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Adam wanted to be a magician, but now he’s something more ...

The university of Heart’s Eye barely survived the conflict between magical and mundane students, a conflict fanned by an undercover sorcerer hiding in the last place anyone suspected, a conflict that came within moments of destroying the university or delivering the student body into inescapable servitude.  But the fight for academic independence is far from over.  Chaos is spreading across the Allied Lands and the university is being sucked into a vortex that may still destroy Emily’s dreams of a better future for the entire world.

Now, Adam’s blood is infused with magic, magic that may prove the key to saving them all and giving power to the powerless.  But with an old rival coming back into his life and an enemy army laying siege to the university, he may not have time to learn how to use his new gift before it is too late ... 



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Author’s Note
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This book runs roughly parallel to The Right Side of History and The Face of the Enemy (Schooled in Magic 22 and 23) and, although it is stand-alone, draws on elements mentioned in earlier books, specifically The Sergeant’s Apprentice, The Princess in the Tower, Mirror Image and Oathkeeper.

CGN.
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Prologue I
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Background: The following is a transcript of a speech given by Mistress Irene, Administrator of Heart’s Eye, shortly after the university was nearly destroyed by a combination of student misbehaviour and outside infiltration.  It was surprisingly well received, as the speech represents one of the very few times senior authority figures acknowledged their own mistakes and their roles in creating a crisis that brought them to the brink of disaster.

***
[image: image]


It is not easy to admit one’s mistakes.

I take no pleasure in looking back at the last few weeks and acknowledging my own role in turning the minor disturbances into a major problem, one that threatened to turn the university into a battleground, if not a smoking crater.  The decisions I made seemed logical at the time, after weighing the issues as carefully as I could, but – in hindsight – I can see my own emotions, and my preconceptions, had their thumbs on the scale.  I allowed them to blur my thinking and lead me to make mistakes, mistakes that led to misjudgements that cannot easily be undone.

In hindsight, the problem is clear.  No one has ever tried to found a university before.  There is no pattern to follow, no past examples we could study so we could emulate their successes or seek to avoid their mistakes.  This should not have surprised us.  Whitehall, Mountaintop and even Laughter did not spring into existence as the schools of magic we know and love, but began as very simple institutions and evolved over time.  We were blinded by our own preconceptions of what an educational institute should be and, when we ran into trouble, we drew on our own experience instead of seeking new answers.  Those of us who are magicians assumed Heart’s Eye would follow the same pattern as the other schools of magic.

We were not the only ones.  Those of us who are craftsmen, tradesmen and mechanics assumed the university would follow an apprenticeship model, in which the master would train his students in his subject and encourage them to band together with other apprentices to share their experiences, exchange tips and – very quietly – pass on warnings about bad or downright abusive masters.  They believed apprentice gangs would rapidly congeal, eventually becoming the core of new craft guilds even though they were strongly discouraged from taking root at Heart’s Eye.  

These misconceptions caused a toxic mess that came very close to destroying the entire university.  The magical students, raised in a culture that encouraged teenagers to hex each other so they’d learn to defend themselves, started using magic on mundanes.  They saw non-magicians as inherently inferior, and refused to admit they might have anything to learn from them.  The mundane apprentices, raised in a culture that expected them to band together against their enemies, started ganging up on the magical students, finding ways to get around wards and protective charms and striking back at the magicians.  They saw magicians as snooty brats who’d lucked into vast power and refused to admit, too, that they might have something to learn from them.

We, your tutors and supervisors and administrators, made the same mistake.  We assumed we’d have to segregate magicians and mundanes.  We assumed we’d have to separate the two groups so completely there would be no contact between them.  We were even on the verge of separating Heart’s Eye and Heart’s Ease ...

... And yet, if a young magician and a young mundane had not become friendly, we might have died well before we realised the depth of our mistakes.

This is not what Emily wanted.

It was her belief that progress, real progress, could be achieved by combining the insights of both magical and mundane students and using them to advance towards a better future.  She told us, only a year ago, that we needed to come up with new ideas, to test them through experimentation and learn from our successes as well as our failures.  I will admit that I was sceptical, when I first heard her plans for the university.  It struck me as a waste of time at best, a disaster waiting to happen at worst.  And yet, she was right.  We have made more progress in many areas, from steam engines to magical potions and runic charms, in the last year than has been made over the last few decades.  I can no longer argue with the results of her plans.  We will change the world, if we do not destroy ourselves first.

Our failing – my failing – was that we didn’t clamp down on trouble before it was too late.  We were blinded, as I said; we were convinced we should allow the victims to retaliate rather than protect them.  That ends now.  We will not tolerate open hostility, sabotage and anything else done with bad intentions.  Those who transgress will be given a very clear warning, then expelled from the university if they refuse to shape up.  It is not an easy step for us to take, particularly now, but we have no choice.

These are not easy times for the Allied Lands.  The Necromantic War is over – and yet, it has unleashed chaos in its wake.  Old disputes and grudges, buried while we had to deal with the necromancers, are bursting back into life.  Some kingdoms are adapting well to the new realities, others are restive ... perhaps even consumed by revolution.  Many of us want to take sides, want the university to take sides, despite our neutrality.  And yet, we must remain neutral.  Our role is to birth the future, not get dragged into factional fights.

We made mistakes.  We have chosen to learn from them.  And we will not make the same mistakes twice.  If you cannot behave yourself, if you cannot act like a civilised person in a civilised world, you will be expelled.

There will be no further warnings.
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Prologue II
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The king is dead, Prince Ephialtes of Tarsier thought.  Long live the king.

He stood in the Royal Crypt, staring at his father’s body.  His father had been a good man, and normally Prince Ephialtes – King Ephialtes – would have had no qualms about leaving his father on the throne until he died a natural death.  It wasn’t as if his father had been abusive or kept all the power firmly in his hands.  Prince Ephialtes had been a partner in ruling as soon as he’d come of age, with lands to rule and money to spend and the promise of a princess’s hand in marriage.  Ephialtes had known, when the time came, that he would step into his father’s shoes and rule the kingdom until he passed it down to his son.  It had all seemed so simple.  But then, everything had changed.

Ephialtes struggled, sometimes, to point to the exact moment he’d realised his father needed to be removed for the good of the kingdom.  The old man had done well when the necromantic armies crossed the Desert of Death – somehow – and started an advance towards the capital.  He’d summoned help from the rest of the Allied Lands and it had arrived, spearheaded by Lady Emily herself.  And it had worked!  The necromancer hadn’t just been defeated, he’d been killed.  If matters had ended there, Ephialtes wouldn’t have had a single word of complaint.  But they hadn’t.  Lady Emily had reignited the nexus point at Heart’s Eye, declared the former school her personal property and announced plans to turn it into a university.  Ephialtes wasn’t clear on precisely what a university was, but it didn’t matter.  It had become clear, very quickly, that Heart’s Eye had become a centre for all kinds of subversive activity.  The university – and the growing town nearby – was a source of radical ideas, up to and including suggestions countries didn’t need aristocracies, or monarchies.  And the ideas had been spreading fast.  They were even taking root ...

... And his father had done nothing!

Ephialtes understood, a little.  His father had had good reason to be grateful to Lady Emily.  She’d saved the kingdom.  And she had a truly terrifying reputation, although Ephialtes – who’d met her – suspected it had grown in the telling.  And ... it didn’t matter.  The kingdom could turn a blind eye to some things, particularly given the long-standing agreements between the monarchy and the schools of magic, but ignoring the waves of subversion spreading from the university was too much.  It was like trying to ignore a sword sweeping towards your neck, threatening to slice through your skin and separate your head from your body.  It could not be done.  The university had to be shut down and quickly, before it was too late.  Ephialtes had tried to convince his father, but the older man hadn’t listened.  He no longer seemed to care about the kingdom his son was going to inherit.

He was scared of Lady Emily, Ephialtes thought.  He didn’t want to provoke her.

His lips twisted into a snarl.  His father had been king of a vast and powerful realm, master of all he surveyed.  The idea of him genuflecting before a slip of a girl was ... well, it was unthinkable.  How could he be so weak?  Lady Emily really had done most of the things the tales insisted she’d done – Ephialtes had spent a considerable amount of time and money trying to separate fact from fiction – but she wasn’t all-powerful.  She could be beaten, if one wasn’t hypnotised by her power and reputation.  The kingdom could take steps – easily, with the resources under the king’s direct control – to protect itself.  And his father had refused to take even the first steps towards saving his kingdom for his son.  Ephialtes had wondered, as the seeds of treachery grew in his heart, what sort of kingdom he’d be leaving for his son.  It wasn’t a comforting thought.

He’d been the crown prince.  He’d controlled the secret police.  He knew, all too well, how far the ideas were spreading.  Radical nonsense – peasants should have land rights, taxes should be minimal, laws should be written down, kings should be accountable to their people – were growing embedded, no matter how hard the secret police worked to suppress them.  He’d watched, helplessly, as radicals fled to Heart’s Eye; he’d ground his teeth in frustration as they kept spreading their lies, showing no shame at hiding under Lady Emily’s skirts.  It was an impossible situation.  He’d needed to do something and yet, as long as his father blocked him, there was nothing he could do.  

And then, he’d heard the news.  Lady Emily had been arrested by the White Council.

Ephialtes was an experienced power broker.  He knew most of the people who’d made the decision to arrest her.  He was sure they’d take steps to make sure she never saw the light of day again.  Arresting her was a dangerous gamble, one that would explode in their collective face if they didn’t make it stick.  He was certain they’d rush through a farce of a trial and execute her, before her friends and family could rally to her cause.  And not before time, either.  The uprising in Alluvia was a stark warning to all the monarchies.  Curb radicalism now, before it was too late, or see your kingdoms fall into chaos.

He’d acted, with a little help.  And he’d killed his father.

It was hard not to feel guilty.  He’d sworn to serve his kingdom when he came of age, pledging himself to serve as prince and then rule as king, and the good of the kingdom demanded his father’s death.  And yet, his father was his father.  Ephialtes’s heart twisted as he looked at the body, hoping and praying his father would be treated kindly when he stood before the gods for judgement.  Ephialtes had done the right thing – he must have – but he still felt guilty.  His father hadn’t been a bad man.  He’d just been a poor ruler.  And he’d been on the verge of losing everything.

I will fix it, Father, Ephialtes told himself, as he turned and walked back to the private meeting room.  And I will raise a statue in your name when all is done.

The magician sat waiting for him, hands resting on his lap.  Ephialtes swallowed a flash of annoyance.  The magician should be on his feet, bowing before the king, even though – as a magician – he was de facto nobility.  He’d come well-recommended, and he’d lived up to his reputation, but ... Ephialtes scowled, inwardly, as he nodded curtly and took his father’s chair.  His chair.  He wasn’t keen on engaging people he knew little about, even if they were deniable assets.  They could easily vanish and tell everything from a safe distance.  And who knew what would happen then?

He’d be hunted across the Allied Lands, Ephialtes thought.  But I’d still suffer the shame of patricide as well as regicide.

“It was well done,” he said, once the privacy wards were in place.  He was used to being careful.  He’d had little privacy as the crown prince and he’d have even less, now he was the king.  “I don’t believe anyone was suspicious.”

“Of course not, Your Majesty,” the magician said.  His voice was as bland as his face.  He was a man who could vanish in an empty room.  “There was no evidence for the court magicians to find.”

Ephialtes kept his face blank.  His father had loved to hunt.  It had been the one bit of freedom he’d had, the one time he could escape the endless rites and rituals of the court and pretend he was a free-spirited man of leisure instead of a king, the ruler who was also the ruled.  And he’d suffered a tragic accident that was nothing of the sort, his horse tripping at precisely the right moment to throw its rider into a tree ... Ephialtes shuddered, despite himself.  His father had deserved better.  Really, he had.  

“I trust you will keep your part of the bargain,” the magician stated.  It wasn’t a question.  “The window of opportunity is already closing.  We must act fast.”

“My forces are already being prepared,” Ephialtes said.  “But I must be crowned first.”

A flash of irritation crossed the magician’s face.  “Lady Emily may already be free,” he said, calmly.  “Her enemies were unable to execute her before her allies came to her aid.”

Ephialtes blanched.  “But that means ...”

“I believe she is going to be occupied for the foreseeable future,” the magician told him, calmly.  “But you must act fast.  If you fail, your entire kingdom will pay the price.”

He stood.  “And please let me be the first one to congratulate you on your ascension,” he added.  There was a hint of mocking amusement in his tone.  “Congratulations, Your Majesty.”

Ephialtes shivered.
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Chapter One
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Adam felt ... weird.

It was hard, so hard, to put the feeling into words.  His body felt ... liquid, as if he’d drunk so much he could feel it sloshing around.  His skin felt paper-thin; his body felt strong and yet weak ... he honestly wasn’t sure, as he stared down at his hands, if he was imagining the feeling or if it was real.  Flashes of heat washed through him, followed by waves of searing cold ... he thought he saw, just for a second, lights pulsing beneath his skin, the radiance gone almost as soon as he recognized it.  The magic infused into his blood seemed to shimmer at the edge of his awareness, like something that would vanish the moment he turned to look.  It was hard to believe, at times, that there was anything there ... 

He closed his eyes, trying to gain a better sense of his own body.  He hadn’t known what would happen when he’d thrown himself onto the clockwork device threatening to destabilise the nexus point and destroy the entire university.  He’d known it was possible to use blood as a storage medium for magic – he’d proved that himself, only a few short months ago – but the idea of infusing magic into blood within his bloodstream had seemed impossible.  He knew he was lucky to survive, yet ... he wasn’t sure if he should be pleased or deeply worried.  It was galling to now have magic and still be completely incapable of using it.

A low hum echoed through the spellchamber as the last of the wards fell into place.  Adam opened his eyes.  Lilith stood at the edge of the circle, her green eyes watching him thoughtfully.  Adam smiled at her, despite his nervousness.  Their relationship was ... odd.  They were boyfriend and girlfriend and yet, she was a magician and he was a mundane and their relationship had always been complicated.  It didn’t help, he admitted, that they’d spent a lot of time sharpening their claws on each other.  Lilith was smart and beautiful – the white coat she wore did nothing to hide either her red hair or her figure – but Adam couldn’t help wondering what she saw in him.  What could he offer that someone born with actual magic couldn’t?

At least I tried to befriend her, when we first met, he thought.  The rest of the university treated her like a pariah because her father wanted to turn back the clock and chase the mundanes out.

“Adam,” Lilith said.  “Are you ready?”

“I think so.”  Adam felt a twinge of excitement, mingled with fear.  He’d only just gotten out of the infirmary.  He didn’t want to wind up back there in a hurry.  “Are you?”

Lilith nodded, curtly.  Adam wasn’t reassured.  Lilith had a sharp tongue and their new relationship had done nothing to change it.  The fact that she wasn’t making a sarcastic remark was deeply worrying, even though they’d gone through the plans time and time again before reserving the spellchamber and isolating it from the rest of the university.  He knew what to do, yet they were heading into unexplored territory.  The whole experiment could easily blow up in their face.

“Do it,” she ordered.

Adam took a breath, gathering himself as he raised his hands.  He’d hoped, once, that he’d discover a talent for magic.  He’d clung to that hope even after he’d flunked the magic test time and time again, even working in an apothecary in a bid to be as close to his dream as possible.  And at Heart’s Eye, he’d made a breakthrough that he thought would change the world.  He’d proved mundanes had a place at the university and, perhaps more importantly, he’d won Lilith’s respect.

And you didn’t realise what Arnold was doing until it was far too late, his thoughts mocked.  He still had nightmares about the final confrontation, when Arnold had threatened to take him as a slave – or worse.  Arnold had been a magician, hiding in plain sight, and Adam had missed the signs completely.  He was playing you all the way and you fell for it like a chump.

He let out the breath slowly, trying to centre his mind.  It wasn’t easy.  The entire world felt as though it was holding its breath.  Lady Emily had been arrested, Heart’s Eye had come within a heartbeat of being destroyed, King Vanunu of Tarsier had died in a hunting accident and ... Adam had felt it, when he’d been allowed to get out of bed.  Everyone was waiting for something to happen.  The university rested on a knife-edge.  It was hard to escape the feeling disaster was rushing towards them at terrifying speed.

Lilith cleared her throat.  “Get on with it.”

Adam smiled, then started moving his hands as he chanted the spell.  It was a basic charm, one of the first taught to novice magicians.  Lilith had told him she’d felt the magic moving around her, shaped by her will.  Adam felt vaguely silly, as if he were doing a dance without music or partner.  His hands finished the motions and dropped to his lap.  A wave of disappointment washed over him.  The spell should have produced a light, hovering in front of him.  Instead, the air was empty.  He hadn’t really expected it to work, but ...

“Try again,” Lilith said.  He thought he heard dismay in her voice.  If he was any judge, people were already talking about their relationship.  She’d probably already been teased for dating a powerless man.  It would be so much easier for her – and him – if he had power.  “This time, focus your mind.”

“I’m trying,” Adam said.  “It feels as though I’m trying to swim without water.”

He went through the motions again, chanting the words one by one.  His first master had humoured him, just a little, by drilling precision into him, insisting that everything had to be just right at all times.  Adam knew how to cut roots perfectly, how to pluck seeds from plants and grind them into powder, how to measure weights so precisely there was no need to hastily adapt the potions recipe because something wasn’t quite right.  He knew better than to let even the slightest mistake get passed on, when his master might take it as an excuse to end the apprenticeship.  Adam had loved Master Pittwater like a father, but he knew – all too well – that the old man had thought he was indulging his apprentice.  Matt, Master Pittwater’s real apprentice, had pointed it out repeatedly.  And if Master Pittwater hadn’t sent Adam to Heart’s Eye ...

“It doesn’t work,” he said, finally.  “I don’t even feel as if anything is happening.”

“And yet, you have a reserve of magic inside you,” Lilith said, as she cancelled the protective spells.  “You should be able to make some use of it.”

Adam nodded in agreement, although he feared it was impossible.  No one had been able to isolate the precise difference between a person with magic and a person without, but it was clear he was missing something.  His blood might be charged with magic, fully the equal of hers, yet ... he couldn’t make use of it.  It bothered him to think all that power might be sloshing through his bloodstream, doing ... what?  He didn’t know, but he’d heard all sorts of horror stories about people who walked into high magic areas and came out changed.  Was he becoming something else?  He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

He stepped over the circle, feeling oddly desolate.  He’d thought he’d come to terms with his lack of magic when he’d discovered how to use his blood to provide the power he needed to brew potions. When he’d changed the world, he could hardly deny he’d done something remarkable.  He’d even given the mundanes the tools they needed to teach the magicians a lesson ... he cursed inwardly, all too aware he’d also given Arnold the tools he needed to bring the university to the brink of destruction.  He wanted to think he’d been enchanted, that Arnold had twisted his thoughts until he could no longer tell the difference between right and wrong, but he knew better.  The wretched sorcerer hadn’t used any sort of compulsion, yet he’d still been able to manipulate Adam effortlessly.

“We could try something else,” Lilith said.  “What if we cut your hand and allowed the blood to pool in your palm, while you cast the spell?”

Adam frowned.  “Would that work for you?”

“I don’t know,” Lilith said.  She sounded doubtful.  “It wouldn’t be easy to cast the spell through the blood.”

“No,” Adam agreed.  “You’d be too used to casting the spells normally.”

He studied her thoughtfully, understanding the frustration she couldn’t quite hide.  Lilith was powerful, perhaps one of the most powerful students at the university, but she’d never been allowed to develop her abilities.  Her father’s obsession with regaining Heart’s Eye, and turning it back into a magic school, had ensured she didn’t have the chance to win an apprenticeship more suited to her talents.  Arnold had beguiled her with the promise of proper training and, even though Lilith professed to have no regrets, Adam knew she’d been tempted.  He wondered, not for the first time, if that was the one thing they had in common.  They both thought they’d been unfairly held down ...

She could have left her father at any moment, he thought, tiredly.  And yet she chose to stay.

“There are other things we could try,” Lilith said.  “We should go to the lab, see if your blood can be used in spells ...”

“You mean, like yours?”  Adam glanced at her notes.  “We already know mine can be used to store magic.”

“Yeah, but can you do it without taking the time to charge it?”  Lilith grinned as she picked up her notebooks and headed for the door.  “Coming?”

Adam followed her through the door and down a long series of corridors.  They were surprisingly empty, even though it was a weekend.  Someone had hung a pair of signs on the walls – FREE EMILY, JOIN THE MILITIA TODAY – and added their contact details underneath.  Someone else had added a set of notes about events in Heart’s Ease, ranging from plays and music performances to political speeches and rallies.  Adam hoped, now that Arnold was gone, the events would go ahead without incident.  In hindsight, Arnold had done a hell of a lot of damage.  He’d had magical and mundane students at each other’s throats, giving him all the cover he needed to make his bid for power.  And he’d come very close to destroying the entire university.

There was no sign of Master Landis as they entered the lab.  Lilith set up a cauldron and started to brew with practiced ease, while Adam carefully cut his palm and allowed droplets of blood to fall into a glass bowl.  It wasn’t easy to measure the droplets – he knew better than to guess, when magical blood was involved – but he did it.  Thankfully, it didn’t seem to matter how powerful the magician was, when it came to donating blood for potions.  There was no need to calculate his own power, then determine how much blood he needed.  It was curious ...

“Ready,” Lilith said.

“Here.”  Adam passed her the bowl and watched her drip the blood into the mixture.  “If we ...”

He broke off as light flared, the cauldron shaking as the magic transmuted the liquid into potion.  He gritted his teeth, fighting back a flare of bitter frustration and resentment.  There was no way he could have brewed that potion, even if he’d had rune-charged blood.  No wonder he’d been relegated to cutting, chopping and other preparations, while Lilith and Matt and the rest of their counterparts had done the exciting part.  And to think some of them were completely blasé about the wonders in the palms of their hands.

“It works like mine,” Lilith said.  “Interesting.”

Adam nodded, passing her a rack of vials.  “Does it have the same effect?”

“It should,” Lilith said.  She filled the vials one by one, giving him time to wash the bowl and dispose of his blood.  “But I’ll run them past the master first.”

Her lips twisted, slightly.  Adam understood.  Master Landis wasn’t a bad master – Adam knew there were far worse out there, from the ones who exploited their apprentices to the ones who abused them – but he wasn’t what Lilith needed.  She needed someone better, someone who could push her right to the limits ... he wondered, numbly, if she’d leave the university if she found someone more suitable.  And what would happen to them then?

He slipped into the backroom and put the kettle on, then found a pair of mugs.  “Kava?  Or something else?”

“Kava,” Lilith called.  “And biscuits.”

Adam smiled wryly as he filled the mugs with water, then picked up the tin of biscuits and placed them on a tray.  “Coming ...”

He stepped back into the main room, just as the door opened.  Master Landis stepped into the room, nodding politely to his two apprentices.  He looked tired after a long session with the staff council.  Adam guessed they’d been debating the situation – Emily’s arrest, the uprising in Alluvia, the king’s death in Tarsier – and trying to decide what, if anything, they could do about it.  There was no easy solution.  The neighbouring kingdom had grown increasingly hostile to the university even before the king had died in an accident.  Adam had heard theories – and he knew many students shared them – that the king had accidentally stabbed himself in the back repeatedly.  The claim it had been a hunting accident was just a little difficult to believe. 

“Master,” Lilith said.  “How did it go?”

“Poorly.”  Master Landis sat, resting his hands on the table.  “Did your experiments bear fruit?”

Adam passed Master Landis his mug.  “We learnt I can’t cast spells myself,” he said, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice.  “And that my blood is a fair substitute for a magician’s blood in a blood-based potion.”

“Which may be useful,” Master Landis said, sipping his drink.  “It is always risky to use one’s own blood in brewing, as it is hard to determine where your magic stops and the blood begins.”

“It was easier to brew using Adam’s blood,” Lilith said.  “But there was no real difference between using his and using yours.”

“You’ll need to do a little more research,” Master Landis said.  He looked up, meeting Adam’s eyes.  “The council and I discussed your case extensively.  It was their feeling it would be better if you were released from your apprenticeship, so you could continue your experiments without obligations to me.  You and your friends” – his eyes flickered to Lilith, then back again – “are entering unexplored territory.  It would be unwise to limit your development by forcing you to remain within the strictures of a formal apprenticeship.”

Adam said nothing for a long moment, torn between the awareness the council was probably right and the grim sense that he was being effectively dismissed.  His thoughts were a tangled mess.  He had some savings, from his allowance, but they wouldn’t last long, even if he stayed in the university.  And if he wanted another apprenticeship later on ... it would look as though Master Landis had kicked him out.  No master would give him a fair hearing ...

Lilith’s thoughts were clearly running along the same lines.  “Will the council give him a research grant?”

“Yes.”  Master Landis looked torn between surprise and amusement.  “Adam will be given a grant, which should fund his research.  He will also be given free bed and board in the dorms, at least for the next five years.  Should he make progress, I am sure the council will look kindly on making additional grants and suchlike.”

He smiled at Adam.  “I think this is for the best,” he said.  “It will certainly offer you a better chance of making a mark than staying with me.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  “I’ll take the grant and do what I can.”

“Don’t spend it all at once,” Master Landis advised, mischievously.  “You may have to account for every crown you spend.”

Lilith cleared her throat.  “Master, I must request to be released from my apprenticeship too.”

“You must?”  Master Landis studied her for a long moment.  “Might I ask why?”

“First, I am not suited to a potions apprenticeship,” Lilith said.  Her voice was calm, but Adam could tell she was nervous.  “Second, Adam will need help exploring his discoveries and figuring out how to turn his theories into practical magics.  I can assist him while applying for an apprenticeship more suited to my talents.”

Master Landis frowned.  “Your father will not be pleased.”

“I am old enough to make the decision for myself,” Lilith said, flatly.  “And” – she hesitated, noticeably – “I believe that is my problem.”

Unless Master Dagon makes it Master Landis’s problem too, Adam thought.  He called in a lot of favours to ensure Master Landis would take Lilith as an apprentice.

“And not mine.”  Master Landis smiled, rather dryly.  “You will discover, I should warn you, that your next master may not be as forgiving as I.”

“I know,” Lilith said.

“Very well.”  Master Landis finished his drink and placed the mug on the table.  “I’ll prepare the paperwork for your release.  If you change your mind in the next couple of days, let me know and I’ll destroy them.  If not ... come back and we can sign the paperwork then, after we discuss what access you, both of you, will have to the lab.  It won’t be your workplace any longer.”

Adam nodded.  “Yes, Master.”

“You probably don’t have to call me master any longer,” Master Landis said.  He grinned, suddenly.  “I’m going to need a new apprentice, aren’t I?”
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“You should ask Mistress Irene,” Adam said, when they left the lab.  “She could take you on as a student.”

“She already has an apprentice,” Lilith pointed out.  He could hear the smile in her voice.  “And so do most of the other masters here.”

Her smile grew wider as she turned and gave Adam a tight hug.  “If I can get a better master ...”

“One more suited to you,” Adam said.  He could see her delight – and, at the same time, her fear.  Her father was not going to be pleased.  He wanted his daughter to stay at Heart’s Eye and would try to insist she took a new apprenticeship at the university.  “Is there anyone here who can teach you?”

His heart twisted.  There was a very good chance the answer was no.  Lilith might not be able to find someone suitable, certainly not at the university.  She might have to leave ... he didn’t want her to leave.  And yet, he didn’t want to stand in her way either.  She needed time to undertake a proper apprenticeship, once she decided what she wanted to do with her life.  She could leave, if she wished.  She was a magician.  She didn’t need her father’s permission – or her husband’s – to leave her home and find a master somewhere else.

“I don’t think so.”  Lilith turned, leading the way down the corridor.  “The majority of the magical tutors have apprentices already, or simply don’t take them.  And ...”

Her voice trailed off.  Her father served on the staff council.  It was unlikely any prospective master would be pleased that his apprentice’s father was so close.  Adam was mildly surprised Master Landis had put up with it, although he’d clearly owed Master Dagon a favour or two.  It made it harder for the apprentice to grow into an independent person in their own right.  

“I’m sure you’ll find someone,” Adam said, although he wasn’t sure he wanted her to find anyone.  He told that part of him to shut up.  It wasn’t as if she couldn’t visit – or he couldn’t go see her.  “How do you normally find a master?”

Lilith looked downcast.  “It’s normally arranged by the school, or the family,” she said, slowly.  “And my father won’t lift a finger to help.”

Adam winced.  “You could always ask your old tutors,” he said.  “They might be willing to help.”

“It’s been too long since I was at school,” Lilith said.  They walked past a cluster of craftsman apprentices, talking in low voices.  “They’ll be looking for masters for the current crop, not the girls who graduated more than a year or two ago.”

“I’m sorry.”  Adam squeezed her hand, lightly.  “What about Master Caleb?”

“Too young,” Lilith said.  Her voice was very definite.  “And I’m not sure he’s actually qualified to teach anything.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  Master Caleb couldn’t be more than three or four years older than Lilith or Adam himself, if that.  People would talk.  He remembered how the townspeople had gossiped, back in Beneficence, when steam masters had started taking apprentices no older than themselves.  It had been unavoidable – it wasn’t as if there’d been steam masters a decade ago – but people had still treated it as a scandal.  He frowned as a thought struck him.  There was another option ...

“You could always ask your father,” he said, slowly.  “Lady Emily apprenticed under her father.”

Lilith shot him a sharp look.  “Lady Emily clearly has a better relationship with her father than I,” she said, tartly.  “And it would make it harder for people to take me seriously afterwards.”

“Sorry.”  Adam sighed inwardly.  “I don’t know what to say.”

“I’ll just have to check the books,” Lilith said.  “And see who might be interested in taking me.”

Adam nodded, feeling a twinge of dismay as they turned the corner.  Someone had covered the wall with notices, informing the students that there was going to be a giant protest – FREE EMILY – in Heart’s Ease.  Adam made a mental note to attend, although he doubted the White Council and the Allied Lands would give much of a damn.  The rumours kept growing in the telling, each one more absurd than the last.  He felt a hot flash of hatred for the distant monarchs and their servants. Lady Emily had saved Whitehall School, introduced new and better ways of doing things and ended the Necromantic War itself ... and how did they reward her?  By putting her on trial for ... for what?  He had a feeling the councillors hadn’t thought ahead.  The days when they could act decisively before anyone outside the council knew what they were doing were gone.  

“We can go to the town later, if you want,” Lilith said, reading his thoughts.  “And we can get some dinner too.”

Adam frowned.  “Do you still have an allowance?”

“Good question.”  Lilith’s lips twisted.  “We’ll see.”

“Be careful,” Adam advised.  “And save what you’ve got.”

He frowned as they paused outside Lilith’s room.  Master Dagon had given her a huge allowance, huge enough to make the average aristocrat burn with envy.  Lilith had spent freely, for as long as Adam had known her ... his heart sank as he realised her father might cut her off, using money to pressure her into falling back into line.  Could he?  He was the master of his tiny household, wasn’t he?  Adam didn’t pretend to understand the inter-family politics – Lilith hadn’t been interested in discussing how her family actually worked – but he’d known merchant fathers who cut their sons off when they’d refused to go into the family business.  Would a magician do the same?  Adam wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“Give me a moment,” Lilith said.  “I’ll be back in a flash.”

Adam nodded and leaned against the wall nonchalantly as Lilith slipped into her room, closing the door behind her.  He wanted to go inside, to spend some private time with her, but he knew better.  Her father’s wards wouldn’t take kindly to his intrusion.  Lilith had cautioned him he might wind up a frog, or worse.  The idea of her having to go to her father to ask him to undo the spell ... Adam cringed at the thought, feeling a rush of embarrassment even though it had never happened.  The hell of it was that Master Dagon was, by the standards of Beneficence, a very liberal father.  Adam knew fathers who had no qualms about locking up their daughters, at least until their marriages were arranged.  And beating prospective boyfriends to bloody pulps.

Lilith returned with a pair of books tucked under her arm.  “Shall we go?”

“We can find a study room in the library,” Adam said.  “Unless you want to go down to the town now ...?”

“Not yet.”  Lilith scowled.  “We can go later, after my father ...”

“I’ll be here for you,” Adam said, although he knew it was pointless.  “I could always split the grant with you.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Lilith said.  She shook her head.  “I could be worrying about nothing.  He might just let me go without an argument.”

Adam kept his thoughts to himself as they made their way to the library.  Master Dagon was unlikely to be pleased, even if Lilith found a new master before her father found out what she’d done.  And then ... Adam wondered, idly, if Lilith would have to get a job if she wanted to stay at the university.  Would her father kick her out of her suite?  Or ... he wondered if she could stay in his dorm, then dismissed the thought a second later.  Perhaps she could just get a bed in one of the female dorms.  Or ...

The library was bustling with life, students and staff flowing in and out in a continuous stream.  Adam pushed through the crowd, spotting a pair of familiar faces handing out broadsheets, and led the way to the study rooms at the rear.  They were normally fully booked, but a couple were permanently set aside for apprentices ... thankfully, the library staff didn’t know Adam and Lilith were no longer apprentices.  Adam told himself they’d have to fess up later, once the change percolated its way through the university system, but right now ... it didn’t matter.  They needed a room where they could work in relative privacy.

“I should apply for a room of my own,” he said, as he sat at the table and dug his notebook out of his knapsack.  “Do you think they’d give me one?”

Lilith shrugged.  “You could probably make a convincing case,” she said.  “We will need a workroom of our own, if we’re going to continue with our experiments.”

And perhaps for other uses too, Adam thought, looking up at her.  Lilith was beautiful.  It was hard to believe she was interested in him, particularly after they’d had so many problems when they’d first met.  Even after he’d proven himself ... he shook his head, inwardly.  He had to stop doubting himself.  She chose to be with me.

Lilith met his eyes and winked.  Adam felt a rush of warmth, mingled with something he didn’t want to look at too closely.  He cleared his throat and reached for a pencil.  

“My blood is infused with magic,” he said, ignoring her snort.  She already knew that, but saying it out loud helped to centre his thoughts.  “Does the magic regenerate?  Or ... do I only have a limited supply?  And is it oozing out of my body?”

“No.”  Lilith sounded very certain.  “They checked that before they let you out of bed.  They were very surprised.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  He knew the theory.  Magicians stored their power within their wards, but there was always some leakage.  A powerful magician who lacked the control he needed to keep his magic under control would be very noticeable, particularly to other magicians.  Adam didn’t have the power he needed to keep the infused magic within his body and yet, it didn’t seem to be leaking out.  It made very little sense.  They were missing something.

“So ... what happens if I keep using my blood for power?”  Adam stared down at his fingertips.  “Will I eventually run out?”

“Good question,” Lilith said.  “Logically, you should run out of power ...”

She paused as a thought struck her.  “We could try to use your power to charge a wand,” she said.  “Or even channel power through a primed wand.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  “I might not be able to cast spells, or even emit power without proper preparation,” he said.  “But if I stuck a wand through my hand ...”

He hastily wrote down the idea, making a mental note to run it past Senior Craftswoman Yvonne and Enchanter Praxis.  They were the experts when it came to craftsmanship ... he frowned, wondering if they could devise a prosthetic arm with a wand woven into the wood to channel magic.  It seemed a little bit extreme to cut off his arm to see if he could replace it with something to cast spells ... he shook his head, then made a note of the idea anyway.  It might be interesting to try, if they devised a means of infusing power into someone else’s blood.  He wasn’t sure it was possible, at least not without further research and a great deal of luck.

“We know what I built for Arnold,” he said.  He couldn’t help feeling guilty.  Arnold had convinced Adam that Master Dagon was the villain of the piece, playing on Adam’s prejudices to keep him from thinking clearly.  “But I don’t think we’ll be allowed to try anything with the nexus point.”

“No,” Lilith agreed.  “But we could use a new windmill to gather power and channel it into your blood.”

“We’ll have to hope the windmill can be rebuilt quickly,” Adam said.  “But it won’t produce more than a trickle of power.”

He sighed, staring down at his notes.  The windmill was a great idea – he was very proud of the concept – but it didn’t produce enough power.  Not yet.  He’d worked out how to channel the magic, and others had added their own refinements, but the spells had been stripped down to the bare essentials and some still hadn’t worked properly.  It was frustrating.  He was sure he was on the verge of a real breakthrough, one to match his earlier insights, but he didn’t know how to make it happen.  Perhaps if he messed around with more runic tiles ...

“We need more time to experiment,” he said, finally.  “And a clear idea of what we’re doing.”

Lilith snorted.  “This is a new field of magic,” she reminded him.  “There’s no guarantee we’ll be the ones who make the breakthroughs.”

“I know.”  Adam looked up, meeting her eyes.  “Is it wrong that I want to make them myself?”

“No,” Lilith said.  “I want to make them too.”

Adam nodded, returning his gaze to his notes.  He’d studied the history of magic.  New insights were rare.  Master Pittwater had told him, once, that most of the great discoveries in alchemy built on earlier discoveries ... some of them, he’d cautioned, had even foreclosed other discoveries until someone went back and realised there was a road not taken lurking in the shadows.  It was chilling to realise how many discoveries might never have been made if the researchers hadn’t gone back to first principles.  It was like finding a path through a desert and never realising, once the path was carefully charted, that there might be others hidden in the dunes.  And yet ...

“We should be able to come up with more tiles,” he said.  “And refine the ones we’ve already got.”

He smiled.  “Why can’t we turn a cancellation tile into a protective amulet?”

“It would work,” Lilith pointed out.  “But it would also explode.”

“It should be possible to project a protective field,” Adam said.  “Why can’t we?”

He scowled at his notes.  In theory, protective charms were simple.  They were designed to simply rip apart incoming spells, rendering the spellwork harmless before it reached its target.  Adam had seen suits of charmed armour designed to protect their wearers from magic, although he’d been cautioned they could be overpowered by powerful or cunning sorcerers.  And yet, they had to be crafted by enchanters.  If he could find a way to do it without a magician ...

“Not enough power,” Lilith said.  “The incoming spell would survive long enough to reach its target, even if the target was wearing a runic tile.  And the explosion would kill the wearer anyway.”

“The healing was successful,” Adam muttered.  Master Pittwater had said that more than once, when he’d explained that some healing potions put one hell of a strain on the drinker’s body.  The cure could easily be worse than the disease.  “But the patient died.”

“Yeah.”  Lilith stood and started to pace the room.  “All of that energy has to go somewhere.”

Adam nodded.  He’d figured out how to carve runic tiles to break down pieces of spellware, but they could only be used once.  He had a theory they might last longer if he used tougher materials, yet ... he shook his head.  The tougher the material, the harder it would be to carve the rune properly.  They’d already had too much wastage, even when they’d been able to melt the tile down and recycle the metal.  Perhaps if they dampened the blowback instead ...

“We need to find a workroom, then sit down with Taffy and decide what to do next,” Lilith said.  “She’d probably have a few insights too.”

“She did help with the others,” Adam agreed.  “If we go find her now ...”

Lilith smiled at him.  “We don’t have to do everything at once,” she pointed out, sitting on the table.  “We have time.”

Adam wasn’t so sure.  He had the feeling they were running out of time.  The university would demand something in exchange for the grant, wouldn’t it?  And ... he wanted, he needed, something to show Master Dagon when Lilith’s father found out she’d ditched her apprenticeship.  His heart sank as he realised her father probably already knew.  How would he react?  His earlier thoughts came back to haunt him.  Master Dagon couldn’t lock up his daughter, or beat her until she changed her mind, but he could cut her off.  If they could prove they were doing something useful, he might step back and let them get on with it.

Lilith looked down at him, her green eyes sparkling with mischief.  Adam stood slowly, their legs brushing as he leaned in for a kiss.  Their lips touched lightly ... he felt her entire body shiver as the kiss grew and deepened.  He wrapped his arms around her, trying to resist the urge to slip his hand under her dress.  He had no idea how she’d react to that.  Back home, a girl would either let him touch her or shove his hand away.  Here ... 

“This isn’t the best place,” Lilith said, drawing back.  Her lips were slightly puffy.  “We’d better go find her.”

Adam nodded, adjusting his trousers.  “Yeah,” he said.  He wanted to kiss her again and yet he knew it would be better to let her set the pace.  Probably.  He had a feeling that pretty much everything he’d been told about female magicians was nonsense, dangerous nonsense told by boys who knew less of girls than himself.  “We had better.”
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Adam’s heart was still pounding as they went downstairs and into the workshops under the university.  The feel of her lips, the feel of her body ... he felt his manhood stiffen at the thought and forced himself to concentrate until he could think clearly again.  It was hard to believe they had a future.  They were from very different worlds.  It was impossible to imagine Lilith as a belligerent fishwife, or a merchant’s penny-pinching shopkeeper, or even a demure and submissive – at least in public – upper-class woman who’d married into quality.  He wondered what she’d make of his old home, let alone his family.  And he had no one he could ask for advice.

He sighed inwardly.  He’d been given a lot of advice about girls and women, when he’d been younger, but most of it had been terrible.  The older boys had assured him that girls loved men who took the lead, who pushed through their show of reluctance and took the girls to bed.  Adam silently thanked all the gods that he’d realised that was bad advice before he’d tried it, although it had never been replaced with better advice.  There was something to be said for arranged marriages, he decided reluctantly.  It made courtship so much easier for everyone.  But then, he was all too aware there was no way he’d be happy with an arranged match.

And no one would have paired me up with Lilith either, he reflected, as they passed through a pair of double doors.  They’d be more likely to match me with the baker’s creepy daughter.

The workshops were buzzing with life, students and craftsmen working at benches or carrying crates of supplies from place to place.  Adam stopped to look around, eyes darting over everything from muskets and rifles to printing presses and devices he couldn’t even begin to identify.  The craftsmen were working hard, clearly determined to churn out as much as possible before the shit hit the fan.  Adam watched a line of students run into a side room, pick up a set of crates and rush them back out of the chamber.  He remembered being told about weapons training in the town and wondered, numbly, if he should be trying to join the militia.  The university might come under attack, sooner or later.

“Adam, Lilith.”  Senior Craftswoman Yvonne nodded to them as she stepped into their path.  “What can I do for you?”

“We’re looking for Taffy,” Adam said.  Yvonne was dating a magician ... he knew he should ask her for advice, but he would sooner pull out his teeth one by one than have that conversation with an older woman.  It had been hard enough discussing the birds and the bees with his mother, although she’d been careful to debunk most of the nonsense the older boys had told him.  “And we need to reserve a workroom.”

“For the foreseeable future,” Lilith added.  “We need a place for our experiments that’s ours.”

“Yours?”  Yvonne smiled, then shrugged.  “You can have Workroom Nineteen, if it suits you.  Anything bigger may have to be cleared with the council.  As you can see, we’re very busy here.”

Adam nodded.  “And Taffy?”

“She’s in the green room,” Yvonne said.  “She’s not having an easy time of it.”

Adam scowled.  Taffy had been Arnold’s lover, before the truth had come out.  She’d been tricked too, as surely as Adam and everyone else in the university, but no one seemed interested in giving her a break.  She was a friendly soul and yet, she’d been given the cold shoulder by everyone, save Adam and – surprisingly – Lilith.  Adam ground his teeth in anger and frustration.  They’d all been conned, including a bunch of older magicians who should have been able to sense that Arnold was one of them.  It just wasn’t fair.  Taffy was hardly the only girl in the world to get lured into bed by honeyed words and false promises.

“I know,” he said, finally.  “We’ll take her out for the evening too.”

He picked his way through the crowded workroom.  Lilith hadn’t been very popular either, but Taffy ... Adam suspected her reputation would never recover.  She’d been fucked and fucked again, in all senses of the word.  He felt a surge of hatred for Arnold, wishing he could have a chance to meet the magician again even though he knew it would likely end badly.  Arnold had underestimated Adam and Lilith, the last time they’d met.  Adam feared Arnold wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

And he could be lurking in town now, watching and waiting for another chance to strike, Adam thought.  Heart’s Ease had no walls, no guards ... nothing to stop Arnold from donning another disguise and simply walking into the town.  We might notice nothing until it’s far too late.

He sighed, noticing a pair of craftsmen nodding at him and then glancing away from Lilith.  Arnold had fooled everyone.  Adam hated to admit it, but he hadn’t had the slightest idea something was wrong until Arnold had made his bid for power.  He’d played the entire university for fools, manipulating their prejudices to cloak himself.  And it was Taffy who was getting the blame ...?  Bastards.  He’d make sure to keep her close, in hopes of convincing her peers he considered her blameless.  And if it failed, at least she wouldn’t be alone.

The air seemed to grow quieter as he stepped into the green room.  Taffy stood at one end of a workbench, alone.  She looked ... beaten as she bowed her head over her work, using a tool Adam didn’t recognise to push a piece of metal into the correct shape.  Adam felt a surge of protectiveness that surprised him.  Taffy reminded him of his sisters, although it was hard to imagine either of them putting up with such treatment for long.  Whoever said girls were meek and submissive had clearly never met either of them.

Taffy looked up, then smiled.  “Adam!”

“And Lilith,” Lilith said.  “Can we borrow you?  Or do you want to stay here?”

“Give me a moment,” Taffy said.  A flash of pain crossed her face.  “I just need to finish this, then I can come.”

Adam felt a flicker of fellow-feeling.  It wasn’t easy for a young woman to enter a traditionally male occupation.  Female craftsmen had been rare, before Lady Emily, and even now they were outnumbered heavily by their male counterparts.  Taffy was lucky she worked under Yvonne, rather than someone who’d penalise her for being female or simply try to take advantage of her.  And she’d had a chance to prove herself.

And she doesn’t need magic to succeed, Adam thought.  He’d been incredibly lucky to find a way to brew potions himself, without inherent magic.  The rules of craftsmanship work for her as well as everyone else.

Taffy straightened.  “Done,” she said.  “Where are we going?”

“Room Nineteen,” Adam said.  “Shall we go?”

Taffy hesitated, just for a second, then walked out of the workroom.  Adam winced inwardly, remembering how hard it had been to walk through the magic quarter when he’d been a magicless apprentice in Beneficence.  The magicians had regarded him as a useless interloper, taking a place better reserved for a real magician.  They hadn’t seemed to care that Master Pittwater had two apprentices ... Adam wondered, sourly, what had happened to Matt.  Master Pittwater had hinted Matt would inherit the apothecary when he completed his apprenticeship ... 

And he might have finished by now, Adam reflected.  He’d written to Master Pittwater a few days ago, before he’d been allowed to leave the infirmary, but his old master hadn’t replied.  He was probably too busy training Matt and arguing with the guild.  He was already well on the way to completing his apprenticeship when I left.

He forced himself to keep pace with Taffy as they walked through the other workrooms, then into a side corridor leading to the smaller chamber.  He’d wished someone would walk with him when he’d been younger, as a show of solidarity if nothing else, but no one had given enough of a damn to try.  It had hurt more than he cared to admit.  Normal apprentices stood up for each other, because it was drilled into them that they had to back their peers even if it meant picking a hopeless fight.  He’d been alone and isolated, ignored by the mundanes and mocked by the magicians.  He was damned if he was leaving someone else in the same mess.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he said, when they were alone.  “We were all fooled.”

Taffy nodded, although she didn’t seem convinced.  Adam understood.  She’d given herself to Arnold, something that would have cast a baleful shadow over her life even if he’d been an asshole rather than a traitor.  Lady Emily might have revised the laws, ensuring young women at Heart’s Eye could have whatever relationships they liked, but it would be years before society changed to match.  Taffy wasn’t a magician, capable of preventing pregnancy or rape.  And it would be a long time before anyone let her forget what she’d done.

Adam sighed, then pushed open the door to the workroom.  It was bigger and cleaner than he’d expected, although there was a shortage of tools and seats and a faintly unpleasant smell hung in the air.  He made a mental list of things they’d need as he glanced into the back room, finding nothing beyond a simple stove and rusty kettle.  Clearly, someone had raided the workroom and stripped it of everything useful.

“I’m surprised this space didn’t get put to use,” Lilith said, as she closed the door and muttered a pair of spells to clear the air.  “Should we be worried?”

“I think it was earmarked for a craftsman who changed his mind and never came,” Taffy said, as she checked the wooden benches and drawers.  “We never needed it, so it just got abandoned until now.”

“Good.”  Adam dug his notebook out of his knapsack and placed it on the table.  “If Lilith and I fetch the magic gear we’ll need, can you sort out the tools?”

“I can try,” Taffy said, doubtfully.

“You go with her,” Lilith advised.  “You’re the hero of the hour.”

Adam hesitated, unsure what to say.  “Do you need help carrying the supplies?”

“I’ll be fine.”  Lilith winked at him.  “I do remember how to levitate things, you know.”

She turned and left the room.  Taffy giggled.  “I think she likes you.”

Adam flushed.  “We’d better do our share of the work,” he said, hastily changing the subject.  “We can’t do anything without a better kettle and a bunch of other tools.”

“No,” Taffy agreed.

She led the way through the door and down to the storage rooms, where they joined the line for supplies and tools.  Adam frowned inwardly, vaguely remembering Master Landis saying something about it being harder to procure potions ingredients over the last few weeks.  That was worrying.  The guilds were normally very good at obtaining and distributing basic supplies, even the rarer ingredients like dragon scales or unicorn horns, but if they were having problems ... Adam wasn’t sure what to make of it.  He’d never thought the end of the war would lead to chaos, with supply lines weakening or even being cut.  And if it wasn’t just potion ingredients ...

The supply clerk looked as if he wanted to reject the list – and perhaps would, if Taffy had come alone.  “I don’t have half of these,” he said, curtly.  “You’ll have to use the tools in the main workroom.”

Adam met his eyes.  “Why not?”

“Because we have been unable to obtain replacements,” the clerk said.  Adam could hear the sneer in his voice.  “We simply don’t have some of the things on your list and some of the others have been reserved for war-related uses.  I cannot give them to you.”

“I see.”  Adam hesitated, unsure if there was anything to be gained from pushing harder.  “I’ll speak to the Senior Craftswoman about it.  Send what you can to Workroom Nineteen and be quick about it.”

The clerk scowled, but nodded.  Adam gave him the list, then led the way back to the workroom.  Lilith was already there, floating crates of magical supplies into the room.  Adam took a moment to watch, feeling a twinge of awe and admiration.  She looked as if she were glowing, her hair rippling with magic as she lowered the crates to the floor.  He wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her and yet, with Taffy right behind him, he didn’t dare.  Arnold had probably made things worse for her by making their relationship clear for all to see.

“We’re short on supplies,” Taffy said, shortly.  “And we may have to rely on the workshops to churn out what we need.”

“So I hear,” Lilith said.  “It doesn’t bode well for the future.”

Adam nodded, opening his notebook so Taffy could see.  “I want to draw out something like this,” he said.  “First with chalk and then with actual metal.”

“The chalk will be easy,” Taffy said.  “But I’m not convinced it will channel magic.”

“That’s the problem with subtle magic,” Lilith agreed.  “The more power you try to channel into the runes, the greater the chance you’ll accidentally destroy them.”

“Yes,” Adam agreed.  “Take a look at the plans, while Lilith and I sort out the gear.  Then we can decide what we want to do first.”

It spoke well of Lilith, he decided as they carefully unpacked the crates and transferred the supplies to the cupboards and backroom, that she worked hard to put everything in place.  Matt had done as little as he could get away with, relying on Adam to find supplies for him when he needed them.  Adam suspected that had come back to bite the arrogant young magician very quickly, if he hadn’t managed to find the time to study the layout and determine where to find everything he needed.  Master Pittwater wouldn’t have been very tolerant of someone putting jars in the wrong places, let alone mixing up ingredients ... hell, if Matt had mislabelled something, he’d have been lucky not to get kicked out in disgrace.  No alchemist worthy of the title would ever let an apprentice get away with such carelessness.  It was a good way to get someone killed.

“We may have to borrow more supplies from Master Landis,” Lilith said.  “And I don’t know how he’ll react.”

Adam scowled.  Normally, he thought Master Landis would let them borrow whatever they needed.  The alchemist was a good man and he knew Adam’s experiments had already borne fruit.  Now ... if there was a shortage, Master Landis might hesitate to hand over anything that was already in short supply.  No one knew what would happen, now that Lady Emily had been arrested and King Vanunu of Tarsier was dead.  The alchemists might find themselves called upon to make healing potions, or alchemical weapons, or ...

“We’ll just have to see,” he said, finally.  “Did your father say anything to you about supply shortages?”

“I haven’t spoken to him privately since they pulled us out of the nexus chamber,” Lilith said, bluntly.  It was hard to tell how she felt about it.  “He’s been very busy.  The only times I’ve seen him have been in the dining hall and I can’t talk to him there ...”

The door rattled.  Adam opened it to reveal a trio of workers carrying everything from folding wooden chairs to a collection of tools and supplies ... the latter, he knew without looking, alarmingly incomplete.  Taffy took command and ordered the workmen to place the supplies around the room, her dark expression silently daring them to challenge her.  Adam was mildly surprised they didn’t, although he suspected they knew better.  The craftsmen apprentices – there were too many of them for traditional apprentices – got paid extra for fetching and carrying, when they weren’t attending to their masters.  They wouldn’t want to risk a formal complaint.  It would cost them the chance to save proper nest eggs before they completed their apprenticeships and were unleashed upon the world.

And Lilith may have to join them, he thought.  Unless she can come to terms with Master Landis, offering services for pay.

“Well, at least we can sit down,” Taffy said, when the workmen were gone.  She unfolded a chair and pushed it to Adam, then offered a second chair to Lilith.  “And I think we can work something into the runic diagrams, if we do them properly.”

Lilith gave Taffy an odd look as she started to unpack one of the boxes.  “What is that?”

Adam frowned.  “You’re going to make chalk?”

“It won’t work,” Lilith said.  She sounded very certain.  “Chalk simply isn’t strong enough to channel even a little magic.  That’s why wardcrafters use it to show their apprentices how to draw out the runes.  They don’t last for more than a few seconds before they just ... blow away.”

“Perhaps,” Taffy agreed.  She kept putting pots of plaster and other supplies on the wooden workbench, followed by a mixing bowl that wouldn’t have been out of place in a kitchen.  “But I’ve been thinking.  What if we infuse the blood into the chalk?”

“You mean blood-charged wards?”  Lilith sounded sceptical.  “You do realise that’s not quite how they work?”

“I have something else in mind,” Taffy said.  She shot Lilith an annoyed glance.  “Look, you have to charge a rune to make it work.  Right?  And half the runes don’t work because the charge is too low and the results useless or the charge is too high and the rune destroys itself.  So ... why don’t we infuse charged blood into the chalk and see what happens?”
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“If you feel uneasy, if you have the slightest sense that something is going wrong, say so at once,” Lilith ordered, quietly.  “Anything involving blood is potentially very dangerous.”

Adam nodded, trying to keep his face under control.  They’d taken a little of his blood and worked it into the chalk mixture, then used a spell to speed up the setting process so the chalk – sitting in the mould – was as hard as stone.  It looked faintly unnatural, nothing like the chalks he’d used in the schoolroom when he’d been a little boy.  They’d been hewn from the quarries further down the coast, if he recalled correctly, and then shipped to the city.  It was funny, but he’d never given any thought to making chalk from scratch until now.

“I mean it.”  Lilith took his hand and squeezed it.  “If you feel anything, stop at once.”

“Please,” Taffy said.  “We can try with someone else’s blood if yours is too risky.”

“We need to show some progress,” Adam said, firmly.  He had no idea how much time Mistress Irene was prepared to give them, after the grant ran out, but he wanted – needed – to impress Master Dagon.  “And my blood is already infused with magic.”

Lilith scowled. Adam was pretty sure he knew what she was thinking.  Taffy had read the words blood-charged wards and jumped to entirely the wrong conclusions about how they worked.  Adam wasn’t sure if he should be impressed by her thinking outside the box if she’d never been inside the box in the first place.  Lilith had made it clear the experiment could end badly, even with a very basic runic charm.  Adam knew they had to try and yet ... it was hard, as he picked up one of the pieces of chalk, not to have second thoughts.

“Be careful,” Lilith said.  Her voice was calm, too calm.  She sounded as if she was unsure if she wanted the experiment to go ahead, or if she wanted to freeze the other two and ask for advice from older magicians.  “If you make a mistake, we’ll have to wipe the floor and start again.”

Adam swallowed as he bent down and started to draw out a runic pattern on the stone floor.  He’d practiced drawing the rune with his pencil – in hindsight, he told himself he should have drawn the lines on the floor first, so he had something to follow – but the chalk felt different, somehow feeling both hard and crumbly in his hand.  He felt ... something ... shift as he drew the lines one by one, following the lessons he’d found in the books on subtle magic.  It felt thrilling and yet scary, as if he were poised between apotheosis and nemesis.  If it worked ...

A rustle ran through the room as the last line fell into place.  Adam felt oddly warm, just for a second, as the rune started to glow.  The lightspell didn’t look right – it should have produced a lightglobe, hovering over the rune – but it was clearly doing something.  Lilith leaned forward, extending her fingers in hopes of sensing the magic pulsing through the rune.  Her eyes narrowed as the light grew brighter, then faded to nothingness.  The rune turned to soot and ash a moment later, shifting as if it were being blown by an invisible wind.  Adam felt a rush of excitement.  He wasn’t sure quite what had happened – the lightspell hadn’t worked right – but it hadn’t failed.  They were clearly on to something.

“Interesting,” Lilith said, finally.  “The spellwork went wonky very quickly.”

She reached for her notepad and scribbled down what she’d seen.  Adam reached for a dustpan and brush to clean up the mess, trying to hide a pang of envy.  Lilith could see magic and parse out the spellwork to see how it worked.  He knew a great deal of magical theory and yet, he was the blind man in the kingdom of the sighted.  No matter what he did, no matter how he messed with runes and infused blood, he would never match her.  And that would never change.

Lilith looked at him, sharply.  “Did you feel anything?”

“Not really,” Adam assured her.  He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.  If he’d felt something ... he wasn’t sure what it would have meant, but it would have been an interesting datum.  “It just felt warm, just for a second.”

Taffy leaned forward.  “Do you feel anything, when you use your blood in spells?”

“... No,” Lilith said.

She let out a breath.  “I use blood in potions, when the magic is carefully primed to ensure every last drop goes into the spellwork,” she said, after a moment.  “There’s nothing left for ... anything else.  Here ... I just don’t know.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  “I didn’t feel anything when I used my blood in potions earlier.”

“So you said,” Lilith agreed.  “But your blood was separated from your body before it became infused with magic.  Here ...”

“We need to try again,” Adam said.  “Carefully.”

Lilith didn’t look pleased.  Adam understood.  There was no shortage of horror stories about people who’d been cursed at a distance, once a hostile magician had gotten hold of some of their blood.  Magicians were taught to always snap the link between themselves and their blood, once it left their body.  Mundanes took their chances ... he knew, in hindsight, he’d been very lucky when he’d carried out his first experiments.  He could easily have cursed himself.  The only reason there were no horror stories about that, Master Landis had pointed out afterwards, was that no one had had the imagination, and the complete lack of common sense, to try.  

“We’ll have to rewrite the spell,” Adam added, after a moment.  “I think it was designed for a regular magician, not a runic base.”

“Yeah.”  Lilith made a face.  “We may have to ask for help.  I don’t think we can rework a spell on the fly.”

Taffy stood.  “We should take a break,” she said, heading for the backroom.  “I’ll put the kettle on.  You can find the grains.”

Adam caught her eye.  “Did they start work on rebuilding the windmill?”

“They’ve got plans for five now,” Taffy said.  She grinned, rather tiredly.  “Now he’s not around, they think the windmills will work fine.  They’ve done a lot of work to improve the design, trying to squeeze every last drop of magic they can from the air.  And then ...”

Adam listened as she chatted happily, torn between pride in his concept and a strange sense of resentment that others had taken his idea and improved upon it.  He didn’t know – he didn’t pretend to know – how Lady Emily had coped, when the craftsmen had taken the printing press she’d invented and turned it into something she probably couldn’t recognise as hers.  Adam had been told she’d wanted the printing press to get better, even if it meant letting others take the credit, but ... he told himself he was being stupid.  He wasn’t a craftsman.  He couldn’t have built the first windmill all by himself, let alone kept others from duplicating and improving on his work.  And besides, he had quite a few other ideas he wanted to explore.

“We’ve also been building a hot air balloon,” Taffy added.  Her smile was almost infectious.  “We can go flying without magic.”

“I heard of something like it, in Cockatrice,” Adam said, thoughtfully.  “They used it during the civil war.  Or so I was told.”
“And what happens when someone puts a fireball through the balloon?”  Lilith didn’t sound impressed.  “It’ll come crashing down in flames.”

“We’re working on it,” Taffy said.  “We do have a few ideas ...”

Adam sighed as he found the kava grains.  “We might be able to come up with something,” he said.  “If nothing else, we can layer protective spells over the balloon.”

“It might work,” Lilith said.  “But it would be risky.  The slightest mistake and boom.  They won’t even find a body.”

“You’d have no shortage of volunteers,” Adam said.  He poured water into the mugs and added a spoonful of powdered milk.  “The first railway accidents didn’t stop young men from trying to become railway drivers.”

“There’s a difference between a calculated risk and certain death,” Lilith pointed out.  “I was a firstie at Laughter when ... something happened, in the middle of the flying display.  A lot of students were badly injured.  I don’t think they ever got to the bottom of it.”

Adam frowned.  “What happened?”

“I don’t know.”  Lilith allowed a hint of irritation to enter her voice.  She had never liked things being kept from her.  “I was just a firstie.  I heard a bunch of explanations, afterwards, but none of them really made sense.  I always had the impression the staff didn’t really know what had happened, or that they were covering it up for some reason.  I just don’t know.”

Taffy frowned.  “Maybe one of the flyers crashed into another, setting off a chain reaction that knocked them all out of the sky,” she said.  “I saw that happen to a flight of birds once.”

“Could be.”  Lilith shrugged.  “It wasn’t enough to convince the staff to stop teaching the girls how to fly.”

“I rest my case,” Adam said.

Lilith laughed.  “Point.”

Taffy cleared her throat.  “And there’s a few other things we’re doing, one by one,” she added.  “I’m not sure I’m allowed to talk about them.”

“We understand,” Adam said.  “And we look forward to seeing them.”

“I should be able to keep helping you, though,” Taffy added.  She sagged into her chair, suddenly downcast.  “No one really wants me, back there.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Lilith said.  She sounded as though she was trying to be reassuring.  “I was right next to the bastard and I never even sensed a hint of magic.”

“I was sleeping with him,” Taffy said.  The bitterness in her voice was almost palpable.  “I ... I let him con me, because I didn’t stop to think.”

“None of us did,” Adam said.  They’d all travelled hundreds of miles, if not more, to reach Heart’s Eye.  They hadn’t thought to calculate the odds of Taffy’s prospective husband tracking her down from the other side of the Allied Lands.  In hindsight, it was all too clear Arnold had told him where to find the runaway, perhaps even provided the money to fund his trip.  “We were all fooled.”

“And now ...”

Taffy broke off as someone knocked on the door, hard.  Adam frowned.  He’d put the red flag outside, when they’d started their experiments, and never bothered to take it down.  No one should be interrupting them, unless it was a real emergency.  Who could it be?  Yvonne and Praxis would honour the flag, while ... Lilith’s father?  He was certainly arrogant enough to ignore the warning and knock on the door.  It opened, before Adam could decide if they should open the door or blatantly ignore the knocking.  Jasper, and a girl Adam didn’t recognise, stepped into the room.

“Well, this is nice.”  Jasper’s eyes swept the room, somehow managing to convey both envy and a sense he’d walked right into a pigsty.  “A room of your very own, for a young man and his lovers.  And to think, Kati and I couldn’t get a room no matter how much we pleaded.”

Adam felt his heart sink.  Jasper was a magician and a complete asshole, although – Adam had to admit – he’d been no match for Arnold when it came to being thoroughly unpleasant to everyone around him.  Adam cursed under his breath as Jasper leered at him.  He didn’t have any gas capsules on him, nor any other protections ... Jasper would have no trouble hexing or cursing him, if he wished.  And then ... Adam tried to keep the dismay off his face.  He’d either suffer the indignity of being turned into a frog or wind up being saved by Lilith, which would be almost worse.  He would never have lived it down, if it had happened in Beneficence.  Here ...

“It’s hardly fair,” Jasper said.  “Why can’t we have a room?”

Adam gritted his teeth.  “What are you doing that needs a room?”

Jasper smirked.  “You made a pretty good show, when you had a magician helping you,” he said.  “No wonder you were able to get into our dorms.  Without him, what are you?”

“I made the gas,” Adam said, knowing they were already in an untenable situation.  “I didn’t need help to make it for myself.”

“And he did the rest,” Jasper said.  His eyes glittered with cold humour.  “Are you sure he didn’t do the gas too?”

Adam swallowed his annoyance.  Jasper hadn’t changed.  He’d rationalised his defeat, and that of the other magicians, by blaming everything on Arnold.  No one knew anything about the traitor sorcerer, but he’d clearly been older and more experienced than any of the students – magical or mundane – he’d manipulated.  Adam would have laughed, if the situation hadn’t been so dire.  Jasper had convinced himself Arnold had done everything, just to keep from facing up to the truth.  Better to think he’d been beaten by an older and far more powerful sorcerer than a powerless mundane.

And he might just get away with it too, Adam thought, bitterly.  It was an old story, the well-born – with magic or without – got away with everything.  We can’t even make an official complaint ...

Taffy cleared her throat.  “Do you really want to be expelled?”

Jasper stared at her.  “What was that, you little slut?”

Adam started forward.  Lilith put a hand on his arm as Taffy gave Jasper a cold, and yet savage, smile.  “The rules have changed.  Did you not hear Mistress Irene?  They’re just looking for someone breaking the new rules, so they can make an example of him.  You start hexing and you’ll be gone by the end of the day.”

“Oh, really?”  Jasper leaned forward, trying to loom over her.  “And are you going to tattle on me?”

No, Adam thought.  He knew the rules.  A sneak had no friends, no family, no nothing.  Better to take the beatings than risk telling the adults.  She won’t.

“Yes.”  Taffy looked back at him, evenly.  “Do you think I can fall any further?  Sleeping with the enemy and tattling on a stupid magician with bad breath?  How will I get anywhere with a record like that?”

Kati giggled.  Jasper reddened, his fists clenching and unclenching as if he couldn’t decide if he wanted to hit Taffy or curse her.  Adam braced himself, ready to dart forward and slam into the bully if he started to move.  Kati would probably hex him a second later, but ... Jasper would have to live with the shame of being saved by his girlfriend.  Probably.  He’d grown up in a magical community.  He might not see it as shameful.

Jasper scowled and glared at Adam.  “You think you have magic now?  You think ...”

His eyes lingered on Lilith for a long moment, before he turned and stalked away.  Kati nodded to Lilith, then followed her boyfriend out the door, closing it behind her.  Adam let out a breath.  He’d been told Mistress Irene had warned the students they were to behave themselves, or be expelled, but he had no idea if she actually intended to enforce it.  Or if she could.  There were sorcerers, he was sure, who’d pitch a fit and then leave if she expelled their apprentices.  

“Bastard.”  Taffy spoke without heat.  “What’s up with him?”

“He’ll never be anything,” Lilith said.  The sheer certainty in her voice was striking.  “And it burns at him.”

Adam refused to feel sympathy for the lout, but he was curious.  “What do you mean?”

“Think about it.”  Lilith stood and paced the room.  “He’s not a very powerful magician.  He might make something of himself, if he worked hard on his studies, but he doesn’t have the self-discipline to do it.  He comes here because he can’t get a proper apprenticeship with a proper master, only to discover he’s still outclassed by me and Master Caleb and the Gorgon and quite a few others.  So he looks down on the mundanes and what happens?  A mundane gets an apprenticeship and makes a magical breakthrough, one that strips his power from him.  It’s a shock.”

“Oh, poor baby,” Adam said, sarcastically.

Lilith smirked.  “And then, he gets the wool pulled over his eyes by another sorcerer, one far more powerful and capable than he will ever be,” she added.  “And he knows he was hoodwinked as surely as anyone else.  And that he just can’t compete.”

Adam met her eyes.  “Are you sorry for him?”

“No.”  Lilith smoothed down her dress.  “I’ve known too many young men like him.  They want things, from magical skills to leadership roles, but they’re unwilling or simply too prideful to put in the work to get them.  You could give Jasper an apprenticeship on a plate and he wouldn’t be able to do much of anything with it.  He doesn’t have the drive.  He’s just a bitter idiot who needs to be slapped around the head repeatedly, until he gets the idea or runs off.”

“And let’s hope he goes off sooner rather than later,” Adam said.  He stared at the remains of their chalk, fighting down a yawn.  It had been a long day.  “Do you want to go to town now?”

“We may as well.”  Lilith turned to face him, suddenly looking unsure of herself.  “I’ll have to face my father soon.  A good meal will make it a little easier.  Perhaps.”

“Tell him to take Jasper as a student,” Taffy said.  “That’ll keep them both out of trouble.”

Lilith looked at her in mock horror.  “What did my poor father ever do to deserve him?”
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Chapter Five


[image: image]


Adam felt, not for the first time, that he was utterly alone as he started to make his way down to Heart’s Ease, even though Taffy and Lilith were right beside him.  The desert was eerie, even in late afternoon.  The sun was high, hanging as if the world was condemned to sunlight, yet it was impossible to escape the sense of darkness.  He took a breath, tasting the scent of tainted magic.  The Desert of Death lived up to its name.  A person who stepped off the beaten track in front of them might never be seen again.

He glanced at Taffy and Lilith, then led the way down the road.  It had been repaired, in the years since Lady Emily had killed Dua Kepala and reignited the nexus point, but it was still wrapped in a sense of perpetual decay.  The heavy stones looked to have been torn from the ground, scattered randomly by sandstorms or rogue flickers of magic.  It was hard to keep your footing.  The vast numbers of students, staff and visitors coming and going every day didn’t help.  The plans to lay a new road between the university and the town, perhaps even a railway track, had been placed on hold when crisis began to grip the Allied Lands.

“A storm is coming,” Taffy muttered, so quietly Adam could barely hear her.  “I can feel it in the air.”

Adam nodded, picking up the pace as they made their way down to town.  Sandstorms were common – and dangerous.  He’d been cautioned to hunker down and wait if he was caught on the road, although it might not be enough to save his life.  The storms were strong enough to pick up a lone human and carry him for miles, before dropping him to the hard ground.  Adam had heard tales of people who’d landed safely, but he was fairly sure they weren’t true.  Even a magician who knew how to fly would have trouble surviving a storm.

Lilith was oddly quiet as Heart’s Ease came into view, a sprawling mass of ancient stone buildings, modern wooden barracks, and endless rows of makeshift housing surrounding the town.  Adam was sure it grew bigger with every passing day, as more and more people flowed in to try their luck at the university.  The best and the brightest of the world’s craftsmen – and magicians, who felt they couldn’t rise under the old system – were drawn to Heart’s Eye, to see if they could make something of themselves.  Adam knew he wouldn’t have become so prominent if he hadn’t gone to the university.  And he would never have met Lilith.

He glanced at her, concerned.  It was rare to see her so worried.  She was stubborn, prideful and unwilling to tolerate fools ... it was hard to imagine her having doubts, let alone showing them so openly.  She’d been harsh, when they’d first met.  It had taken her weeks to realise his apprenticeship wasn’t a sham, that he might actually make something of himself ... that he might be worth knowing.  She’d never apologised, either.  He wondered what was bothering her, then told himself not to be stupid.  He knew.  Lilith was worried, deeply worried, about what her father would say about her ending her apprenticeship.  And about her dating him.  He’d thought the older magician had accepted it, but ...

The wind shifted, carrying the stench of too many people in too close of a proximity.  Adam grimaced.  Heart’s Ease had received thousands of refugees in the past few days, too many for even the ever-expanding town to quickly assimilate.  He saw young men looking for work, going from place to place in hopes of finding something to do; he also saw women, young and old, selling themselves for a few coins.  The town was completely overwhelmed, unable to provide more than the bare necessities.  He shivered, remembering how Beneficence had reacted when refugees started fleeing the chaos in Zangaria.  There’d been far fewer refugees – Cockatrice had remained relatively stable, even during the worst of the Zangarian Civil War – and yet, they’d been about as welcome as a plague.  The apprentices had even been talking about barricading the bridges, an act that could easily have sparked a war, when the fighting had come to an end and the refugees had returned home.  Adam had been younger then, but even he’d felt it.

No one wants to admit that sympathy has its limits, he mused.  Everyone wants to help, as long as helping doesn’t hurt themselves.

He pushed the thought aside as they passed the militia training field.  Rows of men – and a handful of women – marched up and down, put through their paces by tough-looking sergeants and firearms instructors.  They carried muskets and, on command, broke out of the column, assumed firing positions, and mimed shooting at the targets positioned at the far end of the field.  Adam hadn’t seen many soldiers, and it was hard to escape the old suspicion the army was nothing more than a plague of locusts on the land, but he thought the militia looked professional.  He hoped they’d be able to stand up to the reactionaries, if they ever attacked the university.  He’d been cautioned, more than once, that the monarchs simply couldn’t allow the town and university to exist.

Taffy had the same thought.  “Can they defend the town, if we’re attacked?”

Lilith snorted.  “If they pick a fight with a magician, they’ll be dead before they know what hit them.”

Adam shrugged.  No one knew what was going to happen.  The news kept changing, with ever-growing rumours of coups, uprisings, revolutions and outright wars spreading across the Allied Lands.  Some stories had been confirmed – it was clear there really had been a successful rebellion in Alluvia – but others were impossible to confirm or deny.  He scowled as he saw a pair of uniformed officers marching around, looking like peacocks in fancy uniforms as they hunted for likely lads.  It was hard to escape the sense the officers were nothing more than dilettantes, fools playing at war.  They just didn’t look as serious as the sergeants on the drill field.  And yet ...

He shook his head.  If the town and university did come under attack, the militia might be all that stood between the population and a painful death.

The town grew busier as they made their way through the shacks – on the verge of becoming slums – and into the more settled districts.  Men and women – mundanes and magicians, aristocrats and commoners, merchants and shopkeepers – bustled around, a faint air of urgency pervading the scene as they carried supplies back to their homes.  Heralds stood on corners, trying to outshout each other as they relayed the news to the crowd; broadsheet sellers hurried up and down, selling the latest editions before they were superseded by an even later one.  A young girl held out a broadsheet, but Adam shook his head.  He doubted there was anything new in the broadsheet.

“We can go over there,” Lilith said, pointing at an expensive diner.  “It might be the last time.”

“We can go to a stall instead,” Taffy pointed out.  “There are some good ones further down the road ...”

Lilith shook her head.  Adam understood.  Heart’s Ease had very strict rules about sanitation, and they were ruthlessly enforced, yet roadside stalls were often unsafe unless one had a very strong stomach.  He thought he could handle it – the worst food he’d seen in Heart’s Ease was head and shoulders above the best he’d eaten in Beneficence – but Lilith was used to better things.  And besides, she was right.  It might be the last time she could spend freely, without having to worry about the cost.

He felt a twinge of unease as they stepped into the diner.  It felt wrong to have her pay for him, now that they were dating.  It had been bad enough when they’d been fellow apprentices, but then he’d been able to tell himself that Master Landis had been the one picking up the tab.  Now ... he was torn between insisting he could pay for his own meal, if not for hers, and the grim awareness he couldn’t do anything of the sort.  The prices on the chalkboard seemed to have risen sharply in the last few weeks.  There was no way he could afford even the cheapest thing on the menu without blowing a hole in his budget.

And there’s no way I can tell her that, he reflected, tiredly.  She just won’t understand.

The waiter appeared, looking tired and wary.  Adam eyed him thoughtfully.  The diner was too expensive to be really popular, although a number of magicians and upper-class merchants were regular visitors.  There was no way the diner could draw in more customers unless it lowered prices and started catering to the common man, which would ruin their existing customer base without guaranteeing they’d have a replacement.  And ... he scowled inwardly, remembering the chaos that had swept through the university.  There wouldn’t have been many customers over the last few weeks, not with the entire region on the verge of exploding.  No wonder prices were skyrocketing.  The business might be about to fail.

“A large meat pizza and fries, please,” Lilith said.  “And fruit juice for all three of us.”

The waiter bowed, then hurried off.  Adam took a breath.  Lady Emily had invented pizza, if the story was true, and it had spread right across the known world.  It was simple enough for anyone to duplicate, allowing the poor to have a taste of aristocratic food.  And yet ... Adam shook his head, glancing at the wanted posters hanging on the wall.  Someone had drawn out a very good likeness of Arnold, with a line underneath saying WANTED: DEAD OR ALIVE; someone else had scribbled a note under the first line adding PREFERABLY DEAD.  Adam guessed the latter had been one of the reformers Arnold had fooled, when he’d been pretending to be one of them.  He’d known too much about their plans for anyone’s peace of mind.  No wonder they wanted him dead without the formality of a trial.  

Lilith followed his gaze.  “He could be right in front of the guardsmen,” she said sourly, “and they’d never know it.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  Arnold was a master of disguise.  He could pass as a magician or a mundane, as an aristocrat or a commoner ... hell, he could pass as a woman.  He’d had no qualms about posing as a powerless mundane ... there weren’t many men who’d willingly wear dresses and skirts, to the point it was hard to believe Arnold would do it.  And yet, he’d posed as a mundane.  Why would he not pretend to be a girl?

“He might have been acting all along, playing a role,” Adam muttered.  He’d met a pair of actors once.  They’d been nothing like the characters they played on stage.  “What sort of person is he really?”

