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Cover Blurb

A hundred years before Emily, just after the fall of the Empire and the start of the Necromantic Wars, Void worked for the White Council as an agent of last resort, the sorcerer they called upon when no one else could complete the mission.  But this mission may make or break him.

Searching for a missing alchemist, Void is drawn into a deadly plot threatening the newborn Allied Lands, one that may send them plunging into ruin.  And, as he starts trying to unpick the plot, he is forced to confront a truth that will change his life forever ...

Author’s Note

The majority of this story takes place well before Schooled in Magic , but the section touching Emily is set between The Face of the Enemy and Child of Destiny . 

Prologue

Emily dreams.

In the dreams, she stands on a vast ocean, dark waters shifting below her feet.  Strange lights and shapes move within the shadows, things she dares not look at too closely for fear they might look back.  High overhead, the sky is a nightmare of lights and things that burn, eyes belonging to creatures and intellects so far beyond hers that even taking note of their presence risks madness.  She is alone, yet the sense of vast powers moving and shifting around her permeates her mind.  Lightning-fast thoughts dance at the corner of her eyes, daring her to look.  The dream world is a very dangerous place for an unshielded mind. 

“I thought we should talk.”  Void is behind and in front and beside her ... somehow, this is not surprising.  “Here, we cannot be overheard.”

Emily steps back, bracing herself.  Void looks ... old , his body bent under the weight of some vast burden.  Grey hair shrouds his face, hiding everything but his eyes.  It strikes her, suddenly, that this is how Void sees himself.  He may look young, in the real world, but he is old.  Emily knows it is just a matter of time before his magic can no longer keep him alive.

Her voice sounds weird, even to her.  “What is this place?”

“This is the dreamtime,” Void tells her.  For a moment, they are master and student again.  The warmth of his regard envelops her.  She likes it and hates it and wishes that certain things were not so.  “This is the place where minds, all minds, come to rest.”

He speaks the truth, Emily realises dully. 

The ocean below her feet is the vast dreaming mind of humanity itself.  The things above her are linked to humanity and yet so far beyond it, there are no points in common.  She remembers some of the things she’d seen outside the fabric of reality, when she was thrown back in time or linked to the entity that had invaded Heart’s Eye; she shivers at the grim reminder of just how fragile reality truly is.  The longer she stays in the dreamtime, the harder it will be to return to normal consciousness.  Ice washes down her spine as the implications dawn on her.  She might never escape the dreamtime.

She faces him.  She turns to face him.  She doesn’t face him.  All are true in the dreamtime.

“You thought we should talk,” she says.  “Fine.  Talk.”

Void says nothing for a long moment.  She can see thoughts - shadowy ones - below the water, below his feet.  The surface ripples beneath him.  She thinks, suddenly, of just how much power he’s expending to bring her into the dreamtime.  She knows he will not hurt her, and yet ... she fears.  She looks away, up towards a black sun high overhead.  It seems to look back.  She dreads to imagine what it must be.

“You wanted to know why I was taking control,” Void says.  “And you didn’t like my answer.”

“No,” Emily says, warily.  She understands his point of view, she follows his reasoning, but she doesn’t agree it justifies everything he’s done.  “You have a point.  But your actions have made everything worse.”

“I didn’t account for you,” Void agrees.  A wash of affection follows his words.  “A person from a world beyond my ken ... no, I couldn’t account for you.”

He takes a step back.  “I can’t tell you anything more, directly,” he said.  “There are no words I can use.  But I can show you.  Here, in the dreamtime, you can see my memories.  You can walk beside me as I made the fateful choice, the decision to take power for myself and use it.  You can watch through my eyes and decide if you would have made the same decision - or not.”

Emily cocks an eyebrow, hiding her interest even though she knows it is futile.  “And afterwards?”

“And afterwards, you are free to go,” Void says.  She knows he is telling the truth.  “You have my word.”

“I see.”  Emily thinks, quickly.  She cannot stay in the dreamtime for long.  Her body will die, leaving her a ghost on the astral plane.  “I’ll take your word.”

Void smiles, and snaps his fingers.  The ocean seems to shift beneath her feet ...

... And his memories reach up and overwhelm her.

Chapter One

There is a place near Whitehall, far too close to the Dark City for comfort, where the grass will never grow again.

I stood on the edge of the clearing and peered across the scene.  Two of my brothers had died there, ten years ago; a third had seen something so terrible, the sight had permanently blinded him.  Even I hadn’t been unscarred, although I could never have put the feeling into words someone could understand.  It felt like a shadow of a scar on my soul.

The magical emanations burned at me.  The power we’d unleashed - for a few short seconds - had permanently blighted the landscape, bleeding into the surrounding foliage and warping it beyond recognition.  No one came here, not even the more intellectually challenged students who thought they could handle anything.  The otherworldly magic in the air drove them away.  I was the only person I knew who could breach the clearing and even I couldn’t stay for long.  The magic was just too dangerous.

I stared at the scorched ground, breathing a silent prayer for my brothers.  The four of us had grown up together, outcasts from our more distant relatives because of how our father had chosen to sire us.  We had studied magic together, we had gone to school together, we had done everything together.  We’d thought we could change the world for the better.  And we’d been wrong. 

We’d played with fire and two of us died, vaporised so completely there’d been nothing left.  My brother and I hadn’t even been able to take their bodies home for proper funeral rites.

The magic shifted, a faint otherworldly sense pressing against my mental shields.  I wanted to run.  I wanted to walk into the clearing, into another world.  I wanted ... I clenched my fists as the contradictory urge grew stronger, unwilling to let it get the better of me.  I’d spent ten years researching the spell we’d tried to use, the rite we’d found in a forgotten tome and tested carefully before we actually cast it.  I still didn’t know if we’d made a dreadful mistake or if the entire spell had been a booby trap from the start, designed to kill anyone stupid enough to attempt it.  It gnawed at me, during the darkest nights.  What had we done?  What had we really been trying to do?

My nails dug into my hands.  My memories were vague.  I’d performed spell after spell designed to drag up old memories and yet, everything that had happened between the moment we’d started the rite and recovering in the burnt-out clearing was a blur.  I remembered ... things ... things I couldn’t see properly.  I knew I should be glad - my brother had been blinded - and yet there was a part of me that just wanted to know .  What had really happened in the period I couldn’t remember?

The magic shifted again.  I thought I heard my brother’s voice on the wind, calling to me.  It wasn’t real, and yet it felt tangible.  I turned and walked away.  Whatever we’d done, we’d blighted the land beyond repair.  I had been lucky to survive.  The sensation faded as I walked faster, unwilling to spend another second near the otherworldly magic.  There was nothing I could do about it.  The land was blackened and burnt and no longer the province of human minds.  It wasn’t safe for anyone, not now.

I dismissed the thought as I walked on, my magic bending the trees and foliage around me.  There were no paths here, not even animal tracks.  No students explored this far from the school, no hunters preyed on the local wildlife ... I’d been told there were a handful of hermits living so far from the civilised world, but I’d never seen them.  The odds were good they were no longer entirely human.  Being so close to the wild magic of the Greenwood did unpleasant things, at least those without the proper protections or agreements.  The Other Folk were always haunting the land.  I could feel unseen eyes watching me.

The sensation faded the moment I reached the ancient road that led from Whitehall to Dragon’s Den.  There were agreements here, ones forged so long ago that no one really knew who’d put their name to them, that the students would remain untouched by the Other Folk.  I’d hunted through the archives, trying to determine who - or what - had written the agreements and bound themselves to them, but I’d drawn a complete blank.  There was just no way to know what had really happened, so long ago.  Perhaps it had been the first emperors.  They could’ve spoken for the human realm.

I felt the shadows of the past lift as I kept walking, heading down to the town.  Dragon’s Den had survived the fall of the empire reasonably intact, given that it was ruled by Whitehall School rather than the local magnate - who now styled himself King of Alluvia - but everyone thought it was only a matter of time before all hell broke loose.  The town had attracted hundreds of refugees from magical communities over the last few decades, all of whom had been trying to find permanent homes that didn’t involve bending the knee to the newborn kingdoms or long-standing magical aristocracy.  The non-magicians in the town were having an even worse time.  There were just too many low-power magicians who took their frustrations and resentments out on their magic-less neighbours rather than trying to build up the power to strike back at their tormentors.  It was said - truly - that if you walked down the wrong street at the wrong time, you’d go through at least five unwilling transformations before you reached the end.

A gaggle of students stood at the edge of the town.  They weren’t helping.  Grandmaster Boscha was a firm believer in harsh discipline - I’d felt his wrath often enough - but he cared nothing for the mundanes in his town.  The students had no qualms about acting like entitled brats, intimidating the townsfolk and often humiliating them for shits and giggles.  Slip someone a love potion or a particularly nasty charm and watch the results, laughing all the time ... bastards.  I didn’t bother to mask my magic as I walked past the students, watching in dark amusement as they scattered and fled.  No one would have faulted me for slapping them down, even without provocation.  The only safe streets in the town were the ones protected by powerful magicians.  It was unlikely things would improve unless the Grandmaster took a personal hand or he was replaced with someone a little more aware of his responsibilities.

The town was disturbingly quiet as I strode through the streets.  There were fewer students than I’d expected, even though it was a weekend.  Perhaps they were up to something or ... I shrugged.  It wasn’t my problem.  I wasn’t a teacher.  I didn’t have the patience for it.  A young woman, barely out of her teens, made eyes at me.  I glanced at her, noted her dress - she was clearly from a magical bloodline - and ignored her.  My cousins had been raised to marry the strongest magicians they found, practically ordered to seduce them in hopes of breeding even stronger magicians.  I might be handsome - if I said so myself, and of course I did - but it wouldn’t matter if I was uglier than a troll’s buttocks.  The girls would still be pushed into trying to marry me.

I felt nothing.  I’d never really been interested in anyone.

The cafe sat at the edge of the town’s centre, owned and run by a powerful magician.  I could feel his wards pulsing through the air, even from a distance.  A pair of students hung upside down outside, trying to keep their robes in place as they dangled from invisible strings.  They’d probably tried to harass the patrons on a dare, only to discover - too late - that the owner was too strong.  I didn’t bother to wonder what would happen to them.  The owner could do whatever he wanted, from putting them to work washing dishes to turning them permanently into toads.  The Grandmaster wouldn’t care enough to help them.

I stepped through the door, hung my cloak on a hook and walked to the table.  My brother - Hasdrubal - sat there, eyes hidden behind a tattered blindfold.  He could still use magic to see - his first students had found that out the hard way - but ten years of research hadn’t been able to uncover a way to repair his eyesight.  Whatever had happened, it had proven impossible to fix.  And that should have been impossible, too.

It was growing harder to tell we were brothers, I reflected, as I took the seat facing him.  I was tall, with pale skin, dark eyes and long dark hair that fell down to my shoulders; he was shorter, his eyes hidden, his body hunched as if he were carrying some great weight.  I supposed that being a teacher must have taken a toll, particularly with a Grandmaster who didn’t give much of a damn about his kids.  I had no illusions about the students.  They’d been obnoxious when I’d been a student and they were still obnoxious, even to the teachers.  My brother was the most powerful teacher in the school - he was head and shoulders ahead of many others - but that only made the thought of getting the better of him all the more attractive.  There wouldn’t be a student who hadn't at least considered trying to sneak into his office.  Anyone who tried and succeeded , according to tradition, would be granted a free pass for the year.

Poetic justice , I thought, with a flicker of dark humour.  We tried to sneak into their offices when we were students, too .

“Void.”  Hasdrubal looked irked.  He’d never liked the moniker I’d chosen.  “Thank you for coming.”

“Your message was very clear,” I said.  “You had someone you wanted me to meet?”

“Someone who wanted to meet you,” Hasdrubal said.  He flicked his finger in the air, sending a message.  “He has a job for you.”

“Oh, does he?”  I made a face.  I’d had a feeling it was yet another commission from the White Council.  Or, more accurately, a subcommittee of a committee within the council ... a confusing mixture of sorcerers and aristocrats and newly-minted kings who could neatly evade the blame and deny everything if something went spectacularly wrong.  “And who might this person be?”

Hasdrubal nodded in the direction of the rear door, a moment before it opened.  I smirked inwardly - the door led to stairs, which led to the brothel - and then schooled my face into an expressionless mask as Lord Ashworth stepped into the cafe.  I wasn’t too surprised to see him - Lord Ashworth had always been too mealy-mouthed to do anything directly - but lurking there?  It was commonly believed he didn’t have any balls.  His face twisted as he saw us, lips starting to curve into a sneer before he hastily hid it.  He’d never liked my father.

“Lord Ashworth,” Hasdrubal said.  His voice was calm, so calm I knew he was irritated.  “Please.  Join us.”

Lord Ashworth sat, face artfully blank.  I had no trouble reading his eyes.  He was both confident and afraid, a reflection of his power and his awareness of my far greater power.  I had no family - we’d been disowned after my father died - while he had a small army of magicians at his beck and call, but we both knew I could kill him.  He was far too close to me for his peace of mind.  I might not make it out alive - House Ashworth would spare no expense to hunt me down - but he’d be dead.

“Void,” Lord Ashworth said.  He summoned the waitress and ordered the most expensive drinks on the menu.  “We have a problem only you can solve.”

I resisted the urge to point out I wasn’t amused by his petty flattery.  I had no false modesty - I knew I was good - but I was hardly unique.  He didn’t want my problem-solving skills.  He wanted a deniable asset, someone who could be disavowed if necessary.  He wanted ... he wanted something he’d be unwilling to come out and say.  I kept my face expressionless, despite my disgust.  Lord Ashworth was one of the most powerful men in the world, despite his venality.  He didn’t have to jump around the issue for hours before finally getting to the point.

The waitress returned, with three glasses of something rare and expensive.  I didn’t touch it.  I didn’t want to accept any obligation to Lord Ashworth, no matter how small.  If he noticed - if he cared - he gave no sign.  Instead, he sipped his own glass with casual abandon.  I noticed a flicker of disgust cross my brother’s face.  Drunken magicians were dangerous .  Hasdrubal had managed to convince the staff to ban alcohol from the school, but the students could still drink in town.  And when they got drunk ...

“We have a problem,” Lord Ashworth said.  His face twisted in distaste.  “Have you ever been to the Principality of Yolanda?”

“No,” I said.  “I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never actually visited.”

Lord Ashworth made a face.  “The principality is really nothing more than a town, some countryside and a handful of mountain passes,” he said.  “It would have been swallowed by a bigger kingdom by now, except for a combination of geography and political reality.  Her neighbours - she has three - want her, but they don’t want their rivals getting their hands on her either.  King Jonathon - he styles himself the just - has managed to play his neighbours against one another, through a mixture of threats and promises.  It doesn’t hurt that Yolanda has a sizable magical community.  King Jonathon himself may be a mage.”

I nodded, impatiently.

“We have been quietly monitoring the situation,” Lord Ashworth told me.  “The White Council has been using it as an example of what the council can do, meditating disputes between kingdoms and arranging matters so everyone is reasonably happy.  Keeping Yolanda independent, and the trade routes open, is in everyone’s interests.”

“Of course,” I agreed.  “And what does this have to do with me?”

“A handful of magicians, including a top-rank alchemist, have gone missing,” Lord Ashworth said.  “They were in Yolanda, all long-term residents.  And we don’t know what’s happened to them.”

“An alchemist,” I repeated.  “Was he one of the ones with ... interesting ... ideas?”

“ She ,” Lord Ashworth corrected.  “And no, Layla wasn’t known for flights of fancy.  There was certainly no suggestion she should take her experiments somewhere unpopulated, where she would be the only person at risk if something went badly wrong.  She ran a simple apothecary and generally kept herself to herself.  She had no partner, no children, no apprentice.  The only reason we know she’s missing is because her former master didn’t get a letter from her.”

I had no patience for his bullshit.  “You mean, she was there to keep an eye on things for you,” I said.  “And you lost contact with her.”

Lord Ashworth didn’t bother to deny it.  I wasn’t too surprised.  House Ashworth had clients everywhere, as did the rest of the Great Houses.  I’d long suspected they were used as a covert intelligence network, particularly the ones with no apparent links to the magical aristocracy.  For all I knew, Layla might even be related - indirectly - to Lord Ashworth himself.  She would hardly be the first member of magical aristocracy to set off on her own path, trying to forge a life for herself.  And as long as she stayed in touch and made herself useful, her family wouldn’t care.

“We made indirect inquiries,” Lord Ashworth said.  “We were told she closed her shop and left.  That would be so out of character for her that we know it’s not true.  Further inquires revealed a number of other magicians going missing.  It isn’t easy to keep track of magicians, and it isn’t uncommon for the more independent-minded to simply vanish after graduation, but somewhere between five and twelve magicians have gone missing.”

“In Yolanda,” I said.

“Yes,” Lord Ashworth confirmed.  “They were all residents of the city.”

“And not the sort of people who would simply vanish one day,” I mused.  “What have you done about it?”

“We cannot send an investigation team into the town,” Lord Ashworth said.  “The politics are very delicate right now.  If the monarch refuses to allow it, we cannot do it.  We can’t even ask without risking a political crisis.”

“That is true.”  Hasdrubal looked as disgusted as I felt.  “There is nothing, legally, that can be done.”

“Really.”  I met Lord Ashworth’s eyes.  He looked away.  “What do you want me to do?”

“Go to the town, find out what’s happening and report back to us,” Lord Ashworth said, bluntly.  “We’ll decide what to do upon your return.”

“If that is what you want,” I said, with heavy sarcasm, “it will be my pleasure to serve.”

“Good,” Lord Ashworth said.  He slapped a pair of gold coins on the table for the waitress, then stood.  “You know where to find me when you have something to report.”

He strode away.  I stuck my tongue out at his retreating back.  It was childish, but ... I’d put up with his sneers since I’d been a child.  Even now, when he needed me, he sneered.  I was going to make him pay for it, one day.

“There are odder rumours coming out of the region,” Hasdrubal said.  “One of them involves a necromancer.”

I doubted it.  The established necromancers were quite some distance to the south.  There might be a newborn necromancer in Yolanda - the rite was terrifyingly easy - but there was no way he could escape notice.  Not for long.  The tiny kingdom would be knee-deep in bodies by now.  The White Council would have all the excuse it needed to intervene.  None of the surrounding kingdoms would argue.

