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    Prologue

    CABIRIA DIDN’T WANT TO REMEMBER BEING sixteen. But she couldn’t help herself.

    She had always loved House Fellini’s library. It was a monumental collection of books, all the more remarkable for the texts having been written, published and purchased well before the printing press had been invented and thousands of books had become available to all and sundry. Cabiria loved to stand by the shelves and run her hands over the books, yanking her hand away when charms and curses threatened her. As she’d grown older, she’d  learned to read some of the oldest books in the world, ones that had been written by magicians whose names had passed into legend. She spoke five languages fluently and read three more, two of which were only spoken by a handful of scholars. It was easy to believe that all the knowledge of the world was concealed within the library stacks. She could have happily spent all of her life in the wonderful room.

    But, as she’d aged, she’d come to realize that not all answers were found within the collection of aging books.

    She had never doubted she would have magic, not until puberty had come and gone without even a hint of power crackling around her fingers. She’d muttered spells and chanted long incantations, drawn runes and performed rituals — including some she wasn’t supposed to know existed — without summoning enough magic to light a candle. Her parents had told her, at first, that it was just a matter of time. Later, when they’d thought she couldn’t hear, they’d fretted about their youngest daughter’s lack of magic. It wasn’t uncommon for a child to have less power than her parents, particularly if her family had put bloodlines over breeding like so many magical families had before they discovered that it actually weakened the magic, but for a child to have no magic at all? It was almost completely unprecedented. Cabiria herself was the only known case within recorded history.

    Not that her family was cruel to her, of course. Cabiria’s parents never even hinted at disowning her, despite hints from some of their more distant family members that — perhaps — Cabiria should be sent elsewhere. Her father had fought a duel with a distant relative after he’d suggested, perhaps a little too loudly, that his wife had cheated on him. Cabiria’s sisters had protected her, as had her cousins. She still smiled at the memory of Cousin Alexi nearly killing one of his friends — his former friends — after the brat had played a particularly spiteful prank on her. But ...

    Cabiria sat in the library, trying to remember the feeling of wonder she’d once felt when she’d gazed upon the bookshelves. She was sixteen, old enough to expect an invitation to Whitehall or Mountaintop or even — perhaps — Stronghold. But the invitation would not come if she couldn’t draw even a spark of magic from her powerless bones. She would grow into adulthood and then ... what? She would never be a part of magical society, not without power. She would be forever on the sidelines, looking in. Her family would be good to her, she knew, but ... it wasn’t what she wanted.

    And my one hope of being normal, she thought, is to take a terrible risk.

    She heard the door open, heard someone walk towards her. She didn’t have to lift her head to know that it was Allophone, her eldest sister. Allophone was everything Cabiria wanted to be, a girl who had been favored with everything from good looks to powerful magic. And she wasn’t even cruel. Allophone treated her young and powerless sister as if she were made of fine china.

    “They’re ready,” Allophone said, quietly. She placed a hand on Cabiria’s shoulder. “You don’t have to do this, you know?”

    “I do,” Cabiria said. 

    The words hung in the air between them. She had never told her sister — could never tell her — but she resented her kindness and decency more than she cared to admit. She wasn’t a helpless child. She didn’t need to be coddled, to be wrapped in protective spells and guarded every time she walked out of the mansion. And yet, she knew she was vulnerable. She was the blind girl in the kingdom of the sighted, forever at the mercy of those who could use magic. Better to take the risk of death — or worse — than spend the rest of her life without power.

    “It’s risky,” Allophone said. “Uncle Alanson said ...”

    “I know what he said,” Cabiria snapped. 

    She caught herself, biting her lip hard. Uncle Alanson, Patriarch of House Fellini, had been even more driven than Cabiria’s parents to find a solution to her woes. It had been he, more than anyone else, who had drawn up the rituals to try to find, somewhere within her, a spark of power. Cabiria loved him for it. He could have pushed her parents to disown her. The hell of it was that he might have been right. House Fellini could not afford whispers about weak blood and powerless magicians. Too many people were already starting to talk.

    “Come on, then,” Allophone said.

    Cabiria stood, ignoring her sister’s attempts to help her up. Gods! She wasn’t a cripple. Her legs worked fine. She didn’t need a flying carpet to get up the stairs, or sneak down in the middle of the night for a snack. Allophone let out a faint sound — Cabiria didn’t care to wonder what it was — and followed Cabiria as she stalked out of the room. The hallway felt ... cold, as always. Cabiria knew they were surrounded by powerful wards, spells that her family had been weaving for generations, but she couldn’t feel them. There were parts of the mansion where she simply couldn’t go without walking into danger. The last time she’d triggered a trap, she’d been frozen for hours before her parents had found her.

    The spellchamber felt creepy, as always, as she walked into the underground chamber. Her uncle stood in the exact center, carefully drawing out a handful of chalk runes on the stone floor. He’d wanted to use iron, claiming that it would help channel the power, but Cabiria’s parents had said no. It was too dangerous, they’d insisted. Cabiria’s cheeks burned as she remembered the discussion. Allophone had been experimenting with more dangerous substances than cold iron well before she’d gone to Whitehall ...

    “Cabiria, my favorite niece,” Alanson said. He was a handsome dark-haired man, with a roguish smile that belied his kind nature. He’d never married, even though his family had expected it. “Are you ready?”

    “Yes, Uncle,” Cabiria said, as she took her place in the circle. Uncle Alanson was the only person who treated her as if she was a living person, rather than a fragile doll. She loved him for that, too. He hadn’t spent the endless rehearsals talking about risks. “I’m ready.”

    “Be careful,” Allophone said. She retreated towards the door as Uncle Alanson raised his wand. “And good luck.”

    Cabiria felt a flicker of nervousness, even as she braced herself for another crushing disappointment. Her parents and close relatives kept trying, but ... she feared, deep inside, they were starting to give up. The mystery of her lack of power might never be solved, nor might she ever have magic. 

    To hell with the risks. She would take her chances. And if she died, she died.

    “And now,” Uncle Alanson said. Bright light flared around him. “We begin.”

    Cabiria felt, just for a second, as if her skin were on fire. Something was ... crawling over her, something she could feel even though she couldn’t see anything. The light grew brighter, forcing her to squeeze her eyes tightly shut. And yet ... she found, to her horror, that she couldn’t move. Someone screamed, the sound echoing through her ears and pounding into her skull. She thought it was her, but ... she wasn’t sure. The world spun around her, as if she was standing on the deck of a ship during a storm ...

    ... Someone was laughing. She could hear someone laughing ...

    ... And then her mother pulled at her arms, yanking her up. “Cabiria! Cabiria!”

    Cabiria opened her eyes, unsure of when she’d closed them. Her memories were so confused, so blurred, that — for a moment — she thought she must have dreamed everything. And yet, as she forced herself to sit up, it was clear the spellchamber had been devastated. The runes and glyphs on the walls were gone, wiped out of existence by the forces Uncle Alanson had unleashed. The walls were scorched black, even though they’d been designed to stand firm against the strongest and deadliest of magics. And the floor was covered in black ash ...

    She looked down at herself, wonderingly. Her robes were covered in ash and soot, but otherwise intact. Her skin was unmarked. She was alive ...

    “He’s dead,” a voice said. It took Cabiria a moment to realize that her father was talking, his strong voice echoing in the giant chamber. “Alanson is dead. Burned to ash!”

    “And he nearly took Cabiria with him,” her mother snapped. “No more experiments, do you understand me? No more!”

    Cabiria looked down at her fingers. They had always been long and thin — magician’s hands, Uncle Alanson had said — but now ... they felt different. She had always hated her hands — their mere existence mocked her — yet ... they tingled, as if power was spreading through her skin and bones. Quietly, wonderingly, she muttered a spell. The room filled with brilliant white light.

    Her father shouted and her mother cried, but Cabiria barely noticed. Her fingertips were sparkling with power. Light danced over her bare skin. She could feel the power within her. She had power. She finally had power. 

    No, not power.

    Uncle Alanson had died to give her magic.


    Chapter One

    EMILY SAT IN BED, STARING AT her fingers.

    They were long and slender, the skin pale and smooth despite six years of magic and mayhem. Magician’s hands, they’d been called. Emily could have been a surgeon or a pianist on Earth, but instead ... she was a magician. She took a long breath, then started to chant a spell that she’d memorized six years ago. Her fingers moved in perfect lines, crafting and directing the spell, but nothing happened. No power crackled around her fingertips. No magic sparked forth to do her will. She might as well have been playacting.

    I was a magician, she thought, numbly. A week of being powerless, of being without magic, had left her feeling drained and numb. Her thoughts moved sluggishly, when they moved at all. It had been hard to get out of bed, let alone attend to the growing list of problems she had to handle. I was a magician and now I’m ...

    She closed her eyes, going all the way back to first principles. She’d been taught how to build a spell up from scratch, how to shape the magic before she’d grown used to channeling her power instinctively, as easily as she’d breathed. Her magic had been a part of her, something she could move at will. Now ... she felt crippled. The power within her, the power she’d  learned to sense and cultivate, was gone. Her senses felt muffled, blind. She knew the stone walls were crawling with wards — some designed to keep her safe, some designed to hide her condition from unfriendly eyes — but she couldn’t sense them any longer. It reminded her of the days when she’d first come to the Nameless World, when she’d been scared to touch anything for fear of setting off a trap. Now ... she was afraid to touch anything. Again.

    The spell echoed in her mind. She cast it carefully, with all the precision she could muster after six years of training, giving it the care and attention she’d never had to after she’d managed to get in touch with her magic. The casting was perfect — she knew it was perfect — but nothing happened. 

    A wave of despondency crashed over her as she dropped her hands into her lap. The knowledge she’d gathered over the last six years, some of it dangerously won, was useless. 

    She was powerless. 

    Emily closed her eyes for a long moment, then opened them and looked around the room, searching for a distraction. But the room’s mere existence taunted her. The lanterns glowed with magical light, but she hadn’t cast the spells. She hadn’t carved the runes on the walls. She hadn’t even lit the fire in the fireplace! It wasn’t her room. Alassa had promised her a suite of her own, but ... it wouldn’t be hers. She was nothing more than an unwanted guest.

    You’re being unfair, she told herself. Alassa had been nothing but kind to her over the past week, even though she was very busy. The civil war might be over, yet there was no shortage of work. Reconstructing Zangaria would take years. Alassa offered to host you forever.

    It was a bitter thought. Alassa meant well. Emily was certain of it. She had no doubt that her friend would do everything in her power to help. But the stone walls felt like a prison, a mocking reminder that Emily no longer had the power to shape her future. She was vulnerable, vulnerable in a way she hadn't been in six years. She felt as if she’d lost her confidence along with her magic. What was the point of struggling, she asked herself, if there was no hope of winning?

    There was a tap on the door. Emily tensed, despite herself. Alassa and Jade had woven hundreds of protections into the castle, but they couldn’t keep out everyone. How could they? Castle Alexis wasn’t just the monarch’s home, but the center of government for an entire country. The lower levels were crammed with everything from aristocratic parasites to common-born bureaucrats, the former trying to convince themselves that they were still important while the latter felt utterly underappreciated by their superiors. Emily was all too aware that someone with bad intentions probably could get into the castle, with a great deal of effort. Why not? It had happened before.

    The door opened. Lady Barb stepped into the room.

    Emily felt an urge to shrink back as her former teacher — the closest thing she’d ever had to a mother — closed the door and strode over to the bed. It was hard to escape the feeling that Emily had failed Lady Barb in some way, as if things might have been different if Emily had listened to the older magicians who’d told her to stay out of the civil war. But ... Emily knew, all too well, that she couldn’t have made any other choice. Alassa and Jade were her friends. Emily had owed it to them to stand beside them when they’d gone to war against Alassa’s father. She could not have turned away.

    Lady Barb had been badly injured during Fulvia’s attack on Whitehall, but now ... it was hard to believe she’d ever been more than scratched. She was still tall and muscular, with long blonde hair and a stern — almost patrician — face. The robes she wore were loose, designed to allow her to move freely; the sword at her belt was a sign she knew how to defend herself with and without magic. And her utter confidence in herself was daunting to those who didn’t know her. Only a handful of people had ever underestimated Lady Barb, Emily knew, and none had made the same mistake twice. There were girls at Whitehall who wanted to be Lady Barb when they grew up. Emily knew how they felt.

    She looked down, unwilling to meet her tutor’s gaze. Her body felt ... wrong, somehow. She’d been hurt — badly — during the fight with Mad King Randor, but the injuries hadn’t healed as quickly as they should. The healers had done all they could, mending broken bones and repairing damaged tissues, yet they hadn’t done a perfect job. Emily wondered, morbidly, if her magic had helped her heal every other time she’d been badly injured. Magicians lived a long time, even without life-prolonging spells. Perhaps their magic countered the onset of old age.

    “Emily,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was stern and unyielding, but Emily could hear the hint of compassion. “Look at me.”

    Emily looked up, reluctantly. She felt ... she felt vulnerable. Too vulnerable. She knew Lady Barb would never hurt her, would never do anything to her that was not for her own good, but she still felt vulnerable. Defenseless. All of her weapons, magical and mundane alike, were gone. The healers had even confiscated the virgin blade she’d carried in her sleeve. She knew why they’d done it — the waves of despondency and depression had only grown stronger since she’d lost her magic — but she resented it. There was no way she could put up even a token fight against someone who wanted her dead.

    She should be pleased to see Lady Barb. She knew she should be pleased — and relieved — to see Lady Barb. But ...

    “Tell me what happened,” Lady Barb said. Her expression was compassionate. It didn’t help. “Please.”

    Emily took a breath and rattled through the whole story, starting with the discovery that King Randor was practicing necromancy to the final desperate battle inside the castle. She left out nothing, knowing — from long experience — that the older woman wouldn’t be satisfied with anything less than the complete truth. Lady Barb listened, saying nothing, as Emily told her about the final seconds, before Randor exploded and she blacked out. She remembered nothing between her collapse and waking up in Alassa’s bed.

    “I don’t think you burned yourself out,” Lady Barb said, when she’d finished. “You’d probably be insane by now.”

    Emily choked down a sound that was both a laugh and a sob. She was insane, by the standards of her new world. The natives didn’t understand her reasoning, didn’t understand her social attitudes ... they didn’t understand why she befriended commoners, or helped them to succeed, or ... or anything. She’d grown up on a world where social mores were very different. How could she share their attitudes toward life?

    “I don’t feel insane,” she managed. “But ...”

    She looked around the spare room. Normally, lying in a healer’s bed would have driven her mad. She would have demanded something to do, even if it was just being given a stack of books from the castle’s library. She wouldn’t have minded — much — if someone had provided her with a stock of cheaply-bound blue books from the nearby printers, if it gave her something to keep distracted. But instead ... she’d practically spent the last week in bed, staring up at the barren ceiling. Her friends — even Cat, her semi-boyfriend — hadn’t been able to get her out of her funk. She’d been too depressed to care.

    “You’re not screaming at the walls or lashing out at the maids,” Lady Barb said. “And we’re not shipping you off to the Halfway House.”

    Emily snorted. She’d heard too many horror stories to take that entirely seriously. “And there are so many people who do abuse the maids that they might just be the sane ones.”

    She felt her eyes narrow. “Are you going to send me to the Halfway House?”

    “No,” Lady Barb said. The Halfway House was — in theory — a place for people who had been afflicted with unbreakable curses, who could neither be cured nor allowed to live freely. In practice, it was more like a bedlam straight out of Oliver Twist. “I don’t think they’d be able to do anything to help you.”

    “I don’t know if anyone can,” Emily said. “I just feel ...”

    Lady Barb’s lips thinned. “I have to examine you,” she said. “Get up.”

    Emily hesitated, but she knew better than to disobey. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood, feeling her legs threatening to buckle as she smoothed her nightdress. It felt alarmingly thin. Lady Barb looked her up and down, frowning in disapproval. Emily felt a stab of guilt, mingled with fear. Lady Barb was a product of her society, too. What must she feel when confronted with a cripple? The Nameless World wasn’t kind to cripples.

    It isn’t kind to anyone, Emily thought. The aristocrats and magicians had power, but they also had social obligations. Commoners ... had no rights at all. They sometimes lived so close to the edge they had no choice but to discard anyone who couldn’t work. A cripple would be lucky if he wasn’t put outside to starve. What will happen to me when the truth comes out?

    She gritted her teeth as Lady Barb produced a long silver wand and started to wave it over Emily’s body. No one, apart from her closest friends, knew what had happened to her ... but it was only a matter of time until the truth came out. She was — perhaps — the most famous person in the Nameless World, with a string of titles she’d been given by bards and broadsheet writers. There were probably already rumors spreading through the Nameless World. And someone — sooner or later — would try to test them.

    “Interesting,” Lady Barb said.

    Emily cursed under her breath. Her skin should have tingled as the wand performed its magic. She should have felt something. Her magic should have responded to the probe. God knew there had been times when she’d been told to hold her magic under firm control while the healers had done their work. But now ... there was nothing. She shivered helplessly, despite the warmth from the fire. A first-year student could turn her into a frog with the snap of her fingers. She hated to think what an adult magician could do.

    “Interesting indeed,” Lady Barb said. “Have you had any other problems? Aches and pains? Trouble with going to the toilet? Anything?”

    “Nothing apart from having to use a chamberpot,” Emily said. She didn’t care what anyone said about it. Chamberpots were disgusting. But the castle had been built long before anyone had seen the wisdom in installing toilets, let alone hot and cold running water. “Some of the potions didn’t seem to work quite right, though.”

    “They must have been brewed for a magician,” Lady Barb said. She motioned for Emily to turn around, then ran her finger down Emily’s spine. “They’re not always so effective on mundanes.”

    Emily flinched. “I didn’t know ...”

    “It’s something healers and alchemists learn, when they start their apprenticeships,” Lady Barb said. She squeezed Emily’s arm, gently, then muttered a handful of spells. Nothing happened. “The potions you were taught to brew in school were very basic, but these ... these can be quite sensitive to levels of ambient magic.”

    She let out a long breath. “Sit down.”

    Emily sat, feeling drained. “What did you find?”

    “Something that doesn’t quite make sense,” Lady Barb said. “You should be a magician. You should have magic. But I can’t detect any magic. It’s odd.”

    “Odd,” Emily repeated. It was a matter of life and death. She wanted to shout, but she was too tired. “What does it mean?”

    Lady Barb’s voice was somber. “Alassa told me that your ... familiar is still a bracelet,” she said. “How are you maintaining the spell?”

    Emily blinked in shock. Her familiar — Aurelius the Death Viper — spent most of his time as a transfigured bracelet. Emily might be safe from his poisonous touch, but anyone else who picked him up would be lucky if they only lost a hand. Death Vipers were amongst the most dangerous beasts known to exist. But the spell should have run out of magic and faded to nothingness a long time ago. Emily hadn’t protested when they’d taken the bracelet away. It was better to make very sure that no one got near it.

    But if the snake was still a bracelet ... she felt a flicker of hope. Where did the magic come from? Her?

    “It’s possible that the snake’s own magic is maintaining the spell,” Lady Barb said, mercilessly. “But it is odd, to say the least.”

    Yeah, Emily thought, as the hope faded and died. It is odd ...

    “I think Randor hit you with a death curse,” Lady Barb said. “Casting a spell powered by his own death would be difficult, but ... he was not inept. He knew he was going to die and ... thanks to his necromancy, he had power to spare. Death curses are nasty things. They can be dangerously unpredictable.”

    Emily swallowed. She’d heard some of the stories. There were others, she’d been told, that were never told to unqualified magicians. It was hard to imagine what sort of horrors were kept concealed, not when the stories were told to warn magicians of the dangers they faced on a regular basis. Death curses were rare. It required a special kind of magician to shape the spell, knowing that his death was only seconds away.

    And knowing that he has made his death certain by casting the spell, Emily thought. King Randor had never struck her as someone who was prepared to accept his own death. He’d fought savagely to preserve a social structure that was already doomed. He put his own daughter in prison rather than admit that times were changing ...

    “Beyond that, I’m not sure,” Lady Barb said. “It’s possible that it might have stripped you of your power, although the shock should have driven you insane. It’s also possible that the curse might be drawing on your power, ensuring you can’t do anything else. Or ... it might have simply blocked you from using your magic. There are spells that do, as you know.”

    “Spells that wear off,” Emily said. “Or spells that can be removed.”

    “Yes,” Lady Barb said. “But I tried a couple of counterspells and neither of them produced anything. That means ...”

    She paused, significantly. “If your ability to use magic is blocked, Emily, it will ... it will build up inside your head. Right now, you don’t even have any wards you can use to channel and absorb the power. Sooner or later, the power will burst out of you.”

    “It might take the curse with it,” Emily said, hopefully.

    “It might take you with it,” Lady Barb said, flatly. “No, it will take you with it. There have been cases — a handful of cases — where someone had their powers blocked and they ...”

    She kept talking, but Emily barely heard her. She’d lost her powers. And she might be about to lose her life.

    “Emily,” Lady Barb said. “Are you listening to me?”

    “Go away.” Emily slipped her legs back under the covers, then reached for the blanket. She just wanted to hide. “Please.”

    Lady Barb snorted. “Emily ...”

    “Go away,” Emily repeated.

    The older woman seemed to hesitate — Emily could almost see the wheels spinning inside her mind — and then left the room. Emily watched the door close with a sensation of relief, as misplaced as she knew it was. She wanted — no, needed — to be alone. She wasn’t sure what she wanted. She could feel despair bubbling up at the back of her mind as she pulled the covers over her head. She could hear voices outside the room, too low for her to make out what they were saying, but she didn’t care. It would be easy, so easy, to simply give up ...

    There was a crash as the door opened, then shut. Emily looked out, surprised.

    “Cat?”


    Chapter Two

    CAT LOOKED ... UNCHANGED, FOR SOMEONE WHO’D been badly hurt in the same fight that had stolen Emily’s powers. She hadn’t seen him since then, save for a couple of brief conversations that had been cut short by the endless demands on Cat’s time. Alassa didn’t have many magicians she could trust and Cat, to judge by his comments, had been doing everything from strengthening wards to following up on reports of illicit magical activity. She had wondered, despite herself, if he was avoiding her. They’d been lovers for the past four months.

    Not that I would have welcomed his advances, if he’d made them, she admitted, sourly. She hadn’t been in the mood to do anything. But he could have tried harder to see me.

    She forced herself to sit up, despite the lethargy threatening to send her falling back to the bed. Cat had recovered far faster than she had, and whatever he’d been doing over the past couple of weeks hadn’t made much of an impression on him. His close-cut dark hair and dark eyes looked just as she remembered, from the day they’d first met until the final battle with King Randor. He wore a simple black tunic and trousers, marking him as a sorcerer without showing any trace of his allegiances. Emily wondered, absently, why Alassa hadn’t given him a title and lands of his own. Cat deserved to be rewarded heavily for his role in the war.

    Cat looked her up and down, his face expressionless. Emily felt herself flush as his eyes traveled over her face and down her nightshirt. She’d never grown used to being naked in front of anyone, even when she’d been at the height of her powers. Now ... she kicked herself, mentally, for not wearing something a little looser. The nightgown wasn’t that tight, or translucent, but it left very little to the imagination. She felt vulnerable, although she knew that Cat had seen it all before. She trusted him and yet ... she felt nervous as he sat down on the bed. It was all she could do not to lie back and draw the covers over her head.

    There was a long pause before Cat spoke. “Get up.”

    Emily blinked at the harshness in his tone. Cat wasn’t good at being considerate — Caleb had been much more empathetic, although he’d had weaknesses of his own — but she had thought he’d be understanding. He’d been wounded, too. She wondered, suddenly, how much it grated on Cat that he’d been knocked out, taken out of the fight with a single punch, while Emily had gone toe-to-toe with a maddened necromancer. Cat wouldn’t take that lightly. If he’d been able to join the fight, perhaps it would have gone differently.

    Sure, the sarcastic part of her mind said. It could have been two magicians who lost their powers instead of one.

    She took a breath, feeling a wave of hopelessness that threatened to overwhelm her. Cat ... didn’t want her. Cat ... didn’t care about her. He was already inching away from her, as if he could no longer bear to be in her presence. Her loss of power might be contagious. Emily had seen it before, back on Earth. A man who lost his job was shunned by all his former friends for fear it might be catching. Cat had to look at her powerless figure and fear he might go the same way. If he lost his powers ...

    “You’re being pathetic.” Cat’s voice was noticeably sharper. “Get up.”

    Emily found her legs swinging over the side of the bed before her conscious mind quite caught up with what was happening. Cat knew how to command, of course. He’d been a leader at Whitehall, he’d led men into combat ... he’d even grown up with servants. She wondered, as she caught herself, if he’d slipped a little magical compulsion into his voice, but she knew he hadn’t. Her body was just snapping to obey his commands.

    She shook her head. “I can’t ...”

    Cat gave her a sharp look. She was suddenly very aware of just how much bigger and stronger he was. She’d always known it — she’d always known that training could only go so far, particularly when her opponent had the same training and was stronger and more experienced to boot — but she’d never quite felt it so viscerally. Emily could see his muscles flexing under his shirt, a sure sign he was planning something. She forced herself to stand on wobbly legs, more to put some distance between them than anything else. Cat had always been more ... edgy than Caleb, but ...

    Another wave of despondency threatened to overwhelm her. Nothing was ever going to be the same, ever again. Cat was merely the first of her friends to start pushing her out of his life. Alassa, Imaiqah, Caleb ... even Frieda ... it wouldn’t be long before they started excluding her. How could they not? Emily wasn’t the person she’d been only two short weeks ago. She was just a powerless mundane, no better than the fishwives and peasant girls she’d passed in the streets. It was only a matter of time until Alassa took the barony away and gave it to someone useful, someone who could serve the crown ... Emily let out a long, bitter gasp. Perhaps suicide was the answer. It would put an end to her suffering.

    Cat held up a hand. “Are you really going to let this beat you?”

    Emily rounded on him, feeling a hot flash of anger that — for a brief second — burned through the growing depression. “I don’t know how!”

    The anger faded away. “It’s useless,” she said. “I don’t — I can’t — I don’t know how to fight.”

    Cat’s eyes narrowed. He was disgusted with her, she saw. She wasn’t surprised. She was disgusting. She’d lost her powers. It was only a matter of time before madness claimed her, if it hadn’t already. Or before someone tried to kill her. No, they’d do better than try. The assassin who’d tried to kill her during the war would have succeeded if Emily hadn’t had magic. She wouldn’t have lasted a year, on the Nameless World, without magic.

    “Tell me something.” Cat’s voice was very cold. “What happened to the girl I ... to the girl I met and liked?”

    Emily shook her head, sadly. “She lost her powers.”

    “The girl I knew wouldn’t give up,” Cat said.

    “That girl is dead!” It was true. Emily knew it was true. “She died and ...”

    Cat reached out, lightning-fast, and caught her by the wrist. Emily had no time to protest before he yanked her forward and threw her over his left knee, using his right leg to pin her firmly in place. She struggled, as soon as she realized what he’d done, but it was futile. He was too strong and she ... she was too weak. And then Cat smacked her — hard — on her bottom.

    “This is what life is going to be like from now on,” Cat hissed. He smacked her again, harder. “You will be helpless, utterly at the mercy of someone stronger than you. You will have nothing, nothing he does not allow you. All your brains — all your smarts — will be useless against his strength. He may be strong in arm” — his hand came down, once again; she yelped in pain — “or strong in magic, but it doesn’t matter. You will be his slave.”

    “Let me go!” Emily flailed about, trying to break free, but it was useless. Cat caught her arms and pinned her wrists to the small of her back. She could barely move. “Cat, let me go!”

    Cat’s voice hardened. “Make me.”

    Emily felt a surge of anger and frustration as she struggled against his strong arms. It was impossible. He was holding her in a position that made it difficult, if not impossible, to leverage her strength to break free. Rage flared through her as she tried to kick him, even though she was helpless. She wasn’t going to let him get away with it, she wasn’t ... the despondency reached out for her, again. It was ... it wasn’t her.

    Her body sagged. Cat was right. It was only a matter of time until someone captured and enslaved her. She was helpless, unable to defend herself against a strong man or a first-year magician. The best she could hope for was Alassa treating her as an invaluable resource, shutting her up in the castle and ... her friend would do it, too. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. The secrets in her head, magical and technological, were already changing the world. Sole possession of Emily would make Zangaria the most powerful kingdom in the Allied Lands. Alassa had a ruthless streak. She would do it. Emily knew she would do it. And the hell of it was that she couldn’t even blame her friend.

    “It’s hopeless,” she muttered.

    Cat smacked her again. “That’s the curse talking,” he said, sharply. “Don’t listen to it.”

    Emily blinked. “What?”

    “That’s how curses work.” Cat’s voice grew darker. “They convince their victim that there is no point in trying to fight, let alone survive. If you can’t muster the determination to fight back, how can you break it from the inside?”

    “There are unbreakable curses,” Emily managed. It hadn’t been that long since she’d seen the Halfway House. “I could be ...”

    Cat pinched her bottom. Hard. Emily had to bite her lip to keep from crying out.

    “You’re giving in,” he said. The ice in his voice chilled her to the bone. “The girl I met would never have let this slow her down. She would bend all her knowledge, all her ingenuity, all the friends and resources she’d gathered over the past six years to break the curse. You are not alone, Emily. You have people who ... who love you and will do anything to help you, but you have to be willing to fight. Or you can simply give up and wait to be turned into a puppet by the first person who realizes you can’t defend yourself.”

    He smacked her, then reached down for the hem of her nightgown. “If I have to teach you this lesson the hard way, I will ...”

    Emily realized, in a moment of horror, just what he intended to do. A wave of humiliation burned through her mind, followed by anger. How dare he? How dare he? She was no ... she was no ... what was she? She forced her head forward and bit his leg as hard as she could. Cat let out a gasp of pain, his grip on her loosening. Emily rolled over and fell off his knee, landing hard on the carpeted floor. She scrambled back, ignoring the dull ache in her wrists. Her virgin blade was gone, and her magic was outside her reach, but she wasn’t helpless. If Cat thought she was going to just lie there and let him beat her, he had another think coming.

    I’m not helpless, she thought, as she stood. And I can fight back.

    Cat studied her for a long moment. “Feeling better?”

    Emily glared at him as she rubbed her bottom. “You’re a bastard.”

    “Of behavior, not of birth.” Cat didn’t seem offended, although calling someone a bastard was one of the worst insults in the Nameless World. His eyes smiled, even though his face was impassive. “It’s good to have you back, Emily.”

    “I still can’t touch my magic.” Emily could feel the despondency at the back of her mind. It wasn’t natural. Cat was right. The curse was working overtime to keep her from finding a way to break it. It would be easy, so easy, to just give in. Emily banished that thought with all the anger she could muster. She might bend, but she would not break. She would never give in. “I won’t give up.”

    “Glad to hear it.” Cat’s voice was very dry. “And you should know that your life isn’t hopeless.”

    Emily met his eyes. “Have you ever heard of someone losing their magic and then regaining it?”

    Cat looked back at her, evenly. “There are potions that dampen magic, for short periods of time. You’ve taken them yourself.”

    “Had them forced down my throat,” Emily corrected.

    “It’s possible that someone managed to craft a curse that had the same effect — or something similar,” Cat said. “The potions do tend to wear off as they are ... expelled ... from your body, but a curse might last longer. That doesn’t mean we can’t find a counterspell.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She’d been told, time and time again, that every spell had a counterspell. It was just a matter of finding it. She managed a shy smile. “It isn’t hopeless, is it?”

    “No,” Cat said. “And even if you don’t recover your powers, there are still options. You’re a baroness, one of the most powerful aristocrats in the kingdom; you’re an inventor, with ideas that you can turn into reality ...”

    Ideas I plagiarized from Earth, Emily thought. She would have given half her fortune for a handful of engineering textbooks, or even a copy of a child’s guide to machines. There were so many things she knew to be possible, thanks to her schooling, yet ... she had no idea how to turn them into reality. She rather suspected she needed to make the machines to make the machines and she didn’t have the slightest idea where to begin. We have a long way to go before we match Earth.

    “And you would make a great theoretical magician,” Cat added. “You know magic, intimately, unlike so many of the old duffers who think they can make a career out of telling us mages what to do. You’ve already changed the world. What could you do if you concentrated on theory full-time?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She had ideas, but ... she hadn’t had a chance to try to turn them into reality. It shouldn’t be that hard to craft a teleport spell, now she’d cracked the secret of setting up temporary portals. “I can try and find out.”

    “And the first thing you’re going to do is try and find a solution to your current problem,” Cat said. “And if you give up ...”

    “You’ll beat me?” Emily met his eyes. She wanted — she needed — to be utterly convincing. “If you do, I’ll castrate you.”

    “No,” Cat said. He looked down. “I’ll give up, too.”

    On me, Emily thought, morbidly. Cat had made it clear, more than once, that they couldn’t have a long-term relationship. She didn’t pretend to understand why — it was something to do with his family — but it grated more than she cared to admit. She wanted a relationship that was more than just sex. You’ll go and leave me behind.

    “I won’t give up again,” she promised. Now she could tell that the depression was unnatural, it was easier to drive it out of her mind. “And we will find a cure.”

    “Good.” Cat smiled at her. “Very good.”

    He clapped his hands. “Her Most Gracious Majesty has invited us — yes, both of us — to dinner in her chambers and a council of war.” He made a show of looking at the clock. “You’re expected there in an hour or so. I do trust that’s enough time to get dressed.”

    Emily flushed. “And what would you have done if I’d stayed in bed?”

    “Picked you up and carried you there,” Cat said. It was impossible to tell if he meant it. “Or maybe we would have held the dinner in here instead.”

    “I’ll be there,” Emily said. An hour ... she didn’t need an hour. It wasn’t as if she intended to wear a dress that was impossible to put on, let alone take off, without help. She’d never understood why the aristocratic women insisted on wearing clothes that made going to the toilet an utter nightmare, although she supposed they imposed a barrier between them and their male partners. “I assume Alassa has taken her father’s rooms?”

    “Indeed. She has,” Cat said. He gave an expansive shrug. “They are hers by right, are they not?”

    Emily shrugged. King Randor and Queen Marlena had lived apart, as if they merely shared an apartment rather than being man and wife. She could understand the need for some distance from one’s spouse, although there were limits ... she wondered, knowing it was none of her business, just how Jade would cope. Perhaps that was why King Randor had only ever had one legitimate child. The royal couplings were so bound up in ceremony that Marlena had been too tense to conceive. Emily didn’t blame her. She would hate to have the entire court know when she slept with her husband or when she was on her period ...

    Jade’s a man, she reminded herself. It helped that Jade and Alassa were a love match, rather than an arranged marriage. They’ll expect something different from him.

    “I’ll be there,” Emily said. She glanced towards the washroom. “And you can get out.”

    Cat rose, giving her a sweeping bow. “No regression,” he said. “Do you want me to send a maid into the room? Or ask Lady Barb to come back?”

    “No, thank you,” Emily said. She really didn’t need help to get dressed. And she’d never been comfortable with having maids waiting on her hand and foot. “But you can wait outside if you like.”

    “Shout if you need me.” Cat headed for the door. “And Emily ...”

    Emily glanced at him. “Yes?”

    “You’re strong,” Cat said. He sounded as if he was trying to be reassuring, although he didn’t quite know how. “You’ll get through this. We will find a solution.”

    Yes, Emily promised herself, silently. Cat left the room, closing the door behind him. We will.


    Chapter Three

    THE WASHROOM WAS MORE THAN JUST a washroom, although it was clear that it had been designed for someone with magic or an unlimited supply of servants. King Randor and his ancestors had never seen the value of something as simple as hot and cold running water and, while Alassa did understand its importance, she could and did use magic to heat the water for her bath. Emily looked at the metal tub, feeling a pang of wistfulness, then pushed the thought out of her head. She’d always felt bad about asking servants to carry water from the kitchens to her bathroom and now ...

    Ask Cat to heat the water later, she told herself, as she slipped off her nightdress and examined herself in the mirror. We can share a bath and ...

    The thought made her feel ... she wasn’t sure how it made her feel. She’d always assumed that she would leave Zangaria as soon as the civil war was over and go to Void to take up her promised apprenticeship. There wouldn’t be much time for a relationship while her mentor taught her advanced magic. Lady Barb had made that clear when they’d talked through Emily’s options, pointing out Emily would be very busy for at least two years. Cat might not wait for her ... no, he wouldn’t wait for her. Emily had no illusions about their long-term prospects as a couple. They simply didn’t exist. He’d made that clear.

    And he doesn’t want to babysit me either, Emily thought. He made that clear too.

    She pushed the thought out of her mind as she studied herself in the mirror. The healers had done a good job. Physically, she looked little different than the girl who’d left Whitehall four months ago. She was stronger and healthier than she’d been on Earth, thanks to Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb; her skin looked unblemished, without the scars and pockmarks that would have marked her out as a member of the lower classes. Her skin was still pale, she noted sourly; it was patchy-white in places where the regrown skin had yet to take on a natural color. And her bottom was tinted red.

    Emily felt her cheeks grow red too as she examined the damage. Beating wives was perfectly legal on the Nameless World, but it was almost unknown amongst magicians. A husband who beat a magical wife would be lucky if she only hexed him into the next world. But now ... Emily’s heart clenched as she realized what Cat had been trying to teach her. She had to regain some power for herself, no matter how, or she would be a puppet — or worse — to someone else. Perhaps stripping her of her magic had been Randor’s final desperate swing at her, something he knew she’d consider a fate worse than death. God knew he’d had reason to want to make her suffer.

    She splashed cold water on her face, then walked into the next room. A handful of dresses waited for her on a rack. Queen Marlena had selected them ... thankfully, she’d finally come to understand that Emily simply didn’t like elaborate dresses she couldn’t put on herself. Emily pulled on a pair of silken undergarments, then selected a simple dress and pulled it over her head. It felt strange against her skin, as if it was no longer what she wanted to wear. The temptation to change it for a set of magician’s robes was almost overwhelming.

    But I’m not a magician any longer, she thought, as she brushed her hair and donned a pair of shoes. She hesitated before removing the snake-bracelet from its drawer and snapping it into place. I’m ... I don’t know what I am.

    She glanced at herself in the mirror, then headed back into the bedroom and out the door. Cat was leaning against the wall, reading a penny-dreadful with a lurid cover. Emily lifted her eyebrows as Cat hastily put the book to one side. She was surprised that Cat was reading a book about the adventures of a combat sorcerer, one written by someone who clearly had never been a combat sorcerer. Cat shouldn’t have had any trouble picking out the many — many — inaccuracies in the text.

    Cat cocked his head at her. “How are you feeling?”

    “Better,” Emily said. She nodded to herself. “Shall we go?”

    “Of course.” Cat held out his arm and she took it. “Let us be off.”

    The castle felt ... different these days, Emily noted as they walked down the long stone corridor. King Randor was dead and Alassa had already started putting her stamp on her ancestral home. Chunks of the castle had been destroyed in the final battle, but repairs were already well underway. She couldn’t help wondering how many of the royal family’s secrets had been exposed by the fighting. Randor had an entire network of secret passages and chambers that might have been revealed. Alassa might not even know the full extent of them.

    Her father might have told her in confidence, Emily thought, as they passed a pair of courtiers. Was it her imagination or were they staring at her? Or she might have to get Jade and Cat to break the protections and open the passageways by force.

    “There have been some changes,” Cat commented. “And a few things have stayed the same.”

    Emily nodded. The courtiers, already sensitive to the ever-shifting political climate, had exchanged their hyper-masculinized outfits for something a little more sedate. Randor had presided over a court where the male virtues were encouraged — Emily had heard that he’d allowed several noblemen to duel over petty offenses in front of the whole court — but Alassa clearly had other ideas. It wouldn’t do to have noblemen flexing their pectorals in front of the queen and her consort. Emily’s lips twitched at the thought. The courtiers might fancy themselves swordsmen, but Jade would eat them for breakfast. Lady Barb would eat them for breakfast. There was a world of difference between a controlled duel between swordsmen, following rules laid down by duelists, and a real fight. She’d  learned that the hard way.

    She kept her face impassive as they entered Alassa’s private chambers. There were no guards on the doors, but that didn’t mean the chambers were unprotected. Technically, Alassa should have had someone on the doors, even if they were nothing more than a show of strength. Emily wondered if the guards had been sent away for the night or, more worryingly, if Alassa didn’t have anything like enough soldiers and armsmen. The civil war had been costly, particularly in its final weeks. It had also set off a series of smaller conflicts across the country.

    “Emily,” Alassa said. She sat at the head of the table, wearing a long white dress. It was cut to show off her swelling belly. “It’s good to see you again.”

    “You too,” Emily said. She felt a lump in her throat as she looked up and down the simple table. Jade, Lady Barb, Cat ... a friend, a lover and a mentor. “Is Imaiqah ...?”

    “Still in bed,” Alassa said. There was no hint of condemnation in her voice, but Emily heard it anyway. “The healers say she won’t be out of it for another week, at least.”

    Emily felt a stab of guilt. Imaiqah had been stabbed with a cursed blade two weeks ago, during the peace conference that had been nothing more than cover for a sneak attack. She’d been incredibly lucky to survive long enough to reach the healers. Emily swore under her breath for not asking sooner. She was powerless, but at least she was alive and mobile. Imaiqah was trapped in bed. And she’d been Emily’s first real friend.

    “I’m glad to see you, too,” Jade said. “It’s been too long.”

    “Too long,” Emily agreed. When had she seen Jade last? Before the desperate ride to Alexis? She couldn’t remember if he’d looked in on her when she’d been recovering from the final battle. It wouldn’t have been proper for him to visit without an invitation. “I’ve missed you all.”

    “Take a seat,” Alassa said. “The maids are already on their way.”

    “And the vultures are gathering outside,” Jade added. “We haven’t had a private dinner for weeks.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. The monarch was not supposed to eat alone. He — no, she — was meant to either eat in the Great Hall, where the courtiers could see her, or invite a handful of favorites to eat with her in a smaller dining room. Anyone who wasn’t invited would feel slighted. “You can’t even share breakfast together?”

    “Only every so often.” Alassa smiled, but it didn’t quite touch her eyes. “We don’t get any privacy these days.”

    “We’ll leave you alone after dinner,” Cat offered, mischievously. “Lady Barb and I can test our swordsmanship. Emily can referee.”

    “It might be better if you stayed here and we went elsewhere,” Jade said. “But we have other problems at the moment.”

    Emily looked up as the doors opened, allowing a trio of maids to wheel a trolley into the chamber. She recognized Mouse — judging by her tunic, the maid had been promoted for her service during the civil war — but the other two were strangers. Mouse gave Emily a shy smile as the food was placed on the table, then hurried away at Alassa’s quiet dismissal. Emily took a breath, feeling her stomach rumble as she smelt the stew. It was something she would have expected to eat at Whitehall, not in Zangaria. King Randor’s tastes had always leaned towards overcooked roast meats and little else. Alassa had more refined tastes.

    “They’ll be saying things about you serving the food,” Jade said, as Alassa picked up the ladle. “I can do it ...”

    “They’ll be saying things about you serving the food, too,” Alassa said. “I think I can trust everyone in this room to keep the dread secret to themselves.”

    Emily resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Alassa wasn’t joking. If the courtiers heard that Alassa had served her husband dinner, they’d be saying that her husband was really in charge of the kingdom. It was stupid — and Emily found it hard to accept that anyone was stupid enough to believe it — but it was true. And if they heard that Jade was doing the serving instead, they’d be saying unflattering things about Jade’s masculinity instead. 

    And none of them would be complaining if he carved the meat, she reminded herself. King Randor had always carved his own meat, a subtle demonstration of his power. They’re just ... idiots.

    “Just start eating,” Alassa said, as she put a bowl in front of Emily. “And we can talk while we eat.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. She took a bite of her stew. It tasted of chicken and cream, with a hint of spice. “Did the cooks rebel when you asked them to make stew?”

    Alassa smiled. “They had to look up the recipe,” she said. “But then, they had to make enough stew for the entire castle.”

    “Parasites, the lot of them,” Jade said. “You should put them to work.”

    Alassa sighed. “I wish I disagreed.”

    Emily looked up. “What happened?”

    “Oh, a bunch of noblemen swore loyalty to me as soon as father’s death was confirmed,” Alassa said. “And I insisted they send a child to stay in the castle, just in case.”

    Hostages, Emily thought. “And what are you doing with them?”

    “Nothing,” Jade said. “They’re just hanging around, getting into trouble. I had to speak quite sharply to one of the lads when he” — his face reddened — “well, that’s a tale for another time.”

    “You could set up a college for them,” Emily said. “Or teach them some basic skills and suchlike.”

    “That would keep them out of my hair,” Alassa agreed. “They’re not the worst, though. I have a bunch of noblemen with titles and nothing else pestering me for everything from money to lands. You should have killed Viscount Hansel and his brother. They just keep demanding rewards.”

    Emily stared. “For what?”

    “Siding with me, it seems.” Alassa’s smile was predatory. “And never mind the fact they tried to betray me.”

    “They don’t see it that way,” Jade said. “They think they did the right thing.”

    Emily winced. Viscount Hansel and his brother had formed an alliance with the Levellers when the civil war had come to their lands. And then — and then — they’d been foolish enough to turn on their allies the moment the bullets had stopped flying. Emily had stripped them of their power, but she’d saved their lives. She rather suspected that the pigheaded noblemen would have preferred her to have killed them instead. A nobleman without lands or wealth had nothing, save for his title, to set himself apart from the common herd.

    “And you can’t give them anything to do,” Emily mused. It wasn’t a question. Viscount Hansel was useless, as far as she could tell. “There’s nowhere you can send him where he wouldn’t cause any harm?”

    “I haven’t found anywhere,” Alassa said. “And I couldn’t trust him anywhere important.”

    Emily nodded in agreement. “How’s the kingdom?”

    “The good news is that father killed a number of the more ... problematic nobles,” Alassa said. Her lips quirked into a humorless smile. “Many of their relatives were purged, too, clearing the way for reform. But others ... the smart ones are trying to hold on to what little power they can keep, while the dumb ones are causing problems. And that’s just the noble snakes in the grass. The Levellers have been causing problems as well.”

    “I’m not surprised,” Emily said.

    “They’ve been building up their influence over the last week or so,” Alassa added. “I think they’ll have a majority in the Assembly, even if I put forward candidates of my own. And then we might run into more problems. No taxation without representation, they say.”

    And they didn’t get that from me, Emily thought. It had been part of the reform movement’s platform well before she’d come to the Nameless World. And they’re right.

    “At least you can work with them,” Jade said. “And the coalition is likely to start fracturing now the war is over.”

    “We will see,” Alassa said. She met Emily’s eyes. “I may need you — or Imaiqah — back in Cockatrice soon enough.”

    Emily made a face. “You don’t trust them to handle their own affairs?”

    “I don’t trust them to handle my affairs,” Alassa said. “And they might listen to you.”

    “I’ll do my best,” Emily said. It would be hard to do anything once the truth leaked out. A sorceress was normally treated as a man, to all intents and purposes, but a noblewoman without magic was a very different kettle of fish. Emily understood why, even if she didn’t want to admit it. What did a sheltered noblewoman know about the real world? A nobleman might at least be expected to know something. “What about Alicia?”

    Alassa grimaced, as if she’d bitten into something sour. “In light of her ... service ... I’ve confirmed her as Baroness Winter Flower. Her ... brat ... has been formally acknowledged by Lord Burrows as his get, so ... there shouldn’t be any problems from that quarter. I’ve made it clear to Alicia” — the name was almost a curse — “that the child is not to be made aware of his true parentage. That’s how civil wars start.”

    “She did help us win the war,” Emily pointed out. “We couldn’t have broken into the castle without her.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. Her mouth was set in a determined line. “I gave her everything she could reasonably expect.”

    And probably more than she did, Emily thought. Alassa hated Alicia, even though Alicia hadn’t had a choice when King Randor took her to his bed. No one, including the king himself, had expected her to get pregnant. And she’d given birth to a little boy ... Emily had no doubt that Randor would have put Alassa aside if his daughter hadn’t been his formally-acknowledged heir. Alassa had no doubt of it, too. She could have had Alicia’s entire family executed and no one would have stood in her way.

    “Things will settle down soon,” Emily said. 

    “We have been doing everything in our power to calm them down,” Cat agreed. He looked a little bored. “I dare say the kingdom will be safe enough, or as safe as it ever gets, by the time the little one is born.”

    Alassa looked down at her chest. “We will see,” she said. “But I do intend to pass the kingdom to my child when the time comes, intact.”

    “Change is inevitable,” Emily said, quietly. She finished her stew and put the bowl to one side. Beside her, Cat had already finished. “You just have to ride the waves into the future.”

    “And towards an unknown destination,” Alassa said. They’d spent hours, once upon a time, talking about how monarchies had changed over the years on Earth. “My child will inherit a throne that means something.”

    She looked around the room. “Is everyone finished?”

    Emily had to smile. No one was going to say no, now the queen herself had finished. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t have something else, later. The castle kitchens were open at all hours. A servant could be summoned to bring food at any moment. It was just like living in a fancy hotel.

    But with worse accommodations, Emily thought, as Alassa stood. The castle would probably get poor reviews from visitors. And no hot or cold running water.

    “We’ll go into the Smoking Room,” Alassa said. She looked directly at Emily. “And then ... we have to decide what to do about you.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. “Yes,” she said. Was she already being sidelined? Or was she just too sensitive? “I have to decide what to do.”


    Chapter Four

    EMILY HAD NEVER BEEN IN KING Randor’s Smoking Room before, not even when she’d been a noblewoman in good standing with the king. It was accepted practice, for better or worse, for men and women to separate themselves after dinner, with the men going to the king’s chambers and the women staying with the queen. Emily couldn’t help looking around with interest as she followed Alassa into the room, noting how the armchairs had been carefully placed to give the suggestion that one of them — higher than the others — was a throne. She felt an odd little pang as she realized just how friendless Randor had been, even before the civil war had broken out. There had been no one he could meet as an equal.

    “So,” Alassa said, once the maids had served drinks and withdrawn. “What do we know?”

    Lady Barb glanced at Emily, silently asking permission. Emily nodded.

    “I performed an extensive series of tests,” Lady Barb said. “The results were ... odd. Emily should have magic, but she either doesn’t have magic or she is simply unable to access the magic she has. I tend to believe the latter as the snake bracelet” — she pointed a finger at the bracelet on Emily’s wrist — “remains intact. The spell holding it in place may be drawing on the Death Viper’s inherent magic, but it might also be drawing power from Emily herself.”

    “Which would be channeled through the familiar bond,” Jade mused. “Are we sure the spell is firmly in place?”

    Lady Barb gave him a sharp look. “Right now, the only thing we can be certain of is that we can’t be certain of anything. The snake may remain a bracelet for the rest of time or it may revert to normality in the next five minutes. Frankly” — she turned her gaze to Emily — “I would suggest not wearing the bracelet until you get your powers back. You cannot rely on the bond to save your life.”

    Emily’s fingers played with the bracelet uneasily. A Death Viper’s mere skin was extremely dangerous. A single touch might be enough to cost someone a finger — or worse. She was supposed to be safe — the familiar bond ensured that Aurelius couldn’t hurt her, directly or indirectly — but was that still true? If the snake reverted to normal, it was quite possible that she’d lose her arm. And if Aurelius bit her, she’d be dead before she could hack off her own arm to save her life. Cold logic told her that Lady Barb was right ...

    ... But she didn’t want to give up the snake.

    “I’ll think about it,” she said, finally.

    Lady Barb gave her a long look, then addressed the room. “I believe the curse in question was a death curse, powered by the king’s own death. It will not be easy to remove.”

    “Shit,” Jade said, quietly.

    “It is possible that the curse is feeding on Emily’s magic to the point that she has nothing to spare for anything else,” Lady Barb continued. “That is not ... unprecedented, although I haven’t heard of a magician actually being cursed in such a manner. It normally happens when someone has too many wards and other protections in place and discovers that they have drained their power to the point that they cannot even cancel the spells they have already cast. In such circumstances, it is fairly easy for an outsider to dismantle a handful of spells ...”

    “Emily doesn’t have any wards or protections on her.” Cat’s voice was blunt, his face grim. “I would have noticed.”

    “Quite,” Lady Barb agreed, tartly. She didn’t like being interrupted. “The curse appears to be designed to hide itself as well as suppress Emily’s magic. Doing both appears to be consuming all her power.”

    “It was also trying to convince me that the situation is hopeless,” Emily said. The depression was still there, like a fog that threatened to fall over her thoughts. “It doesn’t want to be removed.”

    “Most curses are designed to make them hard to remove,” Lady Barb said. “This one is clearly no exception.”

    “But you don’t know.” Alassa sounded tired. “The snake’s own magic could be powering the transfiguration spell. Emily ... Emily might have lost her powers permanently.”

    No, Emily thought.

    “We are in uncharted waters,” Lady Barb admitted, “but the spells would not say that Emily has magic if she didn’t. Someone who lost their powers permanently would not be a magician.”

    Jade sighed. “If she burned herself out ... what then?”

    “There would be very visible damage,” Lady Barb said, curtly. “And she would be on the verge of going insane. She is neither damaged nor insane.”

    “Just depressed,” Emily said, wryly.

    Lady Barb cleared her throat. “The real danger is that there will be a build-up of magic within Emily’s mind. The curse may manage to absorb and channel the excess power or it may not. If it can’t ... there might be an explosion.”

    “Which would kill me,” Emily said. She sucked in her breath. “How long do I have?”

    “I don’t know.” Lady Barb looked pained. “You were — you are — immensely powerful for your age. It will take time for your power levels to reach the danger zone, even without the curse draining your magic. I simply don’t know.”

    “But that would make the curse more noticeable,” Jade said. “We’d be able to get a proper look at the spellwork.”

    “That’s true,” Lady Barb agreed.

    “We could try to drain the magic ourselves, somehow,” Cat said. “There are rituals ...”

    “Which would require Emily’s participation,” Jade pointed out. “Without it ... we’d need necromancy. And that would be utterly disastrous.”

    Emily nodded. “The risk isn’t worth taking.”

    “It isn’t a risk,” Lady Barb said. “We know the results will be disastrous.”

    “What if we’re wrong?” Cat leaned forward. “We’re assuming the curse is preventing Emily from using her magic, right? What if it’s nothing more than a very powerful compulsion? She might have simply been compelled to be unable to use her magic. That would explain why we can’t get a good look at it.”

    “It’s possible,” Lady Barb said. “If the curse is actually a form of soul magic ...”

    She looked at Alassa. “How did your father learn magic?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “I assume he had tutors, back before he took the throne. He never went to Whitehall. I think he was pretty reluctant to send me to Whitehall, even though” — her face colored, slightly — “I was a little brat.”

    A smiled played around Jade’s lips. “I’m glad he sent you.”

    “Me too.” Alassa shared a look with her husband, then glanced up. “I rarely saw him use magic. I never had the impression that he had designed and built the wards that protected the castle. Even at the end ... an experienced magician would have known better than to experiment with necromancy. I truly believe he wanted the best for his kingdom. I simply think we had different ideas on what was the best for the kingdom.”

    She looked down at the floor, her eyes sad. Emily felt a pang of sympathy. Alassa had had a father, even if he’d treated her as a pawn for most of her life. It couldn’t be easy to turn against one’s parent, no matter the cause. King Randor hadn’t been the best father in the world, but at least he’d been there. Emily’s father was a mystery she knew she’d never solve. Alassa — on some level — had to regret her father’s death.

    Cat had no doubts. “He would have drained the kingdom dry if he hadn’t been stopped.”

    Alassa shook her head, slowly. “Father was hardly a theoretical magician. I don’t believe he ever modified a spell to suit himself. The handful of spells I saw him use were all fairly standard, the sort of spells we all  learned when we were sixteen. Either someone taught him how to use the spell, which isn’t too likely, or he  learned it from a forbidden book.”

    “I would hate to be the sorcerer who told a powerful king that he couldn’t learn a spell, even if it was illegal,” Cat commented.

    “Death curses are forbidden for a reason,” Lady Barb said. “Any sorcerer powerful and skilled enough to cast one would understand the dangers.”

    “My father would have understood the dangers,” Alassa said, stiffly.

    “He also knew he was about to die,” Emily pointed out. “Why not take one last swing at me?”

    “It was an impressive feat,” Cat noted. “But also one that sacrificed all prospect of him surviving.”

    Alassa slapped her knee. “The point is that the knowledge had to come from somewhere,” she said. “And I don’t think anyone taught him how to cast death curses. I think we should start by probing his book collection, the one he kept in his secret chambers. If we find the curse written down, if we can study the spellwork without putting Emily’s life in danger, we should be able to devise a counterspell.”

    “The king — or someone — also made the cursed blade that nearly killed Imaiqah,” Jade added, grimly. “If we can find the person who made the knife, we might also find the person who taught the king the spell.”

    “We might.” Lady Barb didn’t sound confident. “Forging a cursed blade isn’t actually illegal. Whoever forged the knife might just have been following orders.”

    And “I was only following orders” is a perfectly legitimate defense, Emily thought. No one on the Nameless World would blame a liegeman for following orders, even if they involved looting, rape and atrocities that would make a necromancer blanch. As long as Randor gave the orders, the people who carried them out cannot be touched.

    “Checking the king’s book collection is probably a good place to start,” she said, feeling a flicker of hope. The problem wasn’t intractable. “He had to get his lessons from somewhere.”

    “We can also check the libraries in Whitehall and Mountaintop,” Lady Barb continued. “And I should be able to get access to the Halfway House’s library, too ...”

    Emily felt her heart sink. MageMaster Zed would probably let her inspect Mountaintop’s vast collection of books, particularly the ones his predecessor had hidden from the rest of the world, but she doubted Grandmaster Gordian would be anything like so accommodating. Emily had left Whitehall on bad terms and she knew, all too well, that Gordian disliked and distrusted her. If he knew what had happened, if he knew she was powerless ... what would he do? She was no longer his student. He might just deny her permission to return to Whitehall to consult the library.

    Or he might tell everyone, Emily thought. How many people will want to capture — or kill — me once they know I’m powerless?

    “There’s the handful of books the Grandmaster left me,” Emily temporized. The books had been damaged, when her house had been invaded, but she didn’t think any of the texts had been stolen or destroyed. “And we can probably get in touch with Mountaintop.”

    “That’s something, at least.” Alassa gave Emily a sharp look. She’d always been perceptive — and she knew something was wrong. “And Whitehall?”

    “I’d prefer not to get in touch with anyone at Whitehall,” Emily said. She still had friends there — Frieda and the Gorgon would be sitting their exams now — but she didn’t want them involved. Gordian was probably looking for an excuse to expel the pair of them. “That can wait until we’re desperate.”

    Alassa arched an eyebrow. “I thought we already were desperate?”

    “We can check the books here first,” Emily said. “The king won’t have let the really dangerous ones out of his chambers, will he?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “It’s a shame the necromantic rite is so easy.”

    Emily nodded. There were dark rituals and spells that took years to learn — years when the prospective caster had plenty of time to realize the dangers — but necromancy was so dangerous because practically anyone with magic could do it. A weak magician could boost his power in an instant, if he was prepared to pay the price of utter madness. Randor had been a formidable personality, one of the strongest men Emily had ever met, but he’d eventually fallen to madness anyway. She’d read books speculating that necromancers went mad because they were already a little insane before they performed the rite for the first time. It wasn’t something she wanted to test.

    But you’d have to be insane to want to use the rite, she thought. Anyone sane enough to realize that it would be a really bad idea wouldn’t do it.

    Lady Barb frowned. “Could he have devised it on his own?”

    “I don’t think so,” Alassa said. “But I could be wrong.”

    Jade nodded. “What other possibilities do we have?”

    Demons, Emily thought. She pushed that thought aside, hard. Better to remain powerless than rely on demons for anything. Demons simply could not be trusted. There would be something wrong with her new powers, if she risked making a deal with a demon. And it would come back to bite her, hard. I can’t trust a demon.

    “We could try to overpower the curse,” Cat said. “If the spell really is a compulsion, couldn’t we compel her to break it? Command her to use magic? Or simply to break the spell?”

    “I wouldn’t advise it,” Lady Barb said. The look she shot Cat was far from benevolent. “At best, it would be completely pointless. Emily could not be compelled to do something she couldn’t do. And, at worst, you’d break her mind. People have died because sorcerers tried to counter compulsion spells with more compulsion spells.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. “The risk would be to me ...”

    “And everyone else, if you went mad.” Lady Barb didn’t sound happy. Emily suspected Cat was going to get an earful later. “We don’t even understand what’s happened to you. We shouldn’t try anything desperate unless we run out of other options.”

    “Tomorrow, we search the king’s books,” Jade said. “And then we decide what to do next.”

    “Tomorrow,” Emily echoed.

    Alassa sucked in a breath. “There’s another problem,” she said. “The White Council will be sending a team of investigators to find out what actually happened during my father’s final moments. You might have to testify.”

    “Oh.” Emily wasn’t sure what, if anything, she could tell them. “When are they coming?”

    “I’m not sure,” Alassa said. “Father is dead, so urgency has been replaced with a bureaucratic desire to ensure that the inquest is as impartial as possible. I can probably stall for a while ...”

    “Tell them to get lost,” Cat suggested.

    “That would be a diplomatic nightmare,” Alassa said. Her tone suggested she wanted to do just that. “I don’t need the headache when we have too many other problems to worry about.”

    Emily felt her stomach shifting uncomfortably. What was she going to tell the inquest? It would be difficult to answer their questions, even if they kept focused on the final battle. And she knew, without having to ask, that they’d widen the scope of the investigation as much as possible. They’d want to know how she managed to open a portal into the Tower of Alexis and rescue her friends without months — if not years — of careful preparation. Hell, the mere act of creating a stable — and temporary — portal was remarkable. She would find it hard to evade their questions, let alone conceal her lack of power. And once the inquest knew, the world would know.

    “I’ll see what I can tell them,” Emily said, finally. She had assumed that she’d leave the kingdom and go straight into her apprenticeship, once the civil war was over. “But ...”

    She looked at Lady Barb. “I could ask Void ...”

    “Don’t,” Lady Barb said. “Whatever you do, do not tell Void.”

    Emily blinked. Void had saved her life, practically adopted her ... even promised her an apprenticeship after she left Whitehall. She had every reason to be grateful to him. She knew Lady Barb hated Void, with reason, but ...

    She found her voice. “But he might know how to help.”

    Lady Barb shook her head. “Emily, if you never listen to anything else I tell you, listen to this. Do not tell Void anything, not now. If he asks, if he calls you to him ... you can tell him then, but not before. You do not want him to know until the problem is solved.”

    “But ...” Emily shook her head. “He might know ...”

    “Don’t tell him,” Lady Barb repeated. “You do not want him involved.”

    “He could always shelter Emily,” Cat suggested. “If she left the kingdom, she wouldn’t have to testify ...”

    “No,” Lady Barb said.

    She sat back in her chair. “Tomorrow, Emily and I will go through the book collection. And then ... we’ll do what seems best.”

    “Very well.” Alassa stood. “Jade and I have plans for this evening, if you don’t mind ...”

    Emily nodded. “I have to go see Imaiqah,” she said. “And then I need to go to bed.”

    “I’ll walk you down,” Cat said. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She’d hoped that Lady Barb would make the offer. She wanted to talk to the older woman alone. “And then ...”

    She shook her head as she stood, brushing down her dress. “Let’s go,” she said. “I’ll see everyone else at breakfast?”

    “I have to be in the garrison before dawn,” Jade said. “Cat, are you still coming with me?”

    “Of course,” Cat said. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

    Emily felt a pang, even though she understood. “I’ll see you later, then,” she said. “And thank you.”

    “We will work our way through this, somehow,” Alassa said. “I promise.”

    But that, Emily knew, was a promise Alassa might not be able to keep. 


    Chapter Five

    “THEY’LL DO EVERYTHING IN THEIR POWER to help you,” Cat said, as Emily followed him down the stairs. “You’re not alone.”

    “So you told me,” Emily said. She’d enjoyed the chat, even though it had made it clear just how far she had to go. “And I guess you were right.”

    Cat elbowed her. “A woman admits a man is right,” he said, in faux-astonishment. “The world is coming to an end!”

    “You were wrong when you suggested we should dig a tunnel in martial magic,” Emily pointed out. “Sergeant Miles couldn’t shout at you for laughing.”

    “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Cat said. “Our opponents certainly weren’t expecting it.”

    “That’s because they thought no one would be stupid enough to try it,” Emily teased, although she had her doubts. Given time and a little more care, Cat’s plan might have succeeded. “And they practically wiped us out.”

    “No practically about it.” Cat looked down. “Sergeant Miles told me I’d better have a grasp of the practical as well as the possible before I went into actual combat.”

    Emily nodded. “And do you?”

    “I try,” Cat said. “I try.”

    They reached the bottom of the stairs and walked down the corridor. The walls were lined with portraits of Alassa, Jade and a handful of their closest friends and allies. Emily rolled her eyes in irritation when she saw a portrait of herself, although she had to admit that the painter had probably seen her in person. He’d managed to get a lot of details right, somewhat to her surprise. The vast majority of her portraits were so inaccurate that she wouldn’t have known the girl in the painting was meant to be her if she hadn’t been told. There had been times when they hadn’t even gotten the hair color right!

    “They’ve taken down all the paintings of the king,” Cat commented, quietly. “And I think some of them were ritually burned.”

    “Just to make sure they got on Alassa’s good side, right from the start,” Emily said. She wondered, absently, what Zangaria’s future historians would have to say about King Randor and the civil war. It was probably too early to tell. “What about the king’s staff?”

    “A number of his most trusted advisors have vanished,” Cat said. “Alassa won’t tell you this, I think, but she’s dreadfully worried. They might be dead, their bodies lying somewhere in the rubble, or they might be plotting trouble. We’re still trying to figure out what happened to them.”

    “Like Nightingale,” Emily said. King Randor’s Master of the Bedchamber had been a creep, in all senses of the word. “What happened to him?”

    Cat shrugged. “We don’t know.”

    Emily winced as they stopped outside the healer’s chamber. Nightingale had never been a landed nobleman, not in the sense that his family had roots that stretched all the way back to the dawn of recorded history, but that didn’t mean he was harmless. He’d fought desperately for every scrap of power he could muster, toadying to the king and lording it over everyone else ... all the time, trying to convince the king to give him enough lands to secure his position. It hadn’t happened. Randor had preferred to keep Nightingale on a short leash, just in case he needed a scapegoat. It wouldn’t have been the first time someone had been thrown to the wolves to save the monarchy.

    Or he could be dead, Emily thought. Or he could simply have snatched enough money to live in comfort and fled into the wilds.

    “I’ll wait outside,” Cat said, as Emily opened the door. “Good luck.”

    Emily nodded and stepped into the chamber. The air was thick with the heady smell of potions residue, which clogged her throat when she took a breath. She took a moment to steady herself, then walked forward and peered around the curtain. Imaiqah sat upright in bed, reading a textbook from Whitehall. Her face was pale and gaunt, her dark hair cut so short it was almost mannish. She smiled, rather weakly, when she saw Emily.

    “It’s good to see you again.” Imaiqah’s voice was weak as well. “What happened?”

    Emily swallowed, hard. Imaiqah sounded as if a strong breeze would pick her up and carry her away. Her body, what little Emily could see of it, looked emaciated. Imaiqah had never been in Martial Magic — she’d never been encouraged to develop her muscles — but she’d had four years at Whitehall and two more in Castle Alexis. She shouldn’t have looked so weak and frail. Emily couldn’t help wondering just what the healers were feeding her friend.

    “It’s a long story,” Emily said. “How are you?”

    Imaiqah eyed her, worriedly. “I’ve been better,” she said. “The curse nearly killed me, they say, and the long-term effects of the treatment were almost worse. My magic was trying to fight it off and ... well, as you can see, it was costly. But the healers insist that I am on the road to recovery.”

    “That’s something, at least,” Emily said, awkwardly. Imaiqah’s magic must have been fighting desperately to save her life. No wonder she was so thin. “When do they say you’ll be able to get out of bed?”

    “They aren't sure.” Imaiqah’s face darkened. “One of the healers thought I would be able to start walking again in a couple of weeks, but the other told me it would probably be longer. And then I’ll have to get used to walking again. My legs are as weak as the rest of me.”

    “But you’re alive,” Emily said.

    “Yeah.” Imaiqah gave her a sly smile. “I was thinking that life’s a bit too short, you know. I could go travel, see the world. Or maybe get married. Have kids. Wouldn’t that be something?”

    “I suppose,” Emily said. 

    She shook her head, tiredly, as she sat on the bed. It still felt odd to think of her friends getting married. Alassa and Imaiqah were only twenty-two. But there were women on the Nameless World who got married almost as soon as they could have children. Her lips curved in disgust. That, at least, she’d been able to ban in Cockatrice. The girls were forbidden to marry — and their parents were forbidden to betroth them — until they were sixteen. She’d wanted to do more, but there were limits. A commoner woman who remained unmarried until she was thirty was practically an old maid.

    “I’ll have to find someone first,” Imaiqah added, after a moment. “And Alassa will want a say.”

    “No doubt,” Emily said. Alassa was Imaiqah’s liege lady. Technically, Imaiqah couldn’t get married without her friend’s approval. “I’m sure you won’t have any trouble finding a partner.”

    “I’m not short of candidates,” Imaiqah said. “But how many of them are good men?”

    She looked down at her shriveled hands. “It was easier before, you know. Anyone who wanted to marry me ... we would have known him, we would have known his family, we would have known his reputation. Now ... I don’t know half the men who write me letters, let alone the ones who expect me to drop everything and marry them tomorrow. Do you think they’d still be interested if they saw me like this?”

    Emily made a face. “Probably,” she said. “Are they interested in you — or in the titles you’d bring to the match?”

    Imaiqah nodded. “And what, I wonder, are they offering in return?”

    “Whatever they have, I imagine.” Emily shuddered. Her friends had a tendency to view marriage as a business transaction, rather than anything romantic. Emily couldn’t imagine marrying someone purely because of the advantages he’d bring to her. “But you should probably wait until you’re out of bed.”

    “It would make the wedding night a little difficult.” Imaiqah chuckled. “Can you imagine being interrupted by the healer when you’re in the middle of ...”

    Emily flushed. “And you’d have to tell the lucky guy that you’re not a virgin. That might not go down very well.”

    “He probably won’t be a virgin either,” Imaiqah said. “And he’ll keep his mouth shut about it if he knows what is good for him.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “Emily ... what happened to you?”

    Emily felt her heart sink. For a moment, bantering with her oldest friend, she’d been able to convince herself that everything was normal. But it wasn’t ... depression rose up within her, threatening to overshadow her mind. She gritted her teeth, wishing — suddenly — that she dared risk a cheering potion. The emotion would be fake, but she wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. And yet ... the side effects would be unpleasant. She didn’t dare take the risk.

    “I lost my powers,” she said, flatly. She moved her hands through motions that had become familiar through six years of training. “No magic.”

    Imaiqah’s face fell. “I thought they were joking.”

    Emily looked at her, sharply. “Who told you?”

    “Alassa,” Imaiqah said. “She said that was why you hadn’t come to see me.”

    Emily’s face reddened. She cursed herself under her breath. It wouldn’t have been that hard to get out of bed and walk down the corridor. She couldn’t help feeling guilty. Imaiqah couldn’t move without help, but there was nothing wrong with Emily’s body. She told herself, sharply, that she deserved a kick up the backside for being a selfish bitch.

    “I was in a bad place for a while,” she said, knowing it wasn’t enough. “I’m sorry.”

    Imaiqah’s voice was gentle. “I understand. You had a lot on your plate.”

    “Not enough,” Emily said. “I was just lying in bed, feeling sorry for myself.”

    “It could be worse,” Imaiqah said. “You know Queen Marlena hasn’t recovered from her imprisonment? She’s still in bed.”

    Emily shook her head. “I didn’t think about her,” she admitted. Alassa’s mother had always tended to slide into the background when her husband was around. “Where is she?”

    “At the Summer Palace, apparently,” Imaiqah said. “And Alassa’s uncle is under heavy guard.”

    She shrugged. “But what happened to you? Tell me everything.”