Taffy scowled.  “Can we talk about something else?  Please.”

“Yeah.”  Lilith shook her head.  “What would you like to talk about?”

“No experiments, not here,” Adam said, quickly.  “What about ...?”

His voice trailed off.  He’d never been much of a talker, preferring to allow his friends to do the talking.  And yet, here he was ... he didn’t know what to say.  Or do.  What could they talk about that didn’t involve either Arnold or their experiments?  He just didn’t know.

Lilith leaned forward.  “Lady Emily has apparently been sent to Alluvia,” she said, pitching her voice to ensure only her friends could hear.  “I have it on good authority it’s a face-saving deal.”

Adam frowned, unsure what to make of it.  “They just let her go?”

“Not quite.”  Lilith stared at her hands.  “They went to a lot of trouble to arrest her.  She very nearly escaped, if the rumours are true.  Some even insist she killed a number of mediators.  After that ... the council would want to save face, even if they had to let her go.  They’d need to come up with something to make it look as though they hadn’t surrendered to the inevitable.”

“Ouch.”  Adam met Lilith’s eyes.  “What do they expect her to do in Alluvia?”

“I have no idea,” Lilith said.  “They might think she can tell the rebels to stop being rebels and present themselves for execution.  Or they might think sending her is a good way to say nice doggy while they prepare a big stick.  Or ... or maybe they’d just insist they’re doing something, without actually doing anything.  It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“There’s no way the rebels will back down,” Taffy said.  “They can’t.”

Adam nodded in agreement.  Peasant revolts weren’t uncommon – and they tended to follow the same basic pattern.  The rebels forced the aristocrats to make some concessions, then went home while the aristocrats prepared the forces to give the rebels a thrashing, execute their leaders and roll back all the concessions and more besides.  Now ... the rebels knew what had happened to their predecessors, which meant they were unlikely to agree to anything that left the aristocracy in a position to take revenge later.  He felt a surge of hope for the future, mingled with fear.  The aristocracy had to feel mortally threatened by an uprising that left no room for them.  They’d do everything in their power to crush the rebellion and grind the rebels under their boots.

The pizza arrived, looking and smelling yummy.  Adam pretended not to notice there were actually fewer toppings on the cheese, compared to last week, as he cut the pizza and handed out the slices.  The diner was hardly a roadside stall, selling cheese and tomato pizza without even a hint of meat ... he scowled inwardly, suspecting it was a bad sign.  Heart’s Ease couldn’t support itself for long, if it was cut off from the neighbouring kingdom.  There were limits to how much food could be brought through the portals.  

“The story could be nonsense,” Taffy said, as she took a bite.  “Do we have any proof?”

“None.”  Lilith cut up her pizza with a knife and fork, then plunged a piece into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.  “But I did hear it through a pair of older magicians, so it’s probably true ...”

Adam wasn’t so sure.  Lady Emily was brilliant, a powerful sorcerer and a genius inventor, and yet ... what could she do in Alluvia?  The rebels wouldn’t back down.  The aristocracy wouldn’t concede defeat and leave the kingdom.  How could she square the circle between the two?  It was impossible.  She’d have to either choose a side or stand back and let the two fight it out.  And yet, even that would be difficult.  The Allied Lands were unlikely to sit back and watch, not when the rebellion might spread from country to country like a wildfire on dry grass.  They’d give all the help they could to the aristocrats, in hopes of putting the genie back in the bottle before it was too late.

“Perhaps we should talk about something else,” Taffy said.  “Who do you think will win the upcoming football games?”

“I have no idea,” Lilith said.  “Is it important?”

“It could be,” Taffy said.  “There are a bunch of new teams entering the field.”

Adam shrugged, inwardly, as they chatted about nothing.  He’d never been a sportsman.  He’d played roadside football as a child, kicking a ball around the streets while avoiding angry parents and guardsmen, but playing in the more serious leagues had always been beyond him.  It had been serious business, to the point football players were threatened by the other side’s players – and their fans – and then beaten up by their own supporters if they lost.  He’d never understood why the city council allowed the games to go on, or why they’d been imported to Heart’s Eye.  Perhaps someone thought it was a good way to let people work out their aggression without risking serious bloodshed.  If so, Adam thought whoever had come up with the idea was being optimistic.

He sat back as they finished the pizza, then stood as Lilith paid the bill.  The waiter didn’t look pleased at the tip, even though it was bigger than he’d get from anyone else.  Adam suspected it was a bad sign.  The waiter’s salary might not have gone down, but it might as well have done if there were fewer customers.  Adam hoped the man had a garret – or something – over the diner.  It wouldn’t be easy to stay in town if he couldn’t afford the rent.  

“I don’t want to go back just yet,” Lilith said, taking his hand.  “Can we walk around the edge of town?”

Adam nodded, despite his misgivings.  Heart’s Ease was a lot safer than Beneficence, particularly at night, but there were too many desperate men in the town.  Lilith had magic, and Adam had his fists ... he scowled, inwardly, as they made their way through the door and onto the bustling streets.  They seemed even busier, somehow.  A line of militiamen marched down the middle of the road, chanting a vulgar ditty as they passed.  Adam was amused to notice a number of young women blowing kisses to the men.  That was rare.

Lilith tightened her grip on his hand as they reached the railway track leading to the nearest city.  “I’m going to have to face him soon, aren’t I?”

Adam nodded, wishing he could do something to help.  But what could he do?  Master Dagon had never liked him, even before he’d saved the university and started dating his daughter.  Adam could only make things worse and he knew it and ...

Taffy sucked in her breath as a whistle echoed through the air.  “We have trouble,” she said, pointing along the railway track.  “That train is coming in far too fast.”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six


[image: image]


Adam stared.

It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a locomotive.  He’d watched the very first steam engines nosing their way out of the factory sheds, then ridden a train from Beneficence to Cockatrice and again from Farrakhan to Heart’s Ease.  The sight had always taken his breath away, to the point that – if he hadn’t been so obsessed with magic – he knew he would have wanted to be an engine driver.  And yet, Taffy was right.  The locomotive rushing towards the town was coming in terrifyingly fast.

He raised his eyes, spotting a dust cloud behind the locomotive.  His first thought was that it was the threatened storm, with the engine drivers trying to get to the town before they had to stop on the tracks; his second, a moment later, was that the dust cloud couldn’t possibly be a storm because it was too small.  It was hard to be sure, but it seemed to be following the railway tracks.  His mind raced.  Another locomotive ... no, it was impossible.  Horses?

The locomotive shuddered violently as it hit a curve in the track, then came off the rails.  Adam sucked in his breath sharply as the rails shattered under the impact, the locomotive crashing through the sand like an unstoppable juggernaut before finally coming to a halt just short of the slums.  For a horrible moment, Adam thought the locomotive was going to tip over before it finally stopped.  The slum dwellers fled, running in all directions as if they thought the locomotive was about to explode.  Adam feared they might be right.  The engine was letting off so much steam it was hard to see anything.  Adam hoped the drivers were alive.  If the steam valves in the cab had burst, the poor bastards would be – at best – badly scalded.  They might not survive long enough to receive treatment.

“Clear the way!”  Adam darted to one side as a handful of militiamen rushed past, weapons at the ready.  “Clear the way!”

Lilith’s grip tightened.  “Horsemen!”

Adam followed her gaze.  The dust cloud had parted, revealing a row of cavalry charging the town.  Adam was no expert, but it looked as if they wore royal livery.  It didn’t look quite right ... he reminded himself, sharply, that the old king had died in a hunting accident.  His son, and successor, would outfit his men in different clothes.  It struck Adam as a waste of time and money, but kings thought they had to put on a good show or people wouldn’t believe they were kings.

“This way,” Taffy said.  The locomotive was still steaming, a faint whistle pervading the air as steam escaped the broken engine.  “Hurry!”

Adam followed her, uneasily aware they were running towards an engine that could explode at any moment.  The boiler had clearly been pushed right to the limits ... he suspected, although there was no way to know, that someone had placed a spell on the metal to keep it from exploding under the pressure.  If that was so, the spell might be about to fail ... he glanced at Lilith, then looked past the locomotive.  The militiamen had assumed a defensive stance, pointing their muskets at the cavalry.  The cavalry didn’t seem inclined to slow down, let alone break off.  Adam thought someone was shouting warnings, but it was impossible to hear anything over the racket.  Both sides were gesturing frantically at each other.

A shot rang out, followed rapidly by more.  Adam couldn’t see which side had fired first, but it didn’t matter.  The militiamen had shot at least five cavalry troopers off their horses, the remainder dropping to the ground and returning fire with their own muskets.  He saw a man fall as a musket ball slammed into his chest, blood splashing everywhere as he hit the ground; another, a moment later, staggered and dropped as his leg was suddenly turned into a bloody mess.  The troop leader barked orders, directing his men to grab their horses and gallop for their lives.  The militiamen kept shooting, picking off two more cavalrymen even though they were in headlong retreat.  Adam gritted his teeth and turned his attention to the locomotive.  Up close, it seemed like an immense angry monster, shaking with rage and permanently on the verge of exploding.

“Lilith, put up a shield,” Taffy snapped.  “I need to undo the valve ...”

Lilith nodded as Taffy took a tool from her belt, made a quick adjustment and then jumped back as the valve seemed to burst with steam.  The air grew hotter and wetter as the steam blasted into the air, followed by drops of hot water that splattered against the shield or fell to the ground.  Adam felt droplets brushing against his skin and cursed under his breath.  The shield was already weakening.  It might collapse altogether.

The locomotive twitched, like a living thing, before dying in front of them.  Adam let out a breath, feeling torn between guilt and relief.  They’d had to kill the locomotive ... he told himself, sharply, that it wasn’t a living thing.  It could be repaired – and it would be, when the wreck was transported to the machine shops.  The damage didn’t look that extensive.  And if it was ... the locomotive could be taken to pieces, the parts either put in newer engines or simply melted down for recycling.  Adam put the thought aside as the air rapidly cooled, allowing them to get closer to the cab.

“Lucky they didn’t have any coaches,” Taffy muttered, as they pushed their way through the heavyset air.  It felt as if they were stepping into a sauna.  “It would have crashed right into the town if it had been a bit heavier.”

Adam nodded.  He’d seen an engine go off the rails in Beneficence.  It hadn’t been going all that fast, but the weight of the carriages behind it had pushed it on and on, smashing through a dozen houses until it finally came to a stop.  Here ... he peered into the cab, wondering if the drivers were already dead.  It was possible.  The engine had been overworked to the point of near-disaster.  His earlier thoughts returned to haunt him.  They might be on the verge of stepping into a tomb.

The metal door rattled, then came loose.  Adam jumped back as it crashed to the ground.  A face, dark with soot, peered down at him.  Adam blinked in surprise as he realised it was a young woman wearing an expensive dress.  Female engine drivers weren’t that unusual, but they wore the same leather outfits as their male counterparts.  The girl – she didn’t look older than eighteen – didn’t look like a real engine driver.  And yet ...

She eyed him, imperiously.  “Help me down?”

Adam swallowed the response that came to mind.  It wasn’t easy to scramble in and out of a railway engine, but someone who’d spent her entire adult life in the driver’s cab would know how to do it without help.  Hell, she’d know she could just jump down ... if she was wearing something a little more suitable.  Instead ... he sighed and stepped forward.  He was a tall man, but the locomotive was so much bigger that she had to sit on the ledge before taking his hand and clambering down.  Behind him, Adam heard Lilith snort.  She wasn’t impressed.

Taffy had a more practical concern.  “Who are you?”

The girl’s eyes showed a flash of irritation.  “Princess Violet of Tarsier,” she said, stiffly.  “And I request sanctuary.”

Adam blinked.  A princess?  He looked Violet up and down, studying her thoughtfully.  She didn’t look like someone who’d planned to go on a joyride.  Her long, dark hair was a mess, her dress – finer than anything Adam’s sisters had ever worn – was dirty and torn, her hands looked soft under the soot, suggesting she wasn’t used to manual work.  She was pretty enough, Adam thought, but ... a princess?  It was hard to believe.  He’d never met a real princess, not in his entire life.

“That’s interesting,” Lilith said, with equal stiffness.  She didn’t sound convinced.  “And who are your friends?”

Violet looked up as a second girl struggled to the ground.  “This is Princess Daphne,” she said, seriously.  A third head – male, this time – poked out of the cab.  “And this is Matt.”

Adam’s heart missed a beat.  Matt was hardly a unique name.  And yet ... he felt his mouth drop open as he saw the blond hair, the too-handsome face, the cocky attitude, the robes carefully tailored to show off muscles while ensuing the wearer could move freely ...

“Adam,” Matt boomed.  He dropped to the ground with casual ease and clapped Adam on the shoulder.  “Long time no see!”

“Matt,” Adam managed.  It was hard not to flinch.  Matt’s touches were always unpleasant, even when they weren’t painful.  Adam had thought – he’d hoped – he’d never see Master Pittwater’s real apprentice ever again.  “What are you doing here?”

“He was kind enough to assist us,” Violet said.  Her voice was firm, but there was an edge to her tone that suggested she was terrified.  Her eyes flickered from side to side, seemingly dismissing all three of them.  “Who’s in charge here ...?”

Her voice trailed off as she looked at someone behind Adam.  He glanced back to see the Gorgon making her way through the crowd, angrily motioning for the gawkers to step back and let the emergency crews do their job.  Adam looked back at Violet and saw her make a visible attempt to gather herself.  Gorgons were rare outside their own lands.  It was quite possible Princess Violet had never met one before, let alone exchanged a handful of words.  Adam hoped it wouldn’t be a problem.  The Gorgon was surprisingly popular at Heart’s Eye.

“I speak for Mistress Irene,” the Gorgon said.  Her face was so controlled Adam knew she was agitated.  She had some authority, as her mistress’s apprentice and assistant, but not as much as one might think.  “Why are you here?”

Violet managed a curtsey, one hand grabbing Princess Daphne and pulling her down too.  “I seek sanctuary,” she said.  “I request an audience with the town council as soon as possible.”

“I will take you back to the university,” the Gorgon said.  “Mistress Irene will wish to speak with you.”

She looked at the militia captain, who’d been directing his men to collect the dead bodies and strip them of anything useful.  “Take the bodies back to the university, along with anything in their possession that might be useful,” she added.  “And then get a repair crew down here as quickly as possible.”

Adam’s thoughts churned.  Matt was here ... it was impossible.  Matt had spoken of his apprenticeship, of his plans to take the apothecary for himself and turn it into the heart of a commercial empire.  Adam had never thought Matt could succeed, but he couldn’t deny the wretched brat would’ve had a chance to make something of himself.  Matt had magic.  And now he was here ... Adam didn’t believe it.  Matt was in line for a shop.  Matt had a girlfriend from a powerful family.  Matt had ... Adam shook his head.  Matt would sooner have cut off his manhood than abandon his dreams, let alone leave the city and head to the university.

A nasty suspicion crystallised in his mind.  Was it the real Matt?  Adam knew he’d bitched about Matt to Arnold.  The sorcerer could easily have travelled to the apothecary, met the real apprentice, then simply taken his place.  Adam was the only person in Heart’s Eye who knew Matt and ... it wasn’t as if Matt was a very deep character.  An arrogant ass with a pretty face and magic and very little between the ears ... Adam ground his teeth, remembering all the times Matt had rubbed Adam’s nose in his lack of magic.  If he’d had even the slightest hint of power, to go with his grasp of the theory, he’d have outdone Matt so completely that Matt’s apprenticeship would never have gotten off the ground.

He stared at Matt, thinking hard.  Was he looking at Arnold?  Matt looked right, but that was meaningless.  Arnold could change his appearance at will.  There was no way to know if the face Adam knew, the one he’d thought was a friend, was the sorcerer’s real face.  It probably wasn’t.  The sorcerer had put a mask on, then played a role to perfection.  And then he’d taken off the mask and vanished into the crowd.

Matt smiled at him, too brightly.  Adam felt hatred curdle in his gut.  The smile was just right, a mixture of haughty condescension and mocking amusement that came from the certain knowledge one was untouchable.  Oh, how Adam hated that smile.  It was very familiar and yet it didn’t prove anything, not when Arnold could smile as nastily as the real Matt.

“It’s been a while,” Matt said, clapping Adam on the shoulder.  Again.  “We must catch up sometime.”

“No doubt.”  Adam braced himself, wishing he’d thought to bring a weapon.  Or Durian Gas ... he’d sell his soul for a few minutes with a powerless Matt. Who knew?  Perhaps the shock of being beaten up by a mundane would turn him into a better person.  “Tell me something only you and I know.”

The Gorgon stiffened, her sharp eyes moving to Matt.  Adam cursed his own mistake as Matt put on an expression of surprise.  Matt wasn’t that powerful, not compared to Lilith or her father or Lady Emily herself, but Arnold was strong enough to give the Gorgon and Lilith a thrashing with one hand tied behind his back.  It might have been a mistake, challenging Matt – or whoever wore his face – to prove himself in public.  He should have waited until they were inside the wards ...

“One day, you were insisting you knew more about magic than me,” Matt said, his smile growing wider.  Adam knew where the story was going and wished, too late, he hadn’t thought to ask.  “I turned you into a bird and shoved you into a cage, then undid the spell just in time to keep Master Pittwater from finding out what I’d done.”

Adam felt his cheeks burn.  He’d done his best to bury the memory.  He’d certainly never discussed it with anyone.  Master Pittwater had never found out ... he scowled, looking away as they started to walk around the town, back up to the university.  It hadn’t been the worst of the humiliations Matt had heaped upon him, but ... it was one no one else knew about.  And Adam doubted Matt would have told anyone else either.

Unless Arnold used magic to make him talk, Adam thought.  Or simply offered him a large bag of gold.  Or Matt decided to brag ...

Matt’s eyes wandered to Lilith.  “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

Adam wanted to say no.  The idea of introducing Matt to Lilith, or even Taffy, was abhorrent.  And yet, he had no choice.

“Lilith of House Ashfall,” Adam managed, as formally as he could.  He slammed the titles into place, trying to make it clear Lilith was far out of Matt’s league.  “This is Matt.”

Just Matt, his thought added.  She won’t miss the lack of a family name.

Lilith’s voice could have cut glass.  “A pleasure.”

Matt beamed, clearly choosing to take the words at face value.  “We must talk later,” he said, cheerfully.  He didn’t seem fazed by Lilith’s tone.  His eyes drifted to Taffy, then lingered on the Gorgon’s behind before returning to Adam.  “There is much we can discuss.”

Adam felt his blood boil.  “Why are you even here?  I thought you were staying in the city and inheriting the apothecary.”

Matt’s smile looked, just for a second, a little fixed.  “The guild repossessed Master Pittwater’s shop, for reasons he never discussed with me, before I could complete my apprenticeship.  He advised me to make my way to Heart’s Eye in hopes of finding a new career in the university.  If you can do it, he said, why can’t I?”

“The guild took the shop?”  Adam wasn’t sure what to make of it.  The local guild had been pushing Master Pittwater to retire, before his advancing age caused a disaster, but he’d never heard of the guild forcing a master to abandon an apprentice in mid-apprenticeship.  Perhaps Master Pittwater had just given up.  Matt had never been a good apprentice.  Adam was mildly surprised he hadn’t been kicked out long ago.  “They didn’t give any sort of explanation?”

“Nothing,” Matt said.  “Not to me, in any case.  They must have said something to him.”

Adam frowned.  There was something about the story that didn’t ring true.  Master Pittwater didn’t give up that easily ... except he had, when he’d been told he had to ditch Adam as an apprentice.  And even then, Master Pittwater had managed to send Adam to Heart’s Eye.  He wondered, suddenly, if Matt had been kicked out of the apprenticeship, or simply kicked out of the city, or ... maybe he was telling the truth.  It was unlikely, but stranger things had happened.

He picked at the story thoughtfully as they kept walking, heading up the dusty road to the university.  “How did you get here?”

“I travelled to the city.”  Matt waved a hand towards the railway lines.  “I took a couple of days to look around, in hopes of finding a master willing to take me on.  I ran into the princesses and ... well, one thing led to another.  It was quite an adventure.”

“I’ll bet.”  Adam suspected Matt would make himself sound the hero, if given a chance.  “I think ...”

Matt talked over him, addressing Lilith.  “And what are you doing this weekend?”

“None of your business,” Lilith said, coldly.  “Be quiet.”

Matt elbowed Adam, then winked.  “I think I’m going to like it here.”

Adam bit his tongue.  He feared Matt was right.  
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Chapter Seven
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Adam had disliked Matt the very first time he’d laid eyes on him, and two years of sharing the same master had done nothing to improve his feelings towards his fellow apprentice, but he hadn’t realised how much he could detest someone until Matt had arrived at Heart’s Eye.  The walk to the university was unpleasant, with Matt alternatively chatting about old times in a manner calculated to embarrass Adam or flirting with Lilith and Taffy in a manner that made Adam want to hit Matt and to hell with the consequences.  It was telling, he felt, that Matt wasn’t making any attempt to flirt with the Gorgon.  She had a kind of striking beauty, if one looked past the snakes she had for hair, but he wasn’t even trying.  And that meant ...

He’d hoped they’d be able to dump Matt as soon as they reached the university, but the Gorgon insisted the three of them accompany the princesses – and their saviour – to the council chambers.  Adam scowled at their backs, wondering sourly just what had happened in Farrakhan.  Matt was something of a coward – like most bullies, he surrendered the moment he realised he’d run into someone stronger than he was – and it was impossible to imagine him saving the lives of two royal princesses, even if they were beautiful.  Adam was entirely sure the story wasn’t as cut and dried as Matt had suggested, although he had to admit the bastard had been on the locomotive when it had crashed.  Perhaps that was why it had crashed.  Matt presumably didn’t know how to drive a railway engine.  

And there was no one else in the cab, Adam thought.  They didn’t even think to grab a driver.

Lilith slipped up next to him as they stepped into the council chambers, her face carefully blank.  Mistress Irene sat at her chair, flanked by Masters Caleb and Dagon.  Lilith’s father shot her a sharp look, his eyes communicating his displeasure even though his face was carefully blank.  Adam winced inwardly, knowing Lilith would have to face her father alone.  There was nothing he could do to help ...

Mistress Irene closed the doors with a wave of her hand, then studied the two princesses through cold, dark eyes.  “We have received an urgent message from His Majesty King Ephialtes of Tarsier,” she said, her voice betraying none of her feelings.  “He insists his sister, and his bride-to-be, were kidnapped by a rogue magician, who stole a locomotive and drove to Heart’s Ease.  What actually happened?”

Princess Violet took a breath.  “My Lady, we request sanctuary,” she said.  “I ... I know my brother killed my father.”

“I see.”  Mistress Irene frowned.  “Perhaps you should start from the beginning ...”

The princess nodded, curtly.  “My brother was ... unhappy about the existence of this university, even though the kingdom had made agreements with the original school before it was destroyed by the necromancer,” she said.  “He felt the university’s existence posed a threat to the entire kingdom and repeatedly demanded we take harsh measures to ensure the threat never becomes a reality.  My father – our father – felt it would be better to watch and wait and see what happened, before we took action we couldn’t undo.  My brother was not pleased.  He thought time was running out.  I know ...”

She paused.  “My father might have been getting on in years, but he was a master huntsman and his horse was practically one with him.  I don’t believe he would have tripped and fallen in a manner that led to instant death, not without a little help.  The only person who had a motive is my brother, My Lady, and he was in command of the secret police.  He could easily have arranged my father’s death.  I did a little digging and discovered my brother had an undeclared sorcerer amongst his liegemen.  That man could have arranged the king’s death.”

“It would be extremely dangerous,” Mistress Irene observed.  “The Crown Prince himself might be immune from serious consequences, but his servants?  They’d be lucky if they were merely tortured to death.”

“There was a stable boy who might have done something to my father’s horse,” Princess Violet said.  “The day after the accident, he fell into a well and broke his skull.  I think he was charmed to do ... something, then compelled to kill himself.  The chain of evidence died with him.”

“That isn’t solid proof,” Mistress Irene pointed out.

Adam couldn’t disagree.  He had no doubt quite a few kings had risen to the throne by killing the person above them.  As long as the murder worked, everyone would just pretend everything was perfectly normal ... even if the dead man was reputed to have stabbed himself in the back repeatedly, while in a locked and empty room.  And yet ...

Mistress Irene leaned forward.  “Why did you come here?”

“My father had already arranged a match for my brother, with Daphne,” Princess Violet said, grimly.  “My brother also made it clear I would be married off too, as soon as the mourning period comes to an end, to strengthen ties between us and our neighbours.  I ... my prospective husband is old enough to be my father’s father.  I don’t want to marry him and ... Daphne doesn’t want to marry a murderer.  We planned an escape and ran.”

“Emily would be impressed,” Caleb said.

Mistress Irene shot him a look that said, very clearly, shut up.  “Details?”

“We were meant to go on a ride around the countryside,” Princess Violet said.  “We only took a handful of guards.  When we reached the right point, we stopped for a picnic and ensured the guards had something to eat and drink too.  The drink was spiked and they fell asleep, allowing us a chance to gallop north to Farrakhan.  I figured we could get on a train, then make our way to the university and claim sanctuary.  It ... it nearly failed, because someone sent a message ahead to seal off the station.”

She paused.  “Thankfully, we ran into a magician who was willing to help,” she added, indicating Matt.  “We broke into the engine sheds, bribed a mechanic to show us how to start the locomotive, then drove into the desert.  They must have worked out what we’d done, because they came after us.  We kept throwing coal into the engine and prayed to the gods we’d get to the university before the boiler exploded or the horsemen caught up with us and ...”

“They wouldn’t have hurt you,” Matt said, boastfully.  “I would have stopped them.”

“Quite.”  Mistress Irene moved her eyes to him.  “And why did you assist them?”

Matt stood tall.  “It was a matter of honour,” he said, firmly.  “The princesses were running away from a fate worse than death.  It was the right thing to do.”

“And it could also be taken as a breach of the Compact,” Mistress Irene said, sternly.  “It could prove quite awkward.”

Adam did his best to hide his smile.  If Matt got in trouble for doing the right thing ... 

“Luckily for all concerned, the monarchy doesn’t seem to have realised you were involved,” Mistress Irene added, after a moment.  “Still ... why did you come here?”

“Master Pittwater believed I should complete my apprenticeship at Heart’s Eye,” Matt said, calmly.  “And I hope I can find a suitable master willing to take me on.”

“My Lady.”  Princess Violet sounded as though she was trying very hard not to plead.  “We have asked for sanctuary.  Will you ...?”

“We must discuss the issue,” Mistress Irene said.  “You are aware, of course, of the rules?”

“Yes, My Lady,” Princess Violet said.

“We can give you sanctuary, for the moment, and protect you from your brother,” Mistress Irene said.  “We cannot – and we will not – host a government-in-exile.  If you remain within our territory, you may not involve yourself in political affairs.  You may not seek to undermine your brother’s kingdom or place yourself on the throne or anything, anything at all, that weakens our neutrality.  If you find these conditions unacceptable, we will be happy to provide transport to somewhere else within the Allied Lands and wash our hands of you.”

She paused, meaningfully.  “Do you understand the conditions?”

“Yes, My Lady,” Princess Violet said.

“Good.”  Mistress Irene glanced at the Gorgon, who straightened.  “Give them one of the twin suites, within the protected zone.  It’ll make sure they have a little additional security, just in case.  Apprentice Matt, we’ll give you a bedroom here for the next few days, long enough for you to find your feet.  If you do, we’ll arrange for you to move to the dorms.  If not, again, we will arrange for your transport elsewhere.  It might be unwise to return through Farrakhan.”

“I will find my feet,” Matt assured her.  “Where do I look for masters in need of apprentices?”

“You can make an application tomorrow,” Mistress Irene said. She looked at Adam.  “I understand you two already know each other.  You can show him to his bedroom – choose one of the empty rooms in the guest corridor, near the one you used when you first arrived – and then return to the dorms.”

Adam tried not to groan.  He’d hoped he could just go straight to bed.  “Yes, My Lady.”

“Good.”  Mistress Irene stood.  “Lilith, remain behind.  Everyone else, dismissed.”

Adam met Lilith’s eyes, trying to send her a reassuring look, before Matt came up and waved for his attention.  Adam ground his teeth, making a mental note to grab some supplies from the locked and warded drawer in the dorms.  Matt would be laughing out of the other side of his face, if he breathed in a whiff of gas.  Adam eyed the other man’s too-handsome nose.  It would look much more natural if it were broken a couple of times.

“This way,” he said, glancing at Taffy.  He didn’t want her to accompany them.  Thankfully, she got the hint.  “I’ll show you the bedroom.”

Matt said nothing until they were outside.  “What an adventure,” he said, his grin widening to the point it looked thoroughly unnatural.  “I saved a pair of princesses!”

“How nice,” Adam said, with heavy sarcasm.  “You’ll be dining out on the story for the rest of your life.  And what really happened?”

“I told you,” Matt said.  “I volunteered to escort them to the university and I did it!”

Adam eyed him, suspiciously.  “And the fact they’re both beautiful had nothing to do with it?”

Matt smirked.  “They’re royalty, but I’m a magician,” he said, kissing his fingers.  “If a common-born sorcerer can marry a princess and become a prince consort, why can’t I?”

Adam made a show of considering it.  “Let’s see ... Prince Consort Jade is a trained combat sorcerer, a close personal friend of Lady Emily as well as many other prominent sorcerers of our generation, and by the time he actually married the princess, he had a decent career and a reputation many would envy.  You’re an apprentice potioneer who’s been told he had to leave his master’s shop and come here, because the shop was repossessed by the guild.”

“You see?”  Matt’s grin took on a shark-like aspect.  “We’re both magicians.  Practically identical.”

“Really.”  Adam couldn’t tell if Matt believed what he was saying, and he didn’t much care.  “You took one look at her chest and decided you’d do whatever she wanted, as long as she gave you a kiss.”

“You make it sound like a bad thing,” Matt said, as they walked down a flight of stairs.  “So, where does the pretty redhead sleep?”

Adam ground his teeth.  “In a heavily warded chamber, supervised by an overprotective father,” he snarled.  “Don’t even think about it.”

“I’m sure I can charm her,” Matt said.  “And her father too.”

“Hah.”  Adam forced himself to calm down as they reached the guest suites.  “She won’t look twice at you.”

“She looked at you,” Matt countered.  “What do you have that I don’t?”

Adam ignored the question as he looked for an empty suite.  “This one should do,” he said, pushing the door open.  The suite brought back memories, good and bad.  It had been the first real place he’d had to call his own, although it hadn’t lasted.  When he’d proved he had a right to stay, he’d been moved to the dorms.  “What do you think?”

Matt wrinkled his nose.  “My garret was bigger.”

“Your garret is over a thousand miles away,” Adam snapped.  “And enjoy the room while it lasts.  You’ll be either in the dorms soon enough” – he tried not to shudder at the thought of sharing a dorm with Matt – “or on your way to somewhere you might be actually welcome.”

Matt dropped his knapsack on the bed and looked around.  “At least there’s a shower,” he said.  “What else is there?”

“Bed.  Drawers.  Worktable.”  Adam rested his hands on his hips.  It had always galled him that Matt had a place in the shop and he hadn’t, although he knew he should be relieved he hadn’t had to share space with Matt.  “What more do you want?”

“To know what the redhead is like in bed.”  Matt sat on the bed and winked.  “Well?  What’s she like?”

Adam felt his expression darken.  “None of your fucking business!”

“Ah, so you haven’t had her yet.”  Matt smiled, again.  “I still have a chance.”

“Really.”  Adam clenched his fists.  “She’ll crush you like a bug.”

Matt leered.  “So, she’s into the weird stuff ...?”

Adam felt his temper flare.  “So ... what happened to Sana?”

“I came, I saw, I fucked, I dumped.”  Matt’s smile was almost a parody of itself.  “She wasn’t much, you know.  Pretty face, great body, didn’t know how to use either.”

“You’re disgusting,” Adam said.

“And I’ll sleep with the redhead before you,” Matt said.  He made a dismissive gesture with his hand.  “Go away now.  I’ll call when I need you.”

“No,” Adam said.  “I’m not your servant.  There are no servants here.”

He turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.  Matt ... his blood boiled as he remembered Matt’s words.  How ... how dare he?  Adam wanted to find a phial of Durian Gas, throw it into the bedroom and introduce Matt to his fists.  It would be easy.  It would ... it would get him kicked out, for starting a fight.  He wondered, just for a moment, if he should tell Matt precisely where to find Lilith’s chambers.  Matt would find himself caught by the wards, then facing Master Dagon.  Or Lilith herself.  She wouldn’t be amused if she caught him trying to break into her chambers.  Grand romantic gestures were from romantic blue books and plays, not real life.  Adam had watched a play where the actors had mouthed lines that would kill any romance before it ever got off the ground, words so absurd no girl would take him seriously if he tried to mouth them in her ear.  The playwright had either been an idiot or taking the piss.  There was no way Lilith would take Matt seriously ...

... Or would she?

Adam cringed inwardly, remembering how many times Matt had humiliated him.  He’d been cruel and mean and ... he’d always been surprisingly successful with girls, often flaunting a new girlfriend every few weeks and then ditching her just as quickly.  What if Lilith was impressed by him?  She might see him as funny and ... who knew?  Adam had never known what all the other girls had seen in Matt, before he’d dumped them.  It wasn’t as if he was that special.  The idea he was somehow an equal to Prince Consort Jade of Zangaria was just laughable.

Lilith could have had someone more powerful than him easily, if she’d wanted, Adam told himself.  She was pretty and smart and most magicians wouldn’t be put off by her prickly exterior.  She didn’t have to get close to me, did she?

His thoughts churned.  He liked Lilith.  He wasn’t sure if he loved her – he was honest enough to admit that, at least to himself – but he enjoyed her company.  He enjoyed the time they spent together, carrying out experiments ... he admitted, deep inside, that he’d actually enjoyed some of the times they’d shared even before she’d warmed up to him.  She wasn’t the sort of girl anyone might have expected him to marry, once upon a time, but who cared?  He liked her and ... what if she left him?  If she went to Matt, it would be unbearable.

She doesn’t need him, Adam told himself, again.  What does he have to offer she couldn’t get elsewhere?

He frowned as his feet carried him up to the dorms.  Matt’s story was ... he didn’t really believe it.  He had no trouble believing Prince Violet had fled a murderous brother and an unwanted marriage – that was easy to believe – but Matt?  If the princesses hadn’t confirmed the story, Adam wouldn’t have believed a word of it.  And yet ... there was something that didn’t make sense.  Matt was too selfish to dive in and save a pair of princesses, even if they were beautiful.  Why had he done it? Adam would have expected him to stop the poor girls in their tracks, then hand them back to the king.  Why risk everything for a pair of pretty faces?

Matt’s dumb, he thought.  But he’s not that dumb.

He pushed open the door, passing a pair of dormmates chatting about the arrival of the princesses and headed straight for bed.  It had been a long day.  He needed rest and, hopefully, someone else would take care of Matt.  There was a whole string of experiments Adam wanted to try ...

And maybe he’ll do something stupid and get himself kicked out, Adam thought as he drifted off to sleep.  That would be just like him, wouldn’t it?
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There was no sign of Lilith the following morning, when Adam went down to the dining hall for breakfast.  He couldn’t help finding that ominous.  Lilith had rarely joined him for breakfast – she normally ate with her father, before starting the day – but after everything that had happened he felt worried.  There was no sign of Matt either, something that relieved and worried him in equal measure.  Matt might be sleeping in – he had had a long day – or he might be wandering the university or up to no good.  Adam told himself, firmly, it wasn’t his problem.  They might have shared a master, once upon a time, but they’d hardly been friends.  They’d certainly never spent any time together outside the shop.

He collected his breakfast and sat down, listening to the chatter as it flowed around the chamber.  Everyone was talking about the princesses, the stories growing in the telling until everyone seemed to believe Princess Violet was plotting a coup against a brother who’d usurped the throne ... or, even more absurdly, that Princesses Violet and Daphne were actually lovers who’d run away together.  Adam frowned as he overheard someone speculating that the king had murdered his father, the former king.  That was going to put the dragon scales in the cauldron, if the king heard about it.  He wouldn’t be remotely pleased if he thought the university was spreading lies – or truths – about him.  

“Hey,” a voice said.  “Long time no see.”

He looked up and smiled as Valerie Hunt sat down beside him.  The student reporter – her broadsheet was surprisingly famous, even outside the university – was striking, with short and curly blonde hair framing an impish face.  She wore a loose tunic, rather than a dress or apprentice robes.  She had a bubbly smile that turned her face from pretty to beautiful ... even when she was in a bad mood.  Adam had been charmed by her when they’d first met, although – over the weeks that had followed – he’d come to realise her face hid a first-class mind.  She could be terrifying, when she was on the trail of a story.  It had taken him longer to realise she dressed very carefully, using her outfit to put her subjects at ease.  She would go far, Arnold had said, if she didn’t get murdered first.  Adam’s mood darkened.  Valerie had been manipulated as surely as everyone else.

“Hey,” Adam said.  He counted Valerie as a friend, although he knew her first love was the broadsheet.  Unexpected Enlightenment was growing all the time, with more reporters signing on in a bid to make their mark on the world.  “What can I do for you?”

“The princesses are locked away in their suite,” Valerie said, her smile growing wider.  “I tried to talk to them, but I didn’t get a reply.  Do you know why?”

“They did get here pretty late,” Adam said, sipping his kava.  He’d been exhausted and portal-lagged when he’d finally reached the university, and he hadn’t been chased by a mob of wild horsemen with bad intentions.  “They’re probably still in bed.”

Valerie shrugged.  “Do you believe their story?”

Adam eyed her warily.  “What story did you hear?”

“They ran from a murderous brother and future husband,” Valerie said.  “Or did the story grow in the telling?”

Adam shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “All I can really tell you is that they rode a locomotive to Heart’s Ease, while they were being chased by a horde of cavalry.  And they crashed the locomotive when they arrived ...”

Valerie didn’t look put out.  Adam wondered, idly, if she’d thought he knew everything, even though it would have been unreasonable.  He might have been able to tell her how he’d proved mundane blood could be used to store magic, but that had been his affair from start to finish.  His role in the story of the runaway princesses was much smaller and all he’d done – all he’d really done – was help them get up to the university.  He was surprised Valerie wasn’t already heading to town, trying to interview the militiamen who’d fought in the brief skirmish.  By now, he was sure the stories had grown in the telling.  The entire world would believe a handful of militiamen stood off the entire royal army.  

“There must be something to the story,” Valerie mused.  “How many princesses do you know who just ... run away?”

“None.”  Adam smiled.  “I don’t know any princesses.”

He snorted.  He’d been told princesses did nothing, apart from looking pretty, until their fathers arranged their marriages for best advantage, whereupon they were expected to have children as quickly as possible and otherwise keep their mouths firmly shut.  He was insightful enough to realise princesses probably did more – Princess Alassa had fought a war against her father, which struck him as strange – but it was hard to believe they did as much as his mother, let alone the average fishwife or sorceress.  And yet ... he shrugged.  He was no more a princess than he was a magician, or even a wealthy man.  He didn’t really understand what life was like for them.

“I also understand your friend arrived with them,” Valerie said.  “What did he tell you?”

Adam scowled, his lips twisting in distaste.  He cursed himself a moment later.  Valerie was a perceptive woman.  She’d have seen his reaction and drawn her own conclusions ... it was hard not to grimace, at the thought of Matt flirting with Valerie.  But then, she’d probably keep smiling at him until he’d told her everything, including things he didn’t know he knew, and then make him look a fool in front of her readers.  It wouldn’t be hard.  Adam really didn’t understand why Master Pittwater had put up with Matt.  It wasn’t as if he was a potions genius.  Lilith was better than Matt at potions and she’d never wanted to be a potioneer.

“You can ask him yourself,” he said, finally.  He wanted to tell her to make sure she stayed in the public areas, when she spoke to Matt, but he didn’t dare.  Valerie wasn’t the sort of young women who’d appreciate the warning.  “And make sure you take anything he tells you with a kilogram of salt.”

Valerie laughed.  “It’s always interesting to know what someone wants you to believe,” she said.  “Sometimes they’re telling the truth, or what they think is the truth; sometimes they’re lying and know they’re lying even as they speak.”

“I suppose you could learn something useful from what they choose to lie about,” Adam said, sourly.  Arnold had chosen to lie about everything, from his lack of magic to his long-term goals.  Adam was all too aware Arnold had played on his weaknesses, positioning himself as someone beyond suspicion until it had been far too late.  “Like I said, be careful.”

Valerie smiled, like a cat eying a mouse.  “I will.”

She leaned forward.  “What do you think the king will say?”

“I have no idea,” Adam said.  “Why are you asking me?”

“Why not?”  Valerie’s smile grew brighter.  “You might know something.”

Adam made a show of rolling his eyes.  “Did you hear anything about Lady Emily?”

“Apparently, she’s in Alluvia,” Valerie said.  “Beyond that, I know nothing.  There are all sorts of stories, from the believable to the simply impossible, but I don’t know how much credence to place in them.  The local reporters aren’t doing their jobs.”

“They’re probably getting leaned on by the rebels, or the royalists,” Adam said.  “That’s what happened back home, when the broadsheets became a little more professional.”

Valerie’s lips twisted in distaste.  “People will do anything for money, won’t they?”

Adam laughed, although it wasn’t funny.  He’d seen families in such grinding poverty they’d had no choice but to sell themselves into prostitution – or slavery – just to put food on the table.  It was easy to say you would sooner die than prostitute yourself when you had a full belly, and you knew where the next meal was coming from, but harder to actually do when you were unemployed and your children were starving.  He couldn’t blame broadsheet reporters and editors for taking money from the rich and powerful, if the alternative was starving.  He’d known a girl who’d had to sell herself just to keep her family alive.  And she’d barely lasted a week before the guard pulled her body from the gutter.

“Yeah,” he said, finally.  “They will.”

Taffy appeared, carrying a tray of food.  “You’ll be glad to know you saved fifty princesses with a kiss,” she said.  “Or at least that’s what they’re saying now.”

Valerie grinned.  “Fifty princesses?  It’s an invasion.”

“It’s a silly story,” Adam grumbled, as Taffy sat down.  “Didn’t you try to tell them you were there?”

“Of course,” Taffy said.  “But they liked the story more than the truth.”

“I’d better go write it down,” Valerie said.  “And make it clear it didn’t happen that way.”

“Make sure you do.”  Taffy scowled as she took a spoonful of porridge.  “The wilder the stories about the poor girls, the harder it will be for them to come to terms with the king.”

“Put not your trust in kings,” Adam quoted.  The words had been spoken by the founding father of Beneficence, then taught to every schoolchild old enough to understand.  “For they will not keep their word, as they see their rule as divine.”

He sighed.  He’d had that drilled into him at school, when his tutors had talked about the history of the city-state.  The first kings might have been smart and capable, because they’d clawed their way to power, but their successors didn’t always grasp the limits of power.  He’d been thrashed as a child for asking if that was true of the city council too.  On paper, it wasn’t hereditary; in practice, the council seats had been passed down from father to son so often it was hard for newcomers to secure a seat.  He hoped Heart’s Eye wouldn’t go the same way.  Lady Emily was bright enough to realise the dangers, but ... if she had children, would she not want them to inherit her position?

“Well put,” Valerie said.  “Do you think the girls will want to go back?”

Adam shrugged.  “Who knows?  I think ...”

A hand fell on his shoulder.  Adam flinched.

“Adam,” Matt said.  “It took me so long to find you.”

Adam looked up.  Matt had showered and changed into an outfit more appropriate for a night on the town than his first day at university.  He’d only had a single knapsack with him, hadn’t he?  Adam rather suspected Matt had wasted the space by cramming expensive clothes into the sack, rather than tools or books or anything useful.  Did he even have money?  Adam’s lips twitched at the thought.  Matt would have had a stipend from Master Pittwater, like Adam himself, but his spending had far exceeded his income.  It was quite possible he simply didn’t have anything else.

“I didn’t know you were looking,” Adam said, finally.  He could feel Matt’s eyes leaving a trail of slime over Valerie’s body, even though he couldn’t see them.  More proof, if he wanted it, that it was the real Matt.  Arnold wasn’t dumb enough to irritate Valerie.  She was perfectly capable of digging into his cover story and finding the inevitable discrepancies that would lead her to the truth.  “I hope you had a good night.”

Matt didn’t take the hint.  He sat, crossing his legs.  “I hear you’re a magician now,” he said.  “Or something like it ... what’s up with that?”

Adam kept his face impassive.  There was something odd in Matt’s tone, something ...

Valerie smiled, showing her teeth.  “What actually happened when you met the princesses?”

“Modesty forbids me to tell you,” Matt said, placing a hand to his heart dramatically.  “But as there is no one else, I guess I’ll have to tell you myself.”

Adam rolled his eyes.  Modest was a word no one could use to describe Matt.  Boastful would be more accurate.  If he were half as powerful and capable as he claimed, he’d outshine Lady Emily or even the legendary Sorcerer Void like the sun outshone the moon.  Adam settled back in his chair, preparing for a tale he was entirely sure would be only marginally entertaining and almost completely untrue.  Matt had never struck him as smart enough to realise the princesses would undercut him, when they told a different story.  Or ...

His lips twitched.  The princesses might prefer to blame everything on him, if the affair goes sour, he thought.  Matt will find himself being chased down and hanged for kidnapping the girls and smuggling them all the way to Heart’s Eye.

Matt talked and talked.  Valerie listened, shooting him an admiring smile from time to time that was so blatantly fake Adam couldn’t believe anyone would take it at face value.  The story grew and grew, with Matt first claiming he’d run into the princesses by accident and then insisting he’d been part of the escape plan all along.  Valerie didn’t point out all the obvious discrepancies, although Adam had no doubt she’d noted them.  Matt would come to regret telling her he’d been the one to steal the locomotive, then drive it to Heart’s Ease.  Adam wasn’t sure who owned the steam engine, but he was sure someone did.  Matt might find himself encumbered with the repair bill.

He met Taffy’s eyes and saw, much to his relief, that she didn’t believe a word of it.  Taffy wasn’t stupid.  Arnold had tricked her, but Arnold had been ... Arnold.  Matt ... save for magic, he was just like any boastful young man who thought he was on top of the world, riding so high he couldn’t possibly fall.  And yet, Matt had to know better.  The mere fact he’d been sent to Heart’s Eye, rather than completing his apprenticeship, was proof he was nowhere near as good as he claimed.  Adam wondered, snidely, if Matt wasn’t being honest about why he’d been told to leave.  It was quite possible.

“Of course I saved the princesses,” Matt finished.  “What self-respecting man could turn away from a damsel in distress?”

“Quite,” Valerie said.  “But how did you know they were telling the truth?”

Matt hesitated, noticeably.  “I’ve known a few royal princesses in my time,” he said, finally.  “And they all had the same general attitude as the girls I met.  You just can’t fake it.”

“There was a story about a common-born girl who posed as a noblewoman,” Valerie said, mischievously.  “How did she get away with it for so long, if you can always tell a noblewoman?”

“She wasn’t a princess,” Matt said.  “And as long as she looked right, no one was going to look too closely.  Just like” – his eyes darted at Adam – “a mundane trying to brew potions in an apothecary.”

Adam felt a hot flash of irritation.  “You’d better get something to eat,” he said, nodding to the counter.  “You never know when they’ll run out of the good stuff.”

“Charming fellow,” Taffy commented, when Matt headed off to get breakfast.  “And I thought Jasper was bad.”

Valerie nodded.  “How much of his story is true?”

Adam shrugged.  If Matt hadn’t shown up with the princesses, and he’d seen that for himself, he would have cheerfully assumed the story was nothing but lies.  There was no disputing the fact Matt had played a role in getting the princesses to safety, yet ... what?  Had he been sitting in the cab when the princesses had clambered into the locomotive?  Matt had always been scornful of steam engines, back home, but Adam had seen Matt watching the locomotives make their way through the city and across the bridge into Cockatrice when he’d thought no one was looking.  It was possible he’d thought he could take a moment to admire the locomotive, now he was alone, only to have it stolen ... Adam smiled at the thought.  It probably wasn’t true, but it was more likely than any of the stories Matt had told.

“I bet he and Jasper will be the best of friends, pretty damn quickly,” Taffy added.  “Any takers?”

“No.”  Adam didn’t remember Matt having any close friends back home, although he’d brought quite a few girlfriends to the shop.  “It would be a sucker bet.”

Valerie grinned.  “Just how stupid does he think we are?”

“Very stupid,” Adam said.  “And blind as bats to boot.”

He sighed, inwardly.  It was a common attitude amongst magicians.  They thought that lacking magic made someone stupid, as well as powerless.  Matt was hardly the worst of the magical supremacists he’d met ... he shook his head, remembering just how effectively Arnold had pulled the wool over their eyes.  The thought of a magician pretending to be a mundane ... it had blindsided everyone, even him.  Adam still found it hard to believe.  He supposed that was how Arnold had gotten away with it for so long.

Matt returned, carrying a tray of food.  “What do we do now?”

“You eat, then go looking for work,” Adam said, dryly.  Did Matt expect everything to be arranged for him?  Maybe so.  Master Pittwater had arranged for Master Landis to take Adam as an apprentice.  “We go back to our work.”

“And I write your story,” Valerie said.  “Is there anything you want to add?”

“Yes,” Matt said.  “I want ...”

“Adam,” a new voice said.  Adam looked up to see Master Caleb.  “A word, if you please.”

Adam nodded, then frowned as he saw Matt’s expression flicker.  He looked almost ... afraid?  Adam felt his frown deepen.  Master Caleb was very much the kind of person Matt wanted to be ... and would never be, unless he shaped up.  A lot.  Did he think Adam would rat him out?  Or ... or what?

“Yes, sir,” he said, standing.  “I’m coming.”
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Chapter Nine
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Matt, Adam reflected, was not the only one who looked up to Master Caleb.  Adam admitted, at least to himself, that he admired the older man too.  There weren’t that many years between them – Master Caleb was in his early twenties – but Master Caleb had done far more in his time than either Matt or Adam had done in theirs.  He’d helped develop new magics, he’d made a name for himself ... he’d even courted Lady Emily herself.  He might not be that handsome, but he was a good and decent man, one of the few magicians who didn’t look down on mundanes.  Adam liked him.  And yet ...

He frowned inwardly as he followed Master Caleb through a maze of corridors, heading deeper into the university.  Mistress Irene was in her eighties.  Master Dagon was old enough to have a daughter in her twenties.  Yvonne was an experienced craftswomen ... it was easy to think, sometimes, that Caleb felt intimidated by his fellow councillors.  He was technically an apprentice himself, depending on how one looked at it, yet he had the right to give orders to fully qualified masters.  Perhaps it was a secret test of character.  A master who refused to accept a younger man as his superior wasn’t one who’d fit into the university.

They passed small clusters of students chatting in low voices.  Caleb showed no reaction to the rumours.  Adam admired his calm, even though there was no way to avoid the simple fact the world had turned upside down.  Again.  The princesses were hardly common or garden-variety refugees.  They were princesses; one engaged to a distant monarch, one engaged to the King of Tarsier himself.  There was no way the king could let their escape pass ... Adam wondered, idly, if the two girls had already been teleported to the other side of the world.  It was unlikely they’d be sent straight back to their master – Lady Emily would never have stood for it – but they might easily be sent on before the king could formally demand their return.

“In here,” Caleb said, opening a door into an empty lab.  “Close the door behind you.”

Adam frowned as he did as he was told.  It felt like he was in trouble, but why?  What had he done?  He couldn’t think of anything beyond a handful of experiments they’d shown to their supervisor before carrying them out.  It wasn’t their fault ... besides, this time, the results had been minimal.  Adam racked his brains, but drew a blank.  He’d done nothing, certainly nothing that could land him in hot water.  Probably.

Caleb turned to face him, hands clasped behind his back.  “Master Landis needs a new apprentice,” he said.  “Your friend is a possible candidate for the job.”

“Matt?”  Adam swallowed the urge to point out Matt was hardly his friend.  “He put in an application already?”

“Master Landis raised the issue with me,” Caleb said.  “He has yet to put out applications for the position.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  “I would have thought there’d be more candidates.”

Caleb looked displeased.  “The university is not designed to offer traditional apprenticeships,” he said, his eyes darkening.  “We tolerate some of the masters taking apprentices because it was the only way to convince them to work for us.  We hope, as time goes on, we can move to a wider field of study in which formal single-subject apprenticeships will no longer be necessary.  Master Landis, regretfully, is one of the masters who intend to keep taking apprentices as long as possible.”

“But he should have more candidates,” Adam protested.  “He’s good at his job.”

“Yes, he is,” Caleb agreed.  “But magicians who want apprenticeships are reluctant to come study here, even when we do offer traditional arrangements.  Heart’s Eye isn’t precisely an apothecary or a private fortress in the middle of nowhere.  Master Landis is very good at his job, as you said, but it isn’t easy for him to convince potential apprentices to come here.”

Adam shook his head.  “They’re idiots.”

“It does make a certain degree of sense,” Caleb said, although he sounded as though he’d sooner deny it.  “The university appears to be little more than a modified school, from the outside.  It’s harder to believe the master is focused on his subject, and on his student, when he has classes to take and a greater role to play.  Really, most apprentices would prefer a private arrangement.  Still ...”

He studied Adam for a long moment.  “Is Matt up to the role?”

Adam cursed under his breath.  The urge to badmouth Matt to all and sundry was overwhelming.  He could stick a verbal knife in Matt’s back.  He could ... he could make sure Matt never got an apprenticeship, that eventually he’d have to live in town or even leave the region for good.  It wasn’t as if it would be the end of his life.  Matt had magic.  He could go to some simple village and set himself up as the local magician and probably be quite happy lording it over everyone in sight.  And yet ...

If I badmouth him, he thought sourly, no one will ever respect me again.

He eyed Caleb thoughtfully.  “Are we talking in strict confidence?”

Caleb was honest enough not to offer a bland assurance.  “It depends what you say,” he said, after a moment.  “If it is something I have to share with the other staff, then no.  I can’t promise confidence.  But if I can keep it to myself, I will.”

Adam sighed.  He wanted Caleb to think well of him.  And yet ...

“I don’t like Matt,” he said, finally.  “I’ll admit my perceptions of him are coloured by the fact I didn’t like him from the start and still don’t.  I think he’s an ass and I’m pretty sure he thinks the same of me, if not worse.  But I will concede he’s pretty good at potions, when he’s not letting his ego get the better of him.”

Which is most of the time, he thought, silently.  But Master Pittwater would have kicked him out years ago, if he’d been completely useless.

“I see.”  Caleb said nothing for a long moment.  “Did your old master say anything about granting Matt his mastery?”

“Not that I can recall,” Adam said, carefully.  “It was something of a sore subject for me, and he knew it.  If he had private discussions with Matt about when he’d take the exams, I don’t know about them.  Master Pittwater was not the sort of person to discuss one apprentice’s progress with the other.”

“Good for him.”  Caleb looked as if he was remembering something unpleasant.  “And how is Master Pittwater, as a teacher?”

“He was good, for me,” Adam said.  The conversation was growing dangerously inappropriate.  “There were limits to what he could teach me, of course, but ... he did the best he could, under the circumstances.  Why don’t you ask him for a reference?”

Caleb scowled.  “We have written to Master Pittwater, and his guild, but so far we have not received a reply.  I heard from my relatives that the guild is currently embroiled in a political scandal of some kind, which may ensure we don’t receive any answer until the scandal is sorted out to everyone’s satisfaction.  However, that means we are unlikely to hear anything for quite some time.”

Adam stared at his hands.  “I haven’t heard anything from Master Pittwater for weeks.”

“You can write to him, if you wish,” Caleb said.  “But right now, we can’t wait on a reference.”

“Of course.”  Adam forced himself to think.  Master Pittwater had provided him a reference, hadn’t he?  Why not offer one for Matt?  Did he think he couldn’t offer one in good conscience?  Or was he so embroiled in the scandal he couldn’t take the time to write even a line or two?  Or ... he told himself, again, that it was the real Matt.  It wasn’t someone playing silly buggers to cover his tracks.  “I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

“Master Landis wishes to see you,” Caleb said.  “Go now, please.”

Adam nodded, wondering what Caleb was thinking.  He wasn’t old enough to feel distanced from the students running through his university.  Mistress Irene and Master Dagon could look down at them while maintaining perspective, clinging to a maturity their young charges had yet to develop.  Caleb wasn’t that mature, even though he was running the university.  It would be all too easy for him to act like a spoilt rich kid who’d inherited the family business, running it into the ground through ignorance and foolishness rather than turning it into a success.  Who knew?  Perhaps he’d allow himself to be talked into doing something really stupid because he didn’t have the insight to realise he was being tricked.

Or maybe you’re not giving him enough credit, he thought, as he made his way down to Master Landis’s lab.  Lady Emily saw something in him, didn’t she?

He took a breath as he stepped into the lab, tasting flowers in the air.  Master Landis had been brewing healing potions ... quite a few of them.  Adam felt a twinge of guilt at leaving the older man in the lurch, although he knew there was little point in staying with the apprenticeship when he needed to rewrite spells and recipes to allow them to be brewed with charged blood.  He wondered, idly, if potioneers would start complaining when they realised they no longer had a monopoly on brewing.  The changes might have already started to spread.

And that might be why there are troubles back home, he thought, suddenly.  Master Pittwater might be in deep shit for teaching me, so I could find ways to brew potions without having magic myself.

“Adam,” Master Landis said, emerging from the backroom.  He wiped his hands on a towel as he spoke.  “Thank you for coming.”

“Master,” Adam said.  Master Landis had worked him hard, but Adam didn’t mind.  The alchemist had been quite happy to encourage Adam to experiment, once he’d determined Adam was on to something.  “You wanted to speak with me?”

“Yes.”  Master Landis motioned Adam to a chair.  “I need an apprentice.  Your friend Matt has at least some training, from a very good teacher.  How is he, as a student?”

Adam scowled.  It was funny, but hearing the same question from Caleb hadn’t made his heart twist so badly.  Master Landis had been his master, not ... he forced himself to think, carefully.  He couldn’t lie to his former master and yet, if he backstabbed Matt, it would wind up coming around and biting him instead.  And ...

“Master Pittwater would be better placed to answer that question,” Adam said, tiredly.  He knew it was futile.  Master Pittwater wasn’t answering letters.  Coincidence?  Adam wouldn’t care to bet against it.  “I was just another apprentice.”

“You were never just an apprentice,” Master Landis said.  “And I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t need the answer.”

“I know.”  Adam braced himself, unsure what to say.  Master Landis wouldn’t let him get away with bland answers, let alone overlooking problems that really should be mentioned.  “I ... Matt is very good with basic spells and he has little trouble brewing the most advanced potions.  On the other hand, he’s often lazy and he used to rely on me to prepare the ingredients for him.  Master Pittwater scolded him a couple of times for not finding everything he needed before he started to brew, which forced him to run around snatching up jars while the potion was shimmering on the fire.  I think he was improving, over the two years I knew him, but it’s hard to be sure.  I wasn’t paying much attention to him.”

“You could have learnt from his mistakes,” Master Landis said, sternly.  “And then you could have avoided making them yourself.”

Adam made a face.  “I couldn’t brew something for myself,” he said.  “Not then.  Even now ...”

“You have changed the world,” Master Landis said.  “And while I had my doubts, as you know, you proved they were misplaced.”

“Thanks.”  Adam knew it was true.  He just didn’t believe it.  “Beyond that ... Matt was always very respectful to his master, and to other powerful magicians, but rarely so polite to everyone he considered beneath him.”

“He’ll regret that, if he does it here,” Master Landis said, tapping his belt meaningfully.  “I think” – his voice hardened – “I’ll give him a chance, at least for a month or two.  If he does poorly, I’ll dismiss him without further ado.”

If Matt even takes up the apprenticeship, Adam thought, although he would be astonished if Matt declined.  There wouldn’t be a better offer, not here.  Where else could he go?

“Please inform him that I want to speak to him, now,” Master Landis added.  “And then you can return to your experiments.”

Adam was tempted to point out he was hardly Matt’s keeper, but he owed Master Landis too much to be rude to him.  Besides, perhaps he could convince Matt it had been Adam’s suggestion that Master Landis should consider him as an apprentice.  A smart person wouldn’t believe it, not when it was hard for a mundane to wield authority over a magician, but Matt might.  Adam mentally rehearsed a handful of possible statements, intended to imply rather than say anything directly, as he made his way back to the dining hall.  He wasn’t surprised to note Taffy and Valerie had left.  It was a little more worrying that Matt was already talking to Jasper.  And his girlfriend.

That’ll end well, Adam thought, sardonically.  Matt was probably already planning to seduce the poor girl.  He had the feeling someone would wind up cursed very quickly.  Jasper and Matt had a lot in common, including a willingness to hex first and ask questions later.  Or never.  I wonder if Kati will just walk away while they’re fighting.

He braced himself as he walked to the table.  Jasper wasn’t fool enough to start something in the middle of the dining hall, but Matt ... Adam could easily imagine Matt doing something just to show off.  He briefly considered provoking Matt into doing just that, in hopes he’d get kicked out, then dismissed the thought.  There were too many witnesses. Jasper glared at Adam as he approached, silently telling him to go away.  Adam ignored the unspoken message.  He had a job to do.

“Matt,” Adam said.  “Master Landis wants to interview you for a potential apprenticeship.”

Matt looked ... pleased, rather than surprised.  Adam’s heart sank.  Matt could not logically have expected to be given what he wanted on a platter – he hadn’t even written ahead, asking for an apprenticeship – but it seemed he was getting it anyway.  No doubt he’d been bragging to Jasper ... Adam had no doubt Matt had told Jasper everything about Adam’s first apprenticeship.  Jasper would be making fun of him for weeks and months to come and ...

And Jasper has done nothing to advance the study of magic, Adam told himself, firmly.  He’s certainly done nothing like me.

“I’m coming,” Matt said, hopping to his feet.  “Master Pittwater put in a good word for me?”

Adam shook his head.  “I think they’re still waiting on the reference,” he said.  Matt’s face fell, so slightly Adam wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t known Matt so well.  “You’d better make a good impression.”

“I always do,” Matt said.  “Master Pittwater said he’d never get another student like me.”

“Well, quite,” Adam agreed, with a deadpan look on his face.  “Coming?”

Matt waved goodbye to Jasper and Kati, then followed Adam through the door and down the maze of corridors.  He didn’t seem to have spent much time roaming the university, although – Adam conceded, reluctantly – Matt had arrived late and gone straight to bed.  The university wasn’t hard to navigate, once you worked out the trick.  Adam was careful not to mention it to Matt.  It would be interesting to see how long it took for Matt to pick it up for himself.

“You spoke to your master?”  Matt’s voice was artfully casual.  “What did you tell him?”

“The truth,” Adam said, innocently.  “Is that a problem?”

Matt raised a hand in a threatening pose.  “What.  Did.  You.  Tell.  Him?”

Adam refused to be intimidated.  “Do you really believe an experienced master would ask my opinion on anything?”

“... No.”  Matt dropped his hand.  “Masters never ask for our opinions, do they?”

Master Pittwater expected us to think, Adam recalled.  And he praised us when we came up with the right answers.  

“Master Landis will give you a chance,” he said, out loud.  “But he’s younger than Master Pittwater and much less patient.  And he straps harder too.”

Matt laughed and clapped his shoulder.  “What did you do?”

Adam ignored him.  “If you make a good impression, I’m sure things will be fine,” he said, instead.  “And if you don’t, you’ll be kicked out on your ass.”

“He’ll love me,” Matt predicted.  “I was the best apprentice in the street.”

“I’m sure Master Pittwater will put that in his reference,” Adam said.  “What happened back home, anyway?  There’s some kind of trouble with the guild.”

“Oh, some silly thing.”  Matt shrugged.  “I’m sure it won’t slow the reference for long.”

Oh, goody, Adam thought, with heavy sarcasm.  And then ...

They paused outside the lab door.  “He’s in there,” Adam said.  “Just remember to act normally.”

Matt shot him a sharp look, then looked past Adam.  Adam turned, to see Lilith hurrying towards them.  “Adam,” she said.  “Can I borrow you for a moment?”

“That sounds nice,” Matt said.  “Can I come too?”

“No,” Adam said, sharply.  “You have an interview, remember?”

“I’ll be an apprentice or dead,” Matt said.  He bowed, deeply.  “Drinks later, on me?”

“Be yourself,” Adam said.  Drinks?  Few magicians drank ... in hindsight, Arnold’s refusal to go drinking had been suspicious as hell.  “And don’t be something you’re not.”

Matt nodded, then pushed open the door and stepped inside.
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Chapter Ten
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“What a charming person,” Lilith said.  “Is he always like that?”

“He’s normally worse,” Adam told her, as they walked down the corridor to a private study room.  Something was clearly bothering Lilith.  Her hand touched his several times, without actually taking hold ... he wondered, grimly, what her father had said.  It was rare for a female magician to date a mundane, and Adam suspected her father would not approve.  Not in the long run.  “Are you alright?”

Lilith sagged into his arms as soon as they were alone, with the door firmly closed. Adam held her gently, resisting the urge to kiss her or send his hands roaming over her body.  She was clearly upset.  He couldn’t recall her ever acting so ... so much in need of a hug.  Even when they’d argued, when he’d touched her nerves, she’d never been so overwhelmed that she’d just collapsed into his arms.  He almost wished she would hex him instead.  It would be more normal.

“No,” she managed, finally.  She leaned against him, her arms tightening.  The scent of her was almost overwhelming.  “I ...”

Adam hugged her tightly, unsure what to do.  If she’d been his sister, he would have consoled her as best as possible.  If she’d been a mundane girl ...he sighed inwardly, wishing the rules were nice and simple.  Life would be so much easier if there was a detailed set of instructions for each and every possible situation, particularly when girls were involved.  It was impossible to know how they’d react, until you did it and then it was too late to take it back.  She might feel better if he kissed her or she might turn him into a slug and step on him.  Lilith was just too different from the other girls he’d known for him to even guess at how she’d react.

“It’s alright,” she managed, finally.  “I’m okay.”

“I’ve got you,” Adam said.  He steered her to a chair and sat her down.  “Do you want some water?  Or kava?”

Lilith covered her face, red hair spilling down over her hands.  He’d seen her happy and he’d seen her furious, but never so distraught.  He wanted to storm into Master Dagon’s office and demand to know what he’d said to his daughter, then scream at him for not realising what a wonderful girl he’d brought into the world.  Lilith was brilliant and beautiful and brave and ... Adam poured a glass of water and held it out, waiting for her to take it.  She deserved better than a father who saw her as a tool in his games.  She should have been allowed to leave her apprenticeship, and even the university, a long time ago.

He knelt in front of her.  “Drink this,” he advised.  “It’ll make you feel better.”

Lilith took the glass and sipped it, making a visible effort to calm herself.  She’d always had very good control, Adam had noted, although she’d been under a great deal of pressure for years and the cracks had started to show.  She’d hated and resented him at first and even after she’d started to warm up to him, it had taken weeks for her to accept him as an equal.  He gave her props for being better than Matt, if nothing else.  He’d never thought of Adam as anything other than a servant.

“If you want to talk about it,” he said awkwardly, “I’m here for you.”

Lilith said nothing as she sipped her water.  Adam eyed her worriedly.  She didn’t look to have been beaten, but that wasn't as reassuring as one might have hoped.  Her father could have scolded her for hours, beating her down without ever laying a finger on her.  Adam had known parents who did just that, flaying their children with words ... he told himself, if Master Dagon had done that, Adam would find a way to pay him back.  Perhaps he could fill the man’s office with gas ...

He has wards to filter it out now, Adam told himself.  And so do most of the other magicians.

“I...”  Lilith swallowed.  “He was not pleased.”

“That sounds like an understatement,” Adam said, reaching out to hold her.  “About me?  Or about the apprenticeship?”

“Both.”  Lilith met his eyes.  He saw tears in hers.  “He told me I needed an apprenticeship and that he’d called in favours from all over the world to get me an apprenticeship and ...”

“He could have found one more suited to you,” Adam said, crossly.  Arnold had tempted Lilith with the possibility of proper training.  Adam knew she’d been tempted.  “Couldn’t he have found someone else?”

“Not if he wanted to keep me here,” Lilith said.  “I think ...”

She shook her head.  “He told me that I would have to find a new master myself, if I wanted a second apprenticeship,” she said.  “And that as long as I defied him, I wouldn’t be able to call on the family funds.”

Adam felt cold.  “He’s cut you off.”

“Worse than that,” Lilith said.  “I’m not even sure I get to keep my room.”

“The dorms aren’t that bad,” Adam said, although he suspected she’d have a different opinion.  She might have had a room of her own at Laughter.  There were so many absurd stories about the girl-only school that he had no idea if there was a grain of truth buried under the nonsense.  “I used to sleep in a room with my siblings.”

“Hah.”  Lilith shook her head.  “They’re going to laugh at me.”

She sighed.  “And I need to get a job.”

Adam swallowed.  They’d discussed it, but ... he’d never really thought her father would go so far.  “You do have a lot of magic,” he said, finally.  “Can’t you get a job that involves using it?”

“I don’t know.”  Lilith stared at him.  “What did you do, when you were a child?”

“Helped my mother, mainly,” Adam said.  “I did fetching and carrying when I was older ... you could join the staff, and help people around the university ...”

Lilith gave him a sharp look.  “Be serious.”

“I am,” Adam said.  “You would be good at it.”

“Hah.”  Lilith stared down at her hands.  “What else is there?”

Adam hesitated.  He doubted she’d willingly work as a barmaid.  Or ... what else could she do, in town, without training and experience?  She did know a lot of magic ... perhaps she could go to work in a magician’s shop or ... or what?

“You could do a little work for Master Landis,” he said, finally.  “He’ll need someone to help prepare ingredients and suchlike ...”

Lilith looked unconvinced.  “I thought he was getting a new apprentice.”

“Matt is too lazy to do a proper job of it,” Adam said.  “He always relied on me to do it when we shared an apprenticeship.”

“Master Landis will cure Matt of that, if he doesn’t get kicked out first,” Lilith predicted, tartly.  “I doubt he’d be happy hiring me for the role.”

“You could at least ask,” Adam said.  “He knows your work.”

Lilith smiled, but it was bitter.  “I wasn’t the best of apprentices and he knows it.  He might just tell me to ... go away.”

“Ask,” Adam said.  It crossed his mind to worry about Lilith and Matt sharing the lab, if she did take up the job ... he felt a flicker of naked jealousy, followed by wry amusement.  If Matt tried his normal tricks on Lilith, she’d crush him.  “Or ... what if you come work for me?”

“You don’t have the money to pay me,” Lilith pointed out.  “That stipend is for you.  You’d need approval to hire someone and my father would probably veto it if you tried.”

Her voice turned teasing.  “Or have you been sitting on a fortune all along?”

“No.”  Adam snorted at the thought.  “But I get a grant to do research, right?  I could put you down as my assistant and pay you a salary ...”

“I’m not sure,” Lilith said, after a moment.  “I’m already listed as a research partner.  I don’t think you could give me a wage, not without forcing them to rethink the grant.  The rules aren’t very well defined.”

“We should at least look into it,” Adam said.  “Without you, it won’t be easy to experiment.”

“I know.”  Lilith ran her hand through her hair.  “Why are fathers such pains?”

Adam winced.  His father had died a long time ago.  It was hard to imagine his father cutting his daughters out of the family, if they didn’t obey his whims, but his father had been a simple fisherman.  He’d had nothing to pass down to his children, save for the shop and his shares in the boat.  Why would he blight his children’s lives?  He had nothing to gain from trying to shape their futures.  Lilith’s father ... Adam had thought Master Dagon had gotten over his dream of turning Heart’s Eye into the school it had once been.  Clearly, he’d been wrong.

“I think they always think they know best,” Adam said, finally.  His mother had known best, when he’d been a child, and she’d had no qualms about keeping him in line.  Later, as he’d grown older and more experienced, it had become clear his mother didn’t know everything and that her advice wasn’t always good.  “And they cling to that thought, even when they no longer do.”

“True,” Lilith agreed.  “But it’s so pointless ...”

She stood, brushing her hair back into place.  “It doesn’t matter if I stay here or not,” she said.  “Father’s position wouldn’t change, no matter what I do.”

“It matters to me,” Adam said.  “I ...”

The words froze on his tongue.  He liked her.  Did he love her?  Did she love him?  There would be talk, as more and more people became aware of their relationship.  Her father might have pointed out the risks of having children with a mundane, reminding her the kids might have less power than their mother ... Adam grimaced, unsure if he wanted to know what her father had said.  He might have been very unpleasant indeed.

“It matters to me too,” Lilith said.  “But ...”

Adam swallowed.  If she got an offer from someone else, someone outside the university ... she’d go.  He knew she’d go ... he would tell her to go, if she had the chance.  He’d miss her dreadfully, but he’d be all too aware she’d come to resent it – resent him – if she didn’t take the chance to follow a proper apprenticeship.  And then ... would she still like him?

He met her eyes.  “Write to everyone possible,” he said.  “If they offer you an apprenticeship, take it.  Until then ...”

“Ask Master Landis if I can do some work for him,” Lilith finished.  Her face twisted in dismay.  “He may have to pay me under the table.  I don’t know what my father will say.”

“He’ll probably be pleased you’re still working with Master Landis,” Adam predicted, sourly.  “He may even think you’ll be going back to him when Matt doesn’t work out.”

Lilith raised her eyebrows.  “When he doesn’t work out?”

“Matt and I do not get along,” Adam said, flatly.  “He’s not a very nice person.”

“He would have been kicked out of his previous apprenticeship a long time ago if he was hopeless,” Lilith said.  “There’s only so many mistakes you can make before the master gives up and decides you’ll have to further your studies elsewhere.”

“He’s not completely useless,” Adam conceded.  “But he’s a lot like Jasper.”

“You mean, he has an inferiority superiority complex?”  Lilith seemed bitterly amused by her words.  “He thinks he’s great, but he knows he isn’t?”

“I’m not sure he’s capable of such self-reflection,” Adam said.  “I always had the impression he thought he was the best of the best, if not the best of the best of the best.  And ...”

“Master Landis will make sure he has a more realistic appreciation of his own capabilities,” Lilith said.  “Matt may even grow into a better person.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Adam muttered.  “He’s just going to stink up the whole university.”

“It won’t be your problem,” Lilith pointed out.  “Master Landis will knock some sense into him, if he needs it, or kick him out if he refuses to listen.”

“I hope so.”  Adam was tempted to wander past the lab and see how Matt was getting on, but – in truth – he’d sooner never see Matt again.  “Am I allowed to complain if they try to put us in the same dorm?”

“I don’t know,” Lilith said.  “I don’t think the situation has ever come up before.”

She sighed.  “I didn’t sleep well, not at all,” she said.  “And I don’t even know where I’ll be sleeping tonight.”

“You could always take one of the guest bedrooms,” Adam suggested.  It wouldn’t be easy for Lilith to move to the dorms, even if she had been in dorms before.  “Or find a place in town.”

“And pay for it with what?”  Lilith made a rude gesture.  “You remember when you complained about the price, when we went to eat out?  I should have listened to you.”

Adam grinned.  “Does that mean I was right?”

“Maybe.  Just once.”  Lilith smiled.  “Don’t get used to it.”

“I was right a lot more than just once,” Adam said.  He made a show of counting on his fingers.  “Maybe twice.”

“Maybe.”  Lilith sagged, suddenly.  “I don’t regret it, but ... it isn’t going to be easy.”

Adam stepped forward and took her in his arms.  “I understand,” he said.  “But you will do well and ...”

Lilith raised her lips to his and kissed him, hard.  Adam kissed her back, enjoying the feeling of her against him.  His hands started to stroke her back as she kissed him again and again, her desperation driving her on.  He wanted her.  He knew she was upset and emotionally vulnerable and he really shouldn’t let her go any further, and yet he wanted her ... he held her gently, then pulled back just a little.  His body was screaming at him, telling him he should take what she was offering and ... he told that part of him to shut up.  It didn’t get a vote, not when she was hurting.  And when he wasn’t sure how he felt himself.

She loosened her grip, looking down.  Adam found it hard to breathe as her sheer femininity assaulted him.  He’d always known she was a girl – it had been hard to miss – but now he was almost painfully aware of it.  It was like losing touch with a friend for a year and then meeting them again, only to find they’d grown into a very different person.  His feelings mocked him.  If she’d wanted him, surely ...

“Thank you,” she said, quietly.  “You’re a good man.”

Adam nodded, looking away.  His emotions were a tangled mess.  He wanted her, and yet he didn’t want to take advantage of her and ... he shook his head, telling himself it was time to wait.  Lilith was no sailor girl with a man in every port, no whore looking for a few moments of passion in exchange for a handful of coins.  She was a magician, a sorceress in training, someone who was fully his equal if not his superior ... there were stories about female magicians, stories Matt had taken great delight in repeating, but Adam had no idea if they were true.  He was fairly sure they were nonsense.  Lilith didn’t act like any of the girls described in the blue books.

“You’re welcome,” he managed, finally.  “Do you want to go for a walk?  Or we could go down to the town?”

“Right now, I’d sooner do some more experiments,” Lilith said.  “I’ve been looking at ways to modify a spell, to allow you to cast it with your blood.  I think ... it might work.”

Adam grinned.  “I couldn’t do that,” he said.  He knew how to rewrite potion recipes, but charms were beyond him.  “Without you, the whole idea would never have gotten off the ground.”

Lilith looked pensive.  “I just wish we hadn’t found out so ... so publicly.”

