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    Prologue I

    THE DEAD STRETCHED AS FAR AS the eye could see.

    Sir Roger stood at the edge of the field and watched as his men, the victors in the savage engagement, looted the bodies of the dead. Weapons, tunics, money... all belonged to the victors. Here and there, a wounded man was put out of his misery by a quick stroke of a sword or the slash of a knife. The medical tents were overflowing with friendly casualties. No one was going to waste time and resources saving enemy lives. It wasn’t as if common-born prisoners could be ransomed.

    He heard a man shout as he hoisted up a dead body wearing silver armor and a purple cloak, both stained with blood. Sir Roger’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the dead body: Lord Redford, a man who’d once been nothing more than a penniless nobleman at King Randor’s court. He’d clutched his title, Sir Roger recalled, and sneered at inferiors because it was all he really had. There had been lesser-ranked men – and women too – who’d wielded true power. Perhaps that had been why Redford had thrown his lot in with the Noblest. It had been his only hope of regaining wealth and power that had been frittered away long ago.

    And he died on the field, Sir Roger thought, as he watched the dead man’s body being stripped bare. He was too brave or stupid to run when we sprang our trap.

    He couldn’t find it in him to enjoy his rival’s death, or the humiliation his body had suffered in the aftermath. It lay on the ground now, as naked as the day it was born, while the men who’d found him hurried towards the rear. The armor alone would bring a pretty penny to the men, if they sold it to the merchants who hovered around the army like flies on shit. They probably wouldn’t keep it for themselves. The Sumptuary Laws forbade common soldiers to wear silver armor. Sir Roger had his doubts about the wisdom of that. A skilled archer could put a bolt through a man from right across the battlefield... and silver armor merely told the archer who to target. The conventions of war hinted strongly that aristocrats should be left alone – they could be captured and ransomed – but cold practicalities suggested otherwise. An army might come to pieces if its commander was killed.

    It was a sobering thought. He’d walked amongst the dead, after the fighting had ended, in hopes of finding familiar faces. But there had been no sign of any of the senior Noblest, not even Hedrick or Simon Harkness. The former was no surprise – Hedrick Harkness was a coward in a world that frowned on the slightest hint of cowardice – but the latter was odd. Simon Harkness was a man’s man. The thought of him running from the battlefield was... unthinkable, somehow. Sir Roger had met the younger man. Simon had always looked as if he had something to prove. The question marks over his parentage had ensured it.

    They probably planned for defeat as well as victory, Sir Roger thought, ruefully. The Noblest had gambled by striking directly at Alexis, but they hadn’t risked everything on one throw of the dice. That had been smart of them, yet... they might have won if they’d thrown everything they had at him. We came closer to defeat than I want to admit.

    He heard trumpets blare and turned, just in time to see a golden horse appear at the edge of the battlefield. Ice ran down his spine as he realized that King Randor himself had come to see the dead... he hastily bushed his armor down, trying to look as presentable as possible as his monarch rode towards him. His personal bodyguard followed, looking more than a little uneasy. Sir Roger didn’t blame them. The enemy army had been shattered and put to flight, and Sir Roger had deployed cavalry to chase down and slaughter the survivors before they could regroup, but a single man with a crossbow could change the situation in an instant if he took a shot at the king. Or one of the newer rifles, if one was to be found. Lady Emily had talked about snipers eventually being able to target a man from miles away.

    “Your Majesty,” he said, going down on one knee. “The field is ours.”

    “So I see,” the king grunted. He surveyed the battlefield for a long moment, then slowly clambered off his horse. “You may rise.”

    Sir Roger did so, careful not to look up too blatantly. The king was the king, even on a battlefield. He had to be shown proper deference at all times. And yet, something was nagging at the back of Sir Roger’s head. Something wasn’t quite right. The king wasn’t an imposter, he thought, but something else was wrong. He couldn’t put his finger on it.

    “The enemy army has been smashed, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said. “We captured forty-seven prisoners.”

    The king smiled, cruelly. “Aristocratic prisoners, of course.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said. No one bothered to take commoners as prisoners. The mercenaries might switch sides, if given a chance, but half-trained peasants were useless. It was easier to put them to flight, or execute them, than keep them prisoner. “I believe the highest-ranking prisoner is Lord Galashiels. He was taken prisoner by...”

    “Execute him,” King Randor ordered.

    Sir Roger felt his mouth drop open. “Your Majesty?”

    “Execute him,” King Randor repeated, steel in his voice. “Execute them all.”

    “Your Majesty...”

    “Do I have to repeat myself?” King Randor’s eyes flashed with rage – and, for a moment, something else. But it was gone before Sir Roger could see it clearly. “Execute them!”

    Sir Roger braced himself, wondering if the next words he said would be the ones that got him sent to the block. The king was clearly in a vile mood. Whatever had happened in Alexis – and Sir Roger had only heard whispered rumors – had been indisputably bad. Lady Emily had been meant to face the headsman for the first and last time... had she escaped? Or had something else happened? He didn’t dare ask.

    But he had to argue for his men. “Your Majesty, the prisoners were captured by my subordinates,” he said. It would be more accurate to say that the prisoners were largely captured by common soldiers, who’d then been forced to surrender them to higher-ranking officers, but the king wouldn’t concern himself with such trivia. “They have a right to claim the ransom.”

    “The prisoners will have nothing to pay the ransom with,” King Randor growled. His fists clenched. “Their families will be wiped from the rolls.”

    Sir Roger paled. “Yes, Your Majesty. But...”

    The king snorted. “Inform the captors that they will be paid a reasonable amount for their captives,” he ordered. “But execute them all, at once. Their heads are to be prominently displayed on Traitor’s Gate.”

    “It will be done, Your Majesty.” Sir Roger summoned a messenger with a nod. “If that is your command, it will be done.”

    He swallowed, hard, as he turned away to issue the orders. Aristocrats might die on the battlefield, but to execute them after they’d been captured for ransom... it wasn’t done! Who knew what would happen if a loyalist fell into enemy hands? Sir Roger shivered at the thought, knowing the Noblest would certainly retaliate in kind. Any loyalist who was captured would be lucky if he was only beheaded on the spot. It wouldn’t be long before both sides were locked in a competition of horror that ran all the way down to the bottom.

    And how many loyalists will remain loyal, he asked himself, when the king puts us all in danger?

    “A good start,” the king said, once the orders were issued. He was surveying the battlefield, pausing here and there to exchange brief words with his men. Sir Roger could see, at times, the fighting prince the king had once been behind his permanent scowl. “How badly did we hurt them?”

    “We broke their advance force, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said, after a moment. He knew better than to depend upon estimates. One scout had reported an enemy army of over a million men and promptly been scourged for exaggeration. “Between here and the other two battlefields, I believe we killed around five thousand men. It is hard to be sure.”

    “But we broke them,” King Randor said.

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger assured him. “Their army showed us their backsides and ran. I already have horsemen hunting them down.”

    “And it will take them a long time to regroup, particularly if they have no contingency plans for defeat,” King Randor mused. “Very well. I want you to deploy half your cavalry to secure the roads into the Harkness Lands. We’ll relieve Castle Blackstone, then move against Harkness itself. We will not give them any time to regroup.”

    “As you command, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said. “But cavalry alone will not be...”

    “Your musketmen and cannoneers will follow, once the bridges are secure,” King Randor added. “We will not give them time to regroup and obtain more weapons. I want Baroness Harkness crushed before my treacherous daughter has a chance to rally her own forces.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said. Behind him, he heard a shout of protest. “It will take her some time to muster the strength to challenge you...” 

    “But the Noblest” – the king spat – “and I will weaken each other, if our fight goes on for too long. She will have the time she needs, unless we end it now. Pass the word, Sir Roger; this is total war. Those who do not submit themselves will be destroyed.”

    The king turned, remounted his horse and cantered away, his bodyguards following him. Sir Roger stared after his king for a long moment, then turned... just in time to see the last prisoner be beheaded. Sir Roger had seen death before – he’d seen men die jousting as well as on the battlefield – but the sight still chilled him. It represented a new kind of warfare, a warfare that was – in its own way – as merciless as the muskets and cannons Lady Emily had introduced to the battlefield. This was no mere skirmish, no test of strength between the king and his barons; this was total war. Randor would be the undisputed master of his kingdom or nothing...

    ... Or nothing.

    Sir Roger shivered as the bodies were left to rot on the muddy ground. He couldn’t help thinking that it boded ill for the future.


    Prologue II

    IT WASN’T HER THRONE ROOM.

    Alassa sat on the chair, which she resolutely refused to call a throne, and studied the map without really seeing it. It wasn’t her chair either. It had belonged to either Lord Hans or Lady Regina of Swanhaven, and Jade, when he’d been appointed Baron Swanhaven, had never bothered to replace it. Alassa was tempted to wonder if it had belonged to one of the earlier barons – it was uncomfortably hard, particularly for a pregnant woman – but she didn’t care enough to ask. The staff were skittish around her. Jade hadn’t made enough of an impression to banish memories of Lord Hans and Lady Regina. Merely asking might cause a panic.

    She stroked her growing abdomen, wondering when she’d feel the baby kick. The healers had assured her that it was a normal pregnancy, so far, but Alassa wouldn’t feel truly secure until the baby was pushed into the world. Male or female, it would be proof that she was fertile, that she could carry on the dynasty. It was odd to realize that one of the few things she had in common with her father, the few things she’d actually acknowledge, included a determination to have an heir, but it was easier for him. Her father had taken hundreds of mistresses, desperately hoping that one of them would bear him a son. Alassa needed to bear a son of her body. It didn’t seem fair, somehow.

    I could have killed Father, she thought, remembering the moment – three weeks ago – when she’d had her father in her sights. If she’d pulled the trigger, she could have put a bullet right through his head. And who knows what would have happened then?

    In truth, she wasn’t sure why she hadn’t pulled the trigger. Her father and she had never been particularly close, even before he’d locked her up in the Tower of Alexis and thrown away the key. She wanted, she needed, to take the throne that had been her birthright from the moment it became clear that her father would not have a legitimate male child. And she knew her father’s reign would be bad for the kingdom. He’d already tried his hardest to execute Alassa’s closest friends.

    I was weak, she told herself, although she wasn’t sure if that was actually true. Could a daughter kill her father? Could a daughter take the throne after she killed her father? She’d hardly be the first monarch to inherit after her predecessor died under dubious circumstances that no one dared look at too closely. If I’d killed him...

    The thought was like a stab to the gut. She knew, deep inside, that she hadn’t wanted to kill him. A daughter should not kill her father. She’d always assumed that her father would die and she would succeed him, not that she’d kill him. She had spent too much of her life looking for his approval to want to kill him. A dead man couldn’t smile at her when she did something clever and give her his blessing. She’d always envied Imaiqah’s easy relationship with her father, even though that had nearly got Imaiqah killed. King Randor had never had time for his daughter.

    She touched her abdomen again, gritting her teeth. There was no choice, not now. She had to kill her father, directly or indirectly, or he’d take her child. Alassa had no doubt, not now, that her father would have had her killed, after the baby was born. Killed... or banished to some desolate castle in the badlands where no one would think to look for her, while he raised her child in his own image. She had to kill her father for the sake of the child. She had no choice...

    ... But she didn’t like it.

    The wards quivered, just slightly, as Jade passed through the outer layers and stepped through the door. Alassa rose, then threw dignity to the winds and ran to him. Jade was hot and sweaty and smelt of mud, but she didn’t care. She pressed her lips to his and kissed him as hard as she could, enjoying the brief sensation. She’d been lucky in Jade. Other husbands would have tried to take power for themselves. That would not have been a happy marriage.

    “You should be taking more care of yourself,” Jade said, touching her abdomen gently. “Really...”

    “I have to be active,” Alassa reminded him. She understood his concern – and she even shared his fears for the baby – but there were other considerations. “The people have to see me on the throne.”

    It was an odd thought. Her father had never worried about the good opinions of anyone who didn’t have a title. They were less than nothing to him, unless they did something that merited ennoblement. But Alassa... most of her friends were commoners. Neither Emily nor Imaiqah – nor Jade, for that matter – had been born noble. It was hard to understand, sometimes, why commoners couldn’t do as they were told, but she thought she could use it. She’d just have to remember not to repeat her father’s mistake once she was secure on her throne. 

    And I have to seek popularity, she thought. What choice do I have?

    “I suppose,” Jade said. She knew him well enough to know that it wasn’t the end of the argument, but there were too many listening ears near the makeshift throne room. “You’ll be pleased to know that the first regiments are marching out now. If your father does decide on a lightning strike at Swanhaven, we’ll be ready for him.”

    Alassa nodded. She understood little of military strategy – she’d certainly never been allowed to lead troops in combat – but Jade could fill in the gaps. Her father had only a handful of options if he wanted to crush the rebels before it was too late. A direct stab at Swanhaven was perhaps his best bet. He’d be a fool to target Cockatrice before Swanhaven was neutralized.

    “And if he doesn’t, we can take the offensive,” she added. “It will take him months to crush the barons.”

    “Let us hope so,” Jade said. He wasn’t as confident as she was that the Barons would manage to delay the king for long. The Noblest were a pack of traitors. They’d come apart if the king managed to land a few solid blows. “We probably need to start planning to move against Winter Flower.”

    Alassa frowned. A month ago, the thought of ravaging Winter Flower from one end to the other would have been very satisfactory. Alicia, Baroness Winter Flower, had had the nerve to bear King Randor a son. Babe in arms or not, Alexis was a deadly threat to Alassa’s position. But Alicia had risked her life – and worse – to help Jade and his friends spring Alassa from the Tower. Alassa honestly wasn’t sure how she should react to Alicia now. Her emotions were a mess.

    “Yeah.” She reached out and held him, tightly. “But we can do that later.”

    Jade smiled. “As you command, Your Highness.”

    Alassa elbowed him. “We’re alone. You don’t have to be formal.”

    And she kissed him again.

     



    Chapter One

    THE NIGHT WAS WARM, UNCOMFORTABLY SO. It reminded her of too many other dark days.

    Emily lay on the hillside and peered down towards the castle below. It wasn’t much of a castle – it was really nothing more than an oversized blockhouse – but it blocked the bridge crossing the River Swanhaven and prevented traffic from moving between Swanhaven and Winter Flower. Emily didn’t need to be Alexander the Great to understand the strategic significance of the otherwise unimportant castle. As long as it remained in the king’s hands, it made it impossible for Alassa to move an army into East Swanhaven and secure her borders with Winter Flower. Worse, perhaps, it prevented river trade that countless communities depended upon to survive. The economic damage from a long-term lack of trade would cause all sorts of problems on both sides of the divide. 

    Her eyes narrowed as she studied the building. She was no expert in castle design – she’d never had the chance to study the mechanics at Whitehall – but it would be difficult to take by conventional assault. It was positioned neatly in the middle of a river, forcing any would-be attackers to advance along the bridge if they wanted to reach the gates. They’d be exposed to archers, perhaps even musketmen, along the way, even if they were protected by siege engines. And getting a catapult – or a cannon – into position to bombard the castle would be tricky. Emily silently admired the designers. They’d taken a small building that should be impossible to defend and turned it into an impregnable fortress.

    And we can’t even starve them out, she thought. She’d seen the manifests. The castle had enough supplies to keep a company of soldiers fed for months. Somehow, she doubted King Randor had skimped on the supplies. We simply don’t have the time.

    And yet, there was no choice. The castle – and the bridge – had to be taken. Fording the river was supposed to be impossible, at least in large numbers. Alassa had teams of engineers working on pontoon bridges, but they thought it would be several weeks before the bridges were ready. By then, King Randor could have moved an entire army up to the border, blocking his rebel daughter from driving on the capital. Emily shuddered to think of just how many people would die if Alassa had to force her way across the river. The waters would turn red with blood.

    She turned to look at Cat, lying next to her. He looked odd in the darkness, the night-vision spell she used washing his face of color. She wondered, absently, how she looked to him. She’d donned a pair of dark trousers and a shirt – and concealed her hair under a cap – but she wasn’t hidden from his gaze. She hoped she was hidden from the castle’s guards, if they were watching the hillside. They’d set up protective wards, of course, as soon as they’d crawled into view, but a single charmed arrow would be more than enough to ruin the mission. King Randor had encouraged his archers to develop their skills, handing out rewards to any who proved able to hit a target at over two hundred meters. Emily was all too aware that they were far closer to the castle than that.

    The king won’t have sent his best archers up here, she told herself, although she wasn’t sure she believed it. King Randor had a lot of archers. He needs them down south in Harkness.

    “There’s no way we’re going to get close to the castle without being seen,” she muttered, trusting in the spell to hide her words. Sergeant Miles had taught her just how far sound could travel in the night air. “What do you think?”

    “Agreed,” Cat said. “We don’t even dare try to swim to the castle.”

    Emily nodded. She was a confident swimmer – Sergeant Miles had taught her – but the river was too dangerous to take lightly. They might be able to make it to the castle walls, if they were lucky, yet there was no way they could take any supplies with them. Their magic might be enough, but it might not be. She reached out with her senses, feeling – gingerly – for protective wards. The castle had two, both very limited. It suggested there was no sorcerer in residence.

    “King Randor doesn’t have enough sorcerers to risk one here,” Cat said, when she pointed it out. “He’ll be keeping them close to home.”

    “Let’s hope so,” Emily said, doubtfully. King Randor might not have many first-rank sorcerers, but he could have hired a dozen magicians and put them to work. He’d need someone to help keep his disparate forces connected, if nothing else. A communications sorcerer could make good money during wartime. “Do you really want to risk flying to the castle?”

    Cat glanced at her. “Do you see any other option?”

    Sergeant Miles would kill the pair of us if we suggested flying to him, Emily thought. In theory, the plan was perfect; in practice, if there was even a fifth or sixth-rank magician in the castle, the plan was suicide. It wouldn’t take much magic to disrupt their spells and send them plunging to their deaths. But it would give us a chance to take them by surprise.

    She shook her head, trying to conceal her nervousness. Flying to the castle was exactly the sort of plan Cat would devise, despite the dangers. Hell, the dangers were one good reason why no one would expect them to try to fly. But she wasn’t anything like so confident that the plan was a good idea. And yet... she couldn’t think of anything better. They simply didn’t have the time.

    “I’ll alert Sergeant Rotherham,” Cat said. “You wait here and watch for signs of trouble.”

    Emily nodded and turned her attention back to the castle. It was a dark brooding mass, barely visible even though the night-vision spell. No lights shone from its arrow slits, the better to ensure its occupants remained accustomed to the dark. Emily wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. King Randor would have wanted to show off his strength as much as possible, particularly if he was running a bluff. The castle might be undermanned, given the circumstances. Randor had had no reason to expect trouble from Swanhaven or Cockatrice – he’d had Alassa and Imaiqah imprisoned until they’d been broken out two weeks ago – and he might have withdrawn the troops to the south. 

    But they were patrolling during the daytime, Emily reminded herself. The locals had been very clear on that point. And they’ve been interrogating and searching everyone who wants to cross the bridge.

    Cat scrambled back to her. “The sergeant’s putting his men in position now,” he said, as he stood. “Are you ready?”

    No, Emily thought. “Yes,” she murmured. “I’m ready.”

    “Good.” Cat winked at her, a brief flashing expression in the darkness, then cast the first spell. “Try and stay over the river. It might save your life if you lose control of the spell.”

    Or get blasted out of the sky, Emily thought, as she cast her spell. She felt her body slowly rise into the air, gusts of wind pushing at her as she levitated towards the castle. What are the odds of surviving if we crash into the water?

    She tried not to think about it as they glided over the river and headed towards the castle, her eyes probing for signs of watchmen on the tiny battlements. There would be someone on watch, she was sure, even if the castle’s wardens thought themselves impregnable. She dreaded to think what the king would do to any of his people who allowed themselves to be surrounded during the night. She’d watched a man get beaten within an inch of his life merely for falling asleep on watch.

    A flicker of movement caught her eye. She tensed as she saw the lone watchmen lean against the battlements surveying the darkness. His face was pale against the shadows, peering constantly from side to side... he never looked up. Emily wasn’t surprised. The odds of being attacked from the air were very low. There were people in Cockatrice who were experimenting with hot air balloons and gliders, but so far results had been mixed. It would be years before the Nameless World’s armies deployed parachutists against their foes.

    Cat dropped down towards the battlements and landed neatly, one hand snapping into a casting pose. The guard whirled around, then froze as Cat hit him with a freeze hex. Emily landed beside him, feeling a flicker of sympathy for the guard. If they won, he’d be spending the rest of the war in a POW camp; if they lost, he’d be in deep shit with his superiors when the spell wore off. He’d be lucky if he wasn’t simply carried to the battlements and thrown into the rushing water below.

    “Got him.” Cat stopped in front of the door and muttered a charm. The lock clicked open without resistance. “Shall we go?”

    Emily let Cat take the lead as they slipped into the castle. The stairwell was strikingly narrow, tight enough to make her feel claustrophobic and dark enough to make her acutely unsure of what waited at the bottom. Cat had to bow his head to avoid cracking it against the stone roof. Emily felt her hair brush the roof as they reached the bottom and opened another door. It led into a small guardroom. Four men were sitting at the table, drinking and playing cards. They looked up and stared in horror as Cat froze the first two...

    “Intruders,” a third shouted. “Intruders...”

    Emily froze him. The fourth grabbed an earthen mug and threw it at them. She swore, then sidestepped it neatly, freezing yet another guard a second later. But it was too late. She heard clattering in the distance as the rest of the guards realized the castle was under attack and scrambled to its defense. Cat shoved the guards to one side and strode to the nearest doorway. The sound of clattering grew louder.

    “They’re in their armor,” he muttered. “It might be charmed.”

    Emily nodded and readied her spells. Charmed armor could absorb or deflect a handful of curses, but a series of spells would be more than enough to overwhelm any protections worked into the metal. She wondered, as it got louder, if Randor had given any charmed armor to the guards. If there was anywhere he should have sent the armor, save for Alexis itself, it was here... but charmed armor was expensive. Randor might have hesitated to send it anywhere outside the capital.

    The first three men appeared, wearing conventional armor. They should have been weighed down by the its sheer weight, but they moved with surprising speed. Emily had long-since ceased to marvel at just how fast knights and guards could move, or how strong they were. Knights had to work hard to earn their spurs, training for years before they were deemed ready to wear their lord’s colors. They couldn’t simply pick up a gun and start shooting.

    Cat threw the first spell, freezing the lead guardsman in place. Emily joined him, but the guards kept coming, using their frozen companions as human shields. Emily was almost impressed. Whoever was in charge on the other side had clearly thought fast. Worse, they’d realized the freeze spells would protect their victims from anything else hurled in their direction. They were better than standard wooden or metal shields. 

    Clever, Emily thought. And futile.

    She gathered her magic, then summoned a wind and blew it down the corridor. The guards wobbled, then tumbled over, thrown head over heels by the sheer force of the wind. Cat snapped out spells, freezing every soldier who came into view; they crashed, hard, against the stone walls and toppled to the ground. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief, then ran forward. A handful of guards moaned in pain and she froze them on the spot. It would give the poor bastards some relief until the spells wore off or were removed.

    “We have to get down to the gates,” Cat snapped, as he moved past her and down the corridor. “Once the sergeant is in, we can search the castle properly.”

    Emily nodded and followed him as he found another stairwell leading down to the ground floor. The stench of horseshit rose up to greet them. Emily breathed through her mouth as they reached the bottom and looked around, hunting for the gatehouse. The horses were an unexpected bonus – Alassa’s cavalry would be delighted to have them – but she’d never liked the mangy beasts. Despite Alassa’s best efforts, Emily knew she would never be anything more than a marginal horsewoman.

    A hand grabbed her cap, yanking her back. It came loose, allowing her hair to tumble down. Emily heard someone gasp behind her – clearly, her assailant hadn’t realized he’d caught a woman – and then threw a hex over her shoulder. Her attacker flew back, still holding onto her hair. Emily hit the ground hard enough to hurt, but rolled over and stunned him before he had a chance to stick a knife in her. The stable boy – she thought he was a stable boy – looked disconcertingly young. She rather doubted he was even in his teens.

    Poor kid, she thought. It was far from uncommon for children to be given adult responsibilities – the stable boy might well have been fostered to one of the men upstairs – but it never ceased to surprise her. And he’ll be going into the camps too.

    She heard the sound of a fireball behind her and spun around. Cat stood by the door, trading hexes with a pair of men in armor. Emily thought they were sorcerers, at first, but then she saw wands. It was unlikely they had any real magic, then. A person with a spark of power – but very little else – would probably not be able to use a wand, not in the way Alassa had used hers six years ago. No, someone else had charged the wands and issued them to the soldiers.

    And issued them with charmed armor too, Emily thought. It was a neat little trap. Cat could take out one soldier, but the other would get him. But whoever had planned the ambush hadn’t realized that there were two attackers. I can get the other one...

    “You take the one on the left,” Cat said, as the two armored men started to advance. A fireball struck Cat’s wards and exploded, the heat of the flames scorching the stone walls. “I’ll take the one on the right...”

    “I’ve got a better idea,” Emily said. “Hang on.”

    She stepped forward, shaping a spell with her mind. The guardsmen didn’t have any idea how their wands worked. They were merely jabbing them at their targets, trying to force them back before they ran out of magic. Emily wondered, as she finished the spell, just how much magic had been invested in the wands. It couldn’t be that much. Apart from her batteries, anything used to store magic leaked with terrifying speed. The wands might already be on the verge of dying.

    A fireball slammed into her wards and detonated with a loud bang. Emily ignored it, concentrating on her magic. She cast the spell a moment later, ignoring Cat’s puzzled frown. The guards seemed to hesitate, then jabbed the wands at her again... and stumbled back as the wands exploded with terrifying force. Emily smiled as the guards hit the floor, their armor ruined by the blasts. She’d turned the air surrounding them into pure oxygen. Their own fireballs had exploded the moment they’d been cast.

    Cat ran forward and froze both of the guards, muttering spells to put out the fire. “Emily,” he called back. “What did you do?”

    “I’ll explain later,” Emily said. She was surprised the technique hadn’t been reverse-engineered three years ago, when she’d used it against Master Grey, but it was quite possible that no one had been able to figure out what she’d done. The Nameless World hadn’t realized yet that air was a combination of gases, one of which was explosive in sufficient quantities. “We have to get to the gates.”

    “Down here,” Cat said. “Watch my back.”

    Emily nodded as Cat hurried down the corridor and into the gatehouse. It was remarkably simple for a castle’s portcullis, although she supposed the designers hadn’t been able to make it as secure as they would have liked. The building wasn’t big enough for a proper gatehouse. 

    It’s still pretty secure, she thought, as Cat used magic to force the cogs to move. It must take at least four strong men to move the gates without magic. 

    The portcullis opened with a rattling sound. Emily tensed, glancing back the way they’d come. If there was anyone in the castle still able to walk, they knew where Emily and Cat were. She moved to the corridor and listened carefully, but she heard nothing. A moment later, Sergeant Rotherham and his men flowed into the castle. They looked around admiringly, their eyes lingering on Emily. She flushed. They admired Cat, both as a combat sorcerer and a soldier, but they practically worshipped her. She didn’t feel comfortable with it. There was no way she could live up to the legend.

    “Search the building, then bring the prisoners outside,” Cat ordered. “And if you find any papers, I want to see them.”

    “Yes, My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said. He looked at Emily. “My Lady?”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. “Do as he says,” she said, ignoring Cat’s huff. “We need to have this building secured before dawn.”


    Chapter Two

    “OVERALL, A SUCCESSFUL OPERATION,” CAT SAID, as the sun started to rise. He held out a mug of mulled wine. “Do you not think?”

    Emily shrugged, watching the prisoners as they were marched to the nearby field under heavy guard. The senior officers had given their parole – and the enlisted men would probably be quite happy to swap sides or simply go home – but it would be a while before any were released. Alassa and Jade needed to interrogate them, even though it was unlikely that any of them knew anything useful. Randor wouldn’t have sent his most capable subordinates to a place he’d believed was going to be quiet.

    She took the mug, muttered a spell to neutralize the alcohol, then took a sip. It tasted foul, but it was warming. A cold air was blowing down from the distant mountains, driving away the warmth of night. The clouds overhead promised rain sometime in the middle of the day. Emily hoped they’d be well on their way to Swanhaven City before the skies opened and the downpour began. Travel wasn’t easy on Zangaria’s poor excuse for a road network.

    We should just teleport, she thought, as she took another sip. But we have to conserve our magic.

    She wanted to lean into Cat’s arms, but she knew better than to show any hint they were in a relationship in front of the men. They’d think less of her, no matter what she’d done. It wasn’t fair, but it had been drummed into her head right from the start. Men respected women who acted like men, who shared the burdens and didn’t complain. They didn’t respect women who showed any traces of femininity. It was all too easy for grumblings about female weaknesses to take root if men felt the women were getting special treatment.

    Sergeant Rotherham approached and stopped at a respectful distance, carrying a sheaf of paper. Emily nodded to him, motioning for the sergeant to approach. The formality practiced by Alassa and Jade – and even Cat – was alien to her, despite four years of Martial Magic. She’d wanted to be a combat sorceress and a mediator, once upon a time, but military discipline – and the lines drawn between the ranks – had never sat well with her. She would sooner treat the sergeant as a living person than a servant.

    “My Lady, My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “These are all the papers we were able to recover.”

    Emily took the sheaf and glanced through them, quickly. Alassa had made it clear that they were to recover all the intelligence they could, although Emily hadn’t expected to find copies of King Randor’s top secret war plans. Randor hadn’t remained king for so long by being trusting, or by telling his subordinates more than they actually needed to know at any given point. The papers were a handful of readiness reports from further south, a promise of reinforcements at some unspecified future date and a broadsheet containing an outline of the battle outside Alexis. Emily read it carefully, noting all the exaggerations and unanswered questions. It was unlikely in the extreme that the Noblest had lost over a million soldiers in the brief engagement. She didn’t think they had a million soldiers. There was no way their baronies could support such a huge army.

    “I see the broadsheets retain their reputation for dishonesty,” Cat said, reading over her shoulder. “I doubt the king really charged the enemy on a golden steed.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. King Randor was no coward, but he’d hardly be fool enough to expose himself when there was no adult heir in waiting. His bastard son was barely two years old; his legitimate grandchild hadn’t even been born. Alassa might wind up with the throne by default, assuming she hadn’t been stricken from the rolls like her uncle. Emily rather suspected it was only a matter of time until Randor disinherited his daughter, if he could get the politics to work. It would be hard to strike Alassa from the line of succession without disinheriting her child too.

    “We know there was a battle,” Emily said. She scanned the broadsheet for any hints of truth among the lies, but found nothing. The broadsheet singers rarely bothered with truth when lies were much more dramatic. By the time their readers found out, the broadsheets had moved to something new. “And it’s evident that Randor won.”

    She reread the papers, but found little of interest. The reinforcements were a potential concern, but judging by the date on the letter it would be several weeks before they materialized. King Randor had been pulling troops out of Winter Flower to support the push south, into the rebel baronies; he hadn’t realized that another threat would materialize in the west. Now, he was caught between two fires. If Alassa managed to build up her army before the king crushed the Noblest, Randor might be on the verge of losing the war. But if he had the chance to deal with one threat before the other threat became serious...

    Cat looked at Rotherham. “You’ll remain here and secure the castle,” he said. “Search everyone who wants to cross the bridge, or sail down the river, but otherwise do not attempt to impede transit. If enemy forces arrive, beat them off. It is vitally important that we keep the castle under our control.”

    Sergeant Rotherham saluted. “And the prisoners, My Lord?”

    “Keep them under guard.” Cat looked pensive, just for a moment. “Did we capture anyone important?”

    “No, My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “The senior officer was a relatively low-ranked knight.”

    “Which doesn’t mean he’s ignorant,” Emily said, quickly. “Randor was promoting a great many junior noblemen so they’d stay loyal to him.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “Do you wish to have him put to the question?”

    Interrogated and tortured, you mean, Emily thought. The casual brutality of life on the Nameless World never ceased to horrify her. And we don’t even know if he knows anything.

    “No,” she said, finally. It was unlikely the king had shared anything with a junior nobleman, whatever his position. “Keep them under guard in the nearby town.”

    Sergeant Rotherham looked concerned. “They have given their parole.”

    “Keep them under guard anyway,” Cat said, sharply. “The sorcerers have to have a look at them. We don’t know if they can be trusted to keep their parole.”

    Emily couldn’t disagree. Technically, a captured nobleman could give his parole – his word not to fight – in exchange for release, but practically she had no idea if their prisoners would keep their word. Promises made to rebels had no validity, as far as the kings and princes of the Allied Lands were concerned. Alassa would execute any paroled nobleman who was captured bearing arms against her – that was her legal right – but Randor would probably execute any paroled nobleman who refused to fight. Perversely, keeping them prisoner was actually doing them a favor. 

    Sergeant Rotherham bowed his head, then hurried off to attend to the prisoners. Emily finished her mug, put it to one side for the troopers to pick up, then turned her gaze towards the castle. It looked more intimidating in sunlight, a blocky mass squatting on the bridge like a troll waiting for an unwary traveler to walk into its mouth. Emily studied the fast-flowing river for a moment, then caught herself stifling a yawn. She’d been up far too long.

    “We’d better move,” Cat said, softly. “The weather won’t stay good.”

    He turned and strode towards the town. It had been deserted months ago, apparently; the locals, fearing what the castle’s guards might do to them, had decamped en masse into the undergrowth or headed to the mountains. Emily didn’t blame them. Everyone knew war was coming. The peasants and townspeople would have their houses looted, their meager supplies stolen, their women raped and their menfolk conscripted into the army. Alassa had already executed two men for rape – and a third for stealing – but it would be a long time before the peasants trusted any soldier. They regarded the army with the same kind of loathing people felt for cockroaches. Only mercenaries were lower on the social scale.

    Emily followed Cat, her body starting to ache. She needed rest, but she didn’t dare show weakness. People would talk. Alassa might be happy being a princess and a queen, set on a pedestal with her strong right arm by her side, but Emily knew it wouldn’t suit her. Alassa would be very isolated as she began her reign. Emily wasn’t the most sociable of people – she knew her weaknesses all too well – but she didn’t want to be that isolated.

    I should have become a librarian, she thought, wryly. But destiny had another idea.

    A troop of mounted guards stood next to a carriage, waiting by the deserted inn. Cat spoke briefly to their leader, issuing orders, then motioned for Emily to climb into the carriage. Emily gritted her teeth as she pulled open the door. Whoever had designed the carriage hadn’t heard of suspension, let alone spells to smooth the ride. She was going to be black and blue by the time they reached Swanhaven. Cat scrambled up next to her and sat on the wooden seat. Emily suspected he would have preferred to ride a horse, but he’d chosen to keep her company instead. She appreciated that more than she cared to admit.

    The carriage rattled into life, the guards shouting cheerfully as they led the way onto the muddy road. Randor and his ancestors had inherited a road network from the old Empire, but they hadn’t bothered to maintain it. The network had been falling apart for years, even though it was vitally important for moving the king’s troops around as well as trade. Emily had a sneaking suspicion the barons had deliberately allowed the roads to rot. They’d do anything to reduce the king’s ability to bring them to heel. 

    That will have to change, she thought. It was only a matter of time before new roads – and railroads – started to bind the kingdom closer. Alassa will have to change it when she takes the throne.

    Cat muttered a handful of spells to make the journey a little easier as the carriage picked up speed. Emily nodded in gratitude, then added a couple of privacy spells of her own. The guards might be watching the carriage, looking for glimpses of their important passengers in a private moment. Alassa might regard her servants as little more than tools – although she’d been getting better about that – but Emily had never made that mistake. Servants had eyes, ears and – sometimes – a motive to betray their more abusive masters. And their masters rarely suspected them even when it was clear they’d been betrayed...

    Emily dismissed the thought as she leaned back against the hard wooden box, closing her eyes and trying to sleep. Cat took her hand and held it, gently; Emily leaned against him, silently relieved that he’d joined her. He was strongly muscular, far stronger than any of the teenage boys she’d avoided on Earth, but he was softer than the carriage walls. His arm wrapped around her as she slowly went to sleep.

    She jerked awake what felt like bare minutes later. Her body was aching uncomfortably, all pins and needles. Cat shifted against her, but didn’t stir. Emily smiled wanly – his snores were loud enough to wake the hounds of hell – and then checked her watch. It was early afternoon. They’d been asleep for hours. She shrugged, massaged some feeling back into her legs, then pushed the curtain aside and peered out. The carriage was passing through a mid-sized town, townspeople turning to stare as the carriage went by. Emily was surprised the town hadn’t been evacuated too, but they probably thought they were far enough from the border to remain safe. Besides, the road followed the river up to Swanhaven – and Beneficence. Abandoning the town would only drive the river trade into the hands of their rivals.

    Emily leaned forward, forcing herself to look more closely. There were a handful of children on the street, all boys. There were no girls or young women at all. The only women she saw looked to be in their sixties, although she knew looks could be deceiving. There was a very good chance that the women were in their forties, perhaps even younger. Childbirth and poor nutrition ensured they aged rapidly. Emily had met women who were grandmothers at thirty. Things would change, she thought, when Alassa took the throne. The New Learning had already started to change the world.

    The carriage passed out of the town and into the countryside, driving past endless fields of corn and cattle. Emily noted a handful of downtrodden peasants working the fields and felt a pang of sympathy, knowing – all too well – that the peasants might have lost their lands to legal trickery and found themselves forced to become serfs, working the land they’d formerly owned. It was just another reason for the peasants to hate the nobility, just another reason for them to take advantage of the war to help themselves. She’d heard reports of manors being burnt and tax records being destroyed. It would take years to put the system back together, if anyone felt it was worth trying. The nobility couldn’t keep the peasants enslaved forever.

    Cat shifted against her as the carriage finally passed through the gates and entered Swanhaven City. Emily wrinkled her nose as the wind shifted, blowing the stench of too many humans too close together across her nostrils. Jade had instituted strict sanitation laws when his father-in-law had given him the barony, but they clearly hadn’t been a great success. It would take time for people to stop crapping out the windows, even though there was a bounty paid for chamberpots of night soil. The nitrates in human shit could be used to make gunpowder. 

    Perhaps we should increase the bounty, she thought, as the smell grew worse. It clearly isn’t enough.

    She nudged Cat, gently. He started awake, one hand coming up in a casting pose before realizing he was perfectly safe. Emily had to smile as he brushed his hair back from his face, although she knew it wasn’t funny. Pillion, one of the boys who’d shared Martial Magic with her when she’d been in First Year, had been punched in the face when he’d tried to wake Jade from a sound sleep. Sergeant Miles had not been amused. He’d bawled Pillion out for being stupid enough to stand too close to a sleeping – and armed – man in a place they’d been told to consider a combat zone. Emily had always been careful to keep her distance ever since.

    “We’re here,” Cat said. He peered out of the window. “Where are we?”

    Emily rolled her eyes. Clearly, Cat was still half-asleep.

    “We’re coming up the Baronial Mile now,” she said. Swanhaven was practically a miniature version of Alexis, right down to the road leading up to the castle. The streets were lined with expensive houses, mainly occupied by merchants and tradesmen who made a living through dominating the river trade. “We’ll be there in a minute.”

    “Good,” Cat said. He rubbed his legs, thoroughly. “We can bask in the praise for a job well done.”

    Emily snorted as the carriage crossed the drawbridge, passed through the gatehouse and rattled to a halt in the courtyard. Her hair threatened to stand on end as Jade’s wards swept over them, making sure they were who they claimed to be. She sensed powerful magics waiting, ready to snap at any unauthorized intruders. Jade’s paranoia had grown to new heights after the first assassination attempt.

    Cat opened the door and jumped down to the cobblestones. Emily followed, a little more gingerly. Her body felt stiff and sore. She needed a long bath and a sleep in a proper bed, although she doubted she’d have time to have either before they were summoned to Alassa’s presence. Hopefully, she’d at least have a chance to splash water on her face. Alassa would be understanding, if they turned up dirty and smelly, but her war council might not be quite so generous. It wasn’t enough to be good, Emily had heard. It was important to look good too. Spells just weren’t good enough.

    A messenger appeared and went down on one knee. “My Lord... ah, My Lady, My Lord... the Princess Regnant summons you to her august presence.”

    Emily hid her amusement. The boy – he looked to be no older than twelve – had messed up the precedence. Technically, he should have hailed Emily first, then Cat. He’d realized his mistake too late to do anything, but try to pretend it hadn’t happened. She felt a stab of wry sympathy for the poor youth. He’d be beaten savagely if his superiors heard what had happened. Precedence was serious business.

    “We thank you,” she said, grandly. Cat wouldn’t make an issue of it, she thought, and no one else had heard. “We just need to use the washroom, then we will attend upon the princess.”

    The messenger bowed his head. “Of course, Your Ladyship,” he said. “I will lead you to the washroom at once.”

    Emily exchanged a smile with Cat, then allowed the messenger to bring them into the castle. The wards grew stronger, shifting around her as if they weren’t certain she was allowed into the building. Jade was definitely feeling paranoid.

    But who can blame him? Emily thought, as the messenger showed them the washroom. If Alassa dies, his life will be over.


    Chapter Three

    “EMILY,” ALASSA CALLED, AS EMILY AND Cat stepped into the meeting room. “It’s good to see you again.”

    Emily nodded, studying her friend carefully. Alassa looked to have aged ten years overnight since the escape, her heart-shaped face worn down by trials and tribulations. Her blonde hair flowed down her back, standing out against the long green dress she wore. Whoever had designed it had done a good job, Emily noted as she approached Alassa’s chair. It was feminine – no one could be in any doubt of that – but it wasn’t blatantly sexual. Her figure was barely visible, almost completely left to the imagination. The only place the dress was tight was around her growing baby bump. Alassa wanted to make it clear that she was carrying a legitimate child.

    “It’s good to see you too,” Emily said, going down on one knee. Behind her, she knew Cat was kneeling too. It felt weird to be paying so much respect to her friend, but she knew it was important. Alassa could not afford to be familiar in front of so many watching eyes. She had to keep a public distance from her friends or her relationships might be used against her. “It’s been too long.”

    Alassa smiled, rather wanly. “You may rise.” She indicated a pair of seats, midway down the table. “Please, be seated. We look forward to hearing your story.”

    Emily sat, tensing slightly as a trio of servants entered carrying glasses of wine. The servants would have been vetted, of course, but could they really be trusted? They’d probably worked for Lord Hans and Lady Regina before the previous rulers of the barony had died in Alexis; indeed, it was quite possible they were spying for the king. Randor might not be quite as blind to the danger posed by listening servants as they’d assumed. He’d already promoted one woman, a combat sorceress, to a very high-ranking post. Emily took her glass, muttered a spell to check it was safe to drink, then took a single sip and put it on the table. She had never liked drinking, even when the alcohol was removed. It reminded her too much of her mother.

    She leaned back and surveyed the table as the servants closed the doors behind them. Jade sat at Alassa’s right hand, a sword sitting prominently on his belt. He was the only man allowed to wear a sword in the presence of the Princess Regnant, although Emily rather suspected it was meaningless. She, Cat and Imaiqah – sitting on Alassa’s left side – were powerful magicians. A lone swordsman wouldn’t stand a chance. But then, Jade was a sorcerer too. Emily didn’t fancy her chances if she had to fight Jade in a no-holds-barred duel. 

    Her eyes wandered down the table, picking out names and faces. Sir William, Alassa’s Master of Arms; one of the very few men, perhaps the only man, Jade trusted with his wife’s safety. Randor had banished Sir William—a bluff solid man with kind eyes—from his court, after Alassa had been imprisoned, but he’d made his way to Swanhaven shortly after Alassa proclaimed herself the Princess Regnant. Lord Summer, Lord Wolfe and Lord Dandelion, the last glowering as if he was daring anyone to make fun of his name; they were noblemen who’d thrown their lot in with Alassa, giving her a legitimacy she might have otherwise struggled to obtain. And, at the end of the table, sat Mayor Heron and Lord Hollyford, both tradesmen who’d earned wealth and power as a result of the New Learning. They might not be able to trace their families back to the old days, but they were competent and capable. Emily had known them in Cockatrice. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised they’d wound up on the war council.

    “Lady Emily,” Alassa said, her face carefully impassive. “What – precisely – happened when you reached the castle?”

    Emily took a breath, then ran through the whole story as concisely as possible. Jade and Imaiqah looked pleased, but the three lords didn’t look like they believed her. Emily had a nasty feeling that they were sitting on the fence, even though Randor would never forgive them if they fell into his clutches. They had a great deal to lose if the king won the war. She hoped Alassa – and Jade – were keeping an eye on them. If there was anyone likely to think about switching sides, particularly if the war went badly, it was the aristocrats.

    And they already have reason to complain, Emily thought. Jade, charged with building up Alassa’s army, had been reluctant to put aristocrats in high positions simply because they were aristocrats. They feel they’re being denied positions that are owed to them.

    “The road to Winter Flower lies open, then,” Alassa said. “Lord Cat? Do you have anything you wish to add?”

    “No, Your Highness,” Cat said. He shot Emily a wink. “Lady Emily has touched on the important parts.”

    “I trust the prisoners will be ransomed,” Lord Summer said. “Our cash reserves are quite low.”

    Alassa looked at Emily, who inclined her head to Cat. 

    “We did not capture anyone of particular note,” Cat said, stiffly. “Their families may pay a ransom for their safe return, if the king lets them, but they will probably not be able to raise a considerable sum. I think we would be better served by keeping them prisoner.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. Randor was unlikely to be keen on ransoming the prisoners, not when the money would go straight into Alassa’s war chest. He didn’t need the prisoners returned – it wasn’t as if they’d captured Sir Roger or Lord Nightingale – and their families weren’t important or influential enough to force his hand. He’d be more likely to refuse permission to collect a ransom than grant it.

    “We still need this war to end quickly,” Lord Summer said. “What happens if we are unable to pay the army?”

    “It comes apart,” Jade said, flatly.

    “Impressive,” Cat muttered, so quietly that Emily was the only one who could hear him. “A nobleman who understands the sinews of war.”

    Emily tapped her lips, warning Cat to be quiet even as she struggled not to smile herself. It was impressive, she supposed, although Lord Summer did have some genuine military experience. She’d heard that he’d been at Farrakhan, even though she hadn’t met him there. General Pollack had assigned Lord Summer to cover the army’s flanks, then harass the invading army during the siege. He’d done well, probably. There certainly hadn’t been any suggestion he’d been derelict in his duty.

    Alassa tapped the table, sharply. “The king” – Emily caught the hint of pain in her voice – “and the Noblest have been weakened by their recent battle. Reports are vague, if not outright contradictory, but it seems clear that both sides took a beating.”

    “Then we have a window of opportunity to go on the offensive,” Lord Wolfe said. He was young, no older than Jade or Cat. Emily hadn’t met him at court, but she’d heard he was both brave and foolhardy. He’d also been nominated as a potential husband for Imaiqah, before she’d started exchanging letters with Sir Roger. “Let us strike now and win our rights!”

    “That might be dangerous, My Lord,” Jade said, coolly. “The vast majority of our levies have seen nothing in the way of actual combat. They are simply not ready to go into battle. Our more experienced men, such as they are, have been doing what they can, but our forces are not ready. The raw material is there, yet it will take time to shape them into combat troops.”

    “And I was told that all you had to do was put a gun in a man’s hand,” Lord Wolfe said. His tone was snide, but Emily heard a hint of doubt underneath. He’d grown up in a world where a fast cavalry charge could win the day; now, charging into the teeth of massed gunfire was suicide. “Do we not have enough guns?”

    “They need to learn everything from taking orders to marching in line,” Jade said, evenly. “And even though it is easy to teach them how to fire a gun, it is harder to show them how to use their weapons effectively. There is still too much work to do.”

    Alassa gave him a considering look. “How long?”

    “I’d say we need a month, perhaps two,” Jade said. “And then we’ll be ready to take the offensive.”

    Emily frowned, wondering if Alassa and Jade had planned the entire conversation ahead of time. He wouldn’t contradict her in public, but... he was urging caution without forcing Alassa to rule for or against her councillors. Alassa didn’t lack either courage or cunning – or, for that matter, an understanding of the men she had to rule. She couldn’t afford to come down on Lord Wolfe like a ton of bricks – that would anger him for nothing – but she couldn’t allow him to win the day either.

    “Then there’s still room for a harassment campaign,” Lord Wolfe said. “Let us strike into Winter Flower and force the king’s whore to fight!”

    “We shall see,” Alassa said, her face darkening. Emily knew her well enough to hear the anger in her tone. Her friend had never forgiven Alicia, Baroness Winter Flower, for sleeping with Alassa’s father and bearing his child. “Jade? The map?”

    Jade unrolled the map of Zangaria, positioning it so that everyone could see. It was a real work of art; it had been designed to allow its owner to draw marks on the material without damaging the map itself. Someone had probably worked magic into the parchment. It would remain intact long after everyone at the table was dead and gone. 

    “We have heard that the king intends to take the war into the Harkness Lands,” Jade said, bluntly. “So far, we have no reason to doubt it. It will take him several weeks to relieve Castle Blackstone, then move against Harkness itself. That will put the majority of his army a number of weeks from Winter Flower.”

    Emily had her doubts, although she trusted Jade’s opinion. King Randor’s infantry could march roughly ten to fifteen miles a day, assuming they were marching down reasonably decent roads. Covering more ground would exhaust them by the time they reached their destination. His cavalry would be able to move faster, of course, yet they wouldn’t be able to do more than slow Alassa down by themselves. Indeed, perhaps they should hope that Randor did force his men to march at a terrifying pace. They would be in no state for a fight when they arrived.

    “The king may then stab into the Gaillard, Silversmith and Thornwood Lands,” Jade continued. “It depends on precisely what the Noblest do when the king crushes Baroness Harkness. They may simply grovel in the mud for forgiveness.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. The noblemen of Zangaria were the most treacherous people she’d ever encountered. If the Noblest thought they’d lose, they’d happily grovel to the king. “But surrenders are not being accepted.”

    “Then they will have to fight,” Jade said. “This gives us an opening.”

    He traced out a line on the map. “Assuming the situation doesn’t change, I propose sending our regiments directly into Winter Flower, with the intention of taking and holding the major cities. That will force the king to fight to defend Winter Flower or allow us to secure road and waterways leading to Alexis. Worse, perhaps, it will also cut him off from the barony’s resources. It will no longer be sending money to his war chest and conscripts to his armies.”

    It will also alienate Alicia, Emily thought. She will see her barony slip away, no matter what she does.

    “This will give us time to build up further regiments and support bases for a drive on Alexis itself,” Jade said. “Once the capital falls, the king will be cut off from his support and isolated. At that point, we can come to terms with him.”

    Or kill him, Emily added, silently. Would Alassa kill her father? She’d already had one chance to win the war in a single blow and chosen to let it go. Randor will never accept a quiet retirement.

    “It seems a workable plan,” Lord Dandelion said. “But what happens to the captured barony?”

    “That will be decided later,” Alassa said. Her lips tightened, just for a second. “We have to win the war first.”

    She looked from face to face. “Does anyone have any concerns about Jade’s plan?”

    Jade’s plan, Emily thought. They won’t dare criticize something you wrote, but they’ll happily tear Jade’s planning to shreds.

    “Merely that it gives the king too much time to wreak havoc in the south,” Lord Summer said. “We don’t know he won’t forgive the Noblest.”

    “A valid concern,” Alassa said. “But we have little choice.”

    She raised her voice, slightly. “We’ll hold another meeting tomorrow. If you have any concerns about the plan, after you’ve slept on it, raise them then. Until then... dismissed.”

    Emily remained seated as the lords and tradesmen vacated their seats. They wouldn’t be happy that Alassa was holding an inner council meeting, one from which they were excluded, but there was little choice. Alassa couldn’t let her hair down in front of anyone she didn’t trust completely. Emily leaned back in her chair as Jade tightened the privacy wards, scanning the room for any sign of magical or mundane surveillance. They were in the heart of a heavily-guarded castle and he was still feeling paranoid.

    “You did very well,” Alassa said, once the doors were closed. “Both of you did very well.”

    “It was nothing,” Cat said, deadpan. “But we’ll happily accept any rewards you choose to bestow.”

    “The reward for completing a dangerous mission is another dangerous mission,” Jade said, dryly. He wrapped an arm around Alassa and held her, gently. “I’m sure we’ll find another tempting opportunity to get you killed sooner or later.”

    “Preferably later,” Imaiqah said.

    Emily smiled at her oldest – her first – friend. “How have you been?”

    Imaiqah winced. The healers had fixed the physical damage the king’s torturers had inflicted on her, but they’d been unable to do anything about the mental damage. Imaiqah would have to recover alone. Alassa had kept her busy, ensuring that Imaiqah had no time to brood, but she couldn’t be busy all the time. Emily had tried to talk to Imaiqah about it, the last time they’d been together, yet her friend had been reluctant to discuss it. Emily’s imagination offered far too many explanations she didn’t want to believe.

    “I’ve been better,” Imaiqah said. “But I’ve been keeping busy.”

    “She’s been supplying the army,” Alassa said, with obvious pride. “And she’s forged new trading links with Beneficence.”

    “Good,” Emily said. Beneficence had been turning itself into a factory city before Vesperian’s Folly had gone bust, taking the city’s fragile economy with it. The inhabitants would probably welcome the chance to sell to Alassa, despite the risk of angering King Randor. Alassa paid in cash. Besides, she would also be a much better neighbor. “Take care of yourself, please.”

    Alassa nodded, impatiently. “Do you have any concerns about the plan?”

    “Merely that it will... upset... Alicia,” Emily said. “She is supplying us with useful information.”

    “Assuming she hasn’t been caught and turned,” Jade said, sharply. “The king could be telling her precisely what to write.”

    “That’s always a risk,” Cat said. “And well... let’s face it, what we’re hearing is what we want to hear.”

    “We’ll just have to take the risk,” Emily said. Alicia was not in a good position. If she was caught, she would have no hope of escape. It was rare for a woman to be executed, particularly a noblewoman, but there were worse things that could happen to them. “We would know if Randor was slipping an army into Winter Flower, wouldn’t we?”

    “Probably,” Jade said. “He might be able to get a cavalry unit across the river and into Winter Flower – or Swanhaven – without being spotted, but I don’t see how he could get his entire army into position. We have pickets covering all the major roads in and out of Swanhaven.”

    “Maybe he’ll bring them by ship,” Cat suggested. “Those riverboats could carry a few hundred men apiece, couldn’t they?”

    “Perhaps,” Alassa said. She cleared her throat. “Alicia’s barony... like I said, we’ll decide what will happen to the barony after the war is over. If she serves me well, she can have it in her sole possession. I doubt she’ll want to keep Lord Burrows.”

    “Assuming he survives,” Jade said. “Lord Burrows is King Randor’s man, through and through.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. King Randor wouldn’t have given Alicia’s hand in marriage – and the immense dowry that came with it – to someone he didn’t trust completely. Lord Burrows had a good reputation for loyalty. And, being a known homosexual, he wouldn’t be easily seduced into disloyalty by his wife. And he wouldn’t care that his wife had given birth to a bastard.

    “We can consider that later too,” Alassa said. She smiled, tiredly. “For the moment, then, perhaps you will all join me for dinner. We can have a private meal, far from the maddening crowd.”

    “I’d like that,” Emily said. Her stomach growled, reminding her that it had been far too long since she’d eaten anything more substantial than a ration bar. “How have you been coping here?”

    “It’s been fun, in a way,” Alassa said. She looked pensive, just for a second. “But the real test will begin soon.”

    Yeah, Emily thought. You’re going to war against your father.

     



    Chapter Four

    EMILY OPENED HER EYES AND STARED at the ceiling, feeling oddly unsure of herself. The room was one of Jade’s finer guestrooms, a suite that was the closest the Nameless World could come to a five-star hotel, yet she felt uneasy. She tensed as the wards quivered against her awareness, warning her someone was trying to get through the door. A spell formed in her mind as she undid the wards holding the door closed, allowing the intruder to step into the room. A maid, her eyes wide with fear, stumbled forward. She carried a small collection of firelighters and wood in her arms.

    “My Lady,” she said, torn between clutching the wood to her chest and curtseying. “I...”

    “It’s alright,” Emily said, checking that Cat was decently covered. “You can make the fire, then withdraw.”

    The maid managed a half-curtsey, then hurried over to the fireplace and set to work. Emily watched her for a moment, wondering how she’d ended up in the castle. Was she the sister or daughter of someone already working there? Or had she merely been lucky enough to win a coveted position? Emily found it hard to believe there was so much competition for scullery maids and other lowly positions, particularly when some of the castle’s lords and masters had been far less decent than Jade, but she knew it was true. Service in a castle could be a girl’s way out of a downtrodden life, perhaps even a chance to earn wealth and power. Emily knew that would change – women were starting to work outside the home in Cockatrice – but it would take years. She doubted the poor girl in front of her had a hope of seeing a factory.

    “Thank you, My Lady,” the maid said, as the fire came to life. “I’ll be back to build up the fireplace in an hour.”

    She dropped a curtsey, then backed out of the room as if she expected Emily to blast her to atoms the moment she turned her back. Emily shook her head, torn between amusement and sympathy. She wouldn’t kill the girl, let alone report her to her superiors, but she was perhaps unique among the nobility. Emily had seen great ladies order lowly maids flogged until they were bleeding, simply for making small mistakes in etiquette. The poor girls had no choice but to take it.

    Cat stirred and sat up, blinking sleep from his eyes. “What time is it?”

    “Seven o’clock,” Emily told him, glancing at the clock on the stone walls. “Time you got up and out of bed.”

    She pulled a blanket around herself as she stood and headed for the bathroom. Cat had seen her naked – he’d been inside her – and there was no one else around, but she wasn’t comfortable with anything that smacked of public nudity. The bathroom was as luxurious as the rest of the suite, yet the tub in the middle of the room had no taps. Instead, someone had filled the tub with cold water and left it to settle. Emily muttered one spell to clean the water and another to heat it, then clambered into the tub and sighed in relief. The warmth slowly started to undo the kinks in her muscles. She’d been hurting more than she realized.

    Someone knocked on the door. Emily listened as Cat answered, his voice too low for her to make out the words. A moment later, she heard him padding back across the bedroom and into the bathroom. She fought the urge to sink further into the water as he entered the room, stark naked. She hoped he hadn’t shown himself to the messenger.

    “The Levellers are arriving after breakfast,” Cat said, as he climbed into the bathtub and gave her a quick kiss. “Alassa wants us both there.”

    Emily nodded shortly, wondering which particular Leveller cell was coming to greet the princess. Tam, Imaiqah’s distant cousin, had stayed in Alexis, unless he’d somehow managed to get out of the city in the chaos. She puzzled over it for a moment, then dismissed the thought as she washed her hair before climbing out of the tub and drying herself with magic. There was no point in wondering. She’d find out soon enough. She hurried back into the bedroom, dressed quickly and inspected herself in the mirror. The tall, confident girl looking back at her was almost a stranger. She found it hard to believe, as she tied her hair back into a ponytail, just how much she’d changed over the last six years. The scrawny girl who’d been dragged into the Nameless World was nothing more than a distant memory.

    Cat joined her, giving her a quick kiss before dressing rapidly and heading for the warded door. Emily followed him, enjoying the brief moment of domestic life. She suspected she wouldn’t be comfortable sharing her life completely with someone else, but – for the moment – she could enjoy being with him. It wasn’t something she’d been able to do before. Caleb and she had never been able to move in together, no matter how close they’d become.

    Not that we have really moved in together, she thought. We’re just sharing a room.

    Breakfast had been laid out in the dining room, with a handful of guests picking at their food and drink. Emily wondered, sourly, just how much money had been wasted on the buffet, even though she knew Alassa had to set a good table and the servants would eat the remains. There was no sign of the princess herself, unsurprisingly. Alassa and Jade would eat in private, then join the others in the Throne Room. Emily took a plateful of food and sat next to Cat. It still astonished her just how much she managed to put away every day without getting fat. But then, fat magicians were astonishingly rare.

    “It’s time,” Cat said, as a gong echoed through the chamber. “Shall we go?”

    Emily nodded, wiped her mouth and led the way down the corridor to the Throne Room. The wards seemed weaker here, as if they were calibrated to provide a certain degree of protection rather than simply keep intruders out. Jade had to be raging about that, Emily thought. There was no way he could keep Alassa completely safe when she had to receive ambassadors and messengers from all over the kingdom. It wouldn’t be long before she started to receive representatives from other kingdoms too. The nations bordering Zangaria would be delighted if a long period of civil war gave them the opportunity to make territorial gains.

    She pushed the thought aside as they stepped into the Throne Room. It was nowhere near as grand as King Randor’s – Alassa’s father wouldn’t have allowed his barons to outshine him – and it was smaller, but it was suitable. If nothing else, Emily reflected as she took a place near Alassa, there wasn’t enough room for all the hangers-on who would have crowded the king’s chamber. The handful of people lining the walls had legitimate reasons for being there, rather than merely wanting to see and be seen.

    The herald stepped forward as the doors crashed open. “The Honorable Gentlemen, Bradford and Masterly.”

    Emily leaned forward as the two Levellers came into view. They looked to be prosperous merchants, rather than farmers or peasants. That wasn’t too surprising. The merchants were rich and able enough to know they deserved more, and smart enough to understand that the entire system needed to be changed, while the farmers and peasants were more concerned with survival than political reform. They’d be happy just to get rid of the taxman and recruiting sergeant. 

    Cat nudged her. “Do you know these people?”

    “No,” Emily muttered back. She studied the two men thoughtfully, noting the clothes they wore. Their outfits were strikingly close to aristocratic, without quite breaking the Sumptuary Laws. “But I’d be surprised if they weren’t from Cockatrice.”

    “Your Highness,” the lead man said. He bowed, but did not go down on one knee. “I am Bradford, Speaker for the Levellers of Cockatrice.”

    “I greet you,” Alassa said. If she was annoyed by the unsubtle warning that the Levellers were not her servants, no trace of it showed in her face. “And I greet your friend Mr. Masterly.”

    Masterly bowed. “Your Highness.”

    “We have heard much of your willingness to acknowledge our natural rights,” Bradford said, without bothering with any preamble. Emily suspected that Alassa found it something of a relief. “It is our belief that supporting you would be the best course of action to secure our rights.”

    “I thank you,” Alassa said.

    “We have many cells, scattered throughout the kingdom,” Bradford said. He looked just a little perturbed by Alassa’s apparent lack of reaction. “Our people work in factories, trade on the rivers, serve in city guards. We have vast influence and power, which we are prepared to put at your disposal.”

    “Indeed,” Alassa murmured.

    Emily frowned. Bradford didn’t appear to be bluffing, although Emily doubted he really was as influential as he claimed. The Levellers resisted all authority, including their own. It was possible that Bradford didn’t have any real control outside Cockatrice City, let alone Cockatrice Barony. And it was also possible that he wasn’t based in Cockatrice City. He hadn’t paid any attention to Emily, even though a person who lived in Cockatrice would probably have seen her during the Faire. Someone who lived outside the city would probably not recognize her. Emily hadn’t seen a single portrait of herself that looked remotely realistic.

    “However, we must make a request in turn,” Bradford said. “The price for our assistance is your adoption of the Cockatrice Charter and your promise to spread it throughout the land.”

    Ouch, Emily thought. 

    She sucked in her breath, sharply. That was going to cause problems. Alassa would turn most of the aristocracy into her instant enemies if she propagated the charter. They wouldn’t want to honor a charter that actually granted rights to the lower orders. And yet, it would also serve as a rallying cry. Alassa would have no trouble recruiting thousands of volunteers for her armies if she was offering them something more than a chance to get killed for their social superiors. 

    And the nobility has had its day, Emily thought. King Randor will kill anyone who shows the slightest hint of defiance to his rule.

    “An interesting request,” Alassa said. She stared at Bradford for a long, chilling moment. “It would certainly have major political ramifications.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Bradford said. “It would convince many of us to back you, instead of sitting on the fence.”

    Alassa’s voice hardened. “My father will not let any of you live. He sees you as a challenge to his power. You would be well advised to support me anyway.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Bradford said. “But we have no interest in replacing one tyrant with another. We require a gesture of your sincerity.”

    “And I have no way to know if you truly possess the power you claim,” Alassa added. “Are you truly in a position to help me?”

    “I believe that some of your councillors smoothed our path to this audience,” Bradford said, calmly. “Is that not enough?”

    “Perhaps,” Alassa said. She leaned back on her throne, considering. “I must discuss such a decision with my advisors. Please, wait outside. I will have an answer for you shortly.”

    Emily watched, grimly, as the chamber was cleared of everyone but Emily, Imaiqah and Alassa herself. Jade and Alassa had had a muttered conversation, followed by Jade leaving the room to take care of the Levellers. Emily wondered, as she watched him go, if he liked being excluded from the discussion. Alassa couldn’t afford to have people thinking that Jade was the power behind the throne, the one who was really in charge, but Jade had to find it a little irritating. He was a married man, yet most of the rights of a married man were denied to him. Emily had no idea how he felt about that.

    But a married man normally has complete power over his wife, she reminded herself. Alassa can hardly be blamed for wanting to make it clear that he has no power over her.

    “Emily,” Alassa said. Now they were alone, her voice sounded a little less stable. “Can they be trusted? Can they... can they be useful?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily admitted.

    “I know Bradford,” Imaiqah said. “He’s always straddled the line between Cockatrice and Beneficence. He was one of the people smart enough not to invest in Vesperian’s Folly, back before the bubble burst. And he’s rich and powerful enough to want more. The chances are good that he can give you considerable help.”

    “And he’s a Leveller,” Alassa mused. “Is he a true believer?”

    “He might well be,” Imaiqah said. “Alassa, he clawed his way up from practically nothing to a position of considerable wealth and power. He has good reason to resent a system that classes him as a social inferior, despite his achievements. My father...”

    Felt pretty much the same way, Emily thought. Imaiqah’s father had committed high treason in a desperate bid to force the king to keep his promises. He’d died in the attempt, his double life remaining a secret for nearly two years afterwards. Can we trust them?

    Alassa looked at Emily. “What do you think?”

    Emily took a moment to organize her thoughts. “The Cockatrice Charter guarantees the rights of people living within the barony,” she said, carefully. She’d based it on a cross between the Magna Carta and the American Constitution. “Most of the rights are relatively simple; a limited form of democracy, trial by jury, freedom of speech and expression, patent rights, rights for women and children... I don’t believe any of them will cause long-term harm. But, on the other hand, if you swear to impose the charter right across the kingdom, you will make a great many enemies.”

    “Most of whom would like nothing more than to kill my husband, murder my baby and marry me off to the man of their choice,” Alassa said, sharply. She touched her belly, lightly. “I think they will always be my enemies, even when they are prostrating themselves in front of me.”

    “I fear you are right,” Imaiqah said. “But propagating the charter might also turn Lord Summer and his compatriots against you.”

    Alassa cocked her head. “Does it matter?”

    Emily hesitated. None of the lords were particularly wealthy or powerful. Indeed, the only reason they’d joined Alassa was the hope she’d return lands they’d lost long ago. They certainly lacked the influence of a baron or even the resources of a manor lord. Lords Summer and Wolfe might have some real military experience, but they were hardly irreplaceable. Jade and Cat had more experience than either of the aristocrats.

    “Perhaps not,” Emily said, finally. “But they will feel slighted.”

    “The more imaginative ones will see ways to turn the Charter to their advantage,” Imaiqah mused. “There are ways a powerful nobleman can profit without squeezing the peasants until they bleed.”

    “That’s true,” Emily agreed. “And you can probably find ways to cushion the blow.”

    “Except they’ll all be wanting me to cushion the blow,” Alassa said, dryly. “How many noblemen will come running to me when it looks like I am going to win?”

    Emily grinned. “Does it matter?”

    “It might,” Alassa said, seriously. “It depends on what sort of dowries they bring with them.”

    She leaned back in her throne, resting her hands on her knees. “It’s a gamble,” she said. “I’ll be trusting in the new and rejecting the old.”

    “The old nearly overthrew your father twice,” Emily pointed out. Three women were debating the matter. That alone was a significant change. “And it seriously weakened your great-grandfather. The new... is more likely to give you a chance to assert your position.”

    “Until it decides the kingdom is better off without a monarch,” Alassa mused. “We’re unleashing a whirlwind, Emily. Who knows where it will end?”

    Emily shrugged. Britain had evolved into a constitutional monarchy, with real power vested in parliament; France, on the other hand, had suffered a series of bloody revolutions that had torn the old order apart, only to replace it with something similar. She could understand why Alassa was so concerned. She could be making a deal with the devil. But change was already on the way. Emily and the New Learning had seen to that. There was no longer any belief in the divine right of kings. And those who made peaceful change impossible made violent revolution a certainty.

    “It represents your best chance to win,” she said, finally. “And even if Bradford is... exaggerating... his power, you will still pick up support from the other Levellers.”

    “And trigger uprisings across the kingdom,” Alassa said. “Where will it all end?”

    She stood. “I’ll inform them that I will swear to uphold the charter. No” – her lips curved into a smile – “I’ll propagate my own charter. It’ll be exactly the same, only applicable to the entire kingdom.”

    “You can erase my name if you like,” Emily said. She wasn’t concerned. Alassa was crossing her own personal Rubicon. “I don’t mind.”

    “We’ll make it spectacular,” Alassa said. “A formal ceremony, witnessed by everyone. And I’ll make the oath publicly...”

    “Jade will not be happy,” Imaiqah warned. “A large crowd? It will be hard to guarantee your safety.”

    “I have to take the risk,” Alassa said. She looked at Imaiqah, then Emily. “Would my father remain behind, in safety, while his men won victories in his name?”

    “I think he would take his safety seriously,” Emily said. “If you die...”

    “I’ll talk to Jade,” Alassa said. “It won’t be a pleasant conversation, but we’ll have to have it anyway. And then we’ll make the arrangements.”

    “And then the die will be cast,” Emily commented.

    “Quite,” Alassa agreed. She smiled, looking more like her old self. “Let the dice fly high!”


    Chapter Five

    ANYONE WHO DIDN’T KNOW THEM WOULD have missed it, Emily thought, but it was clear – as Jade and Alassa entered the makeshift temple –they’d had a row. Jade would not have been keen on Alassa exposing herself to danger, while Alassa – just as pigheaded and stubborn – would have resisted the suggestion she remain behind while sending a double to the ceremony. Emily was silently glad she hadn’t been anywhere near the couple when Alassa told Jade what she had in mind. It wouldn’t have been pleasant to watch.

    She shifted uncomfortably in the long white dress, feeling exposed. The material was not translucent, and it was loose enough to hide her curves, but she couldn’t escape the impression that one drop of rain would turn the dress transparent. It was, apparently, traditional. Everyone in the small group by the altar wore white, the men as well as the women. Alassa looked like a bride on her way to the reception instead of a supplicant begging the favor of the gods. Beside her, Jade and Cat looked like avenging angels.

    Emily forced herself to look around the temple, although she was uneasily aware of being watched. Alassa’s councillors stood by the doors, the aristocrats looking as if they’d sooner be somewhere – anywhere – else while the commoners looked pleased; the Levellers stood near the altar, watching as Alassa offered her respects to the gods. They looked pleased too, although their hard eyes suggested they didn’t entirely trust their princess to keep her word. An oath sworn before the gods was hardly a magically-binding oath. There would be no repercussions for breaking an oath in the mortal world.

    And no one is sure the gods really exist, Emily thought. It was hard, sometimes, to take the gods seriously. She’d had her doubts about the local customs even before the fake god had arisen in Beneficence. Who knows if there truly is an afterlife?

    Her eyes narrowed as she studied the group. A young girl stood behind Bradford and Masterly, looking so much like Melissa that Emily thought, just for a second, she was Melissa. But there was no sense of magic around her, no sense that she was the head of a magical family. The real Melissa was on the other side of the Nameless World. A chill ran down Emily’s spine, as if someone had walked over her grave. The young woman’s mere presence nagged at her. It meant something. But what?

    Keep an eye on her, Emily told herself, firmly. And watch to see if she does anything suspicious.

    She looked away, surveying the temple. The walls were lined with statues, from the patron deity of Swanhaven to the Crone Goddess herself. A handful of bowls sat beneath some of the statues, waiting for donations of food and money. In theory, they were given to the poor; in practice, Emily suspected the priests took the donations for themselves. It was easy to be cynical when the priests seemed just as mired in the mundane world as everyone else. The temples were some of the greatest landholders in the kingdom. She had no trouble seeing why Randor and his ancestors had worked hard to balance the competing religious factions. United, they would pose a formidable threat to the crown.

    Alassa cleared her throat, loudly. “I am Alassa, Princess Regnant of Zangaria, Daughter of Randor, Granddaughter of Alexis.” Her voice echoed through the temple, despite the lack of an amplification spell. “I call upon you call to bear witness, in the sight of the gods, to my words.”

    There was a long pause. No one moved. “I swear, before the Crone Herself, that I will uphold the provisions of the Great Charter. I swear that I will use the Charter as the basis for my rule; I swear that I will treat it as the words of the gods themselves. I swear, before the Crone and all of the gods, that the Great Charter will become the law of the land itself.”

    Emily heard a sharp intake of breath behind her. She didn’t look around to see who’d betrayed their surprise so openly. Alassa was playing with fire, if one believed in the Crone Goddess. She was a vengeful deity, always ready to pour trials and tribulations on any of her followers who failed to live up to her ideals. Emily had no idea how seriously Alassa took the rites and rituals of the Crone – she’d always had the impression that Alassa followed the religion as a form of teenage rebellion rather than true conviction – but Alassa had effectively nailed her colors to the wall. The Crone might not punish her for breaking her word. Her people would.

    “The Great Charter will be propagated throughout the land,” Alassa said. Her word was already being acted upon. The printers had worked through the night to churn out hundreds of pamphlets, each one carrying a complete copy of the Great Charter. “And, wherever I hold sway, it will become the law of the land.”

    Emily glanced at Lord Summer. He didn’t look happy. He’d suggested that the Great Charter should be extended to lands Alassa didn’t hold, and not given any power in territory she did hold, but Alassa had overruled him. The commoners would rise up against her if she tried to cheat them so blatantly. Besides, the Great Charter was nothing more than words – outside her territory – until she gained the power to impose it on the entire kingdom. The Emancipation Proclamation hadn’t freed the slaves in the Confederate States either. 