“I’ll sneak into the town, see what I can dig up,” I said.  “But it isn’t a necromancer.”

“No,” Hasdrubal agreed.  “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t something bad .”

I couldn’t disagree.  Magic could make monsters out of magicians.  I knew that far too well.

Chapter Two

“H ave you ever been here before?”  Gabby was a sweet little girl, her magic a promise I hoped would flower in time.  “Uncle?”

I kept my face carefully bland.  Gabby and Juliana - her mother - normally travelled alone.  It had been child’s play to enchant them, convincing them I was a very distant relative from a cluster of magical bloodlines linked to their own.  The secret to permanently enchanting someone was to let their own minds fill in the details, to cover any holes before they were ever consciously realised.  It helped that I meant them no harm.  Juliana was a travelling magician, with a speciality in charms.  Her wards would have tried to rebuff me if I’d wanted to do anything beyond hitching a ride.

“No,” I said, honestly.  It felt strange to be called uncle , although it was the custom for distant relatives in the travelling families.  Juliana had convinced herself we were too closely related to be partners, with - I will admit - a little nudge from me.  “But it is a beautiful place.”

I leaned back as the travelling convoy made its way towards Yolanda City, capital of the Principality of Yolanda.  Lord Ashworth had been right to insist the city was really nothing more than a large town, not much bigger than Dragon’s Den.  The Principality of Yolanda itself was small, located within a handful of mountain valleys that could be traversed within a day.  And yet, it was the mountains that made the tiny kingdom so important.  As long as it controlled the passes, it was effectively invulnerable.  I’d read the reports as I’d made my way to the traveller camp.  The king was definitely working a delicate balancing act with the surrounding countries.

The view was gorgeous, I conceded.  Towering mountains, their peaks hidden in the clouds; deep valleys, hidden within the rocks, filled with forests and lakes and wild animals.  The roads were in good condition, better than many.  A kingdom that depended on trade for its wealth couldn’t afford to make life hard for traders.  It was a surprising show of common sense, coming from a monarch.  My experience had taught me that most kings and princes were self-centred assholes.  Earl Bitterhop, who’d suffered a tragic accident not too long ago, had put tariffs on traders to boost his revenues and then wondered where the traders - and his revenues - had gone.

The convoy kept moving up the road, heading to the gates.  Yolanda City seemed to be built into a mountain, the narrowing valley walls sealing off the city on two sides and forcing anyone who wanted to visit to come from one of two directions.  The walls looked almost organic, as if they’d grown out of the mountain.  I was fairly sure someone had used stonecarving magic to build the city, although it was hard to be sure.  It was astonishing what one could find in tiny isolated kingdoms.  A man could spend his entire life travelling, researching techniques unknown in more populated regions.  My brothers and I had talked about it, back when we’d been young and foolish.  There was a part of me that still wanted that life for myself.

My eyes narrowed as I spied a giant statue just outside the gates.  It was carved in the traditional style, making the subject look so muscular he’d probably fall over backwards or collapse under his own weight.  The subject was a young man, with a face so handsome I knew the carver had been given strict orders to blot out all imperfections.  His stone hand rested on a stone sword as he struck a vigilant pose, ready to defend his kingdom against all comers.  I rolled my eyes in disdain.  Anyone who tried to hold that pose for more than a few seconds would be in no state to fight by the time the enemy came into view.  And yet, there were some curious spells woven into the statue ...

Gabby sighed.  “He’s so handsome.”

“He doesn’t look anything like as handsome in real life,” I told her.  King or prince, I didn’t know.  Either way, the statue told a lie.  “Don’t let him trick you into thinking he’s a good guy.”

“No,” Juliana agreed, as she clambered out of the rear of the caravan and took the reins.  “Put not your trust in cityfolk.”

I hid my amusement and settled back to wait.  The travellers were almost brutally honest with one another.  They might drive hard bargains - they haggled amongst themselves as savagely as they haggled with outsiders - but they never pretended to be anything other than what they were.  They kept their word, even when it would be more advantageous to break it; they never lied, not even diplomatic lies.  It often put them at odds with cityfolk.  They often had to lie, cheat and steal to get ahead.  It was no way to live.

“Are you going to be staying here?”  Juliana looked at me.  “Or will you be coming with us further along the road?”

“I don’t know,” I said.  There were limits to how long I could stay.  Juliana might be convinced I was a distant relative, and she was probably glad of an extra pair of skilled hands, but she wouldn’t want me to stay forever.  I understood.  The custom of always welcoming relatives had a few disadvantages.  “It depends on what I find here.”

I closed my mouth as the convoy shuddered to a halt in front of the gates.  There shouldn’t have been more than a couple of guardsmen on duty in peacetime, but I counted seven guards standing by the gatehouse and five more on the battlements overhead.  I was sure there’d be others waiting in the barracks, weapons at hand.  They looked tough and professional, a far cry from the indolent city guardsmen I’d seen elsewhere.  It looked as though the kingdom was preparing for war.  I watched the convoy father - the elected leader of the convoy - talking to the guards, wondering if I’d have to abandon the caravan and sneak into the city.  It wouldn’t be hard.  I could levitate over the walls if necessary.

The guards checked papers, then eyed the caravans as if they were considering searching them before allowing us into the city.  It was surprising.  Most guards knew better than to risk poking through magical convoys.  The risk of being hexed - or worse - was just too high.  And yet ... the gates opened, allowing us to make our way into the city.  I frowned as we passed through the gatehouse.  They’d readied boiling oil to greet unwelcome guests.  It really did look as though they were preparing for war.

Gabby had been chattering happily, but she fell silent as soon as we passed through the gate.  Fear hung in the air.  The streets were largely deserted.  I saw a handful of men - no women - hurrying along the pavement, eyes lowered to the cobblestones.  My eyes flickered from side to side, taking in the scene.  The homes were built of gray stone, their doors firmly closed.  Statues were everywhere, all showing the same aristocrat in a number of different poses, from brave warrior and leader of men to stern father and master of his country.  It was hard to hide my contempt.  Anyone who felt the need to promote himself so blatantly clearly suffered from more than a few insecurities.  Perhaps that explained the soldiers on the gatehouse, too.

They could be invaded at any moment , I thought.  The town wouldn’t be easy to take, without magic, but an invading army wouldn’t need to storm the walls to bring the kingdom to heel.  I doubted they’d stored enough food to feed the entire population long enough for help to arrive.  They might be making a show of strength to disguise their weaknesses .

I snorted, inwardly.  That wasn’t going to work.  Anyone conversant with power would pick out the insecurities and take advantage of them.  There were hard limits on how many men the country could prepare for war, let alone put in the field.  Yolanda’s real defence lay in its location, and its magic.  And yet ... I didn't like the fear hanging in the air.  It felt as if the entire town was holding its breath, waiting for something awful to happen.

The silence seemed to grow worse as we made our way to the magical quarter.  There were guards and soldiers on every corner, stamping up and down as though they owned the place.  They looked depressingly alert, sharp eyes flickering over us ... they didn’t even linger on Juliana and the other women, even though traveller women had a reputation for being loose.  That was odd, worrying even.  What were they so afraid of?  They wouldn’t have let us through the gatehouse if there’d been an invading army outside the walls, even if the army had been on the other side of the town.

“It should be busier,” Juliana said, quietly.

I nodded in agreement as we drove into the marketplace and found a spot.  The magical quarter was livelier than the rest of the town - there were more cityfolk and less guardsmen on the streets - but it should have been busier.  It should have been a lot more lively.  I spotted a handful of shops, boarded up and heavily warded.  Abandoned?  It took a lot to convince magical shopkeepers to cut and run.  The mobs knew better than to risk challenging the wards.  Even invading armies would hesitate. 

I didn’t like the look of it at all.

Lord Ashworth should have sent more spies , I thought.  I jumped to the ground, then helped Gabby to scramble down.  He clearly didn’t realise how bad things have become .

Juliana opened the rear of the caravan, then started to pass down boxes of trade goods.  I helped her with a will, payment for my passage.  The travellers might feel obligations towards their relatives, but those relatives had obligations to them. too.  If they wanted to travel with their fellows, they had to help out.  I didn’t mind.  Magical society operated on similar rules.  And besides, it would help keep the charm in place.

“Gabby will show you where to put everything,” Juliana said, as she cast a pair of spells to shelter the makeshift stall from the weather.  “I have to talk to Toby.”

I watched her go, then quietly tested her spells and reinforced them.  Juliana wasn’t inept, not by any reasonable definition of the word, but she lacked raw power.  She’d certainly never had the chance to go to Whitehall.  Her charms wouldn’t hold up forever.  Gabby darted around, dragging some boxes into the light while pushing others under the caravan.  I gave her a hand, listening with some amusement as she ordered me around like a servant.  She was a good kid, I decided.  I hoped she’d have the chance to go to school.

“That’s it, Uncle,” Gabby said.  “Well done.”

“Thank you,” I said.

I straightened, making a show of rubbing my back as I looked around.  Juliana was talking to the convoy father and a handful of others, their voices too low for me to hear without using magic.  I kept looking around, my eyes lingering on the statues.  They looked brave and noble and true, and yet there was something about them that made me uneasy.  Golems?  Homunculi?  It was possible.  A small army of stone warriors would be enough to stop invaders in their tracks.

But there are spells they could use to shatter the statues , I thought.  No one would risk relying on stone warriors to defend the kingdom indefinitely .

Gabby caught my hand.  “Can you teach me some magic?  Mummy says I’m too young, but I can do it and ...”

“You are too young,” I said.  My father had pushed the limits of experimentation as far as they would go - and even he had hesitated to risk developing a child’s magic before they were old enough to handle it.  Gabby’s magic would bubble out of control if she came into it too early, turning her into a deadly threat to everyone ... including herself.  “Your mother is quite right.”

“About what?”  Juliana came up behind us, looking grim.  “What am I right about?”

“Nothing,” Gabby said, quickly.

“Really.”  Juliana shook her head.  She sounded more resigned than angry.  “She’s been pestering everyone to teach her magic.”

I nodded.  I’d wanted to learn magic at a young age, too.  “It will come, in time.”

“Yes,” Juliana agreed.  “Can you go fetch our supplies?  Gabby can go with you.  She knows what to get.”

“Of course,” I said.  It was my duty - and besides, it would give me a chance to see the town properly.  “We’ll be back before you know it.”

Gabby seemed oddly nervous, the moment we stepped outside the marketplace.  The fear struck us like a physical blow.  It permeated the air, even on the magical streets.  She clutched my hand and I let her, as my eyes scanned for threats.  There were none.  I couldn’t even see any footpads or pickpockets lurking in the alleyways.  The handful of people on the streets shot us sidelong looks as we passed, but did nothing.  It was astonishing.  I’d never known a vibrant magical community to be so ... quenched.

We kept walking, passing a handful of shops.  Some were boarded up.  One, I noted, belonged to Mistress Layla.  She - or someone - had put up strong wards, in hopes of keeping out intruders.  I tested them gently, then made a mental note to go back after dark to properly search the shop.  The wards didn’t feel very individualistic.  There was something so ... formal ... about their construction that suggested they’d been put together from a textbook.  It was odd.  An alchemist would normally tune their wards to meet their needs.

Unless she had something she wanted to hide , I thought.  It wasn’t uncommon.  Mistress Layla might easily have gotten bored and started to experiment, pushing the limits to see how far she could go.  Or someone in town might have been spying on her.  That wasn’t uncommon, either.  She might have cloaked the real protections behind half-assed wards .

I put the thought aside for later consideration as we reached one of the few shops that were still open and stepped inside.  Gabby cheered up the moment the door closed behind us, running to the jars of sweets the owner had conveniently placed by the counter.  I smiled, then turned my attention to the shelves.  The general store had everything a caravan could need, from camping gear to basic magical supplies.  Gabby collected everything we needed, then shot me a beseeching look.  I smiled again and ordered her a bag of local sweets.  Her mother wouldn’t mind.

“We’re new in town,” I said, as I paid for our supplies.  “What’s been happening recently?”

The shopkeeper paled, then frantically shook his head.  I sighed, realising he wasn’t going to tell me anything.  I could have made him talk - his wards weren’t strong enough to stop me - but that would have been far too revealing.  I had no idea what was going on.  Instead, I took the bag and headed to the door.  Gabby joined me as we stepped outside.  The sky was shading to dusk.  It wouldn’t be long before it was completely dark.

A pair of shapes stepped out of the alleyway, blocking our way.  “What do you have in that bag?”

Gabby shrank back against me.  I frowned as the two guards approached.  They looked professional, but also ... scared ?  It was hard to be sure.  They weren’t frightened of me, but ...

“Open the bag,” the leader ordered.  Behind him, the street cleared rapidly.  “Now.”

Cold logic told me I should do as they said, to maintain my cover.  I ignored it.  Guards couldn’t be allowed to harass magicians on the streets.  It set a terrible precedent.  I reached out with my mind, assessing their defences.  Someone had given them charmed armour.  It wasn’t a bad design, but it wasn’t anything like as effective as they thought.  I could have done a better job in my sleep.  They’d left so much of their skin exposed, it would’ve been easy to kill them.

Instead, I cast a compulsion charm.  “You have searched our bags and found nothing,” I told them.  Their eyes went dull as the charm took effect.  I could have made them say or do or believe anything.  The temptation to cast an incontinence charm was almost overwhelming.  I resisted it, somehow.  “And now you will let us go.”

They looked stunned as I caught Gabby’s hand and led her past the guards, casting a second charm to scramble their memories on the way.  I wasn’t concerned about a small army of guardsmen showing up to arrest me - I doubted they’d try to arrest a traveller, not for something as minor as charming a guard - but I didn’t want to attract attention.  By the time the guards worked out what had happened, their memories of the last few minutes would be so thoroughly scrambled they wouldn’t recognise me if I walked up and punched them in the face.  There’d be no way they could point a finger at us.

Gabby held out the bag as we reached the caravan.  “Mum?  You want one?”

Juliana took a sweet, then glanced at me.  “Will you be joining us for dinner?”

“No, thank you,” I said.  It was tempting, but I had work to do.  Somehow, I doubted the convoy would be staying much longer.  I’d have to ditch them if they left early, which would make maintaining my cover a little more problematic.  “I need to go have a night on the town.”

Chapter Three

I was mildly surprised , as night fell over the town, to discover there wasn’t a curfew.  They were rare in magical settlements - there were rites that could only be conducted at midnight - but quite common in mundane towns.  Anyone caught outside after nightfall was just asking for trouble, as far as the authorities were concerned.  I’d expected to have to sneak my way into the taverns.  Instead, the streets became more alive after dark.  And yet, the stench of fear hung in the air.  There were very few women on the streets and almost all were escorted by grim-faced men.

The tavern on the edge of the magical quarter had clearly seen better days.  It was a single-story stone building, crammed with people.  The stench of alcohol assaulted my nostrils.  I wrapped a simple glamour around myself as I entered, tuning the spell to make sure I fitted in without drawing too much attention.  The patrons were all men, drinking beer and talking in low voices.  They looked ... common, their hard-worn clothes and harder faces suggesting they were miners, rather than merchants or magicians or aristocrats.  Some of them were smoking, the smell wafting across the room and making my nostrils twitch; I tried not to cough as I breathed the foggy air.  It wasn’t regular tobacco.

I sidled up to the counter and ordered a pint, then allowed my eyes to wander across the room.  Alcohol had a tendency to loosen tongues.  It was normally easy to convince people to talk, when they’d had a few drinks before I started asking questions.  My eyes swept from face to face, wondering who would be the best person to ask.  The miners?  The loadsmen?  Or ... I smiled, inwardly, as I spotted a man in a cubicle drinking alone.  He looked downcast.  If I was any judge, he wanted - needed - to talk.

The crowd parted as I made my way around the room and stepped up to the cubicle.  The man looked up, eyes darkening.  His unshaven face and alcohol-sodden shirt made him look dangerous, his fists clenching as if he thought he could take a swing at me.  I tightened the glamour, pushing it towards him.  His mind would do the rest, convincing him that I was a relative or a friend who would provide a sympathetic ear.  The alcohol would help with that, too.  I swapped one of his empty glasses for mine, then cast an illusion to make it look as though I was drinking with him.  I doubted anyone would notice.  They had too many problems of their own.

“She’s gone,” he said.  He swallowed half the pint in one gulp, then belched.  “She’s gone.”

“Who’s gone?”  I leaned forward, casting a handful of charms to encourage him to talk.  She?  Mistress Layla?  I found it hard to believe she’d been associating with the man in front of me.  “Who’s missing?”

“My daughter,” the man said.  “She’s gone!”

“Tell me about her,” I said.  I waved to the bartender, quietly ordering more drinks for my new friend.  “What happened?”

The story bubbled out, accompanied by gulps and half-sobs and all the sounds of a man on the edge of snapping.  He’d had a daughter - Fran - who’d been the light of his life, the apple of his eye and various other things he listed in great detail, a daughter who’d gone out one day and never returned.  She’d been too young to run away, he insisted; she’d been too young to fall in love with a boy or set out to seek her fortune or do something - anything - on her own.  And no one gave much of a damn about her.  The guardsmen had beaten him up for daring to report her disappearance.

“She’s not the only one,” he said.  His voice was raw with pain, his eyes wet with unshed tears.  “Thousands of people have vanished, and the prince does nothing!”

I asked a handful of questions, trying to draw sense out of his increasingly-drunken ramblings.  I’d known a handful of magicians had gone missing, but commoners too?  It made no sense.  I was fairly sure it couldn’t be more than a hundred at most - I couldn’t believe thousands of people had vanished, not in a fairly small town - but ... what was going on?  Missing commoners as well as magicians?  Perhaps there was a necromancer after all.

If there was a necromancer in the area, we’d know about it , I told myself.  What else could it be?

My friend continued to ramble, while I thought hard.  There was nothing to be gained by kidnapping magicians ... nothing good, in any case.  They could be being held for ransom somewhere, but who would pay?  None of them had ties - overt ones, anyway - to wealthy and powerful families.  And commoners?  It was possible they were being sold into slavery - or worse - but I found it hard to believe a kidnapping ring could operate for so long in a small town without being uncovered.  There weren’t many cities so big that strangers could remain unnoticed.  After the first couple of people had vanished, the remainder of the population would’ve been on their guard.  The kidnappers would be sure of facing some rough justice if - when - they were caught in the act.

