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  Prologue


  THE FIRST THING OLD MOTHER HOLLY knew, when she snapped awake, was that she was no longer alone.


  The second thing she knew was that the intruder had cast a complex spell on her. She couldn’t move a muscle, apart from her mouth. Even her eyes refused to open.


  But she refused to panic. At fifty years of age, most of them spent living in her shack, Holly had little fear of death. It was just a part of life. Besides, the intruder had to be a powerful magician – he’d walked through her wards and protections without triggering any alarms – but it was unlikely that he meant her any real harm. If he had, he could have cut her throat before she ever woke up.


  “Good morning,” a cultured voice said. It was male, but otherwise unfamiliar. A spell was probably being used to disguise the speaker. “I apologize for casting a spell on you, but I would prefer to remain unknown.”


  “I am sure of it,” Holly said, dryly. “And why, exactly, have you invaded my home?”


  “I came to make you an offer,” the voice said. There was a clink as something was dumped onto the rickety table. “An offer of power.”


  Holly snorted. She’d heard such offers before. Hedge Witches lived closer to the untamed wild magic than any of the snooty graduates of Whitehall, Mountaintop or the other magical academies. She’d seen her first demon before she even had her first blood.


  And she knew what demons wanted. “And all you want in exchange is my soul?”


  “Not at all,” the voice assured her. “I merely wish you to use what I bring you.”


  Holly didn’t believe him. In her experience, nothing was ever given for nothing. There was always something desired in exchange, no matter how many pretty words might be used to hide it. And power always came with a price.


  The voice became seductive. “Have you never wished for more power?”


  Holly would have nodded, if she had been able to move. She’d been born to a poor family in a poor village. Only a talent for magic had saved her from being sold or married off as soon as she first passed blood. But she had never been powerful enough to go to one of the academies. Instead, she had learned from the local Hedge Witch and, when the elderly woman had died, Holly had taken her place.


  But it was a frustrating job. People relied on her and were terrified of her in equal measure. They begged for her help and whispered about her behind her back. And no matter what she did, she knew she couldn’t help all of them. She had dedicated her life to the folk of the mountains, yet it was never enough. And the demons knew how she felt. It was why they kept coming to her, tempting her with dreams of power.


  “Yes,” she said aloud.


  “These are the tools of a magician who garnered power,” the voice said. He tapped something that sounded like wood. “A skull of memories. A book of spells. And a knife of power.”


  “I can’t read,” Holly confessed.


  There was a chuckle from the darkness. “The New Learning hasn’t spread this far yet, has it?”


  He cleared his throat, then pressed on before Holly could ask him what he meant. “Don’t worry,” he assured her. There was an easy confidence in his voice that both puzzled and alarmed her. How long had he been spying on her to have such an accurate idea of her capabilities? “The skull will provide all the guidance you need. All I ask in return is that you help the folk of the mountains.”


  Holly clenched her teeth, pressing against the spell. It refused to break. “Why...why are you doing this?”


  “Because someone has to,” the voice said. It was a delightfully uninformative answer. “And because the people need help. You know how powerless they are.”


  He was right, Holly knew. The mountainfolk scrabbled to make a living from the soil. What little they had was taxed, often heavily, by the lords of the high castles. Their sons were pressed into armies, their daughters often forced into effective prostitution; entire families had been broken up because their masters decided that it was necessary. Hedge witch or no, Holly had never been in a position to stop the aristocrats from bullying the common folk. If she’d tried, she knew the aristocrats would have called for a magician from the academies to deal with her. All she could do was watch.


  But if she were offered the power to change it, would she?


  She had to admit that she probably would. The only reason the aristocrats held power was that they were powerful, not because they had any intrinsic right to rule. If she had more power, she could make them bend to her will. And then she could ensure that the mountainfolk had a chance to live free.


  “Good luck,” the voice said.


  The spell unraveled moments later. Holly’s eyes jerked open, but all she saw was the cramped interior of her shack. Her tutor had told her that a hedge witch shouldn’t crave luxury; the shack was barren, apart from a pile of blankets, a table, a handful of shelves and a small fireplace. The shelves were crammed with potion ingredients Holly had collected herself. She stumbled to her feet and looked around, sharply. Her vast family of cats seemed to have vanished.


  Carefully, she tested the wards. As far as she could tell, they were intact. But the intruder had walked right through them.


  She looked down at the table and scowled. As the voice had promised, there was a skull, a book...and a knife. The skull glittered with magic of a kind Holly had never seen before – she resolved to be careful when trying to use it – and the book seemed impenetrable. But it was the knife that caught her attention. It was a long dagger, with odd runes carved into the blade...


  ...And it was made of stone.


   



  Chapter One


  THE ROOM LOOKED PERFECTLY SAFE. EMILY was suspicious at once.


  She stepped into the room, hand raised in a defensive posture. Magic crackled over her fingertips as she glanced around, looking for unexpected surprises. Blackhall was crammed with traps, some magical, some mundane; the merest touch could trigger something that would explode in her face. And, with Emily the only student in the building, the traps could be keyed to her personally.


  The room was empty, save for a slender tree that grew out of a pot and climbed up through a hole in the ceiling. Emily eyed it doubtfully, then cast a series of magic-detection spells. The tree was completely out of place, so out of place that she suspected that it was part of a trap. And yet it just seemed to be a perfectly normal tree...


  Puzzled, she inched over towards the door on the far side of the room and cast another detection spell. The door itself seemed safe, but there was a powerful spell on the doorknob, one keyed to touch. The moment she touched it, she would unleash...what? So far, Blackhall’s defenses had included everything from stunning spells to immediate eviction from the building. Emily couldn’t count the number of times she’d touched the wrong thing and triggered something.


  She glanced behind her and swore under her breath. The door through which she had entered was gone. The only way out was through the sealed door. Absently, she tested the walls – she’d escaped once by blasting through the walls – and discovered that they were held firmly in place by magic. Clearly, Sergeant Miles wasn’t about to allow her to use the same trick twice.


  There was no time for further reflection. Kneeling down beside the door, she started to work on the spell guarding the doorknob. She expected it to be tricky – the sergeants were brilliant at inventing complex puzzles – but the spell unraveled almost as soon as she touched it with her magic. Emily blinked in surprise; that had really been too easy. And then she sensed the second spell coming to life. A second spell had been hidden behind the first, waiting for the first spell to be removed. Emily threw up her hands as a wave of magic surged out at her. But it was too late.


  She felt the spell strike her, warping her body. The experience wasn’t painful, but it was thoroughly uncomfortable – and interfered with her own magic. She saw hairs sprouting on her bare arms a moment before her head started to swim, her perspective changing rapidly. Her vision faded, then recovered. The room suddenly seemed a great deal larger...


  Dear God, she thought, as she looked down at herself. I’m a cat!


  Feline instincts crashed into her mind a moment later. Prank spells provided their victim with protections against losing their minds, but the sergeants had obviously gone for something nastier. Emily found herself leaping across the room before her mind quite caught up with what she was doing. The tree she’d dismissed as unimportant suddenly looked great fun to climb. She looked up, remembering that the tree led out of the room. If Sergeant Miles hadn’t come to get her, she might not have failed...yet.


  She climbed up the tree, marveling inwardly at how nimble the cat-form was, then slipped into the crack in the roof. Inside, there was a long low passageway, smelling of something that alarmed her feline side. Emily concentrated – it would be far too easy to lose herself inside the cat’s mind – and forced her way onwards, hoping and praying that the spell wouldn’t wear off while she was in the passageway. If she was lucky, she would end up trapped; if she was unlucky, her human body wouldn’t be able to fit into the passageway...


  There was a faint hissing sound – her fur stood on end – and then the snake came into view, sliding towards her with deadly intent. She was probably imagining it, she told herself, but the snake seemed to look malicious. Beady eyes fixed on her as it advanced. Her cat-form shuddered, then went still. Emily remembered The Jungle Book and felt a flash of alarm, realizing just how the snake had caught its dinner. It had hypnotized the animals into walking right into its open mouth. Despite her human mind, she too had almost been hypnotized into waiting patiently to be devoured.


  She braced herself – and jumped as soon as the snake lunged at her. There was a dull thud as its head struck the stone floor, followed by an angry hiss. Emily felt the feline side of her mind panic as she ran forward, past the writhing tail and out through another crack. The snake’s hisses seemed to grow louder, but it didn’t follow her out into the room. Emily wondered, absently, if the snake was actually part of the tests, before deciding that it probably was. The wards would have kept it out if the sergeants hadn’t wanted it there.


  The cat instincts seemed to grow stronger as she looked around the room, threatening to overwhelm her human mind. Emily mentally gritted her teeth as she struggled to cast the counter-spell; her mind was starting to merge into the cat’s, which meant that she no longer thought that being a cat was odd. Panic howled at the back of her mind as she fought the spell, but it refused to break. Was she doomed to spend the rest of her life as a cat?


  “That’s a nasty spell,” a masculine voice said.


  Emily jumped, then skittered towards the far side of the room. She’d been so caught up in the mental struggle that she hadn’t realized that she was no longer alone.


  “Let me help,” the voice added.


  There was a snapping sound, as if someone had snapped his fingers. Emily closed her eyes hastily as her body twisted, then slowly returned to human form. When she opened them, she found herself kneeling on all-fours. And, standing in the center of the room, was the sorcerer Void.


  He looked older than he had the last time Emily had met him, something that bothered her. For a man who claimed to be over a hundred years old, he had a streak of vanity in his character that kept him using rejuvenation spells to appear young. Now, his brown hair was shading to grey and his skin was lined and pitted with wrinkles. He wore a simple black robe, loose enough to cover everything. Emily had the odd impression that he was actually weaker than he looked.


  She straightened up, embarrassed. “Void,” she said, feeling an odd mixture of emotions. He was her Guardian – and the closest thing she had to a father. And yet he hadn’t visited Whitehall since the Mimic had been destroyed. The other students had been visited by their parents, who had descended on Whitehall en masse, but Emily had been left alone. Part of her resented it. “It’s good to see you again.”


  “And you,” Void said. “I was...gratified to receive your exam results.”


  Emily found herself blushing. Back on Earth, no one would have given a damn about her grades. Knowing that Void cared pleased and worried her in equal measure. It was strange to have someone looking out for her welfare, yet it made her feel unsteady. The person who should have looked out for her welfare had climbed into a bottle and never come out.


  “Thank you,” she said. She knew she’d done well. Thanks to Mistress Sun and Lady Barb, her charms were head and shoulders above her classmates. The only class she’d actually failed was Martial Magic, where she simply hadn’t been able to keep up with the more experienced students. She would have to repeat most of the class in Third Year. “Were you pleased?”


  “Of course,” Void said. “I’m very proud of you.”


  Emily’s blush deepened. “Do you...do you want to go back to Whitehall?”


  “I’d prefer not to speak with the Grandmaster,” Void said. He looked around the room, contemplatively. “Besides, this place brings back old memories. I ran through the maze myself too, once upon a time.”


  When dinosaurs ruled the Earth, Emily thought, snidely. She didn’t say it out loud.


  “Besides, I came to talk to you personally,” Void added. “There have been interesting developments. A necromancer is dead.”


  Emily blinked. Necromancers were immensely powerful magicians, feeding on the life and magic of their victims to power their spells. Channeling such power through their minds always drove them insane, eventually. Shadye, who had brought Emily into her new world and then been killed by her, had been utterly barking mad when he’d died. Emily still had nightmares about facing him. She suspected she wasn’t the only one.


  She forced her mind to work properly. “Poison?”


  “Apparently the necromancer’s throat was slit,” Void said. “Necromancer Harrow lived on the far side of the Desert of Death, ruling the remnants of a small kingdom. I...kept an eye on him, worrying about the day he would decide to cross the desert and attack the Allied Lands. And then his wards shivered and collapsed. When I investigated, I discovered he was dead.”


  Emily considered it. Necromancers did not die easily – and, from what she’d heard, their deaths brought on massive explosions as their stolen magic erupted from their bodies. The only exception to that rule had been Shadye, whom Emily had trapped in a pocket dimension which had then been snapped out of existence. Harrow’s body should have been utterly destroyed, along with a large part of his enslaved kingdom.


  “That’s not bad news,” she said, slowly. “Is it?”