    We still have to win the war, Emily thought, grimly. She’d listened to the plans, and endless arguments over the right way to take the war to their enemies, but talking would only get them so far. It wouldn’t be long before they actually went to war. And if we lose, the Great Charter will become nothing more than a memory.

    She forced herself to listen attentively as Alassa led the gathered crowd in prayer. It was a fairly simple prayer, one that could be offered to many gods. The Nameless World had never invented monotheism. A man could follow one god or many or none, if he wished. There was no sense that one religion was right and all the others were wrong; indeed, men often believed in all the gods without praying to them. And yet, it was considered rude to deny the gods completely.

    The crowd slowly dispersed once the prayer had come to an end, a number picking up copies of the Great Charter as they left the temple. Emily smiled, rather wanly. The vast majority of people in Swanhaven and Cockatrice could read, even if it was the phonic alphabet she’d taught them rather than Old Script. There would be no room for debate over the contents of the Charter, no opportunity for unscrupulous lords and ladies to covertly rewrite the provisions. Emily suspected that the letters and numbers she’d introduced would cause just as many changes as gunpowder and steam engines, in the long run. It would certainly be a great deal easier for people to tell if they were being scammed.

    Cat caught her arm. “She’s committed now, you know.”

    Emily glanced at him. She had no idea if he was deeply religious or not. Soldiers and combat sorcerers tended to pray to the gods of battle, proving – once again –there were no atheists in foxholes. Cat might well have taken the whole ceremony very seriously. She wondered, morbidly, if they should talk about religion. If they stayed together for years...

    “I know,” she said, dismissing the thought. Cat had made it clear that he wasn’t looking for a long-term relationship. “Do you think it was a good idea?”

    “She needed to do something dramatic,” Cat said. “But swearing an oath before the Crone in public...?”

    He looked towards the statue of the goddess and shuddered. Emily nodded in grim understanding. The Crone Goddess might have been female, but there was nothing feminine about her. She was the patron goddess of women everywhere, the binder of oaths and the avenger of wronged women. Emily was mildly surprised the religion hadn’t been driven underground long ago. But then, the Crone also punished women who fell from the straight and narrow.

    And the kings and princes are probably too cynical to believe in the gods, Emily thought, wryly. She’d never seen anything to suggest that theocrats genuinely believed in their religion. They may feel that tolerance is a small price to pay for peace and quiet.

    “It was very dramatic,” she said, banishing the thought. “And it will have been taken seriously.”

    She turned as she heard someone come up behind her. Bradford stood there, looking torn between embarrassment and nervousness. Technically, she was his feudal lady. He should have paid homage to her as soon as he entered Swanhaven. But he clearly hadn’t recognized her. Emily wondered, absently, who’d told him the truth. Behind him, the Melissa-lookalike appeared nervous. Emily guessed she was Bradford’s daughter or niece. Nepotism was alive and well in the Nameless World.

    “My Lady,” Bradford said. He bowed, stiffly. “I thank you for your support.”

    “You are welcome,” Emily said, ruefully. “But I think you will find that the princess chose to implement the charter herself.”

    Bradford didn’t look as though he believed her, although he was clearly unwilling to call her a liar to her face. Emily resisted the urge to roll her eyes. There were times it seemed that everything good in the kingdom was attributed to her, while everything bad was blamed on an endless series of scapegoats. She had written the original charter – that much was true – but it had been Alassa’s idea to swear a public oath. King Randor’s daughter had a much surer grasp of public relations than her father.

    She studied at Whitehall, Emily reminded herself. The students hadn’t been permitted to have servants. Some of them had taken it hard. Alassa’s title didn’t mean much there.

    “Regardless, we thank you,” Bradford said. He nodded to the girl, who inched back slightly. “This is Iodine, my daughter.”

    “My Lady,” Iodine said, dropping a curtsey.

    Emily nodded to her, formally. Up close, Iodine didn’t look that much like Melissa. She had long red hair flowing down her back and brushing against her bottom, but there was a hardness in her freckled face that spoke of a life spent scrabbling for scraps of wealth and power. Emily guessed that her family had only recently started to earn serious money, let alone establish themselves as a political force. Iodine wore her fine clothes as if she wasn’t used to wearing them.

    “A pleasure,” Emily said, finally.

    Bradford coughed. “Iodine is a very smart girl,” he told her. “She can read and write in both Old and New Script. She was in line to become an accountant when the guild collapsed.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. There had been no guarantee that Iodine would actually have become an accountant, but even getting in line was an impressive achievement. She couldn’t think of many other girls who could have done it, particularly as it was a job for life. They’d face a great deal of discrimination. There were too many men who thought women took jobs from men who needed to put food on the table. And if Iodine married...

    “That is impressive,” she said, wondering precisely what Bradford wanted. “Can we get to the point?”

    Bradford looked oddly relieved. “I would like you to offer her a place in your retinue.”

    Emily blinked. She had a retinue? Other noblewomen might be surrounded by their personal entourages, from maids and gossipmongers to butlers and bodyguards, but she had never felt the need. Having a personal servant, let alone a small army of personal servants, had always struck her as a little creepy. Besides, she had no idea what Void would say if she insisted on bringing a servant to her apprenticeship. She had a feeling the sorcerer wouldn’t allow her to do anything of the sort.

    We didn’t have servants at Whitehall, she thought. Alassa had had real trouble learning to cope. And I don’t need a servant now.

    She forced herself to think. She wasn’t blind to the underlying reasons behind the request. Bradford would profit if he was seen to have a relative in Emily’s retinue, even if Iodine did nothing more than brush Emily’s hair every morning. The mere hint of influence could be spun into a powerful patronage network, given time. Emily had no intention of allowing him to play political games with her name. And yet... turning down the offer would have consequences. Who knew what Bradford would do if he felt insulted?

    “I don’t have a retinue at the moment,” she said, finally. There was nothing that Iodine could do for her. “But I can recommend Iodine for a position in the princess’s household. Would that be sufficient?”

    “It would be quite sufficient,” Bradford said.

    “The final decision will not be made by me,” Emily said, with the private thought that Alassa might not be happy to have a Melissa-lookalike on her staff. Alassa and Melissa had been enemies for years. “But I can put her name forward if you like.”

    “Please,” Bradford said. He bowed, again. “I thank you.”

    Emily watched Bradford and Iodine go, feeling torn between wry amusement and cold annoyance. She understood his problem – he lacked the power base he’d need to protect himself if someone with more wealth and power turned on him – but, at the same time, she couldn’t help feeling a little manipulated. Bradford wanted to make use of her for his own reasons. Emily wondered, absently, what Iodine wanted. A young woman with her qualifications could practically write her own ticket, back in Cockatrice. She wouldn’t have so much opportunity if she entered Alassa’s – or Emily’s – service.

    “Interesting,” Cat said. He sounded more amused than anything else. His lips curved into a wry smile. “Why didn’t you take her on?”

    “I don’t need a servant,” Emily said. She led the way out of the temple and onto the muddy street, muttering a spell to ensure they wouldn’t be recognized. “Can you imagine what Sergeant Miles would say?”

    “He wouldn’t be pleased,” Cat said. “How many aristocratic commanders turned up to the war with a small army of servants in tow?”

    Emily nodded. “Too many. And how much trouble did they cause?”

    She stepped to one side as a line of troops marched down the street, their weapons slung over their shoulders. They were singing a marching cadence that was strikingly obscene. The men looked professional enough, to the untrained eye, but Emily had seen enough real soldiers to tell the new recruits hadn’t had any real experience. They hadn’t yet seen the elephant. She wondered, grimly, just how many of them would survive their first battle. Or how enthusiastic they’d be after they saw their comrades blown to bits. No one really understood how gruesome war could be until they saw it with their own eyes.

    “Bunch of pansies,” Cat said. He spat into the gutter. “I bet you that half of them don’t even know how to fire a gun.”

    “You didn’t know how to fire a gun until Farrakhan,” Emily reminded him. She wasn’t surprised by his attitude. Cat had seen a real war. “They will learn.”

    “Hah,” Cat muttered.

    Emily gave him a sharp look. “Don’t you think they have a chance?”

    “They’re not ready for war,” Cat said, flatly. “Jade was right. It will be weeks before we’re ready to take the offensive.”

    Yeah, Emily thought. And will we have weeks?

    He said nothing else as they made their slow way through the muddy streets. Small groups of people were everywhere, holding copies of the Great Charter and discussing its contents in excited voices. A handful of broadsheet singers were waving newspapers about, demanding attention. Emily glanced at the front cover and rolled her eyes. Apparently, King Randor had had nine piglets by the royal sow. Alassa was not going to be pleased when she heard that.

    It could be worse, Emily thought. She hasn’t heard the worst of the rumors yet.

    She put the thought aside and watched the city prepare for war. Blacksmiths were forging weapons; swords, shields and guns. Cooks were preparing salt beef and other foodstuffs that would keep for months. Young women were sewing uniforms for the soldiers and, less pleasantly, preparing medical supplies. Emily shuddered as she saw the chirurgeons barking orders to their apprentices, readying them for duty with the army. Magical healers could fix anything that wasn’t immediately fatal, but chirurgeons were little more than butchers. She’d introduced some medical knowledge – it was astonishing how many lives had been saved simply by insisting on proper sanitation – yet it would be a long time before doctors on the Nameless World saved more patients than they killed. Most chirurgeons simply didn’t know what they were doing.

    They reached the castle and walked over the drawbridge. Someone – Jade, probably – had doubled the guard, turning the gatehouse into a minor fortress in its own right. Emily allowed the wards to wash over them, confirming their identity, as Cat spoke to the guard commander. A number of horses waited in the courtyard, their flanks covered with coats of arms. Alassa had visitors.

    A messenger appeared as they reached the door. “My Lady, My Lord, the Princess Regnant requests your urgent presence.”

    Emily looked down at her garb. The white dress was stained with mud. She wanted to change, but she knew Alassa wouldn’t summon her unless it was urgent. Her friend knew better.

    “We’ll be there in a moment,” she said, reassuringly. “I just need to splash some water on my face first.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” the messenger said.


    Chapter Six

    “LADY EMILY,” ALASSA SAID, AS EMILY and Cat entered the small conference room. “Thank you for coming.”

    “It is my pleasure,” Emily said, gravely.

    She took the seat Alassa indicated and looked around the room. Four men sat facing Alassa, their clothes marking them as noblemen. She thought she recognized one, perhaps from Alexis, but she couldn’t put a name to the face. The other three were complete strangers. She rested her hands on the table, waiting to hear what the newcomers had to say. They wouldn’t have risked the king’s anger – by traveling into Swanhaven – if they hadn’t been desperate.

    “Viscount Hansel has come with a proposition,” Alassa said. She cocked her head to one side. “I thought you might be interested in hearing it.”

    Emily kept her face impassive. Alassa was behaving... oddly. She was normally much more decisive. Did she want Emily to make a show of supporting her? Or talking her out of... of what? Viscount Hansel – the man she thought she recognized – was a stranger, as far as she was concerned. He’d never been formally introduced to her. She couldn’t even remember if they’d exchanged greetings during one of King Randor’s formal balls.

    Viscount Hansel was a tall man with a puffy face that looked as if it hadn’t decided what it wanted to be. And yet, he was clearly an adult. Emily suspected he was in his mid-thirties, if not older. His dark hair and darker eyes gave him a sharp appearance that worried her more than she cared to admit. It was hard not to dislike him on sight.

    “My Lady,” Viscount Hansel said. “I come with a proposition.”

    And presumably not an offer of marriage, Emily thought. What do you want?

    “My lands are in the western half of Winter Flower, centered on Eagle’s Rest,” Viscount Hansel said, after a moment. “And they are on the verge of revolt. Lord Burrows” – his face twisted, as if he wanted to spit – “has been bleeding us dry. It’s only a matter of time before something explodes.”

    Emily glanced at the map on the wall. Viscount Hansel might not have the vast landholdings of a baron, but he was hardly a landless aristocrat with nothing more than a name. Eagle’s Rest sat on the Swanhaven River, a few miles east of the castle Emily and Cat had captured, in prime position to take advantage of the trade routes running through the kingdom. Why had he come to Alassa? Did he hope Alassa would calm his revolting subjects? Or... or what? It was hard to see how Viscount Hansel benefited from contacting Alassa and her followers.

    “We – my brother and I – are prepared to pledge ourselves to your cause,” Viscount Hansel said, looking at Alassa. “With our help, you can weaken the entire western defense line around Alexis and open the way for a drive on the capital itself.”

    Alassa leaned forward. “And in exchange?”

    “We want our rights and prerogatives respected,” Viscount Hansel said. “Our titles to our lands should be confirmed.”

    “I see,” Alassa said. Her gaze moved to the other two men. “And do you feel the same way?”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” one of the men said. “We will pledge ourselves to you if you swear to uphold our rights and prerogatives.”

    “Indeed.” Alassa smiled, humorlessly. “Wait. I will have an answer for you soon.”

    Emily expected the four aristocrats to protest as they were hurried out of the room, but they said nothing. They had to be desperate, then. And that meant... what? She wished she knew them better, even though she doubted they’d get along. She might at least have some idea what they really wanted.

    “An interesting development,” Alassa mused, once the door was closed. “What do you make of it?”

    “They’re on the verge of being overthrown,” Jade said. “Or simply losing their rights and prerogatives to the king and his servants. They are desperate.”

    “True,” Alassa agreed. “They wouldn’t have come here if they weren’t desperate.”

    “And Hansel is willing to pledge himself to you to avoid being overthrown,” Emily said. She took a long breath, contemplating the situation. “Alassa, he’s trying to place you in a particularly nasty position.”

    “Explain,” Alassa ordered.

    Emily looked back at her, evenly. “If you support him, Alassa, you might be backing him against his people. The Levellers will not be happy. On the other hand, if you don’t support him, you will be seen as a poor friend and worse ally.”

    “And his people might have good reason to want to revolt,” Jade said. “I’ve heard stories about Hansel. He is not a good lord.”

    Alassa let out a long sigh. “And I trust him about as far as I can throw him.”

    Cat snickered. “With magic, Your Highness, that is quite some distance.”

    “That said, Hansel is also taking a serious risk,” Alassa continued, ignoring Cat with a thoroughness Emily could only admire. “My father will not forgive him for traveling to Swanhaven, particularly as his brother accompanied him. They’ll be stripped of their lands when he finds out about it. They must feel they have no choice.”

    “They might be on the verge of losing their lands anyway,” Jade said, quietly. “Either to the king, who isn’t likely to be merciful, or to their own people.”

    “You can’t afford to back him,” Emily said. “It would make a mockery of the Great Charter.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. “And I have no doubt that Hansel will do everything in his power to cling to power. He’ll make whatever deals he has to make, then break them when he thinks he can get away with it. He’s a liability.”

    “Then send him away,” Imaiqah said. There was an urgency in her voice that surprised Emily. Imaiqah rarely spoke up during council meetings. “Or put him in jail.”

    “He came under a promise of safe conduct,” Jade said. “We cannot simply toss him into the nearest cell and throw away the key.”

    “He’s presented us with an opportunity,” Alassa said. “And yet, he’s also a liability.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “Are you feeling up to taking on another mission? You and Cat?”

    “Sure,” Cat said, before Emily could reply. “I was getting bored here.”

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

    “Hansel is right, damn the man,” Alassa said. “If we can encourage Eagle’s Rest – and the surrounding countryside – to rebel against Lord Burrows and Alicia, we will make it impossible for my father to mount an offensive into Swanhaven until the rebels are brutally crushed. It will give us the opportunity to finish building up our army and take the offensive into their territory.”

    “And make it easy to advance on Winter Flower itself,” Jade added.

    “I want you to accompany Hansel as he returns to his lands,” Alassa said. “Make contact with the rebels, establish supply lines and encourage them to rise up against their oppressors when they have an opportunity. And, perhaps just as importantly, ensure that Hansel is not in a position to simply crush the rebels when they’ve served their purpose. We can’t afford to let him regain supreme power.”

    “Sounds like fun,” Cat said.

    Emily wasn’t so sure. She’d never been to Winter Flower. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d walked into danger, but... this time, she couldn’t trust her allies. Viscount Hansel would put a knife between her ribs or cut her throat the moment he felt she was no longer useful. He had no magic, as far as she could tell, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. She would have to watch her back as long as she remained in his company.

    Cat will be with me, she thought. And I am the best choice for the mission.

    “We can do it,” she said, slowly. “But we will have to watch our backs.”

    “Yeah,” Cat said.

    “The rebels will listen to you, Emily,” Alassa said. Her lips twisted, as if she’d bitten into something sour. “You have more credibility than anyone else.”

    “Then make Hansel swear to uphold the Great Charter before we leave,” Emily said. “It will make it harder for him to change his mind.”

    “And give the rebels a prefabricated excuse for revolution if he tries to undo the charter,” Alassa commented. “Good thinking.”

    Emily winced. There was no way Viscount Hansel would willingly uphold the Great Charter. He’d see it as an assault on his limitless powers within his lands – and he’d be right. But Alassa couldn’t afford to put the charter aside, either. It would undermine her standing with the commoners who were the backbone of her rule. She would need to force Hansel to swear... and be ready to step in when, not if, he tried to cheat.

    “Thanks,” Emily said. She wasn’t particularly enthusiastic, but it had to be done. “Cat and I should be able to handle the mission.”

    “Of course we can,” Cat said. He smiled, confidently. “Just you and me...”

    “Take some extra men too,” Jade advised. “You can’t be everywhere at once.”

    Alassa nodded, slowly. “Bring in Hansel and his followers,” she ordered. “And give them a copy of the charter.”

    Emily watched as Hansel and his companions were escorted back into the room. They looked confident, as if they knew there was no way Alassa could reject their proposal. Emily studied them thoughtfully, wondering which one would be the first to switch sides again. It was easy to imagine Hansel choosing to side with the king – or the Noblest – if they made him a better offer. Randor couldn’t intend to slaughter all his noblemen, could he?

    But Hansel would have owed homage to Alicia’s father, Emily thought. Randor would have suspected his loyalties right from the start.

    “We have discussed your proposal,” Alassa said. “And we are disposed to accept, if certain conditions are met.”

    Hansel’s eyes narrowed. “Conditions?”

    “The Great Charter will be imposed over the entire kingdom, including Winter Flower,” Alassa said, as Imaiqah passed Hansel a copy. “You will be obliged to uphold the charter once we have recovered your lands.”

    Hansel took the copy and read it, quickly. His face flickered through a dizzying series of emotions, from shock and disbelief to a contemplative smirk that told Emily, if she’d had any doubt, that Hansel would find a way to skirt or neutralize the charter within his lands. She doubted it would end well for anyone. Alassa might not care – much – if Hansel was torn to pieces by his own people, but she’d have to punish the men responsible. That would definitely not end well.

    “Your Highness,” Hansel said. “I...”

    He swallowed and started again. “This will not uphold my rights and prerogatives.”

    “It certainly places some limits on your power,” Alassa agreed. “And it grants rights to everyone, even commoners and slaves. But it does not render you powerless.”

    Hansel’s face twisted. Beside him, his brother didn’t look remotely happy. Emily wondered, absently, if they’d take their horses and go straight home... except they wouldn’t have risked pledging themselves to Alassa if they had any other choice. What would they do? She suspected she knew the answer. They’d find a way to cheat.

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Hansel said. “Is this your price for your support?”

    “Yes,” Alassa said, flatly.

    “Then we will uphold the charter,” Hansel said. “I trust that will be suitable?”

    Yeah, right, Emily thought. Until you find a way to cheat.

    “It will do,” Alassa said. “Lady Emily and Lord Cat – and a handful of others – will accompany you back to Eagle’s Rest. They will assist the rebels and ensure they are pointed at the right targets. I trust that is satisfactory?”

    Hansel looked as if he wanted to object, but didn’t quite dare. Emily didn’t blame him. If there was anyone he didn’t want in his territory, it was her. She’d done enough – both in the real world and the fevered delusions of the broadsheet singers – to suggest that her mere presence brought chaos and disruption. Hell, Hansel knew she was at least partly responsible for the social upheaval that had led to civil war. He had to see her as a potential threat to his position.

    But he had no choice. “That will be satisfactory, Your Highness,” he said. “When will we depart?”

    “In a few days,” Alassa said. “It will take that long to prepare supplies for the mission.”

    And that, Emily knew, wasn’t true. Alassa would have no difficulty finding supplies for a cavalry troop, let alone a pair of magicians. She wanted to make Hansel and his friends wait for reasons of her own. Emily made a mental note to quiz her about it later – no doubt there was a logic to Alassa’s thinking – and then leaned forward. She wanted to hear Hansel’s response.

    “We may not have much time,” Hansel said. His voice was low, urgent. “I would suggest haste.”

    “We will see.” Alassa smiled. “My people will ensure that you are assigned chambers within the castle. You will have time to attend meetings of the war council before setting off on your mission.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Hansel said. He sounded tired, although not defeated. “We will be honored.”

    Alassa nodded. “I thank you for bringing this opportunity to us. You are dismissed.”

    Jade tapped the table as soon as Hansel and his friends were escorted out of the room. “He was not happy, Alassa. I suspect he will start looking for loopholes at once.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. “But we can’t allow this opportunity to slip by either.”

    Emily met her eyes. “How do we know it isn’t a trap?”

    “I don’t think they could have predicted that I would send you and Cat to Eagle’s Rest,” Alassa said, after a moment. “And even if they could, you two are powerful enough to blast your way out of a trap.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. Raw power was no guarantee of victory. She’d learnt that the hard way. Matilda – Randor’s combat sorceress – had been a nasty surprise. Who knew how many other combat sorcerers Randor had under his sway? “We will be very careful, of course.”

    “Yeah,” Cat said. “And if it is a trap, Hansel will not live long enough to gloat.”

    Alassa rubbed her forehead. “Good. I want the bastard dead, if he betrays you.”

    “It’s only a matter of time,” Jade said. His voice was very cold. “I doubt Hansel is capable of adapting to the new world.”

    Emily stood. “If you don’t mind, I would like to take a nap before dinner. It feels as if I’ve been awake for days.”

    “Politics,” Alassa said, dryly. “It wears you out.”

    “Speaking of politics,” Emily said, “Bradford came to me with an offer.”

    Alassa listened in silence as Emily told her about Iodine and her father’s request, then nodded curtly. “I can’t say I’m surprised,” she said. “I’ll have Iodine summoned tomorrow morning and interviewed. If she’s willing to work hard, if she’s willing to swear the oaths, I’ll give her a chance.”

    Emily blinked in surprise, then caught herself. Alassa had grown up in a culture where nepotism – and supporting one’s relatives – was common. She wouldn’t see anything wrong with Bradford trying to promote his daughter at every opportunity. The only real problem was that Iodine might not be suitable, yet impossible to dismiss. But her father wasn’t that important. Alassa could probably find her a position that was nicely harmless if she felt that simply dismissing the girl would have political implications.

    Which probably explains why so many of Nightingale’s relatives found positions at court, Emily thought. Nightingale was constantly promoting them to his king.

    Alassa’s eyes went wide, just for a second. Her hand rested on her belly. “Emily, feel this.”

    Emily reached out and touched the baby bump. For a moment, she felt nothing... and then, Alassa’s body jerked as the baby kicked. Proof, if she needed it, that Alassa’s unborn child was healthy. She felt... she wasn’t sure how she felt. Part of her wanted children of her own, part of her feared that she would turn into her mother. She hated the thought of putting another child through the hell that had been her childhood.

    “All our own work,” Jade said, mischievously. 

    Alassa elbowed him. “You insufferably proud cad.”

    Emily looked from one to the other, then shook her head. “I’ll see you this evening,” she said, as she headed for the door. “And then...”

    Cat followed her as she walked down the corridor, through a tangled network of wards and into the bedroom. Emily smiled, even though she felt too tired to do much of anything. The door closed behind them as Cat wrapped his arms around her and kissed the back of her neck, his fingers working on her straps. Emily pulled away, gently. She was far too tired.

    “I just need to nap,” she said, feeling torn. Part of her wanted him to make love to her. “Join me?”

    “I need to check out the map.” Cat gave her one last kiss, then turned away. “And decide how we should get to Eagle’s Rest.”

    “Riding, I guess,” Emily said. Viscount Hansel and his supporters had ridden all the way to Swanhaven. She wondered, suddenly, how they’d crossed the river. Had they forded the river somewhere or talked their way past Sergeant Rotherham and his men? “We can go past the castle.”

    “And pick up the sergeant,” Cat said. “He’ll come in handy.”

    He winked at her, then headed out the door. Emily watched him go, then lay back on the bed and closed her eyes. It was time to sleep. Soon, they’d be on their way to Eagle’s Rest...

    ... And there would be no time to sleep at all.


    Chapter Seven

    EMILY HALF-EXPECTED THAT THERE WOULD be little to do over the next few days, save for planning the mission and preparing supplies, but she was wrong. Alassa kept her busy, doing everything from inspecting factories and troop training sessions to making speeches to keep everyone’s mind focused on the war. She barely had any time for herself. The only upside, as far as she could tell, was that she didn’t have any time to meet with Viscount Hansel and his men. She had the feeling that the meeting wouldn’t prove to be very constructive.

    It was astonishing just how much enthusiasm there was for the war. Young men joined the army, marching off to glory; young women clapped and cheered for the handsome soldiers, pledging they would remain faithful until their boyfriends returned to marry them. Someone had even started a movement to shun those who refused to fight or to serve the war effort, even though Alassa had tried to discourage it. Emily suspected the enthusiasm wouldn’t last, once the costs of war became apparent, but it did keep everyone moving in roughly the same direction. Randor and the Noblest wouldn’t be remotely capable of harvesting anywhere near so much popular support.

    Her lips twitched as she watched the recruits being put through their paces. Good iron is not used to make a nail, Emily quoted mentally, and good men are not used to make soldiers.

    She had to smile, even though she knew it wasn’t particularly funny. The Nameless World’s commoners usually regarded soldiers as parasites and mercenaries as unspeakable scum, but now... the young men who had signed up to fight for their princess and the Great Charter were being feted as heroes. They had a cause, a reason to fight... something far more important than a minor dispute between two noblemen or a king deciding to try to expand his landholdings at the expense of another. Emily looked at the men and wondered, absently, where it would end. Perhaps, just perhaps, an army that had something to fight for would be able to take the war into the Blighted Lands. It was only a matter of time until another Necromancer decided to march his armies to war.

    “I thought I’d find you here,” Jade’s voice said, behind her. “What do you think of the men?”

    Emily glanced at Jade as he sat down on the grassy knoll. “They’re trying,” she said. “But they don’t have anything like enough personal attention.”

    Jade shrugged. “There were only a handful of us in Martial Magic, and the sergeants could afford to work with us individually. Here... we have a handful of sergeants and thousands of men. Given time, we will build up a training cadre, but...”

    “Not enough time,” Emily finished. “Pity we can’t hire more mercenaries.”

    “I’d be worried about hiring too many mercenaries,” Jade said. “We don’t want them teaching the troops bad habits. The commoners might worship Alassa – and you – now, but that will change if our men start looting and raping their way across the kingdom.”

    “I understand.” Emily gave him a long look. “How are you coping with impending fatherhood?”

    “I’m terrified,” Jade admitted. “What happens if I mess up?”

    “You won’t,” Emily said, reassuringly. Jade would have to fall a long way before he matched her stepfather. She certainly couldn’t imagine him walking out on his wife and child, like her real father. “Just try to remember that a child is a child, not a miniature adult.”

    Jade nodded, although it didn’t look as though he believed her. Children on the Nameless World had to grow up quickly. There was no real sense that childhood was a special time, one that should be enjoyed. Instead, children went to work as soon as possible. Imaiqah had been helping her father with his work almost as soon as she’d been able to pick up and carry boxes.

    She heard the sound of running footsteps and turned to see a messenger hurrying towards them. “My Lord, My Lady, the Princess Regnant demands your presence!”

    Jade stood. “Both of us?”

    “Yes, My Lord,” the messenger said. He was panting heavily. “Both of you.”

    “Then we’re on our way,” Jade said, grandly. “You may go.”

    The messenger took a look at the recruits on the field, then hurried off towards the distant castle. Jade and Emily followed, a little more sedately. The streets were crammed with people now that more troops had been brought in from the outlying cities and towns, but they made way for them as they pressed through. Jade looked pensive as they reached the castle, his eyes narrowing. A golden carriage stood in the courtyard, watched by a handful of guards.

    More representatives, Emily thought. What now?

    She followed Jade into the castle and down the corridor into the Throne Room. Alassa was seated there, flanked by Imaiqah and Lord Summer; Cat stood near them, next to Iodine. Emily felt a stab of... something, even though there was no sense they were friends, let alone anything more. She told herself, firmly, that she’d worry about her feelings for Cat later, once the war was over. Right now, they had more important problems to worry about.

    Jade took Lord Summer’s place, next to his wife. Emily stepped up to stand beside Cat and looked around. The Throne Room was heaving, with everyone from Bradford to Viscount Hansel waiting to hear what Alassa had to say. Her eyes sharpened as she caught sight of the two men kneeling in front of the throne, wearing the livery of Baron Harkness. Messengers from the Noblest? They wouldn’t wear such clothes unless they genuinely represented their master. It would cost them their lives.

    Alassa spoke, her voice commanding instant silence. “State your proposal.”

    Another proposal, Emily thought, sourly.

    “My mistress and her allies propose an alliance,” the messenger said. “They suggest that it is in our best interests to cooperate.”

    “Indeed,” Alassa said. “And what terms do they intend to offer?”

    “We will fight together to remove King Randor from power,” the messenger said, “and place you on the throne. Once the war is over, all parties will return to the balance of power that held sway ten years ago. The rights and prerogatives of the barons, everything from seats on the council to the right to raise fighting men, will be respected and upheld.”

    Ouch, Emily thought.

    Alassa leaned forward, her face darkening. “It seems to me,” she said coolly, “that you are offering me nothing more than what my father had, ten years ago. An overmighty nobility, a kingdom constantly on the edge of civil war... not, in short, anything satisfactory. I see no reason to accept an offer that guarantees another civil war a decade or so in the future.”

    “Your Highness, separately the king may best us both,” the messenger said. “But together we would be invincible.”

    He paused. “And we would hand Duke Traduceus over to you as well. You would be responsible for taking care of him.”

    “Indeed,” Alassa said, icily. 

    She leaned back in her throne, her eyes hard. Emily felt a flicker of sympathy. It was the same offer Viscount Hansel had made, but on a far greater scale. The messenger was quite right. Separately, Alassa and the Noblest might be beaten; together, they would have the power to crush the king. But the price was too high. Alassa could not recognize the barons’ rights and prerogatives without scrapping the Great Charter. And even if she evaded an uprising over that, she’d eventually have to fight the barons again anyway.

    “So,” Alassa said, addressing the court. “Any comments?”

    Viscount Hansel stepped forward. “Your Highness, there are many advantages to the alliance. Their assistance will be invaluable in defeating the king before he turns on us. It would also ensure that Your Highness took the throne without any dispute over the succession.”

    And it would also make it harder for Alassa to deny you your ancient rights and prerogatives, Emily thought, sourly. No wonder you jumped on the bandwagon when the music started to play.

    “But the Noblest lost a battle,” Bradford said, coolly. “Can they guarantee that they will rebuild their forces before the king smashes them flat?”

    “We lost a battle,” the messenger said. “But Lord Harkness was able to withdraw his forces before the king could close the trap. We are currently regrouping to resume the offensive.”

    “I would not assume that you could retake the offensive,” Sir William said. He was a keen strategist. “The king knows the importance of continuing the offensive into enemy territory.”

    Alassa looked at Emily. “Lady Emily, what do you think?”

    I wish I knew the right answer, Emily thought, dryly. Alassa and Jade might have had time to discuss how they’d handle an emissary from the Noblest, but they hadn’t shared their thoughts with her. And the right answer, in this case, is the one you want me to say in front of your court.

    She took a breath. “There are advantages to the offer,” she conceded. There was no point in trying to deny it. “But there are also disadvantages. The rights and prerogatives of the barons would clash, badly, with the Great Charter. You would be betraying one group of your supporters, your loyal supporters, in hopes of wooing aristocrats who have no intention of letting you take the throne without paying a steep price.”

    “Commoners cannot offer the support and legitimacy offered by my mistress,” the messenger said, quickly.

    “The barons have had their day,” Emily told him. “Either the king grinds them into the dirt or their own people overthrow them. Their time is up.”

    “Perhaps,” Alassa said.

    She invited more people to comment and listened, carefully, as they argued for or against the alliance. It was interesting, if unsurprising, to note that the majority of the aristocrats were in favor of the alliance, even though they stood to gain almost nothing. The commoners were more divided. Some favored the alliance, on the grounds it would end the war before the entire country was devastated; some were adamantly opposed, calling it a betrayal of everything they’d pledged themselves to defend. Emily tended to side with the latter. There was little to be gained – and much to be lost – by making a deal with the Noblest. They simply didn’t have much to offer.

    Alassa held up her hand for silence. “I have considered your offer,” she said, “and I have heard the arguments for or against the alliance. And I have decided to reject your offer of an alliance. You cannot, or you will not, offer me anything that makes accepting the alliance worthwhile. I see no reason to side with you when I, or my child, will sit on the throne in good time.”

    She paused, dramatically. “I am prepared to talk with barons and other aristocrats who are prepared to submit themselves to me, but I will not give them unbridled power. That didn’t end well for my great-grandfather. Go back to your mistress, tell her what I have said and inform her that if she wishes to retain anything, she must pay homage to me.”

    The messenger paled. “Your Highness...”

    “There is no room for debate,” Alassa said. “Go back to your mistress and tell her what I have said.”

    She nodded to the guards, who helped the messenger out of the chamber. Emily felt a stab of sympathy, even though she’d disliked the messenger on sight. Baroness Harkness would not be pleased when she heard his message. She’d risked a great deal by making contact, although – unlike Viscount Hansel – she was already a known rebel. The king could hardly get angrier with her. Emily wondered, absently, what would happen if Baroness Harkness fell into Randor’s hands. Would she be reduced to chattel, once again? Or would the king overcome his reluctance to execute women and have her beheaded? He’d come far too close to cutting off Emily’s head.

    Alassa spoke into the silence, directing the court to discuss other matters. The chatter ran back and forth, covering hundreds of different subjects. Emily did her best to pretend to pay attention as bureaucrats recited production statistics and training officers discussed just how near their men were to going into combat. She’d known that anyone who wanted to run an estate had to keep a firm grasp on dozens of issues, but Alassa seemed to have it worse. She would need to learn to delegate sooner or later. 

    But that lets people like Nightingale set the agenda, Emily reminded herself. Alassa doesn’t want to wind up hostage to a man like him.

    “Thank you all for coming,” Alassa said, eventually. “You are dismissed.”

    She met Emily’s eyes as the crowds started to file out of the chamber. “Not you, Emily,” she said. “Will you join me in my suite?”

    Emily nodded and followed Alassa through a side passage. No one followed them, not even Imaiqah. She guessed that Alassa had planned the meeting before the messenger had even turned up, although there was no way to be sure. The messenger might have been careful not to give any advance warning of his coming. It would have been harder to turn him away if he’d presented his credentials at the gates, rather than being stopped on the roads. Too many people would know he’d come.

    “Have a seat,” Alassa said, visibly relaxing. “Iodine appears to be working out, I admit.”

    “Good,” Emily said.

    Alassa rang a bell. A maid entered, a moment later, carrying a tray of drinks and snacks. She placed it on the table, then withdrew as silently as she’d come. Alassa nodded to the tray, inviting Emily to help herself. Emily took a mug of Kava and sat back in a sinfully comfortable seat. Alassa shrugged off her outer dress, dropped it on the floor and sat down too, still modestly clad. There were nasty red marks on her shoulders where the straps had been too tight.

    “I heard the offer twice, once in private session,” Alassa said, taking a mug herself. “Emily, did I do the right thing?”

    Emily took a moment to consider her answer. She hadn’t lied when she’d pointed out that the alliance came at too high a price, for all the good it would do. Alassa would find the Noblest a millstone around her neck when the time came to organize the post-war kingdom. And yet, the alliance would have shortened the war. King Randor couldn’t fight on two fronts. He would have to either come to terms with his enemies or die in futile combat.

    “I think so,” she said, finally. “An alliance with the Noblest would have destroyed your credibility amongst the Levellers. And the commoners.”

    Alassa took a sip of her drink. “It feels so strange,” she mused. “Once, the support of the barons would have determined if I took the throne or not. Now... now I don’t need them.”

    She shook her head. “But I understand them, Emily. I don’t understand the Levellers.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “But you will.”

    “Hah,” Alassa said.

    Emily smiled. She understood the problem, but she had no idea how to solve it. Alassa had grown up in a world where birth, not ability, determined how far you went in life. Her royal birth had given her status – and protection – while her magic had allowed her to go to Whitehall, but her femininity had been a curse as much as a blessing. Alassa would have been married off the moment she reached her majority if she’d had a legitimate brother, almost certainly to a king or a prince. Even that was a mixed blessing. Commoner women did not marry princes in the real world. It simply wasn’t done.

    “They want everyone to have the same opportunities,” she said, finally. “How many opportunities did your birth open to you?”

    Alassa looked pensive. “And how many problems did it bring in its wake?”

    “Too many,” Emily admitted. She jabbed her thumb towards the window. “And yet, I’m sure I can find a hundred women out there who’ll happily trade places without even trying.”

    “Probably,” Alassa said.

    She rested her hand on her belly, as if she could feel the baby kicking again. “What sort of world am I going to give to my child?”

    “A different one,” Emily said, carefully. It would be better, for some. It would be worse, for others. But her history studies had told her that change always benefited some people more than others. “I think it will be a world of great promise and opportunity.”

    “Ever the optimist,” Alassa said. She put her mug down on the table. “I thought I knew how to command, how to issue orders. But now... the lives of everyone in this castle, in this barony, depend upon me. If I issue the wrong orders, many of them will die.”

    And many will die, even if you issue the right orders, Emily thought. She kept that thought to herself. Sergeant Miles had hammered it into her head, but Alassa didn’t need to hear it right now. There’s no such thing as a perfect choice.

    Alassa said nothing for a long moment, then looked up. “I want you to visit the firearms factory tomorrow and check on production,” she said. “And then... and then you can set off to Eagle’s Rest.”

    “And watch my back all the way,” Emily said.

    “Don’t hesitate to turn Hansel into a slug and step on him if he causes trouble,” Alassa said, darkly. “We don’t need him that much. We may not need him at all.”

    “We will see,” Emily said.

    “Yes, we will,” Alassa said. Her face lightened, and a mischievous look appeared in her eyes, as if she’d decided not to dwell on matters that couldn’t be changed. “How are you and Cat getting along?”

    Emily blushed. “Fine,” she said. “We’re having fun.”

    “Glad to hear it,” Alassa said. The playful girl was replaced by the liege lady. “But it isn’t meant to be just fun.”


    Chapter Eight

    “WE ARE WORKING AS HARD AS we can,” Manager Rosen assured Emily, as he showed her around the factory. “But we simply don’t have enough skilled craftsmen to pick up the pace.”

    Emily nodded. The factory was more of a workshop than a real factory. She’d done her best to introduce the concept of an assembly line, but she’d met resistance from craftsmen who preferred to make the entire device themselves than become cogs in a machine. That would probably change as designs became more standardized, but for the moment it was a major headache. It didn’t help that Alassa had put so many craftsmen to work that training newer craftsmen had slowed dramatically.

    She stood by the door and looked down the room. A hundred tables, each one manned by a single craftsman; a hundred muskets in various stages of assembly. It was surprisingly quiet for such a large chamber, although the men and women were talking to each other in quiet voices. Emily had to smile when she spotted some of the women working on the guns. The first women to work in the factories had dressed as men – apparently, some had gone unnoticed for years – but now they worked openly. It would change the world. Young boys – and a teenager she was almost sure was a girl – moved from table to table, carrying messages and watching the craftsmen at work. They’d be craftsmen themselves in time.

    “We’re churning out new weapons every day, My Lady,” Rosen said, as he led her into the giant workshop. “Once made, they’re tested... and then sent to the army. We’re trying to speed up the process, but there are limits.” 

    “I quite understand,” Emily assured him. There was no way she could snap her fingers and cause thousands of muskets to appear. Conjuring something from nothing – and making it stick – was very advanced magic indeed. “And Her Highness understands too.”

    Rosen looked relieved. Emily understood. He was a craftsman himself – it was partly why he’d been promoted to management – but his superiors simply didn’t understand the realities of the job. They probably expected him to force his people to work harder, even though proud craftsmen wouldn’t stand for managerial bullying. A skilled craftsman could simply cross the bridge to Beneficence and be assured of a job. Besides, there were shortages of just about everything. The only thing that seemed to be in good supply was gunpowder.

    “We forge the cannon and cannonballs through here,” Rosen said, leading her through a solid door and into a blacksmith’s forge. The heat was so intense, Emily felt sweat pouring down her back. The laborers wore nothing more than protective aprons and leathers, their exposed skin marred by burns and scars. “Again, once they’re ready, we test the cannons before shipping them to the army.”

    Emily nodded, watching as a cannon slowly took shape in front of her. The workers didn’t look up, concentrating on their work. She understood that, too. A single mistake could result in a lethal accident, or one that left the worker crippled and unable to work. And that would be an utter disaster. A cripple had no future on the Nameless World and everyone knew it. Alassa wouldn’t be able to fix that in a hurry.

    We should see what we can do about that, Emily thought. There were charitable foundations, run by some of the religious sects, but no social security network. Anyone who is injured here was injured while working for us.

    She allowed Rosen to lead her through the vast chamber, listening to his chatter with half an ear. It wasn’t the first factory she’d seen in the last few years. Rosen made a point of telling her about some of his senior workers, who would be opening workshops of their own when the war was over, and about some of his ideas for steam engines. Emily doubted he’d be able to produce a workable steam-powered carriage, but she had no intention of stopping him from trying. Who knew where the idea would lead?

    It will be years before they come up with internal combustion engines, she thought. She’d had no trouble outlining the concept behind a steam engine, but an internal combustion engine was a little harder. I’ll have to see what I can dredge out of my memory.

    “The gunpowder is produced outside the city, in the marshes,” Rosen said, as they started to walk back to the workshop. “I can’t take you there.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. Her lips quirked. It was funny how no one wanted a gunpowder mill near them. But an explosion would be utterly disastrous. Putting the mill in the damp marshes made perfect sense. The city’s population would see the flash, and hear the thunder, if something went badly wrong, but they wouldn’t be harmed. “I trust that production is at acceptable levels?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Rosen said. “We should have more than enough gunpowder for our requirements.”

    Emily hoped he was right. One thing she’d learnt during the war was that supplies were always consumed faster than predicted. Sergeant Miles had taught her to estimate what she’d need, then double it. Once the war started in earnest, once the cannonballs started flying, she had a suspicion that their supplies of gunpowder would drop rapidly. Jade had made it clear that they had to assume the war would last for years. It would be embarrassing if they ran out of gunpowder – and cannonballs – in the middle of a fight.

    But we can recover cannonballs, she reminded herself. And it isn’t as if they are hard to cast.

    A handful of craftsmen waited for her as she stepped back into the main workshop. Emily pasted a smile on her face, silently cursing Alassa for forcing her to meet and greet the workers. She didn’t like meeting strangers, particularly when she was badly outnumbered. The hero worship in their eyes bothered her more than she cared to admit. She might have changed their world, she might have given them a chance to make something of their lives, but she hadn’t done everything. They’d picked up the ball she’d thrown and run with it.

    “My Lady,” Rosen said. “Allow me to introduce...”

    He rattled off a list of names as the craftsmen bowed – or, in one case, curtseyed. Emily could barely remember them, even though Alassa and Jade had told her it was important to remember names and faces. People liked it when their superiors remembered them, although Emily had her doubts. If she messed up, somehow, she wouldn’t have wanted her boss to remember.

    “Thank you for your service,” she said, when the introductions were finally over. “On behalf of Her Highness, let me say that we truly appreciate your work. We would not be able to fight and win the war without you.”

    Her words sounded hollow in her own eyes, but the craftsmen looked appreciative. They were practical men, she supposed. They knew what she’d done, even if they found her appearance something of a disappointment. She might not be ten feet tall, with fire flashing from her eyes, but she had kicked off an industrial revolution single-handedly. The craftsmen owed her and they knew it.

    She glanced from face to face. The craftsmen looked calm and confident, holding themselves with the ease of men who knew they were good at their work. She appreciated that in them and she suspected their apprentices appreciated it too. The craftsmen would be good teachers, simply because they knew what they were doing. It was a far cry from the teachers she’d had to endure back on Earth. They had often been more ignorant than their students.

    Her eyes rested on the craftswoman, just for a moment. She was a few years older than Emily, with dark hair tied into a tight bun, but there was something about the way she held herself that suggested she was formidable. Emily was tempted to ask how she’d become a craftswoman, how she’d managed to convince someone to take her as an apprentice, but she knew she couldn’t. Asking that in front of the men would undermine the craftswoman’s position. 

    She exchanged a few meaningless words with the craftsmen, then Rosen dismissed them back to their tables and led Emily back to the door. A handful of apprentices – and messengers – stood by the door, looking insufferably proud in their new uniforms. They weren’t particularly fancy, not compared to the military uniforms Emily had seen during the war, but they conferred status. The apprentices had good reason to be proud. They were on their way to positions that would make them respected men about town.

    And women, Emily thought, as she caught sight of a female apprentice. She was about sixteen, wearing a uniform that had been carefully tailored to hide her curves. She’ll have a chance...

    The female apprentice stepped forward, lifting her hand. She was holding a flintlock... for a second, Emily’s mind refused to accept what she was seeing. The girl was pointing a flintlock at her? And then the girl pulled the trigger. There was a loud bang – someone cried out in shock – and Emily staggered back as the bullet slammed into her wards. It would have killed a sorcerer who wasn’t smart enough to devise wards against physical blows, instead of merely crafting them to break up enemy spellware. Emily still felt as though she’d been punched in the belly.

    She hit the ground and rolled over, half-expecting the girl to take another shot. Instead, the girl was buried under a pile of male apprentices, the flintlock lying on the floor. Rosen was standing beside the weapon, wringing his hands in shock. Emily gritted her teeth, then forced herself to stand. Her chest hurt, even though the wards had absorbed most of the impact. A flintlock ball had more than enough power to kill.

    “My Lady,” Rosen said. “I...”

    “Quiet,” Emily snapped. She gritted her teeth, refusing to show weakness in front of the young apprentices. It felt as if she was going into shock too. Everything had happened so quickly! “Get her to the castle.”

    The apprentices slowly pulled themselves off the girl, allowing the older craftsmen to tie her up and half-carry her towards the door. Emily had the oddest sense that the girl was in shock too, as if she hadn’t realized what she was doing. The girl probably didn’t have any reason to hate me, she thought. Had someone controlled her? Where had she found the flintlock?

    She picked up the weapon and examined it, thoughtfully. There was no Craftsman’s Mark, nothing to suggest where it had been made. And yet, it had clearly come from a practiced hand. Alexis? King Randor wouldn’t have any qualms about sending assassins into Swanhaven, with orders to target Alassa’s supporters. Emily was fairly sure she was right at the top of people the king wanted dead. Even Jade hadn’t been so disruptive...

    “My Lady,” Rosen babbled. “I... please accept my...”

    “You will not be blamed,” Emily said. There had been no way for him to know that one of the apprentices would try to kill his patron. “But I will have to go back to the castle myself.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Rosen said, with profound relief. “I’ll have the carriage brought round immediately.”

    Emily would have preferred to walk, if only to get her thoughts in order before she faced Alassa and Jade, but it was quite a distance. The factories were right on the edge of Swanhaven. She tightened her wards – the pain in her chest was refusing to fade – and followed him out of the building. A carriage was already moving off into the distance, taking the girl to the castle. Emily felt a flicker of sympathy for the girl, if indeed she had been under a spell. Jade and his guards would not be gentle.

    She clambered into her carriage, when it arrived, and leaned back in her seat as it came to life. Closing the curtains, she lifted her shirt and examined her chest. It looked as though someone had punched her several times, although the pain was finally lessening. She touched the bruises lightly, then pulled her shirt back down. She’d have to check with a healer, just in case one of her ribs was broken, but she didn’t think so. The wards had done their job.

    And saved my life, she thought. In hindsight, she should have anticipated an assassination attempt. Jade’s paranoia wasn’t unjustified after all. If I hadn’t had that ward up, I’d be dead or seriously injured.

    She dismissed the thought as the carriage rattled over the castle’s drawbridge and into the courtyard. Emily opened the door as soon as it came to a halt and jumped down, landing neatly on the cobblestones. It wasn’t particularly dignified, not for an aristocratic woman, but she didn’t care. The guards saluted her as she strode into the castle and up towards Alassa’s chambers. If Emily remembered her schedule correctly, Alassa and Jade were supposed to be planning the offensive. She hoped her friend wasn’t sharing everything with her fair-weather allies. Too many of them would switch sides if the king made them a decent offer.

    Alassa’s eyes went wide as Emily was shown into her private chamber. “Emily? What happened?”

    “Someone tried to kill me,” Emily said. She glanced in a mirror and recoiled. She looked as if she’d been in the wars. “A girl who might have been under someone’s control...”

    “Again?” Alassa leaned forward. “Do we doubt the target this time?”

    “No,” Emily said, remembering the maid who’d tried to kill her five years ago. “She was aiming at me.”

    Jade stood. His voice was so harsh that Emily shivered. “What happened to her?”

    Emily took a moment to gather her thoughts. “I had her sent back to the castle,” she said, wondering if the girl had actually arrived. A sorcerer powerful enough to cast a compulsion spell would have no difficulty in liberating – or killing – his tool before she reached the castle and relative safety. “I should have gone with her.”

    “I’ll check on her,” Jade said. His tone promised bloody revenge. “And I’ll move her to the cells...”

    “Check for compulsions,” Emily said, flatly. “If someone else controlled her, she shouldn’t bear the blame.”

    Jade gave her a look that said, quite clearly, that she was too soft and understanding for her own good, then walked out the door. Emily watched him go, hoping he’d make sure to check for compulsions before doing anything else. If the girl had been under someone’s control, she couldn’t be blamed – legally – for what she’d done. Emily had learnt to fight off compulsions the hard way. Someone without any magic – or mental defenses – could be turned into a puppet with ease.

    “I’m sorry,” Alassa said. She sounded badly shocked. “I... what happened?”

    Emily ran through the whole story, ending with her concern about assassins. Alassa herself was relatively safe, at least until she gave birth, but everyone else was a potential target for the king’s men. She made a mental note to insist that Imaiqah work on developing her own defenses, just in case she was targeted. Alassa would have problems running the war without her closest friends. 

    And Jade will be targeted too, Emily thought, numbly. Randor probably sees him as nothing more than a nuisance, now he’s done his job and fathered the heir.

    She swallowed. What would happen to the war – and Alassa herself – if Jade was killed? Or Sir William? Or... a program of targeted assassinations could tear Swanhaven and Cockatrice apart. Emily shuddered, helplessly. How long would it be before suspicion and paranoia did the king’s work for him? She doubted it would be that long.

    A healer entered, carrying a bag of tools. Emily hesitated – she had never been comfortable undressing in front of strangers – then removed her shirt and allowed him to examine her chest. There was no real damage, he assured her as he slathered a healing salve over the bruises, but she needed to be more careful in the future. The next assassin might be far more successful.

    “You’ll be on your way to Eagle’s Rest soon,” Alassa said, once the healer had left the chamber. “The assassins won’t find you there.”

    Emily frowned. “Could the assassins have come with Hansel and his men?”

    “None of them are magicians,” Alassa said. “But... a magician who was skilled at masking his power might be able to avoid detection.”

    Or it might have been someone who’s been in the city for years, Emily thought. Swanhaven had never been a great magical town, certainly not on the scale of Celeste or Beneficence, but there had always been a few magicians who’d made their homes on its streets. King Randor set up a network of spies long before Alassa was born.

    She leaned back in her chair, suddenly feeling very tired. They would have to double or triple their precautions, despite the risks of impeding the war effort. God alone knew where that would lead. Proud craftsmen – and magicians – would not appreciate being treated as potential enemies. If Alassa made it clear she didn’t trust her people, it wouldn’t be long before they started to distrust her in return.

    Jade stepped into the room, looking grim. “There was a compulsion,” he said. “And it’s still in place.”

    “Shit,” Emily said. She gathered herself, then stood. “I’m coming.”

    “You don’t have to try to undo it,” Jade pointed out. “Emily...”

    “This girl was compelled to try to kill me,” Emily said. “And the only way we’re going to find out who did it is to undo the compulsion and ask.”

    “Be careful,” Alassa advised. “If someone is willing to use dark magics, they may not stop with simple compulsion spells.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “I’ll be careful.” 


    Chapter Nine

    CAT WAS WAITING OUTSIDE THE PRISON cell. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. She didn’t blame her friends for being concerned – a man who could plant a compulsion in a girl’s mind could easily plant a trap for anyone who tried to remove the compulsion – but she had to try. If the girl had seen her attacker, if she’d seen the magician who’d enspelled her, he could be arrested and executed before he could cause any further harm. Emily knew she’d been lucky. The next target might not be quite so fortunate.

    She peered through the bars, trying not to wince at the sight. The girl sat in a metal chair, her hands manacled behind her back and her ankles shackled to the metal. It looked as if she could barely move. Someone had stripped her of everything but a cloth bra and panties, leaving her dangerously exposed. Emily shuddered helplessly, remembering when she’d been held in a similar chair. She’d come far too close to death before she’d been rescued.

    “Stay here,” she said to Cat. She didn’t have time for overprotectiveness. “I’ll go in alone.”

    The girl barely looked up as Emily entered the room. She looked... despondent, although there was something about her attitude that suggested she was in full control of herself. Or, perhaps, the compulsion was in full control. Emily knew she wouldn’t have been so calm if she’d been arrested after trying to assassinate one of the most important people in the kingdom. The girl had no reason to expect anything other than an execution that would be neither quick nor painless.

    Emily knelt down, facing the girl. Her exposed skin was covered in bruises, but her face was flat and expressionless. Emily hesitated, unsure how to proceed, then reached out with her senses. The girl was no magician – she’d guessed as much – but the compulsion was terrifyingly obvious. Whoever had enchanted her hadn’t bothered to be subtle. The girl hadn’t even been able to find a way to trick the compulsion into letting go.

    I should have sensed the spell on her earlier, Emily thought. In hindsight, she should have been scanning for magic as soon as she entered the workshop. If I’d seen it then, I could have saved her...

    She pushed the thought aside and gently touched the girl’s forehead. Her head jerked up, her teeth snapping at Emily’s arm. The compulsion was still driving her on, even though it was futile. There was no way the poor girl could break the manacles and wrap her hands around Emily’s neck, let alone escape afterwards. But then, she was completely expendable. The sorcerer who’d enchanted her probably didn’t give a damn if she lived or died.

    “I’m trying to help you,” Emily said, although she knew the girl couldn’t heed her. “Just... relax.”

    Gritting her teeth, she pushed her magic into the girl’s head. The compulsion was overpowering, a command to kill that had been shouted again and again until the girl’s resistance was broken. 

    No, it was worse than that. 

    The girl hadn’t been able to resist at all. She hadn’t even known something was wrong until it was far too late. 

    Emily cursed under her breath, then concentrated on removing the spell. It clung desperately to the girl’s mind until Emily wrenched it away, banishing it into nothingness. The girl jerked again, then started to sob. Emily wrapped her arms around the girl’s shoulders and held her tight until the girl finally regained control of herself.

    She’ll have a very hard time for the next few days, Emily thought, grimly. And she won’t get the help she needs.

    “It’s alright,” she said. “What’s your name?”

    The girl looked up at her. “Mila,” she managed. “I... I tried to kill you.”

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Emily said. “That compulsion... even I would have trouble resisting it.”

    Mila shuddered. “I... really?”

    “Really,” Emily confirmed. “It isn’t easy to fight something in your head.”

    She took a long breath as Mila shuddered, again. “I need to know what happened,” she said, keeping her voice as calm as possible. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

    Mila hesitated. “I was at the lodging house,” she said, after a moment. “The landlady was throwing a fit about the cleaning, I think. I... she said someone was here to see me, which I thought was odd. I...”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “You thought it was odd?”

    “We’re not allowed visitors after dark,” Mila said. “The landlady is our chaperone. She’s the only reason my parents allowed me to move into the lodging house. And then...”

    Her arms started to shake. “He was there and... and I don’t remember.”

    “It sounds as if he used spells to obscure your memories,” Emily said. There was no way to tell how seriously she should take Mila’s words. Memory charms worked by convincing the brain to devise false memories to cover the gaps. Everything Mila had said might be a lie – and the poor girl would have no way to know it was a lie. “Can I probe your memories?”

    Mila cringed. “Do you have to?”

    “If I can get a clear look at him, I can catch him,” Emily said. The memory charms might have hidden the truth, but they couldn’t destroy it. “Please?”

    “If you must,” Mila said. She sagged, as if she expected Emily to read her mind whatever she said. “Do it.”

    Emily braced herself, then touched Mila’s forehead again. A wave of emotions assailed her, from numb horror at what she’d been made to do to anger and bitterness at having to open her mind to an intruder. Emily recoiled, understanding the girl’s feelings all too well. Mila’s mind had been raped, to all intents and purposes, and now she was required to submit herself to another intrusion. Emily knew she wouldn’t enjoy it if she was on the receiving end. She gritted her teeth and pushed on, looking for the memories. Mila wasn’t trying to fight, but her mind was a maelstrom of thoughts and memories. It was hard to find the memories she wanted to see.

    They poured into her mind, a whirlwind of impressions that didn’t seem to be in any coherent order. Mila was a young girl, admiring her father; Mila was an older girl, taking lessons from her father; Mila was a young adult, claiming an apprenticeship and a room at the lodging house. An overweight woman loomed over her, staring down with utter disgust; Emily had to fight to keep the memory from pushing her right out of Mila’s mind. The landlady didn’t seem to like the apprentices, even though they paid well. And then...

    Emily forced the memories to slow down as the sorcerer entered the picture. He was a tall man, but... but his face was obscured behind a spell. Panic gripped her as she discovered she couldn’t move, threatening to overwhelm her before she realized that Mila had been frozen and then... and then... the memories were so disjointed that she couldn’t retrieve anything further. Mila had never seen the sorcerer’s real face. 

    It might be a sorceress, Emily thought. She’d worn male garb herself, once or twice, although she’d never made a convincing man. A couple of spells and no one would know the difference.

    She pulled back, thinking hard. It was possible the landlady had seen the sorcerer, although Emily doubted the bastard would make the mistake of showing her his real face. And anyone else? There was no one who might have seen the man, as far as she knew. The sorcerer had gotten away with it.

    Mila was sobbing, the sound tearing at Emily’s heart. There was no future for her now, not in Swanhaven. Rosen wouldn’t take her back, even though she’d been under a compulsion spell. The other apprentices certainly wouldn’t see her as one of them any longer. Emily considered the situation for a moment, then shook her head. She had enough power and influence to convince Rosen to take Mila back, but there was nothing Emily could do about how Mila’s workmates would react to her. It would be better for her to make a clean start elsewhere.

    Emily gave Mila a tight hug, then stood and headed for the door. Jade and Cat stood there, looking grim. Behind them, a jailer looked depressingly enthusiastic. Emily shuddered, remembering when she’d been in the dungeons. If she hadn’t been so important, if she hadn’t had someone protecting her, she would almost certainly have been molested – or worse.

    She glared at the jailer. “Release her, then put her into the care of the maids,” she ordered, keeping her voice under tight control. “She is not to be harmed or abused. Do you understand?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” the jailer said.

    “I will be following up on her treatment,” Emily added. She allowed magic to crackle through the air. “And woe betide anyone who harms her.”

    The jailer bowed, not quickly enough to hide the flash of resentment, then scurried past Emily and into the cell. Emily sighed – she would follow up on the girl’s treatment – and then allowed Jade and Cat to lead her down the corridor and into a small room. Once they were alone, she outlined everything she’d seen in Mila’s mind. None of it was particularly helpful.

    “So we have a sorcerer running around,” Jade said, when she’d finished. “And one trying to assassinate us.”

    “Assassinate Emily,” Cat snapped. “She was the prime target.”

    “I was also the only one who was in the open,” Emily reminded him. “Alassa spends most of her time in the castle, with Jade. I was... in the open.”

    Cat snorted. “What about me?”

    “You’re not important enough to kill,” Jade said, mischievously.

    “We know he’s a weak sorcerer too,” Cat said, ignoring the jibe. “That’s good news, is it not?”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “How do we know he’s a weak sorcerer? How do we even know he’s a he?”

    “If he was strong enough to challenge you openly, he would have done so,” Cat said, bluntly. “Instead, he found an expendable girl and threw her at you.”

    “Or he doesn’t want to risk facing the Necromancer’s Bane, two combat sorcerers and two trained sorceresses,” Jade pointed out. “Even a Lone Power would hesitate.”

    “You wouldn’t let Alassa fight,” Cat pointed out.

    “He doesn’t know that,” Jade said. He cleared his throat. “A strong man might be able to lift a heavy load, every day of his life, but that doesn’t mean he wants to do it. Sending an enspelled girl to kill Emily makes a great deal of sense. If she kills Emily, well and good; if she doesn’t... well, there are plenty more potential tools within reach. We’re going to have to double our defenses.”

    “And set up newer wards,” Cat said. “What happens if the next person under his control happens to be a maid in the castle? Or a guard? Or even one of us?”

    Emily shuddered. She knew her mental defenses were strong – Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles had forced her to work on them – but they weren’t impregnable. There was no such thing as an impregnable defense. A sorcerer with enough raw power could batter them down, leaving her naked and helpless; a sorcerer with enough skill could worm his way through her defenses, twisting her perceptions until she couldn’t tell right from wrong. It was tempting to believe that Cat was right, when he said their mystery opponent was a low-power sorcerer, but that didn’t make him harmless. Skill could often make up for a lack of raw power. And Mila hadn’t really needed elaborate compulsion charms to bend her to his will...

    “We’ll work on it,” Jade said, firmly. “Emily? Did you undo the charm?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “It was a nasty one, though. We’ll have to keep an eye on her.”

    “I’ll see to it,” Jade said. “And after she recovers?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “Help her change her name and send her to Beneficence?”

    She shrugged as they left the chamber and headed up to Alassa’s suite. Jade had already tightened the wards, to the point Emily felt uncomfortable stepping through them. It felt as if an invisible force was crawling over her skin, pressing against her wards even though she was on the approved list. Cat didn’t look particularly comfortable either. 

    Alassa was sitting at her desk, writing on a piece of parchment; Imaiqah was sitting on the other side, reading a sheaf of reports. Emily had to smile as she sat down on the sofa and waited for them to finish. Alassa was brilliant, but she found paperwork tedious; Imaiqah was smart and patient enough to understand its value. Together, they made a formidable team. 

    “These are your credentials,” Alassa said, when she was done. “You’ll be a formal ambassador, free to speak with my voice.”

    “But also free to be disowned, if you say the wrong words,” Imaiqah said.

    Emily nodded. The five of them had spent the last few days discussing precisely what Emily would say to the rebels in Winter Flower – and Viscount Hansel, if he decided to renege on his oath. Emily had more room to maneuver than she’d expected, although part of her was simply tempted to outline everything Alassa was prepared to offer and let the rebels take it or leave it. Imaiqah was the bargaining expert, not her. But Alassa was right. The rebels might listen to Emily, to the Necromancer’s Bane, where they wouldn’t listen to anyone else.

    She took the credentials and read them carefully, her lips moving soundlessly as she parsed out the Old Script. Alassa had indeed given her a great deal of authority, although the parchment didn’t say where the limits actually were. The seal at the bottom was supposed to be impossible to forge, proof that Alassa – and no one else – had written the document. But Emily had her doubts. On one hand, it was unlikely the rebels knew what the seal was meant to look like; on the other, magicians had been trying to duplicate and forge blood-bonded seals for years. If someone had finally succeeded...

    “Thank you,” she said, putting her doubts aside. “I look forward to speaking to them.”

    “No, you don’t.” Alassa knew Emily disliked public speaking. “Anyway, what happened?”

    Emily sighed and ran through the whole story again. “Mila was just another victim,” she concluded. “She can be released once she’s had a chance to calm down.”

    “I see,” Alassa said.

    “And we have a rogue sorcerer running loose,” Jade added. “We have to catch the bastard.”

    “Which will be tricky, as long as he doesn’t show himself,” Alassa said. She looked down at her hands for a long moment. “Emily, are you still prepared to go to Eagle’s Rest?”

    Emily hesitated. It did have to be done. Viscount Hansel had been agitating for a hasty departure, even threatening to leave without Emily and her party. But she was also concerned about leaving her friends. Jade, Alassa and Imaiqah were skilled magicians, yet they could be taken by surprise. Who knew what would happen if they made a mistake that allowed an enspelled thrall to get too close to them?

    “Yeah,” she said, finally. “If you want us to go, we will go.”

    “It should be fun,” Cat said, reassuringly.

    “Hah,” Emily said, rolling her eyes. There would be no carriage this time. She’d have to ride a horse. “You’d better bring the army to Eagle’s Rest as quickly as possible.”

    “We will,” Jade said. “That will make life harder for any would-be assassins.”

    “Maybe,” Emily said. She yawned, despite herself. “I’m going to get a nap. I’ll see you all at dinner.”

    Cat followed her as she walked out the door. “Is your chest feeling any better?”

    “The pain has gone,” Emily said. Her skin felt prickly, as if she’d had a mild electric shock, but that was hardly uncommon when salve had been applied. “And I can breathe normally.”

    “That’s good,” Cat said. “Still...”

    He shook his head. “You got lucky.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “Most sorcerers would have been killed.”

    “And he’s still out there.” Cat smiled, suddenly. “Maybe he’ll follow us to Eagle’s Rest.”

    “And then maybe we can catch him,” Emily said. She wanted to catch the sorcerer. He’d destroyed an innocent life just to get at her. “And then we can... deal with him.”

    “Kill him,” Cat said, flatly. “He’s too dangerous to be allowed to live.”

    Emily said nothing as they walked into the suite. Instead, she took off her shirt and inspected herself in the mirror. Her skin was oddly pale, as if it had regenerated completely. It would be some time before it matched the rest of her skin. But the bruises were gone. Given time, everything would be back to normal.

    Cat stepped up behind her. “You do realize we won’t have a proper bed for weeks?”

    “I suppose not,” Emily said. “But have you ever cared about having a proper bed?” 

    “No,” Cat said. “But privacy is another matter.”

    Emily turned to face him. Cat was right about one thing. It would be the last moment of privacy they would have for quite some time. They certainly couldn’t share a bed where unfriendly eyes – and she included Viscount Hansel in that category – were watching. A hint of weakness, a hint that Cat was pulling her strings... she had no doubt Hansel would find a way to use it against her. Women on the Nameless World had to work twice has hard to earn half as much respect.

    “True.” Emily kissed him, lightly. “Let’s go to bed.”


    Chapter Ten

    “YOU’LL BE FINE,” CAT SAID, THE following morning. “Really, you’ll be fine.”

    Emily glowered at him, then looked at the horse. She’d been told that the warhorse was a gentle beast, but it didn’t look gentle. It looked as if it was just waiting for her to try to climb onto its back before it threw her off. She hesitated, adjusting her wards so she’d land gently if she was thrown off, then started to scramble onto the horse’s back. Cat stepped up behind her and gave her a push, helping her to get into place. The horse snorted rudely, but decided to tolerate her. Emily let out a sigh of relief.

    “We should just teleport,” she said, as Cat led his horse out of the stable. Emily’s horse followed, quivering with anticipation at the thought of a good long run. “That would get us there instantly.”

    “We would also be detected, instantly,” Cat pointed out. His voice was so dry that Emily just knew he was poking fun at her. “Better not to risk detection.”

    He scrambled onto the horse as they entered the courtyard. Viscount Hansel was already there, looking impatient. His brother stood next to his horse, his expression completely unreadable. Emily had the feeling he didn’t like her very much. She’d changed their world beyond repair.

    “My Lord, My Lady,” Hansel said. “Are we finally ready to depart?”

    “We are indeed,” Cat said, waving to the mounted cavalry. Alassa had offered an entire troop of horsemen, but Cat had insisted on taking no more than ten men. A large group would be far too noticeable, he’d argued. “Shall we go?”

    Emily gritted her teeth as Cat mounted his horse with casual ease. The portcullis was already opening, inviting them to canter out of the castle and onto the cobbled streets. Cat whooped, then dug in his spurs. His horse shot forward – he had to duck to avoid cracking his skull against the stone arch – and over the drawbridge. Emily’s horse followed, picking up speed rapidly as the cavalry troopers fanned out around the aristocrats. Emily simply couldn’t understand what Alassa and Jade – and Cat – saw in horses. Teleporting was so much more efficient.

    Alassa has no trouble riding a grumpy beast, she thought, as they galloped down the streets towards the city gates. I get nervous on a tame mare.

    Pedestrians scattered in all directions as the horsemen cantered faster. Emily hoped no one would get hurt. The average aristocrat wouldn’t care if a commoner got crushed under a horse’s hooves; hell, she’d once seen King Randor reward a man for making him laugh when he tumbled off a horse. Viscount Hansel didn’t seem to be paying much attention to where he was going, either. Emily prayed silently that there would be no incidents. Now, with the Great Charter being discussed eagerly throughout the barony, it would cause all sorts of problems.

    The horses passed through the gates and galloped into the countryside. Emily took a breath, then forced herself to relax as the horses moved faster and faster. She’d be in the saddle for most of the day, unless they stopped to answer the call of nature. Cat had planned to stop at the castle they’d taken, two weeks ago, and sleep there. The inns along the route were almost certainly deserted.

    Although there would be no one to complain if we used their beds, Emily thought. She’d been in enough inns to know she didn’t want to sleep in another, if it could be avoided. But the castle might be worse. There might not even be any bedding for us.

    She forced herself to keep an eye on their surroundings as they made their way down the road. Half the roadside villages looked to have been abandoned, save for a handful of elderly men and women who didn’t have anywhere to go. The larger towns were being converted into fortresses, although Emily doubted their populations would be able to put up a fight against a real army. Wooden palisades wouldn’t last long against flaming arrows, let alone cannons. She wondered, idly, just which side the townspeople would be on. They might like Alassa more than King Randor, but they wouldn’t trust her very far. The Great Charter could be nothing more than hot air.

    It will be different, she thought, as they turned to gallop along the riverside. Alassa will see to that.

    They stopped after a couple of hours to eat, drink and relieve themselves. Emily was so stiff she had to struggle to get off the horse, even though she needed a break. Cat made no move to help her. She felt a flicker of resentment, directed more at the population than Cat himself. How could they think less of her if Cat helped her to clamber off a wretched horse? But they would...

    She swallowed several angry comments as she ate her sandwiches, drank her water and finally scrambled back onto the horse. Her body was aching so much that she was tempted to take a swim in the river, even though it was flowing dangerously fast. Besides, it would be very cold. Cat shot her a reassuring look as the horses moved back onto the road and cantered on. Emily glowered at him. Next time, she’d teleport. Or take a carriage. It wouldn’t be that dangerous.

    Night was starting to fall by the time they cantered through the town and approached the castle they’d captured. Cat ordered the convoy to halt, then scrambled off his horse and walked towards the castle. Someone – Emily thought it was Sergeant Rotherham – shouted a challenge. Cat stopped and shouted back a sharp response of his own, then waited for permission to approach. Emily tensed, readying a spell. If the castle had been recaptured, they were walking right into a trap.

    “Come on,” Cat shouted. “They’re here!”

    Emily’s horse made a rude sound as she pushed it onto the bridge and into the castle’s tiny courtyard. Sergeant Rotherham saluted her as she scrambled off the beast, then directed two of his men to take the horse and rub it down. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief, although she couldn’t thank him in public. Alassa had been taught to tend to a horse, as well as ride a horse, but Emily disliked those duties too. And yet, she couldn’t help thinking that they’d been the only duties Alassa had taken seriously until she’d gone to Whitehall. Her riding tutor had been a very tough woman.

    And Randor must have taken them seriously too, Emily thought. Alassa had claimed, with a straight face, that her tutor had taken a riding crop to her after discovering that Alassa hadn’t cleaned the stable. He would have made sure Alassa knew to treat horses with respect.

    “We have constant stew in the mess,” Sergeant Rotherham said, once everyone was dismounted. “But I’m afraid we have little bread.”

    Viscount Hansel looked as if he wanted to complain, but Cat glared him into silence before he could open his mouth. Emily allowed herself a moment of pure relief. Constant stew wasn’t the nicest food she’d eaten – and she had her doubts about the wisdom of leaving a pot of food to simmer indefinitely – but it would be filling. Besides, there would be nothing else to eat. The castle’s tiny garrison hadn’t had the time to go hunting. They might not even have time to fish.

    “Thank you,” she said, as she forced herself to climb the stairs. Her body felt as if it had been beaten black and blue. “It will be more than suitable.”

    The mess was tiny, with nothing more than a large iron cauldron positioned neatly over a fireplace. Sergeant Rotherham took a set of bowls, ladled out the food and passed it around the room. Emily took hers gratefully, sat down on the stone floor and started to eat. It tasted better than she’d expected, although she was careful not to ask what was actually in it. Her training in survival had taught her that there were some questions best not asked -- or answered.

    “You’ll be coming with us to Eagle’s Rest,” Cat said, as he chewed his food. “Sergeant Hobbs will take over the garrison.”

    Sergeant Rotherham nodded, stiffly. “As My Lordship pleases.”

    Emily nodded in sympathy. Sergeant Rotherham had been in command of the castle. He wouldn’t be happy to be subordinated to Cat – and Emily – again. But there was no choice. They needed a reliable man in Eagle’s Rest, and Rotherham was extremely reliable. She made a mental note to ensure he was rewarded – and promoted – and staggered to her feet. Her legs threatened to give out.

    “I’ve taken the liberty of clearing my room for you, My Lady,” Sergeant Rotherham said, briskly. “But everyone else will have to bed down here.”

