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    Prologue I

    EMILY DREAMS.

    She knows she is dreaming, although she isn’t sure how. The dreams are a blur of visions, of things that happened and things that didn’t happen and things that happened, but happened differently. She sees faces - Alassa, Frieda, Jade, Cat - in places they’d never been, doing things they’d never done. The dreams are so confusing that she can barely follow the thread, if indeed there is one. And every time she wakes, the dreams are gone.

    In her dream, she is a firstie again, in a class she shouldn’t have taken. Not yet. She sees herself - and Jade, and Cat, and Aloha - running through the valleys and mountains, trying to escape the orcs. Sergeant Harkin leads them, bellowing encouragement as he fights to buy them time. She sees an orcish blade slice through his neck...

    She wakes, tears stinging her cheeks. It didn’t go that way!

    And then she dreams again. The orcs are surrounding them, closing in... each a shambling parody of the worst of humanity. She wants to run, but there is nowhere to go... Jade is dead, Cat is dead, Aloha is dead... Alassa is dead. Alassa wasn’t there... the alternates buzz through her dreams, each bringing new horrors. She dies, the last of the team to fall. The orcs take them, doing unspeakable things before they finally die; the orcs hand them over to Shadye, who takes her power and uses it himself. Whitehall falls, the wards shatter, walls cracking like eggshells. And a new monster is born. 

    But it didn’t go that way!

    She tries to focus, tries to break out of the nightmare.  It didn’t go that way! She tries to recall what really happened, how they escaped from the orcs... some memories are missing, her imagination trying to fill in the gaps and failing. Others... she twists, crying out in her sleep. The dreams haunt her, mock her. Nothing is real. Everything is real. All is real, and nothing is real...

    They were on a forced march. She remembers that much, although it’s hard to be sure. Not in the dream. And they were attacked by Shadye’s minions. And she escaped and...

    The alternates surge forward, driving her memories - the real memories - away. She dies, and wishes she lives. She lives, and wishes she died. Her friends die, time and time again; her tutors and mentors curse her name, curse her for what she brought to their walls. She lives long enough to see everything broken, to see a dark and hungry god unleashed upon the land. She watches, helplessly, as a nightmare moves north, killing everyone brave enough to stand against it. Brave or coward, it matters not. They die. The world dies.

    But it didn’t go that way!

    The memories surface, briefly. She made a deal. She made a promise. And she sworn an oath to the Unseelie. And she saved her friends. And...

     

    Emily wakes to a bed drenched in sweat. The dream overshadows her mind. She isn’t sure if she is awake, or if she still dreams. The waking world seems a fragile place, weak and frail compared to the realm of nightmares. She fears she is losing her mind; she fears she is trapped forever within the dream. She blinks...

     

    ... The alarm rings...

     

    ... And the dream is gone.


    Prologue II

    THE CHAMBER WOULD HAVE HORRIFIED ANY normal man, Rangka knew. It would have horrified him, in the half-forgotten days before he’d embraced necromancy. It was a barren cave, the walls unmarred by paintings or runes or anything else that would have marked it as the home of an intelligent creature. Servants scurried about, trying not to catch his bright red eyes. They knew he could kill them - or worse - on a whim. There was no point in being loyal if one knew it would never - could never - be recognized, let alone rewarded. Their master was mad.

    Rangka knew it to be true. He was mad. He was the oldest necromancer known to live, a feat he couldn’t have managed if he hadn’t kept some grip on reality, but he felt the madness howling at the back of his mind. It didn’t bother him, even though he knew - on some level - that it should. The person he’d been - the name he’d abandoned long ago - would have been horrified to know what he’d become. That didn’t bother him either. The person he’d been was dead and gone.

    Power throbbed through the air, his awareness reaching out to encompass the approaching armies trudging their way through the ashy mud. Neither of his prospective allies had come alone, knowing - as well as he did - that the rewards of treachery could be great indeed. Thousands of orcs, creatures raised from the depths... and, behind them, slave-soldiers bound to their master’s will. He drew his awareness back, slightly, as the other two necromancers made their shambling way through the caves, their mere presence sending Rangka’s servants fleeing for their lives. A single necromancer was a nightmare beyond comprehension. Three in one spot heralded the end of all things. Reality itself seemed to hang on a knife edge as the necromancers faced each other. The only thing keeping them from trying to kill each other was the certain knowledge that the first two to fight would be the losers. And yet... the chamber hummed with tension. Being together, being so close, felt unnatural. It was the one thing, Rangka acknowledged privately, that the necromancers had in common with their enemies. They should not be together.

    He wanted to reach out with a spell to soothe their tempers, to make them listen to him, but he knew such subtle magics were beyond him. He’d paid a price for his power, a price he hadn’t realized until it was too late. He had immensely destructive spells at his fingertips - power burned through his veins, threatening to burst out and consume everything if he lost his grip - but he could no longer cast the simple spells of his childhood. They were beyond him, despite his power. He could no longer shape the spellwork... and besides, the others wouldn’t be affected. They were creatures of magic now, not men. They couldn’t be manipulated through magical means.

    Rangka braced himself, trying to shape his arguments. Cold logic told him they should work together, against the common foe, but logic and reason had no control over them. He found the idea of sharing the risk and the reward difficult to comprehend, even though - again - logic told him there would be enough rewards for everyone. It wouldn’t last, he knew. They would battle their enemies until they were victorious, then battle each other until there was only one, standing in the midst of a dead world. A dark god, a power beyond imagination... a hungry creature that would eventually - inevitably - starve.

    No! He refused to think about their fate. It could not be true.

    He looked from one to the other. Bersuit was a hooded man, his skin blackened and burnt by fires. He was the most human of the necromancers, yet - perhaps - one of the most dangerous. His body looked humanoid, to the naked eye. Rangka could sense things writhing under the cloak, things that defied even his senses. Gerombolan was a walking skeleton wrapped in blue fire. His red eyes were the only hint he so much as had a face. It wasn’t clear how he walked. And Rangka himself was a rotting corpse, animated only by his magic. He’d long since ceased to care.

    “Dua Kepala is dead,” Rangka said, curtly.

    “Good.” Bersuit’s voice was as cracked as his soul, a rasping screech that would have deafened a normal man. “His lands will be ours.”

    “And so is Shadye,” Rangka said. “They were both killed by the same person. A sorceress called Emily.”

    “The Necromancer’s Bane.” Gerombolan’s voice was utterly inhuman. “They say she is our doom.”

    “She has killed two of the most powerful of us, in less than seven years,” Rangka said. It was hard to measure time in the Blighted Lands.  “They’re dead and gone.”

    “And so their lands are ours,” Bersuit hissed. His armies were already laying claim to Shadye’s former territories, doing their level best to avoid the Inverse Shadow. “So what?”

    Rangka stared at the hooded man. “How long until she comes for us?”

    “She will not kill me,” Gerombolan said. “I am beyond death.”

    “Shadye thought the same,” Rangka reminded him. “He was wrong.”

    He understood, better than he cared to admit. Necromancers died all the time. A sorcerer who was unable to handle the sudden burst of power would be destroyed by it; a newborn necromancer, a beacon of power to those with eyes to see, could be killed by an older necromancer before he had a chance to establish a power base, seizing lands and human livestock to make something of himself. And even the older necromancers weren’t that old. The Blighted Lands were a constantly-shifting morass of endless scrabbling, wars and treacherous backstabbing. They were penned in, held prisoner by the terrain and the ever-watchful guards. There was nowhere to go. Shadye had attacked Whitehall and Dua Kepala had crossed the Desert of Death; neither had returned alive.

    “How long will it be,” he repeated, “before she comes for us?”

    The words hung in the air. It was hard to believe a lone girl could defeat one necromancer, let alone two. The stories he’d heard credited her with killing ten necromancers - or a hundred, or a thousand - and he knew that wasn’t true, but neither Shadye nor Dua Kepala had survived their wars. Rangka had heard enough to believe there was some truth to the story. It was a rare magician who took on a necromancer and lived to tell the tale. A lone girl killing two - or more - necromancers was difficult to believe. And yet it had happened.

    “We will end her, if she comes,” Gerombolan said. “She will feed us...”

    “If we survive long enough,” Rangka said. “We cannot let her come to us.”

    He pointed towards the walls - and the distant mountains beyond. “We must fight now, before she comes for us. We must get over the mountains and ravage the lands beyond.”

    Gerombolan made a hissing sound. “And how do you intend to achieve this... wonder?”

    “By working together, we can break through the mountains,” Rangka said. “If we combine our powers, and our forces, we can break into the lands beyond. And then there would be no stopping us.”

    He saw it, a vision on the verge of becoming reality. The Allied Lands had been lucky. They could hide beyond high mountains, impassable oceans and passes guarded by a network of fortresses and walls. They couldn’t match the necromantic forces in hand-to-hand combat, or sheer power, but they could slow them down immensely. If the mountains were to be destroyed, or merely weakened, the armies could advance through the rubble, an endless wave of blood-maddened orcs and monsters and slaves...

    His rotting mouth fell open in a smile. It was going to be glorious.

    He spoke on, telling his allies his plans...

    ... All the while, preparing to betray them the moment they outlived their usefulness.


    Chapter One

    “I HAVE GROWN TO HATE MIRRORS,” Emily said.

    She stood in the spellchamber, eying the mirror warily. It was the only object within the chamber, a large freestanding mirror big enough to show her body from tip to toe. There were no magics surrounding it, nothing suggesting it was enchanted - or a gateway to another realm - but she didn’t feel any better as her image looked back at her. She looked... tired and worn. The dreams she couldn’t remember had disturbed her more than she cared to admit.

    She rubbed her eyes, feeling them narrow as she studied her reflection. Was her hair a little darker? Were her eyes a little harder? Her bearing a little straighter? Eleven months of apprenticeship, eleven months of everything from magic study to tests that were disguised missions, had changed her in ways she was only beginning to appreciate. Void was a good teacher. He knew things she’d never even known existed. And yet, she was slowly starting to realize he also had his own agenda. The missions she’d carried out on his behalf had served a greater purpose. She just wished she knew what it was.

    Forget it, for the moment, she thought. Right now, you need to stay focused.

    She studied her reflection thoughtfully. She hadn’t changed that much, had she? It was hard to be sure. Void had kept her hopping, practicing magic daily. She’d grown used to being his student. And yet... she rested her hands on her hips, studying herself in the mirror. The black apprentice robe was strikingly simplistic, nothing more than a shapeless black dress. Void had given her very clear orders not to wear anything else, even hairpins or the snake-bracelet. She’d let her hair fall down her back and left the transfigured snake in her bedroom. He wouldn’t have told her to wear as little as possible if he hadn’t had a good reason.

    “Emily.” Void stepped into the room, his face calm and composed. “Are you ready?”

    Emily turned to face him, clasping her hands behind her back. Void was inhumanly tall, easily a head taller than herself. His face was oddly timeless, framed by dark hair that seemed to have grown a little longer in the past few months. It was hard to remember, at times, that he was literally old enough to be her great-grandfather. And yet... she could sense his power bristling around him like a thunderstorm. He wasn’t making any attempt to mask himself. No magician her age had such a presence.

    “I think so,” she said. They’d gone over the spellwork time and time again, assessing each and every section of the bilocation spell. It was easy to see, now, why so few magicians risked casting it, even when it would have come in handy. Being in two places at once wasn’t as simple as it sounded. “Are you?”

    “I’m not the one who has to cast the spell,” Void said. He moved past her, peering suspiciously into the mirror. “If you want to back out, now is the time.”

    Emily shook her head. She understood the risks. The books he’d given her to read had discussed them in graphic detail. They’d even included illustrations that - Void had told her - were surprisingly close to reality. But she also knew she couldn’t step back now. Mastering magic - and using it - had become her cause. She wanted - needed - to keep going until she reached the top. The very serious possibility that there was no top didn’t deter her.

    And yet, she reflected as Void paced around the mirror, such power came with a price. It was harder and harder to remember, sometimes, that there was an outside world. The missions he’d sent her on, over the past few months, had felt like distractions from her real work. The ever-growing pile of letters from her friends - and others - rested on her desk, largely unopened. It was hard to keep track of what was happening with them. She had to force herself, sometimes, to go outside. Even meeting her friends in person was difficult. 

    She yawned, suddenly. The dreams she couldn’t remember haunted the back of her mind, tormenting her. She’d wondered if they were a sending, a subtle attack from one of her enemies, but it was hard to imagine a spell that could reach through the wards. Void’s tower was practically invulnerable, even to a magician who operated on the same level. Emily had lived in the tower for months and yet she knew she hadn’t even come close to learning all its secrets. It was bigger on the inside, with chambers and lairs she barely knew existed. She wondered, at times, what might be within the structure that she didn’t even imagine existed.

    Void glanced at her. “Are you ready?”

    “Yes.” Emily unclasped her hands, steadying herself. “I’m ready.”

    “Stand in front of the mirror,” Void instructed, as if he hadn’t gone over the details time and time again. It was a measure of how dangerous the spell could be, if the casting went wrong, that he’d practically nagged her into memorizing each and every detail. It was so out of character for him to nag her that she’d studied the spell and all its variants extensively. “Make sure your entire body is reflected in the mirror.”

    Emily stepped forward until she was standing right in front of the mirror. Her reflection gazed back. Emily studied herself again, silently grateful she couldn’t see any differences. The reflection was a reflection, not an alternate vision of herself. Her other self was dead, or trapped on the wrong side of the dimensional barriers. She’d studied every book she could find on mirror magic and none of them had gone any further than shaping a pocket world on the other side of the mirror. The meeting with alternate timelines was - apparently - unprecedented. It was unlikely she’d meet her other self here.

    She looked up and down, from tip to toe. She was encompassed within the mirror. The wall behind her looked utterly bare, sensibly so. There’d be nothing and no one else to be caught up within the spell. Void had said it was possible to cast the spell with a smaller mirror, or no mirror at all, but it was better to start small. Emily’s lips twitched. It was rather like learning to juggle and starting with knives and daggers, rather than chainsaws. The danger was only minimized in comparison. It didn’t go away.

    “Start the spell when you’re ready.” Void’s voice was very quiet. He’d masked his power so thoroughly she couldn’t sense his presence. It was hard to remember he was there, though he’d told her - time and time again - not to consider trying the spell without him. “Or step back, if you’re not up to it.”

    Emily lifted her head and looked into her reflection’s eyes. Magic sparkled through her, pervading every cell of her body. She’d grown more and more used to thinking of it as a part of her, as much her as her arms and legs. It was a danger as well as a boon, Void had cautioned, but... it was hard to believe it could be dangerous. And yet, she knew it. The danger of forgetting how she did things - and then losing the ability to improve upon her spells - was very real. And if she fell into that trap, she’d peak. She’d never get any better.

    The spell glimmered in her mind, a remarkably complex piece of magic. She’d seen the spellwork back in her first year, but... she hadn’t been able to follow it, let alone cast it. Now... she could see how the different sections interacted, how they worked together to create a duplicate of herself. No, not a duplicate. Two minds in one body. One body in two minds. A balance between the two... she kept her eyes open, focused on the mirror, as she gingerly brought the spell to life. The magic surged. She felt as if she were caught in a hurricane, as if she were being shoved and yanked to one side... her head spun, unable to cope with the sudden shift in sensation. She felt...

    She stumbled, the magic sparkling out of existence. “Blast!”

    “Calm,” Void advised. “I didn’t expect you to get it on your first try.”

    Emily felt her cheeks flush, even though she knew he was right. She’d done more, in a few brief seconds, than many other magicians would ever do. It would be a long time before she matched Void, before she was a Lone Power in her own right, but she was already well ahead of many others. She scowled at the thought, reminding herself not to get too conceited. She’d met too many magicians who thought having magic made them little gods to want to go the same way herself. They’d thought...

    “I know.” Emily put the thought out of her head. She knew better. She wasn’t going to go that way. “I wanted to impress you.”

    “You already have.” Void sounded surprisingly warm, and she felt a thrill of pride. “But you have to proceed at your own pace. There’s nothing to be gained by trying to go too fast.”

    Emily nodded as she looked back at her reflection. “I’m going to try again.”

    “Then try,” Void said. “Once more. Just once.”

    Do or do not, there is no try, Emily thought. She had a feeling Void would not have approved of Yoda, if they’d met. Sometimes you try as hard as you can and still fail.

    She took a long breath, then lifted her head and started the spell again. This time, the surge of magic felt stronger, more focused. She felt something pulling at her, but also pushing at her... she was being pulled in two directions at once. She wanted to resist, to fight the feeling even though she knew that trying would be the worst thing she could do. She had to give into the sensation, somehow keeping control while giving up control... a year ago, she wouldn’t have had the discipline to make the spell work. She wouldn’t even have been able to believe two contradictory things at once.

    A thoroughly unpleasant - and indescribable - sensation ran through her. She stumbled to the side, her legs quivering. The world was dark. Her eyes were closed... when had she closed them? She opened them... and found herself staring into her own face. The mirror... no, not the mirror. Her counterpart... her head spun as she realized she was staring into her own face, her true face. She’d split herself into two bodies...

    “Do I...?”

    She stopped. Her voice sounded odd in her ears. Both sets of ears. Of course... she didn’t normally hear herself talk, not as if she was a different person. She’d read something about it somewhere, although she couldn’t remember details. Alassa had joked that people who fell in love with the sound of their voices did so because they couldn’t hear themselves...

    “Incredible,” she - they - said, as one. It was hard to disentangle themselves completely. They were the same person. “Do I really look like that?”

    Her perspective shifted. She was looking at herself. Her other self. She could see Void standing by the wall, watching them with thoughtful eyes. She understood, suddenly, why he’d insisted she wore as little as possible. It might have been safer to be naked, the first time she’d tried the spell. But she couldn’t have done that, not in front of him. Or anyone, really. She felt her thoughts starting to fracture... her perspective shifted again, until she was looking away from Void. It felt weird, as if she was in two places at once... she was in two places at once, one mind in two bodies. She looked down and saw her other self look down too. They hadn’t split completely, then. They were still intermingled at a very primal level.

    “Good,” Void said. His voice was suddenly hard and commanding. “And now, turn away from each other.”

    Emily tried to turn, but it was hard. Invisible ropes seemed to be holding her firmly in place, keeping her and her other self looking at each other. She felt her mind switch bodies time and time again, Void blinking in and out of view with each shift. It felt odd, so odd... wrong, yet not painful. She found herself taking a step towards herself... her head spun as she struggled to stay still, to stay in two places at once. Her vision blurred, very slightly, as she forced herself to turn. It felt as if she were doing something fundamentally wrong...

    “Emily...”

    She looked at Void. “What?”

    Her master seemed surprised, his eyes going wide as Emily’s legs buckled and she fell to the ground. He hadn’t said anything. It hadn't been his voice. Emily felt her vision start to blur again, growing worse with every passing second. Her other self... she was suddenly in the other body, staring at herself on the floor. She couldn’t follow what was happening, she couldn’t understand it, and...

    “Emily...”

    The voice echoed through her mind. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. And yet, she felt her thoughts start to fragment. She was in two places - no, many places. She was already on the floor, yet it came up and hit her... darkness swallowed her, pain surging through her body. And...

    Void’s face came into view, hazily. “Emily?”

    “I...” Emily swallowed hard. Her head hurt. Her memories... she felt a twinge of pain as she realized she’d literally been in two places at once. It hurt to even think about what had happened and yet she had no choice. “What happened?”

    “You didn’t disentangle yourself correctly.” Void helped her to sit up, then conjured a glass of water from the air and held it out to her. “You split your body into two, but you didn’t quite manage to split your mind.”

    Emily sipped the water, gingerly. It tasted pure, so pure it was practically tasteless. “It felt... wrong.”

    “It does, yes.” Void sounded pensive for a long moment. “Even trying can feel like committing suicide. The trick is to maintain your mental integrity while tearing it in two.”

    He smiled, humorlessly. “And if you can grasp the contradiction,” he added, “you’ll be one step closer to making it work.”

    “I’ll try,” Emily said. Her memories felt weird, as if she’d collapsed and watched herself collapse... as if she had two sets of memories. She supposed she had, in a sense. “I thought I heard someone calling my name.”

    Void frowned. “You might have imagined it,” he said, slowly. “Your thoughts were being split in two. You could have been thinking to yourself, hearing your own thoughts.”

    ... Maybe.” Emily wasn’t so sure. The voice hadn’t been hers. What did her thoughts sound like anyway? She knew how to recognize someone else, by their mental voice, but... what would her own thoughts sound like? She thought she’d know her own thoughts. And yet, it had been oddly familiar. “I don’t know.”

    She passed him the glass, which sparkled into nothingness as soon as he took it, and tried to stand. Her legs felt weak. Void held out a hand, allowing her to lean on him as she stumbled to her feet. The mirror was a pile of shattered glass, lying on the floor. Emily winced, despite herself. The Heart’s Eye mirrors had also shattered, when they’d broken contact with the alternate dimension...

    “No more magic until you’ve had some sleep,” Void said, firmly. If he noticed the way her mind was wandering, he said nothing. “Go back to your room and rest. Eat dinner in bed, if you don’t feel up to joining me. Or sleep. We can go through the spell tomorrow before we try again.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said. She was suddenly very aware of her own fatigue. Her body felt weak and worn. Her magic felt as if she’d pushed it right to the limit. The concept seemed so simple, but turning it into reality had nearly killed her. She felt a stab of pain in her head and shuddered, trying not to be sick. The simplest concept could be the hardest to make real. “How long did it take you to master the spell?”

    Void gave her a sidelong look. “I’d say it isn’t a spell one can ever truly master,” he said. “It depends on your ability to control magic, true, but also your ability to... separate your thoughts and then merge yourself back together. My old master made crude jokes to ensure I got the point. I couldn’t afford to think of myself as two people or reintegration would become impossible. You’ll have the same problem.”

    “I see, I think.” Emily wasn’t sure that was true. “And what happens if something happens to me? I mean, to one of me?”

    “It depends on the spell.” Void shook his head. “Go get some rest. We’ll discuss it later, when you’ve had time to consider what happened and then try again. And don’t try it without me. You cannot afford to be alone if something goes wrong.”

    Emily nodded. “I understand.”

    “See that you do,” Void said. “Do you need help to get back to your room?”

    “No,” Emily said. She thought she could walk to her room before she collapsed. “I can make it on my own.”

    “That’s what they all said,” Void told her. She remembered, suddenly, that he’d had students before her. “And they were all wrong.”


    Chapter Two

    “MY LADY?”

    Emily sat up in bed. Silent was standing by the door, her expression as bland and unreadable as always. Emily felt an odd little twinge. The maid might have been with her for six months, doing everything from laying out her clothes to serving her food, but their relationship had never progressed beyond strictly formal. Emily had tried to befriend her, as she’d befriended so many others, yet Silent seemed all too aware of the gulf between them. They could never be equals, never...

    “Yes?” Emily’s voice sounded raspy, even in her own ears. “What time is it?”

    “Dinnertime,” Silent said. “Should I bring you a tray?”

    “Yes, please,” Emily said. She’d slept, but she didn’t feel particularly rested. The dreams had pervaded her mind, mocking her. And yet, she couldn’t remember. “I’ll come into the living room.”

    She glanced at the clock as she drew back the covers and clambered out of bed. It was late evening, although time in general was largely meaningless inside the tower. Void seemed to keep his own hours, sometimes keeping her busy late into the night and allowing her to sleep in the following day. She wondered, sometimes, how the maids coped with a master who never stuck to a regular schedule. She supposed they followed a rota so there’d be someone ready to carry out their master’s orders at all hours of the day.

    And they’re well paid for their time, she mused. She’d made sure of that months ago. They can each go home after a year or so with a good reference and a nice nest egg.

    She splashed water on her face, then walked into the living room. A tray of food awaited her, held within a suspension spell. Silent dropped a curtsey, then left the room. Emily felt her stomach rumble as she popped the spell, then started to eat. Void’s menu still struck her as surprisingly plebeian for one of the most powerful sorcerers in the world. She wondered, sometimes, if he was sending her a message. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t enjoy delicacies that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a king’s table.

    Maybe he just doesn’t care, she thought, as she ate the stew. Someone - Silent, probably - had put a pile of letters on the table. He doesn’t need to demand validation from everyone else.

    She snorted at the thought. She’d visited enough royal courts - and aristocratic castles - to know that half of kingship was putting on a display of power. The king must have a table groaning with food, even if it meant going into debt; the king must wear the finest clothes and carry the finest weapons and hire the finest blades... she rolled her eyes at the sheer absurdity. Void didn’t need anyone else to acknowledge his power. Kings and princes - and merchants - did. She couldn’t help wondering how many of the aristocrats really liked their food. She’d never really been impressed by what passed for luxury foodstuffs on the Nameless World.

    The price is probably the driving factor, she told herself. And the idea is to prove you can afford it.

    Emily pushed the plate to one side, then reached for the pile of letters. A small note lay on the top, inviting her to the workshop when she was rested. She put it to one side and sorted the letters, separating notes from her friends from missives from strangers. The latter were never very interesting, ranging from requests for patronage to marriage proposals from men she’d never met. She wondered, idly, if the young men were being pressured into approaching her by their families. She’d yet to read a proposal that wasn’t cringingly formal and so impersonal it might as well have been written by a robot.

    She smiled as she started reading the letters from her friends. Caleb updated her on work at Heart’s Eye, inviting her to visit when she had a moment. Alassa and Jade were busy rebuilding Zangaria, putting the kingdom back together as they raised their daughter. Emily felt a twinge of guilt for not visiting, even though she knew they were very busy. It would be nice to see her namesake again. And Frieda had invited her to the winter solstice in Dragon’s Den. Emily scowled, wondering where the time had gone. It felt like years since she’d seen her friends.

    You knew you’d be alone for much of your apprenticeship, she reminded herself, as she stood and headed for the door. But you don’t have to be alone for all of it.

    She felt the tower’s wards shift as she made her way down the stairs. The building felt odd, as if it wasn’t quite real. The corridors changed regularly, but never when she was watching. She marveled at the sheer level of magic that had gone into building the tower, a tower passed down from master to student in a chain that led all the way back to the pre-imperial days. Void had hinted she might inherit it when he died. She hoped that day was a long time away.

    “Emily,” Void called, as she reached the workshop. “Come on in.”

    Emily stepped into the massive chamber, feeling oddly out of place. It looked like a strange combination of a carpenter’s shop, a blacksmith’s forge and an enchanter’s lair. Stacks of wood, metal and rare potions ingredients were piled against the walls or resting on wooden tables, each one scarred by countless failed experiments. The wards seemed to draw back, isolating the chamber from the rest of the tower. They wouldn’t interfere with any of the experiments, for better or worse. Emily felt uncomfortably naked, even though she was wearing her robe. The wards that had protected her, as a new student, simply didn’t exist here. A single mistake could kill her.

    “Tell me something,” Void said. He didn’t look up from his work. “Do you remember how to make and enchant wands?”

    “I know the theory,” Emily said. She’d never been that good with practical handcraft, from needlework to carpentry. Her friends might have started learning practically from birth, but she’d never so much as touched a needle until she’d gone to Whitehall. “You carve a strip of wood, sand it down and infuse it with a piece of spellwork...”

    “It’s a little more complex than that,” Void said. His eyes rested on the wand in his hands, turning it over and over. “But you have the basic idea.”

    He looked up at her, putting the wand to one side. “Someday, you will have to explain to me why your world neglects the basic skills.”

    Emily shrugged. She had no idea how to put it into words. Earth believed adulthood didn’t start until one became an adult. The Nameless World couldn’t allow its kids to be kids. They had to work from the moment they could walk, learning to fight or working in the fields or... she shook her head. There was no way to explain the sheer gulf between the two worlds. Or how unwise it was to assume that the good times would last forever.

    “There are magicians who believe you get different results, depending on what material you use for the wand,” Void said. “And others who argue you get the best results from wands you make yourself. What do you think?”

    “I don’t think I know enough to have an opinion,” Emily said. “I was always under the impression that wands and staffs were quite limited.”

    “Oh, they are.” Void smiled at her. “But they have their uses, as you know.”

    He waved her to a chair, then picked up the wand. “We do know that certain materials carry magic better than others,” he said. “We don’t know why. We also know that trying to make a wand can end badly, alas. It’s more a case of carving the wand. Why might that be?”

    Emily hesitated. “Because the wand would still be a solid piece of wood,” she guessed. “If you were gluing pieces of wood together, it wouldn’t be solid.”

    “That’s the basic theory,” Void agreed. “It might even be true. And yet, there are ways to make wands that work... for a short period of time.”

    He waved a hand at the piles of wood. “I want you to produce four wands for me,” he told her. “Use any material you like.”

    Emily stood. “What for? I mean, what are we going to do with the wands?”

    “Brew potions,” Void said. “But first, prepare the wands.”

    He watched, his eyes unblinking, as Emily found a piece of wood and started to carve it into a wand. She’d never liked woodwork, even though she had to admit it was neat to create something herself. The students - mostly the boys - had spent years mastering the art, even before they’d come into their magic. They’d been surprised to note how many holes there were in her education, although they’d blamed it on her supposed father. One couldn’t expect a Lone Power to have a conventional approach to childrearing. 

    Emily tested the wand gingerly, then put it to one side and started carving the second. They looked crude and unfinished, but she knew the only thing that mattered was the wand’s ability to conduct and host magic. She reminded herself, sharply, she didn’t want to do too good of a job. Getting too used to using a focus - any kind of focus - would hamper her magical development beyond repair. Very few magicians used wands regularly. It was almost always a sign of weak magic.

    “Good, good,” Void said, when she’d produced all four wands. “What do you make of them?”

    “They’re ready to host the spellwork,” Emily said. “What sort of spellwork do you want me to use?”

    “Nothing, yet.” Void waved a hand at a table. A cauldron sat on top. “Give me a moment to heat the brew.”

    Emily watched as Void used a firelighter, rather than magic, to ignite the flame. “You want to brew a potion with wands?”

    “In a manner of speaking,” Void said. “You’ve used wands in brewing before, have you not?”

    “Only a couple of times,” Emily said. “It was never encouraged.”

    “No.” Void glanced at her, sharply. “There are two significant dangers involving wands in alchemical work. The first lies in accidentally triggering a surge of magic that will, in turn, trigger an explosion. The second lies in altering the potion beyond repair, without being entirely sure what you did. And, of course, it’s quite easy to lose the ability to brew properly if you come to rely on wands. That’s why we won’t be doing this that often.”

    He looked back at the cauldron. Pink smoke was starting to rise. “Done properly, one can use this technique to help mundanes brew potions,” he said. “But it requires a considerable commitment from a magician.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. “Because someone has to prepare and charge the wands.”

    “Yes.” Void produced a set of parchments and held them out to her. “Prepare the wands, as directed. And then put them in the cauldron.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. She scanned the parchments quickly, then went to work. The instructions were deceptively simple. On one hand, she had to insert the spellwork into the wands; on the other, she had to avoid even a tiny fragment of magic leaking out. It wasn’t anything like as easy as it sounded. “If I couldn’t sense magic, this would be impossible.”

    “Yes,” Void agreed. His eyes never left her as she worked on the wands. “There are ways to help a mundane sense magic, as you know. But not, I’m afraid, to channel magic.”

    Unless they owned a battery of magic, Emily thought, as she finished preparing the wands. But even then, they’d have to get the battery charged somehow.

    She considered it, thoughtfully. Theoretically, one could use a nexus point to charge a battery. Practically, she wasn’t sure anyone would let her try. The risk of accidentally causing an explosion would be far too high. She could do it at Heart’s Eye, but there would be hundreds of lives at risk if something went wrong... she put the last of the wands on the table, then walked around to peer into the cauldron. The liquid looked like melted candyfloss, with a sickly-sweet smell that made her stomach heave. She’d never smelled anything like it.

    “The wands have to be charged, then used in a particular order,” Void said. “Place them within the liquid.”

    Emily tensed as she picked up the first wand and lowered it into the brew. Alchemy had never been her strongest subject, if only because it was dangerously unpredictable. It was governed by laws that never quite made sense, directed by factors neither she nor the alchemical masters truly understood. There were times when even a well-understood potion would go wrong, either fizzling out or exploding with disconcerting force. She resisted the urge to jump backwards the moment the wand touched the liquid. The magic field surrounding the cauldron shifted...

    “Good,” Void said. “Now the second, if you please.”

    Emily felt sweat trickling down her back as she inserted the second wand into the liquid. The potion started to bubble, the magic field changing time and time again. There was no time to hesitate, not now. She inserted the third wand, then the fourth. The magic field seemed to steady, then - suddenly - grew vastly more powerful. Emily threw herself back, rolling over in midair as the potion exploded. Pieces of debris crashed down around her, droplets of hot liquid striking her back. She gritted her teeth against the pain, muttering a spell to cool the droplets down. The experiment had failed.

    “It could have been worse,” Void opined. He seemed unmoved by the devastation. She wasn’t sure he’d so much as raised a shield to protect himself. “It proves that something was working.”

    “Something,” Emily repeated. “What went wrong?”

    “I think there was a tiny leak of magic,” Void said. He cocked his head, thoughtfully. “But I may be wrong.”

    Emily frowned. “What were we trying to brew?”

    “One of the more complex potions,” Void said, vaguely. “One that only a master can brew, without wands. It’s quite rare, as you will understand.”

    “And what does it do?” Emily knew she sounded like a brat, but she couldn’t help herself. “What is it for?”

    “Work it out.” Void gave her a stern look. “And, while you’re considering it, tell me why I didn’t tell you.”

    “Because you thought my preconceptions would interfere with the spell,” Emily said. “The spellwork wouldn’t be so... so generalized?”

    “In a way,” Void agreed. “It’s not safe to cast spells, or brew potions, without knowing what you’re trying to do. It does, however, give you insight into how certain levels of magic actually work.”

    “At the risk of being hurt, or hurting someone else,” Emily said. The idea of discarding a safety precaution that had been drilled into her years ago didn’t sit well with her. Alchemy could be incredibly dangerous. “It doesn’t always make sense.”

    “No,” Void agreed. “There’s a lot we don’t understand about how magic works. A lot of things that should be possible, but aren’t. And a lot of things that shouldn’t be possible...”

    Including magic itself, Emily thought. She’d been a magician for over six years and she still had problems, sometimes, believing it was real. Why are some of the hardest things so easy and some of the easiest things so hard?

    Void turned away. “Give the mess time to cool, then clear it up,” he said. “And then you can go back to bed.”

    “After a shower,” Emily said. Her back still ached. She hoped the liquid had burned through all the magic before it hit her. “I...”

    She paused. “Can I make a request?”

    “You can ask for anything you like,” Void said. “I make no promises about actually giving it to you.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. She couldn’t expect him to promise her anything without knowing what it was. “Frieda invited me to Dragon’s Den, next week. Can I go?”

    “You mean... you want to take a different day off?” Void smiled, wryly. “How terrible. I’m sure Jan will be very upset.”

    Emily blushed. Her relationship with Jan was... slow. It simply wasn’t easy for them to coordinate their days off, let alone meet up somewhere they both knew. It was a long-distance relationship in the truest possible sense. And Void hadn’t been too eager to make the relationship any easier for either of them. She’d always had the feeling he wasn’t keen on her having any kind of relationship during her apprenticeship. 

    “I haven’t seen Frieda for months,” Emily said. “And I’m sure Jan will understand.”

    “If you say so.” Void didn’t seem convinced. “Of course, I’ll be working you very hard over the next few days. You may want to spend the day in bed instead.”

    “I won’t have a chance to see her for a while,” Emily reminded him. She felt another pang of guilt. They’d both been very busy, but... she should have made the time. It wasn’t as if she’d need to spend hours in transit to reach Whitehall. An hour or two out of her apprenticeship wouldn’t have made any difference. “She’ll be ramping up to take her exams before going into sixth year.”

    “Then she should probably spend the day in bed,” Void commented. He shook his head. “Go, if you wish. I’m sure I’ll find something to do around the tower.”

    Emily blinked, then realized she was being teased. “I’m sure you’ll need the time to devise an even harder test for me.”

    “Be careful what you wish for,” Void said. “You might just get it.”


    Chapter Three

    EMILY...

     

    Emily doubled over as the teleport field snapped out of existence. Her vision blurred, as if she’d been hit with a blinding curse or a confusion hex. For a moment, she wasn’t sure where she was. The cold struck her like a physical blow, despite the cloak she’d donned and charmed before leaving the tower. She forced herself to straighten, unsure of what had just happened. She’d heard someone calling her name... hadn’t she? She wasn’t sure if she’d heard anything or simply imagined it. Nothing should have been able to touch her in the teleport field.

    She rubbed her forehead as she stumbled off the teleport pad and peered down at Dragon’s Den. The town was covered by a layer of snow, the grimy streets and rough houses looking almost charming in their white overcoat. A dozen children were playing just outside the town, running between the boundary markers and the edge of the forest. Emily felt a twinge of envy as she started to walk into the town, half-wishing she’d grown up there. It wouldn’t have been easy or safe, but... she might have had friends. She might have had a family that cared. She might...

    There’s no point in thinking about what might have been, she told herself, as the cold started to ooze through her cloak. You just have to make do with what you have.

    She chanted a pair of warming spells as she kept moving, heading down the street towards the inn. Students from Whitehall thronged the streets, laughing and joking as they enjoyed a day away from school. She spotted a line of upper-class students outside a tailor, clearly hoping the school robes could be sewn into something a little more individualistic. Emily smiled, remembering when Alassa and Imaiqah had taken her to look for clothes. She hadn’t really enjoyed the shopping, but she’d enjoyed spending time with her friends. And she still had the dresses in her trunk. She hadn’t been able to bear the thought of giving them away.

    Frieda was waiting for her outside the inn, looking surprisingly comfortable in the cold winter air. Emily frowned, then remembered that Frieda had been born in the Cairngorms, where it wasn’t unknown for villages to be cut off or suffocated under the snow. The winter wasn’t that cold, not for her. Emily ran forward, giving her friend a hug. Frieda seemed to have grown taller in the last few months. She was nearly Emily’s height.

    “Emily,” Frieda said. “You’re looking pale. Are you alright?”

    “I think it’s the cold.” Emily pushed open the door, leading the way into the inn. The heat was a welcome change. “How are you?”

    “You look as if you haven’t slept for a week,” Frieda said, sternly. “Is he keeping you awake?”

    “I haven’t been sleeping very well,” Emily confessed, as the innkeeper’s daughter directed them to a table near the fire. “How about you?”

    “I’ve been working too hard,” Frieda said. “Do you know, this is the first time I’ve been to Dragon’s Den for a month?”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “Hoban didn’t come to see you?”

    “He’s off on another dig,” Frieda said. “Apparently, they dug up something dangerous and want it buried again. Or something like that. The letter they sent him wasn’t that clear.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. “Are you still going with him this summer?”

    “If I pass my exams,” Frieda said. “If not... I’ll have to spend the summer revising instead.”

    “Good luck,” Emily said. She let out a breath as the landlord’s daughter returned with a pair of menus. “My treat. I insist.”

    “As long as you let me do something for you later,” Frieda said. “Can I order a burger and chips? Or is that too expensive?”

    “Order it,” Emily said. It still amused her that burgers - and a few other dishes she’d imported - were regarded as high-class fare. She ordered a curry, then sat back in her chair. “I can pay.”

    “I’ll pay next time,” Frieda said, firmly. “Now, are you being worked to death or not?”

    “I’m working hard,” Emily said. “But I’m not being worked to death.”

    “You look wretched,” Frieda said. “Did he black your eyes? Because you look like a raccoon.”

    “I just haven’t been sleeping well,” Emily said. “Bad dreams.”

    Frieda looked sympathetic. “I know the feeling,” she said. “Do more exercise before you go to bed?”

    Emily shook her head. “How are you coping in fifth year? How are you getting on with your charges?”

    “I’m trying to teach them all the things you taught me,” Frieda said, slowly. “It seems to be working.”

    She kept talking, outlining everything that had happened to her since she started her fifth year at Whitehall. It sounded less eventful than Emily’s fifth year, although Frieda was smart enough to understand that wasn’t a bad thing. Whitehall had nearly collapsed in on itself two years ago, then thrown Emily into the past to meet Lord Whitehall. Emily felt an odd little twang as she thought about the ancient magician, the man who really had done everything - almost everything - the legends said he’d done...

    “Emily!”

    Emily blinked. Her food was in front of her. She stared at it blankly, then looked up at Frieda. Her friend was watching her, concerned. Emily thought fast, trying to understand what had happened. She’d zoned out, just for a moment. She’d zoned out and .. and what? Something was nagging at her mind, but it seemed to fade into nothingness every time she reached for it. It didn’t feel wrong - it didn’t feel as if she was under attack - and yet, she couldn’t place it either. What was wrong?

    “Emily?” Frieda sounded concerned. “Are you alright?”

    “Yes.” Emily reached for her fork. “I’m fine.”

    “You looked as if you were about to fall into your food,” Frieda said. “Are you sure you’re...”

    “I’m fine,” Emily said, a little sharper than she’d intended. “I’ve just not been sleeping well.”

    “We could find a room in the town, if you don’t want to go to your house,” Frieda said. “And you could have a nap.”

    Emily had to laugh, even as she shook her head. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I just need some food and a rest.”

    Frieda didn’t seem convinced. “Emily, you’re asleep on your feet,” she said. “I kicked you twice and you didn’t even react.”

    “I felt nothing,” Emily said. She didn’t feel any pain, not even a dull ache. “Are you sure you didn’t kick the chair leg?”

    “I’m sure.” Frieda pointed to Emily’s plate. “Eat.”

    Emily forced herself to dig in. The food tasted good - the inn wouldn’t have lasted long, in Dragon’s Den, if the food wasn’t - but she found it hard to eat. Her vision seemed to be blurring, again and again. She blinked, feeling dizzy. Frieda’s eyes followed her, filled with concern. Emily knew she should be concerned, but it was hard to muster the energy to care. The blurriness seemed to creep up on her, only to jump away when she concentrated. Her fork slipped from her hand and fell to the floor.

    “I think I need to have a word with your master,” Frieda said. “He’s working you to death.”

    “I’m fine,” Emily insisted. She had no idea what Void would say, if Frieda questioned his teaching skills, but she doubted it would be polite. He’d be within his rights to send her back to Whitehall with a flea in her ear. Or worse. “I’ve been drained before.”

    “I’ve never known you to be this drained, even last summer,” Frieda said. “Let me talk to him. Let me tell him...”

    “I’m fine,” Emily repeated. “It isn’t his fault.”

    “You have to tell him you’re reaching the limit of what you can do,” Frieda insisted. “He’s not going to disown you for reaching your limits, let alone kick you out. You don’t have to finish your apprenticeship in a year or two. Jade nearly killed himself trying...”

    “I’m fine!” Emily felt her vision blur, again. “I’m fine.”

    “I think I’d better get you home,” Frieda said. She summoned the landlord’s daughter and ordered her to collect the dishes. “I’ll take you to Whitehall. We can go through the portals there.”

    “I can teleport,” Emily insisted. She knew it was a bad idea, but she didn’t want Frieda babying her. “I know how to teleport.”

    “And if you teleport right now, you’ll probably jump right into a mountain,” Frieda said, bluntly. She paid for the dinner, heedless of Emily’s protests, then helped Emily to stand. “Are you sure you’re not being drained?”

    Emily didn’t have the strength to object as Frieda cast a handful of detection charms. Her wards twitched uncomfortably, pushing back against the spells. She knew she should feel annoyed at the presumption, but... it was growing increasingly hard to focus. Her legs felt wobbly, as if she was on the verge of collapse. Frieda led her outside, back into the cold. It slapped her face, but failed to rouse her. She wondered, suddenly, if she was drunk. She might have drunk something alcoholic without noticing...

    The thought terrified her. She loathed alcohol. She’d seen the demon drink make monsters out of men and women alike. Her mother had been well on the way to drinking herself to death before Emily had been yanked into the Nameless World. Emily knew what booze could do. And yet, she also knew she hadn’t drunk any alcohol. Void didn’t allow it in his tower, although... she supposed it was possible the maids had some alcohol in their rooms. They wouldn’t have been fool enough to serve it to her though, or to their master. Void would have killed them. Literally.

    She looked from side to side, her head suddenly very heavy. The town seemed to split in two, as if there were a second town overlaying the first. The first town appeared unchanged, just as she remembered; the second was an alien realm, lined with strange buildings and streets that went in directions no human mind could comprehend. She shuddered as she saw things moving in the corner of her eye, somehow never quite there when she looked directly at them. There were things she knew no human should ever see, yet... voices were whispering, voices calling her name. And she listened.

    “Emily!” Frieda was shaking her. “Emily, wake up!”

    Emily started. They were on the outskirts of town, heading towards Whitehall... she had no clear memory of how they’d gotten there. They’d walked... they had to have walked. Right? She wasn’t sure. They were walking towards the teleport pad, even though they didn’t need to use them when teleporting out of the town. The kids she’d seen earlier were gone. They’d left a handful of weird-looking snowmen behind. She blinked hard, unsure what was real and what wasn’t. It felt as if everything was real. The thicket ahead of them was both a small corpse of trees and a gateway to something greater. She could feel it.

    “Emily,” Frieda said. She seemed... translucent somehow, as if she were part of only one world. Her voice sounded panicked, but... “Emily, we have to go back!”

    “Go where?” Emily tried to focus, but it was hard. She felt as if she were drifting outside her body, watching from above as she stumbled forward. “I can’t...”

    Frieda caught her arm and yanked her around. Emily looked back at the town - both towns. A series of visions assailed her mind. Dragons flew overhead, unseen and unremarked; creatures that looked like children, until she saw their eyes, whispered nasty secrets as they looked back at her. She couldn’t hear them, but... she recoiled as she saw the snowmen growing into monsters that threatened the other town. Frieda said something Emily didn’t hear. The world was changing around her. She found herself stumbling towards the woods, towards something that waited for her. Frieda grabbed her arm again, but her grip felt as insubstantial as fog. Emily didn’t have to shrug her off. She just kept walking.

    “Emily!” Frieda got in front of her as they reached the edge of the woods. She raised a hand, as if she intended to slap Emily. “Emily! Wake up!”

    Her eyes went wide with surprise as she started to change. Emily watched, feeling nothing, as Frieda’s legs became wood, her arms becoming branches, her face... Emily knew, at some level, that she should be horrified, but she felt nothing. It was... natural, something that should happen. She walked past Frieda and deeper into the woods, knowing - on some level - that she was walking into an alien realm. The thicket had never been that big, if she recalled correctly, but she felt as if she’d been walking for hours, travelling for miles. Wild magic blossomed around her as she found the path, walking on and on and on...

    Visions flared around her, each strange and different. She was a helpless slave, held captive by a monster. She was a servant, a soldier, a teacher, a mother... the visions tore at her mind, reminding her of what she could have been. A surge of feelings ran through her as she held her child in her arms, tears dripping from her eyes - a moment later - as the child vanished back into nothingness. She didn’t have a child. She’d never had a child. And yet, for a moment, the child had been real. She wanted to scream and rage at the visions, but it was pointless. The visions weren’t real.

    The path came to a stop. Emily stopped too, staring into a lake of crystalline water. The moon hung low, seemingly close enough to touch. Wild magic boiled through the air, spinning around without ever touching her. She felt, in a strange sense, as if she’d come home. The water glowed, calling to her. She almost reached for it, intending to take a sip, before it dawned on her that taking anything from the alien realm would be a very bad idea. She might never make it home.

    A light darted on the far side of the lake. And another. And another... she watched as a cluster of tiny fairies materialized, a swarm of glowing creatures gliding towards her. She sucked in her breath, awareness suddenly returning as she remembered exactly where she was. The fairies were the Unseelie - or so the Grandmaster had called them - and she’d made a deal with them... coldness ran down her spine as she remembered what she’d promised. Anything, anything at all. She raised her head and saw... herself, standing on the far side of the lake. She knew, without knowing how she knew, that all times were one inside the wood. If she chose to break her word, her past self would be killed and... everything she’d done would simply be erased from reality. It would never have happened at all. 

    She found herself on her knees as the tiny shapes danced in front of her. She’d felt their power, six years ago, but she hadn’t really understood just how powerful they truly were. It was hard to believe they were in hiding, hard to believe humanity could do anything to them. And yet, she knew it to be true. They were in hiding... they’d made her promise to keep their secret, as well as everything else. She had to force herself to look at them as their power beat on the air. Up close, they were somehow... wrong.

    They’re not human, she reminded herself. She had never claimed to be a social expert, but she understood that all humans had things in common. These creatures were not remotely human. Whatever they look like, they’re not human. They don’t think like us.

    “Emily.” The swarm spoke as one, their voices harmonizing into a single hypnotic sound that chilled her to the bone. “We have called you here. You have always been here.”

    Emily bit her lip, hard. The pain helped her to remain focused. She looked beyond them, at her past self. The older - younger - Emily wasn’t moving, caught in a timeless moment. She couldn’t see her, Emily recalled. She hadn’t seen her future self when she’d stumbled into the Unseelie Court. Perhaps, from her other self’s point of view, the oath hadn’t been made. Not yet. And if she refused to keep it, the oath would never be made at all.

    She swallowed, hard, as the implications dawned on her. She’d always assumed she’d die if she refused to keep the oath - and promised herself that she’d accept death if the demands were too onerous - but she saw now it was worse than that, far worse. If her past self died here, killed to keep their secret, the entire timeline would unravel. She couldn’t even begin to calculate the scale of the disaster. How many things rested - had rested - upon her? They had her over a barrel. Whatever the price, she’d have to pay it. There was no choice.

    The voices hummed in unison. “You will complete your oath. Now.”

    Emily swallowed. Her mouth was very dry. Her voice, when she finally managed to speak, felt tinny, as if she were shouting inside an immense cathedral. “What do you want from me?”

    There was a long, chilling pause. “Seek out the Heart of All Things, in the Castle at the End of the Land,” the voices said. They rose and fell together. “And reignite the Eternal Flame!”


    Chapter Four

    EMILY FELT AS IF SHE WERE a puppet dangling on weak strings. Her legs felt like jelly. If she hadn’t been on her knees, she was sure she would have lost her balance and tumbled into the lake. She had a feeling, although she had no idea how, that falling into the water would kill her. The lake wasn’t real. Her surroundings weren’t real. Everything she saw was... perhaps... an illusion, something her mortal mind could comprehend. The swarm of tiny flying humanoids in front of her might be nothing more than the tip of the iceberg, a hint of something far greater...

    She bit her lip again, tasting blood. “The Eternal Flame?”

    “The Eternal Flame,” the voices echoed. “You will reignite the Eternal Flame.”

    Emily’s mind raced. She’d never heard of the Eternal Flame, not in any context that made sense. The Heart of All Things? The Castle at the End of the Land? She thought she recalled a reference to the latter, but she couldn’t remember where and when she’d heard it. She concentrated, but her memory refused to oblige her. It had been a vague reference, something that hadn’t made much of an impression on her at the time. 

    “I don’t know what you mean,” she managed. “What do you want me to do?”

    The voices broke apart into a discordant racket, all the little creatures talking at once. Emily tried to follow the argument, but it was incomprehensible. They didn’t seem in agreement about anything beyond the basics. They hadn’t been keen on making the deal with her in the first place, she recalled suddenly. They’d thought twice about doing it at the time... she swallowed hard, wondering precisely what they wanted her to do. They could have killed her past self in an instant if they’d wanted to. 

    “Reignite the Eternal Flame,” the voices said. “Reignite the Eternal Flame.”

    “I don’t understand,” she said, trying to plead with them. “I can do it, but I don’t know what you want me to do.”

    Emily gritted her teeth as the voices broke apart again, bombarding her with an endless series of statements that made absolutely no sense. She felt her heart sink, convincing her that she’d have to make her excuses to Void and do... and do what? She had no idea where to go, much less what they wanted her to do. Reignite the Eternal Flame? Where was the Eternal Flame? What was it? She felt the wild magic grow stronger as the little creatures started to glide away. They were leaving, throwing her back out...

    “Wait!” Her voice sounded weak, even to her. “I need you to listen.”

    “Listen, listen,” the voices echoed.

    “I need to tell my master something,” Emily said. “Can I tell him the truth?”

    “You may, you may,” the voices sang. “Reignite the Eternal Flame!”

    The world spun. Emily squeezed her eyes shut, the ground trembling under her knees. The cold struck her again... she realized, suddenly, that she was on her knees in the midst of a snowdrift. It hadn’t been there a moment ago. Snow was falling... she stumbled to her feet, hastily wrapping her cloak around her body. The temperature was dropping rapidly...

    She cursed and started to run. Frieda! Her friend had been turned into a tree! Emily couldn’t believe she’d been so unconcerned, even if she’d been in the grip of powerful - and wild - magic. The Unseelie had been calling to her... no wonder she’d been having bad dreams. She wondered, numbly, why they hadn’t simply yanked her to them. They had the power. But then, being slightly disconnected from time - at least as humans understood it - must bring its disadvantages. They’d known what they'd wanted when she’d come to them. They hadn’t needed to bring her to them ahead of time. She rubbed her forehead as she continued to run through the woods, slipping and sliding as she crashed through the ice. Where was Frieda...?

    “Emily!” Frieda stood at the edge of the thicket, looking confused. “What happened to you?”

    “Frieda!” Emily gave her friend a hug. “What happened to you?”

    Frieda gave her an odd look. “You stumbled into the forest,” she said. “And then you came out.”

    “You were turned into a tree!” Emily had heard strange tales about wild magic, but she’d never seen it in action. “I saw...”

    She shook her head. “It’s a long story,” she said. She could feel the oath at the back of her head, pushing her onwards. It felt like a geas, one she couldn’t dispel. She’d have to complete her mission if she wanted it gone. “Are you alright?”

    “Yeah.” Frieda eyed her, suspiciously. “Are you feeling better?”

    “I think so.” Emily rubbed her eyes. The visions of the other town and its alien denizens were gone. “But I think I’d better go.”

    “What happened?” Frieda caught her arm. “Emily, you’re behaving like a madwoman.”

    “I’m not sure if I can tell you,” Emily said. The geas didn’t seem to care, but it was hard to be sure. Oaths were tricky things. The Grandmaster hadn’t forced her to break the oath deliberately, when he’d peeked into her mind. “I...”

    She swallowed hard and outlined the story, half-expecting the geas to tighten around her mind and freeze her tongue. But nothing happened. Frieda listened carefully, her eyes going wide as Emily described - in vague terms - the deal she’d made six years ago. It felt odd to say it out loud, after keeping it to herself for so long. She’d practically forgotten the oath had ever been made. She wondered, sourly, if the Unseelie had done it deliberately. She’d had her mind read, several times. The searchers might have learnt the truth without her ever breaking the oath.

    The Grandmaster had no interest in starting a fight, she thought. But other people would have felt differently.

    “You made a deal with the other folk,” Frieda said. “With the awful folk...”

    “I had no choice,” Emily said. “If I’d died there...”

    “It’ll bite you,” Frieda predicted. “Where I grew up... everyone knows that bargaining with the other folk is asking for trouble.”

    Emily pulled her cloak around her as the snow kept falling. “I had no choice,” she repeated, quietly. “What have you heard?”

    “Bad stories,” Frieda said. “They’re not called the awful folk for nothing.”

    She lowered her voice, even though the wild magic was gone. “Children snatched from their cradles, bundles of sticks left in return. Men turned into animals, women mazed into... there’s a myth, back home, that magicians are descended from changelings, from creatures left behind when the babies are stolen. There are places no one will go, for fear of never coming out again. Entire villages, vanished into the night. I...”

    Her voice grew quiet as she remembered something from the past. “My father’s hometown was destroyed, shortly after I was born,” she added. “They said the villagers had angered the awful folk.”

    Emily frowned. “Why?”

    “I don’t know.” Frieda looked pained. “No one ever went anywhere near the village after it died. Not even me.”

    She looked at Emily. “You have to be careful,” she said. “Really.”

    “I will be.” Emily looked towards the distant mountains. “Do you want me to teleport you back to the school?”

    “You were dead on your feet, only minutes ago,” Frieda pointed out. “I’ll walk back when the snow stops, I think. You can teleport home and do... do whatever you have to do.”

    “Sergeant Miles used to say that walking through a blizzard was dangerous,” Emily said, dryly. Lady Barb had said the same thing, only with much more profanity. “You’re sure?”

    Frieda smiled. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “But really, you should rest before you teleport anywhere.”

    “I’ll be fine,” Emily assured her. She felt strange. Her magic felt refreshed, as if it were just the work of a moment to teleport right around the globe, and yet... she felt the geas prodding her, urging her not to waste time. She hadn’t felt so jumpy since she’d drunk an energy potion for the first time. “Take care of yourself.”

    “I’ll be here when you need me,” Frieda said. She gave Emily a hug, then stepped back. “And watch your back.”

    Emily nodded, feeling a twinge of guilt. She’d intended to watch the winter rituals, even though she couldn’t partake. They’d always meant more to Frieda than they had to any of her other friends. But... she raised a hand, then closed her eyes and carefully cast the teleport spell. This time, everything worked perfectly. She opened her eyes to see the tower rising in front of her. The heat melted the snow on her cloak, turning it to water. Emily took it off, then headed for the tower. The wards welcomed her home. She rubbed her forehead, wondering precisely what time it was. Teleport lag was never easy to overcome.

    “Lady Emily.” Silent curtseyed as she entered the tower. “You’re home early.”

    Emily blinked in surprise. Silent rarely showed any interest in her comings and goings. And yet, the maid was always there to greet her when she returned home. Emily guessed the tower had something to do with it. Silent’s job was looking after Emily... she put the thought aside as the geas poked at her, reminding her she had to talk to Void. She reached out with her mind as she took off the cloak and passed it to Silent, asking them where to find Void. He was in the living room...

    “My Lady,” Silent said. “I...”

    “Later,” Emily said. The geas wouldn’t let her do anything else. She felt as antsy as a fly on a griddle. “We’ll talk later.”

    She hurried up the stairs, hoping the tower wouldn’t start to play games. It - or Void - had tested her by rearranging the corridors on short notice, forcing her to realize she was trapped and needed to manipulate her surroundings to get out. She thought she felt something watching her, as if the tower were considering doing just that before thinking better of it. She frowned as she stopped outside the living room, then opened the door. Void sat in an armchair, facing the sofa. Master Lucknow - and Jan - were sitting on the sofa. Emily was astonished. She’d never known Void to have guests before.

    “Emily.” Void sounded oddly displeased, although it didn’t seem to be directed at Emily herself. “Take a seat.”

    “Thank you, sir,” Emily said. 

    She sat, trying not to fidget like a little girl. The geas itched at the back of her mind, demanding she insist he drop everything and attend to her. She met Jan’s eyes and noted he looked bored, even though there were sorcerers who’d sell their souls - literally - for a look inside Void’s tower. She wondered, suddenly, why Master Lucknow had brought him. Had he hoped Jan would spend time with Emily? Or... or what? It was rare, vanishingly rare, for one magician to visit another without calling ahead. Void would have all the justification he’d need to tell them both to go away. Or simply pretend he wasn’t in residence.

    The maids wouldn’t have opened the door without permission from their master, Emily thought. They probably have orders never to allow anyone into the tower when he isn’t there.

    She twitched, uncomfortably, as Master Lucknow spoke about reports from the borderlands and other warning signs. Emily could barely hear him as the itching grew worse, as if a swarm of midges had somehow gotten under her dress... the thought somehow made it even worse, nearly unbearable. She found herself shifting from side to side, grinding her teeth together to keep her mouth from opening. She simply couldn’t keep still.

    “Emily.” Void’s voice was cold. “Come with me.”

    Emily felt herself blush - again - as she followed him into the next room. Her heart sank as he closed the door, a privacy ward slamming into place. Void might be very understanding and tolerant when they were alone, treating her as close to an equal as possible, but he couldn’t show her anything like that kind of tolerance when they had company. She felt as if she were in trouble, even though she had an excuse. Void had every reason to be angry at her - and no way to know what was really bothering her.

    “Emily.” Void met her eyes, evenly, and pointed her to a chair. “I assume you have an explanation for acting like a child?”

    “Yes,” Emily managed as she sank into the chair. “I... I need to start from the beginning.”

    She watched him as she gabbled out the whole story, starting with the battle in the mountains six years ago. Void didn’t seem surprised, either by the encounter with the Unseelie or the oath she’d sworn to them. She wondered, suddenly, just how much the Grandmaster had told him. No one else knew what had happened. She’d thought the Grandmaster had kept it to himself...

    “They want me to reignite the Eternal Flame.” Emily struggled to remember what had been said, in that dreamlike world. “Seek out the Heart of All Things, in the Castle at the End of the Land. And reignite the Eternal Flame.”

    Void started to laugh, humorlessly. “Is that what they want you to do?”

    Emily blinked. “What’s so funny?”

    “A very strange coincidence,” Void said. He started to pace the room, his previous irritation gone. “What do you think the Eternal Flame might be? Something you’ve reignited in the past.”

    Understanding clicked. Emily kicked herself, mentally, for not seeing it earlier. “A nexus point.”

    “Yes.” Void turned to face her. “A nexus point in the heart of the Blighted Lands, with an extremely powerful and dangerous necromancer sitting on top of it and several more within a few days walking distance.”

    “... Oh.”

    “Yes.” Void chuckled. “The Castle at the End of the Land was built on top of the nexus point, centuries ago. No one knows who built the castle, or why. Like Whitehall” - he winked at her - “there are aspects of history that have been lost in the mists of time. The nexus point died well before the first necromancer infested the castle, snuffed out... well, that was before my time. I don’t believe anyone knows what happened to it.”

    Emily shivered. “The nexus point at Heart’s Eye was used to carry out experiments,” she said, slowly. She didn’t want to remember just how far those experiments had gone. “What were they doing at the Castle at the End of the Land?”

    “We don’t know,” Void said. “The Blighted Lands are littered with old buildings and structures, some dating back well before recorded history. The necromancers have moved into them like hermit crabs, turning them into fortresses...”

    “And then losing them to other necromancers,” Emily said. For all their power, necromancers didn’t last very long. Shadye had been a necromancer for fifteen years - or so most sources agreed - and he’d been counted as one of the older ones. “What about the Heart of All Things?”

    “I don’t know,” Void said. “It could be connected to the nexus point. A number of old structures are, as you know better than me. Or it could be something else, something that was never written down... I’ve never heard the name. It could be anything.”

    “They wouldn’t ask me to do the impossible,” Emily said. “Would they?”

    Void said nothing for a long moment. “Many years ago, there was an up and coming sorceress who was destined for great things. Everyone knew it, particularly her. One of her superiors, fearing the competition, tricked her into swearing an oath that could never be completed. She had to give up her career and devote herself to trying to complete the oath.”

    Emily blanched. “I thought that was impossible.”

    “You can’t force someone to swear an oath,” Void said. “But you can trick someone, if you’re careful. It’s been done.”

    “How?” Emily wanted to stand and pace herself. “I thought it couldn’t be done.”

    “There was a magician-thief who once signed a contract obligating him to move a painting from one room to another,” Void explained. “Unfortunately for him, the rooms were actually several hundred miles apart.”

    “I see.” Emily shook her head. “And... what happened?”

    “Oh, he had to complete the oath,” Void said. “It didn’t go well.”

    He grinned. “It may, or it may not, be a coincidence that they demanded you repay your oath today,” he said. “Do you know why Master Lucknow came here?”

    “No,” Emily said. She couldn’t help asking the next question. “Every time I asked if someone could visit, you said no. I thought you didn’t like guests.”

    “I don’t.” Void turned away, his voice lowering slightly. “He wouldn’t have come if he hadn’t felt it was urgent. I wouldn’t have let him in if he were given to exaggeration.”

    He smiled. It didn’t touch his eyes. “And Emily... he came to see you.”

    “Me?” Emily shook her head. “Why me?”

    “I’ll let him tell you,” Void said. He reached for the door, then stopped. “Do try and look like you’ve been chastised. I have a reputation to keep.”

    Emily had to smile. “Yes, sir.”


    Chapter Five

    EMILY DID HER BEST TO LOOK like someone who’d been scolded as she followed Void back into the living room. Master Lucknow glanced at her once, then returned his attention to Void; Jan shot her a sympathetic look before his own master nudged him, none too gently. Emily promised herself she’d make it up to him as she took her seat, studying Master Lucknow with interest. He was a Charms Master, Void had said, but he was also something more. She thought she could sense odd magic surrounding him as he leaned forward.

    “I believe my apprentice may be interested in your proposal,” Void said. “Perhaps you should start from the beginning.”

    Master Lucknow produced a scroll and unfolded it carefully. Emily frowned. It was a map, showing the Craggy Mountains. The northern side was elaborately detailed, complete with tiny drawings showing the location of Whitehall, Dragon’s Den and a number of other places she’d been; the southern side was vague, barely showing any detail at all. What little detail there was had been drawn in pencil, allowing for hasty modification as circumstances changed. She felt her frown grow deeper as she studied the map. Someone - Master Lucknow, she assumed - had penciled in a cluster of notes on the southern side of the mountains. It was hard to be sure - the scaling was terrible - but they looked to be a few short miles from Whitehall.

    “The Blighted Lands,” Master Lucknow said, by way of introduction. “It’s impossible to produce detailed maps, geographical or political, of the region. Everything keeps changing, to the point that a map will often become outdated before it is even printed. The terrain is mutable; the necromancers themselves are locked in a constant battle for supremacy. Even the more... sedate... parts of the landscape can change at terrifying speed.”

    Emily nodded. She’d been to the Blighted Lands twice. The landscape had looked like a foretaste of hell, the ground burned to a cinder and covered with ash. She’d heard stories of people who lived in the Blighted Lands, slaves to necromancers, but she’d never visited any of their villages. A life of constant fear, from birth to death... she shuddered. The necromancers were utterly unpredictable, capable of turning on even the most loyal of their servants without warning. And the parts of the region that weren’t dominated by necromancers were almost worse. She’d heard the tales of unwary travelers who barely escaped creatures out of nightmares.

    “The region south of Whitehall was once controlled by Shadye,” Master Lucknow said. “After his death - after you killed him - it was left untouched for several years. This surprised us, but we weren’t ungrateful. We took advantage of the pause to establish defenses further south of the school. Recently, however, a necromancer has claimed the territory. We have done our best, since then, to keep an eye on him.”

    “They were scared of Emily,” Void said. “Not without reason.”

    Emily colored.

    “We believe so,” Master Lucknow said, a little stiffly. Beside him, Jan winked. “It’s also true that this particular region is surprisingly barren, even for the Blighted Lands. There’s an orcish breeding pit, but little else. Shadye devastated the handful of known villages before he met his doom at Whitehall. There was little to gain by taking the territory and a great deal to lose. Recently, as I said, that has changed. A necromancer has moved into the territory.”

    “But keeping his distance from the Inverse Shadow,” Void commented. “Wise of him.”

    Master Lucknow looked irked. “Since then, that necromancer has forged an alliance with two other necromancers. Our general assumption was that the alliance wouldn’t last long enough for us to alert our superiors, as necromantic alliances rarely do. One of them will always betray his allies, sooner rather than later. This alliance, however, seems to have lasted several months. They’ve actually been working together pretty closely. That does not bode well.”

    Emily nodded. It was rare for two necromancers, let alone three, to work together. Their very nature made it difficult, if not impossible. And yet... a chill ran down her spine. If they managed to work together, they might win the war. A lone necromancer was vastly more powerful than any known sorcerer. Three of them, working together, might be able to break through Whitehall’s wards, destroy the school and push through to the Allied Lands beyond. Shadye had come within inches of winning. Three of them...

    “They’ve been massing their armies here,” Master Lucknow said, tapping a spot on the map. “And we don’t know why.”

    “But you have a theory,” Jan said.

    “Yes,” Master Lucknow agreed. “I do.”

    Emily narrowed her eyes. It was hard to be sure, but the spot on the map looked to be at least sixty miles from Whitehall. It would take weeks to march the army to the pass and advance on the school... she shook her head. The necromancers could make their orcs march for weeks, if they wanted. Logistics would be a pain, but she doubted the necromancers would care. They’d have no qualms about making their servants eat their dead comrades. Orcs could eat anything. And once they were through the mountains, they’d rampage across the Allied Lands.

    She looked up. “You think they’ll attack Whitehall?”

    “It’s possible, but I don’t think so.” Master Lucknow met her eyes. “I think they understand that taking the school is going to be difficult, if not impossible. I also think they know their alliance might shatter... will shatter... when they reach the nexus point. I think they have something else in mind.”

    “Go on,” Emily said, slowly.

    “They’re digging,” Master Lucknow said. “I think they’re trying to carve a path through the mountains.”

    Emily blinked in surprise. It seemed incredible. She’d spent enough time in the region to know the Craggy Mountains were practically impassable. Even the boldest and most daring of her fellow students had hesitated to climb the higher mountains... she found it hard to wrap her head around the concept of cutting a road through the region. It would have been possible on Earth, but here? She shuddered. The necromancers had more than enough orcs to carve a road right through the region, if they wished. And then...

    “They’ll bypass Whitehall,” she said. “And flood into the Allied Lands.”

    “I believe so,” Master Lucknow said. “Whitehall was the cork in the bottle, the only thing keeping them from invading. If they’ve managed to find another way to get around the mountains, which I believe they have, it’s only a matter of time. I think we have months, at best, before those three necromancers lead a full-scale invasion of the Allied Lands.”

    His words hung in the air, dark and cold. Emily stared at the map without seeing it. She’d been in the wars. She knew how hard it was to stop an orcish charge, with or without a necromancer in command. There were no solid defenses on the northern side of the mountain, nothing capable of stopping the orcs from plundering the countryside and charging on until they reached Zangaria. She sucked in her breath, unwilling to comprehend the scale of the looming disaster. Whitehall would be isolated, cut off from the remainder of the Allied Lands. Kingdom after kingdom would fall, unable to establish new lines of defense before it was too late. It would be the end of everything.

    “There’ll be no hope of saving the people,” she breathed.

    “No,” Master Lucknow agreed. “The cities have walls, true, but they’re nowhere near strong enough to stop an enemy prepared to pay the price. And beyond them, there are few defenses that will slow the orcs for more than a handful of days. The Allied Lands were never keen on internal fortifications...”