  “We do not know how the necromancer was killed,” Void pointed out. “Fingers were pointed in your direction.” He quirked an eyebrow at Emily. “Was it your work?”


  Emily shook her head, hastily. Her method for killing necromancers required a nexus and enough time to set up the trap. She certainly hadn’t left Whitehall to go hunting.


  “The Desert of Death,” she said, slowly. She’d taken an interest in the geography of the Allied Lands, but map-reading had never been her forte. “Isn’t that near where I’m going?”


  “Yes,” Void said, tonelessly. “You should be very careful. We do not know what happened to Harrow, which leaves us with a worrying mystery. Whoever killed him may have powers about which we know nothing.”


  Emily nodded in understanding. The Allied Lands didn’t know what she’d done to kill Shadye, thanks to the Sorcerer’s Rule. It had given her a reputation that made her feared and admired in equal measure. No one had ever taken on a necromancer in single combat and lived to tell the tale – apart from Emily. Some claimed she was naturally powerful, others that she’d cheated in some way...and still others that she must be a necromancer herself. Rumors and innuendos would follow her for the rest of her life, she supposed. If someone else had beaten a necromancer, one on one...


  “You think we might encounter the killer?”


  “It’s a possibility,” Void said.


  “Maybe it was another necromancer,” Emily pointed out. “They’re not exactly friendly...”


  “We don’t know,” Void admitted. “Few necromancers would willingly lower their guard when another necromancer was close by. But it is a possibility.”


  He cleared his throat. “I want you to be very careful when you’re on your roving patrol,” he added. “Keep a sharp eye out for trouble. Hell, keep a sharp eye out for trouble anyway. I hear that the mountain lords have been plotting trouble for each other ever since the Empire fell. You might wind up in the midst of another coup.”


  Emily shook her head. “I very much hope not,” she said, primly. The last attempted coup had been nightmarish, with one of her best friends a prisoner and the other very much at risk. “Lady Barb intends for us to stay out of danger.”


  Void smirked. “Danger will find you,” he assured her. “It always does.”


  Emily nodded, reluctantly.


  “I meant to ask,” she said. She’d actually written several letters, none of which had been returned. That had hurt, but if Void had been spying on a necromancer, he wouldn’t have had time to reply. “What are you planning to do about Lin and Mountaintop?”


  “The Grandmaster has requested that he be allowed to handle it,” Void said. His face twisted into a thin smile. “I have agreed to respect his wishes.”


  Emily lifted her eyebrows. If there was one thing she had learned about Void, who had saved her life and sent her to Whitehall, it was that he had a habit of riding roughshod over everyone else if he felt it was the right thing to do. Lady Barb disliked him, with reason; the Grandmaster seemed to be wary of him. And non-magicians found the thought of Emily being his bastard daughter worrying. Void had quite a reputation.


  “And I understand that you have been corresponding with young Jade again,” Void said, hastily changing the subject. “Have you made up your mind about him?”


  Emily blushed bright red. Jade had proposed to her at the end of her first year at Whitehall – and, by his lights, he’d done her a favor. But Emily had been reluctant to commit herself, not after watching how badly her mother had screwed up her life by marrying the wrong man. And then Emily had been ennobled and Jade’s letters had dried up for months. Now they were talking again, but there was a barrier between them that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t considered socially acceptable for a commoner, even a combat sorcerer in training, to court a baroness.


  “We’re going to meet soon,” she said. Jade’s letters had talked endlessly about the Great Faire, which was apparently going to be held near Lady Barb’s home. “I think we’ll talk about it.”


  “Good luck,” Void said. He smirked. “Would you care to know how many requests for your hand I have received?”


  “No,” Emily said, quickly.


  Void laughed. “I’ll see you again soon,” he said. He gave her a small wave. “Goodbye.”


  There was a surge of magic and a flash of light. When it faded, he was gone. Emily felt a flicker of envy – she planned to learn to teleport as soon as possible – and then scowled as the door opened. Ahead of her, she saw a passageway leading out of the building. Sergeant Miles clearly felt that having Void’s help to return to human form was cheating. Gritting her teeth – if the sergeant decided she’d done it deliberately, she wouldn’t be sitting comfortably for a few days – Emily walked through the doors and out into the grounds. Bright sunlight struck her and she lifted a hand to cover her eyes.


  “Careful,” Sergeant Miles said. “You never know what you might miss.”


  Emily turned to face him. He was a short, friendly-looking man, the sort of man anyone could trust on sight. And he was trustworthy, Emily knew. He took very good care of his students, including Emily, giving them good advice and encouragement when they needed it. But woe betide the person who tried to take advantage of his good nature.


  “That was Void,” he said, shortly. “I thought it was him.”


  “Yes,” Emily said. “I didn’t call him...”


  “I didn’t say you did,” Sergeant Miles pointed out, dryly. “Is it just me or are you being too defensive these days?”


  Emily shrugged. Term had ended a week ago; Alassa and Imaiqah had gone home to Zangaria, leaving Emily to wait for Lady Barb. She’d been...encouraged to spend her days practicing with Sergeant Miles, who didn’t seem to have anywhere else to go. But the tests had gotten harder and harder, constantly pushing her to the limit.


  “Lady Barb wishes you to meet her in the library,” the sergeant added. “Good luck on your patrol.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said. “And thank you for keeping me busy.”


  It was hard work, she knew, but she didn’t want to think about the tiredness in her mind, or the growing exhaustion with life. Shadye, the Iron Duchess, the Mimic – and exams, of course – had all taken their toll. There had been too many days, as the term came to an end, when she’d seriously considered just trying to stay in bed. If it hadn’t been for her friends, she had a feeling she might well have plunged into complete depression.


  As it was, she had failed one subject in the exams – and come far too close to working herself to death


  “You’re welcome,” Sergeant Miles said.


  Emily dropped him a curtsey, then turned and walked through the forest, back towards Whitehall. For once, there wasn’t even a cloud in the sky. It was pleasantly warm; she smiled as she caught sight of butterflies flitting about in the air, and bees moving in peaceful purpose from flower to flower. Just breathing the peaceful air made her feel better, for a long moment, despite the tiredness in her limbs.


  When Whitehall came into view, she stopped and stared at the castle before resuming her walk. The white walls of the massive building, topped with towers reaching up towards the sky, still had the power to take her breath away. It was a wondrous sight, even after two years. There was nothing like it on Earth.


  Inside, she blinked in surprise as she saw two boys cleaning the Grand Hall, an eagle familiar hovering over their heads. Both of them had been held back after a prank had gone wrong – Emily didn’t know the full details, although the rumors had ranged from possible to the completely absurd – and had been set to cleaning the castle. Given Whitehall’s multidimensional nature, Emily rather doubted they would be finished before the holidays were over and schooling resumed. There were literally miles of corridor in the building.


  She walked past them and headed up the stairs to the library. Whitehall felt strange to her without most of its students, although at least there wouldn’t be a crowd in the library. Lady Aylia was sitting behind her desk, carefully marking and tagging the new books from various printers. Emily couldn’t help a flicker of pride at seeing books produced by her printing presses. Given a few years, they were likely to revolutionize education in the Allied Lands.


  “She said to take a seat and wait,” Lady Aylia said. She barely looked up from her work. “I believe the Grandmaster wished to speak with her.”


  Emily nodded, unsurprised. They had planned to leave two days ago, but something had popped up and Emily had been told to stay at Whitehall. The Allied Lands didn’t believe in precise schedules, something that amused and irked her in equal measure. Sitting down at one of the desks, she pulled her notebook out of her pocket and started to write down ideas and thoughts she’d devised in her spare time. There were spells she wanted to develop, spells that might help the Allied Lands when the necromancers finally came over the mountains...


  She’d faced Shadye and won – by cheating. The next necromancer she faced might be far harder to defeat.


  And she knew precisely what they would do to the world she had come to love.


   



  Chapter Two


  “AHEM,” A QUIET VOICE SAID.


  Emily jumped. She’d been so wrapped up in her work that she hadn’t heard Lady Barb come into the library and walk up behind her. She glanced at her watch and discovered that she’d been sitting at the table for over an hour, scribbling down possible ways to make the spell she’d invented work properly. But, no matter how she worked the variables, there didn’t seem to be any way to use the spell safely.


  She turned and looked up at Lady Barb. The older woman smiled, although there was something in her expression that suggested she was deeply worried. As always, Lady Barb looked formidable. Her long blonde hair cascaded down over stout shoulders and a muscular body. She might not have the porcelain-doll features Alassa enjoyed, but she had attracted the attention of dozens of male students. Emily rather suspected that the students were the ones who didn’t take her class. Lady Barb was a hard taskmaster.


  “You have to be more careful,” Lady Barb warned, dryly. “You never know who might be sneaking up on you.”


  Emily smiled. “In the library?”


  “Most of the spells used to keep students quiet have been deactivated for the summer,” Lady Barb pointed out. “If there were more students here...”


  Emily shrugged, her mind filling in the blanks. Students were allowed – even encouraged – to prank one another, in the belief that it taught them how to react to unexpected situations and learn how to defend themselves. But, right now, there were only a handful of students left in Whitehall. Even the Gorgon, who was one of the most studious students in Second Year, had gone home. Emily was the only student of her age to remain in Whitehall.


  Lady Barb nodded towards Emily’s notebook. “Are you keeping up with your security spells?”


  Emily gritted her teeth, then nodded. After Lin had stolen her notes and vanished from Whitehall, Lady Barb had given her a crash course in security spells that were normally untaught until the student took on an apprenticeship. Making them work was different, but no one apart from Emily herself should be able to read her notes. Lady Barb had warned her that she would be testing the notebook on a regular basis and Emily would regret it if she managed to crack the protections hiding her work. Part of Emily resented it, but she understood just how dangerous it would be if her notes fell into the wrong hands.


  More of my notes, she told herself, as she closed the notebook and felt the spells slide into place. They were based on her blood, rather than anything else; Lady Barb had told her that her unique blood – she had no relatives in the new world – would be the strongest protection she could hope to provide. She didn’t have to worry about a brother or sister accidentally cracking her protections. But there was no such thing as a completely unbreakable spell...


  She passed the notebook to Lady Barb and settled back to watch, hoping and praying that the spells remained unbreakable. Some of the spells she’d designed were harmless – or at least not particularly innovative – but some of them were revolutionary. She’d used memory charms to write down as much of the Mimic’s spell-structure as she could, knowing that whoever had created the mobile spells was a genius as well as a monster...and she dreaded to think what use an evil magician would make of them. The Mimic had been based on necromancy...somehow, the creator had managed to make necromancy practical. There was just too much room for abuse.


  But it wasn’t the worst of the spells.


  She caught her breath as Lady Barb broke the first ward. Shadye had died through luck, she had to admit, and there were other necromancers out there. One day, Emily knew, they would come over the mountains and attack the Allied Lands in force...and, on that day, they might prove unstoppable. She’d devised the nuclear spell to repel that offensive, but it refused to work properly. If triggered, it would detonate within seconds...taking out the caster as well as its target. And splitting atoms didn’t seem to require a very powerful magician. There were times when Emily suspected that this world’s industrial revolution would lead to complete and total disaster.


  Good thing it wasn’t a computer wizard who came here, she thought. He’d be a God-Mode Sue by now.


  Lady Barb muttered an oath as her hands jerked back, shocked. “Not bad,” she said, drawing Emily’s mind out of her thoughts. “And the first ward was well-placed to distract attention.”


  Emily smiled, feeling a flicker of pride. Lady Barb rarely gave praise, but when it was given it was always deserved. The heavy security wards she’d wrapped around the notebook would almost certainly attract attention, so she’d crafted the first ward to resemble a normal privacy ward and the second one to conceal the others. Anyone who had seen the wards without that cover would have known that there was something inside worth concealing. No one, with the possible exception of Alassa, would conceal their personal journal with so much determination.


  She took the notebook back and dropped it into her bag. “Are we ready to go?”


  “More or less,” Lady Barb agreed. She gave Emily a reproving look. “Do you have your bag packed?”


  “It’s in my room,” Emily confirmed. “Most of my stuff is going to be stored at Whitehall.”


  “It should be safe enough,” Lady Barb agreed.


  Emily had her doubts. Whitehall was supposed to be invulnerable, but Shadye had broken into the school in her first year and the Mimic had killed dozens of students in her second year. There were times when she wondered if the Grandmaster blamed her for the series of disasters, even though he’d shown no sign of it. Her arrival at the school had triggered off the series of events that led to Shadye’s invasion.