“What do you mean?”  Adam stared at her.  “That blood can be used to store magic?”

“Yeah.”  Lilith met his eyes.  “If I can come up with a handful of ideas, someone with a nastier bent can come up with a few of their own, some worse than mine.  If ...”

She paused.  “It’s not easy to store magic.  You know that.  A magician can store it in his wards, but it starts leeching out very quickly.  You should be glowing with magic right now, filling the air with power until your blood returned to normal.  Why aren’t you?”

“I don’t know.”  Adam looked at his hands, feeling the uneasy sense of something warm sloshing around inside him return.  He knew the glow around his fingers was nothing more than imagination, and yet it persistently refused to go away.  “Why not?”

“I don’t know,” Lilith said.  She’d clearly spent a lot of time thinking about it.  “But it’s worrying.  The changes to you ... we can’t explain them, not yet.  And that means we don’t know what they might do later on.”

“We’ll find out,” Adam said.  He was aware of the dangers, although they were frighteningly imprecise.  There was so much magic running through his bloodstream that it might be mutating his insides into something else.  “Together.”

“Together,” Lilith echoed.

She gave him a quick kiss, then adjusted her dress.  Adam rubbed his mouth.  He knew he’d done the right thing and yet ... his body was loudly insisting he damn well hadn’t.  He gritted his teeth.  He wasn’t an immature little brat of sixteen now ...

Sure, his thoughts mocked.  You’re an immature little brat of twenty.
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Chapter Eleven
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“This should work,” Lilith said.  She held out a sheet of paper.  “But you have to get the lines precisely right.”

Adam frowned, wishing – not for the first time – that he knew more about theoretical magic.  Master Pittwater had taught him a great deal about potions, and about how the various magics interacted within the brew to produce something useful, but charms were beyond him in more ways than one.  Lilith insisted there had to be a grand unified theory of magic, yet – as far as anyone knew – no one had managed to write it out in a comprehensible manner.  Adam wasn’t sure if he should be annoyed or relieved.  Anyone who gained such insight into the deeper workings of magic would be halfway to becoming a god.  

He ran his finger over the paper, mentally tracing out the lines.  Lilith had taken a spell that existed in three dimensions, if he’d understood her explanation correctly, and turned it into a two-dimensional rune.  It wasn’t impossible to determine if theory would become reality.  The magic would start the moment the lines started to cross, giving him a few seconds – at best – to finish the drawing before the spell triggered.  He wasn’t sure what would happen if he dawdled until it was too late, but he doubted it would be pleasant.  There were plenty of horror stories about what happened when spellcasters got distracted midway through the spell and the magic blew up in their face.  Some of the casters had been so badly mutated by the wild magic they’d gone into self-imposed exile, or simply killed themselves.

“I can try drawing it out piece by piece,” he said, slowly.  “It might keep the magic from starting for a few moments longer.”

Lilith bit her lip, her face pale.  She could sense something going wrong, the magic starting to twist out of shape or simply curdle into something too dangerous to touch.  Adam could not.  He’d devised tricks to detect spellwork, even to tear it apart, but none of them would be reliable here.  Hell, bringing in outside magic – even something as tiny as a charged rune – would almost certainly render the experiment useless.  He took a long breath, wishing he knew more about what they were doing.  They were walking into the unknown.  Who knew what waited in the shadows, ready to bite them?

“It might,” she said, finally.  “But there’s already magic infused into the chalk.”

Adam nodded, picking up a piece of crude chalk.  It felt warm against his palm, as if the magic within the chalk was responding to his blood.  He thought he was imagining it, but ... he shook his head.  He’d probably never be sure.  He made a mental note to carry out some experiments while wearing a blindfold, then put the thought aside as he eyed the design again.  Lilith had simplified it as much as possible, stripping the magic down to the bare essentials, but it still looked wrong.  He braced himself.  They were either on the verge of a breakthrough or of making themselves look like idiots.  Thankfully, they were alone.

Matt will never let me hear the end of it, if the experiments don’t get us any further, he thought, sourly.  But it might be someone else who makes the next breakthrough.

“If I sense the magic going wrong, I’ll yank you out of the way,” Lilith said, as she stepped back to watch from a corner.  “If ...”

Adam nodded.  They were working with tiny amounts of magic.  The theory was sound – he was sure of it – but who knew if it would actually work?  If he hadn’t managed to do some tricks earlier, he would have doubted it himself.  He cursed under his breath as he recalled Arnold had helped with some of those experiments, perhaps using his magic to make sure they worked as intended.  They’d have to go back and carry out the experiments again and again, just to make sure they hadn’t been tricked.  In hindsight, Adam suspected it had been Arnold who’d opened the way into the magical dorms.  The runic tiles they’d used might not have done the job.

We wanted to believe, he told himself, bitterly.  And that blinded us.

He took one last look at the diagram, then started to draw out the runic network piece by piece.  The spellwork might have been stripped down, but it was still dangerously complex compared to the runes he’d used earlier.  He took a breath as he put each piece into the right position, unsure if anything was happening.  The chalk lines seemed solid, unmoving.  He felt like an idiot as he leaned back, bracing himself for something – anything – and prepared to link the lines into a single unit.  If this went wrong ...

The lines started to glow as he linked them together, a faint eerie radiance that reminded him – too late – that he was far too close to the rune.  The magic might explode at any moment ... and he was already committed.  He heard Lilith’s sharp intake of breath as he kept going, sketching out the final sections one by one.  The world exploded with blinding light.  Adam felt something yank him back, so quickly he thought he’d left his stomach behind, then drop him on the ground.  The world was dark ... no, not quite.  His vision was covered with brilliant spots, so bright it was impossible to see anything beyond them.  He felt as if he’d been staring straight into the sun.  He blinked frantically, feeling tears pricking at the corner of his eyes.  It felt ... 

“Adam!”  Lilith was close, too close.  “What happened?”

“Bright,” Adam managed.  His vision was clearing slowly.  Lilith was kneeling beside him, red hair spilling down and brushing against his cheeks.  She looked ... uneasy, although he wasn’t sure why.  He hadn’t seen someone look so concerned since his cousin had been preparing for her wedding, ready to make the jump from her father’s household to her husband’s.  “What did you sense ...?”

“Look,” Lilith said.  “See what you did.”

Adam forced himself to sit up.  A lightglobe floated in the air, pulsing with a yellowish radiance that seemed ever so slightly wrong.  The rune underneath was coming apart, pieces of chalk turning to ash and floating away as though they were being carried by an invisible wind.  A faint humming echoed in the air, making his ears ache.  He couldn’t help thinking of an egg yolk slowly breaking and mixing with the white as the cook stirred the bowl.  The magic was splintering even as they watched, shattering with a cool deliberateness that puzzled him.  Time itself seemed to have slowed to a crawl.  

He leaned against Lilith, feeling her heart thump as the lightglobe spluttered one final time and died.  The chamber plunged into darkness.  Adam blinked in confusion, then realised the lightglobe had been so bright it would take his eyes a few moments to adjust to the relatively dim chamber.  Lilith might have saved his life when she’d pulled him back ... he wondered, suddenly, just how much magic there was in his blood.  They hadn’t worked much into the chalk and yet the results had been spectacular.

“Interesting,” Lilith said.  She sounded as if she were looking at something that bothered her on a very primal level.  “It didn’t feel like real magic.”

Adam frowned.  “What did it feel like?”

“I’m not sure.”  Lilith paused.  “I felt as if insects were running over my body ...”

“Why?”  Adam stared at the remains of the rune.  “Why would you feel like that?”

Lilith snorted.  “If I knew, I’d tell you.”

Adam frowned.  He’d grown up in a home infested with insects, despite his mother’s best efforts.  It hadn’t bothered him that much, because he’d been used to it, but he could imagine how disconcerting it must be to someone used to clean sheets.  Magicians could keep insects away from their bedding easily ... it would be like, for them, waking up to suddenly discover they were no longer alone in bed.  Worse, even.

“It just felt wrong,” Lilith said, after a moment.  “Not wrong in the sense it was about to explode, but ... unnatural.”

“They said the same about steam engines,” Adam recalled.  “There were people who insisted they couldn’t possibly be real.”

He smiled.  Steam engines were so simple, so easy to build ... and yet no one, no one at all, had even tried until Lady Emily had realised it could be done.  He recalled craftsmen betting their entire savings on the engines being unworkable, simply because they couldn’t wrap their heads around the concept.  They’d been craftsmen.  Adam would have understood the average fishwife insisting the engine couldn’t possibly work, but a craftsman?  They should have studied the designs one day, pronounced them workable the next and produced one on the third.  And yet ...

“It worked,” he said.  A rush of awe ran through him.  He’d brewed potions with charged blood, and that had worked, but this ... he’d done real magic!  Sort of.  “I made it work!”

Lilith smiled, but there was a sharp edge to it.  “You nearly blinded yourself.”

Adam nodded.  His eyes were still aching.  “Why didn’t the lightglobe come out like one of yours?”

“I don’t ...”  Lilith stopped and started again.  “It isn’t easy to hurt yourself, accidentally, with your own magic.  Not ... not directly.  You have to make an effort to do it.”

She paused.  “My tutors insisted it was because our magic was so closely linked to our souls,” she added, thoughtfully. “They thought as long as you didn’t want to hurt yourself, directly or indirectly, your magic wouldn’t do it.  Your ... your runic spell exists independently of you.  The rune I drew out might not have accounted for that particular variable ...”

“I see, I think,” Adam said.  “Can you modify the spell?”

“Perhaps,” Lilith said.  Her lips twitched.  “We might need to speak to Praxis or someone with a little more experience in charms.”

Adam nodded.  “And see if Taffy can use my blood to draw a rune too.”

“I can’t see any reason why not,” Lilith said.  “Your blood might be providing the power, but it isn’t directly linked to you any longer.”

She picked up the diagram and headed to the workbench.  Adam let her get on with it and turned his attention to the latest set of runic tiles.  They’d have to be checked one by one to make sure they picked up and directed the background magic as he thought.  The first experiment had been a secret – he hadn’t told anyone, which had earned him a stern lecture from Master Landis – and it had been duplicated enough for him to be sure it worked, but what about the others?  He ground his teeth in frustration.  The rune had worked.  The spell had worked.  And yet, he couldn’t be sure Arnold hadn’t tampered with the earlier experiments.

“No one noticed anything wrong with the windmill,” Adam mused.  “But it still tore itself apart anyway.”

Lilith looked up.  “Pardon?”

“Just thinking out loud,” Adam said.  He studied the tiles thoughtfully.  “Perhaps if we were to ...”

His heart sank.  He was pretty sure he knew what Arnold had done to the windmill.  It had been designed to channel magic into mundane blood, not magical.  Using magical blood had caused a surge of power that had destabilised the clockwork, tearing the structure apart.  It would have been easy too.  And that meant ...

“We should be able to channel power into a wand,” he said, as he rearranged the tiles.  It wasn’t precisely wasteful – it wasn’t as if the power spilled in all directions – but it wasn’t very efficient either.  The more magic flowing through the runes, the greater the chance of spillage.  “Why can’t we?”

“You can,” Lilith said.  “But the runes only produce a trickle of magic.”

Adam nodded.  He wasn’t sure how long charged blood held its charge – they’d done some experiments, but the results had been inconclusive – but wood didn’t hold magic for very long, unless it had been carefully enchanted.  The trickle of magic would be gone almost as soon as it arrived, simply because it wasn’t enough to hold the spellwork in place.  It was possible to use a windmill to charge a wand and yet ...

He lined up the tiles one by one, carefully working out how the magic would flow into the wand.  It felt rather like a dry river bed, a gorge so deep the tiny stream at the bottom felt like a sick joke.  And yet ... he remembered the rivers that isolated Beneficence from the mainland and smiled, rather sourly.  There were people who believed that, one day, the entire city would be washed into the sea.  If the water levels rose sharply, they might be right.  Here ...

The trick is to get enough magic flowing through the runes without breaking the banks, he told himself.  And that might just be possible if we use my blood as a source of power.

He cut his palm carefully, then pressed it against the first tile.  The metal grew hot so quickly it burned his palm.  He jumped back, swearing out loud as the tiles lit up one by one.  He hadn’t seen that before, not when he’d been experimenting with charmed blood.  The wand at the far end of the line of runes seemed to shimmer, then exploded.  Adam ducked as splinters flew through the air.  The experiment hadn’t been a complete failure, but it hadn’t been a success either.  

Lilith gave him a sharp look.  “Next time, tell me what you’re doing.”

Adam flushed.  “I thought I could use my blood to power the runes.”

“There’s too much power in your blood,” Lilith said, curtly.  She stood and peered at the mess.  “The power reached the wand.  It must have.”

“Yeah.”  Adam bit down on his temper.  Lilith was right.  He should have told her before trying the experiment.  “If it didn’t reach the wand, it wouldn’t have exploded.”

“Curious.”  Lilith passed him a new sheet of paper.  “Study this, while I inspect the remains of the tiles.”

Adam took the paper and ran his eyes down it.  The second runic diagram was a little more complicated than the first, with a handful of additional lines that would need to be drawn out one by one, but it should be doable.  Lilith had drawn it larger than it needed to be, in hopes of making it easier to draw.  Adam drew lines with his fingers, silently calculating how best to put the rune together.  Later, he told himself, they’d have to outline the precise order for anyone following in their footsteps.

“The tiles are scorched, but largely intact,” Lilith said.  “We need to talk to Praxis.  He ... may know how to craft the tiles to bleed off the unwanted magic.”

“Or even channel it elsewhere,” Adam said.  “It can go around and around like water flowing into a sinkhole, rather than splashing everywhere and making a mess.”

Lilith nodded and passed him the chalk.  “Draw it out,” she said.  “I want to see how it goes.”

“On it.”  Adam knelt, brushed away the remnants of the first rune and started to draw out the second.  Lilith stepped backwards until she was leaning against the walls, watching him warily.  Adam told himself he should be grateful.  The first experiment might have blinded him permanently, or worse, if she hadn’t yanked him away.  “Are you ready?”

“There’s a flicker of magic,” Lilith warned.  “Be careful.”

Adam grimaced – the rune was far from complete – and then picked up the pace, linking the lines together one by one.  They started to glow almost at once, shimmering with a faint radiance that bothered him, then exploded with light as he drew out the final lines.  The lightglobe seemed to drift out of the rune, bobbing into the air.  This time, it wasn't bright enough to hurt his eyes.  It still looked like a yolk on the verge of breaking ...

He glanced at Lilith.  Once again, she looked as if she were staring at something that bothered her at a very primal level.  Her hands were shaking ... Adam hesitated, remembering how his little sister had developed a mortal fear of dogs, then reached out and brushed away the remnants of the rune.  The lightglobe winked out of existence.  Adam felt as if he’d lost something ... he shook his head, telling himself he’d done the right thing.  The rune had worked.  There was no need to press on, not when it was upsetting her.  He could experiment himself, later.

“It worked,” Lilith managed.  Her hands were still shaking.  “But it felt so ... wrong.”

Adam stood.  “Do you want to continue?”

“We must,” Lilith said.  The grim determination in her voice shamed him.  “You cast a spell.  It worked.  We are on to something ...”

“Yeah.”  Adam gave her a hug.  “And if we can figure out how to improve the runic diagrams, we might even be able to keep it from disturbing you.”

Lilith snorted and pulled herself free.  “We’d need to figure out why it was disturbing me first,” she said.  “The spell just feels unnatural.”

She straightened and brushed down her shirt.  “We’ll clear up here and go to lunch, then we can spend the afternoon writing up the experiments and planning the next step,” she added.  “And I have to go speak to Master Landis.”

“Don’t listen to anything Matt says,” Adam advised.  He wanted to think Master Landis had tossed Matt out on his ass, but somehow it was hard to believe.  A half-trained apprentice would be more useful than a complete newbie.  “If he’s still there ...”

Lilith smiled.  “What if he tells me you’re a wonderful man?”

“He won’t,” Adam said.  “He’d sooner cut his own throat than praise me.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Adam couldn’t help finding it ominous, as he waited outside Master Landis’s lab, that the wards had already been configured to keep him out.  He was no longer Master Landis’s apprentice – he no longer had guaranteed access to the lab – but it still bothered him as he paced up and down, waiting for Lilith.  She’d been allowed to step through the wards ... he wondered, sourly, if Master Landis expected her to come crawling back or, more likely, he thought she wouldn’t come and try to experiment without supervision.  Lilith was hardly a slouch, when it came to magic, but potions wasn’t her ideal field.  Adam, on the other hand ...

He tried to keep calm as he waited, torn between relief they’d made some progress and a fear he didn’t want to look at too closely.  If Lilith worked for Master Landis, she’d be close to Matt ...there was no reason to think she’d be impressed by the braggart, yet Matt had enjoyed astonishing success with women during his last apprenticeship.  Adam didn’t pretend to understand it.  He’d wanted to believe, at least at first, that Matt was making the whole thing up – he’d described sexual positions that would daunt even a contortionist – but he’d seen the bastard slobbering over enough pretty girls to know it wasn’t all made up.  It was just insane.

Perhaps Matt wasn’t lying when he bragged of his connections, Adam thought.  It was a law of nature that being rich and powerful compensated for a hell of a lot.  There were quite a few wealthy merchants who had young and pretty wives, even though they were complete assholes.  But if he was the secret child of a magical aristocrat, he’d never shut up about it.

He smiled, then sobered as a nasty thought crossed his mind.  Matt wasn’t a complete incompetent.  What if he’d been using love spells or potions?  It was about as illegal as necromancy, but ... Adam dismissed the thought a moment later.  Sana – Matt’s old girlfriend – had been a magician, from a family of magicians.  Someone would have noticed and then Matt would have been in deep shit, too deep for anyone to save him from a quick trial and a speedy march to the gallows.  No, it couldn’t be love potions.  And yet, how to explain it?

His heart clenched as the door opened and Lilith stepped out, followed by Matt.  She looked annoyed.  Adam guessed Matt had gotten on her nerves very quickly.  Matt himself seemed more amused than anything else.  The look he shot Adam as they joined him was mockingly supercilious.  Adam scowled inwardly, wishing he’d been able to badmouth Matt to his prospective master.  It would have been so much easier if Matt had been kicked out on his ass.

“Do you know what I am?”  Matt puffed out his chest.  “I’m Master Landis’s best apprentice!”

“Technically true,” Adam agreed, dryly.  Clearly, Matt had made a good enough impression to be offered the post.  He wished he’d been a fly on the wall, just so he’d know what had been said.  Master Landis was hardly the type of person to be impressed by a grown man licking his boots.  “You’re his only apprentice.”

“And I have already brewed a couple of healing potions,” Matt boomed.  “There are great things in store for me!”

“Try not to blow up the lab,” Adam advised.  “He’ll kick you out before you can beg for mercy.”

Matt said nothing for a second, something so out of character Adam felt a tingle of alarm.  “I heard you carried out illicit experiments,” he said, finally.  “It’s a good thing you didn’t blow up the lab.  How would you ever have paid for it?”

“I have no idea,” Adam said.  His family didn’t have the money to replace an entire alchemical lab, if everything in the chamber had been destroyed beyond repair.  “A lifetime of indentured service, probably.”

“Hah.”  Matt laughed, although there was something forced about the sound.  “Who’d buy you?”

You, probably, Adam thought.  He’d heard jokes about indentured servitude, all of which were funny until you realised it could happen to you.  Matt – the bastard – would probably buy his contract just to have the fun of lording it over him.  And then you’d put me to work slicing and dicing while you flirt with all the young and pretty customers.

Lilith caught his eye.  “Master Landis said I could do two to three hours of preparatory work every day and he’d pay me for it,” she said.  “It won’t be fun, but I can cope.”

Adam felt a twinge of sympathy.  Preparing ingredients – cleaning, cutting and chopping everything that passed through the lab – was a vital part of an apprentice’s duties, but at least he had the fun of watching the ingredients be turned into a real potion.  He’d never understood why Matt had become an alchemist’s apprentice in the first place, if he disliked the work so much.  Lilith hadn’t been particularly enthusiastic either, although she’d hidden it better.  Adam would have happily cut and chopped for hours if he’d had one spark of the magic pervading their bodies.  It just wasn’t fair.

“Don’t worry,” Matt said.  “I’ll take care of her.”

Lilith ignored him.  “Don’t do anything exciting until I’m in the lab,” she said.  “I want to watch.”

Adam nodded, feeling his stomach twist painfully.  Lilith wouldn’t give Matt the time of day, would she?  It was far more likely he’d get on her nerves one time too many and get hexed or cursed or something.  And yet ... the thought of Matt and Lilith sharing the same lab, even for only a couple of hours, felt horrible.  He didn’t want to even think about it, but the thought refused to go away.  What if ...

She wouldn’t, he told himself.  She really wouldn’t.

He tried to keep his face under control as they walked into the dining hall.  The chamber was bustling, as always, with mundanes and magicians – for once – mingling.  Adam hoped that was a good sign.  He’d heard the staff had been arranging things to force the two sides to get along, but he’d been unsure how well it would work.  His eyes narrowed as he spotted the food, waiting for them.  There was still plenty – meat stew, potatoes, vegetables, more than he’d ever seen back home – but there was less on the table than he’d expected.  He feared it was a bad sign too.

Matt stayed with them as they walked to join Taffy at a smaller table.  Adam wished he’d go away, yet there was no polite way to tell him to get lost.  He looked around for Jasper, hoping the magician would distract Matt, but he was nowhere to be seen.  Adam scowled in annoyance.  The one time he actually wanted to see Jasper and there was no sign of him.  Typical.

“The princesses are apparently staying,” Taffy said, as they sat.  “They were holding court here earlier.”

“I saved their lives, you know,” Matt said.  “And they were very grateful.”

Lilith ignored him.  “They were holding court here?”

Taffy shrugged.  “Not a proper court, not a government in exile, but chatting to everyone and making friends,” she said.  “They’re pretty useless, aren’t they?”

“They’re pretty,” Matt said.

“They’re not taught how to be useful,” Lilith pointed out.  “They have no magic, no mundane skills, nothing that makes them remotely useful as anything other than ... princesses waiting to be married off to the right person.  All they can do is sit there and look pretty.  Letting them stay here is a mistake.”

“You’d send them back to be married off against their wills?”  Taffy looked shocked.  “We can keep them safe, can’t we?”

“If no one knew they were here, we might be able to keep things quiet,” Lilith argued.  “The king could quietly pretend he didn’t have the slightest idea where they’d gone.  The marriage treaty would fall apart, of course, and it could all be blamed on the absent princesses.  He wouldn’t look for them too hard because he might actually find them.  But he knows where they are and he’ll have to come for them, if only to make it clear he didn’t approve of them running away.  We should have sent them away at once.”

“He doesn’t have to tell the world he knows where they are,” Taffy objected.  “He can just pretend ...”

“No,” Lilith disagreed.  “Too many people know they fled here.  It’s already too late to maintain the pretence he doesn’t know where they are, not without making him look like an idiot.  He’ll have to do something.”

“Very astute,” Matt said.  “What can he do?”

“I don’t know,” Lilith said.  “But he’ll have to do something.”

Matt glanced at Adam.  “I heard you found a way to brew potions without magic,” he said, changing the subject.  There was an odd edge to his voice.  “How does it work?”

“It was in all the broadsheets,” Adam said.  It was impossible to believe Matt hadn’t seen the reports.  Master Pittwater would have brought them to his attention, perhaps crowing over his decision to send Adam to Heart’s Eye.  “I figured out how to inject a trickle of magic into a splash of blood.”

“The details were very vague,” Matt said.  “Are you sure it was all your own work?”

“Yes,” Adam said.  “No one else even considered the possibility.”

“It never crossed our minds,” Lilith agreed.  “And yet, it worked.”

“I’m surprised there aren’t more people doing it,” Matt said.  “If it works, why aren’t there?”

Adam shrugged.  There was nothing particularly special about the runes he’d used to channel magic into his blood.  The technique had been shared widely, thanks to the Levellers.  It might be a little harder to come up with new potions, without a trained alchemist, but it could be done.  Perhaps it just hadn’t spread as far as he’d thought.  The magical community tended to frown on experimenting with blood, insisting it was just too dangerous to be taken lightly, while the mundanes would need to start from scratch if they wanted to do it without magical help.  And given what the very first potion he’d brewed had been ...

“It takes time for people to pick up a new technique, particularly if it means reworking what they’re already doing,” he said, finally.  “I think it’ll be much more common in a couple of years.”

Matt didn’t seem convinced.  Instead, he kept asking questions.  Adam wasn’t sure if there was a point to the questioning – perhaps Matt wanted to be sure Adam knew his stuff – or if he was just trying to be annoying.  And yet, he had the weirdest sense the questioning was important.  Matt had to be pissed he’d missed the chance to help Adam work out the technique, then steal the credit for it.  If it had been developed in Beneficence, the guild would probably have accepted Matt’s claim without hesitation, on the grounds a mundane could not possibly have made such an advance.  Lilith hadn’t believed it at first either.

“You have a lot of questions,” Lilith observed, archly.  “Is there a point to all this?”

“I just found it hard to believe the technique works,” Matt countered.  “Adam never showed such an innovative mindset back home.”

“I never had the chance,” Adam snapped, feeling his blood boil.  “Master Pittwater never let me experiment.”

“No,” Matt agreed.  “You couldn’t have sensed when something was going wrong.”

Lilith spoke directly to Taffy, ignoring Matt.  “We tried to charge wands through the runic tiles,” she said, “but the wand wasn’t capable of absorbing so much magic at once and exploded.  We’ll need to design the runes to channel magic around so there’s no overflow.”

“It won’t be easy,” Taffy said.  “You’d need to check with Praxis.”

“He’d be happier if we had a prospective design first,” Lilith said.  “The runes themselves got very hot, but it was the wand that exploded.”

“You could fiddle with the design, but heat would be a very real problem,” Taffy said.  “You would need to trickle away the power you wanted, while keeping the rest.”

“We made a lightglobe work,” Adam said.  “What if we did the same, only with tiles?  Channel most of the magic into a spell and use the spell to channel the remainder of the magic into the wand?”

“That’s what they do to make wards,” Lilith said.  “And it’s well beyond me.”

Matt leaned forward.  “Why not use a rite?  Or a ritual?”

Adam blinked.  “What?”

“There are ways for magicians to share their power,” Matt said, with a leer.  “Some of them involve sex.”

Taffy made a rude sound.  “I bet they do.”

“They do,” Matt insisted.  “A trained sex-sorceress can gather all the power she needs from a dashing young man” – he indicated himself – “and cast any spell she likes.”

“Only in the blue books,” Adam said, crossly.  “And they’re written by virgin boys who have never even seen a woman.”

Matt leered.  “Some of them are written by women,” he said.  “They have their names on the cover.”

Adam rolled his eyes.  He would bet half his fortune, which wasn’t very much, that pretty much all of the filthy books were written by men using female pseudonyms.  He’d read a couple that couldn’t possibly have been written by women, unless there was something terribly wrong with them.  If he’d tried to treat Lilith as the girls in the books had wanted to be treated, he was sure he’d spend the rest of his days croaking on a lily pad.  Or worse.  No one would ever find the body.

“He may have a point,” Lilith said.  “Some kind of ritual might work.”

“What?”  Taffy gaped at her.  “Are you mad?”

Adam couldn’t disagree.  He knew very little about ritual magic, beyond the basics, but he’d thought it needed magicians to work.  It wouldn’t be any use to them ... would it?

“It would be my pleasure to help,” Matt said.  He made a mock-bow.  “I am at your disposal, My Lady.”

Taffy mimed vomiting.  Adam felt the same way.  The thought of Matt helping Lilith ... he gritted his teeth.  It wasn’t going to be like that ... was it?  His treacherous mind kept insisting it would ... he bit his lip, hard, to keep his thoughts from showing on his face.  It wasn’t going to be like that.  It really wasn’t.

Lilith didn’t seem to hear him.  “Ritual magic involves a handful of magicians sharing power,” she said, more to herself than anyone else.  “It might just be possible to use something similar to draw power from your blood and transfer it to the runes and wands.  Or ...”

“You wouldn’t need his blood,” Matt said.  “A simple union would be enough ...”

“My father would know,” Lilith said, reluctantly.  “I should ask him.  Now.  Before I lose my nerve.”

Adam glanced at her.  “Is it that bad?”

“I don’t know,” Lilith said.  “I did a couple of rituals at Laughter” – Matt whistled – “but they were very basic.  We were told not to do them on our own, at least as long as we were students.  Doing one here ... I don’t know if it would be permitted.”

She stood.  “I’ll see you later,” she said.  She blew Adam a kiss.  “Don’t go to town without me.”

Adam watched her hurrying off, feeling cold.  Matt’s words had bothered him on a very primal level, even though he was sure Lilith had something far simpler in mind.  And yet ... he wondered, numbly, if she was about to get herself into hot water.  Her father wouldn’t be pleased, if rituals were potentially dangerous.  Hell, he wasn’t even sure if he could take part in a rite.  His blood might be infused with magic, but it wasn’t his.  Not really.

“She kissed you,” Matt said, in a tone that suggested Lilith had done something a little more intimate.  “She actually kissed you.”

Adam nodded, curtly.

“She must be very charitable indeed,” Matt needled.  “I wonder what she’d say if I invited her to walk out with me.”

“I think she’d be very unamused,” Adam said.  It was hard to keep the irritation out of his voice.  Matt had never seen him with a girlfriend before, not once.  If he’d had a girl, a year ago, there was no way in hell he’d introduce her to his tormentor.  “You’re the one making indecent suggestions.”

Matt gave him a look of wide-eyed innocence.  “It’s purely for research purposes,” he said, as if Lilith had no right to object.  “I’m sure I can talk her around.”

“Hah,” Taffy muttered.

Adam gritted his teeth, keeping his temper under firm control.  He knew Matt.  He lived to antagonise people who couldn’t fight back.  The more he showed he was bothered, the more the bullying asshole would keep doing it.  And yet ...

“She is a powerful magician in her own right,” he said, finally.  Matt wasn’t stupid enough to bully someone who could squash him like a bug.  “And her father is on the university council.  Do you really want to piss her off?”

“She’ll warm up to me,” Matt predicted.  He made a show of kissing his fingertips.  “Once she gets to know me, she’ll love me.”

Adam stood, spotting Jasper on the far side of the room.  “I think your friend is over there,” he said.  Taffy stood too as he turned to the door.  “I’ll see you later.”

But not if I see you first, he added silently, as he walked away.  His shoulder blades itched, expecting a hex in the back.  Perhaps if Matt hexed him ... nothing happened.  He gritted his teeth and kept walking.  And if you’re late going back to the lab, your master will not be pleased.

And yet, as they left the hall, he had the oddest sense he’d missed something important.  

But what?
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Chapter Thirteen
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The question nagged at Adam’s mind as he accompanied Taffy for a long chat with Senior Craftswoman Yvonne and Enchanter Praxis, then returned to their private lab to write up the results of their experiments.  Matt was the same arrogant ass he’d always been and yet, when he’d been asking questions about the infused blood, there’d been something odd in his tone, something Adam couldn’t place.  He had no trouble believing Matt might resent losing the chance to steal the credit – as if he’d ever had it in the first place – but he’d never had the self-awareness to realise his own behaviour might have something to do with it.  Perhaps Master Pittwater had given him an earful, when the news had reached Beneficence.  It would have been hard for their master to steal the credit, but he’d certainly get a share when the guild authenticated the technique.  

And yet, it wasn’t Matt who sent me away, Adam thought.  It was Master Pittwater who believed I’d do better at Heart’s Eye.  And he was right.

He sighed inwardly as he sat down to write.  It was hard to concentrate.  Matt dominated his thoughts even when he was nowhere in sight, his mere existence a mocking reminder Adam could lose everything in a moment.  He was handsome – Adam hated to admit it – and good with magic ... the basics, at least.  Adam tried to tell himself Matt was no better than a first-year magic student, but that still put him head and shoulders above Adam.  A girl with a few months of training could stop a grown man in his tracks.  Matt had proved he could do it too, time and time again.

Taffy worked at her table, scribbling down notes for her supervisor.  Adam’s eyes lingered on her back, wondering if he should ask her advice and yet not quite daring.  But who else could he ask?  He had few friends at the university.  Arnold’s old group of Levellers had fallen apart, after the reveal of his treachery, and Adam had never been that close to them anyway.  In hindsight, Arnold had probably made sure of it.  Who else?  Valerie Hunt?  He liked the girl reporter, but he didn’t trust her not to put everything he said in her broadsheet.  And who knew how that would end?

He shook his head, slowly.  He no longer had a master, someone who would stand – at least for his apprenticeship – in his father’s place.  He wasn’t even sure who was his supervisor now ... Yvonne?  Praxis?  Irene?  Caleb?  He hoped to hell it wasn’t Master Dagon.  That would be one hell of a conflict of interest.  And yet ... he sighed.  The whole grant structure was barely three months old.  It would probably take a few years to uncover all the problems, sort them out and finally streamline the process.  By then, it would no longer matter.  

Perhaps you should ask Caleb, he thought.  They weren’t that far apart in age.  But it isn’t as if we’re close friends.

There was a tap on the door.  Adam looked up.  “Come!”

The door opened, revealing a young girl wearing a messenger’s cap.  “Lady Lilith sends her compliments, sir, and requests the pleasure of your company in her bedroom,” she said.  “And Lady Taffy too.”

Taffy giggled.  “What a choice of words.”

Adam blushed as he tipped the messenger, adding a little extra to encourage her to be discreet.  He was entirely sure Lilith didn’t have that in mind, when she’d sent the message.  Her father’s wards would see to it.  And yet ...

He stood.  “Coming?”

“Well, someone has to keep you out of trouble,” Taffy said.  “And besides, I’m curious.”

Adam nodded as they left the lab, taking the servant stairs to the upper corridors.  He had no idea where Matt was, but he was sure the wretched man would try to join them if he spotted them.  It was frustrating as hell.  Adam didn’t have the power to tell him to get lost and ... he shook his head, telling himself Matt would get used to being in the university and find new friends.  He was thousands of miles from home and all alone, save for his old ... acquaintance.  He couldn’t be blamed for trying to cling to Adam, not if he knew he wasn’t anything like as good as he claimed.  He’d find his footing and leave Adam alone.  Probably.

But he doesn’t have the self-awareness to realise his own limits either, he reflected, not for the first time.  He’s just an ass.

He frowned as they reached the staff quarters.  Lilith had a chamber right next to her father, something that could be either good or bad or both.  The privacy of a room of her own, and a bathroom, would be offset by being too close to her father.  It would be uncomfortable, even if he’d left her room strictly alone.  Adam had heard his cousin’s grumbles about moving into her mother-in-law’s house.  The old woman had been surprisingly kind, for a mother-in-law, but there’d still been tension.  Lilith had probably been looking forward to having a chance to spread her wings.

Lilith herself stood by the bed, packing a trunk that had to be bigger on the inside.  There were piles of clothes and possessions scattered around, from dresses Adam had never seen her wear to underwear he knew not to look at too closely.  Some sorceresses, if rumours were to be believed, cast spells on their underwear to catch peepers.  Adam believed it.  He would have done the same, if he’d been in their shoes.  

And maybe Matt will be caught, Adam thought.  He’d sneak a peek if he thought he could get away with it.

“I’m moving to the Green Dorm,” Lilith said, crossly.  “I can’t stay here.”

Taffy leaned forward.  “My dorm?  Which of us is getting punished?”

Lilith laughed, humourlessly.  “It could be worse,” she said.  “I was afraid I’d have to share a dorm with Kati or Samara.”

“I’ll be very nice to you,” Taffy assured her.  “And you can cast spells to block out the snoring.”

Adam smiled, although he wasn’t sure what it portended.  Lilith should have gone into the magical dorms.  Her father might have stuck her in the mundane dorm as a punishment, or – perhaps – in the awareness Taffy was the closest thing Lilith had to a female friend at Heart’s Eye.  Or perhaps it had been part and parcel of forcing the two communities to simply get along.  Lilith probably wasn’t the best ambassador ...

Or perhaps she is, Adam thought.  She’s dating a mundane.

“We can help,” Taffy said.  “What do you want us to do?”

“I spoke to my father about the ritual,” Lilith said.  She picked up a dress, looked at it and then put it to one side.  Adam wondered, suddenly, just how many dresses she actually owned.  “He thought it was doable, with a little effort.  But he insisted ...”

“I insisted you let me go through the details first,” a new voice said.  “Rituals can be very dangerous.”

Adam tried not to flinch as he turned around.  Master Dagon was standing in the doorway, hands folded over his chest.  Adam’s heart started to race.  It was never easy to meet your girlfriend’s father, particularly when you came from very different worlds.  Master Dagon might have reluctantly conceded the old days were gone, never to return, but he didn’t seem that reconciled to the concept.  And Adam was sure Master Dagon really didn’t approve of him.

Boyfriends are the punishments inflicted on fathers, he recalled his uncle saying, once upon a time.  They remember what they were like, when they were the boyfriends, and violently recoil.

“We won’t rush into anything,” he said, as calmly as he could.  “If the ritual seems dangerous, we will stop it.”

“You might not be able to stop it,” Master Dagon said bluntly.  “I’m not even sure you could start it.  It might require a magician to trigger the spells.”

His eyes moved to Lilith.  “Are you ready to go to the dorm?”

“Not quite,” Lilith said.  Adam could hear the irritation in her tone and suspected her father could hear it too.  “I have a few more things to pack.”

“The room will be sealed, as soon as you leave,” Master Dagon informed her.  “Your possessions will remain here, until you end this foolishness or you leave the university for good.  You will have the same resources as any other student and no more.”

Adam scowled at him.  “Why didn’t you find her a proper teacher, like you said you would?”

Master Dagon looked, just for a second, as if he was going to cast a hex.  Or a curse.  “I did what seemed right, at the time,” he said.  Adam had no trouble recognising a man who feared he was losing what little control he had, over everything.  “And your input is not welcome.”

He turned away.  “Be quick,” he warned.  “And then be gone.”

Taffy glanced at Lilith.  “Do you want us to carry more?”

“There’s a bunch of books on the table,” Lilith said.  “If Adam carries them down to the lab, we can still make use of them.”

“Will do.”  Adam scooped up the books, feeling a twinge of envy.  Lilith’s collection included some books from the days before the printing press.  He’d never been allowed to read them before coming to the university ... he made a mental note to brush up on his reading.  “Is there anything else you’d like me to do?”

“Take me out this evening,” Lilith said.  She touched the pouch at her belt.  “Although ... I don’t know where to go.”

“Get sandwiches from the kitchen, then go for a walk in the dunes,” Taffy suggested.  “They can be quite beautiful at twilight.”

“We can go down to the town and have a walk,” Adam said.  He made a mental note to ensure they left without being noticed.  The last thing he wanted, or needed, was Matt inviting himself along.  “Or get something to eat at a roadside stall.”

“Please.”  Lilith picked up another dress and put it into the trunk.  “What else do I need?”

Taffy smirked.  “Bedding and suchlike is provided.  You can draw toothbrushes and other supplies from the stores.  We’re trusted not to abuse these services, but if you require anything specific to you – potions, for example – you probably need to bring a few vials with you.  Oh, and you have to follow the rules.  Didn’t you go to school?”

“Laughter,” Lilith said.  

Taffy’s eyes narrowed.  “Why did Matt find that so funny?”

“He’s an asshole,” Adam said.

Lilith looked ... irked.  “Laughter has a bit of a ... reputation,” she said.  “The students – the witches – are wild and free, indulging themselves in lesbian orgies when they’re not swooping around the hillside, looking for boys to bang.  Or worse.  Apparently, the entire town of Pendle gets turned into mice every second Saturday and then chased by the school’s cats ...”

“That sounds a little off,” Adam said.

“It’s all nonsense,” Lilith said, sharply.  “If it was true, do you think we’d have any time for studying?”

She stared at her trunk.  “Any final suggestions?”

“Sleepwear?  Apprentice robes?  Shirt and tunic and whatever else you wear when you want to move freely?”  Taffy shrugged.  “Like I said, as long as you follow the rules, you won’t have any problems.”

Lilith glanced at her.  “What are the rules?”

“There aren’t many,” Taffy said.  “Be considerate.  Don’t make too much noise at night.  Don’t disturb someone who’s closed their curtains.  Don’t take too long in the showers, or the toilets.  And” – she shot Adam an apologetic glance – “don’t invite any boys into the dorm.  Just don’t.”
“That was never a problem at Laughter,” Lilith said.  “There were only ever a handful of male visitors and none of them stayed the night.”

Adam shrugged as he picked up the books, then looked around the room.  It wasn’t that big, but ... compared to a dorm, it was paradise.  Lilith was giving up a hell of a lot and yet ... he knew she was stubborn, knew she wouldn’t let her father push her around any longer.  He hoped they’d sort it out before they went too far.  He’d seen relationships destroyed because the parents refused to admit the children were all grown up, not until it was too late.

“I’ll meet you in the lab,” he said, glancing at the clock.  Matt would be tied up with Master Landis until late afternoon, if not evening.  His new master would be putting him through his paces time and time again, making sure he knew the basics before they moved on to more advanced brewing.  Matt was going to hate it.  Master Landis was nowhere near as easygoing as Master Pittwater and wouldn’t take it kindly if his new apprentice didn’t live up to his boasting.  “And then we can plan the next set of experiments.”

Lilith floated the trunk into the air, then steered it into the corridor.  Her face was blank, but Adam could tell she was upset.  It wasn’t fair.  Lilith should have a tutor capable of pushing her to the limit ... he tried to think of someone, anyone, who might be able to do the job, but drew a blank.  The handful of names that crossed his mind were absurd, unlikely to take her on, let alone move to Heart’s Eye.  He wondered if he should try writing to Lady Emily herself.  She’d completed an apprenticeship, hadn’t she?  It was unlikely anyone would argue even if she hadn’t.  Would she ...?

“Take a few of the more expensive dresses,” Taffy advised.  “Or things you can sell, if you’re short of money.”

Lilith nodded, curtly.  Adam waved goodbye and carried the books back down the servant stairs.  The girls would be fine.  They’d have no trouble getting to the dorms, now the chaos Arnold had spread in his wake was gone.  He was worrying over nothing and ...

“That’s a lot of books,” a familiar voice said.  “Been stealing from the library, have we?”

Adam almost laughed.  He’d never thought he’d be glad to hear Jasper’s voice.  Haughty, snooty and thoroughly unpleasant as he was, at least he wasn’t Matt.  The apprentice magician scowled at him, reaching out for the books.  Adam stepped back, bracing himself.  Jasper wasn’t a complete idiot, but he’d disliked Adam from the moment they’d met and his feelings had only worsened since then.

“They’re Lilith’s,” Adam said.  “We’re doing some research.”

Jasper smiled, nastily.  “Into spells you can’t cast?”

“You never know what bit of knowledge might be useful until you need it, and if you don’t have it, you’ll miss it,” Adam quoted.  It was one of the university’s mottos, although he’d heard something very similar from Master Pittwater.  Adam had wondered, sometimes, why his old master had encouraged him to learn everything he could.  Matt had had a far more restricted reading list.  “And you never know what we can do.”

“You’ll never be a real magician,” Jasper said.  He held out his palm.  A tiny flame danced over his skin.  It was a parlour trick, something a street magician might do, but it was as far beyond Adam as Zangaria from Tarsier.  “And she will not stay with you.”

Adam felt a hot flash of anger.  “Are you jealous?”

“I feel pity for her, clinging to someone who cannot raise her high,” Jasper said, coolly.  “You have a few clever tricks, but how can you match me?”

“I seem to recall I stole your powers once,” Adam reminded him.  “And that I broke your nose.”

Jasper’s face darkened.  “That trick won’t work again.”

“Bully for you,” Adam said.  “I have other tricks.”

He pushed past Jasper and walked down the corridor, gritting his teeth.  Jasper wasn’t fool enough to start something in the open, but ... he wondered, suddenly, what Jasper and Matt had been saying to each other.  It had only been a day ... he snorted as he rounded the corner and headed to the lab.  It felt longer, a lot longer.  He hoped they’d become close friends and never bother Adam again.

Perhaps he had a crush on Lilith, Adam thought.  It wouldn’t have surprised him.  Jasper was nowhere near as well-connected as he claimed, much like Matt.  If he married Lilith ... Adam shook his head.  Lilith would sooner shovel bullock manure for a living.  And he’s bitter now.

He put the thought out of his mind as he reached the lab, put the books on the table and settled down to read the first volume.  It was hard going.  Master Pittwater had seen to it Adam had a grasp of basic magical notation, and insights into how the different sections interacted, but the book was far too advanced.  He recalled Matt complaining about how the easy spells of his first year had become very hard, by the time he’d reached the fourth ... Adam had thought Matt was whining at the time, but now he thought he understood.  The spells were taken apart and rewritten, then cast again and again.  Sometimes, they were even rewritten on the fly.

And the sorcerer’s intentions are used to overpower any flaws in the spell, he mused, as he worked through the book.  We don’t have that edge ...

The door opened.  “It’s not as bad as I feared,” Lilith said, as the girls entered the room.  “The dorms in Laughter are smaller.  I have enough room to survive.”

She lowered her voice.  “Don’t tell my father.”

“That’s good,” Adam said.  He pointed to the book.  “I was thinking we could try this for our next experiment ...”

“It might work,” Lilith said.  “But right now, I just want to go to town.”

Adam stood.  “It will be my pleasure, My Lady,” he said.  “Just let me grab my cloak and we’ll go.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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“So,” Taffy said, as they stepped onto the dusty remains of old playing fields.  “What do you think?”

Adam frowned.  It had been a week since Matt re-entered his life, and it had been very stressful, even though Matt spent most of his time with Master Landis.  Adam was all too aware he’d been sharing space with Lilith, even though ... he told himself he had no reason to be jealous, that Lilith needed money and she was unlikely to show any interest in Matt, but it gnawed at him.  His gut churned with fear that she might let herself be seduced ... he swallowed hard, tasting bile in his throat.  He didn’t know how Matt did it – if he’d been a girl, he would have run a mile the moment Matt gave him that smile – but he couldn’t deny Matt’s success with women.  It wasn’t reassuring to know they were spending time together without him ...

He tried to put the thought aside as he studied the new windmills.  They’d been thrown together at speed by the craftsmen, who’d learnt a great deal from the first windmill even though it had been sabotaged and destroyed.  He felt a pang of pride, mingled with a sense of loss, as his eyes wandered over the ever-growing structures.  They were his concept, but they were already out of his control.  Lady Emily might have felt the same way, as each successive version of the printing press and the steam engine pushed her designs further into the wastebasket of history, but no one could deny her credit for her work.  Adam doubted it was true of him.  He was just a mundane who wanted to be a magician ...

And you have power in your blood, he reminded himself, as Taffy led him through the ruined fields.  You’re not just a mundane any longer.

Taffy smiled at him as they rounded a half-wrecked fence.  “What do you think?”

Adam blinked.  The field was dominated by a giant bubble of ... something, hovering in the air as if it were held up by a levitation spell.  It strained against its tethers, shifting constantly as if it were on the verge of breaking free and heading straight into the air.  He frowned as he saw a wooden basket hanging below the bubble ... the balloon.  It was bigger than the one he’d seen back home but was unmistakably based on the same design.  Lady Emily had outlined hundreds of concepts, he’d been told, and left them for her successors to turn into reality.  Adam’s earlier resentment vanished as he stared at the balloon.  There wasn’t even a hint of magic in the woodwork, yet it flew.

“I put your name down to take a flight,” Taffy said.  “We worked a couple of your concepts into the design.”

Adam blinked.  “How do you mean?”

“The real problem was making sure the balloon wouldn’t leak, or explode,” Taffy said, her smile widening.  “We crafted a pair of your runic tiles into the design, right below the fire, in hopes of making sure it wouldn’t pop.  It would be very inconvenient.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” Adam said.  He rather doubted he’d be the first person to fly in the balloon – it was a barely-hidden secret that everything was tested well before the public were invited to watch the maiden voyage – but it didn’t matter.  “How well do they work?”

Taffy winked at him.  “If you fall out of the sky, you should have just enough time to write a complaint before you hit the ground.”

Adam had to laugh as they joined the handful of masters and apprentices surrounding the balloon.  Senior Craftswoman Yvonne nodded politely, then turned her attention back to Enchanter Praxis.  Adam was tempted to ask her, privately, how she managed a relationship with a magician, but he knew that question would land him in hot water.  She might report him to his master ... right now, technically, he didn’t have a master.  Perhaps he was his own master – he made a mental note to speak to himself very severely later– or perhaps he’d be hauled up in front of Mistress Irene.  Or ... he sighed.  There was no one he could ask for advice, not without looking like a prat.  He’d just have to cope on his own.

“Adam,” Yvonne said.  “I hear you volunteered for a flight?”

“We have no shortage of volunteers,” an apprentice put in.  The look he shot at Taffy was far from friendly.  “I can fly, if you like.”

“No, thank you,” Adam said.  He hadn’t exactly volunteered, but he wasn’t going to let the asshole go ahead of him.  “I’m ready to fly.”

The apprentice scowled, then wilted as Yvonne scowled back.  Adam felt his fists clench and forced himself to calm down.  Taffy had been fooled, yes, but so had everyone else.  Arnold had posed as a craftsman in a field he couldn’t have entered without being able to walk the walk as well as talk the talk.  There was no way an ignorant or incompetent poser could have escaped attention, not once he was called upon to demonstrate his skills.  If Yvonne and Praxis had missed the signs, why did the apprentice think Taffy should have noticed?

“Good, good,” Yvonne said.  She waved a hand at the basket.  “Hop in.”

Adam glanced at Taffy, allowing her to show him how to clamber up the stepladder and drop into the basket.  It felt dangerously fragile as he landed on the wicker floor.  He couldn’t help thinking the bottom was about to drop out, as the balloon climbed into the sky.  Yvonne spoke briefly to Taffy, then stepped well back as the first tethers were carefully released to allow the balloon to bobble free.  Adam felt a flicker of unease as the basket shifted underneath, even though a glance was enough to tell him they were still tethered to the ground.  It felt like going to sea, riding in a boat he didn’t control ... only worse, because there was no way they could jump to safety if they ran into trouble.  What would happen, he asked himself numbly, if the balloon broke free?

Taffy kept her eyes on the burner as she fiddled with the tethers, letting out enough rope to allow the balloon to carry the basket into the air.  The basket wobbled violently, the sudden shift coming alarmingly close to unmanning Adam even though he knew it was safe.  He trusted Taffy.  She was hardly a slouch when it came to craftsmanship ... he forced himself to rest his hands on the basket and peer over the side as the balloon rose higher.  The pale faces below stared up at him, some waving.  He felt a sudden surge of motion sickness and stumbled back, swallowing hard.  It was a point of pride that no one in Beneficence suffered from seasickness, even the ones who’d never set foot on a boat, but he hadn’t been prepared for airsickness.  He made a note to insist on including a bucket next time.  Taffy was apparently too busy concentrating on controlling the balloon to feel sick.

“So,” Taffy said.  “What do you think?”

Adam forced himself to peer over the edge again.  The people below were tiny, little more than scurrying ants against a drab background.  The windmills looked like toys, no bigger than the doll’s house his mother had been given by his grandmother and passed down to her daughters when they came of age.  The university was huge and yet ... looking from high above, it seemed so small.  The fairy tale castle looked no bigger than his family’s house back home.

He sucked in a breath, tracing the detail.  The castle had been crafted by magic, he’d been told, and then sealed in place ... fortunately, as otherwise it would have crumbled to dust when the necromancer snuffed out the nexus point.  The balloon rocked as it brushed against the currents of magic in the air; alarm flashed through him as he realised the magic might disrupt the runes keeping the balloon intact.  He risked a glance up at the burner and frowned.  There were no visible signs of trouble, but that was meaningless.  If something decided to go wrong, it would happen very quickly.

Praxis might be able to catch us if we fall, he told himself.  He tried not to think about the balloon exploding, the fireball killing them both before they could jump to their deaths.  And then ...

The balloon bumped, as if it had hit an invisible wall.  Adam nearly panicked before realising they had come to the end of the tether.  The balloon seemed to strain, as if it wanted to go higher and higher and to hell with the fragile humans underneath.  It was easy to understand, suddenly, why so many people believed steam locomotives were living creatures.  It felt as if they had minds of their own.  The balloon felt that way too.

He grinned at Taffy, wondering if she felt the same sense of wonder as he.  He knew how steam engines worked – and he understood, at least in theory, how the hot gas lifted the balloon into the air – but it still felt wondrous, as if it was something from another world.  He’d mocked visitors to the city who’d spoken of sailing as something mysterious, yet it had been something new to them.  To him, it had just been part of life.  He knew how they’d felt now, too late.  He couldn’t go back and apologise.

“It seems to work,” Taffy said, a deadpan look on her face.  “Are you ready to go down?”

Adam shook his head.  Lilith had told him that flying had given her a sense of freedom, even though a passing sorcerer could knock her out of the sky with a single spell.  He understood what she’d meant now, although the balloon had the same problem.  A single fireball would punch right through the canvas and trigger an explosion.  And yet ... a thought crossed his mind, one he’d had before.  Perhaps if he worked enough runes into a network, it would be possible to provide a shield ...

He put the thought aside for later contemplation and forced himself to look around the school.  Heart’s Ease was a sprawling mass of darkness, a shadow cast across the land ... he frowned as he peered at the town, trying to pick out the individual buildings.  It was impossible.  They all seemed to blur together into a single mass.  The railway line to Farrakhan was invisible against the drab background.  He tried to pick it out ...

... And froze as he saw a dust cloud moving towards the town.

“Shit,” Adam said.  For a moment, he thought it was a storm.  “What is that?”

He shielded his eyes from the bright sunlight and peered into the dust.  It was hard to make out anything, but he was sure there were moving shapes, only half-seen, within the cloud.  A faint glint of metal caught his eye, followed by more ... the balloon seemed to tilt, just for a second, as Taffy stepped away from the burner and came up beside him.  Adam barely noticed.  The dust cloud was lifting slowly.  It wasn’t a storm.  It was an army.

“Crap,” Taffy said.  She turned back to the rope and fiddled with the tackle.  The balloon jerked, then started to descend as the people below hauled them back to the ground.  “We’re going to be attacked!”

Adam nodded, trying to see as much as possible before they lost sight of the army.  It was impossible to pick out individual soldiers, but he spotted cannons and catapults and boxy siege engines he didn’t know how to name.  Ice washed through him, despite the heat.  Beneficence was largely immune to attack because of its geography – an army could neither lay siege to the city nor cut it off from the sea – but Heart’s Ease was a sprawling mass of makeshift buildings that lacked fixed defences, even basic walls.  The militia would fight – he was sure the militia were already scrambling into position – but they might be outmatched by the king’s soldiers.  The latter would certainly be more ruthless.  They already looked like a swarm of locusts making their way across the land.

He forced himself to try to count, but rapidly gave it up.  It was impossible.  The formations were just too blurry for his estimates to be anything more than wild guesses.  He’d been cautioned that most military counts were at least an order of magnitude too high, but ... he’d never been particularly interested.  What did it matter, if Lady Emily had killed a million or two million orcs with a single spell?  All that mattered was that she’d won.  

The balloon hit the ground with a bump, the shock nearly knocking him off his feet.  Taffy held up a hand to keep him from clambering out as the ground crew hastily fixed the tethers into place.  Adam’s earlier thoughts returned to mock him as the balloon shifted under his feet.  It really did feel like a living thing.  He scrambled out once Taffy gave him the nod, hurrying directly to Yvonne.  She had to know what was coming before it was too late.

And we don’t have much time, Adam thought.  He tried to estimate how long it would take for the army to reach the university and drew a blank.  It had taken nearly two hours to travel from Farrakhan to Heart’s Ease, but that had been on a train.  Marching men would take longer, wouldn’t they?  How long do we have?

Yvonne frowned.  “Adam?”

“There’s an army marching towards us,” Adam said.  He forced himself to outline everything they’d seen.  “We need to get back up, with a telescope.”

“Someone else can go,” Yvonne said.  She waved at a messenger.  “I need you to take a message to Mistress Irene.”

“I don’t know how many there are,” Adam said.  “But there’s a lot of them.”

“At least three thousand,” Taffy added.  “Probably more.”

Yvonne and Praxis exchanged glances, then directed their apprentices to prepare the balloon for its next flight.  Adam wondered, suddenly, if they believed him.  It wasn’t easy to support the university and its neighbouring town, not in the middle of a desert.  The farmers were supposed to be able to reclaim the land, from what he’d been told, but they’d barely managed to make a start.  Too many old farms had been ruined, first by the storms and then by the necromancer’s troops.  It wouldn’t be easy to move an entire army across the desert without the men dying of hunger and thirst.  The necromancer had had trouble and his army had consisted of creatures too stupid to know they were on the verge of death.

“We saw it,” he insisted.  “They’re coming!”

“We need some accurate numbers,” Yvonne said, as the balloon was sent back into the air.  “And then the council will decide what to do.”

Adam scowled, cursing under his breath.  No one would send an army so far into the desert unless they meant business.  King Ephialtes – there was literally no one else who could dispatch an army to the university, not now the necromancers were gone – wanted something and ... Adam scowled, remembering who’d fled to the university.  Any man would be humiliated if his sister and his fiancée ran away, rather than obey their brother and future husband, and he supposed that went double for kings.  If he couldn’t rule his household, how could he rule a country?  Adam guessed that King Ephialtes thought his hand had been forced.  His aristocrats were probably already planning his overthrow.  He needed to act fast before he ran out of time.

Bastard, he thought.  He knew what would happen, when the incoming army hit the town.  Royal troops had a reputation for raping, looting and burning their way across the land, even if it belonged to their master.  Mercenaries were even worse.  Queen Alassa was the only known monarch to stomp on military misbehaviour and even she had had problems making the rules stick.  How many people are about to die because the king can’t accept the princesses didn’t want to stay with him?

The balloon was pulled back to the ground.  An apprentice jumped out – he didn’t wait for the tethers, Adam noted – and hurried to Yvonne.  “I counted over four thousand soldiers, backed by at least a hundred cannons, catapults and siege engines.  They also had a bunch of orcs in the rear, carrying supplies.”

Adam winced.  He supposed that answered at least one question.  The kingdom had enslaved the remaining orcs, after the necromancer had been defeated, and turned them into labourers.  Orcs didn’t care about the heat, or anything else ... he supposed it made a certain kind of sense.  The soldiers had their limits, but the orcs could just keep carrying supplies from the city to the town until they dropped dead.  The king could keep his army going pretty much indefinitely.

“They’re also sending a lone horsemen ahead of the army,” the apprentice added.  “He was skirting the town, so I think he’s coming here.”

“A herald,” Yvonne said.  She glanced at her partner.  “I think we’d better start getting everyone under cover.”

“And then meet him at the gates,” Praxis said.  “They won’t attack now, not until they’ve given us a chance to surrender.  We might be able to talk our way out of this.”

“Maybe,” Yvonne agreed.  The cynicism in her voice was biting.  “Maybe they’ll go away, if we give them what they want.  And maybe they’ll just keep piling demands on us until they find something we physically cannot give them, and then attack.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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“You really flew,” Matt said.  “I don’t believe it.”

Adam hid his annoyance with an effort.  It wasn’t easy.  Lilith had joined him and a small group of students and staff as they waited for the herald, and Adam was glad to see her, but Matt had followed like a duckling hurrying after his mother.  He wished Matt would go away, or talk to his new friends, or something – anything – other than standing beside him, Taffy, and Lilith.  It was on the tip of his tongue to point out the herald might take exception to his presence, or even blame Matt for everything, but he held his tongue.  Matt would probably take it as a compliment.

“Look.”  Taffy pointed behind them.  The balloon was hanging over the university, so high up it looked like a tiny speck, barely visible against the bright blue sky.  “We were in the basket when we saw the army.”

Matt made a face.  “It’s nowhere near as fun as flying under your own power.”

Adam raised his eyebrows.  “And when did you fly under your own power?”

“And a lone sorcerer could blow you out of the sky in a heartbeat,” Matt added, ignoring the question.  Adam was sure that was proof Matt had never flown.  “What happens when someone blasts you with a fireball?”

“Good question,” Adam said, remembering his earlier thoughts.  “Wait and see.”

Lilith slipped her hand into his.  “I always liked flying through the trees and skimming over the lakes,” she said, quietly.  “Once you mastered getting into the air, you were halfway to anywhere.”

Adam leaned against her, just for a moment, then straightened as the herald finally came into view.  He wore golden armour, glinting so brightly in the sunlight Adam could barely stand to look at him.  Golden armour ...?  He wondered, for a second, if King Ephialtes himself had come to deliver the ultimatum, then decided it was unlikely.  There were too many magicians – and gunmen – in the university who might decide to assassinate the king in hopes of putting an end to the affair.  Adam had no idea how that would end, but he doubted it would settle anything.  Who was the next in line to the throne anyway?

He glanced back, nodding grimly as Mistress Irene appeared in the gates, flanked by Masters Caleb and Dagon.  The latter wore his finest robes – white and gold - in a blatant attempt to remind the king’s messenger that any attempt to even pressure the university was a breach of the Compact and would likely have severe consequences.  Adam had no idea if that was actually true, now the war was over.  Lady Emily was somewhere far to the west, the White Council was hideously divided and the majority of the magical community had never been particularly sold on the idea of a university.  Adam doubted they’d be that concerned, as long as their position wasn’t threatened.  And the king would have to be insane to try.

The herald came to a halt, his horse’s hooves kicking up dust as it stopped and the rider dismounted.  Adam felt Lilith’s hand tighten on his as the rider hit the ground, then straightened and clashed his fist against his chest in salute.  Mistress Irene looked completely unimpressed.  Adam suspected he knew why.  The old woman had more power in her fingernails than the herald had in his entire body.  She could blast him to dust in a heartbeat.

“My Lady,” the herald said.  His voice was so upper crust Adam hated it.  The smug sense of superiority, the complete lack of concern for anyone who didn’t at least have a knighthood ... his fingers itched, feeling an urge to draw a gun and put a bullet right through the herald’s breastplate.  It was probably charmed against magic, but could it withstand a bullet?  “I speak on behalf of my master, King Ephialtes of Tarsier.  I speak with his voice.”

And if the king sounds like you, Adam thought, he’ll have a revolt on his hands very soon.

Mistress Irene stepped forward.  “I am Mistress Irene, Administrator.  I speak for Heart’s Eye.”

The herald managed to look, somehow, as if he’d seen more impressive specimens in the gutter.  “It was His Majesty’s fondest wish that the relationship between his kingdom and the university would remain as they were, or even grow stronger.  His Majesty has long believed in the value of education, particularly for those who serve Tarsier or the Allied Lands themselves.  His Majesty has even been one of your strongest supporters when your right to take possession of the nexus point, and set up a university, was questioned by the nobility and commoners alike.  He saw your presence as an asset to his kingdom.”

There was a pause.  His expression darkened.  “But all of that has changed.  You have provided sanctuary to dissidents and rebels.  Worse, you have allowed them to set up bases within your territory and use them to mount attacks on Tarsier.  The flood of dissident broadsheets and newsletters and even simple leaflets, questioning the very structure of His Majesty’s government, have been traced back to your university.  This has made it harder for His Majesty to regard the university as a positive influence within the kingdom.”

“We’re not part of the kingdom,” Lilith muttered, crossly.

The herald kept talking.  “But all of this pales before your decision to grant sanctuary to Princess Violet and Princess Daphne.  They represent the future of Tarsier: the princess who is next in line to the throne and the princess who will bear its heirs.  Princess Violet represents a threat that cannot be ignored, a rallying point for every dissident and exiled nobleman who wants to overturn the established order; Princess Daphne’s arranged marriage is the cornerstone of a diplomatic treaty between Tarsier and Hartford.  It is no exaggeration to say that her absence will weaken, if not invalidate, the treaty beyond repair.  It is her duty to marry His Majesty, and her decision to leave his kingdom is nothing more than a refusal to carry out her responsibilities.”

I’m surprised they’re not blaming everything on Matt, Adam thought.  They could cover up everything by accusing Matt of kidnapping the princesses and taking them to Heart’s Eye.

“His Majesty is therefore forced to issue an ultimatum,” the herald informed the crowd.  “You must immediately hand the princesses to the king’s representatives without further ado, along with the named dissidents on my list, and refrain from further undermining His Majesty’s government in any way.  In particular, you are to ban your printers from producing anti-monarchical propaganda, to expel any dissidents who are not on the list, to immediately cease the production of weapons and their transfer to rebel factions and refrain from doing anything else that might reasonably be deemed opposed to His Majesty’s interests.  If you refuse to accept this ultimatum, the consequences will be severe.”

Mistress Irene seemed unimpressed.  It was hard to tell.  “And what are those consequences?”

The herald’s voice tightened.  “You have twenty-four hours,” he said.  “The army is already taking up siege positions.  If you refuse to accept His Majesty’s very reasonable demands, the university will be placed under interdict and isolated from the remainder of the world until you concede or starve.  At that point, the demands will be for unconditional surrender.  You will place yourself in the king’s hands and beg for his mercy.  He will grant mercy – or not – as he pleases.”

He paused.  “If you intend to accept the ultimatum, you may send a messenger to our camp,” he added.  “If you do not send someone in twenty-four hours, we will assume you intend to reject our demands and proceed from there.”

The herald mounted his horse, turned around and cantered away.  Adam saw Matt lift his hand, ready to hex the herald in the back, and frantically motioned him to stop.  The rules were clear.  If one side did something hostile before time ran out, it would be a clear sign they wanted to fight.  He cursed under his breath, the meaning of the herald’s message sinking in.  The demands had been couched in reasonable terms, but Adam suspected they were just the tip of the iceberg.  If the university conceded, it would no longer be a university in any meaningful sense.  The king would have brought them to heel without a fight.

“Who the fuck does he think he is?”  Jasper’s voice rang through the air.  “He can’t fight us!”

Everyone started talking at once, the argument growing louder and louder until it became a cacophony of madness.  Adam saw Mistress Irene and her two peers withdrawing into the university, the Gorgon remaining behind to keep an eye on the arguing students.  Jasper was loudly insisting the university had to fight, promising the sorcerers could turn the entire army into frogs – or simply blast them into ash with fireballs – before the soldiers knew what had hit them.  Adam found it hard to believe, but he actually agreed with Jasper.  They had to fight, or the university was doomed.  

“Put up the wards,” Lilith suggested.  “They can’t break through, so they’ll just have to sit there until they starve.”

“They’re using orcs as pack animals,” Taffy countered.  Adam was almost relieved.  He’d had the same thought, but he didn’t want to undercut Lilith in public.  “They can keep bringing in supplies until we starve.”

“They’ll catch something nasty, if they set up camp in the desert and just stay there,” an older student insisted.  “Their sanitation will be shitty.”

He grinned at his weak joke.  No one else seemed to think it was funny.  Adam figured he had a point.  There were strict laws in Beneficence – and Heart’s Ease – that aimed to prevent diseases by keeping the streets clear of human and animal wastes.  A military camp would very rapidly turn into a swamp, unless the officers were very on the ball right from the start.  Adam had heard all sorts of horror stories from the war.  A siege could easily turn into a race to see which side crumbled first, the besieged through starvation or the besiegers through disease.  He swore under his breath.  It was probably their only hope.  There was no outside army on its way to lift the siege.

“We don’t have to wait,” Jasper insisted.  He launched a fireball into the sky.  “Let’s go drive them away now, with might and magic.  We can teach them a lesson they will not soon forget.”

The Gorgon cleared her throat, loudly.  “They have charmed armour, cannons and muskets, as well as magicians in the ranks,” she said.  “Do you think you can take them?”

“We have stronger magic and better weapons,” Jasper said.  “We can crush them like bugs!  We can turn them into bugs and crush them.  We can ...”

“And get ourselves killed trying,” the Gorgon said.  “Don’t you think they will have considered the possibility?”

Matt stepped forward.  “We cannot surrender the princesses, not to them.”

“Why not?”  A younger apprentice glowered at him.  “We didn’t ask them to come here.  We owe them nothing.”

“Because if we hand over the princesses, we set a precedent that will come back to bite us, again and again,” Taffy said.  She sounded as if she didn’t want to agree with Matt but saw no alternative.  “The princesses fled to escape arranged marriages.  They fled to escape their rapes!  Who will we surrender next, if we send the princesses straight back to hell?”

“We gave them sanctuary,” Matt argued.  “We cannot abandon them just because it has become inconvenient!”

“There’s an army at our gates,” the younger apprentice said.  “They’re about to start a war.”

“They’re bluffing,” Jasper snapped.  “They can’t stand against us.  They’re just making a good show and trying to intimidate us.”

“Exactly,” Matt said.  “We should give them the thrashing of a lifetime.”

Adam felt cold.  The Gorgon was right.  The army knew it would be facing magicians as well as mundanes with modern weapons.  Unless the king was a complete idiot, he’d probably have spies in the town, reporting back on the militia as it trained for war.  No, the king would have prepared for magical attacks and counterattacks.  His mind raced.  The king was risking everything on one throw of the die.  He had to have something up his sleeve ...

And Matt is pushing for a fight, Adam thought, eying Matt’s back.  Why?

His thoughts spun in circles.  Matt was stupid enough to think his magic made him invincible.  He’d certainly never run into something he couldn’t handle.  And yet ... he wasn’t that dumb.  Did he have lingering feelings for the princesses?  Adam wondered, not for the first time, just what Princess Violet had offered to convince Matt to help them.  She’d struck him as someone willing to do anything, anything at all, to further her goals.  Or was he marching to the beat of someone else’s drum?

And is he supremely convinced we can win, he asked himself, or is he someone else wearing his face?  Arnold?

The thought nagged at his mind.  Arnold wasn’t fool enough to pose as someone Adam knew, was he?  But it could be a double bluff.  Arnold could easily have assumed Adam wouldn’t look too closely at someone he already knew, particularly someone Adam didn’t want to be around.  And yet, Matt had pushed his way into conversations and labs and plenty of other places where he was about as welcome as a punch in the gut.  It was unlikely Arnold was wearing Matt’s face.  The last thing an imposter would want would be to spend time with someone who knew him.

But Matt would never leave me alone, if it was the real Matt, Adam thought.  Arnold might simply be staying in character.

“We can fight them,” another student insisted.  His voice was so loud it broke into Adam’s thoughts.  “We have guns ...”

“So do they.”  The Gorgon was unimpressed.  “They have muskets and rifles and cannons.  Do you know what it’s like to go to war?”

“I was in the army,” the student said.  “I know war.”

“We can fight,” Jasper said.  “We band together now, magicians united as one, and blast them away from our walls.”

“It will not work,” the Gorgon said, flatly.  “They have magic too.”

Lilith glanced at Adam.  “We have the finest minds in the world here,” she said, quietly.  “We should be able to come up with something special ...”

“Given time, we could charge a lot of wands,” Adam answered.  “And then we could multiply our magical firepower.”

Another student he barely recognised stuck up a hand.  “What’s the other option?  Pull down our pants and bend over so they can ram something up our-”

“That will do,” the Gorgon said.

“Surrender is not an option,” Jasper insisted.  “We should tell them to get lost and back it up with enough magic to teleport them all the way to Roxanna.”

Adam frowned.  “What’s Roxanna?”

“A city several thousand miles away,” Lilith said.  “I don’t know much about it.”

“We could drop things on their heads,” Taffy said.  “The balloon is too high for them to shoot down.”

“A trained sorcerer would have no trouble blasting it with a fireball,” Lilith said.  “And that would be the end.”

Matt caught her eye.  “We could always layer protective spells around it.”

“And then the sorcerer breaks them down, one by one,” Lilith said.  “And then he blows the balloon out of the sky.”

“We can’t steer the balloon, not yet,” Taffy confessed.  “The winds will blow it randomly.”

“So we use magic to steer,” Matt countered.  “Problem solved.”

Adam frowned as his earlier thought echoed through his mind.  There might be a possible solution, if he worked out how to turn theory into reality ...

The gates opened.  The students quieted as Mistress Irene stepped back into the open, followed by Master Dagon.  There was no sign of Master Caleb, but Adam caught a brief glimpse of Yvonne and Praxis on the far side before the gates closed again.  The council had to have spent the last thirty minutes arguing, trying to decide what to do.  He wondered, suddenly, why they hadn’t contacted Lady Emily.  There was no one else, save perhaps her father, who might be able to convince the king to back off with nothing more than a stern look.  Where was she?

“We have considered,” Mistress Irene said.  “Right now, the army is on the far side of the town and well outside our wards.  We intend to use the remaining time to get the townspeople inside our wards, so we can wait the army out rather than trying to fight or simply throwing up our hands and surrendering.  The king is unlikely to be able to keep the army in place long enough to starve us.”

Jasper coughed.  “But we could drive them away!”

“The odds are not in our favour,” Mistress Irene said, flatly.  “Our probes have shown the army has magicians who would be capable of countering our magic if we chose to fight.  The town and its inhabitants would also be slaughtered if the army attacks, even if we manage to drive them away.  Accordingly, we will take steps to secure our defences and hopefully wait out the army.”

She paused, her eyes sweeping from face to face.  “I understand many of you want to fight,” she said.  “But right now the preservation of the university, both the buildings themselves and the trained and experienced people who make up our human capital, comes first.  The army is too strong for us to fight openly, so we will wait for a long siege to weaken them.”

“It’ll weaken us too,” Jasper muttered.

Mistress Irene ignored him.  “If you’re a trained craftsman, or an apprentice who has passed the first set of tests, report to Craftswoman Yvonne in the workshop.  If not, stay here.  You will assist in evacuating the town, then setting up refugee camps around the walls, inside the wards.  Time is not on our side.”

Adam shivered.  She was right. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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“Bring only what you need,” Captain Walter Blademaster bellowed, his sword flashing in the air as he led the volunteer workers into position.  “Leave anything you don’t need, no matter what!”

Adam winced.  Heart’s Eye had always been chaotic, but now it had become a nightmare.  The army’s advance had been noted, with the militia scrambling to put together a defence while the civilians either hid in their homes or fled to the university or into the desert.  He’d already spotted five dead girls, their throats cut by their father to save them from rape before he’d killed himself with his own knife.  It was sickening and yet he knew what the townspeople could expect, if they were caught by the troops.  The list of demands the herald had supplied was clear proof the king intended to crush the university, even if the staff gave him whatever he wanted.  The town was likely to be burnt to ashes, then the ground sown with salt.  It was horrifying.  The town had barely started to rise from the ruins, only to be knocked down again.

“Bring only what you need,” Captain Blademaster bellowed, again.  He looked like a dandy, wearing fine silks, a jaunty hat and a sword at his belt.  He had a neatly trimmed moustache and goatee that had to be held in place by magic.  The sort of man, Adam had reflected months ago, who spent more care on his appearance than anything else.  And yet, there was no denying he knew his stuff.  “Bring only what you need to survive!”

He stopped outside a house.  The owner – a prosperous merchant, judging by his clothes – was loading a cart with dozens of boxes.  Captain Blademaster eyed them suspiciously, then leaned forward and opened one.  The merchant started to back away as Captain Blademaster scowled, then turned to face him.  His eyes were bright with anger.

“And why,” he demanded, “are you trying to bring crates of fucking fine china?”

The merchant gobbled senselessly for a moment, then managed to catch himself.  “My Lord, the china is expensive and irreplaceable and I have to bring it with me and ...”

Captain Blademaster made a gesture with his hand.  The crates flew off the cart and crashed to the ground.  Adam heard the china inside shattering; the merchant let out a wail as pieces of expensive plates and cups hit the bottom of the crates.  Captain Blademaster glared at the cowering merchant, one hand dropping to his sword as he pointed to the distant university.  The merchant called for his wife and kids, then ran as if a horde of demons – or enemy soldiers – were after him.  Adam didn’t blame him for running.  Captain Blademaster had looked ready to run the bastard through with his own sword.

“Idiot,” Captain Blademaster said, crossly.  “We don’t have room for anything we don’t need.”

He kept walking, offering advice to some evacuees while threatening others to force them to pick up the pace.  Adam followed, feeling useless even though there was always something to do, from carrying bags into the open to helping kids clamber onto carts or horseback.  Teams of workers swarmed around the railway station, removing everything they could carry and locking up everything they had to leave behind.  The sorcerers helped, laying hexes and curses on the locked doors to make life harder for anyone who tried to break in without permission.  Adam doubted it would slow the enemy down for long – they had sorcerers too – but it might convince them not to loot too enthusiastically.  Who knew?  If they were zapped into frogs every time they tried to break through a locked door, they might stop before they realised not all the doors were hexed.

“We used to go there,” Lilith said, quietly.  “Remember?”

Adam frowned, following her pointing finger.  The fancy – and extremely expensive – restaurant was closed, the staff loading bags of food and drink onto a cart for transport to the university.  They looked as if they were in shock, unsure what would happen or even if they had any hope of returning to the restaurant after the fighting was over.  Adam felt a twinge of sympathy, mingled with the grim awareness there was nothing he could do.  If the town was burned to the ground, again, there’d be little hope of recovering their investment and resuming their business.  And they’d probably still have to pay their debts.

Unless the loan sharks get their papers burnt too, he thought.  Loan sharks were technically banned in Heart’s Ease, but he’d heard enough to suspect they still operated behind the scenes.  The Levellers loathed them with a passion.  I wouldn’t put it past someone to burn their businesses and blame it on the king’s troops.

“Hand the food over, when you arrive, and report to the cooking staff,” Captain Blademaster ordered, curtly.  “You’ll have to join the worker crews if you can’t fight.”