    “Politics.” Void spoke with an arctic certainty. “The monarchs didn’t want their fellows asserting themselves. If they’d built forts along the inner mountain ranges...”

    “But they didn’t.” Master Lucknow seemed to be repeating an old argument. “And even if they had, they wouldn’t be enough to stop the orcs. Not for long.”

    Emily understood. The locals could build something akin to the Great Wall of China, but it wouldn’t be enough to do more than slow down the orcish horde. They would clamber over the dead bodies of their fellows to overrun the wall and take the fortresses. Then tear it down. And... she shook her head. A necromancer might be able to blow a hole in the wall if it wasn’t warded from one end to the other. The logistics of establishing an internal line of defense - quickly - would be impossible. As long as the orcs could advance on a broad front, they could outflank and isolate any defensive strongpoints.

    She considered it for a long moment. There were options. There were quite a few options. But they all had risks...

    “We need to act fast,” Master Lucknow said. “They could do a lot of damage before they’re stopped.”

    “If they’re ever stopped,” Void said. “Our greatest fear was that they’d find a way to overcome their... problems... and break into the Allied Lands. And now it looks like they have.”

    “They can’t work together for long, surely?” Jan put in, looking pale. “Can they remain united long enough to tear a hole through the mountains?”

    “They might.” Master Lucknow grimaced. “I don’t understand how they’ve managed to remain united for so long, but... we have to assume they’ll stay united long enough to get their hands around our throats. We dare not assume otherwise.”

    He scowled. “One of them might have figured out a way to leash the others,” he added. “We know they overpower their spells. If they’ve cracked that barrier...”

    “Unlikely.” Void spoke with calm certainty. “Even a relatively weak necromancer would have a natural immunity to compulsion spells. Subtle magics wouldn’t impinge on their mindsets. Brute force might work, but it would be extremely difficult to keep the spell in place. I doubt any necromancer could master the art.”

    “It only takes one,” Master Lucknow pointed out. “And some necromancers are more capable than others.”

    They shared a look, with something unspoken hanging in the air. Emily frowned, wondering what Master Lucknow was unwilling to say. Something he wanted to keep from the apprentices? Or something else? She promised herself she’d ask Void as soon as the meeting was over. He might not answer, but she trusted he wouldn’t lie. He’d tell her to mind her own business if it wasn’t important.

    “Anyone capable of casting such a spell wouldn’t be fool enough to experiment with necromancy,” Void said. “I think we have to assume they’re working together of their own free will. And that their alliance will last long enough for them to win.”

    “Quite.” Master Lucknow didn’t sound pleased. “Lady Emily, I need your help.”

    Emily felt her heart skip a beat. “What do you need?”

    “The White Council has not heeded my concerns,” Master Lucknow said. “King Jorlem of Alluvia has taken me seriously, as you may imagine, but the other councilors have not been so receptive. They’ve been reluctant to declare an emergency, let alone do anything that might help. The whole issue is...”

    “Political,” Void snapped. “They’re happy to ignore the problem as long as it stays on the other side of the mountains.”

    “It won’t stay on the other side of the mountains,” Master Lucknow said. “And once the necromancers do break through the mountains, there will be no time left to take precautions.”

    Emily nodded. She’d met King Jorlem of Alluvia, although it had been very brief and she didn’t remember much. But she could understand his concern. Alluvia was the kingdom directly north of Whitehall, in nominal control of the northern side of the Craggy Mountains. It would be the first target if the necromancers came over the mountains, and the first to fall if they came with overwhelming force. Alluvia was considered one of the most powerful kingdoms in the Allied Lands, but it wasn’t strong enough to stop the necromancers. There was no way they could even hold out long enough to buy the others time.

    She let out a breath. She understood the problem all too well. The kingdoms had a very limited view of the world. The necromancers might as well have been on the other side of the world, for all the kings and princes saw of them. A few hundred miles was an impassable gulf as far as they were concerned. The idea of travelling so far in a heartbeat was a fantasy. It was hard for them to comprehend that the necromancers might break through the mountains and just march from one end of the Allied Lands to the other, burning everything to the ground as they passed.

    Magicians have a bigger view of the world, she thought, numbly. But they have their own problems.

    “I understand,” she said. “What do you want me to do?”

    “You have influence,” Master Lucknow said. “People listen to you. I want - I need - you to talk to your friends, to convince them to help prepare defenses before it’s too late. We can - we will - do things to slow the necromancers down, but we can’t stop them. They’ll break through the mountains, sooner or later, and we have to be ready. I need you to use your influence to convince the councilors, and the monarchs, to listen to me.”

    Emily frowned. It was hard to believe, sometimes, that she had influence, that people would care about what she said. Alassa would, but anyone else...? It was hard to believe. And Alassa would have her own problems too. Her kingdom was trying to rebuild after a bitter civil war. She couldn’t dispatch an army to Alluvia without risking her throne. Who knew? Her neighbors might take advantage of the crisis to press their claims to disputed territories along the border.

    “I can try,” she said, slowly. “I don’t know if they’ll hear me.”

    “Make them listen,” Master Lucknow said. “The fate of everyone is in the balance.”

    “I can try,” Emily repeated. “What’s happening so far?”

    Master Lucknow tapped the map. “So far? Very little. General Pollack has been tapped to command the army, when it’s assembled, but even that is political. King Jorlem wants his son to have a position within the command staff, preferably the deputy commander. The only reason he’s prepared to settle for deputy commander is that General Pollack is a Knight of the Allied Lands.”

    “And therefore a neutral choice, as far as everyone is concerned,” Emily said. “I know him.”

    She kept her expression under tight control. General Pollack’s oldest son had died during the last war, died after he and Emily had walked into a necromancer’s lair. And Emily had been dating his second son at the time. She thought the general respected her, but she didn’t think he liked her very much. It would be hard for anyone to lose so much and not cast around desperately to place the blame. She wished she’d thought to send Casper back to his father before it had been too late. But she knew he would have refused.

    “Yes.” Master Lucknow nodded, stiffly. “Once the army is assembled, we hope you’ll stay with us.”

    “We shall see,” Void said. He cocked his head, warningly. “Emily is an apprentice, after all.”

    “Her apprenticeship isn’t quite as important as stopping the necromancers,” Master Lucknow sharply pointed out. Emily had never heard anyone take that tone with Void before. “As you know better than I do.”

    “Quite.” Void sounded oddly unconcerned, as if his mind were elsewhere. “My apprentice and I will discuss the situation, then let you know the decision.”

    Emily felt a hot flash of irritation. She might be his apprentice, but she didn’t belong to him. And yet, in a sense, she did. He was her master, at least until she graduated or they parted ways. She couldn’t leave the tower, let alone join an army and fight in a war, without his permission. She calmed herself, drawing on her experience to swallow her anger. Void would understand. He was just making a point. And... she wondered, suddenly, if he’d join the army too. She was sure he’d find a way to make his presence felt.

    “Of course.” If Master Lucknow was irked, he didn’t let it show. “I have other meetings, as you might expect, but a letter to my apprentice will find me.”

    Void nodded, summoning a maid with a wave of his hand. “Maddy will show you to the door,” he said, as the redheaded maid stepped into the chamber. “We’ll be in touch.”

    “Of course,” Master Lucknow repeated. There was a hint of icy politeness in his tone. “I look forward to your letter.”

    He stood and bowed. Jan followed him, looking as if he wanted to say something. Emily promised herself she’d write to him as soon as possible. She couldn’t say anything now, not in front of both masters. Void wouldn’t be pleased if she contradicted him in public. They had to show a united front.

    Just like the Allied Lands, she mused, as Maddy escorted the two men out of the room. And...

    A thought struck her. “It isn’t a coincidence, is it?”

    Void didn’t have to ask what she meant. “That your oath would be called in, at the same time a necromantic army starts massing on the far side of the mountains? If that’s a coincidence...”

    He shook his head. “No, it can’t be a coincidence. And that’s worrying, don’t you think?”


    Chapter Six

    EMILY HAD HOPED TO DISCUSS THE matter - and Master Lucknow’s request - as soon as they were alone, but Void refused to be drawn. Instead, he sent her back to her rooms to shower and change before joining him for dinner. Emily suspected that meant he wanted time to think about the request before they talked, although she doubted he’d say no. The necromancers posed a clear and present danger to the entire world. And he’d spent much of his career helping to keep them in check. He wouldn’t say no to a request for his apprentice’s help.

    She mulled it over as she changed back into her apprenticeship robes. She’d never really thought of the necromancers as cunning, although Shadye had displayed a certain animal sneakiness and Dua Kepala had figured out a way to retain some of his sanity after the transformation. That might have been a mistake. She’d honestly never considered the possibility of them literally carving a pass through the mountains, even though she should have. There’d been roads - and tunnels - carved through mountains on Earth. They’d even dug a tunnel under the English Channel. There was no reason the necromancers couldn’t do the same. They had to be stopped.

    And quickly, she thought. I could use the nuke-spell...

    She scowled. The devastation would be immense. God alone knew how many innocents would be caught in the blasts. And everyone would want to know what she’d done and how. Even if she hid behind the Sorcerer’s Rule, there was no way to keep other sorcerers from trying to duplicate the spell. Sooner or later, they’d figure it out or come up with something just as destructive. And then all hell would break loose. The nuke-spell was just like necromancy. A relatively low-power sorcerer could unleash horrendous devastation, if he was prepared to pay the price.

    “My Lady.” Silent stepped into the room, her eyes downcast. “The master is waiting for you in the dining room.”

    Emily glanced at the clock, then nodded. It was later than she’d thought, even though she’d returned earlier than planned. She’d meant to eat and chat with Frieda, then teleport back to the tower just before midnight. She picked up the chat parchment, scribbled a quick message to Frieda to make sure the younger girl had reached Whitehall safely, then headed down the stairs to the dining room. Void was sitting at the table, looking pensive as Maddy carried a tray of food into the room. Emily felt her stomach growl as she took her seat. She hadn’t realized she was so hungry. But then, she wasn’t sure how much she’d eaten at Dragon’s Den.

    And I owe Frieda for the dinner, she recalled. I’ll have to repay her somehow.

    “There are three necromancers involved in the affair,” Void said, motioning for her to start eating. “Two of them are fairly standard necromancers, little different from Shadye. You can read their files later, if you wish. The third - Rangka - is a little more dangerous. He worries me.”

    Emily glanced at him. “You?”

    “Me,” Void confirmed. “The other two - Bersuit and Gerombolan - were fairly low-power magicians before they started experimenting with necromancy. Their stories were pretty straightforward. They wanted greater power and they were unwilling to work for it. Rangka, on the other hand, was a powerful magician who thought he could handle necromancy. He was wrong.”

    Emily shivered. “I understand.”

    “He knows far more magic, and magical theory, than either of the other two,” Void said. “He was a diligent student, unlike most necromancers. I think he may have found a way to use advanced magics, despite being a necromancer. It wouldn’t be easy, but he probably has the discipline to make it work. He’s certainly survived twenty years as a necromancer. He couldn’t have done that if he weren’t capable of channeling magic properly.”

    Emily scowled. Twenty years as a necromancer... it was almost unprecedented. “He might start throwing overpowered advanced spells at me, instead of overpowered basic spells,” she said. “I see your point.”

    “Yes.” Void took a bite of his sausage. “It’s not easy to cast advanced spells. You have to build up the power to cast them and the discipline to channel the power without overloading the spellwork and accidentally destroying your spell. Necromancers are rarely capable of such discipline, which is why so many of them resort to flailing around like madmen. They could be handled easily if they didn’t have the raw power they needed to survive their own mistakes. Rangka might have reached the next level of necromantic power.”

    “And he had the imagination to suggest cutting a path through the mountains,” Emily said, slowly. “What else will he devise?”

    “I wish I knew.” Void shook his head. “The politics are... not good.”

    He leaned back in his chair, looking tired and frustrated. “The Allied Lands were never keen on the idea of building internal lines of defense. The northern kingdoms saw them as a waste of money, the southern kingdoms feared their existence would give the north a chance to decline to send help if the necromancers invaded. And there were very real fears of the fortifications freeing up troops to fight border wars and other concerns... in short, Emily, it won’t be easy to convince them to take the threat seriously. They can’t look past their own minor concerns to see the overall threat. Lucknow wasn’t wrong. You might be able to convince them to take the threat seriously.”

    “I can try,” Emily said. She considered it for a moment. “What do the... the other folk want?”

    Void let out a humorless laugh. “Rangka is sitting on top of the nexus point they want you to reignite,” he said. “And that cannot be a coincidence. They want you involved in the war.”

    “But why?” Emily remembered where the Unseelie Court hid and frowned. “Do they feel threatened by the necromancers?”

    “It’s possible,” Void said. “It’s also possible they want something else. Not that it matters, I suppose. You have to reignite the nexus point. How do you intend to do it?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “The last one... I pushed Dua Kepala into the nexus point. This time... I could charge a battery, slip it into the nexus point and take control, then turn the nexus point on the necromancers. We could win the war in a single blow.”

    “If you can get to the nexus point without being killed,” Void pointed out. “Rangka’s fortress is supposed to be the most heavily defended stronghold in the Blighted Lands. Do you think you can get inside?”

    “I think I don’t have a choice,” Emily said. “Or do I?”

    “No.” Void met her eyes, evenly. “Do you want to help?”

    Emily hesitated. “I don’t know if I have enough influence to convince the kingdoms to build an army,” she said. “But I have to try. If we fail, if they come through the mountains, we have to stop them before they start rampaging across the Allied Lands. If we meet them on the near side of the mountains...”

    She scowled. It wouldn’t be easy, no matter how many troops and combat sorcerers were sent to counter the threat. The necromancers could just keep throwing warm bodies at the defenses until they were crushed by the sheer weight of their numbers. The artificers were making newer and better guns all the time, but they’d never be able to keep up with the demand for bullets and gunpowder. And if the necromancers managed to poke a hole in the defenses, they’d punch through and win the war. A passive defense was going to be about as useful as the Maginot Line if the necromancers found a way to outflank it.

    We need a more active defense, she thought. An idea was hovering at the back of her mind, stubbornly refusing to come into focus. Some way to take the initiative for ourselves.

    “You can try,” Void said. Emily dragged her attention back to him. “But the kingdoms won’t take the threat seriously until it’s far too late.”

    His expression darkened. “They don’t see the bigger picture, Emily,” he added. “And they’d sooner keep the lid screwed on tightly than risk allowing some of their subjects to escape.”

    “I’ll have to find a way to convince them, somehow,” Emily said. She still found it hard to believe she had influence. The monarchs probably regarded her - and her innovations - as a very mixed blessing at best. The gunpowder weapons she’d introduced had turned their world upside down. What did it mean for kings and princes when a commoner held the power to kill in his hand? “If they’ll listen to me...”

    “You can try,” Void echoed. “But you’ll have to head into the Blighted Lands alone.”

    “I know.” Emily shuddered, remembering the walk into the Blighted Lands. “Unless I can convince someone to travel with me. Last time...”

    “The Grandmaster walked with you,” Void said. There was an edge to his voice that bothered her. “And he died shortly afterwards.”

    Emily nodded, feeling a flicker of guilt. If she hadn’t carried the cursed object into Whitehall... she shook her head. It hadn’t been her fault. The Grandmaster had inspected everything they’d found in Shadye’s fortress before allowing her to take the small collection back to the school. No one had realized the danger until it was too late. And the Grandmaster had died for his school...

    Something clicked in her mind. It was hard to believe, but... she’d seen enough clues over the past few years. “Were you... were you and the Grandmaster brothers?”

    Void’s lips thinned. “Yes.”

    Emily blinked. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t he tell me?”

    “Half-brothers, technically.” Void took a sip from his glass. “Our father had a lot of magic, an inquisitive mind and a complete lack of scruples when it came to carrying out experiments. His family practically disowned him, which gives you some idea of just how dangerous his experiments were becoming. My brothers and I kept pushing the limits until... well, we went too far. Hasdrubal lost his sight. The other two lost their lives.”

    He took another sip. “Hasdrubal devoted his life to the school. He climbed the ladder until he reached the very top, then sat there. He learnt some of the right lessons from what happened to us, although not all of them. If he’d killed Gennady, instead of expelling him...”

    “Gennady?” Emily had heard the name before, but she wasn’t sure where. “Who’s he?”

    “You met him,” Void said. “You knew him as Shadye.”

    “I knew he’d been expelled,” Emily said. Inwardly, she was reeling. “What happened?”

    “It took us a while to put the pieces together,” Void said. “He was... he was from the Cairngorms. He was never a very powerful magician. It didn’t help that he was lacking in basic skills, like reading and writing. And he had a very hard time of it at school. He didn’t have anything like your connections, or your friends. Eventually, he tried a forbidden ritual and got expelled. A couple of years later, he resurfaced as Shadye.”

    Emily frowned. “What was he doing before he resurfaced?”

    “We don’t know.” Void shrugged. “I suspect it doesn’t matter.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said. She looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry about your brother’s death.”

    “We weren’t that close,” Void said. There was a warning note in his voice. “We might have been brothers, but we didn’t have that much contact.”

    Emily had a hundred questions she wanted to ask, but she didn’t quite dare. Why had Void sent her to Whitehall? Why had the Grandmaster taken her in? Why had he accepted - even encouraged - the belief that Emily was Void’s daughter? And why had he never suggested that Emily might be his niece? And... just what had they been trying to do? Emily could think of a handful of rituals that might kill some of the ritualists, but none of them were precisely good. Most of the rituals were downright horrific.

    “Our father thought we’d share magic, perhaps even souls, if we were born together,” Void said, more to himself than to her. “But I think he was wrong.”

    “Why?” Emily looked up. “Why did he think it was even possible?”

    “There’s no such thing as magical twins,” Void said. “And he wondered why.”

    He finished his dinner and pushed his plate to one side. “You have my permission to put your apprenticeship on hold and leave the tower, if you want to involve yourself,” he said. “I will not order you to involve yourself.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. She wasn’t good at reading social cues, but she was insightful enough to understand the previous subject was now closed. She could have kicked herself for bringing the subject up, although... it had honestly never crossed her mind before. “Will you be accompanying me, when I head to the Eternal Flame?”

    “I have something else to do,” Void said. He held up a hand, cutting off her question before she could so much as formulate it. “Something that needs to be checked, something I’ve let fester for too long. The tower will remain open to you, if you come back before I return. Silent will accompany you if you stay away for more than a day or two.”

    “I can’t take her into the Blighted Lands,” Emily said. Silent was smart - Emily was sure of it, even though the maid rarely spoke out of turn - but she wasn’t trained to enter the Blighted Lands. Emily herself wasn’t keen on the thought. “She can have a holiday from my demands.”

    Void grinned. “Emily, compared to the average royal brat, you have no demands.”

    Emily wanted to deny it, but she had to admit he was right. She’d yet to meet a princess - even Alassa - who didn’t demand everything they could, and a little bit more, from their servants. They treated the servants as tools, worse than animals... she’d known princesses who doted on their horses but had no hesitation in slapping maids who were barely in their teens. And she still found it hard to get used to the idea of servants at all. She couldn’t bring herself to hurt a maid for a tiny offence.

    “I’m sure she’ll appreciate the holiday,” Emily said. She wondered, idly, where Silent would go. Perhaps she’d just go home for a few weeks. Or travel. She was certainly paid highly for her service. “Unless she really wants to go into the Blighted Lands.”

    “It isn’t a common holiday destination,” Void said. His grin faded away. “Finally, before you go, I want you to have a clear idea of where you’re going and what you’re going to do when you get there. The files will be on your desk tomorrow - take them with you and read them before you enter enemy territory.”

    “I will,” Emily promised. “I’ll message Alassa tonight. If it’s fine with her, I’ll go to Zangaria tomorrow. I think she’ll listen to me.”

    “She’ll listen,” Void said. “But she might not agree with you.”

    “She’s trying to rebuild a kingdom,” Emily protested. “She has other problems.”

    “None of which will matter if the entire world gets overrun by the necromancers,” Void said. “Zangaria might be the last to fall, but it will fall. You need to work on contingency plans, as well as everything else.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. “And I will.”

    “And be careful,” Void said. His voice was suddenly very cold. “There’s something about this whole affair that doesn’t quite make sense.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. “Why do they want the nexus point reignited?”

    “Good question,” Void agreed. “And I have no answer.”

    He finished his drink and stood. “Keep me informed,” he ordered, motioning for her to finish her dinner. It was rare for him to leave ahead of time, but she supposed he had reasons. “I’ll call you when the time comes to resume your lessons.”

    Emily watched him go, feeling a pang of guilt. She hadn’t meant to drag up a piece of his past, or to remind him of his three dead brothers. She’d never had any siblings, as far as she knew. She couldn’t imagine being so close to someone for so long, sharing parents and families and blood, only to lose them... she swallowed, hard. It was easy to believe, suddenly, that Void really was that old. The Grandmaster had looked very different, but that was meaningless. Void could make himself look as old or young as he wished.

    She forced herself to think. They couldn’t assemble an army on the near side of the mountains and wait. She had no idea how long it would take the necromancers to carve a passage through the mountains - there were entire sections of the mountains that had never been charted properly - but she doubted they could do it quickly. The threat would become part of the landscape, falling out of the king’s mind before it ever truly materialized. And when it did...

    We can’t keep the army on alert forever, she thought. She’d had enough trouble keeping watch, back when she’d been in school, to understand that keeping an entire army on alert permanently would be impossible. We have to find a way to take the war to them.

    She stood. She’d had an idea.

    And I need Alassa’s help, she mused. It was a good idea, but she’d need help to turn the concept into something workable. And then... she shook her head. She didn’t care if she got the credit or not. All that mattered was winning the war. If we can make it work, we can change everything.


    Chapter Seven

    “EMILY,” ALASSA SAID, AS EMILY WAS shown into her private chambers. “Welcome back!”

    “It’s good to be back,” Emily said. King Randor’s castle would never be her favorite place - too much had happened within its walls for her to be entirely comfortable there - but Alassa loved it. “I’ve missed you.”

    She hugged Alassa, then looked around the room. Baby Emily - Millie, to her family - was crawling across the floor with terrifying speed. Emily couldn’t believe how quickly the baby had grown. She’d been only a few days old when Emily had last seen her, a newborn clinging to her mother’s breast. Now... she was practically on the verge of walking. Emily felt an odd little yearning as the baby turned to face her, blue eyes sparkling like the sun. It made her want to have a child of her own.

    “I’ve missed you too,” Alassa said. She gestured, communing with the wards. “Jade’s on his way. He was just in the spellchambers.”

    Emily sat on the chair and picked up the baby. “How have things been here? I haven’t had time to keep up with the news.”

    “Lots of little problems,” Alassa said. “The aristocracy insists it has accepted the post-war world, and the Great Charter, but a handful of nobles have been doing their level best to overturn the changes. A couple wound up dead, assassinated by their people. Others... it’s a mess, Emily. Too many people on all sides want to either turn the clock back or push it forward. It doesn’t help that everyone is insisting on the right to bear arms.”

    “I suppose it does make it harder to keep the peasants in their place,” Emily said, dryly. “I thought they were supporting you.”

    “They are, as long as I do what they want,” Alassa said. “It doesn’t help that we’ve become the center of radical agitation. The Levellers have been printing missives and churning out everything from guns to printing presses and sending them in all directions. I’ve had a dozen complaints from various monarchs about hosting radicals, renegades and general troublemakers. And I can’t deal with them - or even keep them quiet - without undermining my throne.”

    “It’s never easy when you’re the one in charge,” Emily said. “No one else sees the whole picture.”

    “No,” Alassa agreed. “Right now, there’s a court case that could do considerable damage to investment and property rights, whoever wins. And I can’t stop it from going ahead without doing considerable damage myself. And I was hoping...”

    She broke off as Jade entered the room. “Emily,” he said. “It’s been a long time.”

    Emily stood and shook his hand. “It has,” she agreed. She made a show of looking him up and down. “Have you put on weight?”

    Jade snorted. “I’ve been very busy, I’ll have you know,” he said. “Do you realize that we didn’t even scratch the surface of the tunnel network? I found passages we never even knew existed, passages so old I don’t think half the kings knew they existed.”

    “They might have been lost if a king died before telling his children,” Alassa said. She smiled at Jade as he sat next to her, then turned her attention back to Emily. “You said it was urgent.”

    Emily nodded without taking offense. Alassa’s time was no longer hers. She had to spend almost all of her waking moments running the kingdom, for fear something would get out of control before she realized she had a problem. Or that her courtiers would start thinking she was losing her touch. Zangaria had never had a female monarch before and... Alassa hadn’t had a good reputation before she went to Whitehall. There were too many people who saw her as weak or vindictive or both. And the layers upon layers of wards surrounding her private chambers suggested that some of her enemies had resorted to sneak attacks. 

    “The necromancers are up to something,” she said. She outlined the situation, as Master Lucknow had described it to her. “It’s only a matter of time before they break into Alluvia.”

    “And King Jorlem is trying to rally the troops,” Alassa said. “His son was one of those who wanted to marry me.”

    “I hate him already,” Jade said, playfully.

    Alassa elbowed him. “He didn’t get anywhere,” she said. “I assume he was married off at some point, but I can’t say I was paying attention.”

    “Me neither,” Emily said. “Master Lucknow wanted me to beg you for troops. And... I had an idea.”

    “Troops,” Alassa repeated. “He would have to ask for troops, wouldn’t he?”

    She shook her head. “Go on,” she said. “What’s your idea?”

    Emily stroked her namesake’s hair. “We don’t know when the necromancers are actually going to break into Alluvia,” she said. “If we assemble the army too early, we’ll lose our edge by the time they arrive. If we assemble the army too late... well, it’ll be too late. They’ll break into Alluvia and that will be that.”

    “I can’t fault your logic,” Alassa said. “Go on.”

    “So we take the offensive,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure how much she could tell them without infringing upon her oath. “We send a force of our own into the Blighted Lands.”

    “And get slaughtered,” Jade said, in a manner that suggested he knew she’d already considered the risks. “They’d destroy our army as we made our way through the mountain pass or across the Desert of Death.”

    “They might not even notice if we crossed the desert, certainly not in time to matter,” Emily said. She unfurled a map. “We can use portals, like we used earlier, to put an army here” - she tapped a spot on the map - “in the borderlines between necromantic domains. The army should have time to establish proper fortifications before they realize we’re there and move to deal with it. And then they’ll impale themselves on our defenses.”

    “And crush you under thousands of bodies,” Jade said. “The necromancers won’t care about how many orcs they send to their deaths, as long as they die killing you. Us.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “The army will be a diversion. It will hold its ground, possibly even triggering a civil war between the three necromancers. Even if it doesn’t... it’ll give me time to sneak into the nearest fortress. I’ll reignite the nexus point, take control of the wards and turn it on the necromancers. And that will be the end.”

    “If you can reignite the nexus point,” Jade said. “Can you do it?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. “It just requires a massive infusion of magic.”

    Jade frowned. He was one of the very few people who knew magical batteries were possible. They’d used them to free Alassa from the Tower of Alexis, over a year ago. Given time, Emily could stockpile enough magic to reignite the nexus point or simply vaporize the necromancer outright. Emily had a rough plan for dealing with the necromancer, but - so far - she hadn’t been able to make it practical. She’d promised herself she’d sit down and work out the details before it was too late.

    And figure out a way to keep them from spoiling the plan, she thought. Randor found a way to stop me in my tracks.

    “I assume that’s how you reignited Heart’s Eye,” Alassa said. “Can you get into the fortress and make your way to the nexus point?”

    “I’ve sneaked into fortresses before,” Emily reminded her. She didn’t blame her friend for trying to poke holes in the plan. Sergeant Miles had cautioned his students that it was better to have the flaws pointed out by one’s friends than exploited by one’s enemies. “And I came out alive.”

    “And the necromancers didn’t,” Jade said. “It’s a good plan, on paper.”

    “On paper,” Emily agreed. “If we can trigger a civil war, if nothing else, it’ll buy time.”

    “True,” Alassa agreed. She sounded thoughtful. “You might just have solved one of my problems.”

    “I might?” Emily frowned. “What did I do?”

    “There are people who fought for my father, then deserted him,” Alassa said. “They’re having some trouble fitting into the post-war world.  Too many people think of them as oathbreakers, now that my father is safely dead. A handful have changed their names and left the country, but the remainder are too stubborn or too notorious to go. I wasn’t sure what to do with them. If they join your army, they can earn back the honor they lost by betraying their oaths.”

    “Your father became a necromancer,” Emily said. “They didn’t break their oaths...”

    “I know that,” Alassa said. She smiled, without a trace of humor. “But why would a little thing like truth stand in the way, when their enemies want to bury their daggers in their backs?”

    “It wouldn’t,” Emily said, sourly. “Do you think they’ll agree to go?”

    “If they come back with glory, their enemies will be silenced,” Alassa said. “And if they don’t come back at all, they can be laid to rest with honor. The stain on their names won’t taint the next generation.”

    Emily winced. She understood the feudal mindset, and how it overshadowed the lives of everyone from the highest to the lowest, but she was damned if she’d ever understand why anyone would adhere to the code. King Randor had become a necromancer! His loyalists had been quite right to run for their lives, knowing it was just a matter of time before they became fodder for his magic. They might have been the last to be thrown into the fire, but they would have been. She had no doubt of it.

    “Sir Roger would be their commander, if you agreed,” Alassa said. “He really doesn’t have a place here. His family has been making increasingly unsubtle suggestions that he should go off on a quest and never come back. If he weren’t so prominent...”

    “I think we could offer them a chance,” Emily said. “How many?”

    “Around two to three hundred,” Alassa said. “I’ll see what else I can scrape up. You’d probably get some volunteers from the lower classes, if you put out the call.”

    “There’s a whole bunch of militiamen who regret leaving the army,” Jade put in. “They’ve become quite astonishingly fond of the military life.”

    Emily had to smile. The commoners generally regarded the military as a bunch of idle layabouts who couldn’t get work elsewhere. Good iron is not used to make nails, they sneered, and good men are not used to make soldiers. She was glad to hear that was changing as the army became more democratic, more representative of the lower classes. And yet, she had a feeling it boded ill for the future. Alassa and her peers might have second thoughts about allowing the army to become too democratic.

    “I can put out a request,” Emily said. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with people volunteering to fight - and perhaps die - for her, but she didn’t see any alternative. “If you think it’ll work...”

    “It will,” Jade assured her. “You’re popular.”

    “Oh dear,” Emily said. She’d never really wanted to be popular. “That sounds worrying.”

    “Be glad of it,” Alassa said. “That’ll help encourage others to send troops too.”

    “There might be a problem there,” Jade said. “The other kingdoms will not like the thought of sending troops on a suicide mission.”

    “It won’t be suicide,” Emily protested.

    “Every attempt to attack the Blighted Lands has come to a bad end,” Jade reminded her, bluntly. “The kingdoms will not like the idea of putting their troops into a position that could easily become a death trap. You’d have to be there, sharing the risk.”

    “Except she has to be sneaking into the necromancer’s lair,” Alassa pointed out. “She can’t be in two places at once.”

    Jade frowned. “Send someone else to reignite the nexus point,” he said. “I’ll volunteer.”

    “You don’t have Emily’s fame,” Alassa said. “They’ll expect Emily to do both.”

    Emily winced, inwardly. Alassa didn’t want to send Jade into the Blighted Lands, but she couldn’t say it. Not to his face. Jade would sooner die a thousand deaths than be thought a coward. His position was already ambiguous, consort to a queen rather than king in his own right. And if Alassa died, he’d merely be regent for his daughter. Emily wondered if Jade would grab Millie and run, if his wife died. The poor child would have to grow up very fast if she was expected to take the throne.

    And then it hit her. “I can be in two places at once.”

    Jade stared at her. “You can bilocate?”

    “I can experiment with the spell,” Emily said. She’d have to go back to the tower and work on it before Void left on his own mission. And she might have to talk him into letting her practice before she did it for real. “I can get it to work. One of me stays with the army, the other me goes to the necromancer’s lair.”

    “That might work,” Jade said. He didn’t sound pleased. “Bilocation is a difficult spell. I tried a couple of times and I never mastered it. Even with the tightest spells, you might never merge back into one person. If you get split up permanently... well, I don’t think it will end very well. You might go mad - or worse.”

    “I know the dangers,” Emily said. “Can you think of a better solution?”

    Jade and Alassa exchanged glances. Alassa spoke first. “Someone else could pretend to be you?” 

    “It wouldn’t fool anyone who knew me,” Emily said. Impersonation was never as simple as merely donning another face. The impersonator would have to match her personality as well as her appearance. And know things she knew... she shook her head. Even the people who knew her best would be unable to pretend to be her. By local standards, she was a deeply weird young woman. “Even you couldn’t be me.”

    “Particularly if I accompanied her,” Jade agreed. “People would talk.”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. She didn’t bother to hide her irritation. “People would.”

    Millie shifted against her, then started to cry. Alassa took the child, opened her dress and popped the baby to her breast without batting an eyelid. Emily shook her head, wondering when Alassa had become such a good mother. Most aristocratic women relied on wet nurses to suckle their kids. It couldn’t be easy to breastfeed a child while handling matters of state. 

    “The other option is leaving the army long enough to teleport into the enemy base,” Alassa said, seemingly unbothered by the child on her breast. “Could you do that?”

    “I doubt it,” Emily said. “I couldn’t have teleported into Heart’s Eye when Dua Kepala was in residence. There was just too much tainted magic there. And the Blighted Lands are glowing with tainted magic. We might have problems opening the portal and keeping it open. I think we’ll have to draw power from the Heart’s Eye nexus point to open the link.”

    Jade grinned. “I dare you to explain that to Mistress Irene.”

    “Just bear in mind you’re not a schoolgirl any longer,” Alassa advised. “I have to keep reminding myself I’m not a princess any longer.”

    Emily gave her a surprised look. “Really?”

    “As Crown Princess, I had certain... authorities...that came with the title,” Alassa said. “I was the High Justice, allowing my father a certain degree of separation from some of my decisions. Everyone knew I followed his lead, sometimes, but it was never openly admitted. Now... everything rests with me. I can’t deny everything and blame it on my daughter.”

    “Not yet, anyway,” Jade said. “Millie isn’t anything like old enough to serve the crown.”

    “No,” Alassa agreed. “And that limits what I can do without nailing my colors to the mast.”

    She looked almost wistful, just for a second. Emily felt a pang of... something. Randor could have raised his daughter properly, if he’d wished. He could have given her a role in running the kingdom from the moment she was old enough to understand the stakes. And everyone would have understood his reluctance to override her in public, even if they didn’t think Randor hadn’t dictated her decision. They could have been partners, not... enemies. They shouldn’t have fought a war over who ruled the kingdom.

    “I don’t have any siblings,” Alassa added. “Not as far as everyone else is concerned, anyway.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “Your half-brother would be too young, even if you did acknowledge him.”

    Alassa smiled down at her daughter. “I’ll send a message to Sir Roger,” she said. “Like I said, if you can take him and the others off my hands, I would be grateful. And I’ll see what else I can scrape up, as I said. The other kingdoms will probably send at least a token force to Alluvia, if they know I’m doing it too. And if you’re... accompanying the army...”

    She stood. “Can you wait?”

    “I can,” Emily said. “Jade will look after me.”

    Alassa laughed. “Jade will take you to the green room,” she said. “You can chat there, then join us for dinner before you go. Jade and you can go through the plan together.”

    And see if it’s workable, Emily added, silently.

    “Come this way.” Jade stood, brushing down his trousers. “Have you heard from Cat?”

    “No,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Cat had abandoned her when she needed him. She understood why, she understood his feelings, but she wasn’t inclined to forgive. Not in a hurry, anyway. He hadn’t so much as written to her since he’d left. “Why do you ask?”

    “Because you need him,” Jade said, flatly. “This mission? It’s just the sort of thing he’s trained to do.”


    Chapter Eight

    “I DON’T KNOW IF I NEED him,” Emily said, as she followed Jade into the green room. It was a nicely laid out, but completely neutral meeting chamber. There were no flags, no coat of arms, no sigils to suggest the room was inside a queen’s castle. “There are others...”

    “Not like Cat,” Jade said. “And you two did work well together.”

    Emily made a face as she sat at the table. “He left me,” she said. “And...”

    She shook her head. Cold logic told her Jade was right. She’d need someone with her when she walked into a necromancer’s lair and Cat... Cat had, technically speaking, done it once already. He’d accompanied her into Randor’s castle when the king had revealed his necromancy for the world to see. And they had made a good team... her heart twisted in pain. She’d enjoyed their relationship - and she’d known it wouldn’t last, he’d said so himself - but he’d left her at the worst possible moment. If he’d stayed...

    “I don’t know if I can rely on him,” she said. “He...”

    “I understand,” Jade said. There was an edge to his voice that made Emily wonder if he’d already...discussed... the issue with Cat. “However, I think you need him. You do need him.”

    “There are others,” Emily said stubbornly, although she suspected it was a losing battle. Jade was perhaps the only other person, with the possible exceptions of Lady Barb or Sergeant Miles, who might accompany her into a necromancer’s lair. And... Alassa would kill her if she so much as suggested Jade went to the war. “I...”

    She ran her hand through her hair. “Where is he? Do you know?”

    “The last I heard, he was in Kwantung,” Jade said. “I can send him a message via chat parchment.”

    “He said he was going to hunt Jacqui down and kill her,” Emily said. “I haven’t heard anything from him since he left.”

    She shivered at the memory. She’d been powerless, completely at Jacqui’s mercy. If her rival - her unknown rival - had been a little smarter, she’d have killed or enslaved Emily right there and then. The only thing that had kept her alive and free long enough to escape was her opponent’s stupidity. But then, Jacqui had probably wanted to rub Emily’s nose in her defeat. Idiot. 

    “He might not have caught her,” Jade said. “Jacqui might have vanished before he reached her home.”

    Emily winced, inwardly. Jacqui had hardly been a failure - she’d studied at Whitehall for six years, but she’d been nowhere near as capable as Melissa, Alassa, Jade or Emily herself. She could have abandoned her home, snatched everything she could carry and vanished before Cat - or someone else - tried to catch up with her. The Nameless World was huge. All she’d have to do, if she wanted to remain undiscovered, was change her name and appearance. She certainly had the skills to earn a living without making waves...

    She looked down at her hands. Cat... had knocked some sense into her. She admitted as much, although she’d promised to castrate him if he even thought of doing that again. And he’d been there for her, at least at the start. She understood why he’d left - he’d never been one to take inactivity or helplessness well - but she found it hard to forgive. They’d been more than friends, or so she’d thought. It stung to know they’d never been anything more than friends with benefits. She wanted something a little more in her life.

    She felt a sudden pang of envy for Alassa, who’d found someone to complement her perfectly. Was there anyone like that for her? Jan was nice, but she didn’t know him that well. They hadn’t had the time. Cat had left, Caleb had been unable to... she shook her head. There was no point in woolgathering. Jade was right and that was all there was to it. She could put her personal feelings aside, for the good of the mission. Everything else came second.

    “Message him,” she said. “Ask him to contact me, as quickly as possible. If he comes here, direct him to General Pollack and Master Lucknow. I’m sure they’ll be glad of him even if I’m not.”

    Jade grinned. “General Pollack already knows Cat,” he said. “Is that going to cause problems?”

    “I hope not,” Emily said. She had no idea if General Pollack and Cat had ever been formally introduced. Cat had been an apprentice, back during the war. “Why would it?”

    “Well.” Jade’s grin grew wider. “You were dating his son, then Cat...”

    “Don’t remind me.” Emily cut him off, quickly. “I don’t want to think about it.”

    “You might have to,” Jade said. “What’ll you say if you get asked?”

    “Mind your own business,” Emily said, curtly. She snorted. She’d heard rumors that linked her name with just about every magician of her generation, male and female alike. She had no idea where some of them came from, let alone why they lingered. She’d never met some of her rumored partners. They’d never even gone to Whitehall! “I think that’ll have to do.”

    There was a knock on the door. Emily straightened, pasting a composed expression on her face as Jade snapped his fingers. The door opened, revealing Sir Roger. Emily stood and nodded to him as he bowed, then motioned for him to take a chair. Sir Roger looked to have aged twenty years in the last fourteen months. He was still handsome, in a way, but the zest for life she recalled was gone. 

    “Lady Emily,” Sir Roger said. He sounded older too. It was hard to believe he’d ever been considered a match for Imaiqah. “I understand you wanted to speak to me?”

    Emily studied him, thoughtfully. Sir Roger had been a loyalist, loyal to his sovereign until King Randor had betrayed them. She wondered, idly, why he’d stayed in Zangaria. He was one of the first officers to command a detachment of musketmen, to lead them in battle against orcs and rebels alike. There were plenty of kings and princes - and even magicians - who would have paid good money for his services, even if they’d never fully trusted him. And his family would probably have been relieved if he’d left the kingdom. It would be a great deal easier to pretend Sir Roger had never existed if he hadn’t been lingering around like a bad smell.

    She felt a flicker of understanding, even sympathy, mingled with a grim understanding of how his former comrades felt. A turncoat could never be fully trusted, whatever his motivations. Turning one’s coat was felt to be habit-forming. A man who betrayed his lord couldn’t expect mercy, let alone trust. And yet... Emily’s heart twisted in pain. Sir Roger had had no time to send a formal defiance, to renounce his oaths and declare war on his former master. He wouldn’t have survived long enough to flee. 

    And he was raised from the very lowest levels of the nobility, she reminded herself. Sir Roger’s family didn’t have the influence to overcome his disgrace. Their position had depended on a king who was now dead. It was how Randor kept him under control for so long.

    “There is a war brewing,” she said, calmly. She outlined the situation, wondering how much Sir Roger already knew. Master Lucknow and his quarrel had been sounding the alert for weeks. “Her Majesty has given her permission for you - and your men - to join the army.”

    Sir Roger didn’t look pleased, although it was hard to be sure. Emily didn’t blame him. He was a liability, as far as Alassa was concerned. She’d probably breathe a sigh of relief if Sir Roger died during the war. She could honor him in death, without having to worry about a turncoat turning his coat again. 

    “I see, My Lady,” Sir Roger said, when she’d finished. “And you believe the plan can work?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. “It wouldn’t be the first time I entered a necromancer’s lair.”

    “We barely managed to stop them when they attacked a city with high walls and solid defenses,” Sir Roger pointed out. “Can we keep them from overrunning us if we invade their lands?”

    Emily took a moment to consider her answer. It wouldn’t be easy. The necromancers would rain orcs on them like... like rain. They’d throw hundreds of thousands of orcs into the fire, hoping to bury the invaders under a sea of bodies. A modern army with tanks and machine guns would be able to stop them, but the Nameless World was a long way from designing and building even a very basic tank. She’d seen plans for steam-powered tanks, yet even they would take years to produce. They simply didn’t have the time.

    “I think so,” she said. “If we take a solid position and fortify it, we should be able to hold long enough to distract them from tearing a path through the mountains.”

    Sir Roger frowned. “Is that even possible?”

    “They think it’s possible,” Emily said. It was a brutally simple solution to their problem. In hindsight, the real wonder was that no one had thought of it earlier. “And I have good reason to think they’re right.”

    “I see.” Sir Roger didn’t press for details, for which she was grateful. “How do you intend to proceed?”

    “I intend to make a formal proposal to General Pollack and Master Lucknow, once we’ve worked out the basics,” Emily said. “If they refuse to approve the plan... at the very least, you and your men will assist in building defenses along the mountain range.”

    “And you’ll be accompanying the invasion force,” Sir Roger said. “That’ll be a point in your favor.”

    “No one doubts Emily’s courage,” Jade said, crossly.

    Emily hid her amusement with an effort. There were few advantages to living in a world dominated by sexist double standards, but one of them - she had to admit - was that women weren’t expected to be brave at all times. Even a combat sorceress could refuse to join a war without facing an endless torrent of mockery. She could propose a retreat without charges of cowardice and endless challenges to duels. And if she accompanied the army, it would be the clearest possible sign she believed the invasion would succeed.

    As long as I can master the bilocation spell, she reminded herself. If not, the plan might need some revision.

    She glanced at Jade. “Do you have some paper?”

    Jade opened a drawer under the table. “Here,” he said. “Where do you want to start?”

    “At the beginning,” Emily said. “The objective is to distract the enemy, not to conquer the Blighted Lands.”

    She allowed herself to relax, slightly, as they started to draw up the first draft. She’d been in the wars, as had Jade, but Sir Roger had more experience in commanding and supplying troops than either of them. He knew how important it was to keep focused on logistics, to ensure the men had everything from food and drink to bullets and gunpowder. Emily took a second sheet of paper and started to list everything they’d need, making notes General Pollack and his staff could turn into a logistics system. They’d practically have to run a railway line through a portal, just to ensure they had everything in place before the enemy realized they were there. The portal would be the first target when the shit hit the fan.

    They’ll want to cut us off, Emily mused. And this time, there’ll be nowhere to go.

    “We would like hundreds of cannons,” Sir Roger said. “How many are we going to get?”

    “It depends,” Emily said. “But we should have enough for the war.”

    Her lips quirked. The foundries were churning out hundreds of cannons and thousands upon thousands of cannonballs, as well as muskets, pistols and bullets. Every kingdom and city-state worthy of the name had kick-started a gunpowder weapons production program, trying to devise newer and better ways to kill people. No one could dispute the value of gunpowder weapons, not after the Zangarian Civil War. Change was coming, no matter how the kings and princes tried to slow it down. They should be able to source weapons and gunpowder from all over the Allied Lands.

    “I hope you’re right,” Sir Roger said. “One thing we did learn was that we burnt through our supplies faster than we dreamed possible.”

    “We’ll keep shipping in more,” Emily said. “As long as we keep the portals open, we can move supplies behind their lines without interference.”

    Jade nodded. “And now you have to decide if you want to go,” he said. “If not...”

    Sir Roger looked displeased. “I’ll go,” he said. “And I’ll see how many of my men want to go too. I won’t take anyone who doesn’t.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows in mild surprise. Kings, princes and aristocrats normally didn’t have any qualms about forcibly drafting unwilling conscripts into their armies. And yet, it wasn’t uncommon for their armies to shatter after a defeat, for the unwilling soldiers to throw down their weapons and go home... Sir Roger had clearly learnt some of the right lessons from his experiences. If nothing else, a discontented army with guns could turn nasty very quickly. They might even gun down their leaders and disperse into the wilds.

    “I’m glad to have you with us,” Emily said. She picked up the papers and folded them carefully. “Prepare your troops. I’ll be in touch about when and where we’ll assemble the army.”

    “General Pollack will want to assemble somewhere near the mountains,” Jade said. “They’ll want to be ready if the necromancers complete their plans before we complete ours.”

    Emily nodded. “Makes sense,” she said. “But we’ll try and get there first.”

    “I have orders to ensure you join us for dinner,” Jade said, as the wards flickered an alert. “Sir Roger, we’ll discuss the details before you leave.”

    “Of course.” Sir Roger stood and bowed. “And, with your permission, I’ll take my leave.”

    Emily felt a stab of guilt as Sir Roger left the chamber. It felt wrong to exclude him from the dinner table, even though local politics made it inevitable. Alassa couldn’t show open favor to the man who’d betrayed her father... Emily snorted, inwardly, as Jade led her through a corridor and up a flight of stairs. Aristocratic protocol still struck her as faintly absurd. The queen shouldn’t have to take political considerations into account when she chose her dinner guests. But merely being chosen to dine with the monarch was a sign of favor.

    Alassa stood as they entered the room, Imaiqah right beside her. Emily ran forward and gave her friend - her very first friend - a hug. Imaiqah looked to have recovered completely from the cursed blade, her tinted face flushed with life. She’d grown out her hair too, allowing it to hang down to the small of her back. Emily had to smile. Her friend had practically copied her style.

    “It’s been too long,” she said, as she released Imaiqah. “How are you feeling?”

    “I still have aches and pains, when I use too much magic,” Imaiqah said. “But otherwise, I’m much better.”

    “And doing three jobs at once,” Alassa said. She cast a pair of privacy wards into the air, then took a seat. “Please, be informal. I don’t need three sonnets and a monologue if you want to ask me to pass the salt.”

    Emily had to smile. “Is that a serious problem?”

    “They’re still feeling their way towards the new protocol,” Alassa said. Her smile grew wider. “The queen is allowed to make laws and behead people on a whim, but setting courtly protocol is beyond her. And everyone seems bent on setting the precedents for themselves.”

    “At least you changed the dress code,” Imaiqah pointed out. “Last year, people were freezing to death.”

    Alassa laughed. “That’s what happens when you wear so little in such a cold country,” she said. “I never saw the point.”

    “Well,” Jade drawled, in a deadpan manner. “I think...”

    “Shut up,” Alassa said, quickly. She turned to Emily. “What’s your apprenticeship like? I heard stories from Dragora...”

    “Intense,” Emily said. A cold weight settled in her chest as she realized she’d have to discuss her plans with Void. He wouldn’t be pleased when he realized what she’d committed herself to do. “He’s been pushing me to the limit and beyond.”

    “It’s done wonders for you,” Alassa said. “You’re much stronger now.”

    “Yeah,” Imaiqah agreed. “I barely recognized you.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. “I haven’t changed that much, have I?”

    “Well, not physically,” Alassa said. “But your magic feels stronger, more focused.”

    “It’s a challenge,” Emily said. “He really has been pushing me.”

    “As long as he doesn’t push you too far,” Jade said. “I needed a holiday to recuperate after I finished my apprenticeship.”

    “That’s because you were determined to set a record,” Emily said. “I don’t think I’ll be done for years.”

    She took a chair and watched the maids bring in the food. It had been too long since she’d seen her friends, too long since they’d been able to sit and eat without something looming over their shoulders. Too long... she leaned forward, enjoying the conversation as it veered from topic to topic. When the meal was done, she’d have to go back to the tower...

    And she wasn’t looking forward to that discussion at all. 


    Chapter Nine

    “LET ME GET THIS STRAIGHT,” Void said. “You drew up a plan that requires you to be in two places at once?”

    Emily stood in front of him, feeling uncomfortably like a schoolgirl who’d been called on the carpet. The last time anyone had spoken to her like that had been at Whitehall... Void, for all of his power, had never talked to her as anything other than an apprentice. And yet... she held herself steady, forcing herself to meet his eyes. 

    “Yes, sir,” she said. “I couldn’t think of any other way to make it work.”

    “You could leave establishing defenses to General Pollack and his staff, while you sneak into the Blighted Lands,” Void pointed out coldly. “You don’t need to put together an army and invade enemy territory. You certainly don’t need to put your own life at risk to make it work.”

    Emily clasped her hands behind her back to keep them from shaking. It was the first time Void had been genuinely angry with her, the first time... he’d told her, bluntly, that he’d terminate the apprenticeship and kick her out if she disobeyed. She told herself, firmly, there was no choice. She had to be there, to give her blessing to the invasion, and she had to be the one to sneak into the necromancer’s lair. The oath wouldn’t let her stand back and send someone else to do the job. It had to be her.

    “I was committed from the moment I swore the oath,” she said, flatly. “It doesn’t matter if I go with the invasion force or not. I have to sneak into the castle and reignite the nexus point myself. And that isn’t safe.”

    “There’s a difference between a calculated risk and a dangerous mistake,” Void said. He pointed a long finger at her. “Have you managed to bilocate successfully?”

    “No,” Emily said. “But I can make it work.”

    “Yes,” Void agreed. “And do you know the risks?”

    Emily nodded, wordlessly. The books had gone into considerable detail. If the bilocated bodies and minds diverged too far, they’d become two different people... if they had enough magic to sustain them. It was quite possible they’d dissolve into nothingness when they ran out of magic. And... if one of the bodies died, the shock might throw the other body into catatonia. If she’d had problems coping with two sets of memories that lasted only a few seconds, it would be a great deal worse trying to absorb several days or weeks’ worth of memories. Even under controlled conditions, reintegration would be tricky. It might take months to recover from the experience.

    Void took a step back and began to pace the room. “I should forbid it,” he said. “I should tell you not to join the invasion force. I should tell you not to invade at all.”

    “But it might lure the necromancers out of their lairs,” Emily pointed out. “It would make it easier to sneak into the castle and reignite the nexus point.”

    “It would also give them a clear shot at you,” Void snapped. He let out a breath. “When do you have to join the army?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “I sent messages to Master Lucknow and General Pollack...”

    “Before you thought to speak to me?” Void’s voice turned cold. “Did you not think I might have a say in this?”

    “You said I could go,” Emily reminded him. “And they’re already expecting me.”

    Void snorted. “That was before I heard your plan,” he said. “The dangers...”

    His eyes bored into Emily’s. “You and I are going to spend the next week getting the spell down pat,” he said. “You’re not going to be needed at the camp until the invasion force is ready to go, so you can stay here until then. It’ll take at least two weeks to get everything lined up and ready... I want you to be ready. We’re going to practice everything from wardcracking to dueling. You can charge the battery once you’re in the camp.”

    Emily winced at his icy expression but kept her voice calm. “I understand...”

    “Do you?” Void didn’t seem convinced. “Emily, this could go horribly wrong.”

    He turned away for a moment. “Did you have a good time with your friends?”

    “Yes.” Emily scowled at his back. “It was a good dinner.”

    “And yet, you have less in common with them now,” Void said. “Or am I wrong?”

    “It doesn’t mean we can’t be friends,” Emily said. She was used to Void changing the subject without warning, but she’d noticed there was always a point to it. “Or do you feel otherwise?”

    “They are limited,” Void said. “You shouldn’t be.”

    He cleared his throat as he turned back to her. “Go to bed. Get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning, spellchamber one. And be ready to work.”

    Emily dropped a curtsey. “Yes, sir.”

    Void pointed at the door. Emily turned and walked out of the room, despite an overpowering urge to run. She’d known he wouldn’t be pleased, but she hadn’t expected him to be quite so angry. 

    She sighed as she reached her chambers. The plan was workable. And yet, she felt as if she’d betrayed Void. Void had put her in danger more than once, as a way to test her development and force her to expand her skills, but there’d been limits. She could have walked away from each and every test, if she’d been prepared to pay the price. Now... she couldn’t abandon the plan. It was hers. General Pollack might veto the whole idea, when he heard of it, but otherwise...

    He won’t, Emily thought, with a certainty that surprised her. He knows, as well as I do, that we have to get the necromancers fighting each other before it’s too late.

    She stepped into the room. Silent was standing by the table, unbundling a pile of letters. The maid turned and curtsied as Emily entered, a faint hint of amusement flickering in the air. She’d probably already heard Emily was in trouble. Servants talked amongst themselves, even if they weren’t allowed to gossip outside the household. They had to know what their superiors were doing, particularly if it was something their superiors might take out on them. There were too many horror stories of maids being at the bottom of a chain of abuse...

    “My Lady,” Silent said. She really did seem amused. “There are letters for you...”

    “I’ll deal with them in the morning,” Emily said. The clock insisted it was mid-afternoon, but her body was convinced it was evening. She wondered, absently, if there was a spell to dampen teleport lag. “Wake me up at seven and not a moment before.”

    Silent curtsied again, then withdrew. Emily glowered after her, feeling torn between irritation and guilt. It wasn’t Silent’s fault she was in trouble. It certainly wasn’t fair to take her bad mood out on the maid. And yet... Emily put the thought out of her mind as she checked the pile of letters, then headed to the bedroom. She wasn’t prepared - mentally - to correspond with anyone. The sense of lingering guilt tormented her.

    I should have checked with him before I suggested using a bilocation spell, she thought, sourly. She undressed quickly and clambered into bed. And now the idea has already gotten out of control.

    She frowned at the thought. General Pollack would have his doubts, but - when all was said and done - he didn’t have any magic himself. Master Lucknow, on the other hand, might try to veto the idea. Or... she wondered, idly, why Jade hadn’t tried to veto the idea. Did he think she could pull it off? He’d experimented with the spell, during his apprenticeship. She made a mental note to get the full story, then closed her eyes and chanted a sleep spell. She’d pay for that in the morning...

    Silent shook her awake, what felt like seconds later. Emily sat upright, staring at her in confusion. She hadn’t slept... her head spun in circles as she saw the clock. It was precisely seven in the morning. Silent had done exactly what she’d been told to do. Emily shot her an apologetic look. It wasn’t the maid’s fault she’d used a sleep spell either. She took the mug of Kava, drank it quickly and stumbled into the shower. The hot water jarred her awake.

    “My Lady, your breakfast is waiting for you,” Silent said. “And you have more letters.”

    Emily nodded as she dried and dressed herself, then followed the maid into the living room. A large plate of bacon, eggs and mashed potatoes awaited her... she felt her stomach heave, even though she knew she had to eat as much as possible. She needed the energy. 

    She sat down and sorted through the letters. Half of them seemed to be junk - she wondered if anyone would ever forgive her for making junk mail possible - but she put them aside for later attention, just in case. The remainder started with a formal note from General Pollack, thanking her for agreeing to join the army and approving her plan... if, he noted, she could find enough volunteers willing to carry it out. Emily smiled - she’d already taken care of that - and opened the next letter. Sir Roger had rounded up around five hundred men, old hands and new volunteers, and was starting drills. He thought he’d be ready to go in a week. Emily made a mental note to tell him to coordinate with General Pollack, then read the note from Jan. He’d invited her to dinner. She felt a pang as she put the letter aside. She simply didn’t have the time. Void intended to work her to death.

    Nothing from Cat, Emily thought, as she reached the end of the pile. Is that good or bad?

    She honestly wasn’t sure. She was torn between wishing he would say something, even if it was a flat refusal to join her, and being silently grateful he hadn’t said anything at all. Her feelings were a mess... she wondered, idly, how Alassa and Jade had managed to build a proper relationship. They were friends and confidantes as well as husband and wife. Perhaps they were a balanced couple, each one powerful in their realm... she made a face, knowing it couldn’t be easy. It was just a matter of time until their enemies started poking at cracks within their marriage.

    And they know it too, she mused. She stood, feeling uncomfortably full. They’ll be ready for anything.

    Void was waiting for her in the spellchamber, holding a small mirror in one hand. “You’ll be working with this, instead of the big mirror,” he said, brusquely.  “By the time you leave, I want you to master the art of casting the spell without a mirror.”

    Emily nodded. She hadn’t considered the issue, but she had to admit it made sense. She couldn’t carry a full-length mirror wherever she went. She’d seen aristocratic commanders travelling with entire cartloads of goods, sometimes throwing out wounded men so they could use the carts to transport their possessions, but she couldn’t do that. General Pollack would never allow it, certainly not on a big scale. And she couldn’t convince him she needed the mirror without explaining precisely what she wanted to do with it.

    “I will,” she said.

    “We’ll also work on teleport spells,” Void added. “It’s time to test your emergency escape route.”

    “Yes, sir.” Emily felt a rush of affection. “I’ll be sure to use it if there’s no other way out.”

    “Just be careful where you use it,” Void said. “If you try to tear through the wards, you might wind up splattered across the world.”

    Emily nodded as she took the mirror and peered into her own face. Her reflection looked as if she hadn’t slept at all. She made a mental note to go to bed earlier, without relying on spells. They were just too dangerous to use regularly. Void motioned her into the center of the chamber, then stepped back until he was leaning against the wall. Emily closed her eyes, centering herself. The spell had to work perfectly.

    Don’t push too hard, she thought, as she prepared the spell. Let the magic flow properly.

    She cast the spell. The magic flickered into existence, then faded into nothingness. She swallowed a curse, then tried again. The world spun, going dark even though she hadn’t closed her eyes. She blinked, hard, and found herself looking into her own face. Her reflection - no, her other body - looked back at her. She looked into her own eyes...

    The world blurred again. Emily staggered, her knees starting to buckle. Her other self was gone... no, they’d reintegrated. This time, it was easier to handle. She guessed the simple fact they didn’t have more than a few seconds of separation ensured they were still the same person, even if they had been in two bodies. She bit her lip as she straightened, readying herself to try again. Void said nothing. He merely watched. She wished she knew what he was thinking.

    She cast the spell again. This time, she held it in place. Her other self looked at her... she gritted her teeth and forced herself to turn away. Something tore inside her mind, something... she wasn’t sure what it was, something she hadn’t even known existed until it was too late. She turned back and saw... herself, looking back at her. They were two separate people... it was hard to comprehend. She wasn’t even sure how best to handle herself.

    She’s me, she thought. She’s not an alternate version of myself.

    “I think...” They spoke together, then broke off. “I think...”

    Void laughed. “You, speak first,” he said, pointing to the other Emily. “How do you feel?”

    Emily stared at herself as the other Emily spoke. “Do I really look like that?”

    “Unless something went spectacularly wrong,” Emily said. Her head started to ache as she looked into her own face. “I suppose...”

    She felt an insane urge to giggle. “I suppose Cat would be happy.”

    “I was just thinking that,” her other self said. “I’m sure he’d be delighted.”

    Void cleared his throat. “Reintegrate. Now.”

    Emily looked at herself, then started to cast the spell. Her other self held out a hand. They touched... and blurred together, every atom of her body touching every atom of the other body. It felt strange, as if she were doing something exciting and yet fundamentally wrong. The magic field grew stronger, the world flaring white... she found herself on her knees, the floor lurching like a boat caught in a storm. She had to fight to center herself. The two sets of memories were similar, but not identical. How could they be?

    “My head hurts,” she muttered. Her mouth was suddenly very dry. “I...”

    “Here.” Void pushed a mug of water into her hand. “How do you feel?”

    “Very strange,” Emily said. She found herself struggling to explain it. “I feel... as if someone pounded my brain without actually going through my skull.”

    Void nodded. “Common, when you’re doing it for the first time,” he said. “It’ll get harder before it gets easier. Believe me.”

    “I do.” Emily rubbed her forehead. It was damp with sweat. Her stomach growled, even though it had only been an hour - if that - since breakfast. “I just feel... funny.”

    “It’ll get harder before it gets easier,” Void repeated. “Just you wait until one of your selves has a conversation the other self never knew happened until reintegration.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. She forced herself to stand. “How does it work? Some form of quantum entanglement?” 

    “I don’t understand what you mean,” Void said. “The general theory, and I hasten to add that no one has managed to prove it, is that you and your other self are the same person and thus linked together by nature. My father” - his face twisted - “believed that magical twins, if they existed, would be linked together. His theory was that they didn’t exist because they merged together in the womb...”

    “I don’t think that makes sense,” Emily said. Her head was too sore to parse the explanation properly. “What was he trying to do?”

    “He thought he could prevent them from integrating themselves, according to his notes,” Void said. “But we don’t know for sure. There’s a lot of stuff he never wrote down before one of his experiments killed him.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. She knew what it was like to grow up without a father. “I’m sorry.”

    “Don’t be,” Void said. He shook his head, dismissively. “It was a very long time ago.”

    He made a whip-cracking motion. “Back to work,” he ordered. “You’ve got a long way to go.”


    Chapter Ten

    EMILY WAS NO STRANGER TO HARD work, but the week between her return to the tower and her departure for the army camp ended up being the hardest in her life. Void drilled her mercilessly, forcing her to practice everything from knife-edge fighting to sneaking through enemy wards that - he admitted - were more powerful and capable than anything the average necromancer could be expected to produce. It was almost a relief when Master Lucknow returned - without Jan - to convey her to the camp. She couldn’t help thinking she might get some rest!

    “Be careful,” Void said, as they walked out of the tower. He’d given up trying to convince her to take Silent, although he hadn’t really tried very hard. “And don’t get yourself killed for nothing.”

    “I won’t,” Emily promised. She surprised herself by giving him a hug. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

    She turned and followed Master Lucknow through the wards. She’d done everything she could, from writing letters supporting the war effort to ordering tunics and trousers for herself, but she still felt oddly unprepared. The knapsack on her back felt heavy, despite the lightening spells. She’d crammed everything she could think of into the bag, tools and wands as well as weapons. Master Lucknow frowned as he glanced back at her, then the tower. Void had already gone inside.

    “Take my hand,” he ordered, shortly. “Let’s go.”

    Emily took his hand and braced herself, closing her eyes as he cast the teleport spell. The world shook under her feet, then steadied. She opened her eyes to see a large and growing army camp under the mountains. The landscape was harsh, but not unpleasant. The world on the far side of the Craggy Mountains was infinitely worse. She tilted her head back, tracing the distant peaks as they rose and vanished into cloudy skies. She thought she could hear something, in the distance. The digging? They couldn’t be that close already, could they? Had they thought to use magic - or gunpowder - to clear the way?

    “This way,” Master Lucknow said. “Quickly.”

    The camp, Emily decided as they walked closer, was larger than she’d realized on first sight. Thousands of soldiers hurried from place to place, encouraged by sergeants and watched by commanding officers who seemed supremely unconcerned with actual results. Horsemen cantered around the stockade, shouting incomprehensible gibberish at one another as they galloped past. Emily winced inwardly, knowing the gallant - and arrogant - young men were likely to die when the war began in earnest. Cavalry had no place on a modern battlefield. They might practice shock and awe, but they’d be the ones shocked when they ran into gunpowder weapons. They wouldn’t survive long enough to sound the retreat and run for their lives.

    Inside, the camp throbbed with activity. More and more soldiers drilled relentlessly, sergeants putting them through their paces as they honed their skills. Smoke drifted through the air from the shooting range, where men fired muskets for the first time; Emily felt a flicker of pride, mingled with a grim awareness she’d triggered a wave of change that might be good, bad, or a strange mixture of both. She saw an officer practicing with a revolver, one of the very few handmade weapons from Cockatrice. He’d paid a pretty penny for that, she was sure. It would be years before revolvers could be mass-produced like muskets and cannons.

    Her heart sank as they passed the chirurgeons, preparing for the casualties everyone knew were coming. The aristocrats and sorcerers could call upon healers, who could mend anything that wasn’t immediately fatal. The common soldiers would have to rely on the chirurgeons, men who were more butchers than real doctors. They knew more about medicine than Emily had realized, but... even now, there were massive gaps in their knowledge and skills. She’d had to tell them about germs, about how diseases spread... about how going under a chirurgeon’s knife might be more dangerous than facing the necromancers. She made a mental note, as she saw a bloodstained table being readied for use, to make sure they knew to keep everything clean. There was no point in a successful operation - for a given value of successful - if the patient died.

    They stopped in front of a single large tent, a coat of arms hanging outside. Emily traced them with her eyes, remembering the brief ceremony when General Pollack had been presented with a title for his services in the last war. She smiled, rather wanly. The battle had cost the general his son, as well as everything else. And yet... this time, at least, he’d have far more authority. There would be fewer aristocrats insisting on having a say in matters that didn’t concern them, particularly matters they knew nothing about. Emily had read the notes carefully. The only person who outranked the general was the king.

    Master Lucknow opened the flap. “General Pollack, Lady Emily.”

    Emily stepped into the tent. A single wooden table sat in the center of the room, covered with maps of the surrounding region. General Pollack stood at the head of the table, flanked by Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles. Emily felt herself smile, barely resisting the urge to run forward and hug them. She’d heard they’d been invited to join the army, as Whitehall’s official representatives, but she hadn’t been sure they’d accepted. There were... issues... in bringing an army so close to the school. She felt her smile grow wider. The issues would be meaningless if the necromancers broke through the mountains and invaded.

    “Lady Emily,” General Pollack said. His voice was very formal. “I believe you know Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles?”

    Emily nodded, feeling a twinge of guilt. General Pollack had good reason to be just a little ambivalent about her. “Yes, sir.”

    “And Crown Prince Dater, son of King Jorlem of Alluvia,” General Pollack continued, indicating a young man sitting to one side. “Commander of the cavalry.”

    “Pleased to meet you,” Emily said. The Crown Prince was at least ten years older than she was, if she recalled correctly, although it was hard to be sure. She vaguely remembered him from their one meeting, six years ago. His younger brother had been one of Alassa’s suitors. “It’s been a long time.”

    Dater looked her up and down, his expression suggesting he’d seen more impressive specimens lying on the ground, eating the dust. He was handsome, in a foppish kind of way, but there was something about him she didn’t like. She wondered, as they nodded at each other, if Dater knew the cavalry was outdated. He might not be perceptive enough to realize that he’d been given a worthless position. But then, it wasn’t that worthless. He was second-in-command, de facto if not de jure. His kingdom had provided a sizable percentage of the infantry as well as the cavalry.

    Lady Barb stepped forward. “It’s good to see you again,” she said. “We’ll catch up properly later.”

    “And you as well,” Emily said. She’d done her best to keep in touch with the older woman, but it hadn’t been easy. “Did you read my proposals?”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb indicated the maps on the table. “We’ve been considering them.”

    “We’ve approved them, in principle,” General Pollack rumbled. “There seems to be no reason why we can’t make the proposals work.”

    “Assuming we don’t get cut off,” Sergeant Miles said. He sounded like he'd repeated this many times already. “That’s the downside, Emily. If we get cut off, we die.”

    “We have better weapons and training,” Dater said. The Crown Prince walked around the table until he faced Emily. “And we have the Necromancer’s Bane.”

    Emily wanted to ask just how much Dater had been told about the plan, but she held her tongue. She’d have to ask Lady Barb once they were alone. The proposals had been detailed in some places and vague in others. General Pollack knew she intended to reignite the nexus point, but not how. Emily wondered, grimly, just how many factions would object. They’d screamed bloody murder when she’d claimed Heart’s Eye.

    “None of which will matter if we get crushed by the weight of numbers,” General Pollack said. “We’ve been over this, time and time again.”

    His finger traced a line on the map. “By our current estimates, they’ll be on the verge of breaking through the mountains within three months. We have to be ready to meet them if the invasion plan fails.”

    “It must not fail,” Dater insisted. “The kingdom cannot afford an invasion.”

    Emily nodded. The kingdoms skirmished all the time, despite the best efforts of the White Council, but none of those wars were particularly serious. There were rules - some spoken, some not - that ensured matters didn’t get too bloody... at least for the aristocracy and their supporters. The majority of the nobility didn’t care about the commoners who’d be raped, or slaughtered, or forced to flee their homes with whatever they could carry before their villages were burnt to the ground. Even if the aristocrats lost, they could go into exile and plot their return. It wouldn’t do to slaughter the nobility. It would give the commoners ideas. 

