she could meditate a peace deal. The constant attacks and terrorism that had made peace impossible, prompted - she knew now - by Nanette. The death of the king’s stepmother. Prince Hedrick’s death. Nanette’s escape. And, finally, the grim truth about her master.


  “You and the rebels will wear each other down, giving him a chance to walk in and take over without a fight,” she said, finally. “But if you help me, we might be able to do something about it.”


  Dater stared at her for a long, cold moment. “And you expect me to believe your story?”


  His eyes flashed. “You introduced all the wretched... innovations that changed the world. You created gunpowder and the printing press and everything else they used to overthrow and destroy my family. And now my brother is dead!”


  “Nanette hollowed out his mind and turned him into a puppet,” Emily said. “She used him to make sure there’d be no peace.”


  “And she succeeded,” Dater snapped. He tapped the map. “You can read a map? Of course you can. Look at this.”


  His hand traced a line on the map. “We lost the battle for the city. We retreated north because it was the only chance of linking up with the remaining aristocracy. And those bastards did nothing until their own people revolted. I walked straight into a trap here” - he tapped the map again - “and lost a bunch of men to peasants with guns. And now I’m heading to the border in the hopes of prostituting myself to Red Rose.”


  He looked back at her. “The White Council has put a price on your head, Lady Emily. Tell me... why shouldn’t I hand you over to them?”


  “There isn’t much of a White Council left,” Emily said. The councilors had either scattered or been rounded up and enchanted. “You’d be handing me over to Void.”


  “And why should I not, in exchange for future favors?” Dater’s eyes bored into hers. “Why should I risk what remains of my army for... for you?”


  His voice rose. “Why?”


  “Because you would be handing yourself over at the same time,” Emily said, coolly. “He would thank you for your service and then enchant you.”


  “And if I killed you myself, instead?” Dater glowered. “Why should I not behead you?”


  Emily refused to show any sign of fear. He wore charmed armor under his tunic - she was sure of it - but she knew how to get around it or simply remove herself from the vicinity. Or she could fight... his guards hadn’t tried to take the sword on her belt, let alone the dagger in her sleeve. Dater was brave enough to ignore the obvious weapon, but... it was odd for guards to let an armed person within reach of their king. Perhaps they didn’t see her as a threat. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had looked at her breasts and thought she couldn’t possibly be dangerous.


  “What answer would you like?” She kept her voice even. “Void wants me alive. Kill me and you’ll bring his wrath down on your army. Even if he doesn’t attack, you’ll lose your one and only chance of turning this around and fritter away the remnants of your army on a pointless struggle while the real issue is decided elsewhere. And then you’ll just be swept up as an afterthought, once he has control of the remainder of the Allied Lands.”


  She looked him right in the eye. “And then your kingdom will be gone for good.”


  Dater looked back at her. “And you think you can beat him?”


  “I think I have no choice but to try,” Emily said. “If you won’t help us, we’ll have to go on ourselves.”


  If you choose to let us go, she added, silently. If Dater decided to keep them prisoner, it was going to be difficult to escape without... she shook her head. They had no choice. If we have to run, we’ll run and leave you to deal with the consequences.


  “Very well.” Dater studied her thoughtfully. “I will agree to assist you, on one condition. I want your assistance, afterwards, in reclaiming my throne.”


  “You’ll have to come to terms with the rebels for that,” Emily said. “And it might already be too late.”


  She winced, inwardly. She had no intention of installing a tyrant. Dater would do whatever he felt he had to do to secure his throne, probably triggering off a mass exodus or another civil war. Even if he didn’t, his nobility would try to reclaim their old rights and privileges and probably trigger another civil war anyway. She wondered, idly, if she could convince him to work towards a constitutional monarchy - like Zangaria - if not an outright democratic republic. It wouldn’t be easy. Alassa hadn’t had a choice. Dater thought he had other options.


  “The rebels are rebels,” Dater said. “And they have forfeited their right to live.”


  Emily took a breath. “They feel the same way about you.”


  She went on before he could say a word. “Look, several months ago you asked me to marry you. Would you have listened to my advice if we were wed?”


  Dater reddened. She’d asked him the same question before the world had gone mad. “I’ll thank you not to mention that to Mariah.”


  “If you wish.” Emily resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Royal engagements weren’t made and broken at the drop of a hat, but it certainly felt that way. Marriage was a vital part of royal diplomacy, and it was a rare prince or princess who hadn’t undergone several engagements of varying levels of seriousness before finally tying the knot. Mariah could hardly complain when she’d probably had several engagements too. “But would you have listened to my advice?”


  “Of course,” Dater said. “You would have been my queen.”


  “Then listen to me now.” Emily rested her hands on the table as she leaned forward. “We can spend hours arguing about your ancient rights and prerogatives that date back hundreds of thousands of years, about how a long-gone emperor granted you powers that your family has held until this day. We can do it, but it would be meaningless. The blunt truth is that your right to rule is no longer unquestioned. You can no longer snap your fingers and expect to be obeyed. The people - the common people - no longer believe they have to put up with you. And why should they? They no longer believe you have any inherent right to rule.


  “You can spend the rest of your life trying to put the demon back in the bottle, but it will be futile. In order to win, you will have to do things that will create more enemies and damage your country’s long-term prospects. You will have to be lucky all the time - your enemies will only have to be lucky once. There is no way you can dismiss the legacy of the past by waving your hand at it. You can either try to stand against the storm, and watch it destroy everything you’ve ever loved, or you can try to adapt to the changing world.”


  Dater scowled at her. “And you think I’d be content to be a puppet king?”


  “You don’t have to be a puppet,” Emily told him. “Alassa is no puppet. But you do have to think about what you’re doing.”


  “Hah.” Dater stepped back from the table. “I will assist you. In exchange, you will help me reclaim my throne, if I can come to terms with the rebels.”


  He shoved his hand into his pants. “I swear upon my manhood,” he said. “May it drop off if I betray you.”


  Emily looked away. She’d heard that some of the nobility swore upon their testicles, but she’d never actually seen it. Not until now. If he thought she was going to shake his hand after that...


  “I will assist you,” she said, quietly. If nothing else, she could work with Aiden against the hardliners without feeling she was betraying her principles. “But if we don’t stop Void, we’ll lose everything.”


  “Then we’d better start working on a plan,” Dater said. He started towards the flap, then stopped himself. “Get something to eat, before we resume our march. We’ll be crossing the border tonight.”


  Emily nodded. “And what sort of reception do you expect?”


  Dater frowned. “I don’t know,” he said. His face was suddenly grim. “In all the chaos, we lost contact with Red Rose.”


  Emily shivered.


  Chapter Eight


  “SO,” JAN SAID. “WHAT DID YOUR father have to say?”


  Aidan shifted, uncomfortably, and tapped her ears. The carriage was big enough for four people - Sergeant Miles and Nettle had remained outside - and the rattling was loud enough to make life difficult for eavesdroppers, but it was impossible to be sure. Emily reached out with her mind, searching for spells that might be used to listen to their conversation. The wards didn’t seem configured to do more than provide a minor level of protection to the passengers.


  “It should be safe to talk,” she said, carefully. She wished she dared cast a stronger ward. “The driver shouldn’t be able to hear us.”


  “My father accepted my story, I think,” Aiden said. “It helped that it wasn’t quite a lie.”


  Emily snorted. Aiden had told her father that she’d hidden in the city after the revolution, that she’d eventually attached herself to Emily and - when all hell had broken loose - simply stayed with Emily. It had the advantage of being very close to the truth, although Emily was sure the councilor would have a heart attack when - if - he realized how much his daughter had left out. If, of course, he hadn’t been aware of his daughter’s activities for quite some time. The odds were good he was more observant than anyone had realized.


  “As long as it holds up,” she said. “And that we manage to get to Red Rose before anything else happens.”


  Jan cleared his throat. “I’ve been studying the detection spells,” he said, holding out a sheet of parchment. “Given time, we might be able to hack them.”


  Emily took the parchment and ran her eyes down it. Void had done a very good job. He’d taken the detection spells from Whitehall, tuned them to her magical signature and spread them over the land. They were nowhere near powerful enough to actually stop her using magic - that would have required more power than anyone could draw from a nexus point - but it didn’t matter. The moment she cast a spell strong enough to cross the threshold, she’d give away her position. He’d teleport his troops into the region to grab her. And Dater’s army would be caught in the middle.


  Her lips twitched. He’s going to regret teaching me to conserve power where possible.


  She smiled at the thought, then sobered. It was never easy to conserve power. She might find herself losing control at the worst possible time, bleeding enough magic into the air to cross the threshold and sound an alarm. It didn’t help that she wasn’t sure where the threshold actually was. Void would have wanted his detection spells to be as effective as possible, but he’d also want to avoid an endless string of false alarms. How much magic could she use without drawing attention? She didn’t know.


  And he’ll start using the spells to hunt down other magicians too, given time, she thought, grimly. And then they’ll have the choice between joining him or being killed.


  Jan shot her a nervous look. “That’s all I could get without making direct contact,” he said. “I can probe the spells directly...”


  Emily shook her head. Void probably didn’t have a feel for Jan’s magic, but there was no point in taking chances. Besides, he most likely had monitoring spells watching his detection spells in hopes of catching any hacker before he could do any real damage. She suspected they’d have to try, sooner or later, but that ran the risk of attracting attention too. Until then... they’d just have to watch from a distance as they planned their attack. Her lips quirked. If they knew when and where the enemy would be coming, they could set an ambush.


  She scowled as she looked at the wooden walls, imagining the army beyond. Dater’s men were loyal, she’d been assured. They’d certainly had their chance to desert during the chaotic retreat from the capital. And yet, she doubted they could stand up to Void and his dark-clad troops. She remembered the figures tearing through refugees and rebels alike and shuddered. Whatever they were, whatever Void had done, they were hellishly effective. She didn’t think orcs could cause so much carnage so quickly.


  “Try and figure out a way to hack the spells, but don’t touch them directly,” she said. “I need to think of a plan.”


  She leaned back against the wooden wall, wishing - not for the first time - that she’d managed to recover her books and tools from Dragon’s Den before going on the run. There just hadn’t been time. Void had known where she’d go... probably. She shook her head in irritation. There was no point in wishing for something she didn’t have... she wondered, just for a moment, if they could double back and go to Dragon’s Den. Void wouldn’t expect it... no, he would. He knew she had a connection to Whitehall. He wouldn’t want to allow her close enough to take advantage of it.


  And he might already have closed and bolted that door, Emily thought. Void had killed Lady Barb. He couldn’t have torn through her wards so quickly unless he was already drawing on the nexus point. There might be no way to subvert his control.


  Her heart twisted. She’d been afraid when she’d faced necromancers, time and time again, but she’d also known they weren’t that capable. They often lacked proper magical education. They had raw power and a certain animal cunning, but little more. Void, on the other hand, was old enough to be her great-grandfather. He’d spent so long studying and practicing magic that he’d gone toe-to-toe with a necromancer and held his own. Emily had done that - once - and it had nearly cost her everything. Void was too strong to beat in a straight fight and too cunning to trick. She gritted her teeth. He’d taught her how to tighten her mental defenses. How much might he have gleaned from her mind?


  He’s not invincible, she told herself, severely. You can take him down.


  She groaned, inwardly. Necromancers were crazy. They were incapable of learning from their mistakes. They were more likely to decide that whatever they’d done wrong was whatever they’d intended to do all along. They focused on a single goal and kept trying to attain it even after success had become impossible. Void... she had watched him using his magic to conjure objects from nothing. He had vast power and he knew how to use it and... she wasn’t sure she could beat him. She wasn’t even sure she had any kind of edge.


  He might know about the nuke-spell, she thought. Her skin crawled. Who knew just how much he might have learned from her mind, in the guise of teaching her how to defend her thoughts? What else does he know?


  She didn’t want to think about it, but she had no choice. Her mirror counterpart had used the nuke-spell to establish herself as the unquestioned ruler of the entire world. Void could do the same, obliterating any magical or aristocratic stronghold that stood in his way. It would be easy. He wouldn’t have to break through the wards to trigger the spell, merely detonate it as close as possible and then walk in to pick up the pieces. There would be consequences, but... she swallowed. She’d never been entirely sure if the spell produced radioactivity. Void might not know enough to even consider the possibility. And she wasn’t sure he’d care.


  And I can’t even use the spell myself to kill him, not as long as he stays in Whitehall, she thought, grimly. I wouldn’t just kill countless innocents. I’d blow up the nexus point itself and that would take out much of the kingdom.


  The thought chilled her. Sorcerers knew better than to risk tampering with nexus points. Even tapping them could be very dangerous. She’d been told, back in her very first year, that the last sorcerers to try had triggered a vast explosion and created the Desert of Death. She believed it. There was so much power in a nexus point she was mildly surprised they hadn’t cracked the planet in two. And if she detonated a nuclear-level blast above the nexus point, who knew what would happen? The fireball might scorch the entire country to dust and ashes. She might create a whole new section of the Blighted Lands.


  We could try to lure him out, she thought. But he’s too smart to fall for it. Unless we offered him something he couldn’t ignore - or send someone else in his place. And what do we have that would bring him and him alone?


  She shook her head. Lady Barb had warned her that Void had a habit of picking up useful people and putting them to work. In hindsight, it was clear he’d used her as much as any of his other recruits. Hell, he’d recruited Nanette shortly after she’d fled Mountaintop - Emily cursed herself for missing the hints that Silent wasn’t all she’d seemed - well before Emily had started her apprenticeship. Nanette was brilliant. There wasn’t much she couldn’t handle, Emily had to admit. God alone knew what Nanette had done for her master. And she could be sent in his place, if he sensed a trap.


  Her mind raced. If they got to Red Rose, if they took control of the nexus point, they’d have options. Emily knew she could use the nexus point to push Void’s spells back, perhaps even open portals to Zangaria or Heart’s Eye. It wouldn’t be that hard, assuming she managed to take control. But Void would know it, too. He might not realize she’d joined Dater - he might assume the king would try to kill her on sight - but he’d have a good idea of where she was going. She had to assume the worst.


  She closed her eyes in pain. It was just over two thousand miles between Alluvia and Zangaria. If they had to walk or ride all the way... it would take months, at best, with no guarantee of finding safety at the far end. Void could have invaded Zangaria already... he could have captured and brainwashed - or killed - Alassa and Jade. Emily didn’t want to believe it - Alassa was tough, much stronger than most people realized - but she knew it was possible. Anyone could be broken, given time. And Void would have more than enough time to bend Alassa to his will.


  We need a surprise, she thought. Something he wouldn’t see coming.


  A thought crossed her mind. A mimic? Void knew they existed - he knew what they really were, he knew she’d used one to kill a necromancer - but they weren’t easy to detect. Her mimics didn’t have the flexibility of the originals, the weapons that killed and replaced their victims so completely that even they didn’t know the truth until they needed to find another victim to keep the cycle going. If she crafted a mimic so detailed that it was impossible for anyone - even Void - to tell the difference before it was too late... it wasn’t much of a plan, she conceded, but it was the only one that made sense. All of her other ideas were simply too risky against an opponent who was too old and experienced to be fooled easily.


  He wants me, she thought. The bounty hunter had had very clear orders to take her alive and as unharmed as possible. He’d had absolutely no leeway at all. And I can use that to draw him to me.


  She opened her eyes. Aiden was sleeping, snoring quietly. Jan was working on a sheet of parchment, sketching out spell notations as he considered possible ways to hack the detection spells. Emily took a handful of papers from her bag and started to work herself, drawing out the mimic-spell as best as she could. Master Wolfe, who’d designed the original mimics, had been a master. Her mimics were nowhere near as capable. But then, she hadn’t set out to design a way to keep herself alive for thousands of years. She’d just wanted to kill necromancers.


  Her head started to pound as she detailed her ideas. It wouldn’t do to make an obvious mimic. Void would see it coming and cast a simple cancellation spell, destroying all her work in an instant. Her lips twisted into a grim smile. So many people had thought the mimics were living things, terrifying things, that they’d never bothered to consider they might be spells instead, or that they might have an obvious weakness. Void knew better. She would have to craft a mimic that would fool him long enough to get close, without actually being consumed by her own spell. That would be embarrassing. And yet... she couldn’t help thinking, as she kept detailing the concept, that it might be her only hope. The mimic had to look and act like her right up to the moment it sprung.


  “It won’t work,” she said, out loud. “I...”


  Jan looked up. “What won’t work?”


  Emily flushed. “I have a concept,” she said. She didn’t want to talk about the mimics, not with anyone, but she didn’t have a choice. “It... it won’t work.”


  “My master” - Jan’s face fell, just for a second - “used to say there was no point in forcing out an idea. Give it time and inspiration will come to you.”


  Emily blinked. “Master Lucknow said that?”


  She smiled, inwardly. Void was... the magical community regarded him with a certain degree of awe and fear. A weapon of last resort, Lady Barb had said once; a person who could be relied upon to solve the problem, but not - perhaps - in a way one might like. She knew that being taken for his daughter had smoothed the way for her, his fearsome reputation giving her time to build a reputation of her own. And yet, one-on-one, he’d been a kind and considerate teacher. He’d pushed her to her limits, forcing her to understand what she was doing, yet he’d never pushed her beyond them. She felt her heart twist, once again. She’d loved being his apprentice. She wanted to go back to the days before she’d known what he was doing...


  Master Lucknow probably wasn’t a bastard to his apprentices, Emily thought. He would have been strict, of course, in the way most teachers of magic were strict... but he wouldn’t have set out to deliberately cheat them of an education. We might even get along if he didn’t regard me as an enemy.


  “If we have time...” Emily studied her notes. “I think this isn’t going to work.”


  “Let me see,” Jan said. “Maybe you’ll spark a thought in me.”


  Emily snorted as she handed over the papers, then took his and glanced at them. It wasn’t going to be easy to hack the detection spells. Even forging a link to the spells, as one might open an internet connection to a computer, ran the risk of triggering an alarm. Ideally, they’d want to piggy-back on a connection that was already there... perhaps, just perhaps, it could be done. They’d need to make sure the spells went active at the right time, zeroing in on their position...


  ... And then they’d need to run, before his troops arrived.


  “This is fantastically complex,” Jan said, admiringly. “You never considered becoming a charmsmith yourself?”


  “Void told me I was studying magic itself,” Emily said. “He was very insistent that I didn’t limit myself by staying within a single discipline.”


  She frowned. Void had told her - and shown her - that, given enough power, one could conjure anything. Anything at all. One didn’t need to spend weeks brewing a particularly complex potion when one could just conjure the spellware into existence, allowing one to use the potion’s magic without any of the side effects. Void had even explained that, at base, all of the magical disciplines were the same. There would come a time, he’d insisted, when a sorcerer would have enough power to qualify as a minor god.


  Except it would take centuries to develop the power to do anything of the sort, Emily thought, coldly. Unless one had a nexus point...


  “Soul magic, worked into a piece of spellware,” Jan said, breaking into her thoughts. He sounded uneasy. “Emily, this could get out of control very easily.”


  “It has, in the past,” Emily said. “But we need to bait a trap with something.”


  “And I wonder who’s going to fall into the trap,” Jan said. “I feel like the daft wizard who rigged his house with traps, then forgot what he’d done and walked right into his pit of doom.”


  Emily had to smile. “I was told that scattering booby traps all over one’s house was a sign of an immature mind.”


  “Yeah.” Jan stared at the notations. “Doing this... I feel like we’re on the verge of summoning something we can’t control.”


  “We may not have a choice,” Emily said, although she knew what he meant. She’d heard more than enough horror stories that started with some idiot - her tutors had always used the term some idiot, to make it clear that even thinking about the idea was stupid - who called up something from the Darkness and then discovered he couldn’t control it. They’d always been the first victims. They’d never been the last. “If we can’t lure him out of Whitehall...”


  Jan frowned. “And yet, if this works the way you suggest...”


  He met her eyes. “There might be another possibility,” he said. “But are you willing to risk your life? Or your sanity?”


  Emily grimaced. “Do we have a choice?”


  “Probably not,” Jan said. “Listen carefully.”


  Chapter Nine


  EMILY FELT HEADACHY AS SHE COMMITTED the notes on the paperwork to memory, then carefully tore up the papers and stuffed the scraps in her pocket. She’d throw them on the fire later, when they stopped for the night. Jan’s idea was incredibly complex, and there was a very good chance it would be foiled instantly if Void realized what they were doing, but it was the best they’d been able to devise. It might just give them an edge.


  She leaned back, wishing - again - for her own bed. Or even a horse. She’d never liked horses, but she could have ridden behind Sergeant Miles or one of the noblewomen if there wasn’t a horse she could borrow. People would have talked, if she’d ridden behind a man, but she didn’t care. The air in the carriage was hot and stuffy. She hoped - she prayed - they’d be able to rest for the night, once they were across the border. It wasn’t going to be easy.


  The carriage rattled to a halt. Someone rapped on the door. “Lady Emily?”


  Emily rubbed her forehead as she unlatched the door and pushed it open. The sky was darkening - it was late evening - but she could still see perfectly. The army had come to a halt, near a blocky stone structure that resembled a fort. No, it was a fort. They were on the border between Alluvia and Red Rose. She peered towards the structure and frowned. There were no lights, no signs of life. That was... worrying.


  She glanced at the speaker, a young man who seemed absolutely terrified. “Yes?”


  “Begging your pardon, My Lady, but His Majesty wants to see you,” the young man said, speaking so quickly his words blurred together. “Please... I...”


  “I’m coming.” Emily jumped to the ground, without waiting for the driver or footman to push a climbing step into place. “Please take me to him.”


  The young man turned and hurried off. Emily followed him, hiding her amusement with an effort. The young man was probably a squire, a dying breed, although she doubted most of them knew it. The days of knights in enchanted armor were drawing to a close. And he was probably unsure how to treat her. Was she a noblewoman, a sorceress, a warrior, a scholar or all of them put together? She smiled at his back. There were different protocols for each and every type of person the poor boy might meet along the way.


  King Dater was standing at the front of his army, Sergeant Miles right beside him. Emily felt a twinge of discomfort, even though she knew Dater needed all the professional help he could get. It might be good for the sergeant to have something to do, while Emily and Jan worked on the plan, but... she put her doubts aside as she nodded to the king. She heard something that sounded like a whimper behind her. She should have curtseyed, but she was too tired and headachy to care.


  “The border guards should have stopped us,” Dater said. He was eying the dead fort thoughtfully. “Where are they?”


  Emily understood his confusion. It was unlikely the border guards could stop a small army from crossing the border, but they could hail the leaders and demand explanations while dispatching riders to the nearest cities to sound the alarm. It was possible, she supposed, that the fort had been so badly undermanned that the CO had decided to evacuate instead of asking Dater’s intentions, but it struck her as unlikely. Red Rose should have reinforced the border instead, just to keep the revolution - and its ideas - from spreading. She’d be surprised if there wasn’t an army somewhere within marching distance. King Rupert wasn’t the type of person to assume a revolutionary army would stay on its side of the border.


  “Good question,” she said. “Did they know we were coming?”


  “Probably.” Dater eyed the fort warily. “We can’t stay here.”


  Emily nodded. The revolutionary troops were slower than the royalists, but they’d catch up eventually. The fighting was likely to spread over the border, no matter what commanders on both sides wanted. Dater might have to cross the border. His army was experienced and tough, but they were running short on everything from rations to ammunition. If the rebels knew it, they could force him to fight and end the war in a single battle.


  “Emily and I will check it out,” Sergeant Miles said. “I suggest you prepare your troops to continue the march.”


  Dater made a face. “And if we get caught on the wrong side?”


  Emily concealed her amusement as she followed Sergeant Miles across the border. The map had suggested there was a wall, or at least a string of markers to show where one kingdom ended and the next began, but there was nothing beyond the brooding presence of the fort itself. She wasn’t too surprised. The borderlands had never been particularly well defined. Both sides had a certain interest in keeping the details a little vague. But if Dater took his army across the border without permission, he risked starting a war. It would be hard for his prospective father-in-law to overlook it, not when Dater would be marching right past the border fort. And who knew what might happen then?


  She glanced at the sergeant. “You and the king seem to be getting along well.”


  “We met during the last war,” Sergeant Miles reminded her. “And he’s smart enough to understand the value of experience.”


  “And combat sorcery,” Emily added. Sergeant Miles had never been a mere sergeant. A sorcerer was de facto aristocracy, whatever his formal rank. He could speak to a Crown Prince as a near equal, even in public. A king was a different matter, but Dater hadn’t been king for very long. “Did you warn him about the dangers of using too much magic?”


  “In vague terms,” Sergeant Miles said. “We don’t want him turning on us.”


  Emily said nothing as they approached the fort. It was a giant brooding structure, reminding her of the abandoned forts she’d seen in the Blighted Lands. Perhaps they too had marked borders, before the necromancers had swept them away. The fort wasn’t designed to keep out an army, even one without cannon, but it didn’t matter. It was there to mark the border, search anyone who wanted to cross legally and provide a tripwire. Anyone who crossed and attacked could reasonably be assumed to have bad intentions. Her lips tightened. Alassa had once told her that border guards - or at least their commanders - were often men sent into semi-exile for displeasing their monarchs. If that was the case...


  She expected someone to shout - or shoot - as they neared the gates, but the fort was as cold and silent as the grave. Sergeant Miles took the lead as they peered through the gates, then stepped inside. The fort was abandoned. She thought, for a moment, that it had been attacked, but there were no signs of a struggle. The doors were lying open, but there were no bodies inside. She glanced into the armory and frowned. It was hard to be sure - border forts were often the last to receive new weapons - but it looked as if it had been stripped clean of everything. The fort hadn’t been attacked, she thought. The entire garrison had deserted.


  “Interesting,” Sergeant Miles said, as she rejoined him in the courtyard. “They stripped out all the paperwork before they left.”


  Emily looked around, feeling a chill run down her spine. “Did they leave willingly or were they compelled?”


  “I don’t know,” Sergeant Miles said. “It’s odd for an entire garrison to desert as a body.”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “Unless they thought they could all turn bandit...”


  She frowned as they searched the rest of the fort. It was hard to judge how many men had been stationed there - border forts were often designed to house troops passing through as well as the garrison itself - but she doubted it had been any less than thirty or forty men. Had they all decided to desert? Or cross the border? Or... or what? Forty men were hardly enough to launch a coup or fight a civil war or... it occurred to her, suddenly, that rebel propaganda might have reached the garrison. They had been on the border. They might have been convinced to join the rebels in Alluvia...


  Sergeant Miles let out a sigh as they turned and headed back to the army. “Did you come up with anything?”


  “I think so,” Emily said, carefully. “But we may need a nexus point to make it work.”


  “We could solve a great many problems if we had a nexus point,” Sergeant Miles said. “And he knows it too.”


  Emily said nothing. They trudged towards the army, which was steadily fanning out as more and more troops arrived. It was hard to be sure, as the darkness fell, but the men looked tired and worn. They had to know, intellectually, that there was nothing stopping the rebels from chasing them across the border, but emotionally they had to feel as though they’d reached safety. Emily winced, inwardly. The tired men were nowhere near safe and they had to know it. She certainly hoped they did.


  Dater looked up as they approached. “Well?”


  “The fort has been abandoned,” Sergeant Miles said. “The evidence points to desertion.”


  An officer Emily didn’t know glanced towards the trees. “Or they were lured into the greenwood.”


  “That will do.” Dater’s voice was sharp. “The fort is completely abandoned?”


  “There was no sign of anyone,” Sergeant Miles said. Emily could hear a note of irritation in his voice - he’d said it twice already - but she doubted anyone else could. “Given that they took all the paperwork, or destroyed it, I’d say they deserted. As to where they’ve gone” - he shrugged - “I don’t know. We could search the fort again, in daylight, but I doubt we have the time.”


  Dater said nothing for a long moment. Emily could practically see his thoughts churning behind his eyes. What to do? If they stayed on the border itself, they’d be run down and forced to fight with their backs against the wall. If they crossed the border, they ran the risk of starting a war. If they tried to turn back into Alluvia...


  “Map,” Dater said. A young man passed a scroll to him, which he unfurled and studied in a manner that suggested he already knew what he was going to see. “There’s a large farming community just two miles inside the border. We’ll head towards it and make camp in the fields, then make contact with the locals and send messages deeper into Red Rose.”


  He glanced at his officers. “Make it very clear to the men that they are to be on their best behavior. I do not want to have to hand one of them over to King Rupert for punishment because they committed an outrage against the local population.”


  Emily nodded in approval as the officers hurried to do their master’s bidding. The army was remarkably professional, for a force divided between aristocrats who regarded war as a game and common-born soldiers who saw war as an opportunity to loot and rape with impunity, but there was no point in taking chances. If the local population turned against them, King Dater would find it impossible to convince King Rupert to assist him. It would certainly provide a good excuse for sitting on his hands and doing nothing.


  “I’ll go back to Buzz,” Sergeant Miles said. “Do you want to go back to the carriage?”


  Emily shook her head. Aiden was still asleep, as far as she knew, and Jan was working on their plans. “I’ll ride with you, if you’ll have me.”


  Sergeant Miles looked at her for a long moment, then nodded and led her towards the waiting horses. Buzz didn’t look remotely out of place, although there hadn’t been time to brush the mud out of his mane. There was no mistaking him for a plough horse. Sergeant Miles mounted quickly, then helped her clamber up to sit behind him as the army lumbered into motion. A handful of horsemen galloped ahead, carrying lanterns. Emily hoped they wouldn’t run into another army, not when it was too dark to make peaceful contact. The last thing they needed was to start a war by accident. Moving across the border without permission was quite bad enough.


  The night grew darker. She glanced back, a chill running down her spine at just how dark the night truly was. It would be a long time before streetlamps became common, before the night was beaten back by electric light. She heard a handful of marching soldiers grumbling about moving in the dark, even though they could still see the road. It would be very easy to walk straight into a trap.


  She muttered a night vision spell and looked around. They’d crossed the border, but she couldn’t spot any real difference between Alluvia and Red Rose. Sparks of wild magic darted through the trees as they seemed to inch towards the road, flashes of a greater presence hiding in the forest. She couldn’t see anything moving, but that was meaningless. Very few people would willingly enter the forest after dark. There were just too many horror stories of what happened to people caught by the Other Folk. She shivered. She’d seen enough to know there was some truth in the stories.


  “We’re taking an awful risk,” Sergeant Miles muttered. “If we don’t have a chance to explain ourselves...”


  “I know.” Emily pitched her voice as low as she could, although she feared the marching men could hear her anyway. “We’ll just have to be careful.”


  The army slowed as the treeline started to recede once again. It dawned on Emily - too late - that the trees had actually forced the army to spread out along a single road. It would be difficult, if not impossible, for Dater to concentrate his army if they ran into trouble. She wondered if that had been deliberate, if someone had planned the road network to make life difficult for an invading army, or if it had just been a happy coincidence. The border folk did everything in their power to make it hard for their distant monarchs to rule them. They’d probably be delighted to slow an army, too.


  She grimaced as a walled town came into view, surrounded by fields. A handful had clearly been left to lie fallow, allowing them to regenerate after they’d been used to grow crops. Dater dispatched horsemen to the gates to speak with the town guardsmen, while commanding the army to pitch their tents on the fallow fields. He was thinking ahead, Emily noted, carefully ordering his men to leave the rest of the fields alone. The farmers wouldn’t be happy if their crops were destroyed before they could be harvested, setting off a chain of discontent that would eventually reach King Rupert himself.


  “Smart of him,” Sergeant Miles noted. “The last thing he needs is more enemies.”


  Emily nodded as she dropped to the ground. Her arms and legs were aching. She needed a long soak in a hot tub, something she knew she wasn’t going to get. Instead, she joined the council of war as the horsemen returned. They reported that the town council had agreed to let the army use the fields - they could hardly have driven the army away - but flatly refused to open the gates. Emily didn’t blame them. It would be hard enough keeping the men under control when it wasn’t pitch-dark. And the town council had absolutely no reason to trust a foreign monarch who’d arrived without invitation. They might fear it was the first move in a full-scale invasion. Who knew how much they knew about what was really going on?


  She assisted Sergeant Miles in setting up protective low-level wards around the camp, then pitching the tent for their small group. Jan looked dead tired, his papers clutched in his hand; Aiden didn’t look much better, even though she’d slept during the journey. Emily understood, all too well. Sleeping in a carriage was never restful.


  “I’ll take first watch,” Sergeant Miles said, as Nettle joined them. “Jan, I’ll wake you to take the second.”


  Jan blinked. “We’re in the middle of an army.”


  “And we’re being hunted by one of the most powerful sorcerers known to exist,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “If he finds us, he’ll come for us. And there’s nothing King Dater can do about it.”


  “And we’re in the middle of the royalist army,” Aiden echoed. There was a hint of distrust in her voice. Soldiers had had a bad reputation for decades, second only to mercenaries and tax collectors. It didn’t help that she was still in a dress. “We need to keep up our guard.”


  Emily nodded as she unfurled her bedroll and lay down. There weren’t many women with the army and they probably wouldn’t be safe, not if they lowered their guard or trusted the wrong person. It wasn’t the first time she’d marched with an army. Her reputation as a sorceress might protect her, or it might not. The troops weren’t supposed to know who she was. They might assume she was a noblewoman or... she shrugged. It didn’t matter. Better to take precautions than having to risk using magic if someone crept into the tent with bad intentions. She wasn’t the only woman in the tent.


  “We’ll continue our work tomorrow,” she told Jan. “And then we’ll decide if we can actually make the plan work.”


  And if we can’t, her thoughts added as she drifted off to sleep, we’ll have to think of something else.


  Chapter Ten


  EMILY SLEPT POORLY, NOT FOR THE first time. Her dreams were haunted by memories of Void and Lady Barb and everyone else, back when the world had made sense. She tossed and turned, all too aware she was probably disturbing the others yet unable to stop. The tent was too hot or too cold, the bedroll was uncomfortable and the blanket scratchy... she knew she was lucky to have a tent, that most of the infantry would be sleeping under the stars, but it was hard to believe. She suspected, as she finally gave up on sleeping and forced herself to sit up, that she was sensing the detection spells. Void was still looking for her.


  He hasn’t found us yet, she thought. She could see the faint light of dawn glimmering through the flap. If he had, he would have landed on us like a ton of bricks.


  Nettle stirred from where she was sitting on watch. “Lady Emily?”


  “I can’t sleep,” Emily said. “Do you want to get some sleep yourself?”


  “I’ll have to help prepare food shortly, My Lady,” Nettle said. “I don’t have time.”


  Emily nodded, wishing for a bath. Or even a shower. Her body felt grimy, as if she hadn’t washed properly for days or weeks... she hadn’t, she reflected sourly. The closest she’d come to a proper bath was splashing water on her face by the riverside and... she shook her head. Better to remain unwashed than be caught. Void might not know precisely where she was, but he could muster enough manpower to place agents and bounty hunters right across the borderlands. He’d only have to be lucky once.


  The flap rustled as someone shook it. “Lady Emily? His Majesty requests your presence.”


  And what would you have done, Emily asked silently, if I’d been asleep?


  She put the thought out of her head as she stood and clambered out of the tent. It was big enough for the five of them, but it still felt hot and claustrophobic. The morning air was cool, with the promise of warmth later in the day. She brushed her hand through her hair - she’d have to cut it soon, if she couldn’t wash it - as she followed the squire through the camp. It was better organized than she’d expected, for an encampment that had been put together in the dark. Teams of men were digging latrines, hauling water from the river and unpacking supplies for breakfast. She hoped the army had enough to keep itself going, at least for the moment. A hungry army would be as dangerous to its commanders as the enemy.


  Her eyes narrowed as they approached the king’s tent. A pair of horses were tied up outside, displaying livery she didn’t recognize. Emissaries from Red Rose? She had no idea how the local politics worked, but it was unlikely the local council was allowed to display near-regal livery. Red Rose probably had its own sumptuary laws, to keep the commoners from showing off their wealth. They were probably just as ineffective as Zangaria’s.


  She glanced at the squire. “Who arrived?”


  “I cannot say, My Lady,” the squire said. “The king commanded your... ah...”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Emily said. The poor boy was caught between following his king’s orders and the risk of giving offense to a sorceress who could turn him into a frog with a snap of her fingers. She sighed, inwardly. She didn’t make a habit of turning anyone into frogs, but sorceresses had a certain reputation... “I’ll find out inside.”


  She opened the flap and stepped into the tent. Dater and General Tagge were standing on one side of the folding table, facing a young woman with red hair that fell all the way to the small of her back. A faint whiff of magic surrounded her as she glanced at Emily, looking her up and down before she smiled in recognition. She wore a riding outfit that was surprisingly tight for someone who was clearly an aristocrat. The woman standing beside her wore a simple brown tunic. Emily frowned in puzzlement. If the aristocrat recognized her... who was she?


  “Lady Emily,” Dater said. “Please allow me to introduce Princess Mariah of Red Rose.”


  Emily nodded in sudden understanding. “Your Highness,” she said, formally. “I apologize for not recognizing you at once.”


  “I was a little girl, when you saw me last,” Mariah said. Her accent suggested she’d been to Whitehall, although probably not for more than a year or two. “I don’t believe you’ve met Juliet at all.”


  Emily nodded to the other young woman - a magician, too, unless she missed her guess - and then studied Mariah thoughtfully. It was possible she’d made a dash to the border to greet her betrothed... possible, but unlikely. Her father would hardly have let her go... hell, she would hardly have risked her reputation on a romantic wild goose chase. Dater would have looked like a fool, if he’d ridden off on a quixotic quest to win Mariah’s heart, but Mariah would have looked a great deal worse. A lone chaperone, even one with magic - wouldn’t be enough to preserve her reputation. No, she hadn’t come to marry Dater on the spot.


  She met Mariah’s eyes. “Why are you here?”


  Mariah stared back at her for a long moment, then wilted. “I need your help.”


  Emily felt her heart sink. “What happened?”


  “She reached the camp this morning,” Dater said, quietly. “She was on horseback for several days.”


  “Nearly two weeks,” Juliet corrected. She reminded Emily of Imaiqah, and she was almost certainly a commoner, but there was something in her voice that suggested the two girls weren’t precisely friends even if they knew how to work together. They were both magicians, closer to each other in social rank than birth alone would imply. Perhaps they’d been forced to rely on each other long enough to escape. “It wasn’t easy to get to the border without being caught.”


  Emily gritted her teeth. “Caught by whom?”


  Mariah let out a breath. “It was a fairly normal day. My father - King Rupert - intended to spend the morning meeting with representatives from the White Council. My brother Slark was going to be in attendance. Father ordered us - me and Juliet - to watch from behind the curtains, just to make sure the councilors didn’t try anything funny. He didn’t really trust the councilors.”


  “Wise of him,” Dater injected.


  “Perhaps.” Mariah started to shake. “It was a boring meeting. They were discussing the conference at Whitehall. I think they wanted to make a secret deal with the kingdom, then present it to everyone else... I didn’t quite follow the details. It didn’t have anything to do with me. They weren’t even trying to use magic to make their case. And then...”


  She forced herself to stop shaking. “These... people... appeared out of nowhere. They just teleported into the throne room. They grabbed my father at once. My brother hit one of them with a sword, which broke. I think they killed him... I think... I threw a curse at one of them, but he just ignored it and came at me. He would have caught me if Juliet hadn’t yanked me out of the way and hit him with a chair. It seemed to stun him, just for a second. We ran...”


  Her voice became ragged. “The entire castle was under attack. The royal guards were ripped to shreds. I saw Lady Claris being brutally murdered... they crushed her skull with a single blow. The gates were seized and sealed. It was... it was all we could do to get over the walls, down to the stables. We barely managed to seize a horse and gallop away before the stables were captured, too. The stable boys died to buy us time to escape. I saw...”


  “We kept moving,” Juliet said, briskly. “The princess wanted to get to the city itself, but it was already under attack. We had to keep moving. Lord Gleeson said he’d give us sanctuary, when we galloped into his lands, but he had other intentions. Luckily, he didn't know we were magicians. We escaped and fled further south. Mariah had the idea of approaching King Dater for help. There weren’t many other people who’d help her without looking for a way to turn matters to their advantage.”


  Emily kept her face impassive. Dater would want to turn matters to his advantage. Juliet had to know it. Was she trying to flatter him? Or trying to make sure he underestimated her? It wouldn’t be easy. Dater had fought beside Lady Barb as well as Emily herself. He might not think much of the average woman, but he’d know sorceresses could be very dangerous. She wondered, suddenly, if Dater had known Mariah was a magician. Princesses with magic were often encouraged to keep their powers a secret. Who knew when their families might need an ace in the hole?


  “Red Rose has already fallen,” General Tagge said. He spoke as if he were announcing the end of the world. “We’ll get no help from them.”


  Emily was inclined to agree. The troops Mariah had described sounded very much like the troops Void had sent after her. They’d gotten into the castle using the teleport spell she’d devised, probably after hacking the wards through a piece of chat parchment... she gritted her teeth in frustration. Void had taken her idea and turned it against the entire world. And if he’d overrun Red Rose, he might have overrun the rest of the Allied Lands too. They were advancing into a trap.


  “No,” Dater agreed. “But we might be able to help them.”


  He looked at Emily. “How long will it take for them to seize the nexus point?”


  “They already have,” Mariah protested. “They’ve taken the castle!”


  “But it takes time to reignite a nexus point,” Dater said. “Right? Emily?”


  The nexus point was never snuffed out in the first place, Emily thought. The king was barking up the wrong tree. Void won’t be wasting his time trying to reignite...


  A thought struck her. “Your Highness, do you know how your family took control of the nexus point?”


  “No,” Mariah said. “I was never told.”


  Emily considered it. Lord Whitehall - with a little help from her - had been the one who’d first taken complete control of a nexus point. He’d been the one who’d devised the self-sustaining spellware that allowed the owner to channel the power into the wards... it was impossible to be sure, if the details had been lost, but she doubted whoever had first tapped the nexus at Red Rose had done as good a job. House Ashworth hadn’t, and they’d been a family of sorcerers. It was quite possible that she was the only person in the modern world who knew how to do it. And that meant...


  “It might be possible to retake control,” she said. “If we did...”


  Dater clapped his hands. “It would be a disgrace if we failed my lady in her darkest hour,” he said. He grinned at Mariah. “We’ll start the march shortly.”


  “It will be risky,” Emily said. “And” - she hesitated, all too aware Dater was not going to like what she had to say - “the princess may not be in her right mind.”


  Juliet snickered.


  Mariah glared at her, then at Emily. “What are you saying?”


  “The person behind this... this madness is very capable,” Emily said. “He can twist minds to the point that he can turn people into unwitting spies, utterly unaware they’re under his control. They cannot be detected through spells designed to detect dishonesty because they don’t know they’re being dishonest. You could have been sent here to lead us into a trap.”


  “My Lady is not a spy,” Dater snapped. “I’ll bet my life on it.”


  “You are betting your life on it,” Emily said. “And anyone who knew you could have predicted you’d run to the rescue.”


  The chance to unite two kingdoms under your banner would be difficult to turn down, she added, silently. If Mariah’s father and her brothers are dead, she’d be the legal heir to the throne. Even if you couldn’t rule in your own right, you could rule through her and your children would combine the two thrones into one.


  She sighed, inwardly. Perhaps she was being paranoid. Perhaps she was jumping at shadows. But anyone who’d spent any time with aristocrats would know they could never turn down a chance to increase their power. Dater would certainly be in a stronger position, when it came to negotiating with the rebels behind him, if he had another kingdom under his control. He didn’t really have a choice. His army was doomed unless he managed to find a new source of supplies, and quickly.


  Dater scowled. “Can you test for... for this?”


  “Yes.” Emily winced, inwardly. Neither Mariah nor Juliet were likely to appreciate her touching their minds. And there was the ever-present risk of attracting attention. “It can be done.”


  “Then do it.” Dater looked at Mariah. “And afterwards, you and I will discuss our marriage.”


  “You will not be alone,” Juliet said, firmly. “I swore an oath to protect her virtue and I mean to keep it.”


  Emily hid her amusement as she led the two girls out of the tent. Councilor Triune hurried past her, his face pale. Emily wondered, idly, what garbled version of the story had reached him. Triune had been involved in the early negotiations, but now... Dater could talk to Mariah personally. Juliet would have to stay close to her mistress. Dater could be a perfect gentleman and yet rumors would start to spread, dark whispers that he’d seduced or simply raped Mariah. Anyone with an interest in questioning his right to the throne would start spreading the tales as soon as they realized what had happened. And others would find it convenient to believe them.


  “You were in fifth year when we started at Whitehall,” Juliet said. “I always thought it was a shame you left early.”


  “Me too,” Emily said. “Why didn’t you two stay in Whitehall?”


  Mariah made a face. “Father insisted on us leaving when the conference was announced. He had the feeling we’d be used against him in some way, whatever Grandmaster Gordian said or did.”


  “He might have saved your lives and minds,” Emily said. She glanced at them as they reached the tent. “What made you ride south?”


  “Cold calculation,” Mariah said.


  Emily raised her eyebrows. “How so?”


  Mariah looked, just for a moment, very much like Alassa. “My father and my firstborn brother are dead or prisoners. My second brother was at Whitehall, beyond my reach. I needed help. Anyone I approached for help would be able to leverage the situation to their advantage, but they’d also have enemies intent on keeping them from gaining any advantage. Some would want to marry me, others would want to kill me in hopes of wiping out the entire royal bloodline. I needed to marry someone who would be able to help me, without uniting everyone else against him. And, ideally, someone who’d give me space of my own.”


  She shrugged. “My betrothed was the best of a bad set of choices. He had an army. He had a kingdom of his own... or, at least, the promise of one. The lords knew my father had intended me to marry him, so there’d be no questions over that. And they’d expect him to be an absentee landlord. It would induce them to remain loyal, or at least stay on the sidelines, while we recovered the throne and prepared to retake his country.”


  “And you have no intention of being his puppet,” Emily finished. “Right?”


  “Right.” Mariah’s magic sparkled, just for a second. “I want a partner. I don’t want a ruler. My father was quite bad enough.”


  “Your father sent you to Whitehall,” Juliet pointed out. “And he clearly cared about you.”


  Emily said nothing as she opened the tent. Sergeant Miles and Nettle were gone, leaving Jan and Aiden alone. Emily wondered what Aiden’s father thought about that as she beckoned the two girls into the tent, then pushed the flap closed and briefly explained what had happened. Aiden shot Mariah a sharp glance, her eyes worried. To her, the situation just kept getting worse. Emily knew how she felt.


  “Sit down,” she ordered. “I’m going to touch your minds very lightly” - she saw their eyes widen - “in hopes of detecting any outside influence. It shouldn’t hurt. You might not feel anything, as long as you don’t try to resist. Just take a deep breath and let it happen.”


  She winced, inwardly. No one would follow that advice. No one liked the idea of having their mind touched, even by someone who’d sworn the oaths before being openly taught soul magic. She knew Mariah and Juliet would resist, she knew she might have to push her way into their minds... she knew there was a very real risk of attracting attention, even if they did it inside a warded tent, or of revealing too much about herself. But there was no choice. They didn’t dare take the army into a trap.


  Her fingers brushed Mariah’s forehead, very lightly. A vision of Mr. Spock ran through her mind as she pushed out gently with her magic, looking for signs of outside influence. She saw flashes of memory - riding lessons, magic lessons... Juliet looming over her, saying something Mariah had wanted to ignore - as she looked deeper. There didn’t look to be any signs of outside influence. Mariah’s logic sounded insane to Emily, but it made a great deal of sense to her.


  “You’re clean,” she said, pulling back. Void was good, but if his control spells had gone active there should have been some sign of Mariah’s thoughts being twisted in unwelcome directions. “You’re in your right mind.”


  “I wouldn’t go that far,” Juliet said. She let Emily touch her mind without a fight. It was hard to be sure, but Emily thought Juliet had more power and discipline than Mariah. “But at least we came here of our own free will.”


  “Yes,” Mariah agreed. “But we have to go back.”


  Chapter Eleven


  “THE PRINCESS AND HER LADY COMPANION will be joining the magicians,” Dater said, two hours later. The command conference had been surprisingly energetic, as Dater took care to solicit advice from his officers - and Sergeant Miles - before making the final decisions. “And we will proceed at once to liberate her kingdom.”


  His finger traced a route on the map. “The enemy forces are unlikely to know we’re coming,” he said. “Clearly, word of the invasion reached the border forts and caused their evacuation. They cannot guess that we have an entire army within marching distance of Rosalinda City itself. We will not delay, not any longer than it takes to obtain supplies from the town and prepare our forces for the march. It is vitally important we get into position to launch an attack before it’s too late.”


  Emily frowned as she studied the map. General Tagge had pointed out the dangers, from simply running out of supplies to getting cut off by feudal or revolutionary armies, to a degree that astonished her. It had taken her longer than it should have done, she acknowledged ruefully, to realize that being the devil’s advocate was General Tagge’s job. His master trusted him to speak the truth as he saw it, to point out flaws in the plan that needed to be addressed before they were exploited to stop the army in its tracks. It spoke well of Dater that he listened, even when the critical remarks were public. Under other circumstances, he might have made a good king.


  And he’s moving very quickly, Emily thought. She understood his logic, although she also understood the risks. They couldn’t afford a long, drawn-out campaign, no matter who ruled in Rosalinda City. They had to win quickly or lose everything. He’s risking everything on one throw of the dice.


  She frowned as she looked from face to face, trying to gauge their feelings. General Tagge was gruff and professional, but he was clearly concerned. Councilor Triune looked caught between hope and fear. The other officers were keeping their thoughts to themselves, although Emily was sure some of them questioned the value of marching to Rosalinda City when Jorlem City and much of their kingdom was in rebel hands. And, standing next to her betrothed, Princess Mariah looked quietly confident. Emily felt a flicker of amusement. Mariah really did remind her of Alassa. She certainly hadn’t let Dater push her to one side.


  “General, begin requisitioning whatever you can from the town,” Dater finished. “Make sure you order the officers to leave receipts, so we can pay when we have secured the kingdom and started our return home. Councilor” - he looked at Councilor Triune - “send out messengers to the aristocrats along the way, informing them that we are marching on Rosalinda City to free the king and ordering them, in the name of his regent, to send troops to our aid.”


  Councilor Triune coughed. “Your Majesty, they may not want to commit to our side.”


  “As long as they stay on the sidelines, they’ll help us,” Dater said, briskly. “We don’t want them trying to either block us or take the crown for themselves.”


  He grinned at his officers. “You know what to do,” he said. “We march in three hours.”


  Emily stepped to one side as the tent emptied. Dater really wasn’t wasting any time. It had barely been three hours since the princess and her companion arrived, and the army was already preparing to move. The forward scouts were already advancing along the road, watching for signs of trouble. She thought she understood. The army was tough and capable, but a prolonged period of inactivity could be - would be - disastrous. It would only be a matter of time before discipline started to break down. The king wanted to be well away from the town - or any settlement - before something could go badly wrong.


  “Lady Emily.” Dater shot a look at her as soon as they were alone. “You have something to say?”


  “You seem pleased, despite everything,” Emily said. “Why?”


  Dater smiled. “I cannot resist the chivalric obligation to save my beloved from those who would do her harm. What sort of man would I be if I left her to fight alone?”


  Emily snorted. “You barely know her,” she said. She wasn’t sure if Dater and Mariah had even met before the war. There were several years between them. If they had, they certainly wouldn’t have been left alone together. They wouldn’t have had the chance to exchange more than bland platitudes and inoffensive statements that couldn’t be construed as committing anyone to anything. “What’s the real reason?”


  Dater looked, for a moment, very much like his executed father. “If we free the king from his bondage, and save his kingdom from your mad master, he can hardly refuse to support me in retaking my kingdom. I won’t be coming as a supplicant any longer, but an ally who has done him a great service. And if he and his sons are dead, then Mariah as the legitimate heir and I - as her husband - will have the support I need. Our children will inherit both crowns and unite our kingdoms into one. Does that make sense?”


  “If Void lets you,” Emily said. “And don’t forget public opinion.”


  “I haven’t forgotten it,” Dater said. “But I’m not going to let it push me in the wrong direction either.”


  He cleared his throat. “Was there something else you wanted?”


  “Access to the war chest,” Emily said. “We need to buy supplies in town.”


  “Take them,” Dater said. “You can hand out receipts, as I ordered.”


  Emily shook her head. The chances were good the receipts wouldn’t be honored. The locals would know it. They were probably already burying everything they had - from food and drink to money and supplies - the army might want to take. Or steal. And the supplies she needed would be owned by magicians. They didn’t need a reason to turn against the army.


  “I need to buy supplies with cash,” she said. “I’ve had an idea.”


  “Very well.” Dater let out a sigh. “Speak to Triune. Tell him I said you could take some of the treasury. You can repay me later.”


  Emily studied him as he turned back to the map, then nodded curtly and hurried out of the tent. Councilor Triune was already dispatching riders, although it was clear - as he issued his orders - that he thought it was pointless. Emily tended to agree. The aristocrats would probably sit on their hands until a clear winner emerged, unless they’d already united against their monarch or their former subjects. She scowled at the thought as she waited for Triune to finish, then passed on the message. Triune looked displeased as he opened one of the chests - she was amused to note it was a literal chest - and hand over a sack of gold and silver coins. She didn’t blame him for being reluctant. There was little hope of obtaining more money until they secured the city and freed the king.


  And Dater might be hoping to get there too late to save the king, she thought, sourly. It might be better for him, in the long run, if Mariah becomes Queen at once.


  She was still considering the thought as she and Jan made their way down to the town. The main gates were open, a handful of officers making their way in and out as they secured supplies. Emily winced inwardly, knowing just how badly it was going to hurt the town to lose its stockpiles in the middle of summer. Even if the army did pay - eventually - it would be hard to replace what it had stolen. Dater might get what he wanted, at the cost of making himself as loathed as any other aristocrat. The rebels in the south might find thousands of willing allies when they crossed the border.


  The town looked deserted. Only a handful of people - all men - were on the streets, watching her warily. They didn’t know what to make of her. Half of the shops were closed, the doors bolted and locked. She guessed the shopkeepers were hiding upstairs or somewhere within the town, in hopes of not drawing attention. It wasn’t likely to work. The officers were unlikely to respect locked doors.


  She gritted her teeth as they turned the corner and peered at a giant apothecary. There didn’t seem to be a real magical quarter in the town, just a large building that doubled as a general store for magical supplies. She felt wards jangling against her magic as she pushed the door open, hoping and praying the officers were wise enough to leave the store strictly alone. Dater really didn’t need to make enemies of the local magicians. There might not be very many of them, but they could make real trouble.


  “Impressive,” Jan muttered, quietly.


  Emily nodded in agreement. The store was bigger than she’d realized. The owner had taken over the stores on either side of the apothecary, then expanded his shelves into them. There were rows upon rows of potion ingredients, focusing crystals, wands and staffs and hundreds of other items from the simple and understandable to the bizarre. Her eyes wandered over the bookcases, crammed with everything from ancient tomes to modern textbooks from a standard printing press. She couldn’t resist checking the titles, just to see if there was anything rare or valuable amongst the dross. It wouldn’t be the first time a rare book had turned up in an odd place. If things had been different, she could have happily spent hours in the stacks.


  “Welcome,” a gravelly voice said. “I take it you’re with the army?”


  Emily turned to see a young man with very old eyes standing by the counter. He looked vaguely Asian, although it was hard to be sure. He wore a simple pair of magician’s robes, covered in sigils and runes. Emily tried to get a sense of his power, but drew a blank. The wards pervading the air made it impossible to sense anything beyond her own magic. It wasn’t a surprise. The apothecary was his place of power. He’d have spent most of his life weaving magic into the walls, making it his.


  “We are,” she confirmed. “And we want to buy your supplies.”


  The shopkeeper studied her for a long moment. Emily tensed, wondering if he knew who she was. She might not look anything like her portraits, but... it was just possible he’d seen her at Whitehall or Dragon’s Den or somewhere. He could be part of Void’s conspiracy or... or he might just like a quiet life. She braced herself, expecting trouble. It wouldn’t be easy to escape if he turned nasty. And trying would bring Void’s forces down on top of them.


  “I see,” the shopkeeper said. “Can you pay?”


  “Yes.” Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. “We can pay.”


  “My store is yours,” the shopkeeper said, grandly. “Take whatever you like, as long as you can pay for it.”


  Emily shot a wistful look at the bookshelves, then picked up a trolley and started to collect potions supplies, crystals, parchments and a handful of carefully-carved wands. Jan hurried to the rear of the store to collect other items, carrying them back to the counter. The shopkeeper looked astonished, then pleased, as the pile grew larger and larger. Emily grinned, despite herself. She was going to have to hire people to help carry the supplies back to the army. Thankfully, that wouldn’t be a problem.


  We probably need supplies for Mariah and Juliet, too, Emily thought. It was clear the princess was a very capable magician. Dater wouldn’t want her anywhere near the front line, but Emily doubted he had a choice. His army didn’t have many magicians. He hadn’t been expecting to need them. They can help us prepare the potions and crystals.


  She finished collecting the supplies, then checked the stacks for anything else that might be useful as the shopkeeper started to calculate the price. It might have been easier, she reflected sourly, if they’d simply emptied the entire store. But that would have made things more complicated. It was going to be hard enough preparing everything before they reached Red Rose and had to put her ideas into practice. If it failed...


  Jan picked up a broadsheet and held it out to her. Emily took it and scanned the pages quickly. There was a large woodcut of her on the front page - she would never have known, if someone hadn’t written her name under the drawing - with a note offering a sizable reward for her capture, or information that led to her capture, dead or alive. Whoever had placed the bounty notice - the White Council, she guessed - had added a list of charges that ranged from breaking the Compact to sedition, treason and a number of other offences the broadsheet declined to list. Emily guessed the editor - or the council - had decided to allow the reader’s imagination to fill in the blanks. It made a certain kind of sense. The reader would assume the worst without the council ever having to come out and say it.