“You reported it to the guardsmen,” I said.  “What happened?”

“They said the prince didn’t give a shit about us,” the drunkard said.  He was swaying now, face blotchy with tears.  “He fills the city with statues of himself, but ... what about us?”

He seemed to stagger, as if someone had hit him, then fell forward and crashed onto the wooden table, out like a lightspell.  I moved him slightly to make sure he could breathe, then cleared away the empty glasses.  His memories would be scrambled when he woke up, leaving him uncertain of just what he’d said ... and to who.  The hangover wouldn’t help.  I muttered a quick spell to ensure he didn’t have a bad one, despite the vast amounts of alcohol in his bloodstream.  He’d have to go to the toilet quickly, when he woke, but it was a small price to pay.  And it was the least I could do.

A fight broke out on the floor.  I watched dispassionately as big men exchanged blows, punching and kicking each other over ... over what?  The bartender didn’t seem concerned, even as they crashed into stools and smashed tables ... I had the feeling fistfights were a regular thing here.  I waved at the bartender, summoning him, then passed him a gold coin.  His eyes widened with surprise.  He bit the coin, then pocketed it.

“No one can hear us,” I said.  I cast a complex privacy ward to make sure that was actually true.  Anyone trying to spy on the bar would hear the fight and nothing more, but there was no point in taking chances.  “Tell me about the prince.”

The bartender hesitated, seemingly torn between answering my questions and returning my coin.  I was astonished.  Gold coins were rare, outside the big cities.  I’d just given him more money than his regular patrons were likely to give him in a week.  And yet, he clearly wasn’t sure if he wanted to take the money.  It was hard to believe.  What could scare an entire town?

“He’s a good man,” the bartender said, carefully.  He had to be wondering if I was one of the prince’s men.  “We all adore him.”

I tried not to snort.  There were too many aristocrats who’d take that at face value, who made the mistake of assuming the people cheering in the streets truly loved them.  It wasn’t true.  The crowds would cheer just as eagerly for a usurper, if he took the throne by force.  They knew better than to oppose the man with the soldiers, not openly.  They’d keep their real thoughts to themselves.

“And the truth?”  I pushed magic into my voice, urging him to talk.  “What do you really think?”

“He’s done nothing about the vanishings,” the bartender said.  His hands twisted in his lap, suggesting he was deeply uncomfortable.  “He puts up statues to his own glory, but does nothing about the missing people.”

I asked him a handful of other questions, pulling out fragments of information the bartender hadn’t known he had.  There had been around seventy disappearances in all, as far as he knew, all commoners.  I mentally added the commoner and magical disappearances together and got eighty-two ... at least.  There might very well be more.  People had simply been vanishing, from the streets, from their beds, from their shops ... too many to explain away.  And the prince was doing nothing besides putting more guards on the streets.  It hadn’t done anything to help.

The bartender kept talking.  I listened, thinking hard.  By tradition, such as it was, a Crown Prince controlled Low and Middle Justice, anything below crimes against the state itself.  It was his responsibility to handle the criminal investigation, even if that meant - in practice - delegating the task to someone who knew what he was doing.  Putting troops on the streets might not have seemed a bad idea, and it was certainly a good way to make a show of doing something, but it had clearly been ineffective.  People were still vanishing.  And there seemed to be no rhyme or reason.

I dismissed the bartender with a nod and sat back to consider what I’d been told.  Seventy commoners, perhaps more, had vanished.  They had little else in common.  They’d been young and old, the youngest around five and the oldest around sixty; they’d been from all walks of life.  I could understand kidnapping young women or strong men, but why a random selection?  It made no sense.  If they’d all been taken off the streets, I would have thought the kidnappers were just picking targets of opportunity ... I shook my head in frustration.  Some of the victims had been taken from their beds.

Which is interesting , I thought.  Either the entire house was emptied or the kidnappers used powerful magic .

My heart sank.  Or perhaps not.  My brothers and I had grown up on my family’s estate.  We might have been regarded with scorn and suspicion, but we’d been family.  We’d slept inside bedrooms protected by powerful wards, our needs tended by servants magically bound to the family.  A commoner, on the other hand, wouldn’t have anything like so many protections.  A kidnapper could climb through an open window, pour a sleeping potion into the victim’s mouth and then carry them back outside.  There’d be no need to do anything more complex.  The kidnappers wouldn’t have to bypass wards if there were none ...

I kept my thoughts to myself as I moved from tavern to tavern, asking questions and getting increasingly disturbing answers.  No one really knew what was going on, which didn’t help.  There were rumours of everything from slave traders to cannibals, from vampires to werewolves to things that went bump in the night.  I saw commoners carrying weapons, even though it was flatly illegal; I saw guardsmen patrolling the streets in large groups, unwilling to move on their own.  The fear was ever-present, but I also felt rage.  It was just a matter of time before everything exploded.  And who knew what would happen then?

“Hey, handsome,” a female voice called.  “You want your pipe cleaned?”

I turned and saw a prostitute leaning against the wall.  She looked dreadful.  The streets had taken a toll.  Her skin was pale, almost translucent; her hair was stringy, her half-exposed breasts saggy.  I knew she was younger than she looked.  She’d covered her face with make-up, but it wasn’t enough to hide the bruise on her cheek.  I saw a shadowy figure lurking in the distance ... her pimp, probably.  He would take most of what she earned, leaving her almost nothing; he’d beat her if she failed to bring in enough to satisfy him.  I felt a sudden surge of anger.  It would be easy, so easy, to turn him into a slug and step on him, but where would that leave her?  She needed protection, or she’d be robbed.  She’d need to find another pimp, quickly.  My heart clenched.  In a just world, someone would protect the weak from the strong.  But the strong did as they liked and the weak had to bend over and take it.

“No, thank you.”  I held out a coin.  “But I would like to ask you some questions.”

She gaped at me, then took the coin.  I had to smile.  Questions were the last thing a whore would expect to hear from a client.  But whores did have eyes and they tended to be good judges of men ... I leaned forward, casting a privacy charm.  The pimp kept his distance.  I was relieved.  I didn’t want to scare the poor girl by openly using magic.

“What’s been going on?”  The question hung in the air.  “Why have so many shops been closed?”

“They’re leaving,” the whore said.  She sounded too tired and old to be scared.  “Things are just ... creepy.”

“How so?”  I sensed the pimp moving forward and cursed under my breath.  Perhaps I’d misread him.  The whore could be the bait, drawing me in so he could knock me out, cut my throat and steal my possessions.  He was in for a nasty surprise if he tried.  My wards were strong.  He’d be a toad - or dead - before he realised what happened.  “What’s been happening?”

“The guardsmen,” the whore said.  “They don’t come demanding freebies any longer.”

“What do you mean?”  It meant nothing to me.  “Freebies?”

The whore gestured at her breasts, then laughed bitterly.  “They want free samples, or else.  We have to give them what they want.  But now ... now they’re just patrolling the streets.  It’s like they’ve been unmanned.”

I had to smile.  “Is that a bad thing?”

“They’re driving us off it,” the whore said.  “There are fewer customers, fewer chances to earn money” - she looked towards the pimp, a shadow of fear on her face - “and better odds of ending up in the workhouse.  So yes, it is a bad thing.”

“I suppose,” I agreed.  I’d never been a guardsman, but I’d heard stories.  They were poorly paid, poorly led and almost completely unmotivated to do much of anything.  The only competent guardsmen were the ones in towns and cities that ran themselves, rather than taking orders from the nearest aristocrat.  The remainder enjoyed the perks of their job and did as little actual crime-fighting as possible.  “That’s an interesting point.”

I asked her a handful of other questions - it seemed that no whores had vanished, although it was impossible to be sure - and then gave her a second coin, before casting a brief stasis spell.  She froze, thoughts locked in place.  She would be unaware of the passage of time, unaware that anything had happened between the moment I cast the spell and the moment it finally snapped. 

I turned and walked straight towards the pimp.  He was a weaselly little man, holding a small club in one hand.  My anger boiled over.  It was bad enough that the bastard was exploiting the poor girl, working her to death just so he could have a few more coins, but ... he was trying to rob her customers, too.  He must have seen death in my eyes, because he started to scramble back.  It was too late.  Far too late.  Magic boiled around me.  He shrank, melting into a slug.  I raised my foot and held it over him, ready to bring it down.  He had to be scared out of his mind.

I stepped back, then squatted in front of his tiny form.  “Understand this,” I growled.  “You’ll be human again soon, but the spell will linger.  If you hit her or steal from her or abandon her or do anything to her she doesn’t want, you’ll become a slug again.  And that transformation will be permanent.  You will take good care of her, and you will find her a place to stay that will actually give her a proper life.  You will not leave her unsupported.  This is your only chance.”

My anger threatened to boil over.  I twisted the spells, making sure he’d be his normal self quickly, then stood and walked away.  It wasn’t much, but it was all I could do.  The poor girl wouldn’t have much hope of finding a better life before her body finally collapsed, yet ... maybe she’d have a chance.  She could become a servant or a seamstress or something - anything - that might give her a hope of actually making a reasonable living.  And if the pimp ever lifted a hand to her again, it would be the end.  She could stomp on him, like I’d threatened to do, or simply walk away.  I doubted he’d last long, as a slug.  He certainly wouldn’t be doing anyone anymore harm.

I calmed down as I walked.  The taverns were emptying now.  I saw hundreds of men making their ways back home, no doubt fearing the worst.  The guardsmen kept their distance.  The whore was right, I decided.  There was something creepy about their professionalism.  The prince might be a good leader, but ... he hadn’t had any real opportunity to prove himself.  His kingdom wasn’t going to attack any of its neighbours.  They barely had the resources to protect themselves.

And I’ve wasted enough time , I thought, as I turned and walked deeper into the magical quarter.  It’s time to take a look at that shop .

Chapter Four

Mistress Layla had clearly been successful, I decided, as I cloaked myself in shadow and stood in front of her shop.  It was a two-story building, standing alone instead of part of a larger apartment block.  That wasn’t uncommon amongst the more interesting alchemists, who tended to prefer some distance between themselves and their neighbours, but it didn’t fit what I’d been told of her.  My lips quirked in sour amusement.  Lord Ashworth was too ignorant of the real world to realise when he was being scammed.  He probably thought no one would dare to try.  Someone might have simply told him what he wanted to hear ...

I pushed the thought aside as I stepped up to the door and tested the wards.  My first impression had been correct.  The wards were common, too much so.  The design was just too well understood for safety, not when there were hundreds of magicians who knew how to break them.  There were none of the little tweaks that would have made cracking the wards far harder, even for me.  They were either shielding something more complex - and dangerous - or they’d been thrown together by someone who didn’t give much of a damn.  I didn’t like the implications, if the latter was true.  An alchemist’s shop could be very dangerous.  Her stockpile of ingredients might be on the verge of exploding.

The wards glittered around my fingertips as I pressed them against the door.  It was easy to insert my magic into the spellware, then weaken them enough to unlock the door.  The mundane lock was tougher, but I had no trouble casting a spell to mimic a key long enough to get inside.  I expected the interior wards to snap at me, the moment I pushed the door open with my foot, but there were none.  I was almost disappointed.  The apothecary was a magician’s place of power, her home.  She could have spent the last few years weaving every possible defensive spell into her wards.  Didn’t she care, in the slightest, about her own safety?

I muttered a night-vision spell and looked around.  The ground floor seemed to be no different from any other apothecary.  There was a solid wooden counter, the wood scorched and pitted, in front of a place for the shopkeeper and shelves that should have been groaning under the weight of countless ingredient jars.  They were empty, the jars taken away by ... by who?  My eyes narrowed as I inched forward, keeping a wary eye out for traps.  Mistress Layla had lived and worked alone, without even a shopgirl.  She could have made sure that anyone who crossed the counter wouldn’t have had a chance to regret it.  But there was nothing.  I checked the cash drawer underneath the counter and frowned.  There was enough money in plain sight, utterly unprotected, to feed a family for a month.  And yet it had been left untouched?

Strange, I thought.  Who would steal the potions ingredients, but not the money?

My puzzlement grew as I pushed the curtain aside and stepped into the rear chamber.  It was a brewing room and a spellchamber, wrapped into one.  Mistress Layla had carved runes and spell circles into the stone floor, then covered them with wooden brewing tables.  It was careless, to say the least.  The risk of an accident was just too high - and she was experienced enough to know it.  And yet ... my eyes wandered the room.  The shelves of ingredients had been emptied, too, jars carried away by ... by who?  There were a handful of scrolls on one of the shelves, but no books.  It was unlikely Mistress Layla had owned anything really interesting, yet ... I inspected the scrolls, quickly.  There was nothing new or dubious amongst them.  The apothecary didn’t seem to suit her at all. 

I worked my way through the room, careful not to step into any of the circles.  It was hard to escape the impression that the chamber had already been searched once, by someone who had known precisely what they were doing.  They might not have touched the money, but they’d certainly taken anything they deemed useful.  And they’d done it without making a terrible mess.  Mistress Layla herself?  Had she left of her own free will?

She didn’t stay in touch with Lord Ashworth , I reminded myself.  I knew the man.  He was the sort of man who’d ask for a progress report at the worst possible time, heedless of the fact that giving the progress report would take time from actually working .  Mistress Layla might have known it too.  If she’d gone elsewhere, surely she would have told him something .

I finished searching the ground floor, then found the stairs and slipped up to the living quarters.  Mistress Layla had slept there.  There should have been an entire web of wards, designed to deter everything from spies to kidnappers.  And yet, the door was unmarked by magic.  It crossed my mind to wonder if Mistress Layla had lived somewhere else.  It wasn’t impossible, given how little effort had been put into warding the apothecary.  But it would have been odd ...

The bedroom loomed in front of me.  I tensed, remembering the spells my female cousins had been taught to protect their privacy as well as their property.  The female students at Whitehall had learnt a great many more.  And yet, there were none.  I gritted my teeth as I pushed the door open, peering into a room that looked as if the occupant had got up, prepared for a perfectly normal day ... and then simply never came home.  I inched inside, looking around carefully.  A handful of dresses and tunics hung from a rack, twinned with basic underclothes.  They looked very simple, wool and linen rather than furs or velvet.  Mistress Layla clearly couldn’t be bothered wearing the clothes appropriate for her rank.  My lips quirked.  I had the feeling I would have liked her ...

You might still , I reminded myself.  You don’t know she’s dead .

I glanced into the water closet and frowned.  There were a handful of jars resting by the sink, but nothing else.  A bucket of stagnant water sat beside a metal tub.  Mistress Layla hadn’t needed more than a simple tub to wash herself, apparently.  There was no hot or cold running water.  The chamber pot had been cleaned, then abandoned.  I swept the room quickly, then walked back into the bedroom.  There should have been a sense of her magic, perhaps even her personality, lingering where she’d slept.  But there was nothing.  It was hard to believe the room was hers.

The bed has clearly been used , I told myself, firmly.  There were definite signs of her presence.  Most magicians knew better than to leave their blood lying around, particularly women, but hairs could be just as useful.  I collected a handful of red hairs and concealed them in my cloak, then continued the search.  She lived here before she vanished .

I was starting to lose heart, but I kept searching anyway.  The drawer under the bed contained a pair of old chemises, both cleaned and pressed and then simply abandoned.  I checked underneath them and found nothing, save for a little dust.  The rest of the room was just as uninformative.  Mistress Layla had been completely devoted to her art.  She hadn’t spent any time, as far as I could tell, doing anything else.  And yet, why hadn’t she been researching instead of working in her shop?  It wasn’t as if she didn’t have the intellect.  Or the resources.

She could have hired a couple of shopgirls and put them in charge of the counter while she did her research , I mused, as I checked the final room.  It was completely empty.  Did she spend all her time on the counter?

I shook my head slowly.  It made no sense.  The apothecary had clearly been doing very well.  I found it hard to imagine the owner not hiring help.  There were plenty of spells that could be used to enforce loyalty and discretion ... hell, the local womenfolk would probably be glad of the job.  The whore I’d helped would jump at a chance to earn a better living.  Why had she wasted her time?  Perhaps ... perhaps she hadn’t.  Perhaps she’d been up to something ...

I probably need to find someone who knows her , I thought.  It wouldn’t be easy.  The community was clearly on guard.  Did anyone know her well?

The thought bothered me as I made my way downstairs.  The magical community wasn’t very tight-knit.  There was no shortage of magicians who simply walked away to set up on their own, unmonitored by anyone.  Mistress Layla could have done the same, yet ... why abandon the shop?  She could have sold it to an up-and-coming apothecary, if she wished.  It would not be hard to find a buyer.  And yet ...

Someone must have come here, after she vanished, and searched the place , I thought.  It was hard to imagine the guardsmen not taking the money, while taking the ingredients ... why had they taken the ingredients?  They hadn’t just taken the expensive or dangerous jars, the ones they might be able to sell; they’d taken them all .  It wouldn’t have been easy to empty the apothecary without being noticed.  Someone would have seen something ... surely.  They came, they searched, they stole ... and then they set up the wards .

My eyes narrowed as I put the pieces together.  Someone - a magician, probably more than one - had raided the shop.  They were either responsible for Mistress Layla’s disappearance or they’d moved to take advantage of it before word got out.  They’d taken everything they could carry, including jars that were worth far more than the money in the counter, and then set up the wards to cover their tracks.  It made a certain kind of sense.  Magicians would know the scrolls in the back room were useless.  And stealing the clothes in the bedroom would be pointless.  They were just too plain.  No one would pay for them. 

I found the ledgers and scanned through them.  Mistress Layla had kept very good notes - something all alchemists had in common if they wanted to survive.  The shop had been bringing in plenty of money, easily enough to hire a shopgirl or purchase some of the rarer and more powerful ingredients.  It looked as if Mistress Layla had been a purchasing agent as well as an alchemist, obtaining supplies for some of the other sorcerers in the town and selling them at a handsome price.  If I was reading the ledgers correctly, she’d managed to double her profits time after time.  I made a careful note of the names, of who’d purchased what.  They were prime suspects, although ... I snorted.  It was hard to tell what - if anything - they might be doing.  I had a list of what they’d purchased from the apothecary, but ... there were just too many possible combinations.  If I’d had those ingredients, I could have churned out anything from a lust potion to a regeneration brew.

And they probably bought more ingredients elsewhere , I thought.  There were three other apothecaries in town.  They could have hidden what they wanted by sourcing their ingredients from multiple shops .