    But a necromantic invasion would be different. The necromancers cared nothing for homage, or submission, or gold and gems. They’d sweep north, erasing kingdom after kingdom from the map as they slaughtered their populations to fuel their magic. Being a noble wouldn’t save the aristocrats from death. There’d been kingdoms in the Blighted Lands, hundreds of years ago. They were gone now, gone so completely that few remembered their names. All bids to recover them had failed. The necromancers had wiped them out and that was that. She glanced at Dater, feeling a twinge of pity. His kingdom was on the verge of utter destruction. 

    “We have to assume the worst,” General Pollack said. “And that means making preparations for a full-scale invasion.”

    Emily listened as he outlined the problem and his proposed solutions. His staff officers had been busy. She couldn’t find any fault with his plans, although she had to admit she was hardly an expert. She’d been drilled in military matters, but she’d never raised an army or commanded men in combat. Even now... she shook her head. She wasn’t going to lead the men. Sir Roger would do that. She’d reignite the nexus point and win the war.

    And complete my oath, she promised herself. And then I can return to my apprenticeship.

    “Sir Roger and his men are due to arrive tomorrow,” General Pollack said. He looked at Emily. “I trust a week or two will be long enough to lay the plans and gather the supplies?”

    “I hope so,” Emily said. “But Sir Roger will have to determine when we’re ready to move.”

    Dater sniffed. “Do you trust the word of an oathbreaker?”

    “I trust him to take care of his men,” Emily said, coldly. “He needs this to succeed.”

    “Hah.” Dater made a dismissive sound. “We need the invasion to succeed too.”

    General Pollack called their attention back to the map. Emily studied it thoughtfully as he discussed the defense plans, then prospective ways to slow and stop the enemy. The terrain wasn’t as bad as she’d feared, although she suspected it wouldn’t slow the orcs for long. It wouldn’t be easy to muster a defense, not if the orcs kept spreading out. They’d be trying to fight a trench war in terrain the enemy could use to outflank the trenches. General Pollack was a good commander, she thought, but the kingdom was too large to be easily defended.

    “We’re already working on evacuating the peasants,” General Pollack said. “But they don’t want to leave their homes.”

    “They have no choice,” Dater said. “We have to move them all north.”

    Emily winced. She’d seen refugees before, taking to the roads and hiding in the forests in a desperate bid to escape the war. The refugees in Zangaria thought both sides were equally threatening, not without reason. Here... she knew the peasants would have to be moved before the necromancers turned them into dinner. Allowing their cattle and crops to be seized by an invading army would be disastrous. 

    And yet, they can live off the land, she reminded herself. There are no endless sand dunes here.

    “I’ll be holding a full staff meeting tomorrow,” General Pollack said. “And then we can start moving the pieces into place.”

    He raised his voice. “I need to speak to Master Lucknow and Prince Dater alone,” he said. “Lady Emily, we’ll talk when Sir Roger arrives.”

    “Yes, sir.” Emily was surprised at the blunt dismissal, although she had to admit it served a purpose. She’d have a chance to talk to Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles without further delay - or interruption. She had no doubt the Crown Prince would want to talk to her at some point, either to convince her to support him or to ask her to stay out of local politics. “I’ll see you later.”

    Lady Barb took her arm as soon as they left the tent. “This way,” she said. “Our tents are down here.”

    Emily nodded, allowing Lady Barb to lead her past a series of richly-decorated tents. A handful of combat sorcerers stood outside, masters watching as their apprentices practiced their spells. They looked ready to fight, although Emily feared very few of them had truly seen war. There was a difference between hunting dark wizards or fighting in a civil war, and facing the full power of a necromantic army. She glanced towards the distant mountains and shivered. The sound of digging seemed to be growing louder.

    They’re nowhere near that close, she told herself, stiffly. The map showed them on the far side of the mountains.

    “Emily,” Lady Barb said. “I’d like you to meet my trainee.”

    Emily felt an odd flash of envy as a young man - no, a young woman - walked up to them and stopped. The trainee was blonde, her hair cut short and styled in a manner more befitting a young man than a woman. Her green tunic was loose enough to hide the shape of her breasts, but tight enough to allow her to move easily. And her face was angular enough... Emily wondered, suddenly, if the young woman was Lady Barb’s niece. They looked surprisingly alike.

    “This is Penny, formerly of Laughter Academy,” Lady Barb said. “Penny, this is Emily.”

    Emily felt another flicker of envy, which she ruthlessly suppressed. Lady Barb was her mentor, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t mentor others. Penny... she wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t completing her own training. She looked a few years older than Emily, although it was hard to be sure. She’d gone to some trouble to make herself look mannish. And Lady Barb was a good tutor...

    “Pleased to meet you,” Emily said. She told herself, firmly, she had no reason to be jealous. And yet it gnawed at her mind. “I hope we’ll have a chance to talk soon.”

    Penny studied her for a long moment, as if she were looking for something. Emily kept her face under tight control as she looked back, reaching out gingerly with her senses. Penny’s magic was strong, but... odd. She’d been to a different school, one Emily had never visited. She’d heard the rumors about Laughter, about wicked witches and lesbian orgies, but she was fairly sure they’d been invented by teenage magicians. If nothing else, it would be impossible to run a school like that unless one didn’t give a damn about education.

    “Me too,” Penny said. “It’s a pleasure.”

    Sergeant Miles nodded to Emily as Lady Barb led her trainee away. “Penny’s been looking forward to meeting you,” he said. He lowered his voice. “How’s he been treating you?”

    “I’ve been learning a great deal,” Emily said. There was no need to ask who he was. “It’s been interesting. And fun.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” Sergeant Miles said. He steered her towards a smaller tent. “Can I accompany the invasion force?”

    Emily grinned. “Just don’t get killed,” she said. She’d be glad of his presence, but Lady Barb wouldn’t be happy. They’d been dating for years. “Lady Barb would never forgive me.”

    “No.” Sergeant Miles nodded to the tent. “You’ll be sleeping there. Lady Barb and I are right next to you. Penny is with the other apprentices. She was dropping hints about sharing a tent with you, but...”

    “I’ll think about it,” Emily said. She hadn’t enjoyed sharing a tent with the other apprentices, the last time she’d gone to war. “Should I?”

    Sergeant Miles laughed. “Sharing a tent is supposed to build character,” he said. “But right now we don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

    He nodded to the tent. “Get settled in, then join us for dinner at seven,” he added. “We’ll catch up properly then.”

    Emily smiled. “It’s good to see you again.”

    She turned and stepped into the tent, casting a pair of privacy wards to ensure no one could spy on her. The air was disquietingly warm despite the cold breeze outside. She cast a spell to reduce the temperature and another to illuminate the inside, then looked around. A small cot had been placed on the far side of the tent, a chamber pot poking out underneath. Emily snorted in disgust. Modern plumbing was one thing she hadn’t appreciated until she’d found herself in a world where it was practically unknown outside the elite. She hoped someone had set up showers somewhere within the camp. Cleaning spells always left her feeling a little grimy.

    Lady Barb didn’t tell me about Penny, she thought, suddenly. Why not?

    She glanced up as she felt a presence outside the tent. A very familiar presence, brushing lightly against the wards. Emily hesitated, then allowed them to open. The flap parted...

    ... And Cat stepped into the tent.


    Chapter Eleven

    HE HASN’T CHANGED A BIT, Emily thought, with a flash of resentment.

    Cat looked just like she remembered, right down to the simple leather tunic and shirt that showed off his muscles and marked him as a mercenary, a sellsword of no fixed abode. His hair was still shaved, save for a single blond forelock. A sword, a knife and a small wand hung at his belt. Emily felt her heart begin to pound as he closed the flap behind himself and smiled. She’d never thought the mercenary look suited him - it made him look unsettlingly violent - but she had to agree it made his point. It was a subtle statement of independence, a message he didn’t need to speak to convey.

    She felt herself blush as she remembered their time together. They had made a good team. Jade was right about that, if nothing else. And she’d enjoyed spending time in bed with him... she had, until he’d abandoned her. She gritted her teeth, forcing herself to take a step back. She’d let herself care far too much for him, to grow dependent upon him. She couldn’t trust him so completely, not again. He’d abandoned her at the worst possible time.

    “Emily,” Cat said. He stepped forward, reaching for her. “It’s been a long time.”

    “It has.” Emily held herself still. “Cat...”

    Cat took her in his arms and kissed her. For an instant, Emily nearly melted into the kiss. Her body remembered their nights together, even if her mind knew those days were over and done. They could never be allowed to return. She felt his grip tighten as his hands started to roam her back, reaching down to her trousers. She wanted him... she gritted her teeth, then pushed him away. His eyes widened with hurt. She felt a twinge of guilt, followed by a wave of anger. She had done nothing to feel guilty about. He’d ended their relationship, not her. And he’d done it in the worst possible way. She’d have been less hurt if she’d caught him in bed with her best friend.

    “No.” Emily held his eyes, feeling her magic starting to boil. She’d never been any match for him physically - he’d never had any trouble pinning her to the ground when they’d fought without magic - but she’d spent the last few months testing herself against a far more powerful magician. “It’s over.”

    “Emily.” Cat took a breath, then leaned forward. “I’m glad you got your magic back.”

    “So am I,” Emily said. Bitterness welled up within her. “And you left me.”

    “I had to go after Jacqui,” Cat said. He looked back at her, his expression grim and determined. “Someone had to go after her.”

    “She wasn’t important,” Emily said, sharply. Jacqui had never been that important. “If you’d stayed with me...”

    She felt her heart twist. She understood, better than she wanted to admit... even to herself. Cat wanted an equal. He’d thought he’d been dating an equal. But she’d stopped being his equal the moment she’d lost her powers, becoming a depressed wreck of a girl... she told herself, sharply, that everything had worked out for the best. Cat had helped, she supposed. He’d certainly galvanized her into looking for a way to get her powers back. And yet... she remembered the feeling of helplessness and humiliation as he’d pulled her over his knee, and shuddered. Things could never go back to the way they’d been, last year. Too much had happened since then. Too much water had passed under the bridge.

    And if he had stayed with me, she thought, I might never have gotten my powers back.

    She shook her head, breaking eye contact. Cat hadn’t known he was inadvertently helping her when he’d left. How could he? And she’d come far too close to disaster, to becoming a helpless slave and font of ideas for a madman with delusions of grandeur. If Cat had stayed... she put the thought firmly out of her mind. They could never be so close, not again. They’d just have to learn to work together as friends and nothing more.

    “I had to go after her,” Cat said. He hadn’t budged. “She nearly killed you...”

    “I know.” Emily stepped back and sat on the cot, resting her hands in her lap. “Did you even catch her, after all that?”

    Cat looked evasive. “I’ll tell you later, when I have a chance to process everything that happened,” he said. “But she won’t be bothering you any longer.”

    “Really.” Emily eyed him, suspiciously. Cat wasn’t boastful, but... normally, he’d be happy to tell her anything. He’d certainly provided lots of useful commentary on apprenticeships before she’d lost her powers. “Are you sure?”

    “I believe so.” Cat didn’t quite meet her eyes. “And I think I’m right.”

    Emily studied him for a long moment. Was Jacqui dead? Or enslaved? Or... or what? It was unlikely Cat had simply let her go. Jacqui had kidnapped his girlfriend, even if they’d been on the outs at the time. An honor-driven man who’d grown up in an honor culture could hardly let that pass. He had every reason to kill Jacqui, to make her pay with her life for what she’d done. Emily had never liked that way of thinking - honor-driven cultures cared little for the rule of law - but she understood it. Cat had to kill Jacqui if he wanted to remain true to himself. And... what had he done?

    In truth, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

    “I’ll take your word for it,” she said. She couldn’t keep a waspish tone out of her voice. “And if she turns up again, I’ll rub your nose in it.”

    Cat sat beside her. “You would, too.”

    Emily took a long breath. She wanted to let him put his arm around her, to take comfort from his touch. But she couldn’t. 

    “We need to talk,” she said, coldly.

    “The most terrifying words a woman can say to a man.” Cat spoke lightly, but there was an... edge... to his voice. “Emily, I...”

    Emily held up a hand. “You left me,” she said. “I know why you left me, but... you left me.”

    “I had no choice,” Cat said. “Someone had to...”

    “You left me because you couldn’t cope,” Emily snapped. She tried to keep her voice steady, but knew she was fighting a losing battle. “You betrayed me!”

    Cat half-stood, then sat again. “I...”

    Emily cut him off. She’d thought she was over it, but... seeing him had brought all the emotions she’d buried bubbling back to the surface. She’d never been the type of person for one-night stands, for loveless nights of passion and awkward mornings after. How could she have been? She wanted someone who cared about her, she wanted... she knew she’d deluded herself, she knew he’d warned her it wouldn’t last, but she still blamed him. 

    “It’s over,” Emily said. “What we had is over and done! We can be friends, if you remember that, or nothing more than teammates. It’s up to you.”

    She waited, wondering what he’d say. Their friendship had changed when he’d become her lover. She wasn’t sure they could go back. They’d crossed a line. He saw her as a woman now, not a classmate or comrade in adversity. The time when they’d laughed and joked together - teammates, not lovers - might be over too. She understood, now, why fraternization was banned. Sex complicated things, whenever it reared its head. She could never think of him as just another teammate now.

    “I understand.” Cat’s voice was flat. “But can’t we just have fun?”

    Emily felt her temper snap. “It was never just fun,” she snapped. “It was...”

    She shook her head. “No. We can’t be anything more than friends or teammates. And if you can’t handle it, you’ll have to go.”

    Cat’s eyes flashed. “Emily...”

    “I mean it,” Emily insisted. “Decide.”

    She braced herself, unsure which way he’d jump. If he didn’t accompany her... she’d need someone else? Lady Barb? She had a new student. Jade? Alassa would kill her. Sergeant Miles? Lady Barb would be furious. Someone she didn’t know? She wouldn’t know him. Or her. She wouldn’t know if she could depend on him until the shit hit the fan and by then it might be too late.

    I could go on my own, she thought. Or ask Void to accompany me...

    Cat stood. “It will be my pleasure to serve, Lady Emily,” he said, with heavy formality. He snapped a mercenary’s salute, one fist pounding his chest. “I am at your disposal.”

    Emily felt a pang of... something. “Very good,” she said, as he sat back down. She let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. She’d have time to process her feelings later. “Did Jade tell you what I had in mind?”

    “Just that you needed a teammate for an incredibly dangerous mission,” Cat said. “And that I should get here as fast as possible.”

    Emily cocked an eyebrow. “Where were you?”

    “There were family matters that needed my attention,” Cat said, evasively. “They’re none of your business now.”

    “Good.” Emily hid her irritation with an effort. “Listen carefully.”

    She braced herself, then launched into yet another explanation of the plan. Cat listened, saying nothing as she outlined the basic idea and the improvements she’d made over the last week. The basic idea was workable, everyone agreed. The only real problem was tapping the nexus point to open a portal into the Blighted Lands. And even that, she’d been assured, was relatively simple. They’d just have to be sure there wasn’t a reception committee waiting for them.

    Which might be difficult, she mused. We want them to notice us, eventually.

    “And you intend to bilocate,” Cat said, finally. “Can you do it safely?”

    “I’ve practiced,” Emily said, hiding her doubts. There was a great deal about the spell she didn’t understand. There were aspects of the magic that made very little sense. The more she looked at the spellwork, the less she thought she knew. She rather suspected there wasn’t anyone who truly understood the spell. “And as long as one of me is separate from the other me, we shouldn’t have any problems.”

    Cat grinned. “Two of you? I’m sure you’ll make someone very happy.”

    Emily blushed. She’d known he’d say that. If they’d still been together... she rolled her eyes. There were a dozen blue books with that very plot. Frieda had insisted she read them... Emily snorted. She’d read better fan fiction before she’d been yanked into the Nameless World. Bad people portrayed as great lovers, bodies that simply couldn’t exist, sexual positions that would have caused severe harm to anyone stupid enough to try them... there were times when she regretted introducing the printing press.  She told herself, firmly, that it was worth the price. The printing press would make the world a better place.

    “We can’t stay close together for very long,” she said, feeling more at ease. “Have you been into the Blighted Lands?”

    “My master and I went through one of the more desolate regions,” Cat said. His eyes went blank with remembered horror. “It wasn’t a nice place.”

    “It leaves its scars,” Emily said. “Do you have any thoughts on the plan itself?”

    “It sounds workable,” Cat said. “Are you sure you can reignite the nexus point?”

    “I have no choice,” Emily said. He’d agree, although he wouldn’t understand why. “If we can gain control of a nexus point, we can kill every necromancer within range and establish an impregnable fortress within enemy territory.”

    “Ambitious.” Cat grinned at her. “I like it. And then we move to the next? And the next?”

    Emily nodded. She’d studied the old maps. There’d been a dozen nexus points within the Blighted Lands, all dead and cold. If they could all be reignited... she frowned, remembering how the desertification near Heart’s Eye had seemingly halted after the nexus point was reignited. If they were linked to the land... she wondered, suddenly, if that was why the Unseelie cared. Perhaps the magic they depended upon was slowly leeching away...

    Her heart twisted. She’d grown to love magic, even though she knew it could be used for great evil. A spell a magician would consider nothing more than a harmless prank - changing someone into a frog, perhaps, or forcing them to recite gibberish - would be horrific, if used on a mundane. They might like the magic seeping out of the world, magicians rendered powerless and helpless... they might even see it as the dawn of a new era of freedom. She knew better. Aristocrats on Earth hadn’t needed magic to keep the population under control, had they? She wondered, idly, if gunpowder would make things better or worse if the magic faded into nothingness.

    “Emily?” Cat cleared his throat, loudly. “You’re a million miles away.”

    “Sorry.” Emily felt a twinge of embarrassment. “I was just thinking about the future.”

    “We’d have to make the fortresses truly invincible,” Cat said. “They used to think Whitehall was impregnable.”

    Emily winced. Shadye had cheated. He’d taken control of her and used her and... her mind recoiled from the thought. She didn’t want to remember. And yet... she made a mental note to ensure the new fortresses were protected against covert mental intrusions. And everything else she could imagine. If the necromancers wanted to batter their armies against impregnable wards, she was happy to oblige.

    “The first thing we have to do is reignite the nexus point,” she said. “That’s the other reason I asked you. You’re already familiar with the batteries.”

    Cat listened, asking a handful of questions, as she outlined what she intended to do. She’d tried to estimate how much power she needed to reignite the nexus point, but she simply didn’t have enough data to make anything more than a guess. Dua Kepala had been powerful, when she’d thrown him into the nexus point... how powerful? And he’d been bilocating too, his body half-composed of magic. She’d tried to calculate how much power had been held within his wards, but drawn a blank. The only thing she could do was charge a battery - several batteries - and hope for the best. If nothing else, she told herself, she could always try and try again.

    “It makes sense,” Cat said, when she’d finished. “Immensely risky, of course.”

    “Of course,” Emily agreed. If everything went to plan, the necromancer would be elsewhere when she invaded his lair.  She’d get the nexus point reignited before he realized she’d sneaked behind him. If it didn’t... she’d just have to improvise. “I have a couple of other ideas I want to try.”

    “I’m all ears,” Cat said. He leaned forward. “I’ve missed you.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. “And then why did you...?”

    She stopped herself with an effort. “I’ve moved on,” she said, more sharply than she’d intended. “I’m sure there’s someone who’d be prepared to put up with you, maybe even in this very camp.”

    “Yeah, I heard your name being linked with hundreds of magicians and monarchs,” Cat said, with a deadpan tone to his voice. “You’ve been a busy woman.”

    Emily made a rude gesture. “You, of all people, should know the rumors aren’t true.”

    “Well...” Cat smirked. “It is a bit odd the bards never linked us together.”

    “Be glad of it,” Emily said. She still found the idea of bards singing songs about her love life to be incredibly creepy. The idea that she’d defeated Shadye - and everyone else - through the power of love... she shook her head. The stories had grown so much in the telling that no one recognized her even when they were singing songs about her. She supposed she should be grateful. “You don’t want them singing songs about you.”

    “Depends on the song,” Cat said. “A song extolling my virtues and dismissing my faults...”

    “You should be so lucky,” Emily said. She’d heard too many songs praising King Randor before his death. She honestly couldn’t understand how someone could bring themselves to fawn on anyone so intensely, even a king. And they’d changed their tune - literally - when Alassa took the throne. “Believe me, you don’t want it.”

    Cat laughed. “I suppose not,” he said. “But it would be nice to be remembered.”

    “Really?” Emily wasn’t so sure. “As what?”

    “A great man, a great lover, a great fighter...”

    Emily laughed. “And a big head? With a swelled sense of importance?”

    “Precisely.” Cat slapped his knees. “Where am I going to sleep?”

    “Somewhere else,” Emily said. She came to a decision quickly. “I’m going to be sharing this tent with Lady Barb’s trainee.”

    “Really?” Cat glanced around. “You’ll need a second cot. Unless you intend to share...”

    Emily made another rude gesture. The cot was barely large enough for her. “I’m sure one can be found, somewhere,” she said. “Now, are you ready to brainstorm?”

    “Yeah.” Cat looked irked. Perhaps he’d thought they’d be sharing a tent, even if they weren’t sharing a bed. “I’m ready.” 


    Chapter Twelve

    EMILY HAD EXPECTED IT TO BE awkward, particularly after she’d told Cat their relationship was over, but - as they worked on refining their plan - she found it surprisingly enjoyable to just sit back and brainstorm. Cat had always been good at thinking up crazy plans, some of which were workable with a little effort. Emily listened to his suggestions, added a few of her own and then composed the final plan. It wasn’t perfect - too much would depend on what they found when they entered the Blighted Lands - but it made her feel they were finally getting somewhere. She found herself in a good mood when Penny pushed open the flap and stepped into the tent.

    “Lady Emily, Lord Cat.” Penny dropped a curtsey. “Lady Barb requests your presence at dinner.”

    “We’ll be along in a moment,” Emily said. She stood, brushing down her trousers. “And you are welcome to share my tent, if you like.”

    Penny looked surprised, then nodded curtly. “They’re dining in the command tent,” she said. “I’ll tell them to expect you.”

    Emily frowned as the older girl turned and left the tent. That was... odd. Lady Barb had said Penny wanted to share a tent, yet Penny hadn’t seemed too enthusiastic. It made no sense. Emily would have jumped at the chance to share a tent with another girl, if the alternative was sharing with boys. Maybe there were problems... she shook her head, again. If Penny didn’t want to share a tent, it was her choice. Emily would cope with whatever Penny chose.

    “Pretty,” Cat commented.

    “And perfectly capable of taking care of herself,” Emily said, feeling a twinge of jealousy. She didn’t have any reason for it anymore. If Cat found Penny attractive... she shook her head, firmly. It wasn’t her problem. “Let’s go.”

    She grabbed her cloak, cast a pair of wards over her knapsack and cot, then pushed the flap aside and led the way outside. The camp seemed to have grown even busier over the last few hours, with hundreds more soldiers running from place to place. Her eyes narrowed as she saw the flags outside the command tents. They represented troops - and commanders - from all over the Allied Lands. Master Lucknow has been busy, she thought. He’d seemingly managed to convince every kingdom to make at least a token contribution to the army. It helped, she supposed, that everyone knew they were planning to go on the offensive.

    And we want the necromancers to know we’re coming, she reminded herself. They won’t react to us if they don’t know there’s something to react to.

    She stepped into the command tent and scanned the room. General Pollack, Master Lucknow, Crown Prince Dater, Sergeant Miles, Lady Barb and Penny... it was an odd gathering, even though the real work had yet to begin. The last update she’d read had suggested the first true command conference would be held tomorrow, once the last of the national units and commanders had arrived. She snorted as she took her place, Cat sitting alongside. She couldn’t pretend to understand the politics. It was no offense to fail to invite someone who wasn’t there. And any officer worthy of the rank should know it.

    “Lady Emily,” General Pollack said. “Thank you for coming.”

    Emily nodded, leaning back and listening as conversation resumed. She’d never cared for the spotlight, never cared to speak to a crowd... she wondered, suddenly, if months of near-isolation in the tower had made it harder for her to step into the limelight. Cat didn’t seem to have any trouble. He chatted happily with Sergeant Miles and General Pollack, then flirted outrageously with Penny. Emily hid her amusement as the servants brought in the first course. Penny seemed utterly unimpressed by Cat. Instead, she kept looking at Emily as if she recognized her from somewhere. 

    She felt a pang of guilt. The soldiers outside the command tents wouldn’t be fed as well as this, if they were fed at all. General Pollack was a good commanding officer - and a decent man - but there were limits to his powers. He might not be able to do anything about an aristocratic commander who stole from his troops, used them as his personal servants or committed any other atrocities against the men he was supposed to lead into battle. The infantry had never been particularly well-regarded, not like the cavalry. That would change, she thought, as gunpowder weapons became more common. It would certainly be easier for men to mutiny against commanding officers who didn’t give a damn about their welfare.

    And it'll serve them right, she thought. They treat their men worse than animals.

    The feeling of mild disconnect grew stronger as they ate their way through a sizable feast. Emily said as little as she could, even when they discussed the plans openly. She felt uneasy, even though she knew they wanted the necromancers to know they were coming. And yet... she felt sick every time she considered the risks. If they failed, if they were trapped in the Blighted Lands, they’d be slaughtered. The necromancers would crush them and... she told herself, firmly, that they’d have the edge. She had quite a few surprises up her sleeve.

    And it’s time to use them, she told herself. And see how they work in combat.

    “We don’t know we’re being watched,” General Pollack said. “But it seems likely.”

    Emily looked up, sharply. The Craggy Mountains weren’t completely impassable. Not completely. The region had never been properly mapped. The mountain passes had never been particularly well-charted. It was quite possible they were being watched from a safe distance. The necromancers could have recruited a few spies or simply turned birds into watching eyes or... she winced, inwardly. A handful of disinherited or disowned magicians had gone to the necromancers, offering their services in exchange for power and the promise of revenge. They should have known better, but they’d gone anyway. And others might have done the same.

    “We can’t let them know we’re sneaking into their lands, as well as invading,” she said. “If they realize what we’re planning, we’re doomed.”

    “That secret won’t leak out,” General Pollack assured her. “I’ll make sure of it.”

    Emily kept her thoughts to herself as the dinner finally came to an end, with many toasts to victory and promises of mutual support when the real work started. She groaned, inwardly, at the thought of attending dozens of command conferences, particularly ones where everyone knew what the outcome would be before they even began. She didn’t need to be there, but... it was political. Master Lucknow had been right. A great many nations - and magical families - had only involved themselves because of her.

    “I’ll go find somewhere to sleep,” Cat said, when the discussions were finally over and they were heading outside. Night had fallen, leaving the camp illuminated by burning torches and glowing balls of magical light. The shadows seemed to move of their own accord. “I’m sure there’s somewhere for me.”

    “There’s a barracks for newcomers over there,” Penny said. She’d followed them out of the tent. “You can sign in with the sergeant, then get a cot for the night.”

    “Thank you.” Cat bowed. “And may I say it was a pleasure to meet you?”

    Penny didn’t smile. “I can’t stop you,” she said. “But may I say the pleasure is all yours?”

    Cat shrugged, tossed Emily a jaunty salute and strode off into the darkened camp. Emily watched him go, then looked south towards the invisible mountains. The sound of digging was quieter now, but still audible. She glanced at Penny, then set off to the tent. Penny fell into step beside her, curiously hesitant. Emily sighed. It had been a long day and she felt as though she’d been through an emotional whirlwind. She wanted to sleep, not to have a chat with someone who didn’t seem to like her. And yet... she kicked herself, mentally, for agreeing to share a tent. She could have kept Cat out if she’d wished without inviting Penny.

    You weren’t scared of him trying to break in, her thoughts mocked. You were scared you’d invite him in.

    She bit her lip as they reached the tent and pushed open the flap. It was dark, but uncomfortably warm inside. Emily cast a lightspell, then sat on the cot. Penny could bring another for herself, if she didn’t want to sleep on the floor. Technically, apprentices and trainees were supposed to do just that. Emily had done it herself, during the war... one of the wars. How many was she going to see?

    Penny sat on the ground, her eyes hard. She looked... weaker somehow, now they were alone. Emily couldn’t help thinking of her as an ice princess, defrosting in warm air. She muttered a pair of cooling spells, wishing - not for the first time - that the spells endured for more than a few hours. They weren’t difficult, but they were power-intensive and had to be cancelled completely before they could be replaced. Thankfully, she wouldn’t be spending all of the coming week in the tent.

    Emily felt her patience snap. “What do you want?”

    If Penny was surprised by the rudeness, she didn’t show it. “Have we met?”

    “What?” Emily was surprised. “I don’t think so.”

    She studied Penny for a long moment. She did look like a young version of Lady Barb, right down to the blonde hair and a face that was more striking than lovely. Penny had character, if not beauty. But she was also a stranger. Emily couldn’t recall meeting her. It was possible they’d crossed paths before, she supposed, but it seemed unlikely. There were at least three years between them. Unless...

    Emily frowned. Penny might have been an exchange student... perhaps. “You were at Whitehall? Or Mountaintop?”

    “Laughter,” Penny said without a smile. “Have you ever visited?”

    “No.” Emily was sure of that, if nothing else. “Why do you ask?”

    “Are you sure?” Penny leaned forward, as if she were trying to be intimidating. “Are you sure?”

    “Yes.” Emily felt a hot flash of irritation. She’d faced necromancers. Penny would be extremely capable - Lady Barb wouldn’t have taken her as a trainee if she hadn’t been up to the task - but Emily had faced worse. Penny might have been intimidating six years ago, before Shadye and Mother Holly and Randor and everyone else. “Why do you ask?”

    Penny’s expression didn’t change. “Four years ago, we had an infiltrator,” she said. “The” - she swallowed a word - “the person made an utter fool of me. I liked her and... and she used me and she... I liked her. I thought...”

    “And you thought it was me?” Emily shook her head. “Why?”

    “You infiltrated Mountaintop,” Penny said. “Why couldn’t you sneak into Laughter?”

    “I was kidnapped and taken into Mountaintop,” Emily corrected. She’d let herself be kidnapped, true, but... it wasn’t as if she’d cracked the wards and sneaked into the school, somehow adding herself to the student body without anyone noticing. “And I’ve never been anywhere near Laughter.”

    She felt a twinge of sympathy. “What happened?”

    “I had a crush on her,” Penny said. She looked miserable, just for a second. “I thought she liked me too. And I... I made an utter fool of myself. I let her trick me, I let her use me, I let her... it cost me everything.”

    “Not everything,” Emily said. She was torn between an urge to hug the girl and irritation she was being blamed for something she hadn’t done. “You’re still a powerful magician.”

    “I was going to be Head Girl,” Penny said. “You know how it works? The Head Girl is elected at the end of her fourth year. She spends the fifth year learning the ropes from the old Head Girl, the one who was elected the year before. And then she serves for the sixth year... I lost it. I got demoted because of her, because I let her trick me...”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “This was four years ago?”

    “Yes,” Penny said. “And you’re sure it wasn’t you?”

    “Yes!” Emily did the math. Four years... that would have been when she’d been at Mountaintop. Or around that time. If Penny had been in her fifth year, she’d be two or three years older than Emily... probably. It was hard to be sure. “I’m sure it wasn’t me.”

    Penny didn’t look convinced. “Lady Barb said as much, but...”

    “And you didn’t believe her?” Emily raised her eyebrows. “I’m sure she didn’t let that pass.”

    “No.” Penny smiled, oddly. “But adults don’t know everything.”

    “You’re an adult too, even by magical standards,” Emily pointed out. Everyone claimed magicians matured slower than mundanes, and they rarely came of age until they were in their twenties, but Penny was well on her way into adulthood. “And Lady Barb wouldn’t have taken you as a trainee if she hadn’t thought you were worth it.”

    She frowned, thoughtfully. “What did your infiltrator want?”

    “We don’t know!” Penny stood and started to pace. “She got into the school by pretending to be Nadine of Hightower - she replaced the stupid brat of a noblewoman, turning the silly brat into a fish and leaving her in a bowl - and... did nothing, beyond some nasty sabotage. A whole bunch of people got injured for nothing, as far as we can tell. It makes no sense.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “But that doesn’t mean there wasn’t a plan.”

    She considered it. Alassa had said something about Nadine of Hightower once, although Emily couldn’t remember the details. It had been a snide remark about someone else, a milksop actually siring a bastard child... Emily made a mental note to write to Alassa and ask. Perhaps Nadine of Hightower had been the target. Getting kidnapped and replaced would be dreadfully embarrassing... but was she worth the effort? Or... what about Penny? Had she been the target? It was possible, but - if Emily was any judge - Penny was a commoner. Embarrassing her wouldn’t have been worth the effort either. Penny was right. It didn’t make any sense.

    “Perhaps the plan went spectacularly wrong and the infiltrator had to run,” she said, finally. Nanette had run, when she’d been exposed. That would have been the year before Laughter had been infiltrated. And yet... Nanette had been badly hurt the following year, at Mountaintop. It seemed unlikely she could have recovered in time to go to Laughter. “Or...”

    She shook her head. She was being paranoid. There was no reason to assume the two cases were linked. Magicians spied on each other all the time. Hell, the schools spied on each other all the time. Everyone was looking for an edge, for a chance to snatch a lead or embarrass their competitors or... or something.  She supposed it wasn’t all bad. The constant threat of magical espionage kept magicians working feverishly to develop newer and better ways to counter their enemies. It did have its uses.

    “It wasn’t me,” she said, firmly. “And I don’t know who it was.”

    “I’m sorry.” Penny turned to face her. “I just thought...”

    “It wasn’t me,” Emily repeated. “I hope we can work together.”

    “For as long as we’re here,” Penny said. “Lady Barb wasn’t clear on how long we’d be staying.”

    “I’m sure you’ll learn something,” Emily said. “And” - a thought struck her - “what did the staff say, when you told them?”

    “They said I’d compromised myself.” Penny’s voice darkened. “I wouldn’t have been so... influenced, so easily manipulated, if I hadn’t wanted to be. If I hadn’t felt something for her... perhaps it wasn’t my fault, but I was still compromised. My position had become untenable and... they told me I could resign from my post or be fired.”

    “Out a cannon, into a volcano,” Emily commented.

    Penny blinked. “What?”

    “Never mind.” Emily held out a hand. “I’m sorry about Cat. Feel free to ignore him. Or hex him.”

    “I play for the other team,” Penny said. “He’s going to be very disappointed.”

    “How... terrible,” Emily said, her face deadpan. They shared a giggle. “Are the stories about Laughter true?”

    Penny’s smile grew wider. It transformed her face. “The stories are all true, apart from the lies,” she said, with another giggle. “No, there’s not much truth to them. Most of the girls had... affairs... with boys from the town. A couple got in trouble for trying to sneak their boyfriends into the school. A few of the boys tried to sneak in themselves... that’s something of a rite of passage in the town. See how close you can get before the big bad witches turn you into a frog. Or something...”

    She shook her head. “It’s just a school, like the others,” she said. “Except...”

    Her voice trailed off. “Except we learn to fly,” she said, quietly. “And that’s what cost me everything.”

    “You’re not the first person to be fooled,” Emily said. She promised herself they’d discuss it later, when they had time. She knew how to levitate, but she’d never actually tried to fly. “And you won’t be the last.”

    “No,” Penny said. “Lady Barb said that too.”

    “She would.” Emily glanced at her watch. She felt surprisingly tired, even though her body insisted it should be early afternoon. “Shall we get some sleep? It’ll be morning before we know it.”

    “Yeah.” Penny turned to the flap. “I’ll be glad of a nap. And I’m sorry.”

    “It’s fine,” Emily said. “I’ve been fooled too.”


    Chapter Thirteen

    EMILY HAD BEEN TOLD THAT WAR was ninety percent boredom and ten percent screaming terror, but she’d never really understood it before. There’d always been something to do during the last two wars, from practicing her magic to working out with her fellow apprentices and sorcerers. Now... she found herself serving as a figurehead, an ambassador and a mediator, all wrapped up into one. The days blurred into an endless series of diplomatic meetings, planning sessions and arguments that went 'round and 'round without anything being decided. It was hard to believe, sometimes, that the Allied Lands were allied in any real sense of the word. Too many of their representatives acted like spoilt children being asked to share their toys.

    And Master Lucknow has it worse, she told herself, after yet another meeting that went precisely nowhere. He’s the one putting out fires and calming tempers after each and every shouting match.

    She thought she understood, now, why Void was so contemptuous of the White Council. It wasn’t so much a council as a debating club, with representatives arguing for the monarchs, city-states and magical communities. If there wasn’t a clear and present danger - and the necromancers were still on the far side of the mountains - nothing got done without each and every power bloc having its say. There was no authority that could get them all moving in the same direction, no united government that could coordinate a war. And they would never change. They made noises about rebuilding the once-great empire, but there was no way they’d agree on who would rule. To them, the idea of democracy was laughable. 

    That will change, she thought. But the American and French Revolutionaries didn’t actually transcend their national interests, did they?

    It was almost a relief, five days after her arrival, when Lady Barb invited her and Cat into her tent. The exterior was heavily warded, so secure that Emily couldn’t believe any prying eyes could peer inside without being detected; the interior looked like a cross between a bedroom and an office. A single large cot - she suspected Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles were sharing, although she wasn’t fool enough to say that out loud - sat to one side, while a large table and a collection of wooden folding chairs sat in the middle. Penny stood by the head of the table, looking calm and composed. Emily winked at her. She’d shot down each and every one of Cat’s advances with a composure Emily had admired.

    “Take a seat,” Lady Barb said. “Water? Anyone?”

    “Please,” Emily said. “Cat?”

    Sergeant Miles stepped into the tent, carrying a large parchment scroll. Lady Barb took it from him and put it on the table. Emily watched, noting how vague the lines were as Lady Barb unfolded the chart and placed rocks on the corners to hold it in place. The map represented what little they knew about the Blighted Lands, but the information might already be out of date. Things changed so quickly... she shook her head. Master Lucknow had explained the danger. She’d just have to make sure she took everything with a pinch of salt. Lady Barb wouldn’t deliberately mislead her, but...

    “The Blighted Lands,” Lady Barb said. Her finger traced a line on the chart. “The region directly southwards of here is largely empty - or it was, until the necromancers moved their armies into the region and started digging. Our scouts and seers haven’t been able to spot any purebred humans, apart from the necromancers themselves. I think you two will stand out like a sore thumb if you try to get over the mountains by stealth.”

    Emily nodded, feeling her heart start to sink. “I’ve been there.”

    “So you have,” Lady Barb agreed. “It would be extremely dangerous, even now, for you to risk teleporting to the necromancer’s lair. There’s just too much tainted magic in the air. I think your best bet is to go east, then cross the mountains here” - she tapped a spot on the map - “and make your way south from there. It is not a particularly safe place to be, but...”

    “Safer than crossing the mountains,” Cat commented.

    Lady Barb shot him a sharp look. “Quite. The town here - Syaitan - rests in the mountain pass, on the very edge of the Blighted Lands. It’s one of the few places the Blighted and Allied Lands actually touch, although the terrain is too rough to sustain a major offensive north or south. The necromancers largely leave it alone, for reasons we don’t understand. Rumor” - her eyes hardened noticeably - “insists there’s something powerful enough to scare the necromancers within the region. It’s rather more likely they leave the town alone so they can engage in a little bit of trading with the Allied Lands. It is, of course, forbidden.”

    “Of course,” Emily agreed, dryly.

    “The terrain remains awful until you reach the first plantations,” Lady Barb continued. “If you appear to be traders, the locals will probably welcome you... maybe. Don’t take anything you see for granted. They can be just as savage and unpleasant as any necromancer, although most of them have no magic. And... the landscape is infested with all sorts of unpleasant creatures. The necromancers are merely the worst of them.”

    “The locals are slaves and livestock,” Sergeant Miles said. “Prepare yourself for the sight.”

    Emily felt sick. Slaves and livestock? She’d known the necromancers bred humans, as a farmer might breed cows, but... the scale was terrifying. Her eyes glided over the map, noting the handful of known plantations. The locals had to have been beaten into submission long ago. Compared to the Blighted Lands, the Cairngorms were paradise itself. And... she swallowed hard, promising she’d do something about the locals when the necromancers were destroyed. Who knew? Perhaps they’d rebel when they saw the army arrive.

    And get slaughtered, she thought, numbly. Void had gone toe-to-toe with Dua Kepala, but he hadn’t been able to do more than slow the necromancer down. Mundanes with no powers or weapons would be casually slaughtered if they tried to fight. They’re helpless.

    She listened carefully as Lady Barb outlined just how unpleasant the terrain was, even in a reasonably mild region of the Blighted Lands.  The lands were ravaged by storms laced with tainted magic, quicksand that could bury an army in seconds, caves infested with creatures out of nightmares, a shortage of water and food and everything else, outside the plantations created by the necromancers. Sergeant Miles added a grim warning about trusties, about men who served the necromancers willingly... because it was the only way to have even the slightest bit of security. Not, Emily thought, that it meant much. The necromancers were too crazy to notice - or care - if they hurled a trusty into the fire.

    They might change sides, if we offered them a better choice, she mused on. But getting them out would be a nightmare.

    “We’ll be posing as traders,” Cat said. “What are we going to trade?”

    “We’ll put together a bunch of stuff,” Lady Barb said. “You don’t have to make a profit, of course.”

    “Of course,” Emily agreed. Despite everything, they were still going to be advancing into the unknown. “Are there no spy rings inside enemy territory?”

    “Not in the sense you mean,” Lady Barb said. “We’ve been trying to sneak chat parchments into the Blighted Lands, but... it’s hard to establish any sort of permanent spy ring. Someone started sending subversive literature into the region, which looked good on paper...”

    Emily nodded. “And no one can read, of course.”

    “No,” Lady Barb agreed. “It was a waste of time and paper. The necromancers have always discouraged book learning. A handful of teachers have sneaked into the region, but... they’ve simply vanished.”

    Cat frowned. “Do they speak the same language?”

    “When they speak at all, they do.” Lady Barb grimaced. “Emily, the Blighted Lands are horrible. There are no words to describe how degraded the inhabitants have become. They act more like farm animals than human beings. I... I want you to understand you have to remain focused on the mission. You can’t go haring off to help someone you happen to meet along the way. You have to get to the lair and reignite the nexus point.”

    The oath won’t let me do anything else, Emily thought. 

    “I understand,” she said.

    “I’ll drag her away, if she does,” Cat put in. “Really.”

    Lady Barb gave him an icy look. Emily hadn’t talked to the older woman about the end of her relationship, but Lady Barb was one of the most perceptive people she’d ever met. She’d probably deduced everything just from watching Emily, Cat and Penny interact. Emily was mildly surprised Lady Barb hadn’t discussed it with her, or suggested someone else accompany Emily.

    Or asked just how my apprenticeship has been going, Emily thought. She’s had more than enough time to ask...

    She pushed the thought aside as they plunged further into the details. Their cover story was relatively simple, although Emily privately suspected it wouldn’t stand up to any real scrutiny. Neither she nor Cat were traders at heart. She studied the map, memorizing the few landmarks that could be trusted not to change in the blink of an eye, then discussed endless contingency plans for every imaginable disaster. Emily tried not to think about the prospect of being caught and eaten by cannibals. Lady Barb wasn’t joking when she said the locals had been degraded over the last century or two. Human flesh was about the only real meat they’d ever touch.

    “I suppose the only real question,” Lady Barb said finally, “is this. Are you ready to go?”

    “It was my idea,” Emily said. She tried to hide her growing fear, even though she suspected it was futile. Lady Barb had known her for six years. “I have to see it through.”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb sounded displeased. “Miles, can you escort everyone out? Emily and I have to speak alone.”

    “Of course,” Sergeant Miles said. “Cat, Penny, you two can come with me.”

    Cat looked as if he wanted to argue, or at least remind the sergeant that Cat wasn’t his student any longer, but clearly thought better of it. Emily wondered, idly, just what would have happened if he had. Sergeant Miles would probably have knocked some sense into his head, if he’d put up a fight. Or... Emily shook her head as the flap closed behind them, the wards sliding back into place. Lady Barb frowned, tightening the wards. It felt as if she were being incredibly paranoid.

    “Emily,” Lady Barb said. She relaxed, very slightly. Only someone who knew her well would notice. “It’s been a long time.”

    “Yes.” Emily leaned forward. “I’m sorry I didn’t write as often as I should.”

    “I knew you’d be busy.” Lady Barb looked as if she’d bitten into a lemon. “I heard the stories about Dragora, the ones being shared around the campfire. Everyone is saying the official story doesn’t make sense.”

    Emily nodded. Lady Barb knew what had actually happened - she’d helped clear up the mess - but very few others did.

    “The Lord Protector blamed everything on the Duke, who was conveniently dead,” she said. It helped, she supposed, that Prince Willis - King Willis - had killed the Duke, ensuring he was punished for his crimes without sparking off a major international crisis. “And he was responsible for most of it.”

    “Indeed,” Lady Barb said, in a manner that made it unclear if it was a statement or a question. “I supposed as much.”

    “Yes.” Emily shied away from the memories. She didn’t dare look at them too closely. “I did what I had to do.”

    “Quite.” Lady Barb leaned forward. “Are you happy?”

    Emily hesitated. “I think so,” she said. “I’m learning a great deal of magic and practicing...”

    “But you’re not sure.” Lady Barb met her eyes. “Are you?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily agreed. “He’s a good teacher. I like him. And yet, at the same time, he can be somewhat... disconcerting.”

    “He’s always been like that,” Lady Barb said. “Please. Be careful.”

    She turned and headed outside. “Come with me.”

    Emily followed her out, into the bright sunshine. The camp had - somehow - grown even busier over the last few hours. They walked past the command tents, past the shooting ranges - the newly-minted musketmen were learning their skills from the veterans of the past two wars - and down to the sorcerer’s compound. Emily felt an odd little twinge as the guards on duty saluted her, feeling oddly out of place. The magicians were practicing too, casting spells and brewing potions for the war. A fire burnt in the exact center of the compound, the flames glowing green and blue as enchanters worked on charmed weapons. Emily wondered, morbidly, if they’d be any use against a necromancer. The blade that had killed Duke Hardcastle might be completely ineffective against a real magician.

    Although one nearly killed Imaiqah, she reminded herself. And would have, if we hadn’t managed to save her in time.

    “The tools and gemstones for making the portals arrived yesterday,” Lady Barb said, pointing to the gateway. It looked half-built, the crystals being carefully emplaced by a trio of enchanters and a small army of apprentices. “You do realize this has never been properly tested?”

    “We used something similar when we broke into the Tower of Alexis,” Emily reminded her. “The principle is the same. The only real difference is that we don’t know precisely what’s waiting on the far side.”

    “A point you should probably keep to yourself,” Lady Barb advised, dryly. “Anyone ignorant enough not to know it is probably also stupid enough to panic when someone else points it out.”

    Emily gave her an odd look. “Are you alright?”

    Lady Barb stopped and turned to face her. “What do you mean?”

    “You’re...” Emily hesitated, then pushed on. “You’re acting more snappy than usual.”

    “There are too many things I don’t like, right now,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was so flat Emily knew she was agitated. “Your plan - both halves of the plan - are too dangerous for my peace of mind. They” - she gestured towards the other side of the mountain - “are going to break through, if we don’t stop them. And now that they’ve had the idea, someone else will try it even if we stop this bunch. And even beyond that, Emily, too many odd things have happened recently. I don’t like it.”

    Emily leaned forward. “Penny’s infiltrator?”

    “Among others.” Lady Barb shrugged. “Master Lucknow shouldn’t have asked for your help, not... not as a political asset. I’m surprised Void went along with it. The oaths he swore to you, as your master, should have made it impossible.”

    He didn’t swear any oaths, Emily thought. Not to me. And that means... what?

    She thought, fast. Void had openly admitted that oaths impeded magical development. He might not have been so keen on her going into the Blighted Lands if she hadn’t needed to keep her oath to the Unseelie. And... sure, he could have tried to keep her prisoner, but he’d be playing with fire. He’d have to make sure she knew, deep inside, that she was being held against her will - and that there was no hope of escape. The slightest mistake would lead to utter destruction. She wasn’t quite sure what would happen, but she was fairly certain she’d die.

    “I think he knows the necromancers have to be stopped,” she said. “And now... they’ve figured out how to get to us. It’s only a matter of time before one succeeds.”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb turned back to the crystalline assembly. “And then we’ll all be dead.”

    Emily changed the subject, quickly. “How are you and Miles?”

    “Sergeant Miles, to you,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “We’re... together. And the rest is none of your business.”

    “Got it.” Emily frowned. “Is it wrong of me to feel conflicted about Cat?”

    “No,” Lady Barb said. “But if it impedes your ability to carry out the mission...”

    “It won’t,” Emily promised her. “Will you stay? Here, I mean?”

    “I might,” Lady Barb said. “It depends on matters beyond my control.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. “And... why Penny?”

    “She reminds me a little of myself,” Lady Barb said. “She learnt a hard lesson, one she’s young enough to learn from. And she has talent, quite a bit of it. I figured she’d make a good student. It helps she’s a trainee, rather than an apprentice. She’s already had most of the training she needs. I just have to polish her up and put her through hell.”

    “You’re a very good teacher,” Emily said. She felt a pang of regret, as if the world had moved on while she’d been in the tower. Lady Barb would have made a great tutor, if she hadn’t already had the offer from Void. “Penny’s lucky to have you.”

    “I hope she thinks so too,” Lady Barb said. Her face twisted into a strange smile. “I don’t care if she hates me, as long as she learns.”

    “She will,” Emily said.

    “We’ll see,” Lady Barb said. “The enchanters said they’d be finished tomorrow. Will you be ready to bilocate yourself?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She pushed her doubts aside. “I’ll be ready.”


    Chapter Fourteen (Emily1)

    “THIS IS YOUR LAST CHANCE TO back out,” Lady Barb said, the following morning. “If you want to think of something else...”

    Emily shook her head. “I need to be in two places at once,” she said. She had to go with the army and she had to sneak into the necromancer’s lair. “There’s no other way to do it.”

    She looked around the tent, trying to put off the moment as long as possible. The previous evening had been spent holding final planning sessions with the senior officers, trying to look as if she knew what she was talking about while allowing General Pollack and Sir Roger to lead. Alassa would have loved being a leader, particularly one who’d earned her place, but Emily had never been comfortable in a leadership role. She preferred to leave that to the more extroverted of her friends.

    “I’m ready,” she said. There was no mirror, not now. She had to cast the spell on herself. By herself. “Is the room ready? In Syaitan?”

    “I put everything in place,” Lady Barb said. “Cat’s waiting, too.”

    “Hopefully not in the same room,” Emily muttered. She shook her head, again. The last few days had been awkward, but at least they’d learned how to work together. Again. “Thank you. For everything.”

    “You can thank me when you get back,” Lady Barb told her, briskly. “Proceed.”

    Emily nodded and undressed rapidly. The magic duplicated clothes and possessions, in theory, but it was safer to be naked when she was casting the spell without a mirror. Or so the books insisted. It made a certain kind of sense, but it was hard to be sure. Duplicating clothes was a piece of cake compared to duplicating her. She still didn’t understand the magical structure underlying the spell. Void had pointed out - grimly - that trying to look too closely might ruin it. She had a feeling her subconscious was filling in the gaps.

    Just something else I’ll have to figure out, she mused, as she stepped into the center of the tent and focused her mind. Later.

    She closed her eyes and cast the spell. The world seemed to waver, as if... maybe for just one moment, she didn’t want to complete the spell. Then her legs buckled as the magic roared, a powerful storm threatening to tear her apart. She staggered, her body being torn in two directions. She spun right - she spun left - and stumbled to her knees. Her eyes snapped open. She was looking at her naked body.  Her skin was paler than she recalled...

    Her mind broke, snapping into two sections. The recoil hurt worse than she’d expected. Lady Barb took her arm and helped her to her feet, yanking her away from her other self. The world shivered, again, as Lady Barb cast a teleport spell. Emily staggered as the ground shook under her feet, her eyes closing as the tent vanished in a flash of light. When she opened them again, she stood in a dingy room that smelt, faintly, of urine. The inn had seen better days. She grimaced, feeling grimy as she looked around. The room was dim, probably deliberately so. She rather suspected that anyone who saw the chamber in bright sunlight would look for somewhere else to stay.

    She swallowed, hard. She was in the room... no, she was in the tent... no, she was in the room... she gritted her teeth, snapping the links between herself and her other self. It felt like she’d been told not to think about something and, by being told not to think about it, found herself helplessly thinking about it. Her hand wobbled, unsteadily. Was it her real hand? Or was it composed of magic? She wasn’t sure.

    Someone touched her shoulder. She jumped.

    “Emily?” Lady Barb squeezed her shoulder lightly. “Are you alright?”

    Emily stared at her, thoughts spinning wildly. She’d honestly forgotten the older woman was there... she wasn’t sure how that had happened. Lady Barb had teleported them both to Syaitan. She rubbed her forehead, trying to calm herself. Void had warned her there would be some disorientation during the first few hours, as her thoughts and soul yearned to be one again. He’d advised her to take it easy, to wait until she knew she could proceed without mental collapse. Emily wasn’t sure she had the time. 

    “I think so,” she managed. She looked up, trying - again - to focus her mind. “I wish you were coming with us.”

    “So do I,” Lady Barb said. She gave Emily a faint smile. “In a sense, I will be with you.”

    “Yeah.” Emily looked around the dingy room. The bed looked as if it had been left untouched after the last guest had left in a hurry, and the window looked as if it were covered in grime. “Is this really the best inn in town?”

    “I’m afraid so.” Lady Barb indicated the knapsack. “You might want to get dressed before you call Cat.”

    Emily nodded, flushing. “Thanks,” she said. She allowed herself a slight smile. “Take care of myself, will you?”

    “Of course,” Lady Barb said. “Penny is quite looking forward to it.”

    “Really?” Emily started to dig through the knapsack for her clothes. “She’s never been to the Blighted Lands, has she?”

    “No.” Lady Barb looked grim. “Very few people ever cross the borderlines.”

    Emily dressed rapidly, donning trousers and a shirt before pulling her cloak over her shoulders and slipping the snake-bracelet onto her wrist. It made her look like a travelling tradeswoman, rather than a magician; it made her look as if she was constantly on the margins, living in fear of being unable to earn her keep. Lady Barb had made it clear they were peddlers, rather than anything more formal. Peddlers existed on the very edge of trader society, tolerated in some places and treated as outcasts elsewhere. The only reason they survived, she’d noted, was that they often brought supplies that simply couldn’t be obtained through more legitimate channels. And they had no qualms about carrying messages from place to place.

    Or spying on people for money, Emily thought. Frieda had once told her that half the village girls dreamed of running away with a peddler. They think it’s a glamorous life, until they try it.

    Lady Barb stepped back. “I have to go,” she said. “Good luck. I’ll see you when you get back.”

    Emily raised a hand in salute. Her body felt odd, as if she’d been slightly sunburnt. She didn’t dare give the older woman a hug. Instead, she watched as Lady Barb vanished in a flash of light before turning her attention back to the knapsack. She’d packed everything she could think of, using charms to lighten the weight as much as possible. The batteries themselves were in a concealed compartment at the bottom, warded so thoroughly a random searcher shouldn’t even have a hint they were there. Void and Lady Barb had both assured her necromancers didn’t have the sensitivity to tell anything was concealed within the bag. Emily hoped they were right.

    She stood, tying her hair into a bun before hiding it under a scarf and brushing down her loose trousers. She couldn’t afford to look too interesting - or unscarred. She’d met too many commoners, even children, who had scarred faces or feet or hands marred by heavy labor. Emily had never thought of herself as particularly beautiful - it didn’t help that one of her closest friends was stunning - but she didn’t look like a commoner. She muttered a handful of spells, casting a series of subtle glamors to conceal her looks. A person who didn’t know her would let their imagination fill in the blanks. It was just a shame, she thought as she headed for the door, that it wasn’t an easy spell to test.

    The corridor outside smelt worse than the room. She grimaced as she walked next door, trying not to slip on the moldy floor. It looked as if the entire building was decaying. Patches of mold glistened on wooden walls, as if the building were about to melt into goo. Her feet slipped, forcing her to use magic to steady herself. She felt as if she were walking on ice.

    She tapped on the door. It opened. Cat looked out and smiled. “Come on in.”

    “I think you got the better room,” Emily said, as she stepped into the chamber. “I can’t say I blame you.”

    “You really don’t want to look in the washroom,” Cat said. “I’ve been in cesspits that smelt better.”

    He looked her up and down. “How’re you coping?”

    “It’s weird,” Emily admitted. “I feel... I feel a little sensitive.”

    “Sensitive?” Cat made a face. “Are you going to stop to smell the flowers? Because that could get you killed here.”

    Emily shook her head. “I don’t know how to describe it,” she said. “My skin feels a little... itchy, as if I don’t quite belong in it.”

    “That’s probably the air,” Cat said. “The map insists this place is sheltered from the worst, but it isn’t. Not really.”

    “I’ll take your word for it,” Emily said. “I feel unclean just being here.”

    “I’ve slept in worse places,” Cat said. “Just you wait until tomorrow.”

    “I know.” Emily let out a breath. “I have something for you.”

    “The key to Penny’s legs?” Cat didn’t seem cowed by her glare. “Or a token for the local brothel...”

    “No,” Emily said. “And I’m surprised she didn’t hex you.”

    Cat shrugged. “Why didn’t you hex me?”

    Emily reached into her pockets. “Alassa kneed you in the balls,” she said, ignoring the question. “I should share that story with Penny.”

    “Share it with the Zangarian nobility,” Cat said, suddenly serious. “They’d cross their legs every time they saw her.”

    “Hah.” Emily found the gemstones she was looking for and pulled them out. Void had made her practice enchanting the stones time and time again, reminding her - every time she’d balked - of what had happened when they’d first tried the spell. After that, attaching a gold chain and turning the gemstones into amulets had been easy. “What do you make of this?”

    Cat took the amulet and studied it for a long moment. “There’s a very curious charm embedded within the gemstone,” he said. “I can’t get a good look at it.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “It’s a teleport gem.”

    “What?” Cat stared at her. “Emily... what is it?”

    “A teleport gem,” Emily repeated, with mock-heavy patience. “It’s our emergency escape route.”

    Cat looked astonished. “Emily... what does it do?”

    Emily smiled as she placed her amulet around her neck. “It’s a teleport spell,” she said, sardonically. “Basically, if you trigger the spell - you can prime the activation charm to respond to a password - it’ll teleport you to the camp. That’s the preset destination. You can’t choose another destination without deconstructing and reconstructing the spell. And then...”

    “Wait.” Cat held up a hand. “How does it work?”

    “We can go through the spellwork later, if you like,” Emily said. “If you trigger the spell, it determines your location” - in relation to the nexus points, she added silently - “completes the teleport spell and casts it. And then you’ll be jumped there... all within a few seconds. You don’t need to power the spell yourself, or take time to cast it. All it needs is the activation charm.”

    She leaned forward. “It can be rough,” she admitted. “If you try to use it within a heavily-warded building, it might scatter your atoms across the world instead of teleporting you to the preset destination. If you try to use it in a high-magic zone, the results might not be pleasant. The first time I tried, I wound up being slammed into the ground hard enough to do real injury. I was picking pebbles out of my skin for hours. It isn’t perfect, not yet, but it’ll give you a way out if things go wrong.”

    Cat shook his head. “You never fail to amaze me.”

    Then why did you leave? Emily felt a pang, which she ruthlessly suppressed. Why did you...?

    “Please don’t tell anyone about the teleport gems, not yet,” she said, instead. “I want them to be a surprise.”

    “They’ll be very surprising,” Cat agreed. He grinned as he placed the amulet around his neck. “When are you going to let the rest of the world in on the secret?”

    Emily shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. Sorcerers spent half their time trying to duplicate spells their rivals had invented. Knowing something was possible was half the battle. “I want to work the kinks out first.”

    “Better to get slammed into the ground than brutally killed,” Cat said, dryly. “Right?”

    “Right,” Emily agreed. She looked at the dingy room. “Do you really expect to sleep here?”

    “There’s nowhere else to sleep,” Cat said. He reached for his cloak. “Shall we go for a walk?”

    Emily nodded. “Why not?”

    She followed him down a flight of grimy - and creaky - stairs, then out onto the darkened street. Syaitan felt as if the town were wrapped in darkness, even though it was barely noon. The towering mountains cast a long shadow over the town, the buildings - taller than any she’d seen, even in the city-states - loomed over her. She felt as if they were giants staring down, hemming her in... she felt trapped, almost claustrophobic, even though there was plenty of room. The town felt small, yet large at the same time. She sucked in her breath and instantly regretted it. The air smelt awful.

    “It’s a very gloomy place,” Cat muttered. “And it really shouldn’t exist.”

    Emily was inclined to agree. Syaitan was dark. The buildings were glistening with damp, all showing traces of steady decay despite the best efforts of their inhabitants. An aura of despondency, of hopelessness, hung over the town. The handful of people on the streets, men and women alike, scuttled as if they were afraid to take notice of strangers. She spied a handful of footpads on the prowl, but even they looked dispirited. The shops looked as decayed as the rest. She walked around puddles of water, trying not to step in the muddy liquid. It stank, just like everywhere else. It was like being trapped at the bottom of a midden.

    “There’s nowhere good to eat,” Cat muttered, as they skirted the edge of the town. There were no guards barring the path to the Blighted Lands, no attempt to stop those fool enough to travel south. “I thought we’d go back to the inn and eat our rations.”

    “Agreed.” Emily had yet to meet anyone who professed to like dried meat and hardtack bread, but - mixed with a little water - it would keep them alive. “I don’t like the look of that diner.”

    She tried not to grimace as she peered into the building. The cafe - it looked like a cafe - was thoroughly unsanitary. Rats and cockroaches scurried across the floor, the ever-present mold scattered across the rear wall like a child’s painting. She’d long since grown used to the lack of health and safety, to the blunt truth that most people didn’t understand that washing their hands and boiling water could prevent diseases, but...there were limits. She’d be lucky to survive if she ate the local food. She couldn’t understand how anyone could live that way.

    Because they don’t have a choice, her thoughts mocked. Because they have nowhere else to go.

    Emily kept that thought to herself as Cat led her back to the inn, the long way around. They passed shops that openly sold weapons, as well as tomes of forbidden power that - upon inspection - proved to be fakes. Emily glanced at one book of rituals and smiled, even though it wasn’t funny. The only thing someone would learn from the book was how easy it could be to make a fool of oneself. She wondered, idly, if anyone actually tried. If she’d grown up in a place like this, she would have done everything in her power to escape before... before it was too late. Living so close to the Blighted Lands, it was only a matter of time until the necromancers came calling. 

    “I hope you’re up for a walk,” Cat said, when they reached the inn. “We’ll be setting out very early tomorrow morning.”

    “A walk,” Emily repeated. They’d avoid detection, and give her other self a chance to get into position, but... she would have preferred to teleport. “You have such an... optimistic take on the situation.”

    “I try.” Cat led her up the stairs, then stopped outside his door. “Do you want to spend the night?”

    Emily stared at him. “Do you always think with your little head?”

    “How else am I meant to think?” Cat affected an air of bemusement. “The other head keeps saying useless things.”

    “We’ll eat, then get some sleep,” Emily said, firmly. Even if she’d wanted to spend the night with him, she didn’t want to do it in Syaitan. She doubted there was a shower anywhere within the town. They’d be lucky if the innkeeper provided a tub of cold water. “I really don’t want to wash here.”

    “Yeah.” Cat shrugged. “Don’t worry. You won’t notice the smell after a few more hours.”

    “How... reassuring,” Emily said. She wondered, suddenly, how her other self was getting on. There was no way to know. Void had advised her not to stay in touch. “I’ll take your word for it.”


    Chapter Fifteen (Emily2)

    EMILY DRESSED SLOWLY, DIMLY AWARE HER other self was already on her way to Syaitan with Lady Barb. It felt odd, so odd, to be apart from herself... her head spun as she tried to parse what was happening. She felt jumpy, as if she weren’t quite within her body. She’d been turned into all sorts of things, from animals to objects, but this was different. Nothing had changed, and everything had changed.

    The wards vibrated. Someone was waiting outside. Emily checked to make sure she was decent - Sergeant Miles had warned her, years ago, that it was better not to remind her comrades she was female - and took down the wards. The tent flap opened, revealing Penny. Emily looked past her, half-hoping to see Lady Barb. It was hard to shake the impression that Lady Barb was somewhere close, even though she wasn’t. A remnant of her other self? 

    “Lady Emily,” Penny said. “General Pollack sends his compliments, My Lady, and requests the pleasure of your company at the portal site.”

    “Good.” Emily picked up her cloak and pulled it around her shoulders. “Are they ready to go?”

    “They say the portal can be activated at any time,” Penny assured her. “They’re just waiting for you.”

    Emily nodded and led the way outside. Penny fell into step alongside, hands clasped behind her back. Emily had to smile. She didn’t think she and Penny would ever truly be friends, but she rather liked the other woman. Penny was cool and collected and desperate to prove herself. Emily understood, all too well. She’d been desperate to prove herself too.

    Flickers of magic darted through the air as they reached the portal. The crystalline lattice looked surprisingly fragile, even though it was designed to channel vast amounts of magic. Emily peered at the gems, hoping and praying they worked properly when the spell was cast. The portal had to form quickly or it would be worse than useless... if, of course, the ancient fortress was inhabited. The flickers of magic grew stronger as the enchanters tinkered with the spellwork, readying their work for its first real test. They’d taken the portal structure Emily, Jade and Cat had designed and improved upon it. Emily hoped they didn’t take it too far.

    “Lady Emily.” Sir Roger saluted, formally. “The troops are ready to advance on command.”

    Emily nodded, looking past him at the line of musketmen and infantry. The troops looked tough, half clutching the latest muskets and the other half carrying charmed swords and spears. They wore little armor, something that bothered her even though she knew it was pointless. No human could survive a punching match with an orc. The only way to win was to move fast, to jump and evade the blows before they could connect. She hoped the young men, the disinherited and the volunteers alike, would survive their first taste of battle. 

    “Keep command,” she said, as they headed to the command post. “I can’t lead troops in battle.”

    She allowed herself a moment of relief when she saw Lady Barb hurrying back to the command post. The older woman looked calm and composed, suggesting that Emily’s other self was safely established in Syaitan. Emily felt a stab of... something... as she nodded to Lady Barb, then looked past her at the grenadiers. Which of them was the real Emily? 

    General Pollack nodded to her, then looked at the enchanters. “Open the portal!”

    Emily turned, bracing herself as the crystalline lattice came to life. Light flared within the crystals, rapidly forming into a glowing whirlpool of power. She felt drawn towards it, even though she knew the portal was far from ready. The crystals started to distort, light bending out of shape as the portal formed. Emily let out a long breath, feeling the power growing ever stronger. The portal had to remain open long enough to get the first assault force into the Blighted Lands.

    “It’s coming,” an enchanter called. “Get ready!”

    The magic surged, again. The pull snapped out of existence as a glowing circle of light appeared within the lattice. Emily felt a wave of heat pass over, followed by pinpricks of magic that left her uneasy. She glanced at Penny as the other girl shifted beside her, then braced herself. It was nearly time.

    “Grenades,” Sir Roger barked. “Now!”

    The grenadiers ran forward and hurled the makeshift grenades through the portal. Emily heard a series of bangs on the far side, explosions blurring together into a single, terrible sound. The grenades might have been wasted effort, but better to waste effort and explosives than lives. She’d used a portal to break into a seemingly impregnable fortress. If the necromancers had heard what she’d done, they might just have devised countermeasures. She knew the Allied Lands had done just that...

    Lady Barb nodded to her. “Go!”

    Emily shaped a spell in her mind as she ran and jumped through the portal. A stab of pain sliced into her brain as she passed through the magic, a pain that was gone almost before she had a chance to recognize it... the world spun, then solidified into a dusty fortress illuminated by a dull red star. For a long, chilling moment, Emily wondered if they’d somehow jumped to a whole new world. It was so... alien. And then she remembered how much gunk drifted in the skies overhead. It made the sun look weird.

    “Hah,” Penny shouted. “Here they come!”

    “Hit them,” Lady Barb ordered.

    Emily felt her stomach clench as a wave of orcs stampeded towards them. They were towering shambles, mad parodies of humanity... she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that they couldn’t expect mercy if they were captured. The orcs were monsters, creatures that could only be kept under control by superior force. She cast a fireball, hitting the nearest orc and knocking him back into his comrades. They picked themselves up and kept coming. She cursed under her breath as she hurled a stronger fireball, then put up a pair of wards. The orcs kept coming until they were all dead.

    She glanced behind her as the musketmen ran through the portal, their guns already tracking the orcs. They’d designed the musket balls to do maximum damage, she’d been assured, but no one was quite sure how much damage they’d do to the orcs. Their skin was tougher than an unarmored human, perhaps tough enough to take a bullet and survive. She heard the howling as more orcs appeared, throwing themselves towards the portal. Emily realized, suddenly, that there might be enough orcs to throw themselves through the portal. It would be ironic indeed if their plan to bypass the mountains worked in reverse...

    “Keep them on the run,” Sir Roger shouted, his voice echoing over the sound of muskets being fired. The air started to smell of smoke, dark clouds drifting across the battlefield. “Don’t let them get organized!”

    Emily frowned. We have them on the run?

    She looked around as more and more troops poured through the portal, spreading out rapidly as they tore through the orcs. The fortress looked like something out of a desert movie, a fortress that might be owned and operated by foreign legionnaires as they tried to bring civilization to tribesmen who wanted none of it. And yet... there was something about the design that suggested a sandcastle on the verge of collapse. The walls were solid, yet fragile. The entire complex seemed both inhabited yet abandoned. It made little sense.

    “This way,” Lady Barb called. “Hurry!”