    “You must have better quarters,” Hansel said, tightly. He eyed his half-eaten bowl of stew as if he expected the contents to come back to life, jump out of the sauce and try to strangle him. “I cannot be expected to sleep here...”

    “You can sleep outside if you like, My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “But I could not guarantee your safety.”

    “This is a very small castle,” Cat added.

    Emily shrugged and allowed Sergeant Rotherham to lead her up the stairs into a tiny bedroom. It was so small – the bed was barely large enough for a grown man – that she wondered how King Randor’s liegeman had coped. He’d probably expected a bedroom consummate with his status, like Hansel. Perhaps the king had found another way to reward him. Or, more likely, he’d been raised from the ranks. He wouldn’t have the arrogance of a born nobleman.

    “Have a good sleep, My Lady,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”

    Emily didn’t bother to do more than remove her boots before she lay on the bed and closed her eyes. The mattress was so uncomfortable that she thought it was stuffed with rocks, but she fell asleep within seconds anyway. The next thing she knew, someone was shaking her shoulder and whispering for her to wake up. Emily jerked upright, one hand scrabbling for the virgin blade in her sleeve. Cat was looking down at her, his face grim.

    “What are you doing?” Emily asked. Her body was still stiff and worn. “You said...”

    “It’s cockcrow,” Cat said. “Get up.”

    Emily didn’t believe him. No, she didn’t want to believe him. She had barely closed her eyes when he’d woken her, hadn’t she? But she could hear the cocks crowing in the distance, calling the farmers from their beds. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and forced herself to stand, despite the growing pain. Her entire body was just too stiff.

    “Fuck,” she muttered, brushing her hair out of her eyes. Her body hurt, her teeth felt unclean and her clothes were sweaty and gross. “If this is a joke...”

    Cat shot her an amused look. “It’s not,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

    “Then go fetch me some water,” Emily ordered. Cat wouldn’t like her bossing him around, but she was too tired to care. “I need to splash something on my face.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Cat said, evenly. He walked out of the room, returning – five minutes later – with a large bowl of cold water and a jar of salve. “This should be of some help.”

    Emily nodded, washed herself as best as she could and slathered salve over her body. It did something to dull the ache, although she had to work hard to walk down the stairs without losing her balance and tumbling to the bottom. Better to have Cat hold her arm than take a pratfall in front of Hansel and his brother. The bastard was sitting in the mess, eating another bowl of constant stew. Emily felt a surge of naked hatred. He didn’t even have the grace to look worn out by the ride!

    He’s probably been riding all his life, Emily thought, sourly. He’d have been put on his first horse almost as soon as he was old enough to walk.

    She ate a bowl of stew herself, despite rebellious rumblings from her stomach, then followed Cat out of the mess and down to the courtyard. Sergeant Rotherham had taken Sergeant Hobbs’s horse, his face unreadable as he mounted up. Emily met his eyes, just for a moment, then looked away. She didn’t have time to worry about hurt feelings.

    “Let’s go,” Cat said. “Be on your guard.”

    Emily clambered onto her horse, then followed Cat out of the gate and over the bridge. There was nothing to mark the border between Swanhaven and Winter Flower, nothing to suggest that they’d crossed from one barony into another. The river made a convenient barrier, she supposed. There were places where peasants living along the border paid taxes to aristocrats on both sides. It was worse along the national borders. There, a peasant who chose the wrong side – or had the huge ill-luck to be in the wrong place at the wrong time – might be beheaded on the spot. No wonder so few people chose to live along the borders.

    Viscount Hansel took the lead as they galloped down the King’s Road. Emily looked from side to side, but there were really no visible differences between Swanhaven and Winter Flower. The villages were deserted, crops moldering in the fields; the towns were being readied for war, although Winter Flower’s townspeople didn’t look to have any real weapons or defenses. Emily wasn’t surprised. Alicia’s father had been a right bastard to anyone unfortunate enough to be underneath him. He wouldn’t want his peasants to be able to defend themselves. And Alicia – and Lord Burrows – would have seen no reason to change the law.

    A peasant with a sword must die, Emily thought, morosely. What will happen to these poor bastards if the wrong people win the war?

    She shuddered. She knew the answer all too well. King Randor – or the Noblest – would slash-and-burn, slaughtering peasants and burning their hovels to make it clear that the king was the sole authority in his land. The towns, particularly the ones that had profited from the New Learning, would be burnt to the ground too. It would be futile, in the long run – the New Learning had spread too far to stop – but it wouldn’t matter to the peasants, townspeople and craftsmen who were caught by the king’s forces. They’d be slaughtered on the spot.

    “We’ll be detouring around Allrianne,” Viscount Hansel called back. “The town hasn’t been paying its taxes.”

    I like them already, Emily thought, as the troop moved onto a different – smaller – road. Her horse slowed as it started to pick its way through mud. No doubt the money would have been wasted if it had been sent to you.

    Cat slowed his horse until he was riding next to her. “Keep an eye out for assassins,” he muttered. “We’re probably not the only targets here.”

    Emily nodded, tersely. Lord Burrows was still in command of the barony’s defenses, if the last message from Alicia was to be believed. He’d have excellent reason to want to get rid of Viscount Hansel and his brother, all the more so as neither of them had an adult heir. Randor would probably step in before Lord Burrows could claim their wardship for himself, but it would still give Lord Burrows – and the king – a chance to organize the region to suit themselves. 

    Except it won’t, she thought, wryly. The people living here will have something to say about it.

    She kept her eyes open as Viscount Hansel directed them towards a fancy inn, but saw nothing of particular interest. The real surprise was that Hansel had taken them to an inn in the first place, rather than a manor belonging to a friend. Emily had no way to know if it was proof that Hansel was strikingly unpopular, to the point where even his fellow aristocrats didn’t want his company, or a grim testament to the steadily collapsing social order. The manor houses in the countryside, away from immediate help, were steadily being wiped out...

    “Charming fellow,” Cat muttered, as they watched Hansel insisting – loudly – on the best beds for himself and his guests. “You want to bet that we’ll wind up saving him from the mob?”

    “No bet,” Emily said. The servants were on their best behavior, but even she could tell they were hiding their resentment behind bland facades. “We probably will have to save him.”

    “Perhaps we shouldn’t bother,” Cat added. His hand touched the sword at his belt. “He’s a liability.”

    Emily gave him a sharp look, then took a handful of broadsheets – so bland she knew they’d been censored before being sent to be printed – and scanned them quickly. They would be lies, she was sure, but it was important – sometimes – to know what lies people wanted you to believe. King Randor had won a series of victories right across the kingdom, including a smashing attack from the north into Cockatrice. She rolled her eyes at the writer’s assumption that everyone was as ignorant as himself. An attack from the north, into Cockatrice, would have come out of the sea.

    “Nothing useful,” she said, as a clearly-nervous maid led them to their bedrooms. She made a mental note to leave a tip, carefully hidden so the maid’s superiors wouldn’t see it. “Just lies, lies and more lies.”

    “Well,” Cat said. “No change there, then.”

    Emily nodded. “No,” she agreed. “No change at all.”


    Interlude One

    “THEY RAN,” ROUTIER EXULTED. “THEY RAN like the cowards they are!”

    Sir Roger bit down a number of sarcastic remarks as the defenders of Castle Blackstone emerged from the keep to pay homage to their king and, in turn, be rewarded and honored for their valiant defense. The Noblest had had nothing to gain by making a stand against superior forces, not with the castle at their back. Instead, they’d fired a handful of shots and withdrawn in reasonably good order. Sir Roger would have been impressed if he hadn’t known the king was pissed. The horsemen he’d dispatched to seal the bridges, and prevent the enemy from escaping, had failed.

    “They decided they couldn’t stop us here,” Sir Roger said, as calmly as he could. It was true. His forces would have paid a price, if they’d had to fight a pitched battle, but the numbers had been on their side. “So they left.”

    “Cowards.” Routier sneered. “What have we to fear?”

    Sir Roger said nothing. Routier was nothing more than a common mercenary, a sellsword who sold his loyalty to the highest bidder. His free company – and the other mercenary bands the king had placed under his command – was responsible for more atrocities than every other military force in the Allied Lands put together. It felt, at times, as if the mercenaries were trying to give the necromancers a run for their money. King Randor hadn’t cared, when Sir Roger had raised the issue. He’d seemed distracted by an infinitely greater thought.

    Sir Roger did his best to ignore the wretched man as he watched the king give the defenders the kiss of friendship. The defenders would be honored for their service in holding the castle for the king, even though they’d been on the verge of surrender. Sir Roger had feared the king would explode with rage when they’d heard the news, but he’d been surprisingly understanding. The rules of war stated that a besieged garrison could surrender and walk away, with full honors of war, if it wasn’t relieved within a set period. Castle Blackstone had come far too close to the point where it had to surrender or risk the defenders being slaughtered when the walls finally fell.

    But the king was sure we could get here in time, Sir Roger thought. And he was right.

    A herald hurried over to him and knelt on the muddy ground. “Sir Roger, Lord Routier, His Majesty commands your presence.”

    “We shall attend upon His Majesty at once,” Routier said.

    Sir Roger felt his lips twitch as they walked towards the castle. Routier claimed to be a lord, a nobleman who’d been unseated from his rightful inheritance by his brother, but the story had more holes in it than a lump of moldy cheese. It was certainly possible there was noble blood in him, and his accent suggested he’d been born on the other side of the Allied Lands, yet his whole demeanour suggested he was trying a little too hard. A veneer of aristocratic sophistication hiding a violent nature more suited to the lower orders than any nobleman... Sir Roger had a private bet with himself that Routier had been born on the wrong side of the blanket. An illegitimate child might be provided for, but the poor bastard – literally – could never inherit. It might explain the chip on the dark man’s shoulder.

    King Randor’s servants had wasted no time taking over the castle, he noted as they strode over the drawbridge and into the giant building. The stench struck him at once – piss and shit and too many sweaty bodies in too close together – but he ignored it. He’d been in worse places. Besides, now that the enemy had been driven away from the castle, the defenders would have time to clean up the mess and repair the defenses. Who knew when the castle might be attacked again?

    A pair of Royal Guardsmen searched them both before allowing them into the king’s audience chamber. The stone office had belonged to the garrison commander, but Sir Roger doubted he’d raised any objection to the king taking it for himself. It was really nothing more than a stone box, a far cry from the luxurious environment of Alexis. Sir Roger’s lips quirked in cold amusement. The people who thought soldiering was nothing more than fancy uniforms and riding around on horseback would be in for a shock if they saw the castle. It made him wonder how many of the fair-weather warriors who’d signed up for a little excitement would stay enthusiastic when the realities of war began to bite. War was not honor and glory, but hell unleashed.

    “Your Majesty,” he said, kneeling.

    King Randor looked like a hulking beast as he sat at the map table, his meaty hands twitching as if he wanted to rip someone’s head from his shoulders. Sir Roger felt a flicker of fear. He’d seen war – he’d seen a necromancer – and yet, his king had the power to scare him. The king’s growing instability worried him more than he cared to admit. Randor had simply been through too much in the last few years for anyone to handle.

    At least he sacked Nightingale, Sir Roger thought. The little bottom-feeder hadn’t been seen or heard from for weeks. No doubt the king had got tired of his ass-kissing and banished him from the kingdom. Perhaps his new advisor will be more competent.

    “A great victory,” King Randor said. He looked up, but Sir Roger had the odd sense the king wasn’t seeing either of them. His face seemed to have aged a decade overnight. “We have opened the road to Harkness.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said.

    “And my men have more than earned their pay,” Routier put in. “We covered for you...”

    “You let my men do all the hard fighting,” Sir Roger snapped. “Your troops...”

    “Will be employed on a slash-and-burn,” King Randor said. He drew a line on the map, around Castle Harkness. “You will take your men deeper into Harkness and carry out a full slash-and-burn. Every village, every town, everything within twenty kilometers of Harkness itself is to be destroyed. The population is to be forced to flee.”

    Sir Roger felt his mouth drop open in shock. “Your Majesty...”

    “Let them flee to the castle,” King Randor snarled. The parchment map crumpled under his fingers. “Let the bitch feed them.”

    “Your Majesty,” Sir Roger started. “That will... that will kill thousands of your subjects who...”

    “Who have betrayed me,” the king said. “Have they risen up in my name? They must be punished!”

    “Your orders will be carried out, Your Majesty,” Routier assured him, before Sir Roger could think of a response. “The population will indeed be punished.”

    Sir Roger felt revolted. The population needed to be punished? He knew exactly what was going to happen. The villages, towns and farms would be destroyed; men and boys would be killed, women and girls would be raped... the entire region would be devastated. Anyone who survived the slash-and-burn would probably starve when winter hit. The mercenaries would take everything. 

    But he looked into his king’s face and knew there was no point in arguing.

    “You will prepare the troops for an immediate advance,” Randor added. “We will not let them have a chance to recover.”

    They’ve already had all the time they need, Sir Roger thought. The Royal Army was advancing into enemy territory, after all. They’ll be ready for us.

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said. “It will be done.”

    And he wished, as he hurried back to his men, that he didn’t feel so dirty.


    Chapter Eleven

    EAGLE’S REST HAD A NASTY EDGE in the air as the small convoy passed through the gates.

    On the surface, it was just like any other city on the Nameless World. A handful of wide roads, hundreds of alleyways and shops and tottering apartment blocks that looked as if one gust of wind would be enough to blow them down. The New Learning hadn’t made so much of an impression here, she noted; the streets were covered in a thin layer of human and animal waste that stank so badly she wanted to gag. Rats, some of them large enough to pass for cats, darted across the road, showing no fear of the horses or their hooves. It was a typical medieval town.

    And yet, she could feel the edge in the air. It was like Farrakhan, on the front lines of a war, but sharper. There were no cheers as the lord of the city returned to his manor, no whoops and catcalls from an enthusiastic crowd. The threat of violence hung in the air, promising that – one day – the people of the city would rise up and take what was theirs. The air of sullen submission was an illusion. It wouldn’t be long before all hell broke loose. Viscount Hansel rode down the centre of the road without a care for the people in his way, forcing them to run in all directions to avoid his horse’s hooves. Emily couldn’t help thinking it wouldn’t be long before his people rebelled and killed him. And she and her friends would be caught in the middle.

    We don’t need him that much, she thought, as her horse kicked its way through mud. Do we?

    Cat pulled his horse up beside her. “Mercenaries,” he said, quietly. “Look.”

    Emily followed his gaze. A cluster of armed men stood on a corner, their hands on their swords and their eyes constantly sweeping the streets for threats. They wore leathers, rather than armor; they wore no livery, save for an armband in Hansel’s colors. The local population gave them a wide berth, as if they feared they’d be snatched off the streets if they went too close. Emily feared they might be right. Mercenaries had a bad reputation for killing people first and asking questions later. And – as they cantered up the road – she saw mercenaries everywhere.

    “The king was hiring every mercenary he could find,” Cat said, pitching his voice so low that even Emily could barely hear him. “I dread to imagine how much Hansel is paying every day to keep so many mercenaries under his colors.”

    Emily nodded. Sergeant Miles had told her that mercenaries were fundamentally disloyal. It was rare for a mercenary – or an entire company of mercenaries – to desert, but they only stayed under their master’s flag as long as they were paid. A late payment could mean the mercenaries walking off the job, sometimes simply crossing the lines to the other side. And they were rarely willing to put their lives in mortal peril. Hansel had to be paying out thousands of crowns a day, just to keep his mercenaries under his command. She couldn’t help wondering just how long he could keep paying them.

    And they might be all that’s keeping him in power, she thought numbly. When they go, he goes too.

    She cursed under her breath, savagely. The local population had every reason to be furious with their lord. Mercenaries had no interest in keeping people sweet, not when they had no true loyalty to their master. Emily would bet good money that there had already been a string of incidents, from looting to rapes, that would swell the tide of hatred within the city. Hansel probably wouldn’t bother to make concessions, let alone hang any of his men for abusing the citizens. It was a sickening thought. He’d sooner keep the mercenaries sweet than his own people. 

    The city didn’t look any better as they cantered up towards the manor house. It wasn’t a real castle, although the mercenaries – and Hansel’s private guard – had done some work to fortify it over the last few months. Emily felt her lips twitch, humorlessly, as she contemplated what Sergeant Miles would say to any of his students who did such a poor job. They’d set up trenches and defensive lines, but they hadn’t knocked down any of the nearby houses to create a firebreak. Emily could see a dozen ways to overwhelm the defenders and take the manor without magic or firearms. She was surprised that Hansel couldn’t see them too.

    She caught Cat’s eye. “Did Hansel ever go to war?”

    “Nothing more challenging than hunting bandits.” Cat sounded grimly amused. “There’s no sense he’s an actual coward, so I’m guessing his father didn’t let him go to war.”

    Emily nodded. It wasn’t uncommon for an aristocrat’s firstborn son to be treated with extreme care, as if he were made of fragile china, although it had always struck her as absurd. King Randor had certainly gone to war almost as soon as he was old enough to don armor and carry a sword, even if he’d had an older officer standing by to offer advice and forceful suggestions. But Hansel? It didn’t look as though Tobias had gone to war either. An experienced officer would have seen the cracks in the defenses and done something about them.

    If he can, she thought, as they rode up to the gates. The houses on each side of the walls looked expensive. They were right next to the very seat of power, after all. Emily doubted they were anything like as costly as houses in Alexis – a garret along the Royal Mile could cost as much as a mansion in Cockatrice or Swanhaven – but whoever lived there would be a big fish in a very small pond. Perhaps they can’t knock them down, or even turn them into strongpoints.

    The gates opened. Emily looked from side to side as the horses cantered up the driveway and stopped in front of the manor. A small army of servants were already waiting for them. Their leader – a tall, grey-haired man who looked as if the slightest breeze would blow him away – looked nervous. Emily suspected he wasn’t anything like as old as he looked, but dealing with Hansel – she thought – was more than enough to prematurely age anyone. He bowed, deeply, as Hansel jumped off his horse and landed neatly on the cobblestones. Emily remembered Sergeant Miles lecturing his students about showboating and smiled. It was a good way to get injured – or killed – for nothing. Hansel didn’t have a healer to put a broken ankle back together with a click of the fingers. 

    “Welcome home, My Lord.” The grey-haired man glanced at Emily, then looked back at Hansel. “All remains as you left it.”

    “I had no doubt of it, Saran,” Hansel said. “I trust that we are ready to receive guests?”

    “Your message was received, My Lord,” Saran said, with another bow. “I have prepared two guest rooms, as you specified.”

    “Take our noble guests” – Hansel indicated Emily and Cat – “to their rooms, then have their escorts assigned places in the barracks. They can join us for dinner when they’ve had a chance to freshen up.”

    Emily looked at Cat, who shrugged and exchanged a few brief words with Sergeant Rotherham before climbing off his horse and handing the reins to a stable boy. Emily lowered herself down a little more gingerly, feeling her body aching – again – as she touched the ground. Four days of hard riding had made her a little more accustomed to the sensation, but she still felt as if she’d been beaten half to death. Hansel – damn the man – didn’t seem to suffer at all. She felt sorry for his poor horse.

    “I welcome you to my lord’s house,” Saran said. Up close, it was easy to see the strain on his face. He was old enough, Emily thought, to have been the castellan to Hansel’s father. It couldn’t be easy taking orders from men you’d known as babes in arms. “Please treat it as your own.”

    Emily reached out with her senses as Saran led them through the doors and into the manor, trying to determine what – if any – magical defenses the building had. There were a handful of wards – one that prevented scrying, one that preventing teleporting, several more than didn’t seem to have any practical purpose – but very little else. It looked as though Hansel and his brother had simply hired a magician to put the wards in place, then dismissed him immediately. There was no sense that anyone was controlling the wards, let alone reinforcing them. Emily had no doubt she could break through the wards within seconds, if necessary. It was a curious gap in his defenses.

    She put the thought aside for later consideration and looked around. The interior of the manor was odd, as if the designer couldn’t decide if it was meant to be a luxury home or a warehouse. There were paintings and statues and pieces of artwork everywhere, ranging from a copy of King Randor’s official portrait to a dramatic painting showing the Royal Wedding. Alassa lay on the ground, face-down in a pool of her own blood, while He-Man and She-Ra tried desperately to save her life... Emily flushed as she heard Cat snicker delightedly. She supposed He-Man and She-Ra were meant to be Jade and herself, but... she shook her head in disbelief. Whoever had painted the picture clearly hadn’t been at the wedding, nor had they met anyone they’d tried to paint. Emily looked nothing like She-Ra and she knew it. Even the hair color was wrong.

    Cat elbowed her. “Do you think he’d sell us the painting if we asked?”

    “Only for burning,” Emily muttered back.

    Saran led them up a flight of stairs and stopped in front of a wooden door. “Lady Emily, this is your suite,” he said. “The maids have already prepared it for you, but please don’t hesitate to ring the bell if you require anything. Your personal maid will attend to you. Lord Cat will be in the next suite, just down the corridor” – he pointed – “and dinner will be served in one hour. Do you require anything else?”

    “No, thank you,” Emily said. She took a coin from her pocket and held it out to him. “For you?”

    Saran made the coin vanish with practiced ease, then opened the door for her. Emily stepped through, noting – in passing – that there was no lock. It wasn’t entirely uncommon, in a world where everyone who was anyone had personal servants, but it still grated. Her bedroom back on Earth hadn’t had a lock either, no matter how many times she’d asked for one. It made her feel vulnerable.

    I can ward the room, once I’ve checked it out, she thought, as she closed the door behind her and looked around. And that should make life difficult for any spies.

    She took a long breath and surveyed the room. It was massive, easily large enough to house three or four beds. A single, large bed sat in the centre of the room, flanked by a pair of giant wardrobes. It looked as though there was more storage space than she’d ever have to use, but she’d seen how many clothes Alassa and her fellow noblewomen had carried from place to place. Hansel might actually have given her less storage space than a clotheshorse would need. Emily wondered, as she glanced into the bathroom, if it was intended as a subtle insult to her. Or maybe she was just over-thinking it. Hansel was a very minor nobleman compared with Alassa and the Barons. His guests might not need quite so many wardrobes.

    And besides, he knows I was on horseback, Emily thought. She’d packed a bag, but it wasn’t particularly large. He knows I didn’t bring that much with me.

    There was a tap on the door. A footman stood there, carrying her bag. Emily took it, tipped him and then placed it on the floor. The man hesitated, as if he wanted to say or do something, then bowed and retreated into the distance. Emily closed the door, then checked the wards on the bag. It looked as if no one had tried to open the bag during transit. Her lips quirked, humorlessly. Opening a sorceress’s bag was de jure suicide on the Nameless World.

    She put a locking spell on the door – there wasn’t even a bolt, to her amused horror – and sat down on the bed, carefully reaching out with her senses. If there was any active spellware within the suite, save for her own protective wards and the locking spell, she couldn’t sense it. She checked twice, just to be sure. There were ways to conceal a surveillance spell – or simply emplace it quite some distance from the target – but there was nothing. Hansel didn’t seem inclined to use magic to spy on his guests.

    Emily smiled, then started to search the room. She’d seen enough peepholes to guess where they might be hidden, particularly if there were servant passageways on the other side of the suite. It took her twenty minutes to find the first peephole; the second and third, the latter in the bathroom, were considerably easier to find. Emily rolled her eyes in disgust. She’d seen enough peepholes to know what they were used to do. She cast a handful of spells to ensure that any peepers would see nothing – it was tempting to add a hex that would make any peepers go blind – and a ward to alert her if someone tried to peer into the room. Hansel would be a social pariah if he or his staff were caught peeking on high-ranking guests – no one cared about the maids – but Emily suspected he wouldn’t care.

    And he’ll probably want to search my bag, Emily thought, as she walked into the bathroom and undressed. Her body was covered in fading bruises. He’ll want to know what I’ve brought here.

    The bathtub, to her surprise, had cold water on tap. Someone must have refitted the manor when hot and cold running water became fashionable, although they clearly hadn’t bothered to establish a link to the boiler. That was a far more complex piece of work. Emily filled the bath with cold water anyway, used a spell to warm it and then climbed into the tub. A long soak was just what the doctor ordered. It was a shame she couldn’t stay in the tub for long.

    There were a handful of taps at the door, beating out a pattern. Emily stood, muttered a spell to dry herself and then headed back into the bedroom. It had to be Cat on the other side. No one else knew the pattern. She grabbed a robe from her bag and pulled it on, then opened the door. Cat stood there, looking disgustingly clean and healthy. Emily felt a flicker of amused envy. Men seemed to be able to undress, wash and dress within minutes.

    “Dinner will be served in five minutes, apparently,” Cat said. He stepped into the room, closing the door behind her. “Are you ready to go down?”

    Emily shook her head as she searched through the bag. Alassa had insisted she pack a handful of dresses, as well as shirts and trousers, but she honestly wasn’t sure what she should wear. She had never been particularly concerned about fashion, yet she knew she had to make a good impression... for Alassa’s sake, if not her own. She eventually settled on the long blue dress and changed into it, ignoring Cat’s hints that there was something else she could be doing. By the time Saran materialized, his face longer than ever, she was ready.

    “This way, My Lord, My Lady,” Saran said.

    They followed him down the stairs and into a large dining hall. It was smaller than King Randor’s Great Hall, Emily noted, but somehow it managed to look just as large. Row after row of tables, utterly groaning under the weight of food... Viscount Hansel had thrown a colossal spread for his guests. Emily looked around and felt her heart sink. It looked as though Hansel had invited every nobleman, wealthy merchant and military officer in the barony. They were eating and drinking like pigs.

    She tried to hide her shudder as Saran led her past a row of tables and up to the high table, where Hansel and his brother were sitting. They rose to greet Emily and Cat as they approached, offering a short speech to make it clear that the newcomers were honored guests. Emily groaned, inwardly, as the speech came to an end. Hansel had managed to suggest that she, the famed Necromancer’s Bane, was on his side. There was no way to keep her presence a secret now. She took the seat she was offered, on Hansel’s right side, and surveyed the crowd, wondering which one would betray them. Hansel was hardly the sort of man to inspire loyalty, even in his closest friends.

    “Try some roast boar,” Hansel said. He filled her glass with wine, personally. “Or would you rather chicken or beef or...?”

    “Chicken would be fine,” Emily said. The last time she’d eaten roast boar, at one of King Randor’s feasts, she’d been treated to a story about how the beast had been tracked and killed. She had no qualms about eating meat, but she took no pleasure in hunting either. It wasn’t her favorite sport. “I’m sure it will be tasty.”

    “Indeed it will,” Hansel said. He splashed more wine into her glass, even though she hadn’t touched it. “And tomorrow you can get to work.”

    Emily resisted the urge to groan. It was going to be a very long evening.


    Chapter Twelve

    IF ANYTHING, THE EVENING WAS WORSE than Emily feared.

    There was much eating, drinking, singing and pinching of the serving girls, who responded with fixed smiles that didn’t show in their eyes. It made Emily’s blood boil to watch them be harassed, time and time again, and yet be unable to do anything about it. She’d seen better-behaved men – aristocrats and commoners – during the preparations for war against a necromancer. Hansel seemed blind to the sheer level of hatred he was provoking. Emily made a silent bet with herself that it wouldn’t be long before one of his maids put a knife through his heart.

    And then she’d be executed for killing a nobleman, Emily thought. Unless someone smuggles her out of the manor first.

    It was a relief to walk back upstairs to her suite, write a short message for Alassa on the chat parchment and collapse into bed. Cat stayed behind, apparently to take part in a drinking contest. Emily had been tempted to drag him upstairs, but she knew that would have reflected badly on both of them. Thankfully, she hadn’t been expected to join. For once, the casual sexism of the Nameless World worked in her favor. She just hoped Cat had the sense to use a spell to stave off drunkenness.

    He was looking surprisingly fit and healthy the following morning, as breakfast was served in Emily’s suite. The maid, a frightened little girl who didn’t dare say even a single word to her, wheeled it in, then vanished before Emily could give her a tip. Emily wondered what that meant, although she was sure it was nothing good. By now, the staff probably knew that Emily and Cat were good tippers. The maid’s superior would be expecting a cut of any tips – and woe betide the poor girl if she didn’t have any. Perhaps it was a kind of passive resistance. She couldn’t give her mistress any money if she didn’t have any money.

    “I cheated,” Cat said. It took Emily a moment to realize he was talking about the drinking competition. He speared a piece of meat with his fork, dipped it in gravy and ate it with apparent gusto. “But Hansel didn’t cheat and he came very close to winning. I’ve never seen anyone drink so much without keeling over.”

    “How... impressive,” Emily said, disgustedly. “Do we know where we are going today?”

    “Tobias was supposed to set up the meeting,” Cat said. “I suspect he’s probably in charge of running his brother’s surveillance network. He didn’t doubt it was possible.”

    “We’ll see,” Emily predicted. Tobias had always struck her as lost in his brother’s shadow, a common fate for second-born sons. They couldn’t be allowed to overshadow the older child, the one who would inherit everything. “Why didn’t they wipe them out?”

    “I don’t know,” Cat said. “It isn’t as if they don’t have the mercenaries to crush the Levellers in the streets.”

    Emily considered it. The mercenaries might find themselves caught in a riot if they tried to arrest the Levellers. Mercenaries were so unpopular that the townspeople might turn on them even if they were arresting people everyone hated. Maybe Hansel – or Tobias – wasn’t as blind to their failings as she’d assumed. They had to know they were in a pretty weak position. No wonder they’d risked making open contact with Alassa.

    “We have to move fast,” she said, as she finished her breakfast. It sat uneasily in her stomach. The meat had tasted fine, but there had been something thick and unpleasant about the thick gravy. “That fool told the whole world and his wife that I was here.”

    “It may have been a ploy to let the Levellers know you were here,” Cat said. “But yes, you’re right. Lord Burrows will know within a day or two, if he doesn’t know already.”

    Emily nodded. A man like Viscount Hansel practically begged to be assigned a covert watchdog. King Randor probably had a small army of spies within the manor. Emily wondered, vaguely, just who it might be, then dismissed the thought. They had to assume anything said publicly would be spread right across the kingdom within the week.

    And then Lord Burrows will have to do something about it, Emily thought, as she washed and changed into her trousers. A small glamour would ensure that most people who looked at her saw a man, as long as they didn’t look too closely. How long will it take for him to put together a force to capture Eagle’s Rest?

    Cat stood, brushed down his shirt and trousers, then headed for the door. Emily followed him, altering the wards to allow the maid to remove the remainder of the food without getting hexed. There was nothing in the room she needed to conceal, save perhaps for the handful of chat parchments. She cast a spell to hide them from prying eyes, pushed her bag under the bed and followed Cat down the stairs. The manor was quiet. She guessed that the revellers were still sleeping it off.

    Tobias met them in the lobby, looking as if he hadn’t been drinking at all. Emily’s eyebrows arched upwards. Had he been cheating too? She reached out with her senses, trying to determine if he was a magician, but he appeared to have no magic at all. If he was a magician masking his power, he was a very good one. She kept a wary eye on him as he exchanged a few brief words with Cat, then led them outside. Sergeant Rotherham was waiting, smoking a pipe of herbal weed. He stubbed it out on his tunic and saluted when he saw them. Emily couldn’t help thinking that he’d had a better evening than either of them.

    “My Lady, My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “Shall we go?”

    “Yes,” Tobias said. “The meeting has already been arranged.”

    He led them through the side gates and out onto the streets. The air was warm, without a hint of rain, but there were few civilians within eyeshot until they were well away from the manor house. Emily looked from side to side, careful to keep one hand on her sword. Eagle’s Rest didn’t feel any better, now they were on foot. It was going to be harder to get away from an angry mob, unless they teleported. They might not have any other choice. The streets grew darker as Tobias led them into a maze of passageways and alleys, some lined with homeless sleeping rough. Emily felt her heart clench in sympathy. She’d managed to do something for the poor and downtrodden in Cockatrice.

    “This is the Rabid Wolfhound,” Tobias said, as they approached a pub. “They wanted to meet you here.”

    Emily bit down the temptation to point out that the Rabid Wolfhound was about the most disreputable pub she’d seen in her entire life. A handful of men sat inside, drinking heavily; a small cluster of prostitutes stood by the counter, displaying their limited charms to all and sundry. A short, unhappy lifetime had left them looking as if they were on the verge of death. Emily found it impossible to believe that anyone would want to touch them.

    This is where prostitutes go to die, she thought, numbly.

    A fight broke out. She scrambled backwards, half-drawing her sword before realizing the patrons were ignoring the newcomers and going at each other with hammer and tongs. They weren’t holding back, either; they were smashing away with fists, feet and every improvised weapon that came to hand. The prostitutes whooped and hollered, shouting encouragement to the combatants. Emily honestly couldn’t tell what had started the fight.

    Tobias ignored the fracas magnificently and spoke, briefly, to the bartender. “This way,” he said, when he’d finished. “They’re through here.”

    Emily followed him, quietly tightening her wards as the sound of fighting grew louder. Jars of beer flew in all directions, smashing into the walls and shattering, pieces of debris crashing to the ground. It was a relief when Tobias led them into a dingy back room that stank of something unpleasant. At least there was no immediate danger.

    Well, we know why they picked this place, she thought, as she scanned the darkened room. A lone man was waiting for them, standing by the other door. Hansel couldn’t get soldiers into this place without having to fight the patrons.

    Tobias cleared his throat. “I was told we’d be meeting the leaders.”

    “You’re meeting me,” the figure said. It had a raspy voice, as if something was wrong with its throat. “The others were unsure about gathering in one place.”

    “I see,” Tobias said. “I have brought the Necromancer’s Bane.”

    “Ah,” the figure said. “And is there any proof she is the Necromancer’s Bane?”

    Emily shaped a spell with her mind and cast it. The room filled with pearly white light, exposing the figure for the first time. He appeared to be about ten years older than Emily, but his face was badly scarred and his throat looked as if someone had tried to cut it many years ago. There hadn’t been a healer, Emily guessed. It appeared to have been left to heal naturally. It was a ghastly sight.

    “I have papers from Her Highness,” Emily said, removing her flat cap. Her hair spilled down her back. “And I can do more magic if you like.”

    “Maybe later,” the man said. “I am... Gus. I speak for the Levellers.”

    “He does,” Tobias said, quietly.

    “And so you should listen,” Gus said. Emily had the odd feeling that he was talking to Tobias, not her. “We have no interest in your war. We do not want to support a bratty princess or her tyrant of a father; we do not wish to be ruled by a king’s whore or a foolish aristocrat. We owe nothing to either Princess Alassa or Viscount Hansel. We see no reason to fight for them.”

    “You are our subjects,” Tobias protested. He sounded honestly shocked. “We are set above you...”

    “By an accident of birth,” Gus said. “There is nothing about you, or your brother, that suggests you have any natural right to rule over us. Your father” – he spat – “was a hard man to love, but he did something for the city. What have you done, boy? You inflicted mercenaries on us!”

    Tobias reddened. “We wouldn’t have hired mercenaries if you hadn’t threatened to overthrow us!”

    “We wouldn’t be trying to overthrow you if you hadn’t been making it impossible for us to live decent lives,” Gus snapped back. “And your mercenaries are making it worse.”

    Emily clapped her hands, sharply. “Can I speak?”

    “We would not have agreed to this meeting if you hadn’t been involved,” Gus said. “Time is on our side.”

    That, Emily suspected, was true. Tam had been in a weak position, when they’d made contact with him, but Gus was in a very strong position. Indeed, he might not realize just how strong his position actually was. Viscount Hansel couldn’t turn the mercenaries on the Levellers without triggering a general revolution, but – at the same time – he couldn’t keep the mercenaries on his payroll forever. In the short term, the situation had stalemated; in the long-term, Gus and the Levellers might be able to take Eagle’s Rest without a fight. They’d still have to deal with whoever came out on top in the civil war, but they’d be well-placed to convince the winner to deal. 

    “Alassa issued the Great Charter, back in Swanhaven,” she said, holding out a copy. “It’s her manifesto. It’s her pledge that the entire kingdom will be run like Cockatrice.”

    “A tempting pledge,” Gus observed, dryly. “But also one we don’t trust her to honor.”

    Cat stiffened. “She swore an oath.”

    “Oaths can be broken,” Gus pointed out. “And aristocrats have often given their word to a commoner then taken it back whenever the mood strikes them.”

    “Alassa would not break her word, not like that,” Emily said, quietly.

    “You say that,” Gus said. “And I’m inclined to believe that you think she won’t break her word. But we have had centuries of aristocratic promises being broken when they became inconvenient. We see no reason to put our lives on the line for any aristocrat.”

    Emily took a moment to consider her next step. The hell of it was that she understood his point, even though she didn’t agree with it. If Alassa had stayed the bratty princess Emily had met in Whitehall, if the only way Emily had to judge Alassa was through rumors and innuendo, she might have been careful about pledging her word too. And Viscount Hansel didn’t help. She had no doubt that stories of his evening feast had already started to pervade a city on the edge of starvation. The locals would not be happy.

    “I am not a diplomat,” she said, drawing herself upright. “So I will be blunt.

    “There is a war on. It will not be long before Her Highness – or Lord Burrows – sends an army through his region. There may even be two armies heading through this region and clashing at Eagle’s Rest. You know how important the city is to anyone who wants to march men east to Alexis. There is no way you can stay out of the war. You have an interest in helping one side secure the region as quickly as possible.”

    She paused to allow her words to sink in. “If Lord Burrows wins, King Randor wins. And the king has no interest in allowing you to survive. Don’t underestimate the sheer weight of firepower he can bring to bear against the city. The defenses won’t stand up to massed cannon fire. You and your fellows, everyone who believes in the Leveller ideology, will be hunted down and killed, along with your families. Randor intends to remove every last trace of the New Learning.

    “Alassa has offered you a chance to get everything you want – certainly, everything you need – on a silver platter. If you help her win, you’ll no longer have to worry about having a tyrant put in place to rule over you; if you have an army of your own, with modern weapons, you’ll have bargaining power to ensure she keeps her word. But if you want to win, if you want to survive, you need to help us.”

    “And trust you,” Gus said. “The city will be ours soon. Perhaps we can wait and then bargain with the princess.”

    “It will never be yours,” Tobias snapped. “You are...”

    Emily cut him off. “You’re forgetting Lord Burrows,” she said. “If you take the city, you will have an army breathing down your neck sooner rather than later. And Alassa will see no advantage in helping you if you’re unwilling to help her. You’ll be pinning down troops that would otherwise block her advance. She’ll be quite happy to let you wear them down while she prepares her forces for the final engagement.”

    “An interesting argument, Lady Emily,” Gus said. He touched his scarred neck. “Can we trust the princess?”

    “The world is changing,” Emily said. She had a feeling that the Levellers would be more impressed with a plain-spoken argument than actual diplomacy. “Alassa understands that, even if Tobias and his brother do not. You can trust her to keep her word. And, besides, one of her best friends, the one who endured imprisonment with her, is a commoner.”

    “Who was ennobled,” Gus reminded her. “As you yourself were ennobled.”

    “But she was born a commoner,” Emily said. There was no point in talking about her own genealogy. King Randor hadn’t told the world she wasn’t Void’s daughter, for reasons of his own, but Emily had no intention of discussing Earth with anyone she didn’t trust. “And she will be Alassa’s closest advisor when the war is over.”

    Gus let out a heavy sigh. “You make a convincing case, Lady Emily, although many of us are reluctant to fight for Hansel and...”

    “Viscount Hansel,” Tobias snapped.

    “I will discuss the matter with my peers,” Gus said. “And you will have an answer by close of day.”

    “Very good,” Emily said. She would have been surprised – and suspicious – if Gus had given her an immediate answer. “If you see here” – she produced another scroll from her bag – “we can offer everything from weapons to military training. Now that the river is open, they can be floated down the waters on barges.”

    “I see.” Gus sounded a little surprised. “You seriously intend to give us weapons?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, curtly. She passed him the rest of the paperwork, saving only her credentials. The letters of introduction from Cockatrice and Swanhaven would definitely catch his eye, when he had time to go through them. “How else would you be able to fight?”

    She wondered, absently, if he’d noticed the underlying message. The river was now open, as long as the banks on both sides remained in friendly hands. She wouldn’t care to sail a barge through a hail of arrows. Whoever controlled Eagle’s Rest would be in a very powerful position, when the war was finally over. The Levellers needed that control.

    “You will be contacted,” Gus said. He held out his hand, and Emily shook it, firmly. “Be seeing you.”

    He turned and strode out the door. Emily caught a glimpse of a dingy alleyway – and a whiff of human waste – before the door rattled closed again. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Gus might join them, he might not... she shook her head as they turned to walk back into the pub. Civil wars were always complicated. There were factions within factions and age-old hatreds and people with their own agendas...

    We’ll just have to cope with it, she told herself, firmly. And hope for the best.


    Chapter Thirteen

    TOBIAS DESERTED THEM AS SOON AS they emerged from the network of alleyways, claiming he had to return to the manor. Emily was pretty sure he intended to report back to his brother at once, but that was no surprise. Viscount Hansel had every reason to want to supervise, even if he couldn’t control, links between Alassa and the Levellers. She wondered what he’d make of them. Whatever happened, whatever the outcome, he would lose most of his power. But if Alassa won, at least he’d keep his head.

    “Sergeant,” Cat said, casting a privacy ward to ensure their words were unheard. “What did you make of him?”

    “More desperate to deal than he wanted to admit, My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said, crisply. “He knows his city will be caught in the middle of a war.”

    “Let us hope so,” Emily said. 

    She frowned. There was nothing wrong with her assessment, as far as she could tell. The Levellers didn’t have to do anything but wait. The city would fall into their hands when Hansel ran out of money. But... Hansel might do something desperate first, if he thought he was doomed. He might use his mercenaries in a bid to root out the opposition once and for all. Why not? He had nothing to lose.

    “I want you and the other lads to wander the city, get some idea of the ground truth and then report back to me,” Cat said, once the discussion was over. “Let’s see what things are really like in Eagle’s Rest.”

    “Yes, My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “My Lady?”

    Emily concealed her amusement with an effort. “Please,” she said. “You can go places we can’t.”

    The sergeant nodded – he knew better than to salute when they were in mufti – and strode off into the distance. Emily hoped he’d be okay, although she couldn’t show too much concern. He’d probably be fine. He would have no trouble blending into a crowd of half-drunk locals and listening, silently, as they grumbled about their problems and what they intended to do about them. They’d talk freely in front of him.

    “So we have some time to ourselves,” Cat said. “Shall we go exploring?”

    Emily had to smile. “Why not?”

    It didn’t take long for her to realize that the situation was far worse than she’d thought. The handful of food stores were nearly empty, with little more on the shelves and trays than potatoes and carrots. There was hardly any meat, save for fish; it looked as though nearly every young boy in the city was standing by the riverside, trying desperately to catch something he could take home for his family to eat. Emily wondered, morbidly, if they’d fish the river dry. She had no idea what the fishing was like along the river, but having so many fish taken out could not be good for the local population. It was all too clear that Eagle’s Rest was in deep trouble.

    And the vast quantities of food we ate last night can’t possibly be helping, Emily thought, grimly. Feudal lords had a claim to a percentage of food produced by their peasants, but she didn’t think that was true of Hansel. Where had the food come from? His people would be angry if he’d had it shipped up the river to his table. No wonder the population is angry.

    The mercenaries seemed to be keeping things relatively quiet along the main roads, but she could see small groups meeting – and exchanging papers – on the side streets. They checked out a tiny, and half-hidden, printer’s store and picked up a handful of pamphlets and broadsheets. Emily was amused to find that a copy of the Great Charter had reached Eagle’s Rest before them, although the printing wasn’t good and a number of words had blurred together. She hoped Gus would take the copy she’d given him and ensure a better print run. It might help to get the message across.

    “This could be bad news,” Cat said. “Castle Blackstone has been saved.”

    He passed her the broadsheet without comment. There was no name on the top, merely an immediate launch into text. King Randor’s forces had won a victory against the Noblest, saving one of the king’s largest castles from an inglorious surrender. The reporter wrote in a terse style that gave his words a striking degree of credence, particularly as he made no attempt to exaggerate the numbers of men killed or captured during the fighting. There was certainly nothing she could point to as an obvious lie.

    “That’s good and bad news,” she said. “On one hand, Randor has managed to open the route further south; on the other, he’s going further south.”

    “Unless the Noblest offer a craven surrender,” Cat said. “He might let them keep their heads.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. “Shall we go?”

    She took copies of the other broadsheets, then started the walk back to the manor. The air was still warm, but the streets felt colder. She shivered as one of the mercenaries looked at her, half-expecting to have to break cover to save herself from unwanted attentions, then relaxed as he looked away. Their officers were probably trying to keep their men under control. A single nasty incident could plunge the entire city into war.

    Saran was standing by the door as they walked through the gates and up to the manor. “My Lady,” he said. “His Lordship wishes your immediate presence.”

    Emily glanced at Cat, then shrugged. “As he wishes,” she said, dryly. “Cat, I’ll see you later?”

    She followed Saran up the stairs and into an outer office. A man sat at a desk, parsing a large leather-bound book; it took her a moment to realize that he was Hansel’s secretary. Her lips twitched, even though it wasn’t really funny. Hansel would probably have preferred a young and female assistant, but his world didn’t allow them. No one would take her seriously. It probably had never occurred to him that that might be an advantage.

    “His Lordship will see you shortly,” the secretary said. His voice held a nasal arrogance that put Emily’s teeth on edge. “Please wait and he...”

    “No,” Emily said, sharply. There was no way Hansel had known they’d be returning to the manor at that exact moment. He’d made Saran, an elderly man, wait for hours in the open air. “He’ll see me now.”

    She walked towards the door, readying an unlocking spell in case she needed it. The secretary half-rose from his chair, saw the nasty glint in her eye and sat down again, looking nervous. He’d probably be blamed for Emily simply walking into his master’s office. The thought almost stopped her, but she was damned if she was showing weakness now. She pushed the door open and stepped into the next room. Hansel was sitting at his desk, reading a paper. He looked up, his eyes wide with surprise, as she entered.

    Emily summoned all the fake politeness she could muster. “You wanted to see me?”

    Hansel’s face twisted through a complex series of emotions, settling on a mix of righteous anger and fear. He wanted to tell her to get out, to wait until she was summoned, but he didn’t quite dare. Emily was well above him, socially. She could have kicked down the door and claimed his seat for herself and he knew it. The irony almost made Emily smile. Hansel worshipped a system that let her look down on him. She wondered if it was enough to convince him to give meritocracy a chance. 

    “My Lady,” Hansel said, finally. “I... ah... please, take a seat. Do you want something to drink?”

    “You summoned me,” Emily said, disdainfully. One did not summon one’s social superiors, as if they were common-born servants. It simply wasn’t done. “Is there a reason you summoned me?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Hansel said. “Please, be seated.”

    Emily sat down in one of the sinfully comfortable chairs, making sure not to take her eyes off him. She’d taken him by surprise, even though he’d summoned her. Had he thought she’d ignore the summons? Or wait outside? Cat would have kicked the door down within seconds of being made to wait and she would be surprised if he didn’t realize it. Did he think her reputation was something she’d acquired through luck?

    I was just walking along the corridor and a necromancer fell dead in front of me, she thought, with a flicker of amusement. And I was minding my own business in Farrakhan when another necromancer just happened to give me the keys to an old school and then cut both of his throats.

    Hansel took a long breath. “Why did you offer so much to those... those peasants?”

    “Technically, I didn’t,” Emily said. “Alassa offered them the Great Charter, as you well know. I merely followed orders.”

    His face darkened. Following orders from one’s superior, no matter what the orders actually were, was a perfectly legitimate excuse on the Nameless World. A man could do anything and be forgiven, as long as he was following orders. And Emily was technically following orders too.

    “You didn’t have to give them the Great Charter,” Hansel said, finally. “And you...”

    “They already know about the Great Charter,” Emily said. “I saw copies in one of your bookstores.”

    “Which bookstore?” Hansel leaned forward, angrily. “All new papers and broadsheets are to be cleared by my people before they’re distributed.”

    Emily ignored him. “If we had not shown them the Great Charter,” she said, in a reasonable tone, “they would have wondered why. It would not have taken them long to decide that we were planning to cheat them out of the rights and benefits they would enjoy under the charter, which would tip them against us. There’s no way we could have hidden it from them.”

    “My censors have powers...”

    “It’s too late,” Emily said. “Even if you shut down all the printing presses within the city, even if you issue harsh punishments for anyone caught with so much as a scrap of paper, you’re not going to keep word from spreading. They knew about the Great Charter before we met them, Viscount. There was nothing to be gained by trying to short-change them.”

    She smiled, feeling her patience starting to snap. “And there is no one in this city who will fight for you without being paid to do it. Is there?”

    Hansel’s face purpled. “If you were a man,” he hissed, “I would kill you for saying that.”

    Emily cocked her head, silently readying a spell. “For telling you the truth? That might explain why you got into such a mess.”

    She half-expected him to throw himself at her, right into the teeth of a killing spell, but instead he calmed himself with startling speed. It was impressive, so impressive that Emily wondered if he’d pretended to lose control. Sergeant Miles had taught her that it was sometimes important to pretend to lose one’s temper before one actually did.

    “They’re my people,” Hansel said, finally. “I’m their lord!”

    “And you have long since lost their loyalty,” Emily said, sharply. “You have to make some concessions now” – she kept the thought that it was too late to make concessions to herself – “to save everything else.”

    She met his eyes. “How long can you keep paying your mercenaries? And how long are they going to stay here when Randor is offering two or three times the asking price for mercenaries who will go and fight for him? They don’t have to take your money, do they?”

    Hansel said nothing. Emily suspected she was merely putting into words something he’d known for months.

    “And they might not want to stay with you once they realize just how bad it’s going to be,” she added. “The advantages of training and discipline are minimized in a city, particularly one their enemies will know far better than themselves. Mercenaries are a highly-practical breed. They won’t commit themselves to a desperate last stand. We didn’t see any of them in Farrakhan, did we? There’s no money in fighting necromancers.”

    “They won’t fight again if they abandon me,” Hansel said, with the air of a man clutching at straws. “I’ll...”

    “... Complain to the guilds?” Emily laughed, harshly. “If you survive long enough to make a complaint, the guilds will probably lose the paperwork somewhere. And it strikes me that anyone who wants to gamble on you not surviving would be making a pretty safe bet.”

    She shook her head. “Make some concessions now, Viscount. Pledge to uphold the Great Charter. Do... do whatever you can to bring more food into the city and see to it that it gets distributed. Give up some power now or lose everything when your people rise up against you.”

    “I have a duty to pass my lands to my son,” Hansel said. “I cannot...”

    Emily frowned. She’d never had the impression that Hansel was married, let alone that he had children. She certainly should have been introduced to the viscount’s wife, if indeed she actually existed. “Do you even have a son?”

    “No,” Hansel said. “But I must. One day.”

    Assuming you live so long, Emily thought. You might not see out the end of the year.

    She would have been sorry for him, if he hadn’t been a giant pain in the neck – and the system itself thoroughly screwed up. Hansel was in a tricky position: high-ranking enough to require a bride from the aristocracy, low-ranking enough to make the aristocrats reluctant to offer him their daughters. A common-born wife would never be accepted by the aristocrats, her children treated as de facto bastards even if their parents had been married. And Tobias had it even worse. She wondered, idly, who would inherit if both brothers were dead. She had no doubt that Hansel knew his heirs all too well.

    “You don’t have a choice,” she said. “Like I said, give up some power now or lose everything.”

    Emily stood. “And you swore an oath to Her Highness,” she added. “Do you really want to become known as an oathbreaker?”

    She swept out of the office before Hansel could formulate a reply, marvelling at herself. Had she been channelling Lady Barb? Walking straight into an office, taking a seat, forcing someone to discuss something openly with her... it was very like Lady Barb and nothing at all like Emily. Or, perhaps, nothing like the person she’d been. She was an adult now. She couldn’t afford to let herself fade into the background.

    Even though I want to fade into the background at times, she thought. There were definite advantages in being underestimated. If I could go back to Whitehall and stay there...

    She sobered as she walked down the stairs. She’d been in no real danger. Hansel would have had to be completely insane to take a swing at her, even if she hadn’t had magic to protect her. Killing an ambassador was a declaration of war, war without any rules. Alassa would be quite within her rights to burn Eagle’s Rest to the ground to avenge her representative. And Emily wouldn’t have been killed. Indeed, removing Hansel – and his brother – could hardly have made things worse.

    Perhaps we should, she thought, morbidly. We wouldn’t have to kill them. We could just turn them into statues or... or something until the war was over.

    Cat opened his door as she approached. “Emily? What happened?”

    Emily ignored propriety and walked into Cat’s suite. It was, incredibly, larger than hers, one wall dominated by a strikingly erotic painting. She took a look at the handful of figures performing acts that one would need to be a contortionist to perform, then looked away. Cat might be perfectly happy with that on his wall, but she had more refined tastes.

    “We talked,” she said, dryly. She tested the wards, then outlined everything they’d said. “Do you think he was planning to cheat them?”

    “Probably,” Cat said. “Our friend is not the nicest of people. And even the nicest of people can get very... grasping... when there is so much at stake. It’s certainly hard to accept that the world is changing and your place in it might be going down.”

    “It is,” Emily said, flatly.

    “Quite,” Cat said. “There were a handful of families – magical families – who resisted the urge to invite newborn magicians to join them. They saw their presence as a threat.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. It was the first she’d heard of that. “What happened?”

    “Their magic slowly dwindled,” Cat said. “They knew it was happening. And yet, it was years before they conceded their mistake and reversed course. They were so terrified of losing what they had that they came very close to losing it anyway.”

    “Hansel isn’t a magician,” Emily said.

    “Perhaps not,” Cat agreed. “But tell me... what would he be, here and now, without a title?”

    “A drunkard,” Emily said. “No, it would be worse than that. He’d have had his throat cut by now.”

    “Exactly,” Cat said. “If you were stripped of your title tomorrow, so what? You’d still be a magician, you’d still be a genius inventor, you’d still have a place in the world. People would still like you and respect you. Hansel? Not so much. Some people cling to their ranks, Emily, because they’re all they have.”

    “I know,” Emily said, crossly. “Cat... what happens if we need to remove him?”

    “Then we do it,” Cat said. “But we should wait until the Levellers have an army. Right now, the last thing we need is another civil war.”

    “Within the civil war we already have,” Emily said. “That would be very bad.”

    “Yeah,” Cat agreed. He gave her a hug. “And Alassa’s army won’t be here for weeks.”


    Chapter Fourteen

    “WELL,” CAT SAID. “THEY’RE NOT TRAINED, as such, but they are keen.”

    Emily nodded as they watched the Levellers go through their training. She’d expected Hansel to try to find a way to make it difficult, or slow it down, but he’d done nothing to make their lives harder. Instead, she’d barely seen him over the last week. Tobias had been ever-present, watching calmly as the Levellers slowly started to turn into an army, but his brother had been absent. It made Emily wonder what he was planning.

    She allowed her gaze to wander over the young men as they were put through their paces. It was a very mixed army, apprentices and runaway serfs mingling with the sons of merchants and even a handful of very minor aristocrats. The shortage of firearms meant that they had to practice with brooms and sticks rather than muskets and flintlocks, although more weapons were arriving every day, but they were taking it seriously. Sergeant Rotherham seemed to be having the time of his life.

    “They’re very keen,” she agreed. “And they think they’re ready to fight.”

    Cat snorted. “It will take time. I’d be surprised if we managed to get them ready before Lord Burrows moves against us.”

    Emily sucked in her breath. There was no hope of concealing the preparations from Lord Burrows. There had to be spies in Eagle’s Rest. She’d wanted to close the gates, to keep people from leaving the city, but it would have condemned much of the population to starvation. People kept moving in and out of the gates... and some of them, she was sure, were carrying word directly to Winter Flower. She was surprised Lord Burrows hadn’t done anything yet.

    Maybe he’s hedging his bets, Emily thought, although she doubted it. Randor was a good judge of character. He wouldn’t have given such a wealthy and powerful heiress to a man he didn’t trust completely. Or maybe he’s building up troops of his own.

    She put the thought aside as she heard women cheering on the men. Like Swanhaven, like Cockatrice, the local women had come out to encourage the trainees... and shame any man who refused to join. It had led to more than a few nasty fights, Emily had heard; farmers and craftsmen had been forbidden to join the army, which meant they were lambasted as cowards and openly mocked in the streets. Nothing, not even public speeches from the army’s leaders, seemed to be enough to put a stop to it. She was starting to understand how a society could start falling down the slippery slope to war.

    “They’ll have some fun tonight,” Cat predicted, as the training session came to an end. The trainees grabbed food and water, taking a quick break before moving on to the next training session. “I wonder how many marriages will come out of it.”

    Emily felt cold. “I wonder how many children will never know their fathers.”

    She nodded to Cat, then strode off towards the walls. It was astonishing how much the city’s attitude had changed over the last few days, now that the Levellers were out in the open and the mercenaries were keeping their distance. The townspeople seemed united by a desire to fight for their city – and for their rights. Copies of the Great Charter had been posted everywhere and men and women were reading them eagerly, the slower readers parsing out the words one by one. Eagle’s Rest was looking forward to the days after the war, no matter what its aristocratic rulers said. They’d be powerless and they knew it.

    Unless they decide to go into trade, Emily thought. Who knows? They might make a fortune.

    She snorted to herself at the thought. Aristocrats disliked the thought of sullying their delicate hands with trade, which explained why so many noblemen had hovered around King Randor’s court rather than doing anything useful, but Hansel and his fellows would have no choice. Alassa was already planning a cull of noblemen on the civil list, assuming any of the real parasites survived the civil war. Randor had been putting his impoverished noblemen on the front lines, offering them a chance to earn lands and wealth of their own... if they survived. Emily had the feeling that Randor, too, was quietly hoping that most of them would die. They’d been nothing more than a burden on the kingdom for too long.

    And many of the others joined the Noblest, Emily reminded herself. They won’t survive, one way or the other.

    She stopped at the inner wall and studied the barricade. Hundreds of men swarmed over the wall, doing everything in their power to make it stronger. Sergeant Rotherham had given them a lot of good advice, but he’d made it clear that there was little they could do to strengthen the wall against cannons – or magic. Emily knew she could blast a hole in the wall without resorting to anything particularly unusual. Randor’s mages would have no trouble taking the wall down themselves. But, just inside the walls, the outer edge of the city was being turned into a nightmare of strongpoints and booby-traps. The enemy would have real problems if they were forced to storm the city.

    It depends on how patient they feel like being, Emily thought. And how seriously they take a half-ready army.

    She recalled the laws of war that Sergeant Miles had beaten into her head. Technically, a city – or a castle – could be surrounded, then the defendants given a certain amount of time to wait for an outside force to lift the siege. If they weren’t relieved by the deadline, honor would be satisfied and they could surrender gracefully; if they refused to surrender, the attacker would be within his legal rights to storm the city and put everyone inside to the sword. But would Lord Burrows offer such consideration to the Levellers? Or would the Levellers be well-advised to dig in and fight to the death, knowing they’d be executed anyway if they tried to surrender? Emily barely knew Lord Burrows, but she knew Randor. Alassa’s father wouldn’t feel inclined to honor any deals made with rebellious peasants. 

    “Alassa will get here in time,” she reassured herself. “And then we can move on to Winter Flower.”

    She moved from place to place, inspecting the preparations. It was astonishing just how many people were working to improve the defenses and prepare for war. Young women were sewing uniforms for the army, while older women were carefully salting and preserving meat and fish for the hard days to come; a handful of magicians, sitting in one room, were practicing spells over and over again until they could cast them perfectly. They wouldn’t be able to stand up to a combat sorcerer, Emily knew, but they might give the attackers a nasty fright. She’d already taught them a handful of spells that would catch most magicians unawares.

    Gus was making a speech to a crowd of workers on the main street, only a few hundred meters from the manor itself. Emily stopped to listen, wrapping a glamour around herself to keep from being recognized. It was a fairly long-winded speech – she was starting to suspect that Gus liked the sound of his own voice – covering everything from the rights of man to the brave new world that would be born after the war. He said nothing about the rights of women, Emily noted; it would take a long time, even after the war, for women to attain equal rights. But the Great Charter was a step in the right direction.

    Women will hold property and money and they will be able to inherit, Emily thought. And that will change their lives.

    A handful of mercenaries ambled out of a pub, looking extremely drunk. One of them was being held upright by a prostitute, who had an expression on her face that suggested she’d seen it all before. Emily would have smiled at their desperate attempt to march in formation if she hadn’t known just how dangerous a drunkard with a sword could be. Sergeant Miles would have sentenced the men to run the gauntlet, if they managed to make it back to the camp. Getting drunk was bad enough, although understandable; getting drunk in enemy territory was far worse.

    Emily braced herself as the crowd slowly started to turn towards the mercenaries. The prostitute took one look, then shoved her charge towards the nearest mercenary and fled back to the pub. Emily felt a flicker of sympathy for the elder woman. She’d be tarred and feathered for sleeping with the enemy, yet what else could she do? It wasn’t as if she had any other choice but to sell her body in order to survive. The sense of violence grew stronger and stronger, the crowd muttering angrily...

    “They will leave our city, after the war,” Gus said, quickly. “Let them go sober up in peace.”

    Emily blinked in surprise as the crowd turned back to its leader. It seemed to be working! Gus spoke calmly but firmly, outlining the promise of the future. The angry muttering quietened down, just for the moment. Emily mentally saluted Gus, then turned and walked away. She needed to meet up with Cat before they returned to the manor for dinner. The taller buildings closed in around her as she walked down the alleyway. It was surprisingly clean and empty.

    But the homeless have been offered places in the army, Emily thought. It wasn’t much, but it would help the homeless regain some pride in themselves. They’d also have a chance to educate themselves and win apprenticeships. And others have found jobs cleaning the streets.

    Something rumbled, above her. She looked up, just in time to see a piece of masonry detach itself from the roof and tumble towards her. Other pieces followed, as if the entire wall was collapsing. Emily yelped, throwing up the strongest ward she could as she tried to run. A colossal weight slammed into her magic a moment later, slamming her to the ground. She gasped as the breath was knocked out of her, concentrating desperately on maintaining her wards. More and more pieces of debris landed on top of her. The pressure alone would eventually shatter her wards and crush her.

    Crawl, you idiot, she thought. Move!

    Her hand and feet ached – she’d bumped her knees badly – but she forced herself to start moving. Her magic was draining rapidly, sapping her strength. It didn’t feel as if more wreckage was about to fall on her, yet she knew it was just a matter of time. Someone had used magic to bring the wall down on top of her. It had to be magic. And whoever had tried to kill her knew she was still alive.

    She reached the edge of the wards and crawled out, expecting to be hexed or cursed at any moment. But the alley was empty. She forced herself to stand, then allowed her wards to collapse. The debris crashed to the ground, the noise almost deafening. She tried to mask her magic as much as possible as she leaned against a dark building, hoping that the assassin would think she was dead. Even Lady Barb or the Grandmaster would have had trouble keeping wards up under that much pressure. Her breath came in fits and starts, sweat running down her back as she tried to gather herself. Whoever had tried to kill her would probably want her head to take back to his master. He’d have to prove he’d killed her if he wanted to be paid.

    And then someone will try to take the head off him so they can claim the reward themselves, she thought with a flicker of amusement. And then someone else will try to steal the head from the first thief...

    She had to fight down the urge to giggle, even though it wasn’t remotely funny. The idea of people doing battle over her head struck her as absurd. And yet... she tensed as she heard footsteps, realizing – for the first time – that no one had come to investigate the noise. Eagle’s Rest wasn’t the sort of place where people came running to help, if there was a disaster, but she would have expected someone to come. Was the assassin approaching? Or was it an innocent bystander?

    Emily pushed herself as far as she could into the shadows, wishing she dared use a glamour or an obscurification charm to hide. Her magic was drained, too drained. She didn’t think she could cast the spell and hide it from the assassin. There was no way to know how powerful he was, but he was clearly skilled. He’d brought down a wall and she hadn’t even sensed the magic until it was too late. 

    Perhaps I should have run, Emily thought. Jade or Cat would have sooner died in place than retreated to save their lives, but she was a little more practical. She who ran away had time to recover and return to the fight. Let him chase me through the streets instead of staying in place.

    A man stepped into view, wearing mercenary leathers. Emily’s eyes narrowed as he walked past her, his gaze fixed on the pile of rubble. He stopped on the edge of the debris and... did nothing. Emily frowned at his unmoving back, trying to understand what was happening. An assassin would be sifting through the rubble, looking for the body; an innocent bystander would be calling for help, trying to see if anyone was hurt. The building had lost an entire wall. It was quite likely that someone would be seriously injured...

    The man turned, slowly. Emily tensed as his eyes met hers. For a moment, he honestly didn’t seem to see her, even though she wasn’t hidden that well. And then his gaze sharpened and he started to walk forward, one hand raising a knife. He moved like a puppet from an old television show.

    Shit, Emily thought. He’s not in control of himself.

    She hesitated, then cast a freeze spell. The knife sparkled and the spell shattered, the spellware splintering into nothing. Emily cursed under her breath as she saw the weapon clearly. It was made of iron, with powerful runes carved into the blade. There was no way it could do more than slow her down – like charmed armor, the blade would have difficulty handling more than a handful of spells – but she was too tired to cast them. And if he stuck the blade in her, she was dead.

    He advanced with jerky footsteps, his face utterly blank. Emily couldn’t tell if he was fighting the compulsion or not, but it didn’t matter. Shadye had used blood magic to turn her into a puppet, trapping her in her own mind and warping her perceptions until she hadn’t had the slightest idea what she was doing. She hadn’t tried to fight, at least at first, because she hadn’t known she needed to fight. The poor bastard was nothing more than a puppet.

    She braced herself, then cast a summoning spell, aimed at the debris behind him. It launched itself off the ground and flew towards her, slamming into his back with deadly force. He tumbled to the ground, his knife spinning off and clattering down somewhere further along the alley. Emily cast another spell, sticking him to the ground, then forced herself to walk forward. If she could break the chain between the enspelled mercenary and the sorcerer, she might be able to interrogate the sorcerer’s victim and...

    The man jerked, blood foaming from his mouth. Emily ran forward, but it was already too late. The suicide curse was too powerful. She cast a desperate healing spell as blood poured out of the mercenary’s mouth, nose and ears, but it did nothing. The man had been dead from the moment he’d hit the ground. Emily forced herself to search his body, hoping that the assassin had left some clue behind, but found nothing. The assassin had probably had no trouble taking some blood, brewing up a potion to make the victim a little more vulnerable and then using him as a puppet. And when the mercenary had been threatened with capture, he’d simply been killed.

    Damn it, Emily thought. She sat beside the body for a moment, paying what little respect the mercenary might be due, then stood. Whoever tried to kill me in Swanhaven followed us here.

    She searched the alleyway, then the darkened building, but found nothing. The building had apparently been deserted, something that puzzled her. She’d seen far more unsafe buildings that had been crammed to the gunnels. If the owner didn’t want to use them, squatters would move in very quickly. But the assassin had made sure to pick an empty building. It was odd.

    Maybe he just didn’t want to take the risk of being interrupted, Emily thought. Or maybe he takes pride in only killing his target.

    She scowled at the thought. She’d heard too many noblemen – and sorcerers – talk of honor, of chivalry, while ignoring their naked hypocrisy. They would claim to protect women, and put aristocratic women on pedestals, then go out and have sex with prostitutes. Or rape peasant women. The rules of war didn’t apply to commoners. A nobleman would be outraged if a noblewoman was roughly handled when a castle surrendered, but care nothing for the commoner women who were savagely raped and then murdered. Honor was a lie, as far as Emily could tell. None of the aristocrats lived up to their own words.

    But I’m going to have to tell Hansel about this, she thought, as she started to walk back towards the main road. And who knows how he will react?


    Chapter Fifteen

    “YOU KILLED ONE OF MY MEN?”

    Hansel was not pleased, Emily noted. Nor was Captain-General Gars, his mercenary commander, who looked as if he wanted to strangle Emily with his bare hands. He was a powerfully-built man, with big hands and bigger muscles, wearing bloodstained leathers that showed off his strength. Emily knew he would have intimidated her, if she’d met him on Earth. Now, even with magic at her fingertips, he made her wary. She had no doubt that he was an extremely violent man.

    “He was under a spell,” Emily said, patiently. Hansel seemed to have forgotten that she was his social superior. Questioning her word, at least in public, was very bad form. “Someone was trying to use him to kill me.”

    “A likely story,” Gars snarled. His accent suggested the Cairngorms, rather than Zangaria or one of the other kingdoms. “You killed him...”

    “And she brought down an entire wall?” Cat snorted, rudely. “Why would she need to bother?”

    Gars turned to face him. “And you believe her story, little man?”

    “Lady Emily is not a liar,” Cat said. Lightning danced over his palm. “And this is the second attempt on her life.”

    “And now I have to go back to his captain and tell him that one of his men was killed,” Gars said. “And that we don’t even know who killed him!”

    “It may be too late for that,” Cat said. “Some of the truth is already out there.”

    “His captain will demand a blood price,” Gars said. “What do we give them?”

    Emily took a long breath. Mercenaries were loyal to their own. They had to be, if only because no one else was loyal to them. Hansel was caught between two fires. He couldn’t give them the assassin – or throw Emily to the wolves – but he had to do something. The mercenaries might quit if one of their number was murdered and the murderer got away with it. It might solve one problem, but it would create others. What if the mercenaries went straight to Winter Flower and signed up with the king?

    “I will pay a double death bond,” Hansel said. “The poor bastard died in my service, after all.”

    Gars scowled, mightily. “And the murdering bastard?”

    “When we catch him, you can have him,” Cat said, sharply. “But right now we don’t even know the bastard’s name.”

    “It was her who cast the fatal spell.” Gars jabbed a finger at Emily. “She killed him!”

    “I examined the body,” Cat said. “The suicide spell was not cast by Emily. And she couldn’t do anything to stop it.”

    “You’re sleeping with her,” Gars snapped. “You’d say anything to protect her.”

    Hansel coughed, his hand hiding a smile. Emily felt herself flush. They hadn’t done anything, in or out of the manor. They hadn’t held hands, let alone done anything more intimate. But Gars was clearly skilled enough at reading people to figure out that they were lovers. Emily suspected it wouldn’t be long before the entire city knew.

    Cat drew himself up to his full height. “I am a trained combat sorcerer with genuine experience,” he said. “I would not lie about such matters. If you don’t believe me, you are free to ask for a second opinion. The poor bastard was turned into a weapon and sent out to kill, then killed himself when he became a liability. Emily did not kill him.”

    They glared at each other for a long moment. Emily felt her heart sink. Cat knew a hundred spells he could use to humiliate, injure or even kill Gars, but he wouldn’t use them. No, they’d fight with their fists and Gars might have an edge. He’d clearly spent years practicing his trade, fighting in places where the laws of war were ignored. He might wind up beating Cat to death...

    “Very well,” Gars said, finally. He turned to Hansel. “I will expect the death bond by the end of the day.”

    He turned and stalked out of the room. Emily looked at Hansel, expecting him to have something to say, but instead he shrugged and dismissed them. Emily was almost relieved. She wasn’t in the mood for an argument. Cat followed her as she walked out of the door, feeling her body start to ache. Her magic was slowly recovering, but she still felt drained.

    “That was close,” Cat said, as they entered her room. “Did you sense anything?”

    “No,” Emily said. The assassin might not be a powerful sorcerer, but he clearly knew how to use what he had. “There was no warning until the wall started to topple and fall on top of me, no sense that there was anyone nearby. That could have...”

    Her body started to shake. She’d come very close to death. “That could have killed me.”

    Cat stepped up behind her. “It didn’t,” he said, as he hugged her gently. “You survived.”

    “And an innocent man is dead,” Emily said, although she knew that hardly anyone would argue that a mercenary was innocent. “He followed us here.”

    “It’s no great secret that we’re here,” Cat said. “Someone could easily have traveled from Swanhaven to Eagle’s Rest over the last few days. They might even have sailed on one of the barges, then abandoned the boat when it reached the city.”

    “True,” Emily said. “But...”

    She shook her head as she checked the wards, then stripped off her clothes. Her legs were covered in bruises, trickles of blood running down her bare skin. She put her trousers to one side – she’d have to cleanse the blood before she let the maids clean her clothes – and rubbed salve on the scars. Cat touched her back lightly, running his fingers down her spine. Emily shivered – in a good way – and leaned into his touch.

    “We shouldn’t,” she said. Her voice held no conviction, even to herself. “It might...”

    “Hansel knows,” Cat said. “We may as well make the most of it.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. She’d survived a deadly trap that had come far too close to killing her. It was galling to realize that she might have been killed by someone who was far inferior to her in power, but cunning enough to work out a plan and ruthless enough to go through with it. She wanted to celebrate being alive...

     


    Afterwards, they washed and dressed quickly. “Sergeant Rotherham and I were planning to meet tonight at the Belching Hydra,” Cat said, as he straightened his shirt. “Do you want to come along?”

    Emily hesitated. “Is it a marathon drinking session or something else?”

    “Definitely something else,” Cat said. “We want to talk away from prying ears. And I want to tell him to watch for our assassin too.”

    “I’ll come,” Emily said. There was little to do in the manor, beyond practicing her magic and planning for the future. She certainly didn’t want to spend any more time with Hansel and his brother than strictly necessary. “Should I come as a boy?”

    “It might be a good idea,” Cat said. “And keep your glamour up, just in case.”

    Emily nodded, curtly.

    There was a nasty sense of trouble in the air as they left the manor house and strolled down the darkening streets. Large groups of people were gathering on street corners, swapping stories and rumors; mercenaries were clearly visible on the streets, their hands on their weapons at all times. Emily felt her heart sink as a line of armored figures marched past her, ready for trouble. Everything they’d done over the last few days seemed to have been wasted.

    “They’re talking about you,” Cat muttered. “Some of them think you’re dead.”

    Emily winced. She knew, all too well, how a rumor could mutate into something unrecognizable fast enough to make her head spin. They’d be saying she was brutally raped and murdered tomorrow, if the rumors weren’t squashed rapidly. She’d have to make a speech in front of the Levellers, perhaps even in front of the entire city. She didn’t want to do it – she hated talking in public – but it would have to be done.