  She stood up. “Where should I meet you?”


  “In the Entrance Hall,” Lady Barb said. “I hope you have packed everything I told you to pack...?”


  Emily nodded. Lady Barb had told her that she would have to carry everything herself, without benefit of magic. She was stronger than she’d ever been on Earth, but she knew there were still limits to how much she could carry. During Martial Magic, it had taken her months to build up the muscles the boys had taken for granted.


  “Go on then,” Lady Barb ordered with a smile. “But there’s no real hurry.”


  Emily waved goodbye to Lady Aylia, then walked out of the library and down towards the dorms. The school was quiet, too quiet. She found herself looking around warily as she passed a line of statues – famous magicians through the ages – and stopped in front of a painting one of the older students had produced. Every time she looked at it, she couldn’t help feeling embarrassed. It purported to show her battle with Shadye, but she knew all-too-well that the battle had been very different. She’d certainly not been a match for the maddened necromancer in raw power.


  She’d protested to Lady Barb when the painting had first been hung on the walls, but the older woman had pointed out that the painting helped reassure the younger students and their parents that Whitehall was safe. Emily hadn’t been convinced – magic could be very dangerous, even without a necromancer or a dangerous monster running loose in the school – yet further argument seemed futile. She looked up at her figure in the painting and shook her head, running her hands through her long brown hair. Painting-Emily stood tall, practically glowing with light, her long hair spinning around her as she cast a spell. She’d never been so beautiful in her entire life. Hardly anyone could recognize her from the painting.


  Snorting, she pressed her hand against the stone and watched as the door slid open, revealing a darkened corridor leading towards Madame Razz’s office. The stout housemother was nowhere to be seen, thankfully. Most of the First Years had gone home, but the handful who hadn’t were driving the housemother slowly insane. Emily smiled as she walked down the corridor and stepped through the door leading to her room. She rather liked Madam Razz, but the older woman could be quite strict.


  Inside, Emily couldn’t help wincing at how bare the room seemed. Emily and the Gorgon had shared it for the rest of the year, after Lin had made her escape, but the Gorgon was gone and there would be another room next year. The Gorgon’s bed had been stripped down to the mattress, leaving her side of the room looking mournful. Emily felt an odd lump in her throat as she walked over to the mirror and looked at her reflection. Once, she’d had problems growing used to the idea of sharing her room with anyone. Now...she found she missed the Gorgon. And the rest of her friends.


  The Emily she saw in the mirror was no longer the girl she expected to see. Her once-underfed face was filled out and healthy, the outdoor exercise giving her pale face at least a little healthy color. Her brown hair was thicker and with a little shine, an effect of better food. She had muscles she had never dreamed possible, even if she was still worryingly thin, and other developments she hadn’t expected either. It was chilling to realize she would never have developed into a grown woman on Earth.


  Shaking her head, she glanced into her bag. There was one set of dress robes, carefully tailored for her at Dragon’s Den, one standard student set of robes and four walking outfits. She’d also been warned not to bring more than a handful of books, something that bothered her more than the prospect of wearing dress robes. Her collection of books was small, but growing rapidly. Being separated from them bothered her, even though she knew it wasn’t logical.


  Emily picked up the white envelope from the cabinet and opened it, pulling out the single sheet of creamy white parchment inside. She’d never really cared about her grades on Earth, not when they were meaningless to her. No matter how well she did at school, it wouldn’t help her get out of poverty. But in Whitehall, grades were important. The exams she’d taken a month ago would help to shape her future, at least the part of it she would spend at Whitehall. She skimmed through the parchment, noting – again – that she’d done very well. Martial Magic was the only course she’d failed outright, and then only because the other students had had four extra years of schooling.


  I would have had to retake parts of it anyway, Emily consoled herself. Sergeant Miles wouldn’t let me waste time.


  Shaking her head, Emily undressed, removing the uniform she’d worn in Blackhall, and jumped into the shower for a quick wash, then dried herself with a spell and pulled on the first walking outfit. Lady Barb hadn’t told her what she should wear for the trip, but Emily was already dreading the passage through the portal. If nothing else, she could clean one of the walking outfits easily. The garments were already charmed to keep dust and mud from sticking permanently.


  Once she was dressed, she took one last look at her trunk, feeling oddly upset at the thought of leaving it behind. The first trunk was long gone, but it had been the first thing she’d bought with money she’d earned at Whitehall, while the second was actually an improvement. Yodel had done very good work, she had to admit, even if he’d helped Emily get into real trouble. But it hadn’t really been his fault...she picked up the trunk, marveling at the charm that made it almost weightless for its rightful owner, and carried it out of her room. Down the corridor, she could hear Madame Razz telling off one of the first years. Emily rolled her eyes as she walked into the storeroom and carefully placed the trunk in a sealed compartment. It should be safe for three months.


  “Your parents paid for you to stay for extra tuition,” Madame Razz’s voice proclaimed, as Emily stepped back into the corridor. “I don’t think they meant for you to try to rig the beds with itching spells. Or were they just trying to get rid of you for a few more weeks?”


  Emily winced as the two came into view, Madame Razz dragging the unruly First Year by her ear. Parents of magical children who weren’t magical themselves were often unsure of the way to treat their gifted children. Emily had heard horror stories about children – teenagers, really – using their magic to lord it over their parents, relatives and childhood friends. Imaiqah had been lucky, she knew. Other parents tended to allow their children to fade away into the magical community.


  She wondered absently if the First Year knew how lucky she was to have decent parents. Emily’s father had left his family when his daughter had been very young, her mother had been steadily drinking herself to death and her stepfather...Emily shuddered as the memory rose up to torment her, before she forced it back into the darkness of her mind. She was no longer on Earth and she would never see him again. Stepping back into her room, she glanced around to make sure that she hadn’t left anything behind. The dirty uniform would be picked up by the servants and washed; there was nothing else in the room that belonged to her. It looked almost as if she’d never lived there at all.


  Emily picked up her bag, slung it over her shoulder and walked out of the room, refusing to look back. There was no sign of Madame Razz now. Emily hesitated, wondering if she should find her to say goodbye, then decided against it and walked out of the compartment and down towards the Entrance Hall. The two pranksters were still cleaning the Great Hall thoroughly, supervised by a grim-faced Master Tor. Emily scowled at his back – Master Tor had made his intention of leaving Whitehall quite clear, but he had yet to actually leave – and walked around the Great Hall. She didn’t really want to talk to a teacher who’d disliked her long before he’d actually met her.


  Lady Barb was waiting in the Entrance Hall, a small bag slung around her shoulder. Emily caught the look in her eye and wordlessly handed over her own bag for the older woman to search. It was irritating not to be trusted to pack her own bag, but Lady Barb had made it clear that it would be hard to replace anything she’d missed once they were on their way.


  “Good,” Lady Barb said, finally. “But you probably shouldn’t carry so many books. You will be busy.”


  Emily nodded, but made no move to remove the books.


  Lady Barb smiled and passed the bag back to her. “Just remember you have to carry them,” she warned, as Emily took the bag. She’d said the same thing time and time again. “I won’t be carrying them for you.”


  “I know,” Emily said quietly.


  She looked up as the Grandmaster stepped into the hall. He looked older, somehow, the lines on his face clearer than ever. His eyes, hidden behind a cloth, seemed to twitch in Emily’s direction. Lady Barb dropped him a long sweeping bow, which Emily followed a moment later. The Grandmaster bowed in return, then smiled tiredly.


  “You should take great care,” the Grandmaster said. He looked directly at Emily. “I do not believe that your guardian came on a whim.”


  Emily blinked – she hadn’t told anyone what Void had said – and then recalled that Blackhall was as closely monitored as Whitehall. The Grandmaster had probably known that Void was there the moment he’d passed through the outer protective wards.


  “We’ll talk about it soon enough,” Lady Barb promised. There was a hint of irritation in her voice. “And I thank you for your patience with me.”


  “You’re welcome,” the Grandmaster said. Emily glanced from one to the other in bemusement. What were they talking about? “And I wish you a safe and educational trip, Lady Emily.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Emily said.


  “And I will expect regular reports,” the Grandmaster added. “In triplicate.”


  Lady Barb snorted. “Only if you write them yourself,” she said. “I don’t think either of us will have the time.”


  Emily nodded, quickly.


  Lady Barb caught her arm and pulled her towards the door. Outside, the sun was high in the sky, casting rays of light towards the ground. Emily looked behind her as they walked down towards the edge of the wards surrounding the castle, catching sight of the two pranksters as they were marched into the Entrance Hall. Neither of them looked even remotely happy.


  The woebegone look on their faces piqued her curiosity. “What,” she asked, “did they do?”


  “They came up with an ingenious scheme for sneaking into the girls changing room,” Lady Barb told her. Unlike most of the other teachers, she never withheld anything from her charges. “It really was quite clever...but they were caught. The Grandmaster assigned them to clean the school in hopes of deterring others from trying the same trick.”


  Emily shuddered. She had enough problems undressing in front of her fellow girls, let alone boys. The thought of someone spying on her as she undressed...she shuddered again, remembering just how many spells there were protecting the changing rooms. If one of the boys had managed to bypass them...


  She opened her mouth to ask how they did it, but Lady Barb caught hold of her arm before Emily could say a word. “Close your eyes,” Lady Barb instructed. “And don’t open them until I say so.”


  Emily blinked in surprise. “We’re not going to the portal?”


  “No,” Lady Barb said. She wrapped her arms around Emily in a gentle, but firm hug. “Close your eyes.”


  Emily obeyed.


  A moment later, she felt a surge of magic surround her.


   



  Chapter Three


  EMILY FORCED HER EYES TO STAY closed as the world shuddered around her, then the magic faded to nothingness. There was a long moment of complete disorientation – Emily realized, suddenly, that they were teleporting – and then Lady Barb slowly let her go.


  “Open your eyes,” she ordered.


  Emily did so and immediately looked around. It was twilight, the last traces of sunlight falling behind the mountains in the distance. High overhead, the stars were coming out, twinkling madly in the darkness. They had to have teleported over half the continent, she deduced, because it had been early afternoon at Whitehall. Her head spun, but she managed to keep her footing.


  At least, she thought wryly, teleporting isn’t anything like as bad as stepping through a portal without proper precautions.


  “This is my family’s land,” Lady Barb informed her. “And that’s my home, over there.”


  Emily followed her gaze. A wall, almost two meters high, was broken by a pair of wrought-iron gates, allowing her to see the garden and the manor house beyond. It looked like an Edwardian building, Emily decided, with at least three floors. She followed Lady Barb towards the house, feeling the outer edges of the wards as they brushed lightly against her magic. The building looked indefensible, but as long as Lady Barb had magic it wouldn’t be a problem. It was simple to construct wards to keep non-magical thieves out.


  The gates creaked open as they approached, allowing them to walk up the path towards the house. Emily couldn’t help admiring the garden, even though it looked like someone had scattered seeds at random just to see what would happen. The bushes and trees looked natural, while – in the undergrowth – small animals scuttled for cover. Lady Barb stopped in front of the heavy wooden front door, then pressed her hand against a stone set in the wood. There was a flare of magic before the wards protecting the door unlocked, piece by piece. Emily stepped backwards as the magic flared again, looking up at the house. Up close, it had a vaguely sinister appearance that bothered her.


  The door opened, allowing Lady Barb to step inside. “Come,” she ordered, as Emily hesitated. “I bid you welcome to my home.”


  Emily had to think to remember her etiquette. “I thank you for welcoming me,” she said, after a moment. “I pledge to hold my hand in your house.”


  Lady Barb clicked her fingers. The corridor flared with light, bright enough to make Emily cover her eyes before it dimmed to a more manageable level. She looked around, fascinated, but only saw bare wooden walls...no, the walls were carved into elaborate patterns and runes. There were no paintings or other decorations, but there wouldn’t be. The runes were almost certainly part of the house’s defenses against intruders.


  “You need to practice your etiquette,” Lady Barb warned. “The last place you want to accidentally insult another magician is his own house.”