    Emily hesitated, then carefully repeated everything Lady Barb and the others had said at dinner. Imaiqah listened, occasionally asking a question for clarity. Emily wondered, sourly, if there was anything anyone could do about her lack of magic. Perhaps she was the first magician to burn herself out without going mad. Or ... maybe she was going to go mad anyway. Would anyone even notice? She was so different from the average person in her new world that it might be some time before anyone noticed that something was badly wrong.

    That’s the curse talking, she reminded herself, sharply. You have to remember that any curse can be broken. It’s just a matter of figuring out how.

    “I don’t have a solution,” Imaiqah said. “But if soul magic is involved ... you should ask Melissa.”

    Emily made a face. Melissa had been an enemy, then a friend, then ... Emily wasn’t sure what Melissa was, these days, but she didn’t want to meet Melissa when she was so vulnerable. Melissa had good reason to be grateful to Emily, yet ... she was also the Matriarch of House Ashworth. Politics would make it harder for her to do anything without her family becoming involved. God knew Alassa was going to have the same problem.

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. “There are other experts in soul magic.”

    “Then find one, swear him to secrecy and put him to work.” Imaiqah touched her hand, gently. “You will get through this, somehow.”

    “Somehow,” Emily echoed. She had a handful of ideas, but most of them needed magic to work. Her dangerously-won knowledge was mocking her. “I wish I had a better idea.”

    “So do I,” Imaiqah said. She let out a gasp and leaned back in bed. “And I wish I could get out of here, too.”

    “They could put you in a wheelchair,” Emily said. Did the Nameless World have wheelchairs? She couldn’t recall seeing one. Anyone wealthy enough to have a wheelchair custom-made for them would also be wealthy enough to hire magicians and healers to repair their bodies. “That would get you out of here, at least.”

    “That would be great.” Imaiqah smiled, tiredly. “I’m sick of the smell.”

    Emily nodded. “I’m surprised they’re not moving you every day.”

    “They seem to think it’s better to keep me here,” Imaiqah said. “And they do keep bringing me books.”

    She smiled. “Do you think Alassa would appoint me her ambassador if I asked nicely?”

    Emily shrugged. “You’d certainly be a better ambassador than some people I could mention,” she said, although she wasn’t sure that Alassa would agree. There were kingdoms that would be insulted if Alassa didn’t send them a high-ranking nobleman as ambassador, even though Alassa had only a handful of people she trusted completely. “Someone has to take official tidings of the king’s death to the Allied Lands.”

    “Even though they already know,” Imaiqah commented. “We have to tell them something they already know, just to observe forms that no one takes seriously any longer.”

    “There’s probably some arcane reason for it,” Emily agreed. She heard the door open and looked up. “And ...”

    A healer, an old man wearing long white robes, popped his head around the curtain. “Lady Emily, Lady Imaiqah needs her sleep. Can you come back tomorrow after twelve?”

    Emily glanced at Imaiqah. “After twelve?”

    “They spend the morning pouring potions down my throat,” Imaiqah said. Her voice was light, but Emily could hear the pain. Potions always tasted foul. “You can join me for lunch, if you like. The food is good.”

    “Just let us know if you want an extra serving,” the healer said. “The kitchens will oblige.”

    Emily stood, waved goodbye to Imaiqah and left the room. Cat fell into place beside her as she strode along the corridor and walked up the stairs to her quarters, passing a pair of overdressed noblemen on the way. Their families might have a title, Emily guessed, but they probably didn’t have any real power. The noblemen wouldn’t be dressed in such finery if they didn’t need to convince others — and themselves, perhaps — they were important.

    And everyone would know who they were if they were important, Emily thought. She had never had much patience for court rituals, for the endless dance of status and covert struggles for power that ended with a knife buried in someone’s back. Literally, sometimes. I don’t have to play the game.

    “You’re very quiet,” Cat said, when they were at the top of the stairs. “Was she any better?”

    “She’s getting better,” Emily said. It was hard not to feel a pang of envy, even though she knew that Imaiqah had been very close to death. Imaiqah still had her magic. “She wants to go on a long holiday once she’s out of bed.”

    “A good idea,” Cat agreed. “Never stay in one place too long. You’ll get bored or complacent.”

    “You stayed in Whitehall for six years,” Emily reminded him, dryly.

    “And the sergeants saw to it I didn’t become complacent,” Cat said. “Afterwards ... my master didn’t let me become complacent either.”

    “He probably saved your life,” Emily pointed out. She felt another pang of grief and guilt as she remembered the war. Her first war. Poor Casper had died in battle with a necromancer, while one of his comrades had turned out to be a traitor. “We could have died a hundred times back then.”

    Cat gave her a long look, then nodded. “Yes, we could have. But we didn’t.”

    They stopped outside her door. Emily hesitated, suddenly unsure of herself. Should she invite him in? They could spend the night together. It would be easy to forget what had happened if he held her at night. And yet, she still felt ... she wasn’t sure how she felt. Vulnerable, perhaps. She didn’t want to do anything, not with anyone, until she recovered her confidence in herself. 

    “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, finally. How would he react? It wasn’t as if they were in the middle of a battle, or trying to catch some sleep before all hell broke loose once again. “You’ll help me explore the tunnels?”

    Cat looked disappointed, just for a second. “Wait for me to get back before you venture in,” he cautioned. “We have no idea what’s waiting for us in the king’s chambers.”

    Emily felt a hot flash of irritation. She wasn’t helpless. There were plenty of stories of mundanes who’d managed to circumvent magical traps and steal treasure from full-fledged sorcerers. And yet, she knew Cat had a point. She just didn’t want to admit it.

    “We’ll see,” she said, vaguely. “Goodnight.”

    “Goodnight,” Cat echoed.

    She turned and walked into the room, half-expecting him to follow her. It would be a severe breach of etiquette, both magical and aristocratic, but ... they had been lovers for the past few months. The door closed behind her, leaving Cat on the other side. Emily let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. It was irrational — she knew she had no reason to distrust Cat — but she couldn’t help being relieved. She no longer felt remotely secure.

    I’ve fallen a long way, she thought, as she stripped off her dress and climbed into bed. She was alone with her thoughts. Perhaps it had been a mistake to send Cat away. If nothing else, he could have kept her company. But I will get better.

    “I will,” she promised herself. She had so much to do. “I will get better.”

    She muttered a spell under her breath, trying to turn out the lanterns. But nothing happened.

    Her heart clenched. Once, turning out the lights would have been nothing more than a thought. Now ... bitterness washed against her defenses, threatening to throw her into the pits of despondency. It wasn’t easy to turn off the lanterns without magic. How much else would she have to relearn? Better to die than to live as a mundane ... 

    “No,” she said, clenching her teeth. “I will get better.”

    But, in truth, she knew she had no idea how to proceed.


    Chapter Six

    EMILY JERKED AWAKE AS SHE HEARD the door opening, a spell forming on her lips. She was midway through the incantation when she remembered — again — that she could roar and chant until she was blue in the face and nothing would happen. She sat up in bed, blinking at the bright light coming through the windows. It was lucky, she thought as she saw Mouse carrying a tray into the room, that she hadn’t been able to cast the spell. The months of war had worn down her restraint. Mouse would have been slammed against the wall or thrown right out of the room if the spell had actually worked.

    “Good morning, My Lady,” Mouse said. Alassa had promoted Mouse, after the final battle, but the young girl hadn’t changed. “It’s a beautiful, sunny day.”

    “I suppose,” Emily said. She hadn’t slept very well. “What time is it?”

    “Nine in the morning.” Mouse placed the tray on the bedside table. “The kitchens sent this up for you specially.”

    “Please thank them for me,” Emily said. She brushed her hair out of her eyes, wishing the younger girl would go away. “Do you have any messages for me?”

    “Her Majesty wishes you to know that she will meet you by the tapestry at ten, between council meetings.” Mouse looked a little perturbed. “My Lady ... she didn’t say which tapestry.”

    Emily had to smile. The castle was practically draped in tapestries. Anyone who overheard the conversation wouldn’t know if Alassa meant the ancient piece of needlework someone had hung in the servant quarters or the tapestry the maids had used to cover the scorch marks in what had once been the king’s council chamber.

    “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I know which one she means.”

    Mouse looked relieved. “Thank you, My Lady.”

    She backed over to the fire and started to lay it with practiced efficiency. Emily watched her for a moment, then turned her attention to the tray. The bacon, eggs and bread looked tasty, although she had to remind herself that local standards of hygiene were nowhere near as good as they could be. It still annoyed her to realize magicians knew about germs, but hadn’t bothered to alert the mundanes to their existence. She sometimes wondered just how many lives she’d saved by encouraging commoners to wash their hands before eating and boil water before drinking. It might well lead to a population boom in a few years.

    Her stomach churned as she looked at the food. Was it safe to eat? She had no way to know, not now. The spells she’d once used to test food and drink were beyond her. And ... without magic, it was possible that even well-cooked food would make her sick. She had no idea how many ailments might be lurking in the shadows, just waiting for a chance to strike her down. God knew she’d never been vaccinated against smallpox. There were magical cures for most diseases, but they were expensive.

    You can use cowpox to vaccinate against smallpox, she reminded herself. She wasn’t sure she wanted to try — she didn’t know how many people would die of cowpox if she infected them deliberately — but she had a feeling that someone would have to try. And there are other countermeasures, too.

    Bracing herself, she took a bite. It tasted bland and greasy, compared to the food at Whitehall, but it was edible. Mouse lit the fire, dropped Emily a quick curtsey and hurried out of the room. Emily sighed, finished her breakfast and went to splash water on her face before she dressed. There was nothing for it. She was going to have to ask Cat to heat a tub of water for her before she went to bed. 

    At least it won’t be quite as bad as making the maids carry buckets of hot water up the stairs, she told herself as she changed into another blue dress. Cat will understand.

    She glanced at the clock, then sat down to read letters until ten bells. Frieda had written to her several times — it was clear she knew Emily had been hurt, even though she didn’t know the details — with a promise to come to Zangaria as soon as she’d finished her fourth-year exams. Emily rather suspected that Frieda would have to repeat the year, if only to make sure she had a fair chance to learn the basics before her classmates moved on to advanced magic, but Frieda had insisted on taking the exams anyway. Emily didn’t blame her. How else could she know how well she was progressing?

    And there’s no shame in repeating a year or two if it wasn’t your fault you didn’t pass the exams, Emily thought, firmly. Frieda wasn’t to blame for what happened to her.

    She finished reading the letter as the clock struck ten bells and hurried out of the room, down two flights of stairs and into the throne room’s antechamber. A low buzz of voices struck her ears as, on the other side of the large curtain, Alassa dismissed her councilors. Emily didn’t envy her friend, not in the slightest. The war was over, but the real struggle to determine the kingdom’s future was only just beginning. In hindsight, it was easy to understand why King Alexis III had betrayed the commoners. There had been too many factions and the king had sided with the faction he understood. But it had made life harder for his successors ...

    Alassa stepped into the antechamber, her queenly mask falling away once she saw Emily was alone. She looked as regal as ever, but she was clearly tired and worn. The crown looked uncomfortable as well as heavy. Emily wasn’t surprised when Alassa took it off and placed it on a table. There were so many protections woven into the crown there was no way Alassa could use magic to make it more comfortable.

    “Too many people want a voice, but they don’t want to actually do anything.” Alassa sounded as though she was speaking to herself, rather than Emily. “Can I have them all flogged?”

    “I think it would cause you problems, further down the line,” Emily said. “What happened this time?”

    “Too many disputes over land,” Alassa said. “And over factory practices. And everything else.”

    She shook her head. “Perhaps I could have a couple of them turned into birds,” she added, after a moment. “At least they’d make a pleasant sound while they were babbling.”

    “Jade would be happy to oblige,” Emily said. “Is he back yet?”

    “Jade and Cat are probably still at the barracks,” Alassa said. “The army is getting restless, but I can’t disband it until the soldiers are paid.”

    Emily made a face as her friend walked over to the tapestry on the far wall. Alassa’s army was far more disciplined than any other army in the Allied Lands — Alassa and her commanders had instituted draconian punishments for abusing civilians — but keeping it in service was still a headache. No one wanted a horde of angry armed men demanding their wages, or plundering the country if the monarch refused to pay them. And besides, Alassa needed more than just her personal guard. There were small uprisings in the south that would have to be put down if negotiations failed.

    “You’ve been here before,” Alassa said. She pushed the tapestry aside, revealing blank stone. “Father took you here, didn’t he?”

    “Years ago,” Emily said. Her eyes skittered over the stone, as if they refused to focus. If she hadn’t known there was something there, she wouldn’t have looked twice. The subtle magics protecting the hidden door would have kept her from even thinking there might be something there. “It wasn’t a pleasant chat.”

    She watched, fighting to keep her eyes on the concealed doorway, as Alassa pushed her hand against the stone. There was a long pause, just long enough for her to feel the magic pushing at her mind, trying to convince her there was nothing there, before the stone parted, revealing a darkened corridor. A faint light appeared a moment later, growing stronger with every passing second. Emily blinked in surprise, then remembered that Randor hadn’t been a powerful magician. He’d probably preferred to install lighting spells rather than rely on his own power to light the way.

    And how many magicians died, Emily asked herself, to keep the secret of this place?

    “Lady Barb is doing something for me,” Alassa said, softly. “Be careful, Emily.”

    Emily nodded. “When Cat gets back, point him after me,” she said. “Please.”

    “Of course,” Alassa said. Her lips twitched. “Just don’t walk off with father’s fortune.”

    It wasn’t really funny, Emily knew. Everyone had known King Randor was one of the richest kings in the Allied Lands. And yet, where had the money gone? He’d spent a lot of it on hiring mercenaries and magicians to reinforce his army, but that couldn’t account for all of it. Alassa needed to find the remnants of her father’s fortune before she either ran out of money or had to raise taxes. The latter would kick off another power struggle within the kingdom that could easily restart the war.

    Emily stared down the hidden corridor, waiting impatiently. It was just a corridor, a secret passageway created by a magician who’d worked by rote. It was hard to stand still and wait for help, as if she couldn’t do anything on her own. She knew the risks. She could avoid anything dangerous until Lady Barb or Cat or someone arrived. She could ...

    She carefully stepped into the corridor, silently marveling at the workmanship. The subtle magic snapped out of existence as soon as she crossed the line, leaving her in no doubt that the corridor actually existed. She smiled, feeling her confidence start to return. The subtle magic would have overwhelmed her if she hadn’t been able to handle it. She knew she should wait for Cat, or Lady Barb, but curiosity pushed her on. She’d make sure not to touch anything that looked dangerous until they arrived.

    The tunnel started to slant down as she inched along the passageway, as if the king’s chambers were hidden underground. Emily could believe it. The servant quarters below the castle proper were a maze — and, below them, there was a network of catacombs that no one, as far as she knew, had ever charted properly. It would be easy for the king and his engineers to seal off a handful of sections, using magic and simple misdirection to conceal them from casual searchers. No one would be able to find them unless they dismantled the entire castle, stone by stone. Emily rather suspected Randor had assumed that no one would set out to destroy the castle.

    Although cannons would make one hell of an impression, Emily thought. She’d heard the stories from Castle Harkness. The cannons — her cannons — had practically smashed the castle into rubble. It would be a long time before Alassa’s senior noblemen felt safe in their iron keeps. And a necromancer would be able to knock down the wards and tear through the stone with ease.

    She pushed the thought aside, pausing as the tunnel widened suddenly. The lights dimmed — she felt a flash of panic, cursing herself for not having thought to put a candle and firelighter in her pocket — before growing brighter, once again. She peered ahead carefully, spotting an open door. The floors were clean, without even a hint of dust. Magic? Or had they been cleaned recently? Emily had been amongst the first explorers to visit the tunnels under Whitehall and they had been so dusty that the explorers had needed to wear masks until the tunnels were swept. She wondered, grimly, what had happened to the servants who’d cleaned Randor’s private chambers. They’d probably been quietly murdered once their task was done. 

    Poor bastards, she thought. Randor probably hadn’t bothered to feel any actual guilt over the deaths. If, of course, the servants had been killed. They knew too much to be allowed to go free.

    She studied the floor carefully, looking for traces of magic. Randor hadn’t been a talented magician. There would be signs of his work, she was sure. The corridor looked clear, although that didn’t mean anything. And yet ... she inched forward carefully, keeping herself as close as she could to the walls without actually brushing against the bare stone. Sergeant Miles had taught her how to evade traps without setting them off, pointing out — time and time again — that triggering a trap meant telling the enemy that someone was there even if the trap failed to actually catch anyone. But it had been a great deal easier when she’d been able to sense magic.

    Sweat poured down her back as she reached the door and peered inside. It looked like a regular magician’s workroom, save for the ash and bloodstains on the floor. Had Randor been experimenting with something? Or had he been the one to forge the cursed blade? It seemed unlikely, but Randor might have been taught something of blacksmithing. There was certainly no shortage of noblewomen who’d been trained in needlework, even though they’d never have to work for a living. She slipped forward, trying to keep as close to the walls as she could. The sergeant had taught her ...

    The world spun, violently. Emily barely had a second to react before she found herself falling up, her body twisting in the grip of an invisible force. Her feet slammed into the ceiling and stuck. Her hair and dress fell down, covering her face. She struggled to push them back, to break free, but it was impossible. She was grimly aware if the spell did break, she’d fall to the ground, hard. It struck her, suddenly, that anyone who happened to come by was going to see her bare legs and underclothes ...

    No one is going to come by, she thought. She shivered, even though the air was warm. I’m trapped.

    Emily swallowed, hard, as she tried to push up her dress so she could see. Cat had said he’d be back, but when? She kicked herself, mentally, for not having waited for him. Or Lady Barb, or someone who could have seen the trap and dispelled it before a mundane accidentally triggered it. Her thoughts ran in circles. How long would it be before someone realized she was missing? How long would it be before they came looking for her? How long would it be before she starved to death or died of thirst or ...?

    She managed to lift her dress, just enough to look around. She was dangling from the ceiling, hopelessly trapped. Randor would probably have programmed the trap to alert him if someone found their way into the chamber ... wouldn’t he? Emily doubted the king’s private spells were linked to the castle’s wards, which had been badly damaged during the battle that had stolen her powers. Alassa might not be alerted to Emily’s predicament. It might not even have occurred to her that King Randor might have had private wards of his own.

    Emily forced herself to think, to try to devise a way to escape, yet nothing came to mind. There were ways — mundane ways — to dispel magical traps, but they relied on tools and knowledge she simply didn’t have. Even if she did, she’d plunge to the floor if the spell broke ... she cursed her own stupidity, again, as she realized the spell might break of its own accord if no one came to save her. She might be dropped at any moment. She wasn’t even sure she could do anything about it. It wasn’t as if the king had reversed the gravity field within the room. She could clutch her legs and try to land on her bottom, rather than her head, but ...

    She heard someone clattering down the corridor and let out a sigh of relief. Her heart nearly stopped, a second later, when she remembered just how many of the king’s advisors were on the loose. Could they be hidden within the secret passageways? Emily didn’t think Randor would have given his advisors free rein to explore the network, but she could be wrong ...

    “Emily.” Lady Barb sounded annoyed. “I ... what happened to you?”

    Emily felt her cheeks heat. She couldn’t even see the older woman. “I got caught in a trap.”

    “You’re lucky you’re not dead.” Lady Barb muttered a spell. Emily fell, only to be caught by magic an instant before she hit the floor. “Thus we see the strength of amateurs.”

    Emily picked herself up, brushing down her dress. “What do you mean?”

    “No magician would have put a trap there,” Lady Barb said. She moved her fingers in a casting pose, searching for other hidden surprises. “The magic wouldn’t last that long, not there. Randor must have been recharging or replacing the spell every few months. There are easier ways to trap a room if you don’t want visitors.”

    “And I didn’t expect to find a trap there,” Emily mused. The experience had shaken her, but ... she hadn’t been killed. “I thought it was safe.”

    “Right now, you can’t see magic,” Lady Barb pointed out, tartly. “Why didn’t you wait for me?”

    Emily shook her head. She wasn’t sure she could put her feelings into words. In hindsight, she’d taken a terrible risk. Randor was hardly the kind of man to use frightening, but ultimately harmless traps to protect his secrets. The students and tutors at Whitehall hadn’t been allowed to use lethal traps to catch intruders. Hell, testing one’s skills against the wards was practically a tradition. The worst that could happen was spending a week as a frog or being sent to the Warden ...

    She sighed. “I just thought I could go ahead and ...”

    “If you were still my student,” Lady Barb said, “you would ...”

    She waved her hand, crossly. “Stay behind me,” she said. “Let me check to make sure the room is clean before you touch anything.”

    Emily nodded. “There are books over there,” she said, as she moved behind the older woman. “I want to check them out first.”


    Chapter Seven

    LADY BARB WAS CAREFUL, VERY CAREFUL. She cast a whole string of detection charms before she dared take another step into the room, carefully dismantling a handful of increasingly nasty hexes that seemed to be keyed to trap — rather than kill — any intruders. Emily watched, trying to hide her impatience as the older woman inched towards the ash on the floor. She wanted to get to the books and start studying them, even though she knew they needed to be extremely careful. Randor was dead. The secrets of his protective network of wards and spells had died with him.

    “Something terrible happened here,” Lady Barb commented. She poked the ash with a tiny silver wand, but made no move to touch it. “This was once a human body.”

    Emily took a step forward, risking the older woman’s anger. “Who was it?”

    “I have no idea,” Lady Barb said. She waved her wand over the ash, which stirred uneasily. “It could have been anyone. I think — I think — this is where Randor became a necromancer.”

    A man died here to fuel the king’s power, Emily thought. She felt her skin tingle, although she knew she was imagining it. She couldn’t sense the lingering traces of the sacrifice, let alone the necromantic rite. And how many others died afterwards?

    Emily looked at Lady Barb, who straightened up. 

    “The necromantic rite doesn’t usually burn the victim’s body to ash.”

    “No, but Randor could have modified the rite in some way,” Lady Barb said. “Or he could simply have tested his new powers by destroying the body. We may never know.”

    She muttered a spell, too quietly for Emily to make out the words. The ash stirred again, then formed a neat pile. Lady Barb opened a bag and used another spell to collect the ash before sealing the bag with a simple ward. Emily felt a twinge of envy as she admired the older woman’s work. She would have been able to do that — or more — a week ago. Now, she would have to use a dustpan and brush.

    “We might be able to identify the victim, if they have a relative somewhere in court,” Lady Barb said. “If not ... we’ll have to dispose of the ashes somewhere safe.”

    She looked around the chamber, then walked carefully towards the dresser. Randor didn’t seem to have cared — much — about safety. Emily dreaded to think what Professor Thande would have said if she’d kept her potion ingredients in such a state. The alchemist wasn’t known for being particularly sensitive to health and safety — most of the alchemists Emily had met didn’t have any scruples about risking their lives to expand the frontiers of human knowledge — but even he would have kicked Emily out of his class. There was a difference between calculated risks, he would have said, and just being stupid. Randor had even piled books on top of the dresser, where they would be caught in the blast if the ingredients exploded. Emily wasn’t sure if the king had known the dangers, or if he’d been too unstable to care.

    “Nasty little collection,” Lady Barb commented. “But you might have an edge when it comes to handling them.”

    Emily sighed and waited as Lady Barb performed yet another set of detection spells, first over the dresser and then over the wooden table itself. The dresser was heavily warded, protected with so many spells that Emily suspected half of them had been interfering with the other half; the table, covered with scorch marks from the king’s experiments, was completely defenseless. She tried — hard — to contain her impatience as Lady Barb checked the books, one by one, then placed them on the table. A couple were so dark that the older woman clearly had trouble touching them. Emily felt nothing when she rested her hand on the cover.

    They could have been made from human skin, she reminded herself, or written in human blood.

    She shuddered as she opened the first book, trying not to think about what had been used to make the parchment. The writing was badly faded, even though whoever had written the book had woven a pair of protective runes into the binding. Emily had to work to make out the words, all written in Old Script. She knew how to read the language — six years of training had helped — but there didn’t seem to be anything useful within the text. Most of the spells were thoroughly unpleasant, yet they’d been supplanted long ago.

    “I should have brought a notebook,” Emily said. “It would have been useful to make notes as we go along.”

    “We’ll have to take them somewhere safer and study them carefully,” Lady Barb said. She put a handful of books in front of Emily, then started to open the king’s cabinets. “I don’t expect to find the answer instantly.”

    “Maybe Randor used something so old that the knowledge of how to do it was lost,” Emily speculated. She flipped through the book, looking for anything related to curses. There was nothing, save for a set of instructions on how to blight a farmer’s field. The spell was complex, but weak. A mundane would have been able to counter it, if he knew what he was doing. “And he dug it up from a book that was also thought to be lost.”

    “Perhaps,” Lady Barb said. “But you know, better than anyone, how far magical knowledge has advanced in the past thousand years.”

    Emily nodded, then put the first book aside and turned her attention to the next. It was a more modern piece of work, although it had clearly never been intended for widespread distribution. The writer seemed to take an unholy pleasure in talking about dark magics, detailing the results of hexes and curses with a glee that sent shivers down Emily’s spine. The writer was a man who would turn a friend into a slug and stamp on him just to hear the sound. There was an outline of the necromantic rite — Emily guessed that Randor had probably studied the book carefully — but there was no hint that the writer had descended into madness. The ravings she recalled from some older books were missing. She shuddered as she put the book aside. The writer hadn’t been mad. He’d just been a monster.

    “Nothing,” she said, sourly. She picked up the third book, shuddering at the oily sensation as she touched the cover. “I don’t think he would have been able to cast half of the spells. Not without more power.”

    “He got more power,” Lady Barb commented. She opened the drawer and peered inside, carefully. “And I think he knew much more theory than he ever let on.”

    “Yeah,” Emily agreed. Randor had been surprisingly sane, for a necromancer. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen a semi-sane necromancer, but she didn’t think Randor had mastered the bilocation spell. “But there’s nothing here about curses and suchlike.”

    “Keep looking,” Lady Barb said. “I might ask Imaiqah to help, too. She’s been wanting something to do.”

    Emily glanced at her. “What are you going to do with the books?”

    “Alassa will have to make that choice.” Lady Barb twitched, uncomfortably. “Some of these books are on the banned list. They need to be destroyed. Others would be on the banned list if anyone knew they existed.”

    “Alassa won’t like that,” Emily said. Emily didn’t like it either. She hated the idea of destroying books, even ones crammed with dark magic. “You telling her what to do, I mean.”

    “Technically, I should report their existence to the White Council,” Lady Barb said. “But I won’t do that until we know there’s nothing useful in them.”

    She reached into the drawer and produced a collection of papers. “These must be the reports from the king’s spies,” she said, as she put them on the table. “Alassa will have to have a look at them, too.”

    “Their master is dead,” Emily said. “What are they going to do?”

    “The king’s spymaster is unaccounted for,” Lady Barb reminded her. “And so are quite a few others.”

    Emily made a face. Some of King Randor’s officials had pledged loyalty to Alassa, joining her side once the war was safely over; others, the ones who could expect no mercy from the princess or her allies, had presumably vanished into the underground. Randor’s necromancy had sent some of his allies running in all directions, trying to hide before they were blamed for the king’s downfall or simply sacrificed for power. Who knew what they were doing now? Taking ship for the furthest reaches of the Allied Lands? Or plotting trouble somewhere in the darkness? Alassa wouldn’t welcome them with open arms.

    Not if they didn’t come over to her as soon as they heard about the king’s death, Emily thought. No one would blame a liegeman for sticking with his liege lord, even if the lord was quite mad, but afterwards ... that was a different story. The longer they wait, the harder it will be to convince Alassa to let them keep even a fraction of their lands and power.

    She put the thought aside for later consideration and started to flip through the remaining books. Most of them appeared to be simple textbooks, the sort of books she’d studied in her first year of magical schooling and kept — afterwards — for future reference. Randor might never had had any formal education in magic, but he’d certainly known the basics. She wondered, idly, who’d tutored him. The poor guy was probably long dead by now.

    “He had at least one first-rank sorceress working for him,” Emily recalled. “Matilda. Did you ... did you know her?”

    Lady Barb didn’t look back. “The name isn’t uncommon, Emily. If Randor hired her, he wouldn’t have told me.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “But could she have taught him how to play with the spells? How to modify them?”

    “In theory, yes.” Lady Barb glanced back at her. “But in practice, any sorceress smart enough to do it would understand the dangers.”

    “But she could have done it anyway,” Emily pressed. “Couldn’t she?”

    “Yes,” Lady Barb said. “But we may never know.”

    She opened a cupboard and swore. “Emily, come and look at this.”

    Emily stood and walked over to the older woman. The cupboard was lined with dusty books, but it was clear from the empty spaces and the general lack of dust that some were missing. She leaned forward, studying the handful of visible titles. They were all on magic and genealogy, the latter focusing exclusively on bloodlines that could be traced back over the past five hundred years. She frowned, puzzled. Randor had excellent reason to hide his collection of books on magic — their mere existence could have sparked a civil war, if anyone had found out about them — but genealogy? The castle’s library had hundreds of texts on genealogy. She’d gone through them herself five years ago.

    She looked up at Lady Barb. “What happened to the missing books?”

    Lady Barb frowned. “There are fifteen places where books have clearly been removed,” she said, “but only eleven books found on the dresser. That’s four missing.”

    “Randor could have taken them with him,” Emily said. It was unlikely that anyone would have dared to search the king’s saddlebags. “Or ...”

    “We may never know,” Lady Barb said. “Were the books removed by someone after the king’s death?”

    Emily shrugged. There was no way to know. Randor had clearly brought at least one person to his private chambers — and others, perhaps, if he’d relied on maids to clean the dusty corridors. He could have granted someone else access, particularly if he’d wanted to meet that someone well away from prying eyes. Emily could easily imagine him holding secret meetings in his chambers. And if he’d had unknown allies, they might have retreated back into the shadows by now.

    They might have taken the books to sell, she thought. Or we might simply be too paranoid for our own good.

    “I don’t know,” she said. “We don’t even know the titles.”

    “We may never know,” Lady Barb said. “But the mere prospect of forbidden tomes on the loose is not reassuring.”

    “That’s an understatement,” Emily muttered. She cleared her throat. “Should I bag up the books so we can take them upstairs?”

    “Just put them on the table,” Lady Barb said, after a moment. She stepped back and headed for the far door. “And don’t touch anything I haven’t already cleared.”

    Emily sighed, but did as she was told. The collection of magical books was quite impressive, even for a king. She’d seen a handful of libraries outside Whitehall and they’d all been small, by the standards of Earth. But then, there had been no way to mass-produce books until she’d taught her people how to make a basic printing press. Each and every manuscript had been staggeringly expensive, by the standards of the day. Randor had probably spent quite a bit of his fortune on the books.

    Maybe that’s where the money went, Emily thought. Randor spent it all on books.

    On impulse, she picked up a book on genealogy and started to skim through the pages. There was no logical reason to hide any further textbooks on dark magic, not given how much she’d already seen, but Randor had never been particularly logical. The book discussed bloodlines — she frowned as she found herself tracing Queen Marlena’s bloodline back two hundred years — yet there wasn’t anything in it she didn’t already know. It made no sense. Why would Randor keep secret copies of books that were freely available?

    It isn’t as if anyone would question him, Emily thought. They wouldn’t even have grounds for suspicion.

    Lady Barb came back, looking pleased with herself. “There’s a private washroom, a meeting room and a bedroom beyond,” she said, nodding towards the far door. “My guess is that someone stayed here from time to time, probably not a lover. The outer door is heavily sealed, and I can’t make an impression on it. Alassa might need to call for specialized help.”

    Emily frowned. “Could someone have left that way?”

    “Perhaps,” Lady Barb said. “But I’d hazard that the wards require someone to be on the inside when the door is opened.”

    Emily considered it for a moment. A lover? It didn’t seem likely. Everyone knew that Randor had taken lovers. It was the subject of wild gossip by the courtiers, many of whom would happily steer their daughters towards the king if it meant they got something in exchange. Randor had had all the women he’d wanted, whenever he’d wanted them. It must have started to pall, Emily supposed. The power games Randor had played with Alicia had been about more than just sex. Perhaps he’d needed to do something extreme to give himself a thrill.

    Or perhaps he was just an evil bastard, Emily thought. Randor had locked up Alassa, tortured Imaiqah and done everything in his power to kill Emily herself. Even by the standards of the Nameless World, Randor had jumped off the slippery slope long before he’d become a necromancer. He wanted to make us all suffer.

    Lady Barb sat down at the table, resting her elbows on the wood. “I’m sorry, Emily,” she said. “I’d hoped we’d find an open book when we broached the chamber.”

    “We still might find an answer.” Emily pointed to the pile of books in front of her. She was good at research. If there was an answer within the tomes, she’d find it. “And there are other possibilities ...”

    She met Lady Barb’s eyes. “I didn’t want to ask earlier,” she said, “not in front of the others. But ... why don’t you want me to contact Void?”

    Lady Barb said nothing for a long moment, her face hardening. “You know I was apprenticed to him, when I graduated with flying colors? And you know what he did to me?”

    “I remember.” Emily’s mouth was suddenly dry. Lady Barb had disliked her, when they’d first met, merely for being Void’s supposed daughter. It was something she’d forgotten over the last five years. “You said he used you as an unwilling spy ...?”

    “He put me in a position where I was effectively enslaved,” Lady Barb said, flatly. “Perhaps it was necessary. It wasn’t the last time I did something dangerous, something that could have cost me my life and freedom, because I believed it had to be done. But he didn’t bother to ask. I was just a tool to him. He put me in that position without even asking if I would do it.”

    Her fists clenched. “And I would have done it, Emily. I looked up to him. Even if I hadn’t ... we knew it had to be done. If he’d asked ...”

    “He’s been very good to me,” Emily said, awkwardly.

    “Has he?” Lady Barb met Emily’s eyes. “He saved your life, I’ll give him that much. But did he save your life because he wanted to save you or because it was the easiest way to spite Shadye?” 

    “He could have killed me instead,” Emily pointed out.

    “The gods themselves couldn’t have said what would have happened if Void, not Shadye, had killed you on that altar.” Lady Barb snorted, dismissively. “Yes, he saved your life ... and the very next thing he did was send you away. Whitehall was good for you, but ... he just sent you there, rather than giving you any basic education or information. You nearly got killed a few times because you didn’t know what you were doing.”

    Emily felt her heart clench. “If he hadn’t sent me to Whitehall ...”

    Lady Barb spoke over her. “Void does his duty and he does it very well. But he’s also a user. He used me. He’s used others. I wouldn’t be surprised to discover that you’re not the only talented young magician he’s fostered ...”

    “He wouldn’t,” Emily said. She didn’t want to think about it. “If there was someone else ...?”

    “How would you know?” Lady Barb shrugged. “I think he’s supported you because he thought you might be useful. And you have been useful. He even jumped into battle with a necromancer because you were in danger. But did he do that because he cares? Or because you’re a tool that has not — yet — outlived its usefulness?”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “And if you tell him that you’re powerless, he might do something drastic. Maybe he’ll decide to help you. Or, perhaps, he’ll decide that the secrets in your head make you a liability. And he might be right.”

    “I ...” Emily said.

    “Think carefully before you contact him,” Lady Barb said. “You might be signing your own death warrant.”


    Chapter Eight

    EMILY COULDN’T HELP HERSELF. SHE BROODED.

    It was true, she supposed, that Void had saved her life one day and then sent her to Whitehall — away from him — the next. He’d told her that he wasn’t good with apprentices and Lady Barb’s experience certainly seemed to suggest he was right. And yet ... he hadn’t had to send her to school on a dragon, or give her an allowance, or ... for that matter, he hadn’t had to convince the school to take her. Emily had been nothing, back then. It would have been easy for Void, if he’d been the uncaring monster Lady Barb suggested, to throw her out of his tower and bar the door. She would have starved to death a long time before she stumbled across another living soul.

    Her thoughts spun in circles as she picked up the books and carried them back to the antechamber. She trusted Void. He’d been the first person to show any consideration for her welfare — ever. And yet ... she also trusted Lady Barb. What would Void do if he knew Emily was powerless? Find a way to help her? Or drop her like a hot rock? Or ... Lady Barb was right, Emily knew. The secrets in her head could, in the wrong hands, be used to forge an empire or destroy the world. She dreaded to think what would happen if the nuke-spell or the batteries fell into unfriendly hands.

    She was still mulling it over as she joined Imaiqah for lunch, then walked back to her workroom to start reading through the books. It wasn’t something she wanted to think about, but the thought refused to go away. She had to force herself to focus on the books, even though research was normally something she enjoyed. Randor’s collection was an eccentric mixture of standard textbooks, random journals that might contain something useful and a handful of evil and banned books. Once, she would have liked digging through the dross in search of gold. Now ...

    Cat tapped on the door, then entered. “Did you find anything?”

    “Nothing in particular,” Emily said. 

    She glowered at the pile of books. The pages on subtle magic were well-thumbed — Emily had a suspicion that Randor had hidden quite a few surprises around the castle — but she hadn’t found anything relating to death curses. There were instructions for channeling the caster’s entire life force into a single spell, yet it didn’t seem to have a purpose. Whoever had written it hadn’t bothered to explain how to turn the energy into something useful. It wasn’t uncommon, Emily recalled. A theoretical magician would be able to take the instructions, link them with a familiar spell and make it work. Anyone who couldn’t, from what her instructors had said, had no business messing with the spells in the first place.

    And that wouldn’t have stopped Randor for a moment, Emily thought. But did he have the background to use the spell to power his spellwork?

    “You haven’t looked at all the books yet,” Cat pointed out. “And there might be other collections hidden throughout the castle.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said, although she doubted it. She felt a pang of bitter annoyance at being interrupted. “What are you doing here?”

    Cat smiled. “It’s dinnertime. Alassa has invited us to eat with her.”

    “People will talk,” Emily said, only half-seriously. People would talk, particularly if they already suspected something was wrong. Alassa couldn’t take two dinners in a row with her friends without courtiers feeling slighted. “Should I change for dinner?”

    “You look fine,” Cat said, dismissively. He held out a hand. “Come on.”

    Emily rose, glancing at the clock. Had it really been five hours since she’d left Imaiqah and returned to the workroom? She’d lost track of time while she’d been reading the books. It was so reassuringly normal that she had to smile, even though it worried her a little. She’d spent her early life hiding in the library, after all. Better to read books than face the real world.

    But the real world intrudes anyway, like it or not, Emily thought. She took Cat’s hand, allowing him to escort her into the corridor. And it doesn’t take the hint when you tell it to go away.

    She shook her head, tiredly, as they walked to Alassa’s quarters. Cat and Jade wouldn’t be able to help her, not really. Neither of them was particularly good at research, even though they wouldn’t have passed their exams without working brains. Lady Barb ... Emily wondered, grimly, where Lady Barb had gone. She’d said something about exploring the rest of the secret passageways and chambers, but it couldn’t have taken so long ...

    Her blood ran cold. “Did Lady Barb come out of the chambers?”

    “I believe she’s in the spellchamber,” Cat said. “She was tossing spells at the dummies when I walked through.”

    Emily relaxed, slightly. It was hard to believe that Lady Barb would walk into a trap, but ... Emily had walked into a trap. Randor’s odd approach to magic, so unconventional compared to a formally-trained magician, had worked in his favor. Who knew what he might have hidden in his secret chambers? Lady Barb could have freed herself, without trouble, if she’d triggered the trap ... or could she? Emily could easily think of a couple of ways to make the trap lethal if it caught a dangerous magician. Lady Barb might not have time to react before it was too late.

    “You shouldn’t have gone in there alone,” Cat said. He squeezed her arm, gently. “You know it’s dangerous.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. She felt a flash of resentment. Cat had never talked to her like she was a weak and feeble woman, certainly not after she proved herself in combat. She didn’t need a small army of bodyguards shadowing her every move. But now ... she knew he was right. She just didn’t want to believe it. “I just wanted to ...”

    “I know.” There was a hint of ... something ... in Cat’s voice. “But you do have to be careful.”

    He would have said more, Emily thought, if they hadn’t reached Alassa’s quarters and passed through the door. Alassa and Jade were sitting at the table, reviewing parchments as they waited; Emily looked for Lady Barb, but saw no sign of her. It didn’t feel right, even though she was sure the older woman could take care of herself. Lady Barb should have been there.

    Alassa rang for food, then waved Emily to a chair. “What happened?”

    “Not much,” Emily said. She outlined everything that had happened from the moment she’d stepped into the tunnels to when she’d taken the books back to her workroom. “So far, I haven’t turned up anything useful.”

    She looked down at the table as the despondency threatened to overwhelm her again. It was easy to believe that they wouldn’t find answers or that the price for breaking the curse would be too high. Randor was no theoretical magician, but he could have done something to the curse to make it incredibly hard to remove. Emily could think of at least one piece of spellwork that would kill its host if someone tried to cancel it. Randor might not be able to devise such a spell, but he’d had sorcerers under his command. One of them might have designed the spell for the king.

    Or the curse could still be trying to make me give up, she reminded herself. Or it could be trying to drive me to suicide.

    Alassa watched her for a long moment, then looked up as the food arrived. “I need you to do something for me,” she said, as she carved the chicken. “Are you up to it?”

    Emily hesitated, unsure what to say. “Maybe.”

    “I have a problem,” Alassa said. “And you might be the only one who can solve it.”

    Emily bit her lip. Alassa — her friend Alassa — would understand that Emily needed time to heal. But Queen Alassa couldn’t afford to give her the time. Emily ... she looked down at her hands, feeling a twinge of bitter resentment. She hadn’t asked to be a noblewoman, let alone an icon to the kingdom. It was hard to believe that anyone took her that seriously. She certainly hadn’t been born to think of herself as something special.

    At least I actually did something to deserve fame, she reminded herself, dryly. It isn’t as if I released a hit single or scored a winning goal.

    “I’ll do my best,” she said. She tried to hide her irritation. Whatever Alassa wanted, it would take her away from the books. “What can I do for you?”

    Alassa passed her a plate of roast chicken. “You remember how many mercenaries my father had in his service?”

    Emily nodded, shortly. King Randor had hired so many sellswords that the price had gone through the roof. He’d promised them everything from vast sums of money — he’d outbid everyone else — to lands and titles of their own. Emily had no idea if the king had intended to keep his promises, but it didn’t matter. He’d lost the war.

    “We captured a handful of their leaders,” Alassa said. “And two of them were responsible for a whole string of atrocities.”

    “Hang them,” Cat growled.

    “That’s what the commoners want,” Alassa said. “But politically ... it’s sensitive. I can’t be seen to take a side, not here.”

    “Because you might need mercenaries yourself, one day,” Cat said, curtly.

    “Cat,” Jade said. “Behave.”

    Cat scowled. “It’s true. No one hangs sellswords because they might need the bastards themselves, one day.”

    Alassa’s face tightened. “Yes. You’re right. I might need them one day. The guilds will not be happy if I hang a couple of mercenary leaders, no matter what they did. My father issued the orders for slash-and-burn, did he not? But the commoners don’t care. They want the sellswords dead.”

    “It’s hard to blame them,” Emily said. She understood Cat’s anger. Mercenaries fought for money, not for a cause. A sellsword who had fought for King Randor one day might be fighting for Alassa the next. “They committed a lot of atrocities. Rape. Murder. They looted everywhere ...”

    “They can make a valid case they were simply following orders.” Alassa cut her off. “And they would be right. Technically.”

    “And that isn’t good enough for the commoners,” Emily said. “They want you to hang the mercenaries.”

    “And I can’t let them get the impression that they can bully me into doing something,” Alassa added. “That’s why I need you to hear the case.”

    “And that lets you keep your hands clean,” Cat said. He grinned, suddenly. “Hang the bastards. Make a stand. You did make it clear that you would hang soldiers if they committed crimes — you did hang soldiers for committing crimes. It’s high time the mercenary guilds were brought to heel.”

    Alassa let out a sharp breath. “And if we stumble into war with our neighbors,” she said, “guess which side will have no trouble hiring mercenaries?”

    “They might hesitate if they know you’ll hang them for crimes against your people,” Cat said, simply. “The only way to deter atrocities is to demonstrate both the power and the will to punish them.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly, as the discussion went on and on. The hell of it was that she could see all sides of the argument. The commoners were right to demand justice, but the mercenaries were also right to claim they had been following orders ... and if they hadn't followed orders, they would have been butchered by their own commanders. Emily had seen mercenaries at work. Atrocities were one thing, but defying their commanders was quite another. The unlucky mercenary would probably be killed on the spot. 

    “I’ll hear the case,” she said. “Are we talking about the leaders? Or all the mercenaries?”

    “We do have a number of the rank and file under arrest,” Alassa said. “Dealing with them is going to be another problem.”

    Emily nodded. King Randor’s conscripts had simply returned to their homes when the king had lost the war. His senior officers had either pledged loyalty to their new ruler or fled the kingdom. There was no reason to expect a threat from any of them. But mercenaries were different. They might be hired by the neighboring kingdoms, taking their knowledge of modern war with them. Emily rather suspected that everyone was trying to find out precisely what had happened in Zangaria. The modern weapons — cannons and muskets — had reshaped the face of war.

    But the only alternative is butchering them, she reminded herself. The mercenaries couldn’t be kept prisoner indefinitely, nor could they be taken into Alassa’s service. What are we going to do?

    “I’ll make arrangements for you to hold the trial tomorrow morning,” Alassa said. “Try and make it quick.”

    “I’ll do my best,” Emily said. Trials in Zangaria had never been about fairness. She’d tried to change that, in Cockatrice, but it had been an uphill struggle. Too many people distrusted the king’s justice, with reason. “How many of these ... issues ... are we going to face?”

    “Hopefully, just this and the inquest,” Alassa said. “I’ll do my best to keep the latter away from you.”

    “Good luck with that.” Cat snorted, rudely. “They think Emily just added another notch to her belt. How many necromancers has she killed now?”

    “Four,” Emily said, flatly. “And there were no tricks this time.”

    “Going head-to-head with a necromancer is quite impressive,” Cat pointed out. “And terrifying.”

    Emily gave him a sharp look. It would be terrifying ... right up until they realized that she’d lost her powers. And then ... she wasn’t sure what would happen. She had enemies in high places, people who hated her personally and people who feared the changes she’d brought to the world. She said a silent prayer of thanks that Fulvia was already dead. The former Matriarch of House Ashworth would have killed Emily in a moment, if she’d had the slightest hint that Emily was defenseless. She would even have broken the Compact in a desperate bid to wipe Emily off the face of the planet.

    And there are others, Emily reminded herself. We have to keep it secret until we can find a cure.

    “We’ll think of something,” she said, finally. An idea was starting to flicker at the back of her mind. It would be risky, but doable ... if what they thought about the curse was true. If they were wrong, it would probably kill her outright. “But we’ll worry about the trial first.”

    “Imaiqah says she can help with the books,” Alassa said. “The healers have agreed to help her get to the workroom tomorrow after they’ve finished her morning treatments.”

    “Poor girl,” Cat said. “That won’t be pleasant.”

    “It never is,” Emily said. 

    She finished her dinner as the conversation washed around the table. Jade and Cat talked about reforming the Queen’s Guard — and trying, hard, to keep gunpowder weapons out of noble hands. Emily doubted that would work, not after Castle Harkness had literally been smashed to rubble. The nobility — and the rest of the Allied Lands — would have to obtain gunpowder weapons or accept permanent submission to the monarchy. She would have been surprised if the other kingdoms weren’t already producing cannons of their own. There was nothing particularly complex about forging a cannon or producing muskets. The secret of gunpowder had been out for years.

    And the commoners have gunpowder weapons, too, she thought. The Levellers might have promised to give the new monarch a chance, but they hadn’t given up their weapons. They would be fools to trust Alassa completely, and they knew it. The next civil war might make the last one look like a walk in the park.

    “I’ll get an early night,” she said, once everyone else had finished. “And I’ll be ready for the trial tomorrow.”

    “Good luck,” Jade said. “Cat, make sure she’s safe.”

    “I will guard her with my life,” Cat said, grandly. “They won’t get to her without going through me first.”

    “And if they do, feel free to take them apart,” Alassa said. “That would solve at least one of our problems.”

    “I could go down to the cells right now and kill them,” Cat offered. It was hard to tell if he was serious. “It wouldn’t be a bother.”

    Alassa looked as if, just for a moment, she wanted to say yes. “They’re in my custody.” Her face twisted, unpleasantly. “People would ask questions if they were reported dead.”

    “There’s a good reason to hurry, right there.” Cat said. “How long will it be before one of your servants, seeking a little revenge, pisses in their water?”

    Emily shuddered. She’d been imprisoned in the cells for a few short days before she’d been rescued. Randor had treated her as an honored prisoner, by his standards, but the experience had still been traumatic. Cat was being an ass, yet she had to admit he had a point. Alassa’s jailors might decide not to wait for the trial before they killed the prisoners. And given how Emily had been treated, honored prisoner or not, she dreaded to think what the jailors might be doing to the mercenaries.

    “Thank you for that cheerful thought,” Alassa said. “If you have any more, feel free to keep them to yourself.”

    Cat winked. “You said you wanted to hear the worst ...”

    Emily stood. “Let’s go,” she said. “I need you to do something for me.”

    “Of course,” Cat said. He winked again. “Happy to serve.”

    “I won’t see you in the morning,” Alassa said. “But I’ll see you afterwards.”

    “Good luck,” Jade said. “Make it look good.”

    Emily sighed. Life would have been so much easier if she’d been able to take up her apprenticeship as soon as the war had come to an end. She could have left local politics far behind. 

    “I’ll do my best,” she promised. “Let’s go.”


    Chapter Nine

    EMILY FELT ODDLY UNCOMFORTABLE AS SHE walked into the courtroom and took her place on the iron chair. The chair — it was practically a throne — was meant to symbolize something or other, according to the king, but the combination of a metal seat and a fancy judge’s gold outfit made her feel like the worst kind of imposter. It was hard to resist the urge to just turn and leave the room. She had heard cases and passed judgements in Cockatrice — it had been one of her duties, while she’d resided there — but there she’d been able to make herself comfortable. Now, she couldn’t even cast a spell to warm the chair or make her outfit slightly less itchy. And there were too many witnesses for her to risk asking Cat to do it for her.

    She forced herself to remain expressionless as the courtroom slowly filled with people. The king’s justice was normally a spectator sport, with noblemen watching from the wings as the king demonstrated his power, but this was different. The nobility — she gritted her teeth as she saw Viscount Hansel and his brother in the crowd — were rubbing shoulders with broadsheet writers and commoners from all over the country. Emily had no trouble picking out the handful of assemblymen, merchants and former soldiers amongst the spectators. The assemblymen, in particular, seemed to have adopted a commoner style, rather than aping their betters. It made her wonder just how smoothly the elections would go, when they were finally held.

    And how many of the commoners will accept the results? Emily thought. The urban and rural voters would have different priorities. It would be hard to convince the former to work on land reform when they considered merchant reform and the king’s monopolies to be a more pressing issue. This could lead to all sorts of trouble.

    The clock struck eleven, the sound echoing in the air. Emily stood, feeling like a target as silence fell. Everyone was staring at her, from Viscount Hansel to the lowliest broadsheet writer. Emily had no doubt that some broadsheets would portray her as a great and merciful judge, while others would condemn her as a monster, whatever she did. Zangaria’s yellow press made the media back home look restrained. The only advantage, as far as she could tell, was that Alassa herself would not be blamed. It wasn’t she who would have to pay the price for the trial’s outcome.

    “The court is now in session,” she said. Her voice echoed around the room. She silently thanked Sergeant Miles for his lessons in public speaking.  Normally, she would have used a spell to ensure everyone heard her. “Bring in the prisoners.”

    She sat as the door opened and the two prisoners were marched into the room. They hadn’t been shackled — they weren’t commoners — but the guards had left them in no doubt of what would happen if they caused trouble. Emily studied the men thoughtfully, keeping her face expressionless. One man looked pale, as if he expected to be executed on the spot; the other looked dark and angry, as if the entire proceeding was one huge insult. They both looked bruised and battered. Emily winced, inwardly. The bruises looked new.

    And no one would waste money on a healer for them, she thought, as the men were shoved into the dock. They would have to depend on the chirurgeons.

    A low hiss ran through the room. The commoners looked as if they wanted to charge the dock and tear the mercenaries apart with their bare hands. Emily didn’t blame them. The mercenaries had been granted permission to loot, rape and burn their way through large swathes of the country, safe in the knowledge that no one would ever hold them to account for their crimes. Hell, the sellswords Randor had hired didn’t believe they were crimes. They were the perks of the job. But the commoners didn’t feel that way. They wanted justice. And revenge.

    Emily held her voice steady, somehow. “State the charges against them.”

    The prosecutor, one of King Randor’s men who’d switched sides as soon as the king was safely dead, bowed deeply. “These men” — he didn’t even give their names — “are charged with attacking harmless villages, violating numerous women and children, kidnapping young men and ...”

    Emily listened, grimly, to a liturgy of horror. The prisoners hadn’t done everything themselves, of course, but it didn’t matter. Legally, they were responsible for everything their men had done while under their command. There was no point in tracking down and arresting a common sellsword — it would be difficult to prove the sellsword’s guilt — but the commanders could be punished. And yet ... the crowd’s anger grew as the list of charges came to an end. Some of the charges were clearly absurd — a sellsword could not logically be accused of treason — but the remainder were all too serious.

    She allowed her eyes to linger on the two men. They looked ... rough, unpleasant, the kind of men she would have crossed the road to avoid when she’d been younger. There was no hint of honor, none of the self-awareness that Sergeant Harkin and Sergeant Miles had shown when tutoring their charges ... they didn’t even have a hint of noblesse oblige. She had no doubt that they wouldn’t have hesitated to carry out the king’s orders to destroy his own countryside and terrorize his people. And if they had hesitated, the king would simply have replaced them with someone a little more obliging.

    “The defendants may now speak,” she said.

    “Joy,” Cat whispered, so quietly that only she could hear it.

    The two sellswords had nerve, if nothing else. “The king gave us our orders,” one of them said. 

    The other echoed him a moment later. “We cannot be tried for what we were ordered to do.”

    Emily winced, again, as the crowd hissed its displeasure. No wonder Alassa hadn’t wanted to take a public stand. Whatever she did, she was bound to annoy someone. The consequences would be impossible to predict. Better to let Emily make the judgement — Emily, who was respected and admired by the commoners — than take a stand herself.

    The dark sellsword kept speaking. “We did nothing that was not allowed by the laws of war ...”

    A surge of anger ran through the crowd. Technically, the sellsword was right ... but it didn’t matter. The crowd wanted revenge. Emily felt the beginning of a bad headache at the back of her mind. Who could possibly blame them? 

    The anger grew even stronger as the prosecutor brought forth a handful of witnesses, all of whom testified — in great detail — to the atrocities the mercenaries had inflicted during their rampage through the countryside. Emily had known what happened, of course, but it hadn’t seemed quite real until she heard from men who’d barely escaped when their villages had been burned to the ground and women who had been raped before their husband’s eyes. One older woman talked of watching, helplessly, as her daughters were brutally violated, then murdered right in front of her.

    “We did none of that,” the dark sellsword insisted.

    “But you gave the orders,” the prosecutor said. “How can you possibly defend yourselves?”

    Emily felt her heart clench as the two men argued. She had killed — she knew she had killed — but she hated the thought of ordering an execution. It was so ... different than killing a man in battle. And yet ... she silently cursed the former king under her breath. He’d done so much damage to his kingdom, even before the Battle of Winter Flower, that it would be generations before his people recovered. The hatred and distrust alone would take years to subside.

    She allowed her eyes to wander over the crowd. The commoners were angry, ready to tear the prisoners apart with their bare hands; the nobility ... it was hard to read their expressions, but they didn’t look happy. They might prefer to let the mercenaries go free, rather than allow the commoners to pass judgement. Who knew? It wouldn’t be good for any of them if the commoners were allowed to hold mercenaries to account. It wasn’t as if anyone cared about the lower orders ...

    Emily stood. Silence fell.

    “I have considered both the charges and the defense,” she said, carefully. “And there is a point that must be made. We are accused of victor’s justice” — she nodded to the sellsword who’d made that point — “but Queen Alassa held her own troops to a far higher standard. She had no hesitation in hanging men who committed far lesser crimes. We believe that we are justified in holding you to the same standards.

    “You claim that everything is excused because the king ordered you to commit atrocities within his kingdom. On one hand, this is a reasonable point; on the other, it is clear that the atrocities served no military purpose. The laws of war allow you to take what you need, if you have no other choice, but they do not allow wanton destruction. Nor — this aside — do they forbid punishment and retaliation. You committed war crimes and we are permitted, in fact and in law, to retaliate for them.”

    She took a long breath. The logic would stand, she thought, although it wouldn’t please everyone. Sergeant Miles had made it clear that the laws of war didn’t always apply to civil wars — or, for that matter, to wars against necromancers. No one in their right mind would expect a necromancer to notice, let alone care, if his people were being slaughtered. They were too crazy to care.

    “It is the judgement of this court that you are unquestionably guilty of war crimes,” she concluded, “and have forfeited the right to any kind of protection. Accordingly, I have no choice but to sentence you to death by hanging ...”

    “You bloody bitch,” one of the sellswords said. The crowd roared its anger. “You ...”

    He hurled himself forward, leaping right out of the dock and throwing himself at Emily. Emily froze, suddenly terrified. Her body refused to move, either to defend herself or to get out of the way. The man was right on top of her ... and then Cat hit him with a force punch, throwing him back and right across the room. He hit the far wall with a sickening crunch and fell to the ground. Emily felt sick, unable — for a long moment — to process what had happened. It looked as if Cat had saved the hangman some work.

    “Take the other prisoner back to the cells,” Emily ordered. It was hard, so hard, to hide the quiver in her voice. She was dimly aware of everyone staring at her. “And burn the dead body.”

    She realized her mistake a moment too late. The mercenary might be dead, but he should still be ritually beheaded before his body was burned and the ashes scattered in a mass grave or dropped into the river. He was a criminal, not someone deserving of proper respect. She sat back on her chair, knowing it was too late to correct the mistake. Let them see it as mercy, she supposed. It was all she could do.

    Besides, there’s nothing to gain by abusing a dead body, she thought, coldly. And why would anyone take it seriously if we did?

    She allowed her eyes to survey the court. The commoners chatted excitedly about the hanging — she hoped they’d consider it justice, rather than pure revenge — while the nobility eyed her thoughtfully. Viscount Hansel was staring at her, his face so artfully blank that she knew he was planning something. Emily had humiliated him, something he would hardly forget. The fact she’d saved his worthless life in the process had probably not even registered. His brother, beside him, looked contemplative.

    “The court is now dismissed.” Emily stood, brushing down her robes. Someone else could organize the hanging. Alassa probably had an entire troop of hangmen she’d inherited from her father. “Lord Cat, with me ...”

    Cat followed her as she walked through a side door and into one of the passageways reserved for the monarch and their closest friends. She half-expected some of the noblemen to follow her, even though it was a technical breach of etiquette; she was surprised when none of them chose to take the passageway rather than rub shoulders with commoners for a moment longer than absolutely necessary. Viscount Hansel had to be fuming that he’d stood next to a merchant, of all things. He’d never struck her as bright enough to realize that the merchants brought in the money.

    And he has more reason to hate them now, she mused. And me, too, for that matter.

    “That’s an ... interesting ... take on war crimes,” Cat said. His hands moved in a pattern she knew all too well, casting a privacy spell. “You do realize that won’t satisfy everyone?”

    “I’ve never seen anything that satisfies everyone,” Emily said. She tried not to think about the fact that she’d sentenced two men to death, with just a tiny fig leaf of legality. The sellsword Cat had killed might have been trying to commit suicide when he’d charged her. “But it will give Alassa all the cover she needs.”

    Cat shook his head. “She should have simply executed them on the spot,” he said. “Who cares about the bastards?”

    “They do, I suppose,” Emily said. She saw his point, but she also saw Alassa’s. “This way, we have some cover.”

    She sighed, inwardly. No one would have cared — much — about a mercenary who died in battle. Nor would anyone have been particularly concerned if Alassa’s troops had declined to take prisoners and simply slaughtered every mercenary they encountered. Cat was right, in one sense. No one liked mercenaries, not even the kings and noblemen who hired them. But once the prisoners were in custody, executing them out of hand would be nothing less than murder. A monarch who failed to make a convincing case — who didn’t even try to make a convincing case — for the executions might find himself in hot water.  

    Or maybe no one would care, she thought, tiredly. We could be over-thinking this.

    Alassa was waiting when they reached her quarters, reading through a sheaf of papers that had been taken from Randor’s private chambers. She looked pensive, her lips chewing on a pencil that had probably come from Whitehall. Emily took the seat she was offered and silently accepted a drink from Mouse. Cat sat next to her, his face expressionless. Emily wondered, absently, just what he was thinking.

    “My father was getting reports from Lady Lye,” Alassa said. “That little ...”

    She clenched her fist. “Lady Lye is going back to her own lands, with a flea in her ear. And she should count herself lucky that she isn’t being changed into a rat and thrown to the cats.”

    Emily shivered at Alassa’s murderous tone. “What happened?”

    Alassa waved the papers at her. “Lady Lye was reporting on everything. My eating, my drinking, my monthlies ... she was even counting the times Jade and I made love! She thought I was barren! I’ll ... I’ll kill her!”

    She touched her belly. “And the doctors say the baby is in perfect health, damn her!”

    “I’m sure your father didn’t take her very seriously after you became pregnant,” Emily said, comfortingly. She’d never met Lady Lye. “You aren’t barren.”

    “Thankfully,” Alassa said. She glared at the papers in her fist. “I never liked her, but ... she shouldn’t have been spying on me.”

    She shook her head. “You did good work today, by the way. I should be able to spin it into something useful.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. “One man is dead and another will be dead tomorrow.”

    “And everyone involved will be able to pretend they’re satisfied,” Alassa said. She put the papers in a box, then cast a handful of protective spells. “I suggest you go to Mountaintop or Dragon’s Den tomorrow. That will give you some ... distance ... from the hanging.”

    I should be there, Emily thought. Sergeant Miles had taught her that an officer who issued a punishment should be there to see it. But I don’t want to be there.

    “I’ll need Frieda’s help to get through the wards,” Emily said. She felt another flash of bitter humiliation. The house was hers, but she couldn’t get into it without help. “And Mountaintop will have to be asked first.”

    “Write to them now,” Alassa said. “I’m sure Frieda will be happy to meet you in Dragon’s Den.”

    “I’ll teleport you.” Cat frowned. “We should see how you react to portals. If you still have a bad reaction ... it might tell us something useful.”

    Emily winced, but nodded. “Good thinking.”

    “And I have to take lunch and dinner in the hall tonight,” Alassa said. She didn’t sound as if she was looking forward to it. “Are you going to be joining me?”

    “I don’t think so,” Emily said. She knew she should let herself be seen — she’d done too much, already, to suggest that something was badly wrong — but she couldn’t face it. “I’ll eat in my rooms.”

    “I’ll eat with you,” Cat said. “Let them gossip about me, instead of anything else.”

    “Your sacrifice is greatly appreciated,” Alassa said, sardonically. “Imaiqah is already in the workroom. I’m sure she’d be glad of the company.”

    “And I have books to read,” Emily said. She doubted Cat would hang around for long, once she returned to her research, but it wouldn’t matter. He could join her for dinner after she stopped researching for the day. “We may be running out of time.”

    “We are,” Alassa said, simply. “And you know it, too.”


    Chapter Ten

    EMILY HAD HOPED, DESPITE HERSELF, THAT Imaiqah might find something Emily hadn’t seen, either in the volumes she’d already scanned or some of the tomes she hadn’t dared touch without a trained magician beside her. The forbidden tomes could easily have been charmed to make it impossible to read them without magic — or, more likely, do serious injury to anyone who read them without permission. But, no matter how many volumes they checked, they found nothing on death curses. By the time the servants arrived with dinner — and Imaiqah had to go back to the healers — Emily was feeling despondent again.

    “Randor might have cast the spell accidentally,” she said. It was hard to imagine, but it was possible. A necromancer, bubbling over with magic, might easily lose control of his powers, allowing them to give shape to his slightest wish. “Or I might have burned myself out instead.”

    “Emily, we know you haven’t burned yourself out.” Cat sounded definite on that, if nothing else. “Lady Barb would have found traces of damage within your brain if you had.”

    Emily wasn’t so sure. The Nameless World shied away from anything that might be regarded as mental health care. Emily understood the logic — no one wanted to risk creating a sane necromancer — but it meant their understanding of the brain was limited. Perhaps the damage was too small for Lady Barb to find. Perhaps ... she shook her head. She couldn’t keep thinking like that, not when it would drag her back down into black depression. She had to keep telling herself that there was a solution.

    They finished their dinner in companionable silence, then Cat heated a tub of water before leaving her alone. He had hinted that — perhaps, just perhaps — they could share a bed, but Emily had turned him down. She wanted — she needed — to be whole again before she considered anything, even though she knew it hurt him when she pushed him away. It had been so hard to cross the line, to allow herself to share a bed with anyone, but she knew she couldn’t do it now. She would be too vulnerable. Cat had shown her that ...

    She felt a twinge of resentment. She understood what he’d been trying to show her. But she was angry at him for it.

    Emily undressed quickly, enjoyed a long soak in the tub and changed into a nightgown before going to bed. This time, at least, she remembered to close the curtains and turn off most of the lanterns herself before she went to sleep. It felt odd to leave one burning, but there was no choice. She knew a dozen spells to see in the dark, yet ... she shook her head as she drifted off into an uneasy sleep. She’d just have to rely on others until she got her powers back.

    Mouse woke her in what felt like seconds later. Emily jerked up in bed, half-convinced that the castle was under attack or on the verge of collapse. But, when she looked at the clock, it was seven in the morning. She sighed, then glanced at the breakfast tray. A large parchment envelope sat by the food. The blood-red seal had already been broken.

    “Lord Cat checked the seal, My Lady,” Mouse said. The maid looked nervous, as if she expected to be punished for Cat’s transgression. “He said it was safe.”

    “That’s good,” Emily said. Her lips quirked. Cat would be in real trouble if he’d checked almost anyone else’s mail. Merely breaking the seal was a flogging offense. But now ... he had a point. There were factions at Mountaintop that detested Emily and everything she stood for. One of them might have taken advantage of the opportunity to curse the seal before the letter was sent. “When did it arrive?”

    “This morning, My Lady,” Mouse said. “A special courier brought it to the castle.”

    “Very good,” Emily said.

    She took the envelope and opened it, scanning the terse message while Mouse started to light the fire. MageMaster Zed was quite happy to welcome Emily to Mountaintop — again — and let her use the school’s library, but on the condition that she kept her visit quiet. Emily wondered, rather sourly, if it was because of exam season or — more likely — if he wanted to keep her presence concealed from some of his staff. They probably hadn’t forgotten that Emily had played a role in the school’s near-collapse, even if they had built their establishment — literally — on dead bodies. Emily was curious to see what they’d made of it in the three years since her last visit.

    And he doesn’t mention a price, Emily thought. Does that mean he’s doing it out of the goodness of his heart — or is he hoping to charge me, later?

    Mouse stood and curtsied. “Lord Cat said he would be busy at the garrison until lunchtime, My Lady,” she said. “I can take a message to him if you like ...”

    “It’s fine,” Emily said. Alassa would be in the Great Hall, holding court; Jade would be by her side, ready to defend her if someone was foolish enough to strike. Lady Barb ... she wondered, absently, where the older woman had gone. Imaiqah wouldn’t be free to help her until after lunch. “I’ve got some work to do anyway.”

    She watched the maid go, then ate her breakfast. She could finish reading the books in the morning, then get Cat to take her to Mountaintop in the afternoon. He could teleport her to the White City and escort her through the portal ... Emily shuddered, knowing there was no way she could teleport directly to Mountaintop. She’d always had bad reactions to permanent portals ... her insides clenched in grim anticipation. It would be a good sign, she thought, if she did get a headache from this portal, but she wasn’t looking forward to it.

    No one does, she thought, as she finished eating and put the tray to one side. Every sorcerer who can teleport freely teleports everywhere as soon as they learn how to do it.

    She smiled, despite herself. The great limitation on portals — and teleports — was that the spellware had to be firmly put in place before the spell was actually cast. It was difficult to teleport on the fly without careful preparation, and impossible to set up a portal without a great deal of work. But she had solved the problem of opening a temporary portal. Could she find a way to teleport freely as well? The spellwork wouldn’t be that hard. It would just be impossible to change the destination once the spell was in place.

    It would make a neat way to escape, if things started going badly, she thought. She would have to modify one of her batteries — perhaps link it to a second battery, one holding the spellwork in place — but it was doable. Or ... her heart sank like a stone as she realized it had been doable. She would have to describe the idea to someone else, who would have to do the hard work to actually make it work. And then who knows who else will steal the idea?

    She gritted her teeth, telling herself to be optimistic. So far, no one else had figured out the nuke-spell ... but then, they’d had no reason to believe she’d invented anything new. The cover story had held in place for four years. Now ... people probably already knew she’d managed to create a portal on the spur of the moment. She would be surprised if hundreds of sorcerers weren’t already trying to duplicate her work. She wondered, grimly, how long it would take before someone succeeded.

    The lanterns dimmed, just for a second. Emily glanced up, surprised. Someone — Jade, perhaps — had designed them to draw on the castle’s wards, rather than using candles or giving them a limited supply of magic. Perhaps the castle wards were in worse shape than she’d thought. Randor and his wardcrafters had tried hard, but it was impossible to guarantee security while keeping the castle open to the courtiers and the king’s staff. It couldn’t have been easy to keep the royal family’s bedchamber secure. Too many rats were already inside the walls.

    And anyone could smuggle a sorcerer into the castle, she thought. The nobility thought they had a right to enter and leave the castle any time they liked. Randor must have found that infuriating. And as long as the sorcerer avoided the really dangerous wards, he’d go unnoticed.

    There was a tap at the door. Emily blinked. The maids wouldn’t come to change the blankets and collect her dirty washing as long as she was in the room. Jade, Cat and Imaiqah were busy ... Lady Barb? Emily stood, brushing down her nightgown as she walked to the door. The older woman could check through her notes on King Randor’s books, then inspect the handful of weird spells Emily had found. Perhaps one of them was the death curse. Lady Barb might spot something she’d missed.

    Emily opened the door and froze. Viscount Hansel was standing on the far side, leering at her. Ice ran down Emily’s spine. She outranked him, socially as well as magically. He wouldn’t have come to visit her without requesting an appointment first, not if his intentions were pure. Courtly etiquette dictated he had to send a note first ...

    “Well,” Hansel said. “This is a surprise.”

    Emily shoved the door closed as hard as she could. Hansel stepped forward, pushing the door open and shoving himself through the gap. Emily barely had a moment to open her mouth before he slammed the door behind him and smirked. Her thoughts spun, terror yammering at the back of her mind. He wouldn’t have dared force his way into her room if he thought she had powers. And ...

    “Turn me into a toad,” Hansel whispered. “Freeze me in my tracks. Blast me to a cinder. Be a witch and end me.”

    “Get out,” Emily managed. Her entire body was shaking. She hadn’t felt so helpless since ... since her stepfather had started looking at her. “Get out and ...”

    “No.” Hansel shoved her, hard. Emily stumbled, losing her balance and falling over backwards. “I don’t think so.”

    His eyes bored into hers. “You don’t have any magic, do you?”

    Emily swallowed, hard. “Get out or I’ll kill you.”

    Hansel cocked his head. “With what?”

    His leer grew wider. “You cost me everything,” he said. “My lands, my power ... you took them from me. And now I’m going to take yours.”

    Emily shuddered and forced herself to scramble back. “Never ...”

    Hansel laughed as she bumped into the bed. His fingers started to undo his belt. “I’m going to have you,” he breathed. “And then you’re going to marry me. You’ll go to the Queen and tell her that you want to marry me. She’ll give us her blessing.”

    “No,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure if it was a statement or a plea. “I won’t ...”

    “You will,” Hansel said. She looked away as he pushed his trousers down. “You’ll have to go to her, you’ll have to marry me ... or you’ll have to tell everyone what I did to you. And what will that do to you, I wonder?”

    Emily felt sick. Hansel was mad, as mad as a hatter. And yet, there was a certain disgusting method in his madness. A noblewoman couldn’t admit she’d been raped, not publicly.  It would utterly destroy her. She would sooner marry her rapist than admit he’d taken her by force. And ...