  She cursed under her breath as she read the more detailed articles. She was being blamed for everything from minor unrest and grumbling to outright riots and revolutions. The editorial went on and on about how Emily was personally responsible for everything, including events that had taken place before her birth. She put the broadsheet aside with a snort and picked up the next one, only to discover it had embraced a whole string of crazy conspiracy theories. A third agreed that she’d done everything she was accused of doing, but insisted it was all in a good cause. She shook her head in disbelief. There was so much nonsense in the broadsheets that it was impossible to tell what was actually true.


  Which is probably the point, Emily thought. The wilder the rumors are, the harder it will be to convince the world of what’s really going on.


  “You seem to have the money,” the shopkeeper said. He sounded weirdly disappointed. “Do you require assistance conveying it back to the army?”


  “Yes, please,” Emily said. “I’m also supposed to ask if there are any magicians in town who might be interested in joining the army.”


  “I doubt it.” The shopkeeper summoned a couple of young men, who piled the supplies into boxes and carried them into the streets. “There aren’t many magicians who live in the town itself. Those who do are too old to join the army.”


  Jan cocked his head. “Why do you have such a large store here if there are so few customers?”


  “There’s always people passing through,” the shopkeeper said. He smiled dryly, as if the question had been stupid. “And there are people who buy books or potions or... anything, really, that I can produce for them. I have a comfortable living without ever getting involved in the affairs of the great and powerful. Or taking sides.”


  He took the money, tested it and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me who wins the war,” he said. “Or what’s really going on beyond the walls.”


  Emily nodded. “Thank you for your time,” she said. She added a generous tip, in hopes of convincing him to keep his mouth shut about their visit. “And for letting us look at the news.”


  The shopkeeper snorted. “If any of the crap those rags are telling us is anywhere near the truth,” he said, “I’ll be astonished.”


  Emily waved goodbye, then led the way out of the store. The young men picked up the boxes and hurried towards the gates, joining a handful of soldiers as they transported supplies towards the army camp. Emily and Jan followed at a discreet distance, keeping a wary eye on them. Most of the supplies weren’t dangerous, not without proper preparation, but they’d become worse than useless if they were mixed together. Her lips twitched, remembering her early failures in alchemy. There was something deeply ironic in drawing on that experience to fight a war.


  “Nothing is ever going to be the same, is it?” Jan shook his head. “I mean... this will change everything.”


  “I think so,” Emily said. It was unlikely the world would ever go back to normal. The riots and revolutions hadn’t come out of nowhere. Even without Void stirring the pot, there had been more than enough discontent and deep-seated anger to - eventually - lead to trouble. She wondered, grimly, if Dater and Mariah had learnt the right lessons from everything that had happened. The genies of gunpowder and democracy were loose. There was no hope of putting them back in their bottles. “The world will never be the same.”


  Jan squeezed her hand, lightly. Emily understood. They’d been together, but they’d had no time together. They hadn’t even been able to share a tent, not without a chaperone. Emily knew better than to think Sergeant Miles and Aiden were doing it deliberately, but... she didn’t want to say that out loud. There were already too many rumors flying around the camp. She mentally cursed Dater for believing - or claiming to believe - that she’d been sleeping with Aiden. It had destroyed her credibility at the worst possible time.


  “If we can take the nexus point, we might be able to turn this around,” she said, instead. “And we might even be able to teleport the rest of the way to Zangaria.”


  “Yeah,” Jan agreed. They’d discussed it often enough, when they’d been trying to decide what to do. “But will that be enough to win the war?”


  Emily shivered. “I wish I knew.”


  Chapter Twelve


  “HE DOES MOVE VERY QUICKLY, DOESN’T HE?”


  Juliet smiled. “As long as he’s slower about certain other things.”


  Emily snorted, inwardly, as she looked from Mariah to Juliet and back again. The relationship between the two definitely reminded her of Alassa and Imaiqah, although there was something about it that felt different. Perhaps it was that they were a duo, rather than a trio; perhaps, at some point, they’d learnt they could rely on each other completely. She rather liked the two, even though Mariah was at least as calculating as her betrothed. Emily had to admit they were made for each other.


  She glanced out of the window, watching the world go by. The army was moving at a remarkable pace, the infantry pushing themselves to the limits as the cavalry clattered up and down the road in hopes of detecting any enemy troops before it was too late. Dater himself was leading his men from the front, marching with the infantry. Emily wasn’t sure if she should be impressed or horrified. The army would disintegrate if it lost its leader. There was no one else who could keep it together.


  Mariah cleared her throat. “What do you want us to do?”


  Emily turned her attention back to her fellow passengers. Mariah and Juliet had been crammed into the carriage with Emily and Jan, leaving Aiden to join her father at the rear of the march. Emily doubted Aiden was enjoying that very much. Councilor Triune seemed to like the idea of his daughter working with Emily, but only because it gave him a chance to curry favor with one of the most powerful and influential people in the world. Emily sighed inwardly. She understood the problem - Triune needed powerful support - but it still struck her as disgusting.


  She put the thought out of her head as she reached into a bag and produced a handful of crystals, parchments and pieces of string. “We need to charm these items separately, then tie them together,” she said. “I want to overload the detection spells.”


  Mariah frowned. “How so?”


  “He’s looking for me,” Emily said. “His spells are tuned to me, to my magic. If they weren’t” - she grinned - “he’d have false alarms going off all the time. The more magic I put into the ether, the greater the chance of triggering an alarm.”


  She allowed her smile to widen. “So I want to design these to broadcast my magic,” she said. “And keep triggering the alarms until he gives up.”


  “He’ll send his troops after you,” Mariah pointed out. “How do you intend to keep him from grabbing you?”


  “I won’t be there,” Emily said. “You can channel power through a chat parchment. I’ll be a long way away, which means he’ll be wasting his time searching for me. And if I keep doing it, he won’t have the slightest idea of where I actually am.”


  “Unless he figures out how to trace you through the chat parchment,” Jan said. “We’ll have to make sure the spells are destroyed.”


  “We’ll insert an incineration charm into the crystals,” Emily said. “As long as the spellware doesn’t go active, it shouldn’t draw attention. Once it does go active” - she smiled - “the resulting explosion should not only trigger his alarms, but destroy the chat parchment beyond recovery. He may not even figure out what happened!”


  “If we’re lucky,” Jan said.


  Emily nodded. She’d come up with the concept of chat parchments, but it had been Aloha who’d made them practical and Void himself who’d turned them into devices for channeling magic. It wouldn’t take more than one or two false alarms for him to work out what she’d done, although it would probably take longer for him to figure out a counter or simply stop responding to the alerts. She smiled, grimly, as she planned her next move. She wanted to do more than simply destroy his faith in his detection spells. She wanted - she needed - a proper look at his troopers. She needed to know how to stop them before he sent a whole army to bring her back.


  “I need you two to work on the charms,” she said. “Right now, that’s the most important thing you can do.”


  “As you wish.” Mariah reached for one of the crystals and held it up. “Have you planned how we’re going to get into the castle?”


  “I have some ideas,” Emily said, vaguely. “It depends on what we find when we arrive.”


  She closed her eyes for a long moment. Did Void - or his agents - already have control of the nexus point? The spells he’d used to keep her from teleporting were still in place. It was quite possible they were being projected from Red Rose, not Whitehall... she grimaced. If Void already had complete control, there might be no way to break into the castle unless... she shook her head. They’d cross that bridge when they came to it.


  “We do have some training in magic,” Mariah said. “We can help fight beside you.”


  “Void would eat you for breakfast,” Emily said, bluntly. “And so would Nanette.”


  She watched them start to work - she didn’t dare help them, not when she wasn’t sure what it took to trigger the alarm - and then turned her attention to Jan’s spell notation. Void’s spells were very good, very focused... the only way to hack the network was to touch the network and that alone would draw attention. Her lips thinned as she considered some possibilities, ranging from trying to piggy-back her spells onto the alarm to simply using the powered-up nexus point to tear the detection web to shreds. It would work, she was sure, but it relied on securing the nexus point. If they didn’t, the whole exercise would be worse than useless.


  The hours ticked by, one by one, as the army continued its march. There was no opposition. Emily wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. They were marching right down the middle of the king’s road, doing their level best to avoid towns and cities, but they were passing through dozens of estates and feudal holdings. The aristocrats couldn’t all be biding their time, could they? One of them had already tried to seize Mariah. The remainder might be plotting their own bids to kidnap her and take control.


  Perhaps it would be better if they married now, Emily thought. In theory, capturing and forcing a princess into marriage - rape, by any other name - was thoroughly illegal. In practice, everyone involved would have a certain incentive to downplay the crime as much as possible. A powerful aristocrat might even get away with it completely, if he decided to brazen it out. If they were married, it would make it harder for someone else to snatch her...


  Mariah caught her eye. “How does this look?”


  Emily took the crystal and examined it. “Good,” she said. The spell wasn’t particularly complex - she’d learned it in her first year - but embedding it within a crystal could be tricky without proper tools. Mariah had done a very good job, better than Emily had expected. “We just need a few more of these.”


  “I was thinking,” Jan said. “If we key a bunch of chat parchments together, we could create a delocalized magical emission signature that would make it impossible to localize the source and allow you to use magic without actually being detected.”


  Mariah snorted. “And what does that mean?”


  “We take Emily’s magical signature and spread it out,” Jan said. “Right now, he can use his spells to locate her because her magic is unique. If we spread out her signature, using multiple different pieces of chat parchment, he’ll find it impossible to identify which one is actually her.”


  “It might work,” Emily said. “But we’d need a lot of chat parchments.”


  “We have enough,” Jan said. “In fact, if we scatter them over the army, we could create a haze that will cover the entire region.”


  “We’ll do that later,” Emily said. “I want to bait a trap first.”


  She forced herself to lean back in her chair as the carriage jolted to a halt. A moment later, someone rapped on the door. Jan opened it. “Yes?”


  “We’re making camp for the night,” Sergeant Miles said. “His Majesty would like the pleasure of your company at his table.”


  “We have work to do,” Mariah said. She sounded unsure of herself for the first time. “And... we have to keep marching on the castle.”


  Sergeant Miles gave her a sharp look. “You have been sitting in a carriage for the last six hours, Your Highness. The army has been marching. They need a rest before they crash into the castle, which will be difficult to storm even if the nexus point doesn’t come into play. Even the cavalry needs their rest. I suggest you accept His Majesty’s invitation and join him for dinner. You can ask him, if you doubt me.”


  He withdrew, closing the door behind him. Mariah spluttered. “He...”


  “He’s right,” Emily said. Mariah had gone to Whitehall. She should have known Sergeant Miles. “The army needs to rest before it goes to war.”


  Mariah scowled. “I...”


  “You and Juliet go,” Emily said. “Jan and I will continue preparing for this evening.”


  “You won’t join us for dinner?” Juliet looked horrified. “I’ll have to watch the pair of them making eyes at each other all night!”


  “We have to finish this,” Emily said. “We’ll see you later.”


  She felt a stab of sympathy as Juliet helped Mariah out of the carriage. It wasn’t going to be a pleasant evening, even if everyone was pretending to be polite. Dater and Mariah would be constantly sounding each other out, probing each other’s mindset so they could determine what their marriage would be like... Emily didn’t envy Juliet, who’d be caught in the middle between two powerful and determined people. She wondered, idly, if Dater would propose marriage on the spot. It would be awkward, particularly if Mariah’s father or brothers were still alive, but she could see him doing it. And who knew how that would work out? It might turn into a nightmare if they couldn’t recover the nexus point before it was too late.


  Jan cleared his throat. “What was all that about?”


  Emily sighed. “Mariah and Dater are going to be testing each other,” she said. “And Juliet is going to be caught in the middle.”


  “It makes no sense to me,” Jan grumbled. He picked up another crystal and started to work on it. “They know they have to work together.”


  “It’s difficult to follow,” Emily admitted. “They have so much in common that they might easily tear each other apart, instead of working together. They’ll have problems deciding which of them is really in charge.”


  She shook her head. “That’s their problem,” she said. “How did you get on with the chat parchments?”


  “I think they’re ready to trigger the spell,” Jan said. “It’s getting them into position to hack his network that’s going to be difficult.”


  Emily brushed her hair out of her eyes. They were only going to get one chance, perhaps two, before Void realized what they were doing. Trying to do too much at once might make it impossible for them to get anything done. And yet, they didn’t know for sure they’d get a second chance, let alone a third. She rubbed her eyes, trying not to yawn as her thoughts started to run in circles. She needed a rest before setting out, when night fell completely, yet she knew she wasn’t going to get one. She had too much else to do.


  Jan put the crystal to one side. “Have a nap,” he said. “I’ll sit here and carry on.”


  “I don’t have time,” Emily said. “I need to...”


  “It’ll be at least a couple of hours before it’s dark enough for you to proceed,” Jan said, bluntly. “And how long will it be, I ask you, before Sergeant Miles manages to tear himself away from the king?”


  Emily flushed, although she was too tired to be really angry. Dater needed Sergeant Miles and yet... she shook her head, leaning back in the seat. Her body was aching, suspension be damned. She wanted a proper bed and a bath... she’d settle for a shower. It was a shame they hadn’t reached an estate, somewhere that would put them up for the night... she sighed as she tried to close her eyes. She understood Dater’s logic - there was no way to know where their host’s loyalties really lay - but it was still frustrating.


  Jan moved over to sit next to her. “Sleep,” he ordered, as he put an arm around her shoulders. “You’ll be heading out soon, while I’ll be lazing around here.”


  “Hah,” Emily muttered. “I...”


  She leaned into his embrace, wishing they had time to do more than... she was torn, again, between wanting to sleep next to him and being a little unsure of letting him so close to her when she was defenseless. They’d made love, but they’d never actually gone to sleep together... she wished, suddenly, that things had been different. A year ago, she’d been so innocent. She’d never known what her master had been planning, or who he’d placed so close to her. She wondered, as she drifted off, how Jan felt about what he’d done. It would have been easy to do nothing, to step back and let Master Lucknow take her into custody - or worse. He’d betrayed his master for her. He deserved something more than a life on the run from her master...


   



  “Lady Emily?”


  Emily jerked awake. It was dark. Jan was snoring next to her. She reached for her magic, almost casting a lightspell before catching herself. She cursed under her breath as she recognized Nettle, her pale face very nervous. Emily kicked herself mentally. She shouldn’t have gone to sleep and she shouldn’t have let Jan go to sleep beside her...


  “I’m awake,” she said. The lantern had burned out, somewhere in the last hour or so. “I... what happened?”


  Nettle hesitated. “Sergeant Miles... ah... suggested you eat something,” she said. “There’s food in the command tent for you.”


  It was probably a little stronger than a suggestion, Emily thought. She gently disentangled herself from Jan, then slipped to the door and dropped to the ground. He’ll know I didn’t eat anything during the trip.


  She rubbed her head as Nettle led her through the camp. King Dater and his army had found a field some distance from the city itself, close enough to see a faint glow in the air and yet too far for the defenders to mount a sally without giving Dater plenty of warning. She could feel a faint sense of power in the distance, reminding her about the nexus point. She wondered, idly, how the nexus points had been discovered in the first place. Lord Whitehall hadn’t built the castle that had eventually come to bear his name and he’d never worked out who had. The castle-builders had been dead and gone well before the Whitehall Commune.


  “My Lady,” Nettle said. She didn’t turn to look at Emily. “His Majesty suggested I might serve Her Highness.”


  “Did he?” Emily frowned at her back. “And what do you want to do?”


  “It is a rare opportunity, My Lady,” Nettle said. “But it might also be dangerous.”


  “Which would be true anywhere,” Emily said. She pushed open the flap and stepped into the tent. A handful of sandwiches lay on the table, covered by preservation spells. “Do you want to work for her?”


  She sighed, inwardly. On paper, Nettle was right. It was a rare opportunity. Mariah’s maids had been left behind when she’d fled, giving Nettle a chance to enter Mariah’s service at the very top. On paper, it was the best she could hope for. And yet, in practice, the opportunity might not be what Mariah thought. Mariah might be a terrible mistress, ready to blacken Nettle’s character if she dared leave her service...


  “I don’t know how to advise you,” she said, as she tucked into the nearest sandwich. “If you like the idea of remaining in domestic service, take it now. You’ll have a good career. If you want to be something else, don’t.”


  “That’s the problem, My Lady,” Nettle said. “I want to be something else. But I don’t know what I could be.”


  Emily finished the first sandwich and reached for a second, thinking hard. “You might be able to get to Heart’s Eye, if - when - things go back to normal,” she said. “You could work there in exchange for lessons, if you want. Or you could try and get lessons here, or... you could always work for her long enough to build up a stake, then buy your way into a shop or something” - she shook her head - “it depends on what you actually want.”


  Nettle giggled. “I don’t know what I want,” she said. “That’s the problem.”


  “I know the feeling,” Emily said. Once, she’d wanted nothing more than to get away from home. Now... she wanted too many things, none of which were easy. “I’d suggest you took the opportunity to make some money, but it’s up to you. I can’t make your mind up for you.”


  “Do you want a maid?” Nettle leaned forward. “I could work for you...”


  “No, thank you,” Emily said. She remembered Silent - Nanette - and shivered. It would be a long time before she let anyone that close to her again. “I don’t need a maid.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  “I COLLECTED THE EQUIPMENT,” SERGEANT MILES said. “And the potion you prepared.”


  Emily had to smile as she joined him in the semi-darkness. Dater had flatly refused to surrender even a single barrel of gunpowder to what he’d called her mad idea, pointing out that it might make the difference between victory or defeat when they reached Rosalinda City. Emily didn’t really blame him. They hadn’t been able to locate, let alone produce, any more gunpowder, which meant the supplies they had with them were all they were going to have. Thankfully, she knew how to make a potion explode. She’d been cautioned not to do it at Whitehall - it would have gotten her in real trouble, if she’d done it on purpose - but it might come in handy now.


  “It should suffice,” she said. “Are you ready?”


  Sergeant Miles touched her forehead, muttering a night-vision spell. Her eyesight sharpened, the world taking on a greyish hue as she looked around the camp. The majority of the soldiers were sleeping in the open air, their officers in tents save for a handful on watch. She looked back at Sergeant Miles and frowned. He looked grim, grim and worried and ready to fight. His magic sparkled dangerously. She cursed Void under her breath. The sergeant hadn’t been in a good place even before Lady Barb had been murdered. He wanted revenge and he didn’t really care who got in the way.


  At least he’s been kept busy, assisting with the troops, she thought, as she took the knapsack he offered, checked the contents and slung it over her shoulder. Better to keep him busy than give him time to brood.


  “I have to ask,” Sergeant Miles said. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


  “I have to try,” Emily said. She had doubts from the moment she’d come up with the idea, and she’d seriously considered scrapping it completely, but she knew she had to see it through. “Did you pick a suitable spot?”


  “Yes,” Sergeant Miles said. “It’s far enough from the army that, whatever happens, they shouldn’t be involved.”


  Emily nodded and glanced at the moon. “Shall we go?”


  Sergeant Miles said nothing as he led her towards the edge of the camp, then past the pair of armed guards on duty. Emily silently noted their positions, reminding herself to give the proper sign and countersign when challenged or - if that was impossible - to wait until morning before returning to the camp. The guards would be jumpy, even if there were pickets scattered across the surrounding countryside. The last thing she wanted was to be shot by a guard when she returned. She knew a dozen spells to shield herself, but using even one of them risked detection. Or worse.


  The night air felt uncomfortably hot as they started to walk down the road. Emily felt sweat trickling down her back, her arms and legs aching after spending hours in the carriage before starting the walk. Sergeant Miles kept a steady pace, never speaking. Emily eyed his back worriedly, wondering what he was thinking. He’d been a very different person, when they’d gone to war against Dua Kepala. But then, it had been a very different world.


  She looked up at the stars, feeling utterly alone despite the sergeant’s presence. Who could she trust? Really? Lady Barb was dead. Grandmaster Hasdrubal was dead. Sergeant Harkin was long dead. Sergeant Miles was teetering on the brink of madness and Void had betrayed her. She was cut off from her oldest and dearest friends, from Alassa and Imaiqah and Jade and Cat and Frieda and... she gritted her teeth, promising herself she’d link up with them eventually, even though she knew they might already be dead. Red Rose had a nexus point to power its defenses and it had still fallen. Alassa’s wards were flimsy by comparison. Zangaria might have fallen already.


  When we take control of the nexus point, we can start fighting back, she promised herself, firmly. And then we can make contact with the rest of my friends.


  Sergeant Miles slowed. She almost walked into his back. “I trust you and Jan put your time to good use?”


  Emily flushed. “We came up with a hundred different spells and charms that might be useful,” she said, stiffly. “But putting them together will require time and a nexus point.”


  “Which we don’t have, not yet,” Sergeant Miles said, turning to face her. “And I trust you are also aware of the dangers of pregnancy?”


  “I...” Emily felt her flush deepen. “I know the risks. I...”


  “Good,” Sergeant Miles said. “Just bear in mind that Jan might believe you’re taking care of it. If you don’t dare use the right charms, you have to make sure he does.”


  Emily cleared her throat. “We... we haven’t gone that far.”


  “Good.” Sergeant Miles turned away, his magic calming down. “Be careful.”


  Emily scowled at his back as he resumed the walk. Lady Barb would have told her the same, she knew; she’d made sure Emily knew how to protect herself from unwanted pregnancies long before Emily had allowed anyone to do more than kiss her. And yet... she felt awkward, hearing the same advice from Sergeant Miles. It was none of his business, except... she shook her head. It was his business, as long as they were fighting for their lives.


  They came to a halt on the top of a hollow, staring down into the darkness. She couldn’t help thinking that it looked as though something had hit the ground and exploded a long time ago, leaving a crater behind. Sergeant Miles reached the center and looked around, then started to unload his pack. Emily joined him, placing the modified chat parchment in the exact center and scattering potion jars around the crater, then pouring more potion into the ground. It stank, but she told herself it wouldn’t matter. No one would take a sniff until it was far too late.


  “Good,” Sergeant Miles said. He grinned, white teeth flashing in the darkness. “The rules of war are changing.”


  Emily nodded. Gunpowder alone had turned the world upside down. The teleport spells Void and Emily had created, between them, would change things again. And then the portable portals... she shook her head. The smarter kings and generals would be working overtime to learn what was now possible, then adapting their tactics to match. The ones who couldn’t adapt would go the way of the dinosaurs.


  “We’ll take cover over there,” Sergeant Miles said, as they reached the top of the crater again. “If things go to hell, you turn and run straight back to camp. Don’t worry about me.”


  “I...” Emily swallowed. “I can’t leave you behind.”


  “That’s an order,” Sergeant Miles told her. “Obey it.”


  Emily said nothing as they walked over to the boulder and concealed themselves behind it. She respected the sergeant, and his experience, but... cold logic insisted he was right. She was far more important to the resistance than he was, experience or no experience. And yet, she hated the thought of leaving him behind. She’d sooner get a stiff lecture on the importance of obeying orders than have to watch helplessly, from a distance, as his body was torn to shreds.


  She checked to make sure the piece of chat parchment was in her pocket. “Ready?”


  “Ready.” Sergeant Miles never took his eyes off the crater. “Trigger the spell.”


  Emily closed her eyes and touched the parchment, allowing her power to flow through the link and into the crater. It was hard not to feel naked and exposed, as the magic grew; it was impossible, in theory, to detect a chat parchment from a distance, but if anyone could do it Void could. She silently gauged the power flaring in the crater, trying to determine the level that would trigger an alert. It would be so much easier if she knew where the lines were drawn. She could use a spell to clean herself and not feel so grimy all the time.


  Her eyes narrowed as the detection spells came to life. Her mind raced, trying to trace out the spellware. It was fantastically complex and yet, because it was designed to track down her, she had an in. She reached out with her mind, following the link back towards the central network. It was practically gossamer-thin and yet... she scowled. It was designed to make it hard for anyone to hack the network, unless someone was prepared to risk discovery. She might have bitten off more than she could chew...


  The air flashed. Five dark figures appeared in the crater, so dark they blended perfectly into the shadows. If she hadn’t seen the flash, she wouldn’t have known they were there. Instead, she threw caution to the winds and pumped power into the crystal, detonating the incineration spell. It ignited the potion, triggering an explosion. The ground shook violently. Emily ducked back as pieces of debris flew over their heads and pattered down somewhere behind them, her mind spinning as she lost contact with the spellweb. Sergeant Miles motioned for her to stay down, then peeked over the boulder.


  “Son of a...”


  Emily scrambled to her feet and peered towards the crater. It was a smoldering ruin. The crystal and the potion jars were gone, leaving a smoldering wasteland in their wake. A handful of bodies lay on the ground, utterly unmoving. Emily sucked in her breath, sharply. There was no way the bodies should have remained intact. They should have been in pieces, scattered across the ground. Instead... she muttered a spell to sharpen her eyesight. It was hard to be sure, but... were they dead? Or simply playing dead? She couldn’t tell.


  “Stay here,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “Do not come after me until I call.”


  He dropped to the ground and crawled towards the crater, staying as low as he could until he reached the lip and peered down. Emily tensed, ready to cast a spell to yank him back - and to hell with the dangers - as he paused, then started to crawl into the crater itself. Fear trickled down her spine. The figures should have been killed instantly, but what if they were still alive? What the hell had Void done to them? She racked her brains for anything he might have said regarding enhanced humans, but nothing came to mind beyond a few remarks about foolish people who meddled without having a good idea of what they were doing. Enhancing horses was one thing; enhancing humans was quite another.


  Sergeant Miles appeared, carrying a body slung over his shoulder. Emily watched as he staggered towards her, as if he was burdened by some great weight. She frowned. The sergeant had once carried her and another student with ease, back in her first year. She knew she’d been smaller then, but not that much smaller. The body certainly didn’t look morbidly obese.


  She stepped back as the sergeant dropped the body in front of her. “What do you make of it?”


  Emily let her eyes roam over the body. It - she couldn’t determine a gender - was clad from head to toe in a strange black outfit that felt odd to the touch. Her fingers skittered over the fabric, suggesting it was magic. She clenched her fist and tapped her knuckles against the figure’s chest, feeling as though she were touching solid metal. Slipping the dagger out from her sleeve, she tried to cut the outfit away from the body. It was so tough it took her a great deal of effort just to make a single cut.


  “Try doing it lightly,” Sergeant Miles advised. “Pretend you’re cutting butter.”


  Emily doubted it would work, but she tried it anyway. This time, the fabric parted with surprising ease. She pulled it away, revealing a battered body that had - once - been a human man. Now... she felt queasy as she peered down at the remains. The body looked weird, the upper chest muscles disproportionately large compared to the rest of the body. The veins seemed larger too, as if they’d expanded at some point and … she pulled the mask away, revealing a blank, oddly featureless face. She didn’t recognize it.


  “Interesting,” Sergeant Miles said. “My guess is that this poor bugger was enhanced well after he reached adulthood.”


  “Really?” Emily glanced at him. “How can you be sure?”


  “I can’t,” Sergeant Miles said. “But the sorcerers who tried to breed enhanced horses discovered they needed to insert the changes during childhood, if they wanted them to take root before the horse reached adulthood. When they tried to enhance an adult horse, the results were apparently horrific. This... this person clearly didn’t have time to adapt to the enhancements...”


  Emily swallowed hard. “What is he doing?”


  She sagged, nearly falling over before Sergeant Miles put a comforting arm on her back. She’d seen horrors before, too many horrors to count, but this... she’d never dreamed Void might unleash this. The dead body in front of her... who had he been, before Void had gotten his hands on him? What had he wanted from life? Had he known what he was getting into or had he simply been kidnapped, yanked away from his home and turned into a monster? A horrible thought ran through her, a thought she couldn’t even begin to disprove. There’d been hundreds of students in Whitehall when Void had enchanted the school. What if she was looking at one of them, changed into a monster...?


  “It’s alright to be upset,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly. “It is.”


  Emily forced herself to sit back and watch as he poked and prodded the body, keeping up a running commentary. “Superior muscles on his arms and legs, made worse by the armor; his veins seem to have been supercharged to the point they were practically bulging out of his skin. Skin seems tougher than normal too. I’d say his heart and lungs were too small to support him indefinitely... my guess is that he was on some sort of potions regime, just to make sure he didn’t burn himself out. No obvious traces of inherent magic, but he’s dead so it’s impossible to be sure.”


  “Was he...” Emily felt sick. “Was he under Void’s control?”


  “I don’t know,” Sergeant Miles said. “It’s possible his mind was altered by... by whatever made him a monster. It’s also possible Void gutted his mind to make sure he obeyed orders and nothing else. The ones we encountered before we met the king didn’t chase us into the forest, even though they could have done. My guess is that they don’t have the capacity to think very clearly, certainly not outside whatever framework they’re given. It’s possible some of them are more intelligent than others. We might well have killed their commander when we lured them into a trap.”


  He paused. “The armor is definitely magic,” he added. He tore a chunk away from the body and held it out to her. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Emily nodded, slowly. “If we hit these guys with a cannonball, they’ll just pick themselves up and keep coming.”


  “Yes.” Sergeant Miles sounded deeply worried. “We overloaded their armor here... there have to be limits to how much they can take. One doesn’t have to actually crack a suit of armor to break the wearer’s bones. I’ll study this piece, do some calculations. There’s probably a way to break through, if we look hard enough.”


  “Let Jan have a look at it too,” Emily said. She shook her head slowly. “Why is he doing this? I mean... why do this?”


  “He’ll need an army, to back up his plans,” Sergeant Miles said. “And he’d need the finest army in the land.”


  Emily nodded, feeling cold as she walked to the crater and peered down at the ruined bodies. There were no weapons, as far as she could tell, although it was meaningless. The enhanced men were strong enough to tear people like paper and their armor was practically the ultimate blunt instrument. One punch would be enough to go through a stone wall or an armored knight on horseback. She wondered, suddenly, if they could punch through wards. It wasn’t impossible. They certainly had the power to do it.


  And there’s nothing stopping him from giving them bladed or gunpowder weapons, Emily thought. He might have sent this batch after me unarmed, just to make sure I didn’t get hit by a stray shot. The ones sent to take the kings might have had real weapons.


  Sergeant Miles carted the body back to the crater, chopped it up a little in hopes of making it difficult to tell they’d captured some of the armor, then dumped it with the others. Emily took one last look at the bodies, abandoned in the crater, and then turned and headed back to the camp. Void would notice he’d lost a team, eventually, and deduce what had happened. And then - hopefully - he’d be a little more careful about sending his people after her. Her lips twitched as she looked at the captured armor. It could be broken. Perhaps if she rigged up a spell to transfigure the air into gunpowder or gas or something else that might explode on cue...


  They stopped on the edge of the camp, reported to the guards and then made their way back to the tents. Aiden and Nettle were already inside, snoring loudly. Jan, Emily guessed, was still in the carriage. He was going to be hungry and cranky tomorrow, and she considered waking him, but he needed his sleep. He’d have to take a look at the captured armor tomorrow.


  Sergeant Miles grinned at her. “Very well done, Emily. Very well done.”


  “I didn’t do enough,” Emily said. “Next time, it will be a little harder.”


  “Next time, he’ll think twice,” Sergeant Miles said. “And that will work in our favor, too.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  THERE WAS NO TIME TO REST on their laurels, the following day. Dater debriefed them quickly - encouraged them to find a way to crack the armor before they faced an entire brigade of Void’s troops - and then turned back to organizing the advance on Red Rose. Emily was flustered, then amused. Dater knew he couldn’t deal with the enhanced troops himself, so he was leaving it in their hands while he concentrated on getting to the nexus point before the enemy took complete control. Emily conceded, as she joined the other magicians in preparing spells for the coming battle, that he wasn’t wrong. If they lost the nexus point, they might lose everything.


  We’ve already lost the nexus point, she reminded herself, grimly. We’re in a race to recapture it before the enemy figures out how to use it.


  The thought nagged at her as the army resumed its advance, the carriage rattling violently as it was hauled down the road. Void knew - he had to know - what she’d done at Heart’s Eye and Kuching. Could he duplicate it? He’d certainly done something to Whitehall’s nexus point, breaking her connection to the spellware that absorbed and channeled power into the wards. Had he used a sample of her blood, and her magical signature, to hack her spellwork and turn it against her? Or had he erased her work completely and rebuilt it from scratch? She didn’t think it was possible, but it was impossible to be sure. Void had forgotten more than she’d ever known about magic.


  “And you invented these batteries,” Mariah said. “They weren’t joking when they said you were dangerous, were they?”


  “Without the batteries, we’d still be at war with the necromancers,” Emily said, tartly. There was no point in worrying about what might have happened, if she’d done something differently. “Keep charging the batteries. We’re going to need them.”


  She studied the piece of charmed armor as the princess and her friend returned to channeling magic into the batteries. Jan had put together a handful of valves and wands to channel the stored magic in the right direction, but he’d cautioned her that his work was nowhere near perfect. Emily understood. He’d put the devices together on the move, without the tools most enchanters would take for granted. She frowned as she studied the collection of chat parchments, spell crystals and a handful of other items they knew might come in handy. If they had to sneak into the castle, they might have to go it alone.


  “Your family has a nexus point,” Emily said, to Mariah. “How did you get control?”


  “There’s always been a strong streak of magic in my family,” Mariah said. “According to the legends, we were descended from gods. The Imperial Family itself ceded the nexus point to us in exchange for our blood traits. The nexus point was our birthright.”


  “You’re certainly big-headed enough to be gods,” Juliet teased. “And history has been creatively rewritten.”


  Emily sighed, inwardly. It was difficult to put together any coherent history of civilization in the Allied Lands. There were too many missing records, too many spaces where the facts had been rewritten to suit one agenda or another... too many stories taken as fact whenever they suited the storyteller. It had always amused her how many people could claim with a straight face that the Imperial Family was completely gone and then insist that they were the direct descendants of the Final Emperor and therefore entitled to rule his former lands. Mariah had probably been brought up to regard the legends as facts. And yet, there was something odd about a royal family remaining in possession of a nexus point. She would have expected a magical community to turf them out years ago.


  She leaned forward. “What’s to stop the magicians from simply taking the point?”


  Mariah frowned. “Like I said, we’ve always had magic in the family. We’ve always had a foot in both camps. I don’t pretend we’re the strongest magicians in the world, but we have always had enough power to safeguard our position and attract magical clients. And besides” - she grinned, suddenly - “the point is keyed to us. Anyone who tried to dismantle the spellware would risk utter disaster.”


  “I’ll have to take a look at it,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure that was true. The royal family had practically told its enemies how they could get rid of the monarchy - and most of its powerful clients - in a split-second. “Did your father teach you how to control the nexus point?”


  “No.” Mariah shook her head. “I believe he taught my brother, but...”


  He wouldn’t tell you anything you didn’t need to know, not when you wouldn’t be staying with him, Emily thought coldly. Mariah had always known she’d be married off as soon as her family arranged an advantageous match. And now it’s blown up in his face.


  “You may have to rethink that policy,” Emily said, as the carriage continued to rattle onwards. “What you don’t know can hurt you.”


  She threw a handful of questions at the princess, trying to determine what she knew about the nexus point. The answers disconcerted her. Mariah either didn’t know much of anything - which was possible - or the nexus point was completely different than the others. Emily had read of a plan to create an artificial nexus point, but none of them had managed to get further than a rough outline of the concept. No one seemed to want to risk punching holes in the fabric of reality. Emily smiled at the thought, then grimaced. There were magicians who would do anything for power, even risk the entire world. What would happen if someone tried?


  The carriage rattled to a halt. Emily opened the hatch and peered outside. The castle rose up in the distance, a towering structure that seemed to go up and up until the upper levels vanished in the clear blue sky. It looked like a fairy tale castle, surrounded by a wall that was barely high enough to slow an invading army. She remembered the maps and scowled as she spotted men on the walls. The castle was oddly placed. It had its back to a lake, while an entire city sat in its northern shadow. One could easily ride up to the castle from the south without passing through the city. It would save an attacker having to fight his way through the city, but it would also make his approach predictable. The defenders would have to be blind as well as stupid not to guess how the attacker would make his approach.


  Particularly if he wants to avoid laying waste to the city, Emily thought. Rosalinda City was big, big enough to house hundreds of thousands of people. If we have to fight our way through the city, we’ll kill thousands of people who don’t want to be there.


  She gritted her teeth as she jumped down from the carriage, stepping outside the wards they’d crafted to protect their work. The nexus point was hidden behind the walls, but she could sense it pulsing at the back of her mind. Void hadn’t snuffed it, at least. She tried to peer at the wards, to determine if they’d been enhanced, but it was like staring into a sun. There was just too much power crackling around for her to make out the details. Mariah dropped down next to her and looked around with interest. The army was already taking up positions, preparing for the advance. Emily spotted archers taking up positions beside the musketeers, ready to sweep the walls. She felt a chill run down her spine as she and Mariah marched towards the command tent. The castle was too big to be taken quickly, even without the nexus point coming into play.


  “Princess,” Dater said. He was standing outside the tent, surveying the castle and comparing what he saw to the map. Sergeant Miles and General Tagge stood next to him. “We should be ready to launch the attack in a few moments.”


  Emily glanced at him and frowned. She understood the need for speed - she’d seen enough men-at-arms to understand they were trained to be aggressive - but she doubted Dater had enough men to take the castle by storm. The defenders would have all the time they needed to cut his men down, well before they reached the walls. And that was without the nexus point... she opened her mouth to say something, then stopped as Sergeant Miles shook his head. She guessed he’d been saying pretty much the same thing. He’d been a soldier long enough to know it wasn’t going to be easy to take the castle.


  She forced herself to watch as Dater barked orders, heedless of his own safety. His infantrymen moved into position, half carrying shields to protect themselves from archers while the other half carried swords and muskets. It looked weird to her eyes, but she understood. Muskets weren’t designed for engaging the enemy at very close range, unlike swords. She grimaced as the rows formed up and listened to a short speech from their monarch. Emily doubted many of the soldiers cared who ruled in Red Rose, let alone Jorlem City. They just wanted to survive the war and go home.


  “I tried to talk him out of it,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly. “But he’s intent on not arriving as a supplicant.”


  Emily nodded, feeling sick. She understood Dater’s feelings, but hundreds of men were about to die just so he could hold his head up high when he entered the castle. She spoke a silent prayer as the troops started to advance, snapping their shields into place as they came into the open. If the nexus point didn’t come into play, they might be able to get over the walls and into the castle before they could be driven out again. And who knew what might happen then?


  “Archers,” General Tagge roared. “Loose!”


  Emily flinched as the archers launched a hail of arrows. The hissing sound of arrows in the air had always chilled her. Bows and arrows might seem like children’s toys, to someone who’d grown up in a world of machine guns and atomic weapons, but they could inflict horrendous damage. She’d seen men killed or permanently crippled, arrows driven into their bodies with staggering force. Even if the first blow wasn’t lethal, the damage caused by trying to remove the bolt could often push the victim over the edge. Guns seemed almost merciful compared to bows and arrows. And yet...


  She watched a handful of figures toppling off the walls, the remainder ducking for cover as the archers lifted their bows and fired again. The castle walls were studded with murder holes, designed to allow the defenders to peek out and fire without being spotted by attackers. The archers were watching carefully for hints someone might be taking aim and firing at them, hoping to keep them off balance long enough for the infantrymen to get over the walls and into the courtyard. It would be difficult for anyone to turn the nexus point against the attackers once they were inside the castle.


  Unless they’ve really restructured the wards, she thought. The castle reminded her of Heart’s Eye, another building put together with the help of a nexus point. It was hard to believe the castle could remain standing, if it weren’t for magic holding it up. It isn’t impossible.


  The cannons started to boom, tossing cannonballs towards the walls. Emily saw them shake as the first cannonballs struck home, cracks appearing in the stone. She had to admit it was good thinking on Dater’s part. Normally, the infantry would have to scramble up and over the walls, making them easy targets for defending archers and sorcerers. If they knocked down the walls, they could simply swarm into the courtyard... she glanced at the city walls as the cannons fired again and again, wondering why the citizens weren’t shooting arrows at the attackers themselves. There had been rumors of uprisings in Red Rose too, she reminded herself. It was possible the citizens were hoping Dater would storm the castle for them. Or that they just wanted to wait and see who would come out on top before they committed themselves. The city was surrounded by high walls, but it was just too big to be held against a determined attacker.


  “The walls are falling,” Mariah said. Emily could hear the excitement in her voice. “We’re breaking through!”


  Emily glanced at her, then shook her head. It was easy. Too easy. And yet...


  ... She sensed, more than saw, a spinning... something... in the sky. A wave of... tiredness washed over her, a sense that it was better to do nothing than waste time doing something... she felt her hands drop to her side as the compulsion threatened to overcome her. No, it wasn’t a compulsion. It was subtle magic on a very unsubtle scale. The attack slowed to a halt as the magic swept over the infantry, bringing them to a stop. Emily knew, on some level, that she should be concerned about the affair, but it was hard - so hard - to focus her mind. Absolute disaster was unfolding right in front of her and she couldn’t bring herself to care.


  She bit her lip, hard enough to draw blood. Beside her, Sergeant Miles grunted like a man waking up from a deep sleep. Mariah stood beside them, utterly unmoving. Emily focused her mind on the pain, then slapped Mariah as hard as she could. The princess jerked back to awareness as the effect faded. Emily shuddered as she realized what the defenders had done. They’d taken one of her concepts - runes built out of raw magic - and used it to stop the attackers in their tracks. And now they were counterattacking!


  Sergeant Miles threw a stinging hex at Dater and General Tagge. “Sound the retreat,” he ordered, as panic started to spread through the ranks. “Now!”


  Dater stared at them, then at the advancing infantry. They’d bogged down completely. No, they were just standing still as the defenders cut them down one by one. The attack had turned into a slaughter. The trumpets blew loudly, jerking the men out of their trance... too late. The lucky ones turned and ran, throwing down their weapons as they fled. The unlucky ones were killed before they realized they were in danger. Emily felt sick as she watched the defenders firing arrows at helpless men. The attack had failed so badly there was a very real chance the city’s defenders would join the fray, just to prove their loyalty to whoever was in the castle.


  The air shimmered, again. Emily threw up a hand to shield her eyes as blinding light flashed over the battlefield. The retreat had turned into a rout. Dater barked orders, instructing the archers and musketmen to keep the defenders from making a sally, but it was clear he’d lost the edge. And the chance to lay siege to the castle. Emily doubted it was possible, not without a much bigger army. She wanted to make a snide remark - Dater really should have listened to Sergeant Miles - but she knew better. She needed to convince him to let her try to sneak into the castle, when night fell.


  “Establish siege lines around the castle,” Dater ordered. “Don’t let them sally forth.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. She didn’t need to look at Sergeant Miles to know he was unimpressed. The castle and the city were just too big to besiege. And, with a giant lake connected to a river right behind the castle, it wasn’t going to be easy to keep the defenders from bringing in supplies from the rest of the kingdom. She cursed under her breath. Dater’s messages to the kingdom’s aristocracy hadn't encouraged them to lend any support. The bastards were waiting to see who won, just like the city’s population. And now they might come out in support of whoever controlled the nexus point.


  “We can attack again, at night,” Mariah said. “Or we could take the city...”


  “No,” Emily said. The army’s morale had taken a severe blow. There was no point in pretending otherwise. It would take time, time they didn’t have, to rebuild the army’s confidence. “Right now, we can’t do either.”


  She caught Mariah’s eye and motioned for her to follow Emily back to the carriage. Jan and Juliet looked unsteady, as if they’d been hit with powerful compulsion spells. It was close enough, Emily decided. The wards should have protected them, but subtle magic was hard to block completely. It was quite possible that the wards had accidentally channeled the magic into their brains. She poured them both water, then leaned against the carriage and watched the men taking up their positions. They looked badly shaken, as if they’d gone up against a completely unexpected enemy. She knew how they felt. She’d felt the same way the first time she’d seen someone use magic.


  Mariah let out a breath. “So what do we do?”


  “We sneak into the castle,” Emily said, curtly. She motioned for Mariah to sit on the muddy ground. “And I want you to tell me everything you know about the castle’s wards.”


  Mariah hesitated, then nodded. “Very well,” she said. “But you’ll have to take an oath of secrecy.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Emily told her, bluntly. If her plan worked, the castle wards would have to be rebuilt from scratch. “Either you tell me what you know, now, or your family will spend the rest of their days as puppets.”


  “I...” Mariah nodded. “Very well. Just... just listen.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  THE SOLDIERS MIGHT HAVE BEEN BEATEN, and they knew they’d lost a battle if not a war, but that didn’t stop them throwing a defense line into place and then erecting a camp close enough to the castle to envelop it while ensuring they’d have plenty of warning if the enemy chose to launch a counterattack. Emily was mildly surprised, as night started to fall, that the enemy hadn’t. They’d never have a better chance to destroy the army before it either gathered itself for another attack or retreated in good order. It made her wonder what was really happening inside the brooding castle. Anything could be happening in there.


  She led Mariah through the camp towards the command tent, all too aware of glances being thrown at their backs. It wouldn’t take long for the men to start blaming Mariah for leading them into a trap - and then to start blaming Dater for listening to her. It might not manifest as anything more than grumbling, at least at first, but given a few more defeats it might easily lead to desertion or even outright mutiny. Dater was a better leader than many of the other aristocrats she’d known - and she had to admit he learned from his mistakes - but there were limits. His alliance with the princess could easily blow up in his face.


  Particularly if her father fails to be grateful for our help, Emily thought. Dater might believe his prospective father-in-law would sign a blank check, but she knew better. He might just thank us for our service and tell us to get lost.


  She sucked in her breath as she pushed open the flap and stepped into the command tent. Dater sat at a table, studying a map; Sergeant Miles stood next to him, his eyes dark with grim uncertainty. Emily was surprised that neither General Tagge nor Councilor Triune had been invited to the meeting, although she doubted either of them had anything to contribute. Besides, they’d be needed elsewhere. Tagge would have to handle the men while his monarch worked on the plan.


  “Mariah.” Dater stood to greet them, looking tired. “The offensive could have gone better.”


  “The offensive was a complete disaster,” Sergeant Miles said, curtly. “And there’s no point in trying to deny it.”


  Dater looked displeased. “Please, sit,” he said. “Dinner will be served shortly.”


  “We have a plan,” Emily said. She sat, facing him. “But it will mean taking a risk.”


  “The best sort of plan,” Dater said.


  Sergeant Miles gave Emily a sharp look. “What do you have in mind?”


  “It should be possible for me to get into the castle,” Emily said. “But I’ll need to take Mariah with me.”


  Dater opened his mouth, then stopped himself. Emily carefully hid her amusement. Dater wouldn’t want to put Mariah’s life at risk, not when she was his only tie to Red Rose, but - at the same time - it wasn’t something he could say out loud. Mariah was a sorceress, not some shrinking violet. And besides, she was the only person with a blood-link to the castle’s wards. There was no way to get inside the castle without her, not without setting off hundreds of alarms. Emily wasn’t entirely sure it could be done with her.


  “It has to be me,” Mariah said. “And I think I can do it.”


  Dater let out a long breath. “Are you sure? We can find another way...”


  “Not in time,” Sergeant Miles rumbled. “We don’t know what’s happening in the castle, but time is running out. If they dismantle the spells controlling the nexus point and replace them, we lose. It’s as simple as that.”


  “We can do it,” Mariah said. “And I’m willing to take the risk.”


  “Very well,” Dater said. He glanced at Emily. “Can you use magic?”


  “We should be able to create a haze,” Emily said. It was a good question. The hell of it was that she didn’t have a good answer. “In theory, we should be able to make it impossible for him to locate me... if I use magic. In practice, we don’t know for sure.”


  “And so your plan is basically to try it and see.” Dater grinned. “I think you’ve been spending too much time around me.”


  Emily had to smile. “We need to get into that castle,” she said. “Unfortunately, he knows it too.”


  She glanced at the map. Dater had sent out patrols, and emplaced pickets across all the roads leading to the city, but they didn’t know much - if anything - about what was happening a few short miles away. The aristocracy could be sitting on their hands, or dispatching armies to engage the invader, or plotting to seize power for themselves in the confusion. The city gates had apparently been shut for over a week, suggesting... suggesting what? The only good news, as far as she could tell, was that the city dwellers didn’t seem inclined to sally out and attack the army.


  Void could be in there, she thought. Void or Nanette or one of his other agents, up to... something.


  She frowned as a couple of stewards entered, carrying trays of food. Dater made a point of not dining any better than his infantrymen, something that made him more popular than many other aristocratic commanding officers. The food looked like rabbit stew and bread, although Emily knew not to ask too many questions. It was better not to know what she was eating. It might turn out to be something she wouldn’t have dreamed of touching, once upon a time. She’d certainly never eaten dog or cat until she’d found herself in a whole new world.


  “Please, eat,” Dater said. “It’s the least I can do.”


  “You need contingency plans,” Sergeant Miles said. “What’ll you do if you encounter him?”


  “Run the other way,” Emily said. She winced, inwardly, at the look he shot her. “I’ll use the battery-powered wards to disable him.”


  Sergeant Miles didn’t seem reassured. “And if it doesn’t work?”


  “Then we might be in some trouble,” Emily said. Perversely, Dater’s failed attack might have convinced Void Emily was nowhere near the army. She would have known - she had known - the attack was likely doomed. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


  She tucked into her food, feeling cold. It would be easy to slip away from the army, to abandon everything she’d grown to love and find a place to hide. As long as she kept her magic tapered down, Void shouldn’t be able to find her. But... she shook her head. She couldn’t walk away from her friends. And she couldn’t let fear get in her way. She needed to find a way to turn the situation around before it was too late.


  And for that, I need a nexus point, she thought numbly. And he knows it, too.


  She forced herself to relax as she finished her dinner. Dater and Mariah chatted back and forth, feeling each other out... it was hard to believe, really, that they’d never met properly before the engagement. Emily felt a flicker of affection mingled with a grim awareness that Dater and Mariah might not have a chance to get married before the hammer came down. Void might have more enhanced troops in the castle, waiting for them. Mariah’s tale had made it clear that he’d thrown them right into the castle, teleporting them right through the wards. Emily shivered, helplessly. Doing something about that would be the first thing on the list, once she took the nexus point for her own. They couldn’t stand up to even a handful of enhanced troopers.


  What is he thinking? Emily knew Void could be ruthless, and she was uneasily aware that some of the missions she’d done for him had probably helped lay the groundwork for his takeover, but she’d never known him to embrace such atrocities. Why does he feel he needs them?


  “I wish I could come with you,” Dater said, finally. “If I did...”


  “I understand,” Mariah said. “But I need you here.”


  Emily nodded to herself as Sergeant Miles beckoned her away from the table. The story would make Dater look bad, even if it didn’t grow in the telling. Everyone would be talking about how the king had sent two women to do a man’s job... she shook her head in disgust. Dater wasn’t a magician. There was no way he could handle the job. All he’d do, if he accompanied them, would be to draw enemy fire. And yet, there was no way to keep people from insisting he was a coward - or worse. She sighed as she joined Sergeant Miles, pretending not to hear the kissing behind her. It wasn’t her job to serve as chaperone.


  “Be very careful,” Sergeant Miles warned. “I should come with you, too.”


  Emily winced. “It can’t be done,” she said. It wasn’t going to be easy to convince the wards she and Mariah were the same person. There was no way to extend the deception over a third person. “We’re having to rely on chat parchments to allow Jan to help us.”


  “Be very careful,” Sergeant Miles repeated. “And don’t hesitate to run if you encounter something you can’t handle.”


  Void had said the same about Alluvia, Emily recalled. She said nothing as she turned to look at Dater and Mariah. They looked innocent, too innocent. Mariah’s lips looked slightly puffy. Emily pretended not to notice as she nodded to Dater, then led the way out of the tent. Mariah followed, leaving the other two behind. Emily guessed she was lucky Juliet wasn’t there. She didn’t quite understand the relationship between the two girls, but she was fairly sure one of Juliet’s duties was to chaperone Mariah. It wouldn’t do for her to lose her virginity before the wedding night. Emily rolled her eyes in disgust. If Dater was a virgin, she was a...


  “I’m ready.” Mariah’s voice broke into Emily’s thoughts. “Are you?”


  “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Emily said. “It isn’t the first time I’ve done something like this.”


  She felt Mariah’s eyes boring into her back as they returned to the carriage. Jan was already there, meditating as he prepared himself to hack the wards. Juliet was standing guard, ready to stop anyone who tried to disturb Jan. Emily picked up the bag of supplies and tested the protective spells before slinging it over her shoulder. A nasty thought shot through her mind and she stopped, dead. She should have thought to ask before she based her plans on it.


  “Mariah,” she said, slowly. “Can you swim?”


  “Of course,” Mariah said. “Can’t you?”


  Emily nodded. “I had to check,” she said, embarrassed. “I’ve known too many aristocratic women who couldn’t.”


  “I learnt at Whitehall,” Mariah said. “It’s a very useful skill.”


  “Yeah.” Emily glanced at Juliet, who nodded. “We’ll see you on the other side.”


  She led the way out of the tent and down towards the lake. A small boathouse was resting by the lakeside, seemingly deserted. Emily glanced around to be sure, then dug into her pack to find the swimming oil. She’d never liked using it - it felt like she was covering herself in rancid butter - but there was no choice. The lake was freezing cold and they’d have to spend most of the trip underwater. She dabbed a drop of liniment on each of her eyes, her vision blurring slightly as the magic took effect. If she was wrong about how sensitive the wards were, she was about to swim straight into a trap. Mariah took the jar from her and grimaced, then smeared it over her skin and under her clothes. Emily was relieved they were alone. The oil made their clothes cling to their bodies.


  “I’m ready,” Mariah said.


  “Not quite,” Emily said. She took a charmed blade from her bag and held it out. “We need to do the blood rite before we go.”


  Mariah held out a hand, reluctantly. Emily didn’t blame her. Mariah would have been told, from the moment she was old enough to understand, not to share her blood with anyone. The risk of someone using her blood to control her, or gain entry to her chambers, was just too high. And yet, she had no choice. Emily gently cut Mariah’s palm - the blade’s charm ensuring it was painless - and smeared the blood over her face before healing the wound. As long as they stayed close together, the wards should see them as one person.


  “Done,” Emily said. The blood made her face feel unclean. The magic should keep it in place long enough for them to get in and out, even when they hit the water, but... She’d need to wash - thoroughly - once the mission was over. “Let’s go.”


  She hefted her bag onto her back, then stepped down the slide and into the water. The lake should have been freezing cold, but the oil made it feel warm. She had to remind herself, as Mariah joined her, that it wouldn’t last. They had an hour, at best, before the cold started to seep into their bones. She glanced at the princess, then turned and swam into the lake before diving underwater. The gloom was darker than she’d expected, even with the liniment on their eyes. She surfaced, then started to swim towards the castle as quietly as she could. Mariah followed her, swimming with surprising skill. Emily kicked herself, mentally, for fearing the worst. Alassa had learnt to swim very quickly, too.


  Her skin crawled as they swam on, the castle looming over the lake like a giant shadow. She couldn’t see any lights in the edifice, not even a single glowing lantern. What had happened inside, she asked herself, for the castle to look so dark? Were the guards enchanted? Or were they simply keeping the light dim so as not to ruin their night-vision? She glanced back to make sure Mariah was behind her, then stopped at the very edge of the wards. They were strong, yet crude; they were wrapped in a haze that made it impossible to pick out any details. She wasn’t sure if that was deliberate or if the defenders were simply making a virtue out of necessity. The wards didn’t seem to have the sheer power and flexibility of Whitehall’s.


  She held Mariah’s hand as they dived back underwater and swam through the wards. They didn’t seem to notice, as far as Emily could tell. Whoever was in charge hadn’t removed Mariah from the list of authorized visitors. Emily hoped it was because Void had underestimated the princess, although she knew better than to rely on it. Void wouldn’t count someone out because she was female, not when he knew Emily and Alassa and a hundred other sorceresses fully as powerful and capable as any sorcerer. Hell, Nanette’s skill at sneaking through defenses was beyond compare. No one could possibly take her lightly.


  Emily braced herself as they reached the castle wall and swam alongside the stone until they found the intake tunnel. Mariah had told her that water flowed in and out of the castle through the pipe, easily big enough to take a pair of grown humans, but also that the pipe was heavily warded. Emily swam into the pipe, trying not to feel claustrophobic as the gloom seemed to crawl into her mind. It was harder and harder to see anything until she spotted the iron gate, glowing with magic. She reached into her pocket and removed the chat parchment, then pushed it forward and through the gate. Jan, on the other end, should be ready to start hacking the wards from the inside. Her lips quirked. It was quite possibly what Void had done to get his men into the castle in the first place.


  And that means he knows what to watch for, Emily thought. She floated in the water, silently counting down the seconds. Outside, they could surface if they ran out of air. Here... they’d drown if the magic failed before they could get back out. A chill ran through her, a grim warning that the magic might not last as long as she’d hoped. He might already have found a way to keep us out.


  The gate opened. She pushed it aside, then picked up the chat parchment and swam onwards. The chamber beyond was dark and cold, little more than a giant swimming pool with a tiny ledge and a door leading into the castle itself. She smiled as she swam to the side and clambered out, taking a moment to catch her breath. Mariah surfaced beside her, looking more like a drowned rat than a princess. Emily hid her amusement. Her skin was covered in streaks of oil. Her hair felt as if she hadn’t washed it for years. She was fairly sure she looked worse than the princess.