  Emily swallowed. She hadn’t yet started to study wards, but she did know that a magician who owned a house and crafted the wards himself was almost impossible to defeat on his home territory. Etiquette was important for magicians, if only to prevent accidental insults, but she had to study aristocratic etiquette as well as magical etiquette. Something that would insult Alassa’s father would be ignored by a magician. But this was the first time she’d set foot in a magician’s house, at least since entering Whitehall.


  She looked up at Lady Barb. “What did I do wrong?”


  “Nothing,” Lady Barb said. “But you have to pledge to respect your host quicker, in future.”


  Lady Barb led her into a large kitchen. Emily couldn’t help admiring the structure, although she had no idea how the two of them could cook anything by themselves. It looked as though at least four cooks were required, but they were alone. The house felt empty. Lady Barb grinned, then motioned for Emily to put her bag down on the table.


  “Take a seat,” she ordered, as she used a spell to light the fire. “I’ll make some chocolate for us both.”


  Emily nodded. Hot chocolate – or something that passed for it – would help her to sleep, particularly if she combined it with a small dose of a sleeping potion. Jet lag wasn’t a problem in the new world, but teleport lag might well be...her body insisted that it was early afternoon, even though it was dark and cold outside. She sat down on a wooden stool and watched as the older woman moved around her kitchen with easy competence. It was barely five minutes before they both had a steaming cup of chocolate in front of them.


  “There are some matters we need to discuss,” Lady Barb said, once she had taken a sip of her drink. “For a start, you do realize that you are both famous and notorious?”


  “I might just have noticed,” Emily said, sardonically. “It’s hard to avoid being aware of it.”


  They shared a smile. Most of the ballads about the Necromancer’s Bane bore little resemblance to reality, but that didn’t stop the bards from singing and spreading her fame everywhere. Some were so outrageous that Emily had actually considered trying to sue for libel, only to discover that she would have to invent the legal framework first before doing so.


  It wasn’t something she found comfortable – and not just because people were judging her by the ballads, rather than anything she’d actually done. Fame had never really been one of her ambitions, particularly not when it brought worse enemies than depraved stalkers. The innovations she’d introduced to the new world, starting in Zangaria, were slowly turning it upside down. Her long list of enemies might have started with the necromancers, but it didn’t end there.


  Lady Barb reached into her bag and produced a small pendant. “This is a glamor-stone,” she said, dropping it on the table. “It will disguise you from anyone who doesn’t actually know you personally. The fact you’re wearing it will be obvious, but no one will be so gauche as to try to take it from you. And you won’t have to expend any energy to maintain the glamor.”


  Emily nodded. Almost all of the girls at Whitehall – and quite a few of the boys – used glamors to hide tiny imperfections in their bodies. The only girl she knew who didn’t use glamors was Alassa – and she had been engineered to be stunningly beautiful. Even Emily herself had been tempted, although in the end she had chosen to stick with her natural appearance. If nothing else, she didn’t have to expend energy maintaining it.


  “Emily is also not a common name,” Lady Barb added, as Emily picked up the stone and examined it carefully. She’d been warned, more than once, to be careful with anything someone else provided for her, no matter who it was. Sergeant Miles had demonstrated several of the simplest traps for his students, leaving them all more than a little paranoid about their fellows. “I’m going to call you Millie when we’re in public. Make sure you cast a privacy ward if you want to talk to someone who knows your identity.”


  “I understand,” Emily said. It seemed embarrassing to have to hide her identity, but she knew Lady Barb was right. “Will I have to talk to others?”


  “I thought you wanted to talk to your young friend,” Lady Barb said. “But he would recognize you at once, naturally. A glamor won’t fool someone who actually knows you.”


  Emily felt her cheeks heat up. It would be the first time she’d seen Jade in over a year, a year of somewhat strained correspondence...she pushed the thought aside, firmly. She couldn’t hide behind email – or letters – at Whitehall, not indefinitely. Hell, she couldn’t use email at all. She had only a faint idea of how to start generating electricity.


  If it works in this universe, she told herself. She was fairly sure it would – there were electrical currents in human brains, after all – but she didn’t know for sure.


  “We are going to be here for three days,” Lady Barb said. “Your mornings will be spent brewing specific potions, which you should have no problems with” – she ignored Emily’s groan of dismay - “and doing some private studies. You may spend the afternoon at the Faire, if you wish. As my apprentice, at least for the summer, you will not be expected to mingle with the great and the good. They won’t know who you are.”


  Emily nodded, relieved. She knew enough about the politics of the magical families to want to avoid them as long as possible. The deluge of messages asking for her hand in marriage had taught her that she would have to be careful. They knew her as someone who could give her children powerful magic, not as a person in her own right. In some ways, it was just as bad as the arranged marriage Alassa had been raised to accept.


  “Thank you,” she said, and meant it. “I don’t like crowds.”


  Lady Barb shrugged. “Most magicians tend to become unsociable as they grow older,” she said, softly. “I...forced myself to overcome it.”


  She finished her chocolate and stood up, forcing Emily to take her last sip. At least it was sweeter than the chocolate served in Whitehall, she told herself. Normally, she had to add at least a spoonful of sugar to drink it properly. Lady Barb waved a hand, banishing both cups to the sink, and then led Emily out of the kitchen and up a flight of stairs. There was a musty atmosphere in the upper levels that suggested that no one had entered the house for a very long time.


  “This is the library,” Lady Barb said, as she opened a door. Inside, the walls were lined with books, old books. It was tiny compared to a library on Earth, but Emily knew that she was staring at thousands of gold coins worth of books. Before she’d introduced the printing press, books had been written and bound manually. The various Scribes Guilds had made fortunes copying rare and important books for their clients. “Do you like it?”


  Emily nodded. She’d always loved libraries.


  “You can read anything, apart from the books on the top shelf,” Lady Barb said. She gave Emily a warning look. “Some of them are too advanced for you, as of yet, while some of them are specific to my family. Reading them would be very dangerous for your health, Emily. Don’t try to open them.”


  Emily felt a flicker of resentment. She’d always hated being told that something was too advanced – or too adult – for her to read. The librarians back on Earth had sometimes questioned her when she’d taken adult books out of the library, demanding to know if her mother knew she was reading them. But her mother had been too drunk to care.


  She shook her head. These books weren’t adult fiction, but books of magic, keyed to a specific family line. Lady Barb was right. Reading them could be very bad for her health.


  “I won’t,” she promised. She hesitated, then asked the question that had come to mind. “Could your brother’s wife read them?”


  Lady Barb shook her head. “Only someone who shared the family’s bloodline could open the books safely,” she said. “A wife wouldn’t count, no matter how close she was to her husband.”


  Emily shivered, remembering the offers of marriage. They’d been made to Imaiqah, too...and, before she’d been ennobled herself, Imaiqah might well have been tempted. A place in a magical family, adding her wild magic to the family’s bloodline...it was a better match than she could have hoped for as a merchant’s daughter. But she would never truly be one of the family. She would never be able to read their books.


  Lady Barb placed a hand on Emily’s shoulder. “I know how you feel,” she said, quietly. “But you have to understand the dangers. Don’t touch the books.”


  “I won’t,” Emily repeated.


  Lady Barb strode over to the bookshelves and pulled a book off the shelf, followed by three more. “These are for you to study, when you’re not brewing potions,” she said. “Be warned; I shall expect you to be perfect with the potions. The people we will be visiting will have no other sources, but us. A mistake could have lethal consequences.”


  Emily gritted her teeth. Alchemy – which included potions – was not her best subject, despite a handful of private lessons with Professor Thande. She knew she could brew most of the First Year potions in controlled conditions, but she’d come alarmingly close to flunking the exam completely. If Lady Barb hadn’t forced her to take advantage of being a Second Year to use one of the private rooms to practice, she suspected she wouldn’t be able to make the potions she wanted now.


  Lady Barb smiled at her expression. “I think you’ll do fine,” she said, placing the books on the table. “Consider this your reward.”


  Emily glanced down at the covers. One of them was a guide to the Cairngorm Mountains, where they would be travelling, but the others...all three of them were on enchantment. She recognized one of the titles and winced, remembering the book she’d borrowed from Yodel that Master Tor had confiscated. But why did Lady Barb have a copy?


  “You can read these books,” Lady Barb said, “but no experimenting without my agreement and supervision. I expect you to study them carefully, write out whatever you have in mind and then discuss it with me thoroughly before we actually try any experiments. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes,” Emily said, flinching under Lady Barb’s gaze. The last time she had tried an unauthorized experiment, it had nearly got her expelled from Whitehall. If the Mimic hadn’t started its murder spree at the same time, she knew it would have been a great deal worse. “I won’t try anything without your presence.”


  “Good,” Lady Barb said. She tapped the table. “You can take the books to your room, if you like, but don’t try to remove them from the house. The wards will take exception to it.”


  She turned and marched out of the library. “There are three floors to this house,” she said, as Emily hurried after. “Don’t try to enter any locked doors; they’re rooms belonging to other members of my family and I can’t vouch for any wards or other unpleasant surprises they might have left behind. Your room is safe, but feel free to erect wards of your own – just remember to dismantle them before we leave the house for good.”


  Emily followed her into a smaller room. “This is the guestroom,” Lady Barb said, by way of explanation. She dismantled a set of stasis wards surrounding the bed, which was larger than Whitehall’s standardized beds but smaller than the beds Emily had enjoyed in Zangaria. “There’s a bathtub in the next room, beside the toilet. You’ll have to use magic to heat the water, I’m afraid.”


  “Ouch,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles had taught her a whole series of spells that would be useful on camping trips, starting with a simple spell to boil water, but he’d also warned her of the dangers. Making the spell too powerful was a good way to get burned. “No hot running water?”


  Lady Barb snorted. “This isn’t Whitehall, you know,” she said. “And everyone who lives here has magic.”


  Emily nodded. Running water was rare outside Whitehall and various aristocratic castles – and hot running water was even rarer. Imaiqah had told her once that she had fallen in love with Whitehall’s showers, even though they were weaker than showers on Earth. But, in many ways, Emily was the only student at Whitehall whose living conditions had actually worsened since coming to the school. Hot and cold running water was one of the things taken for granted on Earth.


  “Get a good night’s sleep,” Lady Barb said, as she turned and headed towards the door. “My room’s at the bottom of the corridor, but don’t disturb me unless it is truly urgent. I don’t like being disturbed at night.”


  “Me neither,” Emily said. She’d had to disturb Madame Razz more than once, when she’d had nightmares after the Mimic had been destroyed. The housemother had not been pleased at all. “And thank you.”


  Lady Barb smiled, rather coldly. “This is the easy part,” she said. “It will get harder – much harder – once we’re on our way.”


  She was right – again. Emily had done enough forced marches with the sergeants to know just how difficult it could be to walk from place to place carrying a bag. There were no cars in this world, no helicopters or airplanes. There was nothing more advanced than a horse and cart for the average non-magical citizen. And she still hadn’t learned how to teleport.


  Pity no one flies broomsticks here, she thought, ruefully. But it would be way too easy to knock them out of the sky.


  Emily watched Lady Barb go, closing the door behind her, before she turned to look around the room. It was bare, no more decorated than any of the other rooms, but there was a simplicity about it that appealed to her. She opened the door and walked down to the kitchen to pick up her bag, then walked back to the room, feeling the wards pressing in around her as she moved. The house felt far less friendly than Whitehall, no matter how much its mistress liked her guest. But the effect faded as soon as she was back in the guestroom.


  She undressed rapidly, then opened her bag and produced the nightgown. She’d never been able to sleep naked in her life, certainly not since her mother had remarried. The house was empty, apart from Lady Barb, but Emily still couldn’t relax. She pulled the gown over her head, used a simple spell to clean her teeth and then reached back into the bag for a phial of sleeping potion. Placing it by the bedside, she climbed into bed and took a sip. As always, it tasted unpleasant. But it did its job.


  And then the nightmares started.


   



  Chapter Four


  ...THE MIMIC ADVANCES TOWARDS HER, A glowing mist of eerie blue-white light. Emily raises her hands to cast the counter-spell, but the Mimic doesn’t even flinch. It just keeps coming. She feels her mind start to shiver under the pressure of its magic, her thoughts scattering in preparation for being absorbed. The Grandmaster should be here, but he is gone...Emily stumbles, then falls to her knees. Her body starts to break up into dust...


   



  Emily snapped awake, screaming.