Something rattled on the door.  “This is the guard!  Open up!”

I jumped to my feet, cursing under my breath as the door began to shake.  I’d been seen.  Somehow.  The neighbours must have noticed me or ... perhaps I’d missed something when I’d unpicked the wards.  Whoever had cast it might have sensed my intrusion and alerted the guards, keeping me from completing my mission.  I darted to the stairwell and braced myself, pulling the shadows around me as the guardsmen crashed into the shop.  They looked alert, clubs at the ready.  I forced myself to think as I grabbed the ledgers and shoved them into my cloak.  I could go through the guardsmen like a knife through butter, but that would draw attention.  Whoever had raided the shop after its owner had vanished would know something was wrong.

I sneaked up the stairwell, hurrying to the rear room.  There were no visible guards behind the apothecary, but that was meaningless.  A competent force would post guardsmen covering all possible escape routes.  I heard clumping feet coming up the stairs behind me and knew I didn't have much time.  The bastards had probably already stolen the money from the counter.  I shaped a spell in my mind, then cast a glamour over me.  My voice, when I spoke, sounded just like my paternal grandmother.  She’d never liked me or my brothers.

“How dare you enter a witch’s house?” I boomed.  Magic curved around me, lashing out at the men on the stairs.  “Men, be toads!”

There was a blinding flash of light, followed by outraged croaking and sniggering as the transformed men fell back down the stairs.  Their untransformed fellows were laughing, as if it was funny.  I directed another spell at them, one I’d learnt back at school.  Their legs started to dance of their own accord.  All of a sudden, the joke was a lot less funny.

“Be gone!” I shouted, still in my grandmother’s voice.  I cast a handful of illusions, shadowy images of a female form.  “Leave this place if you want to be men again!”

I threw one final spell, then opened the window and threw myself into the air.  Flying was dangerous when there were other magicians around - I’d learnt it well after I’d left Whitehall - but it was the quickest way to escape.  I flew over the streets, ducking low as soon as I could and landing in an alley.  The guardsmen sounded as if they weren’t sure what to do - it was odd they’d broken into a sorceress’s house without magicians of their own - but I wrapped an invisibility spell around myself as I trudged back to the marketplace.  The travellers would be sleeping.  I hoped that meant I could sneak back to the caravan without being interrupted.  But if I disturbed someone ...

The night still felt dark and fearful.  There was no one on the streets, not even the omnipresent guards.  The sounds from the distant apothecary were fading as my spells wore off.  It would take some time for the guardsmen to work up the nerve to walk back into the shop or report failure to their master.  If they stayed where they were until morning, who knew what would happen?  The magical community might assume the guards were behind the vanishings and start hurling curses at them.

I frowned, doubtfully.  Could the guards be behind the disappearances?  It wasn’t impossible, but I couldn’t think of a motive.  Was it political?  I was pretty sure children weren’t involved in politics.  I could imagine children being taken to put pressure on their families, but why bother when the families weren’t worth the effort?  The more I thought about it, the less sense it made.  It was far more likely that the guardsmen - and their masters - were trying to cover up their own failures.  Unless I was missing something ...

The marketplace rose in front of me.  The travellers had erected dozens of wards, all linked to their caravans.  I pushed through them, frowning as I spotted the statues.  In the gloom, it was easy to believe they were moving when I wasn’t looking.  I told myself not to be silly as I reached Gabby and Juliana’s caravan, then checked the space between the wheels.  My bedding was already waiting.  I grinned - Juliana had made it clear I wouldn’t be sharing the caravan with them at bedtime and I didn’t blame her - and then unrolled it.  There was little more I could do, not until sunlight.  I’d have to visit Mistress Layla’s clients, then try to use her hair to determine if I could find her that way.  And then ...

I had no idea.  I supposed it depended on what I found.  If she’d left willingly ... or not.  If she’d fallen to the darkness ... there were spells and rites, the darkest of the dark, that needed human sacrifice, but I couldn’t think of anything that needed over eighty victims.  No wonder people had started thinking about necromancy.  The other options were actually worse.  And if Mistress Layla was just another victim ... what did that mean? 

Someone could have reported her missing , I thought.  Another possible explanation crossed my mind.  The guardsmen - more accurately, their sorcerers - could have searched her house, confiscated her ingredients and then sealed the building until they knew what had happened to her.   And then I triggered an alarm when I broke the wards .

The thought mocked me.  It was a possibility, but ... it made no sense.  The guards would have taken the money.  The guards would have ripped the shop to pieces, just for a few extra coins.  They wouldn’t have left it behind for whoever took over the store.  And I couldn’t believe they hadn’t found the money, either.  They would have known where to look.

I lay down and stared up at the sky.  I’d only been in the town for a few hours and I didn’t like what I was seeing.  Fearful cityfolk.  Professional guardsmen.  Guardsmen who’d invade a sorceress’s house ... which had been emptied, somehow, without anyone noticing.  I didn't know how that could’ve been done, unless they’d teleported in and out of the building.  Even that might have been noticed.  The surge of magic should have brushed against hundreds of wards.

There’s clearly something going on here , I told myself, as I closed my eyes.  Lord Ashworth was right, damn him.  And whatever it is, it isn’t good.

Chapter Five

“H ear ye!”  Someone was shouting, so loudly I heard him through my wards.  “Hear ye!”

I sat up, rubbing my forehead, as the town crier spun a web of lies.  A squad of guardsmen had been attacked by a sorceress, who’d turned them all into frogs before they’d somehow overpowered her and managed to both throw her into jail and drive her out of town.  I had always believed that town criers and heralds didn’t bother to listen to their own words and ... I shook my head.  The story was about as true as the saga of the princess and the ugly toad, or the excuses my brothers and I had concocted to get out of trouble at school.  It was irritating to realise our lies hadn’t been nearly so effective.

“Apparently, someone broke into a sorceress’s house last night,” Juliana told me, as she passed me a bacon sandwich for breakfast.  “They’re still trying to undo the curses she cast on them.”

“Serves them right,” I said.  I knew very well the spells I’d cast had already worn off.  “Did they catch the person who did it?”

“The story keeps changing,” Juliana said.  There was no suspicion in her voice.  I’d keyed the spells to ensure she’d trust me, and she’d taken me for one of her people, but she could still have seen through the deception if she started poking holes in my cover story.  “They can’t seem to make up their minds what lies to tell.”

I nodded as I ate.  Town criers proclaimed whatever they were told, if they knew what was good for them.  The local magnates wouldn’t hesitate to throw a town crier or a herald into prison - or worse - if the poor men decided to tell the truth.  I’d seen former heralds with their tongues pulled out, simply for caterwauling from the wrong song sheet.  There were already so many different stories going around that someone was bound to get in trouble for proclaiming the wrong one.

“Half the convoy doesn’t want to stay here any longer,” Juliana said.  “They’ll be leaving this afternoon.  They should make it across the border before nightfall.”

“I see,” I said.  It was awkward.  Juliana had accepted obligations to me, but - as far as she knew - I had also accepted an obligation not to make her obligations too burdensome.  It would be bad manners to throw a fit and insist Juliana and Gabby remain behind.  “What do you intend to do?”

Juliana frowned.  “I was going to stay with the remainder, for another day,” she said.  “We haven’t sold enough yet.”

“I can stay, too,” I said.  I had no intention of leaving.  It wouldn’t be hard to get a room at the local inn if the convoy moved on without me.  I didn’t really need Juliana any longer.  “If you want to go on without me, then go.  No hard feelings.”

“We’ll leave tomorrow,” Juliana said.  “Have fun today.”

I grinned, then sobered as I helped Gabby wash up and then headed into town.  It was still buzzing with activity, small groups of people discussing last night’s events under the watchful eyes of the guardsmen.  They seemed energised, although no one seemed to really know what had happened.  Apparently, the guardsmen had been turned into women.  I had to smile.  I’d missed that trick.  Sorceresses often wove gender-flip spells into their protections, fearing male intrusion.  I could have done it myself.  But the spells wouldn’t have lasted more than a few minutes.

Long enough to cause confusion , I thought.  And it would teach them a lesson for daring to intrude on a sorceress’s privacy.

I walked on, and kept my ears open.  The endless rumours were growing darker.  A handful even argued that the travellers were involved, that they were carrying away the kidnapped people and selling them into slavery or ... or something.  No two rumours seemed to agree on just what the travellers were doing, but it didn’t matter.  I made a mental note to urge Juliana to take Gabby out of town tomorrow with the rest of them.  The travellers might not be able to defend themselves against an angry mob, not one that included magicians.  I was sure the magical community was already planning some rough justice.

Eyes followed me as I reached an enchanter’s shop situated at the very edge of the magical community.  It looked bigger than I’d expected, easily large enough for two or three enchanters.  I pushed the door open and stepped inside.  A young woman wearing simple robes stood behind the counter, smiling.  She looked too young to be the enchanter himself.  I guessed she was his daughter.

“Good morning, good sir,” she said.  “What can I get you?”

“I need to speak to Master Clawthorne,” I said.  I’d taken the name from the ledgers.  It meant nothing to me.  I pushed a little magic into my voice.  “Please show me to him at once.”

The girl dropped a curtsey, then walked around the corner and led me to a far door.  Magic sparkled around her fingers as she pushed it open, brushing the wards aside.  I saw a workshop inside, a pale-skinned man studying a set of scrolls and carving out notes on a stone tablet.  He frowned when he saw his daughter, eyes narrowing as he saw me.  His magic was strong.  He’d sensed the very mild spell I’d used on his daughter.

“Tami, go back to the counter,” he ordered.  He stood up, hands flexing into a casting pose as he looked at me.  “Who are you?”

“An investigator,” I said.  I unmasked a little of my power, just enough to establish dominance.  I didn’t want to pick a fight with him, but I needed answers.  “I was hired to look into Mistress Layla’s disappearance.”

Master Clawthorne stared at me for a long moment.  I didn’t have to read his mind to know what he was thinking.  I’d walked into his shop without permission and enchanted his daughter and he had every right to punish me as he saw fit, but I was powerful enough to make that very difficult and dangerous.  The shop was his place of power - he’d woven countless protections into his walls - but I might be able to subvert or simply overpower them.  If he fought me and lost ...

His voice was icy.  “What do you want to know?”

“I was hired to find out what happened to her,” I said, coldly.  “You bought a wide range of goods from her.  Why?”

“I needed certain potions to make my enchantments permanent,” Master Clawthorne said, curtly.  “And I couldn’t make them for myself.”

He launched into a long and highly-technical explanation that most sorcerers would have found difficult to follow.  I had no problems.  Indeed, I was impressed.  Master Clawthorne had been using potions - and the spellforms within - to tighten up his enchantments, compensating for their weaknesses by locking them firmly in place.  It was a clever trick ... I’d never used it, but then I had more than enough raw power to emplace the spells without help.  It was something to bear in mind for when I wanted to conserve power.  I was surprised the secret hadn’t spread further.

“I see,” I said, in my best impression of a gormless idiot.  Let him think I hadn’t understood any of the explanation, particularly the several-syllable words.  “When did you last see her?  Or speak to her?”

“I picked up the latest batch of potions back” - he thought for a moment - “around twelve days ago.  Two days later, she vanished.  Her shop was boarded up and warded by the guard.”

“Really, now,” I said.  “Who stripped the shop?”

Master Clawthorne looked irked.  “It wasn’t me .  The guard?”

I shook my head.  “I doubt it,” I said.  “Why would they take the potions ingredients, but not the money?”

“Perhaps they thought the money was cursed,” Master Clawthorne suggested.  “Or ...”

“Perhaps,” I echoed.  I doubted it.  I’d yet to meet a guardsman bright enough to count past ten without taking off his shoes.  A glint of gold or silver coin would bring forth overwhelming greed.  “Who else has vanished?  Amongst magicians, I mean.”

“Thirteen in all, counting Mistress Layla,” Master Clawthorne told me.  He outlined a list of names, with a handful of details.  They didn’t seem to have much in common.  Young and old, male and female ... two were too young to have much magic and one was too old and decrepit, according to Master Clawthorne, to use the magic he had.  “We haven’t been able to find them.”

And Lord Ashworth clearly didn’t know about some of the missing magicians , I thought.  He certainly didn’t mention them to me .

I thought, fast.  A magical family shouldn’t have had any trouble finding a missing member.  They shared the same blood.  If Tami went missing, Master Clawthorne could have found her easily.  And yet ... if the magical families here hadn’t been able to locate the missing ... my blood ran cold.  The kidnapped people had to be behind powerful wards, if they weren’t already dead.  No wonder the locals were so paralysed.  They needed to find the missing and yet they feared who - and what - they might be facing.  A necromancer?  A Lone Power?  Or ... or what?

I leaned forward as I realised what the kidnapped people did have in common.  “Do they have any relatives in the town?”

“... No,” Master Clawthorne said.  “Not blood relatives.”

I grinned, despite everything, as part of the puzzle fell into place.  I’d over-thought it.  If none of the victims had blood relatives, at least within the kingdom, it would be tricky to find them.  Tami was Master Clawthorne’s daughter.  He could find her through their shared blood; no one else could, not without a sample of her blood.  It wasn’t good news - it suggested the kidnappers knew the community very well - but I felt better.  The whole affair was finally starting to make sense.

Lord Ashworth was raised in a magical family, where everyone has a blood tie to everyone else , I recalled.  I chose to overlook the fact I’d had the same upbringing, at least in some ways.  No wonder it never occurred to him there might be no local blood relatives .

My mind raced.  There would be husbands and wives, of course, but they weren’t related to their partners.  Marrying one’s relatives was a bad - bad - idea.  They wouldn’t even exchange magical binding vows, not the ones that would make them a permanent part of each other’s family.  I made a silent bet with myself that none of the older victims had children, unless the children had vanished as well.  Their partners couldn’t look for them ... hell, they might not even have magic .  They might be mundanes.

“I’m thinking about leaving, perhaps moving somewhere nearer to Whitehall,” Master Clawthorne said bluntly, breaking into my thoughts.  “How’s Dragon’s Den these days?”

“Great, as long as you have magic,” I said.  “Things have been going downhill for a long time.”

I shook my head.  “Do you have a spellchamber?  Of course you have a spellchamber.  Can I borrow it?”

“If you like,” Master Clawthorne said, as if the matter was one of supreme indifference.  “I’ll show you the way.”

I followed him up a flight of narrow stairs, silently admiring the work he’d put into protecting and developing his territory.  The building was on the verge of becoming bigger on the inside, something most magicians tended to avoid because of the risk of a sudden - violent - collapse.  I’d heard horror stories about young idiots who bought multidimensional trunks and turned them into living quarters, only to discover - too late - that there was no air.  And even if there was, if they thought quickly enough to save themselves, it was still easy to become trapped inside.  I could easily imagine someone tying the trunk closed and leaving the victim to starve.

“Let me know when you’re done,” Master Clawthorne said.  He picked up a lantern, lit it with a wave of his hand, and hung it from the wall.  “I’ll show you out the rear door.”

“Good,” I said.  “And thank you.”

His face darkened, but he said nothing.  I stepped forward, scanning the room.  It was bare, save for a simple iron circle embedded within the wooden floor.  The only source of light was the lantern.  I tested the wards carefully, then nodded.  The spellchamber wasn’t designed for major spellcasting - I guessed Master Clawthorne didn’t feel the need to invest in a proper spellchamber - but it would do.  I closed the door, checked the wards again to make sure I could break out of the chamber if he thought he could lock me in, then walked across the circle and knelt on the floor.  Mistress Layla’s hairs felt oddly scratchy to the touch.  I guessed she’d cut her hair short.  It wasn’t uncommon amongst unmarried sorceresses.

I placed four of the hairs on the floor, then started the rite.  It was a fairly simple spell.  If the owner of the hairs was still alive, there’d be a very small resonance even if she was behind heavy protections.  Blood would have been better, but no sorcerer with a lick of sense would leave his blood lying around.  They could be cursed from the other side of the world, if someone had bad intentions and a sample of their blood.  My eyes narrowed as I considered the implications.  The magical community really should have been able to find the missing people.  They must have relatives somewhere, even if they weren’t within the town.  Mistress Layla had siblings, surely.  Lord Ashworth could have dug up a few dozen people with blood-ties to her if he’d wished.

More likely, delegated the task to someone else , I thought, sourly.  He has plenty of assistants who will do the work for him .

The spell grew stronger, the hairs vibrating.  I grinned - she was alive - and cast a second spell, one intended to point me in her direction.  It was more subtle than most tracking spells, making it harder to block.  I had enough hairs to repeat the spell somewhere else and triangulate her location, then teleport as close as I could before she could be moved.  If, of course, her captors detected my probe.  I’d used as little magic as possible.  The spell might just pass unnoticed ...

I swore.  There was nothing.  The spell should have pointed me towards her location, but ... the arrow was spinning randomly, jerking back and forth as if the target was teleporting from position to position with impossible speed.  I gritted my teeth as I reached out to touch the spell, trying to make it stronger.  It was useless.  Wherever she was, she was heavily protected, location concealed behind powerful wards.  There was no hope of tracking her through magic.  I cursed under my breath.  The exercise had taught me I was up against a powerful foe, or at least someone who knew how to use what they had to best advantage, but not much else.  And that meant I was in trouble.

The hairs crumbled to dust as I touched them.  I picked up their remains anyway and wrapped them in cloth.  I’d have to dump them somewhere, then think of something else.  My mind raced.  If the kidnapper had chosen his targets so carefully, there was a good chance he was a member of the magical community.  It wasn’t impossible.  Magicians liked their privacy and mercilessly enforced it.  I knew from grim experience that the simplest - but heavily-warded -houses could hide the darkest of secrets.  The kindly man who smiled at children on the streets might prey on them ...

And I don’t have much time .  I didn’t like the feeling on the streets.  I have to draw the bastard out before someone starts something violent .

I stood and walked down the stairs.  Master Clawthorne eyed me warily, unsure if I was friend or foe.  He needed to get rid of me, before he had to make more concessions in front of his wife or daughter.  I understood, all too well.  It was never easy to bow and scrape before one’s betters, if one was used to being master of one’s own house.  I wondered, briefly, if Master Clawthorne could be the kidnapper, then dismissed the idea.  Tami was reassuringly normal.  She wouldn’t be so normal if she had a complete monster for a father.