  “That wasn’t pleasant,” Mariah said. “Can we go on?”


  Emily nodded. The swimming pool was dark and silent, but they couldn’t stay there. Time wasn’t on their side. Jan was a good hacker - and he’d been hacking from inside the wards - but if someone was monitoring the wards directly, there was a good chance he’d already sounded the alarm. The guards might already be on their way. They had to move fast.


  She closed her eyes for a long moment. It was easy to sense the nexus point. The drumbeat of power was almost terrifyingly loud, hammering against her mind like the beat of a drum. She didn’t recall it feeling so bad the last time she’d visited the castle, although she’d been younger and suffering the side-effects of her first passage through the portals. Maybe someone had been fiddling with the nexus point, trying to take control. It wouldn’t be like Void to simply leave it alone, not when he knew how to make the nexus point his and his alone...


  Emily clambered to her feet. “Come on,” she said, clutching the chat parchment in one hand. “We have to move.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  EMILY FROWNED AS SHE OPENED THE door into the corridor and peered outside. There were no guards running towards them, no servants going about their business... no one, save for Emily and Mariah herself. She tensed, drawing one of the wands from her knapsack as she sensed power flickering through the walls, but it was only a glimmer of power from the nexus point. It was calling to her, drawing her onwards. She knew it could be a trap - the enemy might be waiting for her - but she knew she had to go to the point anyway.


  Mariah stepped up behind her. “Where is everyone?”


  “Good question,” Emily said. She’d yet to see a castle without a small army of guards and servants. The lower levels were normally humming with activity, even in the middle of the night. “I think we’d better be very careful.”


  She raised her wand as they started to inch down the corridor. The pull was drawing her on... no, down. She wasn’t surprised - she’d never heard of a nexus point being above ground - but she couldn’t help feeling disconcerted. They’d have no room to retreat if they were caught. She kept moving, glancing from side to side. The corridors were disturbingly identical, the walls undecorated by the usual rows upon rows of portraits and paintings. She found herself wondering if there was another castle - or a palace - within the city itself. It wasn’t unprecedented. The Royal Palace and the Royal Castle of Alluvia had been two separate buildings. They’d both been taken by the rebels during the first uprising.


  And Dater lost that battle too, Emily reminded herself, grimly. If he loses a third battle...


  A maid stepped out of a chamber, carrying a basket of linen. Emily hefted her wand, ready to freeze the girl if she started to scream for help, but she did nothing. Her eyes were dull, utterly blank. They swept over Emily and Mariah without her conscious mind ever recognizing they were there. Emily’s eyes narrowed as the maid walked past them and headed down the corridor. It wasn’t an act. The girl was so deeply enchanted, they could have been dancing naked and she still wouldn’t have noticed them.


  She tapped her lips for silence as she kept moving, reaching out with her mind in a bid to sense the compulsion spell. It was odd, more of a zone of limited awareness than outright compulsion. Anyone unlucky enough to be within range when the spell was cast would be utterly unaware of the intruders, and would proceed with their lives as normal as long as nothing broke the spell. Emily shivered, realizing the spell had to be drawing on the nexus point itself. Whoever had put it in place was well on the verge of taking full control.


  “Don’t disturb anyone,” she hissed, as they kept moving. “They should ignore us as long as we don’t force them to take notice of us.”


  Mariah stared at her. “And if they do?”


  Emily shrugged. Zones of compulsion worked as long as their victims weren’t encouraged to question themselves. If the maids walked into someone who wasn’t there - someone they’d known wasn’t there - she didn’t know what they’d do. Scream for help? Attack on sight? Or assume they were imagining everything? It wasn’t impossible. The spell would be wearing down their resistance, even as they tried to fight it. They might eventually forget why they were fighting and stop...


  “Try not to disturb them,” she ordered. “And hope the spell affects everyone.”


  The sense of unreality grew stronger as they kept walking through the corridor. She’d sneaked around dozens - perhaps hundreds - of buildings, but she’d never walked past so many watching eyes... none of which so much as blinked at her presence. Guards walked past on patrol, their eyes dead and cold. Emily eyed them warily, trying to determine if they were enhanced. It didn’t feel that way, and they didn’t look so heavily muscled, but it was hard to be sure. Void didn’t have to deck his men in black armor.


  Another set of wards greeted them as they reached a flight of stairs heading down. Emily pressed the chat parchment into the wards, hoping that Jan could unlock them for her before it was too late. She could hear more maids and manservants approaching, moving in eerie silence as the wards clicked open. Emily breathed a sigh of relief as they started down the stairs, feeling the nexus point grow stronger and stronger as they reached the bottommost levels. Mariah caught her hand and squeezed it, gently. Emily could tell she was nervous. Emily felt nervous, too.


  She stepped through the door into a giant chamber. The walls were blood-red. Power vibrated through them, thrumming on the air. Emily couldn’t escape the sense the walls were actually bleeding, the blood pooling on the ground before fading into the ether. The entire chamber was glowing with red light. She leaned forward and saw an altar, positioned right under the nexus point. It was a single flame... no, it was a single point of power that seemed to go on and on, vast strata of power that stretched into infinity and beyond...


  “Gods,” Mariah said. “What have they done?”


  Emily forced herself to stare into the light. A body lay on the altar, a knife plunged into its chest. A young man... she stepped forward, unsure what had happened. Shadye had planned to sacrifice her on a similar altar, hadn’t he? Who’d been killed here? And who’d killed him? She reached out with her senses, then stumbled back in pain as the nexus point’s sheer power crashed into her skull. That had been a mistake. She’d given herself a blinding headache for nothing.


  “Mariah,” a voice said. “You came crawling back.”


  A hooded figure stepped up and stood beside the altar. Emily stared. For a second, she thought the newcomer was Void, but the proportions were all wrong. And Void would never have let her get so close to the nexus point. She wasn’t sure what had happened, or what the sacrifice had done, but she thought she could blast a spell into the nexus point and blow them all to hell if she couldn’t take control. No, it wasn’t Void. Who was it?


  “Slark,” Mariah said. She sounded shocked. “What have you done?”


  Prince Slark¸ Emily reminded herself. He’d struck her as slimy, the one and only time they’d met. Did he sell out his family for power?


  “I’ve taken control,” Slark said. He threw back his hood. “The throne is mine. The kingdom is mine.”


  Emily frowned. Slark didn’t look completely human any longer. His face bulged in odd places, as if something were crawling under his skin. His hands were twitching spastically, his entire body appearing on the verge of collapsing into a drunken heap. She could sense magic curling around him, but... it wasn’t his. She wondered, suddenly, if Void had tried to put the prince under a spell, only to have the spell go wrong. Slark looked about to snap.


  “What have you done?” Mariah sounded horrified. “What have you done?”


  “I’ve taken control,” Slark said. Madness glinted in his eyes. “Never again will I be mocked for not being my brother. Never again will I be mocked for not being you. Never again...”


  “You killed our brother?” Mariah stared at the body, then at Slark. “What have you become?”


  He has a blood-link to the nexus point, Emily thought, numbly. It must have destabilized Void’s compulsion spells.


  She braced herself as Slark advanced on them. She’d seen too many second sons - and daughters - plotting rebellion in hopes of taking the throne they’d been denied by an accident of birth, but Slark had clearly gone off the deep end. Void could have seen Prince Slark’s resentments and used them to manipulate him, at least until his spells were deeply embedded within the poor bastard’s mind. And something had clearly gone wrong. She grinned, suddenly. Void had had to speed his plans up after she’d won the last war. He hadn’t had a chance to smooth out all the flaws in his scheme.


  “You’re no match for me, not in magic,” Mariah warned. “Slark. Stop this and you can live in exile and...”


  “You always laughed at me,” Slark said. “You always looked down at me. And now...”


  He jabbed a finger at his sister. A bolt of brilliant white light tore through the air. Mariah yelped and threw herself to one side, an instant before the bolt would have struck her. She chanted a spell in desperate haste, trying to turn her brother into a frog, but the spell faded almost as soon as it was cast. Emily shuddered. Slark didn’t know what he was doing, she thought, but he was drawing power directly from the nexus point. He couldn’t handle such power for long, yet...


  Slark looked at her. “And you will stop laughing, too!”


  Emily darted aside as a spell crackled through the air. She hadn’t been laughing at him and yet... it dawned on her, as another spell nearly hit her, that he’d mistaken her for Juliet. It would have been laughable, if he hadn’t been trying to kill her. Slark had definitely gone mad. Emily and Juliet had almost nothing in common, beyond long hair.


  “You will not escape,” Slark shouted. He launched a massively-overpowered force punch at Mariah. It would have smashed her to a pulp if she hadn’t dodged at the very last moment. It struck the wall, making the entire castle shake. “You will pay for what you did to me.”


  There’s no way to talk him down, Emily thought. She had enough power to separate him from the nexus point, she thought, but that risked setting off alarms. She didn’t want to draw Void’s attention, not now. He has to be stopped.


  “Keep him busy,” she shouted at Mariah. “Give me a few seconds.”


  Mariah stuck out her tongue at her brother. “Haven’t you found a princess to marry you yet?”


  Slark growled and hurled another curse at Mariah. Emily gritted her teeth as her hair stood on end. The prince had no conception of the dangers of using such dark magic, let alone risking using them so close to a nexus point. If he shot a spell right through the point, would anything happen? Emily forced herself to move fast, yanking a battery out of the knapsack and attaching it to a valve. She prayed Jan had done a good job as she channeled a spell into the valve. There was no time to set up a wand or a staff to shape the spell properly.


  The castle shook, again. Emily heard something crash in the distance. The enchanted staff and guards would be coming out of their stupor, Emily thought; they’d be slowly becoming aware of what had happened. She wondered how long it would take them to realize who’d done it and why, then told herself it wouldn’t matter. If they didn’t stop Prince Slark now, the castle would either be destroyed or simply be retaken by Void.


  “Over here,” she shouted. “You fucking coward!”


  Slark spun around and glared at her. “What did you say?”


  “You coward,” she shouted, making a show of glancing at the door. “Picking on your little sister!”


  The prince growled and came at her, magic crackling around him. The taunt had to hurt. Slark had spent most of his life being dumped on for being the lesser prince, in everything from birth order to magic. She would have felt sorry for him if he hadn’t been trying to kill her. Instead, clutching the battery in one hand and the valve in the other, she turned and fled through the door. The prince charged after her, dark magic poisoning the air. She shivered as she crossed the antechamber, nearly reaching the far door before a tendril of magic caught her legs and sent her to the ground. It yanked her up into the air, leaving her hanging from an invisible thread. Slark glowered at her, eyes burning with bright madness. She thought she saw twinges of red light within the glow.


  She didn’t hesitate. She slammed the valve into the battery and triggered the spell. Slark blinked, staring at her with an utterly dumbfounded expression, then collapsed into a heap. His spells shattered a moment later, dropping Emily to the floor. She barely managed to slow her fall just enough to save herself from hitting the ground hard, but the impact still stunned her. Slack’s entire body twitched against her - she forced herself to roll over and away from him - and then lay still. Emily sat up and peered down at his corpse. She’d expected to cut his link to the nexus point, not kill him...


  Mariah ran up to them. “What did you do?”


  “I’m not sure,” Emily said. Slark hadn’t been a necromancer. Losing his wards shouldn’t have killed him. There certainly hadn’t been a giant explosion upon his death. She poked the body gingerly, wondering what the hell Void had done. “How... how powerful was he? As a magician?”


  “Not very.” Mariah snorted, disdainfully. “He knew a few spells, but not enough to go to school. Or put up a real fight.”


  Emily scowled at her. Slark hadn’t been a minor threat, not as long as he’d been connected to the nexus point. And yet, he hadn’t fought very well... she wondered, grimly, if Void had taught him how to use the nexus point to boost his power without warning him of the dangers. Or if he’d intended Slark to serve as an example of what could happen - what would happen - without a powerful central authority. It was possible. Slark had been completely unhinged by the time he’d died...


  Or someone else is really in control, she thought. Slark could just have been a puppet.


  She stood and walked back to the nexus point. The spells were already coming apart at the seams. Slark - or someone acting through him - had started dismantling them, in hopes of taking complete control. She stared down at the body, unsure who it had been. A cousin? A bastard brother? Or... or who? The face had been badly mutilated. Emily didn’t think anyone could tell who the poor victim had been before Slark had put a knife in him.


  “People are coming,” Mariah said, from the edge of the chamber. “I think we have a problem.”


  “Yes,” Emily said. The nexus point sparked angrily. She forced herself to think. The zone of compulsion was gone. Hopefully, that meant the servants and guards would listen to their princess... at least until they found her father or brothers. “Go tell them to stay out of the chamber. I’ll only get one shot at this.”


  “Good luck,” Mariah said.


  Emily almost smiled as she rested her hands on the bloodstained altar. She’d taken control of nexus points before, but she’d underestimated just how tightly this one was woven into the family bloodline. If she hadn’t linked her blood to Mariah’s, she suspected it would have been impossible to even begin to take control. As it was... she heard shouting behind her as she gathered her mind and leapt into the maelstrom. There was no time to prepare the spellwork in advance, no time to plan the operation piece by piece... she just had to move.


  Her mind expanded with terrifying speed. She felt her thoughts pulsing through the castle, following patterns etched out over hundreds of years. She caught glimpses of people lying on the ground, rubbing their heads as they struggled to recover from the zone of compulsion placed on them. She felt the wards at the edge of the castle, studied their brute-force approach to protecting their people... she felt them start to splinter as the remainder of the original spellwork collapsed. Slark had been tearing it apart all along, all unknowing. Void had intended to simply walk in afterwards and claim his prize.


  Clever, she thought, sourly. If you don’t mind sacrificing hundreds of lives...


  She braced herself, then drew on the power and started to work. The last set of wards she’d built had taken months to grow naturally, but right now she didn’t have the time. She was uneasily aware she was doing shoddy work, even as she slammed a dozen precautions - against teleporting, against chat parchments, against spell-controlled slaves - urgently into place. Lady Barb would have told her off for wasting so much power...


  I wish she were here to tell me off, Emily thought. The wards - the new wards - were strong, but they were also brittle. She’d know what to do.


  She fell out of the wards and found herself kneeling by the altar, nearly overwhelmed by despondency. They’d won - they’d retaken the nexus point - and yet it didn’t feel like a victory. She rubbed her forehead as she opened her eyes, trying to ignore the blood staining her already-stained clothes. They hadn’t understood what they were facing until it had been too late. Void had played his cards very well and nearly won.


  Mariah entered the chamber. “My older brother never returned from Whitehall,” she said, grimly. “I’ve taken control, for the moment. And I’ve ordered them to send a messenger to the camp. We’ll bring the army inside the walls before daybreak, then deal with the city in the morning.”


  Emily nodded. “And your father?”


  “He’s... not good, apparently,” Mariah said. Her face fell. “I think you need to take a look at him.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  “THE SERVANTS AND GUARDS ARE IN a mess,” Mariah said. “Is there anything you can do for them?”


  Emily scowled at her back as she followed the princess up the stairs to the royal chambers. They’d passed a handful of people, sitting on the ground holding their heads. Their minds hadn’t been able to cope with the sudden twist in reality, when the zone of compulsion collapsed. They had to feel as though the world had turned itself inside out, leaving them unsure what was real and what wasn’t. She felt a stab of sympathy. If she’d had time to take the zone of compulsion apart properly, the effects wouldn’t have been so bad. But she hadn’t had the time to do anything more than tear it down.


  She forced herself to take a breath. Mariah was showing some concern, at least. It spoke well of her, better than many other aristocrats she’d met. Most aristocrats considered the servants to be little more than furniture, people who were just part of the background. They lavished care on dogs and horses, but not on the living men and women who tended to their needs. Emily cursed under her breath as they walked past a crying girl who hadn’t even entered her teens, too young for anything beyond very light duties. There was nothing Emily could do. She’d have to come to terms with what had happened on her own.


  “My father,” Mariah said. “Is there anything you can do for him?”


  Emily followed her into the throne room. King Rupert slouched on his throne, a trickle of drool falling from his mouth. His eyes were open, but they weren’t tracking. Emily eyed him warily, wondering what Slark and Void had done. They’d needed his connection to the nexus point, she thought, but... she shook her head as she placed a finger to the king’s temple, trying to get a sense of his thoughts. They were churning in circles, as if he were drunk. She didn’t dare try to slip her mind into his. There was too great a risk of whatever had happened to him spreading to her.


  “I don’t think so,” Emily said. She forced herself to think. “There’s a decent chance he might come out of it on his own, if you give him time, but...”


  Mariah swore. Emily understood. There was no way to know if her father would recover. If he didn’t... Mariah could assume the regency, at least until her remaining brother returned, but it would be a political nightmare. Emily could easily see aristocrats going into rebellion, claiming to fight for a king who’d been unfairly sidelined - perhaps even cursed - by his sorceress daughter. They wouldn’t give a damn about the king personally, she was sure, but they’d see the chance to win more power and independence for themselves. And if her father did recover and decide he’d been unfairly sidelined... Mariah would find herself in some trouble. She might have to flee to Alluvia just to escape her father’s wrath. Emily’s lips quirked, although it wasn’t funny. That would be one hell of a political nightmare.


  “Your Highness.” Emily turned to see an older man, stepping into the chamber. He wore long, dark robes and leaned on a staff. “Welcome home.”


  “Thank you, Castellan,” Mariah said. She sounded calm and confident, something that was almost certainly an act. “My fiancé?”


  “Prince Dater and his army are coming within the walls now,” the older man said. “He’s...”


  “King Dater,” Mariah corrected. “And my fiancé.”


  The older man bowed. “The castle is at your service, Your Highness,” he said. “How may we serve you?”


  Mariah glanced at Emily. “Inform the castle guardsmen that they are to take orders from my fiancé, who is my master-of-arms,” she said, stiffly. “They are to put the castle in a defensible state as quickly as possible. Then inform the servants that they are to prepare quarters for my guests, quarters suitable to their station. We’ll worry about everything else later, after we’ve had a good night’s sleep.”


  “Yes, Your Highness,” the older man said. “I’ll see to it personally.”


  “Thank you, Castellan,” Mariah said. She indicated her father. “Have my father transferred to his rooms, where he is to be tended by the healers. If they can do something for him...”


  Emily cleared her throat. “Move him to an empty room, then search his quarters for chat parchments and anything else that might be dangerous before you put him back in there,” she said, sharply. “We still don’t know how he got his tendrils into the castle.”


  The Castellan frowned. “Your Highness?”


  “Do as she says,” Mariah ordered. “If he doesn’t recover...”


  She shook her head. “Inform the Royal Council that they’ll be summoned in the afternoon, after I’ve had a proper rest,” she added. “Until then, they are not to leave the castle nor send messages beyond the walls. Anyone who does is to be thrown in the dungeons until I have a chance to consider the case personally.”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  Mariah dismissed the Castellan with a nod, then looked at Emily. “Have I missed anything?”


  Emily frowned. “What about the city?”


  “It’ll have to wait until the morning,” Mariah said. She grinned, suddenly. “You look terrible.”


  “So do you.” Emily looked down at herself. Her shirt and trousers were slick with oil and blood. Her skin crawled under her gaze. She’d need a shower before she ever thought of taking a bath. Her hair... she groaned inwardly as she touched her sodden hair, wondering if it was time to cut most of it off. It felt as if she’d been swimming through oil. “You did well, though.”


  Mariah looked down. “Was there anyone else who could do it?”


  Emily started to answer, then stopped as Dater, Sergeant Miles, Jan and Juliet were shown into the chamber. Dater was grinning from ear to ear, clearly convinced they’d won the first victory of many. Emily wasn’t so sure. Void would know - now - that something had gone badly wrong. He’d react, quickly. She didn’t think he could teleport troops into the castle, now she’d rebooted the wards, but she could be wrong. He’d certainly had plenty of time to map the castle, allowing him to deposit his troops wherever he wished. It was just a matter of time before he mounted a counterattack.


  “Welcome,” Mariah said. She waited until her father was helped out of the room, then sat on the throne. “The castle is ours.”


  “And so we can begin planning to retake Alluvia,” Dater said. “And then unite the two kingdoms...”


  Emily rolled her eyes. Dater and Mariah were acting as though they were in love... she suspected, at some level, they were. They were very much alike, in so many ways... she caught Sergeant Miles’s eye and motioned for him to join her at the far side of the room. Jan joined him, looking as tired as Emily felt. It was easy to forget he’d been on the far side of the chat parchments, hacking his way through the defenses from a safe distance. He’d made everything possible.


  “Void did something to Prince Slark,” Emily said, quietly. “I think he was actually drawing on the nexus point directly.”


  “I thought that was supposed to be fatal,” Jan said. “How did he survive?”


  “I think he was dying,” Emily said. “The power was burning him up from the inside.”


  She winced. Necromancers went insane because they couldn’t channel so much power safely. Even trying was often enough to start a slide into madness. Slark... she shuddered, unsure what had happened. Compulsion spells had their limits. They might be designed to channel his thoughts in a desired direction, but... a surge of power might break the channels and drive the poor bastard crazy. She hadn’t liked Slark, when they’d met, yet... she shook her head. There was nothing she could do but make sure he had a proper funeral and try to ensure it never happened again.


  “There was a story about someone who found a lake of raw magic and used it to power his spells,” Sergeant Miles said. “It ended badly.”


  “I remember,” Jan said. “But it didn’t drive him mad.”


  “We’ll worry about it later,” Emily said. “Right now” - she glanced at the sergeant - “we have to search the castle for chat parchments and other surprises. Void was trying to take over Laughter. He could easily have done the same here.”


  She sagged, remembering everything she’d done only a few short weeks ago. She’d won, she’d thought. She’d made the entitled brats think twice about their own superiority. And yet... had her victory already been swept away? Had Laughter been overwhelmed as easily as Whitehall? It shouldn’t have been possible, but nothing that had happened in the last fortnight should have been possible. She stumbled, nearly falling. Had everything she’d done been for nothing?


  Sergeant Miles put out a hand to steady her. “I think you’d better get some sleep.”


  Emily looked towards Dater and Mariah, who were exchanging sweet nothings in low voices. Juliet was watching them with a gimlet eye... Emily felt a stab of sympathy, wondering - not for the first time - who’d told Juliet to chaperone the princess. It wouldn’t be easy to reprimand the effective ruler of the country, let alone someone who might be queen in her own right. Mariah had had three brothers, if Emily recalled correctly. One was dead, one had turned traitor, one was at Whitehall... where? She remembered the body on the altar and grimaced. Had there been two bodies there? There’d been so much gore splashed over the floor that it was quite possible.


  Sergeant Miles walked over to speak to Mariah. “Emily needs to rest and so do you,” he said, firmly. “Can you find her a room?”


  “I’ve ordered rooms prepared for everyone,” Mariah said. “Juliet, can you take Emily to hers?”


  Juliet hesitated. “Your Highness...”


  “I’ll make sure they behave themselves,” Sergeant Miles assured her, dryly. “I have to organize a complete search of the castle.”


  Dater looked as if he couldn’t decide if he wanted to be amused or annoyed. Emily concealed her own amusement as she turned, catching Jan’s hand and pulling him towards the door. Dater probably hadn’t wanted a chaperone... no, Emily knew he hadn’t. And Sergeant Miles stood outside the aristocratic hierarchy. Who knew what he’d do to defend Mariah’s honor? Juliet still didn’t look happy, as she led Emily and Jan down the corridor. Emily didn’t blame her.


  “The guest suites are here,” Juliet said. She sounded tired too, tired and worried. “The maids will show you which one.”


  “Sergeant Miles won’t let them do anything stupid,” Emily said. “He was a teacher. He knows how teenagers can be.”


  Juliet didn’t look convinced. “They’ve been dancing ‘round each other for days,” she said. “I have to keep an eye on them...”


  Emily groaned, inwardly, as Juliet summoned a maid and spoke briefly to her. “I don’t think either of them will do anything stupid...”


  “You don’t know her,” Juliet said. “And I bet you don’t remember her from school.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. She didn’t remember Mariah. “But I know she’s calculating enough not to make foolish mistakes.”


  Juliet looked as if she wanted to argue, but bit her tongue before she got out a single word. Instead, she led them to a door and pushed it open. The guest suite wasn’t that big, not compared to the chambers in Zangaria, but it might as well have been heaven after three weeks on the run. Emily reminded herself to be careful as she stepped inside, reaching out with her magic to check for unpleasant surprises. The bed was calling to her...


  She grinned at Jan as he closed the door. “A real bed, at last!”


  “You’d better shower first, unless you want the maids to hate you,” Jan pointed out. “Your clothes are a mess.”


  Emily felt her smile grow wider as she peered into the washroom. A bathtub, a shower, a sink, a pile of fluffy towels... she promised herself she’d tip the maids when she left the castle. She stepped into the room, closed the door behind her and undressed piece by piece. The outfit was a total wreck. She placed it in the basket for disposal - she had a feeling the maids would simply throw it in the fire - and then looked at herself in the mirror. Her skin was streaked with oil, her hair hanging down in tatty ringlets...


  No one would recognize me, she thought, wryly. But then, no one ever does.


  She turned on the shower and stepped in. The warm water flooded through her hair and down her body, washing away the oil. She muttered a pair of very low-power spells to get rid of the rest of it, then covered herself with soap, closed her eyes and stood under the spray until she felt clean again. She’d never really known how lucky she’d been to have hot and cold running water until she’d found herself in a world where even cold running water was relatively rare. She brushed her hands through her hair, trying to let the water clean it before she got out of the shower. Jan would need a wash too, if she was any judge. He might not have used the oil to get into the castle, but still...


  Her eyes narrowed as she turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. They’d taken the nexus point and... she frowned. It had been too easy. Paranoia flashed through her as she took a towel and dried herself. It wouldn’t have been anywhere near as easy if Mariah hadn’t been with them - and Jan hadn’t been hacking the wards from a distance - but it had still been too easy. Void might have underestimated Mariah - Emily doubted he’d even cared the princess existed - yet he knew better than to underestimate her. Had he wanted her to get the nexus point? Or...


  Maybe Slark double-crossed him, Emily thought. She wouldn’t have put it past the young prince, not if he knew he was likely to spend the rest of his life as a puppet... if he was lucky. Or maybe I’m missing something.


  She wrapped a towel around herself - the maids hadn’t brought any nightwear - then stepped back into the bedroom. Jan was sitting on a chair, studying a piece of parchment. He looked up at her, hopefully. Emily snorted and pointed to the washroom. It had been easier to ignore how filthy he was when she’d been covered in muck herself. God knew he hadn’t been covered in oil. She muttered a pair of spells to isolate the room from any watching eyes, then breathed a sigh of relief as she clambered into bed and closed her eyes. They had won and yet...


  Her thoughts ran in circles. Had they won? Or had they just played their role in a far greater scheme?


  He might have lost control, she thought. It was possible. Void hadn’t had anywhere near enough time to complete his preparations before mounting his coup. He certainly hadn’t left a garrison of enhanced troopers in the castle or the counterattack would have been a great deal harder, if not impossible. He had to move his plans up after I ended the Necromantic War.


  She promised herself she’d discuss the problem with Sergeant Miles after they’d both had a proper rest, then tried to clear her mind. It wasn’t easy. She was half-convinced they’d walked into a trap, even though it was hard to believe. They’d captured a nexus point. They suddenly had all sorts of options, from opening portals to countering the anti-teleport spell... perhaps even turning it against him. She could actually find a way to push back. And then...


  The bed rustled as Jan clambered in beside her. Emily snuggled against him. She was too tired for anything, except sleep, but... it felt good to hold someone again. He clearly felt the same way too. His arms wrapped around her, his lips gently kissing her forehead as she drifted off. Emily kissed him back, then let herself slide into darkness.


  That night, there were no nightmares.


  Chapter Eighteen


  “DID YOU SLEEP WELL?”


  Emily blushed as she sat at the table. Aiden grinned at her. “That well?”


  “Well enough,” Emily said. The clothes she’d been loaned felt as if they’d been designed for someone a little larger, but they’d suffice. Aiden was back in her male garb. “And the details are none of your business.”


  She felt her flush deepen. They’d woken up early to make love, then gone back to sleep until lunchtime. She’d had the sense they should be doing something, but it had been hard to convince herself to get out of bed after spending too long sleeping rough. She was mildly surprised Sergeant Miles hadn't battered the door down, reminding her she had work to do before Void mounted his counterattack. A chill ran through her as a maid brought her a tray of food. She had the awful feeling she’d missed something.


  “I was hoping you’d accompany me to the town, later today,” Aiden said. “There are some people I want you to meet.”


  Emily raised her eyebrows. “And who are they?”


  “Levellers,” Aiden said, bluntly. “I... I used to exchange notes with them, before the uprising. And they might listen to you when they won’t listen to me. Or their new ruler.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Emily said. “And what would your father have to say about that?”


  Aiden looked down at the table. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “If I stay here, I have to be Sari all the time. Father... he still has political ambitions, but right now the ground just keeps shifting under his feet. He doesn’t know who or what he’ll be serving when the dust settles. I...”


  Emily chewed a piece of bacon thoughtfully. “What do you want to be?”


  “If I confess the truth...” Aiden shook her head. “I’ll be hanged. The king won’t take it too calmly. And I can’t just abandon Aiden and return to being Sari all the time.”


  “There’s a good chance they won’t believe you,” Emily pointed out. “Everyone knows that Aiden is a man.”


  Aiden chuckled, humorlessly. “I have a feeling that might be worse.”


  Emily cleared her throat. “I may not be able to stay here for long,” she said. She wondered, again, if the nexus point had been nothing more than the bait in a trap. “If I go... do you want to come with me? Or stay here? Or try to sneak back to Freedom City?”


  “And get beheaded,” Aiden said. “Emily, I just don’t know any longer.”


  “I understand,” Emily said. “I feel the same way, too.”


  Aiden produced a sheet of parchment and held it out. “My next story,” she said. “What do you think?”


  Emily took the parchment and forced herself to read. Aiden had a florid style that reminded her of internet bloggers, making molehills into mountains or vice versa depending on their politics. And yet... she had to admit Aiden’s writing had heart. She’d taken everything she’d witnessed, from the disaster in Alluvia to the battle in Red Rose, and turned it into a single, coherent story.


  “I was careful to make it clear your master used you,” Aiden said. “It’ll win you sympathy points.”


  “And make me look like a fool,” Emily said. “Even if I didn’t do it on purpose...”


  “If you’re taken for a fool, they’ll assume you can learn better,” Aiden said. “If you’re taken for a villain, people won’t give you the benefit of the doubt.”


  Emily sighed, inwardly. She’d never been comfortable with her own fame, from bards singing absurd songs about her exploits to ever-growing stories about deeds she hadn’t done and political statements she hadn’t made. If one believed the stories, she was all things to all men: a monarchist and a democrat, a magical supremacist and a mundane-lover, a conservative and a progressive, a warmonger and a peacenik... everyone had an idea of her running around their heads that bore so little resemblance to reality that they might as well have been made up of whole cloth. The stories just kept growing in the telling. She suspected she’d come to regret trying to get her own story out, even with Aiden’s help. The story would be unrecognizable by the time it returned to her ears.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “If they...”


  “Right now, they’re lying about you,” Aiden pointed out. “And people are believing them.”


  “And you think that getting a different story out will change that?” Emily rubbed her forehead. “Do you know how many lies have been told about me?”


  “Yes,” Aiden said. “And that’s why we need to get the truth out.”


  Emily smiled. “And you think the story will get outside the city walls?”


  “It will.” Aiden smiled back, inviting her to share the joke. “If there’s one thing us broadsheet writers and editors have learnt over the last few years, it’s how to get a story out.”


  “I suppose,” Emily said. Some broadsheet publishers had had giant warehouses crammed with printing presses, but others had been run on a very small scale. They’d operated out of rented apartments, their printing presses hidden behind false walls and illusion spells. No matter how hard the monarchs tried, they couldn’t keep the presses from printing the news. “Very well. But be careful.”


  Sergeant Miles joined them, looking as if he hadn’t slept at all. Emily was tempted to order him to bed, although she knew he wouldn’t listen. He’d been pushing himself to the limit since Lady Barb died, forcing himself to keep going until he wrapped his hands around Void’s neck... Emily groaned, inwardly, as he outlined everything that had happened since she’d gone to bed. Mariah had declared herself de facto regent, with a small army under her control, and dared the royal council to gainsay her. So far, they’d said nothing. Emily suspected it was just a matter of time before that changed.


  “I have the nasty feeling we walked into a trap,” she said, when he’d finished. “It was too easy.”


  “He’d have to risk giving up a nexus point, the one thing he can’t afford to lose,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “In your hands, the point would be - will be - very dangerous.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “But shouldn’t he have taken better care of it?”


  The thought nagged at her as she finished her breakfast and accompanied Aiden to the city. She hadn’t realized just how badly the city was overshadowed by the castle, although she supposed it shouldn’t have surprised her. There was a nasty edge in the air, as if the city were waiting for something to happen. Emily shivered, all too aware that it would only take a single spark to trigger a bloodbath. There were only a handful of people on the streets, all male. The women were staying indoors. That was never a good sign.


  She glanced at Aiden. “What did your father say about you staying in male clothes?”


  “I let him convince himself that it was a good idea for me to keep up the pretense,” Aiden said. She winked. “If I’d tried to argue, it would have gotten me nowhere, so I let him convince himself and then order me to do the thing I wanted to do anyway. And... he thinks it’ll keep me safe.”


  Emily had her doubts, but she kept her thoughts to herself as they stopped outside a printer’s shop. The scent of oil and printing ink greeted them as Aiden pushed open the door and peered inside. A pair of apprentices - very junior ones - eyed them warily as they entered, as if they weren’t quite sure what to make of the newcomers. Emily wasn’t too surprised. Red Rose, like most kingdoms, had never been quite sure what to make of the printing press. The printers could be - and sometimes were - shut down on a whim.


  Aiden held up a hand. “All men are born equal...”


  “... And all will be levelled.” A dark-skinned man stepped out of the backroom. “I speak for the people. I will carry your words to them.”


  “Good,” Aiden said. “Can we talk in private?”


  The man looked at Emily for a long moment, then beckoned them both into the backroom and closed the door. “What can we do for you?”


  Aiden took a breath. “Am I addressing Speaker of Truth?”


  “I speak for him,” the man said. He dismissed the apprentices with a wave. “And are you really Aiden of Alluvia?”


  “Yes.” Aiden met his eyes. “And we have much to discuss.”


  Emily leaned against the wall and listened, silently, as Aiden outlined everything that had happened since the uprising in Alluvia. The rebels taking control, the king’s execution, Emily’s attempt to negotiate a truce, the breakdown in law and order, the final battle and the descent into tyranny. The man listened, saying nothing. Emily suspected the local Levellers were leery of making contact with anyone, even Aiden. They had to fear she was a fake or...


  Aiden exchanged letters with them, she reminded herself. And she used those letters - and the memory of what she’d written - to prove her credentials.


  “An interesting story,” the man said, when Aiden had finished. “How much of it is true?”


  “All of it,” Emily said, flatly.


  “This is Emily,” Aiden said. “The Emily. And she will vouch for me.”


  “Really, now,” the man said. “And do you have any proof?”


  Emily hesitated. “No,” she said, simply. “I can’t prove anything. But I can tell you that rising now is asking for trouble.”


  “The monarchy has never been weaker,” the man pointed out. “The king is insane or dead, depending on who you believe. The princes are dead. The princess has whored herself out to some foreign gigolo in exchange for troops and supplies and...”


  Emily met his eyes, evenly. “The princess is not a whore,” she said, sharply. “She made an alliance with King Dater, an alliance that can work in your favor or against you...”


  “She sold herself for foreign troops.” The man sneered. “How like a woman to seek a male protector.”


  “Indeed?” Aiden stepped forward. “Do you believe a woman cannot handle herself?”


  The man frowned. “A woman cannot be expected to understand politics. Better to leave such matters to the men.”


  Emily opened her mouth to demand to know what he thought of her, but Aiden spoke first.


  “If you don’t believe a woman can understand politics,” she said, “then what am I?”


  She put her hands into her waistband and pushed her trousers to her knees. The man stared at her, his mouth dropping open. “You’re a woman?”


  “Yes.” Aiden met his eyes, refusing to show even the slightest hint of embarrassment. “I wrote all the newspaper articles and letters you so loved despite being a woman. And I assure you the princess is just as capable, also despite being a woman. And if you talk to her like that, you will make her angry and she’ll refuse to deal with you at all. And you know what? A man would have the same reaction.”


  “A man would try to kill me for cheek,” the man pointed out.


  “She has magic,” Emily said. “She could kill you.”


  Aiden pulled her trousers back into place. “Right now, you have an opportunity to demand reform,” she said. “The princess is in a weak position. If you support her, you can demand reform in exchange. You can copy the Great Charter of Zangaria or write one of your own along the same lines or something. But if you rise instead, you’ll either get crushed or turn into monsters yourselves. And that’s what went wrong in Alluvia.”


  The man took a breath. “I... I’ll discuss it with the others, but I make no promises.”


  “You have a chance,” Aiden said. “Don’t waste it.”


  “We’ll discuss it,” the man told her, again. “Right now, there are so many rumors that we don’t know what’s really going on.”


  “I’ll have to do something about that,” Aiden said. She produced a sheet of paper from her pocket and held it out. “Can you pass this story to the printing presses?”


  “Getting it out of the city may prove a little problematic,” the man said, dryly. He looked at Emily. “If you have influence with the army, you may want to tell them to let people bring supplies into the city before we start to starve. Once that happens...”


  The uprising will become inevitable, Emily thought. And that will destroy Mariah’s position before she can secure it.


  She sighed inwardly as the man listed an endless series of rumors, ranging from the plausible to the downright insane. There was almost no trust between the rulers and the ruled anywhere in the Allied Lands, with the possible exception of Cockatrice and Zangaria. The Levellers would suspect that Mariah was merely playing for time, gathering her forces to crush them and then move on to invade Alluvia and crush the rebels there too. Mariah would fear the rebels were planning to unseat her, either to create a democratic government or put someone more pliable on the throne. Emily wondered, idly, if there was any hope of bringing the two sides together. Hopefully, Aiden could talk them into coming to terms before they tore the kingdom apart.


  “Thank you for your time,” Aiden said. “Let us know when you have an answer.”


  Emily frowned as the apprentices showed them to the door, but said nothing until they were outside. “You took one hell of a risk.”


  “They knew it was me,” Aiden said. “They might not agree with me, or everything I said, but... they had to take me seriously. And if they knew I was female...”


  Her voice drifted off. Emily shot her a sympathetic look. Aiden had openly admitted she’d started wearing male guise because of the freedom it brought, yet... if Dater put two and two together and realized that Aiden and Sari were the same person, he’d want her dead or worse. Aiden had given up a secret beyond price, a secret that could easily get her killed... Emily promised herself, silently, that she’d do what she could to keep Aiden safe. Dater would listen to her. Probably. But what about her father? If he ever figured out the truth...


  “Thanks,” she said. She’d have to try to convince Mariah to listen to the rebels, before it cost her everything. “If you want to come with me, when we leave, you can.”


  Aiden shot her a smile. “Thank you.”


  Emily smiled back, then fell silent as they returned to the castle. Aiden really had taken one hell of a risk. Emily didn’t think she could have exposed herself like that and she had magic for protection, if things went sour. It could have gone very differently... she shook her head. The idea a woman couldn’t handle ruling a kingdom... she wondered, sourly, what the locals would have made of Alassa. Or Elizabeth Tudor. Or... she snorted. Sure, there’d been some ruling queens who’d made poor rulers. But there’d also been hundreds of kings who’d been worse.


  The castle guards looked unsure of themselves as Emily and Aiden stepped through the wards and passed the gatehouse. Emily saw a handful of Dater’s soldiers keeping watch, looking as if they were watching the guards as much as the city and the countryside beyond. It would be one hell of a mess, she reflected, if the king recovered and decided he didn’t want the alliance to go ahead after all. Dater would have his troops in position to mount a coup of his own, as long as he didn’t let his prospective wife access the nexus point... she sighed, inwardly. She didn’t need infighting and treachery to add to her problems.


  “Lady Emily.” Nettle was standing in the entrance hall. “Lord Miles requests the pleasure of your company in the war room.”


  Emily nodded. “Thank you,” she said, wondering when Sergeant Miles had been ennobled. He wasn’t going to be happy when he heard that. “I’ll be along in a moment.”


  “I have orders to take you there,” Nettle said. “I...”


  “I understand,” Emily said. She glanced at Aiden, who shrugged. “I’ll come with you.”


  “Thank you, My Lady,” Nettle said. She watched Aiden go, then turned to lead Emily up the stairs. “May I ask you a question?”


  “You may,” Emily said. “What do you want to ask?”


  “Her Highness has requested I remain with her, as her personal maid,” Nettle said. Emily recalled their earlier conversation and nodded. “May I have your permission to enter her service?”


  Emily kept her face expressionless with an effort. Nettle was hardly in her service. She might have accompanied them, but... she sighed inwardly. Nettle probably felt a little obliged to them. It would certainly be awkward if she agreed to enter the princess’s service and then discovered Emily expected her to accompany them to... well, wherever they ended up going next. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. Nettle had been raised to think of herself as property. The idea of her having thoughts and feelings of her own...


  “You may, if you wish to do so,” she said. It was one hell of a career move, assuming Nettle - and Mariah - survived the next few years. Being the princess’s maid would put her right at the top of the ladder, for a common-born girl without magic. She’d have a good salary and authority and the chance to make a name for herself. “I wish you the very best.”


  Nettle smiled. “Thank you, My Lady.”


  Emily sighed, inwardly. She wasn’t sure she’d done the girl any favors. If Mariah refused to listen, if there was another uprising... she hoped Nettle would have the sense to get out if the situation went to hell. She’d seen it happen once. If it happened again...


  She’ll be fine, Emily told herself. She knows what to do.


  Chapter Nineteen


  “EMILY,” SERGEANT MILES SAID. “WHERE THE hell have you been?”


  Emily stared at him. She’d known the sergeant for nearly eight years, and she’d gone to war with him, but she’d never seen him in such a state. He looked... grey, as if he were drunk on fatigue poisons and on the verge of total collapse. Or madness. She’d seen him go without sleep before, using potions or short catnaps to maintain his edge, but he’d never looked so grim. How long had he been awake? She didn’t think he’d slept properly since they linked up with Dater. His magic was boiling out of control. If it was all catching up with him...


  “Out,” she said, warily. The sergeant had always been one of the most controlled men she’d ever met, but he’d been through absolute hell in the last few months. “I think you need to go to bed.”


  Sergeant Miles glared at her, then waved a hand at the table. “What do you make of it?”


  Emily looked at the map and frowned. Someone - Sergeant Miles, perhaps - had covered it in figurines to represent troop deployments, supply depots, neutral forces and... she frowned again as she realized what was missing. There were no enemy forces on the map. She wasn’t too surprised - Void could simply leapfrog his soldiers over the border and straight into the capital - but it was still odd. The neutral forces - the aristocrats who were probably waiting to see who came out on top - were holding position. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. If they got involved, there would be a revolution and the entire kingdom would dissolve into civil war.


  “I think we have time to breathe,” she said, looking at him. They weren’t in immediate danger and that was all that mattered. “You have to go to bed.”


  “Focus,” Sergeant Miles snapped. He tapped the map impatiently. “Where are they?”


  “You need some rest,” Emily said. Lady Barb would tell him to go to bed. She’d carry him there, if necessary. She braced herself, then put as much command into her voice as she could. “Sergeant...”


  She stepped up to him, unable to escape the sense she was taking her life in her hands, and pressed her finger against his neck as she muttered a sleeping charm. His eyes went wide as the charm took effect, his body staggering and falling against her even though he could have easily thrown it off. He really had to be tired, she thought, as she caught hold of him and lowered his body to the floor. And he had to trust her... he was going to be mad, when he woke up, but he needed his sleep. God alone knew when they’d have to go on the run again.


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said.


  She muttered another spell, levitating him and steering his body towards the guest bedrooms. He needed a wash too, but that would have to wait until he woke. Emily asked one of the maids where to put him, then levitated Sergeant Miles into the bedroom and lowered him to the bed. She cast a pair of wards to protect him and a third to alert her when he started to wake. She didn’t want a maid to bear the brunt of his anger. She’d take it on herself.


  Grief threatened to overwhelm her as she stared at the sleeping man. Sergeant Miles had always been good to her. He’d taught her how to defend herself, how to fight, how to use magic creatively... he didn’t deserve to lose everything, from his lover to his mind itself... Emily shuddered as she forced herself to turn away. The sergeant wouldn’t have pushed himself so hard if he hadn’t been afraid to sleep. She didn’t really blame him.


  She closed the door behind her and started to walk down to the nexus chamber. Jan had promised he’d move into the workrooms near the chamber and start putting together more batteries, wardstones and other surprises. Emily had had a few ideas about attaching a teleport spellstone to a barrel of gunpowder, lighting a match and teleporting the barrel into the ether. If Void’s teleport redirect spells were still in effect - and she feared they were - she could trigger an explosion in the oubliette. The only downside, she reflected sourly, was that she’d never know for sure what she’d actually hit. It was quite possible Whitehall’s wards would snuff the explosion before it did any real damage.


  It might make him more careful about trying to redirect teleports, she thought, although she feared it wouldn’t last long. He’d have no trouble compensating for the damage, once he worked out what she’d done. And if I take out some of the spellware in the blast, it’ll force him to keep repairing the damage...


  She was still considering it when she stepped into the nexus chamber and stared at the blood-red light. The body had been removed, but the altar was still stained with blood. Emily couldn’t help feeling uneasy as she walked across the chamber, even though she’d started to install her own spellware. She still had the nasty feeling it had been a little too easy. Void was certainly cunning enough to convince her she’d won, all the while utterly unaware she’d lost.


  The nexus point glowed in front of her. Emily stopped, bracing herself. She should be able to use the spellware to guide the power, without channeling it through her own head, but... what if she was wrong? What if... she gritted her teeth and pressed her hands against the altar, trying to ignore the way her skin crawled when it touched the blood. It was still damp, even though it should have dried days ago. She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind, her awareness falling into a maelstrom of power. A drumbeat - a heartbeat - enveloped her. She felt the power pervading the whole castle, steered by the blood worked into the stone... she shuddered. She had to admit it was a neat solution, but...


  Her eyes narrowed as she composed the portal spellwork. It should be possible - not only possible, but easy - to use the nexus point to open a portal to Zangaria. Or Heart’s Eye. The nexus point there was indisputably hers, the university staff and students very definitely on her side... Void would have done something, she was sure, to take the university off the table, but it wouldn’t have been easy. And yet, the portal refused to form. Emily frowned and tried again, resetting the targeting so the portal should have opened a mile from the university itself. It didn’t work.


  Impossible, she thought, feeling her heart sink. She had a vast amount of power at her fingertips, and the spellware to control it, and yet it wasn’t working. It’s not possible.


  She checked the spellwork carefully, piece by piece. There were no mistakes. There were no glitches with the targeting, nothing that might cause the portal to fail completely. If there’d been a targeting error, she would have accidentally opened a portal fifty meters above the ground or twenty thousand leagues under the sea, not... she swallowed, hard, as she tried again one final time. Void was jamming her, somehow. She couldn’t think of any other explanation.


  “Jan will have to check the spellwork,” she muttered, as she pulled herself out of the nexus point and stared down at the altar. The blood mocked her. “If we can’t open portals...”


  She sat on the floor and pulled her spell notations out of her pocket, going through them one by one to get the pieces in place before she started drawing on the nexus point itself. Void shouldn’t have been able to do something to the nexus point, but... what if he had? She’d reprogrammed the wards, she’d configured them to keep him out... no, she thought she’d reprogrammed the wards. What if she hadn’t? What if he’d tricked her? What if...


  “If this works, we can still do something here,” she told herself. “If it doesn’t...”


  She leaned against the altar and plunged her mind back into the nexus point, looking past the maelstrom to the spellware beyond. She’d thought she’d taken control, but traces of the old spellware were everywhere... she cursed under her breath as she realized what Void had done. He’d taken a leaf out of her book and inserted a piece of self-growing and adapting spellware into the nexus point, ensuring he’d always have a backdoor. She groaned. It had been too easy. Void had probably hoped she’d stay put long enough for his spells to retake control and deliver her to him. He’d baited a trap and she’d walked right into it. The sergeant had clearly been thinking along the same lines.


  Panic later, she thought. She didn’t have time to panic. She could disrupt the spellwork - she couldn’t help thinking of it as a virus - but not remove it without blowing the castle to hell. We need a plan.


  Emily took a breath, then concentrated on the spell notation. Power flowed around her - not through her - as she started to build the mimic. The first pieces fell into place neatly, a lattice of magic so complex it was easy to see why so many people had assumed they were living creatures. Her lips quirked at the thought. The most dreaded creatures in the universe, everyone had thought. Unstoppable monsters, devouring their victims, stealing their thoughts and memories and very identities until the time came to feed again. And yet, they could be banished with a spell even the merest magician could cast effortlessly. She braced herself, then started to focus on forging a link to the mimic. Her head swam. She was both in and out of the nexus point. She was...


  “Emily!”


  Emily jerked awake. Jan was bending over her, his brown eyes worried. “What...?”


  “What were you doing?” Jan sounded terrified. “What happened?”


  Emily looked past him. A ghostly Emily stood behind him, half-hidden in the magic flowing around the blood-red walls. She could feel the link in her mind, a persistent headache boring into her thoughts. The mimic was looking at her. She could see herself through the mimic’s eyes...


  Focus, she told herself. If she hadn’t already bilocated herself, she doubted she could have kept the link intact without being drawn into the other entity. Don’t let it overwhelm you.


  “Help me up,” she ordered. “Please.”


  Jan hesitated, then held out a hand to assist her. Emily leaned against him gratefully, her head spinning as her vision flickered from one side of the room to the other. She was being held by Jan... no, she was watching herself being held by Jan... she gritted her teeth, controlling her thoughts until she was sure she had the link under control. The mimic grew clearer, sharper. It looked just like her.


  Of course it does, she thought. Who else has a hope of getting close enough to Void to overwhelm him?


  “I made it work,” she said. She waved a hand at the mimic. “What do you think?”


  Jan turned. “It looks creepy,” he said. He sounded as if he wanted to use a stronger word. “It’s you, but it isn’t you.”


  “I can slip my mind into the spellware and take control,” Emily said. She had to admit he had a point. The mimic looked as if someone had cast a compulsion spell on it. The entity was just standing there, dull and lifeless despite the appearance of living flesh. If she hadn’t put it together herself, she would have wondered if the person who’d done it had ever seen a living human. “It should fool him long enough to get close.”


  “Your chest isn’t moving,” Jan observed. “It’s inhumanly still.”


  Emily elbowed him. He was right. The mimic’s breasts weren’t rising and falling. But still... “You would notice that, wouldn’t you?”


  Jan laughed, then sobered. “The more I look at it, the more I see... issues. Is it... does it have real clothes? Could it get naked?”


  “I’m starting to wonder about you,” Emily teased. There might be all sorts of jokes about how sorcerers could use bilocation spells to enhance their sex lives, but most of them were completely impractical. She’d had enough trouble keeping her mind conjoined and yet not conjoined when her two bodies had been miles apart. “And I think the clothes are part of the spell.”


  She considered it for a long moment. The first mimic she’d encountered had devoured sorcerers for nourishment, copying their clothes as well as their bodies. She supposed it was possible the mimic had dissolved the clothes as it started to run out of power, or simply donned new clothes without ever realizing its true nature. That mimic had genuinely thought it was the people it had killed and replaced, at least until it had been too late. This one was nothing more than an automated weapon, something she could steer towards her target from a distance. Perhaps, given time, she could send it into Whitehall itself.


  Jan looked at her. “Where do you intend to put her... it?”


  Emily focused her mind. “If this works...”


  She closed her eyes, opened her mouth and concentrated. “Spies used to hide poison capsules in their teeth,” she explained, as the spell took form. “I don’t have a hollow tooth, but I can cram the mimic into a pocket dimension and attach it to my back teeth. It should be impossible to detect against my magic...”


  Jan laughed. “Only you, Emily. Only you.”


  Emily nodded as she opened her eyes. Enchanters were leery of attaching pocket dimensions to living flesh. Even linking them to pockets or cloaks could be very dangerous, if the binding spells failed at the worst possible moment. She’d seen a cheap trunk explode when she’d been a student - the owner hadn’t wanted to spend his allowance on a proper trunk - and the contents had been thrown across the room with terrifying force. It was sheer dumb luck no one had been hurt. If she lost control of the dimension...


  I’ll have a mouth full of mimic, she thought. She thought the mimic would see her body as part of itself, rather than a source of food, but it wasn’t something she wanted to test. And that could go badly wrong.


  She sucked in her breath. The tooth felt... heavy, although she knew she was imagining it. It wasn’t easy to spot a mimic, even with a school’s wards. Void shouldn’t be able to tell what it was, even though... she shook her head. He knew she’d devised mimics to kill necromancers, but they’d been dumb things. This one would look and feel like her - it would be her - right up to the moment it pounced. And it didn’t have the standard weakness either.


  “I didn’t manage to open a portal,” she said, leaning against him. “And he did something to the nexus point.”


  Jan stared at the flame. “I thought that was impossible.”


  “So did I,” Emily said. She had to admire the trick, even though it had caught her. Take control of the castle, start replacing the original spellwork with more complex and dangerous spells... all the while letting Prince Slark think he was in charge, damaging his and his family’s reputation beyond repair. “If he’d had more time, he could have kept us out effortlessly.”


  Her heart sank. It was going to take months to get to Zangaria... longer, if they went via the White City. There was an untamed nexus point there... she cursed under her breath. They could see if some of the portals were still open, perhaps sneak or punch their way through in hopes of cutting a week or so off the journey. Perhaps...


  She shook her head. “I want you to take a look at the nexus point,” she said. “And when Sergeant Miles wakes up, we’re going to have to plan our next move.”


  Jan blinked. “You got him to sleep?”


  “I hit him with a sleep spell,” Emily admitted. She grinned at his shock. “You might want to stay out of the way when he wakes up.”


  “I can imagine,” Jan said. “If the punishment for falling asleep on duty is a kick up the backside, what’s the punishment for putting someone else to sleep on duty?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. “I don’t think it ever came up.”


  Jan grinned. “Why am I not surprised?”


  “Let me deal with him, when he wakes,” Emily said. “The sleeping charm won’t keep him down for long, but his body desperately needed - needs - sleep. It’ll be several hours, at least, before he opens his eyes. When he does, I’ll be there. If he wants to yell at me...”


  She shrugged. She’d seen necromancers. “I’ve faced worse.”


  “I’ll take your word for it,” Jan said. “Emily... watch yourself, please. He’s not in a good state.”


  “I know,” Emily said. She was all too aware of the dangers. She cursed herself, again, for dragging Lady Barb away from Sergeant Miles and dragging her to Jorlem City. If she’d declined Void’s suggestion that Lady Barb should serve as a bodyguard, perhaps she’d still be alive. “But I have to take care of him.”


  Jan nodded. “Take care of yourself, too.”


  Emily cleared her throat. “Keep working on the nexus point,” she ordered, grimly. She doubted Jan could do anything - Void’s spellwork was too subtle to remove easily - but she needed to let him take a look. He might be able to come up with something. “I have a sense we’ve moved from the frying pan into the fire.”


  Chapter Twenty


  “SO, WHAT EXACTLY HAS HE DONE to the nexus point?” Mariah sat on the throne, Dater beside her. Juliet stood at the rear of the room, arms crossed under her breasts. “And what can we do about it?”


  Emily hesitated, unsure how to put it into words. Mariah had only a few years of magical education, while Dater had none. They knew very little about nexus points. Emily had a feeling Mariah would have been kept in the dark as much as possible, on the assumption she’d be leaving the castle sooner or later and marrying someone who might easily turn nasty as the politics changed. She certainly wouldn’t be given the keys to the castle, let alone the nexus point below. She cursed under her breath. That safety precaution might have looked very reasonable a few short years ago, but now it had bitten the royal family hard.


  “Void planted a seed in the chamber,” she said, finally. “That seed is going to give birth to a whole new piece of spellwork. That spellwork is going to allow him to take control of the nexus point and there’s nothing we can do to stop it.”


  Dater snickered. “Are you saying he’s impregnated the nexus point?”


  “In a manner of speaking,” Emily said. “Right now, the spellwork is slowly putting itself together. Right now, we have only limited control over the nexus point. When the spellwork completes itself, he’ll have control. And the most we can do, right now, is slow the spellwork down. We might be able to delay things long enough to win the war.”


  She cursed, again. She’d wondered why it had been so easy to take the nexus point. She knew now. They hadn’t taken the nexus point at all. She could teach Mariah how to break the spellwork back down, how to keep it from taking over, but she couldn’t remove it without risking a colossal explosion. Void was effectively holding the entire country hostage.


  Mariah stroked her forehead. “If we evacuate the castle, we’ll be leaving the nexus point to him.”


  “And ceding the capital,” Dater warned. “That’ll make us look weak.”


  “Yes,” Emily agreed. She looked at Mariah. “What did the council have to say?”


  “They agreed to accept me as regent, pro tem,” Mariah said. “My father is still in a daze. The healers think he may never recover. They’ve done all they can to wake him, but...”


  But we don’t know what’ll come out of the trance, Emily thought. Killing him now might be kinder.


  She pushed the thought out of her head. The council probably felt it hadn’t been given much of a choice. Mariah’s father was in a trance, her brothers were dead or missing and her prospective husband commanded an army that controlled the castle. If the council had refused to acknowledge her, there was a very good chance they’d simply have their heads lopped off and their estates confiscated, on the grounds they were attainted traitors. And everyone within reach would have nodded and agreed that yes, they were traitors. They wouldn’t want to be branded traitors themselves.