    The Belching Hydra was slightly more upmarket than the Rabid Wolfhound, but it seemed to attract just as many disreputable customers. Emily recoiled as the stench of beer struck her nostrils – someone had spilled beer on the earthen floor – and reminded herself to breathe through her nose as they entered the pub. Hundreds of men were drinking, heavily. There were no women in sight, not even prostitutes. The sense of violence hung in the air like a deadly fog.

    All hell will break loose soon, Emily thought. She spotted a handful of Levellers amongst the customers, drinking and chatting with their fellows. What will happen when the anger bubbles over into madness?

    Sergeant Rotherham was seated in a booth at the back, a hood drawn over his face. Cat sat down, motioning for Emily to sit next to him. The sergeant looked tired and deeply worried, even though he was trying to hide it. A single jar of beer sat in front of him, untouched. He was too smart to get drunk in a possible war zone.

    “My Lord,” Sergeant Rotherham said. He looked at Emily for a long moment. “My Lady?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. He knew her well enough to see through the glamour. “It’s good to see you again.”

    “And you,” Sergeant Rotherham said. He leaned back against the wall as Cat cast a handful of privacy spells. “I’ve forged some links with the criminal underground here.”

    Cat nodded. “And?”

    “And there’s no hint, as far as I’ve been able to tell, that they’re hiding a sorcerous assassin,” Sergeant Rotherham told them. “Whoever we’re looking for must have arrived in the last few days, My Lord, but they don’t know anything about him. They don’t even know about newcomers to the city who are not who they seem.”

    Emily wasn’t surprised. The assassin had already shown that he knew how to cast glamours and control people. It wouldn’t be hard to rent a room from a landlord, then use a simple web of compulsion and memory charms to keep the man from telling anyone he had a lodger. Come to think of it, there was no reason to rent a room in the first place. The assassin could simply move into someone’s house, either enchanting the original inhabitants or simply murdering them and taking their places. There were enough people in Eagle’s Rest who were relatively new to the city to make it easy to impersonate them. They wouldn’t have close friends or family who’d spot the deception.

    “Then we still know nothing,” she said. “He could be anywhere.”

    “He’ll certainly be biding his time,” Cat agreed. “Perhaps we should just lock you away.”

    “No,” Emily said. “I could go elsewhere, let him follow me...”

    “We need you here,” Cat said. “Gus and his fellows won’t listen to me.”

    Sergeant Rotherham cleared his throat. “There’s certainly been some muttering about taking over the city now, instead of later,” he said. “The reports that a mercenary tried to murder you, My Lady, have not helped. There’s even a suggestion that the mercenary was ordered to kill you by the viscount.”

    “He’d have to be out of his mind,” Cat said, flatly. “What would happen if he succeeded?”

    “I don’t think he’d take the risk,” Emily said, although she wasn’t so sure. She’d humiliated Hansel, privately and publicly. “Is there anything definite?”

    “Nothing,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “A lot of outrage, a lot of angry muttering, a lot of crazy rumors... nothing that can actually be proven.”

    Cat looked down at the table. “All we can do is wait,” he said. “Unless we bait a trap...”

    “Using me as bait,” Emily said. She didn’t like the idea, but it might be possible to turn it into a workable plan. “Or do you think he’ll be too careful to walk into a trap?”

    Sergeant Rotherham smiled. “Or there might be two assassins,” he said. “One who tried to kill you in Swanhaven and one who tried to kill you here.”

    “That’s possible,” Cat said. “If there’s anyone on this planet who the king wants dead, Emily, it’s you. I wouldn’t be surprised if the bounty on your head hasn’t reached the moon by now.”

    Emily nodded. Randor couldn’t offer the moon, but he could offer everything from wealth and power to the hand of an heiress in marriage. She knew men who would cut off their sword arms for the chance to marry someone who would elevate them to the highest ranks in the land – and who didn’t care in the slightest what the woman thought about it. They’d have little hesitation in trying to kill her, if the rewards were so great. What did the risk matter if the rewards were so high?

    “I think there’s only one assassin,” she said, although she could easily see hundreds of bounty hunters descending on her. But then, she was a powerful sorceress, one believed to be the daughter of a far more powerful sorcerer. Perhaps the bounty hunters thought it would be better to sit this one out. “The style of both attempts on my life was the same.”

    “Yeah,” Cat said. “And we don’t even have a clue who we’re looking for.”

    There was a clattering sound behind them. Emily turned her head to see a group of mercenaries entering the pub and striding over to the counter. They looked parched, but nervous. Their hands rested on their weapons. A low, angry muttering ran through the pub as the patrons faced the mercenaries. Several of them produced knives from their belts and held them at the ready.

    “We might want to move,” Cat said. “This place is about to get bloody.”

    “There’s a door at the rear,” Sergeant Rotherham told him. “We can move...”

    A handful of trainees, wearing Leveller armbands, walked into the pub. Emily’s heart sank as she realized they were carrying weapons too, their faces hard and cold. They’d seen the mercenaries go into the pub and then... and then decided to go after them. She shuddered as she realized that something more serious than a mere barroom brawl was about to break out.

    If they start fighting here, they’ll start fighting all over the city, she thought, numbly. And it will tear us apart.

    “We need to move,” Cat said, pushing her off the bench. “Emily...”

    “You killed her,” someone shouted. A jug of beer arced through the air and struck a mercenary, shattering against his armored helmet. He let out a yell of rage and drew his sword, murder flickering in his eyes. “You killed her!”

    Emily barely had a moment to realize what was happening before the entire room descended into violence. Fists were flying, swords were being drawn, mugs of beer and knives were flying through the air. The landlord was shouting something, but no one could hear him over the racket. It was only a matter of time before blood was shed.

    She gritted her teeth, then stood and summoned her magic. “Stop,” she shouted, pushing the spell out as hard as she could. She’d frozen an entire group of people two years ago, but her magic hadn’t been so badly drained then. Her head hurt from the sheer effort of keeping the spell in place. “I’m not dead!”

    Silence fell as the combatants froze. Emily heard the landlord gasp in shock as her glamour collapsed. She pulled her cap off, allowing her hair to fall freely down her back, as she took a step forward. Her heart was pounding. If they didn’t listen to her, if they started fighting when the spell collapsed...

    “I’m not dead,” she repeated. Her magic was starting to splutter, the spell threatening to come apart at any moment. “And the man who tried to kill me was under a spell. And you will tear us apart if you start fighting now. We will no longer be able to stop the king if we destroy ourselves first.”

    The spell collapsed. Emily watched as the fighters hit the floor, moaning in pain. She hadn’t had enough time to put the spell together properly, locking their muscles rather than freezing them in place. It was going to take a few minutes for them to recover. She glanced at Cat, who was hiding a smile, then checked for injuries. There were some bumps and bruises, and a handful of bloody noses, but nothing serious. A chirurgeon would be able to handle most of them without calling in a healer.

    A mercenary stood, unsteadily. “My Lady...”

    “You may take your men and leave,” Emily said, trying to channel Lady Barb. She could give a stream of orders and expect them to be obeyed without hesitation. Emily knew she wasn’t so lucky. “Everyone else will return to their seats and sit down.”

    She watched the mercenaries leave, then forced herself to remain upright as she turned and walked back to the table. She could feel eyes on her back; watching her, judging her. She didn’t dare show weakness in front of them. They thought of her as someone who was practically superhuman. Who knew how they’d react?

    “Nicely done,” Cat said, quietly. “That could have been very nasty.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She sat down, doing her best to ignore the people watching her. “But will it last?”

    “It should,” Sergeant Rotherham said. He sounded impressed, although it was hard to be sure. “They can’t claim you’re dead now.”

    “We’ll have to go back soon,” Emily told them. Her head was spinning. Her legs felt unsteady. The last thing she wanted was to have to be carried back to the manor. “We stay here long enough for everything to quieten down, then we go.”

    “Agreed,” Cat said.


    Chapter Sixteen

    THERE WAS LITTLE TIME TO WORRY about the assassin over the next few days.

    Emily was kept busy, first by showing her face to everyone who questioned her survival and then explaining, time and time again, that a mercenary hadn’t tried to kill her. It was heart-warming, in a way, to know so many people were desperate to avenge her, but she didn’t dare let the city collapse into a miniature civil war. She moved from place to place, giving speeches, while Cat watched her back. But there was no sign of the assassin. It was almost a relief when a horseman cantered in from the east, begging for help.

    “Lord Burrows has finally made a move,” Cat said, as the city council gathered in the war room. Hansel had refused to allow them to turn the manor into a headquarters, now that the Levellers were part of the command structure, and so the HQ had been moved to the merchant guildhouse. “He’s moving troops westward, securing towns and villages as he moves. One of those towns is Cool Waters, here.”

    His finger traced a line on the map. “Cool Waters fell into Leveller hands without a fight, twenty days ago,” he continued, calmly. “For reasons unknown, the town’s aristocracy withdrew en masse, taking their personal guards with them. There was no one left to keep the Levellers from simply taking over. However, Lord Burrows reacted with astonishing speed and rushed a force to the town. It is now under his personal control.”

    Gus looked up, his face curiously blank. “We have to help them.”

    “Quite,” Cat agreed. “Cool Waters is far enough from Winter Flower that Lord Burrows will have difficulty reinforcing it in a hurry, while close enough to Eagle’s Rest that it may pose a threat if it remains in enemy hands. I propose to liberate the town now, then raid further towards Winter Flower as the situation warrants.”

    Emily cocked her head. “Can we liberate the town?”

    “Our troops are not as trained as I would like,” Cat said. His voice was oddly formal, as if he was building a case. “But we should have superior weapons and the advantage of numbers. Getting there is a mere two-days march for us, so we can take the risk of sending a sizable body of troops. It would also give us a chance to evacuate the town before Lord Burrows sends reinforcements.”

    And reinforcements might already be on the way, Emily thought. She had her doubts, doubts she would have to discuss with Cat privately. Why had the town’s aristocrats simply fled? She could understand fleeing from angry rebels, but there hadn’t been a revolution. Was it a trick of some kind? Or... or what? We might be walking into anything.

    “I’ll take command of the first regiment,” Cat said. “Gus will command the second; Tobias and Gars can command the mercenaries attached to the army. I should warn you, now, that I will not tolerate unnecessary harm done to the civilian population. Anyone who loots, rapes or kills without good cause will spend the rest of his short and miserable life as a slug. Make that clear to your men.”

    “My troops know how to behave themselves,” Gars growled. “You should look to your own, sorcerer. How will they cope when under fire?”

    “Emily, I want you to lead the magicians,” Cat said, ignoring the question. “If there are no magicians amongst the occupation force, you and they can stay in reserve.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. “We’ll be ready.”

    Gars looked amused, as if he thought he’d scored a point. Emily feared he might be right. 

    Cat glanced around the room. “Are there any concerns that should be raised?”

    “You’re taking half the mercenaries,” Hansel said. “Is that wise?”

    “They do have considerable experience,” Cat told him. “And they can show the new recruits how to handle a march.”

    And keep them from having a decisive advantage if it comes down to a fight in the city itself, Emily added, silently. It wouldn’t do to let you think you could take back complete control of your former hometown while we’re gone.

    The meeting broke up, with everyone rushing to get their men ready for battle. Emily and Cat followed at a slightly more sedate pace, watching as the men were issued with bags of preserved food and bottles of water. Some of the men would stuff themselves before they set out, preferring to take the risk of starving to carrying heavy rucksacks all over the country; others, more practical, would be looking for ways to spread the burden. Behind them, a small army of carts and horses were being prepared. They’d be carrying supplies behind the main body, ready to replenish the army after its first battle.

    “We don’t have many horsemen,” Cat said, “and so we’re only able to field a small cavalry unit.”

    Emily nodded, hearing the underlying concern in his voice. She might think that cavalry were useless, brightly-dressed show-offs who’d be slaughtered when they went up against firearms, but she knew others would disagree. The cavalry still had its uses, if only as scouts and pickets. Cat had to be worried about guarding their flanks. The loss of their supply train would be disastrous, even though they wouldn’t be that far from the city. They simply didn’t have enough gunpowder to be sanguine about losing the barrels in the carts.

    And if someone starts firing blazing arrows into the carts, she thought, they’ll inflict more damage than they could possibly expect.

    “We can put marchers on the outskirts,” she suggested, after a moment. “Or would that be pointless?”

    “I fear so,” Cat said. “A cavalry regiment could simply charge past them and reach its target well in advance of any possible warning. Or it would simply be missed completely.”

    “Unless we issue them with wardstones and chat parchments.” Emily smiled at the thought. “The warning would be instant.”

    “It’s something to consider,” Cat agreed. “But where would we find more than a handful of wardstones?” 

    He met her eyes as they reached the small cluster of magicians. “Are you ready?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, flatly. She had no answer to his other question. “I’m ready to go.”

    It had taken far too long, she recalled, for General Pollack to get his army moving during the war. Cat, it seemed, was a little more efficient... although his army was smaller and far more united. And he’d started preparations as soon as the first reports arrived. It was merely an hour before the first unit – the cavalry – galloped out of the city gates, followed by a mixed brigade of mercenaries and infantrymen. Emily had wondered if Cat was smart or stupid to put them together, but she had to admit it had definitely had an effect. The mercenaries were determined to show what professional soldiers could do, while the infantry soldiers were equally determined to show what free men could do. Neither one would want to stop while the other showed signs of being able to continue.

    She clambered onto her horse – reluctantly – when the sergeants waved for her and the magicians to move forward, just in front of the first row of supply carts. The younger magicians looked relieved to be in the rear, although their relief wouldn’t have lasted if they’d known what was in the carts. Emily had done what she could to charm the gunpowder barrels against fire, but she knew it wouldn’t last long. The more magic she used, the greater the risk of alerting the enemy that there was something interesting stored within the carts. No one bothered to use wards to protect food and medical supplies.

    Although we probably should, Emily thought, contemplating the possibilities. There might be more interesting ways to use magic in warfare than merely hurling fireballs in all directions.

    Her mind raced. There were spells that blunted swords. With a little effort, she could improve the spells, ensuring the swords would become brittle – and break, when they were taken into combat. She could sneak past a supply cart and cast the spell, then fade away into the shadows with no one being any the wiser she’d ever been there. Even if someone realized what she’d done, they’d still be unable to use the swords. And she could use other spells to corrupt food and drink and...

    She shook her head. That was a box she had no intention of opening. Biological warfare on the Nameless World was no more complex than dropping dead animals into water supplies and hoping for the best – or the worst – and she had no desire to make it any more advanced. It was probably too late – she’d taught the locals about germs and how they spread – but there was no need to speed up the process. Better to think about more practical spells.

    Besides, the darker part of her mind whispered, it won’t be long before disease starts running through the camp anyway.

    Emily dismissed the thought and concentrated on possible spells, using them to distract her from the horse’s steady motion. The other magicians were sitting in a pair of carts, no doubt envious that she got a horse. They’d be surprised to know she’d be quite happy to swap, although it wasn’t really a possibility. She had to look like a lady of high birth even though she was nothing of the sort. She was midway through a particularly complex spell that seemed a little too impractical to be put to work on a battlefield when the army slowly ground to a halt.

    “Rest stop,” a sergeant shouted. His voice cracked through the air. “Rest stop!”

    Emily clambered off her horse and dropped to the ground, grateful that she wasn’t aching so badly this time. Her bladder wasn’t too full, but she knew better than to pass up the chance to relieve herself before it was too late. Dozens of soldiers were already running behind trees, despite shouted orders from their sergeants. Emily didn’t blame them, despite the risk of being attacked. The call of nature drowned everything else out.

    She walked over to the nearest cart and scrambled onto the driver’s seat, peering into the gloom. The magicians were an unpromising lot, although she had to admit they were good at what little they could do. There had been no first-rank sorcerer living in Eagle’s Rest for years. Instead, they had a motley collection of fifth-rank charms masters, potion brewers, a couple of herbalists and a hedge witch. They had a surprising amount of skill, she’d conceded, but nowhere near enough power to receive a formal invitation to one of the magic schools. They’d done a great deal of learning on their own.

    “We’re going to be stopping for a few minutes,” she said, calmly. “I suggest you take the time to relieve yourselves. You won’t have another chance for a few hours.”

    She dropped back down, repeated the same message at the second cart, then found a tree herself. The sergeants were marching up and down the ranks, getting the soldiers back into formation after they’d answered the call of nature. Some of the men were drinking water, unsurprisingly. They’d been warned to keep themselves hydrated at all costs. Zangaria was nowhere near as hot as Farrakhan, but soldiers still needed a lot to drink.

    Cat walked up to her as she returned to her horse. “We’re making good progress,” he said, “and we should reach the campsite on time.”

    Emily nodded, feeling too tired to speak. Cat had probably been quite pessimistic about how far the army could travel in a day. Trained and experienced soldiers might be able to get quite some distance before they needed to stop, but their makeshift army had barely done any marching. Emily hadn’t forgotten how long it had taken her to get used to the idea of forced marches. She’d come far too close to dropping out of Martial Magic before she’d finally gotten over the hump.

    “A handful of youngsters dropped out of formation,” Cat added. He sounded unsurprised. “One had a health problem; he’s in the wagon. The others simply weren’t mentally prepared for the march.”

    “They’ll get better,” Emily said. Years ago, she hadn’t realized that the map wasn’t the terrain either, at least until she’d tried to cross it. Who would have thought that those lines on the parchment represented gradient? It had never crossed her mind until she’d discovered that a seemingly short march was a sharp climb up a mountain, a walk through a rocky pass and a deadly-dangerous descent down the other side. “Tell them... tell them to keep going.”

    “Oh, I will,” Cat said. A whistle blew. “Time to go, I think.”

    Emily scrambled onto her horse as the army slowly lurched back into life, advancing down the road. Dust rose into the air, threatening to choke her; she muttered a spell to keep it out of her throat, then extended it to cover the small collection of carts. The minutes started to blur together as the march went on and on, her mind slowly losing track of time. It was a surprise when they finally reached the campsite, set up a small collection of tents and erected wards to keep out vermin. And, the following morning, they started the march again.

    War is ninety-nine percent boredom and one percent absolute terror, she thought, trying to remember who’d said it. Sergeant Harkin had said something like it, but the original saying came from Earth. Bradley? Montgomery? Grant? They should have said something about how marching down the highway to glory means breathing in dust and pissing by the side of the road.

    The landscape changed as the army marched on, passing through a handful of towns and villages. It looked more urbanized than Emily had expected, a small collection of large fields instead of hundreds of smaller patches of land. There was no sign of the civilian population, not even a sense that they were being watched by unseen eyes. The locals had probably fled the moment they saw the army coming. Emily didn’t blame them. They had no reason to believe that the Levellers would be any kinder to the civilian population than the aristocrats.

    But we would be, unless we needed their supplies for ourselves, Emily thought. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it was sure. A starving army was an army that would take what it needed and to hell with the civilian population. I wonder if this is how so many socialists and communists started to justify requisitioning things from the civilian populations...?

    She sighed, inwardly. The Levellers meant well, but they could easily turn into fanatics like the Jacobins or the Bolsheviks. Anything could be justified in the name of the greater good, even mass enslavement and outright genocide. She could see the Levellers turning on the aristocrats, instead of slowly supplementing them; she could see red flags flying over burning mansions and castles shattering under heavy bombardment. She could see...

    Her eyes narrowed as she saw smoke rising in the distance. They were marching to Cool Waters... were the lead elements already engaged? Or had the enemy commander decided there was no point in trying to keep the town and set fire to it instead? She reached out with her senses, trying to tell if anyone was casting spells, but there was nothing save for the faint background hum of ambient magic.

    The army seemed to shudder, forward elements being directed into position while the rear elements were ordered to hold back and wait. Sergeants directed the supply carts into places by a hillside where they could easily be emptied – or make a run back down the road, if the enemy won the day. Too many armies had lost their campaigns, Emily had been told, because their supplies had been captured or destroyed. Her ears pricked up as she heard the sound of gunshots in the distance. Cat’s lead elements were definitely engaged.

    She hesitated, unsure as to what she should do. Cat had told her to stay with the other magicians – and she knew they needed someone who’d been in combat before. But, at the same time, she wanted to go forward and see what was happening. The sounds echoing off the hills suggested an intense gunfight, but she didn’t know. What if Cat was in trouble? What if he needed help?

    The sounds grew louder. She could see the rear elements slowly being called forward and assigned places in the assault ranks. The town couldn’t be too heavily defended, she reasoned. Cat wouldn’t thrust his inexperienced troops into a death-or-glory attack if there were any other options, while the mercenaries would refuse to carry out orders that would leave most of them dead. No, if the town couldn’t be taken quickly, Cat would lay siege to it instead. She knew it.

    Alden stumbled over to her. “My Lady... what do we do?”

    “We wait,” Emily said. She rather liked Alden. The young man – he couldn’t be much older than eighteen – was a definite nerd, the sort of person she had rarely encountered in the Nameless World. Pudgy, short-sighted... he would have come to nothing, if he hadn’t had just enough of a magical gift to be taken on as an apprentice. “They’ll call us forward if we’re needed.”

    She smiled at the younger boy and watched him blush. Caleb would like Alden, she was sure. They were cut from the same cloth, although Caleb had the advantage of more raw power and schooling. And a better set of parents too. Perhaps she could recommend Alden for the Heart’s Eye University. He would make a good student...

    “My Lady,” Alden gasped. “They’re here!”

    Emily spun around, gazing up at the hill...

    ... And the small cluster of enemy horsemen looming on the top.


    Chapter Seventeen

    “GET THE OTHERS OUT OF THE\U\E carts,” Emily snapped, as the enemy horsemen lowered their lances and began to charge down the hill. “Hurry!”

    She cursed their rotten luck under her breath as she reached for her magic. The hillside was a perfect place to base a supply camp... and the enemy, damn their eyes, had realized that it was also the perfect place for an ambush. Their pickets seen the army coming, of course. They’d had plenty of time to set up a trap. And no one had seen it coming.

    The enemy cavalry wouldn’t stick around. The infantrymen who were supposed to be screening the supply carts were already on their way. No, they’d just charge through the carts, destroying everything they could before fleeing. They were in for a nasty surprise if they started hurling explosive potions or fireballs into the carts, and they wouldn’t survive to understand what they’d done, but it would probably force Cat and the remainder of his force to withdraw before the ammunition ran out. Emily cursed, again, as she cast the first fireball. She would have to take the risk of fighting too close to the gunpowder for anyone’s peace of mind.

    She gritted her teeth as the fireball struck the lead cavalryman and exploded harmlessly against his armor. Charmed armor, of course. Randor wouldn’t want his noble horsemen to be exposed to sorcerous attack. Their aristocratic lives would be at risk. Emily swallowed, then directed a stream of hexes and curses against the horses and the ground under their feet. The cavalry charge broke up in disorder as the horses staggered, some turning to flee while others collapsed under the impact. Emily had a fleeting impression of a man in armor being thrown through the air, flying over the carts and crashing to the ground on the far side. The force of the impact alone would be enough to kill him.

    A horseman charged at her, brave or desperate. Emily hit his horse with a fireball, then jumped to one side as the howling beast crashed to the ground. The horseman stumbled, but somehow kept coming. Emily threw a stream of spells at him, overloading and shattering his armor. He glared at her, even after she stunned him. Emily wasn’t sure if she should be impressed or horrified. The cavalry were taught to charge right into the teeth of enemy positions, but now – with magic and guns – it was suicide. She could have done a great deal worse if she hadn’t been so worried about the carts.

    She sucked in her breath as silence fell, broken only by the moaning of the wounded. The cavalry attack had failed, barely. They’d probably assumed that most of the sorcerers would be at the front, where normal military doctrine put them. Emily’s lips twitched at the thought. Cat had broken the rules, probably at least partly because of what he’d seen at Farrakhan, and it had paid off for him. Emily hated to think of what would have happened if she hadn’t been there. The liberation would have failed completely.

    Something moved behind her. Emily turned just in time to see an armored figure take a swing at her with a mace. She tried to jump back, but it was already too late. The blow slammed into her wards, knocking her to the ground even though the wards absorbed most of the blow. The breath flew out of her as she hit the dirt, the figure raising his mace for another blow. She tried to muster her magic, to fight back or teleport away, but she had the feeling it was already too late. She’d been caught by surprise and...

    The armored man let out an annoyed grunt, then tumbled forward. A knife was sticking out of his back. Emily blinked in surprise, then looked up. Alden stood there, looking sick. He’d buried his charmed knife in the knight’s back, killing him. It was hardly honorable – Emily was sure there would be some assholes who would give him grief over stabbing a knight in the back – but it had worked. 

    There is no such thing as honor in war, she thought, as she forced herself to stand. And besides, they’ll be too many idiots willing to give him grief over killing a knight – even an enemy knight – for the method to matter.

    “Thank you,” she said, looking down at the dead man. His armor was complex, but clearly damaged. It took her a moment to realize that he must have been the man who’d been thrown off his horse. The charms woven into his armor had saved his life. “He caught me by surprise.”

    Alden sank to his knees. “I killed... I killed him. I...”

    Emily knelt beside him, unsure what to say. She’d had qualms about killing – she’d spent years trying to deny the fact that she’d killed – but she hadn’t heard anyone on the Nameless World express the same qualms. They saw nothing wrong with killing their enemies, taking comfort in the simple fact that dead men would never return to torment them again. Even Caleb had never expressed any doubts about killing his enemies. If someone started a fight – and lost – they deserved everything they got.

    “You saved my life,” she said, putting an arm around him. “And he would have killed you next.”

    Alden vomited. Emily winced, wondering what Sergeant Miles would do. Kick Alden up the backside and tell him to man up? Or hint that, perhaps, soldiering was not a good career choice? Alden wasn’t a soldier, damn it. He was a untried magician who’d put his life on the line to help his city and... and saved Emily’s life. She owed him a favor.

    “I killed him,” Alden said. “I froze and then he threatened you and then I killed him...”

    “Yes, you did,” Emily said. She stood, pulling him up with her. “And you saved many lives.”

    She led him over to the carts and motioned for him to climb inside and sit down for a little bit. It might not be the best choice, but she had no idea what else to do. She’d had the shakes after it had sunk in that she really had killed Shadye, yet she’d been all too aware that Shadye had been on the verge of doing something far worse than merely killing her and destroying Whitehall. Later... she mourned everyone she killed, but it had started to seem... unimportant. No, not unimportant. Just... distant, as if it had happened to someone else.

    A mercenary sergeant saluted her. “Lady Emily? What are your orders?”

    Emily hid her surprise at such courtesy from a mercenary. “Put a guard on that hill, then protect the supply carts,” she ordered. “Collect the armor and weapons from the cavalry troopers and add it to the common pool, then keep whatever’s left for yourselves. I don’t need it.”

    The sergeant saluted, then hurried off. Emily watched him go, feeling cold. The mercenaries would take any money they found, but she didn’t care. She would be more interested in any livery they might be wearing – it was better than a driver’s licence, to the right set of eyes – but the cavalrymen were dead. There was no point in trying to collect a ransom, although she supposed their families might pay to have the bodies returned. The mercenaries would see to that, if the bodies were recognizable. They could be trusted to have one eye open for potential profit.

    We came far too close to disaster, she thought, as the sound of shooting echoed through the air. We could have lost everything in a split second.

    She frowned as a messenger hurried up to her. 

    “Lady Emily?” the messenger said. “Lord Cat and Lord Tobias request your presence.”

    “I see,” Emily said, amused. The messenger wasn’t a trained messenger, merely a young boy pressed into service. She found it rather refreshing. “I’m on my way.”

    The land around Cool Waters had been torn up badly, she noted, as she walked down the road to the town. There had been a wall, once upon a time, but it had been torn down and then hastily replaced by a wooden stockade. It didn’t look as if it had slowed Cat and his men down for more than a second or two, judging by the small piles of splintered wood on the ground. A handful of industrious soldiers were gathering them up for firewood while, beyond the makeshift barricade, others were collecting the dead bodies and lining them up for burial. There was no time to try to send those bodies back to their families. The dead had to be buried before they started to rot and spread disease.

    Cool Waters itself looked as though it had seen better days. It was larger than Emily had expected, but the two successive onslaughts had reduced some of the outer buildings to little more than piles of rubble and damaged a number of others. There was no sign of the civilian population, despite the presence of Leveller troops on the streets. The Levellers looked a little put out by the lack of welcome, although Emily wasn’t surprised. Sergeant Miles had made it clear that the first few hours after an invasion and occupation were always the most dangerous. Jumpy troops – or men intent on collecting the spoils of war – could do a great deal of harm.

    At least they haven’t started looting, she thought, relieved. She’d seen units looting abandoned towns near Farrakhan, even though the necromantic armies hadn’t been too far away. Cool Waters has enough problems without being looted too.

    The centre of the town was surprisingly intact, save for the manor itself. Someone had burnt it to the ground, weeks ago. It was nothing more than a pile of blackened rubble. A line of gallows stood outside, rotting bodies dangling from ropes. Emily winced at the stench, feeling her skin crawl. The bodies would have to be cut down and buried – or incinerated – before they spread diseases any further.

    Cat had set up his HQ in what looked like a rich merchant’s house, although it was hard to be sure. Emily stepped through a ward – it ghosted over her, checking her identity – and into the sitting room. Cat had made a statement, right from the start. The expensive chairs had been pushed against the wall, while he and his officers sat on simple wooden stools set around a table. A handful of maps had already been unfurled and pinned to the wood.

    “Lady Emily,” Cat said, formally. “What happened?”

    “The enemy set a trap,” Emily said, flatly. “They had cavalry emplaced to take advantage of our movements. Thankfully, they weren’t expecting me.”

    “An experienced officer would have spotted the danger at once.” Gars sneered. “We could have lost the campaign in a single blow.”

    “I don’t recall you pointing it out,” Gus snapped. “You were there when the plan was discussed.”

    “You made it clear that you didn’t want my advice,” Gars snapped back. “I believe you put your faith in the determination of free people to rise up against their oppressors and create a whole new world of peace, freedom and a few less fat bastards eating all the pie.”

    Cat slapped the table. “Mistakes happen in wartime, as everyone around this table can attest,” he said. “We made a mistake, but we were lucky enough to be able to recover from it without serious losses. It was a screw-up, yet it was not a complete disaster. We survived.”

    “Through dumb luck,” Gars muttered.

    “Quite,” Cat agreed. “Now, we will bring the remaining elements within the city and return security to the streets. Does anyone have any objection?”

    “The locals will not cooperate if they see mercenaries on the streets,” Gus pointed out. “Gars and his men will have to remain outside the city.”

    “My men fought as hard as anyone,” Gars said, sharply.

    “You didn’t take point when we stormed the barricade, did you?” Gus glared. “Don’t you have the common sense to realize that you should stay out of sight?”

    “Try attacking a castle,” Gars said, ignoring the second question. “You’ll gain a new perspective on bravery.”

    “Quite,” Cat said, again. “Gus, I want you to have your men patrol the main streets in groups of five to ten, as planned. If the locals come out, warn your men to be polite and friendly and invite them to assist us. Make absolutely certain the men behave themselves. One little incident and this town will trust us as much as we trust the aristocrats.”

    “Except the princess,” Tobias said, sounding oily. “We trust her, do we not?”

    Cat ignored him. “Gars, I want you and your men to set up a network of pickets around the town. Lord Burrows will already know about our army. I want to know when he dispatches his own army in response. Depending on its size, we will either stand and fight or fall back to Eagle’s Rest.”

    Gars thumped his fist against his chest. “I will put my best men on the job.”

    And hope you can trust them to report accurately, Emily thought. The last thing we need is a vague report of billions of men coming right at us.

    “We’ll do what we can to help any injured locals,” he added. “Emily, bring your magicians into the town. We can try to heal the wounded.”

    Emily nodded, although she had her doubts. They didn’t have a trained healer. The hedge witch was the closest thing they had to a healer and she was really nothing more than a half-trained chirurgeon with a little magic. It was unlikely they’d be able to perform any miracle cures. Emily knew a handful of healing spells, but fine-tuning them to deal with anything more serious than a broken bone was difficult.

    The meeting broke up shortly afterwards. Emily had hoped to have a quick word with Cat, but he was speaking to a town representative and clearly didn’t have time for her. She sighed, walked back to the supply camp and rounded up her magicians. Alden had had too much time to brood, she decided. A little hard work would do him good.

    There had been fewer wounded among the attackers than she’d thought, they discovered as they set up a makeshift hospital in a warehouse and went to work. The vast majority of wounds had been lethal, at least partly because the men had kept fighting instead of dropping out of line and seeking medical help. Not, she supposed as she carefully healed a man who’d been stabbed in the leg, that she would trust the chirurgeons to treat her. 

    “Keep busy,” Emily ordered Alden, sternly. Hard work would keep his mind off the man he’d killed. “I want you to really flex that magic.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Alden said, sullenly.

    Emily had to fight to keep her expression blank. It wasn’t really funny... but it was, in a way. She owed him her life, at least to some extent. Maybe it wasn’t a full life-debt – she could have saved herself – but she owed him something. Most magicians would be gleefully calculating what they could demand from her in exchange for saving her life. But Alden was too preoccupied with what he’d done to care.

    She turned her attention away from him as the first handful of townspeople entered the chamber. She’d known, intellectually, that an occupation was never clean, but it was the first time she’d ever come face to face with the results. Men who’d been brutally beaten, women who’d been raped, children who’d been kicked around casually by the men who’d invaded their town... it was sickening. It was easy to understand, suddenly, why the locals had been reluctant to show themselves. They had no reason to believe that Cat and the Levellers would be any better. 

    And we can’t tell them that we’re going to be better because they won’t believe us, she thought, as she fixed a young girl’s broken arm. Her mother insisted that one of the soldiers had snapped it, purely for shits and giggles. We’ll have to prove it by being better than them.

    Night was falling when Cat walked into the warehouse and nodded to her. “How’s it going?”

    “Poorly,” Emily admitted. They’d lost more patients than she cared to admit. “We’re short on just about everything.”

    “I know.” Cat motioned for her to follow him outside. Cool Waters was dark, only a handful of lights visible behind covered windows. “We got lucky today, Emily.”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. “But we also won.”

    A glint of light caught her eye. She stared at it for a moment, then realized that one of the guards was having a smoke. At least he wasn’t asleep on duty. Or smoking near the gunpowder, for that matter. 

    “Against a town that was weakly defended.” Cat spat into the gutter. “Gars was right about one thing, Emily. If we’d tried to take a castle, we’d have been slaughtered.”

    Emily nodded in understanding. Cat was a combat sorcerer, not a general. He’d been taught how to give orders, but not how to lead masses of men into war. Gus had even less experience, while neither Gars nor Tobias had ever commanded so many men. The weight of command had fallen on Cat’s unprepared shoulders. Emily didn’t blame him for finding it heavy.

    “Don’t tell the men that,” she advised, finally. “Let them enjoy their victory.”

    Cat smiled. “Good thought. But it won’t be long before we have to fight again.”


    Chapter Eighteen

    A BODY HUNG FROM THE GALLOWS, twisting in the wind.

    Emily frowned as she saw it hanging outside Cat’s HQ, surprised even though she knew the body was there. The young man – scarcely more than a boy – had raped a woman, perhaps in the belief she wouldn’t dare complain. But she had complained and her rapist had been tracked down and – after a brief trial – executed. Emily found it hard to feel sorry for the rapist – the troops had been ordered to treat the civilian population decently – but she didn’t know why Cat had left the body hanging in the open. It would inflame tensions.

    Unless it’s his way of saying he doesn’t care about inflamed tensions, Emily thought. And it is a hell of an object lesson.

    She sighed to herself as she stepped through the door. Gars, oddly enough, had argued that the rapist should be beaten savagely, but not executed. He’d been concerned about the effects on morale if the army’s leaders hung a common soldier. Gus had been torn between the need to maintain discipline, particularly when it would help to win over the local population, and fears about what his people would do if they thought the rapist had been executed unjustly. Cat had forced through the trial, ensuring that everyone knew the young man had crossed the line. Emily just hoped they’d been listening. Their army was too young to suffer a schism.

    “Ah, Emily,” Cat said. “We’ve had some bad news.”

    He was seated at the table, looking at a map. Gars, Gus and Tobias were sitting next to him, their faces grim. A young man was standing beside the wall, his back so straight that Emily wondered if he thought he was trying to hold the wall upright. 

    Emily glanced at the map. “They’re coming?”

    “They’re coming,” Cat confirmed.

    He motioned for Emily to sit next to him, then tapped the map. “Lord Burrows is on his way,” he said. “The exact headcount is uncertain, but at least four thousand infantry and five hundred cavalry.”

    “Some of those infantrymen will be archers,” Gars said, quietly. “And there will be a magician or two amongst them.”

    “Yes,” Cat said. “And they’ll be here in two days, at the latest.”

    “He must have been marching already,” Emily observed. Lord Burrows was supposed to be competent, but even he would have trouble getting an army that size on the move in less than two days. “I suspect he intended to march through Cool Waters and strike directly at Eagle’s Rest.”

    “Probably.” Cat looked up, his gaze moving from face to face. “Do any of you believe that it’s possible to hold this town against a determined attack?”

    “No,” Gars said. “There is no way this town can be held. We’ve proved that ourselves.”

    “But we told the people that we would protect them,” Gus protested. “We came to their assistance and...”

    “And nothing,” Tobias said. “If we stay here, they will either storm the town and slaughter everyone or simply lay siege to the walls and wait for us to starve. Either way, we lose the army. We have neither the defenses nor the supplies to make a stand, not here.”

    “No,” Cat agreed. “We’ll start pulling the army out today, I think. And we’ll evacuate the entire town. The population can come with us.”

    “Or go running into the countryside,” Emily said, although there seemed to be fewer wild places this close to Winter Flower. “If they can get out on their own, let them go.”

    “Many of them will be hunted down,” Tobias said, flatly.

    “We’ll tell them that,” Cat said. “Gus, I want you to speak to the mayor. He’s to prepare his people for evacuation. They can take a single bag each, if they can carry it, but otherwise they’re to leave everything behind unless we can find a use for it. If they have time to bury or otherwise hide their possessions, let them do it. Make sure he knows that anyone who remains behind does so at their own risk.”

    “I can try,” Gus said, sullenly.

    Cat took a breath. “Gars, I want you to go through the town and consider what – if anything – we should do to make it useless. Should we burn it to the ground ourselves? Or set up traps with gunpowder? Or... anything, really.”

    Gars smiled. “It will be my pleasure.”

    “Tobias, I want you to take a letter back to Eagle’s Rest,” Cat added. “Tell them what’s happening and why.”

    Emily blinked in surprise, although she supposed Cat had a point. Tobias was a good horseman. If anyone could get a message back to Eagle’s Rest in less than a day, Tobias could. And it would keep him out of Cat’s hair while he planned and carried out the evacuation.

    “I’ll organize a handful of raids to slow Lord Burrows down,” Cat said. “Unfortunately” – he pointed at the map – “there are no handy bridges to destroy. It’s very frustrating.”

    “A handful of attacks will make them careful,” Gars assured him.

    Cat nodded. “You have your orders. Go.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows as the other men left. “You called for me?”

    “Yes,” Cat said. “Ethan? Tell Lady Emily what you saw.”

    The young man standing by the wall came forward. Emily blinked, then kicked herself mentally. She’d honestly forgotten he was there. He’d been so quiet. She forced herself to study him as he saluted, noting his short hair, calm demeanour and horseback livery. A mounted rider, but not a cavalryman. He didn’t have the right attitude.

    “The army is advancing steadily along the King’s Road,” Ethan said. His voice held faint hints of an aristocratic accent. “They’re making a good pace, for all that they’re being careful. They had enough pickets out to worry even me” – he allowed himself a laugh – “and it was hard to get a good look at the main body. But I stand by my estimate.”

    Emily listened as Cat bounced questions off the younger man, sometimes asking a question herself. Ethan was a good observer, with a sharp mind and eye. It was just a shame he hadn’t been able to get really close. Lord Burrows was too old a dog to let an enemy scout close enough to get an accurate count of his men.

    “Thank you,” Cat said, when Ethan had finished. “Go get yourself something to eat, then report to the cavalry.”

    “Yes, My Lord,” Ethan said.

    “That’s not good,” Emily said, once they were alone. “I hoped we’d have more time.”

    “Lord Burrows clearly doesn’t believe in letting the grass grow under his feet,” Cat agreed, dryly. He leaned forward and kissed her, gently. “I was wondering if you’d like to do something more... interesting than healing the sick.”

    Emily hesitated. She disliked healing, and it was leaving her feeling tired and drained, but there were people who needed her help. And yet, if there was something else to do...

    “Perhaps,” she said, careful not to commit herself. “What do you want?”

    Cat took a long breath. “That army is tough and professional. And the only thing between it and this town is distance. There are no natural barriers, nothing we can use to do more than harass them. That distance is getting shorter every second. Lord Burrows won’t reach Cool Waters and stop, Emily. He’ll give chase as soon as he realizes that our army is retreating towards Eagle’s Rest, burdened by hundreds of refugees. And we do not want a pitched battle if it can be avoided.”

    “They may not have firearms,” Emily said, quietly.

    “It would be optimistic of us to assume they don’t,” Cat reminded her. “Randor has had plenty of time to raise quite a few regiments of musketmen. There were powder mills springing up everywhere over the last two years. There’s a good chance that Lord Burrows has muskets, even if they’re slightly outdated.”

    Emily wasn’t so sure. Lord Burrows wasn’t the real Baron of Winter Flower. Alicia was and she had plenty of reason to hate Randor. The king would be foolish to let her get her hands on modern weapons, even if he thought her husband could keep her under control. But it probably didn’t matter. Even without firearms, a tough, professional army could slaughter the Levellers if they caught them on the move. Lord Burrows would understand the opportunity dropped in his lap. Of course he would. The chance to crush an entire army piecemeal was one that could not be allowed to just slip out of his hands.

    Unless you happen to be General Howe, who was either a rebel sympathiser or a very poor general, Emily thought. It was amusing, but pointless. She doubted Lord Burrows would side against the king. No, he’ll come after us as soon as he realizes we’re on the move.

    “We’ll see,” she said, finally. “What do you want me to do?”

    “Slow the army down,” Cat said. “Can you do that?”

    Emily felt her blood run cold. Slow the army down? She could destroy it. The nuke-spell could obliterate a hundred armies, perhaps a thousand. And yet, it would be far too devastating... and revealing. The one time she’d used the spell, there had been a cover story just waiting to be put in place. This time... she shook her head. Cat wouldn’t expect her to unleash so much devastation. He didn’t even know it was possible.

    And if I use it here, too many sorcerers will try to work out what I did, she thought. And one of them will stumble over the truth.

    “You mean scare them to death,” she said. She remembered Sergeant Miles talking about sorcerers sowing deadly chaos in the enemy rear. She could do that, although the sergeant had also told her that sorcerers caught sowing chaos tended not to live long enough to be ransomed. “It might not slow them down for very long.”

    “I’d be happy with a few hours,” Cat told her. “Emily, we’re out on a limb here.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Cat would probably prefer to go himself, or accompany her, but he was needed where he was. There was no one he could trust to take command without causing problems further down the line. “I’ll do what I can.”

    “Very good,” Cat said. He pointed a finger at her. “Consider yourself on detached duty from this moment onwards. Eat a good meal, build up your energy, then sleep. Ethan will take you to the enemy camp when darkness falls.”

    “Of course, we don’t know where they’ll be camping,” Emily mused. She studied the map for a long moment, trying to pick out a prospective campsite. If she could get there first, she could hide and wait... no, there were too many possibilities. “Did you prepare a bed?”

    “Of course,” Cat said. He gave her a toothy grin. “I had no doubt you’d want to go.”

    Emily rolled her eyes. “And you knew that how?”

    “You walked into a necromancer’s den,” Cat said. “I’m sure Lord Burrows isn’t quite so dangerous.”

    “True,” Emily agreed. She met his eyes. “And what should I do if I get a clear shot at him?”

    Cat hesitated. “Emily... kill him.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. She could see the logic – Lord Burrows was a skilled commander who was unlikely to switch sides – but she didn’t like it. And yet, who knew how many soldiers and commoners – men whose names she didn’t know – were going to die when the two armies met? If killing one man would stave off the chaos, at least for a few days, wouldn’t it be worth it? Cold logic said yes, arguing that Lord Burrows needed to die; emotion said no, insisting that she wasn’t an assassin. And besides, there was no guarantee she’d even get a shot at the man. Alicia’s husband would be extremely well guarded.

    “I’ll see what happens,” she temporised.

    Cat gave her a long look, then called for dinner. A tired-looking servant entered, carrying a tray of sandwiches and a large bottle of wine. It was simple food, the same salt beef and rough bread that the soldiers would eat, but there was a lot of it. Emily said nothing, despite a pang of guilt. She would need to eat a great deal to charge her magic before going into the enemy camp. The beef was tough, flavoured with a seedy mustard that burned her tongue, but at least it was edible. She took a sip of the wine and grimaced. Removing the alcohol had done absolutely nothing for the flavour.

    “Keep eating,” Cat said, as he nibbled a sandwich. He drank the sour wine without complaint. “You can have more if you like.”

    “I’m going to start wondering if you’re trying to fatten me up,” Emily said. The sandwiches were edible, but a handful of them were more than enough. They were sitting uneasily in her stomach. “Is that the plan?”

    “I’d have to keep you from using magic, then,” Cat pointed out. “And that wouldn’t be very helpful at all.”

    Emily had to smile. “I suppose not.”

    She forced herself to eat a final sandwich, but her appetite was gone. Whitehall had always provided a towering smorgasbord of food for its students, with tastes to delight every palate, ensuring that the magicians ate and drank until they could eat no more. The bland sandwiches made it harder for her to keep cramming them in her mouth, one by one. She made a mental note to ensure that she stocked up on food before she left, after she had her nap. Whatever happened, she would need to eat after raiding the enemy camp. 

    “Come on,” Cat said, standing. “I’ll show you to your room.”

    Emily followed him up the stairs and into a bedroom. A bed, barely large enough for her, sat against one wall; a chest of drawers and a mirror sat against another. Emily couldn’t help thinking that it was a child’s bedroom, perhaps one that had once belonged to the merchant’s daughter. It was small, but – compared to Imaiqah’s childhood home – the lap of luxury. A small chamberpot sat under the bed, next to a pair of towels. The bed itself had clearly been changed only a few hours ago.

    “Get some actual sleep,” Cat ordered. He cast a light-globe, then closed the heavy wooden shutters. “Or I’ll come back and tie you to the bed.”

    “I’m sure you’d enjoy that,” Emily teased. She’d half-expected Cat to offer to stay with her, suggesting he’d had something in mind that wasn’t actually sleeping. But he was more practical than that. “Wake me up when it starts getting dark.”

    “Of course, My Lady,” Cat said. He put on a sweet voice that grated on her ears. “Your wish is my command, My Lady.”

    Emily made a rude gesture, then took off her boots and clambered into bed. It was surprisingly soft, although the mattress had clearly been designed for someone a little smaller than her. Cat waved to her, then snapped the light-globe out of existence and left the room, closing the door behind him. The room plunged into darkness.

    Time to sleep, Emily told herself firmly. Her insides were churning, even though she knew she could do the mission. Cat was right – she had walked into Heart’s Eye, knowing there was a necromancer at the far end – but she’d come up with the plan on the fly, without time to sit back and consider just how horribly dangerous it was – or how many things could go spectacularly wrong. This time, I have all the time in the world to think about the dangers.

    She sighed and pushed the thought aside, concentrating on her meditative disciplines. Her body relaxed slowly, although her stomach still felt heavy. She’d have to make sure the other magicians were fed, she reminded herself. They’d need bigger rations if they were expected to use their magic constantly. She’d pushed them hard over the last few days...

     


    Someone touched her shoulder. She started, throwing out a punch. Cat jumped back, crashing into the wall. Emily stared at him, slowly realizing that the room was no longer dark. A light-globe floated near the ceiling, casting a pearly white light over the scene. How long had she been asleep? It didn’t feel as though she’d slept at all.

    “Ouch.” Cat made a show of rubbing his back. “I think I busted something.”

    Emily glared at him. Served him right for sneaking up on her. “What time is it?”

    “Sunset.” Cat nodded towards the shuttered windows. “Are you ready to go?”

    “I suppose,” Emily said. She rubbed her forehead. Her clothes felt grimy, but there was nothing she could do about that. “Give me a few moments to...”

    “I put water in the bowl,” Cat said, as if he’d read her mind. “There’s a washroom through there if you want to freshen up. And I’ll see you downstairs.”

    Emily watched him go, then forced herself to climb out of bed. She didn’t feel particularly well rested, but when had she ever? It beat sleeping on the warehouse floor. She wondered, idly, what sort of explanation Cat had given Alden and the others. They’d admired Emily for sharing their hardships.

    Not that it matters, she thought, as she opened the shutters and peered across the darkening town. Small groups of people were gathering in the streets, being organized by the sergeants into evacuation columns. Some of them would probably be marching through the night, despite the risks. Worry about that when you get back.

    She splashed water on her face, then headed downstairs. It was time to go.


    Chapter Nineteen

    “WE’RE GETTING CLOSE, MY LADY,” ETHAN whispered. “Can you smell them?”

    Emily nodded stiffly, her arms wrapped around his chest. It made her feel awkward and uncomfortable. She’d never had any trouble sitting behind Alassa as she rode her horse, but Ethan was... different. She wasn’t sure why. Ethan didn’t seem to be anything like as much a show-off as Alassa had been, back at Whitehall. Emily remembered those riding lessons as long hours of boredom intermingled with terror. It was just like the war.

    She took a deep breath as Ethan pulled on the reins, bringing the horse to a stop. The enemy camp was lost in the darkness, but she could smell the presence of too many horses and men in too small of a space as the wind shifted, now blowing towards them. There would be pickets out there, men – probably armed with night-vision spells – watching for trouble. Lord Burrows wouldn’t leave his men unprepared for a possible ambush. He’d have done everything in his power to make certain they didn’t get surprised.

    Her eyes prickled as she swept the darkened sky. Was there a faint glow over there? A handful of campfires, perhaps? Or was she imagining it? She swung her legs over the side of the horse and dropped to the ground, landing neatly on the muddy ground. Ethan couldn’t go any further. He’d taken a considerable risk by bringing her so close. But then, he knew he needed to take her as far as he could.

    “I’ll be here, My Lady,” Ethan said, as he jumped down beside her. His horse promptly started cropping the grass. “I’ll wait as long as it takes.”

    “If they find you, run,” Emily ordered, flatly. “I’ll find my own way home.”

    Ethan actually looked stricken at her words, as if she’d ordered him to do something flatly dishonorable. Perhaps she had. He was a nobleman, after all, and his reputation wouldn’t survive if people heard he’d abandoned a woman – or at least a noblewoman – to a ghastly fate. They wouldn’t care that the noblewoman was a powerful sorceress, fully capable of teleporting herself across half the world if necessary; they’d just take advantage of his weakness to mock him. Ethan had good reason not to want to run, even if it saved his life.

    Having my breasts pushed into his back probably didn’t help either, she thought. She wasn’t sure how much he’d felt, but she was sure he’d felt something. That had never been a problem when she’d been riding beside Alassa. A man, on the other hand... she shook her head. He might not have felt anything at all.

    “I’ll be fine,” Emily assured him. She supposed it was a good sign he was at least pretending to care. “Good luck.”

    She turned, casting a series of spells on herself. Half would make it easier for her to see in the darkness, the other half would make it nearly impossible for anyone to see her. A basic invisibility spell might be enough to fool soldiers, but not trained sorcerers. She’d woven a handful of concealment and obscurification charms into her defenses, then reinforced them with subtle magic. Even a skilled onlooker might be fooled into thinking there was no one there.

    No one here, but us chickens, she thought as she started to walk towards the camp. They won’t see me coming.

    She pressed on, picking her way up the hill. The sound of nightlife – and the flickers of magic from supernatural creatures that only came out at night – seemed weaker, somehow. Perhaps it was the presence of the army. Or perhaps it was simply because the entire region was steadily becoming more human. Even the king’s forest, lands reserved for him and his favorites, had been sharply reduced over the last hundred years. There were simply fewer places for supernatural nightlife to hide. And yet...

    Emily froze as she saw a flash of light ahead of her. She peered ahead, gambling that her spells would hide her, and spotted a man standing on the top of the hill. He was smoking a pipe – she’d seen him light it – probably in a desperate bid to stay awake. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. If Sergeant Miles, one of the most decent men she’d ever met, was prepared to issue harsh punishments to anyone who slept on watch, she dreaded to think what Lord Burrows could do. She watched him long enough to make sure he was truly alone, then froze him with a flick of her finger. He would remain frozen, without ever knowing that he’d been suspended in a moment of time, long enough for her to come and go.

    She waited, reaching out with her senses to make sure she hadn’t tripped an alarm. There were a handful of wards hanging in the air, waiting for her, but none of them had sounded the alert. Emily let out a sigh of relief, then walked up to the frozen man and peered down at the camp. It was larger than she’d expected, practically a small town in its own right. There were rows upon rows of tents, all seemingly identical. She peered from tent to tent, but she couldn’t pick out the command tent. Lord Burrows hadn’t missed a trick.

    Smart guy, she thought, as she checked for more pickets. There were none, as far as she could tell. She might have already slipped past the outer edge of the defenses. Time to get moving.

    She braced herself, then started to crawl down the hill so she could touch the wards directly. They were stronger than she’d realized, but surprisingly simple. One of them kept out supernatural vermin, one kept soldiers from deserting... and one kept out women. Emily blinked in surprise, then remembered that Lord Burrows was homosexual. He wouldn’t care about depriving his officers of their mistresses... and, given that he was the king’s favorite, no one would dare complain either. The king probably saw it as a way to keep their eyes firmly fixed on the prize instead of their latest conquest.

    Emily had to smile as she started to figure out a way to trick the ward. It was a neat way to keep her out without making it obvious. She wondered, absently, if it had really been aimed at her. Three of the five powerful magicians on Alassa’s side were women, while – apart from Matilda, who was dead – she knew of no sorceresses on Randor’s side. Or maybe it was just an odd coincidence.

    Focus your magic, she reminded herself. Thankfully, the wards didn’t appear to be monitored. That would make life difficult. It was a great deal harder to trick a ward that was connected to a human mind, particularly when she was lying about something so fundamental as her gender. Let it guide you through.

    There was a moment of acute weirdness, as if she was in the wrong body, and then she was through the wards. She allowed herself a sigh of relief, then cast a new glamour over herself. As long as she didn’t look too far out of place – and the glamour made her look like a senior officer – no one should bat an eyelid. People inside garrisons, Sergeant Miles had grumbled, tended to assume that anyone there had a right to be there. They would have been stopped at the guardposts otherwise, wouldn’t they? She stood upright and walked into the camp, careful to keep her footsteps muffled. The handful of people she saw paid no attention to her whatsoever.

    She looked around, then walked towards what she was fairly sure was the supply carts. They were kept some distance from the rest of the soldiers, as if their commander was afraid of looting – or worse. Emily wouldn’t have cared to bet against it. If the carts carried gunpowder, and they probably did, a single accident would be an utter disaster. She smiled at the thought as she reached the edge of the tents and stopped to survey the scene in front of her. The supply carts were surrounded by a small barricade – really, little more than a fence – with only one entrance. A pair of guards stood there, looking alert. Emily doubted she could strengthen the invisibility spell and slip past them. They would feel something.

    Her lips curved into a smile. What would Lady Barb do?

    Drawing her glamour around herself, she strode towards the guards. She wasn’t hiding, she reminded herself time and time again. She was a senior officer. She had no need to hide. She had a perfect right to be wherever she was and no common-born underlings could stand in her way. The guards straightened to attention when they saw her – or, rather, when they saw the officer she was pretending to be. There was enough magic woven into the glamour to make them want to accept it without question.

    “Stand aside,” she ordered, imperiously. The spell would make her voice masculine. She almost babbled out an excuse before remembering that a stiff-necked senior officer wouldn’t bother to make excuses to mere guardsmen. “I have work to do.”

    The guards exchanged glances. “My Lord,” one said, finally. “We have strict orders not to...”

    “I have orders from Lord Burrows himself,” Emily said, sharply. She allowed a hint of nastiness to creep into her tone. “Do you want to discuss the matter with him?”

    The guard paled. Emily understood. On one hand, they presumably had strict orders; on the other, Lord Burrows would not be pleased if he was awoken to vet a senior officer’s credentials. The two guards might find themselves in a penal unit before the night was through, if they weren’t beheaded on the spot. Emily had seen aristocrats demand harsh punishments for tiny offences, for little mistakes that didn’t even deserve to be called microaggressions. The poor guards were caught in the middle.

    “You may pass,” the leader said.

    Emily felt a pang of guilt as she walked past them. They’d be in deep shit if they survived until morning. Lord Burrows would probably order them brutally executed for disobeying orders. She wondered, just for a moment, if she should urge them to desert, then dismissed the thought. There was too much else to do. She came to the first cart and peered inside. It was crammed with arrows and musket balls. Emily let out a long breath. Lord Burrows did have muskets, then.

    She had to check four more carts before finding the one with the gunpowder. It had been placed to one side, but otherwise it was completely unmarked. Emily stood inside for a moment, considering her options, then concealed a timed spell underneath the cart. It should be impossible to find, unless someone knew to look for it, but when the timer ran out it would explode, setting off the gunpowder. One way or the other, the enemy would get a nasty surprise.

    “Hey,” someone called. “Who are you?”

    The freeze spell struck her in the back a moment later. Emily hesitated, unsure if she should shrug it off or pretend it was holding her tight. The sound of running footsteps convinced her to break the spell. There was more than one person running towards her. She might be able to convince one of them she was relatively harmless, but a group might decide to slit her throat if they realized who she was. They’d certainly know there was something odd about her. She’d walked across a ward that should have kept her out.

    She heard someone gasp in surprise as she broke the spell, throwing herself to one side as another spell cracked over her head. Hopefully, the magicians would have enough sense not to start throwing fireballs around. She tossed back a force punch of her own, using it as a diversion to allow her to get back on her feet and look around. Three men faced her, all clearly magicians. They weren’t full-fledged sorcerers, she was sure, but they were used to working together. She would have thought they were triplets if she hadn’t known that was impossible.

    The men picked themselves up and advanced towards her, spreading out as magic crackled from their fingers. Their spells were blurring together into a web, as if they intended to catch her in a net of complicated spellware. Emily was impressed, despite herself. She’d seen magicians work together before, but nothing quite so complex. Their limited power forced them to make the most of what they had. She grinned, then launched herself into the air. The net snapped out at her, but couldn’t even begin to reach her. Emily felt her smile grow wider as she flew over the wooden fence and landed on the far side. They couldn’t lay a finger on her.

    A bell started clanging, loudly. Emily pulled her glamour back around her as men started spilling out of the barracks, looking around in shock. They’d probably expected some warning if the camp was going to be attacked, given how many pickets Lord Burrows had scattered around the area. Men ran everywhere, most waving swords. Emily had no difficulty slipping into the crowd and following a handful of men towards the centre of the camp. It would be a long time before anyone managed to regain control and start hunting for her properly.

    She hesitated, then started to cast a series of hexes and jinxes. The latter were not particularly dangerous, but they’d be alarming to soldiers who’d never seen malicious magic before. Tents collapsed, trousers fell down, waves of panic spread through the masses... she felt almost guilty, even though she knew what the soldiers had done during their march from Winter Flower. Their magicians were nowhere to be seen.

    “Remain calm,” a voice bellowed. An officer – not Lord Burrows – was shouting at his soldiers. “We will not be beaten by this unfair...”

    Emily admitted, privately, that the man was showing remarkable composure in the face of dangerous magic. But she couldn’t let him calm the troops down, not when it would make things harder for her. She shaped a hex in her mind, then cast the spell. The man started to bray like a mule. His troops stared, then started to panic. Emily felt a stab of guilt as she slipped back into the shadows. She was no better than a bully.

    Think how they treated everyone they considered beneath them, she told herself, sharply. They...

    The netting dropped over her head. She glanced around, cursing under her breath as the three magicians surrounded her. Their magic was clever, she admitted as she tested it quickly; it was designed to spread the burden between pieces of spellware, making it harder for her to simply tear the web of magic apart and escape. She thought she could overload it, if she tried, but that would leave her tired and drained.

    And I can’t let myself be captured, she thought. Randor wouldn’t bother with a public execution, not this time. He’d have her beheaded at once. Whatever happens, I can’t let myself be captured again.

    Gritting her teeth, she thrust out her wards as hard as she could. The webbing sparkled with magic as it tried to keep her under control, but it was hard to spread out the burden when nearly every piece of spellware was in contact with her wards. Emily heard the magicians roaring and chanting spells as they struggled to reinforce their net, putting everything they had into holding her down. She was stronger than all three of them, yet they nearly had her...

    No one taught us about this technique, she thought, as she angled her wards to make it harder for them to crush her. It was a really neat way to bring down a powerful sorcerer, if not a necromancer. Why not?

    The ground shook, violently. Emily looked up, just in time to see a massive fireball rising into the sky. The sound hit a moment later, tearing at her ears. She felt the netting give way, shattering as the magicians lost control of their magic. Emily tore the remainder of it apart, stunning the first two magicians before they could react. The third stared at her, then turned and fled. Emily didn’t give much for his chances. He’d been on guard duty too when she’d rigged the gunpowder to explode. Lord Burrows would be searching for a scapegoat once he’d worked out just how badly he’d been hurt.

    Time to go, she thought.

    She was tempted to teleport out of the camp, but instead she wrapped yet another glamour around herself and strolled through the wards. They were buckling under the pressure of conflicting commands – there had to be at least two more magicians in the camp – and made no attempt to stop her as she walked over the line and out into the darkness. Behind her, the sounds of utter chaos grew louder. Officers were barking orders, but no one was listening. It would be a long time before Lord Burrows could resume the offensive.

    Ethan stepped out of the shadows as she approached. “My Lady? What happened?”

    “I spread chaos,” Emily said. She wondered, suddenly, what else she could do. No wonder sorcerers were encouraged to stay out of conflicts between kingdoms, if she could do so much damage with a handful of relatively minor spells. “Shall we go?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Ethan said. He scrambled onto his horse and motioned for her to chamber up behind him. “Back to the town?”

    “Yes,” Emily confirmed. Now that it was over, she felt tired and worn. “I need a nap.”

    And then I need to discuss the netting with Cat, she added, silently. It was hard to follow him onto the horse, but she forced herself to do it anyway. What was it?


    Chapter Twenty

    “IT’S A COMBAT SORCERER’S TRICK,” CAT said, as they watched the lines of evacuees slowly walking westwards. “They call it Bagehot’s Web.”

    Emily glanced at him, sharply. She’d managed to get a few hours of sleep after her return to Cool Waters, but she’d been woken up to join the evacuation far too early for her peace of mind. Her body was crying out for a good meal, a shower and at least eight hours of solid sleep. She was grimly aware she wasn’t going to get any of them.

    “And why,” she asked finally, “was I never told about it?”

    Cat looked oddly embarrassed. “It’s not always shared with the really powerful magicians,” he said. “Certain people... don’t want them to know that there is a way to trap them, to bring them down, if they get too far out of hand. Anyone short of a necromancer would be unable to escape if the spell was cast properly. You got quite lucky.”

    “They kept the spell to themselves,” Emily mused. “Who are they?”

    “The White Council,” Cat said. “They like to keep a few things to themselves.”

    He shrugged. “I suspect the tutors were told never to discuss it with us, even if we started figuring out the principles for ourselves. And they had a point. You know how... unpleasant... some magicians can become, when they think that no one can stand in their way. Or when they become addicted to dark magic. There’s probably quite a few spells hidden away in forbidden tomes, kept in the shadows until they’re needed. They’re not wrong.”

    “I suppose,” Emily said, reluctantly. 

    She could see the logic. Grandmaster Hasdrubal had called magicians minor gods and, while Emily knew magicians were not gods, she knew there was some truth in his words. Even as a First Year, who hadn’t known that magic existed for sixteen years, she’d had enough power to make a town of mundanes very miserable indeed. Having a few tricks up one’s sleeve to deal with a magician with too much power and too few scruples might come in handy. Yes, she could see the logic.

    But she wasn’t pleased. She hadn’t realized the trap – she hadn’t even realized the potential for a trap – until she’d walked right into it. Her story could have ended with her being killed by a far less powerful magician, her throat slit and her body left to bleed out. Or she could have been shipped east, to Randor. She doubted Cat would have realized that something was wrong – again – to save her. She made a mental note to use memory charms to study what she’d seen of the web’s spellware. It might be possible to learn how to cast the spell for herself, or devise a counter. Perhaps she should just take a battery with her the next time she went into combat.

    If I had time to charge one, she thought. I might not have the time.

    She put the thought aside and watched the evacuation. Small clumps of people made their way down the road, their eyes downcast as they left their lives behind and walked into an unknown future. Cat’s troops were doing their best to screen them, and keep them all moving in the right direction, but there was little true order to the march. Emily had no doubt that Lord Burrows would have little trouble scattering the refugees, or killing them. Some of the stories coming from the east were horrific. Randor seemed determined to make the peasants pay for being unlucky enough to belong to the Noblest.

    “It was the beginning of the rout of civilisation, of the massacre of mankind,” she quoted.

    Cat glanced at her. “What?”

    Emily shook her head. “Never mind,” she said. “Let’s just keep going.”

    The sun seemed to grow hotter as they made their way down the road. Emily had been relieved, at first, to discover that her horse had been assigned to pulling a cart of wounded, but as the long march wore on, she started to miss the beast. She told herself, stiffly, that she shouldn’t complain, even as her legs began to ache and sweat poured down her back. She was lucky, compared to the refugees. They were carrying bags of food, water and clothing, but they’d had to leave most of their possessions behind. Cat had decided not to burn Cool Waters, in the end, yet Lord Burrows would hardly be so kind. The refugees would never see their homes again.

    And Cat decided to assign his own horse to help the refugees too, Emily thought. She wasn’t sure if it was a smart move or not, although it would definitely help with morale. The soldiers would not be inspired if they saw their leader riding on horseback while they were marching down a dusty road. But it will also make it harder for him to coordinate the march.

    She shook her head, dismissing the thought. There was no hope of coordination, no hope of doing anything more than keeping the refugees pointed in the right direction. Cat had assigned a handful of men to serve as rearguards doing everything in their power to slow Lord Burrows down when he realized the town was being abandoned, but there was little hope of keeping the loyalists from snapping at their heels. Emily liked to think that Lord Burrows wouldn’t push matters if it were up to him, but she doubted Randor would let him have the choice. The king wanted blood.

    The day wore on as the refugees made their way onwards, passing through a handful of minor villages. Cat and Gus stopped to talk to the headmen, telling them what was bearing down on them; it didn’t surprise Emily, not really, when the majority of villagers chose to join the march. They were a little better prepared for it, she noted. They drove their pigs and cows ahead of them, while carrying their chickens and seed corn on small farm carts. But then, anyone in a war zone with half a brain would have a plan to bug out if one of the armies approached. It wouldn’t matter who was in command. To the peasants, all armies were equally hostile.

    She was relieved as the sun finally started to fall behind the horizon, but there was little room to stop and sleep. Clusters of refugees lay along the roadside or half-hidden in the trees, superstitions forgotten in a desperate bid to rest before the sun rose again. Cat barked orders, directing his men to set up a proper camp, but the refugees seemed broken. They slept where they fell or stumbled onwards, into the darkness. Emily couldn’t help wondering how many of them would be lost somewhere along the way.

    There was nothing to eat the following morning but hardtack and water. Emily ate hers without complaint, then stumbled to her feet and followed Cat as he chivvied the refugees and soldiers into some kind of order. Emily hoped that Hansel and Tobias had made some kind of preparation for the refugees, although she had her doubts about that too. She rather suspected they would have done as little as possible...

    She heard a shout behind her and turned, just in time to see a group of cavalry charging down the road. Lord Burrows had realized that the town had been evacuated – he would probably have reached Cool Waters yesterday, no matter how much chaos she’d sown – and sent his cavalrymen to harass the retreating army. Cat bit out a curse, then glanced at her. Emily reached for her magic, bracing herself. She’d eaten as much as she could, but she was pitifully aware it wasn’t enough. And she was sure those men were wearing charmed armor.

    “Archers, ready,” Cat barked. “Take aim!”

    A dozen archers turned, raising their bows. They looked absurdly frail, compared to the juggernaut bearing down on them, but she knew better than to underestimate them. A single iron-tipped arrow could strike with greater force than a musket ball and kill its unfortunate target. And even if it didn’t kill the target, it would leave him permanently scarred. Emily had seen one man screaming in pain as the chirurgeons carefully removed the arrow from his shoulder. The sight had almost made her faint.

    “Fire,” Cat snapped.

    The archers fired. The arrows hissed as they passed through the air – the sound made Emily shiver – and struck their targets. Seven men tumbled to the ground as arrows punched through their armor, while two more managed to maintain their balance even though they’d been hit. A horse tripped and fell, letting out a ghastly sound as it broke its leg. Its rider fell off and started to crawl away. The remaining horsemen kept coming. 

    “Fire,” Cat ordered.

    The archers were well-trained, Emily thought, as they fired a second volley. They hadn’t waited to see the results of their handiwork before preparing to fire again. The remaining horsemen didn’t stand a chance. A lone survivor turned and galloped away, an arrow sticking out of his back; the others were either dead or mortally wounded. Their horses ran in all directions, frightened out of their wits. Emily saw one crash into a thicket, vanishing in the trees. It would be a long time before the beasts could be rounded up and put back into service.

    She smiled as the archers cheered and slapped each other’s backs. They had something to celebrate, even if she knew the victory wouldn’t last. Lord Burrows wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. The retreating army wasn’t toothless, but it was short on supplies. And there was no time to even recover the arrows. The next enemy formation was already coming into view.

    “We have to pick up the pace,” Cat said, grimly. “If we don’t get to Eagle’s Rest before sunset, we’re finished.”

    Emily nodded as Cat started barking orders, encouraging the refugees to move faster while the soldiers covered their retreat. No one argued. They’d all seen the horsemen coming up the road, or the pickets that shadowed them in the distance. One of the archers loosed a bolt at a distant horseman, but missed. The horseman didn’t even bother to fall back a little further. Emily suspected he was being an idiot – she’d seen accurate shots at far greater distances – but none of their archers were good enough to hit him. The man had gambled and won.

    The day wore on, with more and more attacks materializing out of nowhere. Archers shot arrows into the refugees, then vanished; horsemen charged at their flanks, gambling that the archers couldn’t shoot them down before they were amidst the mob of refugees. Emily had to kill one with a fireball – no one else could stop him in time – while another managed to kill a handful of people before he was dragged off his horse and brutally beaten to death. She didn’t want to watch what the refugees did. The sheer level of hatred was terrifying.

    Lord Burrows is driving us forward, she thought, as she spotted a little girl staggering along the road, clearly on the verge of collapse. There was no sign of her parents, no sign of anyone who might take care of her. And how many of us are going to die?

    She scooped the little girl up and held her gently, feeling the girl nestle against her shoulder. She was around five, if Emily was any judge, but was so slim that Emily could feel her bones even through two layers of clothes. It was possible – all too possible – that the poor girl wouldn’t see her next birthday, whenever it was. Food had been running short for years. Winter Flower had never seen the benefits of actually letting the peasants keep more than the bare minimum of their own produce.

    Cat nudged her. “You can’t save everyone.”

    “That doesn’t mean I can’t save someone,” Emily snapped. She felt a hot flash of anger. She couldn’t turn her back when someone needed help. “And if I can get her to the town...”

    She turned away, trying not to look at the bodies lying by the roadside. The march was hard for her and she was in good shape. Great shape, compared to some of the townspeople. The old and weak, the ill and infirm... the march was killing them. She saw an old man collapse, his adult children stumbling over his corpse as they walked onwards. She’d always known that the peasants were unsentimental about death – they honored the memory of old people who had chosen to walk into the night rather than be a burden on their children – but she’d never seen it so clearly. A chill ran down her spine. There was something fundamentally wrong about leaving one’s parents to die. 

    And yet, she understood better than she cared to admit. The peasants had no social security network. There was no one who would take care of the elderly, particularly the ones who could no longer contribute. The peasants were constantly on the margins, constantly on the verge of starving to death. They had made a virtue out of something they could not avoid, if they wanted to survive. She swallowed hard, tasting dust in the air. It was going to change, she promised herself. The peasants would be able to keep their produce, which would allow them to feed their grandparents until they died a natural death. And no one would have to commit suicide so their children could live.

    She felt the girl shifting against her and looked down. The girl – Emily guessed she was a farmer’s daughter, from her clothes – was shivering, even in the heat. Emily hesitated, then applied a handful of healing spells. The generalist magic might be better than something more specific. But the little girl kept shivering until her body shuddered once, then fell still. Emily didn’t need to take her pulse to know she was dead. 

    Tears prickled at the corner of her eyes. She didn’t know the girl, but she’d died in Emily’s arms. Her family would never be identified, her family would never have the chance to give her a proper burial... she would vanish, somewhere between Cool Waters and Eagle’s Rest and any surviving relatives would never know what had happened to her. Emily wanted to put the body in a cart, to carry it to the city, but she knew it was impossible. She closed the girl’s eyes, then placed the body on the ground and incinerated it. The birds circling overhead wouldn’t have a chance to nibble on her flesh.

    Cat rested a hand on her shoulder, just for a second. Emily was almost grateful, although she knew he didn’t understand. Not really. He’d been brought up in a world where petty pointless death was unavoidable. It was just a part of life. He had no sense that it wasn’t fair that a little girl should die, alone and unremarked; he had no sense that her death was a tiny tragedy amidst a whole sea of tragedies. Emily felt a surge of hatred – for Randor, for Lord Burrows, for everyone else who had plunged the country into war – that surprised her. They weren’t the ones who paid the price for their war.

    And if they get captured on the battlefield, they get ransomed, she thought, sourly. The common soldiers get enslaved or beheaded or simply get their hands cut off before they are released.

    She forced herself to keep trudging on as the attacks on the rear grew more frequent. Lord Burrows seemed determined to keep harassing the marchers, even though it was increasingly pointless. Emily wondered, nastily, if he was sending his enemies to their deaths. A man in his place would have a lot of enemies. But it would be one hell of a gamble. The man who brought Randor Emily’s head, unattached to her body, would probably be rewarded beyond the dreams of avarice. Baroness Harkness needed to be married to someone after the Noblest lost the war.