And she’s probably safe, too , I thought, as he escorted me to the door.  Her father could easily track her down if she went missing .

“I’ll continue my investigation elsewhere,” I told Clawthorne.  “You are not to mention my mission to anyone.  If you are asked, you are to tell them that I enquired about a multidimensional caravan, a mansion on wheels.  You may be as dismissive as you like, when you tell them the idea was laughably impractical.  If you do this, I will assist you in moving to Dragon’s Den afterwards.  If not ...”

I let the words hang in the air, allowing his imagination to fill in the blanks.  I didn’t expect anyone to come asking questions, but it was always a good idea to have a cover story.  It would make me look stupid and ignorant - a rube ripe for the plucking - and that wasn’t a bad thing.  My mystery opponent wouldn’t think too highly of anyone who asked about a mobile mansion.  The idea sounded good, but it was about as practical as turning a necromancer into a frog and stomping on him.  Anyone stupid enough to try that deserved everything they got.

And I solved one part of the puzzle, at least , I thought.  I just need to figure out how to put it to work .

Chapter Six

I spent the rest of the morning moving from shop to shop, asking a handful of questions and confirming my suspicions.  The kidnapped people didn’t have any known blood relatives, at least not within the town.  The youngest had actually been adopted by a friend of his father, from what I was able to determine.  They didn’t have a blood tie.  And none of them had been particularly popular.  Mistress Layla had been respected, but she’d been so standoffish she had no friends amongst the cityfolk and none of them cared enough to look for her.  The remainder were much the same.

Which suggests the kidnapper is picking his targets very carefully , I thought.  He hadn’t shown so much care in choosing his mundane targets, but he hadn’t needed to take so many precautions.  There was no hope of tracking those victims down through magic.  And that means he’s a member of the community .

I paced the streets, gathering intelligence.  There were always gossips willing to talk, with or without magical inducements, although not everything they said was true.  I asked questions, listened carefully to the answers ... and drew a blank.  There were a number of magicians who could have kidnapped the missing people, but none of them seemed to have any real motive.  The victims were just too diverse.  My imagination suggested a number of possibilities, from the disgusting and vile to so dark that no one in their right mind would even consider them, but none seemed to quite make sense.  And there were just too many victims.

And everyone is on their guard now, I thought.  The shops and magical houses were even more heavily warded.  It felt as if the entire city was under siege.  The kidnappers might have just decided to wait for everyone to relax before starting operations again .

I didn’t like the idea, I decided as I made my way back to the marketplace.  A necromancer needed an endless supply of victims, if he wanted to remain alive.  I’d yet to encounter one who didn’t.  If there was a necromancer close by, he’d have to keep searching for victims to sacrifice even if it did mean attracting attention.  Someone else ... they could have simply pulled in their horns to wait or moved on.  They could have teleported halfway around the world, if they wished.  The people on the other side of the continent wouldn’t have any idea of what was happening in Yolanda.  The world had gotten a lot bigger since the empire collapsed and the kingdoms started to emerge.

There were fewer people browsing the stalls than I’d expected, I noted.  The travellers looked thoroughly displeased.  They were the freest people in the world, they claimed, and yet even they needed to make a profit.  Half of them were already packing up their stores, preparing to resume the journey.  The remainder looked inclined to join them, rather than waiting one more day.  I understood, all too well.  The risk of being attacked by an angry mob was growing by the hour.  The guardsmen weren’t going to put themselves at risk to save the travellers.

“Someone was probing the wards, last night,” Juliana said, as I reached her stall.  Gabby was nowhere to be seen.  “They poked and prodded, then backed off.”

“Interesting,” I said.  A frisson of alarm shot through me.  “Where’s Gabby?”

“In the caravan,” Juliana said.  She jerked a finger towards the door.  “She’s got to practice her numbers.”

I nodded in amusement.  Commoners were generally discouraged from learning to read, write and do sums.  The guilds did their level best to crack down on everyone who tried to learn on their own, even though there simply weren’t enough scribes and accountants to go around.  It had always struck me as pointless.  Merchants needed to do basic accounting in their heads.  They certainly couldn’t join the guilds, let alone study for years before they could call themselves accountants.  And they didn’t need to spend years studying to know that two plus two equalled four.

But the more advanced the sums, the harder it is to do them without tablet and chalk , I reminded myself.  And ...

A thought struck me.  What if I set a trap?  What if ...?

I looked at Juliana.  “Are you going to be staying overnight?”

“One more night, then we’re leaving,” Juliana said.  She waved a hand at the stall.  Normally, she should have sold everything within a few hours.  Her charms were very simple - and some were borderline frauds - but there was never any shortage of demand.  I’d known students at Whitehall who’d supplemented their monthly allowances by selling enchanted artefacts to passing customers.  Now, half her trade goods were still clearly visible.  “We’re just not bringing anything like enough money.”

She looked at me.  “Will you be staying with us?”

“One more night,” I said, echoing her.  My mind was elsewhere.  “I’ll leave you tomorrow.”

Juliana nodded.  I saw a hint of relief in her eyes.  I wasn’t exactly a welcome guest.  I’d be a great deal less welcome if she knew I wasn’t even a distant relative.  It was possible - my father had been vague on precisely where he’d found my mother - but there was no way to be sure.  I certainly couldn’t start testing our blood to determine if we were actually relatives, not without giving her a way to break out of the mental maze.  Once she started questioning the charm, it would break. 

And if you knew what I had in mind , I thought, you’d order me to leave at once .

The plan came together as I helped her prepare lunch.  Juliana and Gabby were ideal targets for the mystery kidnapper.  They had magic, but not much magic.  They had no close relatives within the travellers ... hell, they were clearly slightly unwelcome within the convoy, as they’d been placed on the edge of the marketplace.  And half the convoy would be leaving within an hour or so.  The mystery kidnapper had taken magicians far more powerful than Juliana.  She’d make an excellent target.  So would Gabby.  She hadn’t come into her magic yet, but that would only make her more desirable.  I’d killed a magician - once - for turning magical children into monsters.  The thought of that happening again ...

I felt a twinge of guilt, which I rapidly suppressed.  Using Juliana and Gabby as bait was low, but there didn’t seem to be any other options.  I couldn’t start searching homes or castles at random.  All I really knew about the kidnapper was that he was a powerful magician.  There were just too many possible suspects.  I had to put them at risk, for the good of the Allied Lands.  I told myself, as I wove more and more spells of protection around the caravan, that I could keep them safe.  The kidnapper wouldn’t see anything waiting, nothing beyond basic wards, until it was far too late.

And someone has been probing the wards , I thought, coldly.  They might have already selected them as possible targets .

The thought didn’t soothe my conscience as the hours wore on.  I played a handful of games with Gabby, taking the opportunity to weave a couple of spells around her, then watched as two-thirds - not half - of the convoy departed, heading to the gates and freedom.  The remainder huddled together, as if they expected to be attacked at any moment.  I was silently relieved that Juliana had taken the time to set up proper wards, making it harder for her to move the caravan without taking them down and putting them back up again.  The easier it looked to approach the caravan, the more likely we’d draw attention.  And yet, it wouldn’t be enough.  I needed to spread the word as far as possible.

“I’ll pack up here,” Juliana said, as night started to fall.  “You go have fun.”

I nodded, making a show of reluctance that wasn’t meant to fool her.  I didn’t want her to call me back, after all.  Instead, I strode away, carefully planning my next move.  There’s an art to spreading rumours, ones you want to catch fire and spread from one end of the town to the other.  The trick is to make the rumours plausible, interesting and just a little outrageous ... but not too outrageous.  It was easy enough to spread a rumour about the king’s son being a bastard, in the literal sense of the word, yet impossible to convince people that the queen gave birth to twin sows.  They might laugh - it was often the only way the common folk could get back at their tormentors - but they wouldn’t believe .  Why should they?

A pair of guardsmen eyed me darkly as I walked past them and into an alleyway.  I twisted my glamour as soon as they were out of sight, emerging from the far end in the guise of a travelling handyman.  They were really nothing more than apprentice travellers, doing all the nasty jobs while - in theory - training to own and operate a travelling shop or convoy themselves.  It was a glamorous job, as seen from the outside.  The reality was a little different.  Long hours, low wages, corporal punishment from angry masters, no guarantee of actually making enough money to set up for oneself ...

But at least they get to travel , I reminded myself.  Most commoners never go more than a few miles from their hometowns .

I walked into a tavern, ordered a drink and sat down.  It didn’t take long for me to be joined by a handful of youngsters, all boys save for a girl dressed as a boy.  I wondered who she thought she was fooling.  She might have gotten away with it in a big city, but in a place where everyone knew everyone else it would be hard to maintain the disguise.  I guessed she was planning to run away, as soon as she was confident in her presentation.

“So,” one of them said, trying to be suave and not bringing it off, “what’s it like, being on the road?”

“Well,” I said.  “This could take a long time ...”

I allowed myself a shit-eating grin, then started to talk.  I knew enough about the life to tell a convincing story, with particular attention on Juliana and Gabby.  It was simple to bitch and moan about her, to imply she hexed and cursed people at the drop of a hat ... particularly handymen who tried to get into her underclothes.  My audience giggled as I fed them lines about a bitchy witch and an even more bratty daughter, both extremely unpopular within the travelling community.  I didn’t need more than a little magic to convince them to spread the word.  It would be all over town by midnight.

“She turned me into a rat, for daring to tell her she looked nice,” I lied, smoothly.  “I think her poor husband left her.”

The laughter got louder.  Sorceresses have always enjoyed more sexual freedom than any other women, save perhaps for the handful of self-made businesswomen.  Young men talked in awed tones about what sorceresses were like in bed, stories that were about as true as the nonsense I was feeding them.  I’d heard stories that ranged from the believable, perhaps even true, to the downright absurd and perverse.  Oh, the story I told them would spread.  It was too good not to share. 

Good thing she’s leaving tomorrow , I thought.  And I have to make that clear .

“It must have been her time of the month,” one of the listeners proclaimed.  He’d been downing beer like water.  I was mildly surprised he wasn’t already flat on his face.  There was so much liquid staining his shirt that the nasty part of my mind wondered if he was only sipping a bit from each tankard.  “No wonder she was in such a bad mood.”

The group laughed, save for the disguised girl.  I felt a flicker of sympathy.

“Or she didn’t get laid,” another said.  He belched, loudly.  “Maybe she just needed a damn good fucking.”

I hid my disgust behind an expressionless mask.  He’d never dare say that in front of a real sorceress.  My grandmother would have ripped him to shreds, in a manner that would have made the Red Murderer blanch.  My female cousins would have done worse.  Probably.  I dreaded to think what a Witch of Laughter would have done ...

“We’re leaving tomorrow,” I said, curtly.  I pushed a little magic into my words, to make sure that part of the story was passed on.  “I’m sure she’ll be better once we’re back on the road.”

I allowed my smile to grow wider as I told a handful of other anecdotes, then stood and wobbled towards the door.  Behind me, I heard a buzz of conversation.  My audience was all fired up, ready to spread the story far and wide.  I smirked, stepped onto the darkened streets and headed to the next tavern, twisting the glamour again before walking inside and repeating the performance.  The story would definitely be over the city by midnight.

And just to be sure, I’ll keep spreading a few different stories , I thought.  I’d spent hours coming up with rumours, each just believable enough to spread.  And make sure they are put in the right ears .

I kept moving, changing my glamour time and time again.  I hailed a guard and tried to complain about a travelling sorceress, only to be told to get out of his sight.  The poor man would look the other way, rather than risk attracting a sorceress’s attention, but he’d report the incident to his superiors.  I smiled as I walked away, remembering the absurd story about the previous night’s events.  The guardsman might not even know they weren’t true.  If he hadn’t been there ...

It was pointless to wonder.  I just kept going, dropping a rumour here and a rumour there, constantly changing my appearance so no one realised I was the person starting the same rumours.  I spoke to merchants heading home from their shops, to prostitutes waiting for clients ... even to a pair of footpads, whom I convinced to spread rumours rather than anything more violent.  The rumour seemed to rush past me.  I was amused to discover, as I entered another tavern, that people were already expanding on the story.  Juliana - apparently - was secretly in control of the entire convoy, using magic to keep everyone in line.  I doubted my mystery opponent would believe it, but - when he heard - he’d certainly regard her as a possible victim.  And one who had to be snatched tonight .

If this doesn’t work, I’ll have to think of something else , I told myself.  It should work, but I really would have preferred more time.  I could have found someone willing and able to serve as bait ... I could have served as bait myself, with a little effort.  I might have to move into a shop and become as unpopular as possible .

I passed through the first tavern again - the story had mutated into Juliana raiding Mistress Layla’s house, then turning the guardsmen into women and dispatching them to an uncertain fate - and then made my way back to the marketplace.  The wards were weaker, now that half the magicians in the convoy had left.  There were only a handful left, including Juliana.  They’d done what they could, but the wards were covering too wide an area to be completely effective.  I doubted they’d stand up for long, not if the mystery kidnapper came calling.  They weren’t even capable of setting off an alarm, let alone stunning him.  I could have solved that problem, with a little effort, but I didn’t want to deter him.  My lips quirked as I fiddled with the wards, setting up covert tripwires and alarms without making the wards look any stronger.  The rumours had grown and grown in the telling, making Juliana sound like the reincarnation of Pendle or the enigmatic Dark Lady herself.  I might have overdone it.  I certainly didn’t want to scare the kidnapper off!

Shaking my head, I finished work on the wards and slipped up to the caravan.  Juliana hadn’t changed her personal wards, as far as I could tell. It didn’t matter.  I sat on the ground, attuned myself to the wards and settled down to wait.  Patience was a virtue, my grandfather had told me time and time again.  It had never really been one of mine.  Ours, really.  My brothers might still be alive if we hadn’t been so impatient to become great before our time.  I guess we’d inherited more from our father than just a name, a bloodline, and power .

He has to come tonight , I told myself.  I’d made sure, time and time again, to tell everyone Juliana was leaving tomorrow.  There won’t be a second chance .

The stone felt cold beneath me as I waited, each second ticking by slowly.  It was hard to believe that only a few moments had passed since I’d begun my vigil.  I was wrapped in shadow, concealed within the wards.  There should be no way for an intruder to sense my presence.  And yet ... the town beyond the wards was as cold and silent as the grave.  I couldn’t hear anything, not even the hooting of owls or mice and rats searching for scraps in the darkness. If there was anyone else on the streets, they weren’t coming near the marketplace.  I hoped that was a good sign.  I didn’t want the kidnapper scared away by accident .

She’s a great prize , I told myself.  It was true, of both the real Juliana and the one I’d invented out of whole cloth.  And no one would bother to look for her if she gets kidnapped .

I waited.  And I waited ...

... And then something brushed against the wards.

Chapter Seven

I was alert, instantly .

The touch was practiced, very much so.  It was just firm enough to feel out the wards without actually setting off any alarms.  It would have worked perfectly if I hadn’t modified the wards myself.  I stayed very still, content to watch as my unseen opponent worked his way through the wards.  He was very experienced, I noted absently.  His wardcracking skills were the equal of mine.  I’d feared I might accidentally scare him off, either by making it too easy or too hard to break the wards, but he was good enough not to be deterred.  I watched and waited, silently counting down the seconds.  My opponent was a very skilled magician.

Magic wafted through the wards, a soothing and sleeping spell that had no place in a straight fight.  I had to smile in genuine admiration.  Only one magician had managed to slip a sleep spell through their opponent’s defences and hammer it into place, at least as far as I knew.  It didn’t take a strong magician to throw off the spell, merely one with enough awareness to realise what was happening and bite one’s lip before it was too late.  But here ... the spell was practically part of the ward network.  There were no warning signs, nothing to indicate that the wards were under attack.  Everyone asleep would remain asleep until morning, whatever happened.  They’d wake to find Juliana and Gabby gone.

Or so he thinks , I reflected.  The wards were starting to open, as if the intruder had hacked the spellwork and keyed himself to the wards.  He didn’t put me to sleep .

I inched forward, hiding behind an invisibility charm.  My opponent was vastly more professional than the town guardsmen.  He certainly wasn’t taking any chances.  He’d wrapped himself in an obscurification charm, ensuring that anyone who saw him would think the slight moment was just a trick of the light.  I would have been more impressed if he hadn’t been trying to kidnap a young woman and her child.  He deserved every last moment of the beating I was about to give him.

He moved towards the caravan, parsing out the wards.  I studied him back.  He didn’t appear to be that powerful, although it was hard to be sure.  He was clearly highly-skilled, with the sort of experience that could have - should have - found him a job almost anywhere.  My eyes narrowed.  There had to be a reason he hadn’t found a more honest line of work.  Anyone willing to kidnap children from their beds was clearly a monster beyond redemption.  Did he have tastes forbidden even to sorcerers?  Or ...

I slipped out from under the caravan and hurled myself forward.  His shadowed form seemed to jump back as he sensed me barrelling at him, too late.  I crashed into him, grabbed hold and teleported us both outside the town.  The forest appeared around us, trees lit up by the light of the teleport for a long moment before it flickered and died.  His magic lashed out at me, trying desperately to crack my defences before it was too late.  I’d caught him by surprise.  He’d need to refocus his magic if he wanted to escape and he didn’t have time.  I wasn’t going to give him any.

He bit off a word in one of the older tongues, languages the empire had tried to suppress before it met its untimely doom, then jabbed a finger at me.  The curse was surprisingly weak, designed to worm its way through my protections rather than crack them outright.  I squashed it with a thought, wiping the curse from existence.  It was overkill - massive overkill - but it served a purpose.  If he realised he was facing an immensely powerful opponent, he might just surrender.

A force punch slammed into my wards.  Surrender was clearly not what he had in mind.  The punch itself was harmless - it would have crippled a mundane - but he’d used the spell to distract attention from two smaller charms trying to sneak through my protections.  It was impressive, I supposed, as I destroyed them both.  My brothers and I had spent years sharpening our magics in endless duels - loser had to do everyone’s chores for a week - and we were good , very good.  My opponent might be skilled, but he lacked the raw power to be a threat.

I could have drawn it out, but I didn’t have time.  I lifted my hand, channelling a wave of raw power.  He was picked up and thrown to the ground, magic sparking around him as it was redirected by my spells.  He was still fighting - I felt his desperate attempts to get something, anything, through my wards - but his power was draining so rapidly his spells were fading into nothingness.  The haze around his face blurred, then snapped out of existence.  I found myself staring down at a completely unfamiliar face.