  “They’ve also agreed to sign off on the marriage,” Mariah said. “Dater and I will be married later today.”


  Emily blinked. “You’re not going to wait long enough to invite the aristocracy?”


  “We don’t have time,” Mariah said. “We have to secure my position - our position - before our enemies find a way to strike at us. As my husband, Dater can take command of the royal armies and use them to defend our position.”


  “And eventually retake Alluvia,” Dater said, gruffly. “We don’t know what’s happening to the south.”


  “Yeah.” Emily made a face. A hasty wedding would trigger all sorts of rumors, none of which could be easily disproved. Traditionally, everyone who was anyone had to be invited and they had to attend. There would be no shortage of people insisting that a hasty marriage, even one with a later open ceremony, was proof the bride was already pregnant - or worse, that she was going to die soon. “Has there been no word?”


  “No,” Mariah said. “I sent out horsemen to alert the aristocracy, but...”


  She scowled. Emily understood. It was the same old story. The aristocracy would sit on the fence as much as possible, at least until a clear winner emerged. Or they saw a chance to bolster their positions at the expense of the monarchy and the commoners. The legalities wouldn’t matter, not compared to the realities of power. It would be very easy for them to pretend to believe whatever they were told, if they wanted to believe it. Mariah simply didn’t have much time to secure her position before the aristocrats started scenting blood in the water.


  “You need to ally with the commoners,” Emily said, knowing it would be a hard sell. “Or you’ll find yourself torn between the aristocracy and the revolutionary forces that killed King Jorlem and destroyed his regime.”


  “I will return,” Dater said, curtly. “And the rebels will be crushed.”


  Emily looked him in the eye. “Your claim to invincibility has been smashed,” she said, bluntly. “The revolution has scattered your troops, banished much of the aristocracy from their homes, freed the serfs and shattered your former society. Even if you manage to retake the country, they will know your power can be broken. They will know you can be beaten and executed. And if you try to rebuild the old power structure, you’ll just wind up with an endless series of revolutions that you will have to put down time and time again until there’s nothing left. It’s time for you to think about the future.”


  Dater scowled. “And you expect me to forgive them for killing my father and brother?”


  “Nanette killed your brother,” Emily corrected. She wondered, not for the first time, if Nanette had already slipped into the army. It wasn’t impossible. Dater didn’t have many camp followers - and he’d left most of them behind when he’d force-marched the army to the castle - but Nanette could easily have posed as a soldier. Or a magician. “And you don’t have much choice.”


  Mariah put a hand on Dater’s arm. “Do you think they’d listen to us?”


  “Yes.” Juliet walked up behind them. “I listen to you.”


  “You’re my...” Mariah hesitated. “You’re my friend.”


  Emily heard Juliet chuckle. “You listen to me,” she said. “Just learn to listen to them.”


  “And then... what?” Mariah shared a glance with Dater. “What do we do when they demand too much?”


  “I’ve dealt with plenty of revolutionaries,” Emily said. It probably wasn’t the best word, but she couldn’t think of anything better. “Most of them want to reform society, not destroy it completely. They are as afraid of burning down the entire structure as they are of leaving it in place. You can work with them to allow reforms, you can abolish serfdom in hopes of pushing landlords to make reforms... you can listen to them, and give them a voice, or you can try to keep the lid screwed on tight. But if you do, you’ll throw all those reformers into the hands of those who want to destroy the entire system. And they’ll do it, because they won’t see any other hope for reform.”


  “We’ll have to work on it,” Mariah said, slowly. “And I will discuss the issue with Her Majesty of Zangaria.”


  “Alassa will be happy to help you, I’m sure,” Emily said. She felt her heart twist. She had no idea what was happening in Zangaria, no idea if Alassa and Jade and Imaiqah - and Little Baby Emily - were even alive. “Right now, you don’t have many sources of support. You need at least one faction behind you when the dust starts clearing.”


  Mariah grimaced. If her father woke up, he could resume his duties... in theory. She’d have to decide if she wanted to acknowledge his authority and tamely stand aside, or do something to ensure she remained in power herself. Hell, her missing brother might turn up and demand the regency for himself. That would be a political headache, particularly if the aristocracy backed him. They’d offer their support in exchange for concessions, concessions he wouldn’t be able to walk back when the fighting finally came to an end. And who knew what would happen then?


  Civil war, her thoughts answered. Again.


  She sighed, inwardly. Mariah was smart, but... she’d been raised in a castle. She didn’t understand what it was like to live outside its walls, let alone outside the city. Juliet was a city girl, if Emily was any judge. She’d bet good money that Juliet and Aiden had a great deal in common. And Dater... was prepared to be stubborn, when it came to recognizing that the rebels had valid grievances. She understood his feelings - it wasn’t easy to acknowledge someone had a point when they’d murdered your father - but he’d been forced to flee his country. He was rapidly running out of places to go.


  “We will discuss it,” Mariah said, in a tone that made it clear the discussion was over. “What do you intend to do?”


  Emily hesitated. She wasn’t sure herself. She’d constructed the mimic - she’d hidden the mimic - and part of her was tempted to go beyond the wards and cast a spell, in hopes of being yanked straight to Void. She could release the mimic - hell, she could ensure it was the mimic that got swept up - and direct it to kill him. But... she grimaced. She wasn’t sure it would work. And if it didn’t, she ran the risk of sending herself straight into his clutches.


  “I think I have to discuss it with Sergeant Miles,” she said. She had a feeling the sergeant would insist they left the castle, in hopes of reaching the White City or Zangaria before the hammer came down. The castle was not secure, no matter how much she fiddled with the wards. “But I don’t know if I can stay here.”


  “I’ll be staying here,” Mariah said. She grinned at Dater. “We’ll be staying here.”


  “And we’ll do everything in our power to create the impression you’re still here too,” Dater said. “It should be possible.”


  “Yeah,” Emily said, although she had her doubts. Void probably wouldn’t be fooled for long. “If you’re going to put together a bigger army...”


  She sucked in her breath. She didn’t blame Dater for deciding to stay. There were limits to how far he could march the army before his men started asking pointed questions about just how far they were going to go from their homeland. Many of the soldiers were common-born. They could slip back home and merge into their old communities, if they didn’t offer their services to the rebels. They didn’t have to go into exile. The aristocracy, on the other hand... none of them could make common cause with the rebels. They’d insist that Dater restore all their properties... not, she supposed, that they had anywhere else to go. The rebels would be very happy to see them again...


  “Make sure you work with them, as well as simply giving orders,” she said. “They know they can turn against you now too.”


  “Recruiting from the cities is always difficult,” Dater said. “But we don’t have much of a choice.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. “And that means you have to respect them.”


  Dater nodded, curtly. “If they respect me, I will respect them.”


  Emily suspected there’d be some bumps along the way. Dater wasn’t a bad commanding officer, but he’d led an army designed more for dash and pluck than fighting a years-long war. He’d have to learn a great deal in a hurry if he wanted to retake his country, from logistics to combining military with political and diplomatic skills. And Red Rose’s population wasn’t going to like the idea of invading another country, not when there’d be a shortage of loot... she shook her head. It was a problem he’d have to solve. Somehow. She just hoped he had the sense to stay away from mercenaries.


  Mariah cleared her throat. “I’ll speak to the city council tomorrow,” she said. “And then we can start recruiting.”


  “You also need to talk to the Levellers,” Emily said. Aiden could tell them where to go, but that would mean giving away her secret. “And to everyone else who might be willing to work with you.”


  “We can try,” Mariah said. “But it depends on how cooperative they feel like being.”


  Emily glanced at Juliet, wondering if she knew who to contact. Someone who had a foot in both worlds... she sighed inwardly, still unsure of the relationship between Mariah and Juliet. They were friends and yet... Emily found it hard to put her finger on the precise nature of their relationship. It was... odd.


  “Good luck,” Emily said. She ran her hand through her hair, trying not to yawn. She felt tired, even though it hadn’t been that long since she’d gotten out of bed. The bedroom was just too comfortable. She snorted at the thought. She would have been happy with a blanket on a hovel’s dirt floor after spending weeks in tents or sleeping under the stars. “Just remember they have thoughts and feelings too. They can hurt.”


  Mariah shot a glance at Juliet. “I know.”


  Emily nodded to them, then turned away. Perhaps there was time for a quick catnap before Sergeant Miles awoke. She wasn’t looking forward to that. The sergeant had been outraged when his students had dosed him with painkilling potions during exercises. He was going to be furious when he realized what she’d done. A shiver ran through her, leaving her cursing everything that had happened in the last few months. Sergeant Miles had been a good man... no, he was a good man. He didn’t deserve to have his mind damaged by raw magic...


  Juliet followed her out of the chamber. Emily blinked in surprise. Juliet was their chaperone. Did she feel her services were no longer required, now that Dater and Mariah were going to be married, or had she been ordered out of the room? Or... Emily felt a stab of sympathy. It couldn’t be easy to be a chaperone, not when the person one was supposed to protect had the authority to order one out of the room. Poor Juliet might have been regularly trapped between King Rupert and his daughter. It really couldn’t have been easy.


  “You’re an interesting person, Lady Emily,” Juliet said. “Do you think they’ll listen to you?”


  Emily shrugged. “I hope so,” she said. She stopped and turned to study Juliet. “How did... what do you do for the princess?”


  “Whipping girl.” Juliet grinned. “Or at least it feels that way sometimes.”


  Emily blinked. She’d heard of the custom, but she’d never met anyone who... “What?”


  “Not like that,” Juliet said. “We were sent to Whitehall together. One thing led to another and... we learned we could rely on each other. And I wound up as her official companion.”


  “And chaperone,” Emily said. She had a feeling there was a great deal more to the story than Juliet said. “Is it safe to leave them alone?”


  “Probably.” Juliet cocked her head. “She learnt a few harsh lessons along the way. She should be fine. She’s hardly defenseless.”


  “I suppose.” Emily met her eyes. “You talk freely to her.”


  “I promised her I would,” Juliet said. “And...”


  She glanced up and down the corridor, then winked. “I’ve spent nearly three years with her. I’ve shared rooms with her at Whitehall. I’ve seen her at her best and her worst. I’ve seen her struggling with her own clothes... I see her as a person, not as a princess. Does that make sense? I know she’s a living, breathing person, not a human doll.”


  “It does,” Emily said. They resumed their walk. “Do you know who she can talk to, in the city? Someone who might have ties to the Levellers? Someone who might listen...”


  “It’s possible.” Juliet frowned. “I know people who might know people.”


  “Then try to get in touch now,” Emily urged. “I don’t know how much time you have.”


  Juliet tapped the walls. “Could he turn this place against us?”


  It took Emily a moment to realize what Juliet meant. “I don’t know,” she said. “The castle was clearly built with the aid of a nexus point, yet it doesn’t appear to be bigger on the inside. I’d say he can’t alter the corridors or cause the entire building to turn in on itself, as happened at Whitehall, but I could be wrong. It’s impossible to say. If he takes control...”


  Juliet giggled. “The castle is going to have a baby.”


  Emily snorted. “Speaking of which, does Mariah know the facts of life?”


  “... Good question,” Juliet said. “Her mother died a few years ago. I’m not sure if they ever had the talk. But she went to Whitehall so...”


  She stopped dead, then frowned. “I’ll see if I can arrange something,” she said. “I don’t suppose you want to explain it to her?”


  Emily winced. “Not if I can avoid it,” she said. It had been hard enough having that discussion with the girls she’d been charged to mentor, back when the world had made a certain kind of sense. “But if there’s no one else...”


  She stopped as she felt an alarm running through her mind. “I have to go.”


  Juliet blinked. “Go where?”


  “Sergeant Miles is waking up,” Emily said. The sergeant was tough. Once he started to throw off the charm, it wouldn’t offer much resistance. “And I have to be there when he does.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  EMILY FROWNED AS SHE SPOTTED THE maid outside the sergeant’s bedroom. The young girl looked terrified, as if she’d made a terrible mistake. Emily feared she had. If she’d gone into the room, she might have woken the sergeant and... she dreaded to think what might have happened, if the sergeant had awoken from his nightmares to find himself in a strange place. The maid’s apparent harmlessness might not have saved her. Sergeant Miles knew, all too well, that the world’s deadliest people often looked completely harmless.


  “Go fetch some food and leave it outside,” Emily ordered, tersely. The poor girl wasn’t to be blamed. She’d probably been ordered to clean the rooms, without realizing there was someone in the bed until it was far too late. Hell, maybe she’d been ordered to do her duty regardless of the man in the bed. “And then leave this room strictly alone.”


  She ignored the maid’s hasty curtsy as she pushed the door open and stepped into the darkened room. The lantern lay on the floor, dead and cold. She cast a night-vision spell, bracing herself for trouble. The room was a terrible mess. Paintings had been knocked from the walls, the wardrobe and chest of draws looked as if someone had smashed them with a hammer... Sergeant Miles was tossing and turning, his magic crackling around him as if he were having a nightmare. Emily had seen younger magicians having nightmares, to the point they lost control of their powers, but never someone significantly older than herself. She’d always been told that magicians either kept their powers under control, even when they were asleep, or they were woken by the threat of losing control. And yet...


  Emily hesitated, then cast a lightspell. Sergeant Miles’s eyes snapped open, looking around frantically. His power sharpened on the air, brushing against hers... his eyes stared at her, his hands moving in a pattern she couldn’t follow. An invisible force crashed into her, picking her up and slamming her against the walls. She barely had a second to cushion the blow. Emily forced herself to hold still as he sat up, staring at her blearily. She feared he wasn’t quite awake. If he was trapped in his nightmare, if he thought she was a threat... she readied herself to break free, if he threw something nasty at her. She didn’t relish the thought. Sergeant Miles had always been one of the strongest magicians she’d known.


  “Barb?”


  Emily’s heart almost broke. “It’s me,” she said. “Emily.”


  “Emily?” Sergeant Miles stared dully at her, then waved a hand. The force holding her in place vanished. “What... what happened?”


  His eyes sharpened. “What did you do?”


  “I put you to sleep,” Emily said, flatly. “How are you feeling?”


  “You...” Sergeant Miles stood, glaring at her. “What the hell were you thinking?”


  Emily forced herself to meet his gaze. She knew she would have been angry too, if someone had put her to sleep - if someone had rendered her helpless - without her consent. She knew she wouldn’t have taken it lightly, she knew she would have taken it as a breach of trust... she held his eyes, trying to decide what to say. Cold logic told her she’d done the right thing, and she was sure he’d agree when he calmed down, but... right now, she wasn’t sure he would calm down. He’d been snapped out of a nightmare to find himself somewhere else, somewhere different...


  “You needed to sleep,” Emily said, flatly. “And I chose to put you to sleep.”


  “You...” Sergeant Miles’s expression darkened. “You should not have done anything of the sort.”


  “You needed to sleep,” Emily repeated. “You were the one who told me not to push myself too hard.”


  “You were also my student,” Sergeant Miles said. “I am not your student.”


  He rubbed his forehead. “I need a shower,” he said. “Order me something to eat.”


  “Already done,” Emily said. “And you’ll find clean clothes in the washroom.”


  She stepped away to give him what little privacy she could as he undressed, piled his clothes against the wall and hurried into the washroom, then she looked around. Sergeant Miles’s magic had damaged the entire room. She didn’t think he’d left anything untouched. She opened the door, picked up the tray of food and placed it on the bed. The maid, thankfully, had had the sense to bring two mugs of steaming Kava. She took one and sipped it carefully, grimacing silently at the taste. It was strong enough to jar her awake. She just hoped it would do the same for Sergeant Miles, too.


  The door opened. Sergeant Miles stepped out, wearing a tunic rather than his customary leathers and armor. Emily made a mental note to get them cleaned or replaced quickly. She had no idea when they’d have to leave, not when the nexus point was slowly turning hostile. She silently planned what she’d tell Mariah, just to make sure the princess could keep the nexus point under some kind of control. It wouldn’t be easy, but she didn’t have a choice. And besides, it would make it a great deal harder for someone to unseat her once she was in control.


  Sergeant Miles ate quickly, then looked at her. “And what has happened since you put me to sleep?”


  Emily winced - it was going to be a long time before he forgave her for that - and started to explain, detailing what she and Jan had found in the nexus point. Sergeant Miles listened grimly, hands tightening around his mug. They’d jumped out of the frying pan into the fire. Void would know where they were soon, if he didn’t already. And then... Emily eyed the walls, pulsing with magic. If she was wrong about the wards keeping teleporters out, they might find themselves under attack at any moment. She hoped - prayed - they’d destroyed all the chat parchments within the wards.


  “We can’t stay here,” Sergeant Miles said. He stood, brushing down his tunic. “We’ll leave tonight.”


  “I’ll have to check with Jan and Aiden,” Emily said. “I don’t know if she’ll want to come with us.”


  “Ask her quickly,” Sergeant Miles advised. “We need to figure out how to get well away from here before it’s too late.”


  He thought for a long moment. “We may need to take a boat.”


  Emily blinked, then kicked herself - mentally - for not considering the possibility. A river flowed into the lake and then flowed onwards, heading north. It was easily deep enough to float a boat... she shook her head in annoyance. Rivers had always carried goods from place to place. There was no reason they couldn’t beg, borrow or simply steal a boat and head downstream. She made a mental note to check the maps. Who knew how close they could get to the White City before they had to leave the boat behind?


  “I should have thought of that,” Emily conceded, ruefully. “Why didn’t I?”


  Sergeant Miles snorted. “Have you ever been on a boat before?”


  “Only once,” Emily said. “But that was on the ocean.”


  She silently assessed everything they’d need to take with them, then frowned. “What about Buzz?”


  Sergeant Miles made a face. “We’ll have to leave him here,” he said. “They can always use another warhorse.”


  Emily nodded, feeling a twinge of guilt. “I’m sorry.”


  “I’ll pick him up after all this is over,” Sergeant Miles assured her. “They’ll take good care of him.”


  He looked down at her. “You shouldn’t have put me to sleep. I understand why you did it, but you shouldn’t have.”


  “You needed to rest,” Emily said, evenly. “And you weren’t going to sleep on your own.”


  There was a sharp tap on the door. Sergeant Miles glanced at it. “Come!”


  A young maid - a different young maid - opened the door and peered into the room. “My Lord, My Lady, Her Highness requests your presence on the battlements.”


  Emily felt her blood run cold. “We’re coming,” she said. “Please inform Her Highness that we’ll be along in a moment.”


  Sergeant Miles donned his sword, then checked the rest of his weapons. “I think we’re about to have some very unwelcome guests.”


  “I think so too,” Emily said. “At least they didn’t teleport into the castle.”


  “Or they want us looking at the blatantly obvious threat outside, while the really dangerous threat sneaks inside,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “You’re not the only one who can sneak into castles.”


  Emily nodded, curtly, as they made their way up the stairs to the battlements. Dater’s troops had already started to set up defenses, a handful pushing cannons into position to bombard the troops and city outside the walls. Emily wondered, grimly, if that was actually a good idea. The citizens below wouldn’t be pleased to have the castle’s guns pointed at them, even if there was a very real risk the city would be taken and used as a staging post for an attack on the castle. She shuddered at the thought. The carnage would be horrific if the city fell.


  She leaned forward, peering into the distance. An army - a massive army - was marching towards them from the north. Voices shouting from behind told her there was another army coming from the south. She forced herself to recall the maps she’d seen and frowned. There were several powerful noblemen in both directions, men who’d turn against their king at the drop of a hat. The only thing keeping a civil war from breaking out was the simple fact they disliked each other as much as they loathed the king. Her eyes narrowed, as she picked out more and more banners amongst the armies. It looked as if several noblemen were marching in unison.


  Void couldn’t have put it together so quickly, could he? Emily wasn’t sure what to think as she studied the troops. But who else could have done it?


  “That’s Duke Azimuth,” Mariah’s voice said. Emily glanced to the side. Mariah and Dater were standing by the battlements, studying the advancing army. “And Duke Hazier behind him. They hate each other.”


  “Never underestimate the power of mutual enemies,” Sergeant Miles commented. “Or mind-manipulation spells.”


  Emily looked at Dater. “Can we keep them out?”


  “Probably,” Dater said. “They’d certainly take hellish casualties if they tried to break through the walls or storm the city. But they could easily lay siege to the castle and city walls until we surrendered.”


  “Or until we were so mesmerized by the army outside we ignored the threat from inside,” Sergeant Miles reminded them. “For all we know, they want us looking in the wrong direction.”


  “Quite.” Mariah stepped away from the battlements as a handful of archers moved into position. “We’ll go to the war room.”


  Emily followed her down the stairs and into the war room. Dater seemed to have taken it for himself. He’d pushed the heavy furniture to one side and set up his collapsible chairs and tables, then laid out maps of the capital city and the surrounding lands. A constant stream of messengers rushed in and out, either gabbling their messages to the officers or making marks on the maps before leaving again. Emily watched, grimly, as the advancing armies threw a cordon around the castle and city. It was just a matter of time before they started to break onto the lake too.


  Sergeant Miles nudged her. “Send for Jan,” he said. “We need to start packing. Now.”


  Emily nodded, hailing a pair of messengers and ordering them to take messages to Jan and Aiden. They probably needed to leave the castle as soon as darkness enveloped the land... she wondered, suddenly, if Sergeant Miles knew how to handle a boat. She certainly didn’t know how to operate anything more complicated than a rowboat. Jan probably didn’t know either.


  “Emily,” Mariah said. “Dater and I will marry this evening. You need to show me what to do with the nexus point.”


  “Yes. Yes, I do,” Emily said. “We’ll go there now.”


  “I’ll collect the supplies,” Sergeant Miles said. “Your Highness, can we borrow a boat?”


  “Take any boat you like,” Mariah said. “They’re all docked below the castle.”


  Emily led her down to the nexus chamber and hastily showed Mariah how to control the nexus point, then how to break up Void’s spellware before it took control. She had to admit it was a cunning ploy, one that might easily work if Mariah was distracted before she could complete the process every day. It would only take one mistake to let him take the nexus point, then blanket the entire castle in another zone of compulsion. And that would be the end.


  “Father should have told me how to do this,” Mariah said. “I never understood why he didn’t want me to learn.”


  Emily recalled her earlier thoughts and scowled. “The more people who know, the greater the chance of someone causing trouble,” she said. History was littered with second sons who stole their older brother’s birthright. Mariah might find it harder to rule... no, she wouldn’t. She was a magician. She could force people to bend the knee to her. “You’ll have to remember what happened, if you have children of your own.”


  “I have to,” Mariah said. She looked at the blood-red light below their feet. “Have you had children, Emily?”


  “No.” Emily shook her head. “I want to, one day, but...”


  She felt a sudden pang. It had never really occurred to her she might want children until she saw Baby Emily. Alassa’s daughter had brought out maternal feelings in her... she wondered, suddenly, what Jan would say if she asked him to father her child. She’d never really discussed it with either of her previous boyfriends. Cat had been adamant their relationship could never be serious. And it had ended badly.


  “I read a handful of blue books,” Mariah confessed. “And they scared me.”


  Emily tried not to giggle. It wouldn’t have gone down very well. “I’m pretty sure blue books are written by teenage virgins.”


  Mariah didn’t look reassured. “I don’t know how to have children, Lady Emily,” she said. “And... I don’t know what to do on our wedding night or...”


  “I know the feeling.” Emily took a breath. “Listen carefully...”


  She pushed her own embarrassment aside and ran through the basics, silently promising herself that she’d make sure some proper sexual textbooks were written and distributed when she had a moment. She’d met too many people - boys as well as girls - who were ignorant of the facts of life, who’d been forced to learn from locker-room talk or textbooks that concealed rather than revealed. Mariah should have learnt something at Whitehall... Emily shook her head. Mariah had probably known better than to get into something sexual. Alassa had had the same problem. What happened in Whitehall didn’t always stay in Whitehall.


  “Just make sure you use a contraception charm if you want to avoid having children,” she said. Hopefully, Mariah wouldn’t have the problems that had bedeviled Alassa and her family. “Use a conception potion - not a charm - if you want to have kids immediately, rather than leaving it to chance. It shouldn’t be a problem, but be careful. Make sure you have the potion brewed by a reputable brewer.”


  Mariah nodded. Emily couldn’t help thinking she looked rather pale. She silently cursed Mariah’s father under her breath. He could have made sure someone had the talk with her, even if he was too embarrassed to do it himself. There had to be someone who could have done it... hell, she could have asked one of the female tutors at school. Now... she had some warning, but her wedding night was still going to be a surprise. Emily just hoped Juliet - or someone - would keep an eye on the time. Mariah didn’t want to lose control of the castle because she’d been in bed with her new husband. That would be embarrassing.


  She felt another flicker of pity as they sealed the chamber, then started to walk back to the throne room. Mariah liked Dater - Emily was sure of it - but they’d both entered the relationship for purely political reasons. It would be awkward if they didn’t click, when they were married; it would be worse if Dater sired bastards or... she shook her head. The politics would have to sort themselves out, if Mariah and Dater survived the next few years. She had a chance to take control of her life and that was all that mattered.


  “Later, find someone who has already had children and ask them for their honest advice,” Emily said. Mariah would have the very best of medical care, mundane as well as magical, but she’d still find pregnancy a trial. “Alassa might agree to offer advice, if you asked.”


  Mariah glanced at her. “Does it bother you? Your friend having a child?”


  Emily blinked. “Should it?”


  “No,” Mariah said. “But I’ve heard children can change lives.”


  “A person cannot remain in stasis for her entire life,” Emily said, slowly. It was hard to believe, sometimes, that she wasn’t sixteen still. She knew she couldn’t afford to let herself believe she hadn’t aged at all. “As people grow older, their lives change and their relationships change with them. You just have to cope.”


  She shook her head. “What happened between you and Juliet?”


  Mariah didn’t seem surprised by the question. “I made a complete fool of myself,” she said, wryly. “And she saved me from the consequences of my own foolishness. And I will be forever grateful for it.”


  “Just don’t shut her out,” Emily urged. A thought struck her. “And don’t shut her in either.”


  “I take your point,” Mariah said. “But right now, we have too many other problems.”


  She smiled. “And, if you don’t mind, I’d like you to marry us.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  EMILY HAD NEVER OFFICIATED AT A WEDDING.


  It was one of her duties, she knew, but it had never come up. She’d attended weddings - she’d witnessed weddings - yet she’d never had to bind two people together in matrimony. She wasn’t blind to the political implications of her handling the wedding ceremony - anyone who objected to the ceremony would be picking a fight with her - and she wasn’t entirely pleased Mariah had asked her, but... she shook her head. There weren’t many other possible candidates. The aristocrats camped outside the walls weren’t going to come in long enough to carry out the wedding.


  She frowned as she stood by the throne and watched the handful of witnesses take their places. There weren’t many. King Rupert hadn’t woken and probably never would. The remainder of the witnesses were either low-ranking or foreigners, from Councilor Triune to Jan and Sergeant Miles. And Emily herself... she glanced at the golden cord in her hands as the doors opened, revealing Mariah and Dater. They’d changed - Mariah wore a long white dress, Dater a dark tunic studded with gold braid - but there was no disguising the fact the wedding had been thrown together on very short notice. Juliet walked behind Mariah, holding her train. Dater stood alone.


  Emily took a breath as she twisted the red bridal cord, wondering if the happy couple was about to make a dreadful mistake. There was no formal wedding ceremony, certainly not for such a quickly-arranged marriage. Such issues were normally hammered out in extensive pre-marriage negotiations, when everyone from aristocrats to priests would have their say before the final decisions were made. Now... she forced herself to organize her thoughts, trying to remember what scraps she could. She hadn't had time to ask around to see if there was a basic ceremony, let alone ask Mariah and Dater what they wanted. She’d just have to wing it and hope for the best.


  She composed herself, watching as Mariah and Dater stepped up to face her. They looked ready, although Emily thought she could see nervousness under their impassive faces. Dater was a king, if a king in exile; Mariah was making decisions for herself, without the input of her father or surviving brother. There was no one to blame if the marriage turned into a disaster, if politics separated them or they simply found themselves to be incompatible. She told herself that they’d both gone into the agreement with their eyes wide open, with a grim understanding that - whatever came - they’d face it together. She could respect their determination - and their willingness to take the consequences. She told herself it would work out for the best.


  Emily spoke. “We are gathered here today to witness the marriage of King Dater of Alluvia and Princess Regent Mariah of Red Rose,” she said. The words echoed on the air. She hoped they wouldn’t cause too much offence. “If anyone wishes to object to this match, speak now or forever hold your peace.”


  She paused, waiting. No one spoke. She wasn’t too surprised. Dater had a reputation as a fighter and besides, he had an army in the castle. And Mariah was a magician who controlled the nexus point. There might be people in the audience who didn’t want the match to go ahead, but - if there were - they were smart enough to keep their opinions to themselves. And yet... she frowned, inwardly. They’d resent not having their say. They’d resent feeling as though they had to keep their mouths closed. But that wasn’t her problem.


  Emily motioned for Dater and Mariah to join hands, then wrapped the cord gently around their wrists, binding them together. They could have pulled back at any moment, but instead clasped hands firmly. Emily looked into their faces, then took a step back. They were staring at each other, rather than her. She couldn’t bring herself to care.


  “Marriage is a union between two people who intend to spend the rest of their lives together,” she said. “Do you, King Dater, agree to take Mariah as your lawfully wedded wife, to honor and respect and cherish her until death do you part?”


  “Yes,” Dater said.


  Emily smiled. It should have been ‘I do.’ “Do you, Princess Regent Mariah, agree to take Dater as your lawfully wedded husband, to honor and respect and cherish him until death do you part?”


  “Yes,” Mariah said. Her voice caught, very slightly. “I do.”


  “Then, by the power you have vested in me, I pronounce you husband and wife,” Emily said. “You may now kiss each other.”


  She leaned back as Dater and Mariah kissed, very lightly. The crowd cheered. There’d be ribald songs and jokes later, Emily knew, although there was no time to honor all the customs of a royal wedding. The men on guard couldn’t be given more than a small drink, not with an enemy army on the far side of the walls. The fact the aristocrats hadn’t tried to storm the walls, or fallen out amongst themselves, worried her. They were clearly up to something.


  “Good luck,” she said, quietly. She unwrapped the cord, gave it to Mariah as a keepsake and shook their hands. “And I hope it all goes well for you.”


  She stepped away from the throne and joined Jan, watching as Dater and Mariah circled the room. It was definitely an odd marriage... she smiled inwardly, thinking of all the high-ranking society ladies who’d be outraged they weren’t invited even though their husbands were besieging the castle. No doubt they thought a little matter like a blossoming civil war shouldn’t be allowed to get between them and the social event of the year... she snorted at the thought, then led Jan over to Sergeant Miles. Aiden was standing next to him, still in male clothes.


  “I told my father I’d be going with you,” Aiden said, before Emily could ask. “He understood.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Emily said. She had a feeling Aiden meant she’d actually not bothered to ask for permission, on the grounds it wouldn’t be forthcoming. “You know we may not be back?”


  Aiden grimaced, but looked adamant. “If I stay here, my father will have me married off shortly,” she said. “He’s already trying to make contacts amongst what remains of the loyal aristocracy and...” - she lowered her voice still further - “I think he has doubts about returning to Alluvia. Better to go with you then stay here.”


  “Then be ready to work,” Sergeant Miles warned. “Emily, we’ll meet you at the dock in ten minutes.”


  Emily nodded and watched them go. While she’d been preparing the wedding, dragging through half-remembered fragments of the marriage script to put together a wedding ceremony for Dater and Mariah, Jan and Sergeant Miles had been stockpiling everything from batteries - power drawn from the nexus point - to homemade valves, wands, spellstones and potions. They’d have problems if they had to abandon the boat in a hurry, but... she shook her head. Hopefully, the charm they’d woven into the wards would make it difficult for anyone to realize she’d left the castle. Void might assume he’d pinned her down and decide he could leave her there, rather than risking countless lives - including hers - in a bid to storm the castle.


  She glanced at Jan. “You can stay, if you want,” she said. “Mariah will need a court wizard.”


  “And my old master will come for me, sooner or later,” Jan said. “Better I stay with you.”


  Emily nodded. She’d picked up some intelligence from the city, although - like everywhere else she’d been in the last few weeks - it was hard to sort the truth from the halfway plausible rumors that grew in the telling. No one really seemed to know what was happening to the south, save - perhaps - for whispers of war and peasant uprisings led by figures from myth and legend. And Emily herself. It was hard to place any credence in the stories when she knew she wasn’t leading an uprising.


  “We know he put a price on my head,” Emily said. She didn’t think there was anyone else who could and would have done it. Master Lucknow had grown to hate and fear her even before Void had trapped him in a zone of compulsion. “He’s still out there. Still dangerous.”


  She glanced at Mariah and Dater, silently bidding them goodbye. It was rude to depart without formally taking their leave, but there was no choice. They’d cleared it with Mariah and Dater already. She clutched Jan’s hand, wishing - just for a second - that they could stay another day or two. She wasn’t looking forward to sleeping in the open again, even if they were on a boat. She preferred a comfortable bed and a shower to roughing it.


  If you stay here, you get caught and converted, she told herself, sharply. You cannot stay.


  Jan said nothing until they’d left the room. Everyone was circling around Mariah and Dater, trying to be seen by the newlyweds. Emily guessed they’d decided it was just a matter of time before Mariah formally crowned herself, deposing her father and eliminating her brother from the line of succession. Juliet was the only one who saw them go, but she’d known what was coming. She nodded to them, then turned away. Emily felt her heart twist as they made their way through the corridors, down to the docks. It felt as if they were about to step back into the cold.


  “Do you wonder...?” Jan stopped and cleared his throat. “Do you ever think about getting married?”


  Emily flushed. It wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have, not now. Perhaps never. She didn’t have time to think about it... she wondered if Jan was hinting he’d like to marry her or if he was wondering if she’d expect it of him or... she shook her head. She didn’t have time to think about it. Really.


  “Sometimes,” she said, reluctantly. “But I have too much else to worry about right now.”


  Jan squeezed her hand. “I know,” he said. “But we can dream.”


  Emily grinned as they made their way down the stairs, the air growing steadily colder as they passed through a series of iron gates and wards, each one designed to keep intruders from getting in and out without permission. Water droplets hung in the air, splashing against her bare skin. She felt the damp grow worse as she passed through the final gate and stepped into a giant underground marina, hidden under the castle. A handful of boats, from a royal barge to a pair of small sailing boats and a dinghy lay on the water’s edge, tied to the stone. Aiden was standing on one of the sailing boats, waving to them. Sergeant Miles was setting up the sails.


  “There’s a spare set of clothes for you two in the cabin,” Aiden called. “Are you ready to go?”


  “I think so,” Emily said. She told herself not to be nervous as she crossed the gangplank and jumped into the boat. It was larger than it seemed, she noted, although it looked designed to be handled by one or two crew. “Sergeant?”


  “Go get changed,” Sergeant Miles ordered. “You don’t want to have to swim in a dress.”


  Emily nodded and stepped into the cabin. A small pile of clothes was waiting for her. She closed the door and undressed quickly, feeling a twinge of guilt that she wouldn’t have the chance to return the dress in person. Dull quivers and flickers of magic ran through the boat as Sergeant Miles readied her to leave, channeling his magic into the charmed hull. She’d heard about magic boats, but this was the first one she’d seen. The hull shook, again, as she pulled her trousers and shirt on, then tied her hair into a ponytail. It might be better to copy Aiden and hide it under a hat, but she didn’t have one on hand.


  She opened the door and climbed onto the deck. The boat was gliding away from the dock, heading straight for the far wall. It blurred as she stared at it, revealing a passageway cut through the rock that led onto the lake. She saw glints of light in the distance - stars - as they slid down the passage and onto the lake itself. The city was dark, only a handful of lights visible in the gloom. The army camps themselves were better lit.


  The wind shifted, blowing cold air into their faces. Sergeant Miles hurried past her, setting the sails and performing a dozen other incomprehensible tasks as they moved further onto the lake. Emily muttered a night-vision spell and looked around, spotting no sign of any other boats on the lake itself. She guessed that would change, once daylight came. The armies wouldn’t want the defenders using the lake to bring food into the castle. They’d be setting up archers and sorcerers to target anyone who tried.


  Emily forced herself to sit back and watch as the boat picked up speed. There was nothing she could do, save get in the way. Sergeant Miles took the wheel and steered them onwards, heading towards the river. It looked gloomy in the darkness, even with the night vision spell. It was suddenly very easy to believe an entire fleet could make its way up the river to the castle... she remembered the plans for steam-powered ironclads and frowned. It was just a matter of time until someone tried to put an ironclad into production.


  The boat seemed to tilt, just for a second, as the water pulled it downriver. Emily braced herself, the deck shifting under her feet. She told herself it was perfectly safe, that she’d been in worse places, but it was hard to believe. She wished, suddenly, that they’d borrowed horses from Mariah instead of a boat. She disliked horses too, but at least they were on land. The waves lapping against the boat were a constant reminder they were on the water.


  Aiden sat next to her. “Are you alright?”


  “Just tired,” Emily said. She knew she was being silly. She could swim. She wasn’t sure Aiden could. “And I have to be careful when I use magic again.”


  “I’m sorry,” Aiden said. She shrugged. “Did I do the right thing?”


  Emily shrugged too. There was no way she could answer the question. She could understand running from an abusive father - and trying to marry a daughter to a stranger was abuse - but it was a question only Aiden could answer. Perhaps she’d make it all the way to Cockatrice, where she could find work for another broadsheet; perhaps she’d be caught by a band of revolutionaries or reactionaries and executed for being on the wrong side. Or... Emily shook her head. There was no reassurance she could offer. Aiden might have been better off staying with her father. Or she might find herself married off within the week.


  Her father needs to rebuild his position, she reminded herself. And that won’t be easy until the legalities get sorted out.


  “Emily?”


  Emily flushed, realizing she hadn’t answered the question. “I think you’ll have to decide for yourself if you did the right thing,” she said, finally. “But, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you stayed with us.”


  She glanced back as Sergeant Miles brought the boat to the riverside. “Are we stopping here?”


  “We should be able to remain hidden here, for the moment,” Sergeant Miles said. “There’s a town a couple of miles further downriver. Anyone who sees us sneaking by is unlikely to assume we’re friendly. They might try to fill us with arrows.”


  He tied the boat to the shore, then yawned loudly. “I’m the only one who can handle the boat,” he said. “Emily, you have first watch. Jan and Aiden can sleep - you can wake one of them in a few hours.”


  “Understood.” Emily let out a breath. “Can we teleport?”


  “I don’t think so,” Sergeant Miles said. “The dampening spells are weaker here, and my guess is that they’ll grow weaker the further we move from Whitehall, but they don’t have to redirect our teleports to kill us. They just have to disrupt the spell.”


  Emily grimaced. “So we keep heading north, to Zangaria?”


  “There should be a handful of portals along the way,” Sergeant Miles said. “We may be able to get through, but...”


  “Get some rest,” Emily said. She allowed herself a moment of relief that he was actually willing to sleep, now they were on their way again. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Wake me next,” Aiden said. “I slept in this morning.”


  “Will do,” Emily said. “Goodnight.”


  She clambered onto the cabin roof and sat on the wood, peering into the darkness. The riverside was teeming with animal life, from fishes to night birds and creatures she didn’t recognize. A white shape swooped through the air, making her jump before she realized it was just an owl. She watched it vanish in the distance, understanding - for the first time - why so many people liked to go outside after dark, when most people were asleep, and watch what came out of the shadows. Her lips quirked at the thought. Doing that on the Nameless World could prove lethal. Few people risked going outside the walls after dark.


  The darkness pulsed around her, mocking her. They’d thought they’d found safety. Instead, they’d been forced to go back on the run. She cursed quietly, wishing she’d thought of something better. They’d bought time, nothing more. And they’d lose that if Mariah lost control of the nexus point. She could still feel the spells high overhead, peering down on them. The slightest mistake might bring Void’s forces crashing down on her.


  And if we don’t figure out a better way to beat them, she told herself, they’ll tear us to shreds.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  THE VOYAGE WOULD HAVE BEEN MORE enjoyable, Emily thought, if she hadn’t had a nasty feeling they were being watched.


  It wasn’t as though they were alone on the waters. They saw dozens of boats as they made their way down the river, from tiny fishing boats to barges and larger sailing ships that glided like swans from lake to lake. Emily watched their crews rigging the sails, somehow making their way upstream despite the river flowing endlessly onwards to the sea. She had to admire their skill, even as she feared what’d happen when they made their way to Rosalind City. There was no reason to believe the city had fallen, let alone the castle itself, but she feared the worst.


  The landscape changed rapidly as they glided further downwards, pausing only to hide in the shallows as night fell before resuming their journey the following day. They passed endless rows upon rows of fields - some cultivated, some looking as if they’d been abandoned - and dozens of riverside settlements, ranging from small hamlets to larger towns. She feared what they’d find when they reached the next big city, a settlement big enough to blockade the river and charge tolls on anyone who wanted to pass. In theory, the local aristocracy wasn’t allowed to do anything of the sort. In practice, with the king out of his mind and his castle under siege, there was no way to keep an ambitious lord from setting up a toll booth and daring the royal authorities to stop him.


  It doesn’t have to be a lord, she reminded herself, as they passed a cluster of waterwheels. It could be a local council, trying to assert itself now the central authority has been weakened.


  She felt her unease grow as they kept gliding on, although it wasn’t something she could put into words. Void might already be looking for her. He might have realized that the hints of her magical signature emanating from Red Rose were nothing more than illusions, spells woven into the wards to suggest she was still there. If he had... she looked up into the clear blue sky, watching birds rising and falling in the distance. One or more of them could have been converted into a spy, charms laid on the poor creature’s eyes to ensure its master saw everything it saw. Void had servants, she recalled sourly. It wouldn’t be hard for him to assign one or more of his followers to search for her, while he got on with the rest of his plan. She couldn’t help wondering if Maddy and the other maids were sorceresses, too. She hadn’t sensed any magic from them, but she hadn’t sensed any magic from Nanette, either. Void could have hidden more of his allies in plain sight.


  The boat seemed to shiver, slightly, as water lapped against the hull. Sergeant Miles and Aiden were talking in low voices as the sergeant taught Aiden how to handle a boat. Emily wasn’t sure what to make of that, although she knew they both needed something to take their minds off their situation. She’d planned to suggest Lady Barb give Aiden a few lessons in swordsmanship, before the world had gone completely insane. Sergeant Miles could do that too... she sighed inwardly, feeling her heart twist in pain. Lady Barb was dead and Sergeant Miles wasn’t in his right mind. She didn’t know what she could do about that, either.


  She glanced down the river, then stepped down the tiny ladder and into the cabin. Jan sat at the folding table, examining the captured armor with a handful of low-power spells. A notebook sat beside him, allowing him to scribble down his observations before he forgot them. Sergeant Miles had pitched a fit, the first time he’d started to use magic to study the armor. It had taken hours of argument before Jan had convinced him he could work without drawing Void’s attention, given the sheer number of false alarms that had to be bedeviling him and his servants. As long as Emily herself didn’t do it, he’d insisted, they should be fine. Sergeant Miles had still insisted on testing the theory carefully, insisted they get off the boat and hide on the riverside as Jan cast the spells, far away enough - he hoped - to escape if the shit hit the fan. Emily didn’t blame him for being paranoid. She felt paranoid, too.


  “I found something interesting,” Jan said, as she sat next to him. He held up the notebook, displaying a sheet of spell notations. “What do you make of this?”


  Emily frowned. It looked like a domestic charm, the kind of spell a magical tailor would use to ensure a garment remained perfectly clean at all times, but it had clearly been extensively modified. Imaiqah had gone through a phase of studying them, she recalled, before she’d realized her family’s ennoblement opened up a whole host of new opportunities. The spells weren’t that complex, but they required a great deal of practice to cast reliably. It wouldn’t do to have a dress fall apart in public, after some wag cast a cancellation charm on the garment. Magical tailors worked overtime to make sure it couldn’t be done.


  “It’s a modified tailoring charm,” she said. She was surprised Jan hadn’t recognized it. A man could make a good living as a tailor, although the field was largely dominated by women. The idea of it being solely women’s work had never caught on, not when magic and money was involved. “I never thought of using it like this.”


  “I was expecting something akin to charmed armor,” Jan said. “The spells woven into the armor work... rather like basic protections, although they have very limited value if the caster varies the spells. I used to experiment with it, as part of my apprenticeship. The spellwork doesn’t break up so quickly, so the runes start to burn out and the results rapidly become dangerously unpredictable. I figured we could handle his troops by simply varying our spells too.”


  He frowned. “But it doesn’t work in quite the same way,” he added. “These charms seem to work by turning to solid armor, when they’re hit. I think they’re actually feeding off the wearer’s magic, if he has magic. I can’t think of any other power source, certainly not one that’ll last more than a few seconds. We know they weren’t carrying batteries.”


  “And batteries are one-shot weapons,” Emily finished. She didn’t think Void had managed to work out how to change that, not yet. She’d certainly never managed it for herself. “We’d have to disrupt the spellwork to break the armor, but the only way to do that is to get...”


  A thought struck her. “Does the armor absorb background magic? Or drain magic from spells cast at it?”


  “I think so,” Jan said. “I cast a small spell at the armor and my magic was... redirected. I think blasting the armor with magic would just make the armor stronger, no matter what kind of spells you use. There’s an outer layer of spellwork that breaks up incoming spells before they can become dangerous... I think. I’m reluctant to test too many spells on this piece for fear of damaging it beyond repair.”


  Emily stroked her chin. “I saw something like it once,” she said, slowly. “A creature shielded from magic by magic, by...”


  She frowned, remembering the dragon she’d battled. Dragonscale armor was supposed to grant protection against all magics, if she recalled correctly. She’d never actually seen a complete set. The magical field surrounding dragons absorbed all incoming magic, making it hard - almost impossible - to harm a dragon with spells. And Manavores had been even worse. Void hadn’t been at Heart’s Eye, when the reborn university had been torn apart by Manavores, but... he could easily have had an agent somewhere within the building, someone who’d given him an outline of what had happened.


  We figured out how to hurt them, she thought. She kicked herself for not thinking of it when she’d fought the Great Beast of Dragora. And we could do the same here.


  “We need to turn the magical defenses against the wearer,” she said, reaching for the notepad and tearing out a page. “And that means getting an uncharged rune through the defenses and slamming it against the armor.”


  She smiled, remembering how the Manavores had been bested. “We’d have to carve the rune into a bullet, but that wouldn’t be difficult. I’ve seen it done before. The bullet would reach the armor and trigger a reaction... at the very least, the target would know it had been hit.”


  “We wouldn’t need a bullet,” Jan said, as she sketched out a rough design for the rune. “A rock would be enough, if it was thrown with enough force.”


  Emily nodded. The rune would have less than a second, at best, to gather and channel the magic before it was absorbed. There was no way they could charge the rune beforehand, not when it would be drained during its passage through the outer layer. Whoever had come up with the armor had been beyond brilliant, she admitted sourly. Someone who’d never seen, let alone battled, a dragon might never realize how the armor actually worked. They’d been lucky their ambush had actually worked. The potions they’d used to cause the explosion might have disrupted the magic field, just long enough for the blast to kill the troopers.


  “I can carve the rune into a rock or two... dozen,” Jan said. “But we really need bullets.”


  “Or arrows,” Emily said, although she knew it would be harder to carve the runes into arrowheads. “We need to actually hurt the target.”


  She frowned. Breaking someone’s wards could be acutely painful, if done properly, but she wasn’t sure if these wards were directly linked to the caster’s mind. Charmed armor could be worn by anyone, magical or mundane. Void’s troops might not even notice losing their wards... she made a mental note to prepare spells to hurl charmed rocks at them, just to be sure they hit them with enough force to do real damage. And yet, there was a risk in throwing the rocks too hard. The runes might not have enough time to charge before they struck the inner layer and discharged. They’d need volleys upon volleys of gunfire to bring the troopers down.


  And he spliced all kinds of enhancements into their bodies, she thought. She had no idea how he’d done it - or why? Had he thought the enhanced troops would give him an edge? Or... or what? Maybe he’d been desperate. He’d openly admitted he hadn’t expected the Necromantic Wars to end so quickly. His plans had been as thoroughly disrupted as everyone else’s. He didn’t really have time to finish laying the groundwork before launching his coup.


  She leaned against Jan, working in companionable silence as they sketched out idea after idea, then tore them apart and started again. She’d missed brainstorming with Caleb or Lady Barb or Void... she cursed under her breath as she remembered how many of her ideas had been turned against her. No wonder Void had wanted her to stay in the tower, isolated from the rest of the world. She could have kept working on her apprenticeship, churning out idea after idea for him while he took over the world. She’d never even considered the possibility of betrayal. No wonder it stung so badly.


  Jan glanced at her. “Emily?”


  Emily shook her head, unwilling to talk about it. Jan had betrayed his master, too... technically. No, there was no technically about it. An apprentice was required to support his master in all things, even if they turned out to be immoral. If he couldn’t go along with his master... she winced. Jan would be in some trouble if he were caught, if Master Lucknow decided to be an ass about it. Legally, he should have presented his concerns to his master and asked to be released from his service. Emily suspected that anyone who wanted to do that would want to do it from a very safe distance.


  “Just wool-gathering,” she said, softly. “We need to...”


  “Hey.” Sergeant Miles’s voice echoed through the boat. “Come onto the deck.”


  Emily nodded, pulling her hood up to conceal her hair as she clambered onto the ladder and onto the deck. They were gliding into a mid-sized town. The river had narrowed, allowing the locals to build a handful of bridges to link the two sides of the town together; now, the bridges lay in ruins. The town itself looked to have been sacked. It hadn’t happened very long ago, part of her mind noted. Parts of the town were still smoldering. Bodies lay everywhere, not yet decayed. She couldn’t see a single living person anywhere.


  Jan joined her. “By the gods!”


  “The damage appears concentrated around the riverbank and the docks,” Sergeant Miles noted. He sounded cool and composed, despite the horror. He’d seen worse. “I’d say the attackers were more interested in crippling the town than slaughtering the population.”


  Emily shot him a disbelieving look. There were hundreds of bodies within eyeshot, all dead. She hoped some of them had been attackers, but... it was impossible to tell. None of the bodies were wearing obvious uniforms. If anyone had survived... she shivered as they glided through the remnants of a half-stone, half-wood bridge. Someone had set fire to the wooden framework, rendering the structure completely unusable. Sergeant Miles steered the boat gingerly through the gaps, watching carefully for underwater debris. Emily felt something strike the bottom of the boat as they left the bridge behind, heading past a set of ruined warehouses. It was hard to decide if they’d been looted or not before the fires had been set.


  Probably, she thought. Whoever attacked the city wouldn’t have left anything behind.


  Aiden cleared her throat. “Shouldn’t we check for survivors?”


  “No,” Sergeant Miles said. “We don’t want to be caught here.”


  Emily nodded, although she understood why Aiden had asked. There might be survivors, hiding in the rubble... trapped in the rubble. Their assistance might mean the difference between life and death for countless townspeople, if they stopped to help. But there was no way to know when the attackers would come back or if the local aristocrat was already dispatching troops, troops that might not bother to ask questions before they started shooting. Hell, the local aristocrat might have been the one who’d sacked the town. It was quite possible. The townspeople might have been asserting their rights, appealing to the monarch to keep the local aristocrat off their backs. And now, with the king in a coma, there was nothing to keep the aristocrat from teaching the commoners a lesson.


  You don’t know that, she reminded herself. You have no idea who did this.


  The thought mocked her as they glided past two more bridges and the remnants of a giant waterwheel, then headed further down the river. There were other suspects, from bandits and outlaws to invading armies. They were approaching the border between Red Rose and Kerajaan, a kingdom she’d never visited and knew little about. It was quite possible the king had decided to settle the border question by force, having determined that Red Rose was on the verge of a full-scale civil war. Or that...


  “We’re approaching the border checkpoint,” Sergeant Miles said. “Do you remember your cover stories?”


  Emily nodded, although she wondered if it would be wiser to abandon the boat and sneak across the border when night fell. The border guards would certainly ask a great many questions. They might not even be receptive to bribes! And if they figured out who she was... she remembered the bounty on her head and shivered. The border guards might not try to snatch her, but if they sent a message to the bounty hunters...


  The river twisted, picking up speed. She tensed as she saw a plume of smoke in the distance. Sergeant Miles cursed, then muttered a handful of charms to make it hard for anyone to see them clearly as they glided towards the remnants of a border checkpoint. Like the town they’d passed, it was a burnt-out ruin. A handful of men, all stripped naked, lay on the ground. It was clear they’d been beaten to death. Emily shuddered, feeling her gorge rise as they glided past a river-blocking boom. Someone had smashed it beyond repair, then set fire to the remnants. She glanced into the gatehouse and shuddered again. The bodies inside looked to have been horrifically mutilated.


  “Rebels,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly.


  Jan looked at him. “How can you be sure?”


  “Look at the bodies,” Sergeant Miles said. “They’ve all been torn to ribbons. No one would do that unless they hated and loathed their victims.”


  “Royalist troops can be savages, too,” Aiden protested.


  “Yes, but the victims were border guardsmen,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “If the country had been invaded, the invaders would have tried to treat the border guards decently. It’s uncommon for soldiers to deliberately commit atrocities against other soldiers.”


  “Hah,” Aiden muttered.


  Emily frowned as the ruined checkpoint fell behind them. “Do we carry on?”


  “I don’t think we have a choice,” Sergeant Miles said. He consulted his map. “There’s a portal town several miles to the north. If we can get there, if the portals are still open, we can get to Zangaria very quickly. It’s worth a try.”


  “And if we can’t?” Jan frowned. “If the maps are accurate, we’ll have to move through the heart of the kingdom. We don’t have the slightest idea of what’s happening to the north.”


  “Yes,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  EMILY HAD HOPED THEY WOULD MEET someone - anyone - who could update them on what was happening to the north, but the river appeared deserted. They passed a handful of small towns, almost all seemingly abandoned, before night started to fall. Sergeant Miles brought them in close to the bank, tying the boat to a tree before casting a handful of obscurification charms around the hull. Emily peered into the gloom, noting how the trees were practically growing into the water. There was no hint that anyone was nearby, no hint of anyone hiding in the undergrowth or making their way along the road on the other side of the river. Emily shivered as they shared a hasty meal of hardtack and salt beef, washed down with purified water. She still couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched.


  “The spells are still up there,” Sergeant Miles said, when she told him. “He’s still looking for us.”


  Emily wasn’t reassured. She knew she should be glad there was no one in sight, but it bothered her. The rivers were the kingdom’s lifeblood. There was no way anyone could ban the locals from sailing on the waters, let alone moving cargo up and down the waterways. It would be killing the goose that laid the golden eggs. And yet... she had no idea what was happening within Kerajaan. She didn’t know enough about the kingdom to hazard a guess. Who knew what had happened in the last few weeks?


  “I’ll take first watch,” Sergeant Miles said. “You get some sleep.”


  Emily nodded and made her way into the cabin. Jan was packing the batteries and supplies back into the knapsacks. Sergeant Miles had insisted they keep everything packed up when they weren’t using it, just in case they needed to grab their supplies and run. Emily hoped they’d have a chance to sort through everything properly, before they abandoned the boat and took to the roads. The maps didn’t show much - if anything - off the waterways themselves, but it was clear they were making their way towards the capital. Emily guessed they’d have to leave the boat within a day or two. She hoped they’d be able to sell it and purchase - or steal - another one on the far side of the city. It might cut several weeks off their journey if they could sail around the mountains before continuing north.


  “I put the chat parchments in the knapsacks,” Jan told her. “We should be able to use them to channel magic, when the time comes.”


  “We’ll need to set up another ambush,” Emily said. It would be easy, if they had the right supplies. She was reluctant to risk visiting a magical community. Master Lucknow had already poisoned their minds against her. They’d have to hope they ran across another apothecary during their trek. “Perhaps we can turn the boat into an ambush.”


  She grinned, considering the possibilities as she took one piece of chat parchment and stowed it in a tiny compartment. It would be a fitting end to the boat, if they couldn’t sell it. If nothing else, it would make Void more reluctant to send his troops after her. Even if he considered them expendable, and she was fairly sure he didn’t, he’d grow weary of losing them. And if she was right about how hard it was to enhance humans...


  Aiden lay on her blanket and went to sleep. Emily sat next to her, wishing - once again - that they had proper beds. She would have liked to sleep next to Jan again, then wake up and... she shook her head. It could wait until they found somewhere safe to spend the night, somewhere they could lay down their burdens and rest. She wasn’t sure there was any such place, not any longer. Void’s tracking spells were good and he had the rest of the world looking for her. She closed her eyes, feeling Jan settling next to her. It felt surprisingly reassuring as her awareness drifted away...


  Someone poked her, hard. Emily jerked, one hand reaching for the dagger in her sleeve before she woke up enough to realize it was her turn on watch. Sergeant Miles was kneeling beside her... she blinked, looking around for Jan. He’d moved away from her... she wondered, as she forced herself to stand, if he’d moved on his own or if Sergeant Miles had moved him. It was hardly impossible. The sergeant expected them to behave themselves when they were in the open.


  Jan was supposed to take the second watch, she reminded herself. Didn’t the sergeant sleep?


  She followed the sergeant back onto the deck and looked around. The night sky twinkled with thousands of stars, but the riverside was as dark and silent as the grave. She couldn’t even hear the water lapping against the hull. She muttered a night-vision spell and glanced across at the road. It was empty. A shiver ran down her spine. It felt as if the entire kingdom were deserted.