    A surge of anger ran through her. She wasn’t going to marry him. She wasn’t going to give him her lands. And she was damned if she was going to let him rape her.

    Hansel inched forward, his trousers around his ankles. Emily forced herself to lie still, daring him to come a little closer, then yanked up her legs and aimed a wicked kick at his exposed groin. Hansel twisted, just in time to escape having his balls smashed into a pulp, but stumbled back, tripping over his trousers and falling. As he hit the ground, Emily forced herself to stand, looking desperately for a weapon. She called out to Aurelius, but the snake didn’t answer.

    “Damn you,” Hansel managed. He staggered to his feet, one hand rubbing his head. “I’ll batter you into a pulp and ...”

    Emily caught hold of one of the lanterns and pulled it off the wall. The light flickered and died, an instant before she threw it at him with all the strength she could muster. Hansel stumbled as it slammed into his face, letting out an awful sound as he staggered towards her. Emily picked up the nearest candlestick, silently thanking whoever had thought gold-plated candlesticks were a good idea, and brought it down on his head as hard as she could. Hansel collapsed like a sack of potatoes. Rage boiled up as she lifted the candlestick and brought it down, again and again. Blood splashed around her feet, staining her skin, as his head was smashed into a bloody mess.

    “Dead,” she muttered. She dropped the candlestick as the rage drained away. “You’re dead.”

    She tensed as she heard someone fumbling at the door. Hansel couldn’t have invaded her quarters alone. Someone — a magician — had helped him. But who? Hansel himself hadn’t been a magician. He could have cast any one of a hundred spells on her, rendering her helpless to resist as he ... her mind quailed at the thought. She’d battered him into a bloody pulp, but she knew she’d been lucky. Hansel had never been noted for his intelligence. It had never occurred to him that she might have been able to fight without magic ...

    The door slammed open. Jade and Cat crashed in, ready to fight. They came to a stop as they saw her standing over Hansel’s body, wearing a bloodstained nightgown ... Emily almost giggled, despite herself, as she realized just how terrible she must look. The two men stared in utter horror.

    “Emily,” Jade managed, finally. “What ... what ...”

    “What he means to say,” Cat said in a deadpan tone of voice, “is what happened?”

    Emily felt her legs threaten to buckle underneath her. “He tried to rape me,” she said. It was hard to put it into words. Hansel hadn’t been that far wrong. “I killed him.”

    Jade looked grim. “Someone dismantled a chunk of the wards, letting him get up here without being stopped. I don’t know who ...”

    Cat let out an oath. “Tobias. The bastard’s brother.”

    “Tobias isn’t a sorcerer,” Emily objected. She felt blood trickle down her skin and pool around her feet. “He couldn’t have ...”

    “Yes, he is.” The anger in Cat’s voice gave her pause. “Every time we got attacked, every time that bastard tried to assassinate us, Tobias was nearby. Every fucking time. He was even in the city when that poor girl was compelled to try to kill you. And if he had magic, I bet his family would have done everything in their power to try to keep it secret.”

    “He could have killed me himself,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure she believed it. Tobias would have to be a very skilled magician to mask himself from her. “Why send his brother ...?”

    She sighed as two possible answers occurred to her. The brothers might have assumed that they could force Emily to marry Hansel, something that would have made perfect sense when Randor was on the throne. Or ... Tobias might have set Hansel up to fail. Tobias was definitely the smarter brother. It defied belief that he’d keep loyally supporting his brother after everything that had happened. Who knew? Tobias might have assumed his secret would remain undiscovered ...

    “I’ll deal with him,” Jade said, firmly. It was his job, as Court Wizard. And Alassa’s strong right arm. “Emily ...”

    “I need a bath,” Emily said. The blood was starting to dry. She pitied the maids who’d have to clean the room, after the body had been removed and dumped in a mass grave. “And then Cat and I are going to Mountaintop. Tell Lady Barb to meet us back here for dinner.”

    Jade blinked. “You’re sure you’re up to traveling ...?”

    “Of course she is,” Cat said, firmly. “She’s still the same person who wouldn’t let us carry her on the mountains, isn’t she?”

    Emily nodded. That training exercise had nearly gotten them all killed. She’d been tempted, very tempted, to give up. The only thing that had kept her going was the thought of giving up all the respect she’d earned after killing Shadye. They would have carried her, but it would have cost her their respect.

    And then we wound up carrying a couple of people anyway, she thought. But they were wounded. They didn’t lose respect.

    “I’ll make sure Alassa knows, too,” Jade said. His lips twisted. “She’ll want to make some kind of statement.”

    “Or just leave it as a mystery,” Emily said. She’d had every right to kill a rapist, but what sort of madman tried to rape a sorceress? The courtiers would be wondering if Hansel really had been that stupid or ... if he’d known something they didn’t, something that had convinced him he might be able to get away with it. “Tell Lady Barb, too. And tell her that ...”

    She clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking. She was not going to show weakness, not now. And she wasn’t going to let them baby her, either. She’d worked too hard to win them over.

    “Tell her that we’ll see her once we’re back from Mountaintop,” she said. “And that we will find something in those wretched books.”


    Chapter Eleven

    “HOLD MY HAND,” CAT SAID, ONCE they were outside the castle. “Are you ready?”

    Emily hesitated. She’d washed herself thoroughly, changed into a dark blue dress and styled her hair in an elaborate manner she would have normally avoided like the plague, but going to the White City bore the risk of being recognized. Very few people in Zangaria knew what Emily looked like, thanks to the portrait painters, and no one would pay any attention to a young woman who looked like a merchant’s daughter ... she shook her head. There were plenty of people in the White City who’d met her. She would just have to hope that no one looked too closely. It was going to be hard enough getting to Mountaintop without someone asking questions.

    “Yes,” she said. “Do it.”

    She closed her eyes as Cat cast the spell. The ground trembled under her feet — for a moment, it wasn’t there — and then steadied. Emily opened her eyes, looking around with interest. Cat had teleported them right into the heart of the White City, just below the towering fairy-tale palace that dominated the skyline. Hundreds of people, two-thirds of them wearing magician’s robes, were going in and out of the building. Emily felt her heart clench as Cat guided her out of the arrival room and down towards the portals. If someone recognized her now ...

    Her hair felt as if it wanted to stand on end as Cat steered her into the portal chamber and spoke briefly to one of the sorcerers. Emily did her best to look like a yokel, the kind of girl who would be overawed by her sorcerer boyfriend taking her to the White City, and ignored the handful of knowing looks directed her way. Better they thought of her as a girlfriend than anyone important, particularly now. The sense of power, hanging in the air, grew stronger as they walked towards the Mountaintop Portal. Sparks tingled down her fingertips as she stepped into the light ...

    ... The world spun. Pain — intense pain — stabbed through her mind. Emily choked, nearly throwing up as her legs buckled. Something hard hit her knees ... it took her several seconds to realize she’d collapsed. Strong arms wrapped around her shoulders, holding her tightly as she started to retch. The world was dark ... no, she’d shut her eyes. It was all she could do to open them.

    “Well,” a familiar baritone said. “That’s a slight improvement on the last time you came here.”

    “Barely,” Emily managed. The world was too bright. She leaned on Cat as she struggled to her feet. “MageMaster. It’s good to see you again.”

    “I wasn’t expecting to see you back here, not for a while,” MageMaster Zed said. He wore the long red and gold robes of a MageMaster, but Emily had the impression they weren’t his normal clothes. Zed had always been happier poring over a cauldron, rather than playing politics. “I take it you won the war?”

    “We did,” Emily confirmed. She wondered, grimly, what view Zed would take of her involvement. Technically, she hadn’t broken the Compact, but ... there were people who thought she should have confined herself to rescuing her friends. “We’re left dealing with the aftermath.”

    “The problems of victory,” Zed said. He cocked his head. “Can you walk? Or should we get you a stabilizing draught first?”

    “I can walk,” Emily said. Her legs felt weak, but she forced herself to follow him as he led them through the door. “Did you find anything in the library?”

    “Very little in the main library,” Zed said. “But his private library had quite a few books on exotic curses.”

    Emily kept her thoughts to herself as they walked through the maze of underground tunnels. The school felt oddly quiet — the lower years would be confined to dorms while the upper years took their exams — although, oddly, it felt more welcoming than she remembered. Lanterns, hanging from the walls, made the tunnels seem almost homey. There was no sign of the sinister proctors. Emily hoped that meant the reanimated corpses had been burned to ashes, their souls left to rest in peace. Zed wouldn’t have tolerated them, not once he knew what they were. Only a handful of people had known what lurked below Mountaintop and only two or three of them remained alive.

    “I took the liberty of opening the library for you,” Zed said, as they stopped outside a stone door. “My office is just down the corridor. If you want anything, just ask. I can have lunch and dinner sent in if you want.”

    Emily nodded, then frowned as a thought struck her. “You used to work for Randor,” she recalled. It had been how she and Zed had first met. “Did you ever teach him anything? Any sorcery?”

    Zed’s dark eyes bored into hers. She’d been vague — very vague — in her letter about what had actually happened, but Zed was smart. He knew Emily wouldn’t have asked to visit Mountaintop unless she was desperate. If he knew ... Emily tried not to shudder. Zed owed her, but he also had reason to dislike her. She wondered, absently, what he’d do if he knew the truth. It might not be pretty.

    “He knew the basics when I arrived,” Zed said. If he knew — if he guessed — he kept it to himself. “He would sometimes talk to me about magic, specifically alchemy and how it related to bloodlines, but nothing else. I think he had other magicians working for him at the time, apart from me and my apprentices ... he never discussed them with me.”

    He didn’t tell you about Matilda, Emily thought. Who taught her?

    Cat leaned forward. “How skillful was he? Randor, I mean.”

    “Poor,” Zed said. He pressed his finger against the stone, opening the door. “He didn’t have much power and he didn’t have the time to work up the skills and disciplines to use what little power he had. I never saw him do anything like this” — he clicked his finger at a lantern, bringing it to light — “when he could use a firelighter instead.”

    Emily winced, inwardly. It was starting to look as if Randor hadn’t devised the death curse. And if that was the case — if they hadn’t managed to track down the book that taught him how to cast it — she didn’t know how to proceed. If Randor had been taught by another magician, that magician might be dead ...

    She shoved the thought out of her mind as she walked into Aurelius’s private library. The former MageMaster had collected a vast number of books, almost all banned or — at the very least — forbidden to anyone who wasn’t a trained mage. Emily felt an odd sense of déjà vu as she eyed the pile of books on the desk. Zed might well have wanted to destroy the collection, when he’d had a moment to sit down and go through the shelves. It was sheer luck that Emily — too — had a claim on the books.

    And someone would probably say that owning them said bad things about me, she thought, as she sat down at the desk. Zed had done a good job of selecting books, although she knew she’d have to search the stacks herself afterwards. If I don’t find answers here ...

    “I’ll just sit here,” Cat said, once Zed had withdrawn. “And ... Emily, you did react badly to the portal.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. She rubbed her head. It was a good sign, even though it had been painful. A mundane wouldn’t have felt anything when they stepped through a portal. It proved she still had something. “You could try looking for books on curses.”

    “I can try,” Cat said. He strolled over to the shelves. “But half these books don’t have titles.”

    “There’s probably a catalogue around somewhere,” Emily said. Aurelius had possessed a very orderly mind. He’d have done something to keep his collection in order. “Try looking for a journal or a collection of cards.”

    She smiled, then started to go through the books. Most of them appeared to contain nothing more than standard curses — blight an enemy’s crops, blind an enemy’s child — although a handful were rather more inventive. She found herself studying a bad luck curse with interest, noting that whoever had designed the spell had clearly been an evil genius. Very few sorcerers had the power to mess around with probability and very few of those were foolish enough to try it. The handful of spells she’d seen that had manipulated the likelihood of something happening had all come with grave warnings about the dangers of getting what you wanted. It seemed there was always a high price to pay.

    Randor couldn’t have cast those spells, she thought, as she put the book aside. And none of them are related to death curses.

    Her lips tightened as she picked up a leather-bound book that was clearly written in human blood. Her fingers skittered over it, as if there were protections woven into the parchment that made it impossible to damage or destroy the book ... she wondered, morbidly, if Cat or any of the other magicians would be able to so much as touch it. The writer had been a madman, she decided; he talked of horrors and nightmares in the same jocular style a sports fanatic would talk about a game. His verbal nudges and winks couldn’t hide the fact that he was talking about the darkest and most dangerous forms of magic known to exist.

    He would have made a great politician, she decided. She didn’t know if the book was banned or not, but it certainly should be. A drug dealer selling his wares could hardly have been more persuasive. His style makes it harder to see that he’s leading the reader down a very dark path.

    She gritted her teeth as she came — finally — to a section on death curses. The writer practically gloried in describing how death curses worked, how they were powered by both the last traces of the caster’s power and by the ritualism of a man sacrificing himself to make the spell work. Emily shivered — Shadye had intended to sacrifice her, when they’d first met — and forced herself to read on. The writer appeared to believe that the effect of a sacrifice was doubled — perhaps tripled — if the caster sacrificed himself.

    “Good thing Shadye never tried,” Emily muttered. “His death might have unleashed something worse upon our world.”

    Cat coughed. He’d abandoned all pretense of researching and was sitting on a chair, looking bored. “What was that?”

    “Just woolgathering,” Emily said. “I found something, but not much.”

    The writer, curiously, had written out five complete death curses, rather than describing how they worked so the caster could modify them to suit themselves. Emily worked her way through them, silently grateful for her tutoring in advanced magics. The spell notation was difficult to parse even with the extra lessons she’d been given. And yet ... the five curses didn’t really seem to be related. It was as if the sorcerer who’d designed them had never quite realized that he could adapt one spell to serve two purposes.

    “This makes no sense,” she said. One death curse took the power and channeled it into a single spell, one powerful enough to bring a house’s wards crashing down; another, far simpler, cursed one’s enemy with permanent sterility. It didn’t look as if it would have any effect on a woman. “Why not adapt the first spell instead of crafting something new?”

    Cat shrugged from his chair. “Perhaps the inventor wasn’t as clever as he thought,” he said. “Or ... maybe the spells cannot be adapted. Or altered.”

    Emily shook her head. A first-year student might not be able to adapt even a basic spell to fit their needs, but anyone capable of writing a book on the darkest magics would definitely know how to rewrite a spell. And yet, whoever had written this book ... she cursed under her breath as she realized the truth. A normal spell could be modified on the fly, if necessary, if the caster didn’t have enough power to smooth over any bumps in the spellwork. A death curse, on the other hand ... whoever cast it wouldn’t have a second chance. They had to get it right the first time.

    Her heart sank as she finished reading through the notation. The writer seemed to believe that death curses, no matter how carefully designed, were unpredictable. It was impossible to be entirely certain what would happen when the curse was cast. Emily looked down at her hands, feeling tears start to form at the corner of her eyes. Randor might have intended to take her with him, not render her powerless. And if the curse had gone wrong, it might be impossible to fix. It wasn’t as if anyone could ask Randor what he’d intended to do.

    She wiped her eyes and forced herself to keep going, making a stream of notes as she worked her way through the books. There was no way to tell, from the outside, which death curse had been used. None of the curses she’d discovered in the books had talked about removing or blocking their target’s powers. Emily would have been surprised to discover that one existed. Magicians didn’t like to think about anything that might render them powerless. There was only one known spell to remove a magician’s powers permanently, and it required five skilled magicians to cast.

    But anyone who cast a death curse wouldn’t be around to take advantage of it, she mused, as she put the last book to one side. Would they sacrifice themselves when they’re not going to be around to enjoy the results?

    Cat looked up. He’d been studying a map. “Any luck?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily said. She would have to come back, perhaps. “I’ll have to think about what I’ve found.”

    “Lady Barb or Imaiqah would probably be more helpful,” Cat said. “It doesn’t look as if you need a bodyguard.”

    Emily scowled. Hansel had been a fool, so convinced of his physical superiority — and her unwillingness to make a scene — that it had never occurred to him that she might have been able to fight back without magic. If he’d had a moment of common sense, he might have been able to keep her from getting her hands on a weapon. A more experienced assassin — or a magician — wouldn’t make that mistake. There wasn’t a magician in the world who would take Emily lightly. She’d killed four necromancers.

    She sighed, inwardly. “Better to have an escort and not need him than need an escort and not have him.”

    “As Sergeant Miles would say,” Cat said. “But having an escort is also quite revealing.”

    “I know,” Emily said. A king would be surrounded by bodyguards, but a sorcerer? A sorcerer was supposed to be able to take care of himself. Alassa probably had trouble convincing her people that she was a trained sorceress, if only because Jade was always at her side. “Do we have a choice?”

    Cat shook his head, slowly.

    Emily scowled as she walked over to the stacks. Cat hadn’t been able to find a catalogue, somewhat to her surprise. Maybe Aurelius had known where everything was. Or, perhaps more likely, he hadn’t wanted to write anything down where a student might find it. There were horror stories about students who’d opened books they weren’t ready to read. Emily had a private feeling that the librarians wanted to keep some control over who read the books, although she could see their point. The necromantic rite looked good to anyone without the knowledge and experience to see the downside.

    “Some of the books are unmarked,” she said, finally. “But otherwise ... I think Zed found all the useful ones.”

    “There might be something hidden in here,” Cat said. “Perhaps we should be looking for journals and private spellbooks, rather than textbooks ...”

    “That’s what we found,” Emily said. Sorcerers — even the darkest of sorcerers — seemed to like writing down their discoveries. It would have been charming — and nerdy — if it hadn’t been so dangerous. “I wonder who copied the original books ...”

    “Standards change,” Cat said. He stood, stretching. “Are you ready to go home?”

    I don’t know where home is, Emily thought. Where was home without magic? She couldn’t go back to Whitehall. She couldn’t even live in her own house! And everywhere I go, someone will want something from me.

    “I suppose,” she said. “We’d better say goodbye to the MageMaster first.”

    “Good idea,” Cat said. “And if we go to the surface, I can teleport you home.”

    They paid their respects to Zed — the MageMaster didn’t pepper them with questions, something Emily suspected wasn’t a good sign — and then walked back to the surface. A handful of students passed them on their way, barely paying any attention to Emily. She wondered, absently, if there was anyone amongst the students who recognized her. Frieda’s class would be finishing their fourth year of studies by now. They would know what she looked like, wouldn’t they? But no one called out to her as they ran past.

    At least things have improved, she thought. I made a difference when I came here.

    “What a wasteland,” Cat said, as they reached the surface. The cold air bit at their lungs, bringing with it a sense of dead ash. It was just as desolate as Emily remembered. “How far are we from civilization?”

    “A long way,” Emily said. Very few people knew where Mountaintop was located. The best guess covered hundreds of square miles. There were even people who claimed that Mountaintop was somewhere within the Blighted Lands. “Shall we go?”

    Cat took her arm. “Yes,” he said. “Let’s go.”


    Chapter Twelve

    “YOU HAVE VISITORS, MY LADY,” MOUSE said, as Emily and Cat entered the castle. “They’re waiting in the reception room.”

    Emily blinked. “Visitors?”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Mouse said. “Her Majesty commanded me to escort you there.”

    “And make sure we don’t get lost along the way,” Cat said. 

    Emily shivered. It wasn’t hard to pick out the suspicion in his voice. Visitors now meant ... what? Trouble? Who would come to see them now? Alassa wouldn’t have knowingly landed them in hot water, she was sure, but even a queen could be forced to be circumspect under the right circumstances. Who was it? A friend? An enemy? She felt herself starting to fret as she followed Mouse up the stairs. Alassa wouldn’t have given her reception room to just anyone. It was meant for the monarch’s closest and most trusted intimates ...

    “Emily,” a familiar voice said. “You’re back!”

    “Frieda.” Emily felt her lips curve into a smile as the younger girl jumped up and ran over to give Emily a hug. “What ... I’m glad to see you.”

    Frieda grinned, openly. She hadn’t changed much, Emily noted: she was still pale, with long dark hair tied in twin ponytails; she was still a little short for her age, simply because she hadn’t been fed properly for most of her life. Emily felt a flicker of worry as Frieda caught her hand. Frieda had been used as a pawn to get to Emily, only a few short months ago. The physical scars had been healed, but the mental damage still lingered ...

    “It’s good to see you again.” Frieda’s face darkened. Her voice became a mumble. “I’m sorry to hear about ... you know I’m sorry.”

    “I’ll find a way through it,” Emily promised. She’d never been comfortable with the way Frieda looked up to her, but ... she found she didn’t want to let the younger girl down. “I have some promising notes and ...”

    “Melissa thinks she has a plan,” Frieda said. She jabbed a finger at Melissa, who was sitting next to Lady Barb. “She’s completed her soul magics mastery.”

    “I invited them both,” Lady Barb said, before Emily could say a word. “Melissa already owes you.”

    “And I will do my best to repay the debt,” Melissa said. She looked taller, somehow. Her body glowed with health. “Markus was insistent that we do everything in our power to help.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “And we can also offer you a place to go, if you need it.”

    Good thing Alassa isn’t here, Emily thought. Alassa and Melissa had been enemies for too long. They might not have clashed openly since Melissa had been disowned by her family, but they’d still been rivals. Some wounds never healed. Alassa would be horrified if I walked into the lion’s den.

    “I’ll think about it,” she promised. It would have its advantages — she could advise Markus as he steered the world into a full-fledged industrial revolution — but she wasn’t blind to the disadvantages. She would have to take sides in the constant jockeying for status amongst the magical families. “I don’t want to give up yet.”

    “You shouldn’t,” Melissa said. “Once you give up, you give up.”

    Emily nodded, remembering how their joint tutor had said that again and again. “What do you want to do?”

    “First, I want to take a look at the curse,” Melissa said. “And if that works, we can figure out a way to remove it without risking your life.”

    “That sounds like a plan.” Emily swallowed, hard. She’d never liked having her mind touched, even though she knew — intellectually — that Melissa couldn’t share anything she saw in Emily’s mind without explicit permission. It was like being naked in public, only worse. “When do you want to start?”

    Melissa colored. “As soon as possible,” she said. “I’m not entirely ... welcome ... here.”

    “After dinner,” Lady Barb said, firmly. She called for the maids. “We haven’t eaten.”

    Emily glanced at Cat — and saw Frieda looking at Cat, a dark expression on her face — and sighed, inwardly, as the maids appeared with trays of food. Lady Barb must have given specific orders for comfort food, rather than the traditional welcoming feast. Emily took a chair, forcing herself to eat even though she didn’t want anything. Lady Barb was right. It was better to do the procedure — it was easier to think of it that way — on a full stomach. They might only have to do it once.

    It will be at least twice, she thought numbly, as Lady Barb brought Frieda and Melissa up to speed. Once to find the curse and once to remove it.

    “It’s odd that you can’t find traces of the curse,” Melissa said. “Are you sure she wasn’t burned out?”

    “The damage would be easy to see,” Lady Barb said, briskly. “And she would be going mad by now.”

    “She’s not going mad,” Frieda said, firmly.

    “No,” Lady Barb agreed. “And that suggests something is blocking her magic.”

    “She certainly reacted very badly to the portal,” Cat said. “I did not have such a bad reaction.”

    “That’s good, isn’t it?” Frieda glanced at Emily. “You wouldn’t have reacted at all if you didn’t have magic.”

    “I know,” Emily said, quietly.

    Frieda’s eyes lingered on her. “Have you tried to cast a spell since you stepped through the portal? It might have jarred something loose.”

    Emily felt her face flush. She should have thought of that. Bracing herself, she cast a simple spell. Nothing happened.

    “It didn’t work,” she said. She tried again, just to be sure. “Nothing.”

    “Crap,” Frieda said. “And nothing you tried worked? No cure?”

    “Nothing,” Lady Barb confirmed.

    Frieda looked down at her hands. “What if ... what if Emily was transfigured?”

    “You’d think she would have noticed,” Cat said, sarcastically.

    “That’s not what I meant.” Frieda’s face colored, but she pressed on regardless. “Emily would have noticed if someone had turned her into a frog. Of course she would have noticed. But what if she’d been turned into something that looks like Emily, walks and talks like Emily, but doesn’t have Emily’s magic? A mundane who looks like Emily. She wouldn’t have magic in that form ... would she?”

    Emily shivered. That wasn’t possible ... was it?

    Melissa frowned. “It is hard to cast spells when you’re transfigured.”

    “It would still be possible to tell if Emily had been transfigured,” Lady Barb said. “And she hasn’t. It would be difficult, practically impossible, to transform Emily into a copy of herself — with or without magic. I can’t see anyone managing to cast such a spell, even if they weren’t pressed for time.”

    And tampering with my brain to strip me of my magic would probably kill me outright, Emily thought. One might as well try to perform brain surgery with a hammer.

    “It was a good thought, though,” Lady Barb added. “And a good example of thinking outside the box.”

    Frieda looked torn between embarrassment and relief. “He could have forced her to drink a potion,” she offered. “Or done something to ensure it stayed in her system ...”

    “We would have found traces of a potion when we tested her blood,” Lady Barb said. “And it wouldn’t have lingered for so long.”

    Melissa pushed her plate aside and stood. “Emily, please lie down on the couch,” she said, firmly. “Everyone else, either keep your mouth shut or go out of the room. I will not hesitate to hex anyone who speaks once I begin.”

    “I’ll just sit over here,” Cat said.

    “Go outside and tell Lady Barb what we found,” Emily said, to Cat. She didn’t really want anyone in the room, even though she knew she wasn’t going to be physically naked. “And tell Frieda, too.”

    Frieda looked as if she wanted to argue, but followed Cat and Lady Barb out of the room anyway. Emily felt a pang of guilt — she’d been happy enough to have Frieda as a witness, when she’d needed to prove her innocence — but there was no time to worry about it. Melissa didn’t have days or weeks to spare. She had to get back to House Ashworth before someone started asking pointed questions about her absence.

    “Lie down,” Melissa repeated. “And try to relax.”

    Emily took a long breath, trying to calm her heartbeat. It didn’t seem right to let Melissa touch her mind, whatever oaths she’d sworn. She had to fight to keep from cringing away as Melissa’s hand rested on her forehead. Without magic ... she couldn’t resist. No, that wasn’t true. She could resist, but she shouldn’t. Melissa had to scan Emily’s mind in peace.

    She already knows too much, Emily reminded herself, as she felt her head start to spin. And there’s nothing to gain by not trusting her now.

    She winced, trying to calm herself as she felt a faint presence enter her mind. A flash of panic burned through her as she realized how easily Melissa had slipped into her thoughts, how easy it would be for Melissa to strip Emily’s secrets from her mind ... she forced herself to concentrate, trying to pretend that she was being examined by a doctor. But she’d never liked that much, either. The presence grew stronger and stronger, pressing down on her thoughts in a manner that repelled her. She felt as if she were pinned to the ground by someone stronger, someone so much stronger that resistance was futile. Her breaths came in shuddering gasps. Melissa could do anything to her — she could make Emily say or do or believe anything — and there was nothing Emily could do about it. She couldn’t fight any longer.

    The crawling sensation grew worse as Melissa prowled through Emily’s mind. Flashes of thought and memory burst into existence, only to vanish again within seconds. Emily tried to remember just what had happened in the last moments of the battle, before she’d blacked out, but the memories were hazy. Randor had definitely hit her with something ... she was dimly aware of Melissa watching the memory time and time again, trying to determine what had happened. Perhaps an outside view would be better ...

    A stab of pain lanced through her mind. Emily tried to scream, but she couldn’t. Her entire body was paralyzed, unable to move. Melissa was suffocating her. Panic yammered through her mind. Melissa was ripping her thoughts to shreds. There was a final burst of pain, so overwhelming she was convinced — just for a second — that she was dead, then ... nothing.

    “Emily,” a quiet voice said. “Can you hear me?”

    Emily opened her eyes. Melissa was sitting next to her, holding a glass of water to her lips. Emily sipped gratefully. She knew she should have checked the water first, just to make sure it was safe to drink, but she was too tired to care. Besides, it wasn’t as if she could. Her entire body felt as if she’d been beaten halfway to death. Her clothes were drenched in sweat. She had to fight to sit upright and look around the room. There was no sign of anyone else.

    “I told them to wait outside while you recovered,” Melissa said. “We both came very close to death.”

    Emily finished the water and put the glass aside. “What happened?”

    “I’m not sure,” Melissa said. “The curse could have been trying to defend itself, either by driving me out of your mind or killing you in the hopes it would kill me, too. It might have worked, if it was drawing on your magic. Or your mind could have been trying to throw me out and ... it nearly caused a seizure. That would have killed us both.”

    And left your body a lifeless shell, Emily thought. What would have happened then?

    She took a long breath. “What did you find?”

    “I’m honestly not sure,” Melissa said. “I think there’s something blocking your ability to use your powers, but I couldn’t get a good look at it. It was woven into the warp and weft of your mind. The curse — if it is a curse — might have been given enough time to imbed itself into your mind ... how long did it take for you to realize you didn’t have magic any longer?”

    Emily had to think. “I blacked out after the fight,” she said. “It would have been ... around four days, I think, before I tried a spell. I think.”

    “Too long,” Melissa said. “I’m not sure how to proceed. We might be able to disconnect it from your mind, but the process might kill you. If even a simple peek into your thoughts nearly kills us ...”

    “Shit,” Emily said. “What if you put me to sleep first?”

    “You wouldn’t be able to help,” Melissa said. “The danger would be quite considerable.”

    “That’s an understatement,” Emily muttered. As uncomfortable as it had been to have her mind probed, it would be a great deal worse if she was asleep. Her unconscious mind would resist the intrusion with everything at its disposal. “Is there nothing you can do?”

    “I can have a few words with the other soul magic masters,” Melissa said. “And check through the handful of textbooks, but otherwise ... I don’t know. There aren’t many healers who would willingly take the risk.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. She couldn’t ask anyone to risk their life on her behalf. “Is there ... are there any books on death curses within your family’s library?”

    “I’ll check,” Melissa said. “But as long as we can’t isolate the curse, we may be unable to examine or remove it. The king probably assumed he wouldn’t be around to deal with the consequences.”

    “No,” Emily said. “He wouldn’t have been able to cast the curse without using his own death as a source of power.”

    “And he wouldn’t understand the dangers of using a binding spell, either.” Melissa looked grim. “He might have locked the spell in place.”

    Emily shuddered. She’d been told that it was possible to cast a spell that only she could remove — and then warned that casting such a spell would mean instant expulsion from Whitehall. The outside world might not have such strong rules, and there weren’t enough Mediators to enforce them, but she doubted that many magicians would take the risk of casting unbreakable spells. If nothing else, it would make them pariahs amongst their own kind. They might even be treated as dark wizards.

    “Fuck,” she said. All of a sudden, it seemed hopeless, utterly hopeless. Randor wasn’t around any longer. There was no way he could be forced to break the spell. Bleak despondency threatened to rise up within her, again. “What now?”

    “You do have friends,” Melissa said. “And you do have a place with us if you want.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. It did make her feel a little better, although she was morbidly certain that it had been Markus, not Melissa, who’d pushed for that. Thankfully, Melissa knew she felt nothing beyond friendship for Melissa’s husband. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”

    She rested her head in her hands as Melissa opened the door, invited the others to return and explained what had happened. Emily listened with half an ear, trying to find something — anything — to give her hope. She wasn’t a charity case, was she? She would have been surprised if Markus had made the offer just out of the goodness of his heart. He had to know that whoever controlled Emily would dominate the world. Melissa might not have been able to tell him directly what she’d seen in Emily’s mind, but she could have dropped hints ...

    You’re being paranoid, Emily told herself. Markus was a decent soul. Melissa ... was less decent, perhaps, but a good person. They’re your friends.

    Frieda sat next to her. “I’m sorry,” she said. She wrapped an arm around Emily’s shoulders. “I’ll ... I’ll pledge myself to protect you, if you don’t get your powers back.”

    Cat snorted. “Do you think you can stand against all the people who want to kill her?”

    “I can learn,” Frieda said. The look she directed at Cat was far from friendly. “I’ve made progress.”

    “You can’t learn enough before the vultures start to gather,” Cat said. “Emily is ...”

    “Emily is here,” Emily said. Her body ached, but she forced herself to stand. “Emily is not helpless. Or dependent.”

    “Hansel was a fool,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was very sharp. “The next person who tries will be smarter. He could hardly be so stupid.”

    And the mere fact that Hansel tried will suggest that he had some reason to think he could get away with it, Emily thought. How long will it be before someone draws the correct conclusion?

    “Then I will kill him,” Frieda said, bluntly. She tossed a challenging look at Cat. “Why don’t you teach me? I’m sure a great combat sorcerer like yourself would be able to teach me all kinds of tricks.”

    “Sure,” Cat said, dryly. “I’ll take you down to the spellchambers, leaving Emily alone, and while I’m thrashing you to within an inch of your life someone else decides to take a crack at Emily. What a brilliant idea, I don’t think.”

    “Enough,” Emily said. Frieda hadn’t liked Caleb. It looked as if she wasn’t going to like Cat, either. She hoped that meant they weren’t going to start feuding. Caleb had been more amused than annoyed by Frieda’s dislike, but Cat was made of sterner stuff. “We need to think of a plan.”

    “I’ll go through the notes,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was so flat that Emily knew Lady Barb thought it was hopeless. “But I don’t know ... this is unprecedented. I don’t know of any cases where a sorcerer has lost her powers without going mad.”

    “I do.” Frieda gave them all a brilliant smile. “What about Cabiria?” 


    Chapter Thirteen

    “THAT’S AN INTERESTING THOUGHT,” LADY BARB said, into the silence. “But Cabiria’s case and Emily’s case are not the same.”

    “They do have similarities, though,” Melissa said. “Cabiria should have been a magician. Everyone agreed on that, if I recall correctly. But she wasn’t able to use her powers until ... until something happened to unlock them. Emily certainly should have powers, too.”

    Emily sucked in a breath. She’d shared a room with Cabiria for most of a year. She should have thought about how Cabiria hadn’t had powers until her uncle had done something to unlock them. But she hadn’t given her former roommate a single thought until now. She kicked herself, mentally. She should have thought of Cabiria when she tried to work out what had happened to her. The cases weren’t identical — Lady Barb was right about that — but they did have some things in common.

    “I thought people agreed that Cabiria simply came into her powers late.” Cat didn’t sound convinced. “It’s rare, but hardly unprecedented.”

    “There’s a lot more to the story than that,” Melissa said. “Most people who come into their powers late — at sixteen or thereabouts — tend not to come from magical families. I had tutoring in using my power from the moment I started puberty. Cabiria would have had the same tutoring, she would have been taught the same exercises to draw on her power, from the moment she started puberty too. Her powers were nowhere in evidence until ... well, that’s the question. The only person who knows what really happened back then is dead.”

    Just like Randor, Emily thought.

    “And House Fellini does have a reputation for pushing the limits of knowledge.” Melissa’s eyes lit up. “They produced some of the best healers in the world, including a couple who made a number of very important breakthroughs. I was going to try to get an apprenticeship with one of them, before ... well, before I became Matriarch. They might even have taken me.”

    “They’re also not very open about their researches,” Lady Barb said. “The healing community can’t decide if they’re good guys or selfish bastards.”

    Melissa shrugged. “They may — they may — be able to help Emily. There’s certainly no one else who’s done so much research into the roots of magic. They’re the ones who insisted that newborn magicians should be invited to marry into magical families, pointing out that it strengthens the blood. They’re even the ones who suggested that selected mundanes should be urged to take up residence in areas of high magic, as most of the newborn magicians can trace the linage back to mundanes who did just that. If there’s anyone who can help Emily, it’s them.”

    Emily frowned. “Would you advise me to meet them?”

    “They’re supposed to be good guys.” Melissa hesitated, noticeably. “But so was my grandmother, and look what she turned out to be.”

    “A monster,” Frieda said, flatly.

    “I don’t think you have any other choice.” Melissa stood. “I’ve got to head home now. If you need further help, just ask.”

    “Thank you for coming,” Emily said. “And ... thank you.”

    She watched Melissa leave, then looked at Lady Barb. “Do you think we should ask Cabiria and her family for help?”

    “Melissa has a point,” Lady Barb conceded, slowly. “You don’t appear to have any other choices. And yes, House Fellini does have a reputation for asking questions that no one else seems to want to ask. But ... if they can help you, they may demand a price you might not want to pay.”

    “And that price could be anything,” Cat rumbled.

    “Yes,” Lady Barb agreed. “There’s also the problem that you are a treasure trove of knowledge, which could be taken from you with relatively little effort. House Fellini might be willing to do whatever seems necessary to take the knowledge for themselves.”

    “But Cabiria was able to use her magic after ... after whatever happened,” Emily said. She forced herself to remember what her former roommate had said. “She was unquestionably able to use magic.”

    “I remember,” Lady Barb said. “She certainly inherited her family’s determination to push the limits as far as possible. She would have been expelled a couple of years ago if her family had been a little less important.”

    She shook her head. “Write to them, if you think it’s a good idea. Tell her ... tell her that you request a consultation with her family. Frieda can take the letter back to Whitehall and put it in Cabiria’s hands personally. We do not want this letter getting into the wrong hands.”

    “But the secret will be out if Cabiria has to tell her family,” Cat warned.

    “We might be on the verge of losing control of the secret anyway,” Lady Barb countered, grimly. “No one has seen Emily perform any magic for a week.”

    She glanced at Cat. “I need a word with you,” she said. “Emily and Frieda can go back to her quarters and write the letter.”

    “I’ll come back at once, after I deliver it,” Frieda said. “Emily will not be without a bodyguard.”

    “Nice,” Cat said. “Are you going to sleep on her floor, too?”

    Frieda clenched her fists. Emily saw sparks of light darting around her fingertips. “And where were you when that aristo bastard tried to rape her?”

    Cat took a step forward, menacingly. “Would you care to repeat that?”

    Lady Barb cleared her throat. “Behave, both of you. You can kill each other afterwards, if you like, but now ... I want you to remain focused.”

    “Yes, My Lady.” Cat looked nonplussed. “Emily, I’ll see you tonight?”

    Emily glanced at the clock. It was only five in the afternoon, but it felt later. The time difference between Zangaria and Mountaintop was a killer. “I’ll see you later,” she promised. “And I’ll write the letter now.”

    She let Frieda chatter happily about life at Whitehall as they walked up the stairs to Emily’s quarters. Someone had been inside, she noted as she opened the door; Hansel’s body had been removed, the floor scrubbed clean of blood, the candlestick replaced and the bedding changed. It was easy to believe that she’d imagined everything ... she glanced down at her trembling hands and sighed. No, she hadn’t imagined anything. The room no longer felt safe. She wondered, morbidly, if Cat had had a point. Perhaps she should ask Frieda to stay with her.

    “Your boyfriend is an ass,” Frieda said, once the door was closed. “What do you see in him?”

    Emily hesitated, suddenly unsure what to say. She’d been attracted to Cat — and they’d made a good team — but was there anything beyond sex and a shared adventure? They were very different, in many ways. Cat didn’t share her love of theoretical magic and practical research; she didn’t share his love of a good fight or, perhaps more importantly, his drive to constantly prove himself time and time again. And now ... she was no longer Cat’s equal in power and training. He might not be able to keep from falling back into the patterns of his society.

    “He’s a good man,” she said, finally. “And he risked everything for his friends.”

    “If you say so.” Frieda didn’t sound convinced. “A man like that is always at your feet or at your throat. Goodness ... doesn’t come into it.”

    Emily felt an odd stab of annoyance, mingled with amusement. “Frieda ... can I give you a word of advice?”

    Frieda looked up, attentively. It was surprisingly endearing.

    “Cat isn’t Caleb,” Emily said, steeling herself. “You gave Caleb a hard time ...”

    “He didn’t deserve you,” Frieda said. “He left you when the going got tough.”

    Emily met her eyes, evenly. “Cat isn’t Caleb,” she repeated. “He’s a fighter, not a theoretical sorcerer. And if you keep pushing at him, he will push back. Hard. This isn’t Whitehall. This isn’t a place where someone will make accommodation for your age. This is ...”

    “I know,” Frieda interrupted. “How do you think I know the type?”

    “I’m serious,” Emily said. She knew more than she wanted to know about Frieda’s childhood. Her time at Mountaintop had not been pleasant, but ... it said a lot about her childhood that Mountaintop had been preferable. “Don’t push him too far.”

    “But at least I can get him to teach me something,” Frieda said. “I’m sure he could ...”

    “Like what happens if you push him too far,” Emily said. She shook her head as she opened a drawer and removed a sheet of parchment. “Don’t, please. I don’t want either of you to get hurt.”

    Frieda snorted. Emily sighed and put the parchment on the desk, trying to decide how to compose the letter. She needed to tell Cabiria the truth, or something close enough to the truth to get her to act urgently, but ... she didn’t want to write everything down. Perhaps Frieda could tell Cabiria, instead of putting things in writing. It would make it safer for all concerned. Cabiria ... had been a friend, of sorts, but she and Emily had never been that close. But they had shared an adventure that had nearly gotten them killed ...

    And yet, Cabiria also risked expulsion to get into the Black Library, Emily thought. Can she be trusted completely?

    “Once you take this to Cabiria, I need you to go to the house,” Emily said. “There are a few things there I need.”

    “Of course,” Frieda said. “But I will be coming back.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “I’ll ask Alassa to give you a room.”

    “I’ll sleep here.” Frieda crossed her arms under her breasts. “Someone has to stay close to you.”

    Emily opened her mouth to object, then decided it would be a waste of time. “Very well. I’ll ask the maids to put another bed in the room.”

    She gave Frieda a list of things she needed, all of which her friend should be able to find, then passed her the letter and wished her luck. Frieda couldn’t teleport, as far as Emily knew. It would take several hours for her to reach Whitehall, give Cabiria the letter and then go straight to Dragon’s Den. Frieda nodded and gave Emily another hug before leaving the room. Emily sat down on the bed, feeling her heart begin to race. The room no longer felt safe ...

    He’s dead, she told herself, sharply. She hadn’t had time to come to terms with what she’d done. I bashed his head in myself.

    Her hands started to shake. Emily gritted her teeth, then clasped her hands in her lap. She hadn’t had a choice, not really. Hansel had been bent on raping her — no, he’d been bent on owning her. And if he’d been prepared to risk everything in a desperate bid for lands and power, what else had he done? Emily wondered just how many of Hansel’s former servants were celebrating his death. She wouldn’t have cared to be a maid — or a manservant — in Hansel’s establishment.

    He nearly plunged us into a civil war within the civil war, she reminded herself. Hansel ... or his brother? A great deal of things made more sense — now — if one believed that Tobias had been working for Randor all along. Or for himself, perhaps. And where is Tobias now?

    There was a tap at the door. Emily tensed, one hand fumbling for the knife in her sleeve. If it was someone else, someone bent on hurting her ... the door opened, revealing a tired-looking Jade. Emily relaxed, slightly. It was odd for Jade to come on his own, without Cat or Lady Barb or someone else who could act as a chaperone. Alassa had no doubts about him — and Emily knew Jade was besotted with his wife — but it only took one incident for nasty rumors to get started. The courtiers disliked Jade, simply because he wasn’t one of them. 

    “Emily,” Jade said. “How are you feeling?”

    “Wretched,” Emily said, truthfully. She didn’t need to pretend to be strong in front of Jade. He’d seen her vulnerable — and worse. “What about you?”

    Jade didn’t smile. “Alassa needs to see you,” he said. “Coming?”

    Emily stood, brushing down her dress. “How many courtiers will recognize me if I look like this?”

    “You don’t look that different,” Jade said. “Although I must say that the dress suits you.”

    He opened the door and led her down the corridor, through a concealed entrance and up a servant’s staircase. Emily followed, glancing around with interest. Jade was clearly concerned about being seen, even though he had nothing to fear. Alassa was behind him and, when she gave birth, his position would be unassailable. Emily looked at his back, wondering what Jade would do if anything happened to Alassa. Stay and protect their child, perhaps as the baby’s regent, or take the child and run? It wasn’t as if Jade had any deep ties to the monarchy — or Zangaria itself.

    She shook her head. It wasn’t something she could ask.

    Jade opened a door for her, then stepped aside. “You go ahead,” he said. “I’ll be up later.”

    Emily nodded and stepped into the room. Alassa was lying on a couch, her dress pulled up to reveal her baby bump. A healer was standing by her side, waving a wand over her belly. He stood upright as Emily approached, bowed politely to her and hurried to the door. Alassa muttered a charm as soon as the door closed, locking it. Emily sat down next to her and waited.

    “The baby is very active these days,” Alassa said. She touched her belly, gingerly. “I think he wants out already.”

    “He’s a boy?” Emily blinked in surprise. “Do you know ...?”

    “They wouldn’t check, not even for me,” Alassa said. She caught Emily’s hand and pressed it against her bare skin. “Boy or girl ... I won’t know until I give birth.”

    She gave Emily a wan smile as the baby kicked. “I can’t wait, you know. Walking around like this has been ...”

    “You have an excuse to reduce your workload,” Emily pointed out. “No one will risk suggesting you harm the baby.”

    “They’ll see it as a sign of weakness,” Alassa said. She let go of Emily’s hand and smoothed down her dress. “Father never stopped when he was having a child.”

    “He wasn’t having the child,” Emily snapped. “It was your mother who carried you and gave birth to you and ...”

    Alassa laughed, humorlessly. “I know that,” she said. “But, to hear some of those idiots talk, Mister Seahorse himself carried me to term.”

    “You need to take it easy,” Emily said. “Find someone who can help you ...”

    “There isn’t anyone,” Alassa said. “Jade doesn’t have the training or the experience — and even if he did, the marriage agreement limits his power. My mother ... was kept away from power by my father. She never had the training she needs to help me. Imaiqah would be ideal, but she’s still too ill to go to work. And there are just too many things I have to do personally.”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said. “I wish I could help.”

    “I wish you could, too,” Alassa said. She made a face. “The inquisitors are coming tomorrow. I think they want to collect witness statements from everyone, including you.”

    “Shit,” Emily said.

    “They moved up the schedule,” Alassa continued. “They might also want to check out a few rumors ...”

    “About me,” Emily finished. Had Zed told them? Or ... had they spies in Zangaria? It wouldn’t be impossible. The White Council might have sent spies into the kingdom as soon as they realized that Randor had been experimenting with necromancy. No one would fault them for doing everything in their power to confirm the rumors before it was too late. “Did ... did they give any reason?”

    “No.” Alassa’s voice hardened as she sat up. “Our position is that my late father of infamous memory was the only necromancer within the kingdom. And that is the truth, as you know.”

    “We believe it to be so,” Emily said. She had no reason to doubt it. Necromancers tended to be noticeable. She was mildly impressed that Randor had managed to hide his powers for so long. “They can’t blame you for it, can they?”

    “Not fairly, no,” Alassa said. “But we might wind up in some trouble. We might have to surrender the books.”

    “And we still need them,” Emily said. “Or do we?”

    “I don’t know,” Alassa said. “I think they can probably be put in Lady Barb’s care, but ... I don’t know.”

    She sighed. “I’m sorry to drop this on you, Emily,” she said. “But they do want answers.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “And they want to know if I’ve really lost my powers.”

    She smiled, despite the churning sensation in her chest. It wouldn’t be easy to fool trained magicians, but ... she thought she could make it work. Perhaps. It would depend on Frieda recovering the right tools from the house. If she couldn’t ... Emily shuddered. Too many people knew already. It wouldn’t be long before the entire world knew what had happened to her.

    And then I will have to hide, she thought. Cabiria might — might — be able to help her. If she couldn’t ... Emily wasn’t sure what she could do. It might be a good idea to leave the castle before something else happened. Or see if Void can help me.

    She stood. “I’ll do my best,” she said. “And thank you for letting me know.”

    “You’re welcome,” Alassa said. She struggled to her feet, ignoring Emily’s offer of a helping hand. “It was scant enough, I fear.”

    “But enough,” Emily said. It wasn’t as if they needed to devise and rehearse a lie. “We’re just going to tell them the truth, aren’t we?”

    Just not all of it, her thoughts added, silently.


    Chapter Fourteen

    FRIEDA FROWNED AS EMILY CAREFULLY SLIPPED the battery into place. “Are you sure this is going to work?”

    Emily shook her head. The batteries hadn’t been easy to control even when she’d had her powers. Now ... she’d had to rely on Frieda to prime the valve, knowing that a single mistake would be all too revealing to watching eyes. Frieda was a skilled magician — Emily had taught her the basics herself — but there were limits. She simply hadn’t had a chance to work with batteries before she’d been plunged into the deep end. 

    We should have found time to practice, Emily thought. She’d always intended to share the secret with her younger friend, once they’d both left school. We could have smoothed out the bumps before I lost my powers.

    She pushed the thought aside as someone knocked on the door. It hadn’t been a comfortable night, even though she’d been used to sharing a room with her friend. She’d spent too much time alternately fretting over the letter she’d written, wondering if she had said too much or too little, and shooting down Frieda’s increasingly crazy theories about what had happened and why. The cynical side of her mind noted Frieda would probably have made a great alchemist, if she’d had the patience to practice the art. She certainly was alarmingly good at thinking outside of the box.

    Frieda opened the door. “My Lady,” Mouse said. “The inquisitors are ready for Lady Emily.”

    Emily placed the battery in her pocket and stood, smoothing down her robes. She had no way to know if the inquisitors expected to see her in magician’s robes or not, but Frieda had insisted Emily wear them. It was rare, very rare, for a mundane to wear magician’s robes. The visitors might not question Emily’s powers if she was dressed like a magician. Emily wasn’t so sure, but she had to admit that Frieda had a point. Besides, the robes had one great advantage over courtly dress. They had pockets. It wouldn’t be anywhere near as easy to touch the battery and valve if she wore a dress.

    And people would wonder what I was doing if I had my hand in a handbag, Emily thought, wryly. If I was allowed to carry one into the room ...

    She dismissed the thought as she followed Mouse down the stairs and into a small audience chamber. Alassa had assigned it to the inquisitors, apparently on the grounds that it was large enough for them to work while too small for them to get an inflated sense of their own importance. Emily had no patience for power games, but she understood the problem better than she cared to admit. Alassa needed to cooperate with the White Council, yet — at the same time — she couldn’t afford to look like she was conceding power and authority to anyone. It would make her look weak at the worst possible time. Emily sighed as she took a long breath, bracing herself. She’d often thought that the only thing keeping the necromancers from taking advantage of the disunity was their own inability to work together.

    “Lady Emily,” a calm voice said. “Thank you for coming.”

    Emily clasped her hands behind her back as she surveyed the chamber. Three people — a woman and two men — were seated behind a table, wearing white robes with gold braid. Two more stood by the walls, wearing sorcerer’s black. Emily guessed the mediators weren’t really expecting trouble. The white robes were spectacular, and many magicians wanted to earn the right to wear them, but Emily hated the thought of trying to fight in such restrictive clothing. They’d have worn something a little more practical if they’d expected a fight.

    “I am Mediator Praia,” the woman said. She looked old enough to be Emily’s grandmother, although that meant nothing on the Nameless World. A magician who let herself look old would be powerful indeed. “My companions are Mediator Spruce and Mediator Chadwick. I believe we met at Whitehall, although you may not remember me.”

    “I’m afraid not, Lady Mediator,” Emily said. If she’d ever been introduced to Praia, she’d forgotten. “It’s been a very busy time.”

    Praia smiled, wryly. “Indeed, it has. I have been given to understand that you have been informed of the procedure for this inquest ...?”

    Emily nodded. Her throat was suddenly dry. “I read the briefing notes.”

    “Very good,” Praia said. She twisted her hand in the air. “Tell us something true.”

    “My hair is brown,” Emily said.

    “Very good,” Praia said, again. “Tell us something false.”

    “I am a man,” Emily said. The air around her turned red. A shiver ran down her spine as she realized that Praia had cast a truth spell. It couldn’t compel her to talk, she thought, but it would catch her if she knowingly spoke a lie. And she hadn’t even sensed the spell as it was cast. She had less sensitivity to magic than a hedge witch’s apprentice. She pushed a little irritation into her voice. “I trust that is sufficient?”

    “It is,” Praia said. She’d be monitoring the spell closely, watching for any attempt to circumvent it. Emily knew Praia would be wasting her time. “We have to be careful.”

    No, you don’t, Emily thought. They hadn’t even given her a chair. You could force me to talk at any moment, if you wished.

    Praia met her eyes. “When did you learn that King Randor was a practicing necromancer?”

    Emily took a moment to consider her answer. “When he unleashed necromancy on the battlefield,” she said, finally. “He used necromantic power to cover his escape.”

    “And you had no clue beforehand that he would resort to desperate measures?” Praia didn’t take her eyes off Emily. “You had no hint he would risk using necromancy?”

    “I believed he was no longer stable,” Emily said. “But I didn’t believe he would use necromancy.”

    Praia cocked her head. “Tell us what happened afterwards.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. “We headed to the city,” she said, choosing her words with great care. “Two of us sneaked into the city and, with the aid of someone inside the castle, managed to break into the throne room and confront the mad king. He expended all of his power during the fight and died.”

    “You were so confident of victory,” Mediator Chadwick said, “that only two of you confronted the necromancer?”

    “No, Lord Mediator,” Emily said. She kept her hands tightly clasped behind her back. If they asked the right questions, they’d force her to talk about the batteries. “We believed we didn’t have time to call for help before Randor made his position impregnable. The only way to win was to take the offensive and challenge the king within his castle.”

    “And you won,” Praia said. “How did you win?”

    “I kept ducking and dodging until he ran out of power and died,” Emily said. It was technically true. Randor might have been more skillful than anyone had realized, but he hadn’t been used to controlling such vast power. He might as well have moved from riding a bicycle to driving a sports car. “It worked.”

    “Barely,” Praia commented. “You were badly injured.”

    Emily looked back at her, evenly. “With all due respect, Lady Mediator, a living necromancer in Zangaria would have been a deadly threat.”

    “Randor would hardly have sided with the necromancers on the other side of the Craggy Mountains,” Mediator Spruce said. “We could have handled him.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. “But Randor was already mad. Given time, he would have sacrificed more innocents to feed his lust for power. It would not have been long before he started attacking other countries. The armies in the field would not have been enough to stop him.”

    “Despite your innovations,” Praia said.

    Emily shrugged. She had no idea what would happen if a necromancer was shot. Shadye had been so far beyond humanity that he might not have noticed. Randor ... if he’d been killed, all the power would have burst out of him in a single cataclysmic explosion. It might have devastated the surrounding area. His army might have died with him.

    “We made the best decision we could, at the time,” Emily said. “We didn’t dare give him time to replenish his strength.”

    “Indeed,” Praia said. “Why did no one realize that he’d started to practice necromancy?”

    “You met the king before you were rescued from the headsman’s block,” one of the others added. “Why did you not sense his necromancy?”

    Emily took a breath. “The king’s servants poured potion down my throat,” she said, reluctantly. She didn’t want to talk about losing magic. Not now. “I was in no state to sense anything on him, beyond growing madness. And really, I don’t know when he started to practice necromancy. He might have held back until he lost the Battle of Winter Flower.”

    She allowed herself a scowl. “The king’s sorcerers were sworn to his service. If they sensed anything, it wasn’t enough to make them rethink their vows. No one else in his camp, I believe, had the experience to recognize necromancy when they saw it. It’s quite possible that no one realized the truth until Randor used necromantic spells openly. They would have regarded it as unthinkable.”

    “Except King Randor clearly did think it,” Praia said. “Why?”

    “I can only speculate,” Emily said.

    “Then speculate,” Chadwick growled.

    “Zangaria was in a state of flux well before I first visited the kingdom,” Emily said. “The king had to maintain a balance between commoners and aristocracy, a balancing act that had already started to fail. Randor was nearly overthrown in a coup five years ago, for example, and he knew there were other plots underway. The ... social changes I accidentally caused didn’t help. He gambled to save his power base and accidentally triggered a multisided civil war. I think he knew he’d lose if he didn’t embrace necromancy.”

    “A mad decision,” Praia said.

    “I think he was incapable of surrendering,” Emily said. “He could not convince himself to give up and allow his daughter to take the throne.”

    “Unfortunate,” Praia said. “Where did he learn necromancy?”

    “Again, I have to speculate,” Emily said. There was no way to know. “We know he had a collection of books on magic. He was skilled enough to work the necromantic rite, if he was prepared to take the risk. It’s also possible that one of his magicians taught him the basics ...”

    “No trained magician would talk about that with his kingly master,” Chadwick said.  “The dangers of necromancy are drummed into our heads from a very early age.”

    “We can only speculate.” Emily shrugged. “Randor did not, as far as we can tell, confide in anyone. It would have been out of character for him to do so. He just ... did it. We may never know the full truth.”

    “We can interrogate his former magicians, those who left his service,” Spruce said. “They might be able to shed some light on the case.”

    Praia didn’t look convinced. Emily didn’t blame her. A magician who knew — who even suspected — that his royal master was collecting forbidden books and experimenting with dangerous magic was supposed to report him to the White Council. There were ways Randor could have circumvented the magician’s oaths, she supposed, but they would have been dangerously risky. It was quite likely that Randor had concealed his activities from his servants until it was too late. There was nothing to be gained by risking exposure.

    Spruce leaned forward. “What happened to his books?”

    “They were marked for destruction,” Emily said. It was true, although incomplete. “They are currently under the supervision of Lady Mediator Barb.”

    “I know her,” Praia said. “We can ensure their destruction later.”

    “They should have been destroyed immediately,” Chadwick muttered. He fixed Emily with an accusing stare. “Why didn’t you throw them into the fire as soon as they were discovered?”

    “They were only discovered three days ago, more or less,” Emily said. It felt longer. She chose her next words very carefully. “We believed that you might wish to inspect them before they were destroyed.”

    “Indeed,” Chadwick said.

    Praia elbowed him. “You would have been the first to complain if they were destroyed before we could inspect them,” she said. “Lady Emily, do you have any reason to believe that Randor shared his secrets with anyone?”

    “I could not say for certain.” Emily had to wet her lips before she could continue. “It is possible that some of the books were shown to the king’s servants, or simply stolen from his chambers, but we do not know. We may be jumping at shadows.”

    “And the Queen might have taken them,” Chadwick growled. “Did your friend, the monarch of this fine country, keep any of the tomes for herself?”

    Emily felt her face heat. “No.”

    “But you cannot be certain?” Chadwick leaned forward, as if he were building a case. “Can you give me a definite answer?”

    “To the best of my knowledge,” Emily said icily, “Queen Alassa has not inspected any of the books, let alone taken any for herself. I have no reason to think otherwise. Furthermore” — she allowed her voice to show her anger — “Queen Alassa has had four years of study at Whitehall. She knows the danger of messing around with dark magic.”

    “You would be surprised how many magicians miss the point, even after six years at Whitehall,” Spruce commented. “Dark magic is seductive.”

    Emily took a moment to put her temper under firm control. She knew what Chadwick was trying to do. He wanted an excuse to expand the inquisition, to use it as a wedge for expanding the White Council’s power in Zangaria. And Alassa would not tamely surrender to his authority. Emily had no idea what would happen then, but she doubted it would be anything good. The Allied Lands might back Alassa, on the grounds she was a crowned monarch, or turn against her because her father had been a necromancer. It might lead to war at the worst possible moment.

    “Queen Alassa knows better,” she said, finally. “I do not believe she would casually experiment with dark magic.”

    But she might be desperate enough to take the risk, if all hell breaks loose, Emily added, silently. Alassa and her father had had more in common than either of them would have cared to acknowledge. She could be startlingly ruthless at times. Given the choice between embracing dark magic and watching her kingdom fall, what choice would Alassa make?

    “That’s good to hear,” Praia said.

    “Of course Lady Emily wants to support her friend,” Chadwick said, as if Emily wasn’t in the room. “She can’t say otherwise, can she?”

    “But she could not lie,” Praia said. She gave her companion a sharp look, then turned to Emily. “Do you have anything you wish to tell us?”

    “No, My Lady Mediator,” Emily said. She stuck her hands in her pockets. “Do you have any further questions for me?”

    Chadwick leaned forward. “A curious rumor has reached our ears. You faced Randor in single combat and, at the end, you burned yourself out to bring him down. Is that true?”

    Emily looked back at him. “Do I look burned out?”

    The mediator didn’t smile. “Do you have a better answer for me?”

    Emily touched the valve with one hand, pressing it gently. A tingle ran down her fingertips as the magic started to flow, flaring up around her ... it was part of her. For a moment, just for a handful of seconds, she was a magician again. The power responded to her ... she pushed it out, letting them see the power. They would think she’d been masking her power, she hoped ... she tried to capture the sensation, to understand what was happening. Had the battery jump-started her magic again?

    The power died away. She felt her heart break, just a little.

    “I trust that answers the question,” she said, fighting to keep her voice steady. If they asked her to flare her magic again, she was screwed. “I did not burn myself out during the final battle.”

    Praia looked amused. “Very good, Lady Emily,” she said. “You may go.”

    Alassa would probably have had a few sharp words for anyone who dismissed her so casually, certainly in her castle, but Emily was just glad to escape. The mediators could have forced her to admit the truth, if they’d asked the right questions. It had been sheer luck the battery had worked as well as she’d hoped. If they’d sensed a hint of Frieda’s magic wrapped up with hers, they might have suspected ... something. Emily was, as far as she knew, the only person to invent devices to store magic, but ... she had no way to know if someone would guess the truth. It was possible to store magic within wands and wards for very short periods of time.

    Cat met her outside, looking worried. “What happened?”

    “The rumors are starting to spread,” Emily said, once he’d cast a privacy spell. “I fooled them, this time.”

    “The next time won’t be so easy,” Cat said. “Do you have any more batteries?”

    Emily shook her head. “That was the last,” she said. “Next time ...”

    She took a breath. “But the magic was mine,” she added. “Just for a moment, I was a magician again.”

    Cat looked ... his features shifted so rapidly that she couldn’t put a name to any of his emotions. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what he was feeling.

    “We’ll have to see what happens if I fill a battery for you,” Cat said, finally. “But it won’t be your magic, will it?”

    “I know,” Emily said. She’d charged the battery, before she’d returned to Whitehall for her final year. It had been her magic. “And anyone who knows your signature or mine will know it too.”


    Chapter Fifteen

    EMILY HADN’T BEEN SURE HOW LONG it would take Cabiria to respond to her letter. They were friends, she supposed, but they had never been that close. Cabiria had been closer to the Gorgon and Aloha, before Aloha had graduated and taken up an apprenticeship; she’d never spent that much time with Emily during their final year at Whitehall. And if she needed to ask her extended family for advice ... Emily could think of a dozen possibilities, not all of them good. Cabiria’s family might not be amongst her fans. If they heard that Emily had lost her magic, they might not want to help her get it back.

    And so she was almost surprised, two days after the inquest was completed, when Cabiria and her father arrived at the castle.

    Emily studied them both with interest as they were brought into the chamber. Cabiria still looked inhumanly pale, with long raven hair framing an oval face and a willowy body that made her look surprisingly frail. The black dress she wore revealed her curves without actually showing any bare skin below the neckline, and she moved with an elegance that suggested she’d been born to power. Beside her, Cabiria’s father looked like a friendly goblin. It was hard to believe that the ruddy-faced man in sorcerer’s black had fathered the ghostly girl. His daughter looked freakishly tall next to him. The bag he carried, slung over one shoulder, made him look like a wandering minstrel rather than a magician.

    “Emily,” Cabiria said. She sounded ... wary. “Is it true?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. There was no point in trying to lie, not now. “I lost my powers.”

    A haunted look crossed Cabiria’s face, just for a second. She was far from stupid — Emily knew Cabiria could have matched Aloha for sheer cleverness, if she’d widened her fields of interest — but she’d only had her powers for six years. She knew what it was like to be powerless in magical society, a blind girl in the kingdom of the sighted. Emily felt a stab of pity, remembering when Cabiria had told her the story. Cabiria hadn’t been abused or disowned, but she’d never quite fit in either. She would have never fit in anywhere.

    “I see,” Cabiria said. She inclined a hand to her father. “Father, this is Lady Emily; Emily, this is Caledon of House Fellini, my father.”

    Emily curtseyed. “Pleased to meet you.”

    Caledon smiled. “And I am pleased to meet you, too.” He had a warm and friendly voice. “Your reputation precedes you.”

    “Hopefully in a good way,” Emily said. She found herself liking Caledon, almost against her will. “I’ve heard good things about you.”

    “Quite,” Caledon said. He placed his bag on the table and opened it. “Shall we get right to work?”

    Emily glanced at Lady Barb, who’d insisted on supervising the first meeting, then nodded stiffly. “Please.”

    “Lie down on the couch,” Caledon directed, as he produced a set of tools from his bag and started to lay them out on the table. “We’ll start with the basics.”

    Emily forced herself to relax as Caledon ran his wands over her, starting with a simple silver wand and finishing with a wand that looked more like a television aerial than anything particularly magical. Her skin crawled, although she wasn’t sure if she was reacting to the magic or if she was simply imagining it. Caledon muttered to himself as he worked, scribbling down notes in a journal as he moved the wands over Emily’s body. They lingered over her head for long moments, then glided down until they were held over her abdomen and thighs. She wasn’t sure what he thought he was looking for.

    “Interesting,” he said, finally. “I take it someone sampled your blood?”

    “We found nothing,” Lady Barb said. She hadn’t moved, so Emily guessed Caledon wasn’t doing anything wrong. “There was no trace of any potions in her blood once the healers let her go.”

    “Unfortunate,” Caledon said. “But no need to repeat the tests, I think.”

    “Perhaps they should be repeated,” Cabiria said. “We need to be certain ...”

    Caledon gave his daughter a sharp look, but produced a silver knife — the blade covered in runes — from his bag anyway. Emily gritted her teeth as he rolled up her sleeve and pressed the blade gently against her bare skin, producing a trickle of blood. Caledon wiped it up with a cloth, then placed it on the table and muttered spells over it. Cabiria shot Emily an unreadable look as her father finished, then incinerated the cloth with a final spell. It didn’t look as if he’d found anything.

    “There was definitely nothing in your bloodstream,” Caledon mused. “Nothing magical, in any case.”

    But it could be something mundane, Emily thought. Would a mundane drug be so easy to find?

    “You should be a magician,” Caledon said. He started to put the wands away. “The tests make it clear that you should be a magician. Cabiria had the same issue, seven years ago. It was clear that she should have had magic, but she didn’t. We wondered if she’d been cursed, too.”

    He finished putting the wands back in his bag and sat down. “What happened? Start at the beginning and go on to the end.”

    Emily took a breath, then started to recite the whole story once again. Caledon listened, without interrupting, as she told him about their final desperate bid to stop the mad king and how Cat had been knocked out in the first few seconds of the fight. She described, as best as she could, the moment when Randor had lost control of his powers and when she’d discovered that she could no longer use magic. Cabiria winced audibly as Emily concluded with a brief list of everything they’d done since then.

    “A death curse does seem likely,” Caledon mused. “But take heart. Cabiria did learn how to use her powers.”

    “After Uncle Alanson sacrificed his life for me.” Cabiria sounded ... Emily wasn’t sure how she sounded. There was more than a hint of hero-worship in her tone. “Whatever he did, he unlocked my powers at the cost of his life.”

    Lady Barb leaned forward. “What happened to Cabiria?”

    Caledon looked pained. “We don’t know,” he said. “Our theory was that someone had cursed her, perhaps as a jab at our family, but we never figured out who. We are a small house, with a small collection of enemies ... we simply couldn’t figure out which of them had done it and why. They were more likely to strike at an adult rather than a child. The only other theory was that Cabiria had somehow burned herself out at a very young age, perhaps even in the womb, but it seemed unlikely. Cabiria was never mad, merely powerless.”

    “I assume there was nothing wrong with her birth?” Lady Barb studied Cabiria, her face unreadable. “Or anything odd her mother did while carrying her to term?”

    “Nothing,” Caledon confirmed. “Our first two children had magic. There was no reason to think that Cabiria wouldn’t come into her powers. It wasn’t until she started her monthlies” — Emily heard Cabiria gasp in dismay — “that we started to suspect something was badly wrong. She simply didn’t manifest any powers until Alanson tried ... something ... to unlock them.”

    “And it cost him his life,” Lady Barb mused. “What did he do?”

    “We don’t know,” Caledon repeated. “Whatever the details were, he kept them to himself. We studied his notes extensively, afterwards – my children committed themselves to researching all kinds of magics — but we know very little. He didn’t even allow us to watch the process from inside the spellchamber.”

    “You might have died, too,” Cabiria said.

    “Maybe,” Caledon said. He looked at Emily. “We have done a lot of research into the roots of magic, as you know. Where it comes from, how it’s used ... how magicians store and manipulate power. We may be able to do something to unlock — unblock — your powers. I already have a couple of ideas and the rest of the family may be able to contribute some more.  The chance to experiment on someone with a similar problem ...”

    “Emily is not a test subject,” Lady Barb said, tartly.

    “We cannot guarantee anything,” Caledon warned. “But if we can find a way to help, we will.”

    And no promises, Emily thought. She didn’t like the idea of being used as a guinea pig, although she suspected she was running out of options. Someone — sooner or later — would seek to test her defenses, either because they wanted her dead or simply because they wanted to confirm the rumors. If this fails ...

    She took a breath. “I’ll take the risk.”

    “Good girl.” Caledon sounded pleased. “We do, of course, have to discuss the price.”

    “Of course,” Lady Barb echoed.

    Caledon ignored her. “You come to our manor,” he said, shortly. “You may bring two friends with you, both politically neutral. Or come alone, if you wish. If we fail, if we don’t manage to unlock your powers, there will be no price. But if we succeed ... we want a seat on the Heart’s Eye board. A permanent seat.”

    Emily kept her face expressionless. It was possible — quite possible — that she wouldn’t be able to get into Heart’s Eye herself, let alone let others into the former school. The wards she’d crafted to protect the building, rooting them in the nexus point underneath the school, might not recognize her as their creator. She’d had grand plans, once upon a time, to turn the school into a university, but now ... she shook her head. There was no way her plans could go ahead until she regained her magic.

    I should have added Caleb or Frieda or someone to the wards before it was too late, Emily thought. Keeping the wards under her sole control had seemed a sensible precaution, at the time. Now ... it seemed like criminal negligence. If I don’t get my powers back, Heart’s Eye might be lost forever.

    “I have no intention of allowing any hereditary seats,” she said, carefully. There was no point in admitting that she might not be able to get them into Heart’s Eye. “But I can give you a seat, which will be yours as long as you live. You simply won’t be able to pass it down to your children.”

    Caledon gave her a surprised look. “And why not?”

    “A school board needs fresh blood if it is not to become stale,” Emily answered. “And allowing a seat to remain in a single family will ensure that the board will become stale.”

    “Interesting,” Caledon said. “And how do you intend to distribute seats?”

    “Carefully,” Emily said. She was reluctant to admit that neither she nor Caleb had come up with a perfect solution to the problem. An academic board could become stale — or corrupt — even if it wasn’t hereditary. “If you succeed, if you can help me recover my powers, we can and we will grant you a seat. If you fail ... the point is moot, anyway.”

    “Quite,” Caledon agreed. He said nothing for a long moment. “I agree to your terms, Lady Emily. We will do everything in our power to help you.”

    And if you succeed, you will have won yourself a position of power and influence, Emily thought. She wasn’t blind to the implications. If the university concept worked as well as she thought, Caledon’s family would be in a good position to reap the benefits. It was quite possible that they’d even manage to find a way to maneuver her and her friends out of the university and take it for themselves. I’m going to have to watch my back very carefully.

    Caledon stood. “My daughter and I would like to explore the city,” he said. “If we return in four hours, Lady Emily, would you be ready to go?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. It wasn’t as if she had much to pack. “Two friends, you said?”

    “Both politically neutral.” Caledon managed an apologetic smile. “I would be reluctant to take anyone who wasn’t into my house.”

    “We will take care of you,” Cabiria said. “Clothes, towels ... you don’t have to bring very much. We have plenty of spares.”

    And, if worse came to worst, I could wear your dresses, Emily thought. Cabiria wasn’t that much taller than Emily. But that isn’t going to happen, is it?

    “I’ll be ready,” she said. “And thank you.”

    Caledon bowed, then led his daughter out of the room. The door closed behind him with a loud thud.

    Lady Barb cleared her throat. “You do realize this is incredibly risky?”