  For a long moment, she fought for control. Her entire body was drenched with sweat, soaking her gown. It took minutes to remember where she was and what she was doing, lying in an unfamiliar bedroom. Somehow, she managed to sit upright and push the blankets aside, then swing her legs over the side of the bed and stand. Her legs felt wobbly and unstable.


  A dream, she told herself, firmly. It had all been a dream.


  But her mind refused to believe it, not really. She’d had nightmares for the first month or two after the Mimic had been destroyed, but then they’d faded away. Now, however, with the change to a new bedroom...she gritted her teeth and walked towards the bathroom, hoping that the water wasn’t too cold. She needed to wash the sweat from her body and hope it helped her recover from the nightmare.


  The bathroom was larger than she’d expected, with a large bathtub in one corner. Emily turned on the tap and splashed water on her face. The shock woke her up, allowing her to concentrate on casting a heating spell for the water. It bubbled rapidly and started to steam, but she kept pouring cold water into the tub until it was warm rather than boiling hot. As soon as she could, she removed her gown and climbed into the bathtub, washing the sweat from her body. The water, thankfully, helped her relax.


  She winced at the half-remembered dream as she allowed the water to work on her tense muscles. There was much to admire in Whitehall and the surrounding world, but one thing she couldn’t admire was the complete absence of psychologists. She couldn’t talk to anyone about PTSD, not when any hint of mental instability was sure to cause a panic. Mental instability was associated with one particular kind of magician -- necromancers. If she’d gone to someone – anyone – and confessed to any form of mental disorder, she suspected she wouldn’t like the consequences.


  In some ways, it made sense. No one wanted the necromancers to discover a way to come to terms with their own madness. Shadye had been dangerously irrational, lashing out with a staggering amount of power...and completely fixated on the so-called Child of Destiny he’d kidnapped from Earth. If he’d been less focused on Emily, he might well have destroyed Whitehall completely and killed Emily herself. But it was no reassurance when she wanted someone to talk to.


  Naked, she stepped out of the tub and dried herself with a spell, then glanced in the mirror. Her eyes looked tired, her face pale; she scowled in annoyance before she walked into the bedroom. Lady Barb hadn’t issued any instructions for what she should wear, so she reached for the standard student robes. Alassa might bemoan their shapelessness, but Emily had always found them reassuring. Besides, there was no need to wear anything underneath them apart from a set of equally shapeless panties and one of her makeshift bras.


  Carefully, she opened the door and smiled as she smelled something cooking down below. It smelled faintly of bacon and eggs, although there was something else in the mix she didn’t recognize. She walked down and into the kitchen, where Lady Barb was frying something on the grill. The older woman looked up and frowned when she saw Emily.


  “Rough night?”


  Emily flushed. “You could hear me?”


  “Your face tells it all,” Lady Barb said. She ladled eggs, bacon and fried bread onto a plate, then passed it to Emily. “What did you dream about?”


  “The Mimic,” Emily confessed. The food smelt heavenly. “Is there no potion for barring nightmares?”


  “You soon wouldn’t be able to sleep at all without it, if you took it more than once,” Lady Barb pointed out, dryly. She placed a plate of her own on the table, then sat down facing Emily. “The best cure for nightmares is to work hard, sadly.”


  Emily nodded as she started to eat. The bacon tasted lovely, the eggs were nice...but there was something odd about the bread. It struck her, a moment later, that she wasn’t entirely sure it was bread. Or, if it was, it was a very strange kind of bread.


  “We’re going to leave after eating breakfast,” Lady Barb said. “I suggest you wear your dress robes, unless you have a very strong objection.”


  She smiled at Emily’s expression. “And saying you don’t like the style doesn’t count,” she added. “I expect you to wear them today, then perhaps you can leave them behind.”


  Emily made a face. Her normal robes were brown, but the dress robes were golden and made her look faintly ridiculous. Only the fact that everyone else in Second Year and above was expected to wear them too made them even remotely bearable. Alassa looked good in them, but Alassa looked good in everything. Emily, on the other hand, had no real sense of vanity, yet she still felt absurd in the robes.


  “You’ll be fine,” Lady Barb assured her. She finished her food and banished the dishes to the sink. “Go get dressed. I’ll meet you downstairs in twenty minutes.”


  Sighing, Emily obeyed. The dress robes weren’t comfortable, no matter how many charms she used to try to make them tolerable. She looked at herself in the mirror, then strode downstairs, unable to escape the feeling that she looked a giant target and nothing else. Lady Barb met her at the bottom of the stairs, wearing a long black set of robes that marked her as a sorceress. Emily felt a flicker of envy which she rapidly suppressed. Lady Barb had worked hard to become a combat sorceress.


  “Two words of warning,” Lady Barb said, as she opened the door. “This is neutral ground, so be polite to everyone you meet. You don’t want or need more enemies. And, if you have to come back to the house, just remember what I said about the locked doors. The house is always more aggressive about guests when none of its family are home.”


  Emily swallowed, then nodded.


  Outside, the air was fresh and clean, smelling faintly of honeysuckle. Emily saw tiny insects buzzing through the garden, while birds flew high overhead, calling out to their fellows. The garden looked even less tidy in daylight, but she had to admit that it was all the more attractive. She’d seen organized gardens in Zangaria, where not a leaf was out of place, but they seemed unnatural compared to the wilderness.


  “My grandmother used to grow her own herbs in the garden,” Lady Barb said, as they walked out the gate and started down a long road. “I didn’t inherit her talent, so I merely left the plants to grow as they saw fit. Whenever I wanted something from the garden, I’d just take it; sometimes, I’d let my cousins explore the garden for something they wanted for themselves.”


  The road led downwards into a large valley. Emily sucked in her breath as she saw the tents coming into view, crammed together around a handful of larger houses. There were hundreds of people milling around, chatting and looking at stalls. Emily fought down the urge to run as she realized just how many people had gathered, instead forcing herself to follow Lady Barb down towards the gates. A ward brushed against her mind and she shuddered, before the magic parted to let her through.


  “The only people allowed to enter are magicians,” Lady Barb said, softly. “But not all magicians. One of your friends would not be welcome here. Can you guess who?”


  Emily remembered Lady Barb’s warnings about the books and nodded. “Imaiqah.”


  “Wrong,” Lady Barb said. “It’s Alassa. She would not be welcome here.”


  Emily blinked in surprise. “Why?”


  Lady Barb shrugged. “She lucked into her position, purely through choosing the right parents,” she said. “The Patriarchs and Matriarchs of the Great Houses fight for their positions, testing magical skill against magical skill. They make certain to breed their children with new magicians, just to strengthen their talents. Alassa’s father...will breed her with someone who suits his kingdom, not her magic. She wouldn’t be welcome here.”


  “It sounds absurd,” Emily said.


  “It’s the way they are,” Lady Barb said, without seeming to take offense. She smiled at Emily. “Welcome to the Annual Faire.”


  Emily followed Lady Barb through the maze of stalls and performance artists, unable to believe the sheer variety. There were stalls overloaded with potion bottles, wands, magical tools and books. Behind them, hundreds of sellers chatted rapidly to prospective customers, their words blurring together into an omnipresent buzzing that threatened to overwhelm Emily’s senses. She couldn’t help pausing in front of one of the bookstalls and looking at the titles, although there didn’t seem to be anything too interesting. Most of the texts on offer were textbooks she’d seen at Whitehall.


  “Most of the...more sensitive titles are kept hidden,” Lady Barb explained, as Emily followed her away from the stall. “If you happened to want a copy, you’d have to give the Bookseller’s Guild a request – and they’d find it for you, if they could. Some books you can’t have for love or money.”


  She paused, nodding to another bookstall. “But you might have changed all that, Millie.”


  Emily followed her gaze. The bookstall was crammed with books produced by a newfangled printing press, one of the later designs out of Zangaria. Unlike the previous stall, there were several copies of each title on display, just waiting for someone to pick them up. None of the titles looked particularly interesting, save two. One discussed famous magicians of the last century, the other claimed to be a history book. She picked the latter up and saw another book underneath. This one was a reprint of a textbook she recalled from First Year, one so rare that the only copies in Whitehall were in the library.


  “Traditionalists say that the printing press takes something out of us,” the seller said, as she examined the book. “But for us, business is booming.”


  Emily had to smile. The printing press had revolutionized the world already – and the pace of change was only going to increase. There were already dozens of newspapers in Zangaria and the rest of the Allied Lands, while producing copies of older books would help knowledge to spread quickly from place to place. In ten years, perhaps less, every student at Whitehall would be able to have their own copies of each and every textbook required for their studies. Emily almost envied them. As exams grew nearer, competition for rare copies of books only grew more and more fierce.


  “You can look for books later,” Lady Barb said, firmly. “There are quite a few other people you should see.”


  She pointed towards a group of women sitting behind a long table. Somewhat to Emily’s surprise, they were wearing face veils that concealed almost everything. Their robes were even more shapeless than Whitehall’s standard robes. Behind them, a second set of women wore chainmail bikinis and carried long swords as well as staffs. They glared at anyone who paid too much attention to the first set of women. Emily’s eyes narrowed in puzzlement. The table was almost completely empty, despite its size.


  “They’re the Virgin Sisterhood,” Lady Barb explained. “There are certain rites that can only be performed by a maiden, a virgin girl. The women in veils are the virgins, the ones who can and will do the work. Their sisters, the ones behind them, are their guardians and protectors. If someone wanted to harm a maiden, their sisters would die in their defense.”


  Emily found herself giving the women a second look. It was hard to take a chainmail bikini seriously, no matter how dramatic it looked. But perhaps wearing them was a statement, reminding everyone of their femininity, rather than an attempt at protection. “They’re combat sorceresses?”


  “Some of them are,” Lady Barb said. “Others...are mere fighters, which doesn’t stop them being dangerous.”


  She led Emily further into the tightly-packed mass of stalls, pointing out isolated items of interest along the way. “That storekeeper is selling love potions,” she said. “It’s barely legal; it’s charmed to ensure that only two people, who drink it willingly, are affected by the magic. The magical families tend to use them to ensure that a young couple remains in love long enough to produce children.”


  Emily shuddered at the thought. Love potions were banned at Whitehall, considered effectively akin to rape. Did it make a difference, she thought, if two people took a potion to bind them together? Or did it merely mean that they were raping themselves?


  “Those charms are fidelity charms,” Lady Barb continued, jabbing a finger at another stall. “It makes it impossible to sleep with anyone other than your wife or partner. That potion is a conceptive potion. If you take it before sex, you will almost certainly become pregnant. Behind it, there’s a contraceptive potion. It’s stronger than anything you will be allowed to use at Whitehall.”


  “Oh,” Emily said.


  Lady Barb turned to look at her. “A little overwhelmed?”


  “Just a little,” Emily confessed. The stalls seemed to be crowding in on her. She wanted to run and escape. “Is there somewhere we can go?”


  Lady Barb nodded and led her through the crowd of people, heading towards a large tent on the edge of the Faire. Outside, a young girl – Emily estimated her age at thirteen, although it was impossible to be sure – was singing sweetly to the crowd. Emily hesitated, studying the girl’s face. She looked vaguely Chinese, mixed with European. If she had magic, it was impossible to tell.


  Inside, there were tables, chairs and a handful of serving maids carrying trays of drink everywhere. Lady Barb motioned for Emily to sit down, then ordered two mugs of Kava from the maids, who nodded and leapt to obey. Emily found herself taking deep breaths as she focused her mind, remembering what the sergeants had taught her. Magic was always safer when used by a focused magician.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Lady Barb said, as she sat down beside Emily. “The magic in the air gets to everyone, at first. You’ll grow used to it.”


  Emily rubbed her forehead, feeling something throbbing under her skull. “Do you really?”


  “It’s a sign of strong magic to react to magical fields,” Lady Barb reminded her. “You shouldn’t have forgotten that so quickly.”


  She nodded towards the entrance. “See anyone you recognize?”


  Emily looked, but it took her several moments to spot a familiar face. Melissa was standing in the open air, speaking to a woman who looked old enough to be her great-grandmother. Unlike Emily, she wasn’t wearing golden dress robes, but a white dress that showed off her long red hair and the shape of her body. It didn’t look as though Melissa was enjoying her discussion with the older woman.


  “Melissa comes from a magical family,” Lady Barb said, quietly. “By now, she will be expected to enter into a marriage contract with someone approved by her family. Quite a few such contracts are made at the Faire.”