He looked back at me, fearfully.  I said nothing, taking the time to study him carefully.  His brown skin and dark eyes might mark him as a member of House Sejanus, but might likely not.  He’d shaved his hair off, something that house regarded as a mortal sin.  My eyes roamed over what little I could see of his bare skin.  He wasn’t used to manual labour, I figured; his hands didn’t bear the scars of a childhood spent behind a plough or working in the fields.  I guessed he was a merchant’s son, perhaps even the bastard child of a magical family.  The latter was unlikely.  He had real talent.  Any family with half a brain would be happy to overlook his origins in exchange for his services.

“We can do this the easy way or the fun way,” I told him.  “You can answer my questions, or I can use force.”

I waited, preparing myself.  His magic was drained, but I didn’t dare rely on a truth spell.  He might just have enough power to subvert it from the inside.  It would be easy to control his body, to turn him into a puppet, but a great deal harder to control his mind.  The defiant look he gave me suggested he’d had the same thought.  He might have protected himself against normal means of interrogation, from spells and potions to simple torture.  I’d done something similar myself.  If done properly, it was easy to mislead an interrogator.  They knew their subject was telling the truth.

My magic blurred into the ground below.  Roots burst free, wrapping themselves around his arms and legs.  I watched his eyes go wide, an instant before they were hooded again.  He thought he could outwait me, that his magic would regenerate - in time - and give him a chance to escape.  I shrugged and directed one of the roots to smack him across the head.  He sagged.  Taking no chances, I brushed a finger against his forehead and cast a sleep spell to make sure he’d stay unconscious.  It wouldn’t be easy to use soul magic when he was asleep - it had its dangers - but it was safer than leaving him awake.  I didn’t want him fighting me.

His nightmares will provide enough of a challenge , I thought, as I knelt beside his head and glanced up at the night sky.  It was just past midnight.  I had no idea how long it would be before my opponent was missed, but it wouldn’t be that long before the town started to rise with the sun.  This has to work - and work quickly .

I rested my hand on his forehead and began the spell.  It had taken me a long time to learn soul magics, even though I’d been told I had a talent for them.  It was never quite as simple as it sounded, if only because one had to lower one’s own defences while reading another person’s mind.  It didn’t take a powerful magician to shove a mind-reader out.  I pushed down, feeling the first flurry of random thoughts and feelings brushing against my mind.  I did my best to ignore them.  The flickering images meant nothing.

Memories rose in front of me, trying to pull me down.  There seemed to be little or no connection between them, as if the unconscious mind was darting from memory to memory without following a chain of mental links.  I wondered, just for a moment, if it was a defensive spell, one designed to make it hard for me to pull anything from his mind.  The images were so blurred it was hard to see, the mental undertow pulling me further into his thoughts.  If he woke while I was inside him ... I’d heard horror stories that suggested it would be an utter disaster.  I had to move quickly.  His unconscious mind already knew something was wrong.

I saw a memory I recognised - Whitehall - and followed it through a chain of links that took me through a storm of other memories.  My opponent - his unconscious mind insisted he was called Chuter - had gone to Whitehall, had studied there ... and had been expelled, after being caught doing something ... his mind shied away from precisely what .  I knew it had to have been bad.  The Grandmaster hated expulsion and only sanctioned it as the last resort, after scoldings, beatings and punishment details had all failed.  What the hell had he done?  I didn’t want to know.  I’d seen students get away with everything from molesting younger students to attempted murder.  One student had even tried to feed his rival to a vampire!  What was so terrible the Grandmaster had kicked him out on his ass?

It wasn’t that long ago , I thought.  His time at Whitehall was after mine .

The memories grew stronger as I followed the thread.  Chuter had gone from place to place, seeking education.  He had enough training to be useful ... particularly to someone who was often on the wrong side of the law.  His apprenticeship ... I recoiled from the memories, shaking my head in disgust.  The master had been thoroughly unpleasant.  And yet, Chuter had learnt his lessons well.  He’d killed the bastard, stolen everything he could from the shop and fled.  Eventually, he’d ended up in Yolanda.  He hadn’t been welcome.  Someone had remembered him.  And then ...

I frowned, inwardly, as his mind struggled not to surrender the next few memories.  They came in flashes of insight, wedded to pain.  Chuter had been recruited.  His master had given him a set of very specific instructions.  Kidnap people ... magical and mundane.  Take them to a fort, far from the city.  Hand them over and claim the reward and ... the memories veered suddenly, boiling with poison.  Chuter had been ... I tried not to retch.  I’d seen all sorts of horrors, yet there were limits.  I gritted my teeth, keeping myself under tight control as I tried to catch a glimpse of the master.  Chuter had seen him.  He had to have.  No magician with half a brain - and Chuter was intelligent, if vile - would have been happy working for a masked man.  The risk of simply being left holding the bag was too high.

His mind screamed , then crumbled.  I felt his memories shattering as I hurled myself out of his mind and back into my body.  The world seemed to blink.  I heard a grunt of pain, then nothing.  Chuter was a limp bag of bones on the ground.  Drool dripped from his mouth and pooled under his chin.  I didn’t need to perform any tests to know his mind had been destroyed.  He was well past any justice I might choose to mete out.

I swallowed, hard.  I’d seen magicians doing all kinds of horrific things for power, performing rites that would make necromancers blanch, and yet ... Chuter had been particularly disgusting.  I wanted to find a lake and swim in it, to tear off my clothes and scrub myself raw ... to go through the memories with a fine-toothed comb and remove any that weren’t strictly connected to my mission.  I understood magicians who did horrible things for power, but doing horrible things because one enjoyed them ...

My stomach churned.  I stood, commanded the roots to let Chuter go and searched him roughly before removing his cloak.  His master had given him a keystone, as well as a charm linked to his blood.  There was something oddly amateurish about it, as if whoever had cast the charm hadn’t really known what he was doing.  It hadn’t been Chuter.  I donned his cloak, took a sample of blood to activate the charm and then stared down at his body.  He’d been a vile monster.  He deserved worse.  Far worse.

I blasted the body.  Fragments of flesh flew in all directions.  The local wildlife would take care of them, I was sure.  It wasn’t a particularly respectful burial, but Chuter didn’t deserve one.  What he deserved ... I shook my head as I turned and started to walk.  The memories showed me where to go.  I could be there in an hour, perhaps quicker.  Chuter had probably had a horse, hidden somewhere nearby.  I didn’t think he’d had the raw power to teleport or the stamina to walk so far before sunrise.

The trees seemed to close on me as I kept walking, silently comparing the memories to the maps I’d seen before setting out on the mission.  The fort had been disused for decades, ever since the pass it guarded had collapsed and become impassable.  Yolanda’s monarch hadn’t seen any point in keeping it manned, not when there was no way an army could get through the mountains and hit the kingdom from the rear.  And yet ... something had clearly reopened the fort and done it without being detected.  I was starting to have a very bad feeling about the whole affair.  The fort was quite some distance off the beaten track, but it wasn’t that far from the city. It shouldn’t be possible to reopen the fort without being detected.

A dark wizard could have moved into the abandoned fortress and turned it into his lair , I told myself.  And the kingdom could have been trying to ignore him in a bid to save face ...

It was possible, I thought, but unlikely.  The king could have asked for help from the White Council.  They might have sent me to kick the squatter out.  Unless ... a nasty suspicion was starting to grow in my mind.  It wouldn’t be the first time a king - or a minor noble - had turned a blind eye to a magician’s less savoury actions, in exchange for the magician helping to defend the town.  I knew at least four towns in the heartlands that had offered themselves to various powerful sorcerers, preferring their presence to their more distant monarchs.  And if this sorcerer had been kidnapping people from the town ...

The guard didn’t seem to be trying to search for the kidnapper , I thought.  They were just concerned with putting on a good show .

The fort came into view as I reached the top of the ancient road.  It was larger than I’d expected; a simple blocky garrison, a walled courtyard and a gatehouse that had clearly been refurbished in the years since the fort had been abandoned.  A pair of statues stood outside the gatehouse, surrounded by magic.  They were so perfect - they looked like guardsmen, standing at the ready - that I was sure they were transfigured humans.  I’d seen that before, too.

I considered a handful of plans, then took on Chuter’s form and walked forward.  The wards buzzed around me, then sensed the blood-linked charm and retreated.  I smirked.  I understood the value of having guards who couldn’t think for themselves - guards could be bribed or simply overpowered, as I knew from experience - but a thinking guard might have wondered why I hadn’t brought my victims.  He might even have known Chuter by sight.  I felt the wards grow stronger as I reached the door, a combination of aversion and fear threads designed to push intruders away from the castle.  It would have deterred almost everyone, if they hadn’t been ready for it.  I slid my mind into the keystone, using it to clear my way.  The wards offered no resistance as I walked into the castle ...

Two guards stood, just inside.  They were human, yet ... there was something odd about them.  I thought they were enchanted slaves at first, but there were no charmed collars around their necks.  They were just inhumanly still.  Their eyes flickered at me, then looked away.  I didn’t see any hint of independent thought in their eyes.  What were they?

Hurry , I told myself.  The wards were so heavy it was hard to sense anything, beyond a blurred haze.  The designer seemed to have simply crafted an endless stream of wards until they were actively interfering with each other.  Chuter will be expected somewhere.   Where?

The memories suggested I was wanted in the office on the uppermost floor.  I kept walking, feeling the walls starting to close in.  There was no light in the corridors.  My night vision spell kept flickering, as if the wards were interfering with it too.  Whoever had designed the defences was either an idiot or a genius or both.  I’d met a few brilliant spellcasters who’d been completely stupid, when it came to interpersonal relationships.  It was hard to believe my aunt had been so idiotic as to marry so poorly ...

A door loomed in front of me.  I peered through ...

... And found myself staring into hell.

Chapter Eight

Chuter had been a horrible person.  Whoever had designed the scene in front of me was worse.

I stared in utter horror.  The hall looked like a giant butcher’s shop.  Bodies - human bodies - hung from the ceiling, blood pouring from their veins and pooling in glass jars below.  They were alive and yet ... my eyes traced tubes running from high above, feeding yellowish liquid into their veins.  It was hard to tell what they were being fed, but I guessed it was something akin to a nutrient potion.  There were limits to what one could do with blood replenishment potions ... I shuddered, suddenly understanding why the mystery master had hired Chuter.  If he was ready to break all the rules, laws imposed by the empire and later confirmed by its successors, what did it matter if he hired a vile monster?  I felt sick.  There was nothing I could do for the poor bastards.  They would be drained of blood, then ... then what?

My stomach churned as I moved forward, slipping between the bodies.  There were over twenty people in the room - male and female, young and old - and they were all being drained of blood.  Why?  I knew quite a few rites that involved blood, but this much?  Did the mystery master intend to cast the rites time and time again?  I found it hard to believe.  Doing them once was quite dangerous enough.  Something moved at the far end of the room and I froze, drawing my obscurification charm around me.  Two men, clad in white coats, appeared from a side door and made their way to a dangling body, one that had expired, removing it from its hook with practiced ease and placing it on a table.  My gorge rose as they hacked the body to pieces, carving it up as easily as a butcher would carve a pig.  They bottled the organs and placed them on a trolley, dumped the bones in a sink to wash and pushed the trolley out of the chamber.  I took a final look around, then followed them, keeping within the shadows.

The next chamber was no improvement.  It was smaller, walls lined with shelves crammed with jars of potion ingredients.  I hadn’t seen so many in one place since I’d left Whitehall.  Smaller jars of human organs were clearly visible, all carefully labelled by someone who knew what they were doing.  I peered at the writing thoughtfully.  It wasn’t Whitehall’s style.  Mountaintop?  Or Laughter?  It was hard to imagine Stronghold producing a monster who could do this.  Perhaps it was someone from the legendary Hierarchy.  But everyone considered the Hierarchy nothing more than a rumour ...

I warily looked around, then slipped into the next room.  It reminded me of an advanced alchemical classroom, with long tables lined with cauldrons, ingredient jars and everything else an apprentice alchemist might need.  The men at the tables, dressed in the same white clothes as the butchers I’d seen earlier, were too busy to pay any attention to me.  They were intent on their brewing ... my eyes narrowed as I studied their work.  It wasn’t safe to brew potions by rote, yet ... they were doing it.  I wondered what was keeping them in place.  They didn’t look to be slaves.  I walked around the chamber - half the trick of maintaining a successful obscurification spell is not doing anything that suggested you didn’t have a perfect right to be there - and through the next door.  A grown man lay on a table, completely naked.  His arms and legs were firmly strapped down, eyes wide and staring.  Another man was holding an injector tube.  As I watched, he pushed it against the other man’s neck and triggered the spell.  I grimaced.  Anything that needed to be injected like that was bad news.

The victim started to twitch, body struggling against the restraints.  I watched in horror as his muscles bulged, his eyes practically popping out of their sockets.  The table itself shook, even though it was bolted to the floor.  I’d heard of enhancement spells - I doubted there was a boy at Whitehall who didn’t consider experimenting, as he grew older - but this was dangerously absurd.  The victim’s upper body was growing stronger, his muscles larger; his lower body seemed to be actually shrinking.  If it went on, he would have an adult chest balanced on a child’s pair of legs.  I wanted to run away as the victim started to scream.  His heart was thudding against his chest.  I could see it.

He twitched one final time, then lay still.  “His heart gave out,” the other man said.  I wasn’t going to call him a healer , not after that.  “He wasn’t as strong as we thought.”

A pair of white-clad men appeared, took the body and wheeled it away.  I took advantage of the distraction to sneak off.  The obscurification charm had its limits.  Besides, whoever had dispatched Chuter was bound to be expecting him.  I doubted Chuter was permitted to spend his time in the lower levels.  His memories certainly hadn’t shown this degree of horror.  Everything he’d done had been on a smaller scale.  I pushed the memories back down as I walked into another chamber.  It was a smaller alchemical lab, one designed for experiments rather than mass production.  A handful of scrolls lay on the table, one pinned open.  I took a moment to read it.  My heart nearly stopped as - finally - everything started to make sense.

It wasn’t uncommon for sorcerers and court wizards to experiment with using magic to improve dogs and horses, to grant them more strength and endurance and even - perhaps - a greater degree of intelligence.  Actually uplifting them to human-level intelligence was flatly forbidden - there were too many intelligent non-human creatures out there, some of which were very dangerous - but I’d heard stories of kings who wanted horses who could handle more complex orders and put immense pressure on their wizards to push the limits as far as they could go.  And yet ... it was never easy to get lasting results.  It was more common for the changes not to be passed down, or for the foals to be born with serious defects. 

And trying to experiment on humans is strictly forbidden , I thought.  But they’re breaking the law right here .

I worked through the scrolls, putting the pieces together.  The kidnapped people had been brought to the fort and rendered down for raw materials, which had then been used to make an enhancement potion.  It wasn’t perfect - it killed about half the people who took it, simply because their hearts couldn’t handle the strain - but it worked.  Sort of.  I knew enough about alchemy to realise the potion had been mixed with a strong loyalty brew, a warped variant on a fixation potion.  The people who drank the potion would be compelled, from the very core of their being, to serve their master.  They wouldn’t even be able to conceive of the idea of resistance, let alone actually resist .

My stomach churned - again - as I finished the last scroll.  There were a whole bunch of unanswered questions, starting with who was actually behind the mad plan, but ... I thought I knew the basics.  Someone was building an army of super-soldiers.  Incredibly strong, incredibly tough ... perhaps even with some slight resistance to magic.  And then ... and then what? 

My imagination suggested a rush to take the city, the supermen climbing the walls or simply jumping over, leaping tall buildings in a single bound.  Their lifespan would be much reduced - even if they survived the first dose of potion, they’d still be putting immense strain on their bodies - but as long as they lasted they’d be unstoppable.  An arrow would normally stop an infantryman in his tracks.  I wasn’t sure it would stop a super-soldier.

And if they hadn’t been kidnapping magicians, we might not even know what was happening until it was far too late , I thought.  There was no shortage of people who wanted to reunite the empire - under their rule, naturally.  It was a good idea.  I would have supported them, if I’d thought they could do a good job.  Who are they and what do they really have in mind?

I put the scrolls back where I’d found them - I didn’t want to sound the alarm too early - and inched further along the corridor.  The wards were starting to feel a little more hostile, despite the keystone and my glamour.  It felt as if I was going somewhere forbidden, even to Chuter ... even to someone who could hardly reveal the truth without admitting his own role in the affair.  I pushed the feeling aside, linking to the wards and feeding them a set of comforting lies as I kept moving.  It helped that whoever had designed them hadn’t woven the spells into a single network.  The interior wards had a tendency to assume that anyone who passed through the outer wards had a perfect right to be there, a weakness most sorcerers - including Chuter - would know to avoid.  I remembered the spells I’d seen in the scrolls and frowned.  Was I facing someone who’d learnt his magic through books ?

My jaw clenched as I reached a second door and peered inside.  It was another alchemical lab, operated by a single woman wearing a simple robe.  She was bent over a cauldron, her back to me.  I watched her warily, something about her movements nagging at my mind.  She poured the contents of a tiny vial into the cauldron, then straightened up.  I saw it immediately.  A heavy iron collar sat on her neck.  I could feel the charms poisoning the air from metres away.  She’d been enslaved.

Which means she isn’t a willing participant , I thought.  I’d seen slave collars before.  They could be resisted, by someone with the power or skill, but they were designed to just wear the wearer down until they couldn’t hold out any longer.  The slave would do as she was told, by anyone keyed to the collar.  I’d seen them before, over the years.  They were never easy to remove.  If I can free her ...

She turned.  Mistress Layla stared at me, her eyes filled with horror and despair.  I understood.  The slave collar was just too strong to be resisted.  She was nothing more than a puppet, unable to do anything more than follow orders.  She couldn’t even kill herself.  She might even have had the collar on long enough to damage her ability to think, to look for loopholes in her orders.  I’d dealt with slavemasters, in the past.  They knew how to keep the slaves under close supervision, long enough for the collars to do their work.  And then they could be safely sold to their new owners.