    Emily followed her towards a low building that seemed to be made of sandstone. Lady Barb threw a spell into the room, then plunged after it as soon as the hex faded. A lone orc threw himself at her, teeth drawn back in a savage grimace. Lady Barb cast a powerful force punch, slamming him into the wall. Emily felt sick as she saw his skin cracked by the impact, breaking like a lobster’s shell. He hissed, a second before Lady Barb put a fireball between his eyes. Penny stumbled away, looking ready to throw up. Emily pretended not to hear the sound of vomiting from a darkened corner. 

    She glanced around the room, noting how barren it truly was. There were no beds, no blankets... not even makeshift pillows. The heat tore at her, making her sweat despite the spells. It was somehow hotter in the chamber than it was outside, a cloying heat that burned her mind. Lady Barb muttered a pair of revealing spells, then turned and led the way back outside. The sounds of fighting were dying as the soldiers secured the complex, parties of musketmen taking up positions on the half-melted walls or dragging vast quantities of supplies through the portal. She let out a breath as a line of horsemen charged through the portal, waving their swords around as if they thought they were going to crash straight into the orcs. Crown Prince Dater had insisted on being included. Emily just hoped he wouldn’t get himself killed, along with his men. Charging into a mass of orcs was a good way to get slaughtered for nothing.

    “Good plan,” Lady Barb commented. “Really.”

    “It isn’t over yet,” Penny added. “Is it?”

    “No,” Lady Barb agreed. “But we’ve completed the first part of the plan.”

    Emily said nothing as they surveyed the remainder of the fortress for traps, magical and mundane. The orcs seemed to have been sleeping on the ground, given the lack of any real bedding or barracks. Their supplies were practically non-existent, save for bags of foul-smelling meat. She recoiled at the stench... whatever it was, it smelt as through it had gone off weeks ago. Lady Barb inspected the bags, then ordered a pair of soldiers to bury it with the dead orcs. Emily realized, to her horror, that the meat had come from orcs... dead orcs. It was a sickening thought.

    The fortress itself felt as if the necromancers hadn’t paid it any real attention. It was hard to be sure, but it was well within what had once been Shadye’s territory, only a mile or two from the Inverse Shadow. She forced herself to scramble onto the walls - Penny actually flew up onto the walls - and peered south, towards the ancient structure. She thought she could sense odd magic flickering in the distance, although she couldn’t get a handle on it. The Inverse Shadow had always been dangerous. No one, not even Void or the Grandmaster, had been sure what it actually was. Shadye himself had hesitated to mess with the forces within the strange complex.

    We’ll stay well clear of it too, she thought, as more and more soldiers flooded into the fortress. A number started to dig trenches and establish firing positions, the remainder were put to work strengthening the walls and evacuating the wounded. Whatever’s in that place, we don’t want to mess with it either.

    Lady Barb rested a hand on her shoulder. “Things are going fine so far.”

    “So far.” Emily stared into the distance. It looked and felt like a desert, a desert of ash and tainted magic. The cavalry was churning up the ash as they cantered around the fortress, trying to get their beasts used to the Blighted Lands before they charged out to cause trouble. “Do they know we’re here?”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb sounded very certain. “They’ll have sensed the portal, Emily. They’ll be on their way.”

    “And if they didn’t, we can send out the cavalry to lure them here,” Emily said. She watched a team of soldiers manhandling a cannon into position. “In this place, who knows what they’ll have sensed?”

    She gritted her teeth as the wind shifted. The more she stared into the distance, the more uneasy she felt. Strange flickers of light darted through the grim skies, uncanny clouds drifting overhead. They looked yellow, as if they were poisonous... she wondered, suddenly, just what the necromancers had been releasing into the atmosphere. They certainly had the power to blow dust and ash into the skies and block out the sunlight. She felt a pang of sympathy for anyone unfortunate enough to live within the Blighted Lands. The necromancers might be unharmed by their surroundings, their power protecting them from almost everything. Everyone else...

    The orcs are tough, she thought, numbly. No wonder they infest the Blighted Lands.

    She heard a scrambling sound behind her and turned to see Sir Roger clambering up the ladder. “Lady Emily,” he said. “I beg leave to report the fortress has been secured.”

    Emily nodded, carefully not pointing out that the fortress had been secured for nearly half an hour. She didn’t blame Sir Roger for being careful. His life - and those of his men - rested on returning victorious. His family’s future depended on him returning - or dying - a hero. She just hoped it wouldn’t lead to an argument over who was in command, as they started to expand their foothold. The necromancers might not even have noticed the fortress had been invaded. There was so much tainted magic in the Blighted Lands that the portal might have been masked from their senses.

    Which would be ironic, she mused, if we went to all this trouble and no one even noticed.

    She straightened up. “Good,” she said. “You know what to do.”

    “We’ve cleared a room for you and the other sorcerers,” Sir Roger said. “It should give you some privacy.”

    “If not comfort,” Emily finished. There was so much tainted magic in the air that she wasn’t sure their spells would last, not without constant attention. “We’ll check it out in a moment.”

    She floated to the ground and looked at the portal. A steady line of troops, horses and supplies were marching into the Blighted Lands. She caught the eye of a handful of men and grimaced, inwardly, as she realized many of them were likely to die. They seemed cheerful and confident, but... she swallowed hard. She’d watched men die before, yet... she hadn’t been the one who’d planned the offensive, not then. Now... they were going to die for her. She wanted to tell them to turn back, but she knew she couldn’t. They’d been committed from the moment they’d stepped through the portal.

    Sergeant Miles met them as they reached the barracks. “You two have that room,” he said, barely raising his eyes from the papers in his hand. A line of soldiers ran past him, carrying boxes of supplies. “Barb and I will share the other one.”

    “Understood.” Emily wasn’t about to deny Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles their chance to share a room. “Let us know when you need us.”

    She led Penny into the room, wincing at the heat. The air was so thick and humid she thought she’d walked into a rainforest.  She didn’t want to think about where the moisture might have come from. The air was hard to breathe. She muttered a pair of cooling spells, cursing under her breath as the magic refused to work properly. It took several tries to cool the room to something livable, just so she could sit down. The floor felt uncomfortably warm, as if she was kneeling on a frying pan. The silly side of her mind was tempted to crack an egg and see if it cooked.

    Penny closed the door and cast a privacy ward. “Is it always like this? I mean...”

    “Blood and gore?” Emily met her eyes, evenly. “Yes. I’m afraid so.”

    “But...” Penny swallowed hard and started again. “It... why did no one tell me?”

    Emily hesitated. “They probably did,” she said. “But it’s not something you grasp until you see it.”

    She looked down at her hands. There was something... unreal about magical combat, for all it could leave someone dead or wishing they were. A duel that ended with one person turned into a toad could be reversed with a simple spell. Anything that wasn’t immediately fatal could be healed, given time and magic. A magician might be annoyed at being frozen or transfigured or whatever, but it would be little more than a minor irritation. But a real war was different. It was bloody and gory and men brutally wounded and women raped and... her stomach churned. She wasn’t used to it. She hoped she’d never become used to it.

    I’m afraid there’s going to be a certain amount of...well... violence, her thoughts quoted, mocking her. But at least we know it’s all in a good cause, don’t we?

    She snorted. It was in a good cause. The necromancers had to be stopped. She stood, motioning for Penny to follow her. They couldn’t sit around doing nothing, not when it would give Penny time to brood. There were plenty of things they had to do before the necromancers tried to wipe them off the face of the planet, before it all hit the fan...

    And before my other self reignites the nexus point, she told herself. The plan was perfect. She couldn’t help feeling that boded ill for the future. If she does, we can put an end to the war.


    Chapter Sixteen (Emily1)

    IT’S LIKE A POST-APOCALYPTIC NIGHTMARE, Emily thought, as she followed Cat along the pass and into the Blighted Lands. The people who live here...

    She shuddered, tasting bile in her throat. She’d read dozens of books set in worlds after nuclear wars or alien invasions or pandemics or something else that upended the established order and tore the world to bits. Civilization shattered, the social order torn asunder... cities burned to the ground, farmlands destroyed by starving - and desperate - people who’d become nothing more than a plague of locusts upon the land. The books had painted a grim picture of the dying of the light, of tyrants throwing aside all restraint and imposing their will on the world. The land - and food, and water - itself became a threat.

    The Blighted Lands were worse. Syaitan had been bad, but the Blighted Lands managed to be truly horrific. The sun hung low in the sky, slowly shading to red as they walked further and further south. The ground below their feet shifted constantly, as if it were on the verge of plunging them into an inescapable crevice. The air stank of tainted magic, the wind constantly shifting to blow it into their faces. Emily wrapped a scarf around her mouth in a desperate bid to protect herself, but it didn’t work. It felt as if she was walking through an immense radioactive desert, through a land so dry and parched that even the vultures hunted elsewhere. They’d seen no signs of life since they’d walked through the pass and entered the Blighted Lands.

    Sweat poured down her back as she kept walking, somehow. The heat sapped her mind and body, despite the spells she muttered constantly. She’d walked further, even during her first year, but here... the heat weakened her, trying to slow her to a crawl. She kept her eyes firmly fixed on Cat’s back, knowing he wouldn’t admit weakness unless he’d truly reached the end of his rope. He seemed as sluggish as herself, sweat staining his back. Emily hoped they hadn’t lost their way. The landscape itself seemed to be playing tricks on her mind.

    She gritted her teeth as the wind brushed against her, again. Things flickered at the corner of her eye, somehow never coming into focus no matter how hard she looked. A faint haze shimmered in the distance, taunting her with visions of water and food and comfortable places to rest. She stumbled, nearly tripping over the bones of something that might have been a giant crab or spider or... something. Whatever it was, she was glad it was dead. Creatures like that didn’t grow so big without magic. Beyond it, in a blackened hollow, she saw the bones of something much larger. A dragon? It was hard to be sure. The flesh and blood had long since melted.

    The minutes ticked by slowly, each one feeling like an hour as she trudged after Cat. Her eyes hurt, her body hurt, her head ached... she swallowed hard, tasting dust and tainted magic. She was going to have to cleanse herself thoroughly after this, just to make sure none of the taint clung to her. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but at least she’d be alive. The thought of a nice bath - maybe not hot, after the desert - drew her on. She’d settle for going for a swim in a freezing lake. She wouldn’t even care if she had to swim naked.

    Maybe we should have tried to teleport, she thought. It mocked her, reminding her there’d been other options... if she’d been prepared to take the risk. Or tried to separate when we invaded the Blighted Lands.

    The thought vanished as they stumbled into the remnants of a town. It looked human - there was nothing alien about the design - but it had clearly been abandoned years ago. The buildings were little more than piles of stone on the ground, steadily eroded by the weather until there was almost nothing left. She had a sense of people living there, once upon a time, before the wars and the necromancers and the wave of devastation that had formed the Blighted Lands had swept over their town. She felt a pang of pity for the long-gone civilians, wondering what had happened to them. Had they escaped? Or had they been overwhelmed and slaughtered under a necromantic knife? She glanced behind her. The mountains were lost within the haze.

    Something touched her hand. She spun around, throwing a punch with all the force she could muster. Cat stumbled back, moving with terrible sluggishness. He looked at her blankly for a moment, his eyes dull and tired. Emily stared in alarm, realizing the landscape was getting to him too. Normally, he would have evaded the blow with ease. And it had only been a few hours since they’d left the town!

    “We have to keep moving,” he said, slowly. His voice was cracked and broken, as if he were no longer himself. “Emily, we can’t stay here.”

    Emily nodded, unable to speak. Cat shot her a look, then turned and led her south. Emily followed him, sweat pooling in her boots. She wanted to remove about half her clothing, even though she knew it would end badly. The material was supposed to be light, but it felt drenched, as if she’d been swimming in her clothes. She took one last look at the dead town, then kept moving. There was nothing she could do. The town had died decades, perhaps centuries, before her birth.

    The landscape grew harder as they started to descend into a valley. Emily recalled a dozen cowboy movies as they walked into a pass, spotting a handful of long-dead animals and strange pieces of vegetation within the shadows. She was normally wary of dark places within high-magic regions - it was impossible to tell what might be lurking there, more shadow than man - but in the Blighted Lands they were the only shelter within view. The pass seemed designed to filter the sunlight, to keep it pouring down. She glanced at the reddish sun - it hadn’t moved for hours, from what little she could see - then kept moving. There were faint traces of life everywhere, signs of life within the ground. But there was nothing willing to show itself.

    Cat slowed to a halt. One hand fumbled for the flask at his belt. Emily stopped herself, feeling a twinge of numb horror. Cat was normally good with his hands, in all senses of the word, but now he seemed to be having problems so much as unscrewing the cap. It took him nearly five minutes - it felt like an hour - to open the flask, then wave it at her. Emily took it, her own hands aching. Putting the flask to her lips and drinking was suddenly the hardest thing in the universe. She nearly drained the flask before remembering herself and passing it back. He needed to drink too.

    “It feels like we’ll never get out of the desert,” Cat said. He sounded better, now that he’d had a drink. “How are you coping?”

    Emily leaned into the shadows. It wasn’t much, but it was all she had. “I’ve been better,” she managed. “Whose bright idea was this?”

    “Yours,” Cat said.

    “It was a brilliant idea,” Emily said, tiredly. She wanted to sit down... no, she wanted to lie down. They’d planned to take a break for noon, when the temperature would reach its peak... she couldn’t believe it wasn’t already noon. She felt as if she’d been walking for most of the day. “Perhaps we should have just left earlier.”

    Cat put the flask back on his belt. “We were pushing it to leave so early,” he said. “If we’d walked in the dark...”

    Emily nodded. Travelling after dark was dangerous, at least outside the more urbanized parts of the world. All kinds of supernatural creatures, many which had never been properly documented, roamed the darkness, some preying on unwary humans. But it would have been cooler had they travelled before the sun rose. She put the thought out of her mind as Cat resumed the walk, and followed him. The gully grew wider as they pushed further south. It looked to have been cut by running water, but the land was so parched she couldn’t believe it so much as drizzled in the Blighted Lands. Perhaps it rained poison. 

    Her head started to pound again as they reached the edge of the gully. She slipped on ash, nearly falling before she caught herself. The dunes rose in front of her, each feeling like a mountain. And the heat kept rising.

    Cat fell. For a moment, she thought he’d slipped.... and then she saw the ground crumble beneath him. Something was there, something was pulling him down... she had the impression of something dark and dangerous lurking in the shadows, something she really didn’t want to see clearly. She jumped, wrapping her magic around herself as she plunged into the lair. Cat wasn’t moving as a tentacle pulled him into a writhing mass of shadows. Emily blinked in horror - Cat should have been able to free himself - and then hurled a fireball at the creature. There was a howl of pain, a sound she felt more than heard, followed by a wave of tentacles reaching for her.  She hurled a second fireball, aiming it at the tentacle holding Cat. He jerked as the fireball burnt though the flesh, falling to the ground. Emily grabbed him and drew on her magic, hurling herself up and back into the sun. The levitation spell started to fail the moment they were in the light, but it didn’t matter. Behind her, she heard the thing scream. 

    When she looked back, the hole was gone.

    “Cat!” Emily landed on the ashy ground and knelt beside him. “What happened?”

    Cat shifted, uncomfortably. Emily braced herself, then pulled back his trouser leg. There was a nasty purple stain on his ankle where the tentacle had held him. She muttered a spell to test the venom, shivering as she realized it was a paralytic agent of some kind. No wonder he hadn’t been able to muster any resistance. She cast a pair of healing spells, heedless of the drain on her power. She needed him, desperately. They couldn’t give up now.

    “Fuck,” Cat managed. “I... fuck.”

    Emily peered down at him. “Do you want to rest?”

    “Resting here is probably a very bad idea,” Cat said. His entire body shook as he tried to scramble to his feet. Emily had to help him stand. It was a mark of how badly he’d been hurt that he didn’t try to resist. “You saved my life!”

    “We all make mistakes,” Emily said, lightly. She wrapped an arm around him, keeping her other arm free so she could cast a fireball if necessary. “Shall we...”

    She broke off as she studied the dunes. The ash looked unmoving. It was impossible to tell where another of those creatures might be lurking. She found it hard to believe it was the only one, not here. She stared at the ash, feeling a wave of dismay. They were standing in the middle of a minefield and... she reached for the snake-bracelet, removing it from her wrist and placing it on the ground before releasing the spell. Aurelius sniffed the air, warily. Emily stared through the death viper’s eyes. The snake had no trouble spotting the danger zones.

    “I forgot you had that thing,” Cat managed. His voice was unsteady. “Keep it away from me, please.”

    “Aurelius is going to keep us safe,” Emily told him, firmly. “Let’s go.”

    The snake slid south, keeping well away from the dangerous patches of ashy sand. Emily followed, holding Cat until he could stand on his own and stumble after her. The entire region was dangerous, hundreds of places looking extremely unsafe to the snake’s eyes. Emily thought about the amulet around her neck, a teleport spell that would get her back to the camp... at the price of abandoning the mission. She considered, as she heard Cat grunt behind her, sending him back and carrying on alone. He’d never forgive her, but he’d been poisoned. Healing spells or not, it might take time for the poison to pass out of his body.

    She didn’t relax, not at all, until the landscape hardened and became safe... for a given value of safe. Aurelius crawled up her leg, through her shirt and coiled around her neck, closing one eye even as he kept the other one open for threats. His nose tasted all sorts of scents in the air, including humans. Emily couldn’t smell anything herself, but she trusted Aurelius. Her familiar couldn’t lie to her. It was just a shame, she’d often thought, the snake couldn’t talk.

    Harry Potter would have been able to talk to him, she thought, tiredly. She knew her mind was wandering. The landscape kept changing, becoming more like scrubland than desert. But perhaps Aurelius wouldn’t have had anything to say.

    “We’d better rest,” Cat said, as they reached another gully. “It’s noon.”

    Emily didn’t believe him, not really. Her body insisted it was late afternoon, if not evening. The sun hadn’t moved at all... it really was a post-holocaust nightmare, a world so old that the sun itself had turned red as it entered the final stage of its life. She knew it wasn’t true, she knew it was her imagination, but the impression refused to leave her mind. It felt like the end of days.

    Cat cast a pair of spells to make sure they were safe, then sat on the hard ground and leaned against the rocky wall. Emily sat next to him, allowing Aurelius to glide down her arm and wrap himself around her wrist before she turned him back into a bracelet. She leaned against Cat, feeling oddly comforted by his presence. Again. Cat glanced at her, smiled tiredly and slowly closed his eyes. Emily poked him, none too gently. They couldn’t afford to sleep.

    “Let me see your ankle,” she ordered, after they’d rested. She wasn’t sure how long they’d sat there. “Please.”

    She frowned. Cat hadn’t said no. He hadn’t even made a show of resistance. She suspected that meant he was hurt worse than he was prepared to admit, even to her. She wondered, idly, just what he thought of her now. She’d been a comrade, then a friend, then a lover, then a damsel in distress and now... a comrade again. He was probably having some problems deciding, she figured, as she inspected the wound. The purple marks had started to fade, but there were still traces of the poison clinging to his skin. She took a sample and stowed it in her knapsack. It might come in handy for something.

    “Rest yourself,” Cat breathed. His eyes were still closed. “Don’t try to do too much.”

    “We have to start walking again soon,” Emily told him. She pulled his trouser back over the wound. “We can’t stay here for long.”

    “No.” Cat didn’t move. “Pass me the energy potion.”

    Emily did as she was told, trying to hide her concern. No jokes, funny or otherwise? No suggestions they should do something that involved a bed, but wasn’t sleep? He was definitely in dire straits. Cat shifted as he drank the potion, then stumbled to his feet. Emily followed, brushing down her trousers. The potion wouldn’t last. They really needed something more...

    Next time, bring more people, she thought. And perhaps a small convoy of supplies.

    She forced herself to follow, keeping a wary eye on his movements. The potion really wouldn’t last, even if it did flush the last of the poison out of his body. She hoped they’d find somewhere a little more secure to rest when the sun finally sank below the horizon, somewhere they could ward to protect themselves. Cat glanced back at her, a grim expression on his face. She wished, suddenly, she’d talked Lady Barb or Sergeant Miles - or both - into coming with them. Or Void.

    “Don’t tell the sergeant I walked into the trap,” Cat said. He sounded as though he was trying not to plead. “He’ll laugh in my face.”

    Emily had to smile. “Serves you right,” she said. She’d seen all kinds of strange creatures near Whitehall, all of which had lain in wait to catch the unwary. Sergeant Miles had taught them what to watch for, although he’d never shown them anything akin to the half-seen creature that had nearly killed Cat. “You could have died there.”

    She shuddered. Lady Barb had said the Blighted Lands were infested, hadn’t she? Monsters, not all of which had once been human... creatures out of nightmares, creatures so dangerous that no one could encounter them and survive... her lips twitched at the thought. If no one survived long enough to make it back home and report, how did Lady Barb know they even existed? Rumors and innuendo hardly seemed enough to write comprehensive reports.

    Cat led her up an incline, then stopped. “Emily,” he said. His voice was suddenly very hard, yet quiet. “Take a look at this.”

    Emily stepped up beside him and stared into the haze. “What is that?”

    “A plantation,” Cat said. “I think we’ve just found the edge of enemy territory.”

     


    Chapter Seventeen (Emily1)

    EMILY HAD THOUGHT HERSELF INURED TO horror, to watching helplessly as peasants grubbed in the mud while their betters sneered, but the plantation was horrific beyond words.

    It was... she struggled to comprehend, let alone express, what she saw. Unkempt rows upon rows of mutated crops, plants she’d never seen on the northern side of the mountains; crops tended by men and women who shambled from place to place like dull animals. Men who looked badly wounded, warped and twisted by dark magic; women and children who looked inhuman, sluggish eyes blinking slowly as they listlessly moved around. They worked as little as they could... no, she realized. She’d seen peasants working as little as possible, doing the bare minimum to keep themselves alive, but this was different. These people were working as fast as they could. They just couldn’t work very fast at all.

    Her stomach twisted as she spotted a child - male or female, she couldn’t tell - with a missing jaw. The wound was blackened with... with something. A woman knocked the child to the ground in passing, the woman's eyes so dull Emily knew she didn’t care enough to be malicious. Emily wanted to throw up, to empty her stomach, as her eyes moved from figure to figure. Many were mutilated, wounded so savagely she had no idea how they were still alive. Others were so enervated it looked as if they were on the verge of collapse. The locals didn’t have any spark left, nor any urge to resist. She swallowed hard, unsure of what to say or do. The locals hadn’t even noticed them.

    The stench of decay, something utterly foul, hung in the air as they approached the plantation. There were no fences, no wards; she grimaced, remembering the creature that had almost killed Cat. It didn’t look as if any of the locals - the slaves, she told herself - had the drive to run away, let alone make something of themselves, but where would they go? They might die if they ran, or wind up hideously mutated and warped by the tainted magic. She shuddered, again, as she spotted a naked woman no older than herself. One of the woman’s breasts was missing, replaced by a charred wound. The woman's face was so badly battered, it was utterly unrecognizable. And her eyes were dull and lifeless. And the men... they paid no attention to her, as if she wasn’t even there. They were...

    They’ve been reduced to animals, Emily thought. It was so horrifying, she could hardly grasp it. They can’t even think for themselves.

    No one paid any attention to them, not even when they crossed the invisible line that separated the plantation from the outside world. Emily felt a chill creep down her spine as they moved into the rows upon rows of crops, half-expecting the slaves to spring to life at any moment and attack them. But they did nothing... Emily kept a wary eye on them. She told herself she would sooner die than be enslaved, but... she shook her head, knowing it was never that easy. A person raised in such a nightmarish environment would be helplessly warped by the time they grew old enough to work. The mere thought that this was not how things were meant to be would be unimaginable.

    Her skin crawled as she glanced at the crops. They looked like a strange combination of vines and seaweed, bubbling with seed-like pods that waved in the gusts of wind. She blinked as she saw something crawl beneath, staring in confusion until she realized the plants were moving of their own accord. A young boy - she thought it was a boy - sat underneath a leaf, not moving a muscle. Her stomach churned, again, once she realized he was dead. He’d expired, and no one so much as gave a damn. 

    Cat nudged her arm. She almost hexed him. “What...?”

    “We have company,” Cat whispered. “Look sharp. Remember, we’re traders.”

    Emily followed his gaze and saw two men making their way towards them. They looked more alert than the slaves, cracking whips towards the slower workers as they moved. The whipping didn’t seem effective, as if the slaves were unbothered or simply incapable of moving any faster. Emily shuddered, again, as the men came closer. Their faces were blackened and burnt, scarred so badly she knew they should be dead. One was missing an eye, the socket peering accusingly at her. Their clothes were so tattered that even peasants in the north would refuse to wear them, at least until they’d been sewn up. But at least they were wearing clothes. The slaves were completely naked.

    “Greetings,” Cat said. “Please take us to your leader.”

    The two men looked at each other, as if they didn’t quite understand what he’d said. Their eyes were piggish, but lacked the dullness of the slaves.  And yet... she caught a glint of bully-like anticipation, a sense they enjoyed bullying the slaves and everyone else unfortunate enough to wander onto the plantation. She gritted her teeth, telling herself they’d probably been just as warped as everyone else. The system did make a grim kind of sense. The slaves who showed a spark of intelligence were probably put to work as overseers, with orders to keep their fellows under control. Or else. She reached out gingerly with her senses. They didn’t seem to have any magic, but it was hard to tell. Tainted magic bubbled around like flies on rotten meat.

    “Come with us.” The leader’s voice was oddly-accented, barely understandable. It was hard to believe they spoke the same language. “Now.”

    Emily glanced at Cat, then allowed the overseers to lead them through the plantation.  It didn’t get any better. The slaves creeped along, tending to crops that looked like something out of a radioactive hellscrape and picking fruit from trees that looked suspiciously mobile. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted something that looked like a primitive railway track on the ground, although it was too small to be a real railway. It looked more like railings to guide trolleys, something she’d seen - something she’d helped establish - in Zangaria. They’d rigged up muscle-powered locomotives that worked like bicycles, but the necromancers clearly preferred to rely on just muscle. She felt the ground shake as a pair of trolleys came into view. The necromancers were mining something, although she wasn’t sure what. The slaves pushing the trolleys looked slightly healthier than the ones in the fields.

    The necromancers have to get their weapons from somewhere, she thought, numbly. The orcs carried swords and spears, rarely anything more complex. It wasn’t as if they needed them. They probably have slaves churning out weapons for their hordes.

    Her heart sank even further when they reached the edge of the village. A small collection of cages sat at the very edge, a handful loaded with people. They looked at her with dread, like they thought she was a necromancer. She remembered seeing similar cages in the Desert of Death, near Heart’s Eye. The prisoners had been marked for the slaughter pits, to be thrown to the orcs when the necromancer had drained their magic and life. And here... she tasted bile. The necromancers were farming people like cattle. She’d known it was happening, but she hadn’t really believed it until she’d seen it for herself. It was all she could do to keep from throwing up.

    Cat dropped back until he was standing beside her. “Are you alright?”

    Emily shook her head, but forced herself to keep moving as the overseers led them into the village. It was... her eyes moved from building to building, picking out the bits that didn’t quite make sense. There were too many blacksmiths, too few... the village was a factory, she supposed; the blacksmiths merely part of a much larger war machine. The village couldn’t support so many blacksmiths, but it didn’t matter. They were helping to supply a whole army.

    She peered into the nearest forge, eyes adapting quickly to the darkness. A cluster of men, badly scarred, worked steadily to churn out swords. They were surrounded by younger men, who were probably learning the ropes at their father’s hands. A couple looked to be half-orcs, although it was hard to be sure. Even here, the locals were warped by the tainted magic. She caught the eye of a young man, who stared at her for a second before his father - or his master - smacked him on the head. It was far from gentle, a rebuke offered in eerie silence. Emily shivered as she realized what was missing. No one, as far as she could tell, was talking. The only sound echoing in the air was the clash of metal...

    “Millie,” Cat said. “Come on.”

    Emily nodded and followed him as they approached the largest hut in the village. It looked to be on the verge of falling down at any moment, although she supposed it had survived years in the Blighted Lands. The walls were a mixture of stone and wood, the former looking corroded and the latter rotten. She felt uneasy as she was led into the hut, half-afraid the building was going to collapse and bury them. She prepared a spell within her mind, ready to use it to escape. They’d been warned not to use magic openly, if it could be avoided, but... she shook her head. If they got crushed under falling rubble, the mission would fail spectacularly. Her other self would be doomed before she realized something was wrong.

    Inside, the hut smelt foul. Emily gagged at the stench. No one seemed to care. Cat didn’t seem affected... Emily wondered, sourly, if he was cheating or was simply used to foul-spelling places. He’d been in training for years, his master taking him all over the continent before he’d earned his spurs. She pushed the thought out of her mind as her eyes grew accustomed to the semi-darkness. A grim-faced man stood in front of them, wearing a tunic and cloak that marked him as a powerful man. Emily rather suspected the necromancers considered it a joke.

    If they ever bother to think about it, she thought. She knew the type. A village headman, appointed by the local lord, who sucked up to his master and kicked everyone else. The headmen who’d been elected by their peers tended to be much more reasonable, much more understanding of their problems. The necromancers won't care what he does as long as he keeps the village productive.

    “My Lord,” Cat said. If she hadn’t known him so well, she’d have thought he was sucking up too. “We come to trade.”

    The headman stepped forward. Up close, his face was as scarred and broken as the rest of his people. He might be a trusty, Emily reflected, but he was still a slave. She felt a twinge of pity, despite the cold certainty he’d been a horrific master. The masses in the fields wouldn’t even be able to imagine resistance, let alone put it into practice. And the smarter workers would know that rebellion would lead to certain death when the orcs arrived. They wouldn’t turn on their master as long as he enjoyed the favor of the necromancer.

    “Welcome.” His voice was heavily accented too, but more understandable. “What have you brought us?”

    Emily allowed Cat to do the talking while she quietly probed her surroundings for magic. There was no active magic within the hut, as far as she could tell, but the tainted magic hung in the air, a dull presence lingering at the back of her mind. It felt almost like subtle magic, yet... oddly unfocused. Emily wondered, suddenly, if the reason the entire village was so broken was that they’d been exposed to runic magic from birth until death. It was quite possible to use subtle magic in such a way, although she’d never seen it before. Void had pointed out that the concept had its limits.

    If someone can bring themselves to think coldly about what they’re doing they might break the compulsion, she thought. But the slaves are too downtrodden to try.

    The headman clapped his hands. “We trust this will bring us both wealth,” he said, in a tone that suggested he didn’t believe it. “You will join us for dinner.”

    “Of course, My Lord.” Cat bowed. Beside him, Emily did the same. “My partner and I would be honored.”

    Emily nudged him as the headman led the way outside. “We would?”

    “Yeah.” Cat nudged her back. “He’s quite a good haggler.”

    “Right,” Emily said. She lowered her voice. “And he’s a monster too.”

    She frowned as they stepped out of the hut. The skies were darkening rapidly, the gloomy clouds shading to an eerie purple as the sun dropped below the distant mountains. The air was still warm, blowing gusts of tainted magic into their faces. Emily felt itchy as they were led towards a large communal table, where the blacksmiths and their apprentices waited to eat. Beyond them, women cooked in eerie silence. No one spoke, save for an older woman who looked to be in her nineties. Emily suspected she was a lot younger. She’d met peasant women in Zangaria who’d looked much older than their years and they’d barely entered their forties. Here... the woman, the headwoman, might be even younger. She guessed the bossy woman was the headman’s wife.

    If that means anything here, she mused, as she saw the overseers carting food towards the fields. The headman could have his pick of women, if he wished.

    Cat sat next to her, his expression unreadable. Emily was glad of his presence as the women started to serve the food, handing out bowls of mush flavored with hints of meat. Her hair stood on end, the moment she took the bowl. Her magic clashed oddly with the aura surrounding the contents. Emily flinched, realizing - to her horror - that the meat might be human flesh. She felt her stomach clench as she cast a spell to check, the spell flashing red. The meat was not safe to eat, whatever it was. She glanced at Cat, then cast a very weak illusion to convince watching eyes they’d eaten. They’d have to eat their rations when - if - they were alone.

    She shuddered, again, as the dreadful evening wore on. The villagers ate in silence, then headed to their huts. It looked as if entire extended families shared huts too small for them... she felt a twinge of pity, even for the headman and his wife. The woman might be bossing the other women around, pushing and slapping at anyone who moved too slowly to suit her, but... what else could she do? She wondered, grimly, where the prisoners in the cages had come from and... she felt sick, again. The prisoners were probably villagers, marked down for death. She hated to think anyone would treat their friends and family as livestock, but... what choice did they have? Resistance was futile.

    The air didn’t cool as the skies turned dark and the headman led them back to his hut. Emily knew it was a sign of favor - Lady Barb had picked their trade goods carefully, items the headman could buy without drawing the ire of his masters - but she would almost have preferred to be ordered to sleep in a barn. At least they’d be isolated from the rest of the villagers. The headman had a private bedroom... she scowled when she realized the headman and his wife had given up their bedroom. It was a great honor, but she would have preferred to avoid it. And yet, there was no way they could refuse without giving offense.

    “Put up a set of wards before we go to bed,” she said, as she surveyed the room. It was nothing more than an earthen floor, a handful of thin blankets and a tiny pillow. There was no washroom, not even a chamberpot. The locals did their business outside. “I... I hate this place.”

    “Yeah.” Cat sounded grim. “I saw the slave markets up north and this... this is worse.”

    Emily forced herself to lie on the blankets, casting a pair of wards designed to repel insects and other unwanted guests. She was going to be covered with insect bites in the morning, wards or no wards. Her skin was already starting to itch. She wanted a proper bath or a shower; she’d even settle for a basin of water and a damp cloth. But she knew she wasn’t going to get any of them. 

    She closed her eyes, wondering how her other self was doing. The plan had been to establish a foothold, as soon as she and Cat had set off to the Blighted Lands. Where was her other self? Emily was tempted to reach for her through the entangled magic, even though she knew it was a bad idea. A really bad idea. She could only be in two places at once if she accepted, deep inside, that she was two people...

    And if we get drawn back together, she asked herself numbly, what happens to us?

    “Goodnight,” Cat said. “See you in the morning.”

    Emily said nothing. She was exhausted, but it was a long time before she fell asleep.


    Chapter Eighteen (Emily2)

    “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

    Emily looked up from her work, frowning, as Penny came into the room. They shared a bedroom, which she’d converted into an office of sorts, but... she told herself, firmly, that it wasn’t really her office. Penny had as much right to enter the chamber as she did. And yet... she felt another flicker of jealousy at Penny spending time with Lady Barb. Lady Barb would smack her for being so selfish, if she ever said that out loud, but...

    “Trying to design a spell,” she said, putting the thought aside. It wasn’t Penny’s fault Lady Barb had taken her as a student. Or that Emily felt as if she’d been displaced. “And running into all sorts of little problems.”

    She scratched her forehead, feeling uncomfortable and itchy. Her skin was dry and flaky after just two days in the fortress, even though she’d cast a dozen different wards to cool and moisturize the air. She wished she’d thought to cut her hair short... in hindsight, perhaps it would have been better if she’d cut her hair long ago. It was her only vanity, but one that had started to bite. Her scalp felt as itchy as the rest of her.

    Penny glanced at the notes, then shrugged. “Lady Barb wanted to see you,” she said. “Coming?”

    “You couldn’t have said that the moment you appeared?” Emily folded the notes and pocketed them. Even here, in the middle of a war, she had no doubt someone would spy on her work if she gave them a chance. “What’s happening?”

    “I believe she wants to see you,” Penny said. “Coming?”

    Emily scowled, unsure if Penny was trying to be annoying as she followed Penny out the door. The sunlight was as dull and red as ever, the air hot and thoroughly uncomfortable. She felt a flicker of sympathy for the men on the walls, even for the horsemen cantering outside in a desperate bid to attract the necromancers. Emily could feel the portal, a whirlwind of magic growing ever stronger as the enchanters enhanced the lattice to the point it no longer needed the nexus point. She couldn’t believe the necromancers couldn’t sense it. She might as well have set off a flare announcing her presence.

    Or sent the bastards an insulting note challenging them to a fight, she thought, wryly. That would probably have gotten their attention.

    She shivered, despite the heat, as they rounded a corner and approached the command post. Sir Roger and Crown Prince Dater - the latter still gamboling around with his favored troops - hadn’t raised any objection to the suggestion they should have tactical command, to Emily’s complete lack of surprise. They probably saw it as a sign of favor - or something they could spin into a sign of favor, with a little effort - even if they refused to believe she disliked giving orders. Lady Barb stood next to Sergeant Miles, her expression grim. The map in front of them - updated yet again, showing a network of barren gullies and valleys far too close for comfort - was alarmingly bare of enemy troops.

    And normally that wouldn’t be a bad thing, Emily thought. But now we want to be attacked.

    “Emily,” Lady Barb said. “Walk with me.”

    Emily nodded, feeling a twinge of... something... as Lady Barb ordered Penny to remain in the command post before leading Emily towards the walls. Sir Roger was inspecting troops, checking their muskets and cannons before directing them to their places. Behind him, a cannon mounted on a cart looked dangerously unsafe, as if it were on the verge of tipping over at any moment. She’d told the artificers about tanks, but it would be years before someone produced a steam-powered tank... but, she supposed, the spells woven into the cart would give a surprising amount of mobility. The engineers might want to use as little magic as possible - she understood, all too well - yet there was a war on. They had to make do with what they had.

    Lady Barb cast a privacy spell as soon as they were out of earshot. “Have you been following the enchanters?”

    Emily glanced at her, surprised. “No,” she said. “I was too busy trying to devise...”

    Trying to reinvent something my counterpart devised, her thoughts corrected. Her alternate self from an alternate timeline had been more ruthless, when it came to applying her knowledge to destruction. Emily still had nightmares about what she’d seen in her counterpart’s mind. But she’d had some good ideas. The trick is getting them to work without giving away the secret.

    “They and the combat sorcerers have been preparing rituals,” Lady Barb said. “The trouble is that we cannot power them all, not without...”

    She allowed her voice to trail off. Emily had no trouble completing the sentence.

    “You want me to show them how to make and use batteries,” she said. “Right?”

    “Right.” Lady Barb looked grim. “Right now, we’re dangerously exposed.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “I thought we were getting additional sorcerers,” she said. “We shouldn’t have needed to use batteries.”

    “I thought so too,” Lady Barb said. “King Jorlem has apparently” - her hands formed quotation marks - “insisted on holding back half the sorcerers who joined the force. He’s afraid the diggers will keep going, whatever happens over here. He might even be right.”

    “He could have told us that earlier.” Emily felt a hot flash of anger. “Is he actually going to risk his son getting trapped out here?”

    “I’d be surprised if he doesn’t recall his son in the next few days,” Lady Barb said. “But that isn’t the problem, is it?”

    Emily glared at the barren wall. The Crown Prince could not afford to be thought a coward - or a weakling. He couldn’t run, even if it was the sensible thing to do. She supposed his father would be quietly trying to devise an excuse to allow the prince to leave with his honor intact. She shook her head in disgust. How many promising young men had died on the field of battle because they knew they’d face scorn if they fled? How many young women had been denied the chance to make a name for themselves because they’d not been allowed on the battlefield? Alassa had chafed at not being able to lead troops, even if the odds were firmly on her side. Emily didn’t share the feeling, but she understood. She just thought it was stupid.

    That’s not my problem, she told herself, crossly. I have a bigger one.

    She turned to look at the older woman. “I wish you’d mentioned this earlier.”

    “I wish I’d realized the problem earlier,” Lady Barb said. “It won’t be long until the enchanters are recalled too.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. Enchantment was a difficult discipline to master. Void had taught her a little, but he’d seemed disinclined to spend much time on it. Emily thought she understood why - Void wanted her to use magic and magic alone, not anything he viewed as a crutch - yet it wasn’t as if she wanted to use a wand. She forced herself to think, quickly. It wouldn’t be hard to show the enchanters how to make and use batteries and valves. The trick would be keeping them from spilling the beans. 

    And there’s no way to guarantee they wouldn’t be spied on, she thought. I couldn’t swear them to the impossible.

    She let out a breath. She’d always known it was just a matter of time before the secret began to leak. Void had told her that sorcerers were slowly piecing together what she’d done in Zangaria. There was no way any sorcerer, not even a necromancer, could open a portal right into the most heavily-defended tower in the country. The power requirements would be staggeringly high... no, they’d been staggeringly high. They knew what she’d done, even if they didn’t know how. 

    “They’ll be sworn to secrecy,” she said. Void had taught her how to draw up magical contracts, although he’d told her they had to be treated with extreme care. If there were any misunderstandings, or simple miscommunications, or even a giant loophole... the contract could become worse than useless. “Tell them... tell them to meet me in the hall, one hour from now, if they’re prepared to keep the secret to themselves.”

    “Of course, My Lady,” Lady Barb said, with heavy irony. “It will be my pleasure.”

    Emily flushed. “Sorry.”

    “It’s good to see you growing stronger,” Lady Barb said. “But I’d be careful of the price.”

    She turned and hurried away. Emily let out a breath, then clambered up onto the battlements and peered into the distance. There were no hordes charging towards the fortress, no clouds of dust in the distance that might indicate an approaching army... just barren lands, dunes of ashy sand and weird-looking clouds. She shivered, feeling... something... brushing across her mind. It felt like a ray of sunlight, but... the sun looked red and dull in the gloomy morning sky. She couldn’t quite believe it was morning.

    Shaking her head, she lowered herself to the ground and hurried back to her quarters. The parchment scrolls - she silently blessed herself for having thought to bring them - were still in her knapsack, waiting for the spells. She took the parchments, picked up a charmed pen and started to write. It wasn’t easy. Charming the parchments was simple enough, but closing the loopholes was far harder. If she was too aggressive, they’d refuse to sign; if she was too lenient, they’d sign... and then use the loopholes to cheat her without ever technically breaking the contract. Hell, if there was a difference of opinion about what the contract actually said – an honest difference of opinion - it was their opinion that would count.

    Penny tapped on her door, an hour later. “They’re waiting for you.”

    “And probably not wanting to be kept waiting,” Emily said. Sorcerers were always jostling other sorcerers, even ones with powerful and dangerous reputations. She’d been picked on because of her deeds and presumed relations, not despite them. “Shall we go?”

    She focused her mind as best as she could. It wasn’t going to be easy to get them to listen to her. She was an apprentice, even though she’d killed a bunch of necromancers and introduced hundreds of innovations to the Allied Lands. And she was a young woman... she shook her head. Sorcerers, at least, wouldn’t hold that against her. Magic didn’t discriminate. A sorceress could be as powerful and dangerous as a sorcerer. King Randor really should have encouraged his daughter to master her powers early enough to convince everyone she wasn’t a spoilt brat.

    Lady Barb stood by the door, waiting. She nodded, then gestured for her to enter the room. Emily held her head up high, then stepped inside. Twenty-one magicians - enchanters and alchemists, male and female - looked at her with varying degrees of interest. A couple seemed openly hostile, as if it was beneath their dignity to wait upon a lowly apprentice.  The remainder seemed more inclined to wait and hear what she had to say before passing judgement. Master Lucknow leaned against the far wall, arms crossed over his chest. Emily guessed he’d support her, if only because she’d supported the war. He wouldn’t want to call her judgement into question because it would serve as excuse for others to question his.

    Emily stood at the front of the room, clasping her hands behind her back. “I won’t mince words,” she said, trying to channel Alassa and Void. The parchment sheet felt warm against her bare skin. “There is a... technique... we can and we will use to work greater magics. It is an innovation that doesn’t involve any forbidden rituals. However, it is also very secret.”

    She pulled the contract into the light. “If you want to stay and learn, you have to sign this contract,” she said. “If not... the door is over there.”

    A sorcerer leaned forward, his eyes flashing anger. “I did not come here to bind my magic at the whim...”

    “The door is over there,” Emily repeated, evenly. “If you refuse to sign, you can leave.”

    She held out the contract, inviting the nearest sorcerer to take it and read. She’d done her level best to strike a balance between paranoia and freedom, between restricting their ability to share the secret and giving them room to experiment. She knew from experience that, for better or worse, people would take her ideas, the concepts she’d introduced, and run with them. The results had been decidedly mixed, she thought, but - on the whole - they’d been good. She brushed aside a handful of questions, including one that suggested the speaker thought she was an idiot. She’d closed all the loopholes she could. She was certainly not going to open one now.

    Two sorcerers stood and stalked out the room. The remainder stared at the contract, their lips twitching as they worked through the implications, then started to sign. Emily watched, torn between hope and fear. It was another step towards the secret getting out, she knew. The sorcerers would draw attention from spies, from sorcerers who hadn’t signed the contact. And the two who’d left would be free to watch their fellows, to - eventually - put the pieces together. The only upside, as far as she could tell, was that none of the enchanters had refused to sign. They’d be needed to craft the valves.

    Master Lucknow was the last to sign. “We’re ready,” he said, renewing the privacy wards with a wave of his hand. “Lady Emily?”

    Emily took a breath. “The fundamental problem of storing magic for long periods is that it tends to leak, either from wards or a charmed gemstone,” she said, uneasily aware she was going over well-trodden ground. “As long as the magic has somewhere to go, it will leak. And that means there are limits to how much magic you can store.”

    She paused, feeling her heart start to race. “But what if the magic has nowhere to go?

    “I figured out that one could use a pocket dimension to store magic,” she said. “The magic remains in the dimension because it literally has nowhere to go, as long as the dimension remains intact. Linked to a valve, which can be something as simple as a wand or a staff, the magic can be channeled out of the pocket dimension and used, in passing, to power an emplaced spell. These devices - I call them batteries - allow us to create vastly more powerful spells.”

    Someone muttered an oath. Emily had to smile. They weren’t stupid. No one reached the heights of their profession without being very intelligent indeed. They might not have had the background to realize the possibility, but now she’d pointed it out to them... she felt a flicker of pride. Everything else, she’d copied from half-remembered lessons and history books. She hadn’t devised the letters and numbers she’d introduced; she hadn’t invented steam engines and gunpowder out of whole cloth. They might credit her as a genius, but she knew better. This, however, was something she’d invented. On her own. She couldn’t help being proud of her work.

    “Given time, we can use the batteries to defend the fortress,” she said. “And find other ways to take the war to the enemy.”

    She leaned back and watched as the sorcerers started chatting, sharing ideas and brainstorming in a way they would normally have found unthinkable. Sorcerers rarely collaborated, certainly not in large groups. Trying to get them moving in the same direction was like herding cats, only worse. But she’d somehow managed to get an entire group working together, devising new ways to use what she’d shown them. She wondered if she’d be rewarded or punished, when the truth came out. She’d taken one hell of a risk. The batteries would change the world.

    Her eyes wandered over the contract. It should bind them - she’d made sure they’d all signed - but what if she’d left a loophole? What if... there were ways to twist her words, for a sorcerer to convince himself he wasn’t actually breaking the contract? What if... she swallowed hard, feeling suddenly fearful. What if she’d just made the problems facing the Allied Lands immeasurably worse?

    Master Lucknow moved over to join her. “I can see why Jan likes you.”

    Emily blushed. “Thanks.”

    “It’s a compliment,” Master Lucknow said. “And, after your apprenticeship is finished, I think you’d be more than welcome to join us as an equal.”

    “That might be nice,” Emily said. She looked away, feeling uneasily torn between apprenticeship and mastery. Two enchanters were arguing about how best to use the batteries to power a firestorm ritual. It reminded her of her attempts to create a laser spell. A heat ray, of sorts. “But I don’t know what I’ll be doing after my apprenticeship...”

    She shook her head. She really didn’t know. It had been a year, but Void hadn’t said anything about her graduating. He was supposed to make sure she wasn’t tested until she was ready... she sighed. She had no idea when she’d be ready. Or what she’d have to do to prove herself. After everything she’d already done...

    There was a loud banging at the door. “Penny’s here,” Lady Barb said, although there was no visible sign. “Excuse me.”

    She opened the door. Penny practically fell into the room. “His Highness just returned,” she said, between gasps. Outside, the trumpets were already blaring the alert. “They’re coming!” 


    Chapter Nineteen (Emily1)

    EMILY WOKE UP, SUDDENLY.

    She lay on the hard ground, the blanket providing almost no comfort, wrapped in darkness that seemed a living thing. Cat was snoring - he’d placed his dagger between them, to her private relief - but something was wrong. The air felt hot and heavy, as if it were more and more oppressive with every passing second. It pressed down on her mind, twisting her thoughts... a flash of alarm washed through her, banishing the cobwebs, as she realized they were in the center of a nexus of subtle magic. The rune she’d carved between her breasts was long gone, for better or worse, but Void had drilled her extensively. She knew how to resist...

    ... And someone had entered the room.

    Emily tensed. She’d spent six years in a school where sneaking into someone’s room and transfiguring them in the middle of the night was considered the height of humor, where sneaking into a tutor’s office or stealing food from the kitchens for a midnight feast was a rite of passage. She never slept deeply, even when she was sleeping in her own home, surrounded by powerful wards. And here... she listened carefully, hearing the soft footfalls as they approached her. Cat was still snoring. Was the magic keeping him asleep? Or was he just pretending?

    She shivered as she heard breathing, faint but very real. The intruder was far too close now... she braced herself, then screwed her eyes closed and cast a light spell. Someone stumbled back, tripping over their feet and landing on their backside. Emily opened her eyes, blinking as she saw the headman staring at her with maddened eyes. Beyond him, his wife stood at the door, staring in horror. Emily froze them both with a spell, trying not to recoil. They hadn’t known what they were facing.

    I thought they wanted to trade, she thought, as she stumbled to her feet. Her head was clearing rapidly, but her body ached with pain. Attacking their guests in the middle of the night...

    Her eyes narrowed. Cat still hadn’t woken. Emily picked up his dagger, put it carefully out of reach and tapped him, gently. It was never safe to frighten an armed man - she’d learnt that back in class - but there was no way to deprive him of his magic. Cat jerked awake, staring at her with wild eyes. Emily guessed the subtle magic must have pushed him to sleep, keeping him under until it was too late. She silently thanked Void for his lessons as Cat glanced at the two intruders, then back at her. His eyes were hardening rapidly.

    “You think they were coming for you?”

    Emily shrugged. She didn’t know. It was quite possible the villagers hadn’t realized she was female. They hadn’t raised a fuss about her eating with the men. And she looked very different from the village women... she shook her head. It was rather more likely the villagers had intended to rob and kill the unwary traders. And then probably eat them. Her stomach churned at the thought. They’d been through too much in the last two days...

    “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “You cast a truth spell. I’ll search the rest of the hut.”

    She walked past the frozen couple and peered around the darkened hut. It was surprisingly bare, although - if she was any judge - it was probably more luxurious than the rest of the village. The headman and his wife didn’t look to have been sleeping in the main room... she peered through the curtain into the rear quarters, frowning as she spotted the four children sleeping in a mass of blankets. They looked warped and twisted already. A small boy - he looked to be around seven - had lost his nose. The girl beside him had a swollen eye. Emily wanted to go back to the headman and hurt him, but... she cursed under her breath as she studied the swelling. It wasn’t a black eye. She hadn’t been hit. It looked to be an infection caused by the tainted magic.

    Her heart twisted. Poor little kids...

    She cast a spell to make sure they’d stay asleep, then searched the rest of the hut. There was a piece of parchment lying on a table, charmed... her heart almost stopped as she realized it was a chat parchment. She knew that secret had leaked out long ago, but she’d never thought it might have spread into the Blighted Lands. The parchment felt icky in her hands, as if it had been touched by dark magic. There was no visible writing, but she knew that was meaningless. The parchment was probably charmed to ensure only one person could so much as see the writing.

    Damn it, she thought. There was no one else in the hut. Outside, the village was as silent as the grave. They knew we were coming.

    She walked back to the bedroom. Cat was interrogating the headman, using a combination of truth and compulsion spells to force him to answer. Emily listened, feeling sick as the man admitted he had orders to arrest travelers and transport them south to the distant fortress. She knew the headman probably hadn’t had a choice - his master was perfectly capable of vaporizing the entire village on a whim - but still... she shook her head. The mission could not be allowed to fail. 

    “Cat,” she said. “Ask him what he told his master?”

    Cat looked surprised, but did as she asked. “I told him you were traders,” the headman said, his accent stronger than ever. “And he ordered you brought to him.”

    Emily considered, briefly, allowing the villagers to take them prisoner. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d allowed someone to think she was bound and helpless, as if she could be deprived of her mind and magic so easily. But the risk was too great. The villagers were too uncontrollable. They might not want to risk admitting they’d had any contact with traders, with people from the other side of the mountains. The headman might have his orders, but the rest of his people might disagree. Better to kill the intruders than risk admitting they’d had contact with outsiders.

    “Poor bastards,” she muttered.

    Cat looked at her. “What do we do?”

    Emily checked her watch. “It’s nearly morning,” she said, although she wasn’t sure what that meant in the Blighted Lands. She hadn’t seen any stars when she looked outside. “I think we should wipe their memories and go.”

    “Or convince them they sent us on,” Cat suggested. “Let them tell their master we died somewhere along the way.”

    “Good idea,” Emily agreed. She was surprised the headman and his wife had violated guest-right, the unspoken rule that guests were not to be harmed, but... they’d had no choice. How could they stand against a necromancer? And their children... it crossed her mind, just for a moment, that killing them might be merciful. They wouldn’t linger in living death until they finally died or were drained of life and thrown into the orcish maw. “Do it. I’ll meet you outside.”

    She picked up the knapsacks and walked out of the room. She’d never liked meddling with minds, even when there was no choice. Void had made her practice and she’d felt dirty for days afterwards. Cat joined her a moment later, his expression grim. Emily didn’t need to ask to understand what he was feeling. Manipulating someone - controlling someone - was a step towards the dark arts, even if it was done with the best of intentions. The sorcerers who grew to like it had jumped off the slippery slope a long time ago.

    “When they wake, they’ll believe they sent us on under cover of darkness,” Cat said, quietly. “The more their fellow villagers insist otherwise, the more they’ll believe that’s what they did.”

    “If they think to question it at all,” Emily said, casting a night vision spell. “They might not care.”

    “No,” Cat agreed. “They might not.”

    Emily frowned as they stepped into the darkness. The skies weren’t quite as black as she’d thought, but... faint hints of illumination darted through the darkness, as if the sunlight were eclipsed by an entire fleet of moons. She looked towards the horizon, where the sun should be, and shivered. Was there a hint of light in the distance, a flicker of warmth? Or was she just imagining it? She couldn’t tell.

    The village looked even creepier in the darkness, despite the spell. Emily moved as quietly as she could, using glamor’s to hide, but they didn’t seem to be necessary. There were no lights in the windows, no hint that anyone was watching as they passed a row of huts and larger buildings that looked like barns rather than barracks. She glanced inside and saw the slaves sleeping in their own filth. The stench struck her a second later, so vile she had to cover her mouth to keep from gagging as she stumbled away. Cat caught her arm and held her up as they slipped into the fields and made their escape. She honestly couldn’t understand how anyone could live in such a state. But they didn’t even have the context to realize something was wrong.

    She swallowed, hard, as they passed the rows of creepy plants. They were rustling silently, moving despite the still air. Emily spotted one of them dropping a seedpod on the ground, rattling slightly as it waited to be picked up and taken elsewhere. She hadn’t seen anything like it. She wondered, idly, if the plants had magical uses or if they were the only things that’d grow in the Blighted Lands. It struck her as odd that the plantation existed at all. The people she’d met didn’t seem the type to maintain anything.

    It’s astonishing what someone will do if you hold a sword to their throat, Sergeant Harkin had said, years ago. Or how much work you can get out of someone if you threaten punishment and then make it clear you’re willing to carry out your threats.

    Emily shuddered. It was impossible to force someone to use their minds for you. A slave wouldn’t be fool enough to invent a way to make slavery more efficient, if it meant making things worse for them. Even more advanced societies had problems when they failed to reward the innovators, the ones who thought of new ways to do things. She’d done her level best to ensure the innovators in Cockatrice were rewarded, but was it enough? She suspected she’d never know.

    And if you just want to keep things static, she mused, a slave society might just work.

    The sun started to glimmer in the distance as they walked further south, following a dusty road that had seen better days. The sunlight was still red, still old, but the temperature continued to rise. Emily glanced behind her, half-convinced she’d see a horde of villagers baying for her blood. But there was nothing, not even a hint of movement. The spells had worked. Maybe the villagers hadn’t cared enough to question their headman and his wife.

    Cat grinned at her. “We learnt something useful, didn’t we?”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. “These people need help.”

    She tried to tell herself not to dwell on what they’d seen, but it was futile. Lady Barb’s words hadn't come remotely close to the reality. And there was nothing she could do to help. What would happen, she asked herself, when - if - the necromancers were defeated? Would the locals be helped? Could she organize help? Or... or what? They might start walking north, but to what? The Craggy Mountains would block their path into the Allied Lands. They’d have real problems getting as far as Syaitan, let alone any further. The landscape was practically impassable without careful preparation. And even if they reached the Allied Lands, who’d want to take them in?

    I’ll do what I can, she promised herself. But we might not even be able to feed them.

    The wind picked up suddenly, throwing the stench of tainted magic into her face. She closed her eyes, her skin itching as fragments of magic crawled down her shirt. She gritted her teeth as the wind grew even stronger, opening her eyes to see a glowing storm coming towards them. Just looking at it made her magic hurt, yet she couldn’t look away. She thought she saw things within the light, things calling to her. A low, roaring sound echoed over the hellscrape. Her legs buckled, nearly sending her to the ground. Cat was saying something, but she couldn’t hear him.

    He pinched her, hard. “Emily!”

    Emily pulled her head away. The storm - the magical, tainted - was coming towards them. She could feel it... she dug into her knapsack, removing the protective cloak as Cat hurried towards a crater by the side of the road. Emily followed him, forcing herself to run as sparks of lightning darted though the air. Anyone who got caught in a magical storm was at severe risk of death - or worse. She jumped into the crater and pushed the cloak into place, turning it into a makeshift tent. There was barely enough room for both of them. They couldn’t sit without touching. The roaring outside grew louder and louder. Cat shifted slightly, pinning the cloak in place. If they lost it, they were dead.

    “Fuck,” Cat said, numbly. His hand was twitching, as if he’d had an electric shock. “We might be here a while.”

    “Yeah.” Emily swallowed hard, trying not to show her fear. She could feel the magic outside, pressing against her mind. She’d been near nexus points, but this was different. There wasn’t even a hint of control in a storm, a sense that someone - somehow - had tamed the fury. There was just wave after wave of wild magic cascading over the land. “What did they do here?”

    “To the Blighted Lands?” Cat shook his head. “No one really knows.”

    Emily suspected she didn’t want to know. “What... what do we do now?”

    “We wait,” Cat said. She was mildly surprised he hadn’t made an obscene suggestion. “How are you handing your apprenticeship?”

    “It’s... interesting,” Emily said. “Challenging and remarkable and...”

    The ground heaved beneath them. She sat back against the cloak, pinning it down with her weight. Cat looked grim, his eyes fixed on a spot just past her. Emily followed his gaze and saw white sparks, so bright it hurt to look at them, dancing under the cloak. She pushed it down, hard. The sparks vanished, but their legacy remained. She blinked, hard. Her body - composed partly of magic - was reacting to their presence. She wondered, suddenly, what was happening to her other self.

    She met his eyes. “How long did it take you to complete your apprenticeship?”

    “Just over three years,” Cat said. “I went back and forth a lot before finally settling on my role. And then the war came along and... well, delayed everything.”

    “Yeah.” Emily frowned. “I don’t think Void was too happy when I left.”

    “Then he would have forbidden you to go,” Cat pointed out. “I’ve never met a master who let their apprentice dictate to them. Even the ones who were... pushed... into accepting a spoilt brat like Melissa weren’t that accommodating.”

    “Melissa got better,” Emily reminded him. “And... I think he understood I was needed.”

    And that I’d sworn an oath I couldn’t break, she added, silently. He might have been less accommodating if I hadn’t given my word.

    She allowed her fingers to touch the bracelet on her wrist. The Death Viper wouldn’t be much use against a necromancer, although... poison worked. Sometimes. She made a note to try it, if the other plans didn’t work. She wished she knew how things were going, back with her other self. Had they convinced the necromancers to attack? Had they held them off? Or had they already been wiped out? Emily thought she’d know if her other self had been killed, but it was impossible to be sure. The bilocation spell was too dangerous to risk pushing it to the limits. No one knew where those limits really were.

    Cat let out a breath. “Do you remember, back in Zangaria?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, flatly. “Those days are over.”

    “I know.” Cat didn’t look particularly repentant. “But we had fun, didn’t we?”

    “Those days are over,” Emily repeated. She listened. Outside the howling was growing louder. “You left me.”

    Cat said nothing for a long moment.  “I know,” he said. “I felt I had no choice.”

    “There’s always a choice,” Emily said. She remembered, just for a moment, what she’d done in Dragora. She’d found a third option and made it stick. She hoped. “And I think you made the wrong choice.”

    But the one you could live with, her thoughts added, silently. You paid a price for maintaining your self-respect.

    “Maybe,” Cat said, quietly. He changed the subject. “Is there anyone else? Now?”

    Emily scowled. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, sharply. It was none of his business. “All that matters, right now, is getting to the castle and completing our mission. And when that is over...”

    She shook her head. “We have a job to do,” she said. “We’ll worry about the aftermath when it comes.”

    “Understood.” Cat winked at her. “Do you think Penny was starting to warm up to me?”

    Emily pretended to throw a hex at him. “I think she thinks you’re a prat,” she said. “She’s a very perceptive sorceress.”

    Outside, the wind continued to howl.


    Chapter Twenty (Emily2)

    “LADY EMILY,” SIR ROGER CALLED. “This way!”

    Emily nodded, leading Lady Barb and Penny towards the walls. Soldiers were running everywhere, frantically manning their positions as the enemy came into view. Behind her, the sorcerers hurried to their stations or clambered onto the walls themselves. She kicked herself, mentally, for not sharing the information earlier, even though it had been easier to convince them to sign the contract when they knew they could be attacked at any moment. But now they would have to fight the first battle without the batteries...

    She clambered up onto the battlements and peered into the distance. A cloud of ashy dust was rising from the south, a handful of horsemen clearly visible as they galloped towards the fort. Behind them... Emily shivered as she saw inhuman forms charging after the horses in a desperate bid to catch them before they reached safety. The orcs were faster than she’d realized, perfectly capable of overrunning and killing a fleeing man. Even the horses seemed to be having problems staying ahead of the brutes. Emily felt a stab of sympathy for Dater and his men. The Crown Prince might be an ass, but he didn’t deserve to spend his last moments in an orcish stew pot.

    “Archers, ready,” Sir Roger barked. The archers snapped to, lifting their bows to the skies. “Loose!”

    The archers fired as one. Emily glanced at them, surprised. Archers were more accurate than musketmen - the muskets were so inaccurate that volley fire was the only real hope of actually hitting something - but even so... she shook her head as the orcs impaled themselves on the arrows, some tumbling to the ground as the arrows went through their heads. Bows and arrows looked simple, but arrow wounds were nothing to laugh at. A man might survive a direct hit, only to die of infection shortly after. Richard the Lionheart had died of an infected wound. And Sir Roger’s archers had done everything in their power to make a direct hit as unpleasant as possible.

    Which is technically against the code of war, she thought, as the horsemen cantered up to the gates. But no one takes it seriously against the orcs.

    She frowned. The remaining orcs kept coming, waving their weapons as if they thought they could crash through the walls with ease. Their swords were huge, easily too big and heavy for a human swordsman to carry and use. Sergeant Harkin had been the strongest man she’d ever met and even he couldn’t wield an orcish sword. She wondered, snidely, if that had been deliberate. The necromancers might not have wanted their enemies to pick up dropped swords and turn them against the orcish hordes. Or they might just have gotten lucky. It was quite possible they’d forgotten that swords actually had weight.

    The archers fired, again. The orcish line staggered, then broke. Bodies hit the ground, some thrashing helplessly in the dirt before they expired. Emily forced herself to watch, knowing the soldiers would think less of her if she looked away. They wouldn’t say anything, not out loud, but the story would grow in the telling until people were sure she’d turned and run from the fight. She watched an orc waving his arms in the air, trying to get back on his feet before his life ran out. He nearly made it before he fell back and lay still. Emily felt sick, even though she knew the orcs had to die. There was no way to reason with them.

    “Good,” Sir Roger said. She hadn’t heard him walking up to her. “But it’s just the beginning.”

    Emily nodded. “Are we ready?”

    “As ready as we’ll ever be,” Sir Roger said. “The supplies are waiting on the other side of the portal.”

    “As long as they let us keep the portal open,” Lady Barb put in. “They’ll be doing everything in their power to disrupt the spellwork.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. The difficulty wasn’t just holding the walls against an enemy charge, she’d been warned. It was keeping the troopers supplied. Archers couldn’t fire their bows without arrows, musketmen couldn’t fire their muskets without gunpowder and bullets. They couldn’t hold the line if they ran out of supplies, not least because there was little hope of recovering arrows from the dead bodies. They’d designed the arrows to cripple if they didn’t kill and that, perversely, made them fragile. And the orcs could just soak up the arrows and bullets and keep coming, advancing over their dead fellows to get at the defenders. It was going to be a difficult battle.

    She turned back and peered south. More dust was rising, suggesting an entire army was on the march. The Blighted Lands didn’t seem to pose any threats to the orcs, as far as she could tell. They were undeterred by ashy lands and deadly storms and... she had a sudden flash of a storm, filled with white sparks of light. Her other self’s memories? She hoped the other Emily was well on her way to the necromancer’s lair...

    Don’t think too much about her, she reminded herself. One might as well be ordered not to think of pink elephants. Just focus on your side of the mission.

    “Sir!” A messenger, so young he looked to be barely in his teens, ran up to them. “They’re coming from the north!”

    “They must be drawing troops away from the digging,” Sir Roger said, as he led the way around the battlements. “We’re buying time for the Allied Lands, if nothing else.”

    “But it also means they can hit us from both sides,” Lady Barb pointed out. “We might find it harder to keep them from exploiting an opportunity.”

    “We’ll just have to live with it,” Sir Roger said. “There’s nothing else we can do.”

    Emily felt her heart sink as she peered north. A giant cloud of dust was rising up, suggesting an even bigger army... they were about to be caught in a pincer, if one that had probably been inevitable right from the start. The fort was well-situated for controlling the surrounding area, with clear fields of fire in all directions, but the enemy would have no trouble attacking from any direction. Emily wondered, grimly, if they had the manpower to attack from all directions at once. The walls were tough, but not that tough. Lady Barb was right. The reserves wouldn’t be able to throw any intruders back out if they were breaking through all along the walls.

    “They didn’t get the timing quite right,” Sir Roger said. “The southern force is going to hit us before the northern force gets into position.”

    “All they have to do is stop and wait,” Lady Barb pointed out. “That’s what any smart commander would do.”

    “Unless he really wanted to win before his superior arrived,” Sir Roger countered. “That’s what cost the Noblest the war.”

    Emily frowned, inwardly, as the enemy forces continued their approach. Sir Roger might be right, although for the wrong reasons. Orcs were tough, but they weren’t very smart. Once their bloodlust rose, they’d charge the defenders and not stop until they won or were wiped out to the last man. The southern force might not be playing politics, in the human sense, but they might not be able to stop and think long enough to let the northern force join them. And... she wondered, suddenly, if they were dealing with two different necromancers. Would they care, much, who actually won the war?

    They might, she thought, as Crown Prince Dater hurried up to them. Whoever takes the fort will get us.

    The Crown Prince banged his chest in salute. “We spotted an entire horde of orcs advancing towards us,” he said. “At least ten thousand, perhaps more. They only detached a small force after us.”

    “Which means they’re under tight control,” Sir Roger mused. “There’s a necromancer out there.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. There was a good chance the report was exaggerated - the reports she’d read from the Zangarian Civil War had regularly exaggerated the number of men on the field, as well as the death toll - but it was impossible to be sure. A necromancer - a single necromancer - might be enough to tip the balance in their favor. And... her lips twitched in grim amusement. If one took the reports from the last war literally, all three sides would have been wiped out several times over. Everyone knew not to take the reports too seriously.

    She turned and glanced south. The orcs were picking up speed, an endless rolling tide of bodies that seemed on the verge of steamrolling the fort into the ground. She understood, now, why the orc wave attack was so terrifying, even though modern weapons could stop it in its tracks. She wished, suddenly, for a handful of machine guns... or even a company of tanks. They could have crashed into the enemy lines and crushed them beneath their treads effortlessly, at least until the necromancer intervened. She shivered, reaching out with her senses. There was definitely something there.

    Sir Roger grinned, suddenly. “Thank you, Lady Emily.”

    Emily scowled at his back as he turned and returned to the northern walls. She knew what he meant - he had a chance to die in glorious combat, rather than being sent into exile for being on the wrong side and making the wrong choices - but she also knew too many people were about to die. There was nothing glorious about war, nothing noble about knights in shining armor. Too many of them were just thugs in rusty chainmail. And she’d been the one who’d suggested invading the Blighted Lands.

    Lady Barb caught her arm. “Be careful,” she said. “We can’t afford to lose you.”

    Emily touched her neckline. The teleport gem was there... no, it wasn’t. She felt a flash of panic, before remembering her other self had the gem. But she knew where the fort was, relative to the tower. Or General Pollack’s camp. She could teleport out, if there was no other choice. She just didn’t want to turn and run if it all came crashing down...

    “I will,” she said. The local soldiers might agree that fighting and then running meant living to fight another day, but the nobility would disagree. She snorted at the thought. “You too.”

    She kept her face impassive as she caught up with Sir Roger. The commander was snapping orders to the archers, priming them to hit the orcish mass with immense force. Emily watched, feeling a flicker of admiration for the archers. They could fire between ten to fifteen arrows in a minute, she’d been told, and - for once - there were no supply problems. General Pollack had obtained arrows from all over the Allied Lands and shipped them forward. The archery apprentices were standing behind their masters, ready to pick up the shafts from the giant pile and pass them to the archers. They looked too young to be on the battlefield.

    “Take aim,” Sir Roger barked. “Loose!”

