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    Prologue I

    FRIEDA FELT... UNSETTLED.

    She could not, try as she might, put her finger on why she felt unsettled. Nothing had changed. She was a student in Whitehall, finishing up her final year before serving an apprenticeship to gain her mastery or joining Emily or one of her older friends in the formerly Blighted Lands to build a life of her own. She woke up in the morning, she ate breakfast, she went to classes, she ate dinner and went straight to bed. It was the typical life of a student preparing frantically for her final exams, the life she’d wanted before and was finally within her grasp. She wanted - desperately - to prove to Emily and Hoban and everyone else that she was worthy of the attention they’d lavished upon her. She wanted to make them proud.

    And yet, she felt uneasy.

    The world itself was... strange. She felt as if she were staring at the school around her through a plane of tinted glass, as if her vision were both blurred and warped. Things moved at the corner of her eye, only there when she wasn’t looking at them. They were gone when she turned her head. She soon forgot they were there at all, except... every time she saw them the memories returned. Strange things shifted, little hints that something wasn’t quite right. She served as detention monitor, yet no one had detention; the students looked forward to the weekend, but no one went to Dragon’s Den; she missed her friends and her lover dreadfully, yet she couldn’t muster the energy to so much as touch the chat parchments to write them a quick note. She wanted to see Emily again, if only to compare notes on the sheer strangeness around her, but the urge to send her a message was gone almost as soon as she registered it... as if, in truth, it had never been there at all.

    She made her slow way through the school, feeling sure something was wrong and yet unable to articulate it in a manner that made sense, even to her. Her arms and legs and mouth seemed to move of their own accord. She sat in classes and gave answers by rote - a flicker of remembered pain shot through her mind, to vanish before she quite registered it had been there - and stared at textbooks without ever quite reading them. She walked past the snobbish little brat who’d tried to hex her two years ago, without feeling as though she ought to watch her back. The brat - Frieda had never bothered to learn the younger girl’s name - had a habit of trying to hex older students, yet... she did nothing. She didn’t even make a rude gesture as Frieda turned the corner. 

    Something was definitely wrong.

    The thought nagged at her, battling a tidal wave of lassitude that threatened to suck her down and keep her down. She was tired. Permanently tired. It shouldn’t have been surprising - she was a student in her final year, as her thoughts reminded her again and again - yet it did. It wasn’t that far into the year. She’d laid the groundwork well, taking advice from Emily and Jade and some of her other friends. She’d planned to steadily ramp up her studies - and practical coursework - over the year, to be at the top of her game when she took the final exams. Emily had left before taking them - Frieda missed her, more than she could say - but Jade and Cat had set a very high bar. Frieda wasn’t fond of Cat. She would like to beat his final score...

    Her thoughts twisted, oddly, as she walked back to her bedroom. There were people in the corridor, ghostly people... she blinked and they were gone, as if they’d never been. A flicker of panic shot through her - if she was losing her mind, she’d be lucky if she wasn’t expelled or possibly even executed before she became a danger to everyone else - before it, too, was gone, buried under the lassitude. She slipped into her room and threw herself on the bed, grateful that Whitehall gave its final year students their own rooms. She’d never been comfortable sharing a room, not since Mountaintop. She’d had to order her boyfriend, Hoban, to sleep somewhere else, just so she could sleep. There’d been no choice. And yet...

    She tensed, suddenly. How long had it been?

    The flicker of alarm died almost as soon as it flowered, but this time she tried to cling to it. How long had it been since she’d heard from anyone? Days? Weeks? Months? Years? She knew her friends were busy - Emily was a teacher at Laughter, Alassa was ruling a country with Jade and Imaiqah by her side, the Gorgon was doing an apprenticeship at Heart’s Eye and being groomed to take over as administrator when her mistress retired - but it was strange not to hear anything, even a brief note reassuring her they were fine and they’ll be in touch later. Emily wasn’t the best at keeping in touch - she had a nasty habit of putting people out of her mind as soon as she lost sight of them - yet she had always made time for Frieda. It was strange...

    She yawned, suddenly. It had been a long day. She’d done... her heart stopped, just for a second. What had she done? She’d been... what? She’d gone to class and... and what? What spells had she done? What essays had she written? What questions had she answered? Her mind went blank. Nothing had happened. She hadn’t been praised for her successes or scorned for her failures; she hadn’t been given extra credit for helping the tutors or punished for disrupting the class... no one had. The tiredness seemed to grow stronger, threatening to pull her down. The bed was calling. She wanted... she wanted to sleep and yet... for a moment, she felt torn between two different versions of herself. She was lying on the bed and standing in front of the bed and... her head spun. It made no sense. It made no sense. It made...

    The world twisted. She was standing - no, kneeling - beside the bed, with no clear memory of how she’d gotten there. One moment, she’d been on the bed; the next, she was kneeling beside it. A strange thrill ran through her, as if she were doing something naughty... she wasn’t sure what. She was alone. She could do whatever she liked, in the privacy of her own room. And yet... she felt as if she’d gotten away with something. Her thoughts churned as the lassitude returned, the tiredness trying to drive her back to bed. It was powerful and implacable and... it wasn’t her.

    The awareness flashed through her, driving the cobwebs from her mind. She’d been entranced. They’d all been. It wasn’t the first time she’d been compelled to do something - it was a common prank - but this time was... dangerous. Her thoughts spun in mad circles as she leaned forward. She could still feel the spell pressing down on her. It should have been impossible. Awareness of the spell should have been enough to free her. And yet, it was starting to push her thoughts back into submission, into a complete lack of awareness. Frieda couldn’t understand the point of the spell - she could imagine a hundred more interesting uses, rather than just compelling students to behave - but it didn’t matter. The spell was so powerful it was simply grinding her down. There was no way she could get out of the school before she fell back into the trance.

    She bit her lip hard, the pain clearing her thoughts for a few precious seconds. The drawer beneath her bed was unlocked, without even a single charm to protect her most treasured possessions. Her tutors would reprimand her for carelessness, if they knew what she’d done, but it worked in her favor. The chat parchments were wrapped in her underwear, buried under a handful of blue books and other possessions. She ripped one free and pressed her fingers against it, allowing her magic to ignite the spell...

    ...And touched, to her dull surprise, a questing mind.


    Prologue II

    MADDY HAD, IN HER OWN QUIET estimation, a good life.

    It hadn’t been easy, not at first. Her family had produced too many daughters and not enough sons... something that would have been disastrous, if they’d lived in the countryside rather than Zugzwang. Instead, she’d learnt at her mother’s knee, planning to go into service as soon as she was old enough in hopes of saving a nest egg she could use to attract a husband. Men asked fewer questions, she’d been told, if the woman had enough money to make her a very good catch indeed. It didn’t hurt if the woman knew how to cook, too.

    She’d been nervous, when she’d been offered a position in Sorcerer Void’s tower. He was the most famous resident of the district - and its quiet protector, a man with a reputation that kept kings and bandits and taxmen well away from the town - but very little was actually known about him. Even the most daring of young men wouldn’t willingly set foot in his valley. The handful who had lost bets and found themselves forced to try to find the valley as part of their forfeit had found themselves completely lost the moment they stepped beyond the town’s formal boundary. The tower was impossible to find unless one was invited. Maddy had been afraid, when she’d walked down the charmed path for the first time, that she’d never be seen again. There was no shortage of rumors about what happened to young women who entered service with a magician.

    But Void wasn’t a bad master, Maddy had decided long ago. He didn’t molest his maids, nor did he abuse them... she knew masters and mistresses who’d done that and worse to helpless young women in their employ. Her duties were relatively light, even when her master was in residence; she had time to study, to broaden her mind, to make herself more attractive to a merchant or traveling trader who might want a wife who was more than just a pretty face. The only downside was that he didn’t seem to trust his maids. The geas he’d put on them, the moment they entered his service, kept them from breathing so much as a single word about their master to anyone. It was unpleasant, but it could be a great deal worse. And his protections made it all worthwhile. The last young man who’d tried to put his hand up her skirt without her permission, last year, had found himself a toad seconds later. It had taught him a lesson he’d never forgotten.

    She smiled as she walked the path, down to the town. The master was not in residence, nor was his apprentice and her personal maid. Maddy had never been quite sure what to make of her. Silent had done her duties with calm efficiency, but she’d never spent any time with her fellow maids... as if she thought she was better than them. No, as if she was just marking time. Maddy puzzled over it for a long moment, then shrugged and dismissed the thought. If Void wanted to tolerate Silent’s odd behavior, it wasn’t Maddy’s problem. All that mattered, right now, was that the master wasn’t home and the maids could slack off, just a little. They could take turns to visit the town and the master wouldn’t be any the wiser.

    Zugzwang rose around her as she walked on, a strange combination of thatched cottages and stone blocks, the latter a testament to the town’s reputation for safety. She smiled and brushed back her hair as she spotted two of the local lads leaning against the pub’s door, clearly waiting for the owner to open the door and invite them inside. It was a little early in the day for drinking, but it wasn’t her problem. They smiled back at her, shyly, as she walked on. They were handsome enough, she supposed, but their clothes marked them as laborers. She wanted to travel. Marrying a laborer or a farmer would guarantee she’d spend the rest of her life in Zugzwang, without so much as seeing what lay on the other side of the hill. She’d plucked up her courage and asked her master, once, to take her with him when he traveled. He’d been kind, but he’d said no. Maddy winced, inwardly. Perhaps it would have been wiser to ask his daughter. Lady Emily was strange, even by sorceress standards, but she was a young woman. She would have understood.

    A man stepped out of the alleyway, blocking her path. Maddy tensed, then relaxed. She had Void’s protections. No one would be fool enough to try to lay so much as a finger on her, not without her permission. The clothes she wore - a cut above the outfits worn by the more regular domestics - should have been a tip-off that her master was someone important, someone who might see an attack on his servant as an attack on him. She was safe.

    “My Lady,” the man said. He spoke with an unfamiliar accent. Maddy vaguely recalled a pair of traveling merchants from Alluvia who’d spoken with similar accents, but she’d been barely six years old at the time and her memories were unreliable. “Can I have a moment of your time?”

    Maddy dropped a grand curtsy, rather than the more servile one she’d been taught. “Of course, My Lord.”

    If he was affronted by her mockery - if he even recognized it for what it was - he showed no sign. “Your master has been accused of starting the war,” he said. “Do you think that is actually true?”

    Maddy blinked. War? What war? She’d heard rumors of unrest right across the Allied Lands, from commoners turning on aristocrats to mundanes turning on magicians, but she hadn’t believed a word of them. It just didn’t happen. The sun might as well revolve around the world. And besides... she remembered hearing a couple of local merchants whining about refugees passing through, but she hadn’t taken them seriously. She certainly hadn’t seen any herself.

    “His daughter and former apprentice has turned on him,” the man continued. “She’s told everyone the war is his fault.”

    Maddy felt her tongue lock, just for a second. The geas still held her in its power. She could no more talk about her master and his apprentice, without his permission, than she could leap tall buildings in a single bound. The one time she’d tested the geas had been bad enough she’d sworn never to do it again, ever. And...

    “I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “I don’t have the time right now.”

    She strode past the man, silently daring him to put out a hand to stop her. He did nothing. She felt his eyes watching her as she continued down the street and turned the corner... she shook her head as it dawned on her just how odd the encounter had been. The man hadn’t been interested in her personally... a rogue magician, perhaps? She was all too aware that magicians spent half their time spying on other magicians. And with Lady Emily resident within the tower, interest had doubled. She’d heard from the other maids that the master had spent weeks tightening the defenses before leaving on his latest mission. 

    Putting the thought out of her mind, she walked into the greengrocers. The old woman who ran the shop was normally up for a chat, alternatively gossiping about the town’s affairs and prattling about young men of good character who just happened to be in the market for a wife. Maddy didn’t mind, although she wasn’t interested. The old woman meant well...

    ...And yet, she fell silent the moment Maddy walked into the shop.

    Ice prickled down her spine as she made her selection, paid and walked out again. The old woman was normally talkative, to the point it was impossible to shut her up. And yet, she was quiet now... when Maddy had arrived? Had she been talking about Maddy? Or her master? Or... or what?

    The sense that something was wrong only grew stronger as she made her way through the town, doing her shopping in an orderly manner. Shopkeepers looked worried, the moment she walked into their establishments; young men who would ordinarily have tried to flirt hurried away, as if the hounds of the seven hells were after them; young women who usually wanted to talk about going into service themselves looked away. Maddy felt uneasy, as if the ground itself were shifting under her feet. The last person to be shunned by the entire town had committed adultery with a traveling vagabond... unwisely doing the deed in her own home, where her husband had caught her. Maddy knew she hadn’t done anything like that. It would be a brave man who dared suggest she’d lost her virginity to her master. And she hadn’t! And yet...

    She paused outside the bookshop, admiring the handful of new books in the window and trying to decide if she should buy one. The world still seemed to be tilting on its axis. The bookseller would normally be trying to entice her in, showing off books that came from the other side of the Allied Lands... she could see him through the window, lurking on the far side of the counter and pretending she wasn’t there. She was tempted to throw caution to the winds and stride into the shop, practically daring him not to serve her, but she refrained. She wouldn’t have her master’s protection forever. If she abused it, her past would come back to haunt her when she left his service.

    Instead, she picked up the broadsheets by the door and skimmed them. The bookseller didn’t come out to complain, to insist she paid for them... proof, if she’d needed it, that something was deeply wrong. The headlines were as hyperbolic as ever - she’d once read a claim that the duchess of somewhere or other had given birth to twin goblins, or that the king of some kingdom had had nine piglets by the royal sow - but there was something oddly real about them. The Allied Lands were collapsing. Kings were being overthrown, aristocrats were being slaughtered by their serfs, village headmen were being chased out by their former subjects... the details kept changing, yet they all had one thing in common. Void - her master - was the one pulling the strings. And Emily, his apprentice—and his daughter—was standing against him.

    Maddy stared down at the papers for a long moment, then took some coins from her purse and threw them at the bookseller before turning and hurrying back to the path. She had to warn the others, although she had no idea what they could do. They were just maids, after all. They were powerless, unable to do anything without permission. They - and Zugzwang itself - would be nothing more than a prize for the victor. And...

    Her heart twisted. She wasn’t the only powerless person in the world. Everyone in Zugzwang knew they existed at Void’s mercy, that he could rain fire and death on the town, that he could drive them away on a whim. And beyond Zugzwang... there were countless men and women - commoners, serfs, slaves - caught in the middle, doomed to suffer in the fighting and then become prizes themselves. 

    Being one of Void’s servants had been a good life, but now it was over. The entire world had been turned upside down. 

    And there was nothing she could do about it.

    Nothing.


    Chapter One

    “ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT TO do this?”

    Emily raised her head. The chat parchment in front of her was dull and cold, practically lacking magic. She’d worked hard to blend her magic with Alassa’s in a bid to contact Frieda, somewhere inside Whitehall, but nothing happened. She cursed, not for the first time, the loss of her own chat parchments. The delicate magics within the parchment she’d tried to modify might not have survived her meddling. She might as well have lit a match and set it on fire.

    Her head swam. It had been hours since she’d spoken to Void in the Dreamtime and she still felt exhausted, utterly disconnected from the world. She’d slept afterwards - she’d thought she’d slept; Jan had sworn blind she’d slept - and yet she felt as if she’d been awake for days. Her magic felt odd, as if her power was at its peak and completely drained at the same time. She wondered, grimly, if Void had bent his word. He’d told her she was safe, within the Dreamtime, but he’d forgotten more magic than she’d ever known. He could have found a way to strike at her, to weaken her, without ever quite breaking his word.

    He certainly found a novel way to keep his oath to the Allied Lands, she reflected, sourly. He thinks he’s protecting them, protecting everyone, and therefore keeping his oath by taking over.

    Alassa cleared her throat, then repeated the question. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

    Emily flushed. They’d gone through everything, when they’d sat down and planned their next move. “Do I have a choice?”

    “Yes.” Alassa rested her hands on her hips. “You can stay here and send someone else in your place.”

    “There’s no one else, unless you want to send Nanette alone,” Emily pointed out. “The two of us are the only ones who might be able to break into the tower.”

    Alassa’s lips looked pinched, suggesting she was displeased. Emily understood. Her friend - the Queen of Zangaria - had spent the last week trying to rally resistance to Void, a difficult task considering the White Council was gone, the Allied Lands in ruins, the portal network destroyed and half the remaining magicians unsure of what was really going on. Void’s plan might have gone off the rails - slightly - but he was already recovering. It was just a matter of time before he pushed forward and finished the job. Alassa had used Emily’s name as a rallying cry, used her reputation to convince outsiders to back her. Losing Emily now would damage the cause beyond repair.

    Emily sighed, inwardly. She understood Alassa’s concerns. Void’s Tower made the Tower of Alexis look utterly undefended... and breaking into the Tower of Alexis had been extremely difficult. It had come very close to getting Emily killed. And that had been with Jade and Cat, two men she trusted completely, by her side. Nanette, on the other hand, had been a thorn in her flesh from the day they’d first met. They might be allies now, but no one trusted her. Emily found it hard to turn her back on the other girl, even after their minds had touched a few days ago. Nanette wasn’t an ally, not really. They just had a shared goal.

    She ran her hand through her hair. There simply wasn’t anyone else. Jade was Alassa’s strong right hand, as well as Alassa’s husband. The Queen needed him. Jan was a skilled charmsmith - and Emily’s lover - but Emily wasn’t blind to his flaws, his lack of enthusiasm for actual fighting. Caleb wasn’t much better. Cat would have been ideal, but he was on the wrong side of the Craggy Mountains. And Sergeant Miles...

    Alassa was saying something. Emily dragged her attention back to listen.

    “...We don’t even know the spells are safe,” Alassa said. “Can you trust them?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. “They’ve been checked extensively.”

    Alassa’s perfect lips twisted into a scowl. “And if you’re wrong?”

    Emily winced, inwardly. Alassa wasn’t usually so... timorous, but - normally - the entire world wasn’t resting on her shoulders. Zangaria had weathered the storm far better than its neighbors, in no small part due to the changes Emily had wrought, yet large swathes of the kingdom were still in chaos, with enemy troops loose on the wrong side of the border. Void would turn his attention to the kingdom soon enough, they were sure; his enhanced troops and sorcerers would bolster the forces of the neighboring kings as they invaded from three directions at once. Alassa’s army was experienced, loyal and modern, but it wouldn’t be enough. The moment Void had finished securing the nexus points, he’d deal with Zangaria.

    And yet, she knew Alassa had a point. Teleporting was dangerous, these days. Void had used the nexus points to cast a spell over the land, overriding the preset destination and casting anyone who tried to teleport to land in Whitehall’s oubliette. Emily had been there, years ago. She knew it was impossible to escape, even for a skilled and powerful magician. Void would have all the time in the world to inspect his prisoners, to determine if they were any use to him, then dispose of them if they weren’t. The only way to teleport safely - from what they’d been able to determine - was to use a teleport gem. And yet, even they weren’t completely trustworthy. Emily had devised the concept, before the world had gone mad, but it had been Void who’d made it workable. He knew the spells better than she did.

    “The only other option is staying here and waiting for him to come get us,” she said, more tartly than she’d intended. “We’re not ready to start the march to Whitehall yet.”

    She rubbed her eyes, then stood, folded the chat parchment and passed it back to Alassa. It hadn’t worked and she wasn’t sure why. Frieda might be entranced, so deeply enspelled she wasn’t aware of time passing, or she might simply be held in stasis... or Void, knowing Frieda was the closest thing Emily had to a younger sister, had simply put her somewhere she could do no harm. Or, perhaps, she’d accidentally ruined the parchment when she’d tried to modify the spells. Writing messages hadn’t produced a response. In truth, she feared the worst. Void had the nexus point and control of the school’s wards. He could keep everyone in the building entranced so deeply they forgot their own names.

    “You are in no state to go,” Alassa said, as she slipped the parchment into her dress. “You should rest first, before trying anything.”

    “The longer we wait, the greater the chance he’ll do something to keep us out,” Emily said, although she knew Alassa was right. “The tower is heavily defended. If he erases us from the wards, we won’t be able to get to the walls, let alone inside.”

    Alassa nodded, her lips thinning in disapproval, and led the way into the corridor. Emily followed, wincing at the devastation. The twin bouts of fighting had done immense damage, from tearing down tapestries and shattering suits of ancient armor to smashing doors and scorching the stone walls with traces of powerful magics. She wondered, as she eyed her friend’s back, if part of Alassa’s bad mood stemmed from the fact she no longer felt safe in her own castle. Void’s troops had nearly captured her and her family only a few, short weeks ago. The fighting to recover the castle before it was too late had been horrific. And Alassa’s loyalists had paid the price.

    She spotted a serving girl hastily pressing herself into the wall as the queen and the kingdom’s foremost noblewoman walked past. Emily felt a twinge of sympathy for the young woman, barely entering her teens. She’d been caught in the middle when the invaders had stormed the castle, held prisoner until Alassa and Jade had rallied their forces and struck back... and now, like the rest of the surviving staff, unable to leave the castle without permission. Void had proved himself a master of mind control - and infiltration. The young girl might be an unwitting spy, programmed to report to her master without ever being aware of her actions. No truth spell could reveal the truth if she didn’t know it herself. Emily had considered using soul magic, in hopes of identifying the unwilling spies, but the risks were just too high. Void could easily have planted a booby trap in their minds to take out anyone foolish enough to try.

    Jade met them as they descended the stairs. “Emily,” he said. His tone was flat, his words blunt. And he had a black eye. “The sergeant is growing worse.”

    Emily winced. “There’s no improvement?”

    “No.” Jade shook his head, curtly. “One moment, he’s perfectly normal; the next” - he touched the blackened eye - “he’s lashing out at everyone, apparently convinced he’s on the verge of being sacrificed by a necromancer. His chambers are surrounded by the most powerful wards we can devise and yet... his magic is still threatening to burn out of control. If he loses it completely...”

    “I know.” Emily had been cautioned, more than once, that a sorcerer who went mad might start tapping into levels of power beyond any sane sorcerer. She’d read a handful of books - all banned, with good reason - that suggested madness made it impossible for the sorcerers to know their limits, allowing them to push well past them. “We can keep him asleep, can’t we?”

    Jade shot her a pitying look. “Not for long,” he cautioned. “His magic is resisting the potions and there are limits to how much Durian we can feed him. Even non-magical sleeping draughts are only having a limited effect. You might need to consider a final solution.”

    Emily grimaced. Sergeant Miles was the last of the major adults in her life. Sergeant Harkin, Grandmaster Hasdrubal, Lady Barb... even King Randor and Void himself... had all left her, all dead save for Void. She didn’t want to kill him, or send him to his death, and yet she knew the sergeant would sooner die than go mad, his madness contaminating the entire world. Alassa would have killed Sergeant Miles herself, or ordered him killed, if he hadn’t been... him. Keeping him in the castle was just too dangerous. And yet...

    I could take him with me, she thought. But where?

    Her mind churned. There had to be something she could do. But what? The Nameless World had no concept of curing the insane, of helping the mad back to sanity. The mere idea was regarded with naked horror, simply because a maddened sorcerer’s madness was the only thing that made it possible to defeat him. Void wasn’t mad, just... convinced he was doing the right thing. A necromancer, or a madman, was dangerously unpredictable. They tended to lose track of what they were doing...

    “We’ll deal with him after we get back,” she said. “Please keep an eye on him.”

    “I will,” Jade said. “But you do understand we can’t keep him under control much longer?”

    Emily said nothing as they walked into the next chamber. The teleport gems were laid out on the workbench, waiting for Jan to finish slipping them into the spell lattice. Nanette stood against the wall, flanked by Sienna and a nervous-looking guardsman, who’d probably been assigned to escort her as a tripwire. He wore a suit of charmed armor, covered in runes that would absorb or deflect spells hurled at him, but a sorceress as powerful and capable as Nanette would have no trouble finding a way through those. If nothing else, she could simply levitate a rock and hurl it at him with all the force of a cannonball, cracking his armor like an eggshell. Emily hoped Alassa would find a way to reward the guard. He hadn’t volunteered to follow a sorceress who could kill him on a whim.

    “Emily,” Nanette said. Her accent had changed from a slightly haughty magical accent to something that was a closer match to Emily’s. “Are you ready to go?”

    Emily studied her thoughtfully. Nanette looked... ordinary, neither an aristocrat nor a serving maid. She had long brown hair and a bland face, the kind of appearance that would go unnoticed unless she chose to step into the light; she wore a simple shirt and leggings that could have belonged to anyone from a merchant’s daughter to a peasant woman working the fields. Her clothes were carefully tailored, neither designed to show off her curves nor hide them. Emily guessed it would take a matter of moments for Nanette to change her appearance to the point that no one, even someone who knew what she looked like, would recognize her. She could even, by hiding her hair and tightening her clothes in all the right places, pass for a young man. And there was no magic involved in the transformation, not at all. She was just plain good at disguising herself. 

    Which gives her an edge, Emily thought, crossly. She knew how to use magic to pass as something she wasn’t or simply keep people from looking at her too closely, but she knew she couldn’t fool another magician. It was a breach of etiquette to peer through someone’s glamour, yet the mere presence of a glamour was proof the user wanted to conceal something. Nanette could walk right through a set of outer wards and no one would realize she had something to hide.

    “Just about,” she said. They’d planned the operation as best as they could, but too much of their planning was based on guesswork. There were sections of the tower that neither of them had been allowed to see. They didn’t even know if the maids were still there. Void could easily have sent them home with generous payments and sealed the tower... if he’d had the time. “And yourself?”

    “Ready.” Nanette grinned, as if she expected the operation to be easy. Emily suspected it was just another facade. She’d hate to face Nanette across a poker table. “And then we go on to Whitehall.”

    “If you want to take a shot at him alone, you can go.” Alassa’s voice was cold and hard. “If you want to actually have a chance to succeed, you should wait for the rest of us.”

    Nanette dropped a perfect curtsey. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

    Emily groaned, inwardly. Alassa and Nanette stood in odd contrast to one another. Alassa was the center of attention, her beauty and carefully tailored dress marking her as someone to watch; Nanette was a living shadow who could present the impression of being whatever she liked, someone who practically went unnoticed unless she made her presence obvious. And yet, they had a great deal in common. They were both powerful magicians, they’d both been taught to keep their full powers carefully hidden from the outside world...

     

    And they hate each other, Emily thought. Alassa had nearly been killed through Nanette’s manipulations; Imaiqah had lost a father who’d been a good and decent man. Emily wasn’t sure how Nanette felt about Alassa, but she’d be surprised if Nanette - a common-born magician - didn’t feel a twinge of contempt for the girl who’d been born with a silver spoon in her mouth. As long as they work together long enough to win the war...

    “We’ll go as soon as the spell is ready,” Emily said. “Jan?”

    “I’ve calculated the correct configuration to slip through the spellweb,” Jan said, as he slipped the final crystals into place. “You shouldn’t have any trouble getting there, but you’ll materialize very close to Zugzwang rather than the tower. I don’t want to risk trying to drop you any closer. The tower has its own defenses, as you know, and the raw magic further up the mountain will make your life interesting if you brush against it without proper preparations.”

    “Interesting,” Nanette repeated. There was a hint of amusement in her voice. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.”

    Jan held up a pair of gemstones. “I’ve spelled these to drop you back here, just outside the walls,” he said. “Don’t try them inside the castle unless you’re desperate. I tried to duplicate the spells he used, to allow you to teleport out of Whitehall, but I can’t swear they’ll work.”

    “Whitehall didn’t want me dead,” Emily said, wryly. “The tower might have other ideas.”

    “He was the only one who could allow teleporting in or out of the tower,” Nanette agreed. She glanced at Jade, her eyes going wide in a show of girlish enthusiasm. “Do we have any up-to-date intelligence on the situation in Zugzwang?”

    Emily sensed Alassa tensing beside her. Jade, to his credit, didn’t seem impressed.

    “The last reports from the region suggested there was little trouble, beyond a handful of brief clashes between low-level aristocrats and commoners,” Jade said. “That was two weeks ago. I sent a pair of agents with chat parchments to report back, once we knew what was actually going on, but they haven’t arrived yet.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. A month ago, she could have teleported across the entire world in less than a second. Now, teleporting was dangerous and traveling from one side of Zangaria to the other would take weeks, even if they didn’t run into bandits, rebels and invading armies, all bent on looting, raping and burning their way across the country. Law and order had broken down everywhere. “We’ll be there ahead of them.”

    She looked at the glowing crystal, then hefted her knapsack and slung it over her shoulder. There was no point in delaying a moment longer. Time was definitely not on her side. She held out a hand, steadying herself as Nanette took it. Emily didn’t trust the other woman much - not very much at all - but she understood Nanette’s desire for revenge. Void had killed Nanette’s first true father-figure, then used the death to manipulate her. She had a score to settle with him.

    Emily smiled as the others stepped back, then reached out and touched the crystal. The world went white...

    ...And then plunged into madness. 


    Chapter Two

    EMILY FELT, JUST FOR A MOMENT, as if she were trapped on a boat caught in a deadly storm. She was thrown from side to side, body crashing against the walls and smashing to the deck, the pain coming and going so quickly she barely registered it before the feeling was gone so completely it might never have been there at all. And then...

    Darkness fell.

    Emily thought, for a horrified moment, that she might be dead. It was possible. The simplest of wards could stop a teleport spell in its tracks, scattering the atoms of the caster so completely that nothing short of God Himself could put them back together again. Void could have shut down all teleports within range of the nexus points or used them to kill anyone foolish enough to try, if he hadn’t wanted to take her alive. Her feet hit the ground a moment later, her eyes widening as she spotted stars overhead. There was a faint glow to the south. The town, she noted, didn’t seem to feel any urge to hide.

    There’s a powerful sorcerer in residence nearby and several minor sorcerers within the town itself, she reminded herself. Void didn’t exactly rule the surrounding countryside and the population weren’t precisely his subjects, but their relationship wasn’t that much different than a lord and his peasants. He protected them from outside threats and, in exchange, they left him and his tower strictly alone. They must think he’s still there.

    She muttered a slight - very slight - night-vision spell and looked around. The teleport spell had dumped them in a valley between the town and the tower itself, by a stream that flickered with wild magic from further into the mountains. Nanette stood a little apart from her, her body very still as her eyes searched for possible threats. Emily understood why. The human eye was lazy. If they stayed still, in the darkness, it was unlikely they would be spotted by watching eyes... it was rare for anyone to come so close to the tower without being invited, not when sorcerers guarded their privacy jealously, but it was well to be careful. The northern valleys teemed with wildlife. She could easily imagine a bunch of poachers taking advantage of the chaos to catch and kill as much as possible. The town might not be aware of it, yet, but the coming winter would be hard.

    The darkness rustled, slightly, as wildlife fled. Emily tensed, then relaxed as the noise faded. They were alone. Her eyes swept the darkness, peering into the nooks and crannies along the valley’s edge to make sure of it. If someone spotted them... they’d have to stop him, quickly, before he raised the alarm. It was going to be hard enough to get into the tower even if the wards hadn’t completely locked the building down.

    Nanette held up a hand. Emily glanced at her, then nodded. They were probably far enough from the tower to speak normally, but sound could travel quite a distance in the dead of night. Her stomach churned as they started to walk through the valley, wild magic sparking at the corner of her eye as they made their way up the path. Void could have dismissed the maids - apparently, the other girls were genuine maids, rather than spies or trainee magicians - and locked down the tower, or simply left them in place to pretend all was normal. She frowned at Nanette’s back as they picked up speed. The older girl had suggested launching an armed assault on the town, in hopes of drawing Void out of Whitehall. Emily had overruled her. She doubted Void cared enough to intervene. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have a hundred other problems to concern him. The town was a very minor matter compared to that.

    Her leathers itched, oddly, as they clambered over rocky formations, descended into valleys and started the climb again. The landscape seemed... different, even though she’d spent some of her free time exploring the mountains and valleys around the tower. Void had encouraged her to explore, for reasons she didn’t understand. Perhaps he’d just wanted a break from her... the thought cost her a pang, despite everything. It couldn’t be true. He could have retired into his section of the tower, into his private chambers, if he’d wanted to be alone. She wouldn’t have objected. There’d been plenty of times in her life when she’d wanted to be alone, too.

    Nanette slowed as they reached the final valley and made their way towards the gash in the rocky walls. Emily took a breath, sweat beading on her back. Void had told her that, hundreds of years ago, two powerful magicians had fought each other here, unleashing power so dangerous that they’d torn up the landscape beyond repair. There were patches of soil around the valley where the grass would never grow again; the remainder might have been overgrown, in the years since the battle, but still bore the scars of the long-ago conflict. She braced herself as they stepped through the needle, wild magic slowly giving way to the outer edge of Void’s wards. They pulsed with subtle power, pressing against her mind. Her wards were strong, and she knew what to expect, and yet it was hard not to remember she’d forgotten something, something so important she had to turn and walk away. She felt the wards plucking at her mind, trying to distract her... she gritted her teeth as the valley came into view. The locals claimed the tower changed places as easily as they changed their clothes. Emily suspected the truth was a little more prosaic. Anyone who stumbled into the wards, without taking careful precautions, would leave with a gap sliced out of their memory. Void had told her, once, that there was no point in showing off when something subtle would do the job just as well. The best crimes were the ones that went completely unnoticed. 

    And perhaps I should have wondered about that a little more, she thought, tartly. Even now, she still found it hard to believe her teacher was waging war on the entire world. How many crimes has he committed, over the years, in pursuit of his crazy plan?

    She took a breath as the valley lay open before them, the wards fading into the background. They weren’t designed to sound the alarm - Void didn’t want to be disturbed by poachers and climbers who brushed against the wards and found themselves redirected, moments later - but they were a clear statement of intent. Anyone capable of noticing their presence - let alone resisting them - would know they were about to walk into a sorcerer’s territory, and that there would be stronger and nastier defenses waiting for them. The rules were clear. A sorcerer could do anything he wanted to an intruder - and anyone stupid enough to break into a sorcerer’s house deserved everything he got.

    Void trained me to break into houses, she reminded herself. Why?

    The tower was almost invisible within the gloom. It looked... tiny. She couldn’t help thinking of an oversized rook, barely large enough to house a dozen men. And yet, as she stared at it, the size seemed to randomly shift. The tower was bigger than Whitehall and yet so small it was little bigger than she was. The tower was bigger on the inside, she recalled; perhaps she was seeing the interior dimensions pressing against the local magic field. She told herself to be grateful the original builders hadn’t put the tower on top of a nexus point. They could have made the interior as big as a TARDIS, perhaps bigger, if they’d had an infinite source of power. She wondered, not for the first time, where the power actually came from. Void was powerful, and she assumed his predecessors had been equally so, but not that powerful. It should have been impossible.

    Nanette inched closer to her. “Are you ready?”

    Emily nodded. Time was running out. Void might not be there - she was fairly sure he wouldn’t take the risk of leaving Whitehall, not until he captured her - but he did have servants. Allies. Maddy and her peers might not be magicians - she thought that was true - but they could trigger the wards and lock down the tower if they felt threatened. Or - worse - he might have a few magicians oathsworn to him. It wasn’t impossible. Emily had to admit his cause wasn’t unjust, merely misguided. Others might have the same thought.

    Her heart thudded in her chest as they made their way down into the valley and inched through the forest. The local wildlife scampered away... she hoped, prayed, that Void hadn’t turned owls and foxes and other nocturnal creatures into a subtle early-warning system. She’d seen the world through her familiar’s eyes often enough to know that animals often picked up on things humans missed, to the point there were no concealment spells that would hide someone from animal senses. Magic rippled overhead as she glanced up, the tower’s wards sweeping the air for incoming threats. She’d considered, briefly, trying to fly to the tower. But it would have been suicide.

    The tower was suddenly there, right in front of them. Emily stared across a grassy plain that grew wider and wider with every passing second. It was hard to pick out the patterns in the soil, the elaborate runes that directed wild magic towards the tower and, at the same time, made it difficult to approach. She had to admire whoever had come up with the idea. It was blindingly simple, so obvious it should have been in common use, yet it required someone to think so much outside the box that she hadn’t seen the concept anywhere else. The first time she’d visited the tower, she’d found it hard to penetrate even though she’d been a welcome guest. Now, she had a feeling it would be a great deal harder to get to the wards.

    Nanette held out a hand. “Ready?”

    Emily took it, bracing herself. They didn’t dare be separated. They were already inside the danger zone. Void might have programmed the wards to hold any intruders prisoner until he returned or he might simply have ordered them to kill any uninvited guests. If this went wrong... she glanced at Nanette, admiring the calm expression on the older girl’s face, then stepped forward. Magic welled up around her, a storm of naked power rapidly growing stronger as she inched through the maze. Void had told her, once, that the trick to evading a powerful set of wards was to show them what they expected to see. Here... it wasn’t going to be easy.

    I guess I’m not a welcome guest any longer, she thought, with a twinge of regret. The wards wouldn’t try to stop me if I was still keyed into the magic...

    Power surged around her, pressing against her mind. She kept walking forward, dancing around the maze. The spells were incredibly complex, each easy option threatening to punt her out of the maze - or worse. Void had sneered at sorcerers who crammed their homes with elaborate traps - he’d told her a few stories about magicians who’d sleepwalked right into their own traps - and yet, she couldn’t help thinking he’d done the same. She knew his magic well, and she’d had plenty of time to study the tower’s defenses, but it was still hard to resist the urge to run. The maze was so elaborate it was hard to look more than a step or two ahead. She could make a mistake and never realize it until she passed through several more steps...

    Nanette’s hand tightened, just for a second. Emily tried not to smile. Nanette was clearly stressed too, even though she looked calm. Oddly, it made Emily feel better. She pressed on, dancing through spinning whorls of magic that threatened to turn them around or trap them within the maze. The tower was bigger on the inside... the maze, she realized dully, was just the same. They were ants crawling over something so huge it was completely beyond their comprehension.

    A wall rose in front of her. She crashed into it before she could stop herself. The world spun... for a horrified moment, she thought she’d knocked over the entire tower and it was about to crush her... and steadied. She clung to the wall, pulling Nanette close as the magic snapped and snarled behind them. They barely had any room to maneuver. They had to find the entrance before they slipped and fell back into the maze. It might not be fatal, but it would set off so many alarms and traps it might put an end to their adventures once and for all.

    She inched around the tower, feeling as if she were halfway up a cliff face even though her feet were on solid ground. The wind whipped around her, rustling her shirt and blowing her hair into her face. Nanette grunted something - it sounded like a curse - as she followed, clearly having her own problems. Emily had no time to reassure her. She sent her magic through the stone, searching for the door. If the tower was locked down, they might not be able to find the way in. The only way to enter if the tower was sealed was to teleport and the only person who could do that was Void. She didn’t dare try to teleport into the tower herself. It would be a simple way to commit suicide.

    The stone seemed to shift, just slightly, as her fingers found an indentation in the wall. She pressed her magic into the gap, twisting it into a key as she found herself touching a complex locking spell. It came to life the moment her magic brushed against it, a twisting mass of something that made her stomach churn just looking at it. She felt as if she were staring into a nest of worms, except they weren’t worms... she drew on all her experience to hold the magic in place, one hand pressed against the stone while the other scrabbled in her pocket for Void’s ring. It sparkled against her mind, a grim reminder of both happier times and a betrayal that had cut her to the bone. She pressed it against the stone, drawing on the magical signature embedded within the ring. Void had made her a member of his family, practically adopted her as his daughter... she hoped, desperately, the magical signature would work. It was the only way they had to get into the tower without triggering all the defenses.

    She winced as the magic lunged forward, freezing her. It felt as if it hadn’t worked and yet... the magic wasn’t trying to actively kill her. Nanette pressed her fingers against Emily’s, her magic gliding over Emily’s power and pressing against the defenses. It felt weirdly intimate... Emily had to suppress the urge to pull back as their combined magic pressed the signature into the lock. The world twisted and they fell forward, landing on a stone floor. She breathed a sigh of relief as the magic faded. They were inside the tower.

    “Interesting,” Nanette managed. She sounded as if she was on the verge of falling asleep. “I... what was that?”

    Emily shook her head. They were on the stone floor, completely exposed, and yet she could barely muster the energy to sit up. Her head ached, as if she’d been slapped several times in quick succession. She rubbed her forehead, dully aware she still held Nanette’s hand. She supposed that was all the proof she needed that Nanette truly had turned her coat. It would have been easy for her to put a knife in Emily’s back - or worse - when they’d been in the maze. Nanette could even have made it look like an accident. A flash of magic in the wrong place, at the wrong time, would have been quite enough to raise the alarm.

    “I don’t know.” Emily forced herself to sit up, letting go of Nanette’s hand as she drew the canteen from her belt and took a long swig. Her mouth tasted of dust. “The tower is far older than Void.”

    She looked around, remembering the day she’d entered the tower as an apprentice. She’d washed and dressed herself, symbolically putting aside her past and donning her master’s colors... not, she reflected wryly, that Void had bothered with heraldry of his own. He hadn’t cared what she wore, as long as it was practical. Now... she looked down at herself, then stood. Time was fleeting. Who knew where the maids were?

    Nanette touched the walls, lightly. “We seem to be inside,” she said. “Shall we go?”

    “Yes, quietly,” Emily said. “Do the maids have access to the internal wards?”

    “I don’t know.” Nanette shook her head. “I never spent much time with them. They might have seen through my disguise.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. Lady Barb had told her, years ago, that aristocrats and powerful magicians were easy to fool. They paid so little attention to the people around them that a spy could get quite close without being noticed, particularly if they were fool enough to believe their own propaganda. Commoners, particularly ones on the edge, could be harder to deceive. Their very existence relied upon watching their superiors, just so they knew when to duck. They might notice something off about the disguised person, something that suggested they weren’t quite what they seemed.

    And Void wouldn’t have hired idiots, she reminded herself. He didn’t want people who couldn’t think for themselves.

    “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go.”


    Chapter Three

    THE TOWER HAD ONCE FELT LIKE home.

    Emily felt strange as they made their way through the corridors and up flights of stairs that were normally reserved for the master and his apprentices. She’d enjoyed her time here, studying advanced magic with Void, a teacher who knew how to make the lessons interesting as well as informative. It had felt like home... no, it had been her home, a refuge from the outside world. She’d felt safe, safer than she’d ever felt anywhere, save perhaps for Whitehall. She was honest enough to admit the tower probably hadn’t been paradise for everyone - the maids might have been well treated, yet they were still servants - but it had been good for her. And yet, now...

    She felt torn between the sense of returning to somewhere she’d outgrown and an awareness she was intruding into a magician’s home. It was oddly disconcerting, as if she were somewhere she should and shouldn’t be. She half-expected to see Void walk around the corner, his head in a book, or one of the maids hurrying to the dining room, carrying a tray of food. It wasn’t her place any longer and yet, somehow, it was. She frowned as they reached the top of the stairs and stopped outside her old bedroom, wondering if it was safe to enter. Void might already have removed all traces of her from his tower.

    “Check the door,” Nanette muttered.

    Emily nodded and - gingerly - rested her fingers against the doorknob. She hadn’t bothered to spell it, a reflection of just how safe she’d felt in the tower. It wasn’t like Whitehall or King Randor’s castle or any of the other places she’d slept in the last few years. No one was going to break into her room in the dead of night, to turn her into a frog while she slept or search her trunk or molest her, let alone try to kill her. The knob clicked, the door squeaking open. She froze, convinced the noise would wake the maids. If they came...

    Their rooms are on the lower levels, Emily recalled, as she hastily caught the door and held it still. There’s no way they’ll hear us down there.

    She inched into the room, feeling another twinge of wistfulness as she eyed the letters on the table. She’d left them there... she wondered, idly, if there was any point in stuffing them in her pocket and taking them back to Zangaria. Probably not, she decided. The unopened letters were postmarked between her departure to Alluvia and Void’s takeover at Whitehall, whereupon they abruptly stopped. She smiled, humorlessly, as she spied a pink envelope amongst the mess. Unless she missed her guess, it was another marriage proposal.

    “Hurry,” Nanette hissed.

    Emily nodded and walked into the bedroom. Someone, probably Silent - it was hard to believe, despite everything, that Nanette and Silent were the same person - had made the bed when she’d left the tower for the last time. It looked as if Void had expected her to return, to stay in the tower until he’d completed his coup and presented her with a fait accompli. Her heart twisted. If he’d been honest with her, right from the start, she might have reacted differently. But instead...

    She put the thought aside as she dug under the bed for her trunk. She’d woven powerful spells into the wood to make it impossible for anyone else to open, but it was hard to be sure. Void had kept some of her possessions, right from the start; he’d certainly had plenty of opportunities to obtain some of her blood. Given enough time, he could have opened the trunk and sealed it again without leaving a mark. She’d added some precautions when she’d been a student - trying to break into trunks was an old tradition - that should alert her if someone managed to get inside, but it was hard to be sure. Void was far more experienced than any of her rivals at school. He might notice the non-magic tricks she’d inserted into the trunk.

    The magic crackled around her as she opened the trunk. As far as she could tell, nothing had been touched, let alone taken. She grimaced as she realized there were no chat parchments left, although she’d known it was unlikely she’d left one behind. She’d taken half of them to Alluvia and they’d been destroyed there, with the remainder left in her home in Dragon’s Den. She promised herself she’d recover them, providing Void hadn’t taken them first. Dragon’s Den was well within his territory. He could have broken into the house - or simply destroyed it - on a whim.

    She picked up the handful of spellbooks, including the ancient tome Void had given her long ago, and stuffed them into her knapsack, then closed the trunk. There was nothing else worth taking, not now. Either they won the war, in which case she could recover the remainder of her possessions at leisure, or they lost. She put the trunk back under the bed, then turned and walked back into the living room. Nanette was waiting for her, impatiently. She looked so much out of place that Emily’s eyes threatened to slide over her, as if she weren’t there at all.

    “We have to go further up,” Nanette said. “Come on.”

    Emily nodded. They’d compared notes on the uppermost levels, but neither of them knew quite what to expect. The tower was big enough - on the inside - to house an entire school. She found it hard to believe Void could have taught several apprentices at once, but it wasn’t impossible. And yet... she shook her head. There would probably be several workshops - she’d seen one - a private library containing rare or forbidden books, a bedroom... she wondered, not for the first time, where Void had slept. He’d never shown her his bedroom.

    The wards felt heavier as they made their way up the stairs, subtle misdirection charms blurring oddly with spells designed to keep people from spying on the tower’s master. It wasn’t uncommon for sorcerers to be paranoid about their privacy, but Void seemed to have raised paranoia to an art form. The tower itself was heavily warded and yet he’d layered more and more wards over his private chambers, as if he feared his guests would spy on him. Perhaps he had a point. Emily hadn’t tried to spy on him, but Nanette probably had. And there might have been other guests over the years who’d made the attempt, too, for all she knew.

    The stairs stopped in front of a narrow iron door, studded with runes and charms. Emily inspected the magic thoughtfully, noting how it was designed to be easy to open as long as someone had the right magical signature. Anyone else... she glanced back down the stairs, wondering how the maids had gotten in and out. Void had never struck her as the kind of man who enjoyed living in squalor - the levels were as clean and tidy as one could expect - and she doubted he had the time to clean up after himself. There were cleaning spells - she knew some - but they tended to cause problems if they were used time and time again. One could only magically clean a dress a few times before it fell apart at the seams.

    “Interesting,” Nanette muttered. “I think he’s warped his own magical signature.”

    Emily frowned. Nanette was right. Void hadn’t keyed the spell to his own signature, but to a warped version of it... the signature could be anything. She cursed under her breath. The ring had gotten them into the tower, but there was no way they could use it to get into the innermost chambers. The odds against getting it right the first time, if she tried to twist the signature within the ring, were astronomical. And she was sure there’d only be one chance at it. They couldn’t get in without the key and...

    She stared at the lock, a thought twisting through her brain. It made no sense. She knew Void. He’d scorned the idea of overthinking one’s security precautions. He had the power to twist his own signature - she had no doubt of it - but a single tiny mistake would be enough to either lock him out of his own chambers or simply kill him. It wasn’t as if one were simply adding a single number to their PIN code. It was a great deal more complex. If they tried to hack it, they’d be killed on the spot.

    A thought struck her. “Stay back,” she ordered, as she knelt in front of the door. The keyhole was just above her eye level. It would be eye level for Void. Up close, she could see layer upon layer of spells piled on the metal, running through the keyhole... she smiled as she saw it. The spells were so complex that half of them were designed to cancel the other half out, leaving only one spell active. “I’ve had an idea.”

    She took the ring and pressed the magical signature against the final spell, opening the way to the keyhole. Void was cunning. She felt a flicker of admiration as she dug a small screwdriver out of her belt and pressed it into the lock, feeling for the springs. Nanette gasped behind her as Emily pressed against the springs - it was rare for a sorcerer to rely on something as simple as a mundane lock, but that was the genius of it. Void would have crafted himself a key, she was sure; she didn’t need one. She’d been taught to pick locks a long time ago.

    The door clicked open. Emily smirked as she nudged it wider with her screwdriver, careful not to touch the remaining wards. Void had pulled a fast one. Anyone who broke through his outer wards would waste time trying to crack the inner wards, instead of simply bypassing them. She had no doubt he could pick the lock too, if he lost the key; hell, the lock itself was hardly complex. One did not need specialist tools to open it. A normal magician would rely on magic to unlock the doors, rather than bother to turn the key.

    “Oh,” Nanette said.

    Emily stepped into the chamber. It was a giant workroom - not, she noted grimly, the one she’d visited before all hell had broken loose. There were a dozen wooden tables within eyeshot, all bearing the signs of extensive use. She inched forward, examining the tools and materials scattered around. Void seemed to have enough tools for a dozen separate projects, ranging from simple saws and hammers to far more complex devices she didn’t recognize. Two tables were laden with rare and expensive supplies, including dragon scales and pieces of bones clearly too large to be anything conventional. One of them looked like a chicken bone, but it was larger than her forearm. She frowned as she spotted a handful of teleport gems resting on the table. Void had clearly intended to come back for them.

    She glanced at Nanette, who shrugged, then stepped into the next room. It was a cross between a library and a study; the windows looking out over the forest below, the walls lined with books, the desk piled high with parchments and papers and more books... she smiled, despite herself, as she rounded the wooden desk and spotted the butler’s tray resting beside the chair, with an empty mug sitting on top. Void had clearly been drinking while he worked. She picked up the mug and took a sniff. Kava. Strong Kava. He’d worked long into the night.

    “Interesting.” Nanette peered through the windows. “Did you see the windows from outside?”

    Emily shook her head. There’d been a handful of murder holes - slots allowing defenders to rain arrows on an attacking army - but not actual windows. She wasn’t sure the slots really were murder holes. Void wouldn’t need them... perhaps they were actually keyed to the defenses in some other way. But she definitely hadn’t seen any windows. She glanced towards Nanette, then back at the papers on the desk. It looked as if Void had been intensely studying something.

    She sat, feeling dirty as she scanned the papers. Void had taught her much, before she’d gone off to fight in the wars, but the work in front of her was a grim reminder she still had a long way to go. It looked as if he was studying teleport spells, yet the coordinates were so screwy anyone stupid enough to try to cast the spells would be lucky if anything happened. Her eyes narrowed. Void was hardly stupid. He couldn’t have intended to try the spells, could he? It would be like trying to drive from New York to Washington DC and somehow managing to reach California before discovering the mistake.

    Worse than that, she thought, as she worked her way through the papers. It’s as if he’s trying to draw a cube without knowing what a cube is.

    She felt a dull ache at the back of her head. The papers made no sense. And yet, she was sure she was missing something. Void wouldn’t have left them there for her to find, to trick her into wasting her time. If he’d known they were coming, he would have set a trap. The wards could easily have frozen the pair of them, suspending the two girls in time until he came to collect them. No, he wouldn’t have tried something clever. He’d hammered it into her, time and time again, that trying to be clever was asking for trouble.

    The problem with making something foolproof, his voice echoed in her thoughts, is that some fools are very clever fools indeed.

    The papers rustled as she dug through them, growing ever more puzzling. It was a teleport spell combined with a portal and yet... it made no sense. The spell seemed to be practically self-guiding. Emily shook her head in disbelief. It was like jumping off a cliff without knowing what was waiting for you, without - even - knowing where you were jumping from.

    “Odd,” Nanette said. “What are these?”

    Emily looked up. Nanette was holding a pair of frayed jeans and a shirt... for a moment, Emily’s eyes refused to grasp what she was seeing. Jeans and a shirt... they were hers. She’d been wearing them when she’d been yanked into the Nameless World... they hadn’t been anywhere near as important as her library card - she’d picked them up at the Goodwill, many years ago - but they’d been hers. She hadn’t seen them since Void had given her a robe to wear... what were they doing here?

    “Clothes,” she said, dully. She could imagine Void keeping them, but... why? “They used to be mine.”

    Ice ran through her veins as she looked back at the papers, everything suddenly falling into place. Void hadn’t been trying to find a new way to teleport. He’d been trying to find a way to cross the dimensional divide, one that didn’t rely on sprites or demons or other untrustworthy entities. Her heart thumped as she put the pieces together. The clothes - her clothes - had a link to their original homeworld. To Earth. Void could use them to guide his magic and open a portal... perhaps. Her thoughts ran in circles. There was no magic on Earth... not as far as she knew. It was possible the portal would collapse the moment he tried to open it.

    Unless the Wizarding World really does exist, her thoughts whispered. Who knows what the Ministry of Magic would do?

    She shook her head, dismissing the thought as she hastily picked through the papers. They made sense now. Void was casting spells to operate in a multidimensional environment, in a realm with planes and angles humans simply couldn’t perceive... barely, perhaps, even deduce their existence. It was clever. He could use the multidimensional signature on the clothes, her old clothes, to steer the portal. And once he had control of a nexus point, he could open the portal whenever he pleased.

    “If we take the papers...”

    She swallowed, hard. Taking stuff from her trunk was reasonably safe. Void might or might not search the trunk, at some later date, but she was fairly sure he hadn’t done so already. He certainly hadn’t disturbed the strands she’d left behind to inform her if someone had tried to get inside. He wouldn’t notice something had been taken if he didn’t know what had been there before she took it. But here... she was sitting at his desk! She knew she’d notice if someone meddled with her work. And it was unlikely Void would blame it on the maids.

    Emily stood. “We’ll take the clothes with us.”

    Nanette shot her a concerned look. “He’ll notice.”

    “I know.” Emily took the shirt and jeans and stuffed them in her knapsack. She’d had a bra and a pair of panties too - she’d never been tempted to walk around without underwear, unlike some of the girls she’d loathed back home - but she couldn’t remember what had happened to them. She’d taken her shoes and socks to Whitehall, then stuck them in her trunk when they’d been replaced. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

    “Then take the papers too,” Nanette said. “We might as well.”

    Emily nodded. “Good idea,” she said. She started to stuff the papers into her bag, one by one. She’d sort them out later. “Snatch up anything else you can find, then...”

    She heard a gasp and looked up. Maddy stood by the door, eyes wide with fear.


    Chapter Four

    “LADY EMILY?” MADDY SOUNDED STUNNED, AS if she were still half-asleep. “And who the hell are you?”

    She doesn’t recognize Nanette, Emily thought, numbly. She would have laughed, if the situation hadn’t suddenly become dangerous. Of course she doesn’t!

    Her mind raced. It would be easy to stop the maid in her tracks, to freeze her or turn her into something harmless or simply put her in a trance, but doing anything to her might trigger alarms. Void didn’t want guests abusing his maids. He’d told her he’d given them a handful of protections designed to keep them safe against visitors with more power than common sense. Emily tried to think. She was - as far as Maddy was concerned - Void’s apprentice. And yet the maid had caught her in her master’s private chambers. Somehow, Emily was sure the maid wouldn’t keep her mouth shut.

    “Void sent me to collect some papers for him,” Emily said, although she doubted it would work. The wards would have roused the maids, if she’d returned to the tower. Maddy had probably been on her way to make breakfast when she’d seen the light from the upper levels or something. It didn’t matter right now. “He’ll be back shortly.”

    “You shouldn’t be in here.” Maddy’s voice shook. “I... you shouldn’t be in here.”

    Emily felt a moment of sympathy. There was nothing the poor maid could do that wouldn’t anger at least one immensely powerful magician. She liked to think she was better than some of the magical brats she’d encountered, eighteen going on eight, but Maddy could hardly take that for granted. She would displease her master if she turned a blind eye to Emily’s activities and displease Emily herself if she tattled on her. And, protections or no, Maddy was terrifyingly vulnerable. It was unlikely Emily would suffer any major consequences for hexing the maid.

    Her lips quirked. Now, things are rather different.

    “Void sent me,” Emily said, calmly. She hoped Void had given the maid enough freedom to accept her words at face value. “Go prepare breakfast. We’ll be down in a moment.”

    Maddy hesitated, visibly. “Lady Emily, I...”

    Emily cursed under her breath. Maddy really was stuck, caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. She had to put Void’s orders first... Emily reached out with her senses, probing the poor girl. The maid’s protections were very basic, imposed on her rather than put in place by her own mind, but spells powerful enough to worm their way through them would probably set off all kinds of alarms. She didn’t even dare try to send the young woman to sleep. It might just trigger the wards...

    Nanette stepped forward, jabbing a finger at Maddy. The girl threw her arms up in shock, an instant before she melted into a tiny statue of herself. Emily swallowed hard, knowing just how unpleasant it was to be transfigured without warning. The longer Maddy stayed in that form, the harder it would be to recover. The only upside was that Void would have no trouble finding her.

    “You didn’t have to do that,” Emily snapped at her. She could feel the wards shivering, great powers coming to life below. “She couldn’t have hurt us!”

    Nanette scowled. “She could have sounded the alert,” she snapped back. “Do you not think she could have triggered a spell, even without magic herself?”

    Emily swallowed the words that came to mind as she ducked into the next room. Their time was about to run out. She didn’t think the tower was linked directly to Void, but she knew better than to take that for granted. Even if it wasn’t... the wards were perfectly capable of freezing everyone in place and waiting for their master to return. The only upside was that Void would be reluctant to come himself, perhaps assuming the attack was a diversion. He’d need to decide what to do pretty quickly. 

    She frowned as she looked around the room. Maps lay everywhere; some little more than rough outlines, as if the original artists expected the users to fill them in as they went along, some so detailed they were as close to perfect as any others she’d seen in the last few years. Void had sketched out his plans... Emily looked at the maps, then shook her head. They were all outdated, swept away by the press of events. She already knew Void had taken Red Rose and the nexus point underneath the castle; she’d been the one to recover it during their flight from Whitehall. She hoped, grimly, that Queen Mariah and her husband were still holding the line. Void would do everything in his power to capture the nexus point again.

    Her eyes narrowed as she spotted an isolated map showing the Kingdom of Johor. It was right on the eastern border of the Allied Lands, far from both the White City and the furthest reaches of the Blighted Lands; Johor prided itself, from what little she’d heard, in maintaining a degree of independence from the rest of the Allied Lands. Void had drawn circles on the map, a line between a place in the scrubland and a city caught between marauding warlords. It clearly meant something to him, but what? Johor was so far away that it might not even be aware something was going on to the west.

    She put the mystery aside for later consideration and swept through the rest of the rooms, one by one. A bedroom, not much larger than her own; she was mildly amused by living quarters that were decidedly bare, without much in the way of creature comforts. The only hint of luxury was a large walk-in closet that wouldn’t have shamed Alassa, crammed with outfits from peasant shirts and trousers to merchant outfits, royal and magical robes... it struck her, suddenly, that Void had enjoyed disguises as much as Nanette did. A small chest in the third room was crammed with school reports... her school reports. Emily snatched a handful up and ran as the tower shook again, magic starting to zero in on them. They were out of time. Behind her, something crashed. She looked back, just in time to see the bedsheets come alive and reach for her.

    Emily gritted her teeth, then summoned a fireball and threw it into the mass of animated bedding. It exploded into fire, the flames quenched a second later by the wards. She turned and fled, knowing she’d bought herself a few seconds at most. Nanette ran out of the office, carrying a handful of books in one hand. A dozen more books flew after her, intent on battering Nanette to death. Emily hastily cast a spell, blowing them against the far wall and sticking them there. The ground quivered, again, as they ran into the workshop. She heard a scream from downstairs and peered down, just in time to see a tidal wave of molten stone flow over a maid. The poor girl was submerged before Emily could do a thing to help her. She hoped, desperately, that the maid would merely be held in suspension until Void returned. The air was still cool. She prayed that meant the stone wasn’t actually molten.

    “I thought he didn’t like showing off,” Nanette said, as the wave of stone started to advance up the stairs. She slammed the door closed with a wave of her hand, casting a set of spells that should have firmly barred the door. “This isn’t showing off?”

    “It’s designed to trap us.” Emily had a nasty feeling Nanette was wasting her time. The stone was animated by powerful magic. There was a very good chance the stone would simply blur through the door, the magic infecting the walls and spreading into the workroom itself. “It’ll certainly make it harder to escape.”

    She scooped up Maddy’s tiny form as the door started to bulge inward, trying desperately to think of a plan. She’d made a mistake. She’d assumed she could evade any trapping spells... she ground her teeth in frustration. It would have been easy to knock Maddy out with her fists, rather than use magic. There was no guarantee striking the maid wouldn’t set off alarms, but... she shook her head as the stone on each side of the door started to shimmer like melting metal. It was just a matter of time before it came for them.

    “Cover me,” she snapped, as she saw the teleport gems. “I’ve had an idea.”

    Emily grabbed the gems, just as the door exploded inwards. She ducked instinctively, then ran for the office. Nanette followed, casting a hail of spells - some simple, some complex - at the stone as she ran. It absorbed them, effortlessly. Emily admitted, privately, it was a cunning plan. Nanette could blow chunks of stone to atoms if she wished, but so what? There was always more, flowing towards them like water...

    Nanette slammed the door shut as soon as they were inside the office, then hammered a network of complex spells into the walls. Emily nodded, although she suspected it wouldn’t make things any better. The floor was made of stone too. She glanced down. The floor wasn’t moving - yet - but she was sure it was just a matter of time. Or perhaps not. Void wouldn’t want to lose the books in the library. He might just settle for keeping them trapped - or worse - until he had a chance to return.

    She pressed her fingers against the gems. Void had taken her design and improved upon it, giving his forces the ability to teleport while leaving his enemies stranded in the dust. There was no preset destination, thankfully; she forced herself to insert a set of coordinates into the system, hoping the spell would be powerful enough to break through the tower’s wards. If it was his magic... she used the ring one final time, allowing his signature to flavor the teleport spell, then tried to test the spell by triggering the first gem. It shuddered violently, the magic twisting so badly she knew there was no hope of surviving the jump, before shattering into dust. The wards weren’t fooled. No doubt Void had calculated that anyone who got so far into the tower would have to be able to duplicate his signature in some way...

    The walls shuddered. Emily grimaced as Nanette started to wave and chant, draining her power in a desperate bid to buy them a few more seconds. She was strong, Emily reflected, but the wards were stronger still. The floor quivered beneath her feet. She looked down to see the stone starting to ripple, like water that had just been disturbed. Panic washed through her as she jumped backwards, clutching Maddy in one hand and the gems in the other. If they were sucked down into the mire, they were dead. Or, worse, they’d be taken prisoner.

    “It won’t end like this,” Nanette snarled. Emily could see puddles of stone forming around her shoes. “It won’t let it end like this!”

    Emily glanced at the windows. They were charmed to be unbreakable, but... she slammed the second teleport gem against the windows and triggered it. The windows glowed with light, then snapped out of existence as the spell yanked them away into nothingness. They wouldn’t reach their destination, but it didn’t matter. She clambered onto the ledge and shouted for Nanette, just as the floor gave way. Nanette struggled, but she was trapped...

    Gritting her teeth, Emily cast a summoning spell, putting as much power as she could into the magic. It was massively overpowered. Nanette was torn out of the stone, yanked towards Emily so hard there no time to cancel the spell before Nanette slammed into her, the force of the impact hurling them both into the air. Emily caught hold of Nanette and cast a flying spell, trying to get outside the wards before triggering the final teleport gem. The tower seemed to glow with light behind them. The spell started to fail, sending them plunging to the forest. Nanette muttered a spell, her voice too tired to be loud. Their fall slowed an instant before they hit the ground, Nanette landing on top of Emily.

    Emily giggled, despite herself. “That was... that was...”

    Nanette laughed and rolled over, lying beside Emily. “Remarkable.”

    She grinned. “If you decide you want to spend your days robbing magicians, count me out.”

    Emily rolled her eyes. “I think we got lucky,” she said. “A few more seconds and he would have had us.”

    She sat up and looked towards the tower, clearly visible by the dawn’s early light. It seemed unmarked. There was no sense the building had been invaded, let alone looted. It was easy to believe nothing had happened, that Void didn’t even know they’d been in and out of his fortress... she shook her head as she stood, brushing the mud and dirt off her trousers. Void knew. The tower might not be linked to him directly, but she’d be surprised if he didn’t have wards keyed to alert him if things got out of hand. It was what she would have done.

    Maddy’s tiny form was still clutched in her hand. She placed the statuette on the ground, motioned for Nanette to step back, then undid the spell. Maddy shot up, nearly falling as her body came back to life. Emily put out a hand to steady her, trying not to wince at the way the maid flinched. She’d known she could be enspelled at any moment - and Void had used her to demonstrate a handful of spells - but there was a difference between knowing and truly believing. Emily just hoped Maddy wouldn’t try anything stupid.

    “You...” Maddy swallowed hard. She looked like a mouse that had just sighted a hawk overhead. “Lady Emily, what...? What’s happening?”

    Emily hesitated, unsure what to say. “Your master has declared war on the rest of the world,” she said. Her lips quirked, humorlessly. “So far, he’s winning.”

    Maddy was already pale. But, somehow, she paled still further. “I heard rumors, but...”

    “You have a choice,” Emily said, flatly. She wanted to ask what Maddy might have heard - the town wasn’t exactly off the beaten track, yet it was quite some distance from either Whitehall or Zangaria - but she didn’t have time. “You can stay here until the master returns and tell him what happened” - she ignored Nanette’s scoffing sound - “you can come with us, or you can go back to the town and hope for the best.”

    She sighed, inwardly. That was the worst of the three choices. And yet, it had to be stated.

    “I don’t...” Maddy stared at her for a long moment. “I swore an oath!”

    Emily winced. She wasn’t sure just how tightly the oaths would bind the maids. They didn’t have any magic of their own... no, Void could easily find a way to embed the oath in their blood. From what she’d heard, someone at Heart’s Eye had found a way to use blood - anyone’s blood - to store magic. It would have been impressive, under other circumstances. If the bounty hunter hadn’t used it against her...

    “Then go back to the tower and wait,” Emily said. “He’ll be along soon enough.”

    Maddy looked as if she wanted to say something but didn’t quite dare. Instead, she turned and hurried away, her every movement insisting she wanted to run... to run as if she expected to be hexed in the back at any moment. Emily felt her heart sink, half-wishing she’d chosen to simply grab Maddy and take her to Zangaria instead. Void wasn’t King Randor, who’d been known to torture or even kill messengers on occasion. Emily was sure he wouldn’t harm Maddy. What could the maid have done against two powerful magicians? 

    He didn’t even think to tell her I was no longer his apprentice, Emily thought. If he’d done that, she might have raised the alarm before confronting us.

    Nanette gave her a reproving look. “You should have killed her. Or wiped her memories.”

    “No.” Emily shook her head, not bothering to hide her disgust. “I’m not going to start killing people just because it’s convenient.”

    “And she’ll tell him everything,” Nanette pointed out. “She won’t even try to keep anything from him.”

    Emily shrugged. “So what?”

    She turned away and started the walk back out of the valley. They could trigger the final teleport gem once they were clear of the wards, then head straight back to Zangaria. It wasn’t as if Maddy would be a major problem, in the grand scheme of things. She couldn’t tell Void anything he couldn’t deduce for himself. Hopefully, the chambers had been wrecked enough for him to be unsure what was taken... he’d have to clean up, just to see what was missing, and hopefully that would take more time than he had. He couldn’t leave Whitehall for long. 

    “We don’t have time to be faint-hearted,” Nanette said, from behind her. “Who knows what she might have seen, what could wind up being used against us?”

    “If I had believed that, I would have killed you years ago,” Emily said, flatly. “I didn’t have to save your life.”

    She felt Nanette scowling at her back, but the older girl said nothing. Emily understood her attitude, but she simply didn’t share it. How could she? She believed firmly that killing was the last resort, something to be done only when there was no other choice. And yet, she was responsible, directly or indirectly, for hundreds of deaths.

    And when this is over, her thoughts mocked as they reached the edge of the valley, you’ll be responsible for hundreds more.


    Chapter Five

    “YOU COULD HAVE BEEN KILLED,” Jan said, when Emily finished telling him what had happened. “If you’d been caught...”

    Emily had to smile. She didn’t blame him for being worried. If they’d been caught, it would have been the end for both she and Nanette. And yet... they’d managed to get into one of the most heavily defended places on the planet, recover a considerable amount of what General Pollack would probably call actionable intelligence and get out alive, despite the tower’s best attempt to kill them. All things considered, it could have been a great deal worse.

    “We weren’t,” she assured him. She’d handed Nanette back to her guards as soon as they’d returned to Zangaria, then made her way down to the spellchamber. “We made it out alive.”

    She leaned forward and kissed him. Jan seemed to hesitate, just for a second, then kissed her back. Emily felt an odd twinge of unease. She’d yet to meet a young man who didn’t want to kiss. And yet, Jan had practically moved into Jade’s spellchamber and its adjourning rooms as soon as they’d reached the castle and turned them into a lab. The tables were covered with spell diagrams and notations, covering everything from advanced teleport and portal charms to mimics and other weapons of war. Jan wasn’t a fighter, she reminded herself dully. He was more suited to working in the rear, preparing weapons and spells for the sorcerers on the front lines.

    Jan drew back, slightly. “Did you find anything useful?”

    “A few things,” Emily said. She passed him the spellbooks, then the notes she’d stolen. The clothes would remain in her chambers until she decided what to do with them. She didn’t want to destroy the clothes, even though she’d outgrown them long ago, but she feared it might be the best thing to do. As long as they existed, they were a potential threat. “Void’s been experimenting with interdimensional magic.”

    “Interesting.” Jan studied the notes thoughtfully. “Master Lucknow said, once, that there’d been a handful of sorcerers who’d opened gates to other realms, stepped through and never returned. He seemed to think it was suicide.”

    “Void said something similar, once upon a time,” Emily said. She wondered, suddenly, if Void had had an unfair advantage. His former apprentice was living proof that interdimensional travel was possible. “They go and they don’t come back.”

    “They might not be able to navigate,” Jan mused. His eyes never left the notes. “Void may have figured out a solution, even if it will only take him to one specific world.”

    He looked up. “And if he can open a permanent gate to your world, what could he find there?”

    “Too much,” Emily said, shortly. She’d often thought she would have liked to go back long enough to pick up a small library of technical books and perhaps a few hundred machine tools... maybe even recruit a few craftsmen to start hammering out a more advanced tech base. Void could easily do the same - or worse. “It would change the world.”

    “Just as you changed the world,” Jan pointed out. “What are you going to do about it?”

    “Right now, we just have to hope he’s not ready to try,” Emily said. She shook her head in frustration. “I don’t know what happened to the rest of the stuff I brought. I wasn’t carrying much, but...”

    She shook her head, again. She’d never thought to ask about her clothes. Or anything, really. It had been so long she’d forgotten about it, right up to the moment he’d used her much-loved library card against her. She winced in pain. She missed it, even though the card was nothing more than a souvenir now. She wanted it back, to carry it with her... her heart twisted in pain. Void had known what it had meant. He wouldn’t have been able to use it as effectively if it had been nothing more than a piece of scrap paper and cardboard.

    The door opened. Aiden stepped in, wearing her male guise. “Emily, I heard you made it back!”

    Emily smiled. “Barely. It was a very close-run thing. But we proved he can be beaten.”

    Aiden nodded as she dropped into a chair, relaxing her pose now she was among people who knew her secret. Too many others, including her fellow Levellers, knew her as a man. They wouldn’t be amused if they discovered she’d fooled them all along... rumors would leak out eventually - they always did - but by then she would either be unimpeachable or sunk without trace. Emily wondered, idly, if Aiden would prefer to spend the rest of her life in male guise, rather than return to her father. She could see the advantages.

    “I’ll write it up at once,” Aiden said. Her lips twitched. “Did you engage in mortal combat with ten guardians - or a hundred?”

    “None,” Emily said, firmly. “I’ll give you the rest of the story later, but we don’t want to tell too many lies. The people we want to influence won’t believe them.”

    “The story will grow in the telling,” Aiden pointed out. “You might as well try to shape it.”

    Emily shook her head. The broadsheets took the truth and exaggerated it to the point no one who knew anything about the subject would believe them. Void wouldn’t care in the slightest what the broadsheets said about him, but a lot of his potential allies in magical society would waver and sit on their hands if they thought there was a good chance he’d lose. If they knew the broadsheets were lying, they might think Void was winning and hasten to join him, just to make sure they were on the winning side. Void wouldn’t care about magical society either - he’d already dealt it several blows - but he’d make use of them as long as they were useful. And they would be.

    “Not as lies, or stories they won’t believe,” she said. “We want them to believe us.”

    She sat down, trying to organize her mind. She felt drained... and yet, uncomfortably keyed up. She wanted... she wasn’t sure what. She wanted to go to bed, with or without Jan; she wanted to train with Jade or go for a walk or something - anything - other than staying where she was. She wondered, suddenly, if she should relieve the guards escorting Nanette around the castle. The poor men were dangerously exposed and they knew it. Charmed armor or no, a sorceress as powerful as Nanette would have no trouble killing them. They knew that, too.

    The point isn’t to stop her from causing trouble, Emily reflected. The point is to force her to deal with the guards first, giving everyone else a few seconds of warning before she turns on them.

    She closed her eyes for a long moment, but her thoughts refused to give her any peace. Void would know what they’d done. It wouldn’t take long for him to deduce how they’d broken into the tower, then made their escape. She silently catalogued everything she was happy to tell the world - there was no point in trying to keep it secret from Void, not when he already knew the truth - and what she’d prefer to keep to herself, at least for now. Perhaps she could credit Melissa, rather than Nanette, as her companion. Nanette had been declared outlaw years ago. People would raise eyebrows if they saw her on either side.

    The door opened, again. “My Lady, My Lords, the Queen requests your presence in the dining hall.”

    Emily groaned inwardly, without opening her eyes. A royal messenger, crashing around the castle as if he owned the place... she understood, now, why King Randor regarded them with a mixture of irritation and disgust. They were useful, but they also had a habit of crashing through doors without warning. She opened her eyes, reminding herself what happened to rulers who killed messengers. She’d always had a private theory the messengers deliberately tried to annoy as many aristocrats as possible, claiming it was the king’s orders. How else were they meant to get their own back?

    She stood, brushing down her leathers. She wasn’t exactly dressed for dinner, but Alassa wouldn’t care. The castle - and the kingdom beyond - was girding for war. There was no time for fancy dresses or courtly balls, nothing that might distract attention from the war effort. Alassa had sent a handful of the more irritating aristocrats into meaningless positions, partly as a tripwire - she’d used that argument to justify the postings, from what Emily had heard - and partly to get them out of her hair. The borders were little more than lines on maps, as far as Void was concerned. Emily wondered, idly, if the aristos were bright enough to know it.

    Jan shot her a concerned look. “Are you feeling up to it?”

    Emily nodded. “I should be fine.”

    She forced herself to walk out of the spellchamber, along the corridors and into the monarch’s inner chambers. The castle was a honeycomb, ranging from chambers open to everyone to sections open only to the monarch’s most trusted advisors and sections that belonged to the monarch herself. There were inner chambers and inner-inner chambers... Alassa had once joked there were even inner-inner-inner-chambers. Emily lifted her head and held it high as she stepped into the dining room, followed by Jan and Aiden. It might be private, but very little was truly private in a royal castle. Alassa and her family lived in a goldfish bowl.

    “Emily,” Alassa said. “Thank you for coming.”

    Emily nodded as she took her seat, eyes sweeping the table. Jade sat beside Alassa, his magic crackling around him; Imaiqah, Markus and Melissa sat further down the table, flanked by... Emily smiled, widely, as she recognized Caleb. She’d known he’d be coming once they confirmed it was safe to use the gems to teleport, but she hadn’t known when. He smiled back. Their relationship might have ended, but at least they were still friends.

    “This is an informal dinner,” Alassa said. Her face was as striking as ever, but her voice was tired. “Speak freely, drink freely... you can even be rude to me, if you like.”

    Emily’s lips twitched. It wasn’t funny. There was no such thing as an informal dinner with the monarch of an entire country, not when everyone would be watching for signs of who was in favor, who was on the outs... and, worst of all, hints that the monarch was losing her grip. Alassa’s court was somewhat more civilized than the others Emily had seen - it helped that most of the older aristocrats had been killed or sent into exile during the civil war - but it wasn’t immune. There were just too many ambitious men and women, looking to make names for themselves. And they thought they could do it by sucking up to the monarch.

    She frowned as she realized who was missing. “Where’s Sergeant Miles?”

    Jade looked troubled. “He’s still in his chambers,” he said. There was a hint of reproof in his voice, a droll reminder that the sergeant’s condition wasn’t going to get any better. “I had to tighten the wards. Again.”

    Emily felt herself flush. She looked at Caleb. “When did you arrive?”

    “I left the moment I was sure Heart’s Eye was in good hands,” Caleb said. “There was an attempt to destroy the university - I’m almost sure that was a royalist or reactionary plot - and an attack we beat off fairly quickly, but rumor insists the kingdom is mobilizing its troops and recruiting sorcerers. It could get unpleasant if the king decides to try to storm the university.”

    “If he’s still in his right mind,” Jade said, quietly. “He might be under a spell.”

    Caleb grimaced. “It won’t be easy,” he said. “There’s no way he’ll be able to sustain his men long enough to starve us out. The railway link between Heart’s Ease and Farrakhan isn’t anything like big enough to bring in enough supplies, forcing him to resort to simpler measures. We have enough food stockpiled within the university to last for quite some time.”

    “And Void will know that,” Emily said, quietly. “Did you take the precautions I suggested?”

    “Yeah.” Caleb let out a long breath. “But there’s no way to know how well they’ll work until they’re actually tested.”

    Emily nodded. She had no doubt Void knew her magical signature as well as his own. He had had plenty of time to study her magic, as well as items she’d charmed personally... it wouldn’t be hard for him to use one of her items to trick the wards into letting him into the university. Heart’s Eye sat on top of a nexus point. There was no way in hell Void would leave the university alone for long. He had to take control before it was too late.

    The maids entered, carrying trays of food. They placed a large roast in front of Alassa, then handed out bowls of everything from potatoes to steaming vegetables and gravy before retreating as silently as they’d come. Alassa carved the meat with practiced ease, an honor that wouldn’t be lost on any of her guests, while Jade poured water and wine into glasses. Emily declined the wine. She’d never liked alcohol.

    “We’ll be holding a proper planning session after dinner,” Alassa said, as she handed out the plates. “Right now, we can talk about something - anything - else.”

    And that’s an order, Emily thought. She understood, all too well. But what else are we going to talk about?

    She tried to think of something harmless, but drew a blank. There was nothing that came to mind that didn’t touch on the war, or exclude some of the guests. Alassa had never been particularly interested in magical theory, while Aiden couldn’t follow it at all... Emily couldn’t think of anything. What could they talk about? It wasn’t as if they had that much in common.