    “I know the dangers,” Emily said. “But if anyone can help me” — anyone human, her thoughts added — “it’s them.”

    “I don’t think you really understand the dangers,” Lady Barb said. “You’d be in their manor, their place of power; you’d be completely at their mercy. They might see advantage in ... influencing ... you while you’re vulnerable. It would be very difficult to detect that sort of tampering if they gave it time to bed in before you returned to us. And even if they don’t intend to hurt you, Emily, they could do you a great deal of damage by accident. A magician’s home is never safe.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    “You’ve been in my home,” Lady Barb said. “How many others have you visited?”

    Emily made a face. She’d visited House Ashworth, but that had been more of a daring commando raid than a social call. Otherwise ... how many others had she visited? Caleb’s house hadn’t been a real magician’s house. His mother had kept the magic under tight control. Lady Barb had a point. She’d never stayed in a family manor before. God knew she’d never been invited.

    “Point taken,” she said.

    “And even if they manage to keep you out of danger,” Lady Barb continued, “there are other risks. They will be using all kinds of experimental magics and rituals to unlock your powers. I don’t know what they will do, or what they will try to do, but I do know that one of the rituals they tried claimed the life of an adult magician. That tells me they’re messing around with dangerous magics. Yes, I know” — she held up a hand — “that the ritual, whatever it was, worked. I also know it killed someone.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “I understand why you want your powers back. Of course I understand why you want them back. But you have to understand that there are worse things than losing your magic. You could face death, or a fate worse than death, if you fall into the wrong hands. And I cannot come with you.”

    Emily blinked. “You ...” — she winced — “you’re not politically neutral?”

    “Not neutral enough to satisfy them.” Lady Barb’s mouth twisted, as if she’d bit into something unpleasant. “And I doubt they want me around in any case. I’m surprised they didn’t ask you to go alone.”

    “I can take Cat,” Emily said. She cursed under her breath. Most of the people she knew and trusted wouldn’t be able to come, either because they were occupied elsewhere or simply because they weren’t neutral. “And Frieda, if she will come.”

    “Cat is experienced, but not that experienced.” Lady Barb didn’t sound impressed. “He’s a good fighter, but he isn’t particularly devious. Frieda ... she’s even less experienced, although I will grant that she’s good at spotting traps. I would be much happier if you had an adult along.”

    “Even Void?” Emily resisted the temptation to point out that Cat was a legal adult and had been for several years. He was twenty-five, not fifteen. “Or should I try to ask for you anyway?”

    “They won’t want me,” Lady Barb said, ignoring Emily’s sally. “I know too much, you see. I’d be able to read their books and crack their secrets and — perhaps — use them for myself later. They wouldn’t be pleased if I stole an idea and claimed the credit for inventing it myself.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “But if it’s a healing secret ...”

    Lady Barb’s face darkened. “Emily, most magicians don’t ask questions about the roots of magic. It’s something we don’t want to look at too closely, as if the mere act of asking questions would be enough to take our powers away. And fewer still wonder about ways to treat mental damage, as you know. Caledon and his family may have crossed that line in secret. If they have ...”

    She said nothing for a long moment. “Be very careful, Emily. Listen to Cat and Frieda. And don’t sign anything unless you run it past them first.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. If Caledon really was breaking the taboo on treating mental health issues ... she shook her head. She didn’t know he was doing anything of the sort. It was unlikely that anyone would take the risk. She didn’t feel the taboo herself, but she hadn’t grown up on the Nameless World. The fear of sane necromancers ran deep. “I will take care of myself.”

    “I hope so,” Lady Barb said. “And make sure you keep writing to me. I’ll be worried if I don’t hear from you every week.”

    “I’ll make sure of it,” Emily promised. “And thank you.”

    “I wish I could help more,” Lady Barb admitted. Her voice broke slightly. “To depend on people you don’t know if you can trust ... it would be easier, perhaps, to rely on one’s enemies. At least we’d know to expect a betrayal.”

    “Not mine,” Emily said. She hated to hear Lady Barb sounding so helpless. “They’d cut my throat and have done with it.”

    “True,” Lady Barb said. “Watch your back.”


    Chapter Sixteen

    “I WISH I COULD COME WITH you,” Alassa said, three hours later. “Or that I could send Jade with you.”

    “Me too,” Emily said. She would have liked Jade’s company, but she knew she couldn’t ask him to leave his pregnant wife. “Cat and Frieda will look after me.”

    “I’m sure they will,” Alassa said. “Cat helped save us both from certain execution. I’m sure he’ll look after you now.”

    She glanced across the hall to where Cat, Jade and Lady Barb were holding a hushed conversation. It was hard to be sure, but it looked like they were having an argument. Frieda stood next to Imaiqah, listening as Imaiqah outlined what they’d found in Randor’s collection of spellbooks. Emily wasn’t sure they were meant to be telling anyone about the collection, particularly as the mediators had requested that the books be destroyed at once, but she found it hard to care. Frieda needed to know what Randor might have been experimenting with in the weeks and months before his death. It might give her ideas.

    “I told the inquisitors that you were leaving,” Alassa added. “They didn’t give me any reason to think they still wanted you, so ... it probably doesn’t matter.”

    “Unless they intend to ask you to produce me once I’m gone.” Emily rolled her eyes at the thought. “They do seem to like playing power games.”

    “A common failing,” Alassa said, dryly. “They know you’re going, so they can’t complain when I fail to produce you. I gave them fair warning and they know it.”

    Emily nodded. “Will they cause trouble for you?”

    “I think they haven’t found anything, apart from the books themselves, that can be held against me,” Alassa said. “Things might get sticky if they insist that the books be handed over to them, as I have a duty to see them destroyed, but we can work our way through it. Otherwise ... no one seems to have realized that father was a necromancer until it was too late. Everyone who might have known otherwise is dead.”

    “Sacrificed for power,” Emily said. She remembered the ashes she’d seen in Randor’s private chambers and shuddered. They might never know who’d been the king’s first sacrifice. “Good luck.”

    “I have too much to do to rely on luck,” Alassa said. “Emily ... if you don’t get your powers back ... I need you here.”

    “I know.” Emily had no idea what she’d do if she never got her powers back. She had a place in Zangaria, but it would never be secure. “Did your people pick up any trace of Tobias?”

    Alassa grimaced. “The bastard just walked out of the castle and vanished. If he can teleport, he could be anywhere by now. Even if he can’t ... he wouldn’t have had any trouble buying passage on a ship, either by using magic or simply waving a few hundred gold coins under the captain’s nose. Or he could have stolen a horse and cantered out of the gates.”

    “He could be anywhere by now,” Emily repeated. She wanted to believe that she’d seen the last of Tobias, now his brother was dead, but she knew better than to believe it. “And ... what did you tell the court?”

    “I told the court that Hansel attacked you and died for it.” Alassa’s face twisted. “And that is true, more or less. Let them think you used magic to kill him. The rumormongers may shut their pie holes long enough for you to get your powers back.”

    Emily nodded. The courtiers wouldn’t believe that a mere woman, a slip of a girl, had battered a grown man to death with a candlestick. Magic? They’d believe magic, but not brute force. Hansel’s death might just stop the rumors in their tracks, although Emily feared it was already too late. The rumors were out of the castle and spreading rapidly. It was just a matter of time before they reached someone — someone else — willing to put them to the test.

    “I pronounced a sentence of high treason on both Hansel and Tobias,” Alassa added. “It may also help keep tongues from wagging.”

    “Because they would be siding with a traitor,” Emily finished. The complexities of the law made little sense to her, but it would be harder for anyone to get revenge for Hansel. And Tobias, if he showed his face again. “Do you think it would stand up in court?”

    “He attacked you,” Alassa said. “It doesn’t have to stand up in court.”

    And Hansel can hardly plead his innocence from hell, Emily added, silently. Tobias would be a fool to show himself now and he knows it.

    Alassa patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “You go and get your powers back.”

    Emily nodded as Lady Barb stomped over. “Emily,” she said. “Are you ready to go?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She nodded to her carryall. She’d packed a handful of clothes, books and tools, but she hadn’t had very much with her when they’d recaptured the castle. She might have to depend on Cabiria to supply her with more clothes. “We’re just waiting for them now.”

    “Very good,” Lady Barb said. She stuck a hand into her pocket and produced a pair of silver amulets. “I made these for you.”

    Emily took the amulets and examined the runes carved into the metal. “A handful of runes of protection, combined with ... with what?”

    “A basic rune to detect poison,” Lady Barb said. “If someone tries to feed you something harmful, the rune will grow warm. It isn’t perfect, and there are ways to get around it, but it should give you some protection. The others ... if someone casts a schoolyard hex on you, it should deflect it.”

    “And then get out of the way,” Alassa said.

    “Any halfway decent spellcaster will be able to get around it.” Lady Barb’s lips thinned. “A kid casting his first prank spell might be bemused by the hex’s failure, but anyone who knows what he’s doing will be able to put the charm aside. Do not assume that these make you immune to mistreatment. If nothing else, someone can still hit you.”

    Alassa frowned. “Couldn’t you give her a few more protective wards? Or a chastity spell? I know a dozen spells to deter people who think they can push their luck. One of them turns anyone who tries to kiss the caster into a frog ...”

    Cat would like that, Emily thought, sardonically.

    “It wouldn’t last,” Lady Barb said. “And even if we did manage to weave the spells into Emily’s body, they’d interfere with any attempt to heal her.”

    “Be careful.” Alassa met Emily’s eyes. “And if you sense the slightest hint of danger, get out of there.”

    “I will,” Emily promised. She had no idea how she was going to keep that promise, if Caledon and his family wanted to keep her prisoner, but she told herself she’d think of something. “And thank you.”

    “I have one other present for you.” Lady Barb dug into her pocket and produced a pistol, a holster and a small bag of gunpowder. “This was made in Cockatrice. There were only a handful on the production line when I snagged this one.”

    Emily blinked in surprise. The pistol looked like an old-fashioned revolver, complete with a revolving cylinder containing multiple bullets. She’d suggested the concept when she’d been working with the craftsmen in the factories, but they’d felt that a revolver — and cartridges — would be beyond them until tools and craftsmanship improved. She hadn’t realized they’d actually cracked the problems with crafting a proper revolver ...

    There won’t be many of them, she reminded herself, grimly. Basic flintlock pistols were far easier to produce. And they’ll be hellishly expensive until the craftsmen manage to find a way to bring the price down.

    “There’s no magic on it,” Lady Barb said. “Tuck it into your robes, so it doesn’t show. It shouldn’t trigger any alarms. Keep it with you as much as you can ...”

    “And conceal it if they encourage you to get undressed,” Alassa added. “If they don’t know it exists, they can’t take it off you.”

    And it might give someone a nasty surprise, Emily thought. Paren had smuggled gunpowder weapons into Alassa’s wedding, without setting off a single alarm. He might have succeeded if he’d set out to blow up the castle, instead of assassinating the wedding guests and taking power for himself. If they don’t know to look for gunpowder ...

    She met Lady Barb’s eyes. The older woman looked back, evenly. They both knew the pistol wouldn’t be that effective against a trained sorcerer, particularly one smart enough to realize the threat. It was easy to believe that a pistol would kill a sorcerer effortlessly, if the sorcerer didn’t think to protect himself against brute force, but everyone knew about guns now. A single spell could still stop her in her tracks before she even managed to draw the pistol and take aim.

    And I haven’t had any time to practice, either, she reminded herself. The pistol was easy to use — point and pull the trigger — but she had no idea about its accuracy. None of the muskets and flintlocks she’d seen had been particularly accurate, the gunners relying more on weight of fire than anything else. I might not be able to hit an elephant at point-blank range.

    “Thank you.” Emily studied the pistol thoughtfully, then concealed it under her robes. “I’ll take good care of it.”

    “I told them it was a gift for you,” Lady Barb said. “They were happy to rush it to me.”

    “I could use one,” Alassa said. “It might give someone an unpleasant surprise.”

    Lady Barb’s expression darkened. “Quite.”

    Emily turned as Imaiqah limped forward, followed by Frieda. “I’ll miss you,” Imaiqah said. “I wish I could be more helpful.”

    “You concentrate on getting better,” Emily told her. She was surprised that Imaiqah was even out of bed. “And listen to the healers when they tell you to take it easy.”

    “I’ve taken it easy for too long,” Imaiqah said. “Do you remember when we used to lie in bed until ten bells?”

    Emily nodded. The first-year weekends had been wonderful. Two extra hours in bed ... neither Imaiqah nor Emily had ever been allowed to laze around in bed before they’d gone to Whitehall. Imaiqah’s parents had expected her to work almost as soon as she’d  learned to walk. They’d both seen sleeping in as a genuine luxury. But now ... Emily had to smile. It was possible to have too much of a good thing.

    And the longer she stays in bed, the harder it will be to regain muscle tone, Emily reminded herself. It was astonishing that Imaiqah was walking so well after spending two weeks in bed. She has a lot of work ahead of her.

    “Don’t let Alassa overwork you,” Emily said. Beside her, Alassa snorted rudely. “You need to get better before you can start looking for a husband.”

    “I received a very nice missive from Sir Roger,” Imaiqah said. “And a rather less polite note from Lord Fredrick, who seemed to believe we should combine our resources.”

    “Charming,” Lady Barb commented.

    “It was very businesslike,” Imaiqah said. “There wasn’t any actual feeling in it. He wrote to me as if he were offering to buy a dress in a shop, not a wife for life.”

    “He sounds like a bad choice,” Emily said, although she wasn’t sure Imaiqah would agree. A carefully-negotiated marriage, with freedom for both partners to take lovers if they chose, would suit Imaiqah just fine. “And Sir Roger?”

    “Currently in the doghouse,” Alassa said, flatly. “He will have to work long and hard to earn my trust.”

    “He chose the wrong side,” Frieda said, as Jade and Cat joined them. “Didn’t he?”

    “The one that lost,” Emily misquoted. She wondered, briefly, if the surviving mercenary leader had been executed. He’d made the mistake of joining the wrong side, too. “But Sir Roger didn’t have much of a choice.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. “He had no idea of my father’s descent into madness. And yes, he was only following orders, until he came to us. I can’t fault him for that, can I? But it will be a long time before I trust him completely.”

    She shook her head, then glanced at Imaiqah. “Give him a couple of years to redeem himself and I will consider approving the match, if you really want it. But I would advise you to find someone a little more suitable.”

    “As if there is anyone,” Jade said. “How many people can we trust?”

    “Life is a gamble, from birth to death,” Cat said. It sounded like a quote, although Emily had no idea who he was quoting. “Bad rolls of the dice are inevitable. But how you cope with the bad rolls, and bad luck ... ah, that makes you a man, my son.”

    “No one will ever mistake me for a man,” Imaiqah said, dryly. “Nor Alassa.”

    “The principle is the same.” Cat nodded to Emily. “Are we ready to go?”

    Emily nodded. Cat had been a little more reluctant to accompany her than she’d expected, although he’d agreed when she’d pointed out that there weren’t many people she could trust to watch her back. She didn’t doubt Frieda’s loyalty, or her willingness to risk her life, but Lady Barb had been right. Frieda had very little experience of life outside Mountaintop and Whitehall. She’d certainly never been to a magical family’s manor. In hindsight, Emily wished she’d done more with the younger girl. It would have been easy to teach Frieda everything she knew.

    And then Fulvia would have inherited it all, after she realized what Frieda knew and how it could change the world, Emily reminded herself. Or Daze might have vanished with her, only to re-emerge as the greatest threat the world has ever seen.

    “Take very good care of her,” Alassa said. “I expect you to make sure she’s safe.”

    “I will certainly watch her back,” Cat said. He sounded more annoyed than amused. “And Frieda will watch me.”

    “I will,” Frieda said. “Have you packed everything you need?”

    Cat shrugged. “A couple of changes of clothing ... nothing else, really. How many trunks are you bringing?”

    “Just a simple bag,” Frieda said, stiffly. “I don’t need anything else.”

    “You’re lucky,” Alassa said, wistfully. “I have to take an entire convoy of goods with me when I go traveling. 

    Emily felt a pang of sudden regret. It would have been easy to leave Whitehall during half-term and go ... somewhere. Alassa would have been nicely anonymous outside the school, particularly if she wore a merchant’s outfit. She probably couldn’t have passed for a peasant — her hands suggested that she’d never performed manual labor in her life — but no one would have connected Alassa with Princess Alassa. It would have been a nice little holiday, one where she didn't have to be anything but herself ...

    Too late now, Emily thought. And there’s nothing we can do about it.

    A maid entered and curtsied to Alassa. “Your Majesty, Lord Fellini and Lady Cabiria are waiting outside.”

    Alassa nodded. “Inform them that Lady Emily will be along in a moment,” she ordered, smoothly. “Emily, good luck. And be careful.”

    “Good luck from me too,” Imaiqah said. She gave Emily a quick hug. Her body felt alarmingly frail. “We’ll see you soon.”

    Emily nodded, then allowed the maid to lead her down the stairs to where Caledon and Cabiria were waiting for her. They looked tired, as if they’d walked more than they’d intended. Caledon’s eyes flickered over Cat, then Frieda, before he nodded curtly and turned to walk out of the castle. Alassa had been reluctant to lower the wards to allow anyone, even her friends, to teleport into the castle itself. Given what had happened when the defenses had been lowered before, Emily didn’t blame her.

    She glanced at Cat, feeling a spark of annoyance — even jealousy — when she saw he was looking at Cabiria’s rear. Cabiria was pretty, Emily supposed, in a gothic way, but ... she told herself, tartly, that she was being silly. Men looked all the time. It didn’t mean that Cat was going to abandon her on a whim. But ... she controlled her irritation with an effort. Their relationship was already rocky, simply because she’d lost her powers. They were no longer equals. Cat might well already be drifting away from her.

    And maybe I’m just over-thinking it, she mused, as they walked through the gates and onto the Royal Mile. Any relationship would be hard-pressed to survive one of its members being crippled.

    She put the thought aside as she allowed her eyes to wander down the street. It was bustling with life, with aristocratic couples taking the air while workmen scrambled over the stone buildings. It was hard to believe that the entire city had been wrapped in fear only two short weeks ago. If she hadn’t been able to see scorch marks on some of the buildings, she wouldn’t have believed it. Alexis was recovering faster than she’d believed possible. It made her wonder if the rest of the city was faring so well. Alassa had done what she could, Emily was sure, but she couldn’t do everything ...

    “I’ll teleport us there,” Caledon said. He took Emily’s hand before she could say a word, then motioned for Cat and Frieda to hold on. Cat clasped Emily’s other hand. “Are we ready?”

    “Yes, father,” Cabiria said. She took the bags, slinging them over her shoulder with a smoothness that belied her strength. It didn’t look as if she’d used magic to lighten the weight. “We’re ready.”

    Emily closed her eyes as she felt the ground shift beneath her feet. A moment later, they were somewhere else.

    “Welcome,” Caledon said. Emily opened her eyes. Bright sunlight greeted her. “Welcome to Fellini Manor!”


    Chapter Seventeen

    CAT WHISTLED IN AMAZEMENT AS HE let go of Emily’s hand.

    Emily was inclined to agree. Fellini Manor was huge. A towering construction of red brick, studded with windows and set in the midst of a garden that stretched as far as the eye could see ... it was immense, easily the largest building she’d seen in years. It looked like a country manor house rather than a castle — the practical side of her mind noted it would be impossible to defend without magic — clearly large enough to accommodate an entire extended family without cramming them into a handful of rooms. She wondered, as she turned her head to look around the garden, just how old the manor truly was. There were plants and trees within eyesight that looked to have come from all over the Nameless World.

    “You are more than welcome to explore the front garden, up to the walls,” Caledon said. He gestured towards a low wall, barely visible in the distance. It looked tiny, low enough that a fit man could probably jump over it. Emily had the feeling that it probably was that small. “If you want to leave the grounds, please let us know so we can key you into the wards.”

    And anyone who did try to jump the walls would probably set off all kinds of alarms, at the very least, Emily thought. It would be difficult to ward a wall against intruders, unless one had a nexus point to tap for power, but it would be easy enough to set up an alarm. What happens when someone does try to jump the walls?

    Cat cleared his throat. “Where are we? I mean, roughly?”

    “Near Kingstown.” Caledon didn’t seem affronted by the question. “You can reach the town by walking down the road, then turning left at the junction. They’re hosting the Faire this year so I’m sure you would be welcome, if you wish to visit.”

    Not if I can avoid it, Emily thought. She didn’t want to see the Faire again — and she rather suspected the feeling was mutual. She’d come far too close to accidentally setting off a war between two families when she’d hosted the Faire. And besides, it would be dangerous even with Cat and Frieda at her side. Who knows how far the rumors have spread by now?

    “Our garden is justly famous,” Cabiria said. “’Round the back, we grow and harvest potion ingredients — if someone’s found a use for it, we grow it. Our family sells to everyone in the district, everything they might need. We even import materials from hard-to-reach places and sell them on. We’re more famous for trade than magic.”

    Caledon smiled indulgently at his daughter. “And that is one of the reasons we remain neutral, Lady Emily,” he said. “War and family grudges are bad for business.”

    But you’ve offered to help me, Emily thought, as Caledon led them towards the main entrance. There are people who won’t see that as a neutral act.

    She was uncomfortably aware of Cat shifting awkwardly beside her as the doors opened, allowing them to walk into the lobby. He could sense magic, even if she couldn’t. The entire building had to be absolutely dripping with wards, designed to do everything from keeping enemies out to ensuring that guests didn’t bring anything dangerous or dark into the building without permission. Her skin crawled with the grim awareness that she was probably being scrutinized, the wards silently assessing everything in her bag before allowing her to proceed ... she glanced at Cat, then shrugged. It wasn’t as if they could do anything about it. The entrance chamber gave way to a giant hallway, a flight of stairs at the rear leading up to the upper levels. A lone man stood in front of them, resting on a cane. Emily had the impression he didn’t actually need the cane. She rather suspected it was a disguised weapon.

    “Lady Emily, Lord Cat, Lady Frieda,” Caledon said. “May I present to you my brother Malabo, Patriarch of House Fellini and Master of Fellini Manor?”

    Emily took a step forward, struggling to remember her etiquette. “I greet you, Lord Malabo,” she said. She silently kicked herself for assuming that Caledon was the Patriarch. That had been careless. “I pledge to hold my hand in your house.”

    Malabo studied her for a long moment, his eyes unreadable. Emily studied him back, wondering what freak of genetics had produced both Malabo and Caledon from the same mother. Caledon was short, his body glowing with life; Malabo was tall and thin, clearly not someone given to rapid movements. His eyes were hard, although — she decided — not unwelcoming. Caledon would have needed his brother’s permission to bring her to the family’s home. She wouldn’t be here if Malabo hadn’t consented.

    “I greet you, Lady Emily.” Malabo sounded haughty, although there was a hint in his voice that he was not displeased to see her. “You are welcome in my home.”

    Emily let out a long breath and looked around as Malabo greeted Cat and Frieda. The hall was huge, but — compared to some of the others she’d seen — surprisingly tasteful. A line of portraits hung on one wall, each one labelled in a language she didn’t recognize. It was a sign, she reflected, that the manor — and the family — was old. They might be able to trace their bloodline back hundreds of years. A faint tremor ran through the house, followed by a flicker of ... something. Emily glanced at Cabiria, who didn’t look alarmed. It was probably something minor.

    “Please leave your bags here,” Caledon said, once the greetings were finished. “They’ll be taken to your rooms.”

    And probably searched along the way, Emily thought. She hadn’t packed much, but Cat and Frieda had squirreled away all kinds of things. Hopefully, they hadn’t packed anything Malabo or his family found offensive. They’ll feel the urge to be careful ...

    She glanced up, sharply, as she sensed someone approaching them. A heavyset man stood at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for them. No, not a man ... her eyes narrowed as she studied the figure. There was something subtly wrong about him, as if his figure was just a little off ... a chill ran down her spine as she realized she was staring at a homunculus. They were rare, almost vanishingly rare. Her head spun. Creating an autonomous homunculus was flatly illegal. The Warden — the only other homunculus she’d seen — was powered by Whitehall’s wards and simply couldn’t leave the building. This one ...

    “Ah, you’ve met Boneka.” Malabo sounded amused. Emily didn’t need to look at Cat to sense his irritation. “He’s the most faithful servant a family could want.”

    “Older than any of us,” Caledon added.

    “He’s illegal.” Cat’s voice was stunned. “Crafting such a ... a creature is against the law.”

    “Actually, he was grandfathered in when the law was written,” Malabo said. He still sounded amused. “We might be in some trouble if we ever have to replace him, as creating a new golem is indeed illegal, but he’s not illegal in and of himself.”

    He clapped his hands. “Cabiria, perhaps you could take our guests to their rooms,” he said, firmly. “Emily will be staying in the Tertius Room; Cat and Frieda can have the two neighboring suites, respectively. I trust you have no objection?”

    Cabiria dropped a curtsey. “No, Uncle.”

    “Very good.” Malabo turned back to Emily. “I shall see you at dinner, Lady Emily. I look forward to talking with you.”

    “Thank you, My Lord,” Emily said, carefully.

    Malabo unbent, slightly. “Please, forget the formalities. It’s just us here.”

    “As long as Great Aunt Janis doesn’t come to stay,” Cabiria muttered.

    Malabo gave his niece a reproving look, then turned and walked down the corridor. Emily let out a long breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Cabiria had never struck her as being particularly wedded to formality, but she’d treated her uncle as if he were royalty ... Emily shivered, despite herself, as she realized she’d entered a wholly different culture. The rules she’d  learned at Whitehall and Zangaria might not apply here. And here she couldn’t claim to be above the rules.

    “This way,” Cabiria said. “If you’ll just follow me ...”

    Cat nudged Emily as they followed Cabiria up the stairs. “This house is covered in wards, old wards,” he said. “I can’t sense anything beyond the wards.”

    “We do have enemies,” Cabiria said. She glanced back at them. “People who will do everything in their power to spy on us. We’ve been warding the building for centuries.”

    Frieda coughed. “How many of them will know we’re here?”

    “None of them, I hope.” Cabiria didn’t sound certain. “They shouldn’t have been able to scry the grounds, let alone the house itself. But we don’t know for sure.”

    Emily nodded. Magicians had been spying on each other — and everyone else — for centuries, developing hundreds upon hundreds of surveillance spells and counter-surveillance spells in a constant battle to gain the upper hand. Lady Barb had told her, years ago, that magical knowledge would probably have advanced faster if magicians didn’t waste so much of their time spying on their rivals or keeping their rivals from spying on them. Cabiria’s family was justly famous for their magical research. It shouldn’t have surprised her that so many other magicians wanted to keep a close eye on them.

    Cat coughed. “How often do your defenses get probed?”

    “Fairly regularly,” Cabiria said. “Last year, I think we recorded over three hundred attempts to scry through the wards. Now ... things may have gotten harder.”

    Because someone managed to use chat parchments to hack wards from the inside, Emily thought. The chat parchments had been her idea, but an unknown sorcerer had taken the concept and turned it into a deadly weapon. In hindsight ... she shook her head, telling herself that she should be grateful. If the sorcerer hadn’t shown her the way, Alassa might still be locked up in the Tower of Alexis. But he created a security nightmare for everyone else.

    They reached the top of the stairs and walked down a long corridor. “This is the core of the original house,” Cabiria explained, as they passed a trio of angelic-looking statues. “The oldest and most magical part of the manor. Later, as the family grew, it became tradition to add newer wings to the manor. Even now, with the family contracting a little, we still expand the manor with each successive generation. You can go for days without seeing another living soul.”

    Frieda slipped up next to Emily. “How many people live here? Now, I mean.”

    Cabiria hesitated. “There are twenty-one people, the core of the family, who still call the manor their home. They have rooms here and tend to live here. Others ... they have establishments of their own, either on the grounds or elsewhere, or simply live where they work. We’re supposed to take on apprentices every year, but right now ... we’re just waiting to see how well the applicants do in their exams. If they are accepted, they’ll come live here too.”

    You didn’t mention servants, Emily thought. You can’t keep this house clean by yourself, can you?

    Cat had the same thought. “What about servants? Who tends to your needs?”

    “I’m not actually sure.” Cabiria sounded annoyed. “There are seven who work in the kitchens — if you need a snack, just call them — and a handful of maids. Everything else ... we’re expected to do it for ourselves. Father was very keen on us keeping our own rooms tidy and suchlike, saying a tidy room promoted a tidy mind. When Jayson wanted a horse ... Uncle Malabo insisted he had to tend the poor beast himself. No stableboys or grooms here!”

    She chuckled. “It certainly built character, I can tell you.”

    “You kept your side of the room tidy at Whitehall,” Emily agreed. She was more than a little surprised by the absence of servants. It wasn’t easy to keep a house clean and tidy, even with magic. She would have expected a small army of servants, doing everything from making the beds to cleaning up after a magical experiment went badly wrong. “What was it like, growing up here?”

    Cabiria said nothing for a long moment, then looked away. Her voice was flat. “Difficult.”

    They stopped outside a wooden door. “This used to be my room,” Cabiria said, as she twisted the knob. “It was designed for when ... for when I didn’t have magic. I’m surprised Uncle put you here. He’s not normally so considerate.”

    “Really,” Cat said. “What is he like normally?”

    “Stern,” Cabiria said. She opened the door, revealing a darkened room. “Lights on!”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows as the room was suddenly filled with a pearly-white light. It looked like a larger version of her room at Whitehall; a desk, a chair, a bookshelf, a pair of doors ... she assumed one led to the bedroom, the other to the bathroom. The walls were bare, save for a large painting of a man who looked like an aristocrat from the English Civil War, complete with long — almost girlish — black hair and a neat little goatee.  His stern eyes, as dark as the night, seemed to follow her as she walked into the room.

    “If you want to turn the lights on and off, simply tell the room what to do,” Cabiria said, as she opened the first door. “Make sure you speak loudly, as if you’re barking a command. A soft voice won’t trigger the spell.”

    She pointed into the bedroom. “The rules are pretty much the same in here. If you want the room to get hotter or colder, just shout out a command; if you want a midnight snack, just pull the bell cord for the maid. I was always told not to call the maid unless it was urgent, but I was a child at the time. My sisters ... ever since they graduated, they’ve been doing research into the small hours and only then remembering to call for something to eat. Father says Uncle Alanson was the same.”

    “That’s the man in the painting?” Cat glanced into the bedroom, then resumed his survey of the living room. “The one who died for you?”

    Cabiria flinched. “That’s him,” she confirmed. “You’ll see portraits of him everywhere. My parents were so grateful, you see. There’s a particular painting in my chambers that” — she shook her head — “I’ll show you one day. He was a great man.”

    “And you don’t know what he was doing when he unlocked your powers,” Cat mused. “Do you not have any clue?”

    “Only a handful of vague hints.” Cabiria’s voice hardened. “We assumed he’d have time to write his notes down for everyone.”

    Emily shot Cat a warning glance. Cabiria clearly worshipped her dead uncle — and Emily could understand why. He’d saved her from life as ... as what? What role was there in life for someone ... someone who might as well be a squib? The Nameless World didn’t even have a name for people born to magicians, but without magic themselves. Cabiria herself was the only confirmed case in the last three hundred years. A freak? Or ... or something more sinister? Caledon had every reason to wonder if his family had been cursed.

    And if someone really had discovered a way to prevent a child from growing into her powers, Emily thought, you can bet your life that they’d keep quiet about it.

    There was a knock at the door, which opened to reveal Boneka. The homunculus inched into the room — there was something indefinably odd about the way it walked — and neatly placed Emily’s bag on the floor. Cabiria barely even looked at the creature, but Emily couldn’t take her eyes off it. There was something disturbing about the homunculus, something creepy. It made her wonder if the designer had meant to craft something that fell straight into the uncanny valley. There were all kinds of stories about people being replaced by homunculi ...

    Except it would be impossible to fool everyone into believing the creature was real, Emily thought. The Warden was alarmingly close to human, in some ways, but not enough to convince an expert. How could such a plan hope to succeed?

    Cabiria opened the other door, ignoring Boneka as if he were just part of the furniture. “If you want to fill the bathtub, just put your hand on the taps and say water. It’ll stop flowing the moment you take your hand away. If you want to change the temperature, just say warmer or colder with your hand in the water. Don’t sit in the bathtub at the time ...”

    Cat chuckled. “That could be embarrassing.”

    “Quite,” Cabiria agreed. “The same is true of the shower. You should have time for a quick wash before dinner.” She met Emily’s eyes. “I’ll show these two to their rooms, then go dress for dinner myself. I’ll fetch you for dinner when the bell rings.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. She peered back into the living room. Boneka was heading back to the door. “Is there anything else I should know?”

    “Everything in here is safe,” Cabiria said. “You shouldn’t have any trouble with it, magic or no magic. Anywhere else ... be careful. Don’t go into the family rooms without permission.”

    “And so on, and so on,” Cat said.

    “Think of the manor as being a little like school,” Cabiria said. “The common rooms are common, open to everyone; the private rooms are private. If the door is locked, don’t try to enter.”

    Just like Lady Barb’s house, Emily thought.

    “Thank you,” she said, again. “How long until dinner?”

    Cabiria cocked her head. “Around thirty minutes. You should have time to shower and get dressed.”

    “I will,” Emily said. She paused. “Is there any dress code?”

    “Not really.” Cabiria shrugged, dismissively. “Wear whatever you like.”


    Chapter Eighteen

    EMILY WATCHED THE DOOR CLOSE BEHIND her friends, then knelt beside her bag and opened it carefully. It didn’t look as though it had been searched, although she was sure that Malabo would have insisted on her belongings being inspected before allowing them into the manor. The handful of chat parchments at the bottom hadn’t been disturbed, as far as she could tell. That struck her as odd, even though it would be hard for Malabo to do anything to them without alerting her. Perhaps he’d just inspected them carefully and decided they weren’t designed to open a corridor into his wards.

    It isn’t as if I could modify them now, Emily thought, as she picked up the bag and carried it into the bedroom. The charms cannot be altered without destroying the magic within.

    She put the bag on the bed and looked around, interested. The room was smaller than she’d expected, although the bed was easily large enough for two full-grown adults. Cabiria had said that her parents had expected her to tidy her room, hadn’t she? It would be much easier to keep a small bedroom tidy than a large one. Unlike Alassa — and some of the other aristocratic brats Emily had met — Cabiria might not have demanded a large bedroom as a status symbol. No wonder she’d adapted so easily to Whitehall. The others had had a far harder time learning to do tasks the maids had done at home.

    Emily put the thought aside for later consideration as she unpacked her bag, selecting one dress for evening wear and putting the others in the wardrobe.  The wardrobe, too, was smaller than she’d expected ... it made her wonder, despite herself, if Cabiria’s childhood really had been decent. She told herself, a moment later, that she was being silly. Cabiria had grown up in luxury, compared to Frieda, Imaiqah or Emily herself. The small wardrobe didn’t mean she was being abused, or isolated from her peers. She could easily have fitted a reasonable number of dresses and robes into the space without difficulty.

    And there’s probably a dressing room somewhere, Emily thought, wryly. There were times when aristocratic women weren’t allowed to dress in their bedrooms. The really fancy outfits might be stored elsewhere.

    She snorted, then picked up the dress and walked back into the living room. The portrait’s eyes seemed to be following her, making her feel uncomfortable even though she knew it was just a trick of the light. Painters seemed to be fond of that trick, particularly when painting their lords and masters. Emily hesitated — she really didn’t like the feeling — then walked into the bathroom and firmly closed the door. It was silly, but she didn’t want to get undressed in front of the painting. It felt as if she was being watched.

    And someone could be trying to peer through the wards right now, she reminded herself, as she undressed and put the robes aside. She’d have to ask Cabiria how and where she should get them cleaned. Somehow, she doubted that Cabiria had washed her own clothes. Who knows what could be happening here?

    She turned on the shower, allowed herself a moment of delight as she realized it was a proper shower, then stepped under the water and washed herself clean. It felt so much better than the bathtub in Zangaria that she stayed in the water longer than she should, silently grateful she didn’t have to force the maids to carry buckets of hot water from the kitchens and pour them into the tub. She scrubbed herself thoroughly, then turned off the water and reached for a towel, breathing a sigh of relief that Cabiria’s family knew how to deal with someone without magic. There were spells to dry oneself, after a shower, but they were beyond her. She muttered the words anyway, just in case. Nothing happened. 

    Damn, she thought. She toweled herself down, then scrambled into the new dress. If this doesn’t work ...

    She walked out of the bathroom and stopped by the portrait. Uncle Alanson seemed to be staring at her disapprovingly, although — she reminded herself again — it was probably just her imagination. He had no reason to object to her presence — or her clothes. It wasn’t as if she’d been given a formal dress code for dinner. Emily studied the man for a long moment, wondering what sort of person he’d been. He’d clearly been willing to push the limits as far as they would go to help his niece. Emily couldn’t help wondering if she would be so sacrificing if she’d been in the same boat. But then, she’d grown up in a world without magic. To her, Cabiria had been normal; to her family, Cabiria had been a cripple. The risk of trying to unlock her magic was outweighed by the dangers of leaving her without magic.

    There was a sharp tap on the door, which opened a moment later. Emily blinked, feeling a shiver run down her spine as she realized she didn’t know how to lock the door. She couldn’t even cast a privacy ward. It was rare for a magician to enter another magician’s rooms without an invitation — it was almost always seen as a sign of bad intentions — but here ... she relaxed, slightly, as she saw Cabiria. The rooms had been hers, once upon a time. She might not have realized they weren’t any longer.

    “You look good,” Cabiria said. “Did you have a good wash?”

    Emily looked down at her blue dress, then shrugged. “I think so,” she said. “What about the others?”

    “I thought I should get you first,” Cabiria said. She didn’t look to have changed at all, unless she’d swapped one black dress for another just like it. “Shall we go?”

    She opened the door and led Emily out of the room. “Cat is occupying my sister’s former bedroom, while Frieda is in a room that once belonged to my cousin. They shouldn’t have had any trouble there.”

    “That’s good,” Emily said, vaguely. She had a hundred questions she wanted to ask, but she didn’t know how to put them into words. “How do you find your way around the house?”

    “You just ask the wards, like at Whitehall,” Cabiria said. “They’ll help you ...”

    Her voice trailed off. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I forgot.”

    Emily winced. “How did you find your way around, when you were ... without power?”

    “There’s a gold line painted on the walls,” Cabiria said. “If you follow it, you’ll eventually reach the main entrance. You can find your way back to your room from there.”

    That wasn’t quite an answer, Emily noted as they recovered Cat and Frieda and headed down to dinner. The manor’s interior was a maze. She guessed Cabiria had  learned how to find her way around as a young girl, even though the house’s interior might change ... seemingly at random. Emily wouldn’t have cared to grow up in such an environment, even though it did sound exciting. Whitehall was impossible to navigate without either magic or a guide. She had no idea how she was going to cope in the manor.

    Cat and Frieda will be able to ask the wards, she thought. Panic bubbled up, again. She had to swallow hard to control it. It was yet another reminder of just how helpless she was without her magic. They’d be able to show me around.

    Cabiria stopped outside a door and threw it open with a dramatic gesture. “Lady Emily, welcome to the dining room,” she said. “And please allow me to introduce the rest of my close relations.”

    Emily followed her into the dining room, looking around with interest. Uncle Malabo sat at the head of the table, his expression one of calm disinterest. Caledon sat at the other end, next to a middle-aged woman with long dark hair and a pinched face that made her look severe. Two other girls sat next to them, both looking so much like Cabiria that Emily wondered if they were triplets before recalling that Cabiria’s sisters were older than her; two older boys, both strikingly handsome, sat on the other side. They’d clearly come from different parents, Emily decided. They didn’t look anything like Cabiria and her sisters.

    “Welcome,” Malabo said. He indicated the dinner guests as he spoke. “My brother’s wife, Lady Gloria, and their two older daughters, Allophone and Belladonna. And — through the magic of a confused family tree — my distant nephews, Jayson and Hoban.”

    “Charmed,” Hoban said. “I’ve heard a great deal about you, Lady Emily.”

    “And so have I,” Lady Gloria said. She rose and held out her hand. Emily shook it firmly. “My daughter tells me you saved her life.”

    Emily felt her cheeks flush. “I was saving both of our lives,” she said. “We were both in danger.”

    “You still have my thanks,” Gloria said. “And you are more than welcome at our table.”

    She indicated a chair. “Please, be seated. I’ll be going back to Stark tomorrow, but before then ... we have much to discuss.”

    “But not everything,” Allophone said. She shot Emily a sly wink. “Uncle has forbidden us to talk about your problem at the dinner table.”

    “I generally find it better to talk about other matters,” Malabo said, stiffly. “It helps loosen the brain and allow us to consider the issue from a fresh perspective.”

    He tapped the table as they sat down. A maid entered, carrying a large tureen of soup. It smelt heavenly. Emily watched silently as the maid started to ladle it out, wishing she could check for poisons, potions and other surprises. Everyone would understand if she did, she knew, but she had no magic. She didn’t even dare ask Cat or Frieda to do it for her without drawing attention to her lack of power. The dinner guests knew, she was sure, but ... she didn’t want to prove it to them. And she didn’t want to grow dependent on Lady Barb’s amulets.

    “Please, eat,” Malabo said. “There is no need to stand on formality here.”

    Belladonna smiled. “Who are you, and what have you done with our uncle?”

    Malabo ignored her. “You are aware, of course, that I was educated at Heart’s Eye?”

    “I wasn’t.” Emily took a sip of her soup, concealing her surprise. She’d assumed that Malabo and his brothers had gone to Whitehall. “I figured you’d gone elsewhere.”

    “The family has always sent its children to different schools,” Malabo said. He seemed more amused than annoyed by her ignorance. “I was the last in the family to go to Heart’s Eye before it was ... destroyed by the necromancer. We feared the worst.”

    “The necromancer you killed,” Hoban said. “You must tell us what happened sometime.”

    “She can talk about it later,” Allophone said. “If she wishes ...”

    “I was wondering if you had tapped into the old wards,” Malabo said. “And if you  learned anything from them.”

    “The wards were gone when I entered the school for the first time,” Emily said, choosing her words carefully. She didn’t want them to know that she’d  learned how to tap a nexus point — that she’d helped develop the techniques used to tap a nexus point — unless there was no hope of ever regaining her powers. “I don’t believe that anything survived the necromancer’s purge.”

    Malabo frowned. “You didn’t recover anything? No books or papers or anything ...?”

    Emily shook her head. “I barely had time to ... deal ... with the necromancer and then seal the school,” she said. “I had planned to spend some time this summer investigating the building ...”

    “And turning it into a university,” Malabo said. “The Old Boys League was quite interested.”

    You must have been talking to Master Highland, Emily thought. She’d had to trade a seat on the university’s planned governing board to Master Highland in exchange for his vote, when Frieda had been put on trial. Come to think of it, Caledon had also bargained for a seat on the board. The Old Boys League would have two seats, if they wanted to use them. I wonder what else he told you.

    “Uncle has something of a bee in his bonnet about the mirrors,” Allophone mock-whispered, dramatically. “He was hoping you might be able to reflect some light on the matter.”

    “You’re supposed to be old enough to marry and take apprentices of your own.” Malabo sounded stern, but Emily had the impression he wasn’t particularly annoyed. “And you chatter like a schoolgirl in her first year.”

    Allophone winked. “But here, we are always children.”

    “Then move out.” Malabo cleared his throat dramatically. “You have plenty of options if you don’t want to stay here.”

    He tapped the table as the maid started serving the next course. “Are you familiar with the rudiments of mirror magic, Lady Emily?”

    “Only the basics,” Emily said. Mirror magic was regarded as little more than parlor tricks, at Whitehall. Imaiqah had studied it briefly, before she’d acquired the confidence to move on to something meatier. “It never struck me as particularly interesting.”

    “Most people see it that way.” Malabo sounded more animated now he was talking about his field of interest. “Mirror magic seems to hold no interest. And yet, there are stories about how two mirrors can be linked together and used to step from one mirror to the other. Like portals, but using mirrors. It sounds impossible, doesn’t it?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, slowly. She could see how two mirrors could be linked together to serve as a makeshift cellphone, but ... a portal? Nothing she’d seen in Imaiqah’s textbooks suggested it was even possible. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

    “Mirror magic seems a dead end,” Malabo agreed. “And yet, if that was the case, why was Heart’s Eye filled with mirrors?”

    “The magicians who designed the school might have been terribly vain,” Belladonna offered, dryly.

    “They weren’t that vain,” Malabo said. “There’s a difference between filling your room with mirrors, as you did when you were a child, and filling an entire school with mirrors. How many people studied at Heart’s Eye, before it fell? They wouldn’t all want mirrors in their rooms, would they?”

    “No,” Emily agreed. One mirror was quite sufficient. “What do you think they were doing?”

    “I don’t know,” Malabo said. “The old textbooks — they’re quite rare now — don’t offer any explanation. The techniques for linking two mirrors together, for turning them into portals, have been lost ...”

    “If they ever existed at all,” Caledon injected.

    “... And we simply don’t understand why the school was filled with mirrors,” Malabo said, ignoring his brother with the ease of long practice. “But they must have had a reason or they wouldn’t have done it.”

    “They might have been trying to make life harder for their enemies,” Cat mused. “Or maybe they were just trying to confuse people.”

    “Perhaps,” Malabo said. “There’s another interesting factoid, though. Heart’s Eye is where portals — the real portals — were first developed. The technique was refined over the years, but the first idea came from Heart’s Eye. And, shortly after the portals became commonplace, mirror magic fell into disuse. It became nothing more than ... sleight-of-hand, the kind of sneaky little tricks that most magicians would shun. Why? We don’t know.”

    Emily considered it. “It’s possible that the mirror magic simply wasn’t as efficient as portals,” she said. “Or there might have been some other drawback.”

    “We don’t know,” Malabo repeated. “One of the things we try to do here, Lady Emily, is take a look back at first principles and see what might have been missed by the early researchers. A number of our greatest breakthroughs came when we realized just how much of what we knew about magic was based on faulty, or very limited, assumptions about how magic actually worked. So much of our current body of knowledge rests on the work of a handful of people ... we don’t know what they missed.”

    “Or what options might have seemed unworkable to them,” Emily said, “but can be developed using modern magical knowledge.”

    “Precisely.” Malabo favored her with a smile. “We have to study the past to look to the future.”

    “And yet, we have to move into the future if we want to live up to the past.” Allophone grinned at Emily. “The past doesn’t have that much to teach us, does it?”

    “We do have to understand why the ancients did things,” Malabo said. “Does anyone realize how much knowledge might have been lost over the years?”

    Less than you might think, Emily thought. I saw few great secrets in the past.

    “We found very little new under Whitehall,” Cabiria said, unintentionally echoing Emily’s thoughts. “There was no grand treasure trove of forgotten secrets.”

    “That doesn’t mean there are no forgotten secrets,” Malabo countered. “Or forgotten assumptions, things we don’t know we don’t know until we start looking back at first principles. We wouldn’t have been able to save countless lives if we hadn’t looked back, then forward.”

    “You should find it fascinating,” Cabiria said, to Emily. “We have a library full of old books. You’d love it.”

    “And not all of them can be read,” Malabo said. “Some of them date back to the days before recorded history. Translation spells don’t work.”

    “The books could be encoded,” Frieda said. “Charmed, perhaps; linked to a bloodline that no longer exists.”

    “It’s possible.” Allophone sounded frustrated. “We’ve been trying to break the charms for years. No luck, not so far.”

    “Some of them are better protected than the ancient tombs,” Hoban commented. “Every time I go into a new tomb, I wonder if I’m going to come out again.”

    “But you always do.” Belladonna gave him a sweet smile. Emily had the odd impression they were rivals. “And you bring us such wonderful gifts.”

    “The family has many vested interests,” Cabiria muttered to Emily. “And fingers in all sorts of pies.”

    “And that’s why we were so interested when we heard about your university,” Malabo said, giving Cabiria a reproving look. “If we managed to do so much, on our own, who knows what an entire university can do?”


    Chapter Nineteen

    EMILY ENJOYED THE DINNER FAR MORE than she’d expected.

    She’d never really liked big gatherings, either on Earth or on the Nameless World. She found it hard to talk when there were more than three or four people around her, even when they were her closest friends. It had always been easier to sink into the background and let the talk waft over her, rather than draw attention to herself. But now ... she found she couldn’t stay quiet, not when everyone was happily discussing their theories and plans for the future. It was brilliant, in so many ways, to hear theories from the older girls, or stories from the boys, or even Cabiria’s intentions to start digging into the underlying roots of magic. It was the kind of life she’d wanted for herself ... that she still wanted, if she was honest. She couldn’t help wondering what sort of person she would have been if she’d grown up in such an environment. Would her life have been better, or worse?

    The sudden rush of fatigue caught her by surprise. She yawned, helplessly.

    “I believe the guests are tired,” Gloria said. “Emily, you are more than free to return to your rooms. It must be quite late for you.”

    Cabiria stood. “I’ll show her the way, mother. Cat, Frieda ... do you want to come?”

    “They can both stay, if they wish,” Malabo said. “I would like to discuss the war with Cat.”

    “I’m happy to help,” Cat said. “Emily ...?”

    “You stay,” Emily said. Frieda had already joined her. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

    Cabiria smiled, then led Emily and Frieda out of the room. The lights had already dimmed, suggesting it was later than Emily had realized. How long had they been talking? She tried to puzzle it out, wishing she’d thought to wear her watch. She hadn’t expected to sit at the table for hours, trading stories and theories and suggestions that might lead nowhere ... or straight to the next great magical breakthrough. She reminded herself, sharply, to be careful what she said. Cabiria’s family seemed harmless, but they might share her secrets with the wrong people. And then? Who knew?

    “That’s the upper kitchen down there,” Cabiria said, pointing down a corridor. “Go there if you want something to eat, any time you like. The staff will cook for you. There’s an external door further down, if you want to walk outside ...”

    Frieda coughed. “Can we get back inside?”

    “You’re keyed to the wards,” Cabiria told her. “You can get in and out freely, for as long as you’re our guests. Just don’t bring anyone back with you who isn’t keyed to the wards or there will be trouble. Allophone got in deep shit when she tried to sneak her boyfriend into the manor.”

    “Oh dear,” Emily said. She tried to imagine her mother’s reaction to her bringing a boy home and shuddered. Her mother probably wouldn’t have noticed. Her stepfather, on the other hand ... she shuddered again. “What happened?”

    “Uncle was not happy.” Cabiria snickered. “Allophone was grounded forever ... well, for several weeks. You’d think she would have had the sense to keep him out of the manor, wouldn’t you? There are plenty of places they could have gone that wouldn’t have attracted attention.”

    “Your sisters aren’t married,” Frieda said, suddenly. “Why not?”

    Cabiria winced. “They’re very occupied with building reputations,” she said, in a manner that suggested she wasn’t telling the whole truth. “Allophone is already a leader in charms, with young magicians beating down her door for apprenticeships; Belladonna is a world-famous alchemist, with five or six valuable discoveries under her belt even before she finished her apprenticeship. They don’t have time to get married. Even if they did ... there would be issues in working out the family line. Right now, Allophone is the de facto heir to the manor.”

    “Ouch,” Frieda said.

    And young men are worried about whatever produced you repeating itself, Emily added, silently. The magical community understood the importance of bringing in new blood — there was no attempt to keep their children from marrying newborn magicians — but what happened when the blood was powerless? Cabiria’s late development might just have made it harder for her sisters to marry. They wouldn’t want powerless children.

    “I’ll see you tomorrow at breakfast,” Cabiria said, as they reached Emily’s door. “Just come down to the dining room when you’re ready. My sisters intend to get their hands on you, so make sure you eat well first. They have a habit of forgetting to eat when they’re busy.”

    “So do you,” Emily said.

    “And you,” Cabiria countered.

    Frieda frowned. “Your ... ah, your cousin ... ah, how many of his stories were actually true?”

    “He does make a living by digging up graves and exploring old tombs, some of which can be very dangerous.” Cabiria smiled, rather thinly. “The old magicians and magician-kings wanted to ensure that their bodies remained untouched for eternity — and they had some pretty nasty senses of humor, into the bargain. If you believe Hoban, he’s come close to death a hundred times in the last year or so. He might be telling the truth.”

    Emily had a sudden mental image of Hoban dressed like Lara Croft and had to fight to hide her smile. “Hoban, Tomb Raider? What happens to the relics?”

    “It depends.” Cabiria shot her a puzzled look, as if she couldn’t quite understand Emily’s amusement. “Any books or records come here, where they can be studied. Anything else ... it tends to be taken by collectors. There are quite a number of families who owe Hoban favors because of what he’s found for them over the years. He’s very well-connected for his age.”

    “I bet he is,” Emily said. There were no public museums on the Nameless World. She made a mental note to look into the concept, when she had a chance. It wasn’t right that ancient relics should vanish into a collector’s private room, rather than being put on display. But then, if they were cursed, the collector might not live to regret it. “I ...”

    She yawned, again. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

    “See you,” Frieda said.

    Emily opened her door and stepped into the living room. The lights were still on, illuminating a portrait that looked as disapproving as ever. Emily stared at it for a long moment, then rolled her eyes and closed the door. There was no sign of a mechanical lock, nothing to keep the door closed while she was asleep. She scowled at the handle for a long moment, wondering if it was a test for new magicians. You didn’t get privacy until you could secure your own privacy. It certainly sounded like something magicians would do. A student at Whitehall couldn’t rely on the tutors to protect him.

    Damn it, she thought. The bedroom door didn’t have a lock either. Didn’t she ask for a lock while she slept here?

    Probably not, her own thoughts answered her. What sort of mechanical lock couldn’t be opened by magic?

    She stepped into the bedroom, then carefully placed the chair against the door handle. It wouldn’t keep the door completely closed — one good push would topple the chair, knocking it right out of the way — but no one would be able to get inside without making a great deal of noise. Emily wasn’t sure it would be worth anything — the walls were apparently soundproofed, even without silencing and privacy spells — yet ... it would give her at least some warning. She wasn’t sure why she felt so paranoid, all of a sudden. Cabiria and her family had welcomed her to their home. They’d done everything in their power to make her comfortable ...

    And yet, you’re feeling defenseless, she thought as she changed into her nightgown and climbed into bed. You haven’t been so vulnerable since you were sent to Whitehall.

    “Lights out,” she said.

    The room plunged into darkness. Emily glanced from side to side, but there was no light at all. Cabiria, evidently, hadn’t needed to take a candle to bed. Emily wondered, just for a moment, if she should find a candle or a lantern for herself, then dismissed the thought. She’d slept in worse places. The bed was warm, the room was quiet ... she closed her eyes, wondering just what time it was in Zangaria. She had no idea where she was, relative to anywhere. She made a mental note to find a map and locate Kingstown. That would at least give her a rough location ...

    Which wouldn’t be much good if I wanted to teleport somewhere else, she thought, tiredly. I’d need help if I had to leave in a hurry.

    She scowled at the thought. She’d packed a little money in her bag, but was it enough to arrange passage back to Zangaria? She wasn’t even sure they could leave the estate, if they wanted to go. Cabiria had said as much, but Cabiria wasn’t calling the shots. Paranoia ran through her mind, nagging at her. What if Malabo or Caledon wanted them to stay — permanently? They’d be running an awful risk, but if they had the slightest idea of the secrets in Emily’s mind ...

    They might consider the risk worthwhile, she thought, as she drifted off into sleep. What could they do if they learn to combine science and magic to produce ... to produce what?

    She jerked awake, her heart pounding in her chest. She was being watched. She was sure of it. Ice crawled down her spine, sweat prickling on her skin, as she tightly clutched the blanket. There was a presence in the room ... She wasn’t alone. She was sure she wasn’t alone. Her hand searched for the virgin blade, even though it would do her no good against a trained magician. The snake-bracelet ... she wasn’t even sure she could unleash the beast, let alone turn him back to a bracelet afterwards. He might be as dangerous to her — now — as he was to her enemies.

    Terror flickered at the corner of her mind. The sensation was growing stronger, sending chills through her entire body. She hadn’t felt so naked, so vulnerable, since she’d started puberty, since her stepfather had started looking at her. She’d thought she’d put it behind her, that he was lost on the far side of the dimensional wall, but ... she tightly clutched the dagger, resolving to stab the intruder as viciously as she could. Whoever it was, she’d make him regret it. Sneaking into a guest’s bedroom was a breach of etiquette ...

    She shoved the blanket aside. “Lights on!”

    The lights came on, revealing ... nothing. There was no one in the room, no sound apart from the pounding of her heart. The chair she’d placed by the door hadn’t moved. Emily sucked in her breath, her eyes looking for the telltale signs that someone was hidden under an invisibility spell. 

    But there was nothing. She was alone.

    She clasped the dagger in one hand, her eyes flickering from side to side. There was still nothing. The sense she was being watched was gone. And yet, she couldn’t help feeling uneasy. She hadn’t slept outside friendly wards for months, not since she’d been held in one of Randor’s cells under the castle. Even there, the wards had been familiar. Here ...

    I shouldn’t be able to sense the wards, she thought, numbly. She had always found them a comforting presence, once she’d  learned how to sense them. Now ... I shouldn’t be able to sense them at all.

    She placed the dagger on the bed and wrapped her arms around her chest, taking deep breaths as she concentrated. It hadn’t always been easy to sense magic, even when she’d been in Whitehall. It had taken her years to develop the sensitivity to tell the difference between a security ward and a hex lying in wait for someone to trigger it. But, if Cat was right, the manor was covered in wards. She should be able to sense them, even if she couldn’t sense anything else. Their mere existence should be smothering her senses. And yet ... she could feel nothing.

    Perhaps it was just a nightmare, she thought. Her nightgown was sodden with sweat. That hadn’t happened in ... years, she thought. She’d  learned to cope with everything that had happened to her since she’d come to the Nameless World, hadn’t she? It wasn’t as if she could have taken her concerns to a therapist. Or perhaps it was something more.

    She lay back in her bed, unsure what to do. She wasn’t sure what would happen if she left her bedroom and went to find Cat or Frieda. They’d be happy to help, she was sure; Frieda, at least, wouldn’t mind sharing a bed in exchange for keeping her company. She wasn’t sure she could cope with Cat’s advances, not now. And yet ... some instinct kept her from leaving her room. The manor might not be enemy territory, but it wasn’t friendly either. God alone knew what might be waiting for her outside ...

    Her fingers touched the rune on her chest, carved between her breasts. It was cool to the touch, suggesting that there wasn’t a hint of subtle magic in the room. That made sense, she supposed. Cabiria would have been as defenseless against subtle magic — against any kind of magic — as Emily herself, at least until she unlocked her powers. Her parents wouldn’t have risked using subtle magic in her room. Emily wondered, as she lay back in bed, just what the long-term effects of magic exposure actually were. Did the children of people who worked in a magical environment develop magic?

    It might be worth asking, she thought. And someone here might be able to tell me the answer.

    The thought nagged at her mind as she closed her eyes, trying to meditate. She’d never understood how she had a talent for magic, growing up on a magic-less world. It might have made sense if magicians drew on a magic field, rather than having an inherent talent for magic, but magic didn’t work that way. There was no logical reason for her having a talent that had been completely useless for hundreds of centuries, if indeed it had been useful at all. But then, the legends of witches and wizards had to come from somewhere ...

    Maybe there is a world of magic back home, just waiting for someone to find it, she mused, as sleep overcame her. Or maybe I’m just a freak.

    Her eyes snapped open, what felt like moments later. She sat up blearily, one hand brushing against the dagger in her bed. It took her a moment to remember what it was doing in her bed. She looked around warily, unsure what had woken her this time. A dream she didn’t remember? Or ... or what? She stood on wobbly legs, leaning against the bookshelf until she steadied herself. There was no sign that anyone had been in the room, apart from herself, but she still felt uneasy. 

    It is never comfortable to sleep in a new place, she reminded herself, as she removed the chair and walked into the living room. The clock on the wall insisted that it was nine bells. She’d overslept, technically. She found her watch and glanced at it, noting that it was still night-time in Zangaria. They’d traveled east, then. Where — exactly — are we?

    She stepped into the bathroom and showered quickly, washing away the sweat and grime of an uncomfortable night. No one had come to replace the towel, something that surprised her until she remembered Cabiria telling them that she’d been expected to tend to her own room. It was odd to make a guest do it, but ... Emily shrugged. She wouldn’t have welcomed anyone walking into the room, particularly when she was feeling so vulnerable. Besides, Cabiria would have felt vulnerable, too. The maids might have strict orders to stay out of her room unless they were given permission to enter, locks or no locks. She’d just have to ask Cabiria where she could find a new towel.

    Or ask Frieda to cast a spell to clean the old one, she thought, as she wrapped the towel around her body and walked back to the bedroom. The portrait’s eyes were still following her. She couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable until she was back in the bedroom with the door firmly closed. If I asked her to stay with me ...

    The thought hurt, more than she cared to admit. Tears stung her eyes. She didn’t want Frieda to see her so ... so powerless. She didn’t want to have to ask Frieda to do the simplest thing for her, as if she were trapped inside a crippled body. She didn’t want ... she felt the tears dripping down her bare cheeks as she realized nothing would ever be the same again. She didn’t want to be weak, not in front of Frieda or Cat or anyone. Cat was already drifting away from her. What would happen if Frieda left, too?

    And what would Cat say, Emily asked herself, if I invited Frieda to share my room?

    Her hand was holding the dagger before she quite realized what she was doing. It was ... she caught herself, staring at the dagger. Had she been about to stab herself? Had she ...

    Ice wrapped around her heart. That’s the curse talking, she told herself. She had to fight to convince her fingers to let go of the blade. It fell to the floor and lay there, taunting her. It wants me to despair. It wants me to die.

    Gritting her teeth, she pulled on her robe and walked out of the door, leaving the dagger behind.


    Chapter Twenty

    THERE WAS NO RESPONSE WHEN EMILY tapped at Cat’s door, nor at Frieda’s. Panic washed through her mind, an instant before she recalled that both Cat and Frieda were used to getting up early and eating breakfast before going to work. She took a long breath, trying to convince herself that she was being silly, then turned and walked down the corridor to the stairs. She was sure she was walking the right way, following the path Cabiria had shown her yesterday, but she rapidly got lost. The corridors all looked alike. She couldn’t even find her way back to her room.

    The building is changing around me, she thought, numbly. She’d always had a pretty good sense of direction, but Whitehall — and Fellini Manor — had made a mockery of it. I’m lost.

    She gritted her teeth, looking for the golden thread Cabiria had told her to follow. But she couldn’t see it anywhere. The corridors were twisting around her, as if the entire building was on the verge of collapsing in on itself. Whitehall had done the same, two years ago. A shudder ran down her spine as she realized she might have stumbled into a gigantic pocket dimension. She couldn’t see how something so large could be held in place, not without a nexus point, but House Fellini could do it if anyone could. And if it was collapsing around her ...

    Boneka stepped into view at the end of the corridor, his emotionless — and utterly inhuman — eyes fixed on her.

    Emily let out a breath, although she wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or worried. There was something sinister about the golem, something that made her want to make sure she never turned her back on the ... creature? Was it a living thing? The Warden was as close to human as a homunculus could be, and even he wasn’t really alive. She would have recognized him for something inhuman, the first time they’d met, if she’d had the background to realize that homunculi were possible. And Boneka was even less human.

    She braced herself, unsure what to expect. But Boneka did nothing.

    Emily cleared her throat. “I’m lost,” she said, trying to ignore the quiver in her voice. “Can you take me to the dining room?”

    The homunculus turned and walked down the corridor. Emily hesitated, then followed, keeping one hand on the snake-bracelet. She’d left the gun as well as the dagger in her room. The snake was her only means of defense if something happened ... the corridors shifted around her, always at the very corner of her eye. Boneka seemed to impose order on chaos by his mere presence. It made her wonder if he was tied into the manor’s wards directly, like the Warden. He might be a vital part of the building’s defenses.

    She gritted her teeth. “Can you talk?”

    Boneka turned to face her. “Yes.”

    Emily shivered. The homunculus sounded ... cold, dispassionate ... inhuman. She’d met demons and dragons and all manner of strange creatures, but Boneka was somehow worse than any of them. She wasn’t sure why she had that impression, yet ... she couldn’t deny that it was her impression. Perhaps it was his human appearance, how it took a dive straight into the uncanny valley. Whoever had crafted Boneka didn’t want to give anyone the impression that he was human. There could be no mistaking him for a real person.

    The homunculus waited for a long moment, then turned again and walked down the long corridor. Emily sensed — although she wasn’t sure how — the building shifting around her, a second before they reached a door she was sure hadn’t been there a moment ago. She allowed herself to feel relief as Boneka motioned for her to walk through the door, into the dining room. Cat, Frieda and Cabiria were already seated at the table, eating breakfast. They looked disgustingly fresh for people who had spent the night in a strange house.

    This is Cabiria’s home, Emily reminded herself, as she took the proffered seat. She felt a stab of sympathy for the powerless girl who had probably found it impossible to navigate her own home until she had developed her powers. Cabiria’s family had treated her well, but she could never have fitted in with them if she’d remained powerless. She’s probably used to it by now.

    “Emily,” Frieda said. She sounded disgustingly fresh too. “Cat’s promised to take me to the spellchambers and teach me something new.”

    “That’s good,” Emily said. Her body felt tired, as if she hadn’t managed to get any real sleep. She hadn’t felt so wretched since the first day of Martial Magic. “What are you going to teach her?”

    “A handful of combat spells we don’t get taught at Whitehall,” Cat said, evasively. “It will be interesting to see if she can cast them in combat.”

    “She’s very quick to learn,” Emily said. She gave Frieda a tired smile. “Have a good day.”

    “Try not to break the spellchamber,” Cabiria said. She winked at Emily and poured her a glass of juice. “My sisters are waiting for you.”

    Emily felt her cheeks heat. “I hadn’t realized ...”

    “Don’t worry about it,” Cabiria said. “Make sure you eat something, though. Once they have you in their clutches, they won’t let you go for hours.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. 

    She inspected the tureens on the table. Bacon, eggs, fried potatoes ... a high-calorie breakfast, suitable for magicians. She wondered, morbidly, if she was going to start putting on weight. It was rare to see a fat magician, but she wasn’t a magician any longer ... was she? She made a mental note to try to determine if the curse was consuming calories to fuel itself. It would be interesting if it was. Perhaps she could starve the curse to death.

    “Eat as much as you can,” Cabiria urged. “My sisters are sweethearts” — her face twisted, as if sweethearts wasn’t the first word she would have chosen for her sisters — “but they do have a habit of getting overenthusiastic about something. Poor Allophone got into the most terrible trouble when she skipped an important family dinner because she was lost in research. She’d skip her own funeral if she could.”

    “Sounds like a plan,” Cat said. “I’d be late for my funeral too, if I could.”

    Cabiria smirked. “Belladonna isn’t much better. A young man came courting her and ... what answer does she give? I’m researching!”

    “She could have said she was washing her hair,” Emily said. “Or come up with another excuse, if she didn't like the guy.”

    “She did like the guy,” Cabiria said. “She just didn’t like him enough to stop researching.”

    Emily shrugged, then dug into her breakfast. It tasted wonderful — the bacon was cooked to perfection, the eggs held in a preservation spell until she took them out of the tureen — but her stomach was churning with acid. Who knew what was about to happen? It was on the tip of her tongue to ask Cat or Frieda to stay with her, but ... she sighed, dismissing the thought before it could really take form. They’d just be bored — or worse — watching her be poked and prodded yet again. Cat could teach Frieda something new, if she was willing to learn. The chance to have a private lesson with a combat sorcerer was not something to be casually put aside.

    She ate as much as she could, then stood. “I’m ready.”

    “Good luck,” Cat said. “I’ll see you this evening.”

    Emily waved them goodbye, then looked at Cabiria. “How did you cope with the twisting corridors?”

    “Carefully,” Cabiria said. She made a face. “If you’re one of the blood, the manor is more ... helpful ... than it might otherwise be. Our enemies aren’t supposed to be running around inside the wards.”

    And you don’t normally invite guests into the inner chambers, Emily guessed. It was an honor to be invited, she supposed. But ... the family’s guests would probably all be magicians, men and women who would be able to commune with the wards. The manor probably helped you a lot when you were a child.

    She said nothing as Cabiria led her down a corridor and into a large chamber. It took her breath away. The walls were lined with bookshelves, each one crammed to busting with tomes that looked to date back hundreds of years. Smaller mobile shelves held books that had clearly come off a printing press or parchment scrolls that might be older than Whitehall itself. There were no windows, nothing to break the wall of books. Allophone and Belladonna sat at a table, going through a stack of notes that seemed a mile high. Cabiria cleared her throat, loudly. It was a long moment before either of her sisters looked up and noticed her.

    “Take a seat on the sofa,” Cabiria instructed, as she closed the door. “My sisters will be with you shortly.”

    “Brat,” Allophone said, without heat. “I do trust you remember your training?”

    “What little Whitehall was willing to give me.” There was a hint of bitterness in Cabiria’s tone. “I didn’t want to take the oaths ...”

    “A problem that may never be solved,” Allophone said. She scowled at the scroll in her hands. “We cannot study a number of healing spells because they’re tucked away behind oaths that cannot be deliberately circumvented.”

    “I thought it was to keep them from being misused,” Emily said.

    “That’s the official reasoning,” Allophone agreed. She sounded like an absent-minded professor. “And there is some truth to it. But it also makes it impossible for us to study and improve the spells, not without taking the oaths. We have to reinvent the spells ourselves, from the ground up, before we can figure out how to make them better.”

    She shrugged. “I should add, before we get started, that my sisters and I are bound by the Family Code. It isn’t as ... as strong as a sworn oath, but your secrets are safe with us.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “And what are the limits on the code?”

    Cabiria sat down next to her. “If someone comes to us for treatment, we keep their secrets safe. But ... we’re not obliged to treat someone, unlike someone who took the Healing Oath, and we’re not bound to keep our secrets. I can discuss my advances in spellwork with anyone without breaking the code. If this leads to a whole new development in magical knowledge, the knowledge won’t die with us.”

    “We understand the Sorcerer’s Rule,” Allophone said. “We also acknowledge its limitations.”

    She clapped her hands together. “And now that’s settled, tell us what happened.”

    “We discovered that Randor was a necromancer and we set out to confront him,” Emily said, yet again. She was growing sick of telling the same story, over and over again. “And when I recovered from the battle, I discovered that I could neither sense nor work magic.”

    “Interesting,” Allophone mused. “And you are sure Randor cast the curse?”

    Emily blinked. “Who else?”

    “Someone who had access to the castle, while you were helpless,” Allophone said. “Perhaps someone who served the king or even one of your enemies, who saw a chance to cripple you.”

    “I ... good thought.” Emily had never considered the possibility. Alassa’s forces had seized the castle, as far as she knew, before either she or Cat had recovered from the battle. Had someone else been there? Someone who’d cursed her while she slept? “I don’t know.”

    “That said, there’s no standard curse for crippling someone’s magic.” Allophone shot a look at her sister. “I assume they tested for potions?”

    “They did,” Emily confirmed. “And for anything that might interfere with my ability to use magic.”

    “There was a case, a while back, when someone tricked a magician into wearing a charmed amulet that made it impossible for him to use his powers,” Allophone mused. “It didn’t quite block them so much as it broke up the spellware before it could be triggered. Did they give you a complete check? A change of clothes? That bracelet on your wrist ... is it the same bracelet?”

    Emily stared at her. “I ... I couldn’t use magic, no matter what I was wearing.”

    “So no one sneaked a charm onto your clothes,” Allophone said. “And the bracelet?”

    “It’s the same bracelet,” Emily said. She didn’t want to tell them what the bracelet actually was unless there was no other choice. “And I couldn’t cast magic with or without it.”

    “So much for hoping that there might be a simple answer.” Allophone sounded pleased, rather than annoyed. “How’s your health generally? Do you have any trouble when you have your monthlies?”

    Emily flushed. “I was never very regular,” she said. She’d been underfed until she’d been dragged into the Nameless World. “I used — I use — potions to keep my cycles under control.”

    “But you don’t have any problems, when you do bleed?” Allophone seemed oblivious to Emily’s embarrassment. “There’s nothing wrong with your womb?”

    “Not as far as I know.” Emily had to bite her lip to keep from snapping at the older girl. “I don’t think there’s any problem there.”