    The archers opened fire, moving so fast they were almost a blur. The first wave of arrows hadn’t even hit their targets by the time the second wave was in the air, hissing ominously as they crashed into the orcs. The advancing wave staggered and stumbled, but kept charging forward. Emily gritted her teeth, noting how the second and third lines were using the first as a kind of human shield. Orcs were tough. A blow that would kill or cripple a human wouldn’t even scratch them. She remembered coming far too close to one’s hide and shuddered. Their hard skins were just too tough for anyone’s peace of mind.

    She watched the line waver slightly as the bodies finally started to hit the ground. The later lines clambered over them and kept coming, waving their weapons madly as they howled in challenge. Sir Roger didn’t respond. The archers continued to fire, releasing bolt after bolt into the enemy mass. It seemed incredible the orcs hadn’t broken - Emily couldn’t even begin to count how many had died in the last few seconds - but they kept coming anyway, their howls getting louder and louder. She braced herself, readying a spell. It was only a matter of time until they started hurling themselves into the fortress...

    “Cannons,” Sir Roger barked. “Fire!”

    The ground heaved as the cannons hurled magically-primed balls into the enemy. The orcs recoiled as the white-hot shot plunged through their ranks, burning and scalding beyond all hope of salvation. The wind shifted, blowing the aroma of burning flesh towards the defenders. Emily saw an orc stagger, then sprint away. His left arm was missing, his entire body scorched and blackened. Others broke and ran too, scattering in all directions. The fear the necromancer inspired in them had been broken by an even greater terror... Emily felt a rush of relief, tinged with fear. They’d defeated one force, at least until the necromancer managed to round the survivors up again, but at a cost. They’d fired hundreds - no, thousands - of arrows in the last few minutes. How long could they sustain that rate of fire?

    She glanced at the pile of arrows. They’d had tens of thousands of arrows ready to go, but the pile was nearly depleted. If they ran out...

    “Bring up the resupply, then take your positions along the southern wall,” Sir Roger ordered, curtly. “The reserves can cover the rear.”

    The archers nodded, grabbing flasks of water and draining them as they headed along the battlements. Emily watched them go, then looked south. The ground was littered with bodies, all orcs. A handful were twitching, still alive yet hopelessly condemned to death. The necromancers wouldn’t waste time recovering them, let alone giving the poor creatures any kind of medical treatment. Their fellows would collect and eat the bodies later, leaving nothing to waste. Emily felt sick. Orcs could eat anything. They wouldn’t be poisoned if they ate rotting flesh.

    We could find a way around it, she mused. It wouldn’t be hard to come up with a potion that would poison any orc foolish enough to drink it. And it wasn’t as if the Nameless World didn’t already have the concept of biological warfare. Poisoning wells and tossing dead bodies into walled towns was an old concept, one that wasn’t even against the code of war. And it might give us an edge.

    She swallowed, hard, as the wind shifted again. The stench of burning flesh - and worse - wafted across the battlefield. Her gorge rose... she swallowed, hard, to keep herself from throwing up. She’d been lucky she’d only had hardtack and salt beef for breakfast. The noble commanders had eaten much better... she tried not to think about it as she turned and headed to the southern wall. They were probably used to the stench.

    “I had an idea,” she said, when she caught up with Lady Barb. “What if we poison the arrows?”

    “Technically against the code,” Lady Barb said. “But these are orcs.”

    Emily nodded. If they poisoned an orc, the orcs who ate the body would be poisoned too. It was just a matter of finding something that would be an effective poison. She wished she’d thought of that - too - before the fighting actually started. They could have devised the potion well before they committed themselves to the fort... she shook her head. There was no point in crying over spilt milk. She’d just have to settle for getting it done as quickly as possible.

    “Penny,” Lady Barb called. Her apprentice was standing near the walls, looking grim. “Tell the alchemists we have a job for them.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Penny said.

    Emily glanced at her, then peered at the portal. The soldiers and porters were already transporting vast numbers of arrows from the camp. She hoped the supplies would last. General Pollack had ordered hundreds of thousands... she was starting to think he should have ordered millions. She made a mental note to get in touch with Alassa and Imaiqah, to urge them to speed things up as much as possible. Arrows weren’t that hard to make, were they?

    “It went better than I’d feared,” Lady Barb said quietly, as Penny hurried away. “But this is only the beginning. They’ll keep raining orcs and monsters on us until we fall.”

    Emily nodded. She could feel something in the distance, a presence - a power - she hadn’t felt for years. A necromancer, a full-fledged necromancer, was coming. She shivered, despite herself... despite all the tricks she’d planned for when the necromancer finally made his appearance. King Randor had been powerful, but he hadn’t had anywhere near enough time to build up his power. And he’d almost killed her... she braced herself as she sensed the power coming closer. It was only a matter of time before they were put to the ultimate test.

    “We wanted them to attack us,” she said. She smiled, although she was starting to feel as if they’d been staked out to die. No, as if they’d staked themselves out to die.  Her other self would have her chance to enter the Castle at the End of the Land and reignite the nexus point, winning the war in one fell swoop. “I guess we’re getting our wish.”

    “Yes,” Lady Barb said. “And don’t you know it’s dangerous to get what you wish for?”

    Emily nodded, but said nothing. In the distance, she heard howling.

    The second attack was about to begin.


    Chapter Twenty-One (Emily1)

    “I GUESS THE STORM DIDN’T DO any damage,” Emily said, as she crawled out from under the cloak. She’d fallen asleep at one point, despite the flickers of tainted magic, only to jerk awake again and again as she remembered where she was. “The landscape looks as hellish as ever.”

    “There’s little to damage here,” Cat said. The rings around his eyes were so dark he looked as if he’d been punched twice. He hadn’t slept any better than she had. “It would have been a different story if we’d been caught in the open.”

    Emily nodded. She’d read the reports written by people who’d travelled through the Blighted Lands. The storms killed or transformed anyone stupid enough to stay outside, often warping them beyond recognition. She remembered the horrifically mutilated people she’d seen in the village and shuddered. Some of them must have walked through a storm, perhaps hoping it would put them out of their misery. Others might just have been left exposed, if a storm blew over the village. She winced at the thought, then peered north. The skies were as clear as they ever got, in the Blighted Lands, but there was no sign of pursuit. They seemed to have made a clean getaway.

    Cat stretched, rubbing his back. “Shall we go?”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. Her body ached too, but there was nothing she could do about it. She wanted a bath and sleep in a proper bed... she shook her head. She wasn’t going to get either. “Let’s go.”

    She forced herself to walk down the road, keeping a wary eye out for unpleasant surprises. The road seemed to twist and turn randomly, as if it had been picked up by an angry god, twisted out of shape and then dropped back on the ground. The necromancers were mad, she reminded herself. The twisted road might have made perfect sense to them. And it was possible they’d drawn the roads to avoid places of particular danger. She saw faint hints of trouble, whorls of tainted magic, spinning in the distance. They gave them a wide berth as they kept walking. There was no point in running into more trouble.

    We’ll be in enough trouble when we reach our destination, she thought. The knapsack was charmed, but the batteries still felt heavy. We might have to evade the necromancer long enough to reignite the nexus point and take control.

    She felt the oath pushing and prodding at her as the road twisted again, diving into a barren gully before rising up again and heading further south. The urge to move faster, to risk levitation - or teleporting - was almost overwhelming. She told herself, firmly, that she couldn’t complete the oath if she died on the way. The urge faded slightly, but remained at the back of her mind. She gritted her teeth and kept walking. She couldn’t allow it to push her too hard. They’d have to stop and sleep somewhere along the way.

    The landscape grew worse the further they walked. It looked as if a war had been fought centuries ago, with weapons and technologies alien to the modern world. She saw giant craters and flattened towns, monstrous structures that had been battered so badly it was impossible to tell what they’d been. And flickers of raw magic danced everywhere, making it hard to relax. She felt unseen eyes watching her, hints of danger lurking at the corner of her eyes. Cat looked as ill at ease as she did, despite everything. She found herself wishing, just for a moment, that they dared teleport further south. Perhaps they could storm the castle instead of trying to sneak inside...

    “The necromancers are draining the land,” Cat said, as they stumbled over a ruined village just like the one they’d left. “They’re even killing their slaves.”

    Emily grimaced. She’d met more than her fair share of noblemen who regarded commoners as chattel, using them as they pleased, but most of them understood they had to keep the commoners alive if they wanted to use them. They had to leave the peasants enough food to get them through the winter, they had to protect them against outside threats. The necromancers were too crazy to care they were draining the land dry, steadily killing everyone... including themselves. When they ran out of people, they’d run out of magic and life itself. And then they’d wink out of existence.

    And if someone on the other side of the mountains realizes how fragile life is here, she thought numbly, they might start trying to speed up the process.

    She didn’t want to think about it, but the prospect haunted her. She was surprised no one had thought of it already. Perhaps there was some reason why it couldn’t be done. Or... perhaps they’d tried and failed. Or... who knew? She was tempted to ask, but she feared that merely asking would give people ideas. And who knew what might happen then? She might wind up being inadvertently responsible for genocide. She could understand the logic, but it would be genocide. And...

    “Emily,” Cat hissed. “Look!”

    Emily followed his pointing finger. Two horsemen were cantering along the road, coming towards them. Horsemen? She’d never seen the necromancers ride horses... she couldn’t remember seeing King Randor riding a horse, after his transformation. Who were they? No, what were they? She could sense the nexus of dark magic surrounding them even from afar.

    “Hide,” Cat said. “We don’t want them to see us.”

    Emily nodded and followed him off the road. The landscape was rough, the air hazy enough to hide them if they used a glamor or two. The Blighted Lands were prone to mirages and illusions, even in low-magic regions. They should be able to hide, if they hadn’t already been spotted. They might even have been mistaken for a mirage. She hid behind a rock, opening her senses as much as possible. The two figures were cantering closer, wrapped in shells of dark magic. Whatever they were, they were bad. She couldn’t look too closely. It was like staring at something utterly inhuman.

    She sensed a wave of magic, an instant before the rock exploded. The force of the impact picked her up and threw her through the air, spinning madly before an invisible - and yet foul - spell caught Emily and yanked her back. She saw two hooded figures - their faces reptilian, their eyes glowing a sickly yellow - waving wands at her, dark magic crackling around them as they drew her closer. She reached out with her own magic, launching a force punch at them and then cancelling their spell. Magic wavered as her punch struck them, giving her a chance to float to the ground. They seemed taken aback by her magic.

    A fireball crackled through the air and struck their wards. Cat stood on another rock, throwing fireball after fireball at the two figures. One jabbed his wand in Cat's direction, unleashing a sickly yellow light that smashed into the rock and blew it to fragments. The other waved a wand at Emily, casting a spell she didn’t recognize. Emily ducked to one side, then extended a tendril of magic towards them. Cat distracted them while she pressed her magic against their wards, sniffed out the weak points and pushed a spell through them. They should have been frozen, unable to move until she released the spell. Instead, their bodies glowed with sickly yellow light. Emily recoiled, feeling as if she’d touched something foul beyond words.

    They stumbled forward, one pointing his finger at her and reciting a spell in a language she didn’t recognize. She didn’t give him a chance to finish it. Instead, she cast another force punch and knocked him back, into his horse. His body disintegrated into dust. His cloak fell, landing on the ground. The other creature turned and started to run. Cat blasted him in the back before he could escape. He fell and hit the ground too.

    Emily glanced at Cat. “What the hell are they?”

    “I don’t know.” Cat sounded shaken. “I’ve never heard of anything like them.”

    Emily hesitated - her instincts were telling her to put as much distance between herself and the body as possible - and then crept forward, magic at the ready. The figure lay still, utterly unmoving. She reached towards the remaining body, then remembered herself and cast a spell to flip the body over. Up close, the face was definitely inhuman. It looked like a cross between a reptile and a human, right down to the bulging eyes, protruding nose and scaly skin. A demihuman? It was quite possible. Gorgons, werewolves, vampires, dwarves and mermaids had all come from human stock.  And yet, she couldn’t help feeling as if she was looking at something alien. 

    She forced herself to touch the body, but as gingerly as possible. A whirlwind of impressions assailed her mind, from sickly yellow light to visions, flashes of visions of a necromancer looming over her and people cowering from her... the necromancer had done something to the creature, she thought; the necromancer had turned it into a monstrous enforcer. She thought she saw the creature attacking a village, punishing everyone for the crimes of a few... the images tore at her mind, a grim reminder of the true horror of the Blighted Lands. The creatures they’d killed had kept everyone else in line for their masters.

    “They’re enforcers,” she said. She wondered, sourly, what the necromancer had done to empower them. She’d never seen anything like the sickly yellow light before. The Gorgon’s magic was odd, by human standards, but as foul. “They keep everyone else under control.”

    “Strong enough to intimidate both slaves and orcs,” Cat agreed. He sounded like he’d had an idea. “Emily... we could wear the cloaks.”

    Emily recoiled. “Cat...”

    “I’m serious,” Cat said. He carefully removed and searched the cloak. “We wear these, with a little glamor. And ride their horses. No one will stop us.”

    “Really.” Emily looked at the other body, nothing more than dust. “Are you crazy?”

    “No.” Cat looked back at her. “It’ll be quicker if we ride their horses. And if we look like we belong, no one will try to stop us.”

    Emily shuddered, barely able to force herself to pick up the other cloak and shake out the dust. It felt disgusting against her skin, although her detection spells revealed nothing to fear. Whoever had woven the cloak had designed it to provide at least some protection against the tainted magic... she frowned, remembering Void’s warnings about Rangka. He might just have retained enough sanity to make real use of his powers. And he’d clearly pushed the limits further than anyone else. She looked back at the intact body and shuddered. He’d used the darkest of magics to bind the enforcer to his will.

    They didn’t even give us a chance to surrender, she thought. That made no sense. Surely, the necromancer would have wanted to know who they were - or why they’d entered the Blighted Lands. If nothing else, the necromancer would have wanted to sacrifice them both for power. But his servants had thrown the opportunity away. They made no attempt to take us prisoner. They just tried to kill us.

    “Fine.” She pulled the cloak over her head, grimacing. “I hope you’re right.”

    She put the thought out of her mind as she searched the saddlebags. All she found at first was a scrap of parchment - chat parchment, although the charms were already fading - and a black wand that felt so evil she couldn’t bring herself to touch it with her bare hand. The sense of blood and suffering lingered around the wooden wand like a foul stench. They’d used it to torture, she realized numbly; they’d used it to hurl torture curses at people who couldn’t hope to resist, even for a second. She donned her gloves, picked up the wand and snapped it in two. The remainder of the saddlebags were empty, save for a packet of weird-smelling meat dripping with too-bright blood. Uncooked human flesh? Or orcish flesh? Emily didn’t want to know. She threw that away too. If there were any creatures watching them from a distance, they could have the meat.

    The horse eyed her warily as she caught the reins and scrambled into the oddly-designed saddle. There was a difference, she’d been assured, between male and female saddles, but this seemed designed for neither. She eyed the body, wondering if it was further removed from the human baseline than she’d thought. The Gorgon was human enough - she looked a normal human, save for greyish skin and snakes for hair - but the enforcer might be very different. The arms and legs looked weirdly proportioned. She wondered, again, if she was looking at something alien.

    Unlikely, she told herself sternly. Cat shoved the body off the road, then vaporized it. You know how magic can warp people.

    She tried not to think about it as Cat jumped into the saddle, wincing uncomfortably as he wheeled the horse around and started to ride south. Emily followed, frowning slightly as the horse obeyed without a moment’s hesitation. She’d always had the impression that horses - even docile horses - were just biding their time before they threw her into a ditch and ran away, but this one seemed completely broken. She almost relaxed as the horse picked up speed. The ride would have been enjoyable, if they hadn’t been in the Blighted Lands. She was almost tempted to keep the horse.

    “We don’t have that far to go,” Cat called, as his horse kicked up dust. “Really.”

    We could be there by now if we were driving a car, Emily thought. The map had made the journey look short, but reality was nowhere near so obliging. She’d planned for several days of walking before they reached their destination. But I suppose we would have been noticed if we’d driven through the wasteland.

    She tensed as they spotted another pair of riders heading towards them. Cat winked at her, then spurred his horse forward. Emily followed, checking and rechecking the glamor. It would help if the enemy saw what they expected to see, but it was quite possible - if they had magic - that they’d realize the glamor existed even if they couldn’t see through it. And then they’d wonder what the enforcers were trying to hide.

    Their ugly mugs, Emily thought. But they might not see themselves as ugly...

    She braced herself, ready to fight, but the newcomers just galloped past them and vanished into the distance. Emily’s imagination suggested they were already turning around, or using the chat parchments to alert someone further south, yet... she glanced back and saw the enforcers vanish into the distance. They’d suspected nothing. Cat grinned as he looked back at her, then led her further south. Emily shook her head in disbelief. She’d met a few aristocrats who’d flatly refused to believe commoners could mimic their betters, as if there was a natural law forbidding commoners from wearing expensive clothes, but the enforcers took the biscuit. Had it honestly never occurred to them someone could steal their clothes?

    They might not be very intelligent, she reminded herself. Intelligent minions could become a threat.

    The hours wore on as they cantered down the road and through a pair of plantations. The slaves remained as dull as before, but the more intelligent villagers threw themselves to the ground, prostrating themselves in front of the enforcers. Emily’s lips tightened with disgust as they galloped on, kicking dust into the villagers’ mouths and eyes. She understood the importance of showing proper respect, but there were limits. She hated to think what would happen to someone who was always given such respect. They’d either become a monster, if they thought it their due, or be blindsided by something their sycophants had feared to bring to their attention. Even King Randor had known not to take sycophants too seriously.

    She felt herself growing sore as the day slowly turned to night. Cat’s horse slowed to a walk, but he insisted they keep moving until they reached the next village. Emily would have preferred to camp well away from anyone else, even though they didn’t have anywhere near enough food for the horses. The villagers saw them, in their cloaks and glamors, and hurried to give them the best of everything. Emily told herself, firmly, not to get used to it. The last set of villagers had betrayed them. This set would do the same, if they realized who’d really come to dinner.

    “They seemed surprised we wanted the barn,” Cat said. “And no food for us.”

    “We have supplies,” Emily said. Her entire body ached from top to bottom. She felt as if she was going to bruise tomorrow. She undressed and rubbed potion into her body, too sore to care about Cat watching her. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen her naked before. “We don’t have to take anything from them.”

    “Not for us, at least,” Cat said. “You realize how much ground we’ve covered?”

    “Not enough,” Emily said. She forced herself to recall the map. It was hard to be sure - the map had been so vague she had a feeling it was worse than useless - but they’d travelled quite some distance on horseback. “We’re still a day or two from our destination.”

    “Less than that,” Cat assured her. “We’ll be there sooner than you think.”

    Emily shivered. “And then the real work begins,” she said. The oath niggled at her mind, even as she lay on the straw and tried to sleep. “Let’s just hope the necromancer isn’t home.”


    Chapter Twenty-Two (Emily2)

    THE NECROMANCER WAS A DISTANT PRESENCE, lurking at the back of Emily’s mind, as the northern force threw itself against the defenses. Emily watched numbly as hundreds of orcs died, their fellows scrambling over their dead bodies and continuing the charge until they too were stopped in their tracks. It was a never-ending torrent of death, of monsters screaming and howling as they were lashed on by their master. Sir Roger grew grimmer as the charge continued, finally ordering the musketmen into the fray. The orcs wavered and broke, bare seconds before they would have hit the wall. Emily breathed a sigh of relief as they fell back in disarray, leaving their swords on the battlefield as well as legions of dead. They didn’t even have time to collect their bodies.

    Lady Barb moved up beside her. “They haven’t gone far,” she said. “They’ll be regrouping and considering their next move.”

    Emily frowned. “I thought they’d just keep coming until we wiped them out.”

    “Or they killed us?” Lady Barb shook her head. “Think about it. That necromancer over there” - she waved her hand southwards - “is not going to want to weaken himself to the point his rivals can overwhelm his lands. If he’s thinking even remotely clearly, he’ll be summoning help from his allies and trying to think of a better way to get at us.”

    “They’re not that smart,” Sir Roger said. Smoke drifted over the battlefield as the musketmen cleaned their barrels, then reloaded their guns. The archers were already stockpiling even more arrows. “And we’re goading them to attack.”

    “Necromancers can be cunning,” Emily reminded him. “Shadye found a way to get into Whitehall and... our defenses are flimsy by comparison.”

    She glanced back at the sorcerers as an uneasy silence fell over the battlefield. Sir Roger had been keeping the sorcerers in reserve, knowing they’d only be able to cast a handful of ritual spells before they drained themselves. He didn’t know about the batteries. The enchanters were working frantically in their makeshift workshops - a couple had gone back through the portal so they could work in the comforts of home - but it would be a while before they managed to charge a battery, let alone attach it to a valve and let rip. Emily cursed herself again for not explaining the concept earlier. They might not have time to make any use of the batteries before they died.

    “Be that as it may,” Sir Roger said. “Whitehall didn’t have cannons. Did it?”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “But it did have powerful wards.”

    She peered into the distance, wondering if they dared take the offensive. Crown Prince Dater was already chafing at the bit, insisting the cavalry could harass the enemy and keep them on the run. Sir Roger had already firmly vetoed the idea, leading to an achingly polite exchange where both sides had clearly wanted to call the other every name in the book, and Emily had backed him up. The orcs alone would be tricky for the cavalry to handle. A necromancer would wipe them out with a wave of his hand and never even notice.

    And yet, a thought kept nagging at her mind. She did have - in theory - a weapon that might kill a necromancer. It certainly should kill a necromancer. Her alternate self had made it work... Emily shivered as the memories rose up to mock her. They weren’t her memories, but they could have been. If things had been different... she’d have become a monster, a tyrant... no, worse than a tyrant. The alternate Emily had been on the verge of destroying everyone for her own sick amusement.

    It wasn’t me, she told herself. She was mad.

    “Get ready,” Lady Barb said. “They’re up to something. I can tell.”

    “My men and I can scout,” Crown Prince Dater insisted. “We need warning...”

    The ground rumbled. Emily turned just in time to see the ashy ground heaving as if something was burrowing beneath the surface. She stared as a writhing shape - a giant worm, with teeth so sharp they glinted in the light - burst out of the ground and crawled towards them with terrifying speed. She’d heard the stories of worms mutated into monsters, but... she wondered, suddenly, if any of the knights had spiked armor to keep the creature from wrapping its coils around their bodies and crushing them. She didn’t think so. It had never seemed necessary.

    “Musketmen, take aim,” Sir Roger snapped, as more worms burst from the ground. “Fire!”

    Emily watched, grimly aware the musketmen wouldn’t be enough. The worms recoiled in shock as the musket balls tore into their flesh, but shook off the wounds and kept coming. A pair of cannons fired without orders, one worm slithering to a halt as a cannonball struck it on the nose; the others kept advancing, opening their mouths to reveal rows upon rows of jagged teeth. They howled in unison, ignoring the musket shots as they crawled forward. Emily heard someone start to panic below her. She didn’t look down. She didn’t blame him.

    “Lady Barb,” Sir Roger said. “The worms are yours.”

    Lady Barb turned and barked orders to the sorcerers. Emily felt the ritual magic building as the worms reared up, climbing further and further into the sky until it felt as if there was no end to the beasts. Magic flared, brilliant flames rushing over their bodies and melting their flesh. Emily watched, as dispassionately as she could, as the worms died, collapsing in a heap. The soldiers cheered and hollered, but Sir Roger didn’t seem pleased. Emily stared at him, then understood. The bodies would provide cover for the orcs, when they resumed the charge. And it looked as if more worms were advancing underground.

    She turned to Lady Barb. “Freeze the ground!”

    Lady Barb looked at her, then nodded and started to snap orders. The magic built up again, the temperature sinking rapidly as the ashy ground turned to ice. Emily thought she felt something at the edge of her awareness as the ground became solid, the worms caught and frozen within the earth. Would that be enough to kill them? She wasn’t sure. The worms were huge, mutated beyond all reason. For all she knew, cutting them in half would end with two worms trying to kill them.

    “Good thinking,” Lady Barb said. The reserve sorcerers were already moving into position. “What next?”

    “We need to get clear fields of fire,” Sir Roger said. “They’re going to resume the charge as soon as they realize they’ve got an opening.”

    “We could send out the cavalry to clear the way,” Penny suggested.

    Lady Barb shot her a sharp look. “Mind your tongue!”

    Emily shared a smile with Penny. She understood perfectly, although she also understood why Lady Barb had reacted so badly. The Crown Prince and his men wouldn’t respond too kindly to being ordered to get rid of the foul-smelling bodies, even if they could. The worms were so large that moving them off the battlefield was a task for magic, not muscle. She frowned as she saw more creatures - mutated animals, some so strange she had no idea what they’d been - heading towards them. Thankfully, a handful seemed vulnerable to arrows.

    She smiled, again, when she saw a flock of flaming arrows heading towards a horde of giant spiders. The creatures seemed to panic as they were hit, scuttling in all directions before they were cut down by their own side. Other creatures needed more killing, from giant lice that were practically tanks to blobs of goo that soaked up dozens of arrows as they advanced on the walls. Emily felt a twinge of fear as the orcs resumed their charge, finally heading towards the dead worms and using them for cover. The fighting had lasted barely an hour or two, although it felt longer. They might be on the verge of losing already.

    The orcs kept coming, jumping over the worms and throwing themselves at the walls. They moved so rapidly that even direct hits didn’t matter. They might be dead, but the force of their leaps carried them over the walls and into the fortress. Emily saw an orc, an arrow protruding out of his chest, crashing into a pair of musketmen and throwing them off the battlements. They were the first casualties and... she felt a pang of guilt, just for a moment, that she didn’t know their names. They probably wouldn’t be remembered, either. The war reports and stories always made it sound as though the aristocratic generals had won the wars single-handedly. They hadn’t even had cooks with them. 

    If we get through this, she promised herself, everyone will remember. 

    The sorcerers roared and chanted and raised their wards, slamming them forward hard enough to pick up the orcs and hurl them back into the distance. Emily hoped one of them would land on the necromancer, although it was unlikely. The necromancer might not even notice. She was surprised he hadn’t joined the fight himself, even though he was powerful enough to end the engagement without further ado. Perhaps he knew she was there. She’d certainly done everything in her power to make sure everyone knew she’d be with the invasion force. But it was impossible to tell if the necromancers had heard. It wasn’t as if she could send them a challenge to do battle.

    She gritted her teeth as the orcs kept coming, hurling themselves forward. One of them came right at her and she hit him with a force punch, his body seeming to disintegrate into bloody chunks, the afterimage floating in front of her eyes before vanishing Another landed in front of Lady Barb, only to be decapitated by a charmed blade before he could gather himself and spring. Emily cursed and blasted another orc with a fireball, waving desperately at the reserve sorcerers. They were gathering themselves for another ritual.

    I should have charged more batteries, she thought, numbly. Her other self had all the batteries, the ones they’d charged before they’d separated. We need to get those bodies out of the way.

    Master Lucknow ran up to her. “What?”

    “Get the reserves up here, then have them move those bodies well away from us,” Emily shouted. It crossed her mind that she was issuing orders to someone who outranked her, but he’d asked her to get involved. “Hurry.”

    She knocked another orc over with a spell, watching grimly as more and more orcs scrambled over the worm bodies and leapt. The bodies quivered a moment later, a surge of magic echoing through the air and picking up the dead worms - and the orcs - before throwing them into the distance. There was no way to aim, but it didn’t matter. There were so many creatures that they were bound to hit something. And besides, the only real problem was getting the bodies away from the walls. They’d won themselves more time.

    A cracking sound rent the battlefield as the ice started to melt. Emily eyed the ground beneath their feet, wondering if the frozen worms were coming back to life. She’d read stories about worms being preserved in ice, only to be as good as new when they were thawed. Real stories? She couldn’t remember. Come to think of it, the worms were so large they might casually shrug off cellular damage that would kill a human. It was too much to hope that ice crystals in their brains would stop them in their tracks. There were spells that killed by freezing someone’s brain, but the worms were just too big.

    “They’re dead,” someone said, more in hope than anything else. “Aren’t they?”

    “Let us hope so,” Lady Barb said. She walked up to stand beside Emily as the battlefield quietened again. “They’re trying to think of something else.”

    “And we’ll stop them,” Sir Roger said. “The longer they let us prepare, the harder they’ll find it to take us.”

    Emily nodded, watching as the dead and wounded were carried back to the portal. The wounded would have a chance, at least. The chirurgeons and healers would do what they could... she hoped it would be enough. And the dead wouldn’t feed the orcs. She caught sight of movement on the battlefield and frowned, narrowing her eyes. A pair of wounded orcs were crawling away from the fort, staying as low as possible. She was tempted to order the nearest archer to hit them, but it seemed pointless and barbaric. The orcs were more likely to be killed and butchered by their own side.

    Time itself seemed to slow to a crawl as the uneasy silence lingered over the battlefield. The defenders scrambled to snatch something to eat and relieve themselves before the attackers resumed their charge. She watched the sorcerers hastily preparing the next rituals, talking in low voices as they drew runes on the ground and planned the spellcasting. They’d normally be arguing, she knew. The certainty of death on a necromancer’s stone table if they were caught had clearly focused a few minds.

    Penny stepped up beside Emily, her forehead shiny with sweat. “What are they doing?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She could feel the necromancer on the far side of the battlefield, a whorl of raw power that appeared to be constantly on the verge of breaking free. What was he thinking? Was he the smart one? Or... she reminded herself of what she’d learnt about Shadye, before she’d left the tower. A necromancer didn’t have to be smart, or well-trained, to be dangerous. “I think he’s trying to decide what to do.”

    She tried to put herself in his shoes, but found it impossible. Necromancers just weren’t sane. They weren’t even... she shook her head, unable to put it into words. She could understand people with different standards of behavior, she could understand depraved standards of behavior even if she didn’t share them, but necromancers were dangerously unpredictable. Shadye had told himself, time and time again, that he’d meant to lose, that each little defeat had actually been part of his grand plan. And he’d come very close to total victory. She rubbed her forehead as she peered into the distance. The necromancer might walk to the fortress and destroy it, or just keep hurling orcs into the defenses, or... simply do nothing and wait. Their reinforcements were much closer than hers.

    Portal or no portal, there’s a limit to how many troops the Allied Lands will send here, she told herself. They won’t risk cutting themselves off from their armies.

    She peered north. The mountains were lost in the haze, hidden in the distance, but she knew they were there. Were they still digging? Or had they recalled the armies to crush the fortress? There was no way to be sure, unless... she glanced back at Crown Prince Dater, who was tending to his men. She felt a flicker of respect for the aristocrat. So many of them forgot their men were human too. They lavished more care and attention on their horses.

    Penny held out a flask. “Water,” she said. “You haven’t eaten or drunk anything for hours.”

    Emily took the flask, checked it was safe to drink and then took a long swig. The water tasted faintly sour, as if it had been purified repeatedly. It had probably been shipped through the portal, along with everything else. The plans had called for drawing water out of the air to supply the troops, but the spells had failed. There just wasn’t enough water in the air to provide enough for their needs.

    “Thanks,” she said. She knew she needed to eat, but she was reluctant to leave her post. Half the archers were munching their rations as they kept an eye on the horizon. The remainder were trying to take a nap. “Can you bring me some food?”

    “Of course.” Penny started to curtsy, then stopped herself. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

    Emily forced herself to wait, calming herself as much as possible. The plan was working, so far. The necromancers knew the invasion force was there and they’d already started redeploying troops to crush the defenses and slaughter the troops. They shouldn’t have any trouble drawing more and more enemy troops to them, as long as the walls held. But they were already taking losses...

    Penny returned, carrying a salt beef sandwich in one hand and a canteen of water in the other. Emily took it, nodding her thanks as she sat down to eat. It tasted dry, but edible. She’d eaten worse. Penny knelt beside her, looking as if she wanted to ask a question but didn’t quite dare. Emily frowned, waiting for the other girl to say something. It was hard to remember, at times, that Penny was actually two to three years older than her. She veered between youth and a hardness that suggested someone far older. 

    “It’ll be night soon,” Penny observed. “Do you think they’ll fight in darkness?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. It was hard to believe necromancers feared the dark - or the things that lurked in the shadows. There was little more terrifying than themselves. But... she didn’t know. “They might use magic to illuminate the battlefield or simply order their troops to fight in the dark. Or...”

    She looked down at her hands as she finished her sandwich. “I think it might be time to up the ante.”

    Penny glanced at her. “What do you mean?”

    Emily pushed as much confidence as she could into her voice. “They call me the Necromancer’s Bane,” she said. It didn’t sound convincing, not to her. She couldn’t tell if Penny was convinced. “It’s time to remind those leeches precisely why they’re scared of me.”


    Chapter Twenty-Three (Emily2)

    I MUST BE OUT OF MY mind, Emily thought, as she clambered down a rope onto the ashy bloodstained ground. I really must be out of my mind.

    She looked around, taking a moment to check the night-vision spell was working properly. The Blighted Lands weren’t completely dark - the clouds seemed to flicker with light, as if it was broad daylight high above - but the shadows were so deep she could use them to hide. The battlefield was littered with bodies, some so badly mutilated that she couldn’t tell what they’d been before they’d been smashed by cannon fire or magic. A handful looked to have recently expired, as if they’d been wounded and left to die. She wondered, as she collected herself, if they’d been the lucky ones. Their bodies wouldn’t be thrown into the feasting pits.

    The necromancer is still out there, Emily reminded herself. She could feel him, a nexus of power and madness right on the edge of her awareness. Is he waiting for me?

    She wrapped a handful of concealment spells around herself, then started to walk towards the enemy encampment. The archers had orders not to shoot her, naturally, but it was quite possible - as Lady Barb had pointed out - that they might see something moving in the shadows and loose a shaft at it before they realized it was her. The attacks had continued throughout the day, leaving everyone tired and jumpy. A number of men had been allowed to go back through the portal for a night of unbroken rest, but the remainder had to sleep in the fort. Emily envied them. She’d caught a nap only a few short hours ago, but she still felt tired. She didn’t want to be outside after darkness. The battlefield was disturbing as hell.

    Nothing moved as she walked on. The bodies lay stiff and cold. She shuddered as she saw a dead spider-crab-thing, a nasty hole burned through its shell. It would have smashed down the walls like paper, if it had been allowed to get too close. She shuddered, wondering what sort of dark magic had been used to create it. The necromancers didn’t normally have the focus and skill needed to craft a creature that literally could not exist without magic. The Faerie, perhaps. There was something wrong about the creature, even in death. She didn’t want to believe there was anything remotely natural about it.

    A faint glow shimmered in the distance, hinting at campfires and the warmth of the hearth. It brought back memories of camping trips with her fellow students, after Shadye’s death. She felt the light pulling her on, even though she knew walking into the encampment would be suicide. The orcs would tear her to pieces and eat her before they realized who they’d caught. She wondered, idly, if the necromancer knew she was anywhere near. The monster hadn’t attacked the fort personally, out of fear or practicality. If he drained himself dry killing the defenders, he’d leave himself vulnerable to another necromancer. Somehow, Emily doubted the alliance would last if one of them became helpless.

    She smiled at the thought, then kept walking. A faint aroma of burning flesh drifted through the air, making her want to retch. She gritted her teeth, resisting the urge to cast spells to mask the stench. They’d interfere with her senses, the last thing she needed when she was too close to the enemy position. She peered into the darkness, watching for the sentinels she knew were out there. Crown Prince Dater had insisted the cavalry could launch a night raid on the encampment, giving the orcs a bloody nose before they turned and ran. Emily thought it would be suicide, but apparently cavalry had gotten away with it before. The necromancer lost nothing by posting guards before he went to bed.

    If he actually sleeps, she mused, as she started to climb up an ashy dune. Do necromancers sleep?

    She pondered the question for a moment, then put it out of her mind as she reached the top of the incline and peered towards the enemy encampment. Her blood ran cold as she picked out the fires, surrounded by hundreds of orcs. They seemed to be dancing or fighting or both... it was hard to tell. Great pieces of meat, disturbingly humanoid, roasted above the flames, accounting for the smell. She shuddered as she realized the orcs were cooking and eating their former comrades. They didn’t even have the grace to feel... to feel what? Were there animals who ate their dead fellows? She didn’t know.

    Emily looked away, her eyes sweeping the edge of the campsite. Someone - the necromancer, it had to be the necromancer - had drawn a simple warding rune around the site and overpowered it. She had to admit it was a neat solution to the problem of defending the camp. The ward wouldn’t stand up to a trained magician, but it wouldn’t be easily fooled either. An intruder would have to take the ward down, alerting the watching necromancer to his presence. She raised her eyes, seeking out the necromancer’s tent. It stood alone, surrounded by a small army of sleeping orcs. Neither they nor the beasts of war got tents, she noted. She wasn’t too surprised. Necromancers didn’t have much in the way of personal comforts, or desires beyond power and more power. They probably didn’t realize that other people liked their comforts.

    She shivered, remembering the first time she’d walked into a necromancer’s lair. Shadye could have turned his fortress into a paradise, a display of wealth so tasteless that King Randor would have thought it overblown and gauche. And Randor had had to show off his wealth and power, or so he’d claimed. Instead, he’d created a home that looked more like a wild animal’s burrow. She shivered again, realizing just how much Shadye and his fellows had lost when they’d embraced necromancy. They had no desire for anything beyond power itself. No lust for gold, or women, or anything.

    And I would be sorry for them, if they weren’t trying to kill everyone just so they could live a few years more, she thought, tartly. They have to be destroyed.

    Emily took a breath, feeling her stomach churn at the scent of burning flesh, then raised her hand and started to cast the first spell. She braced herself, expecting some kind of reaction from the wards, but nothing happened. The air in front of her shimmered very faintly with magic, a sense of magic that faded into the background within seconds. She smiled grimly, even though she knew all hell was about to break loose. She hadn’t been entirely sure the subtle spell would work in the Blighted Lands.

    She studied the orcs for a long moment, then cast the second spell. A faint gust of wind moved, blowing towards the camp. Emily waited for a long moment, watching to see if they’d react, then repeated the first spell while keeping the second one going. It wasn’t easy to predict when the shit would really hit the fan, even though she’d planned everything as carefully as possible. A faint smell reached her nostrils and she shuddered, then enhanced the second spell. After all she’d done, getting caught in the backwash of her own spell and being badly burnt - or killed - would be embarrassing. She cancelled the first spell, then turned away and cast a protective spell around herself. It would be a lot more detectable, if the necromancer was watching, but it no longer mattered. The wind was carrying death towards the camp.

    A rustle ran through the orcish lines. Emily watched the dancers slow to a halt, their giant nostrils twitching as they scented danger. They might not know what was happening, but they knew something was wrong. She heard grunting as the orcs looked from side to side, their eyes peering into the darkness. She hoped their night vision was poor, although she feared otherwise. They’d been designed to be brutish infantrymen. She’d be surprised if they couldn’t see in the dark.

    But they stopped attacking at nightfall, she reminded herself. Why...?

    The world went white. The ground shook so violently she was thrown to her knees. The entire campsite dissolved into a mass of screaming, burning orcs. Emily staggered upright, feeling a flicker of guilt as she saw a flaming orc running into the darkness. She’d transfigured the air to gas and steered it towards the campsite, knowing it would explode the second it drifted into the fire. The tent was burning brightly, the stockpile of supplies piled at the front of the camp catching fire...

    Emily hastily covered her eyes - too late - as another explosion, a much larger explosion, shook the ground. She blinked away afterimages, hastily recasting the night vision spell. The necromancer was dead... no, she could still sense him. Something else had exploded... what? Potions? Something forbidden to sensible magicians? Or... gunpowder? It wasn’t impossible. That secret had been out and spreading for years. Any kingdom that wanted to remain a kingdom had its own gunpowder program, as did the vast majority of city-states. The necromancers could have obtained the recipe and started to produce it for themselves. She cursed under her breath. There were people in Zangaria who’d been using gunpowder to clear the way for railway tracks. Had the necromancers stolen the idea of cutting through the Craggy Mountains from them?

    The necromancer exploded out of the burning remains of his tent, his power beating on the air. Emily made no attempt to hide as he searched for her, even though it would have been easy. His search spells were so heavily overpowered that they were practically confusing and counteracting themselves, his blasts of raw power so misdirected that they came nowhere near her. She watched, bracing herself as he focused his power and continued the search until his spells found her. It was hard, so very hard, to stand her ground. She felt as if she’d been caught in a spotlight, pinned down by her own fear. The necromancer’s anger took shape and form, a burst of dark magic rushing towards her. Emily jumped to one side, casting an illusion spell as she moved. The necromancer shot a second burst of magic at the fake Emily, the raw power dispelling the illusion. Emily scowled as the necromancer turned to face her. She’d hoped the illusion would last a little longer.

    She held herself in place as the necromancer stared at her. He looked surprisingly human, although his skin was charred and his eyes were glowing with an evil red light. Bersuit, she recalled. A relatively young necromancer, as necromancers went. Void had called him a thug, plain and simple, although he was clearly a little smarter than Shadye. He would have come after her by now, intent on crushing her like a bug. And he might have succeeded.

    The necromancer made a gesture. Emily jumped to one side, trying to look as if she was running for her life. The blast of magic flashed too close to her for comfort, dark magic trying to crawl into her very soul. Her hair felt burnt, as if he’d scorched her. She heard a growl behind her and jumped again, an instant before an overpowered fireball slammed into the ground. The blast picked her up and threw her into the darkness. She cast a levitation spell to keep her flying, then aimed a transfiguration spell at the necromancer. The air around him became gunpowder, which exploded the moment he cast a second fireball. He stumbled through the blast, his anger beating on the air like a living thing. Emily gritted her teeth. She hadn’t expected the gunpowder to kill him, any more than the explosive gas, but she’d hoped it would have more effect than that. Bersuit was clearly tougher than she’d assumed.

    And he’s mad as hell, she thought, as the ground heaved with magic. The remnants of the necromancer’s army were running in all directions, trying to escape the titanic struggle behind them. Emily spared them no mind. He wants me dead.

    She smiled grimly, then cast another set of spells. The necromancer could shrug most of them off, without needing to try to deflect or cancel them, but it would keep him angry. She wanted him to be angry. She wanted him not thinking about what he was doing. If he knew who she was... she didn’t want him turning and running for his life. It would be ironic as hell if he did, if only because it would guarantee his survival. She’d planned carefully, and devised a weapon to take him out, but only if he cooperated.

    The necromancer waved his arm, sweeping a solid wall of power towards her. Emily ducked and hit the ground, rolling over and over as the blast of energy swept through the air. She wondered, as she crawled through a patch of burning ground, if he’d actually hit the fort itself. He might have to attack the fort, if he managed to kill her. He’d have no choice if he wanted to survive, if he wanted to refresh his power before his comrades arrived. If that happened... Emily told herself, firmly, that the defenders would be able to deal with him. She’d given them the batteries and instructions on how to use them. A single overpowered cancellation spell might be enough to weaken the necromancer’s wards, allowing his power to break free and destroy him. 

    But the blast might take out the fortress too, she thought, as she hurled another cluster of spells at him. They were nothing more than irritants, maddening enough to keep the necromancer off balance without doing any real damage. I have to end it here.

    She cast another transfiguration spell, aiming it at the ground beneath his feet. The necromancer stumbled back, too late, as the ground became gunpowder and exploded. The blast threw him into the air; Emily hurled a pair of fireballs at him. He landed hard, hard enough to kill a normal person, but forced his way back to his feet. Emily wondered, grimly, just how much of his body had been replaced by magic. The impact should have broken most of his bones, even if it didn’t kill him outright. She reached out with her senses and recoiled as she touched the network of power. The necromancer was on the verge of completely losing it.

    The ground heaved, then turned to fire. Emily jumped into the air, levitating as the flames reached for her. They burnt with an eerie, too-bright fire. The necromancer stood within them, directing them; she felt sunburnt, even though it was night, as his red eyes followed her. She cast a spell that should have disrupted his magic, but nothing happened. He was holding the spell in place through sheer power and will. She grimaced as the flames licked higher, consuming dead and wounded orcs as they reached for her. Bersuit wouldn’t have survived his own power if he hadn’t been formidable, in his own right. He might even have made a strong magician if he hadn’t tried to take a shortcut.

    She cast a pressure spell, driving back the flames, then hurled herself into the distance and landed at the edge of the camp. The necromancer advanced, his madness driving the flames towards her. Emily cast another illusion spell, creating an image of her running for her life before wrapping herself in shadow. The necromancer followed the illusion, power reaching for her. Emily pushed the illusion forward, hoping and praying he wouldn’t puncture the spell before it was too late. If he realized she’d hidden herself, he’d either start looking for her or turn on the fortress. And that would be disastrous.

    Emily reached into her pocket, her fingers touching a tiny iron ring. Her alternate self had devised the spell, creating a weapon that could kill necromancers... perhaps even destroy anything, if it wasn’t protected by heavy wards. Emily shuddered at the mere thought of unleashing such a weapon on the world, even though she was running out of options. She’d done everything she could to create a false narrative, to convince everyone that certain tricks weren’t possible, but... she swallowed. Sorcerers were far from stupid. They might realize she was trying to mislead them. And knowing something was possible was half the battle.

    She raised the ring as the necromancer blasted the illusion, casting the spell as the necromancer whirled around. He’d sensed her behind him, he’d sensed... she felt his power building for another blow, too late. A stab of brilliant blue-white light, glowing with an eerie luminance, flared out of the ring and struck the necromancer. His body flared with light as his wards shattered... Emily let go of the disintegrating ring, then teleported to the edge of the former campsite. Seconds later, a final explosion shook the air. A wave of raw magic washed over her and vanished into infinity. 

    Darkness fell, like a physical blow. She collapsed to her knees, breathing heavily. It was all she could do to keep the night vision spell in place. The necromancer was dead, dead and gone and... she wondered, suddenly, what Master Lucknow and the others had sensed. They’d been some distance from the campsite, but the necromancer had unleashed so much magic - even before his death - that they’d certainly have sensed something. What? She wasn’t sure. They shouldn’t have been able to follow her - she’d cast a number of spells to make it harder for anyone to spy on her, before the necromancer went mad - but what if she’d been wrong? What if they knew what she’d done?

    It’s over, Emily thought, numbly. It’s over, and it’s only just begun.


    Chapter Twenty-Four (Emily2)

    EMILY WASN’T SURE HOW LONG SHE knelt on the ashy ground before she finally managed to pick herself up and stumble back towards the fort. Lady Barb had promised to come looking for her, if she didn’t come back, but both Master Lucknow and Emily herself had tried to insist she stay in the fort until daybreak. If something went badly wrong, they’d said, Emily would almost certainly be dead and beyond all help. Emily rather suspected the older woman would evade her orders, but Emily didn’t want her to take the risk. She forced herself to stand up and keep moving, trying to ignore the haze of tainted magic behind her. The necromancer had poisoned the land as he died.

    And I might have made that worse, she thought. Her counterpart had harnessed the power of the nuke-spell and turned it into a laser beam. Emily could understand precisely where she’d gotten the idea. It was a one-shot weapon, but it would destroy almost anything. It would go through Randor’s castle like a hot knife through butter. Whitehall might be able to stand up to the blast - the castle’s wards were powered by a nexus point - but she wasn’t sure. If someone figures out what I did...

    She tried to put the thought out of her mind as she reached the edge of the wards and twanged them. The sorcerers would know it was her, she hoped, and that she hadn’t been caught and enslaved. She doubted Bersuit had had the power and skill to enslave anyone, even a mundane with no magical defenses at all, but she didn’t blame them for being paranoid. It didn’t matter how much you liked someone, or how trustworthy they were in general, if a sorcerer managed to enslave them. They’d betray their former comrades... and, if the spells were strong enough, they’d think they were doing the right thing.

    “Emily,” someone shouted. “It’s her!”

    Emily held her hands up as she walked up to the gates. They opened a second later, revealing a crowd of cheering soldiers. Emily would have flinched at the noise, if she hadn’t been too tired and numb. She’d heard men cheering Alassa, but... she’d wondered, rather cynically, how many of them had cheered because not cheering might have been taken as a sign of disloyalty. It was astonishing how many of King Randor’s noblemen had pledged their loyalty in ways that made her blush - they’d crawled so much they were practically licking his boots, if not other parts of his anatomy - and then gone back to their castles and planned civil war. But here...

    She had to smile, even though part of her shunned the limelight. They were cheering her. They were cheering her and there wasn’t even a hint of anything forced about it. She felt herself blush as the cheering grew louder, men calling her name as if she was their savior. She could understand the appeal, all of a sudden. She’d never really understood sports stars and celebrities, but now... it helped, she knew, that she’d done something difficult. She hadn’t built a life on looking good or kicking a ball into the net. She’d...

    I killed a necromancer, she thought. I killed...

    Sir Roger pushed his way through the crowd and knelt. Emily felt her blush deepen as others joined him, kneeling to her... panic washed through her mind. What should she say? What should she do? Alassa would accept it as her due, she was sure; Void would shun it. Lady Barb... her eyes sought out her mentor, silently pleading for help. She wanted the thrill and yet... yet she didn’t want the thrill. She wanted to run, she wanted to hide, she wanted to go back to being plain old Emily again... a voice, right at the back of her mind, insisted she hadn’t really liked being plain old Emily.

    “Thank you,” she managed. She’d barely been able to handle grown men pledging their loyalty when she’d entered Cockatrice for the first time, even though she’d known most of them hadn’t meant it. They’d switched sides the moment their former baron was defeated, his cause lost beyond all hope of resurrection. “I thank you.”

    Sir Roger stood. “It is my pleasure to pledge myself to you,” he said. “And to offer you my sword and my treasure.”

     

    Emily forced herself to stand and nod politely as man after man offered her their allegiance. They meant it. She could tell they meant it. The sorcerers were a little more restrained, a little more inclined to keep their distance, but even they were impressed. Lady Barb was the only one who looked remotely normal and she’d known Emily as a student magician. Beside her, Penny stared at Emily, her eyes bright with awe. Something in Emily welcomed it, even though it scared her. It felt like... like validation.

    She kept the thought to herself as the scene dissolved into a giant party. She watched, feeling hot and cold, as aristocrats danced with commoners, seemingly unaware they were crossing social barriers in their glee. Sir Roger handed out mugs of beer, loudly reminding his men - with many gruesome threats - that anyone who drank more than a single mug wouldn’t live long enough to regret it. Emily hid her amusement at men dancing with men, something that would never have been tolerated on the other side of the mountains. She wondered, as she tried to slip back into the shadows, just what would happen when the victory wore off and everyone tried to go back to normal. Was there a normal any longer?

    Crown Prince Dater hurried up to her, holding a mug of beer in one hand. “Lady Emily,” he said. “You are truly a great sorceress.”

    Emily cringed, inwardly. “Thank you, Your Highness,” she said. “I did my best.”

    The Crown Prince leaned forward. “Marry me.”

    “I...” Emily blinked in surprise as she realized he was serious. She had to fight to keep from laughing. “I...”

    She shook her head. “I have to complete my apprenticeship before I think about marrying anyone,” she said. She’d thought the Crown Prince was already married. He was certainly old enough to start churning out the heir and the spare. It had been his brother who’d courted Alassa. “And I don’t know where I’ll go afterwards.”

    The Crown Prince bowed. “Please keep me in your thoughts,” he said. “And afterwards... my father will wish to thank you personally.”

    He hurried away. Emily watched him go, feeling... she wasn’t sure how she felt. She’d never been the kind of person to have one-night stands, to have a brief loveless encounter that didn’t even last a day... and yet, part of her had been tempted to ask the prince if he wanted to share her bed. Just for a night... she shook her head, firmly. The last time she’d felt anything like it, she’d ended up in a doomed relationship with Cat. And if he’d been anywhere near...

    Cat’s with my other self, Emily thought. Perhaps that’s for the best.

    Lady Barb walked up and nodded. “How’re you feeling?”

    “Tired,” Emily admitted. Lady Barb would understand, even if no one else did. “Tired, and a little overwhelmed.”

    She allowed her eyes to drift over the celebrating men. It was well after midnight, yet the party was still going strong. She caught sight of the Crown Prince, sharing a jig with two men he would have never so much as looked at... she shook her head. They’d regret it in the morning. A handful of sorcerers were casting spells for fun, showing off their powers... they’d probably regret that in the morning too. And it was all for her... she sighed as she turned back to the older woman. She understood, now, why brides often turned into monsters. She just didn’t share the impulse to remind everyone, time and time again, that it was her day.

    “You can go lie down,” Lady Barb told her. “The party isn’t technically over until the guest of honor leaves.”

    Emily flushed. Alassa had explained it to her, once upon a time, but she’d forgotten. The king - or the guest of honor - was expected to withdraw, once the party was officially over. The rest of the guests would take it as a sign they could leave as well, without giving offense, although they could stay for a short time after to show their appreciation to their host. She hadn’t thought it applied here, but...

    “I’ll go,” she said. She caught the older woman’s eye, silently asking her to come. “Did I do the right thing?”

    “You can’t go wrong if you kill a necromancer,” Lady Barb told her, as they walked back to Emily’s room. “And the future will take care of itself.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. The necromancer would have killed them, if he’d had a chance. And if his allies had arrived... she swallowed, hard. She’d barely been able to kill one necromancer, even with a pair of nasty tricks up her sleeve. Three of them might have been impossible, too much to challenge without sharing everything she knew. And that would have led to disaster. She was already second-guessing her decision to share the batteries. God alone knew what they would do with the nuke-spell.

    She opened the door. Penny wasn’t there. Emily wondered, idly, if Penny would stay with the party until it finally wound down, then decided it wasn’t her problem. Lady Barb bid her goodnight, then left. Emily closed the door behind her, then sat on the blanket and stared at herself in the mirror. Her face was... strange, pale in places, red and bruised in others. And her hair felt limp and untidy. She wondered, suddenly, just how her evil counterpart had felt when she’d dispatched her first necromancer. She’d already been on the verge of madness when she’d killed her Shadye.

    There was a sharp knock, a very masculine knock, on the door. Emily looked up, unsure if she should answer or if she should pretend to be asleep. 

    “Come,” she called.

    The door opened. Master Lucknow stepped into the room.

    Emily stood slowly, unsure what to say. He shouldn’t have disturbed her, not now. She’d just gone toe-to-toe with a necromancer. Her thoughts raced, trying to guess what he wanted... trying to decide what she could say or do. Did he... did he have... intentions? Or did he want a private chat? She braced herself, ready to tell him precisely where to go. If he had intentions, she’d give him an earache.

    “Lady Emily.” Master Lucknow squatted on the floor. She wasn’t sure if he was trying to put her at ease or simply unable to remain standing for long. He’d pushed his magic hard over the last day too. “I need to talk to you.”

    “I see.” Emily leaned against the wall, crossing her arms under her breasts. She wanted to sit too, but she had a feeling that would be taken for weakness. “What about?”

    Master Lucknow met her eyes. “What did you do?”

    “I killed him,” Emily said, bluntly. She tightened her mental defenses, silently grateful Void had insisted she practice time and time again until she could keep him out of her mind. It wasn’t the overt stab into her mind she had to fear, but the subtle probe that would learn something and withdraw unnoticed. “And that’s all there is to it.”

    “No, it isn’t,” Master Lucknow said. His eyes continued to hold hers. It didn’t feel like he was trying to probe her mind, but it was hard to be sure. “What did you do to him?”

    Emily rested her hands on her hips, leaning forward to confuse her body language as much as possible. She had no idea how old Master Lucknow was, but as he’d been a master who’d likely trained a bunch of apprentices, the odds were excellent he was very good at reading people. Emily disliked exaggerating her actions, trying to conceal her feelings behind subtle overacting, yet she saw no choice. He might be trying to read her body language, not her mind. It was something, perversely, that might be harder to avoid.

    “I killed him,” she repeated.

    “How?” Master Lucknow let out a breath. “Lady Emily... if... if whatever you did is a technique that can be used again, time and time again, we need it.”

    Emily let out a breath. There was no good answer, not one that ended with her keeping her secrets to herself. There’d been too many questions, six years ago, about what she’d done to Shadye. Too many people who’d wondered if Whitehall was bluffing, when it claimed a lowly student had killed a necromancer; too many people who’d wondered if that student was a necromancer herself. And she’d cheated, when she’d fought Dua Kepala. There was no nexus point near the fort. The closest - dead - nexus point was buried under the Castle at the End of the Land. Whitehall was even further away.

    “I used a battery,” she lied, smoothly. It wasn’t entirely untrue. “I emplaced a cancellation spell within a valve, then supercharged it with power from the battery. The spell was so powerful it weakened his wards to the point his magic broke free and consumed him. And that was that.”

    Master Lucknow stared at her for a long moment, as if he was trying to tell the truth from the lies. Emily watched him, patiently waiting. The secret to a good lie, Void had taught her, was to keep it simple and convincing. Insisting she was telling the truth was an excellent tell she was lying. Let him consider the story, let him realize it could work... let him believe it had worked. And it would, if someone lasted long enough to cast the spell. A normal magician didn’t need to worry about stockpiling such vast amounts of magic. The trick would be largely useless against someone who wasn’t already unnaturally powerful. Even Void would be unaffected...

    “You supercharged the spell,” he repeated. “A necromancer could power the spell himself, couldn’t he?”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. She’d never considered it, but... she kicked herself. She should have. The batteries were new, but wands and staffs were old. Embedding a spell within a piece of wood was hardly difficult. Hell, a necromancer could enslave a first-year student and put them to work carving wands. “It wouldn’t be that useful for them.”

    “They might render someone effectively defenseless,” Master Lucknow said. “That would be bad.”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. She had her doubts - if the necromancer was close enough to supercharge a cancelation spell, he’d be close enough to do something worse - but she could see the logic. “He might wind up accidentally blowing himself up, though. The spell wouldn’t be very focused.”

    “No,” Master Lucknow agreed. He stroked his chin. “You really are dangerous, aren’t you?”

    Emily felt a chill running down her spine. “How do you mean?”

    Master Lucknow’s smile was bleak. “You killed... how many necromancers have you killed?”

    “I’ve lost count,” Emily said. It wasn’t entirely untrue. “Shadye, Mother Holly, Dua Kepala, King Randor, Bersuit...”

    “And you’ve turned the Allied Lands upside down,” Master Lucknow said, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Your innovations” - he made the word a curse - “have changed everything.”

    “It would have happened, with or without me,” Emily said. “I...”

    “Maybe,” Master Lucknow said. “And maybe you’re an element of chaos in an orderly world.”

    Emily snorted. She was too tired to be polite. “Do you think that’s true?”

    She pushed on before he could answer. “It strikes me that half the problems you have are of your own making. Mistreated peasants who want to be free, mistreated traders who’d like to keep some of their earnings, mistreated newborn magicians desperate for power... if it hadn’t been me who’d introduced gunpowder, someone else would have.”

    “Maybe,” Master Lucknow repeated. He stood. “Get some rest, Lady Emily. Tomorrow... we’ll see how the necromancers react to losing one of their own.”

    “Another of their own,” Emily said, tartly. “Maybe they’ll just cut and run.”

    “And run where?” Master Lucknow leaned forward. “Emily, they have nowhere to go. And that means they’ll be desperate.”

    He opened the door before she could answer and left, closing it firmly behind him. Emily stared at the wooden door, sweat pouring down her back. That had been... worrying, deeply worrying. She’d known there were people who resented her, who worried about her, but... she wondered, suddenly, just what side Master Lucknow was really on. He’d begged her to help, yet... she made a mental note to write to Jan, to ask him what his master was thinking...

    And Master Lucknow didn’t let Jan join the army, Emily thought, as she lay back on the blanket. It was odd for an apprentice not to follow his master. Jan might not be a combat sorcerer, but he was no slouch. If nothing else, he could have charged batteries for his superiors. Why?

    She put the thought aside as she closed her eyes. It was time to sleep. She’d worry about everything else later.


    Chapter Twenty-Five (Emily1)

    “WELL,” CAT SAID, AS HE PULLED his horse to a stop. “That’s your destination.”

    Emily frowned, feeling the oath pushing at her as she stared towards the distant castle. She’d expected something akin to the Inverse Shadow, a Faerie ruin designed and built by creatures that were so far from human it was hard to believe they had anything in common. She’d expected a towering ziggurat or a twisting thing that led the eye in directions the human mind was not designed to grasp. She’d expected... she sucked in her breath as she pulled on the reins. The castle looked to have been built by humans. It reminded her of Old Whitehall.

    She sucked in her breath. The castle appeared to be made of sandstone - it didn’t look like real stone - but otherwise it was kin to her first true school. It squatted on what had once been a hillock, before the castle-builders had turned it into a fortress and necromancy had worn down the surrounding countryside. She was reminded, suddenly, of Alexis... of a twisted version of the old castle surrounded by rickety buildings, slave camps and nightmarish creatures from the pits of hell. It felt as if the necromancer had tried to copy the northern city, but succeeded only in stamping his impression upon the land.

    “I can’t sense him,” Cat said, quietly. “Do you think he’s gone?”

    Emily shrugged. They’d spotted vast armies of orcs making their way north, tearing up the landscape as they’d hurried towards the mountains. There’d been no sign of the necromancer himself, but they’d seen quite a few of his enforcers. The creatures, whatever they were, had paid no attention to them. They seemed to have assumed that anyone wearing their cloaks had to be one of them, carrying out orders from their distant master. Emily guessed they weren’t trained to suspect everyone. Or... her lips quirked into a cold smile. The easiest way to get into a heavily-guarded castle, she’d been told, was to claim orders from higher up. A lowly guard might hesitate to disturb his superior, just to check they weren’t lying. A particularly idiotic superior might not realize that punishing someone for asking questions meant people wouldn’t ask questions when it counted.

    Her eyes ached as she surveyed the castle, wondering who’d built it and why. No one knew who’d built Whitehall, or Laughter, or any of the other castles that had been constructed sometime before the dawn of recorded history. Emily knew there were gaps in the historical record - she was fairly sure the winners had written the history books, only to see their accounts watered down and forgotten over the next few centuries - but losing an entire civilization was more than a little odd. She shook her head. The castle was protected, heavily so, yet... she didn’t think the necromancer was there. Her other self had drawn him away.

    She glanced at the sky. They’d ridden for four days. Cold logic told her they should hole up and rest, but the oath demanded she go now. That she entered the castle, with the batteries, and reignited the nexus point. That she... she glanced at Cat, then nodded to herself. It was time to go.

    “Just look like you belong,” Cat advised, as they started to canter through the town. “And don’t let yourself get distracted.

    Emily shuddered. The town was... weird. Human slaves genuflected as they cantered past, orcs and other - stranger - creatures paid them no mind. She saw another cluster of blacksmiths, forging weapons; she winced when she saw cages crammed with men, women and children, awaiting the slaughter. A handful looked too finely dressed to be local. She’d heard rumors that people were kidnapped and shipped over the mountains, but she’d never believed them. Not until now. She wanted to free the captives, but she knew they’d never make it out.  She’d have to come back for them once she’d reignited the nexus point.

    The sense of unreality grew stronger as they made their way up to the castle. There were no guards on the gates, no watching sentries on the battlements. The gates themselves hung open, like they were being dared to enter. The wards snapped and snarled at them when they reached the top of the hill, starting with an aversion ward powerful enough to deter any mundane. Emily had to fight to keep her mind focused as they rode into the courtyard and dismounted. The ward faded, only to be replaced by a nastier defense. She gritted her teeth, silently grateful that Void had forced her to practice time and time again. The wards weren’t particularly subtle - and they weren’t connected to a living mind - but they were hard to weaken enough to let them sneak through. She had to resort to snapping two of them, just to get into the castle.

    “Interesting,” Cat said, as they stepped through the nearest door. “Where’s the welcoming committee?”

    Emily glanced at him. Cat was right. No defenders worthy of the name would have let them get through the gate and into the courtyard, let alone into the castle itself, without doing something to try to slow them down. The castle’s passive defenses were intact - the corridors were surprisingly narrow, the doorways low enough to force her to duck her head as she passed through - but they were worthless without defenders to take advantage. She reached out with her senses, feeling nothing beyond creepy magic resting in the stone. The dead nexus point felt... she frowned, wondering where she’d felt something like that before. Not Heart’s Eye, she thought. It was somewhere else.

    “We have to move,” she said. The castle was starting to feel oppressive, even though there were no visible threats. The air felt... wrong, hot and humid and yet dry at the same time. It smelt of something she didn’t want to think about too much. The knapsack felt heavy, as if the batteries were weighing her down. The oath was urging her on, demanding she hurry. “Stay alert.”

    She cast a night-vision spell as they inched their way through darkened corridors. The castle felt like Whitehall - like Whitehall had been before the sorcerers had managed to make it bigger on the inside - but it was very different. The walls were lined with dark stone, bare of paintings and displays of magical artefacts; the corridors were dusty with the weight of eons. She frowned when she spotted scratches on the walls, as if some strange creature had been clawing the stone; her eyes narrowed when she spotted a chamber that looked like an empty library. There were no books within eyeshot, something that bothered her on a very primal level. Dua Kepala had been the only necromancer she’d known who’d been particularly interested in reading, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others.

    I’ll come back, she promised herself. The possibility of finding books and scrolls from the castle-builders themselves was tantalizing, even though she doubted any would have survived the Blighted Lands. God alone knew how many times the castle had changed hands. Rangka was nowhere near old enough to remember the Faerie Wars, let alone Lord Whitehall and the dawn of the modern era. If even one book survived...

    “Here,” Cat said, indicating a stairwell leading down into the darkness. “Shall we?”

    Emily nodded, taking the lead as she inched downwards. The stairwell was in surprisingly good condition, although she still had to pick her way down gingerly to ensure she didn’t slip and fall. Faint flickers of magic glinted through the air, dancing against her skin like flies and midges. She batted them away as she reached the bottom of the stairwell, feeling the odd hints of magic growing stronger and stronger. The nexus point was dead ahead. She could feel it, the yawning absence where something should be. Her fingers touched the batteries...

    The roof caved in. Debris poured on top of them, smashing against the stone floor or glancing off their wards. Emily jumped back, sensing a flare of tainted magic... too late. Cat hurled a spell into the downpour, only to have it swatted away by an unseen force. A humanoid shape crashed out of the rocks, blasting magic at them with a strange combination of power and skill. Emily rolled over and over, realizing - dimly - that they’d been tricked. The necromancer hadn’t left the fortress. He’d been lurking behind his wards, waiting. She’d alerted him the minute she’d snapped his wards.

    Rangka - it had to be Rangka, although the figure was wrapped in shadow - moved with eerie grace as he hurled another spell at them. Emily tried to dodge, too late. The spell slammed into her chest, picking her up and hurling her against the nearest wall. It melted, as if it was turning to lava. She realized, barely in time to escape, that the necromancer’s will pervaded the castle. He controlled every atom of the castle. She gritted her teeth, lashing out with her own power and breaking free. Rangka turned to face her, casting an array of spells. She remembered Void’s warnings and cursed under her breath. Rangka had more advanced spells at his disposal than other necromancers. He even seemed to have retained some of his sanity.

    She gathered her power, then shaped a spell aimed at the floor below his feet. It crumbled, threatening to send the necromancer tumbling into the abyss. If the castle was anything like the others, they’d be a whole network of caves and tunnels below the ground, enough to keep him prisoner long enough for her to reignite the nexus point. Rangka dipped for an instant, then steadied himself, hovering above the hole. Emily blinked in surprise. He could levitate?

    “You dare?” Rangka’s shadows started to dispel, revealing the body - the inhuman lich - beneath. “You dare?”

    Emily felt her gorge rise, again. She’d seen too many horrific sights over the last few days, but Rangka might have been the worst of them. Shadye had been a shambling ruin, animated by his power; Rangka was a dead body that looked to have been torn from a grave and turned into a zombie. His rotting corpse managed to look both shambolic and deadly. She could feel the smell, she could feel...

    “You dare?” Rangka raised his arm. A sheet of raw power crashed into Emily’s mental defenses. The storm raged at the edge of her mind, trying to break into her soul. She drove it out with an effort. “You dare?”

    “Die,” Cat shouted. He cast a curse towards the necromancer, followed by a handful of lighter spells that might have slowed him for a second. “Die, you...”

    Rangka lashed out again. Emily stood her ground, holding her defenses in place as his power hammered against them. His spells were odd, sharper than anything she’d ever felt from a necromancer. She recalled mock-dueling with Jade when she’d been a younger student and how easily he’d bested her, using spells older students mastered as a matter of course. In a sense, Rangka was no different from the other necromancers; in another, he had a far greater collection of spells at his disposal. She cursed as she felt her wards start to collapse, his power boring into her magic, finding the weak spots and exploiting them. Emily shoved them forward, hastily casting a modified draining spell and throwing it at him. His wards crackled with power, the spell tearing away at them. She thought, for a moment, she had him... and then he simply shoved the wards away. It was what she’d done...

    He spent longer learning to duel than any of the others, she thought. She tried to glance past the necromancer, towards the dead nexus point, but she doubted she could get around him before it was too late. The walls were starting to close in, driving them inexorably towards the rotting corpse. He knows how to use his power to best advantage.

    “Get back,” she shouted at Cat. She mustered her power, readying herself. “Now!”

    Cat glanced at her, then jumped backwards as Emily cast a spell to pick up the debris and hurl it at Rangka. The necromancer raised his wards, hardening them rapidly as she pounded them with debris. Her eyes narrowed - most sorcerers didn’t realize they had to protect themselves against physical attack, not unless there was a clear and present danger - but she hadn’t expected the attack to do more than slow him down. It would blind him, just for a few seconds. She nodded to Cat, hoping he realized what she had in mind, then hurled herself around the necromancer. If she could get to the nexus point, she could reignite it and win...

    An invisible force wrapped around her ankle, yanking her back and throwing her across the chamber. The walls melted again, tendrils of lava-like stone reaching for her. She almost panicked, an instant before one force vanished and another grabbed her, cushioning her fall. She twisted in midair, then landed neatly on the floor. The ground started to crumble beneath her feet, threatening to make her fall instead. She considered, briefly, doing just that - she might be able to circle around underground and reach the nexus point - but as long as the necromancer kept his cool, he’d be able to stay between her and the nexus point. And that meant... she glanced at Cat. They had to shove the necromancer into the nexus point.