    “I’ve heard good things about Heart’s Eye,” Jan said. “Do you really allow everyone to study everything?”

    “Anything,” Caleb said. “We believe in cross-fertilizing research. A student may draw on aspects of everything from charms to alchemy in hopes of developing something new. A very clever student actually reasoned out how to use blood to store magic, simply by combining a handful of disciplines and thinking outside the box. A lot of ideas simply don’t pan out” - he shrugged, expressively - “but the ones that do are very useful indeed.”

    “My old master complained you had no formal set of assessment tests,” Jan said. “How could you certify someone’s progress?”

    “We do arrange for our students to take the standard mastery tests,” Caleb said. “They may not have studied under a normal master, in a regular apprenticeship, but they have often picked up the important details. There’s a degree of one-to-one tuition to complete their preparations before they actually sit for their mastery. It doesn’t always work, because the master doesn’t know the apprentice as well as he would if they’d spent years together, but it does let us know what the student needs to study if he wants to pass.”

    He smiled. “I’m not saying the system is perfect, because it isn’t. But it does give us new insights that are often missed by those on a more... regulated career path.”

    Emily smiled, silently thanking Jan. Heart’s Eye was something they could all talk about, even if they’d have widely different opinions. Alassa and Melissa might see the university as a threat to their power; Jade and Jan might regard it as a sign they’d wasted their time as apprentices... Aiden might see it as a shining beacon of light or a deadly threat to a decentralized movement. If all the innovators moved to the university, it might be easier for reactionary forces to keep them from spreading into their kingdoms. 

    “You must have a lot of enemies,” Aiden observed. “Haven’t they tried to weaken you?”

    Caleb shrugged. “Like I said, there was an attempt to destroy the university a few months ago, shortly before the war began. And there have been other problems... practically speaking, we don’t force anyone to attend. If they want to leave, they can leave. Mostly, the old guard has been sneering at our students, insisting they’re jacks of all magics and thus masters of none. They do have a point. Our students tend towards having broad knowledge, rather than deep. But we have produced more generalists than any other school of magic.”

    Emily allowed herself to relax, just a little, as the conversation washed around the table. The food was good, cooked to perfection... she felt a stab of guilt, knowing there were starving refugees only a few, short miles away. Zangaria had barely recovered from one war before the next began, convincing far too many people it was better to leave their lands permanently rather than stay and be slaughtered by one side or the other. She wished she could do something for them, but there was nothing... beyond winning the war. As long as Void remained alive, the war would never end.

    She caught Alassa’s eye and felt a flicker of pity. The queen had so few times she could just let her hair down and be normal, as normal as anyone could be in a world of magic. Alassa would have to don her queenly mask again, soon enough; she had to stand alone, with everyone - even her husband - walking behind her. She couldn’t show weakness in front of the court. The people who had assassins on their payrolls would start plotting trouble. And who knew what Void would do?

    We have to win quickly, Emily thought. And that’s not going to be easy. At all. 


    Chapter Six

    EMILY WASN’T SURPRISED, AS SHE AND Jan walked into the council chamber two hours later, to discover that Alassa had changed clothes, swapping her simple dress for a much more elaborate outfit that made her look like a warrior queen. It had been expertly tailored, allowing her to run without lifting her skirts or - if worse came to worst - to rip away the outer layers without revealing bare skin underneath. Emily suspected there were a multitude of protective charms woven into the fabric, as well as a handful of weapons. Alassa was skilled with a dagger. It was quite likely she’d hidden a virgin blade in her sleeve.

    She took her seat and looked around the table. It was strikingly informal. General Pollack and Sienna sat together, speaking in low tones; Markus and Melissa sat facing them, their faces blank. Nanette sat at the far end of the table, flanked by Jade and a sorcerer Emily didn’t recognize. For once, Emily reflected, queenly protocol worked in their favor. No one was going to be asking why Jade wasn’t sitting next to his wife. They’d be so aware Jade couldn’t be seen to be calling the shots that it wouldn’t occur to them to wonder if Nanette might be dangerous. The remainder of the courtiers and ambassadors slowly filed into the room, eyes flickering from side to side as they gauged the mood. They’d want to know what the monarch was thinking, before they committed themselves. There weren’t many aristocrats left who were strong enough to argue against the monarch in public. It struck Emily, suddenly, that she might be the only one.

    Jade can disagree with her, she reflected. But only in private.

    Alassa rapped the table. “This meeting is now called to order,” she said, in a manner that drew all eyes. “As we are a diverse gathering, representing many different interests, we will all speak freely. You have my word, upon my honor, that no one will be punished for their opinions.”

    And we can believe as much or as little of that as we like, Emily thought. She knew Alassa meant it, but she feared she was the only one. This meeting could get nasty.

    Alassa smiled into the silence. “Lady Imaiqah, your report?”

    Imaiqah stood and snapped her fingers. A map appeared on the far wall, showing the northern hemisphere. Red marks were everywhere, placed on top of castles, cities and nexus points. A handful of green marks denoted places known to be free of enemy activity, but they were few and far between. Void had done well, Emily reflected. He’d seized and secured almost all his targets. Zangaria, Heart’s Eye and Red Rose had been lucky to remain untouched.

    “The situation is grim, but not as bad as we feared.” Imaiqah might not be a born noblewoman, but there was no hint of it in her tone. Years as Alassa’s friend - and trusted right hand - had left their mark. “Void has successfully captured or destroyed most of the pre-war strongpoints, either through spell-controlled traitors or simple brute force. He has commandeered nearly all of the pre-war governing infrastructure, from government ministers to feudal magnates holding their lands from the king. He has also, and this cannot be denied, overwhelmed a number of magical communities. On the surface, the situation is dire.”

    She paused to let her words sink in, then continued. “The truth is a little more complicated. The upswing in revolutionary activity prior to the Whitehall Conference, and the disaster there, has led to armed resistance against both monarchical and reactionary forces. The Levellers put together a fairly strong network of contacts and cells, which have been working hard to coordinate defensive operations. Many of them do not understand the true situation, and don’t see beyond their own kingdoms - if that - but it doesn’t really matter. From our point of view, they’re causing problems Void will have to solve if he wants to take complete control.”

    “They won’t last long,” Melissa predicted. “They’ll be crushed when he turns his attention to them.”

    “That may be true,” Imaiqah agreed. “However, for the moment, they are keeping the various armies tied down, when the armies haven’t fragmented or simply dissolved. Void’s own troops are formidable, and he can whisk them around the world via teleport, but there simply aren’t enough of them. The destruction of Resolution Castle, we think, wiped out a considerable number of his troops. He’ll need some time to replace them.”

    Emily shivered, remembering the memories Void had shown her. He’d insisted his methods for creating super-soldiers didn’t involve mass butchery, but... she feared the worst. He might convince himself he had no choice or... not, she supposed, that it mattered. He had an entire magic school under his control. He could take blood from the students any time he wanted.

    “Which leads to an obvious question,” Sienna said. “How long do we have?”

    “I don’t know,” Imaiqah said. “It depends if he’s prepared to leave Whitehall himself.”

    He can’t leave the nexus point unguarded, Emily thought. Something occurred to her and she winced. But, given time, he can always bilocate himself again.

    “Overall, he is winning,” Imaiqah said. “He has apparently taken control of both Stronghold and Mountaintop. Laughter is untouched, so far, but it is just a matter of time before he turns his attention to the school. Heart’s Eye was attacked and survived - again, it won’t be long before he tries a second time. Given time, he can deal with us and then finish taking the remainder of the Allied Lands.”

    “He has most of the nexus points,” Melissa said. “Given time, he can just enslave the entire kingdom.”

    “The northern nexus points,” Imaiqah corrected. “Most of the southern ones remain independent.”

    “For what good it will do,” Jade said.

    Cat’s sitting on top of one, Emily mused. And I could use it to jump back in time...

    She considered the idea, silently resolving to discuss the idea with Jan when she had a moment. The first time she’d time-traveled, she’d known it would work because it already had worked. This time... her thoughts churned as she considered the implications. She could stop Void before he took over, she could save Lady Barb, she could... she wasn’t sure she could. If history were changed... she wished she knew what would happen, if anything. It would be easier to handle, she thought, if she knew.

    “Thank you, Lady Imaiqah,” Alassa said. “General?”

    General Pollack stood, clasping his hands behind his back. Emily leaned forward. General Pollack was, as far as anyone could tell, the senior surviving Knight of the Allied Lands, the only remaining person empowered to command a multinational army. It struck her as silly to insist he took command - the Allied Lands were effectively gone - but she could see the advantages. If nothing else, it would provide a fig leaf of legitimacy that would keep the various kingdoms from arguing over who should command. And besides, he had a very good reputation. No one doubted his competence. He’d led armies to victory against necromancers.

    “We must move quickly,” General Pollack said. “Our attempts to raise troops have been very limited, even with the new weapons from Heart’s Eye. I believe it will take quite some time, more than we have, to raise significantly higher numbers, by which time he will no doubt have raised and enhanced more troops himself. Fortunately, our enemy has a serious weakness. His war effort is dependent upon him. Take him out and his forces collapse.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. Void had no heir, no successor. He’d tried to convince her to take his place, after his new empire was forged, but she’d refused. She wasn’t sure how long he could keep himself alive, yet... sooner or later he’d run into a point of diminishing returns and die. And his empire would die with him, falling into civil war. It would become a disaster.

    “My staff and I have drawn up a plan of campaign,” General Pollack continued. “Our sorcerers believe they can open portals to Red Rose, which has remained stubbornly independent despite a siege. We will shatter the enemy armies, then drive on through Alluvia to Whitehall itself. Given time, we can break through the school’s wards and destroy him - or, if that proves impossible, isolate him. We can disrupt his teleports as effectively as he can disrupt ours.”

    Getting into the school might prove tricky, Emily thought. She might have set the wards herself, back in the distant past, but Void knew what she’d done. He would have locked her out already. Perhaps if we try...

    She allowed her mind to wander as General Pollack started to outline more specific aspects of the plan. They weren’t her concern. Alassa would handle the politics, while Jade and Sienna - and Jan - would work on the magic, considering how best to get the army into position without exposing them to the nexus point. Emily needed to deal with Void himself and... she wasn’t sure how to do it. Getting into the school would be extremely difficult. There were secret passages, but Void knew them. Unless there was a passage known only to the tutors...

    His brother was the Grandmaster, Emily thought. He could have told Void about any secret passageways.

    She glanced at Jade. She’d have to ask him if he knew any passages she didn’t. She doubted it. They had spent a lot of time together, back when they’d shared a class, and he’d shown her some secrets. She’d found others on her own, as she’d grown older. The chances of Void not knowing about them were very low. He’d been a student once. And he had access to the tutors at Whitehall, who could be made to tell him anything he didn’t already know.

    “We’ve brought in enough of the new muskets, along with charmed bullets, to outfit an army,” Caleb said. “However, the bullets will run out quickly. We have to warn the soldiers to recover them, if possible.”

    “If possible,” Jade said. “We might not be in possession of the battlefield, when the fighting is over.”

    “We can start churning them out here,” Alassa said, firmly. “Given time, we can replenish our losses.”

    “The charms aren’t difficult to do,” Caleb assured her. “They really draw on the magic that enhanced the poor bastards, turning their own magic against them.”

    General Pollack glanced at his son. “What happens if the bullet hits a regular man?”

    “It’ll act like a regular bullet,” Caleb said. “They’ll be injured or killed, depending where they’re hit.”

    “Good.” General Pollack smiled, humorlessly. “We’ll bleed him white even if we don’t stop him.”

    Emily glanced at Jan. He looked terribly out of place, his back ramrod straight as if he was reluctant to show weakness. Emily wished she’d thought to suggest he stayed in the spellchamber, rather than attend the meeting. He’d designed the charmed bullets - which had then been forged at Heart’s Eye - and helped with the teleport spells, but he had little else to contribute. It would have been kinder to let him remain in his rooms. Emily disliked the meeting and she was one of the most important people at the table.

    “We can also make a bid for recovering the various nexus points,” Melissa said. “My husband and I should be able to get back into the mansion, with a little help.”

    “You’ll probably find that one or more of your family members have been converted into unwilling spies,” Jade warned. “That’s what happened in Red Rose.”

    “We can’t leave the nexus points in his hands,” Melissa said. “Like I said, given time, he can work out how to use them against us.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. The teleport redirection spell had been a nasty surprise - and she’d been lucky she’d realized it was there before she’d tried to teleport - but it was really nothing more than a supercharged version of the spell from Whitehall, the one that had dumped her into the oubliette when she’d triggered a teleportation spell within the school. Who knew what other spells could be supercharged? A mass compulsion spell? A transfiguration spell? Or... there would be few limits. Void could cause an earthquake powerful enough to dump the entire country into the sea, if he had the time to set it up. Melissa was right. They needed to ensure Void had as little time as possible.

    “There’s another problem.” Nanette’s voice cut through the chatter like a knife through butter. “Void will be coming for Emily. He wants her - needs her.”

    “He didn’t catch us at the tower,” Emily pointed out, as a rustle ran around the table. “We escaped.”

    “It was a very close-run thing,” Nanette countered. “He nearly did catch us. I would be surprised if he doesn’t have agents already sending more bounty hunters after you, in hopes of taking you alive. He probably knows precisely where you are.”

    “This is the most heavily-guarded castle this side of the White Mountains,” Alassa said, tartly. “She’s safe here.”

    “So what?” Nanette smiled as another rustle ran around the table. “Void isn’t going to care if a bunch of bounty hunters get killed trying to break into the castle. He can afford to keep sending them, until one of them gets lucky... there are so many of the bastards he’s not going to run out in a hurry. He just needs to get lucky once.”

    Alassa’s face darkened. Emily spoke before a real argument - or worse - could break out.

    “Good point,” she agreed. “What do you suggest?”

    “He knows your magical signature,” Nanette said. “Send... impressions... of it with every party that leaves the castle, particularly the ones heading to the nexus points. Force him to waste time chasing down each and every lead, in hopes one of them is the real you. Keep him off balance so you can sneak up on Whitehall and put a knife in his back.”

    “Void will not have any doubt where she’ll be going,” Jade pointed out. “Where else can she go?”

    Emily nodded. Void wouldn’t expect them to fight a long, drawn-out war, not when he held all the cards. Given time, he could raise a far larger army and snuff out the remnants of the former order, as well as the rebels and revolutionaries. No, he’d have a fairly good idea what they’d do... probably. She tossed a handful of ideas around in her head as Jade and Nanette argued over the particulars, Melissa adding a few suggestions of her own. The idea of Sienna or another combat sorceress pretending to be Emily struck her as a workable idea, although it wouldn’t last for very long. Void knew her too well.

    Alassa cleared her throat. “General,” she said, drawing attention back to her. “How long until the army is ready to march?”

    “The majority of the army will be ready to depart in two days, Your Majesty,” General Pollack said, carefully. “That’ll be long enough for us to distribute the new weapons and give the men some practice, as well as getting the rest of our supplies in order. If you give me five or six days, we can have three more regiments worked up, ready to join the line of battle.”

    “I see.” Alassa said nothing for a long moment. Emily could guess what she was thinking. Time was running out. They had to get to Whitehall before it was too late, and yet they would be leaving Zangaria practically undefended. Void wasn’t the only threat. There were noblemen who wanted the throne for themselves and commoners with their own ideas about the proper balance of power... “How long does Red Rose have?”

    “It’s hard to say, Your Majesty,” General Pollack said. “As long as they control the nexus point, they should be fairly secure. However, food will be in increasingly short supply.”

    Alassa grimaced. “Then we move in two days, if the armies are ready,” she said. “Melissa - will that give you long enough to get into position?”

    “It should,” Melissa said. She winked at Emily, then looked back at Alassa. “And we’ll do everything in our power to convince any observers that Emily is with us.”

    “We can spread rumors too,” Emily said. She was reasonably sure everyone on the council was trustworthy, but what about the rest of the castle? The squires, the archivists, the latrine cleaners... if one of them was under enemy control, he could send a warning to his true master. “Let them think I’m being held in reserve until the army reaches Whitehall.”

    “Good thinking,” General Pollack said.

    “Then we’ll meet again, shortly before the army marches out,” Alassa said. She stood, brushing down her dress. “Dismissed.”

    “Emily, a word,” Jade said, as the councilors stood and headed for the door. “We need to talk.”

    Emily glanced at Jan, then smiled as she realized Jan was already hurrying from the chamber like a schoolboy fleeing a detested class. “What can I do for you?”

    Jade met her eyes. “The sergeant is in a terrible state,” he said, flatly. “It’s time to consider drastic action.”

    Emily stared back at him, balling her fists. “You mean... kill him.”

    “Yes, to save the rest of us,” Jade said. “I don’t see any other choice. Do you?”

    “I don’t know.” Emily swallowed, hard. She understood the logic, she knew Jade wasn’t any happier about the whole affair than herself, but... she owed the sergeant too much to just let him be killed. Jade might consider it a mercy kill. Emily did not. “Take me to him.”

    “As you wish,” Jade said. “And I suggest” - his voice made it clear it was an order - “that you prepare yourself for the worst.”


    Chapter Seven

    THE GUEST ROOMS ON THE LOWER levels were not prison cells, Emily had been assured, but she saw very little difference. King Randor had used the chambers to house hostages, wards and aristocratic prisoners who couldn’t be put in the dungeons or - for whatever reason - transferred to the Tower of Alexis for a long-term stay. The chambers were surprisingly luxurious, but extremely difficult to escape from. The wards were so strong that anyone trapped inside the room would find it hard to work even the simplest spell.

    And yet, Emily noted as she approached, the guards looked worried. They seemed too nervous to pay much attention to either Jade or Emily herself, even though one of the newcomers was the queen’s consort and the other an aristocratic woman. They looked, instead, as if they were on the verge of bolting at any second. Emily could understand their point. There was a faint hint of power in the air, as if a thunderstorm were approaching. She tasted something unpleasant every time she took a breath. The wards were clearly fraying as they tried to keep the sergeant’s madness under control.

    Jade touched her arm, lightly. “You don’t have to do this...”

    Emily shook her head. Sergeant Miles had been a good teacher, as well as a personal friend and Lady Barb’s lover. Emily couldn’t leave him to fall into madness, or turn her back as Jade poisoned him... as if he were on the verge of embracing necromancy. And yet... she swallowed, hard, as she touched the door. She owed it to herself to at least try to do something about the poor man before she let him die. Sergeant Miles deserved better.

    “Wait outside,” she ordered. “Don’t come in unless I call.”

    She opened the door and stepped inside. The air smelt of sweat and blood and an unwashed man. She sensed magic sparkling through the air, little shocks running through her as she glanced around the room, noting how many pieces of furniture had been removed in the last few days. It felt as if she were stepping into the lair of a wild - and dangerous - animal. Her legs quivered, nervously. The urge to run was almost overpowering. She gritted her teeth and stepped forward, peering into the bedroom. Sergeant Miles was on the bed, staring at the ceiling. The sense of magic grew stronger. She thought she saw things at the corner of her eye, things from planes beyond human comprehension. She didn’t want to risk looking at them too closely.

    The stench grew stronger. Emily tried not to recoil. The sergeant had always hammered the concept of basic hygiene into his students, insisting they wash regularly even if it meant swimming in ice-cold rivers and lakes. The threat of disease was just too great. A campsite could turn into a nightmare within days, if proper hygiene wasn’t observed from the start. And yet... she wondered, in a moment of madness, if the man on the bed truly was Sergeant Miles. Void couldn’t have conned her into accepting an imposter, could he?

    Sergeant Miles jerked, then turned his head to look at her. Emily froze. The sergeant looked like a caricature of himself. His face was unshaven, covered with stubble and nasty scars that had clearly bled... that should have been cleaned by the attending healers. His eyes peered at her, showing little of the sparkle of humor she’d grown to love over the years. He’d been a good man, so secure in himself he’d never needed to put his students down. There’d never been anything personal about him. He’d been calm and reasonable and - always - the voice of authority. He’d certainly never acted like one of the boys.

    Her heart ached. She’d known his condition was growing worse, but... she hadn’t been to visit. Guilt gnawed at her soul. She hadn’t believed anything could kill him, not really. She’d been sure his self-control would prevail over the damage to his mind... she cursed herself, savagely, for believing he would be fine. Sergeant Miles had channeled magic through his mind, risking madness, then lost his job, his lover, his home and his horse in short order. She doubted anyone could endure that without breaking. And yet...

    The sergeant’s eyes bored into hers. “Barb?”

    Emily winced. “No,” she said. She briefly considered pretending to be Lady Barb, but it would be a step too far. “I’m Emily...”

    Sergeant Miles moved so quickly Emily barely had a moment to register his movement before he crashed into her. The impact knocked her over, cracking her head against the carpeted floor. Sergeant Miles was on top of her, face twisted with madness. Panic shot through her as he drew back his fist, then slammed it into the floor so far from her that she wasn’t sure what he thought he was doing. His magic boiled around him, lashing out in all directions. She couldn’t tell what he was seeing. He could have smashed his fist into her face if he’d wished, before she could muster a single spell. Instead, she had the feeling he was fighting a foe who only existed in his imagination. He couldn’t see her at all.

    You were an idiot, Emily cursed herself. She’d never felt threatened by the sergeant. He’d never given her the impression, not once, that he might turn on her. She’d always felt safe with him. And her emotions had betrayed her, failing to recognize that he was no longer in his right mind. The man she’d admired was gone, replaced by a monster who wore his face and wielded his magic. He’s not the man you knew any longer.

    The sergeant twisted, his weight pressing down on her. He was heavier than she’d expected for someone so wiry... she grunted as he pushed an elbow into her chest, forcing the wind from her lungs. She gritted her teeth, pressing a finger against his bare skin and allowing her magic to slip - gingerly - into his. If he’d been in his right mind, it would never have worked. He would have caught her and scolded her for taking such a chance... she wished, grimly, that he was in a state to scold her. It would have been far better than watching him degrade into madness.

    He howled. Emily pushed her magic further, then cast a stunning spell. The sergeant twitched violently, his fists beating the air before he went limp and collapsed on top of her. Emily struggled to pull herself free, finally managing to shove him aside and crawl away. He lay on the floor, his breathing ragged. She wondered, suddenly, if he’d wanted her to stun him. He could have resisted, if he’d been in his right mind.

    She knelt in front of him, tears prickling in her eyes. She didn’t want to kill him - or to stand aside and let someone else do the job. She wanted him to live. He was the last of her father figures, the only one who had not betrayed her or left her... she wanted to believe, desperately, that part of him was screaming for help. She knew just how powerful and skilled he was, in both magic and martial arts. And she’d let him get the drop on her. He could have killed her, if he’d wanted to.

    A thought ran through her. If she touched his mind...

    Her thoughts churned. Sergeant Miles would never agree. Not if he were in his right mind... perhaps not ever. Touching someone’s mind without their consent was far too close to rape for her peace of mind; besides, there was a very real risk his madness might spread into her mind. And yet, she couldn’t just leave him there. She couldn’t. Her thoughts spun in circles. Cold logic insisted she should step back and put a curse through his head, or feed him poison, or allow Jade to do it. Her heart insisted she should make one last attempt to save him before it was too late.

    “If you hate me for this, afterwards,” she said. “I will understand.”

    She cleared her mind, then pressed her fingertips against his skull. The storm rose and overwhelmed her, a series of nightmarish images that had no discernible rhyme or reason. She gritted her teeth, concentrating as she pushed her thoughts further into his mind. The images grew sharper as his mind tried to fight back against the intrusion, trying to push her out with an endless string of impressions designed to revolt and repel her. It was a good tactic. If he’d been awake and aware, she doubted she would have gotten anywhere near as deep into his mind.

    Of course, if he’d been awake he might have been a little more careful about what he showed me, she thought. Right now, he has no restraints at all.

    The memories grew stronger. She saw Sergeant Harkin - a younger Harkin, young enough to pass for Jade or Cat. The memories were tinged with wistfulness and bitter survivor’s guilt. She saw a young girl, so thin and scrawny she looked on the verge of collapse... it took her a moment to realize she was looking at herself, as she’d been when Sergeant Miles had first laid eyes on her. The memories were almost rueful. Sergeant Miles had doubted she’d last long, when she’d been inserted into his Martial Magic class. He’d never been so pleased to be proved wrong. His memory of Emily during the wars were tinged with fatherly pride.

    Emily had tears in her eyes as the memories grew stronger. Lady Barb, a tough and confident woman with a mind of her own... she recoiled as she saw memories of Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb making love. The sergeant was going to kill her, if he realized what she’d seen; she tried to ignore the surge of arousal that passed through his sleeping mind and threatened to spread into hers. And yet, it was hard not to notice. She knew his mind was trying to push her out and yet...

    The memories became a dull roar, an endless series of images from birth to final collapse; she shivered as she realized, torn between horror and relief, that he’d stopped fighting. His mind was no longer struggling against hers. She pulled back, staring down at his thoughts. His madness was easy to see, a steady decline of his self-control - and his grasp on his own magic - that was setting off a chain reaction through his mind, like a string of dominoes falling one by one. She took a long breath as he lay below, then reached out to try to push his thoughts back into shape. It should be possible. She was sure it was.

    Agony shot through her, the pain so intense she screamed even though it wasn’t her pain. The sergeant was struggling again, his thoughts lashing out... she had the strange impression she was trying to clear a blockage in his throat at the same time she was trying to crush it to powder. She tasted his panic, followed by a string of memories... she forced herself to hold still despite seeing images of Lady Barb the day she left for Alluvia. Guilt - his and hers - spread through their joined mind. Sergeant Miles felt guilty he hadn’t been with Lady Barb when she’d died; Emily felt guilty for tearing Lady Barb away from her lover, for setting her on a course that had led to her death. She hadn’t meant to do it, but... it didn’t matter. What was done was done.

    And yet, you’re thinking you can change history, she thought. Or was it his thought? They were so tightly bound together she couldn’t be sure. What sort of mad plan is that?

    The pain grew stronger. She pressed down one final time, all too aware she’d crossed a line. The Nameless World flatly rejected even the merest suggestion of mental health care, for fear of turning necromancers and dark wizards sane... if they knew what she’d done, who knew what they’d do? A shock ran through her, an earthquake that threw her thoughts up and out of the sergeant’s mind, slamming her back into her own body with an impact that hurt even though she knew it was all in her mind. Her magic felt warped, twisted. She took a long breath, calming herself. She didn’t want to look at the sergeant. Either she’d succeeded or she’d made things a great deal worse. She didn’t want to know.

    “Emily.” Sergeant Miles sounded angry. “Emily, what have you done?”

    Emily sat up. Sergeant Miles was awake... awake and staring at her. He looked normal and yet... wrong, in a manner she couldn’t place. It was hardly the first time she’d seen him unshaven or in clothes that had been covered in mud after a long march... she flushed as the memories shot through her mind. They would fade quickly - they weren’t her memories - but she’d remember them. And the sergeant looked angry.

    “I saved your life,” she said, quietly. “I didn’t want you to die.”

    Sergeant Miles stared at her for a long, cold moment. Emily wanted to scream at him, to tell him - as if he didn’t already know - that he’d been on the verge of death. His magic would probably have killed him if Jade or Sienna or one of the others hadn’t dealt with him before he became a danger to everyone else. And yet, she also knew she’d invaded his privacy and shoved his thoughts back into order... she wouldn’t take it very calmly if someone did it to her. She held herself still, rather than call for Jade or anyone else. If the sergeant wanted to lash out...

    “It won’t last,” Sergeant Miles said, finally. His voice softened. “You might have been better to let them kill me.”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. “I need you.”

    Sergeant Miles stood. “If you were still my student...”

    He laughed suddenly, harshly. “Actually, I’m not sure. I know how to handle sentries who fall asleep while they’re meant to be on duty, and soldiers who commit war crimes and a bunch of other offences, but I don’t know how to handle you. You never took the oaths, did you?”

    “No.” Emily wobbled to her feet. Her body felt bruised and battered, as if she’d been beaten... she wondered, numbly, if he’d kicked her while she’d been in his mind. “I was never told to take them or stop learning.”

    “What a terrible oversight,” Sergeant Miles said. There was a hint of droll amusement in his tone. “What you did should have been unthinkable.”

    Emily scowled as he started to pace the room. “How are you feeling?”

    “Strange.” Sergeant Miles kept pacing. “I used to feel that certain things were wrong, then put together a rational argument against them. People don’t normally give much of a damn about your feelings. Now... I don’t feel much of anything, but I still have the rational arguments. It’s curious.”

    He turned to face her. “Three things,” he said. His voice was low, intense. “First, if my condition starts to degrade again, or if I start doing things I shouldn’t because I can no longer talk myself out of them, you are not to try that again. You are to kill me instead. Is that clear?”

    Emily swallowed. “Yes, Sergeant.”

    “Second” - Sergeant Miles stared at her coldly - “you are not to share anything you saw in my memories with anyone. Those are my private memories, mine and Barb’s and no one else’s. You had no right to see them.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Guilt warred with the grim knowledge it had been worthwhile. “But I saved your life.”

    “Yes,” Sergeant Miles said. “Third, for your own good as well as everyone else’s, you are not to try that again on anyone, anyone at all. The risks are just too high. You could have gotten yourself killed, or worse, by poking your mind somewhere it wasn’t wanted. And... the last thing you want, right now, is a reputation as a mind rapist. There are too many horror stories about soul mages who went mad, who embraced the darkness, who unleashed nightmare plagues and other terrors for anyone to take such a threat lightly. If you never listen to anything I say, ever again, listen to me now. Do not try that again, ever.”

    Emily lowered her eyes. “Yes, Sergeant.”

    “Good.” Sergeant Miles looked around the room. “I’m going to wash. Stand by the door and tell me what’s been happening, since we got here.”

    “We raided Void’s tower,” Emily said, then ran through the whole story. She felt oddly uncomfortable standing with her back to the sergeant, even though she knew she’d feel worse if she looked at him. She cursed his madness under her breath. It had robbed him - and her - of so much. “And we decided to lay siege to Whitehall.”

    “That’s not much of a plan,” Sergeant Miles said. He had to shout to be heard over the running water. “Void can just keep the wards up until we get bored and go away.”

    Emily had to smile. “Do you have a better idea?”

    “Yes.” Sergeant Miles shut off the water and stepped out of the shower. She heard the sound of him toweling himself off before donning a bathrobe. “We sneak into the castle and kill him.”

    “A great idea,” Emily said. “And do you know how to get into the castle?”

    Sergeant Miles poked his head out of the washroom, looking more like his old self. “Yes. I do.”


    Chapter Eight

    EMILY AWOKE, SLOWLY.

    She hadn’t slept well. She’d spoken to Jade about Sergeant Miles, then made her way straight back to her rooms and gone to sleep. Jan had joined her, sometime later, but she hadn’t even been aware of him until morning. Her memories were a jumbled mess. She’d found herself dreaming of things she knew hadn’t happened to her...

    They happened to Sergeant Miles, she thought, as she sat up. They just feel real because I took them from his mind.

    She rubbed her eyes. Jade hadn’t asked any questions, but - from the look in his eyes - she feared it was because he was afraid of the answers. She had no doubt he would talk to Alassa about it, perhaps even Sienna or General Pollack. They’d demand answers, unless they didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth. Her lips twitched. Sergeant Miles had taught her she should always look a gift horse in the mouth.

    His horse is still at Red Rose, she told herself. We can reunite them when we step through the portals and raise the siege.

    Jan shifted against her, then sat up. Emily glanced at the clock to make sure they had time, then allowed him to kiss her. The kisses became something more, his hands slipping under her shirt and into her underwear; she leaned back, allowing him to undress her piece by piece. It felt strange to be making love when the world was at war, but it let her feel almost human. Her mind still felt as though it were stuffed with cotton wool.

    Afterwards, she headed for the shower and washed quickly before donning a simple blue dress. There was no point in wearing leathers, not until they were ready to begin the march south. People would talk if she wore anything other than a dress, their words perhaps reaching Void’s ears. She made a mental note to suggest Nanette or someone remain behind, posing as her, after the army departed through the portal. Void might assume it wasn’t a major offensive, as long as she wasn’t accompanying the army.

    She rubbed her head, drying her hair with a spell. There was just no way to be sure they’d isolated all the spies. Alassa had locked down the entire castle, and had the building searched thoroughly for chat parchments and other means of communication, but her men could have easily missed something. A spy who didn’t know he was a spy... Emily shivered as she remembered just how many servants worked in the castle, from the queen’s personal maids to the kitchen porters. If one of them was a spy...

    We’ll just have to keep him guessing as long as possible, she thought. If nothing else, he’ll hear so many rumors that he won’t know what to believe.

    She stepped back into the bedroom, letting Jan have the shower. Her notes rested on the table where she’d dumped them... she felt a pang of regret as she picked up her old spellbook and flicked through the pages. Void had given it to her years ago, promising her that - as she advanced - she’d grow to understand the spells. She’d researched some of them, even used them; others, the stranger spells, she’d never been able to comprehend. And she’d looked forward to studying them with him.

    That was before he started taking over the world, Emily thought. Now, he wouldn’t have the time to research spells even if he wanted to.

    She pushed her feelings aside as she picked up a pen and started to sketch out more ideas and concepts. Void knew a lot of what she’d done over the years, but not all of it. She doubted he knew what had really happened at Resolution Castle. She crafted out a replacement mimic, then improved batteries... she thought, with a little effort, she could use a nexus point to fill them before taking them to the battlefield and using them to cast battle spells. Void might be surprised. Or he might have come up with the concept himself. He certainly knew what she’d done to take out a trio of necromancers and end the wars.

    And if I hadn’t ended the wars, the necromancers might actually have won, she reminded herself, dryly. We would have far worse problems.

    The thought mocked her. Their only edge was that no one had anticipated the end of the Necromantic Wars. Even Void had assumed his takeover would lead to a concentrated war against the necromancers, rather than a bid to reshape the Allied Lands by himself. His preparations had been incomplete by the time he’d had to either launch his coup or back down and abandon the whole idea. She wished he’d stepped back from the brink. She’d been happy as his apprentice. She would have liked it to continue indefinitely.

    Jan stepped back into the bedroom. Emily looked up and frowned. He looked... downcast, as if something was wrong. Emily felt a chill run through her. They’d just made love! Jan wasn’t the sort of person who would holler from the rooftops, who would shout his personal life - and hers - to the world - but... a nasty thought occurred to her. Jan had been a prisoner in Whitehall, before she’d freed him. Void could have done something to his mind and left it to fester, just in case...

    “Emily.” Jan sounded... regretful. “We need to talk.”

    “Do we?” Emily tensed, despite herself. Her magic washed through the room. As far as she could tell, Jan was in his right mind... although that might be meaningless. Void was subtle. He could insert all kinds of subliminal prompts into a victim’s mind, nudges so tiny they were impossible to distinguish from their real thoughts. And once they took root, they were almost impossible to remove. “What would you like to talk about?”

    Jan swallowed, started to talk and then started again. “Emily... I’m staying here.”

    Emily blinked. “What?”

    “I’m staying here,” Jan repeated. “I... I can’t go with the army.”

    “I...” Emily took a breath. “I... I don’t expect you to fight.”

    Jan’s face twisted. Emily kicked herself, mentally. She might as well have called him a coward - and Jan was no coward - to his face. He’d grown up in a culture where so much as hinting someone was a coward was a challenge to a fight - or worse. Fighting words, she reflected sourly. And yet, she knew Jan wasn’t a fighter like Jade or Cat or even Void. He was a student of magic who would have been happy spending the rest of his life in a research spellchamber experimenting with newer and better spells. He’d never expected to find himself forced to betray, then abandon his master... let alone go on the run with his girlfriend and a handful of allies. Emily tried not to scowl. It wasn’t easy.

    “I don’t belong here.” Jan waved a hand at the stone walls. “I don’t belong... not amongst the monarchs and sorcerers and everyone else. There’s no place for me here.”

    Emily felt a hot flash of anger, mingled with grim understanding. She didn’t feel as though she belonged either. Alassa might be happy running a kingdom, and Imaiqah might be content with her lot in life, but... she wanted something different, something more. And yet, what choice did she have? Jan could slip into the shadows if he wished, set himself up in a small town and stay out of history, but she couldn’t. Void would hunt her relentlessly. There was nowhere she could hide, not even on the far side of the Craggy Mountains, that he couldn’t find her eventually. She didn’t blame him for feeling as though he’d done his bit - she knew she’d be dead or captured without him - but she felt as though she were being abandoned. Again. She gritted her teeth. She would have taken it a little better - a little - if he hadn’t made love to her a bare ten minutes ago.

    She cleared her throat, placing firm controls on her magic. “Do you want to leave?”

    Jan hesitated. “I... I don’t want to leave, but...”

    “I get it.” Emily bit down on the urge to scream at him. “You want to stay in the rear and do your bit there, not come with me to the front.”

    “I...” Jan shook his head. “I can do magic and research for you here, but not...”

    Emily understood. They’d started their relationship when they’d both been apprentice magicians. Their relationship had never been tested, not until Jan’s master had tried to arrest her and her master had declared war on the Allied Lands. She wondered, idly, if she could have been content if the war had never broken out. Jan had been... stable, but... she shook her head. Her relationships had always lacked a certain grand passion, or the more businesslike arrangements favored by mundane and magical aristocracy alike.

    Cat would have stayed with you, her thoughts whispered treacherously. But a life on the run, fleeing from friends and enemies alike, would be the sort of life he wanted.

    “Really, now,” she said. “And do you think I would think less of you for not being...”

    She cut herself off. “Are you dumping me?”

    Jan hesitated. “I...”

    Emily shook her head. It didn’t matter. Jan was saying goodbye... to their relationship, if nothing else. She felt a surge of betrayal, mingled with a bitterness that surprised her. It wasn’t as if he’d cheated on her, or agreed to a marriage with someone else or... she shook her head, too despondent to care. It didn’t matter. He’d made his choice and he could live with it, just like she’d have to. She cursed under her breath. It seemed she was doomed to relationships with men who loved one part of her, but disliked or even feared the rest.

    Caleb couldn’t cope with you putting the safety of the city ahead of his little sister, her thoughts reminded her. And Cat couldn’t handle you losing your powers.

    She told that part of her to shut up. “I get it. Really, I do. You can go back to the spellchamber and we’ll work together for the rest of the war, but we won’t be lovers any longer. Afterwards, you can find a new master to complete your education or simply set up shop somewhere else. I’m sure you’ll have no trouble finding a partner who’ll... complement you.”

    Jan flinched, as if she’d slapped him. “Emily, I...”

    “I get it,” Emily repeated. She understood all too well. He felt inadequate, compared to everyone else on the council of war. She understood... she shook her head. It didn’t matter. She’d never asked him to be a match for Jade or Cat or General Pollack or anyone. She’d just wanted him to be himself. “The door is over there. You can leave. Don’t let it hit you as you go out.”

    “I’m sorry, Emily,” Jan said. “I really am.”

    Emily pointed at the door. Jan scooped up his notes and walked through, closing the door behind him. Emily let herself sag the moment he was gone, sitting on the bed and closing her eyes as everything caught up with her. She wanted to lash out at him, to blast him to pieces with magic or wrap her hands around his neck and squeeze, but she couldn’t. She’d known he wasn’t happy. But what could she have done about it?

    I could have left him in Whitehall, she thought sourly, but that would have left him to Void.

    Her thoughts churned. Jan had spent his entire life in the civilized world. He’d grown up in a mundane family, then gone to Mountaintop... she made a private bet with herself that he hadn’t been mistreated when he’d been a shadow. The older students might have the authority to treat their shadows like servants, but the smarter ones knew better than to abuse younger students who happened to be well-connected. Going on the run with her, and her friends, had been Jan’s first exposure to how the other half lived. He hadn’t enjoyed it.

    She opened her eyes, staring at her hands. She’d never been like Imaiqah, who’d had a new boyfriend every month, or Melissa, who’d fallen in love with a young man despite her family’s disapproval, or Alassa, who’d approached her marriage as a business relationship and carefully selected a young man who’d respect her position and not try to undermine it. Emily had fallen for a friend, then for someone exciting who was also a friend, then for... she shook her head in irritation. It wouldn’t be easy to find someone who truly understood her. The gulf between Jade and Alassa was tiny, compared to the distance between her and anyone. She wasn’t just from a different culture. She was from an entirely different world.

    Emily stood, pacing the room. Hers now, she supposed. Alassa hadn’t said anything when Emily and Jan had moved in together. Emily wondered, idly, if the queen thought the lockdown would keep word from spreading or if she simply thought she had too many other problems to concern her. It wouldn’t be wrong. The kingdom was under threat, armies trying to mass along the borders. Alassa might simply have decided that allowing them to share a room wasn’t going to turn into a problem...

    We’ll work together, as long as we’re fighting the war, Emily promised herself. And afterwards, he can go do whatever he wants.

    She took a moment to center herself, calm herself, then turned to the window and peered over the city below. The courtyard was crammed with soldiers, small groups marching up and down while others drilled with muskets, flintlocks and cannons. The cannons looked bigger than she recalled, she noted; she guessed the designers had continued improving their work even as war surged across the world. She hoped they hadn’t accidentally sabotaged the war effort by constantly inventing better weapons instead of mass-producing the ones they had now. The early muskets had been so basic they could be put together in a blacksmith’s shop. As they grew more advanced, they required more and more skilled craftsmen to put them together.

    Luckily, we’re also turning out more skilled craftsmen, she thought. The men below were just the tip of the iceberg, as far as the war effort was concerned. And we have to keep the craftsmen out of the war.

    She sighed, as her eyes traveled into the distance. The army camp outside the city seemed to grow larger every time she looked at it. Alassa was mobilizing the largest army her country had ever seen, composed of men who’d volunteered rather than been press-ganged into the fight... Emily wondered, not for the first time, what would happen as military service became an honor rather than a death sentence. The craftsmen might want to fight, for fear they would be mocked as cowards even as the war effort demanded they remain in the rear. She watched a line of men heading through the gates, marching down to the shooting range, and smiled grimly. The day when raw recruits were brutalized, and loathed by everyone, were long gone. They would never return.

    The necromancers might have had the edge in numbers, she reminded herself. But we have the edge in firepower.

    Her heart sank as she turned away. Void had had years to plan his coup. He’d certainly had more than enough time to raise - and enhance - an army. And given that he’d improved upon the enhancement process... she tried to calculate how many soldiers he could enhance, but drew a blank. How many lines was he prepared to cross? If he started bleeding students dry, he’d be able to enhance more soldiers in the short-term while ensuring he couldn’t enhance so many in the long... of course, her thoughts reflected, he might have decided he had to win quickly or not at all. He didn’t have that much time before his empire started to destabilize. He needed to complete his conquest and find an heir before it was too late.

    Perhaps he should try to kidnap Alassa instead, she mused. She might want to rule the known world.

    She shrugged, dismissing the thought. Void wouldn’t want Alassa. He’d want someone with a far wider perspective. And that meant... who? A sorcerer who’d traveled the known world? A merchant who might understand how the world truly worked? Or someone like Frieda, who knew what it was like to be on the bottom of society? Or... she frowned. As far as she knew, Void had no one. It was why he’d been so intent on capturing her.

    He’s experimenting with interdimensional travel, she thought. Perhaps he thinks he can recruit another outsider, someone who doesn’t have any roots here.

    There was a tap on the door. Emily gathered herself, pasted a dispassionate expression on her face, and raised her voice. “Come.”

    A messenger stepped into the room, looking nervous. “My Lady, Her Majesty requests you join her for breakfast.”

    Emily scowled, then tried not to feel guilty as the messenger flinched. Alassa had told her, more than once, that breakfast was her family’s private time. She rarely invited even her closest friends to join her, knowing it would cause problems at court. Emily sighed as she stood, brushing down her dress. Someone had probably seen Jan leaving her room and reported it to the queen. The castle might be locked down, but rumors would still spread faster than light itself.

    “Please inform Her Majesty that it will be my pleasure,” she said, firmly. “And I will join her shortly.

    The messenger bowed. “Yes, My Lady.”


    Chapter Nine

    “SHE’S A WONDERFUL LITTLE GIRL,” Emily said, as she held Princess Emily in her arms. Alassa’s daughter was now eighteen months old, wearing a white dress that struck Emily as too elaborate for a toddler with no qualms about crawling across a dusty floor. Her blonde hair was the same shade as her mother’s, her blue eyes a little brighter... Emily had never been particularly maternal, but looking at the toddler made her want to have a child of her own. “And she’s growing so quickly.”

    “And she’s learnt to scream,” Jade said, ruefully. “If she doesn’t get what she wants, she screams.”

    “She can’t articulate what she wants yet,” Alassa said. She held out her hands. Emily passed the child back to her, not without a twinge of regret. “It’s often a guessing game for us - does she want some food, or a drink, or potty? Or is there something really wrong?”

    Emily nodded. “How do you cope?”

    Alassa smiled, rather wryly. “Let’s just say I’m starting to understand why my parents hired a number of nannies and governesses,” she said. “I spend as much time with her as I can and it’s still hard to determine what she really wants, even now. I can’t wait until she’s talking properly. It’ll be so much easier when she can tell us what she wants.”

    “I suppose it must be.” Emily watched as Alassa placed the toddler in her seat, then sat next to her, and picked up the bowl of food. Most queens and princesses would have given the job to a nanny, but not Alassa. She insisted on doing it herself, whenever she had the chance. “Are you planning to have another child?”

    “I think it would be better to let Emily grow older first, so there’s a gap between them,” Alassa said. “But we’re leaving it to luck.”

    “Too much information,” Emily said, quickly. “Really.”

    “You did ask,” Alassa teased. “And, as you know...”

    Her voice trailed off. Emily nodded. Alassa’s ancestors had used magic to shape her bloodline, to enhance her powers and beauty... pushing the limits right to the edge of legality, perhaps beyond. And yet, the enhancements had come at a price. Alassa wasn’t precisely barren - Princess Emily was proof she could have children - but it was hard for her to get pregnant. Perhaps it would be easier next time, Emily reflected. Alassa had had a duty to have a child as quickly as possible, someone who could take the throne when she died. The fear of failure had probably made it harder to conceive.

    “You don’t have to talk about this at the breakfast table,” Jade said. “We don’t have much time before the rigors of the day begin.”

    “True.” Alassa pointed to the tureens. “Help yourself, please.”

    Emily nodded and opened the nearest tureen, then helped herself to some eggs and toast. The breakfast was very simple, compared to the fancier lunches and dinners served in the dining halls below, but Alassa saw no need to set a big table when it was just her, her family and her closest friends. Emily approved. There was no point in ordering the maids to lay out enough food for a small army when it was just going to be thrown out - or, more likely, served to the servants and their families. Alassa didn’t have to make a show of her wealth and power here.

    Jade met her eyes. “You’ll be pleased to know the sergeant seems normal,” he said, “although the healer did caution me that his magic is... he used the word cracked. What did you do to him?”

    Emily said nothing for a long moment. Jade would have discussed it with Alassa, who’d never been in the habit of letting sleeping dogs lie. She’d learnt the hard way not to let things slide, even if they seemed harmless. A tiny problem, barely worth noticing, could easily turn into an absolute nightmare. And anything that happened in her castle was her business.

    “I... used a trick Void insisted I learn,” Emily said, finally. She didn’t want to go into details. Alassa wasn’t supposed to know much of anything about soul magic, but Emily wouldn’t have cared to bet against it. Jade would certainly know the basics, even if he’d never learnt to use it. “It was designed to help focus his mind.”

    “Emily.” Jade didn’t look away from her. “What does this... trick... involve?”

    “His mind was slightly twisted by the raw magic he channeled, back in the Blighted Lands,” Emily said. “Over the following months, the slight... twist... in his mind started to get more twisted, forcing him to expend more and more of his magic on keeping himself stable and sane. However, because his perception of his own mind was ever so slightly warped, he was” - she found herself struggling for an analogy - “effectively trying to save and damn himself at the same time. My perception, my outside point of view, helped him fix the damage properly.”

    She frowned, inwardly. It was true enough. She just doubted they’d accept her word at face value. They’d known Sergeant Miles was going mad. They knew there’d been nothing anyone could do for him, unless someone thought outside the box. And now...

    “This trick could save a necromancer,” Jade said. Emily didn’t like the way he said it. “Is it safe?”

    Emily picked her next words very carefully. “Sergeant Miles is not a necromancer,” she said, firmly. “He did channel a great deal of power, but nowhere nearly as much as a newborn necromancer. What I did wouldn’t save a necromancer from himself, because the necromancer would already be too far gone to save. It just worked on someone who wanted to be saved, but just didn’t know how to do it.”

    “I hope you’re right.” Alassa’s face was carefully blank. “If you’re wrong...?”

    “He made me promise to kill him.” Emily didn’t try to hide the pain she felt at her words. “And I will.”

    “You might have to,” Jade warned. “Realistically, he needs to sit down, clear his mind and rebuild his wards from scratch. Practically speaking, he’s not going to have the time to do anything of the sort. He insists on accompanying you when you jump through the portal to Red Rose. If his magic leaks at the wrong time...”

    Emily nodded. It wasn’t safe to bottle one’s magic up indefinitely. The power would start to leak, either slopping into the surrounding area or - worse - stabbing deep into one’s mind. It wouldn’t be easy to convince the sergeant to keep his magic as low as possible, expending it before it started to bleed through his wards. They were on their way to war. The sergeant would need every last drop of power he had if he wanted to get his hands around Void’s throat before he died. Emily knew the sergeant would be happy to die, if he took Void with him.

    “I’ll keep an eye on him,” she said, tiredly. The memories - his memories - drifted in front of her eyes. “And if he does start to lose control again.”

    Jade nodded. “I don’t want him dead,” he said. “I just don’t want him hurting anyone else.”

    Alassa cleared her throat, signaling the subject was closed. “I noticed you ordered Jan out of your bedroom,” she said. “Should I arrange for a new room for him?”

    Emily flushed. Of course a maid had noticed. Of course she’d alerted her mistress. Of course... she sighed, inwardly. She’d thought the room was private, but... someone with a quick mind could have seen Jan stalking out of the bedroom in a foul mood and put two and two together. Maids weren’t stupid. She knew better than to believe otherwise, even for a moment.

    “Yes, please.” Emily shook her head. “We had a falling out.”

    And it would have landed a little better, her thought added, if we hadn’t made love shortly before he dropped the bombshell.

    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Jade said. “Would you like me to beat him up for you?”

    “No.” Emily scowled. She would have hated anyone making the offer back home, fearing their true motives. Here, she knew Jade meant well. It was almost worse. “We just discovered we were incompatible.”

    Alassa nodded. “You should probably pick someone, then have a formal discussion with them before you commit yourself,” she said. “It isn’t as if you’re a random nobody.”

    “It always struck me as absurd,” Emily said. She hadn’t been there for the start of Jade and Alassa’s courtship. In hindsight, it had taken her a long time to realize they were courting... and that it was serious enough for them to have a proper discussion about the future. “I don’t want to treat it as a... as buying someone in the marketplace.”

    “You probably should,” Alassa said. “You don’t just point at a sweet apple and say you want to buy it. You pick it up and inspect it first, then decide if you want to buy it. A sweet red apple skin can hide a foul core. Or worse.”

    “It could be worse,” Emily agreed. A couple of Imaiqah’s boyfriends had turned out to be monsters in human form. “And it really doesn’t matter.”

    “It does, if you want children,” Alassa said. “And technically, you do need to find an heir for Cockatrice.”

    Emily nodded. Frieda was her listed heir, but there were only two years between them. There was no reason to think Frieda would outlive her for more than a handful of years... although, the morbid side of her mind pointed out, she was being hunted by the most powerful and capable sorcerer in recorded history. Frieda might survive by dint of being unimportant, in the grand scheme of things. She tried to remember if Void had ever so much as met Frieda. If he had, it had only been for a few minutes. Frieda had certainly never stayed at the tower. 

    She smiled, suddenly. “Wouldn’t you rather redistribute the lands?”

    “They need stability,” Alassa pointed out. “And I don’t need a reputation for screwing my friends.”

    “That would be awkward,” Jade agreed, a deadpan look on his face.

    Emily rolled her eyes. “I’ll worry about it later, after the war,” she said. “Did you hear from Cat?”

    “Nothing much, beyond the basics,” Jade said. “He’s still holding his fortress on the far side of the mountains. The chaos in the Allied Lands hasn’t touched him, yet, but he thinks it’s only a matter of time. His people might start running short on food soon enough.”

    “And they can’t grow much for themselves,” Emily said. She shuddered. The Blighted Lands had been so... drained that the population, such as it was, could barely scratch a living from the soil. They’d been dying, their numbers steadily decreasing even though the smarter necromancers knew not to kill them all. The remaining settlements, free of the necromancers, were still struggling. “All Void has to do is wait for them to starve.”

    “I think so,” Jade said. “Cat can’t muster much in the way of military power. The moment he steps outside his wards, he’s toast.”

    Emily nodded, hoping Cat would have the sense to stay put. The young man she’d met - and dated, for a few short months - had been the kind of person who would do anything on a dare, anything at all. He’d grown up a little, since they’d split up, but she feared he hadn’t grown up enough. Void could stand outside the wards and issue a challenge and Cat might just accept, committing himself to a fight he couldn’t win. He’d sooner die than have people think he was a coward.

    There’s nothing cowardly in avoiding a fight you can’t win, Emily told herself, firmly. And we might be able to use him, if he stays put.

    She leaned forward. “Will you be accompanying the army?”

    “Of course,” Jade said. He glanced at Alassa. “There’s no other choice. General Pollack may be in nominal command, but the Crown needs to send along a representative. That’s me.”

    “I wish I could go,” Alassa said. Her voice was deadly serious. “It would silence some of the doubters.”

    Emily winced, inwardly. It was a double standard. No one would call Alassa a coward for remaining behind, but - by the same token - they’d look down on her for not leading her troops into battle. She remembered King Randor’s obsession with military glory, the princes she’d met who wanted to make a name for themselves on the battlefield... she cursed them under her breath. It just wasn’t fair. Alassa had proved she could fight and win a civil war. She didn’t have to put herself at risk just to keep some bird-brained nobleman from looking down his nose at her. It was bad enough that half of them expected Jade to be the power behind the throne.

    “War is changing,” she said, softly. “The days of kings and princes leading their armies into battle are coming to an end.”

    “Prince Dater might feel otherwise,” Alassa pointed out. “He led his army against the necromancers.”

    Emily had to smile, then sobered. “He also lost his country because he and his family refused to accept the world had changed,” she said. “He might be King Dater now, but he’s little more than a Prince Consort.”

    “I suppose it depends on how much power his new wife is prepared to grant him,” Alassa said, slowly. “I only met Mariah once. She was a spoilt brat.”

    “Gosh,” Jade said. He grinned, mischievously. “I can’t imagine who that reminds me of.”

    Alassa kicked him under the table. “I grew up,” she said. “Perhaps Mariah grew up, too.”

    “She didn’t seem quite such a brat when I met her,” Emily said. “Whitehall did wonders for you. Perhaps it did them for her, too.”

    “Perhaps.” Alassa let out a long breath. “It won’t make life any easier, not for me.”

    “War is changing, as I said,” Emily told her. “And kings and princes who lead their men into battle are unlikely to survive long enough to marry and have children.”

    “How... charming.” Alassa smiled, humorlessly. “Let us hope the changes sink in before someone decides to do something stupid. I had to squash a plot a year ago to provoke an incident on the border, apparently in the hopes I’d be unable to cope with the ensuring conflict and a council of noblemen would be able to take my place.”

    “Bastards,” Jade said. “There’s no way they’d have gotten away with it.”

    “It would still have been a blot on my authority.” Alassa took her daughter out of her chair and dandled the toddler on her knee. “And it might have been impossible to counter before it was too late.”

    She looked at Emily. “You know you’re my daughter’s guardian?”

    Emily shivered. “Do you expect something to happen to you? And Jade?”

    Alassa grimaced. “Jade would find it difficult to rule as regent,” she said. “Even now, there are too many noblemen who would seek to depose him, on the grounds he isn’t of royal blood. He does hold lands, but they’re technically from his marriage and therefore could be taken away when I die. You’re a landed baroness, perhaps the third most-powerful person in the kingdom... certainly the most terrifying. If you were regent...”

    “If you don’t want the post, I’ll take Emily and run,” Jade said. “I am not going to leave her sitting on a throne, a puppet of everyone around her.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. “And if something happens to you, or to both of you, I will do what I can for your daughter.”

    She met Alassa’s eyes. “Do you think something is going to happen?”

    “My father spent most of his life warding off plots against his life,” Alassa said. “My grandfather spent his reign recovering the power my great-grandfather lost to the nobility... no easy task, not when so many of them wanted to keep it. Right now... most of the older players are dead or in exile or simply broken, but that means there’s a newer generation of noblemen who yearn for their lost power or fear the rise of the commoners. It just takes one idiot to start something they can’t stop.”

    Her eyes darkened. “And they would love the idea of a toddler on the throne, someone who couldn’t hope to rule in her own right. Emily is going to need a powerful protector who can’t be easily pushed aside and won’t seek to take power for herself, a combination that will be difficult to find. I don’t expect anything to happen to me, Emily, but I can’t rule it out either.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. It was the last thing she wanted - Alassa and Jade were her friends, and anything that happened to them might consume some of her other friends too - but she knew it was wise to plan for the future. Alassa’s first responsibility was to ensure her kingdom had an heir so her people knew her dynasty would endure. Emily wondered, idly, what her people would say if her second child was a boy. They’d try to insist he take precedence over his older sister.

    “If I have to, I will,” she said. “But I hope I never do.”

    “Good.” Jade made a face. “Nanette wants to see you after breakfast, by the way. Watch your back.”

    “We have enemies in common,” Emily reminded him. “She’s not going to put a knife in me now.”

    “We shall see,” Jade said. “After that, come find me. We have preparations to make.”

    Emily nodded. “Understood,” she said. “Will we be ready to go on time?”

    “I think so,” Jade said. “But as far as any listening ears are concerned, we won’t be ready to leave for another two weeks.”


    Chapter Ten

    NANETTE WASN’T PRECISELY IN PRISON, ANY more than Sergeant Miles had been held in a dungeon, but her chambers - Emily reflected - were designed to keep her under close supervision. Emily doubted Nanette had been fooled for more than a second. The lack of windows, a private washroom and furniture that was bolted to the floor made it clear the room was designed for unwelcome guests. The guard standing outside, in heavy armor, was just the icing on the cake.

    He stepped aside as Emily approached, allowing her to open the door and look inside. A flash of alarm shot through her as she realized Nanette was nowhere to be seen... she raised a ward, then stepped into the room and reached out with her senses. The room had been carefully designed to admit no hiding places, certainly not for a grown adult. Emily braced herself, half-expecting Nanette to be hiding behind the door or behind an invisibility spell or... her mind raced. Nanette was powerful. She could have turned herself into something, then settled down to wait for the room to be abandoned before turning herself back and making her escape. Emily had done it herself, a couple of times. She dared not assume Nanette couldn’t do the same.

    A thought struck her and she spun around. The guard was close, too close. No guard would dare step so close to a noblewoman, not when a word from her would be enough to send him to the chopping block. His eyes had been lingering on her behind... Emily scowled as she saw through the disguise. The hair was concealed under a cap, large enough to hide much of her face, and the breastplate concealed her breasts nicely...

    “Nanette,” Emily growled. “What did you do to the guard?”

    Nanette removed the cap, allowing her hair to spill down. “What do you think I did to him?”

    “Tell me,” Emily said. Nanette was clever. She could have seduced the guard, gotten her fingers under his armor and turned him into a frog. Or simply put him in a trance, forced him to undress and donned his armor herself. “What did you do?”

    “I convinced him his relief had arrived and sent him away,” Nanette said. “That’s the problem with guards, even the ones here. They’re not paid to think. Once you get a bunch of orders circulating through the command structure, they’ll follow them mindlessly for fear of what’ll happen if they don’t. I got a handful of guards circling around and none of them thought it was odd when I wound up here. Fun, don’t you think?”

    “I think you’re on the verge of being chained up and left to rot,” Emily snarled. “Do you know how hard it was to convince Alassa to let you have some freedom, rather than handing you over to the royal torturers?”

    Nanette shrugged. “I get bored easily,” she said. “I wanted something to do.”

    “You pretended to be my maid for over a year,” Emily reminded her. “And you didn’t break character. Not once. I only uncovered you by sheer dumb luck.”

    “It was a challenge,” Nanette said. “You were harder to fool than many others.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. “You still fooled me.”

    Nanette strode into the room, closed the door and started to undress. “This spare uniform really needs a wash,” she said. “Do you think the maids would clean it before the owner wants it back?”

    “I haven’t the slightest idea,” Emily said. She didn’t turn her back. “How did you even get it?”

    “Cunning.” Nanette winked and struck a dramatic pose. “Do you like what you see?”

    Emily scowled. Nanette didn’t seem troubled by her own nakedness. Her skin was pale, with faint marks on her feet that suggested she’d been born a commoner. Her breasts were small, something Emily suspected made it easier to pass as a man. Her hair gave the impression of being long, yet it was cut in a manner that made it easier for her to hide it or simply cut it shorter. Emily forced herself to keep her eye on Nanette as she strode over to the bed, scooped up a simple dress and pulled it over her head. All of a sudden, she looked like a maid.

    “The guards might have been wiser if they’d taken away my clothes,” Nanette commented, dryly. “It never occurred to them I could simply turn my dress inside out.”

    “You looked like a maid,” Emily realized. “When the guards swapped shifts, you popped out and claimed you’d been changing the sheets.”

    “Something like that,” Nanette said. “The trick to convincing people to believe in you, or in the image you’re trying to present, is to let them see what they want to. The guards saw someone young, female and apparently defenseless and let me through without so much as checking to make sure the dangerous prisoner was still in her cell. You should probably mention their blind spot to the queen.”

    “Or to Jade,” Emily said. Jade wouldn’t take it lightly. Nanette could have walked up behind Alassa and slit her throat, or simply escaped the castle, and no one would have known she was gone until it was too late. “Do you expect them to trust you now?”

    “No, for the very simple reason they won’t. Ever.” Nanette made a show of examining her fingernails. “As far as your friends are concerned, I’m the bitch who ruined their wedding and nearly killed her. They are not going to forgive me for that, even if they need me. I’m about as welcome here as a dose of the clap.”

    She grinned, suddenly. “Speaking of which, have you heard the latest rumors?”

    “No.” Emily leaned against the wall, trying to relax. “Do I want to?”

    “Apparently, you threw your husband out of your room for not meeting your sexual demands,” Nanette said. “That’s one story, anyway. Another insists he tried to rape you. A third suggests...”

    “I don’t want to know.” Emily felt her magic spike. She had to force herself to calm down. “How many of those stories did you spread?”

    “None of them,” Nanette said. “I just listened.”

    Emily ground her teeth. “And none of them are even remotely true,” she growled. “Why do people spread them?”

    Nanette gave her an odd look. “Imagine you’re a maid, here in this castle. You are completely at your mistress’s mercy. You can be slapped or smacked or beaten halfway to death at any moment, when your mistress is in a bad mood; you can be harassed or groped or raped by everyone from your mistress’s husband and children to the guards and manservants and none of them will face any punishment if they do. And there is nothing you can do about it. Would you not secretly enjoy such stories about your betters? Would you not elaborate on them, to allow the stories to grow in the telling, as a petty form of revenge?”

    “I didn’t mistreat any of the maids,” Emily pointed out. “Clearly, I should have slapped you a few times.”

    “Why do you think they care?” Nanette shrugged, choosing not to respond to Emily’s jibe. “As far as they’re concerned, you’re just another noblewoman. You can do whatever you like to them and they know it. Sure, you can tell yourself you wouldn’t, but why would they believe you?”

    “Point,” Emily conceded. She cocked her head, thoughtfully. “That’s how you do it, isn’t it? You study people, you determine how they think, and you weave it into your own personality.”

    “It works, as long as you don’t break character,” Nanette said. “But you already know that, don’t you?”

    “Yes.” Emily took a breath. “You wanted to see me?”

    “I wanted to show off,” Nanette said. “I was getting bored.”

    “So you said,” Emily told her. “I have a pair of jobs for you.”

    Nanette grinned. “And how many of them involve posing as the girl who eats the dung?”

    Emily made a face, but decided not to rise to the bait. “First, we’re leaving shortly, as you know.”

    “I certainly do now,” Nanette said. “Half the rumors think the army will be dispatched in a week, the other half think Her Majesty is trying to sell out for the best terms she can get.”

    “First, when we leave, I want you to pose as me long enough to convince any watching spies I haven’t gone with the army,” Emily said. “Be me. Discuss spellware with Jan, devise machines and weapons of war with the craftsmen, be nice to the servants.”

    Nanette smiled. “You do realize he is unlikely to be fooled for long?”

    “Every little bit helps,” Emily told her. “Second, I want you to take some of the gems, and something charmed with my magic, and teleport around the Allied Lands. Spread rumors about me being everywhere, assisting rebels and supporting our allies and everything else. Tell the world I’m looking for lost artefacts - the One Ring, the Deathly Hallows, the Bands of Mourning, a whole bunch of others - that will turn the tide of the war in our favor. Tell the world... tell them whatever you like, as long as it keeps him guessing.”

    “He’ll send his troops after you,” Nanette said. “After me, rather. Is that what you want?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “Don’t get caught.”

    “I will certainly try.” Nanette grinned, mischievously. “And then what?”

    “You join us when we try to break into Whitehall,” Emily said. “I think I have a plan for teleporting into the school. You can tell people I’m planning to do that, too.”

    Nanette frowned. It was hard to tell, Emily reflected sourly, if Nanette believed her. It was a tall story, even though Emily had successfully teleported out of Whitehall. The important thing was that Void would believe it, if - when - the story reached his ears. He knew how closely she was linked to Whitehall - she’d been there when the school had been founded - and he’d fear she could get into Whitehall. She wondered, idly, if Nanette would do as she was told. She might just decide that rumor was too dangerous to spread.

    “As you wish.” Nanette stood and looked Emily up and down. “I’ll need supplies, of course.”

    “Of course,” Emily said.

    “And do I have to sleep with Jan?” Nanette snickered. “It would make the pretense a great deal more convincing.”

    “No, it wouldn’t.” Emily bit down a sharper answer, before it led to an argument. “Do you really think that would work?”

    “I told you.” Nanette shrugged. “People believe what they want to believe. People expect to see whatever they expect to see. And if I get it mostly right, they’ll overlook the rest.”

    “Sleeping with Jan would be wrong,” Emily said. She felt a twinge of sympathy. “Did you...?”

    “Sleep with someone, under orders?” Nanette nodded. “There were times, plus times when I couldn’t avoid it without being exposed. It was never easy.”

    Emily shook her head in disbelief. “How did you cope?”

    “Easy.” Nanette’s face changed, moving through a dizzying series of emotions, none of them - Emily realized - even remotely real. “The people I fooled? They weren’t just fooled by me. They fooled themselves, because even the smartest of people can be fooled by their own preconceptions. I fooled them not because I was smarter or more capable, but because I leveraged their own weaknesses against them. I could never afford to let myself relax, to let my own preconceptions get the better of me, but... I could enjoy making fools of them and, sometimes, watching as they made fools of themselves. Does that answer your question?”

    “You liked the challenge,” Emily said, flatly.

    “Yes.” Nanette shrugged. “Some parts were less pleasant than others, but even the unpleasant parts ended with me celebrating another victory and my target mourning what he’d lost.”

    She looked oddly pensive. “I suppose I have something in common with the gossiping maids and babbling guards,” she added. “I like tricking the fools who think themselves superior to me.”

    Emily shrugged. “Write a list of what you need, within reason,” she said. “I’ll see you get it. You can make your preparations here, while we get ready. Until then... stay here and don’t disturb the guards or Alassa will put you in the dungeons. And I didn’t manage to get out of them.”

    “You’re not me,” Nanette said, mildly.

    “No,” Emily agreed. “And Alassa isn’t me, either.”

    She turned and left the room, her back prickling as she stepped through the door. She knew Nanette wanted revenge, but... Emily didn’t trust her any further. They were allies, not friends. And Nanette was playing games with the guards... she sighed, wondering if the older girl was a demented thrill-seeker, the kind of person who’d push the limits as far as they would go. It was unwise to provoke a queen who had every reason to hate her, but... Nanette might live for the thrill.

    A guard appeared. “My Lady?”

    Emily eyed him narrowly, then sighed. “Stay on guard outside the door, and do not open it under any circumstances,” she ordered. “I’ll speak to the Prince Consort and arrange for someone to relieve you.”

    “Yes, My Lady.”

    “Good.” Emily met his eyes. “Do not, like I said, open the door.”

    She strode off, hurrying back through the corridors to Jade’s office. He was the commander of the palace guard, a position that had been purely nominal before Alassa had become the ruling queen; his office bustled with officers, many promoted from the ranks, coming in to be assigned to new roles within the army before they were set out again. Jade had done his work well, Emily reflected. He’d taken what little she’d been able to tell him about staff work, back on Earth, and create a whole new military structure. She just hoped he’d be able to convince his titled subordinates to listen to the staff officers.

    “Emily.” Jade dismissed the rest of his officers with a wave. “What did she say?”

    “Quite a bit.” Emily briefly outlined what had happened. “You need to double the guard on her door, perhaps even triple it.”

    “I’ll see to it.” Jade made a note on a piece of paper. “It might be safer to chain her to the wall, or force her to drink potion, or something.”

    “Only in the short term,” Emily said. “We don’t want her turning against us.”

    “She’s pushing the limits,” Jade muttered. He cleared his throat. “Why do I have the feeling I’m clutching a death viper to my chest?”

    “We have goals in common,” Emily said bluntly, rubbing her fingers against the bracelet on her wrist. “As long as she thinks she can accomplish her goals by working with us, she’ll stay. If she starts thinking we might kill her at any moment, she might just walk away. I doubt that cell will hold her if she really wants out.”

    “Probably not, no.” Jade looked up at her. “I’d be a great deal happier if she was somewhere else.”

    “We need her, for the moment,” Emily said. “After that, she can go.”

    She leaned forward. “I understand there was something you wanted to discuss?”

    “Yes.” Jade reached for a map and laid it out on the table. “You recognize this?”

    Emily frowned. “Rosalinda City.”

    “Yeah.” Jade drew a circle around the edge of the city. “The besieging armies, as of last report, have been holding the line here. They’ve tried to get over the walls, or into the castle itself, but they were repulsed twice. The reports suggest none of the enhanced troops were involved in either attempt.”

    “That’s probably for the best,” Emily said. She’d seen what the enhanced troops could do. They could be over the walls and slashing through the defenders before their targets had a chance to react. “What do you want to do?”

    “I’ve been discussing the matter with Sergeant Miles and General Pollack,” Jade said. “We can project a portal there, no problem. Possibly more than one... as long as Void doesn’t try to jam them. He might be able to, as you know.”

    “He did it before,” Emily said. “But that might have been because of what he did to the nexus point there.”

    Jade nodded. “I need to send an advance party,” he said. He reached for a second map. “If we set up more crystals, we can stabilize the portal long enough to bring in much of the army, but doing so will set off all kinds of alarms. The advance party needs to cause enough of a diversion to keep the attackers busy, to give the rest of the army time. Sergeant Miles has volunteered for the mission. I want you to accompany him.”

    Emily nodded, shortly. Her mouth was suddenly very dry. She didn’t like the idea of going back into danger, particularly as part of a glorified diversion. It was going to be hard to hide her involvement... she shook her head. They’d just have to claim she’d jumped in, caused havoc and then jumped out again. It would suffice. She hoped it would.

    “You’re the only person he might listen to,” Jade said. “Don’t let him get himself killed. We need him to show us the way inside.”

    “I understand.” Emily took a breath. She would have preferred to leave the sergeant behind, in safety, but he would never have stood for it. “I won’t let you down.”

    “Good.” Jade glanced at the clock. “Make sure you go to bed early tonight. I want to insert you tomorrow, so you have time to scout before activating the crystals. Keep an eye on the sergeant and don’t let him do anything stupid.”

    “I’ll do my best,” Emily promised. “And keep an eye on Nanette for me.”

    “I will,” Jade said. “And I hope you’re not making a terrible mistake.”


    Chapter Eleven

    “THE SPELLS SHOULD WORK,” JAN SAID, as he tapped the teleport gem. “When they’re triggered, they should place you in the correct location.”

    “Close enough to the city to be within walking distance, far away enough to be reasonably sure we won’t be spotted,” Sergeant Miles said, shooting Jan a dirty look. “Be very sure.”

    Jan flushed, angrily. “The spells are as perfect as we can make them. The coordinates are the ones you selected. But we’re going to be jumping the pair of you closer to Whitehall than ever before, perhaps close enough for him to redirect or simply jam the teleport. We have minimized the risks as best as we can, but there is no way to remove them completely.”

    As you know, Emily thought, tiredly. The unspoken words hung in the air. Or you certainly should know.

    She cleared her throat. “We have everything we should need,” she said. “Is the army ready to move?”

    “The advance elements are ready,” Jade told her. “I’ll be leading them through the portal myself. The remaining units will be prepped and deployed as soon as we’ve secured the other side of the portal. We’ve done all we can to prepare them without giving away our plans.”

    He didn’t sound pleased. They’d gone over the plan time and time again, trying to decide precisely when they should tell the men the offensive was about to begin. Sergeant Miles had argued for telling them immediately, so they knew it was real, but Jade and General Pollack had overruled him, pointing out the dangers of alerting spies within the camp. Emily had suggested telling the men they were going to march to the border instead, as a compromise, but she had to admit it was unlikely Void would take the bait. The border was impossible to defend. He’d know they were up to something else, even if he didn’t know what.

    “We’ll go now,” Emily said. There was no point in further delay. They’d done everything in their power to guarantee success. “Sergeant?”

    Sergeant Miles, just for a moment, didn’t seem to hear her. Emily eyed him, worriedly. He looked normal, yet... there was just something ever so slightly wrong. She would have wondered if he was drunk, if she hadn’t known he was under constant observation. He moved like a man who had to keep very tight control of himself, for fear of collapse. She hoped - prayed - he could remain upright long enough to complete the mission.

    I could go alone, she thought. She’d considered taking someone else, but everyone qualified to complete the mission was needed elsewhere. Sergeant Miles would have been needed too, if Jade hadn’t been worried about his sanity. Or we could delay matters for a few days longer.

    “I’m ready.” Sergeant Miles looked at Jade, then picked up the bag and hefted it over his shoulders. “Be ready. I want you and the troops in place the moment we send the signal.”

    Emily nodded, then took the sergeant’s hand and triggered the teleport spell. The world went white, then black; they fell a handful of inches to the ground. The sergeant yanked his hand free and spun around, drawing a wand with one hand and his sword with the other. Emily ducked, getting as close to the ground as she could. There’d been no way to be sure of what they’d encounter on the far side. They might easily have materialized in the middle of the enemy army.

    She muttered a night vision spell, then looked around. They were in the middle of a muddy field, one that - in happier times - might have grown corn or potatoes or something else to keep the kingdom fed. Now, the fields had been stripped of everything even remotely edible and the remnants trampled into the muddy ground. Emily guessed the tide of refugees from Alluvia, and southern Red Rose, had passed through like a herd of locusts before being dispersed by one or more of the warring armies. The stench of too many humans in too close of a proximity still hung in the air.

    “Clear,” Sergeant Miles muttered. “We are alone.”

    Emily stood, slowly. There was a faint light to the north, almost certainly the city, but the remainder of the countryside was wrapped in darkness. If there was anyone nearby, they were keeping their heads down and trying not to be noticed. She looked towards the distant tree line and shuddered. The forest was deep and dark enough to hide an entire army of runaway peasants, if they didn’t mind being declared outlaws. Emily hoped the locals had been able to run before the armies swept over them. The men would have been press-ganged if they’d been caught, the women and children raped and murdered... she shuddered, again. Void had unleashed forces he couldn’t control.

    That’s not fair, she told herself. Armies were hated and feared a long time before one war ended and another began.

    Sergeant Miles placed his bag on the ground. “Get the crystals into position,” he ordered, curtly. “I’ll sweep the edge of the field.”

    Emily nodded, then knelt by the bag and opened it. She’d practiced putting the crystals together time and time again, but her hands still felt sweaty as she placed them on the ground and nudged them into the right formation. Magic - a faint flicker of magic - darted through the air. She braced herself, half-expecting Void’s troops to teleport right on top of her, but nothing happened. Her lips twitched. Using her magic to set off false alarms all over the continent had clearly made him think better of sending his men to each and every alarm.

    Which suggests he doesn’t have anything like enough enhanced soldiers under his command, she mused. We might just be able to reach Whitehall without being stopped.

    She put the last of the crystals into place, then rested her fingers against the prime spellstone to test the magic. It was twinned with its counterpart back in Zangaria, but... she breathed a sigh of relief as she confirmed the link between the two was still intact. They could open the portal at any moment. She straightened, scribbled a hasty note on a piece of chat parchment and looked around. Sergeant Miles was walking back towards her, his face grim. He moved so quietly she wouldn’t have had the slightest idea he was there, if she hadn’t seen him.

    “Come and look at this,” he said, quietly. “Quickly.”

    Emily cast a spell to hide the crystal lattice from prying eyes, then followed him to the edge of the field. The ground was scorched and blackened, littered with pieces of charred wood and stone. A farmhouse, she realized dully; a farmhouse that had been destroyed so completely it was utterly beyond repair. She felt her heart sink as she realized there were no bodies lying on the ground, no sign the farmer and his family had ever lived at all. She hoped they’d escaped before the army arrived. The troops had burned their farm to the ground. They wouldn’t have shown mercy to the farmer and his family.

    Her heart twisted. This close to the city, the farmers would be largely freemen. They’d enjoy a certain degree of independence, perhaps even effective freedom. The local aristocrats couldn’t treat them as slaves, for fear they’d simply run off and vanish within the city’s teeming population. She wondered, grimly, if one of the rebel armies was commanded by an aristocrat who wanted to grind the freemen under his boot, or if the farm had simply been destroyed in passing. There was no way to know.

    “There’s no sign of a fight,” Sergeant Miles said. “I think the farmers got away.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said.

    She checked her watch. “We have five hours until dawn.”

    Sergeant Miles nodded. “Come on,” he said. “We’ll check the enemy camp.”

    Emily smiled, then cast a handful of obscurification charms around herself as they began to walk. A smart commander would be sure to picket all the approaches, stationing horsemen and sentries along all the possible angles of approach. There was little hope of an army arriving to lift the siege, as far as they knew, but... she knew better than to assume the enemy wouldn’t take basic precautions. The charms would make her extremely difficult to see, as long as she didn’t make her presence obvious or accidentally snapped a wardline. A competent commander would put them in place too.

    The wind shifted, blowing towards them. She took a breath, bile rising in her mouth at the scent of piss and shit and all the other smells of an unkempt army camp. General Pollack would have pitched a fit if his men hadn’t bothered to observe basic hygiene while setting up and manning a camp. The prospect of catching something nasty should have focused a few minds. She guessed the enemy commanders didn’t care about their men or assumed, for whatever reason, that the siege would be over quickly. They might be right. The city sat on the shores of a lake, but there was no way the population could bring in enough food to sustain themselves for long. It was just a matter of time before the starving and desperate citizens threw open the gates and begged for mercy, even if they knew the army would loot, rape and burn its way through the streets. A smart commander would keep his men under control long enough to secure the city, then let the troops run riot.

    They passed through the remnants of a hamlet - destroyed so thoroughly that, in a year or two, there would be no trace it had ever existed - and made their way down the king’s road leading to the city. The stench grew stronger... she wanted to use a spell to shield her nostrils, but didn’t dare. A light caught her eye and she froze, staring down the road. A man stood there, smoking a pipe. He didn’t look very alert.