The waiter – looking oddly smaller without his fancy wig and outfit – nodded, then clambered onto the cart and cracked the whip.  Behind him, the restaurant looked dead and cold.  Adam glanced at Lilith and was surprised to see a tear in her eye.  She’d liked the place, even though it was expensive ... so expensive Lilith could no longer afford to eat there.  Captain Blademaster didn’t seem to notice as he turned to the next set of evacuees, warning them sharply – again – not to bring anything they didn’t need.  The gunsmiths insisted, loudly, they needed their tools and supplies to make guns.  Captain Blademaster seemed inclined to agree.

There was no time to rest, as the dreadful day wore on.  Adam watched hundreds of people making their way to the university – others heading into the desert, trusting they could evade the army and make it to Farrakhan – but the town’s population never seemed to shrink.  More and more people appeared on the streets, their faces pale and wan as they walked or rode through the town and up the road.  He thought he spotted rows of craftsmen from the Foundry, carrying everything they could to the workshops in the university.  He hoped the army would have the sense to leave the Foundry alone, even though it was probably second only to the university on the king’s hit list.  It would be hard to destroy, but they could probably damage it beyond repair if they melted down everything that couldn’t be carried away.  And who knew how many craftsmen would be interested in rebuilding as long as the king’s armies lurked on the far side of the border.

His heart twisted as he looked south.  The army was keeping its distance – the militia had reported a handful of scouts cantering around, but the majority of the infantry seemed inclined to set up camp and wait – yet he could feel it, a baleful presence poisoning the air.  There would be no peaceful occupation of the town, let alone the university.  He knew what would happen when it marched into the town, even if the town made no attempt to resist.  He cursed under his breath.  The local magicians seemed inclined to trust their wards – and some of the hotheads in the militia intended to fight, defying Mistress Irene’s orders – but Adam feared they were all being foolish.  The army was too strong to fight openly.  It would break into the town and then ...

They have to try, Adam told himself.  They can’t just fall back and hide behind the wards forever.

Lilith met his eyes as they reached the Foundry.  “I used to hate this place,” she said, so quietly only he could hear.  “And yet now, I find it hurts to help them evacuate.”

Adam nodded, not trusting himself to speak as they were directed to help carry massive crates to the university.  Lilith cast a handful of spells to make it easier while Adam silently nodded in thanks as they carried the crates into the open air and back along the road.  A locomotive lay on its side, steaming lightly.  The road was so torn up it was easy to deduce someone had tried to drive the locomotive on the road, without tracks.  It hadn’t worked.  Adam felt his heart clench again.  He’d heard Yvonne and Praxis talk about putting a direct rail link from the Foundry to Heart’s Eye, even though it wasn’t that far to walk.  In hindsight, it would have been very useful to have the track in place now an enemy army was breathing down their necks.  But it was too late.

“We’ll be back,” he muttered, as they walked further up the road.  “And we’ll drive our tracks all the way to Zangaria.”

Lilith muttered something, probably a curse, as she stumbled slightly before forcing herself to resume the walk.  Adam pretended not to notice.  She wouldn’t thank him for sympathy right now.  And ... he frowned suddenly, wondering what had happened to Matt.  He was no craftsman, no skilled magician who might be roped into tightening the defences and setting up protective charms in hopes of keeping the university safe for a few more hours.  Perhaps Master Landis had ordered him to brew as many potions as he could, from energy brews to painkilling and healing potions.  They were going to be needed ...

Or perhaps he’s bunked off and hid to avoid having to work, the nasty part of his mind whispered.  He’s a lazy asshole.

He paused as they reached the edge of the university wards.  Teams of magicians, each one led by a staff member, were laying down additional wardstones, then casting charms over the stones to make them harder to find and remove.  Others were waving wands around, tossing spells around as if they were drops of water ... Adam couldn’t tell what they were doing, but he was sure it had meaning.  A wardstone shimmered and vanished even as he looked at it, his eyes passing over its position even though he knew it was there.  His head hurt when he tried to spot it, his eyeballs twisting as if they were being yanked by an invisible – and yet painful – force.  He looked away, just for a second, then looked back.  The wardstone was gone.

A magician would know something was there, he thought, a twinge of the old resentment washing through him.  And he’d be able to find it even if he didn’t know what it was.

He pushed the feeling aside as they stepped through the wards and headed towards the castle itself.  It had only been a few hours, but the university was already surrounded by hundreds of tents – some small, some large enough to take entire dorms – as well as dozens of makeshift shacks that had been dismantled in the town, then carried up to the university and put back together again.  The staff – and a number of student volunteers – were hurrying around, trying to collect names and everything else they might need in order to provide for the refugees.  A handful of militiamen were helping to dig trenches and latrines, the latter carefully marked to keep unwary wanderers from stumbling right into them.  Adam saw their faces and winced, inwardly.  They might understand the importance of abandoning the town, but they wouldn’t be happy with it.  They’d want to fight back as soon as possible.

“Welcome back,” a craftsman apprentice said.  “Can you take those crates to the workshop?”

Adam exchanged glances with Lilith.  “I guess so.”

His back ached, despite the spells, as they manoeuvred the crates through the side doors and down a long corridor to the workroom.  Students ran past, carrying guns and supplies.  He saw a boy and girl hugging tightly, faces streaked with tears; he spotted another boy, tactlessly telling his girlfriend it might be their last day alive.  The girl slapped him and stalked off.  Adam heard Lilith giggle and smiled.  Back home, that line would probably have worked.  There was an army advancing on the university.  It might very well be their last day alive.

The thought mocked him as they reached the workroom and looked around.  Taffy and a bunch of other craftsmen were working frantically, shouting incomprehensible things as they struggled to hammer out more weapons and ammunition before it was too late.  Taffy seemed almost accepted now ... a twinge of gallows humour flashed through his mind, an awareness that it had taken an enemy army to convince the craftsmen to give her a break.  He suppressed his flash of irritation.  If they were treating her better now ... it didn’t matter why it had happened, just that it had.  He looked for someone to tell him where to put the crates but saw no one.  The staff seemed occupied elsewhere.

Taffy waved to them.  “Put the crates in the storeroom,” she said.  She was so hot and sweaty she looked as if she’d been working in a sauna.  Adam tried not to notice how her sweat made her shirt cling to her curves.  “We’ll get to them when we have a moment.”

Adam nodded, then steered the crates into the storeroom and carefully lowered them to the floor.  There were no markings on the wood, nothing to suggest what was in them ... he gritted his teeth, wishing there’d been more time to plan.  The Foundry had contained hundreds of thousands of pieces of equipment, from simple tools to heavy steam-powered machinery.  It would take weeks just to catalogue everything, let alone decide what to do with it.  Adam didn’t have the slightest idea where they’d begin.

Lilith sagged, her face glistening with sweat.  She’d expended a great deal of magic keeping the crates in the air.  Adam felt guilty, even though he knew there’d been no choice.  Time really wasn’t on their side.  He reached for her and hugged her tightly, feeling a mixture of excitement and embarrassment as she clung to him.  He could feel her body, breasts brushing against his chest ... he told himself, firmly, it wasn’t the time.  He needed to help her get back to the dorms, where she could rest ... 

“Come on,” he said.  He let her go, ignoring the part of him that wanted to hold her for the rest of time.  “We’ll use the servant corridors.”

She leaned on him for a moment longer, then straightened and brushed back her red hair until she looked presentable.  Adam was impressed she was able to hide her exhaustion, although it was clear to him she was on the verge of collapse.  She was too stubborn to back down easily ... he smiled, just for her, then held out an arm even though he expected her to refuse it.  She shook her head and led the way to the nearest servant passageway.  Adam was somehow unsurprised to see students hurrying through the passageways as though they were open to everyone.

You’re not the only person who looked for the passageways, he told himself.  Nor are you the only one who’d see no shame in making use of them.

Lilith sagged again as they reached the top of the stairs and entered the common room outside the dorm.  It was empty.  Adam couldn’t help feeling surprised, even though he should have expected it.  The girls were either evacuating the town or helping with the defence preparations or both.  He wondered, absently, if the dorm itself would be empty ... he cut that thought off before it could take shape.  They’d both get in real trouble if she allowed him inside.  The protective charms on the door would probably stop him before he even put one foot in the door.

“It’s funny,” Lilith said, tiredly.  “I used to hate this place, before I even wound up here.  Father would go on and on about the glory days and I’d just be praying for him to shut up before he drove me mad. We were never going to go back and there was no point in agitating for it and then ... suddenly, we could.  And I hated it.”

She smiled, rather wanly.  “And now, we could leave and yet I don’t want to.”

“I ...”  Adam swallowed, unsure what to say.  He was glad she didn’t want to leave and yet, he knew she would have to go if she wanted a proper tutor.  Unless ... no, there was no point in hoping for something unlikely.  “I ...”

Lilith seemed to understand.  “I’ll see you later,” she said.  “Don’t worry about me.”

She leaned forward and kissed him, hard.  Adam kissed her back, feeling a sudden surge of excitement as her arms enfolded him.  He wanted her.  He wanted ... it might well be their last night, part of his mind pointed out, just like the crass guy who’d been slapped.  The university would be under attack in a few hours, unless the king was bluffing.  Adam wanted to believe it was a bluff, but he feared otherwise.  The king simply had too much at stake.  There was nothing to be gained by marching an army all the way to the university and then marching it back again, unless the university surrendered without a fight.  And yet ... his hands slipped down her back, his fingers brushing against her rear.  She quivered against him, then stepped back.  Her lips looked swollen and puffy.

He let go of her.  “Sleep well,” he said.  He wanted to take her in his arms again, but he knew better.  She didn’t want to go any further.  Besides, the common room was hardly private, and there was nothing stopping one of Lilith’s dormmates from walking in and seeing everything.  It would be all around the university, the truth exaggerated to the breaking point, before they could blink.  “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Lilith nodded, then stepped into her dorm.
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“They’re coming,” Valerie Hunt said, pressing a telescope to her eye.  “Can you see them without a telescope?”

Adam shook his head.  They stood on the battlements, looking south as the rising sun banished the shadows from the desert.  It had been a long and uncomfortable night.  He’d spent the evening assisting the refugees, then caught a few hours of sleep before sunrise.  The deadline had yet to run out, but he wasn’t surprised the king’s army was moving with the sun.  The longer the university staff and students had to work, the more people and equipment they could save.

He shivered, helplessly, as a cold wind blew across the battlements, bringing with it the scent of tainted magic and unwashed humans.  The university was bracing itself – down below, he could hear the staff shouting orders as the militia dug more trenches and raised barricades to make it impossible for the enemy to reach the university without tripping the alarms – and no one seemed to know what would happen when the fighting started.  The king didn’t seem inclined to back down.  The staff were tight-lipped about the prospect of help – from Lady Emily, from the White Council, from someone – which suggested the university was on its own.  He’d heard a rumour that Lady Emily was dead, or on the run, or even imprisoned.  Right now, he had no way to know which rumours were true.  His world had shrunk to the university and the army advancing steadily towards the gates.

“The militia is in position,” Valerie said, softly.  “They’ll give them a bloody nose, won’t they?”

Adam shrugged.  He’d heard the arguments, as students and militiamen had begged to be allowed to join the town’s defenders as they made a stand.  The staff had flatly refused, which hadn’t kept a number of students from sneaking down to Heart’s Ease under cover of darkness.  Adam couldn’t help feeling cowardly for staying behind the wards, even though cold logic told him the town was likely doomed.  The army was just too big and powerful to be easily stopped, nor was there time to raise walls that would give the attackers pause.  Adam had been told strong walls made for good and respectful kings ... he shook his head tiredly.  It was too late to do anything now but fall back and hope for the best.  The university had relied on the old treaties, and Lady Emily’s reputation, for safety.  And both of them had been gravely weakened.  

He borrowed the telescope and peered south as the world grew brighter.  The army was spreading out, slowly and carefully surrounding the town.  The king himself might not be in command – his authority might not survive a defeat, if he was in direct control of his armies – but he couldn’t afford to lose.  Adam grimaced, cursing under his breath as he saw a handful of men trying to flee – too late.  The cavalry ran them down, grinding the poor bastards under their hooves and leaving their bodies on the sand to die.  He hoped – prayed – they’d died quickly.  The desert was not kind to dying men.  

Someone shouted, below.  He turned, just in time to see a pair of hot air balloons rising into the air.  Taffy had said something about a second balloon being prepared for flight, but ... he wondered, suddenly, if she was in one of the baskets under the balloons.  He’d lost track of her last night and had no idea when she’d gone to bed, if she had.  She had seemed to be getting on better with her peers ... he shook his head, turning back to watch as the cannons started to boom.  The tinny noise echoed weirdly across the desert as it washed over his ears.  It reminded him of fireworks, of the displays put on by gunpowder mills to show off what they could do.  It was hard to believe that the army was hurling cannon balls – and shells – into a flimsy town.  And yet ...

He gritted his teeth as he peered towards the town.  It was hard to tell if the bombardment was having any effect, but it was impossible to believe it wasn’t doing something.  Stone walls had once been the kings of the battlefield, making it impossible for an attacker to take a city – or a castle – by storm unless they wanted to soak up so many casualties their ability to continue the war would be gone.  Now, King Randor had proved massed cannon fire could tear down castles as effectively as necromancer-powered spells.  Adam had heard of entire castles practically torn out of the ground, their once-proud masters dying in the rubble as their fortresses fell to bits.  Those castles had been strong and proud.  Heart’s Ease was practically defenceless by comparison.

They’ll want as much as possible of the town intact, he told himself.  Won’t they?

The bombardment grew louder as the enemy army pounded the town.  It was impossible to tell if anyone was shooting back, although he spotted a cavalry patrol skirting the edges of the town suddenly change course and gallop away as if a horde of devils was after them.  The defences were hard to make out clearly, but he could see wooden shacks catching fire and starting to burn as red-hot shot blasted through the walls, leaving smouldering wreckage in their wake.  The king clearly wasn’t taking any chances.  Adam swallowed hard as he realised it would be almost impossible to put the fires out, even if the town threw down its guns and surrendered at once.  Heart’s Ease was unlikely to recover in a hurry, if at all.

He sensed someone beside him and glanced to the side.  Master Caleb stood there, face unreadable as he peered towards the burning town.  Adam felt a stab of sympathy, mingled with the grim awareness there’d been no other choice.  Master Caleb had to be wondering if he’d failed, if Lady Emily’s dream had died when the army attacked the town.  Even if the king withdrew, having burnt the town, it would take years to rebuild.  There wouldn’t be so many people coming to the university town if they thought it could be destroyed – again – at any moment.

Valerie cleared her throat.  “Can they break into the university itself?”

Master Caleb shot her a sharp look but said nothing.  Adam guessed he was brooding over his decision not to stand and fight in defence of the town.  His enemies would mock him for a coward, even though they were thousands of miles away and completely divorced from the reality of an enemy army breathing down his neck.  He’d made the right call and yet ... people would use it to undermine his position, pointing out that he could have taken command of the defenders or even attacked the enemy army before the deadline.  And none of it would be remotely useful.  Adam remembered all the times he’d been mocked as a coward and felt his blood boil.  It was easy to be brave when one was in no real danger.

Sure, his thoughts pointed out.  And you’re in danger now, aren’t you?

“I don’t believe so,” Master Caleb said.  “But we must assume the worst.”

Adam nodded, turning his attention back to the town.  The fires were spreading, the wind blowing them over the untouched houses as the enemy army started its advance.  There was something oddly stuttering about it, as if they were jumping forwards and then coming to a halt to allow others to advance.  He hoped that meant they were running into the defenders, that the defenders were selling their lives dearly.  A faint shimmer washed over the northern parts of the town as the flames threatened the magic quarter, the magicians casting spells to preserve their lives and property.  He hoped they’d take in mundane refugees as well as magical.  Back home, it was unlikely the magicians would lift a hand to help.  Here ... it was a different story.

Time slowed to a crawl as the town fell, the shooting dying away as the enemy soldiers marched through the streets.  He couldn’t tell if they’d taken prisoners or if they’d simply executed everyone they’d met, but he feared the worst.  Royal armies were generally more disciplined than mercenaries, yet that was often meaningless when a city was being stormed and taken.  The commanders often encouraged atrocities, in hopes of convincing the next city to surrender without a fight.  Adam didn’t want to think about what would happen – what was already happening – to the civilians hiding in town.  They’d be dragged out of their homes, raped and executed.  And they’d be lucky, afterwards, if their bodies were dumped in a mass grave.

And if they’re left out to decay, they’ll have their revenge, he told himself.  The rotting corpses will make the town very unhealthy indeed.

“That would never happen back home,” Matt’s voice said.  “The river would keep them from getting into the city.”

Adam tried not to jump.  Matt had snuck up on him ... how?  It didn’t even seem like Matt had meant to do that, considering he now stood by the battlements and looked into the distance rather than hexing Adam or giving him a ‘friendly’ thump on the back.  Indeed, Matt looked oddly pensive, for someone who was normally so self-obsessed he didn’t seem to believe in anything outside himself.  Adam wondered, numbly, if Matt was starting to think he’d made a mistake in coming to Heart’s Eye.  He was as trapped as the rest of them.

Unless we can open portals, he thought, tiredly.  But that might no longer be possible.

“There’s no river here,” he said, quietly.  There was a dry river bed several miles to the south – he’d seen it, when he’d first ridden the train into town – but it wouldn’t slow an army for more than a few seconds.  “There are no natural barriers at all.”

“We should have hit the army before the deadline ran out,” Matt said, crossly.  “We could have scattered it ...”

“No.”  Master Caleb didn’t look away from the burning town.  “We couldn’t have faced it in the field and won.”

“We have magic,” Matt protested.

“So do they.”  Master Caleb’s voice was grim.  “And we don’t have anything like enough trained and experienced men to make up the difference.”

Matt looked pale.  “What happens when we run out of food?”

Master Caleb snorted.  “We may have a problem,” he said, with commendable understatement.  “Right now, though, we need to be more worried about water.”

He looked at Valerie.  “And you are not to mention that to anyone,” he cautioned.  “We have a solution, if no one panics.”

Adam frowned.  A solution?  The university had sunk wells deep underground, from what he’d heard, and tapped a vast underwater lake ... they weren’t in any danger of running out of water, were they?  He supposed the enemy might think to sink their own wells and then either drain or poison the underground reserves ... his lips twitched as it dawned on him.  It wouldn’t be hard to purify water, or to extract it from urine ... he kept his face under tight control.  It wasn’t something anyone wanted to think about, not really.  There were horror stories about sailors who’d been forced to drink their own urine.  They rarely ended well.

He sucked in his breath as the enemy army regrouped outside the town.  Horsemen – officers, he guessed – rode around, gesticulating wildly as they directed their men back into formation for the march to the university.  He was sure they were screaming orders, but he couldn’t hear anything.  He supposed it was good thinking on their part.  Keeping the men busy would ensure they wouldn’t be doing any looting, let alone raping or killing.  And if things went badly for their master, he could claim he’d at least tried to keep his men from causing real trouble.  

Matt nudged him.  “We should be down there.”

“Then go,” Adam snapped.  He was fairly sure Matt wouldn’t try anything in front of Master Caleb.  “You’ll just get yourself killed for nothing.”

He sighed inwardly.  He’d grown up in a city-state where young men were expected to make conspicuous shows of bravery.  He’d always thought one of the reasons battles between gangs of apprentices were so rough because no one wanted to be the first to back down, that everyone wanted someone else to pull him back from the edge even when he was loudly insisting it was the last thing he wanted.  And yet, there was times when bravery was counterproductive.  His lips twitched.  Matt could have joined the army that had marched into the Blighted Lands ... had it really been just a few short months ago?  The fact he hadn’t was very suggestive ...

The army kept moving, a swarm of locusts making their way across the land.  Adam swept the telescope over the formations, trying to count the number of troops advancing towards the university.  It was hard to be sure.  It looked as if the troops were deliberately trying to confuse watching eyes, with some men and even entire formations swapping sides seemingly at random.  The horsemen kept galloping about, directing the troops to spread out so they could encircle the university.  Adam had to admire their timing.  They were coming from different directions, but they were all going to reach the edge of the wards at the same moment.

Light flared.  Matt sucked in his breath.  Adam frowned, seeing – for a very brief moment – a bubble of magic surrounding the university.  It shouldn’t have been so visible, not if the army had just brushed against it.  His eyes narrowed as he spotted a trio of men, who were clearly sorcerers, standing just in front of the army.  They waved their hands in unison, their lips moving in a silent chant.  A second later, the wards flared again.  The light was gone almost before Adam registered its presence.

Matt stared at Master Caleb.  “They can’t break the wards, can they?”

“They shouldn’t be able to, no,” Master Caleb said.  He sounded as though his mind was elsewhere.  “We have a nexus point.  They shouldn’t be able to match the sheer level of power we can put into the wards.  But they may have something up their sleeve.”

“It’s impossible,” Matt said.  “The wards should be unbreakable.”

“The word impossible is only a reflection of the unknown,” Valerie said tartly.  “If Adam hadn’t come up with a way to infuse blood with magic, we might have continued to dismiss the idea of mundanes brewing potions as impossible.”

Matt scowled.  “So what do they have in mind?”

“Good question,” Master Caleb said.  “And I think it won’t be long until we know the answer.”

A cannon boomed.  Adam saw a cannonball hit the wards and bounce off, falling to the ground in a shower of sparks.  Another followed, exploding when it struck the invisible wall.  Adam couldn’t tell if it had done any damage or if the enemy army was just trying to annoy them.  He had a suspicion a constant bombardment would be maddening, even if it didn’t come close to bringing the wards down.  His family had once lived next to a neighbour who’d played the drums and, after a few days of constant banging, his mother – and the rest of the neighbourhood – had been on the verge of forming a lynch mob, smashing the drums over the drummer’s head and telling him to move away before they started breaking bones.  Here ... he hoped the wards could compensate, if the bombardment began in earnest.  A few days of banging and crashing would push them to the verge of madness.

“They’re trying to get under our skin,” he said slowly, outlining his thoughts.  “The more they bang on the wards, the madder we’ll get.”

“You could be right,” Master Caleb said.  “We may have to adjust the wards to compensate.”

“Or they might be trying to dig under the wards,” Matt said.  “Would that work?”

Master Caleb said nothing.  Adam suspected that meant he didn’t know.  The wards were supposed to be an invisible bubble of energy, protecting the university against all incoming threats, but would they stretch underground?  Adam knew enough about wards to argue both ways.  The king’s army would certainly try to dig underground, just to see if they could make it work.  He raised the telescope to his eyes and swept it over the enemy troops.  They were digging trenches and raising barricades of their own, isolating the university even as they positioned their guns to hammer the wards.  Adam spotted a handful of men inching closer, using wands and staffs to test the edge of the wards.  He hoped they’d get a nasty shock when they tried.  The wards had a nexus point behind them, after all ...

The guns boomed.  The wards shook as cannonballs crashed into the invisible wall and fell to the ground.  There was a long pause – Adam thought the enemy troops had realised it was futile and given up – and then the guns boomed again, bangs and crashes echoing through the university.  Matt moaned, rubbing his head.  Master Caleb hid it better, but he was clearly in pain.  The bombardment was releasing waves of magic that hurt the magicians.  Adam cursed under his breath.  Lilith was supposed to be sleeping.  Had she been woken by the shock?

“I need to adjust the wards,” Master Caleb said.  “Valerie, keep an eye on the army.  Report to me if anything changes.”

He glanced at Adam, then Matt.  “And you two go help with the refugees,” he added, as more bangs and crashes echoed through the university.  “Right now, it’s all you can do.”

For once, Adam noted, Matt didn’t seem inclined to argue.
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Adam had to admit, as the days of the siege wore on, that the king’s officers were not as foolish as the stereotypical soldier who’d only joined the army because he was too dumb to apply for the post of village idiot.  The bombardment wasn’t doing any real damage to the wards, as far as anyone could tell, but the sheer racket was making it hard to think clearly, let alone sleep.  The noise was reduced, somewhat, the further one went into the university – and magicians had been casting all sorts of protective wards – but the random surges of magic made it impossible to completely block out the sound.  It was constantly there, a nightmarish sound that blasted through the university at random.  The only upside, as far as he could tell, was that the army had to be burning through a hell of a lot of gunpowder and probably deafening its own men in the process.

And they are bringing supplies to the army every day, he thought, sourly.  It wasn’t just orcs carrying dozens – perhaps hundreds – of barrels of gunpowder across the desert.  It was the railway, being used to run supplies from Farrakhan to Heart’s Eye.  In hindsight, they really should have torn up some of the railway line and hexed what they’d left.  They’re not going to run out of supplies in a hurry.

The bombardment was taking its toll, he reflected sourly, as he made his way down to the workshop.  The magical students weren’t getting much sleep, which meant they were tired and cranky and constantly on the verge of seeing things that weren’t there.  Lilith had nearly fallen asleep at dinner and Matt, who’d imposed himself on them once again, had been too tired to make snide remarks about her being bored.  Adam had to admit that was worrying, even if it was something of an improvement.  The mundane students weren’t much better off, Adam noted.  They were holding up better than their magical counterparts, but they were still tired and seriously considering making a sally to break the siege.

He frowned as he paused outside the workshop.  The world really had shrunk.  There was no way to know what was going on outside the wards, although there was no shortage of rumours, each one crazier than the last.  Lady Emily was on the run, the Allied Lands had fallen into chaos ... there were revolts and rebellions and invasions and so many other things, none of which could be confirmed.  Adam hoped the story about a powerful army coming to their aid was true, but he feared it wasn’t.  There was no one with the power and inclination to help the university.  The White Council appeared to have evaporated.  It should have been impossible.

The doors opened.  Adam straightened as a pair of young apprentices walked past, looking tired and drawn.  They barely noticed him as they vanished into the distance.  Adam sighed and walked past them, into the workshop.  It was a throbbing hive of activity, with students and craftsmen running back and forth or toiling at workbenches and tables.  It was easy to tell which craftsmen had been at the university for weeks and which had been evacuated from Heart’s Ease.  The latter didn’t quite seem to know how to comport themselves.

“Adam,” Taffy called.  She looked tired, but surprisingly happy.  “How are you?”

“Tired,” Adam said.  He’d hoped to go to the lab and spend some time working on modified spells and potion recipes, but he’d been asked to visit the workshop instead.  “You?”

“Not great.”  Taffy held up a hand.  Someone had wrapped a bandage around her wrist.  “I was too tired, so I managed to cut myself.”

“Ouch.”  Adam grimaced.  “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, but I’ve been told to stay away from the benches until I’ve had a good night’s rest,” Taffy said.  “That’s not likely to happen.”

Adam nodded as they made their way to the rear doors.  The alchemists had been brewing vats of sleeping and endurance potions, but both came with severe side effects.  Master Pittwater had told Adam, more than once, that a person who became dependent on either would have a hard time of it when they tried to get off the potions or their bodies became accustomed to the brew, requiring them to take more to achieve the same effect.  It was even more dangerous to take higher and higher doses of the potions.  The results would not be pleasant.

The banging grew louder as they stepped outside.  Flashes of light lit the air, making him tense even though he knew there was no immediate danger.  The windmills were rocking oddly, as if they were permanently on the verge of tumbling over or falling down.  He thought he saw lightning sparking around the fans, making him think – for a moment – that they were drawing magic from the wards themselves.  A flash of panic ran through him.  They’d never tested the windmills while the wards were up and running.  What if they were undermining their own wards?

“Adam,” Yvonne said.  She looked surprisingly awake.  Behind her, Praxis looked as if he hadn’t slept for a week.  “We need you and the others to help charm wands.”

Adam nodded, then glanced at Praxis.  “Sir, are our windmills messing with the wards?”

“They shouldn’t,” Praxis said.  A low rattle ran through the nearest windmill.  “But the magic surges are playing merry hell with the struts.  Keep an eye on them, when you’re inside, and be ready to run if it looks like the structure really is coming down.”

“Yeah,” Taffy agreed.  “Coming?”

Adam followed her into the windmill.  The air was overwhelmingly hot, as if he’d walked straight into an oven.  The clockwork machinery inside the windmill – linked to the blades chopping the air outside – was red hot, sparks of magic cascading down the metal and through the runes at the bottom, directing the surges into the boiling blood.  It was hard to look at it directly as Taffy pulled a lever to bring the blades gingerly to a stop before removing the blood and putting it to one side to cool down.  He felt his hair stand on end as he peered down at the churning liquid.  The magic within his blood seemed to simmer in response.

“Put the wands in place, then start setting up the runes,” Taffy ordered.  “We want to be sure the right piece of spellwork goes into place.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  It had turned out to be fairly simple to channel raw power into a wand, where it would remain long enough for the spells to be cast repeatedly before it finally faded into the ether.  It had been harder to actually use the magic to shape the spellwork itself, forcing them to get a magician to cast the actual spell and infuse it into the wand.  Adam had been working on possible solutions, but it had been someone else who’d come up with the core idea.  They could use a set of runes to create the spellwork and hold it in place long enough for it to take root.

“I was thinking,” Taffy said, as they placed the runic tiles in position and checked each other’s work.  “Do you think you could use your own blood to charge the wands?  Or even to cast a spell?”

“It might be possible.”  Adam remembered the ideas he’d discussed with Lilith, the ideas he’d never had a chance to test.  “But all we get is a surge of magic.”

Taffy bit her lip.  “Perhaps you should use something other than metal tiles,” she mused, slowly.  “What if you used paper instead?”

“The magic would burn through the paper in a heartbeat,” Adam said, slowly.  A thought flickered through the back of his mind.  Perhaps it wouldn’t matter, as long as the spellwork took shape before the paper disintegrated.  “I think we should experiment, when we have time.”

He put the last of the tiles into place, then put the blood in the centre of the pattern and waited.  It wasn’t easy to calculate precisely when the wand was fully charged.  Hell, there was no way to be sure just how much magic the wood could store.  The workshop had been trying to mass-produce wands, pointing out they could be just as effective as guns under the right conditions, but results had been mixed.  The slightest flaw in the carving would be enough to drain the magic, if not shatter the wand.  Adam had been cautioned that charging a wand could be dangerous even for a trained and experienced magician.  The only upside of using a rune was that the magic was little more than a trickle, enough to limit the damage if something went wrong.

Taffy chuckled, as she stood beside him.  “How do you know it’s working?”

“Good question.”  Adam had no answer.  They could test the wand when it finished charging, but ... hell, they had no good way to tell if the spellwork was in place.  “I don’t know.”

“No,” Taffy agreed.  She rubbed her sweaty forehead.  “There are people out there who want to rely on guns – they have a whole series of brilliant ideas for newer and better weapons, including some designed to kill entire armies.  Others ... they think there’s no time to develop something new and want to spend all their time forging new guns and cannons and suchlike.  It’s a mess.  Do you know someone thinks they can turn a locomotive into a steam-powered cart?”

Adam remembered the locomotive that had tipped on its side when its drivers tried to take it off the rails, and shook his head.  “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“They think it can be done,” Taffy told him.  “And the theory is sound, at least.”

“I hope so,” Adam said.  He had his doubts, but he was no craftsman.  Taffy was.  She would be halfway to being a master by now, with apprentices of her own, if it wasn’t for Arnold.  “If it works, it will change everything.”

“It should.”  Taffy gave him an odd little smile.  “You know horses are expensive?  A steam-powered cart might be cheaper.  It might even turn the world upside down.”

Adam nodded, then looked at the wand.  It looked ... untouched.  Adam scowled.  It was unfortunate he couldn’t see or sense magic, not directly.  The wand might be fully charged – it had had long enough, if his calculations were accurate – or it might be as empty as an aristocrat’s head or ... it might be on the verge of exploding.  He braced himself and reached for the wand, his fingers curving around the wood.  It should have tingled against his skin, he thought, but he sensed nothing.  He made a mental note to see if they could adjust the spellwork to produce light, when the wand was fully charged.  It would be easy for an enchanter, but harder for someone who couldn’t sense magic.  It was like trying to fly without wings.

And we’re getting there too, he reminded himself.  The hot air balloon was just the beginning.  Taffy had talked about steam-powered airships, using magic to glide through the bright blue skies.  How long will it be before we can manipulate magic without having magic ourselves?

He stepped out into the open air, feeling weirdly cold even though it was a warm day.  The windmill had just been too hot.  His clothes clung to his body, sweat trickling down his back and pooling in his boots.  He wanted a shower, but knew he’d have to be content with a quick wash and wipe.  Water rationing had begun on the second day of the siege.  It was irritating – he was sure they could simply purify the water after he showered and recycle it back into the tanks – but there was no point in arguing.  Besides, he might be wrong.  They might have less water than he thought.

Yvonne caught his eye.  “Point the wand at the target,” she ordered.  She pointed at a wooden archery target on the other side of the windmill, surrounded by wooden rails to keep people from walking into the firing line.  “And then give it a jab.”

Adam nodded, bracing himself as he took up position.  The wand felt warm against his bare skin, although he feared he might be imagining it.  His palm was sweaty ... he pointed the wand at the target, then jabbed it forward.  A spark of light darted from the tip and struck the target, blowing it into sawdust.  Adam lowered the wand, breathing a sigh of relief.  It had worked.

“The spellwork isn’t quite precise,” Praxis said, taking the wand and turning it over and over in his hands.  “I think it’ll come apart sooner rather than later.  But it’s a good first effort.”

“There’s no way to improve it, at least until we find a way to sharpen the runes,” Adam said.  Using runes to shape the magic was a little like using streams of water to build a sandcastle.  It might be possible, but it was incredibly difficult.  The mere act of using water ensured the sandcastle was nowhere near as strong as it would be, if it were put together with bare hands or a bucket and spade.  And yet, sandcastles rarely lasted long.  “I think we may have to rely on magicians to do the spellwork, after the wands are charged.”

Praxis looked concerned.  “That could be tricky,” he said.  “The problem lies in keeping the spellwork from collapsing, when the magic trickle begins, or preventing an explosion if the wand is already charged.  An uncontrolled burst of magic could be very dangerous.”

Adam frowned.  He’d seen it work, under controlled conditions.  “How do you do it?  I mean, when you’re enchanting a wand personally?”

“From scratch?”  Praxis took a moment to consider his answer.  “We generally work the spellwork into the magic charge, when we charge the wand from our personal magic supplies, or simply channel our power through the spellwork when we use a wand to focus our magic.  It is unwise to use wands for that, if you are a new magician, because you can become easily dependent on them.  But ...”

“Perhaps we could carve more complex wands,” Adam mused.  “Two pieces; one storing the power, the other infused with the spellwork.  The pieces get fitted together once both are ready, then separated again when the wand is drained and useless.”

“It might work,” Praxis said, “but the carving would have to be very precise.  I’ll give it some thought.”

“Or put it on the list of things to consider, later on,” Yvonne said.  A dull crash echoed through the air as cannonballs slammed into the wards.  Adam couldn’t help thinking they were caught in a thunderstorm, even though the skies were clear.  “Right now, we have more important problems.”

Adam nodded, glumly.  He’d planned to spend the week experimenting with Lilith and perhaps ... he told himself, sharply, he was being an ass.  He was safe behind the wards, while countless others were trapped outside ... he wondered, not for the first time, what had happened to the poor bastards who’d been caught in town.  They’d probably been taken prisoner at the very least, if they hadn’t been raped and murdered on the spot.  Adam was surprised the prisoners hadn’t been steered to the university.  The more mouths there were to feed, the less time it would take to starve the staff and students out.  It was rare for a besieging force to allow anyone to leave.

Another crash shook the air.  “I have some ideas I want to try,” he said.  “I’ll see you later?”

“Get a wash first,” Taffy advised.  “You stink.”

“I know.”  Adam was tempted to go straight to the lab, but Lilith might be there.  He didn’t want her to see him while he was sodden with sweat.  Magicians took personal cleanliness a great deal more seriously than the average mundane.  “I’ll see you at dinner.”

He nodded to them, then turned and made his way up to the dorm.  It was crammed with camp beds, makeshift bedding and bedrolls strewn in so many places he had to pick his way between them just to get to his bed.  The dorms had never been very private – he was silently glad he was used to it, having shared a room with his siblings – but now there was no privacy at all.  The refugees were doing their best, yet ... he shook his head.  They hadn’t asked to be chased out of their homes and forced to flee to the castle, nor had they had the time to bring everything they needed.  There was nothing to be gained by bitching about it.  If the army broke through the wards, it would be a great deal worse for everyone.

Unless we can stop them, he thought.  The enemy army could just be waiting for the university to starve, rather than coming up with a novel way of taking down the wards, but ... if so, why was it wasting gunpowder?  Gunpowder was cheap, and cannonballs could be recycled, yet ... it had to be a severe drain on the king’s resources.  What does he think he’s doing?

Adam put the thought aside as he stepped into the washroom – it smelt worse now, with so many people using it – stripped down and splashed water on his body before changing into a new set of clothes.  There was nothing he could do about the enemy army.  Instead, he’d have to carry on with his research and experiments and hope for the best.  He walked out of the dorm and down the stairs, passing dozens of refugees sitting or lying where they’d been told to wait.  He had no idea what was going to happen to them.  The men could be channelled into the militia, or the workshop, but the women and children?  What could they do to them?

He reached the corridor and froze.  The lab was open ...

... And that meant someone was inside.
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Chapter Nineteen
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Adam hesitated, unsure what to do.

[image: image]

It couldn’t be Lilith or Taffy.  Either one of them would have closed the door.  It couldn’t be Yvonne or Praxis ... they’d have respected the lab’s owners and refrained from entering without permission, unless it was a real emergency.  The rest of the staff, saving perhaps Master Dagon, would have the same attitude ... probably.  Adam gritted his teeth, wondering if he should sound the alarm.  It could be a spy, someone sent by the enemy army to break into his lab ... no, that was fantastical.  A spy would be trying to break into the nexus point chamber, not his lab ...

Arnold would know the lab might be important, Adam thought.  A nasty thought crossed his mind as he inched forward, moving as quietly as possible.  But would he take the risk of coming in person?

He reached the door and peered inside, half-expecting to see the aftermath of a potions accident.  Someone intent on searching the room for something would certainly have left no stone unturned, if he’d only had a short time to search before someone came along and he got caught.  Hell, merely leaving the door open was a dead giveaway.  The legitimate owners could close the door without triggering the wards.  Anyone else would find it difficult to close the door ... unless they wanted to set off the alarms.  Ice ran down his spine as he saw someone bent over the writing table, flicking through the notes they’d put together, followed by a surge of anger.  Adam stepped into the room before he could even think better of it.

“Matt,” he snapped.  “What are you doing here?”

Matt spun around, one hand raised.  Adam kept his face utterly impassive.  Matt could hex him and, after everything that had happened in the last few months, the idea wasn’t as terrifying as it had once been.  Besides, Matt risked getting thrown out on his ass if he hexed a mundane student.  Adam wondered, idly, where he’d go.  If he poked his head out of the wards, the enemy army would catch him in a heartbeat.  Perhaps the staff would just lock him in a room until the fighting was over, one way or the other.  It might even be better for him.

“I ...”  Matt glared at him.  “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

“We are no longer apprentices sharing a master,” Adam said, standing his ground.  “You are an apprentice.  I am a fellow of the university, with a grant to carry out research as I please, and you are in my lab.  Why are you here?”

Matt’s face darkened.  “Lilith told me I could see the lab, and check out her notes,” he said.  “And so I did.”

Adam raised his eyebrows in the manner he’d learnt from their old master.  “I’m sure that wasn’t quite what she said.”  It was hard to keep the sneer out of his voice.  Lilith wouldn’t let anyone look at her notes, certainly not the ones documenting experiments they’d yet to carry out.  “What did she really say?”

“I was interested in her notes on charged blood,” Matt said, glowering at him.  “And yes, she said I could look at them.”

“And so you came here, and started to search the lab?”  Adam put as much scorn and disbelief into his voice as he could, despite the risk.  “What were you thinking?”

“I had an idea,” Matt said, stiffly.  “And ideas wait for no man.  Or woman.”

“Really?”  Adam didn’t have to pretend his disbelief.  “And the idea is ...?”

“None of your business,” Matt said.  “If you don’t want to share your notes, I see no reason to share mine.”

Adam tried not to snort in exasperation.  Share his notes?  His notes?  The magic schools might foster a culture of sneaking around and stealing ideas, a problem made worse by magicians being reluctant to share their innovations openly, but the university worked on different principles.  Matt certainly should not be sneaking around, not after creatively reinterpreting whatever Lilith had told him.  He wondered, suddenly, if Jasper had put Matt up to it.  Jasper had never liked Adam, but he was smart enough to realise that fighting openly would get him in hot water.

Or Arnold, Adam thought.  It was impossible to convince himself Matt wasn’t the real Matt, but ... he could easily be working for Arnold.  Or someone else.  The guild hadn’t been too pleased with Master Pittwater when he’d taken Adam as an apprentice.  They’d pushed Master Pittwater to dismiss Adam, which had backfired spectacularly when Adam went to Heart’s Eye and found a whole new way to make magic.  Could he be working for the guild?

“I don’t think you have anything to offer,” Adam said, controlling his anger with an effort.  “Or do you?”

“I have more than you,” Matt snapped.  “I have magic.  You just wish you did!”

Adam strolled over to a drawer, purposefully turning his back on Matt.  The charge had stung, he admitted sourly, because there was a certain amount of truth to it.  Adam had wished he had magic from a very young age, to the point he’d been fooled by a pair of dodgy potion dealers who’d sworn on their mothers’ lives their brew would give him real magic of his own.  He still cringed at the memory of just how big a fool he’d made of himself, although – thankfully – Matt had never heard about it.  Master Pittwater had told him, later, that no such potion existed.  It was simply impossible to grant magic to all and sundry.  One either had it or one didn’t.

“Yeah, you’re right,” he said, as he pulled a strip of carved metal out of the drawer.  It was short for a wand.  He suspected Matt wouldn’t recognise the danger ... and if he did, it would say interesting things about his associates.  “If I had even a spark of magic, I’d be so far ahead of you that you couldn’t possibly compete.”

Matt showed no reaction to the carved metal.  Adam was almost disappointed.  Arnold had been there when the first runic tiles had been carved.  He’d recognise what Adam was planning to do and take action.  Matt didn’t.  He probably thought the strip was a makeshift weapon.  What could a swordsman do against a magician?  Adam smiled.  If the swordsman had charmed armour, he could gut the magician before he realised he’d need to adapt his spells to crack the shell and kill the man underneath.

“I have magic,” Matt said.  “And that means I’m better than you.”

Adam smiled.  Matt had been terrifying once upon a time, but ... he was a coward.  Adam had never seen him stand up to anyone who matched him in power.  He’d rarely even dared argue with his master. Adam felt his smile grow wider.  Matt wasn’t even brave enough to propose experiments, let alone carry them out.  He might be a magician, with enough power to earn an apprenticeship, but he wasn’t invincible.  Hell, if he’d been strong enough to be really dangerous, he wouldn’t have had an apprenticeship with Master Pittwater.  Adam loved the old man, and wished him well, but he had no illusions.  Master Pittwater was a very low-ranking magician indeed.

“Really?”  Adam let the word hang in the air for a long moment.  “And if you are so much better, why are you not already a master?”

Matt raised a hand.  “You can apologise, or you’ll spend the next few weeks as a toad,” he grated.  “And I’m sure Lilith won’t kiss you to turn you back.”

Adam braced himself.  “This room is shielded,” he said.  It might be true.  It was also possible the wards had been reconfigured to keep the enemy army out, instead of monitoring the sorcerers inside the wards.  “Do your worst.”

Matt jabbed his hand forward.  A greenish glow pulsed from his fingertips and darted at Adam, the sheer eeriness of the light threatening to unman him even before it touched his skin.  Adam refused to let the spell paralyse him.  He thrust forward, holding the carved metal out in front of him.  The spell struck the rune and disintegrated.  Adam felt his fingers twist painfully as the magic gave him a jolt, but the spell had splintered.  The power was already fading into the background.  Matt’s mouth dropped open in shock.  He didn’t even have a chance to realise he needed to cast another spell before Adam crashed into him.

He fell, Adam on top of him.  He wasn’t a good street fighter, not by the standards of the rough and rowdy apprentices who went looking for trouble every Friday, but he knew he was better than Matt.  The magician had been far too dependent on his magic to protect him from mundane fists, just like Jasper ... Adam nearly giggled.  Jasper had reacted a great deal more quickly, when he’d realised the danger.  If he hadn’t been stripped of his powers, he might have won the day.

And he might have revealed Arnold’s true nature, Adam thought.  It would have changed everything.

Matt grunted, then fell quiet as Adam pressed the metal against his throat.  He seemed smaller somehow, small and unhealthy and surprisingly weak for his size.  Apprentices tended to be very healthy, if only because their masters kept them hopping.  Matt ... he put the thought out of his head as Matt stared up at him, eyes wide with shock and horror.  He’d never expected to be crushed so easily by someone he despised.

“If you cast another spell, the magic surge will take your head off,” Adam growled.  “And if it doesn’t, I’ll press down hard.”

He smelt urine on the air and winced.  Matt had wet himself?  Idiot.  He clearly hadn’t paid attention, either to the broadsheet stories about what Adam had done or the notes he’d found when he’d broken into the lab.  Perhaps it was proof, too, that Matt had nothing to do with Arnold.  The rune worked ... once.  A more competent magician might have taken a moment to focus his mind, freeze Adam in place and then get out from under him.  Matt was too scared to think straight.  But the moment he did ...

“The world has changed,” Adam said.  He felt a twinge of shame, mixed with the grim awareness Matt needed a shock before he pissed off someone with the power and inclination to teach him a lesson he wouldn’t survive.  “You have magic, but so what?  I don’t need magic to put you down, not now.  You can try to zap me and you know what?  It won’t work ...”

“I ...”  Matt stared up at him.  It looked as if he was going into shock.  “I ...”

“Get out.”  Adam rolled off Matt and stood, refusing to show even a hint of weakness.  “And don’t come back without real permission.”

He braced himself, keeping a wary eye on the other boy as he stumbled to his feet.  He knew Matt.  He’d badmouth customers and grumble about his master and the moment he thought he had a chance to push back, he’d take it.  Master Pittwater had never realised how many customers had come close to getting the wrong potions, only to be saved by Adam quietly checking Matt’s work.  In hindsight, it had probably been a mistake.  Matt would have been kicked out after the third or fourth complaint and no one would have been able to object.  But then, he would probably have tried to blame everything on Adam ...

Matt glared at him, clearly wondering if he should try his luck.  Adam held his gaze.  He was no longer scared of Matt, no longer afraid of what he might do.  Sure, he had power – and he could hurt or even kill Adam now the rune was burnt out – but it wasn’t something beyond Adam’s comprehension.  He wondered, suddenly, how he’d ever thought Lilith might be interested in Matt.  It was just absurd.  There were hundreds of magicians far more capable than Matt, if she’d been looking.  And most of them were nicer too.

He watched as Matt left the room, walking with a slight limp.  Adam rolled his eyes.  It was unlikely Matt had been seriously hurt, unless he’d already taken a beating a few days ago and the fall had made it worse.  It wasn’t impossible.  Master Landis had no qualms about taking his belt to his apprentices and Matt was just the kind of person to get on his master’s nerves very quickly.  Perhaps that explained his mood.  Matt had never stopped to think he might have deserved his punishment ...

Adam shut the door, then sat down and started to laugh.  Matt had wet himself.  It was ... it was ghastly and yet... it was also sort of funny.  Adam had scared him so badly ... Adam knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that Matt was already planning his revenge and yet it was hard to keep from laughing.  Who’d known Matt was such a coward?

Apart from me, of course, Adam thought.  He never challenged anyone more powerful than him.

He felt his smile grow wider as he mopped the floor – there was no point in waiting for Matt to come back and clean up his mess – then faded as he realised what was missing.  Matt’s spell hadn’t actually struck him, let alone turned him into a frog, but it should still have set off the alarms.  The fact it hadn’t ... Adam frowned as he looked at the walls.  Lilith had cast a lot of privacy spells over the lab, in hopes of keeping prying eyes out.  Had she accidentally blocked the monitoring wards?  Or were they shut down, with all power diverted to protect the university?  It wasn’t impossible.

And once Matt realised the staff didn’t come storming in, spells at the ready, he might think the wards are down, Adam thought, grimly.  He had told Matt the room was shielded, and it was possible Matt would decide he’d been telling the truth, but ... what if he thought otherwise?  Will he try something stupid?  Again?

He finished cleaning the floor, then started to pick up the notes.  Matt had glanced at them one by one, but he didn’t look to have read them in any great detail.  They were just too scattered.  Adam fought to keep his contempt under control.  Matt could have scanned the notes, memorised them and then tried to build on their research to do more.  A lot more.  Instead ... Adam frowned, wondering what Matt had been looking for.  It made no sense.  Had he expected notes on something new and completely original?  Or ... or what?

Maybe he was looking for blackmail information, Adam thought.  Jasper had suggested, rather nastily, that Adam had copied ideas from a sorcerer who’d remained unnamed.  It wasn’t a particularly believable story, but Matt might have bought into it.  Or something he could use ...

Adam shrugged and picked up the rune.  It was a scorched mess – it was lucky Matt hadn’t taken a look at it – and yet, it had done its job.  He started to put the twisted metal in the recycle bin, then stopped himself.  If they linked up a series of runes ... he reached for his notebook and started to sketch, scribbling out the idea piece by piece.  It wouldn’t be a perfect defence, not for a lone human, but ... it might work.

“It should work,” he muttered, as he drew out the design.  It was hard to be sure, even with charged runes, but if he did it right, the network might survive long enough to tap into the dispelled magic to endure.  “And even if it doesn’t ...”

The door opened.  Adam looked up, half-afraid Matt had returned.  Instead, Lilith gave him a tired look, her nose wrinkling.  “What happened?”

“It’s a long story,” Adam said.  “Did you ... did you give Matt permission to look at your notes?”

“My apprenticeship notes,” Lilith said.  She shrugged, dismissively.  “He’s more than welcome to have them.”

“But not the ones in here?”  Adam nodded to the writing table.  “He was in here, reading your notes?”

Lilith’s eyes sharpened.  “I never ...”

“I know.”  Adam shook his head.  “I gave him a fright and ... and I came up with something new.”

He passed her the paper.  “What do you think?”

“What happened?”  Lilith held the paper but didn’t look at it.  “What sort of fright did you give him?”

“I used a charged rune to take his spellwork apart before it reached me,” Adam said.  He was torn between exultation and shame.  He wanted to glory in what he’d done and yet he felt a little guilty.  He’d made Matt wet himself.  He’d ... he’d shocked him so badly he would either crack or become a better person.  Who knew?  “And then I knocked him down.”

“How nice,” Lilith said.  She peered at the paper, then frowned.  “If this works ...”

“It might change everything,” Adam said.  “Shall we try?”
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Chapter Twenty
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“The basic wards are designed to break down spellware before the spell reaches its target,” Adam said, as he carved the runes into place.  “The magic isn’t so much absorbed as dissipated back into the ether.”

Lilith tapped her foot impatiently.  “I may just have heard something about it at one point or another,” she said, with heavy sarcasm.  “It might just have been mentioned once or twice or a few hundred times.”

Adam flushed.  “I didn’t hear about it until I started studying theoretical magic,” he said, wryly.  In hindsight, it might have been a useful thing to know.  “That’s how the runes I carved work; they twist and break the spellware rather than absorb the magic.”

“Yes ...?”  Lilith looked as if she couldn’t decide if she wanted to smile or scowl.  “And your point is?”

“The wards don’t stop physical force,” Adam continued, “but they don’t have to.  They just have to break up the spellware, rendering the magic useless.”

He finished carving the runes, then put the infused blood in place to charge them.  “I was thinking,” he said.  “There’s a very real problem with flying balloons, let alone airships, because they can be blasted out of the sky so easily.  One good hit with a fireball and the balloon will ... will turn into a fireball, then fall out of the sky.  The plans to build and fly airships might never get off the ground.”

“Particularly if you use magic to steer,” Lilith said.  “You couldn’t set up defensive wards without taking out your own magic.”

“That’s the point,” Adam said.  “But what if we could project a diffusive field out from the airship?  Or the balloon?”

He put the runes in place on the floor, then walked around them so they were between him and Lilith.  His heart pounded as he braced himself.  He trusted Lilith not to hurt him, at least not on purpose, but there were too many unexplored and therefore unpredictable variables.  It was quite possible the spellware would be twisted, rather than warped completely out of existence.  There was a reason, he’d been told, why the boring old fireball was the weapon of choice for magicians.  It might be boring, but it was practical; even when it was deflected and dissolved, it could still do some damage.

“Lilith” – Adam’s mouth was suddenly dry – “turn me into a frog.”

Lilith eyed him, warily.  She knew he didn’t like being transfigured or enchanted.  She’d done it to him, when they’d been at odds, but ... he wondered what was going through her mind.  Some magicians liked the sensation, others enjoyed pretending to be something else for a while ... it was dangerous, when the magician cast the spell on himself, but that was part of the thrill.  Matt had bragged about helping magicians with such spells ... Adam rather suspected he’d been talking out of his ass.  It was hard to believe such perversity really existed.

“Please,” he said.  “I want to test the runes.”

Lilith lifted her hand and cast the spell.  An eerie green orb of light washed towards him ... and came apart, snapping out of existence, as it passed over the runes.  Adam let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding.  The runes had worked!  The spell had come apart well before it had reached him, rendering it harmless.  Lilith stepped forward, holding out her arm as she stepped towards the runes.  Her hand twitched the moment it crossed the border, jerking in a manner that was somehow unnatural.  Adam felt his smile grow wider.  The experiment had worked.

“Odd,” Lilith said.  “If you could use runes to do this, why did no one do it before?”

“I think they couldn’t charge the runes to the point the effect became practical,” Adam said, slowly.  It wasn’t easy for a sorcerer to charge runes, not without accidentally destroying the carvings in the process.  Normally, runes drew on background magic, making them dangerously unreliable.  It was impossible to calculate just how long it would take for a rune to charge ...  “And even now, all we’re really doing is breaking apart the spellware.”

“So you said,” Lilith agreed, dryly.  “What do you intend to do with this?”

“I have an idea.”  Adam motioned for her to step back.  “Can you launch a fireball at me?”

“Are you mad?”  Lilith shook her head.  “I could kill you.”

“There’s less magic in a fireball than a transfiguration spell,” Adam pointed out.  “It shouldn’t last long enough to reach me.”

“The keyword there is shouldn’t,” Lilith said.  “If you’re wrong, you will be seriously hurt or killed and I am not going to explain it to the council.”

Adam met her eyes.  “We have to know ...”

“I don’t need a target.”  Lilith cut him off, sharply.  “Get out of the way.”

“I ...”  Adam scowled as he realised she was right, then stepped out of her field of fire.  “Do it now.”

Lilith raised her hand, then cast the spell.  A fireball flashed through the air, then disintegrated as it crossed the runic field.  Adam stepped back as a wave of heat brushed against his bare skin, sending uncomfortable prickles running down his back.  Lilith took a moment to gather herself, then cast the spell again.  This time, the fireball came apart into a tongue of fire that lashed the air before vanishing into nothingness.  Lilith glanced at him and raised her eyebrows.  Adam nodded, reluctantly.  If he’d been standing there, he would have been scorched, perhaps even seriously injured.  The jokes about alchemists accidentally blowing off their own eyebrows no longer seemed quite so amusing.

“I told you so,” Lilith said.  “And if that happens to a balloon, it will catch fire and explode anyway.”

Adam scowled, but conceded she’d been right.  “I think the more runes we use to create the field, the further the field will spread.  If it’s big enough, the fireball will disintegrate too far from the balloon to cause any real damage.”

“If,” Lilith said.  “They’ll go looking for other ways to hit the balloon.”

“Yeah.”  Adam started to update his notes, then clean up the mess.  “But as long as we stay ahead of them, it won’t matter.”

He smiled as he considered the future.  He could see it, in his mind’s eye.  A giant airship, rising out of the university and flying over the enemy positions.  The enemy sorcerers, chanting and waving their arms as they threw fireball after fireball at the airship, only to watch helplessly as their strongest spells vanished into the ether well before they touched the balloon; the enemy troops, scattering in panic as the untouchable airship dropped barrels of gunpowder on them from a great height.  The enemy army wouldn’t stand a chance.  There’d been hundreds of suggestions about what magicians could do, if they rode pitchforks or broomsticks into battle, but those suggestions had all floundered on practical reality.  But now ...

Adam smiled.  “You can fly, can’t you?”

“Very well, as long as I have a pitchfork,” Lilith said.  “Or something along the same lines.”

“You could carry the runes,” Adam said.  “And you could still fly, as long as the bubble was well clear of your spells.”

“It might work,” Lilith said, slowly.  “But it would also be incredibly dangerous.”

Adam nodded.  He’d seen boats capsize because the sailors had raised too many sails in a storm.  A pitchfork rider might have the same problem, if she accidentally brought her spells into contact with the protective bubble.  There’d be no time to save her life as she plummeted from the skies, no time to even discard the runes so she could recast the flying spells.  Adam stroked his chin as he considered the problem.  There had to be some way of doing it.  He had a vision of hundreds of witches blotting out the skies as they flew over the enemy army, raining down spells before vanishing into the distance.  If they could make it work ...

“I need to grab something to eat,” Lilith said.  “Coming?”

“Yeah.”  Adam grabbed his bag, wondering – not for the first time – just how long they could afford to feed everyone.  The university hadn’t had anything like enough time to prepare for a siege.  “I’m on my way.”

He slung his bag over his shoulder and followed her out the door, taking care to make sure it was locked as they left.  Matt would have no trouble opening the lock – it was mundane, without any real magic worked into the metal – but it would be clear proof he’d crossed the line.  Adam half-hoped he’d try again, after their ... discussion.  Matt couldn’t claim he had permission to enter the lab now, and trying would let them make an official complaint.  And then ...

“Matt was asking about your apprenticeship notes,” he mused.  “Why?”

“Beats me.”  Lilith shrugged.  “They won’t do him any good.  He’ll still need to master the practicalities before gaining his mastery.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  Matt wasn’t stupid.  He had to know her notes would be of limited value.  It was one thing to read a book about brewing potions, quite another to actually develop the skills to do it.  Book learning only took one so far, Master Pittwater had said, and Adam had to agree he’d had a point.  Matt wouldn’t get Lilith’s skills just by reading her notes.  He’d have to practice and practice and just keep practicing before he matched and exceeded her.  Adam doubted he’d get that far.  Lilith’s grasp of magic was so superior to Matt’s that it was no contest.

Unless he thought she’d written something useful in her notes, he mused.  But what?

They reached the upper corridors and stepped into a crowd of people inching into the dining hall.  It was packed, the line moving so slowly Adam could taste the resentment and frustration.  Normal classes had been suspended, of course, but it was still a giant pain in the ass.  Worse ... he wondered, grimly, just how long it would be before the resentment took on tangible form.  It was easy to say people needed help, but harder to give it when it cost the giver something.  He’d heard enough grumbling in the dorm to know some of the students were having second thoughts.  And once the food shortages started to bite ...

He held Lilith’s hand as the line inched forward, the crowd pressing through a door nowhere near large enough to let them all through.  The noise was deafening, even though people weren’t shouting.  It felt as though he was caught in an echo chamber, the chatter burring together into a single sound that tore at his ears and made him want to run ... he couldn’t.  Lilith seemed even less happy, her grip tightening as she pressed against him.  She didn’t like crowds, he recalled.  He didn’t blame her.

The dining hall had been large, when he’d first seen it, but now it felt rather small.  The food tables were gone.  Instead, the cooks handed out bowls of stew and glasses of water.  Adam heard an older student complain to his friends about the limited choices, although – thankfully – his friends shut him down before he started a fight.  The stew was probably better than the food in the army camp, he told himself as he took his share.  There was no point in looking for a seat.  He pushed through the crowd until he found somewhere they could stand, without being pushed around by the sheer mass of people, and shielded Lilith as best as he could as they ate.  The stew was surprisingly bland.  He suspected it was a bad sign.

They probably can’t bring in spices and herbs any longer, he reflected.  We’re completely cut off from the rest of the world.

A rustle ran through the air.  Adam turned, just in time to see Princess Violet scramble onto a table.  She was dressed in a white gown that made her look like a real princess and wore a simple tiara, sparkling in the light.  Adam felt Lilith stiffen beside him as all eyes turned to the princess.  He had no idea what she was doing, but he doubted it boded well.  His lips twitched at the thought.  Technically, a political refugee should not be standing up with the clear intention of making a speech, but that convention had never been honoured in Heart’s Eye.  Besides, it wasn’t as if they could get into worse trouble.  They were already under siege.

“My brother is insane,” Princess Violet said.  Her voice was warm and friendly, yet very determined and controlled.  She spoke as if she were addressing a band of favoured confederates, not a crowd.  “Everything you’ve built here, he wants to tear down.  He’s destroyed printing presses, burnt broadsheets and smashed steam engines.  He has slaughtered peasants demanding their rights and sent merchants to jail for daring to think they should have a say in politics.  He thinks he can put the clock back, to the days before Lady Emily and the Levellers.  Is he right?”

“No,” someone shouted.  Others took up the shout.  “No!”

“No,” Princess Violet agreed.  “The New Learning has already spread too far to be stopped.  Kingdoms that ride the waves of change will come to a new world of justice and harmony and opportunity for all, regardless of birth and status; kingdoms that try to freeze progress will be destroyed by their populations, by people who want their rights and opportunities and are no longer willing to be held down by the aristocratic elite!  My brother thinks he can put the entire kingdom in jail!  Is he right?”

Lilith put her lips to Adam’s ears as the crowd shouted a denial.  “She’s an aristocrat, isn’t she?”

Adam nodded, although he thought he understood the princess’s point.  She was both a younger child and a girl, someone who would have normally had very little say in her own life.  She might be an aristocrat, but that didn’t mean she automatically had power.  Her brother had considered her nothing more than a pawn.  She had every reason to resent a system that considered everything she had – apart from her womb – to be worthless.  She’d been a prisoner in a gilded cage.

“He must be stopped,” Princess Violet told the crowd.  “Today, I have thrown down a formal challenge to my brother and declared myself a queen in exile.  Today, I have told all the people groaning under his yoke, all the people who had nowhere else to go, that there is an alternative.  Today, I have signed into law the Great Charter of Tarsier, granting rights and freedoms to all who live in our great country.  Today, I have confirmed the treaties my kingdom signed with the university, many years ago ...”

Adam blinked.  Mistress Irene had forbidden it, hadn’t she?  “Can she do that?”

“The staff won’t be pleased,” Lilith answered.  “She’s just blown a hole in our neutrality.”

“It will not be easy,” Princess Violet said.  “My brother will do everything in his power to keep word from getting out.  He will intensify his efforts to break your wards, to smash the university to ashes and salt the ground to ensure you will never rise again.  And he will crack down hard on his people, putting the entire kingdom into lockdown to keep them from questioning his rule.  He will mock me, and degrade me, and argue I have no right to challenge him because I am a woman.  A woman!  He will laugh and he will make others laugh too.”

She rested her hand between her breasts.  “Yes, I am a woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king!  And I will not stand by idly and watch, as if it was nothing more than a masque, as my brother crushes the kingdom beneath his heel.  It is my duty to issue a challenge, to send my brother a defiance and demand he meets me in the field to settle the issue once and for all.  It is my duty and, unlike my brother, I will not shirk.”

And she stole a line from Queen Alassa, Adam thought.  It made him think well of the princess.  Compared to her father, Queen Alassa was practically perfect in every way.  She’d certainly honoured the treaty with Beneficence, and that was all that mattered to the city.  The university might have the same thought, if the princess became a ruling queen.  I wonder how many people think she has a chance.

“We must prepare to fight,” Princess Violet told the crowd.  “We must build an army and equip it with the latest weapons, first to drive the besiegers from our walls and then to march directly to the capital, to smoke my brother out and drive him into exile before he can do any more damage.  It will not be easy.  My brother has many supporters who think as he does, but the future belongs to us.  I pledge to you, on my heart and soul, that I will enforce the Great Charter, that I will respect the rights and independence of the university and honour the other obligations I have assumed.  I ask you to fight, not for me but for your own freedoms.  It is time to take a stand, to take the freedoms that should be yours by right ...”

“The staff will really not be pleased,” Lilith muttered, as the crowd started to cheer Violet’s name.  “This is going to have unpredictable effects.”

“I know,” Adam said.  He felt the pull, as Princess Violet’s supporters started signing students and refugees up for the militia.  “But do we have a choice?”

Lilith shrugged.  “If she keeps her promises, perhaps not,” she said.  “Her brother is already trying to destroy us.  But will she?”
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“I’ll say one thing for the princess,” Taffy said, the following day.  “She’s more than just a pretty face.”

Adam nodded, curtly, as they waited in line to sign up for the militia.  Princess Violet had played her few cards very well.  She’d made her speech in front of a vast crowd, ensuring the university staff couldn’t shut her down without starting a riot, then sent her supporters to start recruiting willing volunteers while shaming the unwilling.  It helped, he supposed, that the king had already shattered the university’s neutrality beyond repair.  Princess Violet had the great advantage of being a lot more reasonable than her brother, as well as clearly lacking the power to do whatever she pleased and to hell with public opinion.  Adam had heard, through Lilith, that the staff were still arguing about how best to handle the situation.  The princess was clearly well ahead of them.

She must have been planning for the last few days, Adam thought.  The princess was good at making people feel she cared.  He knew, now, how she’d talked Matt into helping the two princesses flee to the university.  She had the common touch, something Adam would have thought impossible.  She could make someone feel he was the most important person in the world.  He had no doubt it was what she’d done to Matt.  And the staff can’t do anything about it.

He frowned.  He’d never considered joining the militia back home.  The militia wasn’t as bad as the king’s army, lurking just across the bridges, but it was still widely regarded as a pool for losers.  Here ... the militia was actually well-organised and supported by the vast majority of students and townspeople.  They normally had more recruits than they could handle.  It didn’t help, he supposed, that the princess’s supporters had been going around shaming non-magicians who didn’t sign up.  There’d been nothing the staff could do about it either.  They were too busy trying to deal with the fallout from the princess’s self-proclamation.

I guess she really does want to overthrow her brother, Adam thought.  The princess couldn’t go back now.  The entire kingdom was based on royal supremacy, with only one king at the very top of the structure.  By proclaiming herself a queen-in-exile, the princess was throwing down a challenge that could not be denied.  She committed outright treason.  One of the two is going to be dead by the time this is over.

He scowled, inwardly.  He wasn’t a fighter.  He should be carrying out experiments, not putting his life in danger.  His place wasn’t on the front line.  And yet, the thought of what Matt would say if he backed out kept him in line.  He wasn’t that concerned about Matt’s opinion – Matt hated Adam for humiliating him and there was nothing Adam could do to change it – but Jasper and the others would seize on any excuse for discrediting him.  It didn’t help that Matt had been the first magician to sign up, without even waiting for permission from his master.  Adam had no idea if Matt was seeking redemption or if he simply had no idea what he was getting into, but ... it didn’t matter.  He had no intention of letting Matt lord it over him again.

Taffy nudged him.  “What do you think?”

Adam flushed.  He’d been lost in his own thoughts.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I wasn’t listening.”

“I was asking if you thought the princess could be trusted to keep her word,” Taffy said, dryly.  “Do you?”

Adam considered it.  Princess Violet had very little to bargain with – and she knew it, unless she was a complete idiot.  And she wasn’t.  She couldn’t afford to hem and haw when her prospective recruits needed clear promises, ones that offered no leeway for her to put them aside when the fighting was over.  But then, who knew if she’d try to find a way to do it anyway?  She might not be satisfied with a purely nominal role as queen ... hell, when she took power, she’d feel as hemmed in as her brother.  What would she do when she was the one making the decisions?  How many of her promises would suddenly become millstones around her neck?

“I think, right now, we have shared interests,” he said, finally.  His mother had always taught him it was better to rely on self-interest than selflessness.  It was rare for someone to be completely selfless when they had something to lose, be it money or property or even something as intangible as a reputation.  “As long as she sees advantage in working with us, she’ll do it.  Once that changes ...”

He scowled.  He’d heard the debates in the dorm, the discussions that had turned into loud arguments and even shouting matches, to the point the dorm supervisor had threatened to turn everyone into toads if they didn’t keep the racket down.  Some students thought the princess could be trusted, because she knew better than to trust her aristocrats; others suspected the princess would break her word, the moment she sat on the throne as ruling queen.  Adam suspected it wouldn’t be anything like as clear-cut.  The princess would inherit a weakened, if not ruined, kingdom.  She’d have to make some hard choices, putting her personal feelings aside.  And if one of those choices meant going back on her word ... she’d do it.

“As long as we make it clear breaking her word will not be tolerated,” he added after a moment, “we should be in the clear.”

His heart sank.  It wouldn’t be easy.  The rule of law was weak, even in a city-state like Beneficence.  The wealthy and powerful had no trouble evading the consequences, unless they went too far and roused the entire population against them.  It had only happened twice, in the city’s long history, and both of the targets had gone well over the line.  Even Vesperian hadn’t gone that far ... he shook his head.  It would be nearly impossible to place legal shackles on a ruling queen.  And she’d regard even trying as a hostile act.  She might even be right.

The line inched forward.  He looked up and down, wondering how many students really wanted to fight – either for the university or the princess – and how many had been shamed into joining up.  It was hard to keep the resentment off his face.  He didn’t want to do it, and he knew he shouldn’t put himself into danger, but ... he gritted his teeth in irritation.  He couldn’t say that out loud, not now ... not ever.  It felt like a sick joke.  He’d left his home and travelled halfway around the known world and, somehow, he’d found the old rules still applied.

Not all of them, he told himself.  Back home, Matt would still be looking down on me.

He looked up as they reached the desk.  Captain Walter Blademaster looked back at him evenly, his face showing no reaction.  Adam had been told he’d been put in charge of the defences, rather than someone who’d spent most of his career in town, but he hadn’t realised he was handling the recruiting personally.  The university wasn’t exactly short of people who could take names, then steer recruits to the right place.  Blademaster studied them thoughtfully for a long moment, then nodded to himself.  Adam wondered, tiredly, what he’d seen in their faces.  He was no fool either.

“You’re both Category C,” Blademaster informed them, in a tone that dared them to defy him.  Adam, who had no idea what Category C even meant, said nothing.  “Reservists.  Report to the Purple Zone and follow orders.”

His eyes lingered on Taffy.  “It can be harder for a young woman,” he said.  “And you don’t have to sign up.”

Taffy looked irked.  “Sir, will they show any mercy to me if they break through the wards?”

“No,” Blademaster said.  His voice was flat, but Adam thought he heard a hint of approval in his tone.  “But just be aware they will kill you in a heartbeat, if they have a chance.”

Adam glanced at Taffy, then walked to the Purple Zone.  The lands surrounding the university were in utter chaos, with entire sections turned into defensive earthworks and others studded with makeshift foundries and training areas.  Staff and students ran everywhere, shouting and screaming to be heard over the din.  Adam suspected they’d have had to start training the refugees to fight as quickly as possible, even if the princess hadn’t proclaimed herself, but it was still a confusing mess.  He wondered if the princess was hoping to recruit more people from the nearest cities, when – if – they broke out of the siege.  The university had thousands of possible recruits, but they didn’t have anything like enough men to man an entire army.

And not everyone will want to put her on the throne, he reflected.  The wards glowed briefly as the enemy cannons pounded the walls.  They might be happy breaking the siege and reopening our links to the rest of the world.

He frowned as he saw the line of reservists being chivvied into place by a man wearing a fancy uniform.  It was bright, too bright ... Adam hoped the man was smart enough not to wear it on the battlefield.  It might draw attention on the training ground, but anywhere else it would just make him a target.  He frowned as he spotted Matt and Jasper amongst the trainees, the latter looking as if he would sooner be somewhere – anywhere – else.  The other reservists were apprentices too, he noted.  It made a certain kind of sense.  The university needed to train them to fight, but it also needed to make sure they didn’t get sent away in a hurry.  They had work to do at Heart’s Eye.

“Line up,” the man said.  He motioned the recruits into rough lines, then stood in front of them.  He spoke in a calm voice that was somehow louder than a shout.  “I am Sergeant Rudd.  I fought for Princess Alassa during the Zangarian Civil War, then fought with Lady Emily during the final battles of the Necromantic War.  I came here to share the benefits of my experience with the gunsmiths, before I returned to the field.  If you listen to me, you will have a fairly good chance of surviving your first brush with combat.  If you don’t ... you’ll probably wind up dead, or wishing you were.

“You are reservists.  You are not expected to spend all your time on the battlefield or the defence lines.  We hope you will not be called upon to fight at all.  If this bothers you, talk to your masters and ask them to arrange a transfer to the first and second-rank formations.  They’ll make the decision, and we will honour it.  Until then, you are under my command and will be treated accordingly.  If you work hard, I will treat you as sensible adults; if you fuck around, I’ll fuck you up.”

Adam flinched.

Sergeant Rudd paused.  “I won’t sugar-coat anything.  War is not a game.  It is easy to believe in the excitement of going to war, to listen to stories of daring deeds and comradeship and everything else, but the reality is different.  Young strong men like you go onto the battlefield and get killed, or mutilated, or simply traumatised.  You may have the same experience, if you are called upon to take the field.  Or you may have a worse one.

“You will also be expected to uphold the military code, so I suggest you familiarise yourself with it when you have time.  If you are caught breaking the code, you will be given a field court martial and executed.  This applies to you, as much as the first and second-rank troops.  Do not fuck around with bending the code.  It’ll get you killed.”

Adam swallowed.  He’d never really thought the military had a code.  But there was no time to think about it.  Sergeant Rudd was continuing, his words echoing through the warm morning air. Adam wanted to know how Matt was reacting, but he didn’t dare look away from the sergeant.  He had the feeling it would get him in trouble.

Sergeant Rudd didn’t give them any time to think.  He marched them up and down the field, barking orders and instructions in a manner that would give even a princess pause.  Adam found it hard to cope, although the idea of turning and leaving was unthinkable.  Taffy seemed to be coping better ... he reminded himself, again, that she’d grown up on a farm and was used to physical labour.  She probably thought the exercise was nothing more than a strenuous walk.  Matt seemed to be having problems, though it was hard to be sure.  He wasn’t the only one.  Sergeant Rudd chose to ignore the grumbling from some of the older recruits as he led them out of the field, past a row of tents and up to a table.  A gun sat on it, waiting for them.  Sergeant Rudd picked it up and held it in front of them.

“This is the latest model of breach-loading rifle.”  Sergeant Rudd let the recruits take a good, long look.  “You’ll notice it is a considerable improvement over the muskets and flintlocks we had in the last war, as it uses cartridges rather than forcing the user to pour the powder into the weapon and then add the bullet.  That does not keep it from fouling rapidly, whenever the weapon is fired, and you will be required to clean it every day.  I’ve been informed these weapons are considerably more accurate than the last batch, but you still have to be careful.  It is difficult to fire with the accuracy of a simple magic spell.  We still need to fire in formation to be sure of hitting something.

“That said, when you hit something, it will stay hit.  The heavy bullet is designed to take down orcs.  If you hit an orc in the head, the beast will go down.  Even a hit to the arm or leg will do damage, although they will try to keep coming until you shoot them again or they simply expire through blood loss.  You can probably imagine what a direct hit will do to a human being. The damage will be quite extensive.”

Adam shuddered. 

“We will be discussing battlefield medicine later,” Sergeant Rudd added, “but the truth is most victims will not survive long enough for the chirurgeons to try to save his life.  I expect you to be very careful, when you have guns of your own.  The rules of gun safety exist for a reason.  A moment of carelessness could mean putting a bullet through your comrade’s head.  If you fire a gun by accident and you don’t hit someone, you will be on punishment duties for a week.  If you do, you will be in deep – deep – shit.”

Adam forced himself to pay attention as Sergeant Rudd demonstrated how the rifle worked, showing them – time and time again – how to slot a cartridge into place and then click off the safety.  He pointed out, repeatedly, that the safety catch wasn’t as safe as the craftsmen insisted.  A loaded gun could be dangerous to everyone, even the man carrying it.  They had to assume, he said, that the gun was loaded until they were sure it wasn’t.

“If the gun is out of your sight, even for a moment, you are to assume it is loaded when you pick it up again,” he said.  “A single mistake could fuck up your life.”

“Again,” Taffy muttered.

Sergeant Rudd took a knife from the table and fixed it to the end of the gun.  “One further improvement,” he added.  “The gun barrel is tougher than you might think, allowing it to be used as a makeshift spear.  A bayonet.  I don’t expect you to use this, except as a last resort, but you need to know how to slot it into position and use it if the time comes.  Don’t be afraid to stab someone coming at you, if you’re at close range.  It will be him ... or you.”

Adam swallowed, wishing – again – that he’d resisted the urge to sign up.  Being a reservist might be better than being on the front lines, but ... he tried to keep his face under tight control. Sergeant Rudd passed the rifle down the line, forcing them to prove they all knew how to check, secure and load the rifle.  It wouldn’t be that bad, he told himself.  He might be called upon to defend the university, but he wouldn’t be expected to go any further.  His lips twitched.  If Matt wanted to impress the princesses, he was going to be disappointed.  Unless he convinced Master Landis to let him go ...

Right now, Matt is probably needed to help brew potions, Adam thought, wryly.  He’s just as stuck as me.

Sergeant Rudd glared at him.  “Something amusing, recruit?”

“No, Sergeant,” Adam said. “I was just admiring the rifle.”