    She forced herself to think as she tried to transfigure the air around him to gunpowder. It refused to work properly. There was too much magic in the air... she braced herself, then tried again. The spell was simply absorbed into his magic field. They were just too complex to survive. She cursed under her breath, then hurled more pieces of debris at him. It would distract him for a second or too, just long enough for her to hit him with a modified draining charm. Light flared around the rotting corpse as his power started to flow into her spell. There’d only be a few seconds before he cancelled it or simply threw it back at them.

    “Hit him,” she snapped. She cast a force punch, mingling a handful of charms that should counteract his levitation spell and send him flying back. If they managed to get him into the point, if they managed to reignite the point... she could worry about taking control later. Rangka didn’t seem anywhere near as sane as Dua Kepala. It was unlikely he’d bilocated himself. “Hurry!”

    The necromancer snarled, nearly dropping out of the air as his charms started to dissolve. Emily pushed him forward, trying to shove him right into the nexus point chamber. The magic twisted, flashes of light and pain slamming into her head. He was doing something... she felt her will start to drain away, an insane and suicidal urge to just stand still and wait for orders. A compulsion spell... an odd one, more of a prank than anything else, but dangerous with all the power of a necromancer behind it. She shook her head to clear it of the sudden cobwebs, realizing - too late - that she’d left herself exposed. The force punch that struck her threw her back, hard. She felt her bones cracking as she stumbled and landed on her backside. Her heart thumped frantically as she cast a pair of spells, hoping to keep herself going long enough to escape. It wasn’t safe to try to heal oneself, but Cat couldn’t help her while he was fighting his own battle.

    She looked up. The necromancer was advancing on Cat, throwing spell after spell. She knew it was just a matter of time until Cat's wards crumbled, until Rangka blew him into very little pieces or drained his power before throwing the body to the orcs. They’d gone toe to toe with a necromancer, and lost. They had to get out...

    “Cat,” she shouted. It took her last flicker of power to distract the necromancer, just for a second. The lightspell would blind him, but he wouldn’t have to do more than a basic spell to counter it. “Use the gem! Now!”

    Cat jumped back. “Emily!”

    “Now!” Emily understood. They’d been through too much to just cut and run. Her other self had risked her life and her sanity to give them the chance to sneak into the castle. They'd failed.  “Use it! Now!”

    “There is no escape,” Rangka said. It was hard to be sure, but it sounded as if he were gloating. He kept throwing spells at Cat, his wards finally starting to break. “You are in my power.”

    Cat threw up a final shield, then grasped the amulet in one hand and triggered it. There was a flash of light, lingering just long enough for Emily to be sure something had gone horribly wrong, and then he was gone. She grinned at the necromancer’s confused look, then reached for her own amulet... 

    ... And froze. Emily’s hand refused to move. She was frozen... no, the oath was holding her in place, demanding she go to the nexus point. She couldn’t cut and run. Sheer terror ran through her as the necromancer stalked towards her, one rotting hand reaching for her and lifting her up by the neck. She tried desperately to break the oath, to promise herself that she’d be back as soon as possible, but it refused to work. The oath wouldn’t let her go. She stared into the red eyes, feeling the necromancer’s grip start to tighten...

    And snap.


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    Emily SCREAMED.

    The torrent of memories blasted into her head, a dizzying series of impressions and thoughts and knowledge that were hers and weren’t hers, and were hers and... she stumbled, nearly falling. She would have fallen if Lady Barb hadn’t caught her, hadn’t held her as the memories - her other self’s memories - hammered into her skull. Her mental defenses were tight, but they were the same person. They could no more block their own thoughts than they could put a knife through their chest.

    He killed me. He killed me. He killed me.

    She nearly blacked out. The impression was so strong it overwhelmed her. A hand wrapped around her neck, a tightening grip, a snap... she vomited, helplessly. She’d died. She’d died, and yet she was alive... a howling gulf threatened to tear through her mind, dragging her down into the darkness. Her other self had died... her other self had died and come back to her and... her thoughts ran in circles, two sets of memories battling for supremacy. They were the same person... no, they’d been the same person. They were the same person again. The thought made no sense, but she clung to it anyway. They’d been two minds in two bodies, and now they were one mind in one body and...

    “Get her back to her room,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was so quiet Emily thought she was miles away. And yet, she had a tight grip on Emily’s arm. “Hurry.”

    Emily felt herself falling, her body lightening to the point she drifted through the air like a balloon. A series of dizzying impressions - a rotting corpse, faces peering down at her worriedly - swept through her, as if she were blacking out, recovering and blacking out again. She’d been in the fort. She’d walked to the castle. No, she’d done both. The threads assaulted her mind, forcing her to reassimilate the memories one by one. She shuddered, retching again, as she recalled the plantation. It felt as if she were seeing it for the first time.

    It wasn’t easy to sort out the memories. It felt as if there were two different stories, two different people... yet they were the same story, the same person. She’d literally been in two places at once. The contradiction made her head hurt. She closed her eyes and forced herself to concentrate, despite the pain. They shouldn’t have any problems reuniting into one.

    And she had experiences I didn’t have, Emily thought, numbly. We were diverging slowly when she was killed.

    She opened her eyes and stared up at the dull sandy ceiling. She was back in her bedroom, unsure how she’d gotten there. Her memories were a jumble. She’d been going to see Sir Roger, to talk to him about the orcs the scouts had spotted roaming the landscape; she’d had an idea that might have given them an advantage when the next necromancer showed up. She’d... the memories shattered, washed away by a wave of pain and confusion. It felt as if she’d walked straight into a brick wall. It was hard, so hard, to untangle the knot and sort the memories into some kind of coherent order. She was practically trying to read her own mind, but... worse, far worse. She snorted at the thought. Anyone who tried to read her mind now would probably wind up with a walloping headache of their own. Her thoughts contradicted themselves, and yet they weren’t lying...

    A cool hand touched her forehead. “Emily?”

    Emily turned her head, despite the pain. Lady Barb knelt beside her, holding a glass of water in one hand. “I...”

    “Here.” Lady Barb helped her to sit up, then held the glass to her lips. “How are you feeling?”

    Emily shuddered, helplessly. “My other self is dead.”

    Lady Barb’s eyes narrowed. “What happened?”

    “The necromancer was there.” Emily closed her eyes, recalling the memories. It felt as if she were both reliving them and hearing them, as if they’d happened to someone else. “He killed me. Cat... I think Cat made it out.”

    Her hand twitched towards her neckline, where the teleport gem was... no, where it had been. She cursed mentally as her fingers touched her skin. She’d had a way out, but... she gritted her teeth as she felt the oath press against her mind. It hadn’t let her leave. It hadn’t... bile rose in her throat as she realized, for the first time, just how dangerous oaths could be. It hadn’t let her run so she could try again. Instead, it had condemned her other self to a painful death. If she’d gone there without bilocating herself, she would be dead.

    “Good,” Lady Barb said, in an icy tone that promised trouble for Cat. “What else can you remember?”

    “It wasn’t his fault,” Emily said. “I told him to go.”

    Her stomach lurched suddenly and she retched, again. “I... I told him to go.”

    “We’ll see,” Lady Barb said. “How do you feel?”

    Emily stared down at her hands. They felt... weird. Her body ached, as if she’d been brutally beaten and somehow lost all memory of it. She swallowed hard as she felt her cheek starting to throb.... she touched it lightly, wincing at the pain. Someone had slapped her... had they? She wasn’t sure. The necromancer had hammered her - and Cat - hard, during the brief fight. Her body bore the aches and pains he’d meted out to her other self. She rubbed her cheek, wondering when and where he’d slapped her. She honestly hadn’t noticed.

    “Sore,” she said, finally. She took another sip of water. Her stomach heaved, warningly. “I... I didn’t realize.”

    “There are very good reasons why few magicians learn to bilocate,” Lady Barb said. Her voice sounded stern, but there was a hint of worry in her eyes. “You might have damaged your mind permanently.”

    “No.” Emily didn’t want to think about it. “I’m fine.”

    “Hah.” Lady Barb didn’t seem impressed. “Yes, I know. You and your other self are - were - the same person. Your thoughts are one. You weren’t trying to possess a stranger, someone who didn’t have your body” - she shook her head - “but still, the longer you remain apart, the greater the divergence between you. It may be a while before you’re fit to rejoin us.”

    She leaned forward. “Emily, you’ve done enough. Go back to the camp and rest. I’m sure even he will give you time to recover...”

    “I can’t,” Emily said, flatly. “I have to see this through.”

    “No, you don’t.” Lady Barb leaned forward. “You’ve done enough.”

    Emily shook her head, regretting it instantly as a flash of pain shot through her mind. She couldn’t go. The oath wouldn’t let her. She might get away with it, if Lady Barb stunned her before carrying her back to the camp, but she couldn’t so much as suggest it. The oath demanded she pick herself up and head back to the castle, making a second attempt to reignite the nexus point. Her head swam as she rubbed her forehead, wishing she could just think clearly. There was no way to avoid the oath and yet... she looked up at the older woman. If only she knew the truth!

    Void could have told her, Emily thought. Why didn’t he?

    “I have to stay,” she said. She tried to stand up and nearly collapsed. “I can’t leave now.”

    “Then you will stay in this room until I give you leave to go,” Lady Barb said. She stood, brushing down her trousers. “I’m going to find Miles, then get you some potions you need to drink. And you will stay here until I’m convinced you’re fit to walk. I’ll tie you to the bed if I have to.”

    Emily looked around. “There’s nothing to tie me to.”

    “I’m glad you’re recovering your sense of humor,” Lady Barb snapped. “What you did was very dangerous. And you will pay a price if you don’t give yourself time to recover.”

    She opened the door. “I mean it,” she added. “Stay put.”

    Emily nodded as Lady Barb left, closing the door behind her. Her head ached too much to risk using magic, even something as simple as a privacy spell. She hesitated, then lifted her shirt and looked at her chest. It was covered in nasty bruises that somehow managed to look new and old at the same time. Her legs ached, but she couldn’t convince her fingers to undo her belt and lower her trousers. She suspected she knew what she’d see if she looked. More strange bruises. She felt grimy, even though she’d sponged herself down earlier. Her other self hadn’t had any chance to wash.

    There was a knock on the door. Emily covered herself hastily, then raised her voice. “Come.”

    Sergeant Miles stepped into the room, his dark eyes calm and composed. “Emily,” he said, softly. That was worrying. The sergeant had no patience with malingerers. If he was being gentle... perhaps her condition was worse than she’d thought. “How are you feeling?”

    “Bruised,” Emily said. “I haven’t felt this bad since... since I took your class for the first time.”

    “You were a little out of shape,” Sergeant Miles agreed. He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “How much do you remember?”

    “Too much and too little,” Emily said. Some of the memories were already starting to feel like dreams, as insubstantial as a whisper. “It was...”

    She looked up, sharply, as it struck her. “I collapsed in front of everyone, didn’t I?”

    “Yes.” Sergeant Miles shrugged. “The general opinion around camp is that the necromancers tried to curse you, but you fought them off. A few high-level command conferences might have been overheard by the lads, that sort of thing. Everyone agrees you did well... well, everyone who matters anyway. The handful of dissidents were thumped into silence by their fellows.”

    Emily frowned. “Is that a good thing?”

    “Yes. No. Maybe.” Sergeant Miles sat beside her. “How much can you tell me?”

    Emily leaned back, resting her head against the makeshift pillow as she tried to organize her thoughts. Again. It wasn’t easy separating the memories... they were becoming part of her, as if they’d never been anything else. In a sense, they really hadn’t been anything else. She did her best to follow the thread, outlining everything that had happened since she’d walked into the Blighted Lands. Sergeant Miles listened quietly, asking a handful of questions when she glossed over a couple of details. She didn’t want to think about the collaborators, or the slaves, or the strange creatures they’d seen. She still had no idea what they were - or what they’d been, before the necromancers had enslaved them. 

    “We need a new plan,” she said, grimly. “That necromancer is good.”

    “Too good,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “Why did he ever embrace necromancy in the first place?”

    Emily shrugged. Void had pointed out that sorcerers, particularly the ones who’d yet to reach their peak, had both a lust for power and a calm certainty they could handle anything. And they were inevitably wrong. A sorcerer might tell himself that his spellwork could handle necromancy, that he could channel the power without getting burnt, only to discover - too late - that he was mistaken. She thought it was crazy, but she had to admit she’d pushed the limits herself a few times. Simply walking into a necromancer’s lair was... she shook her head. The vast majority of people would insist she was crazy for even considering it.

    “I don’t know what to do,” she said. If she went into the castle again, the oath wouldn’t let her leave until she reignited the nexus point. She could try to sneak into the castle, now she had the measure of her opponent... she shuddered, helplessly. The necromancer had killed her. Killed her other self. She felt as if something had cracked with her death, as if... she shook her head. There was no point in dwelling on her own death. She had to put it behind her and... think of something else. “I...”

    “Rest,” Sergeant Miles advised. “Right now, we’re in no danger.”

    Emily knew that wasn’t true. The necromancers - the two remaining necromancers - probably knew their ally was dead. They also knew the Allied Lands had attacked the castle, even if they didn’t know why. They had no prisoners. They had no one to interrogate. And that meant... she looked at the stone walls, knowing how easily they’d crack when the necromancers brought their full power to bear against them. Rangka probably knew he’d never have a better chance to wipe the invading army out, perhaps even capture the portal and bypass the mountains completely. General Pollack had planned to close the portal if the fortress was on the verge of falling, but it wouldn’t be as easy as he hoped. If the necromancers got through, it might be the beginning of the end.

    They can take the lattice out from a distance, if there’s no other choice, Emily told herself, firmly. The officers had worked out a whole series of contingency plans. And that will close the portal for good.

    “I hope you’re right,” she said. “But it’s only a matter of time until that changes.”

    “I know,” Sergeant Miles said. “Still... we did take out one necromancer. We can take out others.”

    He smiled. “They’re coming up with all sorts of ideas for using batteries...”

    Emily felt cold. She’d known it was only a matter of time, but still... she kicked herself mentally. Sorcerers had spent years considering grossly impractical spells, spells that were impossible because they needed too much power. Now they had a way to stockpile enough power without watching helplessly as it leaked back into the ether. It wouldn’t take them long to find a way to simplify the spellwork, charm the valves and cast the spells. And then the world would change. Again.

    The door opened. Lady Barb stepped into the room, carrying a tray. “I have nine potions for you and a lot of well-wishes,” she said, tartly. “You can listen to the wishes while you drink the potions.”

    “Oh.” Emily grimaced. “Do I have to...?”

    “Glad to know you’re feeling better,” Lady Barb said. She placed the tray on the floor and knelt beside the blanket. “Yes. You do. You can drink them willingly, or we’ll force you to drink them.”

    Emily looked at the older woman’s resolute face, then nodded. Lady Barb had taught basic healing, back at school; she’d made it clear that - sometimes - the patient needed to be forced to drink their potions. Emily had never actually done it, but... she sighed as she reached for the first bottle and removed the lid. It was a law - she’d been told - that potions had to taste utterly foul. It wouldn’t do to encourage people to drink potions when they didn’t actually need them.

    She grimaced at the scent, then put the bottle to her lips and drank. It tasted as if something had crawled into her mouth to die. She tried not to think about the potions she’d made, many of which had included truly disgusting ingredients, as she swallowed the liquid. Her stomach churned, unpleasantly. The potion was supposed to be impossible to throw up, but she didn’t want to test it. She took the second bottle and drank it too, then the third. The fourth...

    “Keep drinking,” Lady Barb said. “You can have another glass of water when you’re done.”

    Emily forced herself to keep going. “Why is it that they keep tasting worse and worse?”

    “Because not all of the ingredients go together,” Lady Barb said. “And you are to stay in this room until they’ve worked their way through your system. Do not go outside.”

    “I got it the first time,” Emily said. She felt... restless, as if she were on the verge of jumping out of her skin. She wanted to climb to her feet and run a mile or... surges of emotion ran through her, each one stronger than the last. She wanted to run, she wanted to fight, she wanted to... she told herself, firmly, that she’d disgrace herself if she gave vent to that emotion. “I won’t let you down.”

    “You might as well be drunk,” Lady Barb said. “You’re not quite in your right mind.”

    She glanced back, an instant before someone knocked on the door. “What?”

    The door opened. Cat stepped into the room. “Emily?”

    Emily felt a surge of... of something complicated and yet very primal. She pushed it aside with an effort. “You got back!”

    “What happened?” Cat met her eyes. “Emily, you... you didn’t come with me.”

    “Long story,” Emily said. She found herself grinning, despite everything. “I... I died and I lived and I died and I...”

    She giggled. Cat looked disturbed.

    “She’s drunk a number of potions,” Lady Barb informed him. “You may talk to her, if you like, but anything more than talking will end badly.”

    “What she means,” Sergeant Miles added sweetly, “is that if you take advantage of her, we’ll kill you.”

    Cat turned an interesting color. “I wouldn’t!”

    “My, you have changed,” Sergeant Miles said. His voice hardened. “She’s been through too much today. Be careful.”

    Emily felt as if she were on a roller coaster. “I won’t be alone,” she said, as she felt a surge of anger at their presumption. Her fingers touched her wrist. “I have...”

    Her thoughts seemed to jar to a halt. “Aurelius! Where’s Aurelius?”


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    EMILY SAT IN FRONT OF THE fire, trying to gather her thoughts.

    It hadn’t been a pleasant few hours as the potions worked their way through - and out - of her body. Lady Barb, Sergeant Miles and Cat had been understanding, but she still felt ashamed of herself. She’d been on an emotional roller coaster, veering madly between bawling like a little kid, screaming in rage and feeling... feeling uncontrollable emotions that she was ashamed to even think about, after the potions had worn off. She breathed a silent sigh of relief that she hadn’t been alone. It might have ended very badly.

    She stared into the flickering flames, concentrating on her link to her familiar. Aurelius couldn’t be dead. She’d know - she thought - if the snake was dead. And yet... she closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind. They were quite some distance from each other, but it shouldn’t matter. She’d heard stories of magicians maintaining mental contact with their animal companions over hundreds or thousands of miles. She’d heard... she swallowed hard, wishing she’d taken the time to build up a proper mental link. She had always told herself it was too dangerous, that she was the only one immune to the snake’s venom... in hindsight, that might have been a mistake. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t have sought privacy for a few hours of mental bonding.

    Her mind twitched uncontrollably as she reached along the link. Aurelius should have reverted to his natural form within minutes of her death - of her other self’s death - but would he? She’d always been paranoid about Silent or one of the other maids picking up the bracelet and discovering, too late, that they were holding a poisonous snake. Merely touching the viper’s skin would cost them a hand, if not an entire arm. Nanette would have died if Emily hadn’t removed her hand. It had been the only way to save her life.

    A handful of strange impressions echoed back down the link. Aurelius was alive! Aurelius was alive and... in a strange environment. Emily peered through the snake’s eyes, feeling a flicker of confusion as she tried to understand what she was seeing. Aurelius was - in her completely unbiased opinion - very smart for a snake, but he was still a snake. His view of the world was very different from hers, his ability to explain himself to her very limited. He simply wasn’t that intelligent, not really. The idea of him talking like a human being... she shook her head. She could pick up impressions from him - and look through his eyes - but it wasn’t easy to understand. She supposed she should be grateful he was so different from her. She’d read horror stories about magicians who allowed themselves to be influenced by their familiars.

    She kept her eyes closed, studying the images as Aurelius peered around the chamber. The castle looked devastated, as if a bomb had gone off. She directed the snake to look for her body - for her other self’s body - and found nothing beyond an abandoned knapsack. It didn’t look as though the necromancer had bothered to search the knapsack, although the charms she’d woven into the material should have concealed it from his gaze. She hadn’t really expected them to work, not on a necromancer. They tended to be too single-minded to be misled by subtle spells. And yet...

    The batteries are in the castle, she thought. Now what?

    Her mind raced. She could teleport into the castle, then... then what? Would she have time to reignite the nexus point before the necromancer killed her? Again? Or... she considered ordering Aurelius to take the batteries to the nexus point, but it probably wouldn’t work. Even if the snake could get the knapsack to the nexus point, he couldn’t do anything to trigger the magic. And even if he did, it would be worse than useless. She’d give a nexus point to a necromancer. She rather doubted anyone would thank her for that.

    Her lips twitched. Someone - she’d forgotten who - had once joked about a poisonous snake biting a particularly nasty person. The snake had died. Now... she knew she could direct Aurelius to bite Rangka, but the necromancer looked like a rotting corpse. A lich. It was unlikely the poison would kill him, if he even noticed he’d been bitten. He’d gone too far to be stopped so easily. She forced herself to consider other options, but nothing came to mind except... her mind raced. Was that possible? Or should they only consider it as a last resort?

    We’d need at least one battery to make it work, she told herself. Her lips curved into a cold smile. And there’s a bunch of batteries left in the castle.

    A hand fell on her shoulder. She jumped, her eyes snapping open. Cat stood beside her, looking down. He looked... worried, worried and ashamed. Emily wondered, sourly, what he would have done if they’d been alone when she’d been caught in an emotional storm. She hoped he wouldn’t have taken advantage of her, but she didn’t really believe it. And... she told herself she wasn’t quite in her right mind. Cat didn’t deserve to be berated for anything.

    “I didn’t want to leave you,” Cat said. “I...”

    “I told you to go,” Emily said. “I thought I’d be right behind you.”

    She tried to hide her irritation. Cat had done as he’d been told. And yet... she breathed a sigh of relief that so few people knew he’d been with her. If they’d thought he’d abandoned her, they’d mock him... she snorted in irritation. She’d thought they’d both be cutting and running. She’d never considered she might be unable to leave. Cat had to feel the sting of abandoning her, even though he hadn’t... even though very few people knew he’d even been there. Emily told herself to be grateful. Men did dumb things to prove themselves when they were being mocked for cowardice.

    And he’d have to wonder if they were right, she thought. He’d be questioning himself...

    “I got back to the camp,” Cat said. “And I waited and waited and... I thought you were dead.”

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Emily said. “You didn’t know.”

    “I know that,” Cat said. “I still feel guilty.”

    “You have a lot to feel guilty about,” Emily said, dryly. “This isn’t one of them.”

    Cat gave her a droll smile. “Why aren’t you mad at me?”

    “Because it wasn’t your fault.” Emily met his eyes, evenly. “I told you to go. I expected to be following you. The last time... the last time you left me, it was your fault. This time... it wasn’t. And no one can say it was.”

    “You think that’ll stop them?” Cat stared into the fire, his face grim. “They’ll be calling me a coward when the truth comes out.”

    “So what?” Emily made a rude sound. “You’re not a coward.”

    “It won’t be easy to prove,” Cat said. “Tearing out someone’s tongue doesn’t prove him wrong, does it?”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “But would I be spending time with a coward?”

    Cat glanced at her. “I’m sure they’ll be able to rationalize an excuse for you.”

    “Hah.” Emily shook her head. “Cat... don’t you dare throw yourself into the fire, just because they called you a coward. You know better. I know better. Everyone who matters knows better.”

    She laughed, suddenly. “And how many people even have a rough idea of what happened?”

    “Hardly anyone,” Cat said. “But you know how the truth starts to leak out.”

    “Really?” Emily made a show of rolling her eyes. “Do you know how many stupid stories there are about me?”

    She leaned forward, willing him to believe. “Apparently, I defeated Shadye with the power of love. I smiled and the coup plotters threw themselves to their knees and begged forgiveness. I raised the dead, I healed the sick, I made the poor rich and the rich poor... and, let us not forget, I’m engaged to every eligible magician or aristocrat in the world. And I’m blonde and redheaded and... I breathed and a dragon fell dead. I have no idea where that story came from...”

    “I heard you met a dragon last year,” Cat said. “Was that true?”

    “The story was running around long before I met that dragon,” Emily said. “I had a fight with a giant and beat him with one hand tied behind my back. I swam with the mermaids and flew with the winged unicorns and I have a giant sword that transforms me into an even mightier warrior every time I shout my catchphrase to the stars...”

    Cat snorted.  “Emily, you’ve done enough for ten people.”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “But I haven’t done even a tenth of the things I’m reputed to have done.”

    “And half of those tales are so extreme that no one really believes them, any more than they believe the song about the Derby Ram,” Cat said. “A young man turning and running from the field of battle? They’ll believe that.”

    “And yet, you’re still here,” Emily countered. “Would we not have dismissed a known coward?”

    “Not if he was a high-ranking aristo,” Cat said.

    “And you’re not, unless you’ve been holding out on me,” Emily said. She elbowed him, none too gently. “Cat, we could send you away. We would have sent you away if we had cause. Wouldn’t we?”

    And no one would expect me to date a coward, her thoughts added. And yet...

    She shook her head. “Cat, you’ve done more than enough. No one thinks you’re a coward. Hardly anyone knows you were with me, when” - she swallowed, hard - “when I died. And those that do know understand you weren’t leaving me behind. Everyone else has no reason to think you’re a coward. They might think you’re an irritant - and I’m sure Penny thinks you’re a dickhead in all senses of the word - but they don’t think you’re a coward. You came here. That’s not the act of a coward.”

    Cat gave her an odd look. “Have you been taking lessons from Lady Barb?”

    “Maybe a few,” Emily said. She waved a hand towards the distant walls. “You know where we are?”

    “Yeah.” Cat smiled. “I suppose I could have come up with an excuse not to come here, right?”

    “Right.” Emily smiled back. “No one thinks you’re a coward. And if you start moaning again, I’ll hex you.”

    “We should go to the spellchambers,” Cat said. “It might be interesting to see how far you’ve come.”

    “Let me guess.” Emily grinned. “You only let me win earlier.”

    “Are you kidding?” Cat gaped at her in mock surprise. “Sergeant Miles would have killed me if I’d let you win.”

    Emily nodded. Jade had let her win once, back in her first year. Sergeant Miles had given him a stern lecture, followed by a week of punishment duties. It had been one of the only times Emily had seen the sergeant lose his temper... or pretend to lose his temper. He’d explained, back when they’d gone to the wars together, that pretending to be a bully was one thing but actually being a bully was quite another. It was better to pretend to lose one’s temper when one still had enough control to make use of one’s anger. And that she could not be allowed to develop delusions about her competence. Her victories had to be honest or she’d die when she went up against someone who didn’t hold back.

    And that stopped completely after I killed Shadye, she thought. They took me seriously after that.

    “I suppose he would have,” Emily said. She smiled, feeling a flicker of affection. “After all this is done, I can show you how far I’ve come.”

    She drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around them, staring into the flames. It felt weird, as if... she wasn’t sure how to put it into words. It felt... she shook her head. The combination of potion and aftershock from her own death was still affecting her. She had the feeling it would take weeks for it to be gone completely. She wanted - she needed - something to do. Unfortunately, most of the mindless things she could do were impossible.

    “I’m sure Penny sneered at me, earlier,” Cat said. “She probably thinks I’m a coward.”

    “She thinks you’re a dickhead, like I said,” Emily pointed out. “Cat... Penny’s not interested in men. You’re wasting your time.”

    Cat stared at her. “Really?”

    “Really,” Emily confirmed. “She said as much.”

    “Maybe she hasn’t tried a man,” Cat said. “I...”

    “I’m sure that attitude will convince her to give you a try,” Emily said, sarcastically. She’d heard enough locker room talk to last her a lifetime. “And if you say that to her, she’ll probably try to kill you. And I wouldn’t blame her.”

    “Oh.” Cat gave her an odd look. “Does it bother you? Sharing a room with her?”

    “I shared a tent with a bunch of smelly guys in Farrakhan,” Emily reminded him. She understood what he meant, but... she had no reason to think Penny found her attractive. It had always puzzled her that straight men found the idea of sharing a room with a homosexual somewhat disturbing. “I think I can trust her to remember where the boundaries actually are.”

    She let out a breath. “You’re being silly. And disgusting. Stop it.”

    “Yes, My Lady.” Cat banged his chest in salute. “So... what now?”

    “We’ll be holding a conference tomorrow,” Emily said. “I believe there are several ideas to discuss.”

    “So I heard,” Cat said. “I also heard there are people arguing we should go home.”

    “We haven’t won yet,” Emily said. Her hand shook. “Yes, we killed a necromancer. But the other two are still out there, still digging into the mountains. We might go home and go back to sleep, only to discover they haven’t stopped at all.”

    “I know,” Cat agreed. “But not everyone shares your view.”

    Emily shrugged. General Pollack and Master Lucknow would understand. Crown Prince Dater was keen for glory. He’d understand... his men were already scouring the desert, taking note of orcish bands roving the barren lands. They’d be a real problem until another necromancer wiped them out or took them into his army. She wondered, sourly, if it would make any difference in the long run. They might destroy a plantation or two before they were destroyed.

    “They’re still digging,” she reminded him. “We have to stop them now or risk losing everything.”

    Cat nodded. “You'll think of a plan,” he said. “Just make sure it has a role for me. I have to do something heroic before it’s too late...”

    “Hire a bard and get him to write an ode or two to your bravery,” Emily said. “I’m sure he can turn a minor victory into the decisive battle, if you pay him enough. He’ll praise you to the skies...”

    “Everyone will know,” Cat said.

    Emily grinned. “They’ll know the story is exaggerated,” she said, although she wasn’t sure that was true. She’d heard a number of ballads that had either been exaggerated beyond all recognition or praised the hero so extensively that they started to sound disturbing. She had no idea why a king would hire a bard to praise his genitals, as well as his political skills... her lips quirked. Maybe the song had been written by one of the king’s enemies. “But they’ll know you did something to merit a song.”

    “I admire your confidence,” Cat said, dryly. “But what if you’re wrong?”

    “Then I’m wrong,” Emily said. “But think about it. People still know I did something, even if they don’t believe the songs.”

    “Luckily for you,” Cat said. “I still can’t believe the bards can get away with insisting you...”

    “I don’t want to know,” Emily said, quickly. “The songs I’ve heard are quite bad enough.”

    “I know,” Cat said. “I could write a better song in my sleep.”

    “A song that consisted of snoring noises would definitely be better,” Emily agreed. She stood, brushing down her trousers. “I have to get to bed. I need to be up bright and early tomorrow.”

    “Do you want me to stand guard outside your room?” Cat stood too. “Or even inside it? Lady Barb said you weren’t to be left alone.”

    Emily scowled. Lady Barb had had a point. She’d come very close to hurting herself during the emotional storm. Or making a set of very bad decisions. She didn’t like someone staying so close to her, but... Lady Barb had been right.

    “Penny will be there,” she said. She trusted Cat, but she wanted some time to think. “And she’d kick you out in a heartbeat.”

    “At least she’d be paying attention to me,” Cat said. “Really...”

    “You’re wasting your time,” Emily said. “Really.”

    “Got it.” Cat headed to the door. “I’ll see you back to your room, then go find somewhere to sleep. And perhaps find someone else to court.”

    “Grow up,” Emily advised. “There’s more to life than women, fighting and beer.”

    “Nonsense.” Cat’s smile took the sting out of his words. It faded a moment later. “Emily, I don’t get to have a family. I don’t get to do more than fighting and fucking and... well, just fighting and fucking. I...”

    “You don’t have to stay with your family either,” Emily reminded him. He’d said very little about his family, but what he’d said hadn’t sounded pleasant. “You can set out on your own.”

    “Perhaps become a mercenary in truth.” Cat touched his forelock. “We’ll see.”


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    “THIS IS THE LIFE,” CROWN PRINCE Dater called, as he led the cavalry across the barren hellscrape. “Does it get any better than this?”

    Emily gritted her teeth. She hated riding. The cavalry had sworn blind they’d given her a docile horse - or as docile as a horse raised for combat could be - but she had the feeling the horse knew she was a poor rider and intended to throw her as soon as it thought it could get away with it. There was little hope of the horse managing to make a clean getaway - it was much more likely the beast would be caught, killed and eaten by something nastier - but she doubted it was smart enough to know it. She’d just have to hope the training held true. Alassa had nagged her to keep up with her riding, but Emily just hadn’t had time.

    She glanced back at Cat, who rode his horse with commendable skill. There was no hint of doubt on his face, no fear of being thought a coward by the cavalry. They’d accepted him without a moment’s hesitation, after they’d been told the plan. Emily sighed inwardly, wondering at their easy acceptance when they hadn’t seemed too sure what to make of her. She was probably just too confusing, too many things wrapped into one person; a young woman, a sorceress, a commander, an aristocrat, a secret weapon... she shook her head in annoyance as they galloped on. There was no point in worrying about it. She couldn’t change it.

    The air seemed to shimmer around them, a faint stench of burning drifting into her nostrils. She swallowed hard, telling herself it could be a great deal worse. The scouts had picked out a couple of plantations several miles to the south, close enough to be part of Shadye’s territory before he’d been killed... they’d probably enjoyed a few years of semi-independence before the other necromancers had moved in and taken them. She wondered, idly, why they hadn’t packed up and set out for Whitehall, but she already knew the answer. There were just too many dangers between the plantations and the mountains...

    Assuming they even know the school exists, she thought, numbly. It was hard to grasp, sometimes, how small the local worlds could be. Two cities, barely fifty miles apart, might as well be in different countries as far as their inhabitants were concerned. A villager’s world might not extend very far beyond the next village. They might not know there was any safety to be found.

    Cat brought his horse up beside hers. “This is a demented plan.”

    Emily grinned at him. “But it will show your bravery, if you manage to make it work,” she reminded him. “You volunteered for this, remember?”

    “I know.” Cat grinned back. “And by the time I’ve finished telling the tale, everyone will think I did it all by myself.”

    “Yep,” Emily said. “You can hire a bard to make sure they all know it, too.”

    She smiled, then sobered as the cavalry started to slow. They liked charging all over the landscape, but they knew better than to charge into an orcish camp unless they wanted to have their bodies chopped up and thrown in the cooking pot. There were less painful ways to commit suicide. The cavalry came to a halt, peering into the distance. The orcs milled within a hollow, scuffling with each other as they tried to choose a new leader. It looked faintly odd, as if they were play-fighting rather than really trying to hurt each other. And yet, she could hear the sound from a distance. A human would be dead if he walked into the orcs and tried to fight.

    Cat dismounted. “Wish me luck.”

    “Keep one hand on your gem,” Emily advised. She’d spent part of the morning charming another teleport gem. “If things go wrong, get out of there.”

    “I’ll be fine,” Cat said. “You just watch and admire.”

    He strolled towards the orcs, walking so casually it was easy to believe he didn’t think there was any real danger. Emily watched, a chill running down her spine. She’d seen people walk into danger before - she’d walked into danger herself - but she’d never seen anyone act in a manner that suggested he was utterly heedless of his own safety. It was an act, yet... she braced herself. If something went wrong, it would do so very quickly. They’d have to escape and try again somewhere else.

    Crown Prince Dater moved up beside her. “We could have charged through them and fled,” he said. “They’d have come after us.”

    “Yeah,” Emily agreed. “But we don’t want them angry.”

    She shivered as the orcs slowly realized someone was approaching. They turned, their faces twisting into parodies of anger as they stared at Cat. A human - even a necromancer - could not walk toward the orcs without feeling fear, yet Cat seemed fearless. They would have reacted quicker to a real threat, but... she reached for her magic, readying herself. This could go horrifically wrong.

    Cat stopped and raised his fists in challenge. An orc shambled forwards, tiny eyes alight with malice. Cat nodded, then darted forwards and bopped the orc on the nose. The creature flew back, landing amidst the other orcs. Emily concealed a smile at their confusion. The orcs were too stupid to realize Cat had used a force punch. They thought he really was that strong. Another orc growled, then lunged at Cat. Cat punched him, too, throwing him to the ground. He twitched once and lay still. The remainder of the orcs stared, then started to howl. The sound was so terrifying, it took Emily a moment to realize they were hailing their new leader.

    “He’s done it.” Crown Prince Dater sounded awed. His mouth hung open. “He’s actually done it.”

    Emily nodded, keeping a wary eye on Cat as he started directing the orcs to stand up and follow him back to the fort. The orcs would stay loyal, until Cat looked weak or died. They weren’t smart enough to plot to stab their new leader in the back, or so she’d been assured. As long as Cat looked strong, they’d follow him. She felt cold as she wheeled the horse around, ready to head back to the fort. They’d risked Cat’s life to subvert the orcs. If it had gone wrong...

    “Lady Emily.” Crown Prince Dater spoke very quietly. “Can we trust them?”

    “We can trust them to obey,” Emily said. “But it would probably be best not to trust them too far. They don’t understand complex orders.”

    She kept glancing over her shoulder as they cantered back to the fort. Cat was a big man - she knew he had muscles on his muscles - but he looked small and pitiful amongst the orcs. It was hard to believe they’d obey him, or that they could be trusted. Cat could order them not to attack, or kill, or eat the soldiers, but... would they understand? Or would they do something dangerous, quite by accident? It was hard to be sure. Even feeding the brutes was going to be hard.

    Or maybe not, she thought. It isn’t as if we bothered to collect the bodies from the last engagement.

    She forced herself to relax as they returned to the fort, Cat directing the orcs to take up station outside the walls and start collecting bodies to eat. They’d start going after more orcs, now they’d proven the plan could work. They’d be able to capture most of the dead necromancer’s army for themselves... Emily wondered, grimly if it would make a difference when they went back to the war. The necromancers had to be laying their own plans and gathering their forces, perhaps even asking for help from the remaining necromancers. Who knew? They might work together if they knew she was there.

    “Well,” Lady Barb said, when Emily scrambled onto the walls. “I never knew he could do it.”

    “But he did.” Penny sounded astonished. “He’s got an army of orcs under his command.”

    Emily shrugged. “They’ll be vaporized if they get thrown against a necromancer,” she said, shortly. “They can help us. They can’t win the war.”

    She rubbed sweat from her brow. Sir Roger and Master Lucknow had been drawing up plans, using the information she and the scouts had provided, but - so far - they hadn’t been able to locate either of the other necromancers. And she couldn’t stray too far from the Castle at the End of the Land. She had half an idea for drawing the necromancer out, but he seemed too smart for it to work. Storming the castle, on the other hand, would get a lot of people killed. For nothing.

    Lady Barb caught her eye. “How are you feeling?”

    “I’ve been better,” Emily said. She still felt weirdly unsure of herself, as if her memories didn’t quite add up. She’d had to consider false memories in the past, lies slipped into her mind, but this was different. Both sets of memories were true. They just didn’t coexist very well. “I just have to keep myself busy.”

    “If you say so.” Lady Barb studied her for a long moment. “Sir Roger wishes to see you, if you feel up to it.”

    “I do.” Emily pasted a composed expression on her face. No one would say anything, not openly, if she dawdled... but they’d think less of her. “Did they finish charging the batteries?”

    “They’re still coming up with newer and better ways to use them,” Lady Barb said. She looked as if she’d bitten into a lemon. “Let us hope...”

    She shook her head. “If you feel up to it, go and see him. I’ll meet you later for dinner.”

    Emily nodded, glancing towards Cat and the orcs before scrambling back down the ladder. The orcs were eating their dead kin, tearing the bodies apart and cramming chunks of uncooked flesh into their mouths. Emily felt her stomach churn, silently grateful they hadn’t managed to devise an orcish poison yet. The alchemists were working on it, insisting they’d have something they could use within a day or two. Emily had her doubts. Orcs were tough, even if they weren’t very smart. The poison might pass through their system without doing any real damage.

    Or it might not do enough damage, she mused. A slow poison will be useless if they kill us before the poison kills them.

    She put the thought aside as she walked past a pair of guards, both of whom saluted her, and into the office. Sir Roger hadn’t bothered to personalize the room when he’d occupied it; he’d installed a folding table, a handful of folding chairs and a collection of maps that were steadily being modified or filled out as the scouts returned with more and more reports. Emily noted the handful of plantations Cat and... and her other self had visited, as they passed through on their disastrous mission. Cat had clearly been busy, telling the staff officers what he’d seen. Emily hoped he’d thought to claim the credit. She didn’t want people thinking about how she’d been in two places at once.

    Sir Roger stood as she entered. “Lady Emily,” he said. He indicated a jug of water. “Would you like a drink?”

    “Please.” Emily felt parched. Her body was still aching. “Do the lords appreciate the importance of water?”

    “The Crown Prince does,” Sir Roger said, as he poured the glasses. “The other aristos don’t seem to want to come here.”

    Emily felt a flicker of sympathy. Cat had worried he might be seen as a coward. Sir Roger was seen as an oathbreaker. 

    She took her glass, then sat on the proffered seat. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, truthfully. “I wish things had been different.”

    “Me too.” Sir Roger shrugged. “But it changes nothing.”

    Emily nodded. Sir Roger had been a man on the ladder to success. He’d been plucked from the lower nobility, entrusted with a mission by the king himself... even promised a wealthy heiress for a bride. And then his king had gone mad. Sir Roger had left him... Emily shook her head, sourly. Sir Roger had been right, but hardly anyone wanted to admit they agreed. They had too much to lose.

    Sir Roger pointed to the map. “We still don’t know where the necromancers are,” he said, “but the scouts have been tracking a big army gathering near a plantation. We’ve spotted both orcs and overseers, which means...”

    Emily shuddered, remembering the reptilian creatures she’d seen. Her other self had seen. The memory rose up within her, a flash of terror and...

    “Emily?” Sir Roger coughed. “Lady Emily?”

    “I’m sorry.” Emily gathered herself. “Please. Carry on.”

    “We’ve also spotted a second army here.” Sir Roger moved his finger across the map. “I intend to suggest we attack the first army, then lead it towards the second. If we’re lucky, they’ll start brawling.”

    “And if we use the orcs to mount the attack, it’ll look like the necromancers are attacking each other,” Emily finished. “If we can take out the overseers too...”

    “We don’t want them retaking control before it’s too late,” Sir Roger agreed. “That should give us time to set up defensive positions” - his fingers trailed across the map - “depending on precisely what happens. Hopefully, we can take out the victor of the brawl before someone higher up the food chain” - he grimaced - “takes control.”

    A necromancer, Emily mused. And we know one cannot be far away.

    She studied the map for a long moment. “We need to lure them out of the castle,” she said, grimly. “That’s our ultimate target.”

    “So you say,” Sir Roger said. “But it might not be possible.”

    “We have to make it possible.” Emily caught herself before she said too much. “If we can reignite the nexus point, we win. We can establish a solid base and start retaking the Blighted Lands.”

    “I understand, My Lady.” Sir Roger held up his hand. “But I also understand the risks.”

    Emily nodded, sourly. They’d survived one major battle by the skin of their teeth. Her other self had died in the second major battle. And... she scowled. She couldn’t leave. The oath wouldn’t let her. She’d have to strike out alone if the Allied Lands decided to draw back and abandon the fort.

    “I understand,” she said. “And I will do everything in my power to ensure a victory.”

    She listened, absently, as he outlined the plans. Master Lucknow had not let the grass grow under his feet. He’d already realized there was no need to rely on fragile humans to cast powerful spells, not when one had batteries and valves. Emily had to admit he’d done well for someone who’d only had a few days to consider the possibilities. He’d devised a dozen ways to use a battery in combat. Hell, he’d even come up with a way to overwhelm a necromancer. If they hadn’t been hostage to keeping the necromancer’s castle intact, Emily might have been tempted to suggest they tried it. It might have worked.

    “I think it should do,” she said, when he’d finished. “When will we be ready to go?”

    “We’re bringing newer forces through the portal now,” Sir Roger said. “The scouts have picked up a number of possible locations. We can set up more portals, for short periods, and ship reinforcements through at speed. Or so they say.”

    “It can be done,” Emily said. “That’s how we broke into the Tower of Alexis.”

    Sir Roger laughed, humorlessly. “You... you cheat.”

    “There’s no point in playing by the rules if they’re rigged against you,” Emily said, although she knew that wasn’t entirely true. Playing by the rules did allow one to claim they were playing fairly... she shook her head. Fair rules, rules that applied to everyone, were important. But it was harder to have fair rules when something important was at stake. “We couldn’t have stormed the tower otherwise.”

    “It was meant to be impregnable,” Sir Roger said. He waved a hand at the wall. “How much of what I learnt, over the past few years, is going to be outdated before I turn thirty?”

    “Some will, some won’t,” Emily said. She’d been told the basic principles of war had never changed, but she wasn’t sure that was true. It all depended on what one considered acceptable ways to fight - and win. “There’s no way to put the genie back in the bottle now.”

    Sir Roger gave her a crooked smile. “His Majesty” - a pained expression flickered across his face as he recalled his former master - “suggested I would marry Lady Imaiqah. Do you realize what a scandal that would have been, a few short years ago?”

    Emily shrugged. “Do you realize how bad it would have been - how bad it was - for the aristocracy to refuse to marry outsiders? The risk of inbreeding alone would have been disastrous, in the long run...”

    “So I’ve been told,” Sir Roger said. His voice showed none of his feelings.“But old habits die hard.”

    “Yes.” Emily met his eyes. “Have you written to her?”

    “No.” Sir Roger stroked his chin. “Do you think I should?”

    “The worst thing she can do is” - Emily hesitated as her imagination provided too many possible answers, ranging from mild hexes to outright curses - “the worst thing she can do is say no.”

    She stood. “If you don’t mind, I’ll check in with Master Lucknow. I want to know what he’s done before we go back to the war.”


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    THE AIR FELT HOT AND HUMID, even though there was little water in the Blighted Lands. Emily felt an uncomfortable urge to scratch as the small assault force slipped towards the enemy encampment, clearly visible despite the darkness. The orcs had lit so many campfires that they had to be playing merry hell with their night vision... or so she’d been assured. It hadn’t stopped her insisting they all used glamors to hide themselves as they came closer. An unsuccessful attack would be worse than useless. So would getting caught before they landed their blows and ran.

    She glanced at Penny as she crested the dune, unsure if the other girl was practiced enough to remain quiet. Penny didn’t seem to be having any issues, but orcs were supposed to have very good hearing. Emily made a mental note to suggest firecrackers next time, to turn their strength into a weakness, then turned her attention back to the enemy encampment. It looked random and chaotic compared to an army camp. The vast majority of orcs were feasting or sleeping in the open air; the tents were scattered randomly around the field, as if their occupants had just stopped and set up their tents. Beyond them, she could see a small array of monsters held in bondage. The animal communication and control spells were nothing like as elaborate as the spell she’d seen in Dragora, keeping a dragon under control. The necromancer - she had no idea which one controlled the army and it didn’t matter, as far as the plan was concerned - had simply taken first-year spells and scaled them up. Emily suspected that was a mistake. If the spells ever broke, the necromancer’s army would be in real trouble.

    Her lips quirked. They should have read the Evil Overlord list. I will treat any beast which I control through magic with respect and kindness, so it will not try to kill me the moment my control is snapped.

    Lady Barb nudged her. “Can you sense the overseers?”

    Emily reached out with her mind. The overseers - their presence marked by clouds of dark magic - appeared to be in the tents, rather than doing their job. She wondered, idly, if they were sleeping or relaxing or indulging themselves. The necromancers didn’t seem to have the concept of rewarding good service, although they didn’t need it. They kept most of their slaves under control by brute force. She glanced back at Lady Barb and nodded, once. They couldn’t kill all the overseers - someone had to take control, to lead the army against its presumed foe - but they could take out a handful of them. And the monsters...

    “Let me deal with the monsters,” she whispered. “You and Penny hit the tents.”

    “Five minutes,” Lady Barb said. “When I throw the fireball, you throw the spells.”

    Emily nodded, watching the other two as they crawled into the darkness before she circled around to get into position. The air smelt increasingly foul as she inched towards the monsters, suggesting the orcs hadn’t bothered to take care of their servants. Emily wasn’t surprised. The monsters were disposable weapons. There was always more where they came from. She shuddered, remembering what she’d heard about how the creatures had been created. The necromancers thought nothing of warping nature beyond all recognition.

    A surge of magic shot through the air as Lady Barb aimed a fireball into the nearest tent. It exploded with a flash of tainted magic, a wave of anger and hatred surging through the air as the overseer died. Another tent exploded, a second later. Emily saw a humanoid form, wrapped in flame, hurling a strange spell into the air. The overseer seemed confused, almost dazed. Emily smirked, then mustered the strongest cancellation spell she could and cast it at the monsters. They jerked awake as their magical bonds snapped , roaring their anger at the universe. The nearest orcs didn’t manage to do more than blink before they were ripped to shreds by teeth and claws.

    Time to go, Emily thought.

    She turned and ran, hoping and praying Lady Barb and Penny had already started heading back to the rendezvous point. They’d planned to teleport out if things got too hairy, but that would have alerted the enemy that their attacker wasn’t the other necromancer. She heard screaming behind her as the monsters continued their rampage, flickers of dark magic pressing against her awareness as the overseers struggled to bring them under control. The orcs would be on the verge of going crazy, if the overseers were killed. She wanted to believe the army would destroy itself, even though she knew it was unlikely. The necromancer could not be that far away.

    A shiver ran down her spine as she reached the rendezvous point. Cat stood there, surrounded by a group of orcs. Emily eyed their weapons warily, knowing their oversized swords could cut her in half with a single blow. Cat had them under control, but she’d never turn her back on them. They were just too stupid to follow complex orders. They might attack or kill someone without ever realizing they were disobeying their master.

    Cat nodded to her. “I can hear the sound from here.”

    “Yeah.” Emily breathed a sigh of relief as Lady Barb and Penny joined them. “Send in the orcs.”

    “And then we move,” Lady Barb added. “There’s at least four overseers still alive.”

    Cat nodded and started barking orders to the orcs. They lumbered forward, waving their weapons as they charged towards the enemy position. A handful of illusionary spells went with them, creating the impression of an entire orcish horde heading straight for the enemy camp. Emily wasn’t sure if the illusions would actually fool the overseers, but they’d have very little time to see through the spells before it was too late. The orcs would do a great deal of damage before they were stopped and killed.

    She felt a twinge of guilt as the sound of fighting intensified. They’d sacrificed the orcs, as casually as one might sacrifice a pawn on a chessboard. Was she the only one who had qualms about sending them to their deaths? She knew what they’d do if they were allowed to roam free, or found themselves recaptured by a necromancer, but still... she told herself, firmly, that there was no choice. The necromancers knew their enemies didn’t use orcs. The one they’d attacked would assume his ally had turned on him.

    “Let’s move,” Cat snapped.

    Emily nodded and scrambled onto the horse. The beast twitched uncomfortably under her, but seemed glad to put some distance between itself and the monsters. Emily took the reins and spurred the horse onwards, lifting her eyebrows in surprise as Penny flew beside her. She knew the spells, but she’d never tried anything more complex than levitation. She was almost tempted to fly as well, even though she knew the risks. Penny was visible - and vulnerable - to anyone with even a tiny flicker of magic.

    And yet, it looks so... Emily shook her head. She’d been disappointed to learn that real witches didn’t ride broomsticks - not in the conventional sense, at least - but she wasn’t sure she would have wanted to learn either. The risk of being blown out of the air is just too great.

    “They’re coming,” Lady Barb said. “Dig in your spurs.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. They’d hoped to make a clean getaway, breaking contact completely before the overseers managed to regain control and set out for revenge. The plan had been to flee towards the next orcish camp, then retreat into the shadows. If it had failed... she shuddered as they plunged on, knowing the orcs would be coming after them at full speed. They might have to teleport, if the only other option was death. And that meant the plan would fail. Completely.

    More or less, she thought. We gave them a nasty fright, if nothing else.

    She glanced behind her. The burning camp lit up the sky with a sickly glow. Something unnatural was burning. She could see orcs, illuminated by the flames, giving chase, picking up speed as they ran from the camp. Flashes of magic suggested the overseers were still trying to get the monsters under control, if they could. They might just be killing them. The overseers were nasty creatures, but they didn’t seem to have the raw power of a full-fledged necromancer. They might not be able to retake control.

    Either way, we win, she told herself.

    “Get ready,” Lady Barb ordered. “Cast the spells on my mark.”

    Emily nodded, hastily readying the spell. They had to give the impression they were fleeing back to their camp... to the other orcish camp. The orcs had to see them fleeing... she wondered, grimly, if they’d be fooled. Illusions might fool the eyes, but it was never easy for them to fool the nose. Dogs often saw through illusions that tricked their human masters. It was why so many aristocrats kept guard dogs.

    “Now,” Lady Barb said.

    They cast the spells, then altered course and plunged further into the darkness. Emily gritted her teeth as the orcs kept coming, their howling echoing through the night air. It felt as if they were going to be stampeded, even though the orcs - presumably - couldn’t see them. They might kill the entire team by accident... she breathed a sigh of relief once they'd cantered out of the enemy path, then kept moving. Behind them, she heard the howling grow even louder - somehow - as the two armies clashed. She rather suspected the necromancers would have trouble patching things up after that.

    Particularly if they’re not close enough to take direct control, she thought. She didn’t understand why she hadn’t sensed one or both of the necromancers. Were they hiding under wards? Or were they up to something? Or... I didn’t sense the necromancer in the castle, either.

    She shuddered, sweat running down her back as they approached the makeshift fort and slowed to a trot. The guards were watching them. If they thought the fort - the new fort - was under attack, they’d shoot first and ask questions later. Emily breathed a sigh of relief as the gates swung open, allowing them to ride inside. It looked surprisingly sturdy for a fort that had been thrown up in less than a day. She smiled, grimly. The necromancers would be surprised to discover just how fast the army had moved.

    And then they’ll come calling, she thought. They’d laid their plans carefully, readying themselves for the moment the new fort came under attack, but she knew things could easily go wrong. They might break down the walls and overwhelm the fort by sheer weight of numbers.

    Sir Roger saluted her. Emily clambered off the horse and slid to the ground, nodding politely despite her fatigue. She hoped she’d have a chance to get a nap, but she doubted it. The army might be attacked at any moment. They’d planned ways to bring in reinforcements, or run if the attackers proved too strong... she told herself, firmly, to stop worrying. They’d done everything they could, from hashing out contingency plans for every imaginable disaster to transporting supplies to the new fort. If something went wrong, it would not be through lack of imagination or preparation.

    “Lady Emily,” Sir Roger said. “The scouts report the enemy armies are fighting each other.”

    “We saw,” Emily said. She wondered, idly, if the fighting would continue to spread until the two necromancers came to blows. “Did the Crown Prince carry out his part of the scheme?”

    “He got in and out without losses,” Sir Roger assured her. “They chased him for several miles before he broke contact.”

    Emily nodded, feeling another twinge of guilt. Firing poisoned arrows into an enemy encampment struck her as foul, even though the code of war didn’t apply to orcs. 

    She shook her head. “Are we ready to stand off an attack here?”

    “Everything is in place,” Sir Roger said. “Assuming, of course, they do as the plan tells them.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. The plan looked perfect, on paper, but her last plan had looked perfect too. But it hadn’t survived contact with a necromancer. The memories of dying and not dying threatened to overwhelm her, just for a second. They weren’t real - her mind seemed to be trying to convince herself they weren’t real - but they felt real. She bit her lip, then turned and headed towards the raised walls. The engineers - and soldiers - had thrown them up in a tearing hurry, but they looked and felt terrifyingly flimsy compared to the old fort. Or a castle. Sorcerers moved along the walls, muttering spells as they raised wards and blended protective charms into the wood and stone. Emily noted the invisible barriers between the sorcerers, the cavalry, the archers, the musketmen, the cannoneers and the infantry seemed to have faded into nothingness. Her lips twitched. They’d hang together, or they’d hang separately.

    “Emily.” Sergeant Miles stood in front of the walls, supervising the work. “It’s going well.”

    “Good,” Emily said. She knew they’d find out, soon enough, if their plan had actually worked. Ideally, the necromancers would never test the defenses. She hoped and prayed they never realized their armies had been tricked into fighting each other. But she knew better than to count on it. “How long do we have?”

    Sergeant Miles shot her a reproving look. “I don’t know, and nor do you,” he said. “But it’s only a matter of time until they stumble across this fort.”

    “Yeah.” Emily had seen the reports. They were far too close to the Castle at the End of the Land - and the plantations - to go undiscovered indefinitely. The necromancers were calling in their armies. A roving patrol of orcs might stumble across them quite by accident. “It’s not going to be fun.”

    Penny ran up, grinning from ear to ear. “I” - she looked from Emily to Sergeant Miles and back again - “I... Lady Barb sends her compliments and begs leave to report that the enemy forces are engaging each other.”

    “Those were her exact words?” Sergeant Miles laughed. “Really?”

    “I...” Penny made a face. “No, sir. But that is the gist of it.”

    Emily hid her amusement. “I assume the scouts are reporting through chat parchments?”

    “Yes,” Penny said. “They’re watching from a distance.”

    “Get some rest,” Sergeant Miles advised. “I’ll wake you if there’s any trouble.”

    Emily nodded, feeling guilty as she made her way back to her tent. It felt wrong to have a tent, when just about everyone else - including the Crown Prince - had to sleep on the ashy ground. And yet... she sighed, knowing there was nothing she could do about it. The three women had to keep some distance between themselves and the men, or so she’d been told. Penny joined her, after speaking quickly to her mistress. Emily hoped Lady Barb would get some sleep too.

    “You fly very well,” she said, once they were in the tent. It was so hot and uncomfortable that she would almost have preferred to sleep outside. “Do they let you do that all the time at Laughter?”

    “The idea is that we can get away from anyone threatening us,” Penny said. “Or so I was told.”

    Emily frowned. “It wouldn’t take a necromancer to knock you out of the air.”

    “No,” Penny agreed. “There’s a long tradition behind it, but... the long and short of it is that we’re meant to use it to escape, if things get too bad.”

    “Interesting,” Emily said. She wanted to ask for details, but she was too tired. “You’ll have to tell me about it, when we have more time.”

    “You should visit Laughter,” Penny said. “The school’s always on the lookout for interesting guest lecturers.”

    Emily had to smile. “I like the idea of teaching,” she said, “but I’ve never tried to take on a class. Not a big one, anyway.”

    “They do have smaller classes, for students who want to take them,” Penny said. “I...”

    She shook her head. “Are you sure you never went anywhere near Laughter?”

    “Yes.” Emily lay down, taking a breath. “Do you want an oath?”

    Penny flushed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just keep wondering what happened and why.”

    “There’s no point in worrying about it,” Emily said. She understood, but... there was no way to tell if Penny had been targeted for malice or if she’d just been collateral damage. “I doubt you were the target.”

    “Really?” Penny scowled. “And how can you be sure?”

    “Because there’s no rational motive,” Emily pointed out. “If someone wanted to disgrace you, why would they go to all that trouble? Do you have any enemies who can arrange for such a complicated plot, just to embarrass you? Or your family? It’s much more likely the aristocratic brat was the target. You were just... in the way.”

    “That’s not much of an improvement,” Penny groused. “I’d sooner be the target.”

    “And anyone who could put an intruder into the school could easily kill you,” Emily pointed out. She was too tired to argue further. “Now, sleep. The morning will be here before you know it.”


    Chapter Thirty

    “EMILY? WAKE UP!”

    Emily started, confused - just for a moment - about where she was. She hadn’t slept well, despite her fatigue. She’d tossed and turned and probably kept Penny awake the whole night. Lady Barb... Lady Barb was looking at her, eyes worried. Outside, she heard men shouting as they ran to man the walls.

    “They’ve found us,” Lady Barb said. “And they’re about to attack.”

    “I thought they’d still be fighting each other.” Emily rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she tied back her hair, then forced herself to crawl outside. Penny was already gone, her bedding lying on the ground. “What happened?”

    “Either they realized they were being tricked or they stumbled across us by accident,” Lady Barb said, briskly. “Either way, we’re about to be attacked.”

    Emily nodded. Penny hurried up to them, carrying a large mug of Kava. Emily took it, nodded her thanks and put it to her lips. It was hot and sour, without even a hint of milk or sweetness, but she drank it anyway. The taste was harsh enough to jolt her into wakefulness. Penny took back the mug, then ran back to the fireside. She wasn’t the only one handing out drinks. Servants and soldiers were rushing mugs - and weapons - to the men manning the walls. The entire camp was bracing itself.

    She tried to look confident as they walked to the walls and stared into the distance. A small group of orcs stood on the distant dunes, watching and waiting. Emily felt her blood run cold as she sensed the dark magic concealed behind the dune. An overseer had to be sitting there, waiting for reinforcements. No wonder the orcs had stayed where they were instead of charging the defenses. The enemy overseers had regained control.

    Sir Roger caught her eye. His face was grim. “The archers might be able to take them out,” he said, “but we can’t hit their master.”

    “We could charge the dune,” Crown Prince Dater insisted. “And take them all out in one fell swoop.”

    “The overseer would get you,” Sir Roger said. “And besides, it’s too late to hide.”

    Emily nodded in grim agreement. The ashy dunes might look and feel like an ocean frozen in a single moment of time, but they weren’t. The fort could be abandoned in a hurry - they’d planned to open a portal and escape if they couldn’t hold it - but it couldn’t lose itself in an everlasting sea. The enemy knew where they were. They’d probably already sent massive reinforcements. She ignored the Crown Prince’s obvious irritation. It would keep him alive long enough to register complaints with his father, or anyone else who’d listen.

    And it isn’t as if he hasn’t already had plenty of chances to show off his bravery, she thought, wryly. The Crown Prince had fought well. No one can argue otherwise.

    She leaned forward as she saw more orcs in the distance. They looked ready to fight - and angry. Did they know they’d been tricked? Did they understand they’d been manipulated into fighting their allies? Or were they just angry all the time? She shuddered at their expressions, knowing what they meant for anyone unlucky enough to be captured alive. The alchemists had offered poison, a potion they swore would turn human flesh lethal too, but there’d been few takers. No one wanted to kill themselves as long as there was even a vague chance of survival. 

    “They’ll be on us shortly,” Sir Roger said. He looked at the cannoneers. “And then we put the idea to the test.”

    Emily nodded. Sir Roger had chosen the fort’s location with malice aforethought. If the enemy came at them from the south, they’d be exposed to the fort's guns; if they came from the north, they’d find themselves limited in how many orcs they could hurl at the fort. It wouldn’t matter, in the long run, but it should give Sir Roger a chance to inflict heavy losses before opening the portal and retreating back to the old fort. Emily made a mental note to ready a nuke spell. If she had to flee, she might as well take advantage of the chance to swat a vast number of orcs.

    Lady Barb touched her shoulder, then put her lips to Emily’s ears. “Your weapons,” she said. “Are you ready to see them tested?”

    “They’ve been tested already,” Emily muttered back. If she had one advantage over a genuine innovator, it was that she knew her innovations worked. She didn’t have to spend years inching towards a prize she wasn’t wholly sure existed, let alone ironing out the kinks in her designs. And she didn’t have to spend months convincing investors they should finance her works. “I know they’ll work.”

    She let out a breath. The weaponeers had done good work, combining science and magic to produce a whole series of hybrid guns. The craftsmen in Zangaria and Heart’s Eye might prefer to avoid magic as much as possible, but that hadn’t stopped them from using magic to fill the gaps between theory and reality. Their makeshift machine guns wouldn’t pass muster on an earthly battlefield, yet... they’d work here. Emily hoped they’d work here.

    “Here they come,” Sir Roger said. The orcs moved as one, steadily picking up speed as they charged towards the walls. “Fire!”

    The cannons boomed as one, hurling a volley of superhot cannonballs into the enemy formation. It wavered under the sheer mass of fire, the cannonballs melting through orcish flesh and burning through row after row of enemy soldiers. Emily watched, wondering if they’d broken the charge with a single volley. She found herself torn between horror and glee as the enemy force staggered, a handful of orcs scattering in all directions. There was no way archers could kill or injure so many orcs so quickly.

    She glanced at the cannoneers as they hastily reloaded their guns, readying themselves to fire a second volley. The enemy were collecting themselves, fresh orcs hurtling onto the battlefield - jumping over the dead and wounded - and running towards the walls. Emily shuddered, feeling tendrils of dark magic over the battlefield. The overseer was still there, still very much in control. She wondered, numbly, if he even cared about his orcs. Their lives might be worthless, but throwing them away for nothing was worse than useless. They might die before they tore down the walls.

    “Fire,” Sir Roger ordered.

    The second volley tore through the orcs. They fled, howling, as they ran for their lives. Sir Roger barked orders at the musketmen, commanding them to kill as many of the orcs as they could before they got out of range. Emily gritted her teeth, sensing the dark magic grow stronger. The overseer was trying to regain control. She tried to imagine the orcs tearing the creature apart, ripping it limb from limb in their desperate bid to escape... she shook her head. She dared not assume it would happen. The orcs would be wiser to flee into the ashy desert and try to hide.

    Lady Barb sounded shaken. “Today, everything changes.”

    Emily nodded. No one, not even the archers, had ever inflicted so much damage on an orcish charge. The proud cavalry would be torn to pieces if it ran into even a small band of orcs. Even powerful magicians would have problems stopping a charge before it was too late. But now... she looked at the Crown Prince, wondering if he’d realized his world had just turned upside down. No, it had been turning upside down for a long time... but now it had come into the light. The Zangarian Civil War had been one thing, a minor conflict most outside powers would prefer to ignore. This - this- was the dawn of a new world.

    The overseer regained control, somehow. He sent more orcs into the fray, ordering them to run in packs rather than a single, massive charge. Emily silently credited him with a great deal of common sense - the cannons weren’t very accurate, making it harder for the cannoneers to score hits - even as the other gunners opened fire, directing a hail of bullets into the enemy packs. They wavered, unable to stand for long in the storm. She breathed a sigh of relief as they dropped or ran. They’d broken an orcish charge. They’d... they’d scared them so badly, they’d abandoned their master and ran.

    Don’t get cocky, she reminded herself, sternly. There’s no necromancer driving them forward, just an overseer.

    “Let us charge them,” Crown Prince Dater said. He draw his sword dramatically. “They’re broken!”

    “But still tough, once they get out of range,” Sir Roger warned, shooting the prince a dirty look. “Assemble the gun carts. They can go with you, when I give the command.”

    “Cat can send his orcs in too,” Lady Barb suggested. “And we have to deal with the overseer.”

    “Let the mortars try to take him out,” Emily said. There were only two mortars - the design had only been finalized after the civil war, when they would have been useful - but the craftsmen insisted they were ready to be deployed. “If not, we can go after him ourselves.”

    She covered her ears as the mortars opened fire, directing a handful of shells towards their target. Their accuracy was terrible; the shells fell so randomly that she half-suspected they were being deflected. It took several near-misses for the overseer to break and run, dark magic drifting into the distance as he fled. Emily doubted he’d get a warm welcome if he ran to his master. The necromancer would probably kill him for failure.

    “Interesting,” Lady Barb said, quietly.

    Emily glanced at her, but said nothing as the cavalry charged onto the battlefield. The Crown Prince kept his distance from the surviving orcs, targeting them with arrows rather than swords or lances. The bards would probably make a big song and dance about it, if she was any judge. The Crown Prince would either be credited with winning the battle single-handedly, or condemned as a coward who hadn’t taken the field until the engagement was already won. She shook her head in irritation. Neither story would be particularly fair to anyone, least of all the cavalry. They couldn’t have joined the fight until the charge had been broken.

    “They’ll bring more of their forces to bear against us, given time,” Sir Roger said. “I propose we move immediately to the next step of our plan.”

    Master Lucknow stepped up behind him. “I agree,” he said. “We’ve got them on the run.”

    “We have yet to encounter either of the necromancers,” Lady Barb said, stiffly. “And we won’t win until we take them both out.”

    “And reignite the nexus point, to keep our gains,” Emily added. She recalled the map and frowned. “You want to move to the nearest plantation.”

    “We’ll leave a small guard here and move the rest of the army now,” Sir Roger said. “The sorcerers can get us out if we run into something we can’t handle.”

    “Then we move now,” Master Lucknow said. “Victory is close. I can feel it.”

    Emily stepped aside, letting them make their preparations while she watched the cavalry cantering across the battlefield. Crown Prince Dater was doing a good job, she acknowledged; his forces struck groups of orcs from a distance, then retreated before the orcs could wheel around and strike back. It was an old tactic, but one that worked best against orcs. The brutes had no way to stop them, unless they had archers or sorcerers of their own. All they could do was run.

    And maybe Cat can scoop up a few hundred more for his horde, she thought. They’d already proven their value on the battlefield. We might be able to use them properly.

    “Emily,” Lady Barb called. “We’re ready to move!”

    Emily nodded and hurried down to the gates. The army was already assembled, the men looking surprisingly confident. She cast her eye over the wheeled guns, hoping the combination of careful training and powerful magic kept the horses from panicking when the guns opened fire. The army looked ramshackle to her eyes, as if several different eras had mingled together. She told herself not to be silly as she mounted her horse. It was so much better than anything the locals had developed over the last few hundred years that everyone was delighted.

    The stench of burning flesh hit her the moment they cantered out the gates. She tried not to look too closely as they rode past the dead bodies, all burned beyond all hope of recovery. The wounds might have been cauterized by the heat, but... she shook her head, feeling a twinge of pity and guilt. The orcs had died in screaming agony, unable to run or hide or save themselves. And they probably hadn’t even understood what was happening. The cannonballs would have been nothing more than blurs as they melted through the horde. 

    “Don’t feel guilty,” Lady Barb said, sternly. She rode next to Emily, Penny bringing up the rear. “You know what they would have done to you, to everyone.”

    Emily glanced at her. “Is it wrong of me to pity them?”

    “Pity them when they’re safely dead,” Lady Barb told her. “Do you think they’ll pity you if they take you prisoner?”

    “No,” Emily said. “But...”

    She shook her head. She’d been taken prisoner before, but... her captors had always had a reason to keep her alive. Shadye had wanted her for a ritual, King Randor had wanted to give her a public execution, Duke Hardcastle... she wasn’t sure what the duke had wanted, but he would have cut her throat immediately if he hadn’t had something in mind. Orcs, on the other hand, would kill and eat her immediately. They wouldn’t even keep her alive long enough to give her to their master. And... sure, they might have orders to keep her alive, but how would they know her? She doubted they could tell the difference between her and anyone else.