    Sergeant Miles held up a hand, making a signal. There’d be more than one. Emily nodded curtly and peered into the darkness. A second man was leaning against a tree, fast asleep. She winced, despite herself. The poor man would be beaten half to death by his commander, if he wasn’t hanged on the spot, if he was caught. She guessed he and the smoker had a quiet agreement. As long as one of them was awake, the other could have a nap. If they were lucky, the smoker would be paying more attention to the city rather than the approach roads. Sergeant Miles had had a habit of sneaking up on sentries, just to test their alertness, and she dared not assume the enemy sergeants would be any different.

    She waited as Sergeant Miles glided forward, flitting from tree to tree. The sentry didn’t see him coming until it was far too late. Sergeant Miles came up on him and buried a charmed knife in his throat, killing him before he had a chance to make a sound. Emily gritted her teeth as the sleeper awoke, too late. Sergeant Miles killed him, too. She knew there’d been no choice, no time to risk trying a spell, but it still rankled. The poor bastards probably hadn’t wanted to join the army.

    Putting the thought aside, she crawled forward. The men wore very simple outfits, their shoulders emblazoned with their lord’s colors... different lords, she noted with a flicker of amusement. She recalled Queen Mariah telling her that a number of her noblemen had banded together against her, gathering their armies to lay siege to the city. Void might have pushed them into an alliance, but it didn’t look as if he’d managed to solve years of antagonism. They clearly didn’t trust their fellows to guard their backs.

    And yet, their sentries managed to come to an agreement, she thought. She wished she’d had a chance to interrogate them, to learn what was going on in the enemy camps. Perhaps the agreement isn’t as fragile as we might like.

    he searched the men, finding nothing beyond a handful of older weapons and pouches of coins - it didn’t look as if they trusted their superiors not to rob them - and then inched through the remaining trees. The southern side of the city had been deliberately left unsettled, providing room for aristocratic entertainments like horse riding and jousting; now, it was covered with enemy tents and trenches. They’d pushed the lines as close to the city and the castle as they could, leaving very little space between the walls - and the wards - and the entrenchments. Siege engines were clearly visible within the gloom, being readied for an attack on the city. She couldn’t see any cannon, but she would be astonished if there were none. The days when the aristocracy could dismiss firearms as children’s toys were long gone.

    The wind shifted, again. The stench grew stronger. Emily spied a handful of makeshift latrines, little more than trenches at the edge of the camp, but it didn’t look as if they were being used properly. She grimaced as the scent of overcooked fish wafted through the air. The soldiers were probably fishing in the lake, catching so many fish there was a very real chance they’d deplete the fish population beyond recovery. They were probably hunting in the king’s forests too, too hungry or desperate to care about the law. She wouldn’t have cared to be the aristocrat who tried to tell her men they couldn’t.

    She reached out, gingerly, with her senses. The camp was surrounded by wards... very basic wards. A cluster of tents had heavier protections - the aristocrats and their magicians probably slept there - but nothing that would stand up to her. Void hadn’t bothered to suggest they take more precautions, probably because it would suit him - in the long term - if the aristocratic armies took a beating. And yet...

    Sergeant Miles joined her. “There’s a lot of men crammed into that camp,” he whispered, shortly. “And it isn’t the only one.”

    Emily nodded, pulling back her senses as the sergeant outlined what he’d seen. There were three more camps just like it, positioned so close to the city they couldn’t possibly be ignored. The aristocrats must be convinced they wouldn’t be attacked, not now. They’d stripped their cadre of trained men bare just to lay siege to the city. Emily smiled, rather coldly, as they began to make their way around the city, silently noting and logging the enemy position. If they won the coming fight, Queen Mariah and her husband would have little trouble asserting authority over the remnants of the aristocracy. There’d be no way the survivors could build a new army in time.

    And she’ll have to worry about her people instead, Emily mused. The Levellers won’t let her have absolute power, not without a fight.

    She felt tired and grimy as they kept moving, slipping past sentries who clearly weren’t taking their duties too seriously. They were nothing more than a tripwire and yet... she shuddered as she saw a handful of men dangling from trees, the ropes carefully positioned to ensure the hanged men took a long time to die. Rebels? Traitors? People who’d tried to flee the city? Or simply locals, strung up to give the men something to do? She was too far from the dangling men to tell. They could have been anyone or anything.

    “We could sneak a little closer,” Sergeant Miles suggested. “Or set up a trap...”

    Emily shook her head. They didn’t need to get any closer. She touched the teleport gem in her pocket as they returned to their first vantage point - the dead men hadn’t been touched - programming in a new set of coordinates. Someone screamed in the night. Her stomach churned, even though the sound had come from the camp rather than the city. The population knew it was just a matter of time until the walls broke, or disease started to spread, or they starved. Despair hung in the air. The end could not be long delayed.

    Yes, it can, she told herself. We’re coming.

    They inched away from the city, not relaxing until they were halfway back to the destroyed farm and the crystal lattice. Emily sucked in her breath, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw the lattice was undisturbed. She’d concealed it, but any passing sorcerer would have known something was up if he’d sensed the spell. Or someone could simply have stumbled across it. She’d seen refugees trying to dig up roots and unripe crops, in a desperate bid to remain alive a few more days. Someone who tried to tear the farm apart could easily have stumbled across the crystals and destroyed them.

    Sergeant Miles looked pensive as he dug into his bag. “Time?”

    Emily checked her watch. “We have twenty minutes until the deadline,” she said. “We can wait.”

    “Good.” Sergeant Miles took a long breath. “I told you Jan wouldn’t last.”

    Emily flushed, angrily. Sergeant Miles had never bothered to hide his disdain for Jan. The charms apprentice just wasn’t a soldier, wasn’t used to putting his life at risk time and time again. Sergeant Miles simply couldn’t respect him as a person and yet...

    “Is this really the time?”

    “Just keep an eye on him,” Sergeant Miles observed. “People can do dumb things when they think they’re being disrespected.”

    Emily scowled at him. “Perhaps you should stop disrespecting him.”

    Sergeant Miles smiled, despite her tone. “I’m too old a dog to learn new tricks,” he said, quietly. “The world is changing, despite everything they” - he waved a hand towards the enemy camps, lost in the gloom - “can do. And it might not have a place for me any longer.”

    “You’ll always have a place with me,” Emily said.

    “We shall see,” Sergeant Miles said. The first hint of dawn flickered over the distant mountains. “It’s time.”


    Chapter Twelve

    “COVER ME,” EMILY SAID. SHE TOUCHED the crystal, triggering the spells. “Here we go...”

    The crystals lit up. A flare of light flashed through the air, the darkness itself seeming to boil as the world was twisted into a spinning vortex. Emily stepped back hastily, her skin prickling as the magic grew and grew. The enemy sorcerers would have sensed it, the moment the magic surged. She might as well have set fire to a small pile of magnesium, the flare so bright it was almost blinding. There was no way in hell they could possibly have missed it. 

    Which means they’re already rousing the camp, she thought, as the light collapsed into a single glowing square. The portal was twisting oddly, as if it were a bubble caught in the wind. They’ll be on us within minutes.

    She smiled as the first horsemen cantered out of the portal, galloping past them and heading for the edge of the field. They’d set up trip wires of their own, establishing pickets as the rest of the army came through and started to deploy. Their carbines were supposed to be more accurate than the infantry muskets - the bar wasn’t set very high - and they could give enemy cavalry a nasty fright when they tried to charge the portal. More horsemen followed, spreading out rapidly. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief as Jade and Sienna stepped out of the portal, followed by row upon row of musketmen. The latter hurried to the edge of the field, half digging trenches while the remainder stood on guard. They didn’t have much time before the enemy infantry arrived.

    Jade shot her a salute, then looked at Sergeant Miles. “Report!”

    “Four camps, probably somewhere between ten and twenty thousand men,” Sergeant Miles told him. “No firearms spotted, but we didn’t slip into the camp itself.”

    Jade nodded, curtly. He’d known there wouldn’t be exact figures. The reports from the city had insisted there were millions of men laying siege to the walls, even though it was unlikely that the aristocrats could raise more than a hundred thousand at most. An experienced man could look at the camp and estimate how many men it held, but there was no way to be sure. A skilled commander might have set up his camp to deceive watching eyes.

    “Emily,” Jade said. “Are you ready?”

    Emily opened her bag and removed the valve and battery. “I’m ready.”

    “Go now,” Jade ordered. Behind him, the portal shimmered. “I think we’re running out of time.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. Void was trying to jam the portal, in hopes of cutting the army off from its supplies. The men were still flowing through, but there were limits to how much they could carry on their backs. “Sergeant?”

    Sergeant Miles grabbed her arm. Emily grasped the teleport gem, then closed her eyes and triggered the spell. The world heaved around them as they jumped, her eyes snapping open to reveal they’d materialized near the vantage point above the first enemy camp. Trumpets were blowing loudly, summoning the host to war; horsemen galloped around madly, forming up at the edge of the camp, while infantrymen lined up in rows. The scene struck her as organized chaos, with a tiny handful of men trying to get everyone ready before sending them out to do battle. Someone was a quick thinker, she noted. It didn’t look as though they were preparing to defend the camp.

    We’ve opened a beachhead within their territory, she thought, as she plugged the battery into the valve. And if they can meet us on the beaches and destroy us, they win.

    The sound of trumpets and shouting grew louder as the enemy army came to life. Emily wondered, morbidly, how many of the men below her had wanted to be there. Probably none. The mercenaries would be leery of picking the wrong side in a continent-wide war, while the draftees would be trying to think of a way to get out without getting caught and hung... even the leadership cadre might be having second thoughts about joining the war and allying with their former enemies. She hoped the unwilling soldiers had the sense to throw down their weapons and run when the shit hit the fan. No one would blame them for being drafted. It wasn’t as if they’d had any choice.

    She angled the battery, aimed the valve at the command tent and triggered the spell. A massive fireball, so badly overpowered it would have daunted a necromancer, half-wobbled, half-flew towards the tent and exploded. A sheet of oily flame crashed across the camp, a string of explosions indicating the fires had washed over barrels of gunpowder. Her heart clenched as she saw a man running, his back on fire... she knew he was screaming, even though she couldn’t hear anything over the roar of the flames. The ground shook, violently, as another gunpowder stockpile exploded. Pieces of debris shot through the air. She ducked - quickly - as one sailed over her head.

    “They’re coming,” Sergeant Miles said.

    Emily looked down. Someone on the enemy side had thought quickly - too quickly. The cavalry charged their position, horsemen already unslinging their swords and spears. They were intimidating as hell, even though she knew they’d die like flies if they tried to charge a row of musketmen. She’d watched a horde of charging orcs stopped in their tracks. The cavalry wasn’t anywhere near as tough.

    Sergeant Miles’s magic sparked. Emily glanced at him an instant before he unleashed a spell of his own. The cavalry wobbled, then broke as the horses collapsed under them. Emily barely had a moment to realize what the sergeant had done before the spell tore through the mounted men, shattering their bones as easily as it had crippled the horses. She stared in horror as a man disintegrated, his body coming apart into bloody chunks, then grabbed the sergeant’s arm. He stared at her, his eyes wide, then nodded. Emily grabbed the other teleport gem and triggered it before he could say a word.

    The world shifted again. They were suddenly near the farm, watching as more and more troops marched out of the portal. Jade and his sergeants were barking orders, hastily setting up newer defense lines as time ticked away. The dawn sky was lit up by flames, but they knew only one of the army camps had been hit. It wouldn’t be long before the remaining commanders reorganized, then charged the portal. They could still win the war.

    “They had to be stopped,” Sergeant Miles said. His magic was still sparking, flickering bursts of power dancing against the edge of her awareness. “They had to be stopped.”

    Lady Barb would know what to do, Emily thought, helplessly. She wondered if she should stun him, even though she feared she’d need him. Stun him, send him back through the portal... what then? She’d come up with something clever and save the day.

    She rubbed her forehead as she heard something approaching from the north. It sounded like a machine... for a moment, she wondered if Void had managed to steal a tank or something a little more mundane from an alternate world. It didn’t seem likely, but who knew? A car or a truck could be just as deadly, if it was pressed into service against musketmen and cannons. Could a car withstand a cannonball? She didn’t know.

    Her heart sank as the black-clad enemy troops crashed through the foliage and came into view. Enhanced troops... not many of them - she thought there were no more than thirty - but enough to be deadly. They didn’t pause to assess the situation, let alone give the army a chance to prepare itself. They crashed through the cavalry as though they were nothing, tearing men and horses apart with equal abandon. A handful escaped, only because they weren’t in the way. Emily shuddered helplessly. The enhanced troops were charging straight for the portal.

    Jade barked orders. The musketmen raised their weapons and opened fire. The enhanced troops kept charging, right into the teeth of their fire. It looked foolish, almost suicidal, but it wasn’t insane. The enhanced troops were tough. Void might have assumed they could soak up the bullets and keep going... he wouldn’t have been wrong, a few short months ago. Now, runic bullets crashed into the enhanced troops and tore through them, turning their own magic against them. Emily breathed a sigh of relief as the charge came to a bloody end, the last of the bodies dropping bare inches in front of the trenches. The plan had worked.

    “Next time, it won’t be so easy,” Sergeant Miles said. “He’ll know what to expect.”

    Emily nodded, watching as Jade issued more orders. The bodies were dragged to one side and left for later. There was no point in trying to recover the charmed armor. Once it was broken, the magic was gone. Jan had even speculated it might be designed to only work with enhanced troopers. It certainly needed magic to power the charms.

    She glanced north. The flames were starting to die away. She could hear more soldiers crashing towards them, hear their commanders screaming orders as they hurled their men forward towards the portal. It had to be their worst nightmare come true, an enemy army that had somehow managed to get very close without being spotted. She looked south, towards Alluvia and Whitehall beyond. Jair and his army of rebels had apparently secured much of the country, according to the reports. Void might not be backing them - she thought she’d dealt with the men he’d used to make the revolution considerably bloodier - but that wouldn’t stop them from being a problem. They wouldn’t be happy to have a royalist army crossing their lands.

    Worry about that later, she told herself. Right now, you have other problems.

    The enemy army crashed into view, a raggedly mass that could still prove immensely dangerous if it managed to punch through to the portal. Emily gritted her teeth as the guns began to boom, cannonballs crashing into the enemy. The cavalry charged, hooves tearing up the ground as they galloped on in a desperate bid to overrun the guns before it was too late. She thought she heard someone cry out in delight as the horsemen ran straight into the musketeers, their formation splintering as bullets tore through their armor. A handful lasted long enough to get into the trenches, only to discover it was even worse down there. The infantry tore them to shreds.

    Emily turned as the enemy infantry wavered, on the verge of breaking. Officers and sergeants ran up and down the line, barking orders despite incoming fire; she saw an officer fall, a lucky shot taking him out before he could redirect his men. Behind them, archers hurried to take up positions before opening fire on the trenches. Sergeant Miles yanked Emily down as arrows started hissing through the air. The enemy commander was no dummy, she noted as she landed on the muddy ground. His archers could play merry hell with the men marching through the portal.

    And they’re going to make life difficult for the sorcerers too, Emily noted. The moment one of them stands up, we’ll be hit with a dozen arrows.

    The cannons continued to boom, hurling cannonballs and canister shot towards the enemy positions. The archers stood their ground, hurling arrows towards the portal while the infantry started to build trenches of their own, rapidly digging their way towards Jade’s trenches. Emily silently gave them points for thinking quickly. As long as they stayed low, they were relatively safe from the musketmen and, once they broke into the trenches, they’d be able to overwhelm the musketmen before they could escape. Emily cursed under her breath. It was easy to teach men to fire muskets, harder to teach them to use swords and daggers. They simply hadn’t had the time.

    She sensed a surge of magic and looked up. Sienna was holding a battery, pointing the valve towards the incoming troops. A line of fire billowed out of the valve and swept over the trenches, men catching fire before they could drop their weapons and run. Emily recoiled at the stench, her stomach churning as the flames kept advancing south. The archers stopped shooting, ducking low as they beat a hasty retreat. Emily watched Sienna finish draining the battery, then dump the valve on the ground. The battle wasn’t over, but it would take the enemy quite some time to regroup.

    “Some of their men are running,” Sergeant Miles said, softly. “They’ve had enough.”

    Emily nodded, hoping none of the fleeing men would be shot in the back. It wasn’t honorable, according to the laws of war, but they were no longer even guidelines. No one was bothering to give them even lip service, now the commoners had proven they could kill aristocrats and overthrow monarchies. The fleeing men would have to dump their armor and leathers as soon as possible, then pretend to be farmers and refugees as they made their way home. If they were caught by the locals, they’d be lynched. And who could blame them?

    She joined Jade and the other commanders as he directed more and more men into position, sending cavalry to scout the outer edges of the enemy trenches while directing musketmen and cannoneers to prepare for the offensive. A line of horse-drawn cannons rumbled past in a bid to expand the beachhead as quickly as possible. Emily smiled, remembering how the cavalry had howled at seeing their horses reduced to beasts of burden. Behind them, more and more men marched through the portal and took up position. The remaining enemy soldiers didn’t make any attempt to slow them down.

    “They’ll have at least one commander per army back at the camps,” Jade commented, as the first of the scouts started to report back. “Problem is, they have the walls at their back. The defenders could sally at any moment.”

    “King Dater has a relatively modern army,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “And Queen Mariah is unlikely to want him to let us do the heavy lifting.”

    Emily wasn’t so sure. Mariah had always struck her as ruthlessly pragmatic. She might prefer to preserve her forces, rather than order an attack on an enemy army that was already beaten. It didn’t take a tactical genius to know Jade wasn’t going to leave the remnants of the army alone. Better to have him do the hard work then expend her forces for nothing. It wouldn’t be particularly honorable, but who cared these days? She scowled at the thought. It depended on who was calling the shots in the city and the castle beyond. Queen Mariah? King Dater? Or the City Councilors and the Levellers?

    We shall see, she said.

    Jade paced the battlefield, snapping orders as he kept a wary eye on the distant city. The enemy was setting up more and more defenses, hastily digging trenches and cutting down trees to provide a clear field of fire. A sane enemy would be trying to discuss a truce, perhaps even an honorable surrender, rather than prolonging the fight. Emily shuddered, all too aware of the horrors to come. An army that refused to surrender when the battle was clearly lost could be legally slaughtered, and everyone knew it. And yet, the certainty of death would force them to keep fighting long after it was clear they’d lost.

    Lord Tallinn galloped up to them. “My Lord” - he didn’t spare any attention for anyone but Jade - “the enemy has made no move to surrender.”

    “Noted.” Jade showed little visible reaction, but Emily knew him well enough to tell that he was disgusted. “Take a message to the enemy lines. Tell the enemy commander that if he and his men surrender, they’ll be treated in accordance with the laws of war.”

    “My Lord.” Lord Tallinn snapped off a salute. “It will be done.”

    Emily watched Lord Tallinn gallop off again, her heart sinking. There was nothing to be gained by prolonging the fight, save for bleeding Jade’s army white. Void might even have calculated that it didn’t matter who won, as long as one army was destroyed and the other was crippled. She wondered, grimly, just who was in command on the far side. Someone bright enough to know Jade was giving him a lifeline? Someone who feared Jade wouldn’t keep his word? Or someone under Void’s control, someone who literally couldn’t surrender?

    “If they surrender, we’ll hold them as prisoners until the end of the war,” Jade said, as they made their way towards the front lines. The landscape had been so badly battered in the last few hours that most of the trees had been knocked down by one side or the other. It would be years before the damage was repaired, even if the fighting stopped immediately. “If they refuse...”

    “They’ll refuse,” Sergeant Miles predicted. “Even if they trust you, they won’t trust the queen.”

    Emily feared he was right. Queen Mariah was unlikely to leave known rebels at her back - or, for that matter, to accept they’d been under Void’s control. She might wait for Jade to leave, then slaughter the rebellious noblemen. Her eyes tracked Lord Tallinn as he reached the front lines and galloped on, waving a makeshift white flag as he headed to the enemy trenches. They might fire warning shots to turn him back, but...

    Lord Tallinn tumbled to the ground, an arrow sticking out of his chest.

    Jade swore. “Send the signal,” he ordered. His voice was as cold as ice. “Begin the attack.”


    Chapter Thirteen

    EMILY GRITTED HER TEETH AS THE guns started to boom again, hurling cannonballs and canister shot into the enemy lines. Moments passed, then boulders and giant arrow-like shapes started flying back towards the attackers. She blinked in surprise, then realized the enemy army had started turning its siege engines on Jade’s army. Clever, she supposed. The catapults couldn’t pump out anywhere near as much firepower as the cannons, and their accuracy was even worse, but it was making it harder to maintain the attack.

    “Interesting.” Jade seemed unconcerned, but Emily could tell he was worried. “We might need to rely on the city’s defenders hitting them in the back.”

    Emily glanced at him. “Can we get a message to them?”

    “Not directly.” Jade took a piece of parchment from his pocket and hastily scribbled out a note. “Hopefully, we can pass the word to whoever’s in charge over there.”

    The guns boomed louder, bangs and crashes echoing over the city. Emily watched the sappers pushing their lines towards the enemy positions, despite the rocks falling from the sky. The rebels further north had figured out how to use catapults to launch barrels of gunpowder towards their enemies, but the aristocrats in front of her clearly hadn’t worked it out for themselves. Or perhaps they’d lost most of their gunpowder in her first attack. It wasn’t impossible. One could reuse arrows, but not gunpowder. Once it was gone, it was gone.

    Sergeant Miles nudged her. “They’re holding the lines pretty well, even though they know they’re trapped,” he said. “Their commander must be popular amongst the men.”

    “Perhaps we should start offering to accept individual surrenders,” Emily said. “If the common soldiers start to give up, their lines will break.”

    She frowned as Jade barked orders, putting her plan into effect. Time was racing now. The longer the battle lasted, the greater the chance Void would find a way to intervene. He could teleport more enhanced troops onto the battlefield or order his subordinates to gather their forces and open portals to let them march to Red Rose. He knew what she’d done to break into the Tower of Alexis, then the Blighted Lands. There was no reason he couldn’t duplicate the trick for himself. He had enough nexus points to make it doable.

    “It won’t be easy,” Sergeant Miles commented. “The first man to break ranks will be shot by his former comrades.”

    Emily nodded, grimly. She would never be a soldier, but she’d picked up enough over the years to understand how they thought. It was hellishly simple. A man didn’t fight for his king or his commanding officers, but for the men at his side. He might betray his king without a second thought, particularly if the king was a dangerously unpredictable tyrant, yet betraying his comrades would be a great deal harder. And even discussing a mass surrender would be difficult. She had no doubt the officers would kill any man who so much as suggested it immediately, before the rot could spread.

    There was a lull, over almost as soon as it started, and then the fighting resumed with even greater fury. Emily stayed low, watching as bullets crackled through the air and arrows hissed towards their targets. The archers were more accurate, she noted numbly, but the musketmen fired great volleys whenever an archer showed himself. Behind her, troops carried protective tortoise-like shields into position, preparing to advance towards the enemy lines. An arrow could go through a man like a knife through butter, even if he was wearing armor, but glance off a tortoise or simply shatter upon impact. The battle couldn’t be prolonged much longer.

    “Direct the cannoneers to sweep the southern trenches, then raise their fire to bombard the camp itself,” Jade ordered. He spoke to a messenger, his words barely audible over the din. “The tortoises are to advance and break the enemy lines.”

    The messenger nodded and hurried off. Emily scowled as the cannons grew louder. The trenches would provide a great deal of protection from both cannonballs and canister shot, but - if nothing else - the defenders would have to keep their heads down. She’d seen men be decapitated by a piece of flying metal, struck down so rapidly they hadn’t even registered they were in danger before it was too late. Explosions washed over the distant trench, then marched towards the city as the gunners raised their guns. The bombardment was intense enough, she hoped, to convince the enemy to surrender. She watched the tortoises begin the advance, crawling towards the lines like early tanks. The enemy defenses were finally starting to crumble.

    “Surrender,” someone cried. The rest of the troop took up the cry. “Surrender! Surrender or die!”

    A flash of light struck the lead tortoise. It exploded, pieces of flaming debris flying in all directions. Two more died just as quickly, the remainder settling to the ground as the soldiers fled. Emily sensed waves of magic and looked up just in time to see three magicians gliding towards them. She thought she recognized one of them a moment before they linked hands, the magic spiking an instant before they hurled a fireball towards the advancing soldiers. A team of ritualists, she thought numbly. Together, they were almost as powerful as a necromancer.

    Sergeant Miles jumped up and charged, magic spinning around him. The ritualists stood their ground, nodding in unison to direct a spell towards him. Sergeant Miles hit the ground - the spell flashed over his head, slamming into the troops - and then jumped up again, lashing out with his power. Emily cursed and followed him without thinking, gathering her own magic as the ritualists ducked and dodged. They were strong, she noted, but they had to work as a team. The moment they were separated, they were doomed.

    And they trained well, she reflected. Very well.

    She cast a summoning spell as the ritualists fired back at Sergeant Miles, yanking them towards her. She’d hoped the pull would separate them, but they all came to her. She raised her wards, unleashing a hail of deadly spells into the heart of their defenses. Their eyes went wide as they absorbed her magic, working together almost perfectly. Emily grunted as they crashed into her, knocking her down. One of them grabbed her wrist. She unleashed Aurelius, allowing the Death Viper to bite her attacker. He screamed in pain, the magical network coming apart as the poison burned through him. Emily gritted her teeth and blasted him with a killing spell. It was a mercy. He’d been doomed the moment the poison reached his veins.

    Sergeant Miles seemed lost in rage as he tore another magician apart, then turned his attention to the third. He seemed tougher, gathering his own power as he prepared to face the sergeant. Emily zapped the enemy magician in the back, without giving him a chance to defend himself. She could sense other magicians coming towards her, their power beating on the air. She smiled as they turned their attention to the next foes. Void was going to regret teaching her some of his tricks.

    She gathered herself, then shoved a burst of raw magic at the first magician. He blocked it, as she’d expected, but it gave her a chance to shove a far more dangerous spell through a crack in his wards. His magic crumbled, leaving him naked; she slammed a force punch into his head, smashing his skull like an eggshell. She didn’t have a moment to feel anything as she turned her attention to the next, magic spiraling out of her and lashing into his defenses. He was more skilled, she noted absently, as she brought more and more power to bear on him. Void wouldn’t have approved of simply crushing his defenses through naked force, rather than finding a way to crack them, but... she smashed them down, killed him and kept moving. Two more magicians hurled nasty-looking spells at her. She jumped up, casting transfiguration spells at the ground below their feet. It turned to gunpowder, then exploded when she hit it with a fireball. Another magician died when she turned the air around his wards to pure oxygen, which his own spells ignited.

    Magic pulsed around her as she tore through the enemy lines. She was vaguely aware of Sergeant Miles and Sienna following her, their magic smashing enemy defenses as if they were made of twigs, but it was hard to care. Siege engines caught fire, waves of flame cascading in all directions; she sent the operators running with a few well-aimed hexes and crashed onwards. A tent loomed in front of her and she smashed right through it. Men scrambled for cover as she tore the fabric to shreds, then hovered in the air. The aristocrats below stared at her in horror. It was all she could do not to kill them on the spot.

    “Surrender,” Sienna said, sternly. “Surrender now or die.”

    The aristocrats cowered. Emily came back to herself with a start. What had she done? She was scared to look behind her, to see just how much damage she’d wrought in a handful of seconds. She’d known how easy it was to get drunk on power and... she gritted her teeth, trying not to show her doubts on her face. The men below her had led their armies on a shameless power grab, then lacked the wit to surrender even when they’d clearly lost. Some of them would be under Void’s influence, if not control, but the remainder had merely jumped on the bandwagon. They’d planned to take advantage of the chaos to...

    A man lunged at her. Emily barely had a second to recognize the wand pointed at her before Sergeant Miles blew him into bloody chunks. A teleport gem, wrapped into a wand... if he’d struck her, she would have been teleported straight into Void’s hands. Or simply ripped to atoms and scattered across the world. She wondered, as the remaining aristocrats begged to surrender, if he’d given up on trying to capture her alive. He might have decided she wasn’t worth the trouble.

    “Order your men to stand down,” Emily said. She heard a sound from the north and looked up, just in time to see the defenders marching out of the castle in battle order. Her lips quirked. Mariah and Dater had left it just a little too late. “None of them will be harmed as long as they obey orders.”

    “I’ll handle it,” Sienna said. Her voice was curt, her face grim. “You take a moment to recover.” 

    Emily nodded, forcing herself to look around as Sienna marched the captured men back to the front lines. The enemy camp had been shattered, nearly hammered flat. She thought of the farm they’d stumbled across and shuddered. Tents had been destroyed, siege engines smashed to piles of kindling, supplies scattered across the campsite, ruined beyond repair. There weren’t many survivors within eyeshot... she tried not to look at a man who had been crippled, legs torn off by a stray shot. He’d spend the rest of his life with wooden legs, if he survived the next few minutes. She doubted he would. There were chirurgeons in Jade’s army, and more in the city beyond, but they wouldn’t spend any time treating the enemy soldiers, not when they had their own wounded to care for. She felt her heart churn as she looked at Sergeant Miles. His lips were curved into a cold smile. He’d enjoyed the carnage.

    “There aren’t many ritualists as capable as those.” Sergeant Miles sounded more impressed than angered. “Normally, magicians find it hard to work so closely together for more than a few minutes. The first moment of reluctance is enough to stop the spell in its tracks. I wonder if he compelled them to work together so well.”

    Emily said nothing. Void was a master of mind control, although he’d been at pains to point out there were limits. A person who was under near-permanent control would experience a steady mental decline, to the point they’d devolve into complete idiots... they’d certainly not be capable of exercising their own judgement if they ran into something that wasn’t covered by their orders. The ritualists couldn’t have been under his control, could they? She didn’t like the implications. Void had had years. He could have identified magicians who’d think he was doing the right thing. Or...

    Something moved, behind her. She barely had an instant to sense the teleport before strong arms grabbed her, pressing her arms to her sides. The teleport spell started to build again; she cast a dispersal spell, realizing even as she did she’d either saved herself or committed suicide. The hands holding her moved with superhuman strength, yanking her arms behind her back so they could be pinned in place with one hand while the other choked her into submission. Aurelius glided off her wrist and bit her attacker, but he didn’t seem affected. Emily caught a glimpse of the man through the snake’s eyes and shuddered. Somehow, Void had teleported one of his enhanced soldiers behind her.

    Sergeant Miles struck the enhanced soldier with a magically-enhanced punch. He rocked back, the motion nearly snapping Emily’s neck before he recovered. He seemed confused... somehow, Emily knew it wasn’t because he’d been hit hard enough to make him blink. She guessed his orders hadn’t covered what to do if she managed to disrupt the teleport spell. She caught a whiff of Durian a second later and knew she was wrong. He just hadn’t had the time to put his orders into play before he’d been hit.

    Focus, she told herself. She forced herself to hold her breath. If she breathed in the gas, she’d lose her powers within seconds. Somehow, she was sure it wouldn’t affect the teleport gem or the magic keeping the enhanced soldier alive. Think of something.

    She pressed her fingers against the charmed armor. It felt oddly like rubber, the muscles underneath it as hard as steel. She didn’t have the leverage, or the freedom of movement, to hit the man’s genitals; hell, she wasn’t sure he had genitals. The bodies she’d seen had been too badly battered for her to be sure, one way or the other. She drew on her magic as she found herself running short of breath, trying to turn the attacker’s magic against him. But it didn’t work...

    Think of something, she told herself. She needed a breath or she’d die anyway. Think of something!

    She pushed as hard as she could, casting a transfiguration spell that would - hopefully - turn a chunk of his body to stone, ramming it through his heart. Void had shown her the day he’d discovered the first super-soldiers and what had happened to them, how some of the poor volunteers had died when their hearts had burst under the strain of trying to keep the enhanced bodies alive. A memory ran through her mind - she’d come very close to killing Alassa, back in her first year at school - by accidentally transfiguring part of her body. The soldier lurched - Emily yelped in pain as he twisted her wrists, nearly breaking them - and stumbled back, crashing to the ground hard enough to leave a crater. His arms and legs twitched violently, then fell still.

    Sergeant Miles summoned a wind to blow away the remnants of the gas, then looked down at the body. His face contorted in rage. Emily stared at him, unsure what to do. They’d come very close to total disaster. She didn’t think he’d failed her - he couldn’t have done anything without running the risk of accidentally killing her, or giving the attacker a chance to retry the teleport spell - but she feared he wouldn’t see it that way.

    “That was close,” he said, finally. He caught her as she stumbled, nearly falling. “Are you alright?”

    Emily rubbed her neck, then forced herself to stand on her own. The attacker could have crushed her throat at any moment. She supposed that was a good sign. Void still wanted her alive... for the moment. She tried not to think about what he might have in mind, from pushing her to take his place when he died to finding a way to compel her without damaging her mind. She wondered, bitterly, what she’d do if she had a stark choice between taking the reins or letting the world fall into endless chaos.

    “I’ve been better,” she said, finally. The sergeant’s magic was spiking, his fists clenching and unclenching as if he were on the verge of hitting out at something. “He wanted to take me alive.”

    “He set a trap the moment we brought the army through the portal,” Sergeant Miles said, stiffly. He looked around, his magic brushing against Emily as he searched for watching eyes. “Gave one of the bastards a teleport gem, expended his magicians to trick us into coming closer... probably found a way to keep this place under observation too, just so he knew where to send the kidnapper. It came very close to working.”

    Emily nodded. “But it didn’t.”

    “We need to be lucky all the time,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. The body on the ground was already starting to decay, as the magic holding it together faded back into nothingness. “He just needs to be lucky once.”

    “Yeah.” Emily shook her head. They’d thought they were winning. They’d forgotten the battle wasn’t the war. Void was cunning enough to risk letting them lift the siege if it gave him a clear shot at her. She looked at the city, at the rows of cheering citizens on the walls and the soldiers flooding out of the castle. “But at least we won the battle, if not the war.”


    Chapter Fourteen

    “THE ONLY THING COSTLIER THAN A battle lost,” Emily quoted Wellington as she followed Sergeant Miles back to the command post, “is a battle won.”

    The battlefield was a nightmare. Bodies lay everywhere; some clearly wearing enemy livery, some so badly mangled it was hard to tell which side they’d been on. A handful of wounded men were crying desperately for help, help that might not come in time to save their lives. Jade had organized his men to recover the wounded and escort them to tents, in hopes the chirurgeons and healers could do something to save them, but too many of the soldiers seemed more interested in looting than lifesaving. She watched, too tired to care, as a wounded man was stripped of his money pouch before being carried to the tents. The dead bodies would probably wind up naked by the time they were dumped in the burial pits.

    No wonder Jade wanted to keep the army outside the city, she thought. The defenders on the walls were cheering, but they were clearly still on the alert. Jade’s army might prove as hostile - and dangerous - as the armies it had scattered. Emily knew Jade didn’t want to take the city and castle for himself, but it might not matter. His men might cause havoc if they were allowed through the walls. They might see us as liberators now, but enemies and monsters later.

    The castle rose in front of her, the wards prickling against her skin. She’d done what she could, the last time she’d visited, but they still felt very basic, relying more on brute force than any degree of elegance. She could tell why Void hadn’t considered the siege that important. As long as Mariah couldn’t put the nexus point to good use, it could be safely put on the back burner while Void dealt with the remains of the White Council. Emily suspected that was about to change. Void knew she could turn the nexus point against him.

    A gap opened in the wards. She stepped through, breathing a sigh of relief as she saw King Dater standing by the heavy stone doors, grinning broadly. Emily doubted it was easy for him - his kingdom was lost to rebels, leaving him and the remnants of his army dependent on his wife’s charity - but he seemed to be coping. Her lips twitched as he bowed to her. Being under siege had a way of concentrating the mind. The castle’s defenders had to work together or wind up hanged together. None of them were any particular use to a sorcerer capable of breaking down the ancient spells controlling the nexus point and rebuilding them from scratch. Void might even win some plaudits, not that he’d care, for wiping out the entire royal family, right down to distant relatives and bastard children.

    “Lady Emily.” Dater’s smile broadened. “And Lord Sergeant Miles.”

    “Just Sergeant, please,” Sergeant Miles said. “I see you managed to hold the line.”

    “Barely,” Dater said. He turned to lead the way into the castle. “They attacked twice, nearly getting over the walls before we managed to repel them. It helped most of the city folk took our side, even if” - he grimaced - “they were making noises about a share in power for themselves. We probably looked better than the army you destroyed.”

    Emily winced, inwardly. Dater loathed revolutionaries. It was hard to blame him - the rebels in Alluvia had murdered his father and his stepmother, as well as concealing his half-sisters somewhere they might never be found - but it wasn’t helpful. The monarchy would have to find a way to compromise if it wished to survive. If they weren’t smart enough to adapt... she shook her head. The world had changed, when the rebels in Alluvia had overthrown and executed their king. Rebels right across the remnants of the Allied Lands were taking heart, considering how best to strike at their own masters. And trying to crack down on them would only make matters worse.

    “Her Majesty will see you in the bedchamber,” Dater said. “I trust this meets with your approval.”

    Emily’s lips quirked. The royal bedchamber wasn’t just the royal bedroom. It was the monarch’s private rooms, open only to the monarch herself, her husband and a small army of servants. To be invited to speak with the queen in her own bedchamber was a sign of great favor - and, Emily suspected, a chance for them to meet without hovering courtiers, allowing them to speak freely. Dater would probably find it a great deal easier than a formal reception in the throne room. There, he had to support his wife even if he disagreed with her.

    He and Jade could probably find common ground, by talking about their experiences, she mused. It hasn’t been easy for Jade, either.

    She dismissed the thought as she was shown into the bedchamber, looking around with interest. It was surprisingly gaudy, surprisingly masculine, for a queen’s chamber, but Mariah had never been expected to inherit the throne. She probably hadn’t had any time to think about redecorating to suit herself. The only real change, easy to spot even though Emily had never visited the bedchamber, was a large painting of Mariah and Dater on their wedding day. Emily hid her amusement with an effort. The artist had done better than most - Mariah and Dater actually looked like themselves - but he’d still gotten nearly everything else wrong. If the woman conducting the ceremony was supposed to be her, the artist hadn’t even gotten her hair color right.

    Queen Mariah stood as they entered. “Emily,” she said. “Please. Be at ease.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. She had little time or patience for royal protocol. “We came as quickly as we could.”

    “And we are grateful,” Mariah said, grandly. She relaxed a little as she spoke. “If you hadn’t come, we would have eventually been starved into submission.”

    Emily nodded, taking the seat she was offered. A maid appeared with a tray of drinks and biscuits, face carefully blank. Emily eyed her warily as she left the room, closing the door behind her. The maid was part of the furniture, as far as her mistress was concerned. If she were a spy, who knew what she might overhear?

    “There is a great deal to tell you, but little of it is important right now,” Mariah said. “The real question is this: What do you intend to do next?”

    “Advance on Whitehall,” Emily said, flatly. It was no secret. “I need to borrow your nexus point long enough to recharge a few spells” - and create some new ones, her mind added silently - “and then try to find a way through Alluvia.”

    Dater shot her a sharp look. “The rebels have to be beaten,” he said. “We cannot negotiate with regicides.”

    Emily took a breath, considering her next words carefully. Dater had crowned himself king when his father’s death had been confirmed. He wanted to go back home and make his authority real, to regain the throne and punish the traitors and rebels and... she cursed silently. Even if Dater were content to stay in Red Rose and serve as his wife’s strong right arm, the court of exiles would press him to convince his wife to wage war on the rebel government. What were their titles without their lands? Some of them might find new roles for themselves, perhaps serving in the army or civil service; the majority would wind up penniless, clinging to titles that were all that separated them from beggars in the gutter. It would be hard for Dater to refuse them. The specter of being seen as an oathbreaker would overshadow him for the rest of his life.

    “Right now, the rebels aren’t the problem,” she said. “Void is the problem. We have to deal with him quickly, before he builds up the forces to crush us or simply finds a way to crack our wards. And he will. He’s brilliant in his own right and he has access to some of the brightest minds in the world.”

    And he has some of your concepts too, her thoughts mocked. Given time, how many of your more... interesting... ideas will he put into use?

    “We can deal with the rebels later,” she added. She was sick of selfish monarchs who were too stubborn to realize the world was changing... that it already had changed. “If we manage to defeat Void, we can talk to them from a position of strength. If we don’t... we’ll be dead anyway.”

    “My father’s ghost demands revenge,” Dater insisted. “The men who killed him must be killed in turn.”

    And their families, and their friends, and everyone unlucky enough to be standing too close to them when the hammer finally falls, Emily added silently. Monarchs were quite tolerant of aristocrats who plotted against them, but commoners? That was unnatural, as far as they were concerned; it was an offense against the natural order. The rebels knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that they had to hang together or hang separately. There could be no peace if one side knew surrender - or any sort of truce - meant certain death. Why on Earth would you expect them to surrender?

    She wanted to point it out, but she knew Dater wouldn’t listen. How could he? Everyone expected him to avenge his father - and would mock him, relentlessly, if he let his father’s killers go. He might bow to the demands of realpolitik... no, he couldn’t. He’d be seen as a weak king and a weak man and it would wind up biting him in the ass. And yet, if he didn’t give the rebels a way out, they’d just keep fighting. Who knew? Maybe they’d win.

    “Right now, our priority is Void,” she said. “We can, and we will, dicker with the rebels for safe passage through their lands. Afterwards, you and they can sit down and come to some kind of agreement. Most of your father’s murderers are dead. The remainder can be sent into exile, to give them a way out.”

    Mariah leaned forward. “And if we refuse to talk to the rebels?”

    Emily met her eyes. “We’ll take our army across Alluvia anyway,” she said. “And, afterwards, we will not help you come to terms with the Levellers, both the rebels in Alluvia and the ones here.”

    Dater’s hand dropped to his sword. “You dare?”

    Sergeant Miles’s magic spiked. Emily put a hand on his arm, quickly. God alone knew what Mariah and Dater would think of that, but... she had no choice. Sergeant Miles would have no trouble ripping them both apart, with or without magic. And then... who knew what would happen then? As far as Emily knew, Mariah was the last of her line. Her father was in a coma, while her mother and her brothers were dead. There were certainly no close relatives who might claim the throne.

    Mariah studied her for a long, cold moment. She was no fool. Mariah knew her throne rested on shaky foundations. The royal army wasn’t wholly under her control, the city folk and their defenders wanted a more democratic power-sharing agreement, the aristocracy had been badly weakened and many noblemen were opposed to having a woman on the throne... Emily wondered, idly, what Jade and Alassa would say if Emily unilaterally decided the army should march on, without support from Mariah and her people. They wouldn’t be pleased. The closer the army got to Whitehall, the easier it would be for Void to jam the portals and cut off their retreat.

    We cannot afford to have the rebels against us, she thought, grimly. And if that means alienating Mariah and Dater...

    “Very well.” Mariah’s voice brooked no argument. “We will seek a limited truce with the rebels, in the interests of dealing with a greater foe. However, we will not guarantee anything beyond the end of the war. We cannot accept the... state of affairs in Alluvia without a fight.”

    Emily winced, inwardly, as Dater scowled. There was going to be one hell of an argument later, when she and her friends were in their rooms. Dater wasn’t Jade. Dater couldn’t afford to devote himself completely to his wife and her kingdom. At the very least, he’d have to do something for his followers. But what? And if Mariah backed her husband as he sought to reclaim his throne, then what would happen? It wouldn’t be a very popular policy, not outside the royal family. The commoners - particularly the Levellers - would see it as a potential threat, while the aristocracy would worry about the consequences if Dater developed a power base of his own... and both of them, she was sure, would see the whole effort as a waste of blood and treasure. She shook her head. It wasn’t her problem, not now. 

    We can try to convince everyone to sit down and talk it out, she thought. But the most one side can offer is far short of the least the other side can accept.

    She thought she understood, once again, Void’s reasoning. A supranational authority with the will and power to impose a solution might work... at least in theory. Void could stare down from his lofty perch and direct both sides to come to terms or, more likely, dictate a solution that would be accepted on pain of death and destruction. And yet, what sort of solution could he impose? What sort of compromise could be accepted by both sides? He’d just sow the seeds of future conflicts, when he was gone. 

    “We understand,” Emily said. “And I’m sure the rebels would understand, too.”

    “My father’s death must be avenged,” Dater said. “Did you plan this all along?”

    Emily gritted her teeth. “If you had stayed in Alluvia, you would be dead now. Your army would be nothing more than dead bodies, rotting under the sun. Maybe they would have ritually executed your corpse, even though you were already dead, in the name of revolutionary justice; maybe your body was never found and the rebels assumed you fled, leaving your men to their fate. Your cause would die with you.”

    Dater controlled himself with an effort. “You don’t know that would have happened.”

    “No,” Emily conceded. “But it is the most likely outcome.”

    She met his eyes. “The world is changing. The days when the authority of the monarchs went unquestioned are gone. The days when a man had to spend years mastering the sword, or the bow, are gone too. Once, you were quick to send newborn magicians to the magical communities before they could destabilize your societies. Now, to all intents and purposes, you have too many magicians for you to send them away. Guns and the printing press have changed your world beyond repair. A king can die as easily as a commoner. That was true” - she sucked in her breath - “even before the revolutions and wars began. 

    “You have a choice. You can adapt to the new world, bringing your undoubted talents to serve the best interests of your people and, in doing so, build a new life for yourself. Or you can keep struggling against the inevitable until you finally stumble and collapse. And that will be the end.”

    Dater scowled. He didn’t believe her. Emily knew why. Dater had been raised on stories of noble monarchs and chivalric warriors, of kings who were fathers to their nations... sometimes stern, sometimes strict, yet always loving. He believed, deep inside, that one man could make a difference, that a brave king and warlord could win a war on his own... he refused to accept that his upbringing had been based on a lie. And even if it hadn’t been... the days of bold generals and monarchs who led from the front were coming to an end, to be replaced by the era of mass armies and entire populations mobilized to fight and support the war. She understood his feelings, but she didn’t share them. How could she? She’d seen the reality behind the chivalric ideal.

    Mariah leaned forward. “We will support the war effort to the best of our ability,” she said, firmly. “And, afterwards, we will see.”

    “Yes, we will,” Dater said.

    He looked at Sergeant Miles, making a visible effort to change the subject. “I took good care of your horse,” he said. “But I think he misses you.”

    “Buzz!” Sergeant Miles grinned, looking years younger. “I missed him, too.”

    Emily smiled, despite herself. She’d never really liked horses - or animals at all, save for the one wrapped around her wrist - but she knew the sergeant loved his horse. They’d been into battle together, time and time again. Perhaps being reunited would be good for him. He’d come far too close to losing control. Emily knew, even if Dater didn’t, how close the exiled king had come to death. The last thing she needed was another diplomatic incident. Too many people would assume that she - or Alassa - had planned the whole affair.

    There was a tap at the door. Mariah looked up. “Come!”

    Juliet opened the door and stepped inside. “Your Majesty, Captain-General Jade and Sir General Pollack have arrived,” she said. Her dress was slightly odd, as if she’d ordered the dressmaker to put together a commoner’s outfit from expensive materials. Emily was sure she was trying to send a message, probably to the aristocrats around her. She wasn’t one of them, even if she was the queen’s close companion, and never would be. “The Throne Room is ready to receive them.”

    Mariah stood, brushing down her dress. “Escort Lady Emily and Sergeant Miles to join them, then show the entire group into the Throne Room,” she ordered. “And, afterwards, we’ll sit down and discuss how we’re going to proceed.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty.”


    Chapter Fifteen

    “I’M SURPRISED THE QUEEN LET YOU in here without supervision,” a voice said, as Emily stood at the heart of the nexus chamber. “Doesn’t she know what you can do with this?”

    Emily opened her eyes and looked towards the edge of the room. Sienna stood there, arms crossed under her breasts. Emily felt a conflicting sequence of emotions, from respect and admiration to concern and even fear. Sienna hadn’t really approved of her, when Caleb - her son - had brought Emily home to meet his family. Her oldest son had died saving Emily’s life, and the events in the city - the fake god, her youngest daughter being turned against her and then threatened with being sacrificed - hadn’t helped. They had worked together since then, but it had always been an uncomfortable alliance. It was hard to believe they’d ever be anything more than acquaintances.

    She could have been your mother-in-law, if things had been different, Emily reminded herself, curtly. But it would always have been difficult.

    “I think she doesn’t have much of a choice,” Emily said. Void - or one of his agents - had done a great deal of damage to the controlling spellware. It would need to be dismantled in order to repair it, which would leave the castle vulnerable to its enemies. “I can delay the inevitable, with a little effort.”

    She smiled, tiredly. She’d had a good night’s sleep and eaten a solid breakfast, then gone straight to work. Jade, General Pollack and Sergeant Miles could prepare the army for the advance, hastily bringing in more ammunition and supplies before the portal was jammed forever; she needed to use the nexus point to create new batteries, mimics and a handful of other ideas. The small army of mimics might give her a clear shot at Void... if, of course, he didn’t realize what she had in mind before it was too late.

    “You could also take the castle for yourself,” Sienna pointed out. “Does she know it?”

    “She would be a fool not to consider the possibility,” Emily said, stiffly. “But I’d have to remain here just to keep control.”

    She stepped back from the altar, allowing the remainder of her spellwork to evaporate back into the ether. The chamber was... eerie, the stone walls pulsing with glowing red light - as if they were bleeding - even as they throbbed like the beating of a giant heart. She could feel the magic pressing against her mind, a grim reminder that - if she stayed too long - she might find herself pulled into the ether as well. No one really knew why nexus points existed, although Void had had a few theories. Her heart twisted. They’d planned to research the question when she completed her apprenticeship.

    Sienna said nothing as Emily walked towards her, careful not to put her feet on any of the runes and spell circles carved into the floor. There were secrets within the chamber, secrets she wanted to explore... secrets that could easily prove lethal, if she touched them without taking proper precautions. She’d hoped she could open a more stable portal to Zangaria, or even Heart’s Eye, but Void had rendered it impossible. She shook her head in disbelief. It shouldn’t have been possible.

    Taking out the portal network was a masterstroke, she conceded. It scattered his enemies, making it harder for them to figure out what was going on, let alone plan a counterstroke.

    She grimaced. Master Lucknow - to give the man what little credit he was due - had ordered most of the Mediators out of Resolution Castle before he’d made his bid to capture and interrogate Emily. They were now scattered so completely that it would take months for them to regroup... by the time they did, Emily was sure, one side or the other would have emerged triumphant. She wondered what the White Council’s servants would do if there was no longer a council to serve. Join the nearest kingdom? Or head south in a bid to set up a kingdom of their own?

    “Aiden has arrived in the camp,” Sienna said. She sniffed in disapproval. “He’ll wait for you there.”

    She, Emily corrected, mentally. Aiden’s father was somewhere within the castle, trying desperately to secure a place for himself in Dater’s retinue. That could make life interesting, if she meets her father while she’s in male guise.

    She put the thought aside as she gathered herself. Dater didn’t know Aiden had been part of the revolutionary council and Emily intended to keep it that way. It would be better to meet Aiden in the army camp outside the city, then ride into Alluvia without bothering to return to the castle first. Aiden could send a message through the Leveller networks, asking Jair for a meeting... Emily winced. It could get sticky. Aiden was, as far as many of the rebels were concerned, either a milksop or a traitor. It might not end well if things got out of hand.

    “That’s good,” she said. “I think I’m done here.”

    “And the planning is already mostly done.” There was a hint of amusement in Sienna’s voice. “Now, the staff have to take the vague concepts from the commanders and turn them into something workable.”

    Emily nodded. General Pollack was one of the most experienced commanding officers on the planet, if he wasn’t the most experienced, but Jade and his men were very short on staff officers. Dater had a similar problem. They could plan an offensive in general terms, but not plan the logistics to make it work... not beyond the bare minimum, at least. They had to get it right. If the army had to live off the land, they’d be about as welcome in Alluvia as the drought. The locals would turn against them and the army would starve.

    She frowned as a thought struck her. “Can I ask you a question? A personal question.”

    Sienna turned to look at her. Emily stood her ground, despite an urge to run and hide. She had no right to ask any personal questions, not from someone who didn’t think too much of her. If Lady Barb had survived... Emily would have been happier asking her, someone she trusted not to snap if she touched on a sore spot.

    “You can ask anything you like,” Sienna said, finally. Her tone dripped ice. “But I don’t promise to answer.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. She could back off... except she didn’t know many people who could answer. Alassa and Jade... perversely, she was too close to them to ask. And who else was there?

    “Your husband is a mundane,” Emily said. “How do you... how does that work?”

    “He’s not exactly mundane,” Sienna said. Her nostrils flared, magic sparkling dangerously before she got herself back under control. “I would not have fallen for him, young lady, if he had been as dull and boring as most of the men I’d encountered in my life.”

    Emily swallowed. “I don’t... I don’t think he’s boring.”

    “How... reassuring,” Sienna said, with heavy sarcasm. “What do you actually want to ask?”

    “I...” Emily forced herself to start again. “I’ve had problems with men who felt overshadowed by me. And... I don’t know what to do about it.”

    “Grow up.” Sienna snorted as Emily scowled at her. “I’m serious. Right now, you’re not as mature as you like to think. Magicians mature later than mundanes, as you should know by now, and handling a relationship grows easier as you get older.”

    “Oh.” Emily shook her head. “Alassa was twenty when she got married. That was three years ago.”

    “She married a magician, a combat sorcerer,” Sienna said. “Or am I mistaken?”

    “No.” Emily met her eyes. “How do you and the general cope, when you’re so much more powerful than him?” 

    Sienna stared back at her, then shrugged. “Listen carefully, because I’m going to say this only once. You cannot have a relationship, any sort of relationship, without trust, respect and understanding. I trust him, I respect him, and I understand him. I do not compete with him in his field, any more than he competes with me in mine. I do not use my magic to bludgeon him into submission, nor does he use his fists to make me submit. I won’t say it’s easy, because it isn’t, but you can work through any problems as long as you trust, respect and understand the person on the other side, as long as you’re both determined to make it work.

    “Your friends, Jade and Alassa? My guess is that they don’t compete with each other. They don’t challenge each other, not in public. Alassa has her sphere and Jade has his and they don’t intrude on each other... not there, at least. My husband and I have the same unspoken agreement. He doesn’t tell me how to be a sorceress and I don’t tell him how to be a general and neither of us tries to undermine the other. It would come back to haunt us if we did.”

    “I didn’t mean to undermine Jan,” Emily whispered.

    “I don’t think you did,” Sienna said. “Like I said, I won’t pretend it’s easy. There are people in my family who poured scorn on me for marrying someone without magic, despite his many advantages. It wasn’t easy for him, just as it wasn’t easy for me when I met his family. They expected me to be” - she shrugged, expressively - “and I wasn’t. And I was older than you when I got married. You want my advice? Grow up, think about what you want, then make sure to discuss it properly before you commit yourself. A mature person will understand the need to set some ground rules before you get married...”

    She stepped back, as if she’d said more than she’d intended. “Does that answer your question?”

    Emily hesitated. “Am I always going to be alone?”

    “Probably not,” Sienna said. “But you owe it to yourself, if nothing else, to understand the impact your position and power will have on your future husband. Jade has a place and a power of his own. Dater” - she jabbed a finger at the ceiling - “does not. I suspect it will wear on him, no matter what Mariah does. She could give him all the pin money in the world and it wouldn’t make a difference, because it wouldn’t be his. Given time, he might do something stupid in a bid to recover something for himself.”

    She paused. “And understand what his society expects from him, as well as you,” she added. “Too many people don’t stop to question their preconceptions until it’s too late.”

    “I know,” Emily said, quietly. “But it feels so... unromantic.”

    “Tell me something,” Sienna said. Her eyes met Emily’s, betraying none of her feelings. “Do you know how many young women - and young men - get into trouble because they don’t bother to think about what they’re doing before they do it? I have had to deal with all sorts of problems, all caused by people not thinking... problems that could have been avoided, easily, if they’d thought ahead and taken a few precautions. It might be romantic to let someone sweep you off your feet, but if you want to build a solid foundation for yourself - for both of you - you have to think ahead.”

    She turned away, then stopped. “The trick is to remember that your partner is a living breathing person, with his own feelings,” she said. “And I hope you remember that, if you and Caleb start to get close again.”

    Emily watched her go, feeling unsure of herself. She hadn’t expected such an answer... really, she hadn’t been sure what to expect. Sienna had a relationship with a powerless man and yet she’d made it work... it worked, Emily reflected, because she didn’t think of her husband as powerless. And he wasn’t. General Pollack was a skilled and decent man, a master of the battlefield and a good father to his children... Emily felt a twinge of envy, which she ruthlessly suppressed as she strode out of the chamber, sealing it behind her. She’d wait, perhaps, for someone to come into her life. Or...

    You can solve all problems if you talk about them, she thought. It was easy to see, now, why marriages amongst the nobility and the magical community were negotiated by both sets of parents. But you have to be willing to actually talk.

    She put the thought out of her mind as she walked through the castle, noting how the aristocratic officers from Zangaria appeared to have struck up friendships with the ones from Red Rose and Alluvia, the latter lobbying hard for their cause to be recognized in Zangaria. Emily suspected they were wasting their time - Alassa couldn’t provide much in the way of help, if she cared enough to bother - although she supposed they didn’t have many other cards to play. Very few of the exiles had escaped with anything more than the clothes on their backs. There was no way they could do anything but wait on the queen and take what little she offered. She kept walking, heading down to the outer doors and out onto the battleground. Jade’s camp was only a short walk away. It would give her time to think.

    The sentries boggled at her, then raised their weapons in salute. Emily nodded, then strode past them and into the camp. It looked alarmingly ramshackle - the soldiers were concentrating on setting up defenses and readying wagons, rather than securing the tents properly - but there was just no time. She found her way to the core tents, stepped through another line of sentries and looked for Aiden. She was chatting happily with a young soldier, a man who probably would have been shocked if he’d known he was talking to a woman. He snapped to attention as soon as he saw Emily.

    “Lady Emily,” Aiden said. “It’s good to see you again.”

    Emily hid her amusement as Aiden led her into a large tent. It was primitive compared to the facilities inside the castle, but she had a feeling Aiden would sooner keep her male guise than risk taking it off. It would just be too difficult, considering she had to balance the interests of the Levellers with her father and the king’s court-in-exile. Emily wondered, as she sat on a folding chair and cast a privacy ward, if her father realized she was even here. As far as he knew, his daughter was still in Zangaria.

    “And you,” she said, as if they’d been separated for years rather than days. “How are you getting on?”

    Aiden pushed a piece of paper into her hand. “The first story on the battle,” she said. “How does it read?”

    Emily glanced at it. The story was surprisingly accurate, given that Aiden hadn’t been anywhere near the battlefield, but there were a handful of flourishes that would need to be removed or toned down before the story was published. She hadn’t won the battle single-handedly, nor had Jade... she smiled as she passed the story back to Aiden. They couldn’t both have won the battle alone.

    “Give the credit to everyone,” she said, tapping the parchment. “Did you have a chance to speak to your contacts?”

    “After I proved myself, again,” Aiden said. She frowned in disapproval. “They agreed to send a message into Alluvia, at my request, but they couldn’t promise any sort of answer. Jair is still in control and he thinks I’m a traitor.”

    “You used to work for him,” Emily reminded her.

    “Yeah,” Aiden said. “And after that, I wasn’t anything like as much of a hard-liner as he wanted.”

    Emily nodded. The rebels themselves had been divided on just what sort of terms they wanted to extract from the monarchy. Jair had wanted a fight to the death, a fight he believed would end with the complete destruction of the aristocracy; others, Aiden amongst them, had hoped they could come to some kind of compromise. It hadn’t worked. Nanette had kept stirring the pot until war broke out, forcing both sides into a war no one apart from the hardliners - on both sides - really wanted.

    “We have to try to get permission to take the army through the kingdom,” she said, flatly. “There’s no other way to do it.”

    “I know,” Aiden said. “I just need to make you aware of the dangers.”

    Emily let out a sigh. She knew the dangers. The rebels weren’t very keen on her either. They’d fallen in love with Lady Emily, Child of Destiny and Necromancer’s Bane, a person who existed more in their own imaginations - and fevered babblings of broadsheet writers - than the real world. They’d found her - the real her - something of a disappointment. It wasn’t just that she wasn’t stunningly beautiful, or tall enough to pass for a giant, or powerful enough to sweep the old order away with a wave of her hand. It was that she hadn’t immediately ruled in their favor. They’d thought she’d back them to the hilt.

    She rubbed her forehead. “Do you want to see your father, before you go?”

    “No.” Aiden shrugged. “I’ll have to see him again, sooner or later, but I would prefer it to wait until after everything is settled. If the king ever found out the truth...”

    Emily grimaced. “Go to Heart’s Eye,” she said. “Take him and go. Start a new life well outside his reach.”

    “Father wouldn’t leave,” Aiden said. “And if the truth ever came out, he wouldn’t last long enough to change his mind.”

    “Yes.” Emily stood. “Let me know the moment you get a reply. If you don’t...”

    She shook her head. “We’ll have to make our way to Freedom City anyway,” she added, after a moment. “And that might be very dangerous for everyone.”


    Chapter Sixteen

    “IT’S LOVELY TO BE OUT OF the snake pit,” Sergeant Miles called. “Doesn’t the air smell better already?”

    Emily had to smile, although she knew she would be sore the following day. The horse was well-trained and very well behaved, but her arms and legs were already starting to ache. It would have been easier to teleport into Alluvia, jumping hundreds of miles in a split second, yet it would have drawn Void’s attention like flies to honey. She didn’t dare give Void a clear shot.

    She glanced back at Aiden, who looked pensive. The message from Jair had been clear. Emily and Aiden - and an escort, if they wished - could cross the border and meet him in a place near, but not within, Freedom City. Emily suspected she understood his thinking. It wouldn’t take a military genius to figure out how she’d moved an army halfway across the continent in less than a second, let alone kept troops flowing into Red Rose in preparation for the march south. He had to be concerned about her opening a portal in Alluvia and storming Freedom City. From what she’d heard, the defenses had taken a beating when Dater had attempted to storm the walls, even though the rebels had won the day. He might not be optimistic about his chances of standing off another assault.

    The thought bothered her as they reached the border and galloped across. No one tried to block their way, but a revolutionary flag - green, with a silhouette of a gun - fluttered above the seemingly unmanned border fort. She eyed it warily, making sure to give the fort a wide berth as they cantered on. The rebels knew better than to try to defend the whole border - it would be asking for trouble - but she was surprised they hadn’t left a small force in place to serve as a tripwire. Everyone knew it was just a matter of time before King Dater and the exiles made a bid to recover their lost kingdom.

    She pushed the thought aside as they kept going, passing through a handful of towns, villages and hamlets she vaguely recalled from her last ride through the country. Some of them looked dead and cold, as if they’d been abandoned a long time ago; some bustled with life, men and women chatting happily now they were free of the overlords. They rode past a number of burnt-out mansions, long-dead bodies hanging from trees beside the remains of their homes. The aristocrats and their servants, she guessed; the ones who hadn’t run quickly enough when the rebels arrived. Her stomach churned. The rebels had had centuries of grudges to pay off. They’d vented their fury on every aristocrat they could catch.

    The countryside started to look more developed as they made their way south. Here and there, men and women worked the fields; some of them, she noted, townies who’d probably escaped the chaos and found refuge amongst the peasantry. Small groups of armed men drilled in village squares, using sticks in place of muskets. Dater would be in for a horrible surprise, Emily feared, if he didn’t reinvade quickly. Every tree might hide a sniper, every piece of grass might hide an improvised landmine... his men wouldn’t have a moment’s rest from the day they crossed the border till the day they died. It was going to be a nightmare and yet... she looked towards the distant hills, wondering how many bandits were lurking there. Rebuilding the country was going to take a long - long - time.

    They stopped by a small lake to rest and recuperate - it felt good to sleep under the stars again, although she would have preferred a shower and a proper bed - and then continued their journey. Neither Aiden nor Sergeant Miles complained. Emily wondered, idly, when Aiden had learnt to ride like a man. It was more common for women to ride side-saddle rather than have one leg on each side of the horse.

    But that’s because noblewomen normally wear dresses, she reminded herself. It would have been embarrassing and difficult, perhaps even dangerous, to ride normally while wearing a dress. And commoner women rarely ride horses at all.

    They kept cantering onwards, until they crested a hill and Freedom City came into view. It looked unchanged, from what little she could see, save for more trenches around the city walls and a little more water in the river. She hoped - desperately - the drought was coming to an end. The people might not have risen, certainly not so brutally, if they hadn’t been permanently on the verge of dying from thirst. She hoped the rebel government was searching for new sources of water. They’d be in deep shit if, after imposing themselves on the people, they also failed to solve the crisis.

    “There,” Sergeant Miles said.

    Emily followed his gaze. The building in the middle of the field looked decidedly odd, as if someone had decided to combine a small mansion with an inn. Some armed men stood guard around it, eyes flickering from side to side as if they expected trouble. Their uniforms were vague, as if they hadn’t had time to outfit themselves properly, but they moved with the easy precision of experienced men. Emily guessed they’d fought during the Necromantic War before being discharged straight into the welcoming arms of the rebels.

    “Well,” she said. “Here we go.”

    She cantered down the road and pulled on the reins, just short of the defense line. The guards eyed her coldly, then relaxed - slightly - as they recognized Aiden. Emily tensed, unsure how far their safe conduct truly spread. Some of the Levellers had advocated making and breaking agreements at will, pointing out that the aristocracy hadn’t hesitated to break agreements with rebels and commoners as soon as they thought they could get away with it. Jair might feel the same way. He might have offered them a safe conduct just so he could get his hands on them... she felt her magic twitch as she scrambled off the horse, then brushed down her trousers. If Jair intended to try to take - or kill - them, it would be the last mistake he ever made.

    “Lady Emily,” the guard captain said. He had a rough accent, as if he were a nobleman playing at being a commoner. “The First Speaker is waiting for you inside.”

    Emily’s lips twitched. Jair might hate the monarchy and the aristocracy and everything else that smacked of unearned power and privilege, but that wasn’t enough to keep him from playing the same kind of power games. He should have met them outside, if he intended to treat them as equals. She shrugged - it meant little to her if he saw them as supplicants - and led the way into the inn. The interior was as odd as the exterior, the wooden and stone walls strangely fake to her eyes. A handful of stuffed animal heads hung from the walls. She was surprised they hadn’t been removed. The commoners had no qualms about hunting and killing animals for food, but doing it for sport was a decidedly noble pastime.

    “Emily.” Jair sat in a small living room, behind a solid wooden desk. His eyes slipped to Aiden. “And the traitor.”

    Emily felt Aiden stiffen behind her. “I didn’t betray the cause,” she said. “I wanted it to succeed!”

    “And yet, you left when she did.” Jair indicated Emily with a nod of his head. “Why didn’t you stay?”

    Aiden snorted, humorlessly. “You were planning to arrest anyone who didn’t demand immediate war to the knife.”

    Emily cleared her throat. “We have come quite some distance, at some quite considerable trouble,” she said. Her legs ached, despite her magic and the potions she’d rubbed into them. “This is not the time to rehash old grievances.”

    “Is it not?” Jair waved a hand at a set of chairs. “Please, be seated. I’m sure we have much to talk about.”

    Emily took a chair, trying not to roll her eyes. Who did he think she was? Someone who would be mortally offended at the suggestion she should fetch her own chair? It wasn’t as if she’d grown up a noblewoman. But then, everyone outside her closest friends thought she was Void’s biological daughter. They’d expect her to have some kind of noble upbringing.

    Which wouldn’t have been likely, even if the story were true, she thought. Void holds the aristocracy in total contempt.

    She sat and studied Jair, remembering the moment she’d touched his mind. His hatred of the aristocracy was all-consuming, to the point he’d let the country burn rather than allow a single aristo to go free. And yet, he was also a skilled businessman who’d built a newspaper brand... something he couldn’t have done without a certain understanding of the world around him, a certain willingness to compromise. And yet... Emily wished, not for the first time, that Nanette hadn’t meddled. The rebels had been much more reasonable before Nanette had started causing trouble within the city, before Dater launched his doomed attack.

    “I am no aristocrat,” Jair said. “I do not have time to exchange sweet nothings all day. What do you want and” - he smiled - “what are you prepared to give us for it?”

    Emily met his eyes. “We want our army to have safe passage through your territory and into Dragon’s Den so we can lay siege to Whitehall. Does that answer your question?”

    Jair made a sound that might - charitably - have been called a laugh. “Would you like the keys to the city as well?”

    “No,” Emily said. “Our army is focused on one goal. We have no intention of waging war on you, or in assisting King Dater to...”

    “Citizen Dater,” Jair snapped.

    Emily shrugged. “We have no intention of assisting him to retake the country,” she said, flatly. “We just need to get the army into Dragon’s Den and from there into Whitehall.”

    “Indeed,” Jair said. “And your army will not cause trouble?”

    “No,” Emily said. “The army will be kept under very tight control. We’ll bring as much as we can with us. If we need supplies from you, we will buy them with gold.”

    “Indeed,” Jair repeated. “And what assurances will you offer us?”

    Emily frowned, inwardly. There were few - very few - assurances she could offer. Jair wouldn’t accept a sworn oath, even one resting on magic. Hostages were the obvious solution, but the hostages he’d want were needed elsewhere. And yet, there weren’t many other options.

    She took a map from her pocket and laid it out on the table. “The army will not pass through any of your cities,” she said. “We’ll march along a loop” - she drew out a line on the map, indicating the king’s road - “around the kingdom, then head south to Dragon’s Den when we reach Vendee. Your army can shadow us, if you wish, and intervene if we change our route at any time.”

    “Perhaps,” Jair said. “And what will you give us in exchange?”

    “We have a shared enemy,” Emily said. “Void was responsible for the chaos in your city, the chaos that led to so much fighting and death. If we work together-”

    “The fact remains, you are offering us nothing,” Jair told her. “What are you prepared to offer, in exchange for us allowing you safe passage?”

    Emily sighed inwardly. “What would you like?”

    “We want the exiles handed over for trial,” Jair said. “And we want formal recognition of ourselves as the rulers of the kingdom.”

    Sergeant Miles snickered. “Do you think Queen Mariah will just hand her husband over to you?”

    Jair snorted. “Isn’t she tired of him yet?”

    “No,” Aiden said.

    Emily forced herself to think. Mariah couldn’t hand over the exiles, not after she’d granted them sanctuary. It would be a death sentence. Her people would see her as an oathbreaker... worse, perhaps, if she handed over her own husband. Dater had his flaws, and Emily had a feeling Red Rose would eventually tire of him, but that might take a while. And offering the rebels recognition would cause all sorts of problems...

    She looked Jair in the eye. “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” she said. “You know as well as I do that there are no guarantees of anything. If we lose the war, whatever promises we make to you will be completely irrelevant. Void will certainly not feel obliged to uphold any agreements we make with you. Why should he? I could promise you the entire world and it would be meaningless, if we lose the war. Even if we win, who knows what the post-war world will look like?

    “But I can offer you a seat at the table. We’ll have to do something to ensure the post-war world doesn’t fall into a series of endless wars, something to create a world we can all live with even if we don’t like all of it. Work with us now and you’ll have people who can advocate for you, people who will see you as allies rather than a rogue faction or outright enemies. You might be able to preserve something of your revolutionary state if we win.”

    She thought she saw a flicker of respect in Jair’s eyes. 

    “You offer us very little,” he said.

    “I could promise you the world, like I said,” Emily countered. “Would you believe me if I did?”

    Jair smiled. “No.”

    Emily smiled back. “Of course not,” she agreed. “I can’t promise you very much of anything. But I can point out the advantages of working with us now, and winning friends and allies, as well as the disadvantages of trying to stand on the sidelines and waiting to see who comes out on top. If you cooperate, I’ll ensure you get a seat at the table. If not... you can take your chances.”

    “And you’ll have to bring your army through the kingdom anyway,” Jair said. “Interesting.”

    He leaned forward. “We will agree to allow you to march through our lands without interference,” he said, “as long as you behave yourself. You are to take nothing from the farmers, who own their own lands now, and you are not to molest them in any way. If your men steal from the farmers or rape their women, you are to hand them over for revolutionary justice. Once you reach the border, you’re on your own. Are those acceptable conditions?”

    Emily nodded. She’d expected as much.

    “In exchange for this concession, we want two things,” Jair continued. “First, we want a substantial amount of muskets, cannons and gunpowder, to be handed over before the march begins. Second, we want a formal guarantee that the exiles will not be permitted to press their claims to their former lands, from legal proceedings to outright invasion. The price for being left unmolested in Red Rose, Lady Emily, is that they stay out of our lands for good. If they receive any support whatsoever, we will consider it a declaration of war.”

    Dater isn’t going to be happy, Emily thought. But he must have known it was coming.

    She considered it for a long moment. It wouldn’t be hard to hand over some weapons, although everyone from Jade and General Pollack to Mariah and Dater would be adamantly opposed. It would be difficult to get the weapons without their cooperation... she wondered, suddenly, if Jair was trying to find a reason to avoid coming to terms while placing the blame on them. On paper, asking for weapons wasn’t an unreasonable request. In practice, it might make recovering the country a great deal harder.

    “I’d have to discuss handing over any of our weapons to you,” she said, finally. “We are very short on everything we need, thanks to the portal limitations. However, I believe we can formally declare the exiles to be citizens of Red Rose, with all the rights and duties of their fellow citizens. Their crossing the border could thus be reasonably declared an act of war.”

    “Reasonably,” Jair repeated. “Do you expect Citizen Dater to agree with your interpretation?”

    Emily looked back at him. “Do you want to help him scupper the agreement without punting the ball firmly into his court?”

    Jair blinked. “And what, exactly, does that mean?”

    “Right now, Dater is hoping your demands will be so unreasonable no one can possibly accept them,” Emily said, flatly. Using the Earth metaphor had probably been a mistake. “If you demand something Mariah can’t or won’t give you, the agreement will be destroyed without Dater having to say a word. If you decide to be a little more reasonable...”

    She allowed her words to hang in the air for a long moment, then pressed on. “The blunt truth is that we have to get to Whitehall. You know it. If you stand in our way, effectively serving as Void’s military ally, we’ll have to blast our way through you. That’s what Dater wants. Either we put him back on his throne or we weaken you to the point his army of exiles can take you. And that would be the end of your dream. Or you can just let us go through, at a small price, and have a seat at the table when all of this is over.”

    Jair smiled. “Very well,” he said. “If you accept our terms, we will stand aside. And that is as far as we will go.”

    Emily stood, allowing herself a moment of relief. It wouldn’t be easy to ride back to Red Rose and convince Jade - and everyone else - to go along with the agreement, but there wasn’t much of a choice. Dater would be angry, but...

    He’ll just have to live with it, she told herself, as she left the room. And so will everyone else.


    Chapter Seventeen

    “ABSOLUTELY OUT OF THE QUESTION.”

    Emily groaned as Dater’s voice echoed through the council chambers. It had been a hard ride back to the castle, where more and more allied troops were preparing for the march southwards into Alluvia, and her body was hurting so much that she wanted a bath and bed, perhaps not in that order. She’d barely had a chance to grab something to eat before the council had been summoned, forcing her to put aside her food and head straight into the heavily warded chamber. She was in no mood to deal with the exiled king’s objections in a calm and reasonable manner.

    Or indeed any kind of manner, she thought. Dater had raised every objection she’d anticipated and a few she’d missed. How can someone be so selfish?

    She sighed, inwardly. Her head was starting to pound. She understood his feelings - he’d been raised to take the throne, to hold it in trust for his children and grandchildren - but she didn’t agree. No one had an inherent right to rule. Alluvia had made its feelings very clear when it had overthrown the monarchy, executing the king and driving the remnants of the royalists out of the country. She cursed the exiles under her breath. It would be so much easier if Dater had the sense to realize he’d landed on his feet - a beautiful wife, a challenging new role, a chance to make something of himself - and put his feelings aside for the greater good. But he just wasn’t that type of person. He’d sooner flit from court to court, trying to rally support while living in poverty, rather than accept his claim to the throne had been lost with the kingdom itself.

    Idiot, she thought.

    “We can brush the rebels aside,” Dater said. “A simple thrust straight to Jorlem” - the rebels had renamed the city, but Dater had never accepted it either - “will be enough to scatter the rabble.”

    Emily rubbed her forehead. The rebels had soundly defeated the royalists when they’d tried to retake the city. It was true the royalists had advantages in open countryside, but nowhere near enough to turn the tide. The rebels could trade ten soldiers for every single royalist and come out ahead. Even with foreign support, it was unlikely Dater could decapitate the rebels and win the war in a single blow. It would just turn the entire country into a quagmire, giving Void all the time in the world to build up his forces and crush them.

    “The rebels are not our main problem right now,” Jade said. His voice was calm, but Emily knew him well enough to hear the ice behind it. Jade knew, just as much as herself, that Dater was wasting time. “The problem is getting to Whitehall before Void can do something worse.”

    “And we can open the roads to Whitehall by recovering my throne,” Dater said. “All the resources of Alluvia will be at your service.”

    Emily snorted, just a little too loudly. Dater shot her a nasty look. She tried to keep her face blank. The blunt truth, she suspected, was that even if they did retake Alluvia without a fight, it would be years before the country recovered. Too many aristocratic estates had been destroyed or repossessed, their former owners killed or forced to flee; too many commoners had taken control of the lands or fled, either to the cities or across the borders in hopes of finding somewhere safe. Dater might refuse to admit that anything had changed, but the facts on the ground were indisputable. There was no way in hell the kingdom could go back to the status quo.

    “Lady Emily gave her word,” Sergeant Miles rumbled. His voice drew the entire room’s attention to him. “Are you suggesting she breaks it?”

    “Promises made to the rabble have no validity,” Dater snapped. Emily saw Mariah, sitting beside him, wince. “We are not obliged to honor them.”

    Emily felt her temper snap. She knew what would happen if they broke their word - her word - even if they didn’t. No one would trust anyone who had a habit of making and breaking promises at the drop of a hat, no matter who the promises were made to. Dater could come up with all sorts of justifications, if he wished, but it wouldn’t make any difference. Once they started breaking promises, no one would believe any future promises. Who could blame them?

    She slapped the table, hard. Everyone jumped. “I gave my word,” she said, echoing Sergeant Miles. She had no intention of letting Dater claim the sergeant had lied or simply misrepresented the truth. “I made an agreement with them, one that would let us accomplish our primary goal while putting all the undecided issues on the backburner. Are you seriously suggesting I break my word?”

    Her magic flared. “Are you?”

    Dater’s face darkened. He might not be able to sense her magic directly, but he would have felt his wife tense, just for a second. Emily wondered - she was too tired to be alarmed - if he would draw his sword and try to kill her, or simply start plotting her death. He’d asked her to marry him, once upon a time. She was entirely sure both of them would have come to regret it if the idea had actually managed to get off the ground.

    “Breaking your word sets a bad precedent,” Mariah said. Her voice was calm, so calm Emily knew it was an act. She didn’t envy Mariah or her husband. They might not contradict each other in public, but in private... there was probably going to be one hell of a row when they got back to their chambers. “But treating the rebels as a legitimate government also sets a bad precedent.”

    Emily met her eyes. “The blunt truth is, right now, the rebels are in control of the vast majority of the country,” she said. “It does not matter if we consider them a legitimate government or not. It is a simple fact that they control the country, and we have to deal with them on that basis. There is nothing to be gained by pretending otherwise.”