“You’ll admire it more when you start learning to shoot,” Sergeant Rudd informed him, curtly.  His tone suggested he knew Adam was lying.  “And when you take it into battle.”

He stepped back, his eyes running up and down the line.  “You’ve had a taste of the life,” he said, raising his voice.  “If you want to back out, now is your chance.  There will be no hard feelings.  It will not appear on your records.  Go.”

Adam braced himself, half-hoping Matt would go.  If he did ... 

“No one wants to leave?”  Sergeant Rudd sounded impassive, as if he wouldn’t have cared if the entire group had left.  “Good.  Now, we can start the real pain.”

Adam swallowed, hard.  He was sure the sergeant wasn’t joking.
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“You are wasting your time,” Lilith said, curtly.  “And it is having a baleful effect on you.”

Adam found it hard to disagree as they made their way to the lower levels.  It had been a week since he’d started training – the reservists put in two hours a day, unlike the first and second-rank soldiers – and he was already hurting.  Sergeant Rudd hadn’t been joking when he’d said the pain was about to start.  Adam felt as if he’d been beaten up time and time again, with aches and pains in places he hadn’t known he had ... it was impossible, just impossible, to believe the first and second-rank soldiers trained all day.  And yet, he knew it was true.  The militiamen were always busy.  Their commanders rarely let them have any time to sit down and brood.

He rubbed his arm, trying to ignore the aches permeating his body.  The training did seem to impress many of the girls – he’d heard his fellow recruits bragging about how they’d found girlfriends after they’d started to train – but Lilith wasn’t one of them.  She was a sorceress, hardly the type of woman to be impressed by dumb muscle and playing field feats.  He had a feeling she’d be happier if he spent all his time in the lab, but ... he dismissed the thought, even though part of him wanted it.  Matt was still on the field – Adam had heard he’d begged Master Landis for permission to join the first and second-rank soldiers – and Adam was damned if he was conceding first.  It was stupid, yet ...

“It has to be done,” he said.  “Did you manage to devise a rite?”

“Father and I are still planning it,” Lilith said.  Her lips thinned as she remembered what her father had said.  She hadn’t been very clear on precisely what they’d talked about, but Adam doubted it had been pleasant.  They were just too alike when it came to being stubborn and determined to get their own way.  “He wants to make sure everything is absolutely perfect.”

She stopped as they reached the door.  “Good luck,” she said.  “I’ll see you when you’re done.”

Adam nodded, torn between wishing she’d come to cheer and being silently relieved she was staying behind.  It would be hard to trip and fall in front of her ... he put the thought aside as he stepped into the bright sunlight, covering his eyes until they adjusted to the light.  The outside grounds had grown even more chaotic in the last few days, although it looked as though order was steadily being imposed.  Adam hoped it would last.  It was hard to ignore the fact that rations were growing even more scanty, with less and less food in the dining halls.  And the armchair generals weren’t helping.  They seemed to think the militia could march all the way to the capital without being stopped, as if it was only a short walk away, and put the princess on the throne.  Adam was no officer and even he knew it was impossible.

But then, I can read a map, he thought.  And that probably disqualifies me from officerdom.

He smiled – Sergeant Rudd had told them officers had trouble reading maps, then matching the map to the terrain – as he joined the rest of the recruits.  Matt scowled at him, but didn’t seem to have the energy to do anything more.  Adam wondered,  not for the first time, why Master Landis hadn’t simply put his foot down and told Matt to shut up and brew.  He was wasting two hours each day, just training for a war he’d never be allowed to fight.  Adam hated to admit it, but Matt was probably more useful on the battlefield than Adam himself, at least in the short term.  He could use the magic in his blood.

The thought brought him up short as he was suddenly aware of the heat sloshing through his body.  Adam gritted his teeth, calming himself with an effort.  It was like breathing.  It was easy to forget he was breathing, when he wasn’t thinking about breathing, but the moment he became aware he was breathing, he had to do it manually ... he shook his head, trying to forget the magic was there.  It was deeply frustrating to have the power and yet have no idea how to use it.  He hoped Lilith’s idea actually worked.

“We have an audience,” Sergeant Rudd said, as the troops lined up.  “Today, the princesses will be watching.”

Adam glanced to the left.  Princesses Violet and Daphne stood on the sidelines, the Gorgon standing beside them.  She didn’t look happy.  Adam had heard rumours the staff council was pissed at the princesses, even though there really was no other choice.  Princess Violet’s brother was bent on destroying the university and sowing the ground with salt.  The university needed to back her ... Adam wondered, numbly, what Lady Emily would make of it when she finally returned.  But then, no one had heard from her in weeks.

“My Lady,” Matt called.  “We won’t let you down.”

Princess Violet dimpled, shooting Matt a charming smile.  Matt blushed like a tomato.  Adam tried not to roll his eyes as Sergeant Rudd restored order with a few well-chosen words, then directed the recruits through their paces.  Again.  It had gotten a little easier over the last week - Sergeant Rudd insisted it had been harder when he’d been a boy, as hard as it was to imagine the sergeant as a new recruit – but it still hurt.  Adam wanted a long soak in a bath, when he returned to his dorm.  It wasn’t going to happen.

He forced himself to keep up as the recruits drilled, marching up and down before collecting their rifles for target practice.  Taffy had refused to leave, probably making sure – entirely by accident – that none of the men would leave either.  Adam was sure some of the magicians were hanging on by their fingertips – they just weren’t used to heavy exercise – but as long as Taffy stayed they couldn’t leave without looking like wimps.  Or worse.  Taffy was only a step or two above the bottom, as far as they were concerned; a powerless common-born mundane girl who’d grown up on a farm.  How could they let themselves be beaten by someone like her?

The princesses kept watching, eyes following the recruits as they marched.  The sound of the bombardment tapered off, slowly coming to an end.  Adam hoped it meant the besiegers had finally run out of gunpowder, or that they’d been called away to deal with something else, but he knew it was unlikely.  It wasn’t the first pause in the storm.  The enemy soldiers were probably regrouping, giving their cannons a moment to cool down before resuming the bombardment once again.  The silence felt oddly unnatural, after so long under the guns.  He hoped that meant the staff would have a chance to check the wards.

“Eyes front,” Sergeant Rudd bellowed.  “Keep your eyes forward ...”

The ground shook.  Adam looked towards the edge of the wards, just in time to see them glow bright red.  Raw power pulsed through the air as a surge of magic struck the invisible barrier and lit it up for all to see.  The earthquake grew worse – he heard something crashing behind him, the sound rapidly lost in the growing thunder – to the point he feared it would shake the entire university into rubble.  A flash of panic shot through him as the line scattered, discipline breaking down in an instant.  Taffy was with him, but Lilith was in the university.  She was in the lab!  Could she get out in time, if the university collapsed?

A low hum echoed through the air.  He heard Matt cry out – he wasn’t the only magician – as the wards right in front of the trenches started to twist into a new shape.  It looked like a soap bubble, one on a huge scale, slowly being warped into something else ... he felt another flash of panic as he realised the attackers were actually pushing the wards apart, opening a door into the university.  Taffy stumbled against him as the ground shook again, just as the first line of orcs appeared in the gap.  They charged ...

“Get into line,” Sergeant Rudd bellowed.  The ground was still shaking, sand and dust rising up and battering against Adam’s eyes.  “Get into line, damn you!”

The orcs hit the defences and kept coming, jumping into trenches and clambering up earthworks as if they were nothing more than tiny bumps in the ground.  Adam cursed as the remaining defenders opened fire.  Too many had been trapped, buried in the remains of collapsed trenches; others were hanging together, trying to put together a defence, but it was impossible.  The orcs tore knapsacks off their backs and hurled them forward, tossing them into the remaining trenches or as far as they could towards the university.  They exploded seconds later, scattering pieces of shrapnel in all directions.  Adam didn’t wait for orders.  He threw himself to the ground, only dimly aware of Taffy and the others doing the same.  He felt flying metal rocketing over his head.  Someone cried out, behind him.  At least one person had been hit.

“On your feet,” Sergeant Rudd bellowed.  “Take aim!”

Adam stumbled to his feet.  The orcs were through the defences and coming right at them, shambling parodies of humanity wielding swords so big no human could carry them.  He saw one of the orcs cut a man in half, his legs falling to the ground while his upper body flew through the air and landed in a ditch.  He’d known they were strong, but ... his finger tightened on the trigger, bracing himself for the order to fire.  The sergeant had enough nerve to wait until the right moment ...

“Fire,” Sergeant Rudd ordered.

Adam pulled the trigger.  The rifle jerked as it fired.  He didn’t hesitate.  He discarded the first cartridge and slotted in a new one, then fired again.  The orcs seemed to stumble, as if they’d suddenly run into a gust of rain, then hit the ground hard.  Behind them, Adam could see dark shapes making their way through the storm.  The wards were still open, flashes of light darting around the chink in the defences.  The orcs had been the sacrifice, the expendables sent to tear a path into the university.  Now, the real attack was about to begin.

The ground heaved.  The remainder of the defences in front of the gap shattered, chunks of debris and sand flying in all directions.  Adam didn’t believe it as Sergeant Rudd ordered them forward, even though he could see the logic.  The gap in the wards wasn’t that large, nor could the enemy hope to compete with a nexus point for long.  If they could plug the hole long enough for the wards to recover, they could drive the enemy back out and slam the door behind them.  If ... he glanced back, just in time to see Princess Violet standing at the rear, holding a modern pistol in her right hand.  Adam hoped she thought to keep a bullet for herself.  It was rare for young women to be executed by their male rulers, but he was sure her brother would make an exception for her ...

Sergeant Rudd shouted.  Dark shapes emerged from the smoke, firing as they came.  Adam fired back, reloading with all the speed he could muster as he fired again and again.  Their discipline was a thing of the past.  He saw a fireball streak over his head and slam right into an advancing trooper, followed rapidly by two more; he felt, for the first time, actual gratitude towards Matt and Jasper.  The enemy seemed to hesitate, just for a second, then send forward a set of men in heavy armour.  Matt’s next fireball struck the leader and exploded harmlessly.  Adam cursed.  They had charmed armour.

Not tough enough to stop a bullet, he told himself, as he fired.  It can’t be.

The leader fell.  The others dropped to the ground, but kept crawling forward.  Adam glanced back, unsure what to do.  The line was a ragged mess.  Where the hell were the other soldiers?  It was hard to believe the enemy had managed a breakthrough at one point, even though the evidence was right in front of him.  He couldn’t imagine they’d managed to break through on the other side of the grounds as well.  His rifle clicked as he pulled the trigger again ... he cursed as he realised something had broken.  He glanced at Taffy, then started to crawl back.  They needed to find more weapons before the enemy realised the line was breaking right in front of them.

“Get down now,” Sergeant Rudd roared.  “Now!”

Adam had only a second to realise what was about to happen – he had a glimpse of a wavy shape, her hair dissolving into strands – and throw himself down before a blast of something passed over his head.  His skin crawled.  It felt so wrong.  The magic inside him twitched and churned, as if it was reacting badly to the power.  He kept his eyes down as he crawled away from the wards, trying not to be sick as he heard the sound of breaking stone behind him.  The Gorgon sat on the ground, looking drained.  Adam tried to keep his face impassive.  He understood magic, but the Gorgon’s power was something else.  It was suddenly very easy to see why so many people hated and feared them.

“Reinforcements are on the way,” Sergeant Rudd said.  “We just have to hold the line and wait for them.”

“I need a new gun,” Adam said.  “Where ...?”

“Take one from the dead,” Sergeant Rudd said.  “We’ll worry about burying the bodies later.”

Princess Violet held up her pistol.  “They won’t get past us,” she said.  “This far and no further.”

Adam scowled, hiding his fears even as Matt made a show of reassuring the princess.  The grounds were on fire, smoke making it hard to see what was happening more than a few short metres from their position.  A handful of other soldiers had arrived – Sergeant Rudd was already directing them into defensive positions – but the rest of the army was nowhere to be seen.  Adam couldn’t imagine they were all gone, yet ... where were they?  Perhaps their commanders were rallying the troops for a counterattack ... he hoped so.  All of the other possibilities were worse.  

Sergeant Rudd straightened.  “Here they come ...”

Adam’s heart sank as dark shapes appeared out of the smoke and came right at them.  He raised his borrowed rifle and started to fire, all too aware he was running out of ammunition.  He’d only donned a single bandoleer ... he glanced at the nearest body, trying to determine if he had time to loot it for bullets.  If he didn’t, he was dead.  And that would be the end.

Matt jumped to his feet and ran forward, magic billowing around him.  Adam stared, feeling a twinge of something odd as Matt lashed into the attackers, raw power picking them up and tossing them through the air.  Adam couldn’t escape the impression, as bullets and musket balls cracked past his head, that Matt wanted to die.  A spell – Adam couldn’t see the caster – came out of the smoke and struck Matt, blasting him head over heels.  Adam heard Princess Violet gasp behind him.  For all her talk, part of his mind noted, she’d never been in a real fight.  She was a princess.  How could she have been?

“Get back,” Sergeant Rudd snapped.  “Get ...”

His head exploded.  Adam stared, too stunned to move.  What the hell was that?  A bullet?  A spell?  Or ... or what?  Taffy rolled over and stared, equally stunned.  There was no sign of Matt.  Adam almost hoped he’d run, instead of being killed by a bullet.  It felt wrong not to have seen him fall ... his blood boiled, the infused magic burning through him.  Adam lifted his hand and muttered a spell, words he knew by heart ...

... Nothing happened.

Adam felt his hopes fade.  It was over.  They were doomed.

“Taffy, get the princess out of here,” he snapped.  He ignored the princess’s squawk of indignation.  It was hard to care about her, but he wanted Taffy to get away before they ran out of time.  “I’ll cover you ...”

He knew, as he spoke, it was too late.  The attackers were coming in hard, too hard.  Sergeant Rudd was dead, Matt was dead ... probably.  Adam was sure he’d wanted to die and yet ... he swallowed, hard.  The princess might be spared long enough to be taken to her brother, but Taffy would be raped and murdered on the spot.  The king had no reason to spare her – and plenty of reasons to cut her throat.  She was a craftswoman, a creature of a world the king wanted to abort before it was truly born.  Adam felt as if he’d failed her.  She’d been betrayed by Arnold and then ...

Blood trickled down his face.  He reached up and felt a cut ... when had he been cut?  There was no pain, just blood.  The blood was dripping freely.  A thought crossed his mind, a desperate bid to spit at the enemy one last time.  He dipped his finger in his blood, then carefully started to draw a rune on the sandy ground.  His blood felt weird, as if it wasn’t truly his ... he supposed that had been true, from the moment he’d been caught in Arnold’s machine.  He finished drawing as a shape loomed out of the smoke, sword already raised to strike, and pushed down hard.  Magic flared ...

The world shook violently, one final time, and then went dark.
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Adam hurt.  His entire body hurt.  His head felt as if he’d been drinking the night before and then ... it was hard to form coherent thoughts.  His memories were a jumbled mess.  He couldn’t remember, not clearly, what had happened to hurt him so badly.  He’d been a soldier, fighting on the front lines ... it seemed so unlikely he refused to believe it could be possible.  What had happened to him?

“He’s waking up,” someone said.  “Adam?”

The voice was weirdly familiar.  Young.  Female.  Worried ... Adam felt his thoughts twist in perplexity before a name snapped into his mind.  Lilith.  His eyes opened to a blaze of light ... he flinched, moaning in pain.  Someone muttered a spell, too quietly for him to make out the precise words, and the light dimmed to a more tolerable level.  His vision cleared rapidly, revealing Lilith and an older woman he didn’t recognise bending over him.  It took him a moment longer than it should have done to realise he was lying on a bed, wearing only a gown.  He was too sore to be embarrassed.

“Adam,” Lilith said.  There was a low urgency in her tone that worried him.  “Can you hear me?”

“Yeah,” Adam managed.  His voice sounded slurred, as if he couldn’t quite force his mouth to shape the words.  “Are you ... what happened?”

“Good question,” another voice said.  Adam tilted his head to see Caleb standing by the bed, the Gorgon behind him.  She appeared as if she’d been in a fight, her cheek covered with bruises that looked faintly unreal on her greenish skin.  “We were hoping you could tell us.”

Adam forced himself to think as the healer poked and prodded at him.  His memories didn’t quite make sense.  They’d been attacked and they’d been fighting and ... he wasn’t sure quite what had happened, in the final moments before he fell into darkness.  Taffy had been there, Matt had been there ... he’d seen Matt go down fighting, hadn’t he?  Right now, he couldn’t swear to anything.  The enemy had been closing and ... and ... and he’d drawn a rune with his own blood.

“I did magic.”  It was hard to put the memories into words.  “My blood.  I used my blood to draw a rune and cast a spell and ...”

“We found you unconscious,” Caleb said.  “Whatever you did, you were caught in the blowback.”

A rush of panic shot through Adam.  “Taffy!  What happened to Taffy?”

“She’s alive, just battered,” Lilith said.  “They found her.”

“And Matt?”  Adam forced himself to ask, even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.  “And Jasper?”

“Both alive, both heroes.”  Lilith’s lips thinned in disapproval.  “Matt’s been going around telling everyone he won the fight.”

“He certainly fought,” Adam said.  He was surprised Matt hadn’t turned and run for his life.  The princess had been watching, but still ... he was sure Matt could have run and called it a tactical withdrawal.  He supposed it spoke well of Matt he’d at least tried to sell his life dearly.  “I thought I saw him go down.”

“No such luck.”  Lilith sounded irked.  “Apparently, there’s even a suggestion Princess Violent” – Caleb cleared his throat meaningfully – “Princess Violet will appoint him her Royal Sorcerer.  He did fight in her defence, after all, and there’s a shortage of other candidates for the post.”

Adam rolled his eyes, then looked at the healer.  “Can I sit up?”

“If you feel dizzy, lie down at once,” the healer ordered.  “But otherwise, yes.”

Lilith watched, concerned, as Adam forced himself to sit up.  His body felt weird, as if he’d been at sea long enough for the land to feel unnatural when he returned to shore, but otherwise he felt fine.  The healer looked him up and down, then passed him a glass of water.  It tasted oddly flat, but it washed away the strange taste in his mouth.  He guessed they’d been feeding him potion, while he’d been asleep.  

“You drew a rune,” Caleb said, slowly.  “Which one?”

“It was an adapted channelling rune,” Adam said.  “I drew it in the sand ...”

He frowned as his words echoed through his mind.  The rune shouldn’t have had such a drastic effect, not ... not unless it was drawing magic directly from his infused blood.  Perhaps that explained the blowback.  He’d pointed the rune at the advancing army, but his blood hadn’t been strong enough to keep the magic flowing in a single direction.  It had spilled over and exploded in his face.  He’d been lucky to survive.  And Taffy ... he told himself, firmly, that it would have been far worse for her if she’d been taken alive.

“What happened?”  Adam looked up at Caleb.  “I thought there were other troops on duty, but no one came to our rescue.”

“We were attacked in several places,” Caleb told him.  “Your battle was one of many, Adam, and they came very close to twisting the wards into uselessness.  We’re still not sure how they managed to do it.  They probably used a ritual, or a battery, to gather the magic ...”

Adam frowned.  “A battery?”

“Something Emily invented,” Caleb said, vaguely.  “And the secret is out and spreading.”

“A way to store magic, then discharge it in a single burst,” Lilith added, quietly.  “They might have simply tried to batter the wards down through brute force.”

“They didn’t,” Caleb said.  “The attack was designed to tear holes in the wards and use them to render the rest of the ward structure useless.  It shouldn’t have been possible, but it came very close to working.  The attacks they forced through the gaps in the wards might have been nothing more than diversions, designed to keep our eyes off the real target.  They clearly spent a lot of time planning the offensive.  We still don’t know how they managed to target the attack so precisely.”

“Arnold,” Adam said.  “He was in the nexus chamber, before we forced him to run.”

“It’s possible.”  Caleb said nothing for a long moment.  “He would certainly have had a chance to take a look at the wards, before he proceeded with his plan.”

He leaned forward.  “Right now, you need to get better,” he said.  “There’s some chatter about mounting a counterattack, but I don’t want you involved.  If you can come up with something new instead, it might be more helpful.”

“I’ll try,” Adam said.  He was torn between relief and irritation.  No one could say he was a coward now, but still ...  “We’ll need to experiment with blood-powered runes.  The chalk clearly wasn’t enough, not if we want to tap into real power.”

“Be careful,” Caleb ordered.  “We still don’t know precisely what happened to you.”

He nodded at the Gorgon, who’d watched them silently, and then walked out of the chamber.  The Gorgon hesitated, as if she wanted to say something, then followed Caleb, closing the door behind her.  Adam felt a sudden rush of embarrassment.  He was alone with Lilith, wearing nothing more than a flimsy gown that left absolutely nothing to the imagination.  If her father saw them ...  He wondered, suddenly, who’d carried his body away from the battlefield and undressed him.  The sergeant?

Adam winced as the memory surfaced.  Sergeant Rudd was dead.

“I’m glad you’re alive,” Lilith said.  She sounded as if she didn’t quite know what to say.  “I was afraid ...”

She leaned forward and hugged him, tightly.  Adam hugged her back, despite the aches and pains throughout his body.  It was hard not to feel the shape of hers, pressed against his, but ... he let go of her and swung his legs over the side, forcing himself to stand.  His legs felt wobbly, but otherwise fine.  He guessed the healer had fixed the damage, such as it was, while he’d been asleep.

“I need to get dressed,” he said, uncomfortably.  He had no idea what had happened to his tunic.  If they’d had to cut it off, the outfit was probably past repair.  “Is there anything ...?”

“Here.”  Lilith passed him a brown robe that looked as if it had seen better days.  “Want me to wait outside?”

“Please.”  Adam wasn’t comfortable changing in front of her.  Not yet.  “I’ll be out in a moment.”

“Call if you need help,” Lilith said.  “You don’t have to do everything yourself.”

Adam’s lips twitched – it was ironic that she was the one saying it– as he forced his fingers to undo the ties holding the gown in place.  It felt weird, more like a nightdress than anything else ... he shoved the thought out of his head as he pushed the gown to the floor and looked down at himself.  His body was covered with bruises, as if he’d been beaten up only a few short days ago.  He snorted – he certainly felt as though he’d been beaten – and pulled the robe over his head.  It smelled funny, but it would suffice long enough to get back to the dorm and change into something more comfortable.  He tested it to make sure he could move freely, then walked outside.  His heart sank.  Matt was standing right next to Lilith, smiling so broadly Adam knew something was up.  The expression looked thoroughly unnatural.

“My man!”  Matt reached out and slapped Adam’s back.  “You saved my life!”

What a terrible mistake, Adam thought, sourly.  It was all he could do not to wince in pain.  Matt hadn’t thumped him that hard, but he’d struck a bruise.  If I could do it again ...

“Princess Violet wants to thank you personally,” Matt added.  “Will you come now?”

“If I must,” Adam said, after a brief attempt to think of an excuse.  “I need to get changed first.”

He hoped Matt wouldn’t join them, as they walked back to the dorms, but no such luck.  Matt chattered enough for all three of them, telling the story of the battle time and time again until it was almost unrecognisable.  He’d stood alone against the might of the enemy army, he implied without ever quite coming out and saying it.  Adam wondered what Jasper thought of the story, if he’d heard it yet.  Matt didn’t seem inclined to give the other magician any credit at all.

Jasper probably doesn’t care about impressing the princess, Adam thought, with a flicker of dark amusement.  Royal sorcerers aren’t that high on the pecking order.

“It was a great battle,” Matt said.  “And we gave them a bloody nose.”

Adam swallowed the responses that came to mind as they passed a handful of students and refugees, all of whom seemed to want to congratulate Matt on his great victory.  It was hard to resist the urge to point out that Matt would just have gotten himself killed if Adam hadn’t found a way to channel the magic in his blood through a rune, or that he was completely ignoring Jasper, Taffy and everyone else.  Adam met Lilith’s eyes and noted, to his relief, that she seemed unimpressed.  Matt didn’t seem to care.  

“You get dressed quickly,” Matt said, as they reached the common room outside the dorms.  “I’ll wait for you here.”

Adam sighed, then stepped into his dorm and started to pick his way past the bedrolls and mattresses strewn over the floor.  The chamber was almost empty, much to his surprise, as he stumbled towards his bed.  He found a clean tunic and quickly changed into it, then glanced at himself in the mirror.  He didn’t look in the proper shape for meeting royalty, but it was hard to care.  Princess Violet was hardly his princess.

And Arnold must be working with her brother, he thought, as he made his way back out of the dorm.  I wonder if the king realises Arnold wants control of the nexus point for himself?

The thought mocked him.  Arnold had planned to either take control of the university or destroy it.  The king might not realise what would happen if Arnold did manage to destroy the nexus point, or ... Adam shook his head.  Arnold was good at showing people what they wanted to see.  The king might just see a servant, a loyal sorcerer willing to put his magic at the service of the crown.  Or ... perhaps the king was planning to put a knife in Arnold’s back as soon as he outlived his usefulness.  It was unlikely Arnold had sworn any binding oaths to the new king.

He kept his face blank as he saw Matt bragging to a pair of girls, both of whom seemed incredibly impressed.  Adam glanced at Lilith and saw her roll her eyes – again – as Matt waved goodbye to the girls and led the way out of the common room.  Adam was entirely sure Matt hadn’t been short of female company, over the last few days.  He was mildly surprised Matt had any time for the princesses.

A thought struck him.  “I heard you are going to be the Royal Sorcerer,” he said.  “Or have you already been appointed?”

Matt hesitated, just for a second.  It would have been unnoticeable, if Adam hadn’t known Matt so well.  It was enough to tell him Matt’s appointment was nothing better than a verbal promise, if that.  Adam tried to keep the smile off his face.  Either the princess was dangling the post like a carrot on a stick, to keep Matt loyal to her, or he’d bragged about a role that had never really been offered.  If Matt convinced enough people the princess intended to appoint him, would she appoint him for fear of being seen as a manipulating cheat?  It didn’t seem likely.  Princess Violet was hardly a coward.  She’d have no trouble realising what he was trying to do and do something about it.

“It is being discussed,” Matt said, stiffly.  “I also have an apprenticeship to complete.”

You mean, Master Landis is unwilling to release you or you haven’t even bothered to ask, Adam translated, silently.  He’d bet on the latter himself.  Matt was caught in a bind of his own making.  He’d been desperate for the apprenticeship, which meant giving it up wouldn’t be easy ... not without angering some very powerful people.  And if you don’t leave on good terms, it will haunt you for the rest of your life.

Matt stopped outside a door, then pushed it open.  “Your Highness, Adam and Lilith of House Ashfall.”

Adam tensed.  Did you forget my father’s name or are you trying to rub my nose in my birth?

He pushed the thought aside as he looked around the chamber.  Princess Violet sat in a raised chair that might pass for a throne, if someone squinted while pushing their imagination to the breaking point.  There was no sign of Princess Daphne.  A cluster of young men and women surrounded the throne, stepping back hastily as Adam and Lilith approached.  Adam’s eyes flickered from face to face.  Princess Violet’s court, if court it was, had very few people of note.  He wasn’t surprised.  The older and wiser heads would be doing everything in their power to avoid taking a side, at least as long as they could get away with it.

The princess stood.  “We greet you,” she said, something that puzzled Adam until he realised she was using the royal ‘we’.  “We thank you for saving our life.”

Adam hesitated, unsure how to react.  It was a point of pride for a citizen of Beneficence that he didn’t regard the monarchy, or the titled nobility, with the awe they expected from a commoner, but he was a long way from home.  Should he bow like a magician, or kneel like a mundane?  Or ... or hold his head high?  “You are more than welcome, Your Highness,” he managed, finally.  “I’m glad to find you survived.”

“My brother will not have his chance to force us to recant, before we reclaim our throne,” Princess Violet said.  “For that, you have our thanks too.”

Adam nodded, feeling oddly as if the princess was a little girl playing at monarchy.  The court felt like a joke, with only a handful of courtiers ... he sighed inwardly, reminding himself that the princesses had hardly had the time to round up a small army of supporters before they’d fled for their lives.  Others would come, he’d been assured, assuming they could get through the siege lines outside.  There was never a shortage of aristocrats willing to back a pretender, either through a desire for more wealth and power or a simple determination to ensure they were on the winning side.  The battle that had nearly killed the princess might have saved her cause instead, as it had made her brother look like a weakling and a fool too.  Her challenge suddenly looked a hell of a lot more credible.

It isn’t my problem, he told himself.  And if she takes Matt with her when she goes, so much the better.

“We look forward to meeting with you later,” Princess Violet said.  It was clearly a dismissal.  “And we thank you, once again.”

Adam nodded and backed away.  Lilith’s face was so expressionless he knew she was trying not to sneer.  The princess’s court was a joke.  It might become something more, if she managed to pose a real threat to her brother, but for the moment ... Adam kept the thought to himself, as Matt showed them out of the chamber.  He couldn’t escape the impression Matt was wasting his time.  And yet ...

“Your friend is either a very smart man or a complete fool,” Lilith said, as they walked down to the lab.  “Which is it?”

“A fool,” Adam said, although he knew it wasn’t entirely true.  A fool wouldn’t survive six years of magical education.  “And he ...”

Lilith froze as they reached the corner, holding up a hand.  “The wards are open,” she hissed, a flicker of alarm echoing through her voice.  “Someone broke into the lab!”
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Adam tensed, his mind racing.

Matt?  It was possible Matt had sneaked into the lab while Adam and Lilith had been in the infirmary.  Or Jasper?  It made sense ... Matt had distracted Adam and Lilith, taking them to see the princess so his friend could break through the wards and slip into the lab.  Or ... Adam watched Lilith as she inched forward, hand raised in a casting pose as she reached the door.  Nothing happened.  Adam frowned and followed her, despite the risk.  If someone awaited them ...

Lilith pushed open the door and slipped inside.  There was no response; no flash of magic, no bullet or blow to take her out before she could cast a spell.  Adam came up behind her and peered over her shoulder.  The chamber was empty.  There was no sign of anyone.  Adam heard Lilith mutter a pair of charms as she looked around, hoping to spot someone concealed under an invisibility or misdirection spell.  There was no shimmer, no faint disturbance in the air that might represent a charm trying to compensate for the searching spells.  The room felt empty, yet  ... disturbed.  It was hard to escape the sense the lab had been violated in some way.

“There’s no sign of anyone,” Lilith said.  “And yet, someone did take down the wards.”

Adam nodded and peered at the notes.  It was hard to be sure, but he thought they had been shifted.  He hadn’t thought to make a note of where he’d left them, before he’d gone down to the training field ... it felt like months ago.  It was hard to believe it had only been a few days.  His body still ached as he glanced at Lilith.  She was glaring down at her notes.

“Someone went through the notes, again,” Lilith said.  The anger in her voice was striking.  “And this time they broke down the wards.”

“Shit.”  Adam scowled at the door.  “Who?”

“I don’t know.”  Lilith stared at her hands.  “Three hours ago, they told me they were going to bring you back to the waking world.  The wards were fine then.  I closed the door, sealed the wards behind me and walked to see you.  In that time ...”

She ground her teeth.  “I can’t even get a sense of who did it,” she said, practically snarling.  “It was someone good.”

“Matt isn’t that good,” Adam said, slowly.  Three hours ... whoever had broken into the lab had to have known they were on a timetable.  There was no guarantee Lilith wouldn’t come back at any moment.  “What about Jasper?”

Lilith shook her head.  “He’s not a completely useless waste of space,” she said in a tone that suggested she didn’t believe herself, “but he shouldn’t have been able to crack my wards.  I don’t know how the intruder did it.”

Adam frowned.  “Your father?  Or someone on the staff?”

“No.”  Lilith shot him a sharp look.  “My father wouldn’t have tried to break into my lab.  A staff member, someone on the council, would just have ordered me to open it for them.  They wouldn’t need to sneak around, if they felt they had to break into the lab without my help.  They’d just use the university wards to crack mine ...”

She paused.  “No.  It can’t be someone on the staff.”

“Unless someone on the staff is spying for the king,” Adam said.  “Or Arnold.”

Lilith’s face darkened.  “After everything that happened, who in their right mind would do anything for Arnold?”

Adam had no idea.  He didn’t know all the staff, while Arnold had had weeks to quietly evaluate them before they ever realised he was a threat.  It was easy to imagine Arnold finding a weakness, like Master Dagon’s desire to go back to the good old days, and exploiting the hell out of it.  Adam clamped down on that thought hard.  Lilith wouldn’t thank him for suggesting her father was a traitor.  They might not get along, but he knew she still loved him.

“I don’t know,” he said.  “One of the refugees?”

Lilith scowled.  “We’ll have to tell the staff,” she said.  “And then ...”

She waved a hand at a chair.  “Sit down,” she said, picking up a notepad.  “And tell me everything that happened.”

Adam did as he was told, trying to organise his thoughts before outlining how he’d drawn the rune with his own blood.  Lilith listened carefully, asking questions from time to time and making careful note of the answers.  Adam had to admit she was good at poking at his story, trying to separate the details he knew for sure from the guesswork.  The rune had worked ... somehow.  He wished he knew how it had worked.  The magic infused into the blood had been released ...

“And the blowback was enough to knock you out,” Lilith said, when he’d finished.  “We have to be very careful, when we try to see if we can cast the spell under controlled conditions.”

Her green eyes narrowed.  “There’s a condition,” she added slowly, “in which a magician suddenly grows in power, and finds it very hard to cast spells as normal.  They just have too much magic at their fingertips, itching to be let loose, and they’re not used to handling it.  You may have the same problem, because you can’t calculate just how much power is within your blood.”

Adam frowned.  “What happens to the overcharged magicians?”

“It depends,” Lilith said.  “The condition isn’t very common.  A handful of sorcerers have tried to bring it on deliberately, but the results have been mixed.  Some have all sorts of problems making their spells work, others go mad or even burn themselves out.  I don’t think you’re in any real danger of madness, but ...”

“I see, I think,” Adam said.  “We really do need to be careful.”

“Particularly if we cannot calculate how much power runs through each droplet of blood,” Lilith repeated.  “And that leads to a different question.  How much power do you actually have left?”

Adam frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“Your body replenishes your blood, right?”  Lilith met his eyes.  “But your body doesn’t actually produce magic.  Does that mean the infused blood running through your veins is getting steadily diluted?”

“I ...”  Adam hesitated.  “You mean ... like adding water to concentrated stock?”

Lilith hesitated, possibly unsure of what he meant.  “It would be like adding a drop of sleeping potion to a glass of water,” she said.  “Or if you kept pouring water into a potion, the potion would eventually become so diluted it would be effectively useless.”

“I see your point,” Adam said.  The infused blood couldn’t get more infused.  It – and the power within – could only become weaker until the magic was effectively gone.  He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, not now that he’d found a way – another way – to use his blood to cast spells.  He glanced at the drawers holding the chalk.  What would they do when they ran out of infused blood?  “And ... can you get a sense of my magic?  I mean ...”

Lilith stood and walked over to him, pressing her cheek against his.  Adam was suddenly very aware of her presence, from her long red hair tickling her cheek to the faint scent of magic that pervaded her dress.  He bit his lip as she brushed against him, her fingers sliding across his neck.  It was hard to resist the urge to lift his lips and kiss her, or to pull her onto his lap, or ... Lilith drew back, her face pensive.  He wondered, as he took a moment to gather himself, if she’d had the same thoughts.

“It’s hard to tell,” she admitted, finally.  “You don’t feel any different, but you never felt like a real magician.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  “I think we should keep looking at runes, and how they can be adapted to cast spells,” he said.  “And then we should try to see if we can make them work.”

“Good thinking,” Lilith said.  “Perhaps if we break the spellwork down piece by piece ...”

It felt good to be working with her, Adam decided, as they bent their heads over the books.  She was intelligent and insightful and, now that he had proved himself, unwilling to dismiss his insights because he lacked magic.  She never complained about having to explain things to him, although they often lacked a shared language.  Adam found himself mentally planning a series of manuals for mundanes working with magicians, explaining things magicians took for granted to the point they found it hard to realise mundanes didn’t understand what they were saying.  They might speak the same language – he thought it might be a little easier if they didn’t – but they didn’t have the same understanding of how the world worked.

“The problem lies in charging the runes,” he said, slowly.  “If there’s too little power, the runes are nothing more than fancy tiles.  If there’s too much power, it breaks out of the runes and dissipates into the ether.”

“If we’re lucky,” Lilith said.  “A powerful enchanter might be able to fix a runic network in place – that’s what wardcrafters do, as the basis for their wards – but I don’t see us being able to do it.”

“The trick would be keeping the magic flowing in the right direction,” Adam said.  It really was frustrating.  It was like trying to follow an old recipe in which the writer told his readers to add some salt and some pepper without ever bothering to detail the precise amounts for each.  His mother had never had any trouble with them, but he’d found following the instructions impossible.  “Or trying to get the power to go in circles rather than breaking its bonds ...”

He looked at Lilith.  “Master Caleb said Lady Emily invented a way to store magic,” he asked.  “How did she do it?”

“I don’t know,” Lilith said.  “But if the reports I read are accurate, the battery contains and discharges a vast blast of magic.”

“We’ll have to ask,” Adam said.  It didn’t sound like a solution.  A surge of magic would melt the runes and send the entire network up in smoke.  Or worse.  “I wonder if ...”

He took his pencil and started to sketch out a diagram.  “The trick is putting the spells together, piece by piece,” he said.  “That’s how you do it, right?  You assemble the spell piece by piece, then cast it.  Right?”

“Right,” Lilith said.  “We had to modify the spells so we could cast them through the chalk.”

“We can keep working with that,” Adam said.  He kept drawing, trying to put the pieces together.  “I invented a way to channel magic into blood, then use that blood to insert magic into potions.  Later, I came up with a way to use a runic design to rip apart a piece of spellware.  Now ...”

He held out his work.  “Think of a spell as a jigsaw puzzle,” he said.  “Or building blocks.  You put the tiles together, with one layer to cast the spell and a second to channel the magic so it doesn’t evaporate, then trigger the spell.  And it works.”

“You think it works,” Lilith corrected.  “But if it does ...”

Adam smiled.  Years ago, he’d played with a kid’s toy that demonstrated how water flowed through pipes ... and how it could be redirected by opening some sections and closing others.  The basic principle was the same.  The trick would be ensuring the magic behaved like water long enough to trigger each section of the spell, setting off a cascade reaction that would bring the spell into reality.

“Given time, we could put together any spell,” he said.  It would take a lot of work, he was sure, but it could be done.  “And then cast it without a magician.”

“If you can infuse magic into the runes,” Lilith said.  “If.  You need a certain power level to make a spell work, and here you’ll be bleeding magic right from the start.”

“We’ll have to design the spells to ensure the requirements are as low as possible,” Adam said.  That wouldn’t be too hard.  They’d just have to get their hands on a basic spellbook and adapt the spells to the runic network.  “And then design the runes to match.”

He gave her a quick kiss, then started to design the runes one by one.  The water analogy hung in his mind as he worked, the pattern taking form ... it wouldn’t be easy to make them work, not when he was using his infused blood as a power source, but the runic tiles should last long enough to cast a spell or two.  Lilith worked beside him, designing her own tiles before they swapped to check each other’s work.  Adam was yawning when he was done, to the point he was tempted to go straight back to bed.  His stomach growled.  How long had it been since he’d had something to eat?

“My father and I have been completing the ritual outline,” Lilith said.  “We should be able to use it to infuse magic into the primary runes.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  “And then see if we can put the spells together?”

“Yeah.”  Lilith said nothing for a long moment.  “I think ... I think I can draw on a little of your power, if you let me.  But it might not work.”

“A lot of our experiments haven’t worked,” Adam said, slowly.  An odd little shiver ran down his spine.  “What are the risks?”

“I’m unsure,” Lilith admitted.  “I did a little ritual work at Laughter, Adam, but I was working with other magicians.  They gave me their magic willingly, diffusing it into the air so I could draw it into the spell.  It may not work for you or ... or I may wind up using my own magic to charge the runes.  My father ...”

She swallowed, hard.  “My father was – is – adamantly opposed to me carrying out the ritual myself,” she said.  It was clear she didn’t want to talk about it, even to him.  “He wants someone else to do it.”

Adam met her eyes.  “What do you want?”

“I owe it to myself to try,” Lilith said.  She looked back at him, evenly.  “But I cannot even begin to guess at the risks.  It could succeed perfectly or fail completely or ... anything in between.  I don’t know what will happen and ...”

She paused.  “We need to produce modified runic tiles,” she said.  “And probably adapt the ritual to match them.  We have time to decide.”

Adam hesitated, unsure what to say.  Back home, the idea of allowing a girl to take a risk he wouldn’t take for himself would make him a laughingstock.  But there, there had been little a girl could do he couldn’t.  Here ... there was no way he could carry out the ritual himself and ... and he trusted Lilith.  He wasn’t sure he trusted anyone else.  And ...

“I trust you,” he said, finally.  “And I trust your judgement.  If you want to say no, I will understand.”

Lilith looked as if she’d bitten into something sour.  “Let me see how the new tiles work out first,” she said, standing.  It was easy to tell she was in two minds about the rite, torn between a determination to prove she could do it and fear of the possible consequences.  “For now, let’s get something to eat.”

Adam glanced at the clock.  It was nearly dinnertime ... he looked at the notes, at the pages of scribbled handwriting and spell notations he’d either copied from the books or invented on the spot, then carefully folded them up and stuck them inside a locked drawer.  It would be an exercise in cryptography for anyone who stole them, he reflected, but someone who knew enough magic could probably reason out the missing pieces if they had enough time to think.  Lilith pointed a finger at the drawer and muttered a spell, then motioned for Adam to touch it gingerly.  His entire body froze, the moment his finger made contact.  Lilith released him a second later, her face grim.

“That should hold,” she said, as she cast more spells over the lab.  “But if our spy is really good ...”

“Try to make sure Taffy doesn’t get caught when she comes back,” Adam said.  Taffy would be furious if she stepped into the lab one moment and found herself frozen in place or turned into a frog the next.  It wasn’t as if she didn’t have a right to enter the lab at will.  It was as much hers as it was theirs.  “Where is she?”

“After she recovered, I think she went straight back to the workshop,” Lilith said.  “I gave her the diagrams for the spellbreaker runes, so she and the team might be trying to incorporate them into the design.”

Adam nodded as they left the lab, locking and warding the door behind them.  Lilith seemed to be determined to make sure the spy couldn’t get back in, not without triggering one or more spells.  Adam wondered if she was overdoing it, although it was hard to be sure.  A skilled magician, or one with access to the university wards, could probably crack her defences given time.

“We should rig up a mundane trap,” Lilith said, as she cast the last spell.  “A sorcerer wouldn’t think to look for it.”

“You thought of installing one,” Adam said.  He was surprised she’d even thought of it.  “And I bet Arnold would know to watch for magicless traps.”

“If it is him,” Lilith said.  “We’re going to have to tell the staff about the intruder.  If they broke into the lab, who knows what else they’re doing?”
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Adam had hoped, despite himself, that the besiegers would back off after it had become clear their offensive had failed.  Instead, they intensified the bombardment.  Adam couldn’t tell if they were preparing another assault or just trying to be annoying, but it rapidly became clear it was taking its toll on the university’s population.  Arguments and fights broke out, time and time again, despite the staff’s best efforts.  The increased rationing as food supplies started to run low didn’t make it any easier to wait and hope the besiegers gave up and went away.  Matt didn’t help the mood by bragging of his great victory and insisting they could scatter the enemy army, if they attacked with enough force.  Adam had a private bet with himself that even the princess was growing sick of him.  She certainly hadn’t made him her royal sorcerer.

And we still don’t know what’s going on outside the university, he thought.  Anything could be happening out there, and we’d never know.

It was a painful thought.  Heart’s Eye had once been part of a network of like-minded souls, from sorcerers to mundane intellectuals and radicals.  Now, it was completely isolated.  The rumours spread fast, growing with the telling.  Lady Emily was alive and leading an army, or held prisoner, or dead; King Ephialtes was leading his army in a conquest of the Allied Lands, or hiding in his castle while his troops did all the work; the world was at war, or peace, or ... or something.  No one knew anything for sure, save one thing:  There was no way to escape the university without being caught.  The one attempt to slip someone out of the wards and past the siege lines had failed so badly no one, not even Matt, wanted to try again.  The guards – and the magicians behind them – were just too alert.

It wasn’t easy to remain focused on their work as the days slipped by.  Adam and Taffy worked with Yvonne and Praxis to produce the first set of modified tiles, while Lilith and her father planned the ritual.  They kept a wary eye out for the spy, watching and waiting for someone to trip the defences or otherwise reveal their presence, but nothing happened.  Adam wondered, as time wore on, if it really had been Matt or Jasper.  They were both smart enough to realise the traps were there and refrain from tripping them, particularly as it would be pointless.  But there was no way to be sure.

Master Landis is working Matt hard, Adam thought.  That must be frustrating as hell for the wretched man.

He put the thought out of his head as he stepped into the spellchamber, feeling an odd little tingle in the air.  Lilith had secured the chamber a day ago, then spent hours testing the wards and casting additional protective charms around the room.  Adam wasn’t sure if she was being too paranoid or not paranoid enough.  The library hadn’t had much to offer on the subject of magicians who had sudden and unexplained boosts in power, but what little he’d found had been chilling.  It was like riding a donkey one moment and then discovering you were riding a warhorse the next.  Even the most skilled magician had trouble when they suddenly found themselves with more power than they knew how to handle.

“Adam,” Lilith said.  She’d tied her hair into a ponytail and changed into a simple white dress that let her move freely.  Adam pretended not to notice how it clung to her body, hinting at her curves without revealing bare skin.  “Are you ready?”

Adam nodded, feeling his heart starting to pound.  Master Dagon had taken him aside, the previous night, and outlined everything that could go wrong in terrifying detail.  Adam had almost felt sorry for Lilith’s father.  The risks were great and yet his daughter was pushing ahead, rather than allowing someone else to take her place.  Adam wasn’t sure how he’d have handled it, if it had been his daughter at risk.  He might have tried to forbid her from even thinking about running the experiment ...

And that wouldn’t have ended very well, he told himself.  He knew his sisters.  They might be girls, but anyone who argued they were submissive and obedient would find himself proved wrong very quickly.  He knew how they sometimes nodded and agreed with whatever their mother said, before defying her the moment her back was turned.  She’d have either fought back openly or found a way to defy me in secret.

Lilith motioned for him to close the door.  “There are two parts to a standard ritual,” she said, more to calm herself than impart knowledge.  Adam recognised what she was doing and made no attempt to interrupt.  “First, the magicians project their power, their raw magic, into the circle.  Second, the lead caster shapes the magic and channels it into a spell.  In this case, we will be using the magic in a bid to infuse the blood within the runes ...”

Adam nodded, staring at the tiles placed around the circle.  Yvonne’s craftsmen had done well, carving out the runes and infusing blood into the metal.  It was hard to believe they could store magic, at least long enough for them to be used to trigger the spell, but all his calculations insisted they should work.  And yet ... he glanced down at his hands, feeling magic pulsing under his skin.  Why did it stay within his body?  He was sure it should have soaked through his skin and out into the air, like water through soil.

We have barely begun to figure out how this works, Adam told himself, a little severely.  It might be years before we put it all together.

He sighed, inwardly, as Lilith made the final preparations.  It had been nearly a thousand years since the basic principles of magic had been discovered at Whitehall, a thousand years spent researching and developing every known branch of magic.  Each of the great names, the magicians who’d made brilliant breakthroughs, had built on the work of their predecessors.  Adam told himself it didn’t matter who made the next breakthrough, who took their work to the next level, as long as they did.  He wanted to be famous – he admitted that without hesitation – but he also wanted to find ways for mundanes to do magic.  He’d even forgive Matt, if he was the one who solved the problem.

Well, maybe not Matt, he thought with a smile.  But I’d forgive anyone else.

Lilith looked up at him.  “What’s so funny?”

“A stray thought,” Adam said.  “When do we begin ...?”

“Now.”  Lilith pointed to the floor.  “Sit there.  Get comfortable.  We may be here a while.”

Adam nodded, hiding his trepidation as he sat on the cold stone.  He felt oddly out of place, unsure of himself ... he felt, just for a moment, as if he’d wheedled his way into a guildhouse dinner and then discovered he was supposed to give a speech to the guests.  The spellchamber was magical in a way the potions lab wasn’t ... he reminded himself, sharply, that it wasn’t the first he’d visited.  They’d used one before, when they’d been trying to find out if he had magic now.  A pang of regret shot through him.  It would have been so much easier if the mishap really had given him powers.

“Hold your hand out, like this,” Lilith said.  She knelt in front of him and demonstrated.  “And try to envisage your magic pooling in your hands.”

Adam tried, but nothing happened.  The magic within his hands didn’t seem to react.  It was like trying to flex a muscle he simply didn’t have.  He concentrated, trying to force something to happen, but nothing did.  The magic refused to move at his command.

“It doesn’t work,” Adam said.  It was frustrating.  He was sure he should be able to do something and yet, nothing worked.  He remembered seeing old sailors, men who’d lost limbs at sea, and shuddered.  They’d spoken of phantom limbs and ... no, it wasn’t the same.  Their bodies still thought they had the missing limbs.  His body had never had the limbs in the first place.  “It doesn’t seem to be reacting to me.”

“No.”  Lilith sounded unsurprised.  “It was worth a shot.”

She leaned forward and rested her hands on his.  “Let me try this ...”

Adam felt a strange sense of ... something ... spreading through his body, a phantom itch that nagged at his mind even as it resolutely refused to be pinned down.  It was ... disconcerting, a sense he was small and weak and completely in her power ... he wanted to pull free, to get out of the circle, but his body refused to move.  His skin prickled.  It felt as if she were touching him without permission, as if she were stroking him ... it should have been erotic, yet it was not.  A shudder ran through him.  It was ... terrifying.

Lilith let go.  Adam sagged, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  His heart was beating erratically, his body jerking as if it wasn’t sure what it should be doing.  He wanted to fly and to fight and to do both at once ... his arms felt heavy, yet locked in place.  His vision swam ... for a moment, he was sure she was both towering over him and yet so small he could brush her aside effortlessly.  He felt sweat staining his clothes and frowned in confusion.  The room was cold.  When had he started sweating?

“Adam?”  Lilith’s voice sounded odd, as though she were both shouting and whispering.  “Adam?”

Adam caught his breath.  “Lilith ... what did you do?”

“I tried to pull the magic out of you,” Lilith said.  “Are you alright?”

“I don’t know.”  Adam forced himself to breathe normally, calming himself.  He wasn’t sure what to think.  He hadn’t felt so helpless since ... since ever.  “Give me a moment.”

“We can stop now, if you want,” Lilith said.  “I think ...”

“No.”  Adam wanted to try the third experiment and see if it worked, partly because they needed to know and partly because he wasn’t sure he’d have the nerve to come back and try again.  “Do it.”

Lilith drew her knife.  “Are you sure ...?”

Adam met her eyes.  “Do it.”

There was a long pause, then Lilith pressed the blade against his palm.  Adam hissed in pain, closing his eyes to avoid seeing the bloody mess.  They hadn’t dared use a charmed knife, not when they had no idea how the charms would disrupt the experiment.  He felt his blood pool in his palms, gritting his teeth painfully as Lilith caught hold of his hands and held them in her own.  He felt uncomfortable and yet ... a rush of warmth shot through him.  His eyes jerked open.  Lilith was glowing; her skin pulsing with an eerie radiance, her hair coming loose and billowing in the air as if caught in a storm.  She looked like a goddess ... Adam felt himself leaning back, caught in awe as the radiance spread out around her.  The tiles were glowing with light ...

A loud BANG shook the room.  Adam blinked, realising – dully – that one of the tiles had exploded.  Another followed, chips of metal flying through the air and clattering against the far walls.  Lilith pulled herself free, the radiance dying as the blood dried impossibly quickly.  Adam looked down at his palm.  The cut had been a deep one, and it was still sore, but it was already healing.

“I ...”  Lilith swallowed hard.  She suddenly looked a lot smaller.  “It was ... it was like being caught in a tempest.”
Adam stared at her.  “What happened?”

“I cut your skin,” Lilith said.  “Blood welled up ... so did power.  A lot of power.  I tried to channel it, but ...”

Her voice trailed off.  Adam forced himself to stand and help her to her feet.  The blood was little more than dust now ... he stared at it, unsure what was happening.  Cuts healed relatively quickly, but this was too quick.  He hadn’t seen it happen earlier, either.  Had the active magic healed the wound?  Or ... or what?  He made a mental note, as she leaned against him, to document everything as carefully as possible.  They – or their successors – would figure it out eventually.  

“It worked, perhaps too well,” Lilith said.  “Next time, we might need a few people to help.”

Adam nodded.  Her dress was soaked with sweat.  He didn’t feel any better.  His palm no longer hurt, but his body felt tired and sore, as if he’d forced himself to remain awake well past the point of sanity.  Lilith looked no better.  He remembered some of the horror stories her father had told him and cursed himself for letting her do it, even though she would have hated him if he’d said no.  It wasn’t as dangerous as necromancy, her father had said, but it was quite bad enough.  She could have lost control at any moment and then ...

“Agreed,” he said, although he was unsure who they could ask.  Lilith had never been the most popular girl in the university and he had no other magician friends.  He was damned if he was asking Matt or Jasper or ... he shook his head, firmly.  It wasn’t going to happen.  “I ... can you tell if the magic in my blood has faded?”

Lilith reached over and rested a sweaty hand on his arm.  “I can’t sense any difference,” she said.  “We really need a way to measure magic that isn’t educated guesswork.”

Adam nodded.  It was easy to measure distance, or weight, or volume ... why couldn’t they measure magic?  A rough idea darted through his head – perhaps they could channel magic through a specially-designed runic network, one capable of detecting precisely how much magic had passed through the network – but he couldn’t figure out a way to make it practical.  Not yet.  He forced himself to step out of the circle and stagger to the table, silently blessing their foresight in bringing a jug of water and some glasses.  He poured a glass for them both, then sipped his while passing the other to her.  Lilith nodded her thanks and drank it.  Adam smiled at her.  The cool water helped clear his thoughts.

“I don’t want to do that again in a hurry,” Lilith said.  She put the glass on the table, then looked at the tiles.  “Shall we see ...?”

“Yes.”  Adam braced himself.  Two of the tiles were nothing more than dust and ash.  A third was a molten mess, little more than a puddle of cooling metal.  The remainder looked intact.  He told himself that was a good sign.  If they’d been overcharged, they would have exploded or melted too.  “I’ll set up the runic network.  That’ll give them time to cool down.”

“Hurry,” Lilith advised.  “We don’t know how long they’ll stay charged.”

Because we can’t measure the charge, Adam thought, again.  What if we ...?

He put the thought aside as he put the rest of the tiles into position on the table, then motioned for her to check his work.  It seemed impossible to imagine the spell working and yet, it really should.  Adam wished he could feel the magic for himself as Lilith nodded, then turned to pick up the first charged tile.  He thought his fingers tingled as he touched the metal, but he suspected he was imagining it.  It was hard to be sure.  He took a breath as he carried the tile over to the table, then placed it on the wood and nudged it into place.  If all went as planned ...

Lilith gasped.  The tiles seemed to glow, just for a second, before a lightglobe materialised above the table.  It looked perfect, so perfectly spherical that he doubted there were many sorcerers who could match its sheer perfection.  Adam knew it was a simple spell, one students learn to master in their first year, and yet ... his heart started to pound as he realised what he’d done.  The tiles on the table, given time, could be formed into any basic spell.  And then the spell could be cast.  By anyone.

His mouth was dry.  “We have to try again, with rune-infused blood,” he said, clearing his throat carefully.  It all fell into place.  The infused blood.  The runes.  The windmills.  The spellwork they’d used runes to craft and create ... they didn’t need that now, did they?  They just needed a network of tiles, formed in a spell diagram.  No, not a diagram.  A circuit.  “If it works ...”

“I think it will,” Lilith said, quietly.  “The magic pulses are flowing as we expected ...”

The lightglobe winked out of existence.  Adam reached down and gingerly held his hand above the tiles.  A couple were uncomfortably warm, but the remainder seemed cool and untouched, as if they hadn’t been part of ... of anything.  He wondered if they could be removed from the network without disrupting the spell, then dismissed the thought as rank stupidity.  The tiles could no more be removed than he could take a plank from the bottom of a boat and expect it to sail.  And yet ... he shook his head.  The magic hadn’t lingered in the tiles.  It had just passed through and vanished without leaving any traces of its passage.

He looked up.  “I think we did it,” he said.  The last time he’d made a breakthrough, they’d been ... rivals.  He’d used the gas he’d created to give her one hell of a fright.  Now ... the thought was unbearable.  “I think we changed the world.”

“I think you’re right,” Lilith agreed.  “What do we do now?”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Six
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It felt odd, five days after they’d proved they could build and power spell circuits, to be alone in the lab.  Adam had done a lot of work with Lilith, trying to adapt more and more spells so they could be cast with the circuits, while Master Caleb and Enchanter Praxis had taken to regularly dropping in, just to keep an eye on progress.  Adam had the feeling Caleb knew something he wasn’t sharing, but Adam couldn’t think of any way to make the older man talk.  Adam would just have to hope Caleb shared what he knew eventually.

He frowned as he stared down at the latest set of notes.  He’d come up with a dozen ways to improve the design, in hopes of finding a way to adjust the spells on the fly, but they’d all floundered against practical realities.  The spells had to be set beforehand, then cast ... he frowned, again, as he looked at the cuts on his palm.  They’d drained more magic into tiles so they could continue their experiments, but they weren’t sure how much magic was left in his bloodstream.  Adam had kept trying to come up with ways to measure it, yet so far nothing had worked.  Lilith hadn’t been able to sense any difference over the past few days.  Adam didn’t understand.  His body wasn’t producing magic.  Logically, as the infused blood was replaced, the magic in his bloodstream should be decreasing.

Unless I’m somehow drawing in magic from the surrounding air, he thought.  It was possible, as he understood the theory, but the background magic levels weren’t that high.  How is it even possible?

Adam felt like a blind man advancing from a familiar room into the unknown.  He was grasping in the dark, unaware of what might be just beyond his reach or lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce.  He’d made careful notes, and he was sure it was just a matter of time before someone took his work and improved upon it, but ... he wanted to find the answers himself, to make sure no one could ever say he didn’t belong at the university again.  He heard the door open and ignored it, keeping his eyes on the papers in front of him.  Lilith should be on her way back by now.  He wanted to brainstorm with her ...

“Well,” a very different voice said.  “You look busy, don’t you?”

Adam tensed, feeling suddenly naked and vulnerable.  Matt was behind him, his voice teasing with an undertone of threat.  Adam had heard rumours the post of royal sorcerer had yet to materialise, that Matt wasn’t as close to Princess Violet as he claimed ... Adam had been doing his best to ignore the rumours, but it was hard when nearly everyone seemed to be chatting about them.  He supposed it made a change from rumours about the university running out of food or entire armies battling their way across the known world.  There were too many rumours for him to spend time worrying about any of them.

He braced himself, half-expecting a hex in the back, as he straightened and forced himself to turn around.  Matt looked tired and worn, although he made a brave attempt to hide it.  Adam had always thought Matt was just a little too fond of cosmetic spells and glamours and the proof was right in front of him.  If he hadn’t known Matt all too well, he would have been fooled too.  Matt had gone to some trouble to make himself as handsome as always.  Adam wondered, sourly, if he was trying to snare the princess.  It was unlikely.  Princesses weren’t allowed to marry for love.

“It’s been a busy few days,” Adam said, eying the door pointedly.  “What do you want?”

Matt, naturally, either missed the hint or didn’t take it.  Adam silently bet on the latter.  “I want to talk,” he said.  “It’s important.”

“I’m sure it is,” Adam said, with heavy sarcasm.  If it was another invite to visit the princess, he intended to decline.  “Perhaps you should talk to my secretary.  She works in Room 3B.”

“This is important,” Matt insisted.  He didn’t seem to notice the joke.  Or perhaps he didn’t realise it was unlikely – and indeed untrue – that Adam would have a secretary.  “We need to talk.”

“We do?”  Adam paced around the table, doing his best to make the motion seemed natural.  He just wasn’t comfortable with having Matt so close to him.  “What do we need to talk about?”

“Why are you wasting your time with toys?”  Matt’s eyes wandered over the collection of runes, model windmills and charged wands of varying different makes.  “You should be doing something important.”

“This is important,” Adam said, feeling a twinge of exasperation.  He was in no mood to bandy words with Matt.  “What do you want?”

Matt met his eyes.  For a moment, his arrogance became pleading, which vanished so quickly Adam suspected he’d imagined it.  “I need your help,” Matt said.  “We shared a master once.”

“Did we?”  Adam made a show of quirking his eyebrows.  “I seem to recall we had different opinions about our apprenticeships.”

“That doesn’t matter right now,” Matt said.  “I need you to stop playing with toys and help me.”

“These aren’t toys,” Adam said, torn between annoyance and an urge to laugh.  “What can I do to help you?  Why should I do anything to help you?”

“I need something I can use to impress the princess,” Matt said.  “And you might be able to come up with something.”

Adam blinked.  “Why?  You saved her life, didn’t you?  Isn’t she grateful?”

“My position is weakening,” Matt said.  “She has a court now, full of people who are good at flattering her and nothing else.  And ...”

“You used to spend a lot of time kissing Master Pittwater’s ass,” Adam reminded him.  He was surprised Matt had even realised his position was weakening, although his failure to secure the royal sorcerer post was a pretty clear hint.  “Just do unto the princess what you used to do to him, only with less slobber ...”

“This is serious!”  Matt slapped the table, hard enough to make the runes jump.  “Adam, I need your help!  I have to impress her before it’s too late.”

“You mean, make yourself indispensable,” Adam corrected.  He recalled an administrator in the fisherman’s guild who’d done just that, fiddling the system until she practically ruled the guild from behind the scenes.  She’d been loathed as well as feared, and no one had shed any tears when she’d fallen down a flight of stairs and broken her neck.  The investigation had been so perfunctory Adam was sure it had been a cover up.  “I don’t think you’ll ever reach the point she can’t afford to get rid of you.”

He allowed himself a smile.  “She’s a princess, and clearly one given to being calculating,” he added.  “You’re not going to be able to make yourself indispensable.”

“I can, if you help me,” Matt said.  “Please!  Just come up with something ...”

Adam laughed.  He couldn’t help himself.  Matt was practically begging him for help ... it was so far out of character, for a man who prided himself on never asking for assistance from anyone that Adam was sure the princess had effectively kicked Matt out of her inner circle even if she hadn’t discarded him completely.  It made a certain kind of sense.  Matt had magic, but he was hardly the most powerful or capable magician at Heart’s Eye.  The princess might be grateful to him – Matt had saved her life at least once, perhaps twice – yet she couldn’t afford to allow gratitude to blind her.  Matt’s value was very limited and she was smart enough to realise it.

And even if she isn’t, part of his mind noted, someone else would be sure to point it out to her.

“Please,” Matt repeated.  “We’re friends!”

Adam felt a wave of icy cold rage pulsing through his heart.  “We are not friends.”

Matt blinked.  “What?”

“We.  Are.  Not.  Friends.”  Adam glared at him, silently daring Matt to look away.  “You have been nothing but awful to me since the day we met.  You treated me like shit and did everything in your power to drive me away.  You got what you wanted and you couldn’t let it go.  You came after me and now ...”

He took a breath, telling himself things had changed.  “I don’t have to drop everything and rush to your aid, not now.  I don’t have to chop roots for you because you didn’t have them ready before you started to brew.  I don’t have to take your shifts at the counter because you want to sneak out, while the master’s back was turned.  I don’t have to put up with your barbs because you want to impress a girl with your wit, or look the other way when you try to sneak her up to your garret.  You treated me like shit!  And now I don’t have to do anything for you!”

Matt raised a hand.  Adam met his eyes, bracing himself.  He was defenceless and yet ... he told himself any sort of humiliation would be worth it, if it meant Matt getting kicked out of the university for good.  He could endure anything ...

“You think that redhead is impressed with you?”  Matt was so angry he was practically spitting the words.  “Do you think she’ll stay with you when a better man comes along?”

Adam glared.  “At least I can impress her!”

“You made a couple of lucky discoveries.”  Matt sneered.  “I could have done that!”

“But you didn’t, did you?”  Adam sneered back.  Getting hexed or cursed would be so worth it.  “You just snapped your fingers and admired the sparks.  You never worked to develop your magic.  What were you doing at school?  Learning how to turn people into frogs and nothing else?  That’s just hedge witch magic.  You had access to all the knowledge of the world and you didn’t do anything with it!”

He felt the old resentments bubble up again.  “You could have treated me as a friend, as an equal, as a person of worth, right from the start.  You could have worked with me and figured out how to infuse magic into blood years ago!  Instead, you just mocked me and treated me like shit and now I don’t have to put up with you any longer.  Help you?  Why should I help you?”

Matt jabbed a finger at the table.  “And here you are playing with toys!”

“They’re not toys,” Adam said, again.  He stepped forward, careful to keep the table between them, and started to push the runic tiles into a new pattern.  He’d wanted to test the spell, when Lilith and he had worked it out, but he’d been reluctant to ask for volunteers.  “These toys, as you call them, are the key to a whole new field of magic.”

“So you can make lightglobes,” Matt hissed.  “Big deal!”

“I can do more than just lightglobes,” Adam said.  He had to keep Matt talking, if only to keep him from realising what Adam was doing.  “I made Durian Gas.”

“You are good at making gas.”  Matt smirked at his own joke.  “But I can cast a spell to shield my nostrils from your stench.  What do you say to that?”

“As attacking spells evolve, defensive spells evolve too,” Adam said, calmly.  He braced himself as he pushed the directional tiles into position, half-expecting Matt to work out what he was doing.  “And then attacking spells evolve to overcome the latest defensive spells.”

“But you can’t improve upon the gas,” Matt pointed out.  “What can you do?  Make it stink more?”

“Good question,” Adam agreed.  He would have been more impressed if he hadn’t been sure Matt had learnt that from Jasper.  Jasper might be no match for Lilith, but he was head and shoulders above Matt.  “For one thing, we could twist the magic within the gas to wear away at the wards.”

“And by the time it worked, you’d be a toad.  Or dead.”  Matt smirked.  “Face it.  Your clever trick, your oh-so-cunning trick, only works once.  What else can you do?”

Adam smiled.  “Shall we find out?”

He pushed the charged tile into place.  The runic network lit up, casting a sickly green glow into the air.  Matt stepped back, eyes going wide with surprise ... too late.  His body melted rapidly, his arms and legs blurring into ... into something Adam couldn’t look at too closely without hurting his eyes.  Matt started to scream, a sound that cut off abruptly as his mouth vanished too.  Adam felt his stomach heave as Matt became a greenish blob, which sprouted legs and bulging eyes and ...

Adam giggled.  “Matt,” he said, picking up a mirror.  “You’re a frog.”

Matt hopped back in shock.  Adam controlled himself with an effort.  The spell had looked ... wrong.  He’d seen the spell used before, but ... his spell, cast through the tiles, had seemed to work in slow motion.  Normally, the spell worked so quickly it was hard to see any transient form.  He glanced down at the tiles, wondering – suddenly – just how long it would take for the spell to wear off.  It should, even if Matt wasn’t trying to break it from the inside ... Adam swallowed, suddenly, as he realised it might be quite some time.  What if the spell was permanent?  It shouldn’t be, but what if ...

I might be in deep shit too, he thought.  Lilith had told him, weeks ago, that turning someone into an animal permanently – or anything, really – was flatly illegal.  A student who cast such a spell would be expelled, at the very least.  If I can’t undo the spell ... I will be in deep shit.

He stared at the frog, trying to keep his thoughts off his face.  Matt was croaking loudly, his froggy limbs twisting as if he were trying to concentrate. The nasty part of Adam’s mind insisted he looked constipated.  Matt wasn’t good at concentrating or he’d have attained his mastery long ago.  Adam wondered, again, what had happened in Beneficence.  Perhaps Matt had fallen flat on his face, without Adam to help him, and Master Pittwater had kicked him out.  It was quite possible.

The runic tiles started to dim.  Adam tried to gauge the radiance as it faded, in hopes of determining how long the spell would last, but it was impossible.  Some tiles were dimming faster than others.  He reached for a notepad to list which tiles died first, but it was already too late.  The light vanished completely.  Adam looked at the frog, just in time to see it bend in directions his eyes couldn’t follow.  A stab of pain shot through his head and he looked away, the pain gone as quickly as it came.  When he looked back, Matt was sitting on the floor glaring at him.  He looked rumpled, as if he’d gone for days without changing his clothes.  The irrelevant part of Adam’s mind noted it was lucky his clothes had been transfigured with him.

“You ...”  Matt was practically spitting again.  “You ... you dare?”

Adam grinned at him.  “Still think these are toys?”

Matt staggered to his feet.  Adam wasn’t sure if he was putting it on or if the transformation really was as disconcerting as it had seemed.  He was certain Matt was used to it – he was such an ass he’d probably been transformed every second day – but if the process had been a little drawn out his mind might have had time to notice what was happening before it was too late.  Adam had never been aware of an in-between state, but Matt ... hell, he was a magician.  He might be more sensitive to magic generally, even if it wasn’t his.

“You ...”

Matt jabbed his fingers at Adam.  A flash of brilliant white light darted at him.  There was no time to run ... Adam felt himself grabbed by an invisible force and yanked to one side, a moment before the spell would have touched him.  Matt swung around, one hand raised, then stopped dead.  Adam knew who was there before he saw her, standing by the door.  Lilith looked mad, very mad, as she lowered Adam to the floor.  Her hair shimmered around her, riding on her power.  It was exciting and scary at the same time.

“You ...”  Matt snickered.  It wasn’t very convincing.  “You were saved by a girl!”

Adam scowled.  Once, the taunt would have stung.  It still did, but ... Lilith wasn’t exactly a mundane.  And Adam didn’t have to pretend he was in the city any longer.  And he’d zapped Matt with the tiles ... it was hard not to be wary of Matt, after everything he’d done, but Adam wasn’t afraid of him any longer.  Matt was a boastful, arrogant ass.  He could be unpleasant, yet ... he couldn’t take the credit or anything else any longer.  Adam had built a life for himself.  Matt ... had no place in it.

“Get out.”  Lilith stepped to one side and pointed at the door.  “Now.”

Matt looked as if he wanted to fight.  Adam hoped he would.  Lilith would hand him his head effortlessly.  Matt had to know it and yet ... backing down was never easy, particularly from a girl.  Adam had known boys get into real trouble because they’d let themselves be baited into taking a swing at a girl ... he was almost disappointed when Matt straightened and walked past her, slamming the door behind him.  Lilith pushed the wards into place, then looked at Adam.  Her voice was very calm.  Too calm.

“And what,” she said, “was that all about?”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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“It’s a long story,” Adam said.  He didn’t want to talk about it.  “And I ...”

Lilith rested her hands on her hips.  “He just tried to kill you,” she said, flatly.  “That spell he threw at you could have done real harm, if it had struck you.  You could be dead by now – or worse.  I shudder to think how his curse might have interacted with the magic in your blood.  What happened?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Adam said.  He felt a twinge of the old shame.  He could never talk about his childhood tormentors, let alone the apprentice who’d tried to make his apprenticeship hell.  How could he, without making himself look weak?  A person who gained a reputation as a snitch would become a social outcast very quickly, someone who could not be relied upon for anything.  “Lilith, I ...”

“I need to know.”  Lilith met his eyes, evenly.  “What happened between you two?”

Adam scowled, feeling backed into a corner.  He didn’t want to talk about it and yet he knew she wouldn’t let it drop.  His mother never had, when she’d thought he was keeping something from her.  She would go on and on, questioning every little detail until the truth finally came out.  Lilith sounded much the same, except ... she wasn’t his mother.  He didn’t have to tell her anything.  And yet ...

He scowled.  “You can tell me something,” he said, in a desperate bid to change the subject.  “When we kissed, the first time, you zapped me immediately afterwards.  Why?”

Lilith’s face darkened, just for a second.  “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours,” she said, firmly.  “You first.”

Adam sighed and walked into the backroom to make two cups of kava.  He didn’t want to talk about it, but ... he knew she wouldn’t let it drop.  Not now.  And yet ... what would she think of him?  She knew he was powerless, that he could snap his fingers all he liked and produce nothing more than an irritating sound, but ... Matt’s words haunted him.  Would Lilith eventually ditch him, for someone with actual power?  It was hardly unprecedented.  It was rare for relationships between magicians and mundanes to last more than a few short weeks.  Their first argument might be enough to end the relationship for good.

“Here,” he said, passing her a mug.  “If you really want to talk about it ...”

Lilith nodded, curtly.  Adam sighed inwardly.  Lilith was more perceptive than she’d let on when they’d first met.  She’d probably spot a lie or a half-truth as soon as he spoke it and that really would destroy their relationship.  And then ... he knew he wanted to know why she’d lashed out at him, after kissing him.  It was the basilisk in the room, the shadow hanging over them ... Adam wanted to know why, before they got any closer.  But he also wanted to pretend it had never happened.  

He sat on the comfortable armchair and watched as she sat facing him.  She was beautiful, her pale face – unscarred by a lifetime of hard labour – and green eyes lending her an almost ethereal look.  It was a miracle she’d shown any interest in him, let alone actually started a relationship.  Adam couldn’t believe his luck and yet ... if she knew the truth, would she drop him faster than a destabilising potion?  Matt might have the last laugh yet, if he ever realised what he’d done.  He’d provided the impetus for a discussion that might leave their relationship in ruins.  Adam promised himself, silently, that Matt would never find out.  He hoped he could keep that promise.

Lilith sipped her kava.  “You first.”

Adam took a breath.  “I have always been fascinated by magic.  You know this.  I hoped I could become a magician one day and go to Whitehall or Mountaintop and become a great sorcerer in my own right.  It should have been my ticket out of poverty.  But ... I didn’t have any magic.  Not like you.”

He paused, but Lilith said nothing.  Adam forced himself to continue.  “I flunked the magic test, when I turned sixteen.  A lifetime of slavery awaited me, either on my brother’s boat or behind the counter in my mother’s shop.  I had little hope of an apprenticeship elsewhere in the city.  I was sixteen and it seemed my life was never going to go anywhere.  There just weren’t many other options.  I didn’t have the connections to enter the civil service, and I was disqualified from joining the City Guard because I knew my father’s name.  What was I supposed to do with myself?”

Lilith shrugged.  “Carry on.”

Adam sighed.  “Like I said, I have always been fascinated by magic.  I saw an advertisement for a shopboy in the magical quarter.  Master Pittwater wanted someone to stand behind the counter and run the shop while he finished teaching his apprentice.  I applied for the post and got it and then, when the last apprentice earned his mastery and left, asked if I could take his place.  Master Pittwater was ... I think he was a little amused, but he gave me a chance to prove it could work.  I knew how to prepare ingredients for cooking, and the basic principles are the same.  But I couldn’t make the potions become magic.  Not really.”

The old memories taunted him.  “Master Pittwater was kind – he really was – but I think he expected me to simply give up, sooner or later.  The guild refused to give me any apprenticeship paperwork and insisted, instead, he take a second apprentice.  They were very insistent on it.  Matt used to brag he had friends in high places, which was how Master Pittwater was convinced to accept him, but ... I think he was lying.”

“Quite probably,” Lilith agreed.  “If he had ties to a magical family, or a powerful quarrel, he would have told us all about them.”

Adam nodded.  If Matt had a family name, he’d never shared it.  “It didn’t take me long to realise Matt was a colossal asshole,” he said.  “He was handsome and charming right up to the moment he realised I had no power, whereupon he started treating me like a servant – no, a slave.  Master Pittwater strapped him for hexing me, and he was a little more careful after that, but ... he never missed an opportunity to taunt and belittle me for being born a powerless commoner.  I knew more about potions than him – that became clear very quickly – yet ... so what?  He could do magic!  Master Pittwater has less time to teach me because he had to teach him ...”

He calmed himself with an effort.  “Matt wasn’t dumb, but he was lazy.  Who chopped up the ingredients for him?  Me.  Who manned the counter while he was trying to get some poor girl to lift her dress?  Me.  Who had to handle the accounts, or mop the floors, or do a hundred other tasks that should have been his?  Me.  And did he show the slightest hint of gratitude?  No!”

His fists clenched, remembering taunt after taunt.  “He used to tell me he’d inherit the shop, and that he’d kick me out the moment I gave him any trouble,” he added.  “What could I do about it?”

Lilith cocked her head.  “You could have found work somewhere else?”

“I had no magic.”  Adam scowled at the memory.  “I could chop ingredients and man the counter, sure, but little else.  Worse, I was growing older.  I had little hope of finding work elsewhere, even in the mundane world.  The apprenticeships were closed to me.  I think my mother expected I’d return to the shop and work there, even though it would never be passed down to me.  My life felt pointless once again.  I hoped Master Pittwater could work a miracle, but he couldn’t.  The guild refused to even consider giving me a certificate in theoretical magic.  He was growing old and ...”

He felt his expression darken.  “The guild was pressuring him to retire.  He really was growing old.  There was no doubt Matt would get the shop.  And that meant ... I suppose he did come through for me, in a way.  He convinced Master Landis to give me a chance, which couldn’t have been easy.  It was a relief, because at least I didn’t get sacked.  I thought I’d never see Matt again.”

The words hung in the air.  “And then he followed me here.”

Lilith leaned forward.  “He didn’t get the shop, then?”