Her mouth opened to scream.  I froze her with a wave.  It wasn’t friendly - the spell was a great deal stronger than it needed to be - but she wasn’t going to help me.  Her master would have given her standing orders to alert him, if something went wrong.  She might not have access to her magic - the slavemasters might have forbidden her to use it, without permission - but she could still shout.  I inched forward, ignoring the panic in her eyes.  The collar was having a nervous breakdown.  It wanted her to resist, to fight back, but she couldn’t do that without magic and the collar wasn’t allowing her to use it.  I grimaced.  Contradictory orders could destroy her if she tried to carry out both of them at once.

I pressed my fingers against her neck, charms snapping and snarling at me.  They were designed to make the collar impossible to remove, save perhaps by her owner.  I could feel them trying to force me to remove my hand, then order her to fight me off and then - finally - tighten the collar and crush her throat.  My spell made them impossible and yet ... I could feel her fear as my magic clashed with the collar’s, steadily prising it open.  The spells failed, an instant before it was too late.  The pieces dropped to the ground.  Mistress Layla followed them the moment I released the spell on her.

“I ...”  She started to cry, great heaving sobs that echoed on the air.  “I ...”

“It wasn’t your fault,” I told her.  It was true.  I’d heard of a great many perversions over the years, but I’d never heard of anyone putting a slave collar on willingly .  She’d been a puppet.  She hadn’t had the slightest hope of resistance.  “Whatever happened, it wasn’t your fault.”

She shuddered.  Comforting people wasn’t my forte, but I had to try.  I squeezed her shoulder lightly.  She shuddered, one hand twitching as if she wanted to push me away but didn’t quite dare.  I stepped back, looking around the room as I heard a sound.  There was a cage in the rear, occupied by a young girl.  She couldn’t be more than a year older than Gabby.  I stared at her, too numb to feel much of anything.  Why was she in the cage?

I met the girl’s eyes.  “Who are you?”

“I’m Eleanor,” the girl said.  “Are you here to rescue us?”

“Yes.”  I inspected the cage.  There was nothing magical about it.  The girl herself had magical potential, but she was too young to develop magic properly.  She didn’t seem to be a werewolf or another demihuman.  “Why are you here?”

“I don’t know,” the girl said.  “One night, I was in my bed; the next, I was here.”

“They were searching for people with magic, people they could take without being noticed,” Mistress Layla said.  She sat on the floor, head bowed.  I took the opportunity to sweep my senses over her.  Her magic was drained, but it should recover in time.  There were no obvious physical injuries.  She’d been a slave.  There’d been no point in hitting or kicking the poor woman to make her work harder.  She couldn’t have done anything, save for following orders.  “They took her by mistake, apparently.  They put her in the cage to wait.”

I studied the girl for a long moment, then opened the cage.  She sprang out and gave me a hug, then drew back.  I thought I remembered the name, from Master Clawthorne’s list of kidnap victims.  A child who’d been unwillingly fostered by a distant relative ... too distant, apparently, to give much of a damn about her.  Bastard.  I felt a flash of pure hatred.  In a properly run world, there would be someone to look after the orphans and make sure they found a proper home.

“I was sent to find you,” I said.  “What’s been happening here?”

“They took me a few weeks ago,” Mistress Layla said.  She didn’t sound any stronger.  I feared the remnants of the collar might still be affecting her.  “They broke through my defences, somehow.  They must have done.  I woke up with” - her hand touched her neck - “the collar around my throat.  They ordered me around until they were sure of their control, then took me back to the shop and told me to pack everything I needed.  I was going to work for them.”

I nodded.  I’d wondered if Mistress Layla had packed up herself.  It explained why so many things had been left behind, if she’d been ordered to take only what she needed.  The potion ingredients had been expensive ... I smiled, despite myself.  There’d been a clue there.  It was just a shame that I’d missed it.

Mistress Layla swallowed.  “Since then, I’ve been brewing blood-based enhancement potions,” she said.  Her hands were shaking.  “They didn’t give me a choice.  They told me to do it and I did it.  I took the blood from the kidnapped sorcerers and ...”

I swore.  Blood-based potions were dangerous.  Enhancement potions ... I frowned as I remembered the scrolls I’d read in the last alchemical chamber.  The super-soldiers hadn’t needed enhancement potions, not ones based on magical blood.  Or so I thought ... enhancement potions were never quite as bad as outright necromancy, but using even a single dose took a high toll.  And how many potions had Mistress Layla produced over the last few weeks?

“It wasn’t your fault,” I told her, again.  She’d been a slave .  She could not have said no.  “I ... who’s behind this?”

Mistress Layla turned her eyes towards me.  “It’s Prince ...”

Something moved, behind us.  A blurred form tore through her, fingers tearing through her neck.  Blood splashed everywhere.  The blur came towards me.  I cast a force punch without thinking.  The blur - the super-soldier, I realised numbly - was smashed flat against the far wall.  The stone was cracked, pieces of debris falling to the ground.  I barely noticed.  I could hear more super-soldiers coming towards me.

I cast a spell on Eleanor.  The girl shrank, becoming a tiny piece of debris.  She’d pass unnoticed, unless they brought experienced sorcerers in to search the entire chamber.  I picked her up, told her to wait for me to come back or for the spell to wear off, then hid her somewhere out of sight.  She’d be panicking when she turned back, but at least she’d be out of danger.  I had a nasty feeling I knew where the enhancement potions had been going.

It’s time to put an end to this , I thought, as I ran up the stairs.  The wards crackled around me, but I didn’t give them a chance to lock on.  And quickly .

I smiled, despite everything.  I was going to enjoy this.

Chapter Nine

The throne room betrayed a certain basic insecurity.

I stepped through the door and looked around, trying not to roll my eyes at the gilt.  The chamber was lined with gold and silver leaf, irresistibly drawing one’s attention towards the throne.  Swords and spears, some of them looking rusted and old, hung from the walls.  A pair of maps rested on a golden table - one showing Yolanda, one showing the three surrounding kingdoms - positioned at the edge of the chamber.  I glanced at them, noting the arrows leading out of Yolanda and stabbing deep into the three kingdoms.  It looked as if the prince was planning a war on three fronts.

Prince Alvin lounged in the throne.  He sat up as he saw me, magic crackling around him.  I was unimpressed.  He looked nothing like the upright and almost painfully handsome prince the statues had primed me to expect.  He was short and overweight and ... I frowned at the latter.  Overweight magicians were rare, almost unknown.  Working magic was good exercise.  And there was enough power boiling in the air to suggest the prince was a very powerful magician indeed.

Or was there?  My eyes narrowed as I studied the aura.  It was ... weird .  I’d never felt anything quite like it.  The magic reminded me of a ritual spell, with magic from a dozen magicians concentrated and woven into a single piece of spellwork, but ... it was focused on the prince.  It made no sense ... or did it?  The prince’s enslaved alchemist had been churning out forbidden enhancement potions, using blood and organs sourced from magicians.  It wouldn’t be safe to drink more than one or two doses in a month.  How many doses was he drinking?

The prince leaned forward.  “Who are you?”

“Does it matter?” 

I tested his wards gingerly.  He had little formal education - I supposed that explained why his wards were so simplistic - but he had a hell of a lot of power.  Stolen power.  Lord Ashworth hadn’t been that far wrong, when he’d suspected a necromancer.  It wouldn’t be long before the prince took the plunge into outright necromancy.  He was already halfway there. 

It was hard not to smash him flat.  “Why are you doing this?”

“You’re from the council, aren’t you?”  The accusation in the prince’s voice was almost comical.  “They sent you here to stop me.”

“Something like that,” I said, vaguely.  Lord Ashworth had known something was wrong, but he hadn’t suspected the truth.  “What are you doing?”

The prince stood.  His wards grew stronger.  I could feel them pressing down on me.  “You will not be going back to your master, little sorcerer,” he said.  “I think you’re going to stay a while with me.”

“How nice,” I said, mischievously.  My mind raced, slipping through his wards.  He might not have personalised them, but he’d piled so many wards into his fort that hacking the spellware would take time ... time I doubted he was going to give me.  I slipped a tiny hint of suggestion into my voice.  “You’re building an army, aren’t you?  Why?”

The prince smiled.  Aristocrats loved to brag.  It was how they kept score.  They knew - even if they refused to admit it openly - that they didn’t have any true power.  A knight on horseback could dominate the battlefield, but if he were to be surrounded by angry peasants with pitchforks he’d be brought down in short order.  They wanted - needed - to put on a show.  They didn’t dare risk having their subjects call their bluff.  They lacked the magic to make their power stick .

“I’m going to take power,” the prince said.  “First, my father.  And then the surrounding kingdoms.”

I was almost disappointed.  My relationship with my father had never been that close - and he’d died just after I graduated - but I’d loved him and I never doubted he’d loved me.  And this prince was about to kill his own father?  He’d hardly be the first prince to put a knife in his own king’s back, but ... I had to admit he’d gone further than most.  He’d done a quite remarkable job of building up a secret powerbase.  The super-soldiers would be more than enough to take control of the tiny kingdom.  And who would dare stand in his way?

“Interesting,” I said.  “I might be interested in a barony.  Tell me more.”

“My father bows and scrapes to our neighbours,” the prince hissed.  I had the feeling he’d wanted to rant for a long time.  “He bends the knee to them all, all the time!  He’s a king and I’m a prince and yet we have to kneel before them?  Intolerable!”

“The three kingdoms are strong enough to take your kingdom effortlessly,” I said, mock-thoughtfully.  Technically, Yolanda wasn’t even a kingdom .  “Your father has no choice but to play the three monarchs off one another.  How else is he going to maintain a precarious independence?”

“We are kings ,” the prince insisted.  “I should be married by now.  Do you know why I’m unmarried?  Every time my father chooses a bride, it gets vetoed by one of the monarchs!”

How lucky for your poor bride , I thought, nastily.  The prince looked big enough to squash a horse, let alone a poor princess.  I’m sure she’s very upset about it .

The prince kept ranting.  “Father won’t stand up to them,” he said.  “I’m going to do it!”

I glanced at the maps.  They looked absurdly simplistic, to the point they were ignoring terrain and enemy forts and everything else that might block the army’s advance, but ... the super-soldiers might be able to swim rivers and scramble up walls and simply punch their way through everything that got in their way.  If the projections were accurate, the super-soldiers would be able to run for hours and arrive at their destination in perfect fighting trim.  No mundane army could stand against them.  They’d be grossly outnumbered, particularly if they were picking a fight with all three kingdoms at once, but shock and awe would probably count for something.  Punch out the royal families, smash the crown armies ... and then declare victory.  The remaining aristocracy would probably stay on the sidelines long enough for the prince to take control.  They’d bend the knee to him quickly enough.  I was morbidly sure of it.

“And you took people from your kingdom and turned them into ... into monsters,” I said, slowly.  The super-soldiers would become nightmares, if there wasn’t a guiding mind.  “Why did you take them?”

The prince shrugged.  “They are my subjects,” he said.  “It is their duty to serve their monarch.”

I resisted the urge to point out that he wasn’t the king yet.  I needed to keep hacking his wards.  They were tougher than they looked.  I kept a wary eye on him as he stepped off the throne and paced the room, ranting endlessly.  He wasn’t quite mad, but ... I shook my head.  He was well on the way.  Perhaps, under other circumstances, I would have sided with him.  Reuniting the kingdoms into a single empire was a good idea.  But the empire he’d build would be one drenched in blood, right from the start.  He had to be stopped.

“You enslaved Mistress Layla,” I said.  “Why?”

“She was just a woman,” the prince said.  I knew sorceresses who’d turn him into a pig and dine on his hams for saying that .  He’d deserve it, too.  “Who cares?”

“I care.”  The sudden anger in my voice surprised me.  Mistress Layla had wanted to get away from petty little politics.  Instead, she’d found herself kidnapped, enslaved and eventually murdered.  I dreaded to think what had happened to some of the other victims.  I’d seen too much in Chuter’s mind.  “Why enslave her?”

The prince shrugged, dismissively.  “I needed an alchemist.  She’d already assisted in ordering supplies from outside the kingdom.  I thought she’d be open to working more ... closely ... with me.  She didn’t want to serve willingly, so ...”

So you enslaved her , I thought, coldly.  Mistress Layla had been asked to openly break the rules.  She’d said no.  The prince had probably been looking in the wrong place.  I knew quite a few alchemists with interesting ideas, who wouldn’t have hesitated to brew the prince’s potions in exchange for a place to work far from prying eyes and interfering old fogies.  You slapped a collar on her and made her a slave and then murdered her .

The prince turned to face me.  “I can make you great,” he said, coolly.  “Do you want land?  I can give you an entire estate, when I take the kingdoms for myself.  Power?  Women?  I can give you anything you want, if you side with me.”

I wasn’t tempted. 

The prince’s scheme was utter madness.  He might take the three kingdoms, but ... he couldn’t go any further ... could he?  He’d shattered the Compact.  He’d draw the Allied Lands into war against him, bringing down the wrath of both magical and mundane society.  It might be a good thing, but ... the kingdoms would be bathed in blood before he was brought down.  And if by some fluke he won ...

“Tell me something,” I said, as I probed his magic.  “What can you offer me, what can you give me, that I couldn’t just take , if I wanted it?”

The prince blinked.  I’d surprised him.  He’d probably assumed I’d happily bend the knee to him ... and, if not, he could use his wards to crush me.  I snorted in cold amusement.  The idea was absurd.  I was already halfway to cracking his wards.  He was just too used to monsters like Chuter, who had tastes forbidden even to one of his station.  The prince had been sure of Chuter’s allegiance.  He couldn’t make the same offer to me.

“I can offer you legitimacy,” the prince said.  “You could be a duke.  Or a lord.  Or ... or whatever you want to be.”

That might have worked, if he’d made the offer two decades ago , I acknowledged sourly.  My father had acknowledged his children - he could hardly do otherwise - but his extended family hadn’t been so keen.  They’d looked at us and shuddered, then done everything they could to avoid admitting our existence.  But now ...

“I’m already what I want to be,” I said.  I drew on my power, readying myself for the fight I knew was about to start.  I didn’t want to offer him a chance to surrender, not after everything he’d done, but I had no choice.  The White Council expected everything to be done by the book.  I had no leeway, not if I wanted him to live long enough to stand trial.  “Stand down now and come with me, or ...”

The prince gestured.  The swords leapt from the walls and flew at me.  I raised a protective ward around myself, half-expecting the blades to be charmed to cut through magic.  They glanced off, metal shattering as they hit the stone floor.  I snorted.  This time, I made no attempt to hide my eyeroll.  There were all sorts of stories about magicians who filled their homes with booby traps and charmed weapons, but most of them ended badly.  It was all too easy to forget one’s own trap and wind up trapped in it, beyond all hope of rescue.  I swept my magic around the chamber, scooping up the fragments and hurling them back at him.  He ducked, shielding himself with a wave of raw magic.  I jumped up, levitating into the air as he hurled curse after curse at me.  I didn’t mind him expending his power.  It would give me time to continue hacking his wards.

I split my attention, hurling fireballs back towards him on automatic.  The prince kept ducking and dodging, rather than catching them on his wards or launching them back at me.  It suggested a certain lack of practice ... I wondered, idly, why he’d never asked any of his servant magicians to help him develop his skills.  It wasn’t as if he hadn’t had people he could ask.  Could it be ...?

The prince drew a sword from his belt and lunged at me, moving with surprising speed despite his bulk.  I sensed dark magic crackling around the blade.  My wards screamed as it cut into them, coming far too close to my bare skin for peace of mind.  I darted back and ran up the walls, staring down at him from the ceiling.  The prince’s eyes bugged out of his head as he cut at me, trying to jump up and slash my head.  My snicker probably didn’t help.  I reached down with my magic, picking up the table and hurling it at him.  The maps fell to the ground.  I shoved them to the far corner.  I’d need them later, as evidence of what the prince had tried to do.  The White Council would stand in judgement and condemn him for dealing in the blackest arts.  And ...

“Get down and fight like a man,” the prince snapped.  I almost laughed.  I might have respected him, just a little, if he’d challenged his father or his kingdom’s tormentors openly.  Instead, he’d had his own people kidnapped and murdered, just to boost his powers and build an unstoppable army.  “You filthy coward.”

I shrugged.  “Alright.”

His eyes widened, a second before I flew down and crashed my magic into his.  He tried to jab his sword at me, too late.  I sharpened one of my wards and sliced through his wrist, sending the sword and severed hand flying towards the walls.  I could have reattached the hand, but ... it didn’t matter.  No one was going to speak in the prince’s defence.  He’d kidnapped nearly a hundred people, both magical and mundane, and rendered them down for raw materials.  That alone would be enough to get him executed.  The aristocracy wouldn’t speak for him.  He’d plotted to overthrow his father and invade the neighbouring kingdoms.

And, worst of all, he lost , I thought.  No one likes a loser .

I shoved my magic into his aura.  It was surprisingly strong, but ... it wasn’t his .  He’d taken the concept of enhancement potions much further than anyone else, I realised dully.  The prince had never been very powerful, but he’d had enough magic to start the process of drawing on the enhancement potions and using them to fuel his magic.  It should have killed him, and it probably would’ve, given enough time, yet ... he’d actually woven healing spells into his personal matrix.  It was oddly impressive, if horrible.  He could actually boost his powers far past the norm.

Good thing he isn’t used to handling it , I thought, as I tore through his magic.  Memories brushed against my awareness, memories that belonged to the murdered magicians ... I thought.  I knew I wasn’t touching the prince’s mind.  He didn’t seem to have the discipline to focus his power, let alone properly direct it.  He’d be a real threat if he could channel the power without strain .

My mind raced as the prince tried to fight back.  There had to be a point of diminishing returns.  Necromancers rarely lasted longer than a couple of decades because they simply couldn’t capture enough people to fuel their magic.  The prince should have the same problem.  And yet ... he seemed surprisingly intact.  I cursed under my breath as I pushed on, pinning the prince to the floor.  He wouldn’t regenerate, not like a normal magician, but ...

The wards twisted around me, throwing me away from the prince.  I caught myself and hovered in the air, mockingly.  The prince stumbled to his feet, blood pouring from his severed wrist.  There were a hundred charms he could have used to staunch the bleeding, but he didn’t know any of them.  He might not even understand the danger of accidentally letting himself bleed to death.  I didn’t think he’d spent any time on the jousting field.  He didn’t move like a seasoned fighter.

“Die,” the prince snarled.  “I ...”