    “They hold too many cards to be ignored,” Jade said. “If they are willing to keep their side of the agreement, we should be willing to keep ours too.”

    “But I am not,” Dater said. “I cannot give away my patrimony.”

    “You cannot give away something you no longer have,” Emily snapped. “You are in exile...”

    Dater started to rise. Mariah put a hand on his forearm. Emily braced herself, readying a spell. Dater wasn’t a magician in his own right, unlike his late and unlamented brother, but there were so many protective charms woven into his armor and leathers that she’d have to be careful if she wanted to break through them. She might have to simply blast him into the wall and let the impact do the rest. Dater collected himself, then sat. Emily couldn’t help wondering if part of him had been hoping she’d kill him.

    “For the moment, we will honor our side of the agreement as long as they keep theirs,” Mariah said. “I trust that meets with everyone’s approval?”

    Jade nodded. “We can discuss the future of the country after the war is over.”

    “And the rebels might be a little more reasonable if we have a battle-hardened army under our control.” Dater clenched his jaw. “I do not like it, but... fine.”

    Fine, Emily thought, tiredly. It was the same old problem. The most the rebels can reasonably offer is much less than you can reasonably accept.

    She sighed inwardly, sitting back to let Jade and Sergeant Miles take the lead as they started sorting out the practicalities. The march would be a few days longer if they took a circular path around the kingdom rather than passing straight through on the main roads, but it should keep the troops out of trouble. Emily was morbidly sure the rebels would be shadowing them, keeping their armies in position to intercept any sudden thrust towards Freedom City or retaliate for any abuse of the locals. She made a mental note to remind Jade to ensure the army followed proper discipline rather than preying on the locals. Alassa’s troops were drawn from the commons, and had been trained to leave the locals alone, but they had contingents from other kingdoms. One rape would be enough to destroy what little goodwill they’d earned over the past few months.

    “We’ll need at least a week to prepare,” Dater grumbled. The logistics of supporting a large army on the march were daunting at the best of times. “Can’t we move portals closer to Dragon’s Den?”

    “Void will jam them,” Emily said, flatly. “The closer we move to Whitehall, the greater the power he can bring to bear against the spell nexuses.”

    She yawned, despite herself, as the discussion turned highly technical. She’d never really understood just how complex it was to create an army and supply it in the field, not until she’d found herself fighting in wars. Even then... she’d never been the one in charge. She silently blessed Jade and Sergeant Miles for handling the details. Jade had built up a cadre of staff officers in hopes of laying the groundwork for creating a much larger army at breakneck speed, but... Emily shook her head. He could handle those issues. Her task was a great deal harder.

    “I think we’re all in agreement,” Mariah said. She stood, signaling the meeting was over. “We’ll meet again tomorrow afternoon, when we’ve all had some rest and a chance to consider how best to tackle the practicalities.”

    Emily stood as Mariah and Dater left the room, feeling decidedly unclean. She hadn’t even had time to change out of her riding clothes. No one had made an issue of it - they’d all spent time in the field - but she was uncomfortably aware she smelled of sweat and horse. She nodded to Sergeant Miles, who was having a quiet conversation with Jade and Aiden, then headed for the door. Juliet smiled wanly at her as she stepped past. Emily guessed the poor girl was going to have to pour oil on troubled waters after Mariah and Dater had their shouting match. She felt a stab of sympathy. It wouldn’t be a pleasant place to stand.

    She made her way down to her suite and pushed open the door. A soldier stood by her bed, one hand resting on the pommel of his sword. Emily raised her hand, readying a spell to defend herself. Mariah wouldn’t have sent a soldier to search her room, which meant... what? What did he have in mind? Rape? Murder? Had Void touched his mind and turned him into a living weapon? Or...

    Her eyes narrowed. “Hello, Nanette.”

    “Emily.” Nanette’s voice was feminine, contrasting oddly with the very masculine disguise. “How did you guess?”

    “I couldn’t imagine any soldier entering my rooms without permission,” Emily said, relaxing slightly. “Mariah wouldn’t have sent one to search my trunks - I don’t think anyone would have risked sending a soldier if there was anyone else on hand. And if you were an assassin, you’d have tried to kill me the moment I stepped through the door. Who else could it be?”

    “Your friend who also wears a male guise,” Nanette suggested. She stepped to one side as Emily headed for the bathroom. “Although I suppose she couldn’t have gotten through the wards.”

    Emily scowled. “Give me a moment,” she said. “I need to get clean and changed.”

    She felt her scowl deepen as she stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind her, then started to undress. The room wasn’t impregnable - she didn’t have permission to set up powerful wards that drew on the nexus point - but it should have been difficult for anyone to enter without her knowledge. Nanette was good, too good. She turned on the shower and stepped into the water, wishing she had time for a proper bath. Her skin was bruised in places she didn’t want to think about after spending so long on horseback. She was going to be in pain for the rest of the week.

    It could be worse, she told herself firmly. It really could.

    She stepped out of the shower, dried herself with a spell and pulled on a nightgown. It was early evening, and she wanted to sleep rather than calling a maid and asking for something to eat. Nanette wanted to talk... Emily sighed as she walked back into the bedroom. It was probably better to hear what Nanette had to say rather than asking her to wait. King Randor might not have fallen so far, so fast if he’d had the sense to listen to messengers who brought him bad news.

    “You look good,” Nanette said.

    Emily gave her a sharp look. “What do you want?”

    “Well... I could give you a list of things I want,” Nanette said, “but most of them are beyond even your power to give me.”

    “Hah.” Emily picked up a hairbrush and started to brush her hair. “Is there a reason you came to bother me?”

    “I could hardly report to Jade,” Nanette said. “He doesn’t trust me.”

    “He’s a splendid judge of character,” Emily said, with heavy sarcasm. “Why did you come?”

    Nanette shrugged. “I’ve been busy, as you know,” she said. “I pretended to be you as I walked through three kingdoms, then passed through various mansions and communities. It was pretty exciting, at first. The bounties on your head have quadrupled, even though it doesn’t seem to have occurred to most of the bounty hunters that the White Council is no longer in any state to pay. I killed a dozen men who tried to capture me, then let myself be captured by a particularly inept hunter who then lost me to another, and another, and another...”

    Her lips curved into a smile. “I passed through five different captors before deciding I’d had enough of the game and simply walked away. They were so busy squabbling, I don’t think they even noticed.”

    “Void might have upped the bounty, too,” Emily mused. “And then what?”

    “And then someone decided to reveal her presence here, as part of the army,” Nanette said, dryly. “There was no point in continuing the pretense, so I made my way here instead and walked through the front door. You need better security, by the way. And Sir Richard is a fool who didn’t even notice his mistress had been replaced. He was too busy staring at my chest to look at my face.”

    “I’ll mention it to Jade,” Emily said. She vaguely recalled Sir Richard from one of the planning sessions, but she didn’t remember much about him. “And then what?”

    “I spent some time just listening,” Nanette said. “Lots of gossip, plenty of talk about when the army is going to march to Jorlem City and give the rebels a damn good thrashing. The Prince Consort was pissed when he got word of the deal you’d made. I heard him shouting his head off, before his wife called the meeting. Don’t turn your back on him.”

    She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Want me to assassinate him?”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. “Are you crazy?”

    “No,” Nanette echoed. “He isn’t going to change. He can’t. He’s served his purpose as far as we are concerned. We might as well dispose of him now and save time. I think” - she winked - “he’s already satisfied the principal requirement of a Prince Consort.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”

    Nanette winked. “The maids see everything,” she said. “And they talk.”

    She stood, stepping forward until she was brushing against Emily’s personal space. “I can do it. Easily. I can even ensure it will be painless. Think about it.”

    Emily saw the awful logic and scowled. Dater was going to be trouble, particularly after the army marched out of Red Rose and crossed the border. Mariah couldn’t accompany the army, which meant there would be one less person to talk sense to him... she winced as she realized it would be tricky for anyone to change Dater’s mind. He was stubborn, grimly determined never to give up... hell, if he was anything like any of the other aristocratic brats she’d met, trying to talk him out of it would only harden his heart. Mariah might be able to distract him...

    She shook her head. “We can’t start killing people because they might be a problem.”

    “Then you’ll have to deal with the problems they cause later,” Nanette said. “Still, rather you than me.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said, sourly. “Do you have anything to add?”

    “Well, I don’t have a place to sleep,” Nanette said. She winked, her voice turning light and breathy until it was a parody of a female romantic lead. “Can I share your bed?”

    Emily flushed, even though she knew Nanette was trying to disconcert her. It wouldn’t be hard to arrange a bed somewhere else. The castle was huge and the camp outside the walls even bigger - she’d certainly have no trouble finding an inn in the city - and yet, it might be better to keep Nanette’s presence as quiet as possible. Emily didn’t think Mariah had any reason to hate the older girl, but it was hard to be sure. Nanette had done a lot of dirty work for her masters.

    “Take the sofa,” she said, finally. She didn’t want to think about what Jade would say if he found out she’d shared a room with Nanette. There was such a thing as being too trusting... although, Emily admitted privately, Nanette had already gotten through the wards. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

    “Of course,” Nanette said. “Have a good night.”


    Chapter Eighteen

    “YOU SNORE,” NANETTE SAID, THE FOLLOWING morning. “You snored so loudly I couldn’t get to sleep.”

    “We’ve shared rooms before,” Emily reminded her, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “You knew what to expect.”

    She smiled as she stood and headed for the bathroom. Nanette might - or she might not - be telling the truth. Emily didn’t particularly care. Nanette really had shared rooms with her, when she’d been Lin and Silent and... she wondered, suddenly, if Nanette had ever come close to her in a third guise. She wanted to ask, and yet she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. It was disconcerting to meet someone so good at disguise that it was impossible to feel truly safe...

    I’m getting better at seeing through the disguises, she thought, as she removed her nightgown and climbed into the shower. And she knows we have to work together until Void is defeated.

    Emily washed quickly, then donned a simple dress and tied her hair into a long ponytail before stepping back into the bedroom. Nanette was already undressed, looking weirdly small without any of her outfits. It was strange... Emily waited for her to walk into the bathroom, then rang the bell for the maid to order breakfast. If the maid thought there was anything odd about Emily ordering two trays, she kept it to herself. She was used to dealing with magicians. They all ate more than the average commoner.

    She stood by the window and looked across the field. The army was slowly stirring to life, officers and sergeants barking orders as they readied the men for the coming march. Emily’s lips twitched. Hurry up and wait was going to be the order of the day, unless she was much mistaken. Jade had already dispatched pickets to the border, and he’d probably want a few units on the march as quickly as possible, but the main body of the army wouldn’t be ready to leave for a few more days. Her eyes wandered over the endless rows of ox-drawn carts, crammed with supplies. It was daunting to realize the carts might not carry anywhere near enough to sustain the army, once it was in the field.

    The maid returned, balancing two trays with practiced ease. Her eyes flickered towards the bathroom as she placed the trays on the table, clearly aware someone was sharing the suite. Emily dismissed her with a wave, cursing under her breath. The maid would talk... Emily wouldn’t be surprised to discover Juliet had a network of informers amongst the castle’s servants. Why not? Jade and Imaiqah - mainly Imaiqah - had done the same in Zangaria.

    Nanette stepped out of the washroom, naked. “She should have seen us in bed together.”

    Emily scowled. “You seduced and manipulated Penny,” she snapped. “Even if I was inclined towards women, rather than men, I wouldn’t sleep with you.”

    “I...” Nanette winced, noticeably. “I did what I had to do, even though I regretted the necessity at the time. I didn’t see any real choice.”

    “Really, now.” Emily met her eyes. She knew better than to take Nanette’s wince at face value. “You ruined her life.”

    “She recovered,” Nanette pointed out. “And once she completes her apprenticeship, she’ll be fine.”

    Emily shook her head in disbelief. Penny’s once-bright prospects had been ruined by Nanette using her as an unwitting pawn. It was true Penny had had an apprenticeship with Lady Barb, which had been transferred to Cat when Lady Barb had to take care of Sergeant Miles, but the magical community would never forget. Penny might be happier staying on the far side of the Craggy Mountains, helping to build the new kingdoms and communities in the remains of the Blighted Lands. Cat would be happy to have her. They had a great deal in common.

    She sat at the table and started to eat. Nanette sat facing her, her face shadowed. Emily did her best to ignore her. They might be allies, but she simply didn’t like the older girl. Nanette was so different from Emily that it was hard to imagine they had anything in common, beyond a shared interest in magic and a common foe. Emily would never have seduced someone to complete her mission. She wondered, suddenly, just how many people Nanette had seduced. She was so insightful, so capable of understanding what someone wanted, that she would have no difficulty attracting almost anyone. The hunter wouldn’t realize he’d become the hunted until it was far too late.

    She has a lot in common with the young Void, Emily mused. Perhaps he saw something of himself in her.

    There was a tap at the door. Emily stood and opened it, blocking the messenger’s view of the room. “Yes?”

    “Lady Emily,” the messenger said. “Queen Mariah requests your presence in the council chambers as soon as possible.”

    Immediately, Emily translated silently. And Nanette will have to come with me.

    She nodded to the young man, dismissing him, then turned to Nanette. “Eat up, then get dressed,” she ordered. “The queen has summoned us.”

    “How... charming,” Nanette said. “And you’re going to let her summon you like a commoner?”

    Emily shrugged. “It’s her castle,” she said. “And we don’t have time to argue.”

    “I imagine she’s done too much of that last night,” Nanette said. She pushed the tray aside, then reached for a simple dress and pulled it over her head. “She should just tell the prince to do as he’s told - and then turn him into a frog if he keeps being an asshole. She’s given him quite enough leeway already.”

    “And if she did,” Emily asked, “how long do you think the marriage would last?”

    “She’s married to her kingdom, not to him,” Nanette said. “If she can’t put the good of her kingdom first, she needs to step down before she gets removed.”

    Emily rolled her eyes, then put the thought aside as Nanette finished getting dressed. She looked like a common-born girl, perhaps the daughter of a merchant or a magician, with just enough status displayed to keep from being mistaken for a servant or a prostitute. Emily was tempted to ask how she coped, switching personalities as easily as Emily might change her dress, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer. It was possible, from what Nanette had said earlier, that the trick was to let people’s perceptions fill in the gaps. If someone accepted her as whatever she claimed to be, they might have trouble realizing what they’d missed until it was too late.

    She led the way out of the suite and walked down to the council chamber. Jade and Sergeant Miles were already there, with... Emily’s eyes widened as she spotted Melissa and Markus standing by the table. They looked tired and worn, their magic sparking oddly as they turned to meet her. Emily shook their hands firmly, choosing to ignore the sharp look Jade shot Nanette. She might look like a commoner, but he might not be fooled. He knew Emily wouldn’t have brought a random commoner into the council chambers.

    “Emily,” Melissa said. Her voice was low and raspy, suggesting she hadn’t slept for far too long. “I’m afraid I have bad news.”

    Emily grimaced. Melissa and Markus had gone to recover Ashworth Manor from Void’s forces. That they were here...

    “What happened?” She looked at Mariah, whose face was carefully blank. “How bad was it?”

    “Please, sit down,” Mariah said. There was no sign of Dater. “I’ll have refreshments served in a moment.”

    Melissa sat, resting her arms on the table. “We returned to the manor, as planned, and made contact with a number of distant clients on the estate. They’d been left unmolested. From what they told us, they’d been warned to make no attempt to break into the manor or take control of the nexus point and promised that, as long as they stayed out of the way, they wouldn’t be hurt. The majority of them kept their side of the deal. A handful tried to enter the manor and were summarily slaughtered. Their homes were destroyed, reduced to nothing more than piles of ashes.”

    Her voice faltered. “We had to go it alone, so we did. We used my blood to slip through the wards and enter the manor, then make our way down to the nexus point. There” - she grimaced - “we discovered the nexus point was feeding power into a combination of linked spells, channeling magic into another location. We started inspecting the spellware and discovered that any attempt to terminate the spell, any attempt that might actually succeed, would result in a magical surge. It might even destabilize the nexus point itself.”

    “We channeled power from the nexus point at Heart’s Eye to open portals into the Blighted Lands,” Sergeant Miles said, quietly. “Void’s copied our concept and improved upon it.”

    “It’s worse than that.” Emily felt her heart sink as she put the pieces together. “A decade ago, no one would have dared destabilize a nexus point. The explosion...”

    She shuddered. “The explosion would be bad enough, but the aftermath would be worse,” she said. “The land around the nexus point would die. But... Void can reignite the nexus point after the explosion, saving the land...”

    Her thoughts ran in circles. She’d never considered anyone being crazy enough to detonate nexus points, not since the disaster that had turned a fertile land into an arid desert. And yet, she could see Void’s point. He could destroy the manor - and everything else that rested on a nexus point - and then reignite the point before the land outside the immediate blast started to die. She wasn’t sure it would work - she’d nearly died reigniting one of the nexus points in the Blighted Lands - but Void would certainly consider it worth a try. 

    Mariah cleared her throat. “If he can do it there,” she said, “why can’t he do it here?”

    Emily hesitated. “He can,” she said, finally. “But he doesn’t have to. Not yet.”

    Sergeant Miles snorted. “There’s a more obvious question,” he said. “Where is the power going?”

    “Mountaintop,” Markus said. “We managed to get a look at the magical signature. It matches the wards around Mountaintop.”

    “Which is currently in enemy hands,” Jade mused. “What’s he doing there?”

    Emily shrugged. Mountaintop was less important than Whitehall, at least in the short term, but Void had every interest in neutralizing the school - and everyone within the underground caverns - until he’d finished taking control of the continent. The staff included some of the best and brightest magicians in the world, while the students... her lips twitched. Whitehall was a better school - in her opinion - but Mountaintop’s students were hardly useless. Markus and Nanette - and Frieda - were extremely capable. Void would want them on his side or, if they refused, held captive until the war was over. 

    “We have to find out,” Emily said. “If we can disconnect the power from the far end...”

    “We have to take the army to Whitehall,” Jade pointed out. “Mountaintop could be nothing more than a giant diversion.”

    “We can’t leave it untouched, either,” Markus protested. “We don’t know what he’s doing there.”

    “And the longer he drains power from the nexus point, the greater the strain on the controlling spellware,” Melissa added. “How long will it be before something snaps?”

    Jade looked at Emily. “Emily?”

    Emily forced herself to think. She’d fiddled with the spellware governing the Ashworth Nexus Point... in hindsight, it was clear Void had studied what she’d done and improved upon it. Again. The spellware was designed to channel vast amounts of power into the wards, and to improve itself over the years, but... it had never been intended to channel power into a school thousands of miles away. Melissa was right. Something might snap at any moment, causing an explosion. She wasn’t sure what, if anything, Void might have done to prevent disaster. Was it even possible?

    “I don’t know,” she said. “Sketch out the spellware you saw. I’ll take a look at it.”

    Melissa nodded. “We’ll do it after the meeting.”

    “We have to get to Mountaintop,” Markus said. “It should be possible to teleport there...”

    “And we still have to get to Whitehall,” Jade said. “Mountaintop is simply not a priority.”

    “That might be what Void wants you to think,” Markus said. “He wouldn’t need to channel vast amounts of power into the school if he didn’t have an idea of what he intended to do with it.”

    Sergeant Miles shook his head. “If we get to Whitehall, we can put an end to him and clear up the mess at Mountaintop afterwards.”

    “Why can’t we do both?” Nanette’s voice was so polite it took Emily a moment to realize she was the speaker. “We can investigate Mountaintop while the army makes its way to Whitehall.”

    Mariah blinked, astonished. Emily almost laughed. Mariah didn’t have the slightest idea of who Nanette actually was. She thought Nanette was a commoner... Emily wondered, suddenly, why she hadn’t simply ordered Nanette out of the room. Perhaps she hadn’t really noticed the older girl. Nanette had been behind Emily, practically part of the furniture... Emily forced herself not to smile. It wasn’t going to be easy to smooth things over. It would be a great deal harder if she laughed at the young queen.

    “Point,” Jade said, quickly. Better not to give Mariah time to wonder about Nanette. “But can we afford to take the time to investigate?”

    “We need to know what’s happening at Mountaintop,” Emily said. “Melissa, was there any agreement to set up a link between Ashworth and Mountaintop before the war began?”

    “No.” Melissa shook her head. “Fulvia would never have agreed, if anyone had asked her. I don’t think it was even possible back then. I certainly never had any requests to share the power and, if I had, I would have said no. The risk of triggering an explosion was just too great.”

    “Which means he implemented the spellware shortly after taking over,” Emily mused, slowly. “Why would he want to make Mountaintop stronger?”

    “As long as he was in control, it probably wouldn’t matter how strong the school became,” Jade said. “He might even...”

    Nanette cut him off. “He needs the link to keep the school under control,” she said. “He’s using the wards to render the staff and students harmless. That requires a great deal of power.”

    “Yeah.” Jade scowled. “And you think we should investigate?”

    “Yes.” Nanette looked back at him, evenly. “We should.”

    “We also need to get the army underway,” Jade said. “And that comes first.”

    “Getting into the school might prove tricky,” Markus said. “There were always rumors of secret passageways, but none of the ones I know about can be accessed from outside the wards.”

    “I know one, in a manner of speaking,” Nanette said. “Aurelius showed it to me.”

    “How... convenient,” Jade said. His voice dripped suspicion. “How many of his other secrets do you know?”

    “Most of them are useless,” Nanette said. “Their value died with him.”

    “If anyone knew a way in or out of the school, it would have been Aurelius,” Markus said, flatly. His eyes were boring into Nanette, as if he was trying to work out if he knew her. “And I imagine he taught some of his favorites.”

    Emily stared down at her hands. They did have to figure out what Void was doing at Mountaintop and try to stop it. At the same time, they had to get the army underway while keeping an eye on Dater. The Prince Consort’s absence bothered her. She had the nasty feeling he was sulking - or, worse, planning something. If he got the army entangled with the rebels, the war effort would collapse. Hell, the odds of something going wrong were alarmingly high even if Dater didn’t do something to make them worse.

    “We’ll get the army underway, then I’ll go to Mountaintop,” she said. “If we can shut down his plan, whatever it is, we will.”

    Her mind raced. What was he doing?

    “Risky,” Sergeant Miles observed. “If he spots you there, he might try to capture or kill you...”

    “I understand the risks,” Emily assured him. “But I see no choice.”

    “Very good,” Mariah said. She stood. “We’ll continue this later.”

    Emily scowled. She’d hoped to have a private chat with the young queen, in hopes of impressing upon her the importance of keeping her husband under control. It wasn’t going to be easy. She wondered, idly, if she could arrange for a small accident for the Prince Consort. Perhaps if Dater tumbled off his horse and broke one or both of his legs... she shook her head. Dater would be back on his feet within the hour, unless she cursed the wound. And that would be far too revealing.

    “I’ll show you what we saw,” Melissa said. She lowered her voice. “We also found the person you left with us. If we use her...”

    “No,” Emily said, flatly. “It wouldn’t work.”

    “It might,” Melissa said. “If he thinks she’s dead...”

    Emily shook her head. She’d done everything in her power to convince Void that Lady Princess Eve of Dragora was dead, that Emily had no choice but to kill the eight-year-old magician to prevent a far greater tragedy. She wasn’t sure if he had been fooled. Void was smart and capable and knew her far too well. He might have been suspicious and poked and prodded at the story until it fell apart. It wouldn’t have been out of character for him never to mention it to her.

    And I made sure she was harmless, that she’d have a chance to pass through puberty before her magic returned, Emily thought. I won’t throw that away for nothing.

    “No,” she said. Eve’s attempt to kill her had failed and she hadn’t known what she was facing. Void had. He’d known what was happening all along. “I won’t involve her in this.”


    Chapter Nineteen

    “THE PRINCE GENERAL DOES SEEM TO be behaving himself,” Jade muttered, as the army mustered itself for war. “And he hasn’t done anything to cause trouble.”

    Emily scowled, watching as Dater addressed the men. She’d seriously considered suggesting they leave him behind, even if it meant leaving his men behind as well, but she knew Jade would never have agreed. His army lacked local knowledge, the sort of information that might make the difference between making their way through Alluvia to Dragon’s Den and being trapped on the wrong side of a river. They needed Dater’s men, and that meant bringing him along with them. She had the feeling Mariah wasn’t too unhappy. It had been easy to tell, when they’d eaten dinner, that the Queen and the Prince Consort - promoted to Prince General - were having difficulties. The rest of the courtiers had probably noticed as well.

    There’s no probably about it, she told herself, severely. If I noticed, they noticed, too.

    She tapped her hand against her belt, waiting for the speech to end. Dater had a powerful voice - Nanette had told her she’d been able to hear him from right down the corridor - but Emily doubted many of the gathered soldiers could make out his words. They’d be told later what he’d said, if it was important. The officers gathered near their leader looked torn between eagerness and a certain reluctance to go home. She’d heard that many of them had found a home - and roles - in Red Rose. They weren’t so keen on making a bid to recover what they’d lost in Alluvia.

    Nanette joined them, wearing the dandyish uniform of an aristocratic cavalry trooper with more money than sense. Emily had no idea how she’d managed to get away with it, although - with so many volunteering for service - there were so many newcomers in the army that she might have passed unnoticed. The real cavalry might just take one look, decide she was a useless fop and do everything in their power to ensure she wasn’t assigned to their troop. It was unlikely they’d realize she was anything but what she seemed.

    “He didn’t do anything, as far as I could tell,” Nanette told her. “He gave his queen a passionate farewell, then collected his sword and marched out of the castle. There was no hint he’d set up a conspiracy of any sort.”

    Jade scowled. “And you’d be sure to recognize one?”

    Nanette sniffed, in an aristocratic manner calculated to annoy the common-born Jade. “I have set up conspiracies and infiltrated them and torn them down,” she said, speaking with casual ease. “It is never easy to put one together. If you trust the wrong person, the plot might be exposed before it’s too late; if you maintain a degree of plausible deniability, you run the risk of a misunderstanding that’ll ruin your plans before they can be put into action. Plotters are rarely trustworthy - if they were, they wouldn’t be plotters - and people who betray their oaths might just as easily betray you.”

    “Speaking from experience, are we?” Jade eyed her narrowly. “Did you get betrayed at some point?”

    Emily cleared her throat. “Leave it, please,” she said. “We don’t have time to argue.”

    Nanette, surprisingly, said nothing. Emily frowned inwardly. She’d asked Nanette to keep an eye on Dater, shadowing him in various disguises to make sure he wasn’t doing anything stupid, anything that might blow the war effort out of the water. Nanette had agreed, after offering a series of increasingly violent and bloodthirsty suggestions of what they could do with him. She’d even suggested killing and replacing him, offering to wear his face long enough to lead the army into battle. Emily had shot down that idea at once. Dater wasn’t a bad leader. His officers knew him too well to be fooled.

    She forced herself to relax as the army slowly jostled into motion. It was hard not to escape the impression of a ramshackle arrangement, of thousands of men and hundreds of carts lurching their way down the road rather than marching in good order. The army was just too spread out to be concentrated in a hurry, although Jade had made it clear he’d scattered scouts and pickets around the edges to ensure they had warning if an enemy army hove into view before it was too late. The other magicians were sure they had enough magic to keep Void from simply teleporting an army on top of them. Emily hoped they were right.

    “Mount up,” Jade ordered. “It’s time to go.”

    Emily scrambled onto the horse, cursing under her breath. Her body was still aching from the last ride. Sergeant Miles cantered past, riding Buzz. Emily’s lips curved into a faint smile as he took his place in the van. The horse had done wonders for him, just by being a piece of his past life. Emily hoped it would last. She wasn’t sure she could do anything to help him regain his sanity a second time.

    He made it clear I wasn’t to do it again, she reminded herself. And I gave him my word I wouldn’t.

    She looked back at the castle. Mariah was standing on the battlements, waving as the army picked up speed. Emily wondered what she was thinking as her husband headed back to the war. Nanette was sure Mariah was already pregnant, but there hadn’t been any formal announcement. Traditionally, one wasn’t made until after the pregnancy was confirmed... Emily winced, feeling a twinge of sympathy. Mariah would have a hard time of it, if she lost her strong right arm while carrying his child to term. She scowled at Dater’s back as he rode on. It would have been easy for him to remain behind, in service to his wife. No one would have thought any less of him if he’d chosen to build a new life rather than cling to the old...

    He would have, Emily thought. And there’d be plenty of exiles willing to drip poison in his ear.

    The horse shifted underneath her. Emily sighed and resigned herself to a long and uncomfortable ride. The sergeants were bellowing orders, reminding the men to behave themselves - or else. The threats were bloodcurdling, but Emily feared they would be meaningless. If a soldier committed an atrocity, all-out war would break out before he could be strung up or handed over for trial. She cursed under her breath. It would be so much easier if they could simply open a portal to Dragon’s Den and bypass Alluvia completely.

    Nanette chatted endlessly as the hours ticked by, mixing probing questions with vague comments about magic and what she’d learnt over the years as a spy and agent of influence. Emily tried to answer, but found it hard to keep track of the conversation. She told herself she should be grateful to be on horseback, rather than marching with the foot soldiers. A handful of canteens and bags littered the road, the men having eaten their rations and drunk their water rather than spend hours carrying them from place to place. She doubted the sergeants would be happy about that. The dangers of drinking water from streams and lakes were well known. The camps would have to be carefully supervised to keep them from turning into breeding grounds for disease.

    The border fort she’d passed only a few short weeks ago, when she’d been fleeing Void, was abandoned, save for a handful of cavalry troops who watched warily as the army crossed the border into Alluvia and started to advance towards its planned campsite. Dater had complained for hours about the route, pointing out it would be easy to isolate the army and cut it off from all supplies - as well as being known in advance - but Jade and Sergeant Miles had ignored him. There was no way they could hide the army, not from a foe who enjoyed powerful magic or popular support. She wasn’t remotely surprised, as the army marched through a series of hamlets, villages and even small towns, to note they’d been abandoned in a hurry. The locals had no faith in the army’s promises. Emily didn’t blame them.

    “The prince won’t be happy,” Nanette said, waving a hand towards the patchwork fields on either side. “Take a look at that.”

    Emily frowned, glancing at the fields. “What do you mean?”

    Nanette smirked. “The locals have taken over the fields,” she said. “They’ve shared the land out amongst themselves, rather than leaving it in aristocratic hands. They’re not going to want to give it back.”

    “No.” Emily wasn’t sure how Nanette could tell. “The old order is passing away, like it or not.”

    Nanette’s smirk grew wider. “How profound.”

    Emily shrugged, returning her attention to the fields as they kept riding. It was hard to see what Nanette saw, but she didn’t doubt it. The vast aristocratic estates had been targeted right from the start when the revolution began. The serfs had freed themselves from their masters, taking their land or simply packing up and moving elsewhere. Perhaps the country could have been saved, if both sides had looked for a compromise... she shook her head in irritation. It was the same old story. Again. The two sides were going to fight it out until one destroyed the other.

    Her body was aching, again, by the time they reached the first campsite. The fields lay fallow, abandoned. Jade and Dater spoke briefly to the cavalrymen - they’d swept up and down the countryside, watching for threats - and then started to issue orders. The men started to dig latrines and set up defense lines, while the carts unloaded more rations and handed them round. Emily was relieved to see discipline had been maintained, despite the long march. They’d barely had any time to pause and catch their breath.

    “The scouts report a sizable detachment of rebels to the west of us,” Jade said, as they met in the command tent. “They’re between us and Jorlem City.”

    “We could crush them,” Dater said. He clenched his fist. “It wouldn’t be hard to envelop them before they could get away and destroy them.”

    Jade shook his head as he drew a line on the map. “We’ll keep following the road around the countryside and finally head south here,” he said, tapping a crossroads. “We do not want to engage the rebels if it can be avoided.”

    “We gave our word,” Emily agreed.

    Dater looked displeased but said nothing further on the matter as the command staff reviewed the march and issued orders for the following day. Emily kept her thoughts to herself. The men were going to be exhausted, but - hopefully- it would keep them from getting into trouble. She made her excuses as soon as they’d eaten field rations - Jade insisted officers had to eat the same rations as their men - and headed to her tent. The march tomorrow would be more of the same.

    We’ll be in a terrible state by the time we reach Dragon’s Den, she thought. She briefly considered collecting Nanette and teleporting to Mountaintop, instead of staying with the army until it had marched past the danger zone, but she knew she was needed in two places at once. If I dared bilocate again...

    Nanette clambered into the tent. “Feeling your age already?”

    Emily swallowed the response that came to mind. “I don’t like riding,” she said, crossly. “And horses don’t like me.”

    “How terrible,” Nanette teased. “But aren’t they splendid judges of character?”

    “Touché,” Emily said. She’d said that herself, about Jade and Nanette. “They’re probably smart enough to tell I’m an indifferent rider at best.”

    “Then spend more time in the saddle,” Nanette said. She smiled in happy memory. “Aristocrats love hunting and jousting. It’s a good time for wheeling and dealing and generally making them like you. They’ll bond with anyone, as long as they’re good in the saddle.”

    Emily snorted. “I think the price is too high.”

    Nanette laughed. “You’re probably the only person who’d feel that way,” she said. “Do you know how many people would kill - or worse - to go hunting with people who could make or break their careers?”

    “I tried it once,” Emily said. Alassa had taken her boar-hunting. It had struck her as sickening even before she’d discovered the boars were actually transfigured criminals. “I didn’t like it.”

    She lay down, pulled the blanket over her head and closed her eyes. Her body hurt all over, but the pains slowly faded as she concentrated on her meditation. Nanette was right, she supposed. Alassa loved hunting and never had any trouble finding people willing to go with her; the princes and other male aristocrats she’d met had loved testing their skills in jousting, even when there was a very real risk of being seriously injured or killed. It was like golf on Earth, she supposed. People could bond over a game...

    Nanette woke her, the following day. Emily stumbled out of the tent, splashed water on her face, remounted her horse - despite her aching bones - and rejoined the army as it continued its march south through fallow lands and abandoned fields. The early cheer slowly gave way to grim determination, the sheer emptiness of the lands - an illusion; she was sure the locals were hiding in the forests, staying well clear of the army - wearing down the soldiers as much as it bothered her. Even Nanette was quieter, her probing questions dulled by the passage of time. Emily forced herself to think, considering what could be happening at Mountaintop and trying to think of a way to handle it. Nothing came to mind. She simply didn’t know enough.

    She looked at Nanette. “Did you hear about anything at Mountaintop, anything at all?”

    “Not since I was forced to flee,” Nanette said. “I heard some stories over the years, but most of them were nothing more than pointless bragging and widely exaggerated tales, when they weren’t outright nonsense. Zed - the guy you put in charge - was seemingly doing a good job but lacked the driving ambition of a real MageMaster. It was probably a pleasant change for the staff. Aurelius told me they spent half their time plotting against each other.”

    “It’s a wonder they got anything done,” Emily said, wryly.

    Nanette laughed. “Aurelius used to say they didn’t.”

    Emily smiled, then sobered as the long march continued. She hadn’t thought about Zed and - she mentally kicked herself - she should have. Zed and she had had a somewhat shaky start, yet... he’d been a good man and she’d heard good things about his time as MageMaster. And he’d let her check his books when she’d been cursed... she swallowed hard, wondering what Void had done to him. He’d had no trouble overwhelming and crushing - perhaps even killing - Grandmaster Gordian. Who knew what he might have done to Zed?

    The thought gnawed at her mind as the army made camp and rested for the second time, then resumed its march the following morning. The landscape was growing harsher, a grim reminder the country had had - still had - far worse problems than a revolutionary government and the exiled remains of the old order. The drought had been getting worse for years. She forced herself to think about the possibilities for finding more water, perhaps digging boreholes to search for underground reservoirs. King Jorlem should have worried about that, rather than renaming his city after himself. She didn’t really blame the rebels for renaming the city again as soon as it fell into their hands.

    Sergeant Miles rode up beside her as the road started to widen. “We’ll be passing Curran shortly,” he said. “Even if we stay out of the city, it could cause all sorts of problems,”

    Emily nodded. The briefing notes had been very clear. Curran was a mid-sized city, constructed on both sides of the river. The bridges running through the city were ideally situated to allow traders to cross the river while the city itself made a great deal of money through levying tolls and hosting visitors in a network of inns and hostels. It had also enjoyed a great deal of independence, even under the monarchy, and wasn’t entirely friendly to the revolutionary government. If there was anywhere likely to cause trouble for Jair, it was Curran.

    “Ask the scouts to check if we can march through the river,” Emily said. She’d seen the river passing through Freedom City, the flow so badly weakened because of the drought she’d seen boats trapped in dried mud and kids trying desperately to catch fish. “Or even if we can pass through the outer edges of the city.”

    “The river is still too deep for fording,” Sergeant Miles said. He shot her a brief smile. “It was well thought of, but Jade thought of it first.”

    Emily had to smile. “He is the professional.”

    “Yes, and this is a professional war,” Sergeant Miles said. “But the rules keep changing.”

    He cantered away, catching up with Jade and Dater as the army started the march towards the city. It was bigger than Emily had realized, sprawling so widely it looked to cover the river as well as the land on either side. She couldn’t help thinking of Venice and Amsterdam, cities built on networks of canals that served as roads. The water levels were higher than she’d expected. Judging from the bodies of water surrounding the city, it was possible the city fathers had seen the drought coming and taken precautions.

    Smart of them, she thought. They certainly did better than the rest of the kingdom.

    “This could get interesting,” Nanette commented. She pulled on her reins, slowing her mount. “Have you noticed how few people there are in view?”

    Emily nodded. Nanette was right. That was not a good sign.


    Chapter Twenty

    EMILY’S SENSE OF UNEASE CONTINUED TO grow as they continued to ride towards the city.

    Curran should have been a bustling metropolis, even in the post-revolutionary world. The city was ideally placed and designed to funnel travelers through the streets, ensuring they had plenty of chances to spend money in the city before moving on. The stone roads were wide, lined with everything from inns and pubs to fishmongers, blacksmiths and carpenters. The towering apartment blocks, so tiny compared to New York’s, were yet amongst the biggest she’d seen on the Nameless World. And yet... the streets were dead and cold.

    She frowned as her hands tightened on the reins. The streets were deserted, shops closed and apartments were boarded shut or abandoned. It felt as if there had been thousands of people in the city only yesterday, but they’d vanished overnight. She understood precisely why the population would want to stay well away from the army - Curran was hardly the first community to evacuate, rather than rely on the army’s good faith - but it was strange. The city’s population was too large to be easily absorbed within the formerly royal forests and countryside, even if they’d known how to survive. She wondered, suddenly, if the city had been evacuated downriver. That would have made some sense.

    The vanguard seemed to quiet down as they cantered across a wide stone bridge, taking the direct route through the streets and onto the southern side of the river. Emily tensed as the apartment blocks grew larger, casting dark shadows over the roads below. Dater had argued Curran was the perfect place for an ambush and he might be right, if only because most of the riverboats had been removed. They simply didn’t have time to put a pontoon bridge together, not without making use of local boats. And they’d been removed. It was easy to understand why the locals would want to keep them away from the army, but it was also easy to see it as a precursor to a trap.

    She closed her eyes and reached out with her senses. A handful of shops had basic anti-theft wards - a couple were more heavily warded, suggesting they belonged to local magicians - but there were no other traces of magic outside of the army. She reminded herself, sharply, that it might be meaningless. Gunpowder weapons didn’t have magic. The plotters who’d tried to assassinate Alassa on her wedding day hadn’t used any charms to slip through the wards. They’d simply walked through the wards as if they weren’t there. The wardcrafters hadn’t had the slightest idea their defenses had been penetrated until it was too late.

    The streets ahead started to narrow, although the road was still wide enough for ten men to walk abreast. The stonework felt old, as if the city had been built on the ruins of another city... which might, she reflected, have been built on the remainders of a third city. Hoban - she wondered, suddenly, what had happened to Frieda’s boyfriend - had spent a night telling tales of a city that had been built and rebuilt so many times that it was both a bustling metropolis and an archaeological site. She’d planned to visit, one day. She told herself that, when the war was over, she could go on a long tour. It wasn’t as if her presence would be welcome in the formerly allied lands. Too many people still blamed her for the chaos.

    A cavalryman cantered up and stopped in front of the van. “Sir, there’s a rebel army to the south, centered on Greenock.”

    Emily pushed her horse forward as Jade nodded. “Understood,” he said. “We’ll be through the city before the army can catch us, if it starts to advance.”

    Dater didn’t sound convinced. “There’s an army to the north and an army to the south,” he snapped. “We’re going to be outflanked.”

    Sergeant Miles snorted. Dater shot him a look that promised trouble. Emily winced, inwardly. The ride - and the growing tension - had worn the sergeant down. And yet, she understood the sergeant’s point. She’d seen the maps, too. The rebel armies didn’t have anywhere near the skill they’d need to catch both Jade and Dater in a trap. It might look good on paper, if she was any judge, but actually closing the jaws of the trap would be pretty much impossible. A modern army from Earth with tanks and troop transports would have had trouble making it work. The rebels should know that even trying would give Dater and Jade a chance to defeat both armies separately, taking one off the gameboard before the other had a chance to intervene...

    “We keep moving,” Jade said, curtly. He snapped his fingers at the messengers. “Deploy flankers to watch the roads and keep them clear, as the main body of the army makes its way through the city, then dispatch two more troops of horsemen to watch the southern approaches.”

    Dater said nothing, but his displeasure was clear as the vanguard resumed the advance. Emily kept a wary eye on him as they crossed another river, marching onto an island that had been so covered in buildings that few traces of the original island remained. The streets looked friendlier here - she heard people talking in the distance, words whispered on the wind - but there was still no one in sight. Her eyes narrowed as they marched towards a small stone fortress, really little more than a tiny watchtower topped with battlements. The city fathers had designed it for intimidation, rather than actual defense. She suspected the city’s real defense lay in the rivers.

    Something moved on top of the battlements. Emily barely had a second to register the motion before an arrow hissed through the air, striking Dater’s horse in the head. The beast let out an agonized sound, rearing in pain, then collapsed. Dater tumbled backward, barely catching hold of the horse’s rear long enough to ensure he didn’t land on his head. He landed on his buttocks. His dignity might have taken a blow - a mortal wound, the waspish part of Emily’s mind noted - but at least he’d survived. It could have been a great deal worse.

    Jade snapped commands as horses started to panic, threatening to run as their riders struggled to get them under control. Emily felt the horse underneath her buckle, rearing as another arrow flew through the air. There was something odd about the firing pattern - the second arrow struck another horse in the ass - but she didn’t have time to worry about it. Her horse reared, then spun around and galloped away. She hastily cast a levitation spell. The horse fled into the distance as soon as she floated into the air, its passing disturbing the other horses...

    The ground shook. Emily barely registered the flash before an apartment block disintegrated, chunks of debris flying everywhere. She lifted her hands and cast the strongest shield she could, trying to protect the entire vanguard. Her head throbbed in pain as pieces of stonework crashed into the spell, shattering to dust and pebbles which cascaded down to the street below. She was dimly aware of Nanette, Jade and Sergeant Miles casting the same spell, just as another building - on the other side of the street - exploded. It was all she could do to switch the shield around to save the army.

    Another arrow hissed through the air, flying over her head and vanishing. She dropped hastily, landing on the street below. It made no sense. A skilled archer could have hit her easily - she’d seen archers hit targets at remarkable distances - and yet, he’d missed? She wasn’t even sure her wards would have protected her. Arrows were fired with incredible force, some designed - or charmed - to punch through armor. She’d certainly notice the impact even if it didn’t kill her. 

    She caught a glimpse of a dark figure, flitting from building to building. An instant later, another arrow flashed towards the army, striking yet another horse. The archer was trying to cause panic, rather than take out Jade or Dater... they’d been lured into a trap that made absolutely no sense. Or... a thought struck her as the mounted musketmen levelled their guns and fired a ragged volley towards the figure. Balls and bullets cracked into solid walls, blowing chips of stone and cascades of dust into the air. Emily was morbidly sure the mystery attacker was completely unharmed. A moment later, yet another arrow hissed towards them.

    “Clear the streets,” Dater bellowed. He was summoning more cavalry, a unit of infantry coming up behind them. “Get these roads clear!”

    Emily saw his thinking and cursed under her breath. Citizens were fleeing, running onto the streets in a desperate bid to escape the exploding buildings. They’d been so quiet she hadn't known they were there and now it was too late. The army was just too far into the country to pull out - and Dater, of course, didn’t want to pull out. They had to clear the streets, pushing the citizens out of the way and levelling buildings to make sure they got the army to its destination. Or... she shuddered. Dater might hope to take advantage of the attack to turn the army on the rebels instead, rather than concentrating on Void. Perhaps that was the point. The archer could have killed Dater easily, if he’d taken the shot.

    “Keep them back,” she shouted at Sergeant Miles. She could rely on him to accidentally knock Dater out if necessary. Neither Mariah nor Dater would be happy, but everyone would swear blind it had been a terrible accident. “Nanette, you’re with me.”

    She ran forward, tightening her protections. If she was wrong... if she was wrong, she was exposing herself to the archer for nothing. She hopped up and over chunks of debris, motioning for Nanette to stay low. A dark figure caught her eye, holding an arrow in one hand. He threw it towards the army - she blinked in surprise as she realized he wasn’t using a bow - and then darted back, moving with incredible speed. Her heart sank as he jumped up and onto a rooftop, a jump no normal human could make. Void had sent an enhanced soldier to block their way.

    And I didn’t even get a sniff of his presence, she thought, as she flew after him. Why not?

    Emily landed on the roof and looked around. There was no sign of the enhanced soldier. He could have jumped to another roof or... she looked at the roof and cursed as she saw the hatch. The soldier had torn it open almost effortlessly, then dived into the loft below before it was too late. She ducked down as Nanette landed beside her, peering into the darkened chamber. The soldier was nowhere to be seen. She muttered a spell to enhance her eyesight, lightening the gloom. He wasn’t there. There were no open doors or windows or hints he might have kept going...

    “Emily!” Nanette sounded alarmed. “There!”

    Emily straightened just in time to see the enhanced soldier jumping to the next rooftop. Her mind spun in disbelief. How the hell had he done that? Spiderman would have been hard-pressed to do it... had she told Void about Spiderman? She saw the guttering break a moment later and realized the truth. The enhanced soldier had darted to the edge of the roof, lowered himself down and hung from the guttering, safely out of sight. She didn’t know any normal human who could do anything of the sort, but...

    The soldier threw a rock towards the army, then jumped again. Emily summoned the strongest force punch she could and blasted him out of the air, knocking him into the nearest apartment block. The stone crumbled under the force of the impact. Incredibly, the soldier was still alive as he tumbled to the ground. Emily flew after him, ducking down as he picked himself up and jabbed a finger at her. The flight spell started to disintegrate a moment later, sending her tumbling. She landed badly, stumbling as Nanette crashed down beside her. It could have been a great deal worse. Void really didn’t want her dead.

    She heard voices, growing louder, as she marched towards the soldier. He seemed wounded, but... it was hard to be sure. She sensed magic crackling around him, healing him. Magicians were warned not to try to heal themselves unless they were desperate... she supposed the soldier was desperate, if he had enough free will left to be aware of his situation. Void might have hollowed out his mind, turning him into a puppet. It wasn’t impossible.

    The soldier started towards her. Emily cast a force punch, reflexively. The impact slammed the soldier into the stone, smashing him into a bloody mess. Her stomach heaved, even though it was far from the worst thing she’d seen. The soldier’s armor crackled, then collapsed into dust. She guessed it had been sustained by his magic and now the magic was gone. Nanette peered down at the mess dispassionately, then turned away and swore.

    Emily followed her gaze. The fight had led them - and the army’s vanguard - into a crossroads. Hundreds - perhaps thousands - of citizens were gathering to the east and west, their eyes dark with hatred. They carried weapons, everything from pikes and farming tools to swords and muskets. She shuddered, realizing what the soldier had been trying to do. A clash between the army and the citizens here would be disastrous. The rebel plan might not have been as bad as she’d thought. They’d assume the main body of the army would scatter if the vanguard - and most of the commanding officers - were killed in the city. Or...

    She forced herself to turn and run towards the officers. Dater was surrounded by cavalry, his fingers pointing towards the advancing crowds. Jade was arguing with him, loudly. Emily glanced at Sergeant Miles and cursed under her breath. The sergeant looked ready to back Jade up, not to knock Dater out on his own. Here and now, it couldn’t possibly be made to look like an accident.

    Dater looked at her, then raised his hand and screamed a simple command. “CHARGE!”

    Jade bellowed a counter-command, but it was too late. Dater’s cavalry was loyal to him personally, not to Mariah or Alassa. They wheeled and followed their prince as he led them towards the crowd, waving his sword in the air. Emily felt sick. Scattering crowds was an old cavalry trick, but the crowd didn’t have anywhere to go. Not here. They’d bring the cavalry down by sheer weight of numbers, tearing Dater and his men apart before turning their wrath on the rest of the vanguard and the army beyond. It was going to turn into a nightmare. She had no idea if Void or Jair or someone she’d never met had planned it that way, but...

    Dater isn’t going to forgive you for this, she thought, as she gathered her magic and cast a spell. And Mariah won’t be very pleased either.

    She directed the spell towards Dater’s armor, quickly worming her magic through his protections. He wheeled about, the cavalry charge crashing to a halt in confusion as he dropped his sword. Dater couldn’t manipulate his protections on his own. His only hope was to get to Emily before she broke through his protections, and he simply didn’t have time. His mouth opened wide, an instant before his face turned green and his body melted into his armor. Pieces of chainmail and runic metal crashed to the ground, revealing a frog perched on top of a horse. Someone giggled. Emily had no time to react. She summoned the frog into her hand and held him - held Dater - by one leg. He was panicking, tiny arms and legs flailing. Emily understood. She’d had trouble coping the first time she’d been transfigured, too.

    “We are not going to start a fight,” she said, channeling Lady Barb as best as she could. It wasn’t easy. “We are going to take the army through the city and continue the advance as planned.”

    The cavalrymen stared at her, then at Jade, then back at her. They’d known what she could do, but... she suspected they hadn’t really believed. Or they’d assumed she wouldn’t hex Dater in the back. Or... she tried not to smile as it struck her the cavalrymen would have been a great deal less accepting if Jade had done it. They’d expect him to challenge the Prince General openly...

    Jade stepped forward. “Resume the advance,” he ordered. He snapped his fingers at the nearest messenger. “Inform the enemy army to the south that we intend to continue along the preapproved path.”

    Emily rolled her eyes as the cavalrymen hurried back to work, the crowd slowly dispersing now it was clear there wasn’t going to be a fight. Bastards. They were a great deal happier taking orders from Jade, rather than a cheating sorceress. They probably thought Jade was going to have to deal with her. Or...

    Nanette nudged her. “Nicely done,” she said. She poked the frog with one long finger. “He’s going to be so mad.”

    Emily sighed. Dater would have killed dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people before he died - and their hopes for victory would have died with him. She could deal with his anger later, if indeed he had the nerve to try. She wondered, idly, how he was going to react. Anger? Fear? It was possible, all too possible, that she’d effectively destroyed him. She might have broken him for the rest of his life.

    “So,” Nanette said. “When are you going to turn him back?”

    “When things calm down,” Emily said. “And we can have a few words with him before he takes up his post again.”


    Chapter Twenty-One

    THE ARMY’S PASSAGE THROUGH THE CITY, and the march to the next campsite, passed without incident. Word had clearly spread up and down the ranks, judging by the officers and enlisted men glancing at her - and the frog in her hand - and then looking away before she spotted them. Dater seemed to be growing used to his new body, but - thankfully - he had the sense not to jump out of her hand and flee. The spell she’d used would wear off eventually - she hadn’t wanted to take the risk of trapping him as a frog permanently - yet he didn’t know it. And he had too many enemies who’d love to stomp on him to risk it.

    “I’ll have a few words with him, if you like,” Sergeant Miles said, as soon as she’d ridden into the campsite. “And make a few things clear to him before it’s too late.”

    Emily nodded, passing the frog to the sergeant. Dater would probably listen to him, if he’d listen to anyone... she sighed, inwardly, as she remembered how many of his former officers had snickered at his predicament. He was going to have a hard time commanding respect now. And as word spread through Alluvia and Red Rose... she shook her head as she headed into the tent to splash water on her face and snatch something to eat before she slept. It wasn’t her problem. Dater could have done the sensible thing and bided his time, waiting to see if the revolutionary government would wear out its welcome. Or...

    “We’ll go to Mountaintop tomorrow morning,” she said, as Nanette joined her in the tent. “And then we’ll link up with the army again as it marches up the valley towards Dragon’s Den.”

    Nanette frowned. “You know what your problem is? You’re too nice.”

    Emily shrugged. “What would you have me do?”

    “I would have made sure he couldn’t do anything stupid, right from the start,” Nanette said, sharply. “And now he’s going to want to put a knife in your back.”

    “Yeah.” Emily sighed, heavily. “I didn’t want to kill him.”

    “Sometimes, you just have to cut your losses,” Nanette told her. “Dater isn’t going to get any better. He’s not going to grow up. He has too many people nagging him to recover their lost birthrights. And even Mariah will have trouble convincing him otherwise. He’s too used to thinking of himself as top dog.”

    “We shall see,” Emily said. She pulled the blanket over her head. “Good night.”

    Sergeant Miles woke her the following morning. Emily stared at him blearily, then allowed him to lead her out of the tent. He looked tired, even though she was sure an old campaigner like him would have made certain to get enough sleep. She eyed him, concerned. She’d planned to leave him with Jade while she took Nanette to Mountaintop, but perhaps it would be wiser to take him with her instead. Or... she shook her head. Jade needed as many trustworthy NCOs and combat sorcerers as possible. He might need someone to keep an eye on Dater, too.

    “I took the opportunity to explain a few things to him, once I undid the spell,” Sergeant Miles said. “I made it clear the war was being fought for civilization, not revenge or personal glory or power. And I told him that if he did anything like that again, I’d kill him.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. “Do you think he’ll listen?”

    “He’s not the first young fool I’ve had to break down so I can build him up again,” Sergeant Miles said. He looked just like he used to, before the war. “He’s more stubborn than most, I’ll grant you, and he’s used to wielding actual political power as well - or instead - of magical power, but I can work with him. You gave him one hell of a shock and it was well-deserved. Hopefully, we can turn him into something worthwhile before we have to actually kill him.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said. She liked Mariah. The younger girl didn’t deserve to lose her husband like that, not after everything she’d done for the war. “Where did you put him?”

    “I let him sleep in my tent last night,” Sergeant Miles said. “I may have dropped a few hints I was going to punish you for the whole affair, in hopes he wouldn’t bear a grudge. It might or might not work. We will see.”

    “I suppose we will,” Emily said. She couldn’t bring Miles to Mountaintop, as he was needed here. “Make sure you keep Jade informed, too.”

    “I will,” Sergeant Miles said. “And don’t beat yourself up over the affair. You did as best as you could.”

    Emily mulled it over as she ate a hasty breakfast with Nanette, collected her tools and spoke briefly to Jade before readying the teleport gem. There was no sign of Dater. She wondered, idly, how he was going to command his men, then shrugged. It might be better, in the long run, if the exiled army came apart at the seams. The officers could find places at court, the enlisted men could join Mariah’s army or simply find work in Red Rose. Given time, they’d assimilate and the problem would be gone. There was simply nothing to be gained by keeping the exiled army intact.

    Which may suggest that Mariah allowed it to join us in hopes it would be destroyed, she mused, slowly. It was alarmingly cynical, but Alassa had been strikingly cold-blooded when she’d been younger as well. Or, at least, she wouldn’t be too concerned if the army didn’t come back.

    Nanette grinned at her. “Ready?”

    Emily made sure Nanette was holding the teleport gem, then closed her eyes and triggered the spell. The ground lurched, the world snapping out of and into existence so quickly she was unsure if something had actually happened. She dropped an inch or two to the ground, her eyes opening wide. They were standing in the ashy remains of an ancient war, a desolate wasteland of barren hills, shattered stones and gravel quarries that looked to have been worked by giants. The cold struck her a moment later, causing her to pull her leathers tightly around her. She cursed her oversight under her breath. She could have brought a cloak, but she’d forgotten the cold.

    “Welcome back,” Nanette said. “The school isn’t too far from here.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. Mountaintop had been established, from what she’d been told, in a subset of the old dwarven mines, tunnels that ran from the surface to so deep below the ground the inhabitants believed the sun to be a myth. The record books were a little vague on precisely what had happened to the dwarves, but Emily had her suspicions. It was quite possible they’d been wiped out - or driven so far underground they’d been effectively exiled - during the Faerie Wars. Demihumans were rarely welcome within the Allied Lands. 

    She turned and followed Nanette as she picked her way through the rocky wasteland. Signs of wind and rain were everywhere, eroding the landscape, but there was no sign of human or animal life. No plants grew, not even hardy lichen. She thought she spotted traces of stonecarving - Void had told her, once, that there was a lost magical art that had involved stonecarving - but it was hard to be sure. The land was lifeless, lacking even the poison of the Blighted Lands. It was as if something had drained the life from the land itself.

    There might have been a nexus point here once, she reflected. She’d never heard any suggestion that Mountaintop had once had a nexus point, but it wasn’t impossible. And it burnt out a long time ago.

    Nanette seemed perkier, somehow, as they clambered over rocks and scuttled towards their destination. Emily scrambled after, feeling the cold slowly fading as sweat trickled down her back. The official entrance, the one she’d used years ago, was miles away... she glanced towards the peaks, wondering - not for the first time - if they were being watched. She’d never heard of students going outside, not when she’d attended the school, but Zed might have decided to change that. The darkened tunnels were claustrophobic even to people who didn’t normally suffer from claustrophobia.

    “There’s no direct route into the school,” Nanette said, as they reached a sheer cliff face that seemed to reach high into the sky. Rocks were scattered around the base, each one larger than Emily herself. “But Aurelius showed me an indirect route.”

    Emily stared at her back. “And no one knows of it, apart from you?”

    “I don’t know.” Nanette pulled at a rock, revealing a hole in the stony ground. “Aurelius claimed he’d set it up, when he’d been a student himself, but I don’t know if that was true. He might simply have widened the tunnels to make them usable, then hidden the entrance within the caves.”

    She lit a lantern, then dropped into the hole. “Come on down,” she called. “The water’s fine.”

    Emily braced herself, then picked up her own lantern and scrambled down into the cave below. It was bigger than she’d realized, easily big enough for five or six large men. The walls were marked with strange carvings, her eye seeming to slip over them without quite taking them in... subtle magic, she noted. Aurelius - or whoever had carved them into the rock - had been cunning. It was hard to believe the cave was anything but a cave. She bit her lip, hard. The concept the cave might lead to a tunnel was nearly unthinkable. She could practically feel the magic plucking at her mind, trying to turn her away.

    Nanette shifted another rock, revealing a tunnel sloping down into the earth. Emily followed her into the tunnel, then waited as Nanette pulled the rock back into its place. The tunnel was disturbingly narrow, weirdly proportioned... it felt as if it had been dug by children, the roof so low she had to duck to avoid cracking her head against the stone. She guessed it was a simple trick to discourage visitors, rather than greeting them with armed guards. A man might hesitate to crawl into a tunnel too low and narrow to allow him to turn around and escape if he ran into something he couldn’t handle. 

    Not that it would’ve stopped Cat, Emily reflected. Or Jade.

    “The tunnel network is much larger than you may have realized,” Nanette said. Her voice echoed oddly. “The school occupies only a tiny percentage of the tunnels, leaving the remainder strictly alone. Aurelius hinted there might have been an agreement at some point, but he didn’t know much about it. I don’t think he really believed in it.”

    “How come?” Emily had seen enough strangeness to know there were agreements everywhere. “Why didn’t he believe?”

    “I don’t know,” Nanette said. “He’d certainly spent quite a bit of time exploring the tunnels as a young student. I saw his files, once. He holds the school record for disciplinary action for being caught beyond the doors. He... he might not have seen anything to suggest the agreement was still in force. If indeed there was an agreement. A lot of records were destroyed at one point.”

    Emily scowled. “Aurelius?”

    “Not unless he was a lot older than he claimed,” Nanette said. “He’d have to be over five hundred years old by the time I first met him.”

    She sighed, then kept walking as the tunnels started to widen. Emily shivered, keeping a wary eye on the lantern. Using magic down here, even shielded by thousands of tons of rock, might set off alarms in the school above. Gusts of cold wind brushed against her skin, icy sensations washing down her spine as she picked her way through the increasingly large caves and chambers. Droplets of water fell from the darkness, splashing on the ground; she shivered as she saw an underground river rushing through the caves, coming into the open for a few short meters before retreating back into the tunnels. Anyone who fell into the fast-moving water would drown before they could save themselves. She recalled exploring the caves with Frieda, back when they’d first met, and felt guilty. Her friend was in Whitehall, at Void’s mercy. God alone knew what he was doing to her.

    He wouldn’t hurt her, Emily told herself. She isn’t a threat to him.

    A thought struck her as she peered into the next set of caverns. “There were monsters here,” she said. “Where are they?”

    “I don’t know.” Nanette sounded edgy. Emily guessed she’d been pondering the same question. “Aurelius told me they were hibernating, that they wouldn’t bother us as long as we didn’t bother them, but... I don’t know what’s happened to them.”

    Emily shuddered, keeping a wary eye on the flickering shadows as they kept moving. The caves had been crammed with sleeping creatures, once upon a time; cockatrices and basilisks and monsters that looked like crosses between centipedes and gorillas and dinosaurs and things she had no name for, things she didn’t want to believe existed. Where were they? The desolate landscape above them could provide all the room such creatures needed, but almost none of the food. Could they fish in the underground rivers? Did they eat each other? Or had they attacked the school? It was hard to believe the monsters could tear through the defenses, but it was far from impossible. Mountaintop was in no state to defend itself.

    Nanette paused, then closed her eyes and walked straight towards a stone wall. Emily opened her mouth to shout a warning an instant before Nanette stepped through the wall and vanished. Emily touched the stone, shaking her head in disbelief. It felt real... too real. Her mind made it real. Emily closed her eyes and concentrated, drawing on all the discipline she’d learnt over the years as she walked forward. The stone was no longer there. She felt a gust of warm air as her eyes snapped open. The stone above her head was glowing a dull red, like embers of burning coal. She heard a dull rumble. The air felt hot, almost feverish. Magic sparkled around her.

    “You made it.” Nanette grinned. “I was starting to think you wouldn’t.”

    Emily felt sweat on her back. “What is this place?”

    “Above us? It was once the core of the school,” Nanette said. “They designed the ward network to channel power throughout the rest of the tunnels. Aurelius told me there was so much unfocused magic within the chamber that it was extremely difficult to police. I could practically come and go as I liked, as long as I was careful. I knew the patrol patterns. I rarely got caught. When I did” - she shrugged - “I had a good excuse lined up.”

    She kept walking as the tunnel started to narrow again. Emily followed, trying not to touch the hot stone. It felt as if they were walking into a furnace. The glow waxed and waned; sometimes so bright it hurt her eyes, sometimes so dull she was glad of the lantern. Magic kept sparking, sometimes giving her little electric shocks. Her senses were a mess. There was so much raw magic in the air she couldn’t sense Nanette, let alone anything beyond. Her skin crawled. The stone was starting to look decidedly liquid.

    They used to drain power from expelled students and feed it into their wards, Emily thought, numbly. The process had been brutal, inevitably fatal to the students who’d been turned into unwilling batteries. It hadn’t been very efficient, either. Now, they’re feeding power from Ashworth into the wards instead.

    She glanced at the stone above her head as the tunnel started to level out, the glow revealing hints of other tunnels pointing into the darkness. Nanette ignored them as the tunnel rose again, hints of metal clearly visible within the stone. Emily could sense the magic taking shape and form as it slowly fed into the wards... she frowned as she realized the magic had been more efficient than she’d thought. The original designers had allowed for sloppy magic and done what they could to capture the energy and direct it back into the wards. They might have been monsters - she dreaded to think how many young men and women had died in the chamber nearby - but they’d been creative craftsmen. It was just a shame they’d chosen to use their talents for evil.

    They probably thought they had no choice, Emily thought. And...

    Nanette held up a hand, stopping in front of a stone wall. Emily frowned as she peered closer. Someone had drawn the outline of a door on the stone, as if the mere act of drawing the shape was enough to make it real. Nanette drew a wand from her belt and pressed it against the stone. The outline sharpened, the stone slowly flowing into a different form. Emily had to smile. Aurelius - or whoever had set up the passageway - had cheated. He hadn’t concealed the entrance behind a spell. Instead, he’d transfigured the door into stone and left it there. No wonder it had escaped detection for so long. There was so much raw magic pervading the tunnels that no one could hope to sense it’s presence, let alone work out what it was.

    “Here we go,” Nanette said. “Are you ready?”

    Emily braced herself. “Do it.”

    Nanette pushed the door open. Magic crackled around them, flowing into the corridors like water. Emily stumbled back, realizing - too late - that they’d made a deadly mistake...

    ...And the full weight of the spell crashed down on her.


    Chapter Twenty-Two

    THE DELUGE OF MAGIC NEARLY BROKE HER.

    Emily gritted her teeth, struggling against the sheer weight of the spell. It was pressing on her, trying to drain her will and leave her utterly helpless. Her thoughts threatened to fragment, her mental defenses splintering before she even realized she was under attack. She was barely aware of Nanette staggering as well, dropping to her knees as the spell worked its way through her defenses. There was no time to worry about her. Emily could barely take care of herself.

    She drew on her magic, only to discover - too late - it was useless. The spell was just too powerful to fight. It had caught hold of her before she’d even started to tighten her defenses. And yet, it had its weaknesses. It didn’t seem to know quite what it wanted her to do, as if it had put her in its power without a clear idea of what it wanted. It was easy to believe that, if she let the spell have its way, she’d just stay where she was, helplessly, until she starved. Her mind twisted, her thought spinning in circles. The spell needed to be fought and yet, even trying to fight made things worse.

    He taught you better than that, she told herself. Void - and her other tutors - had forced her to learn how to defend herself mentally, even if she couldn’t call on her magic. Use it.

    The spell seemed to twist as it bored into her mind. Emily cursed the designer as she forced herself to analyze it. She needed to open her mind to study the spell, and yet opening her mind meant rendering herself vulnerable. The spell twisted like a living thing, daring her to open her mind wider and wider... it almost made her want to surrender. She could feel it crawling through her mind, taking control... the mere act of trying to resist the spell was definitely making it worse. And yet, she had no choice. 

    Focus, she thought. Cover your thoughts and push the spell out.

    She pushed as hard as she could, her head starting to ache as she bullied her thoughts into motion. The spell pushed back, growing stronger and stronger with every passing moment, but - piece by piece - she cleared it out and shoved the remainder of her defenses back into place. Void had done well, she acknowledged sourly. The spell wasn’t just designed to sweep away her defenses as if they weren’t even there, but to lull her into a belief there was nothing wrong. If she hadn’t been trying to break into the school, she feared the spell would have overwhelmed her. The students would be going through the motions like clockwork automatons, unaware they’d lost their freedom. How could they recover something they didn't know they’d lost?

    The world shuddered, then snapped back into place. Nanette was kneeling on the ground, hands pressed against her head. Emily stepped forward, pieces of glass crunching under her feet. They’d dropped the lanterns, she noted. They’d been lucky they hadn’t started a fire below the school. Mountaintop was in no state to deal with it. She braced herself, then pushed a finger against Nanette’s forehead, trying to shield her from the worst of the spell. Nanette grunted, nearly stumbling against Emily before she righted herself and climbed to her feet. Her face was pale, her hands shaking. Emily was surprised she hadn’t managed to free herself. Void had trained her, too.

    Unless he didn’t want Nanette completely immune to his tricks, she thought. He didn’t want her to take his place.

    “Bones,” Nanette managed. “Bones and blood.”

    “Take a deep breath,” Emily advised. She could still feel the spell, woven into the school’s wards and backed by the power of the Ashworth Nexus Point. “Do you want a drink?”

    “He had me.” Nanette’s breathing came in fits and starts. “He nearly had me.”

    Emily wanted to offer comfort, but she had no idea what to say. Instead, she drew her canteen from her belt and pressed it against Nanette’s lips. Her entire body was quivering unsteadily, sweat beading on her exposed skin. Emily waited for Nanette to take a long drink, then took a sip herself. Void had drilled her relentlessly in protecting herself from mental attack. And yet, she’d come very close to losing outright.

    “We need to move,” Nanette said, as she forced herself to straighten. “And quickly.”

    She pushed the door closed and tapped it with her wand, again. The door melted back into the stonework, completely invisible. Emily was impressed. Her head was pounding, and she didn’t dare try to open her senses for fear of letting the compulsion spell get back into her mind, but she was sure no one could so much as guess the door was there. Even if they got a hint of its existence, they’d need to spend hours - days, perhaps - looking for it. Aurelius had done a good job.

    Nanette stumbled slightly as she led the way down the corridor. Emily briefly considered suggesting she remain behind, but Nanette was the only one who knew where the secret passageways and compartments were concealed. The tunnels were dark, lit only by flickering torches that seemed constantly on the verge of blinking out. It was hard to navigate, even with magic. The shadows ebbed and flowed like living things, making it hard to see. Emily wished they hadn’t broken the lanterns. She knew from experience that night-vision spells didn’t work in the tunnels.

    She tensed as they rounded the corner and nearly walked into two students, a boy and a girl. They wore the uniform she remembered - a knee-length skirt for the girl, a pair of dark trousers for the boy - but... there was something odd about them. Their faces were blank as they walked down the corridor, moving as if they were unaware of each other’s presence. They were neither too close nor too far apart... it looked as if they were puppets dangling from strings. She smiled, then shivered. It was far too close to the truth for her peace of mind.

    Don’t touch them, her mind yammered. Don’t touch them and they won’t know you’re here.

    The air of unreality grew stronger as the two students walked past her, eyes fixed on something only they could see. Emily had learnt the hard way to pay attention to her surroundings in Whitehall, and Mountaintop was even worse. A student who didn’t remain aware of her surroundings at all times was one who might be hexed or jinxed or cursed or simply made the butt of everyone’s jokes... no one, absolutely no one, should simply ignore two grown adult strangers wearing leathers rather than tutoring robes. And yet, the students just walked into the distance. Their gait, from behind, was just as odd.

    “Interesting,” Nanette said, tartly. “They’re advanced alchemical students heading to the alchemy lab.”

    Emily looked at her. “How can you tell?”

    “The badges on their blazers,” Nanette said. “Anyone wearing such a badge has the right to skip lessons, as long as they do the work in the labs instead. And the private labs are down that way.”

    “I’ll take your word for it,” Emily said. “Which way now?”

    Mountaintop became more and more eerie as they made their way through a series of corridors. The students moved in silence, never speaking nor fighting. The prefects stood uselessly by the walls, eyes staring at nothing. The bullies she recalled from her brief time at the school were... doing nothing, just waiting for classes to start. Tutors walked past, faces so blank she knew they were enchanted too. From time to time, she thought she saw flickers of individuality on a handful of faces, but they were gone again before she could try to take advantage of it. The spell was just too powerful for most students to fight. She knew she’d been lucky to keep her thoughts isolated long enough to escape. 

    A row of young students - first years, from their appearance - walked past her in perfect unison. There was none of the rowdy behavior she recalled, none of the harassment from well-born or older students... she would have welcomed it, if she hadn’t seen their blank faces. They hadn’t stood a chance. They’d barely known even a handful of spells - if that - when they’d enrolled. Void had snuffed out their independence and they hadn’t even noticed. How could they?

    “The headmaster is a marvelous man,” she muttered, “and this is the best school I’ve ever been to.”

    Nanette glanced at her. “What?”

    “Never mind,” Emily said. It would take too long to explain. “Where do we go now?”

    “There’s a power focus in here,” Nanette said, as they reached the top of the corridor and stopped outside a solid stone door. “If we check it, we should be able to calculate where the power is going.”

    Emily took up overwatch position and glanced from side to side as Nanette started to break into the chamber. The wards might notice if they cracked the locks, even if it was school tradition to try to break into sealed rooms and wards. Nanette muttered a handful of spells as she carefully tangled the wards, trying to isolate the locks from the network without accidentally setting off the alarms. Emily was impressed. Void had drilled her on breaking into places too, but Nanette was just plain good.

    “Hah.” Nanette stepped back as the door opened. “Got it!”

    “Good,” Emily said. She frowned as she sensed the magic within the room. “Be careful.”

    Nanette stepped inside. Emily followed her, looking around with interest. The chamber was crammed with gemstones, glowing faintly as they channeled immense power through the school’s wards. It was strange to realize it was nothing more than a way station, rather than the source of the power itself. She studied the runes and spell circles carefully, noting how they’d been designed to function without a specific master. The average magician would base their wards on blood, but that would have made life difficult in a school where the headship didn’t remain in a single family. Mountaintop had to use inferior methods instead.

    “Keep an eye on me,” Nanette said, as she knelt by the circle. “If I start to fall, catch me before my head crosses the line.”

    Emily nodded, bracing herself as Nanette reached out a hand. Magic sparkled around her fingertips, the glow lighting up the room. The magic shifted as gemstones brightened and darkened, each one sending a pulse of light across the chamber before darkening again. She waited, ready to catch Nanette if something went wrong. Instead, Nanette pulled back her hand and shook it as the magic faded. She looked a little more confident as she stood once again.

    “They’re bringing the power in through the MageMaster’s office,” Nanette said, slowly. “It is a secure room, but...”

    Emily frowned. She’d assumed Void would put the linked chat parchments - or whatever he was using to channel power from Ashworth Manor to Whitehall - into the old power chamber, but evidently not. The MageMaster’s office would be as secure as the current occupant could make it, yet... every student who fancied himself a sorcerer would try to test himself against the defenses. It would only take one, she reflected, to cause a disaster. Or maybe not. The entire school was entranced. If anyone had a thought about trying to break into the MageMaster’s office, it would be squashed and erased before they had a chance to put it into practice.

    “He might have decided not to risk bringing the power flow directly into contact with the remnants of the old chamber,” Emily said. Hundreds - perhaps thousands - of young magicians had died there. That would leave a mark that wouldn’t fade in a hurry. “Or he might think he didn’t need to bother.”

    “Yeah.” Nanette walked past her, looking more like her old self. “And that might be what he wants you to think.”

    Emily nodded as they slipped back into the corridors. They were empty, without even a single student running to class before the doors were shut and locked. There was no sign of any of the prefects, let alone the proctors she recalled from the months she’d spent in the school. The entire complex was running like clockwork, so perfectly there was no need for any supervision. Her lips quirked as they picked up speed, heading towards the center of the school. It was just like walking through a Borg ship.

    And if this is what he has in mind for the Allied Lands, she reflected, we really do have to stop him.

    “I doubt I can get back into Aurelius’s old chambers,” Nanette said. “Whoever took his place will have wiped the wards down to bedrock, then put them back together from scratch. Can you get into Zed’s rooms?”

    Emily shook her head. “He wouldn’t have keyed me into his wards,” she said. “We were never that close.”

    Nanette shot her a sharp look. “And yet you left the school in his hands.”

    “He was a good choice,” Emily said, flatly. “He was more interested in education than playing political games.”

    The corridor widened suddenly, revealing a warmly lit chamber dominated by an oversized wooden desk. A middle-aged woman sat behind it. She wasn’t much smaller than Emily, but the table made her look like a midget. Her eyes were blank, just like everyone else within the school; she sat as if she were posing for a picture, rather than working or simply pretending to work. There was nothing on the desk; no papers, no parchments, nothing. It struck Emily, suddenly, that the poor secretary, trapped in her own mind, was simply getting up, sitting at her desk and then going back to bed. She had no idea she wasn’t doing anything beyond following orders like clockwork.

    Nanette snickered. “And to think everyone used to fear her.”

    Emily shot her a sharp look as they headed towards the door. “Who was she?”

    “No one really knows where she came from, not originally.” Nanette sounded amused, despite Emily’s disapproval. “Thirty or so years ago, she was appointed as a secretary and started climbing up the ladder. By the time I met her, she was far more than just a secretary. Aurelius told me she did a lot of the administrative work, giving her a great deal of power over the school. She could raise someone up or crush them, if she wished. There weren’t many people who’d cross her. Even Aurelius was a little scared of her.”

    “Really?” Emily wasn’t so sure. “How did she get away with it?”

    “She was strictly neutral, as far as anyone knew,” Nanette said, as she started to work on the door. “She was more interested in keeping the school running, rather than playing petty power games. But” - she winked - “she was already in a good position. She didn’t want to break the spell.”

    Emily helped her to open the door, then inched into the corridor beyond. The compulsion spell felt stronger here, as if the wards the tutors used to preserve a little privacy for themselves had been absorbed into the spell. She kept her mind under tight control and yet, as she kept walking, she could sense more and more power flowing into the school. Void had done a good job. If the power link could be firmly established, Mountaintop could flourish into something new.

    We might have to keep the link open, she thought. It might be better to move the school to one of the reactivated nexus points to the south.

    She stopped outside the MageMaster’s door and braced herself, watching as Nanette started to try to unlock the wards. Zed didn’t seem to have warded himself properly, something that set alarm bells ringing at the back of her mind. Zed was an alchemist and any alchemist fool enough to ignore basic precautions would soon be a dead alchemist. She’d had it drilled into her, time and time again. Zed had enemies. One or more of them would find a way to assassinate - or simply humiliate - him, in hopes of taking his post. And yet... the door clicked open, almost effortlessly. It didn’t feel right.

    Emily peered into the room. It was larger than she recalled; a giant desk, a comfortable chair, walls lined with bookcases... Zed himself sat in his chair, staring at nothing. Behind him, she saw a glowing maze of crystals spinning in a beautiful pattern. The magic was stronger here, strong enough to touch. She could sense it even with her inner eye squeezed firmly closed. The power was flowing through the link and straight into the school.

    “Be careful.” Nanette hissed.

    “I know.” Emily stepped into the room, half-expecting something to spring to life and grab her. “You stay well back.”

    She kept moving forward until she was too close to Zed. He should have sensed her presence - she was invading his personal space - but he showed no reaction. She was almost disappointed. He was as entranced as the rest of his school. And yet... she looked past him, towards the crystal lattice. It was more complex than she’d realized, pieces of glowing crystals moving in and out of pocket dimensions. Void had taken yet another of her concepts and improved upon it.

    And if I pull out the wrong thing, she thought, I’m going to trigger an explosion at both ends of the link.

    Something moved, behind her. She spun around. Zed was standing, blank eyes staring at her. Her mouth was suddenly dry. Something was very wrong. He took a step forward...

    ...And then his body dissolved into a cloud of multicolored light.


    Chapter Twenty-Three

    EMILY STUMBLED BACK, NEARLY CRASHING INTO the lattice. Mimic!

    Panic shot through her mind. They’d been trapped. They’d been lured right into a trap. She’d thought it was too easy... she gritted her teeth as she darted around the lattice, motioning desperately for Nanette to get back. The mimic was nothing more than a glowing cloud of light now, spreading out like a batch of baleful fog. It could go for Nanette as easily as her... perhaps, given that she was trapped, it would go for Nanette first. She raised a shaking hand and cast a cancellation spell, trying to dissolve the spellwork before it was too late. It didn’t work. She snorted as she felt her back pressing against the wall. Void knew what she’d done to stop the first mimic she’d encountered, the mimic that had killed its way through Whitehall. He’d ensured she couldn’t kill this one so easily.

    Zed must be dead, Emily thought, numbly. She’d mourn later, if there was a later. The mimic was wearing his skin.