  “I’ll take it from here,” she said. “Did you manage to sleep?”


  Sergeant Miles shook his head. Emily’s eyes narrowed. The sergeant had taught her how to catnap, back when the world had made sense. He’d insisted that learning to sleep when one could was a vitally important skill. And yet, he hadn’t slept? He had to steer the boat when dawn rose, ensuring they put as much distance between the border and themselves as they could. If they appeared to be coming from the next kingdom, they’d be certain to attract attention...


  “Get some rest,” she ordered. “I’ll wake Aiden when the time comes.”


  Sergeant Miles nodded stiffly, then headed down into the cabin. Emily watched him go, then sat on the deck. Her body ached, her head pounding with a grim reminder she hadn’t had anywhere near enough sleep. She ran her hand through her hair, forcing herself to think. If she fell asleep on duty... she bit her lip as tiredness threatened to overcome her, then stood and started to pace the deck. If she fell asleep...


  Something splashed. Emily tensed. She hadn’t seen any nocturnal wildlife, no owls or river otters or anything. She reached out gingerly with her mind, testing the protective charms Sergeant Miles had woven around the boat. They seemed intact, yet... something bothered her about them. They were a little too intact. She peered into the darkness, her eyes sweeping the riverbank. It seemed clear and yet... she turned back and looked at the dark waters. Something was moving towards them... no, several humanoid shapes.


  She triggered the alarms, an instant before something bit her. Her legs turned to jelly. She was suddenly very aware of a tiny arrow falling from her neck. She’d seen people use blowpipes to fire tiny needle-like arrows, tipped with poison and potion, but never tried it herself. It was hard, so hard, to focus her mind as she landed on the deck. Her thoughts were wandering, wavering... she’d been captured so easily that... anger surged through her, giving her a moment to shape a spell in her mind. She couldn’t drink a counter-potion, but Void had drilled her in using her magic to duplicate the effects. It was all she could do to cast the spell and hold it in place, praying it wasn’t powerful enough to draw attention. The magic surged through her...


  Sergeant Miles crashed out of the cabin, holding a sword in one hand and a knapsack in the other. Emily rolled over, feeling her limbs slowly coming back to life, just in time to see him bisect a man as he scrambled onto the boat. Jan followed him, waving his hands as he muttered a spell. Aiden brought up the rear, laden with the remaining knapsacks. She saw Emily and ran to her as the fighting spilled out of control.


  “I’ve got you,” she said, as she yanked Emily to her feet. “What did they do to you?”


  “Sleeping potion,” Emily hazarded. Not a strong one... perhaps a mundane one. It was unusual for a powerful magician to use a mundane drug, rather than a potion that could be keyed to a specific target, but she had to admit it had worked. Her arms and legs felt as if they were made of rubber. “We have to move.”


  The boat rocked, violently. She heard a scream as Sergeant Miles cut down another intruder, then another. A low thump ran through the hull, followed by a shudder. Emily guessed they’d been holed below the waterline. The boat shifted uncomfortably and started to sink, shuddering again when the hull hit the bottom. They were trapped. She glanced at the riverside, silently gauging their chances of getting through the trees before the attackers came after them. They didn’t have a choice. There was nowhere else to go.


  They probably have people covering the riverside, she thought, as she forced herself to hurry towards the treeline. But there’s no other option.


  Sergeant Miles barked a command at Jan, then darted back himself. Emily turned, just in time to see five more dark-clad figures clambering over the side and onto the boat. She heard Sergeant Miles muttering a spell and turned her head, an instant before blinding light flared behind her. Someone cursed - she didn’t recognize the voice - as they fell back and off the boat, into the water. The light wouldn’t have caused any real harm, Emily thought, but it would have blinded the attackers long enough for them to take their leave. She kept her head down as she jumped onto the shore, tearing her way through the thorny brambles and bushes, trying to ignore the pinpricks as they cut her skin. There was no time to pick a proper route through the riverside. She readied herself to cast a spell to set fire to the brambles, then stopped herself. It would be bound to catch Void’s attention.


  “We need to keep moving north,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “And we need a diversion.”


  Emily plucked the piece of chat parchment out of her pocket and let her mind flow into it. The other piece - the twin - was still on the boat. She couldn’t tell if it was drenched in water or not, but it didn’t matter. The magic still worked. She braced herself, then channeled a combined incendiary and blasting curse down the connection. The ground heaved as the spell detonated, blowing the boat to atoms and setting fire to the riverside. She felt teleport spells trigger behind her and grinned, hearing Void’s troops crashing into the newcomers. Whoever their original attackers were, they weren’t Void’s people. Bounty hunters? She hoped so. It might put the bounty hunters off working for him in the future...


  “Good thinking,” Sergeant Miles said. He took her arm, forcing her to run faster. “But whoever wins back there will come after us.”


  Emily nodded, gritting her teeth as her arms and legs started to ache. A proper counter-potion would have flushed the sedative out of her system completely, but the spell she’d used was more limited. She needed to keep it in place, yet... she’d run the risk of exposing herself. Again. Her mind raced as they kept moving, trying to determine how the attackers had found them. Had they somehow caught a sniff of them as they crossed the border? The mere fact they’d tried to take her alive, and put some thought into doing it, was a strong sign they knew who she was. Unless they’d simply gotten very unlucky...


  The sound of fighting behind them faded away. Sergeant Miles let go of her as they kept moving, ducking and dodging their way through the trees. Emily couldn’t hear anyone coming after them, although she knew it was meaningless. She’d seen experienced woodsmen glide through the forests without making a sound, moving so gingerly they didn’t even step on twigs. The darkness pulsed around them like a living thing. She glanced behind her and saw flames rising in the distance, hopefully consuming all traces of their presence. She felt a pang of guilt. She’d been cautioned, time and time again, not to risk starting a forest fire.


  Aiden was breathing heavily, but - somehow - still running. “Who... who were they?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. She was fairly sure Void hadn’t sent the first group of attackers, but the second...? They had to be his troops. “Just keep moving and...”


  Something wrapped around her ankles. She found herself falling to the ground, throwing out her hands just in time to break her fall. Her ankle twisted painfully, causing her to yelp as she rolled over an instant before a dark shape landed on top of her. An unshaven man, wearing a tunic and carrying a club rather than a sword. His face twisted as he drew back his hand to punch her in the face, rather than try to slap her or force her to drink durian potion. She guessed he’d just seen some of his friends and comrades killed, the desire for revenge overpowering his common sense. She twisted, drawing the dagger from her sleeve as he punched down and rammed the blade into his gut. The man - she guessed he was a bounty hunter - shuddered, his entire body twisting from side to side and making the wounds worse. Much worse. The blade wasn’t charmed, but it didn’t matter. She pushed the dying man off her, trying to ignore the blood staining her tunic. It didn’t work.


  “A bounty hunter,” Sergeant Miles said, thoughtfully. He cut the man’s throat with practiced ease, then ransacked his pockets. “Someone spotted us. Somehow.”


  Emily took the papers and frowned. There were no charmed crystals to help the hunters prove they’d caught the right people, but otherwise... whoever had put the bounty on them had described Sergeant Miles, Jan and Emily herself in painstaking detail. There was even a promise that anyone who made a good-faith attempt to bring in the suspects, even if they’d arrested the wrong people, would be rewarded. She cursed under her breath. Aiden wasn’t mentioned, thankfully, but the descriptions of the rest of them were terrifyingly accurate. And how had the bounty hunters spotted them in the first place?


  “They shouldn’t have been able to track us,” Sergeant Miles said. “How did they do it?”


  Emily shook her head. She couldn’t think of an answer. It was possible the bounty hunters had spotted them as they glided through the ruined checkpoint, but it wouldn’t have been easy to shadow the boat down the river until night fell. If they’d spotted the group, they should have attacked at once. She cursed under her breath. They had to figure out the answer, quickly. They’d already been caught once. They might be caught again.


  She glanced back, frowning. It was still dark, but... she thought she could hear people making their way towards them. Sergeant Miles had had the same thought. He cast a spell to hide the body for a few short hours, then turned and led them further away from the riverbank. Emily forced herself to follow, despite the tiredness gnawing at her bones. She needed to sit down and rest, or drink something to clear her body, but there was no time to do either. And she couldn’t muster the concentration to cast the spell again.


  “That was too close,” Aiden muttered. “How did they find us?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. Her imagination provided too many possibilities, none of them good. The only upside, as far as she could tell, was that it hadn’t been Void who’d launched the first attack. His troops would have done a better job of capturing them. “But we have to keep moving.”


  She glanced at the sky, seeing dawn starting to break over the land. The trees seemed as thick as ever, looking vaguely as if they were moving at the corner of her eye. They broke into a run as they heard people catching up behind them, at least four or five bounty hunters or soldiers... Emily reached for the remnants of her magic, all too aware that using it in her current state was asking for trouble. She could handle the five men easily, with or without Jan and Sergeant Miles, but she’d bring Void down on their heads. And Jan wasn’t a trained fighter. She hoped Sergeant Miles could handle them on his own.


  They broke out of the trees. Emily swallowed, realizing they were trapped. There was a field lying fallow in front of them, providing absolutely no cover whatsoever if they continued to run north. A farmhouse sat on the far side, too far away to reach before the bounty hunters came after them. She glanced back, then followed Sergeant Miles as he turned and raised his sword. If it was to be their last stand...


  She forced herself to think. There had to be something they could do, some way they could escape without drawing attention or starting a fight they couldn’t win. There had to be... she cursed, again, as the bounty hunters broke out of the trees. They wore charmed armor, ensuring they couldn’t be stopped in their tracks. Using magic to kill them would draw attention. She could practically feel Void’s spells circling around them. He knew now, if he hadn’t already, that she’d left Red Rose far behind.


  “Throw down your swords and we’ll take you alive,” the leader called. “Or die...”


  An arrow struck him in the chest. He grunted, then fell to the ground. The others turned to flee, too late. They were picked off with almost effortless ease. Emily gaped, then turned to look behind her. A handful of archers were standing at the far side of the field, nocking their bows. Emily braced herself, unsure what to expect. They looked like peasants, not soldiers. They might be friendly or...


  “Let me do the talking,” Sergeant Miles said. “Don’t say anything if it can be avoided.”


  Emily nodded. “Got it.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “AND WHO,” THE NEWCOMER ASKED, “ARE you?”


  Emily studied him, thoughtfully. He was dressed like a cross between a peasant and a soldier, although he was wearing leathers rather than armor. A little cloth cap - green, to match the rest of his outfit - rested on his head, reminding her of the caps the rebels had worn in Alluvia. She couldn’t help thinking he looked a little like Robin Hood, right down to the horn on his belt and the quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder. His face was hard-bitten, topped with ginger hair - what little she could see poking out from under the cap - and underlined by a neatly-trimmed goatee. She had the impression he was an educated man, although it was hard to be sure. He definitely knew what he was doing. He’d made certain he wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire if the archers opened fire,


  “I am Miles, Apothecary of Rosalinda City,” Sergeant Miles said, smoothly. “This is Aiden and Millie, my son and daughter, and Jan, my apprentice.”


  “An apothecary,” the man repeated. “You can work magic?”


  Emily tensed. The common folk both respected and feared magic. There was a possibility the rebels would welcome them, simply because they could be useful, but also a possibility they’d have to fight their way out and run. She ground her teeth in silent frustration. She wasn’t used to being effectively crippled, forced to hold back lest she attract something worse than rebel or royalist troops. The rebels had saved their lives, but... she eyed the archers in the distance. She could throw up a ward to block their bolts, at the risk of giving the hunters a chance to find her.


  “A little,” Sergeant Miles said. “Enough to brew potions.”


  The man studied him for a long moment. “You’re a long way from home, Miles,” he said, stiffly. “Why did you come all this way?”


  “The city is under siege,” Sergeant Miles said. “I took my family, obtained a boat, packed the contents of my store into the hold and left. I intended to find safety, but we were attacked by bandits as we sheltered in the lee. We set fire to the boat, destroying my stores and fled. They chased us through the woods to here, where you saved our lives. We thank you.”


  “Indeed.” The man looked him up and down. “Are you willing to join us?”


  “Join who?” Sergeant Miles smiled. “If you are willing to take us in, we are willing to join you.”


  The man smiled back. “I am Hob, Colonel in the Army of the People,” he said. “Lady Emily will decide what to do with you.”


  Emily blinked. “Lady Emily?”


  “Lady Emily,” Hob said. “She is amongst us now.”


  “Please excuse my daughter,” Sergeant Miles said, calmly. “She has been quite taken with the stories of Lady Emily, Necromancer’s Bane.”


  “As have many of us,” Hob said. He looked Emily up and down. “You can brew potions?”


  “Yes, sir,” Emily said. “I studied at my father’s knee.”


  Hob nodded. “Then you are welcome,” he said. “I’m sure Lady Emily will be pleased to see you. Come with me.”


  Emily felt her head spin as they followed Hob back to his unit. The archers eyed them warily, their hands never moving far from their swords. Emily guessed that Hob, for all his show of trust, wasn’t feeling that trusting. The bounty hunters might have been paid to put on a show, for all she knew. They’d certainly be considered expendable, if someone wanted to insert spies into the rebel camp. And a trained apothecary - three trained apothecaries - would be too useful to be turned down. And...


  Her thoughts raced. Lady Emily? She knew perfectly well she wasn’t leading the army. Who was? Nanette? Or someone who’d assumed her name? It wasn’t impossible. God knew she’d been credited with things she hadn’t done and writings she’d never written, from stories that sounded like bad fan-fiction to political tracts that veered madly between advocating fascism, communism and everything in between. There was no way to stop someone putting her name to their work, certainly not when half the printing presses on the continent were owned and operated by political activists keen to use her name to bolster their cause. And yet... there was a difference between using her name to write a tract and actually leading an army.


  Aiden nudged her. “They always insisted you were behind the rebellion,” she said. “Some of the inner council even claimed to have corresponded with you.”


  Emily made a face. There’d been so many letters - and broadsheets and political tracts - criss-crossing the Allied Lands in the last few years that it would have been easy for someone to claim support from a distant land, carefully creating an illusion that would be very difficult to penetrate. There’d certainly been Levellers intent on fostering revolution, shipping muskets and gunpowder - and instructions on how to make more - right across the continent. She didn’t know if any of them had used her name, but it probably didn’t matter. She was probably going to get the blame for it anyway.


  “Play it by ear,” she said. “Don’t confront her, not until we know what we’re facing.”


  She forced herself to keep moving as the sun rose higher. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that it had been hours since she’d eaten - and most of their supplies were either blown to bits or lying at the bottom of the river. They passed small clusters of men, some on horseback, guarding the road to ensure the main body of the army wasn’t surprised. The pickets didn’t look particularly professional, she noted, but they weren’t complete novices either. She glanced at Hob and frowned. He looked like a professional military man.


  “The army is based in the town ahead,” Hob said, as they walked past a burnt-out aristocrat estate. A handful of men were sifting through the ruins, piling up anything that might be useful. “I hope you will stay with us.”


  Emily said nothing as the rebel army slowly came into view. It was strange, a hodgepodge of different outfits and weapons and yet... she was suddenly very sure the army was led by professionals. They’d dug latrines, insisted on their men training when they weren’t fighting and ensured a certain level of law and order. She counted several hundred men and women within eyeshot and guessed there were hundreds, perhaps thousands, more scattered over the land. The women were carrying muskets as well as bows and arrows, readying themselves to support the men. It looked as though they were being treated as equals.


  Her stomach rumbled again as they passed a cooking tent where a handful of men were roasting deer and carving out the meat for the men. There was no sign of the small beer normally distributed to soldiers, just mugs of boiled water and bark tea. Emily was mildly impressed the men were drinking the water, even though it had been boiled. It was rare for anyone to drink water willingly, at least outside the schools. The commoners simply didn’t trust the water was safe to drink. But it looked as if they trusted their leaders.


  “... And we will not rest until we are free,” a female voice said. “We will not surrender. We will not accept their terms. We will continue until every last trace of the aristos has been wiped from the land, until the land we work is ours in name as well as deed. We will not be tricked again!”


  Emily’s eyes opened wide as she saw the speaker. The imposter was... Emily stared in disbelief. She was topless, her bare breasts clearly visible in the morning sun. Her arms were strong and muscular, her long, dark hair - topped with a little green cap - falling over her shoulders and brushing against the tops of her breasts. She wore a simple pair of trousers that showed off her legs and carried a musket in one hand. The purist in Emily noted that holding the musket like that might be dramatic, but it was also unsafe. She hoped her doppelganger hadn’t put a ball in the chamber.


  She forced herself to think as the imposter spoke, whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Who was she? Emily could sense some magic around her, but nowhere near enough to qualify for a scholarship to Whitehall. Her muscles suggested she knew how to work the land, although she didn’t seem to have spent her entire life on it. A student? Emily had heard peasant parents complaining, at Cockatrice, that their sons ran off to study in the cities and then came back thinking themselves too grand to work. She’d never heard of a daughter returning home, but it was far from impossible. There was no inherent reason a young woman couldn’t study alongside a man, or as part of a group. And she might just have enough magic to trade service for education.


  And I can’t really disagree with her point, Emily thought. The imposter was very keen on the army remaining together, until it had beaten all its foes. If they accept a handful of promises and disperse, they’ll be crushed when the monarchy regains its strength.


  Jan stepped up beside her. “Do we say something?”


  “No,” Emily said. “We’re just passing through.”


  The speech came to an end, the crowd hooting and cheering and calling her name. Emily’s name. Emily had to admire the imposter’s nerve. Very few women would willingly expose their breasts for all to see and, by doing so, the imposter was suggesting she had nothing to fear. A sorceress could go where no mundane woman would dare to tread. The sheer assurance in the imposter’s face was staggering. She came across as a force of nature, rather than a simple woman. Emily could see why it had worked. The combination of gall, nerve and people wanting to believe filled in the holes.


  “Come with me,” Hob said. “I’ll introduce you.”


  Emily stood at the back of the line as they were escorted towards the imposter. She moved with a staggering confidence that had grown men stepping out of her way, as if she’d known the path would be clear. Up close, there were all sorts of hints she’d grown up on a farm - scars on her hands and arms, scratches on her face - but she suspected that would just add to the legend. Everyone knew Emily could do anything. And besides, it was astonishing what people would overlook if they wanted to believe.


  I know I’m me, Emily thought. They don’t have that edge.


  “Lady Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. He bowed, grandly. “It is an honor to be in your presence.”


  Emily thought he was overdoing it, but the imposter didn’t seem to care. “Don’t bow to me,” she said. Her voice was oddly accented, suggesting she’d spent time in a magical community without actually being part of it. Emily wondered why she hadn’t ditched the accent. It grated on mundane ears. “We are all equals here.”


  It’s part of the act, Emily realized. She’s pretending she’s trying to do better.


  “That is good to hear,” Sergeant Miles said. “Please allow me to introduce my family; Aiden, Millie and Jan.”


  “You are all welcome,” the imposter said. “Are you willing to stand with us, to fight until society is levelled and all are equal? Or do you want to return to your old lives?”


  She’s a Leveller, Emily thought. And clearly someone who knows we have to be offered a choice.


  She doubted it was much of a choice. A magician - any magician - was at the top of the ladder, as far as mundane society was concerned. An apothecary would have a better chance of making a name for himself if society wasn’t levelled. And if Miles chose to leave, Emily had a feeling they’d simply be led to the edge of the camp and shot down from a safe distance. Most magicians wouldn’t realize that bows and arrows could be a very real threat. She’d taken advantage of that blind spot often enough. She wondered if her imposter had, too.


  “It was never easy to run a shop, because we were groaning under high taxes,” Miles said, pushing a surprising amount of resentment into his voice. “Will you make it easier for us?”


  “We have already hung hundreds of tax collectors,” the imposter said, calmly. “And there will be no taxes when we have taken the land for our own.”


  “Then we will happily join you,” Miles said. “If you have supplies, we can brew.”


  The imposter looked at Hob. “Show them the captured supplies, see what they can do with them,” she said. “And then return. We’ll start moving at midday.”


  “Yes, My Lady,” Hob said.


  Emily felt as if the world had turned oddly surreal. The topless woman was better at being her, or at least better at living up to the legend, than she was... her legs wobbled unsteadily, reminding her that the remnants of the sedative were still within her system. She was going to have to sit down soon or risk collapsing in the middle of the camp. The peasant soldiers might be better disciplined than many of the real soldiers she’d met, but she didn’t trust them that far. She had the feeling the imposter’s control wasn’t as strong as she might have wished.


  Jan sucked in his breath, sharply, as they turned a corner. A handful of men sat in pillories, their backs exposed and marked with the whip. Others hung from trees, their bodies swaying in the wind. Emily stopped dead as the wind shifted towards her, blowing the stench of death into her face. The hanged men weren’t aristocrats, she noted. They were rebels.


  “They were caught in the act of raping commoners,” Hob said, with heavy satisfaction. “Her Ladyship sentenced them to death.”


  Emily glanced at him. “And the men in chains?”


  Hob gave her an odd look, as if he was surprised she’d addressed him. “They were caught in the act of looting,” he said. “They had to be punished. The common folk will not support us if we harm them.”


  “Good thinking,” Sergeant Miles said. “Is Her Ladyship a good leader?”


  “She hasn’t led us wrong yet,” Hob said. “We have won many battles in the last few weeks.”


  They reached a handful of tents, positioned at the very edge of the camp. “We removed everything magical we could find,” Hob said. “Her Ladyship hasn’t had time to look at them.”


  “I see,” Sergeant Miles said. “We’ll do what we can.”


  Emily kept her thoughts to herself as Hob turned and walked away. It looked like a show of trust, but the rebels weren’t being that trusting. She could see several faces keeping an eye on them from a distance and she’d bet good money they wouldn’t be allowed to leave the camp without permission. Sergeant Miles opened the flap and stepped inside, then cursed under his breath. The interior was a shambles. Emily had helped with potions during the last war, when the logistics had been on a shoestring, but this was worse. It looked as if the rebels had looted a dozen apothecaries and crammed the loot into a single large tent.


  Jan cast a privacy ward as soon as they were inside. “Who is she?”


  Sergeant Miles chuckled, humorlessly. “Someone using Emily’s name as a rallying cry.”


  “She does look the part,” Aiden said. She grinned, then sobered. “What are we going to do about it?”


  “Nothing,” Emily said.


  “She’s using your name,” Aiden said. “Doesn’t that bother you?”


  Emily hesitated, unsure how to answer. “She’s leading an army against the aristocracy,” she said. “Do you want to expose her?”


  Aiden said nothing. Emily pressed her advantage.


  “Let’s say we do,” she said. It wouldn’t be hard to reveal the imposter’s deception. “Perhaps the army breaks up. Perhaps it doesn’t. Either way, the people will lose faith in the cause. And then they’ll be chopped to ribbons by the monarchists, when they regain their strength. And then they’d impose all the reactionary measures they’d need to take to crush any hope of reform. There will either be a prolonged period of mass repression or, worse, an endless series of ever more violent revolutions that will tear society apart. Right now, she isn’t doing anything wrong.”


  “She could turn into a monster, like Jair,” Aiden said, finally. “Or Void.”


  “If she does, we can do something about it then,” Sergeant Miles rumbled. “For the moment, she’s heading for the portals. We can accompany her that far and slip away if she gains control of the portal town.”


  Jan frowned. “How do you know that?”


  “Where else can she go?” Miles shrugged. “She’s put together an army and imposed a certain amount of discipline. Hanging soldiers accused of committing crimes is a sign of a strong leader, one thinking beyond the present. Whoever she is, whatever she is, she’s clearly far from stupid. And if she takes the portal town, she can tighten her grip on the region before marching on the capital itself.”


  His eyes hardened. “And, from a cold-blooded point of view, her exploits will draw attention away from us.”


  Emily nodded. “As long as she’s heading in the right direction, we follow her,” she said, firmly. “And if that changes, we leave.”


  “If you say so,” Jan said. “What do we do now?”


  “We get started.” Emily waved a hand at the pile of supplies, feeling a flicker of admiration. The imposter had neatly gotten out of having to risk cataloguing the supplies herself, something that would be very difficult - if not impossible - without formal training. “There’s bound to be something useful in here.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  IT TOOK MOST OF THE MORNING, even for three of them working in concert, to get to grips with the sheer volume of supplies that had been stuffed into the tent. Aiden left the tent shortly after they began, volunteering to find food and learn what she could while the remainder sorted out the mess. Emily couldn’t help feeling irked, even though Aiden hadn’t really been doing much more than getting in the way. She just didn’t know enough to help.


  “I think they just snatched up everything.” Sergeant Miles commented, as he piled up a collection of supplies that had been allowed to waste away. “Your namesake didn’t really know enough to keep them safe.”


  Emily nodded, wryly. A sizable percentage of the supplies were useless. The remainder had to be used quickly, if they were going to be used at all. She found a handful of cauldrons amongst the pile and started brewing painkiller potion, the simplest recipe she knew. There were more effective potions - and healing balms that might have been very useful - but she doubted she had the time to brew them. She suspected the imposter would want to get on the move as quickly as possible.


  Aiden returned, carrying a handful of sandwiches and a large jug of water. “I’ve been speaking to the soldiers,” she said, as she handed out the food. “They’re all peasants.”


  “I thought as much,” Sergeant Miles said. “What actually happened?”


  “From what they told me, a bunch of tax collectors appeared in their village,” Aiden explained. “They were very unpleasant, even by their normal standards. They assaulted village girls, provoking their fathers to cut the tax collectors to pieces. Thus committed, the peasants united into an army and found a leader in Lady Emily. They speak of her in terms of wonder, but they actually know very little about her.”


  “She’s all things to all men,” Emily said, mischievously. “What are their aims?”


  “No more taxes,” Aiden said. “There’s some disagreement amongst the soldiers how best to proceed. Some of them are willing to put up with the aristocracy, as long as it behaves itself; some are determined to erase the aristocracy from the land, whatever the cost. I’m not sure who’s actually in control. A lot of the moderates are being pushed by the radicals.”


  “Just like Alluvia,” Emily said.


  “Not quite,” Aiden disagreed. “Society isn’t quite so stratified. There’s a bunch of local gentry who’ve been pressed into service as leaders, but - at the same time - they’re being watched for signs of betrayal. I don’t quite understand it.”


  Emily nodded, shortly. It wasn’t an uncommon pattern. The local landlords were expected to take the lead in resisting central government, at least as long as they had ties to the people who worked the land. But the landlords - the lesser gentry - often had a great deal to lose and didn’t want to revolt unless the government became very oppressive. She grimaced, feeling a twinge of pity. It couldn’t be easy to be caught between a king who would behead anyone taking up arms against him and commoners who’d kill you if you suggested anything less. She wondered how the imposter intended to deal with the problem. Her speech hadn’t suggested any sympathy for the gentry.


  She put the thought out of her mind as she finished brewing and bottling the potion. The rebels had snatched up enough jars to store the brews, although Emily doubted they’d last more than a week or two. The jars hadn’t been charmed properly, when they’d been charmed at all. She put the thought out of her mind as she listened to Aiden outlining everything she’d seen, noting that the rebel army was organized by towns and villages. It would be extremely difficult to coordinate if they ran into real trouble. The imposter might be better off waging a guerrilla campaign, rather than trying to keep the king’s armies in the field.


  But then, it would be hard to keep an insurgency going, she thought, sourly. This might be their one chance to win outright.


  Hob returned, looking grim. “Are you ready to march?”


  “Yes, My Lord,” Sergeant Miles said. “We just need some help carrying the useful shit.”


  “We leave in an hour,” Hob told him. “Get everything piled into the boxes. I’ll have them carried by the slaves.”


  Emily blinked. Slaves?


  Sergeant Miles shot her a warning look, reminding her not to object as they sorted out the boxes. There was no point in objecting, not now. She stepped outside the tent, looking around with some concern. Hob was leading a bunch of men towards the tent, their legs shackled to keep them from running. Emily stared at them. The slaves wore fine clothes, although they’d clearly been through the wars. She heard Aiden giggle behind her. The slaves were former aristocrats, yanked from their estates and put to work. The soldiers jeered and booed as the slaves were directed to pick up the boxes and carry them as if they were coffins. Emily had to admit it was a neat solution. The rebel army was short of horses and other draft animals, but it had plenty of manpower.


  And the slaves can go where horses can’t, she thought, tartly. She was torn between sympathy and grim understanding. The local aristocrats, if they were anything like the rest of the aristocrats she’d met, wouldn’t have had any qualms about ordering their serfs to drop whatever they were doing and work on their vanity projects. The rebels probably see it as rough justice.


  She told herself not to show any reaction as the army started to move, heading down the road in a rough - very rough - formation. Dater would have been horrified, part of her mind noted; General Pollack would have been throwing a fit at the sheer absurdity of the formation. And yet, she saw the point. There was no time to train the rebels in proper procedure, even if it were possible. The imposter couldn’t push her authority too far. Men who’d rebelled against their local lords might easily rebel against her too.


  Sergeant Miles fell into step beside her. “If my calculations are correct, they’ll hit the portal town in two hours.”


  Emily glanced at him. “How’s the town defended?”


  “It depends.” Sergeant Miles said nothing for a long moment. “The traditional arrangement was that portal towns would technically be neutral, ruled by their own councils or men appointed by the White Council directly, rather than being governed by the king. There was never any desire, at least during the war, to put pressure on the arrangement. The towns weren’t defended, but as they weren’t going to be attacked, it didn’t matter. The only portal towns with any fixed defenses were in Alluvia, along the Craggy Mountains. But now...”


  Emily nodded. The Allied Lands might have been better called the Patchwork Lands. There were too many independent and semi-independent towns, cities and principalities that were - technically - within one kingdom or another. Alassa had complained, loudly, about lords who held lands in other kingdoms, and had to pay homage to other kings, and therefore couldn’t be trusted if war broke out. The only thing keeping the kings - and the magical communities - from rationalizing land holdings, and snatching holdings held by people on the wrong side, had been the necromantic threat. And now the threat was gone. It was just a matter of time until the kingdoms started putting pressure on the portal towns.


  And the White Council has been broken, she reminded herself. There’s no one left to defend the towns.


  She put the thought out of her head as the army marched along, passing through a dozen towns and hamlets. Some were empty, completely deserted; some were crammed with cheering civilians, running to sign up with the rebel army. Emily was surprised, although she had to admit the townspeople had their own grudges against the nobility. It was rare for anyone from the towns to willingly join the local military. They regarded soldiers as little more than legalized criminals. The idea the soldiers existed to fight for them was absurd.


  No, she corrected herself. It was absurd.


  The imposter rode up and down the lines, making speeches of encouragement as she was cheered by her men. Emily studied her thoughtfully, noting how poorly she rode. A piece of method acting or... was she used to riding a horse? She frowned. It wasn’t common for commoners to know how to ride, not properly. The aristocracy would slap down any commoner who tried, outside the city-states. She wondered, idly, if it was another hint at her imposter’s humble origins. If the imposter’s motives were good...


  I’ll be blamed for whatever she does, she mused, crossly. But then, I’ve already been blamed for a great many things I didn’t do.


  The army slowly came to a halt. Emily had the impression of a train driver gently putting on the brakes, the handful of sergeants and other coordinators barking orders to keep the troops at the rear from crashing into the men in front. Sergeant Miles motioned for Emily and the others to step out of line, to wait beside the slaves as the rebel army organized itself for the offensive. The portal town was larger than Emily had expected, surrounded by defenses that had been hastily thrown together. She wondered, grimly, just who was in charge. It might be smarter to surrender, but... she sensed waves of hatred rippling through the army as they braced themselves for the charge. Portal towns - and city-states - had always been envied as well as admired. The commoners had good reason to dislike them. If nothing else, they made it easier for the king to move his armies around without fear of interception.


  Sergeant Miles pressed a battery and valve into her hand. “A cancellation spell,” he muttered, his lips so close to her ears she could feel his breath. “If you need it, use it.”


  Emily nodded, watching grimly as the rebels assembled their catapults and other siege weapons. Their carpenters moved with practiced ease, unloading the components and slotting them together in record time. Emily guessed some of them had seen actual service, perhaps against the necromancers before they’d been demobilized. They’d had a good life, by commoner standards, but they’d still been at the mercy of their social superiors. There was no one more bitter at the system than talented people who knew they were being held down unfairly, who’d had enough of the rewards to know they wanted more.


  A messenger headed towards the town. Emily watched him canter across the plain, waving a white flag. She supposed the imposter had decided to give the town a chance to surrender, before launching the attack. It would be tricky to convince the rebels to let the defenders march away, perhaps into a portal, but if anyone could do it... her eyes darted towards the imposter, then back towards the messenger just in time to see him fall from the saddle, an arrow protruding from his chest. She stared in shock. The rebels howled in rage. Emily didn’t hear anyone give the order, but the catapults fired as one. Projectiles - makeshift shells - hurtled towards the city. The ground shook as they started to explode.


  Clever, Emily thought. They’d packed cases with gunpowder, rigged up a makeshift fuse to provide a spark and hurled them into the town. The fuses weren’t perfect - they couldn’t be perfect - but it didn’t matter. The town was already starting to burn. The flames would detonate any remaining gunpowder. Dangerous, but clever.


  She watched explosions rock the town. The blasts weren’t as dangerous as fireballs, or modern shells, and the catapults were hardly precision weapons, but that didn’t stop them being incredibly destructive. Flames spread rapidly, burning from house to house. She saw a projectile explode, setting off another chain of explosions... she wondered, grimly, if someone had hit the potions store or the ammunition dump. There was no way to know if the defenders had muskets and cannons, as well as bows and arrows. God knew there’d been no time to procure better weapons before all hell broke loose.


  The rebels howled - “EMILY, EMILY, EMILY” - and charged. Emily watched, feeling a flicker of awe, as the imposter led the way, bare breasts flashing in the sunlight. Whoever she was, she didn’t lack for nerve. A pair of projectiles landed on the nearest barricade, smashing them an instant before the rebel soldiers arrived. The flying debris didn’t deter them for a second as they broke into the town, the defenders scattering as the rebels crashed through their lines. Emily found herself grinning as the offensive continued, the rebels clearing the streets with brutal efficiency. A handful of defenders jumped the walls and tried to flee northwards. Hob barked orders, directing his archers to take the cowards down. None of them managed to escape.


  “Impressive, but they would have had far more problems if they’d tried to take a properly-defended town,” Sergeant Miles commented, grimly. “Their gunpowder bombs wouldn’t have done anything like as much damage to stone walls, with or without magic.”


  Emily nodded. The blasts weren’t concentrated. They simply didn’t have the punching power of a solid cannonball, let alone a modern shaped charge. They’d explode if they hit a stone wall, but as long as the blast had room to expand, it wouldn’t do much damage. The defenders simply hadn’t had time to throw together a proper defense... Emily surveyed the town, noting the complete lack of stone walls. The king - more likely, his grandfather - had probably insisted on the town lacking defenses. He’d probably assumed he or one of his descendants - rather than a bunch of rebels - would be the one to take the town.


  She forced herself to watch as the rebels swept on, butchering everyone who got in their way. They were normally disciplined, but... she shook her head. It was easy for an army to be disciplined when it wasn’t in the middle of a battle, with all hell breaking loose around it. The attackers wanted revenge, revenge on the men who’d killed a messenger in defiance of the rules of war. Emily wasn’t too surprised - rebels didn’t have any legal protections - but she was sickened. The war was just going to get worse and worse, with atrocities sparking more atrocities, until everyone on one side was dead.


  It was nearly an hour before the town was finally pacified. A handful of prisoners were marched out of the ruins and placed in the nearest field, under guard, as the rebels searched the burning town for anything useful. Emily eyed the prisoners warily, fearing the worst. They looked like prosperous merchants and their families, not magicians or commoners or anyone the rebels might spare. She glanced at the slaves and winced. There was a very good chance the prisoners would be put to work, if they weren’t simply killed out of hand. And if they were caught in the middle of the next battle, they’d be cut down by one side or the other without a second thought.


  Hob came up to them. “Do you know anything about portals?”


  “A little,” Sergeant Miles said. “Enchantment isn’t my forte.”


  “Her Ladyship needs you to take a look at the portals,” Hob said. “She wants you to open them so we can send an army to the capital.”


  “We can try,” Sergeant Miles said. “But they might already have closed the portals on the other side.”


  If they haven’t been left open as bait in a trap, Emily thought. Portals were rarely used for offensive operations, even after she’d figured out how to create mobile portals. They were simply too small to allow an entire army to jump through as one. It wouldn’t be easy to get more than five or six men through at the same time. And that meant alert defenders could kill the attackers before they realized they were impaling themselves on enemy weapons. I wonder why you didn’t point that out.


  Her heart sank as they made their way across the plain and into the town. The majority of the buildings were either burned to the ground or being looted by the rebels, who were carrying everything from food and drink to weapons and supplies back to the army. Bodies lay everywhere, almost all civilian militia rather than fully-equipped soldiers. Emily guessed the defense had rested on the town guard, if indeed there had been a town guard. They’d never really expected to have to stand off an invading army...


  She put the thought out of her mind as they stepped into the portal complex. It was surprisingly simple, a large courtyard with a handful of spell crystals embedded in the stone walls. There should have been a wavering square of light in the middle, a portal linked to somewhere else, but there was nothing. Sergeant Miles pointed to the crystals and scowled. They were cracked and broken, the spells within shattered beyond repair. It looked as if someone had taken a hammer to them when it became obvious the town was going to fall. Emily knew they could open a portal with a battery, if they had the time, but it wasn’t going to be easy. Void would detect the portal at once and come for them.


  Sergeant Miles looked at her - and past her. “The crystals are too badly damaged to be repaired,” he said. “There’s no hope of reopening the portals.”


  Emily turned. The imposter was standing by the entrance to the courtyard, arms crossed under her breasts. She looked surprisingly perturbed for someone whose forces had just won a great victory. Emily guessed she was thinking beyond the victory. Attacking a portal town was a declaration of war against the White Council... if, of course, there was a White Council left. It had raised the stakes, for nothing.


  “That’s awkward,” the imposter said. “Can they reopen the portals from the far side?”


  “No, My Lady,” Sergeant Miles said. “The crystals are broken beyond repair. The spells are no longer in harmony.”


  “Good,” the imposter said. She sounded oddly relieved. “We will simply proceed on foot.”


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  “LADY EMILY IS A TERRIBLE MISTRESS,” Jan said, as the sun started to fall behind the distant mountains. “She’s keeping us very busy.”


  Emily shot him a sharp look. The imposter and her staff - some gentry, some educated - had kept their handful of magicians very busy. Emily had brewed enough painkiller potions and healing balms in the last few hours to supply the entire army, while Sergeant Miles and Jan had healed some of the wounded with magic. The imposter hadn’t set out to recruit more powerful magicians, something that had puzzled Emily until she’d realized it would - inevitably - lead to the impersonation being exposed. The imposter didn’t have enough magic to stand against a first-year student, let alone a necromancer. Emily knew her legend had grown to the point people honestly believed she’d snapped her fingers and blinked Shadye out of existence, but it hadn’t grown that much. A magician who took a look at the imposter would know the truth.


  They don’t even have to know me to know she doesn’t have the power to do half the things I’ve done, Emily mused. And who knew what they’d do if they knew the truth?


  She frowned. The imposter was... well, an imposter, but otherwise she was a pretty good leader. Emily had seen her speaking to the wounded, displaying more concern for them than any aristocrat, while ensuring the dead were cremated and their ashes buried with the proper ceremonies. She actually listened to her advisers, planning her next moves with a thoroughness Emily could only admire. The portal town’s capture ensured an army couldn’t appear in her rear, leaving the route to the capital open. Emily wondered, idly, if the imposter had a plan to capture the city. Storming the walls would be suicide. Laying siege to the city would require time and supplies she didn’t have. Bombarding the city with explosive projectiles might work, but it would take time too. Perhaps she hoped the city’s commoners would rise and open the gates. It might be her only hope.


  “We’ll play along as long as she’s heading north,” she said. “And when she reaches the capital, we can slip away.”


  She ran her hand through her hair as she finished the final batch of potion. The rebels were surprisingly understanding of her limitations - she simply didn’t have the supplies to make anything more complicated - but she didn’t want to push her luck too far. The imposter and her officers knew they were walking a tightrope, knew that a single mistake might be enough to get them all killed. They couldn’t hope for mercy if they fell into royalist hands. Emily was surprised they hadn’t slaughtered the prisoners, just to make sure there was no going back. She supposed it spoke well of the imposter. It wasn’t as if the rebels were short of manpower.


  Aiden entered the tent. “We’re invited to dine with Her Ladyship,” she said. “I took the liberty of accepting on your behalf.”


  Emily made a face. She’d hoped she could get some rest. Her body was reminding her it had only been a day since they’d been forced to flee the boat... it was ironic, she reflected sourly, that the rebels didn’t take her lightly because she was a young woman. The imposter wasn’t the only woman in their ranks and they seemed to be treated, more or less, as equals. She would have preferred to step into the background, making a show of letting Sergeant Miles and Jan speak for her... she wondered, grimly, how the imposter would take that. Probably not too well. She was committed to equality, as well as everything else.


  “If we must,” she said. “Did you manage to write your article?”


  “Yeah,” Aiden said. “I just don’t know how we’re going to get it somewhere useful.”


  Emily nodded. The postal service had been very well organized, once upon a time. No one, not even the vilest of kings and princes, had dared stand in the way of the mail. But now, the messenger service had fallen apart, just like everything else. Aiden hoped they’d have a chance to drop off a message, somewhere along the march, but Emily had her doubts. The royalists and revolutionaries alike had excellent reason to stop the messengers, at least until one side emerged victorious. It might no longer be possible - it might never be possible - for someone to send a message across the known world and expect it to reach its destination.


  She touched the valve and battery in her pocket, then brushed sweat from her eyes as she stepped away from the table. Brewing in the open air was a risk, but so was brewing in a tent. She’d done enough of that for one day. She allowed Aiden and Jan to walk beside her as she made her way through the camp, glancing around with interest. The rebels were surprisingly relaxed, for troops in hostile territory. But then, they had pickets all along the roads. There was no way a royalist army could take them by surprise.


  We hope, Emily thought. They might try to put together a mobile portal and point it at us.


  Her stomach rumbled as they walked past the makeshift cookhouse, where the cooks were roasting deer and pheasants on a roaring fire. The king had banned hunting in the Royal Forests - which covered a sizable chunk of the kingdom - and meted out horrific punishments to anyone caught poaching, but the rebels didn’t care. It wasn’t as if they could be brutally executed twice. Emily smiled at the thought, although she knew it wasn’t funny. The rebels wouldn’t be simply beheaded, if they were caught. The king would ensure they’d be tortured to death, then continue mutilating the corpse long after the life had fled the body. It struck her as pointless sadism, but she knew it’d make sense to him. He’d want to make sure that any future rebels thought twice before lifting a hand to their superiors.


  And he could solve half his problems by telling his taxmen not to be complete assholes to everyone, Emily reflected. But that would require him to admit their behavior is a problem.


  She allowed herself a smile as they reached the command tent. It looked more like a picnic than a command conference, although she supposed they wouldn’t be discussing anything vitally important. The imposter didn’t know them from... her lips quirked. The imposter didn’t have the slightest idea who she was. Emily surveyed the rug on the ground, then sat beside Jan. Sergeant Miles was already there, talking to Hob about how magic could be used in war. Emily hoped he’d stayed within the bounds of their cover story. There was no way to be sure the imposter didn’t know enough to poke holes in their cover.


  “You did very well for us,” the imposter said. Up close, it was impossible to deny she had a powerful presence. “Many men will survive the day because of you.”


  “Thank you, My Lady,” Emily said. The imposter was wearing a bib. The surrealism of the scene made her want to giggle insanely. “It is my pleasure to serve.”


  The imposter smiled. “And your sister doesn’t have to hide herself, not here.”


  Emily blinked. “My sister?”


  “Your sister.” The imposter indicated Aiden. “I quite understand, believe me, but she doesn’t have to hide her true self here.”


  Aiden leaned forward. “It isn’t safe...”


  “It’s safe here,” the imposter said. “When the people rule, a naked virgin will be able to walk from one end of the land to the other in perfect safety.”


  “Carrying a bag of gold, no doubt,” Emily said. She’d heard something along those lines back on Earth. “Or is that asking too much?”


  The imposter laughed. “Probably,” she said. “I’m not asking for miracles.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. The imposter was a mistress of disguise herself. No wonder she’d been able to see through Aiden’s disguise. Emily cursed under her breath. If the imposter knew they’d been lying about something, she’d have reason to wonder what else they might have lied about. Would she see through their cover story? Or would she assume Aiden had donned male guise for her own safety, without any other reasons? It wasn’t as though she needed them.


  She forced herself to smile. “How do you intend to make it work? It isn’t easy being a woman. You belong to your father, then to your husband. And then you die.”


  “When the people rule, everyone will have the same rights under the law,” the imposter assured her. “Male and female, young and old... they will all have the same rights.”


  She’s a Leveller, Emily thought. Female Levellers were far from uncommon. And probably one who started early, before the movement really took off.


  She leaned back as food arrived, tucking into a venison roast as the imposter talked with remarkable conviction about the world to come. There wouldn’t be any aristocrats, just... people. Everyone would have a chance to rise to the top. Emily knew there’d be some bumps along the way - she was fairly certain it would take years to create a tradition of gender equality - but it could be done. She knew it could be done. She wanted to believe the imposter could do it, but... she knew it wouldn’t be easy. The king wasn’t going to stand down and surrender without a fight.


  Sergeant Miles had had the same thought. “How do you intend to storm the capital’s walls?”


  “We have friends in the city,” the imposter said. “When we’re ready to take the capital, they’ll open the gates for us.”


  Emily was tempted to point out that the plan relied on everything going absolutely perfectly, but she kept the thought to herself. The imposter was far from stupid. She might reason she could either take the city, if the gates were opened, or simply make the king look weak by pinning his forces in place while attacking the north. She’d run the risk of crossing into imperial territory and widening the war, but right now it probably didn’t matter...


  Magic flared, to the south. She glanced up, sharply. The imposter didn’t sense it anywhere near as quickly. The magic was growing stronger, much stronger... the camp was under attack! A thunderclap echoed through the air. Emily jumped to her feet as a wave of... something washed over them, the ground shaking underneath them. The imposter started to bark orders, too late. A wave of pure fear swept over the camp.


  Emily clenched her fists, telling herself it wasn’t real. It was magic. She peered south and saw a set of horsemen - nine horsemen - galloping through the camp, surrounded by a shimmering wave of distortion. Anyone or anything that got in the way was picked up and hurled away, when they weren’t already running. The sheer power of the fear was enough to unman anyone, anyone who hadn’t already been exposed to magical threats. Emily glanced at the imposter. Her entire body was shaking, but she was standing her ground. Emily was morbidly impressed.


  The attackers raised their hands and launched fireballs into the camp. Emily saw a cluster of tents catch fire, the flames - powered by magic - spreading rapidly. Men screamed as they were caught in the fires, throwing themselves to the ground to roll over and over... it didn’t work. Emily cursed under her breath as another wave of naked fear washed through the camp, her legs shaking under the impact. The urge to run was almost overpowering. It was a grim reminder that sorcerers possessed immense power, that it was difficult - almost impossible - to counter them. She tried hard to think of something she could do, something that wouldn’t attract Void’s attention. His troops would make short work of the rebels as well as their enemies.


  “Get down!” Sergeant Miles crashed into Emily, knocking her to the ground as the attackers charged towards the command tent. Emily hit the ground hard, hard enough to knock the wind out of her. A hoof struck the ground, far too close to her head for comfort, as the horses passed over her. “Stay down!”


  Emily shoved him off as the horses cantered on, the lead rider catching the imposter and yanking her onto his horse. She grabbed the snake-bracelet from her wrist, undoing the spell on the snake even as she hurled him towards the horse. The riders weren’t moving fast enough to escape. The snake touched the horse, which reared up in pain. The rider fell over backwards, the imposter tumbling after him. Her body landed on top of his... she didn’t move, even when they hit the ground. Emily guessed she’d been hexed in some way. The rider should have wondered if he’d caught the right person, simply because it had been too easy. Her lips curved into a grim smile as she stumbled to her feet, just in time to see the rest of the riders coming about. The distortion wave was growing. She saw a trio of strong men picked up and thrown right across the camp. She reached for her magic, then stopped herself and dug into her pocket. The valve and battery were already primed.


  She triggered the spell. A wave of nothingness washed across the scene. The distortion field vanished, the flames dying seconds later. Sergeant Miles stood up and threw himself at the riders, screaming a command to charge. The rebels joined him, running towards the stunned men. Emily had flashes of feet crashing down everywhere - she realized, numbly, that she was getting impressions from Aurelius - as she hurried towards the imposter. The hex on her had vanished too, allowing her to batter her hands against her equally-stunned captor. Her eyes narrowed, just for a second, as she saw Emily. She had to know Emily had kept something else from her. Emily didn’t have time to explain. She yanked the man’s helmet off, then forced a sedative down his throat. His eyes went wide with shock, an instant before he collapsed. Emily breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn’t been entirely sure the sedative would work. The cancellation spell might have worked a little too well.


  She recovered Aurelius, ignoring the imposter’s stare, and looked around. The attackers had been yanked from their horses and trampled to death, crushed under the feet of a hundred men. The campsite was a mess, a dozen tents burnt to the ground... men were lying everywhere, whimpering as the unnatural fear receded from their minds. Emily remembered some of the tactical manuals she’d read, the ones designed for combat sorcerers. Fear spells were common, if one wanted to stun the enemy. She supposed she was lucky the attackers hadn’t realized the truth. They could have used far more effective spells if they’d realized it wouldn’t be easy for anyone to resist.


  The imposter grabbed her arm. “Who are you?”


  Emily hesitated, then shook her head. “We need to interrogate this one,” she said, staring down at the drugged man. He wore combat leathers, rather than armor. A combat sorcerer, she guessed, although not a very experienced one. She supposed he hadn’t done too badly. If they’d snatched the real Emily, they could have gotten clear of the camp before Sergeant Miles or anyone else had a chance to react. “They wanted to snatch you.”


  “Take him and find out what he knows,” the imposter ordered. She stood, brushing herself down. “I’ll speak to my people.”


  “Tell them to save the horses,” Emily said. “And not to touch anything the attackers were carrying.”


  She hid her amusement as the imposter went to work, her voice echoing through the camp as she rallied her troops. The imposter was good, Emily reflected. She’d tasted the sheer power of magic, magic well beyond her, but she hadn’t let it break her. Emily had known magicians who’d folded the moment they encountered a superior force. The imposter was far stronger - mentally - than they’d ever been. It helped, Emily supposed, that she was capable of accepting there were stronger people. Emily herself had learnt that lesson a long time ago.


  Jan stumbled up to her, bleeding from a wound on his forehead. “Are you alright?”


  “I’ve been better,” Emily said. “How are you?”


  “It’s just a scratch,” Jan said. “They came pretty close to taking my head off.”


  Emily wasn’t so sure. Head wounds could turn nasty very quickly. Even if the blade hadn’t dug into his skull, there was a very good chance the wound could get infected. They’d have to treat it, quickly. Jan didn’t seem concerned. She sighed to herself. She understood the dread fear of being thought a coward, or a whiner, but there were limits. Letting oneself be infected because one didn’t want to seek medical attention was just stupid. Sergeant Miles wouldn’t make fun of a wounded man who needed treatment...


  “Go fetch the durian gas pills and something we can use to loosen this one’s tongue, then put some balm on your forehead before you bleed to death,” she ordered. She didn’t want to resort to torture. She knew it wasn’t always reliable, not when they had no way to verify what they were being told. “Sergeant Miles and I will get him to the tent.”


  Jan nodded and hurried off. Emily watched him go, then looked around for Aiden. She was helping with the wounded, doing a very good job of it. Emily smiled, waving to Sergeant Miles. He came over and helped her half-carry, half-drag the attacker to the tent. The man felt unbearably floppy, as if he were already dead. Jan joined them a moment later, potions in hand. Emily allowed herself a tight smile. It was time to get some answers.


  Did they come after her because they thought she was me, she asked herself, or did they get a sniff of my presence and then mistake her for me?


  The man shifted as they tied him to a chair. It was time.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  “AIDEN, TAKE NOTES,” SERGEANT MILES ORDERED, as he pressed the durian gas capsule against the captive’s nose. “Are you ready?”


  He went on before Aiden could answer. “Suspect is a young man, seemingly in his late twenties. No visible sorcerer tattoos, but build, outfit and general disposition suggests a combat sorcerer. Pockets crammed with magical supplies, including potions, wands and devices of uncertain purpose. And a battery, seemingly drained. No valve.”


  “Curious,” Emily said. Without a valve, a battery was of very limited use. “What did you do with it?”


  The captive eyed her, nastily, but said nothing. Sergeant Miles shrugged.


  “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Sergeant Miles said, taking a vial from Jan and opening it. “If you drink this potion, and answer all our questions without hesitation, we’ll ensure you are given a chance to offer your parole. If you refuse, we’ll force it down your throat, ask our questions and then hand what’s left of you over to the rebel army. What’s it to be?”


  “You utter...” The captive took a breath. “Very well.”


  Sergeant Miles held the vial to the captive’s lips, watching him carefully to make sure he drank. Emily’s heart thumped painfully in her chest. Truth drugs and spells were very far from perfect. A person with sufficient mental discipline might be able to avoid giving straight answers or simply mislead the questioner until the potion wore off. Sergeant Miles was a trained interrogator, but he’d warned her - more than once - that even an experienced man could be misled. And they had a time limit. A smart captive might just be able to evade their questions long enough to wait out the clock.


  “Let’s start with the basics,” Sergeant Miles said. “What is your name?”


  “Gowon,” the sorcerer said. “Mediator of the Order of Mediation.”


  Sergeant Miles said nothing for a long moment. “Why did you attack the rebel army?”


  “We were ordered to arrest Lady Emily,” Gowon said. His face seemed to crumple, just for a second. “We were told she was leading the army.”


  “I see,” Sergeant Miles said. “And who told you?”


  “Master Lucknow,” Gowon said. “He sent us after her.”


  “And that would have been an illegal order, given that no warrant was issued,” Sergeant Miles said. “On whose authority?”


  “King Richard of Kerajaan,” Gowon said. “He requested assistance from the White Council.”


  Emily frowned. King Richard did have authority to request assistance from the White Council, although it would have made him look weak. And yet... Master Lucknow had to have had some reason to believe she was there. The odds were good there was more than one imposter running around, pretending to be her. Had Master Lucknow gotten very lucky? Or had someone or something tipped him off?


  “And you were sent after Lady Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. “How did you know it was the real Emily?”


  “Master Lucknow insisted it was the real target,” Gowon said. “There have been sightings of her right across the Allied Lands, but... this one was real. Master Lucknow was sure of it.”


  Sergeant Miles said nothing for a long moment. “How could he be sure?”


  “I don’t know,” Gowon said. “I just followed orders.”


  Emily watched as Sergeant Miles asked question after question, changing the wording or the subject time and time again to make it harder for Gowon to resist the drug. The captive didn’t seem annoyed at being asked what was, in effect, the same questions over and over again, but Emily doubted it mattered. If he was to win his parole, he’d have to work to earn it. Technically, he could be ransomed, but no one would trust him to collect money and forward it to his captors. The old rules of noble warfare were long gone.


  Jan frowned. “Master Lucknow must have sent the last set of bounty hunters,” he said. “He knew they were defeated, which meant we couldn’t have been that far away.”


  “If he sent them,” Emily said. She had the odd feeling she was missing something. “The imposter was active well before we joined her.”


  She scowled as Gowon provided more details about King Richard’s agreement with Master Lucknow. The king was gearing up for war, readying his troops to scatter the rebel army after it lost its leader. He’d demanded all sorts of harsh punishments for Emily, which Master Lucknow had only been too happy to promise. Emily wondered what would have happened if Gowon had managed to take the imposter back to Resolution Castle. It would probably have landed him in hot water. She didn’t know Gowon. She didn’t think he’d ever laid eyes on her. And he’d thought the topless woman who led the army was her...


  That wouldn’t have ended well, she thought. Master Lucknow would probably have killed him on the spot, then handed the imposter over to the king.


  “The potions are starting to wear off,” Sergeant Miles said. “Do you have any more questions?”


  “Not at the moment,” Emily said. It was extremely dangerous to hold a magician captive. They didn’t have anywhere near enough durian gas pills to keep him harmless. “Put him back to sleep.”


  She left Sergeant Miles to handle the matter and stepped out of the tent. The rebels had already cleaned up most of the mess... she sensed sullen anger as she walked through the camp, the slow pulsing fury of men who’d been humiliated and wanted bloody revenge. She hoped the imposter had been smart enough to assign trustworthy men to guard the slaves and the prisoners, before the mob decided to tear them apart to avenge their shame. It would be pointless, but mobs weren’t known for being logical. And the prisoners didn’t deserve to die.


  Master Lucknow tracked us down, she thought. How?


  The thought mocked her. It shouldn’t be possible, but he’d succeeded. Twice, if he’d pointed the bounty hunters at them too. Had he cast detection spells of his own? She didn’t think it was possible, but... her mind twisted. Jan? Jan couldn’t have betrayed them, not after he’d already betrayed his master. If he’d wanted to see her dead, or in his former master’s clutches, he wouldn’t have had to do anything more than sit on his hands and wait. No one would have blamed him. An apprentice who turned against his master was almost unthinkable.


  Which is probably why Master Lucknow is blaming me, as well as Void, she thought. I was Void’s apprentice.


  Hob stepped out of the shadows to block her path. “Her Ladyship requests your presence,” he said. “Please come with me.”