    “Glad to hear it,” Allophone said. “Of course, most people don’t know when there’s a problem until it makes itself apparent. You could lose the battle for your health before you even know there is a battle.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “Any other health issues?”

    “Broken bones and suchlike,” Emily said. “They were healed immediately.”

    “They can sometimes leave scars,” Allophone said. “Did anyone show you how to perform a cleansing ritual?”

    Emily nodded, curtly.

    “You might want to perform one, though it may be too late.” Allophone glanced at her sister. “Bella can supply the potions.”

    “Thanks,” Belladonna said, dryly.

    Emily leaned forward. “Why ...?”

    “Exposure to dark magic can have unpleasant effects.” Allophone’s voice was very calm, but Emily thought she heard a hint of remembered horror in Allophone’s tone. “The person who is most at risk is the dark wizard himself, naturally, but anyone close by would be in some danger. And once the dark magic was rooted into your system, it might manifest in unpredictable ways. There are cases of ...”

    She shrugged, clearly deciding not to continue down that path. “You’re not tainted with dark magic, as far as we can tell, but you should be careful. You were very close to ... a number of necromancers when they died.”

    “I’ll perform the ritual this evening,” Emily said.

    “It might help,” Allophone agreed. She rubbed her hands together. “Now, get undressed, put everything you’re wearing or carrying on the table and then lie down.”

    Emily hesitated, then reminded herself — sharply — that they were trying to help her. “Be very careful with the bracelet,” she said, as she undressed. “Don’t use any kind of magic on it.”

    Allophone gave her a sharp look. “What is it?”

    “Ah ... my last line of defense.” Emily felt naked, mentally as well as physically. “You really don’t want to wake it up.”

    “And if you don’t want to take it off,” Allophone mused, “it might provide the perfect vector for a curse.”

    She motioned for Emily to lie down, then picked up a wand. “Now ... let’s see.”

    Emily gritted her teeth as the two older girls examined her body in clinical detail, bouncing questions off her whenever they found something interesting. They didn’t seem to take anything for granted, asking her when and where she’d been injured and healed ... Allophone raised the possibility that repeated healing spells might have damaged her in some way, damage that had taken a long time to manifest. Belladonna inspected her blood, wondering at some of the odder results. Emily rather suspected she’d stumbled across traces of the vaccinations she’d had as a small girl. Vaccines were almost unknown on the Nameless World. What few did exist had been devised by alchemists, not doctors.

    “Father was right,” Allophone concluded. “It is a little like Cabiria’s case.”

    Cabiria coughed. “A little?”

    “Emily should be a magician,” Allophone mused. “But she doesn’t appear to have any powers ... except there is a faint hint of magic on her. You didn’t have any magic until uncle did ... whatever uncle did.”

    Belladonna coughed. “You have a cauldron,” she said. “But you don’t have anything to put in the cauldron.”

    “More like a fireplace without any firewood,” Allophone offered. She waved her wand over the small pile of clothing. “There’s nothing special about anything here, save for the bracelet itself. Some particularly odd spells on it, I see.”

    “Don’t try to fiddle with them,” Emily said.

    “Then we should keep the bracelet away from you, at least until we know it isn’t draining your power,” Allophone said, flatly. “If you’re expending power keeping the bracelet’s spells in place ...”

    “I kept those spells in place for four years,” Emily said. “It never hampered me before.”

    “It would be better to put it well out of the way,” Allophone said. She grinned. “And we probably should find you some new clothes, too.”

    Emily shook her head. “That sounds ...”

    Cabiria snickered. “They’re trying to cover all the angles,” she said. “They often come to the right conclusion by trial and error.”

    “And hard work,” Belladonna said. “Everyone fetes me for coming up with a new potion, but they don’t see the hundreds of variants on the recipe that congeal or explode or turn out to be completely useless. Trial and error is the only way forward.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    “We know you do,” Cabiria said. “You’d fit in well here.”

    Emily felt her heart twist. “Without magic?”

    “Without magic,” Allophone confirmed. She picked up the clothes — and the bracelet — and dumped them in an iron trunk. “I’ll get you some new clothes, then we can move on to the research.”

    “And experiments, just in case we don’t find anything in the library.” Belladonna sounded more pessimistic than her sister. “If it took years for uncle to figure out how to help Cabiria, how long will it take for us to help Emily?”

    “As long as it takes.” Allophone patted Emily’s naked shoulder. “You will be a magician again.”


    Chapter Twenty-One

    THE MOMENT EMILY SAW THE LIBRARY, she fell in love.

    It was a massive collection of chambers, easily the largest library she’d seen outside Whitehall or Mountaintop. The walls were lined with shelves, there were stacks upon stacks... it looked more like an academic library than something that belonged in a manor house. Towards the rear, there were even shelves of scrolls and parchments ... she’d thought the previous room was big, but the real library was even bigger. She thought she saw some clay tablets and weird-looking artefacts as Cabiria gave her a brief tour of the five rooms. It was wealth beyond measure, even in the days of the printing press. She dreaded to think of how much it had cost, over the years.

    “It’s a remarkable collection.” Emily found it hard to talk. She would have sold her soul to grow up somewhere with such a library, magic or no magic. “How ... how did you get all these books?”

    “The family collected them, over the years,” Cabiria said. She sounded more pensive than amused. “Some of them ... the ones in the purple room, in particular ... are impossible to read. No one speaks or writes that language any more. There may even be more than one language within the tomes. We don’t know. Others ... there aren’t that many people who can read them. Outside the family, you can count the number of people who can read them on your fingers.”

    Emily glanced at her, surprised. “Can you read them?”

    “Some of them,” Cabiria said. “I speak five languages, Emily, and I can read three more ... and some of these books are still beyond my comprehension. There are a handful of books I can read, in theory, but they simply don’t make any sense. It’s possible that my grasp of the language isn’t perfect or ... or that they’re actually written in a different language, one close enough to the original to fool us. We simply don’t know.”

    She sighed. “Uncle Alanson used to spend hours — days, even — in the stacks, searching for a cure for my ... condition. We assume he found something, because whatever he did worked, but ...”

    “I understand,” Emily murmured.

    “You would,” Cabiria said, gently.

    Emily stepped over to the stacks and ran her eyes over the books. Half of them seemed to be written in Old Script, the Empire’s common language, but the remainder were either in a language she didn’t recognize or simply unmarked. She reached out gingerly and rested her finger on one of the books. There was a faint sense of ... something, as if her finger wasn’t quite touching the book, but ... she carefully pulled it off the shelf and opened it. The title suggested it was a compendium of useful spells from hundreds of years ago.

    She returned the book to the shelf and looked at Cabiria. “Professor Locke thought he’d find the secrets of the ancients under Whitehall.”

    “He did find something,” Cabiria pointed out. “And in any case ... we’re consigned to research until my sisters come up with a plan.”

    Emily had to laugh. “So ... do we go through the entire collection of books until we go mad?”

    “No,” Cabiria said. “We study volumes and try to determine if there is something useful within. Come on.”

    She led Emily into the reading room. It looked like a study, complete with a wooden desk, a comfortable armchair and a sofa. “You can bring the books in here, if you like,” she explained. “We all spent time cataloguing the collection while we were kids. If the book isn’t catalogued, please add it to the records. Don’t take the books out of the library without uncle’s permission or the wards will do horrible things to you.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. “Do they do horrible things to family members too?”

    “Nope!” Cabiria grinned. “Have fun.”

    Emily watched her go, then wandered back into the first room. It was hard to escape the impression that she’d been put out of the way, at least until Cabiria and her sisters had a chance to discuss her case in private, but ... there were worse places to work. She walked from room to room, lost in admiration. The collection was truly fantastic, from copies of the books she’d studied at Whitehall to tomes that dated back to the days before formal magical education. A thought struck her as she inspected a handful of books that appeared to be over a thousand years old. Had she met any of the writers? She’d certainly played a role in kick-starting what would eventually become Whitehall School.

    She was barely aware of the passage of time as she picked up a handful of books and thumbed her way through pages held together by protective spells. Ancient magical knowledge offered little hope, as far as she knew, although ... she did wonder if House Fellini had a point when they talked about going back to first principles. She was grimly aware that modern magical knowledge was far more comprehensive — a first-year at Whitehall knew more about magic than Lord Whitehall himself — but it was hard to imagine what might have been missed in the rush to develop new spells. Might they have missed chances to refine old ones? She frowned at one of the books, silently noting what was missing. The author had clearly used demons to cast his spells, but he’d been careful not to say it. It made her wonder just when and where the book was actually written.

    “I haven’t got around to cataloguing that one yet,” a voice said.

    Emily started. The library was so quiet, so silent, that she should have been able to hear a pin drop. And yet, she hadn’t heard the young man — Jayson, she recalled — walking up until he’d spoken. She silently kicked herself, remembering Sergeant Miles instructing her to be aware of her surroundings at all times. Jayson shouldn’t have been able to catch her by surprise.

    “I just took it off the shelf,” she managed. “Do you do the cataloguing?”

    Jayson grinned at her. “They said I was being punished for something,” he said. “They haven’t worked out that I actually enjoy cataloguing books.”

    Emily had to smile. She’d enjoyed working in the library as well, when she’d been younger. The stacks of books had been her first real friends. She’d even considered becoming a librarian, even after she’d been swept into the Nameless World. Librarians were important people, the gatekeepers to knowledge. She thought she could have been happy if she walked into the stacks and never came out.

    “I know the feeling,” she said. She found herself warming to Jayson, almost against her will. “What do you do apart from cataloguing?”

    “Apart from cataloguing?” Jayson pretended to be astonished. “Is there anything else?”

    “The horror,” Emily said. She smiled, just a little.

    Jayson’s grin grew wider. It was an oddly endearing expression. “I only just graduated,” he said. “And I really don’t want to do anything else.”

    Emily lifted an eyebrow. She didn’t remember Jayson from Whitehall or Mountaintop, and he lacked the military bearing of someone from Stronghold. Where had he studied? It was possible he’d studied at Mountaintop — it was hard to be sure, but he might be a year or two older than her — yet it seemed unlikely. Anyone who’d been to Mountaintop during the year she’d unwillingly spent there would probably have tried to make her acquaintance.

    She considered it for a moment, then decided it was pointless to try to guess. “Where did you study?”

    “I was homeschooled,” Jayson said. “My father thought I’d be better off learning from the family, rather than the schools. It was ... it was better, in some ways, than going to school.”

    Emily frowned. “How would you know?”

    Jayson looked pained. “My older brother went to Stronghold. He hated it. Cold beds, rotten food, sergeants shouting at you all the time, collective punishment ... he couldn’t wait to leave. Better to be homeschooled than go to school and be tortured.”

    “It isn’t that bad at Whitehall,” Emily said, unsure if she should be offended on behalf of her former school or amused. She would have wholeheartedly agreed with his disdain for formal schooling six years ago. “Stronghold is a little unusual.”

    “I didn’t want to take the chance,” Jayson said. “I have degrees in a dozen subjects and education in several others, so ... I don’t think I got the worst of the bargain.”

    He took the book from Emily and examined it. “Did you find anything useful here?”

    “Not really,” Emily said. “I’m just browsing at random, I think.”

    “You might find something interesting,” Jayson said. He led her back to the desks. “I keep telling people that a shelf of uncatalogued books is a treasure trove just waiting to be discovered, but they tell me to shut up, stop being lazy and get on with cataloguing them. I can’t think why.”

    Emily chuckled. “I can’t think why, either.”

    Jayson took a fresh card from the index and started to catalogue the book as he talked. “It’s pretty interesting to try to figure out where some of the books actually came from. Most of the older books have no listed author, no hint as to when and where they were actually written ... there’s a guy called Master Quigley who is credited with a bunch of magical discoveries six hundred years ago, but I think he actually plagiarized from a handful of far older writers. There are too many similarities between his work and theirs for the thought to be completely discounted.”

    “How do you know that?” Emily couldn’t hide her fascination. “What if ... what if they came up with the same idea independently?”

    “It’s possible,” Jayson conceded. “But Quigley and the older writers appear to have had the same styles, the same quirks ... yeah, sure, two people who were both asked to add two and two together would get the same answer, but would they be alike in other respects? It’s a curious intellectual debate.”

    He shrugged. “I wrote a monograph on it for the historians. It got a cold reception.”

    Emily blinked. “They weren’t interested?”

    “They felt I hadn’t proved my case.” Jayson shrugged, absently. “They might have been right. Master Quigley was a mind of great genius — even if he did stand on the shoulders of giants, he was a giant himself — and they felt I should have more proof before I cast his reputation into doubt. And, in the end, it all hinges on my interpretation of writings of dubious provenance.”

    He put the catalogue card in a box, then placed the book on a trolley to wait until it could be returned to the shelf. “But never mind that,” he said. “I’ve heard a great deal about you, Lady Emily. You’ve sparked off a revolution.”

    Emily felt herself flush at his matter-of-fact tone. “I had some help,” she said. “It wasn’t just me.”

    “That’s true,” Jayson said. “But everything stems from you, does it not?”

    “I may have introduced some new ideas,” Emily said carefully, “but I can’t claim credit for all of them.”

    She kept her face as impassive as she could. There were some people who had guessed that Emily hadn’t invented English letters and Arabic numbers. They’d pointed out, quite rightly, that Emily had introduced a mature system, rather than one that needed to be modified extensively until it was something workable. But they’d never figured out where those ideas actually came from. Emily wasn’t keen to discuss it. The last thing the Nameless World needed was sorcerers trying to find ways to break the dimensional barriers and cross to alternate worlds. If Emily had turned a world upside down, who knew what someone more competent and experienced could do?

    “Without you, they wouldn’t have happened.” Jayson met her eyes. “You have even made significant improvements to magical theory.”

    “Maybe,” Emily said. It was technically true, but she didn’t want to discuss it. “Again, however, the ideas were developed by others.”

    Jayson grinned. “You must talk about them with me,” he said, as they walked back into the stacks. “And, seeing we’re both here, what do you want to research?”

    Emily took a breath. “Curses,” she said. “And other cases of people losing their magic.”

    “Take a seat,” Jayson said. “I’ll get right on it.”

    Emily would have enjoyed the next few hours if she hadn’t been all too aware that she wanted — she needed — to find an answer to her own predicament. Jayson was a genuinely brilliant research assistant, finding books from the shelves and putting them in front of her before she even thought to ask for them. He provided a whole box of notes on Cabiria’s case without question, a detailed collection of observations made by the family’s healers as they studied the girl who should have had magic. Emily felt oddly uneasy about reading them, although she was fairly sure Cabiria wouldn’t mind. It was clear — reading between the lines — that her family had been deeply worried by her lack of magic. What did it say about them? And their bloodline?

    She glanced at Jayson, who was carefully inspecting a dusty manuscript. “Did ... ah ... Alanson keep no notes? No private papers?”

    “They were put in the family archives, after his death.” Jayson looked unsurprised by the question. “I believe his brothers inspected them very carefully, hoping to find some clues about ... about what he did. But they found nothing.”

    Emily frowned. “They found nothing at all?”

    “So I was told.” Jayson smiled at her. “Do you think we should ask if we can inspect them?”

    Emily looked down at her hands, thoughtfully. Her professors had drilled it into her, time and time again, that she should keep a careful record of what she’d intended to do, what she’d actually done and what had happened when she did it. It was a tradition, she’d been told, that dated all the way back to Lord Whitehall himself. And yet ... Alanson hadn’t kept notes on what he’d intended to do? That seemed a little unlikely, unless he’d been up to something he hadn’t dared write down. A demon? Or ... what?

    And if he did summon a demon, she mused, what price would it demand for its services?

    Her thoughts ran in circles. Three years ago, a demon had shown her a handful of visions of the future. The visions themselves were true, she’d been warned, but her interpretation of them might not be accurate. And not all of them had come true ... she counted, silently, under her breath. Not all of them had come true yet. But ... did that mean she would regain her magic? Or would she be powerless, unable to help her friends, for the rest of her days?

    Jayson cleared his throat. “Lady Emily?”

    “Just call me Emily,” Emily said. It was hard not to like Jayson. His passion for research matched her own. “I’m just woolgathering.”

    “I was wondering if we should ask permission to go through Uncle Alanson’s papers,” Jayson said. “We might find something new.”

    “We might,” Emily agreed. “Would they let me see them? An outsider?”

    “I’ll have to ask,” Jayson said. “But ... the Patriarch is very keen to have as many eyes looking at the intractable problems as possible.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. “You can ask,” she said. A thought struck her. “How are you and Cabiria related? I mean ... how close are you?”

    Jayson hesitated, clearly trying to figure out how to answer. “We’re ... ah, cousins separated by three lines. Um ... we have the same great-great-grandfather, but my branch of the family isn’t considered the key line of the family. Unless one of us is nominated as Patriarch, I mean. That’s not likely to happen, I think. I hope. That would be a bit of a drag if father had to uproot himself just because people thought he’d make a good successor.”

    Emily grinned. “And you don’t all live here?”

    “Most of us are scattered across the world,” Jayson said. “Hoban and I are the only family members here who aren’t part of the main line. Hoban actually is my cousin ... well, we use the term cousin to indicate someone who is part of the family, but not closely related to us.”

    “Cousins,” Emily repeated. She had none, as far as she knew. She’d certainly never met her mother’s relatives. The old drunkard might as well have come from nowhere for all Emily knew about her former life. “What else does it mean?”

    Jayson reddened. “You can’t marry into the family. Cabiria and I could not get married, even though there’s quite a bit of distance between us, unless we were both prepared to leave the family. We would be considered ... freakish.”

    “Incestuous,” Emily said. She wondered what it would be like to grow up with such a large family. She supposed there would be advantages as well as disadvantages. There would always be someone to play with, but there would be little true privacy. And there would probably be a great deal of rivalry as well. “I see your point.”

    The door opened, silently. Cat, Frieda and Hoban hurried into the room. Frieda had a nasty bruise on her cheek, but she was smiling from ear to ear. Emily guessed she’d had a good time. She was surprised that Hoban had joined them, but ... she shrugged. Someone had to show Cat and Frieda the spellchambers, and he’d probably stayed around afterwards. It wasn’t as if they wanted or needed privacy.

    “Emily,” Frieda said. She ran forward and gave Emily a hug, her ponytails flying out behind her. “I had a great time.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” Emily said. She looked around the library and smiled. “I think I had a great time, too.”


    Chapter Twenty-Two

    EMILY ENJOYED THE NEXT COUPLE OF weeks more than she’d expected.

    She’d always been a pretty fair theoretical magician — her combination of earthly upbringing and willingness to think outside the box had given her an edge — and she understood how magic worked at a level most theoretical magicians couldn’t hope to match. Emily found herself studying charms and rituals and all manner of forgotten secrets with Cabiria and Jayson, learning more — in the process — about how magic worked. She was aware, on some level, that Cat was growing increasingly bored and distant, but he seemed to be fine with teaching Frieda and Hoban some of the more interesting tricks in his arsenal. Emily would have been happy, she thought, if the manor itself hadn’t been so frustrating.

    It was difficult, to say the least, to explore the building without getting hopelessly lost. Cat and Frieda had no trouble communing with the wards and finding their way around, but Emily couldn’t even sense the wards. The corridors would shift around her, doors would lock and unlock seemingly at random ... it was maddening, all the more so because she knew she wouldn’t have had any trouble before she lost her magic. And Boneka ... the homunculus kept appearing out of nowhere, his inhuman gaze constantly focused on her. She was starting to suspect that the creature had been ordered to keep an eye on her, but ... she was starting to think she should ask for someone to stay with her at all times. It was the only way not to get lost.

    “We’ve been considering possible options for removing the curse,” Allophone said, after breakfast. It was growing harder to keep track of time in the manor. “We might be able to starve the curse of magic, as you suggested, but that would run the risk of starving you, too.”

    “I could endure,” Emily said, stubbornly. There had been plenty of times when she’d gone to bed without any supper, either because her stepfather had been downstairs or there had been no food in the apartment. “If it would work ...”

    “The curse seems to absorb all the power you have,” Allophone told her. “It would be able to maintain itself until you were completely drained, which would probably kill you. The damn thing is so cunningly designed that the only times we have been able to get a sniff of its presence is when it’s trying to kill you. And we haven’t been able to take advantage of that to start unpicking it.”

    Emily nodded, tartly. They’d spent the last week trying to redesign the curse themselves, working backwards from the known effects to determine how best to create it. She hadn’t been very comfortable with designing such a curse, but — in the end — it hadn’t mattered. They hadn’t been able to use their work to figure out the original curse’s weaknesses, let alone how best to remove it.

    “On the other hand, we should be able to forcibly trigger your magic ... which should, in theory, surge power through the spellwork,” Allophone continued. “If we’re lucky, the blast will destroy the curse and grant you access to your powers; if not, it should let us get a proper look at the curse and figure out how to remove it.”

    “It will be risky,” Cabiria said. “You’ll be channeling a lot of power through your brain.”

    “But not more than she can handle,” Allophone insisted. “She’s cast more powerful spells in the past.”

    “Yes, but she hasn’t used her magic for nearly a month,” Cabiria insisted. “Bella? What do you think?”

    “I think that we would have figured out the answer by now, if it were easy.” Belladonna barely looked up from her cauldron. “We need to take some risks if we are to uncover the truth.”

    Emily took a breath. “What are the risks?”

    “We don’t know,” Belladonna said. She didn’t look up. “A mundane who drank this potion would have blinding headaches, a magician ... a magician would be able to handle it, with a little effort. You, on the other hand ... it might be akin to walking through a portal or ... we just don’t know.”

    Or necromancy, Emily thought. Everyone knew necromancers went insane, some faster than others, but very few people understood why. Channeling so much power through one’s mind was not good for one’s sanity. This could tip me over the edge into madness.

    “You have to decide,” Allophone said. “We won’t force you to do anything.”

    Emily looked at her hands. She believed Allophone. Two weeks of living in House Fellini had convinced her they were good people. Cabiria’s family had been nothing but kind to her. There was no reason to think they would force her to take the potion just to see what would happen. But ... she tried to decide what to do. If she took the potion, she might sentence herself to death; if she didn’t, she would have to hope they came up with something new before the curse really embedded itself into her mind. The thought of living without magic was terrifying. She dreaded to think what would happen if she ran into someone smarter than Hansel. She could hardly hope to run into someone dumber.

    She took a long breath. “I’ll drink it.”

    “Very good,” Belladonna said. She dipped a ladle into the cauldron and carefully measured out a cupful of potion. “I think that this is the upper limit for how much you can drink in one sitting, based on your height, weight and suchlike. You may not find it very pleasant” — her tone was dry, suggesting that was a gross overstatement — “but it should work.”

    “Sit on the sofa,” Allophone ordered. She walked around until she was kneeling behind the sofa. “We’ll be watching for any traces of magic.”

    “You might be too close,” Emily said. “If all my power comes pouring out at once ...”

    “The curse has been draining your power,” Allophone reminded her. “You shouldn’t have more than a brief magic surge, like a child who’s only just growing into her magic. How did you cope when you became a woman?”

    “Carefully,” Emily said. It was true, although incomplete. It was certainly not the answer to her question. Everyone assumed that Void had helped her when she’d started to develop magic, but the truth was very different. Emily hadn’t developed magic at all until she’d come to the Nameless World. She had never had to go through the fits and starts common to all magical children before they went to school. She’d thought that was a good thing — some of the stories were terrifying — until now. “It wasn’t easy.”

    “You just need to use magic,” Allophone said. She shot her younger sister an unreadable glance. “It was easy for me.”

    Cabiria snorted, but said nothing.

    Belladonna walked over to Emily, carrying the goblet in one hand. “Drink up,” she said, as she handed Emily the potion. “I don’t know how long it will last.”

    Emily took the goblet and eyed the sparkling liquid warily. It smelt foul. “What’s in it?”

    “You don’t want to know.” Belladonna sounded very certain. “Drink up.”

    “I ...” Emily braced herself, unsure — once again — what to expect. Anything, perhaps; she might throw up at once or ... nothing, perhaps. She hated the thought of nothing happening, even though it would be better than instant death. It would be proof, she supposed, that she really had lost her powers. “I ... thank you.”

    She put the goblet to her lips and drank. It tasted ... sweet, but there was a hard edge to the liquid that made it harder to keep drinking until she had finished every last drop. Her tongue tingled unpleasantly, as if she had drunk acid; her stomach threatened to rebel, forcing her to swallow hard to keep the potion down. It felt ... it felt ... it felt ... she wasn’t sure how she felt. Her mind was starting to swim, as if she’d been concussed; she opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. It was suddenly very hard to focus.

    “Interesting,” Allophone mused. Her voice was so faint Emily thought she was imagining it, as if the words had reached her mind without ever quite reaching her ears. “I think ...”

    “Get back,” Cabiria snapped. “Now!”

    Emily threw back her head and screamed as the world filled with fire. Power surged through her, power so strong that she wanted to turn and flee as it burned through her thoughts. And yet, she couldn’t run. The power was part of her. She felt her throat start to hurt as she screamed and screamed again, convinced — at a very primal level — that flames were burning her entire body to ash. Her mind started to fracture ...

    ... Dark figures, cloaked in shadow save for glowing red eyes, stand around her, looking down at her. She feels a strange contentment as one of them raises a knife, holds it above her breast and brings it down hard ...

    ... She is drifting outside the world, floating in the void and looking down at a planet she barely recognizes. Things are drifting next to her, just waiting ...

    ... Something is scratching on the boundaries of reality itself, waiting patiently for the chance to return ...

    ... Space rends itself open in front of her, revealing massive red eyes peering down at her ...

    ... Someone touches her and ...

     


    Emily jerked awake, her entire body spasming. Something was holding her down ... she started to panic, drawing in breath to scream before her rational mind realized she was strapped to a bed. Someone had moved her, someone had tied her down ... she concentrated on the disciplines Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles had taught her, trying to calm her heart. Where was she? What had happened to her? Her head ached, but it was a dull ache rather than shooting pain. It was hard, so hard, to form coherent thoughts.

    A face peered down at her. “Emily?”

    “Frieda,” Emily managed. It was Frieda, wasn’t it? Right now, she wasn’t entirely sure of her own name. “You ... what happened?”

    “You blacked out,” Frieda said. “You’ve been unconscious for two days.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. “Can you remove the straps?”

    Frieda looked hesitant. “I’ve been given orders to leave them on until you were tested,” she said. “You nearly hurt yourself quite badly.”

    Emily felt a flash of hot rage. “Let me go!”

    “Bad idea, right now,” a new voice said. Allophone stepped into view. “How are you feeling?”

    “Let me go,” Emily repeated. It was so hard to keep her temper under control. Where was Cat? He’d let her go. “Now!”

    “I need you to answer some questions first,” Allophone said. “How much do you remember?”

    Emily glared at her. She’d drunk the potion, then ... then what? The memories were lost in a fuzzy haze. There had been something ... hadn’t there? She wasn’t sure. The last clear memory she had was drinking the potion ... and fire, lots of fire. She wondered, suddenly, if the fire had been real. Magicians rarely worked magic in their sleep, but it had been known to happen. Night terrors could become real when a magician lost control of her powers. It was one of the reasons so many newborn magicians were shipped to Whitehall as soon as they were discovered.

    “I’m not sure,” she said, finally. “I ... there was fire. Did I hurt someone ...?”

    “Well, no one is going to be sitting on that sofa again.” Allophone sounded relieved, rather than angry. “You burned it to ash. And you nearly burned my face off.”

    “It would have been a great improvement,” Cabiria said, from somewhere out of sight.

    Allophone made a rude gesture in her sister’s direction, then looked down at Emily. “What’s five plus nine?”

    Emily had to think — hard — to figure out the answer. “Fifteen.”

    “Your brain is still a little scrambled,” Allophone said. “What’s seven plus eight?”

    Emily flinched. Had she managed to get the first question wrong? It was hard, so hard, to get her thoughts in order. Seven plus eight? Fifteen? It was the sort of sum she’d mastered so long ago that she never had to actually think to come up with the answer. It was fifteen, wasn’t it? She was sure it was fifteen.

    “Fifteen,” she said. “And two plus three is five.”

    “That’s good to know,” Allophone said. She touched Emily’s forehead with a silver wand, then frowned again. “Try a spell for me. Any spell.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. The restraints on her wrists and ankles were tight, too tight for her to break physically, but she knew a dozen spells she could use to escape. There was no magic holding her down. She was sure of it, at a very basic level. But ... she cast the spell carefully, going all the way back to the handful of techniques she’d  learned at school. Nothing happened. She tried again, just in case. It didn’t work.

    She knew, Emily thought, grimly. Her mind was starting to clear, but her magic was as useless as ever. She wouldn’t have strapped me down like this if she’d thought I could just magic my way out.

    “It doesn’t work,” she said. Bitter despair threatened to overcome her, just for a second. “I can’t use magic.”

    “You did something,” Allophone said, bluntly. “That potion tapped into your magic and ... and unleashed it, just for a few seconds. You’re not powerless.”

    “Then we can try again, once she feels better,” Frieda said. “Can’t we?”

    “We may have to rethink the dosage,” Cabiria said. “Belladonna is messing around with her formulas now, trying to figure out a way to get you to push out more power without actually killing you. But something clearly happened.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said, dryly. Her body felt stiff and sore. “One hundred and fifty plus two hundred is three hundred and fifty. Can I get up now?”

    “I think so,” Allophone said. She unstrapped Emily, then frowned. “Just don’t hesitate to lie back down if you feel unsteady.”

    “I will.” Emily sat upright. Her throat hurt — she had a vague memory of screaming herself hoarse — but otherwise there was nothing wrong with her that a good meal and a sleep in a proper bed wouldn’t cure. “Where’s Cat?”

    “I had to tell him to wait outside,” Allophone said, bluntly. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want him to see you like that.”

    Emily looked down at herself. Someone had undressed her, replacing the dress she’d been wearing — the dress she might have burned to ash — with a translucent hospital gown that left very little to the imagination. Cat had seen her naked, but ... she didn’t really want him to see her so vulnerable. And yet, he’d already seen her vulnerable ...

    “I’ll see him after I get dressed,” she said. “Um ... what happened to the dress?”

    “You damaged it beyond repair.” Cabiria chuckled. “Don’t worry. There are plenty more dresses in the house.”

    Emily had to smile. “It wasn’t yours, was it?”

    “It belonged to some ancestor who willed her possessions back to the family,” Cabiria said, as if the question wasn’t particularly interesting. “I don’t think she’d mind you ruining it, wherever she is now. My uncle was more pleased to hear that we did something ...”

    “Which we will discuss tomorrow,” Allophone injected.

    “... Than angry at the destroyed dress.” Cabiria grinned. “Believe me, we have wardrobes and trunks and bags of clothing that hasn’t been touched for generations. I used to play dress-up in the old chambers before ... well, you know. Auntie Janna threw a massive fit when I dressed up like her.”

    “I think it was your impression of her manners that really got under her skin,” Allophone said. “You were a little too close to the truth.”

    “Just a little.” Cabiria snickered. “You should have heard the threats she shouted. If Uncle Alanson hadn’t calmed her down, she would probably have boiled me up for potions ingredients. I didn’t look that much like her, really.”

    “How old were you?” Emily took the dress Cabiria offered her and pulled it over her head. “Five? Six?”

    “Eleven,” Cabiria said. “And it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

    Allophone opened the door. “You can come in now,” she said to Cat. “Cabiria and I will see you all at dinner.”

    “Emily.” Cat rushed in, his face worried. “What happened?”

    “I had a magic surge,” Emily said. Her legs weakened suddenly. She sat back on the bed before they could give out completely. “It was ... it was not good.”

    “But you have magic,” Cat said. “You can’t have a magic surge without magic, can you?”

    “I don’t think so,” Emily said. She’d hoped the surge of magic would destroy the curse’s spellware, ripping it to shreds. It didn’t seem to have worked. “But I don’t seem to have gotten any further. My spells still aren’t working.”

    “It’s progress.” Cat seemed unsure how to react. The treacherous part of Emily’s mind noted that Caleb would have sat down and wrapped an arm around her by now. “You don’t know what will happen tomorrow.”

    “We will discuss what happened today in great detail,” Emily guessed. They would have to go through everything, just to figure out precisely what had happened. Who knew? They might have seen the curse in action as it battled to keep hold of Emily’s mind. “But if there was fire ...”

    She frowned, remembering Cabiria’s story about how her uncle had died. “Perhaps, just perhaps, we’re on the right track.”

    “Yeah,” Cat said. He helped her to her feet. “And the day after tomorrow ...? Who knows?”


    Chapter Twenty-Three

    “I’M BORED,” CAT SAID AT dinner. “We should go out.”

    Emily gave him a surprised look. The five days since the experiment had been interesting, although she had the nasty feeling that they were nowhere near close to finding a way to remove the curse permanently. They knew more about how it worked, Allophone had said, enough to model ways to weaken it enough to tear it out of her mind, but so far they hadn’t found anything that might remove the spell without killing Emily in the process.

    Cat looked back at her, evenly. “Are you not going a little crazy here?”

    “Just a little,” Emily conceded. The research was interesting — and the chance to dig into realms of history untouched by the professionals was impossible to ignore — but the manor was driving her insane. It was simply impossible to navigate more than a handful of rooms without getting lost. “Is it safe to go out?”

    “The girl I knew didn’t worry about safety,” Cat said, sharply.

    “The girl you knew did worry about safety,” Emily corrected, her voice a little sharper than she intended. “She just had more margin for error.”

    Cat said nothing for a long moment. “I have no reason to think there is any danger lurking outside,” he said. “And, as long as you do nothing to draw attention to yourself, you should be safe.”

    He said the word as though it were a curse. Emily winced, inwardly. She was no coward — she knew she was no coward — but she had been more dependent on her magic than she cared to admit. Losing it had crippled her confidence, even after she’d battered Hansel into a bloody pulp. Her reputation wouldn’t protect her if potential attackers thought she’d lost her powers. She was all too aware that the rumors might well have spread all over the Allied Lands by now.

    Spread by people who want to take me down a peg or two, she mused. Or even by people who delight in other people’s misfortune.

    “And I will be with you,” Cat added. “I’ll protect you.”

    Emily took a breath. “We can go tomorrow,” she said. “And we can take Frieda and Hoban with us.”

    “If they’ll come.” Cat didn’t sound pleased. “It isn’t that long a walk to the Faire.”

    Emily shrugged. Frieda wouldn’t be happy if she was left behind ... and Emily had enough experience with social exclusion to know that she didn’t want to leave Frieda behind, if it could be avoided. Cat ... she winced, again. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone with Cat, even in the middle of the Faire. They had to have a talk, she supposed, but she didn’t know what to say. Things had been so much easier when they’d been equals, well-aware their relationship wouldn’t last. Now ...

    Men have it so much easier, she thought, as she headed to bed. They don’t get so attached to their girlfriends.

    The following morning, she donned a simple dress, tied her hair in a long ponytail, concealed the pistol under her dress and headed down to breakfast. It wouldn’t fool anyone who knew her — the disguise was very basic — but anyone who only knew her through rumors or portraits would look right past her, particularly if she looked like a merchant’s daughter rather than a powerful magician in her own right. Besides, there was no reason for anyone to expect to see her at the Faire.

    “Cabiria said she’d come, too,” Frieda said, as they ate breakfast. “Is that alright?”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. It wasn’t as if they could reasonably say no. “She will be more than welcome.”

    “Just don’t wander too far,” Cabiria warned. “We might be one of the leading families here, but we’re not the only one. And there are magicians who think it’s funny to play tricks on mundanes.”

    “I remember,” Emily said. She’d hosted the Faire once ... and, afterwards, she’d sworn never to do it again.  “I’ll stay close to Cat.”

    Cat nodded. “I’ll take care of you,” he said. He wore an outfit that made him look like an Elizabethan swashbuckler, complete with dueling sword and feathered cap. Emily couldn’t help thinking that he looked faintly ridiculous, although she knew it was the height of fashion amongst young magicians and noblemen. “And if you do get separated from us, go back to the manor at once.”

    Emily concealed her annoyance, even though she knew he had a point. “If you say so,” she said. She glanced around the table. Everyone had finished their breakfast. “Shall we go?”

    The air was crisp and clear as they walked through the gates — Cat muttered something about powerful wards lurking along the low wall — and down the road towards Kingstown. Emily looked around her with interest, noting how much of the foliage had been cunningly woven into the manor’s defenses. It was unlikely that anyone could reach the wall, let alone cross it, without triggering an alarm within the manor itself. The road appeared to be well-maintained, something that surprised her. The Empire had gifted the Allied Lands with a remarkable network of roads, but they’d fallen into disrepair over the past few centuries. Her lips quirked in grim amusement. Perhaps the peasants would be more interested in maintaining the roads if they were allowed to use the roads.

    Zangaria might be a little backward, she reminded herself. King Randor had invested considerable energy in maintaining the roads, but his nobles and peasants had found themselves in an uneasy alliance as they tried to undermine him. Neither really wanted to make it easier for the king to move his troops and tax collectors around the kingdom. Or the family may simply pay the locals to maintain the roads.

    The forest — she couldn’t help thinking that the manor was surrounded by forest — slowly gave way to civilization as they reached a fork in the road and turned left. Kingstown itself rested in a valley, seemingly unprotected; she couldn’t see any boundary walls, let alone the kind of fortifications she would expect around a town or city that might be attacked without warning at any moment. They counted on the magicians to protect them, she decided. It wasn’t the first place she’d seen that had been established in the shadow of powerful magic.

    She heard music drifting on the wind as they reached a field and stopped. The Faire lay in front of them, a massive collection of tents, wagons and stalls ... she felt her heart skip a beat as she saw a pair of unfamiliar magicians, both wearing Whitehall robes, walking past them and into the Faire. If they recognized her ... she braced herself, unsure what to expect. But nothing happened. She was simply too insignificant to register.

    And, for once, that’s a good thing, she thought. I don’t want them paying too close attention to me.

    “Well,” Cat said, as they passed through the stile and into the Faire. “Where shall we go first?”

    “I promised I’d show Frieda the dueling grounds,” Hoban said. “Cabiria? You want to come?”

    “I’ve got something else to do, later.” Cabiria shrugged. “You two go on ahead. We’ll catch up.”

    Emily felt an odd pang as Frieda and Hoban hurried off into the distance. There had been a time, once, when Frieda wouldn’t have left her side for anything. Now ... she wondered, absently, if Frieda was attracted to Hoban. He was handsome and competent and — most importantly of all — wasn’t one of the magicians who judged her by her association with Emily. It might do Frieda good to have a relationship outside Whitehall ...

    Cat took her arm. His grip was uncomfortably tight. “Shall we go see what’s on offer?”

    “I suppose,” Emily said.

    A couple of years ago, she admitted to herself, she would have loved the Faire. Dozens of magicians stood around, performing casual parlor tricks like eating fire or turning themselves into animals for the amusement of the crowds. Others demonstrated more complex magics, or performed little skits; the crowd laughed and jeered, on cue, as the performers went through their acts. Emily watched a young man showing off a handful of card tricks that owed more to sleight of hand than magic, torn between pity and envy. The man — boy, really — was a poor magician, but right now he had more magic in his fingertips than Emily had in her entire body. And the crowd seemed to be loving his act.

    “Pathetic,” Cat muttered.

    “He’s earning money,” Emily muttered back. It was hard to relax. She wasn’t enjoying herself. “Let him get on with it.”

    Cat snorted as they made their way to the stalls, Cabiria following them. Emily had to smile as she saw a pair of elderly women selling potions, half of which were almost certainly nothing more than colored water. One bottle offered magic to the drinker, if he followed the instructions to the letter. She wondered, sourly, just who would be stupid enough to buy the liquid and perform a series of increasingly humiliating acts, particularly as there was nothing that could transform a mundane into a magician. Perhaps it was simply psychology, she decided finally. Anyone who did would be too embarrassed to complain. And if they did ... she eyed the unfriendly runes carved into the wooden stall and shuddered. A dissatisfied customer might find himself in worse trouble if he made a terrible fuss.

    “A pity that doesn’t work,” Cat said, just loudly enough to be heard. “It might be useful.”

    One of the stallkeepers heard him. “Would you not like to buy your girl a bottle of perfume?”

    She uncorked the bottle and held it out to Emily. The smell was heavy, almost overwhelming ... she felt a sudden flush of arousal that made her heat with embarrassment. She stumbled back, keeping a tight grip on her emotions. She dreaded to think what would happen if the women offered the potion to someone who didn’t know how to cope with it. They’d be in real trouble.

    Cat lifted his hand. Emily saw a deadly hex sparking around his fingertips before he thought better of it and dragged her away instead. The woman’s laughter followed them as they hurried away from the stall, mocking them. Emily didn’t need to see Cat’s face to know he was angry. If there weren’t such strong rules about violence, he would have started a fight right there and then.

    “Bitches,” he said harshly. “Are you alright?”

    Emily forced herself to calm down. “Yeah,” she said, finally. Her body felt sweaty — and cold. “You?”

    “I should go give them a piece of my mind,” Cat hissed. “Or even ...”

    “You’ll get into trouble if you start a fight here,” Cabiria said. “Don’t get too close to any of the stalls unless you want to buy something.”

    “Hah.” Cat was coldly furious. “I could take them.”

    “You couldn’t take everyone at the Faire,” Cabiria said. “And that’s the point.”

    She nodded to Emily, then hurried off into the crowd. Emily gritted her teeth, taking long breaths to calm herself down. That had been too close. A simple trick, one that wouldn’t have troubled her for a moment six months ago, had come too close to catching her. And then ... she wondered, sourly, about the morals of anyone who would sell arousal potions to young men and women. They probably thought it was funny.

    Or expected the customers to use the potions in private, Emily thought, as they wandered towards a bookstall. That might make a certain amount of sense.

    “There might be something interesting here,” Cat said. “Did you bring any money?”

    “Just a little,” Emily said. It didn’t look as if any of the new currencies had made their way to Kingstown yet. The stallkeepers were still using weights and measures to calculate the value of the proffered coins. “What do you want to buy?”

    “Nothing as yet,” Cat said. “But we should go to lunch soon.”

    Emily grinned and turned her attention to the pile of books. She’d always loved rummage sales at home, if only because they offered a chance to find a bargain; she’d enjoyed rooting through the stacks, wondering what she might discover under the piles of discarded romance novels, almost as much as she’d enjoyed reading the books themselves. The booksellers seemed to have sourced books from all over the Nameless World, from penny dreadfuls and blue books to magical textbooks and older books that claimed to date back hundreds of years. Cat picked up one and studied it for a moment, then snorted in disbelief and put it back on the pile. Emily had to smile. The scroll was a well-known fake.

    “You can learn the secrets of the ancients,” the bookseller insisted. He was a young man, Emily thought, but he’d gone to some effort to make himself look older. “All you have to do is buy this book!”

    “I think the only thing I’d learn from it is that there’s a sucker born every minute,” Cat said, dryly. “If there really were ancient secrets within this scroll, my friend, it wouldn’t be offered for sale here.”

    “Ah, but the magician who found it had no idea of its true value.” The bookseller wasn’t going to give up so easily. “He sold it to me for a handful of gold coins.”

    “And you’re trying to sell it to me for a handful of silver coins.” Cat laughed. “You seem to be losing money on this deal.”

    “Only because I like your face,” the bookseller bantered.

    “Her face is much nicer,” Cat said, indicating Emily. “You should be paying her to take the book.”

    Emily felt herself blush. The bookseller winked at her, then picked up the scroll and concealed it under the table. Too many people were listening to the conversation for him to have a chance of selling it, at least at anything like the advertised price. Emily had no idea who’d buy it, but there were a lot of people who knew nothing about magic. They might not recognize the scroll was a fake until it was too late.

    “Perhaps you would prefer something newer,” the bookseller said. He held out a book with a strikingly lurid cover. “What about this?”

    “Tales of Beliau-Lelaki, Hero of the Empire,” Cat mused. The cover showed a barbarian warrior, wearing only a loincloth, with a pair of naked serving girls at his feet. He was carrying a sword that looked a little too long to be realistic. “I think I’ve read it.”

    “There are others.” The bookseller lowered his voice. “If you and your lady-love would like some instruction ...”

    Cat laughed and led Emily away from the stall. “Do you think anyone is going to buy anything from him?”

    Emily shrugged. “There’s a market for just about anything,” she said. “If you can find a way to get the buyer and the seller together, anything can change hands.”

    “I hope not,” Cat said. “But I fear you’re right.”

    Emily nudged him. “I’m just glad you don’t need instruction.”

    Cat snorted. “Those books were all the rage in the camp,” he said. “And most of us thought they were absurd.”

    They passed a pair of teenage boys who appeared to have extra eyes growing out of their foreheads. Emily eyed them for a moment, concerned that they might have been hexed, but neither of them looked to be in pain. There would be a tent nearby where healers were waiting, ready to deal with any magical accidents or pranks. A young girl hurried past them, singing a sweet song about a woman who was waiting for her sailor husband to come home from sea. Her parents followed, carrying a hat for donations. Emily wondered, sourly, just who would get the money from the girl’s singing. The cynic in her doubted the girl would see a single coin.

    I could be wrong, she told herself. They might be putting the money aside for her education.

    “There’s a cluster of schools over there, advertising themselves,” Cat said. “You want to wander over and make fun of whoever’s assigned to tell students about Whitehall?”

    Emily glanced at the handful of advertising booths, then shook her head. “Bad idea,” she said. Whoever was advertising Whitehall might know her by sight. “You went to Whitehall, remember?”

    “I did?” Cat pretended to be surprised. “Does that mean I can’t make fun of it?”

    “Not now,” Emily said. “We have to find the others, remember?”

    They reached the edge of the Faire and started to turn back, inspecting the stalls as they walked. A mercenary company was trying to recruit magicians, offering both high wages and a guaranteed share of the profits from military operations to any sorcerer willing to join them for at least five years. Beside them, a well-known alchemical combine was trying to find new recruits who could think outside the box. Emily couldn’t help wondering if whoever was in charge of the Faire had put the alchemists and mercenaries together in the hopes that the alchemists would blow themselves up and take the mercenaries with them. The alchemical techniques the alchemists were demonstrating to anyone who took a passing interest struck her as dangerously unsafe.

    “It might be interesting, if one were bored,” Cat said. “But the Rangers also have exciting lives.”

    “You could go patrol the borders,” Emily agreed. She didn’t want to see Cat join a mercenary band. “Or join the Mediators.”

    “Too much meditation,” Cat said. He grinned, but there was a sharp edge to it. “Can you imagine me trying to calm a bunch of idiots down?”

    “I suppose this explains why you were never made Head Boy,” Emily said. “You would have joined a fight rather than stopping it.”

    “Probably.” Cat shrugged as a handful of middle-aged men walked past them. “It isn’t as if I wanted it ...”

    Someone crashed into Emily, hard. Cat shouted, an instant too late. She stumbled, the world going white. Her body tingled, an unpleasant sensation running through her, a sensation she knew all too well ...

    ... And then she fell into darkness.


    Chapter Twenty-Four

    “WELL, WELL, WELL,” A VOICE SAID. A female voice. “If it isn’t little Emily.”

    Emily fought her way to wakefulness. Her mind seemed to be cloaked in a haze, a haze that threatened to make it impossible to think. The voice was familiar, she thought, but she couldn’t place it. Her body felt wrong, as if it didn’t belong to her. The world was dark, so dark that — for a horrified moment — she thought she’d been blinded. She had to think hard before she realized her eyes were closed. Everything just felt wrong ...

    She opened her eyes. A face — a huge face — was staring down at her. Panic rushed through her mind as she tried to move, but her feet were rooted to the floor. Everything felt wrong, completely wrong ... the proportions were all wrong. She lifted her hand, intending to brush her eyes, and stared in horror at a green hand. The world spun around her as everything fell into place. She’d been turned into a frog! Or a toad. She wasn’t sure which and it didn’t matter. 

    The person who’d caught her was laughing.

    “Doesn’t seem so funny now, does it?” The woman laughed again. “How does it feel to be weak and powerless?”

    Jacqui, Emily thought numbly. What the hell is she doing here?

    She forced herself to think. Jacqui had nearly managed to get Frieda killed, once upon a time. Emily had nearly killed her, when she’d realized the truth; she’d come very close to tearing the wretched girl limb from limb. Jacqui had abused her authority as Head Girl, to the point where she had been stripped of her title ... Emily shuddered, helplessly. Jacqui had no reason to love her and now ... and now Emily was at her mercy.

    Focus, she told herself. Where are you?

    “How does it feel?” Jacqui laughed. “The great Necromancer’s Bane? How does it feel?”

    I can’t even talk, you idiot, Emily thought. She looked around the room, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. It looked like a potions lab; a worktable, a small collection of books, an open cabinet crammed with bottles and jars, a wire cage suitable for a hamster ... she wondered, grimly, just what had happened to Jacqui after Emily had left Whitehall. What are you doing here?

    She opened her mouth, but all that came out was a croak. Where are we?

    Jacqui snickered. “What are you going to do? Croak me to death?”

    She reached out a dainty hand and picked Emily up by the neck. Emily wriggled helplessly, trying to look as if she was panicking. Six years ago, she would have panicked. Six years ago, she wouldn’t have worried about going to bed as a human and waking up a frog. But now ... she silently blessed her good fortune that Jacqui hadn’t thought to use more than a simple prank spell to transfigure her. She would have been in a great deal more danger if there had been a realistic prospect of losing herself in the frog’s mentality ...

    “So, Lady Emily,” Jacqui said. “What are you going to do now?”

    She held Emily in front of her, her eyes bright with anger. “I can squeeze my fingertips, right now, and your neck will snap. Or I can put you in a cauldron and boil you alive. Or ... I can make you my slave. Why should I not?”

    Cat will be looking for me, Emily thought. Whatever had happened, whatever diversion Jacqui had used to get a clear shot at Emily ... it wouldn’t have killed Cat. It might not even have stunned him for more than a few seconds. Jacqui wasn’t that good. Cat and Frieda and everyone else will be looking for me.

    She felt a wave of crushing embarrassment and horror. Jacqui had never registered as a serious threat, not to her. Jacqui had annoyed her, when she’d become Head Girl, but she’d never intimidated her. She’d never really intimidated any of the sixth years. Emily had nearly killed her and the others ... they’d made it clear that they wouldn’t let Jacqui push them around. Emily had expected threats from older, more powerful enemies. But now ... a simple first-year spell, cast by someone bright enough to work around her protections, and she was helpless. Jacqui had rendered her completely helpless.

    It was hard, so hard, to keep the appearance of panic from becoming reality. Cat didn’t have a sample of her blood. He’d have to go back to the manor to get the blood Emily had given Belladonna, giving Jacqui all the time she needed to smuggle a transfigured Emily out of the Faire and teleport her ... somewhere. They could be halfway across the Nameless World by now ... Emily wished, suddenly, that she’d bothered to learn something about Jacqui’s family beyond the mere fact of their existence. They’d been linked to House Ashworth — Jacqui had been one of Melissa’s cronies, back in the day — but what now? Jacqui might be acting completely on her own.

    Or she might be a deniable asset, Emily thought. If she fails, her family can write it off as a rogue operation ...

    “Perhaps I should use you as my personal slave,” Jacqui said. “Or ... what if I hand you over to someone else? Someone who will have no idea who you are?”

    Emily tuned out the list of increasingly horrible possibilities and forced herself to keep looking around the room. Her clothes — and the pistol — were lying on a chair, suggesting that Jacqui had taken the time to check Emily’s clothes for any tracking hexes before bringing them to her lair. Emily felt her heart sink. Jacqui had probably warded the whole complex thoroughly ... she cursed herself, savagely, for leaving the manor before she recovered her magic. Jacqui wouldn’t have posed any kind of threat if Emily still had her powers. She wouldn’t have dared lay a finger on Emily.

    “Or I could sell you to one of your enemies,” Jacqui offered. She sounded oddly disenchanted. “That would bring in the gold, wouldn’t it?”

    Perhaps, Emily thought. There were people who would pay to see her dead — or have her under their control — but they’d be taking an awful risk. Didn’t you learn anything from how quickly Fulvia abandoned you?

    Jacqui turned, carrying Emily with her. “I’ll go see who I can interest,” she said nastily, as her grip tightened. “For now ...”

    She carried Emily over to the cage and dumped her inside, snapping the latch closed before Emily could move. “I’ll be back soon,” Jacqui said, mockingly. “Enjoy your new home.”

    Emily glanced around as Jacqui marched away. The cage was bare, without even a bottle of drinking water. She inspected the wiring, trying to determine what would happen if she shifted back into human form, but it was impossible to tell if it would break or tear her to ribbons. Jacqui would probably have put a charm on the wire to make it unbreakable, deterring her captive from trying to cancel the spell and escaping. And yet ... Emily forced herself to think. Jacqui could not have expected to meet her, not at the Faire.  She’d had no reason to make preparations for a prisoner she hadn’t expected to take ...

    She concentrated, trying to work a single spell. Prank spells were designed to be easy to remove. There was no need to wave one’s arm, if one knew the proper spellform for a basic cancellation spell. The tutors encouraged kids to use the pranks because they taught motionless spellcasting. But ... no matter how she concentrated, she was unable to muster the power to break free. She was trapped, as helpless as a peasant girl who’d angered a hedge witch and got herself turned into a frog. Or a stone or ... a thought struck her. Jacqui had turned Emily into a frog, but Jacqui hadn’t rendered Emily immobile. Perhaps, just perhaps, she’d made a mistake.

    Emily looked up at the latch. It was a simple design, easy to open if one happened to have hands and the wit to use them. She hopped forward, clambered up the wire and pushed the latch as hard as she could. For an awful moment, it refused to budge — she thought that perhaps Jacqui hadn’t made a mistake after all — and then it came loose. The door fell open, just as she fell backwards. She allowed the body’s instincts to take over, twisting in the air so she landed on her feet, then jumped out of the cage. The drop to the floor looked terrifying, but she knew from experience it was survivable. She jumped before she could think better of it.

    I got out, she thought once she got to the floor. The workroom looked as if it hadn’t been used for a long time. Jacqui hadn’t even bothered to scrub the floors and dust the tables before going to work. What now?

    She glanced at her clothes, then put them out of her mind and looked for a way out. The door was firmly closed and sealed. She could neither twist the doorknob nor crawl under it, even as a frog. The windows, too, were firmly shut. She braced herself, then hopped onto the table. A handful of tools lay there, all useless to her. She couldn’t even pick up the wand, let alone direct the magic, without human hands. Despair fluttered at the corner of her mind, reminding her that when Jacqui came back she would be killed ... or worse. The first order that Jacqui would give her, when she was enslaved, would be to do nothing to escape, not even try to kill herself. She would be trapped and helpless and ... she had to get out of the room, whatever it took.

    The cabinet of potion ingredients caught her eye. She hopped over to it and peered into the darkness. Most of the ingredients seemed standard — Jacqui didn’t seem to have purchased anything rare or expensive — but one of the vials contained a standard neutralizer. Emily pushed it out of the cabinet and shoved it off the side, letting it fall to the floor. It shattered, the liquid spilling everywhere. Emily gritted her teeth, unsure if the desperate gamble would actually work, then dropped down and landed in the liquid. There was a moment of slithering and sliding, a moment when she was sure the trick hadn’t worked ...

    ... And then she was suddenly human again.

    She lay on the ground for a long moment, heedless of the fragments digging into her skin, then pushed herself to her feet and yanked on her clothes. The pistol felt reassuring in her hand, even though she doubted it would be much use against a trained sorcerer. She glanced around the room, trying to find anything else that might be useful, then froze as she heard someone coming down the corridor outside. Jacqui? Or a servant? Emily tensed as the door opened, then lifted the pistol as Jacqui stepped inside.

    “Emily?” Jacqui stared at her in horror. “What ...?”

    She lifted her hand, casting a spell. Emily jumped to one side — a flash of light darted through where she’d been standing — and pulled the trigger. The sound was very loud in the small chamber, so loud she was partly deafened. Jacqui let out a scream and collapsed to her knees, blood leaking through her shirt. Her eyes were wide with pain and horror and complete incomprehension. She might or might not have known what the pistol actually did, but she hadn’t realized that her wards would need modification to protect her from bullets. Emily shook herself into motion and ran past her, slamming Jacqui’s head into the door as she passed. She heard a curse behind her and ducked, instinctively, as a fireball shot over her head and struck the wall. Jacqui no longer wanted her alive.

    And casting the spell when she was in so much pain is actually quite impressive, Emily thought. She ran past the scorch mark and looked around, trying to find the way out. Where the hell am I?

    “Stop her!” Jacqui’s voice echoed down the corridor. “Stop her!”

    Emily hefted the pistol, glancing around for any sign of Jacqui’s ... allies? Or servants? The house felt oddly familiar, as if Emily had seen something like it before. Dragon’s Den? Or somewhere else? Emily heard someone walking towards her and fled the other way, unwilling to risk a confrontation with another magician. If Jacqui had friends and allies ... she put the thought aside as she reached a solid wooden door, one that was firmly locked and bolted. She stared at it, wondering how she was supposed to leave. A single spell would open the latch, if she could cast it. But she couldn’t even make sparks.

    A middle-aged woman stepped into view. A servant ... Emily hoped to hell she was a servant, not another magician. She didn’t look like a magician. Emily pointed the gun at her, praying silently that the women would recognize the weapon for what it was. There was no point in trying to intimidate someone if they were too ignorant to recognize the threat. The woman paled, her eyes flicking nervously from side to side. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. The woman did know what a gun was.

    “Open the door,” Emily said. Her voice felt rusty, disused. “Now.”

    The woman swallowed, hard. “The mistress ...”

    “I’ll kill you if you don’t open the door,” Emily snapped. Jacqui was tougher than Emily had realized. Give her time to think, give her time to connect to the wards ... she could stop Emily in her tracks and keep her helpless until she was sold to the highest bidder. Or Jacqui could simply kill Emily and burn the body to ash. “Now!”

    The woman shuffled forward and pressed her hand against the lock. It opened with a click, revealing a crowded street. Emily ran forward, realizing — a second too late — that the servant might have left the wards in place. But nothing snapped at her as she ran onto the street and hurried down it as fast as she could. It looked familiar ...

    “Beneficence,” she realized. “I’m in Beneficence!”

    She stopped as soon as she was out of sight, trying to get her bearings. It looked as though Jacqui had taken up residence on the edge of the magic quarter, which meant ... Emily hesitated, trying to decide what to do. She could go to the Bank of Silence, where Markus would help her ... if Markus was there. Melissa’s husband might be with her in House Ashworth, trying to help her reunite the two houses. She could cross the bridge to Cockatrice, except ... she would be a woman, traveling alone, without magic. It would be too dangerous, even now. And that left ...

    Emily took a breath, then forced herself to keep walking. The crowds were getting bigger, suggesting that it was nearly sunset. It took her longer than she’d expected to pick her way through the streets, re-enter the magic quarter and find her way to Sienna’s house. Caleb’s mother no longer owed her a favor, but she’d help. Emily hoped she’d help. God knew what she’d do if she wasn’t feeling helpful.

    She tapped on the door, glancing nervously back the way she’d come. Jacqui — or her servant — could have sounded the alert by now, giving the City Watch a pitiful story about a thief who’d wounded the mistress of the house, a story that would convince the watchmen to start looking for her. Not everyone in the city loved her, Emily knew. She’d played a role in both threatening and saving the city ...

    The door opened. Caleb looked out. “Emily?”

    “Thank God,” Emily said. She and Caleb were no longer lovers, but ... they were still friends, of a sort. “I need help.”

    “Come inside,” Caleb said. He put out a hand to steady Emily as her legs threatened to buckle. “What happened? Why ... why are you here?”

    “I was kidnapped,” Emily said. She explained, between gasps. “Jacqui ... Jacqui brought me here.”

    Caleb gave her a sharp look. “The rumors are true?”

    “I’m afraid so.” Emily took the glass of water he offered her and sipped gingerly. “I have no magic.”

    “Crap,” Caleb said. He helped her to a chair. “What can I do to help?”

    “I need you to teleport me back to Kingstown,” Emily said. She wanted to sleep, but she didn’t dare. Cat and the others had to know she was safe before they tore the town apart looking for her. “And then ... I don’t know.”

    Caleb patted her shoulder, awkwardly. “I’m sure you’ll find a solution, somehow.”

    “I have no choice,” Emily said. “Jacqui was the least of us, back at school, and if she’d been a bit smarter about it ... well, she would have been able to keep me. I have to find a solution or ... or I may as well fort up somewhere and hide.”

    “You’ll find something,” Caleb said. His face reddened. “Do you want me to stay with you? I mean ... I can come now if you want.”

    “Just get me back there,” Emily said. She was grateful for the offer, but she knew it would just lead to more drama. She was safe enough, as long as she stayed in the manor. “And then ... I’ll do everything I can do.”

    “Good.” Caleb looked, just for a second, as if he wanted to hug her. She was torn between being relieved and saddened that he didn’t give into the impulse. “I’m glad to see you haven’t given up.”

    “I can’t give up,” Emily said. She told herself, firmly, that it was no longer an option, that it had never been an option. “There are too many people who would stick a knife in me if I did.”


    Chapter Twenty-Five

    “EMILY,” CAT SHOUTED, AS SOON AS he saw her. He looked relieved. “What happened? Where did they take you?”

    “Not they,” Emily corrected. “Just Jacqui. And her alone.”

    Cat blinked, his eyes moving from Emily to Caleb and back to Emily. “Jacqui?”

    “The former Head Girl,” Caleb explained. He’d brought Emily back to the Faire, then insisted on staying with her until Cat and Frieda arrived. “She was never one of Emily’s fans.”

    Frieda coughed. “Jacqui kidnapped you? Jacqui?”

    “Jacqui.” Emily felt her cheeks redden, again. “It was her.”

    “And perhaps not her alone,” Cat said. “Did someone put her up to it?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. Her mind raced. Had someone else pushed Jacqui into taking a shot at a powerless Emily? Tobias? Nanette? Someone who she’d never met, but hated her regardless? “She was talking as if she was acting completely on her own.”

    She glanced at Caleb. “What was she doing in Beneficence, of all places?”

    Frieda snickered. “I heard she couldn’t get an apprenticeship, after ... after everything that happened. I bet her family gives her money as long as she stays away from them.”

    “And she was at the Faire because it was her best chance to find someone who might take her,” Cat mused. “I’ll alert the authorities. You did leave her alive, didn’t you?”

    “I shot her,” Emily said. She tried to remember what she’d seen, before she’d run for her life. Jacqui’s left breast had been covered in blood. If she’d been shot there ... she wasn’t going to have an easy time of it, but there was no reason to think she was actually dead. A decent healer would have no trouble removing the bullet, repairing the damage and sealing up the wound. “I think she’s still alive.”

    “Get back to safety first,” Caleb said. He looked at Cat for a long moment. “Make sure she gets back first, before you do anything else.”

    “I’ll take care of it,” Frieda said. She gave Caleb a rare nod of approval, then took Emily’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go.”

    Cat fell into position beside Emily as they started to walk back to the manor. “The locals were rather unhelpful,” he muttered. “They seemed to disbelieve everything I said until Cabiria told them to listen.”

    Emily frowned. “What happened?”

    “We were suddenly surrounded, there was a flash of light ... and you were gone,” Cat said, sourly. “Jade is never going to let me hear the end of it.” 

    “You’re not a very good bodyguard,” Frieda pointed out. There was a sharp — and nasty — edge to her voice. “Emily had to be saved by her old boyfriend, not ...”

    Cat clenched his fists. “If you want to meet me in the dueling chamber,” he said sharply, “by all means do continue.”

    Emily put out her hands to keep them apart. “Leave it,” she said. “She took me by surprise, too.”

    “Jacqui,” Frieda said. “What was she thinking?”

    “She said she wanted to sell me.” Emily shivered. “But I think she wanted a little revenge.”

    “She has nowhere to hide,” Cat vowed. “I’ll hunt her down and kill her.”

    Frieda smirked. “Aren’t you meant to be watching Emily’s back?”

    “Be quiet, both of you,” Emily snapped. She rubbed her forehead. She could feel a dull ache starting to pound behind her temples. She wanted — she needed — a hot drink, a good meal and a decent night’s sleep. “We all made mistakes.”

    Cat lowered his voice. “How do you know Cabiria’s family didn’t tip Jacqui off?”

    Emily glanced at him, sharply. “They invited me to their house ...”

    “I’m not saying they wanted you dead.” Cat snorted at the thought. It was vanishingly rare for a sorcerer to deliberately hurt an invited guest, unless the guest had come under false pretenses. Even darker sorcerers would hesitate to break that taboo. “They might have hoped that stress and shock would unlock your magic.”

    “If so, it didn’t work.” Emily didn’t think that either of Cabiria’s sisters would take the risk, although she had to admit that their father or their uncle could have done so without telling them. “I tried, hard, but the magic didn’t come.”

    She wanted to collapse — or to take a break — but somehow she kept walking until the manor came into view. Boneka was standing just inside the gates, his inhuman face somehow managing to look grim without moving a muscle. Emily tensed, one hand reaching for the pistol before she could stop herself. She had no idea what protections might have been cast on the homunculus, but it hardly mattered. A single bullet was unlikely to do real damage to the creature.

    Boneka lurched forward as soon as they stepped through the gate. “Come.”

    Emily frowned as the gates slammed closed behind them. “We need to ...”

    “Come now,” Boneka said.

    “We’d better do as he says,” Cat said. “We don’t know what he can do.”

    The homunculus turned and led them straight to the house, passing through the entrance hall and straight into a small office. Malabo sat behind a desk, studying a sheaf of paperwork that had Whitehall’s sigil on the top; Cabiria stood in front of the desk, her pinched face suggesting that she had borne the brunt of her uncle’s displeasure. Emily wondered, as Boneka stepped to one side, just what had happened to Hoban. He’d been with them, too.

    “Take a seat,” Malabo ordered, stiffly. “What happened?”

    Emily took a breath and recited the entire story, starting with the kidnapping and ending with her safe return to the Faire. Malabo listened silently, his face so composed that Emily knew he was agitated. Jacqui hadn’t taken Emily out of his house, but Emily was still under his protection. The whole affair would make his family look very bad.

    Not that it matters, Emily thought. If I don’t get my powers back, there will be another kidnapper — and another, and another — until I run out of tricks.

    “I must ask your forgiveness, Lady Emily,” Malabo said, when Emily had finished. “It did not occur to me to forbid you from going to the Faire.”

    Cat leaned forward. “You do not have the right to forbid us from going anywhere.”

    “Technically, Emily is one of our patients.” Malabo gave Cat a reproving look. “And she should not have gone down to the Faire without a proper bodyguard.”

    “I ...” Cat cut himself off before he could protest that he was a proper bodyguard. “We had no reason to think that anyone would break the rules in such a manner.”

    “No, we didn’t.” Malabo didn’t sound pleased. “But, given the prize” — he nodded to Emily — “we should have assumed the worst. And we didn’t.”

    He met Emily’s eyes. “Please don’t leave the grounds again, not without a proper escort.”

    Emily looked back at him for a long moment, her thoughts churning helplessly. She hated the idea of being trapped, of having to wait on someone else before she could leave the grounds; she hated the idea of being under anyone’s thumb. And yet, she knew Malabo was right. She was the prime target for all kinds of people, from noblemen who resented the innovations she’d brought to magicians who feared her power. Not that they needed to fear any longer, she thought. Jacqui had brought her low with a spell the average first-year student would have been able to counter ...

    “I understand,” she said, carefully. She didn’t want to commit herself to anything. “I’ll be sure to take someone with me when I go outside the grounds.”

    Malabo gave her a sharp look that suggested he knew what she was really saying. Emily winced, inwardly. Malabo might not have children of his own — she couldn’t remember if he had children; she certainly hadn’t been introduced to any — but he definitely had young relatives. He would be aware of the loophole she’d given herself. She wondered if he’d feel the urge to push things, to make her say she wouldn’t leave the grounds. The hell if it was that he might be right.

    “Very good,” Malabo said, finally. He looked down at his papers. “I will, of course, be filing complaints with the authorities — and with House Ashworth. I have no doubt they will be outraged at Lady Jacqui’s actions and seek to ensure that her house compensates us, in full, for the trouble they caused us.”

    Cat snorted. “What about the danger they caused Emily?”

    “We will have to see what happens.” Malabo shrugged, expressively. “Jacqui herself is no longer important. Her family, on the other hand ...”

    Emily kept her thoughts to herself. If Jacqui had been disowned, her family would have already washed its hands of her; if not ... she probably would be disowned, as soon as her family  learned what had happened. Jacqui hadn’t just threatened a dispute with House Fellini, she’d threatened one with House Ashworth also. Melissa wouldn’t be pleased when she heard what had happened. Emily had no doubt that Jacqui was in for a very hard time.

    “You can go,” Malabo said. “I’ll see you at dinner, if you wish to join us.”

    Emily glanced at Cabiria as soon as they were outside the office. “I hope he wasn’t too hard on you.”

    Cabiria shrugged, dismissively. “It isn’t the first time he shouted at me, Emily. You should have heard him after I was suspended for a year. People on the other side of the world probably heard him.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. “It wasn’t your fault.”

    “I should have stayed with you,” Cabiria said. “If I had ... I might have been able to stop her from taking you. Or the authorities might have taken the whole affair a little more seriously if I’d been involved from the start. Speaking of which ... I’d better send a message back to Kingstown. Hoban can stop lighting a fire under their bottoms now.”

    Emily had to smile. “He was getting them to help?”

    “He was getting them to search for you,” Cabiria said. “I thought it was the best use of his talents.”

    “He’s a good fighter,” Frieda said. “Is he going to become a combat sorcerer?”

    Cabiria shot her an amused look. Behind them, Cat snorted.

    “Who knows?” Cabiria winked at Emily, then sobered. “Do you need any treatment?”

    “Not really,” Emily said. “I just need a shower and a quiet sit down.”

    Cabiria led her back to her room. “Dinner will be served in a couple of hours,” she said, as she opened the door. “I’ll see you there.”

    “I’ll stay here.” Cat’s voice brooked no contradiction. “Emily and I have to talk.”

    “I can stay, too,” Frieda said. “Emily?”

    Emily hesitated. She and Cat did need to talk, but ... she didn’t want to talk. And yet ... there was no point in putting it off. They had to talk, they had to face up to their problems, before ... before what? She wondered, briefly, if he’d give her time to shower before they had their talk. Or even change into a clean dress. God alone knew if Jacqui had taken advantage of Emily’s brief imprisonment to do something to her clothes. She’d been a mistress of sneaky hexes at school, even working devious little spells into her victim’s underwear. It was the sort of jest that seemed extremely funny to everyone, save for the victim. Emily had never liked them.

    “It’s okay,” she said, finally. “We’ll see you both at dinner.”

    She pushed the door open and stepped inside. The portrait’s eyes were still following her, sending a shiver down her spine even though she knew it was just a trick of the light. It made her wonder how Cabiria had managed to spend most of her life in the room ... she frowned, remembering that the portrait probably hadn’t been painted until after Uncle Alanson had died. Cabiria probably had a copy in her current room.

    Cat closed the door behind him, then cast a privacy spell. “You’re bruised.” His voice was low and urgent. “Are you really unhurt?”

    Emily glanced in the mirror. There was a nasty mark on her face, as if she’d been slapped. It ached when she touched it, but otherwise ... she guessed she must have bumped into something during the escape, when she’d been too desperate to keep running to notice the pain. Or maybe it had happened when she’d been a frog and she hadn’t noticed it until he drew her attention to it. Or ... Jacqui might have hit her before turning her into a frog ...

    “Yes,” she said, firmly. “I’m fine.”

    Cat rested his hands on his hips. “You should ... I don’t ... you ...”

    Emily felt a hot flash of anger. “You think I should have stayed with you? I was with you!”

    “I know,” Cat snapped. “I know and ...”

    “It was your idea to go to the Faire,” Emily reminded him. “Not Cabiria’s idea. Not Malabo’s idea. Not ...”

    “I know that.” Cat’s face darkened. “I know I took you there. I know ...”

    Emily sagged. “I don’t blame you,” she said. “None of us expected her to pose a threat.”

    “I should have expected something,” Cat said, ruefully. “Frieda was being a little brat, but she was right. I am a lousy bodyguard.”

    He shook his head. “Things aren’t what they used to be, are they?”

    “No.” Emily ran her hands through her grimy hair. “When we ... when we became lovers, things were different.”