    She forced herself to think. The mimic’s mere presence was starting to affect her, its magic seeping into hers like water into clothes. Her protections were weakening rapidly, failing one by one. It would eat her alive, consume her flesh and soul, then wear her face until it ran out of power and started to hunt for another victim. It was going to kill her. And yet... it occurred to her, just for a second, that it might be an absurd coincidence. Void had made it clear, to everyone from bounty hunters to his enhanced soldiers, that he wanted to take her alive. The mimic would kill her, as surely as a bullet or curse through the head.

    “Emily,” Nanette shouted. “What do I do?”

    “Get out of the room,” Emily shouted back. The mimic was giving the lattice a wide berth - she assumed that was why it hadn’t simply lunged at her - but it wasn’t giving her any way out. She pressed her fingers against the wall, hoping to find a secret passageway or something... there was nothing. Zed might not have thought to install one. “If it gets me, run and tell the others.”

    She stared into the cloud. It was almost hypnotic, as if the mimic was luring her into its clutches. There was a reason mimics were feared, a reason why so few people - even magicians - realized they were spells rather than living things. It was hard, so hard, to maintain any sort of barrier. The mimic was steadily pressing against her, wearing down her defenses one by one. It was so powerful it was actually burning through the school-wide compulsion spell. She had a feeling that, if she brought it into contact with the lattice, it would either ruin the system beyond repair or cause it to blow up. She didn’t dare take the risk.

    Think, she told herself. It couldn’t be a coincidence. Void had placed the mimic right where he wanted it, a guard dog designed to capture and kill - and interrogate - anyone who stumbled into its web. Hadn’t he thought she’d go to Mountaintop? Or... had he decided it was no longer worth trying to take her alive? There has to be a way out.

    The mimic moved closer. Ice brushed against her skin. Her thoughts started to wander, flickering shadows of memory darting across her mind. The mimic would eat her alive, then wear her face... she shuddered at the implications. There were no limits to how much damage it could do with her face and her memories. Kill Nanette, kill Jade, kill Alassa... her friends wouldn’t know it wasn’t her until it was far too late. And everything she knew, the secrets she’d never dared share with anyone, would be his. Who knew what he’d do with them?

    Her magic flickered and started to die. The mimic pressed closer. Emily cursed under her breath. She could rip the spellwork apart from inside, except trying to get inside would be suicide. There was no way she could pass through the external spell layers without being caught, killed and copied. Unless... icy fingers touched her forehead, a grim parody of affection. Her mind spun in circles. The mimic could have killed her by now... why hadn’t it? Void wasn’t a sadist. He wouldn’t prolong her agony for his own amusement. Did the mimic have enough awareness to make her suffer? Or...

    She forced herself to walk forward before she could think better of it. The mimic seemed to recoil as she stepped into the fog. A flash of triumph and relief shot through her as the spellware tried to retreat. Void didn’t want to kill her. The mimic wasn’t designed to kill her and take her place, merely to take her prisoner. Emily picked up speed, mustering all the magic she could as she forced her way through the outer layers. It felt unpleasant, as if someone were touching every last atom of her body against her will, but it wasn’t painful. She shaped the spell in her mind and cast it, thrusting all the magic she could into the spellware. The mimic flickered - for a moment, she thought she’d failed - and splintered into a thousand pieces of light, which vanished a second later. Emily staggered, her legs suddenly very heavy. She would have fallen to the ground if Nanette hadn’t hurried forward to catch her.

    “A mimic,” Nanette breathed. “Is he insane?”

    “It’s something akin to a mimic,” Emily said. She didn’t really want to go into details. “It was designed to capture me.”

    Nanette shot her a sharp look. “How did he know you’d be coming?”

    Good question, Emily thought. How many people had even known? Too many... Jade, Sergeant Miles, Dater, Melissa, Markus... how many others? Void presumably knew Melissa hadn’t managed to retake her nexus point, which meant she’d have to send someone to Mountaintop. Or... she shook her head. All it would take is one unwitting spy in our camp to pass the secret to him.

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “He might have reasoned that you and I would be the best possible choice.”

    Nanette looked unconvinced. “And Zed? Is he dead?”

    Emily shrugged. The mimic had worn Zed’s face, but it hadn’t shown any of his personality or memories. Void had left it pretending to be entranced, right up to the moment it had sprung the trap. She’d certainly not had any time to test the spell-creature against her memories. It might have been an illusion, little more than the smile on the face of the tiger. Zed was the MageMaster. Killing him out of hand would cause trouble. Void might decide it was safer to merely keep Zed under arrest.

    And who knows, she asked herself, when a first-rate alchemist will come in handy?

    “I don’t know,” she said. “Search the office, see if you can find anything he might have concealed here. I’m going to study the lattice.”

    She turned back to the glowing crystalline structure. Light ebbed and flowed through the lattice, pulsing in time to the distant nexus point. Emily raised a hand, holding it above the network and reaching out with her senses. The power seemed to be coming out of nowhere, right up to the point her mind touched the chat parchment spells directly. She was suddenly very aware of the nexus point and the spells she’d helped install years ago. Void had reprogrammed them to suit himself. He’d certainly had ample time to study them.

    A wash of grief and rage shot through her as she probed the lattice, making absolutely sure she knew how it worked. Void didn’t believe in complexity for the hell of it, unlike too many other charmsmiths and wardcrafters she’d met. He’d crafted the lattice to draw power from the nexus point, then direct it into the wards… taking advantage, she noted grimly, of the spellware the school had once used to draw power from unwilling victims. There would be - there was - a ghastly amount of slop, but it worked. Crude, yet functional. And with very few things that could go wrong.

    He had to have bilocated himself, she thought, as she continued to assess the spellware. He’d have had to time it perfectly, or he would have blown himself and both the manor and the school into dust. He had to do the spellwork on both sides of the link simultaneously.

    She cursed under her breath. In theory, the spellwork could be dismantled easily. It really wasn’t that complex. In practice... it had to be done on both sides of the link. If it wasn’t... either the untouched side would reassert itself or there would be an uncontrolled energy release that would blow up both sides. Void had created a neat little problem. No wonder he hadn’t bothered to camp out on top of Ashworth Manor and Mountaintop or send an army to defend them. Anyone capable of reaching the nexus point would have no trouble realizing what he’d done, or what would happen if they tried to undo it.

    “We have to cut the right wire to disarm the bomb,” she muttered. “The problem is there isn’t a right wire.”

    Nanette looked at her. “What?”

    “Just thinking out loud,” Emily said. She could see what had to be done, but... doing it would be tricky. “Do you have the chat parchments on hand?”

    “Of course.” Nanette dug into her pouch and held them out. “Who do you want to message?”

    “Melissa.” Emily took the parchment and sat down at the desk, focusing as best as she could. “We’re going to have to tackle this very carefully.”

    She took a breath, then started to write out a detailed explanation of what they’d found. Markus was a brilliant charmsmith and Melissa was no slouch herself. They’d understand the problem. Perhaps they could come up with a solution that might work. Emily tossed the problem around and around in her mind, trying to think of something. She didn’t want to bilocate herself and, even if she did, she wouldn’t have the mental link she’d need to make it work. Void had plenty of practice surviving as one mind in two bodies. She knew from grim experience she was nowhere near that good.

    “The spell’s getting stronger,” Nanette warned. “We can’t stay here.”

    Emily nodded, rubbing her forehead. The compulsion spell was starting to threaten her mind again. The mimic had banished it for a short time, but now it was pressing against her defenses again. It was dangerously subtle. She put the thought out of her head as she tried to think. They needed to work in two places at once and it was impossible. Coordinating what they needed to do would be difficult, actually making it work would be harder... she felt a flicker of bitter admiration. Void had tied them in knots. He hadn’t installed a way to remove the spellware because he’d assumed he’d never have to. 

    And if he found that he did, he’d just bilocate himself again, Emily mused. She scowled as she read Melissa’s reply. Markus agreed with her. Emily had rather hoped he’d think of something she’d missed. He can coordinate with himself far better than we can...

    Her thoughts seemed to stop, just for a second. What if they...?

    She hesitated, torn between hope and fear. The idea might work. No, it should. And yet... her hands shook as she considered the possibilities and the risks. It would be incredibly dangerous. It would be... she swallowed, hard. There was a very good chance Melissa would reject the idea out of hand, forbidding her even to try. Even asking... she reached for the chat parchment and slowly sketched out the idea, a suggestion she knew the other girl would hate on principle. There was certainly no guarantee the idea would be worth the risks.

    There was no reply, not at first. Emily waited, running through a handful of meditations to calm herself. Melissa would say yes or no. If yes, they’d try to make the idea work. If no, they’d have to think of something else. Perhaps they could twist the compulsion spell, directing the enchanted staff and students out of the school. It would give them a chance to break free, once they were away from the wards. And then... hopefully, they’d agree to help the army. Perhaps they could abandon the school completely and set up shop somewhere else.

    The chat parchment vibrated, nearly an hour after she’d sent the message. Melissa had agreed.

    “Keep an eye on us,” Emily said, as she stood and headed back to the lattice. “And if we start to fall, drag us back.”

    Nanette frowned. “Us?”

    Emily shook her head. There was no time to explain. Melissa might lose her nerve at any moment... hell, Emily might lose her nerve. The idea of doing a direct mental link with Alassa or Imaiqah or Frieda was terrifying, and she trusted them completely. Melissa and she might be friendly, but they were hardly close. If she hadn’t experimented with soul magic, if she hadn’t known the basics, she would have thought better of the idea.

    She closed her eyes as she stood over the lattice, allowing her thoughts to glide through the chat parchment. She felt Melissa wince as their minds touched, fragments of fear and a desire to break and run washing through them both... Emily wasn’t sure which of them had had the original emotion, let alone reinforced it. She allowed herself a moment of naked admiration as she glided further into Melissa’s mind, effectively taking control. Melissa was terrified. Emily could feel it. And yet, she trusted Emily enough to let down her defenses completely.

    Hurry, Emily’s thoughts whispered.

    Don’t hurry, someone whispered back. Emily wasn’t sure if it was Melissa’s thoughts or if she was being cautioned by her own mind. You only get one shot at this.

    She concentrated, splitting her attention as Void had taught her. It wasn’t easy. Her mind kept rebelling against Melissa... something that puzzled her, given that she was very firmly in control. Melissa had submitted to her without a fight... but then, their minds were so closely entangled that, if something went wrong, they were both going to be hurt. She saw flashes of memory darting through the conjoined mind, memories she tried to ignore as she parsed out the link between Ashworth Manor and Mountaintop. Melissa wasn’t trying to push her out, not deliberately, but her thoughts were trying to free themselves.

    It’s like holding your breath, Emily thought. Void had used the same analogy to explain the problem to her, back in happier times. There’s only so long you can keep from breathing before your body overrides your mind or you pass out through lack of breath.

    The link floated in front of her mind. It was as simple as she’d thought - and yet, it was that very simplicity that made it so dangerous. There was no way to hack the spellware, to quietly reprogram it to the point it could no longer do its job. She had to take it down without causing an explosion. Flashes of alarm shot through her - Melissa’s alarm - as she reached out, her head starting to pound as she kept her attention split in two. Melissa panicked... Emily held her down, mentally, as she went to work. The pain grew sharply, stabs of light darting into her eyes and into her brain... she almost screamed as she took control of the link and, working on both sides, snapped it. A wave of heat washed through her mind - she wasn’t sure it was real - and her defenses started to crumble. She lost control...

    She fell back into her own body, nearly collapsing on top of the darkened lattice. The torches were flickering, threatening to plunge the school into darkness. Her mind ached, yet her thoughts felt surprisingly clear. The compulsion spell was gone. Something crashed in front of her and she looked up, sharply. The lattice was falling to pieces. As she watched, the remnants of the structure hit the stone floor and shattered. The room went dark a second later. She was too tired to cast a night-vision spell.

    Light flared, a lightglobe materializing above Nanette’s fingers and drifting into the air. Her face was grim. Emily wondered, just for a moment, how much Nanette had sensed. The magic had been complex, yet... much of it had been contained within the chat parchments and the conjoined minds. She supposed it didn’t matter. They’d cut the link, without blowing up the school. They’d won.

    “You did it,” Nanette said. “How?”

    “I took control of Melissa and used her body to cut the link on her side, while I did the same here,” Emily said. Her body shook with exhaustion. The risk had been great... too great. She wasn’t sure Melissa would ever forgive her for so much as suggesting they link their minds together, let alone actually doing it. Markus wouldn’t be very pleased, either. He’d always been a practical man, but there were limits. “It worked.”

    Nanette stared. “You...”

    Emily heard someone scream outside and swore under her breath. The spell was gone and that meant... the school was free. And that meant...

    “Come on,” she said. They could argue about what she’d done later, if Nanette wanted to argue. Emily knew she’d done far more ruthless things, without so much as bothering to ask for informed consent. “They’re going to need our help.”

    “I think I’ll keep my head down,” Nanette said, dryly. “You do realize they might remember me?”

    “You look very different,” Emily assured her, with the private thought there was no might about it. “Keep your magic masked and you should be fine.”


    Chapter Twenty-Four

    “WE DIDN’T REALIZE WHAT HE was doing until it was too late,” Zed said, four hours later. He looked as though he’d been through the wars; his face pale, his hair streaked with sweat, his hands shaking as if they’d never be still again. “Harold Ashworth said he could get us a direct link to his family’s nexus point, no strings attached. We took the deal and let him set up the lattice and then...”

    His voice trailed off. Emily could fill in the blanks. Void - or Harold Ashworth, who had to have been one of Void’s agents - had moved quickly to take control of the school, reprogramming the wards to neutralize the staff and students. Zed himself had been stunned too quickly to do much of anything, which might have saved his life. If he’d put up a fight, Void might simply have disposed of him. The mimic had copied his form, but not his memories. It had nearly been enough to kill her.

    She shuddered. They’d spent hours trying to sort out the mess, only to find themselves overwhelmed by the sheer number of casualties. She’d seen students remaining entranced, trapped in their own minds; students flipping out and throwing hexes and curses at enemies who existed only in their imaginations; students sitting in pools of their own urine or vomit, sobbing helplessly as they realized what had happened. The older students had seen themselves as masters of the known universe, so powerful they could brush aside the vast majority of people with a snap of their fingers. It was humiliating to realize that they’d been brushed aside so easily. Void hadn’t even set out to personally torment them. They’d simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

    And we aren’t going to be able to get much help from them, she thought. A few dozen staff and students were in relatively decent shape, but the rest were in no state for a fight. We might have to abandon Mountaintop before Void does something more drastic to take the school off the gameboard.

    “I’m glad you came,” Zed said. “We owe you thanks.”

    “You’re welcome,” Emily said. She glanced at Nanette. Zed hadn’t recognized her, to Emily’s relief. It would have made things far too complicated. “You need to evacuate the school.”

    Zed stared at her. “And go where?”

    “Heart’s Eye,” Emily said. “Or Zangaria. Somewhere - anywhere - else.”

    “It might be difficult to organize right now,” Zed said. His hands were shaking again. “But we will do what we can.”

    “Good.” Emily met his eyes. “There isn’t time to waste. Void knows what we’ve done. He’ll be coming for you as soon as he can put something together.”

    Which might not be very long at all, she added, silently. The school’s wards are gone. The staff are in no condition to defend themselves, let alone the students. And we don’t even have time to set up a ward-powering lattice of our own.

    She frowned, thinking hard. “And... I was wondering if you had something I could borrow... well, beg. I can hardly promise to return it.”

    Zed smiled, weakly. “Anything.”

    Nanette snickered. Emily shot her a sharp look.

    “Wildfire,” she said. “Do you have the base potions here?”

    “Yes.” Zed said nothing for a long, cold moment. “You do understand the dangers?”

    Emily nodded. Wildfire was something of an ultimate weapon, a potion that triggered a blaze that consumed magic itself. A sorcerer who was caught in the flames would burn to death. A warded building that caught fire would be reduced to ashes within minutes. She’d heard all the warnings, well before she’d seen the potion in action. If someone had an accident with Wildfire, in Whitehall or another school of magic, they’d blow the entire building into a colossal fireball. It would go up like a small nuclear bomb.

    Or a nuke-spell, she thought. We might need it, if there’s no other choice.

    She didn’t blame Zed for hesitating. Wildfire was freakishly expensive. There weren’t many alchemists who could brew the seven base potions, let alone put them together into a single potion and aim it at the target. Even the most daring alchemist would hesitate to mess with something so potent... she was mildly surprised Zed had the base potions on hand. But then, Mountaintop produced combat sorcerers. They’d need to see Wildfire in action before they took it into battle.

    “I can give you what I have,” Zed said. “But there isn’t very much of it.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. “We won’t use it unless there’s no other choice.”

    Zed nodded. “Stay and help with the wounded,” he ordered Nanette. “I’ll take Emily to the alchemical labs.”

    Nanette didn’t bother to object. Emily nodded to her, then followed Zed out of the room and through a maze of stone corridors. The torches were gone, but a handful of lightglobes bobbled in the air, casting an eerie white light over the scene. The chambers were madhouses, students shouting or crying or simply still deeply entranced. A handful of staff and students who seemed to have come through the ordeal unharmed were doing what they could, but there were just too many patients for them to cope. She shuddered as she saw a young girl, her cheeks streaked with tears as she levitated a handful of the entranced students and glided them out into the corridor. The poor girl was one of the lucky ones... it seemed perverse to even think of her as lucky. She might never recover from what Void had done to her.

    “I can ask Melissa or Caleb to send volunteers to help,” she offered. She kicked herself, mentally, for not making the arrangements before they broke into Mountaintop. In hindsight, the need for a caretaker staff should have been obvious. “Even moving the worst of the affected out of the school would be very helpful.”

    “Please.” Zed laughed, harshly. “Is there anywhere safe these days?”

    “Probably not, no,” Emily said, after a moment. The Allied Lands had been teetering towards anarchy even before Void had launched his bid for power. He’d insisted war had been inevitable, and she had a nasty feeling he’d been right. “But we have to try.”

    She hung back as they passed through the advanced alchemical labs - dark and cold, suggesting they hadn’t been touched since the school had been occupied - and into the storage chambers. The wards pulsed angrily, pressing against her mind as if she were an unruly student. She was surprised the wards were still in place, although she was fairly sure Zed and his fellows would have made certain they weren’t linked into the school’s overall network of wards. A sudden power drain would have left the storage chambers defenseless, allowing students to come and take whatever they liked. She had no doubt there were students ignorant or crazy enough to take anything, no matter the dangers. Professor Thande had openly admitted that anyone with a yen for alchemic research could be expected to push the limits as far as they would go.

    Zed hadn’t taken any chances, she noted with a flicker of approval. The first set of wards let them into the outer chambers, but they had to go through three more before they reached the final set of wards. Someone had written dire warnings in Old Script, burning the words into the stone and then charming them to make sure they stayed firmly in place. She parsed the message carefully, rolling her eyes. Discipline was harsh in magic schools, and she’d felt the cane herself several times, but there were limits. The idea of a student being hung, drawn and quartered - and then expelled - struck her as absurd. There was no point in expelling a dead student.

    Although, with magic, the student might be able to survive long enough to be expelled, she mused, as Zed started to open the wards. And the threat has to be extremely dire to keep the students from risking the entire school.

    The doors opened, revealing a tiny compartment little larger than her bedroom. She peered over Zed’s shoulder, eying jars and bottles of eye-wateringly expensive potions ingredients that only schools, and perhaps the richest of the magical families, could afford in almost any quantity. She was mildly surprised Void hadn’t looted the chamber, although she knew he’d done a great deal of research into duplicating the magic of potions without actually brewing the potions themselves. He might have thought he had all the time in the world or... it was possible, she supposed, that the wards protecting the chamber would have broken the compulsion spell. One of them was certainly designed to free students from the influence, if someone turned them into unwitting pawns. She’d seen that happen, too.

    “The bottles are as solid as we can make them,” Zed said. He took a metal basket from the shelf and started to take the bottles off the shelf. “However, they are not charmed to be unbreakable. They can’t be. If you drop one, you will find the rest of the potions are effectively useless.”

    “At least until the missing one can be replaced,” Emily said. “How long will the magic last?”

    Zed hesitated. “These were brewed a year ago and bottled immediately. In theory, they should last at least two more years as long as the seal remains airtight. In practice... I intended to replace them at some point within the next year, using these bottles for lessons or simply passing them to the White Council. Dropping them on a necromancer would have been very satisfying.”

    “The necromancers are gone,” Emily said. “And so is the White Council.”

    Zed grimaced. “And so everyone will start fighting again, as if they weren’t already,” he predicted. He passed her the basket, then stepped back and started to replace the wards. “There is no shortage of people who think they should be the ones in charge and everyone else should do whatever they’re told.”

    “A fairly common delusion,” Emily commented.

    “Indeed.” Zed motioned for her to leave the chamber, then retreated after her, sealing the wards as he went. “Your master might just be the first of many.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. “We’ll worry about that after we win the current war.”

    “I hoped to keep Mountaintop neutral,” Zed said. He picked up another basket, then started to collect more potions. “And now the school is ruined.”

    “We can run another power link to you, once the war is over,” Emily said. “You don’t have to abandon the school permanently.”

    “We may not have a choice,” Zed said. “The board isn’t going to want to run another link into the school, not after what happened with the last one. And without a fairly major source of power, it’s difficult to run a school. We had so many problems doing as much as we did that...” He shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Right now, you have other problems.”

    Emily said nothing as he walked past her, leading the way back to his office. The chambers looked to be slowly getting under control, although many of the students looked as if they’d been through the wringer too. They’d need to shower and change their clothes, she reflected, and she wasn’t sure showers were even possible. The school had used magic to warm the water and direct it through the pipes and... she wasn’t sure there was enough magic left to light the torches, let alone heat the water. She shuddered at the thought. If they couldn’t even get water to pump...

    We’re going to have to make careful note of everything that happened here, she thought, grimly. And then we’ll be better prepared when the time comes to retake Whitehall.

    They passed a handful of older students assisting younger ones - that was an improvement over the dog-eat-dog attitude she remembered - and stepped back into the office. Nanette was nowhere to be seen. Emily hoped she was helping with the wounded as she sat down at the desk, found one of her chat parchments and scribbled out a quick note to Melissa and Caleb. It wouldn’t be hard to open a portal from Heart’s Eye to Mountaintop, now the wards were gone. They were too far from Whitehall - she hoped - for Void to jam the portal. She should have enough time to get an emergency crew through the portal and into the school, then evacuate as many as possible before they ran out of time. Perhaps Void would simply let them go. He had to know Mountaintop couldn’t help or hurt him any longer.

    The parchment vibrated. Emily smiled. Caleb had promised help. Her lips twitched as she remembered how determined Mountaintop had been, once, to hide its exact location. That was going to have to change. Caleb would need to know where to open the portal. Besides... the secret was already out, even if it wasn’t spreading as fast as one might expect. The White Council and its agents had always known the truth. 

    “I’ll tell him to set up the portal, linked to a beacon,” Emily said. Heart’s Eye was going to be overwhelmed with refugees, but... she shook her head. There was enough manpower - magical as well as mundane - at the university to keep matters under control. The students might even be interested in attending the university, rather than going back to Mountaintop when the school was safe again. “That should make things easier.”

    “Quite.” Zed smiled, although she wasn’t sure what was funny. “The Board is going to have trouble deciding what they’re actually going to fire me for.”

    Emily was too tired to smile. “Do you think they’re actually going to sack you?”

    “I can’t see how they can avoid it.” Zed sat, resting his shaky hands on his lap. “They weren’t that happy with my appointment, not in the first place. The only reason they didn’t push for my resignation was that I was neutral, and while they disliked me, they didn’t see me as a tool of their enemies. I had enough time to prove I could handle the job without taking sides. But right now... I was the one who let them bring the lattice into the school, and I was the one who lost control of everything, including myself, without a fight. And now... the school is in ruins. It’s hard to see how they can be expected to leave me in place.”

    “I can argue for you,” Emily offered. She’d put him in place. “If I speak to them...”

    “They’ll harden their hearts against me,” Zed said. “They weren’t too happy with how I got the job, as I said. Better to let them think about it while I work to evacuate the students and rebuild what I can.”

    “Let me know if that changes.” Emily stood, brushing down her dress. “I’ll go set up the beacon.”

    “Put it in the gym,” Zed said. “There should be enough room to open the portal without threatening what’s left of our structural integrity.”

    Emily nodded, then hurried through the door and down to the gym. The chamber had always struck her as surprisingly large - and hostile. She’d never enjoyed gym class as a young girl and here, it somehow managed to be worse. The thought made her smile as she dug through her pack to find the beacon, then put it in place and triggered the spell. The portal formed moments later, a pair of combat sorcerers stepping through first. Emily greeted them, then stepped back to allow the remainder of the team to arrive. They’d start evacuating the school after they’d taken control of the situation.

    She sensed something behind her and glanced back, somehow unsurprised to see Nanette standing there. “I spoke to some of the students, the ones who made it through the ordeal without serious trauma,” Nanette told her. “A number have volunteered to accompany us back to the army, rather than go to Heart’s Eye. I was trying to convince the dueling mistresses to come too, but they think they have to look after the students.”

    “They do,” Emily said. She fought down the urge to yawn. The army wouldn’t have reached the valley yet, let alone begun the advance to Dragon’s Den. Her most optimistic estimates suggested it would be at least three more days before the troops crossed the border. And who knew what would happen then? “We have a couple of days. We can take our time to recruit, once the situation is under control.”

    “I suppose.” Nanette yawned, loudly. “Do you think there’s a bed in Heart’s Eye?”

    “Or here,” Emily said. She yawned herself. Teleport lag was starting to catch up with her. It was mid-afternoon, local time, but her body was insisting it was nearly midnight. “I’m sure we can find somewhere to sleep, once the worst of the wounded are on their way to Heart’s Eye.”

    “Me too,” Nanette said. “You should probably look for a bed now. You’ll need to be fresh and rested if - when - he decides to intervene.”

    Emily shrugged. She needed to sleep but looking for a bed now felt selfish. She was tired - there was no point in denying it - yet many of the students were traumatized or worse. They needed urgent care and support, while she just needed rest. And yet, Nanette had a point. It was only a matter of time before the next crisis. She needed to be in a fit state to meet it.

    “We’ll go find a bed once the rest of the emergency team is here,” she said, finally. “And then we’ll head back to the army when it reaches Dragon’s Den.”

    “Yep.” Nanette grinned. “I think we’ve done all the damage we can here.”


    Chapter Twenty-Five

    “WELCOME BACK,” SERGEANT MILES SAID. “YOU’RE just in time.”

    Emily nodded, wincing slightly at the bright sunlight. The army had camped for the night just before the border, ensuring it wasn’t - yet - within range of Dragon’s Den. It was a legal technicality, more than anything else. A man on foot wouldn’t need more than an hour to walk up the valley and reach the outskirts of the town, then another hour to get to Whitehall. The valley wasn’t narrow enough to cause real problems, but there was no way to hide the simple fact it was going to funnel most of the army into a relatively small space. The combination of the town - and its high concentration of magic-users - and the greenwood on the far side was going to make maneuvering impossible. And yet, there was no other way to reach Whitehall.

    “Good.” Emily passed him the Wildfire bottles. “Have there been any more clashes?”

    “Nothing serious,” Sergeant Miles assured her. “The rebel armies joined forces and continued to shadow us, but made no attempt to either block our advance or drive us out of the country. A handful of shots were exchanged with bandits, up and down the road, but nothing really dangerous. The one man we caught had been declared outlaw well before the revolution. He honestly didn’t have the slightest idea what was going on.”

    He shrugged as he led them towards the command tent. “Dater is not in a good mood,” he added. “Watch your back.”

    Emily grimaced. “How’s he been?”

    “No one’s said anything to his face, but there’s been a great deal of mockery behind his back,” Sergeant Miles said. “A couple of his heralds have been trying to spread a story about him letting you turn him into a frog, just to convince the rebels of our good faith...”

    Nanette snickered. “Is there anyone, anyone at all, dumb enough to believe that?”

    “No.” Sergeant Miles shrugged. “The heralds were roundly jeered. They actually made things worse. I’ve tried to smooth things over, but... it didn’t work. I don’t know if Dater told Mariah...”

    “She’ll have sources of her own within the army,” Nanette predicted. “The girl isn’t stupid.”

    “The queen,” Emily corrected.

    “And her power rests on a very shaky foundation,” Nanette said. “If she doesn’t have a good intelligence network, she’ll be overthrown before her froggy husband gets back to her.”

    Sergeant Miles scowled. “Don’t you start,” he said. “It’s been hard enough convincing some of the junior officers to give it a rest.”

    He glanced at Emily. “I told him I beat you black and blue, but I don’t think it made any difference,” he added. “He’s too prideful to accept anyone trying to step in and settle matters, rather than leaving them in his hands.”

    Emily kept her thoughts to herself as they reached the command tent and stepped inside. Jade, Dater and General Pollack - who’d arrived shortly after the army had passed through Curran - were gathered around a map table, while a handful of officers and messengers she didn’t recognize were standing against the canvas. Emily heard one of them snicker and winced inwardly, silently prepping her defenses. Dater could put a blade - or a dagger - in her if he tried, although Jade or Sergeant Miles would kill him immediately afterwards. She met his eyes and flinched as he looked away, refusing to make eye contact. Guilt flared within her, mingled with the grim awareness she’d had no choice. If she’d let him charge the crowd...

    I’ve broken him, she thought, numbly.

    “Welcome back,” Jade said. “General?”

    General Pollack indicated the map, then cleared his throat. “We’ve reached the border, to all intents and purposes. Once we cross, we will be committed. We will have no choice but to march through Dragon’s Den and head up the valley to the school. We do not expect to be allowed to pass freely.”

    “We will be, technically, in violation of the Compact,” Jade added. “The town might try to deny us passage.”

    Sergeant Miles snorted. “You do know how to sugar-coat a shit sandwich, don’t you? The townsfolk can and do have the power to stop us dead, if they stand against us.”

    Emily glanced at him, concerned. He hadn’t struck her as a man on the edge earlier, but now... she wondered, suddenly, if he’d relaxed his control over his magic a little now that she’d returned to the army. She wanted to ask, but... not now. Instead, she looked at the map. The situation was no better than she’d thought. The army would have to follow a predictable path to the school, one that offered plenty of chances for Void - or the townsfolk - to stop them. There was no way around the Dragon’s Den.

    “Yes, Sergeant,” Jade said. “And yet, we cannot let them stand in our way.”

    “We have enough magical power to blast our way into the town,” General Pollack said, “but the cost would be appallingly high. We might have to destroy the town in order to save it.”

    Emily shivered. She couldn’t remember who’d said that first, but... she grimaced. It didn’t matter. They needed Dragon’s Den intact, or as intact as possible. Her house - and the chat parchments she’d hidden there, along with a few other things - had to be recovered. If she could get them back, she might be able to make contact with Frieda or simply slip her mind into Whitehall and weaken the wards. There were no guarantees, but it was a better idea than some of the other disasters waiting to happen. 

    “What’s actually happening in the town?” Emily lifted her eyes from the map. “Do we have any idea at all?”

    “Intelligence suggests the town council is in charge, but they might just be puppets,” Jade said. “Void wouldn’t care to press the town too hard, not when there are so many magical craftsmen and sorcerers living there. He wouldn’t want them as enemies. He has quite enough already.”

    “They don’t have to be his allies,” Nanette pointed out. “They won’t want us marching through their town, even if they support us.”

    Emily nodded. Magicians guarded their independence jealously. It was rare for a magician to live somewhere where he had to pay homage to an aristocrat, or even a more powerful magician. Dragon’s Den might technically be ruled by Whitehall, but both sides refrained from putting pressure on the relationship. Better to acknowledge a degree of independence than risk starting a conflict both sides would lose, whoever came out ahead.

    “We should at least try to convince them,” she said. “Sergeant Miles and I will ride to the town and ask for permission to pass through the town. If we get it, well and good. If not...”

    She tried not to grimace. The cold, hard facts on the ground dictated they had to pass through Dragon’s Den. Either the townsfolk stepped aside or... or they got brushed aside, which wouldn’t be easy with so many magicians living there. They might win the battle, only to take so many losses they couldn’t push through to Whitehall, or lose outright. And who knew what would happen then?

    “I’ll prepare the troops to advance,” General Pollack said. “The combat sorcerers will have to be in the van.”

    “Warn the troops they really have to behave themselves,” Jade said. He visibly bit down on another comment, probably a remark on the dangers of molesting women who could - and would - turn men into frogs. “We don’t want to cause an incident while we’re marching through this town.”

    “No,” General Pollack agreed. “We don’t need more enemies.”

    Emily listened as they discussed what she had to say to the townsfolk, then walked outside with Nanette and Sergeant Miles. Dater hadn’t said anything to her - and he’d barely participated in the discussion - but... she shook her head. She’d worry about it later, if they managed to get through the next few days. Sergeant Miles spoke briefly to the grooms, leaving Emily and Nanette alone. Nanette seemed unconcerned by the prospect of trying to force their way into the town.

    “I’ll slip through ahead of you,” she said, quietly. “You might need me there, if they refuse to see reason.”

    “Good luck,” Emily said.

    Sergeant Miles looked oddly... wrong as they mounted up and rode out of the camp, spurring the horses into a gallop as they headed up the valley. The air sparkled with magic, reminding her of the very first time she’d stepped outside Whitehall and found herself exploring the lands around her. The memories made her smile. The world had seemed so simple back then, even though she knew it wasn’t true. Jade and Cat and she had explored so much of the mountains - and the countryside - before they’d left for the world beyond. She felt an odd flicker of wistfulness. She’d never thought of herself as innocent, but... in truth, she’d been a babe in arms.

    The road seemed to narrow, before widening suddenly to reveal Dragon’s Den. The town was laid out in front of her, the outer edges blurring into the surrounding countryside and the hills that, eventually, turned into the Craggy Mountains. Magic hissed through the air, sharpening as the defenses came into view. The townsfolk had barricaded the streets, then layered charm after charm on top of their defenses to make them close to impregnable. It looked slightly ramshackle, but she knew better. There were more than enough spells woven through the barricade to make up for any weaknesses. A mundane army that tried to attack the town wouldn’t get a single man over the walls.

    She reached out with her senses as the horses slowed to a trot, then stopped. The town was glowing with spells, including some that were clearly linked to batteries. She’d known that secret was out, but it still pained her. There was going to be a hell of a lot of carnage when the army hit the city, hundreds - perhaps thousands - of people on both sides slaughtered like bugs. A cluster of men in fancy robes - city councilors - stood by the roadside, just outside the barricade. She wondered, suddenly, if they remembered her. It had been a long time since any of them had seen her face to face.

    The ones I met years ago might have moved on, she thought. The town wasn’t precisely a democracy - there were too many magicians for democracy to work - but no one was allowed to remain a councilor forever. And the new ones might never have met me.

    Sergeant Miles slipped to the ground. Emily followed, trying not to show her aches and pains as they made their way towards the welcoming committee. The town would have known for days the army was on the way - their wards would have detected the advance, if they hadn’t been tipped off by people on the northern side of the border - and there was no point in pretending otherwise. She hadn’t expected their approach to be undetected, let alone for them to get into the town without being challenged. She’d considered asking permission to enter, as a resident of the town, but it seemed unlikely that they wouldn’t try to stop her. She was, perhaps, the most wanted person in the world.

    They may or may not know the truth, she told herself. But with Void up there, they have to be careful of what they do.

    A stocky woman wearing a long white robe, a black tricorn hat and a fancy gold chain stepped forward. Emily could sense the magic on her, enough to ensure she was taken seriously by the rest of the town. The magical population generally accepted women as equals - or had the sense to keep dissenting opinions to themselves - but the mundanes often had different views. If she’d reached the top of the ladder, here and now, she was someone who had to be taken seriously.

    “Lady Mayor.” Sergeant Miles dropped a bow. “Thank you for meeting us.”

    The mayor nodded curtly, then looked at Emily. “Lady Emily, is it not?”

    “Yes.” Emily hid her surprise. She wasn’t often recognized so quickly. Perhaps the mayor had seen her before, at Whitehall or... she put the thought aside. It didn’t matter. “We come in peace.”

    “You brought an army,” the mayor said. “That’s not exactly peaceful.”

    Sergeant Miles cleared his throat. “I am not a diplomat,” he said, “so I’ll be blunt. We intend to take the army through the valley to Whitehall, then depose Void and liberate the school before he can complete his conquest. If you let us pass through peacefully, we will not harm any of your citizens or take anything from you. If you refuse to let us pass, we will have to seize the roads by force. It would result in a great deal of death and destruction.”

    “You are very definitely not a diplomat,” the mayor said, mildly. “Let me be equally blunt. This town is used to maintaining its independence, from Grandmasters and Kings alike. We will not permit an army to move through our territory without permission.”

    “We are asking for your permission,” Emily said. She resisted the urge to point out there were very definite limits to the town’s independence. “If you give it to us, we can proceed without incident.”

    “You have come with an army,” the mayor said. “You are asking for my permission at knifepoint.”

    “We couldn’t not bring the army,” Emily said. She briefly considered trying to slip the infantrymen around the town, then decided it would take far too long to build up a force outside the castle even if Void let them do it unmolested. “Time is not on our side.”

    “And yet, you didn’t try to send a message ahead of time,” the mayor said. Her voice was calm, but Emily could hear a hint of mockery behind her pleasant smile. “You could have gotten a rider to us very quickly, if you couldn’t teleport.”

    “He kept you from teleporting, too,” Sergeant Miles pointed out. “Didn’t he?”

    The mayor looked, just for a second, as if she’d bitten into a lemon. “Yes.”

    “Quite.” Sergeant Miles looked at the defenses, then back at her. “Like I said, I will be blunt. We need to move through the town and those... barricades... are not going to stop us for more than a few minutes. Trying to defend the town would be a mistake.”

    Emily sensed his magic starting to flicker, his anger pulsing on the air. She gritted her teeth, unsure of what to do. The mayor could sense it as well. There was no way she couldn’t. And if she made things worse...

    “We can take the army through your walls, in a relatively orderly fashion, and no one will get hurt,” Sergeant Miles continued. His magic was growing stronger. “Or we can break your walls, leaving the remainder of the town exposed to us. It won’t end well.”

    The mayor stared at him for a long, cold moment. “And you are threatening the entire town?”

    Sergeant Miles glared back at her. “You cannot stop us. All you can do is prolong the agony and cost us lives, magic and materiel. If you do that, in contravention of the laws of war, you have no protections afterwards and...”

    His magic spiked. Emily put a hand on his arm as the mayor took a step back. It was going to blow...

    “Talk to the rest of the council,” she said, quickly. “Ask them to talk to their people, to take a vote on it. We’ll give you until dawn to decide. Send a messenger to the camp if you want to give us passage. If not, we’ll try to limit the damage as much as possible.”

    “We’ll discuss it,” the mayor said, tightly.

    Emily pulled Sergeant Miles back, hoping and praying he’d be able to pull his magic back under control. If he lost it here, in full view of the walls... she allowed herself a moment of relief as he followed, his hands twitching uncontrollably. His condition was growing worse and there was nothing she could do... she considered, again, trying to touch his mind, but she’d promised she wouldn’t. And if she tried, he wouldn’t thank her when he realized what she’d done.

    She feared they’d be hexed as they remounted their horses and galloped back down the valley, but the defenders let them go. Emily felt a moment of sympathy. The mayor wasn’t in an easy position. Her supporters wanted to fight, her detractors would condemn her for any hint of weakness... and Void, only a few short miles away, might drop a hammer on her if she tried to avoid conflict. And yet, Sergeant Miles was right. It would be very difficult to prevent the troops sacking the town if they had to pay in blood for the walls, particularly if the defenders had resisted well past the point of sanity.

    We’ll just have to keep reminding them what happened to Dater, she thought, as the army camp came into view. And hope the lesson sinks in.

    Jade greeted them at the command tent. “Any luck?”

    “I gave them until dawn,” Emily said. She allowed him to show her to her tent, set up next to the sergeant’s. There was no sign of Nanette. Emily hoped that meant she was already in town. “Hopefully, they’ll see sense.”

    “We’ll prepare for an assault,” Jade said. “And if they don’t see sense, the assault will get very bloody.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “Do what you can, please. They didn’t ask to be caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.”

    “No,” Jade agreed. He sounded tired. “But the sad truth is that the world rarely cares about such things.” 


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    “THEY DIDN’T SEND A MESSENGER,” Sergeant Miles said. He spat as he chewed his way through field rations. “Dumb bastards.”

    Emily eyed him, feeling her heart clench. Dragon’s Den was in their way. They had to go through it and that meant... she shuddered, thinking of the forces the townspeople could mass in their defense. Void didn’t seem to have interfered much with the town - it wasn’t clear how much the locals knew about what had happened at Whitehall - but he hadn’t had to. Dragon’s Den was a bottleneck, forcing anyone who wanted to deal with him to deal with the town first. He could rely on the magicians to defend their territory.

    At least, until we crush their defenses, Emily thought. The batteries and valves from Heart’s Eye - and a bunch of other weapons - were already on their way to the front lines. They might see sense after we punch through the barricades and break into the town itself.

    She shuddered, again. Jade had made it very clear to the troops that they were to behave themselves - and pointed out, time and time again, just what had happened to Dater - but she feared the worst. The townspeople wouldn’t be passive, even after the defenses were crushed. There were going to be incidents and some of them might turn into full-fledged riots and uprisings. Dragon’s Den had enough magicians to make an uprising very nasty.

    Sergeant Miles stood. “Are you ready?”

    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Emily said. She stood, brushing down her leathers. She’d half-hoped Nanette would work a miracle - she hadn’t heard anything from the older girl after they’d parted ways - but nothing had happened. Not that she’d seen. “If this doesn’t work...”

    “It will.” Sergeant Miles cut her off. “It has to work.”

    Emily’s stomach churned as they walked out of the camp and up the road to the front lines. The combat magicians - volunteers from Heart’s Eye, Mountaintop and a dozen cities - had pushed the lines as close to Dragon’s Den as possible, without crossing the boundary that separated it from the kingdom. She supposed all the old treaties were nothing more than ink on paper now, if they’d ever been anything else. The refugees who’d fled the uprisings and gathered outside the town, hoping and praying the rebels wouldn’t test the magical defenses, were gone. Emily hoped they’d managed to find a way back to their homes, or perhaps headed across the Craggy Mountains in hopes of starting a new life. The locals ahead of her had been reluctant to let more than a handful of refugees through the barriers, citing the dangers of letting them overwhelm the town. Emily understood all too well. Dragon’s Den would run out of food very quickly if it suddenly had hundreds of additional mouths to feed.

    “We’ve been making our preparations as obvious as possible, in hopes of intimidating them into surrender,” Jade said, grimly. He stood next to Sienna, who’d taken command of the magicians. “So far, there’s been nothing from the defenders.”

    “No,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “They believe their defenses can keep us back indefinitely.”

    Emily grimaced as she cast an eye over the barricades. They looked flimsy to the naked eye. A single round of grapeshot would be enough to bring them down. But, when she looked at them through her senses, she could see the magic layered over the barricades, a combination of spells to keep the barriers in place and lash back at anyone who tried to cross without permission. The buildings beyond glowed with wards, the magic so powerful that it was easy to sense despite the obscurification charms covering the town. It wasn’t elegant - and, under normal circumstances, would have drawn endless mockery from the rest of the magicians - but it was intimidating as hell. 

    Sienna didn’t look at her. “Lady Emily, the magicians and their... supplies are in place,” she said. “We can begin the offensive upon command.”

    Emily glanced at Jade. “Is there any point in asking them to surrender?”

    “No.” Jade shook his head. “We’re not obliged to send them any further warnings. They know we’re here. They’ll have spied our preparations from a distance. If they’d wanted to surrender, or even tried to negotiate, they would have done it by now.”

    Sergeant Miles cleared his throat. “There’s nothing to be gained from any further delay,” he said. His magic spiked, flickers of power darting through the air. “Right now, all we’re doing is giving them time to tighten their defenses.”

    Emily swallowed. She didn’t want to order the offensive to begin. She didn’t want to unleash forces that were likely to reduce the entire town to smoking rubble. She didn’t want to kill hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people, even if it was in the name of the greater good. The vast majority of the townspeople were just trying to survive, too stubborn to surrender or too fearful of the consequences if they did...

    You don’t have a choice, her thoughts reminded her. They sounded very much like Nanette or Void. They’re blocking our way to Whitehall.

    “Do it,” she said.

    Sienna raised her voice. “Begin the assault!”

    Magic spiked. Emily suppressed the instinct to cover her ears, for all the good it would have done, as the batteries fired together. Bolts of lightning and colossal fireballs flashed through the air and rained down on the defenses, blasting their way through the wards through sheer brute force. Emily saw blue light spiraling over the trenches as the wards fought back, dozens of magicians working in unison to hold the magic together as it was hammered time and time again. She doubted they could stop the batteries from cracking the first set of wards, but... she gritted her teeth as the wards were hastily realigned, directing waves of magic harmlessly away from Dragon’s Den. Someone on the other side was a quick thinker, she conceded, or had spent the last few months considering how to defend their town from a battery-powered attack. A normal offensive wouldn’t have unleashed anywhere near so much power. The ground heaved, sparks of light darting in all directions as the wards shuddered, quivered, and held. Emily was morbidly impressed.

    “Activate the second set of batteries,” Sienna ordered. “Now!”

    The ground shook, again. Emily ducked as the barricades shattered, pieces of debris flying into the air and straight towards the attackers. The pieces were charmed, she noted grimly; they exploded upon contact with the ground. She could sense a dozen magicians behind the former barricade, sniping at the advancing forces with subtle spells designed to break through their protections and strike their hearts. The attackers warded them off, their own protections deflecting most of the charms before it was too late. A handful got through...

    Mourn later, Emily told herself. Right now, you don’t have time.

    Sienna barked orders, pushing the advance forward as the remainder of the barricade collapsed into rubble. The houses on the edge of town glowed with magic, spitting hundreds of spells towards the combat sorcerers. Emily kept her head low, deflecting a pair of charms designed more to humiliate than to kill. She knew from grim experience that the casters weren’t as stupid as they seemed. A simple itching spell - or defecation hex - would be enough to stop an oncoming man, distracting him long enough for something more deadly to take him out. She gritted her teeth as a powerful aversion spell washed through the air, an insane urge to run pervading her mind. The line became ragged, a handful of younger magicians dropping everything and fleeing. Emily winced. They’d be mocked for the rest of their lives.

    “Get back into line, damn you!” Sergeant Miles had no trouble making himself heard, even over the roar of battle. “Get back into line!”

    He raised a battery, locked a valve into place and pointed it at the nearest strongpoint. Emily braced herself as a laser-like spell, massively overpowered, lanced out of the valve and straight into the enemy wards. They popped like a balloon, the building itself exploding a moment later. The defenders had stockpiled deadly potions, Emily guessed, as the flames turned green and blue. She hastily muttered a spell to cover her nose and mouth. The fumes might be deadly. Sergeant Miles tossed the empty battery to one side and produced another, sweeping the laser beam over three more strongpoints before the second battery drained itself dry. Two of the strongpoints exploded, too, while the third merely collapsed in on itself. Emily saw a dark figure run out, an instant before it was too late, and flee. Despite everything, she hoped the runaway made it out.

    The flames seemed to grow stronger, flaring brightly as they lashed towards the invading army. The combat sorcerers roared and chanted, summoning water out of the empty air to drench the town. Magic flared as the two sides clashed, the flames seeming to come out ahead an instant before they died into nothingness. Emily recalled that most of the buildings were spelled against fire as well as water... she put the thought out of her head as she saw humanoid figures advancing through the gloom. For a moment, she thought the defenders were marching out to make a stand, then realized it was far worse. A horde of animated statues were bearing down on the invading army.

    “Stand your ground,” Sergeant Miles bellowed. “Hit them hard!”

    Emily shaped a force punch and threw it at the first statue. It staggered, seemingly barely troubled even though she’d hit it with enough force to smash a man into paste. She gathered her magic and hit it again, smashing it into pieces of dust. Sergeant Miles and the other sorcerers did the same, blasting the statues back towards their masters. Emily allowed herself a moment of hope, although - as more statues advanced from the smoke - she couldn’t help noticing they were picking up speed. A conventional army would have been slaughtered, even if they’d had muskets and cannons. She understood, suddenly, why magical towns had traditionally been left unmolested.

    The Compact is a dead letter now, she thought, numbly. The White Council was gone. The Compact was gone, too... just something else that had been swept away by the chaos. And who knows what will happen next?

    She pushed the thought out of her mind as the advance continued, wave after wave of powerful magic crashing through the air. Her head ached, her mouth was dry... she tried not to fall back as the advance started to slow. They were fighting for bare meters of ground, the defenders slowing them down long enough for the next set of defenses to be hastily thrown into position. She saw a line of teenage boys with wands, hurling fireballs towards the army before being swept away with a wave of a sorcerer’s hand. Mundane volunteers, she guessed. She hoped they’d volunteered. It was quite possible the defenders had compelled them.

    The ground heaved, flames spreading through the town. She paused to catch her breath and glanced at Sergeant Miles. His face was cold and hard, but there was a glimmer of... something... in his eyes she didn’t like. A pleasure, almost, in a hard-fought battle... she shuddered, helplessly. Sergeant Miles was good at war - he’d shown it time and time again - but he’d never enjoyed killing. He’d seen too many people savaged by endless wars for that. And yet...

    Surrender, you fools, she thought, as she gathered herself. You’ve made your stand. Honor is satisfied. Give up while you still have a town left.

    “They’re throwing another line into place,” Sergeant Miles said. He seemed to have little difficulty seeing through the haze of magic, remnants of deadly spells unleashed by both sides. It would take weeks to dispel the magic and cleanse the town. “We need to break it. Quickly.”

    Emily nodded as more magicians hurried up behind them, sheltering behind the remnants of a wall. It had once been part of a magician’s house... now, the building was little more than a pile of burnt-out debris. She tried not to look at the charred body on the ground, so badly burnt she couldn’t tell if it had been male or female, magician or mundane. The person had probably thought his defenses would stand up to anything, save perhaps a Lone Power. He’d been wrong. 

    “Stay behind me,” Sergeant Miles ordered. He held up another battery. “And brace yourself.”

    Emily wanted to object as she realized what he had in mind, but it was already too late. Magic spilled out of the wand, washing across the enemy line. Their magic flickered and failed as Sergeant Miles tore their spellware apart, ripping through the line seemingly without effort. The remainder of the magicians ran forward, punching right through while the defenders were distracted. Emily forced herself to stay with the sergeant. He’d channeled the magic right through his mind. Again.

    Sergeant Miles swayed against her. “Barb?”

    Emily held him up. “No.” She didn’t want to look into his eyes, for fear they might be turning red. “It’s me.”

    The sergeant staggered. “I...”

    “Rest,” Emily said. She was tempted to cast a sleep spell, but it would prove fatal if one of the defenders stumbled across him. Besides, he’d never forgive her. “It’s alright.”

    A loud trumpet echoed through the air, playing a handful of notes. Jade started to bark orders, commanding his men to halt. The town was - finally - trying to surrender. Emily guessed Sergeant Miles had done a lot more damage than she’d thought. It wasn’t impossible. The valves could only use brute-force spells, which could be deflected once the defender realized what was happening, but Sergeant Miles had guided his spells to their targets, picking apart wards that should have been able to stand against anything. She held the sergeant up as the fighting slackened, then came to a halt. Moments later, the mayor and two other councilors stepped out of the fog. Her protective armor made it hard to get a sense of her magic.

    “We would like to surrender,” the mayor said. Her voice was sharp and bitter, too sharp. “What are your terms?”

    Jade stepped forward. “Our terms are quite simple. Your defenders are to return to their homes, along with the rest of the population. Anyone who has lost a home in the fighting is to be billeted in someone else’s house, at least until they can be rebuilt. My forces will deal with the fire, occupy vital points within the town and generally impose a curfew. Anyone found outside within two hours will be arrested and detained, anyone who attempts to impede my passage through the town will be executed on the spot. Once the war is over, we will leave the town and you can do what you like.”

    He took a breath. “As long as your people behave themselves, our forces will do the same.”

    “And you will stay here with us,” Emily said, as suspicion hardened into certainty. “Your people can take word back to the council.”

    The mayor nodded. “We accept your terms,” she said. “The council will see to ordering everyone back to their homes.”

    Emily smiled, rather coldly, once the councilors were heading back to the defense lines. “Hello, Nanette.”

    Nanette smiled back. “You’re getting better at spotting me.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. “How did you...?”

    “It wasn’t hard,” Nanette said. She tapped the armor. “The mayor set up a command post within a primary school. Lots of people running in and out. I had no trouble slipping into the building and zapping her in the back the moment I caught her alone, let alone donning her armor and commandeering her protective spells. And then it was just a matter of ordering a surrender before they had time to realize what I’d done.”

    Emily nodded. The mayor had shot herself in the foot when she’d donned her armor. It was hard to be sure who was wearing it, given all the charms woven into the metal, without taking it off. Given time, Nanette would have slipped up - she didn’t know the mayor very well, while the Mayor’s closest allies did - but she hadn’t needed more than a few minutes to arrange for a surrender. How long would it be, Emily wondered grimly, before the townspeople realized they’d been conned? If they stumbled across the real mayor...

    “We’ll take possession of the command post as quickly as possible,” Jade said. He eyed Sergeant Miles, worriedly. “And then we’ll get the troops into place for the final advance.”

    Emily nodded, looking towards the distant mountains. Whitehall was waiting, hidden somewhere within the clouds. Void knew they were coming. He probably already knew the town had fallen. And he might already have a plan...

    She put the thought aside as Sergeant Miles stood up. “You take care of the town,” she said. Jade could handle the surrender, then the occupation. “I have something I want to check out.”

    “Take Nanette with you,” Jade advised. His voice was firm, making it clear he was giving her an order. “You don’t want to be alone.”

    Emily hesitated. Jade was right, she knew he was, but...

    “Very well,” she said. The townspeople would be stunned, then angry. And then they might resort to violence. “I’ll let her get changed, then we can go.”

    “Sure.” Nanette gave her a toothy smile that made Emily want to hit her. “I’ll just go get into something more comfortable.”


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    DRAGON’S DEN FELT... EERIE.

    Emily felt a shiver running down her spine as they walked through the center of town and up to the more upscale district. Dragon’s Den had never slept, not in all the years she’d spent at Whitehall. The town’s selection of shops, pubs, inns, dining halls and brothels had never closed, their owners and staff working in shifts to ensure that students and passing magicians had no trouble whatsoever finding whatever they wanted at any time of the day. She’d spent enough time in the town to know that the locals regarded midnight as just another time, rather than the time everyone should be safely in bed. Dragon’s Den had never had a real curfew. It was unlikely the townspeople would have tolerated it.

    Now... she tried not to shudder as they kept walking. The southern side of the town had been almost completely untouched by the fighting, but the apartments and houses were thoroughly locked down. She couldn’t see anyone - men, women or children - anywhere on the streets, even though she could sense unseen eyes watching them. The richer townspeople had more than enough room for the refugees, but they’d warded their houses so thoroughly that it was unlikely they even knew they were supposed to take them. Emily suspected it was going to lead to trouble as the town recovered after the war. The townsfolk might understand closing the doors to outsiders, but not their fellow townspeople. Their resentment might change the town beyond recognition.

    She took a breath, regretting it instantly. The air smelled of wet smoke and burnt human flesh. The wind was picking up, pushing the stench out of town, but it lingered in the air and her clothes. Dragon’s Den had never smelled good - it had stunk, the first time she’d visited - yet now it was truly terrible. She wished she had a mask or a damp cloth or something. It was ghastly.

    A prickle ran down her spine as she turned the corner and led the way towards her townhouse. Grandmaster Hasdrubal had left the house to her, after his death, and she’d thoroughly warded it... but she’d done it with the help of Void. It wasn’t impossible that he’d either left himself a backdoor in the wards or studied them carefully enough he could use her blood to crack them directly. The outer wards on the walls looked intact, but that was meaningless. She hadn’t bothered to weave truly powerful magic into the walls, nothing beyond simple charms to keep out footpads and prying eyes. Void could - and would - go through them like a hot knife through butter. He could do it with his eyes closed.

    “You’ve let your grass grow,” Nanette observed. “What do the neighbors think?”

    Emily shrugged. The neighbors might not approve of her letting the grass grow as it pleased - it wasn’t as if she spent long enough in the house to care - but it didn’t matter. It was a point of law that everything inside the walls was hers, that it was her own private fortress, that no one - not even a more powerful magician - could tell her what to do with her property. Her neighbors wouldn’t care to set a precedent by asking - or ordering - her to cut the grass, not when it would come back to bite them. And she could do whatever she liked to anyone fool enough to step into the house without permission. No one would give a damn if she turned a thief into a frog permanently, or enslaved him, or simply killed him. The wards surrounding the walls were all the warning a thief deserved.

    She pressed her fingers against the gate, carefully testing the spells before undoing them and pushing the metal aside. Magic sparkled around her fingertips, warm and welcoming. It was her magic. She tested it too, as she opened the gate. Void couldn’t have duplicated her magical signature completely, certainly not perfectly, but it wasn’t impossible he could have done something that would slip through her outer defenses without being caught. And yet, there was nothing. The wards were hers.

    “Good,” she said, although she wasn’t reassured. “We can get into the garden, at least.”

    “Into the jungle, you mean.” Nanette snickered. “Don’t you have any pride in your house?”

    Emily resisted the urge to say something cutting as they walked up the garden path. She’d barely lived in the house, truth be told. A few short months, after her duel with Master Grey... she winced, remembering she’d shared the house with Void. It had been strange to have a father-figure who genuinely liked her, who enjoyed teaching her magic... who she’d had to herself. She’d enjoyed it, even though she’d been recovering from the duel. She wished, not for the first time, that she could go back to the days of her innocence. She hadn’t known, then, what Void was planning.

    She pressed her finger against the doorknob, ready to yank it back at the slightest hint something was wrong. The spells welcomed her... she tensed as she sensed a hint the house had been entered a few, short months ago. None of the more advanced - and dangerous - spells had been activated, which meant... what? Void could have done it, posing as her long enough to get into her house, but... as far as she could tell, he hadn’t left any nasty surprises behind. It wouldn’t have been hard. He could have left a spell behind to stun her or simply teleport her straight into his clutches.

    “Be on your guard,” she said, as the door opened. “Someone was in here before us.”

    Her eyes narrowed, sweeping around the hallway. It was almost exactly as she remembered, from the paintings on the walls to the small pile of books and letters on the table. The air smelt musty, but not musty enough. Someone had definitely been in the house since she’d last visited. She motioned for Nanette to stay on the porch as she inched forward, every sense straining for traps before they could spring. But there were none. The house felt... safe.

    “Stay here,” she ordered. She was tempted to remind Nanette that she had to pledge to hold her hand in Emily’s house, but it was pointless. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

    She ignored Nanette’s questioning look as she made her way up two flights of stairs and into her bedroom. The dust had been disturbed, suggesting the intruder had entered her bedroom and yet... there was something weird about it. The pattern made no sense. She put it out of her mind as she stepped into the giant wardrobe and pushed aside the rows of dresses Queen Marlena had given her in happier times. The safe beyond - it had been a walk-in closet before she’d gone to work on it - was locked, but... she saw the dust and shuddered. It looked as if someone had made his way through the defenses. Her fist clenched. It felt as if she’d been violated.

    The safe’s spells remained intact, but - as she opened them - she realized someone had definitely found the safe and broken through the spells. Her heart sank as she silently listed the missing items. A pair of advanced spellbooks, a small amount of money, a number of tools and her entire collection of chat parchments. Emily swallowed hard, as tears prickled in her eyes. She’d hoped she could use the chat parchments to make contact with Frieda, perhaps even break through the school’s wards. And they’d been stolen... Void. It had to have been Void. No one else could have done it.

    He couldn’t use the chat parchments himself, she thought, although she wasn’t entirely sure that was true. It was theoretically possible to use someone’s blood to hack their chat parchments. But by taking them, he denied them to me.

    She cursed under her breath as she stood, closed the safe and headed for the door. It had to have been Void. Anyone else would have ransacked the house from top to bottom, tearing books off the shelves and paintings from the walls in hopes of finding hidden safes and rare volumes; anyone else would have taken the dresses in the wardrobe, assuming - correctly - that they were worth a great deal of money. A skilled dressmaker could tailor them to anyone, making it hard to prove they’d been stolen. And yet... she shook her head. Void was the only one who could have gotten into the house, then taken the chat parchments and everything else. She supposed she should be glad he’d left the wards in place.

    Nanette looked up at her as she descended the stairs. “Can I come in now?”

    “Yeah.” Emily’s mind was elsewhere. “Just be careful where you sit.”

    She swept through the rest of the house, trying to determine what else was missing. A handful of empty notebooks were gone, along with a couple of advanced textbooks she’d purchased last year and planned to read after she’d completed her apprenticeship. There was nothing particularly special about them, certainly nothing dangerous. Why had Void taken them? The kitchen looked untouched, but the field rations she’d stockpiled were gone. It looked as if Void had paused his search long enough to cook and eat dinner...

    Her lips twitched. At least he washed up afterwards.

    Emily walked back into the living room. Nanette was standing there, studying a damaged portrait of four dark-haired young men. Emily winced, inwardly. Grandmaster Hasdrubal had left the portrait there, for reasons he’d never discussed with her. In hindsight, she wondered if he’d been trying to warn her. One of the young men - the Grandmaster’s brothers - had grown up to be Void. She was mildly surprised he hadn’t asked her to take it down.

    She cleared her throat. “Did you... did you come here with him?”

    “No.” Nanette turned to face her. “I would have told you, if I had.”

    Emily sat in an armchair, gathering herself. “He’s been and gone,” she said. She briefly outlined what had been taken. “And he locked up behind himself.”

    “Odd.” Nanette sat, resting her arms on her lap. “He took what he needed to hamper you, then left. Why didn’t he bait a trap?”

    “I don’t know.” Emily stared at her hands. “He could have woven a trap spell into the wards and I might have missed it, right up until the moment it closed. Or he could have rigged a barrel of gunpowder and hooked it up to a makeshift detonator, relying on the lack of magic to shield it from detection. Or... I don’t know. Perhaps he didn’t see any point in blowing up the house.”

    “Or perhaps he has something really nasty in mind,” Nanette said. “What would you do, if you had access to your enemy’s house?”

    Emily scowled. “What would you do?”

    “It would depend on how much time I had,” Nanette said. “Given a few days, I could turn the house into a death trap.”

    “He had months,” Emily said. The neighbors were very good at not seeing things. Void could have walked through the front gate and no one would have said a word. And once he was inside the house, he could have done whatever he wanted. No one would have even had the slightest hint he was there. “He could have turned the house into... into anything.”

    Nanette made a face. “He could have killed you, if he’d wanted.”

    “Yes.” Emily knew it was true. “I don’t know why he didn’t...”

    “He likes you.” Nanette’s expression darkened. “And here’s something you need to think about. Are you ready to kill him?”

    Emily had been trying to avoid thinking about it. She’d killed before - there was nothing to gain from pretending there wasn’t blood on her hands - but she’d never killed anyone she liked. Shadye, Mother Holly, Dua Kepala and all the other necromancers had been... well, necromancers. Fulvia, Master Grey and Master Lucknow had been power-mad magicians... she mourned their deaths, even as she knew they’d had to die. And... she still didn’t want to think about it. Void had done terrible things. He had to be stopped. But she didn’t want to kill him.

    “I’ll do what I have to do,” she said. It was a lie and she feared Nanette knew it. “I’ll do it.”

    “Give me a clear shot,” Nanette said. “And I’ll deal with him.”

    Emily stood, brushed down her leathers and led the way to the door. Nanette followed, stepping out behind her as Emily pulled the wards back into place. There was no point, she supposed, but... she guessed it was only a matter of time before the looting began as law and order collapsed. Jade intended to deploy troops within the town in hopes of keeping things under control, yet... she shook her head. The streets outside were still deserted. Thankfully, the flames she’d seen in the northern districts were gone.

    She forced herself to think as they made their way back to the center of town. Hundreds of armed men were marching down the road, officers and sergeants directing them through the town and onto the rocky plain beyond; dozens of carts followed, conveying a small mountain of supplies to the troops. The chirurgeons had set up a number of tents on what had once been the town green, grinding the grass into the soil as they worked on the wounded. She tried not to look too closely at a burnt young man, face scorched by the flames. He might have been hoping to go to Whitehall, only a few short months ago. Now...

    There will be a time for him after the war, she promised herself. The school will survive.

    Jade met them at the command tent, set up on the northern edge of the town. Emily allowed him to show her into the gloom. General Pollack, Sienna and Dater were studying the map as a steady stream of messengers ran into the tent, scribbling notes on the map and hurrying out again. Sergeant Miles sat in a wooden chair, his face pallid. Emily shuddered as she saw his fists clenching and unclenching. She really didn’t want to look into his eyes.

    “We should have let the town burn,” Dater said. He didn’t lift his eyes from the map. “We gain nothing by leaving it intact.”

    “Except the enmity of every magician in the world.” Sienna had no patience for Dater. “We could have lost, if they’d had more time to prepare.”

    Jade cleared his throat. “Has there been any movement along the road to Whitehall?”

    “Not as far as we can tell,” General Pollack said. “But the road is not designed to take an army.”

    “It’ll suffice.” Jade picked up a pencil and drew a line on the map, indicating a point just outside the school’s wards. “Once we have our people in place, we’ll head south and set up siege lines here. If everything goes as planned...”

    Sienna didn’t seem convinced. “He knows we’re here,” she said. “And he has a nexus point under his control.”

    Emily saw General Pollack grimace. It wasn’t impossible to assault a fortress that drew its power from a nexus point - she’d done it herself - but it was incredibly difficult. Void would have no trouble turning the nexus point into a giant weapon, blasting anyone fool enough to step within the school’s outer wards. Emily herself might be safe - the school’s wards might not allow him to kill her - but the rest of the army would have no such hope. Void might be waiting for them to get too close to escape, then rain fire on them. It would explain why he’d done nothing to slow their advance since Curran.

    “We won’t step within the wards until they come crashing down,” Jade said. “All we want to do is distract him.”

    “He’ll be looking for us trying to find a way to sneak through the wards,” Emily said. The sergeant had insisted the secret passage wasn’t known to anyone, outside the martial magic tutors, but she feared the worst. Void and his brothers had explored the school from top to bottom. They might have stumbled across the passageway and kept it to themselves. “We need to keep probing his defenses.”

    “Caleb will be assisting us to ping the wards,” Jade said. “It won’t let us in, unless Void makes a terrible mistake, but it should keep his mind on us.”

    Emily frowned. Caleb had helped her devise the spellwork that, through a complex time loop she preferred not to think about too closely, had become the early genesis of Whitehall’s wards. It was possible he might be able to get a probe through the wards, although she doubted it. Void had so much power at his disposal that he didn’t need to resort to spellware that could be hacked. All he had to do was will the school to be impregnable and it would be so.

    “My men will provide cover,” Dater said. “We don’t want his forces trying to break out of the school.”

    Emily frowned. She wasn’t sure that was a good idea. Dater’s men would be little better than cannon fodder. And yet, it would get them out of the town before something bad happened. She was morbidly sure it was just a matter of time.

    “Good idea,” Jade said. “Just make sure you don’t cross the outer wardlines.”

    “Of course.” Dater smiled, rather sourly. “I’ll make sure the men understand.”

    Jade turned to Emily. “Get some rest,” Jade told her. “You’ll be leaving shortly before dusk.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. “I’ll take the sergeant with me. He needs some rest too.”


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    “WE DON’T HAVE TIME TO WASTE,” Sergeant Miles said, a few hours after they’d headed to their rooms to sleep. “Are you ready to go?”

    Emily eyed him, worriedly. The sergeant had slept for six hours - she’d put him to sleep, despite the certainty he’d be furious when he woke - but he didn’t look as if he’d had a wink of sleep. She’d expected a tongue-lashing for daring to put him under a spell, if not something worse, yet his lack of reaction bothered her more than anything else. She would almost have welcomed one of his scathing lectures, the ones he’d offered to young magicians who fell asleep on watch or had thrown spells into tight corners without checking to make sure their comrades wouldn’t be caught in the blowback. Instead, he just looked drawn.

    “Eat your dinner first,” she said. The innkeeper had cooked bacon sandwiches for the three of them. Emily and Nanette had eaten theirs first, before she’d lifted the spell. “You don’t know when you’ll get to eat again.”

    “Glad I taught you something.” Sergeant Miles sat up, rubbing his forehead. “I hope you tested the food before you ate.”

    “I did,” Emily confirmed. “It’s safe to chew.”

    She sat beside the sergeant’s bed and worked on her supplies while he ate, unwilling to leave him alone. Caleb had offered a few ideas for things they could do, once they were inside the wards; Emily and Nanette had devised a handful of modifications to the teleport gems to give them an excellent chance to escape, if the shit hit the fan, but it was a gamble. Void knew what she’d done to let her teleport out of Whitehall, back when she’d discovered the truth about him. He’d have closed that backdoor by now.

    “Good eating,” Sergeant Miles grunted. He stood and headed to the toilet, walking like a man twenty years his senior. “Get your kit. We’ll leave as soon as I’m done.”

    Emily nodded, then waited for him to emerge. The sound of running water echoed through the air, followed by faint flickers of magic. The door opened a moment later, revealing that the sergeant had changed into clean clothes, shaved and generally done what he could to put himself in order. Emily recognized it as part of a rite, something combat sorcerers did when taking on a deadly dangerous assignment. She told herself, firmly, that Sergeant Miles would live long enough to see victory, live long enough to get some real help... if any help could be found. Channeling magic through one’s mind was a guarantee of eventual madness and certain death. She dreaded the thought of what he might become, yet...

    She probed his magic warily as he led the way down the stairs. It was under tight control, but there was something ragged about his aura that bothered her. He couldn’t afford to put firm controls on his magic and leave it in place, not now. He had to keep focused on holding his magic under control. If something distracted him... she knew from experience the sergeant could do several things at once, but... she shook her head. She trusted him to keep himself under control. He was one of the most skilled magicians she’d ever met.

    The air felt cooler, cleaner, as they met Nanette and headed onto the streets. Hundreds of soldiers were moving through the town, half continuing the advance towards Whitehall while the remainder were digging trenches and preparing defense lines. Emily suspected they were meant to keep the troops occupied, rather than give them time to relax and start thinking about the pleasures of the town. Dragon’s Den was renowned for the entertainments it offered the students. Emily had no doubt the soldiers had heard the stories. If something happened...

    She kept the thought to herself as they skirted the defense line - bows and arrows against the lightning, her mind whispered - and headed into the greenwood. Magic - wild magic - crackled through the air, the faint sense of inhuman eyes watching them growing stronger the further they walked into the forest. The last time she’d been here, she’d been summoned by the Unseelie. Now... she wondered, suddenly, if she could find the place Void’s brothers had died. She only had a vague sense of its location, from the memories he’d shown her in the dreaming, but she thought she could find it. The ritual they’d tried... she still had no idea what they’d been trying to do. Void had as much as told her he’d take that secret to his grave.

    The air grew warmer, somehow, as the sun started to descend towards the distant mountains. Emily forced herself to pick up the pace as Sergeant Miles led them along a handful of concealed paths, all too aware that it was incredibly dangerous to be in the greenwood after dark. The night belonged to creatures humans spoke of only in whispers, things that demanded endless respect from people they regarded as lesser. Emily wouldn’t have believed it, if she hadn’t seen the Unseelie. There were some things that were best not looked at too closely.

    Nanette caught her arm. “How much further?”

    “Not long,” Sergeant Miles said. “We have to approach Blackhall from the proper direction or the local wards might raise the alarm.”

    Emily nodded, mentally readying her defenses. The scouts hadn’t risked going anywhere near Blackhall, not when it might have tipped Void off. The ancient manor was older than Void and his family, old enough that he might have trained there himself. Emily had no idea and she doubted anyone else knew either. The records had been lost - or disappeared - long ago. 

    The trees seemed to close in for a long moment, then widen suddenly. Blackhall sat in front of them, a brooding mansion right out of a gothic horror story. Emily sensed magic crackling over the structure, a handful of obscurification charms contrasting oddly with trap and change spells designed to render intruders helpless and hold them prisoner until the sergeants arrived to see who they were. Old memories rose up within her, a grim reminder of all the times she’d entered the old house only to be caught and trapped. It had taken time, longer than she cared to think about, for her to learn how to defend herself.

    Sergeant Miles headed for the front doors. Nanette caught his arm. “Are you mad?”

    “No.” Sergeant Miles shook himself free. “If you were an intruder, where would you try to gain entry?”

    Emily nodded, slowly. There were hundreds of windows - some open to the elements, some boarded up - as well as a number of smaller doors. Anyone trying to break into the mansion would probably do as she’d done, climb through the open windows or shinny up the drainpipe and break into an upper window or rooftop hatch. They were all trapped, if she recalled correctly. The front doors, on the other hand...

    “Be careful,” she warned. “Your access permissions might have been revoked.”

    “I wasn’t going to rely on them,” Sergeant Miles said. He levitated into the air, then pressed his fingers into the gap between the door and the doorway. There was a faint click, followed by three more in quick succession. “As long as you know the code to open the door from the outside, you don’t need specific access permissions.”

    He lowered himself to the ground, then took a step back and pulled the door off its hinges. Emily blinked in surprise as he leaned the door against the wall, then motioned for them to step inside. The interior was dark and silent, faint wisps of magic hanging in the air. She carefully cast a night-vision spell, then peered into the darkness. There were a handful of threads clearly visible, almost certainly tripwires. She nearly had a heart attack when Sergeant Miles wrapped his hand around one of them.

    “Keep your hand on the threads,” he advised. “It’ll cancel most of the traps on this level.”

    Emily exchanged glances with Nanette, then shrugged and did as she was told. Sergeant Miles was already heading down the corridor, his back vanishing into the distance. Emily forced herself to follow, trying not to think about the floor opening up under her feet or accidentally stepping on a hex that would stop her in her tracks. The flooring felt oddly flimsy, almost as if she were on a boat, but it didn’t break. Sergeant Miles kept walking until they reached a tiny cupboard, then stopped and produced a lockpick from his belt.

    “Keep your hands on the threads,” he repeated. He knelt beside the cupboard door and pressed the lockpick into the metal. “The interesting thing about this lock is that there isn’t a key. Trying to fit one of those” - he waved at a handful of keys, hanging from the wall at eye level - “into the keyhole will trigger a rather nasty spell. You have to first undo the lock with a lockpick, then remove the spell itself when the door opens. If you don’t...”

    “Zap,” Nanette said. “Right?”

    “More or less,” Sergeant Miles said. “Ah...”

    The lock clicked. He pushed the door open and shoved his hand into the darkness, casting a spell. There was a flash of bright light - Emily looked away, too late - as the curse snapped out of existence. It was hard to be sure what it had been designed to do, but it tasted of dark magic. The sergeants had known it was there. They’d known how to avoid it. Everyone else...

    By the time they get this far into Blackhall, they’re clearly unfriendly, Emily thought, numbly. Inside the cupboard, there was nothing but a darkened pit. The sergeants can do whatever they like to them.

    Sergeant Miles sat by the edge of the pit, then dropped into the darkness. Emily stepped forward and peered into the hole. The sergeant looked up at her, his face white in the shadows, then motioned for her to join him. Emily hesitated - the secret passageway looked like something out of nightmares - and then followed. The drop was further than it had looked, but the sergeant caught her before she could hurt herself. She grimaced as she saw the tunnel. It looked as if it had been carved by dwarves or children. She knew preteen children who couldn’t have stood up inside the tunnel.

    “I’m starting to see why this passageway was never found,” she muttered, as Nanette joined them. The space felt horrifically cramped. “Who even built it?”

    “My predecessor told me it was built to allow Grandmaster Boscha to travel to Blackhall to meet with his latest conquests,” Sergeant Miles said. He started to crawl through the tunnel, seemingly unbothered by the cramped space. “That would have been over a hundred years ago, if I recall correctly, and I don’t know if the story is true. Boscha died well before I was born.”

    Emily frowned. The name reminded her of something... what? She puzzled over it as she went down on her hands and knees and followed him, Nanette bringing up the rear. It distracted her from thinking about the sheer weight of rock over their heads, of just how easy it would be for a simple cave-in to bury their bodies where they would never be found. She’d heard the name before somewhere, but where? It wasn’t as if she’d been encouraged to learn about past grandmasters. There were no current teachers, as far as she knew, who’d served long enough to remember the days before Hasdrubal. Void had said his brother had purged a number of teachers more interested in power than teaching.

    The tunnel widened suddenly, revealing a darkened cave. Emily straightened, feeling her arms and legs ache as she stood up. It felt as if they’d been in the passageway for hours and yet... Sergeant Miles was searching the darkness. Another passageway, a much larger one, stood on the far side of the chamber. Someone had carved a pair of ancient runes into the stone...

    The sergeant swayed, his magic starting to slip out of control. Emily glanced at him in horror, then stared at the runes. The subtle magic was too weak to affect her, but - in the sergeant’s case - it had distracted him. He was on the verge of completely losing control. Emily hesitated, motioning for Nanette to step back as she put a hand on the sergeant’s shoulder. She wasn’t sure what she could do. His power was a gathering storm. She didn’t dare touch his mind, not again, yet there were no other options. Killing him would just unleash the power within him.

    “Get rid of those runes,” she snapped at Nanette. “Hurry!”

    She dug into her belt and removed a battery. It was already charged, but - if she was lucky - she could get him to discharge his magic into the battery rather than the surrounding environment. A magical explosion within the cave would probably bring the roof down on them, revealing the secret passageway and ensuring they couldn’t sneak into the school. The sergeant was already leaking magic. If Void was watching...

    “Focus your magic into the battery,” she ordered, pushing as much compulsion into her voice as she could. “Concentrate. Let it flow out of you...”

    “Well done,” a new voice said. “An ingenious solution.”

    Emily jumped, dropping the battery. Sergeant Miles caught it, his fists tightening as he looked up. Void stood by the second passageway, hands behind his back. He looked defenseless, but Emily was all too aware he was never defenseless. She reached out with her senses, trying to determine if Void had bilocated himself again, yet... her senses just seemed to stop as they reached the passageway. Void was standing just inside the school’s wards. It was clear they’d tripped an alarm.

    The diversion must not have worked, Emily thought, numbly. She sensed wards forming around the cave, preventing them from teleporting out. There was no way they could get back through the cramped tunnel before it was too late. Or someone in our camp tipped him off.

    “My brother was always ingenious, too,” Void said, conversationally. He nodded to the runes. “Blindness offered him insights into magic that few shared.”

    “They wouldn’t pay the price,” Sergeant Miles growled.

    “No.” Void acknowledged the point with a nod. “The trick was very simple. The runes were keyed to cause a slight, a very slight, magical emission from anyone who passed. It would be almost unnoticeable, but it would sound alarms within the school. My brother kept an eye on the passageway, saying nothing as long as it was just the sergeants who used it. I had other ideas.”

    “You knew we were coming,” Sergeant Miles said. “Who was the traitor?”

    “There was no traitor, willing or not,” Void said. “I knew you were with the army and I knew you knew about the passageway. It wasn’t hard to deduce what you’d do.”

    His eyes lingered on Nanette for a long moment, then moved to Emily. “Let me make you an offer. You come with me, work with me. Take my place when I’m gone. Do everything in your power to make the empire work. In exchange, your friends - all of them - can simply walk away. They can enjoy long and happy lives, raising their children and...”