  Emily was fairly sure she wasn’t being given a choice. “It would be my honor,” she said. “Lead the way.”


  Hob said nothing as they walked towards a simple tent, probably looted from a military garrison or border checkpoint during the early days of the uprising. Emily reached out with her mind and sensed a handful of wards surrounding the tent, carefully crafted to keep prying eyes out. They wouldn’t stop her breaking in, if she wanted to force her way into the tent, but they’d make sure whoever was inside would know she was coming. Emily let out a breath as Hob pushed open the flap, revealing the imposter sitting on a blanket. The tent was private, something she knew to value, but otherwise plain. The imposter didn’t grant herself any luxuries. The only source of light was a simple lantern, resting on the floor.


  The imposter waited for Hob to leave them alone, then leaned forward. “Who are you?”


  Emily hesitated, unsure if she should answer. She’d revealed far too much when she’d defended the camp and yet... she forced herself to look the imposter in the eye. “Who are you?”


  The imposter smiled. “I believe I asked first.”


  “Emily,” Emily said. She felt a sudden urge to giggle. “I’m not sure how many of my titles I have left, but I do know my own name.”


  “Oh.” The imposter said nothing for a long moment. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”


  “I know you’re not telling the truth,” Emily pointed out. “I know who I am. And even if I didn’t, you don’t have anywhere near enough magic to be me. Who are you?”


  “Working Girl,” the imposter said.


  Emily lifted her eyebrows. “The Working Girl?”


  “Are you the Emily?” The imposter - Working Girl - smiled. “You’ve heard of me?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. She’d heard the assumed name back in Laughter, then Alluvia. “Why... why did you decide to impersonate me?”


  Working Girl stared at her hands, then looked up at Emily. “I grew up on a farm. My parents were good people, but the local lord just kept draining them dry. There was no future so I ran off to town when I turned fourteen. I was lucky. I found employment with a man who taught me how to read and write and eventually introduced me to the original Levellers. I started writing myself and found a wider audience when the printing press was invented and word started to spread rapidly. I became famous. People were reading my works right across the Allied Lands.”


  “Aiden certainly was,” Emily said.


  “The king hated us,” Working Girl said. “He cracked down hard. I was... I was very lucky to escape. My mentor was butchered in the streets. I made it out of the capital in hopes of heading home, although I don’t know what I would have done there. I hadn’t seen my parents in ten years. They weren’t bad parents, but...”


  “I understand,” Emily said, quietly.


  “The revolt was already underway,” Working Girl said. “The tax collectors had triggered an uprising, one that had spread from village to village before the local nobility could do anything. I knew it was just a matter of time before the revolt faded away, allowing the king a chance to regain his power and butcher the rebels, so... I removed my shirt and proclaimed myself Lady Emily. They were very impressed.”


  Emily had to smile. “It was that easy?”


  “They wanted a leader, someone who stood above the local quarrels,” Working Girl said. “The villagers from one nameless village had long-standing feuds with the villagers from another nameless village. They wouldn’t serve under their command and vice versa. The former serfs didn’t trust the local gentry, the freemen regarded the townsfolk as lazy bastards, the townsfolk looked down on the country farmers... they needed someone who could lead the army as a whole. I stepped up, took command and appointed a handful of officers to keep the army in line. It wasn’t easy, but... we’ve been growing stronger and stronger over the last month. It’s just a matter of time until we take the capital.”


  “And they wanted to believe in you,” Emily said.


  Working Girl met her eyes. “Are you going to tell them the truth?”


  “... No,” Emily said. “But I hope you have a plan for the day you have to put your shirt back on.”


  “I do.” Working Girl looked down. “It won’t be easy. But we have no choice.”


  “No,” Emily agreed. “It’s easy enough to point to a problem and claim you’d be able to solve it, if you had the power. It’s a great deal harder to actually do it.”


  She rubbed her forehead. “And someone tracked me here,” she added. “The king was quite happy to give them permission to come after me, as long as they crippled your army in the process.”


  Working Girl’s face darkened. “They did a lot of damage,” she said. “There are grown men sobbing out there, unable to face the world. Is there anything you can do for them?”


  “No.” Emily shook her head. “They’ll have to come out of it on their own.”


  She sighed. “Did the horses survive?”


  “They did,” Working Girl confirmed. “I had the bodies and their packs put to one side.”


  “Good.” Emily yawned, despite herself. “We’ll spend the night here, if you don’t mind, and set off in the morning. As long as we stay here, we’re a danger to you.”


  “I understand,” Working Girl said. She leaned forward. “Do you have any insights, anything at all, we can use?”


  Emily forced herself to think. “How much gunpowder do you have?”


  Working Girl smirked. “The farmers and blacksmiths were producing gunpowder and gunpowder weapons for years before the uprising,” she said. “The quality is very variable, of course, but there’s more than enough for the moment. Why do you ask?”


  “The city’s walls will break you, if you try to get over them,” Emily said. “You don’t have a proper siege train and, even if you did, you’d be risking horrific casualties. Your army might break if you tried to either storm the city or simply starve it out. And your friends inside the walls might not have managed to seize a gatehouse and open the gates.”


  “And so?”


  “Dig a tunnel below the walls,” Emily said. “If I’m any judge, there’s probably already a tunnel or two. Get below the walls, cram the tunnel with gunpowder and light a fuse. The blast should blow a hole in the walls, giving you a chance to get into the city. At the very least, you can give the defenders a nasty fright.”


  “It might work.” Working Girl grinned. “A great idea of mine that you thought of.”


  Emily smiled back. It might have annoyed her, once upon a time, to have an idea so blatantly stolen, but she didn’t begrudge it. Working Girl might be the rebel army’s only hope of making its gains permanent, before the country was invaded by its neighbors... she wondered, suddenly, who’d be doing the invading. To the south, Red Rose was in no state to invade anyone, to the north, the imperial lands had no army. She forced herself to recall the maps she’d seen, during their brief stay in Red Rose. The mountains to the east and west would make invasion difficult, although not impossible. And the White Council - or what remained of it - was the joker in the deck.


  They’ll know they lost nine trained men, Emily thought. There’d never been very many mediators. The White Council had been reluctant to recruit more, fearing the prospect of them trying to impose their own peace on the Allied Lands. And that will force them to decide if they want to pull back or double down.


  “Good luck,” she said. “When do you think you’ll resume the march?”


  “Two days, hopefully,” Working Girl said. She frowned. “The men will need exercise and support, a great deal of support, before we can resume the war. And we’ll need to boost our logistics. Getting men up to the capital is the easy bit. Getting them there with their weapons is a great deal harder.”


  “I understand,” Emily said. The army could live off the land for a few weeks, perhaps by raiding the forest for game, but there were limits. Taking food from the locals would be a quick way to make enemies. “Good luck.”


  Working Girl nodded. “Do you have any more advice?”


  Emily studied her face for a long moment. “Just... just try not to let ideology override your practicality,” she said. The early Levellers had been intellectuals. Working Girl had been lucky enough to be mentored by one, but she’d also had the chance to put theory into practice and learn from experience. She would discover, if she hadn’t already, that writing about an idealized world was a great deal easier than building one. “And try to put the rule of law ahead of the rule of force.”


  She frowned. “And don’t give up your guns.”


  “It wouldn’t be possible, even if I tried,” Working Girl said. “The people would not give them up.”


  She stood. “I need to thank you,” she said. “Without you, none of this would have happened.”


  And history will judge who was right, Emily thought. It was easy to justify revolution - or counter-revolution - from an intellectual point of view, but harder to accept the reality. A dead man, lying in the street... was the cause worth his death? Men killed, women raped, children forced to serve one side or the other... she shuddered. There was no such thing as a clean revolution. Maybe some distant historian will be able to say if I did the right thing.


  “I gave you the tools,” she said, as she stood herself. “But how you use them is up to you.”


  She paused. “If Aiden wrote a note for the broadsheets, would you pass it on?”


  “We could try,” Working Girl said. “But there’s no way to be sure it would get anywhere.”


  “We can only try,” Emily said. She held out a hand. “For what it’s worth, I don’t mind you using my name. Just be aware it might bring more trouble down on your head.”


  Working Girl clasped her hand, lightly. “I know the risks,” she said. “And I know what will happen if I get caught.”


  She took a breath, composing herself. Emily watched in rueful admiration as she donned her persona and smiled. She really did look as though she lived up to the legend, at least until her magic was actually tested. Emily hoped she’d make it. If she took the capital, if she scattered the remaining aristocrats, she’d have a chance. God alone knew how it would end, but... she’d have a chance. And that was all she needed.


  “Good luck to you,” Working Girl said. Even the accent was part of the act. “And I hope we’ll have a chance to say goodbye before you go.”


  Emily had to smile. “Aiden would like that,” she said. She made a mental note to suggest Aiden and Working Girl talked about the crisis in Alluvia. They could learn a great deal from each other. “She’s something of a fan of yours.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  “I’VE GONE THROUGH THEIR SADDLEBAGS,” Sergeant Miles said, the following morning. “They were carrying papers and royal tokens that should let us through the checkpoints, sight unseen.”


  “Particularly if they think the mission succeeded,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles and Jan could pretend to be combat sorcerers - Sergeant Miles wouldn’t need to pretend - but neither Aiden nor Emily herself could keep up the pretense for long. “Should I pretend to be a prisoner?”


  “Probably a good idea,” Sergeant Miles said. “We don’t want them wondering why we’re going home empty-handed.”


  Emily nodded, curtly. She’d studied the maps. Resolution Castle lay to the northwest of the kingdom, on the western side of the imperial lands. They’d be expected to head northeast if anyone realized where they were and where they were heading, rather than trying to cut through the imperial lands directly. She had the feeling the hunters would assume she’d prefer to stay well away from the nexus point under the White City. It was still spilling uncontrolled - and apparently uncontrollable - magic over the land.


  Unless they think I can take control, Emily thought. It was worrying that so many people had gone inside the palace and never returned, but... she had a feeling Master Lucknow would assume the worst. We don’t have to go through the city itself to circumvent the imperial lands and evade detection.


  She glanced at Sergeant Miles. “What happened to Gowon?”


  “I layered spells on him, then left him somewhere safe,” Sergeant Miles said. “I don’t know if he’ll keep his parole or not, but it shouldn’t matter. By the time the spells wear off, we’ll be a long way away.”


  “Good,” Emily said. She looked over the camp. Aiden and Working Girl were talking in low voices, probably comparing notes from their respective revolutions. She hoped Working Girl would learn from Aiden’s experience and take steps to ensure she didn’t lose control of her radicals... Emily cursed under her breath. It wouldn’t be easy. There were just too many people who wanted to pay off too many grudges. “Jan? Are you ready to go?”


  “I’ve worked the crystal emanations into the spellwork,” Jan said. “They should assume we’re still with the army, at least for a few short hours.”


  Emily grimaced. She’d explained the dangers to Working Girl - there was a very good chance they’d bring the White Council’s forces down on their heads, again - but she’d been insistent on repaying her debt. Emily wasn’t sure how to feel about it. It would buy them some time to reach the imperial lands, but - without them - the next magician-led assault might succeed. The rebel army might be doomed, simply because their leader had insisted on repaying her. Emily shuddered. The spells wouldn’t last forever. Hopefully, they’d be gone by the time the White Council realized something had gone wrong.


  They couldn’t have expected the attackers to teleport home, Emily thought. Void’s screwed up their teleports as well as ours.


  She smiled as Aiden hurried over to join them, Working Girl following at a more sedate pace. “Are you ready to go?”


  “Yep.” Aiden’s face glowed with heroine worship. “I’ve passed on a message for the broadsheets.”


  Assuming any of them are still active, Emily thought. The old distribution networks had probably collapsed by now, between the rebels and the reactionaries. There was no way to be sure the message would get anywhere, no matter how it was sent. But it’s worth a try.


  “Good luck,” Working Girl said. “And thank you, again, for your assistance.”


  Emily nodded. “And thank you, for helping us,” she said. “Good luck.”


  She watched Jan scramble onto a horse, then clambered up behind him. It didn’t look like she was a prisoner, but it wouldn’t matter until they actually ran into a royalist checkpoint. Sergeant Miles had spent hours studying the maps, trying to determine where the checkpoints would be placed. Emily privately suspected it was a waste of effort. The days when a handful of men could hold down an entire county were long gone. King Richard, if he were smart, would be consolidating his forces and shortening his defense lines. The checkpoints would be easy targets once the rebel armies resumed their advance. She had no doubt the rebels would simply brush them aside.


  Working Girl raised a hand in salute. Sergeant Miles raised his own in return, then started to canter through the camp. Jan and Aiden followed, Emily clinging to Jan’s back. She watched rebels waving as they left, their faces grim. The magical attack had killed or injured dozens of rebels, but - worse - it had also damaged their confidence. They knew, now, they could lose. Working Girl had spent half the night, Emily thought, reassuring her men. Emily just hoped they didn’t run into another sorcerous force.


  And we still don’t know what’s happening in the magical communities, she thought. She’d considered trying to head east, in hopes of reaching House Ashworth and her friends there, but it would add several weeks to the journey with no clear idea of what they’d find when they finally got there. They might be nursing ideas of their own.


  The horse picked up speed as they galloped through the outer defenses, then onto the northbound road. The kingdom had spent more time and effort on its roads, Emily noted. The king had clearly understood the importance of commerce - and, perhaps just as importantly to him, the importance of being able to move troops from place to place as quickly as possible. She wondered, idly, if he was cursing his decision now. The roads had become a double-edged sword. The rebels could use them as easily as the royalists.


  She put the thought out of her mind as she leaned against Jan and closed her eyes, trying to think. There hadn’t been any time to continue her work on countering Void’s spells, let alone try, but... she felt her heart sink as she tried to work out how they’d been caught. The White Council had tracked them... somehow. She didn’t understand it. She could imagine a spy accompanying the rebels, yet... it made no sense. The hunters had found them well before they’d found the rebels.


  They might have tracking spells of their own, Emily thought. But we weren’t doing anything powerful enough to set them off.


  She shook her head. There was no way to hide, not forever. Void wouldn’t expect her to simply give up, to take up a new life somewhere isolated and leave the rest of the world to him. And she couldn’t. She’d come too far, she’d done too much, to simply give up. She wanted - she needed - to find a way to take the fight to him. Her tooth ached, even though she knew it was her imagination. Perhaps if she let herself be taken and unleashed the mimic...


  Jan shifted against her. Emily opened her eyes. They were galloping through yet another hamlet, seemingly deserted. Emily stared at the abandoned hovels, trying to convince herself that the locals were merely hiding. They had good reason to fear the advancing army, no matter how desperately the rebels were trying to avoid atrocities. Or the king’s forces had told them to leave, driving the locals away from their homes to ensure they didn’t add to the rebel manpower. Emily was tempted to believe it. The crops in the fields beyond were on the verge of rotting. The rebels would harvest them, as they passed. It was hard to believe the locals would have left them there, if they’d had a choice. The king’s forces might not have realized what they were leaving for the rebels.


  Unless it’s a trick of some kind, Emily thought. The king’s men might have assumed the crops were already rotting. Or they might have had orders they didn’t dare disobey, even though they were counterproductive. Who knows what they’re thinking?


  They galloped past a pile of burned-out rubble - it looked too small to be a manor, too close to the road to be a home - and headed onwards. Sergeant Miles rode ahead of them as the road started to twist, trying to make sure they knew what was coming before it was too late. Aiden looked tired, tired and worn. Emily didn’t blame her. They were all short on sleep.


  Sergeant Miles pulled his horse to a stop and waited for them. “There’s a checkpoint up ahead,” he said, when they joined him. “The king has his pickets out.”


  Aiden muttered a curse. “Does that mean he has a whole army bearing down on the rebels?”


  “It might,” Sergeant Miles said. He shot her a sharp look. “Right now, that’s not our problem.”


  He tugged a rope out of his pack, then moved his horse until it was standing alongside Emily’s. “Emily, give me your hands.”


  Emily scowled as the sergeant tied her hands lightly behind her back. It was a trick knot, one she could easily free herself from, but she still felt vulnerable as well as dangerously unsteady. She was tempted to suggest he use a magical binding instead, despite the risk of triggering alarms. If the soldiers on guard duty got a close look at the knot, they’d smell a rat. Tying knots that were about as secure as an unlocked door was an old trick.


  Jan glanced at her. Emily glowered at him, then schooled her face into an expression more suited to someone being escorted to the gallows. Or whatever fate the White Council might have in mind for her. Master Lucknow had stood in the face of precedent when he’d arrested her and marched her before a kangaroo court, something that could have - that had blown up in his face. She doubted he’d intended to give her a slap on the wrist. It was far more likely he’d intended to have her executed, then present it to the rest of the world as a done deal.


  She tested the knot gingerly as they moved back onto the road. Jan was a good horseman - and mature enough not to show off, unlike Jade or Cat - but she still felt as if she might tumble off at any moment. Technically, she should have been thrown across the horse like a piece of meat, something that would have kept her in place... something that would also have made it difficult to fight, if the soldiers realized who they really were. She felt Jan tense as the checkpoint came into view. Sergeant Miles told them to let him do the talking. Emily hoped Jan and Aiden would listen.


  “They look ready to run,” Jan muttered, very quietly.


  Emily nodded. There was something decidedly unenthusiastic about the barricade. The soldiers had cut down a couple of trees, manhandled them into position to block the road and then climbed back onto their horses. She guessed, from the caparisons, that they were aristocratic household troops, rather than the king’s cavalry. They certainly looked as if they’d never seen any real action. Wearing bright colors that made them stand out against the greenery was just asking to get an arrow in the chest.


  They’re not expecting to block the rebel advance, Emily reminded herself. Their job is to alert the king when the advance begins.


  Sergeant Miles held out the royal papers. “Gowon, Combat Sorcerer,” he said, the capital letters just thudding into place. “The king has granted us safe passage.”


  Emily saw the leader flinch and try to hide it, then make a show of examining the royal seals attached to the papers. She doubted he could read the text. It was written in the old style, something the rebels would find difficult - if not impossible - to duplicate. The other soldiers looked at her and leered, then hastily averted their gaze as Jan glared at them. As far as they knew, he was a combat sorcerer. He wouldn’t suffer any punishment if he turned them all into pigs and left them for the rebels to eat.


  “You may pass,” the leader said, finally. “Your mission was a success?”


  “All matters relating to our mission are classed as royal secrets,” Sergeant Miles said, nastily. “Do you really want to know?”


  The leader flinched - again - and waved them through the barricade. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief as the soldiers turned their backs, unwilling to risk even looking at the sorcerers. Sergeant Miles had been right. They wouldn’t dare question the king’s orders - or the royal seals. And no one would expect the hunted fugitives to travel in the open, garbed in the White Council’s regalia. They’d be too busy trying to avoid being noticed that they wouldn’t notice anything. Emily’s lips quirked as they resumed galloping down the road. It looked as though the sergeant was right.


  “Good work, Emily,” Sergeant Miles said. “You played the role of a prisoner to perfection.”


  Emily resisted the urge to make a rude gesture as they continued to head north, passing dozens of abandoned hamlets and villages along the way. The towns looked as though they were being turned into strongpoints, although she couldn’t tell who was calling the shots. It was impossible to blame the townspeople for wanting to protect themselves, particularly when they had nowhere to run. Working Girl would treat them well, she was sure, but the king? Somehow, she doubted it. Monarchs disliked their subjects taking matters into their own hands.


  The landscape grew more urban as they kept moving north, taking care to circumvent the capital city. Emily’s heart sank as she surveyed the preparations. The king’s men were securing the walls, evacuating the shacks on the outer side of the wall and knocking them down to ensure the rebels couldn’t creep up on the defenses. Hundreds of soldiers - some clearly press-ganged civilians - were marching up and down, aristocratic and mercenary officers barking orders loudly. Emily shuddered, feeling a twinge of disgust. The war was going to turn merciless, if it hadn’t already. No one expected mercenaries to play by the rules of war.


  No one tried to stop them as they crossed the river and continued heading up the road. Emily had to smile, although she had to admit they were already inside the defenses. People who saw them would assume they had permission to be there, on the grounds they wouldn’t be inside if they didn’t. And besides, there were thousands of people on the roads. She saw a convoy of ox-drawn carts heading north, piled high with bags and boxes. No one wanted to stay in a war zone, she noted. They were fleeing as fast as they could.


  Sergeant Miles slowed, holding up a hand as they approached an inn. Emily blinked in disbelief, although she saw his point. People wouldn’t think anything of it if they threw their weight around, commandeering rooms for the night and fresh horses for the morning, but they might be a little suspicious if they set up camp somewhere along the roadside. She felt a twinge of unease as they halted, the innkeeper already running to greet them. It would have been safer to keep going until they were in the forests on the edge of the imperial lands, then set up camp there. But...


  “Ho, innkeeper,” Sergeant Miles barked. “Your finest rooms for us!”


  The innkeeper’s eyes flickered at Emily, then he bowed. “Yes, Your Lordship.”


  Emily’s sense of unease grew as Sergeant Miles helped her off the horse, made a show of checking her bonds, then kept one hand on her upper arm as the innkeeper genuflected his way back into the inn. There were fewer visible guests than she’d feared, although she supposed it wasn’t surprising. The inn’s normal patrons would be travelers heading to the city, people who’d arrived too late to get through the gates before they were closed for the night. Normally, the innkeeper would be putting guests in the stables. Now, with an army bearing down on the city, it was unlikely there’d be many guests. And yet, something kept nagging at her.


  “Our prisoner is extremely dangerous,” Sergeant Miles said. “She was caught practicing blood magic and cursing innocents. She will remain in one of the rooms, under constant guard. You will order your staff to keep out, on pain of death. They can attend to our horses, and bring us food when it is ready, but not try to enter the rooms.”


  “Yes, Your Lordship,” the innkeeper said, frightened. “I’ll see to it personally.”


  Emily tried not to feel guilty as she was marched up the stairs and into a large bedroom. It was the largest room in the inn, she was sure, but Sergeant Miles made a show of being utterly unimpressed before reluctantly condescending to accept the room. Emily was entirely sure he’d convinced the innkeeper he was a total bastard, an asshole who wouldn’t hesitate to do horrible things to anyone who crossed him. She just hoped the innkeeper hadn’t recognized her. It would be ironic, to say the least, if he tried to rescue her from her supposed captors.


  They said I’d cursed people, she recalled. They may not make the connection between me and Lady Emily.


  Jan placed his knapsack on the bed and started to dig out his tools. “The sergeant puts on a good act, doesn’t he?”


  “He once told me the trick to being a good sergeant is acting the bully without actually being a bully,” Emily said. She waited until Jan had finished crafting a handful of privacy wards, then pulled her hands free. “And as long as he’s acting like a total asshole, no one will look past it.”


  “We hope,” Jan said. He grinned, suddenly. “Can we share the bed?”


  Emily had to laugh. “Do you ever think of anything else?”


  Jan’s grin grew wider. “Is there anything else?”


  Chapter Thirty


  SOMEWHAT TO JAN’S DISAPPOINTMENT - AND EMILY’S too, if she were honest with herself - by the time she’d sponged herself down in the washroom they were both suffering the after-effects of spending most of the day on horseback. Emily’s body was covered with bruises in delicate places and Jan’s wasn’t much better, forcing them to rub soothing cream into their skins rather than do anything more adventurous. Emily wasn’t sure it would have been a good idea in any case. Sergeant Miles had gone to some trouble to establish her as an incredibly dangerous prisoner. God knew what the innkeeper and his staff would think if they saw her walking around freely, let alone making love to one of her captors.


  She snorted at the thought, then hastily sat down as someone knocked on the door. Jan opened it, revealing Sergeant Miles and Aiden. They were both carrying trays of food and drink. Emily wondered, idly, what the innkeeper made of that - it wasn’t common to feed one’s prisoner anything more than water and gruel - but she found it hard to care. Her stomach rumbled as soon as she smelled the food. It was very plain, but - thankfully - there was plenty. Sergeant Miles closed the door, checked the wards and placed the tray on the table. Emily took her plate and started to eat.


  “I’ve got the innkeeper convinced you kidnapped people and performed vile magics on them,” Sergeant Miles said, bluntly. “He’ll be giving you a very wide berth.”


  “Good.” Emily had heard horror stories about predatory innkeepers. She had a feeling they’d grown in the telling - no innkeeper could afford to be seen as a predator - but it was better to be safe than sorry. “What about his staff?”


  “They’ve been given strict orders to tend to our horses, but otherwise leave us strictly alone,” Sergeant Miles said. “No one will think anything of us pushing the staff around.”


  “Just make sure you leave a huge tip,” Emily said. She knew the sergeant had to act like an entitled asshole, but it didn’t sit well with her. “And don’t let him take all the money for himself.”


  “I’ll make sure of it,” Sergeant Miles promised. “Get some rest. We’ll be leaving early in the morning and heading straight north.”


  Emily nodded, glancing at the window. The forest behind the inn looked... odd. It started as a handful of trees, as if a number had been cut down seemingly at random, but grew into a tangled mess that looked completely impassable. They might have to abandon the horses at some point and proceed on foot, when they reached the edge of the imperial lands. There was a very good chance they’d run into a checkpoint manned by sorcerers, or soldiers working directly for the White Council. They’d be a great deal harder to intimidate into submission. And besides, the overflow of wild magic would spook the poor beasts.


  She finished her meal and sipped the water, eying the bed wistfully. It was hard not to feel tempted to just go to sleep, even though it was terribly rude. She tried to pay attention to the conversation as Aiden and Sergeant Miles discussed what they’d heard downstairs, her mind wandering as they repeated rumors the guests had spoken as fact. ‘Lady Emily’ and her army had performed an endless series of unspeakable atrocities, which hadn’t stopped the guests speaking about them. Emily guessed the king was mounting a propaganda campaign, ordering bards and heralds to tell his people of rebel atrocities. She wondered, idly, if anyone actually believed the stories. It was possible. Too many people would sooner embrace the devil they knew than the one they didn’t. If nothing else, they would know what to expect.


  Sergeant Miles rose. “Get some rest,” he ordered, again. “I’ll see you two in the morning.”


  Emily nodded and watched them go, then stumbled over to the bed and lay down. There was no time to undress. She wouldn’t have cared to be naked in the inn - there was no way to know where the sheets had been, let alone if they’d been cleaned - even if she hadn’t felt dangerously exposed. Jan lay beside her, planting a kiss on her forehead. Emily was too tired to kiss him back. She felt him snuggling up to her as her awareness drifted away...


   



  ... She hears someone calling her name, calling to her. She doesn’t know who...


  ... Emily jerked awake, feeling magic prickling against her skin. The air was uncomfortably hot, too hot. For a moment, she thought Jan was lying on top of her and then spotted him on the other side of the bed, snoring loudly. She saw an amber light flickering outside and sat upright, nudging Jan with her foot. He opened his eyes as someone shouted a warning. She couldn’t hear it clearly.


  “Fire,” Jan said. “What...?”


  “Get up.” Emily rolled out of bed and threw herself at the window. The stables were burning brightly. The horses - their horses – had probably been burnt to a crisp. She stared in horror, then darted back as she sensed another pulse of magic. The inn shook violently, a dull thud crashing through the building. “Hurry!”


  She grabbed her knapsack and threw it over her shoulder as the building shook again. The walls seemed to twist... she saw cracks forming in the stone. Someone was hacking away at the building with magic, slamming curses into the wall for fun. Or to force them out... she heard someone scream as another crashing sound ran through the inn. Footsteps echoed outside as she darted to the door and shoved it open. Sergeant Miles and Aiden were hurrying down the corridor towards her.


  “The stairs are gone,” Aiden snapped. A piece of wood fell from the ceiling and crashed to the ground, barely missing her. “Where do we go?”


  “Through the window,” Sergeant Miles snapped back. He led the way to the rear of the corridor and peered into the darkness. “There’s a drainpipe here...”


  The air grew hotter. Emily saw flames licking up from below, felt the floor twist under her feet. She reached for her magic, casting a low-level protective spell. It wouldn’t last long, if she fell into the fires, but she didn’t dare risk anything more powerful. Sergeant Miles scrambled out of the window and down the drainpipe, snapping orders for Aiden to follow him as a fireball shot through the air and into the inn. Emily darted to one side, dodging just in time. The fireball crashed into the wooden floor. A moment later, it started to collapse.


  Magicians, she realized, numbly. They’ve found us. Again.


  She motioned for Jan to follow her out of the window, then forced herself to scramble down the drainpipe. She’d climbed ropes and pipes during Martial Magic, years ago, but this pipe was different. It felt as if it was going to break and send her plunging to the ground at any second. She heard Jan coming out behind her, leaping to the ground below. He had no choice. She heard the floor above collapse into a pile of burning rubble. She prayed the people on the ground floor had managed to get out, before it was too late. There was nothing she could do for them now.


  “Head north,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “Get into the forest.”


  Emily heard a scream and looked south, hastily casting a night-vision spell. A burning man was running in circles, screaming as the flames tore at his skin. The innkeeper... Sergeant Miles jabbed a hand at him, casting a cancellation spell. Moments later, fireballs rained from the skies. Emily looked up, spotting a pair of flying magicians overhead. They’d bombed the inn without even trying to take them alive. She had no idea how many people they’d killed or injured, in hopes of killing her...


  “Get moving,” she snapped. A surge of anger shot through her. “Let me deal with them.”


  She lifted her hand, focusing her magic. The last time she’d fought flying magicians, she’d been reluctant to risk killing them. She’d hoped she could calm things down before they got out of hand... as if, she realized in hindsight, they hadn’t already been out of hand. This time... she shaped the spell, casting it with as little power as possible. The sorcerers tumbled down, throwing out their hands in a desperate bid to catch themselves. Emily wasn’t sure if she’d managed to kill them - her senses were fuzzed - but she was fairly certain she’d given them a nasty fright. If nothing else, they might be killed by the former guests or staffers while they were stunned.


  Sergeant Miles caught her arm, yanking her into the treeline. Emily forced herself to run beside him, glancing back in hopes of seeing Void’s troops arrive and run straight into the White Council’s magicians. But they didn’t... she wondered, suddenly, if they’d moved beyond his detection spells, or if the spells she’d used had simply been too low-power to trigger them. She put the matter aside for later contemplation as they kept running, heading north. The flying magicians might have been grounded, perhaps put out of the fight completely, but there would be others. Somehow, they’d been tracked. Somehow, they’d been caught.


  They set fire to the inn, just to kill us, she thought. How did they even find us?


  Her lips quirked as the trees converged, forcing them to slow down. Perhaps someone made a complaint about Sergeant Miles pushing the innkeeper around, she thought. Or perhaps someone spotted me being shoved upstairs and decided to try to steal the credit for himself.


  She cursed under her breath as she heard someone - at least one person, perhaps two - crashing through the woods behind her. It was growing harder and harder to pick a path through the trees, through roots that caught at her ankles and branches that looked older than the kingdom itself. She could feel powerful detection spells - short-range spells - pulsing through the air, zeroing in on her no matter how desperately she tried to shield herself. The crashing grew louder. It sounded as though a small army was following her.


  Her head twisted, suddenly, as magic pulsed against her mind. A shockwave blasted through the air, into her. She was dimly aware of trees being uprooted and shattered, pieces of wood flying in all directions, as she was picked up herself and hurled into the distance. She threw caution to the winds, casting out her magic to absorb the impact as she slammed into the ground. Jan landed beside her, swearing loudly. She couldn’t see Aiden or Sergeant Miles.


  “Lady Emily,” a voice called. “Surrender!”


  Emily gritted her teeth as she stumbled to her feet. The forest had been devastated. Hundreds of trees had been smashed, pieces of wood and piles of sawdust lying on the muddy ground. A trio of sorcerers in white were making their way towards her, magic netting sparkling between them. Emily felt a flash of panic. They’d wrap her up in the netting, neutralizing her powers, and take her back to their base. This time, she’d be a real prisoner. And they wouldn’t give her time to escape.


  Jan stepped forward. “You’re making a mistake.”


  They ignored him. Emily braced herself, knowing she had to fight. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. They’d knocked down enough trees to ensure they’d have plenty of time to zap her in the back if she tried to reach the treeline. Even if she did, they could just knock down more trees... she readied her powers, hoping the spells would draw Void’s attention this time. His troops might just give her enough time to escape.


  “Get down!”


  Emily obeyed without conscious thought, grabbing Jan’s arm and yanking him down as Sergeant Miles flew over her head and crashed into the three sorcerers. Their netting shattered as his magic tore through it, his fist smashing into the nearest sorcerer’s head and sending him tumbling to the ground. Emily stood and watched in awe as the remaining two tried to grab the sergeant, wasting time recasting the netting spell instead of trying to kill him outright. Sergeant Miles punched through the spell and thrust his hand into the nearest magician’s wards, slamming a force punch into his gut. Emily saw blood cascade from the victim’s mouth, an instant before he hit the ground. She guessed he’d need immediate attention to survive.


  The third sorcerer fought like a wildcat, trading curse for curse. Emily readied herself, feeling a frisson of fear as she caught sight of the sergeant’s face. She’d seen him fight before, she’d watched him demonstrate his skills to his students, but this... his face was consumed with rage and madness. She thought, for a horrified moment, that she saw a red glint in his eye. It was gone before she properly registered what she’d seen. She told herself, unsure if it was true, that it was just a trick of the light. She hoped - prayed - she was right.


  Sergeant Miles growled, throwing himself closer to the enemy sorcerer and wrapping his hands around the man’s neck. The sorcerer raised his hands in surrender, too late. Emily had no time to shout a protest before Sergeant Miles crushed the man’s throat, sending his lifeless body crashing to the dirt. She felt sick as the sergeant kicked the dead body, his fists clenched as if he were looking for more targets. She wondered, suddenly, if she shouldn’t put a knife in his back... she cursed herself, an instant later, for the treacherous thought. She couldn’t kill him, not after everything he’d done for her.


  “They’ll be sending more,” Sergeant Miles growled. His fists were still clenched. “We’ll meet them here.”


  “We can’t,” Emily said. “They sent five sorcerers after us. Next time, they’ll send ten.”


  Sergeant Miles spat. “That one was an apprentice,” he said, kicking the first body as he turned around to face her. “If he’d been in my class, I would have kicked him out for gross incompetence.”


  “We need to move,” Emily said. She peered through the piles of debris. The remnants of the inn were still burning merrily. If anyone was trying to put out the fires, she couldn’t see them. “They’ll be on their way even as we speak.”


  Sergeant Miles grunted as he took swords and daggers from the dead bodies and passed them out, then strode past her. Emily let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, then turned to follow him. Aiden was standing by the treeline, waiting. Jan fell into step beside her, silently testing his knapsack as they reached the trees. The forest enveloped them like a living thing.


  “We’ll walk for a couple of miles, then find a place to rest,” Sergeant Miles said, curtly. His voice was tightly controlled. “How did they even find us?”


  “Perhaps someone reported your behavior,” Emily said. “You were pretty mean to the innkeeper.”


  Sergeant Miles laughed, humorlessly. “They’d have been more suspicious if I’d been a pussycat.”


  “Or someone who knew every living Mediator spotted us and realized we’d stolen the papers,” Jan said. “Or maybe it was one of your former students.”


  “It’s possible,” Sergeant Miles conceded. “There have never been that many Mediators. Anyone who joined the order, or made it a year or two through the training before quitting, would know most of the active-duty ones by name. And they might have realized Aiden wasn’t a magician...”


  Emily scowled as they kept picking their way through the darkness. She was sure they were missing something, but what? There hadn’t been anything that could have led the bounty hunters to the boat, let alone the magicians to the rebel camp and then to the inn. She hadn’t used anywhere near enough magic to draw attention... hell, the simple fact Void’s troops hadn’t arrived at the inn strongly suggested they’d stepped outside his detection spells. And that meant... what? She ran her hand through her sweaty hair. What were they missing?


  “They killed the horses,” Aiden said, suddenly. “I thought they loved those brutes.”


  “They probably wanted to keep us from galloping away,” Sergeant Miles said. “And setting fire to the stables would cause one hell of a lot of confusion.”


  And they haven’t realized it might be quite some time before they can find more horses, Emily thought, quietly. The magical communities had spent a great deal of time and effort finding ways to enhance horses, but they’d never been that interested in breeding vast herds of the beasts. Powerful magicians rarely needed horses. They could teleport wherever they needed to go. They may come to regret not breeding more if Void keeps them from teleporting until he’s won.


  They stopped in a small clearing to catch their breath. “We’ll rest here,” Sergeant Miles said, drawing out a protective circle. “I’ll take the first watch.”


  “You need your rest,” Emily said. “I’ll take the first watch. I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.”


  Sergeant Miles stared at her for a long moment. Emily looked back evenly, hoping he’d listen to her. He’d expended a lot of magic in the brief encounter, channeling enough power through his mind to risk madness... or worse. She cursed under her breath. A year ago, it would have been harmless. Now... now she wasn’t so sure. She could feel his magic starting to spark in dangerous directions.


  “Very well,” Sergeant Miles said, as his magic started to calm. “You can take the watch. And keep your eyes open for trouble.”


  Emily breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Miles smiled, showing a hint of his old self. “Now... what have I told you about calling me sir?”


  “Go sleep,” Emily said. She turned and started to pace the edge of the circle. “It’ll be time to get up soon enough.”


  Chapter Thirty-One


  The following morning dawned unseasonably cold, the dark clouds overhead pregnant with rain. Emily breathed a sigh of relief as she rolled over and forced herself to stand, silently grateful it hadn’t started to rain while they’d been asleep. Her back and legs hurt badly, a grim reminder she’d been sleeping on barren ground without anything more than her tunic between herself and the dirt. She rubbed some warmth into her muscles as Sergeant Miles stamped off into the treeline, returning a few moments later with a dead rabbit and enough twigs to make a fire. It wasn’t easy to skin, dice and cook the rabbit, and Emily was sure it wasn’t remotely healthy, but they didn’t have a choice. They’d left their rations back at the inn. She kicked herself, mentally, for not insisting they spread their rations over the four knapsacks. The magical supplies in her bag wouldn’t be any use if they died before they could reach safety.


  Jan looked tired, tired and cranky, as he ate his breakfast. His eyes were surrounded by dark rings, making him look as if he’d come off worst in a fistfight. Aiden didn’t look much better. Emily didn’t want to think about her own looks. Her face hurt, her body ached and her magic felt... weird. She closed her eyes, trying to concentrate. Waves of magic - wild magic - were brushing against her mind. She looked north, towards the mountains. The unnamed nexus point lay beyond.


  “Dig a hole, bury all traces of our presence,” Sergeant Miles ordered, curtly. “And then we have to be on our way.”


  Emily tried not to think about hunters with dogs as she helped Aiden dig a hole, then bury the remnants of the dead rabbit. It would have revolted her once to eat a rabbit, she admitted sourly, but now... it was just something to eat. She’d seen people breeding rabbits, as well as cats, dogs and mice, for their meat. She filled up the hole, then stood, brushing her hands on her tunic. The air was fresh and cold, and she was sure there was no one else for miles around, but that was meaningless. They were far too close to Resolution Castle for her peace of mind. It wouldn’t take long for the White Council to realize their hunters hadn’t returned home.


  And they’ll be keeping close tabs on the refugees, she thought, grimly. They’ll have hundreds of eyes and ears scattered through the imperial lands.


  The thought chilled her as they started to walk. No one had been meant to set up permanent residence in the White City. The mansions and palaces had been assigned to kingdoms and magical communities, treated more as embassies than anything more permanent, while the apartments had been rented to people who wanted to make their fortunes and go home rather than live permanently in the city. In theory, everyone who’d been in the city had a place to go. In practice, from what she’d heard, there’d been a growing population who considered the city their first and only home. She doubted any of the nearby kingdoms had offered them somewhere to go. Refugees were rarely popular, unless they had skills the host population lacked. It was unlikely anyone would welcome refugees from the White City. Too many people thought of them as nothing more than parasites.


  Which isn’t remotely fair, Emily reminded herself. But very human.


  Sweat trickled down her back and pooled in her boots as they kept walking. The wind blew hot and cold, seemingly at random. She guessed the reawakened nexus point was disrupting the weather. It wasn’t uncommon. The weather around Whitehall and the other nexus points was dangerously unpredictable, too. Here, it was just another reason for the locals to walk away from the city.


  Jan strode beside her, but said nothing. Emily didn’t blame him. The pulses of magic from the nexus point were a constant pressure against her thoughts, as if she were staring at a flashing light. Her head ached despite her mental discipline. She couldn’t help keeping a worried eye on Sergeant Miles. His discipline had been breaking down for months. Aiden was the only one who didn’t seem to be affected and she’d have her own problems. If she touched the wrong thing, it might turn her into a frog. Or worse. The residents would have warded and booby trapped their homes, before leaving. Aiden would have no way to sense a trap until it was too late.


  The landscape started to change, tilting upwards as they started to climb towards a pass. Emily eyed it, warily. The city rested in a hollow, surrounded by mountains so high they seemed to kiss the sky, their peaks lost somewhere within the dark clouds. Only fools went climbing up there, she’d been told; fools and those tired of life. The only way to get into the city by foot was to slip through the passes, which made them perfect spots for ambushes. It was impossible to extend her senses, to try and pick out magicians lying in wait. The raw magic was so powerful it blinded her. The only upside was that it would also blind anyone lying in wait.


  “Wait here,” Sergeant Miles ground out. He sounded as if he had a toothache. “I’ll go ahead first. If something happens, run. Don’t come after me.”


  Emily scowled as the sergeant slipped through the remaining trees, heading to the mountain pass. Cold logic insisted the sergeant was right, that trying to go after him if he ran into trouble would be a mistake. But she didn’t want to believe it. She didn’t want to turn tail and abandon him. She held Jan’s hand and waited, watching narrowly as the sergeant reached the entrance to the pass. There was a long pause, just long enough for her to start to worry, before he signaled for them to join him. She kept hold of Jan’s hand as they resumed their walk. She didn’t want to let go.


  The air felt thinner, somehow, as they reached the road leading into the pass. The road looked oddly decayed, even though it led to the home of the Emperors and then the White Council itself. She wondered if the raw magic was damaging the road, then realized the truth. The majority of visitors to the city would either teleport or use the portals, both of which had functioned normally until the nexus point came back to life. There’d never been any need for the great and the good to use the roads. And besides, they might not have wanted to make it easier for the great unwashed to reach the city.


  She sucked in her breath as the pass loomed over them, the rocky sidewalls seeming to rise and vanish somewhere within the cloudy skies. Raw magic tingled in the air. She suddenly felt very small, like a bug crawling across a windshield, as they made their way down the pass. It was hard not to believe the walls were about to crush them, as though an avalanche of rocks were about to fall from high overhead and smash them flat. No one would ever find the bodies, she reflected. She couldn’t see any birds - and she hadn’t seen anything bigger than a rabbit in the forest - but it didn’t matter. The bodies would decay a long time before anyone came to reopen the pass.


  If they can, she thought. She wasn’t sure how the pass had been cut in the first place. It looked too regular to have been carved by hand. They might be happier sealing off the city and pretending it never existed.


  She put the thought out of her head as they came to the end of the pass and looked over the city. The sight took her breath away. The Imperial Palace, positioned in the exact center of the hollow; the smaller palaces and mansions, green gardens and blue lakes contrasting oddly with the white buildings that made up the city itself. It reflected sunlight into her eyes, threatening to blind her even as the waves upon waves of magic from the nexus point pounded into her skull. She muttered a charm to protect her eyes, but it faded and collapsed almost at once. She understood, suddenly, why the White Council had been so upset when the nexus point had come back to life. They’d spent decades - centuries - warding their homes against all imaginable threats, only to have the nexus point spill out enough raw magic to undo their work overnight. Even if they managed to tap the nexus point, it would take years to repair the damage.


  And they might not trust anyone with that sort of power, she thought, numbly. Whoever controls the nexus point controls the city.


  Jan squeezed her hand. “They were worried about looters, at first,” he said. “And then they stopped worrying.”


  Emily nodded. The raw magic was just too powerful. Anyone capable of breaking through the household wards, those that remained, would be risking life and limb if he stayed in the raw magic for long. She honestly wasn’t sure if they should take the risk of walking to the palace, let alone entering the building and trying to take control. It might no longer be possible, unless... a dozen ideas ran through her head, all impractical without resources and time they didn’t have. Unless...


  She looked at the sergeant. “We can use a shaped rune, carved out of magic, to provide some protection,” she said. “But it will be risky.”


  Sergeant Miles looked back at the pass. “The only other option is going back and trying to circumvent the mountains,” he said. “And that’s what they’ll expect us to do.”


  “Probably,” Jan said. “If what I heard about the outflow of raw magic is true, they wouldn’t expect anyone to walk into the city.”


  “Perhaps,” Emily said. She drew the rune in the air. It was taking a leaf out of Void’s book - a rune created from magic wasn’t likely to burn out - but it should work. “Jan, keep Aiden close to you so she’s covered too.”


  “Understood,” Jan said.


  Emily took a breath and started to follow the road down the hillside and into the city. It looked odd, more like a pretend city than a place where people had lived and worked... it took her a moment to realize there was something oddly regular about the layout, as if it had been put together by planners rather than allowed to evolve naturally. The outer layers were apartment blocks constructed from white stone, each one at least ten stories high. Emily frowned as she realized what else was missing. Most cities had outer layers of shacks and slums, homes for the poor and downtrodden, the ones who didn’t have anywhere else to go, but the White City had none. She grimaced as she looked into an apartment block’s courtyard, noting how the door lay open. The unemployed were probably given a week or two to find work somewhere else before being ordered to leave the city. It couldn’t support a major population. Even if the nexus point hadn’t come back to life, it might have been a great deal harder to feed the city if the kingdoms started withdrawing from the Allied Lands.


  The scene grew eerier as they walked down the street. The apartment blocks were steadily replaced by small cottages, each one smaller than Emily’s home in Dragon’s Den but probably far more expensive. A handful lay open, the goods scattered on the ground suggesting the owners had left in haste; the remainder had been closed and locked, protective runes and hex signs drawn on the doors and under the windows. The runes were probably already burning out, Emily thought. There was just too much magic in the air. Her skin prickled, as if the sunlight were pouring down on her. The urge to just turn and run was almost overpowering.


  She shivered. The streets were deserted. The air was dead and still. Nothing moved. They crossed a bridge over a lake, catching glimpses of flashing lights beneath the waters that never quite came into focus. There were no fish within the lake, as far as she could tell. A small boat lay by the lakeside, seemingly abandoned. A child’s toy... she didn’t want to know what had happened to it, or its owner. There was something about the scene that made tears prickle in her eyes.


  They kept walking, passing through the park and onto a road that led up to the palace. The raw magic felt stronger, a constant pressure against her mind. She should have sensed other wards and protections from the mansions, each one easily large enough to hold a dozen families, but there were none. They’d been erased, wiped from existence. Her head hurt worse, forcing her to struggle to keep the rune in place. The side streets and alleyways seemed to twist when she looked down them, as if they led in directions her mind refused to believe existed. Things moved at the corner of her eyes, flickering shapes that darted at the edge of her awareness without ever coming into the light. The city was no longer a human place, she realized dully. It belonged to something else...


  The Unseelie wanted me to reignite the nexus point in Kuching, she reminded herself. They didn’t tell me that it would somehow reignite the remaining nexus points, too. Or that raw magic would start to spill out of the nexus point here.


  She forced herself to think as they kept onwards, despite the growing sense they’d made a terrible mistake. No one, despite Master Lucknow’s claims, had suspected what would happen when the Heart of All Things was reignited. Void had a massive collection of books on nexus points - and how to control them - but the vast majority of learned writings on the subject were little more than guesswork. There’d certainly been nothing to suggest they were linked together so tightly... her imagination suggested ley lines, linking the nexus points together like gas pipes in a stove. Depending on the design, if one of them was blocked, several more might be blocked as well. It might be impossible to ignite one of the gas burners, even if there was nothing wrong with the burner itself. The gas simply wasn’t there to ignite, no matter how many times she pressed the clicker. She recalled the days when she’d had to turn on the smaller burner just to ignite the larger one and shuddered. It had been dangerous enough when she’d risked burns just to cook something for dinner. She hated to think about trying to unblock a pipe when she was messing with forces that could blow up the entire planet.


  And they wanted me to do it, without telling me what they really wanted, she thought, numbly. Why?


  Her legs felt unsteady as the Imperial Palace came into view. It was a fairy tale palace, glowing with a chilling white radiance. It made her want to... she bit her lip, hard, before the sense of naked awe could overwhelm her. The urge to bend the knee was staggering. It was hard, so hard, to keep her mind focused. Details came in fits and starts, flashes of insight that seemed to vanish again before she could focus on them. Sergeant Miles walked up beside her, staring at the palace. She watched him sketch a protective rune on the cobblestones, directing the raw magic away from them. It started to fail - the chalk smoking and threatening to catch fire - before he’d even finished the design. Jan joined him a moment later, drawing out his own runes. It took several tries before they managed to create a safe place to stand. Emily feared the combined design wouldn’t last very long at all.


  She forced herself to look at the palace, really look. It reminded her of Heart’s Eye or Red Rose, places that had to have been built with the aid of a nexus point, yet there was something about it that reminded her of Whitehall. The towering spirals - she had no idea how they’d remained intact after the nexus point was snuffed out - seemed to reach into infinity, even though she knew it wasn’t possible. The more she stared at the palace, the more her eyes spotted details that were simply impossible to follow. It was hard to believe it had been designed, let alone built, by humans. The palace was just too weird.


  “Amazing.” Aiden sounded brittle, as if she were on the verge of breaking. “Father said he’d bring me here one day.”


  “I was here a few years ago,” Emily said. When had she visited last? She couldn’t remember. Just before Alassa’s wedding? Cat and she had passed through, when she’d lost her powers, but they hadn’t had time to look around. “It was nothing like this.”


  “No,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “And getting any closer might be a little... problematic.”


  Emily nodded. They’d been lucky to get as close as they had. Their protections were already starting to fail. Getting into the palace itself was going to be like swimming against a tidal wave, with the added complication of drowning being far from the worst thing that could happen. Even with her head starting to clear, she doubted they could get any closer. The thought of trying was quite enough to make her tense.


  “We should be safe here, for the moment,” Jan said. “Right?”


  “I hope so,” Emily said. Whatever the Mediators had used to track them, she doubted it could follow them into the White City. There was just too much raw magic in the air. “But we can’t stay here very long.”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  “THERE ARE NO WARDS, AS FAR as I can tell,” Sergeant Miles said. “But we can’t get any closer to the palace.”


  Emily nodded, curtly. They’d spent an hour trying to study the magic swirling around the Imperial Palace, only to draw a blank. If there was a pattern to the seemingly-random discharges, they hadn’t been able to find it. The waves upon waves of magic flowing out of the palace made it impossible to get close to the walls, let alone into the building itself. Emily’s head hurt just looking at it. She doubted their protections would last much longer even if they stayed where they were.


  She rubbed her forehead, cursing under her breath. The ebb and flow of magic was just... she’d hoped she could figure out a way to take control, but there was no way to get close enough to try. She wondered, grimly, just who’d built the Imperial Palace and why. The Emperors got the credit - she doubted they’d done it personally - but the legends didn’t quite match up. Had it been the same people who’d built Whitehall, in a seemingly unsuccessful attempt to tap the nexus point? Or someone else, someone completely separate from the original castle builders? She blinked, feeling her eyes starting to ache. She had the nasty feeling she’d never know.


  Jan caught her eye. “We can’t stay here much longer.”


  Emily nodded, curtly. The raw magic was just too dangerous. They might be able to hide within the city, relying on the nexus point to conceal them from the searchers, but not for more than a few days at best. She turned away, rubbing her eyes. Just being so close to a magical hotspot was dangerous. They might find themselves stricken - or killed - if they stayed within the danger zone for much longer. She’d heard the horror stories. None of them ended very well.


  She raised her voice. “We’ll go back to the outer road, then walk around the city and head north.”


  Sergeant Miles shot her a sharp look, then beckoned for Aiden to follow him as he walked away from the palace. Emily understood. They’d staked everything on taking control of the nexus point and they’d failed before they’d even started. It wouldn’t be easy to get through the northern lands, once they left the city itself. The White Council had probably realized they’d escaped the last trap and continued to head north. If she was any judge, the northern regions would be saturated with searchers by now.


  The mansions looked oddly faded as they passed the gates; some locked and bolted, others hanging open in silent challenge to anyone who dared enter the city. Emily wondered, idly, just what might have been left behind, although she knew they had no time to search the buildings even if they dared take the risk. The torrent of raw magic had erased some of the defenses, but not all of them. Being caught by the mansion’s owners would be bad enough, but being trapped within the magical hotspot would be worse. They might vanish without a trace or...


  She put the thought out of her mind as they kept walking, leaving the palace behind. Her head felt as if she’d stuffed it with cotton wool, her senses so unreliable that she didn’t dare go anywhere near the mansions. She was trying to pick out whispers, against the sound of a massive brass band. It was a relief to reach the road, to turn to follow it around the city. If nothing else, it was difficult to get lost. Whoever had designed the White City had clearly intended to make it easy to navigate.


  Jan slipped his hand into hers as they circumvented the palace. Emily was grateful for the touch. The city was pressing against her mind, streets twisting in directions she couldn’t comprehend and doors yawning open, flickers of light on the far side suggesting they no longer led into the buildings. Things kept moving at the corner of her eye, things that vanished whenever she tried to look at them. She kept her eyes firmly fixed on the cobblestones, unwilling to look up more than strictly necessary. Her head throbbed with pain. She felt as if she were on the verge of throwing up.


  She glanced down at her clothes, noting something odd. It looked as though all the color was steadily being leeched out of them, as if she were losing her individuality to the raw magic... she hoped, she prayed, that it was just her eyes. If it wasn’t, if the raw magic was changing them... she leaned against Jan, trying to forget the horror stories. Too many of them ended with the victims, the people who’d been warped beyond all recognition, being killed for their own good. Her lips twitched, sourly. Master Lucknow would probably be delighted to put them down.


  The buildings changed as they reached the northern district and continued to walk, slowly moving from giant mansions and family homes to apartment blocks clearly intended for the city’s temporary population. She spotted a body lying within the shadows, a body that had been left unburied... she shook her head, knowing they didn’t dare take the time to bury the body themselves. There would be more, she was sure. The raw magic that had driven the population from the city would make it impossible to keep looters out, if there was anyone brave or stupid enough to take the risk. Her lips quirked at the thought. In her experience, it was possible to find someone brave or stupid enough to do anything.


  Sergeant Miles caught up to her. “The magic’s behaving oddly,” he said. “I think...”


  Emily darted to one side, on instinct, as a tangle-spell flashed over her head. A net appeared from nowhere and fell, too late. It was already falling apart as it hit the ground, missing them. She looked up sharply, not daring to open her mind. Dark figures were emerging from the shadows, wands and staffs in hands. A flash of panic shot through her. They’d walked right into an ambush. They’d walked right into a trap.


  “DO NOT MOVE,” a voice boomed. It sounded disturbingly familiar, even though the projection spell was already breaking up. The volume started to drop sharply. “REMAIN WHERE you are.”


  “Their magic isn’t reliable here,” Jan said. “They...”


  “Our magic isn’t reliable either,” Sergeant Miles snapped. He threw a fireball towards the nearest figure. It wobbled off course, then exploded in a flash of light. “That way, move!”


  Emily dropped one hand to her sword as they turned and ran back, heading down the alleyway. She was grimly certain they were already running into a second trap, but there was no choice. They couldn’t stay in the open, not when their protections weren’t any more reliable than the rest of their spells. She tested her wards and frowned as she realized how badly frayed they’d become, so weak they might not be able to stand up to anything beyond a first-year spell. The others would have the same problem, perhaps worse. Sergeant Miles and Jan weren’t trained to fight in magical hotspots. Only an idiot would try.


  There’s always someone brave or stupid enough to do something, no matter how insane, her thoughts reminded her. And they picked a hell of a place to ambush us.


  A dark figure stepped out of the shadows, raising a staff. Emily drew her sword in one smooth motion and stabbed at the figure, forcing him to block her thrust with his staff. She grunted under the impact, then cut out again. The blade was a little too heavy for her, too heavy for the techniques the sergeants had drilled into her over the years. She thrust forward, shaping a force punch in her mind; she threw it the moment he blocked her thrust. His body was thrown back, straight into a wall. He fell to the ground and lay still. Emily told herself he’d be fine, if his comrades got him out before the raw magic started to get into his bones. He’d be in worse trouble - or dead - if she’d stabbed him.


  “Mediators,” Sergeant Miles said. “And no sign of Void’s troops.”


  Emily glanced at her fingers, then nodded as they resumed their path. She’d hoped the raw magic would hide them from Void’s spells. She’d been right... her lips twisted in bitter amusement. She almost wished she’d been wrong... a thought ran through her as she reached for her magic, bracing herself. If she could use all her power, she could give them one hell of a fight.


  The ground heaved. A wall shattered. Emily raised a ward instinctively as pieces of debris flew towards them, then shoved it out as hard as she could. It started to break up almost at once, but it lasted long enough to slam into the attackers with staggering force. She saw several of them drop to their knees, then cast spells to counter the ward and keep running forward. A thread of golden light - another capture spell - rushed towards her. She deflected it with a spell of her own, then lashed out with her sword at the nearest attacker. He blocked her blow with his staff, then cast a spell that hurled her back. Emily clung to her sword for dear life, cutting out again. The attacker darted back, too late. Blood stained his shirt as she cut him open...