    “And now you’re pushing me away,” Cat said. She could hear the accusation in his tone, but she could also hear hints of self-loathing. “You haven’t so much as kissed me since ...”

    “Since I lost my powers,” Emily said. She opened her mouth to tell him about her stepfather, but stopped herself. Cat didn’t need to know where she’d really come from. “I haven’t felt like doing anything.”

    “Like doing anything with me,” Cat said. It stung, partly because it was true. She hadn’t been able to face the thought of making love to anyone, not after she’d lost her powers. “You and I were equals, a couple of months ago.”

    “Maybe,” Emily said.

    “We were,” Cat said. “And you’re five years younger than me. Do you have any idea, any idea at all, just how impressive you were when I met you again? During the war? Do you understand how impressive you were ...?”

    Emily’s temper flared. “And now I’m not, are you saying?”

    “You’re falling apart at the seams,” Cat said. His fists clenched, again. His face flushed. “You’re pushing against the curse and, at the same time, you’re letting it tear you apart. And you’re powerless and ...”

    “I am not helpless,” Emily snarled. “You taught me that ...”

    “And what would have happened,” Cat demanded, “if Jacqui had turned you into an earthworm or something equally helpless until ... until she turned you over to whoever fucking bought you? What would have happened if she’d been smart enough to ward herself against bullets? Emily, she could just have thrown everything you were carrying into an incinerator or blasted it to ashes herself!”

    “She would have gotten a terrible fright if she tried to set fire to gunpowder,” Emily pointed out. “The explosion might have killed her if she’d been standing too close.”

    Cat glared at her. She took a step backwards, suddenly very aware of her vulnerability. If he lashed out at her, or cast a spell ... she swallowed, hard. He wouldn’t do it — she was sure he wouldn’t do it — but the thought had crossed her mind. There was no way to undo the damage it had strewn in its wake. She simply couldn’t relax around him any longer.

    “I don’t have a place here,” Cat said, startling her. He turned away from her. “I’m going after Jacqui. I’m going to find her and make her pay.”

    And get away from me, Emily thought, bitterly. She felt a wave of bleak despondency, mingled with relief. There was a bit of her that was quietly relieved that the affair had come to an end. You don’t respect me any longer.

    She winced, inwardly. She’d won respect by fighting by his side. She’d been treated as one of the boys because she’d acted as one of the boys. Even when they’d been lovers, they’d been equals. They weren’t any longer, not while she was powerless and ... and Cat couldn’t adapt. She wondered, morbidly, if they would have had the same problem if she had been the man and he the girl. It was hard to imagine things being the same ...

    I’d probably be dead, Emily thought. Being a young woman on the Nameless World had its advantages, as well as its disadvantages. She doubted the roughest, toughest boy she’d known on Earth would have survived a month, let alone a year. He’d have picked a fight with the wrong person and wound up dead.

    “I understand,” she said. She’d have to stay in the manor, then. Or ask Lady Barb to join her ... if Malabo would allow it. How many others were there? “I ...”

    Cat held up a hand. “Don’t say it,” he said. “Just ... let me go.”

    He bowed formally, as if there was a barrier between them, then turned and walked out. Emily held herself upright as he left, before collapsing onto the sofa as soon as he was gone. If he was going to abandon her ... her heart twisted, torn between relief and bitter rage and frustration and ... she sucked in her breath. She should have expected it, right from the start. It wasn’t as if they’d really been that close. He’d practically warned her that, one day, they’d have to part. His family would never have approved the match.

    But it still hurt, she told herself as she walked into the shower and undressed. It still hurt.


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    “I’M SORRY HE LEFT YOU,” FRIEDA said, later that evening. “But I can’t say I’m surprised.”

    Emily scowled at her. The pain had faded to a dull ache, but ... she wasn’t sure she wanted to think about it, let alone talk about it. Cat was ... Cat was someone she would rather forget, right now. He’d made it clear that they didn’t have a future together and ... and now the end had come. It shouldn’t have hurt so much, should it?

    “You're better off without him,” Frieda said. “Perhaps you should look elsewhere.”

    Emily eyed her, suspiciously. “What happened when he was ... tutoring you in combat magic?”

    “He was a good teacher,” Frieda said. “But ... he wasn’t a very good person. And he wouldn’t have taught me so much if he hadn’t been bored out of his skull.”

    “You’re talking about him as if he were dead,” Emily pointed out.

    “From now on, he’s dead to me,” Frieda said. She scowled. “I knew he was bored, but he shouldn’t have left you. Someone else can track Jacqui down and bring her to justice.”

    “It doesn’t matter,” Emily said. She took a sip of her drink. “I’m stuck here for the foreseeable future.”

    “I suppose,” Frieda said. “I’ll be staying with you, of course.”

    Emily leaned forward. Frieda’s lips looked slightly puffy. Was it her imagination or ...?

    She smiled. “Just what were you and Hoban doing while I was being kidnapped?”

    Frieda reddened. “Um ... it’s none of your business. I mean ... we were doing nothing, just nothing and ...”

    “You were kissing,” Emily said, with a deadpan expression. “Is that nothing?”

    “I just thought ...” Frieda shook her head. “It would be nice to try to kiss someone and ... you know. Be kissed back. And he was willing and ...”

    “I’m sure he was,” Emily said. Frieda had grown into an attractive young woman. She might still look a little hangdog to Emily, as if she had never quite gotten over the traumas of her early life, but she was still young and pretty. And that smile ... Emily didn’t blame Hoban for being smitten. “Are you being careful?”

    “We haven’t gone that far, not yet,” Frieda said. She looked down, seemingly unwilling to meet Emily’s eyes. “I don’t know if we will.”

    “I have some contraceptive potion in my trunk, if you want it.” Emily felt an odd little pang as she spoke. She’d packed it on the assumption that she’d be — sooner or later — sharing a bed with Cat. “Make sure you drink it before you do anything you might come to regret.”

    “I’ll be picking your brains later,” Frieda said. “You’ve done more than me.”

    “You should probably ask Imaiqah,” Emily said, although she had to admit that Frieda probably wouldn’t want to commit anything to writing. “She’s done a lot more than me.”

    “She isn’t that close to me,” Frieda said. She looked up. “And I trust you not to steer me wrong.”

    Emily felt her own cheeks redden. She’d had two relationships in her life, both of which had eventually failed because of mutual incompatibility. There were times when she understood precisely why Imaiqah had decided to have so many boyfriends, rather than spend most of her life looking for Mr. Right. Imaiqah didn’t give her heart to her paramours and therefore felt very little when the relationship eventually came to an end, if it somehow managed to last longer than a week. And yet ... she couldn’t help envying Alassa. She’d found someone who was a true equal, a true partner, in every sense of the word.

    “You probably shouldn’t,” she mumbled. She didn’t want to discuss the birds and the bees with anyone, although she rather doubted Frieda needed the lecture. Girls and boys who grew up in the countryside knew about sex — and where babies came from — well before they grew old enough to have babies themselves. It was the noblewomen who were kept ignorant until it was too late. “I’ve made mistakes.”

    “Sergeant Miles said it was best to learn from someone else’s mistakes,” Frieda said. “And cheaper, too.”

    “That sounds like something he’d say.” Emily had to smile. “And my mistakes are ... well, I suppose they could be worse.”

    “Yep,” Frieda said. “You could have gone down to the Faire alone.”

    Emily snorted, then glanced at the clock. “I need to go to bed,” she said. Her body was aching, even though the healers hadn’t found anything worse than bumps and bruises. Emily had a nasty feeling that losing her magic had only been the beginning. “Are you coming?”

    “I was going to wait for Hoban,” Frieda said. “He was going to show me his private collection of swords.”

    “Be careful,” Emily said, resisting the urge to make a weak joke about swords and phallic symbols. “And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

    “And half the things you would do?” Frieda cocked an eyebrow at her. “We’re not in Whitehall now.”

    “I suppose,” Emily said, embarrassed. “Just be careful.”

    She stood, put her mug on the table and walked through the door, keeping her thoughts to herself. It was inevitable, she supposed, that Frieda would eventually find a partner ... she wondered, sourly, why she felt so disquieted. There was no reason to object, was there? It wasn’t as if Frieda had fallen for Cat or Caleb or ... or someone completely unsuitable. But ... she looked down at the carpeted floor, her eyes tracking the patterns someone had carefully woven into the carpet. She felt abandoned, as if her friends were leaving her one by one. Cat had gone. Frieda ... Frieda might be going, too.

    Don’t be silly, she told herself. She isn’t leaving the manor.

    She felt a flicker of self-pity as she walked up the stairs, even though she knew it was selfish and stupid. She wasn’t helpless. She could defend herself. And yet ... she couldn’t help feeling that Frieda shouldn’t be dating anyone. Frieda should be protecting Emily, like Emily had protected her ... she gritted her teeth, telling the thought to go away. It was the curse talking, she was sure. Frieda had every right to start a relationship and ... and Emily had no say in the matter. It was her choice. And she hadn’t abandoned Emily ...

    And if I acted like an entitled brat in front of Lady Barb, Emily thought, she’d smack me into next week.

    She looked up ... and froze. She didn’t know where she was, but she wasn’t outside her room. The corridors had shifted while she’d been walking and she hadn’t even noticed! She was standing in a crossroads, looking at a large mirror hanging on the wall. Her own face looked back at her, pale and worn. The bruise she’d picked up during the kidnapping stuck out like a sore thumb. She touched her face lightly, then turned to look up and down the corridor. It was empty, but ... there was something about it that made her uneasy. The walls were lined with portraits, each one looking at her. She couldn’t help feeling as if she’d stumbled into somewhere she was very definitely not supposed to go.

    Damn it, she thought. The silence was almost deafening. Where am I?

    Emily tried to mentally retrace her steps, but it was futile. She hadn’t had any trouble walking down to dinner, nor when she’d followed Frieda into the sitting room ... the manor had been very well behaved. But now ... she wasn’t even sure if she’d gone upstairs or downstairs. The manor was worse than Whitehall ... she shook her head at the thought, trying not to remember when the school had started to collapse in on itself. Whitehall had some facilities for mundane guests, people who couldn’t use the wards to navigate. The manor had none.

    Or they say they have none, Emily thought, although she wasn’t sure if that were true. They would have had to do something for Cabiria, wouldn’t they? And children who hadn’t come into their magic yet. Perhaps the house simply didn’t know what to make of her. An unescorted adult, stumbling around like an idiot ... she could easily imagine the manor trying to confuse her while it alerted higher authorities. Perhaps I should just wait to be rescued.

    She put that thought out of her mind as she glanced back at the mirror. Her reflection looked back at her, mockingly. There was a sense, a faint sense, that she was being watched. She gritted her teeth, telling herself she was being stupid. The wards would be monitoring her, of course, but they wouldn’t be relaying anything to the rest of the household ... would they? Whitehall’s wards were rarely monitored directly, unless a student had come to the attention of the staff. It was easy to forget that they could be watched at all times.

    And we could cast privacy wards when we were busy, Emily reminded herself. That isn’t an option now.

    She picked a direction at random and walked down the corridor, hoping to run into someone — anyone — who could direct her back to her room. The silence grew louder, more oppressive, as she walked; the portraits looked more and more unfriendly as she headed further into the unknown. She stopped outside a portrait of Uncle Alanson, wondering — grimly — if he’d really looked like a cavalier. The man in front of her could have easily stepped out of a historical romance about the English Civil War. It was hard to believe that he’d looked so perfect. She’d only ever encountered a handful of portraits that looked remotely like the person they were meant to be ...

    A trickle of ... of something ran through the air. Emily felt a shiver run down her spine; the hairs on the back of her neck tried to stand up. She glanced back, lifting one hand in a worthless defensive pose, but there was nothing. Her eyes narrowed, searching for hints that someone lurked under an invisibility spell. Sergeant Miles had taught her what to look for, years ago. Too many people assumed that a simple invisibility spell would make them more than just invisible, that it would make them impossible to find. Emily knew better ...

    ... But there was nothing.

    Move, she told herself, sharply.

    She slipped down the corridor as quietly as she could, listening for the telltale signs of someone coming after her. There was nothing, save for a sense that something was breathing down the back of her neck. She clenched her fists, ready to swing and lash out the moment she knew there was someone there, but ... the feeling never congealed into anything substantial. The corridor twisted in front of her, revealing a line of wooden doors; she tested them as she passed, but they were all locked. The sense of being watched grew stronger as she reached the end of the corridor and peered down a flight of stairs. It looked empty, but ...

    Now what? Emily glanced behind her. The corridor looked empty as well, but the sense of something being there was overwhelmingly strong. If I keep going down ...

    She cursed under her breath as she hurried down the stairs. In theory, she could find her way out; in practice, the constantly-shifting corridors made it impossible. She could be walking in circles and never know it. She considered, briefly, drawing marks on the wall to help her navigate, but she didn’t have a pen. Her lips quirked at her oversight — normally, she always had a pen and notebook — as she reached the bottom and looked around. The corridors seemed identical to the ones above. She had a nasty feeling that the manor had directed her into a completely unoccupied section of the house. Or that she might have walked in a multidimensional circle.

    Emily leaned against the wall and took a long breath, trying to decide what to do. Shouting for help seemed futile, given just how far she might be from everyone else. Perhaps, if she were to damage the walls in some way, it would trigger an alarm ... she put it aside for later consideration, if she grew really desperate. There was no way to know how the wards would react if she started smashing things or tearing portraits off the walls. She looked up into the face of a long-dead matriarch who gazed back at her with a thin-lipped look of disdain ... the woman had died long before Emily was born, according to the plaque underneath the portrait, but Emily couldn’t help feeling a surge of dislike. She was sure the woman wouldn't have had anything good to say to her if they’d ever met.

    Something moved, right at the corner of her eye. Emily took flight, her instincts forcing her to run before she knew what was behind her. She pounded down the corridor as fast as she could, feeling as if all the hounds of hell were on her tail. And yet, there was nothing ... she glanced back and saw nothing, save for dust in the air. Where was she? The manor was so huge that she might be in one of the unoccupied wings, isolated from everyone ... she forced herself to calm down. Someone would notice she was missing eventually, wouldn’t they? They would ...

    They think I’m in my room, Emily thought. She wasn’t even sure how late it was. They won’t discover that I’m missing until tomorrow morning.

    The carpet shifted beneath her feet. Emily glanced down, too late. The patterns on the carpet had come to life, reaching up towards her ... she tried to jump back, to get out of the trap, but her feet were firmly caught. Horror flashed through her mind. A simple trap hex and she’d walked right into it. Whoever had set the trap hadn’t even bothered to hide it. They’d woven it into the carpet’s design. She shouted for help, as loudly as she could, but there was no response. It was like being caught in quicksand. The harder she struggled, the faster she sank into the trap. She couldn’t even grab anything to save herself.

    “Concentrate,” she told herself. She tried — desperately — to summon her magic one final time. A simple spell would give her all the time she needed to clamber out of the trap. “Concentrate ...”

    Nothing happened. Her body sank faster, plunging into the trap. Emily wondered, desperately, if she’d be crushed to pulp or merely held in stasis until someone came along to see what they’d caught. Or ... if she’d be held prisoner, awake and aware but unable to move and escape. A sense of claustrophobia overwhelmed her as the trap brushed against her neck. Invisible fingers gripped her hair and pulled her down ...

    ... And a very real hand caught hers.

    Emily looked up into Boneka’s inhuman face, torn between relief that someone had saved her and fear of his intentions. She knew it was irrational, she knew he couldn’t hurt her without orders, but ... the trap stilled as Boneka hauled her up and out of the carpet with casual ease. Emily swallowed hard, her heart pounding like a drum as her feet came free. Boneka placed her on the ground and waited, somehow giving the impression that he could wait for years without caring one whit. Emily smoothed her dress, trying to calm her panicking thoughts. Behind her, the carpet returned to normal. Her eyes skittered over where the trap lurked for its next victim.

    “Thank you,” she managed. Boneka showed no reaction, no trace of any emotion. “Can you ... can you show me to my room?”

    Boneka turned and walked down the corridor. Emily followed, forcing herself to move quickly to keep up with his long strides. She felt a moment of pity for Cabiria, for anyone who had to grow up in such an environment without being able to find her way around. She made a mental note to ask Cabiria — again — how she’d coped. Some parts of the manor had to be safer — and more stable — than others.

    And I wouldn’t want to live here permanently if I didn’t have magic, Emily thought. It was rare for magicians to marry mundanes, as opposed to newborn magicians. Perhaps she’d just discovered why. It wasn’t just the power imbalance, but also ... anyone who married a magician would have to cope with a magical environment. If I never get my powers back ...

    She pushed the despair aside as Boneka stopped outside her room and turned to face her, his creepy gaze somehow pinning her to the floor. It sent chills down her spine, even though it wasn’t lustful or hateful or... there was no feeling at all. It was utterly emotionless. Boneka was a thing to the family that had created him, nothing more than a machine, but she was a thing to him. He would do anything to her if his masters commanded it.

    “Thank you,” she said. She knew it was pointless — she knew she couldn’t make friends with Boneka — but she said it anyway. “Goodnight.”

    She opened the room and stepped inside, then closed the door and glanced at the clock. It was nearly midnight, later — far later — than she’d thought. Perhaps everyone was in bed ... perhaps that was why she hadn’t seen anyone while she’d been wandering the manor.

    Or perhaps I was completely lost, she thought. Despondency threatened to overwhelm her. It had been a very long day. Or perhaps I should just stay in my room from now on.

    “And if I do that,” she muttered as she undressed and headed for the shower, “I’ll go completely mad.”


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    “THE MANOR SIMPLY ISN’T VERY USED to guests,” Allophone said the following morning, once Emily had explained what happened. She sounded more than a little rueful. “And it simply doesn’t know what to make of you.”

    Emily frowned. She’d been wary when she’d headed for breakfast — she’d made sure to collect Frieda first, just so she wouldn’t be alone — but the manor had been behaving itself. She’d wondered if it had merely reacted badly to her taking a wrong turn last night, when she’d wanted to go to her bedroom to sleep, yet ... she didn’t think she had taken a wrong turn. The manor wasn’t that complex ... was it? Maybe it was. Whoever had designed the original building had clearly intended to make it as difficult to navigate as possible, even before they’d started using magic to confuse invaders.

    “When I went to Whitehall, I was keyed into the wards,” Emily said. “Why can’t you key me into the wards here?”

    “We did,” Allophone told her. “If you weren’t keyed into the wards, you would be ... well, let’s just say you’d be held in place until someone came to investigate. We did authorize your presence here. But the wards aren’t quite sure what to make of you. They may be having problems coping with your mere existence.”

    “It isn’t as if they can’t see me,” Emily grumbled.

    “No,” Allophone agreed. “But you appear to be neither mundane nor magical nor good red hen.”

    You could turn me into a hen, Emily thought, sourly. She looked down at her hands, then at the spellwork Allophone had drawn on the blackboard. She was still trying to figure out how the death curse worked, but ... she hadn’t seen enough of the curse to work out the entire pattern. And if I was a transfigured hen, the wards would notice me anyway.

    “We wouldn’t bring a mundane here without careful preparation.” Belladonna didn’t look up from her cauldron. “But we need to have you here, if only so we can use the house’s facilities to study you.”

    “And keep you safe,” Cabiria added. She was leaning against the far wall, her face an unreadable mask. “If someone was prepared to take the risk of snatching you from the Faire, someone else might try to take you from the outbuildings.”

    “That would be a declaration of war,” Allophone pointed out. “Uncle would be furious ...”

    “The outbuildings are not as thoroughly warded,” Cabiria countered. “We might not know who cracked the defenses and snatched her from under our noses.”

    Emily sighed. “How did you cope?”

    Cabiria had the grace to look embarrassed. “I have the family blood,” she said. “The wards know me, even if I couldn’t interact with them for the longest time. Uncle Alanson even made me a few devices to help me navigate. They were closely linked into the wards.”

    “And the secret to making them was lost with him,” Allophone said, before Emily could ask for a device. “He was always the expert when it came to fiddling with the wards. No one else has his level of expertise. He used to spend hours fine-tuning them.”

    Emily frowned. “Doesn’t your uncle know how to manipulate the wards?”

    “Uncle Alanson was the first-born.” Allophone sighed, heavily. “Emily, the wards date back hundreds of years. Our family has been living here for generations. Some of the really old records say that we predate ... well, just about everything. Whitehall, Mountaintop, Laughter, the Empire itself. The wards are so old and so complex that manipulating them is extremely difficult. Everyone assumed that Uncle Alanson would have kids and his firstborn would become his successor.”

    “But he died without issue,” Cabiria said, quietly. “I figured he’d give you some lessons.”

    “He didn’t,” Allophone said. “And now we have to go through the records and work out precisely what to do before we start fiddling with the wards.”

    She shook her head. “Anyway, we’re clearly on the right track.”

    Cabiria snorted. “How can you be sure?”

    “Emily produced a magic surge,” Allophone said. “She wouldn’t have done that if she didn’t have magic, right?”

    Emily nodded. “What would happen if you fed the potion to a mundane?”

    “Nothing.” Belladonna sprinkled a handful of seeds from a jar into the cauldron, then turned off the heat. “It would be like feeding a fertility potion to a man. No matter how much he drinks, he isn’t going to have a baby.”

    “That’s good, I suppose,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure she liked the analogy. “But I still can’t use magic.”

    “Not consciously, obviously.” Allophone looked enthused, rather than disheartened. “But you clearly still have some magic. I wonder ... energy cannot be destroyed, merely transferred elsewhere. Could someone be siphoning off your magic? Could the death curse be sending your magic elsewhere?”

    “There are stories of relatives, people linked by blood, drawing on magic from their family members,” Cabiria said. “Sometimes willingly, through rituals; sometimes ... well, sometimes through a kind of parasitism. Vampires are supposed to have a particular affinity for their families...” She shook her head. “But none of those stories have ever been truly verified. The only way to take someone’s magic against their will is through necromancy and that would have killed her by now.”

    “The only way that we know about,” Allophone said. “It’s possible that the death curse is acting more like a ritual than ... well, necromancy. It could be draining Emily’s power in a steady flow, rather than a single surge ...”

    “Emily would have to know what she was doing,” Cabiria pointed out.

    “Not if the curse was doing the work for her,” Allophone countered.

    “We’d also be able to detect the flow,” Cabiria said. “You do remember what happened when you and Bella tried to give me a little magic?”

    Allophone winced. “Perhaps we should have tried it outside the manor.”

    “Perhaps we shouldn’t have tried it at all.” Belladonna looked up, her eyes grim. “Dad nearly killed the pair of us.”

    “In any case, we would be able to detect the flow,” Cabiria repeated. “And I cannot believe that skilled healers would have missed it.”

    Emily looked at the three sisters, wondering if they’d forgotten she was there. “What — exactly — do you mean?”

    Allophone’s eyes were alight with the joy of experimenting with new ideas. “The curse could be sending your magic somewhere else ...”

    “Which we would be able to detect,” Cabiria said. “The wards would have sounded the alert the moment we brought Emily into the manor. We would have known what was happening.”

    Emily took a moment to think about it. “But you can’t detect chat parchments, right? What if the death curse worked along similar lines?”

    Allophone frowned. “It’s possible,” she said. “But if someone was drawing on your magic, like a parasite, they’d have to be a very close relative.”

    “Are you related to King Randy?” Belladonna had turned back to her cauldron. “Or linked to him in any way?”

    “No,” Emily said. She didn’t have any relatives in the Nameless World. “There’s no connection between us. And he’s dead.”

    “Are you sure?” Belladonna didn’t look up. “How can you be sure that someone is dead if you haven’t seen the body?”

    “Everything that was left of him was demagicked, cremated and buried in the royal crypt,” Emily said. It had happened while she’d been unconscious, but Alassa wouldn’t have lied about that. “There wasn’t even a funeral.”

    “How nice,” Cabiria commented. “You do have a father, don’t you?”

    “My father wouldn’t steal my magic,” Emily said. If they were right, Void couldn’t steal her magic. He wasn’t a blood relative. “I think we have to look elsewhere.”

    Allophone looked oddly put out. “It was just a theory.”

    Cabiria winked at Emily, then rolled her eyes. “Think how awkward it would have been if you were right.”

    “But Emily saw ... something during the magic surge,” Allophone said. “It could have been a hint about how the curse really works.”

    “Or hallucinations, caused by the magic surge,” Cabiria said. “Emily, what do you remember?”

    “Very little,” Emily admitted. There had been eyes watching her, hadn’t there? The images had faded, as if her waking mind had refused to hang on to them. “I don’t know what they were.”

    “We should try and find out,” Allophone said, briskly. “And we should try to assess if you’re weakening yourself subconsciously.”

    “She would still be a magician, even if she wasn’t using magic,” Cabiria said. “And she would read out as a magician.”

    “Perhaps,” Allophone said. She glanced at Emily. “I’d like to try a hypnotic chant, something to make you relax. It isn’t really magical” — Cabiria coughed — “well, not that magical, but it might help you.”

    “You said there was a little magic in it,” Cabiria said.

    “Just a little,” Allophone said. “The curse might not react if it thought I wasn’t using magic.”

    “You want to hypnotize me,” Emily said. “Do you think it will work?”

    “I’m not sure,” Allophone said. “It works ... sometimes. Without magic, there’s no easy way to force you into a trance. I think the subject has to really trust the hypnotist for it to work.”

    Emily shivered. There were very few people she trusted completely, certainly very few people she trusted enough to give them access to her mind. And yet ... she knew something about hypnotherapy. It wasn’t an easy way to make people cluck like chickens or take their clothes off in public, nothing like it was depicted on TV. Hypnosis wasn’t magic, it wasn’t a compulsion spell. It was difficult for the hypnotist to do anything against even the slightest opposition.

    “It doesn’t always work,” Cabiria said. “She tried it on me, when she was learning.”

    “You kept giggling during the induction,” Allophone said. She shot her sister an annoyed look, then turned back to Emily. “What do you say?”

    Emily took a breath. “We can try.”

    “Very good.” Allophone smiled at her. “Where do you feel comfortable?”

    “In this building?” Emily had to think. The real answer was nowhere, except ... “The library.”

    “We’ll go there,” Allophone said. “And we’ll leave Bella in peace.”

    “The potion should be ready in a few days,” Belladonna said. “And then we can try again.”

    “And again, and again,” Allophone said. She headed for the door. “Cabiria, you come with us.”

    Cabiria winked at Emily. “Isn’t she cute when she’s trying to be bossy?”

    Emily said nothing as they walked down the corridor and into the library. Jayson was sitting at a desk, working his way through a pile of newly-printed books. Allophone spoke briefly to him, her voice so quiet that Emily couldn’t hear the words. Jayson stood, gave Emily a mischievous smile and headed for the door. There was no one else in the giant chamber.

    “I know people who would pay through the nose to visit here,” Emily said, as they walked over to a comfortable armchair. “Why don’t you invite them?”

    “Because we’d lose control over the books,” Cabiria said. “And the secrets within would start to leak out.”

    Emily gave her a sharp look. “And because it would cost your family some power?”

    Allophone motioned for her to sit down. “In a sense, you’re right. Sharing what we have would get more eyes on it and lead to more discoveries. And we could ensure that we — at least — get access to any new discoveries. We could make it part of the oath. But ... we’d also be unable to stop anything dangerous from spreading. Too many spells that are classed as dark magic started life as something seemingly innocuous.”

    “You can kill someone with a simple lifting spell,” Emily pointed out. “Or ...”

    “Exactly,” Allophone said. “We don’t know the long-term effects of sharing what we know.”

    And yet, you spoke in favor of the university, Emily thought. She sat down, resting her hands in her lap. Do you really want to support me? Do you want to be in on the ground floor? Or ... do you think you simply can’t keep the concept from becoming a reality? Or ...

    She looked around the library. It wasn’t hers, but she wanted it. She wanted to surround herself with books and manuscripts and scrolls that were hers and hers alone. She wanted ... she understood, more than she cared to admit, why the family might want to keep the library to themselves. It was theirs. They might not know everything that was in it, they might not even know where half the books had come from, but it was theirs. They’d lose the sense of ownership if they opened the shelves to everyone who wanted a look.

    “Let us begin,” Allophone said. “Cabiria, sit over there, make a note of everything that happens and keep your mouth shut.”

    Cabiria snorted, but did as she was told.

    Allophone knelt next to Emily and began the induction, murmuring quietly in her ear. Emily did her best to follow orders, keeping her mouth closed, taking deep breaths and focusing on Allophone’s voice. It wasn’t easy to relax, not completely. Every time she tried to force herself to relax — or remembered what she was doing — she jerked to awareness. It would have been a great deal easier, she reflected as she caught herself once again, if Allophone had used a simple spell to throw her into a trance. But that might have provoked a reaction from the curse ...

    It might lash out again, with my magic, she thought, suddenly. She knew she should be alarmed, she knew she should suggest they moved to a spellchamber, but it was suddenly very hard to feel anything. Her arms and legs felt as if they’d been turned to stone. What are we doing ...

    Her thoughts started to drift away as she fell into the haze. She could still hear Allophone, her voice so low that ... she wanted to listen, but she couldn’t focus any longer. Her lips were moving ... weren’t they? She felt as if she was on the verge of falling asleep, as if the outside world no longer mattered ... it should worry her, she knew it should worry her, yet ... she was just drifting. The world was fading away ...

    “Wake up,” Allophone said, quietly.

    Emily didn’t want to wake up. She hadn’t felt so relaxed in ... she honestly couldn’t remember when she’d felt so relaxed. It felt as if she was in someone’s arms, someone she trusted completely ... she wanted to stay in bed, to stay asleep. The world was a pleasant place, for once. She didn’t want to lose that feeling. She wanted ... she felt a stab of uncomfortable pain from her bladder. Her body demanded she answer the call of nature.

    She opened her eyes and looked up. Allophone was sitting next to her, looking thoughtful; Cabiria was holding a glass of water in one hand, her eyes worried. There was no sign of anyone else. Emily sat upright, then stood on wobbly legs. The clock said it was early afternoon. Where had the morning gone?

    “You seemed to want to stay in the trance,” Allophone said. She took the water from her sister and handed it to Emily. “We let you sleep for as long as you liked.”

    “You told me to wake up,” Emily said, grumpily. She drank the water without tasting it. “I wanted to sleep.”

    “That was hours ago,” Allophone said.

    Emily blinked in surprise. “Hours?”

    “It took around an hour to get you into the trance, then ask questions.” Allophone reached for the notebook. “And then you just fell further into the trance. It isn’t uncommon.”

    “I suppose,” Emily said. She wished she knew more about hypnotherapy. Or anything, really. Perhaps she should have read more about psychology when she’d been on Earth. “What did you learn?”

    “You saw a lot of strange things, when you took the potion,” Cabiria said. “But we’re not sure if you saw something real or ... you simply imagined it.”

    “Hallucinated it,” Allophone corrected, sharply. “She wouldn’t have imagined it.”

    “We think,” Cabiria said. “You said yourself ...”

    “We’ll discuss it later,” Emily said. Her bladder ached, again. She wondered, suddenly, if she was about to have her period. She’d taken her potion last month, of course, but the potion had been brewed for a magician. It was possible whatever traces of it were left in her system were no longer effective. “Right now, I have to find a bathroom.”

    “There’s one right down the corridor,” Cabiria said. She stood, putting the notebook on the chair. “Do you want me to walk with you?”

    “Please.” Emily would normally have declined, but she didn’t want to get lost again. She really needed to go. “And then we can talk.”

    “You saw all kinds of things when you had that magic surge,” Cabiria said, as they walked to the door. “I wonder ... how many of them are real?”

    Emily shrugged. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen things. She still had nightmares, sometimes, about her fall backwards in time. There had been things outside reality ... she wondered, grimly, if her subconscious had dug up the memories and thrown them at her or if her mind had really wandered outside reality. She’d seen things her mind refused to remember, simply to protect itself from madness. She had no particular inclination to try to recover those memories.

    It’s possible to cross the dimensions, she thought, as she stepped into the washroom. My existence here is proof of that. And who knows what else might break through the dimensional walls and come calling?

    It was hard, very hard, to imagine what sort of entities might live outside reality itself. Demons? Gods? Great Old Ones? Things she couldn’t even imagine, let alone comprehend? She shrugged, dismissing the thought. There was no point in worrying about it, not now. She had too many other problems.

    And besides, she told herself sourly, it isn’t as if I can do anything about it anyway.


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    “I COULDN’T FIND ANYTHING IN THE records that corresponds to what you saw,” Jayson said, grimly. They sat together in the library, eying a towering stack of wooden boxes she knew to be crammed with scrolls and parchments, some of the latter made from human skin. “Nothing verified, at least. The closest thing I found was a collection of ravings from the Faerie Wars.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “Ravings?”

    “It’s hard to know how much credence we should give them, if any.” Jayson sounded apologetic. “The accompanying notes say that the people who wrote the original statements were prisoners, taken during the wars and then rescued, but there’s a shortage on actual detail. We don’t know when they were captured, we don’t know where they were held and we don’t know precisely how they were rescued.”

    “Frustrating.” Emily sighed. “And we don’t know anything about them.”

    She remembered Professor Locke’s lectures and frowned. The elderly man had made it clear that very few records of the wars had survived. There was no way to be precisely sure what had happened, as if the Nameless World had collectively decided to forget almost everything about the wars. Records had been lost or destroyed, sites of conflicts — and worse — had been quarantined ... the historian in her hated the ancients for what they’d done. The tales spoke of horrors beyond human imagination, but they rarely went into any actual detail. There was no way to put the handful of clues together into a coherent whole.

    “No, we don’t.” Jayson shrugged. “That said, it’s quite possible that the potion produced ... well, hallucinations. I had to take an extensive course of potions when I was younger and I saw ... things. It was quite hard to separate reality from the hallucinations.”

    “Cabiria said as much,” Emily said. She would be happier if she was sure they were hallucinations. But it was hard to escape the impression that she’d seen something real during the surge. “I just don’t know.”

    She looked down at the wooden table, feeling a frisson of despair. There were times when it just struck her, harder and harder, that she was genuinely powerless. House Fellini had been good to her — there was no sense of threat from any of them — but they lived in a building that was unrelentingly hostile to non-magicians. Emily had gotten lost twice over the last three days, although she’d been lucky enough to avoid any further traps. The manor almost seemed to be playing with her. Push her to her limits, drive her mad with frustration ... and then send Boneka to rescue her. She was starting to see the homunculus in her nightmares ...

    And they’ve been growing worse, she thought, as she rubbed her temples. I just can’t get a good night’s sleep.

    Jayson coughed. “Uncle did say you could look at ... ah, you could look at Uncle Alanson’s notes. He seemed to think you’d be happy to keep whatever you see to yourself.”

    Emily looked up. She’d assumed that the lack of any response to her first request was a flat no, although it was hard to tell if Malabo had needed to think about it or if he’d been stunned by her lack of social graces. One simply did not ask for access to a family’s private records. The cynic in her wondered, as Jayson stood, if Malabo had wanted time to go through the records himself and remove anything potentially embarrassing. Magicians wouldn’t be so keen to write down their innermost thoughts and detail their latest theories if they thought there would come a time when their writings would be used against them.

    She followed Jayson into a smaller room, a study she’d somehow missed when she’d first explored the library. It looked like a study chamber at Whitehall, although the traditional pot of Kava was nowhere to be seen. A bellpull hung down from the ceiling, suggesting that the study had been designed for Cabiria. No one else would have needed the bellpull to summon the maids. The table was covered with dusty wooden boxes and a handful of leather-bound journals. Emily could only hope, as she stared down at the collection, that the leather was mundane. She didn’t want to think about what sort of man would use human products to conceal his secrets.

    There’s no reason to think that he would, she thought, as she looked around the room. He wasn’t a dark wizard ...

    “I have orders to assist you,” Jayson said. “Uncle was concerned about some of the protective spells on the books.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. She picked up one of the journals, then put it down again. “Can we bring another table in here?”

    “I’ll fetch one,” Jayson said. He waved a hand in the direction of the door. Moments later, a smaller wooden table floated into the room and landed beside the wall. “Is that suitable?”

    “It will do.” Emily hated the waspishness in her tone. She could have done that ... if she’d had her magic. It was just another reminder of how much she’d lost. “I’ll just have to clear the table so we can work.”

    She picked up a wooden box, grunting slightly at the weight, and carried it over to the new table. “What do you keep in these boxes anyway?”

    Jayson picked up a box himself and transferred it to the desk. “As a general rule, a person’s private possessions are either handed out as stated in the will or put in storage as part of the family achieves. Uncle Alanson left most of his possessions to his successor, with only a handful of personal bequests. Everything in front of us” — he picked up another box, which rattled ominously — “belongs to Uncle Malabo.”

    Emily opened a box and glanced inside. It appeared to be crammed with small wooden boxes, each one no larger than a pack of cards. “And no one has a use for them?”

    “It depends.” Jayson shrugged. “A magician’s private possessions ... it can be bad luck to keep them, without expressed permission. So much of Uncle’s property would have been entailed, anyway. He couldn’t have willed it elsewhere because it wasn’t his.”

    “I see,” Emily said. She thought she understood. “And what if you want something from the box?”

    “I’d have to ask,” Jayson said. “And I might well be told no.”

    Emily nodded as she finished clearing a space, then sat down and started to sort through the journals. Uncle Alanson clearly had a very organized mind. His journals were numbered from one to thirty-three, suggesting that he’d been keeping them ever since he came into his magic. A couple had neat runic diagrams drawn on the front, designed to keep unwanted eyes from reading his work; the others, it seemed, had no visible protection. Emily reminded herself, sharply, that they might not be unprotected. Uncle Alanson would have grown in skill and power as he aged. The other protections might be nastier.

    She picked up the first journal and held it out to him. “Is this one safe to open?”

    “I think so,” Jayson said. “Someone slashed the runic diagram, neutralizing the magic.”

    “Which suggests there’s nothing important here,” Emily mused. “Or that he decided to add other protections later.”

    She frowned as she opened the book. “What did you think of him? Alanson, I mean.”

    “He was a good man,” Jayson said. “He was one of my supporters, when some of my relatives wanted me to go to school. He even offered to show me a few things himself, before he became absorbed in trying to help Cabiria. I liked him.”

    Emily’s lips twitched. “Everyone seems to have liked him.”

    “He rarely took sides outside the family,” Jayson said. “He never involved himself in politics. There were some people in the family who disliked that, who thought we should be more involved, but ... everyone respected him. They left us out of their wars.”

    “He sounds like a good man,” Emily said.

    “He gave his life for his niece,” Jayson said, diffidently. “It’s hard to disrespect a man who could — and would — do that.”

    Emily nodded and started to flip through the pages. She’d been encouraged to write down every spell she  learned, no matter how many times it was shown in the textbooks, but Alanson had taken it to a whole new level. He’d written down the spells, then started scribbling down comments and suggestions about how they might be improved. Emily hadn’t seen any young student do so much, except for herself and Aloha. Uncle Alanson had clearly been in a class of his own.

    “He does seem to have spent a lot of time studying magic,” she mused. There was nothing special amongst the spells, nothing she hadn’t  learned herself, but the notes suggested a questioning mind that had been unwilling to take anything for granted. “Was this how you were taught?”

    “We have to be,” Jayson said. “How else are we meant to make progress?”

    Emily smiled as she moved to the second journal. The spells were a little more advanced — but so were the comments. Alanson had spent a considerable amount of time dissecting a fairly standard prank spell, then writing down variants that made the hex last longer or made it harder to remove. She frowned, despite herself, as she recognized how he’d woven a blinding charm into a flashlight spell, using the latter to conceal the former. It wouldn’t take long to remove, once the victim figured out what had happened ... if the victim had time to figure out what had happened. Blinding spells were forbidden in school for a reason.

    Perhaps he was one of the students who provoked the ban, Emily thought. Or someone took his idea and abused it.

    She read through a handful of notes on horticultural charms that seemed strikingly out of place, trying to determine why they were even there. Alanson didn’t seem to be proposing any special uses for them, as far as she could tell. He’d just taken them apart, then written them into his journal. She frowned, sure she was missing something ... but what? The notes made no sense at all.

    “He might have just been copying down everything,” she mused. “Or maybe he just wanted to see how the spell worked.”

    “That is what we were taught to do,” Jayson said. “Weren’t you?”

    “My father rarely bothered to show any interest in my education,” Emily said. It was perfectly true, even though it was misleading. “What little I had wasn’t particularly focused.”

    “You more than made up for it since,” Jayson said. “Why wasn’t your father interested in you?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said, truthfully. “I just don’t know.”

    She worked her way through the journals, making a handful of notes as she read the scribbled commentary. Alanson had been working with someone at one point — she was sure there were two sets of handwriting — but there was no clue as to who or why. The general tenor never changed, although there were some hints that Cabiria’s uncle had never been as saintly as she claimed. A couple of the spells had some quite unpleasant consequences if they were cast with malicious intent.

    “Curious,” she said, when she’d finished. “He never stopped, did he?”

    “No,” Jayson said. “His journals date from his early magics to his apprenticeship and death.”

    Emily looked up. “Who was his master? Is he still around?”

    “He was apprenticed directly to his father ... ah, Cabiria’s grandfather,” Jayson said. “It was a fairly uncommon arrangement, but the old man was ailing and needed to transfer as many secrets as possible before his death. There was some tongue-wagging at the time — and there were some nasty jokes about incestuous apprenticeships — yet ... they didn’t really have a choice. Alanson became Patriarch a mere two years after completing his education.”

    “Poor guy,” Emily said. Melissa was the youngest Family Head Emily had met ... and she wouldn’t have become Matriarch if she hadn’t managed to take control of the wards before anyone could organize opposition. “Is it really that uncommon? To be taught by your father?”

    Jayson’s face twisted. “It is generally believed that a parent will not make a good teacher,” he said. “He will either be too soft or too hard on the apprentice. My parents ... they weren’t bad, but they ensured that I was taught by others as well. They never let me become a copy of them in everything.”

    “That was nice of them,” Emily said, absently. She frowned as she closed the last journal. She was missing something. She was sure she was missing something. But what? “Did it hamper Alanson in any way?”

    “I don’t know,” Jayson said. “It might have done.”

    It might hamper me, too, Emily thought. Everyone believed she was Void’s daughter. They might prejudge her — and him — simply because her supposed father had given her an apprenticeship. And what will that mean in the future?

    She looked at Jayson. “What do people say about father-son apprenticeships?”

    “A master has to prepare his apprentice for a future career,” Jayson said. He had the air of someone reciting something from memory. “He must be hard and firm and watchful, but — at the same time — he must be prepared to allow the apprentice a chance to make his own mistakes. A young man cannot develop the right mindset for magic if he merely follows the instructions some twit wrote down in a book. He must understand the instructions ...”

    He paused. “That’s what my father used to say. He would normally follow it up by insisting that an apprentice might respect an unrelated master a little more, but I think he was joking. I hope he was joking.”

    “I'm sure he was,” Emily said.

    She looked back at the last of the journals, then frowned. “Can you put the journals aside and pass me the first box?”

    “Of course,” Jayson said. He picked up the box and placed it in front of her. “Give me a moment to check for any nasty surprises.”

    Emily stood and watched as Jayson made passes over the box, then opened it. “A handful of pieces of paper and a ton of junk,” he pronounced. “What do you think?”

    “I think some future archivist is going to have a field day,” Emily said, amused. “And then they’ll be hurling curses down the ages at us.”

    She dug into the box, carefully placing the pieces of paper on the table. They were a diverse collection, ranging from a handful of spell diagrams to drafted letters and scribbled notes she could barely follow. Below them, there was a cluster of magical devices she didn’t recognize. They looked like navigational equipment from the Age of Sail, but ... she was fairly sure they were something different. The runes carved into the gold were beyond her comprehension.

    “They could be anything,” Jayson said. “We’ll have to look up the runes and see what they do.”

    “If they’re not runic diagrams,” Emily said. It was difficult to scratch out a diagram that was no bigger than a postage stamp, but a skilled magician could probably do it. “What was he doing?”

    She sat back, feeling a twinge of despair. “What was he doing that was so sensitive he didn’t dare write it down?”

    Jayson looked at her, sharply. “You think he was doing something dark?”

    Emily barely heard him. “He was trained to write everything down,” she said. “He did that — he wrote every spell down, if it worked or not — for most of his life. And yet ... he wrote nothing about the spell he used to unlock Cabiria’s powers. He should have written it down somewhere ... What did he do?”

    “He could have come up with it on the spot,” Jayson said.

    “I doubt it,” Emily said. A new spell ... surely, Alanson would have consulted with his brothers before trying to cast it. Hell, Allophone had been a newly-graduated charms mistress at the time. She could have been consulted, too. “Did he think they’d object?”

    Her mind raced. Alanson had been too smart to have anything to do with necromancy — and Emily couldn’t see how necromancy could have helped him in any case — but there were other possibilities. He could have brokered a deal with a demon, or the Unseelie Court, or ... or someone or something she’d never heard of. If he had ... it was quite possible that Cabiria or her parents would have drawn the line. Alanson would have had very good reason to keep it to himself.

    “He could have bartered with a demon,” she said, out loud. “What if ...”

    Jayson shook his head. “Alanson would have known the risks,” he said. “Demons are dangerous. The wish would end up being twisted, somehow.”

    “Unless he intended to give his life so that Cabiria would have magic,” Emily said. “He could have ...”

    “He wouldn’t.” Jayson sounded firm. “There are too many horror stories about fools who try to bargain with demons. They always end badly. No, whatever he did was something he’d invented ... something he didn’t have time to write down.”

    “But he should have discussed it with her parents,” Emily protested. “He should have said something to them.”

    “Maybe not,” Jayson said. “He was the Patriarch. He had parental authority over the entire family. He didn’t need to ask her parents’ permission to do anything. He could have disowned her and no one could have objected. There were some people who argued that he should have kicked her out and pretended she never existed.”

    He met Emily’s eyes. “But he didn’t. He gave his life to help her. And we love him for it.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “But I have to ask.”

    “I know,” Jayson echoed. He smiled at her, then glanced at the clock. “Should we continue, after dinner?”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. She couldn’t help smiling back. “I’d like that.”


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    “THIS IS A SLIGHT VARIANT ON the potion,” Belladonna said. She glanced around the spellchamber. “I’m sorry you won’t be so comfortable this time.”

    Emily shrugged. Allophone — or Malabo — had insisted that the next experiment should take place in a spellchamber. She didn’t fault him for wanting to take precautions. Cabiria had confided in her that Allophone had been given a long lecture on carrying out experiments in the library and a whole series of ghastly threats of what would happen if she did it again, even if there was no reason to think there would be a second magic surge. Emily didn’t blame him. There was no way in hell some of the older manuscripts and scrolls could be replaced if they were burned to ash.

    “I’ll live,” she said, a deadpan expression on her face. Someone had piled up a blanket and two pillows in the center of the chamber, careful not to accidentally cover the runes carved into the stone floor. “I’ve slept in worse places.”

    She met Frieda’s eyes. She hadn’t seen too much of her friend over the last two weeks, although they had spent a little time exploring the grounds. Frieda was alternately practicing spells with her new boyfriend — Emily supposed Frieda could call Hoban that — and studying in the library, readying herself for her return to Whitehall. Her exam results had yet to arrive, but Frieda was grimly certain she’d be repeating fourth year at the very least. Emily suspected she was right.

    “I’m ready,” Emily said. 

    “Here.” Belladonna passed Emily the goblet. “Drink up.”

    Emily put the goblet to her lips and drank. The potion seemed tasteless at first, but — as she swallowed the liquid — it started to taste odd, as if there were a slight hint of electricity in the brew. It didn’t taste bad, but her stomach threatened to rebel and she had to swallow hard to keep from throwing up. The more she drank, the worse she felt. She had the nasty feeling if she’d had to drink more than a cupful, she probably would have thrown up. It simply didn’t taste right.

    She put the goblet down and waited, bracing herself for ... something. Her eyes lingered on the runes, wondering if she’d see them burst into light when the magic surged. She had never realized just how much magic she’d sensed, rather than seen, until she’d lost her powers. It felt as if she’d been struck blind, only worse. A blind man, at least, would have understood that there were dangers he couldn’t see. She was too used to sensing magic to be aware, at an instinctive level, that there might be spells she couldn’t ...

    Her stomach churned, violently. Emily gritted her teeth, willing herself not to throw up. The taste of the potion, mingled with stomach acid, was almost overpowering. She was dimly aware of Allophone raising a wand, of Frieda saying something urgent, but it was very hard to hear over the pounding of her heart. Her vision suddenly blurred, then steadied. Her legs buckled .... 

    And then, everything started to clear.

    “Interesting,” Allophone mused. She stepped over the wardlines, wand raised. “I’d say the potion had no effect at all.”

    “It made me want to throw up,” Emily said. Her stomach felt leaden, as if she’d eaten too much, but at least she didn’t feel as if she wanted to vomit. “It did something.”

    “I’m not sure what it did, if anything.” Allophone moved her wand in slow passes. “It looks as if it just fizzled and went inert.”

    Belladonna made a rude sound. “I calibrated the potion exactly.”

    “Maybe you assumed that Emily needed a spark of magic to make it work,” Allophone said, dryly. “Or maybe you just didn’t trigger the cascade properly.”

    “I did everything perfectly,” Belladonna snapped. “And father checked my work before I started to brew.”

    “There’s a difference between theory and practice,” Allophone said. There was a lilt in her voice that suggested she was teasing her sister. “And if there was the slightest wrong assumption worked into your calculations ...”

    Cabiria cleared her throat. “Right now, it doesn’t matter,” she said. “Is there any spark of magic at all?”

    “No,” Allophone said. “Either the potion fizzled or the curse was somehow able to neutralize it. There’s no sign of a surge in magic.”

    Emily closed her eyes in disappointment. Belladonna had been sure it was just a matter of time before they hit on the correct recipe, but every time she drank an experimental potion she took one hell of a risk. The potion had gone inert ... she knew, deep inside, that she should be grateful it hadn’t exploded. She’d seen enough potions accidents, with ingredients far less volatile than the ones Belladonna had used, to know just how bad it could have been. The thought of being blown to bits by something she’d swallowed was far from pleasant.

    “You’d better empty your stomach,” Allophone said. She held out a hand, helping Emily to cross the wardline. “I don’t think there’s anything to be gained by keeping an inert potion in your system until it passes out normally.”

    “Understood.” Emily winced, inwardly, as she picked up a purgative and headed to the bathroom. “What are we going to do now?”

    “First, we’re going to have something to eat,” Allophone said. “And then we’re going to move on.”

    Emily hurried to the washroom and did her business, then returned to the spellchamber. A large trolley awaited her, covered with enough sandwiches and cakes to feed an army. She felt a pang of guilt as Allophone poured her a glass of water, knowing just how many people went hungry every day in Zangaria, then shook her head. There was nothing she could do for any of them until she regained her powers, if she ever did. She couldn’t even be an independent baroness without a strong right arm, serving her faithfully ...

    Although that might change, now that Alassa is Queen, Emily thought. She took a ham sandwich and chewed it thoughtfully. There might be more precedent for female leaders.

    “I’m not sure why the potion failed,” Belladonna said. “It should have started a cascade with or without a spark of magic from you.”

    “The curse might simply have neutralized it,” Allophone said, again. “What happens to a potion if you cut off the cascade before it can fairly begin?”

    Belladonna gave her sister a nasty look. “Why don’t you try it and find out?”

    “I hate to be the voice of reason,” Cabiria said archly, “but can you two forget the traditional rivalry between charms and alchemy for a moment?”

    Emily shared an amused glance with Frieda as Cabiria’s two sisters scowled at her. 

    “It doesn’t matter,” Cabiria said. “All that matters, right now, is that the potion didn’t work.”

    “I’ll work on the recipe,” Belladonna muttered. “But if we can’t get a spark of magic ...”

    “She should be a magician,” Allophone snapped. “We know she should be a magician.”

    She turned to face Emily. “Did they ever make you do handless magic?”

    “I started to learn on my own,” Emily said. She’d been given no choice. Sergeant Miles had offered a few pointers, but she hadn’t made any real progress until third year. “It wasn’t easy.”

    “It never is,” Allophone said. “We always find it easier to use our fingers to direct our spells, even when ... even when we should know better. The magic can flare out of control without proper direction.”

    “Or never flare at all,” Frieda commented. “I never quite mastered the skill.”

    Allophone nodded, her eyes resting on Emily. “How did you learn?”

    Emily looked down at her hands. “I was frozen,” she said. “I had to learn how to cancel the spell from the inside before I could escape.”

    “And then you would have moved on to more complex transfigurations,” Allophone mused, thoughtfully. “Right?”

    “A handful,” Emily said. It wasn’t easy to cancel a spell without using her hands. Her human hands. It really wasn’t easy to break a transfiguration spell from the inside. “It was something I never quite mastered, either.”

    “Perhaps we should try again, from the start,” Allophone said. “Or put you in a position where you have to use your magic.”

    Emily felt a flicker of unease. “I hope you’re not planning to throw me out a second-story window to see if I will bounce.”

    “That would be foolhardy in the extreme,” Belladonna said, primly. “I suppose it was just what Ally had in mind.”

    Allophone made a hex gesture at her sister. “I was thinking more of a very limited spell,” she said. “Just enough to try to force a reaction.”

    Frieda glanced at Emily. “What happens if it doesn’t work?”

    “Emily stays frozen until we unfreeze her,” Allophone said, briskly. “There’s no actual risk beyond some inconvenience.”

    And being helpless for a few minutes, Emily thought. She’d never liked being helpless. If something goes wrong ...

    She sighed. There was no point in dwelling on the possibilities. The spell was so simple that first-year students  learned to cast it very quickly, then used it to play games. It wasn’t as if she was about to be turned into a statue and dumped into an art gallery. There were all sorts of horror stories about people who were transfigured and then abandoned. The lucky ones lost their minds fairly quickly.

    And to think I intended to use it to get back to the future, she reminded herself. She’d been lucky, very lucky. If the demon hadn’t needed to help her, she might have had to pay a high price for its help. I could have gone mad ... or simply faded away into the stone.

    “We can do it,” Emily said.

    Frieda cleared her throat. “But if ... if Emily could produce a spark of magic, wouldn’t she have done it when she was kidnapped?”

    “She might,” Allophone said. “But a single spark of magic wouldn’t be enough to help her escape.”

    “We have to try,” Emily said. She finished her sandwich, wondering what would happen to the rest of the food. Would it feed the maids and cooks? Put in stasis? Be given to the poor? Or would it simply be discarded? “I’m ready.”

    “Stand at the center of the circle,” Allophone said. “We don’t want another bad reaction.”

    “Particularly as Uncle threatened you with a gruesome death if you damaged anything irreplaceable,” Belladonna said. “I don’t think he was joking.”

    Allophone colored. “There was no reason to expect a magic surge.”

    “There was.” Belladonna sounded as if she’d got one over her sister. “Emily’s magic surged before, remember? We should have taken precautions.”

    “And she had to be somewhere comfortable.” Allophone waved a hand around the bare stone chamber. “Does this look comfortable to you?”

    Cabiria made a rude sound. “If the two of you would kindly concentrate on the matter at hand ...”

    Emily rolled her eyes as she stood and walked over the wardlines. She’d never had sisters ... or any siblings, as far as she knew. There had been times when she’d wanted a little brother or sister ... and times when she’d been glad she was alone, glad no one else had been born into her wretched family. Was this — she looked from Allophone to Belladonna and back again — what it was like to have siblings? To love and to argue ... to be constantly together, constantly trying to balance the urge to assert one’s individuality with the need to be a family? She felt a pang of envy, mingled with relief. There was no guarantee that she and her siblings, if she’d had any, would have had such a good relationship.

    And they both view their youngest sister as a child, she thought. She smoothed down her skirt, bracing herself. They don’t see that she’s a year older than me.

    “Be careful,” Frieda urged.

    “I’m always careful.” Allophone was making careful gestures with her hand. It took Emily a moment to realize that she was building the spell from first principles, rather than trying to cast it instinctively. “And I know what I’m doing.”

    “I thought the point was to figure out what we were doing,” Cabiria said, sweetly innocent. “How else are we meant to make progress?”

    “Oh, shut up.” Allophone nodded to Emily. “Here we go.”

    She jabbed a finger at Emily. Emily felt her entire body freeze. The spell didn’t freeze her muscles, it didn’t lock them in place ... it simply froze her entire body, as if she’d been turned to solid ice. She tried to move, willing something — anything — to happen, but it was impossible. Her body refused to answer her commands. She couldn’t even hear her heartbeat ...

    Focus, she told herself, as she felt the first twinge of panic. Concentrate on your magic.

    “Let her go,” Frieda said. She sounded worried. “Please!”

    “She’s perfectly safe,” Allophone said. She walked around the wardline, moving out of Emily’s field of vision. “She just can’t move.”

    Emily forced herself to concentrate. It was hard, very hard, to focus her mind on performing magic without hand gestures. Even something as simple as a cancelation spell, applied to a charm that was easy to dispel without much — if any — effort, wasn’t easy when she couldn’t move her hands. And yet, she’d  learned to do it back in third year. She concentrated, running through the steps one by one. The spell should have collapsed in an instant. Instead ...

    The sense of panic grew stronger as nothing happened. Jacqui had been a competent magician, a graduate of Whitehall ... nowhere near as capable as Aloha or as imaginative as Emily herself, but a competent and practiced magician nonetheless. But the spell Allophone had used on her was a first-year spell, one available to countless magicians who lacked the benefits of formal training. If she couldn’t break it now ... she wanted to shudder, but the spell wouldn’t let her. She understood, now, the fear that magicians inspired. A little girl with magic could stop a grown swordsman in his tracks with a single word.

    And what would the swordsman do, she asked herself, if the girl didn’t stop him?

    She tried to concentrate, despite the panic. The spell was simple ... so simple. She’d  learned to free herself instinctively, to cancel a spell before it could get a proper grip on her. But now ... it didn’t work. She simply couldn’t break free. She couldn’t even move. She was far more helpless than she’d been in Jacqui’s cage. And ...

    “Cancel the spell,” Frieda said. “Now!”

    “Not yet,” Allophone said.  She sounded as if she were ordering dinner, not performing an experiment. “This is very interesting ...”

    What is she doing? Emily could barely think. What’s happening?

    Frieda spoke a single word. The spell broke. Emily fell to her knees, suddenly awash in sweat. Her body wasn’t aching, but it was tired. She barely noticed as Frieda crossed the wardlines and ran to her, barely heeded that Allophone was right behind Frieda ... Emily's head started to throb, threatening to pull her down into a full-blown headache. It felt as if she’d been trying to flex a muscle that no longer existed.

    “Interesting,” Allophone said. “I wonder ...”

    “Don’t you dare do that again!” Frieda stood up. “You could have really hurt her.”

    “The spell doesn’t hurt people,” Allophone said. “It just ... it just freezes them in place.”

    Emily rubbed her pounding forehead. “What ... what did you see?”

    “There was a spark of magic,” Allophone said. “It was weak and uncoordinated, barely enough to be noticed, but it was there. How much might be locked away behind the curse?”

    “Or absorbed into the curse,” Belladonna said. “We might try the potion again, then freeze her to produce a spark of magic.”

    “A brilliant idea.” Frieda stamped her foot. “Why don’t you just cut her throat instead and save time?”

    Cabiria winked at Emily. “I like your friend.”

    “We will discuss it — carefully — before we proceed, if we proceed at all,” Allophone said, firmly. “We have no intention of killing her.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” Emily said. Her head still hurt. “I think I need to lie down.”

    “Frieda can take you back to your room,” Allophone said. “We’ll catch up at dinnertime, then discuss how best to proceed. It’s possible that we can force the curse to reveal itself, if we pressure you again, then ... tear it out of your head. Give us a chance to get a solid grip on it.”

    “We might need another magician,” Belladonna said. “We’re talking about soul magic here, not alchemy or charms.”

    “Melissa might be able to do it,” Emily pointed out.

    “She wouldn’t be welcome here,” Cabiria said. “We might have to do it somewhere else.”

    “There are places we can go, if necessary,” Allophone said. “But there are other magicians with soul masteries. One or two of them will probably talk to us.”

    “They’ll talk to Uncle,” Belladonna corrected. “You’d better let me try to talk him into this, Ally. You’re already in disgrace.”

    Allophone smiled. “He’ll listen to me.”

    “No, he won’t,” Cabiria said. “In any case, Emily needs a rest. And we need to think.”

    Emily leaned against Frieda. “What happens if he says no?”

    “Then we have to decide what to do next,” Allophone said. “And who we might be able to ask for help without going through official channels.”

    “And hope we can meet their price,” Cabiria added. “We might have to ask Melissa after all.”

    “Emily can ask Melissa,” Allophone said. “Any of us ... we can’t meet her price.”

    “We’ll see,” Emily said, fighting back a yawn. She felt tired, her body aching as if she’d been in a fight. But ... it felt strange, as if she was remembering a memory of pain rather than actually feeling pain. “Right now, I need to go to bed.”


    Chapter Thirty

    “THERE’S VERY LITTLE ON SOUL MAGICS here,” Emily complained, as she studied the pile of tomes in front of her in the huge library. “And what little there is ... it’s useless.”

    Jayson nodded. He sat beside her, looking calm. “There’s very little actually written down about soul magics,” he said, after a moment. “There are a handful of textbooks, but ... they’re rarely shown to anyone who hasn’t sworn an oath of secrecy. We don’t have copies here.”

    Emily made a face. She understood just how dangerous soul magic could be — and how easily it could be misused — but ... it was frustrating to think something which might actually help could be hidden away, its custodians forbidden even to tell her it existed. She wished, suddenly, that she’d thought to search for soul magic books while she’d been at Mountaintop. The former MageMaster had made a habit of collecting forbidden knowledge, including a handful of healing spells that weren’t supposed to be taught to anyone who didn’t take the right oaths. There might have been something there.

    I might have to find out, she thought. A week of increasingly painful experiments had left her with nothing but headaches. If we have to ask someone for help, the price might be quite high.

    She met his eyes. “Do you know anywhere we might be able to find copies?”

    Jayson frowned. “The master copies are probably kept in the White City,” he said. “And individual masters will hold copies ...”

    Emily allowed herself a bitter laugh. A year ago, when she’d been at Whitehall, she might have been able to steal Madame Samra’s textbooks and read them ... if, of course, she’d been able to circumvent the charms. The books would have been placed in a warded cabinet, at the very least; she would have risked everything if she’d tried to take the books without permission. Breaking into a tutor’s office was one thing, stealing books was quite another. Now ... now she couldn’t even get into the school without permission.

    And if I’d known I’d need them, she thought, I would have taken them without hesitation.

    She looked down at the wooden table, feeling another wave of despondency. It seemed futile. The soul magicians couldn’t give her the books — she didn’t think she could take the oaths without magic, even if she’d wanted to take the oaths — and there was no way she could steal them without getting caught. She wondered, just for a moment, if she could convince someone to steal the books for her, then dismissed the thought. She couldn’t ask someone to risk everything on her behalf.

    “And I don’t know if the books will be helpful,” she said, out loud. “I might be wasting my time.”

    “You’re not wasting your time,” Jayson said, reassuringly. His hand twitched, as if he intended to touch her but didn’t quite dare. “You know, at least, where you don’t have to look.”

    Emily shook her head. “It’s just a pain,” she said. “What do I do if I can’t get my magic back?”

    “You’ve done an awful lot without magic,” Jayson said. “And you’re far from helpless.”

    “Hah,” Emily said. The past week had reminded her — again and again — just how helpless she was against someone who actually knew what they were doing. “I just feel ... useless.”

    That’s the curse talking, she reminded herself. It had been more active lately, trying to push her into hurting or killing herself. It had grown so bad that she’d done her best to seek out company, just to make sure there would be someone who could stop her if she tried to really hurt herself. I’m not completely useless.

    “You’re not useless,” Jayson said, echoing her thoughts. “Do you want to go back to Uncle Alanson’s possessions?”

    Emily nodded and stood. “What about the books here?”

    “Just leave them,” Jayson said. “I’ll deal with them this evening.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. She felt embarrassed at having created more work for him, although she knew that any librarian or archivist worthy of the name would be horrified at people putting books back on the shelf. Too many books were simply put back in the wrong place, sometimes deliberately. “Do you have to worry about people hiding the books?”

    “Because they want to keep them for themselves?” Jayson shrugged. “There isn’t really any competition here, not between students. The books can be shared amongst the family ...”

    He turned and winked at her. “There’s sometimes some dispute over who gets to read a book first,” he added. “But it’s never actually bad.”

    “Because they want to share what they’ve  learned,” Emily said.

    “And because they want as many people as possible to look at it,” Jayson said. He led her into the private room. More dusty boxes were piled on the tables. “It does sometimes cause problems, to be fair. We wasted several weeks with a box of parchments that belonged to a magician who died a few years ago. The papers were pretty much all ingenious fakes. We never quite managed to get to the bottom of it.”

    Emily had to smile. “Fakes?”

    “It was odd,” Jayson said. “Someone wrote a handful of spell diagrams that ... ah, looked good as long as the reader didn’t really know much about magic. A little like writing out a list of figures that look correct until you actually start going through them. They” — he jerked a finger towards the door — “would normally have been able to spot a fake a mile off, but these were good enough to pass muster until the family started going through them page by page. We don’t know who did it or why.”

    He shrugged. “There was some speculation that the magician had used an ingenious code to hide his real work, although we couldn’t figure out how it was done. It might have been intended to jog his memory, but ... we don’t know. The papers are somewhere in the vault, if you want to look at them. Maybe they’ll make sense to you.”

    “Maybe later,” Emily said. It wasn’t uncommon for magicians to hide their secrets carefully, but encoding everything seemed a little extreme. There was too great a risk of being unable to solve his own riddle. “Perhaps he deliberately miswrote some of the variables.”

    “Perhaps.” Jayson shrugged, again. “There are some of us who try to figure it out, from time to time, but so far everyone has failed.”

    Emily nodded. “Check one of the boxes,” she said. “And let’s see what’s inside it.”

    “Of course,” Jayson said. He picked up a box and put it on the table. “What do we have here?”

    Emily peered over his shoulder as he opened the box. It was packed to bursting with wands, tools and a small collection of potions ingredients. A handful looked as if they hadn’t been cleaned before they’d been boxed up. She slipped a pair of gloves on and started to empty the box, careful not to touch anything with her bare hands. There shouldn’t be any danger, but she knew to be careful. It wasn’t as if she could sense a trap.

    “He seems to have been a generalist,” she mused, as she picked up a glass beaker and put it to one side. “Did he have any specialized fields of study?”

    “I don’t think so.” Jayson picked up a second box and carried it over to the table. “He was very much a generalist, at least at first. That’s not uncommon amongst the firstborn ... ah, the children who stand to inherit when their parents die. He probably wouldn’t have specialized in anything beyond the family itself. It wasn’t until it became clear that Cabiria couldn’t use her magic that he focused on anything.”

    Emily glanced up. “How did the family react?”

    Jayson reddened, slightly. “They didn’t know what to make of it,” he said, slowly. “It was ... it was unprecedented. There was a lot of muttering about where she might have come from ... a couple of distant uncles accused her mother of adultery. They didn’t shut up until Uncle Alanson ordered a blood test. Cabiria is one of us, alright.”

    “That’s good.” It spoke well of Cabiria’s father, Emily supposed, that he hadn’t disowned his powerless daughter. But then, it had probably been impossible to hide her condition from the rest of the family. “What did you think of it?”

    “I liked her.” Jayson stumbled over his own words. “She used to spend a lot of time in here ... still does, when she’s at home. I never thought ... I never thought she was useless. She could have been great even without magic.”

    Emily wondered just how much of that was actually true. People tended to shy away from misfortune for fear it might be catching. A man who lost his job sometimes lost his friends too, particularly the ones he’d had at work; a magician’s child without magic would be isolated, if only because her parents would want to keep her safe. Cabiria had been very lucky. Emily dreaded to think of what might have happened to her if she’d grown up in House Ashworth.

    She put the thought aside as she repacked the box and closed the lid, then turned her attention to the next one. It was full of papers, ranging from what looked like a bill of sale to a parchment detailing the proceedings of a magical conference nine years ago. It must have been important, she decided. The conference had taken place before she’d introduced paper and the printing press. She glanced at the list of panels and discussion groups, then read the handful of notes Uncle Alanson had written next to them. He sounded surprisingly cynical about the conference’s prospects.

    “He probably felt it was pointless,” Jayson said, when she pointed it out to him. “You know what they call a dozen magicians in the same room?”

    “No,” Emily said.

    “An argument,” Jayson said. He chuckled. She couldn’t help smiling. “You put a dozen magical researchers in the same room and they will start hexing each other within an hour or two. There’ll be everything from fights over theories to violent disputes over methodology and threats of outright war over issues that should have been dead and buried a long time ago.”

    “Your uncle clearly agreed,” Emily said. “How do you cope?”

    Jayson looked perplexed, just for a second. “Here, you mean? We’re all family. We might bicker, sometimes ... we might want to strangle each other sometimes ... but we’re all family, all united. And we don’t embarrass someone for being wrong. There’s a thousand failed experiments before every successful one.”

    “Belladonna said the same,” Emily recalled.

    “It’s drilled into us, right from the start,” Jayson said. “It’s important to be right, but ... we must allow people to be wrong. Well ... maybe not let them stay wrong. We’re just not allowed to rub their noses in their wrongness.”

    “It sounds heavenly,” Emily said, wryly.

    “It is!” Jayson grinned. “Two people reasoning from incomplete information could come up with two very different answers. Someone who came to tea who didn’t know us” — he gestured to himself — “us kids, I mean ... they might guess that I am the heir rather than a distant cousin. They’d be wrong, but they wouldn’t be willfully wrong. And that’s a very minor issue.”

    “Not to hear some of the Grande Dames of Zangaria,” Emily said. “Social precedence is a matter of life and death to them.”

    “That’s odd,” Jayson said. He sounded as if he didn’t believe her. “Don’t they have anything else to live for?”

    Emily mock-considered it. “Not really,” she said. “They don’t have anything else.”

    “That’s absurd,” Jayson said. “They must have something.”

    “No,” Emily said. “They have nothing.”

    She found herself relaxing as she talked more about Zangaria and the rest of the Allied Lands. Jayson drank it in, listening as she told him about the White City, Mountaintop and Whitehall itself. She’d never seen herself as a globetrotter — she was uncomfortably aware that people who teleported or used portals never saw vast tracts of land — but she’d seen far more of the world than Jayson. It was surprisingly nice to be the explainer, for once. He’d never even been to the White City.

    “You should visit the libraries there,” she said. “Or go work at one of the schools.”

    Jayson shuddered. “I found kids unbearable when I was a kid,” he said. “And they were family. I don’t know how the tutors cope.”

    “Me neither.” Emily remembered that she’d wanted to be a teacher and smiled. “I guess they  learned to cope somehow.”

    Jayson cocked his head. “Do you want kids?”

    Emily blinked at the question. It was strikingly personal. “I don’t know,” she said, after a moment. “I don’t think I’d be a good mother.”

    “Just do the opposite of whatever your parents did,” Jayson said. “My granddad used to say that all the time.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. It sounded like the punchline to a bad joke. “How did that work out for your parents?”

    “Dad didn’t think it was very funny,” Jayson said. “He made rude remarks about the old man finally developing some wisdom in his declining years. And then granddad said something about the only thing that was declining was the morals of the younger generation. And then ...”

    Emily found herself giggling. “What happened?”

    “That was when I got kicked out of the room,” Jayson said. “Granddad always was a tough-minded old buzzard. He never backed down to anyone.”

    He met Emily’s eyes. “Still, where do you want to be in the next ten years?”

    Emily felt a twinge of depression. “I don’t know,” she said. The despondency grew stronger, threatening to drag her down. She told it, silently, to go away. “If I don’t get my powers back ...”

    Jayson leaned forward. “You could always stay here,” he said. It suddenly dawned on her that he was very close. “You would be welcome.”

    “Would I?” Emily doubted it. She had to fight the desire to lean back. “Even without powers?”

    “Yes,” Jayson said. Their faces were almost touching. “You’re brilliant! You changed the world, for mundanes as well as us! You’re exactly the sort of person we’d want to have in the family. And you ...”