    “And bending the knee to you,” Sergeant Miles snapped. “Right?”

    Void ignored him. “Choose, Emily,” he said. His eyes flickered upwards. “We have no more time.”

    Emily stared, her thoughts churning. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to do. The three of them were tough and experienced magicians with a great deal of power and knowledge behind them, but Void had a nexus point. They couldn’t take him, not here. Nor could they escape. The wards were growing stronger. Void could take all three of them prisoner, then hold them while he crushed the army. She wondered, grimly, if she should take him up on his offer. Perhaps she could do something to mitigate the worst of the bloodshed, perhaps...

    They’d live, she thought. She’d made a terrible mistake. Everyone she’d known and loved over the last nine years was at risk, because of her. They’d hate her for surrendering herself, yet... at least they’d live. She hated herself for even considering it and yet... she couldn’t see any other way out. If they hate me... at least they’ll be alive to hate me.

    Sergeant Miles moved like lightning. Emily barely had a second to see the battery in his hand before he cast a spell, slamming it against the still-forming wards. They shattered under the impact, the air suddenly clearing as the sergeant lunged forward. Magic crackled around him, growing more and more powerful with every passing second. Emily saw Void’s eyes open with shock. Sergeant Miles was drawing on his own life force to feed the magic. It would kill him, but it might take Void down, too...

    “Get out of here,” Sergeant Miles shouted. He slammed a bolt of raw magic into the rock above Void’s head, then attacked him directly. “Now!”

    Emily couldn’t move. The ground was shaking, pieces of rock falling from above. The sergeant and Void were practically touching, their magic flaring out of control. She felt someone grab her arm and yank her back an instant before Sergeant Miles’s body started to blaze with raw magic. The light was so bright that she couldn’t tell if he’d mortally wounded Void. Another piece of rock crashed down, far too close to her.

    Nanette triggered the teleport spell. Emily saw Void as the light faded, one hand raised in salute...

    ...And then the world shuddered and went away.


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    HE’S DEAD.

    Emily staggered, the world crashing into her awareness as the teleport spell materialized them in Dragon’s Den and snapped out. Her vision blurred, her eyes full of unshed tears. The sergeant was dead. He’d died fighting - he’d died the way he’d wanted - but he was dead. Emily felt a surge of agonizing pain and loss, mingled with guilt. He could have lived, if he hadn’t ever used one of her batteries; he could have lived... she gritted her teeth, telling herself there was no time to break down. She would mourn later.

    If there is a later, her thoughts whispered.

    She told that treacherous part of her mind to shut up as she straightened and looked around. The teleport spell had deposited them at the edge of Dragon’s Den, right in front of the trenches and half-dug defense lines. Soldiers stared at them, their officers trying not to do the same. Emily pushed the hair out of her eyes - her hair had come loose at some point - and forced herself to walk to the command tent. General Pollack had made a point of putting his headquarters outside Dragon’s Den, mainly to ensure his officers didn’t spend too much time in town. Magic spiked in the distance. Emily cursed under her breath. The advance forces were helplessly exposed, and they didn’t even know it.

    “Emily!” General Pollack stood as they plunged into the tent. “What... what happened?”

    Emily opened her mouth to answer, but felt another spike of magic before she could say a word. She wasn’t sure what she could say. Sergeant Miles was dead. Sienna and Caleb - General Pollack’s wife and son – and their forces were far too close to Whitehall for comfort. Void would find a way to bring the nexus point to bear on them, or simply deploy his enhanced troops to crush the army. She saw his plan now, too late. He’d let them get close so he could smash the army, convincing the rest of the world that resistance was futile. Emily had no doubt that most of the remaining aristocrats and magical families would bend the knee if the army was defeated. They’d see no point in throwing good money after bad.

    “The sergeant is dead,” she managed. “And all hell is about to break loose.”

    She let Nanette give the rest of the story as she hurried to the trunk Jade had carried into the tent and buried under a web of complicated spells. Jade himself was with the advance force, commanding the troops... she felt her heart twist as she pressed her hand against the trunk, hoping and praying Jade and his men were still alive. Alassa would never forgive her if Jade died on her watch. Hell, Mariah might never forgive her if Dater died. Emily wasn’t even sure the younger girl was pregnant. Dater might not have managed to do his first duty before the war beckoned...

    Your thoughts are wandering, she told herself, severely. Focus!

    She undid the remainder of the spells, silently blessing Jade for ensuring that she - as well as Sienna and Caleb - could gain access to the contents without having to unpick the locks and possibly trigger an explosion. It might not have defeated Void, but... she grimaced as she lifted the lid, revealing the bottles she’d taken from Mountaintop. They were wrapped in protective spells, as well as silk and cotton, but she had no illusions about what would happen if one of the bottles was broken. At best, the remainder would be rendered useless. At worst... she shook her head. Jade had suggested using the Wildfire as a booby trap, but it was impossible to be sure Void would be the one to trigger the explosion. She nestled the bottles within her bag, then straightened. The remainder of the tools they needed were hanging in the open. No one would think twice about a magician, particularly an alchemist, possessing any of them. One might as well imagine a writer without a pen.

    General Pollack cleared his throat. “If he’s sealed the tunnel, how do you intend to get inside the castle?”

    Emily shook her head. She didn’t have time to think about it. Besides... there were no other tunnels, at least as far as she knew. There could be a secret passage leading right into Void’s bedroom and it would be completely useless if she didn’t know it was there. Her lips twitched at the thought. Void had control over the nexus point. He’d presumably taken the time to scan the castle from top to bottom, making careful note of all the building’s little secrets. Emily hadn’t understood, until she’d tried teaching herself, just how much the teachers chose not to notice. And to think she and her friends had thought they were pulling the wool over adult eyes.

    “Right now, we need to get the army back,” she said. “Don’t send any more men to the castle. Form a line here and wait.”

    “Understood.” General Pollack rang a bell for his messengers. “And if we don’t hear from you?”

    Emily shivered, trying not to think of the bottles in her bag. “If you don’t hear from us in a few hours...”

    She broke off, unsure of what to say. The army was caught between Whitehall and Alluvia. The rebels behind them might let the army retreat... or they might not. If they didn’t... she didn’t want to think about that either. Getting the remnants of the army back to Red Rose, let alone Zangaria, might prove impossible. Void could keep them from setting up a portal...

    “If you don’t hear from me in five hours, do as you see fit,” she said. It was a weaselly answer, something that would have earned her a stern lecture from Sergeant Miles, but she couldn’t think of anything better. She would be dead or a prisoner if she didn’t make it back to the army. “I suggest you contact Alassa. Let her know what’s happened. Tell her I’ll do everything in my power to get Jade back to her.”

    Nanette caught her arm as they hurried out of the tent. “Is there another way into the castle?”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. She knew about nine separate secret passageways, but she’d bet everything she owned Void knew about them, too. She recalled him saying something about his brother, Grandmaster Hasdrubal, overthrowing the previous grandmaster. He might have known the man’s secrets without ever being in a position to officially know. “We need to think of something else.”

    The magic spiked again as they crossed the trenches and reached the road. There was no time to walk to the front lines, not when Void was already gathering his power. She glanced at Nanette, then cast a flight spell and rose into the air. Nanette followed, staying low as they swept along the road at terrifying speed. There was a very real risk of being blown out of the air by even a low-powered magician, if they were spotted, but... she didn’t dare try to teleport back to the castle without a gem and she had no time to make one. She wondered, not for the first time, if Void had a small corps of sorcerers under his command. He could easily have recruited a few dozen trained magicians, or simply placed them under his control.

    She whipped through the air, then dropped to the ground as Whitehall came into view. The wards were glowing faintly, a bubble of light surrounding the castle’s grounds. Flickers of magic darted around it, each one a grim reminder that any attempt to hack the wards - or knock them down with brute force - was likely to fail. The outer wards weren’t particularly sophisticated, but they didn’t have to be. The sheer lack of complexity, ironically, made them harder to crack.

    And as long as he has access to a near-infinite source of power, they’ll remain solid, she thought, as she hurried past the cannonades. The tiny cannons looked dinky, like children’s toys, but she knew how deadly they could be if they were given a chance. There’s no way Caleb can get close enough to the more complex wards to take them down.

    She forced herself to keep going as men turned to stare at her. Dater’s cavalry, in all their finery, contrasted oddly with Jade’s musketmen, although they knew not to sneer at the common-born troops too openly. Many of them had served in the Blighted Lands, watching with mingled awe and horror as musketmen had stopped and broken orcish charges. They had to know what would happen if they rode straight into the maw of the guns, even if they didn’t want to admit it. The world had changed. Their role had changed with it.

    Jade and the others were standing close to the wards, Jade and Sienna providing cover as Caleb poked the magic with his pre-prepared spellwork. Dater stood behind them, eyes sweeping from side to side. She saw a flash of fear in his eyes, quickly hidden, as he saw her running towards them. Jade turned, his eyes widening. He’d presumably thought the three of them were making their way through the passageway while the advance forces distracted Void. That she was here now...

    “The sergeant is dead,” Emily gasped. Her breathing came in fits and starts. She’d burnt up far too much magic flying to the castle. “And we are...”

    The magic twisted, again. She turned, looking towards the battlements. Void stood on top of the walls, arms crossed. She knew, although she couldn’t have said how, that he was looking directly at her. A rustle ran through the army, a rustle of fear and grim awareness they were about to be tested right to the limit. Emily’s hand dropped to her pistol, nearly drawing the weapon before she thought better of it. Even if she could hit him at such a distance - flintlock pistols were very far from accurate - he’d have warded himself against bullets. And, with the nexus point to draw on, he could keep his wards up indefinitely.

    “Order the troops to pull back,” she said, quietly. It wasn’t easy to think, not with the sorcerer staring down at them. If she put the Wildfire together, she might be able to use it to take down the wards... but there was a very good chance the blaze would spread to the nexus point and then... and then what? She didn’t know. There was a reason no one in their right mind brewed Wildfire anywhere near a nexus point. “We don’t have time to waste and we...”

    Jade turned to bark orders, but it was already too late. Magic spiked, again; a gust of displaced air brushed against her hair. Nanette swore under her breath as a monster appeared on the far side of the wards, a creature that looked like a humanoid lizard with tiny eyes, giant teeth trapped in a permanent smile and sharp claws. Others followed, a cluster of oversized spiders, creatures that looked like crosses between scorpions and snakes, savage monsters... all with iron collars wrapped around their necks. She remembered the missing monsters from Mountaintop and shuddered, suddenly aware of just what had happened to them. Void had taken them, enslaved them and turned them into living weapons.

    “Fall back!” Jade’s voice rose as the monsters started their advance. “Musketmen, form lines. Cannoneers, prepare to fire canister...”

    The monsters crashed through the wards, their teeth and claws snapping at the air as they darted forward. The musketmen fired a ragged volley, the balls stabbing deep into the nearest creatures and making them scream in agony, but they kept coming. Jade snatched a fireball out of thin air and threw it at the nearest creature, burning a neat little hole though its chest; the cannons fired as one, tearing through the creatures... they kept coming, scrambling over the remnants of their dead comrades to get at the humans. Emily could feel the line wavering, the soldiers starting to break. She found it hard to blame them. The larger creatures were soaking up the shots and still coming.

    A giant centipede thing lunged at her. She slammed a force punch into it, hitting the creature so hard it disintegrated, then dug into her belt for a battery and valve. Nanette cast a series of smaller spells, covering her as she pressed a spell into the valve and directed it towards the monsters. They wilted under her fire, giving the soldiers time to run back to the trenches, but there were always more. She remembered the Great Beast of Dragora and shuddered, all too aware where Void had gotten the idea. She looked up, suddenly afraid she’d see a dragon coming out of the sun, ready to bathe the land in fire. There were dragons who owed Void favors. They might intervene to repay their debt.

    The ground heaved. She forced herself to start moving back as the battery drained itself dry. A giant dinosaur-like creature stomped towards the trenches, soaking up bullets effortlessly until it suddenly staggered and fell to the ground. Emily guessed a bullet had gone through its brain, the body so large it had taken some time for it to realize it should be dead. Her thoughts spun in circles as the cannons boomed again, canister shot tearing through the army of monsters as though they were nothing. And yet, they just kept coming. She had a sudden vision of the monsters tearing their way down to Dragon’s Den, slaughtering what was left of the army... she saw portals opening, allowing still more monsters to pour out and join the advance. The advance troops were on the verge of breaking.

    She jumped into a trench, nearly slipping as her feet touched the mud, and waved at Nanette. “How many of these things are there?”

    “Hundreds,” Nanette shouted back. Dater joined them a moment later. “Perhaps thousands. I don’t know!”

    Emily felt the ground heave again as more and more portals formed. Magic flowed towards her, directed... directed as if they were inside the wards. She stared numbly, trying to determine how the trick was done. It should have been impossible... she swore out loud as she realized the truth. Void was simply copying her concept, once again; he’d woven linked charms into the slave collars, allowing him to extend the school’s influence towards the trenches. She gritted her teeth as a fireball appeared out of nowhere, blasting towards the gunpowder-laden carts. They exploded into a massive plume of fire.

    “Give me time,” she said desperately, as she pulled the bottles out of her bag and started to pour them into the metallic basin. “Just give me some time.”

    Dater scrambled out of the trench and whistled, loudly. The cavalry had reformed behind the trenches, but seemed unsure of what else to do. Emily was mildly surprised they hadn’t turned their backs and fled. The battle was clearly lost and... Dater scrambled onto his horse and barked orders, then wheeled around and charged, the horse vaulting the trench and galloping straight towards the monsters. The remainder of the cavalry followed, waving their swords as they picked up speed. Emily stared in disbelief, all too aware they were committing suicide in a desperate bid to buy her a few more seconds. Dater... she felt her heart clench. Dater felt he couldn’t go on and...

    She poured the remainder of the bottles into the basin, muttering a quick spell and trying not to hear the screams as the monsters tore the cavalry to shreds. She’d expected them to simply crush the horsemen and continue the advance; instead, they were being almost sadistic. Void loathed the aristocracy, with reason. He might just want to make them suffer before dispatching them. Emily looked up, just in time to see Dater bury his sword in a monster’s chest. It howled and backhanded him effortlessly. He flew off the horse and straight into the ground, hitting it so hard Emily knew he was dead. She hoped Mariah would be proud.

    The magic started to bubble. She lifted the basin and levitated it towards the monsters and the portals beyond. White fire flared, a stream of flame reaching up towards the sky. There was magic within the monsters, wild magic giving them life... they died, torn apart as the magic ignited. The flames rose higher and higher as the magic continued to burn, threatening to spread through the portals and set fire to the school itself. She sensed, more than saw, the portals snapping out of existence, Void doing the only thing he could and shutting them down before it was too late. He’d need to make sure to keep the hatches battened down, at least until the Wildfire burned itself out. The battle had stalemated...

    No, Emily corrected herself, as Jade gave the order to retreat. There was no point in trying to take refuge in a comforting fantasy. Sergeant Miles would have scolded her for refusing to recognize reality... she wished, desperately, that he was around to scold her. And yet, she knew he was gone. Her heart clenched in pain. We lost.

    She peered through the flames, trying to see Void. His magic was lost in the haze. If he was still standing on the battlements, she couldn’t see him... she wondered, bitterly, what he was thinking. Did he realize how close he’d come to outright victory? Or was he aware he’d come out ahead? Or...?

    “Emily,” Jade shouted. “Come on!”

    Gritting her teeth, Emily joined the retreat.


    Chapter Thirty

    EMILY FELT NUMB.

    She sat just outside the command tent, unable to think clearly. Sergeant Miles was dead. They’d lost the battle, escaping the monsters and saving themselves from total defeat by sheer luck; they knew, even if they didn’t want to admit it, that morale was in the pits. She’d heard soldiers muttering in low voices, some wondering openly if it was time to desert now that the war appeared lost; she knew, even though she hadn’t dared ask, that some of the officers felt the same way. The army had always been made up of disparate factions, including some that wanted to make damn sure they were on the winning side. If resistance looked futile, they’d switch sides before it was too late.

    Her hands clenched, grief and rage threatening to overwhelm her. She’d lost too much, too quickly. She knew how close she’d come to losing everything. If she hadn’t thought to snatch up the Wildfire... she shook her head. Perhaps it was time to turn her back and walk away, to cross the Craggy Mountains and leave Void to do whatever he damn well pleased. And yet... There was no way she could walk away. Even if she was prepared to abandon her friends, Void wouldn’t rest until he’d found her - or, at the very least, knew what had happened to her. He’d assume she was still alive, still a potential threat, until he was sure.

    She looked south, towards the mountains. Smoke was still rising, although the flames themselves were no longer visible. She hoped that was a good sign, even though she knew the flames were the only thing between Void and Dragon’s Den. The trenches were as good as the soldiers could make them, but Void could afford to keep throwing monsters into the lines until the town was destroyed. She recalled the endless rows of monsters within the tunnels, under Mountaintop, and grimaced. She had no idea how many more might have been enslaved, then held in reserve. There could be thousands of them.

    Emily sighed, unsure of what to do. Void was... odd. He wasn’t a normal opponent. She wondered if she could bait a trap, perhaps using herself as bait, but Void could simply bilocate himself and send his duplicate into the trap. Or, worse, use a mimic. She wondered, morbidly, if he intended to use a mimic to give himself a form of immortality. Master Wolfe had intended something like it, although it hadn’t worked... she thought. Void might be able to make it work, if he had no way to find and train an heir. She had no idea what would happen in the long run...

    She stared at her hands. She was missing something. She was sure she was missing something. Void had raided her house and stolen... she shook her head. He could have booby-trapped the house, he could have made certain she’d be captured or killed... and yet, he hadn’t even tried. Void was extremely capable and powerful and part of the reason he’d survived so long, as he’d pointed out himself, was that he’d taken nothing for granted. He’d baited a trap at Mountaintop, when he couldn’t have been sure she’d even know she was needed. Why not bait a trap in the house he knew she’d eventually visit? The whole affair felt more like petty spite than anything constructive. It made no sense.

    A hand fell on her shoulder. She jumped, looking up into Caleb’s brown eyes. “Emily,” he said. “Are you alright?”

    Emily shook her head. Sergeant Miles was dead. The war was within shouting distance of being lost. As word of the defeat spread north, their former supporters would back away... she cursed under her breath. Mariah’s grip on her throne was weaker, now that her consort was dead; Alassa’s was a great deal stronger, but even she might think twice about continuing the war. Alassa would want to fight, personally, yet... she’d be placing her entire kingdom at risk. It might be better, for the long-term good of Zangaria, to sell out for the best terms she could get.

    Caleb squeezed her shoulder. “They’re asking for you in there.”

    “Joy.” Emily forced herself to stand. She’d excused herself from the command conference when it had started to discuss the same things, time and time again. They’d just been going in circles to avoid making any decisions. “Is there anything I can tell them?”

    “They want hope,” Caleb said, flatly. “If you can give them hope, they might not give up.”

    Emily snorted. Void had beaten the army. They’d only managed to save so many men through sheer luck. Void held most of the Allied Lands. He’d even broken into her house and stolen... she wondered, suddenly, if she was being mocked. No, that wasn’t his style and yet...

    She stopped, dead. The timing didn’t work out. The house had been entered and searched, and a handful of items had been stolen, before the Whitehall Conference. Void had every reason to want to search her house, if only to make sure she wasn’t hiding anything there that might prove dangerous, but he wouldn’t have risked doing it before they’d become open enemies. To someone raised in magical society, breaking into another’s house - even your apprentice’s house - was a declaration of war. Void wouldn’t have taken the risk. And that meant...

    Caleb glanced at her. “Emily?”

    Emily started to giggle. She couldn’t stop herself. The pieces were falling into place. She’d assumed Void was the one who’d broken into her house, but... she’d been wrong. And if it meant what she thought it meant... her giggles grew louder, to the point of near hysteria. She’d had the idea already, but...

    “Emily?” Caleb was looking at her as though she’d gone insane. “What are you thinking?”

    “I’ve had an idea,” Emily said. “Tell Nanette I want to see her here, then go fetch a couple of teleport gems. We’re going to need them.”

    “Of course,” Caleb said. He rubbed the back of his head awkwardly. “I...”

    Emily gave him a quick hug, surprising herself, then stepped into the tent. General Pollack stood at the table, flanked by Sienna, Jade and a handful of junior officers. Emily couldn’t help noticing a handful of missing faces. Dater was dead, his body either stomped into the mud or burned to ash, but others... others had clearly decided it would be better to take a step back from the resistance before they found it impossible to escape. She wondered, grimly, what Alassa had said to Jade. He wouldn’t have kept the scale of the defeat from her.

    “Emily,” General Pollack said. “The situation is dire.”

    Emily nodded, tersely. She didn’t need to look at the map to know they’d been driven back to Dragon’s Den, or that the rebel armies to the north might make retreat impossible unless they could be convinced to let the defeated army retreat... she doubted it, particularly as defeated armies were inevitably more dangerous to civilians than their victorious counterparts. And... she’d had an idea. She thought it would work. In a sense, it already had worked.

    “We need to think of something, fast,” Jade said. He sounded as if he’d bitten into something sour. “If we don’t, we might as well start thinking about retreat or surrender.”

    “He isn’t a necromancer,” an officer said. Emily didn’t recognize him. “We can come to terms with him.”

    “We can at least find out what he wants,” another added. There was a low murmur of agreement. “We can stall for time, if nothing else.”

    “We don’t have time,” General Pollack said. “All he has to do is cut our supply lines and wait.”

    “So we send a messenger now, before he has a chance to prepare another offensive,” the first officer said. “We can see what he wants...”

    “He wants to rule and reshape the world,” Emily said, flatly. “You’re right. He isn’t a necromancer. He isn’t going to sacrifice hundreds of thousands of lives, killing and killing until everyone is dead. But he’s still a threat. He’ll want you to come to terms with him by surrendering completely, giving him everything. The best you can hope for, the best anyone can hope for, is a clockwork world where everything is perfect and precise and there’s no room at all for disagreement. The worst...”

    She looked from face to face, trying to determine who was willing to listen and who was already determined to jump ship. “He will seek to determine everything, to control everything. He’ll be the very worst of micromanagers, on a global scale. There will be no freedom of choice, no liberty to make mistakes or do something - anything - he doesn’t want you to do. The kings and princes you represent will become, at best, puppets. At worst, they’ll be simply removed. If we let him win, it means the end of the world. He’ll rule forever, which will be bad enough, or his empire will shatter when he dies.”

    “You can take his place,” a third officer pointed out.

    “He won’t let me be me,” Emily countered. “He’ll be overwhelmed by the responsibilities he’ll be taking on. He won’t be able to cope. Neither will I. He has to be stopped.”

    “Time is not on our side,” General Pollack said. “What do you have in mind?”

    “I need to borrow Caleb,” Emily said. She chose her next words carefully. “I think I can get into the castle. There’s a passageway that we can use to get into the building if we can slip past the outer wards. It should be possible.”

    Jade’s face was artfully blank. He knew the passageway. He’d shown it to her, eight years ago. It was unlikely, to say the least, that Void didn’t know about it. And yet... there was a chance, a very slight chance, they’d be able to use the passageway. Emily fought a silent battle to keep from smiling. If someone on the council of war was a spy, witting or not, he’d take word directly to his master. Void would waste his time sealing the passageways, rather than watching for the real threat.

    “Prepare the troops,” she said. “I’ll try and bring the wards down within the day.”

    “And if you don’t?” General Pollack tapped the map. “We can’t stay here.”

    “One day,” Emily said. “If it works, we win. If it doesn’t, you can head straight back to Red Rose.”

    She took a breath. They were experienced men. They knew it wouldn’t be easy to get the army home, even if they were allowed to do it unmolested. And yet, they couldn’t stay where they were for long either. Dragon’s Den would run out of food, then revolt. Void might win without having to lift a finger.

    “I can make it happen,” she said. “Just give me a few more hours.”

    General Pollack glanced at his subordinates, then nodded. “One day,” he said. “And then we’ll have to move.”

    Emily could feel Jade’s eyes burning into her back as she left the tent. He knew the story she’d spun them was bullshit. Hopefully, he’d have the sense to keep that insight to himself. He’d assume she had another way to get through the wards... he might even understand why she’d lied. Even if he didn’t...

    Nanette was waiting outside, her leathers stained with blood. Emily felt a stab of guilt. She’d been left to wallow in her own misery, while Nanette had gone to help with the wounded... probably, Emily conceded sourly, in a bid to escape her own misery. She looked tired and worn, yet... there was a grim light in her eyes. Nanette had gone too far to simply turn her back and walk away. Void wasn’t particularly vindictive, but it was unlikely he’d leave Nanette alone after the war. She was just too dangerous.

    “Emily,” Nanette said. “What can I do for you?”

    “I need you to pretend to be me, again,” Emily said. Her mind raced. She’d have to speak to Jade and General Pollack, to make sure they didn’t assume Nanette had gone rogue and put a knife in her. “I need you to encourage the troops, while readying yourself to head to the castle when the wards go down. And... I need you to keep him thinking I’m here.”

    Nanette raised a polite eyebrow. “And you think he’ll be fooled?”

    “He won’t be fooled,” Emily said. She’d assumed there was a traitor on the council, but... even if there wasn’t, Void knew her too well to be fooled. But... she thought it would work in her favor. Void would assume she was trying to pull the wool over his eyes, rather than realizing what she’d done. Nestling one deception inside another was an old trick. “I just need him looking at you.”

    “I should be able to do that for you,” Nanette said. “What do you intend to do for yourself?”

    “You don’t want to know,” Emily said. She trusted Nanette not to betray them, but... there were some things she really didn’t want to discuss with the other girl. “We’ll trade chat parchments. I’ll contact you when the time comes.”

    Nanette said nothing as they made their way to the magician’s tent. Caleb was outside, sorting out teleport gems. Emily winked at him, then went into the tent, found a piece of parchment and set up the charms. Nanette allowed a droplet of her blood to fall onto the parchment, the magic blurring into the charm. Emily added a drop of her own to complete the spell, then tore the parchment in half. Nanette took one half and stuck it in her belt. Emily placed the other in her pocket.

    “Good luck,” she said. “Remember not to overact or you won’t fool anyone.”

    “Good luck,” Nanette echoed. “I’ll be waiting.”

    She stepped out of the tent and headed back to collect her supplies. Emily hoped she’d take the assignment seriously. They had to make the shell game look convincing or... she shook her head as she joined Caleb. He looked tired and worn, but surprisingly happy. He’d always loved experimenting with new magics, and the teleport gems were amongst the latest ideas to slip into the waiting world. Emily knew that, given time, they’d change the world as much as gunpowder and railways.

    “I’ve readied the gems,” Caleb said. “Where are we going?”

    “Kuching,” Emily said. “Program them to drop us at the edge of Cat’s wards.”

    Caleb nodded. “Give me a second to insert the coordinates,” he said. “What do you want to do there?”

    “Tell you when we get there,” Emily said, shortly. She spotted Jade making his way towards them. “Too many ears here.”

    Caleb nodded. He’d matured a little, Emily noted. Heart’s Eye had forced him to grow up, even though Mistress Irene was taking care of the administration. It was generally agreed Caleb would be her successor, although the Gorgon was a close second... Emily shook her head. Right now, it didn’t matter. If they lost the war, Heart’s Eye would be lost shortly afterwards. There had already been one attempt to take out the university before it even got off the ground.

    Jade met her eyes as he joined them. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said, after casting a privacy ward. “Half the officers want to turn tail and run.”

    “I think so,” Emily said. “Nanette is going to pretend to be me, for a while. Let her get on with it.”

    “I really hope you know what you’re doing,” Jade said. His face fell. “Sergeant Miles deserved better.”

    “Everyone deserves better,” Emily said, more tartly than she’d intended. The sergeant had given his life, in a desperate attempt to save hers one final time. And now... she was about to embark on an incredibly dangerous gamble. The more she thought about it, the more she feared she might be wrong. “What did Alassa say?”

    “She said to trust your judgement,” Jade told her. “We’re still massing troops at Red Rose, but...”

    He shrugged, expressively. The troops might as well be on the other side of the world, for all the good they’d do. It was unlikely the rebels would let them march through Alluvia again, particularly after the defeat. Jair and his cronies would want to suck up to Void, just to keep him from crushing them. Emily suspected they were going to be disappointed. Void had no time for revolutionaries who might well rebel against him later.

    “Tell her I have a plan,” Emily said. She wished she dared take him into her confidence. Hell, she wished she could take him with her. But she didn’t want to do that to Alassa. “And if things go wrong, do what you see fit.”

    “Make sure things don’t go wrong,” Jade said. “And afterwards, we’ll give the sergeant the proper wake he deserves.”

    Emily nodded, although she knew the sergeant wouldn’t be impressed. “Make sure you take care of his horse,” she said. “I don’t think he’d mind if you took the horse for yourself.”

    “I’ll see to it,” Jade said. His face twisted. She knew he wouldn’t feel right taking the horse, whatever he - or she - said. “And, whatever you’re doing, good luck.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. She took one of the teleport gems and peered down at it. Caleb had done a good job, but he’d never been anywhere near Kuching. She checked the spellwork, just to be sure, before she took Caleb’s hand. “We’ll see you shortly.”

    Bracing herself, she triggered the spell.


    Chapter Thirty-One

    “IT’S GOOD TO SEE YOU AGAIN, Emily,” Cat said. He’d been seated on a wooden throne when they’d been shown into the chamber, but he’d stood as soon as he’d seen them. “I’ve heard all kinds of disturbing rumors.”

    “The truth is worse,” Emily said. “Believe me, the truth is far worse.”

    She took a breath, then started to outline the whole story. Cat and Penny listened in silence, the latter wincing when Emily explained how Lady Barb had died. Emily felt her heart twist, remembering how Penny’s apprenticeship with Lady Barb had been cut short and transferred to Cat. Cat wasn’t a bad person, but he wasn’t Lady Barb. Emily remembered the time they’d spent as lovers and winced, inwardly. Right now, there was a part of her that almost liked the idea of going to bed with someone, in hopes of forgetting everything else. 

    “I see,” Cat said. “I can send an army of orcs to the mountain pass, if you would like?”

    Emily shook her head, turning away to look out the window. The city below had been in ruins when the nexus point below the castle had been reignited, but now it was slowly coming to life again. Cat had recruited settlers from all over the Allied Lands, using them to start the tedious process of restoring life and hope to the long-dead kingdom. The Blighted Lands wouldn’t be truly safe for years to come, perhaps centuries, but they were on the way. It felt wrong, somehow, to ask Cat to help her now. And yet, she knew it wouldn’t be long before Void turned his attention to Kuching.

    She turned back to Cat. “I have something else in mind,” she said. “I need to borrow the nexus point.”

    Cat’s eyes narrowed. Beside him, Penny stiffened. “Might I ask why?”

    Emily hesitated. The chamber was heavily warded - and the wards drew on the power of the nexus point - but she didn’t feel safe. There could be a spy - a multitude of spies - within the walls, eyes and ears following them as they’d walked into the chamber. It wasn’t as if Cat had had years to build up a small army of clients, men who’d put his interests ahead of everything else. Void could easily have slipped a spy into the settlers and sat back to wait for his reports.

    But... she sighed, inwardly. There was no way to conceal the truth. “I intend to use it to travel in time,” she said. She heard Caleb gasp behind her. “We can jump back in time to the days just after the war, before things went sour again.”

    Caleb swallowed. “How could you be sure of landing in the right time and place?”

    “Two things,” Emily said. “First, we can use the moment I reignited the nexus point as a beacon to navigate through time. We should materialize at that point, or somewhere very close to it, because that’s what happened the first time I fell through time. And second...”

    She allowed herself a smile. “I thought it was Void who’d taken things from my house,” she added. “But it wasn’t. It was me. I stole my own chat parchments and rations and everything else. The defenses parted so easily because it was me who’d broken them.”

    Caleb frowned. “You’re saying you’re going to do it because you’ve already done it?”

    “I think so.” Emily met his eyes. “There’s an old riddle. You’re trapped in a perfect metal sphere. You can move in any dimension you like, but you can’t actually get through the metal. How do you escape? Well, time itself is a dimension and you can simply move backwards in time until you appear at a point before the sphere is created. And then you can just walk away.”

    “My head hurts,” Cat complained. “But if you think you can do it...”

    “We might change time,” Caleb said. “What happens then?”

    Emily swallowed. “I don’t know. We have to be careful not to change time.”

    “But you could save Lady Barb,” Penny pointed out. “Or... you could simply put a knife in Void’s back before he realizes what you’ve done.”

    “I don’t know,” Emily repeated. 

    Her heart sank. It was tempting, very tempting, to throw caution to the winds and just try to save Lady Barb. And yet... she had no idea what would happen if they tried. Would they create an alternate timeline? Or would they trigger off a cascade of changes that snowballed into a full-blown grandfather paradox? She’d tried to calculate the risks, when she’d been trapped in the past, but there had been no way for her calculations to rise to the point of being estimates.

    “We cannot take the risk,” she said, hating herself as she spoke. “We have to enter Whitehall before the conference, then lie low until now.”

    “It seems insane,” Caleb said, “but you’ve done it before.”

    “In all senses of the word,” Emily said. She wondered, suddenly, why her future self hadn’t simply left notes for her to find. It shouldn’t have been impossible, unless... she’d been trying to maintain the timeline. Her thoughts spun in circles. Everything from now was in flux, but everything in the past might as well be fixed points in time. “We get back in time, take the stuff from my house and go to work. We should be able to hide within the school before Void takes control.”

    “And then subvert the wards around him,” Caleb said. His smile reminded her, suddenly, of why she’d allowed herself to fall into a relationship with him. “We can take them down after his victory, before he has any time to take advantage of it.”

    Cat frowned. “Do you want me to come too?”

    Emily hesitated. Three people - or four, if Penny came too - would be better than two, but... her instincts insisted she shouldn’t take more than one other person. Cat was a good man, yet... he might break cover at the worst possible moment, trying to alter the timeline rather than let it flow to its ultimate destination. She wished, again and again, that she knew what would happen if they tried to change time. Knowing would make coming to a final decision so much easier.

    “I need you to take your army to threaten the school,” she said. “Give Void something else to think about.”

    “The army won’t stand up to his wards,” Penny warned, coolly. She shot her master a sharp look. “If you get killed...”

    “I’ll be fine.” Cat didn’t seem particularly worried. “You know what to do if something happens to me.”

    Penny looked displeased. “The orcs won’t listen to me,” she reminded him. “They barely listen to you.”

    Emily grimaced. Cat had taken control of an orcish band by thrashing their leader in front of the entire group. He’d brought others into his growing forces, since the end of the war, but it was a considerable risk. Orcs were strong, brutal and dumb. They’d fight anyone - including each other - at the drop of a hat. Cat could only keep them in line as long as they saw him as too strong to challenge openly. Emily doubted Penny - or herself - could have the same impact. Orcs were too stupid to understand how dangerous sorceresses could be.

    “We’re going to have to do something about that too,” Cat said. He headed for the door, then stopped. “Do you want something to eat before you go?”

    “We need to go as soon as possible,” Emily said. “The more time we spend here, the less we can do in the past.”

    Cat nodded as he resumed his walk. “I hope you know what you’re doing.

    Emily hid her doubts. She’d gone through the time-jumping spells carefully, since her return from the past, but there were too many unanswered questions for her to be particularly confident in her magic. The only thing that kept her from panicking was the awareness that someone - she herself - had entered her home and taken a handful of supplies, something that should have been impossible. She wished she’d spent more time studying time travel theory on Earth, or even watching more episodes of Doctor Who. Her lips quirked at the absurd thought. Neither Stephen Hawking nor whoever devised the TARDIS had any real experience of time travel. 

    She looked around with interest as they made their way through the castle, descending into the nexus chamber. The castle felt more open than any of the others she’d seen, people - men, women and children - wandering around as if they had a perfect right to be there. Cat’s letters had made it clear living space was at a premium, although - now - more of the older buildings were being repaired and new ones put together at breakneck speed. It reminded her a little of Heart’s Eye, though it would be a long time before Kuching reached the same size and population. The university didn’t have the stigma of being deep in the formerly Blighted Lands.

    Cat waved a hand as they passed through a pair of spellchambers. “We’re currently training a number of weak magicians, the ones who would not normally receive invitations to Whitehall, to help clear the more distant territories. I’m hoping to plant my flag further and further from the castle, eventually pulling the land together into a single kingdom. If we can get it done before the rest of the new kingdoms start spreading out, too...”

    Emily listened, almost glad of his chatter as they reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped into the antechamber. It should have been dark, but the sandstone walls glowed with an odd light that felt as if she’d stepped into bright sunlight. Her skin tingled, leaving her wondering if she was going to sunburn. The doors ahead of her were closed and bolted, but she could feel the nexus point pulsing ahead. It welcomed her. She had the oddest feeling she could simply have stepped through the doors or walls and straight into the chamber. And yet... part of her wanted to turn and run, to think of something - anything - else. She knew she was brave and yet... she wanted to change her mind.

    She caught Caleb’s eye as Cat started to undo the wards on the doors. “You don’t have to come with me,” she said. “You could stay here and...”

    “You need me to help subvert the nexus point’s controlling spellware,” Caleb said. “That’s why you asked me to come.”

    “I can try on my own,” Emily said. “You don’t have to come.”

    “Yes, I do.” Caleb shook his head. “How long do you think he’ll leave Heart’s Eye alone? Or Beneficence? Or my parents?”

    Emily nodded, slowly. “I’m glad you’re coming,” she said. “I really am.”

    Penny joined them before Caleb could reply. “I want you to make him pay,” she said, firmly. “Whatever it takes, I want you to make him pay.”

    “I will.” Emily sighed, inwardly. “He has to be stopped.”

    The doors crashed open, revealing the nexus chamber beyond. Emily felt the waves of power calling, trying to convince her to run and jump right into the nexus point itself. She held Caleb’s hand as she stepped into the chamber, shivers running down her spine as she recalled what had happened the last time she’d been in Kuching. Her oath had sent her plunging into the nexus point... she shook her head, unsure quite why she’d survived her sacrifice. She could happily spend years of her life researching the nexus points, trying to understand how and why they worked...

    She heard Caleb draw in a breath behind her. The nexus point was a spinning whorl of light. It looked tiny, so small she could easily cup it in her hands, yet... the more she looked at it, the larger it grew until she was almost painfully aware of great stratas of power plunging down into infinity. She could sense the spellwork surrounding the point, spellwork she’d seeded months ago... she thought, although she couldn’t be sure, that she could sense the spellwork reaching into a dimension she couldn’t entirely comprehend. Time? Or something else, something beyond her? No one, not even Void, understood how the nexus points even worked. It was completely beyond even the finest sorcerers. 

    “Emily.” Cat’s voice seemed tinny, somehow, compared to the power in front of her. “Do you know what to do?”

    Emily nodded, gathering herself and carefully shaping her thoughts before she allowed them to flow into magic and then into spellwork. The principle was simple enough - she couldn’t help thinking, from time to time, that there was something wrong with a universe that allowed so many dangerous things to happen so easily - but the devil was in the details. Time was nothing more than a formless void - she scowled at the thought - as far as humans were concerned, with no way to navigate beyond what she brought with them. She was following a rope she’d lowered herself, linked to the moment the nexus point had come back to life... she twisted the spellwork, praying to any god who might be listening that the jump worked perfectly. Going too far back in time might leave them stranded, utterly unable to make it home... she wondered, grimly, if they’d fall straight into Rangka’s clutches once again. Her neck ached. He’d snapped her neck... 

    It didn’t kill you, she told herself. It’s nothing more than a bad memory.

    “I’m ready,” she said. The spellwork hummed around them, extending into the nexus point and back in time. “Caleb?”

    Caleb took her hand. “I’m ready.”

    “Good luck,” Cat said. “Give him hell.”

    Emily hesitated, as the void opened in front of her. Last time, she’d pushed herself into the nexus point. This time... she felt as if she were on the verge of stepping over a cliff and falling to the rocks far below. Her head hurt, her heart pounded... she could barely keep from stepping back in utter terror. Her fear grew and grew and...

    She tightened her grip on Caleb’s hand and pulled, sending them both plunging into the nexus point. The world exploded around them, as her senses expanded... her eyes hurt, as if someone was trying to pull her eyelids wide open. She saw glimpses of things on the edge of the universe... no, outside the universe. Huge spider things scuttled at the back of her mind, lurking at the corner of her eye; she saw giant red eyes staring down at her, gone almost before she’d realized it. She fell...

    ...And then the world snapped back into existence.

    She staggered, nearly letting go of Caleb’s hand, as they landed on a hard stone floor. The nexus point was glowing with magic, a storm of sheer power dancing around them. She reached out instinctively to try to stabilize it, adding just a little hint of control; she recoiled in shock as a naked body fell out of the point, falling into the darkness below. Emily barely saw it vanish before it fell again and again... she summoned the body as it dropped back into view, levitating it to the floor. The body... her body. She wondered, not for the first time, what had happened to her clothes. Consumed by the nexus point? Or... or what? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 

    “Emily?” Caleb stared at her past self in shock. “That’s you.”

    “That’s me,” Emily confirmed. She felt a twinge of embarrassment, even though Caleb had certainly seen her naked before. She told herself not to be silly. She’d lost her virginity to him... she pushed that thought aside too and checked her past self, making sure she was alive and well, before grabbing Caleb’s hand and yanking him out of the chamber. “We have to move.”

    She heard someone running down the stairs and pulled Caleb into a side chamber, hastily wrapping an obscurification charm around them. Cat - Cat’s past self - hurried past, into the chamber. Emily braced herself, shaping the spell in her mind, then teleported Caleb and herself into the Craggy Mountains, well clear of the more traveled routes. It would make as good a place as any, she told herself, for them to catch their breath. They had nearly six weeks before the Whitehall Conference went to hell.

    “That was you.” Caleb sounded stunned. “What happened to you?”

    “I jumped into a nexus point,” Emily said. She glanced towards the deeper woods, leading to the greenwood itself. She still didn’t know why the Unseelie had wanted her to reignite all the nexus points. She’d go ask, if she thought she’d get a straight answer. She doubted it was safe even to try. “And when I came out, I was naked.”

    She sat on a fallen branch and stared down at her hands. They’d moved roughly three months back in time. The Necromantic Wars were ending... Lady Barb, Sergeant Miles and everyone else, even Master Lucknow, were still alive. She could go to them... she could, perhaps, even talk Void out of his mad scheme before he put it into play. But she didn’t dare. The risk was just too great.

    Caleb sat next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. Emily leant into him, enjoying the brief touch. Caleb, at least, was sensible. He could be relied upon not to change time - or try to - on his own. She let out a breath, relaxing for a long moment, then forced herself to stand. The last thing they needed was to be discovered here.

    “So,” Caleb said. “What now?”

    “To Dragon’s Den,” Emily said. She glanced at the sun, estimating the time. Right now, the town would be hearing the news about the end of the war. “And then to Whitehall.”


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    “THIS IS STRANGE,” CALEB MUTTERED, AS they made their way into Dragon’s Den. “This is...”

    Emily nodded in understanding. Dragon’s Den - their Dragon’s Den - had been badly damaged by the army, dozens of homes destroyed or damaged or simply commandeered for the war effort. This Dragon’s Den was alive and well, men and women dancing in the streets as it dawned on them that the war was over. The townspeople had always known it was just a matter of time until a necromancer got lucky and pushed his way through the mountains, his armies falling on Dragon’s Den like wolves on sheep. They’d lived with the reality of certain - eventual - destruction for longer than she’d been alive. Now...

    Her heart twisted in pain. The town would turn into a battleground, a mere six weeks in the future. She wanted to stop it, to warn the locals to flee, but... she knew that, in a sense, it had already happened. The children running through the streets, shouting and cheering as they played elaborate games, were going to be caught up in a refugee crisis, then a war. She saw a young boy, barely entering his teens, running past... she didn’t want to think about what might happen to him in a few short weeks. He might be dead, back in her time. Or... she didn’t know. She told herself most of the children had been sheltered during the fighting. There was a very good chance the young man - and the boys and girls running with him - had survived.

    She smiled, tiredly, as they pushed through the crowds and up to the upper-class district. The richer people were normally more sedate, she’d thought, but now even they were celebrating in the streets. A herald was screaming the good news at the top of his voice, telling a version of the story that bore a surprising resemblance to the truth. Dater and the other propagandists hadn’t gotten to work yet, Emily reflected. The stories that credited Dater - and the other aristocrats - with winning the war single-handedly hadn’t gotten off the ground. Not yet. Her lips thinned in bitter memory. Dater was on the other side of the Craggy Mountains, preparing his men to return in glory; Mariah was in her father’s castle, contemplating her future marriage. Emily grimaced. She couldn’t do anything to warn them either.

    The townspeople paid no attention to them as they walked down the street and stopped in front of her house. Emily felt wary, then kicked herself - mentally - for feeling they were doing something wrong. The locals paid as little attention to their neighbors as possible, closing their eyes to everything from overgrown lawns to outright child or servant abuse. It wasn’t worth the risk, not when one’s neighbors were sorcerers or wealthy merchants known for bearing grudges. She wondered, morbidly, just how many crimes were carried out behind the high stone walls. It wasn’t as if anyone gave a damn.

    She opened the gate, feeling a twinge of unease even though she knew she’d come and gone without being noticed. It was her gate, her house. She could enter and leave at will. Her past self was on the far side of the Craggy Mountains too, helping Cat set up his wards before joining Void and heading back to the tower. She wouldn’t return to the house. Emily’s head ached as she contemplated the time loop. Her past self wasn’t going to notice their presence because she hadn’t noticed it. And besides, the neighbors wouldn’t realize she wasn’t meant to be there.

    The house felt eerie as she stepped inside. She motioned Caleb into the sitting room, then headed up the stairs to her bedroom. The hidden safe stood untouched, unopened. She grimaced, remembering the days she feared she would never be able to open the safe again; she pressed her fingers against the charms, undoing them one by one. The chat parchments and other books seemed to wink at her. She was tempted to contact Frieda now, timeline be damned. But if something happened to change time…

    She swallowed hard, muttering a memory charm to make sure she only took what she already knew she’d taken. The chat parchments felt warm, drawing on her magic; she put them in her bag, before she could give in to temptation. The remainder of the missing spellbooks and journals followed, the latter slightly out of date. She’d done most of her apprenticeship in the tower, writing everything in the notebooks Void had given her. In hindsight, she wondered if they’d been charmed to let him see everything she wrote. There’d been so many protective charms layered over the parchment that it was far from impossible.

    It wasn’t as if he needed to bother, she thought, tiredly. I didn’t hide any of my apprenticeship research from him.

    The thought cost her a pang as she closed the safe, careful to make sure the locking charms fell back into place, then stepped back and sat on the bed. The preservation spells remained where she’d left them; she made a mental note to check them before they left the house and headed to Whitehall. She didn’t recall noticing anything wrong with the spells, when she’d passed through the house, but there was no point in taking chances. The shower and everything else they used would have to be cleaned before they left, too.

    She yawned, despite herself. It was early afternoon, local time, but it felt like late evening. It had been late evening, when she’d used the nexus point to send them back in time. She stood and headed down the stairs, silently listing everything else she’d noticed before as missing. They’d have to take everything, leaving the rest behind. She doubted they could risk coming back once the war started.

    Caleb looked up at her, tiredly. “You never came back here, not after the war?”

    “Not until we forced our way into the town,” Emily confirmed. “Void whisked me straight back to his tower, once we knew the war was over.”

    She sat, resting her hands in her lap. The armchair felt almost sinfully comfortable. Outside, the town was celebrating, but inside it was quiet and still. She felt the wards humming, protecting them. It was unlikely anyone so much as knew they were there.

    “If this doesn’t work, we can go to Heart’s Eye and use the nexus point there to travel back in time again,” Caleb said. “Or would that be a step too far?”

    “We’d appear in the middle of a fight,” Emily said. Caleb’s older brother had died in that fight. “And I don’t remember it happening.”

    “It hasn’t happened yet,” Caleb pointed out. “Perhaps your memories would change if it did.”

    Emily stared down at her hands. “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t want to risk it.”

    Caleb met her eyes. “It could work...”

    “It’s the Grandfather Paradox,” Emily said. “You go back in time and kill your grandfather as a young man. Because your grandfather died before siring your father, you are never born. Because you are never born, you don’t go back in time to kill your grandfather; because you don’t go back in time, your grandfather survives to sire your father and so you are born to go back in time and kill...”

    She shook her head. “There are several theories of what might happen if you did kill your grandfather. One theory says you’d create two separate timelines, one where your grandfather lived and one where he died. The other says the timeline would change time and time again, until the paradox ate itself... if it ever did. And a third theory states you wouldn’t be able to kill your grandfather. Something would happen to make sure you couldn’t. I don’t know which theory is correct.”

    “And trying to find out could prove dangerous.” Caleb nodded slowly. “I see your point.”

    “There’s another theory,” Emily added. “The universe has only a finite amount of energy. Splitting the universe into two separate universes will divide the energy between them, shortening the lifespan of the entire universe. If it happened repeatedly, every time there was a tiny point of divergence, the universe would come to an end very quickly. The theory was dismissed because, if that were true, the universe would already be dead. But it’s possible that only time travel causes the split in the universe and...”

    She yawned, again. “Sorry,” she said. “My mind is wandering.”

    “I understand,” Caleb said. “It’s been a long day.”

    Emily had to laugh at his understatement. Sergeant Miles was dead. The army had been routed. Dater was dead. Nanette was trying to hold the army together... no, Emily shook her head. None of that had happened, not yet. Nanette wouldn’t have to spend long pretending to be Emily. Either the plan succeeded, in which case they’d take down the wards within a few hours - from Nanette’s point of view - or they’d fail completely. If that happened...

    She stared at the painting on the wall. The urge to go to Void was almost overwhelming. She could tell him she knew what he was doing, she could tell him to stop before it was too late... she shook her head, knowing she didn’t dare. Void might not listen to her. Even if he did, there were other factions jockeying for power in the wake of the war. King Jorlem, only a few short miles to the north, was going to lose his head in a few weeks; Master Lucknow, trying desperately to slow the pace of change by throwing her in front of a kangaroo court, was going to die by her hand. And there was nothing she could do about it. What had happened had happened. The crowds outside didn’t know it, but the end of the last war would lead straight to another.

    “We need something to eat, then we need to sleep,” Emily said. “I’ll put you in one of the guest bedrooms.”

    “Of course,” Caleb said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

    Emily grinned. “It depends,” she said. “Are you a better cook than me?”

    She stood and headed into the kitchen without giving him time to answer. A normal magician would have a servant, someone to take care of cooking, cleaning and household chores while the magician worked his magic. She’d never thought to hire a servant. Silent - Nanette - had served as her maid, but... she shook her head as she undid the preservation charms and lit the stove with a spell. Her cooking had never been very good - she had been the best cook in Martial Magic, which wasn’t saying very much - but it would suffice. She knew enough to survive.

    “The bread and butter are in the blue cupboard,” she said, as she cracked eggs into a frying pan and whisked them into a makeshift omelet. “Can you butter a few slices? And if there’s any cheese there, pass it over.”

    Caleb did as he was told without complaint. Emily smiled, feeling a twinge of affection and amusement. Most men she’d met in the last eight years would sooner go hungry than do what they considered women’s work. Jade and Cat had cooked during Martial Magic - the sergeants had made sure the cooking duties were shared equally amongst the class - but she couldn’t recall either of them doing any cooking outside the school. Caleb... she felt her smile grow wider. Sienna was a tough mother, almost as tough as Lady Barb. She would have insisted her sons do a fair share of the household chores, as well as everything else.

    She scattered cheese onto the omelet - it looked messy, but she couldn’t bring herself to care - cut it in half and dumped it on a pair of plates. Caleb put the bread on the table, then sat on the far side. Emily passed him his food and picked up the salt and pepper, before sitting down herself. The omelet tasted sloppy, but edible. She supposed it was an improvement on field rations.

    “It tastes very good,” Caleb said. “Thanks.”

    Emily snorted. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”

    They shared a tired smile, then fell into companionable silence as they ate the rest of the food. Emily mentally listed everything they needed to take, then everything they could buy in town before making their way up to the school. Her thoughts felt sluggish, despite the food. She was tempted to drink an energy potion, but she knew she’d pay for it later. Better to sleep, even if it meant nightmares, than to stay awake.

    She stood and dumped the dishes in the washbasin - she’d wash them later - and headed for the door. “I’ll give you the guest bedroom,” she said, as they made their way up the stairs. “I didn’t think to search it when I was here last, so try not to make a mess.”

    Caleb chuckled. “Are you saying,” he said in a tone of mock-outrage, “that I’m not allowed to have a wild party in my bedroom?”

    Emily shook her head. “Not on your life.”

    She grinned as she pushed open the door. Caleb wasn’t the type of person to host a wild party, even in his own house. His younger brother, on the other hand... she shook her head, putting the thought aside as she checked the wards. There was a simple charm on the door, but nothing inside the room itself. It was, Lady Barb had taught her, a clear sign the guest was trusted. If Caleb wanted to erect wards to keep her from spying on him, he could. She wondered, idly, if he’d bother. They were both too tired for games.

    “Have a good night,” she said, mischievously. She nodded at the window. “Or you can go join the party outside if you like.”

    Caleb shook his head and stepped into the room. “Do you have any nightclothes for me?”

    Emily hesitated, unsure. “I don’t think so,” she said, after a moment. She didn’t have anything for Caleb. He was too tall to wear her leathers and he certainly wouldn’t wear her dresses. The thought was absurd. “We’ll have to find you something new tomorrow.”

    She raised her hand to bid him farewell, then closed the door and walked down the corridor. Frieda’s room was still closed... she felt another pang of guilt, wishing she dared make contact ahead of time. She was tempted to step inside, to see if Frieda had kept any of Hoban’s clothes in her wardrobe, but it would be a breach of trust. And it was unlikely. She’d never brought Hoban back to the house. She hadn’t even asked if she could.

    Good thing too, Emily thought, tiredly. She understood the desire for privacy - and she knew how terrible the local inns were - but she wouldn’t have wanted a near-stranger in her house when she wasn’t there. You wouldn’t have been able to decide what to say.

    She stepped into her bedroom and closed the door, then sat on the bed as everything started to catch up with her. Sergeant Miles was dead. Sergeant Miles... she tried to tell herself that he’d gone out the way he’d wanted, but... it didn’t work. She felt tears at the corner of her eyes, threatening to flow. She wanted to wait for Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles to return from the wars, then make contact with them. A dozen schemes ran through her mind, each one crazier than the last. She could replace them with mimics or convince them to bilocate themselves or...

    Emily undressed slowly, dumping her leathers in the washing basket. Her clothes stank of sweat and mud and desperation. She stepped into the shower, allowing the water to wash her clean, then dried herself with a towel rather than risking a spell. Her magic felt weak as tiredness washed through her. And yet... she was tempted, very tempted, to call Caleb into her bedroom. She wanted - needed - to feel human again. She didn’t want to sleep alone.

    She shook her head as she climbed into bed, cancelled the lightspell and closed her eyes. It would only complicate things. Their relationship had ended years ago and... no, there was no point in risking their friendship. They’d been lucky to remain friends. Perhaps they wouldn’t have stayed in touch if they hadn’t agreed to work on the university together...

    Her mind raced as she forced herself to draw up a plan. They’d enter Whitehall - it would be easy, in the window between her trial and the conference - and hide themselves within the castle. They’d have enough time, she hoped, to subvert the wards before Void took control and turned Whitehall into his private fortress. She wondered, sourly, just why Gordian had let him get so close to the nexus point. The Grandmaster should have known better.

    Void could have promised to get me out of the spellware, she thought, grimly. She’d never been impressed with Gordian, who’d been forced to play politics rather than concentrating on his job. He’d never liked her. He’d done his level best to get her expelled, then served on the kangaroo court that had tried to execute her before anyone could intervene. And, because Gordian thought I was his daughter, he assumed Void could do it.

    She sighed. It didn’t matter. Gordian was a dead man walking, his fate already written. Void had killed him... would kill him. And, in doing so, he’d taken control of the school.

    We’ll get him out, she promised herself, as she drifted off to sleep. Whatever it takes, we’ll get him out.


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    “YOU LOOK... TIRED,” CALEB SAID, THE following morning. “Are you alright?”

    Emily scowled as she sat at the table, resisting the urge to rest her head on the hard wooden surface. She’d slept for hours - it was seven in the morning, according to the clock - but she felt as if she hadn’t rested at all. She’d had nightmare after nightmare, each one a dull reminder of how many people had died. She didn’t really want to think about it, even though she knew she didn’t have a choice. It would be all too easy to make a mistake and alter history, with unforeseeable consequences. 

    She made an unintelligible noise. Perhaps it would have been better to invite Caleb into her room, into her bed. Or... she sighed inwardly, remembering how it hadn’t been easy to go to sleep beside him or any of her other boyfriends. It was funny, she recalled; she’d found it easier to have them inside her than alongside her. Or... perhaps it wasn’t that funny. She simply preferred sleeping alone.

    Caleb put a steaming mug in front of her. Emily silently blessed him as she put the mug to her lips and drank. The Kava tasted foul, strong enough to make her teeth hurt, but she didn’t care. No one drank Kava for the taste. She sipped it gingerly, forcing herself to swallow the hot liquid. The sooner she was awake, the sooner they could begin. She didn’t want to spend any more time than absolutely necessary within the house. There were just too many things that could go wrong.

    “Thank you,” she said, when she trusted herself to speak. “What do you want to do for breakfast?”

    “The party is still on outside,” Caleb said, waving towards the window and the stone wall beyond. Brilliant sunlight streamed through the window, hurting their eyes. “We can go get breakfast in town, if you want, or we can eat something here.”

    “It might be better to stay here,” Emily said. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her it had been a long time since they’d eaten. “But I just don’t know.”

    She ran her hand through her hair, hating the uncertainty. It was rare for anyone to recognize her, certainly when they had no reason to expect her. Her portraits were often so inaccurate that it was hard to tell who the artists thought they were painting. Caleb wasn’t particularly well known either, but... she shook her head. If they went out into the town, they’d wear glamours and hope no one tried to see through them. There was no point in taking chances.

    “I’ll cut some more bread,” Caleb said. “But we’ll have to get more before we leave for school.”

    Emily nodded. “We can do that,” she said. “We also have to make sure we take the right things without replacing them.”

    Her lips quirked as Caleb sliced and buttered the bread, then passed her a couple of slices. Emily ate them slowly, savoring the taste. It was a very simple breakfast, compared to what she’d enjoyed at Whitehall, but it was enough. She didn’t need a ten-course breakfast; neither did Caleb. She smiled as she finished her drink, looking at him. He’d cleaned his shirt and trousers with magic, before donning them again.

    “We have some time to think and plan,” she said, as they went back into the sitting room and sat on the sofa. She took one of the notepads - she made a mental note to ensure they took it with - and rested it on her lap. “Once we get into the school, we won’t be able to leave.”

    She picked up a pencil, then sketched out a rough timeline. Her past self would be going to Laughter soon, where she would stay until she was dragged in front of a kangaroo court. Void... where was Void going to be? She didn’t know. Her master had told her he was going to let her rest, to gather herself before she returned to her apprenticeship. He hadn’t spent much of his time with her, she recalled. She remembered getting annoyed he wasn’t joining her for dinner, let alone sharing theories and drawing up plans for joint research. What had he been doing? 

    “The conference was originally planned to take place at Laughter,” she said, putting her feelings out of her head. “It got derailed, then moved to Whitehall. Void couldn’t have been sure that was going to happen, so he couldn’t have moved to Whitehall himself until after my trial, when the decision was made.”

    “Don’t be so sure,” Caleb said. “There weren’t many other possibilities.”

    Emily grimaced, conceding the point. The Imperial City had slowly become inaccessible as magic leaked out of the reignited nexus point. Resolution Castle wasn’t big enough to host a conference. Mountaintop belonged to the magical families, Stronghold to the military... Laughter and Whitehall were the only real possibilities and Void had spiked the plan to hold the conference at Laughter before it had even gotten off the ground. The only other option would be to hold the conference in one of the kingdoms and that would have caused all sorts of problems. Emily doubted Alassa - or Mariah - would have agreed, if they’d been asked to play host.

    “He would have had to get into the school at some point,” she said. “He could have used my blood or... Gordian could have granted him access. In fact” - her mind raced - “I bet he made an agreement with Gordian, just after my trial. Gordian wouldn’t think anything of it. He’d assume Void was trying to save his daughter’s life...”

    Which is just the sort of thing Void would do, her thoughts added, silently. Use a small crime to cover a much larger one.

    She nodded to herself. Void would let Gordian think he had the moral high ground. No, that Gordian had something on Void, something Gordian could use to bend Void to his will. And he’d never notice, not until it was too late, that Void was merely using him to get into position, to take control of the nexus point from under him. And then... she remembered the broken form she’d seen, months ago and months in the future, and shivered. Gordian had died before he’d realized how badly he’d screwed up.

    “Right.” She took a breath. “We have to get into the school before they hold my trial, and then we have to hide, hidden from view.”

    “The tunnels under the nexus point,” Caleb said. “Can they be accessed still?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “We should be able to get inside. If not... we can use the nexus point to hide ourselves within the school, perhaps even isolate a few sections from detection.”

    She grinned at him, then started to sketch out the spellwork. It wouldn’t be easy. They’d have to convince Void he had complete control, all the while limiting his influence so he could be cut off and isolated at the crucial moment. She remembered the white flames burning through the monsters and shivered. The Wildfire would make one hell of a distraction. Void would need to draw the wards back, for fear they’d catch fire. It would give her a window of opportunity to put the final pieces into place.

    Even if he knows I’m coming, she thought, he won’t realize I’m already here.

    Caleb took over the spellwork design, leaving Emily to draw up concepts for everything from improved mimics to gravity wells and transdimensional portals. Void’s concept was workable, although - not unlike time travel - it wouldn’t be easy to ensure the portal went where the caster wanted it to go. She had to admit his solution - using her clothes and other possessions as a guide - was workable, but... she mulled it over, then put it aside and concentrated on the improved mimics instead. If one of them managed to get through Void’s defenses, the war would be over.

    He probably feels the same way, too, she thought, remembering the mimic they’d encountered at Mountaintop. And the next one of his might be designed to kill.

    She kept going, listing the supplies they’d need and making notes of where to obtain them within the town. They were lucky they were within Dragon’s Den. Anywhere else, the supplies would be either expensive, unobtainable or likely to draw unwanted attention when they tried to purchase them. Here... they could purchase as much as they liked and no one would say anything, as long as they had the money. And she did. Her past self had already noted the missing money. She knew she’d take it because she already had.

    Her stomach growled, warningly. “We’d better go eat,” she said. She held out the shopping list. “Do we need anything else?”

    “Clothes and food - and a trunk, if we don’t take yours,” Caleb said. “Do you have one?”

    Emily shook her head. “Not here,” she said. “My trunk is back in the tower.”

    Her lips quirked - the trunk was hundreds of miles away, completely beyond their reach - as she stood and headed to the bathroom. Her eyes looked tired, her face pale... she splashed water on her skin, then cast a glamour to make her look like a merchant’s wife or daughter, someone too wealthy and respectable to attract attention from one side of society, yet neither wealthy nor respectable enough to be noticed by the other. Caleb could pass for a merchant easily, too. There were so many passing through the town that one more would go unnoticed.

    Caleb joined her as she stepped into the hallway. “How do I look?”

    Emily grinned. Caleb’s glamour looked sloppy, the kind of sloppiness that would make it hard for anyone to take him seriously. They’d assume he was either a weak and unskilled magician or a mundane who’d hired an actual magician to make him look better, only to be conned. She supposed it would help ensure they passed unnoticed. She just hoped it wouldn’t make it harder to buy their supplies.

    “Terrible,” she said. Caleb was a brilliant magician, easily her match when it came to theory and charms work. “Are you hoping they’ll underestimate you?”

    “Yep.” Caleb took her hand. “If they think I’m a fool, they won’t look any further.”

    Emily rolled her eyes, then collected her money and led the way out of the house, closing the doors and wards behind her. She didn’t dare try to add Caleb to the wards, not now. It would be noticeable, and her past self hadn’t noticed it. The streets outside seemed a little quieter now, as more respectable people abandoned the parties and returned to their homes to think about what would happen now the war was over. She frowned as they walked into the center of town, where the party was still going on. A handful of students were dancing among the crowds... she cursed under her breath, suddenly aware Frieda might be among them. She didn’t know where the younger girl had been, immediately after the war. She’d assumed Frieda was in Whitehall.

    And she knows me well enough to see through the glamour, Emily thought. If she spots us...

    She kept her eyes open as they found a small eatery and stepped inside. The landlord looked harassed, as if he hadn’t slept much either, but waved them to a small table at the rear of the room. There weren’t many customers, something that would normally have bothered her. Now... she shook her head. The party last night had gone on for so long - and was still going on - that she was sure most of the population was battling hangovers. Her lips twitched in amusement. The students outside would be heading back to the school shortly... given that it was a weekday, they might wind up in some trouble. Gordian was that kind of man.

    The landlord returned, holding out a menu. “What can I get you?”

    “Lamb shanks for me,” Caleb said. He glanced at Emily. “Same for you?”

    “Why not?” Emily had never eaten lamb shanks, but it would probably be good. Dragon’s Den didn’t tolerate poor cooks. “And mashed potatoes, please.”

    She watched the landlord depart, then leaned back in her chair and waited. Her body felt tired, even though she hadn’t done very much since getting out of bed. The herald outside was shouting frantically in a desperate bid to be heard over the party, screaming his head off about King Simmons and his glorious victories over the forces of evil. Emily felt a stab of pity for the herald. King Simmons hadn’t sent troops to the army, let alone come himself, but he was trying to steal the credit now the war was over. The poor herald wouldn’t have a choice. He had to repeat the king’s lies.

    “There’ll be bigger lies, soon enough,” she said, grimly. “And the truth will be buried beneath the lies.”

    Caleb nodded, just as the herald started an elaborate story of how his master had taken on three necromancers at once, armed only with the sword of his fathers. Emily heard jeers from the crowd. Taking on a single necromancer with a sword was a good way to wind up dead... although, she supposed, the necromancer might just be surprised long enough for the swordsman to bury the sword in the necromancer’s rotting flesh. Perhaps it would work... she shook her head. A newborn necromancer might be stopped that way, but Shadye and Rangka would’ve regarded the wound as nothing more than a minor inconvenience. She’d seen them shrug off blows and curses that would have blown her to bits.

    The herald’s voice stopped abruptly. Emily guessed someone had hexed him into silence.

    She put the thought out of her mind as the landlord returned with two steaming plates of food and a large jug of water. She nodded her thanks, checked the meal was safe to eat and tucked in with gusto. It tasted a lot better than field rations - and her own cooking. Caleb ate, too, his mind clearly elsewhere. Emily was tempted to tell him they had plenty of time, but she knew from grim experience that everything would happen in a rush. They had to get everything sorted out before it was too late.

    They finished their dinner, paid the landlord and stepped outside. The herald stood in the street, his body grey stone. His face was a silent rictus of horror. Emily winced as she saw the kids hurling rotten vegetables and sticks at the statue, as if the poor man had been put in the stocks for the day. It was technically illegal to hurl anything that might cause serious harm, but - from what she’d heard - the law was often ignored. And it wasn’t as if the herald had had any choice. His master had sent him orders. He’d had to obey.

    And his master might lose his throne in the next few months, she thought. She’d never actually met King Simmons, but... she had a vague memory of hearing something about his kingdom being in peril. Who knows?

    She shaped a spell with her mind, then cast it. The statue staggered, then collapsed as the herald returned to normal. The kids let out disappointed groans, then scattered into backstreets before she - or the herald - could chase them. Emily gave the poor man a quick once-over, then motioned for him to run. Whoever had cast the spell would come back, sooner or later, to see what had happened. She wondered, as they headed to the shops, who it had been and why he’d done it. Dragon’s Den wasn’t always a safe place for mundanes. 

    It was worse a hundred years ago, she reminded herself. The town the young Void had known had been far worse. Things got a lot better when Hasdrubal became Grandmaster.

    “You’re a good person, Emily,” Caleb said. “There aren’t many people who would have done that.”

    Emily nodded. Some magicians would have thought the herald deserved it. Some would have thought it was just a prank. Some... might have thought it was a bit much, but wouldn’t have dared do anything. Who knew who’d cast the spell? It might have been a weak magician, stomping on mundanes to make him feel better about himself, or it could have been a magician strong enough to stomp anyone who got in his way. Better to walk away than risk a fight one might easily lose.

    Void has a point, she reflected, not for the first time. If he isn’t the one to impose order, someone else will do it instead.

    She shook her head. There was no easy solution. Magical warlords and mundane kings would impose order, but it would be their order. Commoners might want to impose their own order, yet... without magic and weapons, it would be nothing more than the mice voting to bell the cat. And... she smiled, grimly. She’d introduced better weapons, weapons anyone could use. Who knew? Perhaps the mice would turn on the cat and impose their own order on him.

    “Get everything we need,” she said, as they entered the apothecary. “We don’t want to be coming back.”

    “I’ll make sure I get some clothes, too,” Caleb said. “I can’t keep wearing these.”

    “Get some robes,” Emily said. She hadn’t been out of school that long. And besides, some of the students looked older than she did. A simple pair of glamours should keep people from looking closely enough to realize they didn’t belong. “As long as we can pass for students, we should pass unnoticed.”

    “Maybe,” Caleb said. He didn’t sound convinced. There were hundreds of first to fourth year students, but only a few dozen fifth and sixth years. “But we’d be better staying completely out of sight.”


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    “DO YOU HAVE EVERYTHING?”

    Emily nodded as she checked her bag. She’d purchased it in an enchanter’s shop, then improved on the spells to ensure it could carry everything she needed. The spells wouldn’t last forever - her most optimistic estimate was that they’d last a week unless they were constantly repaired and strengthened - but they’d suffice. If she didn’t manage to get into Whitehall, the mission was doomed anyway. She slung the bag over her shoulder, then brushed down her robe. It wasn’t uncommon for students, particularly older students, to visit friends and family within the town. They should pass unnoticed.

    “Yes.” Emily shot Caleb a wink. “And you?”

    “I have everything, as planned,” Caleb said. “Does the house match your memories?”

    “I think so.” Emily had used memory charms, just to make sure she only took the stuff she already knew she’d taken. She’d replaced the food, save for the food she knew she’d taken... she made a mental note to ponder the time loop later. “I’ve cleaned the rooms and showers and everything, then checked the safe. It should be fine.”

    She hid her doubts as best as she could, although she feared Caleb could see them regardless. They’d spent the month laying their plans and building their spells, but - if only to relax - they’d spent time discussing the implications of time and interdimensional travel. Emily wasn’t sure what would happen if the house they left behind didn’t quite match what her past self had seen. Would her memories be altered along with the timeline? Or had they already been altered? She wished she knew what would happen if she tried jumping further and further back in time to make things right. If she had known, it would be a great deal easier to decide what to do.

    “If the timeline is correct, Gordian should be on his way to Resolution Castle,” she said. She thought they could break into the school even with the grandmaster present, but there was no point in risking everything on one throw of the dice. “We should be able to get in without being caught.”

    She opened the door and gestured for him to step outside, then followed him into the garden and pulled the door firmly closed, snapping the remaining wards back into place. The darkening sky felt hot and dry, a grim reminder of the drought spreading over Alluvia and threatening to plunge the kingdom into anarchy. King Jorlem’s days were numbered, if he wasn’t already dead. She honestly wasn’t sure when the king had died. It might well have been several days before she reached Freedom City.

    Don’t think about that now, she told herself. There’s nothing you can do about it.

    Dragon’s Den seemed quieter as they made their way through the streets and onto the road leading up to the school. The guardsmen were out in force, swinging their clubs and wands; a grim reminder, she suspected, that refugees were already starting to flow in from the northern border. The town was battening down the hatches, preparing for a siege. She thought she spotted a handful of councilors holding earnest discussions outside the town hall. It was hard to be sure. She dismissed the thought as they walked past a handful of other students, tensing as the students looked at them and shrugged. It wasn’t impossible the glamours would fail. It was the height of rudeness to try to peer under a glamour, particularly one crafted to make it clear the wearer wanted to be left alone, but students were known for being rude. A student with more magic than common sense might easily try to cancel her glamour... she scowled, remembering the horror stories about what happened to magicians who dressed completely in spells. They could be cancelled at any moment, leaving them naked...

    She forced herself to focus as they reached the top of the road, an eerie sense of wrongness washing over her as they stopped and stared at Whitehall. It was so... normal, as if nothing had changed since she’d left the school... there was no trace, of course, of the Wildfire and the remnants of the army. The low wall marking the edge of the school’s formal grounds seemed undisturbed. She pushed the sense of unreality out of her head as best as she could as she took Caleb’s hand and led him towards the gatehouse. The guards on the gate didn’t pay any close attention to them, but they weren’t the real defenses. They were just standing there as an unsubtle reminder there were defenses. The conference attendees probably needed the reminder more than the students.

    The wards touched her bare skin. She braced herself, pushing the spells she’d prepared into her aura without making it obvious. Gordian couldn’t have kept her out completely, not without wrecking the school, but he could have added additional wards to the outer defenses to make it harder for her to enter or simply sound an alert in his office. Or... she reminded herself, sharply, that Gordian was hardly stupid and he could call on support from some of the best magicians in the world. He’d certainly been trying to undermine her link to the wards as soon as he’d realized it was there.

    Sweat beaded on her back before the wards parted, allowing her to enter. Caleb’s hand tightened on hers, just for a second, then relaxed. Emily held his hand gently as they kept walking forward, careful not to do anything that would sound the alarm. The students outside the school might not be paying close attention, but that could change at any moment if the glamour failed or they made a mistake. She let out a sigh of relief as they reached the main doors and stepped into the school. The wards welcomed them. She almost thought the school was pleased to see her.

    A wave of déjà vu pervaded her mind as she let go of Caleb and looked around. The entrance hall hadn’t changed much, beyond a large painting of the First Emperor being placed at the top of the staircase. She couldn’t remember what had been there before, but... she shrugged. Gordian was probably hoping the Allied Lands would remember the days they’d been united under a single emperor. She snorted at the thought. If there was one thing every king and prince would agree on, it was that they wouldn’t give up a single scrap of power without a fight. Reuniting the Empire would be impossible without a great deal of bloody fighting.

    Which is what Void is trying to do, she thought, grimly. And if he isn’t stopped, he might just succeed.

    The sense of déjà vu grew stronger as they made their way through a maze of corridors. The tutors were nowhere to be seen, as always; Emily gritted her teeth as she saw a young boy snap off a hex at a girl, turning her into a slug. He was zapped himself a second later, frozen helplessly until someone cast the counterspell or he managed to free himself. Emily shook her head as she walked past. It was clear the games were getting out of control again. She wasn’t too surprised. Gordian had never been very good at finding ways to channel student energies into more productive pursuits. Hasdrubal would have stepped in - or had his staff step in - well before matters had gotten out of hand.

    She sighed as she found the stairs leading down to the lower levels, the wards closing in around them as they descended. Gordian had put a handful of warning spells on the doors, but - thanks to Void - she had no trouble removing or freezing them long enough to open the way to the nexus point’s chamber. Caleb followed, staying close. She’d warned him not to wander off, not until they’d ensured the wards wouldn’t see him as an intruder. If he was caught, time would definitely be changed. And who knew what would happen then?

    “I think...”

    Emily paused, gathering herself as she stepped through the final door and into the nexus chamber itself. Power billowed around her, echoing like the beating of a giant heart; she smiled, feeling the wards welcoming her, as she stared at the crystalline cylinders that rose from the depths and stretched up into the school. The nexus chamber was a multidimensional nightmare, the power twisting in directions she couldn’t comprehend as it held the school’s interior firmly in place. And if something happened to the spellware...

    Caleb caught her arm, dragging her back to reality. “Emily!”

    Emily blinked at him, dully realizing she’d nearly walked right into the nexus point. It was... she shook her head, then reached out with her mind. The spellware welcomed her, greeting her as the last of the founders. Gordian had been furious, she recalled, when he’d realized there was no way he could remove her from the network. She understood, but... she shook her head. Gordian had been a weak man. He’d let the wolf within the fold and the entire world had paid the price. 

    She braced herself. “Give me a moment,” she said. “This is tricky.”

    Caleb held her, gently, as she pushed new commands into the spellware. It would have been easy to take control completely, but that would have altered time beyond repair. And... she sucked in her breath. Gordian might not be able to keep her from taking control, but he’d set up spells to warn him if she tried. It took her a long moment to find the spells, then reprogram them not to send any messages to anyone. She silently gave him - or whoever he’d hired - points for imagination. The spells might not be able to stand up to her, but the mere act of removing them would be all too revealing. Void had shown her something similar. The irony made her smile as she finished her work, then disconnected her mind from the network. She’d have to come back, to add more over the next few days, but for the moment they were safe. The wards would assume they were senior teachers and treat them accordingly.

    “We could do this at Heart’s Eye,” Caleb said, as she took a step back. “We will start running out of space, sooner or later...”

    “And if we lost control of the nexus point, the interior dimensions would be cut off or violently expelled,” Emily reminded him. They’d been together at the time, although they hadn’t slept together until after her first trip back in time. “It took years to hollow out the pocket dimension here, then stabilize them to the point they could survive without the nexus point. Doing it at Heart’s Eye...”

    She smiled, tiredly. Caleb was trying to distract her, to give her something else to think about. She appreciated the effort, but they didn’t have time. The nexus point was still thrumming at the back of her head, a constant presence that would wear her down as long as she remained in the chamber. She squeezed his hand and led the way back outside, then down to the passageways they’d found years ago. Gordian had sealed them closed, but she had no trouble undoing the spells. He hadn’t dared ask someone else for help with sealing the tunnels under Whitehall.

    “He had people down here, last time I visited,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure what had happened to that project, although - if Gordian had been desperate enough to ask Void for help - it was unlikely they’d gotten very far. They’d probably assumed the wards were fairly standard, even if they did draw on a nexus point. They hadn’t realized that the wards had literally grown until it was far too late. “If they spot us, we’ll have to run.”

    “Understood,” Caleb said.

    Emily cast a night-vision spell as they inched into the tunnel. They’d swept up a lot of dust, nearly a thousand years’ worth of dust, when they’d opened the tunnels, but it was clear they’d barely scratched the surface. The dust was so heavily layered on the ground it looked like snow, complete with new-fallen dust covering the path they’d painstakingly swept three years ago. Gordian didn’t seem to have left anyone under the school, although it was hard to be entirely sure. The tunnels ran so deep it was impossible to search more than a tiny percentage of them.

    “Interesting,” Caleb said. “Did you ever figure out who made the tunnels?”

    “No.” Emily glanced back at him, then cast a spell to filter out the dust from her throat. “There’s a tunnel network under all of the nexus points, certainly all the points I’ve seen. I don’t know who made them or why.”

    And tunnels under Mountaintop, too, her thoughts added. But if there’d been a nexus point there, once upon a time, it should have reignited with the rest of them.

    She closed the doors behind them, then summoned a lightglobe. The stone walls looked as if something had melted its way through the rock, rather than using pickaxes and shovels. A handful of chambers had been used for something, once upon a time, although there were few clues left as to what that might have been. She recalled the old documents they’d recovered, three years ago, and frowned. They’d vanished into the school’s collection and she’d never had time to see them again. Perhaps there’d been clues there, perhaps... she shook her head. It would be better to stay away from the explored parts of the tunnels. It might draw too much attention.