    And she would probably prefer to be beheaded, Emily thought. Being reduced to a mere wife would be a fate worse than death.

    Night was falling, again, when Eagle’s Rest finally came into view. Someone – Tobias, perhaps – had dispatched mercenaries to help cover the road, finally putting an end to the harassing attacks. Emily barely heard Hansel’s wittering as they passed through the gates and into the city. She was too tired to care what he had to say.

    “He wants us to attend a feast,” Cat said, once they were back at the manor house. “Do you want to attend?”

    Emily shook her head. “Tell him to preserve his food,” she said. It was hard to talk. “Lord Burrows will be here soon.”

    “He’s already here,” Cat said. “If the scouts are to be believed, Eagle’s Rest is already surrounded. The river has been cut upstream. We are effectively under siege. It won’t be long until they bring the siege engines into position to take the city.”

    “If he doesn’t try to starve us to death instead,” Emily said. Eagle’s Rest had been stockpiling food, but she had no illusions about how long the supplies would last. In hindsight, driving animals into the city might have been a masterstroke. “Will Randor give him the time?”

    Cat shrugged. “I doubt it.”

    Emily took a breath, then shook her head. “There’s nothing we can do about it now,” she said. She’d have to write Alassa a full report, but it could wait until the morning. “Right now, all we can do is sleep. And I mean sleep.”

    “Agreed,” Cat said. He leaned forward and gave her a quick kiss. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


    Chapter Twenty-One

    “THOSE ARE MY LANDS,” HANSEL SAID, the following morning. “And they’re going up in smoke.”

    Emily said nothing as she peered into the distance. Smoke was rising all around the city, each plume of smoke representing a farm or a village or a town that had been thrown into the fire. Lord Burrows was systematically laying waste to the countryside, destroying all signs of human life. It was pointless barbarity, carried out against men and women who had no real power, but the king had presumably insisted. The rebels needed to be taught a lesson.

    And it will clear the area so it can be resettled on their terms, Emily thought. They’ll bring in loyalists and make sure they have the population under firm control.

    “He’s killing everyone who isn’t running into the city,” Cat commented. “And we have to take them in.”

    “We should leave them outside,” Tobias snapped. “They’re a drain on our resources.”

    “And they will die,” Emily said. “If they come here, they have a chance of survival. And if we don’t take them in, we’re as bad as the king.”

    Her heart sank as she watched Lord Burrows’ army move steadily into place. It seemed to be bigger somehow, despite the chaos she’d wrecked. They had no cannon, as far as she could tell, but they had a sizable number of catapults and giant siege frameworks. The latter looked like mobile climbing frames for children, yet there was nothing funny about them. A determined aggressor could wheel them up to the walls and allow his troops to climb up and jump into the city in relative safety.

    “The princess needs to come to our aid,” Hansel said. He glared at Emily. “Is she on her way?”

    “She says she’s on her way,” Emily confirmed. Alassa hadn’t said much, beyond the bare minimum, but she wouldn’t have lied. “We just have to hold out until she arrives.”

    “If she doesn’t get here in a week, we’ll have to surrender,” Hansel said. “Our food won’t hold out much longer.”

    Emily felt a hot flash of anger. “Lord Burrows will kill everyone in the city,” she snapped, not bothering to conceal her irritation. “He’ll kill you too.”

    Hansel gave her an angry look, then a shrug of dismissal she was probably meant to find insulting. She would have been more annoyed if he hadn’t looked like a petulant little boy defying his mother. Emily watched his back for a moment, fighting the temptation to burn him to ashes, then turned to watch as the army moved into place. They were coolly professional, although there were clearly some inexperienced men amongst them. She doubted it would be long before the attack began.

    Randor must be breathing down Lord Burrows’ neck, demanding action, Emily thought, wryly. A smart professional would wait for starvation to take its toll. 

    “They should be sending a messenger,” Hansel said. “Where is he?”

    “Perhaps they’re not sending a messenger,” Cat said, an hour later. No messenger had materialized. The siege was firmly in place. Lord Burrows should, technically, have sent someone to set a deadline for surrender, if the city was not relieved... but no one had come. Emily rather suspected that was a bad sign. No one in the city, including Hansel himself, was intended to survive. “Your back is pressed firmly against the wall.”

    Hansel scowled, but said nothing. His face was very pale. Emily found it hard to be sympathetic. Hansel had always assumed that his birth would protect him from the very worst consequences of his actions, but now... now he stood to lose as much as the commoners in the streets. Randor would behead Hansel if he was caught; his lands would go to someone actually reliable. Hansel wouldn’t even have the chance to go into exile until he could be recalled. 

    At least they’re not trying to lure the mercenaries away, she thought. That might have been a complete disaster.

    Cat issued orders, carefully preparing the city for the forthcoming attack. There was no way to be certain where Lord Burrows would try to breach the wall – and an accident of war might give the attackers an unexpected chance to press the offensive – but they could take basic precautions. The inexperienced troops would sit on the walls, ready to repel attack, while the more experienced men would be held in reserve. They’d push the enemy back out of the city, then seal the breaches before they could be exploited. But she knew it would be very difficult to seal the breaches once the wall had been shattered. 

    “So we hold the magic in reserve,” she said, when Cat had finished. “We could set fire to those frameworks from a distance.”

    “We will, when the attack begins,” Cat said. “But until then, we have to get ready.”

    He dismissed his subordinates, sending them to their duties. Emily stayed with him as he walked around the city, speaking to a handful of men as he inspected the defenses. Cat seemed to remember everyone, particularly the soldiers who’d fought at Cool Waters. He exchanged a few brief words with each of them, complimenting them on their skills and bravery in the face of the enemy. Emily had to admit he was getting good at raising morale and convincing men to follow him. It was something she had never been able to do.

    They follow me because of my reputation, she thought. But they follow Cat because they like him.

    They reached a wooden tower and scrambled up the scaffolding, casting wards to ensure that any watching archers couldn’t see them. Lord Burrows must be preparing to storm the city—he still hadn’t sent any messengers across the lines – and it was starting to look as if he wasn’t going to wait until the following day. His catapults were moving into position, readying themselves to hurl rocks into the city. They wouldn’t do that much damage to the core of the town, but they’d be utterly devastating in the slums. She suspected he’d launch flaming arrows into the city too. Eagle’s Rest would find it harder to fight back if it was burning to the ground.

    “This could get nasty,” Cat said, quietly. It was the first time he’d shown any doubts since they’d set off on their mission. “They’ll bombard us through the night, then start the main push tomorrow. We could lose.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She tried to think of something encouraging to say, but nothing came to mind. She wasn’t the sort of person who could offer meaningless reassurances, even to someone who wasn’t bright enough to realize the reassurances were meaningless. “We will give them a very hard time.”

    Cat sat on the wooden floor, resting his back against the wall. “Yes, we’ll give them a hard time,” he said. “And if they win, they’ll give us a very hard time.”

    Emily rolled her eyes as she sat next to him. It was a crude joke, although – compared to some of the jokes she’d heard at her first school – remarkably tame. She’d heard far worse from boys she’d feared. But Cat was right. If they lost, if the city was stormed, the population was going to be raped and murdered while their city was looted and burnt to the ground. Her stomach clenched just thinking about the horrors to come. There was nothing she could do about it.

    “I don’t want you to stay here,” Cat said, as if he’d read her thoughts. “If the city is on the verge of falling, if they are going to storm the city, I want you to teleport out.”

    “I can’t leave you,” Emily said.

    Cat gave her a sharp look. “Don’t be silly,” he said. “You are far more important than I am. If I die, nothing will happen. If you die, hope dies with you.”

    “I’m not that important,” Emily said, stung. A gust of wind blew through the city. The tower quivered in its wake. “And if I run...”

    “No one will think any less of you,” Cat said. “Please, Emily. Don’t stay here.”

    Emily felt... Emily wasn’t sure how she felt. She knew that Cat had a point. There was nothing to be gained by fighting to the bitter end, if the city was doomed. And yet... she felt an odd kind of anger at his casual dismissal of the danger to her reputation. No one would blame a woman for fleeing, or her male relatives for sending her away, but they wouldn’t take the woman very seriously either. She’d thought Cat knew better than to treat her as a pampered princess...

    ... And yet, she knew he was right.

    “If that’s what you want,” she said, reluctantly. 

    She felt torn. Cat had told her that their relationship was nothing more than friends with benefits, that it could never be anything more than friends with benefits, but she didn’t want to leave him behind. Did she care for him more than she should? Or... he was her friend, damn it. She’d never left a friend behind as long as there was something she could do. She had enough power to make Lord Burrows regret he’d ever entered a sham marriage with Alicia...

    “I’m sorry,” Cat said. He patted her arm, awkwardly, as the tower shifted again. “But I don’t see any other choice.”

    The tower rocked, then started to collapse. Emily heard a crashing noise as the supports gave way, the wooden flooring under her bottom starting to splinter. She jumped to her feet, hastily raising her wards as the entire structure tumbled to the ground. Cat caught hold of her, casting a spell that yanked them both into the air. Emily looked up, saw the roof descending on them and hastily cast a ward of her own. The wood crashed into the protective bubble of magic and exploded in all directions.

    “Get us down,” Emily snapped. Their magics were interfering, clashing together. It wouldn’t be long before one of the spells snapped, leaving them vulnerable. And falling to their deaths, if it was the wrong spell. “Hurry!”

    Cat worked his magic, carefully lowering them to the ground. Emily tensed, mustering a handful of other spells and holding them at the ready. The tower had been fragile, but it hadn’t been that fragile. A dozen men in leathers had spent the entire day in it and it hadn’t collapsed under their weight. No, that had been deliberate sabotage. She raised a second ward as soon as they touched down, ready for anything from a sneaky hex to a full-blown curse. Nothing happened.

    “Shit,” Cat said. He stepped through the pile of wreckage. “Someone put a pretty strong hex on the struts. We were meant to plunge to our deaths.”

    “And we didn’t even sense it,” Emily said. It was becoming a habit, although – in this case – it was easy to see why they hadn’t been alerted. The spells had been put on the wooden struts, far below where they’d been. And yet, someone had to have tailed them through the city, waiting for the chance to strike. “Who is it?”

    “Someone who is very good at hiding,” Cat growled. “Probably because he’s too much of a coward to strike openly.”

    Emily shrugged. She’d read books where assassins appeared out of nowhere and challenged their targets to a duel, killing them with some semblance of honor, but the real world didn’t work like that. King Randor and his noblemen might talk of honor and chivalry and playing the game, yet they wouldn’t hesitate to hire assassins who struck from the shadows whenever they really wanted someone dead. Cat might be personally offended that his would-be assassin refused to show his face, but Emily found it hard to care. The only thing that mattered was that the assassin wanted her dead.

    She reached out with her senses, but sensed nothing and no one apart from Cat. He was casting a handful of tracking spells, trying to locate the assassin, but it didn’t look as if he was having any luck. Someone who could cast a string of low-power – and yet effective – spells wouldn’t have any trouble masking his trail. By now, he could be halfway across the city, lost within the crowd. There was no hope of catching him...

    A thought struck her as Cat banished his spells. What if... what if Cat was the assassin? The thought nagged at her mind, tormenting her. Cat had the power and skill to cast the spells the assassin had used and yet... she shook her head, telling herself she was being utterly absurd. Cat had shared her bed and saved her life. He’d had ample opportunity to kill or capture her if he’d wished, or simply betray the rescue mission before the plan could get off the ground. And he could have let her be executed simply by doing nothing. 

    Sorry, she thought, silently apologising to Cat for suspecting him. It was stupid. Cat was the only one of them who didn’t have a stake in the civil war. I’m letting paranoia get the better of me.

    A horse and rider galloped up to them, the rider whipping the horse so badly that the poor beast was foaming at the mouth. Somehow, Emily wasn’t surprised to recognize Tobias. The nobleman took a look at the wrecked tower, then glared at Cat while pretending Emily wasn’t there. She knew she should be concerned, but... she shrugged. For once, she was happy to be ignored by the aristocrats.

    “My brother requests your urgent presence,” Tobias said. “The enemy is preparing to attack.”

    “Interesting timing,” Cat mused. He kicked a piece of wood as he started to move. “The bastards just tried to kill us.”

    Tobias looked supremely unconcerned. “My brother requests your urgent presence,” he repeated. “Are you coming?”

    “Yes,” Cat said. “We’re on our way.”

    He winked at Emily as Tobias lashed his horse back into motion, cantering down the street with a complete disregard for anyone in his way. “They didn’t send a messenger.”

    “It looks that way,” Emily agreed. There were too many Levellers in the command structure for Lord Burrows to have contacted Hansel without them being aware of it. “And that means no quarter.”

    Lord Burrows didn’t wait for them to reach the headquarters before opening fire. Giant rocks arced over Eagle’s Rest and crashed down, seemingly at random. Arrows followed, hissing through the air and falling into the city. Emily had no idea what they thought they were aiming at, if they were aiming at anything at all, but it hardly mattered. The prospect of random death from the sky was enough to panic everyone. There simply weren’t enough troops on the ground to keep the population under control.

    At least we set up a handful of shelters, Emily thought, as a rock struck a nearby building and fell into the streets. Cracks ran through the edifice, suggesting that the building had been badly weakened. We should be able to keep our people alive.

    “They’re trying to soften us up,” Gars said, when they entered the war room. The mercenary sounded reassuringly professional. “They killed a handful of sentries on the walls when they opened fire, but otherwise casualties have been remarkably light.”

    “They’ll be advancing forward under cover, now our ability to see what’s happening outside the walls has been limited,” Cat said. He snapped his fingers at a messenger. “Inform Captain Travis that he is to detach extra units to cover the walls.”

    “Yes, My Lord.”

    Emily winced as she heard a rock crashing to the ground, none too far away. The damage would be limited, at least until Lord Burrows started shooting flaming arrows into the city, but it wouldn’t do anything for civilian morale. Or for troop morale, come to think of it.

    “Maybe I should sneak out again,” she said to Cat. “Give them something else to think about.”

    “A splendid idea,” Hansel said. He looked very pale. “Let her show them what she can do.”

    “Not yet,” Cat said. “We want them thoroughly committed first.”

    Emily eyed him, suspecting that he had other reasons not to want to send her into the enemy camp again, but held her peace as Cat started to issue more orders. Lord Burrows wouldn’t want to send his men into a death trap if it could be avoided, she was sure. He’d be sneaking them forward, probably under a tortoise. If Cat could get his people in place, ready to beat them off, Lord Burrows might think better of it.

    Or he might get his sappers to work, digging under the wall, she thought. She had no idea if Lord Burrows had enough gunpowder, particularly after her work, to bring down a sizable chunk of the wall, but it was something he would try. Or maybe he’d find something that didn’t need gunpowder to work. There were oils that burned so intensely they would do considerable damage to the wall. Or...

    “We can expect an attack at any moment,” Cat said. Emily drew her attention back to him, feeling a twinge of guilt. He was giving an inspiring speech and she hadn’t even bothered to listen! “And when they come, we will be ready for them.”

    “And if they want to talk, we will listen,” Hansel said. “I...”

    Gus drew his sword. “You will not betray us, My Lord,” he said, sharply. “Today, you stand or fall with us.”

    Hansel let out an incoherent sound. “I...”

    “I’m sure the viscount means merely to stall them by talking, at which he is an expert,” Cat said, dryly. “I fear it looks as if no one will be permitted to surrender” – he shot an unreadable look at Gus – “but we may win time by babbling.”

    Lord Burrows is too smart to let that happen, Emily thought, as the ground shook again. We won’t be able to stall him for long. 


    Chapter Twenty-Two

    CAT, AS IT TURNED OUT, WAS wrong.

    Lord Burrows launched no attack as the morning slowly turned into afternoon, then into evening. The constant bombardment did minor damage – and wore at already frayed nerves – but no major offensive began. Emily wondered, as she alternatively worked with the magicians to tighten the wards and assist the chirurgeons with the wounded, if Lord Burrows was trying to stall his master. The bombardment was a hellishly effective way of doing something without actually putting very much at risk.

    And we’re taking a beating, she thought, as she tried to sleep in an underground shelter. The constant sound of rocks crashing against buildings, sometimes knocking them over, weakened the population’s determination to resist. They know we can’t strike back.

    She slept poorly and awoke feeling unwell, but she forced herself to eat a large breakfast. Viscount Hansel and his brother didn’t seem to feel any need to stint on their meals, although she rather suspected it didn’t matter. Cat, who’d been watching the enemy from behind a set of powerful wards, believed that an attack was going to begin at any moment. It would be hard to hold Eagle’s Rest against a determined attack.

    Either we hurt them enough to make them back off or they storm the city, Emily thought. Ice stabbed at her heart as she remembered her promise to Cat. There’s no middle ground.

    She finished her breakfast and walked to the observation tower. They’d woven a considerable amount of magic into the stone, but the tower had already taken a series of glancing hits from the enemy catapults. Emily’s magicians were hard at work, repairing or strengthening the wards, yet everyone knew it was just a matter of time before the tower came crashing down. She followed Cat up the stairs and into the observation room, peering out over the enemy forces. It looked as though Lord Burrows had received reinforcements in the night. There were thousands of men and hundreds of siege engines in plain view.

    “They’re about to move,” Cat said, pointing towards the enemy position. A large black flag was being raised, flapping in the breeze. “And they’re promising no quarter.”

    A trumpet blew before Emily could formulate a response. Moments later, arrows hissed through the air. A couple of men who’d been standing on the battlements were struck before they could take cover, their bodies tumbling to the ground. Other arrows, some charmed, smashed harmlessly against the wards. The magicians had put a lot of work into their defenses.

    “Here they come,” Cat said. He turned, raising his voice. “Archers ready!”

    Emily shivered as the enemy line started to advance. The tortoises – she’d often thought of them as coffins – moved first, relying on their wooden shields to protect them from the city’s archers. Behind them, the giant siege engines rattled forward, pushed by men who were sheltered behind their bulk. Emily gritted her teeth, knowing most of those men were pressed into service. Even the bravest men thought twice when they were asked to volunteer to push a siege engine into war. They were probably shackled to make it harder for them to escape.

    “Archers fire!” Cat bellowed.

    The archers, hidden behind the walls, loosed their first volley. They weren’t aiming very precisely – they weren’t aiming at all – but there were so many enemy soldiers advancing on the city that the odds of hitting something were good. Emily felt a flash of déjà vu – she’d stood on the ramparts and watched a similar offensive back at Farrakhan – mingled with a grim awareness that this time, the enemies were human. The orcs hadn’t been human. It had been easy to forget they were living creatures. Here...

    She heard Cat mutter a curse. A hundred men had been struck by the arrows and fallen to the ground, but the remainder of the enemy army kept coming. Rocks were falling now, aimed to slam into the walls or just behind the walls. Lord Burrows was definitely no fool. He knew where Cat was hiding his archers and was determined to drive them away. Other rocks were crashing down around the observation tower, one – slamming into the wards – hitting hard enough to make the entire building shake. It wouldn’t be long before it had to be evacuated.

    “Archers ready,” Cat ordered. “Fire!”

    It isn’t enough, Emily thought, as a messenger shouted that the city was under attack from three directions. Thankfully, Lord Burrows didn’t seem inclined to try to force his way up the river and into the city that way. It isn’t anything like enough.

    She eyed the onrushing siege engines, then stepped forward, mustering a spell. They would have some protections woven into the wood, of course, but would they be enough when pitted against science from a different world? She carefully cast the first transfiguration spell, using as little power as she could without causing the spell to collapse, then followed it up with two more. Lord Burrows – or his magicians – would know she was doing something, but what?

    Cat looked at her. “Emily?”

    “Watch,” Emily said. 

    She summoned a trio of fireballs, then launched them towards the three siege engines. They passed through the field of pure oxygen and exploded with staggering force, the wave of fire incinerating two of the three siege engines. The third was badly scorched, but it didn’t catch fire. Emily was almost disappointed. She tried not to think about the men she’d condemned to death. 

    “Impressive,” Cat said. “You’re going to have to teach me that trick.”

    The enemy didn’t seem to be deterred by the loss of their siege engines. A handful of men, hidden under the tortoises, had reached the walls and were setting up ladders, covered by the enemy archers. Cat barked orders, directing his infantry to get into position as the enemy soldiers scrambled up the ladder. Behind them, a small army advanced towards the castle, heedless of the archers. The chance to make and exploit a breach was not one to be missed.

    And they’re bringing up more siege engines, Emily thought. The tower rocked twice as it was hit by two rocks in close succession. This time, they’ll be ready for me.

    A fireball rocketed through the air and slammed into the wards. Emily blinked in surprise as she saw a magician standing on top of one of the siege engines, throwing fireballs at an impressive rate. She mustered a fireball of her own and threw it back, only to see it explode harmlessly against his wards. The magician waved, then turned and exposed his bare buttocks to her. Emily had heard stories of people under siege dropping their pants and daring the enemy to do their worst – they normally ended with an arrow in a very awkward place – but never someone on the attacking side. She summoned a force punch and threw it with all the power she could muster. The siege engine rocked violently, its wards unable to absorb all of the impact. Emily watched the magician lose his footing, roll over the side and fall. She couldn’t tell if he’d been killed.

    The tower shuddered. This time, she heard crashing masonry in the distance.

    “Time to go,” Cat said. He grabbed his telescope and a handful of notebooks, then led the way down the stairs. The tower was shifting badly, as if on the verge of collapse. Emily could feel the wards cracking under the impact. “Hurry!”

    The sound of battle was louder outside. They ran across the street and into the next building an instant before the tower collapsed into a pile of rubble. Cat let out a sigh of relief as it became clear the tower hadn’t fallen on the walls. That would have been a disaster. Emily glanced at him, then rolled her eyes. Cat was actually enjoying himself.

    “We have to get back to HQ,” he said, as the hiss of arrows echoed over the city once again. “I don’t want them thinking I’m dead.”

    Emily nodded. “I’ll come with you. Just in case.”

    She hadn’t thought it possible, but the noise actually grew louder as they made their way down the streets. They were empty of civilians now, even the handful of soldiers careful to stay under cover as they hurried towards the walls. The enemy was pressing the offensive hard, flooding soldiers against every potential weak spot in the wall. Lord Burrows had the numbers and he was using them ruthlessly. Emily felt a stab of sympathy for his men, although she knew exactly what they would do to the helpless men, women and children within the city. Thousands of them would die in the next few hours.

    “Glad to see you made it,” Gars said, when they reached the HQ. There was no sign of Hansel, but Tobias was a brooding presence at the table. “I was starting to worry.”

    “I’m too mean to die,” Cat said. He studied the map for a moment. “How up to date is this?”

    Gars smirked. “What do you think?”

    Emily leaned against the wall and rested, as best as she could, while Cat assessed the situation and barked orders. A steady stream of messengers ran in and out of the room, bringing updates and carrying Cat’s orders back to the men on the front lines. He didn’t like issuing orders, although she was sure that no one else realized it. Cat liked to be on the front lines himself, risking his life in glorious combat. It wasn’t an attitude she shared – combat was never glorious – but she knew it was his. Staying at the back didn’t sit well with him.

    “They’re going to make a major breach here,” Cat said, studying the map. “They’ve captured too much of the wall for us to push them back.”

    Emily stood upright. “What do we do?”

    “We have barricades inside the walls,” Cat said. “I’ll take personal command of the reinforcements. You watch my back.”

    His eyes met hers for a moment, reminding her of her promise. Emily winced inwardly, feeling guilty at the mere thought of running away. She hadn’t spent years in Martial Magic – and then taking private lessons from Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb – to turn and flee when danger reared its ugly head. But she had given her word...

    Cat looked at Gars. “Funnel reinforcements to any other breaches, if they’re made,” he said. “And if they can’t be contained, draw our people back to the inner walls and abandon the slums.”

    “Understood,” Gars said.

    Flaming arrows were already hissing through the air as Emily and Cat made their way back to the barricades, landing right across the city. Most of them were harmless, but a handful started a series of fires that threatened to grow out of control. Emily wondered if that meant Lord Burrows had given up on taking the city largely intact or if he was simply trying to weaken the defenders. He must not have expected the Levellers to put up such a savage fight. She mulled over the possibilities as they reached the barricades, defenders already manning the trenches while others hastily reinforced the structure. It didn’t look very strong, but she’d been told it was an illusion. 

    A messenger appeared out of nowhere. Emily almost blasted him before she took in his uniform. “My Lord! They’re breaking through the East Wall!”

    “Understood,” Cat said. He raised his voice, somehow making himself heard over the constant din. “Man your places!”

    Emily braced herself as a handful of defenders ran down the streets, slipping through holes in the barricades and jumping into the trenches. The remainder of the men on the battlements would be dead, she realized dully. Lord Burrows definitely hadn’t expected the Levellers to put up such a fight. But they were fighting for a cause, for a better life for themselves, while the attackers were fighting for their feudal overload. It was unlikely Lord Burrows’ army really cared who won.

    “The next people coming down that road,” Cat said with calm confidence, “I want you to kill.”

    His men cheered an instant before the enemy infantrymen arrived. They were carrying swords and spears rather than firearms; behind them, Emily thought she saw archers hastily taking cover behind the rubble. Cat muttered orders to his men, commanding them to hold their fire as the enemy gathered themselves. They had very little choice. They had to charge the barricades if they wanted to get into the city. For a moment, it seemed as if time itself had slowed to a crawl...

    ... And then the enemy charged, screaming incoherently. Emily forced herself to watch, feeling magic bubbling within her. Cat seemed to take it in stride, warning his people – time and time again – to hold their fire as arrows started hissing over their heads. The enemy got closer and closer... 

    “Fire,” Cat snapped.

    The enemy line stumbled, then came apart as the muskets fired a ragged volley. A couple of guns hadn’t fired – Emily couldn’t tell why – but it hardly mattered. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, of men had been hit. They stumbled to the ground, their successors tripping over them as they tried to make it to the barricades. Cat snapped orders, commanding the musketmen to reload and continue firing. Lord Burrows could still win, could still smash through the barricade, if he was ruthless enough. Emily had no doubt he’d keep throwing men into the fire, now that he was committed. He’d need to have something to show to the king, just to prove that the engagement had been worthwhile...

    She mustered her magic as the next wave of enemy troops jumped over the bodies of their fallen comrades and charged the barricade. The musketmen were falling back, allowing the swordsmen to cover their retreat. Emily shaped a spell, then threw it with all the power she could muster. Flames billowed to life, incinerating the closest enemy soldiers and driving the others back. A second later, she realized that she’d made a mistake. She’d also set fire to the barricade! She flushed, but no one seemed to care. Cat was too busy directing his men to repel the next wave of attackers.

    Emily lost count of just how many men came at them, time and time again. She cast spell after spell – Cat joined her as the attack became more and more intense – but they just kept coming. Something exploded in front of her, the blast smashing the remainder of the barricade into rubble; she ducked, instinctively, an instant before an arrow flashed overhead and vanished. It would have killed her if she hadn’t been moving. A man came at her, his face crazed with battle; she hit him with a fireball without even taking the time to watch him die.

    “Emily,” Cat shouted. “Fall back!”

    “Coming!” Emily shouted back.

    She tossed a handful of spells towards the onrushing enemy, then joined Cat as they ran to the next set of defenses. Everything seemed to be crumbling. The defense lines were coming apart, Eagle’s Rest was burning to the ground... she looked at Cat and saw the same exhaustion she felt. And yet, they couldn’t go. There was no time to rest...

    “Emily,” Cat said, quietly. “Go.”

    “I don’t think I have the power,” Emily said, equally quietly.

    Cat’s face darkened. “Then go slip into the crowd and vanish,” he ordered. “Or snatch a boat and go upriver.”

    Emily shook her head. There was no safe place in the city, not any longer. And trying to take a boat was suicide. Instead, she turned back to face the oncoming enemy. They seemed to be rallying, preparing their strength for the final thrust into the city. The rocks were no longer falling, but it didn’t matter. Lord Burrows was about to win.

    “Go,” Cat said. “Emily...”

    The enemy charged. Emily raised her sword, summoning what shreds of magic she could as she prepared for the final battle. Beside her, Cat let out a pitying sigh – she wasn’t sure just who he was pitying – and stood next to her. The remainder of the men joined them, their faces hard and cold. After everything they’d been through, after everything they’d done, they didn’t want to surrender. Emily didn’t blame them. 

    She drew on her final flickers of magic as the enemy crashed into their position. The barricades and the buildings made it hard for them to bring their full power to bear on the defenders, but both sides knew it was just a matter of time before the defenders were crushed by sheer weight of numbers. Emily killed a soldier who didn’t seem to know what he was doing with his sword, then dodged back to avoid a blow from a man who did know what he was doing. She tested the knife in her sleeve as he pushed forward, slamming his blade against hers time and time again. The expression on his face revolted her. He was enjoying himself.

    He pushed forward, knocking her sword from her hand. Emily slipped the dagger from her belt and stabbed him in the throat before he could react. He stared at her in horror, as if he couldn’t comprehend what happened, then collapsed. Emily scooped up her sword, ducking a blow from a third soldier. It looked as though only a handful of men were still alive...

    ... And then the enemy forces simply melted away.

    Emily stared, unable to believe her eyes. They’d been winning! She knew they’d been winning. And yet, they were retreating. They were running for their lives.

    “The Queen!” The shout went up along the line. “The Queen!”

    Cat grabbed Emily and kissed her, heedless of who might be watching. “Alassa made it,” he cheered. “We’re saved!”

    Emily sagged in relief. “Yeah,” she said. She kissed him back, trying not to think about the dead and dying. “We won.”


    Chapter Twenty-Three

    ALASSA ENTERED THE CITY AN HOUR later, riding a large white horse.

    Emily stood at the edge of the city square, just outside the mansion, and watched as the crowd cheered lustily. They knew, even if no one said it outright, Alassa had saved their lives. Her army had arrived just in time to send Lord Burrows fleeing to the east, leaving hundreds of his common-born soldiers behind to face the music. Most of them, save for the poor bastards who had been hacked apart by vengeful locals, were on their way to a makeshift prison camp.

    “Jade must be furious,” Cat muttered. “Look at her.”

    Emily frowned, puzzled. Alassa was wearing a long white dress, her blonde hair hanging down her back, but she was decently covered. Her clothes were only tight around her baby bump. And then she realized that Alassa had also made herself a target. Her white dress and blonde hair – and the golden coronet on her head – would tell any watching sniper who she had to be. Jade had to be terrified of someone taking a shot at his wife, no matter how many wards were woven around her. Emily was glad she hadn’t been a fly on the wall during that argument.

    She tensed, keeping an eye on the crowd as Alassa made her way towards the manor and stopped just in front of the gates. The crowd was cheering loudly, but Jade was right to be worried. A lone gunman could pull the trigger before anyone could react. Emily wouldn’t have bet good money on his ability to actually hit a target – she’d only been hit because the shot had been fired at practically point-blank range – yet it wasn’t something she would have taken for granted. Alassa’s death would turn the civil war into a confused blood swarm as various noblemen, with vague claims to the throne, fought to take control.

    Unless the king brings out his bastard son, Emily thought. He won’t have a choice.

    She turned her attention back to Alassa as she dismounted with the ease of long practice, brushing down her dress in one smooth motion. Viscount Hansel and his brother – and a handful of minor noblemen – waited to greet her, their faces oddly unreadable for men who’d been saved from certain death. They went down on their knees as Alassa turned to them, bowing their heads to their ruler. Emily wondered, sardonically, just how much they meant their promises of respect and fealty. Hansel would never have absolute power over his domain again and he knew it.

    But he’ll still be a big fish in a small pond, if he takes advantage of the opportunities that will come his way, Emily thought. And if he doesn’t... well, at least he had a chance.

    Alassa turned to face the crowd. Hats were removed, but no one tried to kneel. Emily didn’t really blame them. The square was jam-packed with people, from soldiers who’d fought on the front lines to women who’d hidden in the shelters and braced themselves for the worst. A handful of children played together, their clothes suggesting they were from different social classes. They would normally never even have been allowed to look at each other.

    “My troops advanced as fast as they could,” Alassa said. She spoke quietly, but her words echoed over the square. She was using magic to carry her words to the people. “We came here to save you. But we would not have been able to save you if you had not saved yourself first. This is your victory. By holding the line, by forcing them to fight to take the city, you ensured your own salvation. This is your victory.

    “There will be many more victories to come, as we advance towards Alexis. They will be your victories too, because what you did here will make those victories possible. You – all of you – ensured that the Great Charter will be propagated throughout the land. You – all of you – ensured that the Great Charter will have teeth. The world will never be the same because of what you did here.”

    Emily looked at Viscount Hansel, still kneeling behind Alassa. He didn’t look pleased. His people had felt their strength now, his people had tested themselves against a full-fledged army bent on destroying their city. Hansel was irrelevant now and he knew it. The mercenaries, standing by the walls, looked uncomfortable. Emily suspected they were quietly planning to either offer their services to Alassa or leave the kingdom as quickly as possible. They would no longer be welcome in Eagle’s Rest.

    “I may have the body of a weak and feeble woman,” Alassa continued, “but I have the heart of a king! In me runs the blood of Alexis the First, who built this kingdom from the rubble of empire, and Alexis the Third, who saved the kingdom from greedy noblemen who would tear it apart. And I pledge my word that we will save the kingdom, once again, from those who would destroy it... and change it, so they may never bring our kingdom to the brink of destruction again. We will not fail!”

    The crowd went wild. Emily smiled to herself. No one would notice that part of Alassa’s speech had been cribbed from Queen Elizabeth I, and a speech Alassa herself had given five years earlier, not when they’d heard what they wanted to hear. The Great Charter would become the law of the land and everything would be perfect forever. Emily knew that wasn’t going to happen – there was no such thing as a perfect solution – but it would definitely make things better. The crowd had something to fight for – now – beyond its own salvation.

    Alassa walked into the manor as an impromptu street party broke out behind her. A handful of musicians started playing several different dance tunes at the same time, innkeepers dragged barrels of beer onto the streets and started filling glasses for free, men and women danced in the streets and kissed freely as they celebrated their victory. Emily could feel their pride – a pride they’d never been able to feel before – bubbling through the air. The war had united them in more ways than one. She looked up, hoping to see what Hansel made of the party, but he had vanished. He’d probably followed Alassa into the manor.

    Emily smiled at Cat. “Are you coming?”

    “I have to check on the defenses,” Cat said. “The last thing we need is Lord Burrows regrouping and launching a counterattack.”

    Emily nodded, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and then headed to the manor herself. Alassa’s servants had already started to arrive, led by Iodine. Poor Hansel was going to lose his manor to his princess, at least for a day or two. It was the finest accommodation in town, as far as she knew. The manor’s servants were running around as if someone had set their clothes on fire, occasionally casting wistful glances towards the doors. They could hear the sound of people celebrating outside, but they weren’t allowed to join them. Hansel was keeping them busy as he struggled to ensure that Alassa had a comfortable stay.

    “Ah, Emily,” Alassa said, as she stepped into the audience chamber. Her words were formal, but there was no mistaking the devilish amusement behind her eyes. “Come join us.”

    Emily had to smile. Alassa was sitting on a high-backed chair that somehow looked like a throne, while Hansel and his brother were sitting below her in a manner that made it clear – somehow – that they were very definitely subordinates. A man stood beside the wall, his features vague... she glanced at him sharply as her eyes tried to slide over him without recognizing his presence, then relaxed as she realized it was Jade behind the obscurification spell. Hansel and his brother didn’t know it, but Alassa was protected. If they had anything dangerous in mind...

    “We thank you for saving our city, Your Highness,” Hansel was saying. “And all of our people thank you as well.”

    “You are more than welcome,” Alassa said. “And we take pride in your service.”

    Emily saw Hansel flush angrily, looking down hastily to conceal his reaction. She watched him carefully as the first set of petitioners entered the chamber, hoping to take advantage of the victory to convince Alassa to support them. Emily listened to their requests, ranging from trade concessions and monopolies to petty and pointless legal disputes, and marvelled at how Alassa was calm and gracious to all of them. The bratty princess she’d met years ago was long gone. Instead, there was a mature woman who would make a good queen.

    “I think we will have to call a halt now,” Alassa said, resting her hand on her belly. “I’ll go to my rooms now. Emily will accompany me.”

    “Of course, Your Highness,” Hansel said. “I will show you the way myself.”

    Emily had half-expected Hansel to give up his own rooms for his princess, but instead they’d opened a suite that had probably belonged to Hansel’s mother or grandmother. It was finely decorated, with crafty designs carved into the wooden walls, yet there was something unmistakably feminine about the design. A large portrait hung on the wall – Emily didn’t recognize anyone in the picture – and a fire was already roaring in the fireplace. Hansel bowed once again and withdrew, closing the door behind him. Emily was surprised to realize that Jade hadn’t followed them into the room.

    “Well,” Alassa said, once they’d set up privacy wards and checked for peepholes. “I’m very glad we got here in time.”

    “So am I,” Emily said. She glanced around, just to make sure that Jade hadn’t somehow sneaked into the room, then leaned forward. “What happened when you told Jade you were going to ride into the city on a big white horse?”

    Alassa colored, one hand rubbing her cheek. “Let’s just say that we would have been heard all over Swanhaven if the room hadn’t been humming with privacy wards. He was not happy.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. “What happened?”

    “Oh, I distracted him,” Alassa said. She thrust out her chest. “It helped that I was heavily warded and wearing a charmed dress. Speaking of which...”

    Emily smiled – Alassa had a habit of choosing dresses that required assistance to put on and take off – and then stepped up to undo the straps. The dress peeled off Alassa’s body, leaving her in her underclothes. They would have passed for a dress in their own right if someone hadn’t known they were underclothes. Alassa twirled around as the underclothes loosened, allowing her to breathe freely. Emily honestly couldn’t understand why she’d worn such a complicated dress when she’d known she’d be riding into a city.

    “Because I can tear the dress off, if necessary,” Alassa said when she asked. She put the dress on the chair, then sat on the four-poster bed. Emily sat facing her. “It would be embarrassing, but it could be done.”

    “And expensive,” Emily added, quietly. She had no idea what the dress was made of, but the material alone would cost more money than the average commoner could possibly earn in a year. And that didn’t include the craftsmanship that had gone into making the dress. “You are going to wear the dress again, aren’t you?”

    “Of course,” Alassa said. “It’s mother who buys a new dress for every party...”

    Her face fell. Alassa and her mother had never been particularly close, but... no one had any idea what had happened to her. Even Alicia, who had been listening behind keyholes in King Randor’s court, didn’t know. Queen Marlena could be dead by now. There was no way to find out the truth.

    Emily touched Alassa’s hand, lightly. “I’m sure she’s fine,” she said. “The king won’t kill her.”

    “He’ll need to marry Alicia if he wants to grant any legitimacy to that little brat,” Alassa said, her face hardening. “And after everything he’s done, why would he stop at murdering my mother?”

    Politics, Emily thought, although she wasn’t sure that was true. King Randor might not have been able to put Marlena aside before the war, but now...? Her relatives were the king’s enemies. He didn’t have to worry about incurring more enmity. Right now, he has nothing to lose and a great deal to gain by putting his former queen aside.

    Alassa cleared her throat. “You did well here, Emily,” she said. “A few minor niggles, I suspect, but you held out long enough to win. That’s the important detail.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. “How many people died in the siege?”

    “How many people will die if my father’s armies rampage over Swanhaven and Cockatrice?” Alassa met her eyes, evenly. “If the reports are true, Emily, my father has been devastating the baronial south. And those commoners were largely... uninfected... by the belief in social change.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She thought about the girl who had died in her arms, about the young men who’d been killed on the ramparts. “It doesn’t make it any better.”

    “Yeah,” Alassa said. She looked reflective for a moment. “But we have a kingdom at stake.”

    She leaned forward, clearly dismissing the matter. “Jade and I will take the main body of the army towards Winter Flower tomorrow, after we’ve had a brief rest,” she said. “I don’t want to give Lord Burrows any time to regroup and summon reinforcements. We’ll be reopening the river and funnelling supplies down the waters on barges, so...”

    Emily had to smile. “You’re learning how to handle a war.”

    “I have to learn,” Alassa said. Her voice was quiet, but urgent. “If I don’t know what’s happening, if I don’t know the realities of war, I’ll be forever at the mercy of those who do.”

    Lincoln thought the same way, Emily recalled. And he was right.

    “Jade won’t betray you,” she said, out loud.

    “I’ll have other generals, in time,” Alassa said. “And they will charge off seeking glory and justify it to themselves, if they bother to justify it at all, by saying that they are only doing what I would order them to do, if I was a man.”

    “Perhaps you should offer Cat a commission,” Emily said. “He’s smart...”

    “But also something of a glory hound,” Alassa said.

    “He told me to go,” Emily said. “And I didn’t.”

    They shared a look of mutual understanding, then Alassa sighed. “I want you to stay behind for a few days, with or without Cat,” she said. “Someone has to make sure that Eagle’s Rest is on a steady footing. I don’t want to have my rear dissolve into chaos. You can work to set up a provisional council, if you wish, or encourage the traders to forge links with Swanhaven. They have to be reminded, constantly, of the benefits of this alliance.”

    Emily nodded. She’d grown sick of the city, if she were forced to be honest, but Alassa was right. They had to take the time to make sure Eagle’s Rest was secure – and the population loyal – or it would blow up in their face. It wasn’t as if they didn’t have ways to incentivise the population to cooperate. Free trade up and down the river would bring an economic boom that would keep the merchants and traders solidly on Alassa’s side.

    “If you wish,” she said, finally.

    Alassa cocked an eyebrow. “You do realize how many people would kill for such a job?”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. “They want to promote their relatives into positions of power.”

    “True,” Alassa said. “It’s why they can’t be given the job.”

    She smiled, wryly. “What do you want to do afterwards?”

    Emily hesitated. After what? After putting Eagle’s Rest on a sound footing? After taking Winter Flower? After winning the war itself?

    “I have an apprenticeship waiting for me,” she reminded her friend. A chill ran down her spine. Void had made it clear that he wouldn’t wait forever. “I’ll be studying magic.”

    “And you’ll be great.” Alassa grinned. “I’d better start sucking up to you now.”

     “You don’t have to suck up to me.” Emily felt her cheeks heat. “Just... be my friend.”

    “I can do that,” Alassa said. She leaned back, resting on her elbows. “Do you know how hard it is to find someone who will talk to me naturally? You, Imaiqah, Jade... I tried to talk to Frieda, but she was a little intimidated by me. Have you heard from her, by the way?”

    “Just a brief note, before we left Swanhaven,” Emily said. “She’s recovering, thankfully.”

    “Go visit her, once we take Winter Flower,” Alassa said. “If Gordian will let you in the door.”

    Emily shrugged. “The Grandmaster might insist I meet Frieda in Dragon’s Den,” she said, thoughtfully. “Or that I wait until the summer holidays. But by then... I don’t know what I will be doing.”

    “There are other masters,” Alassa said, quietly. “I’m sure you’ll have no trouble finding someone willing to take you on.”

    “Maybe,” Emily said. 

    She contemplated it for a long moment. Masters did not seek out potential apprentices. Apprentices were expected to write to potential masters, requesting apprenticeships. It was rare, vanishingly rare, for a master to offer an apprenticeship to a student without some guarantee it would be accepted. And she hadn’t written to any masters. She’d known that she had an apprenticeship waiting for her. If Void told her she could no longer study under him, she’d have problems finding a new tutor...

    There was a knock at the door. Imaiqah stepped into the room.

    “The army is encamped,” she said. She sounded tired. “And enjoying itself.”

    “I’m sure it is,” Alassa said, as Emily and Imaiqah exchanged hugs. “Now, take a seat. Emily is going to tell us exactly what happened over the last few weeks.”

    Emily made a face. “Must I?”

    “Yep,” Alassa said. She winked. “Start talking.”


    Chapter Twenty-Four

    “YOU SHOULD HAVE RUN,” CAT SAID, as they walked down the street. “I told you to go.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. She’d done her best to avoid having this conversation, but she’d known it was coming. Cat had made it clear, more than once, that she was more important than Cool Waters or Eagle’s Rest or even Winter Flower itself. He’d told her to go and she hadn’t listened, at least in time to save herself. She’d come very close to death on the barricades and she knew it.

    She gave him a sidelong look, wondering why he was so angry. He’d made it clear that they were just friends with benefits, hadn’t he? Maybe he cared about her more than he was prepared to admit. Or maybe he was just annoyed that she hadn’t followed his orders, even though she was technically his superior. She found it hard to care right now. She was just too tired.

    “I was not going to leave you,” she said, stepping to one side to allow a pair of laborers to walk by. Eagle’s Rest was already starting to recover from the bombardment. “And it all worked out for the best.”

    “I told you to go,” Cat said. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

    Emily felt her temper start to fray. “Would you tell Jade to run?”

    Cat met her eyes, evenly. “No. But if I was on the other side, if I was advising Randor himself, I’d tell him to run. Because he is the king, because he is so much more than just a person. He is the living embodiment of his cause, Emily. And you are the embodiment of ours.”

    “I don’t feel that way,” Emily said. Her emotions spun, as if she couldn’t decide how she should be feeling. “Alassa is the princess.”

    “Yes,” Cat said. “But it was you who triggered off everything. And really...”

    He shook his head. “If you can’t take orders, Emily, you can’t expect to give them.”

    If Sergeant Miles had ordered me to go, I would have gone in a heartbeat, Emily thought, sharply. But Cat is a peer.

    She looked away, unsure of how to respond. Yes, she’d chosen to remain when she should have left. She didn’t want to believe that Cat was right about her importance as a symbol, but she knew he had a point. If she’d died, the symbol would have been lost... although she had no doubt that Alassa wouldn’t have hesitated to turn her into a martyr. People would have fought and died in her name, in the name of an idealised version of her that would have been scrubbed clean of all warts and blemishes. But it wasn’t something she was comfortable with, and it never would be.

    “I did what seemed best,” she said, finally. “And it worked out for me.”

    “It could have gone the other way,” Cat said. His face was dark with anger. “You could have died.”

    Emily rounded on him. “You are not my master,” she snapped, feeling her temper flare out of control. “You are not my husband. You have made it clear that you are not even my boyfriend. We are friends and equals, not superior and inferior. And you do not have the right to talk to me like this!”

    They glared at each other for a long, chilling moment. Emily braced herself, unsure what to expect. It was their first real argument, the first moment when she’d genuinely thought that their relationship – and their friendship – might be consumed by harsh words and harsher blows. Cat was a magician, he’d studied in a place where men and women worked together as equals... and yet, he might not see her as truly equal. Their relationship, even if it was little more than friends with benefits, might undermine her in his eyes. He might expect her to do as she was told, without hesitation...

    A messenger ran around the corner, panting madly. “My Lord, My Lady...”

    Emily heard the sound of cantering hooves and turned, raising one hand in a casting pose. A trio of mercenaries on horseback appeared, one of them swinging a lasso above his head. The messenger let out a groan, his hands dropping to his side as if he saw no point in running anymore. Emily stepped forward, putting Cat out of her mind. The mercenaries were clearly far more important.

    They glowered at her as they pulled their horses to a stop, but said nothing. She saw recognition – and fear – in their eyes, even though she didn’t recognize them. They’d had plenty of chances to see her while they were guarding the manor.

    “My Lady,” the lead mercenary said. “We have orders...”

    “They’re disarming us,” the messenger said. “I... they’re arresting us!”

    Emily blinked. “Who’s arresting you?”

    “Them,” the messenger said. “The mercenaries!”

    “We have orders to arrest him for treason,” the mercenary said. He spoke so rapidly that Emily knew he was lying. “That man passed secrets to the enemy!”

    “I never did,” the messenger said. “They’re arresting us and...”

    Emily looked at the mercenaries, trying to channel Lady Barb. “We’ll take care of him,” she said. “You may go.”

    The mercenaries hesitated, their hands resting on their swords. Emily braced herself, mustering the magic to incinerate their horses. She couldn’t tell if they were wearing charmed armor or not, but there was no point in taking chances. Behind her, she heard Cat moving into position to back her up. She had to smile, despite herself. He was still watching her back.

    “Yes, My Lady,” the mercenary said finally.

    Emily watched them canter off, then turned to the messenger. “What happened?”

    The messenger was still gasping for breath, but the words tumbled out of him so rapidly that they blurred together. “They called the speakers to the manor and arrested them, then they raided our buildings and arrested the rest of us. All of us.”

    The Levellers, Emily thought. Her blood ran cold. Viscount Hansel was making his move, using his mercenaries to round up the Levellers now they were no longer necessary. But things had changed. When it got out – and it would – the entire city would explode into bloodshed. There was no way the mercenaries could get all the weapons off the streets before the shit hit the fan. What is he doing?

    She glanced at Cat, who looked as stunned as she felt. Hansel was crazy. She’d known he hated the new rules – and the Great Charter he’d sworn to uphold – but this? He was going to throw his city back into madness, unless he was stopped. She’d have to stop him. There was no one else.

    “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go fix this.”

    “You can take a message to the troops,” Cat said to the messenger. “Tell them to be ready to march on the manor.”

    Emily forced herself to think as she strode down the street, her magic bubbling under her skin. Should she send Cat to take command of the troops? There was no one else she trusted to do the job – and besides, there was no one else the soldiers would follow without question. The Leveller speakers – their leaders – were under arrest now. And yet, she also needed Cat at her back. Hansel would have to be insane to make a fight of it, but he’d already backed himself into a corner. Alassa was not going to be pleased when she found out.

    Cat would tell me if he thought I was doing the wrong thing, she thought. Her lips twitched in a flicker of cold amusement. Of course he would.

    The manor was guarded by a small army of mercenaries, a handful wearing ill-fitting charmed armor. Emily puzzled over it for a moment, then guessed it had been taken from dead bodies and handed out as war booty. A full suit would be worth thousands of crowns, even if it didn’t fit properly. But anyone who tried to make the armor fit properly ran the risk of accidentally disenchanting it. There were few enchanters who would care to try.

    She smiled, coldly, as she recognized Gars. The mercenary looked deeply worried, although his concerns clearly hadn’t been enough to keep him from accepting suicidal orders. He turned to face her, schooling his face into a blank mask that revealed nothing. Behind him, his men shifted uncomfortably. Emily could almost taste their confusion. She didn’t look very intimidating – she certainly didn’t have Lady Barb’s sheer presence – but they knew her reputation. They’d even seen her hurling spells around on the battlefield.

    “My Lady,” Gars said. “I have orders not to let anyone enter without permission...”

    “Stand aside,” Emily ordered, flatly. 

    She met his eyes, daring him to defy her. Charmed armor was good, but it wasn’t invulnerable. Magic twitched at her fingertips, ready to shove the mercenaries out of the way. They wouldn’t land a blow on her if she unleashed her full power. And they had to know they were in an untenable position. Even if they killed Emily and Cat, even if they held the line, the population would tear them apart. They had to know it.

    Gars stared back at her, his eyes grim. He knew the truth – she could see it in his eyes – but he also didn’t want to back down in front of his men. Emily gritted her teeth, readying a spell to remove him. She didn’t have time. Hansel wouldn’t bother with any show trials, unless he was so far gone that he didn’t realize they’d inflame the mob. He’d just behead the Levellers as soon as they were arrested. And then everything would explode...

    The mercenary stepped back, then motioned for his men to stand aside. One of them started to protest, only to be violently silenced by his mate. Emily walked past them, keeping her head up high; the gates were locked, so she used a spell to tear them down and scatter the debris over the lawn. Cat followed her as she walked up to the manor and smashed the door. Servants fled in all directions, scared out of their wits. They probably knew the manor was on the verge of being invaded, burned and looted too.

    Emily hesitated, unsure which way to go, then strode up the stairs towards the audience chamber. Wards brushed against her magic, trying to stop her; she tore them apart effortlessly, silently mocking the wardcrafter who’d put them together. They weren’t bad, but they were useless against any genuine sorcerer. The doors were locked: she gathered herself, shaping a spell in her mind, then smashed them down and stepped into the chamber. The gathered aristocrats – and a handful of wealthy merchants – stared at her in horror.

    “... Lady Emily,” Hansel managed. He was seated on an elevated chair, his brother standing next to him. “What are you...?”

    Emily strode through the room until she was standing in front of his chair, her hands clasped behind her back. “What are you doing?”

    A series of emotions crossed Hansel’s face. She could tell that he was thinking about lying to her, even though she already knew what he was doing. His face paled as he snapped out an answer. “I’m taking back my city!”

    “You swore to uphold the Great Charter,” Emily said, quietly. Behind her, she heard feet rustling uncomfortably. “And then you decided to break it as soon as you didn’t need the commoners any longer.”

    Hansel half-rose from his chair. “They’re commoners,” he said. “They’re mine! I own them. I own this city. It’s mine!”

    “You sound like a small boy refusing to share his toys,” Emily said, sharply. “You knew that accepting the Great Charter was the price for our help. And now you are trying to cheat us!”

    “I made promises under duress,” Hansel said. “I have been cheated too!”

    Emily felt her magic surge forward, demanding release. “You promised your people that you would grant them the rights guaranteed by the Great Charter,” she said. “And now you have turned on them. Do you think you’ll be allowed to get away with it?”

    “I have an army,” Hansel snapped.

    “They have a hulk,” Emily said. Her lips curved into a smile. It was a shame that no one else would appreciate the joke. “A hulking army, with weapons and experience and a belief that – finally – they don’t have to take orders from inbred aristocrats who won a lottery when they were born. You have taken some of their leaders, but not all. They will come for you, Viscount, and your mercenaries will melt away like ice under the hot sun. It is too late to put the gunpowder explosion back in the barrel.”

    Hansel glared. “This is my city. I will not let it go. And they will not take it from me.”

    Emily hesitated, then flared her magic. Hansel’s eyes went wide. She was flaring it so strongly that everyone would be able to sense her power thrumming in the air, even if they normally had no gift for magic at all. Feet shuffled behind her, as if their silent audience was torn between the desire to run and fear of what would happen if they tried. Emily ignored them, keeping her attention fixed on Hansel and his brother. Hansel was staring at her as if he’d never really seen her before; Tobias was watching her coolly, but she could see sweat on his forehead. His hand had dropped to his sword, yet he wasn’t fool enough to draw it. Emily could kill him in a heartbeat and they both knew it.

    “No, they won’t take it from you,” she said. Her voice sounded strange, even in her own ears. “Because I will. You and your brother are stripped of your titles and removed from the civil list. You no longer have a place here, nor any claim to your former rights. Get off that throne.”

    Hansel stared at her. “You can’t...”

    Emily shaped a spell, yanking him off the chair and tossing him across the room. Tobias stared at her in shock, then hastily scrambled off the dais as Emily cast a second spell. The chair shattered into a pile of debris, the pieces crashing to the floor. Emily turned slowly, trying not to enjoy how the watching aristocrats flinched from her. They might not have taken her seriously before. They might have looked at her, seen a young woman barely out of her teens, and decided her reputation was overblown. They might even have thought that Cat was doing all the work.

    Her lips curved into a bitter smile. They didn’t think that now.

    “Cat, escort the former viscount and his brother to the gates,” Emily said. “They may take enough food with them for five days, then they’re on their own.”

    “I’ll complain to the queen,” Hansel protested. “She won’t let you do this.”

    Emily shrugged. Alassa had given Emily a great deal of authority. She might not be happy, if she decided to side with the aristocrats over the commoners, but she wouldn’t undo Emily’s work. It would cast doubt on the powers issued to other ambassadors and representatives, in the future. No, Hansel would never rule a city again. The best he could hope for, if he grovelled enough, was a sinecure at court. Or perhaps a chance to go into exile as a mercenary.

    Cat frogmarched the two brothers out of the room, leaving Emily behind. The remaining aristocrats stared at her, their eyes wide. Emily didn’t give them any time to think.

    “The Great Charter will be implemented and it will be uphold,” she said, keeping her voice under tight control. “Do not, now or ever, think otherwise. The world is no longer the one you knew. Either adapt to the new realities or go the way of” – she hesitated, on the cusp of mentioning the dinosaurs before remembering that it wouldn’t mean anything to them – “Viscount Hansel.”

    She dismissed them with a wave of her hand, then walked down to the dungeons. The guards, quick to realize that there had been a shift in the balance of power, were already releasing the Levellers. They were surprisingly unharmed for men who had been rounded up and thrown into a medieval dungeon. Emily had had a worse time of it when Randor had put her in a cell, even though the guards had orders to treat her relatively decently. She guessed the mercenaries had been smart enough to realize it might be a good idea not to be too violent with the prisoners.

    “Lady Emily,” Gus said. “I knew you’d come for us.”

    Emily felt herself blush. “Thank you,” she said, as he shook her hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t come earlier.”

    “It’s quite alright,” Gus said. He sounded insanely cheerful. But then, he’d been on the verge of being beheaded... if he was lucky. “Better late than never.”

    He cleared his throat. “What now?”

    Emily looked at him. “You’ve inherited a city,” she said. “Hansel is gone. The remaining aristocrats aren’t going to stand in your way. Now... you have to decide what you’re going to do with it.”

    “We’ll make our people proud,” Gus said. He paused. “What about the mercenaries?”

    “Let them go,” Emily advised. “They’ll be glad to get out of here with their heads attached to their bodies.”

    Gus didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “And you? How long will you be hanging around?”

    “Long enough,” Emily said. She hoped Gus and his friends would do a good job, but she knew they’d make mistakes. And yet... some lessons could only be learnt by doing. “I’ll be here for a couple of days, then I’ll be on my way.”

    “To victory,” Gus said, as they walked into the audience chamber. “And to a long and happy life.”

    “Just don’t let yourselves get too powerful,” Emily advised. “That won’t lead to a long and happy life for anyone. Including you.”


    Chapter Twenty-Five

    “SO,” CAT CALLED, AS THEY GALLOPED away from the city. “Did Alassa have anything to say?”

    “She was pleased that I’d nipped a civil war in the bud,” Emily said. “But she was irked that I sent Hansel and Tobias to her.”

    She sighed at the thought. Perhaps it would have been better to give the brothers a purse of money and tell them to go seek their fortune on the other side of the world. But what could they have done? Tobias could have become a mercenary, she supposed; Hansel was nothing without a title and he knew it. She dismissed the thought with a shrug. Alassa had found the two brothers meaningless positions in her retinue, which at least allowed them to claim they hadn’t lost everything. Emily doubted that anyone would be fooled. Their lack of lands and real money meant they’d be forever at the bottom of the pecking order.

    But still above the peasants and merchants, she thought, wryly. They’ll cling even more to what little they have.

    “I’m sure she’ll get over it,” Cat said. “And if she doesn’t, she can always turn them into toads.”

    She smiled, then sat back in the saddle for a long ride. Three mighty armies had moved up and down the road, turning it into a muddy nightmare. A number of shackled men were working to clear the road and replace damaged cobblestones, but it looked as if the work would take forever. The armies hadn’t just torn up the road either, she noted as they picked up speed. Entire towns and villages had been razed to the ground. She wouldn’t have known where some of them had been if she hadn’t seen the blackened soil. Nature would reclaim them within a year.

    And that’s not going to be good for us, she thought. Lord Burrows had burnt fields and crushed corn, destroying everything he couldn’t take. Winter Flower had been permanently short of food even before the war. Now, famine was a very real possibility. We can’t ship in enough food to make a difference.

    She shivered as she saw a handful of peasants surveying the remains of their homes and villages. Emily was no expert, but it looked as though it would take years of work to repair the damage. They’d be practically starting from scratch. She wondered, grimly, just how many peasants would simply leave the farm and walk west to Cockatrice in hopes of finding something better. Gus had pledged his new council would help the farmers rebuild, if only to make sure the city was fed, but Emily doubted they’d be ready to plant a crop before it was too late. The farmers should be harvesting their grain by now. Instead, they’d been driven from their lands.

    “It’s supposed to be worse, in the east,” Cat said, quietly. “The king is not being merciful.”

    Emily nodded. The stories from the east – some of which had been confirmed by Alicia – grew more and more horrific with every retelling. Randor seemed to have declared war on everyone, from the highest in the land to the lowest. Castles were being smashed, towns and cities were being put to the sword, farms and farmers were being systematically destroyed to starve the opposition. Emily wondered, grimly, if Randor had snapped completely. He’d been on the verge of losing it even before outright civil war had broken out.

    “We’re going to have to stop him,” she said, quietly. She knew – intellectually – that the damage wasn’t as bad as it looked. Lord Burrows hadn’t poisoned the ground with salt, let alone radioactive waste. But thousands of people were still going to starve over the coming winter. “And we have to hurry.”

    She retreated back into her own thoughts as the horses picked up speed. Alassa and her army were moving slowly but steadily towards Winter Flower, allowing her the chance to sweep up stragglers from the enemy army and secure her supply lines. She was in more danger than she realized, Emily suspected. There was little hope of being able to live off the land, not when crops had been destroyed and food animals driven away. Alassa and her men would be in real trouble if their supply lines were cut. 

    They passed a handful of peasants, one making a rude gesture as they galloped past then cantered through a large forest. Emily could feel unseen eyes watching her, a tingle running down her spine suggesting that the eyes weren’t entirely human. The forest seemed sinister despite the bright sunlight. She peered into the gloom below the branches and saw nothing, yet the feeling she was being watched refused to fade. The forest didn’t look to have been reserved for the king – the forest laws had been a major grievance before the war – but she doubted poachers tried to hunt within its shadows. Anyone who went in might not come out again.

    Her back was aching, again, when they finally caught up with the army. A trio of pickets intercepted them, muskets at the ready; Emily put her tiredness aside, somehow, and showed them her credentials. They weren’t particularly trusting as they escorted Emily and Cat down to the Royal Tent, their hands never far from their weapons. Emily approved, despite knowing just how easy it was to accidentally fire a musket. The guards didn’t relax until they passed through the wards without incident.

    “Emily,” Jade said, glancing out of the tent. “Come on in!”

    Emily hadn’t been sure what to expect when she walked into the tent, but she hadn’t expected a foldable table, a handful of chairs and a small nest of blankets on the floor. Alassa was sitting on a chair, one hand rubbing her baby bump as she studied a map; Imaiqah was seated next to her, reading a detailed report. They both looked up as Emily and Cat stepped into the tent, smiling. Alassa’s smile had an edge to it.

    “Your birthday present was horrible,” Alassa said. “I don’t know where I’m going to put them.”

    “You could always turn them into pretty little trinkets and put them on the mantelpiece,” Cat suggested, before Emily could say a word. “Or just tell them to go whining to your father if they want their titles back.”

    Emily had to smile. “I didn’t have a choice,” she said. “I had to get them out of the city.”

    “I understand,” Alassa said. “But I have to treat them gently too.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    They shared a long look. Hansel and Tobias were unimportant – and most of Alassa’s aristocratic backers wouldn’t have given them the time of day even before they’d been stripped of their lands and titles – but Emily had set an ugly precedent. Alassa’s backers would start to worry if something would happen to them if they stepped out of line, particularly as very few of them would see anything wrong with Hansel moving to regain control of his city. To them, Hansel would have done something he needed to do, only to get kicked in the teeth by his superior. 

    “I’ll find them something here, maybe just important enough to keep the whining to a dull roar,” Alassa said, after a moment. “Tobias is competent, right?”

    “He’s not the worst military officer I’ve ever seen,” Cat said, damning with faint praise. “Oh, he’s brave enough. He’s got nerve and zest and everything else I might want in a cavalry officer. But he’s too focused on the short-term over the long-term, to the point where he’d throw away a war just to win a battle. He can’t even see the value of winning over his own men.”

    “A good man if there’s someone there to ride herd on him,” Jade commented, “but a bad man if left to his own devices. Right?”

    “Right,” Cat said. “I suspect his brother kept him under control until recently. Now...”

    “I’ll find him something to do,” Alassa said. 

    She tapped the map. “Do you have any thoughts about our plans?”

    Emily looked at the notations someone had scribbled on the map. Alassa’s forces were advancing slowly, her lead elements already moving past Winter Flower to secure the roads and rivers that kept the city supplied. Lord Burrows was doing everything in his power to stop them, but it wasn’t enough. Emily was surprised at his apparent lack of resources, although she knew he’d lost hundreds of cavalrymen during the last battle. He might be having real problems.

    “We’ll have the main body of the army in position to lay siege to the city in two days,” Jade said, flatly. “I doubt he’d try to stage a pitched battle, not when we have the advantage. I think he’ll try to withdraw into the city and hold it as long as possible.”

    “Which leaves us with a problem,” Alassa said. “Do we storm the city or do we try to starve it into submission?”

    Cat leaned forward. “Storming the city will be costly, as Lord Burrows found out,” he said, bluntly. “Even with massed cannon, it will be difficult to limit the costs of breaking through the defenses and charging the castle itself. But, on the other hand, laying siege to the city will tie down our forces for weeks, perhaps months. He’s had plenty of time to lay in a supply of food and expel surplus mouths.”

    “He’s already done that,” Jade confirmed. “There are thousands of refugees fleeing in all directions.”

    Emily winced. The refugees, expelled from their homes, might as well have been condemned to death. There was no safety outside the city, no one willing or able to take them in. And most of the urban residents wouldn’t know how to live off the land.

    “We could invite him to surrender,” Emily said. “Offer him and his creatures their parole if they surrender without further ado.”

    “They’d want a deadline,” Cat reminded her. “They won’t want to surrender unless the king has a chance to relieve them.”

    “We could always just give them ten days,” Imaiqah pointed out. “What are the odds of King Randor reaching Winter Flower in ten days?”

    “Nil,” Jade said. “But they’d know what we were doing. They’d see it as dishonorable.”

    “After everything they’ve done,” Emily said, “I’m not inclined to worry about honor.”

    “Nor am I,” Alassa said. She looked up, suddenly drawing her authority around her like a shroud. “We’ll give them ten days to either meet us in honorable combat or surrender, or we’ll take the city by force. And if they don’t surrender, they will have no future.”

    Jade frowned. “Alassa, the battle will cost us. We could win the city, but lose the war.”

    “There’s no other choice,” Alassa said. “Or is there?”

    Emily hesitated. There were options. But they were unthinkable. 

    “We can at least try to push them into submission,” she said, finally. “And if they refuse, we can find a handful of other options.”

    She looked at the map, wondering what was going through Lord Burrows’ mind. He had to know that Winter Flower was going to be taken by force or starved into surrender, unless he had more troops up his sleeves than Alassa’s intelligence suggested. Lord Burrows would be well-advised to surrender, in the short term, but in the long term? Tying Alassa down in a protracted siege would give her father time to finish off his enemies, then turn on his daughter. Lord Burrows could not be allowed to prolong the war.

    There are options, she thought. We could get over the walls and into the castle...

    “I’ll have dinner brought in,” Alassa said, as she waved a hand at the nest of blankets. “I hope you don’t mind sleeping on the floor.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “I understand that you’re trying to show you’re sharing the uncomfortable moments of being in camp,” she said, “but you’re pregnant! You should be in a bed.”

    “That’s what I’ve been telling her,” Jade said. “But she won’t listen to me.”

    “The baby is perfectly healthy,” Alassa said. “And I need to share the ordeal.”

    Emily sucked in her breath, knowing that her friend wouldn’t be budged. Alassa was as stubborn as her father in many ways, although both of them would have denied it. She wanted – she needed – to prove she was as good as a man, even if it meant putting the baby at risk. Emily wanted to tell her that she was being silly, that no one thought any less of her, but she knew Alassa wouldn’t believe her. There’d be a very good chance she was simply wrong.

    “Be careful,” she said, finally. 

    “I always am,” Alassa said. She ignored Jade’s snort. “Now, shall we eat?”

    The meal was simple, although filling. Emily ate two platefuls, then allowed Jade to escort her and Cat to their tent. It was right next to the Royal Tent, although there weren’t any guards standing outside. Emily hastily wove a couple of wards around the tent, then stepped into the gloom. There were no sleeping bags, just a handful of blankets. The ground felt hard and cold as she lay down, shifting her body until she found a relatively comfortable position. She still knew she was going to be aching when she woke up.

    “Just like old times,” Cat said, softly. “Do you remember sharing a tent with ten of us?”

    Emily shuddered. No one had said or done anything to her, particularly after she’d made it clear that she was trying, but it had still been thoroughly unpleasant. Thankfully, they’d often been too tired after forced marches to do more than whisper before going to sleep. Sergeant Miles would have lambasted anyone who stayed up too late, pointing out that they’d have another full day tomorrow. Emily had often slept through the night without waking up until the sergeants started ringing the bell. Anyone who didn’t get up within five minutes would be doing push-ups while everyone else ate breakfast.

    “I remember,” she said. “Things were so much simpler then.”

    Cat laughed. “We were children until we were booted out of the school at the end of the year,” he said. “I knew boys and girls my age who were married while I was in First Year, boys and girls who were really being treated as men and women. But I was a child until I left the school. I don’t think I want to go back.”

    “I don’t want to go back either,” Emily said. She loved Whitehall – the school was her first true home – but she’d outgrown it. She would never be a student there again. If she ever returned, it would be as a teacher. “But...”

    She heard a snore and smiled, then closed her eyes. It felt like hours before she drifted off to sleep, then seconds before she heard trumpets calling the troops to breakfast. She opened her eyes to see a green haze, a flicker of panic running down her spine before she realized that it was sunlight beaming through the canvas. Cat stirred next to her and sat upright, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He hadn’t even bothered to take off his boots.

    “Better go get something to eat,” Cat said, as he crawled towards the flap. Emily could hear someone shouting outside. “We don’t want to be left behind.”

    Alassa’s army was very efficient, compared to the makeshift force Emily and Cat had put together. The soldiers had finished their breakfasts and started dismantling their tents before Emily and Cat had finished their breakfasts, then started to march down the road towards Winter Flower. Emily had to scramble onto her horse to catch up with Alassa, who was already looking impatient. There was no sign of Jade. It took her a moment to realize that he was probably at the head of the army.

    “And we’re off,” Alassa said, as Emily rode up beside her. Her blonde hair fanned out in the wind. Emily winced. Alassa made a very tempting target, despite the powerful wards woven around her. “We’ll be there soon.”

    Emily sighed as the army picked up speed. The countryside was just as devastated; indeed, it looked as if Lord Burrows had gone out of his way to make very certain that there was nothing Alassa and her troops could use. She watched the land go by, wondering how Alassa could take it so calmly. Her subjects were on the verge of famine – or worse. But there was nothing Alassa could do.

    Alassa has to stop her father first, Emily thought. It made her wonder just what would happen if – when – King Randor fell into Alassa’s hands. Would Alassa be able to sign her father’s death warrant? Or would she leave him confined, a civil war in the making if he ever broke out? Emily wondered, morbidly, if she should kill Randor. What would Alassa make of that?

    It was a bitter thought. Randor could not be allowed to live. His crimes demanded punishment, yet there was no way he could be imprisoned safely. An imprisoned king was a constant temptation to the ruler’s enemies. Everyone who disliked Alassa would be trying to free him, just so they could get a figurehead to put on the throne. And yet, Alassa had already passed up one opportunity to kill her father. Emily wasn’t sure if she could kill her father and the bastard had abandoned her so long ago that she barely remembered him. She wasn’t even sure her memories were real. Alassa... had had a father for every moment of her life. How could anyone ask a daughter to kill a father?

    Emily shook her head. If I have to make the decision to kill him, I’ll make it when there is no other choice, she thought, grimly. And if we’re lucky, I won’t have to make it at all.


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    “IT’S A BIG CITY,” CAT MUSED, as they peered at Winter Flower. “And a tough one.”

    Emily nodded in grim agreement. Winter Flower was the second-largest city in the kingdom, a towering monstrosity of mansions, apartment blocks and slums ringing a giant castle and surrounded by high stone walls. Lord Burrows had been busy, steadily hacking down anything that could be used to cover the army’s advance. Emily dreaded to think how many men would die if they marched across an open killing field.

    And we don’t have enough time to build up a collection of siege engines, she thought, morosely. Lord Burrows had had years to prepare for civil war. All we’ve got are the cannons and a handful of tortoises.

    Her eyes narrowed as she studied the walls. They were in good repair, lined with spikes, arrow slits and guardhouses. She could pick out a handful of carefully-crafted runes drawing on magic to reinforce the structure. There would be eyes watching them right back, she was sure, making it impossible to sneak up on the city. Some of them would be magicians with night-vision spells. There was little hope of getting close under cover of darkness. If they attacked the city, it would be a brutal slaughter.

    Cat nudged her. “Did Alicia have anything useful to say?”

    “Not really,” Emily said. “Lord Burrows is still in command, but otherwise” – she shrugged, heavily – “Alicia isn’t told very much.”

    “Very wise of them,” Cat said.

    Emily gave him a sharp look. “If they suspected her, she’d be under house arrest at the very least.”

    “Not if they hope to mislead us at some point,” Cat said. “You can feed someone false data in the knowledge they’ll pass it on, in the certain belief that they’ll think they’re telling us the truth.”

    “I know,” Emily said, tiredly. Alassa might enjoy courtly intrigue – she would have run her own spy networks if she’d had the time – but Emily had little patience for it. Questions of status – and who had the right to take a bow or a curtsey from whom – had never interested her. This time, at least, it was genuinely significant. “We’ll just have to hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”

    She turned her attention back to the city, trying to find a way to get close to the walls without being detected. Nothing came to mind. Jade might have some ideas, she hoped, but otherwise... Alassa would have to settle down for a long siege or bleed her army white trying to break through the walls. Either way, King Randor would have all the time in the world to finish the Noblest and bring his might to bear on his errant daughter. Alassa might survive the coming slaughter, at least until she gave birth. Emily had no illusions about what would happen to everyone else. 

    Cat touched her arm. “Chin up,” he said. “Someone’s coming.”

    Emily turned, just in time to see a messenger running towards them. He looked to have come from Alassa’s camp, which was pitched some distance from the city. Jade had insisted that Alassa didn’t take the risk of going any closer and, for once, Alassa had agreed without argument. A single lucky shot from an enemy archer would ruin everything. Emily liked to think the Levellers could continue the war without Alassa, but she had to admit it was unlikely. There were too many factions, all bickering over the shape of the post-war world... all putting the cart before the horse. They hadn’t won yet.

    “My Lady, My Lord,” the messenger gasped. “There are hostile magicians by the bridges!”