    He leaned forward and kissed her. Emily blinked in shock, astonished that he’d ... that he’d kissed her. It wasn’t bad — he was gentle — but ... it wasn’t what she wanted. She wasn’t sure what she wanted. She wanted ... for a second, she found herself unable to move. What if he refused to take no for an answer? He had more magic running through his fingertips than she had in her entire body. She couldn’t fight him. What if ...?

    She pulled back, bracing herself. She’d heard horror stories about some of the boys on Earth, jocks and thugs who would take it as a personal insult if a girl refused their kiss. And she still had nightmares — sometimes — about Hansel. If Jayson wanted to force her ... she felt a twinge of panic. She was defenseless. She couldn’t draw a weapon — this time — before he took her.

    Jayson drew back. “Are you ...?”

    Emily’s mouth was suddenly dry. It was hard to think clearly. “I’m ... I don’t know.”

    “I’m sorry.” Jayson reddened. “I thought ... I thought that ... I ...”

    “I know.” Emily let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She should have known. Jayson had been born and bred in a magician’s household, not a nobleman’s castle or a peasant’s hovel. He’d been raised to treat women with respect, as equals. He wouldn’t have considered her as anything lesser. “I ...”

    She swallowed hard, suddenly unsure what to say. It was too soon, too soon after Cat ... too soon after her life had turned upside down. She liked him, but ... she didn’t know if she really liked him. She gritted her teeth in annoyance. It had been easier when she’d been dating Cat, when they’d both known the score. She felt more like an idiot teenager than she’d felt in her entire life. She’d never really had the chance to make a complete fool of herself in love.

    “Give me some time,” she said, finally. She hadn’t realized he liked her. It had been hard to believe anyone would find her attractive, after she’d lost her powers. Perhaps that, too, had been the curse talking. She didn’t want to push him away, but ... she didn’t want a relationship. Not now. And she didn’t want to shoot him down too badly, either. “I am terribly unsure of myself right now.”

    She saw the hurt in his eyes and winced, inwardly. She kicked herself a moment later, feeling a hot flush of anger. Why did she have to be sorry? She hadn’t done anything to suggest that she was interested in him, had she? God knew she hadn’t tried to manipulate him, to play with his feelings for her sick amusement. She hadn’t given him any hints, she hadn’t given him a glimpse of flesh with the promise of more to come ... It wasn’t her fault that he’d nerved himself up to kiss her! She owed him nothing. She didn’t have to feel guilty about turning him down. Why couldn’t they just be friends? And yet, she liked him enough to wonder if they could be more than friends. If only ...

    “You don’t have to be,” Jayson said. “Emily ...”

    “But I am.” Emily groaned inwardly. It would have been so much easier to stay friends. “If things change, if I get better, we can see ...”

    “You can have a place here,” Jayson said. “If not ...”

    Emily sighed. “We’ll see.” She stood. She’d go back to her room — on her own, if need be — and wait for dinner. They could pick up the research later, after they’d both had time to calm down. “Until then ... let’s try to forget this ever happened.”

    But she knew, as she walked away, that neither of them would forget.


    Chapter Thirty-One

    EMILY SAT UP IN BED, SWEAT dripping down her back.

    She took a long breathe, trying to calm herself. She’d seen ... she wasn’t sure what she’d seen in her dreams. There had been shadowy figures and creatures and things her mind had refused to see properly, as if there was something about them her limited awareness simply couldn’t comprehend. She closed her eyes and focused, trying to remember the dream, but the memories were already fading into flickering impressions of terror. Maybe it was just a delayed reaction to the potion.

    Or maybe I ate too much cheese last night, she thought. The dinner had been tasty, although she’d been too busy thinking about Jayson to enjoy it. Or maybe I was just due another round of nightmares anyway.

    She stood, feeling uncomfortable in her sweaty nightgown. There were potions she could take to keep from dreaming, but she didn’t want to ask for them, not when it would be an admission of defeat. Besides, she didn’t know what would happen if she drank the potions anyway. Would they work for her? Or would they be useless because she had no magic? She put the thought aside as she stepped into the living room, gritting her teeth as the portrait gazed disapprovingly at her. Uncle Alanson looked as if he thought she were a speck of dirt under his shoe.

    Enough, Emily thought. She picked up an old cloak and hung it over the portrait. There was no sense of magic, nothing she could perceive, but the room felt brighter without the glowering face. Perhaps it was in my mind all along.

    She stripped off her nightgown, dumped it in the basket for the maids and stepped into the washroom. Her body ached, but — when she looked at herself in the mirror — she saw no sign of bruises. Perhaps it had simply been a really bad nightmare. It felt as if she hadn’t had any sleep at all. A mug of Kava would cure that, she told herself as she turned on the water and climbed into the shower. She just needed to wash, get dressed and go down for breakfast before the real day began ...

    And then I have to face Jayson, she thought. What do I say to him?

    She glared at her hands as she reached for the soap. She’d enjoyed the first kisses she’d exchanged with Jade, with Caleb, with Cat ... but she hadn’t felt anything when Jayson had kissed her. She supposed that wasn’t a bad thing. She’d scrubbed herself viciously after Hansel had tried to rape her, although her body had been covered with Hansel’s blood and her clothes had been irreparably stained.  No ... she’d felt nothing when Jayson kissed her. Her mind spun in circles, over and over again. Was it because she didn’t like him? Or because she didn’t dare take the risk of liking him because she was powerless?

    You’re being stupid, she told herself. You don’t have to worry about this now.

    She dried herself off, tossed the towel over the railing, walked back into the living room ... and almost screamed. Boneka was standing there, his inhuman eyes peering at her naked body. Emily froze, horrified. It was hard to believe he was friendly. No one walked into a magician’s room, even a guest’s room, without permission. He hadn’t even knocked! She stumbled back against the door, hastily covering herself as best as she could with her bare hands. How dare he?

    Boneka eyed her for a long moment, then spoke. “The master demands your presence.”

    Emily felt her shame and embarrassment become anger. “Why didn’t you knock?”

    “The master demands your presence,” Boneka repeated. “You will attend him immediately.”

    Oh, I will, will I? Emily was tempted to refuse. But Boneka wasn’t particularly smart. If she refused to follow him, he might ask for orders from higher authority ... or he might simply pick her up, as naked as the day she was born, and carry her to his boss. The thought of being carried naked through the corridors was horrifying. What now?

    She gritted her teeth. “I need to get dressed,” she said, hoping that Boneka was smart enough to understand that. “Turn your back.”

    There was a long moment when she thought the creature hadn’t understood, or that it was simply going to ignore her, then Boneka slowly turned around until he was facing the covered portrait. Emily breathed a sigh of relief as she hurried into the bedroom, hands hastily grabbing for underwear and a dress. There was no time to put on anything fancy. God alone knew what Boneka would do if he thought she was delaying things on purpose. She wrapped her damp hair in a ponytail and hurried back into the living room. The inhuman creature hadn’t moved. It almost seemed to be worshipping the portrait.

    Emily paused as a thought struck her. Boneka had been in the manor for years. He must have known every member of the family since he’d been created to serve the wards. He had been a constant, silent presence in their lives. And if that was true, he might have been watching Uncle Alanson as he worked. He might know what Uncle Alanson had been doing before his death.

    She felt a twinge of excitement at the thought. She hadn’t recognized the Warden for what he was, when they’d first met, because she’d been in deep trouble at the time. And, she supposed, because she hadn’t grown up in a world where homunculi were a fact of life. It hadn’t occurred to her until later — much later — that the Warden hadn’t been alive. She’d thought him a living human being.

    And Cabiria and her sisters might think of him as nothing more than a tool, Emily mused, thoughtfully. What had it been like to grow up in such a household? They might not realize that their servant has a story to tell.

    She took a breath. “Boneka?”

    The homunculus turned until he was facing her. His immobile face betrayed nothing. She was suddenly aware, very aware, that his hands and arms were inhumanly strong. He could tear her like paper, if he wished. Homunculi were banned for a reason. There were no three laws of robotics keeping them under control, no universal standards ... they were simply banned. She wondered, morbidly, what Boneka’s creators had been thinking. A homunculus that slipped the leash would be a very dangerous entity indeed.

    She hesitated, suddenly unsure if she wanted to proceed. But she had gone too far to back out now. “Boneka ... did you know Alanson?”

    “Yes.” 

    Emily shivered. Boneka sounded ... toneless. There was no sense that he thought it was a stupid question, no sense of any emotion ... just nothing. She had the feeling that Boneka could commit atrocities without feeling anything; no horror at what he’d done, no sadistic pleasure in making people suffer ... she wondered, despite herself, if an emotionless monster was better or worse than a despot. But then, a despot would be easier to kill.

    “He was your master,” she said. “Wasn’t he?”

    “Yes.”

    “You were at his beck and call.” Emily had seen Malabo summon Boneka. The homunculus had arrived within seconds, every time. It was easy to believe that he constantly shadowed his boss, lurking in the servant passages until he was summoned. Or maybe the manor always twisted around the homunculus to bring him to the right door. “You were with him most of the time.”

    There was no answer. Emily blinked, silently kicking herself. She’d forgotten to word it as a question. “You were with him most of the time, weren’t you?”

    “Yes.”

    Emily shivered in sympathy. She would have hated to have such a creature constantly peering over her shoulder, even if he was just a homunculus. The idea of having him in the room ... she winced. No wonder Alanson hadn’t been married. Emily couldn’t imagine any wife wanting the homunculus anywhere near. It would not have been a pleasant marriage.

    She forced herself to meet his eyes. “What was he doing when he died?”

    There was a pause. “I do not know,” Boneka said, finally.

    Emily frowned. “Were you with him when he died?”

    Boneka hesitated. “No.”

    Interesting, Emily thought. Boneka should have answered instantly. Was the homunculus lying to her? Or was he concealing a family secret? Or ... she felt a twinge of discomfort, reminding her that she was alone. If she pushed too hard, Boneka might push back. What is he hiding?

    She straightened, smoothing down her skirt. “I’m ready. Take me to Malabo.”

    Boneka turned and walked out the door. If he’d been human, Emily reflected as she followed him, she would have thought he was relieved. But he wasn’t human ... she dismissed the thought, knowing that she would have to talk to an expert. If there were any experts, she reminded herself. Homunculi had been forbidden for so long that very few people knew anything about them and even fewer would admit to it. Emily dreaded to think what would happen if someone was caught experimenting with homunculi. The results would not be pleasant.

    The White Council would probably kill them first and worry about asking questions afterwards, she thought. She found it hard to believe that a person could be replaced by a homunculus, not without someone noticing very quickly, but it had — apparently — happened in the past. The fear of someone being replaced — or spell-controlled — runs very deep.

    She allowed herself a moment of relief as Boneka stopped outside Malabo’s office. The door was already open. Emily hesitated, then walked past him, half-expecting a blow. But nothing happened. Malabo was seated behind his desk, reading a piece of parchment. It looked blank. Emily winced, inwardly, as she realized what that meant. Someone had charmed the letter and she couldn’t even sense it.

    “Lady Emily,” Malabo said. “I called you because ...”

    “Have you asked Boneka about Alanson’s activities, before his death?” Emily didn’t normally interrupt, but this was important. “He couldn’t tell me anything when I asked.”

    “He wouldn’t.” Malabo looked annoyed, although she couldn’t tell if he was annoyed because she’d interrupted him or because he’d had to shift mental gears in the middle of a sentence. “You are not one of the family, Lady Emily. There are ... layers ... that will never be open to you, even if you marry one of my relatives.”

    “Yes, but he hesitated,” Emily said, pressing her case. “He’s hiding something.”

    Malabo’s eyes narrowed. “What happened?”

    Emily took a breath, then started the whole story from the beginning. Malabo showed no reaction to her comment that Boneka had seen her naked — she supposed Boneka really was a tool to his family — but he seemed a great deal more interested when she explained what she’d asked and told him what answers she’d been given. His face darkened as he asked her a whole string of questions, most of which she couldn’t answer. It made her wonder if Malabo was looking at Boneka in a whole different light.

    “Interesting,” he said, when she’d finished. “What could he be hiding?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said.

    Malabo shot her a sharp glance. He’d been talking to himself. “I think my brother and I will have to consider this,” he said. He flickered his hand in the air, a tiny spark glimmering above the desk before vanishing into the ether. “That was not what I summoned you for, Lady Emily.”

    Emily had to smile. “Sorry. I just thought ...”

    “Don’t worry about it.” Malabo held up a piece of paper and snorted. “You’ll be pleased to know that House Ashworth and its unworthy clients, whose name shall not be spoken in this place, have formally disowned Jacqui for crimes against your person. She is alone and friendless, with a considerable price on her head. I have no doubt she’ll be caught eventually.”

    Emily suspected he was right. Someone like Cat — or Lady Barb — could hide out for years, changing their name and going to ground somewhere on the other side of the Allied Lands ... or even joining a mercenary band that wouldn’t ask too many questions. There were plenty of out-of-the-way places someone could hide, if they didn’t mind cutting all ties with their former life. But Jacqui? Emily doubted she had the mindset — or the fortitude — to hide herself effectively. Her skills would be in high demand, particularly if she found someone willing to hide her in exchange for her services, but she wasn’t the kind of person to go that route until it was too late. It was more likely she’d try to link up with her family, only to be betrayed and arrested.

    And she was wounded, Emily thought. A trained healer wouldn’t have any trouble repairing the damage, but it would take time ... time Jacqui didn’t have. A chirurgeon would probably kill her while trying to heal her. She might be desperate enough to try to heal herself ...

    “I’m sure she will be caught,” Emily said. She glanced back as the door opened and Caledon stepped into the room. “As long as she doesn’t come here ...”

    “She won’t.” Malabo sounded amused. “Even a skilled wardcrafter would hesitate to challenge our wards.”

    “Not that that stops them,” Caledon said. He sat without being invited, his eyes amused. “You called, brother of mine?”

    “Lady Emily has raised a disturbing question.” Malabo sounded as if he wanted to snap at his younger brother, but he didn’t have the time. “And we may need to answer it together.”

    He looked at Emily. “Go to breakfast. We’ll call you after we’ve considered.”

    “That sounds bad,” Caledon said. “Should I be worried?”

    “We’ll see,” Malabo said.

    Emily dropped them both a curtsy, then turned and walked out of the room. There was no sign of Boneka outside. She looked up and down the corridor, wondering if he’d slipped into a servant passageway and, if so, where the entrance was. None of the portraits of long-dead ancestors looked large enough to conceal a door, although she knew that meant nothing. The door could be concealed by magic, nestled in the manor’s wards ... it would be easy to ensure that no one found the door, let alone tried to enter it, without family blood. 

    And perhaps the right kind of family blood, Emily thought, as she hurried down the stairs into the dining room. I wonder if Jayson would be able to see the secret passages ...

    She sighed, inwardly. There was no sign of Jayson at breakfast ... she hoped that meant he’d simply gone to the library early, rather than sulking in his room. Men could react badly if they were turned down, she’d heard. She wondered, sourly, if he’d be too ashamed to face her ... or his family. Sergeant Miles had once told his class they should always praise in public, but rebuke in private. It wasn’t so easy to take a reprimand when you had an audience.

    “Emily,” Frieda called. She was sitting next to Cabiria, drinking Kava. “I missed you.”

    “You’d better take another shot,” Emily said. “I didn’t see you at dinner last night.”

    Frieda colored. “Hoban took me back to the Faire. We ate there.”

    Emily felt a pang of jealousy. She didn’t want Hoban, but she wanted the freedom Frieda had ... the freedom she’d taken for granted only a year ago. Frieda could go down to the Faire if she wanted, or walk down a road completely alone ... secure in the knowledge she had the power to protect herself against almost any reasonable threat. A stronger magician could take her — Emily knew, all too well, power alone didn’t make someone invincible — but it was unlikely Frieda would encounter one unless he sought her out specifically. Emily, on the other hand ... 

    “I’m glad to hear it.” Emily pushed her jealousy aside. “Did you have a good time?”

    “I’ll tell you about it later.” Frieda’s face darkened. “There’s bad news, though. They know what’s happened to you.”

    Emily reached for a mug. “They?”

    “The magicians,” Frieda said. “I overheard a few conversations, read a few broadsheets ...”

    “We got the latest,” Cabiria interrupted. “But yeah, the cat is very definitely out of the bag.”

    “In all senses,” Frieda said.

    Emily poured herself a mug of Kava. “Do I want to know what they’re saying?”

    “Just that you burned yourself out tackling a necromancer.”  Cabiria frowned. “There’s no hint of where you are at the moment, but that’s probably going to change.”

    “Jacqui probably told everyone.” Emily wondered why she wasn’t too surprised. “And if she tells them where she caught me ...”

    “They can’t come here,” Cabiria assured her. “But yeah, it could be a problem.”

    Allophone entered, looking disgustingly fresh. “What could be a problem?”

    “The world knows what happened to Emily,” Cabiria said. “And they’ll know she’s here soon enough.”

    “Then we’d better get back to work,” Allophone said. She clapped her hands together. A plate of food lifted off the table and floated towards her. “I thought we had some progress on ...”

    “That will have to wait,” Malabo said. He walked into the room, followed by his brother. “Cabiria, go find Bella, Jayson and Hoban. I want them down here for this.”

    “Yes, Uncle.” Cabiria stood. “Are they in trouble?”

    “No,” Malabo said. He sounded annoyed that she’d questioned him. “But the whole family may be in some trouble. Fetch them.”

    Cabiria nodded. “Yes, Uncle.”

    Frieda eyed Emily. “What happened?”

    “It may be a case of what didn’t happen.” Caledon sounded grim. “But we’ll wait for the others before we discuss it.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. She knew, deep inside, it wasn’t good news.


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    “EMILY HAS BROUGHT AN INTERESTING PROBLEM to our attention,” Malabo said, once Jayson and Hoban were escorted into the room. “And something that we should probably find a little worrying.”

    “She is an interesting problem,” Belladonna said, as she poured herself Kava. She looked as if she hadn’t slept a wink. “I was midway towards working out the next potions recipe.”

    “She’s not just a problem,” Jayson said. “She’s ...”

    “Quiet,” Malabo said. His voice was soft, but stern enough to quiet the room. “Emily had the wit to ask Boneka” — he nodded towards the door — “if he knew anything about my late brother’s activities. Boneka was apparently unable to answer.”

    “Unable to answer?” Allophone looked up, surprised. “He should be able to answer anything.”

    “If I ask.” Malabo’s voice was very grim. “But there are, apparently, things he is unable to tell us.”

    “He shouldn’t be hiding anything from his masters,” Caledon added. “Boneka is loyal to the Patriarch.”

    “And that’s you, Uncle.” Belladonna sounded as if she hadn’t slept either. “What isn’t he telling you?”

    “Anything to do with our brother,” Malabo said. “He can’t — or he won’t — discuss Alanson’s activities prior to his death.”

    “Uncle Alanson was the Patriarch, at the time,” Allophone pointed out. “And Boneka would not be permitted to divulge his secrets to anyone.”

    “As long as he was alive,” Malabo countered. “He’s dead. When you inherit — if you inherit — you’ll have access to all of the secrets; everything I kept from you, everything I knew nothing about myself until I inherited. Alanson’s secrets should not have gone to the grave with him.”

    “If there were secrets,” Hoban muttered. He winked at Frieda. “He might have kept nothing from you.”

    “Then Boneka wouldn’t be hesitating, as if he was unsure which set of orders to follow,” Malabo snapped. He glowered around the room. “The only person who could have ordered him to keep his mouth shut about certain details was Alanson himself.”

    “And those orders should have been countermanded as soon as you succeeded him,” Caledon added. “He shouldn’t be still trying to follow those orders.”

    “Unless they were woven deep into his spellwork,” Malabo said. “Or into the house’s wards.”

    “So what?” Hoban took a sip of his drink. “Uncle Alanson had secrets. So what?”

    Allophone gave him a nasty look. “We couldn’t answer that until we knew what he was concealing.”

    Something clicked in Emily’s mind. “Did Alanson have records? Journals and logbooks and suchlike? Something that might have told us what he was doing?”

    “We’ve been looking at them,” Jayson reminded her. “You and I ...”

    He blushed and looked away. Emily felt her own cheeks flush.

    “There aren’t enough journals,” she said. She smiled as she realized what they’d been missing. “His notebooks aren’t dated, not since he left school, but ... there aren’t enough of them. There should be more.”

    “He didn’t have that much time to experiment once he inherited,” Malabo said. Emily saw a pained expression cross Allophone’s face. “He had too much else to do.”

    “But he kept going,” Cabiria insisted. “He was always experimenting, when he wasn’t tending to family business. Remember all those rituals and spells he wanted me to try?”

    “Which aren’t included in his logbooks.” Emily felt a flicker of excitement. “Did you search his chambers after his death?”

    “I moved into them.” Malabo sounded as if he didn’t know where she was going. “The entire room was emptied. Everything that wasn’t specifically gifted or entailed went into storage. I believe you saw the boxes.”

    Emily nodded. Her idea was taking shape. “But what if that wasn’t everything? What if he had something hidden away within the manor? Something concealed from everyone.”

    “Impossible,” Belladonna said. “This isn’t Whitehall ...”

    “But it might be possible to conceal a room.” Allophone grinned as she contemplated the new possibilities. “The manor is vast. The patriarch could easily conceal something within the walls, then alter the corridors and wards to ensure that no one stumbles over it. He might not even have to go that far to conceal a handful of rooms. There are sections no one has visited in a very long time.”

    “Where no one would notice a missing room or two,” Jayson said. “And if the concealment spells were designed properly, we might never be able to find it.”

    “They’d be drawing off the wards,” Hoban said. “They must, otherwise they would have collapsed by now. We can track the power drain ...”

    Malabo coughed. “It might not be so easy,” he pointed out, coldly. “If Alanson did set up a private suite of rooms, and used the wards to conceal them, we might be unable to isolate the power drain.”

    “Take the wards down,” Frieda suggested.

    “They’re ancient,” Allophone said, sardonically. “If we take them all down, we might not be able to put them back up again.”

    “So what do we do?” Frieda sounded embarrassed. “Search the entire manor from top to bottom?”

    “I think we don’t have a choice,” Malabo said. “Unless anyone has any better ideas ...?”

    Emily shook her head. She could think of a dozen spells for finding things, but none of them would work within the house ... even if she’d been able to cast them. The wards would make sure they didn’t work. She had a feeling that even trying would set off alarms. It was disturbing to realize that, in some ways, the family was no longer in control of their house. The manor might not be Whitehall — it might not be bigger on the inside — but still ... it was easy to get lost within the ever-shifting corridors. She wondered, suddenly, if it would be wise to leave the manor until the search was completed.

    But that would mean leaving them behind, she thought. And leaving them to cope with their new problems alone.

    Malabo unrolled a long scroll and spread it out on the table. The parchment seemed blank, at first, until he rested a finger on the material and muttered a charm. A diagram — a set of floor plans — snapped into view, as if it had been there all along. It had, Emily realized numbly. The parchment had simply been charmed to make it impossible for the wrong people to study it. She leaned forward, feeling her stomach churn at the new reminder of how blind she was in the manor. It might be impossible to see a real threat before it was too late.

    “The main corridors are here,” Malabo said. His fingers traced a series of runes, each one linked to a complex labyrinth hex. “The servant passageways are here, linked to the main sections here ...”

    Emily’s eyes followed his finger. She’d known the manor was huge, but she hadn’t really grasped its sheer size. There were entire wings that had been abandoned long ago; bedrooms and studies and everything else a once-great family might need, now left isolated until they were needed again. Alanson wouldn’t have had to work very hard to hide a suite of rooms, she mused slowly. It would take days to search the entire manor from top to bottom, even if the interior didn’t start shifting around them. Even with magic, it would be hard to navigate without help.

    “It could be anywhere,” Hoban breathed.

    “Perhaps,” Caledon said. “Or perhaps not. The ward network does cover the entire manor, of course, but some sections are weaker than others. I don’t think Alanson would have hidden anything within the outer wings, not when his concealment charms might have been noticeable. It’s more likely to be hidden within the older sections. We should start looking there.”

    “If there is anything to find,” Belladonna reminded them. “We might be wasting our time on a wild dragon chase.”

    “No one would want to find a dragon,” Jayson pointed out.

    “We have to be sure,” Malabo said. “If there is something concealed within the manor ... we have to find it.”

    “And if we find nothing?” Belladonna leaned forward. “When do we stop?”

    “We start with the innermost layers, the oldest parts of the building,” Malabo said. “If we find nothing, we widen our search until we are sure there are no spaces unaccounted for ... at which point, we try to figure out what’s wrong with our servant.”

    “We might have to take his spellware apart.” Allophone sounded thrilled by the prospect. “I think we can ...”

    “Only as a last resort,” Malabo said. “We might not be able to put him back together again.”

    And you can’t make a new one because that would definitely be against the law, Emily thought, although she rather suspected that Malabo and Allophone would calculate that no one would realize what they’d done. How would anyone know the difference between the old homunculus and the new?

    “We will divide into teams.” Malabo glanced around the room. “Cabiria, I want you and Emily to search this section” — he tapped the scroll — “while Hoban and Frieda search the section below it ...”

    Emily frowned. “I can’t sense magic. Not now.”

    “Cabiria is sensitive enough for two,” Malabo said, curtly. He finished issuing assignments, then rolled up the scroll. “I’ve ordered the servants to remain in their quarters until lunchtime. They can join the search when we widen it to the newer wings. Any questions?”

    Hoban grinned. “What is the price of fresh dragon meat, per portion?”

    “If only you were as funny as you look.” Malabo sighed, heavily. “Stay in touch, everyone. I don’t want you getting lost down there.”

    And if only that were a joke, too, Emily thought, as she stood. A labyrinth hex, particularly one soaked into the stone, would be very hard to escape if it turned nasty. I could easily get lost down there. Again.

    She exchanged glances with Frieda, then followed Cabiria out the door and down a long flight of stairs. The corridors didn’t shift, as far as she could tell, but there was a faint sense of dislocation that made her feel uneasy. It was easy to have flashbacks to when they’d been exploring the tunnels under Whitehall, to when the entire building had been collapsing in on itself. She bit her lip, reminding herself that they were nowhere near Whitehall. The entire building was not going to snap out of existence. The worst that could happen was getting lost.

    Which could be pretty bad, she thought, as she followed Cabiria down a long flight of stairs and into a lower corridor. It looked dark and gloomy, as if there was something wrong with the lighting system. Emily hesitated as Cabiria cast a handful of spells into the air, wishing — once again — she could use magic. She should have insisted on remaining behind.

    “This section was once occupied by the servants,” Cabiria commented. She opened a door and glanced inside. There was a wooden bunk, a table and not much else. “It was abandoned a few dozen years ago. My sisters used to play hide and seek down here.”

    Emily couldn’t help feeling a trickle of envy. “Did you ever play?”

    “I wasn’t allowed.” Cabiria sounded regretful. “It wasn’t so easy for me to commune with the wards.”

    You couldn’t commune with them at all, Emily thought. She knew they had to be surrounded by wards, but she couldn’t sense anything. And you simply never fitted in here.

    Cabiria moved from room to room as they moved down the corridor. “I wish I had a better idea of what we were looking for,” she said, as she cast a seeking spell. “It would be so much easier if we knew what to expect.”

    “Or if I could sense magic.” Emily looked down at her hands. “Is it always going to be like this? I mean ... me being blind?”

    “I thought that way, too, for the longest time.” Cabiria stopped and turned to face her. “But I got my powers unlocked. You can get yours unlocked, too.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said. 

    “And you would be welcome here,” Cabiria added. Her lips twitched. “I hope Jayson didn’t offend you that much.”

    Emily blushed, furiously. “He told you about that?”

    “I saw how awkward you were around him, all of a sudden,” Cabiria said. She turned away, probably to hide her amusement. “I think he really likes you.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    “Of course, there may have been a few suggestions that he should court you.” Cabiria sounded as though she was trying not to laugh. “You would make a great addition to the family.”

    Emily stopped, dead. “He had orders to seduce me?”

    “To court you,” Cabiria corrected. “Like I said, you would be welcome here.”

    “I ...” Emily found it hard to think. She could understand someone being attracted to her brain or her body or both, but ... she found it hard to comprehend that someone could be ordered to court someone, even if she would make a great addition to his family. An arranged marriage between two people who’d never even seen one another made considerably more sense. “Why?”

    “I told you,” Cabiria said, waspishly. “You would make a great addition to the family.”

    “Thanks,” Emily managed. “And if I never get my powers back?”

    Cabiria stopped. “Emily, six years ago no one even knew you existed. It wasn’t until you came flying out of the night sky on a dragon that anyone knew Void had a daughter. Since then, you have killed four necromancers, introduced all sorts of innovations that have changed the world beyond belief ... you’ve upended everything we took for granted. There are people who think that everything you touch turns to gold. I don’t think that anyone has done anything like as much as you, certainly not in a mere six years!”

    “I did half of that with magic,” Emily pointed out. “And people might not have listened to me if I hadn’t had magic.”

    “I think you would have changed things with or without magic,” Cabiria said. “And yes, the family would love to have you join us.”

    She glanced back, then shrugged. “If you don’t want to marry Jayson, there are others.”

    Emily blushed. “I don’t want to marry anyone, right now.”

    “There’ll be no hard feelings if you turn him down,” Cabiria assured her. “And if you want to stay with us anyway ... you would be welcome.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. She sighed, inwardly, as they resumed their walk down the long stone corridor. “I don’t think I’d want to stay in this house for the rest of my life.”

    “I know the feeling,” Cabiria said.

    Emily studied Cabiria’s back for a long moment. “Did you ... when you were growing up here, did you feel as though you couldn’t go outside?”

    “Outside the grounds?” Cabiria cast another seeking spell as they reached a corner and frowned at the results. “I was never allowed to leave the grounds without an escort until ... you know. When I got my powers.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “I just feel a little ... confined. As if I don’t dare leave the manor.”

    “You’re vulnerable,” Cabiria pointed out.

    “More than that,” Emily said. “My freedom has been curtailed and ... I don’t like it.”

    “Are any of us truly free?” Cabiria’s frown deepened. “I know what you mean, Emily. I would be afraid to leave the house if I didn’t have magic.”

    “Or a bodyguard.” Emily laughed, humorlessly. “I had a bodyguard and I still got kidnapped.”

    “But I always told myself that, when I became an adult, I would leave and never look back,” Cabiria said. She seemed to be resisting the urge to say something. “I couldn’t stay in the manor forever.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “But ...”

    She shook her head, unable to put her feelings into words. Back home, she’d always preferred being outside the house. Better to be in school or the library than to be too close to her stepfather. But ... here, she had the feeling that it would be better to stay in the house than go onto the streets. A passing thug might kill her — or worse — as easily as one might step on an ant. Who knew how many of her enemies were gathering outside the manor? She had turned the entire world upside down. God alone knew how many people wanted to hurt or kill her for what she’d done.

    “You have friends,” Cabiria said. “And I had my family. You’re not defenseless.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. “But it also means being dependent on others.”

    Cabiria chuckled. “That’s true of everyone,” she said. “How many people do you know who can truly stand on their own?”

    “Void,” Emily said. She couldn’t think of anyone else. Randor had been a king and even he had been dependent on people following his orders. “Lady Barb, perhaps. And maybe the Grandmaster.”

    “May the poor bastard rest in peace,” Cabiria said. She brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “Emily ... you can’t get by on your own. You won’t be able to do it even after you get your powers back. And you will not be on your own.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said.

    “And you can’t keep leaping at shadows, either,” Cabiria said. “You can’t let fear constantly cow you into doing nothing.”

    “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean that people aren’t out to get you,” Emily quoted, dryly. Cabiria had a family that would avenge any harm done to her. And, as far as Emily knew, she didn’t have any personal enemies. “If I’d been a little less lucky ...”

    “But you were,” Cabiria said. She grinned. “There were times when I thought I wouldn’t survive my childhood, too. The slightest accident and ...”

    “Splat,” Emily said.

    “Yeah,” Cabiria said. She paused. “Hang on. I think ...”

    Emily blinked. “What?”

    “I think I’ve found something,” Cabiria said. “I don’t know what it is, but it shouldn’t be there.”


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    THE STONE WALL WAS BLANK, UTTERLY featureless.

    Emily felt a tidal wave of frustration as Cabiria moved her fingers over the stone, muttering a handful of spells that should have revealed anything that might be concealed behind a ward or shrouding hex. There was nothing there, as far as she could see; nothing at all, save for solid grey stone. She forced herself to wait, trying to resist the urge to demand to know what — if anything — Cabiria was sensing. There could be an entire network of secret passageways behind the stone, completely invisible to her eyes. She could walk past it — she had walked past it — and never know it was there.

    “There’s a trickle of power running through the walls,” Cabiria said. “It’s ... I thought it was a random surge of magic, but ... it’s focused.”

    “On what?” Emily wished, suddenly, that she knew more about magical buildings. But enchantment had never been one of her majors. “What is it doing?”

    “I’m not sure,” Cabiria said. Her fingers ran along the wall. “It’s just a single stream of magic, passing through the stone ...”

    “It could be part of the labyrinth hex,” Emily suggested. She hated being blind. If she could see it, if she could sense the magic herself, she might be able to figure out what it was doing instead of throwing out random guesses. For all she knew, Cabiria had already considered and dismissed the possibility. “Or ... something linked to the wards?”

    “I don’t think so.” Cabiria kept her fingers on the stone wall as they started to walk down the corridor. “It’s such a faint trickle that I nearly missed it. It shouldn’t be there at all.”

    Emily shivered. “Should we call the others?”

    “Not yet,” Cabiria said. Her voice was intensely focused. “If I let go of the trace now, I might not be able to find it again. I don’t dare call for help.”

    Shut up, Emily translated, silently. She followed Cabiria, her eyes trying to pick out cracks in the stone. As far as she could tell, the walls were solid. But then, no one would bother to use a secret passage that could be found easily. They’d do everything in their power to hide it from prying eyes. And this building is so old that there could be hundreds of hidden passageways within the walls.

    “Curious,” Cabiria said. She stopped and studied the stone wall. “There’s something, a little nexus of power, within the stone.”

    Emily let out a long breath. The stone was just ... stone. There was nothing separating it from the rest of the wall, no sense that it might be anything other than solid. She rested her fingers against the wall and felt only cold stone. Cabiria was still muttering to herself, touching the wall with one hand and making passes with the other. Emily felt a stab of envy, mingled with bitter shame. She was useless. She couldn’t do anything to help.

    “It’s a key, I think,” Cabiria said. She grinned, suddenly. “Let’s see ...”

    “Don’t ...” Emily started.

    It was already too late. Cabiria pushed her fingers against the stone and muttered a final charm. There was a long pause, as if there was nothing, before a chunk of the wall simply faded. Emily stepped back, one hand dropping to her empty belt. She hadn’t thought to bring a weapon ... no one had even considered it, certain their magic would be enough to deal with any potential threats. She cursed her carelessness as Cabiria inched forward, peering into the hidden chamber. 

    “Interesting,” Cabiria said. She made no move to step into the chamber. “Emily, take a look at this.”

    Emily moved forward, carefully. A gust of dead air brushed across her face, blew through her hair. The chamber didn’t smell bad; it smelt dead. Dust hung in the air, a mocking reminder that no one had been in or out of the chamber in years. Decades, perhaps, or centuries ... she covered her mouth with one hand as she peered into the chamber. It looked like a midsized workroom, so much like the studies at Whitehall that she felt a flash of nostalgia. A wooden table, a single chair, a bookshelf, a handful of papers lying on the table, a collection of leather trunks placed against the far wall ... she had the odd impression that the owner, whoever he had been, had simply stepped out for a moment, fully expecting to return. Instead ...

    “Be careful,” Cabiria said. Sparks of magic danced over her fingertips, then snapped out of existence. “This isn’t a room. It’s a pocket dimension.”

    “One anchored to the house’s wards,” Emily breathed. She eyed the walls warily, noting how strange they looked. They were solid, as far as she could tell, but ... the more she looked at them, the more insubstantial they seemed. “Who built this place?”

    “Only a Patriarch could have hidden this within the wards without someone noticing,” Cabiria said. “This might have been where Uncle Alanson did his real research.”

    Emily glanced at her. “Into what?”

    “I wish I knew,” Cabiria said. “He was a great man, but ... if he kept secrets ...”

    He was hiding something, Emily thought. She braced herself, then took a step into the chamber. The floor felt solid below her feet, but ... there was something subtly wrong about it, as if it was shifting underneath her. What was he hiding?

    “We should call the others,” she said. They needed expert help. Alanson — or whoever had crafted the dimension — could have warded it against intruders. “Call them and ...”

    “I don’t think we have time,” Cabiria said. “The spellwork is starting to unravel.”

    Emily sucked in her breath. The little room looked normal, but that meant nothing. Pocket dimensions were inherently unstable. “Stay there,” she said. “Be ready to yank me out if things go wrong.”

    Cabiria snorted, behind her. “Perhaps I should tie a rope around your waist.”

    That might not be a bad idea, Emily thought. If something happens to the local gravity field ...

    She scowled as she slipped into the room. What had Alanson been hiding? A demon? Could Alanson have bargained with a demon, despite the risks? Or ... or what? It had to have been something bad, something that would incur the disapproval of his entire family. He wouldn’t have bothered to hide it if it wouldn’t have caused a family rupture. Emily cursed under her breath as she walked towards the desk, wishing — not for the first time — that she knew more about the forbidden magics. It was sometimes hard to tell what society regarded as forbidden until it was too late.

    Perhaps he was summoning the dead, Emily thought. She’d suggested that once, only to be greeted by horror. Or ... or what?

    “Careful,” Cabiria said. “I can’t sense any traps, but that doesn’t mean they’re not there.”

    “I know,” Emily said. It was unlikely anyone would bother to hex their chair, but ... whoever had created the chamber had gone to some lengths to hide it. “I won’t sit down.”

    She felt uncomfortably naked as she peered down at the papers. They detailed a magical ritual, from what little she could see; she frowned, trying to parse out the details. It was a fantastically-complex piece of work. Had Alanson devised it himself? The handwriting was definitely his — Emily recognized it from the journals — but the spell was an order of magnitude more complex than anything Alanson had copied into his notebooks. And yet ... there were notations that suggested the spell couldn’t be more than twenty years old. Some of the concepts detailed within the framework weren’t any older.

    Cabiria cleared her throat. “What is it?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily said. She resisted the urge to touch the parchments, to smooth them out. “I think we’re going to have to get your sisters to take a look at it.”

    “Hah,” Cabiria muttered. “And then they’ll take the credit.”

    Emily shrugged and straightened up, looking around the chamber. The bookshelf was smaller than she’d expected, crammed with dusty textbooks from thirty or forty years ago. She scowled as she realized what else they’d missed, when they’d gone through Alanson’s boxes. His school textbooks had also been missing. She hadn’t given it any thought, at the time. In hindsight, she’d assumed that the textbooks would have been passed to Malabo and then Caledon. But Alanson’s family had been more than rich enough to buy new copies of everything for the younger children.

    That would let him keep his notes, Emily thought. She’d  learned, long ago, that textbooks couldn’t be resold if someone had scribbled in the margins. I wonder what he was writing down when he was in class.

    She inched towards the bookshelf, noting what else was missing. There was nothing to suggest that Alanson — and she couldn’t convince herself that the room belonged to anyone else, not now — had actually carried out experiments within the chamber. Alanson hadn’t brought in any potions equipment, let alone set up a basic protective circle or anything else that might suggest the room had been anything more than a study. He’d probably slipped down to his hidey-hole whenever he had a chance, reading books and planning experiments in private. She felt a twinge of empathy, mingled with suspicion. She understood the urge to hide away from the world and read, but ... why had Alanson felt the need to hide himself so carefully?

    “Try opening the trunks,” Cabiria suggested. “There might be something inside ...”

    “Maybe.” Emily studied the trunks, but decided against touching them. If a first-year student could rig a hex to trap anyone who tried to break into her trunk, she dreaded to imagine what an adult magician could do. “Your father might have to try to open them.”

    “If they can be opened,” Cabiria said. She sounded bemused. “What was he hiding?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. Her eyes swept the shelf of books. They were textbooks, as she’d thought. Outdated, of course, but ... still usable. None of them were even remotely near the banned list. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was just a private study.”

    Something flickered at the corner of her eye. She turned and saw ... nothing. No, there was something. Something was wrong with the wall. It was ... it was bending, twisting in a direction her eyes refused to follow. She felt the floor shivering under her feet, as if she was suddenly standing on putty. The bookshelf twisted, cracked and shattered. Textbooks fell, crashing to the ground. A low rumble ran through the chamber, a dull sound that sent shivers down her spine. The gravity field suddenly twisted ...

    “Get out of there,” Cabiria shouted. “Emily!”

    Emily turned and ran towards the desk. It was tottering, as if it was slowly sinking into the floor. It felt as if she were suddenly running through taffy, something grabbing at her feet as she forced herself to run. The desk tilted alarmingly, the papers threatening to fall to the floor; Emily threw herself forward and grabbed them, heedless of the possible risk. No spells snapped at her as she jumped back, trying to get to the door. The entire chamber was collapsing in on itself, the walls and ceiling converging rapidly ... she saw, just for a second, the wall shattering, catching glimpses of ... something ... beyond the edges of the pocket dimension. She forced herself to look away as the table shattered, throwing pieces of wood in all directions. Whatever it was, it wasn’t for human eyes.

    The floor vanished. Emily opened her mouth to scream as she plummeted, only to be caught by an invisible force and yanked towards the door. Air rushed past her, pummeling her as it whooshed towards nothingness. Emily held on tight to the papers, feeling a chill running through her bones. She was caught in vacuum. Dark shapes moved around her as her vision started to fade ...

    ... And then she fell through the door into the manor, crashing into Cabiria. They fell back, landing on the floor. Wind blew in her face, pushing her back ... it took her a moment to realize that air was still streaming into the pocket dimension. Cabiria had enough presence of mind to snap out a cancellation spell. The wind cut off abruptly, as if someone had flipped a switch. Emily felt Cabiria’s heart beating underneath her.

    “Well,” Cabiria managed. “Are you going to get up or are you just getting comfortable?”

    Emily blushed as she rolled off her friend and sat upright, peering at the wall. It was intact, as if the doorway and chamber had never been there at all. If she hadn’t been clutching the papers in one hand, she would have wondered if they’d imagined the whole thing.

    Cabiria chuckled. “You look terrible.”

    “So do you,” Emily said. Cabiria looked as if she’d gone through the wringer. “Did the dimension simply collapse?”

    “It looks that way,” Cabiria said. She stood and inspected the wall. “The power trickle has gone, completely. It must have been rigged to start collapsing as soon as it sensed more than one person in the chamber.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. It struck her as unduly risky. What if Alanson had wanted to bring a maid to clean his private chamber? Or ... if he’d hidden someone — or something — in the room? He might have accidentally triggered the self-destruct himself. “What was he doing here?”

    “The answer might lie in those papers,” Cabiria said. “Perhaps we could ...”

    Her voice cut off as she looked up, past Emily. Emily turned, already knowing who — what — she’d see. Boneka was standing there, half-hidden in the gloom. His eyes — his glowing eyes — were all she could see clearly. She shivered helplessly, wondering why she’d never noticed that Boneka’s eyes glowed. It reminded her of the necromancers, with their glowing red eyes.

    “Shit,” Cabiria said. She raised her voice. “What are you doing here?”

    Emily braced herself, unsure if they should try to run. She had a nasty feeling that it would be futile. Boneka wouldn’t tire, he wouldn’t slow down ... he even controlled the house’s wards. If he wanted to catch them, he could catch them. She wished, desperately, for a weapon. It would have felt reassuring in her hands, even if she knew it would have been useless. Mere bullets would never stop an angry homunculus.

    Cabiria lifted her hand. Emily glanced at her, wondering what she was doing. Did she know a spell to stop him? To slow him down? It didn’t seem likely. Anything short of a blasting charm probably wouldn’t make any impression on the creature ... she glanced back, trying to calculate the way to safety. If, of course, there was any safety. Malabo knew that something was wrong with his servant, but he might not have realized that Boneka could be actively dangerous. To him, Boneka was just a tool. The homunculus had no life of his own.

    A shape appeared behind Boneka. Emily almost sagged in relief as Malabo stepped into view.

    “I have a question for you,” Malabo said. “Why did all the alarms suddenly go off at once?”

    “We found something.” Cabiria hadn’t sounded so relieved since they’d escaped the tunnels under Whitehall. “And then it vanished on us.”

    “Explain,” Malabo ordered. His gaze rested on the papers on Emily’s hands. “And what are those?”

    Cabiria eyed Boneka warily, then explained what they’d found. “We barely escaped,” she finished. “But we got something out of the whole affair.”

    “I’m glad to hear it.” Malabo examined the walls, carefully. “A pocket dimension, hidden away here. Alanson’s?”

    “It can’t have been much older than him,” Emily said. She was surprised that Malabo wasn’t making more of a fuss about the lost trunks. But anyone with any experience of pocket dimensions would know that once they started to collapse, the process was practically inevitable. “I don’t think there was anything in that chamber that was more than a couple of dozen years old.”

    “Pity, that,” Malabo said. “Wouldn’t it have been interesting to stumble across papers written by the founders?”

    “We did find papers in Whitehall,” Cabiria said. She nudged Emily. “And you got accused of stealing them.”

    “Gordian disliked me,” Emily said. Technically, she had stolen the papers, although she hadn’t known it at the time. Stable time loops were complicated things. “And he thought I was to blame.”

    And he wasn’t actually wrong, her mind added. He was right, but for all the wrong reasons.

    Malabo held his hand out. Emily hesitated, suddenly unwilling to surrender the papers, then passed them to him. They were his, technically. At the very least, they belonged to his family. She had no right to keep them, even if he’d let her. And besides, it was unlikely he’d let her keep them.

    “If that was what he was doing before his death,” Cabiria said, “could it be connected to ... you know, the spell he used?”

    “Perhaps,” her uncle said. “I’ll take them back to the dining room and see what I make of them. Allophone can look at them as well. And you two can keep searching. Who knows what else you’ll find?”

    He grinned. “And well done, both of you.”

    “It was Cabiria who found the chamber,” Emily said.

    “And you who explored it,” Cabiria added. “It was a team effort.”

    Her uncle snorted, then left. Boneka followed him a moment later.

    “I really don’t like that creature,” Emily admitted, when the homunculus was gone. “Do you?”

    “He doesn’t have a mind of his own,” Cabiria said. “He’s a tool.”

    “That doesn’t make him harmless,” Emily pointed out. Cabiria had avoided the question. “Would you say the Warden is harmless?”

    “My bottom would insist that he is very harmful indeed.” Cabiria laughed. “But he doesn’t make those decisions on his own. He takes his orders from the tutors. They’re the ones who pass sentence, he merely carries it out.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. She remembered Asimov’s books and shivered. A robot might not be allowed to kill a human deliberately, but it could be tricked into accidentally dealing someone a fatal blow. “So tell me ... who does Boneka take his orders from?” 


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    “THIS IS — PERHAPS — THE SINGLE MOST complex piece of magic I have ever seen,” Allophone said, after dinner. “I ... there are some rituals that are more complex, but none of them can be cast by a single magician.”

    Emily studied her scribbled notes and frowned. “What does it actually do?”

    “As far as I can tell, it basically triggers — it forcibly triggers — a surge of magic from the target, allowing the caster to unlock their powers.” Allophone sounded as if she wasn’t quite sure of what she was saying. “The spell can be cast by one magician or a handful of others, if they work in unison; it wants — it demands — an immensely powerful magician to cast or lead the spell. I think ...”

    She swallowed, hard. “I think that Uncle Alanson lost control halfway through and the surge of magic incinerated him. He must have drawn the power to himself rather than let it kill Cabiria. I think ...”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not sure?”

    “No,” Allophone said. “It’s like” — her lips moved soundlessly for a moment, as if she were unsure what to say — “it’s like the necromantic rite, but with the necromancer drawing power from himself rather than an innocent victim. The feedback loop won’t stay in place for very long, but — in theory — it would offer an opportunity to unlock someone’s powers ... if they were locked in the first place. It might have started life as a cursebreaking spell of last resort.”

    “Just like my potion,” Belladonna commented. “But with considerably more control.”

    “Yes,” Allophone said. “Your potions are flailing around in the dark. This spell” — she held up the paper — “is a scalpel.”

    “It would be risky,” Malabo said. “Cabiria was sixteen when Alanson performed the spell and the backlash turned him to ash. Emily is twenty-one and a far more powerful magician ...”

    “I think we can compensate for the backlash, if indeed there is a backlash,” Allophone said, thoughtfully. “Father?”

    Caledon cleared his throat. “I think it’s possible,” he said. “There’s also the simple fact that the curse on Emily does seem to be sucking up all her magic. The backlash might not be as strong as the one that killed Alanson.”

    “But I did have a magic surge when I took the first potion,” Emily pointed out. “The results might be disastrous.”

    “Yes, they might.” Malabo frowned. “Do we have any other options?”

    “There’s a possibility.” Allophone put down the papers and reached for her notebook. “I was looking at that bracelet of yours, Emily. It does have some of your magic on it. I was thinking that we might be able to use that magic to reach into the core of your magic and bypass the curse ...”

    “Until the magic runs out,” Cabiria said. “Or turns her into a necromancer.”

    “There isn’t anything like enough magic to turn her into a necromancer,” Allophone said, sharply. “It would just give us the key to unlocking her powers.”

    But nothing happened when I used the battery, Emily thought. I had power until it ran out and then ... nothing.

    She forced herself to think. If the bracelet reverted to normal, if it became a Death Viper once again, whoever was holding the beast was going to lose her hands. And then perhaps her life. Emily herself would be safe, as long as the familiar bond remained in effect ... if it remained in effect. She might simply be the first to die if the bond faded with her magic. 

    “I think we should keep that as a last resort,” she said, firmly. She slowly worked her way through Allophone’s notes, studying how she’d taken the ritual-spell apart and improved upon it. “Do you ... do you want to cast the spell?”

    “It’s doable,” Allophone said.

    “We can handle it,” Jayson assured her. “It wouldn’t be our first ritual.”

    “But this one is far more complex,” Belladonna said. “If it failed ... if it succeeded, imperfectly, the results could be disastrous.”

    Hoban snorted. “Afraid, Cousin?”

    “Merely practical.” Belladonna tapped the table, meaningfully. “We should at least try to assess the risks.”

    Emily held up a hand. “I don’t want anyone doing this who doesn’t understand the risks, or who doesn’t want to be there.”

    “There’s no question of forcing anyone to take part in the ritual,” Malabo assured her. “An unwilling ritualist is a danger to everyone, including himself.”

    “I will take part,” Frieda said, quietly.

    “If you can be taught what to do,” Allophone said. “How many rituals have you performed?”

    “Just one, in Martial Magic.” Frieda met her eyes, evenly. “But I know how to follow orders.”

    Caledon smiled at her. “That makes you the only one around here.”

    “Thank you for your unhelpful commentary,” Malabo said. He shot his brother a sidelong look, then stood. “Caledon and I will discuss the issue. The rest of you ... enjoy dinner.”

    “They’ll say yes,” Allophone predicted, as the older men left the room. “What else can they do?”

    “Say no?” Belladonna smiled. “Or even insist on further studies before proceeding.”

    Emily held up the notes. “Do you think it will work?”

    “It should work,” Allophone said. “It worked for Cabiria.”

    “At the cost of Uncle’s life,” Cabiria said, quietly. “Who’s going to die here?”

    “No one,” Allophone said. “We don’t have to rely on a single magician to cast the spell, do we? We treat it as a full-fledged ritual and carry it out as a group. If there is any backlash ... it will not fall on a single person.”

    “But all of you,” Emily said. She felt uneasy just looking at the notes. “If something goes wrong ...”

    “If you go into a ritual with that attitude, you can be sure it will go wrong.” Allophone gave her a tight smile. “We know what we’re doing.”

    Emily shivered. How many times had she heard those words before utter disaster? Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles had taught her, time and time again, never to take anything for granted. She hadn’t needed to walk for miles before discovering that her pack was empty to learn that. Any spell bore an element of risk, even a simple prank spell, but ... she hugged herself, feeling utterly unsure of what to do. A ritual that required everything to go right, that demanded the ritualists remain focused even when the magic was spinning out of control, was one that could easily go wrong. And yet ...

    She looked down at the spell again. There was nothing demonic about it, as far as she could tell; there were no components that appeared harmless, but would interact — badly — when the spell was actually cast. Something could be hidden within the spellwork, she mused, but ... what? The more she parsed it out herself, the more confident she became. There was nothing wrong with the spell. It certainly wasn’t as if they were trying to cast a spell without knowing what it actually did. It just required a powerful caster — or a group of casters. 

    I couldn’t have cast this spell on my own, she thought. She could see ways in which it could be cast, perhaps by fiddling with batteries and valves, but ... there would be no way to fine-tune the spell while it was being cast. It would take a really powerful magician to make it work.

    “We do know what we’re doing,” Jayson said, quietly. He smiled shyly. “Really.”

    Hoban grinned. “Mostly,” he said. “The risks appear manageable.”

    “I hope so.” Emily’s mouth was suddenly dry. “I don’t want anyone to die for me.”

    “No one is going to die,” Allophone said, with quiet assurance. “We can reduce or eliminate most of the risks.”

    The maids entered, carrying trays of food. Emily sat back, forcing herself to relax as the maids placed the food on the table and retreated as silently as they’d come in. Allophone glanced at the door, then picked up the ladle and started to serve the fish stew and mashed potatoes herself. Emily took her plate and ate thoughtfully, listening absently to the conversation as it washed around the table. Hoban was very interested in talking about the war.

    “These new weapons change everything,” Hoban said. “If a castle can be smashed to bedrock in days ...”

    “It changes everything,” Emily agreed. Previously, it had been hard — or costly — to capture a castle. If the occupants had a goodly supply of food laid in before the siege actually began, they had a good chance of outlasting the besiegers and reclaiming their position when the siege was abandoned. Now ... “The king can impose his will on any of his barons.”

    “Unless they build gunpowder armies for themselves.” Hoban frowned. “I wonder what it will do for combat sorcery?”

    “It will change things,” Emily said, dryly. She’d heard of snipers in Afghanistan and Iraq who’d shot and killed terrorists from over two miles away. No combat sorcerer could sustain his wards against solid shot indefinitely, not when he had to cast a multitude of other spells. How long would it be before sorcerers were being shot down by enemies they couldn’t even see? “But there will still be a place for sorcerers.”

    “I wonder.” Hoban looked down at the table. “What does it mean when the kings have a monopoly on force? What does it mean for us? And the Compact?”

    “They can’t match our magic,” Belladonna pointed out. “Let them war as they wish, if they must. We don’t play their games.”

    “But if the kings become too powerful, things will change,” Hoban said. “They’re already changing.”

    “The aristocrats will develop their own gunpowder weapons, surely?” Jayson glanced at Emily. “Right?”

    “For a time,” Emily said. The aristocracy’s private armies, on Earth, hadn’t stopped being a major threat until the cost of building and maintaining them had grown too high. She could only think of one aristocrat who’d owned and operated a force of tanks and he’d been in British India, shortly before independence. “There will be a new balance of power soon enough.”

    “Or a series of endless wars,” Hoban predicted. “If Castle Impregnable is now Castle Pregnable, what happens?”

    “It changes things,” Emily repeated. Kings and emperors hadn’t stampeded over Europe for centuries, following the introduction of gunpowder. There had probably been ways to protect castles against cannons ... she just wished she knew what they were. “But there will be a new balance of power.”

    “And what happens,” Cabiria asked slowly, “when gunpowder weapons enter common usage? When everyone has a gun?”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows, surprised. She wouldn’t have expected that sort of insight from a magician who’d been born to magic ... no, she should have expected that from Cabiria, the only other person at the table who knew what it was like to be powerless. Cabiria might understand just how much power came out of a barrel of a gun, just as she understood how much came out of a magician’s fingertips. She had been vulnerable ...

    ... Like the commoners. Like Emily herself.

    The kings will discover that they can no longer enforce their will on their people,” Emily said, quietly. “Not easily, in any case. And it will undermine the foundations of society.”

    She looked down at her hands. It took years to train a knight. It had certainly taken her years to learn how to fight with a sword and she knew, all too well, that there were people who were far more capable with bladed weapons than she would ever be. The average knight — even a simple infantryman — was far more dangerous than a mob of peasants, as long as he kept his nerve and remembered his training. He could cut down the peasants like wheat in the field. But guns ...? A man didn’t need years of training to fire a gun. Hell, a woman or a child could fire a gun. The balance of power wasn’t about to shift. It was going to shatter.

    And no one will be able to put the genie back in the bottle, she mused. Any king who tries to restrict gunpowder weapons is going to find himself crushed by his more innovative neighbors.

    “And we might even be able to take back the Blighted Lands,” Hoban said. “All we have to do is wipe out a dozen or so necromancers.”

    “Or however many of them there are,” Emily said. Very few necromancers lasted long enough to become serious threats, she’d been told. But the ones who did were almost unstoppable. “And that might be difficult.”

    “You might think of something,” Hoban said. “Or we might think of something.”

    “You killed four necromancers,” Allophone said. “What did you do to them?”

    If I thought it was safe to tell you what I did to Mother Holly, Emily thought, I’d tell you.

    She sighed, inwardly. The nuke-spell was the flip side of the necromantic rite, a spell for massive destruction that could be cast by a comparatively weak magician. When that got out ... she cursed under her breath. The spell might be usable against the necromancers — she was certain it could be used against the necromancers — but the price of it getting out would be terrible.

    “I cheated,” she said, finally. “And I got very lucky.”

    “And it came at a very high price,” Allophone said. “You were lucky indeed.”

    Emily nodded, wordlessly.

    The door opened. Malabo and Caledon walked into the room.

    “We have discussed the matter,” Malabo said. “The spell appears workable — and we should be able to cast it. Accordingly, we will attempt to cast the spell tomorrow. It should be ... it should work. And, if so, that will discharge our side of the bargain.”

    He shot Emily a meaningful look, a droll reminder of her side of the bargain. Emily nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The hell of it was ... she liked Cabiria and her family — and their take on magic. She wanted to work with them at Heart’s Eye, but it meant giving up a little power. She snorted inwardly, telling herself not to be so idiotic. There was no way she could make any use of Heart’s Eye herself, not without her powers. Better to share than have nothing.

    “We should probably rehearse it first,” Allophone said. She glanced at her notes. “A cleansing bath for all of us, I believe, before we actually begin. And I think we should expand the main spellchamber, too.”

    “Make it so,” Malabo said.

    Emily had to fight to hide her amusement. It was a few moments before she could speak.

    “How many casters do you need?”

    “Ritualists,” Allophone corrected. “I think the seven of us should be able to handle it, with one of the old men” — she winked at her father — “as the prime incanter. The spells aren’t that complex, once broken down. They just need careful attention to detail.”

    “All seven of you,” Emily mused, slowly. There was something about the number that nagged at her mind, bothering her more than she cared to admit. She just couldn’t put her finger on it. “What about Frieda?”

    “We’ll see if we can fit her in,” Allophone said, calmly. She ignored Frieda’s squawk of outrage. “The seven of us have performed rituals before. We know each other’s little quirks, we know how Jayson puts too much energy into his spells and Hoban is often too reserved to put enough energy ...”

    “That didn’t stop me from saving your life when one of your experiments blew up in your face,” Hoban growled. “Or are you going to tell us that was part of the experiment all along?”

    “Of course it was,” Allophone said, sweetly. “I wanted to test your ability to rescue me from certain death.”

    Hoban cocked an eyebrow. “By nearly blowing yourself into a bazillion pieces?”

    Allophone smiled back. If she hadn’t known better, Emily would have thought they were flirting. “It worked, didn’t it?”

    Caledon cleared his throat. “We will discuss this later,” he said, in a tone that reminded the youngsters they weren’t alone. “Believe me, we will discuss this later.”

    “Quite,” Malabo said. His voice became formal. “Lady Emily, are you willing to engage in the ritual?”

    Emily took a breath. There was a risk, no matter what Allophone claimed. The ritual could be rehearsed, but it couldn’t be practiced. The only way to test the spell properly was to perform it. And if it failed ... she gritted her teeth. A simple failure would be bad enough, but a power surge would be worse. She might watch helplessly as her new friends were burned to ash by her magic. It would be worth staying powerless to avoid such a fate ...

    ... But she didn’t want to remain powerless.

    “If you’re willing to cast the spell, I’m willing to take the risk,” she said. “And thank you.”

    “Thank us afterwards,” Belladonna said.

    Malabo nodded. “I want us all to get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow ... we’ll hold the rehearsal in the morning, work out the kinks, then proceed to actually performing the spell in the afternoon. And afterwards ... we can decide what to do next.”

    “Yes, Uncle,” Allophone said.

    “What are we going to do about Boneka?” Cabiria looked concerned. “If he’s been keeping stuff from us ...”

    “I’ve ordered him to remain in his closet until I summon him,” Malabo said. “Afterwards ... we may have to figure out how to replace him with a living mind, if we can’t fix him.”

    “Perhaps we should interrogate him again, now we’ve found Uncle Alanson’s private rooms,” Cabiria suggested. “If that was the only secret, there’s nothing to gain by keeping it.”

    “I don’t think he is smart enough to understand that his orders are no longer valid,” Malabo said. He shrugged. “And that might be why he got so confused, when we ordered him to break the earlier set of orders.”

    “Perhaps,” Cabiria said. “Or there might be something else hidden in there.”


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    EMILY FLOATED IN THE WATER, DEAD to the world.

    Her body felt completely relaxed. She breathed gently, taking in gulps of sweet-smelling air; her hair drifted in the water behind her. It was so safe, so tranquil, that part of her was alarmed, as if there was some trap lurking in the water. But it was hard to muster any concern. The water was so perfect ...

    “Emily?” Frieda sounded a long way away. “It’s time.”

    Emily had to fight to resist the urge to just stay in the water until she had to leave. The water felt heavenly. Instead, she opened her eyes and stood, allowing water to drip into the china bathtub. Her hair fell around her face, clung to her breasts. She pushed it back as she took the white towel Frieda offered her and dried herself vigorously. She had never felt so clean. Frieda looked away as Emily stepped out of the tub. Emily found it hard to be bothered by her presence. Everything seemed right with the world.

    “I’m ready,” she whispered. She felt a thrill of anticipation as she reached for the ritualist’s robe and pulled it over her head. It was pure white, as if she were a maiden sacrifice. Her lips twitched at the thought. She hadn’t been qualified for over a year. “Is it time?”

    “It is,” Frieda said. Her fingers worked their way through Emily’s hair, braiding it into a single long ponytail. “How are you feeling?”

    Emily smiled, languidly. “Great.”

    Frieda shot her a concerned look. She hadn’t been pleased when Allophone had recommended that Frieda watch the ritual, rather than taking part. She’d protested loudly, pointing out that she was very familiar with Emily’s magic. It had taken both Caledon and Malabo to convince her to stand aside and watch, the former pointing out the risks and the latter threatening to bar her from the spellchamber altogether if she refused to behave. Emily had been torn between her loyalty to her friend — her adopted sister — and simple common sense. She’d finally suggested that Frieda help her prepare for the ritual.

    “I’m not sure what they put in the water,” Frieda said. “Are you sure you’re not drugged?”

    “I don’t think I’d know if I was,” Emily said. She’d never been drunk, but she’d heard that drunkards — particularly those who were drinking for the first time — found it impossible to tell when they’d had too much. They simply couldn’t be trusted to decide for themselves when they should stop. “But they really just used cleansing herbs.”

    She reached for the snake-bracelet, resting on a stool, and picked it up. The transfigured snake felt warm in her hands, as if it was glowing with internal power. It felt good, right for her ... she wondered, suddenly, if there were enough traces of her magic left to use the bracelet as a miniature battery. But it would be incredibly dangerous to try. If the familiar bond snapped, merely touching the snake would cost her a hand. She would have left the bracelet behind if Allophone hadn’t insisted she wear it. The risk of the magics interacting — badly — was simply too great.

    And we don’t even know how long the spells will last, Emily thought. She’d woven a cluster of spells into the bracelet, from a transfiguration spell that would be very difficult for anyone else to remove to an obscurification charm that made it hard for anyone to notice the bracelet until she drew their attention to it, but there was no way to know when the spells would finally start to fade. Was the death viper providing the power now? Or was it somehow being drained from her magical reserves, despite the curse? I could have a deadly snake wrapped around my arm at any moment.

    She took a long breath, then looked at the clock. “Is it time?”

    “Just about,” Frieda said, a tremor in her voice. “Are you ready?”

    “It could be worse,” Emily said. “We could all be naked.”

    Frieda eyed her, disapprovingly. “I thought all such rituals were invented by teenage wizards.”

    I said that, didn’t I? Emily had to smile at the memory. The quote had made her smile back when the only magic in her life had come from reading fantasy books. And there aren’t that many real rituals that require the participants to be naked.

    “They probably were,” Emily said. “We’re not performing a fertility rite here.”

    “And a good thing, too,” Frieda said. She cleared her throat. “I might have to ask you for those potions.”

    Emily glanced at her, sharply. “If you want to talk about it first ...”

    “Later,” Frieda said. “But can I ...?”

    “I’ll give them to you,” Emily said. She was fairly sure she could get more, if necessary. Besides, she was in no hurry to use them herself. Cat had gone — the thought cost her a pang — and she had no intention of jumping into bed with anyone else. “Just remember to follow the instructions once you start taking them.”

    “I will,” Frieda said. A low chime ran through the room. “It’s time.”

    Emily looked down at herself, suddenly very aware of how little the semi-translucent robe left to the imagination, then forced herself to walk to the door. Frieda followed her as Emily opened the door and walked down the corridor into the spellchamber. The casters were already there, wearing the same white robes as Emily herself. It struck her, as she glanced from face to face, that Allophone, Belladonna and Cabiria looked like triplets. Allophone was slightly taller than her sisters, but their faces were practically identical. There was very little to tell them apart.

    And they even sound alike, she thought. Twins were vanishingly rare in the magical community. She couldn’t recall hearing of a single confirmed case. If they had the same personalities, no one would be able to tell them apart.

    “Emily,” Malabo said. He also wore long white robes, but they were covered in red runes and icons. “Are you ready?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. There was something about the scene that demanded formality. “I’m ready.”

    Malabo nodded curtly and pointed at the center of the circle. Emily glanced at Frieda, who was standing by the wall, then carefully picked her way through the wardlines and runes until she stood exactly in the center. The chamber felt still, as if the entire world were holding its breath. She turned to face Frieda and met her friend’s eyes. Frieda looked pale, glancing from side to side as if she expected to be attacked at any moment. Emily felt a flicker of sympathy. She couldn’t sense the magic in the room, but Frieda could. The chamber was surrounded by powerful magics. It had to feel dark and dangerous to someone who couldn’t do anything but watch.

    She nodded reassuringly, then allowed her gaze to wander around the chamber. The far walls were lost in shadow, as if they were standing on a darkened moor rather than the interior of a giant spellchamber. Jayson and Hoban, wearing white robes of their own, were carefully drawing out wardlines and protective circles of their own. Her face heated as she realized just how much they could see ... she wondered, suddenly, if they would be distracted while performing the rite. But there was no way she could ask without drawing attention to the issue ...

    I should have thought of that, she mused, as her gaze swept over the seven protective circles. It still bothered her, although she wasn’t sure why. There were all sorts of rites and rituals that demanded seven ritualists — no more, no less — but Alanson’s rite wasn’t one of them. It could be handled by a single magician, if he had the power and the nerve. I wonder why he didn’t share the rite with the rest of his family?

    She heard Allophone snapping out orders to her sisters, directing them to their places. Her heart started to pound in her chest, sweat beading on her back as if she were caught at the heart of the storm even though the spell had yet to begin. Why hadn’t Alanson discussed the spell with his brothers? It wasn’t as if Cabiria had been his daughter. Caledon had parental rights, didn’t he? And Gloria ... Alanson could have discussed it with Cabiria’s parents at any time before the ritual actually began. Emily found it hard to believe that an uncle could outrank a parent, even in a magical household. Caledon and his family could always leave if they found the Patriarch unbearable.

    “Uncle, we’re ready,” Allophone said. “Dad?”

    Caledon winked at Emily. “We can do this.”

    “Thanks,” Emily managed. Her throat was very dry. “I’m ready.”

    A trickle of fear ran through her mind as Malabo took his place within the circle. She knew too much about the runic diagrams on the stone floor to be entirely sanguine about the procedure, no matter how many times she’d parsed out the spellwork. They were going to be unleashing a great deal of magic, magic that might cascade through her or spin wildly out of control. She dreaded to think what might happen if it broke the wards. Alanson had taken the brunt of the blast last time and it had left him nothing but ash. She hoped the others could deflect it if the spell really went wrong. She didn’t want to be responsible for their deaths.

    “Stay where you are,” Malabo ordered. It took Emily a moment to realize he was talking to Frieda. “Once we start the ritual, do not try to cross the wardlines.”

    “Yes,” Frieda said, sharply. “I understand.”

    Emily shot Frieda a reassuring glance, then forced herself to relax. The ritual would work, she told herself. It had worked before. She was sure it would work. And this time, they knew the dangers. They knew how to contain any backlash before it got out of control. This time, it would be different.

    And if it isn’t, Emily thought, as she clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking, we will at least have tried.

    She took a long breath as Malabo raised his staff. It would be easy to call the ritual off, even now. They hadn’t started yet ... they wouldn’t have truly started until the prime incanter began his chant. She’d spent sixteen years of her life without magic ... surely, she could spend the remaining fifty or whatever without magic, too. She didn’t have to take the risk; she didn’t have to force them to take the risk ... she shuddered, despite herself. There were no good options. She wanted — she needed — her powers. There was no way she could change the world without them.

    Remember what it felt like to be weak, a voice whispered at the back of her head. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or something else. And never forget, even when you are strong.

    “We begin,” Malabo said.

    Emily braced herself as he started to chant, snapping out words in a language that had been almost forgotten outside the magical community. Each word snapped on the air, as if it were a peal of thunder that had been held in stasis until released. She felt gusts of wind blowing through the room, blowing hot and cold as the chanting grew louder. She clasped her hands tightly, feeling suddenly helpless. She couldn’t leave the circle now. The wardlines suddenly flared with blinding light, so bright they were still visible even after she screwed her eyes tightly closed. She almost screamed before the light faded, allowing her to reopen her eyes. The wardlines glowed, brightly. She could see Malabo, chanting within his circle; beyond him, she could see nothing but darkness. There was no sign of Frieda.

    The light is too bright for me to see anything, Emily reminded herself before she could panic. Sergeant Miles had taught her the human eye was naturally lazy, helplessly attracted to the light. It was harder to see something lurking in the shadows when there was a source of light drawing the eye. He’d banned them from using bonfires — let alone illumination spells — on camping trips to ensure their night vision wasn’t spoilt. She’s somewhere out of sight ...

    Malabo stopped chanting. Emily could feel something now, a prickling on the air that felt like a growing thunderstorm. There were voices in the darkness, speaking ... she tried to make out their words, but it was impossible. They were speaking just loudly enough for her to know they were there, yet too quietly for her to actually hear the words. Ice ran down her spine as the prickling grew stronger. Her hair shifted, as if it were trying to stand on end. A sudden warmth enveloped her chest, radiating out from the rune she’d carved into her skin years ago. The rune had been dead, ever since she’d lost her magic, but now ...

    She felt a surge of hope as the warmth grew stronger. It might hurt — she hadn’t been able to explore some of Mountaintop’s hidden places because the rune had practically caught fire — but she would welcome the pain if it meant the return of her powers. The wardlines were still glowing, pulsing with a wild uncanny power. She could feel the magic now; beating like a drum, thrumming through the air ... she heard Allophone speak a single word behind her, an instant before the wardlines flared again. The power was building up rapidly. And it was overwhelming the curse.

    You failed, Randor, she thought, darkly. The curse isn’t going to last.

    Malabo raised his staff again. Emily braced herself as the sense of being caught in a thunderstorm — no, a hurricane — grew stronger. Her robes flapped around her legs as gusts of wind, each one carrying a surge of magic, battered against her. She wished, suddenly, that she’d had the sense to suggest she be tied down for the ritual. It would have been horrible — she hated being helpless — but it might have kept her safe. She wasn’t quite sure what would happen if she accidentally crossed a wardline, yet ... there was so much power in the chamber that she rather suspected she’d be burned to ash in an instant. The wind might force her back and over the line before she could catch herself.