    Caleb coughed, as they passed through a cloud of dust. “Where now?”

    Emily peered into the next chamber. It wasn’t perfect - she would have preferred somewhere a little further from the known entrances - but it would do. She stepped inside and reached up to touch the ceiling, feeling the power of the nexus point echoing through the stone. The ceiling was a little low, but it had been in place for over a thousand years. There was no reason to think it would collapse in the next few days. She tested the wards, making sure she could reach out and touch the nexus point spellware, then sagged in relief. They’d considered finding a place to hide within the unused chambers on the upper levels, but that would have been a constant trial. There were just too many students keen on poking their noses where they didn’t belong.

    “I think this’ll do,” she said. She unslung her bag and placed it on the dusty ground. “Can you set up the wards? Make sure they’re nestled within the school’s wards.”

    “Of course.” Caleb put his bag down, then produced a wand and started to move around the chamber. “We shouldn’t have any trouble hiding down here.”

    Emily nodded, watching as he worked. They’d spent weeks designing the wards, although they’d had no way to know where they’d be set up. Caleb was good, good enough to keep the wards within the school’s wards without setting off any alarms or drawing attention to the lower levels. Emily was fairly sure they’d be safe - she knew there were random flashes of magic around the nexus point - but Gordian was a paranoid man. He knew he could lose control of his school in an instant. He might panic first and think later.

    “Done.” Caleb grinned at her. “Check my work, please.”

    Emily reached out with her mind, testing the wards. “We should be able to host a wild party here, without setting off the alarms,” she said. “And they’re not linked directly to the nexus point.”

    “No,” Caleb agreed. “All we have to do now is make this place liveable.”

    He smiled, but there was a sad edge to it. “My family didn’t like dusting, when we were younger,” he said. “It was just pointless. We dusted and dusted and the dust just kept coming back. So Mother taught us a spell she claimed would make it worthwhile” - he moved his hands in an odd pattern, summoning a tiny whirlwind - “and let us have fun with it. Casper learnt how to cast it properly, then turn it into a weapon. It was how he learnt to be precise.”

    Emily watched as the dust was swept up and deposited in a corner, the whirlwind fading out as the spell came to an end. Casper had died in a nexus point chamber, his body blown apart by a bilocated necromancer; she wondered, despite herself, if Caleb thought he might meet the same fate. Casper and Caleb hadn’t been close, but... they’d been brothers. Caleb had never wanted Casper dead.

    She opened her bag, dug up the rug and laid it on the ground, then sat. “He was a skilled magician,” she said, cursing herself as she spoke. She never knew what to say when someone was upset. “He helped win the war.”

    Caleb sat next to her. “I know,” he said. “But it doesn’t bring him back, does it?”

    Emily winced. Magicians never seemed to be aware, at least at first, that actions had permanent consequences. The worst that could happen to a student, at Whitehall, was being expelled. She’d heard of students being kicked out for attempted murder instead of being marched straight to jail. The more normal punishment was six strokes of the cane. And yet... she shook her head. If she ever became a teacher, she’d make it clear to her students that they’d have to live with what they’d done.

    “No,” she said. She wrapped an arm around him and gave him a hug, then dug into her bag for the notebook. “All we can do is live.”

    “And get to work,” Caleb said. “How long do we have?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “It might not be long enough.”


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    Time CRAWLED.

    Emily did her best to be patient, but even she found it hard to wait for something when she didn’t have the slightest idea - save for a handful of educated guesses - when it would occur. Caleb and she spent their days weaving their own spells into the nexus point’s spellware, then reverse-engineering the spells she’d seen at Mountaintop and those enchanting protective amulets and rings to provide some measure of protection if - when - Void put the spell into place. They spent hours discussing all the possibilities, trying to forget the simple fact that time was running out. They didn’t dare spend too long outside the tunnels, even when the conference was finally organized and hundreds of strangers started roaming the corridors. There was just too great a chance of being spotted.

    “Emily,” Caleb said, one evening. “Do you think we’ve changed time?”

    Emily had no idea. She’d done her best to follow the news - her past self had gone to Laughter, then been arrested by Master Lucknow - but it was hard to be sure. The news was full of the usual half-truths, misrepresentations and outright lies. She knew for a fact she hadn’t killed a dozen mediators in single combat, but that didn’t stop hundreds of students discussing the fight - a fight that had never happened. Gordian seemed keen to squash all mention of the fight, then her trial. Emily guessed he’d taken some heat from the rest of the staff. They knew she wasn’t a mad animal who needed to be put down.

    “I hope not,” she said. She wasn’t entirely sure just what had happened, from the moment the conference had begun. Jan hadn’t been privy to the high-level discussions between Master Lucknow and many of the other magicians, although Emily had a sneaking suspicion she’d been discussed. She felt a pang, mingled with tired regret and acceptance. “If we have...”

    She didn’t want to think about it as the time grew shorter. If they’d done something - anything - to knock the timeline off its course, if they’d changed time... she told herself, firmly, that nothing they’d done should have changed anything. It wasn’t as if they’d confronted Void directly or told Gordian to tighten the defenses or even made contact with their past selves. She wondered, idly, what she would say to herself, if she ever came face to face with her future. It had been bad enough encountering the alternate version of herself...

    At least the future version wouldn’t be a monster, she told herself. She’d just be from the future, not an alternate timeline.

    Her heart twisted as she glanced at Caleb. He’d been tortured by her alternate self. He knew it wasn’t her fault - he’d assured her he knew they weren’t the same person - but she’d heard his nightmares. Sharing a room with her wasn’t so pleasant for him now... her lips quirked at the thought, although she knew it wasn’t funny. The person who’d tortured him had worn her face. She was surprised he’d managed to so much as give her a hug, let alone refrained from flinching from her touch.

    She ran her eyes down the papers, although she’d read them time and time again. The window was narrowing. Void had to be making his way to Whitehall now, unless they had changed time. She’d caught glimpses of Lady Barb in the corridors above, organizing security as more and more guests arrived. The older woman didn’t seem very pleased with her work. Emily understood, all too well. The guests were rude and entitled and no one could or would bring them to heel. Gordian could put a stop to their behavior in a moment, but he was too busy politicking. Emily silently cursed him as he weaved his way in and out of heavily warded rooms, popping in and out of her awareness. A strong man in his position could have accomplished much. Gordian had been fighting for scraps of power for so long it had never dawned on him, not really, that he’d finally made it.

    “Jan did say things had been getting out of hand,” she muttered. She eyed her nest of blankets tiredly, wondering if she should take a nap. “I guess he was right...”

    A frisson of alarm shot through the wards. She straightened, sleep banished from her mind. Void had arrived... she sat up, waving to Caleb as she peered through the spells they’d woven into the wards. She’d assumed Void would enter through a secret passageway, perhaps the one he’d caught them trying to use, but he simply strolled in through the front door. Her lips twisted in dismay as she mentally kicked herself. Void was just too powerful to be safely ignored. Of course he’d been invited. She watched him make his way through the corridors, nodding politely to Frieda as she tried to steer him into one of the reception chambers. Her heart twisted as she realized Void genuinely was being polite. He’d never disliked Frieda and, even if he had, he wouldn’t have openly shown it. And yet, he was going to bring ruin to the conference and doom upon the entire world.

    “Good thing we didn’t try to recruit her,” Caleb commented. “He might have noticed something.”

    Emily nodded as Void hailed Gordian and they walked into a private conference chamber, so heavily warded she couldn’t hope to see inside. Void might be powerful, but he didn’t have extensive estates or a small army of magicians and mundanes... not as far as anyone outside his circle knew. He wouldn’t be particularly interested in border negotiations, providing they didn’t impinge upon him. Besides, as far as she could tell, the negotiations weren’t getting anywhere. No one wanted to give up territory, even tiny slices of land along the borders. And the aristocrats who had estates in many different kingdoms didn’t want to give any of them up.

    The problem should have been solved decades ago, Emily mused. It would have been easy to organize swaps or compensation, before the problem threatened to mushroom into war. But no one wanted to make the first trade.

    She forced herself to wait, despite the temptation to brush the wards aside and peer into the chamber. Gordian and Void would sense it at once and time would change... at the very least, she reflected, they’d act together to take control of the nexus point rather than Void putting a knife in Gordian’s back. It felt like hours, although she knew it couldn’t have been more than thirty minutes at most, before the door opened and they emerged. Gordian’s face was tightly controlled, but Emily thought she could see a smile threatening to break through his calm. Void had to have offered to help him take full control of the nexus point.

    “Here we go.” Emily’s heart was suddenly pounding in her chest. She tried not to look at Lady Barb, or everyone else who would soon be dead - or on the run. Master Lucknow was holding court in a large chamber, expounding on his own plans for a vastly expanded council and multinational authority. “I’ll handle the observations. You make sure you’re shielded.”

    Caleb grinned as he pulled the amulet over his forearm. “I’m ready.”

    Emily shivered, trying not to think about how their work could be so easily swept away. She couldn’t keep Void from accessing the nexus point, not when he’d know that something had gone wrong. There was a very real chance Void would accidentally destroy their work or overwhelm both she and Caleb with the compulsion spell, winning the war without having the slightest idea as to what he’d done. She wondered what he’d think when he realized she’d dropped right off the planet. Would he waste his time looking for her, unaware that her rotting corpse was resting under Whitehall? Or would he assume she’d found a way to open a portal and return to Earth? It seemed unlikely. Void knew she had no interest in returning to Earth.

    Her awareness followed Gordian and Void as they made their way down to the chamber, the wards parting around them. They didn’t speak, even when they thought they were alone. She sensed a faint resonance around Void, a wave of magic that was both familiar and unfamiliar. It took her a moment to realize it was hers. Void would have used her blood to duplicate her magic, fudging it slightly to ensure Gordian didn’t smell a rat. They were supposed to be father and daughter, not identical twins. Her lips quirked in grim amusement. Gordian was so desperate to be in sole control of his school he probably wouldn’t notice if Void’s magic was exactly like hers. Perhaps he wouldn’t think anything of it if he did. He certainly knew Emily had been Void’s apprentice as well as Void’s presumed daughter. Their magic would seem very much alike.

    Gordian stopped in front of the nexus point. Void pulled an oversized wand from his belt - it looked more like a truncheon - and hit Gordian on the back of the head. Emily blinked in surprise as the grandmaster folded, hitting the floor like a sack of potatoes. It was hard, very hard, not to laugh. Gordian would have noticed the wand, of course, but he’d assume the nexus point would protect him from Void’s magic. The idea of someone knocking him out physically would probably never have crossed his mind. Emily had to admit it was a neat solution. Why bother with something complex when you could do something simple and yet effective?

    Void dragged Gordian out of the chamber, then went to work. The nexus point shimmered around him. Emily tried not to wince as he slipped piece after piece of spellwork - her spellwork - into place, each one independent and yet part of a greater whole. He’d copied her idea of having the nexus point spells grow and evolve, but somehow managed to speed up the process to the point he had near-complete control within seconds. The only reason he didn’t manage to take complete control was the spellware she and Caleb had already installed, after they’d slipped into the castle. She held her breath as the first search spell washed through the castle, picking out everything from illicit cheating aids to personal protections and defenses carried by the delegates. Gordian had let them bring a hell of a lot of weapons into the castle, even if most of them were peace-bonded. His predecessor wouldn’t have stood for it.

    “Brace yourself,” she ordered, quietly. “Here we go...”

    She sensed the compulsion spell an instant before it spun into the nexus point and mushroomed into an irresistible force. Void hadn’t relied on brute force alone. The spell would entrance everyone within range, save for Void, making it impossible for them to realize there was even a problem. Her head ached, her defenses threatening to break under the sudden onslaught. She whimpered as needles of fire seemed to stab into her mind. Void wasn’t trying to attack her directly - if he’d brought the full power of the nexus point to bear, her brain would have turned into mush - but it was bad enough. She’d thought she was prepared for it. Everyone else...

    Her awareness followed Void’s as he peered through the wards, his mind flitting from chamber to chamber. An eerie silence had fallen over the school. Students stood in the corridors or sat in their rooms, utterly unmoving; the staff and the conference attendees were frozen, minds blanked by the sheer force of the spell. She caught a glimpse of Master Lucknow and Jan, both entranced, as well as hundreds of others she didn’t know. They’d have a chance to escape, when her past self entered the school. And...

    She clenched her fists. Lady Barb was up there, too... Emily could try to save her. A dozen ideas ran through her mind, from replacing Lady Barb with a mimic to using illusions to fake her death. Perhaps she could even use the nexus point to teleport Lady Barb out of the castle... but she knew it wouldn’t work. Void had near-complete control now. It would take hours, at best, for them to subvert his work. If they hadn’t set up the spellwork ahead of time, it would be impossible.

    “I’m sorry,” Emily muttered. Lady Barb had been the closest thing she’d had to a real mother. She’d been strict, yet... Emily had never doubted Lady Barb had had her best interests at heart. “I’m sorry.”

    She didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud until Caleb put his hand on hers. “It’s alright, really.”

    Emily shook her head. It wasn’t alright. It had been bad enough watching when Lady Barb had been killed the first time, but... she knew, even if she didn’t want to admit it, that she hadn’t had a chance to do anything. Now... the urge to change time was almost overwhelming. She cursed herself, savagely, for not thinking of something. Void would have noticed if Lady Barb had been replaced when he’d scanned the school and who knew what that would have done? And yet... she asked herself, helplessly, if Sergeant Miles would have lived longer if Lady Barb had lived?

    She leaned into Caleb and forced herself to watch as Void continued his work. The students were largely ignored, save for a handful with powerful relatives. He seemed to prefer to concentrate on the attendees, reprogramming a handful of them before sending them out to cause trouble across the Allied Lands. Emily spotted Mariah’s brother amongst the throng, his face curiously blank. Her head spun as she tried to follow the time loop. From her point of view, all of Mariah’s brothers - and her future husband - were already dead.

    Poor girl, Emily thought. If she isn’t pregnant...

    The wards quivered again as her past self entered the school. A shiver ran down her spine as Emily watched her younger self moving through the corridors, pausing long enough to free Jan and Lady Barb from the enchantment before making her way down to the nexus chamber. Her lips twisted as she forced herself to look away, suddenly unsure what would happen if - when - Void used the library card to bind her past self. They were the same person, if at different points along the timeline. It was quite possible the spell would strike both of them at the same time.

    Tears prickled in her eyes. She rubbed them, unwilling to watch and yet unable to look away as Void explained what he was doing, then enchanted her past self, then - finally - had his brief fight with Lady Barb. Emily watched her past self run for her life, grabbing Jan an instant before she teleported out. Void didn’t have time to go after her. He was too busy trying to round up the remaining attendees, then put the enchantment back into place. Master Lucknow teleported out too, an instant before it was too late. Emily silently applauded him. He might have loathed her, he might have tried to put her in front of a kangaroo court in hopes of fast-tracking her execution, but at least he’d managed to put a spoke in Void’s wheels.

    And yet, he’s going to die at my hands, Emily thought.

    She brushed the tears aside as Void’s power rushed through the school. His plans had been disrupted - there was no doubting it - but he’d made enough contingency plans to recover and resume his conquest. She knew he was sending out his enhanced soldiers to take castles and mansions, all the while putting bounties on everyone who stood in his way. And...

    Her heart twisted, once again. She couldn’t do anything overt, not yet. She had to wait for him to be stunned, when his bilocated self was vaporized. It would give them a window of opportunity, a chance to take action and link up with allies... she looked at the piles of supplies, hoping they’d last long enough. If they didn't...

    “We have to wait,” she said. Caleb’s arm was still around her. “And keep our heads down until he’s distracted.”

    Caleb smiled. “And what do you want to do while we wait?”

    Emily hesitated, seeing his smile grow wider. They’d worked together so closely that it was suddenly easy to remember why they’d become lovers, the first time around. She’d enjoyed sharing ideas with him, bouncing concepts back and forth until they became something they could turn into workable spellware. And he’d grown up a little, since she’d begun her apprenticeship. She wondered if he felt the same about her. He hadn’t tried to get into her room, let alone her underwear. But then, a magician - someone raised within the magical community - wouldn’t.

    She looked up at him, then - on impulse - leaned forward and kissed him. Caleb didn’t hesitate. He kissed her back, his arms tightening around her. Emily knew it could be a mistake to make love to him, given how they’d fallen out the first time around, but she wanted to feel human again. She wanted... she felt his hands slipping down her back as she pushed him onto the blanket, straddling him. It was suddenly very hard to slip off her clothes without tearing something. She gasped as she felt his touch on her bare skin...

    It might not last, she told herself, afterwards. The shared danger that bound them together would be gone, if they won the war. She hadn’t forgotten the way he’d looked at her when she’d put defeating the threat ahead of saving his sister’s life. She didn’t blame him even though his look had hurt. But for the moment... it will do.


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    “IT SHOULD BE HAPPENING SOON,” Emily said. She’d spent the last two weeks grimly cataloguing everything Void had done, from drawing blood from students to create more super-soldiers to sending out agents to take control of vast swathes of the Allied Lands. “He was readying his men to go to Resolution Castle.”

    Caleb nodded from where he lay on the blanket. Emily grinned. It had been nice to have someone in her bed, although they’d only spent a little time making love. She still wondered, in the privacy of her own mind, if their new relationship was nothing more than the result of stress and hormones. It wasn’t as if either of them could take a break, not now. Void had sealed the castle so tightly there was no hope of getting out without being caught. She suspected he’d lied when he’d told her that his brother had discovered the secret passageway. It might have been spotted when he’d swept his awareness over the entire school. If they hadn’t taken so many precautions, he might have spotted them, too.

    She frowned, her fingers itching to touch the chat parchments. She’d checked in on Frieda from time to time, but the younger girl had been doing nothing more than robotically getting up, attending classes, eating dinner and going back to bed. Void had left her and the other older students alone, without drawing their blood for his super-soldiers. Emily could see his logic - the older and more powerful students might start questioning the enchantment, eventually breaking it, if they had their blood drawn regularly - but she hated it. He’d told her he’d managed to find a way to improve the process, to create enhanced troops without butchering unwilling victims, yet... she felt sick, just thinking about it. No wonder it had been so rare to encounter enhanced humans. There weren’t many magicians who’d give away their blood.

    Caleb sat up and reached for a sheet of paper. Emily watched him, feeling a surge of affection before the fear returned. They were running out of time and yet they could do nothing. Not yet. She feared, despite everything, that Void knew where they were and what they’d done... she feared he was just biding his time, waiting for her to get back to the future before springing his trap. It was the one nightmare that nothing, from joint research to sex, could banish from her mind. If he was waiting for her...

    He has no way to know that you’ve traveled in time, she told herself. And if he knew you were lurking under the school, he’d have grabbed you by now.

    The thought was reasonable, logical. The cave was well hidden - and the tunnels were practically designed to make it hard to find anything - but she feared what the nexus point could do. Void might notice a tiny section of the network was a little too quiet, a little too perfect... without even the flashes of wild magic that came and went, seemingly at random, around the nexus point. He was a researcher as well as everything else, a man who might allow himself a moment to explore something curious... if he found them, he’d break through their defenses easily. And then they’d be forced into a fight they might well lose.

    She glanced up, sharply, as the wards shivered an alert. Void had been hurt. She peered through the wards, into the grandmaster’s office; she saw Void, hands clutched to his head as he sat at the desk. His other self had been vaporized, the shock so great it had burnt through his wards and weakened his defenses. She briefly entertained the idea of hurrying to the office to dispose of him before he recovered, but she knew it wouldn’t work. He’d survived long enough to kill Sergeant Miles and hurl a small army of monsters at them. Instead, she touched one of the chat parchments. It was time.

    “Good luck,” Caleb said.

    Emily nodded, reaching through the chat parchment to its counterpart. Frieda hadn’t so much as touched any of her parchments as far as Emily could tell, even though chatting to her boyfriend - and the rest of her friends - had been something she’d done every day. It was a shame, Emily reflected, that Hoban had set off on another dig. They could have used his chat parchments to try to make contact earlier, before they knew about the chat parchments. But there’d been no way to find him.

    Her awareness blossomed, a torrent of feelings pressing down on her. Frieda was already starting to question the world around her, although it wasn’t easy. The enchantment was designed to redirect and suppress her thoughts, making it impossible to remember - let alone learn from - every time her mind had brushed up against her chains. And yet... Emily felt a flicker of pride. Frieda was tough. She was pushing forward, trying to break the enchantment... trying to remember, if nothing else, that the enchantment was there. The shy girl she’d met, six years ago, had grown into a powerful sorceress who took nothing for granted.

    Frieda’s fingers touched the parchment. Emily’s mind brushed against hers. There was a flurry of impressions, followed by shock and horror. Emily hastily divided her attention and reached through the wards, isolating Frieda’s room. If she stepped too far out of line, if she did something not covered by the spell, she might trigger an alarm. Void was in no state to do anything about it, but she had no way to know what contingency plans he might have programmed into the wards. He might easily have ordered them to freeze Frieda in time - or worse - if her behavior veered too far from the norm.

    “Don’t move,” Emily said. She was swaying - no, Frieda was swaying - as the full enormity of the spell crashed down on her. Frieda took it calmly for someone who’d been enchanted so completely she’d lost before she’d been aware she was in a fight. But then, she knew she could lose. Dater and his peers liked to think themselves invincible. “Take a deep breath. Calm yourself.”

    Frieda’s thoughts spun. “Emily?” It wasn’t clear if she was speaking or thinking. “What happened?”

    “I’m coming,” Emily said. “Stay in your room. I’ll be there as quickly as possible.”

    She shared a look with Caleb as she disconnected herself from the chat parchment, then picked up the protective spells and headed for the exit. The wards grew stronger, the enchantment probing at her mind, as soon as she stepped into the tunnels themselves, but they’d studied the spell enough to be sure they could protect themselves. Void - hopefully - wouldn’t think to check to make sure everything was working, given that he thought himself to be the only unaffected person within the school. She had to admire his skill. Frieda had been very lucky to free as much of herself as she had before her memories were stolen once again.

    And who’s to say, Emily thought numbly, if she didn’t free herself time and time again, only to be enslaved again within seconds?

    She put the thought out of her mind as she passed the nexus chamber and started to make her way up the servant staircases. They’d been heavily warded, mainly to protect the caretaking staff from the students. A sizable number of students, Emily had discovered over the years, either gave the staff a wide berth or forgot they even existed. Void wasn’t that careless, she was sure, but as long as he didn’t look too closely, she could use the servant corridors to get around the school. She tested the wards, to be sure, as she reached the upper floor, then stepped into the corridor. It felt... eerie, as if someone were standing right behind her. She forced herself to keep going. There wasn’t any time to delay.

    The doorway into the sixth-year bedrooms was open, something that would never have happened normally. She felt a twinge of unease as she stepped into the corridor and walked down to Frieda’s room. She’d half-expected her to be given the smallest room at the end of the corridor - Gordian was a petty man, fully capable of blaming Frieda for everything - but instead, she was midway down the corridor. Emily braced herself, tested the wards again, then opened the door. Frieda was sitting on the bed, waiting.

    “Emily!” Frieda’s face cracked into a tired smile. “What’s happening?”

    Emily passed her a protective amulet. “Put this on,” she ordered. She could still feel the enchantment clawing at her mind, despite her modified wards. Frieda looked as if she was on the verge of falling asleep, which would give the enchantment a chance to take control and erase her brief memories of freedom. “It’ll give you some protection.”

    Frieda started, the moment the amulet touched her skin. “What... what happened to us?”

    “It’s a long story.” Emily closed the door, then sat on the bed. “The school is in enemy hands.”

    She gritted her teeth, then ran through the whole story. Frieda stared, her expression making it clear she wouldn’t have believed the tale if the story had come from someone - anyone - else. The last time she’d seen Emily, it had been before the end of the Necromantic War. She’d had no reason to think Void was anything more than Emily’s master and father-figure; she had no reason to believe he was behind the chaos that had gripped the Allied Lands. And she’d been so sheltered at Whitehall that she might not even have heard more than a handful of rumors before the school was enchanted. Emily wasn’t sure how much - if anything - Gordian had told his students. She wouldn’t have put it past him to tell them nothing.

    “He...” Frieda swallowed and started again. “Emily, what do we do?”

    Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. She trusted Frieda, but... Frieda had been under an enchantment for weeks. Void could have programmed a trap into her mind or... hell, he could have tried to convince her he was in the right. Frieda had had a terrible childhood, then an awful experience at Mountaintop. Her time at Whitehall hadn’t been perfect either. She might like the idea of a single authority with the power and will to enforce the laws. Void could have won her over, with a little effort. Emily wasn’t sure why he hadn’t tried.

    As long as she was enchanted, with no clear awareness of what happened to her, he might have felt she could be ignored for the moment, Emily thought. He has a lot of other problems.

    She gave Frieda a hug. “How many of the other sixth-year students do you trust?”

    Frieda looked doubtful. “There’s thirty in all,” she said. “I trust” - her lips twisted - “perhaps ten of them. Mostly the boys. That’s all.”

    Emily nodded. Frieda really hadn’t had an easy time of it. Emily knew it would have been harder for her, if her peers hadn’t thought she was Void’s daughter. Frieda had no such protection, even though the Necromancer’s Bane was a close personal friend. And, coming from Mountaintop, she had a number of habits that made her stand out from the rest of her year. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. Mean girls could be more dispiriting than jerk jocks. If nothing else, it was harder to get away from the girls.

    “We need to break the spells on them,” Emily said. “And then we need to get ready.”

    She explained, quickly, what she and Caleb had done to the wards. They should be able to pass unnoticed, as long as they were careful not to draw attention to themselves. The wards wouldn’t spot them, but they’d signal an alert to their master if they ran into something they couldn’t handle. Emily wasn’t sure where the threshold was -Void would have to be careful not to set it too low, or he’d be dealing with false alarms all the time - but there was no point in taking chances. A rogue flash of magic in the corridors - the students were no longer hexing each other in passing - would be enough to draw his attention.

    “Clever,” Frieda said. “But we’re going to have to practice magic.”

    “I think we can clear and reprogram one of the spellchambers,” Emily said. The students might be attending lectures, but they weren’t practicing magic outside their classrooms. She wondered, idly, if Void would bother to hold the final exams. Probably not. Frieda and her peers would have to retake the year, when the war was over. “But it might have to wait until we catch up with ourselves.”

    She stood, brushing down her robes. “Don’t do anything, anything at all, to anyone you see who’s still under the enchantment,” she said. “If the spell can’t work out what to do, it’ll sound the alarm.”

    Frieda grinned, suddenly. “You mean I’m not allowed to sneak up behind Lydia and shout BOO very loudly?”

    “I don’t think she’d notice.” Emily couldn’t remember Lydia, but that was meaningless. She’d never paid close attention to any of the younger students, save for the ones she’d had to mentor in her fifth year. One of Gordian’s better ideas, she conceded privately. “You could shout as loud as you liked and she wouldn’t hear you.”

    She opened the door and stepped back into the corridor. A pair of young men walked towards and past her, their eyes blank. Emily watched them go, noting the complete lack of swagger. The enchantment was wearing them down. She glanced at Frieda, who looked more than a little unnerved, then led the way after the young men. The school was eerily quiet. It felt deserted, even though there were hundreds of staff and students within the building. She tested the wards, time and time again. It didn’t look as though they’d set off any alarms.

    “Giles sleeps in there,” Frieda said, pointing to a door. Someone had drawn a large pig-like creature just above the doorknob. “He’s one of the good guys.”

    Emily nodded, then checked for surprises before she tried to open the door. There were none, not even a simple aversion ward. It felt so open, so defenseless, that she was sure they were about to walk straight into a trap. And yet... she shrugged as she pushed the door open and peered into the darkened room. Void didn’t want his victims trying to protect themselves from their fellow students. They might accidentally free themselves from his spell.

    The room was warm, the air dry. She saw a man lying on the bed, arms crossed over his chest as he stared up at nothing. He showed no sign of awareness they were there, let alone that they were close enough to hex or curse or simply put a knife in him. Emily swallowed hard - behind her, she was aware of Frieda hanging back - and reached out with her magic, subverting the wards before slipping another amulet out of her belt and touching it against Giles’s bare skin. He started up with a very undignified yell, as if he’d been woken from a dream. His magic threatened to spike as his eyes shot from side to side, finally lighting on Emily and Frieda. Emily heard a giggle behind her and tried to hide her own amusement. It wasn’t the time.

    “Frieda!” Giles sounded more like a merchant’s son than an aristocrat, although there were definite hints of a magical accent within his voice. “What... what...?”

    “Stay still,” Emily advised. She should have expected a violent reaction. They’d been far too close to the poor boy and he hadn’t known they were there. “You’ve had a bit of a shock.”

    Giles stared at her, his eyes widening in recognition. “Lady Emily!”

    “Stay still,” Emily repeated. He’d probably paid more attention to her, when she’d been Head Girl, than she’d paid to herself. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

    “I was...” Giles broke off in confusion. Emily had studied the spell carefully. She knew his memories would be a jumbled mess. Void had crafted the spell in hopes that, when it was lifted, the victims would never realize they’d been enchanted at all. “I was at the conference and...”

    “You mean, you were serving drinks and kissing ass,” Frieda put in. “You weren’t speaking at the tables or...”

    Emily held up a hand before the younger students could start arguing. “You were under a spell,” she said, bluntly. Giles wouldn’t want to admit it, but there was no way to avoid the truth. “And you have to join us now.”

    She ran through a brief explanation, then told him how to evade detection as long as they were careful. Giles looked terrified when he realized just who had taken over the school, but he didn’t ask any useless questions. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief. She was so aware that Void wasn’t her father that she found it hard to accept that others believed he was. A child turning against their parent? Unacceptable. She made a mental note to keep a careful eye on her new allies. They wouldn’t need to do much, if they wanted to betray her. A single spell outside of the servant corridors might be enough to trigger the alarms.

    “We’ll wake up the rest of the trustworthy students,” Emily said. “And then we’ll start making plans to strike.”

    Frieda glanced at her. “Why not strike now?”

    “Because the army isn’t in place,” Emily said, all too aware Giles was listening, too. “If we fight alone, he’ll win.”

    She took a breath, trying to convey how serious things had become. “And that,” she added after a moment, “will be the end of the world.”


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    “THE ARMY IS PUSHING THROUGH DRAGON’S Den now,” Caleb said, quietly. “It’s just a matter of time.”

    Emily nodded, trying to ignore the guilt. It would have been so easy to send warnings to the townspeople, trying to convince them to pack their bags and leave their homes before it was too late. Cold logic told her they wouldn’t have paid any attention - Dragon’s Den had been one of the safest places in the world, even after Void mounted his coup - but she still felt guilty. They’d spent enough time in the town, after traveling back in time, for her to feel she could have done something. If she’d sent the warnings...

    She allowed him to hold her, quietly, as the seconds ticked on. Void was watching from his office, peering through the wards and a network of charmed birds and insects as the army ground its way towards the school. Emily peered over his shoulder, feeling a twinge of guilt as Dater’s men pranced around the outer edge of the wards while Caleb’s past self started to try to take them down. Emily gritted her teeth, knowing Dater would be dead soon enough... along with Sergeant Miles and hundreds of others. There was nothing she could do about it.

    Void stood and walked out of his office. Emily watched him go, keeping her awareness at a distance. Void had taken to strolling around the school, tightening the defenses and checking on the enchanted staff. She wasn’t sure if he’d caught a sniff of something or if he was just being paranoid, but it didn’t matter. She’d had to act fast to hide the handful of liberated students, ensuring they stayed well out of sight when Void was on the prowl. She had no illusions about what would happen to the students if they were caught, even Frieda. Void had killed far more experienced and powerful magicians than her.

    She felt cold as she realized Void was making his way down to the arsenal. She wasn’t sure precisely where the secret passageway entered the school - Sergeant Miles had been vague - but if it belonged to the sergeants, she was fairly sure the tunnel would surface somewhere within their territory. The rest of the staff would be unamused if they discovered the passageway, even if they didn’t shut it down. And besides, no one entered the arsenal if they could avoid it. There was no better place to hide a passageway, particularly in a school full of students who made a hobby of looking for secret passageways. Emily had discovered a couple herself.

    “Sergeant Miles is going to die,” she said, flatly. “And I can do nothing.”

    Caleb put an arm around her, trying to offer what little comfort he could. Emily appreciated the thought, but there was really nothing he could do. The sergeant had been dying slowly, ever since he’d channeled magic through his mind. He’d got to go out on a high... Emily hated herself for even thinking such a thought, for being glad - almost - that the sergeant had died in battle rather than steadily sinking into madness, perhaps even necromancy. She would miss him. 

    She pulled away and looked at the supplies. They’d spent the last week trying to put everything in place, to mount a counter-coup as soon as they caught up with themselves. Void seemed unaware of their presence - and she couldn’t believe he’d leave them alone to get on with it - but it was hard, so hard, to be sure. She checked the timeline, silently calculating just how long they had before their past selves jumped back in time, starting the time loop. She’d made sure not to hear anything from Dragon’s Den, for the few short moments they’d spent in Kuching. She thought there was no risk to the timeline, if they acted as soon as the Wildfire burnt itself out. But it was hard to be sure.

    “The modified wardstones are ready,” Caleb said. He was trying to distract her, to break her out of her thoughts. “All we have to do is wait.”

    Emily nodded. Void would be on the battlements, raining monstrous death on the forces below. The Wildfire would provide all the diversion they could possibly want. Soon... she thought she felt the wards twist, very slightly, as something happened. Her heart almost broke as the sergeant died again. Her past self - and Nanette - barely got out in time. 

    “Ten minutes,” she said. It was an educated guess, and he knew it. They’d done their best to work out a chronology, but they hadn’t thought to keep their eyes on the clock before the battle had been lost. In hindsight... she shook her head. There was no way they could carry out another time jump. “Get ready...”

    She cursed under her breath as the wards screamed. They were tough, almost impregnable; she’d seen them stand up to Shadye, a necromancer at the height of his power. But even they recognized Wildfire as a deadly threat. The potion consumed magic, to the point that trying to use magic to quench the blaze would only make it worse. She felt a stab of guilt as she remembered white flames burning through the monsters, even though they’d been trying to kill her at the time. The flames had burned for hours. If they spread to the school...

    Her lips quirked. That would be ironic. And disastrous. She and Caleb and Void and everyone else within the building would only be the first to die. The nexus point would keep the fire blazing indefinitely, at least until the nexus itself was snuffed out... she swallowed, hard, as it occurred to her the flames might keep spreading along the ley lines. If that happened... the entire world might go up in flames. The wards shook as Void took control, pulling some of the outer wards back while discarding others. Flashes of teleport magic flickered overhead. Emily frowned, unsure of what he was doing. The spells were so rough they’d kill anyone who tried to use them.

    “Clever,” Caleb commented. “He’s teleporting vast amounts of soil and dumping it on the fire from a great height.”

    Emily felt a moment of admiration, which she ruthlessly suppressed. Wildfire was almost unstoppable. The only way to deal with it was to either let it burn itself out or bury it under sand or earth, a difficult task when it burned at such a high temperature it needed hundreds of tons of earth to snuff it out. Getting close enough to do it was incredibly dangerous. She had to admit Void had found a neat solution. And, by teleporting the earth into the air and letting it fall, he was keeping the magic from fueling the fire. 

    “Come on,” she said. The wards had taken one hell of a battering. It would take hours, at best, for Void to repair the damage. They had a window of opportunity, if they moved quickly. “We have to hurry.”

    They scooped up the wardstones and ran for the stairs. The corridors above were eerily empty - Void had sent all the students and staff back to their rooms, as soon as the army advanced into view - but the wards were too badly damaged to notice that some of them were missing. Emily hoped Frieda and her friends stuck with the plan, instead of trying to get the better of Void before he’d been weakened. He’d have no trouble stopping them, then getting answers. And that really would be the end.

    We just need to buy time, she told herself, as they reached the point where the external shell and the internal dimensions met. The original designers had inserted a wardstone into the gap, trying to ensure that - even if the wards lost power - the pocket dimension would remain intact. They’d succeeded, although they hadn’t managed to keep the dimensions linked together without the nexus point. And keep him off balance long enough for the nexus point to be overwhelmed.

    She checked the wards, then opened the compartment to reveal the old wardstone. It was surprisingly small, no bigger than a large rock, but it really wasn’t anything more than a support structure. Whitehall’s wards might rest on the wardstones, yet they didn’t draw power from them. She’d seen more elegant designs in places that needed to worry about conserving power, although she knew the crudity wasn’t actually a bad thing. There were fewer places that could be used to hack and break down the wards.

    “Let me do it first,” Caleb said. “If it sparks at us...”

    Emily nodded as Caleb produced a tool and carefully removed the old wardstone from its nest. Magic darted through the air, faint glints of power that made her hair want to stand on end, before Caleb took the replacement wardstone and slotted it into place. Emily braced herself, half expecting something to go wrong. She’d seen enough of what the wardcrafters had done to know it wasn’t easy to replace a wardstone, even with permission from the wardmaster. But nothing happened. The wardstone glowed with magic, becoming part of the network. Emily breathed a sigh of relief. The wards were already so badly damaged that their work should pass unnoticed.

    “I’ll do the second stone,” she said. “You go do the third.”

    Caleb nodded. They’d calculated that, if they replaced three wardstones, they could bring the entire outer network down at a crucial moment. She checked her watch as she hurried to the next compartment, keeping her eyes and ears open for possible threats. Void knew the wards had been damaged. He might fear his compulsion spell had been weakened too. If he scanned the building for students out of their rooms, he might find Emily and Caleb, too.

    Just a few more hours, Emily told herself. Her past self would be saying goodbye to Nanette shortly, then teleporting to Kuching. The moment the chat parchment vibrated, she’d know they’d entered endgame. Just a few more hours and we can bring down the wards.

    She opened the compartment and swore out loud. The wardstone had melted slightly, back when it had been installed, and was now practically welded to the nest. Emily dug through her pouch to find a charmed blade, in hopes of cutting through the metal, but it was impossible. The molten metal had flowed together, then hardened again. She was surprised it hadn’t been replaced long ago. Gordian should have sensed the damage and arranged for something to be done. Perhaps it had been missed in the aftermath of the restoration of the interior dimensions and her first trip back in time. There’d certainly been a lot of other wardstones that needed to be replaced, before the network started to falter again.

    Emily hesitated, then wrapped a cloaking spell around herself and started to draw on her magic to cut through the molten mass. The wardstone sparked, painful shocks running through her hand and into her magic. She gritted her teeth and kept digging, pulling the wardstone out by sheer force of will. The network was still badly disrupted, and Void was still quenching the remaining Wildfire, otherwise she would never have gotten away with it. She pushed the new wardstone into place, praying silently she hadn’t damaged the underlying spellware. It sparked - for a horrible moment, she thought she’d failed - and then clicked into place.

    Caleb hurried towards her. “Emily, your hands!”

    Emily glanced at her hands. Her pale skin was covered with burn marks, as if someone had repeatedly burned her with a cigarette. It wasn’t painful, but... she twitched her fingers, gritting her teeth. It felt as if her bones had aged overnight. Caleb caught her hands and muttered a healing spell, but the feeling refused to go away. Emily remembered the moment she’d cut off her finger to save herself from Void’s trap, and shivered. The healing spells had been hasty, too hasty.

    She pulled her hands free. They didn’t have time. “Did you put the third stone in place?”

    “Yep.” Caleb didn't look reassured. “It’s ready.”

    Emily nodded, her fingers touching the chat parchment. It felt warm and welcoming under her bare skin. She hadn’t been entirely sure what would happen if two pieces of the same chat parchment existed at the same point in time. The twinned magic... she’d been unsure what to expect, given that they were technically the same pieces of parchment. She’d certainly never dared to come face to face with her past self.

    “Stay here,” she said, as she scribbled out a quick message to Nanette. She hadn’t dared look at the parchment since it had been charmed. She didn’t know if her future self... she shook her head. There’d be time to worry about the complexities of time travel later. All that mattered was that she didn’t know if she’d sent a message or not. “If something goes wrong, take down the wards and let the army in.”

    Caleb hesitated, his eyes nervous. “Are you sure?”

    The parchment vibrated under Emily’s fingers. Nanette was on the way. Emily hoped she’d have the sense to bring Jade and Sienna and every other combat sorcerer in the camp with her. They hadn’t had anywhere near enough time to decide what to do, when the wards fell, before Emily had gone back in time. They’d have to play it by ear, at least until they got back to the nexus point. And then...

    “Yes,” Emily said, flatly. “Stay here and keep an eye on me through the wards.”

    She leaned forward and kissed him, feeling a whirlwind of conflicting emotions, then turned and hurried away before she could change her mind. The corridors stretched ahead of her, the wards sparking oddly as Void struggled to repair them. He was running out of time, Emily realized. The wards might keep the army out, unless they collapsed, but the students on the inside might pose a deadly threat. Void might have to concede defeat and withdraw if they revolted. They didn’t have the power to stop him, but if they tore through the wards...

    He should have sent them all to sleep, she thought, as she slipped into the servant staircase and hurried up to the hidden compartment. It was funny, she reflected, that she’d spent six years of her life in the school and never known about the servant chambers. She’d assumed they slept in the rear of the school, in sections isolated from the students. If he had, it would have been easier to keep them out of the way even if he lost the wards.

    Frieda waved to her as she reached the chamber. Emily grinned back, her eyes flickering across the gathered students. Frieda had vouched for them and Emily trusted her judgement, but she was all too aware of how easy it was to misjudge someone... particularly someone raised in an environment where concealing one’s innermost feelings was a survival skill. It wasn’t impossible that one of the newcomers had fooled Frieda, even though Frieda was far better at reading people than Emily was. Or that, with the best will in the world, one of them would make a mistake that would bring Void down on their heads.

    “You know what you have to do,” she said. “Are you ready?”

    “Yes.” Frieda didn’t look afraid, even though she knew the odds were against them. “We’re ready?”

    A mild voice spoke from behind them. “Ready for what?”

    Emily spun around, although she already knew who was there. Void stood there, looking calm and relaxed. Emily stared, her mind racing as she tried to determine how he’d found her so quickly. She’d told the army that she knew of a secret passageway... she cursed under her breath as she guessed the truth. Jade had thought she was lying because she had been - she shouldn’t have been able to get to the outer entrance, let alone get through the passageway - but the wards had taken enough of a beating that she might have been able to enter the school. She kicked herself, mentally. It had been a dumb mistake. She should have told a more outrageous lie.

    Except he would have spotted an unbelievable lie, she told herself. And so would the rest of the council.

    “You monster!” Giles started forward, raising a staff. “How dare you...?”

    Void froze him in place, effortlessly. His eyes never left Emily. “Your army has been defeated,” he said. There was no trace of gloating in his voice, none of the sick pleasure King Randor or Fulvia would have taken in seeing a foe brought low. “The battle is over. You are now my prisoner. It’s time to put aside this... this childish rebellion and join me.”

    “No,” Emily said.

    “Be reasonable,” Void told her. “Your army is defeated. The chaos unleashed across the continent will not be stopped, save by a firm hand. It is time for you to embrace your destiny.”

    Child of Destiny, Emily’s thoughts mocked. It was a joke. The creatures that had yanked her from one world and deposited her in another had been ordered to snatch a Child of Destiny... Emily’s mother was called Destiny. Void knew it. And yet, had he bought into the myth? It was hard to dispute that she’d turned the world upside down. Do you want me because you think I am destined to succeed?

    She swallowed. Her mouth was very dry. “I understand why you’re doing this,” she said, remembering the dream he’d sent her. “But the cure is worse than the disease.”

    Void seemed unmoved. “Do you think the people outside agree with you?”

    “You’re no better than any lord.” Frieda made the word a curse. “And you betrayed us...”

    Emily grabbed for her magic and threw it at him, then reached for the wards. “Run,” she shouted, holding the chat parchment in one hand. “Now!”

    An instant later, the entire castle shook.


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    VOID STAGGERED, THEN STRAIGHTENED AS THE wards snapped around him. Emily didn’t hesitate, activating the spellware she’d slipped into the nexus point over the last few days. Void’s eyes widened - if he’d been completely dependent on the nexus point, she would have won there and then - as he threw another spell at her. Emily barely had a second to get out of the way before the twisted mass of magic shot past her and crashed into the walls. She felt the magic twisting behind her as the spell ate its way through the room’s wards and cursed under her breath. If Void had hit her, he would have won within seconds.

    “Impressive,” Void commented. He sounded more amused than concerned, although Emily was sure it was an act. He’d once told her that looking confident and self-assured was half the fight. “And exactly how you managed to do that is a fascinating mystery.”

    “We don’t have to do this,” Emily pleaded. “You can surrender...”

    Void gave her a reproving look, as if she’d said something stupid. She had, she supposed. Void had gone too far. There was no way she could talk anyone, even Alassa, into letting him remain a prisoner, rather than simply beheading him and cutting his body into small pieces to make any resurrection impossible. He was just too powerful, too capable, to be left alive. Either he won or he lost. There was no middle ground. 

    His magic spiked as he hurled another spell. Frieda yelled something - Emily couldn’t make it out - and slammed an overpowered force punch into his wards. Void caught it on his wards and deflected it into the ceiling, but it gave Emily enough time to duck his spell and hurl something else back at him. She doubted she could break through his wards directly - they were just too well-crafted - yet as long as she kept him busy, the spellwork she’d uploaded into the wards would have time to do its work. When she had full control of the nexus point again, she’d squash him like a bug. No one, no matter how powerful, could stand against such a torrent of power for more than a second or two.

    Void’s magic shifted, becoming oddly familiar. Emily blinked in surprise as the door slammed open behind him, his form seeming to elongate as he flew down the corridor, away from them. She raised a spell, hoping to disrupt his magic long enough to send him flying into the walls at terrifying speed, but it was already too late. Void flew down the stairwell and out of sight. The wards started to crackle a moment later as she realized what he’d done. He’d cloaked his magic in hers.

    “He ran,” Frieda shouted. “He’s on the run!”

    Emily shook her head. Void wasn’t running. He was heading to the nexus point. She grabbed for her chat parchment as the entire castle shook, again. Caleb might be able to tighten the wards in time to keep him out, although she doubted it. Void had plenty of practice pretending to be her. Anything they did to lock him out would lock her out as well. And she suspected the locking spells wouldn’t hold up for more than a few minutes. Void would hack her spells, using her magic, as easily as she’d hacked his.

    It wasn’t easy to do it without being detected, she thought, as she pressed her fingers against the parchment to send a message. Caleb had to have noticed that something had gone wrong. She’d detonated the rigged wardstones ahead of time. What would he do? They’d planned for him to get back to the nexus point if she got caught, but would he have time? Void could move a great deal faster if he flew. She kicked herself, mentally. We should have considered the possibility. We knew he could fly.

    Her mind raced. If Caleb didn’t get the message... she put the thought out of her mind as she snapped orders at the rest of the resistance, commanding them to proceed with the plan to put as many of the remaining wardstones out of action as possible. It wouldn’t keep Void from turning the wards against them again, if he managed to regain full control, but it would make his life a little harder. Hopefully, some students would manage to get out of the building before the worst happened. She glanced at her watch - the army couldn’t have reached the grounds, not yet - then grabbed Frieda’s hand and led her down the corridor, nearly tripping over a pair of sobbing students. The compulsion spell was gone, leaving its victims stunned and disoriented. There was no time to take care of them, not now.

    The stairwell lay open in front of her. She briefly considered flying, too, as a way to get to the chamber before it was too late, but Frieda couldn’t fly. Nor could Caleb... she hurried down the stairs, wondering just how much time she had left. She couldn’t feel Void within the wards any longer, which meant... he’d probably managed to use her magic to ensure the wards couldn’t tattle on him. Or simply confuse them. If they thought they were the same person, the wards might be unable to resolve the paradox of someone being in two places at once and contact the wardmaster for instructions. She scowled as she hurtled around a corner, just as the building shook again. Right now, the wardmaster was Void.

    Except he’s pretending to be me, she thought. The wards might not be able to tell who he really is.

    The air shifted. Emily barely had a second to realize they’d walked right into a trap before the first super-soldier appeared in front of her, already running towards her. The black-clad man raised his fists, magic crackling around him. Emily threw a force punch at him, knocking him over, but three more appeared to take his place. She darted aside as they hurled spells at her... that was new. Ice ran down her spine as she realized Void had enhanced magicians as well as mundanes. Or... their power felt odd, as if they weren’t quite sure what they were doing. Had he woven valves into their outfits? Or was he channeling power directly through their brains? If the latter...

    Worry about it later, she thought, as she threw another spell. It barely slowed the enhanced men down, but it won her a few seconds for them to change course and run back the way they’d come, into one of the servant passageways. She slammed the door behind her, all too aware it wouldn’t stand up to their fists for more than a few seconds. You have to get to him before it’s too late.

    Frieda darted ahead of her as they ran down a narrow flight of stairs, then looked back. “What are those things?”

    “Enhanced men,” Emily said, grimly. “Don’t try to get into a fistfight with them.”

    “Got it.” Frieda sounded rebellious, but Emily had faith she’d follow orders. They both knew it was dangerous to get into fistfights with grown men, even if they hadn’t been magically enhanced. “If they break into the passageway...”

    Emily heard a crashing sound behind them. “They have,” she said. “Move!”

    The stairwell seemed to narrow as they reached the ground floor. Emily heard the enhanced soldiers running after them and swallowed, hard, as Frieda opened a hidden door. They hurried through, taking the time to cast an illusion spell before slamming the door firmly closed. There was no time to do it properly. It wouldn’t have fooled a first-year student, let alone Void himself, but the enhanced soldiers didn’t seem to have any real autonomy. It was just possible they’d follow the illusions long enough to lose track of the real people.

    A scream echoed down the corridor. Emily darted forward, just in time to see a student being thrown across the chamber by an enhanced soldier. Magic sparkled around the black-clad man, growing stronger and stronger, as he turned to his next target. She gathered her own magic, then struck the soldier in the back. He stumbled, then disintegrated as she drove her spells through his defenses. A second came at her, waving his arms in an odd pattern. Emily caught his spell on her wards and threw it back at him, then frowned as he seemed to stumble like his former partner. She knew she hadn’t hit him that hard.

    Frieda stepped past her and blasted another enhanced soldier. Emily saw him explode into a cloud of tainted magic and winced as she realized the truth. The enhanced men were drawing power from their armor, or perhaps directly from the nexus point, and it was killing them. Their brains were going to melt, sooner rather than later. She understood, now, why Void had used so few enhanced magicians. They had a very short lifespan.

    Uncool, and impractical, she thought, numbly. Her opponent hit the floor, twitching helplessly. She put a spell through his head, just to be sure he was dead. He’s getting desperate...

    The wards shifted again. She swallowed hard, realizing that Void was still trying to retake control... no, he was shifting magic towards her. She cursed under her breath as they hurried towards the entrance hall. Void still had Gordian’s access permissions, damn the man. The former Grandmaster had probably keyed the spellware to resist her, or at least to alert him if she tried to take control, but his spells wouldn’t slow Void for long. He was channeling power back into the wards, trying to take control by brute force. A normal magician couldn’t have made it work - she doubted she could do it on the fly - but Void was no normal magician. He might have been working on contingency plans to take direct control well before she’d shown him an easier way to do it.

    “Cover me,” she snapped, slowing to a halt. “I have to access the wards.”

    She gritted her teeth as her mind reached out of her body and into the spellware. It twitched, confused. She appeared to be in two places at once. Void hadn’t reached the nexus chamber, not yet... she tried to find him and got a series of confusing and contradictory answers. The wards were being targeted, spellwork old and new being rewritten or simply discarded as he pushed his mind further into the wards. It wasn’t elegant, she noted coldly, but it would work. The wards were slowly being subverted...

    Her mind reached further, altering the magical flow. The nexus point couldn’t be dimmed, not without snuffing it completely and dooming the school, but she could channel power directly into a pocket dimension. It would be an oversized battery... she thought she felt a flicker of respect, even admiration, as she deflected the power. The wards continued to twist, but the brute power was gone. She’d bought them enough time to win. Barely.

    The castle shook again as they reached the entrance hall. A line of super-soldiers was standing firm against incoming magicians and students alike, buying time for their master to reach the nexus chamber and complete his mission. Emily caught sight of Nanette trading spells with a pair of black-clad figures; beside her, Jade and Sienna focused their magic in a desperate bid to drive the enhanced men out of the chamber. More spells rained down from high overhead as some of Frieda’s allies arrived, backed by students who’d shaken off the effects of the compulsion spell and joined the fight. Emily hoped the rest of them had continued to take out the wardstones. Void couldn’t be allowed to channel his power through them or the battle would be lost the moment he took control.

    She raised her voice, using magic to send her words booming across the chamber. “Their own magic is killing them,” she shouted, over the din. “Force them to keep burning it up!”

    The enhanced men turned to face her and started to hurl spells into her wards. Emily gritted her teeth as she ducked for cover. The spells weren’t very powerful, but if they started to hammer her wards, they’d eventually break through... she realized her own mistake, a second too late, as a much more complex spell crashed into her wards and started to reprogram them to turn against her. Void had either shaped and cast the spell himself, working through one of his minions, or the enhanced soldiers were more dangerous than she’d thought. She shoved the wards away, severing their link to her magic before it was too late. An enhanced man crashed towards her, brushing through the remnants of her wards. Emily’s legs buckled. She fell to her knees. Frieda slammed a force punch into him, hurling the black-clad form right across the chamber, then helped Emily back to her feet. The entire castle was shaking now.

    Jade ran up to her. “Where is he?”

    “Down there.” Emily leaned on Frieda for a moment, then drew on her magic to sustain herself. It was far too close to what Sergeant Miles had done, in his last few seconds of life, but there was no choice. She’d deal with the consequences later. She could feel the wards crumbling around her. “We have to get down there.”

    Nanette landed beside her. “So, let’s go.”

    Emily nodded. “Frieda, get everyone out of the school,” she said. They’d have to hope the students had taken out enough of the wardstones. There just wasn’t time to finish the job. “If we don’t make it...”

    Frieda nodded, glancing at Nanette without recognition. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief as Frieda hurried away, although she knew she’d have to tell Frieda the truth sooner or later. Frieda had every reason to dislike Nanette. Emily wondered, as she brushed down her trousers and glanced from Jade to Sienna, what Nanette would do after the war. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people who wanted her dead. And there was still a bounty on her head.

    Although it isn’t clear who’ll pay it, Emily thought, wryly. The White Council declared her outlaw, but the White Council is gone.

    The building quivered again. Emily felt her heart sink. Void had made it to the nexus chamber, working through some of her blood in a final bid to take control. Caleb had failed. She touched the chat parchment gingerly, hoping to sense his presence at the other end, but felt nothing. He was dead or stunned or... Emily told herself, firmly, that Void wouldn’t kill Caleb unless there was no other choice. Caleb was a skilled magician, as well as everything else. Void would find him useful. His link to Heart’s Eye alone would be enough to keep him alive.

    Jade glanced at her. “What’s the plan?”

    “We get in there, we kill him,” Nanette said. “Do we need anything else?”

    “We keep him off balance, long enough for me to take full control of the wards,” Emily said, curtly. “And we send the mimics in too.”

    She forced herself to walk down the corridor, then down the stairs to the nexus chamber. The wards she’d hoped would slow Void were gone, brushed aside... she shook her head, realizing the wards hadn’t been able to tell the difference between the two of them. He’d just walked through the wards as if they weren’t there. Emily’s heart sank as she saw Caleb lying on the ground, blood leaking from his nostrils. Void had swatted him aside, casually. She silently thanked all the gods that Caleb and Dater were very different people. Caleb wouldn’t be broken by the thought there were stronger people than him.

    Sienna knelt beside her son, muttering a spell. “He’s alive,” she said. The relief in her voice was understated, but unmistakable. “But I don’t dare try to wake him.”

    “He’ll wake on his own,” Emily said. She hoped that was true. Head wounds could be very dangerous, particularly in a world that was afraid to develop any sort of mental health care for fear of what it would do to the balance of power. “Void won’t have hurt him permanently.”

    She reached into her pouch and produced the compressed mimics, triggering the spells. Clouds of multicolored light appeared in front of her, rapidly turning into exact duplicates of herself. They wouldn’t act like her - they didn’t have the intelligence of the mimic that had killed Master Lucknow, let alone one that had been acting alone for centuries - but they might just get close enough to Void to kill and assimilate him. She hastily added a handful of modifications to the spell, then stepped forward. The wards opened around Emily as Jade and Sienna flanked her. Nanette stayed behind, out of the chamber.

    The magic shifted. Emily realized the danger, too late. She’d thought they’d had time... she had, perhaps, but Jade and Sienna didn’t. Void hadn’t subverted the wards so much as he’d started to manipulate her own subversion. Jade and Sienna were frozen before they realized they were under attack. Emily didn’t dare look back to see if Nanette had been caught, too. She’d been close to the mimics. She might have remained untouched. 

    Void stood by the nexus point, hands clasped behind his back. Emily felt the floor shivering under her feet as she stepped towards him, silently directing the mimics to remain behind. Up close, she could feel the power spiraling around him. He’d taken advantage of her magic to reassert control. She hoped - prayed - that Frieda had evacuated the school, although she feared the worst. The castle was huge, hard enough to evacuate at the best of times. And there were so many stunned or disoriented students wandering around that it might prove impossible to get them all out…

    Void met her eyes, evenly. “It’s over.”


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    “NO.” EMILY REACHED OUT, TESTING THE spells around her. Void had taken control of her spellware - he’d turned it against her - but there were limits. The spellware might hesitate or simply break if he pushed it too far. “You have to stop this.”

    Void shook his head. “Do you really want to damn everyone to endless struggles over power? To wars over resources? Or tiny pieces of land? Or women? Or any of the multitude of silly reasons for war?”

    “You know I don’t,” Emily said. She stood straighter as she reached out with her mind, trying to touch the mimics. “How many times do we have to have the same argument? How many times do we have to repeat the same points? How many times do I have to say no?”

    “There will be no peace, if I die,” Void predicted. “The revolutionaries will make their bids for power. The reactionaries will try to restore the old order. The magical supremacists will plot to put themselves at the top of a hierarchy based on power, with magical children taken from mundane parents at birth and raised to think of themselves as better; the Levellers will tear down all the remnants of the old social order, only to discover - too late - that they’ve created a whole new order.”

    He held out a hand. “I can stop it. My people hold most of the Allied” - his lips twitched, as if he’d bitten into something sour - “Lands. I can impose a whole new order, a world of justice and harmony; one that allows everyone a chance to live in peace. The army you brought here, the allies you have gathered to fight beside you, are nothing more than the vestiges of the old order. It will pass away, regardless. You can help me shape something to take its place.”

    Emily stared at him, numbly. She knew he was wrong, that he - or his successors - would eventually create a nightmare, but it was hard to put her feelings into words. Void was the closest thing she’d ever had to a real father. She had entertained, sometimes, the thought he might actually be her father, that he’d left her with her mother for her own safety. It had been wishful thinking and yet … she gritted her teeth, fighting the urge to hold out her hand and take his. She loved him as a father, despite everything. But she knew he was wrong.

    “No,” she said. Her mouth was dry. She gathered herself, pushing against the wards. “I won’t join you.”

    “I’m sorry,” Void said. She believed him. “I truly am.”

    His magic spiked. Emily tried to jump aside, but her feet were fixed to the stone floor. He’d trapped her with a hex that would shame a first-year student... she cursed under her breath, realizing he’d been casting the spell, without a single word or gesture, even as they’d been talking. She could cancel the spell easily, but it would take her seconds she didn’t have... his magic grew, reaching towards her...

    Nanette shot past her and crashed into Void. Emily jerked back as magic flashed around the pair of them, Nanette slamming her spells directly into her former master’s wards. Emily freed herself, then hurled a spell of her own as she darted back and summoned the mimics. They emerged from the chamber and walked towards Void, hands outstretched. Emily told them to hurry, then hastily freed Jade and Sienna from their trances. She needed them.

    Power surged. Nanette was thrown back, spinning head over heels as she was hurled towards the wall. Emily cast a spell to catch her, then watched as the mimics faded under Void’s onslaught. He knew what they were - he’d used mimics himself - and he was countering them, attacking the spell structures at a very basic level. Emily gritted her teeth as she ducked around the nexus point, trying to brush her fingers against the spellwork. A shock ran through her, forcing her to jerk back before it was too late. She thought, for a terrible moment, that Void had locked her out, before realizing the truth. The nexus point’s spellware was just too powerful to be touched with her bare hands.

    Move, she thought, as Void turned to face Jade and Sienna. You have to move.

    She forced herself to concentrate on the wards as Void lashed out at the other two. They struck back, casting curses of overwhelming power and hexes small and slippery enough to break through anyone’s defenses. Void kept moving, his spells gliding around him as he thrust himself between them. It would be suicide for a lesser magician, but not for him. His spells rolled out in a steady stream, each hammering at their wards or trying to sneak through their defenses. Jade darted from side to side, not daring to stand still long enough to be hit; Sienna kept her distance, ducking and dodging as she moved. Emily understood, all too well. Void’s spells were just too dangerous.

    Nanette pulled herself to her feet. Her eyes met Emily’s. Emily nodded, then reached out with her mind again. Void couldn’t have overwritten her spellwork completely. She’d embedded it too deeply within the nexus point’s spellware for him to do anything of the sort, yet... she winced as she realized the makeshift battery was still absorbing much of the excess power. She had no idea what would happen when the spellware finally gave up and burst like a balloon. There was no way in hell she could keep that much power under control, let alone channel it into something useful. Perhaps it would be wiser to simply disconnect the pocket dimension completely and hope for the best. Whitehall would explode like a nuclear bomb if the pocket dimension burst while it was still connected to the school.

    And that would be disastrous, she thought, numbly. She could cast a shaped nuke-spell, use it to create a laser-like beam that would skewer Void effortlessly, but the blowback would destroy the spellware and almost certainly trigger a second explosion. If we could get him out of here...

    “Keep him busy,” she mouthed to Nanette, too quietly for anyone to hear. The spy would have no trouble reading her lips. “I’ve had an idea.”

    She forced herself to think as she crafted a spell within her mind. Void was linked to the nexus point through her blood, blood he’d taken at some point and used to pretend to be her long enough to fool the wards. It was her blood, linked to her... she gritted her teeth and reached out for the link, the link that could not be denied. Void looked up in surprise as she shoved a flame spell, or an impression of one, down the link. She saw his eyes widen in horror an instant before his cloak burst into fire. Void ripped away his collar, his mind already racing out to the wards. Emily swallowed, hard, as he shattered a handful of controlling elements. She’d have to rebuild them if she wanted to take control, and she didn’t have time. Void slapped Sienna right across the room an instant later, letting her slam into the wall and plunge into the darkness. She fell through the twisted dimensions and appeared above them seconds later...

    Catch her, Emily thought. It wasn’t easy to cast a spell to yank Sienna out of the nexus point before she fell into infinity - or straight into the nexus point itself. Quickly.

    She dropped Sienna on the ground an instant before Void’s magic flashed around her and started to tighten. Emily looked up, seeing - for the first time - a hint of desperation on Void’s face. She’d blocked his control of the wards, but his counterstroke had prevented her from taking control. She half-expected the spellware to snap at all of them, to take them all down, but nothing happened. The wards had to be terrifyingly confused. They wanted their master, and he was already dead. She hoped Void hadn’t thought to keep some of Gordian’s blood. It might have been enough to let him regain control. 

    Her magic screamed in pain as Void’s spells burnt into her, pressing against all of her weak points until she felt stabs of fire touching her bare skin. He was trying to kill her - or to break her, to turn her body into his tool long enough to retake the school. She wondered why he didn’t run, to retreat to fight another day, then shook her head as she tried desperately to free herself. Void was old, in his second century. He didn’t have time to run, to go to ground and start again. And if he walked away from the fight, it would be a tacit confession he’d been on the wrong side all along. 

    “Let go of her!” Jade plunged forward, drawing his sword and slicing through Void’s wards as he stabbed at Void’s back. “Let go of her!”

    Void shot up, flying out of danger. Emily stumbled back and fell over the ledge, the dimensions twisting around her as she plummeted down and down and down... she caught herself, ripping apart the remnants of Void’s spell as she flew out of the dimensional twist and landed on the far side of the nexus chamber. The school shuddered, violently. She heard something crashing in the distance as she brushed her hand against the crystalline structures. The magic seemed unsure of her.

    “Enough.” Void’s voice ran through the air as he stared down at Jade. “I have had enough of you!”

    “We’ve only just begun,” Nanette said, as she hurled spell after spell at Void. None of them were capable of penetrating his wards - they splashed against his defenses harmlessly, as if they were nothing more than water drops - but he had to take them seriously. Nanette could easily have hidden a more dangerous curse amongst the hexes. “You will not walk away from this.”

    Jade slotted a valve into a battery, then activated it. A wave of power rushed across the chamber, damaging or cancelling every spell in the room. Void’s power twisted, the air itself screaming in agony, an instant before he vanished in a flash of light. Emily thought, just for a second, that he’d teleported himself into the oubliette, before he reappeared on the far side of the chamber. She kicked herself for not realizing the wards were too badly damaged to intercept and redirect the teleport, if Void hadn’t rigged them to let him teleport unimpeded. Perhaps she could grab him and teleport them both straight into prison...

    Void jabbed a finger at Jade. A bolt of raw energy slammed across the room and crashed straight into Jade’s wards. He deflected it with an effort, falling straight into the trap. Emily opened her mouth to shout a warning, too late. Jade could handle the raw magic, but the subtle spell hidden within the haze was harder to notice, let alone stop. He screamed in agony as his wards were ripped aside, barely maintaining enough presence of mind to get away from the raw magic before his wards collapsed. Emily breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t want to watch her friend - and her friend’s husband, and her goddaughter’s father - die.

    A few more seconds, she told herself. She glanced at Nanette, who was still throwing hexes and curses at Void’s back. Just a few more seconds.

    Her mind reached into the wards, trying desperately to repair the damage - even channeling some of the power through her own mind - and start twisting space around them. If he realized what she was doing... she split her attention, trying to create a diversion even as she dug her fingernails into her palm to produce a few drops of blood. Her blood. Void looked up as light bent above him, warping oddly as the gravity wells took shape. Emily had killed Shadye using something similar, luring him into a pocket dimension and simply deleting him from existence... she hoped, desperately, that she’d be able to do the same to Void. Her head ached, the ward damage forcing her to handle everything manually... Void looked at her, then hurled a spell at her. Emily couldn’t move without disconnecting from the wards. She was dead...

    Nanette darted forward, blocking the spell. She screamed, her body spinning through the air and crashing on the far side of the room. Void hurled another spell after her, then raised his hand and pointed straight at her. Emily swallowed, hard, as she tried to inch around the crystals. There was nowhere to hide. She would die in an instant if she touched the wards one final time. She needed time, yet she’d run out of tricks.

    Void’s eyes bored into hers. “Come here.”

    Emily hesitated, trying desperately to think of a final trick. She couldn’t link to the wards without being noticed and, without the link, they were doomed. They might have lost. A thought struck her and she staggered, trying to look weaker than she was, as she undid the spell on Aurelius. The Death Viper came to life, slipping off her wrist and falling to the ground behind her. She hoped Void wouldn’t notice. The snake was tiny, for such a deadly creature, and hidden behind her. And yet, if he realized the bracelet was missing...

    “It’s over,” Void said, gently. “Come here.”

    Emily stepped forward, trying not to look at Jade or Nanette. She wasn’t sure Nanette was still alive, or Sienna. There was no time to check. She raised her hands, forcing herself to look harmless as she made mental contact with Aurelius and channeled her magic through the link to her blood. The spellware seemed to shudder as she completed the link, tapping into the makeshift battery. She winced as power boiled at the back of her mind. If this went wrong, there was a very good chance she’d blow Whitehall and everyone within fifty miles straight to hell.

    There’s no choice, she told herself, desperately. I have to stop him.

    “Let them go,” she pleaded. “Let them all go and I’ll stay with you.”

    “I can’t let them try to stop me again,” Void said. He smiled, rather ruefully, as he glanced at Nanette. She was still prone on the ground. “You do have a talent for making people like you. I picked her because I was sure she wouldn’t succumb to your charm and you still managed to do it.”

    He smiled again, as if he were inviting her to share the joke. “That’s why I wanted you as my heir,” he added. “I can build the empire, unite everyone under my banner, but you can make it last.”

    “It won’t last.” Emily barely heard her own words. Her mind was racing desperately, forming the spell. “I’m sorry.”

    The spell shimmered into life. A portal started to form above them... no, below them... no... Emily gritted her teeth as reality, already twisted, started to twist still further, the magic following her blood to its point of origin. Gravity tugged at them, the crystal structures and platforms splintering under their suddenly increased weight. Void did something - she felt a pang of guilt as she saw the betrayal in his eyes - but it wasn’t enough. The ground beneath their feet shattered and they fell, plunging towards the portal. She saw glimpses of a world that seemed almost alien, even though she knew it was hers. Panic yammered at her mind as she realized she was going to take herself out, too. The portal was designed to make it harder for the victim to escape. She’d trapped herself as well as her former master...

    Void’s magic spiked, one final time. Emily felt something catch her leg and wrap itself around her ankle. Her fall stopped, with her body hanging in midair even as the gravity field grew stronger. Void kept falling, his body spinning helplessly as he fell through the portal and hit the ground. Emily stared at him, realizing the far side of the portal was oddly aligned. Void hadn’t fallen directly...

    She saw skyscrapers and cars and people behind him, staring as Void stumbled to his feet and looked at her. His hair was greying rapidly, his body starting to collapse under its own weight. There was no magic on Earth, so the spells that had kept him alive were rapidly running out of power. She saw him smile, she saw him touch one hand to his head in salute, an instant before the pocket dimension ran out of power and the portal collapsed. She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he was dead. There was no way anyone could have saved his life.

    Tears prickled at the corner of her eyes. He’d saved her life, when he’d realized what she’d done. He’d saved her, instead of trying to save himself. Perhaps he’d known he was doomed, perhaps... she wiped the tears away as she freed herself from his spell and levitated to the remainder of the platform. Nanette stared at her. Emily was too tired to smile at the realization she’d been shamming, lying low in hopes of catching Void by surprise.

    “That was your world,” Nanette said. “It looks... strange.”

    Emily nodded as she checked on Jade, then Sienna. They were both badly battered and drained, but alive. Nanette was bruised and bloody, otherwise unhurt. And yet...

    Nanette met her eyes. “Is it over?”

    Emily nodded. Void was gone. It was over. They’d won.

    But she couldn’t help feeling, as she made her way back to the nexus point to recover Aurelius and begin repairing the spellware before it collapsed, that she’d lost instead.


    Chapter Forty

    “SO,” NANETTE SAID. “ARE YOU STILL sulking in here?”

    Emily scowled. She’d taken over the Grandmaster’s office, in the week since Void’s defeat, and more or less moved into the chamber. It hadn’t been easy to repair the wards, let alone start the long process of putting the school back into order, tending to the wounded and making plans for Frieda and her peers to retake the entire year. She’d left as much as possible to the staff, what remained of them, but she’d had to redo the wards herself. She’d welcomed it. The work kept her from thinking about what she’d done - and what she’d lost.

    Nanette closed the door behind her. “You should have kept Caleb here,” she said, mischievously. “Just imagine the fun you could have, doing something truly outrageous on this oversized desk.”

    “Caleb needs time to recover,” Emily said. “And he had to go back to Heart’s Eye.”

    “I suppose he does have a legitimate reason to have a headache,” Nanette said. She sat on the desk without bothering to ask first. “Do you think the Grandmaster was overcompensating for something when he ordered this desk, or just planning to make sure he had lots of paperwork to shuffle while lecturing naughty students?”

    Emily felt her scowl deepen. “Is there a reason you’ve come to bother me?”

    “Yes.” Nanette stood, brushing down her robes. She looked like any other student. “You have a visitor.”

    “Tell them to go away,” Emily said. It was hardly diplomatic - and she’d done her best to ignore messages from all over the Allied Lands - but she was too depressed to care. The war was over, everything was hanging on a knife edge - again - and she had no idea what she was going to do. All her grand plans seemed so... faded now. “I’m not seeing anyone.”

    “You’ll want to see her,” Nanette said. She hurried to the door and opened it before Emily could say a word, let alone move to stop her. “Come on in, please.”

    Emily looked up, expecting to see one of her friends. Instead, Maddy stepped into the room, her eyes fearful. Emily blinked in surprise. She’d assumed the maid had been left at the tower with her peers, or simply dismissed after they’d raided the tower... it felt like years since she’d last laid eyes on the younger woman. Maddy seemed nervous, her hands twitching as if she thought she was walking to her execution. She clutched a roll of parchment in one hand. 

    “Lady Emily.” Maddy dropped a rather shaky curtsey. “I must speak with you.”

    “I see.” Emily forced herself to look attentive, rather than give in to the impulse to tell Maddy to go away. The maid was too scared for Emily to feel anything other than pity. “What do you want to tell me?”

    Maddy swallowed, visibly. “He said you might win,” she said. Emily didn’t have to ask who he was. “He said that, if you did, I was to give you this parchment” - she held it out, then put it on the desk - “and then I could consider myself released from his service.”

    Emily tested the parchment carefully, to make sure it didn’t have any nasty spells woven into the protective charms, then gingerly opened it. A metal key fell out, landing on the wooden desk. She blinked in surprise, realizing it was the key to the tower. Void had wrapped a handful of spells around it, making sure she was the only one who could take it. If he’d won, she reflected as she picked it up, he could simply have recovered it from Maddy himself. The parchment glowed as she touched it. He’d charmed it too. Emily didn’t need to look too closely to know she was the only one who could read it. The parchment would probably catch fire and burn to ashes if someone else tried to remove the charm.

    “Thank you,” she said. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what had happened, after she’d last seen the maid, but she had to ask. “What happened... I mean, when he returned to the tower?”

    Maddy looked at the floor. “He wasn’t pleased, but... he didn’t take it out on us. He dismissed the others, paying them off in gold, then took me with him back here and told me to stay well out of the way until the war was over.”

    Nanette snorted. “Did he pay you off, too?”

    “Yes, My Lady.” Maddy looked as if she hadn’t wanted to talk about it. “I put the gold somewhere safe before I carried out his last command.”

    Emily touched the parchment, lightly. “Thank you,” she said. She wasn’t sure she wanted to read the parchment either. A final letter? A request she carry on his work? Or a blessing, from a master to an apprentice if not a father to a daughter. “Where will you go?”

    “I don’t know,” Maddy said. “I always wanted to travel and now I have the money to afford it.”

    She shifted back and forth, clearly hoping to be dismissed. Emily understood. Maddy hadn’t wanted to be involved, not really. She’d been just another victim, caught up in the middle of events she couldn’t comprehend. Emily was tempted to offer her employment, or even a place to stay, but she knew Maddy would feel obliged to accept and yet resentful. The maid had her pride. Void wasn’t the sort of master who’d beat it - or worse - out of her. 

    “If you need help, just ask,” Emily said, formally. She had no idea if the former maid would take her up on it, but she owed it to herself to make the offer. “I owe you a boon.”

    Maddy dropped another curtsey, then backed out of the room. Emily silently wished her safe passage and good fortune. Dragon’s Den was safer now - the bulk of the army had either returned home or set up camp outside Whitehall - but Alluvia was still under revolutionary control. And with Dater dead... there were no known and acknowledged heirs to the throne left alive. His half-sisters were lost without trace. Emily hoped they were alive, but she feared the worst. Jair might not let them live, even in obscurity. They - and their future children - represented a potential threat.

    “The key to the tower,” Nanette said. She didn’t sound envious. “You might be wise to reject it.”

    Emily shook her head. Void had had a vast collection of books. She’d read her way through hundreds of them, but she’d barely scratched the surface while she’d been his apprentice. She wanted the collection for herself, along with everything else. And... she could shut herself up in the tower and step right out of the world, leaving everyone else to sort their future out for themselves. Master Lucknow wasn’t the only one who’d feared her, even as he’d respected what she’d done. It might be better to step out of politics before the world had a chance to bite her again.

    She looked up. “Where are you going?”

    “Somewhere,” Nanette said, vaguely. “I have debts to repay. And explanations to make to people who won’t be pleased to see me again.”

    “Penny,” Emily said.

    “And Lillian,” Nanette added. “I owe her a debt, if I ever see her again.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. “Will I ever see you again?”

    Nanette grinned. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised,” she said. “Who knows where the world will take us?”

    She winked, then turned and hurried out the door. Emily cast a privacy ward, tightening it to make certain no one could spy on her, then opened the parchment and started to decipher the writing. It wasn’t easy. Void had woven his spell carefully, tuning it so tightly even she had trouble deciphering it. She had to concentrate, drawing on her power. The slightest mistake might be enough to destroy the parchment beyond all hope of repair.

     

    Dear Emily, it read. If you are reading this...

     

    She took a breath and started again.

     

    Dear Emily,

     

    If you are reading this, I am dead and you are victorious.

    I don’t believe it will happen, but as I have taught you over the years, all possibilities must be considered, up to and including the possibility of outright defeat. You have a remarkable talent for applying concepts from your world to ours and one of them may be enough to beat me, aided and abetted by the simple fact I still need an heir. My reluctance to unleash my full power against you, which would end with one of us dead, gives you an edge. You may have been able to use it to put me at a disadvantage and defeat me. If you did not kill me yourself, your friends and allies will have done so. Whatever your feelings on the matter, they will regard me as too dangerous to keep alive.

    Do not blame yourself for this. I knew what I was doing when I started, well before you ever entered my life, and I knew what would happen if I lost.

    I do not intend to bore you with yet another rehash of my motives. I have shown you my memories. You have seen enough, from me and from your own experience, to draw your own conclusions. I feel it is just a matter of time before you come to agree with me, before you start to consider if I was right all along. It is true that the sudden shift in the balance of power caused by your arrival destroyed my plans for a relatively bloodless coup, forcing me to fight rather than present the Allied Lands with a fait accompli, but it is also true that if I had abandoned the plan and done nothing, the result would have been chaotic regardless. 

    It may have been a mistake on my part not to take you as an apprentice at once. My reasoning was sound. I was so far ahead of you, when we first met, that it would have been difficult for me to give you a proper grounding in magical theory without accidentally ruining your development. Nor did I recognize, at the time, that your innovations would change the world so profoundly. Perhaps it would have been wiser to treat you as a daughter right from the start or organize some degree of private tuition, but hindsight - as you know - is always clearer than foresight. Even when one uses forbidden arts to glance into the future, and I know better than to try, the glimpses one receives are often more than a little misleading.

    And I believed that Shadye had made a mistake, when he branded you a Child of Destiny. I may have been wrong about that, too.

    I cannot undo the past. You know that as well as I do. 

    I regret Lady Barb’s death, both for her loss - she was a good person, if not willing to step into the uppermost levels of magic - and for what it did to you. I cannot deny knowing that, even as I cast the spell to end her life, any more than I can deny sentencing hundreds, perhaps thousands, to death in hopes of saving millions. I believed - and I still do - that I did what I had to do. I do not blame you for feeling that I went too far, that I crossed the line and did something unforgivable. But it no longer matters.

    If you are reading this letter, you have won. I have formally acknowledged you as a daughter. My possessions - my tower, my books of magic, my thoughts and concepts that I never had time to develop - have been passed down to you. So too has my network of clients, although most of them had no idea who was really behind them and those who do will probably start disowning me the moment they hear about my death. There will be few who’ll question your right to my name, if you wish to keep it. The handful who might will have other problems, in the days and weeks to come.