I slid my mind into the fort’s wards and took control.  The prince’s eyes opened wide in shock as I struck at him, tearing away the stolen magic.  He stumbled and fell to his knees.  I didn’t give him a chance to recover.  I drew on the wards and cast a powerful freeze spell, locking him in a moment of time.  He couldn’t resist before it was too late.  My awareness rushed through the fort, freezing the rest of his super-soldiers before they could flee into the surrounding forest or carry out the plot to attack the town.  I didn’t think they’d been allowed to keep much in the way of intelligence, but it didn’t matter.  They could do a great deal of damage, far more than the prince had intended, if they weren’t kept under control.  I glanced through the single window as I finished locking down the fort.  The sun was just starting to rise.  Gabby and Juliana probably wouldn’t wonder where I’d gone.  The charms I’d used to ingratiate myself to them would see to that.  In time, they’d forget I’d been there at all.

“They’ll forget you, too,” I said, to the frozen prince.  “But I never will.”

I smiled as I collected the maps.  The White Council couldn’t refuse to act, not now.  They’d send a small force of magicians to secure the fort before the spells wore off, then cart the prince back to the White City for trial and execution.  There would be justice, for Layla and all the others who’d vanished in the last few months.  And the world would know that evil magicians and twisted power-hungry aristocrats would be held to account.

My smile widened.  It was time to go.

Chapter Ten

“N othing?”  I couldn’t believe my ears.  “You’re going to do nothing?”

I stared at Lord Ashworth, who shifted uncomfortably under my gaze.  The blonde woman sitting next to him was clearly made of sterner stuff, although even she had trouble meeting my eyes.  I’d teleported to his estate and interrupted their meeting to give my report, then waited for him to consult with his allies... my blood boiled.  The prince needed to be arrested, quickly, before the spells wore off.  He knew he’d been busted.  If he got free, he’d launch his planned coup as quickly as possible.

“We feel a policy of management would be more appropriate,” Lord Ashworth said.  “The council will approach King Jonathon and urge him to adopt a more forgiving policy towards his son, provided his son abandons his dreams of conquest.  It will be more ... practical for the long-term good of the Allied Lands ...”

I cut him off.  “Prince Asshole kidnapped and murdered at least ninety people, including at least thirteen magicians,” I snapped.  “It might well be more.  We don’t know how long his plan was underway before we realised something was badly wrong.  He also enslaved at least one magician - a relative of yours - and hired another with horrific tastes.  His plan was to overthrow his father, take control of the kingdom and then invade all three of his neighbours ... a war that would have required a steady supply of super-soldiers.  And you’re planning to just let him get away with it?”

“It’s political,” Lord Ashworth said.  “I expect you to understand ...”

“I don’t understand,” I said.  It was hard not to scream in frustration.  “The prince broke a bunch of rules designed to prevent the spread of dark magic.  Given time, he might even have embraced necromancy.  There is no way in hell we can afford to turn a blind eye to his conduct and ... and you want to just let him get away with it?  How are we going to justify cracking down on the next dark wizard, the next would-be necromancer, if we don’t stamp on this ... this monstrous prince?”

“It’s political,” Lord Ashworth repeated.

“Explain it to me,” I ordered.  “Why can’t we arrest and execute him?”

“Yolanda sits between three kingdoms,” Lord Ashworth reminded me.  “All three of those kingdoms have a claim on the principality, but none of them can be allowed to actually take control.  If we arrest the prince, it throws the succession into doubt, which will allow the three neighbours a chance to meddle.  Worse, because the prince never had a chance to put his plan into action, the White Council cannot intervene without risking a serious clash with the rest of the kingdoms.  All of the kingdoms.  The whole affair is, right now, an internal matter.”

I barked a harsh laugh.  “The prince plotted against his own father,” I said.  “He killed hundreds of his own people.  And you think it’s an internal matter.”

“It is ,” Lord Ashworth said.  “The blunt truth is that we lose far more than we gain if we intervene openly.  At best, we will damage relationships between the council and the kingdoms.  At worst, we will accidentally trigger a war that will weaken the defences at the worst possible time and ...”

Magic boiled under my skin.  I barely heard his next set of excuses as I fought for control.  He hadn’t seen the horrors the prince had embraced.  He hadn’t seen ... he hadn’t been there, when I’d sneaked into the fort and fought the prince.  I couldn’t believe King Jonathon could keep his son under control.  The mad scheme hadn’t been a harmless little prank .  It had been a nightmare ... it might still be a nightmare, if the prince was allowed to remain alive.  He’d tasted power.  He wouldn’t give it up in a hurry.  I doubted anything short of death would stop him.

My brother would have been more diplomatic.  I really didn’t care.

I stood, cutting off a renewed stream of nonsense.  I’d known Lord Ashworth was a weakling, but this ... I ground my teeth.  No one would dare oppose him, not openly, if he’d pushed for the council to arrest, try and execute the prince.  It had the legal authority to tackle dark wizards.  The prince certainly counted.  And who knew what they’d next choose to overlook for political reasons?

“Fine,” I snapped.  “You can do whatever the hell you like.  And you can own the outcome!”

I turned and walked out of the chamber, ignoring the serving maid who was meant to escort me to the main door.  She scrambled after, her footsteps echoing on the air.  I kept walking, my thoughts burning with rage.  I’d seen too much to just sit back and let the prince get away with it, orders or no.  Lord Ashworth and the White Council had had their chance.  It was my turn to act.

The teleport spell billowed around me as soon as I was outside the wards, transporting me back to the fort.  Half a day had passed, but the fort remained frozen in time.  I strode through the gates and searched it from end to end, collecting all the scrolls and parchments and everything else that might be useful.  Eleanor was still where I’d left her, trapped in an unmoving form.  I picked her up, stuffed her in my pocket and muttered a quick funeral prayer over Mistress Layla’s body.  Lord Ashworth should have done something for her, damn it.  It wasn’t her fault she’d been kidnapped and enslaved.  And yet ...

He’s just going to sweep everything under the rug , I thought, sourly.  I could see a dozen ways to handle the politics, from finding a ‘lost’ heir to replacing the prince with a doppelganger to simply threatening the neighbouring kingdoms to make sure they kept the peace.  They had to know it was in their interests to make sure that none of the three kingdoms got their hands on the mountain passes.  And it’s only a matter of time until he tries this again .

I silently counted the frozen men as I made my way up to the throne room.  The prince’s men were all willing allies ... given what he’d been doing, they probably would have been perfectly safe if they’d blown the whistle.  Kings tended to be a little wary of proven traitors - turning one’s coat was habit-forming - but they wouldn’t want to discourage them by executing whistle-blowers on the spot.  No, they’d all known what was going on and stayed with their prince.  I dismissed them from my mind as I stepped into the throne room and peered at the frozen prince.  He hadn’t moved an iota.

“And you never will,” I said, as I shaped a spell.  “Die.”

The prince’s body jerked as I drove a curse though his skull, then crumpled to the floor.  I stared down at him for a long moment, wondering if he’d had enough awareness to realise he’d been cursed before it was too late.  Part of me wished I’d had time to make him suffer, to make him pay in blood for everything he’d done; part of me was just glad he’d never have the chance to threaten anyone else.  I turned and walked out of the chamber, summoning my magic as I reached the door and headed into the forest.  Power crackled around my fingertips as I turned, raised my hand and directed a blasting curse into the fort.  Flames flared through the stonework, burning steadily towards the potions stockpile.  I shielded myself and waited for the explosion.  It would be visible for miles.

And no one will ever know for sure what happened here , I thought, as the fort went up like a volcano.  The king might never know what had happened to his son.  The White Council ... I wondered if they’d have the nerve to accuse me of anything.  Probably not.  There’d be too many people who’d be quietly relieved, now the prince was dead.  All the evidence has been destroyed .

I felt cold anger harden my heart as I watched the remains of the fort collapse into a pile of scorched debris.  I’d worked for the council for nearly a decade, tackling the jobs no one else could do.  I’d fought dark wizards and uncovered plots; I’d even fought necromancers and creatures from the Greenwood.  I’d done so much ... and I’d done it because I knew it needed to be done.  It was better to nip a problem in the bud, rather than let it grow into something that couldn’t be handled without us paying a terrible price.  And yet ...

My rage grew.  The council had lost its nerve.  Worse, it had sided with the monsters.  I could not forgive.  The rules were meant to be absolute.  They had to apply to all, or they couldn’t be enforced.  And because of politics, they were prepared to let a mad prince get away with a crazy scheme?  I knew, now, it was just a matter of time before the Allied Lands fell into chaos.  The council couldn’t hope to hold it together, let alone reunite the empire.  I’d hoped the council could become the strong central authority we needed.  I knew, now, that my hopes were in vain.

I’d always prided myself on looking the truth straight in the eye, in not allowing myself to be deceived by my own desires.  The truth was that the council had failed.  It needed to be replaced.  And there was no one who could do it, not in time to save the world.  The kings and aristocrats and magical families would play their petty power games, while dark wizards and necromancers and threats from beyond gathered their power.  The council had to be replaced.  Quickly.

“Well,” I said, to myself.  “I’ll just have to do something about it that, won’t I?”

Epilogue

Emily swallows, hard .  “What happened to everyone?”

Void shrugs.  “King Jonathon the Just adopted a child and swore blind he was a bastard son.  Everyone pretended to believe him, because it was better than the alternative.  Chuter got the blame for killing Prince Alvin, which I suppose he deserved.  The child became king in his turn, then died along with most of his kingdom when the necromancers overwhelmed Yolanda and its neighbours.  They never did learn how to work together.

“Juliana resumed her endless wanderings the day I left her and passed beyond my ken.  Gabby came into her magic and studied at Whitehall for a few years, before graduating and joining a sailing expedition that was intended to circumvent the world.  She never returned, nor did anyone else on that fateful voyage.  Eleanor ... I took her to a family I knew in Pendle and arranged for them to adopt her.  She went to Laughter when she came into her magic, then joined the Sisterhood and vanished somewhere in what would become the Blighted Lands.  Lord Ashworth, that weak and feckless man, married Fulvia and provoked the split in his family.”

He says nothing for a long moment.  “The Grandmaster of Whitehall was eventually brought down by a scandal even he couldn’t hide and forced to retire.  My brother took his place and cleaned up the school, as well as Dragon’s Den.  The local population was deeply grateful, given how many of them had been tormented by the student magicians.  He remained in office until his death, decades later.”

Emily winces.  She doesn’t want to remember the Grandmaster’s death.

“You used them as bait,” she accuses.  “Juliana and Gabby and the entire convoy.  You oozed your way into their lives and used them.”

Void meets her gaze evenly.  “I did what I had to do,” he says, calmly.  “They were in no real danger.  Once I got my hands on the intruder, his attempt at hacking the wards came to a sudden end.  The spells I used did them no harm.  I paid my way, quietly paid for Gabby’s scholarship later on ... by then, of course, they’d both forgotten me.  I’d seen to that when I enchanted them.”

“That’s not an excuse,” Emily says.

“What would you have me do?”  Void cocks his head.  “Look for clues that might not even exist?  Randomly stake out possible targets and hope for the best?  What would you have done?”

“I would have used myself as bait,” Emily says.  “I would have fitted the profile, too.”

“Perhaps that would have worked,” Void agrees.  “But could you have done as well as I did?  Could you have made sure no innocent got harmed?”

Emily says nothing.  She can see his point, but she recoils at the thought of intruding into someone’s life ... using magic to pose as a relative, as someone they could trust.  She thinks she would have come up with something better, given time.  And yet ...

She leaned back, unwilling to confront her feelings.  “What happened to you?  I mean ... you kept working for the council, didn’t you?”

“They needed me.”  Void smiled, rather sourly.  “Lord Ashworth was a feckless weakling.  I may have mentioned it a few ... dozen ... times.  He didn’t have the nerve to tell me to leave, not when I was essential.  I played along, dealing with threats that couldn’t be addressed through the official channels while gathering intelligence and magical knowledge and putting the pieces in place for my own coup.”

“You stole the prince’s super-soldier formula,” Emily accuses.  Her voice hardens.  “How are you any better than him?”

“I improved upon the formula,” Void says, flatly.  “He didn’t need to murder countless innocents to make the brew.  It can be done without murdering anyone.  He could have worked it out for himself ... Layla could have done it, I think, if he’d managed to recruit her properly.  I never worked out who’d made the original version.  It wouldn’t be the first time someone came up with a new potion, then offered it to the wrong person and got murdered to ensure the secret remained a secret.”

He turns away from her, looking at the dark ocean beneath their feet.  “I’d known the council had flaws for years,” he says.  “There were limits to its powers.  Mistakes happened, most of them never openly acknowledged.  But I’d always thought the councillors were working to fix the problems.  I never confronted the rot within the council until it took the coward’s way out and turned a blind eye to a dark wizard on the verge of taking control of a kingdom.  And then I knew it had to be removed, before things got any worse.”

Emily says nothing for a long moment.  “I see your point,” she says, finally.  She does see it.  She’s always understood it.  “But you’re just making things worse.”

“Yolanda and its neighbours are gone ,” Void says.  “They were invaded and crushed by the necromancers, long before you and I first met.  They played petty politics while ignoring the threat on their borders, until it was far too late.  Their magical arts were lost along with the kingdom itself.  They twiddled their thumbs while the necromancers advanced on their borders.  What will the surviving kingdoms do, now the necromancers are gone?”

“That’s true,” Emily says.  She’s seen enough of the aristocracies, of their permanent selfishness, to fear the worst.  The threat of the necromancers was barely enough to keep the Allied Lands united.  Now, the unity is effectively gone.  “But your empire will not last.”

“It can be yours,” Void says.  “Join me.”

“I can’t,” Emily said.  The empire wouldn’t last past her.  She likes to think she can’t be corrupted by power, that she’ll retain her compassion and humanity no matter what happens, but she fears the worst.  Her dark counterpart had dived headlong into madness.  A strange game , she quotes mentally; the only way to win is not to play .  “It won’t work.”

Void studies her for a long moment.  “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he says, finally.  She hears genuine regret in his voice.  He does care about her, in his way.  She finds it reassuring even as she worries about what it might mean.  “And I hope that, in time, you will come to change your mind.”

The ocean boils beneath his feet.  Emily looks down.  She sees images of fire and blood and death within the waters, memories... no, not memories .  Things happening now.  Void holds up a hand, in salute, and then the darkness rushes up and over her ...

... And she wakes up, in bed. 

The world spins around her as she sits up.  Jan is snoring gently beside her.  The night sky beyond the windows looks normal, yet ... there is something fragile about the world, as if the merest touch would cause it to break.  She’s seen paranormal realms before, places outside the world as humans know it, but ... she touches the bed lightly, reassured by its solidity.  And yet, her mind feels as if it is on the verge of slipping and falling out of her skull, flying back into the dreamland ...

She leans back in her bed and closes her eyes.

But it is a long time before she manages to get back to sleep.

The End.

Emily Will Return In:

Child of Destiny

Coming Soon!

Afterword

“T he human race divides politically into those who want people to be controlled and those who have no such desire.”

-Robert A. Heinlein

When I outlined the overall plot for Schooled in Magic - I go into more detail in the afterword for Child of Destiny - and started including a handful of non-Emily novellas, I knew I would have to do one for Void.  His role in the series has been clearly visible right from the start, even before his true plans became evident, and I was sure that when I made the reveal I would have to justify it in some way.  I went back and forth on how to actually do it for quite some time.  I didn’t want him telling Emily the story - that would lack a certain punch - and I didn’t want a massive flashback within a mainline book either.  Sometimes, it works - it worked very well in Empire’s End (Chris Bunch and Allan Cole) - but, in my opinion, often it doesn’t work as well as it should. 

It is not uncommon for people to hit a breaking point, beyond which one can simply no longer tolerate the situation.  One may be struggling with multiple problems when someone makes a joke that isn’t remotely funny, or comes to you with an utterly unreasonable request, or openly asks you to do something illegal or does something - anything - that proves, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that there is no point in even pretending to take them seriously.  And once that happens, your first impulse is to either put as much distance between you and then as possible or to resort to violence.  If you can’t do either, you start choking on your own anger, which eventually starts to curdle.  I have a theory that many of the problems plaguing us today stem from the simple fact we are not allowed to challenge orthodox thinking and, the longer this continues, the angrier we become.

Void is not stupid.  He knows there’s no such thing as a perfect solution - and that one solution can easily lead to new problems.  For example, the United States backed freedom fighters in Afghanistan against the USSR, which was a great success - it gave the Soviets a taste of their own medicine, the foreign-backed war of liberation - but it also empowered the Taliban and led, directly and indirectly, to 9/11 and the US war in Afghanistan and Iraq, an outcome the US would consider undesirable.  Void would not be so foolish as to argue the US should not have supported the freedom fighters.  There was no reason to think they would eventually become terrorists, let alone a threat to the US mainland, while there were plenty of reasons to think giving the USSR a free hand in Afghanistan would have very bad results indeed, perhaps encouraging the Russians to make a move into Pakistan or Iran (the latter, in particular, a curious example of a move the US would need to counter and yet find very difficult because of US public opinion, which wouldn’t object to Iran getting a thrashing from the USSR).

On the other hand, refusing to do anything because it would be politically inconvenient is an entirely different matter.  And while one can argue that Void was wrong to oppose doing nothing, I think it’s reasonable for him to feel the White Council had more than enough grounds to intervene and very few monarchs would dare publicly oppose it.  In fact, if the secret got out, the uproar would shatter what remained of the council’s authority and cripple the war effort - and back then, a hundred years before Emily, the war wasn’t so clearly on the brink of being lost. 

And so I chose to show the moment Void decided the council had to go.

I am still considering turning this in a full-scale novel, perhaps by expanding the story or simply adding two more sections ... perhaps a ending where Void has to make a choice between abandoning his planned coup or doing something utterly ruthless to keep the plan underway, perhaps something that will trigger Master Lucknow’s eventual suspicions.  Or I may tell the story of how two of his three brothers died, or how his sole surviving brother eventually took control of Whitehall and turned the school around. 

What do you want to see?  Let me know?

And now you’ve read this far, I have a request to make.

It’s growing harder to make a living through self-published writing these days.  If you liked this book, please leave a review where you found it, share the link, let your friends know (etc, etc).  Every little helps (particularly reviews).

Thank you.

Christopher G. Nuttall

Edinburgh, 2021
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