  Emily felt a flicker of sympathy for Melissa, despite knowing just how badly Melissa could act, on occasion. She’d hated Alassa – at least the royal brat she’d been before encountering Emily – and that hatred had been transferred to Emily, when Emily had actually helped Alassa get through her basic classes. Since then, they’d sniped at each other constantly at Whitehall.


  She looked up at Lady Barb. “What if Melissa says no?”


  “Her family might disown her,” Lady Barb said, softly. “If they did, she would be obliged to make her own way in the world. Which she probably could – her tuition fees are paid, so she could certainly stay at Whitehall until Sixth Year if she tried hard. But I don’t know if she would do such a thing. Most people raised in magical families understand that they have a duty to help the family expand.”


  Emily looked over at her. “Like you?”


  Lady Barb gave her a sharp look. “Like me,” she said, after a moment. “But I never married.”


  She nodded towards the door before Emily could question her further. “You may recognize someone else here,” she added, changing the subject. “Who do you see?”


  Emily felt her heart leap into her mouth as she recognized the youth making his way towards the tent, following an older man with a grim expression on his face. He was older, his hair had been cropped to his skull and he walked with a confidence that outshone the young man Emily remembered, but there was no mistaking Jade. Emily found herself rising to her feet as they entered the tent, a silly smile spreading across her face. Whatever their relationship actually was – and she honestly didn’t know – it was genuinely good to see Jade again.


  Jade cast a privacy ward in the air, then smiled back at her. “Emily,” he said. She couldn’t help noticing that his face had acquired a couple of new scars. “How are you?”


  The man beside him cleared his throat, loudly.


  “This is Master Grey, my master,” Jade said, introducing the man. “Master, this is Emily of Cockatrice.”


  Master Grey met Emily’s eyes as she curtseyed, then introduced Lady Barb. She couldn’t help thinking of a monk; bald, muscular and grimly determined to trample over whatever opposition barred his way to his destination. His eyes were dark and cold, studying her as though she was something he’d scraped off his shoe.


  “A pleasure to meet you,” he said.


  Somehow, Emily found it hard to believe him.


  Chapter Five


  “WELL,” LADY BARB SAID, AFTER THE maids had served them all Kava, “how have you been coping with your new apprentice?”


  Master Grey gave her a long considering look. “Well enough,” he said, heavily. “And yourself?”


  Emily exchanged a glance of mutual embarrassment with Jade. She’d heard that some children found their parents permanently embarrassing, particularly when their friends had met them, but it was never a sensation she had experienced – until now. Hearing Master Grey and Lady Barb exchange careful compliments – as if Jade and Emily weren’t even there – was definitely embarrassing. And then there was the way Master Grey looked at her while drinking his Kava.


  “We are currently undergoing a temporary arrangement,” Lady Barb said, stiffly. “She cannot enter a full apprenticeship until she leaves school.”


  Master Grey lifted his eyebrows. “Tell me,” he said, addressing Emily directly, “how did you defeat the Mimic?”


  “The Grandmaster starved it of magic,” Emily said. It was the official cover story; the Grandmaster had flatly forbidden anyone who knew the truth to share it. “And then it died.”


  Master Grey didn’t look as though he believed her. “And how did you kill Shadye?”


  Emily felt sweat prickling on her forehead. “Through magic,” she said, finally. “And...”


  Lady Barb cleared her throat. “The Sorcerer’s Rule protects her,” she said. “And such knowledge should not be shared widely.”


  She looked over at Jade. “Why don’t you young folk chat over there while we...discuss matters?”


  Emily stood up before Jade could say a word. Jade blinked in surprise, but followed her over to a table on the far side of the tent. The maids gave them an enquiring glance, then left them alone as Jade cast a privacy ward. Emily looked down at the table as she sat down, feeling utterly unsure of herself. What did Master Grey think of her? Nothing good, she was sure.


  “I’m sorry about him,” Jade said, awkwardly. “He’s obsessed with defeating the necromancers.”


  Emily had to smile. They did sound like a pair of children commiserating about their incredibly embarrassing parents. But then, apprentices were bound to their masters until the apprenticeship came to an end. In one sense, Master Grey was Jade’s father – or at least someone standing in his father’s place.


  “He seems to have agreed with you,” Emily said, frantically casting around for something to say. “Have you enjoyed yourself?”


  Jade brightened, slightly. “I’ve had a very good time, but a very hard time,” he said. “Master Grey thinks that Sergeant Harkin was too soft.”


  Emily winced in sympathy. Sergeant Harkin had pushed his trainees relentlessly, teaching them never to surrender or simply give up. No one would have called him soft, certainly no one who had seen how he treated his trainees. But then, with more than a handful of students, he hadn’t had time to give everyone his personal attention. An apprentice was assured of the personal attention of his master.


  She listened with genuine interest as Jade outlined a handful of stories. Master Grey believed in plunging his apprentices into the deep end, apparently; they’d started out near the Desert of Death, then explored the mountain range near Whitehall in hopes of finding Shadye’s tunnel before another necromancer could discover it. Emily had a private suspicion that the tunnel had collapsed when Shadye had died, but she knew the Allied Lands couldn’t take it for granted. It was only a matter of time before Shadye’s lands were absorbed by another necromancer.


  “The rumors say you beat the Mimic in single combat,” Jade explained, when he’d finished. “No one knows quite what happened.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. Compared to some of the stories about her, including the ones that implied the use of forbidden sex magic, that story was almost reasonable. But it still wasn’t true.


  “I just helped to locate it,” she said. That much, at least, was common knowledge within Whitehall. “And I passed all of my exams, save one.”


  Jade quirked an eyebrow. “Martial Magic?”


  Emily nodded, embarrassed.


  Jade reached over and patted her hand. “You’ve already had a year I never had,” he pointed out, dryly. “By the time you leave Whitehall, you will have a far better grounding than I did. Master Grey had to teach me so much.”


  Emily looked down at her hand, feeling her emotions spin around until she was unsure of what she felt. She disliked being touched, at least without invitation, but Jade made her feel...nothing. Was that even remotely normal?


  Jade looked up. Emily followed his gaze. Master Grey was standing, but still speaking to Lady Barb.


  “Emily,” he said, quickly, “will you walk out with me this evening?”


  Emily hesitated. Was he asking her out on a date?


  Of course he is, idiot, she told herself.


  Dating wasn’t something she’d done on Earth, not when she was considered weird by just about everyone...and hadn’t dared expose herself in any case. And, at Whitehall, her obscure social status made it harder for people to ask her out...if, of course, they managed to look past her defeat of Shadye. Jade was the first person who had expressed interest in Emily herself, rather than her genes. But her personal feelings were incredibly conflicted. Part of her wanted to accept – she trusted Jade – and part of her wanted to run to Lady Barb and hide.


  “I will,” she said, forcing the words out. “And thank you for coming...”


  Jade smiled. “My master is one of the guards here,” he said. “I wasn’t really given a choice.”


  Master Grey dispelled the privacy wards, then nodded for Jade to follow him out of the tent. Emily watched him go, then looked up at Lady Barb. The older woman had a pinched, disapproving expression on her face that made her look older, somehow. Emily hesitated, then told her about Jade asking her out.


  “Go tomorrow,” Lady Barb said, firmly. “Not tonight.”


  Emily opened her mouth to argue – the longer she delayed, the easier it would be to have second thoughts – but she saw the glint in Lady Barb’s eye and nodded in submission. She would have to send Jade a message, she knew, or call after him...but she didn’t know where to find either Jade or Master Grey. Lady Barb caught her shoulder and steered her towards the open air, then out past the tents. Emily realized, as they made their way around the edge of the Faire, that they were heading back towards Lady Barb’s house.


  “There are things I need to show you,” Lady Barb said, shortly. “And you may not be in any fit state for anything tonight.”


  Emily swallowed. What did Lady Barb have in mind? She had warned Emily that they would be keeping up with her lessons in unarmed combat, training her to fight without magic or blades, but she didn’t mean to do it today, surely? Or had Master Grey annoyed her to the point where she wanted to work it out somehow? But Emily knew, without false modesty, that she was no match for the older woman.


  Lady Barb said nothing else until they were back inside her house. She led the way into a living room, which looked oddly informal. The chairs scattered around in front of the fire were old, but comfortable. Emily liked the room on sight. It might not be anywhere near as elegant as the aristocratic chambers she’d seen, but it seemed more suited to Lady Barb somehow.


  “Take a seat,” Lady Barb ordered. She perched on a cushion, folding her hands in her lap. “Do you want something to drink?”


  Emily shook her head as she sat down facing her tutor. Lady Barb seemed tense, unsure – for once – of what to do. It bothered Emily more than she cared to admit. The Mimic might have left them all a little unsure of what was happening, but Lady Barb had recovered from that experience quicker than anyone else. But now she was unsure again...


  “My father was the youngest son of the family patriarch,” Lady Barb said. “He wasn’t a powerful sorcerer, so he tended to spend most of his time in the library. Not that he was incompetent, of course. Given time, he could still beat his older brothers.”


  Emily nodded. Stupid and incompetent magicians didn’t tend to last very long – and a magician lacking in raw power wasn’t necessarily a pushover. Someone with enough knowledge and skill could make up for a shortage in power, particularly if he or she had time to prepare the battleground in advance. Sergeant Miles had taught her more than a few tricks she could use against a stronger opponent, if she was forced to fight against her will.


  But she had no idea why Lady Barb was telling her this, now.


  “One day, he met a Traveller witch in the woods,” Lady Barb added. “They became lovers – and she became pregnant. Nine months later, she left me on the doorstep and ran off.”


  Emily stared at her. “Why?”


  “There are different...traditions in magic, as you know,” Lady Barb said. “My mother believed that I should be raised by my father, which I was. His family weren’t too pleased at first, but when they discovered I was quite powerful they changed their tune.” She rolled her eyes. “I grew up here until I was twelve, when my mother returned and asked to take custody of me for a few years. My father exploded with rage.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Emily said. She could imagine exactly how Lady Barb’s father had felt. He’d raised his daughter, taught her everything from magic to letters and numbers, and then her mother had come back into his life and demanded custody, if only for a short while. It was utterly outrageous. “What happened?”


  “There was a big shouting match,” Lady Barb said. Her lips twitched. “I overheard most of it, particularly when my grandfather joined in. In the end, I was allowed to go stay with my mother for the summer months.”


  She shrugged. “The Travellers have a very light existence, but it isn’t an unpleasant one,” she added. “I rather enjoyed it, once I got used to living in a wagon and moving from place to place. My mother wasn’t a powerful witch, but she knew how to brew potions and use small magic. I learned a great deal from her.”


  Emily remembered all the times she’d fantasized about her father – her biological father – coming back to take her away and shivered. Lady Barb hadn’t been unhappy, growing up with her father; if there had been a real custody battle it might easily have torn the family apart. But things were different for magical families...who knew? Perhaps they would just have booted Barb’s mother out of the house and told her never to come back.


  “When I was sixteen, they offered me the chance to choose between Whitehall, Mountaintop or homeschooling,” Lady Barb continued. “I chose Whitehall. Most of my relatives were homeschooled, but I didn’t want to go straight into the family. Mountaintop seemed more ominous to me, for some reason. Most magical families send their children there.”


  She snorted. “It turned out that I had a natural talent for healing,” she admitted. “Or so they said. My mother forced me to learn how to take care of patients while I was studying with her. It was simple to add magic to the mix once my powers developed properly. I don’t think it was a real talent. And I had to fight tooth and nail to convince them that I could become a combat sorceress. They didn’t want to risk a skilled healer.”


  Emily heard the cold ice in Lady Barb’s voice and shivered. She’d been told, more than once, that careers in magic were often determined by a person’s talents...and if Lady Barb had looked like a skilled healer, Whitehall wouldn’t have wanted to steer her away from healing.


  She looked up at the older woman. “Why did you want to become a Combat Sorceress?”


  Lady Barb looked at her for a long chilling moment. “I grew up here,” she said, waving her hand around to indicate the house. “It was safe and warm, particularly for children. The worst danger was accidentally picking up something magical and we were taught, almost as soon as we could walk, to be careful what we touched. And my father was a decent man.


  “Spending time with my mother was an eye-opener. I learned that people outside weren’t safe, that they were preyed on by those stronger than themselves...I had the idea that I could protect the weak and powerless, if I learned how to fight. And I was good at it.”