“Apparently not.”  Adam was sure Matt hadn’t been entirely honest about why he’d come to Heart’s Eye, but he had no idea which part of the story wasn’t true.  Matt really had saved the princesses, which had given him an unexpected in ... he scowled.  “Master Pittwater might have spited him, at the last, and given the shop to someone else.  Or the guild might have overruled him and insisted an older alchemist take possession.  Or ... I don’t know.  All I know is that he came out here and ...”

“Where you have been making a name for yourself,” Lilith finished.  Her lips twitched.  “He must positively hate it.”

“He has magic,” Adam said.  “He’ll never be poor.”

“Neither will you,” Lilith said.  “You made one hell of a magical breakthrough, shortly after you arrived.  The world changed, because of you.  And then you did it again.  And again.  Do you think he can compete with you?”
Adam flushed.  “He always put me down ...”

“It won’t work here,” Lilith told him, flatly.  “Matt is a boastful braggart, who isn’t remotely capable of backing his boasting.  Everyone knows it by now.  Master Landis only accepted him because there are no other candidates.  Princess Violet would have ditched him by now if he hadn’t saved her life.  Even Jasper is thinking twice about getting too close to Matt.  How can he compete against you?”

“With magic,” Adam said.  “I don’t have any ...”

Lilith met his eyes.  “I had magic too,” she said.  “You still got the better of me.”

She looked down at her hands.  “You’re being silly,” she said.  “Matt is never going to climb any higher, unless he turns his life around.  He’s wasted his potential.  You?  You’ve barely just begun.  He’s just trying to drag you down because he doesn’t want to watch you rise to the top.”

Adam hoped she was right.  “He still has magic ...”

“And that didn’t stop you making a fool of him,” Lilith said.  “So what?”

“I ...”  Adam felt a sudden rush of warmth and affection.  “I ... I thank you.”

Lilith made a mock curtsey.  “You’re welcome.”

Adam smiled, then sobered.  “Your turn.”

Lilith’s lips twisted.  “It doesn’t reflect well on me,” she said.  “Or the magical community in general.”

“My story doesn’t reflect well on me either,” Adam pointed out.  “Does it?”

“You faced real problems, but overcame them,” Lilith said.  “The same cannot be said of me.”

She stared at her fingers for a long moment, clearly composing her thoughts.  “My mother died when I was very young.  My father raised me, with a little help from the extended family.  He was not a bad father, not compared to some others I met over the years, but he was ... stifling.  He wanted me to be little more than an extension of himself, a tool he could use to best advantage.  My ... my distant matriarch arranged for me to attend Laughter; officially because the family needed more connections with the school, but unofficially to give me a little space.  It was the making of me, for better and for worse.

“Laughter ... they talk a lot about sisterhood, and about all women being equal when they’re naked, but the truth is that the school is very hierarchical.  Younger students do chores for older students.  Older students do tasks for the tutors.  There’s a hierarchy that is drilled into you from the moment you set foot in the school, a pecking order that pervades every second of your life.  The older students are unchallengeable, as far as you are concerned, but you have to fight to secure a place within the dorms for yourself.  If you find yourself stuck at the bottom, you get lumbered with all the bad jobs no one wants.”

Adam’s lips twitched.  “So it’s just like growing up on the docks.”

Lilith didn’t smile.  “Yes.  No.  I don’t know.  I was” – she sucked in her breath – “I was taught I was better than everyone in town, unless they had magic.  The boys ...the young men of the town were right at the bottom.  They used to have a tradition – probably still do – of trying to sneak up to the school and touch the walls, in hopes of claiming a reward.  I don’t know what the reward was, because no one ever earned it.  We patrolled the forest surrounding the school and, when we caught a boy sneaking through the trees, we turned him into something and sent him packing.  It kept them in their place.”

Adam shuddered.  “And you did it?”

“We all did it.”  Lilith didn’t meet his eyes.  “We were superior.  It was our right to treat our inferiors as we pleased.  We had magic.  We even looked down on men with magic.  We told ourselves we were better than them ...”

She said nothing for a long moment.  “I graduated.  With honours.  Heart’s Eye was opening up at this point and my father was laying his plans.  He wanted me there and overruled my objections.  Once he convinced – or bribed – Master Landis to offer me an apprenticeship, my fate was sealed.  There was no way I could escape, not without getting kicked out of the family.  I was not in a good mood, for the first months of my apprenticeship, and things didn’t go well.  It didn’t help that my father was on the council.  Master Landis couldn’t treat me like a normal apprentice.”

“I remember,” Adam said.  Lilith had gotten away with almost as much as Matt, although with far more cause.  “But what does this have to do with ...”

“I’m getting there.”  Lilith played with her hair, an oddly nervous gesture.  “No one liked me.  No one trusted me.  And then you arrived.  It seemed a joke.  I was stuck in an apprenticeship I loathed and all of a sudden I had to share it with someone who couldn’t hope to actually gain a mastery of his own.  It was just ... absurd.  I took it out on you and” – she scowled – “I wish I could go back in time and kick my past self in the rear.”

“You can’t travel in time,” Adam pointed out.  He’d been told it was theoretically possible to travel forward in time, but he’d never heard of anyone actually doing it.  “It’s impossible.”

Lilith gave him a cross look.  “And then you proved you actually could make magic.”

She met his eyes.  “It wasn’t just that you made a potion work.  It was that you rendered me powerless so ... so completely.  You lacked magic and yet, by the standards drilled into me, you were suddenly my superior.  I didn’t know what to make of it.  You could have done anything to me and ... and it would have been your right, as my superior.  Instead ... you were calm and friendly and ... I found myself starting to like you, even to find you a little attractive.”

Adam blinked.  “A little?”

“Maybe more than a little.”  Lilith blushed.  “I didn’t know how to handle it.  I’d never had any boyfriends.  There were no magical boys at Laughter and here ... I knew Jasper and his ilk would never have looked twice at me, if it wasn’t for my father.  You ... you got through my defences.  You were being nice to me when you could have lorded it over me ... when, by what I’d been taught, you should.  And ...”

She sighed.  “I really didn’t know what to make of it.”

“I understand,” Adam said, although it wasn’t true.  He couldn’t have lorded it over her, not after she’d regained her powers.  If Matt had figured out a way to block the gas, Lilith could have done it too.  “I think I understand.”

Lilith shook her head.  “We kissed ... I panicked.  I was caught in a storm.  I wanted to kiss you and I didn’t and ... I didn’t know how to react.  I wanted ... I panicked and hexed you and ran and you still liked me.  I didn’t understand until ... I did.  I was wrong to look down on you for not having magic.  And yet ...”

Adam met her eyes.  “It’s alright,” he said.  “I’ve done dumb things too.”

“I know.”  Lilith’s eyes were wet with tears, but she managed a smile.  “I’m sorry.”

“Matt would never admit he’d done the wrong thing,” Adam said.  It was true.  He’d never heard Matt apologise for anything, certainly not sincerely.  “You’re better than him.”

Lilith snorted.  “The bar isn’t set very high,” she said, dryly.  She wiped her eyes and stood, brushing down her dress.  “Adam, I made a fool of myself.  I don’t know where this is going, but ... I do want to find out.  With you.”

Adam stood and took her hands.  “Me too,” he said.  He felt as though he’d been stripped raw, as if he’d been forced to strip naked and expose himself to her gaze.  His heart was pounding like a drum.  “I want to find out too.”

He leaned forward and kissed her, gently.  She kissed him back, her arms wrapping around him tightly.  Adam felt their kisses grow more passionate, their hands roaming and slipping under each other’s clothes.  And, for a moment in time, everything was right with the world.
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“They found more leaflets last night,” Taffy said, as they sat down for breakfast.  “They were scattered throughout the dorms.”

Adam frowned.  “Saying what?”

“That we’re going to lose, that the princess is going to get us all killed for her glory, that the university needs to run up the white flag before we starve or the army storms the walls,” Taffy said.  Her face was grim.  “They still don’t know who’s printing or distributing the leaflets.”

“Shit.”  Adam hadn’t seen the latest batch of leaflets himself, but they sounded just like the earlier batches.  “Can’t the wards track down the spy?”

“No,” Taffy said.  “I heard” –  she leaned forward, making sure Adam and Lilith were the only ones who could hear her – “that the wards have been expertly spoofed.”

“Arnold.”  Adam found it hard to keep from snarling.  “Who else?”

“He’s the prime suspect,” Lilith agreed, calmly.

Taffy wasn’t anything like so calm.  “Whoever it is, they also messed with the preservation spells,” she said.  “An entire cellar of food was turned into poisonous mush.  We’re damn lucky they didn’t have the time to do it properly or we’d probably be dead by now.”

Adam cursed under his breath.  Breakfast was thin on the ground, little more than oat porridge with dried fruit and nuts.  Rations had been steadily decreasing for the last few days, a grim reminder they could no longer bring in food from the rest of the world.  It wasn’t a surprise, not really, that so many students and refugees were insisting on taking the battle to the enemy in a desperate bid to lift the siege before it was too late.  There was no longer any hope of a friendly army coming to the rescue, not now.  If the staff knew what was really going on, outside the wards, they hadn’t shared it with the rest of the university.

“The wards should have caught the bastard by now,” Taffy said, angrily.  She looked at Lilith.  “Why haven’t they?”

“The wards were tightened when the enemy army made its appearance,” Lilith said, with a curtness that belied her inner fears.  “Their ability to monitor the interior of the university is very limited ...”

“So fix it!”  Taffy got a grip on herself with an effort.  “Adjust the wards!”

Lilith sighed, sounding too tired to be angry even though they hadn’t been awake for long.  “The wards cannot be adjusted to catch the spy without taking them down,” she said, curtly.  “As long as there’s an enemy army on the far side, ready to pounce, we dare not lower our defences.  The spy can move freely as long as he’s careful.”

Adam winced, inwardly, as he finished his bowl.  Arnold might have planned it that way, right from the start.  He had every incentive to keep the king from taking the university for himself.  Wearing the defenders down from the inside would be safer for him than mounting another offensive, after the last one had failed.  The last thing he wanted was for the king to actually win.

The second last thing, he corrected himself.  And you really don’t know for sure Arnold is involved.

He scowled, lifting his eyes to peer at the crowd of university students and refugees.  Was Arnold amongst them, hidden by a glamour or an undeniable talent for blending in and going unnoticed?  Or had he sent an agent to do his dirty work?  Adam allowed his gaze to wander from a cluster of magicians, talking in low voices, to a handful of Princess Violet’s supporters, loudly proclaiming the need to take the offensive at once.  A young girl sat in the corner, alone in the middle of a crowd ... Adam felt a twinge of sympathy, mingled with the awareness it might be an act.  Arnold had leveraged Adam’s preconceptions and prejudices so well he dared not trust either.

His heart sank as a dozen children rushed into the chamber, somehow managing to play games even though their time was steadily running out.  How long would it be until the staff had to make some hard choices?  They could no longer afford to feed everyone and yet the army would be foolish to let the poor bastards go.  It would prolong the siege, the last thing the enemy commander wanted.  He’d probably simply refuse to let the refugees through his lines unless the entire university surrendered without further ado.

“There must be something we can do,” Taffy said.  “How long do we have?”

Adam had no answer.  He kept scanning the chamber, noting Matt on the far side of the room.  He sat alone, without even Jasper and the rest of his cronies.  Adam wondered if Matt knew how lucky he was, after he’d cast a lethal spell.  The wards hadn’t detected and reported it ... Adam had refrained from reporting it himself, after he’d used the runes to zap Matt first.  Who knew who’d be expelled, if all the truth came out?  Lilith had been certain the university would never expel Adam, but it was hard to be sure.  Adam had left it up to luck.

“Come on,” he said, as Taffy finished her breakfast.  “We have work to do,”

The air felt tense, as if the entire university was holding its breath and waiting for something to happen, as they made their way down the corridor.  The refugees were a little more organised now – the menfolk were either in the workshops or with the militia, the womenfolk were either cooking or taking care of the children – but it was hard to escape the sense they were running out of time.  Adam silently calculated how long they could keep feeding the university’s population, then stopped himself when he realised he didn’t know enough to make the calculation anything more than a rough estimate.  In hindsight, perhaps it would have been better to turn the princesses away.  The university had been ill-prepared for a siege.

No, Adam corrected himself.  The king wanted to pick a fight as soon as possible.  The princesses just gave him an excuse.

Taffy swore and ripped a poster from the wall.  “Another one,” she said.  “Where are they coming from?”

Adam took the poster and read it quickly.  The spelling was terrible, even though there was no common spelling system outside a handful of places, but the meaning was clear.  Heart’s Eye was doomed.  Resistance was futile.  It was time to surrender or else.  Adam shook his head, mentally echoing Taffy’s question.  How could someone be printing the posters without being noticed?  Magic?  Or ... it was possible, he supposed.  Printing presses weren’t magic, but someone could have copied the concept with magic.  Arnold certainly would have considered the possibilities.  He didn’t have the automatic contempt most magicians had for non-magical things.

And he posed as a mundane for months, fooling everyone, Adam thought.  Whatever else he is, he’s a dangerous opponent.

He stopped, dead, as Master Landis appeared in front of him.  “Adam,” he said.  “Can I borrow you for a moment?”

“Yes, Sir,” Adam said.  It wouldn’t be right to address Master Landis as Master any longer, but he nearly did.  “What can I do for you?”

“Come with me,” Master Landis said.  He sounded irked, although Adam didn’t think he was in trouble.  “You can meet up with the girls later.”

“We’ll just be in the lab,” Lilith said.  She winked.  “Good luck.”

Adam kept his face blank as he followed Master Landis into his lab.  There was no sign of Matt ... Adam wondered, suddenly, if Matt was in trouble.  He had no idea when Matt was expected to report to the lab each day, but ... Matt was probably late.  It was hardly a surprise.  Master Landis had expected Adam immediately after breakfast, and there was no reason to think he was being any more charitable to Matt.  He’d done Matt a huge favour taking him as an apprentice and ... Adam shook his head.  He’d find out soon enough and he doubted he’d like it.

“I have to talk bluntly, for which I apologise,” Master Landis said.  “I am not putting you in an easy position.  What is wrong with Matt?”

Adam blinked, unsure what to say.  “What do you mean, sir?”

“He has not been a good apprentice,” Master Landis said, bluntly.  “Lilith was superior to him in almost all respects and she didn’t want to be under my tutorage.  His work is poor, to say the least, and I have had to keep a close eye on his brewing for fear of a mistake that might lead to an explosion.  Your prep work was vastly superior to his and, with your infused blood trick, I think you could probably outdo him in brewing too.”

He paused.  Adam cursed under his breath.  Master Landis was putting him in an impossible position.  If he badmouthed Matt ...

“In the last few days, his performance has fallen all the way to rock bottom and begun to dig,” Master Landis added.  “I have been unable to get him to focus, either through gentle persuasion or the strap.  I am on the verge of terminating the apprenticeship for cause, a dismissal that will almost certainly ensure he doesn’t get a third chance.  What is wrong with him?”

Adam hesitated.  “You can speak freely,” Master Landis said, stiffly.  “This lab is warded thoroughly.  No one will ever know what you told me.”

“I ...”  Adam found himself unsure what to say.  Did Master Landis know Adam and Matt had argued?  Did it even matter?  He found it hard to understand what was going through the other boy’s head.  Matt had been lucky to get a second apprenticeship at such short notice.  If he threw it away, without even having the grace to approach his master and ask to be released, he wouldn’t get a third.  “I’m not sure what’s biting him.”

“I see.”  Master Landis studied him coldly.  “And was he like this when he shared a master with you?”

Adam hesitated, again.  “He ... no,” he said, finally.  “He was just ... I thought he was a little bit lazy, at first, but he wasn’t anything like this bad.  I don’t know why he’s acting like he’s untouchable.”

Master Landis said nothing for a long moment.  Adam suspected the older man was letting him sweat.  He was no longer Adam’s master, but he could still make Adam’s life miserable if he thought Adam was lying to him.  Or even deliberately understating the truth.  Adam forced himself to think.  What was wrong with Matt?  Didn’t he realise he wouldn’t get a third chance?  Adam asked himself, again, precisely why Matt had left Beneficence.  It was quite possible the guild had told him to go, or merely that he’d have to switch masters ...

“Adam,” Master Landis said.  “Is he the real Matt?”

“I think so,” Adam said.  “He knows things only the real person would know.”

“There are ways to get answers out of someone.”  Master Landis scowled.  “Or to get them to tell you everything you need to impersonate them.”

Adam shook his head.  “I don’t think so, sir,” he said.  “As far as I know, I am the only person at the university who knew Matt before he came here.  Matt has sought me out, time and time again.  If he wasn’t the real Matt, surely he would have kept his distance from the person he knew could expose him.  The slightest slip and I’d know.”

“Unless he assumed keeping his distance would be more suspicious,” Master Landis said, tiredly.  He shook his head.  “I can’t dispute your point, Adam, which raises the question again.  What is wrong with him?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said.  “I think ...”

He bit his tongue, but it was too late.  Master Landis glowered at him.  “What do you think?”

Adam wanted to say nothing, yet ...  “Matt wants to be ... important,” he said, finally.  He hated to admit it, but Matt and he had that – if nothing else – in common.  “He wanted to climb to the top.  And then he had to come here, which gave him the unexpected chance to put a princess in his debt as well as acquire a second apprenticeship.  And ... right now, they’re both turning to dust in front of him.  His dreams are turning to ash even as we speak.”

“He is not unskilled,” Master Landis said, in the tone of one who would sooner have pulled out his teeth one by one than admit it.  “He could have gone far, if he focused on his apprenticeship.  Instead ...”

He breathed a heavy sigh.  “I have been lax, as his master, because of the siege,” he added, after a moment.  “But I will make it clear to him, however, that he is on his last chance.  If he doesn’t come up to scratch, he will be dismissed.”

Adam nodded, trying not to wince.  Matt really was caught in a bind.  He needed to complete his apprenticeship and he needed to keep himself in the princess’s eye and they were simply incompatible.  He couldn’t do one without losing the other, in a manner that would make it difficult to pick it up again.  Adam would have felt sorry for Matt, if he hadn’t been such a pain in the ass.  As it was, Adam just hoped Matt would be given his dismissal and told to leave the university as soon as the siege was over.

The thought mocked him as he bid farewell to his old master, then made his way down to the lab.  Lilith and Taffy had their heads bent over their notes, sketching out designs for newer and better runes.  Adam grinned at their backs – from a distance, they looked remarkably sweet – then picked up his own notes and went to work.  It was hard to be sure, but he thought he was getting closer to a spell circuit that would endure more or less indefinitely.  The trick was to ensure the magic flowing through the rune remained a trickle, yet ...

There was a sharp knock on the door.  Adam tensed, half-expecting Matt to come bursting into the lab.  If Matt knew what he’d told Master Landis ... Adam sighed inwardly, feeling a twinge of guilt and shame.  No one would have faulted him for rendering Matt powerless and then giving him the thrashing of a lifetime, but they’d all have sneered if they thought Adam had tattled on Matt.  He rolled his eyes.  It was all very well and good enforcing the code of the schoolhouse on people who were, at least on paper, equals, but pretty much pointless when there was such a wide gulf between them.

“Adam, Taffy,” a craftsman said.  “There’s a militia meeting in twenty minutes, in the Great Hall.  You are ordered to attend.”

“Ordered, Robb?”  Taffy sounded unamused.  “And what if we refuse?”

“Something lingering in boiling oil, probably.”  Robb shrugged.  “Look, I was just told to assemble everyone – and I mean everyone.  Go or don’t.  It’s all the same to me.”

He retreated, closing the door behind him.  Adam glanced at Lilith, who looked pained.  She’d never been happy with him joining the militia, even though he was a bona fide hero ... Adam sighed and stood, carefully putting his notes in the locked and sealed drawer.  They’d tested the spells extensively.  No one, not even the most skilled magician, could force their way in without getting frozen or destroying the notes within.

“Good luck,” Lilith said.  “Don’t volunteer for anything.”

Adam nodded, then followed Taffy out of the room.  Robb hadn’t exaggerated, he decided as they made their way to the hall.  It looked as if everyone who’d signed up for the militia had been summoned.  He caught sight of Matt, his face grim as he stood beside Princesses Violet and Daphne.  Had Master Landis spoken to him?  What was he thinking, behind his dark visage?  Adam wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“Form rows,” Captain Walter Blademaster ordered, once the doors were closed.  His voice was surprisingly quiet, but it echoed through the giant chamber.  “We have much to discuss and very little time.”

He paused.  Adam gritted his teeth.  The chamber was packed with warm bodies, pressing so close he felt trapped.  Lilith would have hated it.  Adam understood how she felt.  It was worse than trying to get through the city at closing time, when everyone who’d gone to the pub tried to make their way home.  Blademaster studied them for a long moment, then snapped his fingers.  A map appeared on the wall behind him, with red lines and indecipherable markings surrounding the university.  Adam felt a rustle of excitement running through the crowd.  It felt as if they were going to do something.

“Our original intention was to wait out the siege,” Blademaster said, calmly.  “King Ephialtes should not have been able to keep us bottled up indefinitely, not when it would provoke widespread protest and perhaps even military action from the rest of the Allied Lands.  This has proven untrue.  Reports are vague, but one thing is clear: no one is coming to our aid, certainly not in time to make a difference.  If we don’t take the field and break the siege ourselves, we will be starved out within two weeks at the most.  And that is a very optimistic estimate.”

Adam took a breath.  He hadn’t liked his first taste of combat.  He would have been quite happy never to do it again.  And yet, what choice did he have?  Two weeks ... his estimates had been considerably higher.  But then, it was possible the spy – or spies – had done more damage than they knew.  There’d certainly been no formal announcement of his sabotage...

“We must succeed,” Blademaster told them.  “We will succeed.”

Yeah, Adam thought, as Blademaster started outlining the plan.  And what’ll we do if they kick our ass?
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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It’s always darkest before the dawn, Adam told himself.  He crouched in a trench, holding the rifle in both hands and a wand stuck up his sleeve.  And the moment we see the first glimmer of light ...

He sucked in his breath, his heart starting to race.  They’d been ordered to sleep, to get some rest after spending most of the afternoon frantically making preparations, but he hadn’t managed to get more than an hour or two.  He wasn't alone.  The tension had risen so sharply, with the staff planning the offensive and outlining what they wanted everyone to do while the princesses made endless speeches condemning the king and promising a better world when he was defeated, that hardly anyone had been able to sleep.  He looked at Matt, kneeling at the front of the trench, and wondered what was going through his head.  Master Landis might not have had the time to speak to him, not yet.  Did he know his apprenticeship hung by a thread?

Forget it, Adam told himself, sharply.  You need to worry about the next few hours.

He gritted his teeth, sweat prickling down his back.  The battle plan looked good on paper – he was no expert – but reality rarely lived up to the planner’s expectations.  He’d heard all sorts of stories about pampered aristocrats planning attacks that were almost laughably dumb, stories that had been funnier before he’d found himself in the militia.  He wanted to kick himself for volunteering, even though he knew he’d had little choice.  The only men who hadn’t joined up and gotten away with it, in the sense they hadn’t been mocked as cowards, were the ones who were too old or infirm to fight.  Even the magicians had been pressed into service.

And Matt stayed with us, he thought.  What does that say about him?

He raised his eyes, counting down the final seconds.  The wards seemed to shimmer in front of him, a faint haze that suggested they were still taking the occasional shot from the enemy cannons.  The king’s army had never stopped firing completely, even though they had to have realised they were just wasting gunpowder, but their rate of fire had lessened in the darkness.  Adam hoped that meant they were running out of shot and shell.  The cannonballs were supposed to be reusable, from what Yvonne had told him, yet there had to be limits.  How many times could they fire the same cannonball before it had to be melted down and recycled?

“The balloon is going up,” Lieutenant Hawke said.  He was a stranger, a man who’d apparently moved to the university to study shortly after the end of the last war.  Adam hoped his military skills lived up to his boasting.  He would sooner have had Sergeant Rudd, but that was no longer possible.  “Five minutes.”

Adam glanced behind him.  The hot air balloon was rising slowly, the burner a faint glimmer of light.  He braced himself, looking at Taffy.  She looked back at him evenly, her face expressionless.  Adam had no idea what she was thinking.  He thought, suddenly, of Lilith and wished he’d pressed his luck a little.  If he died today, he’d die a virgin.  His manhood twitched, mocking him.  It was far too late.  He told himself, severely, it shouldn’t bother him.  He was hardly the only virgin in the world.  But it did.

The tension rose to the breaking point as the last seconds ticked down to zero.  Adam’s palms were sweaty, the musket suddenly too slippery to hold.  He thought of his mother and siblings, so far away ... he wondered, numbly, if they’d ever know what had happened to him.  If the king won, the university would be destroyed.  Princess Violet was right about that, if nothing else.  The university’s mere existence was a threat to the old order.  But the old order was passing away ...

Light flared.  The ground heaved.  A thunderous roar split the air, the sound so loud Adam thought, for a second, he’d been struck deaf.  The wards flared brightly, gaps appearing within the magic to allow the attackers to advance.  He heard cannons roaring as the first line of troops left the trenches, weapons in hand.  His unit was in the second rank, he’d been told; they’d been ordered to wait for the first rank.  It was still hard to hold his position as the sound of shooting grew louder, broken by thunderous explosions and glowing starshells that bathed the entire world in an eerie radiance.  The wind shifted, blowing the scent of durian into his face.  He hoped the gas bombardment worked as planned, stripping the enemy sorcerers of their magic.  If they could be neutralised before they realised they were under attack, the offensive might just work.

“Go,” Lieutenant Hawke snapped.

Adam silently gave the lieutenant credit.  He led the assault in person.  Matt followed, swinging his musket from side to side as they ran through the gap in the wards.  Adam forced his suddenly reluctant legs to move, following through the gap as the sound of shooting grew louder.  The desert beyond the wards looked to have been twisted and warped, first by the bombardment and then by giant earthworks thrown up to protect the advancing troops.  He felt something snap past his head as he kept running, following the others as they crashed into a trench.  A pair of dead bodies, wearing the king’s livery, lay at the bottom.  One was missing a head.  Adam felt a pang of guilt, mixed with an odd kind of contempt.  They weren’t good men.  If they’d been good, they wouldn’t have been soldiers.

He kept running as the assault continued, searching for targets.  The light flickered and flared, the first starshells starting to burn out as more were replaced.  Cannons boomed in the distance – he couldn’t tell who was shooting at whom – followed by flickers of magic darting through the air.  A greenish flash of lightning streaked from the university and vanished into the distance; fireballs, each one hot enough to kill a man in armour, darted back, some striking the wards and vanishing in flashes of bright red light.  Adam saw a pair of fireballs launched at the hot air balloon.  There’d been no time to set up his protective runic network, from what he’d been told, and the balloon was too high to be protected by the wards.  He saw it explode, flaming canvas falling ...  It was hard not to feel relieved, then guilty for feeling relieved, that Taffy hadn’t been in the balloon.  No one could have survived the fall.  

Unless the sorcerers below caught them, Adam thought.  But did they have time to jump?

A man loomed in front of him, wearing a uniform that marked him as a mercenary.  Adam pulled the trigger without thinking and didn’t feel anything, not until the man kneeled over with a chest wound and hit the ground.  Adam felt sick.  The man might have been a mercenary, and thus the lowest of the low, but Adam had still killed him ... it was possible, he reflected, that the mercenary wasn’t the first man he’d killed.  Probably.  He might well have killed someone in the earlier battle, yet ... this time, it felt more up close and personal.  The sergeant had told him the muskets and rifles weren’t particularly accurate.  It had been possible to convince himself he hadn’t fired the fatal shots ....

The ground heaved again.  Adam looked up to see a massive fireball rising from the enemy lines.  For a moment, the world seemed to hang in the balance – he let himself believe the battle was won and the enemy troops were in retreat – before the shooting resumed.  He gritted his teeth and continued to run, keeping his head low as Lieutenant Hawke led them towards another set of earthworks.  Cannonballs blasted past, slamming into the defences and tearing gaps in the barricades.  Lieutenant Hawke threw makeshift grenades into the breaches, then darted in afterwards.  Adam couldn’t help being impressed that Matt had followed him at once.  It was odd.  The nasty part of Adam’s mind wondered if Matt was deliberately trying to die.

He threw himself forward, into the trench network.  A man in light armour came at him, wielding a sword with lethal intention.  Adam pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.  He cursed his mistake – Sergeant Rudd would have kicked his backside, if that had happened in training – and stabbed the oncoming man with the bayonet.  It didn’t seem enough to stop him.  He kept coming, pushing Adam back even though he was bleeding to death.  His head exploded a second later, blood and guts flying everywhere.  Adam looked up.  Matt had shot the enemy soldier in the head...

“Thanks,” Adam muttered.  Matt had saved his life ... he wondered, sourly, if that meant he owed Matt a debt.  Matt probably thought so, even though – as a militiaman – he had a duty to watch out for his peers.  “That could have been nasty.”

“Reload,” Matt advised.  He sneered.  “And quickly.”

Adam felt his cheeks flush.  He’d slipped up in not reloading, and Matt had seen it ... he forced his embarrassment into the back of his mind, and reloaded as quickly as possible instead before they resumed the advance.  He couldn’t see much, from his position, but he heard cannons booming as the bombardment continued.  The sun rose in the distance, slowly banishing what remained of the darkness.  It was still hard to see much of anything, as he poked his head into the open air.  The wind was blowing vast clouds of smoke over the battlefield.

Lieutenant Hawke barked orders.  Adam lowered his head and glanced behind him.  Half the platoon he’d known and trained beside were gone ... he hoped they’d just gotten lost in the confusion, rather than being shot down and left to rot.  He hadn’t even seen them fall ... it was hard not to resent their replacements, even though they were only doing their job.  Some of them had probably been separated from their original commanding officers ... hopefully, everything would be sorted out after the battle was won and the missing would take their places once again.  Sergeant Rudd had insisted the battlefield was always shrouded in the fog of war.  No one would have an accurate picture of what was actually going on until it was far too late.

Adam nodded to himself as they took up positions, readying themselves to resume the advance.  His world had shrunk to a few short metres around him.  He had no idea what was happening on the other side of the university, let alone in the king’s camp.  The fighting seemed to have paused as both sides regrouped, but the guns were still pounding away ... the battle had become a series of impressions, brief glimpses of organisation within a sea of chaos.  Lieutenant Hawke seemed to know what was going on, but Adam was sure it was an act.  They were isolated from the rest of the world.

The wind picked up.  A nasty stench hung in the air, a strange mixture of dead bodies and durian and things he didn’t want to think about too much.  The smoke was growing closer, rolling towards them like mist off the sea.  It looked a little like fog ...

Someone shouted, an instant before a giant explosion – bigger than anything during the earlier bombardment – set off an earthquake.  The trenches started to collapse.  Adam cursed and darted back, trying to get out of the network before the trenches buried them.  A fireball rose into the air, taking on an eerie mushroom-like shape before slowly fading away.  Green lightning followed, cracking down and striking targets within the trenches.  The spell was banished quickly, but ... Adam felt horror strike him dumb as he realised they’d been tricked.  The smoke was hiding men advancing towards the trench lines ... the enemy was counterattacking!

“Incoming,” Lieutenant Hawke bellowed, as his men scrambled out of the trenches.  “Stand your ...”

He folded and collapsed.  Adam stared, too stunned to realise – until it was far too late – that Lieutenant Hawke had been shot.  Adam threw himself down a moment later as bullets started cracking through the air, followed by fireballs and other spells.  The ground heaved, time and time again, as waves of magic burrowed underground and slammed against the university’s wards.  Adam swallowed hard as he realised what the enemy sorcerers were trying to do.  If the university left gaps in the wards, the magic would burst through the holes and wreak havoc; if the university closed the wards, the militia would be trapped, unable to retreat or surrender.  Adam looked at Matt and saw the same dawning realisation on his face.  The enemy had lured them into an untenable position.  The battle was already lost.

“Retreat,” someone shouted.  “Fall back!”

Adam crawled back, jabbing his wand at dark figures within the smoke.  He couldn’t tell if he was hitting anything, but ... he hoped – prayed – it would slow them down long enough for the militia to retreat.  The enemy sorcerers were spending their power freely, shaking the ground time and time again ... Adam told himself, as a hail of cannonballs flashed over his head, that they had to be reaching their limits.  It was unlikely they’d risk burning themselves out, or even leaving themselves depleted in the king’s camp.  Kings were rarely fond of overmighty subjects and, if the sorcerers rendered themselves vulnerable, he might take advantage of the opportunity to cut their throats.

And if he knows what a treacherous bastard Arnold truly is, Adam thought, he’ll be sure to be the first to stab the other in the back.

The lines shattered, and broke, as the enemy forces continued their counterattack.  Adam could feel the panic spreading through the militia, as young men – and a few women – realised the battle was lost and they had only a few moments to get back behind the wards before it was too late.  Officers were shouting orders, trying to stem the tide, but it wasn’t working.  Too many other officers were dead or retreating.  The shooting was growing louder, the booming cannons joined by a rattling sound that sent shivers down his spine a moment before he felt bullets cracking over his head.  The wards were closing.  They had to be.  They had to move ...

Taffy grunted and stumbled to the ground.  Adam saw blood welling under her leathers, strikingly red in the morning light.  The wound wasn’t immediately fatal, thank all the gods, but he knew what would happen if she was left behind.  Or if the wound became infected ... he was hardly a chirurgeon, yet he knew the dangers.  She needed help and quickly.  He gritted his teeth, then pulled at her leathers to reveal the wound before pushing a makeshift bandage into place.  Taffy gasped in pain.  Adam was morbidly impressed.  But then, she was a craftswoman.  The slightest moment of carelessness could lead to a nasty accident – or death.

“Come on,” he said.  Carrying her was a risk, but he was damned if he was leaving her behind.  She’d be lucky if she only bled out and died.  Princess Violet had told everyone what her brother’s troops did to prisoners, although – to be fair – everyone had already known it.  No one expected the king to uphold the laws of war.  “Hold on ...”

He gritted his teeth and lifted her onto his shoulder, then forced himself to move.  The sense of someone at his back, snapping at his heels, grew stronger as he stumbled through the remnants of the battlefield and up to the wards.  He wasn’t sure how far they’d advanced, before they’d been thrown back, but ... he shuddered, helplessly, as more bullets snapped through the air and bounced off the wards.  The shooting was still growing louder.  There was no way to hide from the grim reality that the assault had failed and failed completely, leaving hundreds of men dead for nothing.  He staggered as something passed too close to him for comfort, then cursed as he saw the gap in the wards.  It was closing.

“Run,” Matt yelled.  “Run!”

Adam forced himself to pick up the pace, joining a line of men as they hurried through the chink in the wards.  It really was closing, threatening to leave them on the wrong side ... he summoned reserves he hadn’t known he had, pushing himself forward until he was on the verge of getting back to safety.  The air crackled around him, his hair standing on end, as he ran through the wards.  Behind him, he heard them snap closed as more cannonballs crashed into the wards.  He didn’t want to think about how many men might have been left on the far side.

“Shit,” Matt managed.  He no longer looked so handsome.  His blond hair was a sweaty mess.  “They ... they knew we were coming!  Someone betrayed us!”

“Later,” Adam snarled.  Taffy was bleeding to death.  She needed a chirurgeon or a healer or someone before it was too late.  “Help me!”

They stumbled to the medical tent, which was already overflowing with wounded men, and placed Taffy on a rug.  Adam waved to one of the healers, hoping he’d pay attention to a young woman with a bleeding wound; the healer took one look, cast a hasty spell to seal the wound, then hurried to tend to other patients.  Adam sagged, trying not to collapse as everything caught up with him at once.  The offensive had failed and failed completely and that meant ...

He swallowed, hard.  Matt was right.  Someone had betrayed them.
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Adam hadn’t known it was possible to be so tired.

He’d pushed himself to the limits, first as part of the militia and then assisting the healers and chirurgeons to tend to the wounded, and it was catching up with him.  Taffy had been one of the lucky ones, although it was hard to believe.  The bullet had left a gash in her back, and she’d come far too close to bleeding out, but the wound had been easy for the healers to repair.  Others had broken arms and legs, or emerged from the battlefield too badly mutilated to be healed in a hurry.  Adam had grown up on the docks.  He’d seen sudden accidents tear away arms and legs, turning strong men into cripples so quickly it seemed instantaneous, but this ... it was hard, as blood pooled on the sand, not to feel sick.  He didn’t know how many people had died, in a few bloody hours, but he was sure it was in the hundreds.  Perhaps more.  Too many militiamen had been sent into a meatgrinder and too few had had the chance to retreat before it was too late.

Lilith joined him, looking as tired as he felt.  She’d helped with the healing, using a handful of basic spells to close wounds or mend bones or – at worst – put the wounded into stasis until the more experienced and capable healers could get to them.  Adam understood the logic – there was no point in wasting their scant resources on men who were likely to die anyway, not when the resources might save two or more lives if they were diverted elsewhere – but he still found it hard to accept.  If they’d tried to send Taffy away, what would he have said or done?  There was no way in hell he would have left Taffy to her fate if there’d been any way to save her.

“I need something to eat,” she said, after a brief hug.  “Please ...”

Adam nodded, holding her arm as they made their way to the dining hall.  The university was quiet, almost sunk in gloom.  The staff were tight lipped about what had happened, and what their defeat meant, but the students weren’t stupid.  They knew the defeat meant the end of any hope of salvation, of driving the enemy soldiers back far enough to make the university’s independence stick.  Adam wondered, numbly, how long it would be before the staff conceded they had to surrender or starve.  He couldn’t think of any other way to break out, not now.  Even portals were no longer an option.  

We should have sent someone to teleport away, the moment he was outside the wards, he thought, tiredly.  But where the hell would he have gone?

His heart churned.  The White Council was apparently defunct.  Lady Emily was missing, her fate unknown.  The kingdoms were at war.  The magical communities were battening down the hatches and doing ... doing what?  No one was coming to their aid.  The university would have to either surrender or think of something else, something new.  He cursed, savagely, as he saw a poster on the wall.  It promised good treatment to anyone who crossed the lines and surrendered to the king.  He ripped it down and tore it into shreds, scattering the paper on the floor.  He was damned if he’d surrender.  He doubted he’d be allowed to go home, not with Arnold involved.  His surrender would lead straight to his death.

The dining hall was packed.  The air felt dank and heavy with accusations.  Jasper stood on a table, loudly railing against traitors and spies.  Adam gritted his teeth as he saw the princesses talking with their supporters.  It was difficult not to blame them for the crisis even though it had been pretty much inevitable.  The king wouldn’t have left the university alone forever ...

“There is a traitor amongst us,” Jasper thundered.  “Everyone, and I mean everyone, should be interrogated under truth spells!”

The room thrummed with anger and desperation.  Adam winced inwardly.  There were rules and customs about using truth spells, especially without probable cause.  It was incredibly insulting ... his lips twitched in dismay, recalling Master Pittwater’s lessons.  If you used the spells, it was clear proof you didn’t trust the target to speak the truth.  Besides, the old man had added, too many people had secrets they didn’t want getting out even if they had nothing to do with ... he grimaced.  He had secrets too, even if they were tiny in the grand scheme of things.  He didn’t want to share them with anyone.  Who knew what Lilith would say if she knew he’d once had a crush on a neighbouring girl?  Or that he’d tried to write her bad poetry which had never seen the light of day?

“We cannot hope to test everyone,” the Gorgon said, stiffly.  She stood alone in the middle of the crowded room.  “It cannot be done.”

“We should try,” Jasper snapped.  “Someone betrayed our battle plans!”

Adam suspected he had a point.  In hindsight, the enemy had had a good idea of what the militia intended to do.  They could have looked at the problem, worked out what they’d do if they were charged with running the university’s defences and carried on from there, but ... he scowled.  The enemy had known when the attack was coming and made plans to meet and defeat it.  And ... he forced himself to think.  How many people had known?  Too many.  There were hundreds of potential suspects.

He did his best to tune out the argument as Lilith and he collected bowls of stew and fresh water.  The rations were higher than expected ... he suspected the cooks, too, had thought the attack would succeed and they no longer needed to ration anything.  That was going to bite them hard, if it hadn’t already.  The nasty part of his mind pointed out there were fewer mouths to feed now ... he felt a wash of shame, cursing himself for even thinking something so shitty.  And yet it was true.  How many people had died in a few short hours?

It might not even have been an hour, his thoughts mocked him.  How long were we really fighting?

Lilith touched his arm.  “What do we do now?”

Adam hesitated.  They needed to come up with something new, something completely outside the box, or start discussing surrender.  Technically, under the laws of war, a besieged garrison could agree to surrender in thirty days, if someone didn’t lift the siege beforehand, but he was sure the king wouldn’t offer them any such concessions.  There was no point in trying to buy time when there was none to be had.  Besides, the longer the siege dragged on, the greater the chance of something happening to change the world ...

“We need to come up with something new,” he said, giving voice to his thoughts.  The spell circuits were new, and outside the box ... what could he do with them?  He had turned Matt into a frog ... he had a sudden vision of turning the entire enemy army into frogs, before dismissing it as impossible.  The power requirements were just too high.  “And then we need to keep it a secret, until we use it.”

He scowled.  There was a spy in the university.  Possibly more than one.  A spy who had access to printing presses, and the papers they needed to print their posters, and ... his stomach churned.  There had to be more than one, right?  And yet ... surely, the staff would have inspected all the printing presses by now, trying to determine which one had been used to make the posters?  He caught sight of the Gorgon and frowned.  The staff – even Lilith’s father – were not stupid.  They had to have checked, which meant ... what?

It has to be a fanatic, he told himself.  It was quite easy to believe there’d been royalist spies within the university from the start, but how many of them had stayed loyal in the wake of their master’s death?  Or assassination, if Princess Violet was to be believed?  And there can’t be more than one or two of them because a larger group would be noticed ...

He tried not to groan as Matt sat down with them.  Somehow, Matt had found the time to take a shower and change into clean clothes, making himself look like a winner rather than someone who’d been forced to retreat.  Adam had been told, once, that the wrong side was always the one that had lost and ... he shook his head, inwardly, as Matt winked at him.  Matt might have saved his life, but still...

A thought struck him.  Matt could be relied upon to be boastful.  He’d probably already told everyone he’d saved Adam’s life.  He had no sense of discretion, no awareness there were things best left unmentioned ... Adam recalled, with a shudder, Matt boasting about using magic to flip up dresses in the marketplace and happily telling the world what his victims had been wearing underneath.  He wondered, not for the first time, how many of the boys who’d sniggered with the ringleader had been afraid not to.  Matt had just been a giant pain right from the start.  And yet, he could be useful.  Perhaps.

“It was one hell of a battle,” Matt said, as if he’d been in a hundred.  Adam was fairly sure Matt had only ever been in two.  “We taught them not to underestimate us.”

“We lost,” Lilith said, her voice so cold Adam was mildly surprised Matt didn’t freeze to death.  “I think they know who won the fight.”

“We still taught them a lesson,” Matt insisted.  “They won’t take us lightly next time.”

Adam made a show of finishing his stew.  “Lilith and I have to go,” he said, lowering his voice as if he were trying to impart a secret.  “We have a secret weapon to design and build.”

Matt blinked.  “You do?”

“Yeah,” Adam said, keeping his voice low.  “You actually gave us the idea.”

“I did?”  Matt leaned forward, his eyes fixed on Adam’s face.  “What did I do?”

Adam hid his amusement.  Matt sounded ... hopeful.  Adam didn’t really blame him.  Matt needed something – anything – to boost his position before Master Landis lowered the boom and sent him away.  And yet ... he didn’t have the common sense the gods had given the average insect.  If he knew something, or thought he did, he’d tell the entire world and to hell with the consequences ...

“Well,” Adam said.  “It’s like this.”

He felt Lilith’s eyes burning into his head as he rattled off a lot of magical technobabble – a word that always made him smile – and pulled it together into a fairly coherent narrative that might just convince Matt it was real.  Adam knew Matt’s grasp of magical theory was extremely limited, almost non-existent.  If the plan worked, Matt wouldn’t have the slightest idea he was being fed a load of bullshit.  In fact, he could probably be relied upon to elaborate on the nonsense and make it even more nonsensical.  The spy, and the spy was bound to hear the bragging, would think the story had grown in the telling ... and, hopefully, wouldn’t realise it had been nonsensical right from the start.  Adam hid his smirk as he finished the explanation, noting how Matt looked as if he’d been slapped in the face by a wet fish.  Right now, he was so confused he couldn’t count past ten without taking off his shoes.

“I see,” Matt said.  “That’s brilliant.”

“And you helped us design it,” Adam said, laying it on as much as he dared.  “It would never have happened, without you.”

He stood.  Lilith followed him, her face carefully blank.  Matt looked delighted.  Adam led the way out of the hall and down to the lab, all too aware Lilith was just waiting until they were alone to demand an explanation.  She kept her mouth shut, somehow, until they were in the lab.  Adam closed the door and motioned for her to check the wards.  The look on her face told him, silently, that his explanation had better be damn good.

“Matt is going to tell the world what I told him,” Adam said.  “And he’ll take the credit for it too.”

“And he’ll look an ass,” Lilith said, curtly.  “I don’t think you needed to bother.”

Adam winked at her.  “He’ll tell the story time and time again, to anyone who doesn’t run away fast enough,” he said.  “The details will rapidly become hazy as hell, but the gist will be clear.  We have a secret weapon under development, one that might change the balance of power once again.  And our spy will have to come for it.”

Lilith frowned.  “Assuming they believe the story.”

“We know Arnold is involved, even if he isn’t actually within the university,” Adam countered.  “He knows I came up with something new, then figured out how to rewrite old concepts so I can give them a new twist.  He can’t afford to discount the possibility I might have done it again, with the help of someone else.  And we already know the spy is interested in our work.”

“I suppose.”  Lilith didn’t seem convinced.  “And so you decided to bait a trap, without telling anyone.”

“I told you,” Adam said.  The stern look she shot him made him regret it.  “And the more people who know the truth, the greater the risk the spy will find out and keep his distance.”

He took a breath.  “Too many people knew when the offensive was due to start,” he added, after a moment.  “And that meant the spy had a chance to report to his master before the offensive began.  If no one else knows what we’re doing here ...”

Lilith nodded, slowly.  “So ... what now?”

Adam stepped into the back room to make them both kava.  “It’s late evening,” he said.  “Matt will brag to everyone, but ... it’ll take time for the story to spread.  I doubt the spy will risk moving around after curfew ...”

“Don’t count on it,” Lilith said.  “If our spy went to magic school, he probably picked up a lot of skills in sneaking around after dark.”

“True.”  Adam frowned.  He’d hoped to have more time, but she was right.  The spy might well strike while the iron was hot, sneaking into the lab before the night was out.  He really wouldn’t have a choice.  The staff would start organising patrols soon, if they weren’t already.  “But when will they hear the story?”

“Matt will make sure everyone hears it,” Lilith reminded him.  “And the spy will come ... unless he thinks it’s a trap.”

Adam made a face.  The bait was too tempting to pass up ... which, perversely, made it suspicious.  Arnold couldn’t afford to dismiss what he was being told, yet he would know that that in itself made the bait a little too tempting.  Adam wondered what he would do, if he was pulling the strings.  Was it Arnold himself?  Or was it a spy who was considered expendable?  Or ... what?

“He can’t afford to wait,” he told himself.  “And we can make it look, from the outside, as though nothing has changed.”

He smiled tiredly.  “You fiddle with the wards,” he said.  “And I’ll write some convincing nonsense.”

“You get all the good jobs,” Lilith teased, her smile taking the sting from her words.  “Don’t you?”

Adam smiled back, although it wasn’t as good a job as she suggested.  He could have written rows upon rows of nonsense, but Arnold – no fool – would take one look and know it was useless.  He dared not assume the spy, whoever he happened to be, was any less competent.  The documents had to look good enough to pass a casual inspection, without giving away anything real if the trap failed.  He scribbled out a diagram of a warped and twisted steam engine, a design he remembered failing for reasons he’d never learnt at the time, and added a series of magical notations.  A thought crossed his mind, a hint of something real behind the nonsense, which he was careful not to include in the documents themselves.  If they were stolen, the thief would waste a great deal of time figuring out they were worse than useless ...

If someone actually tries to make this work, they’ll have an explosion on their hands, Adam thought.  It was a pleasant thought, although Arnold would probably figure it out before it was too late.  Adam was uneasily aware Arnold didn’t share the contempt most magicians felt for the New Learning.  But will his new master insist he try anyway?

“I’ve crafted the wards,” Lilith said.  “They shouldn’t look any different, but they’ll be a pain to take apart without setting off a bunch of alarms.”

“Good.”  Adam trusted her skills.  He knew they should probably ask the staff for help, but he didn’t know who they could trust.  In his experience, senior personages believed their peers were all above suspicion and were inevitably proven wrong.  It explained a lot about the guild back home.  “Can you add another alert?  We’ll need to call for help if the spy is too much to handle.”

“Already done,” Lilith said.  “And now all we have to do is wait.”

She grinned.  “How do you intend to keep someone from noticing we’re not in the dorms?”

Adam shrugged.  “Too many people are dead or wounded,” he said, feeling a twinge of guilt.  He hadn’t bothered to learn the names of his squadmates and now he never would.  “I doubt anyone will notice we’re missing.”

He frowned.  It wasn’t unknown for young couples to seek a private room for a few hours, although he’d never done it himself.  It was quite possible the spy would assume he and Lilith were enjoying themselves elsewhere ...

We need to hope for the best, he told himself.  And make our plans for the worst.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Adam sat in a disused lab and waited, feeling cold.

He’d never spent much time, if any, outside after dark.  The streets of Beneficence had never been safe, after the sun went down, and he hadn’t really sneaked around the university for the sheer hell of it.  He supposed, in hindsight, that had been yet another hint of Arnold’s true nature, as it had been his idea to attack the magical students at midnight.  Even now ... Adam couldn’t help feeling as if the world were shifting around him, becoming steadily less real as the clock ticked its way onwards.  It was hard to look at the shadows in the darkened room and not wonder what might be hiding under them.

He glanced at Lilith, her face barely visible in the darkness.  She’d cast a pair of low-powered obscurification charms, ensuring they’d be difficult to spot unless they did something to draw attention to them.  He hoped the trap worked – and quickly.  They’d both taken sips of energy potion – his dose had left him on edge, as if he’d drunk too much kava – but the longer they had to wait, the greater the chance of falling asleep before the spy arrived.  Hell, the more he thought about it, the more he feared the spy would never show.  The morning was going to be difficult if they didn’t get any sleep.  He had no idea what they’d be called upon to do, if anything, but somehow he doubted it involved going back to bed to sleep it off.

Of course not, he told himself.  They won’t have the slightest idea what we’ve been doing.

Adam forced himself to concentrate, meditating on the value of patience.  The spy wasn’t likely to come in a hurry.  The university was slowly going to sleep, students making their way back to the dorms while the staff hurried to their private suites ... it would be at least an hour, by his estimate, before the spy started to sneak through the corridors.  Or longer, perhaps.  The staff had scattered guards throughout the building.  The spy would want to wait long enough for their awareness to dim, given that they probably hadn’t slept any more than Adam.  Adam scowled as a thought struck him.  The spy might have joined the militia, perhaps even taken part in the battle.  The spy might even have been killed by his own side ...

No, he corrected himself.  Someone was still pinning up posters after the fighting was done.

He scowled, feeling the seconds tick away.  The university was huge, from its towering spires to basements dug deep below the ground.  There were more than enough empty rooms and corridors, even now, for the spy to hide without risk of detection.  It wouldn’t be that hard, with all the refugees running around, to hide in plain sight.  Adam remembered just how many townspeople had been rushed to the university, with no attempt to vet them before they were brought inside the wards.  For all he knew, there was more than one spy in the university.  Tarsier wasn’t the only kingdom to be deeply worried about Heart’s Eye.

The thought mocked him as the darkness – impossibly – seemed to grow darker.  He understood, now, why so many country folk refused to go out after nightfall.  The night didn’t belong to them, but the unseen shadows that lurked at the corner of humanity’s collective eye.  The tales of the Other Folk, and the Awful Folk, suddenly seemed very real.  He shivered, even though he knew magicians were never so scared of the dark.  Even he had walked from the town to the university in the dark ...

Lilith tensed, suddenly.  Adam braced himself, trying to listen.  There was a faint scratching sound, so faint he wondered – for a moment – if he was imagining it.  The university had always been weirdly quiet at night, unlike so many of the buildings back home.  The slightest sound was magnified ... he clenched his teeth firmly shut, feeling suddenly convinced he was about to cough and give the game away.  They had to catch the spy in the act, if they wanted to prove he really was the spy.  If the spy had a chance to retreat, without them getting a good look at him, the entire plan would be worse than useless.

Although it might have convinced the spy that we were working on something real, Adam thought.  He had an idea, after all.  It would just take some time to get it to work before they figured out how to solve the other problems.  He’ll be looking for a threat that doesn’t – yet – exist.

Lilith made a hand signal.  Someone was tampering with the wards.  Adam scowled inwardly.  The first set of wards should have been a pain to dismantle, particularly seeing they were linked to a second set designed to monitor the first.  The spy had already made it through them, something that bothered him.  Was it a staff member?  It was hard to believe, but ... he hoped, suddenly, it wasn’t Master Dagon.  It would destroy Lilith if she knew it was her father ...

He heard something.  It was quiet, but in the silence it sounded like a gunshot.  The door was opening ... Adam sensed, more than heard, Lilith’s flash of annoyance.  The wards had been tough.  They shouldn’t have yielded so quickly.  A flicker of fear trickled down Adam’s spine, a sudden awareness they might have bitten off more than they could chew.  If the sorcerer had taken down Lilith’s wards so quickly, what could he do to her?  Or to him?

We should sound the alert, Adam thought, as the sound grew louder before cutting off abruptly.  He’d made sure to wipe away the oil, to make it impossible to open the door without making a noise.  The spy had clearly cast a muffling charm to keep the sound from spreading any further.  This could get nasty.

He cursed under his breath.  They had to trap the spy in the lab.  They had to prove they really had caught the spy.  He glanced at Lilith, then stood, drawing on all his years of experience on the streets to stay as quiet as possible.  The wand in his hand suddenly felt very heavy.  Lilith followed, her footsteps so quiet he could barely hear them.  They’d both removed their shoes, ensuring their footfalls were quiet.  He hoped they were quiet enough not to alert the spy.

A faint light shone from above, illuminating the open door and the darkened chamber beyond.  The spy didn’t intend to stay long, if at all.  Adam guessed he just intended to find the papers, grab them and run.  There’d be time enough to find a bolthole and scan the papers before turning them into dust.  He raised the wand, gathering himself as he reached the door.  The plan had seemed ideal – he’d draw any curses or hexes, giving Lilith a chance to take the spy down – before they’d actually started to put it into practice.  Now ...

He jabbed the wand into the darkness.  Light blazed from the tip, throwing the room into sharp relief.  A hooded figure stood by the opened desk, already swinging around to confront them.  Adam blinked in surprise.  He’d assumed the spy was a man, perhaps Arnold or one of his agents, but the figure was female.  She was naked under the cloak, bare breasts winking at him as she raised her hand.  Adam had a moment to recognise her – Princess Daphne – before she jabbed her arm in his direction.  She had something in her hand ...

Magic flared.  Adam froze.  He could no longer move nor speak.  Lilith swore behind him and threw a series of catchment spells at the princess, who deflected them with casual ease.  Adam watched helplessly, unable to move a muscle ... there was something odd about the princess’s movements, as if she wasn’t quite aware of what she was doing.  Her spellcasting was even odder.  She seemed to be casting a multitude of spells through her left hand ... no, through the rolled parchment she was holding tightly.  Adam struggled mentally, unable to move so much as a muscle, as Lilith and Daphne duelled.  A deep resentment and bitterness at his own helplessness washed over him.  He’d thought he was doing well, but a single spell – cast by someone he hadn’t even known was a magician – had stopped him in his tracks.  He was dead ... or, worse, a helpless captive.

Lilith and Daphne danced around each other, hurling spell after spell.  Adam told himself help was on the way, that the wards had sounded the alert the moment they’d started cursing each other, but he couldn’t hear anything.  Daphne ... he swallowed as he realised just how badly they’d messed up.  He’d been sure there was something funny about Matt’s story ... he knew, now, that Matt had been a dupe.  Princess Violet had run to Heart’s Eye and taken all the steps her brother needed to declare war on the university, while Princess Daphne had quietly manipulated events from the rear.  No one had even looked twice at Princess Daphne.  It had been Princess Violet who’d drawn all the attention.  And Matt had been their dupe ...

Adam would have laughed, if he’d been able to move a muscle.  Or cried.  His emotions were a jumbled mess.  His girlfriend was fighting a hopeless battle ... Adam was no expert, but it looked to him as though Daphne had the edge.  And yet, there was something very odd about her spellcasting.  Adam had never heard of a wand, still less a piece of parchment, that could be used for so many spells.  It was like something out of a legend, the sort of story that was only believable if one didn’t know how magic worked.  Adam knew enough to be sure it was a trick of some kind, but how ... the parchment was more than just parchment.  A chat parchment?  He’d never heard of one that carried spells, but ... was it possible?  There’d been an odd little story from a few years ago that had been officially denied by the guild.  The mere fact they’d bothered to deny it suggested there’d been a nugget of truth buried under the bullshit.

His mind raced.  What if ... what if she isn’t in her right mind?  What if the parchment is controlling her?  What if ...?

It was possible, he thought.  The university wards should have spotted a magician entering the building.  They’d been tightened up a lot after Arnold had made fools out of the entire university.  And ... he found himself watching as the two girls traded spells.  Lilith moved with flowing grace, magic dancing in her eyes and sparkling from her fingertips; Daphne moved like a drunk, staggering from side to side as she channelled her spells through the parchment.  Was she fighting from the inside?  Was she possessed?  Or ... or was her controller simply not used to her body?  It was hard to be sure.

Daphne snapped a spell, striking the ceiling.  Debris crashed down, narrowly missing Lilith.  She dodged, barely avoiding a second spell aimed at her chest.  Adam wanted to scream as Daphne hurled more spells.  Lilith was losing.  It was just a matter of time before a spell got through her defences and killed her.  Or worse.  Adam cursed the wards, the vile words burning through his mind.  They should have sounded the alert, damn it.  They should.  And yet, Lilith was fighting alone ...

Her fingers snapped out.  A spell yanked at jars on the distant shelves, throwing them at Daphne.  They shattered against her wards, the stench of durian filling the air.  Daphne choked, but kept casting spells.  Adam couldn’t believe it.  Daphne had taken a breath, hadn’t she?  She shouldn’t have coughed if she hadn’t ... he frowned as he realised the truth.  Daphne hadn’t lost her powers because she’d never had any.  The magic was coming through the parchment.

Lilith ducked another curse, then hurled a spell past Daphne as she shoved Lilith against the wall.  The drawers at the far side of the room shattered, the debris cascading towards Daphne’s back.  She deflected them effortlessly, all the while maintaining her pressure on Lilith.  It would have been impressive if she hadn’t been winning.  Adam felt his heart sink, then lift suddenly as something flew into his field of vision.  A runic tile ... no, a tool.  The spell holding him shattered, his body feeling as if it was being yanked apart before the last of the magic was gone.  He didn’t hesitate.  He grabbed the dagger from his belt as Daphne rounded on him, then brought the blade down as hard as he could on her wrist.

She screamed as he cut through her flesh and bone, sending her hand – and the parchment – flying through the air.  Daphne collapsed, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  The parchment flared, then exploded into flames.  The heat was so intense Adam felt his skin threatening to blister.  

He pulled his belt off his trousers, wrapped it around Daphne’s wrist, and pulled it as tight as he could.  Lilith watched them warily, her hand ready to cast a killing curse.  Daphne was sobbing like a baby, hugging herself as she cried helplessly.  Adam felt a twinge of guilt for looking at her naked state, driven away by the grim awareness she might not be as helpless as she looked.  She might have consented to let someone take control of her and turn her body into a puppet.

“That was clever,” he said, to Lilith.  “I thought we were doomed.”

“We came pretty close.”  Lilith wiped her forehead.  “Lady Emily did something similar once, from the stories that filtered down from the matriarch.  I didn’t have time to break the spell on you, but I thought I could get a tile to touch you and ...”

Adam stared at the remains of the parchment, now nothing more than dust and ash.  “What the hell was it?”

“A modified chat parchment, perhaps, probably backed up by a deep post-hypnotic compulsion never to question her own actions,” Lilith said.  She sounded as if she didn’t believe her own words.  “I know someone was mucking around with using them to channel magic, but ... nothing like this.”

“Arnold,” Adam said.  “It must have been him.”

“Probably,” Lilith agreed.  “Whoever was puppeteering her knew me.  They certainly knew my style.  How ...”

Daphne whimpered, then moved like greased lightning.  Her remaining hand went for her throat, squeezing hard.  Adam yelped in shock, then tried to pull her hand away before she crushed her own throat.  She was surprisingly strong, for someone he’d assumed had done nothing more strenuous than waving to crowds and looking pretty.  Her bare arm flexed as she tightened her grip.  Adam struggled to keep her alive for a few more seconds ...

Lilith jabbed Daphne with a finger.  She went limp.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief.  “What ... what was that?”

“Another post-hypnotic command,” Lilith said, after a moment.  “Arnold clearly didn’t want her alive, answering questions.”

“Shit.”  Adam stared down at the naked princess, then caught himself and looked away. “I ... what do we do now?”

“We tell the staff,” Lilith said, as the sound of running footsteps filled the air.  “And then we go to bed.”

The wrecked door – Adam wasn’t sure when it had been closed – burst open.  Mistress Irene and Master Caleb ran into the room, Master Dagon bringing up the rear.  Lilith’s father’s mouth dropped open when he saw Daphne, his face twisting through a series of emotions that were gone before Adam could put a name to them.  Adam wondered, insanely, if he thought Lilith had caught Adam cheating on her, or if the three of them had been up to something, or ... who knew?  The sorcerer was clearly off balance.

“You took your time,” Lilith said.

Master Dagon started to splutter, but Mistress Irene spoke over him.  “What happened?”

“We set a trap for the spy,” Adam said.  He gestured to Daphne.  “And we caught her.”

“In a manner of speaking,” Lilith added, quickly.  “She wasn’t in her right mind.”

“Explain,” Mistress Irene ordered.  “Quickly.”

Adam took a breath, then went through the whole story.  It was hard to gauge their reactions.  Caleb looked impressed – his eyes lingered on the ashes, suggesting he believe that part of the story – while Master Dagon was fuming with rage.  Adam wondered at his attitude, then remembered how close they'd come to losing.  Lilith might be lying dead by now, if she hadn’t thought fast.  He might be dead too.

“You should have told us,” Master Dagon said.  “If you were still apprentices ...”

“But they are not,” Mistress Irene said.  She glanced back as the Gorgon entered the room, looking as if she’d been woken from a sound sleep.  “The Ambassadorial Suite is still free, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Mistress,” the Gorgon said.

“Have it opened,” Mistress Irene ordered.  “Adam and Lilith can stay there tonight.  We’ll speak to them in the morning, after we’ve interrogated the prisoner and ... discussed ... the matter with Princess Violet.  And Matt.”

Who now has even more egg on his face? Adam thought, with a flicker of vindictiveness.  If they blamed Taffy for missing Arnold, they can blame Matt for missing Daphne.

“We should keep this quiet,” Master Dagon said.  “There may be other spies.”

Mistress Irene sighed, all her years of experience showing on her face.  “The spy was caught in the middle of the night, with no witnesses save for two students who are going to be kept in isolation until tomorrow morning,” she said.  “Trust me, the entire university already knows what happened.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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Adam awoke, unsure of where he was.

It wasn’t the dorm, nor was it his cramped bedroom back home.  The mattress was almost disconcertingly soft, the blankets of a far higher quality than his family had been able to afford ... the chamber itself was surprisingly large, yet bland and bare in a manner that made it look more like a guest suite than anything else.  There were no cabinets, no wardrobes, nothing more than a dresser that looked like something designed and built for a dollhouse.  He sat up, rubbing his forehead as the last effects of the energy potion drained away.  He’d captured a princess and ...

They sent us to the ambassadorial suite, he thought, as he remembered the previous night’s events.  He’d been too tired to even think of trying to convince Lilith to share a bed.  His lips twitched into a smile at the thought.  Her father was right there.  He must have had a heart attack.

He snorted as he swung his legs over the side of the bed – easily large enough for three grown adults – and stood.  He hadn’t had time to change before going to sleep, and his clothes felt grimy and soiled, but it could be worse.  He glanced at the doors, mentally betting with himself which one was the washroom and which the way out, before testing his theory on the nearest door.  It led to the washroom, a chamber so big it wouldn’t have shamed a princess.  He splashed water on his face, glanced at himself in the mirror – he looked as though he hadn’t slept – and headed through the other door.  It led into a larger living room, decorated in a fashion that made it look oddly unreal.  It took him a moment to realise it looked like a theatre stage, with everything just so, rather than a homey place for someone to live.

Lilith sat at the table, eating breakfast.  “I thought I should let you sleep,” she said, with a smile.  She looked as though she should have slept in too.  “There’s kava in the pot and food on the table, under a stasis spell.”

Adam looked around, then nodded.  The door on the far side of the room was firmly closed and probably locked.  He’d been a little out of it last night, after the princess had been taken into custody, but he vaguely recalled Mistress Irene saying something about Adam and Lilith having to stay out of sight until the staff decided what they were going to do about the situation.  He sat down and opened the tureen, frowning inwardly as he spotted the fruity gruel and toasted bread.  The rations had gone down again.

“The suite doesn’t have better food, I’m afraid,” Lilith said, as she sipped her kava.  “And the room service has been cancelled until further notice.”

“Room service?”  Adam couldn’t tell if she was kidding or complaining.  “Do we have to clean the room for ourselves?”

“Probably.”  Lilith shrugged.  “Normally, when someone gets this suite, they can order stuff from the kitchens and have it sent up to them.  We aren’t so lucky.”

“No,” Adam agreed.  The gruel tasted bland, despite the fruit, but at least it was edible.  The school back home had fed them ... he had no idea what it had been, yet it had tasted so disgusting he’d had to force it down his throat.  The schoolmasters caned anyone who didn’t finish their plate, the bastards.  He was sure they’d gotten special meals of their own.  He’d certainly never seen them eating with their charges.  “It could be worse.”

He ate slowly, thinking hard.  They’d caught the spy – or one of them.  Was there a second spy somewhere in the university?  He recalled the parchment and shuddered.  Jasper had been screaming for everyone to be tested under truth spells, but the parchment was clear proof the other spy – if there was another – might not be operating under his own volition.  He – or she – might not even know they were a spy. They could go under the truth spell and insist they weren’t, without ever tripping any alarms.  They’d be telling what they thought was the truth.

“True.”  Lilith looked pensive, for a moment.  “How did she do it?”

“It wasn’t her,” Adam said.  Princess Daphne had moved so oddly because the person controlling her hadn’t been used to her body.  He supposed it must be disconcerting to suddenly discover you had breasts, that your balance wasn’t what it had been a few short seconds ago.  “Someone was using her as a tool.”

“And did it very well,” Lilith admitted, sourly.  “Arnold?”

“Perhaps,” Adam said.  He was morbidly sure of it.  The person controlling Daphne had known Lilith very well.  “Is there any other explanation?”

“They might have paid close attention to girls who graduated Laughter, I suppose,” Lilith said, after a moment.  “Their spellcasting forms would have been very close to mine, at least at first.  I didn’t have the chance to take any advanced lessons.”

Adam blinked, torn between admiration and a feeling he didn’t want to look at too closely.  Lilith had put up one hell of a fight, against an opponent who’d clearly outclassed her ... who would probably have kicked her ass, he suspected, if he’d been in his own body.  Daphne didn’t have magic of her own.  Arnold – he reminded himself they didn’t know it was Arnold – had been dependent on the parchment, yet he’d come very close to winning.  Lilith deserved credit for holding her own as long as she had.  And yet, she wasn’t an advanced student?

“You should,” he said, finally.  “Perhaps you could convince Lady Emily to take you on.”

Lilith gave him a sardonic look.  “She’d laugh in my face.”

“I don’t think so,” Adam said.  “She’s clearly used to thinking outside the box.  If half of the stories are true ...”

“You should know not to take the stories too seriously,” Lilith said.  “Right now, there are stories about me being pregnant with our third child.”

Adam rolled his eyes.  “That’s impossible.”

“Quite.”  Lilith’s lips twisted in what might, charitably, be called a smile.  “And so are most of the stories about Lady Emily.”

She frowned.  “And even if she did, it would be hard for people to take the apprenticeship seriously,” she added.  “Master Landis is old enough to be my father.  Lady Emily is barely two years older than me.  People would talk.”

Adam met her eyes.  “So what?”

Lilith scowled.  “I should ask Lady Emily’s father,” she said.  “But what do I have to offer him?”

“If you ask, he might tell you to go jump off a bridge,” Adam said, after a moment.  “But if you don’t, he won’t even have the chance.”

Lilith opened her mouth, but closed it again when there was a tap on the door.  It opened a moment later, revealing the Gorgon.  She looked tired too, half of her snakes still asleep and her eerie snake-like eyes subdued.  Adam felt a twinge of pity.  Lilith and he had been left to sleep, while the Gorgon had been running around for her mistress.  He wondered, suddenly, how long her apprenticeship had to run.  Lilith could apply to take her place, when she attained her mastery.

“The council would like to see you,” the Gorgon said.  “Are you ready to come now?”

Adam looked down at himself.  “As long as they don’t mind us not changing into something a little less comfortable,” he said.  He wanted a shower and a change, but his clothes were back in the dorm.  “Is that alright?”

“They won’t notice,” the Gorgon assured him.  “It’s been a long day.”

Lilith nodded and stood, brushing down her dress.  Adam glanced at the clock – it was only ten bells, although if he’d slept in that badly back home, his mother would have been furious –then shrugged and headed for the door.  Lilith followed, taking one last look at the suite as they left.  Adam wondered what she was feeling, but didn’t dare ask.  She might be used to sleeping in such surroundings, yet – to him – the chamber felt off-putting.  He hadn’t really considered trying to hint at what they could do with a bed ...

The servant corridors were empty as they made their way down to the council chambers and passed through the antechamber.  Adam had no idea what that meant, unless the staff had ordered the shadowy corridors cleared to make life harder for any other spies.  The princess had probably used them to make her way to the lab ... more proof, if any were needed, she hadn’t been acting of her own free will.  Daphne hadn’t really had time to familiarise herself with the school, but Arnold had had months to explore every last nook and cranny.  It made Adam’s blood boil.  They’d thought Arnold didn’t have magic, that he wouldn’t be able to explore everywhere.  And he’d blindsided them so completely ...

He pushed the thought aside as they were shown into the council chambers.  Mistress Irene, Master Caleb and Master Dagon sat at their table, looking grim.  Master Dagon shot Adam a nasty glance, then schooled his face into a blank mask.  If looks could kill, and there were spells to do just that, Adam would be reduced to smoking ash in less than a second.  He made a mental note never to be alone with Lilith’s father, at least not for a few weeks.  The sorcerer could not only kill him, but make damn sure his body would never be found.

Mistress Irene cleared her throat.  “The healers spent the morning examining Princess Daphne,” she said, without preamble.  “We do not have a proper soul mage here, so it is difficult to be sure of anything, but it seems likely the princess was given the parchment at some point and then allowed to think she was free of outside influence.  A handful of post-hypnotic commands would make it hard for her to question her own actions, let alone realise that something was wrong.  We don’t know exactly when this happened.  She may have been primed to make her escape with Princess Violet or she might have been given the parchment later, once she was at the university.  We suspect the former.”

Which means the princesses were allowed to escape, Adam thought.  It was hard to keep from smiling, despite how close they’d come to disaster.  Matt is going to be pissed.

He had to fight to keep his growing amusement off his face.  Matt had bragged and bragged about how he’d saved the princesses, his story growing with every repetition.  Adam had been forced to admit he’d done well, even if he hadn’t fought the king’s champion one-on-one before climbing into the princess’s bedchamber and snatching her away seconds before she could be married to the ogre of the swamp.  And now ... Adam bit his lip to keep from giggling.  If he’d been allowed to get away with it, his greatest achievement was nothing more than a sham ... and he hadn’t even realised it.

Mistress Irene fixed him with a look.  “Is something amusing you?”

Adam gathered himself.  “I was just thinking of the princesses being used to lure the king’s opponents into a killing ground,” he said, quickly.  Mistress Irene was unlikely to approve of the truth.  “They’ll look like fools, now.”

“Quite,” Master Caleb said.

Mistress Irene studied Adam for a long, cold moment.  “Princess Violet, upon being informed what had been done to her prospective sister-in-law, volunteered to allow herself to be interrogated,” she said.  “Again, it is hard to be entirely sure of anything – not without a proper soul mage – but we believe Princess Violet wasn’t enchanted.  We have gone through her story with a fine-toothed comb, searching for any discrepancies that might indicate she was under outside influence, and found nothing.  There are no odd gaps in her memories, no sense she was pushed into making the decision to flee.  Her belief her brother assassinated their father is genuine.”

“Which doesn’t mean she’s correct,” Lilith pointed out.  “She might have jumped to the wrong conclusion.”

“She might,” Mistress Irene agreed, calmly.  “However, short of getting the king himself under the spells, we will never know for sure.”

She paused, her face an icy mask.  “Princess Daphne has little memory of what happened when she was under the influence.  Princess Violet and her courtiers, such as they are, have been unable to fill in the blanks.  We think she went to bed and fell asleep, then her controller puppeted her body for several hours before returning her to her chamber.  She could have printed the posters, and scattered them around the university, without ever knowing what she was doing.  Her display of ignorance wasn’t faked – she doesn’t know how to operate a small printing press – but it didn’t matter.  Her controller certainly knew how to use one.”

“Or he put spells on her courtiers to turn out the posters for her,” Lilith said.  “They might all have been enchanted.”

“It’s possible,” Mistress Irene agreed.

Adam frowned.  “How did he do it?”

Master Caleb leaned forward.  “Chat parchments work through blood-binding charms, tapping the magic in a magician’s blood to work the spells.  It’s possible” – his face darkened – “to use an advanced chat parchment to reach through the wards and fiddle with them from the inside.  I saw it happen a few years ago, in Beneficence.  If someone improved on the design, again, they might be able to channel power through the link and cast spells ... someone clearly did.  The parchment the princess was holding was clearly bound to a pair of specific users.  We haven’t yet worked out all the spells, but my guess is that the controller provided all the magic, even though the parchment was bonded to Daphne too.”

Lilith could make it work, Adam thought.  We could stay in touch, even if she had to go away to study under a new master.  My blood could provide the power if she provided the spells ...

“Right,” Lilith said.  There was something ugly and vindictive in her tone.  “If he was thrusting his mind through the link, do you think destroying the parchment gave him a nasty shock?”

“It’s possible,” Master Caleb said.  “Destroying a normal chat parchment doesn’t cause any harm.  But yes, this parchment clearly allowed the controller to possess her, to effectively treat her body as his own.  Losing the connection so sharply might well have done serious harm.”

“If he’s hurt, we might be able to strike him now,” Lilith said.  “We could take the offensive ...”

“We can’t.”  Master Dagon’s voice was grim.  “We lost too many people yesterday, for nothing.  We burnt up our stockpiles of gunpowder and wands and everything else and gained ... what?  Nothing.  We don’t even know how many of their soldiers we killed, or how much damage we did.  They were rebuilding the earthworks a few hours after we gave up and retreated again.  We can’t mount another attack now.”

“No,” Mistress Irene agreed.  “But we are very short of time.”

Adam raised his eyes.  “Have you heard nothing from the outside world?”

“We sent two magicians to teleport out,” Master Dagon said, curtly.  “One was supposed to go to Resolution Castle, in hopes of making contact with the White Council; the other was ordered to jump to Zugzwang, for various reasons.  So far, they have not returned.  We captured a handful of prisoners yesterday, but they were just common soldiers and knew little of value.  They thought no one was putting pressure on the king, that there was nothing keeping him from prolonging the siege as long as he likes.”

“But they might have been kept in the dark,” Master Caleb said.  “The common soldiers are rarely told anything useful.  It’s easy to force them to talk.”

Adam grimaced.  In the short term, the siege had stalemated.  The besiegers couldn’t break into the university and the students couldn’t break out.  In the long term, the university was doomed.  The king had played his cards well.  The university was on the verge of starvation, his sister had been thoroughly discredited – even though she hadn’t been enchanted, she’d still look like a fool – and all he had to do was wait.  Sooner or later, perhaps sooner, the staff would have to surrender, giving up the nexus point to the king – and Arnold.  Adam dreaded to think what Arnold would do, if he took possession.  The king might not be fool enough to just hand it over ...

But he doesn’t know how capable Arnold really is, Adam thought.  It was odd.  Did the king know what his ally had planned to do?  Adam couldn’t imagine anyone being comfortable with a sorcerer controlling his future wife ... hell, was the king himself under control?  It would be difficult to prove, even if it were true.  What the hell is really going on?

A thought nagged at his mind.  They had tools.  They weren’t helpless.  They could figure something out ...

“The story is out, of course,” Mistress Irene said.  “Quite how it will go, I can’t say, but the pair of you can return to normal.  I believe your friend was released from the infirmary this morning, so you can meet her and catch up.  And repair your lab.”