    “Then we’ll go there,” Cat said, grandly. “Inform Her Highness that we will take care of it.”

    Emily had to smile, even though she knew the situation was serious. The bridges to the east of Winter Flower had to be cut – or at least secured – if the siege was to take effect. She’d seen the maps. The river was large enough for sailing ships, ships big enough to carry reinforcements and supplies to the besieged city. No wonder Lord Burrows was making a fight of it. If he could keep his supply lines open, he could keep Alassa from taking the city.

    “Well,” Cat said, as the messenger hurried off. “Shall we go?”

    “Once more into the breach, once more,” Emily misquoted, gathering herself. Her body ached from the riding – and she’d drained some of her magic casting spells to make the ride easier – but she could fight. “Let’s go.”

    She followed Cat as he walked around the city, making sure to stay under cover as much as possible, and headed towards the bridges. A handful of bodies lay on the ground, all fighting men who’d been caught in the open by enemy archers. Emily said a silent prayer for the dead, knowing it would be a long time before the bodies could be recovered and buried in a mass grave. She kept her wards at full strength, tightening them whenever she could see the city out of the corner of her eye. Sergeant Miles had made it clear that if she could see the enemy, the enemy could see her too.

    No arrows came hissing through the air as they reached the King’s Road and walked down to the bridges. Emily felt a thrill of admiration as she saw the bridges for the first time. They were impressive, all the more so for being built without magic; they were high enough to allow ships to pass through without hindrance, yet low enough to seal the river without difficulty. Alicia’s father and grandfather must have had at least one eye on keeping the monarch out of their barony. The kings were the only people who could deploy a significant naval force and force their way into Winter Flower.

    A mass of midsized boats were making their way downriver, fleeing the city as the noose tightened. Emily sucked in her breath as she saw archers – friendly archers – shooting flaming arrows at some of the boats, trying to set them on fire and sink them before they got out of range. Others fired at the castle in the middle of the river, where enemy sorcerers were clearly visible. They were shooting fireballs whenever an archer exposed himself, trying to buy time for Lord Burrows to evacuate the city.

    “We have to deal with them,” Cat said, as the sound of gunfire grew louder. Someone had set up a handful of cannons nearby and was bombarding the castle, slamming cannonballs into its stone walls. “They’ll be a real problem if they’re allowed to run free.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. 

    Cat found the officer in charge and spoke briefly to him, issuing orders. Emily wanted to listen, but the chaos spreading across the river waters distracted her. A boat caught fire, flames spreading rapidly out of control. Her crew and passengers jumped into the water a moment before their vessel disintegrated into a flaming wreck. Emily hoped they’d have the sense to let the river carry them away from the advancing army before they tried to get out of the water. Alassa might have ordered her troops to refrain from atrocities, but the men wanted blood. There were just too many rumors about what had happened to men unlucky enough to fall into enemy hands for the soldiers to want to treat prisoners gently.

    “This way,” Cat said. “Hurry!”

    Emily shot him an annoyed look, then followed him to the nearest bridge. Up close, it was far more impressive than she’d realized, although she was uneasily aware that hundreds of men had probably died building it. Alicia’s father had never struck her as the sort of man to hire magicians when he had thousands of expendable peasants. She pushed the thought aside, sharply, as the enemy magicians came into view. There were four of them, moving in eerie unison. They’d clearly been training together for years.

    Cat ran forward, throwing a destructive curse at the enemy magicians. His targets took one look and linked their wards, forming a shield that absorbed the curse. Emily shivered, then threw a spell of her own. The magicians jumped back as the spell started to steadily break down their wards. Emily had to smile as their unity shattered, although she had to admit they’d done well. She doubted she and her friends could have held the wards together for so long.

    She caught a fireball on her wards, then threw back a series of curses... one aimed at the ground beneath her target’s feet. His wards coped – barely – with the curses, but the force of the blast aimed at the stone bridge sent him flying. He crashed against the castle’s wall and lay still. His comrade let out a string of blistering curses, then wrapped his magic around him like a shield and charged at Emily. Emily thought she could have stopped him, if she matched her magic against his, but there was no point in taking the risk. She launched herself into the air, jumping over the magician’s head. If she was lucky...

    An enemy magician reacted quickly, trying to knock her out of the air. Emily cancelled the spell reflexively, allowing gravity to yank her down and out of his line of sight. She landed neatly, using magic to slow her fall. He came after her, howling as he directed spell after spell at her wards; Emily took a breath, then fired back a single overpowered spell of her own. The magician went flying over her head and straight into the river. Emily doubted it would kill him – there were plenty of spells for breathing underwater – but it would put him out of commission for the moment. She took a moment to catch her breath, then went to find Cat.

    He was duelling with the remaining two magicians, trading dark curse for dark curse with a flexibility Emily could only admire. And yet, the magicians were working as a team. Cat could take either one individually, but as long as they were working together Cat wouldn’t have a chance to land a lethal blow. She braced herself, then summoned the nearest magician towards her. He spun in flight, his magic lashing out, but she’d already won. She heard a scream as Cat finished off the other magician. She ducked a fireball – her wards felt unsteady – and cast a spell of her own. The magician had no time to escape before her spell ripped him apart.

    There was a surge of magic, behind her. Emily threw herself to one side, instinctively, but she couldn’t move in time to dodge the entire curse. Pain surged up and down her arm as she stumbled, gritting her teeth to keep from screaming. The fourth magician... she cursed her own mistake as she hit the ground, rolling over to see the magician walk towards her. He was dripping wet, but clearly still dangerous. She met his eyes, just for a second, and knew there would be no mercy. He lifted his hand...

    ... And she threw the strongest force punch she could at him.

    The backwash shoved her back into the stone, but the magician simply disintegrated under the force of the impact. Emily stared at where he’d been, trying to understand what had happened. It took her a moment to realize that his wards had been weakened too. She’d literally hit him with superhuman strength. There was nothing left of him.

    Good, she thought, forcing herself to stand up. An arrow hissed over her head and she ducked down, sharply. He won’t be a problem any longer.

    A figure landed next to her. Emily tensed, bracing herself for a hopeless fight before realizing it was Cat. He looked tired, but happy. Emily supposed he’d enjoyed trading spells with the magicians, even though there had been a reasonable chance of losing. Sergeant Miles would not have been happy. Cat had let himself be lured into a duel that played to their strengths and his weaknesses.

    “They’re mustering a counterattack,” Cat said. He looked her up and down. “How are you feeling?”

    “I’ve felt better,” Emily said, wryly. Gunfire crackled through the air. She saw a small guardhouse shudder under the impact of multiple cannonballs, then collapse into a pile of rubble. A couple of guards fell into the water, screaming. She hoped they’d survived, even though they were on the wrong side. “What about yourself?”

    Cat grinned. “Never better.”

    Emily rolled her eyes at his back as he turned and led her back to shore. The soldiers were advancing now, sweeping across the bridges and capturing the remaining castles and guardhouses. A handful of boats were still trying to sneak under the bridges, yet the remainder were pulling back. Emily suspected that some would try to get away when night fell in a few short hours, but it was unlikely that any of them would make it downriver. Alassa had magicians too. 

    And they’ll also be lowering chains to close the river, she thought, grimly. The boats will be trapped in Winter Flower.

    Sergeant Rotherham stood by the battery of guns, directing cannonballs into the city walls. He looked remarkably cheerful for someone who’d been moved from place to place at the whim of his superiors. He nodded to them both, then continued to bark orders at his men. They weren’t very polished, but they were keen. Being a gunner carried a status of its own.

    “We should have the remainder of the bridges soon,” Sergeant Rotherham said. “And then... what?”

    Good question, Emily thought. 

    It was a frustrating thought. Lord Burrows had stripped the countryside of every last scrap of food and drink. Jade’s most conservative estimate suggested he’d be able to keep his people fed for months – longer, perhaps, if he expelled useless mouths. Emily had no doubt that Randor would order him to expel the women and children. But his fighting men might rebel if they were forced to send their womenfolk to an unknown fate. Alassa might not feed them. Alassa might not be able to feed them.

    “We’ll see if we can talk sense into them,” Cat said, after a moment. “Who knows? They know they have no hope of relief.”

    “Unless they know something we don’t,” Emily said. Alassa had already sent a number of pickets east, but the landscape was so woody that Randor could sneak an entire army quite close to Winter Flower without being detected. “They may think there are reinforcements closer to home.”

    “They might,” Cat agreed. “It depends on how they react to Alassa’s demand for surrender.”

    Emily nodded and settled back to watch as the troops swarmed over the bridges, marching a handful of prisoners back to the camps while securing the remaining castles. She was dismayed, but not surprised, to see that the prisoners had been stripped of anything that might be remotely valuable. One man, wearing a tailored uniform that suggested he was a noble-born officer, was protesting loudly. Emily’s lips twitched, humorlessly. No doubt he’d expected to have his possessions looted by a better class of thief.

    And the thief will sell his gains to a camp follower at a grossly underestimated price, she thought, looking west towards the small collection of traders, prostitutes and everyone else who thought they could make money from the army. And the camp follower will make a huge profit.

    Another messenger materialized at her shoulder, looking tired. “My Lady,” he said. “Her Highness’s compliments, My Lady, and she’d like to see you in the Royal Tent.”

    “I see,” Emily said. She stood, then waved her hand at Cat to catch his attention. “Inform Her Highness that we’re on our way.”

    The messenger fled into the distance. Emily watched him go, then walked – at a more sedate pace – back to the camp. The siege was starting to take shape and form, the gunners setting up their cannons to bombard the city while the soldiers hastily put together a number of tortoises. A handful of siege engines had been captured during the Battle of Eagle’s Rest, but Jade had made it clear that Alassa’s army simply didn’t have anywhere near enough to mount a proper assault on a defended city. Lord Burrows had been building up his collection of siege engines for years.

    “Lady Emily,” Alassa said, as Emily entered the tent. Alassa was surrounded by advisors, from Imaiqah and the Levellers to Viscount Hansel and his brother. Iodine stood at the back of the tent, taking notes. “You did well on the bridges.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said, wondering why Cat hadn’t been mentioned. Perhaps everyone had simply taken it for granted that he would do well. “The bridges are now secured.”

    “And so the city is isolated from the rest of the kingdom,” Alassa said. She looked down at the map, one finger drawing a circle around the city. “And we have to wait to see what they will do next.”

    “They will surrender, Your Highness,” Hansel said, sounding almost absurdly confident. It took Emily a moment to realize that he was sucking up. “You have them surrounded.”

    “It will be weeks before starvation really starts to bite,” Jade said. His voice was very calm, but Emily knew him well enough to know he was irritated. “By then, the king may muster a relief force and dispatch it to the city.”

    “We will send in messengers, of course,” Alassa said. “We will demand surrender and we will offer decent terms.”

    She turned away from the map. Her advisors drew back. “And then we will wait.”

    And see, Emily added, silently. But if they refuse to surrender, can we take the city by force?


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    “HERE THEY COME,” CAT SAID. “READY?”

    Emily nodded as the enemy troop advanced, a trio of magicians at the back. Two days of skirmishing around the city’s walls had taught the attackers that the defenders had no intention of giving up, while the defenders had realized that the attackers were serious about keeping the entire population penned up. A series of skirmishes around the bridges had made that clear. Despite the best efforts of the defenders, no attempt to get a message – or a boat – out of the city had succeeded.

    Although Lord Burrows probably has a few chat parchments in his castle, Emily thought, as the arrows started hissing through the air. It had been a long time since the secret had leaked out into the wider world. Even a low-level magician could learn the techniques and start producing them.

    The magicians came closer, arrows bouncing off their wards. Emily’s eyes narrowed as she studied them, wondering just how many magicians Randor had under his command. She and Cat had killed... how many? And then there was the mystery assassin. There was no doubt that he was a magician himself. But then, Randor could afford to pay through the nose for good magicians. There were hundreds who might see the chance to serve a king as a tempting offer.

    “We move as planned,” she said. The magicians met their eyes and cast a blasting spell. “Now!”

    She jumped to one side as the spell slammed into the ground, throwing her one way and Cat the other. She’d planned for them to separate, when they’d discussed their possible options, but it was still a nasty shock. She landed on the rough ground and rolled over, hurling a series of spells back at them. The fireballs were a real threat, but the handful of prank spells might make them think she was incompetent. It would be nice if they underestimated her.

    But they didn’t, she thought, as she sensed them approaching. Their magic was already flowing together into a single entity, a net of spells that reminded her of the netting she’d seen earlier. They know who I am.

    One of the magicians leapt into the air, jumping over Emily and landing behind her. Emily had expected as much, but she still felt vulnerable. If the plan hadn’t called for letting him get behind her, she would have blasted him out of the air. Instead, she moved forward, throwing a series of spells ahead. They crashed into the network of spells and vanished...

    “Now,” the lead magician said.

    Emily gritted her teeth as the netting grew stronger, pressing down on her wards. The pressure grew rapidly, her handful of spells designed to keep them from crushing her splintering harmlessly against their spellwork. She pushed her magic as far as it would go, even as they started to tear her wards apart. They were winning...

    ... And then Cat blasted two of the magicians in the back. 

    Emily took a gasping breath as the netting shattered into a thousand pieces, then hurled a killing spell at the third and final magician. He staggered back and collapsed, dead before he hit the ground. Emily nearly fell a moment later, her legs threatening to give out. She took a breath, then another, as Cat caught her arm. Moments later, arrows started whistling over their heads.

    “I think we got them,” Cat said, as they ducked low.

    “Next time, you let them snare you,” Emily said. She’d expected to be the primary target – Alicia had told her Randor had placed a huge price on her head – but it still felt unpleasant. If they’d screwed up, she would have been killed. It was no consolation to know that Cat would have avenged her death. “We need to devise a better counter to that spell.”

    “True,” Cat agreed, shortly. “But you’d have to devise a way to cast it while you were in the net. I think the net is designed to make it impossible to cast anything, save for a few basic spells. But it is worth a try...”

    He cocked his head. “Just don’t tell the White Council you’re trying.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. If the netting spell was devised to allow a set of weak magicians to capture a more powerful magician, the White Council wouldn’t thank her – or anyone – for finding a way to subvert the spell. And yet, it had already been used against her twice. The next time, she might be much less lucky. She needed a counterspell, and fast.

    I’ll find one, she promised herself. Perhaps if I angle the spellwork to slip into the chinks in their spellwork...

    She considered a series of options as she followed Cat back to the trenches. The magicians who cast the spell had to be very skilled at working together, to the point where their spellwork had to mesh perfectly. Emily doubted she could do it, even with her closest friends. Perhaps she could tear the netting apart from the inside if she found a crack in the spellwork. She sat down to wait for the next set of magicians, drawing her notebook from her pocket. If nothing else, she could pass the time working on her spells.

    The skirmishes raged on for days, each one sapping their strength without accomplishing much. Lord Burrows was firmly penned up inside the city and he had to know it, but he kept sending his men out to fight. Emily couldn’t help wondering, as the days slowly went by, if he was just trying to keep Alassa from mounting an attack of her own. It couldn’t be denied that the raids were making it difficult to concentrate on anything else. But, as the time wore on, Emily started to think Lord Burrows was just trying to harass them. It wasn’t as if there was anything else he could do.

    It was nearly a week before the defenders sent a messenger out of the city, begging for terms.

    Emily wasn’t too surprised. Lord Burrows and his men wouldn’t simply surrender, not as long as their honor wasn’t satisfied. They’d sooner promise to surrender in a month, if they hadn’t been relieved by then, than to concede defeat right from the start. Randor would certainly not be happy if they surrendered at once. Instead, they’d spent the week exchanging arrows with the attackers and making a handful of raids that kept the attacking forces on their toes. Alassa had ordered the cannons to bombard the city in response, but she hadn’t pressed the matter. She needed to keep a supply of cannonballs in reserve for the moment her father acted to lift the siege.

    The messenger was a young man, barely out of his teens. He was an aristocrat, but Emily didn’t know him. She couldn’t help wondering, as he walked across the barren ground between the city and the siege trenches, if he’d volunteered for the mission or if he’d been volunteered. A nobleman might have some protection, although Emily wouldn’t have cared to bet on it. Alassa’s army didn’t seem to care about rank and status. The messenger might wind up being executed long before he reached the Royal Tent.

    She stood and watched the messenger approach, reaching out with her senses to try and determine if he had magic. Or, for that matter, if he was under a spell. The young man was clearly terrified, to the point that she was surprised he didn’t turn and run, but otherwise... he appeared to be completely mundane. He wore a simple white tunic, rather than a suit of armor. Emily guessed it was an attempt to make him look as harmless as possible.

    Cat stepped forward. “Halt,” he said, with heavy menace. “Who are you?”

    The messenger seemed unsure, just for a moment, of how he should proceed. “I am Lord Tadd,” he said, finally. “I speak for Lord Burrows and his council of war. Please take me to the princess.”

    “The princess regnant,” Cat corrected, sharply. “Take my hand.”

    He cast a spell a moment later, blinding the messenger. Emily sucked in her breath sharply, wanting to say something... but knowing she couldn’t say anything when she might be overheard. It was customary to blindfold messengers, not blind them. Lord Tadd – somehow – managed to take it in his stride. Emily followed as Cat led him through the trenches, walking him around in circles several times before finally taking him to the Royal Tent. Jade was waiting at the door, looking grim. He searched the messenger thoroughly before allowing him to enter the tent.

    “Well,” Alassa said. She was seated on a raised chair, her hands resting in her lap. “You can undo the spell now.”

    Cat snapped his fingers. Lord Tadd started, one hand rubbing his eyes frantically, then hastily went down on his knees in front of Alassa. She studied him for a long moment before motioning for him to rise. The messenger seemed reluctant to look her in the eye, although his eyes lingered on her baby bump. Emily wondered if he had believed Alassa was pregnant.

    “I speak for Lord Burrows and his council,” Lord Tadd said. “They wish to discuss terms for their surrender.”

    “Indeed,” Alassa said, coolly. Emily saw a calculating expression cross her face, just for a second. “And yet, they didn’t come in person?”

    “No, Your Highness,” Lord Tadd said. “They wish to discuss an exchange of hostages first...”

    “I think not,” Alassa said. “Go back to your master – your masters – and tell him that he can present himself before me, if he wishes to discuss his surrender. I will grant him safe conduct as long as he doesn’t abuse my generosity. And tell him that, if he refuses to come to me, I will take his city and put his war council to the sword. He has no hope of being relieved within a reasonable space of time.”

    You hope, Emily thought. None of the pickets had reported anything – and Alicia had insisted that King Randor hadn’t dispatched any troops westwards – but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a relief force on the way. Alicia was hardly a member of Randor’s war council. She was in no place to be sure about anything. The king might already be bearing down on us.

    Lord Tadd bowed. “I will convey your message to my master.”

    Emily watched Cat escort the messenger out of the tent, then looked at Alassa. “Was that wise?”

    “There’s no relief force close enough to lift the siege and they know it,” Alassa said. Her voice was very sharp. “And if they try to hold out, all they’ll be doing is prolonging the agony. They know that too.”

    And keeping your forces tied down, Emily thought. Alassa needed to reach Alexis before Randor. And yet, if she let herself get sucked into a long siege, it would make it impossible for her to do anything of the sort. Lord Burrows may consider himself expendable, willing to die for his king, but do the others feel the same way?

    It was nearly three hours before the second delegation was shown into the tent. Lord Burrows looked just as Emily remembered, a tall, muscular man wearing clothes designed to show off his figure to best advantage. He had always taken refuge in an exaggerated masculinity, from what Emily had heard. His eyes were very cold, but Emily thought she detected a hint of desperation in his expression. He’d fought a good fight, yet he’d lost and he knew it. Behind him, the four city-born noblemen clearly had no intention of continuing the fight. They reminded Emily of Hansel, willing and able to sell out their liege lord if it meant keeping their wealth and power.

    “Your Highness,” Lord Burrows said, bowing low. The noblemen bowed too. Emily was fairly sure they didn’t mean it. “I...”

    “My terms are very simple,” Alassa said, cutting him off. “You will open the gates and hand over all defensive positions, including the castle, to my men. Your troops are to be disarmed, unless they wish to join my armies. Any mercenaries within the city are to be ordered to leave the kingdom, on pain of death. The treasury is to be handed over to my personal guard, intact, along with any stockpiles of food, drink and war materials. Any factories and suchlike that can be turned to producing war materials are to be turned over to us, along with their workers. The exact position of the city’s noblemen” – she gave the men behind Lord Burrows a sharp look – “will be determined later, based on how they serve my cause over the next few years. If they choose to side with my enemies, they will no longer have their lands or titles.”

    One of the noblemen let out a gasp. Another started forward, only to be restrained by his friend. Emily tensed, wondering if the fool would actually attack Alassa. She understood their thinking all too well. They wanted to sit on the fence, at least until a clear winner emerged, but Alassa had no intention of allowing it. She would make them choose between taking her side, at the risk of certain execution if Randor won the war, and giving up everything that separated them from the common herd. 

    “The question of precisely who will rule the barony will be settled later,” Alassa added, after a moment. Her eyes lingered on Lord Burrows. “However, I will accept your parole... if you take a message to your master.”

    Lord Burrows hesitated. Emily understood. The man who took a message to King Randor, a message the king would not want to hear, took his life in his hands. Randor would not want to hear that Winter Flower had fallen, or that Alassa’s road to Alexis lay open, or... or that his mistress had lost her lands. Who knew how that would play out? Emily shook her head, dismissing the thought. Randor wouldn’t care about Alicia’s feelings. He’d probably tell her to shut up and stop moaning if she had the nerve to complain to him.

    “It is customary to give us a deadline,” Lord Burrows managed, finally. He sounded deeply shocked. “Your Highness...”

    “You have no hope of being relieved in less than a month, perhaps longer,” Alassa said, coldly. “You have nothing to gain by forcing me to either assault Winter Flower or simply wait for you to starve. I certainly have no intention of being so generous if I have to take the city by force. My troops will put everyone to the sword, including you.”

    The words hung in the air for a long, chilling moment. “Your Highness,” Lord Burrows said. “I swore an oath...”

    Alassa held out a hand. “Jade? Sword.”

    Jade passed her his sword without a word. Alassa took the blade, hefted it for a moment then stood and walked towards Lord Burrows. The man’s hands twitched, but he stood his ground as Alassa carefully used the sword to draw a circle in the dirt around him.

    “Before you step out of the circle, choose,” Alassa ordered. “Do you accept my very reasonable terms... or do you condemn your people, all of your people, to fire and sword?”

    Lord Burrows said nothing for a long moment. Emily could see the strain on his face. On one hand, he had sworn an oath to the king. And the king had richly rewarded him for his service. To all intents and purposes, he’d been given a barony on a plate. And yet, he knew he couldn’t keep his own people from turning on him. The city’s residents knew there was no hope of survival if Alassa stormed the city. There was no hope of keeping it civilised, even by the kingdom’s low standards. Even the aristocrats would be killed in the orgy of looting, rape and mass slaughter.

    And someone may put a knife in your back so they can surrender, Emily thought. And you know it too.

    “Very well,” Lord Burrows said. He stepped out of the circle. “I will accept your terms.”

    “Very good.” Alassa sat back on her chair. “Jade will coordinate the terms of the surrender with you. After that, we will give you a horse and you can gallop east.”

    Lord Burrows looked thoroughly displeased. “Yes, Your Highness.”

    Emily caught Alassa’s attention as Lord Burrows and his men were escorted out of the tent, followed by Jade and Cat. “Was that wise?”

    “They wouldn’t have come here at all, not without an exchange of hostages, if they weren’t desperate,” Alassa said, quietly. “And the truth, Emily, is that we’re desperate too.”


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    “A REMARKABLE CITY,” EMILY SAID, AS she rode through the gates into Winter Flower. “But one turned into an engine of war.”

    She hadn’t realized, from the outside, just how striking Winter Flower actually was. The city was dominated by canals, allowing barges to move goods from the docks and all around the city. It was hard to believe that Winter Flower was an inland city, even though she’d seen the canals that linked Winter Flower to the distant ocean... she had to admire, once again, the men who’d dug the canals and filled them with water. They’d had the network in place long before she’d started introducing new ideas to their kingdom.

    The streets looked drab and empty, although she could see eyes peeking from behind curtains as the small procession made its way towards the city square. Alassa’s troops had ordered everyone to go home unless their presence was strictly necessary. It hadn’t been that hard, from what Emily had heard. Lord Burrows had been keeping people off the streets for days, ever since the siege had begun. He might not have done his people any favors. Here and there, a damaged building marked the spot where a cannonball had been lobbed over the walls and crashed down within the city. Emily hated to think of how many innocent people might have been killed.

    Her eyes narrowed as they turned into the square. The castle loomed over them, an ugly monstrosity that seemed out of place in the city, but it wasn’t the castle that caught her attention. Instead, there was a large statue of Alicia that looked to have been carved by someone who’d been working from a description, rather than real life. Emily rather suspected Alicia would not be pleased when she saw it. The statue made her look like a caricature of a woman. 

    The artist probably never saw a woman either, she thought, wryly. He’s got all the details completely wrong.

    A small cluster of men were standing in the square, waiting for them. They looked nervous, their eyes flickering constantly to the soldiers who were keeping them under guard. Emily studied them thoughtfully, finally deciding they must be the leading men of the city, the aristocrats and wealthy merchants who kept the city going. Their clothes certainly suggested they were low-ranking aristocrats, although it was hard to be sure. The Sumptuary Laws had been weakening for years.

    Alassa dismounted in one smooth motion, followed closely by Jade. She looked every inch a princess, Emily thought, as Alassa climbed onto the dais. There wasn’t a hint of fear in her face, despite the certainty that there would be loyalists amongst the city’s population. But then, Jade had layered so many protective charms over his wife that her ability to do magic had been sharply limited. It would take a strong magician to break through her defenses. Even a charmed blade would shatter if someone smashed it against Alassa’s wards.

    “I thank you for your welcome,” Alassa said. Only someone who knew her very well would hear the irony behind her words. “It is truly a pleasure to stand within a city that has such a long history of serving my family.”

    Emily forced herself to watch the crowd as Alassa spoke on, promising the Great Charter – and a host of economic benefits – if Winter Flower cooperated. Copies of the Great Charter were already being distributed around the city, with a promise that anyone who lived by the charter – and swore loyalty to Alassa – would have its protection. The crowd seemed torn, the noblemen disliking the idea while most of the merchants seemed to love it. But a handful seemed remarkably unenthused.

    They’re already at the top, as far as they know, Emily thought. Winter Flower hadn’t really benefitted from the New Learning. They don’t think they can go any higher and they resent the prospect of more competition.

    The crowd clapped and cheered as Alassa’s speech came to an end, then hurried away as Alassa remounted her horse and headed into the castle. Emily followed, reaching out with her senses to be sure the castle was safe. Lord Burrows would hardly have stinted on the defenses, although he should have turned everything over to Jade. Emily sensed a dozen wards protecting the outer keep alone, with others waiting in reserve. Lord Burrows was no magician, but he’d clearly known wardcrafters who did good work.

    “Well,” Cat said, as he dismounted. “That was fun.”

    Emily shrugged, then followed Alassa as the castle’s castellan showed her into the baronial suite. Alicia’s relatives had built a castle that was strikingly similar to Randor’s castle, right down to the heavy defenses and the throne room. It made her wonder why the castle hadn’t been demolished long ago, after the first attempted coup. Randor had to understand the dangers of leaving such an edifice in baronial hands. But then, it would have weakened Alicia’s position if the castle had been destroyed. Randor might have assumed that his loyalists would always wield real power.

    “The bedrooms appear to be safe,” Jade said. A team of maids were already stripping the rooms bare of anything that belonged to their former occupants. Somehow, Emily wasn’t surprised to see that Alicia and Lord Burrows had kept separate rooms. “We can sleep there tonight.”

    “How lucky for us,” Emily muttered.

    She caught Alassa’s attention as Jade and Cat headed off to check the security and Imaiqah hurried to inspect the castle’s records. “What message did you give Lord Burrows?”

    “An offer to accept my father’s surrender,” Alassa said. They stepped into her suite. “If he does surrender, we can arrange something to keep him out of trouble.”

    Emily winced. There was no way Randor would surrender. She knew him too well. He would do everything in his power to keep his throne, even murder his only legitimate daughter once she’d given birth. And then... no, Randor would not go into peaceful retirement without a fight. Emily suspected he’d have to be killed once the war was over, just to keep his loyalists from trying to free him. There was no choice.

    “Get some rest,” Alassa advised, as she started to undress. “Tomorrow will be a very busy day.”

    Emily nodded and headed to her suite. It was large enough for three or four people, but it was primitive. There was no hot or cold running water, merely a immense – and empty – bathtub and wash basin. A maid stood by the door, ready to run for water – or anything else Emily might need – at a moment’s notice. Emily hesitated, then dismissed the maid and cast a handful of cleaning spells. Alicia had had plenty of time to modernise the castle. It was a surprise that she’d apparently done nothing to make her living space more comfortable.

    Particularly as she was pregnant when she moved back here, Emily reminded herself. Alassa might see nothing wrong with putting a maid to work, hauling water up the stairs, but Emily did. Alicia could not have been very comfortable here.

    She cast a handful of security wards and climbed into bed. Cat joined her a moment later, looking vastly amused. Emily opened her mouth to ask what was so funny, then decided it didn’t matter. She wrapped her arms around him, then closed her eyes. Sleep came quickly.

     


    Alassa was right, Emily discovered the following day. It was very busy. Alassa and her retinue barely had time for breakfast before the first set of petitioners arrived, seeking justice or redress or simply trying to make themselves known. Emily had no idea how Alassa managed to be so calm and polite to her visitors, half of whom were clearly trying to manipulate her into taking their side in a political dispute with roots stretching all the way back to the kingdom’s birth. It was almost a relief when Cat suggested they go for a walk, although it meant leaving Alassa and Jade alone. Emily was sure they’d pay for that later.

    Imaiqah was sitting in the clerk’s office, going through ledger after ledger. The New Learning hadn’t even spread into the records, Emily noted; Winter Flower didn’t have Arabic numerals, let alone something as simple as double-entry bookkeeping. Imaiqah didn’t have any trouble reading the ledgers, but Emily was morbidly aware that she would have given up long ago. The barons had clearly worked hard to conceal their financial dealings from the crown.

    “I think they took out a whole string of loans over the past decade,” Imaiqah said. She didn’t look up from the record books. “Baron Winter Flower must have been gambling on the coup suceeding, as he would have been able to pay his debts afterwards. But instead” – she shrugged – “it looks as if Lord Burrows took out a few more loans himself, instead of trying to pay the original set of loans off. The barony is not in a good state.”

    Cat snorted. “Does it matter?”

    Imaiqah shrugged. “It might. The people who are owed money will demand that it be repaid, eventually. And that may turn into a problem for us.”

    Emily had a different question in mind. “What was he doing with the money?”

    “I don’t know,” Imaiqah said, reluctantly. “He was investing a considerable sum in war materials, including prefabricated siege engines. And he was hiring mercenaries and magicians at great expense. But that doesn’t account for all the money. He could have been funnelling it to the king.”

    “Or putting it somewhere out of the way for a rainy day,” Emily said. She wouldn’t have blamed Lord Burrows for opening a bank account in Beneficence, just in case he needed to run for his life. “Or...” – she shook her head – “does that mean there’s no money in the city?”

    Imaiqah smiled, wryly. “I’m sure there is money somewhere in the city,” she said. “It just isn’t in the vaults.”

    Emily sighed. The natural response for any leader, faced with a revenue shortfall, was to raise taxes. But Emily knew that higher taxes eventually led to lower income. She’d seen it happen right across the kingdom. Indeed, she’d lowered taxes in Cockatrice and seen her income rise steadily, as innovators realized that they would get to keep more of their earnings. Ten percent of a thousand dollars was more than fifty percent of a hundred dollars. 

    And the Great Charter forbids taxes to be raised too high, Emily thought. I wonder what will have to be sold off to settle the debts.

    “It’s a problem for later,” she said, finally. If Alassa won, Alicia could sit down with the money-lenders and figure out a way to repay the debts; if Alassa lost, the whole problem would become irrelevant. “Would you like to come walking with us?”

    Imaiqah smiled, then glanced at Cat. “I’d hate to intrude...”

    “Come with us,” Cat said. He shot a disgusted look at the ledgers. “You’ll go blind if you keep looking at these dusty... things.”

    “Alicia will need a new staff,” Imaiqah agreed. She stood and brushed dust off her dress. “I heard that the old staff vanished before we had the city completely sealed off.”

    “Maybe they were just stealing money from their mistress,” Emily speculated. Alicia would hardly have been encouraged to look at the financial side of things, while Lord Burrows didn’t have the temperament to care. “They might even have taken loans out in her name.”

    Imaiqah looked disgusted at such carelessness, although she knew as well as Emily herself that it wasn’t completely impossible. Noblemen rarely sullied their hands with trade. They talked about trade, about making money through commerce rather than collecting taxes and rents, as if it was something on the same level as cleaning one’s toilets. The nobleman who engaged in trade might as well be a woman who prostituted herself, as far as society was concerned. No one would care if they had no other choice. It was quite possible that someone had taken out a large loan in Alicia’s name and then vanished before the bill came due.

    “They might,” she said, as they walked up the stairs and into the courtyard. “She really needs to learn what she’s doing.”

    Emily said nothing as they walked through the gates and out into the city. There were more civilians on the streets this time, although very few of them were young women. Alassa’s soldiers were patrolling constantly, sometimes stopping men who looked suspicious to ask pointed questions. A number of shops had reopened, although it was clear they had very little to sell. Lord Burrows had confiscated their stocks to keep the population alive.

    And it will be a while before we can ship more supplies in from Swanhaven, Emily thought, grimly. The local population was going to have to tighten its belt. It would be difficult to get enough food into the city, at least until the river had been reopened or a railway line established from Cockatrice. Too many people are going to starve.

    The local population didn’t seem downcast, even though their city was under occupation. Copies of the Great Charter had been pasted everywhere, next to appeals for men to join the army fighting to dethrone the king and establish a new order. Men and women were chatting away in hushed voices, arguing over precisely what the Great Charter meant... and what, if anything, would actually happen when Princess Alassa took the throne. A handful seemed to believe Alassa was a monster, hiding her true colors behind a pretty face. It didn’t seem fair, somehow.

    “They’ve been reading the filthy broadsheets,” Imaiqah muttered.

    Emily nodded, hoping that Alassa and Jade hadn’t seen the broadsheets. Someone – she suspected the Noblest, although it could be a particularly extreme Leveller – had been publishing stories about Alassa and her friends, implying that Alassa was everything from a wanton sex maniac to a ruthless butcher in the making. A third of the acts the writers described were impossible, even for a contortionist; another third would disgust even a necromancer... Emily shook her head in bitter disbelief. Whoever had written those stories had a lot to answer for.

    They turned a corner and walked alongside a canal as a string of gondoliers punted their boats down the waters. A cluster of barges followed, lumbering towards the nearest warehouses. Emily wondered, vaguely, what they were carrying. Water transport was nowhere near as efficient as the railways would become, given time, but she had to admit it was a neat solution to the problems facing the city. Even when sealed off from the rest of the kingdom, Winter Flower could move supplies around at a quite surprising speed.

    “Look,” Imaiqah said. “They’re signing up.”

    Emily followed her gaze. A number of young men were listening avidly to a sergeant as he outlined the benefits of being in the princess’s army. Some were already signing their names to the lists, promising to report for training the following morning; others, perhaps more cynical than the rest, were asking questions in tones that suggested they expected the sergeant to lie. Emily wouldn’t have dared speak to Sergeant Miles in such a tone, but the sergeant handled the questions calmly and reasonably and – somehow – never lost his smile. Emily was impressed.

    “They’re not mocking the cowards,” Cat commented. “I wonder why.”

    “They’re not sure which side they should be on,” Emily pointed out. She’d never liked the idea of forcing someone to do something through mockery and insults. She freely admitted there were a lot of things she’d never do, no matter what she was called. “If we lose the war, Winter Flower will be in deep trouble. They won’t want to send too many men to the army.”

    She sighed, inwardly. It wasn’t fair – or right. Alassa could conscript every young man in the city, if she wished. Separated from their families, from everyone they’d ever known, they would have little choice but to shut up and soldier. And Randor knew it, and he would still blame Winter Flower for supporting his enemy. The city would bear the brunt of his wrath if he won the war.

    Although he’s going to have to devastate the entire western half of his kingdom, if he wants to crush the New Learning, Emily thought. Ideas aren’t that easy to kill.

    “Yeah,” Imaiqah said, after a moment. “Do you know how many noblemen on our side have relatives on the other side? Both other sides?”

    Emily didn’t, but it made sense. The nobility had always kept one eye towards survival. If they sent someone to serve the king, they’d also send someone to serve the rebels... ensuring that, whoever won, they’d have a foot in their camp. Randor might listen to a nobleman who’d covered himself in glory begging for his family’s life, even if his family had been on the wrong side. Alassa might do the same. 

    “They’re traitors,” Cat said. “How do we know they’re not sending information to their families?”

    “We don’t,” Emily said. She was surprised that Hansel and Tobias had both joined Alassa’s side. Either they were too close or, more likely, they doubted Randor would do them any favors. “We just have to keep a careful eye on them.”

    “And look strong,” Imaiqah said. “As long as Alassa seems a likely winner, her enemies here” – she waved a hand at the nearest building – “will hedge their bets.”

    “True,” Emily said. The sergeant was moving on now, walking along the canal. “But that doesn’t mean we can trust them.”

    “There are very few people you can trust completely,” Cat said. “And you can’t trust anyone when their interests are separate from yours.”

    Emily gave him a sharp look. “Is that what you believe?”

    “It’s human nature,” Cat said. “People are self-interested. And they will do what they think is in their own best interests.”

    “Yeah,” Imaiqah agreed. “They do.”


    Interlude Two

    THE ROLLING THUNDER OF GUNS SHOOK the air.

    Sir Roger stood on the mound and watched as Castle Harkness shuddered under a mighty – and utterly unprecedented – bombardment. Giant cannonballs – some loaded with gunpowder, some charmed with devious hexes – slammed into the stone wall, weakening the very foundations of the castle itself. King Randor had ordered a constant bombardment, despite the risks. Three cannons had exploded already, taking their gunnery crews with them, but the king hadn’t cared. He’d merely ordered the others to continue firing.

    Sir Roger felt... he wasn’t sure how he felt. His men had done well when put to the test; they’d cut through the enemy forces when they’d dared to offer battle. He had no doubt that the civil war would be over soon, if only because most of the rebel leaders were trapped in Castle Harkness and facing extinction. But he’d also seen the devastation inflicted on the countryside, the dead bodies lying where they’d been killed... even if the war ended tomorrow, with no further fighting, it would take years for Zangaria to recover. 

    The world is changing, he thought, as another round of cannonballs struck the castle. It had once been seen as practically invulnerable, so invulnerable that only magic or treachery could ensure its fall. The Noblest had probably thought they could wait out the storm. Now... cracks were already beginning to show in the stone walls. And nothing will ever be the same again.

    He looked south, towards the remains of Harkness City. Smoke was still rising from the wreckage, hiding the mercenaries as they performed their gruesome task. Harkness City’s walls had barely stood for an hour before the Royal Army smashed them flat and sacked the city, discipline breaking down into an orgy of looting, rape and outright murder. It had taken hours to regain control, particularly as the king had wanted the city destroyed. His mercenaries were now finishing the job, exterminating the population. Sir Roger didn’t want to think about how many innocent men and women had died in the last few days.

    A herald strode up to him, looking nervous. “Sir Roger, the king commands...”

    “My presence,” Roger finished. “I’m on my way.”

    King Randor had set up his tent on the edge of what had once been a tourney field before the war had turned it into a sea of mud. A handful of other officers were heading there too, passing through the guards and into the tent. Silence fell as soon as Sir Roger stepped through the flap, suggesting that one of the king’s pet sorcerers had cast a silencing spell to keep out the racket. Sir Roger made a mental note to suggest that the spells be extended to cover the ordinary men. They were having problems sleeping during the bombardment.

    It will be worse for the people inside, he thought.

    His eyebrows lifted as he saw the man standing next to the king’s throne. Lord Burrows had always affected an exaggerated masculinity, in an attempt to belie the rumors that he favored men to women, but now... now he looked tired and worn and somehow lesser. Sir Roger felt a twinge of the old prejudice. There was nothing wrong with being the penetrator, even if one preferred men to women, but it was hard to escape the sense that there was something wrong with being penetrated. And besides, Lord Burrows had been given Lady Alicia’s hand in marriage. Sir Roger hated to admit it, but he was jealous. Marriage to a baroness would have made his social position unchallengeable, even during wartime.

    “Winter Flower has fallen,” Lord Burrows said, when the king commanding him to speak. “Princess Alassa has captured the city and...”

    Sir Roger stared in disbelief. Princess Alassa had moved that quickly? Winter Flower should have been a tough nut to crack. Lord Burrows was hardly incompetent... and he was the king’s man, through and through. But if Winter Flower had fallen... he didn’t need to look at a map to know that it changed the entire situation drastically. Princess Alassa would soon be within striking distance of Alexis itself. And that meant...

    If we stay here, the princess may capture the capital and cut us off from our supplies, Sir Roger thought. But if we lift the siege and move to face her, we will be leaving an enemy at our back...

    “Increase the bombardment,” the king ordered, finally. “This castle must fall.”

    It took another day for the defenders to finally surrender. Sir Roger was morbidly impressed they’d held out as long as they did, even trying to continue the fight after their walls started to collapse. But the merciless bombardment eventually drove them to raise the white flag. King Randor, in no mood to take risks, ordered the defenders out of the castle instead of sending troops into the wreckage. Sir Roger watched as a few hundred men and women, including Baroness Harkness herself, stumbled out. They looked as if they’d been through hell. 

    “There’s no sign of the bastard,” King Randor said, as the defenders staggered towards him and collapsed on their knees. Traditionally, they were supposed to prostrate themselves in a wordless plea for mercy, but it didn’t look as if they were up to doing even that. “Where is he?”

    “Simon could have fled already, Your Majesty,” Sir Roger said. “Or he may be lurking in the rubble.”

    “Or dead,” Routier said. 

    “Yes,” King Randor said. He cast an eye over the pitiful collection of prisoners, then looked at his guardsmen. “Execute them.”

    Sir Roger felt nothing but numb horror. “Your Majesty...”

    The king ignored him as the guards moved forward, swords at the ready. Sir Roger met Baroness Harkness’ eyes, just for a moment, and winced at the shock he saw within. It was vanishingly rare for women to be executed, even if they committed high treason. Their fathers, husbands or brothers were more likely to get the blame for womanly misdeeds. No doubt Baroness Harkness had expected to be spared. She’d be reduced to a common wife again, with all her lands deeded to her new husband, but at least she’d be alive...

    Sir Roger forced himself to watch as Baroness Harkness was beheaded, her head rolling in the mud in front of her king. The others didn’t even have the strength to protest, let alone to fight, as they followed her into death. And the king watched it all with an expression of grim satisfaction that chilled Sir Roger to the bone.

    “It is well to be rid of shit,” the king said, when the executions were done. “Now... prepare the army to march to Winter Flower.”


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    EMILY WAS NOT PLEASED, FIVE DAYS after Winter Flower had fallen, to be awoken by a desperate banging on her door. Cat snapped awake, snarled a curse and headed to the door, holding a charmed knife in one hand. He spoke briefly a messenger, who hadn’t been able to look into the room, then closed the door with a loud bang. His face looked as angry as Emily felt.

    “You have been summoned to Her Highness’s office,” he said, crossly. “And I’m not included.”

    Emily groaned. “What time is it?”

    “Five in the morning,” Cat said as clambered back into bed. “Good luck.”

    Emily swallowed a number of very nasty comments, some of which would probably have led to a fight, and climbed out of bed. Yesterday had been busy, yet she’d gone to bed with the sense she’d accomplished absolutely nothing. She pulled on a robe, checked her appearance in the mirror and smiled to herself. If Alassa wanted her at five o’clock in the morning, she could hardly complain if Emily didn’t look her best. 

    Besides, there’s no point in trying to outshine Alassa, she thought. If she’d been the sort of girl to care about such matters, the princess would have given her an inferiority complex. She looks perfect at all times.

    She opened the door and slipped out into the corridor. The castle was quiet, but she could hear servants going about their business as they prepared for the day to begin. Her lips quirked into a smile as she passed a young serving girl, who turned red and hastily dropped a curtsey when she saw Emily. Jade hadn’t been too keen on using Alicia’s servants, pointing out that they might owe their loyalty to Alicia and her husband, but there was no choice. It would take time to train newer servants. 

    Alassa’s office was guarded by two men, who bowed when they saw Emily. She felt the wards brush against her as she touched the door, which opened a second later. Alassa was sitting behind a desk, wearing a long blue nightgown that showed off her baby bump. For a second, Emily wondered if Alassa was on the verge of giving birth before realizing that her friend’s pregnancy had several more months to go. If Alassa had gone into labor now, something would have gone very wrong.

    “Emily,” Alassa said. She sounded tired. Emily wondered if she’d managed to sleep at all. Jade was out with the new recruits, teaching them the ways of modern war. “We just had word from the south.”

    Emily met her eyes. “What happened?”

    Alassa picked up a bell and rang for tea. “Harkness Castle has fallen,” she said, bleakly. A serving maid stepped into the room. Alassa ordered food and drink, then looked back at Emily. “My father butchered everyone.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. She sat down, resting her hands in her lap. “Everyone?”

    “Everyone,” Alassa confirmed. “Up to and including Baroness Harkness herself.”

    Emily sucked in her breath. He’d executed a noblewoman? Randor had nailed his colors to the mast. She could imagine the aristocracy, even the ones who were nominally on his side, reacting with utter horror to the news. Who knew? Some of them might even switch sides.

    “He also executed a number of noblemen,” Alassa said, quietly. “If the reports are accurate, everyone who was in the castle when it fell was killed.”

    “... Shit,” Emily said. No wonder Alassa was shocked. Noblemen might die in battle, but they were rarely executed. They could always claim they were following the orders of their feudal lord. Besides, their captors would want to ransom them. “Why?”

    “I think he wanted to terrify everyone,” Alassa said. “My sources tell me that he sent a set of messages to the other barons. Surrender... or die. I don’t think the rest of the Noblest will continue the fight.”

    Emily was inclined to agree. King Randor’s armies had crushed everything in their path, eventually taking a castle that most authorities had considered impregnable. The Noblest would have no choice but to go to the king and beg for mercy. They certainly wouldn’t want to continue the fight if it meant the complete extinction of their family lines. Randor had effectively won the war, at least in the south.

    The maid returned, carrying a tray of sandwiches and drinks. Emily took a ham sandwich and munched on it quietly, her eyes narrowing in concern as Alassa drank a mug of Kava without touching the food. She looked as if she had pulled an all-night study session, something Emily remembered all too well from Whitehall. Alassa still looked fantastic, but there was something about her attitude that suggested she was at the end of her rope.

    “It will take him some time to consolidate his gains,” Emily said, after a moment. “And then...”

    Alassa shook her head. “He’ll be marching his army here as quickly as possible,” she said, grimly. “He won’t want to leave me in place here, not when I can thrust east towards Alexis and capture the capital. I think he’ll be here within the next week.”

    Emily wasn’t so sure. King Randor might be able to get his cavalry to Winter Flower in a few days, if he pushed his horses to breaking point, but she doubted he could get the remainder of his army up so quickly. They’d be marching on foot, wouldn’t they? She suspected they’d need at least a fortnight to reach Winter Flower, if they wanted to be in any state to fight when they reached their destination. Alassa had plenty of time to prepare for the coming engagement.

    “It will take them longer to reach us,” Emily said, and outlined her reasoning. “They’re not going to be able to get here in a hurry.”

    “They’re still going to cut us off from Alexis,” Alassa said. “We’re in no fit state to push on ourselves, not now.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. Jade had made it clear that the army needed a breather before going to their next target. He’d been reorganizing the regiments over the last few days, putting experienced men shoulder to shoulder with raw recruits. Alassa might be able to send her own cavalry east, but there would be no way to take advantage of her gains until she could send infantry after them. Besides, Randor had a clear advantage in cavalry. He’d use it, mercilessly.

    “Then we use the time to prepare,” Emily said. “We can try to be ready for them.”

    She took another sandwich and held it out to her friend. “Here, eat something.”

    Alassa shook her head. “I don’t feel like eating anything.”

    “You need to eat something,” Emily said. “Did you even sleep last night?”

    “No,” Alassa said. “My bed felt cold.”

    “You need to sleep,” Emily told her. “What will you do if you fall asleep tomorrow – today, really – while you’re sitting on the throne?”

    Alassa smiled. “I’ve often wanted to fall asleep during a particularly boring audience,” she said. “But you’re right. It would be a sign of weakness.”

    Emily rolled her eyes. In theory, a monarch had absolute power. He – or she – could be late to the audience chamber, if he wished, and no one would dare say anything about it. But being late would be seen as a sign of weakness. And then, who knew what would happen?

    The people who want to seek advantage for themselves will look for a way to exploit it, she reminded herself. And the people who have assassins on the payroll will start thinking about sending one of them to kill their Queen.

    “Then go to bed,” Emily said. She stood, brushing down her robe. “Why not call Jade back from the barracks?”

    “I’m sure he wouldn’t have sleep in mind,” Alassa said, “even if what he did have in mind involved a bed.”

    “It might help you to relax,” Emily pointed out, after a moment. She didn’t really want to think about her two friends in bed together. “And you do need to rest.”

    Alassa stood, one hand resting on her baby bump. “I don’t think this little fellow will let me rest for long,” she said, dryly. “He’s as energetic as his father.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “It’s a boy?”

    “I don’t know yet,” Alassa said. She leaned against the chair for a moment, catching her breath. “I haven’t pressed the healers to tell me. They might even refuse to tell me, if I asked. I just think it might be a boy.”

    Emily nodded. Healers – most Healers – refused to tell expectant parents their child’s gender until the baby was actually born. It was common sense on a world where most parents wanted sons, rather than daughters, although Alassa would hardly abort a child simply because it was the wrong gender. The whole issue had always struck Emily as silly. If everyone had boys, there would be no girls; if there were no girls, there would be no more children of either sex. But she understood the logic behind the taboo. Too many people would put their own interests first, in the confident belief that the remainder of the population wouldn’t. Emily rather doubted that belief was justified. Everyone tended to put their interests first.

    Alassa could hardly complain about having a female heir, Emily thought, wryly. She is a female heir herself.

    She met her friend’s eyes. “What do you want?”

    Alassa shrugged. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “But the law says that male children always come first.”

    “Then change the law,” Emily suggested.

    “That will upset a lot of apple carts,” Alassa said. She started to walk towards her bedroom, motioning for Emily to follow her. “How many heirs would be displaced if we changed the rules?”

    Emily nodded, sourly. The system wasn’t particularly fair, but it was well-understood. Everyone knew their place in the line of succession. But if the rules were changed... even with the changes grandfathered in, which they would have to be to stave off an immediate revolt, a great many people would be discomforted. There would be trouble for decades before things finally started to settle down. Alassa would make more enemies for herself if she pressed ahead too fast.

    “You can change the rules for the monarchy,” she said, as they walked through the door and into the princess’s suite. “You and your child are the only ones who will be affected.”

    “Alexis the Bastard will also be affected,” Alassa said. Her voice hardened. “If his paternity ever comes out...”

    “His mother will keep it a secret,” Emily assured her. “If Alexis’s true parentage was ever to be revealed, he’d be removed from Winter Flower’s line of succession. Right?”

    Alassa lay down on the bed, resting her hands behind her head. “Right,” she said. An ugly smile spread across her face. “If, of course, I chose to return the barony to his mother.”

    Emily sat down by the bed. “Alicia is being quite helpful.”

    “For a given value of helpful,” Alassa countered. “She hasn’t told us anything we can really use.”

    Emily let out a long breath. “What would you have her do? She’s not a spy. She’s not an officer in the king’s armies. Randor does not take her into his confidence, which means she’s very limited in what she can see and hear. She spends most of her time in the castle, under what might as well be house arrest. We’re lucky she’s sending us anything.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. “But that child is a dangerous liability.”

    Emily had her doubts. Illegitimate children were specifically excluded from the line of succession unless their father made special provisions for them. Emily had no doubt that Randor would have made provisions for Alexis if the child had been born a few years earlier, before Alassa became old and powerful enough to fight for her rights. Now... Randor couldn’t legitimise Alexis without destroying the child’s claim to Winter Flower. And Alicia had quite a few relatives who would be more than happy to press their claim to the barony. The baroness had every reason to keep her son’s true parentage a secret.

    She changed the subject. “What’s it like? Being pregnant, I mean.”

    Alassa gave her a sidelong look. “You do realize you’re going to have to have a child soon?”

    Emily scowled. King Randor had made it clear that, as a baroness, she was expected to marry and have at least one child to secure her position. He’d even offered to arrange something for her. Emily had turned him down. The idea of someone arranging a marriage for her was creepy. She simply didn’t understand how Alassa could take it so calmly. And, even if she’d been open to the idea of marrying a stranger, she wouldn’t have trusted Randor to find her a match. He would have looked for someone who could control her, not someone who would support her.

    “I don’t want to think about it,” she said. God! Was Alassa going to press her to get married now? “What’s it like being pregnant?”

    Alassa looked thoughtful. “Strange,” she said. “I knew that... something had changed, back when I was visiting the barons for my father, but... it wasn’t until the healers confirmed I was pregnant that I was sure. Since then... I had mood swings and morning sickness and moments when I just couldn’t do anything. And then the baby started to kick inside me.”

    She touched her chest. “It feels so strange and yet... wonderful.”

    “You’re doing very well,” Emily said.

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “When my mother was pregnant, they put her somewhere safe and treated her like... like a potion that could explode if you made the slightest mistake. I don’t have that option. The war won’t run itself.”

    “You should take it easy,” Emily said, although she knew Alassa wouldn’t do anything of the sort. “You don’t have to be with the army.”

    “Yes, I do,” Alassa said, sharply. “And you know it.”

    “I understand the logic,” Emily said. “I just don’t agree with it.”

    Alassa smiled, rather wanly. “And that’s how we know you’re not from here,” she said, dryly. “You just don’t think like us.”

    Emily nodded. There was no need for the President of the United States or the Prime Minister of Great Britain to lead their forces into battle. No one would think any less of them if they commanded from the rear. Indeed, they didn’t really command at all. But a king or a queen had to show personal bravery and martial prowess if they wanted to remain on their throne. Alassa had to show more bravery and prowess if she wanted to earn her throne. She couldn’t afford to delegate command to a man. That man would eventually be seen as the power behind the throne.

    Randor has the same problem, she reminded herself, although the king had been fighting long enough for his personal bravery and martial prowess to be well-established. He could put half his forces under someone else’s command, secure in the faith they wouldn’t undermine his position simply by existing. But there was no way he could completely eliminate the possibility of treachery. Someone might turn on him at any moment.

    She frowned as she considered the possibilities. Randor’s captains were all junior noblemen, all high-ranking enough to lead armies, but too low-ranking to mount a coup and take the throne for themselves. The barons would never take orders from a former viscount, let alone an esquire, yet... her frown deepened as she realized the barons had been broken. Apart from Jade and Emily herself, they were all in Randor’s hands. They might not be able to resist if a viscount captured Alexis and claimed the throne for himself. 

    “You’re thinking,” Alassa charged. “What are you thinking?”

    “Someone could overthrow your father,” Emily mused. “Perhaps even someone quite low-ranking.”

    Alassa scowled as Emily explained her reasoning. “I doubt they’d be able to secure a power base,” she said, when Emily had finished. “They wouldn’t have a large array of clients to take control, which would force them to rely on the people already in place. The entire country would come apart. And we would just walk in and take over.”

    “That would be good,” Emily said. “Right?”

    “Perhaps,” Alassa said, looking pensive. “And it would certainly solve one of our problems.”

    She shook her head. “Stay a while, please?”

    “You get some sleep,” Emily said. “I’ll be here until morning.”

    “Don’t let them wake me too early,” Alassa said. “I don’t have a meeting until ten.”

    Emily looked at the clock on the wall. “You only have three or so hours before you have to wake up,” she said. “You’d better go to sleep now.”

    Alassa nodded. “Do you want to lie down too?”

    Emily shook her head. “I can sit here,” she said. “I’ll be reading your books.”

    “They’re not my books,” Alassa said. “They probably belong to Alicia.”

    Emily looked around with considerable interest. They’d given Alassa Alicia’s rooms? She kicked herself a moment later. Of course the castle’s staff would have given Alassa Alicia’s rooms. They were the most important rooms in the building. To give the princess any less would be seen as a grave insult, all the more so when there was no guarantee that Alicia would ever be coming back. The staff wanted – needed – to stay on Alassa’s good side.

    “Sleep,” Emily said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

    She rose and walked over to the bookshelf. Most of the titles looked to be genealogy books, but there were a couple of volumes on law and a handful of poorly-bound fiction books. The latter had been produced with a printing press, she noted. She’d never figured Alicia for a reader.

    She isn’t stupid, Emily reminded herself. And that is something we have to bear in mind.


    Chapter Thirty

    “WELL,” CAT SAID. “THE RAT IS out of the bag.”

    Jade smirked at him. “Don’t you mean the cat is out of the bag?”

    “No, I mean the rat,” Cat said. He lifted one hand in a casting pose. “And I can turn you into a rat if you want.”

    “I’d like to see you try,” Jade said. “I got higher marks in charms than you.”

    “And then Master Storm refused to feed me until I earned higher marks,” Cat said. “Are you sure I can’t worm a spell through your wards?”

    “And while you’re trying, I’ll be blasting a spell of my own through your wards.” Jade stuck out his tongue. “There’s a reason people don’t try to turn the enemy army into rats.”

    “Of course not,” Cat said, dryly. “Rats can bite. You want to turn them into slugs instead.”

    Emily looked from one to the other, then shook her head. “We don’t have time to get sidetracked,” she said sharply, resisting the urge to make a snide remark about testosterone poisoning. She honestly didn’t understand Jade and Cat’s relationship. They seemed to spend half their time insulting each other. “What do you mean?”

    “I was out on the streets,” Cat said. “The people know that King Randor thrashed the Noblest. And they’re in two minds about it.”

    “Yeah,” Jade growled. “Half of them are happy the Noblest got it in the neck. And the other half are smart enough to know that we’re about to get it in the neck.”

    He stood and started to pace the war room. “It’s been five days since Castle Harkness was destroyed. Not taken by storm, not starved into surrender... destroyed. The king’s cannons tore the castle apart. Nowhere is safe now.”

    “There has to be a defense,” Emily said. “Even without magic, there has to be a way to limit the impact.”

    She forced herself to think. Cannons had changed the face of warfare, but they hadn’t changed it that much. There had been sieges during the English Civil War, if she recalled correctly, and forts had played a major role in American warfare for years. But Fort Sumter had been on an island... she thought. There had to have been a reason the Confederates couldn’t simply storm the fort.

    It doesn’t matter, she told herself. Right now, the king has proven that he can bring a nobleman to heel any time he likes.

    “Yes,” Jade said. “There has to be a defense. But what?”

    “Magic,” Cat said. “We can reinforce the walls.”

    “It wouldn’t last,” Jade said. “Not without a vast source of power. And the closest nexus point is miles away.”

    Cat met Emily’s eyes. “What about the batteries?”

    Emily hesitated. “I’m charging two now,” she said. “It’s a slow process, because I don’t want to leave myself defenseless, but” – she shook her head – “there won’t be enough power to ward the castle permanently, even if we could solve the other problems. The batteries are still single-shot devices.”

    She considered the problem for a long moment. The batteries might be able to funnel power into a network of spells, much like the proto-mimic she’d been devising, but there would be limits. Too little power and the network would collapse, too much power and the network would be torn asunder. She didn’t think there was any way to gauge it properly. The only alternative was to use magicians as a power source, as Mountaintop had done before she’d brought the entire system crashing down, and she doubted they’d get any volunteers. The process was almost always fatal.

    “I don’t know,” she said, finally. “We may not be able to keep the king from storming the city.”

    “Then we meet him outside the city.” Jade tapped a position on the map. “He’ll have to ford the river here, unless he wants to go quite some distance out of his way. We can meet him there and stop him.”

    Cat frowned. “Match our army against his?”

    “Our army, our magicians, our people,” Jade said. “And we do have better weapons.”

    “We hope,” Emily said. Randor had been running his own R&D programs, once he’d realized what cannons and flintlocks could do. She doubted his craftsmen were any better than the craftsmen in Cockatrice or Beneficence, but they might have stumbled across something useful. Randor would certainly have promised the sun and the moon to anyone who came up with a new weapon. “We would be gambling.”

    “The alternative is to retreat back to Swanhaven,” Jade said. “And that would give him all the time he needs to raise the forces to crush us utterly.”

    “True,” Cat agreed. “I...”

    There was a sharp knock on the door. Jade looked up. “Come!”

    Emily turned to see a nervous-looking messenger step into the room. “My Lords, My Lady, the Princess Regnant...”

    “... Demands our urgent presence,” Jade finished. “Correct?”

    The messenger seemed to freeze, just for a second. “Yes, My Lord,” he said. “She awaits you in the drawing room.”

    “Then we are on our way,” Jade said. He rolled up a parchment scroll and passed it to the messenger. “Take this to Lord Ruthven, if you please.”

    The messenger bowed. “Yes, My Lord.”

    Emily exchanged glances with Cat. “Who’s come to call now?”

    “No one was scheduled to arrive,” Jade said, before Cat could answer. “But I’d bet on a messenger from the king.”

    Cat snorted. “What makes you say that?”

    “The drawing room is for private conferences,” Jade said. “If Alassa decided to hold the interview there, it means she doesn’t want word of what was said getting out.”

    Emily nodded as they walked along the corridor and down a flight of stairs. King Randor could easily have sent a message to his daughter, although Emily had no idea what he might want to say to her. It wasn’t as if Alassa was going to disband her army and surrender on her father’s say-so. Perhaps he wanted to arrange something... she shook her head, tiredly. It was unlikely that one side could offer concessions the other side could – let alone would – accept. And then she entered the room and sucked in her breath. Jade had been wrong. It wasn’t a messenger from the king.

    “You,” Jade said, flatly.

    Emily stared. Simon Harkness was kneeling in the middle of the room, his head bowed. His tunic was stained with blood, his face was tired and beaten... Emily sensed powerful spells hovering around him, just waiting for Simon to do something stupid. Alassa’s face was unreadable, but Emily could tell she was angry. Simon Harkness was a reminder that the aristocracy simply couldn’t be trusted.

    Alassa motioned for Jade to take his place beside the throne, then leaned forward. Emily could sense her casting a truth spell – and another to make the victim a little more talkative – without moving a muscle. “Tell us why you came here.”

    “My father’s castle was destroyed,” Simon said. His voice was broken. He didn’t seem to notice the spells. “I...”

    “Your adopted mother’s castle.” Alassa’s voice was icy cold. She had every reason to detest someone who was a walking, talking precedent in favor of putting female heirs aside. “Be precise.”

    Emily frowned. She’d expected anger, but Simon was too broken to be angry. He looked... desperate. How had he escaped? King Randor wanted him dead. It had been Simon, after all, who’d broken Duke Traduceus out of his comfortable imprisonment, allowing the Noblest to declare him the true king. Simon might not be right at the top of the list of people the king wanted dead, but Emily would be surprised if he wasn’t in the top ten. Besides, a number of the king’s other enemies were already dead.

    Simon took a breath. “They thrashed us. We retreated back into the castle, skirmishing with their advance elements while preserving what we could. We thought... we thought we could hold the castle indefinitely, while our allies gathered their forces to lift the siege. Instead, the king’s heavy guns systematically blasted the castle into rubble. We couldn’t even fire back!”

    No, Emily thought. You had no idea what you were facing.

    She shook her head. No wonder the remainder of the Noblest had surrendered. Baroness Harkness had done everything right, according to long-standing military doctrine, and still lost. But she hadn’t understood just how destructive cannons could be when aimed at a target big enough to be difficult to miss. She’d thought her castle could withstand a siege for weeks, if not months. She’d been spectacularly wrong.

    “So, you lost,” Alassa said. “How did you escape?”

    “My mother had a plan for escaping the castle,” Simon said. “She ordered me to go first, so I could make contact with our outside forces and bring them back to cover her escape. But the castle fell – it had to surrender – before I could get back to her. And then the king executed her.”

    “And everyone else,” Alassa said, slowly. Her gaze sharpened. “Why did you come here?”

    Simon looked down. “I had nowhere else to go.”

    “That isn’t true,” Alassa said. “You and your little band of brothers could have gone anywhere.”

    “No, Your Highness.” Simon looked up, his eyes begging her to understand. “If we’d gone to any of our allies, our former allies, we would have been captured and used as bargaining chips. The king might have spared them punishment if they’d handed us over.”

    “Might,” Alassa said.

    “If we’d crossed the border, the same thing would have happened,” Simon said. “We’d have had to change our names and become mercenaries, or something. That would have been a bit like giving up. And... I want revenge. I want my mother’s killer to burn. That’s why I came here, Your Highness. I want to continue the war.”

    Alassa studied him for a long moment. “What happened to my uncle?”

    Simon paled. “The Duke? He was taken to Gaillard, before Castle Harkness was surrounded. I dare say he’s on his way to his elder brother now.”

    “You took him from his comfortable retirement,” Alassa said, coolly. “And you handed him over to his enemies.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Simon said.

    Alassa cocked her head. “Tell me,” she said. “Is there any reason I should forgive you for kidnapping my uncle?”

    Emily blinked in surprise. She’d never had the feeling that Alassa and her uncle were particularly close... and his wife had been the mastermind of a coup that had come very close to succeeding. But they were blood relatives, after all. If Duke Traduceus ever had children, they’d be somewhere in the line of succession. Alassa had to care...

    Or maybe she’s just making him sweat, Emily thought.

    “I could tell you that I was following orders,” Simon Harkness said, flatly. “Or I could tell you that we were trying to put him on the throne, as a member of the royal family. Or I could tell you that...”

    He sighed. “You rebelled against your father, Your Highness. You cannot blame us for doing the same.”

    Alassa looked displeased, but she said nothing. Emily felt a flicker of pity. A child was not supposed to rebel against his or her parents, even though it happened all the time. Alassa’s reign would be forever marred by the simple fact that she had rebelled against her father, something that made her look like an ungrateful – and unnatural – brat. But then, no one would dare to say it too loudly. She wouldn’t be the first monarch who took the throne after a parent’s untimely death.

    “I wonder how different my father would have been,” Alassa mused, “if his aristocracy hadn’t been the most treacherous bunch of bastards on this side of the Craggy Mountains.”

    Her voice hardened. “You want to serve under me, right? Are you prepared to swear total loyalty to me? To follow all orders, no matter how pointless or humiliating or suicidal they may seem?”

    “Yes, Your Highness.”

    Alassa looked displeased. “You will not be on my council. You will not be treated as an aristocrat. You will have to work long and hard to earn my trust. If I get one hint that you are less than totally committed to my cause, you will be executed. The same goes for your friends. If they find my terms unacceptable, they can go peddle their services elsewhere. Do you understand me?”

    “Yes, Your Highness.”

    “We shall see,” Alassa said. She looked at Jade. “Jade, take... Simon down to the intelligence staff and get everything out of him. I want to know every last detail about my father’s forces, what he’s seen of them... everything. Do the same for his people. I want them interrogated thoroughly. After that... put them where you see fit, with the proviso that they are not to be in command. If you want them digging latrines, they can dig latrines.”

    Emily was torn between amusement and a certain kind of pity. On one hand, it was absurd for Simon Harkness to ride into the city and be instantly granted a place on Alassa’s council of war. She wondered, absently, if he’d expected it. Alassa had spent weeks fending off noblemen who believed their rank gave them the right to wield authority. Hell, Randor had problems with noblemen who weren’t competent enough to be useful, but too high-ranking to be dismissed. But, on the other hand, Simon Harkness was a broken man. There was no need to rub salt in the wound.

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Jade said, evenly.

    “Your father is already heading this way,” Simon said. “The lead elements of his army started to move bare hours after they murdered my mother.”

    Alassa lifted a single elegant eyebrow. “And your father?”

    “They killed him too,” Simon said.

    “How strange that you have more loyalty to an adopted mother than a true father,” Alassa mused. “Someday, you must explain it to me.”

    She shook her head. “But not today. Jade, take him away.”

    Emily watched Jade go, taking Simon with him, then looked at Alassa. “Is that wise?”

    Alassa shrugged. “He has nothing to offer us beyond a sword and a handful of followers. I don’t see any reason to treat him gently. If he wants to fight, well and good; if he expects me to roll out the red carpet for him” – her eyes narrowed – “he’s going to be disappointed. I have no reason to trust him, even if he doesn’t have anywhere else to go.”

    “We should keep an eye on him,” Cat warned. “He could have mounted an attack on the king himself, if he wanted to throw away his life in a desperate bid for revenge. Him coming here may be a good sign or a very bad sign.”

    “We will keep an eye on him,” Alassa said, flatly. “And we won’t trust him until he’s earned that trust.”

    She stood, smoothing down her dress. “If father is already on the way, he’ll be here soon.”

    “Yes,” Emily said.

    “Gambling everything on a battle,” Alassa mused. “We’ll be gambling with everything at stake.”

    “You could always go into exile,” Emily pointed out. “Or simply slip into the magical community and vanish.”

    “That would mean giving up,” Alassa said, with quiet determination. “That throne is my birthright. I do not intend to abandon it. And even if I managed to get away, what about my supporters? I can’t simply abandon them to my father. They’ll be slaughtered.”

    Emily nodded. “So we’d better not lose.”

    “My father will have magicians with him,” Alassa said, her voice grim. “Do everything in your power to stop them. Otherwise... we should have the advantage.”

    “Let us hope so,” Cat said. “The king isn’t short on experience himself, Your Highness, and his subordinates have plenty of their own. Their weapons may be inferior to ours, but they have an awful lot of them.”

    “And the difference isn’t that great,” Emily pointed out. Randor had concentrated on mass-producing flintlocks, muskets and cannons, rather than constantly looking for ways to improve the designs. “Superiority strikes again.”

    “They have to destroy our army if they want to win,” Cat said, giving her a sidelong glance. He hadn’t understood her reference. “And they know it.”

    Emily nodded. Previous wars had been concentrated around towns, cities and castles, around places that had to be captured and held to defeat the enemy. Now, with more professional armies taking the field, it was the armies themselves that had to be destroyed before the war could be won. Randor couldn’t push into Swanhaven from Winter Flower as long as Alassa had an intact army at his back. She could either attack him from the rear or head to Alexis and take the capital for herself. No, Randor needed to destroy Alassa’s army. That would be his objective.

    Jade stepped back into the room. “Our new friend is currently explaining himself to the intelligence staff,” he said, as he closed the door. “Hopefully, they’ll get something useful out of him.”

    “He won’t know that much,” Emily pointed out.

    “He’s a trained observer,” Jade said. “But yeah, I’m not hoping for a complete order of battle from him. Not for the king’s forces, anyway.”

    He shrugged. “We’re going to have to start deploying our army later today. We don’t want to be caught out of position when they ford the river.”

    “Assuming they don’t try to be clever and cross the river somewhere else,” Cat pointed out.

    “That will give us time to reposition our forces,” Jade countered. “We’ll see them coming.”

    “Let us hope so,” Alassa said. “Everything hinges on one battle. If we lose here, we lose everything.”

    Emily tried to look reassuring. “And if we win, we win everything. Right?”

    “Perhaps,” Alassa said. Her face fell. “My father won’t give up, though. As long as he is alive, the war will go on.”

     



    Interlude Three

    THE VILLAGE WAS A BURNED-OUT ruin.

    Sir Roger shook his head slowly, wondering just who had destroyed this village. The Royal Army? The mercenaries? Simon Harkness and whatever troops remained under his command, if indeed he was still alive? Or perhaps it had been destroyed by the inhabitants, determined to keep what little they’d saved out of the king’s hands. The peasants had been increasingly hostile over the last few weeks. A handful of troopers had simply vanished when they went into the woods to relieve themselves; a dozen mercenaries had been caught, castrated and hung from branches by peasant fighters who’d retreated into the greenwood when challenged. And a would-be rapist had wound up bleeding to death when his victim had produced a knife and stabbed him in the gut. Somehow, Sir Roger hadn’t been able to feel too sorry for him.

    But the peasants were slowing the army down.

    He spurred his horse into a gallop, then looked back at the marching columns of infantry. The Royal Army was exhausted, even though their victories gave them confidence and drove them onwards. His troops needed rest, but he knew they weren’t going to get it. King Randor was desperate to reach Winter Flower and stop his daughter before her troops started to press towards Alexis. Randor had no illusions. Alassa’s proclamation of the Great Charter would win her many friends and allies amongst peasants, merchants and townspeople who had no cause to love their king.

    His eyes sought out a gilded carriage protected by Royal Guardsmen. King Randor hadn’t shown his face since the army had departed Harkness, trusting his officers to handle the task of marching thousands of men to the next battlefield. Sir Roger wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. The king had sent hundreds of messages in all directions, and held a couple of conferences with his pet sorcerers, but otherwise... nothing. Sir Roger knew he should be pleased at being allowed to run things without interference, yet his instincts told him that something was badly wrong. The king should not be allowed to brood indefinitely when there was work to be done. 

    Let him brood, he thought. He has lost so much.

    He felt a stab of sympathy for his monarch, something he knew he would never be able to say. The king’s wife had withdrawn from society, the king’s brother was an amiable fool who was still unaccounted for, the king’s daughter was a rebel leading troops against her own father... even if the king won the civil war, what then? Should he look for an heir amongst the surviving nobility? Or seek out someone who might be able to hold the kingdom together? Or... or what? The king could win the war and still lose everything he’d fought to win.

    A scout rode towards him and bowed his head. “Sir, we have located no traces of the enemy troops along the border.”

    “Good,” Sir Roger said, although he knew better than to take that for granted. Alassa’s troops wouldn’t know Winter Flower any better than the Royal Army, but she wouldn’t have any trouble recruiting local guides. “Inform the pickets they are to secure the bridges, if possible.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    The scout cantered off, leaving Sir Roger to his thoughts. Princess Alassa... would she know they were coming? Sir Roger had driven his men hard, pushing them to break records as they marched across half the country. It was quite possible they would arrive before any warning of their advance reached the princess. But it was also possible that the princess already knew. She could have handed out hundreds of chat parchments to peasant spies and told them to report when the army came into view. And that meant her forces would already be taking up position.