    I think you will discover, as the formerly Allied Lands start to shake themselves out, that you will have to take steps to ensure peace, steps not too different from mine. The kings and princes and everyone else will do what they consider to be in their interests, not those of the people as a whole. They will crush the life out of the innovators, out of everyone who wants to make a difference, for fear of losing everything. Your innovations have turned the world upside down. There will be those who’ll want to put the demon back in the bottle, whatever the cost, in the belief that letting the demon free will be worse. And it will be, for them. You will have to find a way to deal with this, perhaps becoming just like me in the process. Or perhaps you’ll find a new way to tackle the growing crisis. You’ve done it before. 

    For what it’s worth, I could not be prouder of you if you were my daughter.

    We have - had - much in common. Intelligent, determined, driven... I raised you up, then watched as you achieved every parent’s dream for their child. You have surpassed me. You still have much to learn, as you know, but you have already set yourself on a course that will take you far beyond me. And who knows? Perhaps you will succeed where I have failed.

    I don’t know, of course, what lies beyond death. Research into such matters has never ended well, to the point that any concept of contacting, let alone resurrecting, the dead is considered taboo, on a par with necromancy. Speculation is endless, from simple nothingness to heavens and hells created by caring gods or hating demons. My family was never religious and I have no personal god, no expectation of entering anyone’s arms after my soul leaves my body. Perhaps we will see each other again, on the far side. We will find out soon enough.

    I have one request to make, if you will honor it. Maddy and her peers have already been paid off. Maddy will be staying nearby, ready to give this letter to you; the others have been sent somewhere safe, for the moment. They are innocents in this affair, but - as you may imagine, there will be people who’ll seek to take their anger out on them. Please protect them, as best as you can. They do not deserve to suffer because of me.

    I’m proud of you, Emily.

     

    Void

     

    There was a knock at the door. Emily sighed and put the parchment aside, then spelled the door open. She wasn’t entirely surprised when Frieda stepped into the room. Her friend had been trying to get her to eat and sleep since the end of the war, since Void had fallen into a portal and emerged on Earth. Emily knew he was dead - she was sure he was - and yet she wondered. Void had been working on portals too. He knew there was no magic on Earth. How could he have hoped to explore, let alone obtain books and supplies, without magic?

    “Emily,” Frieda said. “Will you join us for dinner?”

    Emily shook her head, even though her stomach was loudly reminding her of just how long it had been since she’d had a proper meal. She’d eaten the remnants of their supplies, rather than eating hot food. Caleb or Jade would have dragged her down to the hall and forced her to eat, she was sure, but they had both returned home. She couldn’t face the rest of the school right now.

    “You should,” Frieda said. She leaned forward, resting her hands on the desk. “There’s a rumor going around that you’re going to be the next Grandmaster.”

    “Surely it should be Grandmistress,” Emily said. She shook her head tiredly. “I don’t think it’ll happen.”

    “Why not?” Frieda leaned closer. “You love this school as much as I do. You’ve studied more magic than half the tutors. You’ve done more than all of them. And who else is there?”

    Emily shrugged. “I doubt the rest of the staff would accept me, even if I wanted the job.”

    “You’d be good at it,” Frieda said. “You already convinced the staff to let us retake the year.”

    “It wasn’t really in dispute,” Emily countered. The conference had disrupted everything even before Void had mounted his coup. Gordian might have seen it as a feather in his cap, but the rest of the staff had known it was going to make it harder for the students to keep up. There hadn’t been any real arguments, beyond face-saving bluster, when she’d made the proposal formally. “The staff aren’t stupid. They knew your grades were going to suffer.”

    Frieda straightened, then walked around the table to rest her hand on Emily’s shoulder. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why are you punishing yourself like this?”

    Emily looked away, unsure how to put her feelings into words. She’d known Void was up to something, but never - in her worst nightmares - had she thought he was planning to take over the world. He’d never been the type of person who desired power over other people... he’d just thought the world needed him. And... if she’d tried to talk him out of it before he kicked his plan into high gear, he might have listened to her. Instead...

    Her mind ran in circles. Lady Barb was dead. Sergeant Miles was dead. Dater... a list of names ran through her head, terrifyingly long and yet only a tiny percentage of the sheer numbers who had died, unnoticed and unmourned. She couldn’t even begin to grasp how many people had died, let alone how much worse it could have been. Void could have set the world on fire, if he’d wished; his last move could have been to order his people to lash out in all directions, to utterly destroy every last trace of the old order. 

    Instead, he’d saved her life.

    “We won,” she said. Frieda wouldn’t understand. Her father and uncles had been monsters in human form. They made Emily’s stepfather look like a saint. “But it feels like we lost.”

    Frieda met her eyes. “We won,” she said. “And that’s all that matters.”

    She stepped back, then turned and hurried out. Emily sighed as she watched the younger girl go. The war was over - future historians would point to Void’s death and say it marked the end of the war - but history would keep moving until the end of time. Hundreds of thousands of people were dead, millions more had been forced to flee their homes, the old order had been shattered beyond repair... it would take years, at best, for things to settle down. A number of kings were dead or overthrown, magical communities had been ripped apart... she didn’t even know where to begin. The old order was gone, but the new order hadn’t even gotten off the ground.

    The door opened, again. Alassa stepped into the room. “Well,” she said. “This is where you’ve been hiding?”

    Emily shook her head. “I haven’t been hiding,” she said. She’d thought her friend was stuck in Zangaria for the foreseeable future, along with her husband and closest allies. “I’ve just been...”

    “Hiding,” Alassa said. She looked around the room. “You’d think they’d put a sofa in here or something, rather than just a desk and a pair of chairs.”

    “Gordian had other rooms if he wanted to be friendly,” Emily said. She stood, reluctantly, as her friend eyed the wooden filing cabinets. “He wasn’t very welcoming here.”

    “I can tell.” Alassa turned to face her. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life here?”

    “...No.” Emily shook her head. “But I don’t want to face the world right now either.”

    Alassa nodded, her blue eyes sympathetic. “I do understand,” she said. “My father... well, I have the same feelings regarding him. He was a monster who sacrificed people for power and yet also the same man who dandled me on his knee; he was ready to marry me off to suit himself and yet also the person who sent me here, to a school that taught me how to master my magic. I didn't want to fight him, as much as I knew there was no choice. If you hadn’t killed him, I would have had to do it myself.”

    Emily winced. Alassa would have had to kill her father. A king in exile was still a king, still a potential threat to his daughter’s throne, even if he didn’t embrace necromancy. King Randor had needed to die, so his daughter could live. And Alassa... Emily felt a flicker of shame. Alassa had had to take control of her kingdom, to put her people in the right places and arrange for her coronation, even as she mourned her father. Emily, instead, had shut herself up in a stolen office.

    “You’re right,” Emily said. “But I still feel guilty.”

    “So do I,” Alassa said, quietly. They shared a moment of perfect understanding. “We can still love them, even as we hate what they became.”

    She cleared her throat. “I need you in Zangaria, Emily. I’ve been putting together a new international conference, hopefully the third and final one. I’ve got people coming in from all over the remnants of the Allied Lands - royalists and rebels, merchants and magicians - ready to at least try to hammer out a new understanding. The White Council is dead and gone, but... we should have enough clout to make it work. And it needs your help.”

    “It won’t be easy,” Emily said. She remembered Dater and shivered. “How’s Mariah?”

    “Quiet,” Alassa said. “And pregnant, apparently.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. Quiet didn’t bode well. Mariah’s child would be the heir to Alluvia as well as Red Rose, which meant... she sighed. There would be countless disputes over who owned what in the next few months, as well as everything else. Jair and his rebels might be recognized as a legitimate government, by dint of being in control if nothing else, but who knew what would happen in the next few years? Moderates like Aiden - wherever she had ended up - and exiles like her father would band together, perhaps even try to form a government in the name of Mariah’s unborn child. And it was one of many such problems that would have to be handled. Somehow.

    I could go to Heart’s Eye, she thought. She missed Caleb. Or...

    “History is waiting for us,” Alassa said, quietly. She held out a hand. “But it won’t wait for long.”

    Emily smiled at her friend. “Very well,” she said, as she took Alassa’s hand. It was time to go. “Let’s go make history.”

     

    The End

     

    (For Now)


    Afterword

    
      Whatever happened to [Padway], these things would go on. They’d become too well rooted to be destroyed by accident. History had, without question, been changed.

      Darkness would not fall.

      ~ Lest Darkness Fall

    

     

    This is not the end. Emily will return.

     

    This is, however, the end of the story arc I originally planned back in 2014. 

     

    Well, sort of. It’s a long story.

     

    * * *

     

    I’ve always loved portal stories, in which the hero is transported to another time or another world. My grandfather, may he rest in peace, gave me a complete set of the Chronicles of Narnia, which were - I think - the very first portal stories I ever encountered. I read more over the years, from SM Stirling’s Island in the Sea of Time series to Harry Turtledove’s The Guns of the South, Foz Meadows’s An Accident of Stars, John Birmingham’s Axis of Time, Eric Flint’s Ring of Fire and, perhaps most importantly of all, L. Sprague de Camp’s Lest Darkness Fall.

    The ones that always interested me, I found, were the ones where the hero (or heroes) sets out to change the world around him. Padway, of Lest Darkness Fall, is perhaps one of the best-known examples, at least partly because Camp makes no attempt to hide the problems of changing the world, or the unwanted and unexpected side effects of doing so. The Chronicles of Narnia fell down in that respect, as none of the main characters ever seems to consider trying to improve the world around them (even though the four original children reigned as kings and queens for years, before being returned home.) It is fascinating to consider what might happen if there was an influx of future ideas, from democracy and the rights of man to technology and other such concepts. What might Rome have become, for example, if she’d embarked upon an industrial revolution before her empire began her final decline? What would the Confederate States of America have done, if they’d discovered just how their descendants had judged them? How badly would history change, for better or worse, if new ideas were introduced ahead of time?

    It is easy to say, as a friend of mine once argued, that we should respect the Prime Directive and refrain from interference. It is easy to say that, as I countered, if one is not in the middle of a time-traveling or world-hopping disaster. Would you reasonably argue that Nantucket should have remained isolated or that Grantville should have burnt itself to the ground or Martin Padway commit suicide, just to preserve the timeline? Even if you did - and Captain Picard certainly would - it would be difficult to convince people that non-interference is the right thing to do, not when it would mean certain death. And how could one say no when one is confronted by the horrors of the past? Or an alternate world? 

    I found it hard to believe - and I still do - that anyone caught up in such a situation would remain isolated. They might not be able to remain isolated. And yet, with each change they introduce, they risk setting off an endless series of changes as the locals - who are very far from stupid - start building on the ideas themselves. Worse, perhaps, the locals can be very different. We recoil in horror at the thought of religious thought control or genocide or mass deportations or even the concept of ‘might makes right;’ our ancestors, who built mighty empires on the bones of the natives, believed firmly that might did make right. The great heroes of the past, people like George Washington or Queen Elizabeth or Julius Caesar or Alexander the Great were, by modern-day standards, monsters. It is a capital mistake to judge them by the standards of our era, but it would be equally wrong to assume they would think like us. George Washington was a great man, yet he was also a slaveowner. How would he react to a suggestion from a time traveler that he should abolish slavery?

    This question was raised by Harry Turtledove. In The Guns of the South, Robert E. Lee gets a lesson in - among other things - precisely what posterity thought of the South’s ‘peculiar institution.’ His response is to work towards abolishing slavery relatively quickly, a curious take on the ‘Lost Cause’ mythology. Slavery was - economically speaking - very important to the South. It was unlikely that anyone, even a victorious Lee, could convince the South to abolish slavery. They would see it as being asked to cut their own throats - and they would be right. To us, this is horrific; to them, it was simply a fact of life.

    The point is not that you shouldn’t interfere. The point is that you should be aware of unintended consequences.

    * * *

    But what does that have to do, you might ask, with Schooled in Magic?

     

    One of the things that frustrated me about Harry Potter, as Harry grew older, was just how little thinking he actually did for himself. Harry is yanked out of his aunt and uncle’s home and transported to Hogwarts and told he’s the boy-who-lived... and yet, he makes no use of the resources around him. Harry lets Hermione and Dumbledore do his thinking for him, a dangerous oversight when one is a prickly immigrant in a society that looks just enough like hers to be deceptive and the other clearly has long-term plans for Harry that rely on him following a pre-determined path. I found it hard to believe that Harry wouldn’t have researched his family - I would have wanted to know more, if I’d been brought up by unwilling relatives - and with Lord Voldemort breathing down his neck, I found it hard to believe Harry wouldn’t spend all his time mastering magic before the final showdown. If nothing else, surely he could use his inheritance to bribe his relatives.

    So I started considering a thinking hero. This was trickier than I’d expected. A thinking Harry would have unraveled most of Dumbledore’s plans, simply by asking the right questions (and not taking anything for granted). How many books could one get out of a character that thought ahead? The dark lord would have to be either stupid - in which case he would be a boring opponent - or so strong the hero would need someone else to step in and save him. I got this far and then I wondered what would happen if the hero brought in tools and weapons from the muggle world? It would be a game-breaker. Logically, there had to be a reason why wizards couldn’t bring muggle tech into their world. 

    At that point, back in early 2014, the first idea came to life. The basic plot was that a king, the absolute ruler of a fantasy world in another dimension, had been deposed and forced to flee to our world. (I wasn't sure, at the time, if he’d been overthrown by his brother or his wife.) He took his infant daughter with him, forcing her to grow up in our world. Unfortunately, as she started puberty, the magic that was part of her heritage started to manifest itself. This forced her father to send her back to a homeland she had long-since forgotten, where she would be trained in magic. She would have to keep her head down, just to make sure she wasn't noticed by her uncle.

    I got as far as sketching out the character - a proto-Alassa - when some of the problems with the setting started to manifest. On one hand, if the exiled king has access to modern technology as well as magic, why can't he go back and reclaim the throne? Why not hire a bunch of mercenaries or simply steal a vast number of guns? A medieval world wouldn't stand a chance. From a story-telling point of view, this would be a cheap ending; there would be little challenge, unless the king and the mercenaries fell out. I could fiddle with the natural laws, making it impossible to use guns, but that would pose its own problems. As Dale Cozort pointed out in his review of Dies the Fire, we live in an environment full of tools that would awe a medieval knight. An ingenious man would have no trouble using our world as a source of tools to reclaim his throne. This would have inevitably led to a story spilling out of control or a reuse of the ‘adults are useless’ trope, for which I have a particular disdain.

    My first solutions to this problem were unsatisfactory. The king didn't want an influx of advanced technology - or outsiders. They would bring with them ideas and concepts - as well as technologies - that would shatter the monarchy. But his daughter might have different ideas. And while one could get a story out of that, it would be odd. The rate of change, once a new idea took root, would be very difficult to predict. A likeable character in that position would not flail around randomly, no matter how much she hates the lack of modern technology.

    (I may do this story one day, but probably not for a while.)

    At this point, I looked back at one of my older - unpublished - works (Shifting Sands) and started to upgrade it. The story would no longer feature a king in exile. Instead, it would follow someone who was swept into an alternate world by accident... and had no way to get home, thus ensuring they had to either grow into power or be eventually dominated by someone else. The heroine of Shifting Sands - in the same manner as the hero of Lest Darkness Fall - had an odd skill-set, so I rewrote her quite extensively. She would no longer be the daughter of a paranoid, but loving father. Such a character would have good reason to want to find a way home. Instead, she would have a thoroughly unpleasant family life and plenty of reasons to want to stay.

    I also wanted to try to avoid the common issue with boarding school stories, that they revolve around the school itself. Books like Harry Potter or the sugar-sweet Malory Towers are written to follow the character from their arrival at the start of term to their departure (Deathly Hallows is the only exception amongst the Potter books); The Worst Witch is often set so deeply within the term that it is difficult to tell when it started or is due to end. I wanted something more akin to Matilda, in which the book follows the titular character and remains interesting regardless of her location. I wanted a world the character could explore and a wide variety of characters, rather than a single trio.

    Emily and the Nameless World started to take shape at the same time. I wanted a world that was rigid in some ways - a social system that didn't allow much mobility - but also quite flexible in others. A global empire might have tried to freeze research and development, much as the Chinese were able to ban the development of ocean-going ships and gunpowder, but a handful of kingdoms in constant competition wouldn't have such a luxury. The kings and princes wouldn't be able to stop knowledge and technology from spreading or their rivals would leave them in the dust. Emily, owing to a fascination with history that wasn’t killed by her school, would have quite a few advantages, if she lived long enough to learn to use them.

    The magic system - and how magic was integrated with the greater society - took shape as the Nameless World developed. There would be enough magic to ensure that a magocracy could not take shape, at least not on a large scale, but not enough magic to give everyone magic. I worked out the rules, including some I haven’t discussed in the books yet, then followed on from there. The Necromancers - and the constant threat they posed - had to be explained, so I went with the idea of no shortcuts. People who tried to speed up their education in magic tended to come to bad ends. However, there would also be a great deal of research and development. Magicians would always be looking for newer and better ways to do things - I don’t find the idea of knowledge from a bygone age being lost to be particularly credible - and this would shape the world. It also drained most of the innovating talent into magic.

    I honestly could not have written Schooled in Magic if I hadn't been living in Malaysia at the time. Emily’s faint sense of disconnection from the Nameless World is akin to the feeling I had while I was staying there, even though - intellectually - I knew this to be nonsense. Local affairs washed around me, without touching me; the election that was so significant to the locals meant little to me. Emily is both part of her new world and an observer looking on from outside the local mindset. This is both a strength and a weakness. On one hand, Emily does not think she has an automatic right to rule; on the other hand, far too many people think she does.

    I was fairly sure, from the start, that Emily would have to be female. On one hand, I wanted to avoid as many comparisons to Harry Potter as possible. (The Worst Witch was less well-known at the time and Rachel Griffin was first published in 2013.) On the other hand, a man in the Nameless World would be expected to have a very different character. A SAS trooper or a Navy SEAL might be able to cope - I keep thinking about that variant on the story - but a regular young schoolboy could not. A woman wouldn't be taken quite as seriously as a man - particularly after I realized that Emily would have to start the story at sixteen, rather than twelve - but, at the same time, this would give her a measure of protection. Most local men would not see her as an automatic threat, even if they knew she had magic. Historically, women - even outright traitors - were rarely executed by male rulers. Lady Margaret Beaufort, for example, was stripped of her property and reduced (effectively) to a minor child-like status by Richard III, for her role in Buckingham's rebellion, but she wasn't executed (unlike Buckingham himself).

    By the time this viewpoint started to change, it would be too late.

    This did pose a number of challenges. It isn't easy to design a female character who is both recognizably female and interesting to men as well as women. I chose not to dwell on some issues and skim over others, although I couldn't help mentioning some points. Emily has limitations that come from being female in a man’s world, and others that come from not having a lifetime of training, but she earns respect by making a visible effort to overcome them. I tried hard to make it clear that she was learning, slowly. I also did my best to avoid a number of turn-offs for male readers. The ‘female gaze,’ for example, makes male readers uncomfortable.

    I’ve been asked if Emily owes anything to Hermione Granger. Personally, I don’t think so: she draws a great deal from three of my favorite heroines as a child; Dinah Glass (The Demon Headmaster), Mildred Hubble (The Worst Witch), and Matilda (Matilda). Looks-wise, she originally drew from Dinah, but that changed as I realized Emily would have to be older. I wanted her to have character, rather than classic good looks, not least because a different world might have different standards of beauty. 

    And then Whitehall itself - a combination of boarding school and military academy - took shape. I didn't sketch out too much of the school’s history, at least until I started planning Past Tense, but I was fairly sure of the general outline from the start. The school’s lax attitude to some things might be seen as the natural outcome of a belief that people need to be toughened up; its strict attitude to others is a reflection of the dangers of training students in magic. And then...

    Well, I wrote the first novel.

    I do try, as I have noted before, to write the first book in the series on the assumption it will be the only book in the series. Schooled in Magic left a handful of sequel hooks - some of which didn’t pay off for twenty books - but it was relatively self-contained. I sketched out a rough idea for sequels, which started at seven and grew to fourteen and finally twenty-three; I worked out an overall plot, then devised how it would link into the early volumes in the series. I also plotted a handful of novellas, some of which would tie into the main series (and others set well before the series itself). 

    Some ideas were rapidly tossed aside - Shadye was originally going to be a long-term threat, but as the magic system developed it became clear he couldn't play that role - while others grew and developed. I sketched out a number of characters who were immediately important, including a lot of details I haven’t mentioned in the books, while others didn't get more than a placeholder in my mental map until I needed to bring them front and center. Others changed as they were introduced. Alassa was originally going to be the ‘bully’ character, but - again - as the world took shape and form, it became clear that she couldn't play that role. (Besides, Emily and Alassa becoming friends opened the way for more stories). Melissa played the role for a while, then Jacqui. Jade was originally going to be Emily’s boyfriend, but as both characters grew it became clear that Jade would be happier with Alassa.

    Indeed, although I knew there would be some romance eventually, I shied away from it for six books. This was partly to avoid alienating some readers, but also to avoid allowing romance to dominate the series. I didn't want Emily to fall into many of the traps of teenage romance, real or fictional; as I’ve said before, teenage romance novels are cringe-worthy because most teenage romance is cringe-worthy. I was also fairly sure that Emily’s first romance wouldn't last. She’d test the waters and discover that she liked sex, with the right partner, but she’d also find out that romance doesn't cure everything.

    I had a lot of fun, as the story developed, laying the groundwork for later novels even as I wrote the earlier ones. I tried to introduce characters before they became important - Master Grey, Gordian - and talk about events, like an impending war or social crisis, before they impacted on Emily’s life. Some readers enjoyed pointing them out; others, the first mentions of Vesperian, were missed until I brought him front and center.

    The biggest issue, of course, was the identity of the final opponent. I went back and forth on that a lot, partly because I liked the character and partly because it was a little predictable (in hindsight, I should have introduced more red herrings). My original concept was that Void would be a little sour on the world, a knight-in-sour-armor who fought his own private war against the necromancers and basically sent Emily to Whitehall to get rid of her. As he developed, I saw him as trying to build a united front against the necromancers and eventually putting together a plan to take over and force the world to unite. He knew very well that the various kings and nobles and magical aristocracy would never unite, not after the Empire fell; he knew they had to hang together - tied together, if necessary - or hang separately. And while he did put together a brilliant plan, it was disrupted by sheer random chance. Emily’s arrival upset a great many apple carts, particularly after the necromantic war came to a sudden end. But he knew the end of one war would only lead to another...

    Void isn’t wrong, as Emily herself notes. But his plans will only make things worse in the long run.

    Why? Look at our history. We’ve had fascist states and communist states and theocratic states and they’ve all fallen to ruin, either by picking fights with their neighbors or killing the souls of their poor inhabitants and rotting away from the inside. It’s very tempting to believe that one man with all the power can make all the decisions, but - even with the best will in the world - the sheer level of detail involved will overwhelm him. Think of every office micromanager you’ve ever met and try to imagine someone applying that concept to an entire country. There would be a whole string of problems that wouldn’t be caused by malice, but might as well be. If one removes the incentive to produce - by insisting the farmers/workers are paid the same, no matter how much they do - production will fall like a stone. Void would have run into the same problem our real-world fascists and communists and theocrats do: people who don’t want to do as they’re told.

    At that point, the self-proclaimed leaders have two choices. They can accept defeat or they can try to force the people to do as they’re told. And they always choose force. And that, in turn, either turns them into monsters or creates the conditions for them to be overthrown by real monsters.

    And that is why Emily feels the only way to win this game, as the saying goes, is not to play.

    * * *

    Where now?

     

    I have plans. Big plans. I intend to finish the first volume of the Stuck in Magic serial - you can find it on my forum or blog - and then publish it. I don’t know if it will be canon or not - I wrote it to be very distant from the main books - but eventually they will meet. The Cunning Man’s Tale has been expanded into a full novel, which will be out soon, followed perhaps by two more - a trilogy, rather than an ongoing series. And I have several more novellas to write - Cat’s Tale, Frieda’s Tale, The Muckraker’s Tale... the series is far from over.

    And yes, there will be more of Emily. Watch this space.

     

    Christopher G. Nuttall

    Edinburgh, 2021
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    Appendix: What Has Gone Before

    It is, of course, difficult to summarize twenty-four books (and four novellas) in a handful of pages, but I’ve tried to hit the high points.

     

    Emily grew up in our world. Her mother was a drunkard. Her father a mystery. Her stepfather a leering man whose eyes followed her everywhere. By the time she turned sixteen, she knew her life would never get any better. She lost herself in studies of history, dreaming of a better world somewhere in the past. And then everything changed.

    Shadye, a powerful necromancer on the Nameless World, wanted to kidnap a Child of Destiny to tip the war in his favor. He entrusted the task to sprites, transdimensional creatures with inhuman senses of humor, who yanked Emily out of her world and dumped her into Shadye’s prison cell. Unaware he’d made a dreadful mistake, Shadye proceeded to try to sacrifice Emily to dark gods in a bid to gain their favor. Emily would have died if she hadn’t been saved by Void, a sorcerer on the other side. Void took her to his tower, realized she had a talent for magic and arranged for her to study at Whitehall School.

    Emily found herself torn between the joy of magic - she had something she was good at, for the first time in her life - and the trials and tribulations of living in a very difficult world. Befriending a handful of people, including Imaiqah and Princess Alassa of Zangaria (and the older students Jade and Cat), Emily started introducing innovations from Earth to the Nameless World. Shadye, catching wind of how changes were starting to spread, assumed he’d been right all along about the Child of Destiny. Mounting an attack on Whitehall, Shadye nearly killed Emily before she managed to weaponize concepts from Earth to beat him.

    That summer, she accompanied Princess Alassa to Zangaria and discovered her changes were not only spreading, but unleashing a whole new industrial revolution. This didn’t sit well with many of the local aristocrats, including King Randor - Alassa’s father - and a number of his courtiers. The latter mounted a coup, determined to take control for themselves before the commoners got any more ideas. Emily helped Alassa to retake control, at the price of seriously upsetting King Randor. He had to reward her, by giving her the Barony of Cockatrice, but he feared her impact on the kingdom. The seeds were sown for later conflict as the king’s concerns started to grow into outright paranoia.

    Emily’s second year at Whitehall was just as eventful as the first. Emily’s research into magic, including discovering a way to create a magical battery, nearly got her expelled. She might have been tossed out, if events hadn’t overtaken her. The school was plagued by a murderer, later revealed to be a shape-shifting mimic. Emily figured out the truth - the mimic wasn’t a creature, but a spell - and discovered how to defeat it. She also learnt enough from the spell’s final moments to, eventually, duplicate it as a necromancer-killing weapon.

    Worse, however, she was starting to attract interest from outside the school. One of her roommates - Lin - was revealed to be a spy, hailing from Mountaintop School. Another nearly killed her, quite by accident. It was a relief to find herself spending her summer on work experience, in the Cairngorm Mountains. She saw, for the first time, the grinding poverty of people living on the fringes - and just how far they’d go to save themselves. It was sheer luck - and a piece of spellwork that triggered a small nuclear-scale explosion - that saved her life from a newborn necromancer.

    Planning her return for third year, Emily agreed - at the request of the Grandmaster of Whitehall and Lady Barb - to allow herself to be kidnapped by Mountaintop School. There, she met the Head Girl - Nanette, who’d posed as Lin - and Administrator Aurelius, a magician with plans to reshape the balance of power once and for all. She also met Frieda, a girl two years younger than herself who was supposed to be her servant. Unimpressed with the classism running through the school, and grimly determined to find out its secret, Emily sparked off a rebellion amongst the low-born students and discovered the awful truth. Mountaintop had been sacrificing the low-born students for power. Breaking their spell, she left. She took Frieda with her. 

    That summer, Emily made a deadly enemy of Fulvia Ashworth, Matriarch of House Ashworth. Calling in a favor, Fulvia arranged for Master Grey - a powerful combat sorcerer who’d been appointed to serve as a teacher at Whitehall - to manipulate Emily into challenging him to a duel. Unaware of this, Emily’s discovery that Alassa and Jade had become lovers (and her first real relationship, with Caleb) took second place to a series of weird events taking place in the school, eventually traced back to a demon that had escaped Shadye’s fortress and slipped into the school’s wards. Backed into a corner, Emily risked everything to free the school from the demon, offering the creature her soul in exchange for letting everyone else go. The Grandmaster stepped in before the deal could be concluded, sacrificing himself so Emily might live. Pushed to the limit, unwilling to run, Emily faced Grey in the dueling circle and won. The victory nearly killed her. 

    Her magic sparking, nearly out of control, Emily returned to Zangaria and discovered that the kingdom was plagued by unrest. King Randor hadn’t kept his word about granting more rights to the commoners, prompting trouble on the streets. Worse, the rebels - including Imaiqah’s father - were being aided by a mystery magician, later revealed to be Nanette. Alassa nearly died on her wedding day, shot down by a gunpowder weapon that had grown from the seeds Emily had planted. Furious, King Randor demanded that Emily punish the rebels. Horrified at his demands, unaware the king didn’t know what he was asking, Emily fled. She couldn’t have known that the king’s paranoia had become madness. 

    She was not best pleased, when she returned to Whitehall, to discover that Grandmaster Hasdrubal had been replaced by Grandmaster Gordian. Gordian was progressive in many ways, including a willingness to open the tunnels under Whitehall and determine what secrets could be found there, but he neither liked nor trusted Emily. She had to balance his concern with her growing relationship with Caleb as she worked with one of the tutors - and a new friend, Cabiria of House Fellini, to explore the tunnels. The tutor pushed too far and nearly caused the school to collapse. Luckily, Emily saved the school using techniques she’d devised with Caleb, only to find herself steered to the nexus point and hurled back in time...

    Emily rapidly discovered that the stories about Lord Whitehall had missed several crucial details. The Whitehall Commune was on the run, fleeing enigmatic monsters - the Manavores - that seemed immune to magic. Their bid to take control of the nexus point nearly failed - would have failed, if Emily hadn’t helped them. She ensured they laid the groundwork for the school, before figuring out a way to return home. In the aftermath, Emily and Caleb consummated their relationship for the first time. 

    She had no idea that Dua Kepala, a powerful necromancer, was about to start his invasion of the Allied Lands. Having crushed Heart’s Eye, a school very much like Whitehall, the necromancer intended to invade the next kingdom and take its lands and people for himself. At the request of Sergeant Miles, Emily joined the war effort, fighting alongside General Pollack and his son Casper, Caleb’s father and brother respectively. Separated from the rest of the army, Emily and Casper attacked Heart’s Eye, reignited the nexus point under the school and found themselves locked in battle with the necromancer. Dua Kepala killed Casper and would have killed Emily, if Void hadn’t stepped in and fought Dua Kepala long enough to let Emily gain control of the nexus point and swat the necromancer like a bug. She found herself in sole possession of the nexus point and thus owner of the abandoned school. She and Caleb would later start developing plans to turn Heart’s Eye into the first true university, a place where magic and science would merge for the benefit of all.

    Reluctantly, she accompanied General Pollack and the remains of his son to Beneficence, a city-state on the borders of Cockatrice. There, she met Vesperian, an industrialist who wanted her to invest in his rail-building program. Emily barely had any time to realize the problem before the financial bubble Vesperian had created burst, unleashing chaos on the streets as the population realized their savings and investments had simply evaporated. Worse, a religious cult, bent on power, took advantage of the chaos to secure their position, aided by what looked like a very real god. Emily, plunged into battle, discovered it was a variant on the mimic spell, one dependent on sacrificing humans to maintain its power. She stopped it, at the cost of sacrificing her relationship with Caleb. They would remain friends, but nothing more.

    Emily returned to Whitehall, at the start of her final year, to discover that the staff had elected her Head Girl despite Gordian’s objections. She didn’t want the role, but found herself unable to refuse it. She found herself clashing with Jacqui, a student who wanted the post for herself, as her relationship with Frieda started to go downhill. The younger girl’s behavior grew worse and worse until she nearly killed another student and fled, forcing Emily to go after her. She was just in time to discover that Frieda had been manipulated by another sorcerer, too late to save Frieda from a murder charge brought by Fulvia.

    Stripped of her post as Head Girl (and replaced by Jacqui), Emily threw herself into defending Frieda. She rapidly worked out that Jacqui had been subverted by Fulvia long ago, to the point where Jacqui was prepared to risk everything to do Fulvia’s will. Scaring the hell out of the other girl, Emily triggered off a series of events that led to Fulvia’s defeat and eventual death. However, her position at Whitehall was untenable. Realizing the school no longer had anything to offer her, with an apprenticeship promised by Void, Emily chose to leave.

    Unknown to her, events in Zangaria had moved on. King Randor had discovered that Imaiqah’s father had plotted against him, that Emily had chosen to keep this a secret and that Alassa and Jade were expecting their first child. In his madness, Randor imprisoned Alassa and Imaiqah in the Tower of Alexis, intending to take his grandchild and raise him himself while leaving his daughter to rot. Jade sought help from Emily and Cat, launching a bid to free the prisoners from the tower. During the plotting, Emily and Cat became lovers. The bid to free Alassa worked, at the cost of Emily herself falling into enemy hands. Randor sentenced her to a public execution, but she was rescued by her friends. As they fled to Cockatrice, Randor - desperate - embraced necromancy and prepared himself for war to the knife.

    A three-sided civil war broke out, between the king, the princess and the remaining nobility. The king crushed the nobility, only to be outgunned by the princess’s faction (as it had embraced modern weapons and ideology). Desperate, Randor mounted a bid to kill his daughter - nearly killing Imaiqah, who was stabbed with a charmed dagger - and use magic to crush her armies. Horrified, Emily and Cat planned to kill the necromancer king before he killed the entire kingdom. Their plan went horrifically wrong, forcing Emily into a point-blank fight with a necromancer. She won, barely, but Randor’s dying curse stripped her of her magic. 

    Seemingly powerless, plunging into depression, Emily threw herself on the mercy of House Fellini, the one magical family with experience in dealing with magicless children. She rapidly found herself dealing with a mystery, from Cabiria’s seeming lack of power to just what happened when the family performed the ritual that unlocked her magic. However. It seemed futile. A clash with Jacqui revealed just how powerless she’d become, leading to a fight that ended her relationship with Cat. Emily wasn’t in the best state to discover that the family had a deadly secret, or that Cabiria’s supposedly-dead uncle wanted to claim Heart’s Eye for himself. It took her everything she had to gain access to the nexus point long enough to undo the curse blocking her powers and kill him.

    Still reeling from the near-disaster, Emily joined Caleb and a handful of her other friends in preparing Heart’s Eye for its new role. As they explored the school, they discovered the mirrors had been part of an experiment that had gone horrifically wrong. The school was linked to alternate timelines, including one with a surviving Dua Kepala and another dominated by an evil version of Emily herself. They eventually figured out that the school’s original staff had been fishing in interdimensional waters, catching hold of a multidimensional creature that was trying to break free. As reality itself started to break down, Emily managed to let it go.

    After briefly returning to Zangaria to meet her namesake - now-Queen Alassa’s daughter, Princess Emily - Emily started her apprenticeship with Void. Pushed to the limits, forced to comprehend levels of magic she’d never realized existed, she found herself preparing for a greater role. Testing her constantly, Void eventually sent her to Dragora with an unspecified objective (seemingly to find out who murdered the king before the regent was appointed). She eventually discovered that the king had been killed by his daughter, who’d been pushed into developing her magic before she could handle it. Unwilling to kill the daughter or let her wreak havoc, Emily took a third option and used the magic-blocking curse to save the daughter’s life and give her time to grow up. Her instincts warned her not to tell Void what she’d done.

    Several months later, Emily found herself going to war again. Three necromancers had banded together to invade the Allied Lands, using vast armies of slave labor to cut through the mountains and flood into the lowlands. Working out a plan, Emily used the bilocation spell to ensure that she’d be with the army raiding enemy territory and trying to sneak into the necromancer’s castle to reignite the nexus point (as she’d done earlier at Heart’s Eye). After a shaky start, and the problematic decision to share the battery secret with a bunch of other magicians, she used a mimic to take out the final necromancer and then reignited the nexus point. Unknown to her, the nexus point was the linchpin of the entire network. Reigniting this nexus point would reignite the remainder, frying a handful of necromancers who’d been too close to the drained points when they came back to life. Between the nexus points and the batteries, the threat of the necromancers was gone...

    ...And, with their defeat, the glue that held the Allied Lands together was also gone. 

    It did not take long for trouble to begin. In the aftermath of the war, old grudges flared to life. Kingdoms battled for power and position, armies warred over patches of land, commoners demanded political rights and freedoms from their aristocratic masters and magicians started plotting to separate themselves from the mundane world or set up new kingdoms in the formerly Blighted Lands. And, with the White City no longer wholly human and the White Council scattered, it was only a matter of time before the fragile peace was shattered beyond repair.

    In a desperate bid to save what they could, the Allied Lands planned to hold a conference at Laughter Academy to settle the questions frozen in time by the seemingly-endless war. But all was not well in the witches’ school. The girls were growing increasingly reckless, increasingly out of hand, preying on the mundanes below the mountain school while their tutors plotted and schemed to take advantage of the chaos. No one knew why.

    Recovering from the trials and tribulations of the war, and eager to resume her apprenticeship, Emily was in no condition to intervene. But when Lady Barb, her former tutor, asked for her help, Emily could not refuse. Heading to Laughter, she took up a teaching position as she searched for the truth. Dragged into a deranged plot to resurrect a long-dead witch, assisted by shadowy figures from outside the school, Emily discovered that the real purpose was to disgrace the school. She was barely in time to save the girls from certain death. 

    However, she was unaware that - now the war was over - powerful magicians felt they no longer needed her. And, as she left Laughter for the final time, she found herself surrounded by enemies and placed under arrest. Realizing they intended to kill her, she tried to escape - fighting a bunch of combat magicians, led by Master Lucknow, to a standstill. Void arrived - summoned by her current boyfriend Jan - in time to insist they gave her a proper trial in front of the White Council. It went badly - for them. Queen Alassa and a bunch of Emily’s old friends and allies arrived to speak in her defense. In a bid to save face, Master Lucknow put forward a proposal.

    The Kingdom of Alluvia had been rocked by revolution. The king and queen were prisoners, with the crown prince and his brother leading an army to put down the rebellion before it spread out of control. The White Council proposed that Emily should mediate between the two sides, in hopes of peacefully ending the conflict. Agreeing, Emily traveled to the kingdom in the company of Prince Hedrick, Lady Barb and Silent, her maid. She arrived to discover that the king had already had his head chopped off.

    The mission rapidly proved impossible. Neither the Crown Prince - now King - nor the rebels wanted to agree on terms. Worse, Emily became aware that an unseen force was manipulating both sides, a force using magic. She investigated, all the while trying to convince the two sides to lower their demands, but it was impossible. As matters spiraled out of control, she discovered the worst possible news. Nanette, her old enemy had been posing as Silent. And that meant that it was Void who was pulling the strings.

    Hurrying to Whitehall, where the White Council was gathering to discuss the future, she discovered she was too late. Void had already claimed the nexus point for himself, using a combination of Emily’s own spells to take control of the school and declare himself the new ruler of the Allied Lands. He tried to talk her into joining him, pointing out that the White Council were incompetent and the kings and patriarchs self-interested. Emily refused, only to be held prisoner by a spell targeted on her name. Lady Barb saved her, buying time for Emily to escape at the cost of her life. 

    Unknown to Emily, as she and a handful of companions fled, she was chased by two sets of enemies; Void’s enhanced troops and the remainder of the White Council’s forces, which blamed her for the chaos. Emily was forced to run deep into Alluvia, where she forged an uneasy alliance with Prince - now King - Dater and then into Red Rose, where she joined forces - briefly - with Princess Mariah, Dater’s promised bride. Leaving the newly-married Dater and Mariah behind, holding a nexus point against Void, she and her companions kept moving, encountering rebels - one of whom claimed to be her - and, eventually, being taken prisoner by the White Council’s forces. 

    Held in Resolution Castle and threatened with the complete loss of her magic (again), Emily was forced to escape, destroying what remained of the White Council’s enforcers in the process. Making it to Zangaria, she was confronted by Void and captured by Nanette, who risked the displeasure of her master to avenge herself on Emily. Helpless, Emily took the risk of opening her mind to Nanette, showing her rival that it hadn't been Emily who’d killed Aurelius, Nanette’s former master and father-figure. Convincing Nanette to join her, they made their way back to Zangaria, all too aware they were running out of time.

    And, that night, Void spoke to her in her dreams. 

     

     

    And Now...

     

    A sample from The Cunning Man, a Schooled in Magic spin-off.

     


    An excerpt from The Cunning Man

     

    ADAM OF BENEFICENCE WANTED TO BE a magician, and even undertook a magical apprenticeship, but there isn’t a single spark of magic in his entire body. In desperation, his master arranged for him to study at Heart’s Eye University, a former school of magic that has become a university, a place where magicials and mundanes can work to combine their talents and forge the future together. 

    But all is not well at Heart’s Eye. The magical and mundane apprentices resent and fear each other, the teaching staff is unsure how to shape the university and, outside, powerful forces are gathering to snuff out the future before it can take shape. As Adam starts his new apprenticeship, and stumbles across a secret that could reshape the world, he finds himself drawn into a deadly plot that could destroy the university...

    ...And leave Lady Emily’s legacy in flaming ruins. 


    Prologue I

    BACKGROUND: The following is a transcript of a speech given by Lady Emily, Founder of Heart’s Eye University, when the university accepted its first influx of students. It was warmly received by the newcomers, then transcribed and distributed shortly afterwards by the Heart’s Eye Press. Copies of the speech were, naturally, banned in many kingdoms. This did not, of course, stop bootleg copies being found everywhere.

     

    * * *

    I said: I want to build a university.

     

    They said: What’s a university?

     

    It was a hard question to answer. The concept of universal education is very rare, even in the magical community. Few masters have the experience and inclination to cover all the branches of magic; few apprentices, eager to make complete their apprenticeships and make a name for themselves, are willing to spend years, perhaps, studying all the different aspects of magic and learning how they work together. I was fortunate that my master was willing to do so, allowing me to develop my magic in ways other masters would regard as frivolous at best and wasteful at worst. Other apprentices, sad to say, were denied even the option of broadening their field of study. This has produced a sizable number of alchemists, enchanters and charmsmiths, to list only the most popular apprenticeships, but very few magicians who are prepared to spend their time researching fields of magic that do not either provide immediate results or the possibility of sizable rewards. Magical theory has advanced, as has the practical application of magic. We know far more than Lord Whitehall and his peers. But there is still much more to learn.

    The problem is even worse in the non-magical communities. The concept of scientific research and technological development, introduced by me, is still relatively new. It is difficult to convince someone to spend their lives, again, working on concepts that may never produce something worth the effort. They have to be funded and those who provide the funding demand results, results that can only be measured in something practical. Guns, for example, or steam engines. It is no coincidence that kingdoms, cities and independent communities offer huge rewards for gunsmiths and engineers who design and produce newer and better guns and steam engines. They have immediate practical value. But again, there is still so much more to learn.

    And the only way we can learn is by standing on the shoulders of those who have gone before.

    This is a persistent issue in both communities. The creators of newer and better ways to do things, from crafting a ward to forging a sword, want to benefit from their own research and experimentation. They rarely share their work with anyone else, resulting in magicians and mundanes wasting much of their time either reverse-engineering someone else’s work or simply spying on them in hopes of ferreting out their secrets. This, in turn, forces the creator to hide their secrets, wasting even more time. And yet, the original innovator may not be the one who develops the innovation to its fullest potential. His successor may be the one who takes the original idea and makes it better.

    Eight years ago, I designed the very first abacus, the very first steam engine and the very first printing press. They were produced to wild applause. They changed the world. Now, they’re in the museum. People point and laugh at my designs and wonder what I was thinking, when I drew them out and hired craftsmen to turn them into reality. Of course they do.

    You see, craftsmen - other craftsmen - looked at my designs and said, ‘I can do better.’ And they did. And now their work is in the museum too, because the next generation of craftsmen looked at their work said, ‘I can do better. too.’ And so on and so on, each successive generation improving upon the work of the previous generation, each generation inspiring the next to do better. And that is how it has worked since time out of mind. The man who first learnt to work metal was rapidly superseded by the men who took his original idea and improved upon it. The man who first carved a wheel, who built a sailing ship, who came up with one of a million bright ideas, launched generations of better and better ideas that can be traces all the way back to the first spark, to the man who showed it could be done.

    The university motto is in two parts. First, we stand on the shoulders of giants. Those men, the original innovators, are the giants. Without them, we would not exist. Second, and in doing so, we become giants ourselves. Our improvements upon the original innovations lay the groundwork for the improvers and innovators who will follow in our footsteps and carry our work to levels we cannot even begin to imagine. And the university exists to facilitate innovation, improvement and practical development. You and your fellows will share your ideas and innovations and bounce off each other to blaze a path into the future, a future that is bright and full of promise... a future that can be ours, if we reach out and take it.

    It is easy to say - many will - that we are merely providing free food and drink to people who will produce nothing. Or that we are giving away knowledge - magical and mundane alike - to people who will misuse it, or take it away, improve upon it, and try to claim credit for it. They may have a point. We will not be looking for solid measurable progress. But we will ensure that those who do make process, in theory as well as practical application of said theories, will be rewarded. It is our feeling - my feeling - that creating a melting pot of ideas and knowledge is worth the cost.

    There will be missteps, of course. There will be bad ideas. There will be ideas that look good, but aren’t. There will be impractical ideas; there will be ideas that will be impractical now, but may become practical later. These ideas will all be tested, without fear, to see which are right and which are wrong. We will never seek to destroy the spirit of free thought and innovation through stomping on ideas. Instead, we will question and test every idea and prove it valid - or not. We will have the right to speak freely - and we will also have the right to be wrong. To err is human. We will never make it impossible for someone to recover from their mistakes. 

    It will not be easy. There will always be the temptation to slide into an outdated mindset. It is never easy to admit that one might be wrong. Nor is it easy to see all of the little details, all of the tiny aspects of a problem that will defeat any attempt to solve it from a distance. There will be those who will focus on the whole and miss the tiny details and those who will allow the tiny details to dominate their minds, so they lose track of the whole. The only way to avoid disaster is to allow questioning, to allow people to put forward challenges, yet the urge to silence them will be very strong. It must be quenched. Those who choose to silence, no matter the provocation, are stepping onto a slippery slope that leads all the way to hell itself.

    The university exists under the rule of law. The rules will not change, no matter who you are. The administrators don’t care if you’re the heir to a throne or if you were born in a pigsty, if you have magic or not. You will have the right to have your say, to engage in debate and carry out experiments to tease out the truth. You will not have the right to have your words accepted without question. You can talk freely, but no one will be forced to listen and agree. There will be no formal punishment for speaking your mind. You will never be forbidden to speak or, in any way, express your ideas. No one else, however, has to listen to you. You will have to put your ideas together, and present them, and - if necessary - defend them. 

    A good idea will stand the test of time. A bad idea will not.

    Technology promises to solve all our problems. And it will. But, in doing so, it will create new problems. There will be those who will say that the new problems are worse than the old, that we should turn back before it is too late... but it is already too late. The new problems will be solved in their turn, as will the problems that will come in the wake of those solutions. We can, and we must, embrace the future. And, to do this, we must learn from our mistakes. We cannot do that if admitting our mistakes, let alone learning from them, costs more than we can afford to pay.

    You will not find it easy. Many of you come from societies that do not embrace the concept of reasoned debate, let alone freedom of speech. Others will allow the concept to overwhelm them, to engage in speech without thinking, to push the limits without any purpose beyond shocking and scandalizing society. But you would not be here, listening to me, if you were not at least prepared to try.

    The future is within our grasp. All we have to do is reach out and take it.


    Prologue II

    “YOU’RE A HARD MAN TO FIND, Master Lance.”

    Lance looked up, thoughtfully, as the older man slid into a chair facing him. The message had surprised him, although - in hindsight - he supposed it shouldn’t have. Sir Xavier, Lord of the Black Daggers, the man who’d served King Randor from the shadows until the king’s collapse into madness and necromancy... if there was anyone in Alexis who’d know about his presence, it was Sir Xavier. And yet, Lance was surprised Sir Xavier had dared show his face in public. Queen Alassa had never formally granted him the kiss of peace. The smart money suggested Sir Xavier would lose his head the moment he fell into the queen’s hands. He knew too much.

    “I like it that way,” Lance said, curtly. He signaled the server for wine, then sat back in his chair. “How did you find me?”

    “I have sources within the community,” Sir Xavier told him. “And one of them was kind enough to point you in my direction.”

    “Sources,” Lance repeated. “Am I to assume they’re not working for Her Most Splendid Majesty?”

    Sir Xavier’s lips tightened, but he said nothing until the server had been and gone. Lance smiled as he lifted the wine to his lips and drank. The older man had once been a man of wealth and power, one of the few people King Randor trusted to any degree. It must sting to lose his position practically overnight. The mere fact Sir Xavier hadn’t left the city suggested he hoped he could worm his way into the queen’s good graces, although Lance suspected Sir Xavier was wasting his time. The queen was unlikely to trust anyone who hadn’t switched sides the moment her father’s necromancy became apparent. Sir Xavier had stayed at his post, rather than desert his monarch, until it was too late.

    “I have a job for you,” Sir Xavier said. “I’m prepared to pay in gold.”

    Lance raised an eyebrow. “And who are your patrons?”

    “They wish to remain unidentified,” Sir Xavier said. “You will respect their feelings on the matter.”

    “I see.” Lance kept his expression bland, but behind his mask his mind was racing. Sir Xavier wasn’t working for the queen or he would have offered land and royal appointments, rather than gold and gold alone. That meant... what? Did Sir Xavier think he could use the mission, whatever it was, to convince the queen to return him to his old post? Or was he working for someone else? “And what do they want me to do?”

    “Heart’s Eye,” Sir Xavier said. “Lady Emily’s university” - he stumbled over the odd word - “is up and running. It is currently accepting students from all over the known world.”

    “Interesting,” Lance said, as if he’d never heard of the university. He had. He’d even considered going himself, when he’d first heard the news. Only the simple fact that his style of magic demanded horrible things had kept him from packing up what few possessions he wanted to keep and heading to the university. “I heard a rumor Lady Emily had lost her powers.”

    Sir Xavier shook his head. “The rumor was brutally quashed nearly a year ago,” he said. “Right now, Lady Emily is in the Blighted Lands. And will probably be there for quite some time.”

    Lance nodded. “So she’s out of the way,” he said. “What do you want me to do?”

    “The university must be discredited, or destroyed,” Sir Xavier said. “My patrons hired me to do the job. I have chosen you as my agent.”

    “How... wise... of you,” Lance said. “I do trust you’ve taken care to ensure your patrons won’t cut all ties and leave you holding the bag?”

    He ignored the older man’s scowl. Queen Alassa could not be Sir Xavier’s patron. She was as close to Lady Emily as it was possible for someone to be. And that meant... who? A magical patriarch? Or another king? There was no shortage of possible suspects, men - and a handful of women - who’d be happy to accept Sir Xavier as their servant if they could bring themselves to trust him. Or to use him as a cat’s paw. 

    “It won’t be easy,” he said, finally. “How much support can your patrons give me? Give us?”

    “Gold, and little more,” Sir Xavier told him. “They do not want to show their hand openly.”

    “Of course not.” Lance allowed himself a grin. The magical patriarchs - and their mundane counterparts - were all too aware that Lady Emily, a young woman barely out of her teens, had killed necromancers. They were afraid of her and hated it. They’d probably be happier if Lady Emily’s father had terrified them instead. At least he was old enough to be a respectable tyrant. “They want to keep their hands clean, while we get ours dirty.”

    “Your hands are already unclean,” Sir Xavier reminded him, sardonically. “Or have you forgotten why you were kicked out of Mountaintop?”

    “I forget nothing,” Lance said. He swallowed his anger with an effort. “I’ll need gold for supplies and bribes, as well as payment. Putting together a cover story won’t be easy without outside support.”

    “You’ll have it,” Sir Xavier said. “You’ll have enough money to get whatever you want, as long as the mission is completed before the university is firmly established.”

    Lance nodded. It wouldn’t be easy. He was a skilled and powerful magician, with a gift for magic even Mountaintop considered dark and dangerous, but the university had a nexus point. It would be difficult to destroy even if Lady Emily was on the far side of the Craggy Mountains. He’d have to go there, establish a cover story - perhaps as a magical apprentice - and figure out a way to turn the university upside down. He could do it and then... his lips curved into a grim smile. The gold Sir Xavier promised would fund a lot of experiments. He’d just have to make sure Sir Xavier didn’t have a chance to kill him, after the mission was completed, in hope of covering his tracks. His patrons would certainly let Sir Xavier keep the gold if he eliminated the need to pay Lance.

    He stood. “It will be a long time before the war is over,” he said. “Lady Emily will be occupied for quite some time. I’ll build up a cover story, with your help, and then make my way to Heart’s Eye. And then we’ll see what I can do.”

    “And make sure you send regular reports,” Sir Xavier said. He dropped a coin on the table, then stood too. “My patrons wish to be kept informed.”

    “Of course.” Lance bowed, with mocking politeness. “It will be my pleasure.”


    Chapter One

    THE WAR WAS OVER.

    Adam, Son of Alexis, tried to stay out of the way of the cheering crowds as he walked through the streets of Beneficence. The news had leaked barely thirty minutes ago and the city was already in chaos, rich and poor dancing and laughing together as it sank in that the Necromantic War was finally over. Adam saw the people - young and old, male and female - shouting and singing and felt joy in his heart, even though he knew it wouldn’t last. The cityfolk hadn’t paid much attention to the war, believing the necromancers were too far away to bother the city and its population. It hadn’t been until King Randor of Zangaria - the kingdom on the far side of the bridge - had embraced necromancy that the city had started taking the war seriously and even that hadn’t lasted. The war had still been a very long way away.

    He allowed himself a tight smile as he stood aside to allow a bunch of heralds to march past, their voices - normally boosted by magic - somehow tinny and weak and almost drowned out by the roar of the crowd. Their masters had finally decided - too late - what they were going to tell the population. Adam hid his amusement as a broadsheet seller wandered past, waving copies of the latest edition as a crowd of buyers surrounded him. The chances were good that the story, whatever it was, had come more from the writer’s imagination than the Blighted Lands - the full tale wouldn’t reach the city for days, if not weeks - but it didn’t matter. The crowd just wanted to hear the good news. He supposed he couldn’t blame them. They might have chosen to pretend the necromancers didn’t exist, or that they were thousands of miles away and therefore unlikely to pose any threat to the city, but they knew - deep inside - that it was just an illusion. Beneficence could stand off a mundane army, not a necromantic horde led by powerful and insane magicians. The city would fall within minutes if the necromancers brought their power to bear on the sheer rocks, collapsing them into the rivers to provide a bridge for their armies. 

    A trio of young women ran past him, fleeing their mother as they hurried to join the party before they were dragged back inside. Adam grinned as the older woman was caught in the throng, their daughters making their escape before she burst through and went looking for them. He couldn’t tell if it had been planned. Young men and women were not supposed to meet, except when chaperoned by their elderly relatives, but climbing out of the window and meeting in secret was an old tradition. Adam had done it himself, when he’d grown into manhood. His brothers and sisters had done it, too. He felt his grin grow wider as he spotted one of the girls, fleeing - hand in hand - with a young man. She’d be in trouble when she got home, naturally, but for now she was free. He was almost tempted to wave at her retreating back. He might be the youngest of his family, and therefore with more freedom than his older siblings, but he still knew what it was like to grow up in such an environment, to feel suffocated by the weight of social expectations. It was why he’d worked so hard to become Master Pittwater’s apprentice.

    The crowds grew wilder as he made his way along the street. A middle-aged woman, her clothes marking her as a woman of the merchant class, was dancing with a man young enough to be her son. A pair of elderly gentlemen were regaling the crowd with war stories; a handful of soldiers were surrounded by female admirers even though they could not possibly have fought in the war. Here and there, the City Guard was trying to control the crowd, but failing utterly. Shopkeepers were either shutting up shop, locking and warding their properties before the crowd could turn nasty, or throwing open their doors and inviting everyone to come and browse. Adam’s lips twitched as he spotted a number of innkeepers, hastily putting up signs advertising FREE BEER. The bars in the lower reaches of the city were known for poor quality beer, but today - of all days - no one was likely to complain. The crowd was already halfway to being drunk on its own happiness and sheer relief that the war was over. Surely, things could start getting back to normal now. It hadn’t occurred to them - yet - that the war had been going on for so long that it was normal. The post-war world would be unrecognizable.

     

    
      “HEAR YE! HEAR YE!” A herald marched down the street, waving a bell to draw attention and carrying a stack of broadsheets under his arm. “LADY EMILY VICTORIOUS! TEN NECROMANCERS DEAD! HEAR YE!”

    

     

    Adam took one of the broadsheets - the herald, perhaps wisely, wasn’t trying to charge - and scanned it. The news was good, too good. Ten necromancers dead, seven more wounded, billions of orcs slaughtered like sheep... he shook his head, suddenly despondent. The figures were wrong. They had to be. The hastily written story insisted the army had marched up and down the Blighted Lands, killing necromancers as easily as he might step on a slug. Adam knew that couldn’t possibly be true. Lady Emily was the only person who’d slain a necromancer in single combat and there were hundreds of question marks, from what he’d heard, over precisely how she’d done it. How could anyone, even her, kill ten necromancers and wound seven more? And yet, there had to be some truth to the story. The war was over. What had happened?

    A young man, barely entering his teens, reached for the broadsheet. Adam passed it to him and carried on, making his way towards the magical quarter. The streets were normally quieter here, but now... he shook his head as he spotted older men hurrying towards the guildhalls, muttering to one another as they tried to decide what to do. The guildmasters would have to get ahead of the news somehow... Adam rolled his eyes at the thought. There was no point in trying to catch up now. The news was already all over the city. The best they could do was wait for the crowd to exhaust itself while they tried to decide how to react, then retake control once the streets were quiet again. It might be quite some time.

    He glanced up, alarmed, as he saw a scuffle ahead. The craftsmen - their apprentices, rather - had gotten into a fight with a bunch of other apprentices. Adam gritted his teeth as the fighting threatened to spread out of control, more and more young men - and a handful of young women - hurrying to join the punch-up before it was too late. Apprentices fought at the drop of a hat and it wasn’t uncommon for fights to end in serious injury or even death, despite the best efforts of their masters and the city’s guardsmen. He stepped aside and made his way up the alleyway, giving the growing riot a wide berth. The apprentice robes he wore marked him as a target, yet he was alone. No one would come to his aid. If he was caught, he’d be lucky if they just gave him a good kicking.

    The alleys were dark. Adam kept one hand on his money pouch as he made his way down to the next street, careful not to look too closely at the shadows. The dispossessed and homeless lived within the alleys, scrounging for what scraps they could as they waited to die. They wouldn’t hesitate to rob him, if they thought he couldn’t defend himself. He tried to ignore shapes within the darkness as he reached the end of the alley and stepped into the light. It was like stepping into another world. The party on the streets was... different.

    He looked up as a young woman, roughly the same age as himself, hurried up and kissed him as hard as she could. Adam felt his body react to the feel of her body pressed against his, even as his mind spun in shock. People did not kiss strangers on the streets. They just didn’t. The young woman was ruining her reputation... he kissed her back, just for a second, then forced himself to keep going. She didn’t seem put out as he left her behind. His hand dropped to his pouch, just to check it was still there. It was. He wondered, suddenly, what would happen if he turned back and rejoined her, then put the thought aside. Master Pittwater had summoned him. It would destroy his apprenticeship, such as it was, if he chose to ignore the summons.

    His heart was still racing when he reached the magical quarter and forced himself to enter the street. It was infinitely fascinating, as always, and yet there was a constant hint of danger that both attracted and repelled him. The magicians on the streets - apprentices too, although they would be horrified at any comparison between them and the rioters behind him - had never been quite sure what to make of him. Some of them treated him as a joke, while others thought he needed to be driven out for his own good. Adam wasn’t their only target, either. It was truly said that anyone entering the quarter after dark would be lucky to see the next sunrise. The magicians had marked their territory and guarded it very well.

    He felt a pang of his old envy as he walked down the street to the apothecary. The young men and women on the streets had more power in their little fingers than he had in his entire body. The man eating fire might be performing a cheap trick, as far as his fellows were concerned, but Adam found it remarkable. The street magicians danced and sang as they wove their spells into the air, showing off tricks that were more sleight of hand and illusion than anything magical. They were the lowest of the low, as far as their peers were concerned, yet they were still far more powerful than Adam. It burned, sometimes, to realize he knew more magical theory than almost every magical apprentice in the city, but he’d never be able to do anything with it. And yet, he dared to dream...

    The apothecary looked surprisingly busy, from the outside. A line of people - mainly youngsters - waited on the streets, the line inching forward as the apprentices and the hired shopkeepers handled them one by one. Adam walked into the tiny alleyway and entered the shop through the rear door, the wards parting the moment he placed his hand on the doorknob. The air smelt faintly of spice, tingling with the promise of magic. It had never failed to thrill him, even as he slowly lost hope of being able to put his knowledge to good - or any - use. He removed his cloak and hung it on the rails, then stepped into the brewing room. Matt - his fellow apprentice - and a young girl he didn’t recognize were bent over a pair of cauldrons, brewing potions. Adam looked at the remaining ingredients and put the pieces together. It looked as if they were brewing enough contraceptive potion for the entire city.

    Matt didn’t look up. “Cut us some Ragwort, then Hammersmith Weed.”

    Adam resisted the urge to make a sarcastic comment. Matt was his fellow apprentice, not his master. He didn’t know the young girl at all, although - if she was brewing potion - she was clearly a magician. But there was no point in arguing. Master Pittwater would be furious if they missed out on sales because they didn’t have enough potion to sell and that would be bad. Adam was all too aware - Matt had pointed it out, several times - that Master Pittwater had taken one hell of a chance on Adam by taking him as an apprentice, or as near to it as possible, and letting him work in the shop. It was a privilege that could be withdrawn at any moment.

    And Matt has it easy, he thought, with a trace of the old bitterness. The master can’t dismiss him without a very good reason.

    He scowled as he forced himself to get to work. They were very different. Matt was tall, dark and handsome, with a body that suggested physical strength as well as magic. Adam was short, pale and blond, with a face that hadn’t quite grown into maturity and a body that had been permanently stunted by a shortage of food. His father’s death had made food very hard to come by for several years and, while he knew his mother had done the best she could, he was all too aware it hadn’t been good enough. And yet, he’d been lucky. His mother had managed to keep the family together without remarrying, selling herself or - worst of all - sending her children into service. He knew there were people on their streets, only a few doors down, who’d had far less capable mothers. A handful had vanished so completely that everyone knew they’d sunk to the very lowest parts of the city. Their former friends pretended they were dead.

    “I need a jar of powdered earwig now,” Matt shouted. “Hurry!”

    Adam snorted as he put the knife aside and hurried to get the jar, as well as a dozen other ingredients the other apprentice was likely to need sooner or later. Matt wasn’t normally careless - Master Pittwater had drilled them both in making sure they had everything they needed on hand before they started to brew - but he was clearly distracted. Adam eyed the girl beside Matt, wondering who she was. Matt might have been on a date, when he’d received the summons from their master. He might have brought her back to the shop in hopes of... Adam shook his head, silently. Master Pittwater would be furious if Matt brought a stranger into the back without permission. It was far more likely she’d just been hired for the day. It was rare, almost unknown, for a male magician to take a young woman as an apprentice.

    The woman looked up and met his eyes. Adam saw a flicker of disgust cross her face before she lowered her eyes back to the cauldron. He hid his irritation as he turned away. He knew the type. A snobbish witch, looking down on the mundane who thought he could become a magician. The only thing that separated her from Adam’s sisters was her magic and it was an impassable barrier... Adam sighed as he collected more ingredients for the couple without being asked, then returned to his table and continued his work. Matt was brewing cauldron after cauldron, everything from hangover cures to basic healing salves. They were simple potions, as long as one had magic. Without it...

    Adam forced himself to keep working as the day slowly gave way to night. The city normally went to bed with the sun - save for magicians, footpads and guardsmen - but the noise from outside, if anything, grew louder. He felt a twinge of sadness mingled with regret as the party swept through the streets; half-wishing he was out there with the rest of the city and half-glad he wasn’t. Not, he supposed, that he had much of a choice. Master Pittwater had summoned and Adam had to obey. His lips quirked into a cold smile. Matt and his girlfriend - they were clearly more than just friends, from the way they constantly brushed against each other - had been summoned too. They couldn’t be any happier about the situation than Adam. 

    But at least I have an excuse for not attending the party, Adam told himself. No one would fault me for obeying my master.

    “Done.” Matt’s voice rang through the air. “Bottle up the potion, then give it to the shopgirls.”

    They have names, you know, Adam thought. You could at least pretend to treat them as people.

    He put the thought aside as he collected the tiny glass bottles, all charmed to be unbreakable, and started to measure out the doses. Master Pittwater had made it clear there was little margin for error, even with the most basic of potions. Drinking too much could be as dangerous as too little. Matt and his girlfriend watched - Adam didn’t need to look at them to know they were snickering behind their hands - as he filled the bottles, slotted the lids into place and piled them on a tray. The noise outside seemed to grow louder. Adam wondered, sourly, if they were waiting for him.

    The door opened. Master Pittwater stepped into the backroom.

    “Matt, take the tray to the front and then you can go for the night,” he said. He sounded harassed. “I’ll see you back at the shop tomorrow morning.”

    Matt bowed. “Yes, Master.”

    He took the tray from Adam and headed to the front, his girlfriend following in his wake. Master Pittwater didn’t seem surprised to see her, which suggested... Adam felt another twinge of envy as his master headed towards his private office. There were times when he felt Matt could do anything, anything at all, without being kicked out of the apothecary and dismissed from the apprenticeship. Adam could not have brought a girl into the shop and proposed, in all seriousness, that she helped for a day. Master Pittwater would have laughed at him - if he was lucky - if he’d dared hint his girlfriend joined the staff. It was... it just wasn’t fair.

    “Adam,” Master Pittwater said. His voice was calm. Too calm. “We need to talk.”


    Chapter Two

    ADAM FELT HIS HEART SINK AS he followed Master Pittwater into his office. It was rare, vanishingly rare, for him - or Matt - to be invited into their master’s private chamber and it had been made clear to both of them that entering without permission would mean dismissal and disgrace. He couldn’t help looking around with interest, even though the last time he’d been called into the chamber had been for a strapping after he’d made a dreadful mistake and nearly gotten himself killed. Master Pittwater seemed to have crammed a desk, a pair of comfortable chairs, a sofa and a large cushion into the room, then lined the walls with bookshelves. They’d been packed when he’d last entered the room, but now they were practically bursting at the seams. There were probably spells in place to make sure they didn’t explode, scattering their contents everywhere. Adam hoped he’d get a chance to read the books. Master Pittwater had let him read more than he should, according to Matt, but there were textbooks he’d been told - flatly - he wasn’t allowed to so much as look at without permission. Adam suspected it was a waste of time. What did it matter if he read about the dark arts? It wasn’t as if he could perform them.

    “Sit.” Master Pittwater waved at the sofa. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

    Adam frowned as he sat. He’d always known Master Pittwater was old enough to be his grandfather, but... it had never really sunk in until now. He didn’t seem to have changed, yet... he just looked older. It was never easy to guess a magician’s age - most of them used magic to slow their aging, or wrapped themselves in illusions to hide their true condition - but Master Pittwater looked to have aged years overnight. He moved like an old man. The end of the war couldn’t have affected him that much, could it? Perhaps it had. It was rare for their master to leave his apprentices brewing alone for long, certainly not on the busiest day of the year.

    Master Pittwater sat, facing him. His expression was unreadable, but Adam felt a chill run down his spine. The old man was not shy. He’d never hesitated to express his feelings about Adam’s failings before, back when they’d started the makeshift apprenticeship. And yet... whatever he wanted to talk about had to be bad. Adam wondered, suddenly, if the older man had gone to the guildhall. Talking to the guildmasters always put him in a bad mood.

    “You can’t stay here,” Master Pittwater said, quietly.

    Adam stared. “What?”

    Master Pittwater said nothing for a long moment. “The guild expects me to retire at the end of the year,” he said, looking down at his stained and scarred hands. “They feel, and they’re not entirely wrong, that my career is coming to a close. I have been making mistakes in my brewing and some of those mistakes came very close to getting me killed. The guild thinks it would be safer for me to retire, passing the shop to Matt as my last apprentice. And they want me to dismiss you shortly before I do so.”

    “I...” Adam found it hard to speak. “Master, I...”

    “You have progressed far, in your theoretical knowledge of magic,” Master Pittwater said. “You know more magical theory than many magicians twice your age. I let you read books and devise experiments, experiments you couldn’t even begin to carry out yourself. If you were graded solely on theoretical knowledge, you would score higher than Matt or most of the other apprentices. But you can’t perform a single spell. The only potions you can brew are the ones that can be brewed without magic. And so you simply cannot progress any further.”

    He held up a hand before Adam could find the words to say. “There is no way I can leave the shop to you, even though I feel you would take better care of it than Matt. The guild would never allow it. The best I could do would be to insist that Matt kept you as a shopboy, if not an apprentice, but the guild wouldn’t be very happy with that and would certainly pressure Matt into kicking you out once I passed the shop to him. They were not keen on me taking you as an apprentice in the first place and only my vast prestige as an alchemist kept the protests to a dull roar. Matt doesn’t even begin to have the same clout.”

    Adam stared, too stunned to feel much of anything. Master Pittwater was retiring? He hadn’t noticed any problems with his master’s work, although - in hindsight - it was clear Master Pittwater had let Matt do more and more of the work. Neither Matt nor Adam had seen anything odd in it - masters worked their apprentices hard, before they gained their masteries - but... normally, Master Pittwater brewed beside his apprentices. He hadn’t done that regularly for several weeks. And Adam hadn’t even noticed.

    His mind raced. He couldn’t stay as a shopboy. Matt would lord it over him - or, worse, make a point of not pointing it out. The idea of having to bow and scrape in front of a magician no older than himself was unpleasant, to say the least. Matt would be his master in every way... he helplessly shook his head. Matt would want to take apprentices of his own, magical apprentices. He would have no time for Adam... no, he’d want Adam gone. There was nothing Adam could offer Matt that he couldn’t get from a magical apprentice.

    Shit, he thought, numbly.

    He tried to think. What could he do? He’d spent his apprenticeship years in the apothecary. There was no shortage of basic jobs, for those willing to work, but none of them would lead to a proper career. He’d wanted to study steam engineering and craftsmanship... he knew it was unlikely he’d get one of those apprenticeships. The craftsmen had so many applicants that they could pick and choose as they wished. What could he do? He could read and write and yet... he hated the idea of becoming a secretary or an accountant. The bankers might wear fancy clothes and look down on the people who used their services, but their lives were boring. And yet, what else could he do? He couldn’t go back to the family shop. His mother would take him back, he knew she would, but there wasn’t enough work for everyone. How could there be?

    “I spoke to an old friend of mine,” Master Pittwater said. “He had a proposal for you, if you’re interested.”

    Adam looked up. “Anything.”

    “You may regret saying that,” Master Pittwater said. “Have you ever heard of Heart’s Eye?”

    “Yes.” Adam forced himself to remember. “Lady Emily killed a necromancer and took possession of the old school, from what I recall...”

    “My alma mater,” Master Pittwater said. “Lady Emily has been turning the former school into a center of learning. Not just magic, from what my friend said; she’s investing in studying pretty much everything, from farming techniques to gunsmithing and steam engineering. The university - or so she calls it - was formally opened last year and grew rapidly. My friend, Master Landis, tells me that it has already made remarkable progress.”

    Adam nodded, slowly. He’d heard about Heart’s Eye. He’d even considered going, when a number of craftsmen and their apprentices packed up and headed east to the university. But he’d been too attached to Master Pittwater and his apprenticeship to go. In hindsight... he wondered, suddenly, if that had been a mistake. He’d dared to hope the guild would at least grant him a provisional status if he proved himself an asset. The guild hadn’t been anything like so obliging. He supposed he was lucky they hadn’t told Master Pittwater to kick Adam out at once.

    “Master Landis is in need of an assistant,” Master Pittwater said. “I discussed your case with him. He was quite interested and, at my request, he has agreed to take you on as both an assistant and an apprentice. Heart’s Eye has made it clear it will not be bound by the guild rules, even the ones upheld by the White Council, and you will have a chance to reach for the skies. Even if you don’t make it as a theoretical alchemist, you will have other options. The town near the school - university - is booming. You should have no trouble finding a place there.”

    “I...” Adam said nothing for a long moment. “Do you think he’ll give me a mastery?”

    “Heart’s Eye has plans to grant degrees in theoretical magic,” Master Pittwater said. “I believe they will simply cut the theoretical parts out of the standard exam and present them to candidates separately, rather than expecting them to demonstrate skills in magic. I think you would qualify, on those grounds. Precisely how far you could get without magic would be an open question, but it would certainly open more doors for you if you had a degree. You might even be able to turn it into a career.”

    Adam nodded. There were a handful of theoretical magicians who managed to make a good living, although they were very rare. They tended to be closely linked to magical families and aristocrats, people rich enough to sponsor their education in exchange for first call on their services. Adam had hoped someone would notice him and make the offer, back when he’d been younger, but experience had taught him it was unlikely. Master Pittwater might be a big fish in Beneficence, yet the city was a very small pond compared to the Allied Lands...

    A chill ran through him as it dawned on him he’d be going far - far - from home. He’d never been more than a few miles outside the city in his entire life and that had been on a fishing boat when he’d been a child. He hadn’t so much as walked across the bridge into Zangaria, let alone ridden Vesperian’s Folly into the Barony of Cockatrice. He wasn’t even sure where Heart’s Eye was, relative to Beneficence. How was he even supposed to get there? He didn’t have the money to buy a horse, or hire a boat, or whatever. It might as well be on the far side of the moon.

    He swallowed, hard. “How long do I have to decide?”

    “Master Landis would probably like an answer by the end of the week,” Master Pittwater said. “I don’t know if he has other candidates, but he probably does.”

    Unless he has a terrible reputation, Adam added, silently. There were masters who abused their apprentices, beating them until they bled or worse. The magical community might not be able to punish him - masters had near-parental authority over their apprentices - but it was possible his past apprentices had talked. Or broken the apprenticeships. That was so rare that the community couldn’t help but take notice. If he can’t get a magician as an apprentice, he might be satisfied with me.

    “I’ll talk to my family about it,” Adam said, carefully. He’d go to the guildhall first and look up Master Landis. The Alchemists Guild kept very good records. There wouldn’t be anything overtly bad written into the files, but Adam knew what to look for. It would be a terrible sign if Master Landis had a high turnover of apprentices. “How would I even get to Heart’s Eye?”

    “You’d take the railway to Cockatrice, then step through a portal to Farrakhan,” Master Pittwater said. “There’s another railway there that’ll take you all the way to Heart’s Eye. I... I think, from what I was told, the university insists on everyone making the railway journey the first time they make their way there. It may be something to do with their protective spells. The university has enemies. Something happened there last year, although I don’t know what. All the reports have been contradictory, if not downright insane.”

    Adam shook his head. “I can’t pay for it.”

    “I’ll pay,” Master Pittwater said. “Consider it a gift.”

    Adam flushed. “Master, I...”

    “You have been a good student,” Master Pittwater said. “You studied hard. You prepared ingredients more or less perfectly, to the point that your wastage was considerably less than many of my other students. You have been obedient and sensible and, while you did make mistakes, you never repeated them. If you had magic, I think there would have been a fair chance you could have taken your exams and earned your mastery by now. If it was up to me, the guild would take you on as a theoretical magician and let you pay for your studies by assisting in brewing. I even suggested as much. But the guild said no.

    “I hoped I could change their minds. Back when I was younger, they listened when I spoke. They knew I was a skilled and capable brewer, an alchemist who made a number of discoveries and laid the groundwork for several more. Now” - he shook his head - “I’m an old man and they don’t listen any longer.”

    Adam felt a sudden flash of alarm. “Master, are you dying?”

    Master Pittwater snorted. “We must face facts. I’m nearly a hundred years old. The rejuvenation potions are no longer working quite so well, to the point I am starting to run the risk of poisoning myself if I try to retard my ageing any further. Old as I am, my life may be coming to an end even if I avoid a mistake that kills me. There is a very good chance I won’t live to see a full century.”

    He glared at his hands. “The guild insists I make preparations for my death and legacy now, before I die on them. And they have a point. If I give the shop to Matt now, there won’t be any dispute over who owns it - and the rest of my property - when I die. The last thing the guild needs is a dozen claimants crawling out of the woodwork, demanding the guild gives them the shop instead.”

    Master Pittwater met Adam’s eyes. “I can’t do much for you, not now. If I’d met you in my prime I might have been able to convince them, but... I didn’t. I can’t leave you the shop or anything, really. The guild will claim anything I don’t pass down to Matt specifically. Let me pay for your travel and give you some spending money. It will be much less than you deserve.”

    Adam felt hollow inside. He’d grown up in a culture where gifts brought obligations in their wake. To accept the money was to accept an obligation to the older man in return. It didn’t sit well with him that there might be no way to repay the debt, no matter what Master Pittwater said. The old man might die before Adam was in any position to repay him. And yet... he tried not to think about what might happen if he didn’t take the money and go. At best, he’d be lucky if he stayed a shopboy the rest of his life. At worst... he might never find stable employment within the city. His skills were of strictly limited value outside an apothecary’s shop. 

    And the guild might even try to confiscate the books I bought with my own money, he thought, numbly. A wave of anger shot through him. It wasn’t as if he’d stolen the books. He’d bought some in the bookshop just down the street and others through a mail order catalogue issued by a publisher in the White City. They hadn’t cared enough to ask who was buying their wares. The bastards might take everything I own on the grounds it came from Master Pittwater and his shop.

    He let out a breath. “I... thank you for the offer,” he said. “I think I’d like to accept.”

    Master Pittwater raised his eyebrows. “I thought you wanted to consult with your family first?”

    “I do,” Adam said. “But... where else can I go?”

    His mind ran in circles. He couldn’t get a skilled job. His mother and siblings would not support him for the rest of his life, even if he worked in their shop. And that meant... he swallowed hard. No steady job, no wife; no wife, no children; no children, no hope of a legacy that lasted beyond his death. Or anything, really. He’d have no hope at all.

    “I’ll speak to Master Landis tomorrow afternoon and tell him you accept,” Master Pittwater said. “Take the rest of the day and tomorrow off, but spend some time thinking about it. If you change your mind, come find me before noon. If not... I’ll make the arrangements for you to leave as soon as possible. I want to make sure you get settled there before I finally go to the next world.”

    Adam shivered. Master Pittwater was talking as if he expected to die within a day or two, not a few years. Adam wanted to ask the master if he knew something he didn’t want to share with his apprentices, but Adam knew better than to pry. The master’s private business was the master’s private business and trying to pry was a good way to lose the apprenticeship. And yet...

    “Good luck.” Master Pittwater passed him a handful of papers, then gestured to the door. “The party is still going on outside. Join the crowd. Have some fun. And just think about the offer.”

    “I will,” Adam promised. He wanted to tell the old man how much he appreciated it, but he couldn’t find the words. “Thank you.”

    “You’re welcome,” Master Pittwater said. “Work for Landis as well as you have worked for me, and he’ll have no complaints.”

     

cover.jpeg
Chﬂd of
)

Cheistopher G. Nattall