“Thanks,” Adam managed.  The lab was a wreck.  They’d have to rebuild before they continued with their experiments.  His mind churned.  He’d had an idea, yet it stubbornly refused to come into focus.  If Arnold could channel power through a parchment, why couldn’t they?  “Where is she?”

“I believe she went to assist in the workshop,” Mistress Irene said.  Her expression hardened suddenly.  “One other thing ...”

Adam swallowed, hard.  “Yes, Mistress?”

“You took a hell of a risk,” Mistress Irene said.  “Your plan was a good one, and it worked, but it could easily have failed.  You should have discussed it with us ahead of time.  I understand why you didn’t, but you should have.  It is not to be repeated.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Mistress.”
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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“You look great,” Lilith said, as they joined Taffy.  “How are you feeling?”

“It wasn’t a deep wound,” Taffy said.  “Or so they said.  They cast a spell to seal the wound, gave me a potion to make sure I didn’t get infected and then told me to go to sleep.  And then they kicked me out the following morning.”

Her smile grew wider.  “Is it true?  Was the princess really the spy?”

“Yeah.”  Adam couldn’t help thinking Taffy really did look great.  “We caught her in the act.”

“She was a puppet,” Lilith added, quickly.  “She wasn’t to blame for her actions.”

Taffy grinned.  “Matt has ... not taken it very well,” she said.  “Everyone, and I mean everyone, is laughing at him.  I even heard Master Landis kicked him out of his apprenticeship.”

Adam tried not to smirk, but didn’t quite succeed.  Matt had already been on thin ice, even before the truth had come out.  He’d been duped ... Adam wondered, idly, if the rumours were true.  It struck him as a little harsh ... although, to be fair, Master Landis had been on the verge of dismissing Matt anyway.  And yet ... Matt had been a dupe, not an enemy.  He certainly hadn’t known he’d been allowed to get the princesses to the university.

And now he’s a convenient scapegoat for all our problems, he thought, as they made their way to the dining hall.  There’s nothing he can do about it.

He frowned, inwardly, as he stepped inside.  Matt was sitting alone, abandoned even by his fellow magicians and the courtiers.  He looked strikingly despondent, toying with his kava like a homeless man sitting in a pub, unwilling to leave because he had nowhere to go.  He hadn’t realised, until it was too late, just how lucky he’d been to be a big fish in a small pond.  Back home, Matt’s magic had ensured he couldn’t fall too far.  There weren’t that many magicians in the city, and as long as he didn’t pick a fight with the wrong one, he was relatively safe.  Here, he was hardly important.  He couldn’t even lord it over the mundanes, let alone his peers.  He was alone ...

Adam sighed inwardly, feeling a twinge of sympathy.  He’d been alone too, as the first mundane apprentice to a magician in recorded history.  He’d been rejected by mundane and magical apprentices alike.  And yet, it was hard to feel sorry for Matt.  He’d kissed up to everyone above him and stamped on everyone below him, right from the very first day they’d met.  Adam knew what would have happened, if he’d stayed in Beneficence.  Matt would have inherited the shop, then kicked Adam out.  Or worse.

“The rations have gone down, again,” Taffy said.  “They’re saying we don’t have more than a couple of weeks at best.”

Adam nodded, taking his plate and finding a place for them to eat.  The dining hall wasn’t heaving, not this time ... he shuddered, understanding all too clearly how many people had been wounded or killed the previous day.  It would have been better for Matt if he’d died in the battle, rather than lived to experience his own disgrace.  Adam would have pitied Matt, if Adam hadn’t already loathed him.  Matt had been made to look a fool.  Again.  And this time there would be no coming back.

He felt Matt’s eyes on him, a couple of times, as they ate their food.  It wasn’t hard to guess what was going through Matt’s mind.  It wasn’t fair.  Matt had magic.  He should be at the top of the tree, giving orders and bestowing favours and dropping barbed bon mots on everyone he disliked.  He should be untouchable ... Matt wouldn’t have minded being hated, Adam thought, as long as he was feared and envied.  Now, he was just hated.  And there was nothing he could do about it.

He made his bed, Adam thought, darkly.  Let him sleep in it.

They stood and left the room.  Adam risked one final look at Matt.  He was still alone, even though more craftsmen and magicians were coming for their lunch.  No one wanted to sit next to him.  Adam wondered, idly, what had happened to Princess Violet.  She’d been made to look a fool too ... but then, as long as there was even the tiniest chance she’d take the throne, it was unlikely anyone would burn bridges completely.  Matt, on the other hand, was screwed.  And he had to know, even if he didn’t want to admit it, that he’d done it to himself.

Adam winced as they reached the lab and peered inside.  The door was hanging from its hinges, as if someone had used a force punch to break the lock.  The workbenches and cabinets had been thrown everywhere, some shattered beyond repair.  One bookshelf was hanging off the wall at a weird angle, its contents piled on the floor below.  He silently prayed the librarians hadn’t seen the mess.  They’d promised all sorts of painful and humiliating punishments for anyone who damaged the books and he feared they meant it.  He’d certainly feel the same way, if he’d been in their shoes.  He knelt down and started to pick up the books, piling them on the nearest table.  They’d have to get replacement furniture as quickly as possible, if they wanted to get on with their research.  The tiles they’d used to make up the spell circuits lay in pieces on the floor.

“At least we caught her,” Lilith said, softly.  “Didn’t we?”

Adam nodded, silently relieved someone had swept up the remains of the controlling parchment.  He would have liked to have someone examine the spells pervading the rolled parchment, or what was left of it, but he had a feeling it would have been dangerous.  If Arnold had been ruthless enough to program Daphne to kill herself, when her double role was exposed, who knew what he’d do to anyone foolish enough to pick up the parchment?  Who knew what other spells could be channelled through the link and into the school?

“What would happen,” he asked Lilith, “if you used my blood to make a chat parchment?”

“I’m not sure,” Lilith admitted.  “Normally, you need two magicians.  The parchments are” – she hesitated, clearly unsure how to describe magical concepts in the common tongue – “both bonded so closely together they’re effectively the same thing, but also separate and yet equal, tied to their bearer.  Arnold clearly solved at least part of the problem, yet ...”

She frowned.  “It might not have been a chat parchment at all, as we understand the term,” she said.  “He might have devised a modified curse instead.  The parchment was a lot more advanced than any cursestone, but the basic principles are very similar.”

Taffy frowned.  “How do they work?”

“You put the spell on the stone, or whatever you use, and wait for the victim to pick it up,” Lilith explained.  “And then the curse melds with their blood and takes effect ... Arnold must have fiddled with the concept somehow, because the spells on the parchment didn’t meld with the princess’s body.  That would have been noticeable, if we did a scan.  The parchment must have been operating on a trickle of magic, at least when it wasn’t controlling her.  It isn’t easy to find a chat parchment unless you get very lucky.”

“We could do it ourselves,” Adam said.  “What if we used the same concept?  We could give a handful of mundane volunteers some parchments, then channel magic through the links so they could fight as sorcerers.”

Lilith raised her eyebrows.  “Would you be comfortable being ... controlled ... by me?  Or someone else?  Because that’s what you’re asking.”

Adam flushed.  He’d learnt to loathe compulsion spells very early on.  “I ... no,” he admitted, only realising too late that she might be offended by his refusal.  “But if we could strike back.”

He scowled.  They had a nexus point!  It was obscene they couldn’t use it to get rid of the army.  It was like they had a vat full of gold, yet were unable to smelt the gold into bars or ingots or a shape that could be actually moved.  A solid lump of gold the size of the university would make him the wealthiest man in the world, but it would also be useless because no one could possibly afford to buy it.  The nexus point was no different.  And yet ... how could they use the power they had to break the siege?  A dozen possibilities shot through his mind, all as useless as the imaginary lump of gold.  They relied on being able to drop the wards, and that was impossible, not unless they wanted to be shelled to pieces or simply have the building stormed by angry troops.

And yet – Adam looked at where the ashes had fallen, only a few short hours ago – Arnold managed to channel his power, and his mind, right through the wards.

Taffy stiffened, suddenly.  “What do you want?”

Adam spun around, mortally certain he knew who was standing in the door.  Matt.  Of course it was.  He clenched his fists, wondering why the hell Matt couldn’t just go back to his room and stay there.  It wasn’t as if anyone needed him.  Perhaps he should just go back to the militia and stand guard ... no, no one would trust him to stay awake.  He could go be a mercenary instead.  His mother would be upset – Matt being a male prostitute would be preferable – but who cared?  Adam didn’t.

Matt raised his hands.  “Is there anything I can do to help?”

No, Adam thought.

He opened his mouth to tell Matt to go away, but Lilith spoke first.  “Why, yes there is,” she said, with suspicious sweetness.  “You can help by picking up junk and then sweeping the floor.”

Taffy giggled.  Adam nearly joined her.  Matt had always hated the menial part of his apprenticeship.  Adam didn’t blame Matt – Adam had disliked scrubbing cauldrons, wiping tables and mopping floors too – but Matt had always found a way to pass the duties to Adam instead of doing them for himself.  Master Pittwater hadn’t said anything about it, beyond pointing out – rather sarcastically – that Matt really should be using the time to study, rather than sitting around being unhelpful.

Matt scowled, then nodded.  “Fine,” he said.  “I’ll do it.”

Adam eyed him narrowly.  What was Matt doing?  Trying to spy on them?  It didn’t seem likely.  Matt would have noticed – surely – if someone had slipped him a chat parchment laced with poisonous charms.  Even if he hadn’t ... his possessions would have been searched, Adam was sure, after Princess Daphne had been caught trying to break into the lab.  Matt might not have noticed something dangerous  - the vindictive part of Adam’s mind insisted Matt wouldn’t spot a fist heading towards his face – but the staff would have, if there’d been anything to find.  Adam watched Matt picking up ruined junk for a long moment, then turned his attention to his notes.  Something was nagging at the back of his mind, something important.  What?

“The compulsion parchment operated inside the wards,” he mused.  “Or is Arnold inside the wards too?”

“It’s impossible to say,” Lilith said.  “Distance isn’t a factor.”

“He could be on the other side of the world,” Adam muttered.  He wished, once again, for an instinctive understanding of magic.  Lilith and Matt had that in common, if nothing else.  They didn’t define concepts because they didn’t have to.  They knew what they were talking about without ever having to put it into words.  “But he’s probably in the army camp.”

“Unless he did slip back in,” Taffy said.  Hatred coloured her voice.  “For all we know, he’s one of the refugees.”

“It depends who’s really in charge,” Lilith countered.  “If Arnold is pulling the king’s strings, he won’t want to be too far from his puppet.  The siege lines would trap him as effectively as us, if he was inside.  He might be shot down by his own men.”

“Unless he found a way to get through the outer wards,” Adam pointed out.  “We know he’s good.  Very good.”

“If he could do that, we’d have lost by now,” Lilith said.  “Chat parchments are about the only things that’ll get through the wards and that’s only because of the nature of the spells locking the parchments together.”

Adam frowned, staring down at his notes.  Why couldn’t they use the nexus point?  Because the nexus point couldn’t be moved.  Which meant ... he had a sudden flash of insight and knew he had an answer.  What if they used chat parchments to channel the power of the nexus point into the enemy camp?  What if ... they could shape a spell, then rip the army and its earthworks to pieces before they realised they were under attack?  A war-ritual, without the ritualists.  It might just work ...

Lilith poured cold water on his scheme, when he put it into stammering words.  “There has to be an upper limit to how much power one can channel through a chat parchment,” she said.  “There must be, or Arnold would have taken the entire university by now.”

“Unless he wants to prolong the siege,” Taffy said, curtly.

“Why?”  Lilith shrugged.  “What does he gain from prolonging the siege, when he has so much more to gain from overwhelming us before we can strike back?  No, there have to be upper limits.  At a guess ... you wouldn’t be channelling any more power than the average combat spell.  I don’t think Daphne used more than three or four spells at the same time and none of them were very powerful.”

“Perhaps he had trouble focusing on more than one thing at once,” Matt put in.  “Arnold is a man, right?  Men have trouble doing two things at once.”

“He’s also a very powerful and experienced sorcerer,” Lilith said, coldly.  “He’d have solved that problem long ago.”

“Perhaps ...”  Adam hated to admit it, but Matt had a point.  “It would be like trying to operate two puppets at once.  The moment you got the lines tangled, you’d be finished.  He was casting spells at a severe and seemingly permanent disadvantage ...”

“Which would give you the same problem,” Lilith said.  “You couldn’t muster enough power to use a simple yet overpowered spell, nor could you cast a spell elaborate enough to make up for the lack of power.”

Adam cursed.  Taffy leaned forward.  “I heard they channelled power from the nexus point to open portals,” she said.  “They ... it had something to do with the fighting in the Blighted Lands, from what I remember.  Why can’t they do it now?”

“We can’t drop the wards, remember?”  Lilith shook her head.  “And, as far as I know, the portal was unstable.  They had to set portal crystals at both ends very quickly to keep it from collapsing.  It’s a nice idea, but ...”

“You’d need a piece of spellwork at both ends,” Adam said, slowly.  “And it would have to be both a power channel and part of the spellwork, so the spell could be cast.  Like ... funnelling water through a pipe.”

“You’d still need to get there,” Matt said.  There was a hint of sour excitement in his voice.  “How would you get through the lines?”

“More importantly, you’d need a flash of power to set it off,” Lilith said.  “And the power would have to be channelled very precisely.”

“So we use a battery,” Matt said.  “We can make one, can’t we?”

“A battery, from what my father said, just unleashes a flash of raw power,” Lilith said, slowly.  “The valve shapes the spell, but the valve dies very quickly.  We need another source of power.”

“We have one,” Adam said.  “My blood.”

He grinned, feeling hope pushing him onwards.  “We set up one half of the spellwork here, then take the other half with us.  We sneak down to the camp, set up the rest of the spell, then use a ritual to ignite the magic and activate the link ...”

“And get caught,” Lilith said.  “Adam, it’s a great plan, but we’ll be spotted.  Either when we make our way through the earthworks or when we set up the spell itself.  Unless their magicians are asleep, they’ll notice.  And then we’ll be caught.”

Matt’s face fell.  “I ... I thought we had a plan!”

“No one asked you to help,” Lilith snapped.  Adam resisted the urge to reminder her she’d been the one to tell Matt to do menial chores.  “Do you have anything useful to offer?”

Adam forced himself to think.  Lilith was right.  They’d never get through the lines, even under cover of darkness.  The enemy sorcerers would spot them, no matter how many invisibility or obscurification charms they used.  He might be able to come up with a rune to help conceal them, but ... could they fool the naked eye too?  Or dogs?  If he’d been running the siege, he wouldn’t have relied on magic alone.  And then ... even if they did get behind the enemy camp the magic would set off alarms, unless ... unless ...

“We use the spell circuits,” he said.  The rest of the puzzle fell into place, striking in its simplicity.  Arnold wouldn’t even see it coming.  “And we save the rite for the very last moment.”

“Brilliant!”  Matt’s face fell.  “And how do we get there?”

Adam smiled.  “We need to talk to the council,” he said.  They couldn’t do it alone.  They’d have to ask for help and support ... and they’d have to take Matt with them, just to make sure he kept his mouth shut.  Perhaps he could ask the Gorgon to petrify Matt.  This time, his constant bragging wasn’t going to be remotely helpful.  “I have a very cunning plan.”
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“Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Master Dagon said, when Adam had finished explaining his plan.  “You intend to sneak through the wards, slip through the enemy earthworks, set up behind the enemy lines and use your spell circuits to cast a spell that will shatter the enemy army.  Right?”

“Yes, sir,” Adam said.  It was accurate, more or less.  “It should be possible, if we act before they can react.  We’d have to set up some distance from their lines.”

“They do have their magicians based towards the rear of their lines, if our scrying is accurate,” Captain Blademaster said.  “If we hit them without warning, we might have a chance to crack their spells and tear their defences down before they can react.”

“More than that,” Lilith said, her face alight.  “We can steal their technique and turn it against them.  We have some of the finest charmsmiths, wardcrafters and enchanters in the world, trapped inside our wards.  If we prime a set of chat parchments to carry their magics, they can tear down or subvert the enemy spells without ever having to stick their heads outside the wards.”

“And we can channel power from the nexus point too, simply to ensure the wave of magic is unstoppable,” Adam said.  The spellwork wouldn’t last long, and the spell circuits would be gone shortly afterwards, but it should survive long enough to shatter the enemy army beyond repair.  “Our own wards will reflect the magic at their lines, burning their camp to the ground and forcing them to run.”

“And then we launch a counterattack,” Blademaster added.  “We have enough manpower left to sweep the rest of their army from the field, if they try to stand and fight.”

Adam nodded, smiling as hope spread from councillor to councillor.  They’d known, he was all too aware, that the university was running out of time.  There was no way to deny it.  The truth was being hammered home every time the rations were reduced, every time a rumour spread that the enemy army was going home ... only to be disproven only a few short minutes later.  They were alone.  No one was coming to help.  Adam liked to think he’d fight to the last, if he were alone, and then blow the nexus point to take a final shot at the enemy before he died, but the councillors needed to be realistic.  They might even need to seek terms before they found themselves starving, with nothing left to use as a bargaining chip.  He grinned at Lilith and Taffy, trying not to be annoyed that Matt seemed as happy as the rest.  No doubt he’d be claiming credit for the idea soon enough.

We had to bring him with us, Adam reminded himself, again.  If the enemy got one word of warning, we’d never be able to get close enough to make the spell circuits work.

“The plan relies on largely untested techniques,” Mistress Irene said.  “Can you make them work, under such circumstances?”

“They should,” Adam said.  “The spell circuits aren’t dependent on a link to the nexus point or the level of background magic in the air.  My blood will provide the power source, allowing us to open one end of the link and make the connection with the nexus point, which will take over from there.  The circuits won’t last for very long, but we’ve kept the spells as simple as possible.  They’ll just be massively overpowered.”

“Very ... necromantic,” Master Dagon said, curtly.  “There’ll be nothing subtle about them at all.  A well-crafted set of wards could deflect the blast effortlessly.”

“But they’ll be drawing on the sheer power of the nexus point,” Mistress Irene corrected, studying the papers.  “The wards won’t be able to stand up to them, or deflect more than a tiny fraction of the blast, before they crumble.  The sheer level of power involved will make resistance impossible.  That’s what always made the necromancers so dangerous.  They weren’t usually good magicians, but their spells were so overpowered they smashed through otherwise unbreakable defences.  Realistically, the only thing the enemy magicians can do – if they realise what’s coming – is teleport out and leave the army to its fate.”

Adam shivered.  Arnold had already betrayed the university.  He would betray the king too, if he thought it would work out in his favour.  Or if it was the only way to keep his head on his shoulders.  Adam had no idea how the king and the rogue sorcerer regarded each other, but he doubted they were friends.  Neither of them could really afford to trust the other.  The king, if the stories were true, had murdered his father.  He’d have few qualms, after that, about killing a sorcerer who’d outlived his usefulness.  

And Arnold will know it too, Adam thought.  He’ll be plotting to get his betrayal in first.

“The plan seems workable, on paper,” Enchanter Praxis said.  “We already have most of the spell circuits hammered out, ready to go.  We can put the rest together very quickly, well before nightfall.  That’ll give us time to rehearse the spellwork before we have to get moving.”

Master Dagon cleared his throat, loudly.  “The plan seems workable, on paper,” he echoed, sarcastically.  “There’s just one small problem.  How do you intend to get through the enemy lines?”

Adam hesitated.  “We came up with a rune that makes it hard to look at the bearer,” he said, finally.  Trust Lilith’s father to put his finger on the weakest part of the plan.  Adam couldn’t even resent him for pointing out the problem.  It had to be addressed.  “We flex the wards to the south and make it look as if we’re mounting a second attack, while we sneak through the defences on the other side of the university and slip through their lines ...”

“It won’t work.”  Master Dagon sounded very certain.  “They have too many wards and tripwires set along their earthworks, ready to catch anyone trying to sneak through and escape.  You might pass unnoticed in the desert, but you won’t get that far.  Your cover will fail the moment they actually start looking for you.”

“We need to get through, somehow,” Adam said.  “There’s no way we can do it from here.”

His mind raced.  What other options were there?  Could they turn themselves into animals and sneak through the lines ... no, he dismissed the thought without ever putting it into words.  The enemy magicians would be on the alert for transformed animals.  Even if they weren’t, their soldiers might spot the animals and turn them into dinner.  It was astonishing how appetising certain things could become when the alternative was starvation.  Adam had never liked eating bottom-feeders or sea slugs, but there’d been times when they’d been the only thing on the menu.  His lips twitched in sour amusement.  He was growing far too used to the university.  Back home, there’d been no menu.  It had been eat what you were given – whatever it was - or starve.

“We could push the enemy back from the wards, just a little,” Blademaster said.  “And then set up the spell circuits in the cleared zone.”

“Too close to our wards for safety,” Mistress Irene said.  She looked despondent.  “There’s no way we could take the risk.”

“Right now, we’re on the verge of being defeated,” Yvonne snapped.  She slapped the table with a scarred hand.  “I think we can and must take the risk.”

Adam shivered.  Her voice was cold, but there was a grim undertone that sent chills down Adam’s spine.  The magicians might be spared, when the king’s forces took possession of the university, but the common-born craftsmen and their apprentices would be enslaved or slaughtered.  Yvonne herself would probably be sold to a brothel.  The kingdom was supposed to be profoundly conservative, to the point the mere thought of a female craftsman would shock them.  Not that they’d need an excuse to put her and the rest of the craftsmen down.  They were too free-thinking for the kingdom’s peace of mind.

“How?”  Master Dagon scowled at Adam.  “The plan looks good on paper, yes, but its unworkable.  There’s no way to get through the enemy lines ...”

His glare switched to Matt, who shrunk back.  “We made a mistake taking in the princesses, for more reasons than one,” he snarled.  “I was against it from the beginning and now its bitten us hard, bringing us to the verge of defeat.  We should have told her to leave before” – he shook his head – “it’s too late now.  The time has come to concede defeat and open talks with the king, before we run out of food and have to surrender unconditionally.”

“Master ... if you send the princesses back to the king, they’ll be ...”  Matt paused, swallowing hard.  “They’ll never be seen again.”

“And what else can we do?”  Master Dagon’s eyes hardened.  “There are thousands of people inside the wards.  Do you want them all to starve to death, or be slaughtered when the king storms the walls, just to protect the silly girls for a few days longer?  There’s no way we can drive the army away and ...”

Blademaster smirked.  “You don’t think we can sell our lives dearly?”

“My daughter is here,” Master Dagon thundered.  “Do you think I would sell her life at all?”

Taffy giggled, suddenly.  Adam blinked in surprise.  Everyone stared at her.  It wasn’t funny.  There was no reason to giggle ...

“And what,” Mistress Irene demanded, “is so funny?”

“I’m sorry,” Taffy said.  “But we’ve overlooked the obvious.”

“What?”  Master Dagon fixed Taffy with a look.  His tone said, very clearly, this had better be good.  “What have we missed?”

“We have to set up the spell circuits on the other side of the enemy lines, right?”  Taffy leaned forward, her smile widening despite the older sorcerer’s stare.  “And to do that we have to get through the lines, right?”

“And get slaughtered when you try,” Master Dagon pointed out, again.  “It isn’t going to work.”

“Yes, it is,” Taffy said.  She pointed up.  “We don’t go through the lines, we go over them.”

“They’d sense a flying magician,” Master Dagon snapped, “and blow him out ...”

Yvonne laughed.  “The balloon,” she said.  “You think you can fly over the enemy lines.”

“Yes.”  Taffy looked relieved.  “The balloon has no obvious magic.  We can work the obscurification runes into the basket.  As long as we are careful, we can let the wind steer us over the lines and land behind them, without being detected.  And then” – she shrugged – “we just proceed as planned.”

Adam wanted to hug her as they outlined the rest of the plan.  Taffy was right.  It would work.  The balloon couldn’t carry more than two people – the bigger design had been destroyed, during the battle – but they didn’t need a small army.  Lilith and he could take the balloon – he felt a twinge of regret and relief Taffy would have to stay behind – and slip over the enemy lines, then Lilith could perform the ritual to power the spell circuits ...

“We could use a battery instead,” Mistress Irene said.  “Using a ritual so close to the enemy lines will attract attention.”

“Too much power,” Enchanter Praxis said.  He’d been studying the notes.  “We need more power than the average sorcerer and yet less than a battery ...”

“And you plan to use your blood to power the spells,” Master Dagon said.  His face was unreadable.  “Why don’t we just bleed a little from you now, then someone else can carry out the mission?”

“The blood might be detectable,” Adam said.  In truth, he wasn’t sure.  The charged blood he’d used earlier hadn’t been easy to detect, from what he’d heard, but his infused blood was a great deal stronger.  “As long as it’s in my bloodstream, it’s safe from detection.”

Lilith backed him up.  “We’ll need to do the bleeding when we reach our destination and set up the spell circuits,” she said.  “At that moment, the clock starts ticking ...”

Mistress Irene frowned.  “You’ll have to perform the rite very quickly,” she said.  “It will be risky.”

“I can cope,” Lilith said.

“You’re not going,” Master Dagon said, flatly.  “I’m sorry, but I won’t allow you to take the risk.”

Adam blinked.  Lilith looked ready to start a fight.  “Father ...”

“You are all that’s left of your mother,” Master Dagon said.  “Adam has to go.  He’s the one with the infused blood.  But it doesn’t have to be you who carries out the rite.  Someone else can go.”

“I’ll go,” Matt said.  “I can do the rite and make it work, long enough to power the spell circuits.”

“No, Lilith said.  “Father, I was the one who devised the rite ...”

“With help from me,” her father snapped, cutting her off.  “There’s no reason it has to be you carrying out the rite.  I will not let you put yourself at risk, not here and now.  Matt can go in your place.”

Adam cursed under his breath, feeling torn in half.  He wanted to keep Lilith safe and, at the same time, he knew she’d never forgive him if he sided with her father.  And ... he wouldn’t trust Matt to carry out the ritual ... no, that wasn’t quite true.  Matt could carry it out, Adam was sure, if he didn’t simply run for his life the moment the balloon floated over the enemy lines and landed on the far side.  Adam wouldn’t have cared to bet against it.

“I need someone I can trust to carry the ritual out,” he said, finally.  Matt had shown flashes of bravery – Adam reluctantly conceded as much – but he was dangerously unreliable.  “I trust Lilith.”

And I don’t trust you, he added, silently.  It wasn’t as if the choice was Lilith or Matt.  There were other sorcerers in the university, including quite a few who were far more practiced than either of them.  You might put a knife in my back, the moment we land.

“We know you were a dupe,” Mistress Irene said, coldly.  Adam didn’t need to look at Matt to know he was flushing with anger and shame.  “We made sure of that, when we interrogated you.  But that doesn’t mean we can trust you to carry out your share of the mission.”

“I can take an oath,” Matt said, desperately.  “I can do it.”

Matt was pleading, throwing dignity to the winds.  Adam wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Matt had never volunteered for anything dangerous until he’d come to the university and even then, he’d had good reason to think the militia would never go into harm’s way.  And yet, an oath would make sure he carried out his share of the mission or die in screaming agony.  Adam scowled.  Asking someone for an oath was a grave breach of magical etiquette, but if someone offered their oath freely ...

He made a complete fool of himself, Adam thought, suddenly.  If he doesn’t do something dramatic to save his reputation, he won’t have a future here.  And offering an oath is about as dramatic as you can get.

Mistress Irene studied Matt thoughtfully.  “It would be a very strong oath,” she cautioned, coldly.  “And you will have to carry it out.”

Lilith spluttered.  “Mistress, I carried out the first rite,” she said.  “Matt doesn’t have any time to practice.”

“I’ve done rites before,” Matt said, quickly.  “And we can do a practice run now, while we stock the balloon and wait for darkness ...”

Adam braced himself.  “Lilith has already done the ritual,” he said.  She was an adult now.  She didn’t need her father’s permission ... except she sort of did, because he was her link to House Ashfall.  If she defied him, the family might disown her.  “We need her ...”

Master Dagon silenced him with a glare.  “And if she falls into enemy hands ... have you thought about what they’ll do to her?  Have you?  That treacherous bastard will kill her – or worse, enchant her.  Have you thought?”

Adam’s temper flared.  He hated people talking to him as though he were stupid.  And yet, even he had to admit that people talking down to him made him do stupid things.  Sometimes, it had worked out for the best ... sometimes, he’d gotten in real trouble for letting himself be goaded.  His mother had cautioned him, more than once, to be wary of anyone trying to mess with his emotions.  They never had his best interests at heart.

“I invoke my parental rights,” Master Dagon said.  “Lilith is not going on this mission.”

Lilith looked mutinous.  “Father, I ...”

Mistress Irene cut her off.  “Your father has a point,” she said.  “There is no need to risk your life.  Risking Adam’s is quite bad enough.”

“And mine?”  Matt sounded irked.  “What about mine?”

“You offered your oath,” Mistress Irene told him bluntly.  “Believe me, it is the only reason we’re letting you go on the mission.  You’ll be charged with protecting Adam’s life, even at the cost of your own.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Father,” Lilith said.  Her face was red with anger.  Adam looked away, feeling torn between guilt and relief.  He knew what it was like to be overruled by a parent – his mother had overruled him several times, when he’d been a child – and Lilith was a grown woman.  “I must ...”

“Later, if you must.”  Mistress Irene spoke with sudden urgency.  “Matt, this is your one chance to back out.  If you don’t want to take the oath, you will be held somewhere nicely isolated until the mission is complete, one way or the other.  Choose.”

Matt swallowed.  “I’ll take the oath.”

“Make sure there are no loopholes,” Lilith snarled.  “I don’t trust him.”

Adam winced.  Saying that was an even worse breach of etiquette than demanding someone give you an oath.  Master Dagon looked embarrassed ... Adam hadn’t seen someone look so red since the shopkeeper’s daughter had been caught fiddling the change in hopes of building a stash for herself.  He had no idea what had happened to the girl.  He’d never seen her again.

“It doesn’t matter,” Mistress Irene said.  “Trust or no trust, the oath will keep him honest.  Or else.”

Adam scowled.  He didn’t feel very reassured.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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“Watch yourself,” Lilith said, as they walked down to the balloon.  “Don’t turn your back on him, even for a second.”

Adam nodded, curtly.  The low anger in her voice would have been daunting, if he hadn’t spent the last two hours contemplating what he’d agreed to do.  He almost wished it had been someone else’s plan, just so he could poke holes in it.  Matt’s oath was a binding one – Adam and Lilith had read the planned oath, testing for loopholes – and it was hard to believe Matt would willingly commit suicide, but it still felt as if they were making a mistake.  If Matt had refused the oath, Adam would have demanded another companion.  It wasn’t as if there was a shortage of capable magicians.

“I will,” he promised.  Lilith had practically clung to his side, both to help with the planning and preparation and – he suspected – avoiding Master Dagon.  Her father wouldn’t be pleased with her, not after the argument in the council chambers.  Adam knew what his mother would say if he’d argued with her like that, and Master Dagon probably wouldn’t be any different.  “I wish ...”

Lilith caught his hand and pulled him into an alcove, then kissed him.  Adam was surprised – it was rare for a woman to be so forward back home – then kissed her back as hard as he could.  His manhood stiffened ... he tried to calm himself, thinking of blocks of ice and other things that were about as erotic as rotting fish.  It didn’t work.  He wanted to take her back to the lab and make love, even though they were running out of time.  It might be the last time they saw each other.  He didn’t want to admit it, even to himself, but it might.

And I don’t want her to die today, he thought.  If the plan fails, we might be killed – or worse.

“Don’t do anything stupid out there,” Lilith said.  She smiled, although it was weak.  “Or is it too late for that?”

“Probably,” Adam said.  He wished he could have argued for her, but he knew it wouldn’t have worked.  Master Dagon had parental rights over his daughter, unless she wanted to discard her name and walk away.  Adam knew the type.  If he’d argued, Master Dagon would just have dug in his heels and flatly refused to countenance anything.  “If I don’t come back ...”

“I will find your body and bring you back to life, just so I can kill you myself,” Lilith said, softly.  “Believe me, I will.”

Adam kissed her.  “I understand.  I ...”

He swallowed, hard.  “I love you.”

It was the first time he’d said it and ... he wasn’t sure quite why he’d said it ... he liked her, he really liked her, and yet he wasn’t sure if he loved her.  They were of age to marry, like his older siblings and cousins, but they came from very different worlds.  Could they enjoy a stable relationship, when the novelty wore off?  Or were they doomed ... he thought he saw tears in her eyes as she leaned forward and hugged him tightly, then let go of him and hurried down the corridor.  He felt torn between a multitude of emotions he didn’t know how to express, from relief she wasn’t coming with him to regret she wouldn’t be with him when he flew into danger.  Matt’s oath was all very well and good – and there were no loopholes, as far as he could tell – but he would sooner have been with Lilith.  She was reliable.

And if she gets captured, Arnold will brainwash her – or worse, Adam told himself, again.  He didn’t dare say it out loud, but it was true.  It’s better that she stays behind.

He forced himself to keep walking, out of the university and onto the ruined playing fields.  There were fewer refugee tents and shacks in view, a grim reminder of how many people had died since the siege started.  He took a breath and tasted rotting flesh in the air ... he shuddered, swallowing hard as he made his way to the balloon.  He’d grown up in a city that had stunk of rotting fish, to the point he’d never even noticed the stench until someone pointed it out, but this was worse.  The enemy hadn’t even bothered to bury the bodies on the far side of the walls.  He cursed them under his breath, even though it might work out in the university’s favour.  Dead bodies spread diseases.  The enemy camp would turn into a charnel house sooner or later, if the siege was prolonged indefinitely ...

We won’t last that long, he thought, grimly.  We have to act now.

The balloon seemed bigger, somehow, as he joined the small group surrounding the basket.  Taffy had taken his modified runes and worked them into the metal underlining the wicker structure, creating something they hoped would make it harder for the enemy watchers to see the balloon as it drifted overhead.  Adam thought it would work, but it was hard to be sure of anything.  Matt was already in the basket, his face pale and wan.  Adam thought, with a flicker of vindictive glee, that Matt had managed to land himself in the shit again.  His oaths meant he couldn’t back out, not now.  He had to complete the mission even if it killed him in the process.

And if word gets out about his oath, no one will ever take him seriously again, Adam’s thoughts reminded him.  He’ll always be the person who couldn’t be trusted without one.

Taffy glanced at him, indicating the balloon.  “You know what to do?”

Adam nodded.  The flight plan was very simple.  There was a constant wind blowing from the south, one that should – should – carry them over the enemy lines and further into the desert.  Once they were over the lines and shrouded in darkness, they’d land the balloon, set up the infused runes and spell circuits, then proceed as planned.  He checked the tools, wands and pistol on his belt one final time, wishing he’d had more than a few days to practice with the makeshift pistol.  It was supposed to be more accurate than a musket, but that wasn’t a high bar.  

“I’m ready,” Adam said.  His eyes flickered over the small group.  Yvonne, Praxis, Taffy and Caleb.  He felt a twinge of something that there weren’t more witnesses to their historical flight – Lilith really should be there, watching as they rose into the darkened skies – matched with a grim awareness they had to keep the mission as quiet as possible.  Princess Daphne might not be the only unwitting traitor in the university.  “Shall we go?”

“Emily would be proud of you,” Caleb said.  “And when this is all over, I’ll make sure you get an introduction.”

Adam flushed, then turned and scrambled into the basket.  Emily was his hero.  He wanted to meet her and yet ... what would she make of him?  What would she be like, in person?  He was sure the stories had grown and grown in the telling, to the point the real Emily was buried under a mountain of nonsense.  Had she really ridden a dragon to school?  Had she really confronted a necromancer and blown him away with a snap of her fingers?  Had she ...

“Good luck.”  Yvonne looked tired too.  She’d spent the last few hours preparing the balloon and making sure they knew what they were doing.  “Give them hell.”

Taffy winked at Adam.  “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Adam nodded, then glanced at Matt.  He looked ... nervous.  Adam cursed under his breath as the balloon shifted, the basket seeming to shiver under his feet like a boat that had just been shoved into the waves.  The air around him felt weird, just for a second, as the balloon began to rise.  He looked up, expecting to see a gap in the wards, but saw nothing.  It wouldn’t be visible to the naked eye.  There would be nothing for the enemy spies to see, nothing that would alert them to what was coming.  Or so he hoped.

“We’re going through the wards now,” Matt breathed.  “The magic is far too close.”

Adam grimaced.  It was hard to be sure, in the faint light from the burner, but it sounded as though Matt was going to be sick.  Adam kicked himself for forgetting a bucket or something, anything, they could use to hold the vomit before it splattered over the side.  Matt throwing up on the enemy camp would have its amusing side, but it would alert the enemy to the balloon’s flight.  And then ... the balloon would be blown out of the air.  The craftsmen had tried to revamp the runes to protect the balloon from incoming spells, but it hadn’t worked.  The balloon was just too small to carry a proper runic network.

He glanced down.  The university was shrouded in darkness.  He thought he could see faint glimmers of light, but they were so slight he thought he was imagining them.  The distant campfires lit up the desert around the university, a grim reminder they were surrounded by a horde of soldiers who intended to loot, rape and kill everyone inside the wards the moment they fell.  Adam shuddered, helplessly, as the balloon jerked once, seeming to come to a stop before the winds started to buffet it.  The mission had to succeed.  The university had to be saved.  Anything else was unthinkable.

Matt leaned forward to whisper.  “Are you ready to cut the cord?”

Adam nodded and reached for the knot, cutting it free.  They were alone now, truly alone.  The balloon shivered again and started to move, the wind blowing them north, into the desert.  The light below seemed to grow brighter ... Adam stared down, convinced every second would be their last.  And yet, the light was just too bright.  The men below weren’t accustomed to darkness.  They wouldn’t spot the balloon overhead as it drifted south.  How could they?

“They’re busy down there,” Matt breathed.  “What do you think they’re doing?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said.  They were so high the soldiers looked like ants.  What were they doing down there?  Preparing the invasion?  Digging more earthworks to keep the university’s defenders from breaking out?  Or amusing themselves with wine, song, and unwilling women?  All the horror stories about what happened to innocent villagers when the army came to call seemed very real.  There was no such thing as a friendly army, even the one nominally belonging to the same kingdom as the villagers.  They were just locusts, a blight on the land.  “I guess they’re waiting for the wards to fall.”

He kept his eyes on the campsite, but it was impossible to tell what was going on.  The world was eerily silent, as if it was holding its breath.  He should have expected it – the desert swallowed sound, for reasons no one had been able to explain – and yet, it still felt as if the other shoe was about to drop.  Arnold was down there, amongst the tents and ramshackle buildings.  Adam was sure of it, even though he had no solid proof.  The rogue sorcerer wanted – needed – to take control of the nexus point as quickly as possible, before his ally could cheat him of his prize.  The king really wouldn’t like a rogue in control of such a powerful asset.  He’d be happier if it fell into the monarchy’s hands instead.

His eyes narrowed as he spotted the larger structures.  “Why did they build all those houses all the way out here?  They could have just stayed in the remains of the town.”

Matt peered over the side, a faint scowl visible on his face.  “You think the king would stay in a tent?”

Adam glanced at him.  “Why not?”

“A monarch must display his power at all times,” Matt said.  There was an ugly note of hatred in his voice.  “He must sit on a throne, he must have everyone bowing and scraping before him, he must make it clear he has rights and privileges well above even the rest of the nobility.  Better to have everything he needs carted from place to place, even if the cost threatens to bankrupt him, than risk putting on a poor show.  That’s how kings get overthrown”

“It’s wasteful,” Adam protested.

“They don’t have magic,” Matt said.  “What is a king, when he doesn’t look like a king?  Just a man.”

Adam frowned.  It was an oddly perceptive statement for someone who’d spent most of his adulthood being grossly self-obsessed.  Adam wondered, suddenly, just how much of Matt’s backstory was true.  He’d bragged of great connections with the grandest magical families, but ... surely, if he’d had such contacts, he could have obtained a better apprenticeship.  He wouldn’t be the first person at Heart’s Eye to brag about connections he didn’t have.  Jasper had done the same ... it felt like years ago now, a whole other world.  It was hard to believe it had only been a few months since he’d left Beneficence and made his way to Heart’s Eye.

He opened his mouth to ask, now they were alone, but the balloon shuddered before he could shape the first word.  A flash of panic shot through him as he grabbed the basket to steady himself.  Were they under attack?  Or caught in a stronger wind than they’d expected?  He looked down, gritting his teeth as he saw the campsite spinning ... no, it was the balloon that was spinning.  They were picking up speed, heading further south ... the campsite receded in the distance, a blaze of light that seemed weirdly unnatural in the desert.  Adam told himself he should be relieved.  The desert was dangerous.  It was easy to lose your way even in broad daylight.  The campsite should be easy to find, even in the darkness.  It was just too brightly lit for them to miss.

“Give it a few more moments,” Matt said, when he reached for the cord.  “We don’t want to land on top of their pickets.”

“If they have pickets,” Adam said, although he conceded the point.  The enemy sorcerers had blanketed the camp in protective wards, a haze that had made it impossible for the university to spy on the enemy lines.  They had a rough idea of how big the camp was, just by noting the places they couldn’t scry, but it was impossible to tell if the enemy had scouts probing the desert.  “They shouldn’t have any reason to bother.”

Matt gave him an odd look.  “Lady Emily might come to our rescue,” he said, after a moment.  “They have to be ready for the unexpected.”

Adam snorted.  “The unexpected is unexpected by definition.”

“Quite.”  Matt made a show of looking at the ground.  “Shall we go?”

“Yeah.”  Adam pulled the cord, letting a tiny amount of hot air out of the balloon.  The basket twitched, sending odd sensations through him as they started to descend.  It was hard to see the ground ... he frowned, feeling a twinge of fear as his mind started to insist that they were falling towards a large body of water.  It couldn’t possibly be true – the nearest lake was on the wrong side of the border, over thirty miles away – but it refused to go away.  “I think ...”

Matt looked nervous, his hands twitching, as the darkened sand dunes suddenly snapped into view, an instant before the balloon hit the ground.  Adam stumbled, as the basket shifting under his feet.  The balloon wanted to climb again ... he braced himself, then scrambled out of the basket and dropped to the ground, careful to keep one hand on the edge.  If they’d landed on quicksand, he’d have to get back inside before it was too late ... the ground smelled odd, the stench of burning ash and tainted magic suddenly a lot stronger, but it was relatively stable.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief, then held out his arms for the supplies.  Matt passed them to him, one by one.  Adam carried them to the crest of the nearest sand dune and looked south.  The campsite looked deceptively close.

A shame we couldn’t make the flight in daylight, he thought.  It would be a lot easier to tell how far we’d flown before we started to land.

“We should be close enough,” he whispered, as Matt joined him.  There were no enemy troops in sight, but he didn’t dare speak any louder.  “We have to hurry.”

“We have time,” Matt said, an edge to his voice.  He was holding a wand in one hand, his eyes flickering from side to side as the shadows darted around them.  Adam kicked himself for not checking to see if Matt had been in the desert before ... it was disconcerting as well as dangerous, all the more so for magicians.  Lilith had found it uncomfortable to go too far north and she’d been at the university for a year.  “Do they go together as we planned?”

“Of course.”  Adam stared at Matt.  It was a stupid question.  They’d spent two hours practicing putting the pieces together, so Matt could use the rite to draw power from Adam’s blood and trigger the spells.  Matt had done about as well as could be expected, during the drills.  He hadn’t had any real experience with spell circuits, but neither had anyone else, save for Adam and Lilith.  “Why do you ...?”
Matt brought up the wand.  Adam stared in shock – Matt had sworn an oath – and then it was too late.  Magic flared.  Adam’s legs seemed to turn to wobbly jelly.  His will drained away so quickly he couldn’t even begin to fight it.  He felt his hands drop to his side as the spell took hold ...

He swore an oath, Adam’s mind gibbered.  It was hard, almost impossible, to fight the spell.  It was too powerful and he was too weak.  He swore an oath! 
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“Well,” Matt said.  “You know, I wasn’t at all sure that would work.”

Adam stood helplessly, unable to move.  He’d been told there were ways and means to fight compulsion spells, but they all depended on the victim either having magic himself or – and – strong mental discipline.  Fear washed through him, only to be driven away by a surge of anger so powerful he thought it would free him from the curse.  Matt had betrayed them – him!  It should have been impossible.  He’d sworn an oath!  It ... he could make Adam say or do or believe anything, anything at all.  He could ...

He swore an oath, Adam thought.  He’d watched the oathtaking.  Lilith had watched, and she would have said something, if the ceremony had been deliberately flubbed.  Matt shouldn’t be able to so much as raise a hand to him, let alone sabotage the mission.  Adam’s thoughts ran in circles.  Is it the real Matt?  Did Arnold replace him after he took the oath?  Or ... or what?

“You may talk, quietly,” Matt said.  “Do nothing to attract attention from the enemy.”

Adam gritted his teeth.  “You fucking traitor!”

Matt raised a hand, as if he intended to slap Adam, before thinking better of it.  Adam winced anyway.  If Arnold was wearing Matt’s face, and Matt’s attitude, Adam had to admit he’d done it perfectly.  Even if it had been only a few hours since he made the swap ... Adam shuddered inwardly, remembering how nervous Matt had been during the flight, how slightly out of character.  He should have said something, but it had already been too late.  And yet ...

“I’m not a traitor,” Matt said, very quietly.  “I took an oath, remember?  I have to complete the mission.”

“And what part of completing the mission requires you to enchant me?”  Adam tried to glare at Matt, but his face refused to cooperate.  “You didn’t ... why?”

“I just have to complete the mission.”  Matt gave him an odd little smile.  “I don’t need your help.  Just your blood.”

Adam thought desperately.  The whole situation made no sense.  “Who are you?”

“Matt.”  Matt snorted, rudely.  “Duh.”

“You ...”  Adam controlled himself with an effort.  If it was Arnold ... no, it wasn’t.  Arnold would have gleefully revealed himself by now.  Probably.  He’d certainly want to make it clear he hadn’t taken the oath, that he didn’t have anything keeping him from hurting – or even killing – Adam.  “Why are you doing this?”

Matt studied him for a long moment.  “Did you hear anything from your friends back home?”

In Beneficence?  Adam felt his heart sink.  He hadn’t really had any friends in the city, just a handful of former acquaintances who’d taken up more normal apprenticeships and pretended he didn’t exist.  Matt had been the closest thing Adam had to a colleague and they’d never been friends.  His family ... his eyes narrowed as he shook his head.  What happened in the city?

“No,” he managed, finally.  “I didn’t hear anything.”

Matt said nothing for a long moment.  “The Guild didn’t write to you?”

Adam wished it wasn’t so dark.  Matt could have seen the scorn and disbelief on his face.  The Guild had never had time for him, even before Master Pittwater had told Adam to go to Heart’s Eye.  The idea of the guildmaster writing to him was about as likely as Queen Alassa putting her husband aside and taking Adam in his place.  It wasn’t going to happen.  He wanted to laugh.  Matt was insane.  Or ... or what?

“No,” he said, dryly.  “The Guild of Alchemists prefers to pretend I don’t exist.  Remember?”

Matt laughed, humourlessly.  “They changed their minds, when they learnt what you’d done out here,” he said.  “You should have seen their faces.  Those sour old prunes looked like ... like sour old prunes, when Master Pittwater told them what they’d lost.  If you’d made that breakthrough in the city, the guildsmen would have been ideally placed to take advantage of it – or suppress it, if they felt it shouldn’t go any further.  But you made the breakthrough here, and that screwed them.”

He snickered.  “Oh, you really should have seen their faces.”

Adam would have smiled, if he hadn’t been gripped firmly by the spell.  “So what?  What does that have to do with you?”

Matt scowled.  “Master Pittwater was pissed.  He could have finished his career as a master of apprentices by proving it was possible to take a powerless mundane and make an alchemist out of him.  It was ... oh, he wasn’t pleased.  There were achingly polite letters exchanged between him and the guildsmen and ... he even told me, to my face, that I didn’t have half the insight you did, when it came to potions.  If you’d had magic, you’d have left me behind long ago.”

“I could hardly disagree with my master,” Adam said, hoping he sounded deadpan.  “If he thinks I’m better than you ...”

“Be quiet,” Matt snapped.  Adam’s jaw snapped shut.  “I thought I would attain my mastery, once you were gone.  Master Pittwater would give me the training I needed, instead of wasting time on you.  And ... oh, I thought ... instead, he was making sarcastic remarks about how I’d helped drive you away and ... he wasn’t the only one.  There were others who were pointing out I should have been nicer to you.  Even Sana was saying it!”

His girlfriend was telling him he should have been kinder to me?  Adam would have smiled, if he could.  That was funny.  Sana had largely pretended Adam didn’t exist.  He supposed that was marginally better than Matt’s constant bullying.  And what did you do?

Matt paced around him, opening the bags and laying the equipment on the sandy ground.  “I had to do something and quickly.  Master Pittwater was talking about inviting you back, to undertake a proper apprenticeship.  I think the guildsmen were putting pressure on him.  I saw my chance of mastery diminishing by the day.  I had to do something and ... I had to!”

Adam’s heart sank.  What had Matt done?

“I read your story, studied your techniques,” Matt said.  “I was sure I could duplicate it for myself.  If mundane blood can be infused with power, why not magical blood?  Why not?”

Because it is already infused with magic, Adam thought.  He was starting to have a nasty idea where the story was going.  Matt might or might not have covered the use of blood in potions – Master Pittwater had given Matt a handful of private lessons, leaving Adam to mind the shop – but without a way to determine just how much magic lurked within the blood, the potions could be very dangerous.  Matt, what did you do?

“I set it up perfectly,” Matt said.  “I did all the calculations – Sana checked them – and set out to brew something wonderful.  It should have been perfect.  It should have given me my big chance.  And instead ... it exploded.  We were lucky to survive.  Master Pittwater was gravely injured and ...”

Adam stared at him.  He’d wondered why Master Pittwater hadn’t replied to Master Landis. The old man might have been in his second century, but there’d been nothing wrong with his mind ... Adam shivered as the truth dawned on him.  It was verboten to open letters that weren’t addressed to you, as well as being either pointless or dangerous depending on what spells were worked into the parchment.  If Master Pittwater was in the hospice, trying to recover, it was unlikely he’d had a chance to read the letters, let alone reply.  He might even be on the verge of death ... the thought hurt, more than Adam had expected.  Master Pittwater had been good to him.  He’d deserved better.

And he blew up the entire shop, Adam realised.  It was astonishing – and terrifying.  The wards should have contained the explosion.  If they’d failed ... the explosion had to have been staggeringly powerful.  How the hell had Matt survived?  He’d been astonishingly lucky.  If he’d been bending over the cauldron at the time, his body should have been scattered across the entire city.  What the hell did he do?

Matt was still ranting.  “Sana, the bitch, dumped me on the spot.  It was a little mistake, one anyone could have made, but she still told me she never wanted to see me again.  The guildsmen said ... they said I had to leave the city.  Immediately.  They barely gave me time to grab my stuff from the wreckage, before marching me to the bridge and chasing me over the gorge.  I had no chance to see Sana and plead for forgiveness, or beg her father to instruct her to marry me ...

Lucky Sana, Adam thought.  He had no idea how that would have worked out, but he doubted it would have been pleasant for anyone.  She dodged a curse there.

“ ... and I had nowhere to go.  I wandered Cockatrice for a day or two, then realised my only hope lay in coming here.  Perhaps, surely, I could make something of myself in the university.  You did!  Why not me?”

Adam could have answered that question, but he couldn’t say a word.  He was helpless.

“I used the last of my money to get to Farrakhan.  I forged a handful of documents from Master Pittwater.  There was a chance he could die ... when I left, they were uncertain if he’d survive.  I thought the guildsmen were hoping he’d die so they wouldn’t have to put up with his scoldings any longer.  I’d done a lot of his paperwork ... I knew how to make it sound convincing, when he was in no state to answer questions.  There was a risk you’d have heard something, but ... what choice did I have?”

You could have headed south and travelled into the Blighted Lands, Adam thought, bitterly.  Matt had always had more options than Adam, even if he’d never realised it.  Or you could have found a small town and settled down as the local magician.  Or ...

“I met the princesses in the city.”  Matt laughed harshly.  “Oh, I was a fool.  I thought I could get them to Heart’s Eye, that they would reward me even if I didn’t get a place at the university for myself.  I thought ... I made a complete fool of myself, didn’t I?”

“Yes.”  Adam was surprised the compulsion charm let him answer, although it had been a question.  “You did.”

Matt laughed, a sound that sent chills down Adam’s spine.  “I should have stayed with Master Landis, but he was so demanding and exacting and ... quick to punish, when my work didn’t come up to his standards.  I threw my lot in with the princesses, only to make a fool of myself – again – when it turned out I’d brought the plague rats into the university.  Now the princesses are on the wane and Master Landis is planning to dismiss me and ... I’m screwed.  And not in the fun way.”

A nasty thought crossed Adam’s mind.  “Why are you doing this?”

“Because I have to do something, or else I’ll be nothing,” Matt snarled.  He kept putting the pieces into place, one by one.  “I’m a fucking laughingstock.  They’re all snickering at me behind my back.  I can hear them!  I’m going to be the first person to be laughed out of the university.  They took you in and made you a star, but me?  I’m going to lose everything because ... because ...”

He scowled.  “It isn’t fair!”

“Life isn’t,” Adam said.  “You told me that often enough, didn’t you?”

Understanding clicked.  “That’s why you volunteered for the mission, isn’t it?  You wanted to be the hero.”

Matt glared at him.  “I will carry out the rite.  I will infuse the tiles and spell ... whatevers ... and I will be the hero.  They can’t kick me out if I saved the university.  They can’t.”

Adam forced himself to think.  Matt’s oath wasn’t killing him because he wasn’t, technically, breaking it.  The oath wouldn’t notice, or care, if Matt or Adam carried out the mission.  It just wanted to ensure the mission was actually carried out.  Enchanting Adam wasn’t a breach of the oath ... Adam swallowed hard, testing – once again – the magical bonds that held him prisoner.  It would have been less galling if he’d been tied up or turned into a statue or even simply frozen in place.  He felt as if he was fighting a war with his own body.  It refused to budge on his command.

It was hard, even, to speak.  “You’re not a complete half-wit,” Adam managed finally, although he suspected Master Pittwater would disagree.  Matt should have known better than to carry out experiments without his master’s permission.  Master Pittwater probably wouldn’t have said no.  He’d just want to check the plan first.  “You could make something of yourself ...”

“As what?”  Matt didn’t look up from his work.  “I will be great or I will be nothing!”

“Then go beyond the Craggy Mountains,” Adam suggested.  “There’s a bunch of new settlements in the Blighted Lands, now that the necromancers have gone.  You could join them, find a place, work for fame ...?”

“Why should I?”  Matt glanced up, face twisted in bitter resentment.  “Why should I work for fame and recognition, when so many have it handed to them on a platter?”

“You had magic,” Adam said.  “You still have magic ...”

“It isn’t enough,” Matt snapped.  “Master Pittwater spent his days studying, becoming a great magician, and ... what did it get him?  A small shop and a string of unsuitable apprentices.  The guildsmen shunned him.  He spent half his time brewing crappy potions for the mundanes instead of reaching for the stars, when people born with wealth and power leapfrogged ahead of him effortlessly.  What’s the point of working hard when someone with a silver spoon jammed up their arse can jump over you and you don’t have a hope of catching up?  What’s the point?”

Adam frowned, unsure what to make of it.  He’d felt much the same only a year ago, about Matt.  It hadn’t been fair that Matt had the power to make something of himself, while Adam depended on sufferance ... he wondered, suddenly, where Matt had been born and raised.  It was impossible, now, to believe he’d been raised in a rich family.  In hindsight, Matt had boasted of his family’s wealth, but there’d been scant evidence he’d had money to burn.  It was weirdly disconcerting to think they had something in common ...

“They won’t be able to ignore me now, when I save the university,” Matt said.  He stood, drawing a silver knife from his belt.  “Hold out your hand, palm upright.”

“You need to listen to me,” Adam said, as his body helplessly obeyed.  “This is dangerous if it isn’t done right.  You have to ...”

“Quiet.”  Matt smirked as Adam’s teeth clacked shut, barely avoiding his tongue.  “This will work because it has to work.  I don’t have any other hope.”

Adam braced himself as Matt took Adam’s hand, holding it with surprising gentleness as he pressed the knife against the skin and cut.  Blood welled up.  Matt hissed in surprise – Adam knew he’d been told about the infused blood, but it wasn’t the same as seeing it in person – and began to drip the blood into his palm.  There was no pain, a surprising consideration from someone who didn’t give a shit about how many people were hurt on the path to greatness.  The nasty part of Adam’s mind insisted Matt was merely being practical.  If Adam had screamed in pain, it might have drawn attention.  And now ...

Matt turned and dripped the blood onto the runic tiles.  Adam watched, feeling numb, as Matt began the rite.  There was something oddly jerky about his movements, something that bothered Adam on a very primal level.  Matt had sworn an oath, after all, and it was probably pushing him onwards.  Adam wondered, as the runes started to glow with light, how Matt intended to explain himself afterwards.  There was no way anyone in the university would be happy if they knew what he’d done.  The compulsion charm alone was automatic expulsion.  Unless ...

Matt probably means to kill me, then swear blind I was shot down by an enemy patrol, Adam thought.  It was the only answer that came to mind, except it was impossible.  Matt couldn’t kill Adam without the oath killing him first.  Adam would tell everyone what had happened and Matt would be screwed.  Again.  Unless he thinks he can take a gap out of my memories ...

The tiles glowed brighter.  Adam wanted to close his eyes, but he couldn’t as the magic started to flare.  The spell was working.  The blood was powering the link to the nexus point and ... it would work.  It had to work.  It ...

There was a brilliant flash of light.  Adam found himself on the ground, with no clear memory of how he’d gotten there.  His body felt stiff and cold, but the spell was gone.  He forced himself to roll over, gritting his teeth at the sudden burst of pain.  He didn’t seem to have any broken bones, but it was clear he’d landed badly.  His memories were gone ... he remembered Matt cursing him in the back.  If Matt had been trying to wipe his memories, he’d failed.  Or ... or what?

“No,” Matt said.  He was kneeling in front of Adam, a smoking crater in front of him where the tiles had been.  Something had gone wrong.  The spell had failed.  “No!”

“Yes,” another voice said.  “Yes!”

Adam swallowed.  That was Arnold’s voice.  Adam couldn’t see him, yet if he could hear the older man he was far too close.  He turned to run.  But it was already far too late.

The world went white, then dark.  And then he fell into darkness.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Adam felt ... sore.

His body hurt.  His head was throbbing in pain.  He hadn’t felt so bad since the day he’d drunk himself silly on a dare, then woken up the following day to a hangover and a very angry mother.  It was hard to focus his thoughts, to work through his memories to determine what had happened.  He felt as though he’d been beaten to a pulp by an expert, by someone who’d made him very sore without actually doing any permanent damage.  His wrists and ankles hurt, a dull ache that was worse – somehow – than stabbing pain.  It took him a moment to realise, as he fought to open his eyes, that he was hanging from his arms ...

Light stabbed as he opened his eyes, so bright he closed them again as daggers struck deep into his brain.  The pain burnt through him, so bad that he almost vomited.  He thought he heard his mother yelling, lecturing him about the dangers of drinking ... she was thousands of miles away and yet he thought he could hear her voice.  It was ... he opened his eyes gingerly, gritting his teeth as he stared into the light.  The chamber wasn’t that bright, not compared to the lab, but his head was so sore anything brighter than midnight was unpleasantly painful.  He took a breath and regretted it instantly.  The air stank of blood.

“Welcome back,” a droll voice said.  Arnold.  “I must say, you’ve looked much better.”

Adam blinked hard, forcing himself to look.  Arnold stood in front of him, looking so different that if he hadn’t spoken, Adam would never have known it was him.  He wore a courtly outfit that made him look like a dandy, like a gentleman of leisure who spent his time spending money and wouldn’t have the slightest idea what to do if he was cut off from the family funds.  He looked so ... useless that Adam had to remind himself, sharply, just how close Arnold had come to capturing or destroying the university.  There was no doubting his talents as a master of disguise.  He was playing a different role this time, one probably crafted to make himself look harmless, but it was still a role.

“You look silly,” Adam managed.  His throat felt raspy and sore.  “That wig looks ridiculous.”

“I believe that’s the point.”  Arnold took a flask from his belt, unscrewed the top and held it to Adam’s lips.  “This is water.  You know perfectly well I could just hex you at any moment, if I felt like it.”

Adam scowled, sipping the water gingerly.  There was no hint of potion.  Adam forced himself to drink more, even though it was a risk.  He needed time to organise his thoughts and figure out a way to escape, before it was too late.  They’d been very lucky to beat Arnold last time, and it had been closer to a draw than anything else.  Adam wondered, suddenly, if Arnold knew what had happened after he’d fled the nexus chamber.  It wasn’t common knowledge.  It was unlikely Princess Daphne had been able to find out the truth.

He raised his eyes, looking around.  A wooden and metal construction dominated the chamber, a weird design that looked oddly familiar ... it took him longer than it should have done, he acknowledged crossly, to realise it looked like the interior of a windmill, just scaled up.  The wooden and metal struts rested in a pool of red liquid – blood – and reached up into the darkness.  He felt his chains twist and gritted his teeth.  He was hanging from the ceiling, the chains making it impossible to move.  Arnold clearly wasn’t taking any chances.  Adam was surprised Arnold hadn’t killed or enchanted him on the spot.

A low groan split the air.  Adam looked past the clockwork device and saw Matt hanging on the far side of the chamber.  Matt looked ghastly, his clothes a bloody mess ... he’d been far too close to the tiles, Adam remembered, when they’d exploded.  A rush of anger shot through him.  The tiles had been perfect, damn it!  Matt had set out to be a hero and instead ... he hadn’t even been the villain, just a bloody idiot.  Adam wanted to strangle the bastard with his bare hands.  If he’d just done his job, the spell would have worked and the enemy army would have been broken.  Instead ... how long had he been unconscious?  He had no way to tell.  There were no visible windows within the chamber.

He cursed as a thought struck him.  They could be anywhere.  They could be on the far side of the world ...

“You have an interesting friend,” Arnold observed, lightly.  “Why didn’t you bring Lilith?  I would have liked to see her again.”

“We are not friends,” Adam grated, feeling a flicker of déjà vu.  He’d said the same to Matt ... had it really only been a few days ago?  “And Lilith couldn’t come.”

“Her father refused to allow it?”  Arnold shrugged.  “Stiff-necked old buzzard, isn’t he?”

“Something like that,” Adam agreed, crossly.  “But at least he kept her out of your hands.”

“I would have kept my word,” Arnold said.  “I could have given her the training she needed – and she could even have kept you as a pet.  Instead ...”

He grinned.  “I hear the two of you are an item,” he added.  “How do you find that?”

Adam scowled.  “You bash our heads in and chain us up and this is the first thing you want to talk about?”

“I do need to do something to pass the time,” Arnold said.  “Tell me ... those devices you were setting up ... what were they designed to do?”

“Nothing,” Adam said.  “They’re just jigsaw pieces.”

Arnold gave him a sardonic look.  “And if I cast a truth spell on you, what would you say?”

Adam tried to shrug.  There was no point in trying to keep anything from the sorcerer – he could cast truth spells or dose them with potion or simply curse them time and time again – but he was damned if he was making it easy for him.  Matt was an ass.  Arnold was a monster.  Even now, even knowing everything he’d done, it was hard to take the older man seriously.  His foppish appearance was nothing more than misdirection, probably enhanced with a glamour, yet ... Adam wanted to lash out at Arnold, even if it meant his death.  But he could barely move.

“That was an impressive trick with the balloon,” Arnold said.  “I knew you had at least one student who could fly, and I am sure some of the older tutors know how to do it too, but I wasn’t expecting a non-magical way to fly.  There wasn’t even a whisper of your presence until well after you landed and got to work.  What were you doing, by the way?”

He doesn’t know about the infused blood, Adam thought, quickly.  It was quite possible Princess Daphne had never been told about it.  Even if she’d heard rumours, she might have assumed they referred to rune-charged blood ... If he doesn’t know what I can do ...

“We intended to use a chat parchment to cast spells, like you did with the Princess,” Adam said, finally.  It was close enough to the truth not to tip off any lie-detecting spells.  “We thought we could make it work.”

“You bastard!”  Matt’s voice broke the air.  “What did you do to her?”

“Silence.”  Arnold snapped his fingers.  Matt screamed in pain, his entire body convulsing as green light flickered over him.  Adam felt sick, even as the curse faded away.  “To answer your question, I used her.  She was born and raised to be used and that was exactly what I did to her.  Princess Violet wanted to run and so we let her.”

Adam braced himself, expecting to be cursed too.  “You let her come here to provide an excuse for military action,” he said.  “Do you plan to stay with the king or do you intend to put a knife in his back the moment he outlives his usefulness?”

“The king has his uses,” Arnold said.  There was a hint of irritation in his tone.  “As long as he continues to be useful, I will work with him.”

“Really?”  Adam tried to smirk, even though he knew it was dangerous.  “Does he know how you betrayed us?”

“No.”  Arnold smiled.  “Are you hoping he’s listening to our chat?  I assure you, this chamber is heavily warded to keep out prying eyes and ears.  The king himself is in his capital, laying the groundwork for converting this brief period of personal rule to a permanent state of affairs.  Not a wise choice on His Majesty’s part, I think, but quite understandable.  The nobility have been getting irritating and the commoners ... well, they’ve been getting uppity.  The king thinks he can rule alone.”

“And he’s left you in charge of the attempt to take the university,” Adam said.  He hadn’t really hoped someone was listening, but he wanted to keep Arnold talking.  “Doesn’t he know what you can do with a nexus point?”

“His Majesty is not the wisest of men,” Arnold said.  “Nor the most knowledgeable.”

He waved a hand at the clockwork device.  “What do you make of this?”

Adam thought about playing dumb, but decided it would be pointless.  “You built a windmill,” he said.  “And you’re gathering and storing blood on a far greater scale.”

“Quite.”  Arnold paced around the device, his every motion showing he was relaxed and in charge.  If there was any urgency, he wasn’t showing it.  “The problem of attacking a nexus point is that the wards can be used to power an unbreakable barrier.  Even when there isn’t a controlling mind, the wards use sheer brute force to beat even the most subtle of magics.  It is quite unpleasant if you want to assault the nexus point.  In days of yore, you either had to starve the defenders out or find a way to knock down the defences from the inside.  We’re still unsure how Shadye managed it, eight years ago.  He broke into Whitehall and that should have been impossible.”

“Lady Emily killed him,” Adam said.  “Perhaps you could summon his shade and ask.”

He’d hoped to needle Arnold, just a little, but the sorcerer showed no hint of irritation.  “I didn’t think I could get more than one piece of active chat parchment through the wards,” Arnold said, instead.  “It was risky getting even one piece through, even though the princess didn’t know what she was carrying and the parchment itself was operating on a mere trickle of power.  There are, however, other options.  And indeed I owe them to you.”

Adam swallowed.  “You’re hoping to gather and store enough power to crack the wards?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Arnold said.  “I do have another agent on the inside.”

Matt coughed.  “And who might that be?”

Arnold cursed him, again.  Adam looked away, pretending not to notice Matt had wet himself.  It was the only mercy he could offer.  Matt was unlikely to survive the day.  He wasn’t Adam, who could be kept in chains and forced to work, or Lilith who had enough power and potential to be worth seducing ... he was expendable, as far as their captor was concerned, and the moment he was drained of everything he knew, he’d be blasted to ash and dumped in the nearest mass grave.  

“Your friend is a little stupid, isn’t he?”  Arnold smirked.  “Is he the person you told me about, when we were friends?”

Adam scowled.  He’d told Arnold about Matt?  Probably.  Arnold had asked a lot of questions, and Adam had answered without wondering why his so-called friend wanted to know.  He’d probably complained about Matt ... the name wasn’t that uncommon, but Arnold would have noted a Matt keeping company with Adam and drawn the correct conclusion.  Princess Daphne could have confirmed Adam and Matt were hardly friends.  

“I’m not stupid,” Matt protested.  “I’m ...”

“An idiot,” Arnold said, cursing Matt for a third time.  “Do you know, there’s only so many times a person can be hit with a pain curse before it does permanent damage?  Or that the damage simply cannot be fixed, even with magic?  Perhaps you should keep your mouth shut before you start taking real damage.”

“You ...”  Matt looked as if he was trying to be defiant, but he was too scared to pull it off properly.  “You’re going to kill me anyway ...”

“You have an agent within the building,” Adam said, in hopes of drawing Arnold’s attention back to him.  He wasn’t sure why, but ... as long as Arnold needed Adam, Arnold wouldn’t risk actually killing him.  “Who ...?”

Arnold’s eyes gleamed.  “Figure it out.”

Adam forced himself to think.  The agent wouldn’t be willing.  Probably.  The odds were certainly in favour of the agent being under outside control, rather than a willing servant ... Arnold wouldn’t have cared to risk everything, if the staff decided to ignore the taboos and start interrogating everyone in the building.  And yet, if someone had been put under compulsion, it might be noticeable.  The staff would be watching for more pieces of chat parchment.  That meant ...

He needs to take control of someone without prior spellwork, he thought.  And that means ...

His thoughts raced.  Princess Violet?  It was possible, but unlikely.  The king would have to be mad to let anyone, even a trusted sorcerer, take a sample of his sister’s blood.  It could rebound on him ... hell, there would be plenty of options for causing real mischief without touching the king himself.  The king might be as ignorant as Arnold suggested, but surely he’d understand the dangers.  If Adam had been told that when he’d been a child, who’d have neglected to tell a future king?  Or ...

His heart twisted.  “It’s Taffy, isn’t it?  You took a sample of her blood.”

“In one.”  Arnold waved, cheerfully.  “She has no mental defences against even a simple compulsion spell.  She won’t even notice a spell worked through her blood, not until it’s too late.  And then I’ll channel the magic here” – he waved a hand at his device – “through her and into the university.  The wards will fall, the troops will attack and the university will be stormed.  Anyone who doesn’t surrender will be killed.”

Adam swallowed.  He wanted to believe Arnold was lying.  He wanted ... he cursed under his breath.  There had been ample opportunity for Arnold to take a sample of Taffy’s blood.  They’d been lovers, by the gods!  He could have taken the blood in her sleep and healed the cut well before she woke, leaving her unaware anything had happened.  Or ... Adam raised his head and stared at the device.  Taffy would die, if Arnold’s mad plan went ahead.  He might even be counting on it.  Her death would make it difficult for anyone to work out what had happened ... if anyone ever bothered to look.

“Don’t,” he said.  Taffy didn’t deserve to be turned into an unwitting agent of doom.  She’d already been through far too much.  She deserved better.  “Please ...”

Arnold gave him a pitying look.  “You have nothing to bargain with,” he said, curtly.  “Your secrets?  I’ll get them out of you, after all this is over.  You are chained and helpless – and your friend has his magic wrapped in chains – and you have nothing left.  Unless ...”

His eyes narrowed.  “Would you like magic?”

Adam blinked.  “What?”

“I can take his magic” – Arnold waved a hand at Matt, who screamed in pain as another curse struck him – “and give it to you.  Would you like it?”

“What?”  Adam stared, disbelieving.  Arnold might as well have offered him the entire world as a bribe.  “You can’t be serious.”

“It can be done,” Arnold said.  “It will kill him, but I can give you his magic.  Would you like it?  You could have magic of your own.”

Adam stared, the old frustrated ambitions welling up within him.  He’d wanted to be a sorcerer for so long.  He’d wanted ... Matt was going to die anyway, the nasty part of his mind pointed out.  Arnold had no reason to keep Matt alive.  And surely ... Adam gritted his teeth, pushing the temptations away.  Arnold was probably playing his sick little mind games again.  He had to be lying.

“If that were possible,” Adam managed, “every last king and princess in the entire world would be stealing magic from commoners and turning themselves into magicians.”

“The technique is not common knowledge,” Arnold said.  There was an eerie confidence in his tone, one that made Adam second-guess himself.  What if he was wrong and it really did exist?  “But it can be done, with the right tools.”

“No,” Adam said.  He put the thought out of his mind.  There were plenty of magical families who’d sell the technique in exchange for money or power or whatever else they wanted.  It just wasn’t possible.  He’d asked Master Pittwater, once, and the old man had insisted it simply couldn’t be done.  One was either a magician or a mundane, he’d said.  There was no way a mundane could become a magician.  “You’re lying.”

“If you say so.”  Arnold turned away.  “I have preparations to make, before I perform the rite to establish a link to her mind.  And then the wards are going to come crashing down and the university will be stormed and broken.  You can remain here until afterwards, whereupon you will come with me to my home.  I’m sure you’ll enjoy your stay.”

Adam glared.  “You ... you ...”

“Maybe you won’t,” Arnold said.  He shrugged.  “Have fun hanging around.  Bye.”

And he walked out, leaving Adam and Matt alone.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Matt was whimpering – the curse damage might have already become permanent – but Adam paid him no heed.

He’d never felt so helpless in his life.  They were chained, hanging from the ceiling ... he could barely move, certainly not enough to get any sort of traction and free himself.  Matt didn’t have any magic and even if he had, Adam doubted he’d trust Matt to get them out of the trap, oath or no oath.  Adam cursed the idiot under his breath as he tried to think, to come up with something – no matter how risky – they could use to break free.  If Matt had only had the sense to follow the plan, he’d have been a hero.  He hadn’t needed to try to claim the credit for himself ...

Stop it, he told himself savagely.  There was no time to worry over what might have happened if.  They needed to break free – and quickly.  We have to get out of here!

His thoughts ran in circles.  They’d lost.  Taffy was going to be turned into an unwitting spy ... no, a channel for Arnold’s magic.  It would kill her – Adam was morbidly certain it would burn her out – but it would last just long enough for Arnold to take control of the wards or simply tear them down from the inside.  And then ... a horrific vision of soldiers storming the walls, looting and raping and killing everyone inside, blazed through his mind, dragging him to despair.  He’d failed.  He’d failed everyone.  The university was doomed.

And then Arnold will turn me into his craftsman, Adam’s mind mocked.  You’ll be his slave for the rest of your days.

He forced himself to study the clockwork device in front of him.  It was huge, larger than any windmill, yet he couldn’t escape the feeling it was somehow compressed.  The blood below the struts was bubbling slightly, as more and more background magic was channelled into the liquid for storage.  His eyes climbed up the struts, eyes narrowing as he spotted the vial of blood right at the top.  Taffy’s blood?  Arnold couldn’t have taken much, could he?  If Taffy noticed something was wrong and asked for help, it might have blown his cover well before time.  If they could get rid of the blood ...

Matt coughed.  “Help ...”

Adam gave him a look of silent contempt, not even bothering to try to reply. They’d suspected Arnold was in the camp, but it shouldn’t have mattered.  If the plan had worked, if Matt had kept himself in check, the firestorm would have vaporised him along with the rest of the besieging army.  Now ... Adam wondered, grimly, what was happening in the university.  They’d know something had gone wrong, but what?  What would they do?  He felt a sudden pang as he looked past the device, into the darkness overhead.  How long had it been since they’d been caught?  His internal clock was unreliable.  For all he knew, they’d been taken hundreds of miles from the camp.  Arnold didn’t need to be so close to trigger the spell ...

The despair washed up and threatened to overwhelm him.  The university was doomed, and so was he.  Matt was the lucky one.  Arnold would tear his brain to shreds – the nasty part of Adam’s mind insisted Arnold would lose a few brain cells, if he tried to get information out of Matt – and then vaporise him, while keeping Adam as a slave.  Adam wanted to think there’d be a chance to escape, that he’d be able to find a loophole that would let him make a break for it, but it was unlikely.  Arnold was no fool – and, unlike most magicians, he didn’t regard mundanes as useless.  He’d take extensive precautions to ensure Adam had no chance to escape.

How nice, Adam thought bitterly.  The irony was chilling.  I finally meet a senior magician who doesn’t think I’m a worthless pretender, and he’s my worst enemy.

The device clicked, the struts starting to move.  Adam’s heart sank.  He silently pleaded to the gods above, the gods he’d never truly believed existed, for something – anything – to get them out of the nightmare.  Or for the university to survive ... he wanted Lilith to find a proper teacher and reach for the stars, he wanted Taffy to work her way to the top of her field.  He wanted ... he heard Matt clanking his chains, and felt a surge of hatred, mingled with an odd flicker of fellow-feeling.  They weren’t that different, at heart.  They’d both wanted to be more than they were ...

And he could have made something of himself, just by developing his magic, Adam thought darkly.  Instead, he threw it all away.

Something rustled, in the darkness.  Adam peered into the shadows, wondering if Arnold was coming back.  It was impossible to tell what would happen when the device was finally triggered.  He had no idea how much magic the blood-link could carry, and channel through Taffy’s mind, but ... he had a nasty feeling the entire device would explode, taking them with it and drenching the entire camp in raw magic.  That would be bad ... wouldn’t it?  He wondered, grimly, if Arnold intended to let it happen.  The army would be decimated, the officers and men put to flight, while the rogue sorcerer took control of the university.  It wouldn’t be easy, but ...

The sound came closer.  Someone was inching towards them.  Arnold.  It had to be Arnold.  Who else could it be?  Arnold was the only person who knew they were there ... Adam braced himself, feeling a faint wind blowing against his helpless body.  Arnold wouldn’t leave him so close to the device, not if he thought it would explode.  Even a necromancer couldn’t bring the dead back to life.  Adam almost wished Arnold would leave him to die.