  Emily nodded. “Why didn’t you apply to replace Sergeant Bane?”


  Lady Barb scowled. “It’s untraditional for training officers to be women,” she said, darkly. “Young men tend to need more thumping before they learn to respect women as warriors – and most trainees are young men. Most of them are idiotic enough to convince themselves that they must’ve held back when they faced a woman on the training field, no matter how convincingly they were thrashed. But I may well return for Third or Fourth Year to give you additional training.”


  Emily considered it. She hadn’t noticed any of the male students at Whitehall giving the female teachers grief, but most of the teachers – even Master Tor – knew their subjects well enough to convince their students not to mess with them. But Martial Magic, which was half physical exercise, might be a harder class for a woman to teach. There were only a handful of girls in the class and all of them were worked to the bone. The sergeants didn’t hold back for them.


  “Stupid,” she said, finally.


  “Very stupid,” Lady Barb agreed. “After I graduated from Whitehall, I was apprenticed to a sorcerer, learned the ropes and gained my mastery. And then I met Void.”


  Emily nodded, remembering what she’d been told.


  “Master Grey doesn’t seem to like me,” she said, changing the subject hastily. “What did I do to him?”


  “Distracted Jade, I imagine,” Lady Barb said. “It isn’t customary for apprentices to maintain relationships outside of the apprenticeship. Most apprentices cut themselves off from everyone else during their training. Master Grey is enough of a traditionalist to be irked at you distracting his student.”


  Emily flushed. “I didn’t mean to distract his student!”


  Lady Barb laughed, not unkindly. “I wouldn’t worry about it,” she advised. “Here, in the Faire, there will be time for you and Jade to talk properly, without interruption.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said. “Can I ask a question?”


  “You just did,” Lady Barb pointed out. She smirked, then grinned at Emily. “Go ahead.”


  Emily braced herself. “Are you married?”


  Lady Barb lifted her eyebrows. “Tell me,” she said, “do you see a husband around here?”


  Emily felt her cheeks heat, but she pressed on. “It’s just...you’re...your family will want you to get married, won’t it?”


  “I never found the right person,” Lady Barb said, taking pity on her. “There was a Combat Sorcerer I met once, but he died in battle against the necromancers. Since then, no one has really managed to impress me. And my family knows better than to try to push me into anything.”


  “That’s good,” Emily said. “Where are they?”


  “My father died a long time ago,” Lady Barb admitted. There was a bitterness in her tone that made Emily sit up and take notice. “My mother...I haven’t seen her in years. She might well be dead by now too. I inherited the house and little else. My uncles sometimes try to talk me into spending more time with the family, but I don’t listen to them very often. They weren’t always kind to my father.”


  She shrugged. “We may meet some of them over the coming week,” she added. “It would probably be best to make sure they don’t know who you are, Millie.”


  Emily nodded. She couldn’t help wondering if Lady Barb had an ulterior motive for chatting about her past, although Emily had been curious. Lady Barb was an intensely private person in many ways, rarely telling anyone much about herself. For her to open up so much...either she wanted Emily to know or she had something else in mind.


  “I have something to teach you,” Lady Barb said, standing up. “But I think we should eat lunch first. You will need energy for this.”


  Emily stood and followed her into the kitchen. Lady Barb opened a set of cabinets, canceled a series of stasis spells and produced bread, cheese and ham, which she placed on the table. Emily started to carve up the bread to make sandwiches, while Lady Barb boiled soup. It was a simple meal, certainly compared to the aristocratic feasts, but Emily didn’t mind. Besides, the aristocracy often seemed to be competing to win a prize for worst table manners in the world.


  “Good work,” Lady Barb said, as she placed a bowl of chicken soup in front of Emily. “The last person I brought here didn’t know how to help at all.”


  Emily felt an odd flicker of jealousy. “Who was he?”


  “He suffered a nasty accident and I found myself detailed to look after him for a few months,” Lady Barb said. “If you’re cooped up with someone, you either get very close or you wind up hating each other. I definitely ended up hating him, even though it wasn’t entirely fair.”


  She shrugged. “Eat up,” she ordered. “You are going to need your strength.”


  Emily nodded and tucked into the food. The prospect of learning new magic always gave her an appetite. Besides, she’d learned from the sergeants that she should always eat when she had the chance. She might not have the chance again.


   



  Chapter Six


  “WHAT I’M ABOUT TO SHOW YOU,” Lady Barb said, as they walked back to the library, “is rarely shown to anyone beneath Fifth Year. In fact, the senior tutors can decide that a certain pupil should never be told about this kind of magic, let alone taught how to do it safely. You must not discuss it with your friends, ever.”


  Emily gave her a sharp look. “So why are you teaching it to me?”


  “Because you will probably wind up rediscovering it for yourself,” Lady Barb said, as she stopped in front of a bookshelf. “And because it has been decided to push your education forward as fast as possible. And because you should be able to handle it now.”


  Emily hesitated. “Will you get in trouble for teaching me?”


  “I’d prefer not to discuss it with anyone,” Lady Barb admitted. “The Grandmaster is the only other person who knows and he gave his approval.”


  She pressed her hand against the bookshelf. There was a dull rumbling sound and the entire bookshelf retreated backwards and to the side, revealing a darkened stairwell leading down into the bowels of the earth. Lady Barb cast a light-spell, illuminating the stone stairs, then started to walk down into the darkness. Emily hesitated again, then followed her, pressing one hand against the stone wall. It reminded her uncomfortably of Shadye’s fortress in the Blighted Land, but now she could sense the magic running through the stone. Something – or someone – was constrained down below.


  “You are free to back out at any time,” Lady Barb called back, as she reached the bottom of the stairs. “There are magicians, including some quite powerful ones, who cannot commit themselves to any form of ritual. Their own doubts and fears make it impossible. If you want to back out, just say so. I won’t be upset.”


  Emily swallowed as she stepped into the stone chamber. It was dark, so dark that the darkness seemed to absorb the light from the spell. A moment later, the spell flickered out completely and Emily froze, trapped in the darkness. It took her several seconds to realize that there was a faint blue glow from the floor...and several seconds more to realize that the glow emanated from runes carved into the stone. Some of them she recognized, others were completely unfamiliar. They surrounded a glowing blue circle in the center of the room.


  She found her voice. “What is this place?”


  “A modified spellchamber,” Lady Barb said. There was a grim note to her voice that suggested that she, too, had doubts. “My great-grandfather built it, back before he was shipped off to an isolated island to carry out his research in private. It’s been tested extensively since then, but I haven’t used it very often.”


  Emily nodded. A spellchamber was nothing more than a safe place to practice spells...looking around, she could see that most of the runes were designed to channel magic away from the circle, allowing the spell to be cast without interference. But this chamber was far stronger than the chambers she’d used at Whitehall. The closer she stepped to the circle, the harder it was to sense any ambient magic in the air at all.


  Lady Barb stepped over the glowing blue line and turned to face her. “This should not be dangerous,” she said, “but it can be. Do you want to back out now?”


  Emily shook her head. She didn’t even know what was going on.


  “Then step into the circle,” Lady Barb ordered. “But don’t put your foot down on the blue light.”


  Emily obeyed. A shiver ran down her spine as she sensed the sudden absence of the remaining ambient magic. The runes, she realized, had to be absorbing and directing the mana out of the circle, creating a space that was completely empty of undirected magic. Her own magic suddenly seemed to blossom within her, making her very aware of its presence.


  “Sit down,” Lady Barb ordered. She produced a knife from her robes and examined it, carefully. Emily stared at it in horror until she realized that the blade was silver, rather than stone. “We are going to explore the simplest form of ritual.”


  Emily nodded, her throat suddenly dry. The books she’d read in the library had talked about how magicians could use rituals to cast formidable spells, but they hadn’t gone into details, beyond a handful of warnings about how immensely dangerous such spells could be. Given some of the stories, Emily could well believe it. One story talked about a group of magicians who had destroyed an entire city.


  “Sit down,” Lady Barb repeated. Emily obeyed, hastily. “And give me your hands.”


  Emily hesitated, then held out her hands. Lady Barb took them and held her, gently.


  “Now,” Lady Barb said. “I want you to close your eyes and focus on your magic. It should be easy here.”


  It was, Emily already knew. She closed her eyes...and the sensation of her magic, pulsing in tune with her heartbeat, grew stronger and stronger. The magic seemed to swell within her, then fade away, then swell again in an endless tide. Lady Barb rubbed her palms gently as the sensation overwhelmed her. The touch was all that was keeping her from being completely absorbed in her own mind.


  “Visualize the magic moving through your bloodstream,” Lady Barb instructed quietly. “Imagine it moving from place to place, carrying power through your body.”


  Emily nodded, keeping her eyes closed. The more she focused her mind, the more she was aware of magic moving through her bloodstream...and concentrating in her mind, her heart and her womb. It reminded her of the moment Shadye had forced her to stab Sergeant Harkin with a necromantic knife, right in the heart. Shadye had intended to force her to drain the Sergeant’s magic, unaware that Harkin had no magic. Now...


  “Be aware of your skin, holding in the magic,” Lady Barb said. Her words made it real, somehow. “Concentrate your mind on visualizing the skin.”


  There was a long pause. “I’m going to cut your palm,” she added. “When I do, try to direct some of your magic up and out of your body. Don’t channel it through your mind, channel it through the cut. Do you understand me?”


  Emily nodded, nervously. There was a faint stabbing sensation from her palm, then nothing. But she could see her magic reacting to the cut, flickering around as if it wasn’t quite sure what to do. Emily hesitated, then attempted to guide some of her magic out of her body. But it refused to do more than spin around the cut. And then the cut closed up completely.


  “You healed yourself,” Lady Barb observed. She sounded more amused than annoyed. “I’m going to cut you again.”


  There was another stabbing sensation. This time, Emily managed to guide a little magic up and out of her body. It seemed to fade away into the chamber, directed by the runes. Emily felt a sudden dizzy sensation, then the cut healed again. Lady Barb’s grip tightened, just slightly, then relaxed.


  “Using your mind’s eye,” Lady Barb ordered, “look upwards. Sense the magic.”


  Emily forced herself to concentrate, despite the sudden weakness in her limbs. Above her, magic was slowly seeping into the runes. It was her magic, she realized, now as familiar as her own face. And it was fading away...


  “Open your eyes,” Lady Barb said.


  Emily opened her eyes and looked around. The entire chamber was glowing with light, banishing the shadows. Her magic, she realized, was powering the runes, which had directed the magic into harmless light. Lady Barb let go of her hands, then stood. But when Emily tried to stand, her legs betrayed her. She couldn’t stand upright at all.


  “It always leaves a magician weak, the first time,” Lady Barb said. “How are you feeling?”


  “Spent,” Emily said. She tried to analyze her own feelings, but they were in such a conflicted mess that it was impossible to sort them out. Giving up magic like that made her feel uncomfortable, yet there was a strange tingling in her hand that was almost pleasurable. “What...what happened to it?”


  “Here, the runes redirect the magic,” Lady Barb said. “When a ritual is used in the field, one of the magicians is placed in charge of shaping the magic and directing it towards its target, leaving the others vulnerable. Does it remind you of anything?”


  Emily shivered. “Necromancy.”


  Lady Barb nodded. “There are two differences,” she said. “First, the magicians involved in a ritual are giving up magic willingly – and a controlled amount of magic, rather than everything they have. Second, the magic gathered is not channeled through the prime magician’s mind, but through the spell-structure and runes he has created. Insanity is not a serious risk.”


  “I see,” Emily said. It was still almost impossible to even think about moving. “Can’t this be used to match a necromancer?”


  “Once or twice, if you happen to get lucky,” Lady Barb said. “But setting up a ritual can take time and effort. Necromancers don’t have to worry about it.”


  Emily nodded.


  Lady Barb squatted down until she was facing Emily, looking into her eyes. “Can you think of another danger?”


  The basic necromantic rite wasn’t complicated, Emily knew; Shadye might have taught her, but she could have figured it out from what she’d learned in books and private sessions with Mistress Sun. But it was all-or-nothing; the necromancer took everything his victim had, drawing it through his mind and driving himself insane. And yet...it wasn’t just magic they took...