    The air started to clear, slowly, as the army made its way north. Emily looked from side to side, feeling disturbed and exposed. The necromancer had to be doing something, wherever he was. She was starting to feel they were missing something. The last time she’d communed with Aurelius, she’d confirmed that one of the necromancers was lurking in the castle. Where was the other? What was he doing? She reached out with her senses, but felt nothing beyond the eerie, tainted magic. Where was he?

    Sir Roger called a halt as a horseman galloped into view, waving desperately. Emily didn’t hear what he said, but could guess. Sir Roger started barking orders, commanding his men to unlimber their guns and prepare to fight. Emily jumped off the horse, one hand reaching for her missing amulet. There were no defense lines, no walls, no trenches... if the orcs broke through, they were going to be slaughtered. Men rushed from place to place, setting up the guns and bracing themselves. They knew they were in the open. Emily didn’t blame the ones who looked worried. No one - no one - had ever survived an orcish charge if they’d been caught in the open.

    They know what to do, she reminded herself. The army had drilled often enough to ensure the soldiers could do it in their sleep. And they’ll be ready.

    She sucked in a breath as the orcs came into view. A hundred, she thought; a hundred led by an overseer. There was no preamble, no attempt to intimidate the men into surrendering; the orcs just raised their weapons and charged. Sir Roger lifted his sword, then barked a single command. The machine guns opened fire, spraying bullets into the enemy horde. It wavered and broke, the overseer falling to the ashy ground as bullets tore through him. His body exploded in a flash of strange green light, convincing the surviving orcs to run. Emily watched them go, the musketmen trying to shoot them in the back. Their accuracy was still terrible - only a handful of orcs fell - but it didn’t matter. They’d been caught in the open and yet managed to repel a charge with no losses.

    “Well done, all of you,” Sir Roger shouted. “And now, move on.”

    Emily smiled, hearing the pride in his voice. No one would be able to question him now, not after he’d won a series of incredible victories. Alassa would be able to bring him back into favor, if she wished, or he could seek employment elsewhere. Emily doubted Alassa would let him go so easily. There weren’t many commanding officers with experience in using the new weapons. That would change, but not quickly.

    It might, she corrected herself. We’ve proved the Blighted Lands can be invaded. It’s only a matter of time until one of the border states starts trying to snatch some territory.

    She shook her head, ignoring the cheers running down the line as the army resumed its march. The necromancer was still out there, somewhere. As long as he was alive, none of their gains could be taken for granted. And it was only a matter of time until their paths crossed.

    I still have to get into the castle, she thought. The oath wouldn’t let her quit. She could feel it demanding she move faster, that she leave the army and storm the castle on her own, even though it would be suicide. And we have to take out both necromancers before I can complete my oath.


    Chapter Thirty-One

    EMILY HAD KNOWN WHAT TO EXPECT - she’d seen it before - but it still felt like a surprise as the landscape turned from an ashy desert to a slightly more habitable patch of land. The plantation was surrounded by yellowish grass, battling constantly to hold its ground against the ever-advancing desert. She breathed a sigh of relief, mingled with fear, as the army advanced towards the plantation. It looked very much like the ones she’d visited earlier; row upon row of weird-looking plants, a handful of blacksmiths and other craftsmen and, beyond them, a few dozen homes and barns. The slaves in the field stared, dully, at the army as they sent advance units into the plantation. Most seemed too badly worn down to care about the intruders. The handful who did looked terrified.

    Lady Barb frowned as they dismounted. “You’d better keep an eye on the poor bastards,” she said. “There’s no way to predict what they’ll do.”

    Emily nodded as they walked into the center of the village and looked around. A handful of empty cages caught her eye... she shuddered, wondering if they’d come too late to save the former captives. She heard screams as the more active villagers ran and hid, unsure of what they were facing. They might not realize, Emily thought numbly, they’d been liberated. They might not realize they hadn’t been captured by another necromancer. And even if they did...

    “There’ll be someone in charge,” Sir Roger said. His bodyguards fanned out around him, swords and wands in hand. “Should we start looking for him?”

    “I don’t think you need to bother,” Lady Barb said, as a figure emerged from the largest hut. “Here he comes.”

    Emily nodded. The headman looked just like the other headmen she’d seen, eyes flickering from side to side as if he wanted to find someone to take his place. Emily felt a twinge of sympathy, mingled with a grim awareness the headman had probably worked hard to ensure his master didn’t take him and his family for sacrifice. She shuddered as the man came up to them and threw himself in the dirt, groveling shamelessly as he pleaded for mercy. It wasn’t an act. He was desperate. He had to think his plantation had been captured by another necromancer, one who might appoint a new headman...

    “Stand up,” Sir Roger ordered. There was a hint of disgust in his voice. “What’s your name?”

    “They call me Thoth, Most Honored Lord,” the headman said, as he stumbled to his feet. “I am your most loyal servant.”

    “You have been liberated,” Sir Roger said. “If you cooperate with my men, you will be rewarded.”

    “It will be my pleasure,” Thoth assured him. “I live to serve.”

    “Good,” Sir Roger said. “I have some questions...”

    Emily allowed Sir Roger to handle the interrogation as she and Lady Barb walked around the village. There was no sense of hostile magic, but she could feel fearful eyes following them as they moved. The locals had run into their homes and barricaded the doors, all too aware the flimsy wood wouldn’t last more than a second against a necromancer and only a few seconds longer against armed troops. Emily shook her head, feeling a wave of pity. 

    “They’ll know we’re here,” Lady Barb said. “What do you intend to do with the locals?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. It wasn’t wholly her decision, but she did have influence. “We can’t leave them here, and we can’t take them with us.”

    Her eyes swept the fields. She wasn’t sure what they were growing - she’d never seen anything like it - but she doubted it was healthy. She was no expert in farming, yet she knew enough to understand that crops should be rotated and fields left to lie fallow every so often. It didn’t look as though the locals were bothering to rotate their crops, let alone leave a field untouched for a year or so. She suspected they were pulling less and less from the fields every year, draining the land dry until it became truly barren. She couldn’t see any way to fix the problem, not easily. The Blighted Lands were steadily dying.

    “If we leave them here, they’ll be sacrificed for power,” Lady Barb pointed out, coldly. “And they can’t travel with the army.”

    Emily scowled. “We can open a portal,” she said. “And send them to Cockatrice.”

    Lady Barb touched her shoulder, forcing Emily to look at her. “Do you think they’d be welcome?”

    “... No.” Emily knew how villagers and townspeople reacted to unwanted immigrants and refugees. They were seen as intruders, stealing work from the men and food from the women and children. The villages lived on the edge, to the point where adding even a tiny handful of mouths to feed could be disastrous. And the towns weren’t that much better. “What else can we do with them?”

    “There aren’t many options,” Lady Barb said. “Send them somewhere north, if you can find a place that’ll take them. Leave them here, hoping for the best. Or kill them yourself to deny their power to the enemy.”

    “I won’t kill them,” Emily said. “I...”

    She swallowed, hard. She’d expected the locals to be... to be what? More resistant to their masters? More independent, in thought if not in deed? More... she shook her head. The locals believed, at a very primal level, that resistance was futile. Anyone who even so much as met a necromancer’s eyes was killed immediately. The headman had probably ensured that anyone who might be dangerous, anyone who did anything that might bring the necromancer down on them, was handed over for sacrifice. Better one man die than the entire village.

    “I don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t know.”

    “You’d better come up with an answer soon,” Lady Barb said. “Because it won’t be long before we’re attacked.”

    Emily nodded, turning to watch the soldiers as they set up the first lines of defense. The plantation had been sited carefully, ensuring there was no terrain that might slow an orcish charge if the villagers decided to fight their masters. It hadn’t occurred to them that the terrain would also be good for the defenders, if they had gunpowder, weapons, and magic. Beyond them, the enchanters worked to set up the next portal. They’d be bringing weapons and supplies through within the hour, but the enemy already knew where they were. The next attack would be far harder to beat off.

    “I’ll ask the Crown Prince,” she said. “Alluvia was making preparations for refugees, I think.”

    “Their refugees,” Lady Barb warned. “They might hesitate to take strangers from the Blighted Lands.”

    “I can ask,” Emily said. She looked south, towards the distant castle. “And the sooner we win, the better.”

    She turned and led the way back through the village. The vast majority of the locals were still hiding, but a handful of workers were going back to their jobs or eying the newcomers warily. They included women, somewhat to her surprise. Most villagers would keep women and children out of sight if an army passed through the region, for fear of giving the soldiers ideas. Sir Roger had drilled his men remorselessly, warning them that looting and rape would be punished by immediate execution, but she knew some might not have listened. They’d been sent into de facto exile. She’d be surprised if a handful weren’t bitter about having to leave their homeland.

    But they can probably go back now, she mused. The stain on their names has been washed clean with blood.

    Cat stood by the edge of the plantation, surrounded by a handful of orcs while he directed the other orcs to dig trenches and help emplace the guns. He waved to her as they walked up, looking surprisingly cheerful for someone surrounded by inhuman monsters. Emily shuddered, wondering how he coped with the smell. The orcs didn’t know how to wash... she wondered, suddenly, if they so much as had water. It was scarce in the Blighted Lands.

    “Emily,” Cat said. “I’m sure we’ve been here before.”

    “I don’t think so,” Emily said. “It just looks like all the others.”

    “I’ll talk to you both later,” Lady Barb said. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

    Emily nodded, then looked back at Cat. “How are you coping?”

    “I’ve picked up a couple of hundred newcomers,” Cat informed her. “I had to knock a few down, until the rest got the message, but it seems to have worked. They got the idea of digging trenches and latrines faster than I expected.”

    “Good, I suppose.” Emily still didn’t want to turn her back on the orcs. “What are you planning to do with them? Afterwards, I mean.”

    “I haven’t the slightest idea,” Cat said. “What should I do? Keep them as a private workforce? Or an army? Or sell them into slavery?”

    “No,” Emily said, automatically. “I... I don’t know. And I don’t know what to do with the locals either.”

    “They might be better off being sold into slavery,” Cat said. “They’re not going to be able to take care of themselves.”

    “That’s what the slaveowners always say,” Emily snapped. She felt a rush of anger that wasn’t really directed at him. “They never say they’re enslaving people because they’re evil monsters who want to enslave people. They always claim the slaves are enslaved for their own good, because if they were allowed to be free, they’d do something stupid like...”

    “Selling themselves into slavery?” Cat suggested. He leaned forward. “Emily, those workers in the field... do you think they can take care of themselves?”

    “They’ve never been given the chance,” Emily said. She’d spent quite enough time arguing with aristocrats who claimed to have paternal responsibilities towards their serfs. It was funny how those responsibilities never included preparing the serfs for the real world, then letting them go. And it was astonishing how little gratitude the serfs showed their father-figures. They fled the fields and hid in the towns whenever they had a chance. “If we do something to help them...”

    “They’re going to have to learn how to be free,” Cat said. “It’ll be a nightmare.”

    And, wherever they go, the locals won’t want them, Emily thought. It might be better if they could live here.

    “I don’t know,” she said. “But we do need an answer. And fast.”

    She stared past him, shuddering as she saw the workers in the fields. The plantation had been liberated, yet the workers were still working... she’d assumed they’d be glad to be free, even though they were still in a war zone. But they didn’t seem to have the wit to understand the concept of freedom, let alone make a bid for escape. She glanced north, towards the mountains in the distance. God alone knew what sort of creatures lurked between the plantation and safety. Anyone who walked into the desert probably wouldn’t last a day.

    “I’ll see you later,” she said. She wanted to be alone for a while. “We’ll catch up at dinnertime.”

    She walked past the orcs, feeling her shoulder blades itch as if they were measured for the knife, and headed towards the fort. The soldiers were working faster now, dragging boxes of supplies through the portal, unpacking them, and laying the guns with tremendous speed. It took years to build a castle, one capable of stopping anything short of a necromancer, but a fort could be erected in a few hours. And once the guns were emplaced, an orcish charge would be broken with ease.

    Don’t get overconfident, she told herself. There are two more necromancers out there.

    “Lady Emily,” Master Lucknow called. He held out a scroll. “What do you make of this?”

    Emily glanced at the scroll. He - or an enchanter - had taken a basic fireball spell and modified it. She followed the spellwork carefully, noting how the diagram insisted a battery could be used to supercharge the spell and produce a blast that would shake a necromancer. It was less elegant than anything she might have used, but... she gave them points for coming up with it so quickly. They’d directed most of their efforts into protecting the fort - and the later, smaller, forts - from attack.

    “Impressive,” she said, after a moment. “You intend to use it on the necromancer?”

    “Yes.” Master Lucknow grinned, then sobered. “We should be able to give him a nasty fright.”

    He took back the scroll and placed it in his pouch. “The cavalry has identified a bunch of other plantations,” he said. “We’ll have them all swept by the end of the day.”

    “As long as we don’t get caught by surprise,” Emily said. “What’s to stop them from assembling their armies and driving them towards us?”

    “Oh, nothing.” Master Lucknow’s smile turned savage. “Apart from the fact, of course, that we broke their last charge. We’re going to win, Lady Emily. I can feel it.”

    “They’re not stupid,” Emily warned. “Mad, yes.  Stupid, no. They’ll find a way around the new weapons.”

    Master Lucknow gave her a sharp look. “And how do you think they’ll do it?”

    “They already worked out they need to attack in small groups,” Emily said. “The cannons aren’t that accurate. They’ll figure that putting more space between the orcs will reduce their chances of getting hit. And then they’ll think of something else.”

    She frowned. What would she do? Tanks? She couldn’t see a necromancer inventing tanks - or something along those lines - but... what? Something to soak up cannonballs? Or... go underground? Or fly? Or... or what? The necromancer might just keep launching small groups of orcs into the defenses, forcing them to shoot themselves dry. They’d used far too much gunpowder in the last engagement alone.

    And we need more, Emily thought. We doubled our estimates and doubled them again, and we still need more.

    Master Lucknow grinned. “We have them on the run,” he said. “And they won’t stop running until we push them into the sea.”

    “I hope you’re right,” Emily said. “But I don’t believe it.”

    She peered into the distance. The cavalry was already overrunning the other plantations, depriving the necromancer of power as well as slaves. They couldn’t let that pass, but... they knew - now - that charging orcs into the teeth of gunpowder weapons was suicide. Emily had no idea how many orcs they had, yet... even they had to have limits. They probably raised a certain percentage of orcs as food - they’d starve if they relied on humans or farm animals - but they couldn’t sustain a truly massive population. Could they? 

    Sure, her thoughts mocked her. And what if you’re wrong?

    “We’ll discuss everything at the next meeting,” Master Lucknow said. “If you’ll excuse me...?”

    Emily nodded and headed to her tent. The soldiers had set it up quickly, somewhat to her surprise. She wasn’t sure if it was a gesture of respect or something they’d been ordered to do by their superiors, something they bitterly resented. It wasn’t as if the tent would provide any protection if the necromancers came calling. All it really did was offer a little privacy.

    She breathed a sigh of relief as she realized the tent was empty, then sat down and reached out with her mind. There was no necromancer near, as far as she could tell, although she had a nasty feeling that was meaningless. Rangka had surprised her once before and nearly killed her... no, he had killed her. She’d just been in two bodies at the time. She shuddered, one hand touching her neck, then calmed herself with an effort. The necromancer could be somewhere near. Both necromancers. She had to be ready.

    And Master Lucknow thinks we’ve already won, she mused. It didn’t make sense. They’d killed thousands of orcs - the reports insisted they’d killed millions, but most kings and princes would take the claims with a grain of salt - and a single necromancer, yet they hadn’t won the war. Not yet. We have to kill the other two before we take the castle.

    Her eyes narrowed. She had the oddest feeling she’d missed something. Something important. But what?

    Emily put the thought aside and concentrated on her link to Aurelius. The snake was still hiding in the castle, eating bugs as he spied on Rangka. So far, the necromancer didn’t seem prone to the fits of rage she’d seen from other necromancers. She’d read reports that suggested they jumped at shadows, that they’d blown holes in their own lairs because of their paranoia. Void had confirmed it for her, when she’d asked. Necromancers were a strange mix of lax and ultra-paranoid. They were, he’d pointed out, mad.

    And they know we’re here, Emily told herself. There was no doubt of it. They’d been watched from a distance, by overseers that had either evaded or killed cavalry who’d gone after them. They have to do something about it. And quickly. What will they do?

    Shaking her head, she closed the link and opened her eyes, then reached for a notebook. She had an idea, but she’d have to mess around with it first to make sure it was workable before she took it to the command staff. And then... she’d have to make it work. She had no choice.

    She had the awful feeling they were running out of time. 


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    “THE DEATH SENTENCE ON WILBUR, SON of Lagos, has been confirmed,” Sir Roger said, as soon as he gaveled the command meeting to order. “I trust none of you have objections?”

    Emily kept her face impassive, somehow. Wilbur, Son of Lagos, was a soldier, caught in the act of raping one of the village women. His commander had dragged him off to face a brief inquest, which had ended with a death sentence. Emily wasn’t sure which aspect of the whole affair bothered her the most: The fact that Wilbur had thought he could get away with raping someone, his superiors trying and convicting him within a few short hours, or the village’s apparent lack of concern over the whole affair. They hadn’t protested, let alone turned on the occupation force. She had the feeling it might have gone completely unmentioned if Wilbur hadn’t been caught in the act.

    “None whatsoever.” Crown Prince Dater managed to look and sound remarkably pompous as he addressed the table. “Discipline must be maintained.”

    It helps Wilbur is a commoner, Emily thought, sardonically. It would be a different story if he were nobility.

    “I’m glad to have your support,” Sir Roger said. “We’ll hang the bastard this evening, before sundown. The men can watch and learn.”

    “Perhaps we should just dispose of him now,” Crown Prince Dater said. “Given time, his former comrades will start feeling he was unjustly accused.”

    “We were not gentle,” Master Lucknow said. “We knocked him about, Your Highness, and used truth spells and potions unmercifully. He saw the girl, decided he wanted her and took her. There is no room for ambiguity, no room to so much as hint he was lured into a trap or seduced or anything. He’s guilty. Common sense alone...”

    “The troops have no common sense,” Crown Prince Dater insisted. “They’re commoners.”

    Sir Roger cleared his throat. “Discipline must be maintained, as you said,” he pointed out. “Wilbur, Son of Lagos, was told the rules. He was warned that looting, raping and other breaches of military discipline would result in death. He was warned, as were his former comrades. There will be no trouble, beyond grumbling, when we hang him.”

    “We cannot afford to show weakness,” Sergeant Miles said, sternly. “Not with an enemy army breathing down our necks.”

    “True.” Sir Roger tapped the table. “I assume you’ve all had a chance to consider my plan?”

    Emily nodded, curtly. The scouts had reported a sizable enemy army - orcs, overseers and monsters - heading directly towards the unnamed plantation. There’d been some hints of more enemy infighting, but not enough to keep the necromancers from dispatching forces to wipe the invading army off the face of the planet. She shuddered at the scale of the carnage to come, even if the enemy hadn’t learnt anything from the previous engagements. And she suspected they had. They were probably planning how to work around the new weapons and tactics right now.

    “It should be workable,” Crown Prince Dater said. “But it leaves little room for my men.”

    “You’ll have your chance, when we break the charge,” Sir Roger assured him. “You’ve rearmed your troops with poisoned arrows?”

    “They’ve been primed to strike at the foe,” Crown Prince Dater said. “A single hit will be enough to kill a dozen orcs.”

    Assuming the dead body is torn to pieces and eaten, Emily added, silently. If they’ve realized we’re poisoning the bodies...

    She listened, quietly, as Master Lucknow outlined how his sorcerers would help the defenders, from supercharged spells to powerful wards that might stop the enemy force in their tracks. The plan sounded good, although she had no idea how well it would work against a real enemy. She contemplated her own plan, drawing up spells that might allow her to use her most dangerous magics without ever revealing what she’d done. The fake ritual would be tricky to use, particularly if one of the others insisted on accompanying her, but it could be done. And, given the size of the army approaching them, it might be necessary.

    “I’ll be holding my orcs in reserve,” Cat said, when Sir Roger looked at him. “I don’t want them taking the field until we’ve broken the charge and scattered their orcs.”

    “They’d probably be targeted, quite by accident,” Sir Roger agreed. “Keep them out of sight, if not mind.”

    Cat nodded. Emily understood. The orcs were supposed to be firmly under Cat’s control, but no one - absolutely no one - had any real confidence in them. She’d heard too much grumbling over the past few days, ranging from suggestions the orcs should be left outside the walls to demands they be immediately poisoned before they turned into a threat. Emily shared the concerns. The fort’s walls were incredibly flimsy. The orcs could do a great deal of damage before they were shot down. And it wouldn’t take much to trigger a fight.

    “We’ll be ready when their army arrives,” Sir Roger said. “It’ll be here just before sundown.”

    “They might fight in the dark,” Cat pointed out. “That’ll give them some advantages.”

    “Probably,” Sir Roger agreed. “But we’ll be ready for them.”

    His eyes swept the table. “We’ve already done more than any other army. We’ve taken the offensive into the Blighted Lands and scored a series of victories. Our names will live on, in story and song, for the rest of time. We’re going to keep winning. We’re going to meet that army and destroy it. And then we’re going to push on and finish the job.”

    Emily felt cold. There was a necromancer lurking nearby. She was sure of it. The necromancers understood the threat, now. They hadn’t turned on each other. They’d hurl everything they had at the invading army, desperate to destroy it before time ran out. The army could do a lot of damage if it rampaged through the plantations, killing and burning indiscriminately until the slaves and serfs were dead and gone. The necromancers would be deprived of their power.

    And they’ll expect us to do just that, she thought. It’s what they’d do, if they were in our place.

    “Lady Emily, a word,” Sir Roger said. “The rest of you, dismissed.”

    Emily waited, watching as the others stood and hurried off. Cat and Lady Barb lingered, waiting for Emily. Sir Roger motioned them away irritably. Emily nodded to them, then turned her attention to Sir Roger. He looked tired and worn. She wondered, suddenly, if he was getting enough sleep. He’d spent the last few days hastily preparing the new fort for the coming attack.

    “Lady Emily.” Sir Roger sounded hesitant, as if he wasn’t quite sure what to say. “Wilbur, Son of Lagos, has requested that you intercede on his behalf.”

    “What?” Emily rubbed her forehead in disbelief. “That I... intercede?”

    “That you cancel the death sentence and set him free,” Sir Roger said. “He is one of your people.”

    From Cockatrice, Emily translated, mentally. She tried not to groan out loud. She’d never liked being an aristocrat. She’d never really believed she literally owned thousands of people. And she’d certainly never been comfortable claiming them as her chattels. It was fundamentally wrong. What the fuck do I do now?

    The question hung in her thoughts, mocking her. She’d never been comfortable with her feudal obligations either. She certainly had never internalized the attitude of the born aristocrats, of the ones who treated their people like animals. Worse than animals. Aristos who lavished care on their dogs or horses treated their serfs like... like scum. They’d steal everything they could, barely leaving the peasants enough to keep them alive; they’d rape and kill for kicks and... she shook her head. That wasn’t the problem, not now. Wilbur was the problem. And he’d appealed to her.  

    She looked him in the eyes. “Is there any doubt of his guilt, any at all?”

    “No.” Sir Roger looked back at her, evenly. “We did everything in our power to confirm his guilt.”

    “Master Lucknow said as much,” Emily reminded herself. “I...”

    She stared down at her hands for a long, chilling moment. She had no sympathy for rapists. She still recalled her stepfather’s wandering eyes. She still recalled the village lout who’d tried to rape her, years ago... her stomach heaved. She tasted bile in her throat. She had no sympathy for a rapist. And yet, if he was one of her people...

    He doesn’t have an excuse, she told herself, firmly. And it’s no favor to anyone else to pretend he does.

    Emily looked up, allowing her voice to harden. “I have no intention of interceding,” she said, coldly. Something inside her clenched, but she ignored it. “Tell him” - she thought, briefly, of other punishments before dismissing them - “tell him he made his own bed. He can sleep in it.”

    “As you wish,” Sir Roger said. “I trust you’ll attend the execution.”

    “If I must.” Emily stood. “And, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

    She felt sick as she walked away from the table, pushing the flap open and stepping out of the command tent. A low stench hung in the air, an eerie mist drifting across the battlefield. It was harmless, the sorcerers insisted, but it still felt wrong. The distant mountains were lost in the haze. Anything could be hiding within the mist, anything at all.

    Lady Barb stood outside their tent, arms folded over her chest. “Did you intercede?”

    Emily blinked. “Were you listening?”

    “I didn’t have to,” Lady Barb said. “Sir Roger wouldn’t have asked you to stay behind if the bastard hadn’t pleaded for your help.”

    “I said no.” Emily reached for the flap, then stopped. “Did I do the right thing?”

    “You’re a grown woman now,” Lady Barb said. “Apprentice or no apprentice, you’re old enough to make your own decisions. Some of them, at least.”

    Emily made a face. “Did I do the right thing?”

    “You tell me.” Lady Barb shrugged. “Like I said, you’re old enough to make your own decisions.”

    “I just condemned a man to death,” Emily said. It wasn’t the first time she’d killed, but... she swallowed, hard. There was something so... casual about the way the sentence had been issued and confirmed. “I condemned him...”

    “He condemned himself,” Lady Barb said, sharply. “A place like this” - she waved a hand towards the ever-growing wall and the village beyond - “is dirt poor. A man with a few bronze coins shouldn’t have any trouble finding a willing partner, if he makes a show of... wealth. Or... he could have saved his money and gone to the brothel when the army finally returned to camp. It wouldn’t have been that hard. What’s he going to spend the money on here?”

    She shrugged. “He chose to rape, Emily. He chose to force himself on someone. He knew it would get him killed, if he were caught. And he was caught.”

    “There are other punishments,” Emily said. “I...”

    “Not here.” Lady Barb’s voice was unyielding. “Back home, yes. He could be enslaved or changed into an animal and hunted mercilessly or... back home, there are all sorts of options for punishing the guilty. Not here. He knew the rules. He knew what would happen if he broke them. And he broke them anyway.”

    Emily bowed her head. “Is it wrong to feel... compassion?”

    “No,” Lady Barb said. “But it is wrong to feel bad for the bad guy.”

    She let out a breath. “You know what villagers can be like. That girl might have gotten pregnant - and found herself shunned by the rest of them. Or she might have been blamed for getting raped, as if she’d had a choice in the matter, and brutally killed. Her husband or father or whatever might have beaten her to death, for the crime of being raped. This isn’t Whitehall, Emily. Sex outside marriage can have consequences here. And even if the villagers did nothing to her, she’d still have to live with the memories for the rest of her life.

    “That’s what that bastard did, Emily. He didn’t just rape her. He destroyed her life.”

    Emily swallowed. “Is she pregnant?”

    “I have no idea,” Lady Barb said. “And if she is, she’ll just have to live with it.”

    “Fuck,” Emily said. She swayed on unsteady legs. “I... fuck.”

    “Quite.” Lady Barb turned away, then stopped. “Cat wanted to speak to you. He’s on the far side of the wall.”

    Emily hesitated. She was in no mood to speak to Cat. Or anyone, really. She wanted to go into the tent and... and what? She felt too out of it to do anything. A hundred ideas for using the batteries ran through her mind... none of which would be remotely practical without a great deal of work. She sighed, heavily. She might as well go speak to Cat.

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Lady Barb said. “Don’t blame yourself.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “But... why don’t I believe it?”

    “You tell me,” Lady Barb said.

    Emily shook her head, then turned and walked towards the far side of the wall. Soldiers were working frantically to shore them up, emplacing metal stakes and makeshift landmines to give anyone who tried to break into the fort a very nasty surprise. Emily wasn’t sure the gunpowder traps would work as well as the soldiers hoped - they could only detonate once - but they might buy the defenders some time to throw in the reserves and kick the invaders back out. Or win time to evacuate, if the battle went wrong. The portal was being used to ship troops and supplies into the camp, but it could be used to evacuate...

    She walked through the safe zone and out onto the ashy ground. Cat was sitting there, keeping a stern eye on his army. The orcish horde seemed to have doubled or tripled in size, although it was hard to be sure. They pushed and prodded at each other, casually exchanging blows that would have killed a man. Cat grinned up at her, then motioned for her to sit. His studied lack of concern was a subtle warning to his new servants. He was so far above them that he wasn’t even bothering to protect himself.

    Which might end badly, if one of the orcs decides to challenge him, she thought, as she sat on the ash. It felt slightly oily. But he has enough magic to handle them.

    “They’ll be here tonight,” Cat said. “Are you ready?”

    Emily winced. “I wish I felt ready,” she said. “We’ve done everything we can...”

    “Perhaps,” Cat said. “Win or lose, we’ve changed everything.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily echoed.

    Cat snorted. “Emily, we broke an orcish charge,” he said. “We pioneered gunpowder weapons and poisoned arrows and... and everything. Right now, kings and princes and whatever will be throwing money at everyone who claims they can forge muskets, cannons and cannonballs. They’ll be able to stop the invasion when - if - the necromancers cut through the mountains. They might even be able to launch another invasion of the Blighted Lands. Even if we lose, we’ve won.”

    “Until the necromancers get involved themselves,” Emily warned. “I think they’ll just shrug off bullets.”

    “We can charm bullets,” Cat pointed out. “Wasn’t that what you did in Heart’s Eye?”

    Emily scowled, wondering who’d written to Cat and why. There wasn’t anyone in the school who should have been writing to him... she shook her head. The charmed bullets hadn’t really been a secret. One of the artificers or craftsmen could have mentioned them in a letter to his peers, allowing the secret to spread into the wider world. And besides, it was fairly obvious. Carving runes into a bullet might just work.

    “Something like that,” she said. The thought nagged at her mind. A rune wouldn’t carry much magic, but... if she shot a necromancer with a charmed bullet, it might tap into the necromancer’s own magic and blow him to hell. Might. She scowled as she considered the possibilities. It might be more dangerous to a regular sorcerer than a necromancer. The necromancers didn’t need spells to keep their magic under control. “I wonder...”

    “I was thinking,” Cat said. “After the war, I might settle here.”

    Emily blinked. “What?”

    Cat waved a hand towards the distant mountains. “If we reignite the nexus point, we can start dealing with the rest of the necromancers. We know how to do it now, don’t we? What happens afterwards? The lands are going to be littered with people and orcs and monsters and all sorts of things... we could claim it. Bring in people who want to live elsewhere, turn it into a whole new country. It might be something great.”

    “You’d have to deal with the locals first,” Emily pointed out. “The orcs...”

    “We can tame the orcs.” Cat nodded to his army. “And we can bring in help for the locals. Let them build for themselves, instead of serving mad masters. They’ll be very loyal to their new rulers.”

    Emily had to smile. “Are you serious?”

    “It’s a possibility,” Cat said. “If we don’t grab the Blighted Lands, Emily, who will?”

    “I think we’ll have to get rid of the necromancers first,” Emily said. She considered it for a moment. There were thousands upon thousands of people who’d move, if they could. “And then worry about the future.”

    “As long as we know we have one,” Cat agreed. “Are you going to help?”

    “Ask me afterwards,” Emily said. She stared into the distance. There was no sign of the enemy army, but she knew it was out there. “We haven’t won yet.” 


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    “THEY’RE COMING,” SIR ROGER SAID. “ARCHERS, take aim.”

    Emily stood beside him, ice trickling down her spine as the enemy army came into view. Thousands upon thousands of orcs, hundreds of overseers... she couldn’t see any monsters, but she was grimly certain they were out there somewhere. The haze was moving forward, flickers of tainted magic sparkling through the air. A shudder ran through her as she remembered how Dua Kepala had used something similar, a few years ago. It was a chilling reminder that the necromancers - sometimes - learnt from each other.

    And if they’d learnt to work together, just long enough to win, she thought grimly, they’d have won the war a long time before I was born.

    She glanced down into the fort, at the rows of musketmen, cannoneers and infantry awaiting the enemy charge. There’d been no trouble when Wilbur had been marched to the gallows and executed, killed without even being allowed to make the traditional speech. She wondered, sourly, what his former comrades thought. Did they think he’d deserved to die? Did they understand he could have made their lives a great deal harder? Or had the simple fact an enemy army was bearing down on the fort convinced them to keep their anger and resentment under control? She had no idea. The urge to close ranks around their comrade - and unite against an outsider - would have been very strong.

    “They’re holding position,” Sir Roger said. “Why?”

    Emily glanced at the dull red sun. It was sinking beneath the distant mountains, throwing the land into shadow. The orcs would be practically invisible in the darkness, at least until sorcerers started casting lightspells. Or night vision spells. The orcs couldn’t hide for long, if at all. And the necromancers had to know it. She closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind. There was a necromancer in the distance, standing in the rear. It had to be Gerombolan. Rangka was still in his castle.

    And he must think he has an ace up his sleeve, she mused, as the shadows grew and lengthened. What does he have in mind?

    “We could shell them,” Crown Prince Dater said. His normal bombast was gone. Four of his men had been run down by the orcs and torn to pieces. “Even if the guns aren’t very accurate, we could hit them...”

    “Give them time to deploy,” Sir Roger said. “We can’t afford to waste shells.”

    Emily nodded, studying the enemy position. It looked as though they were getting organized. Hooded overseers moved from group to group, handing out shields as they pushed and shoved the orcs into position.  She had the nasty feeling they’d really learnt something from the last battle. It wasn’t going to be a single, mass charge... she felt her heart sink as the enemy force started to glide forward, splitting into smaller formations. There was no hope - now - of killing hundreds of orcs in a single volley. They were going to burn up a lot of powder in the next few minutes.

    “Archers, loose,” Sir Roger snapped.

    The archers fired as one. Emily flinched at the sound, then swore as the orcs raised their shields to cover themselves. That was good thinking on their part; she’d never seen them use shields before, even when it would have saved hundreds of lives. It was a grim reminder that necromancers simply didn’t care enough to protect the orcs... cursing echoed up and down the line as the arrows hit their targets and shattered. A number hit orcish flesh, or shattered the shields as they struck the metal, but the vast majority were useless. The orcs kept coming, howling as they picked up speed.

    “Heavy shields,” Crown Prince Dater commented. “Very heavy shields.”

    “Clever of them,” Sir Roger agreed, a nasty edge to his voice. “Archers, fire by squads.”

    Emily gritted her teeth as the orcs continued to advance. The archers took a toll, but nowhere near enough to stop the enemy force. Sir Roger turned to the gunpowder weapons, ordering them to open fire. The cannonballs tore through the enemy forces, but too many missed. The musketmen weren’t even that accurate. Emily heard shouting as unit commanders directed their men to choose their targets. She heard the frustration in their voices. Too many shots were being completely wasted.

    “We may need something a little more drastic,” Sir Roger said. He glanced at Master Lucknow. “Order the sorcerers to ready themselves.”

    Emily nodded as the orcs plunged into the kill zones. They’d been designed to funnel intruders into lines, but the orcs were just too spread out to make them effective. She swore as the orcs got closer, some hurling rocks towards the walls. She hastily raised a ward as a stone slammed into an archer’s head, sending him tumbling back down to the ground. A healer ran forward, but it was already too late. The orcs didn’t need slingshots or portable catapults to do real damage.

    She sensed a surge of magic from the distant overseers, followed by a hail of rocks flying towards the fortress. She cringed as a rock smashed too close to the walls for comfort. The enemy spellcasters weren’t any more accurate than the cannoneers, but they were bound to hit something if they kept hurling rocks into a relatively confined space. Another rock hit a tent, thankfully empty. The walls vibrated ominously as more and more crashed down. It was only a matter of time until they hit something vital.

    “Put up a shield,” Sir Roger snapped. “Or deflect the rocks!”

    Master Lucknow shoved a battery and a valve into Emily’s hands. “Use that,” he shouted, as the howling grew louder. “I’ll set up the shield!”

    Emily nodded, testing the valve as she linked it to the battery. A modified fire spell, rewritten to channel more power than any magician - save perhaps for a necromancer - could produce for a single spell. She sucked in her breath, feeling vulnerable as more and more rocks and stones flashed past. Behind her, something exploded. She didn’t dare turn to look as she raised the valve, bracing herself. Master Lucknow needed time to raise a shield, time she had to give him...

    She triggered the battery. The valve grew warm against her skin - for an awful moment, she thought the spellwork had failed - before a wave of flame washed out of the valve and cascaded across the advancing army. Sweat beading on her forehead, her fingers and arms vibrated oddly as she tried to steer the flame from orc to orc. The creatures became burning torches, catching fire and scattering. She realized, too late, that some of them might just keep coming, trying to set fire to the walls before they died. If they managed to get into the gunpowder, the resulting explosion would do immense damage.

    The battery continued to vibrate as she channeled the power. The flames took on an eerie light... balefire, not real fire. She could hear something calling, drawing her on even though she knew the battery was running out of magic. The valve vibrated, growing hotter and hotter until she felt her skin start to burn. She screamed - the pain was so intense she nearly fainted - and threw it away as hard as she could. It exploded, releasing a flash of blinding white light. She tumbled back...

    Lady Barb caught her arm and yanked her back. “Emily?”

    Emily collapsed onto the makeshift wall, almost as if her legs had turned to jelly. Her hands hurt... she tried to concentrate on a healing charm, something that would make the pain go away if nothing else, but it refused to work. Her eyes hurt... it was as if the world had suddenly gone dim. It had been getting darker, but... the flames had been so bright they’d destroyed her night vision. She closed her eyes, trying to squeeze out a few tears. The world really did feel dim.

    “I’m okay,” she managed. She didn’t want to show weakness, not now. Lady Barb and the other magicians would understand, but the soldiers would not. “I’m okay.”

    Lady Barb’s fingers brushed against Emily’s hands. “Has that ever happened before?”

    Emily shook her head. “I must have underestimated the battery’s charge,” she said. She’d thought that was impossible. “Or the spellwork just wasn’t good enough.”

    “We can fix the problem, next time,” Lady Barb said. The guns boomed, hurling mortar shells towards the distant necromancer. “You take a deep breath or two.”

    Emily said nothing as flashes of light rent the air. Waves of magic washed over her... she shivered as she realized Master Lucknow had managed to get his magicians to cast a powerful shield. The enemy wouldn’t be able to hit them with rocks any longer... at the price of keeping the magicians distracted, concentrating on the shield. The necromancer didn’t know about the batteries - she smiled as she staggered to her feet - but it didn’t matter. There was only a limited supply. Once they were gone, they were gone.

    She spotted Master Lucknow, standing in the middle of the ritual circle. The other magicians were chanting loudly as they guided their power into the ritual. Emily shivered at the raw magic flowing through the air, trying not to notice how many people looked away and pretended the magicians weren’t there. They’d be exhausted, when the spell was finally done. They’d be in no state to fight or defend themselves or do anything.

    And that’s what the necromancer wants, Emily thought, numbly. He wants them to exhaust themselves - or to burn themselves out - before he takes the field himself.

    Another flash of magic darted through the air as a rock hit the shield. It probably wouldn’t wear the shield down, not unless the rocks were thrown a lot harder, but it would remind the magicians they had to keep the shield in place. She cursed under her breath as she realized the implications. Stopping objects was a lot harder than stopping spells. It took much more power. Master Lucknow would have to stop, sooner rather than later, and then... she didn’t know what’d happen. The shield would be down and there’d be no hope of putting it back up before it was too late.

    She turned back to peer over the darkening battlefield. The ground was burning in places and smoldering in others, although there was nothing to burn... she shuddered as she realized that simply wasn’t true. The dead orcs were burning brightly, their bodies consumed by the flames. Balefire was terrifyingly persistent, if one didn’t know the right spells. It didn’t look as if the overseers gave much of a damn about their slaves. They weren’t making any attempt to put out the fires.

    Lady Barb stepped up beside her. “They’re pressing the attack.”

    Emily nodded. Groups of orcs were running forward, hurling smaller stones towards the wards as they advanced. They were shot down in their dozens - in their hundreds - but there were always more, gradually wearing down the defenders. She glanced at the cannoneers and shuddered. They simply didn’t have many targets. The orcs moved too quickly to be targeted and hit. And the archers were running out of arrows.

    “They’ve got us pinned down,” she agreed. It felt as if the necromancer was biding his time, waiting for the right moment to take the field. He was going to be disappointed when he realized her magicians had drained themselves dry, but it didn’t matter. He’d probably be quite happy to have them all dead. “And they just have to bide their time.”

    She gritted her teeth as the battle continued to rage. A couple of magicians cast lightspells, illuminating the entire battlefield with eerie white light. The soldiers seemed to find it disturbing, even though it was saving their lives. Penny directed overcharged lightspells towards the orcs, trying to blind them. Emily gave her credit for thinking outside the box, although it didn’t seem to work very well. The orcs blinked and continued the charge, pushing on and on until they were shot down. The bodies were piled high, and yet they kept coming.

    Emily ached, with a bone-deep weariness that threatened to drag her down into the darkness. Her hands still hurt, even though they hadn’t really been burnt. She kept herself awake, somehow, as more and more enemy orcs plunged out of the darkness. The defenders rushed more and more supplies and ammunition through the portal, hastily reloading their weapons and quaffing bottles of water and juice before returning to the lines. Emily felt her blood run cold, remembering just how much had been stockpiled before the war had truly begun. They were burning through their supplies at terrifying speed. She thought she understood, now, why such assaults had been so feared. If the defenders ran out of ammo, they’d be slaughtered.

    She rubbed her forehead as yet another wave of orcs came screaming out of the darkness and threw themselves at the walls. A cannon boomed, throwing a cannonball towards the distant overseers. Emily couldn’t tell if the ball had gone anywhere near its target. The mortars were still shooting, but they were running out of shells. A couple had even exploded, badly wounding or killing their users. Other cannons looked as if they were on the verge of exploding too, despite the protective spells woven into the metal. It was just a matter of time before they started to go up like firecrackers.

    Lady Barb held out a battery and a valve. “You may need this,” she said. “The shield is starting to weaken.”

    Emily glanced at the circle and nearly jumped. Several magicians had fallen out of the circle and were now lying on the ground, limp and powerless. Penny and the other trainees were helping them, as best as they could, but there was little they could do beyond shipping the magicians through the portal, back to the camp. They could rest and recuperate there, if it wasn’t too late. If they’d burned themselves out... she shuddered, feeling sick. She’d grown up without powers. The others had known they’d had magic well before they hit puberty.

    And they might go mad, if they lose them, she thought.

    She shuddered, torn between the urgent need for rest and an unshakable certainty that she’d never wake up if she went to sleep. Her eyes were still aching... she blinked hard, time and time again. They were dry and sore and... she glared at the drifting balls of light. Was it too much to expect the necromancers to attack in daylight? Her lips twitched. The necromancers had picked a great time to attack, for them. The troops had already been tired, after spending the last few days building the defenses. Now...

    “Monsters!” Emily couldn’t tell who’d shouted, but he sounded like someone on the brink of collapse. There was no emotion in his voice, beyond a brain-numbing tiredness that tore at her soul. “Monsters!”

    She turned to look. A line of creatures - so close together it was hard to see where one stopped and another began - were advancing out of the darkness. They were so close together that all she saw was a series of impressions, of tentacles and claws and bulging eyes and flashing teeth that glinted in the eerie light... and, riding on their backs, overseers and orcs. Emily shuddered as sickly yellow light flashed around the creatures, driving them on and on. The overseers peered at her, their eyes glowing. She had the feeling they were coming for her personally, that they knew who she was...

    “Cannons,” Sir Roger barked. His voice was tinged with desperate anger - and hope. They might just have a chance to stop the monsters before they crashed into the walls. “Take aim!”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. The orcs had done a lot of damage - and, above her head, the shield was starting to splinter - but not enough. There were enough cannons left to tear the monsters apart, to hurl superhot cannonballs through their guts and kill them... she frowned, blinking away tiredness. Something was wrong. Either the overseers were desperate, convinced that they’d be executed if they conceded defeat and broke off the engagement or... or what? She touched the valve in her hand, reaching for the battery. She had a nasty feeling she’d need it.

    “Fire,” Sir Roger barked. His voice rose in salvage exultation. “Fire!”

    The cannons boomed. Emily watched the monsters stagger under the impact. They were just crammed too close together, too close to miss... she shuddered in disgust as cannonballs melted their way through flesh and bone, high-pitched keening echoing over the battlefield as the monsters died. She saw a giant caterpillar-like creature rearing up, too late to do more than howl its fury and pain to the skies before it tumbled and hit the ground. She had a brief impression of someone - or something - squashed underneath its bulk. She hoped it had been one of the overseers. They’d steered the creatures to their deaths... why? They’d thrown their lives away, for nothing...

    ... And then a dark figure landed on the battlements and lashed out at her with sickly yellow fire.


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    A DIVERSION, EMILY THOUGHT, NUMBLY. She had to force herself to jump to one side as balefire crashed against her wards. They threw those monsters at us as a diversion.

    She gritted her teeth, then gathered her magic. There was no time to be subtle. The overseer was already jabbing a wand at her. She mustered a force punch and hit the creature as hard as she could. It disintegrated into bloody chunks, pieces of blood and gore flying everywhere. Emily staggered as she saw another one flying by, casting fireballs towards the ritualists... for a moment, Emily honestly doubted the evidence of her own eyes. They could fly?

    Of course they can fly, she told herself, as she swatted the creature out of the air. It isn’t as if it’s a difficult spell.

    She cursed as more and more overseers dropped from the skies. They were flying low, ducking under the shield and then rising so they could fire spells into the fort. Emily caught a fireball on her wards, flinching back from the wave of heat; she threw a spell back, suspecting it was already too late to cancel the flying spell. She saw an overseer land amongst the cannoneers, hitting two of them with fireballs before a third brought his firing rod down on the creature’s head. Flames licked around his body, reaching for the gunpowder. It exploded...

    “Shit!” Emily ducked back as pieces of debris flew past. The entire line of cannons had exploded in a violent chain reaction. “Get back...”

    A weight landed on her back. She plunged forward and off the battlements. Hands - scaly hands - wrapped around her neck as she fell to the ground. She nearly panicked, rushing magic though her wards in a desperate bid to levitate. The creature bobbled on her back, its grip tightening. Emily lost control, unleashing a flash of raw magic. The overseer was thrown away from her, flying into the darkness. Emily hit the ground a second later, the impact knocking the breath from her body. She felt stabbing pains up and down her back as she rolled over. The creature had dug its claws into her.

    “Emily!” Penny ran up to her, a fireball clutched in one hand. “Are you alright?”

    “No,” Emily managed. Her back hurt too much for her to stand. “Help me up.”

    Penny grabbed her shoulders and helped Emily to her feet. Blood trickled down her back, staining her shirt and running down her trousers. Her back felt numb... she realized, suddenly, that the creature’s claws might have been poisonous. Why not? They’d learnt to poison arrows. The necromancers could have copied the trick, if the overseers weren’t already poisonous. 

    “You’re bleeding,” Penny said. “I think it cut you.”

    Emily bit her tongue to keep from saying something about pointing out the obvious. She knew she’d been cut. It wasn’t as if she could avoid feeling the blood pooling in her boots... she cursed under her breath. Even if the wound wasn’t poisoned, it could become infected very easily. There were potions to deal with infections, if she had a chance to take them. She might be in for a very unpleasant week even if she did manage to take the potions in time.

    Assuming I survive long enough to get them, she thought. Another explosion shook the ground. They’re pressing their advantage.

    She looked up, just in time to see two dark shapes fly overhead. Penny muttered a spell, a simple cancellation spell. The creatures fell and hit the ground, one striking his head hard enough to crack the scaly skull. The other landed neatly and came at them, holding up claws that glowed with eerie yellow fire. Penny snapped another spell, crushing the overseer with an invisible force. Emily felt sick.

    “Emily.” Sergeant Miles ran up beside her, his face grim. “Hold still.”

    Emily gritted her teeth as Sergeant Miles ran his hand over her back, casting a quick healing spell. The magic felt oddly wrong, as if it were clashing with her own magic; she felt a series of strange and unpleasant sensations as he healed her. She yawned the moment he was finished, as if she’d tapped into her own magic... she wondered, suddenly, if she had. She’d woven so many defensive charms into her wards that one of them might have been triggered without her ever being aware of it.

    “You need to get to the portal,” Sergeant Miles said. “You’re too important to lose.”

    Emily shook her head, then looked around. The gate had fallen. The cannons were gone. The infantry was fighting a desperate battle against orcs and overseers, trying to keep them from breaking out and slaughtering their way through the entire fort. The shield was failing... she glanced at the circle and shuddered. Four more sorcerers had collapsed, leaving only three powering the ritual. And they couldn’t hold it in place for long.

    She caught his eye. “Where’s Lady Barb?”

    “I don’t know,” Sergeant Miles shouted back. An orc broke though and charged at them. He disintegrated the brute with a single spell. “I don’t know!”

    Emily swore. There was no sign of Sir Roger. He’d been on the battlements next to her, hadn’t he? And Lady Barb... Crown Prince Dater was leading the troops trying to retake the gates, she saw. He was doing a good job, laying around him with more bravery than common sense. She swallowed hard, knowing it was only a matter of time before the troops were pushed back and slaughtered. The walls were heavily charmed, but there were limits. She could hear something creaking on the far side of the walls. Monsters?

    She reached out, gingerly, with her senses. The necromancer was coming closer, either to be in at the death or to try to capture the sorcerers before they drained themselves completely dry. He had to be running out of manpower - orc-power, her mind whispered - leaving him vulnerable to his fellows. He had to find a new source of power if he wanted to secure his position and save himself. Emily cursed under her breath. She had the nuke-spell, but if she used it now...

    “The battery,” she said. Lady Barb had given her a battery, and a valve, before all hell had broken loose. “Where’s the battery?”

    “What battery?” Sergeant Miles hurled another spell at a flying overseer. The creature exploded into a mist of vapor and blood. “Why?”

    Emily looked around, frantically. She’d been holding the battery when she’d been hit... she peered into the darkness, smiling in relief when she saw it on the ground. It hadn’t been damaged or it would have exploded, killing her and destroying a sizable chunk of the fort. She picked it up, despite the ache in her bones and hunted for the valve. It was broken at her feet.

    “We’re going to have to use it,” Emily said. She felt her legs buckle. Sergeant Miles put an arm around her shoulders. “If we can blow them away...”

    “You’re in no state to cast the spell,” Sergeant Miles said. He picked up a discarded wand and held it out. “I’ll do it. You stay here.”

    He turned to Penny. “Tell Cat to throw his orcs into the mix as soon as I cast the spell,” he said. “Emily, stay here.”

    “I’m coming with you,” Emily said. She might have been healed, but she was in no state for a fight. Staying alone wasn’t an option. Penny was better off without her. “Please.”

    Miles nodded curtly, then grabbed her arm and levitated them both up to the battlements. Emily felt her stomach heave - again - as she saw Lady Barb on the ground. Blood was leaking from a bruise on her head. Emily knelt beside her and cast a healing spell, hoping and praying they weren’t too late. Head injuries were nasty. Healers could handle anything that wasn’t immediately lethal, physically at least, but they couldn’t do anything for the mind. There was no way to repair mental injury, no way to save someone descending into madness... even suggesting they try would horrify everyone. And yet, Lady Barb would sooner die than lose her mind.

    She could lose everything she values in herself, Emily thought. Guilt stabbed at her soul. She hadn’t even seen Lady Barb get hit. When had it happened? The creature that had attacked her? Or another creature... she hoped she’d killed it. She might never wake up.

    “Watch her,” Sergeant Miles growled.

    He charmed the wand, then connected the wand to the battery. Emily stared, opening her mouth to tell him to stop before closing it again without saying a word. Sergeant Miles knew the risks. The wand wasn’t designed to channel so much power. It might explode - or worse. She wanted to tell him to let her do it, to let her take the risk, but she knew he’d refuse. He’d sooner die than step back...

    She looked into the distance. The orcs were massing again, advancing forward in a steady stream now the defenses had been damaged beyond repair. The shield overhead flickered and died, snapping out of existence as if it had never been. Emily heard the orcs roaring in delight, their overseers flying over their heads and diving towards the fort. There was hardly any opposition now, hardly any sorcerers left who could stop them. She raised her hand to her amulet, wondering if she could teleport both herself and Lady Barb back to the camp before it was too late. She didn’t want to abandon anyone, but... what else could she do?

    Sergeant Miles spoke a single word. The wand glowed with power. Emily covered her eyes, but it was useless as blinding white light flared in the darkness. The light seemed to burn through her fingers, through her very skin and soul. She froze, feeling like a deer caught in the headlights as the magic grew stronger. Her skin prickled...

    The ground shook, violently. Emily sensed a whirlwind of light and sound raging across the landscape. Her paralysis snapped. She ducked down, covering Lady Barb’s unconscious body as best as she could. The shaking continued - she heard something crash and realized, too late, it was part of the wall - as the light grew brighter, then snapped back into darkness. Emily blinked hard, hastily recasting the night vision spell. The land beyond the walls was a burning ruin. The handful of surviving orcs looked as if they’d been hit over the head with an axe. They weren’t even running for their lives.

    “He’s going.” Sergeant Miles knelt beside Emily, his face flushed with sweat. “He’s going, isn’t he?”

    Emily hastily reached out with her mind. The necromancer was retreating, as if he’d realized the battle was lost. Idiot. There might be more batteries - Emily wasn’t sure - but it didn’t matter. The walls were broken in a dozen places, the cannons were gone, the magicians were drained, the troops were scattered... he might have won, if he’d thrown the rest of his troops into the attack. Unless... did he even have many troops left? Emily wasn’t sure how many were dead, but...

    “Answer me!” Sergeant Miles sounded as if he was on the verge of losing what last shreds of control he had. “Is he running?”

    “He’s running,” Emily said. She cursed under her breath. Sergeant Miles had just channeled a lot of magic through his mind. He’d used his power and discipline to keep the wand from exploding... he’d risked madness as well as death. “Sergeant...”

    “Help me get her to the healers,” Sergeant Miles said. He picked up Lady Barb with surprising gentleness, then jumped into the darkness. “Hurry!”

    Emily hesitated, then floated down to land beside him. The sergeant was shaking feverishly. She’d never seen anything like it. She’d certainly never tried to channel so much power. Her mind raced, wondering just what the sergeant had done. Held the spells in place with his own mind? Or risked the power bleeding into his mind so he could use the battery to cast multiple spells? She’d thought it was impossible. The batteries were one-shot weapons. And yet, Sergeant Miles had made it work.

    She wanted to ask what spells he’d used, but she didn’t quite dare as they hurried towards the healers. Soldiers ran past them, new units running out of the portal to be hastily steered towards the walls and the ruined gates. Crown Prince Dater seemed to have assumed command, now that Sir Roger was... missing. Emily told herself he couldn’t be dead, although common sense suggested otherwise. He could have fallen from the walls and landed badly, or been snatched by one of the invaders or... she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. He might be dead or badly wounded.

    “Help her.” Sergeant Miles placed Lady Barb on a makeshift stretcher, then waved at the nearest healer. “Please.”

    Emily glanced at him. “You take care of her,” she said. The necromancer was still out there, somewhere. She could feel his presence, even if she couldn’t locate him. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

    She tried not to look at Lady Barb as she walked away. Her thoughts ran in circles. Head injuries were dangerously unpredictable. Lady Barb might never wake up. Lady Barb might lose her magic, or her intelligence, or everything else she’d worked so hard to earn. And the sergeant... her heart twisted in pain. What if he’d damaged his mind? What if... she swallowed, hard. What if she had to stop him - or both of them - before it was too late?

    Penny ran up to her. “Cat’s orcs are advancing,” she said. “He asked me to find out what you did.”

    “I didn’t,” Emily said, quietly. “Come with me.”

    She told Penny, quickly, about Lady Barb’s injury as they walked back to the gates. Crown Prince Dater was standing next to Sir Roger... Emily’s heart skipped a beat. She’d hoped for the best, yet feared the worst. Sir Roger was leaning on a battered musket - one of his legs was a shattered and bleeding wreck - but he was alive. He was alive!

    “Lady Emily.” Sir Roger nodded his head. There was a hint of humor in his voice. “Please forgive me for not showing proper respect.”

    “You’re forgiven,” Emily said, a deadpan look on her face. He’d been badly injured and yet he was smiling? No one would blame him for passing command to someone else and hobbling back through the portal until the healers restored his leg. “What happened to you?”

    “One of the bastards hit me,” Sir Roger said. “I got him with my blade, but the wall crumbled beneath my feet.”

    “You mean you walked off the edge,” Crown Prince Dater put in, mischievously. “Lady Emily, please help me to convince Sir Roger that we have to drive them back now...”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. “The necromancer isn’t too far away.”

    “He’s too cowardly to come and get us,” Crown Prince Dater insisted. “We can go after him!”

    “Be glad of it,” Emily said. “Right now, if he attacks, we’re doomed.”

    She winced as she stared at the defenses. The newly-arrived soldiers were working hard to restore them, but they simply didn’t have time. There just weren’t enough hands - or weapons - to hold the walls, if the necromancer gathered his forces and launched another attack. And the magicians were drained beyond all hope of immediate recovery. Master Lucknow was nowhere to be seen. She hoped that meant he was already through the portal and recovering in peace.

    “He could turn on us at any moment,” Crown Prince Dater said. “We have to go after him.”

    “Yes, we do,” Emily agreed. “Me. Me alone.”

    Sir Roger’s eyes narrowed. “Are you mad?”

    “Possibly,” Emily said. “There’s some spare... devices... in the tents” - she wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but it would provide a decent cover story - “and I can use them. The necromancer is on his own. I’ve beaten others in worse places.”

    She looked past him as Cat walked through the broken gates. “I’ll be back before you know it,” she assured them. “But don’t stop working on the defenses.”

    Cat waved to her. “We did it!”

    “Not quite.” Emily walked over to him, casting a subtle privacy ward. “Cat, I need you to keep an eye on Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles. They’ve been through hell.”

    “The sergeant will be back to ordering us to drop and give him twenty before you know it,” Cat said. He sounded as if he were trying to reassure her. “Really.”

    “I’m serious,” Emily said. She explained what had happened - and what might have happened - as quickly as she could. “It might come to nothing. But please...”

    “For you.” Cat bowed. “And if he gives me push-ups, you can do them for me.”

    Emily had to smile, despite her fear and aching body. “Thanks,” she said. “And if...”

    She broke off. “Never mind,” she said. There was no point in trying to convince someone else to join them. By the time Jade - or Frieda or Caleb or Cirroc or someone - arrived, it would be over. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

    “Be careful,” Cat said. “And good luck.”

    Emily nodded. “I’ll search the tents, then set out,” she said. Time wasn’t on their side. She made a mental note to collect a bunch of potions before leaving. Drinking so many on an empty stomach would be dangerous, but so was heading out to challenge a necromancer. “If I can find a battery, this will be so much easier.”


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    EMILY SAW LIGHT GLIMMERING IN THE distance as she made her way out of the fort and into the Blighted Lands, gritting her teeth when she sensed tainted magic in the air. The forces Sergeant Miles had unleashed - she still wasn’t sure precisely what he’d done - had devastated the terrain, shattering the enemy army and burning anyone who hadn’t turned and fled the moment the magic started to surge. She picked her way through hundreds of dead bodies, some burnt so badly she couldn’t tell what they’d been before the magic hit them. 

    Her heart beat frantically, warning her that she might have overdosed. She knew she should turn back, she knew she should find a tent and get some sleep before it was too late, but she had to keep going. The oath pounded in her mind, pressing against her will... reminding her, time and time again, that she couldn’t simply go home. It was all she could do to convince herself not to strike out immediately for the Castle at the End of the Land, to leave Cat and Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles behind. If she’d been closer to the castle, she doubted she could have stopped herself from leaving.

    She picked her way around the remains of a monster - she couldn’t tell what it had been before it had been caught in the firestorm - and peered into the darkness. Something was glimmering in the distance, something... her eyes narrowed as she sensed the necromancer holding court amongst the dead. She wondered, suddenly, if he could draw power from orcs and his overseers... it should be possible, she thought, but she didn’t know. The overseers had magic - she had the scars to prove it - but the orcs? Surely, if the necromancers could draw power from their slaves, they’d have overwhelmed the Allied Lands long ago.

    And there’d have been no way to stop them, she thought, numbly. They could have amassed enough magic to simply blast their way through the mountains.

    Emily took a breath. The stench of burning flesh hung around her like a living thing. She swallowed hard, resisting the urge to use magic to clear the air. The more magic she used, the greater the risk of being detected before she reached her target. Her fingers touched the amulet around her neck, testing the spell she’d carefully emplaced within the gem. She’d worked hard to ensure the spell triggered if things went really wrong, with or without her direct input. She was not going to be held in place by her oath, not again. The last time had been quite bad enough.

    A faint sound echoed across the blackened landscape as she walked towards the glow. The land became ashy dunes, rising and falling; she felt isolated, as if she were completely alone in the world. She touched the amulet again, reminding herself she could be back at the ruined fort in an instant if she triggered the spell. And yet, she still felt alone. The world seemed to shift around her as she crested the dune and peered into the distance. The necromancer was standing within a hollow, surrounded by the remnants of his army. Emily shuddered. The tainted magic within the air was overwhelming.

    Her eyes tracked the creatures within the glow. The orcs - only a handful of orcs - were sitting on the ground, utterly still. Emily’s eyes narrowed. She’d never seen an orc - or anyone, really - stand so still. They’d always moved and twitched... were they being held in place by magic? Or... or what? The overseers were moving, one of them kneeling before the necromancer. Emily leaned forward, trying to see what they were doing. It was hard to see clearly, in the faint glow. Begging for mercy? Sharing power? Or something else? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

    The necromancer shifted, his red eyes sweeping the hollow. Emily shuddered as his eyes flickered across her position. He was a walking skeleton, his form wrapped in blue fire that felt fundamentally wrong. It looked as sickly as the yellow magic his servants had used. She searched her memory for the name and shuddered, again. Gerombolan. The name probably meant something in a language she didn’t know. Or maybe the necromancer had just thrown the word together from a collection of random sounds. It was impossible to be sure. She wasn’t even sure why necromancers changed their names.

    It isn’t as if they can be used against them, Emily mused. They break the bonds between their past and future selves.

    Her heart sank as she saw the darkness shift, revealing a giant army of orcs - a whole new army of orcs - advancing to join their master. The necromancer hadn’t been beaten, not completely. He’d fallen back to wait for reinforcements. She cursed under her breath as she knelt down, scrabbling in her pocket for the chat parchment. Cat had to be warned. The defenders had to know there was another army heading towards them. And, with the defenses in tatters, they’d be unable to keep the necromancer from destroying the fort. They’d have to start evacuating now and hope they got clear before it was too late.

    She scribbled a note, then stood. The army had to be stopped. She wished, not for the first time, that she’d actually found a charged battery. If she had... she shaped a spell in her mind, hoping and praying they were far enough from the fort for the defenders to be safe. She’d done her level best to calculate the yield, but she wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing. The blast might be a great deal bigger than she intended.

    A chill ran down her spine as she saw more and more orcs - and overseers - joining the army. They prostrated themselves in front of the necromancer, staying on the ground long enough to flatter any despot before the overseers pushed them into squads and formed them up, readying the offensive. Emily was fairly sure they didn’t need to bother. The defenses were so weak that one solid charge would be more than enough to break them. She wondered, as she prepared her spell, how far the information had spread. Even necromancers could learn from defeat... 

    She sensed a surge of magic behind her, too late. A hand fell on her shoulder as she tried to dart forward, catching hold of her shirt and yanking her back. The aroma of rotting flesh - and something else, something inhuman – assailed her nostrils as the overseer peered into her eyes. Emily nearly killed him on the spot, stopping herself an instant before she blew him into vapor. If she was lucky, he’d take her right into the heart of the enemy encampment... she almost smiled, despite the tightening grip on her arm. Most people would prefer not to be shoved into the middle of a necromantic horde.

    The overseer shoved her forward. Emily tried to walk with as much dignity as possible as he kept pushing her down the incline and into the hollow. There didn’t seem to be any real emotion to the march, no attempt to humiliate her in front of countless watching eyes or demonstrate the overseer’s power to the world. The creature just wanted her to move as quickly as possible. Emily drew in a breath as she kept walking, gritting her teeth when she felt more and more eyes following her. The orcs seemed to be breathing deeply... she shuddered, knowing they’d eat her after the necromancer had drained her power. She hoped, morbidly, that she’d give them indigestion.

    She forced herself to keep walking as the necromancer’s power grew stronger. It was beating on the air, his heartbeats sending pulses of magic battering against her soul. She felt an urge to throw herself at his feet and offer herself to him, even though she knew it would be nothing more than suicide. She closed her eyes for a second, concentrating. The necromancer had woven a simple compulsion into his aura, then overcharged it. A simple spell, but deadly. The villagers would have absolutely no defense. Resistance would be impossible.

    We’ll see about that, Emily thought. She touched the amulet with one hand, readying the nuke-spell with the other. This might not kill you, but it’ll take out your army.

    She stopped and studied Gerombolan. Up close, he looked completely inhuman. His body seemed designed to consume magic as much as she breathed oxygen. She wondered, suddenly, if he realized the downside... if he even cared. The necromancers were all dependent on magic to live, but Gerombolan took it to extremes. She could barely stand to look at him. He was no longer anything but raw power held together by will alone. No wonder he’d agreed to work with the others. He was permanently on the verge of running out of power.

    Gerombolan drew a stone knife from his belt and held it out. Emily felt the overseer prod her forward. He was going to sacrifice her on the spot... Emily smiled, feeling a flicker of uncertainty shimmering through the air. The necromancer’s emotion, not hers. He had to be wondering why she was smiling, even though she was about to die a horrible death. It would hurt immensely.

    Emily looked him in the eye. “My name is Emily,” she said. “And you know what I am.”

    She triggered the nuke-spell with one hand, then clenched the teleport amulet with the other. The world went white, then dark. She staggered as the ground shook under her feet, nearly tumbling to her knees before she steadied herself. The universe seemed to take a breath, then a thunderous explosion turned night into day. Emily turned just in time to see a glowing mushroom cloud rising above the hellscape. The sense of tainted magic, of a necromancer’s presence, vanished abruptly. Emily sucked in her breath, knowing her mirror-universe self had done worse. Far worse. And now...

    There was no choice, she told herself. The thought mocked her. There was no choice.

    She stared at the cloud, watching as it slowly faded back into darkness. Was it her imagination or... had there been eyes within the cloud, laughing at her? She told herself firmly that she was imagining it. They couldn’t be real. She muttered a spell to check for radiation, unsure if the spell actually worked. It wasn’t something she could test without considerable risk. The nuke-spell was designed to be clean, but... she didn’t know. If she was wrong...

    They can fix the damage, even if they don’t know what caused it, she thought. The wind shifted, blowing dust and ash towards her. And the enemy army is gone.

    She turned and walked back towards the fort. She’d wanted to teleport into the fort, but there was too great a chance of the wards blocking her or someone lashing out before realizing who and what she was. She rehearsed her cover story as she reached the gates, the soldiers staring at her in awe and horror. They’d seen the blast, she realized numbly. She hoped they hadn’t been looking directly at the light when the spell went critical. The blast might have blinded them...

    “Lady Emily.” Crown Prince Dater stepped out of the shadows. “What did you do?”

    “I used a battery to disrupt the necromancer’s wards,” Emily said, dully. Her hands were starting to shake as it dawned on her just how close she’d come to death. If the overseer had killed her, rather than taking her to his master... she hadn’t even sensed the creature sneaking up on her. She’d been intent on the necromancer, but still... she could have died there and then, without ever completing her mission. “And he lost control of his powers.”

    The Crown Prince nodded as he fell into step beside her. “What now?”

    “Right now?” Emily had to think. The potions were catching up with her. “Right now, I have to check on my friends. You have to put the defenses in order.”

    She forced herself to keep walking, despite the ever-growing exhaustion, until she reached the healer’s tent. The healer eyed her sharply, then stepped aside without an argument. Emily nodded to the Crown Prince before pushing the flap aside and stepping into the tent. Lady Barb lay on a wooden stretcher, her eyes closed. Emily swallowed, hard. Was she merely sleeping it off? Or... or what? What if she never woke up?

    Sergeant Miles sat next to her, holding her hand. Emily felt a pang of guilt. Lady Barb had known the risks, but... the invasion plan had been Emily’s plan. Lady Barb’s injury was her fault. Emily tried to tell herself that Lady Barb had volunteered, that she’d known what could happen, but Emily couldn’t convince herself of it. The older woman was the closest thing to a mother - a real mother - she’d known and now... now she might have lost everything she valued in herself.

    “Emily.” Sergeant Miles looked up. His face was tired and worn. “She hasn’t woken up.”

    “I...” Emily swallowed hard. “I’m sure she’ll wake up soon.”

    She sat on the other side of the stretcher, wondering if the sergeant hated her now. The old Miles would never have hated her, but the new Miles... she eyed him, wondering just how badly he’d been affected by his spell. He might have channeled more magic than the average necromancer. She’d studied the necromantic rite enough to know a great deal of power leaked before it could pass through a necromancer’s mind. Sergeant Miles had taken it all and turned it into a spell.

    “I hope so.” Sergeant Miles shook his head slowly. “The healer keeps telling me to sleep, but I can’t leave her alone.”

    “I’ll sit with her, for a while,” Emily offered. Her body groaned in protest, reminding her that it had been over a day since she’d slept. She had the oddest feeling she was going to fall asleep at any moment. “You can get some rest.”

    “I can sleep here,” Sergeant Miles said. “She deserves better.”

    “I’m sorry.” Emily felt tears prickling at the corner of her eyes. “It was my fault.”

    Sergeant Miles pointed a finger at her. “Don’t blame yourself,” he said, sharply. There was something in his voice that suggested he didn’t entirely believe himself. “You didn’t make us come here. You didn’t make her expose her back to those creatures. You didn’t... you didn’t get her hurt, any more than you got anyone else hurt or killed. It wasn’t your fault.”

    “I was the one who came up with the plan,” Emily insisted. “I...”

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Sergeant Miles repeated. He lay down next to his lover. “Get some rest. You’ll be needed tomorrow.”