He sucked in his breath as the air shimmered, then choked as Lilith materialised out of thin air.  “Lilith?”

“Adam.”  Lilith smiled, a hint of relief in her voice.  “I found you!”

“Arnold’s somewhere around,” Adam said, quickly.  A flash of paranoia shot through him as Lilith started to inspect the chains.  Was it the real Lilith?  The thought of Arnold disguising himself as her was absurd, yet it was the sheer absurdity that might make it work.  A combination of a glamour and a handful of subtle charms might be enough, as long as he didn’t look too closely.  “How ... how do I know you’re the real you?”

“Of course she’s real,” Matt insisted, loudly.  “Get us down, quickly!”

Lilith ignored him and gave the question serious consideration.  Adam could see the wheels turning in her mind.  What could she say that Arnold couldn’t?  What did she know that he didn’t?  What memories did they share, that their enemy couldn’t even guess existed?  Arnold had been there for a long time, a snake in the garden.  He’d watched them for months.  And he was smart enough to guess at what might have happened, after he’d been exposed and forced to flee.  Adam tensed, wondering what he’d do if Lilith couldn’t come up with a good example.  What could he do?

“You were in the infirmary bed,” Lilith said, finally.  Her cheeks reddened.  “They were keeping you under observation for a few days.  I ... we were making out.  You put your hand on my breast and” – she shot Matt a nasty look when he whistled – “the healer walked in.  I jumped back so hard I tripped over myself and fell.”

“Wow,” Matt said.  “My little boy is all grown up!”

Adam flushed, feeling a flicker of relief.  Arnold might guess how far they’d gone – Lilith was a sorceress, with no obligation to remain virgin until her wedding night – but not the precise details.  The only other person who’d seen that incident had been the healer, who was oathsworn to silence about all such matters.  Arnold would have told a more likely story ... Adam hoped.  If the sorcerer could read minds ...

He swallowed.  “How did you find us?”

“Magic.”  Lilith winked.  “Father wanted me to stay home, but I thought it would be better if I came after you.  I left right after you.  Things went a little wrong” – her lips twisted – “but I made it out and came looking.”

“Thanks,” Adam said.  He’d press her for details later.  “But how did you locate us?”

“Your blood is unique,” Lilith reminded him.  “It wasn’t that hard to track you down.”

Adam frowned.  He didn’t like the sound of that.

“Let me get you down,” Lilith said.  A strand of magic rose from her fingertips and cut the upper chains.  Adam fell, only to be caught a second later by her magic.  She broke the second set of chains and lowered him to the ground.  “What happened?”

“He caught us,” Matt said, quickly.  “And we were trapped before we could fight back.”

“Something like that,” Adam said.  He was tempted to leave Matt to die, but he knew too much.  Arnold could force Matt to talk, then fill in the blanks.  “He’s going to blow up the entire university if he can’t take control of the wards.”

Lilith swore as she cut Matt down.  “How?”

Adam explained, quickly, while studying the device.  It was picking up speed, the clockwork struts moving faster and faster.  Flickers of eerie lightning darted over the metal, flashes of magic shimmering down to the bubbling blood.  There was a lot of blood within the glass, Adam noted numbly.  How many people had Arnold drained of their blood to power his spells?  There couldn’t be that many, if he’d drained them dry.  Some samples of blood didn’t mix well with others.  No one had been able to figure out why.

We will, he told himself.  One day.

Lilith cast a detection spell.  “The blood up there” – she pointed to the top – “is unique.  It doesn’t match any of the blood below.”

“It has to be Taffy’s,” Adam said.  He scanned the device, slowly figuring out how it worked.  It was surprisingly simple, for something a magician had put together ... Arnold, of course, had been pretending to be a craftsman for the last year.  He’d know the value of keeping his devices as simple as possible.  “Even without a guiding mind, it might hurt her ...”

“I can’t summon the blood,” Lilith said.  “There’s too much raw magic in the air.”

Adam nodded.  He’d have to go up and get it bodily.  And that meant ... he briefly considered telling Matt to do it instead, but Matt was unreliable.  He gritted his teeth, trying not to think about what might happen if he fell into the boiling blood, and started to clamber up the device.  It felt ... weird, as if he’d stepped from a dark room into a bright shaft of sunlight.  His blood, his infused blood, felt ... unpleasant, as if his entire body was starting to warm up.  It dawned on him, too late, that his blood might start absorbing more magic ...

We can use this, he told himself.  If we overload the device, after the blood is removed.

He reached the top and reached for the vial, bracing himself for something – anything – to snap at him.  Nothing happened.  He twisted his lips in annoyance, a moment later, as he pulled the vial free and dropped it in his pocket, before starting to climb down again.  A thought crossed his mind – what if we take the blood and replace it with mine – and refused to go away.  His blood was already incredibly infused with magic.  What would happen if Arnold tried to channel the gathered magic through his blood?

His feet felt wobbly as he reached the ground.  He felt his legs buckle and hastily shoved the vial at Lilith.  “Make it useless, please.”

Lilith nodded, casting a hasty spell.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief.  Sorcerers were taught spells to cut the link between themselves and their blood, right from the start.  Whatever else happened, Taffy would be safe now.  And that meant ... he stared at the useless red liquid, his thoughts churning.  What would happen if they used his blood?  What if ...?

We know the infused magic is still there, even if the link itself is cut, Adam thought.  He wasn’t sure it had existed in the first place, where mundanes like himself were concerned.  And that means ...?

His lips twisted.  Matt tried to channel magic into infused blood, he recalled.  And he blew the entire shop to hell.

He poured the remnants of the blood into the glass before he could think better of it, then borrowed Lilith’s charmed knife and hastily cut his palm, allowing a few droplets of his blood to fall into the vial.  Lilith healed him, her eyes going wide as she realised what he had in mind.  Adam grinned at her, then scrambled back up the device and placed the vial back at the top.  Taffy would be safe ... and, if he was right, the explosion would rock the world.  And then ...

Matt looked antsy.  “We need to go.”

“Patience,” Lilith scolded.  Adam was childishly relieved to hear the irritation in her voice.  Whatever else she was, Lilith wasn’t fool enough to think Matt was anything other than a giant prat.  “We have time ...”

Adam gritted his teeth as he scrambled back down.  The struts were moving faster and faster, the flickers of raw magic getting stronger ... to the point he could feel his muscles twitching in response.  His body was turning to liquid ... he hastily looked down at himself, just to check it wasn’t literally true.  His hands twitched like a drunkard’s, nearly throwing him off the structure and into the bubbling blood.  He clutched the struts for dear life, suddenly understanding what the old folks had meant when they’d talked about being trapped in the rigging during a storm.  He felt suddenly exhausted, his eyelids threatening to close as if someone had cast a sleep spell on him.  It was all he could do to force himself to keep moving.  He refused to fail in front of Lilith.

He reached the ground and staggered.  He would have fallen if Matt hadn’t caught hold of him.  The ground was swaying.  He hadn’t felt so unsteady since the first time he’d flown in a balloon.  Lilith was saying something, but he couldn’t hear her.  The world was shifting around him, as if his perceptions were being twisted in directions his mind refused to accept as real.  The chamber was both impossibly small and infinitely big.  

“We need to move,” Lilith said.  The urgency in her voice should have brought him back to himself, but it was hard to focus.  It was hard to even think he needed to focus.  He wanted to lie down and sleep.  “How long do we have?”

Adam tried to shrug, but his body felt too tired to move.  His blood was overheating ... he thought.  It certainly felt as if his body were cooking from the inside.  How long did they have?  He didn’t know.  The device was designed to channel a surge of magic through the vial, but now ... the blood they’d swapped out hadn’t been infused, while his blood very definitely was.  And ...

The sound of running footsteps yanked him out of his trance.  Light blazed as a row of troops ran into the chamber, clubs raised.  Adam blinked in confusion.  Surely, they should be carrying swords and spears ... no, it made sense.  They’d find it easier to take prisoners and avoid damaging Arnold’s device if they were only wielding clubs.  Lilith stood tall, raising a hand.  The leers on their faces turned to fear, an instant before she cast a spell.  A blast of magic – a force punch – picked them up and threw them back the way they’d come.  Matt lifted his hand and cast a spell of his own.  Adam couldn’t help noticing Lilith’s spell was a lot stronger.  It threw the guards back a long way.

Matt winked at him.  “She’ll take care of you, am I right?”

Adam opened his mouth to say something cutting, then shut it again as a clacking sound echoed through the chamber.  The device was moving even faster now, the flickers of magic hanging in the air like permanent lightglobes or crystals.  It made his eyes hurt to even look at it.  He cursed under his breath, reaching for the knife as he steadied himself.  Arnold would be on his way back by now, unless Adam had totally misunderstood what the traitor was doing.  The magic needed a guiding mind, and Arnold wouldn’t trust anyone else to do the job.  Besides, he’d have sensed Lilith’s spell even if he’d missed her arrival.  He’d be on his way.

The air flickered with magic.  Lilith’s hair spun around her as she cast a final spell.  Adam felt his breath catch in his throat.  She was beautiful and intimidating and wonderful and terrifying ... like a goddess slumming amongst mortals.  He shook his head, putting that thought firmly out of his head as he hurried to join her.  If they got out of the camp, Arnold would have to choose between chasing them and finishing his spell before the magic overloaded and the device exploded, taking the blood with it.  He couldn’t have another sample, could he?

“This way,” Lilith said.  “We have to move!”

“They’ll be surrounding the place,” Matt managed.  His face was streaked with sweat, his breath coming in fits and starts.  Adam had no idea what was wrong with him.  If it was the raw magic in the air, Lilith should be affected too.  “Can we get out ...?”

“Yes, if we move,” Lilith said.  “I think ...”

“Well, that’s interesting,” a new voice said.  Adam felt his heart sink as Arnold strolled into the chamber.  The sorcerer smiled at them.  “Lady Lilith.  It is so good to see you again.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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“I wish I could say the same,” Lilith said, tartly.  She made a show of looking Arnold up and down.  “What are you wearing?”

“One wears what one must to play one’s role,” Arnold said.  He sounded utterly unbothered by her sudden arrival, or her snide remarks.  “You do realise, don’t you, that it’s no longer possible to save the university?  It will be destroyed, either by myself or the king.”

Matt stepped forward.  “Over our dead bodies.”

“Quite.”  Arnold didn’t even bother to look at him.  “I repeat my earlier offer, Lady Lilith.  You can come train with me, come learn how to use magic in ways your father and the tutors he chose never dared show you.  You can even keep Adam.  Or you can die here, along with everyone else.”

Lilith clenched her fists.  “No.”

“You’re being foolish.”  Arnold stepped forward, moving with cool – almost hypnotic – deliberateness.  “You can’t stand against me.  Your only allies are a powerless mundane and a magician so foolish he can’t count past ten without taking off his socks.  You can join me now, and you can keep Adam, or you can die with your father and everyone else.”

Adam thought fast.  If they could keep Arnold talking ... no, Arnold was too smart to be kept talking for long.  The clockwork ticking was growing louder.  Why wasn’t Arnold already blasting his way through them?  Lilith was strong, but Arnold was stronger.  Matt wasn’t going to be enough to tip the balance in their favour, while Adam had very little to offer beyond brute force.  And that wouldn’t be enough ... a dull clunk echoed through the air and Adam saw it.  They were between Arnold and his device.  He had to be worried about what would happen if he accidentally hit his own device, triggering an explosion ... even if it didn’t take out the entire camp, it would certainly vaporise the stolen blood.  Arnold could accidentally ruin his own plan.

“How could I trust you?”  Lilith’s voice was steady, but Adam could hear the fear underneath.  “And how could I let my father die?”

“Your father has been afraid of your potential ever since he realised how strong you truly were,” Arnold said.  “Why do you think he worked so hard to limit you?  He dared not have you surpass him.  Oh, he cloaked his feelings in a show of concern for you, but in reality, he was afraid of what you might become.  I can teach you everything, if you come with me.  I can teach you ...”

“What about me?”  Matt’s voice seemed to come out of nowhere.  “You could teach me ...”

He shuddered, as if he was struggling against some internal force.  Arnold glanced at him dismissively.  “What about you?”

His tone sharpened.  “I have yet to work out what you and my old chum” – he smiled at Adam, who tried not to flinch – “were doing, but it is clear you foiled it well before I arrived.  Why would I want you?  You wasted your gift.  You weren’t held back by the world, by those with more power than you, but yourself.  You could have been great.  Instead, you fucked yourself.  Be quiet.”

He looked back at Lilith.  “The Hierarchy has a place for you, if you want it.”

Adam saw Lilith stiffen.  “The Hierarchy is a myth.”

Arnold smiled.  “Is it?”

“Yes.”  Lilith didn’t sound as if she believed her own words.  “It’s just a legend.  A horror story ...”

“If you say so.”  Arnold’s smile widened.  “Is that what your father told you?”

Lilith raised her hand.  Magic sparkled over her fingertips.  “Enough,” she said.  “Walk away and ...”

Arnold inclined his head.  Lilith’s wards flared, staggering under the blow.  Adam grimaced as he saw a bubble of light materialising around her, already weakening.  Matt raised a hand and tossed a fireball at Arnold, who snatched it out of the air and snuffed it without even looking at the spell.  Adam shivered, trying not to see how Matt stumbled back.  That wasn’t an easy trick, not for anyone below a full-fledged sorcerer.  Arnold outclassed Matt so completely it wasn’t a contest.  Matt seemed to stumble, as if his legs were betraying him.  Adam didn’t understand.  Arnold hadn’t cursed Matt, had he ...?

No, Adam realised.  It’s the oath he took screwing with his mind.

He looked up.  He couldn’t see Arnold’s magic, but he could see the effects.  He’d pinned Lilith to the spot, a spear of invisible power pushing into her bubble.  He couldn’t help thinking of a drill burning into a piece of wood, twisting and twisting until it was deeply embedded within the material.  Lilith’s face was tightening, all too aware of just where she was standing.  She couldn’t dodge without risking an explosion when Arnold’s magic hit his device.  Adam wondered, suddenly, if that wouldn’t be a good idea.  Arnold was toying with them.  They couldn’t hope to escape, unless ...

Adam knelt, drawing the knife from his pocket and cutting his palm.  Blood welled up ... he felt a stab of pain that shocked him.  The knife was supposed to be charmed ... he bit his lip to keep from crying out as he drew out a rune with his own blood, hoping and praying Lilith could last a few more seconds.  If Arnold realised what he was doing ... Adam had no idea if he’d been watching, the first time Adam had drawn out a blood-rune, but Princess Daphne might have heard something.  It was impossible to be sure.  The story, like so many others, had grown in the telling until the truth was buried under a mountain of bullshit.

“Hey, Arnold,” he called, as he slapped his hand down.  “Look at this!”

Arnold looked, too late.  A blast of raw magic screeched across the chamber and slammed into his wards, picking Arnold up and hurling him into the distance.  The lightglobes blinked out, plunging the chamber into semi-darkness.  The only source of light was the device, pulsing with eerie red light.  Adam heard a crashing sound as Arnold hit the wall and prayed, to himself, it would be enough to put him down.  He doubted it.  A flash of light darted out of the shadows and passed over his head, exploding against the far wall.  Arnold was still alive and fighting.

And now he’s seen the infused blood, Adam thought.  We need to move ...

Light flared, again.  Arnold stalked towards them, magic crackling around his fists.  Adam could feel his hair trying to stand on end.  He might have just made a terrible mistake.  He’d changed the angles.  Arnold could blast the three of them now without worrying about the device, which was spinning madly.  He opened his mouth to tell Lilith to blast the device, or to run ... he wasn’t sure which.  They might be able to make it out ... no, that wasn’t going to happen.  They were doomed.  A crashing sound behind him caught his ear and he glanced back, seeing flickers of daylight in the distance.  There was no sign of anyone else.  If the staff was trying to mount a rescue, they were too late.

“Well struck.”  Arnold sounded almost affable.  “You really must tell me how you did it.”

“Go to hell,” Adam snarled.  The device was about to explode.  They were going to be right next to it when it went up like a gunpowder mill.  They were going to be blown to bits before they even knew what had hit them.  “I’ll tell you nothing.”

“You’ll tell me everything,” Arnold assured him.  Light stabbed down from overhead.  The roof was opening, revealing the bright blue sky.  “Lilith, last chance.  Join me or die.”

Adam felt torn, his heart twisting in so many directions he didn’t know how to express.  He didn’t want her to die and yet ... he didn’t want her to join Arnold either.  He had no idea if Arnold was telling the truth about the Hierarchy – he had only the slightest idea what the Hierarchy was, if indeed it was more than a horror story – but he feared what Lilith would become if Arnold became her teacher.  And ... he feared what he would become too if he stayed a prisoner.  He’d be a helpless slave ...

Matt screamed and ran forward, magic darting around his fingertips as he crashed into Arnold’s wards.  For a moment, they seemed locked in combat ... Adam had no way to follow the magic crackling around them, no way to see anything more than flashes of multicoloured lights.  Up close, he recalled reading once, a weak sorcerer might just be able to overwhelm a stronger opponent.  Perhaps ... he had no time to think.  Lilith grabbed his arm, yanked him towards her and wrapped her arms around his chest. He barely had a second to feel her breasts pressed against his back before her magic caught them both and hauled them into the air.  The ground dropped away below them, an instant before Matt’s body was blown to bloody chunks.  Adam retched, only just avoiding throwing up.  He’d seen death before, but this ... this was someone he knew.

Arnold glanced up, raising a hand ... Adam swallowed suddenly as he remembered why so few magicians risked flying.  It was almost pathetically easy for a weak magician to knock a strong one out of the air, sending him falling to his doom.  Arnold smirked, his smile growing wider as he took aim.  Adam knew they were about to plunge to their deaths.  Lilith was strong, but she couldn’t save them and ... he opened his mouth and spat, feeling a twinge of shame for spitting in front of a lady.  Arnold ducked, his lips twisting as he avoided the filthy projectile.  Adam was tempted to try to piss on him.  He’d have done it, if his bladder hadn’t been empty.  It would have been disgusting – and he had no idea how he would have looked Lilith in the face again, afterwards – but it might have bought them a few more seconds.  Who knew?  It might just have been long enough ...

“Shit,” Lilith muttered.  Adam could hear the strain in her voice.  He’d been told flying spells were complex, even if the sorceress was riding a charmed broomstick.  Lilith had to balance a dozen variables in her head, a difficult feat even for a fully trained magician.  “I can’t ...”

“Drop me,” Adam said, quickly.  A crazy thought flashed through his mind.  “Turn me into a stone and drop me on his head.”

Lilith grunted.  “Don’t be silly,” she managed, gasping the words.  He would have been offended if it hadn’t been so clear she was having real trouble focusing her mind.  The magic around them was sparking out of control.  “I can barely ...”

Adam looked down.  Arnold was taking aim, his finger pointed right at Adam’s dangling legs.  Adam hoped Arnold still wanted to take them alive.  It would be difficult if they both plunged to their deaths ... he shuddered, helplessly, as he realised just how easy it would be for Arnold to catch and stun them both.  Who knew what would happen, if he got them back to his home?  His real home.  Where did he live?  They knew so little about him.  They didn’t even know his real name!

Arnold started to cast the spell, then turned and hurried towards the device.  The raw magic was stronger now, too strong.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief.  Arnold had to act now or forever lose his chance ... Adam smirked to himself, realising Arnold hadn’t noticed the changed blood.  He braced himself as Lilith yanked him higher and higher – he wondered, in a fit of absurdity, if anyone below was looking up her dress – and watched as Arnold pressed his hand against the device.  He’d done well, Adam noted, for someone who’d barely had a year or two to study craftsmanship.  The device was designed to let him direct his magic into the blood, without actually touching the blood itself.

Perhaps we have something in common, Adam thought.  It was rare for a magician to show overt interest in mundane things.  He’d be mocked and scorned like a boy who played with dolls, although – to be fair – a magician had plenty of ways to get back at his tormentors.  It was a disconcerting thought.  He’d seen something of himself in Matt, but in Arnold too ... his fascination for magic was mirrored by a fascination for mundane things.  If things were different ...

The device flared with white light, rapidly turning to fire.  Arnold jumped back – for a moment, Adam hoped he’d be caught in the blast – before teleporting out.  Adam cursed under his breath.  The wretched magician had fantastic reflexes ... Lilith yanked them higher, an instant before the device exploded.  A wave of heat brushed against them, sending them spinning through the air.  Adam forced himself to look down.  The firestorm was expanding with terrifying speed, forcing soldiers and officers to throw down their weapons and run for their lives.  He stared in awe as the flames marched over a mid-sized tent, which exploded like a gunpowder mill ... he smirked as he realised it was where the enemy had stored their barrels of gunpowder.  The flames washed over the earthwork, exploding cannons and setting fire to everything flammable, before recoiling from the university’s wards and slowly fading away.  A final explosion rent the camp, then nothing.

Adam sucked in his breath as they started to descend.  The desert had always been desolate – the army had destroyed the handful of installations between Heart’s Eye and Heart’s Ease – but now it was a blackened wasteland.  Bodies lay everywhere, some barely recognisable; small fires burned merrily, slowly running out of fuel and dying.  The remnants of the enemy army were in full retreat, running to the town or out into the desert.  The latter would be lucky to survive, Adam thought.  They had no water, no maps ... and if they lost track of where they were, they’d wander well off the beaten track and never see home again.  He wondered, suddenly, if the king himself had been caught in the storm.  It was unlikely, but possible.

He took a breath, trying not to gag at the stench of burning flesh and things he didn’t want to think about.  Some of the fires were burning oddly, greenish tinges to the flames suggesting they were consuming magical supplies rather than anything else.  Others were burning out, leaving smoke wafting through the air.  He braced himself as they touched down, the heat boiling around him ... his lips twitched.  That was hardly odd.  They were in the middle of a desert, after all.

Lilith sagged against him.  “I ...”

Adam held her, gently.  She felt smaller, somehow.  Her face was streaked with sweat and tears.  She’d pushed herself to the limit, saving their lives.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief as she took deep gasping breaths, then straightened.  She was alive.  And that was all that mattered.

“He escaped, didn’t he?”  Lilith pulled herself free and stood unsteadily.  Her dress was charred ... Adam saw a flash of pale leg through the gash and looked away hastily, even though he wanted to stare.  “He got away.”

Adam nodded.  Arnold had escaped.  Again.  Where had he gone?  Lokane City, where the king was waiting for a report?  Or ... or what?  Adam wondered, numbly, what would happen when the king discovered his army had been destroyed.  Would he blame everything on the sorcerer?  Or would Arnold find a way to blame the disaster on one of the dead men instead?  And ...

He took a breath.  “Matt’s dead.”

“He died well,” Lilith said, reluctantly.  Her lips thinned in distaste.  “His oath didn’t let him do anything else.”

Adam was tempted to believe it, but he wasn’t sure.  Matt had been oathbound to complete the mission, or at least make a good faith attempt to carry it out, yet he’d tried and the mission had failed and ... had he still been bound by his oath?  Adam didn’t know.  Matt hadn’t tried to run, but then ... he hadn’t had a hope of getting away.  Perhaps he’d finally come to the end of the road and found himself on a cliff, staring at a long drop to the rocks below.  His lies had been catching up with him, even before he’d sworn his oath.  He had to have known it was only a matter of time before Master Pittwater woke and read his letters.  And he’d completely failed to establish himself before time ran out.

He shook his head.  “He died well,” he said, echoing her.  Matt had died buying them a few more seconds of life.  He supposed he could bear that in mind, when the time came to bury what little remained of him.  “And I guess that’s the only thing anyone will ever remember.”
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Chapter Forty
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“He saved my life,” Princess Violet said.  She stood in front of the small gathering, hands clasped behind her back.  “He could have turned his back and looked away from a pair of young women on the run.  Instead, he helped us out.  And I will always remember it.”

Adam frowned as he shifted on his chair.  The ceremony felt like a farce.  There was nothing left of Matt’s body, not even ashes, and the handful of speakers wouldn’t have said anything if Matt had survived.  It was hard to imagine any of the spectators, the few who’d bothered to come, showing him any respect at all.  Adam wasn’t sure why Princess Violet had chosen to speak, as well as attend.  In hindsight, it had been clear the princesses would have been allowed to escape even if Matt hadn’t helped them.

But then, Matt thought he really was saving their lives, Adam reminded himself.  He was sure Matt’s motives hadn’t been the purest – the princesses were beautiful, even on the run – but what did it matter?  He put himself at risk for them.

He leaned back in his chair, studying the crowd.  There weren’t many.  Matt might have been sanctified in death – now he was safely gone – but none of the spectators really gave much of a damn.  Master Caleb, Mistress Irene, Master Landis; Adam, Lilith, Taffy and a handful of others ... it wasn’t much of a turnout, for someone who had played a major role in saving the university.  But then, Matt had ruined his own reputation.  He’d made a fool of himself a long time before he’d confessed the truth.  Adam had told Caleb, afterwards, but no one else.  It was better, he’d said, to let that particular sleeping dog lie.

I’ll have to write to Master Pittwater, tell him what happened, Adam thought.  And see if he knows how to contact Matt’s family.

He sighed, inwardly.  Matt had told so many tall tales ... few of which stood up to any sort of scrutiny.  Adam doubted he was a scion of a great family or even a wealthy one.  Perhaps he’d been middle class ... rich enough to have aspirations, but too poor to make them happen.  Perhaps ... he shook his head as the princess returned to her seat.  It didn’t matter.  Matt had wanted to be famous, and now he was safely dead, everyone was praising his name.

“Adam,” Master Caleb said.

Adam stood and stepped to the front, turning to face the crowd.  He’d agonised over what to say, tossing around ideas like confetti before deciding it would be better to simply speak from the heart.  Matt had been a bullying braggart in life and, in death, a saint ... Adam’s lips twitched at the thought as he raised his eyes, looking beyond the wards to the distant horizon.  The king’s army was in full retreat, the men who hadn’t been killed or thrown down their arms and surrendered, but it would be a long time before the defences were lowered for good.  The king was still alive, still a looming menace ...

He took a breath and spoke.  “Matt was a hard person to like,” he said, simply.  “He had an exaggerated idea of his own capabilities, which made it hard for him to learn better before it was too late.  He boasted and bragged of his skills with little ability to back his words, which led to repeated embarrassments.  He wanted everything at once and this, if his own story is true, nearly got him killed.”

The words hung in the air.  Adam had wondered, despite himself, if Matt had lied about nearly killing Master Pittwater.  There’d been no way to check, even though the siege had been lifted and the enemy army on the run.  The postal service, once the pride of the Allied Lands, was gone.  He’d heard stories about sorcerers heading off to find out what was going on, but none of them had returned.  Who knew what was happening to the west?  The war was going on, with no end in sight.  They hadn’t even heard anything from Lady Emily!

“But he did have his virtues,” Adam added, after a moment.  “He was personally brave” – when he couldn’t run, his thoughts put in – “and he saved our lives, possibly saving the entire university.  He dreamed of being great and, in his final moments, he made it.  He gave his life to save us all.  And that is what we shall choose to remember.”

He shivered as he returned to his seat, barely listening to Master Landis’s short and sharp eulogy.  Matt had tried to hijack the mission.  He’d come within a fingertip of ruining everything. If events had fallen in a different direction, they’d all be dead or prisoners by now.  And ... he scowled, taking Lilith’s hand.  Arnold was still out there.  Somewhere.  Adam was morbidly sure they’d meet again.

“It is easy to make a fool of yourself,” Master Caleb said when it was his turn to talk about Matt.  “It is easy to feel, in doing so, that your life has come to an end.  And yes, if you blot your copybook badly enough, other people will be reluctant to give you a second chance.  You may have made a fool of yourself through ignorance, rather than stupidity or malice, but they won’t know for sure and they’ll be reluctant to assume the former when something important to them is at stake.  You may argue that you have learnt your lesson.  They may feel they cannot be sure you truly have.

“The university, at least in part, exists to give people a second chance.  Matt was offered that chance.  And despite early ... issues ... Matt made something of himself.  His death saved us all.  And, as Adam said, we will not forget.”

Adam sighed, inwardly, as the ceremony came to an end.  It was a farce.  Matt would be more favoured in death than he’d ever been in life, now it was impossible for him to come back and torment anyone.  Again.  He supposed he knew, now, why Matt had been so interested in their early work.  He’d been trying to figure out what had gone so badly wrong and blown up the shop.  Adam snorted at the thought as they made their way down to the lab once again.  The university felt strange.  A number of refugees had gone down to the town, in hopes of rebuilding what they could, while the prisoners had been kept outside under heavy guard.  Adam had heard most of them would swear to the princess, if they wanted to see freedom again.  It wasn’t as if they were particularly loyal to their king.  They were little more than conscripts, yanked off the streets and forced to fight for their new master.

“I wish you’d killed him,” Taffy said, when they were alone.  “Arnold ... does he have any more of my blood?”

“I don’t think so,” Lilith assured her, although it was impossible to be sure.  Arnold could have easily taken two or more samples, if he’d been prepared to take the risk.  “Sooner or later, you would have noticed if he’d bled you every night.”

Adam nodded as he sat down, feeling tired and numb.  They’d done a good thing, even if it wasn’t what they’d set out to do.  Arnold was on the run – again – while the enemy army was broken and the king had been given a bloody nose.  It was quite possible some kindly soul would put a knife in the king, then sell the kingdom to the princess for the best terms they could get.  Adam had no doubt the aristocracy would turn against the king in a heartbeat, if they thought their master was leading them to ruin.  He’d yet to hear of an aristocrat who wasn’t a talented backstabber ...

He sighed, out loud.  They’d won and yet it had come at a terrifying cost.  The university had been put under siege, while Heart’s Ease and the Foundry had been badly damaged.  They’d been lucky the retreating army had been in too much of a panic to destroy everything they could or ... or it would have been a disaster.  He snorted at himself.  It had been a disaster.  The university would need months – years - to recover.  The king – and Arnold – would have all the time they needed to prepare too.

Lilith winked at him.  “Cheer up,” she said.  “We won.”

“Yeah,” Adam agreed.  “But at what cost?”

He looked from Lilith to Taffy and back again.  A few weeks ago – it felt like years – they could have gone down to the town to eat.  Now, the town was in ruins and there was nothing to eat.  He felt trapped, even though he knew he was being stupid and selfish.  He’d been lucky, compared to so many others.  The gods alone knew how many people had died over the past months.  There were hundreds of missing people – men, women and children – whose fates might never be known.  He was lucky and yet ...

There was a sharp knock at the door.  Adam tensed as it opened, revealing Master Caleb.  He looked tired and worn, but there was a faint uplift to his lips that suggested he’d had good news for the first time in far too long.  He carried a pair of old-style leather-bound notebooks under his arm.  Adam remembered, suddenly, that Caleb was from Beneficence too.  He might know something of what was going on there ... no, it wasn’t likely.  His contacts had probably been cut off too.

“Master,” he said.  “Welcome to our humble abode.”

Caleb smiled, tiredly.  “Thank you,” he said, placing the notebooks on the table.  “I must say, you’ve done a good job of repairing the damage and cleaning up the mess.”

“The rooms were designed to be fixed in a hurry,” Taffy told him.  “It will take longer to replace all the lost ingredients and metal supplies.”

“But you’ll have priority,” Caleb said.  There was a hint of amusement in his tone.  Adam had to smile.  Taffy had told him nothing he didn’t already know.  “That’s not why I’m here.”

He paused, resting one finger on the notebooks.  “You may have devised a new kind of magic,” he said, calmly.  “Your spell circuits offer much, if you have time to develop them.  It isn’t clear how much Arnold learnt about them, either through Daphne or studying the remnants of your tiles, but we have to assume the worst.  It is crucial you continue to develop them before we run out of time.”

“Yes, sir,” Lilith said.  “Have you heard anything from the outside world?”

Caleb’s lips twitched.  “A little, none of it good,” he said.  “The good news is that Lady Emily has made it to Zangaria safely.  The bad news is that we know who’s behind the crisis now and ...”

He shook his head.  “That’s not the issue right now.  You’ll be told what we know later, when the rest of the staff have been briefed.  Now” – he indicated the notebooks – “a few years ago, Emily and I were experimenting with spellware that, for want of a better term, rested within a pocket dimension and effectively locked itself in place.  The spellware we created formed the basis of the spellware surrounding and controlling the nexus point.  Your spell circuits appear to be slightly linked to her concept, although they draw on far less raw magical power.”

“We don’t have power to spare,” Adam said, carefully.  “Sir ...”

Caleb held up a hand.  “I’m going to be heading to Zangaria shortly,” he said.  “I suspect we’re going to be drawn into the power struggle here, like it or not.  The three of you ... I want you studying these notes and adapting them, if possible, into your spell circuits.  If not, I want you to continue developing the spell circuits anyway.  We have a powerful enemy, one who knows us far too well, and your innovations may make the difference between survival and defeat.  Do you understand me?”

Adam swallowed.  “Yes, sir.”

“Good.”  Caleb stepped back.  “I’ll speak to you later, if I have time, but if not ... good luck.”

He turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.  Adam stared at the notebooks, suddenly unable to speak.  Emily – Lady Emily – had written them.  Lady Emily ... he swallowed hard, the others just as awestruck as himself.  It was rare for a living sorcerer to show his notes to anyone, save for his apprentices and closest friends.  And Caleb had just given them to him ...

His hands shook.  Somehow, he picked up the first book, opened it and began to read.
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Epilogue
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“Disaster,” King Ephialtes of Tarsier roared.  The urge to draw his sword and behead the messenger was almost overpowering.  “Disaster!”

The messenger grovelled in front of him, a grown man shivering like a child.  Ephialtes tasted bile in his throat.  Thousands of good men dead, because their general had been a fool, and this cringing wretch returned to bear the news?  It was unbearable!  How had he survived, when everyone else was dead or scattered to the seven hells?  The bad news just kept coming and coming!  The army was broken, his bitch of a sister was alive, Farrakhan was restive and he looked a fool in front of the nobility.  He’d shown them the one thing a king should never show his noblemen:  weakness.

“Your Majesty.”  The magician spoke in an oily voice.  “It is bad, true, but it is not a disaster.”

Ephialtes scowled, then ordered the messenger out of the room.  The magician had left the army for a day, and somehow that incompetent ass of a general had managed to get himself killed.  Somehow.  It was proof, if he’d needed it, that the university feared his magical ally.  The moment he’d left, they’d struck.  And, if the reports were true, they’d done more than just break and shatter his army.  They’d weakened his hold on power.

“Really?”  Ephialtes tried not to think about what might happen if he beheaded the magician instead.  They were bound together by ties of blood and water, an alliance that suited them both, but now ...  “The army is gone, the nobles are restless, my sister is planning to stake a claim to the throne ... by the gods, what is a disaster?”

“The army is broken,” the magician agreed.  “But you have other armies.  And weapons.  And you have me.”

“Yes,” Ephialtes said.  “But is it enough?”

He knew, even as he spoke, it would have to be.  The throne was weaker than he dared admit, even to himself.  Too many people believed his sister – or pretended to – when she claimed he’d killed their father.  Too many others were wondering what sort of concessions they could force from him, now the army had been broken.  He’d mounted a tiger and now the tiger was threatening to throw him off, then savage him.  There was no way to climb down without being killed.  Even if he conceded the throne to his sister without a fight, he would be quietly murdered as soon as he fell into her hands.  She couldn’t afford to let him live, any more than he could afford to let her go.  The throne would always be in doubt as long as there were two crowned monarchs in the same kingdom.  

She didn’t have to rebel, he thought, tiredly.  It had seemed unthinkable.  Even a man would be reluctant to proclaim himself, taking a step that would either lead to the throne or an early grave.  She could have married my choice and gone elsewhere and lived and ...

“Yes,” the magician said.

Ephialtes looked at him.  “What do we need to do?”

The magician smiled, then told him.
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End of Book II


The Story Will Conclude In:


The Conjuring Man


Coming Soon!
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Afterword
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"This is a quiet, frightened, insignificant old man who has been nothing all his life, who has never had recognition, his name in the newspapers. Nobody knows him, nobody quotes him, nobody seeks his advice after seventy-five years. That's a very sad thing, to be nothing. A man like this needs to be recognized, to be listened to, to be quoted just once. This is very important. It would be so hard for him to recede into the background ..."
-Reginald Rose, Twelve Angry Men
"Why isn't my life like a situation comedy? Why don't I have a bunch of friends with nothing better to do but drop by and instigate wacky adventures? Why aren't my conversations peppered with spontaneous witticisms? Why don't my friends demonstrate heartfelt concern for my well being when I have problems?"
-Calvin, Calvin and Hobbes
After reading The Cunning Man, a couple of readers asked why it took so long for Adam (and Taffy) to realise Arnold was the traitor in their ranks. It's a fair question. In hindsight, there's a great deal about Arnold's actions that doesn't quite make sense if you assume he's one of the good guys. He pushes constantly for action, insisting to all and sundry that the magicians are responsible for everything and therefore the mundanes have to strike first, constantly pouring oil on the fire. And, to add insult to injury, how could Taffy's former life catch up with her unless she'd been betrayed by someone who knew it would have an effect on her? It could not be explained by random chance, or simple bad luck.
The explanation is quite simple. Adam, like almost every other young man, wants to be part of a group, one that suits him. This is a deep and primal desire, one that is very difficult to ignore or put aside. Adam spent most of his life unable to bond with other young men. He had no interest in becoming a dockyard worker, a craftsman apprentice, a railway engineer or indeed anything else mundane, while magicians rejected him because he had no magic. He was seen as a faker, a poser, and the magicians his own age treated him with a degree of – at best – quiet contempt. They didn't welcome him. They certainly didn't warm up to him. He was never considered one of them.
This made him dangerously vulnerable when he went to Heart's Eye. He would have found it hard to bond with Lilith even if she had been a lot more welcoming to him, because he grew up in a city where male-female friendships were extremely rare. Jasper was thoroughly unpleasant to him right from the start, while The Gorgon was his superior as well as a demihuman. Adam was feeling alone and isolated when Arnold introduced himself and they had enough in common, at least on the surface, for them to start to bond. Adam did not have the insight to realise, as the reader does in hindsight, that this was completely one-sided. He saw Arnold as a friend, to the point he refused to consider there was any malice in his actions until it was far too late. An enemy can be the evilest evil-doer who ever lived. A friend is merely misguided.
It helped, of course, that Arnold appealed to Adam's prejudices, none of which were unfounded. He'd spent most of his childhood hoping to become a magician, only to be rejected by haughty magicians who'd won the genetic lottery. He had been bullied for daring to seek a magical apprenticeship, for daring to enter the magical quarter; he'd been hexed and jinxed, even cursed, for daring to exist. And it wasn't that different at Heart's Eye, where both Jasper and Lilith hexed Adam from time to time. Arnold was pushing at an open door when he realised Adam could be extremely useful. Adam had good reason to dislike magicians, and to assume a magician was behind the attacks on mundanes, and it blinded him to the real threat.
This is a common problem in modern-day society, although the results are rarely quite so dramatic (at least from an outsider's point of view). We all want to be part of a gang of friends who are equals and yet, at the same time, we also want to stand in the spotlight and be hailed as a hero. We want to be on the winning team, or even on a team, and we also want to be the one who scores the winning goal, however defined. I don't care who wins the World Cup, but I care a great deal who wins the Hugo or Dragon Awards.
And this can turn poisonous.
The desire to be part of a group is one that is easy to exploit, when the group is unbalanced, and leads to toxic friendships. Someone desperate for companionship will often overlook their friend's darker aspects, which leads to a dangerously unbalanced relationship. (Example: Amphibia's Anne and Sasha.) Someone desperate for attention and status can wind up as a de facto servant, accomplice and court jester, a person whose position is never secure and can be destroyed at any moment. (Example: Harry Potter's Peter Pettigrew.) Someone desperate for protection can wind up treading a very dark path, which will end badly even if they eventually come to realise they've made a deadly mistake. (Example: Harry Potter's Severus Snape.) And when it dawns on the 'friend' that they have been exploited, they can react very badly.
A toxic friendship can lead to some very bad habits. A person who sees the toxic behaviour as normal will run straight into a brick wall when they encounter someone with a steadier moral compass and a healthier idea of friendship. Sometimes they'll heal, sometimes they won't. A person who is aware their position is constantly insecure will start shopping around for other prospects, particularly if they have been forced to swallow their pride time and time again. (There's only so many times you can swallow your pride before you start to choke on it.) They won't just be looking for a stronger protector, they'll be looking for a way to pay their old abusers back in full. And a person who has a moment of clarity, and realises he has gone down a very dark path, may find it impossible to break free. It isn't easy to admit one's mistakes without earning the enmity of your former friends, while still remaining unaccepted by saner people.
This is often exploited by extremist groups and cults. They start small, luring prospective marks into their clutches step by step. They work to isolate the mark – if the mark is not already isolated – and reshape their view of reality. They'll make the mark more and more complicit in their bad habits, which will make it harder for the mark to go back to their old life when they realise the truth. And then it will be too late.
But why does this even happen?
There's been a lot of talk about inclusion over the past decade. Most of the chatter is focused around diversity, about ensuring that everyone feels included regardless of their race, gender, sexual preferences, whatever. This tends to cause more problems than it solves. On one hand, people join groups because they are interested in the group's subject (football, for example, or computer games) and pointless chatter about something irrelevant to the group's reason for existence suggests, very strongly, that the person doing the chattering doesn't know what they're talking about. On the other hand, the more you try to force inclusion, the more the in-group will push back. It takes time to be accepted and the more you force your way in and demand acceptance, the longer it will be before anyone treats you as a real friend.
The sad truth is, people develop – emotionally as well as intellectually – at different rates and it can be difficult, if not impossible, to catch up with your peers. Someone who is at the bottom of the pecking order may never catch up, something that will grate on them until they either give up or let their pain – and yes, it is pain – drive them into doing something stupid, dangerous and murderous. It is not easy to reach out to these people because they have been bullied so often they see a helping hand as just another slap, a friendly face as nothing more than the smile on the face of the tiger.
This leads to all sorts of problems, made worse by a lack of shared understanding and goodwill. For example, there was a lot of chatter a few years ago in geekdom about 'fake geek girls,' very little of which was actually helpful and none of which made life easier for anyone. Indeed, even discussing the issue from a dispassionate point of view isn't easy. On one hand, we have male geeks who have been constantly shamed and humiliated for their geekiness and insist on vetting girls – through trivia questions – to make sure they're real geeks before letting them enter the club; on the other, we have female geeks who are understandably offended by being asked to prove themselves and regard it as nothing more than sexist gatekeeping. And everything gets out of hand from there.
But to go back to the topic at hand, is there anything we can do about how the desire for friendship can be weaponised?
It isn't easy. The urge to interfere is overwhelmingly powerful. Parents can screw up their children's lives by trying to ensure they're included, or by being ultra-permissive in hopes of ensuring their children are surrounded by lots of friends. (The first fails because no one wants to be forced to play with someone, the second because the friends are just taking advantage.) Schools make things worse, by pairing up incompatible kids or tolerating bullying or even trying to mandate friendships in ways that make friendships impossible.
If it was up to me, I'd do three things:
First, I'd let friendships develop as naturally as possible. Children, as they grow into teenagers, will start to gravitate towards others who share their interests. I'd do my best to encourage this by letting them form their own clubs, in hopes of attracting others, rather than trying to dictate to them.
Second, I'd work hard to encourage fair play and equality in the truest possible sense – the rules will be clearly defined and clearly applied to everyone. My aim is not to be 'one of the boys,' something that will inevitably ruin my efforts, but to be an impartial judge.
Third, I'd try to ensure that everyone got a chance to shine. They won’t all share the same interests, and expecting them to be good at everything is pointless, but I'd ensure – for example – that a chess club victory is given the same applause and reward as a football club victory.
Will any of this work? I don't know, but the truth is we have an ever-expanding population of angry people who feel disconnected from society and disrespected, their concerns dismissed as laughable (at best), by the few who take a moment to notice them. This is a recipe for trouble. It is time we took action before it is too late.
And now that 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, follow me on one of the links at the back of this book (etc, etc). Every little bit helps (particularly reviews).
Thank you.
Christopher G. Nuttall
Edinburgh, 2022
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Appendix: A Brief Introduction to Subtle Magic and Runes
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The world is surrounded by a field of magic, probably – opinions differ – the remnants of power spilling from the nexus points, high-magic regions and magicians casting spells without trying to reabsorb the expended magic. This field is very thin in most parts of the world and has very little impact on the inhabitants, although – in places – the magic does build to the point where it can affect passing strangers. The existence of the field is common knowledge, amongst magicians, but the fact it can be manipulated by anyone with the right training is rarely discussed openly. Many magicians are contemptuous of subtle magic – a term that refers to spellware powered by the background field – while others fear what might happen if mundanes realised there is a form of magic they can manipulate. It is, in fact, considered both unreliable and dangerously unpredictable.
The only way to guide and control background magic is through runes, which have to be carved by the user and then left in place long enough to build up a magical charge. It takes time – hours, days, even weeks and months – for the rune to have any kind of effect and, depending on the material, the charge might accidentally destroy the rune before the magic levels reach a point they can influence nearby humans. A rune drawn in chalk, for example, is unlikely to last very long, while a rune carved in metal can be fiendishly difficult to find once the magic takes effect. Indeed, one of the more disturbing aspects of subtle magic is that it is hard to believe there is a rune, let alone find it. Given time to bed in and build a charge, a rune can be very dangerous indeed.
Runemasters – who originally developed runes as anchors for wards – discovered, through trial and (sometimes lethal) error, that it was very difficult to craft a subtle magic rune with an overt purpose. It simply lacks the power to do something drastic – such as turning a target into a frog – or even to arrange for something specific to happen. The magic tends to produce more generalised effects, which is one of the reasons magicians rarely trust it completely. A 'bad luck' rune screws with probability to ensure that 'something' bad happens to anyone within range, but there's no way to determine precisely what will happen. More commonly, a 'nothing to see here' rune will ensure an outside observer will not realise there's something to see, while a 'move along now' run will steer the victim away while relying on them to come up with a self-justifying excuse. These runes simply don't work on someone who is already aware there is something there.
If the victim remains unquestioning, and doesn't think to wonder at his own thinking, the magic largely passes unnoticed. If he does start to question his actions, and unpicking his train of thought, he may come to realise that his thoughts have been influenced and start looking for the runes. A skilled magician might be able to detect the magical charge and localise – then destroy – the rune, while his less-skilled counterpart will simply resort to brute force and tear the location apart looking for it. Once someone is looking in earnest, the rune can no longer hide. It is rare for a rune to remain hidden for long once the effects have been detected.
It is not easy to defend against such runes. Senior magicians fall into the habit of questioning their own thoughts and actions time and time again, testing their thinking to ensure it makes sense in the cold light of day. More advanced magicians resort to runes carved into their skin to ensure they detect subtle magic, although this has the downside of being incredibly difficult to remove if it proves inconvenient. Most kingdoms and magical communities ban their use altogether, save when used by wardcrafters and charmsmiths, and even knowing how to carve runes can land someone in prison or on the executioner's block. The majority of magical schools refuse to discuss the subject, beyond the basics. (Whitehall is the major exception.)
It was known, of course, that runes could be used to gather and channel background magic. The problem lay in finding a way to concentrate the magic, then store it for later use. It was not until Adam of Heart's Eye realised that mundane blood could be used to store magic, at least for a short period of time. His infused blood first served as a source of power for brewing potions, then – once he'd worked out additional runes (and runic tiles) – to power charms and even spells. His windmill design actually sped up the infusing process, as it gathered background magic from the air and channelled it into the waiting blood. It was sloppy, by the standards of born magicians, but workable.
Indeed, the tiny amounts of magic used in the runic tiles made it possible to put together a piece of spellwork like a jigsaw, a technique used fairly often by low-power magicians, and charge a wand or even cast a spell. The early results have been mixed, but they promise a bright future for magical research and development.
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Nothing, but announcements of new books.
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Newsletter - https://gmail.us1.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=c8f9f7391e5bfa369a9b1e76c&id=55fc83a213


[image: image]


New books releases, new audio releases, maybe a handful of other things of interest.
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Blog - https://chrishanger.wordpress.com/
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Everything from new books to reviews, commentary on things that interest me, etc.
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Facebook Fan Page - https://www.facebook.com/ChristopherGNuttall
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New books releases, new audio releases, maybe a handful of other things of interest.
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Website - http://chrishanger.net/


[image: image]


New books releases, new audio releases, free samples (plus some older books free to anyone who wants a quick read)
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Forums - https://authornuttall.com
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Book discussions - new, but I hope to expand.
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Notifications of new books (normally on the Big River too, but not included in B2R notifications.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twitter - @chrisgnuttall
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New books releases, new audio releases - definitely nothing beyond (no politics or culture war stuff).
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If You Enjoyed The Infused Man, You Might Enjoy Stuck in Magic:
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Elliot Richardson thought he’d lost everything.

He’d come home from deployment to find his wife cheating on him, his sons strangers and his life in tatters.  Driving away, unsure where he was going, he fell through an interdimensional rift and found himself in a very different world, a city of magic and mystery and dangers beyond his comprehension, a land spinning out of control as innovations from the distant west unsettle the monarchy and challenge the position of the aristocrats and warlords that hold the kingdom in their grasp.

Powerless and alone, with no way home, Elliot struggles to survive long enough to make a new life.  But as war looms on the horizon, Elliot finds himself forced to make use of his skills to make a name for himself, all too aware that the slightest slip will mean instant death - or worse.
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Prologue
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Once upon a time, there was a girl called Emily who fell out of our world and into another, a nameless world of magicians and sorcerers, dragons and mermaids, kings and princes, wonders and mysteries and dangers both fantastical and very human.  There, she became the Child of Destiny, the person who kick-started an industrial revolution, defeated the nightmares snarling at the borders and lurking in the shadows, and turned society upside down. 

This is not her story.

This is the story of the man who followed in her footsteps.
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Chapter One
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I shouldn’t have been on that road.

I should have been safe at home, in bed with my wife, but ...

“Fuck,” I snarled, as I drove down the interstate.  “Fuck.  Fuck.  Fuck them all!”

I cursed my wife and her lover and the schools she’d chosen for the kids and everything else, including myself.  It should have been so wonderful.  I’d been given permission to go on leave a day early and, fool that I was, I had driven straight home to see my wife and kids.  I’d walked in on her in bed with the neighbour, a fat fool who had nothing to recommend him beyond an even fatter bank account and a wife too in love with her social life to make a fuss about her husband’s infidelity.  It had taken all the willpower I could muster, growing up a poor kid who’d decided the army offered the only chance of a decent life, to keep from killing both of them.  I honestly wasn’t sure why I’d hesitated.

My fingers tightened on the wheel.  Cleo and I had said some pretty horrible things to each other, as soon as the fat fool had fled.  She’d screamed that I just didn’t have any ambition, that I could have moved up in the army or left for a high-paying civilian job somewhere ... somewhere I’d be bored out of my skull within the week.  I’d shouted back that she’d known what she was getting into, back when she became a military wife.  God knew she’d coped well, in our early years of moving from post to post.  It was only when the kids had come into our lives that she’d insisted on putting roots down somewhere permanent, somewhere the kids would have stable lives and schooling.  And then the kids themselves had entered the fray ...

They’d known.  They had to have known.  And they’d said nothing.

I pushed down on the accelerator, my car surging forward as if I could outrun my demons.  I wasn’t sure where I was going.  I just wanted to get away.  A hundred ideas ran through my head, each more outrageous than the last.  I could drive to a red-light district, meet up with a few of my buddies and get insanely drunk.  Or I could put in for Special Forces training or something - anything - that would get me away from my life.  Or ... 

I felt a wave of self-pity that would have surprised the men under my command, on my last deployment.  I’d put everything into the marriage.  I’d done everything right.  

And it hadn’t been enough.

My fists clenched again as I peered into the darkness.  The interstate was empty.  I hadn’t seen another car for miles.  The scenery was unremarkable.  I wasn’t even sure where I was.  The stars overhead seemed to mock me, reminding me I was small in the eyes of the universe.  Nothing I did would ever matter, in the long term.  Nothing ... I knew I should think about divorce, about getting a lawyer to sort out custody and shit like that and ... despair threatened to overwhelm me as I remembered an old buddy who’d gone through a very bitter divorce.  He’d put a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.  I understood, now, how he’d felt.  Everything he’d worked for had vanished in the blink of an eye.  And there was nothing he could have done that wouldn’t have made matters worse.

Fuck, I thought, numbly.  

I frowned as I saw lights in the distance, flickering lights.  The police?  I forced myself to take a deep breath, slow down and drive sensibly.  I didn’t want to be pulled over, not when I was in no state to handle it.  There’d been too many horror stories about people being shot for me to want to risk it.  The cops were jumpy these days.  Everyone was.

My eyes narrowed as the lights rose up in front of me.  For a moment, I stared in disbelief.  A helicopter?  A light aircraft?  Was I driving towards an airfield?  It was possible ... the lights darted and twisted in a way I would have thought impossible.  A UFO?  I snorted at the thought.  It was insane.  The lights were flickering ... maybe they were fireworks.  Some dumb kids, living in flyover country, letting off fireworks for the sheer hell of it.  I’d done it myself, when I’d been a kid and thought I’d never amount to anything.  My past self had been a fool.  And yet ...

The air flared with light.  I cursed, throwing up a hand to cover my eyes.  A nuke?  The car shook violently, as if I’d just driven into a shockwave.  I kept my eyes tightly closed, hours upon hours spent reading the manuals for WMD attack echoing through my head.  I slammed down on the brakes, the car tilting ... my head spun so badly I was sure the car had been picked up by the shockwave and thrown back down the interstate.  Was the country under attack?  I’d heard the usual rumblings from Iran and North Korea, but ... there’d been no hint they were going to throw a nuke at us.  Even if they had ... I couldn’t think of anything near that merited a nuclear strike.  The closest major target was hundreds of miles away.

A loud crash echoed through the car.  I winced, my eyes snapping open in shock.  Bright sunlight beamed down.  I stared, blinking stupidly.  Sunlight?  It had been near midnight, only a few seconds ago.  Had I blacked out?  My fingers fumbled with the safety catch on my seatbelt, trying to get free.  If the country had been nuked ... I heard glass crashing behind me and knew I hadn’t lost consciousness for more than a second or two.  The car was falling to pieces and my fingers were refusing to cooperate ... I gritted my teeth, trying to open the door.  It wasn’t easy.  The car was at the bottom of a ditch.  

What the fuck?

I stared in disbelief as I forced the door open and stumbled out.  I’d been on the interstate, driving through the plains.  I wasn’t any longer.  There was a primal forest behind me, as if I’d driven out of it, and a roughly-made road in front of me.  The ditch reminded me of a trench I’d seen in Afghanistan, right down to the tiny trickle of water at the bottom.  It was bizarre.  I rubbed my head, wondering if I was delirious.  It made as much sense as anything else.  

What the fuck had happened to me?  

The sense of unreality grew stronger as I surveyed the car.  It was smashed beyond all hope of repair, the front looking as if I’d driven into a tank.  And yet ... there was no hint I’d actually driven out of the forest.  There were no tire tracks ... I looked into the trees and felt a flicker of fear, something I hadn’t felt in years.  It felt like unseen eyes were looking back.  I hadn’t felt so threatened since I’d patrolled the streets of Baghdad during the Surge ...

It made no sense.  I clambered out of the ditch and looked around.  The entire world had changed.  I could see mountains in the distance, mountains I could have sworn hadn’t been there a few minutes ago.  The road itself looked like a poorly-maintained dusty track, rather than the interstate.  I’d seen better roads in the Third World.  I looked up into the clear blue sky and saw nothing, save for a handful of birds.  There were no planes, no helicopters ... nothing I would have expected to see, after a WMD attack.  There wasn’t any mushroom cloud either.  I swallowed hard as I realised that, whatever had happened, I wasn’t in Kansas any longer.  I’d read a book where a nuclear blast had tossed a homestead through time and space.  Had that happened to me?  I hoped not.  The future world had been nothing more than a dark mirror of the present.

It could be worse, I told myself.  Really.

The thought didn’t reassure me as I tested the air.  It was warm, although nowhere near as hot as Texas or Iraq.  I had the feeling it was probably going to get a lot hotter, judging by the dusty road and the absence of any real traffic.  The locals were probably trying to sleep through the worst of the heat, then resuming their business as the sun started to go back down.  If there were any locals ... a shiver ran down my spine as I realised there might not be any locals.  For all I knew, there weren’t any locals.  

Hugh Farnham thought the same, I reminded myself.  And look what happened to him.

I snorted as I jumped back into the ditch and started to dig through the car.  My pistol went on my belt, the handful of magazines I’d brought with me into my bag.  I’d packed a handful of things in the car, including a first aid kit and a bunch of ration bars, but I hadn’t expected finding myself ... somewhere.  I kicked myself for not packing a rifle and ... whatever else I might have needed.  If I’d known I was going to fall through time, or whatever had happened to me, I would have brought along everything from a reference library to tools and gear to build my own homestead.  It would have been so much easier.

My smartphone felt oddly warm as I took it out of my pocket and pushed the power switch.  Nothing happened.  I stared down at the device for a moment, then sniffed it.  It smelt of molten metal and electrical fire.  I shook my head slowly, remembering all the dire warnings about what EMPs would do to our devices.  Whatever had happened to me had been much more than a simple EMP, but it had clearly fried everything electrical in my car.  I tested the radio, just to be sure.  It was useless.  I hesitated, then pointed the pistol down the ditch and fired.  The gun, at least, worked properly.  So did my clockwork watch.  

Although I have no idea what time it is here either, I thought.  The sun suggested it was just past noon, but ... that was nothing more than a guideline.  Fuck.

I finished searching the car, transferring everything useful to the bag.  There wasn’t much that I could use, save for the pistol ... I looked up, wondering if I would have to shoot a bird for dinner.  The ration bars wouldn’t last long.  I cursed under my breath, wishing I’d thought to pack a handful of MREs.  One of my buddies was a dedicated survivalist, stockpiling everything from medical supplies to MREs and enough canned food to feed an army.  He’d invited me to stay with him, if the shit hit the fan.  I wished he - and his supplies - were with me.  I had a feeling I was going to need help.

I clambered back onto the road and looked down at the car.  I’d never been very attached to it - the dealer had tried to screw me, damn him - but it still felt wrong to see the crumpled mess.  I hoped the fuel tank was intact ... I couldn’t smell gas, yet that was meaningless.  A match in the wrong place might set off an explosion.  I might have been luckier than I’d realised.  The EMP might have sparked a fire instead, turning the entire car into an inferno.

Fuck, I thought, again.

I peered east, then west, trying to decide which way to go.  The air was growing warmer, the heat haze starting to blur my vision.  There was no hint of which direction led to civilisation, no hint of anything ... if indeed there was a civilisation.  I told myself not to be silly.  The road might be primitive, but it was clear proof that someone was trying to make the world a little smaller.  And that suggested a unitary authority of some kind.  The tribesmen I’d met in Afghanistan had been reluctant to help build roads outside their villages, fearing they’d be used and abused by terrorists, taxmen and other undesirables.  They’d probably been right.

A movement caught my eye as I looked west.  Something was moving, coming out of the haze towards me.  I tensed, one hand dropping to my pistol before I forced myself to stay calm.  I had absolutely no idea what was coming.  If I’d had a platoon behind me ... I banished the wishful thinking with an effort as I strolled back, trying to find a place where they could see me well before they got close enough to pose a threat.  I had no idea if they’d be jumpy when they saw me.  I’d spent enough time in the Third World to know that travellers were rarely considered welcome, particularly in war zones.  It was quite possible the newcomers, whoever they were, would try to rob or kill me.  

I waited, as patiently as I could, as the newcomers took on shape and form.  It looked like a wagon train, right out of the Wild West, combined with gypsy caravans and ... a shiver ran down my spine at the complete absence of modern technology.  I’d lived in trailer parks that had everything from satellite dishes to hot and cold running water.  These people ... there were no visible automobiles or weapons or anything else even the poorest had taken for granted.  I had the feeling, suddenly, that I was about to come face to face with Laura Ingalls Wilder or someone like her.  This was no meeting of the Society for Creative Anachronism.  This was real.

The caravan started to slow as they saw me.  I held up my hands, uneasily aware that I didn’t look harmless.  I’d had to look strong on the streets, then as a raw recruit and soldier ... it had been important, back then, to look like you wouldn’t tolerate any nonsense.  It was the quickest way to ensure there would be no nonsense.  But now ... I kept myself still, studying them as intensely as they were studying me.  They didn’t have any weapons, but that didn’t make them harmless.  My Drill Instructor had been smaller than me, yet he’d never had any trouble kicking my ass across the field.  

They were a strange lot, I decided.  The first wagon had three people sitting up front: an elderly man who looked like a mix of African and Chinese, a middle-aged woman who looked as if she hailed from Mongolia and a young man who had a distantly Slavic appearance.  I wondered, despite everything, if I was being tricked, if a hidden camera crew were about to jump out of nowhere and laugh.  I’d seen enough tribal societies to know they were very suspicious of newcomers.  It was strange to see such an odd racial mix.

The rules might be different here, I thought.  Don’t let your preconceptions get in the way of your understanding.

The wagon train came to a halt.  The elderly man stood and peered down at me.  He had a vaguely grandfatherly face, the sort of person you would trust completely.  I knew at once he was no one to mess with, or to jerk around.  The other two held their places, but the younger man seemed to be shifting into position to attack ... if necessary.  I didn’t blame him.  They had no way to know if I was friendly.  The man spoke ...

I could have kicked myself.  He didn’t speak English.  Of course he didn’t!  I should have expected it, but I’d met English-speakers right across the globe.  Here ... it was anyone’s guess.  I didn’t know what language he spoke, but it wasn’t English or Arabic or any of the other languages I’d studied over the years.  I didn’t recognise a single word.  Not one.

“I don’t understand you,” I said, trying to convey a complete lack of comprehension.  “My name is Elliot.  Elliot Richardson.”

They stared at me with equal lack of comprehension.  The elderly man hesitated, then spoke again.  I guessed he was trying a different language, one he didn’t speak anything near as well.  It didn’t matter.  I still couldn’t understand it.  He tried a third language, then a fourth, uselessly.  I tried a handful of languages myself - the army had turned me into something of a linguist - but he didn’t seem to understand them.  My heart sank.  If I was ... somewhere else ... their languages might have nothing in common with earthly words.  I might never be able to make myself understood.

The man turned and shouted a word.  “Jasmine!”

I blinked.  Jasmine?  That, at least, sounded familiar.  But they hadn’t understood my Arabic or my Farsi.  I knew I wasn’t a perfect speaker, but I wasn’t exactly incomprehensible.  And they didn’t look remotely Arabic.  It might be nothing more than a coincidence or a loanword from another language, something that had moved from culture to culture so long ago that everyone had forgotten its origin.

A girl - I guessed she must be Jasmine - jumped out of the second wagon and landed neatly on her feet.  I stared.  She was stunning, with long dark hair, oriental eyes and a strikingly pale face.  I figured she was around twenty, although it was hard to be sure.  She raised her eyebrows when she saw me, then glanced at the elderly man.  Her grandfather?  The man said something, then looked at me.

Jasmine held up a hand, then moved it in a strange pattern.  I blinked in astonishment as I saw light flickering between her fingers.  What the ... her hand straightened out and jabbed towards me.  I felt a tingle running through my body, a strange sense the world had tilted off its axis ...

“Hi,” Jasmine said.  She spoke English!  But ... her lips weren’t matching her words.  “Can you understand me?”

My knees buckled.  What the fuck was that?
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“Can you understand me?”  Jasmine was eying me, worriedly.  “Can you ...?”

“Yes,” I managed.  “What ... what was that?”

“Magic,” Jasmine said.  She sounded slightly reassured.  “A simple translation spell.”

A simple ... my mind seemed to stagger in utter disbelief.  Magic?  Impossible.  I was dreaming.  I had to be.  I’d crashed the car and fallen into a coma and any moment now I’d wake up in a hospital bed, facing an enormous bill.  Or I might die.  The road had been empty when night had become day and ... it was unlikely anyone would see the crash in time to save my life.  It had been very dark.  A car might drive past, the driver unaware there was anything to see.  I could die at any moment.

Jasmine stepped forward.  “What would you like to be called?”

I blinked.  It was an odd way of asking my name.  “Elliot,” I managed.  “I’m called Elliot.”

“Pleased to meet you.”  Jasmine bobbed what looked like an old-fashioned curtsey.  “You came out of the Greenwood?”

My incomprehension must have shown on my face, because she pointed to the car and the trees beyond.  It did look as though I’d driven through the foliage and straight into the ditch, although it was clearly impossible.  There was no suggestion I’d crashed my way through the trees.  They were practically a solid barrier.  The handful of chinks within the foliage were barely big enough for a grown man.  I felt claustrophobic just looking at them.  I’d delved into enough tight spaces, during the war, to feel uneasy about going back inside.  

I found my voice.  “What happened to me?”

“Some people walk into the Greenwood and come out in a different time and place,” Jasmine said.  She walked past me, her eyes narrowing as she saw the car.  “I’m afraid there’s no way home.”

“I have a family,” I protested.  “I ...”

Jasmine turned to look at me.  “I’m very sorry,” she said.  I didn’t doubt her for a moment.  “But there’s no way home.”

“You can walk back into the Greenwood, if you like,” the older man said.  “I just don’t know when and where you’d come out.”

I pinched myself, hard.  It hurt.  It didn’t feel like a dream - or a nightmare.  Cleo and the boys were ... where?  When and where?  Was this the past?  Was this a time when magic had actually existed?  Or was I on another world?  Jasmine and her family looked human enough, but ... they were such a strange mixture of races I found it hard to believe they lived and worked together.  They looked like gypsies.  Maybe they were travellers, moving from place to place.

“I’m Grandfather Lembu,” the older man said.  “And we are the Diddakoi.”

“He doesn’t know anything about us, Grandfather,” Jasmine said.  “He’s in shock.”

“I don’t know anything,” I said.  It wasn’t the first time I’d been abroad, but ... if magic was real, the world would be very different.  Right?  “Where am I?”

“You’re in the Kingdom of Johor,” Grandfather Lembu said, calmly.  “Does that mean anything to you?”

I shook my head, wondering - too late - if they understood the gesture.  It was possible it meant something completely different here, if they had had no contact with my world.  Or ... I looked around, feeling hopelessly lost.  What was I going to do?  Where could I go?  I was as ignorant of this new world as a newborn...

“You are welcome to stay with us, at least until we reach the nearest city,” the old woman said.  “As long as you honour our ways, you will be welcome.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Jasmine said.  She shot me what I thought was meant to be a reassuring look.  “He won’t know how to behave.”

It was hard not to feel a twinge of panic.  I tried not to show it on my face.  I had no idea of the rules, or how to act ... for all I knew, smiling was a grave insult.  It was terrifyingly easy to give offense if one didn’t know the rules and the offended rarely bothered to give the offender the benefit of the doubt.  If I’d managed to get in trouble when I’d moved from state to state, just by not knowing what I was doing, it would be far worse here.

“First, we bury that ... thing,” Grandfather Lembu said, waving at the car.  “We can’t leave it lying around for the peasants to find.”

Jasmine nodded.  “Take whatever you want from it,” she said to me.  “And then we’ll bury it here.”

I didn’t want to leave the car behind, but there was no choice.  Even if I could get it out of the ditch, the engine was fucked.  There was no hope of driving down the road and out of this nightmare.  I turned and walked back to the car, going through it to recover everything I could.  I’d known operators who crammed their cars with their kit, on the grounds they might be called back to duty at a moment’s notice.  In hindsight, I should have done the same.  I just didn’t have anywhere near enough supplies to last for more than a few days, if that.

Jasmine sat on the ditch and watched me calmly.  Her eyes seemed to skim over the car, as if she couldn’t quite see it.  I glanced at her in puzzlement, then looked away.  She was stunningly pretty, yet meddling with the local women was a pretty universal way to get into trouble.  I’d known a guy who got into deep shit because he’d fallen in love with a girl from the sandbox.  And besides, Jasmine looked to be around nineteen.  She was practically half my age.

“I should have brought more,” I muttered.  Were the remnants of the car any use?  Could I tear out the windows for trade goods?  What about the gas in the tank?  Given time, I was sure I could figure out a way to drain it safely.  “If I’d known ...”

“You’re not the first person who walked into the Greenwood and came out somewhere else,” Jasmine said.  She had very sharp hearing.  “All you can do is make the best of it.”

I straightened.  If this was real, a single mistake could get me killed.  If it wasn’t ... I pinched myself again, just to be sure.  It still hurt.  The wind shifted, blowing the scent of arid sand into my nostrils.  It felt ... wrong.  I picked up the bag and clambered out of the ditch.  I’d go through the bag later, in hopes of determining what I could use for trade goods.  I had no idea what was worth what, not here.  For all I knew, the small toolbox was nothing more than a curiosity.

Jasmine stood beside me.  “Are you sure you have everything?”

“Everything I can carry,” I said.  “Do you want me to help bury the car?”

“No need,” Jasmine said.  “Watch.”

She raised a hand.  My hair stood on end as the dirt and sand started to rise of its own accord and cover the car.  I stumbled back in shock, head spinning in disbelief.  Magic was real?  I’d seen one spell already, but ... I thought I understood, now, how the Native Americans had felt when they’d seen European guns and technology.  It was so far beyond their comprehension that they must have felt they could never catch up.  The first contact between the two worlds had been an outside context problem ... damn, this was an outside context problem.  Jasmine, a girl so slight I could break her in half with ease, had enough power to shake the world.

I forced myself to watch the tiny whirlwind as it covered the car completely.  The ditch looked ruined.  I couldn’t help wondering if someone was going to be very annoyed about that, one day.  The ditch wasn’t in good condition - I could see patches where the sides had caved in - but the hump hiding the car was a great deal bigger. If it rained heavily, it would reveal the car ...

Jasmine lowered her hand.  The storm faded away.  I felt a sudden sense of loss as I looked at the mound.  The car hadn’t been a good car, but she’d been mine.  I’d bought her, I’d refurbished her, I’d repaired her ... I felt completely cut off from my life and world.  I wanted to jump over the ditch and run into the trees, but Grandfather Lembu was right.  There was no guarantee I’d get home if I tried.  The sense of unseen eyes looking at me grew stronger with every passing second.

“Come on,” Jasmine said.  “I’ll show you around.”

I numbly followed her as she led the way back to the caravans.  They seemed to be an entire mobile village.  A cluster of women were lighting fires and boiling water, while the menfolk fed their horses and the children ran and played.  I stayed close to Jasmine, doing my level best to ignore the stares.  They didn’t feel hostile - I’d been in war zones, so I knew the difference - but they didn’t seem very friendly, either.  It wasn’t uncommon, in isolated communities.  A newcomer couldn’t walk up and demand admittance.  He would have to work long and hard to earn their trust.

And I’m the newcomer here, I thought, sourly.  They don’t know me.

Jasmine motioned for me to sit by the fire.  I sat, watching the travellers watching me.  They were a very diverse group, far more than I’d realised.  And yet, there was something about them that made them look alike.  I studied them, drawing on my years of experience.  The men and women seemed separate, but equal.  There was no sense the men were automatically superior or vice versa.  The children were certainly playing together without any sense of separate worlds.

“Drink this,” Jasmine said.  “It’s safe.”

“Thank you,” I said.  The wooden mug looked like something out of a bygone age.  The liquid inside looked like soup.  I carefully sipped it, tasting hints of chicken and vegetables.  My stomach growled, reminding me that it had been a long time since I’d eaten.  Thousands of years, perhaps.  I couldn’t help smiling at the thought, even though it was a grim reminder I’d never see home again.  “I ... I don’t know anything about being this place.”

“I understand.”  Jasmine’s eyes darkened, as if she was remembering something unpleasant.  “I had to go away too, for a while.  It’s never easy.”

“No,” I agreed.  “Where did you go?”

“Whitehall School,” Jasmine said.  She held out a hand.  A spark of light danced over her palm.  “It was very different.  Being in a room ... ugh.”

I had to smile.  “What did you study there?”

“Magic,” Jasmine said.  She sounded wistful.  “I have to go back at the end of the summer.”

My head spun again.  A school for magicians?  A real-life Hogwarts?  It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  I’d read the books to my kids and I’d been unable to look past the multitude of unfortunate implications.  Jasmine seemed nice enough, but ... for all I knew, pureblood supremacism was a very real thing.  If there were people dumb enough to think they were superior, just because their skin was lighter than mine, I was sure there were people who thought magic made them superior.  My skin crawled.  What could magic do?  What could it not do?  The teenage girl sitting next to me might have the powers of a minor god.  

And without her, you couldn’t talk to anyone here, I thought.  You need her.

I forced myself to think.  “The spell you put on me, how long will it last?”

“I’m not sure,” Jasmine confessed.  “I can keep renewing it, you see.  Without renewal” - she frowned - “it’ll last around six months, at best.  It also has its limits.  Focus on learning the language before it wears off.”

“I’m good at learning languages,” I said, although I wasn’t sure it was true here.  There’d been teachers who’d taught me how to speak and write a handful of different languages.  I’d had multilingual friends who’d helped me to develop my skills.  “I’ll do my best to learn.”

Jasmine nodded.  We fell into a companionable silence as we drank our soup.  I couldn’t help noticing that Jasmine seemed as isolated as I, although she was one of them.  I’d wondered if I was treading on someone’s toes, if Jasmine had a partner or admirer amongst the travellers, but ... she seemed too isolated for it.  I didn’t understand it.  In my experience, beauty made up for a lot of things.  Maybe she was just too closely related to the rest of the clan.  There’d been tribal societies with strict rules to prevent inbreeding.

“I need to pay my way,” I said, as the travellers started to pack up.  “What can I do to help?”

“You can help us set up the campsite when we reach the crossing point,” Jasmine said, mischievously.  “There’s a lot of fetching and carrying for all of us to do, when we arrive.”

I smiled.  If there was one good way to integrate yourself, it was through being helpful.  And I did want to pay my way, even if I didn’t have the slightest idea what I was doing.  Jasmine stood and escorted me towards a small wagon, so small it looked like a children’s toy.  I glanced inside, half-expecting it to be bigger on the inside.  It wasn’t.  There was barely enough room for a single person.  I had the feeling I’d break my bones if I tried to sleep inside.  I’d probably sleep under the caravan.  The horse - no, donkey - gave me a bored look as Jasmine scrambled up and took the reins.  I sat next to her, put my bag in the rear and watched as the traveller convoy lurched back into life.

“You have magic,” I said.  I tried to keep my voice casual, but it was hard.  “Does everyone have magic?”

“No.”  Jasmine looked pensive.  “A lot of us” - she waved a hand at the caravans - “have a spark of magic and know a few simple spells, but most people don’t.  The really talented magicians go to school and learn how to do far more advanced magics.  They don’t always come back.”

I winced, inwardly, at the pain in her voice.  It was never easy for someone to leave a traditional community, learn something very different and then come home and try to fit in again.  I’d seen it happen back home, to kids who might have been great if they hadn’t been dragged down by their peers; I’d seen it happen in Iraq and Afghanistan, where religious fanatics had no qualms about murdering educated women and blowing up schools for girls.  Jasmine might not be facing death - I had the feeling she was still part of the clan - but she didn’t quite fit in any longer.

“Magic,” I repeated.  “How does it work?”

Jasmine launched into a long and complicated explanation I couldn’t even begin to understand.  There were too many things that didn’t make sense, too many words I didn’t know ... I lacked too many concepts, I guessed, for the translation spell to work properly.  I wasn’t even sure how it worked.  The military had messed around with universal translators, but they’d never been particularly useful.  They’d been too many dialects and too little time.

I shivered, again, as she talked about her schooling.  The students were dangerous ... I recalled my earlier thoughts about pureblood supremacism and cursed under my breath.  It was impossible to believe magicians didn’t have a superiority complex.  There was no real difference between whites and blacks, but magicians and muggles?  I didn’t want to know what they called muggles in this universe.  It was probably something just as insulting.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do here,” I said.  “This place is so ... different.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Jasmine assured me.  “It’ll take us two weeks to reach the city.  After that, if you want to stay with us, you’ll be welcome.  Or you can strike out on your own.”

I hoped she was right, as the sky started to darken.  The caravans came to a halt in a clearing, Grandfather Lembu snapping out orders to hew wood and fetch water.  I jumped to the ground and helped, carrying water from the stream to the campsite.  The young men said little to me as I worked, although I caught them giving my clothes sidelong glances.  I made a mental note to find new clothes as soon as possible.  I looked like a stranger, someone who didn’t fit in.  And yet ... I thought I saw glimmerings of respect as I helped set up the fire and a dozen other tasks.  Perhaps being here wouldn’t be so bad after all.  And yet ...

“Don’t go out of the clearing after dark,” Jasmine advised, after dinner.  The food had been surprisingly tasty, following by singing and a dance.  I’d sat and watched.  “You don’t know what might be out there.”

“No,” I agreed.  “I ... where do I sleep?”

Jasmine pointed me to the space beside the caravan and tossed me a blanket.  “I’ll see you in the morning.”

I lay back on the ground and stared into the dark sky.  It wasn’t the first time I’d slept out of doors, but ... this time, the constellations were different.  I swallowed, hard.  Wherever I was, it wasn’t Earth.  I was a very long way from home.  I was never going to see Cleo and the boys again.  Cleo I could do without, after everything, but the boys ... I tried not to sob as I realised they were gone forever.  They might be as well be dead.

It was a very long time before I fell asleep.
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