  Sergeant Miles punched his attacker out, then grabbed her shoulder and thrust her onwards. The raw magic seemed to be growing stronger, redirecting spells in all directions. Emily saw a building collapse for no apparent reason, perhaps knocked down by a misdirected spell. A rush of magic flashed through the air, dancing above her head. She looked up, half-expecting to see flying magicians overhead. She saw nothing. They’d have to be mad to fly over a magical hotspot. Anyone who tried would be lucky to keep the spell together long enough to land safely.


  “Keep your head down,” Sergeant Miles snapped. He cast a handful of illusions, shadowy figures running north. “We need to get to the mountains.”


  Emily nodded, forcing herself to think as they scrambled over a wall and into a garden. The owner had clearly been an alchemist, judging by the number of magical plants in plain sight. She kicked a crawling creeper that tried to snare her ankle, covering her nose to make sure she didn’t breathe the pollen from some of the more dangerous plants. Sergeant Miles yanked Aiden forward, just as a trio of fireballs shot through the air and slammed into the house. It exploded with tremendous - impossible - force. Emily guessed the owner had abandoned most of his supplies when he’d been forced to evacuate. She hoped the explosion would provide enough cover for them to get out before it was too late.


  Their senses can’t be any better than ours, not here, she thought. She’d studied enough magic to know that most magicians avoided magical hotspots like the plague. The advantages of tapping the hotspot were often outweighed by the disadvantages of being so close to untamed magic. If we can get out of their sight, we should be able to put some distance between us.


  She forced herself to think as they slipped into the next garden, then the next. The passes would all be blocked by now, if she was any judge. They didn’t dare risk teleporting. They might have escaped Void’s spells, but it didn’t matter. There was enough raw magic in the air to scatter their atoms right across the world, if they tried to teleport. They’d have to hide in the city, yet just staying so close to the nexus point was asking for trouble. She tried to devise a way to tap just enough of the power to escape, but drew a blank. They’d need time and supplies, neither of which they had. And probably more magicians, too.


  Sergeant Miles caught her eye. “Get to the western mountains!”


  Emily stared at him, then nodded in understanding. They’d have to try to cross the mountains directly, rather than risk the passes. Going west would take them far too close to Resolution Castle, where Master Lucknow was based, but she could see the advantages. He’d never expect them to walk past his door... she hoped. Master Lucknow had hunted hundreds of dark wizards over the years. The chances were good he knew precisely how a fugitive would think.


  They hopped a low wall and found themselves on an empty road. Emily glanced behind her, hearing bangs and crashes as the searchers came after them. There was no one in sight, but that was meaningless. Her senses were practically useless. There could be a small army right ahead of them, hidden under invisibility spells, and she’d never know until they ran right into them. Sweat poured down her back as she picked up speed, Sergeant Miles lingering at the rear to cast a handful of spells to slow the searchers. Emily hoped they’d last long enough to do some good, although she feared they wouldn’t. Her wards were fading badly...


  Something crashed into her back. She was thrown forward, the sword wrenched from her grasp and sent flying. A flash of golden light wrapped around her as she hit the ground, solid light curling around her wrists and pulling on her arms; she cast a dispersal spell, feeling the hex resisting for long seconds before snapping out of existence. She rolled over, just in time to see another pair of sorcerers running towards them. She gathered her magic and thrust it at the nearest sorcerer, a trick she’d learnt from Void. He blocked her thrust effortlessly and smirked, a second before she pushed the second spell through his wards and against his bare skin. His face went wide with shock as he crumpled to the ground. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. She’d been reluctant to use anything more complex than a simple sleep spell for fear the raw magic would destroy the spellware before it could take effect.


  “See to Aiden,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “I’ll take care of this one.”


  Emily nodded as she forced herself to stand. Aiden was lying on the ground, threads of golden light wrapped around her body. Emily winced at the panic in her eyes. Jan lay beside her, bleeding from a nasty head wound. Emily muttered a hasty dispersal charm in Aiden’s direction, then knelt beside Jan as she sensed magic flaring behind her. It looked as if someone had cut Jan’s head open with a blade... fear washed through her as she started to seal up the wound. If he was badly hurt, if his mind had been damaged... she swallowed hard as he shuddered against her. If he ended up like Sergeant Miles...


  Sergeant Miles flew past her, his sword clattering to the cobblestones. Emily spun around to see three more combat sorcerers, carrying staffs. She tensed as she recognized Master Lucknow, his eyes fixed on her. Aiden groaned as she rolled over, too late. One of the sorcerers stunned her, without even looking at her. Emily braced herself, gathering her magic for the final stand. If she released the mimic, she might just have a chance.


  Master Lucknow gestured. Emily staggered back as something crashed into her wards, tearing them apart. She hastily cast a counterspell, then threw a levitation and transfiguration spell at the ground beneath their feet. They stumbled back as debris pelted their wards - they’d thought to harden them against physical attacks, she noted - and then gathered their power. Emily darted back, then levitated into the air as a tangle spell formed around her. The raw magic boosted her spell, sending her flying. She barely managed to catch herself before she slammed into a building.


  Stay low, she told herself. She drew on her magic, wrapping an obscurification charm around her body. The shadows were growing deeper, giving her a limited amount of cover. She heard running footsteps as the searchers closed in, her mind racing as she tried to come up with a plan. She couldn’t leave her friends and yet, she couldn’t save them either. Let them go running past you.


  Her mind raced as the footsteps grew closer. Master Lucknow wouldn’t be feeling merciful. Jan had betrayed him. Sergeant Miles and Aiden were helping her... Emily gritted her teeth. She had to get them out, but how? She briefly considered offering to surrender, if he let the others go, but she feared he wouldn’t keep his word. They’d all been declared outlaw, by one side or the other. Master Lucknow wouldn’t want to let the rest of the outlaws go, even if he didn’t want to punish Jan. God alone knew what he’d make of Aiden.


  Master Lucknow appeared at the corner, clutching his staff in one hand and something she couldn’t quite make out in the other. Emily remained still, hardly even daring to breathe as his eyes passed over her hiding place. He couldn’t see her. She told herself, again and again, that he couldn’t see her. And yet... his eyes narrowed as he stared at her. She knew, with a sudden sick certainty, that he could.


  He raised his hand. Emily gathered herself and hurled a blasting curse at his face. He ducked, the curse flying over his head and striking another building, then raised his staff and darted forward. Emily barely had a second to react before he cracked the staff into her head, sending her to the ground. She saw an expression of savage delight cross his face as her spells evaporated, leaving her defenseless. Her head spun, her thoughts fragmenting, as he raised the staff again and brought it down...


  Darkness.


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  EMILY HAD TO STRUGGLE, AS SHE slowly became aware of her surroundings, to lie still and think.


  It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t the first time she’d been knocked out and awoken to find herself a prisoner - or worse - but her head felt as if it had been kicked repeatedly. Her memories were a fragmented jumble, a haze of impressions that blurred together; her body ached in pain every time she tried to move. She was lying on her back, metal clasped around her wrists and ankles. She listened carefully, trying to get an impression of what was waiting for her when she opened her eyes. She thought she could hear water dripping in the distance, but it was hard to be sure. Her magic felt stifled, as if it was just dead weight. She couldn’t so much as cast a simple spell.


  Something cool touched her forehead. Emily’s eyes jerked open. A middle-aged woman was bending over her, brushing her face with a damp cloth. Her eyes met Emily’s, just for a second, before she continued her ministrations. Emily’s mouth was dry. She coughed loudly as she tried to clear it, wishing for a glass of water. The woman pressed a straw into her lips a moment later, giving her something to drink. Emily hesitated - she had no way to know what she was being offered - then sipped it anyway. They could force her to drink whatever they wanted, if she tried to resist. Better to conserve what little strength she had. The liquid was water, but it tasted faintly of lime.


  She forced herself to look around as the woman stepped back. She was lying on a wooden table, her arms and legs chained and manacled. The table sat within a mid-sized room, a cell... she realized, with a rush of alarm, that she was back in Resolution Castle. Last time, Void had forced them to treat her with a degree of civility. This time... she groaned, inwardly, as she eyed the chains. Someone had carved powerful runes into the metal, making it impossible for the wearer to remove them. She’d seen the design before. They were easy to remove, as long as one wasn’t actually wearing them. The victim couldn’t use their magic, not directly, as long as they were in chains.


  Her heart sank. She was a prisoner. And there was no hope of anyone coming to her rescue. Master Lucknow wouldn’t have chained her up, not like he had, if he’d thought there was any hope of anyone coming. Her mind raced as she tried to think, wondering what had happened to Sergeant Miles and the others. Had they been left behind, to be warped and twisted by the raw magic, or were they in other prison cells? There was no way to know. She felt very alone.


  Not alone, she thought. The snake-bracelet was still on her wrist. But there’s no way he can get me out of here.


  “How is she?”


  Emily turned her head. Master Lucknow was standing on the other side of the bars, his face expressionless as he looked at her. She cursed under her breath. The last time she’d been a prisoner, he’d tried to put her in front of a kangaroo court and have her executed before anyone could intervene. Now... she tried not to show her fear as she silently tested her bonds. Perhaps, just perhaps, she could pick the locks and get the cuffs away from her bare skin. As long as they were touching her, she wouldn’t be able to use her magic.


  “Battered, but alive,” the woman said. She sounded disapproving. “I suggest you treat her gently, if you’re going to put her on trial.”


  Master Lucknow snorted. “We have gone far beyond a trial. Leave us.”


  “Master?”


  “Leave us,” Master Lucknow repeated. He opened the bars and stepped into the cell. “Lady Emily and I have much to discuss.”


  Emily shivered, helplessly, as the woman - Emily guessed she was a healer - exited the cell, leaving her alone with Master Lucknow. He looked her up and down, giving her time to sweat while he silently assessed her. Emily was more annoyed than intimidated at the blatant power play. Her head hurt too badly for her to care about his unspoken threats. She wanted - she needed - more water. She had a feeling he wouldn’t be giving it to her.


  “Lady Emily,” Master Lucknow said, finally. “You and your father’s plan will not succeed.”


  “It isn’t my plan,” Emily managed. Her voice felt cracked and broken. “He... he took advantage of me and...”


  “He lured the White Council into a trap,” Master Lucknow said. His eyes met hers. “His troops have taken far too many castles and nexus points, unleashing wave after wave of civil war across the Allied Lands. He came very close to taking control of me. And you expect me to believe you knew nothing about this?”


  Emily forced herself to think. “If I had wanted his mad plan to succeed,” she pointed out, “why would I have freed you from his enchantment?”


  Master Lucknow glared. “It was Jan who freed me, not you.”


  “It was me who freed Jan,” Emily pointed out, sharply. She silently kicked herself for the misstep. “And Jan...”


  “Jan betrayed me,” Master Lucknow said. “If he hadn’t summoned your father, you would have been rendered harmless by now.”


  Emily felt a hot flash of anger. “No,” she said. “You’d be in an even worse mess.”


  Master Lucknow’s eyes narrowed. “Is that meant to be funny?”


  “No.” Emily tried to keep her voice even. “I didn’t know anything about this. I didn’t know what he was planning to do. And... I did my best to keep the peace, to keep the end of one war from leading to another, but...”


  “You are the one who upset the balance of power,” Master Lucknow snapped. “And he is using your techniques to take power for himself. And you expect us to believe you had absolutely nothing to do with it?”


  “I went on the run,” Emily pointed out. “Why would I have done that if I’d thought I was safe in Whitehall?”


  “You went to Alluvia and ensured the king led his army out of the kingdom, giving the rebels - who were influenced by you - a chance to seize power,” Master Lucknow hissed. “You led that army to Red Rose, ensuring that the nexus point fell into friendly hands. And, just incidentally, forcing the new monarch to work closely with your allies if she wants to keep her throne. And then, you proceeded into Kerajaan and led another army in a bid to take control of a portal town before beginning its offensive against the capital. You even killed a platoon of combat sorcerers, just to clear the way for your army...”


  “It wasn’t my army,” Emily protested. “I just...”


  “Officially, your father has put a price on your head,” Master Lucknow interrupted. “It’s quite a high one too, provided you are delivered alive and reasonably intact. And yet, why has he been oddly reluctant to do anything more to capture you, if he really wants to capture you? We’ve put a great deal more effort into hunting you down, dead or alive.”


  His eyes gleamed with triumph. “Your father isn’t trying to hunt you down,” he said. “You are working for him. Your job was to put the pieces in place to let him take over, by destroying the remnants of the previous power structure or simply taking control of the remaining untapped nexus points. Or is it just a coincidence all our reports involve you assisting rebels? Is it just plain happenstance that we caught you near the Imperial Palace, where yet another nexus point remains to be tapped?”


  “We were leaving when you caught us,” Emily pointed out. “Or didn’t you notice we were heading away?”


  “And you would have come back, sooner rather than later, to take control,” Master Lucknow snapped. “We caught you in the nick of time.”


  Emily cursed under her breath. Master Lucknow was wrong. Completely wrong. And yet, it would be difficult to convince him he was wrong. He’d seen a series of disconnected events and turned them into a narrative, a narrative that was little better than a conspiracy theory yet frighteningly hard to disprove... she cursed, again. He’d been enchanted, held prisoner at Whitehall until Jan had freed him... she doubted that had done anything for his sanity. He was a full-fledged combat sorcerer. Being captured so easily had to grate on his mind.


  “Your father has used you as an agent of chaos,” Master Lucknow insisted. “He’s used you to undermine kingdoms and magical families, to cripple the balance of power even as he used you to take down our enemies. He used you to draw attention away from him, giving him a chance to draw his plans against us. And you... you let it happen. You were his daughter and his student. You knew what you were doing.”


  “A student doesn’t have to agree with the master,” Emily said. “Jan didn’t agree with you...”


  “You seduced him,” Master Lucknow snapped. “Jan will be... corrected.”


  Emily felt her temper flare. “Can you not accept the simple fact that you might be wrong?”


  “The evidence is against you,” Master Lucknow snapped back. “Eight years ago, no one knew your name. No one even knew you existed. Now, your name is on everyone’s lips, a rallying cry for everyone who wants to reshape the world, who wants to be something more. Do you really expect me to believe that it wasn’t intentional?”


  “I...” Emily shook her head. “All the while I was changing the world, he was using me as a distraction...”


  “Using you,” Master Lucknow said. “He distracted us, didn’t he? He forced us to waste time putting you on trial, knowing that even trying to put you on trial would damage the council’s reputation at the worst possible time. Half the kingdoms and communities made it clear, before the conference, that they wanted things to change. And now... it was all we could do to track you down and arrest you.”


  Emily made a face. She’d thought Master Lucknow had succeeded in convincing the council to arrest and try her quickly, before any of her allies heard the news and intervened. Jan had ruined it for him... or had he? Void might have known all along, but chosen to let the scheme play itself out. He came out ahead, whatever happened. If nothing else, a quick trial and aftermath would give him time to put the pieces in place. He might even be able to spin his coup as a grieving father taking his righteous revenge. And...


  He said he wanted me to take his place, when he died, she thought. But he could just have had that as one of many contingency plans.


  She leaned back, resisting the urge to close her eyes as despair threatened to overwhelm her. She’d been caught and trapped and... she didn’t have the slightest idea how she was going to escape. She could release the snake, but... what could she do with him? What could... she wondered, suddenly, if she could use the threat of the snake to force someone to free her. It might work, but... there were too many ways the tables could be turned. Master Lucknow was wasting time, while Void was securing his grip on the world...


  “Read my mind,” she said.


  Master Lucknow blinked. “What?”


  Emily had to smile. She’d surprised him. “Read my mind. You can’t rely on truth spells, perhaps, but you could look inside my mind with soul magic. I wouldn’t resist.”


  “You...” Master Lucknow raised his hand, as if he was going to slap her. “Do you think I’m stupid?”


  “No,” Emily said. She hated the idea of allowing him access to her mind. It would be like undressing in front of a known predator and inviting him to do his worst. And yet, she couldn’t think of any other way to convince him. It would mean confessing the truth about where she actually came from, but... what else could she do? “If you look into my mind, you’ll see the truth.”


  “And I’ll also expose myself to you,” Master Lucknow growled. “As escape plans go, it might have worked.”


  Emily felt her heart sink. She should have known better. Soul magic would render her defenseless, but it would leave him vulnerable, too. Too vulnerable. He could scan her mind, twist and warp her into whatever he wanted, but she could do the same to him. She wouldn’t have to rewrite his mind completely if she wanted to escape. All she’d have to do was plant a suggestion he should release her chains, then walk away... hell, she could simply force him to let her go. And he believed she was working for Void. He had to assume she intended to trick him into making himself vulnerable...


  “We see no point in holding a trial,” Master Lucknow said. “Your guilt has already been established. We are making preparations to strip you of your powers - properly, this time. If you survive, you will be held prisoner until we have defeated your father and resumed our rightful role as guardians of the Allied Lands.”


  “You’re making a mistake,” Emily said, feeling a twinge of desperation. “You’re wasting time chasing me while he takes control of the entire world!”


  “No,” Master Lucknow said. “The mistake was in not killing you, as soon as we realized how dangerous you were. The only reason we’re not cutting your throat right now is because we need your knowledge, the information in your brain. You will be enslaved, once you are rendered powerless, and forced to tell us everything. And when the war is over, you will be formally executed and your body cremated.”


  Emily let out a breath. She was doomed, unless... the idea she’d had earlier started to flourish. She might be able to get out, if she was lucky. And if she had a chance to make it work...


  She looked at him. “How did you track us? We took every precaution.”


  “You were betrayed,” Master Lucknow said. “Did you never realize the truth?”


  Emily stared. Jan? Had Jan betrayed them? He’d been beside them... he’d been inside her. He... she shook her head. Jan could have killed her at any moment, if he’d been working for Master Lucknow all along. And yet... she wondered, suddenly, if Jan had left some of his blood with his former master. It was possible. If he’d forgotten - or been induced to forget - that he’d left it behind, it could have been used to track him down. Or...


  Master Lucknow put his hand in his pocket and removed a piece of fabric. Emily stared at it in bemusement. Brown thread, sewn into a rune... no, not thread. Hair. Her hair. She remembered Master Lucknow yanking on her hair, only a few short months ago, and swore under her breath. She’d feared he’d scalped her. So much had happened, since then, that it had never occurred to her that he’d taken some of her hair. He wouldn’t have been able to influence her - hair wasn’t blood - but he could have tracked her down. And he had.


  “You...” Emily swallowed the next words that came to mind. “You used forbidden magics to track me down?”


  “Very little is forbidden to us, in the name of the Allied Lands,” Master Lucknow said. “As I am sure you are aware, as your father went to quite some trouble to ensure you were not obliged to swear any oaths.”


  “Hah.” Emily shook her head in tired disbelief. She hadn’t thought that was common knowledge. “Where are the others?”


  “Safe.” Master Lucknow shrugged. “Jan will be corrected, as I said. Sergeant Miles will be put on trial for aiding and abetting an outlaw. Your other friend will be held here. Once we have more time, we will decide what to do with him.”


  Her, Emily thought grimly. And if you knew what she’d done...


  “I go now to complete the preparations,” Master Lucknow said. “I have been told the spell is easier to survive, perhaps, if one resigns oneself to losing one’s powers and becoming... mundane. Maybe you can tell me, when the spell is completed.”


  Emily glared at him. “You’re making a mistake.”


  Master Lucknow looked back at her, evenly. “Your father has done us a great deal of damage,” he said. “There’s no point in disputing it. But we have survived. We have removed you from the game board. And we will remove him too. You will help us, once you have been enslaved. We will claw back everything we’ve lost and more.”


  “Let the others go,” Emily pleaded. “Let them go and I’ll help you...”


  “You no longer have anything to bargain with,” Master Lucknow said. “You are alone. Your friends are prisoners, or unaware of your position. You will be stripped of your powers and rendered harmless, then used as we see fit. And when the crisis is over, you will be quietly killed.”


  He bowed, then turned away. “I’ll be back shortly. Don’t go anywhere.”


  Emily glared at his back, biting down the urge to demand to know how she could go anywhere. She didn’t want him assigning someone to keep an eye on her, not now. It was going to be hard enough to get out with someone watching over her shoulder... she grimaced as Master Lucknow stepped through the bars, closing them behind her. If the cell was being monitored from a distance...


  There’s nothing I can do about it, she thought, as Master Lucknow marched away. I’ll only get one shot at this.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  EMILY TOOK A LONG BREATH, THEN carefully - very carefully - reached out with her mind towards Aurelius. Master Lucknow, unaware of the bracelet’s true nature, hadn’t attempted to take it from her, but the chains made it hard to touch the faint glimmer of magic linking her to her familiar. She was lucky, she supposed, that the magic binding her to the snake was practically a part of her. If she’d tried the spell with something that wasn’t so tightly tied to her, she thought it would have failed. She barely had enough magic to free the charm that kept the snake a bracelet.


  And I don’t have enough to undo the spell on my own, she thought, silently blessing Lady Barb for suggesting she bind the spell to the snake’s innate magic, rather than hers. All I have to do is give it a push.


  Her skin crawled as Aurelius came to life. She smiled grimly as the snake’s mind touched hers, a stream of simplistic emotions flowing across the link. Aurelius was hardly a thinking beast, whatever else he was. He was a remarkably simple creature in many ways, even though - as a familiar - he should be capable of evolving into a proper helpmeet. Emily suspected spending most of his time as a bracelet wasn’t good for him, even though she had little choice. She was immune to the rotting touch. Anyone else who so much as touched the snake would be lucky if they only lost the hand.


  She silently directed the snake to crawl up her arm and onto her neck. She had no way to know if the cell was being watched - and, if it was, how closely it was being watched - but there was no point in taking chances. If she had an extremely dangerous prisoner, she would have made sure to keep a close eye on her. Emily was surprised Master Lucknow hadn’t stripped her naked, as well as removing anything that could be used as a weapon. He’d taken the virgin blade and probably emptied her pockets, but not - she noted with a flicker of amusement - tried to take the far more dangerous snake. Her lips twitched. It might have been the last mistake he’d ever make.


  Focus, she told herself. If this goes wrong...


  She gritted her teeth as Aurelius butted his head into her mouth, pressing against one of her teeth. The magic flowed from her to the snake and onwards into the pocket dimension, unlocking the spellwork she’d concealed within. She tensed, knowing she’d have only a few seconds to act if the cell really was being watched, then triggered the spell. Aurelius recoiled as magic flowed through her, an eerie misty shimmer that rapidly congealed into an exact duplicate of Emily herself. No, not quite an exact duplicate. The mimic wasn’t wearing the same clothes. And its eyes were lifeless.


  Emily closed her eyes, making contact with the mimic. It felt weird, as if she’d bilocated herself and yet... it was different. The mimic’s body was hers and yet it wasn’t. It moved like her and... she pushed the thought out of her head, visions of alarms going off and hordes of combat sorcerers running towards her jangling through her head. She directed the mimic to release the cuffs, letting her sit up on the table. Her wrists and ankles hurt, but she was free. She hastily directed the mimic to adjust its clothes, so it looked just like her, then checked the cell doors. They were just like the chains, easy to open as long as you weren’t on the inside. Emily winced inwardly, then directed the mimic to climb on the table and take her place. It obeyed, silently. Emily returned Aurelius to her neck, then sat in the corner and cast the strongest obscurification charm she could muster around herself. It was far from perfect - she knew Master Lucknow would see through it, if it occurred to him to look - but it should keep her safe. Master Lucknow knew she was on the table, chained and helpless. He had no reason to look for someone hiding under an obscurification charm.


  She brushed her fingers against the stone wall, silently glad she’d taken the time to study the wards the last time she’d been in a similar cell. They weren’t that complex, but they were solid. She wouldn’t have been able to crack them, if she’d started from scratch; she didn’t dare push them too hard until everyone knew she was out of the cell. She hoped Sergeant Miles had been able to escape, if he’d been allowed to wake up. Her heart sank. Master Lucknow might have killed him, before he’d so much as had a chance to start planning his escape. It wasn’t as if anyone would avenge him. None of his former students would ever know what had happened to him.


  And Jan’s going to be in deep shit when Master Lucknow is finished with me, she thought, feeling another pang of guilt. If we don’t get out quickly...


  She felt the wards vibrate and took a deep breath. Showtime. She allowed her mind to slip into the mimic, giving life to the soulless creature. It had to look convincing or the whole plan would be worse than useless. Her head twisted in pain as she looked away from herself - no, the mimic looked away from her - and stared towards the door. Master Lucknow stepped into the cell, carrying an odd-looking wand in one hand. He pointed it at the table, which tilted until she was standing upright. Her feet - the mimic’s feet - touched the floor. Master Lucknow muttered a spell. Emily tensed, ready to spring the trap immediately, before the manacles moved to free her from the table. Master Lucknow placed a hand on her upper arm, guiding her through the door. He didn’t seem to notice she was a little unsteady. Perhaps it was the standard reaction to the threat of losing one’s powers permanently...


  I lost my powers once before, she thought, as her awareness continued to expand. It grew easier to manipulate the mimic, to wear it like a glove, the further it moved from the cell. It helped, she supposed, that the shackles made it impossible to do anything more than inch forward step by step. This time, it could be a great deal worse.


  Resolution Castle had never struck her as particularly crowded, from what she recalled, but the lower levels were almost deserted. There was no one watching the cell from the outside, no one who might have picked up on the substitution before it was too late. Two guards joined them as soon as they exited the cell block, staffs in hand, but they seemed more intent on making sure she couldn’t escape than keeping an eye open for nasty surprises. She guessed Master Lucknow had great faith in his chains. Under normal circumstances, she suspected he’d be quite right.


  She forced herself to speak, trying to sound terrified. “You don’t have to do this,” she said, as pleadingly as she could. “I’ll do anything...”


  Master Lucknow’s grip tightened. “Be quiet,” he ordered. “We cannot even begin to trust you.”


  Emily tensed, despite herself. The mimic-body should be indistinguishable from her normal body, but she wasn’t entirely convinced. If Master Lucknow squeezed her tightly enough to reveal the spellwork under the illusion of flesh and blood... she gritted her teeth, squaring her shoulders and forcing the mimic to pick up the pace. She didn’t want Master Lucknow dragging her into the spellchamber either, not when she had no idea what - or who - was waiting. It might be someone who knew her well enough to smell a rat, if he saw her groveling...


  It could be Gordian, she thought. She’d last seen the grandmaster lying stunned, outside the nexus chamber in Whitehall. She had no idea if he’d survived, let alone if he’d managed to escape. It was unlikely, but possible. Or someone else who remembered me from the war.


  Master Lucknow stopped outside a stone door and knocked, once. It opened, revealing a darkened spellchamber. Emily shivered helplessly, remembering what she’d been told about the pentagram spell. The chamber had already been prepared, a pentagram drawn out in the exact center. Four magicians stood outside, waiting for them. They wore hoods to conceal their faces, something that relieved her more than she cared to admit. She’d been afraid she’d be killing people she knew, people she’d fought beside...


  “It’s time,” Master Lucknow said. He let go of her arm. “Emily. Walk into the center of the pentagon and kneel.”


  Emily made a show of steeling herself. “And if I don’t?”


  “We tie you down,” Master Lucknow said. “And it will hurt a great deal more.”


  Emily braced herself, then directed the mimic to walk forward into the pentagram. A sense of absolute quiet washed over her the moment she crossed the line, a sense the universe itself was holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen. She looked around as best she could, trying to pick out details in the darkened chamber. The walls were cloaked in shadow, but she had a sense of great energies flickering in the background, ready to emerge into the light. She wondered, suddenly, just where the castle got its power. They were close enough to the White City to draw on the nexus point, but the nexus point had been dead for years. They couldn’t have relied on it to power the castle... her mind raced, considering the options. She’d seen expelled students used as power sources in Mountaintop. It was quite possible they did something similar here.


  “Lady Emily.” Master Lucknow spoke with excessive formality. “You have been found guilty of treason, sedition...”


  He went on and on, listing so many charges Emily was tempted to ask if he’d end by accusing her of jaywalking. She couldn’t be guilty of them all, even in his warped judgement. But he believed she was Void’s willing ally. She guessed he was throwing hundreds of charges at her in the hope that a few of them would stick, when her friends demanded to know what had happened to her. If anyone did... she had a feeling Alassa and Melissa and anyone else who showed a degree of independence would be quietly removed, if the White Council won the war. She knew there’d long been councilors who wanted the council to evolve into a formal government. She wondered, idly, why they hadn’t made common cause with Void.


  “Lady Emily,” Master Lucknow said, when he’d finished reading the charges. “Do you wish to make a response?”


  Emily had a sudden vision... no, a memory, a vision the demon had shown her. She’d been on her knees, threatened with losing her powers... she was on her knees now, except it wasn’t her. It was the mimic, the mimic wearing her face...


  “Lady Emily,” Master Lucknow repeated. There was a hint of exasperation in his tone. “Do you wish to make a response?”


  “Yes.” Emily doubted they would listen to her, but she owed it to her conscience to take some risks. “These charges are absurd. You are wasting time trying to kill me when your real enemy...”


  “Be quiet,” Master Lucknow ordered. He took his place. The other magicians stepped into position and raised their hands, beginning the chant. “We begin.”


  Emily braced herself. She’d gone to some trouble to make sure her mimic wasn’t as easy to banish as the one she’d destroyed at Whitehall, but she had no idea how the spellwork would react to the pentagram spell. A ritual designed to destroy its target’s magic...what would it do to an entity who was a living, breathing spell? The soul magic might be undone by the spell or... the magic might creep its way through the link and attack her. She didn’t know. She’d never heard of anyone doing anything like it before, not even in the stories so old and vague no one could say for sure if there was any truth in them. She studied the magic as it took form, watching grimly as it reached out towards the mimic. She wanted - she needed - them completely focused on the spell. If they had enough time to think...


  The magic grew stronger. Emily released the mimic.


  She recoiled as the link fuzzed, feeling as if she’d been dropped back into her own body. The mimic no longer had eyes, not as humans understood the term. She forced herself to peer through what senses it did have, watching as it absorbed the remainder of the spell before turning on the magicians beyond. They roared and chanted, hurling curses and hexes into the mimic... they might as well have spat into an oncoming wall of flame. She saw a man stumble back in shock, an instant before the mimic consumed him. A torrent of memories rushed through her as the mimic picked on its next victim, then the next. The spellware shivered - Master Lucknow had maintained enough presence of mind to try to cast a cancellation spell - but held together. Emily smirked, feeling a surge of vindictiveness as the mimic glided towards its final target. Master Lucknow cast a second cancellation spell, then a third. It didn’t work.


  Idiot, Emily thought, coldly. She’d watched too many good men die because they didn’t want to run and be thought a coward. Idiots. There were some threats that simply couldn’t be fought. There was no way to stop the mimic before it was too late. You should have run.


  Master Lucknow’s eyes went wide, an instant before the mimic smothered him. This time, it took his form. Emily felt a wave of memories flowing through the spellwork and forced herself to look, despite the grim sense she was doing something wrong. Master Lucknow’s memories were a jumbled mess, and it would be almost impossible to sort them out in less than a few years, but a few things were clear. Too clear. Master Lucknow had worked closely with Void, but he’d suspected for quite some time that Void had his own agenda. It was a shame, Emily reflected, that he’d never tried to take his concerns to his nominal superiors. But the memories made it clear that they’d seen Void as too useful to be discarded on a whim...


  Emily smiled coldly, then opened her eyes and glanced at the cell door. It was open. Master Lucknow had known the cell was empty. She wobbled to her feet, silently grateful she hadn’t tried to bilocate again, and directed the mimic to consume the remainder of the castle’s occupants. Master Lucknow had dispatched most of his people, she noted; a number had gone to search for her, while the remainder had been sent to shore up the defenses across the Allied Lands. His memories made it clear he didn’t trust many of his people, even his fellow Mediators. Emily breathed a sigh of relief. By scattering the council and dispersing his staff, Master Lucknow had made life easier for her.


  He assumed some of them would side against him, she thought. She’d met enough Mediators to know they wouldn’t all agree with Master Lucknow. He’d presumably known it, too. Instead, he might just have saved their lives.


  She stepped out of the cell and leaned against the wall, feeling magic running through the stone. It seemed to be welling up from below... a nexus point? She doubted it - she’d never heard of a nexus point being concealed - but... what was it? She made a mental note to investigate, carefully. She’d scan the remainder of the memories once the mimic had finished its gruesome task. Maybe Master Lucknow had intended to drain her power into a storage medium - it couldn’t be a primitive battery, or he wouldn’t have been surprised when she’d invented them - and leave her barren. Magic was energy. It couldn’t be created or destroyed. It had to go somewhere.


  The spell destroys the victim’s ability to generate magic, she recalled, as she stood and forced herself to walk along the corridor. She’d thought it involved transfiguring a magician into a mundane and then making the spell permanent, but that would be very difficult to get to work without killing the victim. It was certainly nothing like the curse that had robbed her of her powers for a few short months. But they’d have to draw off the stored magic to do it safely.


  She tensed. The other cell doors were closed and bolted, suggesting they were occupied. Sergeant Miles, Jan and Aiden? Or... she reminded herself, sharply, that some of the people in the cells might thoroughly have deserved to be thrown into jail, although she knew it was unusual for prisoners to be kept in the castle for more than a week or two. She’d checked on procedure, after her first trial. A prisoner had to be tried very quickly, then either set free or punished. Long-term imprisonment was relatively rare. She understood the logic. Better to enslave a prisoner or put him to death than waste food and fodder keeping him alive.


  Sickening, she thought, as she opened the first door. She understood the logic, but it would never sit well with her. It would be kinder to keep them in pocket dimensions or put them on a deserted island...


  “Emily? Is it Emily?”


  Emily stared into the semi-darkness, then cast a light spell. The air grew brighter, bright enough to reveal a man sitting on a wooden bunk. He was staring at her... she realized, to her astonishment, that she knew him. They’d gone to war together. Twice.


  She found her voice. “General? General Pollack?”


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  IT WAS HIM, EMILY NOTED, AS SHE opened the inner door. She hadn’t seen General Pollack - Caleb’s father - since the end of the war, but there was no mistaking him. He looked as if he’d been through the wars, the tattered remains of his uniform hanging oddly from his frame. He’d lost weight, part of her noted. He seemed to have lost a great deal of his muscle tone as well.


  She cast a pair of spells to check his identity, and a dispersal spell to make sure someone hadn’t had the same idea as she had, then motioned for him to come out. Master Lucknow hadn’t bothered to chain him to the bed. She wasn’t sure if that was a gesture of respect or contempt. General Pollack didn’t have any magic, but that didn’t make him useless. He’d probably been plotting his escape from the moment he’d been tossed into the cell, watching and waiting for a chance to get the drop on his captors and get out. It wouldn’t have been easy - there was just too much magic in the air - but he could have done it. The guards would have relaxed, sooner or later. And he would have broken free.


  “Emily,” General Pollack said. “It’s good to see you again.”


  “And you,” Emily said. “How... how did you wind up in that cell?”


  General Pollack’s lips twitched. “They called me here, shortly after all hell broke loose. They told me you were responsible for the chaos enveloping the Allied Lands. I didn’t believe them and said so. When they wanted me to lead an army against you, I said no. I said it wasn’t like you to lead an uprising against a king, certainly not in a kingdom you had no connection to. When I woke up, I found myself in this cell.”


  Emily frowned. She hadn’t been leading an uprising against anyone. Master Lucknow might have been targeting Working Girl’s rebellion, except he should have known - he had known -that Emily hadn’t been anywhere near the rebel army until long after it had made its mark on the countryside. Perhaps he’d decided to target the rebels anyway, perhaps... she shook her head. It didn’t matter. Master Lucknow was dead, his memories consumed by the mimic. She’d go through them later, when she had a moment.


  A thought struck her. “Does your wife know you’re here?”


  “I don’t think so,” General Pollack said. “She’d be beating down the doors if she knew.”


  Unless she’s in one of the other cells, Emily thought. She turned, leading the way out of the cell. General Pollack followed, glancing warily from side to side. She felt a flicker of sympathy. He had to be completely confused. Emily wasn’t sure where to begin explaining as she tested the next cell. Sienna might have walked straight into a trap, too.


  She allowed herself a moment of relief as she opened the next cell, finding Sergeant Miles trying to hack the wards. The sergeant looked relieved to see her... Emily guessed Master Lucknow had told the sergeant she would be stripped of her powers, then enslaved. She released Sergeant Miles, then headed to the next cell as General Pollack started demanding answers. Sergeant Miles tried to fill him in, explaining everything that had happened since the trial. Emily hid her amusement as she opened the next set of doors, revealing Jan. He had a nasty bruise on his face.


  “Emily,” Jan said. “Are you alright?”


  “I’ve been better,” Emily said. She found and released Aiden, then rejoined the others. “The mimic is taking control of the castle.”


  General Pollack stared at her. “The mimic?”


  “It’s a long story,” Emily said. She reached out with her mind. The mimic was sitting in the war room, quietly digesting the remnants of Master Lucknow’s staff. Emily was mildly surprised there were so few manservants and maids in the castle, although she supposed it had probably never been a priority. They were close enough to walk from the castle to the White City and back again. “But we’re safe.”


  “For the moment,” Sergeant Miles warned. “It won’t be long before the remainder of the order tries to return home.”


  Emily nodded as they left the cell block and made their way up the stairs. The walls were bare stone, completely unmarked. The only source of illumination were glowing crystals, embedded within the walls. She had the feeling it would be very easy to get lost within the castle, if she hadn’t been drawing on memories from the mimic. The wards were clearly designed to misdirect anyone who entered without permission, perhaps even to steer them directly into a prison cell. She kept her eyes open as they reached the top of the stairs, passing a pair of empty checkpoints. The guards hadn’t stood a chance.


  And the wards are still largely intact, she thought. How do they control them?


  She glanced at Sergeant Miles. “The wards are far too elaborate for a common dwelling,” she said, slowly. “Where do they get their power?”


  “I don’t know,” Sergeant Miles said. “I was never a Mediator. The issue was never discussed outside the order. If Barb knew...”


  Emily swallowed as they passed through a pair of wards. Lady Barb wouldn’t have agreed to use sacrifices to power the wards, even if there was no other solution. And yet... was there another solution? She couldn’t think of one, which meant... she shook her head. The wards were just too elaborate. There was no way they could have been constructed and maintained without a sizable source of power. She knew they’d just have to figure it out before they left the building.


  General Pollack muttered a curse as they stepped into the war room, one hand dropping to a sword that wasn’t there. Master Lucknow stood on the far side of the chamber... Emily reminded herself, sharply, that it was the mimic. The creature’s eyes were bright and full of life, not dead and cold. She shivered, understanding - again - why so many people had assumed the mimics were living things. It was hard to accept, even knowing she’d put the spellwork together piece by piece, that they were nothing more than spells. She felt a twinge of guilt, despite the grim certainty Master Lucknow had intended to break her. She’d ripped his mind to shreds, drained his magic to power her spell...


  “It looks just like the real person,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly. “Does it talk like him, too?”


  “Of course,” Emily said. “It’ll fool anyone who doesn’t know what it is.”


  “Creepy,” Jan said. There was an edge in his voice. “It really does look like him.”


  Emily squeezed his hand. “What did he say to you?”


  “Nothing good,” Jan said. He looked away. “Master... he said I was a traitor. That I was... that I’d betrayed him. That... he was going to put me to work, as punishment. That...”


  He shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “I can guess,” Emily said. It couldn’t be easy to betray one’s master. It still bothered her that she’d turned against Void, even though he was waging war on the entire world. “If you want to talk about it, I’m here.”


  Sergeant Miles cleared his throat. “Later,” he said. “We don’t have time.”


  Emily nodded as they started to search the room. The table was strewn with maps, ranging from detailed plans of the White City to vaguer outlines of Zangaria, Alluvia and the Blighted Lands beyond. Red marks were scattered everywhere, centered on the nexus points. The staffers had drawn a question mark over Red Rose... Emily hoped that meant Mariah and Dater were still in control of the castle, still purging the nexus point of Void’s interference. It was hard to tell just how up-to-date the information was, even here. Void had taken out the normal communications channels. There might not be enough chat parchments scattered across the countryside for the channels to be rebuilt.


  There should be, she thought. Chat parchments had taken off like rockets, once the secret had leaked. But they have their own limitations.


  “The council was trying to track a series of civil wars,” General Pollack pronounced, as he studied the maps. “I don’t think they were able to influence the outcomes any longer.”


  Emily peered over his shoulder. The rebellion in Kerajaan was still ongoing, it seemed. The rebel army was closing on the capital, trying to defeat the monarchy before the king managed to rally support from the north. Master Lucknow had been sending all kinds of messages to the kingdom’s aristocrats - and neighboring kingdoms - but it didn’t look as if he’d received many replies. She grinned, despite the seriousness of the situation. The White Council was effectively defunct. No wonder Master Lucknow had been so desperate to bring her to justice. He’d probably seen it as the first step in reclaiming the council’s power and position.


  Aiden cleared her throat. “Is there anything we can do here?”


  “I don’t think so,” Sergeant Miles said. “And the longer we stay, the greater the chance of someone mounting a counterattack.”


  “True.” Emily concentrated, reaching out with her mind to touch the mimic. “We can set the defenses up again, and lock the rest of the mediators out of the castle, but we need to think about how to get out of here.”


  A flurry of memories washed through her. The mimic was slowly losing its grip on Master Lucknow’s identity. Emily gritted her teeth as she tried to follow the images, trying to determine what she was seeing. Master Lucknow’s mind hadn’t been compatible with hers even before he’d been consumed, his memories ripped out of his head and stored within a framework of magic. She sighed inwardly, promising herself she’d work on the spellwork when she had the time. She’d yet to master the technique. Master Wolfe’s mimics had gone weeks - or months - between feeds.


  She directed the mimic to tighten the defenses, then turned away from the table. “There’s something down below,” she said. “I think we need to know what it is.”


  Sergeant Miles looked irked, but followed her as she led the way back through the door and down the stairs. The wards were shifting, clearly confused. Emily ordered the mimic to add them to the list of authorized personnel, hoping the wards wouldn’t try to trap or keep them from leaving the building. It wasn’t easy. Master Lucknow might have been large and in charge, but he hadn’t been in sole charge. A wardmaster would have near-complete control, but... she shook her head. It didn’t matter. The sooner they finished searching the castle and got out, the better.


  “Gloomy place,” Aiden commented, as they passed a row of barracks. “Who’d want to live here?”


  “There’s never any shortage of volunteers,” General Pollack said. “The Order prided itself on accepting recruits from right across the Allied Lands. Magical or mundane, they put their old names and allegiances behind them and swore themselves to protect the Allied Lands themselves. They were few in number, but those who made it were the elite. There was never any shortage of work for them to do, either.”


  Emily nodded. The harshness of the training would be part of the appeal. She’d never really understood it herself, but she’d heard Jade and Cat go on and on about how they’d passed the hardest tests the sergeants could throw at them. Getting up at the crack of dawn, marching for thousands of miles before they had a bite to eat... her lips quirked, remembering how her friends had bragged so endlessly that it had been difficult to believe them. She doubted they’d marched more than ten miles before breakfast and even that was hard to believe... she shook her head. There was a certain pride in knowing one had taken the worst one’s trainers could devise and survived. If nothing else, it separated the men from the boys.


  And it proves that anyone who completed the training can be relied upon, she thought. They simply won’t give up.


  She put the thought out of her head as she led the way into a giant workshop. It looked as if it was owned by an alchemist and an enchanter or someone who’d mastered both disciplines, given that supplies and tools were scattered seemingly at random. She spotted a pair of cauldrons and glanced inside to check they were empty, then looked around for the magicians. The room was deserted. The mimic’s memories insisted the staff had been sent away for their own safety. Emily frowned as she spotted the collection of batteries and valves resting on a wooden table. The staff had taken the original design and improved upon it. She had to admit they’d done a good job.


  “The batteries are charged,” Jan said, picking one up. “This one is, at least.”


  “Check the others.” Emily examined the valves. They’d been crafted to make it easier to embed a spell, although she suspected the spellwork wouldn’t last for more than a few minutes at most. If the valve wasn’t linked to a battery and triggered, it would be worse than useless. She wasn’t sure the spell could be replaced if it was allowed to fade completely. “If they’re all charged, take them with us.”


  She forced herself to sweep the entire chamber. There were hundreds of magical devices scattered around, in varying stages of construction. The staff had clearly been working overtime before they’d been ordered to leave. She guessed the Mediators and the Knights of the Allied Lands had needed a constant supply of devices... she wondered, again, why the staff had been told to go. Maybe Master Lucknow had been more than a little unsure of himself. The staff were hardly serfs - or slaves. If they objected to putting Emily on trial, Master Lucknow might find himself in hot water...


  They have to be getting the power from somewhere, she thought, as she studied how magic flowed in and out of the chamber. But where?


  “Nine batteries,” Jan said. “The rest appear to be empty.”


  “Take them,” Sergeant Miles said. “Emily?”


  Emily nodded, stuffing a battery and valve in her pocket before heading further down the darkened stairwell. The wards seemed to be drawing power from something far below the castle, yet... it wasn’t a nexus point. It couldn’t be a nexus point. She braced herself as she reached the bottom of the stairs, trying to draw information from the mimic without disrupting the spellware any further. The power was welling up around her, yet... it felt odd. She stepped into the chamber and frowned. A hooded figure was standing in the center of the room, hands clasped behind his back. He was utterly unmoving. His face was cold and grey.


  “Don’t go any closer,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “Look at the runes!”


  Emily nodded as she cast a quick night-vision spell. The floor was covered in runes and spell circles, carved in solid metal. Iron, she thought. It looked like a ritual chamber, something she’d been cautioned never to enter - and never to cross the circles - until she was absolutely sure of what she was doing. She traced the runes, tracking how they absorbed power and directed it towards the figure... no, the homunculus. She’d seen something like it at Whitehall - the Warden was a homunculus - but this was different. She frowned as her eyes tracked over the circles, calculating how they directed power...


  “Oh, I get it.” Jan sounded pleased with himself. “They use the ritual to release magic and channel it into the homunculus, then into the wards! It’s brilliant!”


  “As long as you have enough magic stored within the wards,” Sergeant Mile said, gruffly. “You’d need to expend a certain amount of magic just to store magic.”


  Emily nodded. It wasn’t easy to store vast amounts of magic within one’s personal wards. It led to headaches and, if the magic wasn’t released quickly, madness. Necromancers went mad, at least in part, because they were channeling and storing too much power within their wards. She had to admire the solution. The mediators came into the chamber and released their power into the wards on a regular basis, ensuring the castle had enough power to keep itself safe and secure. The homunculus allowed them to channel and direct the power without touching it, keeping their minds intact. Emily studied the runes and circles, silently memorizing the patterns. She was mildly surprised the concept wasn’t shared more openly. It would have eliminated the need for batteries...


  They’d still need a base level of magic, if they didn’t want their magic eating itself, she thought, sourly. And that wouldn’t be easy to generate without a small army of magicians.


  Jan cleared his throat. “Is there any way we can use the magic stored here?”


  “I think so,” Emily said. There was a lot of magic within the chamber. She communed with the mimic, trying to determine what - if anything - Master Lucknow had known about the homunculus. Her lips tightened. Creating homunculi, particularly ones that could pass for human, was against the law. Master Lucknow and his comrades had probably rationalized their decision by claiming their homunculus would never be mistaken for human. “Give me a moment.”


  “There’s a portal chamber down there,” Sergeant Miles said. “We might just be able to hop all the way to Zangaria.”


  “Or Beneficence,” General Pollack put in. “I need to get back to my wife.”


  “If we can override Void’s spells,” Emily said. She pushed her mind further into the mimic, then into the castle’s wards. “I think...”


  The building shook. “Shit!”


  Jan stared at her. “What did you do?”


  “Nothing,” Emily said. “The castle is under attack!”


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  GENERAL POLLACK LOOKED AT HER. “The castle is under attack? By whom?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. The castle rocked again. “But they’re slamming magic into the wards.”


  She cursed under her breath. It wasn’t easy to work through the castle’s wards. The mimic was fraying at the seams, its memories fading into nothingness. Master Lucknow was about to die for the second time, taking his access permissions with him. She wasn’t sure what would happen if - when - the castle realized they weren’t meant to be inside the walls, but she doubted it would be anything good. Master Lucknow had never had complete authority. His doppelganger couldn’t give them permanent rights without confirmation from someone else.


  Her mind raced, trying to peer through the wards. It was hard to see outside, but... a small army had surrounded the castle. She hoped, just for a second, that Working Girl and her forces had come to their aid, but she knew even as she thought it that it wasn’t going to be the case. The army was strong in magic, spitting overpowered fireballs into the walls. There was no way they were anything but Void’s forces. She gritted her teeth as the castle shook again. Void was using batteries - her batteries - to hammer the castle into submission.


  “Void’s forces,” she said, grimly. “They’re here.”


  Sergeant Miles frowned. “Can we make a run for it?”


  Emily doubted it. The walls were surrounded. She didn’t know if there were any secret passageways leading out of the castle - the mimic didn’t seem to know either - and even if there were, there was a very good chance they’d pop up in the middle of the invading army. Or worse. The ground was shaking so violently it was quite possible that any secret passageways would have already collapsed, or would collapse in short order. She let out a breath as she disengaged from the wards, feeling sweat prickle on her forehead. If the castle had been manned, the defenders could have held the army back for quite some time. If...


  “I think we’re going to have to risk using the portals,” she said. “There’s no other way out.”


  She frowned as she led the way down to the portal chamber. The crystals were glowing faintly, suggesting they were drawing power from the wards, but there were no open portals. The mimic’s memories insisted the portals weren’t kept open, which meant... Emily cursed under her breath as she examined the spellwork. She and Jan and Sergeant Miles were perfectly capable of modifying the spellwork to open a portal to Zangaria, but it would take time... time she doubted they had. The wards were already channeling most of their power into the defenses. They might not be able to complete the spellwork before it was too late.


  “Shit,” she muttered. She forced herself to remember the spells they’d used to open a portal into the Tower of Alexis, even though she feared the coordinates would be useless. “We don’t have time to recalculate...”


  Aiden caught her eye. “Why don’t you ask the man back there?”


  Sergeant Miles barked an incredulous laugh. Emily flushed, mentally kicking herself. She’d met the Warden. Both Wardens. They’d been able to talk - she scowled, remembering the lecture the first Warden had given her - and even think for themselves, at least on some level. And yet, it had never occurred to her that this homunculus might be able to do the same. It was uncommon. Aiden had thought outside the box because she’d never really been in it.


  “I’ll speak to him,” Emily said. She glanced at Sergeant Miles as the castle shook again. “If you can get the crystals aligned, it shouldn’t be too hard to open a portal.”


  Except we’d need to know where the portal opened, she thought, as she led the mimic back to the ritual chamber. We could find ourselves at the bottom of the sea or under a mountain very easily...


  She directed the mimic into the chamber and looked at the homunculus. It didn’t seem to react to her presence at all, unlike the Warden. She peered through the mimic’s eyes, cursing under her breath as she sensed the tight knot of spells surrounding the homunculus. It didn’t have anywhere near as much autonomy as she’d thought, but... she sucked in her breath as she scanned the remaining memories, trying to understand how the system worked. Master Lucknow had used it to jump around the country, before the world had turned upside down. It was an advantage his comrades had used ruthlessly. She wondered, idly, how badly things would change, once her portal system became mainstream. It would probably turn the world upside down again.


  Her lips quirked as she spoke through the mimic. “I am Lucknow,” she said. “Acknowledge.”


  “Identity confirmed,” the homunculus said. Its voice was so flat it was impossible to mistake the sound for a human voice. “Acknowledged.”


  Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. “Proceed to the portal chamber,” she ordered. “Open a portal to Zangaria.”


  The homunculus moved forward in a manner that struck Emily as distantly robotic. She jumped to one side as the homunculus came at her, walking through where she’d been as if it had been completely unaware of her presence. She turned, steering the mimic ahead of her as she followed it down the corridor. It jerked back and forth, hands waving in the air as the wards adjusted to its presence. Emily suspected she was looking at a makeshift user interface, one designed to allow its users to steer the wards without linking their minds directly to the wardstones. The homunculus would take orders and pass them to the wards, perhaps translating them into something the wards could understand. She hoped it had the ability to understand what it was being told. The memories were vague. Master Lucknow hadn’t been involved in creating the homunculus. He’d been a little reluctant to place his faith in it.


  Unsurprising, Emily thought. It would be easy to fall into the trap of believing it actually thinks.


  She followed the homunculus into the portal chamber as the castle shook again and again, the wards vibrating as they were battered with overpowered spells. Emily wondered who was directing the attack, even as she steered the homunculus and the mimic into position to take control and open the portal. Void was powerful, but he wasn’t given to shows of brute force. Nanette? Or someone she didn’t know. Or... her eyes narrowed as she realized the overt attack could be nothing more than a diversion. Void’s troops might be hammering on the wards, expending vast amounts of power in a futile attempt to shatter the defenses, while the real attack went unnoticed until it was far too late. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to commune with the wards. They were already losing their ability to monitor the castle’s interior.


  He could have slipped a piece of chat parchment into the castle when he came to speak in my defense, Emily thought. She hadn’t seen any trace of it, but she was sure the castle had a library somewhere within the walls. It would be easy enough for Void to hide another charmed book on the shelves, confident it wouldn’t be discovered until it was too late. Or he could have sneaked the charms into the records or...


  She shook her head as the homunculus took up position. “Open a portal to Zangaria.”


  There was a pause. “Precise location required.”


  Emily winced at her mistake. Zangaria was roughly the size of France and not all of the country was friendly, not to her. Alassa ruled, but she didn’t rule everywhere. Emily didn’t know how many of the surviving nobles would put a knife in her back, given a chance; she didn’t know what was really happening in Alexis City. Her mind raced as she tried to think of an alternative. Cockatrice and Beneficence would be relatively safe, she thought, but they were too far from the capital for her peace of mind. They needed to be somewhere a great deal closer.


  “Chatham,” she said. “The edge of town.”


  The homunculus said nothing, but the magic field sharpened. The crystals started to glow brighter as magic was channeled into them, empowering the spellwork. Emily hoped - prayed - that Void wouldn’t be able to shut the portals down from a distance. They were hundreds of miles from Whitehall, but who knew what he could do? She hoped she hadn’t made a mistake, as the magic took shape and form. Chatham wasn’t that far from the capital - she’d passed through the town when she’d gone to rescue Alassa from her father - close enough to let them pick up intelligence and far away enough, she hoped, to have escaped attention if the capital had already fallen. And it wasn’t on the direct route to Cockatrice either. Void probably considered it a very low priority target, if he’d ever considered it at all.


  “Interesting,” Jan commented. “The portal magics are rough and crude, but powerful.”


  “They wanted to move their forces around the continent at speed,” Sergeant Miles explained, curtly. “They didn’t want to waste time setting up portals and crystals on both sides. They needed to rush troops into position before it was too late.”


  “It worked, too,” General Pollack said.


  Emily nodded, although she had a feeling the system had been on the verge of falling apart even without Void’s bid to take complete control. There simply hadn’t been enough mediators - and soldiers - to keep the peace, not if the looming threat of the necromancers was gone. The White Council had been deliberately hamstrung, in a bid to keep it from turning into an overarching government. Emily saw the logic, and she understood that no king or patriarch would willingly give up power, but... she shook her head. It might have been possible to defeat the necromancers well before her if the Allied Lands had worked together as one.


  Her lips curved into a grim smile. The only people the People’s Front of Judea hate more than the Romans are the Judean People's Front.


  “The portal won’t remain steady for long,” Jan warned. “We’ll only have a few seconds before it collapses.”


  “Long enough,” Emily said. She wondered, briefly, about commanding the mimic to change the destination as soon as they were through. If she opened a portal to the bottom of the sea, the ensuing flood would do a great deal of damage before the portal finally closed. “Get ready. We don’t want to waste time when the portal is finally open.”


  The wards shuddered again, then started to splinter. Emily hastily communed with the mimic, directing it to channel all remaining power into the portal. The wards crumbled violently, flashes of magic flickering and fading as Void’s troops broke into the castle. Emily heard alarms howling in the distance, alarms no one would answer. She wished she had time to set fire to the records or shape a nuke-spell... the thought crossed her mind and refused to leave. She had no idea how the remaining magic would interact with the blast - she had nightmares about someone using the nuke-spell on a nexus point - but there wouldn’t be much magic left in the castle. No... it was being channeled into the portal. She stepped away from the chamber, motioning for them to wait. Behind her, she sensed the portal slowly taking shape. It seemed to be dangerously insubstantial.


  She darted into the next room, an empty chamber, and crafted the nuke-spell. It felt wrong to be using it so close to a city, even though the city was on the far side of a towering mountain range and the imperial lands surrounding the castle had been evacuated months ago. She didn’t want to use it, even though cold logic told her she had no choice. Void had sent hundreds of his troops to invade the castle, men he couldn’t afford to lose. She had no idea how he’d enhanced them in the first place, but... he couldn’t have that many or he would have won the war by now. He certainly wouldn’t have moved his troops out of Red Rose.


  The spell glinted in front of her, an eerie green light pervading the chamber. Emily tightened the spell, placed a couple of charms on the chamber to make it difficult to find - and trigger the blast if someone did find it - and then stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her. The portal was struggling to take form, the last of the castle’s power flowing into the crystals. Emily eyed the wavering sheet of light, wondering if they dared jump through before it formed completely. The countdown was ticking. She wasn’t sure if she could disarm the nuke-spell before it detonated.


  “It’ll be ready in a moment,” Sergeant Miles said. “Get into position.”