    And it will be a more even fight, this time, he reflected. The foundries of Cockatrice would be arming the princess, of course. Swanhaven was nowhere near as developed, but it could still churn out cannons, muskets and gunpowder. And the princess controlled access to Beneficence. The free city would almost certainly side with her. We could lose.

    He banished the thought as Routier, damn the man, rode up beside him. “Are we still slashing and burning through Winter Flower?”

    “The king has not ordered us to slash-and-burn,” Sir Roger said. It was true. “So keep your rats under tight control.”

    “My men are fighters,” Routier said. “And better fighters than yours.”

    Sir Roger shrugged. It was too hot for a proper argument. “If you say so.”

    Routier smirked. “They say the princess is beautiful,” he said. “Is that true?”

    “Yes,” Sir Roger said.

    “Perhaps I will ask the king if I can marry her.” Routier leered. “He’ll need someone to keep her under control, once she’s in his clutches again.”

    Sir Roger opened his mouth to point out that the princess was a trained sorceress – and also trained in both armed and unarmed combat – then closed it again. King Randor would never let a man like Routier marry his daughter, no matter how badly she’d betrayed him. And yet, if Routier got ideas... Sir Roger kept his face under tight control. A man as ruthless and violent as Routier might just plan to rape the princess, then use it as leverage to force her into marriage. But somehow Sir Roger doubted Routier would survive the attempt...

    “I dare say he will,” Sir Roger said, trying to hide his disgust. “But, right now, we have work to do.”


    Chapter Thirty-One

    “THE VULTURES ARE ALREADY CIRCLING,” CAT muttered, as they lay on the ground and peered east. “They know there’s death in the air.”

    Emily said nothing. It was a hot morning, hot enough to make her uncomfortably sweaty under her protective leathers. It was the sort of day that made her want to swim or use spells to cool the air, but instead... she watched, grimly, as the enemy army came into view. The scouts hadn’t exaggerated much, she thought. King Randor had put together the largest army the kingdom had ever seen. The lead cavalrymen were already splashing across the river, watching for trouble. Behind them, the infantry looked grimly determined to keep going. They carried muskets as well as swords and spears.

    “They’re coming right at us,” she said, finally. The air was thick and unpleasantly humid. “Do they know we’re waiting?”

    “I’d be astonished if they didn’t,” Cat said. “We cast all the spells to keep their sorcerers from spying on us, but doing that ensured they knew there was something we wanted to hide.”

    Emily nodded as the enemy army continued to advance. The river posed no obstacle, not in the hot weather. It looked impressive, but it was too shallow to do more than slow down the army. The infantrymen would be safe as long as they were careful. Jade’s men had planted traps in the water, hoping to snare a handful of unwary soldiers, but it was starting to look as though it had been a complete failure. It certainly wasn’t slowing the enemy down.

    She studied them carefully, using a spell to enhance her eyesight. The enemy army looked coldly professional, although it was clear that the lead elements consisted of baronial regiments as well as the king’s cavalry. The former didn’t look entirely happy to be there, while the latter was prancing around, eager to come to grips with the enemy. Her eyes narrowed as she took in the banners: Gaunt, Gaillard, Silversmith and Thornwood. The king’s former enemies had sent their troops to serve under his command, hoping for mercy in return. Emily wondered, sourly, if the troops within eyesight were the only troops the barons had left. Their defeat would have caused their armies to disintegrate, men either offering their services to the king or simply throwing down their weapons and going home. The Noblest probably hadn’t done anything to gain loyalty.

    And even if they were loyal, they couldn’t have stopped the king, she thought. His forces were simply too powerful.

    A group of horsemen crossed the river, splashing through the water and cantering onto the far side. They didn’t were any obvious livery, which suggested they were the king’s commanders. Emily had to admire their nerve as they started to bark orders, forming the men up into assault ranks. They were close enough to Alassa’s lines for a lucky crossbow shot to take them right out of commission. Behind them, archers and cannoneers started to cross the river, bringing their weapons with them. Randor’s men were careful to keep the cannons and gunpowder out of the water.

    A shame we can’t convince the weather to rain, Emily thought wryly, but it would hurt us more than them.

    She leaned forward, reaching out with her senses. The men on the near side of the river were easy to sense, although they were protected by simple wards; the men on the far side of the river were hidden in a haze of magic. Her blood ran cold as she remembered the magical haze she’d seen at Farrakhan, although it was clearly a far subtler piece of spellwork than the haze the necromancer had generated. King Randor’s sorcerers were determined to ensure that no one spied on the king’s forces. She had to admit their technique was effective, even though it would hamper their magic as well as hers. Randor probably believed it didn’t matter.

    “They’re going to launch an attack immediately,” Cat said, sounding disbelieving. The reports had all stated that Randor had pushed his men hard. They needed a rest before launching an offensive across the river. “Are they mad?”

    “They probably don’t want to give us more time to dig in,” Emily told him. Alassa’s forces had been digging trenches, positioning weapons and turning Winter Flower into a fortress for the last few days. Randor presumably had spies in the city. He had to know the defenses were growing stronger, day by day. “And I think he considers the baronial forces expendable.”

    “Probably,” Cat growled.

    Emily felt for the batteries at her belt as the enemy troops formed up, trumpets blaring. She’d risked exhausting herself to make sure they were fully charged, even though she wasn’t sure how useful they’d be. She would only be able to use each battery once. The valves rested in her bag, ready to be fixed to the battery. She’d only have a few seconds to select the spell once the batteries were ready to be used, before magic started to spill out of the device. She wasn’t sure what would happen then, but she suspected it wouldn’t be good.

    “They can’t flank us, not in great numbers,” Cat muttered. “Our flankers will deal with any probing attacks. No, they have to come straight at us.”

    “They’ll try both,” Emily said. Randor was no fool. He’d want to push his lines up and down the riverside, even if the terrain was poor. “And, given time, they can get a flanking force into position to turn our lines.”

    A trumpet blared. Emily looked at the enemy lines just in time to see the cavalry begin their charge. She sucked in her breath as the sound of hoof beats echoed over the valley, the horses picking up speed as they charged the lines. She’d never shared the awe many of her fellows felt for the cavalry, she’d never seen them as akin to rock stars or celebrities, but she had to admit the sight was magnificent. A cavalry charge into a line of archers might just work if the sight of hundreds of horsemen bearing down on them was enough to make the archers panic and run. It took great nerve and determination to stand one’s ground.

    But our soldiers don’t have anywhere to run, Emily thought. And they have muskets and flintlocks as well as arrows.

    “Here we go,” Cat said. “They’re using the horsemen to keep us busy.”

    He jabbed a finger towards the riverside. Randor’s gunners were deploying their cannons, while hundreds of archers were taking up position beside them. Emily shivered as she realized what Randor was doing. He was deliberately sending the forces he couldn’t trust into the maelstrom, giving them the chance to conquer or die. And, if they did die, he would still come out ahead. The Noblest would never have a chance to reform their armies.

    And how many of their sons, she asked themselves, are going to die in the next few moments?

    The musketmen opened fire. Emily watched in horror, unable to tear herself away, as the cavalry charge simply came apart. Dozens of horses fell, throwing their riders as they crashed to the ground; others crashed into their fellows, knocking them over like dominos. The remainder kept charging, unwilling or unable to stop, only to run into the second volley. Emily felt sick as they were shot down, the entire charge coming to a halt. Only a handful of men survived long enough to turn and flee. One was shot in the back and thrown from his horse as he fled.

    “Gods,” Cat breathed. 

    It is magnificent, Emily quoted mentally, but it is not war.

    The enemy cannoneers opened fire, hurling red-hot cannonballs towards the trenches. Emily wasn’t sure if they knew what they were aiming at or not, but they would force the defenders to keep their heads down. Their infantry slowly started to advance, keeping as low as possible. They’d probably get closer to the trenches than the dead cavalrymen, but they wouldn’t get close enough. Randor was sending his men to die. But then, he seemingly wanted his untrustworthy men to die. Was he steadily losing his mind?

    She forced herself to watch as the fighting grew more and more intense. Randor’s sappers were starting to dig trenches of their own, slowly extending the network to provide cover for the infantrymen as they continued their advance. Behind them, the cannoneers kept firing while the archers rained arrows across the battlefields and into the trenches. There were so many of them that they were certain to hit something.

    “He’s bringing across more infantrymen,” Cat said. A second regiment was crossing the river, followed by a third. “I think these are his professional musketmen.”

    Emily studied the advancing men, then nodded in agreement. They looked like the men Sir Roger had commanded, back at Farrakhan. Randor had ordered the musket regiments expanded as quickly as possible, once the musket had proved itself in combat. Emily wondered if Randor understood what he’d unleashed. Five years ago, a peasant would need years of training before he could pick up a sword and stand up to a knight; now, a peasant could simply pick up a gun. The Noblest had dreamed of returning to the days when the peasants knew their place, and could be put down if necessary, but those days would never return. Randor knew the world would change beyond repair. There was no hope of putting the genie back in the bottle.

    But he doesn’t care, as long as he’s in charge, Emily thought. And if he can crush all his opposition, he wins.

    The fighting grew more intense as Randor sent more and more men into battle. Small skirmishes broke out on both sides of the battlefield as flanking elements ran into blocking elements and found themselves unable to either push forward or retreat. The trench network kept expanding, allowing more and more infantrymen to get closer to the other set of trenches before exposing themselves. Emily wondered, as yet another attack shattered under the weight of the defending firepower, just how long the men would keep advancing into the flames. Didn’t they know they were being slaughtered for the greater good?

    But Randor is good at winning loyalty, Emily thought. Alassa’s father had always been good at convincing people to work for him, although the magic rarely lasted. And what would happen to a soldier who refuses to advance?

    She opened her mind and tried to peer into the haze. Once again, she sensed nothing, save for hints of great power lurking below the magic. She couldn’t tell if it was an illusion or not, but it worried her. Randor shouldn’t have been able to lure any first-rank sorcerers to his side, yet... she might be wrong. A single sorcerer might be enough to turn the balance of power upside down... she shook her head as she probed harder. The power felt oddly diffuse, as if it were scattered over the enemy camp. Maybe several magicians were working so closely together that their power had blurred together.

    The air grew warmer as the battle raged on. Emily could smell smoke from the cannons and muskets wrapping the battlefield in an unpleasant haze. It was actually making it harder for the musketmen to see their targets as the wind was blowing the smoke east, towards the king’s armies. She tried to estimate how many men had been killed as Randor’s forces launched yet another attack on the trenches, but found it impossible. Too many men had walked into the teeth of Alassa’s firepower and died. She shifted uncomfortably, wishing there was something she could do. But she’d been warned to keep herself – and her magic – in reserve.

    “They’re going to overrun that hill,” Cat said. He reached for a chat parchment and scribbled a quick note. “We don’t want them trying to turn our lines.”

    Emily barely heard him. She could sense flickers of power coming from the enemy camp on the other side of the river. Whatever they were doing, it was bad. She reached out with her senses once again, but it was impossible to get a clear picture. Her stomach churned as she realized just how much power was being gathered. Randor’s magicians were about to perform a ritual.

    “Warn Alassa,” she said, reaching for one of the batteries. “They’re about to do something dangerous.”

    Cat shot her a droll look. “And they’re not doing something dangerous already?”

    Emily ignored him as she grabbed one of the valves and attached it to the battery. A ritual would, for a few brief seconds, allow the united magicians to shape and cast an extremely powerful spell. She had no idea what they’d do, but she’d read enough stories of magic on the battlefield to know that it might shatter the defenses or cause the trenches to collapse, burying their occupants under a pile of earth. The power was still building up, reaching out towards them... she lifted the battery, scanning the battlefield for the spotter. Someone would be targeting the spell. But none of the men in eyeshot seemed to be a magician.

    Which means nothing, Emily reminded herself. As long as he doesn’t cast spells, there’s no way to separate him from the rest of the crowd.

    The magic spiked. A second later, the ground started to shake violently. Emily heard a crashing sound behind her as trees tumbled to the ground. She raised the battery, primed the valve with a cancellation spell and released the magic. The spell flared into existence, so brightly that her head started to pound; it grew stronger and stronger, spreading out to crash into the ritual spell. There was a long moment of confrontation, when the two spells battled for supremacy, then the earthquake simply stopped. Emily stumbled and fell a moment later. Her protective spells were gone.

    “I’m naked,” Cat protested. “You’re naked!”

    Emily glanced down at her leathers instinctively, then nodded in understanding. There had been no time to fine-tune the spell, assuming that it had even been possible. Every piece of magic within range had been cancelled, from her wards to the handful of protective charms cast over the enemy soldiers. Her head felt stiff, as if she’d caught a cold; it took her several minutes to concentrate her mind and start rebuilding her protections. Cat wasn’t entirely wrong. Without their wards, they were at the mercy of the first magician who happened along.

    She turned to peer towards the trenches. The earthquake had done considerable damage to the front lines, forcing Jade to order a retreat to the second row of trenches. Emily could see a handful of men half-buried in the earth, either dead or badly injured. She hoped – prayed – that she’d acted quickly enough to save the rest. Alassa didn’t have enough men to throw them away as casually as her father.

    “Shit,” Cat said, as trumpets blared. “Here they come.”

    Emily sucked in her breath as the enemy cavalry made a second charge. This time, they were the king’s men, flying his banner proudly as they rushed towards the trenches. This time, she thought numbly, they might succeed. She’d never understood why Jade and Cat – and nearly every officer she’d met – had insisted that the cavalry still had a place on the modern battlefield, but she understood now. Alassa’s forces had taken a beating. The cavalry intended to put the boot in before they could recover.

    She felt her heart sink as the sergeants bellowed orders, forcing the fleeing soldiers to turn and prepare to repel the cavalrymen. The line looked pitifully weak, a handful of men standing in front of a cavalry charge. They raised their weapons on command, took aim and opened fire. The cavalry flinched – a dozen men fell – but kept coming. A moment later, they were amongst the musketmen, cutting them down as they passed...

    ... And then they started to tumble.

    “Jade primed the space between the trenches,” Cat said, with heavy satisfaction. “And now they’re having real problems.”

    Emily shuddered. Jade’s men had scattered caltrops, twisted pieces of wire and potholes between the trenches, then done everything in their power to hide them. The cavalry hadn’t even realized they were there until it was too late. Now, their charge was coming apart... and Alassa’s gunners were opening fire. And then, a moment later, it was over.

    No, Emily corrected herself. It isn’t over.

    Randor’s infantrymen were advancing again, securing the first set of trenches and killing any defenders who were still alive. Behind them, the gunners were unlimbering their guns and dragging them forward, hoping to set them up by the captured trenches. Emily felt sick as still more men splashed through the river, readying themselves to push onwards. Randor seemed to have an unlimited supply of men...

    She heard someone crawling up the hill and cursed under her breath. She’d hoped they’d remain undisturbed until the time came to go into action, but the enemy magicians wouldn’t have any trouble sensing her when she’d unleashed the spell. She wondered, as she readied her magic, if they thought she’d led her people in a ritual... or if she’d made the spell work all by herself. They’d certainly notice something odd about the spell, if they’d had the chance to analyse it before the analysis spells were cancelled. Its magic had definitely come from a single magician.

    And that will tell them things they don’t want to know, Emily thought. If they think I cast the spell on my own, without help, what does that say about my power?

    Cat slipped up beside her, holding a sword in one hand. Emily glanced at him, then readied a handful of spells. There was nowhere to go. They had to fight.

    And then the enemy magicians stepped into view.


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    EMILY TENSED AS THE ENEMY MAGICIANS spread out, clearly preparing to cast a net. They didn’t seem tired, as she would have expected after a ritual; they either had more magic than they cared to admit or, more likely, Randor had more magicians than she’d thought. Instead, they looked a little surprised. It took her a moment to realize that they’d expected to find more than two magicians when they’d crept up the hill. They’d assumed that several magicians had cast the cancellation spell.

    But I had to leave the rest of the magicians in the trenches, Emily thought. They couldn’t help us up here.

    “You’re working for a madman,” Cat said, as his magic rose up around him. “Join us, instead. Or simply walk away.”

    “We swore an oath to the king,” the lead magician said, curtly. He was a dark-skinned man with mixed features that suggested he’d been born in Beneficence or one of the other coastal cities. His eyes lingered on Emily for a long moment. “Surrender to us now and we won’t have to use force.”

    Cat hesitated for a second, pretending to think, and then lunged at the leader and beheaded him with his sword. The other magicians gasped in horror, then started to cast a series of spells. Emily deflected the ones aimed at her with casual ease, ducking and dodging as Cat added his magic to the mix. The enemy magicians had lost their leader. Hopefully, that meant they couldn’t work together closely enough to cast the net.

    She and Cat stood back to back, their magic blurring together as they held off the four magicians. The magicians weren’t as strong as she’d feared, but they knew how to use what they had. Emily felt a whole series of nasty spells trying to sneak through her wards, the wards she’d barely managed to put back together again after casting the cancellation spell. She had to force herself to keep moving as some of the spells reached through her wards, trying to suppress her will and take control. They were trying to capture them, she realized, as she forced the spell out of her head. Randor presumably wanted her alive for a show trial and execution.

    Not again, she thought. Never again.

    She cast a light-spell, the strongest she could, and beamed the light directly into her target’s eyes. He stumbled, blinded; she doubted it would last, but it hardly mattered. Summoning her magic, she crashed into him and pushed. His wards wilted under her assault, leaving him helpless. She slammed a stunner into his chest, then turned him to stone. He fell backwards, just as a fireball shot over her head. Emily turned and grinned savagely at the magician who’d cast it. His face paled, but he stood his ground. Emily gathered her magic, then hit him with a force punch. His body flew back, tumbling down the hill. She hoped he was unconscious before he hit the ground. He’d be lucky if he didn’t break his neck.

    A body flew over her head. She glanced at it, then turned to Cat. He was struggling with the last magician in the group, his arms wrapped around the man’s throat. They were trying to strangle each other! Magic flickered and flared around them as they searched for weaknesses, trying to break through the wards before it was too late. Emily reached for her magic, but she couldn’t see how to intervene. She simply couldn’t blast the magician without running the risk of blasting Cat too. 

    Keeping a wary eye on the struggle, she knelt down beside the magician Cat had beheaded and searched his robes. He hadn’t carried much, save for a wand, a ration bar and a piece of chat parchment. Emily tested it carefully, hoping to establish a link to the companion piece, but the magic was already fading. Whoever had cast the spell had tied it to the owner’s life force. Whoever held the companion piece would know that the magician was dead.

    Cat shoved his opponent away from him with a grunt, then blasted him in the face with a fireball. The magician kept standing, somehow, until Cat hit him with his bare fist. Emily watched as the magician stumbled, then fell. Cat stunned him, just to be sure, then searched him roughly. He turned up a wand and a green crystal. The latter was still glowing with magic.

    “A protective charm,” Cat growled. “But not a particularly decent one.”

    Emily took the crystal and tested it, carefully. It wasn’t a neat piece of work, certainly when compared to some of the magical devices she’d seen at Whitehall. But it had done its job, she supposed. Cat hadn’t been able to simply blast the magician into little pieces. The crystal had presumably made it difficult, if not impossible. She checked it for unpleasant surprises, then dropped it into her pocket. It might come in handy for something.

    “I’m surprised he didn’t send stronger magicians,” Emily said, as she knelt down and reached out with her senses. The haze covering the enemy camp was as strong as ever. There wasn’t any hint the king’s magicians were about to perform another ritual, but... there was something off about it. She probed it gingerly, hoping for answers. They didn’t come. The faint sense of wrongness merely grew stronger. “Did he really think we drained ourselves?”

    “He doesn’t know about the batteries,” Cat reminded her. “So yes, he might have thought we drained ourselves dry. Or his magicians might have set out to capture us on their own bat. This fellow” – he pointed a finger at the stunned magician – “will probably be able to give us some answers.”

    Emily nodded, then turned her attention back to the battlefield. The fighting had, unbelievably, managed to get worse. Randor’s cannons were firing constantly, hurling cannonballs into the trenches, while his archers were advancing forward to cover the infantrymen as they advanced. Alassa’s troops were holding the line, but it was clear that they were taking a beating. The only real question was who would break first.

    But we can withdraw to Winter Flower, Emily thought. And force the king to take it by storm.

    “This place isn’t going to be safe for long,” Cat said. “We need to move.”

    Emily nodded. Randor was feeding more troops across the river. She knew he didn’t have an unlimited supply of men, particularly now that he’d expended the baronial troops, but it felt as if he could keep the pressure on forever. Emily shuddered helplessly. Whoever won the battle was going to feel as though they’d lost.

    No, she corrected herself. Alassa might feel that way, but Randor certainly won’t.

    “Leave him,” Cat said, gesturing at the stunned magician. “we’ll come back for him later.”

    If there is a later, Emily thought.

    She stood and followed Cat down the back of the hill, crouching within an old dried-up ravine to keep from being seen. The sound of cannons seemed to grow quieter as they headed down, but the smell of smoke was growing stronger. Emily hoped the troops weren’t having too many problems seeing through the smoke, particularly as the enemy forces continued their advance. They’d be able to get very close without being seen if the smoke grew thicker.

    The enemy must be having the same problems, Emily told herself, firmly. But they have the wind blowing their smoke away.

    The sound of shooting grew louder as they reached the edge of the third trench network. A pair of guards saw them and lifted their muskets, then relaxed as they recognized Emily and Cat. Cat spoke briefly to them as Emily peered into the trench, feeling a flicker of dismay. It was muddy, with pools of water congealing at the bottom. She scrambled down the ladder into the trench, feeling completely out of place. Arrows hissed overhead as they picked their way through the network of trenches, rallying points and makeshift bunkers. It felt as if the trench would collapse at any moment.

    They used the earthquake to weaken the trench, she thought, as she noticed a mudslide that had destroyed a section. And they came very close to winning in a single blow.

    Jade had set up his command post midway between the second and third trenches. Emily didn’t even realize it was there until Cat opened a hidden flap and motioned for her to enter the compartment. It was dark inside, the only light coming from a flickering globe that hovered over the main table. The sound of gunfire cut off abruptly when the flap closed. Jade had clearly cast a whole series of silencing spells.

    “You did well,” Jade said, once he’d given a messenger a set of orders and pointed him at the door. “That earthquake could have killed us all.”

    “We also killed or captured five magicians,” Cat said, bluntly. “You’d better send someone to go pick them up.”

    “Will do, if we win,” Jade said. “Right now, the second trench is in danger of being overrun.”

    Emily sucked in her breath. There were only three lines of trenches, with the third being the weakest of the three. Jade had intended to strengthen it, perhaps add another set of trenches around the city walls themselves, but he simply hadn’t had the time. If Randor overran the second set of trenches, the third would fall quickly. And then he’d be able to bring in the bulk of his army and lay siege to Winter Flower.

    No, he won’t have to lay siege to the city, Emily thought. He can use cannons and gunpowder to blast down the walls and storm the city.

    The ground shook, violently. Pieces of debris started to fall from the ceiling. Jade took one look up, then started to snap orders for the room to be evacuated. Emily took the maps he shoved into her arms and hurried for the door, the staff following in their footsteps. Outside, the air was thick with smoke. A massive fireball was rising slowly into the air, taking on the shape and form of a mushroom. For a horrified moment, she thought Randor had somehow discovered the nuke-spell. He’d certainly had hints that she had something very destructive up her sleeves...

    No, she told herself, as the smoke began to clear. He’d have blown us all to hell if he knew how to cast the nuke-spell.

    “They must have been digging a mine,” Jade said, as troops began to stream back from the remains of the second trench. The network had been shattered beyond repair. “And then they blew a hole in our lines.”

    The smoke cleared, allowing them to see a line of enemy cavalry and infantrymen charging towards them. Randor knew, Emily realized numbly. He knew that the second trench was the most important, that it had to be held at all costs. His cannoneers were already firing, slamming cannonball after cannonball into the third set of trenches. The sergeants were barking orders – Emily saw Sergeant Rotherham in the throng – but panic was starting to set in. Even Jade couldn’t rally the troops quickly.

    Shit, she thought.

    Randor’s commanders knew they’d made a breakthrough. She could see thousands of men running towards the hole, not even bothering to seek cover as they ran. They were desperate to overrun the trench before resistance could be organized, desperate to get into position to take the third and last set of trenches. Cold resolution flowed through her as she pulled the second battery from her pocket. She was damned if she was letting them get so close to victory.

    “Cover me,” she ordered Cat. “I’m going to do something dangerous.”

    She stood and started to walk forward, wrapping a protective ward around herself. It wouldn’t last long, certainly not if Randor started hurling charmed weapons at her, but it should last long enough. She linked the battery to the valve, carefully emplacing a spell within the structure. If she’d had more time... she shook her head. There had been good reasons not to make more batteries, back when they’d been in Eagle’s Rest. But she missed them now.

    I didn’t know I’d need them, she thought. None of us knew.

    Raising the battery, she triggered the spell. A massive force punch burst into existence, so powerful that it felt more like a hurricane than a punch. Emily gritted her teeth as the battery began to shake in her hand, forcing her to keep a very tight grip on it as she directed the force towards the enemy soldiers. The cavalry started to tumble off their horses, only to be picked up by the wind and hurled away before they hit the ground. A handful of infantrymen had the presence of mind to duck, but the remainder were picked up and thrown towards the river; the cannoneers were blown away too, even as their cannons merely crashed to the ground.

    It’s not strong enough to reach the king’s camp, she thought, as she pushed it as far as she could. It isn’t...

    The battery ran dry. The force vanished a moment later. But it had worked. She felt a thrill of relief as she realized it had worked. The enemy force had been completely smashed. And yet... she swallowed, hard, as Jade ordered his cavalry to exploit the sudden change in fortune. How many men had she just killed? Hundreds? Thousands? How many men had she injured? How many of them would be crippled for the rest of their lives? She didn’t want to know.

    “Nice,” Cat said, surveying the battlefield. “You blew them away.”

    Emily said nothing as the reserve troops hurried past her to repossess the trench lines before the king could reorganize his troops and launch another assault. There were no more batteries, there would be no more supersized spells... unless, she supposed, she managed to teach the basics of ritual magic to the handful of magicians. But that would take weeks, if they were lucky. She doubted it could be done in time.

    “I suppose,” she said. It was hard to be sure, from their distance, but it looked as though the river was running red with blood. “Cat, I...”

    She shivered. She couldn’t grasp the enormity of what she’d done. One death was a tragedy, a million was a statistic... she understood, now, why that was true. The men she’d killed had been faceless enemies, not people. But they were people. No, they had been people. And she’d swatted them like bugs, killed them as casually as a man might step on a snail. They hadn’t stood a chance.

    Cat put an arm around her shoulders. “You did well,” he said. “And those men would have killed us if they’d had the chance.”

    Emily gave him a sharp look. “How do you know what I’m thinking?”

    “You care,” Cat said. “You care about everyone. And I don’t.”

    Emily had expected Randor to throw in another assault, but – as the sun sank in the sky and darkness fell over the land – it rapidly became clear that the king had decided it wasn’t worth the cost. He had a considerable force – still – yet even he could not afford to write off over two thousand men without wincing. Emily suspected, as she joined Alassa and the others for tea in Alassa’s tent, that Randor was considering his options. Perhaps he’d take the time to find another place to ford the river after all. 

    But he still needs to destroy our army, Emily thought. He cannot leave us in his rear.

    They were midway through the second course when a herald entered the tent. “Your Highness, we captured a man crossing the river,” he said. “He says he has an urgent message for you.”

    “Then escort him in,” Alassa ordered.

    Emily tensed as the herald left the tent, returning – two minutes later – with a man she recognized. Sir Roger looked to have aged ten years in the two months since they’d last met, when she’d been facing a traitor’s death. She wondered how the strain of living and working directly under the king was affecting him. Sir Roger was a loyalist. He was, perhaps, the most loyal man Emily had ever encountered.

    “Sir Roger,” Alassa said, as Sir Roger went down on one knee. “I must say I’m surprised to find you here.”

    “I bear a message from His Majesty the King,” Sir Roger said. He cleared his throat, nervously. “Ahem, from His Majesty King Randor, Lord of Alexis, Duke of...”

    Alassa held up a hand. “Just the message, Sir Roger,” she said. “Please.”

    “He wishes to meet with you to discuss a long-term truce,” Sir Roger said. “If you agree to meet, he is prepared to declare a truce between your forces and his until the meeting is concluded. He will also offer safe conduct to anyone who attends the meeting, regardless of what crimes they may have committed against the crown...”

    “I see,” Alassa said, when Sir Roger had finished. “And we are supposed to trust him?”

    “He offers a sworn oath,” Sir Roger said. “And a hostage exchange.”

    Alassa’s face darkened. Emily winced in sympathy. There weren’t many people Randor wouldn’t consider expendable in a pinch. Alassa herself – and her unborn child – was the only plausible hostage. Even Queen Marlena, if she was even still alive, would be considered expendable. And Alassa was on the wrong side.

    “We will consider your kind offer,” Alassa said. “But make it clear to him that we expect his forces to remain on the far side of the river. Should they cross the waters, we will assume that the deal is over and continue the war.”

    Sir Roger bowed deeply. “That will be clearly understood, Your Highness.”

    “My people will discuss the mechanics with your people,” Alassa said. “Until then... you may return to your master.”

    “You do realize that this might be a trap?” Jade said after Sir Roger had gone. His voice was very quiet. “He could be trying to get you alone.”

    “But I won’t be alone,” Alassa said. “And we have to know what he wants to say.”

    “He could be just trying to buy time,” Emily said. “What’s he going to offer you?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “That’s why we have to find out.”


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    IT WOULD BE VERY DIFFICULT, EMILY told herself, for anyone to mount an attack on the tents.

    One set of tents stood at the western edge of the field, a second stood at the eastern edge of the field and a third, more like a giant pavilion, stood at the exact centre. The handful of noblemen who’d been turned into diplomats, including a grumbling Viscount Hansel, had spent four days haggling over the details, from who would enter the pavilion first to precisely how Alassa should greet her father. They’d pointed out, as if it had been a great discovery, that there was little protocol for how a rebellious daughter should greet her father. There wasn’t even any protocol for rebellious sons. Emily had done her best to follow the debate, but she’d eventually dismissed it as silly. Alassa – and Randor – had too many problems that had to be addressed to worry about how they should be addressing each other.

    She sucked in her breath as she looked towards the eastern tents. Randor was there, if his people were to be believed; the Royal Tent was so heavily protected, with so many wards, that there was no way to be sure. Emily had tried to slip closer, under cover of darkness, but the entire cluster of tents was so heavily guarded that even she couldn’t get close. Randor was clearly taking his personal safety very seriously. And yet, she couldn’t help feeling that he’d overdone it. There were so many protective spells that she rather suspected some of them were interfering with others.

    Cat walked up and stood beside her. “It’s time to change,” he said. “Are you ready?”

    Emily shrugged as they walked back towards the tents. She wasn’t sure what Randor – or anyone – hoped to gain from the meeting. Randor had taken a bloody nose in the recent battle, but he hadn’t lost. His broadsheet singers were no doubt already turning the battle into a victory. Even if his propaganda proved unconvincing, who was going to take advantage of the defeat? The Noblest were a spent force, the remainder of their men lying dead in front of Winter Flower. They wouldn’t be revolting again for years, if at all. The only real threat to Randor might come from the Levellers, but they’d need time to rebuild their forces too.

    She stepped into the tent and winced, slightly, when she saw the dress on the bed. It was a nice dress, one of Queen Marlena’s better gifts, but it wasn’t easy to move in it. She would have preferred to wear her leathers, or a shirt and trousers, if there was even the slightest prospect of the meeting turning violent. But she had to look presentable... she shrugged off her leathers, stripped to her underwear and pulled the dress over her head. The light blue silk contrasted nicely with her pale skin and blue eyes.

    “You’ll probably start a new fashion for simple clothes,” Cat said, as Emily smoothed the dress into place. “I’m surprised you haven’t already.”

    “I did,” Emily said, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Alassa had told her that the courtly ladies had adopted her style for a few weeks, much to the horror of their dressmakers. The simple dresses weren’t expensive, by their standards, even though they still cost more than a peasant could hope to make in a decade. “And then it was replaced by something else.”

    She brushed her hair into place, checked her appearance and turned to the flap. “You’ll be ready?”

    “The troops are on alert,” Cat assured her. “If this is an elaborate trap, we’ll get you and the princess out of there.”

    And Jade, Emily thought, as a distant trumpet blared loudly. Don’t forget him too.

    She stepped out of the tent just in time to meet Alassa and Jade. Alassa wore a long white dress that Emily knew had been tailored to allow her to remove the outer layers in a hurry, while Jade wore a suit of silver armor. He wasn’t carrying any obvious weapons, but Emily knew better than to think that made him harmless. Jade had his magic, as well as whatever weapons might be concealed within his armor. And Alassa wasn’t helpless either, although Jade had made it clear that she was to save herself at once if the shit hit the fan. Emily would have bet half her fortune that Alassa had concealed a virgin blade within her sleeve.

    They walked steadily towards the pavilion. King Randor and his two companions – Sir Roger and Baron Gladstone – appeared at the far side, heading towards the pavilion themselves. Sir Roger and Baron Gladstone looked as Emily remembered, although Gladstone looked oddly worried, but Randor himself was wearing a suit of charmed armor that made it impossible to get a good sense of him. He’d layered spells over himself to do... to do what? Looking at him through her senses was like trying to stare into the sun. His face was practically covered in glamours.

    Emily frowned as they reached the pavilion. What was Randor trying to hide? A paranoid thought flashed through her head. Was that really Randor? Or someone else, wearing the king’s armor and crown? It was death to wear the king’s crown, but Randor could easily have overruled the law... couldn’t he? Or... she tensed, promising herself that she’d grab Alassa and teleport out at the first sign of trouble. Jade could follow them as soon as they moved.

    “Daughter,” Randor said. His voice sounded strained, as if he was having difficulty keeping himself under control. “You’ve caused me a lot of trouble.”

    “You separated me from my husband and locked me in the Tower,” Alassa said. Her voice was as cold as ice. “I dare say you caused me trouble first.”

    There was a long, awkward silence. “I suggest that we take our seats,” Baron Gladstone said, finally. “We have much to discuss.”

    Emily nodded and took her seat on Alassa’s left side, wishing they’d brought something to drink after all. Alassa had vetoed the suggestion, pointing out that they’d need clear heads to talk. But... Emily sighed, inwardly, as the tension continued to rise. It felt as if the merest cough would be taken as a sign to start something violent. It was going to be a very long day.

    Randor cleared his throat. “Daughter, you have come a long way,” he said, “but it ends now. I can bring up enough troops to smash your defenses, then occupy Winter Flower, Swanhaven and Cockatrice. The war will not last for more than a few months.”

    “Perhaps,” Alassa said. Emily heard the edge in her voice. She wondered, morbidly, if Randor could hear it too. “But we don’t know.”

    “Surrender now,” Randor said. “If you do, without any further ado, I will ensure that you are my heir. You will take the throne when I die and your son” – he pointed a finger at Alassa’s baby bump – “will follow you. Your reign will be easier than mine. Most of the trouble-causers have been killed.”

    Alassa’s face went blank. “And those who fought for me?”

    “They can hardly be blamed for following the orders of their feudal lords,” Randor said. His tone was almost jovial. “They would be forgiven, of course. Your husband” – he nodded to Jade – “would be welcome to return to your side. Your friends would be granted pardons for actions done in your name. They would have nothing to fear from me.”

    “That’s good to hear,” Alassa said, dryly. “And what will you offer in return?”

    Randor’s eyes narrowed. “In return?”

    “For my surrender,” Alassa said. “What will you give me?”

    Emily sensed a spike of... something flickering under Randor’s wards. His magic was flaring... she leaned forward, despite herself, as she tried to peer through his protections. He wasn’t a strong magician, but he was skilful. He’d concealed himself well. And yet, something was churning under his wards. Had he boosted his magic? Or... she wasn’t sure she wanted to think about the implications. She’d been warned that rituals designed to boost one’s magic were invariably dangerous.

    “You will be my heir,” Randor said, finally. His voice was so steady that Emily knew he was keeping himself under tight control. “Your titles will be restored to you...”

    Alassa smiled, although it didn’t touch her eyes. “Legally, the titles of a senior member of the Royal Bloodline cannot be removed without permission from the House of Lords,” she said. “Your claim to have removed them is of questionable legality.”

    “I make the law,” Randor snapped. His eyes hardened. “And, as I hold the power, I determine what happens.”

    Might makes right, Emily thought. No, it doesn’t make right. It just determines what actually happens.

    “I am the kingdom,” Randor added. “And I can remove your titles at will.”

    Alassa cocked her head. “It seems to me that you are asking me to disarm, to place myself and my people at your mercy, in exchange for a vague promise that I will succeed you at some later date. What’s to stop you throwing me back into the Tower once I’ve given birth and raising my son in your own image?”

    “I would give you my sworn oath,” Randor said.

    “Oaths can be circumvented,” Alassa reminded him. “We both know that.”

    Emily frowned as she sensed another spike of magic. Randor was clearly furious, even though his face and voice were calm. She watched him closely, wondering precisely what he was trying to hide. His glamours were strong enough to make her eyes simply slide over his face, but there was nothing subtle to them at all. A more careful piece of spellwork would have left her ignorant of the glamour’s existence. She would never have known he was trying to hide something.

    Randor leaned forward. “What... do you want?”

    Alassa smiled, like the cat that ate the canary. “I want you to adopt and implement the Great Charter,” she said. “I’ve already started implementing it in Swanhaven and Winter Flower, Father; Emily implemented something similar in Cockatrice years ago. It turned her barony into the richest barony in the kingdom. Given time, we could turn Zangaria into the richest kingdom in the Allied Lands.”

    “You expect me to make such a big concession?” Randor’s face darkened visibly. “You expect me to give up so much power?”

    “That’s my price,” Alassa said. “It matters very little to me if I take the throne now or a decade from now, after your death. But it does matter that I keep my promise to my supporters. If they think I betrayed them...”

    She allowed her voice to trail away, suggestively. Emily watched Randor closely, trying to gauge his thinking. He looked as if he’d bitten into a lemon. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. There was no way a man who’d had to fight repeatedly to keep his throne would be keen on the idea of giving up so much power, even if it would be better for his kingdom in the long run. Emily knew, even if Randor didn’t, that the Great Charter would eventually see the monarchs sidelined altogether. Their power would dwindle away to nothingness.

    “You do not have to keep promises made to commoners,” Randor said, finally. “And you certainly do not have the authority to bind me to such promises.”

    “You taught me that I should always keep my word,” Alassa said. “You made me promise not to turn Nightingale into a toad again, didn’t you?”

    She looked around. “Where is the little slug?”

    Emily blinked as Randor’s power surged, again. Alassa had hit a nerve, clearly. But how?

    “He was executed for betraying me,” Randor said, finally. He sounded as though he was telling the truth, but Emily was sure he wasn’t telling the entire truth. “The details are none of your concern.”

    “I see,” Alassa said, neutrally.

    Randor leaned back in his chair. “You are determined, then, that I will adopt the Great Charter?”

    “Yes,” Alassa said. “And then I will surrender, once you have declared me your heir.”

    Randor said nothing for a long, chilling moment. “I must discuss this with my advisors,” he said, finally. He stood, his armor sparkling under the sunlight. “We will resume this discussion tomorrow.”

    Alassa stood. “Father, how’s Mother?”

    “In confinement,” Randor said. He snapped his fingers. “Gladstone, Roger, with me.”

    Emily watched as the three men walked back to their tent, then looked at Alassa. “Do you think he’ll agree?”

    “I doubt it,” Alassa said. She cast a privacy spell into the air. “It would mean giving up too much power. And even if he did agree, we would have to be wary. He’d be looking for a chance to roll back his agreements as soon as he could get away with it. He’s done it before.”

    Emily nodded, remembering Imaiqah’s father. Paren had thought the king had meant to keep the reforms, only to watch helplessly as they fell by the wayside. And he’d tried to assassinate the king, rather than risk losing everything. His plan had come far too close to success.

    “So we wait for the truce to end, then resume the war,” Jade said, flatly. “Or do we try to bargain? Keep the Great Charter in the west, even if it isn’t implemented in the east until you take the throne? Or... or what?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “He may come back with a counter-offer. Or” – she shook her head again – “I don’t know.”

    “There must be cracks in his support,” Jade said. “Some of his supporters might change sides, if offered the right incentive, or decide they want to play both sides of the field.”

    “It doesn’t matter,” Alassa said. “My father will be making the decisions. He does have advisors, some of whom will probably try to steer him towards peace, but he will be the one making the final decision. I don’t think he’d be willing to make any real concessions.”

    She took a long breath. “Jade... how quickly can we resume the offensive?”

    “We’d have to take out their army, which is on the wrong side of a river,” Jade said, quietly. “They’ve been digging in while everyone was preparing for the talks. I would prefer to lay siege to their position, rather than try to take it, and then let them starve.”

    “If they just sit there and let you do it,” Alassa said. “They’ll certainly try to break out.”

    “They’ll have no choice,” Jade agreed. “But if we trap them, they’ll be charging out against our trenches instead of us charging into theirs.”

    Emily took a breath. “There was something very wrong with your father,” she said. “I think he did something to boost his magic.”

    “My father isn’t insane,” Alassa said. “He might have absorbed power from rituals, rather than risking something more dangerous.”

    “He might,” Jade said. “Does he have enough control to use a ritual to boost his powers?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “He never taught me anything about magic. It was Zed who gave me my first spellbook and wand.”

    “And he reacted very badly when you mentioned Nightingale,” Emily added. “He was furious. His magic was spiking so badly I’m surprised you couldn’t sense it.”

    “You’ve always been more sensitive than me,” Alassa said. She smiled nastily, just for a second. “But... Nightingale betray my father? I don’t believe it.”

    “He’s an unpleasant piece of work,” Jade said. His lips twisted, as if he’d bitten into something disgusting. “Was an unpleasant piece of work, I suppose.”

    “Yes, he was,” Alassa agreed. “But he was loyal to my father. He had to be. Everyone else hated his guts. They’d have killed him the moment he lost my father’s favor. He knew it too.”

    “You would have killed him,” Jade said, calmly.

    “Yes,” Alassa said, equally calmly. “I wanted him dead too.”

    Emily studied her fingers, thoughtfully. “So... what did happen to him?”

    “Good question,” Alassa said. “And one to which we have no answer. If Father feels that he was betrayed, perhaps he was betrayed. Nightingale might have decided to take his money and run for his life, only to be caught. Or... I don’t know, Emily. I think we may never know.”

    “Alicia might know,” Jade said. “You could ask her.”

    “I doubt she knows anything useful,” Alassa said, stiffly. “Father doesn’t tell her anything.”

    “Ask her anyway,” Jade said, to Emily. “It’s worth asking.”

    Alassa stood. “We’ll see what Father says tomorrow, after he’s finished consulting with his advisors,” she said. “We can try to put together a modified offer of some kind, I suppose, although almost anything would be seen as a betrayal. I think we might have to continue the war.”

    “Wars are chancy things,” Jade said. He stood, brushing down his armor. “But we do have some advantages. Our weapons are better, our soldiers are more motivated and we have a stronger industrial base.”

    “Father has numbers and the capital,” Alassa said. Her voice was grim. “If we continue the war, he’ll be able to raise bigger armies.”

    “Which he’ll have to train,” Jade pointed out. “And the capital might turn into a liability for him. We have friends on the far side of the walls.”

    Alassa shrugged “We’ll go back to our tents,” she said. “And we’ll discuss everything over dinner tonight. And then... well, we’ll see what Father chooses to say.”

    “You could always swear to implement the Great Charter when you take the throne,” Emily reminded her. “It isn’t much, but...”

    “Yes, I could,” Alassa agreed. She looked down at the ground. “But would my people believe me? And if they didn’t believe me, what would they do then?”


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    “HE’S PLAYING FOR TIME,” IMAIQAH SAID, grimly. She took a glass of wine from Iodine with a nod of thanks. “He won’t agree to anything he can’t undo later.”

    “I must agree,” Bradford said. “The king has proven himself treacherous before. Now... he thinks he can split us.”

    “But we should consider the possible advantages of accepting his offer,” Lord Dandelion pointed out. “We might lose a war.”

    “That’s exactly the kind of thinking I’d expect from a nobleman,” Bradford said, making the word an insult. “Why don’t you crawl over to his tent and beg for mercy? I’m sure he can find a place for you kissing his...”

    Alassa cleared her throat. “Gentlemen, please,” she said, coolly. “We cannot allow him to divide us.”

    “This offer of his will divide us,” Bradford said.

    “Correct,” Lord Wolfe agreed. “If the king keeps his word, we will secure our gains without further fighting.”

    “And if he doesn’t keep his word, we will all have our heads chopped off,” Bradford said, sardonically. He leered at Lord Wolfe. “Are you sure that your title will be enough to keep your head on your shoulders? The king executed a baroness!”

    Emily sighed, inwardly, as the argument went ‘round and ‘round in circles. The aristocrats generally seemed in favor of accepting the king’s offer, provided there was a way to guarantee the king would keep his word; the commoners wanted to continue fighting until the king agreed to their terms. Emily herself was inclined to support the commoners, even though it meant continuing the war. There was no reason to believe the king meant anything he’d said. Randor was merely playing for time.

    And once we disband our armies, we might as well put our heads on the block ourselves and save time, she thought. She’d read enough history to know what happened when the commoner rebels accepted concessions from the nobility. They disbanded their armies, they went home... and then they got hunted down and killed. We have to forge a permanent peace.

    “We could demand that the king agrees to an oversight committee,” Masterly said. “If he had to have his decisions approved by us...”

    “My father would never agree to subordinate himself to anyone,” Alassa said, flatly. “And he will resist bitterly any attacks on the royal prerogatives.”

    “Then we can’t force him to abide by the terms of the agreement,” Jade said. He spoke with quiet confidence. “We need to make it hard for him to turn on us.”

    “Then we keep our armies in being,” Bradford said. “The king will have to reckon with an immediate revolt if he turns on us.”

    “And who will pay for these armies?” Viscount Hansel snorted, rudely. “Are you prepared to fund them indefinitely?”

    “We can pay for them,” Bradford said. “And we can also insist on the king not deploying forces into Swanhaven or Cockatrice.”

    “He won’t like that,” Alassa predicted. “Who will watch the borders?”

    Bradford shrugged. Emily rather suspected he’d be happier if no one watched the borders. It would be easier to establish trade routes from Cockatrice to the nearby kingdoms if the merchants didn’t have to reckon with greedy border guards demanding bribes before allowing the caravans to pass. She’d removed road tolls throughout Cockatrice when she’d realized just how badly they harmed trade within her barony, but the king ruled the borders. Alassa would have to deal with that problem when she became Queen.

    “It seems we must either accept his offer or decline,” Lord Dandelion said. “And if we decline, can we win?”

    “We can push onwards to Alexis,” Jade said. “If we can destroy his army...”

    Emily frowned. There were options, if she cared to use them. But there would be consequences. She could smash the king’s army with the nuke-spell, winning the war in a single stroke, but it would terrify every sorcerer in the Allied Lands. They’d go looking for what she’d done and, eventually, they’d stumble across the secret. And then all hell would break loose.

    Jade was still speaking, his tone irritated. “No, My Lord. I could not guarantee a victory over the king’s forces. All I can promise is that our men will do their very best.”

    “What if we marched around them?” Lord Wolfe asked. “We stab straight for Alexis...”

    “And get caught between two fires,” Jade said. “The king hasn’t left the city undefended, My Lord. Even with cannons, it would take us time to break down the walls... more than enough time, I should add, for the king to bring up his armies and take us in the rear. It would shorten the war.”

    Yes, Emily agreed, dryly. It would indeed shorten the war.

    Alassa tapped the table for attention. “We have a difficult balancing act to perform,” she said, calmly. “I intend to accept my father’s offer” – she held up a hand as a murmur ran around the gathering – “on the condition that he accepts the Great Charter in our lands, that we can keep our army in being and that he re-establishes the Assembly with its full rights and powers. It will not give us everything, but it will give us a chance to secure our gains and plan for the future. Are there any objections?”

    “We cannot trust him to stick to the agreement,” Bradford said, flatly. “He’ll try to find a way to cheat us.”

    “Yes,” Alassa said. “But we won’t make it easy for him.”

    Emily winced, inwardly. No one in the room was safe if King Randor won the war, and they knew it. Even Alassa would be in trouble. Randor would want her alive, for the moment, but once she gave birth she would become expendable. They had good reasons to want to continue the war. But they might lose. And if they lost, all of their gains would be lost with them.

    If we’d had a few more years, we might have been able to build bigger armies, with better weapons, she thought, numbly. But we didn’t have anywhere near enough time.

    “You’re gambling,” Bradford accused. “We will not hesitate to take steps if we feel we’re at risk.”

    Lord Dandelion dropped his hand to his sword. “You do not talk to Her Highness like that!”

    Alassa held up a hand. “I understand,” she said, calmly. “And I will not hesitate to take steps too. And, for what it is worth, I will sign the Great Charter into law as soon as I take the throne.”

    “And what if you don’t take the throne?” Bradford glanced around the room, looking for support. “Technically, if your child is a boy, your claim to the throne would be behind his.”

    “My father will acknowledge me as his heir, as part of the agreement,” Alassa said. “Tell me, Sir Bradford. Do you want to risk losing everything because you didn’t want to settle for less than everything?”

    Bradford didn’t look pleased, but he took a step back anyway. Emily didn’t blame him for being worried about the future. Randor was treacherous and, even with the armies in being, it would be difficult to stop him from striking at his enemies at a later date. Bradford had to be worried about the aristocrats deserting the rebel armies. It hadn’t dawned on him, Emily guessed, that he was in a very strong position. The Levellers practically ran the army.

    Alassa clapped her hands. “We will eat,” she said. “And then we will sleep before the morrow.”

    Cat nudged Emily. “Finally. I thought we were going to starve.”

    Emily elbowed him as the servants brought in the first course. It was an odd little dinner party, a curious mix of commoner and aristocratic foods... she couldn’t help thinking, as the diners helped themselves, that both sides thought they were slumming it. She took enough for herself, then sat next to Alassa as the crowd separated into smaller groups. The Levellers were chatting amongst themselves, speaking in low voices. Behind them, Viscount Hansel and Lord Summer were chatting too.

    He seems to have recovered some of his confidence, Emily thought, sourly. Hansel had barely looked at her, but otherwise... he seemed normal. And very chatty, for someone who was playing poker with neither cards nor stake. I wonder what he has in mind.

    Alassa nudged her. Emily felt a privacy ward settle into place. “Do you think I’m making the right decision?”

    Emily hesitated. Cold logic said yes. There was no guarantee of victory if the war raged on – and defeat, of course, would spell the end of everything. And yet, she couldn’t help thinking that it was a trap of some kind, perhaps nothing more than an attempt to buy time. Randor was cunning, dangerous and unwilling to share even a scrap of power. He wasn’t going to tamely accept even the slightest restrictions. Emily rather suspected that Randor wouldn’t have made the offer without a clear idea of how he intended to cheat.

    “I think we’re going to have to be very wary,” she said, finally. “You need to stay out of his hands.”

    She frowned. If Randor captured Alassa – or her child – everything would be turned upside down. Alassa wouldn’t be kept in the Tower of Alexis, not this time. She’d be stashed somewhere out in the countryside, somewhere she’d never be found. And who knew what would happen then? Without a rallying cry, without a figurehead, the commoner armies might simply break up. Randor would secure his grip on the country without a fight.

    “We can work as many precautions as possible into the agreement,” Alassa said. “But we would be making ourselves vulnerable.”

    She dispelled the privacy ward with a wave of her hand as Bradford approached, then chatted to him about security precautions. Emily finished her dinner and glanced at Cat. He was waiting for her, an expectant look on his face. Emily rolled her eyes at him and stood, heading to the flap before someone could intercept her. They’d all want her opinion of the proposed treaty. 

    And I don’t know what to say, she thought, as she stepped through the flap. There are risks and opportunities everywhere.

    Outside, the temperature was falling rapidly. She took a long breath, tasting hints of tobacco in the air, then glanced across the field to where the king’s tents sat. The sound of merrymaking drifted through the air, a mocking reminder that the king didn’t consider himself beaten. She wondered, as her eyes picked out the guards at the edge of the tent compound, just how many of Alassa’s camp followers had sneaked over to visit the king. They’d certainly want to see what the king would offer.

    “It could be the end of the war,” Cat said, quietly. “What will you do then?”

    “Go to Void,” Emily said. She’d already put the apprenticeship off once. Void had made it clear that the offer wouldn’t remain open indefinitely. “And hope that nothing happens here requires my help.”

    She winced as she stepped into the tent. Void wouldn’t let her go, once she had sworn her apprenticeship oaths. He’d tell her that she had to stay with him and learn. And that meant her friends would face whatever happened in Zangaria on their own. She wouldn’t be able to help them. Alassa, Jade and Imaiqah – and Cat, perhaps – were competent magicians and she had every faith in them, but could they outdo Randor in treachery?

    “You worry too much,” Cat said. He started to rub her shoulders, gently. “You need to relax.”

    The following day dawned bright and clear, but Emily felt nervous as she donned another blue dress and stepped out of the tent. Hardly anyone was in view as they walked across to the Royal Tent, save for a couple of junior aristocrats and a single commoner who looked to have had too much to drink the previous night. Emily eyed them both darkly. No doubt they’d drunk the barrels of ale dry celebrating an agreement that hadn’t been signed and a peace that hadn’t even begun. Merely looking at them reminded her of her mother. The nasty part of her hoped they’d have a hangover that would last for a very long time.

    Not that that ever stopped my mother from drinking, she thought, feeling a bitter pang. Her mother had climbed into a bottle rather than take care of her daughter. I wonder if she’s still alive.

    She dismissed the thought as she stepped into the tent. Alassa was already there, being fussed over by Iodine and a pair of maids. Imaiqah stood behind them, looking relieved at not having to wear a fancy dress herself. A shiver ran down Emily’s spine as she looked at them, as if someone had walked over her grave. Something was wrong. She reached out with her magic, testing the tent’s protections... everything seemed normal. Alassa and Jade had woven a complex web of spells to protect themselves while they slept.

    “Father’s messenger said he will be meeting us in twenty minutes, as planned,” Alassa said, as the maids tended her hair. “Iodine has the draft agreement sketched out.”

    Iodine held up a sheaf of papers. Emily took the papers and read them quickly, noting – to her dismay – that Iodine didn’t seem to be capable of using one word when she could use ten or more. She made a mental note to ensure the final agreement was read by a scribe before it was signed. She wouldn’t put it past Randor to sneak something in that would cancel out most of the provisions. That would really put the cat among the pigeons. 

    Thomas Becket tried that, she recalled, as she handed the papers back to Iodine. The archbishop had played games with words in hopes of outmanoeuvring the king. And that ended very badly for him.

    “Well,” Alassa said. “What do you think?”

    “It seems suitable, for a draft,” Emily said. “But your father will have to sign it.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. She looked at Jade. “Shall we go?”

    “Yes,” Jade said. “Your father is already on his way.”

    Alassa looked irked, just for a second, then her face became expressionless. Emily exchanged glances with Imaiqah, feeling the sense of unease grow stronger. She tested her protections carefully as she followed Alassa into the open air, noting where Cat and Alassa’s personal guardsmen were taking up position to act – fast – if the shit hit the fan. Cat winked at her as she passed, mischievously. Emily did her best to ignore him. Her stomach was starting to churn.

    She reached out with her senses as she stepped onto the field and began the walk towards the pavilion. King Randor and two of his advisors, men she didn’t recognize, were already standing by the pavilion, unwilling to sit until their counterparts arrived. They were wrapped in protections, layer upon layer of spells... Emily felt her unease grow deeper. Alassa was protected too – they were all protected – but something kept nagging at her mind. Something she’d forgotten...

    “Stout heart,” Alassa said. It took Emily a moment to realize she was talking to Iodine. The girl might look like Melissa, but she lacked Melissa’s supreme self-confidence. “No one is going to hurt you.”

    Emily had her doubts. Iodine’s father was a Leveller and Iodine herself had worked for Alassa. She was going to be on Randor’s list of people to execute, if he managed to circumvent the truce and regain his powers. Iodine had to know it, too. Emily kept that thought to herself as they reached the edge of the pavilion. The sense of unease was growing stronger and stronger.

    We shouldn’t be here, she thought. She opened her mouth to urge Alassa to turn back, even though she knew her friend wouldn’t listen. She didn’t dare show weakness in front of her father and her supporters. Something is wrong,

    “Father,” Alassa said.

    “Alassa,” Randor said, gravely. His voice sounded... off. “Shall we sit?”

    Emily tried to peer through his glamour without making it obvious. The glamour was weird, very weird. She had no trouble seeing that it was there, even though she couldn’t see through it. Her memory was filling in the holes and...

    ... She holds Imaiqah’s dead body in her hands, feeling tears prickling at the corner of her eyes. And then she looks up and sees Melissa. She’s crying too...

    “No,” Emily said, as the memory slammed into her mind. The prediction. The demon’s prediction. Everything was falling into place. Time seemed to slow down around her. She couldn’t move. “No...”

    Randor – no, not Randor – yanked a knife out of nowhere and threw it at Alassa, aiming right at her chest. Emily struggled to cast a spell, to do something – anything – but it felt as if her legs had been turned to stone. The knife was inching forward, as if time was still slowing down... she told herself, frantically, that it would hit Alassa’s protections – or the armor layer under her dress – and bounce. And then Imaiqah shoved Alassa to one side, as hard as she could. The knife stabbed into her chest...

    ... And she fell to the ground.

    Time seemed to lurch, then return to normal. Emily felt her magic blaze with fury as she lashed out at the fake Randor. He exploded into a shower of blood and gore. His friends drew their weapons, but it was already too late. Emily killed them both, then turned to Imaiqah. Alassa was kneeling beside her, one hand resting by the wound. The knife was glowing faintly, a sickly light that hurt Emily’s eyes. The blade had been cursed...

    ... And Imaiqah was almost certainly dead.


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    “HELP ME PUT HER INTO STASIS,” Alassa snapped. “Jade, get the troops up here!”

    Jade was already shouting, ordering the cavalry to advance. Emily barely heard him as she bent over Imaiqah’s body. She blinked away tears as she forced herself to study the spell on the knife. It was lethal, very lethal, but it didn’t look to have been primed for Imaiqah personally. Her blood ran cold as she realized it must have been prepared for Alassa. King Randor had tried to kill his daughter and grandchild in a single blow.

    She gritted her teeth, then reached for the blade. “Cast the spell as soon as I take out the blade,” she ordered. “Don’t give her a chance to bleed out.”

    “Understood,” Alassa said.

    Emily forced herself to remember Sergeant Miles’s lectures on battlefield medicine as she tore a strip from her dress, wrapped it around her hands and took hold of the blade. Imaiqah was bleeding slowly, which she thought was a good sign, but that would change the moment she removed the knife. Normally, it would be safer to leave the blade in the wound... she shook her head. The knife was cursed. She yanked it out in one smooth motion – the curse snapped and snarled at her – and hurled it across the field. Alassa put the stasis spell in place a second later. Imaiqah’s body went still.

    “She needs a healer,” Emily said. She knew a little healing, but not enough to trust herself to try to heal her friend. The curse might already have spread into Imaiqah’s body. “I...”

    Alassa’s face was streaked with tears. “That was my father. He...”

    “He’s leaving,” Jade said. He waved a hand towards the king’s tents. Emily looked up to see a cluster of horsemen galloping away at speed. One of them had to be the king. “I’ll take the horses...”

    “No, you stay here,” Alassa ordered. She met Emily’s eyes. “Get after him and stop him.”

    “Here,” Cat called. He was sitting on a large horse. “Emily, get up.”

    Emily cursed under her breath, unsure what to do. Randor only had a handful of escorts, as far as they knew. They could run him down and kill him before he could reach his army. But it would mean leaving Imaiqah. Her friend might die the instant the stasis spell was removed or... she might already be dead. She’d heard enough horror stories about cursed blades to know that it might already be too late. The only saving grace was that the curse had been primed for Alassa, not Imaiqah. It might just be possible to counter it.

    She clambered onto Cat’s horse, feeling her dress start to tear as she wrapped her arms around his chest. Her face flushed as she realized that the cavalrymen were going to see her bare legs, but – for once – she found it hard to care. It wasn’t important. They had to run Randor down before he reached his lines or Imaiqah would have died for nothing. She found herself considering the nastier spells she knew – or ways she could warp the spells she already had – as Cat dug his spurs into the horse. The beast let out a loud neigh and started to gallop across the field. Emily held on to Cat for dear life.

    “You’d better ride side-saddle,” Cat shouted, as they pounded through the king’s camp. His servants were running around, looking panicked. They’d be lucky if they weren’t killed on the spot when the infantrymen overran the king’s tents. “Your dress is going to come apart.”

    “Just keep riding,” Emily shouted back. “I’ll be fine.”

    Cat rode like a madman, the horse pounding underneath them. Emily wanted to close her eyes so she wouldn’t see just how close they came to disaster, time and time again, but she needed to see where they were going. Randor and his handful of escorts – she wondered, numbly, if Sir Roger was amongst them – were ahead of them, galloping down the road. It looked as if Randor genuinely had kept his troops away from the field, save for a handful of bodyguards. Emily couldn’t help wondering just what he’d really had in mind. Had he thought Alassa would surrender at once? Or had he always had assassination in mind?

    The demon tricked me, she thought, morbidly. The vision she’d seen – no, the vision she’d been shown – had featured a girl who looked like Melissa. And Emily had assumed it was Melissa. But Iodine could pass for Melissa, as long as her magic wasn’t tested. The demon had shown her the truth, but without context... she pushed the thought aside, telling herself to be positive. Imaiqah is not dead yet.

    She leaned forward as the horses picked up speed. Randor presumably knew where he was going, which meant... they were racing into a trap. But they had a chance to run him down before it was too late. She carefully put together a spell and cast it, hurling the magic towards the fleeing cavalry. But the spellwork came apart before it reached its targets. Randor had protected his men well.

    I should have made a third battery, Emily told herself, savagely. She could have blown through almost any protections, short of wards powered by a nexus point, with a single overpowered spell. If I’d taken the time to make one...

    “Randor is probably the guy in the lead,” Cat said. It was hard to hear him over the rushing wind. “Can you confirm that?”

    Emily had her doubts – Randor wouldn’t be fool enough to make himself the point man – but she reached out with her senses anyway. The probe splintered against Randor’s protections, making it impossible to tell which one was actually the king. She tried to determine if one of them was wearing gold armor, but it looked as if they were all wearing silver. It crossed her mind that Randor might have sneaked off while Cat and Emily chased his cavalry, yet there was no way to be sure. The king wouldn’t go skulking in the greenwood if it could be avoided. Quite apart from the dangers, he had his dignity to worry about.

    “No,” she said, putting her mouth next to his ear so he could hear. “I can’t tell which one of them is him.”

    Cat dug in his spurs. The horse galloped harder, trees and tiny villages blurring together as the chase went on. Emily glanced at the cavalrymen following them, hoping they could keep up the pace. They hadn’t expected a long chase, even though it was what they’d trained to do. Cavalry were often used to hunt fleeing fugitives. Emily had heard enough horror stories to last her a lifetime.

    But most of those stories came from the infantry, she recalled. The infantrymen she’d met at Farrakhan seemed to spend most of their time grumbling about the cavalrymen. They might have been embellished when I heard them.

    A distant figure waved a hand. A fireball appeared out of nowhere, racing towards the cavalry. Emily narrowed her eyes, then hastily cast a counterspell. The fireball exploded into nothingness. She could feel Cat’s sudden tension. If Randor – or one of his pet sorcerers – was using magic to slow them down, it was all too likely that the king would get away. It wasn’t as if they could stop...

    “Here,” Emily said, as another fireball whooshed over their heads. Thankfully, whoever was casting the spells didn’t have very good aim. She reminded herself, sharply, not to take that for granted. It wasn’t easy to aim and fire anything accurately from the back of a horse. “Let me try...”

    She eyed a tree, then hastily cast a series of spells before they could gallop past it. The tree yanked itself out of the ground and flew towards the fleeing horsemen. Emily sensed the king’s sorcerer trying to cancel the spells, only to discover – too late – that she’d used spells to impart velocity, rather than carry the tree towards its target. He reacted quickly, though; the moment he realized his first set of spells were useless he cast another set, using a force punch to bat the tree away before it could come crashing down on someone’s head. Emily smiled grimly as the tree exploded into sawdust. It wasn’t as if she was short of ammunition.

    “Keep going,” Cat said. “They’re nearing safety!”

    Emily nodded and started to hurl more trees. The enemy sorcerer did what he could, but it was hard to keep battering the trees away. One of them came down on a horse, throwing the rider to the ground; Cat barked orders at his men, telling them to check if the thrown man was the king. Emily doubted it, but they had to make sure. They galloped past the fallen man, Emily already readying another set of spells. Whatever reluctance she might have had to hurl trees at the enemy cavalrymen had died when Imaiqah had been wounded.

    “That wasn’t Randor,” Cat said. “You didn’t get him.”

    “I know,” Emily said. The constantly shifting network of protections was still visible in her mind’s eye. It was impossible to tell who it was centered on, but she had no difficulty telling it was there. The fallen man had fallen out of the protections when he’d been left behind. It looked as if his comrades weren’t even going to try to save him. “But we will.”

    She felt cold determination grip her as she cast yet another series of spells. The enemy magician fought back with more talent than power, but she was steadily wearing him down as she pounded his defenses with trees and rocks. It felt as if the enemy horses were losing steam, although she couldn’t be sure. She cast a handful of sleep spells, mixing them in with the more dangerous spells, and had the satisfaction of seeing another man tumble to the ground. But he wasn’t the king either.

    Emily peered forward. Two down, nine to go.

    She sucked in her breath as four enemy horsemen wheeled around and charged. Emily barely had a moment to realize they were under attack before it was almost too late. She hurled a fireball at a cavalryman, burning a hole through his horse and sending him flying. Behind her, she heard a man – one of their cavalrymen, she thought – cry out as he was knocked from his horse. His attacker was killed a second later. 

    “Damn it,” Cat swore, as a man swung a mace at him. His horse veered to one side, dodging the blow. “Bastard!”

    He cast a spell, blowing the man off his horse. The beast turned and fled, galloping into the greenwood. Emily thought, in a moment of vindictiveness, that the rider would never see his horse again. Cavalrymen had to purchase their own horses and they were expensive at the best of times. The man might find himself forced to retire if he couldn’t obtain a new one.

    “Keep going,” she snapped. “Don’t stop for anything.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Cat said. “I will obey.”

    Emily bit down on the sharp response that came to mind. They didn’t have time for an argument. She wanted to wring Randor’s neck. They’d bring a body back to Alassa, to prove her father was dead; they wouldn’t try to take the king alive. Randor could not be left alive. Imaiqah would be avenged. Hatred surged in her breast as she eyed the horsemen. Five left. One of them had to be the king. She gathered her magic slowly, fixing her gaze on the man in the middle. She’d bet good money that he was the king.

    Unless we’re being tricked, Emily thought. Randor might have slipped away during the night, leaving a beglamoured assassin in his place. Or... she could think of a dozen ways for the king to escape before it was too late. We might be wasting our time...

    She shaped the spell carefully, priming it to get around the king’s protections. They were strong, she had to admit, but they weren’t designed to stop physical blows. Her spell would shake the ground around them, exploding into a shockwave as soon as it struck his wards. And then...

    A surge of magic caught her attention. One of the riders – she knew, with an absolute certainty that could not be gainsaid, that it was Randor – had turned to face her. Magic, powerful magic, boiled around him. She tasted death hanging on the air, a sense of raw power and utter madness. Ice ran down her spine; Cat tensed, his horse shifting uncomfortably beneath them. Randor had tapped into power beyond control...

    “Get off the horse,” Cat shouted, as the magic flared. “Now!”

    Emily wrapped her magic around herself, an instant too late. A wave of pure force struck them, slamming into her protections and tearing them apart as if they didn’t exist. She felt herself picked up and thrown from the horse, flying until she crashed into a tree and fell. Her protections had just been enough to save her from a broken leg – or worse. She heard the thunderclap a moment later, the sound shattering the peaceful sky and sending hundreds of birds into the air. Stunned, Emily could only lie there and gather her strength.

    Dear God, she thought, in numb horror. He’s a necromancer.

    She stumbled to her feet, half-expecting to find Randor’s men charging towards her. He had to know she’d been weakened, even if she hadn’t been injured or killed. But there was nothing, save for a giant crater. Panic stabbed at her mind as she forced herself forward, clambering over fallen trees. Randor had cast a simple spell, but he’d overpowered it to the point where it had fallen apart mere seconds after it had been cast. Not, she supposed, that it mattered. The spell had done its job.

    He hasn’t had much time to practice, she thought, trying desperately to remain optimistic. It was hard. There was no way to avoid the simple fact that things had just gotten a great deal worse. Randor no longer needed to hide his necromancy. Now, he can start killing as many people as he likes to fuel his magic.

    She reached the roadside and looked around, desperately. A body lay by the side of the road, burned and blackened beyond recognition. Cat? Grief and rage tore at her as she examined the body, looking for clues. Cat had been taller, she thought. He’d been taller than her and she was tall for a girl. She muttered a silent prayer over the corpse, then started to walk around the crater. It still took far too long to spot the body lying further down the road.

    Cat, she thought, as she began to run. Is he...

    Cat peered up at her, blearily. “What was I drinking last night?”

    Emily felt an insane urge to giggle as she inspected him. His leg was twisted at an unnatural angle, suggesting it was broken, and his face was covered in bruises, but otherwise he looked fine. She knelt beside him and carefully pushed his leg into place, then cast the healing spell. Cat grunted in pain. She did her best to ignore it. He wouldn’t thank her for mentioning it.

    He sat up as soon as the spell had run its course. “What hit me?”

    “Randor,” Emily said, grimly.

    “I didn’t think he had that much power,” Cat said. He clambered to his feet, brushing away her offer of a helping hand. “What the hell did he do?”

    “He’s a necromancer,” Emily said. Her heart clenched at the words. Alassa was going to hate her for bringing back such terrible news. “And he’s gone mad.”

    Cat eyed her. “You’re sure? He hid it for... how long?”

    Emily shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. She’d sensed something odd about Randor, during the first meeting, but she’d never considered necromancy. She’d always thought Randor had more sense than to mess with something that would be guaranteed to bring the White Council down on his head. The conflict had just become an international crisis. “I don’t think it was for very long.”

    “I suppose it explains why he executed the Noblest and tried to kill his daughter,” Cat said, after a moment. He leaned against her, something that made her suspect he was in a worse state than she’d thought. It wasn’t like him to seek support from anyone. “If he was already going mad...”

    Emily nodded in agreement. A maddened necromancer wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between a good idea and a bad one. Randor might have been slipping down the slippery slope for a while before he decided to jump. Now... now he didn’t need to hide any longer. He could boost his powers and single-handedly destroy Alassa’s army. 

    He had to be stopped.

    “We have to get back to the camp,” she said, once she’d searched for any other survivors and found none. There was no point in trying to give chase any longer. Randor was on horseback. He could be miles away by now. “Alassa needs to be warned.”

    “Come up with a plan,” Cat said. “Fighting necromancers... that’s your job.”

    He staggered slightly, then smiled at her. “You look good, by the way.”

    Emily looked down at herself. The dress was a tattered ruin. Her legs were exposed, as were the underside of her breasts. She felt a hot flush of embarrassment, even though Cat had seen far more of her. She glared at him, then cast a glamour around herself. No one else would see anything amiss.

    Sure, her thoughts mocked. Just like no one saw anything amiss about Randor.

    It was a very long walk back to the camp.

     



    Interlude Four

    NECROMANCY.

    Sir Roger dug in his spurs, forcing the horse to gallop as if all the demons in every last hell were after them. Necromancy. The king was a practicing necromancer. Panic yammered at the back of his mind as he fled, heedless of everything he left behind. How... how in the name of everything he held dear had he missed that?

    It explained so much, he reflected as he glanced back, expecting to see a bolt of magic flash towards him at any moment. The king’s erratic behavior, his increasing ruthlessness, his complete lack of regard for the future... had he thought that necromancy would keep him alive forever? Or had he no longer cared? He was facing magicians, powerful magicians. Had he hoped that necromancy would even the odds? But it hardly mattered. King Randor had gone mad, necromancy was running loose and it wouldn’t be long before the White Council tried to intervene. And that would lead to international war at the worst possible time.

    The darkness swallowed him as the horse galloped down the empty road. Sir Roger took a long breath, calming himself. Shame overwhelmed him as he realized he was not about to die. He’d panicked and fled, rather than... rather than what? He couldn’t kill a necromancer. The last necromancer he’d seen had shrugged off bullets and cannonballs as if they were made of vapour. He hoped his men had had the sense to flee too. Randor would be using them for power if they didn’t escape in time. But... but what should he do?

    He could flee further, he knew. It would mean giving up everything he’d built over the last few years; it would mean abandoning his hopes and dreams of a brighter future for his children. He could become a mercenary – Routier would find that amusing, he was sure – or find a place in a free city. Lady Emily had told him that one of the instructors at Whitehall had lacked magic. Perhaps he could go there. Or...

    He’d sworn an oath, to king and country. He could no longer honor the oath he’d sworn to his king, but his country...? He could still try to save it. There was no way he could take on a necromancer, but he knew who could. The Necromancer’s Bane wasn’t far away. If he went to her, if he walked into the Princess’s camp when she was mourning her friend, he might be killed on the spot... and yet, he would have tried. It was the only way he could live with himself after what he’d helped to bring about. He’d fought for a mad king, he’d helped him unleash a nightmare. He owed it to his conscience to try to stop him.

    North, then, he thought. The horse turned obediently at his command. And hope and pray for the best.


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    IMAIQAH LAY ON THE BED, HER face so pale it was almost transparent.