    Emily lay down. “I’ll stay here,” she said. “I...”

    Sergeant Miles laughed, harshly. “You can deal with the rumors yourself, then,” he said. “And good luck.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. She felt a twinge of concern. The sergeant didn’t sound like himself. He’d had a long day - longer than hers - even before he’d channeled the spell... she shuddered, hoping and praying he was just tired. He might be himself again, when he’d had a good night’s sleep and Lady Barb woke from her coma. “Good night.”

    She stared up at the ceiling, feeling overwhelmed. Lady Barb was injured, Sergeant Miles was no longer himself... and she had no idea how to fix either of those problems. Earth had made great strides in handling brain injuries, and mental conditions from depression to outright insanity, but the Nameless World recoiled in horror at any thought of psychiatric treatment. There were no therapists, let alone soul magics that could guide the insane back to sanity. The necromancers were insane. Their insanity was the only true advantage their enemies had. They’d sooner leave a mentally-ill person untreated - or kill him - than risk developing something that would take their advantage away.

    Sickening.  A horrible thought ran through her head. What if Sergeant Miles goes crazy?

    The thought mocked her, tormented her. Sergeant Miles... the persona he showed to his students - the friendly man who remained firmly in control at all times, the leader who had their best interests at heart, the teacher who encouraged his students to learn how to think - was gone. It had been a rough day for him, but... what if the change was permanent? Sergeant Miles was far more capable than any necromancer. If he went mad, he could do a lot of damage. He knew spells most necromancers didn’t know existed and couldn’t cast if they did. He really could do a lot of damage if he went berserk. It might take Void - or someone like him - to take him down. If the sergeant went crazy...

    He won’t, she told herself. She clung to the thought as if it were a life preserver. He and Lady Barb will be better soon.


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    “EMILY?”

    Emily started awake, unsure of where she was. She was lying on the hard ground, in a tent... she stared around blearily until she saw Lady Barb looking back at her. She was awake! Emily sat up and wrapped her arms around the older women, hugging her as tightly as she could. Lady Barb looked tired, but... she was alive! Behind her, Sergeant Miles sat up, rubbing his head. Emily glanced at him, some instinct warning her to check his eyes. They were as brown and soft as ever.

    “I’ve missed you,” she said to Lady Barb. “Really.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” Lady Barb said, mischievously. She brushed her blonde hair out of her eyes. “What happened?”

    “You took a bang to the head,” Sergeant Miles said. “The healer fixed you up, then told me to let you sleep.”

    Lady Barb’s eyes narrowed. “And now?”

    “And now you have to rest,” Emily said, quickly. She felt her stomach rumble, reminding her she hadn’t eaten anything for... hours? Days? “I killed the necromancer.”

    “I never doubted it,” Lady Barb said. “I...”

    Sergeant Miles frowned. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

    “I was on the walls,” Lady Barb said. “There was something behind me and...”

    She shook her head slowly. “I don’t recall anything past that,” she added, after a moment. “I’m not sure what happened to me.”

    “The overseers were flying,” Emily told her. “And they got under the defenses and hit us.”

    “Clever of them,” Sergeant Miles said, grudgingly. “We never thought of that.”

    He broke off as the flap was pushed aside and a healer stepped into the tent. “I need to check on my patient,” he said. “Please give us some privacy.”

    “Miles can stay,” Lady Barb said. “Emily, go get something to eat. I can hear your stomach grumbling from over here.”

    Emily flushed, then stood on wobbly legs and stumbled outside. She didn’t really blame Lady Barb - or the healer - for ordering her out, but she still felt a twinge of rejection. The air was oddly cool, for the Blighted Lands, as she made her way towards the field kitchen. Penny was sitting at a table, her eyes worried. She looked up, relieved, as Emily picked up a bowl of constant stew and a flask of water before sitting beside her. Emily was too tired to feel more than mild irritation, even though she knew it was irrational. Penny was Lady Barb’s trainee. She had good reason to be worried about her mentor.

    “There’s a command conference called for noon,” Penny said. “Are you going?”

    “I have to,” Emily said. She glanced at the sun. It was hard to tell how close they were to noon. “We have to plan our next step.”

    She looked around the camp. The portal was glowing brightly, spitting out an endless stream of troops, weapons and supplies. Horses were dragging cannons through the portal, their drivers handing them to cannoneers and then heading back to collect more. A handful of officers and sergeants were barking orders, getting in each other’s way as they tried to coordinate movement through the portal. Emily understood, just for a moment, why portals were never quite as effective as they seemed. There were some pretty hard limits on just how much could be shoved through a portal at any one time.

    We need to run a pair of railway lines through the portal, she mused, as she finished her stew and went back for more. It tasted vaguely unpleasant - constant stew always tasted overcooked - but she was too hungry to care. And then we could ship more and more supplies through the gap.

    “How is she?” Penny leaned forward. “I mean... is she okay?”

    Emily felt another stab of... of something. “She’s awake and talking,” she said, as she finished her plate and stood. “I think she’ll be fine.”

    Penny followed her, somewhat to her irritation, as she relieved herself, splashed water on her face and changed her shirt. Her body felt grimy, her clothes felt unclean... she wanted to teleport home, have a long bath and change into something a little more comfortable. But there was no time. She recovered her watch, checked the time and headed to the command tent. Sir Roger, Crown Prince Dater, Master Lucknow and - surprisingly - General Pollack were already there. She’d thought the general had strict orders to stay on the other side of the Craggy Mountains.

    “General,” she said. “How are you?”

    “Pretending I’m not here,” General Pollack said. “Please, take a seat. We have a lot of ground to cover.”

    “In all senses of the word,” Sir Roger said. “What’s the news from home?”

    “They’re very pleased with everything you’ve done,” General Pollack said. “You’ve taken ground, you’ve held ground, you’ve even broken an orcish charge without resorting to heavy stone walls or powerful magic. By any real standards, you’ve done more than anyone since the Battle of Dolin.”

    “Don’t forget that two necromancers have been killed.” Sir Roger indicated Emily. “We have Lady Emily to thank for that.”

    “Indeed we do,” Crown Prince Dater agreed. “I intend to nominate her for my kingdom’s highest honor.”

    Emily blushed. “It isn’t over yet,” she said. “We haven’t taken and reignited the nexus point.”

    “And that’s the problem,” General Pollack said. “There’s a feeling, back there” - he jabbed a hand north - “that we should pull back now. We’ve proved the necromancers can be stopped. We’ve proved their armies can be broken. They feel we should quit while we’re ahead.”

    Emily felt her heart turn cold. She couldn’t quit. Not now, not until the nexus point was reignited. The oath wouldn’t let her. She’d have to set out on her own if the army refused to accompany her. She’d have to find a way back into the castle without their help...

    And all the people we’ve liberated will be either uprooted from their homes or simply enslaved again, she thought. That will be utterly disastrous.

    She leaned forward. “No.”

    General Pollack raised his eyebrows. “No?”

    “No,” Emily repeated. She could feel them looking at her, but she focused her attention on the general. He was the one she had to convince, the one who could convince his superiors... if he believed her. “The war is not over. All of our gains can be lost, if we don’t reignite the nexus point and use it. And they were already adapting their tactics to face us. General... if we give them time, they may find ways to defeat us once again. We have to push our advantage as far as it’ll go.”

    She took a breath. “And we have to discourage them from digging through the mountains,” she added. “The only way to do that is to take out Rangka.”

    A shudder ran through her. Rangka had killed her. The lich had snapped her neck... she touched her skin before she could stop herself, reassuring herself that her neck remained unbroken. She was not dead. It was her other self who’d died... no, they’d merged back into one upon their death. Her death. But it hadn’t been her death... her head spun in circles. She had to kill Rangka. It was the only way to lay her fears to rest.

    Emily composed herself with an effort. “There’s no choice,” she said. “We have to press on.”

    “I agree.” Crown Prince Dater looked at General Pollack. “We have yet to secure our gains.”

    “There’s also the risk of losing everything we’ve gained,” Master Lucknow pointed out, curtly. “I understand the argument in favor of continuing the advance, but we have to understand the risks too.”

    “Our gains are not solid,” Sir Roger said. “The blunt truth, Master Sorcerer, is that there are limits to our ability to keep the outpost forts supplied. They can rain orcs and monsters on us like water, advancing over their own corpses until we run out of supplies and get slaughtered. Staying where we are is not an option. We have a flat choice between pulling back now, taking the liberated populations with us, or continuing the war.”

    General Pollack smiled. “Do you intend to conquer the Blighted Lands?”

    “I intend to secure our gains by reigniting the nexus point and putting it to work,” Emily said, curtly. “We can use it as a source of power, as we discussed. We can keep them out long enough to build up our forces and advance to the next point.”

    Or simply hit them with battery-powered spells, she added, coldly. And nuke their fortresses one by one.

    She scowled as the debate raged around the table. She wasn’t sure quite what would happen if a nuclear blast interacted with the strange magics surrounding some of the necromantic lairs, or the dead nexus points, but she doubted it would be anything good. Void had told her stories of strange creatures, so alien they had little in common with humanity, sleeping under some of the oldest places. She had no idea if the stories were true, but she wasn’t inclined to risk everything to find out. It was always unwise to summon something one couldn’t dismiss. She’d heard those stories too.

    “And what if you fail?” General Pollock spoke quietly, as if he had no feelings about the matter at all. “What if you lose?”

    “We know the risks,” Sir Roger said. “And even if we’re wiped out to the last man, sir, we would still make them pay a price for their victory.”

    “And we’ve already taken out two necromancers and untold thousands of orcs,” Crown Prince Dater said. “We’ve hurt them. Badly.”

    But we don’t know precisely how many orcs we killed, or precisely how many they had in the first place, Emily thought. Just how badly have we really hurt them?

    “We can start moving tomorrow,” Sir Roger said. “It’s only a day’s march to the city by the castle. We can get there before the final necromancer rallies his forces and resumes the attack.”

    “Unless he’s already setting out to wallop you,” General Pollack pointed out.

    “He never left his castle,” Emily said. “I... I think he knows what we have in mind.”

    General Pollack eyed her, warily. “How do you know that?”

    Emily forced herself to look back at him, at the man who could have been her father-in-law if things had been different. “The necromancers do talk amongst themselves,” she said. “And we know they get some information from the Allied Lands. They know what I did at Heart’s Eye. They know there was a nexus point underneath his castle. They have good reason to fear what will happen if I do it again.”

    “If you can,” General Pollack said. “How do you know you can reignite the nexus point?”

    “How do they know I can’t?” Emily shrugged. She was oathbound to make a good faith attempt to reignite the nexus point. She might be able to shake off the oath if she tried and failed. She’d die if she acted in bad faith. “If you were a necromancer, would you assume the nexus point was truly dead?”

    “No,” General Pollack conceded. He stood. “Make your preparations to march out. Plan to leave tomorrow. I’ll be back in touch if my superiors - our superiors - say no.”

    Sir Roger took control as soon as the general had departed. “Your Highness, I want you to patrol the roads heading south of here,” he said. “If there’s anything in that region that poses a threat, I want to know about it.”

    “My men and I will be honored to serve,” Crown Prince Dater said. “And we’ll harass the orcs as we pass.”

    If there’s any left, Emily thought, numbly. She’d slaughtered thousands of orcs when she’d detonated the nuke-spell. The survivors might envy the dead. How many orcs did I wipe out in a heartbeat?

    She shuddered. She knew orcs were nothing more than mindless brawlers. She knew they weren’t intelligent, that they weren’t human. They might have been human once, but they weren’t any longer. There was little room for orcs and humans to co-exist. And yet, she felt a twinge of guilt.  Who knew what the orcs would become, if they were left alone? They might evolve into something... something new.

    “Master Lucknow, prepare the new sorcerers to join us,” Sir Roger ordered. “We’re going to need them.”

    Emily felt another twinge of guilt. “What happened to the other sorcerers?”

    “They’re deeply drained,” Master Lucknow said. “Three of them died; one from a heart attack, the other two killed by flying attackers. The remainder have been evacuated. They’ll recover, in time.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” Emily said.

    “The downside is that the newcomers don’t know about... about the devices,” Master Lucknow said. “Can we arrange for them to sign the contract too?”

    “I think we don’t have a choice,” Emily said. “Just make sure they do sign before you tell them the secret.”

    “Of course,” Master Lucknow said. “And then we can put an end to the war.”

    Sir Roger nodded. “We’ll finish the job,” he agreed. “Dismissed.”

    Emily stood, feeling grimy - again - as she headed outside. Cat was standing there, looking pleased as punch. Emily scowled as he fell into step beside her, wondering when he’d managed to get a few hours of sleep. He was grinning so widely she knew he’d done something he thought was brilliant.

    “I finished the battle, after your big flash,” Cat said, cheerfully. “What did you do?”

    “Something clever,” Emily said. She didn’t really want to lie to him. If nothing else, Cat knew her well enough to tell when she was lying. “What do you want?”

    Cat looked wounded. “What happened to you?”

    “Not enough sleep and...” Emily broke off before she could point out that her mentor had been badly hurt. She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

    “I get pretty cranky myself after a long night of debauchery and a couple of hours of sleep,” Cat said. “I think you have a better excuse.”

    Emily shrugged. “What happened to you?”

    “I’ve got the orcs helping to carry stuff around the compound,” Cat said. “And they’ll carry our baggage when we head south.”

    “If the general doesn’t tell us to head north instead,” Emily said. She told him what General Pollack had said. “It won’t end well.”

    “No,” Cat agreed. “My dreams of glory will end in a muddy wasteland.”

    He winked. “You want to stay? With me?”

    “I might not have a choice,” Emily said. “If we can reignite the nexus point...”

    She forced herself to think as they walked back to the healer’s tent. The batteries they’d charged before they’d set out were still in the castle. Rangka hadn’t even bothered to check what she’d been carrying, something she intended to make sure he wouldn’t live to regret. She snorted, feeling a twinge of amusement. He’d have to think she’d come back from the dead. An idea crossed her mind. She could take the spell she’d been working on and modify it, then deploy it. If it worked perfectly, Rangka’s death would reignite the nexus point.

    And if it doesn’t, I can just use the batteries, she thought. I can keep pushing power into the nexus point until it reignites.

    Sergeant Miles was standing outside the tent, arms crossed over his chest. “She’s a lot better, but don’t push her too hard,” he said. “Don’t even think about it.”

    “I won’t,” Emily said. She eyed the sergeant for a long moment. “How are you?”

    “Alive.” Sergeant Miles grinned, showing a trace of his old humor. “As they say, any battle you can walk away from is a good battle.”

    “As opposed to a battle you run from, screaming at the top of your voice,” Cat said. “Emily, you go speak to Lady Barb. I have to stay and swap lies with the sergeant.”

    “Don’t you lie to me, young man,” Sergeant Miles said, sternly. “I was catching students in lies while you were in swaddling clothes.”

    Emily smiled as she stepped into the tent, although she wasn’t sure that was true. Sergeant Miles couldn’t be any older than forty, giving him only fifteen years to become a sergeant before Cat was born... she shook her head. Magicians tended to live longer than mundanes, but Sergeant Miles had never given her the impression of age. Perhaps he just hid it better. The persona he showed his students might not be the real him...

    Although it would be nice if it were, Emily thought. I can see why Lady Barb likes him.

    “Emily.” Lady Barb was sitting on a rug, reading a broadsheet. “Did you really kill a million orcs single-handedly?”

    “No,” Emily said. “I’m not even sure there’s a million orcs in the Blighted Lands.”

    “Who knows?” Lady Barb held out the broadsheet. “I think this is pretty much all lies.”

    Emily scanned the article, then laughed. “Who wrote this... this nonsense?”

    “I think the author didn’t wait for facts before he started to write,” Lady Barb said. “And he didn’t bother with an editor either. He contradicts himself twice.”

    “At least,” Emily said. She put the paper to one side. “How are you?”

    “Recovering,” Lady Barb said. She touched her forehead. “The healer told me he’d strap me down if I so much as thought about leaving the tent. He even ordered Miles to sit on me if I threatened to move.”

    “I’m sure he’d hate that,” Emily said. “I... I was worried about you.”

    “I’ll be fine,” Lady Barb said. “You’ve seen my scars.”

    “Yes, but none of them are on your head,” Emily said. She’d never quite understood why Lady Barb hadn’t healed her scars completely. “A head wound...”

    “I’ll be fine,” Lady Barb repeated. “I’ll be back to failing students before you know it.”

    “Penny misses you too,” Emily said.

    “Tell her to enjoy the break.” Lady Barb grinned. “Now tell me... what’s happening next?”

    Emily took a breath, then started to talk.


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    “WE’RE NEARLY THERE,” CAT SAID. “And then we can rest.”

    Emily glared at him, wondering how he could be so cheerful. The army had left the fort in the early morning and marched south for what felt like hours, passing through a dozen plantations as they made their way towards the castle. There’d been no sign of any threat, no orcs or overseers or monsters... it made her wonder what Rangka was doing. She’d communed with Aurelius regularly, trying to keep an eye on the necromancer, but he’d moved around too quickly for the snake to follow. The only thing she was sure of was that Rangka was up to something. 

    She cast her eyes over the landscape, feeling sick. They’d passed through hundreds of villages and towns that had been abandoned decades - centuries - ago and left to decay; they’d seen, not for the first time, just how much damage the necromancers had inflicted on the land. Emily wondered, morbidly, just how they’d done it. Necromancers were insane, but usually not that insane. It made no sense to exterminate their own people, any more than farmers would eat their own seed corn. But... she shuddered. There were times when a farmer had to eat his seed corn or starve before he had a chance to plant it. The necromancers might feel the same.

    The army marched in silence. They’d laughed and joked at first, grinning hugely as they realized they’d won again, only to fall quiet as the Blighted Lands took their toll. Emily had blushed to hear some of the jokes, but now... she would have preferred to hear the jokes, as crude as they were, rather than the oppressive silence. She stared into the distance, remembering what they’d seen the last time they’d approached the castle. It didn’t seem to have changed in the last few days.

    Ice washed down her spine as the castle slowly came into view. It dominated the surrounding city, casting a long shadow over the inhabitants. They knew, all too well, that the castle ruled their lives. She’d seen it before, in Zangaria, but it was different here. The castle belonged to a necromancer, to a lord who literally sucked his people dry. She felt cold as she tried to imagine what growing up in such a place would do to the people. It would make the mountainfolk look civilized.

    Sir Roger called a halt as they reached the edge of the town. It was eerily quiet, even for a city in a necromancer’s thrall. No people - human or otherwise - walked on the streets. No animals prowled through the alleys; no birds flew overhead. Emily shivered, raising her eyes towards the castle. She could sense magic billowing around the fortress, powerful magic. It felt like an unblinking eye was looking at her.

    “Search the houses,” Sir Roger ordered. “Gunners, take position.”

    Emily watched, suspecting she already knew what the searchers would find. The town felt empty. The locals weren’t hiding in their homes, trying to escape the feared sack; they were gone. Where were they? She looked at the castle again and knew the answer. It was fairly customary for local townsfolk to take refuge in the castle if danger threatened, but she doubted anyone would willingly seek shelter with a necromancer. Rangka had gathered his people... for what? She had a horrible feeling she knew precisely what he intended to do.

    The army deployed, horsemen cantering through the empty streets as the gunners unlimbered their cannons and took up position on the edge of town. They should be able to hit the castle, she thought, even though cannons were notoriously inaccurate. The castle was a very big target, after all. She smiled thinly, then sobered as she contemplated the situation. The castle was heavily protected. They were going to have to lay siege and wait...

    She felt the magic spike and looked up, just in time to see a massive fireball shoot out of the castle towards the attackers. It struck a house, setting off a chain of explosions that brought the entire block crashing in ruins. Emily flinched as a wave of tainted magic washed through the air, her skin crawling as it brushed against her. The necromancer was standing on the walls, waving his hands as he cast another spell. She cursed as another fireball lanced towards them. It was a very basic spell, but massively overpowered.

    The guns started to boom, hurling cannonballs towards the castle. Emily doubted they’d have much effect, at least at first. King Randor’s gunners had battered entire castles into rubble, but they’d fired constantly for several days... if the reports were to be believed. The king had also invested in cannons several times the size of more conventional guns... she smiled, then ducked as burning debris flew through the air. The fireballs were getting closer to their targets. Master Lucknow ran forward, waving his arms as he cast a dispersal spell at the next fireball. It disintegrated into a sheet of fire that threatened to set the entire town alight. Emily cursed under her breath. Flaming buildings would pose more of a threat to the invading army than the necromancer.

    Cat caught her arm and dragged her back as another fireball streaked over their head. “I can send in the orcs!”

    “They’ll be killed,” Emily said. She thought she saw it, now. Rangka had copied their tactic, damn it. He would lurk behind his wards, sniping at them with his magic while his orcs covered the road leading up to the castle. And using ritual spells might lead to total disaster if they interacted badly with the dead nexus point. “I think we should...”

    Master Lucknow deflected another fireball. Emily frowned as flames spread from house to house. The necromancer wouldn’t care. It smelt faintly as if the air was turning to poison, as if something dangerous was catching fire. She remembered some of the warnings she’d heard during alchemy classes, grim reminders that certain plants couldn’t be safely burnt without emitting lethal smoke. The code of war prohibited their use, against everyone but the necromancers. And the necromancers - and their orcish armies - were unlikely to be troubled by the smoke.

    She watched, grimly, as the gunners continued to pound the castle. Their shells didn’t seem to be doing much damage, although she was sure they were scaring the hell out of the inhabitants. She shook her head in irritation. Rangka wouldn’t be bothered and his was the only opinion that mattered. She turned and led the way to the command tents, which had been hastily erected out of enemy range. The handful of sorcerers standing outside suggested that no one had any confidence they truly were outside enemy range. Emily didn’t blame them. Rangka was getting better at casting overpowered fireballs with each passing shot. It was only a matter of time until one lasted long enough to strike the command tent.

    “He’s got us pinned down,” Sir Roger said. “We can’t tighten our grip on the town...”

    “Which is pointless, as there’s no one and nothing in the town,” Crown Prince Dater put in, his eyes lingering on Emily. “He can’t keep up the fireballs forever, can he?”

    “Probably not,” Emily said. She felt Cat shift beside her. “But if he finds a way to scale down his fireballs, he can keep them coming for quite some time.”

    She thought, fast. Fireballs were boring - everyone said so - but they were practical. They required relatively little skill to cast, they required relatively little power... even if they didn’t kill their target, they’d still do a great deal of damage. Hell, one could splash against a standard ward and still disconcert the person inside. Rangka had found a way to keep them back, to keep them from getting into the castle...

    “He must have tinkered with his own wards to make it work,” Cat mused. “We can throw fireballs back at him, can’t we?”

    “Can you throw them that far?” Emily tossed an idea around and around in her mind. If Rangka really had fiddled with his wards... “It might force him to duck.”

    She shook her head. She doubted it would make that much of an impact. Necromancers had shrugged off far worse blows. A modified force punch might make more of an impact - literally - but for what? Rangka was a lich. Blowing him off the castle and letting him fall several hundred yards wasn’t going to do more than annoy him. Shadye had been very much like him and he’d only been stopped when Emily had wrapped him in a pocket dimension and snapped it out of existence. And that had required a nexus point to work.

    And I can’t reignite the nexus point without getting through him and I can’t go through him without reigniting the nexus point, she thought. What the hell is he doing?

    Master Lucknow stepped inside. “He’s holding his castle together through sheer force of will,” he said. “The cannonballs aren’t doing enough damage.”

    “Then we’ll have to just keep up the bombardment,” Sir Roger said. His eyes turned to Emily. “If he comes into the open, you can get him. Right?”

    “Yes.” Emily wasn’t sure that was true, but she knew she couldn’t afford to show doubt. “If nothing else, we can force him to keep expending his energy.”

    She took a breath. “I need to think,” she said. “Give me a moment.”

    Cat glanced at her. “Do you want me to come with you?”

    “Keep your orcs under control,” Emily advised. She needed to be alone, just long enough to sort out what she wanted to do. And to try to keep the oath in check long enough to put together a plan. “The fireballs are bound to make them nervous.”

    She turned and hurried outside. The town was burning brightly, flames darting from house to house. The stench of burning oil hung in the air. She recoiled, blinking rapidly as she hurried away from the town. A cluster of tents had already been set up, well out of range. Penny stood on guard outside one. Emily nodded to her, then stepped inside. The tent was empty. Lady Barb was back at the fort.

    That must be irritating for her, Emily thought. Penny had been left in charge of their luggage, if only because she had nothing else to do. She’ll be hopping mad she wasn’t in at the death.

    Sure, her thoughts answered, mockingly. Whose death?

    Emily hunted through her knapsack for her notes, then sat on the ground and closed her eyes. Flickers of magic darted through the air, fragments of spellwork from the fireballs and hints of deeper, darker magic from the town itself. The flames had to be igniting everything, including potion ingredients. Emily couldn’t remember seeing an apothecary in the town, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t. Rangka might have been experimenting with potions as well as everything else. Who knew what he could do? There were plenty of potions that worked, technically, but killed anyone foolish enough to drink them. Rangka’s body was already a rotting corpse. What did he have to lose?

    Whatever remains of his life, Emily thought, as she reached out with her mind. He’s so desperate to live, he’ll throw everyone else into the fire.

    She kept her eyes closed as she made mental contact with her familiar. Aurelius was curled up near the knapsack, the untouched knapsack. Rangka had dismissed it as unimportant, clearly believing the knapsack’s owner was dead. She supposed he had good reason to believe that. He’d snapped her neck... the memory nearly threw her back out of the trance. She’d died in that castle... she felt a sudden urge to bolt, to jump to her feet and run as fast as she could. Only the oath, clinging to her mind, kept her sitting down.

    And it will get in my way again, she reminded herself. I have to be careful.

    She reached out and peered through the snake’s eyes. There was no sign of the necromancer, but she could feel hints of magic from above. She directed the snake to uncurl and head upwards, her perspective shifting madly as Aurelius headed up a pipe far too small for any human. She’d been transfigured before - she’d been frogs and rats and dozens of small objects - but peering through the snake’s eyes was worse. She felt caught between the impression of herself as a tiny creature and a full-sized human, so large she might as well be a giant. She smiled in grim amusement. Aurelius was tiny. To him, of course she was a giant.

    The pipe felt weird as the snake crawled towards the magic. Emily frowned, unsure what was wrong. Something was missing. She smiled suddenly as she realized what it was. No rats, no mice, no human waste... no nothing. The castle might as well have been abandoned centuries ago. No, it was worse than that. Something had sucked all the life out of the upper levels, so completely that even the rodents and vermin and bacteria were dead. She shuddered as Aurelius poked his head through a grill and peered into a large chamber, then recoiled as the stench hit his nostrils. He’d found the missing townspeople.

    Emily shuddered, nearly losing contact with the snake. The townspeople were being sacrificed, one by one. Rangka walked in, killed one for power and life, then walked out again to hurl more fireballs at the army. She swallowed hard, nearly throwing up as she saw the orcs devouring the bodies. The necromancer would be able to harvest enough power - and food - to keep the battle going indefinitely. And...

    We could be here for weeks, she thought, numbly. She could sense Rangka’s power pervading the castle walls. It was his place of power. The bombardment isn’t more than a minor itch to him.

    An idea crossed her mind. Aurelius was a death viper. It would be easy to slip into the chamber and kill everyone. The rotting touch alone would be lethal. If the orcs grabbed him, they’d regret it. The snake quivered, starting to move towards the first victim before she stopped him. She couldn’t kill hundreds of people, men and women and children, because it would be convenient. She couldn’t sentence the entire town to death. And yet, they were doomed anyway. If Rangka kept sacrificing them...

     

    They’ll be dead within a week if we leave them alone, she told herself. If I kill them now...

    Emily shook her head, then steered the snake back to a safe hiding place. She couldn’t slaughter the entire town, and that meant she needed another option. She waited for the snake to reach safety, then broke the mental contact. Her body ached, again, as she opened her eyes. It was growing harder to separate herself from the snake. The tent felt both tiny and immensely huge.

    She glanced at her notes, memorizing the spell. She’d intended to use it before, back when she’d confronted King Randor. He’d been quick enough to take the valve out before she’d been able to trigger the spell. Her heart sank as she remembered Void’s file. Rangka would have no reason to recognize the threat, but Randor hadn’t either. And he’d still blocked her from deploying the spell.

    He’d seen pistols and other small weapons, Emily thought. He knew it could be dangerous even if he didn’t know what it was.

    Emily stood. “Penny!”

    Penny pushed open the flap and peered inside. “Emily?”

    “Go tell Cat I have a plan,” Emily said. “And ask him to meet me here.”

    Penny’s face darkened, but she merely nodded and hurried off. Emily felt a flicker of guilt. She had no authority over Penny, certainly nowhere near enough to order the older girl around like a servant. But there was no time to waste. Cat was the only one who knew anything about the spell. If she failed, he’d have to try. She picked up the valves and started to charm them, one by one. The spell had been designed to work without a valve and battery, but she didn’t have time. Rangka would sense her arrival as soon as she entered the castle.

    The flap opened. Cat peered inside. “I have a plan,” Emily said, before Cat could say a word. “Once the wards go down, order the gunners to stop firing and send in the infantry to secure the castle. Not the orcs. There’re prisoners in the castle.”

    Cat blinked. “Emily? What?”

    “I have a plan,” Emily repeated. The oath was starting to push her on, making it hard to think. She hooked the battery and valves to her belt. “Come to think of it, have Master Lucknow harass his wards with tangle fire.”

    “That won’t harm them,” Cat pointed out. “It’ll just annoy him.”

    “Good.” Emily braced herself and closed her eyes, focusing on the familiar bond. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

    “Wait!” Cat caught her arm. “What are you doing?”

    “He fiddled with his wards,” Emily said. The idea sounded good. She knew it would work... if it didn’t, the spell should refuse to form at all. She wouldn’t scatter her atoms across a hundred miles. “If I tune the teleport spell just right, using the familiar bond as a beacon, I can get inside. And then I can give him the fight of his life.”

    “Emily.” Cat shook his head. “Wait. Please...”

    “Tell them.” Emily could barely keep herself still. The oath was asserting itself, insisting she teleport now. “Cat, if this doesn’t work, my notes are in my bag. Use them.”

    Cat opened his mouth, but Emily couldn’t hesitate any longer. She cast the teleport spell...

    ... And the world went away in a flash of bright white light.


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    EMILY LANDED, BADLY.

    She stumbled as the darkness pressed in on her, oozing like a living thing. She felt as if she’d entered the lair of a wild animal, an animal that could come out of the shadows and attack at any moment. She didn’t need to extend her senses to find the necromancer, lurking somewhere above. His power pervaded the stone, pulsing though the castle as he sacrificed his people and lashed out at the besiegers below. She gathered herself quickly and cast a night-vision spell, glancing around with interest as the shadows parted. The stone walls looked as if they’d been clawed by someone - or something - utterly inhuman. There was no character to the castle at all.

    Which you already knew, she told herself, as Aurelius crawled up her leg and wrapped himself around her wrist. The necromancers have nothing, no desires beyond a lust for power.

    She worked quickly, tapping the battery into the valve and casting the spell. Rangka would know she’d arrived, unless she’d overestimated his potency. It was vaguely possible that his magic had blinded his senses, but she didn’t dare take that for granted. The mimic-spell sparkled to life, a faint cluster of glowing pieces of spellwork that steadily grew into a lattice of magic. Emily let out a breath as eerie light shone through the chamber. Stripped of the glamors and illusions woven into the spell, it was impossible to believe the mimic had ever been anything else. But spellwork on such a complex scale was almost unknown.

    No wonder they thought it was a living thing, she reminded herself, as she stood and headed down the corridor. The mimic-spell would take time to form. She’d have to buy it some time, even if it meant going toe-to-toe with a necromancer. He’s going to be very surprised when he sees my face.

    She found a staircase and kept walking, feeling Rangka’s power grow stronger as he sacrificed more and more townspeople. He’d had to have bred them for magic, she thought numbly; he was clearly draining them for power as well as life. She wondered why none of the townspeople had ever rebelled, then kicked herself. A low-level magician with no formal training could never hope to stand against - or escape - a necromancer. Rangka would have killed or enslaved anyone who tried. She remembered the overseers and shuddered. Perhaps they’d been human once, before the necromancers had taken them prisoner and reworked them into something inhuman. The poor bastards wouldn’t have anywhere to go. It wasn’t as if demihumans were welcome in the Allied Lands.

    The power beat on the air, faint shockwaves echoing through the stone. She kept moving, not bothering to hide. Rangka knew she was there. She rounded the corner and saw a pair of overseers standing by a giant stone door. They turned to look at her, just as she cast a spell to pick up the debris and throw it at them. Their bodies disintegrated under the impact, leaving bloodstains on the floor. Emily glanced at the too-bright blood and shuddered. She’d never thought the necromancers could perform such complex spellwork. Perhaps the overseers had been created by someone - or something - darker.

    Or perhaps they’re nothing more than enslaved demihumans, she thought, as she studied the door. They could have been forced into servitude long ago.

    She touched the door lightly. A pair of wards, surprisingly complex for a necromancer, barred her way. Emily concentrated, trying to decide if she should take them down piece by piece or simply snap them. The necromancer hadn’t woven as much power into the wards as she’d expected. And it would give him a shock, make him angry... her lips twitched in a moment of dark humor as she readied herself. Most people wouldn’t want to make a necromancer mad...

    Her power billowed around her as she pushed against the wards, then snapped them and smashed the door. The stone shattered, pieces of debris crashing to the floor. Emily stepped through the dust and peered across the giant room. Dozens of townspeople stared at her, torn between fear of their master and fear of her. Rangka himself stood at the far end of the chamber, holding a young man in one hand as he drained his life. Emily hastily readied a spell, too late. The necromancer snapped his victim’s neck and dropped the body to the ground. It was hard to read any emotion in his red eyes, but Emily thought he was shocked. He’d killed so many, yet... surely he remembered her.

    She had no time to think about it. She directed a spell at the nearest door, shattering it. The townspeople cringed - to them, she had to look as terrifying as their master - as chunks of debris flew everywhere. A pair of orcs started forward, only to be stopped in their tracks. Emily had no time for half-measures. She could sense the necromancer’s power building for a single deadly blow.

    “Get out,” she shouted. She jabbed a finger at the door, suddenly unsure if they spoke her language. The villagers had, but they’d had more contact with the Allied Lands. “Move!”

    The necromancer’s power surged. Emily jumped to one side as a blinding flash of light tore past her and smashed through the wall. Her hair prickled, wanting to stand on end as she caught herself and hurled back a handful of spells of her own. They wouldn’t do more than slow the necromancer down, for a few seconds, but they should buy his slaves a chance to run and escape. They could hide in the warrens until the fighting was over.

    “Die,” Rangka snarled. He sounded more coherent than she’d expected, given how much power he’d been consuming. She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised. Shadye and Dua Kepala had both been able to hold a conversation. “You... die!”

    “I died,” Emily said. She knew she had to stall him a few minutes longer. “I came back.”

    Rangka stared at her, reddish eyes glowing with anger - and fear. Did he know what she’d done? Her other self had disintegrated when he’d snapped her neck... did he know about bilocation? Had he guessed she’d used it to be in two places at once? He’d had far more education than Shadye, far more understanding of how magic actually worked... did he know what she’d done? Or did he believe she’d risen from the dead? There were stories about sorcerers who’d tried to resurrect their loved ones. Those stories never ended well.

    Keep him talking, she told herself. His attention was fixed on her, while his slaves were making their escape. Keep him talking until the spell is ready.

    “You’re dead.” Rangka’s voice was raspy, as if he wasn’t used to talking. “I saw you die.”

    “I came back,” Emily said, again. “You’ll never be rid of me.”

    Magic surged, again. Emily threw herself up, levitating into the air as another blast of raw power smashed through a handful of walls. Dust started to fall from above, the trickle becoming a torrent as the roof started to cave in. Emily ducked down, hastily catching pieces of debris with her magic and throwing them at him. Rangka staggered under the blows, then reshaped his magic into a sphere and thrust it out. Emily grunted as the blow slammed into her, throwing her through the crack in the wall. The necromancer came after her, too late. She picked herself up and dodged his next blow.

    “You’ll die here,” Rangka snarled. His magic blurred into the floor, molten stone reaching for her. “You’ll die.”

    Not much of a conversationalist, Emily thought, as she jumped back again and froze the floor in place. It wouldn’t stop him for long, but it would force him to expend his power before she started to lead him downstairs. How did he manage to convince the others to join him?

    The floor disintegrated. Rangka drove the dust onwards, throwing her back. Emily hastily conjured a gust of wind, blowing the dust back into his face. The necromancer seemed unbothered by the haze, walking forward with a cool determination that suggested he was unstoppable. Emily smiled, then turned the dust to gunpowder and hurled a fireball into the cloud. The explosion probably wouldn’t do anything more than annoy him, but she’d bet good money it had to be disorienting. He might not even realize what she’d done.

    Rangka picked up speed, one decomposing hand reaching for her neck. Emily jumped up again, levitating through the crack in the ceiling. The necromancer’s power reached after her, grabbing hold and yanking her back down. Emily braced herself, then slammed her power into what remained of the ceiling and threw it down at him, breaking eye contact. His grip on her snapped as he stumbled back, allowing her to cast a series of illusions to confuse him. Rangka levitated himself, then snapped a simple cancellation spell. The illusions popped out of existence.

    Emily cursed under her breath as he turned to face her. Shadye had wasted energy blasting each and every one of the illusions, giving her time to prepare the killer blow. Rangka had other options. She steadied herself, watching him warily. His power was holding steady. It felt as if he were waiting for her to do something.

    He leaned forward. “Why do you fight?”

    “Because you have to be stopped,” Emily said. She checked the time. A few more seconds and she could start leading him downstairs. “I came back to stop you.”

    Rangka snorted. “You think I have to be stopped?”

    “Yes.” Emily briefly considered trying to explain why, if only to buy time, but it was pointless. Rangka was well beyond conventional morality. Even if he understood what she said to him, he could hardly give up necromancy without sentencing himself to death. “I will stop you.”

    The necromancer gestured. A wave of power slammed into her, shoving her back. Emily grunted as his magic tore into her wards, a combination of raw magic and cunning spells threatening to break through her defenses and tear her apart. No wonder he’d stopped to talk. He’d needed a few seconds to prepare a far more dangerous attack. She felt the floor disintegrate under her feet, threatening to plunge her into the shadows. Emily separated herself from her magic and dropped down. Rangka stepped forward, clearly confused. He couldn’t understand why she’d cut herself loose from her wards. She might as well have stripped naked in the midst of battle.

    Emily ducked behind a pillar, hastily re-establishing her wards as the necromancer jumped down after her. She could feel his power seeking her out, trying to locate her and hold her in place... she shuddered, shaping a handful of illusions to buy herself time. A scaly hand came out of nowhere and caught her, yanking her back. Sickly yellow magic flared as she found herself staring into the face of an overseer. Two more clustered behind him, their magic pressing against her. They’d caught her...

    She turned the air to fire, flames licking around her so brightly the overseers caught fire. She recoiled at the stench, just as Rangka plunged through the smoke and grabbed her by the neck. Emily felt a flash of panic as she cast a cutting spell to slice through his arm and then a force punch to throw him away from her. The necromancer seemed unbothered by losing his hand, even as he landed neatly on the floor. The wound wasn’t even bleeding! He smiled, then came at her. Emily mustered her magic and tried to drive him back, but he just kept coming. She threw herself to one side, then levitated down the corridor. Rangka roared and charged after her. 

    Flying would be fun if I didn’t have him on my tail, she thought. The necromancer seemed too angry to cast a cancelation spell, but it was only a matter of time before he realized he could ground her easily. If I...

    The ground shuddered, turning liquid again. Emily lifted herself up, then flew down the stairwell and back into the darkness. She saw a pair of terrified eyes staring at her, a young boy who couldn’t be more than ten; she shouted a warning, ordering him to run as the necromancer crashed after her. Rangka didn’t seem to give much of a damn about his castle, she noted absently. It would be a different story if he realized there was a way to reignite the nexus point.

    She turned and hurried down the corridor, casting a handful of spells to suggest she was trying to hide. They wouldn’t work, but they should make him think she was running for her life. He had to wonder where she thought she was going, if indeed she was thinking at all. She could teleport out, if she really wanted to escape, or hurl herself through one of the cracks into the open air. She hoped he wouldn’t wonder if she wanted him to come after her.

    A shudder ran through the castle. The necromancer was plunging through the floors one by one, not trying to use the stairwell. Emily’s lips quirked into a smile, even though it wasn’t funny. Castles were designed to be tough, but this castle had been bombarded for hours. There was a very real chance the entire building would collapse. It wouldn’t kill the necromancer - she thought - but it would kill everyone else and bury the nexus point beneath a pile of rubble. Getting down to it would be tricky.

    The oath yanked at her mind, reminding her she couldn’t leave. Not now, not until the nexus point was reignited. She gritted her teeth as she ran into the chamber, glancing towards the mimic-spell. She stood there... no, the mimic stood there. She muttered the activation words under her breath as she heard Rangka crashing after her. Time was not on her side. She had to hide before the necromancer saw two of her...

    A chill ran down her spine as the mimic-spell stood. It looked like her, a perfect duplicate of her, but there was something inhuman about it. The first mimic she’d encountered had managed to effortlessly duplicate its victims, to the point the mimic itself hadn’t known it wasn’t real. This one looked like... she thought of a wax model, but it looked a great deal more human than that. It was like looking at a moving picture of herself. 

    She hurried to one side, casting the most powerful obfuscation charm she could muster. Rangka should have no reason to look for her - he should have no reason to think she was trying to hide - but there was no point in taking chances. She let out a long breath as he thundered into the chamber, reddish eyes searching for prey. They seemed to linger on where she was hiding, just for a moment, before fixing on the mimic. The mimic just stood there. Emily watched, kicking herself for not making the illusion look scared. The lack of visible emotion would tip off anyone sane.

    “Die,” Rangka said.

    He jabbed a finger at the mimic, throwing raw magic into the illusionary face. The mimic absorbed the power easily, then took a step forward. And another. Rangka seemed stunned, unable to believe she’d survived. Emily braced herself, ready to hit him in the back and throw him towards the mimic. It might work. If he turned and fled, he might just get away.

    And if he has the wit to realize he’s being tricked...

    The necromancer raised his remaining hand, then grasped the mimic by the neck and squeezed. His hand sank into the spellwork. Emily heard him gasp in surprise before the mimic wrapped its arms around the necromancer and start to pull him apart. Rangka struggled frantically, but it was already too late. The more power he unleashed in a desperate bid to free himself, the faster the mimic absorbed him. Emily shuddered, despite herself, as the illusion turned into a spinning cloud of light and magic. Rangka’s form froze, then came apart. Emily sensed the magic a second later and threw herself to the ground as the mimic exploded, raw magic flaring wildly. She felt a shudder running through the castle as the wards vanished. Something crashed in the distance. She wondered, numbly, just how much of the castle had been held in place by the necromancer’s will.

    She stumbled to her feet, staring at where the mimic had been. She’d expected the blast to be bigger... no, she’d hoped to keep the mimic intact long enough to steer it into the nexus point. Had he been weaker than she’d thought? Or had the mimic been unable to sustain itself for more than a few seconds, once it absorbed his power? She had no idea. Her calculations had suggested the mimic would stabilize itself, but she’d clearly made a mistake somewhere. Perhaps the power demands had just skyrocketed to infinity.

    “It worked, though,” she said, more to herself than anyone else. “It worked.”

    She wanted to wait for Cat and the others, to welcome them to the castle now the necromancer was dead, but there was no time. The oath pushed her on, her legs quivering as it tried to force her to move. She gritted her teeth, then headed down to where she’d hidden the knapsack. The batteries were waiting for her.

    And it’s time to put an end to this, she thought. A low rumble echoed through the castle as something crashed above her head. She eyed the roof warily, then hurried on. Once the nexus point is reignited, we can go home.


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    THE NEXUS CHAMBER FELT... DIFFERENT.

    Emily paused as she stepped through the door, peering down. She could feel something within the chamber, even though the nexus point was dead. It felt as if something were missing, as if there should be something there. Her eyes narrowed as she studied the chamber, wondering who’d built it and why. It looked almost as if the chamber - and the balcony - had grown out of the rock. She felt a chill run down her spine as she walked to the edge and looked down. The darkness seemed too thick to be real. It pulsed against her mind, as if it were sleeping. She found it hard to look at it too closely. 

    She looked around, her eyes tracing the chamber. The nexus point was surrounded by crystalline structures and pillars that seemed to stretch into infinity.  She studied them, trying to determine how they channeled power from the nexus point into the castle. They looked surprisingly undamaged by whatever had quenched the nexus point, as if the necromancer had ignored them - or they’d somehow grown back after the nexus point had flickered and died. She didn’t know if that was possible. There was a faint hum of background magic in the air, little more powerful than a faint ray of sunlight. She doubted it was powerful enough to repair the damage, if indeed there had been any. Rangka and his predecessors might have decided it wasn’t particularly important. She couldn’t believe it. There were techniques on display, right in front of her, that had been lost long ago.

    We just don’t know who built the castles, Emily thought, numbly. She’d seen similar structures at Whitehall and Heart’s Eye, but... they hadn’t been precisely the same. We don’t know who tamed the nexus points first, or why.

    She shivered. The castle had seemed barren, but she’d barely had any time to take note of her surroundings. She hadn’t even had time to make a proper study of the nexus point. She made a mental note to search the castle from top to bottom, after the nexus point was reignited, to see if there were any documents that might point to whoever had built the castle in the first place, then put the thought aside as she drew the first battery from her knapsack and attached it to the valve. She wasn’t trying anything clever, she reminded herself as she readied the spell. She was merely going to shoot a lot of magic into the nexus point.

    The oath drove her on, making it impossible to stop and think. How much power did she need? She didn’t know. Dua Kepala’s body had been partly composed of magic when he’d fallen into the nexus point. He’d had to channel a lot of magic just to bilocate himself for more than a few seconds without splitting into two people. She shuddered at the thought, then pointed the valve down at the nexus point and let the magic flow. The chamber lit up with eerie light as a stream of power flowed down. Emily braced herself, expecting a surge of magic, but there was nothing. The nexus point remained dark and cold.

    “Shit,” she muttered.

    She hesitated, then removed the remaining batteries and started to connect them to their valves. Perhaps it needed more magic, a single burst of magic. She stared down at the batteries for a long moment, unsure how best to proceed. If she triggered them as one... she started to rig the spells, feeling as if she were striking matches in the middle of a gas leak. The oath wouldn’t let her stop, even for a moment. She couldn’t consult with Void or Lady Barb or anyone on how best to reignite the nexus point. She had to rely on her own wit.

    I have to make a good faith attempt to reignite the nexus point, she thought, numbly. The oath would know if she tried to cheat, even if no one else did. Or die.

    She finished rigging the batteries, then muttered the activation spell. The darkness seemed to quiver around her as the batteries discharged, unleashing enough power to reduce the entire castle to rubble... or transfigure it into a palace, if she shaped the spellware just right. No magician, not even a necromancer, could channel so much power. It was so far beyond anything any mere human could handle... her heart sank as she realized it hadn’t worked. The darkness was as oppressive as ever.  

    She’d failed. She’d done everything in her power -- and failed.

    Her legs quivered, refusing to move. She blinked in surprise. She’d had her feet fixed to the ground before, through one kind of magic or another, but this was different. She felt as if she were trapped in a dream, unable to move as a shapeless horror advanced. Her head spun as she stared into the darkness. She’d made a good-faith attempt to keep her oath. She should be able to leave. She should be able to go long enough to think of something else, something... she swallowed, hard. If throwing raw magic into a nexus point wasn’t enough to reignite it, what was?

    I did it, she told herself. She knew she wasn’t lying to herself. There was nothing she could do, not now. I could come back with more power...

    Or was she lying to herself? What had happened, back in Heart’s Eye? She’d shoved Dua Kepala - one of his bilocated selves - into the nexus point. His death had reignited the magic... her legs quivered, again, as she realized what she was missing. It wasn’t enough to throw raw power into a nexus point. It needed a life. Last time, she’d sacrificed a necromancer. She hadn’t meant to do it - and she’d never realized what she’d done, not until now - but she had. There was no getting around it.

    She swallowed, hard. Void had insisted there would be a sting in the tail. He’d cautioned her that the oath might demand more than she could pay. And it was starting to look as if he’d been right. Her legs twitched again, as if she both wanted to jump and didn’t want to at the same time. The oath pushed at her, insisting she walk forward until she plunged into the darkness. Her death would reignite the nexus point...

    And I don’t even have time to contact someone to tell them what happened, she thought. She felt a pang as her legs started to move of their own accord. She couldn’t send a message to Void, or Alassa, or Frieda, or anyone... anyone at all. She couldn’t even say goodbye. The oath wouldn’t let her. No one will ever know what happened to me.

    She tried to focus her mind, to cast another bilocation spell. She could throw one of her selves into the fire, while the other survived. But she didn’t have the power to make the spell work, not now. The oath refused to let her stop and wait long enough to regain the power and save herself. She knew, even if she refused to admit it to anyone else, that that would be cheating. And cheating would ruin the sacrifice. She had to pay with her life if she wanted to complete the oath.

    Her legs seemed to weaken as she reached the edge. Emily tried to catch herself, but it was too late. Her body tumbled forward and plunged into the darkness. A wave of blue fire reached up... she screamed as she fell into a world of blue light, tasting iron on her tongue as the flames burnt around her. It was painless... she felt dazed, confused. Where was she? Her mind expanded, spinning through the nexus point and beyond. She had a sense of something wrapping her in power, something sparkling to life... warmth flowed through her, as if she were being held by a loving mother. Her heart twisted in grief. Her mother hadn’t hugged her after she’d climbed into a bottle...

    She thought she saw her mother, standing in front of her. Not her real mother, not Destiny, but... the person she could have been. The person she should have been. A mother who’d raise her daughter properly, a mother who’d defend her daughter, a mother... a wave of sadness ran through her, so intense she nearly cried. She wasn’t sure what she was seeing - a vision of what could have been or a reflection of her deepest desires - but it didn’t matter. The vision wasn’t real. She wanted to stay in the light, she wanted to embrace her mother-figure, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t real. 

    Her mind glowed with blue fire. Magic sparkled around her, warm and welcoming. The sadness vanished, washed away by the light. And yet, something cold ran through the air. She had the strangest sense that someone was laughing, that - in some way - she’d made a terrible mistake. The magic built up and...

     

    She opened her eyes, unsure when she’d closed them. She was lying on her back, lying on warm stone. She sat up, realizing - slowly - that she was naked. Her body felt... she shook her head slowly as she tried to put the feelings into words. She felt as if someone had washed her thoroughly, scraping away every last trace of dirt and grime from her body and mind. She rolled over and found herself staring down into the nexus point. Magic - clean magic, pure magic - sparkled through the air. The oath glowed in her mind for a long moment, then vanished. It was over.

    “I’m alive?” Emily stumbled to her feet. Her legs felt wobbly, but... she was alive. “What happened?”

    She smiled as she stared into the glowing light. The nexus point was alive. Her mission was over. She gritted her teeth, then started the task of taking control. Magic flickered and flared around her as she cast the spells, aiming them into the nexus point. The spellware built up rapidly, despite strange and seemingly random flickers of magic. The castle had been built to draw power from the nexus point, she realized dully. She hadn’t seen or sensed anything like it since she’d left Whitehall. 

    It felt like hours before the spells finally took root, her modified charms spreading through the castle and taking control. The old wards were gone, shattered with their master’s death; Emily hesitated, then crafted a pair of basic wards to protect the castle long enough for a new wardmaster to be installed. She wasn’t sure if she owned clear title to the castle, even though she’d killed the necromancer. She wasn’t the only one who’d beaten him. And if some people had freaked out over her controlling one nexus point, who knew what they’d make of her controlling two?

    Nothing good, Emily thought. She scanned the castle hastily for traps, finding nothing. The defenses had been wired to the wards, which were now gone. I might have to give the castle away as quickly as possible.

    She closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind. Warmth was spreading through the castle - and the surrounding land - now the nexus point had come back to life. She could sense troops slowly inching their way towards the castle, unsure if they’d encounter friends or enemies when they battered down the door. Emily smiled, then sobered as she realized there were still hundreds of orcs within the castle. They’d have to be dealt with before it was too late. She heard a crashing sound from the darkened passageway and turned, just in time to see Cat run into the chamber. He skidded to a halt and stared at her.

    “Emily?” Cat sounded astonished. “Why are you naked?”

    Emily flushed. “I’m not sure,” she admitted, turning to cover herself. Cat had seen her naked before, but it was still embarrassing. God alone knew what was going through his mind. “Give me your cloak.”

    “Where are your clothes?” Cat took off his cloak and held it out to her. “What happened?”

    “I honestly don’t know,” Emily admitted. Had her clothes been consumed by the nexus point? She found it hard to believe. There were spells to make someone’s clothes fall off, but none of them worked like that. “I’ll tell you when I figure it out for myself.”

    Cat gave her a doubtful look. “You did it, then?”

    “Yeah.” Emily wrapped his cloak around her, then cast a pair of spells to ensure no one looked too closely. “The nexus point is back and I’ve laid the groundwork for a modern set of wards. Do you still fancy being lord of the castle?”

    “It’s a dirty job, but someone has to do it.” Cat struck a dramatic pose, ruffling his hair. “It will be my honor to serve.”

    “I’m sure it will,” Emily said, dryly. She couldn’t resist teasing him. “Just remember a castle is for life, not for your birthday.”

    “We’ll see,” Cat said. “What do we do now?”

    “First, I add you to the wards,” Emily said. She gathered her magic. “And then we go up and find the others.”

    She shook her head, feeling a twinge of guilt. King Randor had given her a barony, as if it were nothing more than... than a common or garden-variety present. She hadn’t understood what he was really giving her. She hadn’t owned a pet before she’d bonded with Aurelius and he spent most of his life disguised as a bracelet. The idea of owning thousands of humans... she told herself it would be different. Cat would have to entice people to move to his new country, if indeed he managed to get it off the ground. He’d know better than to turn into a tyrant.

    “Clever,” Cat said. He watched, saying nothing, as she wove a spell to add him to the wards and showed him how to manipulate them. It would take some time for the wards to build to the point they could be used to monitor the interior perfectly, but they were on the way. “Is it really yours?”

    “I captured the castle and killed its former master,” Emily pointed out.  “And possession is pretty much all of the law.”

    “Good,” Cat said. He smiled, suddenly. “It isn’t as if any of the original owners are still alive.”

    Emily nodded. Void’s files had stated that the castle had been overwhelmed so long ago that no one even remembered what it had been called. Or the name of the country, or the royal family that had owned it... if indeed it had been a royal family. The castle was large, but that was meaningless. It could have belonged to a prince, or wealthy nobleman, or a magician, or... she ran her hand through her hair. Cat was right. There was no one alive who had a reasonable claim to the castle, no one who might be able to make a case for ownership... no one, apart from her. And now Cat.

    “Rule justly,” she said. “In fact, try to rule as little as possible.”

    Cat grinned. “Finally! An excuse to be lazy.”

    Emily had to laugh. “Do you need an excuse?”

    She took one last look at the nexus point, frowning as she sensed the magic shimmering deep inside. It felt... different, and she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t something she could put into words. She had the strangest feeling - again - that she’d made a mistake... she shook her head, feeling oddly relaxed as she turned and led the way back up the stairs. Her body felt fresh and new, as if all her aches and pains had been smoothed away. She wondered, idly, how she was meant to deal with the other necromancers. Perhaps she could modify the mimic-spell to capture the necromancers, rather than drain them outright. And then drop them into the other nexus points. 

    It should work, she told herself.

    Sure, her thoughts mocked her. Isn’t that what you thought about the batteries?

    The castle felt different as they made their slow way up to the entrance hall. A handful of orcs tried to attack them, only to be knocked down by Cat. Emily hid her amusement as they continued to walk, followed by an ever-growing army of orcs. Cat had captured twenty-five by the time they reached the hall, where Master Lucknow, Crown Prince Dater and Sir Roger were waiting for them. Emily felt a flash of panic, mingled with fear. Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles should have been with them.

    “My Lady,” Crown Prince Dater said. He took off his helmet and bowed. “Congratulations on your great victory.”

    “And on ending the war,” Sir Roger added. His eyes slipped to the orcs. “Is that all of them?”

    “No.” Cat sounded very sure. “We have to search the castle.”

    “Tell the searchers to watch for townspeople too,” Emily said. She had no idea how many had been crushed by falling debris, or eaten by marauding orcs, but they couldn’t all be dead? Could they? Rangka had been throwing a lot of power around. Nexus point or no nexus point, it wouldn’t be easy to repair the damage. “We need to save as many lives as possible.”

    “Of course, My Lady,” Sir Roger said. “I’ll have my men get right on it.”

    “The war is over,” Crown Prince Dater said. “I can’t believe it.”

    Master Lucknow looked oddly displeased. “Yes.”

    Emily frowned. “Do you have a problem with us winning the war?”

    “Things will change.” Master Lucknow looked past her, as if he didn’t want to risk making eye contact. “And nothing will ever be the same again.”


    Chapter Forty

    “I THINK YOU’VE OUTGROWN ME,” Lady Barb said. They stood on the battlements, looking over the unnamed town. A handful of orcs were visible on the streets, picking up the rubble and clearing the ground for newer houses. “I’d never have dared to walk into a necromancer’s lair so... boldly.”

    “I didn’t think I had a choice,” Emily said. It was true, but not in the way she meant. “I had to stop him before it was too late.”

    “And you did,” Lady Barb said. She grinned, suddenly. “What do you think he is going to say about it?”

    “Void?” Emily considered it. “I don’t know. It’s only been a day since... since we won.”

    She felt oddly unsure of herself, torn between the urge to go straight back to the tower and a desire to remain on her own. It wouldn’t be easy to go back to being an apprentice, not after she’d killed three more necromancers and led an army to victory. Helped to lead an army to victory, perhaps. It had been Sir Roger and Crown Prince Dater who’d done the hard work, turning her idea into a reality. She watched the troops patrolling the edge of the city, wondering how many of them would stay. Cat had, apparently, issued an open invitation to anyone who wanted a new home. Emily suspected quite a few of them would take advantage of the chance to rise in the world.

    “I don’t know,” she repeated. “But I think he’d be pleased.”

    “We retook territory for the first time since the war began,” Lady Barb said. She shook her head, slowly. “I can’t believe he’d be unhappy.”

    Emily changed the subject. “How’s... how’s Sergeant Miles?”

    “Irritable,” Lady Barb said. “He did channel a great deal of power. I’m keeping an eye on him.”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said. “I thought... I didn’t realize...”

    “We’re going to take a break,” Lady Barb said. “Whitehall can do without us for a couple of months. We were planning a holiday before all this” - she waved at the town below - “came up. It’ll give him a chance to recover.”

    She looked at Emily. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “And he wasn’t trying to channel power through his mind. It may have no long-term effects.”

    Emily shivered. Necromancers went mad because they channeled vast amounts of power through their minds. Sergeant Miles hadn’t been drawing power from a dying victim, from someone he’d killed for his power, but it might not have mattered. She shuddered, wondering if Lady Barb was already quietly making plans to deal with her lover if he fell into madness. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 

    “I hope so,” she said.

    “Me too,” Lady Barb said. “Me too.”

    Emily frowned. “What about Penny?”

    “She’ll be going back to her training after the war is formally over,” Lady Barb said. “She handled herself well... not as well as you, I admit, but well enough. She’ll probably take her exams later in the year, then wind up a junior mediator. I dare say you’ll see her again.”

    “I hope so,” Emily said. She liked Penny, although she wasn’t sure how the other girl felt about her. “Remember to tell her that.”

    “I will,” Lady Barb said. She turned back to peer over the town. “The rest of them are still out there, waiting. Cat’s not going to have an easy time of it.”

    Emily nodded. The liberated country - Cat hadn’t thought of a name, not yet - was hanging on the brink of total collapse. The land was just too badly battered and drained, the population unable or unwilling to believe things had changed... she shook her head. The sun was starting to peek through the smog, the skies slowly clearing, but she had no idea if that was permanent. They might not be able to grow enough food to feed themselves, not for the next few years. Cat was definitely going to have a lot of problems to overcome. But Emily knew he’d overcome them. He thrived on challenges. 

    And he has a small army of orcs to help, she thought. And enough wards to keep out another necromancer.

    “He’ll be fine,” she said. “He has us.”

    She heard someone coming up the stairs and turned, just as Sir Roger stepped into the dim sunlight. “Lady Emily?”

    “That’s my cue to leave.” Lady Barb stepped back from the battlements and nodded. “I’ll see you before we go.”

    Emily watched her leave, then looked at Sir Roger. “Did you complete the sweep of the castle?”

    “Everywhere we could access,” Sir Roger said. “There are probably still chambers hidden away, somewhere within the walls, but...we searched everywhere we could. We found no books or scrolls.”

    “Damn,” Emily said, with feeling. She hadn’t expected to find much, but it was still frustrating. “I... thank you.”

    Sir Roger bowed. “Crown Prince Dater sends his regards, but he and his men have to make their way back to the camp. General Pollack will debrief them before they’re released to go home.”

    Emily frowned. “I’m surprised the general isn’t here already.”

    “I believe he’ll be coming later,” Sir Roger said. “Right now, he’s trying to convince the White Council to organize a permanent deployment here.”

    “Because the necromancers are still out there,” Emily said. “And they can come here easily.”

    “Indeed.” Sir Roger let out a breath. “Do you think Her Majesty will welcome us home?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. “You’ve more than paid for your” - she almost said sins - “decisions.”

    “Not everyone will agree,” Sir Roger said. “It might be better if we never went home.”

    Emily shrugged. “Better for whom?”

    She peered towards the distant mountains. “They say you broke your oath,” she added, “but keeping your oath would have forced you to follow a necromancer.”

    Sir Roger laughed, harshly. “Do you think they care about that?”

    “No, but I do,” Emily said. She resisted - barely - the urge to roll her eyes. The aristocracy practically ran on honor before reason. They’d have fewer problems if they let reason lead the way once or twice. And yet... she understood the logic, such as it was. She just didn’t like it. “I think, however, that you have redeemed yourself.”

    She shrugged. “Go home, or stay here.”

    “Some of us have already decided to stay,” Sir Roger said. “I haven’t decided for myself.”

    Emily glanced at him. “It’s your choice,” she said. She felt her stomach growl uncomfortably. “Have you seen Master Lucknow?”

    “Not for a while,” Sir Roger said. “I think he went back to the camp.”

    “Master Lucknow has other problems right now,” a new voice said.

    Emily looked up, sharply. Void stood beside her... how long had he been there? She hadn’t so much as sensed even a hint of his presence. She shot him a sharp look, wondering how he’d managed to do that. She’d been on alert, even though Rangka was dead. She’d been keyed into the castle’s wards. They might not be as capable as Whitehall’s - yet - but they should have alerted her to his presence.

    She glanced at Sir Roger. “We’ll speak later.”

    Sir Roger took the hint and departed. Emily looked back at Void. “We won.”

    “Really?” Void sounded unimpressed. She had the oddest feeling that something - somewhere - had gone spectacularly wrong. “Did you?”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “We killed three necromancers. We captured the castle. We reignited the nexus point and... the oath is gone.”

    “Yes.” Void looked past her, over the barren landscape. “Do you know what you did?”

    “No.” Emily studied him, feeling a twinge of worry. Void sounded angry... but she didn’t think his anger was directed at her. “What happened?”

    Void let out an odd little laugh. “You reignited the nexus points. All the nexus points.”

    Emily blinked. “All of them?”

    “All of them,” Void confirmed. “Including the one under the White City.”

    “I...” Emily stopped as she remembered the odd feeling she’d had, the first time she’d visited the White City. “There was a nexus point under the city?”

    “It is not commonly advertised,” Void said, dryly. “Although I would have expected you, of all people, to figure it out.”

    Emily resisted the urge to make a snide remark. She supposed it was obvious, if one bothered to think about it. The White City had been the center of the Empire, once upon a time. Of course the palace and government complexes would be built on top of a nexus point. Where else would they be?

    She pushed the thought aside. “What happened?”

    “The nexus point came back to life,” Void told her. “There was a surge of magic. No one was killed, but parts of the city are now inaccessible. And now...”

    He met her eyes, evenly. “And now things have changed,” he said. “The magics you introduced - and the new weapons, the ones without magic - have effectively ended the necromantic war. We can break them now, Emily. We can end their threat once and for all. And... the old world has been broken. The pieces are still in the air. Who knows where they’ll fall?”

    “Master Lucknow said everything would change,” Emily said.

    “Yes,” Void agreed. “And Emily... they’ll blame you.”

     

     

    End of Book Twenty

     

    Emily Will Return in:

     

    The Right Side of History

     

    Coming Soon.
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    On one hand, I wanted to write the effective end of the Necromantic War - they’re still out there, but their power has been broken, laying the groundwork for the next conflict - and draw in a number of threads and concepts I introduced over the previous twenty books (and three novellas, two of which will be published in the first two Fantastic Schools anthologies). On the other hand, I knew that - in order to do it justice - I would really need two POV characters for a chunk of the story. I seriously considered adding a new viewpoint character, before deciding it would make better sense - and fit with the rest of the books - if Emily happened to be in two places at once. I went back and forth about how to do it before deciding the simplest solution was for her to bilocate herself, at least until she merged back into one person. Please let me know if it worked.

    I’ve also been working on my plan for the series. My original idea was to draw the rest of the threads together in a semi-trilogy, provisionally entitled The Right Side of History, The Face of the Enemy and Child of Destiny, which would wrap up the saga (or at least bring it to a natural stopping point). However, I’ve also found myself considering ideas for future stories, following both Emily herself and some of her friends - and enemies. I do hope to write these stories for many years to come, but - obviously - that depends on reader interest.

    If you’ve enjoyed this book, please review it. Every little bit helps.

     

    Christopher G. Nuttall

    Edinburgh, 2020

     


    Appendix: The Blighted Lands

    Unlike the Allied Lands, the Blighted Lands have no formal existence. The necromancers who rule the lands wage war on each other with a terrifying frequency, to the point that borders - insofar as they exist at all - shift so rapidly that it is different to parse out the true size of any single necromancer’s domains. The landscape itself is mutable, depending on how much wild and/or tainted magic runs through the ground. It is a dangerous region to visit even if one should not encounter a necromancer or his servants. A person caught in a storm of magic might end up wishing he was dead.

    The history of the Blighted Lands is not, in broad strokes at least, in dispute. Prior to the Faerie Wars, the Blighted Lands were part of the Empire. The names of long-gone kingdoms and city-states might have been forgotten over the years, but they existed. The wars, however, smashed the pre-war order beyond repair. The combination of wild magic, enemy intrusions and - eventually - the necromancers was simply too much to handle. The lucky ones managed to flee. The unlucky ones were killed, sacrificed, or simply enslaved. 

    Despite their shifting nature, certain things are beyond dispute. The high-magic zones within the Blighted Lands, particularly the ones that play host to Faerie structures, are far more dangerous than their northern counterparts. Even necromancers tend to give the dangerous ruins a wide berth. Storms of wild and tainted magic ravage the land, killing or transforming anyone unlucky enough to be caught in their grip. The lower-magic zones play host to everything from giant monsters, warped and mutated by the magic storms, to orcish settlements and human villages. The necromancers themselves tend to inhabit abandoned fortresses or cities, turning them into giant abattoirs. Even the smarter necromancers, the ones capable of understanding that killing all their slaves means depriving themselves of future slaves, can become lost in their lust for power. Most visitors to their lands never return.

    Orcs are, as far as can be established, the most numerous race in the Blighted Lands. Shambling parodies of humanity, created by the Faerie, orcish males are incredibly strong, incredibly fast and almost mind-numbingly stupid. They are literally incapable of building a workable civilization, if only because they fight each other for dominance. The only thing that keeps them in line is power. The necromancers have no trouble battering obedience into their heads (although even obedient orcs can’t follow complex orders, or indeed anything much more difficult than “charge”). Orcish women are supposed to be smarter, but very rarely seen. In theory, orcish women are grossly outnumbered by the males; in practice, despite the lopsided birthrate (ten males for every female), the high level of attrition amongst the male population keeps the gender balance remarkably even.

    The human settlements within the Blighted Lands are nightmarish. Necromancers don’t need anything beyond magic and life force, so they rarely bother to encourage farmers to grow crops or craftsmen to produce much of anything. The settlements are more like plantations, with a goal of producing as many humans as possible. The inhabitants are effectively slaves, forbidden from leaving and striking out on their own (although the dangers surrounding the settlements are often enough to keep the inhabitants in place without fences and chains). Each settlement has a headman, who serves as liaison between the inhabitants and the local necromancer, and thugs, who serve as basic enforcers. (They often have some magic, although never enough to threaten the necromancer.) The arrangement is permanently unstable, if only because the necromancers are dangerously insane. A headman can be killed at a moment’s notice on a whim or if he angers his master (regardless of how well he serves). Accordingly, none of the settlements are nice places to live... but some are worse than others.

    The necromancers themselves have no formal structure. They do not ally with each other, save for a handful of very rare alliances that don’t last beyond one partner seeing advantage in betraying the other. Their society, such as it is, is ruled by force and force alone. A newcomer who overthrows a necromancer and takes his place is, insofar as the rest of the necromancers are concerned, the legitimate ruler. The smarter necromancers realize that fighting another necromancer is often dangerous - the loser will be dead, the winner will be so weakened that a third necromancer could jump him - but, given the nature of necromancy, it can be difficult to avoid a challenge.

    The Blighted Lands do not have any formal relationships with outside powers, diplomatic or otherwise. The necromancers simply do not have the long-term focus to try to build relationships, even if they wanted to. There is very little trade between the Blighted Lands and the Allied Lands, almost all of it thoroughly illegal. A handful of merchants do move back and forth, at severe risk of their lives (particularly if they’re caught trafficking in illicit substances or simply anger a necromancer). Refugees are not unknown, but given the dangers of travel and the difficult terrain, rarely seen. 
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