    She closed her eyes, concentrating on standing still as the magic pulsed around her. Her inner eye opened — it was as if it had never gone away — and showed her the threads of power running through the chamber. She felt a moment of awe as she took in the seven magicians, balancing their spells perfectly ... Cabiria had been lucky, Emily thought, to have a real family. They didn’t hate each other. They didn’t abuse each other. Tears formed at the corner of her eyes as she realized they loved each other. Allophone and Belladonna might bicker — and treat their little sister as if she were made of fine bone china — but when the chips were down, they were sisters. And even the distant cousins were giving their all to the spell ...

    A discordant note ran through the spell. The thrumming changed, growing darker. Emily opened her eyes, shocked. Malabo was still standing there, still wrapped in power, but beyond him she saw a pair of glowing orange eyes. Boneka was standing there, at the edge of the circle. Panic yammered at the back of her mind as she remembered the homunculus was supposed to be under restraint, disconnected from the wards and locked away until his spellware could be checked. She opened her mouth to say something, only to have her words snatched away by the sound. Malabo’s eyes were wide with horror, magic flaring over him ... through him. Emily heard someone scream behind her, the sound so loud that she heard it over the thrumming, then ... the entire world went white. Magic slapped her down, hard. She was so dazed, she barely noticed when she hit the floor.

    Fuck, she thought, stunned. The room was suddenly pitch black. What happened?

    She rolled over and looked up. It was dark, so dark she feared — just for a second — that she was blind. There were no chinks in the ceiling, no hints of light ... she forced herself to look around, hoping to see hints of where the wardlines had been. If they were still active ... she reached out with her senses, hoping to pick up a trace of magic, but there was nothing. It took her longer than it should to realize her senses weren’t working. Her magic was still locked away.

    Despair flooded her mind. She was alone, trapped in darkness ... where were the others? Were they dead? Or merely stunned? She braced herself, unsure if she dared risk crawling across the wardlines. If they were still charged, she might be signing her own death warrant ... but where were the others? Where was Frieda?

    A low chuckle echoed through the room. Emily froze in horror. 

    “Well,” a quiet voice said. A light shimmered into existence. A figure, wrapped in a cloak and cowl, was bending over Malabo’s prone form. “That was interesting, wasn’t it?”

    Emily nearly panicked. A necromancer? Here?

    The figure straightened up and looked at her. His face was wrapped in shadow. There were no red eyes, as far as she could tell. But Randor had hidden his true nature from his intimates for months ...

    “And you’re quite interesting, too, aren’t you?”

    Emily found her voice as the figure moved closer. “Who are you?”

    “Don’t you know?” The accent was chillingly familiar. She knew what he was going to say before he said it. “I’m Alanson.”


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    “YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO BE DEAD,” Emily managed. It had never occurred to her — to anyone — that Alanson might still be alive. Subtle magic? Or a simple faith that the ashes had been his? She forced herself to concentrate as he drew closer. “I suppose rumors of your death were greatly exaggerated.”

    “Indeed,” Alanson agreed. The light grew brighter. “Although I did come very close to death. The traces of me they found within the ash were real enough.”

    “But not complete,” Emily guessed. She peered into the cowl. It was hard to make out anything within the darkness. “What happened?”

    Alanson threw back the cloak and cowl. Emily winced. The right side of his face was a blasted mass of dead flesh. His arm was scarred and broken, held together by magic; his leg looked as if it had been chopped off and replaced with a glamour prosthetic. His movements, so slow and deliberate, suggested greater damage under his clothes. He might not have been killed, as everyone had thought, but he’d certainly taken a great deal of damage. Emily didn’t doubt his story. There had been enough of him in the ash to convince everyone he was dead.

    “I paid a high price for my knowledge,” Alanson whispered, quietly. He sounded like his brothers. “And I have been alone ever since.”

    Emily forced herself to think, despite the fear flickering at the back of her mind. If Alanson had survived, but hidden himself ... she swallowed, hard. Alanson had definitely been up to something questionable, something that would incur the wrath of his family if they found out what he’d been doing. She glanced around, hoping to see someone stir, but the bodies on the floor didn’t move. She hoped — she prayed — they were still alive.

    Understanding clicked. “You did something to Cabiria, didn’t you? You ... you’re why she was born without magic!”

    “Quite,” Alanson agreed. He turned and hobbled over to Cabiria. “You are aware, of course, that it is very difficult — almost impossible — to boost one’s magical power safely. A necromancer gains great power, but it comes at the price of insanity. There are rites and rituals that are supposed to offer power, yet”- he shrugged, expressively — “they almost always come with a high price, too. Our minds need to become accustomed to the power or we find it difficult, if not impossible, to contain and control it.”

    Keep him talking, Emily told herself. She was effectively alone, facing a magician and a homunculus. She had no doubt Boneka would defend his master if she attacked him. Let him talk while you think of a plan.

    She cleared her throat. “What did you do to her?”

    “I believed that I could tap her powers, draining them to feed my own.” Alanson poked Cabiria gently, then turned back to Emily. “The spell was largely unsuccessful. It blocked her from using her powers, but it also made it impossible for me to take her power reserves for myself. And yet, it gave me new insight into the roots of magic themselves.”

    Emily blinked. “You condemned your niece to a powerless life because you wanted to steal her powers?”

    “I had my reasons.” Alanson shrugged dismissively, as if he were discussing why he’d picked one shirt over another. “And I did learn a great deal from studying her.”

    “Except something went wrong,” Emily said. “Didn’t it?”

    “Quite,” Alanson agreed. “I broke the first part of the spell, but the magic surge was enough to ... disrupt the second part. I was very nearly killed. Boneka saved my life, as planned ... unfortunately, I couldn’t answer questions afterwards. It was better to let them think me dead.”

    “And you used subtle magic to ensure that no one questioned your death,” Emily guessed.

    “No,” Alanson corrected. “Malabo had plenty of incentive to accept the original findings, when they found traces of me in the ash. If he looked so hard for me that he actually found me ... well, he wouldn’t be Patriarch any longer, would he? And he wanted to run the family. I imagine he was quite happy to accept the original story, particularly as it had a happy ending.”

    “Cabiria got to use her powers after all,” Emily said. “Right?”

    “It was quite interesting,” Alanson agreed. He studied her for a long moment. “Imagine my surprise when you came here, without magic. I’d heard of you, of course. I still have some sources within the greater world ... none of whom have any idea who they’re talking to, as you can imagine. The chance to study you ... how could I let it go by?”

    Emily reached for her magic. Nothing happened.

    “I was furious when you got yourself kidnapped,” Alanson said. “And I was worried when you figured out that Boneka had two masters. I was afraid you’d deduce that I was still alive.”

    “I didn’t,” Emily said. In hindsight, it should have occurred to her. “I was too busy with my own problems.”

    “And you probably accepted the cover story without question,” Alanson said. He smiled, cheerfully. Emily couldn’t help noticing that half of his teeth were either missing or grossly misshaped. “The best way to lie, of course, is not to know you’re lying. And everyone who told you I was dead believed it.”

    He rubbed his hands together. “And now I have you, the most innovative person ... since me, I suppose. And you can deliver Heart’s Eye to me.”

    “No.” Emily forced herself to stand on wobbly legs. If she saw a chance to run, she’d have to take it and hope she could get out of the manor before it was too late. Alanson might not be in complete control. It wasn’t much, but it was all she had. “I won’t let you ...”

    Alanson pointed a finger at her. Emily started to move, but it was already too late. A veil fell over her mind, just for a second. Her body, moving of its own accord, fell to its knees and bowed its head. She felt numb horror as Alanson paced towards her. He’d put a compulsion spell on her, as easily as she would take a breath. She struggled against the invisible bonds, but they were impossible to break. He had her at his mercy.

    “Stand up,” Alanson ordered. “And tell me about yourself.”

    Emily struggled, desperately, to keep her mouth firmly closed. But it was useless. She felt herself start to talk, telling Alanson everything. She told him about Earth, she told him about Shadye and Void, she told him about how she’d applied the principles of earthly science to magic ... Alanson listened with interest, his eyes widening as she described the batteries and their valves. He bounced questions off her, the spell forcing her to answer. She felt tears prickling at the corner of her eyes as the interrogation went on and on. He was going to turn the world upside down — again — and he was going to make her help him. And she couldn’t resist.

    She mentally gritted her teeth, reaching out desperately for a trace of power. Surely she could touch her powers now, in her darkest hour ... but there was nothing. Her magic refused to flare into life. The mental disciplines she’d mastered to protect herself failed to even slow the torrent of words from her mouth. She told herself she could release the spells on the snake-bracelet — better to die at the hands of her familiar than let Alanson turn her into his puppet — but she couldn’t even do that. She was a helpless prisoner, completely at his mercy ... she wanted to cry in frustration. She’d come to the end of the line.

    “Very interesting indeed,” Alanson said. He sounded as if everything she’d told him was of more than just academic interest. “And your world is the source of all your ideas?”

    “Yes,” Emily said.

    “I wonder what else one might import from your world,” Alanson mused. He definitely sounded like his brothers. “Or what we could trade with them.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. What could the Nameless World offer Earth? Magical solutions to mundane problems? Or ... or what? Would a magic potion even work on Earth? She tried to think what would happen if it became possible to cross the dimensions freely, moving from Earth to the Nameless World and back again as casually as one would fly across the Atlantic Ocean. It might be disastrous. The world — both worlds — wouldn’t just be turned upside down. They’d be changed out of all recognition.

    She wondered, nastily, what would happen if Alanson stepped across the dimensional barriers. Magic had kept him alive, after he’d tried to steal Cabiria’s powers. What would happen if he entered a world without magic? Would he drop dead on the spot? Or would he somehow find a way to survive? Could he fill a battery with magic and use it to keep himself alive? Or ... she felt her blood run cold as she realized there would be no limits, once he studied her concepts and turned them into practical spells. Alanson could become the most powerful man in the Allied Lands, with her as his slave ... her thoughts ran in circles. She’d doomed them all.

    A couple of nuke-spells and he’ll have everyone throwing themselves at his feet, she thought, numbly. And he can finish off the necromancers overnight. And then ...

    “We will be spending weeks going through what you know,” Alanson said. He sounded enthused. It struck Emily, suddenly, that Cabiria took after her uncle more than she knew ... more, perhaps, than she’d care to know. Cabiria had gone haring after forbidden knowledge, too, something that had gotten her suspended and probably would have gotten her expelled if her family had been a little less important. “And we’ll be doing it at Heart’s Eye.”

    Emily looked around the room. “What ... what are you going to do with them?”

    “I’ll leave the family here, safe,” Alanson said. “They won’t wake until I come back.”

    “You let us find the rite, didn’t you?” Emily felt cold. And bitter, bitter at her own stupidity. She’d parsed out every last piece of spellwork in the damned ritual. They’d all parsed it out and concluded it was safe. “How ... how did you trick us into thinking it was safe?”

    “It was safe,” Alanson said, casually. “I worked it out, years ago. But they were performing the ritual in my place of power ... a couple of minor power surges and boom.”

    Emily looked at Allophone’s body and shuddered. “Why are you doing this? Why ... what do you get out of it?”

    “Knowledge,” Alanson said. “And knowledge equals power.”

    He’s a mad scientist, Emily thought, grimly. Alanson didn’t want to rule the world. He just wanted to push the limits of human understanding as far as they would go, without any regard for the consequences. He and his family ... she shuddered, wondering what Alanson would do to the rest of his kin. It wouldn’t be hard to corrupt them, given time. He could reassert his authority over them at any moment.

    She shuddered, helplessly. Alanson would work his way into their souls, whispering words of madness until they could no longer tell right from wrong. Allophone, Belladonna and Cabiria would lose whatever moral centers they’d had, whatever reluctance they’d once felt to open forbidden tomes and experiment with long-banned magics. And then ... who knew what would happen then? If Alanson managed to make necromancy practical, as Lady Barb had feared when Emily had first shown her the batteries, who knew how far he could go?

    There are theoretical spells that could never be made practical, Emily remembered. A shiver ran down her spine. Professor Lombardi had discussed a handful of such spells in great detail, pointing out that they required a combination of staggering magical strength and a single caster to work. They would work, he’d said, if someone could cast the spell without losing control or burning themselves out. What if Alanson starts experimenting with such magics himself?

    He could do it. She knew he could do it. And she’d shown him the way.

    “Come,” Alanson ordered.

    Emily tried to force her legs not to move. But they refused to obey. She found herself trotting after Alanson like an obedient puppy, unable even to slow herself until he gave the command. Boneka followed, his heavy footsteps shaking the ground under her feet. She hoped, desperately, they’d encounter a maid, someone who could help ... she shook her head mentally, feeling a wave of bitter frustration. Alanson controlled the manor. The maids couldn’t help, no matter what they did. They were probably still in their quarters. She wondered, grimly, if they even knew things had changed.

    “It is so nice to be free,” Alanson said. “I never realized how much I missed the manor until I had to stay in the hidden passageways.”

    Hah, Emily thought.

    “Go to your rooms,” Alanson ordered. “Collect everything that relates to your innovations and bring it back here. Now.”

    Emily felt another wave of despair as her body walked towards the stairs, seemingly of its own accord. It felt like a bad dream, one of the nightmares where she couldn’t move or stumbled helplessly towards a threat even though she knew she should turn and run. She forced herself to concentrate, trying to break the spell ... it had been easier, so much easier, when she’d had her magic. Lady Barb had offered to help her work on her mental defenses, years ago. In hindsight, Emily wished she’d taken the time to study more.

    But all of my defenses were based on magic, she reminded herself. And now the magic is gone.

    The manor seemed quiet as she walked down the corridor to her room and pushed open the door. She tried to stall, to tell her body that she needed a shower or a rest or ... she couldn’t keep herself from collecting her trunk, loading her journals and books into the case and looking around for anything else. The pistol was lying on the shelf, waiting for her. A thought struck her, a suggestion that there might be a loophole in his commands. The pistol was one of her innovations, wasn’t it? It had to be. There was no way it would have existed without her. She picked up the pistol, put it and the remainder of the cartridges in the trunk and closed it up. The weight nearly floored her, but the spell wouldn’t let her stop. She staggered down the stairs, dragging the trunk behind her. She wished, suddenly, that she’d brought a charmed trunk. It would have been so much easier to carry something charmed to be practically weightless.

    Alanson was standing in the entrance hall, bending over Frieda. Emily’s eyes opened wide with horror. Alanson might have some feelings for his family — and he might be reluctant to discard people he could use — but Frieda? Frieda wasn’t part of the family, not yet. She was lying on the floor, her hands tied behind her back ... Alanson rolled her over and held a small gourd to her lips, forcing her to drink. Emily didn’t need to smell the air — the stench of Durian seemed to have a life of its own — to know he’d forced her to drink something to dampen her magic. It smelt a little different, as if it wasn’t a standard recipe. Emily hoped that meant it wasn’t as effective.

    Or it might be stronger than the regular brew, the pessimistic side of her mind noted. The standard recipes were standard, the recipes often sacrificing a certain degree of effectiveness for ease of production. Who knows what variant Alanson might have thought to use?

    “Very good,” Alanson said. “Did you put everything relating to your innovations in the trunk?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, dully. Did he think she’d broken the spell? She tried, again and again, but nothing happened. “I did.”

    “Very good,” Alanson said. He pulled Frieda to her feet, ignoring the death glare she sent him, and frog marched her towards the door. “Come with me.”

    Emily followed him, helplessly, as he led her onto the grounds. The sky was darkening rapidly. She blinked in surprise — they’d started the ritual just after noon — then remembered that he’d kept her talking for hours. Her throat was dry and parched. She’d had a good meal before the cleansing bath — it felt like a whole other time — but she knew she’d need to eat soon. She wasn’t sure what would happen when her body started running out of energy. The spell might force her to keep moving until she physically couldn’t carry on ...

    At which point, I collapse, Emily thought. Lady Barb had told her a hundred horror stories about people who’d cast compulsion spells on unwilling victims without thinking about the consequences. The lucky ones had only been mentally scarred for life. And that might be better than the alternative.

    She stopped next to Frieda, wondering what had happened to her. Frieda hadn’t been in the circle when the ritual had gone wrong. She might have been caught in the backlash anyway ... or she might simply have been caught by surprise and stunned. There was no way to know ... Emily shuddered as she realized why Alanson might have brought Frieda. He didn’t need a hostage to ensure Emily’s good behavior, but he might need a human sacrifice. The thought was sickening ...

    “I’m sorry,” Frieda whispered. She sounded dazed, as if the potion had dampened her thoughts as well as her magic. Emily wasn’t sure who Frieda thought she was talking to. “I’m so sorry.”

    “Take my hand,” Alanson ordered. He held out one hand to Emily, using the other to hold Frieda’s arm. “And hold the trunk tightly.”

    He muttered a spell. A moment later, they were somewhere else.


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    THE BRIGHT SUNLIGHT CAUGHT EMILY BY surprise.

    She closed her eyes tightly, kicking herself for forgetting the time difference. It had been too long since she’d last traveled to Heart’s Eye ... she carefully opened her eyes, taking the time to acclimate herself as best she could. The sun hung in the sky, beating down on them; the desert air was so hot that she could feel her skin starting to crisp and burn. She’d used cream, the last time she’d been to the desert; she’d used spells to protect herself during the height of the war. She wondered, as she glanced around the ruined and abandoned settlement, if Alanson would bother to protect his captives. He didn’t strike her as someone who gave much of a damn about anything beyond his research.

    He was willing to condemn Cabiria to a powerless life, Emily reminded herself. She couldn’t imagine the kind of mind that would do that, not for anything. A man who snapped his daughter’s legs to keep her from running away would be more understandable than a man who’d used his niece as an unwitting research subject. What won’t he do for his cause?

    “This was alive, when I was last here,” Alanson said. He was turning slowly from side to side, looking at the ruined buildings. “That was a bar, where all the young magicians went when they were allowed to leave the school; that was a bookshop, back in the days ...”

    “A necromancer overwhelmed the school,” Emily said. She was surprised the spell had allowed her to talk. “And everyone who didn’t flee was killed.”

    She looked around, half-hoping there would be someone who could help. The necromancer’s army had looted the town of anything useful, long before the necromancer had met his untimely end in Heart’s Eye. Cat had told her that a handful of looters had gone through the town after the war, but there hadn’t been much to steal. The town was simply too badly damaged — and too isolated — for the former residents to return. They’d abandoned their claims a long time ago.

    “All this was green, once,” Alanson said. Sand floated on the air, a mocking reminder that they were surrounded by death. “What happened to the fields?”

    “The Desert of Death consumed them,” Emily said. “And everyone who came back, after the fighting, discovered that they could no longer live here.”

    She shuddered. The dust storms had marched east with the necromancer, choking fields and driving the farmers off their lands. Even now, there was no guarantee that distant Farrakhan wouldn’t have to be abandoned as the desert moved closer. She found it hard to believe that anything could stop the desert’s slow advance. It wasn’t a conventional foe — or even a necromancer — who could be stopped by force. The land itself was dying.

    “I’m sorry,” Frieda said. “Emily? I ...”

    “It’s alright,” Emily said, quietly. She glanced at Frieda’s bonds. The knot was one that she’d  learned in Martial Magic. A simple pull would be enough to undo it, but there was no way Frieda could get a grip and free herself. And Emily was sure the compulsion spell wouldn’t let her free her friend. “It’s ...”

    “Don’t delude the poor child,” Alanson said, mockingly. “It isn’t going to be alright and you know it.”

    He turned and started to walk towards the school. Emily found herself picking up the trunk and following him, Frieda muttering curses just loudly enough to be heard as she stumbled after Emily. Heart’s Eye hadn’t changed in the year since the war; it still looked like a fairytale castle, the kind of place where a princess might be waiting for a handsome prince to come and take her away from her childhood and into adulthood. Her lips quivered in disgust. She’d always hated those kinds of stories. The prince had always been far too good to be true.

    And half the princes I’ve met weren’t good men, Emily thought. She remembered the ones who’d paid court to Alassa and shuddered. Thank God her friend had had the sense to turn them down. They were too entitled by half ...

    Her skin tingled as she approached the wards. She wondered if the wards she’d created would even recognize her. She’d had magic, back then. It had never occurred to her that she might lose it permanently, let alone get enslaved by a mad magic scientist and turned into his muse. Alanson stopped — she kicked herself, silently, for not making the wards lethal — and waited for her to catch up. Emily couldn’t keep him from taking her hand and pressing it against the invisible wards. There was a long pause, just long enough for her to feel a flicker of hope, then the ward seemed to vanish. Alanson hobbled forward. This time, nothing barred his way.

    “Interesting ward construction,” Alanson said. “How did you do it?”

    Emily cursed mentally as she started spilling her secrets, again. Alanson listened with great interest, slowing his walk to be sure he caught every word. She wondered, bitterly, what he’d do with time travel. God alone knew what would happen if he managed to jump back in time and meddle with the past. Would he create a whole alternate universe or a stable time loop? Would everything he did be predestined to happen or ... or what? Emily shivered. Her mere existence was proof of alternate universes and dimensions, but did that prove that a change in the timeline would birth a whole new universe? Or would it simply change the future? She had looked, when she’d returned to her own time, for evidence that history had changed, but she’d found nothing. Had the changes been minor? Or had her memories changed to fit the new timeline?

    She dismissed the thought. There was no point in worrying about it. That led to madness.

    “I see,” Alanson said, when she’d finished. “This requires further research.”

    And I hope it kills you, Emily thought, vindictively. Or you tread on a butterfly and wipe yourself out of existence.

    She glanced from side to side as Alanson led them towards the main entrance, wondering what had happened to the bodies. A handful had been recovered, after the battle, but the remainder had been left to rot. But there was no sign of them, not even white skeletons half-buried in the sand. Perhaps they’d been taken away sometime over the past year, she thought, or perhaps they’d simply crumbled to dust. The Desert of Death wasn’t entirely natural, if some stories were to be believed. It eventually reduced everything it consumed to dust. It wouldn’t be that long, in geological terms, before there was nothing left of the settlement once built around Heart’s Eye. No one would ever know it had existed.

    “They marched us through the gates, the first time we came to school,” Alanson said, his voice so quiet Emily had to struggle to hear him. “After that, we had to use the smaller entrance or the secret passageways to get in and out of the school, each of which we had to unlock with magic if we wanted a night on the town. The Schoolmaster told us that it sharpened our magic skills.”

    And prevented you from getting too drunk, Emily guessed. A drunken magician would be an utter nightmare. Whitehall banned alcohol, with dire punishments for anyone who dared bring a bottle of beer into the school. Heart’s Eye, it seemed, had adopted a different approach. If you were caught out of bounds, you knew you’d be in trouble ... and everyone would laugh at you, because you got caught.

    “How nice,” Frieda said, sarcastically. “And what are we doing here?”

    “We are turning the school into a fortress,” Alanson said. “And a place of research.”

    A gust of cold air struck them as they stepped through the main entrance. Emily shivered, cursing the flimsy robe under her breath. It felt as if she was wearing nothing more than a nightgown. The chamber grew brighter, even though there was no visible source of light, but no warmer. Alanson seemed unbothered by the sudden chill as he looked around, his gaze reflecting back at him from the hundreds of mirrors scattered around the hall. Emily shivered again, remembering Malabo wondering why Heart’s Eye was filled with mirrors. Nearly every surface hosted a mirror. And there was nothing to suggest why.

    And I can’t sense the nexus point, she thought, numbly. I’m powerless.

    “They really liked their faces, didn’t they?” Frieda sounded as if she were trying to bait Alanson into making a mistake. “Were they really as handsome as they thought?”

    Alanson sounded more reflective than annoyed. “We never figured out why the school was full of mirrors,” he said, absently. He reached out and touched one of the mirrors, very gingerly. “We would ask, but we were never told. The mirrors were in place long before I went to school. They were ... they were just part of the school’s fabric.”

    Emily had her doubts. She’d met a handful of people who fancied themselves so much they carried mirrors wherever they went — and could probably have matched Lockhart for sheer preening narcissism — but none of them would have filled a whole school with mirrors. She caught sight of her own reflection and shuddered, a depth of hopelessness in her eyes she hadn’t seen since she’d  learned how to use magic. She looked broken, as if she could no longer even muster the courage to hate what had happened to her. She gritted her teeth, promising herself that she’d find a way out ... somehow. Compulsion spells had their limits, their loopholes. It was just a matter of waiting until she found one.

    “Maybe they wanted the mirrors to show people what they really looked like,” Frieda said, spitefully. “You’re a nasty bastard and your reflection is an ugly brute and ...”

    “You have a lot of nerve and a lot of mouth,” Alanson observed, calmly. He looked at Emily. “Do you know what happened to the library?”

    “No,” Emily said, unwillingly.

    Alanson cocked his head. “You had access to one of the greatest libraries in the world and you never bothered to go look at it?”

    “I thought I had time,” Emily said, bitterly. 

    She had to fight to keep from showing her despair. She’d had a year of schooling left, then an apprenticeship ... she’d thought she’d had plenty of time to go back to Heart’s Eye and search it from top to bottom before turning it into a university. In hindsight, she should have given Caleb access to the school right from the start. He could have moved there as soon as he finished his exams ... but then, he wouldn’t have been in Beneficence to save her after she’d been kidnapped. If she’d known, if she’d realized ...

    “They might have taken it when they left,” Alanson mused. “But all the reports suggested they had to flee in a hurry. They might not have realized they were doomed until it was too late. What were they doing?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said, dryly.

    She forced herself to think as Alanson led them up the stairs. They looked as if they were made of glass, so fragile that she was reluctant to put any weight on them. Her reflection glanced back at her from a hundred tiny mirrored surfaces, flickering and shifting as they caught the light. Tiny reflections danced in and out of existence beside full-length mirrors that could easily have come out of a clothes shop. Dust hung in the air, a grim reminder that the school had been effectively abandoned for years. Who knew what they’d been doing?

    They should have been able to hold out indefinitely, Emily thought. They had a nexus point, didn’t they? They should have been able to keep Dua Kepala out forever. But something happened and the school fell ...

    Her mind raced. Shadye had only been able to enter Whitehall because he’d turned Emily into a puppet and used her to bring down the wards. For all of his power, he couldn’t match a nexus point. But Dua Kepala ... whatever he’d done to enter Heart’s Eye had killed the nexus point. It had taken a massive infusion of magic to reignite the fire. Emily had no idea what Dua Kepala had done, but it had been disastrous. 

    He wasn’t an idiot, she reminded herself. Dua Kepala had been the only full-fledged necromancer to remain relatively sane, despite the raw magic coursing through his mind. If he found a way to quench a nexus point ...

    Emily shook her head. It didn’t seem likely. He would have to have been close to the nexus point to do anything to it ... and he couldn’t get close to a nexus point without quenching the magic and bringing down the wards. Another puppet? It was possible, and he’d certainly had the power to cast puppeteer spells, but it didn’t strike her as very likely. If nothing else, Whitehall would have been warned that necromancers could use people as puppets ... they’d have been prepared for Shadye using the same tactic. It just didn’t make sense.

    Alanson led them down a long corridor, followed by hundreds of reflections. Emily glanced from side to side, wondering where the students had been supposed to sleep. Were their dorms full of mirrors? She found it hard to imagine sleeping in such an environment. And what about the classrooms? Where were the classrooms? Under the school? Or within the high towers? Heart’s Eye had a geography all its own.

    And it couldn’t exist without a nexus point, Emily thought. Whitehall was a fortress, Mountaintop was an underground complex ... Heart’s Eye was ridiculously fragile. A single cannonade would bring it crashing down, as if it were made of glass ... unless magic was holding it together. The building itself could be made of magic ... no, that wasn’t possible. It would have shattered the second the nexus point went dead. Why did they build it to be so vulnerable?

    Her thoughts mocked her. How vulnerable is Whitehall without the nexus points?

    “Ah,” Alanson said. He opened a door and peered into a chamber. “The library.”

    Emily followed his gaze. Hundreds — no, thousands — of books lay on the floor, the shelves cracked and broken where the necromancer had torn them apart. She felt a sudden urge to weep as she spotted a handful of damaged tomes, almost all of them probably irreplaceable ... one lay on top of a pile of shattered glass, as if it had been thrown against a window. And mirrors. Mirrors everywhere ...

    “I’m sure Jayson will enjoy sorting it out, once I breathe a few words into his ear,” Alanson said. His voice was light, but Emily was sure she could hear hints that he was more than a little disturbed. “What did he do to the books?”

    “He read them,” Frieda said, snidely.

    Alanson spun around, one hand raised to slap her. He caught himself in the nick of time.

    “You’ll be spending the rest of your days here, if I don’t have need of you,” he hissed. His composure was starting to crack. “And you will learn to curb your tongue.”

    Emily shot Frieda a warning look. Neither of them had any magic, Frieda’s hands were bound — and Emily had been effectively enslaved. Alanson could do whatever he liked to them and they both knew it. They would have to wait for a chance to escape, not anger him to the point where he decided to silence them permanently. 

    “This way,” Alanson ordered.

    Emily cursed the trunk under her breath as she followed him down the corridor to a single glassy door. Alanson opened it, peered inside and then stepped to one side, motioning for Emily to walk into the room. It was a small study, she guessed, as she dragged the trunk through the door. The room was certainly the right kind of size, although there was no sign of a desk or a set of chairs. It was almost empty.

    “Stay here,” Alanson said sharply, as he pushed Frieda into the room and shoved her to the floor. “Don’t move. Don’t talk. I’ll be back for you soon.”

    The door slammed closed. The lock clicked shut. Emily wanted to collapse. But the spell wouldn’t let her. Alanson had ordered her not to move and ... it wouldn’t even let her sit down. She tried to open her mouth to say something, but it wouldn’t let her do that either. Frieda rolled around on the floor for a long moment, then somehow managed to lean against the wall and push herself to her feet. Emily winced, inwardly. Frieda couldn’t untie herself without help, and there was no way Emily could help her. She couldn’t move a muscle. Her arms and legs were beginning to ache.

    And he’ll come back, once he’s in control of the school, she thought. A wave of tiredness threatened to overcome her. It wouldn’t be long before she collapsed. Sleep would claim her, spell or no spell. And then ... who knew what would happen then? He’ll take control of us, he’ll take control of his family, he’ll create a nightmare ...

    She tried, desperately, to summon even a flicker of power. A tiny spark, just enough to break the compulsion. If they could get out of Heart’s Eye before Alanson took control, they could get to Farrakhan and warn the White Council. But there was nothing. Her fingertips felt like dull clay.

    “I’m sorry,” Frieda said. She was standing next to Emily, her hands still bound. “Emily, I’m sorry.”

    And she threw herself at Emily as hard as she could. 


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    EMILY’S HEAD HIT THE WALL WITH a sickening crack.

    She screamed in pain as she fell, crashing to the ground hard enough to hurt. Sergeant Miles had taught her how to fall, but there had been no time to ready herself before the ground came up and hit her. She gagged, tasting vomit in her mouth as her head spun, making her feel as if she were trapped on a spinning carousel. No, a rollercoaster. She was ...

    “Emily,” Frieda said. “Are you ...?”

    Emily tasted blood in her mouth. She lifted a hand to touch her lips and wasn’t surprised, somehow, when her fingers came away covered in blood. Her jaw throbbed, as if she’d been punched hard. Her teeth felt funny ... she wondered, suddenly, if the force of the impact had been enough to loosen a few teeth. She’d never lost a tooth before, not in battle, but there was always a first time. Her head was so fuzzy that it took her several moments to realize what was gone. The compulsion spell had snapped.

    “It’s gone,” she said, wonderingly. She rolled over and stood, heedless of the blood staining her robe. “I’m free.”

    She reached out and tugged at Frieda’s bonds. The knot came free, easily. Frieda rubbed her wrists as she hurried towards the door and tried to open it. Emily wasn’t surprised when the door remained closed. She’d heard the key turn in the lock. There might be a hex or two holding it closed, too. She glanced at Frieda, then tried to reach for her magic. Nothing happened.

    “I can’t use magic,” she said, grimly. “Can you?”

    Frieda concentrated, then shook her head. “Can we break down the door?”

    “I doubt it,” Emily said. The door looked glassy — she was sure it was neither stone nor wood — but it was clearly strong. And it was in a magic school. Whatever it was made of would be strong enough to stand up to all kinds of things. “We need to figure out a way to get through it.”

    “Did you think to pack a lockpick?” Frieda pushed the door, hard. It didn’t budge. “Or even a set of tools?”

    “No,” Emily said. She hadn’t thought she’d need them, not when she was going to a magical household. Her set of tools were somewhere in Zangaria. They might as well have been on the dark side of the moon. “I wonder ...”

    She opened the trunk and peered down at the small collection of journals, clothes and assorted items. Alanson had ordered her to bring everything relevant to her innovations, but he hadn’t told her to empty the trunk first. It was a tiny victory that was utterly meaningless, unless ... she picked up the spare cartridges and smiled, grimly. Maybe there was a way to get out after all.

    “Did you bring a purgative?” Frieda peered over her shoulder. “If I could access my magic ...”

    “No,” Emily said. She could have kicked herself. Most magicians would carry a vial of purgative with them wherever they went, just in case. “But I have an idea.”

    She rummaged through the trunk for a long moment. “Take the bullets out of these,” she said, passing Frieda a handful of cartridges. “And then help me put the powder into the lock.”

    “Got it,” Frieda said.

    Emily took a moment to admire the craftsmanship as she carefully eased out the first bullet, then collected the powder. It would be a long time before the revolvers went into mass production, but ... it would suffice. Alanson hadn’t even bothered to look inside the trunk before leaving them. She assumed he’d scanned it, just to make sure she wasn’t bringing anything dangerous, but he’d clearly missed the gunpowder. Her lips twitched. Alanson probably hadn’t had the time to keep himself up to date. It took a specialized ward to sniff out gunpowder.

    “This could kill us,” Frieda warned. She tipped the black powder into the lock. “How do you intend to light it?”

    “Very carefully.” Emily silently blessed Lady Barb for suggesting she take candles — and a firelighter. She tore a piece of paper out of a journal, twisted it up into a makeshift fuse and shoved it into the lock. “This could go very badly wrong.”

    She dusted down the fuse with a tiny bit of gunpowder, motioned for Frieda to lie down at the other side of the room and carefully — very carefully — lit the paper. It caught fire instantly, flame and smoke sputtering up towards the lock. Emily turned and ran, throwing herself to the floor an instant before the powder detonated. Pieces of ... something ... flew over her head, striking the wall and crashing to the ground. A moment later, she heard a shattering sound. She rolled over, half-expecting to see Alanson or someone standing outside. She was just in time to see the remnants of the door fall to the ground.

    I probably broke a mirror or two, she thought, as she forced herself to her feet. The air smelt of burning powder. She hoped it was safe to breathe. Seven years bad luck.

    She hurried to the door and peeked outside, ready to dart back into the room at the slightest hint of motion. There was nothing outside. The corridors were deserted. She glanced at the small pile of debris, then clutched the pistol in one hand as she started to move down the corridor. Alanson definitely wouldn’t be expecting her to be armed. He knew she didn’t have any magic. He’d assume she had nothing more than her fists ... and he could stop her in her tracks with a single spell. Emily promised herself, silently, that she’d die before she let him enslave her again. She would never be that helpless again.

    Frieda nudged her as they passed the library. Her voice was very low. “Do we have time to look for other weapons?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily whispered back. She had no idea if they could leave the school. The wards might keep them inside until they were lowered ... she didn’t know if they could be lowered. Alanson was presumably trying to hack them right now. She wondered, morbidly, what he’d do if he couldn’t take control of the wards. He’d clearly assumed that Emily couldn’t take control for him. “I wonder ...”

    She forced herself to think as they crept down the stairs. The safest thing to do would be to flee, if they could. But she knew how difficult it would be to reach Farrakhan without proper preparation. They had no food or drink ... she shuddered to think about what might happen if they ran into roving nomads or soldiers. There was no way they could prove who they were. She thought there were people in the city who might recognize her, from the war, but without her powers ... they might not believe her. They wouldn’t do anything about the growing threat from the former school until it was too late.

    Her fingers touched the snake-bracelet, gingerly. It felt warm, faint traces of magic clinging to the metal. She hoped that was a good sign. If a little of her magic remained ... she might be able to do something with it. A plan, a desperate plan, started to form in her mind. It might not work — it could easily get them both killed — but if it did ...

    “I have a plan,” she said, quietly. “But first we have to get down to the nexus point.”

    She sucked in her breath as they headed down the glassy staircase. Last time, she’d been able to sense the necromancer lurking in what had once been the heart of the nexus point. Now ... she tried to reach out with her senses, but there was nothing. Heart’s Eye felt as if it had been abandoned for a very long time. She glanced at the mirrors, wondering just how long it would be before the lights started to fail. They drew their power from the nexus point. It was hard to believe the nexus point was still there.

    “We’re lost,” Frieda muttered. “Or the corridors are shifting around us.”

    “We have to keep heading down,” Emily said. She tried to remember the route she’d taken, the last time she’d entered the school. But everything had been so different. “The nexus point is at the bottom ...”

    “And it might be defended,” Frieda said. They reached the bottom of the stairs and looked around. The mirrored walls looked ... just like the walls two or three levels above their heads. “Let me go first, just in case he left something behind.”

    Emily shrugged. She didn’t think it was very likely — Alanson knew they were trapped — but she took Frieda’s point. The potion Alanson had forced Frieda to drink would wear off, in time. He’d probably calculated that he had enough time to hack the wards and get back to the cell before it wore off completely. She wondered, numbly, why he hadn’t simply taken them down to the nexus point with him. It wasn’t as if she’d been able to break the compulsion spell and escape. Perhaps he’d feared the wards would react badly if they determined that their mistress was under a spell.

    That would be a smart addition to the wards, she thought. If Whitehall had had something like it, Shadye might never have gotten into the school.

    She smiled grimly, promising herself that she would find a way to make it work, then slowly made her way down the corridor. The light was fading — slightly — as the corridor started to incline downwards. A low tremor ran through the school. She lifted her pistol, unsure what — if anything — was ahead. Alanson was clearly doing something, but what? She forced herself to think as they resumed their walk. Could he hack the wards? She had no idea. They’d been designed to respond to her — and only to her — but there was no such thing as an unbeatable spell. Alanson was old enough to be her father, with decades of practical spellwork under his belt. God knew he’d had enough experience in manipulating wards to remain in hiding for the last seven years. Malabo had certainly never detected his presence.

    “The chamber isn’t like the one under Whitehall, or House Ashworth,” Emily muttered, as they reached a fork in the road. One corridor seemed to level out, the other headed further down. She hesitated, then took the corridor that sloped downwards. “It’s like ... it’s like the sergeant’s climbing frame, but worse.”

    “Ouch,” Frieda muttered. “I take it we won’t land in the mud if we fall.”

    “No,” Emily said. “We’d land in the nexus point.”

    She gritted her teeth. Dua Kepala had fallen into the nexus point and his magic had been enough to reignite the fire. What would happen if she or Frieda fell? She didn’t know. She didn’t even know what was under the nexus point. The pit below the twisting flame looked bottomless. Cold logic told her it couldn’t be so, that there had to be something at the bottom, but ... it was hard to believe it. For all she knew, the dimensions could be twisted so someone who fell into the darkness fell endlessly. She could imagine ways to turn a twisted dimension into ...

    The corridor suddenly widened, revealing the nexus point chamber. Emily caught herself a moment before she could step into the open. The chamber plunged down towards the nexus point, a giant pit lined with stone bridges ... a number of which were broken, shattered by the fight with Dua Kepala. Emily motioned for Frieda to stay still as she peered down at the nexus point, trying to spot Alanson. There was no sign of him. The endlessly twisting flame — a tiny fraction of something much greater — looked abandoned. She blinked in surprise, then looked up. Alanson was standing on an upper level, his back to them as he carefully cast a spell. Emily saw a flicker of light dart up from the nexus point — a shiver ran down her spine as it flashed past — and hover beside him, a moment before it crashed back down. She sucked in her breath as she realized what was happening. He was trying to unpick the wards piece by piece.

    He must have failed to hack them directly. The thought gave her a feeling of comfort, even though she knew it wouldn’t last. Alanson would need her to grant him access if he failed to unpick the wards. And he’d have to be paranoid about giving me access to the nexus point ...

    She lifted the pistol, aiming at Alanson’s back. It was unlikely he’d thought to ward himself against bullets. He’d probably heard all about the war — and gunpowder weapons — but he might not have comprehended what it truly meant. Jacqui hadn’t ... and she hadn’t had the excuse of hiding in the walls for seven years. Jade and Cat would have objected to shooting a man in the back, but Emily had no objections. There was no such thing as a fair fight against a magician. Shooting him in the back wasn’t just pragmatic. It might be their only hope.

    And yet ... she gritted her teeth. The pistol wasn’t that accurate. If she missed, he’d know they were there. And then he’d stop them ...

    She passed the pistol to Frieda. “Watch him,” she whispered, as another rumble ran through the chamber. Frieda hadn’t had any time to practice with the pistol — Emily couldn’t remember if Frieda had ever used a flintlock — but she could point and shoot. “If he sees me, shoot him.”

    “Be careful,” Frieda said. 

    Emily touched the snake-bracelet gingerly as she hurried forward, onto the bridge. There was no time to delay. The bridge seemed to grow thinner as she reached the far side, making her way down the stairs and onto the next bridge. Whoever had designed the chamber had crafted a giant marble run, as if they’d intended to roll balls across the bridges, down the stairs and into the nexus point. It was hard enough to reach the nexus point without having to worry about being spotted. It was so different from Whitehall’s nexus point that she couldn’t help wondering what they’d been trying to achieve. She promised herself, silently, that she’d spend time going through the school’s files when she had a moment. There had to be a reason beyond simple sadism ...

    Maybe they just wanted to force people to show respect as they approached the nexus point, Emily thought. She and Casper — and Dua Kepala — had used magic to hop from bridge to bridge, but that had been before the nexus point reignited. Now ... she doubted it was safe to try to levitate anywhere near the nexus point. Or maybe they were trying to buy time.

    She paused at the next bridge, glancing up to make sure that Alanson still had his back to her, then slipped onto the stone. The stone was cracked and broken — she winced as she realized she’d have to risk jumping across a gap — but there was no other way to proceed. She moved forward gingerly, feeling as though she was stepping on thin ice. If it started to crack ... she looked down and wished she hadn’t. If the bridge cracked, she’d fall right into the nexus point ...

    “You!” Alanson’s voice boomed down from high overhead. Frieda fired a moment later, the shot echoing through the chamber. A fireball cracked past Emily’s head, vanishing somewhere in the nexus point. “Stop!”

    Emily forced herself to run and jump, a second before another fireball slammed into the bridge. She heard the spur collapsing behind her as she landed on the far side, throwing herself forward. If she could get to cover before Alanson caught her ...

    “Freeze,” Alanson shouted, angrily. His voice was thick with power. Magic thrummed on the air. “Freeze now.”

    Emily felt her entire body trying to seize up. Alanson’s magic was burning into her, threatening to render her helpless once again. It wanted her to obey. It wanted ... She forced herself to twist, silently grateful that the bridge had been so badly weakened by the earlier fight. It crumbled below her feet, sending her plunging towards the nexus point. The spell snapped, freeing her mind an instant too late. It was all she could do to grab onto a lower bridge and hold herself in place.

    “Emily,” Frieda shouted. Another shot rang out. “Get ...”

    Frieda’s voice cut off abruptly. Emily barely had a second to pray that Frieda was still alive before another spell struck her. Light danced over her fingertips, binding her to the stone. She struggled, determined to throw herself into the nexus point before Alanson pulled her up again, but she couldn’t break free. She was trapped ...

    No, she thought. She reached out with her mind, touching the snake-bracelet. The traces of power were there, waiting for her. I won’t be helpless again.

    There wasn’t enough power to break Alanson’s spell, even if she had a chance to shape the counterspell and cast it before she ran out of power. She didn’t even think she could release the snake, not without condemning them both to death. Despair battered at the back of her mind as she realized she might have lost, unless ... she channeled the magic as quickly as she could, trying to form a link to the nexus point. If she could get the link in place, if she could hold it ...

    His rite, Emily thought numbly. She shaped the spell Alanson had shown them in her mind, bracing herself. The rite that should have worked ...

    She heard Alanson cry out. But it was already too late. 


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    TIME SEEMED TO SLOW AS POWER washed down the link, burning into her very soul.

    Emily screamed. Her thoughts were on fire. Every thought, a burning coal. It was hard, so hard, to think coherently. A surge of horror ran through her mind, driven by a single thought. Necromancers absorbed power from their victims ... was this how they felt, when they performed the rite for the first time? Emily could barely remember she was dangling above a nexus point, on the verge of falling to her death. A shudder ran through the air, pieces of debris falling past her and into the nexus point. She wasn’t sure if the chamber was tearing itself apart or if her mind was tearing itself apart. She seemed to exist in two planes at once.

    The power seemed to grow stronger, tearing away at her thoughts. It was hers and yet ... it wasn’t hers. It was separate from her and yet ... and yet it was nothing more than borrowed glory. She could sense the nexus point beyond her, twisting in and out of reality ... something so vast that she couldn’t even begin to grasp what she was seeing. The link had formed, yet ... the only thing holding it in place were the tiny traces of power she’d drawn from the bracelet. It might snap at any moment.

    Emily’s mind widened, expanding in directions she hadn’t known were possible. Her perception expanded, too. Alanson was a glowing presence, slowly making his way down to her. Aurelius was wrapped around her wrist, obedient to her unspoken command. Emily couldn’t see Frieda anywhere. She hoped that meant Frieda was alive, merely stunned or frozen or transfigured ... her new perceptions couldn’t see outside the chamber itself. And yet ...

    ... An impression washed through her mind. She was being watched. A drum was beating ...

    She pushed the impression aside as the power threatened to weaken. It felt, for a horrible moment, as if the nexus point itself was dying. Emily gritted her teeth, knowing that the last traces of her power were dying. Panic yammered at the back of her mind as she felt stone crumbling under her fingers. She was going to die, unless Alanson saved her. The power running through her mind was almost too much to control. And yet ...

    Focus, she thought. Her perceptions widened again. She was inside her body and outside it, looking through her eyes and — at the same time — looking down at herself from outside. She was in chains, her arms and legs shackled with cold iron ... it made no sense. She knew she wasn’t in chains. It took her a moment to realize that what she was seeing was something translated into terms her mind could grasp. The chains were the death curse. Concentrate.

    The curse snapped up at her as she moved her perception closer. She marveled at how much it resembled a Death Viper, a thing of beauty that was also a thing of pure horror. The curse had been crafted by a genius, a genius who had also been a monster. She knew how it worked now, knew how it had been put together. Randor hadn’t designed it, she was sure. But somehow he’d managed to cast it, using his own death to power the spell. She wondered, morbidly, who had designed it ... and why they’d given it to the king. Had Randor been planning to render her powerless all along?

    Or Alassa, she thought. The power burning within her weakened, again. Perhaps he thought he could cast the spell to keep her under control.

    Emily reached out, channeling the power into the curse. The designer had done very well, she noted. The curse absorbed magic, growing stronger as the victim grew stronger. There had been no way they could starve it of magic, as they’d thought. Lady Barb had been right. The curse would have died, but it would have taken her with it. But instead ... she shoved all the magic she could muster into the curse, surging her power through the spell. The curse stood revealed.

    She laughed, despite herself. Alanson’s rite would have worked. Perhaps it had worked, for a moment. He’d taught them how to unlock her magic ... and he’d taught her how to save herself. She wondered, as she channeled more and more power into the curse, if he truly understood what he’d done. She couldn’t have released her magic without him. She took a firm grip on the weakening curse, braced herself ...

    ... And she ripped it out of her head.

    Magic surged through her. Alanson’s spell broke, releasing her hand. Emily’s eyes snapped open — she wasn’t sure when she’d closed them — as she fell towards the nexus point. The wards sang around her, welcoming her, but ... they couldn’t catch her. She struggled to cast a levitation spell, trying to save herself, yet ... her magic felt rusty, as if it had grown stale through disuse. It was all she could do to keep herself from falling into the nexus point as she fell into the darkness.

    Emily thought she heard someone laugh, low and throaty, as the darkness swallowed her. It seemed to be grasping at her ... space twisted around her and she was suddenly falling again, towards the nexus point. She’d been right, she realized as she fell towards a bridge. The nexus chamber was the heart of a twisted dimension. It was a donut ... she gathered her magic, barely managing to slow her fall before she hit the bridge. The force of the impact knocked the breath out of her. She lay there, gasping in pain. She would have lain there forever if she hadn’t known Alanson was coming to get her.

    She reached out with her senses, trying to find him. A wave of sensory information crashed into her head, too much to handle. She hadn’t realized how blind she’d been — how much she’d  learned to block out — until she’d lost her magic. But now ... she laughed as she felt the power course through her. Her magic felt stiff and unused, as if she’d stayed in bed for weeks or months, but it was back! She had her powers ...

    He probably knows I have my powers back, she thought. She stumbled to her feet, risking a glance over the side. Alanson was below her now; running across a bridge, his expression furious. And now ...

    She shaped a spell in her mind, then cast it. A bolt of lightning flashed from her fingertips, lancing down towards the mad scientist. Alanson glanced up, hastily casting a deflection ward. Lightning crackled around him, spinning out of control. Emily laughed again, feeling the sheer joy of magic running through her as she cast another spell. She might have to fight for her life — and she knew she was out of practice — but she had her powers. She was no longer helpless.

    And he’s probably out of practice too, Emily thought. Nothing she’d heard about Alanson suggested he was a skilled fighter. He wouldn’t be a slouch — he wouldn’t have ruled his family if he had been a slouch — but he wasn’t a combat sorcerer. And he’d been lurking in the walls for years. He definitely hadn’t had any time to practice. We’re evenly matched.

    “Stop it,” Alanson shouted. This time, his commanding voice washed off Emily like water off a duck’s back. “Stop it and ...”

    “Shut up,” Emily shouted back. She aimed a fireball at Alanson, forcing him to duck. His protective wards were complex, but they weren’t strong. “Just ... shut up.”

    She split her attention, throwing a stream of fireballs directly into his wards. Lady Barb would have smacked her for wasting power — and giving Alanson a chance to deflect the fireballs before they punched through his protections — but it would keep him busy for a few seconds. Let him think her stupid enough to waste time and power on an attack that was doomed to fail ... she smiled, coldly, as she realized he would fall for it. He would want to believe that she was strong, but unskilled. It would give him a chance to weave a web of spells around her and snare her in his net before she realized what was going on.

    Give me a few seconds to act, Emily thought. That is all I need.

    She jumped off the bridge, allowing gravity to yank her down. Alanson was still battling the fireballs as she cast an attractor spell, using it to break her fall and dump her onto the bridge he was standing on. She mustered a force punch and slammed it into his wards, using pure brute force to throw him along the bridge and into the walls. Alanson screamed, his wards fragmenting. Emily pushed forward, feeling her power flare out of control. She directed it into his wards, systematically ripping them apart. She couldn’t — she didn’t dare — give him time to think, time to muster a defense. He might still have an edge.

    Alanson fell to his knees, holding his palms up in supplication. “Mercy ...”

    Emily glared down at him, careful to keep her distance. She’d allowed people to underestimate her before, people who hadn’t had a chance to regret it. Alanson looked broken, but that meant nothing. He could do more with a tiny flicker of magic than a first-year student could do with all the magic in her body. She gathered herself, ready to blast him at the slightest hint of trouble. If he made one false move ...

    “Why?” Her voice sounded harsh, even to her. “Why should I grant you mercy?”

    Alanson looked up at her. “I ...”

    Emily felt a surge of pure anger burning away rational thought. Alanson had intended to take Cabiria’s magic for himself, leaving her powerless for her entire life. He’d made her live a powerless life for sixteen years ... it was hard to grasp the scale of his crimes. Alanson had turned against his own family, intending to warp and twist them into monsters. She understood the urge to push the limits, she understood the desire to experiment, but there were limits. How long would it have been, she asked herself, before Alanson had started to drain the older girls, too?

    He thought he could set up the link without being detected, she thought. She understood what Alanson had been trying to do. No one would have realized what had happened as long as Cabiria stayed in the manor, where Alanson controlled the wards. It was quite possible that no one would have realized at all. And instead, it blew up in his face.

    Her anger blazed, her magic flaring stronger. Alanson had set out to enslave her ... no, he had enslaved her. He’d hurt Frieda, he’d hurt Cabiria ... he’d ... magic surged through her, a wave of power she couldn’t hope to control. Alanson’s body was ripped to shreds, pieces of blood and gore flying in all directions. Emily sank to her knees as the anger faded, leaving her feeling numb. Alanson had been too dangerous to leave alive, she told herself as she returned Aurelius to his bracelet form. He’d known too much. He could have traded the secrets in his head for his freedom, if she’d brought him to justice. He could have ...

    She looked down at the remains of Alanson’s body, feeling sick. The magic within her seethed, demanding release. She gritted her teeth, then turned and jumped off the bridge. A faint thought flickered though her mind — Spiderman would be proud of me — as she used a handful of spells to swing down to the door they’d used. Frieda stood there, utterly immobile ... and it was suddenly the easiest thing in the world to remove the spell.

    “You got your powers back!” Frieda stumbled. Emily caught her. “What happened?”

    “Allophone was right,” Emily said. She made a mental note to sort out the details later. “I used the traces of magic on the bracelet to ...”

    Frieda laughed. “Welcome back,” she said. “I’ve missed you.”

    She glanced down at the nexus point. “What now?”

    “Give me a moment,” Emily said. She closed her eyes, reaching out to the wards. They welcomed her. She let out a sigh of relief. Alanson hadn’t managed to do any real damage before he’d been stopped. “I’m adding you to the wards.”

    “I ...” Frieda nodded, tersely. “What now?”

    Emily hesitated. “We go back to the manor,” she said. How long had they been in the school? Had the others recovered? Or ... she wondered, sourly, just what Alanson had planned to do. Could he have left them asleep indefinitely? “And then ... I guess it’s time to turn this place into a university.”

    She let go of the wards, then turned and led the way back up the corridor. The mirrors glittered with magic — she had the odd impression that magic ran through them, rather than each of the mirrors being charmed individually — but she couldn’t determine what, if anything, the magic actually did. A charm to keep them from breaking? Or was it something more complex? She couldn’t remember if anyone on the Nameless World believed that breaking a mirror was bad luck.

    “Maybe they just wanted to admire themselves, everywhere they went.” Frieda laughed. “It’s as good a theory as any.”

    “They went to an awful lot of trouble to admire themselves,” Emily pointed out. “We’ll have to go through the papers, what’s left of them. There must be some rationale beyond wanting to see their faces in the mirrors.”

    She glanced into an abandoned classroom and frowned. It was more normal than any of the other rooms, but there was still a large mirror hanging from the wall. The tutor’s desk also had a pair of mirrors; one facing him, one inclined towards the class. Emily shook her head in disbelief. It just didn’t make sense.

    “We’ll figure it out,” she promised herself, as they hurried down the corridor and through the hall. “And then we’ll know.”

    “You’ll figure it out,” Frieda said. “I know you.” She brushed her hair out of her face. “And then you’ll find some way to take advantage of it.”

    “I’d better hope it wasn’t simple vanity, then.” Emily walked through the entrance hall and out through the wards. It was starting to get dark. A cold wind blew sand towards them as they left the school behind. She tried to calculate how long they’d been in the building, but came up with nothing. A few hours, at least. “Shall we go?”

    Frieda nodded. “You think you can teleport us back to the manor?”

    “I can teleport us back to Kingstown,” Emily said. She silently blessed Cat for encouraging her to memorize Kingstown’s location. “And we can walk back from there.”

    Magic surged around her as she took Frieda’s hand. She smiled at her friend, then carefully worked her way through the spell. Her powers were threatening to spill over, as if the magic had built up for too long. Perhaps it had ... she wished, suddenly, that she had a battery with her. It would be an excellent way to drain her power without being wasteful. She shook her head, dismissing the thought. She’d have to go to one of the spellchambers and work her way through her collection of spells as quickly as she could. If nothing else, it would get her back to normal quicker than anything else. Her spellcasting still felt a little rusty.

    “Let’s go,” she said.

    She closed her eyes and cast the spell. The ground shook under her feet. When she opened her eyes, she was standing at the edge of the meadow. The Faire was in front of her, the tents and caravans illuminated by bright magic. She glanced at the moon, clearly visible in the night sky, silently calculating that it had to be well past midnight. But then, the Faire never slept. She remembered that from Cockatrice.

    “We’ll come back, later,” she said. “But now ... we have to get back to the manor.”

    Frieda followed her, looking thoughtful. “Do you think Hoban will wait for me?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “How long do you have until you go back to school?”

    “Two weeks,” Frieda said. “And then I’ll be stuck behind the wards until ...”

    “You can meet him in Dragon’s Den,” Emily said. She would be surprised if Hoban couldn’t teleport. “Or you could ask permission to travel further away.”

    “I haven’t got my exam results,” Frieda reminded her. “If I fail — if I have to retake the year — I won’t have time to see him.”

    “Then let whatever happens happen,” Emily said. She felt a sudden pang. She’d have to write to Cat, wherever he was now. She didn’t know what she’d say. He’d left her when she’d needed him and ... “If it was meant to be, you’ll find a way.”

    Frieda giggled. “You sound like Imaiqah.”

    “Just be careful.” Emily had to smile. “You don’t want to get into trouble if you’re not careful.”

    “I know.” Frieda sounded offended. “I’m not stupid, you know.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She reached out and squeezed Frieda’s arm. “But it’s easy to get into trouble, too.”

    “Tell me about it,” Frieda said. “You can’t do anything in some classes without getting into trouble.”

    Emily laughed. “Just be glad you don’t have to study under Master Grey. You’d get in trouble for living.”

    “And he’s in trouble for being dead,” Frieda said. She smiled as the gates came into view. “And now ... Alanson is going to be in trouble for not being dead.”

    “He’s dead now,” Emily said, quietly. She wondered, suddenly, how she was going to tell Cabiria. She practically worshipped her uncle. The others might take it in stride, but Cabiria ... “He can’t hurt anyone any longer.”

    “And that’s all that matters,” Frieda said. “Isn’t it?”

    “I hope so,” Emily said, quietly.


    Chapter Forty

    “SO THE RITE ACTUALLY WORKED,” ALLOPHONE said, two days later. She looked none-the-worse for wear. “It would have removed the curse?”

    “In a manner of speaking,” Emily said. “It might have been difficult to actually remove the curse — that might have required some modification to the rite — but it would have let me use my powers again. And then I could have pushed the curse out of my brain.”

    “I suppose we should be grateful to Uncle Alanson, then.” Allophone didn’t sound pleased at the thought. “He gave us the wretched rite.”

    Emily winced at her tone. Malabo and Caledon hadn’t been pleased to learn that their elder brother had survived, but the girls had taken it really badly. They all had good memories of their uncle, memories that they were now looking at in a whole new light. Cabiria had vanished into her room, after she’d heard the truth, and hadn’t emerged since. Emily felt sick and guilty — and guilty about feeling guilty — every time she thought about it. She might as well have told the girls that their uncle had molested them as children.

    And he certainly intended to condemn Cabiria to a powerless life, Emily thought. And that was very definitely a form of abuse ...

    “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” she said, quietly. “I wish ...”

    “So do we.” Malabo stepped into the room. “But we don’t fault you for what happened, Lady Emily. We fault ourselves for missing the truth.”

    He sat down, looking as if he’d aged a decade in the past two days. Emily felt a stab of sympathy for the older man, knowing that it wouldn’t be easy for anyone to adjust now they knew the truth. What would they do? Admit what had happened — admit that Alanson had played the whole family for fools — or try to cover it up? She wondered, sourly, what she’d do, if they asked for an oath of silence. They’d certainly want to try to keep the truth as quiet as possible.

    “We wanted to believe,” he added, after a moment. “And we didn’t ask too many questions.”

    “And we had every reason to think he was dead,” Allophone added, sharply. “Boneka obeyed orders. I ... none of us thought to ask if Alanson was still alive.”

    “It will be a long time before any of us trust Boneka again,” Malabo said. He met Emily’s eyes. “Did we keep our side of the bargain?”

    Emily hesitated. It was hard to answer, not when she could make a convincing case that they hadn’t solved her problem. They hadn’t given her back her magic. But they’d risked a great deal for her and ... and, without them, she wouldn’t have known what to do when she’d accessed the nexus point. Alanson, irony of ironies, had shown her how to regain her powers and defeat him. And she liked the family, damn it. There was a part of her that wanted to beg them to accept her. 

    “I would be honored to have you at Heart’s Eye,” she said. “And yes, one of you can have a seat on the board.”

    She held up a hand. “Cabiria, by preference. If she will come ...”

    “Caledon is speaking to her now,” Malabo said. “I think ... she’s had a hard time of it, poor girl. I can ask her later, after she recovers ...”

    “She has recovered,” a quiet voice said. Cabiria stepped into the room, followed by her father. Her eyes looked as if she had been crying, but she was calm and composed. “And yes, I would be happy to join you at Heart’s Eye.”

    Malabo and Caledon shared a glance. “Then it is agreed,” Malabo said, finally. “And you may recruit others from the family, if you wish.”

    “Jayson, if he’ll come.” Emily smiled. “The school library is in a terrible state.”

    “I’m not surprised,” Allophone said. “I’m sure he’ll have fun putting it back together again.”

    Emily nodded. “Thank you very much for taking care of me,” she said. She met Cabiria’s eyes. “And I hope to see you at Heart’s Eye in a few days.”

    Cabiria lifted an eyebrow. “You hope to start now?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. She’d spent the past two days writing letters, informing her friends that she’d regained her powers and she intended to move to Heart’s Eye shortly. “We’ll have to get organized, collect food and supplies ... everything we might need to set up a camp in the school. And cloths to hang over the mirrors. I want to get started before my apprenticeship begins.”

    “And then?” Malabo leaned forward. “What happens then?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She and Caleb had drawn up the first set of plans, but ... neither of them had anticipated having to reinstitute the school board. “I’m hopeful that there won’t be too many problems.”

    “In the middle of the desert of death,” Cabiria said, dryly. “Oh, there’ll be problems.”

    “Probably,” Emily agreed. 

    She looked down at her hands. “I said I’d meet Frieda at the Faire, then teleport back to Zangaria to meet Alassa. Her baby is almost due and ... and I said I’d be there if I could.”

    Cabiria made a face. “Do you actually have to watch?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily said. There were kingdoms that did insist on having witnesses at the birth, although the custom had always struck her as spectacularly pointless. There wasn’t any shortage of spells to prove who’d fathered the child. “But I said I’d be there for the first few days.”

    “Good luck,” Cabiria said. She stood. “Do you want me to walk you down to the Faire?”

    “Please,” Emily said. She had a feeling Cabiria wanted to talk in private. “I’ll meet you at the entrance hall in five minutes.”

    She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as she strode out of the room and, just for a moment, didn’t recognize herself. She was standing tall, her hair flowing to her waist ... she looked like a woman of significance, not a frightened child adrift and powerless in a world she couldn’t understand. She sucked in a breath, reaching out with her magic. It was easy, so easy, to navigate the manor now that she knew how it worked. The wards could guide her to anywhere she wanted to go.

    But I won’t forget what it’s like to be powerless, she thought, as she walked down to the hall and waited. I will never forget that again.

    Cabiria joined her a moment later, wearing a long dark cloak that made her look as if she were in mourning. Emily couldn’t help wondering what Cabiria was mourning for. Her uncle? Or her lost innocence? The person she’d trusted, the person she’d thought had done the most for her, had actually been her worst enemy. Cabiria couldn’t be having an easy time of it. Her trust had been cruelly betrayed.

    “I should thank you,” Cabiria said, as they walked down the road to the Faire. Her voice was flat. “But I don’t know if I want to thank you.”

    “I understand.” Emily’s stepfather had been a monster, but he’d never tried to pretend he was anything else. She wondered, tiredly, just how easy it would have been to leave him if he’d been nice to her once or twice. “If you want to hate me, you can.”

    Cabiria shot her a sharp look. “I don’t hate you.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said.

    “But I do wonder what if ...” Cabiria shook her head. “If he’d died, back then, I would never have known. None of us would have known.”

    “I do understand,” Emily reminded her. “It’s never easy to come to terms with betrayal. You deserved better from him.”

    “Yeah,” Cabiria said. “And he said he was doing it for us.”

    She fell silent as they approached the Faire. Emily glanced at her, wondering what — if anything — she could say. Cabiria needed consolation, but Emily didn’t know how to offer it. Her uncle had betrayed her and she’d loved him for it. It would take years, perhaps, for Cabiria to come to terms with it. She might never really sort out her feelings.

    But at least she understands the dangers of going too far, Emily thought. They paid to enter the Faire and headed towards the bookstalls. And that will serve her well in the future.

    Eyes followed her as they moved through the bookstalls, taking their time to look at everything from newly-printed textbooks to printed volumes that claimed to be copies of older books. Emily felt ice tingling down her spine, grimly aware that people were looking at her ... she told herself, firmly, to ignore it. They were wondering, Emily was sure, if she was really powerless.  She smiled grimly, wondering just what had happened to Jacqui. She’d told everyone the truth, as it had been at the time, but ... she hadn’t known that Emily would recover her powers. How could she know?

    And some of them are wondering if they can take a shot at me, she thought. The Faire was meant to be safe, with strict laws against open violence, but — technically — a prank spell wouldn’t break any rules. I wonder which one will be the first to try to turn me into a toad.

    She felt the pressure of eyes following her as they left the bookstalls and wandered down towards the food tents. The wind shifted, blowing the smell of roast beef and curried mutton into her face. She smiled, despite herself. The Faire had adopted pizza and burgers, but it still had room for older styles. It was odd to realize that pizza and burgers, of all things, had become trendy amongst aristocratic magicians ...

    The surge of magic caught her by surprise. She tightened her wards, an instant before the fireball slammed into her back. It exploded, rivers of fire running in all directions ... she spun around, silently grateful she’d had time to modify her wards. The fireball hadn’t been particularly powerful, but it had been designed to go through normal wards rather than batter them down. Emily suspected she knew who’d cast it even before she saw him. Tobias looked very different from the aristocrat she remembered, but it was him. He’d seen her at work. He’d probably designed the fireball to take advantage of what he’d  learned from her.

    “Emily,” Cabiria said. “I ...”

    Emily shook her head, meeting Tobias’s eyes. He’d stepped over the line, when he’d attacked her in full view of everyone. He couldn’t run, not now. The watching crowd would let them fight, at least until the Mediators arrived, but they’d turn on him in an instant if he tried to flee. And then ... Emily concentrated on channeling Lady Barb, allowing her smile to turn cold and nasty. She saw a flicker of fear cross his face.

    You could have vanished, Emily thought, coldly. You could have joined the mercenaries or taken ship for the southern continent or even just found somewhere to live in the mountains, miles from anyone. But you came here for one last shot at me.

    Power flared within her, ready to leap out and boil him alive. She wanted to kill him. Tobias had pretended to be her ally, all the while trying to kill her. His wretched brother had tried to rape her and force her into marriage ... oh, she wanted to rip him to shreds, just as she’d killed Alanson. She wanted to smash him into the ground, to grind him to dust, to turn him into a slug and step on him ... and she could do it. Tobias had never dared face her openly, even when she’d lost her powers. She rather suspected that meant he couldn't match her in open combat.

    Tobias snapped out a spell. The magic struck Emily’s wards and disintegrated into a flare of bright light. A low murmur ran through the crowd. They knew that flashy displays of power were meaningless. Emily smiled, then threw back a single spell of her own. Tobias staggered back, desperately trying to strengthen his wards. They were strong, Emily realized, but crude. He’d never  learned how to nestle protective charms within his wards, let alone how to discard a collapsing ward before it triggered a general collapse. Emily didn’t give him time to learn. She shaped a single stunner in her mind as his wards shattered, casting it with all the delicacy she could muster. Tobias staggered, stumbled and hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. The crowd cheered, loudly. Emily could hear the clink of money changing hands.

    “You’re coming with me,” Emily said. She cast a levitation spell, hovering Tobias’s body into the air. “I know someone who wants a few words with you.”

    She glanced at the crowd. It dispersed, hurriedly, as its members found better things to do. They’d tell everyone what they’d seen, Emily thought. They’d make sure that everyone knew she had her powers back, if she’d lost them at all. It wouldn’t be long before the rumors started to say she’d never lost her powers in the first place. Jacqui had gotten really lucky, they’d say; Tobias had been a fool, blinded with hate. Emily had had no trouble dealing with either of them when she’d regained her footing.

    “Nicely done,” Cabiria said. “I’m surprised you didn’t kill him.”

    “We need answers,” Emily said. No matter how she looked at it, Tobias’s behavior made no sense. He’d acted like a madman, but he wasn’t insane. And his behavior wasn’t the only thing that made no sense. They still didn’t know where Randor had  learned the death curse. “Maybe he can give them to us.”

    “Maybe,” Cabiria agreed. “And then what?”

    “And then he has a date with Alassa’s hangman.” Emily shrugged as she started to walk, the body drifting after her. “And that will be the end of him.”

    “And of the rumors,” Cabiria said, echoing Emily’s earlier thoughts. “You’re back.”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. “I’m back.”


    Epilogue

    NANETTE WATCHED LONG ENOUGH TO BE sure that Tobias wouldn’t awaken any time soon, then turned and walked away. No one paid any attention to a young woman wearing the robes of an apothecary’s assistant, certainly not one who looked as though she’d had one too many accidents while brewing potions. It amused her to see how many pitying eyes followed her as she walked around the Faire. They’d remember the scarred face, not her. They wouldn’t know her once she took off the disguise.

    Better to let them think you’re ugly than have them paying attention to you, her master had said. Let them think that all you are is scars.

    She smiled, grimly, as she reached the edge of the Faire and made her way into town. It had been surprisingly easy to goad Tobias into action, when they’d finally had a clear shot at Emily. She had been able to sense Emily’s magic from a distance, but Tobias hadn’t even bothered to check before he’d started the fight. He’d just been too committed to bringing Emily down, Nanette supposed. She’d had to caution him, time and time again, not to try to sneak into House Fellini. There was no way a half-trained aristo too dumb to know the limits of his knowledge — and the depths of his ignorance — could break through the defenses and slip into the manor. She would have hesitated to try and she’d had some of the best tutoring money could buy.

    And the master wanted Tobias to be taken alive, she mused. It would have been easy to kill him, once he’d outlived his usefulness. Why?

    She pushed the thought aside as she reached a quiet alleyway and muttered the teleportation spell. It still galled her that she didn’t know where her master lived — she’d been given strict orders not to try to unravel the spellwork to find out — but she knew better than to pry. The master had his secrets, secrets he’d promised — one day — to share with her. And he’d saved her life. His motives — and even his name — might be a mystery, and she didn’t understand the purpose of half the tasks he gave her, but she would follow orders regardless.

    The master was sitting in his office, waiting for her. “Well?”

    Nanette took a breath. “Emily” — it was hard to say that name without cursing, even now — “stunned and captured Tobias.”

    “Good,” the master said. His voice, as ever, betrayed no trace of his emotions. “And there were witnesses?”

    “Tobias challenged her in the midst of a crowd,” Nanette said. It hadn’t been a real challenge, not by anyone’s standards. Slamming a fireball into someone’s back was the mark of a coward. “He had his butt kicked in front of hundreds of people. The entire world will know in a day or two.”

    She felt a flicker of hatred. There were so many ... interesting ... ways for a person to die through magic. Powerless or not, Emily had to die. She could have killed Emily a hundred times over, if the master had let her. She could have snuffed the wretched girl out as easily as one would blow out a candle. But the master had given her strict orders ... she was not to even think of taking advantage of a powerless girl.

    “Very good,” her master said. “You have done well.”

    “Thanks,” Nanette said, sourly. Weeks cooped up with Tobias? The aristocrat had not been pleasant company. “Sir ... Tobias will spill our secrets. He’s a coward. They won’t need to enchant him ... he’ll talk. He’ll tell them everything.”

    “It is of no consequence,” her master said. “Tobias doesn’t know enough to be dangerous, not to us.”

    He rose in one smooth motion. “Time is on our side. And by the time they realize what is happening, it will be far too late.”
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