    Emily stood beside the bed, looking down at her friend. Imaiqah was alive, barely. The healers had warned that it would be months, if not years, before she recovered... if, indeed, she managed to recover at all. The curse on the blade had been nasty. If Alassa had been cut, even slightly, she would have died within seconds. Imaiqah wasn’t the intended target, but that didn’t stop the curse from being lethal. It just needed longer to kill.

    We stopped it in time, Emily told herself. Tears dripped down her cheeks. We saved her life.

    It was a painful thought. They’d hoped the war could be brought to an end, with concessions from both sides and the ground laid for future changes. Instead... the king was a mad necromancer, one of their most important people was badly wounded and Alassa... Emily hadn’t seen Alassa since she’d made her report, after returning to the camp. Alassa had listened in silence, but Emily knew she’d been badly hurt. Her father had intended to kill her.

    Imaiqah shifted, slightly. Emily leaned forward, half-hoping she was on the verge of waking up. The healers had put Imaiqah into a healing trance, leaving strict orders that she was not to be woken until she was ready to wake up naturally. Emily wondered, grimly, just how long it would be before Imaiqah could talk. She didn’t want to think about the prospect of Imaiqah never being able to talk again.

    That damned demon, she thought, as she started to pace the room. Damn him to hell and gone and...

    She shook her head. She’d have to sit down, when she had a spare moment, and go through everything the demon had shown her. How many of its predictions had come true? Alassa’s near-death? Imaiqah’s near-death? She vaguely recalled seeing a boy kissing her, but who? Caleb? Or Cat? Or someone she hadn’t met yet? She had no way to know. She’d have to force herself to go through the memories with a fine-toothed comb. God alone knew what else she might have missed.

    But Imaiqah was dead in the vision, she reminded herself. Or did I merely assume she was dead?

    The wards around the tent shifted, slightly. Emily looked up as Iodine opened the flap and stepped into the tent, looking jumpy. Emily didn’t blame her. She’d been a step or two behind Alassa when the knife had been hurled. Iodine might have been killed too, if the assassins had survived. Or she might have been slaughtered in the aftermath. Alassa was the glue holding her army together. If she died, the army would come apart at the seams.

    “My Lady,” Iodine said. “Her Highness requests your presence in her tent.”

    Emily hesitated. She didn’t want to leave Imaiqah, even though the tent was heavily warded and the healer was in the rear section, brewing up potions for his sole patient. She was tempted to demand that Alassa came to her. But she knew that wasn’t possible. She sighed, stood and took one last look at Imaiqah’s sleeping body. Emily’s heart wrenched. Imaiqah looked smaller, somehow. It would be easy to mistake her for a child.

    She was so young at heart, Emily thought. Imaiqah had come out of her shell and plunged into the social life, once she’d made a few friends. She’d had so many boyfriends that Emily had lost count. And she’d been on the verge of assuming one of the most powerful positions in Zangaria. But now... she looked so small. Emily gritted her teeth, telling herself – once again – that Imaiqah was not going to die. She will live, damn it. She will live.

    Alassa had moved into one of the smaller tents rather than stay in the Royal Tent. Emily understood the logic, although she had no difficulty in sensing the complex network of wards protecting the new tent. Randor – or one of his pet sorcerers – would be able to sense them too, even if they couldn’t look through them. They’d know there was something under them.

    And then they’d blast through the wards with a necromantic spell, Emily thought. They won’t stand up for long.

    Alassa was sitting on her chair, alone. Her eyes were red, her cheeks were damp; Emily winced, inwardly, as she realized Alassa had been crying. Alone. Jade had gone to organize the troops, if she recalled correctly. She kicked herself mentally for not insisting that Jade stay with Alassa. Cat and Sir William could organize the troops without him.

    “Father’s gone mad,” Alassa said. Her voice was flat. “Is there... is there no possibility that you made a mistake?”

    Emily shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

    Alassa went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “We’ve had defectors coming in all day,” she said, softly. “Either because the king tried to kill me or because they worked out what he’d become. Your friend Sir Roger is among them. He claimed he couldn’t serve a necromancer.”

    “That’s good,” Emily said. “Isn’t it?”

    Alassa looked up. “What was he thinking?”

    She went on before Emily could say a word. “Necromancy! He’ll bring the rest of the Allied Lands down on his head. They’ll be nothing left of the country by the time he’s brought down and killed. What isn’t devastated by the war will be grabbed by our neighbors, damn them to the bottomless hells. Zangaria is doomed!”

    Emily had to admit she had a point. The White Council tried to stay out of each kingdom’s internal affairs, but necromancy? The council would have to act – and fast. And what would it do? Emily didn’t know, but she could guess. Someone like Void would be dispatched to deal with the necromancer before he grew too strong to be easily stopped. It wouldn’t be easy. Randor’s limited power reserves had forced him to learn how to use his magic with a precision more powerful magicians would envy. Combined with necromancy, those skills would make him difficult to stop.

    Guilt stabbed at her. “I’m sorry,” she said, again. “If I hadn’t...”

    Alassa met her eyes. “In which way was this your fault?”

    “I introduced the New Learning,” Emily said. “I undermined everything! And now Imaiqah is badly wounded and the kingdom is going to tear itself apart and...”

    Alassa stood, lifted a hand and slapped her face, hard. Emily stumbled back, more in shock than pain. Her cheek throbbed. She rubbed it gingerly, unsure what to say or do. Alassa had never slapped her before.

    “You are not responsible for what people do with your ideas,” Alassa said, sharply. “You are not responsible for the Noblest – those bastards were scheming against my father long before you or I were born – nor are you responsible for my father’s madness. The problems that curse my kingdom have been cursing them for years. They are not your fault.”

    She sat down and pointed a finger at a nearby chair. Emily sat, never taking her eyes off her friend. Alassa seemed almost a different person. She wasn’t sure what to make of it.

    “You don’t have to blame yourself,” Alassa added. “And I don’t have to listen to it. If I was Lady Barb, you’d be across my knee right now. Wouldn’t you?”

    Emily nodded, unwilling to speak.

    “We have to act fast,” Alassa said. “And we have no time for self-pity.”

    Emily forced herself to straighten up. “Yes, Your Majesty. Of course, Your Majesty.”

    “Glad to see you’re better,” Alassa said, dryly. “The good news, Emily, is that if defections continue at their current rate, we’re not going to have to fight his army because it will have come apart and shattered. The bad news is that we are going to have to fight him – now – before the White Council can get involved. Can you stop him?”

    Emily took a breath. She’d invented all sorts of tricks – some new, some based on older spells – that might be able to stop a necromancer, but none of them had been field-tested. There was no nexus point nearby, no inexhaustible source of power she could use to tear a necromancer limb from limb... she’d have to use batteries to power them, which would mean running the risk of letting that secret get out. But Randor had to be stopped...

    “I think so,” she said, reluctantly. “But I will need time to put the spells together.”

    She thought, fast. “What do you intend to do?”

    “Push towards the city,” Alassa said. “And fast.”

    Emily nodded. Randor would need time to build up his power, now he’d let the world see what he’d become. He’d kill his pet magicians first, of course – they’d be the ones who’d try to stop him once the penny dropped – but afterwards he’d have to hunt for more magicians to turn into sources of energy. There were magicians in Alexis... she made a mental note to send them a warning as quickly as possible. Randor wouldn’t hesitate to cut his way through the entire city to boost his power reserves. It was possible, just possible, that they’d be able to cut him off from his food.

    And then we can wear him down, she thought. Jade, Cat and Emily herself might be able to keep Randor off-balance long enough for his power to run dry. It was a fairly standard tactic for dealing with newborn necromancers, although it tended to be risky. Necromancers might not have the finesse of trained sorcerers, but they often had enough raw power to make up for it. If we meet him in the open...

    “Good thinking,” she said. “Do you want to ask for help?”

    Alassa scowled. “Not particularly,” she said, grimly. “If the White Council sticks its oar in now, it will be difficult to get it out. If we can deal with my father before the news spreads too far...”

    “We might need help in dealing with him,” Emily said. Should she write to Void? Or Lady Barb? Or Sergeant Miles? “Jade, Cat and I might not be enough...”

    “If you can come up with something, do it,” Alassa said. “We’ll ask for help only if there’s no other choice.”

    Emily looked down at the dirt floor. “Alassa...”

    “I understand your concerns,” Alassa said. “But I am also concerned with keeping the country intact. I’ll call for help if we truly cannot handle him on our own.”

    “I’ll hold you to that,” Emily said, doubtfully. Randor might not have had enough time to sacrifice a few dozen magicians, but he was skilful. And self-centered enough to keep a tight grip on his thoughts as he drew the magic into himself. He’d go mad – he was already going mad – but it would take time. “If we can’t stop him, he’ll do a hell of a lot of damage before he can be stopped by someone else.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. She bit her lip. “The responsibility is mine.”

    Emily said nothing. The guilt still gnawed at her. Alassa was right – she knew Alassa was right – about how the tensions that had finally torn the country apart had been brewing for years, but Emily still felt guilty. Imaiqah was badly wounded, lingering on the verge of death. There was no way to know if she’d survive, not until she opened her eyes. And the curse might have destroyed her mind. Imaiqah might never return to them.

    Alassa reached out and squeezed her hand. “None of this was your fault,” she said. “And if you hadn’t meddled, it would be harder for the commoners to assert themselves.”

    Which may not work in your favor, Emily thought, coldly. What will you do when you become Queen?

    The tent flap opened. Jade stepped into the tent, looking tired.

    “We should be ready to begin the march tomorrow,” he said. “I’ve sent out scouts in all directions, with orders to track the main body of the king’s troops. If they should happen to spot any defectors, they’ll send them in our direction so they can be vetted.”

    Emily leaned forward. “What’s Randor doing?”

    “It seems that he’s forcing his troops to begin a march back to Alexis,” Jade said. “They abandoned their main camp shortly after the king returned.”

    He’s buying time to build up his power, Emily thought. She shivered. And then he’ll turn and come for us.

    “Very good,” Alassa said. Only someone who knew her very well would have heard the tremor in her voice. “Is there any other business?”

    “Cat’s grumbling at the healers, but they promise his leg will be back to normal by tomorrow,” Jade said. He nodded to Emily. “Emily did a good job of repairing it, but the healers had to re-break the bone so they could fix it permanently. You might want to go see him before you go to bed.”

    “Good idea,” Alassa said. “But first, I want you to talk to Sir Roger.”

    Emily met her eyes. “I don’t know him that well.”

    “You know him better than I do,” Alassa countered. “I never had the chance to really speak to him.”

    Randor must have kept them apart, Emily thought. He wouldn’t want his daughter forming an alliance with the commander of the king’s musketmen.

    “Very well,” she said, as Jade led her out of the tent. “Where is he?”

    The tent was small, barely large enough for one man. There was no guard outside, but Emily had no trouble sensing the two wards snapping and crackling around the tent. One was designed to keep people out, the other to keep people from leaving. She pressed forward, feeling the wards starting to part. Jade had put her on the approved list, clearly. She nodded in approval as she pushed open the flap, casting a light-spell ahead. Sir Roger was lying on a blanket, blinking under the bright light. He seemed to have aged twenty years since she’d last seem him. It hadn’t been that long ago.

    Randor was plotting to marry him to Imaiqah, Emily recalled, as Sir Roger sat up. I wonder if he knows what happened to her.

    “Lady Emily,” Sir Roger said. He was unbound, but he was – effectively – a prisoner. Emily knew he knew it. “It’s good to see you again.”

    “Likewise,” Emily said. Sir Roger had been a good man, although unnervingly loyal to his king. It had taken Randor jumping into necromancy to break those ties. “I need to ask you some questions.”

    “I understand,” Sir Roger said. “Ask away.”

    Emily carefully cast a truth spell into the air, mingled with a charm that should encourage him to talk. Sir Roger’s face showed no awareness of the magic. She hoped that meant he couldn’t sense it. She had every right to interrogate him under truth spells, if she wished – he was a defector, after all – but he wouldn’t like it. She had no doubt that his resentment might turn dangerous further down the line.

    “You came here,” she said. “Why?”

    Sir Roger sucked in a breath. “The king has gone mad,” he said, harshly. “He was using necromancy. Necromancy! I couldn’t stay with him.”

    “And you came to his daughter,” Emily said. “Why?”

    Sir Roger swallowed, hard. “He has to be stopped. His daughter is the only one who might be able to do it. Lady Emily... please let me help.”

    “You abandoned your liege lord,” Emily pointed out, her voice colder than she meant. “How can we trust you to serve us?”

    “I did not abandon him until he turned to necromancy,” Sir Roger countered. “Necromancy is unforgivable.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. Sir Roger had a point, as little as she might want to admit it. Sir Roger hadn’t left until Randor had really crossed the line. He’d stayed with his master, through mass slaughter and destruction, until his master had gone mad. Indeed, he couldn’t be blamed for staying with the king. He couldn’t be punished for carrying out orders from his liege lord. But necromancy? Sir Roger couldn’t be blamed for running.

    “I will pledge myself to the princess,” Sir Roger said. “I will do anything for her, whatever the price, if it means stopping the king from destroying us all. I will swear an oath and...”

    You swore an oath to the king, Emily thought coldly, as Sir Roger kept talking. But the oath didn’t cover necromancy.

    “All right,” she said, cutting off the stream of words. The spell had clearly worked better than she’d hoped. “Tell me, how did he hide his true nature? His new power?”

    Sir Roger’s answers weren’t particularly reassuring. Emily didn’t think Randor had been experimenting with necromancy before their meeting in the dungeons, although she couldn’t swear to it. She hadn’t realized he’d become a necromancer when he’d been talking to his daughter... if, of course, that had been the real Randor. It had to be, she told herself after a moment. Randor would never have risked letting one of his sorcerers experiment with necromancy. A madman might be able to circumvent his oaths and turn on his king.

    He must have killed Nightingale first, she thought. Sir Roger confirmed he hadn’t seen Nightingale since Randor had tried to have Emily executed. It would certainly explain why Randor had reacted so badly when Nightingale’s name had been mentioned. And... maybe there weren’t any other victims between then and now. That would certainly explain how he managed to shroud himself so well.

    She shook her head and relaxed the spell. “Welcome to the war,” she said. Sir Roger could be trusted, as far as anyone could be trusted. “We should have a job for you.”

    “Anything,” Sir Roger said. “Anything at all.”


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    THE CARRIAGE LURCHED, AGAIN.

    Emily cursed under her breath as the wooden flooring shifted underneath her. The carriage was larger than the regular carriages, large enough to hold her papers and a handful of books as well as a small collection of blankets, but it wasn’t remotely comfortable. She’d cast a handful of spells to smooth the journey as much as possible, yet – somehow – the spells refused to last. Her body felt as if she’d been beaten black and blue.

    She steadied herself and glared down at the diagram in front of her. She’d spent several hours charming the paperwork so only a handful of people could read the document, but she’d scribbled so many notes in her bad handwriting that she suspected she needn’t have bothered. She was trying to recreate a particular spell from scratch, then rewrite it to suit her current needs. Every time she thought she’d solved a problem, two more materialized to plague her. She was starting to think she needed help, although she didn’t know who she should ask. Neither Jade nor Cat had seen anything like the spell in front of her.

    Lady Barb could help, she thought, sourly. But that would mean bringing her here.

    She eyed the bag she’d dumped in the corner, containing the chat parchments. Frieda and Lady Barb had both written to her, asking if there was any truth to the rumors. Emily hadn’t been sure what to write back, so she’d written nothing. Frieda might not spot an evasive response, but Lady Barb definitely would. Emily didn’t want to think about what Lady Barb would say if she thought Emily was playing games with necromancy. The older woman had a duty to report all such matters to the White Council.

    Which might get them involved too soon for Alassa, Emily thought. She would have preferred to deal with the necromancer first, then worry about the future, but Alassa thought differently. They might try to dismantle the entire kingdom.

    She pushed the thought out of her mind and went back to work, carefully diagramming out the entire spell. Professor Thande would either be proud of her, she decided after the core of the spell was worked out, or tell her to go live on an isolated mountaintop if she wanted to experiment with truly dangerous magic. Emily wouldn’t have blamed him. Master Wolfe’s spells had gotten a little out of hand, even though they were so advanced that no one had realized they were spells. She’d been the one to have that insight and, she admitted privately, it had been through sheer luck.

    The carriage lurched again, then stopped. Emily reached out with her senses, trying to determine if the convoy was under attack. She was in no state for a fight – she’d been pouring magic into a pair of batteries ever since the army had started to move – but she might have no choice. Randor’s army had scattered – the king had taken a large number of men back to the city, leaving the rest to flee into the countryside – yet Jade had warned that Randor would do everything in his power to slow the army down. The king needed time to boost his power.

    Someone knocked on the door. Emily hastily cast a protective spell over the papers, making sure to ward their mere existence from prying eyes, then opened the door. The air was cold and damp, even though the sun was beaming down. Iodine was standing there, looking as if she would sooner be somewhere – anywhere – else.

    “The princess requests your presence,” Iodine said, in a dull monotone. “I’m to take you to her.”

    “Then do,” Emily said. She jumped down to the muddy road – she hoped a carriage hadn’t been caught in the mud – and closed the door, locking it with a spell. “Shall we go?”

    Iodine turned and led the way through a maze of carriages. Emily followed, shaking her head in amused disbelief. The ground was muddy, puddles of water lying everywhere; in the distance, she could see fallen trees and ruined villages. It looked as through the area had been hit with a tidal wave. She watched the birds fly overhead, swooping down like vultures whenever they saw a dead body, and shivered. There was death in the air.

    Alassa was standing beside Jade, her face grim. Jade didn’t look much better, his eyes flickering from side to side as if he expected to be attacked at any moment. Cat, Sir William and Sir Roger were handling the pickets, ensuring that Randor couldn’t get an army into position to attack without being detected, but Jade had made it clear that Randor had turned everything upside down. A lone necromancer could simply walk into the army and start to kill. Emily shivered, again. They could be walking into a trap.

    “They burst the dam,” Alassa said, by way of greeting. “The waters rushed down to the sea.”

    “Which is going to slow us down,” Jade said, as the first wave of men started to cross the foaming waters. “It isn’t going to be fun.”

    Emily had to smile. “When is it ever fun?”

    Jade shot her a sharp look. “We’ve picked up a few hundred more deserters, mainly infantrymen,” he added. “I’ve had them sent to the rear, for the moment. It won’t be long before Randor realizes he can send infiltrators into our ranks.”

    “If he’s thinking straight,” Emily said. The texts had made it clear that newborn necromancers rapidly slid down the road to madness. Randor had already been cracking up when he’d used the necromantic rite. “He may not be thinking tactically.”

    “We can’t take the chance,” Jade said. “And we don’t have time to vet all of the newcomers.”

    Alassa motioned for her to stand closer, then cast a privacy ward over the three of them. “Is your spell ready?”

    Emily took a breath. “I think I can cast it,” she said. She’d been deliberately vague about what the spell actually did, but she was sure it could take out a necromancer. In hindsight, there were curious similarities between the proto-mimic and the netting spell that had almost snared her. “And it should be able to stop him.”

    “We’ll be at the city walls in two days, unless he challenges us before we reach the city,” Alassa said. “Can you sneak into the city?”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. “Do we have contact with the people inside the city?”

    “Yeah,” Jade said. “Randor started cracking down hard the day we fled the city, but the Levellers still have a couple of tunnels open. You can get through them” – his lips quirked into a smile – “just like we explored the tunnels in the mountains.”

    “Hopefully without the monsters,” Emily said. She’d seen everything from giant scorpions to reptilian gorillas under the Craggy Mountains... and Sergeant Miles had told his students that there were worse things further down. Emily wouldn’t have been surprised to encounter a Balrog. “If we can get into the city without being noticed... what then?”

    “There’s a passage into the castle,” Alassa said. Her lips thinned, noticeably, as she passed Emily a vial of blood. “You’ll need to take some of my blood to open the outer door. You know how to do that, don’t you?”

    Emily nodded. “But surely Randor will have the tunnel guarded?”

    “You couldn’t get through the inner door without someone opening it for you, even if you had his blood,” Alassa said. “We’re going to have to ask Alicia to open it for us. For you.”

    “Oh,” Emily said.

    She sucked in a breath. She’d corresponded with Alicia through the chat parchment over the last few days, but she hadn’t learnt very much. Alicia and her infant son were practically under house arrest. She hadn’t even seen the king since his return from the battlefield. Emily suspected that it was only a matter of time before Alicia was sacrificed herself. Randor, in his madness, might blame her for his misfortunes. A necromancer wouldn’t care to realize that he’d brought his troubles on himself. That might lead to disaster.

    “And if she can’t open the door?” Emily met Alassa’s eyes. “Or if she won’t? What then?”

    “We take the city by storm,” Alassa said. She sounded calm, but Emily could hear the horror in her voice. People had been flooding into Alexis from the surrounding region, fleeing Alassa and her army. There were millions of people in the city, millions of people who would be killed if Alassa stormed the city. The slaughter would be immense. “We batter down the wards and blast the castle to bedrock.”

    Emily shuddered. She’d seen the castle’s defenses. An attacker would need at least ten-to-one odds to guarantee victory... and the cost would be staggering. King Randor and his ancestors had set out to build an impregnable fortress—and they’d succeeded. Emily doubted the secret passages could be used to bring in an entire army. Even with Alassa’s blood, they were going to have problems picking their way through the wards. If Randor got the slightest hint they were on their way, he could have an entire army camped out on the entrance or merely collapse the tunnel onto their heads. No, they had to sneak into the castle. A frontal assault would cost them dearly.

    “I understand,” she said. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d snuck into a necromancer’s fortress, although this one would be uniquely dangerous. Randor would have complete control of the wards as well as his own formidable powers. “I can do it.”

    Jade rubbed his forehead. “I wish I was going with you,” he said, grimly. “Three spellcasters are better than two.”

    “Alassa needs you here,” Emily said. She would have liked to have a third magician along, but they didn’t have anyone else who could stand up to a necromancer for more than a few seconds. The magicians attached to the army would be nothing more than free power to a necromancer. “When do we go?”

    Alassa met her eyes. “When will you be ready?”

    “The spell will have to be cast on the spot,” Emily said. She’d done her best, but she couldn’t see any way to cast the spell beforehand. “Let me get my tools and notes and then... I’ll be ready.”

    “I’ll call Cat,” Jade said. “And Emily... good luck.”

    A chill settled around Emily’s heart as Iodine escorted her back to the carriage. There was no way she could say goodbye to Imaiqah, not when her friend was still fighting for her life in Winter Flower. Emily hoped she’d last long enough to recover and escape, if everything went badly wrong. The entire kingdom might be reeling in horror from the news their king had become a necromancer, but... if Randor won, Emily had no doubt that the people cursing him now would rush to cheer his name. What else could they do? They wouldn’t stand a chance if they tried to fight a necromancer.

    The White Council will do something, Emily told herself, as she scrambled into her carriage and started to collect her tools. The spell notations, the lone battery, the ward and valve and the snake-bracelet... it wasn’t much, to topple a king. But there might not be much of a kingdom left by the time they act.

    She shuddered as she contemplated the problem. The necromancers were locked behind the Craggy Mountains and the Desert of Death, held firmly in place by a mixture of natural and magical barriers. And yet, no one knew better than she did that the barriers were porous. Shadye had attacked Whitehall, a seemingly invincible fortress; other necromancers had, from time to time, pushed into the Allied Lands. The only thing keeping them from winning outright was their tendency to fight each other when they weren’t waging war on the Allied Lands. They couldn’t cooperate for very long. But if Randor secured his grip on Zangaria...

    Emily swallowed, hard. He’d be able to send his armies to ravage the northern Allied Lands, presenting the defenders with a war on two fronts... a war fought on an immense scale. He wouldn’t be allied with the other necromancers, at least at first, but it wouldn’t matter. He would weaken the Allied Lands, allowing the remainder of the necromancers to push north and crush their enemies. Randor might have thrown the Allied Lands into the fire. Emily knew better than to think the population could be evacuated in time. Nothing could stop the necromancers once they broke through the defenses.

    This might be the end, she thought, as she finished packing her bag. And it will be, if he isn’t stopped.

    She opened the carriage and jumped down to the ground. Cat was cantering up, riding a large black horse. Emily eyed it suspiciously, then looked at Cat. He seemed a little too amused for her peace of mind. And he hadn’t brought a horse for her...

    “You can ride behind me,” he said. “We need to move fast.”

    “Oh, joy,” Emily said. She trusted him – she knew he was a good rider – but she didn’t like not being in control. And yet... she sighed, inwardly. She’d never liked riding because she knew she wasn’t really in control. “Do you know where we’re going?”

    “Jade briefed me,” Cat said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

    Emily shivered, helplessly. Casper had walked into a necromancer’s fortress with her, two years ago. The necromancer had killed him, blasting Casper to ash. There hadn’t been a body in the casket. And now... she looked at Cat, wondering if she should tell him to stay behind. She didn’t want to bury another person who’d trusted her. But... she shook her head as she slung her bag around the horse and scrambled into the saddle. Cat would never forgive her for suggesting he should stay behind. He’d want to go even if he could barely walk.

    And he’d be called a coward if he didn’t go, Emily thought. No one would blame Jade for staying with Alassa, but Cat...? He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he didn’t go. If he gets killed...

    “We’ll be taking the long way around,” Cat said. “Hopefully we won’t run into any checkpoints.”

    “That would be bad,” Emily agreed.

    She clung to him for dear life as the horse picked its way through the foaming river, then started to gallop as soon as it reached the far side. Cat chuckled throatily as the beast picked up speed, cantering down the road and galloping through the remains of a village. Emily saw brief glimpses of burned-out buildings and bodies, lying where they’d been thrown, before they were left far behind. Randor had lost control of his men, she guessed. It was better, she supposed, than the king issuing orders to punish his people for their defiance. 

    It grew harder to believe that the devastation wasn’t deliberate as they galloped closer to the city. The king’s army had destroyed buildings, burned fields and slaughtered everyone who hadn’t managed to run away. Emily knew the devastation was mainly cosmetic – the fields would regenerate within a year – but starvation would kill hundreds of thousands of people before the damage could be repaired. It looked as if the soldiers had had their fun with the people too, she noted. She forced herself to look at the bodies – mutilated, raped, murdered – and remember what Randor had done. He was past saving.

    “He’s mad,” Cat breathed, as they galloped through a midsized town. Some of the buildings were still burning brightly. “He’s destroying his own kingdom.”

    Emily looked from side to side, trying to see if anyone was left alive. But no one moved in the wreckage. She wondered, grimly, just how many men would stay with the king after what they’d done. Perhaps Randor had allowed them to commit crimes against their own people in the hopes of binding them to him. The Nameless World had no concept of war crimes, but there were limits. Randor’s men – even the mercenaries – couldn’t go anywhere else. They were bound to him now.

    Here and there, Emily saw hints of resistance. A soldier, lying dead on the ground; a mercenary, mutilated so savagely that she had to look twice before she was sure of what she saw. But it wasn’t enough. Randor had disarmed his population and now he was slaughtering them. She was starting to wonder if anyone, even Alassa, could put the kingdom back together again.

    They crested the hill as darkness started to fall and stared down at Alexis. The city had once glowed with light, but now it was lost in shadow. Emily slipped off the horse, rubbing her legs in the hopes of massaging some feeling back into them, and peered at the city. The castle was lit up with a sickly glow, but the remainder of the city was dark. She couldn’t even see the boat lanterns warning sailors of their presence. Alexis was as cold and silent as the grave.

    “They’ve been strengthening the walls,” Cat commented. “But the cannons will blast them down.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. The walls weren’t the problem. Taking the city was pointless if they didn’t take the castle. She reached out with her senses, hoping to get a hint of Randor’s presence, but felt nothing. She had no way to know what that meant. Randor might be controlling himself, taking as little power as possible, or he might not be there at all. Her lips twitched. Breaking into the castle would be hard enough without discovering that Randor was somewhere else...

    “This way,” Cat said. “Someone should be waiting for us.”

    “Stay ready,” Emily warned. “We don’t know whose side they’ll be on.”

     



    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    EMILY KEPT HERSELF UNDER TIGHT CONTROL as they inched towards the city, picking their way through a handful of paths until they reached a thicket. A man was standing there, half-hidden in the shadows. Cat walked forward, then stopped and beckoned her to join him. She had to smile as she recognized the man. Tam, Imaiqah’s cousin. The Levellers of Alexis were still a going concern.

    “Lady Emily,” Tam said. “It’s good to see you again.”

    “Likewise,” Emily said.

    “My friend will take care of your horse,” Tam said. He beckoned another man forward. “We can’t get him through the tunnels.”

    He turned and led the way towards a small building concealed in the forest. It was little more than a shack, the sort of place that might be built as a refuge from supernatural creatures that only came out at night. Emily felt a flicker of unease as she looked around, although she was fairly sure that none of the really dangerous creatures would live anywhere so close to a human city. Beast Hunters like Jade’s father had eradicated them out long ago.

    “The tunnel hasn’t been discovered, as far as we know,” Tam said, as he opened the door. A foul stench greeted them. “But watch yourselves anyway. If they know who’s coming...”

    Emily watched as he opened a concealed hatch and started to clamber down. “If one of you can cast a light-spell, that would be good,” he called up. “Lady Emily comes next, Lord Cat brings up the rear. Make sure you close the hatch properly.”

    “Of course,” Cat said. He cast a light-spell, directing a glowing ball of light to follow Tam down the hatch. “Emily?”

    Emily took a breath, reminded herself that it was no different to exploring the Craggy Mountain tunnels, and started to clamber down the ladder. It shivered under her weight, trembling as if it was on the verge of breaking... she silently readied a handful of spells to catch herself if it collapsed altogether. Tam kept up a steady stream of chatter, probably more for their benefit than for his, as he reached the bottom of the shaft. Emily heard his footsteps heading into the tunnel a moment before her feet hit the bottom. It caught her by surprise.

    Her heart started to pound as she turned and saw the tunnel. It was terrifyingly thin, barely large enough for her to walk with her head bowed. Cat would have to hunch down, unless he transfigured himself into something smaller. Emily found herself considering it as she forced herself to walk along the tunnel, feeling as though the walls were starting to close in. A dog – or a cat – would have no problems navigating the tunnel. But the risks of self-transfiguration were too great.

    “Hey,” Cat said, as he followed her. Emily felt uneasy at his presence behind her, even though she knew he meant no harm. “Who dug this tunnel anyway?”

    “Smugglers,” Tam called back. His voice echoed oddly in the confined space. “They wanted to get stuff – and people – in and out of the city without having to pay. Only a handful of them ever knew where to find the entrance. Everyone else was blindfolded until they were trapped inside the tunnel and couldn’t get out. The king’s men never knew where to look for the tunnel.”

    Cat sounded doubtful. “Are you sure? How did you find it?”

    “Oh, we’ve been smuggling things in and out of the city for years.” Tam snickered. “My family was in trade long before we became interested in politics. Having a handful of contacts on the wrong side of the law is always helpful.”

    Emily took a breath. The air was dank, smelling faintly of decay. She could hear the sound of dripping water in the distance. Alassa – and Imaiqah – had told her that there were hundreds of passages under the city, some known to the authorities and some not. She found it hard to believe the tunnel had existed for so long without the authorities realizing it existed and tracking down the entrance, although she supposed that anyone who did stumble across it could easily be bribed into silence. The king’s laws on what could and couldn’t be brought into the city were so strict that anyone willing to break them was assured of a handsome profit.

    Sweat trickled down her back as she kept walking, trying not to bang her head against the ceiling. There was a necromancer up there, a necromancer with more than enough power to bring the roof crashing down on her head... if he realized he had a chance to kill her in a single blow. She’d never thought of herself as particularly claustrophobic before, but there was something about the tunnel that wormed its way into her mind. The crudely-hewn walls looked as if they were going to collapse at any moment. Cold logic told her that the tunnel had existed for years, but cold logic wasn’t convincing. Her breath came in ragged gasps. It was growing harder and harder to force herself to keep moving.

    “They didn’t catch you, I see,” Cat said. “What have you been doing with yourself?”

    “We stayed underground, in our hidey-holes,” Tam said. “The king’s bastards rounded up a few dozen of us, damn them, but otherwise they did nothing. Too busy fighting you, I suppose. They did scoop up and execute a few hundred people who had nothing to do with us, which didn’t help their cause. We had no trouble recruiting after that, I tell you. The real problem was keeping the recruits from doing something stupid.”

    “That’s good,” Emily managed. She found it hard to speak. “What’s the situation now?”

    “There’s a third of the city they don’t dare enter, not without armed backup,” Tam said, dryly. “But that will change, once they’ve readied their armies. The king is mad.”

    “He’s a necromancer,” Cat said. “Of course he’s mad.”

    The tunnel narrowed again, forcing Tam to go down on his hands and knees. Emily swallowed hard, then followed him. The roof scraped against her head and she almost froze before the tunnel widened into a massive chamber. Water dripped down, splashing into her hair. She looked up, but saw nothing. Were they under the river? She thought they’d walked for miles, but she couldn’t have sworn to it. Her mind insisted they’d been in the tunnels for hours.

    She straightened up and looked around with interest. A handful of heavy packing crates were positioned against one wall; four men slept soundly beside them, their snores so loud she was surprised the City Guard hadn’t found them. Tam gave them a wide berth as he led the way to another tunnel, then up a shaft that gradually took them to ground level. Emily let out a sigh of relief as they stepped through a door and emerged into a warehouse. It was crammed with boxes of supplies – she had no idea what was in them – but it was deserted. The smell of rotting fish pervaded the air.

    “We’re by the docks,” Cat said, surprised.

    “The western docks, yes,” Tam confirmed. “This warehouse is owned by the smugglers. It’s perfectly legitimate, it just has a few... additions.”

    Emily frowned. “Wouldn’t it be better to have the entrance somewhere closer to the walls?”

    “It’s easier to bring stuff in and out of a warehouse without attracting attention,” Tam pointed out, dryly. “If we had people coming and going at all hours anywhere else, you can bet your life that we would attract attention. There’s supposed to be another tunnel that goes in and out of a brothel, but I don’t know if it really exists. It could be just a lie someone dreamed up to provide an excuse for searching the brothels and claiming a few free samples.”

    Cat laughed. “People don’t change, do they?”

    “No,” Tam said. “But as long as they take bribes, who cares?”

    He jabbed a finger towards the side door. “We have to keep moving,” he said. “We don’t want to be caught on the streets.”

    Emily said nothing as they stepped through the door and into an alleyway. The stench of rotting fish grew stronger, making her want to gag. It took everything she had to force herself to keep going as Tam led them towards the street. Alexis had been quieter at night, the last time she’d visited, but now it was utterly silent. She couldn’t hear anything, save for the faint sound of waves breaking against the docks. The streets were completely deserted.

    “Everyone who gets caught gets taken to the castle,” Tam said, quietly. “We don’t know what happens to them afterwards.”

    They get sacrificed, Emily guessed. Randor would need a steady supply of life-force – and, if he was lucky, some of his victims would have magic too. And then their bodies are destroyed.

    The silence grew oppressive as they headed steadily towards the Royal Mile. She looked from side to side, hoping to see some signs of life, but Alexis felt deserted. No eyes peeked from behind curtains as they made their way down their streets, no glimmers of light shone under closed doors... the city felt empty. She sensed faint flickers of magic from the magic quarter, but they seemed vague and diffuse. She hoped the magicians had had enough sense to flee. Randor would turn to them when he needed a recharge, if he hadn’t already. The despair sinking over the city should have been enough warning of what was to come.

    She looked up at the castle and froze. She could feel something now, a dreadful pulsing that reminded her of Heart’s Eye. Ice ran down her spine. Randor was there. She knew he was there. His power was beating so strongly that she could sense it, even though he was shrouded by hundreds of protective wards. If she’d doubted what he’d become, she couldn’t have doubted it any longer. The castle belonged to a necromancer.

    “Emily,” Cat hissed. She barely heard him. “Emily!”

    Emily jumped as he caught her arm. She’d been staring at the castle... how long had she been staring at the castle? Cat pulled her after him and she followed, kicking herself. If she’d stood there too long, she would have been caught. And if the guards had realized who she was, they’d have beheaded her before she knew they were there. Randor would reward the person who brought him Emily’s head.

    And we still don’t know who was trying to kill me, Emily thought. The mystery assassin hadn’t shown himself since they’d left Eagle’s Rest. Emily hoped that meant they’d left him behind, although she knew there was no way to be sure. Maybe he’s waiting in the castle too.

    A thought struck her. Maybe Randor already killed him for magic.

    She pushed the thought aside as they entered the Quadrant. The houses here were finer than the apartment blocks near the docks, or the endless suburbs surrounding the city, but not quite nice enough for the Royal Mile. Their occupants were lower middle-class merchants and their families; men who’d earned enough money to inch closer to the castle, but not enough to actually live on the Royal Mile itself. She wondered, wryly, just how many of them regretted being so close to the king now. They were probably pleased that their limited pedigree had saved them from being much closer...

    “Here,” Tam said, as he opened one of the smaller houses. “Your home, for the day.”

    Emily stepped inside and looked around. The house was tiny, smaller even than her home on Earth. It was barely large enough for two people, let alone a family. She glanced up the steps – they were practically a ladder – into the bedroom, then located the bathroom. It was relatively modern, complete with running water, but terrifyingly small. A wealthy merchant might be better off buying a bigger house further from the castle. It would certainly be cheaper.

    “There’s food in the cupboard,” Tam said. “Do not go outside during the day. I’ll see you in two nights, when the time comes.”

    When Alassa lays siege to the city, Emily thought. They’d outraced the army easily, but Alassa’s men weren’t going to stop until they reached the walls. And then we tell you what we’re really doing here.

    Cat smiled as Tam nodded to them, then left the house. “It could be worse.”

    “True,” Emily agreed. The Levellers had promised a safehouse, but it could have been anything from a room in a brothel to a pallet on someone’s floor. “Let’s set up the wards, then see what we have to eat.”

    Her stomach growled as she drew runes on the floor, but she ignored it until the house was securely warded. It had to be done before they used magic themselves. Randor probably wouldn’t be able to sense them unless he was right next to the house – necromancers tended to be unable to sense magic, as their power reserves effectively blinded them – but he had other magicians under his command. Emily hoped they’d deserted him, yet – again – they had no way to be sure. The magicians might have sworn oaths that kept them by the king’s side.

    “Cheese, ham and bread,” she said, glancing into the cupboard. Someone had cast a preservation spell on the cupboard, ensuring that the food stayed fresh. “And beer. Lots of beer.”

    “They know how to live,” Cat said, dryly.

    Emily rolled her eyes, then started to make a pair of thick sandwiches. She’d eaten worse, back when she’d gone on forced marches with the class. Cat watched her for a moment, then went to check out the bedroom. Emily heard him clumping about upstairs and hoped that the neighbors couldn’t. She felt a little jet-lagged – her body was telling her that she’d been up too long – but she knew it was too late to make noise. A single complaint to the local guardsmen and they’d be in real trouble. 

    She poured herself a glass of water, cast a spell to make sure it was safe to drink and sat down at the table. Cat joined her a moment later, after taking a bottle of beer from the cupboard. Emily kept an eye on him until he cast a spell to remove the alcohol before taking a swig. He grimaced at the taste. The beer clearly wasn’t the best he’d drunk. She had to admit that the water wasn’t much better.

    “So... we wait,” Cat said, as they chewed their sandwiches. The bread was hard, the cheese sour, the ham tasting as if it had been preserved... but they ate the sandwiches anyway. “And see?”

    “We wait for the army to arrive,” Emily said. She was tempted to go into the castle earlier, but she knew they needed a distraction. “And then we move.”

    She finished her sandwich, washed her mug and plate and clambered up the ladder into the bedroom. It was very simple, nothing more than a handful of thick blankets. She wondered why they hadn’t bothered to install a bed, then dismissed the thought as Cat followed her up the ladder. She knew what he had in mind.

     


    Afterwards, she lay on the bed and reached out with her senses. Randor’s mere presence was pervading the city now, casting the population into his shadow. Anyone with any sensitivity to magic, any sensitivity at all, would be able to feel it. Emily couldn’t tell if Randor was doing it deliberately or not, but it was seeping into the city’s collective unconscious and making it harder for the population to resist. She’d read horror stories about people who lived in the Blighted Lands, terrified wretches who jumped at shadows and willingly gave their children up for sacrifice. She hadn’t understood how they’d been broken so thoroughly, but she understood now. Randor was steadily breaking his own population to his will.

    He has to be stopped, she thought, as she tightened the wards as much as she dared. Randor was using a subtle spell, but there was nothing subtle at all about the amount of power he was channelling into it. It was easy to tell the spell was there, yet resistance was incredibly difficult. He cannot be allowed to get away.

    She closed her eyes, trying to sleep, but it was a long time before sleep overcame her. Her mind ran in circles, worrying about the effectiveness of her spells and fretting about what Randor would do and... fearing for Cat’s life. Randor would kill them both, if he got a chance. There was a part of her, a part influenced by Randor’s spell, that just wanted to turn and run. She tightened the wards – again – and concentrated on a mild sleep spell. Her mind fell into darkness...

     


    ... But the nightmares began as she plunged into sleep. She twisted and turned, always on the edge of waking up, as half-glimpsed images tormented her mind. She tried to remember them, but they slipped away from her every time she tried to focus on them. She was hot and sweaty when she woke, the blankets damp beneath her. If the entire city was getting the same treatment... she swallowed, hard. Randor had turned the world upside down once again.

     


    Cat didn’t look any better when he woke the following morning. She was sure he’d had nightmares too, but she knew she couldn’t ask. Cat wouldn’t tell her. There was something unmanly about admitting to bad dreams, even though they hadn’t been natural. Randor was probably giving everyone nightmares. She just had no idea if he was doing it deliberately or not.

    It doesn’t matter, she told herself, as she washed and changed before the day began. He has to be stopped.


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    “PRINCESS ALASSA IS LAYING SIEGE TO the city,” Tam said, two days later. The sound of distant gunfire underlined his words. “What do you want me to do?”

    “Take us to the Crone’s Temple, then leave us,” Emily said. Alassa was probing the defenses, making a great deal of noise as her men hunted for weak spots, but it wouldn’t be long before she unlimbered the cannon and attacked in earnest. “We have to move now.”

    Tam’s eyes narrowed. “The Crone’s Temple? Why...?”

    “We’ll tell you that later,” Emily said, sharply. What Tam didn’t know, he couldn’t be made to tell. “The king cannot be allowed to realize what we have in mind.”

    “As you wish,” Tam said. He sounded annoyed at not being told what was happening, but he seemed to have accepted her logic. “Are you ready to go?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. Cat echoed her a moment later. “Let’s go.”

    The sound of gunfire grew louder as they hurried onto the streets. She could hear armored men running down the Royal Mile, rushing to reinforce the walls. Tam kept them to side-streets, often pulling them aside to hide from the soldiers. The firing kept growing louder, suggesting that Alassa had found a weak spot. Emily just prayed that she wouldn’t lose too many men as she forced her way into the city.

    A giant explosion shook the air. Emily glanced back just in time to see a fireball rising into the air. Two more followed in quick succession, shouts and screams echoing in the distance as the uprising began. Emily looked at Tam, who smiled. The Levellers clearly had their own plans to take the city. Emily cursed under her breath as they reached Temple Row and made their way towards the Crone’s Temple. If the Levellers hadn’t coordinated their plans with Alassa, the whole conflict would devolve into a three-sided war.

    She looked up at the castle just in time to see a puff of smoke rising up from the walls. Randor was firing into the city, she realized dully, as the cannons fired again. He was bombarding his own people. She cursed again as they reached the temple, then hurried around the back. The building appeared deserted, but it was heavily warded. They were powerful enough to make her skin crawl.

    “Good luck,” Tam said. “I have to rejoin my people.”

    “Be careful,” Emily said. “And make sure Alassa knows you’re there.”

    She exchanged a glance with Tam as they approached the smaller building behind the temple itself. Alassa had explained that it was a retreat for particularly dedicated – and wealthy – devotees and initiates, the ones who wanted to escape from their menfolk for a few days and were willing to pay for the privilege. The wards snapped and snarled, but retreated as soon as Emily held up the vial of blood. Emily stepped into the building, unsurprised to discover that it was strikingly luxurious. The cynic in her wondered if the devotees wanted a holiday, rather than a religious retreat.

    “Fancy,” Cat commented. “And I’m the first man to see it.”

    Emily had to smile. The Crone Goddess was regarded with suspicion and fear because it was a female-only cult. Young women joined to rebel against their parents, a handful becoming cultists and spreading the word. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of it – she’d seen enough to wonder if there was some truth behind the cult’s claims – but it hardly mattered. There was no one around to see Cat trespassing on sacred ground. Besides, Randor had banned the cult. The Crone’s followers had every reason to want the king dead.

    She felt a flicker of déjà vu as she found the painting at the rear of the lower chamber. It was detailed enough to make her blush, even though there was nothing particularly sexual about the image. A nude woman, standing so openly that it was clear she wasn’t remotely ashamed of her body... Emily found the hidden switch and pressed it, opening the door. The painting moved aside, allowing them to step into the tunnel. It closed behind them as soon as they were through.

    “Tell Alicia we’re coming,” Cat ordered.

    Emily shook her head as she led the way down the sloping passageway. She’d told Alicia to be ready, but otherwise... she hadn’t told Alicia precisely when they’d be coming. There was too great a chance of Randor realizing that something was wrong and forcing Alicia to talk. Instead, Emily kept walking, using the vial of blood to break through the endless series of wards. Cat walked behind her, one hand resting on Emily’s shoulder. It was important that the wards didn’t realize he was with her.

    “Unbelievable,” Cat breathed, as they reached the bottom. “How many of these tunnels are there?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “Lady Barb showed me a few” – unfortunately, Randor was aware she knew about that tunnel – “but there were others. It’s like being under Mountaintop here.”

    She sucked in her breath as the earth shook, dust dropping from high overhead. The city was under attack. It wouldn’t be long until parts of the cave network started to collapse under the bombardment. She moved forward as fast as she dared, noting the hidden stockpiles of weapons, gemstones and food. Randor had clearly been planning ahead. If the Noblest had taken the city – it felt like years since the war had begun – Randor and his forces could have continued the fight indefinitely. She wondered if he had something similar in mind for when Alassa took the city.

    Another ward, a far more complex one, snapped at her as she reached the tunnel that led up to the castle. She held up the blood, silently willing the ward to accept that she had a perfect right to enter the tunnel. Randor couldn’t lock Alassa out completely without locking himself out as well... could he? He didn’t have the power – or the control – to craft truly secure wards. She reminded herself, sharply, not to underestimate him. If he’d gone further than anyone else in learning and controlling necromancy, he might well be more capable than she’d realized. 

    She touched the supplies at her belt as they started to walk up the tunnel. She’d done everything she could, save for casting the spell itself. That would have to wait until they were right on top of their target. If nothing else, she promised herself, they’d give Randor one hell of a fright. It might be enough to make him panic and lose faith in himself. And that would be instantly fatal.

    “I can feel him,” Cat said, quietly. “He’s angry.”

    Emily nodded. The pulsing had been dulled by the tunnels – and the layers of stone between them and the necromancer – but now it was growing stronger. Randor’s anger drove his men onwards even as it terrified his enemies. Emily hoped his anger was a good sign. If the Levellers had brought down a section of the walls, and attacked the defenders in the back, Alassa would be on the verge of taking the city. But as long as the castle stood, her victory would be meaningless.

    We could bring hundreds of tons of gunpowder up the tunnels and blow the castle to hell, Emily told herself. It might be the only way to win if we really can’t take him out.

    Another ward snapped at her, then parted. Emily sucked in a breath as they reached a featureless black hatch. The wards on it were strong, strong enough to make it impossible to open from the wrong side. Emily wondered, wryly, just how Randor was meant to return to his castle, then dismissed the thought. There would be other secrets. She reached for the chat parchment, scribbled down a quick note and leaned against the stone wall, waiting. The faint tremors seemed to be weaker. She hoped that was a good sign too.

    Cat caught her eye. “What if we can’t get in?”

    “Then we have to think of something else,” Emily said. She had a battery. She might be able to break down the hatch. But that would set off all the alarms at once. “Right now, we have to wait.”

    It felt like an eternity before the hatch slowly opened. Emily raised her hand, ready to cast a spell if they were greeted by armed guards; she let out a sigh of relief as she saw Alicia standing there. Her face looked as if she’d been brutally beaten, with one eye blackened and bloodied, but she was alive. She looked relieved to see them.

    “Lady Emily,” Alicia said. Her mouth was swollen and ugly. “It’s good to see you again.”

    “Likewise,” Emily said. She’d never disliked Alicia. The poor girl had never had any real freedom of her own. She’d been a pawn from the day she’d been born. “What happened to you?”

    Alicia touched her cheek, but said nothing. Emily could guess. No one but the king would dare lay hands on a baroness. Even her husband – Emily wondered, suddenly, if Lord Burrows was still alive – wouldn’t beat her. And even the king would hesitate to hit a well-born woman. It wasn’t as though she was a scullery maid.

    Necromancy and domestic violence, Emily thought, with a flicker of morbid humor. How will he ever keep his job with a record like that?

    She reached out and touched Alicia’s shoulder, lightly. “Go down into the tunnels,” she said, “and head up the furthest passageway. You should be safe there.”

    Alicia shook her head. “My son is in my quarters,” she said. “I can’t leave him for long.”

    “Then keep your head down,” Emily ordered. “You don’t want to be caught in the middle of this.”

    She glanced at Cat, then hurried along the passageway. Alicia would be fine... she hoped. It was unlikely anyone would intercept her before she reached her quarters. She opened her mind gingerly, trying to locate the king. The pulses grew stronger, as if someone was banging a drum beside her ear, their source too powerful to localise. She hesitated, knowing that using any active magic would increase the odds of being detected, then took careful hold of the blood vial and cast a seeking spell. An arrow appeared in front of her, pointing upwards. She guessed that meant Randor was in his Throne Room.

    “Stay behind me,” Cat ordered, as they reached the stairs. “You have to get to the Throne Room. I don’t.”

    Emily nodded stiffly and allowed him to walk past her, his sword held at the ready. It was possible they might be able to bluff their way past any guards, but she wasn’t willing to count on it. Randor’s crack guardsmen would know the names and faces of everyone authorized to be on the upper levels and they wouldn’t hesitate to hold any intruders for questioning until their identities were sorted out. It was the only time low-born guards got to manhandle noblemen, and they tended to make the most of it. Randor wouldn’t complain. His safety came first.

    The air smelled... odd... as they reached the top of the stairs. It smelt like an alchemist’s chamber, although it lacked the wards that kept older ingredients from destabilising and exploding. Was Randor experimenting with alchemy? Emily looked up and down the corridor but saw nothing. Randor might have his pet magicians brewing up potions to give his forces an edge. He wouldn’t be the first monarch to believe he could find a silver bullet that would solve all his problems in one stroke.

    “Halt,” a voice bellowed. “Who are you?”

    Emily spun around. Five men ran towards them, wearing Randor’s personal livery over their armor. Emily cursed as she saw a second group of men coming from the opposite direction. Gritting her teeth, she cast a set of spells on the air, transfiguring it into pure oxygen before hurling a fireball at the nearest soldier. The explosion – and the wave of heat – sent them toppling to the ground. Emily covered her mouth and turned back to the second wave of soldiers. Cat was tearing into them with his sword.

    Keep them busy, Emily thought, as she readied another spell. Just give me a second...

    She reached out, feeling her magic glinting off the charmed armor, and hit the floor under their feet with a powerful locomotion spell. The floor shifted violently, stone shattering under the weight of the spell. The soldiers toppled like ninepins, giving Cat a chance to kill them. Emily winced, then ran forward. She could hear other footsteps rushing up behind them. There were more guards on the way.

    “This way,” she snapped. “Hurry!”

    Cat followed her as they ran through a pair of open doors into the king’s antechamber. Emily remembered Nightingale, sitting at his desk and making himself indispensable, as a trio of magicians ran towards them. Emily caught the first one with a force punch, throwing him backwards, but he merely bounced off the walls. He was stronger than he looked, she realized, as he hurled a series of spells at her. Emily cursed – she couldn’t afford to waste power battling him – and aimed a fireball at the hanging chandelier. It crashed into his head, cracking his skull. Cat dispatched his opponent a second later and turned to the third magician. The young man, barely out of his teens, looked from Cat to Emily and back again, then turned and fled. Emily didn’t blame him. He knew he was outmatched.

    “He’s in there,” she said, nodding to the doors that led into the Throne Room. Randor’s presence was overwhelming. “Are you ready?”

    “One moment,” Cat said. He struck a casting pose, one hand lifted as if he intended to throw a baseball, then cast the spell. A howling wind, strong enough to pick up an armored man and blow him away, echoed down the corridor. “That should keep them busy.”

    Emily nodded, then checked the doors. They were unlocked. She pulled them open and peered into the room, recoiling as the king’s presence grew stronger. Randor sat on his throne, his golden armor stained with blood and ichor. His eyes were closed, but she knew with absolute certainty he knew they were there. She shuddered as she tore her eyes off him. The throne was surrounded by bodies. It was easy to tell they’d been killed by necromancy.

    Randor opened his eyes and looked at them. Red light glared, no longer hidden by powerful glamours. Emily heard Cat shudder behind her. He’d never seen a necromancer before, not even during the war. Now... Randor’s presence was growing stronger all the time. Emily wondered just how many people he’d killed in the last few hours. And yet, surely he should be stronger...? She almost smiled, even though it wasn’t remotely funny. Did Randor know he should be targeting magicians and those with magic potential?

    If he doesn’t know, he might not have charged his magic properly, Emily thought. But it was clear that Randor had boosted his powers. Did he not seek out magicians specifically?

    Cat strode forward, flaring his magic. “Your Majesty.”

    Randor stood. His armor looked cracked and broken. Emily couldn’t help thinking of a maddened creature that had crawled back to its nest to die. As Cat stepped closer, the king’s meaty fists clenched, magic crackling around his fingertips. Emily hastily looked away, fumbling through her belt for her tools. If she could get the proto-mimic spell to work before Randor started throwing blasts of raw magic everywhere, they could end the war very quickly. If...

    She sensed the surge of magic an instant before Randor slammed a colossal fireball into Cat’s wards. Cat stumbled back, hastily casting a series of shield-spells to defend himself and deflect Randor’s power away from him. Randor growled incoherently and hurled another spell. Cat’s shields started to crumble with terrifying speed, but he was unhurt. He chuckled – only someone who knew him well would have been able to tell it was an act – and shot back a spell of his own. Randor shrugged it off without apparent effort.

    Keep him busy, Emily thought, as she hastily put the remainder of the spell together. Don’t give him a chance to stop us.

    She slotted the battery into the valve, then started to input the spell. Master Wolfe had drawn on a nexus point when he’d created the first mimics. She had to rely on her battery. The mimic wouldn’t last for long – it was nowhere near as sophisticated as the mimics Master Wolfe and his successors had created – but it would last long enough to take out the king before crumbling back into nothingness. It wouldn’t go on the rampage...

    “You’ve lost,” Cat taunted him. “Your kingdom is gone.”

    Randor’s magic surged. Emily looked up, just in time to see a colossal force punch slam into Cat. He was picked up and thrown back, smashing the battery as he crashed into the antechamber and lay still. Emily threw herself back as the battery came apart, raw magic surging free and tearing into the walls. Her head ached as the magic flared in all directions, everything she’d stored up releasing in a single terrible second. Pieces of debris fell from the roof. Emily forced herself to stand, somehow. Her head was spinning helplessly. It was all she could do to stay upright.

    “Well, Lady Emily,” Randor said. His voice was triumphant, even though pieces of crumbling stone continued to crash down. He looked unharmed. It dawned on her that he might have been able to absorb some of her magic. “Just you and me.”

    His voice darkened. “And now you will pay for what you did to my kingdom.”


    Chapter Forty

    EMILY WAS TOO STUNNED TO SPEAK. Their plan had failed, spectacularly. The battery was gone, the valve was nothing more than pieces of debris and the wand was useless. And Cat was either stunned or dead. She gritted her teeth, trying to force her head to stop spinning. She was face-to-face with a necromancer and completely out of tricks. Randor was even standing between her and the door.

    She forced herself to stand up, despite the pressure beating against her mind. Randor wanted her to bow to him, to submit... she gritted her teeth, calling on every mental discipline she’d ever learnt. Randor wasn’t being subtle, but he was strong. It took everything she had to keep herself from collapsing in front of him. He looked mildly disappointed at his failure, although not particularly surprised. Emily couldn’t help wondering who he’d practiced on. Alicia? It couldn’t have been another magician.

    “I knew you’d come,” Randor said. His voice hummed with magic. “It’s what you do.”

    Emily took a step backwards, thinking hard. She couldn’t go toe-to-toe with a necromancer, not without the battery. Even with the battery, it would be chancy. She needed to push him into expending his power freely, until he drained himself, but she was far too close to him for comfort. Randor only needed one solid hit to shatter her wards and leave her defenseless. If she could find another way out of the chamber... the wards were too strong to allow her to teleport, even if she dared risk concentrating her magic on a single spell. She was trapped.

    Maybe he’ll blast a hole in the walls, she thought, grimly. If I can lead him on a chase through the castle...

    “I should never have allowed you to introduce the New Learning,” Randor said. He sounded almost pensive. “You made the commoners uppity. You encouraged them to forget their place and reach for the stars. You destroyed my kingdom.”

    “You did the damage yourself,” Emily said. Alassa had said Emily wasn’t to blame and Emily believed her friend. “If you’d kept your word, four years ago...”

    “I inherited this kingdom from my father, who inherited it from his grandfather,” Randor snapped. Red light flared in his eyes. “And I will hand it down to my son.”

    Your son, Emily thought. Alicia’s child? Randor was mad. There was no way Alassa would tamely accept being put aside, after everything that had happened. But it didn’t matter. The king had used necromancy. There won’t be a kingdom left for anyone to inherit.

    She took a breath. “The entire world knows what you’ve done,” she said. Lady Barb’s last message had said that the White Council was debating the matter, but they didn’t have much time to act before Randor made himself impregnable. “They’ll come for you.”

    Randor clenched a fist. A fireball, blazing so brightly that Emily could feel the heat, hovered above his hand. “Let them come,” he snarled. “I will destroy them all.”

    Emily kept her voice as calm as she could, even as the air grew warmer. “Listen to me,” she said, quietly. “Necromancy will kill you. If you care about the kingdom, you have to stand down and let the power drain away...”

    Randor’s face twisted. “I am the kingdom,” he snapped. “And you are dead!”

    He threw the fireball at her. Emily jumped to one side, glancing around for cover as a wave of heat shot past her and exploded. There had to have been something wrong with the spell, as sheets of fire blasted out in all directions. Randor was steadily losing control of his magic. A normal fireball didn’t do that.

    Unless he wanted to be sure he didn’t blast a hole in the wall, Emily thought, as she ducked a second – smaller – fireball. It slammed into the drapes and set them on fire. Zangaria’s coat of arms – and the insignias of everyone who had ever pledged themselves to the king – started to burn. Smoke filled the air. He can’t be reasoned with, not now.

    Randor grunted a curse and threw something in her direction. Emily twisted, allowing her magic to hurl her into the air. The gravity rotated a second later, the ceiling suddenly becoming the floor. It wasn’t something she would have dared to try against a sane opponent, someone who might think to simply cancel the spell, but it was worth trying against a necromancer. Randor’s face darkened, his eyes glowing brighter than ever, as he mustered his power. Emily waited for the surge, then cancelled her own spell as Randor struck. She dropped back to the floor, her head spinning, as Randor hit the ceiling with a spell she didn’t recognize. The room shook. Chunks of debris fell to the ground.

    Emily gritted her teeth, then aimed a blinding spell at him. It wouldn’t have worked against a sorcerer, but a newborn necromancer... Randor howled, stumbling around and firing bursts of magic in random directions. Emily took advantage of the diversion to aim a force punch at his back, although it barely touched him. Randor was too powerful to be hurt so easily. She could hear him muttering the words of a cancellation spell as he turned to face her. Her spell wouldn’t last very long.

    Make him waste his power, she told herself, as she cast a handful of illusions into the air. He would see a dozen Emilys, each one identical to the original. He’d know they were fakes, but how would he know which one was the real one? She cast an invisibility spell on herself and started to creep around the room. If she was lucky, she might be able to duck out of there and force him to chase her through the castle. Keep him busy, don’t give him time to think.

    Randor hurled a blast of raw magic at one of the illusions. It flickered and vanished. Randor stared at it dully, just for a second, then jumped back until he was standing in front of the door. Emily cursed under her breath. She had no idea how good Randor’s senses actually were – he was making so much noise that she doubted he could hear her – but he’d almost certainly sense her if she tried to sneak through the door. And then Randor pressed his fingers together, summoning his magic. Emily had no time to dodge before a shockwave rippled through the chamber, lifting her up and hurling her against the far wall. Pieces of debris flew in all directions. It took her a moment to realize that the throne had been destroyed.

    Smart of him, she thought. The spell was normally ineffectual, but backed by necromantic power... Randor strode towards her, ignoring the remainder of the duplicates. Of course... he’d felt the feedback when his spell had struck her. The invisibility spell was already coming apart. She cancelled it – no point in wasting power – and forced herself to stand on wobbly legs. But he’s burning up his power.

    Randor jabbed a finger at her. A blast of magic screamed towards her, the air burning in its wake. Emily managed – somehow – to get out of its way and launched a series of seeking fireballs in his direction. Her aim was poor, but it didn’t matter. The fireballs were designed to seek out the largest source of magic in the area and hit it. Right now, Randor was the most powerful magician in the room.

    She heard him howl in outrage as one of the fireballs detonated against his wards. Another followed, and another... she wondered, suddenly, if his wards were as strong as she’d thought. Shadye had been pretty much invulnerable, at least until she’d brought a nexus point into play, but Shadye had been a necromancer for decades. Randor, on the other hand... she gathered her magic as Randor batted away the last of the fireballs, then started to hurl spell after spell towards the mad king. Randor seemed to stagger under her blows – for a moment, she thought she was actually winning – and then he threw a massive force punch at her. She jumped aside barely in time. The walls cracked and shattered under the impact. A giant piece of debris fell from the ceiling, smashing down far too close to her for comfort.

    Randor laughed. There was nothing human in the sound.

    Shit, Emily thought. He’s lost it.

    The castle shook for a second time, although she couldn’t tell if Randor had hit the walls again. Perhaps Alassa’s forces had taken the city and were bombarding the castle. Emily hoped that Alicia had had the sense to take her child and run before it was too late. She glanced towards Cat, lying still on the stone floor, and felt cold. He might be dead. She couldn’t take the time to check on him.

    Randor laughed, again. Magic blossomed over his fingertips and launched itself into the air. Lightning bolts stabbed at Emily, tearing into her wards. Emily shoved her wards forward, hastily casting new ones as Randor’s magic threatened to break through her defenses, then cast a wardcracker of her own. Randor’s body glowed with light as the wardcracker started to weaken his spellware, but it didn’t seem to slow him down. The fireball he aimed in her direction nearly took her head off.

    Emily glanced from side to side as Randor supercharged his wards. Hope blossomed in her breasts as the light grew brighter. Randor was doing precisely the wrong thing. She’d been taught to discard any wards that were tainted by a wardcracker, even if she thought she could dismantle or cancel the spell. There just wasn’t time to be clever when someone was trying to kill you. She sighted some of the debris and hastily cast a set of locomotive spells, hurling it at Randor with terrifying force. A chunk of debris slammed into his chest. He staggered back, coughing violently, but he was still alive. His armor had taken the blow.

    Randor glared at her. Emily saw red light in his mouth. The necromancy was consuming him, slowly turning the king into something inhuman. But he didn’t have enough power to make the transition, she thought. There were no sources of power in the chamber, not any longer. Her heart sank as she realized that wasn’t entirely true. She was a source of power. And Randor was smart enough to know it.

    Then I have to keep burning up my own power, she thought. She hoped that everyone in the castle had started to run. I can’t let him drain enough power to survive the transition.

    “I will destroy you,” Randor said. He was still between her and the exit, damn him. His voice came in cold gasps. “And then I will go into the streets and slaughter the rebels. I will put their heads on spikes. The streets will run red with blood. I will rule forever.”

    “Your reign ends today,” Emily said, with a confidence she didn’t feel. Randor was holding up better than she’d expected, for someone who’d barely started experimenting with necromancy. He’d had enough experience with using his limited magic that he might have been able to keep himself under control. He’d certainly managed to hide his true nature from his followers until it had been too late. “This is the end.”

    Randor threw a burst of magic at her. Emily jumped, allowing her instincts to guide her as Randor fired again and again. She drew on her own magic, jumping to the ceiling and down again, hoping that Randor would rapidly expend his remaining power. If he ran out, he’d die. She could jump out of range and watch from a safe distance, just to be sure. Lady Barb had warned her that she had to see the body. If a body wasn’t found, the man wasn’t dead. Emily had thought that it was incredibly paranoid at the time, but she understood now. The kingdom had to see Randor’s body before the people believed their former king was dead.

    Emily noted the presence of another pile of debris and hastily cast locomotion spells, then followed with a handful of more aggressive spells. She wasn’t sure how much damage they’d do – Randor was heavily armored – but they would stoke his rage to boiling point, keeping him from thinking logically. Randor howled as one of the rocks struck him in the knee – Emily thought she heard something break – and then yanked his hand back in a casting motion. Emily barely had a second to realize what he’d done before the wall disintegrated, a shower of debris raining down on her. She crashed to the ground, pieces of stone landing on top of her. Her wards protected her from the impact, but she was trapped. She had a nasty feeling she’d broken something too. She wasn’t sure how much magic she had left. Her head was pounding.

    She gritted her teeth as she heard Randor clump towards her, somehow still on his feet despite a broken knee. She cast a force punch. The backlash hurt worse than she’d expected, pieces of debris crashing into the ceiling and slamming back to the ground, but she was free. She crawled away, trying to use an illusion to distract Randor long enough to let her get back on her feet. The pain was excruciating. She thought she might have cracked a rib, perhaps more than one. It hadn’t hurt so badly the last time she’d used a force punch to escape a trap...

    A hand caught her shirt and yanked her back, lifting her up into the air. Her skin burned under Randor’s touch as he turned her around, his red eyes glaring at her. She could see power – and madness – pulsing within them. His grip grew tighter as her legs dangled in the air. She found herself hoping he would snap her neck before he thought to claim what was left of her power. Her dead body would be useless to him.

    Randor’s face twisted. “And now...”

    Emily felt a surge of raw anger. I am not going to die like this. 

    She brought her leg up as hard as she could and kicked him in the groin. Randor stumbled and let go, even though his armor had taken most of the impact. Emily hit the ground hard enough to make her scream in pain as one of her legs buckled. She thought, for a horrified moment, that it was broken. If she couldn’t escape... panic yammered at the back of her mind as she forced herself to stand. Randor’s power was growing... she stumbled away, pushing as much power as she could into her wards. The blast that slammed into her back shattered them. She stumbled and fell to the ground. It was all she could do to stay on her hands and knees.

    “Finally you show me proper respect,” Randor said. She could hear him stagger up behind her. A flash of pride ran through her. She’d taken a bite out of him. Perhaps she’d even weakened him enough for Jade to take him out when Randor stepped out of the castle to fight the rebels. “I like you on your knees.”

    Emily cringed, one hand fingering the virgin blade in her sleeve as she forced herself to stand again. Randor was leering at her as his power built, waves of raw magic thrumming through the air. She thought, just for a moment, that he was finally reaching his limits. His face, no longer truly human, suggested that he was starting to get hungry. If he ran out of power, he was doomed.

    “No, stay down,” Randor mocked. He drew a stone knife from his belt. “I’ll make this quick.”

    Emily gathered herself, then threw the virgin blade. She’d charmed it to make sure it could cut through all but the strongest of wards. Randor staggered as the blade lodged itself in his exposed throat, his hand clutching the hilt as if he wanted to pull it out at once. Emily hoped he’d try. The blade wasn’t cursed, but he didn’t know that. And he would be aware of the danger. He’d certainly helped charm the knife that had almost killed Imaiqah. Leaving the blade in place might be very dangerous...

    Randor pulled the blade out, casting a healing spell at the same moment. Emily sucked in her breath, remembering the warnings of dire consequences of trying to heal oneself, but Randor seemed to be making the spell work. Emily stared for a long second, then hurled a blast of magic into his face. Randor stumbled back, then thrust everything he had at her. The power slammed into her wards, threatening to burn them – and her – to ash. 

    He’s weakening, Emily thought. She summoned her remaining power and pushed back as hard as she could. Magic crackled through the air, burning into his body. I can stop him.

    She felt her wards beginning to buckle, a second before Randor’s power started to fade. Emily reached for every scrap of power she could muster, pushing as hard as she could. Her headache grew worse as her magic flickered, but somehow held... Randor’s power snapped out of existence, a second before it would have killed her. She looked at the king. His lips were moving soundlessly. He was casting a spell.

    Something hit her, something bad. She could feel it tearing into her wards, pain following in its wake. Darkness reached for her, threatening to drag her into the mire. She tried to keep herself awake, but it was a losing battle. Randor might have managed to land a killing blow after all. Light flared as Randor’s body exploded into fire, a howl echoing through the room as the king died, the castle shaking underneath her...

    ... And then the darkness reached up and dragged her down into merciful silence.


    Epilogue

    ALASSA HAD known WHAT HER CORONATION would be like from the very first day she’d realized that she would be the first Queen of Zangaria.

    She’d imagined it in great detail, of course. She would sit on her father’s throne for the very first time, Jade standing beside her, her face impassive as endless rows of aristocrats, priests and commoners knelt before her. The nine barons would bow their heads, silently hating the fact that they were paying their respects to a Queen. She would listen to their words of fawning obsequiousness and keep her face a mask, knowing that they were already plotting against her. They’d plotted against her father, the strongest man she knew. Of course they’d plot against a mere girl. She’d been looking forward to showing them what a mere slip of a girl could do.

    Now...

    Her coronation had been a rushed affair, driven by the desperate need to be crowned before nearby kingdoms – and the Allied Lands – started demanding answers. Alicia, the sole senior aristocrat who was relatively unharmed, had placed the crown on Alassa’s head, crowning her in front of a tiny group of supporters, noblemen and city delegates. What should have been a week of feasting had become an hour’s party, followed by the work of slowly putting the kingdom back together. Alassa had signed the Great Charter into law shortly after she’d been crowned, but she knew it would take years to rebuild. Zangaria had been devastated by the civil war.

    Alassa sat on the makeshift throne and looked at the spot where her father had died. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, although she’d known – from the moment he’d used necromancy – that he had to go. Emily had killed him, or maybe he’d killed himself, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that either. Randor had been a distant father, more prone to offering advice than fatherly affection, yet... she remembered the bodies in the cells and shuddered. Randor had wiped out most of the old families, the ones who had rebelled against him and would rebel against her, if they’d been given a chance. Alassa was torn between being relieved they were dead – and in a manner that could never be blamed on her – and wondering if her father had been trying to do her a favor. He’d cleared the decks for her to take the throne without organized opposition.

    It’s just a matter of time, she thought, as she shifted uncomfortably. The throne was designed to be uncomfortable, a constant reminder that she should never get too comfortable. There will be opposition soon enough.

    The wards vibrated, warning her she had a visitor. Jade stepped into the room, looking tired and drained. He’d been busy securing the castle and getting the army reorganized, disbanding some of the smaller regiments while preparing the larger regiments for deployments into the baronial lands. The Noblest might be gone, but their lands were plagued with bandits and mercenaries. They would have to be eliminated, the sooner the better. Alassa had no doubt her forces would succeed. Between her and the Levellers, the bandits would be rapidly cut off from all hope of succour.

    “Alassa,” Jade said, quietly. “Emily’s asking for you.”

    Alassa felt a pang. They’d found Emily’s body in the throne room, far too close to her father’s remains for comfort. She’d feared the worst before the healers managed to save her friend and move her to her quarters. She hadn’t been able to see her since, even after Emily had woken up. The healers had been insistent that Emily needed rest. Alassa had reluctantly agreed.

    At least Cat wasn’t too badly hurt, she thought. He was up and running about in less than a day.

    She stood and allowed Jade to lead her through the corridors down to the suite. The castle’s interior was a mess, although a small army of servants were already working on putting things back together. Alassa found it hard to care about the portraits and tiny statues. They simply weren’t important, compared to the nightmare settling across her kingdom. But it was apparently important to keep up appearances. She had a meeting with the White Council’s representatives in an hour to discuss her father’s death.

    And that will be difficult to handle, she thought, as they tapped on the door. They’ll want answers we can’t give.

    The door opened. Emily was sitting upright in her bed, wearing an unflattering dressing gown. She looked... smaller somehow, her face covered with bruises that the healers hadn’t deigned to remove. Her hair looked as if it hadn’t seen a brush for days, if not weeks. Alassa’s eyes narrowed, just for a second, as they walked closer. Something was wrong, badly wrong. Was this truly Emily? Jade wouldn’t have been fooled by a doppelganger, would he? No impersonation could hope to stand up to an interrogation conducted by someone who knew the person they were trying to impersonate. There were thousands of little moments the doppelganger couldn’t – and wouldn’t – know about.

    “Alassa,” Emily said. She sounded weaker too. “Thank you for coming.”

    Alassa nodded, stiffly. She’d wanted Emily and Imaiqah at the coronation – she’d always envisaged having them at the coronation – but neither of them had been in any state to watch, let alone take part. In some ways, she supposed it was a good thing. Emily was, technically, the senior surviving aristocrat, with the right to crown the new monarch, but she was already seen as having far too much influence. Her absence from the ceremony could easily be taken as a sign that Alassa intended to rule alone. 

    Not that it matters, she told herself. There are people who can read anything into anything.

    “How are you feeling?” Alassa asked, as she sat down on the bed. “Emily...”

    Emily looked up. Her eyes were bleak, hopeless. “Alassa... I think I burned myself out.”

    Alassa felt her mouth drop open. Did that mean...

    “Since I fought your father, I haven’t been able to cast a single spell,” Emily said. Her fingers moved uselessly. “My magic is gone.”

     


     


    End of Book Sixteen

     

    Emily Will Return In:

     

    Cursed.

     

    Coming Soon!
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