  Emily nodded, hearing running footsteps in the distance. The wards had been solid, at least before Void’s forces had started hammering on them. He’d had no way to know what was happening inside the castle. He had a small army of spell-controlled traitors, but Emily was fairly certain none of them were inside the walls. They could have brought the wards crashing down from the inside... she glanced at the mimic, which was slowly losing its cohesion. Master Lucknow had ordered all non-essential personnel out of the castle. He’d probably considered the possibility that one or more of them might be under enemy control and done what he could... she wondered, grimly, if she’d ever know. The mimic’s memories were practically gone.


  “One minute,” Sergeant Miles said. “Ah...”


  Emily turned as the sound of footsteps grew louder. Sergeant Miles raised a hand, ready to cast a spell as Void’s troops came into view. They were running with inhuman speed, their faces hidden behind black masks. Emily realized, too late, what the sergeant had in mind. He had a valve in his hand, linked to a battery... she opened her mouth to shout a warning at the same time he triggered the spell. A force punch - massively overpowered - smashed its way down the corridor, picking up the troopers and smashing them to bloody paste. The entire building shook, once again. Emily sensed the nuke-spell building up, preparing to detonate...


  “Get through the portal,” she snapped. The wavering sheet of light wasn’t quite stable, but they were about to die. She shoved the general through the portal, ignoring his protest. “Move!”


  She glanced at the wreckage, then hurled herself into the light. Pain flared through her, needles of hot fire jabbing into her brain. She’d thought she’d prepared for the moment she went through the portal, but... her vision went black, then cleared rapidly. They were standing on the edge of a mid-sized town, the sun hanging high overhead. Emily shuddered, retching helplessly. She hadn’t felt so bad since the first time she’d stepped through a portal.


  Alarm washed through her. The portal...


  She turned, made sure Aiden, Jan, and the general were still with her, and cast a hasty cancellation charm once Sergeant Miles dived out of the portal. The portal snapped out of existence. She reached out to touch the mimic, getting a last impression of something an instant before the world went white. The nuke-spell had detonated. She wondered if Nanette, or whoever Void had put in command, had been caught in the blast. If there were any survivors, it would be hard - if not impossible - for them to figure out what had happened. It was quite possible they’d assume it had been Master Lucknow who’d blown the castle to hell.


  “We made it,” Sergeant Miles said. “Or is this somewhere else?”


  Emily straightened. She hadn’t really had time to explore Chatham - they’d been too concerned with getting to Alexis City before Alassa gave birth - but it looked right. It was midday, judging by the sun. She rubbed her forehead, feeling oddly bemused. She’d been asleep for hours, if not days. She put the thought aside and forced herself to think. They shouldn’t have any trouble walking into the city. They could find an inn, then find out what was going on before they made their way to the capital. It was unlikely anyone could track them to Chatham. The nuke-spell should have erased all traces of the portal magic.


  And vaporized the hair Master Lucknow took from me, she thought. There’ll be nothing left of his charm but atoms.


  “We have company,” Sergeant Miles said, sharply. “Prepare yourselves.”


  Emily looked up. A troop of horsemen were cantering towards them, backed by infantry. They wore aristocratic livery, the horses draped in caparisons that marked them as the property of Lord Allemande. Emily blinked, feeling a flicker of alarm. Lord Allemande’s troops shouldn’t have been anywhere near the town, let alone the capital. And... Alassa had said something about him, something bad. Maybe not an enemy, Emily thought as she struggled to recall what she’d been told, but not exactly an ally either.


  The leader stared down at them. “This town is under martial law,” he said. There was a faint hint of the northern regions in his voice, mingled with the aristocratic accent she’d come to detest. “Who are you?”


  “General Pollack, Knight of the Allied Lands,” General Pollack said. He stepped forward, drawing the man’s attention to him. “Take me to your leader.”


  Emily exchanged a look with Sergeant Miles. It felt as if they’d jumped out of the frying pan and straight into the fire. She wished the general hadn’t revealed his identity so openly, although she had to admit it was better than trying to keep their mouths shut. If they were lucky, the soldiers wouldn’t pay close attention to the rest of them. They looked like refugees, not aristocrats and sorcerers...


  “Come,” the leader growled. “Lord Allemande will wish to see you personally.”


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  THE CAMP WAS SITUATED AROUND A mile from the town, sitting beside a crossroads that allowed the army to hold the town in a vise without making it too obvious. Emily felt her heart sink as she saw the hundreds of men swarming over the roads and fields, far too many soldiers for anyone’s peace of mind. She still couldn’t remember much of anything about Lord Allemande, but she was entirely sure he wasn’t allowed more than a hundred armsmen under his banner. There were well over five hundred men within eyeshot, ranging from trained and garbed armsmen to outright mercenaries. Alassa was going to be furious when she found out. She’d gone to some trouble to make sure the remaining aristocrats couldn’t rise against her.


  Emily grimaced as they walked into the camp itself. Lord Allemande could have put an army together in the south, hundreds of miles from the capital, but marching outside his lands was a declaration of rebellion. There was no way anyone could miss the army even if it wasn’t harassing men and women making their way along the roads. The fact Alassa hadn’t done anything about it, not yet, worried her. Alassa might be the most popular monarch in the kingdom’s history, but she wouldn’t remain popular if she didn’t drive the rebels back to their own lands. How long would it take, Emily asked herself, for the commoners to decide that Lord Allemande should have the throne instead?


  Or before the commoners set out to give the rebels a thrashing themselves, she reminded herself. The army that won the civil war could easily be reformed.


  She kept her eyes open, staying at the rear as she looked around. There was a surprising shortage of firearms, save for a handful of early-model cannons and muskets. The majority of the troopers were armed with pikes and swords. She was surprised there weren’t many archers in the camp, although she supposed they could be positioned to intercept any thrust from the city. Lord Allemande had to have more troops within the region, even if she couldn’t see them. A mere thousand men wasn’t anything like enough to lay siege to one of the largest cities on the continent. Alassa would have no trouble breaking the siege if she wanted out.


  Her eyes narrowed as she sensed a handful of wards surrounding the command tent. Not strong ones, perhaps, but very well constructed. Lord Allemande had probably put out a call for magicians, yet he’d have problems recruiting strong mages who were willing to get involved in a civil war. She guessed he had a small number of magicians under his command, but not full-fledged sorcerers. The Compact wasn’t quite a dead letter. Not yet.


  The command tent was little more than an awning, covering a wooden table that had probably been looted from the town. Emily had known aristocratic commanders who’d gone to war with entire convoys of material goods, from comfortable chairs to expensive foodstuffs, but she doubted Lord Allemande had had the time to arrange it. He’d managed to raise an army and march it alarmingly close to the capital, without being stopped. Her eyes narrowed as General Pollack moved forward, motioning for the rest of them to stay back. Lord Allemande was sitting at the table, flanked by a man in a fancy general’s uniform and another in a drab tunic that shouted commoner. Emily stared at him for a long moment. Who - what - was he?


  “General Pollack.” Lord Allemande was disquietingly fat. His voice was warm, yet somehow chilling. “And Baroness Emily. What brings you to my camp?”


  Emily blinked. She hadn’t expected to be recognized. Lord Allemande might have seen her when she’d been formally presented to King Randor’s court, but she’d changed a lot since then. She didn’t recall meeting him, although the whole event had been something of a blur. The king certainly hadn’t told her he was going to make her a baroness... she leaned forward, suddenly unsure what to say. What was going on? What was really going on?


  “We are on the business of the Allied Lands,” General Pollack said. He held himself straight and tall, despite his tattered uniform. “And on the authority of the White Council...”


  Lord Allemande tittered. It was an oddly disconcerting sound. “The White Council no longer exists,” he said. He looked at Emily. “What brings you to my camp?”


  Emily gathered herself. “What brings you, and an army, to the edge of the capital?”


  “I am here to take back what is mine,” Lord Allemande said. “Why are you here?”


  Emily thought fast. Lord Allemande didn’t have a claim to the throne. He certainly didn’t have extensive claims to lands in the north. She was sure she would have heard of him a long time before now if he’d been a potential threat. Hell, he might have joined the Noblest when they’d launched their war against King Randor. Instead, he’d sat on his hands and done nothing when the country went to war. Emily supposed it had paid off. The fact he’d done nothing could hardly be held against him, not without raising the specter of another civil war. The last one had been quite bad enough.


  “We have to get to the capital,” she said. She studied the man in the commoner outfit. He was masking, and masking well... a magician? A sorcerer? “If you wish, we will take a message to Queen Alassa from you.”


  Lord Allemande’s face twisted. “You’ll be staying here until my forces enter the capital and secure the streets, then you can bear witness to my coronation as the rightful heir to the throne.”


  Emily stared at him. “On what grounds?”


  She pushed the issue as hard as she dared. “What gives you the right to claim the throne?”


  Lord Allemande gave her a look that suggested she’d asked a stupid question. “I have the right to claim the throne,” he said. “What more do I need?”


  Emily cursed under her breath. Lord Allemande didn’t have a connection to the royal bloodline or King Randor would have killed him long ago. There was no fig leaf of respectability to hide the fact he was trying to take the throne by force, something that would encourage the rest of the nobility to try their luck themselves. Unless... her stomach churned. It was possible Lord Allemande thought he could kill Jade and wed Alassa himself... if so, he didn’t know her very well. Alassa would kill him. And... the only other option was even worse. Emily didn’t want to think about it.


  She slipped her hand into her pocket, touching the valve with her bare skin. Lord Allemande was either mad or under enemy control. There was no way his army could take the city, let alone bring him a former queen, but it would waste Alassa’s time and resources. She tried to think of an argument that would convince him to let them go, even though she knew it wasn’t likely to work. Bringing an army to the capital wasn’t the sort of thing Alassa could overlook. If Emily was any judge, and she knew her friend very well, Alassa was already planning Allemande’s execution. And he had to know it too.


  “You’ll be staying with us,” Lord Allemande said. “We will treat you well and, after my coronation...”


  Emily glanced at Sergeant Miles, who nodded curtly. They didn’t dare let Lord Allemande take them into custody, not when he was bent on treason and probably under enemy control. He’d kill them, if he didn’t hand them directly to his controller. Emily looked at the commoner, suddenly sure he was a magician. He wouldn’t be dressed like that, in the middle of an aristocratic camp, unless he had something up his sleeve. Even the servants were better dressed.


  “No,” she said. She pushed a spell into the valve, linked it to the battery and pulled it out of her pocket. “I’m afraid we can’t stay.”


  She triggered the spell. A wave of naked force cascaded out of the valve and straight into the table, picking Lord Allemande and his council up and throwing them right across the camp. Emily turned, directing the valve like a fire hose and aiming it straight at the rest of the camp. Armed men flew into the air, picked up like ninepins and tossed right across the road; tents were yanked out of the ground and torn to ribbons, pieces of debris flying in all directions. The cannons quivered, the barrels rolling off their mounts and crashing to the ground. Emily turned, pointing the valve towards the horseman as they started to clatter towards them. She felt a pang of guilt as the horses were forced backwards, their riders falling back and landing on the ground. The battery ran dry, leaving the valve a useless piece of junk. She watched the horses run, leaving their former masters behind. Behind them, hundreds of men were running, too.


  “Poorly trained,” General Pollack commented. “They should have hit the ground as soon as they saw what you were doing.”


  Emily nodded as she looked around the ruined campsite. The tents had been knocked to the ground. The fires had been blown out, smoldering embers thrown in all directions. Emily hoped they wouldn’t set fire to the remains of the camp or ignite what remained of the gunpowder. The men on the ground were groaning in agony, if they weren’t stunned or dead. She winced inwardly, wondering how many men she’d just killed or condemned to a lingering death. Lord Allemande didn’t strike her as the type of person to waste resources treating commoners. She hadn’t seen any chirurgeons in his camp, let alone healers.


  “Good work,” Sergeant Miles said. He patted Emily’s back. “Shall we go?”


  “One moment,” Emily said. Aiden and Jan both looked stunned. “I have to find the sorcerer...”


  She picked her way through the remains of the camp, noting that the table had been smashed in two... she grimaced, wondering if Lord Allemande and his council had even survived the blast. She hadn’t been able to calculate just how much force would be released or how long it would last... Lord Allemande’s body had been tossed right across the camp. She motioned for the others to stay back, then stepped up to the dying man. He stared at her, his piggish eyes blinking madly. Emily guessed he’d been totally unprepared for the sudden reversal of fortune.


  More proof he wasn’t quite in his right mind, she thought, numbly. He should have been perfectly polite, all the while plotting to put a knife in me, instead of making it obvious he intended to keep us prisoner.


  “Let me help,” she said. “Let me...”


  Lord Allemande gurgled, then fell still. Emily shuddered, feeling her gorge rise. Again. The aristocrat probably hadn’t wanted to live - it looked as if he’d broken several bones, perhaps even his back - but Alassa would have killed him if he’d lived long enough to face her justice. Emily shuddered, leaving the body lying on the ground as she looked for the sorcerer. He was nowhere to be seen. Emily guessed he’d managed to either turn invisible or simply teleport out before he hit the ground. She’d seen Nanette do the same, back when the world had made slightly more sense. In hindsight...


  A groan rent the air. Emily turned and saw Allemande’s general trying to stand up. Blood was pouring from a gash in his arm, and she was fairly sure it was broken, but otherwise he seemed fine. Emily stared down at him until he looked away, then pressed her fingers against his arm and cast a healing spell. He winced, staring at her in utter incomprehension. Emily puzzled over it for a moment, then remembered she was an aristocrat. He wouldn’t expect her to do anything more than simply leave him to die.


  “Your master is dead,” she said, trying to channel Alassa. “Who do you serve now?”


  The general bowed his head. “You.”


  “Good,” Emily said. “What news from the city? What have you heard that made your master so confident he could take the crown for himself?”


  “He... he’d heard the queen had been forced to flee and locked in the Tower,” the general said, seemingly unaware of the contradiction. “He’d heard the princess was a prisoner. He’d heard she could be rescued, a match arranged between her and his son and... he gathered an army, intending to secure her before it was too late...”


  “Before someone else organized a protectorate,” Emily said. It was hard to keep her voice even. The general didn’t know anything, not for sure. His former master had put the army together quickly, too quickly to do so much as verify the news from the capital. “What happened when you took up position?”


  “Nothing,” the general said. “We waited, preparing for an assault. And then you arrived.”


  Emily frowned. It didn’t make sense. Neither Alassa nor Jade would have left an army on their doorstep, not if it could be removed. It was possible they’d chosen to play a waiting game, in hopes the army would break up before they had to deal with it - or simply expend itself uselessly in a bid to breech the city’s walls. And yet, if Alassa had too many other problems...


  “It was Lark’s fault,” the general insisted. “He just kept whispering in his ear...”


  The magician, Emily guessed. Lord Allemande wasn’t in control of the army, not really.


  She dismissed the thought. Right now, it didn’t matter. She had other problems. She had to render what remained of the army harmless, then get to the city and find out what was really going on. And then... she composed herself with an effort. She’d find out the truth and then she’d decide what to do.


  “Gather your men, or what remains of them,” she ordered. She wasn’t in any mood to waste time. “March them some distance from the road, so you’re not blocking traffic or harassing civilians as they go about their business, then set up camp and wait. If you don’t hear from me in a week, take the army home, pay off the soldiers and mercenaries alike and wait for the queen to deal with you. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Lady Sorceress.”


  Emily turned away, feeling her back prickle. Turning her back was a risk, even though her wards remained largely intact. If he tried to put a dagger in her... nothing happened as she made her way back to her friends. She was tempted to suggest General Pollack take control of them, but he’d want to get back to his wife before doing anything else. The general behind her might lose his fear, once he realized she’d walked away and left him alone, but it didn’t really matter. Either she made contact with Alassa, in which case Alassa could decide what to do with the remnants of Lord Allemande’s forces, or she didn’t. If that happened, the general could take his men home and disperse them. She wondered, idly, if Lord Allemande had an heir. There was going to be one hell of a power struggle if he didn’t.


  Aiden stared at her in numb horror as she rejoined them. Emily understood. Aiden had never seen devastation on such a scale, not even during the uprising. Hundreds of men were dead, or wounded, or simply broken... all at a sorceress’s whim. Emily didn’t blame Aiden for being stunned, even terrified. The devastation she’d unleashed was terrifying. It was just a matter of time before every sorcerer knew how to make batteries.


  She found her voice. “Emily, what did you do?”


  “What she had to do,” Sergeant Miles said. His voice was grim, badly worried. “We need to hurry.”


  Emily nodded. She hadn’t used enough magic personally to trigger the detection spells - she hoped - but the spell she’d used to smash the army had probably set off alarms right across the Allied Lands. There was no way to avoid the implication. Master Lucknow was no longer a problem, but Void might be dispatching his troops already. If he thought she’d triggered the battery...


  He might not, she told herself, as they walked through what remained of the camp. It wasn’t me who charged it.


  She kept a wary eye on the remnants of the army, hoping they wouldn’t try something stupid. She was in no mood to handle it. Thankfully, they seemed too cowed to do much of anything. Mercenaries never fought when there was nothing to gain - their client was dead - and armsmen tended to be little better than bullies, rarely capable of putting up a fight against people who could fight back. They wouldn’t want to take on a troop of musketmen, let alone a sorceress who’d flattened an entire army. Emily wondered, grimly, just how many of them would survive the next few days. They’d been broken. It was just a matter of time before the local population turned on them, unless they regained their cohesion before it was too late.


  Perhaps they should have treated them a little better, she thought, as they reached the edge of the camp and kept walking. They might even have won the help they needed to take the capital before the monarchy struck back.


  The air changed. She felt, just for a second, as if the world had twisted around her. She tensed, looking around. Something was wrong. Something was very badly wrong. The air was shifting. Her finger suddenly felt very heavy and...


  “Emily.” Void was standing in front of them, his hands clasped behind his back. His voice was calm and composed, as if he were discussing something as minor as the weather. “It’s time to come home.”


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  THE RING, EMILY THOUGHT, NUMBLY. She felt as if an invisible force was pinning her to the ground, her finger suddenly so heavy she could barely move it. His family ring...


  She swallowed, hard, as her mind spun. Void had given her the ring three years ago, immediately after his brother’s death. She’d put it on and she’d... she’d forgotten. She had recalled it from time to time, only to forget it again. She’d been induced to forget. The charms on the ring made it slip out of her mind, made her keep it with her no matter what she did. She tried to focus her mind, feeling the charms flowing out of the ring and into her magic. Void could have found her at any moment, simply by activating the ring. She’d thought she was so clever, hiding from his spells...


  He could have done it at any moment, she thought, numbly. Why didn’t he?


  Her mind raced as she battled to keep the charms from oozing into her thoughts. Void couldn’t have wanted her running riot across the countryside. If he really wanted her to take his place, he would have feared her being killed somewhere along the way. Perhaps it was another demented test or... no, the stakes were just too high. She clung to the thought desperately. He hadn’t triggered the ring beforehand because he hadn’t been able to... why not? Did he need to be in close proximity? Or...


  She was dimly aware of Sergeant Miles speaking quietly to Jan, all the while motioning for Aiden and General Pollack to get out of the line of fire. Emily gritted her teeth, trying to keep the spells from infecting her. She’d been stunned when he’d produced her library card, but this... this was a thousand times worse. He knew her mind well enough to slip his thoughts and compulsions into her brain, to twist her thinking to the point she’d lose her grip on reality - and morality. And... she felt sick as she struggled desperately to isolate the ring’s poison from her mind. Void wanted an heir, someone who would willingly follow in his footsteps. Had he decided to warp her mind into something suitable? Or had he giving up on the idea of making her his heir? Or...


  “You,” Sergeant Miles growled. His voice brought Emily back to her senses, just for a second. “You killed her.”


  “I’m sorry about Lady Barb’s death,” Void said. He sounded sincere, damn it. “But I had no choice. I had to...”


  “I don’t give a damn,” Sergeant Miles growled. “She was better than you’ll ever be. And you killed her!”


  Magic flashed over his hand and jabbed towards Void. Void raised his hand and deflected the magic with practiced ease. A look of boredom crossed his face as Sergeant Miles pressed the attack, curses and hexes dancing around Void’s wards and sparkling in all directions. Emily knew she should help him - she needed to - but she couldn’t muster the willpower to move. Her feet were rooted to the ground. She hoped General Pollack and Aiden had the sense to run without looking back. They had no place in a clash of the titans.


  “I am truly sorry,” Void said. His wards hardened, then shifted into a different form. “I grant you peace.”


  A beam of white light flared from his wards and speared towards Sergeant Miles. It struck his form and... passed through harmlessly. Emily stared in disbelief, her thoughts so sluggish it took her a few seconds to realize what had happened. The sergeant had cloaked himself, channeling his magic through an illusion to hide his true location. And he was somewhere else...


  Sergeant Miles appeared out of nowhere, flying towards Void. Magic curled around his fists as he slammed into Void’s wards, smashing into them with deadly force. The air tingled as their magic clashed, the sergeant tearing through his wards with wave after wave of raw magic. Emily hoped - prayed - he’d win, even as she feared the worst. She’d tested Void’s wards herself. Absorbing and deflecting magic was what they did, but... she realized, suddenly, what the sergeant had in mind. He might not be able to break the wards conventionally, yet... he might just be able to get his hands around Void’s neck. She silently rooted for him as the ring pulsed against her mind, bringing her to her knees. It was hard, so hard, to keep her thoughts together. She was being drawn into the abyss.


  Raw magic clashed against her protections as the two sorcerers kept exchanging blows. Emily had seen the sergeant fight before, but she’d never seen him fight so savagely. His power beat on the air, unstable and tainted magics boiling from his hands and plunging into Void’s wards. Emily had the impression the sergeant was physically tearing them open, his hands - laced with magic - ripping them apart as though they were flesh and blood. Void fought back with more skill, his power pushing against the sergeant’s wards. Emily remembered, once upon a time, Lady Barb warning her that it was very difficult to stop someone who didn’t care if he lived or died. The sergeant would die happy if he took Void into the darkness with him. Emily prayed he’d survive long enough to land a killing blow.


  Focus, she told herself, sharply. Get the ring off your finger.


  She tried to think, even though the ring was sapping her will. Jan was doing... something, something she couldn’t quite see. Rage washed though her, a surge of anger that surprised her in its intensity. He could get the ring off her finger... no, he couldn’t. He might not even be able to see the ring, despite his undoubted skill with charms. Void had crafted the ring to be invisible, even to someone who knew what to look for. Jan had no idea what was happening to her. Whatever he was doing, it wasn’t helping.


  Emily gritted her teeth, trying to muster the willpower to fight back. The ring’s charms were sliding into her mind on more than one level, slamming directly against her mental defenses while, at the same time, covertly undermining them. Emily had faced blunt compulsion charms, and subtle magic crafted to steer the victim in a particular direction, but this was a combination of the two. The more she resisted the overt charms, the deeper the covert spells dug into her mind. Giving up wasn’t an option, yet it felt like the only real option. She felt as if she were running a gauntlet, all too aware there was no end to the run. The only way out was through, yet...


  She forced herself to concentrate on moving her fingers. It hurt, as if she’d been partly turned to stone. Her body ached, swaying against an invisible breeze. Her fingers felt as if they’d been caught in a vise. The pain didn’t help her to focus. Instead, it made it harder and harder to think clearly. Her mind wanted to black out, to fall into the darkness. She wondered, numbly, if she’d be the same person when she opened her eyes. Void would have to use soul magic to heal her, when he took her back to the tower. The urge to make a handful of changes, to convert her to his side, would be almost irresistible.


  “You are strong,” Void said. His voice sounded tinny, as though he were standing a very long way away. “But you lack Barb’s skill with magic.”


  Sergeant Miles growled. “I don’t need skill to best you,” he said. “I just need one solid blow.”


  “A blow you will never be able to land.” Void sounded annoyed, as if his time was being deliberately wasted. “Stand down, Miles. You and your friends can walk away.”


  The sergeant snorted, casting another set of spells. “Is that weakness I hear in your voice?”


  “No.” Void’s magic flared, blasting a curse into the sergeant’s wards. “I take no pleasure in killing for the sake of killing. I’ll kill you if I have to, but I don’t want to.”


  “That’s a shame,” Sergeant Miles said. He pushed the offensive, his magic sparkling as he struck Void’s wards again and again. “I do want to kill you.”


  Emily told herself, sharply, to focus on escaping the charms holding her in place. Her fingers ached as she moved her left hand, pain shooting through her nerves like flickers of lightning. It was all she could do to bring her fingers into contact with the ring... they skittered over the ring, as if they couldn’t quite touch it. Despair threatened to overwhelm her, a sense that she couldn’t remove the ring... that it was just a matter of time before her defenses weakened to the point the charms could simply overwhelm her. She told herself that the curse wanted her to believe it, that it wanted her to simply give up. And yet, no matter what she did, she couldn’t remove the ring from her middle finger. She couldn’t even touch it.


  And I was so proud when he gave it to me, she recalled, sourly. I was so proud to be considered part of the family that I never stopped to ask why he waited until his brother was dead.


  She pulled back and directed her fingers to probe her sleeve. It felt weird, as though her body was no longer entirely hers. She felt as if she’d cast a compulsion charm on herself, as if she was manipulating a body... she felt her heart sink as she realized her thoughts were being pushed out of her own body, as if she were resisting herself. She concentrated on the sleeve and the dagger hidden within, the dagger she’d reclaimed when she’d killed Master Lucknow and his staff. The virgin blade - she wondered, in a flicker of gallows humor, if she still qualified to wear it - slipped out of its sheath. Her fingers twitched, the blade nearly falling from her hand. It was hard, so hard, not to think about what she was doing as she pressed her middle finger against the blade. She’d cut Nanette’s hand off to save her from Aurelius’s venom, but... pain shot through her as she jabbed the blade into her skin. The bone resisted, just for a second. She opened her mouth and screamed as the blade cut through the bone, the finger - and the ring - falling to the ground. The pain was intense...


  ... Her mind blanked, just for a second. She hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind from her. Her body convulsed, her thoughts twisting and turning as though they weren’t entirely sure what had happened to her... or where to go, now the ring was gone. Its poison had seeped into her very soul, threads of ice darting through everything that made her who and what she was. She tried to keep her mind together, unable to escape the sense of being trapped outside her body. She thought she saw strange things at the edge of her awareness, an instant before she fell back into herself. The pain grew worse. Much worse. She was dimly aware she was bleeding...


  Bind the wound, she told herself. It was all she could do to cast a painkilling spell. Her body felt like a sack of potatoes. She wasn’t sure if her eyes were open. They ached, pain shooting through her. Bright light flared around her... Sergeant Miles and Void were still exchanging blows. She gritted her teeth as she rolled over, despite the pain. Bind the wound before you bleed to death.


  She sat up, looking around. Jan was still working on something, his eyes fixed on the battery and valve in his hands. Emily wanted to scream at him for ignoring her, even though she knew they’d need the battery to win. If they could trap or kill Void, they could dismantle his empire before it took shape. If... she put the thought out of her mind as she stared at her missing finger. Blood was leaking from the stump, the wound ragged... it looked as if she’d bitten the finger off, rather than cut it with a blade. The pain was growing worse... she bit her lip as she searched for a cloth and pressed it to the wound, trying to staunch the bleeding. She’d been hurt worse, in the past, but she’d never done it to herself. There were no shortage of horror stories about people who did, only to discover they’d harmed their soul... or their magic. None of them ended well.


  “Emily,” Void said. He fended off the next set of curses with a wave of his hand. “You need to come with me.”


  “Why now?” Emily’s voice sounded raw, broken, even to her. “Why...?”


  She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak further. The ring was gone, yet her thoughts were still a muddled mess. She didn’t dare try to cast a spell. Even the simplest charm was likely to explode in her face, if she tried. And yet... Void was playing with Sergeant Miles. She’d seen him use far more effective and dangerous spells, when pitted against a necromancer... she swallowed, hard. Void probably didn’t want to kill another of her friends - and father-figures - in front of her. He might have spared Lady Barb if she hadn’t been so close to the nexus point, close enough to trigger an explosion that would have wiped out the entire school and most of the surrounding countryside.


  No, she told herself. She gathered herself. That doesn’t excuse anything.


  “No,” she said. “You have to stop this...”


  “You heard her,” Sergeant Miles snarled. “If even your daughter says you’re doing the wrong thing...”


  Void lashed out with his power, crashing it straight into Sergeant Miles’s wards. They shattered, magic spilling in all directions. Void clenched his fist, an invisible force grabbing the sergeant by the neck and lifting him into the air. Sergeant Miles didn’t seem disconcerted by being held dangling above the ground... Emily saw him smile as Void stepped closer, ready to crush the sergeant’s neck. Darth Vader would have approved, part of her mind noted. She opened her mouth, trying to think of a way to convince Void to let him go. Perhaps if she went with him...


  “This was futile,” Void said. “Did you think you could take me on?”


  Sergeant Miles smirked. “I kept you looking at me, didn’t I?”


  Jan triggered the battery. A cancellation spell - a massively overpowered spell - flowed out of the valve and across the scene. Emily felt her defenses start to collapse, her magic flickering and dying no matter how hard she struggled to keep them together. She felt a sudden pang of concern, unsure what would happen to the sergeant - and Void himself - when their magic failed. Void was in his second century. He might die without magic.


  Sergeant Miles dropped to the ground, raising his fists. “Not so tough without your magic, are you?”


  Void gave him a reproving look. “You disappoint me.”


  His form shimmered, then exploded in a flash of golden light. Emily stared, unsure what had happened. He couldn’t teleport... he shouldn’t have been able to teleport. No magician, no matter how powerful, could have teleported out of the trap. His spells would have been so badly disrupted he’d have found his atoms scattered across the world... Sergeant Miles swore, foully. However he’d done it, Void had made his escape.


  Emily found her voice. “What did he do?”


  “Bilocation.” Sergeant Miles said the word as if it were a curse. “Only half of him was ever here. When Jan triggered the spell, the body dissolved and the half-soul snapped back to the rest of his body.”


  “I remember,” Emily said. It had happened to her, when Rangka had snapped her neck. The shock had nearly killed her... technically, it had killed her. She still had nightmares about how close she’d come to total death. Void was older and tougher than she was, but... she’d bet good money the shock had disorientated him. It had certainly discomfited her. It was hard to even think about what happened, as if just considering the fact she’d been in two places at once was effectively lying to herself. “I...”


  Jan knelt beside her and pressed his fingers to her wound, muttering a healing spell. “What do you want to do with the ring?”


  “Keep it, if you can render it safe,” Emily said. It was a family ring. An idea crossed her mind. She could use it, if she had a chance to study the charms and rewrite them. “Sergeant...”


  “He got away,” Sergeant Miles said, grimly. He picked up the finger and carefully removed the ring, allowing it to drop to the ground. “I thought we could...”


  Emily nodded in understanding. The trap should have worked. It had worked. Her thoughts churned in circles. If Void hadn’t bilocated himself, they might have been able to kill him there and then. Instead... she scowled as she forced herself to stand, taking the finger and wrapping it in cloth before jamming it into her pocket. She’d have to get a healer to regrow the finger. The wound was too rough for the finger to be reattached.


  “We gave him a fight,” she said. “And stunned him.”


  “I’d say we gave him a fright,” Jan said. “Right?”


  “I doubt it,” Sergeant Miles told him. “He was holding back. He could have killed us all, if he’d wished. He could...”


  Emily sensed something behind her and turned, too late. Someone slammed into her...


  ... And, a second later, she was somewhere else.


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  EMILY ROLLED ON INSTINCT AS SHE fell into the darkness, feeling as though she was plunging from a great height. The teleport spell had caught her by surprise, although she knew it shouldn’t have. She and Void had devised teleport amulets and spells that could be triggered in a heartbeat, sending their target to a preset destination. The attacker hadn’t needed to waste time casting the spell, not when their sole goal was to grab Emily and run. They’d kidnapped her and yanked her away from her friends...


  The ground came up and hit her, knocking the wind from her body. She took a breath and regretted it instantly. The air stank of durian, lots of durian. Her power faded, her magic slipping from her grasp. She started to roll over, an instant before a solid weight landed on her back. Someone was pushing her down, hands trying to grab hold of her wrists. A bounty hunter? She struggled against the weight, pinching hard when she caught hold of her captor’s body. She heard a distinctly feminine grunt of pain and pinched harder, trying to get a moment to catch her breath. The person - the woman - pushing her down was tough. She slammed her hand into Emily’s head, banging it into the stone floor. Emily felt her nose break, blood streaming from the wound. A surge of anger shot through her, giving her the strength to press down and lift her body, throwing her captor off. She rolled over and stood, heedless of the blood dripping to the floor. Her eyes were starting to grow accustomed to the darkness. A shadowy form was coming right at her. Emily barely had a second to brace herself before they collided, again.


  “You killed him,” a voice said. They crashed to the floor, rolling over and over. Emily fumbled for the dagger, the dagger she hadn’t thought to pick up before she was grabbed and kidnapped. “You killed him, you...”


  Emily ducked a blow that would have cracked her skull, then shoved back as hard as she could. Nanette. It had to be Nanette. She could have accompanied Void, when he’d confronted them, then moved in for the kill - or the kidnap - when he’d been forced to retreat. Emily felt a surge of anger, mingled with fear. Nanette was good at magic, an accomplished master of disguise. And Emily was in no state for a fight. Nanette had picked her moment well. Emily had a nasty feeling she’d come to the end of the line.


  She reached out mentally, releasing Aurelius from his bracelet form. The familiar bond remained intact, thankfully. This time, Nanette wouldn’t survive a close encounter with the snake. This time... Emily’s heart twisted as she remembered the day she’d saved Nanette’s life. A great deal of trouble might have been averted if she’d chosen to let Nanette die, or simply hesitated until it was too late to save her. She braced herself as she launched the snake towards his target...


  ... And Nanette yanked a club off her belt and smacked the snake across the room.


  Emily screamed, every atom of her body convulsing with pain. She’d felt as if every last bone in her body had shattered to dust, as if she were on the verge of total death. She knew the link worked both ways, she knew she had a sense of Aurelius just as it had a sense of her, but the snake had never been hurt so badly before. Aurelius hit the wall and fell to the ground, his pain flowing through the link and sending her crashing down, too. She was aware, all too aware, of Nanette looking down at her, but her thoughts were a mess. She’d been through far too much in the last hour. Her vision faded...


  ... She jerked awake, her body aching. Her wrists felt numb. Nanette had tied them behind her back, then wrapped a rope around her ankles. The air still stank of durian. Emily reached for her magic, but felt nothing. The link to the snake felt dead. She hoped - she prayed - the snake was alive, even though it was hard to be sure. The familiar bond might have snapped completely - her mind might have closed the link in self-defense - or her brain might be damaged... she felt a flicker of panic, all too aware she might be on the verge of going crazy. Nanette had beaten her, completely and comprehensively. Emily knew she’d run out of tricks.


  “Feeling better?”


  Emily twisted her head. Nanette had lit a lantern, its flickering glow thrusting the chamber into sharp relief. She squatted beside Emily, long dark hair spilling over a face that reminded Emily - not for the first time - of Lady Barb. Her heart clenched as she forced herself to stare into Nanette’s dark eyes, wondering if she was seeing the real Nanette. It was possible she’d never seen Nanette’s true face. Nanette had worn so many guises over the years that it was easy to believe Nanette had forgotten herself.


  She swallowed, tasting bile and durian in her mouth. “What … what have you done?”


  Nanette snickered, as if she were laughing at a joke that wasn’t really funny. “Where do you think the gas came from?”


  Emily had no idea. She’d never heard of anyone converting a potion into a gas, although she couldn’t think of any reason it might be impossible. Void had found a way to study the magic within a potion and cast it naturally, without bothering to actually brew the liquid; she could easily imagine him embedding the magic within a gas. It was very different from what he’d shown her, but... she doubted it was impossible. She might even have mentioned poison gas to him, when she’d discussed Earth’s history of near-constant war. She might have given him the idea.


  “Heart’s Eye,” Nanette said, answering her own question. She giggled. “Can you believe it? A mundane comes up with a trick to depower a magician, any magician. And it works on you, the one magician he wouldn’t want to hurt.”


  “Heart’s Eye?” Emily found it hard to talk. “Why...?”


  “Why didn’t they tell you?” Nanette shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest idea.”


  Emily scowled. She’d been out of touch after the war, first at Void’s tower and then at Laughter. She hadn’t had anywhere near enough time to catch up with her letters, let alone go to Heart’s Eye personally, before all hell had broken loose. She wanted to believe Nanette was telling the truth and yet... how could a mundane brew a potion that actually worked? They’d need a battery and a valve and... her mind spun in circles. How could they charge a battery without magic? And how could they ration the power so they didn’t blow up the cauldron in the process?


  “Funny, isn’t it?” Nanette poked her, sharply. “You laid the groundwork for your own defeat.”


  “Funny.” Emily rested her head against the stone floor. “Hah. Hah.”


  She tried to think, despite the aching pain in her skull. Nanette had breathed the potion too - she wouldn’t have had to beat Emily into submission if she could simply have hexed her - but it hardly mattered. Emily was tied too tightly to escape, certainly not quickly enough to keep Nanette from battering her down again. And even if she did, Nanette was a strong and capable fighter. She might just let Emily get out so she had an excuse to beat her to death.


  “So,” she managed. “What now?”


  “He wants you alive,” Nanette said. She drew a long dagger from her boot. “I, on the other hand, want you dead. And, thanks to you and your friends, he’s got other problems right now. I can slit your throat and vanish before he realizes what I’ve done.”


  “I thought I could vanish, too,” Emily said. She still couldn’t believe she’d forgotten the ring. It had stayed on her finger, even as it slipped out of her mind. “And I was wrong.”


  “You might have made it, if you hadn’t broken into Resolution Castle,” Nanette said. “He wasn’t fooled by that bare-breasted trollop.”


  Emily had to smile, despite Nanette’s dagger. “And he tracked me from there?”


  Nanette scowled. “It wasn’t easy. They really were determined to keep the castle out of enemy hands.”


  “Yes,” Emily agreed. Better Master Lucknow got the blame for that. He was dead. He wouldn’t care. “And you think you can stay out of his sight forever?”


  “He won’t live forever,” Nanette said. She lifted the dagger. “Are you ready to die?”


  Emily met her eyes. “Why do you hate me so much?”


  “You killed Aurelius,” Nanette said. “He was my... he was my mentor. He was... he took me under his wing and taught me everything and convinced me I could make a difference. I would have done anything for him. I slipped into Whitehall, then played nice with you at Mountaintop for him. And you killed him.”


  “I didn’t kill him,” Emily said. She understood, all too well. There’d been a time she would have done anything for Void, too. He’d saved her life, then introduced her to a whole new world. “Nanette, I didn’t kill him.”


  “You would say anything to be free,” Nanette said, coldly. “Do you think I would take the word of a murdering bitch for anything?”


  “I could have killed you, back when you touched my snake,” Emily said. “I could have made the decision to simply let you die. Why didn’t I, if I’m such a murdering bitch?”


  Nanette glared at her. “You thought you could come back for me? You didn’t realize I could make it out of the school before it was too late?”


  “I could have done nothing,” Emily said. “And if I had, you would have died.”


  She pressed her edge. “Who told you I killed him?”


  “Cloak,” Nanette said. “He called himself Cloak, when he recruited me. He didn’t tell me his true name until he needed me to stay beside you.”


  Not his true name, Emily thought. It’s an affectation.


  She forced herself to meet Nanette’s eyes. “He was there. He spoke to me, after the school came crashing down. He could have killed Aurelius himself. Or Aurelius could have simply given up and died...”


  “Never.” Nanette jabbed the dagger towards Emily’s throat, stopping an instant before the blade would have sliced into her flesh. “He would never have given up.”


  Emily didn’t flinch. “And I didn’t kill him,” she said. “Cloak - Void - could easily have told you I did, just to stoke your hatred. He knew it would make it impossible for us to work out our differences.”


  She felt a stab of pity. Nanette had been a powerful young woman, when they’d met openly, but there’d been more than enough clues suggesting she came from a commoner background. It was easy to imagine a childhood of neglect, perhaps even abuse to rival Frieda’s. It was easy to believe Aurelius could have exploited it, showing interest in a lonely little girl with untapped potential, grooming her to be his agent... he’d done well, Emily conceded ruefully. He’d turned Nanette into his loyal tool. And her desire to avenge her former mentor was going to bite her current employer hard.


  “You would say anything,” Nanette snarled. “Do you really expect me to believe you?”


  Emily took the plunge. “Touch my mind,” she said. It was a hell of a gamble, but she couldn’t think of any other option. Nanette didn’t have much time, not if she wanted to murder Emily before Void arrived to take custody. “Take a look for yourself.”


  Nanette sneered. “And you expect me to be able to do it here?”


  “Take a purgative,” Emily advised. She kicked herself for the oversight. Nanette had rendered herself powerless, too. “And use magic to keep the gas from getting to you.”


  Nanette stood and stared down at her for a long moment, her face unreadable. Emily could guess what she was thinking. The truth was in Emily’s mind, waiting for her. And yet, opening the link meant Emily could look back into her mind, magic or no. Nanette would have the edge, but... Nanette turned and strode away, into the next room. Emily heard the sound of retching a moment later. Nanette would have set the wards to keep the gas concentrated in the first room. She wouldn’t want to breathe too much of it. It might do permanent damage.


  And it wouldn’t do her lungs any good either, Emily thought. It might shorten her life.


  “If this is a trick,” Nanette said, “you will not survive the day.”


  Emily hid her amusement as the other woman knelt beside her. Nanette had made it clear she wasn’t going to survive, whatever happened. She’d committed herself the moment she’d pulled out the dagger. Void wouldn’t be amused if Nanette killed Emily, or even suggested she would. Emily felt uncomfortably naked as Nanette pressed her hand against Emily’s forehead, her magic reaching into her skull. She understood - Nanette didn’t want Emily reaching into her mind - but it was still uncomfortable. Nanette wasn’t trying to make her feel better.


  At least she’s not trying to sneak into my mind, she thought. I invited her to enter openly.


  A sheet of foreign emotions washed through her as the pressure intensified. Nanette’s thoughts were brushing against hers, memories flickering through both of their minds. She saw herself from Nanette’s point of view, first as a roommate and then as a junior student... she tasted Nanette’s bitter jealousy that Aurelius had shown an interest in recruiting Emily, her sick pleasure in ordering Emily and the rest of the dorm around... a flickering spark of delight when she’d struck back at her tormentor. The memory was so intense it took time for Emily to recall it wasn’t hers. A girl with a nasty habit of pinching younger students had been pinched so hard it had nearly crippled her. Nanette had done it, as a first-year. No wonder Aurelius had seen potential in her.


  Nanette clawed through Emily’s mind, dragging through her memories. The threat from Mountaintop. Her agreement to allow herself to be kidnapped. Her first meeting with Aurelius, and the spells he’d shown her. Her developing friendship with Frieda. Her first time as a tutor, teaching Frieda how to use her magic properly. And... her final meeting with Aurelius. Emily tasted Nanette’s shock as she saw the meeting, scanning the memories again and again to ensure there was nothing hidden. It hadn’t been Emily who’d struck the fatal blow. But it could easily have been Void.


  He had a motive, Emily thought, knowing Nanette would hear her thoughts. Aurelius had his own quarrel. He had his own plans to take power. And Void couldn’t allow him to succeed.


  Another flurry of memories shot through her. Nanette, staggering out of the school. Nanette, somehow managing to teleport to Dragon’s Den. Nanette, on the verge of death, saved by Cloak. Nanette, entering Laughter as a spy. Nanette, seducing Penny and using her; Nanette, hardening her heart as she carried out mission after mission for her master. And Nanette...


   


  Nanette sat back on her haunches. Emily blinked hard, opening her eyes with no clear memory of closing them. Her head felt as if she’d been hit with a hammer, time and time again. She felt so naked that she forced herself to check she was still dressed. Nanette stared at her, tears glistening in her eyes. Emily wondered what she was thinking, wondered if she dared make a stand. She didn’t know Void had killed Aurelius. It was the likeliest possibility, but there were others. Aurelius hadn’t been short of enemies. There’d been at least a dozen tutors at Mountaintop who’d wanted him gone.


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said. She recalled her own shock when she’d discovered Nanette had been Silent all along. “You can come with us...”


  “Are you...?” Nanette shook her head. “Are you mad?”


  “No.” Emily met her eyes. “You’ve done a lot of harm, directly or indirectly. But you can make up for it. Come with me. Work with us. Help us stop him.”


  “You really aren’t from around here, are you?” Nanette sounded as if she couldn’t decide if she wanted to laugh or cry. “I never realized... I never even thought. I... you were his daughter. I never realized you’d come from another world.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. “I have a different way of looking at the world,” she said. “But it isn’t wrong.”


  Nanette said nothing for a long moment. “And you expect me to just... come with you?”


  “You can stay, if you want,” Emily said. “I’m sure he’ll reward you for handing me over to him. Except... he’s already lied to you once, and he’s used you, and he’s lied to me too. If you stay, what’ll happen? He’ll use you, praise you and discard you. He certainly didn’t bother to invest in you the way Aurelius did...”


  “And you think your friends will just... accept me?” Nanette shook her head. “You really are an alien, aren’t you?”


  “No,” Emily said. “I know them. The choice is yours. Come with me or kill me or let me go or hand me over to him. It’s up to you.”


  Nanette drew the dagger, then rolled Emily over and cut her bonds free. “I have a teleport amulet in the next room, primed to send me back to Zangaria,” she said. “If you give me a moment or two to adjust the spells, it’ll drop us back where I found you.”


  Emily stood, rubbing her wrists, then picked up the snake and cradled him in her hands. He was alive, barely. “Thank you.”


  “I want him gone,” Nanette said. “Promise me that, Emily. I want him gone.”


  Emily met her eyes. “If I can, I will.”


  Chapter Forty


  “EMILY,” ALASSA SAID, QUIETLY. “ARE YOU sure about this?”


  Emily didn’t have to ask what she meant. Nanette had teleported them both back to Zangaria, where Emily had had to talk fast to keep Sergeant Miles from knocking Nanette out or simply killing her outright. There hadn’t been any time to catch their breath. They’d walked straight to Chatham, stolen a number of horses and galloped all the way to Alexis. The remnants of the besieging army were nowhere to be seen - Emily guessed they’d seen the duel and fled, again - but it had still been difficult to get through the gates. It might have been impossible if the commanding officer hadn’t recognized her personally.


  “I saw inside her mind,” she said, quietly. Her finger had been regrown by a healer, but it still felt wrong. “I think we can trust her to work with us.”


  Alassa nodded, curtly. She’d gathered her forces and retaken the castle, then discovered - too late - that the attack had only been one of many. A number of her aristocrats had either been killed, their castles invaded and occupied, or simply subverted. Worse, the kingdom had been invaded on two different fronts. It was sheer luck, as she pointed out, that it hadn’t been three. The kingdom to the east had apparently been hit by its own bloody uprising. It would be years, Emily hoped, before whoever won started thinking about invading their neighbors.


  “I hope you’re right,” Alassa said. Her gaze swept the war room. “I’m sorry to hear about Lady Barb.”


  “I miss her.” Emily sagged, feeling as if she could finally let herself go. “She deserved better.”


  “He wouldn’t have let her live,” Alassa reminded her. “She knew he was trouble.”


  “She was his apprentice, once upon a time,” Emily said. “She” - she shook her head - “I wish I’d listened to her.”


  “There’s nothing you can do to change the past,” Alassa said. “Is there?”


  Emily hesitated. She had fallen back in time, but... she doubted she could do it again. It was extremely difficult to navigate through time, let alone space... she knew she’d been lucky to reach her destination safely. Going back in time and putting a knife in Void before he took power wasn’t on the table. Unless... she frowned. There was at least one possible solution to the problem... she made a mental note to give it some thought. Whitehall wasn’t the only nexus point that could be used to travel in time.


  “I don’t think so,” she said. “Have you heard from Frieda?”


  “Not a peep,” Alassa said. “I recovered my chat parchments when we regained the castle and tried to use them. No response from you or Frieda. Cat’s still in Kuching, rather bemused. I don’t think he knows what’s happening outside his borders. Melissa” - she grimaced - “has been driven from her home. She and Markus have moved to the Bank of Silence, in Beneficence.”


  “He has another nexus point, then,” Emily said, quietly.


  She forced herself to sit still as Alassa told her what she’d heard. The Allied Lands had fragmented. Half the kingdoms were either in the midst of violent uprisings or invading their neighbors. The White Council was effectively gone, the White City inaccessible and Resolution Castle nothing more than a pile of rubble. The communications networks had broken down completely. The chat parchments were the only way to send messages from one kingdom to another instantly. Void had all the time in the world to put his pieces in place, then take over. The endless border wars - and uprisings - were just sapping the forces that might resist him.


  “We were lucky to get away,” Emily said, finally. “Do you have a plan?”


  “Right now, I have to secure my borders and drive the invaders out,” Alassa said. “Do you have a plan to deal with him?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. She’d thought the mimic was her best shot, but it was gone... she could make another one. “He’ll come here, won’t he?”


  “As soon as he figures out you’re here,” Alassa said. “We found it hard, almost impossible, to kill a couple of hundred enhanced soldiers. If he sends a bigger force...”


  “I know.” Emily sighed. The castle was heavily defended, but not heavily enough. “I think I’ve had an idea, but... we’ll have to get to Heart’s Eye.”


  “Which will mean crossing thousands of miles, unless you manage to open a portal,” Alassa pointed out. “Or... do you think you can teleport?”


  “Nanette was able to teleport,” Emily said. “Jan and I spent hours studying the redirection spells he devised. We should be able to slip through the net, if we study Nanette’s permissions and use them to hack the spells...”


  “Should,” Alassa repeated. “What if you’re wrong?”


  “Then we die,” Emily said, bluntly. “We did lure his troops into a trap, a few weeks ago. We can easily teleport barrels of gunpowder randomly around the world, letting him yank them into the castle before they explode. And that...”


  She rubbed her forehead, feeling her head starting to pound as she tried not to yawn. It had been a long day. First Master Lucknow, then Lord Allemande, then Void, then Nanette... she yawned, despite herself. She needed a good meal, a bath, a long rest... she winced inwardly. Alassa was right. The moment Void worked out what had happened, he’d come for her. And if he caught her with her guard down, again, it would be the end.


  Her hand ached. She looked at the regrown finger and shuddered, feeling an urge to throw up. The ring was in a secure box, surrounded by all the wards and concealment charms Sergeant Miles could devise, but... she didn’t feel very secure. She needed to sit down and meditate, to clear her mind to make sure Void hadn’t planted any compulsions or suggestions through the ring. He knew her mind well, almost as well as she knew it herself. If there was anyone who could do it, he could.


  “Your old rooms have been kept for you,” Alassa said. “And Little Emily is looking forward to seeing you again, once you’re properly healed.”


  “She’s only eighteen months old,” Emily protested. “She can’t really want to see me.”


  “She knows people,” Alassa assured her. “We went through the whole stranger danger phase nine months ago. She’s over it now. And she is looking forward to meeting you.”


  Emily had to smile. “Let me shower first? And rest?”


  “Should I tell Jan to stay out of your rooms?” Alassa winked at her. “Or should I send him in?”


  “I need to rest,” Emily said, flushing. “After that...”


  There was a tap on the door. Jade entered, his sword on his belt. “I’ve put the sergeant and... her... in the red room,” he said. “The sergeant insisted on keeping an eye on her personally.”


  Emily nodded. Sergeant Miles had made it clear he didn’t trust Nanette, that he feared the whole kidnapping attempt was a cover for something more nefarious. Emily had tried to explain what she’d seen in Nanette’s mind, but the sergeant hadn’t been impressed. Emily understood, although she knew what she’d seen. Nanette had been at her side for eighteen months, pretending to be a harmless - powerless - maid. There was no point in pretending, Emily reflected, that she hadn’t been fooled. Even now, they couldn’t afford to take Nanette lightly.


  And Void might have a way to track her, with or without her cooperation, Emily thought, grimly. They’d searched Nanette from head to toe - Nanette had asked if they were going to buy her a drink afterwards - and found nothing, but that was meaningless. There could be another ring, or something more subtle, embedded within her magic, concealed even from herself. Keeping her here might bring something unpleasant down on our heads.


  “Good,” Alassa said. “It’ll give him something to do.”


  Jade frowned. “Emily, you may have to do something about him.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “He’s been his normal self most of the time, but...”


  She shook her head. She needed him. And besides, she couldn’t bring herself to consider the worst. She didn’t want to think about killing him... murdering him, even if it was for the good of everyone else. She wished, again, that she hadn’t dragged Lady Barb away from her lover. If she’d survived, she could have stayed with him...,


  “I’ll deal with it, if I have to,” she said, reluctantly. “If there’s no other choice...”


  “There probably isn’t,” Jade said, flatly. “His shields are barely holding, and his grief is so bad, it’s astonishing he’s not projecting it to everyone. His magic is out of control. You may have to put something nasty in his tea.”


  “Poison him, you mean,” Emily snapped. “Right now, I think we have worse problems.”


  “Quite,” Alassa agreed. “Get some rest. Mouse will show you to your rooms. Tomorrow, we’ll hold a proper conference and decide what to do.”


  “Do?” Emily brushed down her trousers, ignoring the stab of pain from her new finger. “We’re going to stop him. Whatever it takes, we’re doing to stop him.”


  She took a breath. “We’ve been running for far too long,” she added. “He’s had all the time in the world to secure his grip on power, then obliterate his enemies. He’s even made use of us to deal with some of his problems. And now... we can’t run any more. We’re going to turn on him and defeat him before it’s too late. That is what we’re going to do.”


  “Well said,” Jade commented. “And how do you intend to defeat him?”


  Emily smiled. “I have an idea,” she said. She’d get some rest, then interrogate Nanette and work with Jan to find a way to hack the detection spells. Once they could teleport again, they’d have far more options for taking the fight to Void. “And, if we’re lucky, it may even turn into a plan.”


  Epilogue


  IT WAS... IRRITATING.


  Emily’s greatest strength, Void had noted when he’d first started to take more than a cursory interest in her, wasn’t her magic, which was formidable, or her intelligence, which was remarkable. It was her ability to make friends out of enemies, to convince people who regarded her as an irritant - at best - that she wasn’t an implacable enemy. Her insights - born from a very different world - gave her an edge no other sorceress could match. She didn’t have to remind herself to see people as people. She believed it so deeply it was hard for her to comprehend that others didn’t see the world in the same way.


  It was a gift, Void admitted to himself, that he had initially thought a dangerous weakness. His father and his uncles would have beaten it out of him, if he’d shown it as a young man. To show empathy, to show understanding, risked opening one’s heart to attack. And yet, Emily did it as naturally as breathing. It was far too useful a gift, for her, for him to have ever considered beating it out of her. There was nothing fake about it, no sense that she was openly trying to manipulate people into supporting her. It was genuine in a way that simply couldn’t be faked.


  Others, lacking awareness of her origins, found it disconcerting. They thought she was hiding something, that it was a cunning plan aimed towards some distant incomprehensible goal... or, perhaps, a goal they would find all too comprehensible. They thought she was building a power base of her own, a network of magicians and mundanes dedicated to serving her... it was impossible for them to grasp Emily had no long-term plan, no desire to eventually put herself on the throne. They looked at her and saw someone who shared their goals, their dreams of power. They didn’t realize she was so different she might as well have come from another world. The thought never failed to amuse him. She had come from another world.


  And it was her gift that made her his ideal heir. He could do the dirty work. He had no qualms about staining his hands with blood, if necessary. She could take the empire he was building, the empire he would gift her, and turn it into a stable state. It was her very reluctance to assume the role, a role anyone else would pay any price to have, that made her so ideal. She wouldn’t allow power to corrupt her. She would build a state she could leave to itself, once she’d put it in order. He’d listened to the history of her world, a world so different and yet so akin to his own. People were people, wherever they lived. They would have their chance for a better world.


  It was ironic, he reflected, that her gift had also caused problems for him. His plans had been designed to take accidents into account, from the death or disgrace of one of his allies to a sudden shift in a kingdom’s balance of power, but he hadn’t anticipated how her concepts and ideas - her technology - would change the world. He’d wanted to make life better for the peasants... for everyone. And yet, it had never occurred to him that they might want to take matters into their own hands. The plans he’d spent so long putting into place had been disrupted, quite by accident. A near-bloodless takeover had turned into a growing series of civil wars. He’d hoped to disrupt society, not shatter it altogether. It wasn’t going to be easy to put the pieces back together.


  He frowned as he studied the nexus point. Using Nanette had always been a risk. The girl’s loathing of Emily had been useful, because it had rendered her immune to Emily’s gift for befriending servants and turning them into allies, but he’d feared Nanette would try to pursue her vendetta against Emily despite his orders and threats of retribution. It hadn’t helped, he conceded ruefully, that Sergeant Miles had managed to stun him. Killing Lady Barb had been necessary, but he’d known when he cast the spell that he might permanently alienate Emily. Killing Sergeant Miles as well would have guaranteed it. And so he’d held back, long enough to give the sergeant a chance to strike at him. He would have been impressed, if it hadn’t cost him far too much. Nanette had taken Emily to the way-station, then teleported her out again. The wards had made it clear they’d left as allies.


  And given how much Nanette hated Emily, he reflected, there’s only one thing she could have done to convince Nanette to join her.


  He considered the thought for a long moment, then turned away from the nexus point. The plan had run into unexpected problems, he conceded without heat, but it hadn’t failed. Not yet. Many of his early targets had fallen to him. The remainder would fall in short order, leaving the world at his mercy. And there was no one left to rally resistance. Master Lucknow was dead, his allies dead or scattered, the White Council smashed beyond repair... there was no one left, save for Emily herself.


  And in doing so, she plays into my hands, he thought. And, together, we will build a new world.
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