  She shuddered. “Life force,” she said. “A ritual can be used to share life force.”


  “It can,” Lady Barb agreed. “And only necromancy is considered so vile.”


  Emily blinked in surprise. “Why?”


  Lady Barb gave her a reproving look. “Oh, Emily,” she said, in a voice more suited to an aged grandmother than a middle-aged woman, “you have so many years left and I have so few. Why don’t you give me some of your years?”


  She continued in a more normal voice. “There are rejuvenation spells that drain life force from their victim and give it to the caster,” she added. “If enough life force is drained, the victim will die of old age.”


  Emily shuddered at the implications. “A magician could have a child, then drain that child,” she said, remembering how her magic had concentrated around her womb. “Or they could kidnap a newborn and drain her. Or...”


  “It’s been known to happen,” Lady Barb said, shortly. “And while rituals require a degree of consent, you know how easy it is to just strip magic and life force from an unwilling victim.”


  She helped Emily back to her feet. “We need to leave the chamber to finish draining away the magic,” she said, as she picked Emily up in a fireman’s carry. “It will take some time for it to be clean again.”


  Emily nodded, still feeling exhausted. Lady Barb carried her out of the chamber and back up the stairs, then placed her down gently on a chair in the library. Emily sat there and watched as Lady Barb resealed the bookshelf, then walked away and left her alone. She couldn’t muster the strength to move until Lady Barb returned, carrying a mug of hot Kava in her hands. Emily took it and sipped gratefully.


  “Be very careful with the drink,” Lady Barb warned her. “If you spill it on a book, my father will come back to murder you personally.”


  “I understand,” Emily said, quickly. She’d always hated people who damaged books – and that had started on Earth, where truly irreplaceable books were rare outside academic libraries. Here, where only a relative handful of books were printed on her printing presses, a damaged book might be impossible to replace. “I won’t spill a drop.”


  “See that you don’t,” Lady Barb said. She looked around, her gaze moving from shelf to shelf. “My father loved this room. He designed it personally.”


  Emily nodded, sipping her drink.


  “You did very well, for a beginner,” Lady Barb added. She looked up, meeting Emily’s eyes. “I would suggest that you don’t try again for several days, though. And don’t discuss this with anyone else. If Jade asks you what you were doing, tell him that I was forcing you to brew.”


  “I won’t,” Emily promised. The Kava made her feel better, although her magic felt weak and wan inside her. She couldn’t help wondering just how long it would take to regenerate. Her palm itched and she glanced at it, seeing two faint scars where Lady Barb had cut her. “What happened to the blood?”


  Lady Barb smiled and passed her the knife. Emily tried to cast a cleansing spell, but it refused to work properly. Lady Barb shook her head, then offered Emily a cloth. Emily cleaned the knife carefully, admiring the way the light glimmered off the silver blade, then put the cloth in her pocket. She knew better than to leave samples of her blood lying around, particularly after Shadye had used one to control her.


  “Sit here until you feel better,” Lady Barb urged. “I can find you a book, if you like, or we can chat...”


  “Batteries,” Emily said, as something clicked in her mind. “That’s why you showed me the ritual.”


  Storing magic wasn’t easy, if only because it tended to leech out into the surrounding atmosphere. The only way to lock it in for longer than a few hours was to use wards or dedicated spell-structures, which had to be carefully configured...and still tended to lose magical energy over a long period of time. Building semi-permanent wards was Fifth and Six Year level at Whitehall. But even wards weren’t raw magic.


  Emily had reasoned that the magic wouldn’t flow away if the magic had nowhere to go. If a pocket dimension was used as a storage space, the magic would be trapped. But her first experiments had been halted and while she’d done some theoretical work, she’d never been able to create a pocket dimension of her own. And she hadn’t worked out how to insert magic into the dimension.


  But the ritual might work, she saw now. All she would have to do was concentrate, cut her own palm and emit magic into the pocket dimension. It would be stored there...


  “Very good,” Lady Barb agreed. “And how do you plan to use it?”


  Emily hesitated, realizing Lady Barb was right. Necromancers went insane because they channeled vast amounts of power through their minds. If she drew on a battery, she would be running the risk of being driven insane by her own power. Coming to think of it, could she draw on someone else’s power from another battery? What if it was that, rather than contact with their own magic, that drove necromancers insane?


  But it was something she didn’t dare try to test.


  “You could probably use it like a modified ritual,” Lady Barb said, after a moment. She stood up, pulled a book from the shelves and opened it, looking for a particular chapter. “You’d have to set up the spell-structure, rather like using a wand, then open the hatch and let the power flow. But if it failed...well, you might end up with an explosion. Or a wave of wild magic.”


  Emily frowned. The whole concept sounded obvious to her. “No one ever tried this before?”


  “Not as far as I know,” Lady Barb admitted. “But you know how easy it is to hide something in this world – and how many sorcerers keep secrets.”


  The Mimic, Emily thought. Everyone had believed that they were living creatures – and why not, in a world that included dragons, demons and gorgons. But they were actually spells, the most elaborate and complex spells Emily had ever seen. Someone had created them, built them up piece by piece, then sent them out to wreak havoc. And no one had had the slightest idea what their creator had done until Emily had uncovered the truth.


  “We will be practicing creating pocket dimensions while we’re walking from village to village,” Lady Barb said. She pointed a long finger at Emily. “And you will be very careful what you do. There isn’t anyone who can help out there, apart from me.”


  Emily nodded, ruefully.


  “I learned my lesson,” she said, tartly. “I...”


  “Really?” Lady Barb asked. “Remind me; which students were faking library passes when they should have been in New Learning?”


  Emily flushed. New Learning was her least favorite class, if only because most of what it taught was derived from innovations Emily herself had introduced. She wasn’t even sure why the Grandmaster and Mistress Irene had inserted her into the class. But Alassa had talked her into skipping once, then they’d faked library passes for the next two classes. Eventually, inevitably, they’d been caught. They hadn’t been able to sit comfortably for several days afterwards, to say nothing of having to redo several essays and other assignments. It hadn’t been a pleasant week.


  She yawned, suddenly.


  “You can have a nap,” Lady Barb said. She gave Emily a smile as Emily blushed furiously at her sudden loss of control. “I’ll send Jade a note explaining that I’ve worked you halfway to death and you’ll see him tomorrow. Speaking of which, I will have to leave the house early tomorrow morning. When you wake up, make sure to eat breakfast, then start practicing your potions. I want them all perfect by the time I return.”


  She helped Emily to her feet, showed her the brewing chamber, then escorted her into her bedroom. Emily closed her eyes as soon as her head hit the pillow, and fell asleep.


  This time, there were no dreams to torment her.


  Chapter Seven


  THE FOLLOWING MORNING, THE HOUSE FELT oddly empty – emptier than yesterday. Emily awoke, feeling much better, washed herself and walked down to the kitchen. A note on the table reminded her about her potions work, ending with a dire threat to forbid her from seeing Jade if she hadn’t produced a series of perfect potions by the time Lady Barb returned home. Emily rolled her eyes, then took the bowl of porridge off the stove and ate it slowly, savouring every bite. It wasn’t something she’d expected to like, after having to subsist on her own homemade gruel, but she enjoyed eating it at Whitehall.


  Once she’d finished eating, she walked into the brewing chamber and examined the piles of ingredients. There was nothing too dangerous, according to two years of Alchemy; she wasn’t expected to brew anything really complex. But it was still not one of her skills, even though she rather liked Professor Thande. The man’s willingness to constantly push the limits – and encourage his students to do the same – made her feel much better about her poor lab work.


  The first potion was a standard pain relief draught, one she knew how to make from memory. It was commonly used for headaches, she’d been taught, although – like all potions – it had a tendency to become addictive if overused. The one time Professor Thande had been genuinely angry with an experimenting student had been when the student had made a potion actually taste nice. Thande had pointed out, sharply, that anything that encouraged people to take potions was asking for trouble.


  Emily sorted out the piles of ingredients, one by one. Imaiqah had worked with her for hours, helping to improve her technique. One of the simplest tricks was to lay everything out beforehand, then start brewing. She lit the fire under the cauldron with a simple spell, then poured in water and waited for it to boil. Once it was ready, she added the herbs and then a handful of less pleasant ingredients. There were times when she suspected she would have preferred not to know what went into the potion.


  She kept stirring it until it boiled again, then settled down into an unpleasant green color. Once it was done, she removed the cauldron from the fire and poured the liquid into a bottle, then left it there to cool down. Lady Barb wouldn’t be able to find anything wrong with it, she told herself, as she cleaned the cauldron and set it up again. The next potion was taught to both male and female students, but female students had a strong motive to learn. It helped prevent cramps and bleeding during their time of the month.


  The first potion went wrong, somehow. Emily swore, poured the mess into a container for disposal and started again. Frustration was a problem when making potions, Professor Thande had told them more than once; their magic could accidentally interact with the magical transformation taking place inside the cauldron. Disasters – cauldrons were known to explode on a regular basis - occurred when someone was irritated or frustrated. But the second version came out fine.


  Emily sat down to rest for half an hour while it cooled down, reading through one of the books on transfiguration Lady Barb had picked out for her, then returned to the brewing chamber. The third potion was designed to handle poison, flushing out any toxins within the victim’s body. It wasn’t even remotely clean, she knew, but it worked. She brewed it perfectly, then went on to the fourth potion. It took her four tries to get the contraceptive potion to come out properly.


  She looked up as she felt the wards shiver around her, then heard the sound of Lady Barb making her way down the corridor and into the chamber. She looked tired, but happy; Emily smiled at her, then waved a hand at the prepared potions. Lady Barb nodded to her and checked them, one by one. They all passed muster.


  Emily relaxed, slightly, as she finished the final potion. “I finished them all,” she said, as Lady Barb moved over to stand beside her. “They’re perfect.”


  “Good enough,” Lady Barb agreed, after a careful inspection. “You used a little too much rabbit blood for the contraceptive potion. It won’t last more than a week outside a charmed bottle.”


  “Sorry,” Emily said, tiredly. She still didn’t understand what kind of mind would devise tests to explore the magical potency of rabbit blood. Professor Thande and the other alchemists had to be out of their minds. “Do you want me to redo it?”


  “Not now,” Lady Barb said. She turned and headed back towards the door. “Bottle up the potions you’ve made, clean up the room and then wash yourself, thoroughly. There aren’t so many wards here.”


  Emily nodded and started to clean the cauldron. Professor Thande had taught his students not to use magic anywhere near their tools, pointing out that it could produce unexpected results the next time they started to brew. She wiped it clean with boiling water, then placed it and the rest of the tools on a shelf to drip dry. Once she’d bottled the potions, she left the room, washed herself and walked back down to the kitchen. Lady Barb was busy laying out food and drink for lunch.


  “I spoke to Jade,” Lady Barb said, when Emily sat down. “He’s going to pick you up at sixteen bells so you can both watch the dueling.”


  Emily blinked. She knew that magicians used duels to settle disputes, at least when one side refused to back down or apologize after a long argument, but dueling wasn’t taught at Whitehall unless the student wanted to become a champion dueler. Sergeant Miles, when asked, had pointed out that duels followed rules and war tended to have none – and teaching his students to respect rules wasn’t doing them any favors. Emily tended to agree with the sergeant, although she knew that some of the boys had objected.


  She looked up at Lady Barb. “Why does Jade want to watch?”


  Lady Barb’s lips twitched. “Master Grey is going to be competing,” she said. “I believe that Jade wishes to support his master.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. She had never cared for sporting events – she’d done her best to support Alassa in playing Ken, but it wasn’t one of her pleasures – but she had to admit that she was curious. Besides, it would give her a chance to evaluate Master Grey. “I see.”


  Lady Barb nodded. “You can read in the library until he arrives,” she said. “I’d suggest wearing your student robes, rather than the golden ones. You don’t want to be mistaken for a qualified magician.”


  Emily lifted an eyebrow. “Magicians tend to jostle each other,” Lady Barb elaborated. “If one of them thinks you’re a qualified magician, he might try to put you down in hopes of boosting his own status. But it’s considered unwise to try any games with a student. The Grandmaster would not be amused.”


  “I see,” Emily said.


  She ate her food, then went back to the library and started to reread Yodel’s book on pocket dimensions. As before, it was complex, often taking entire pages to explain something that could have been covered in a paragraph or two. She finished it, scribbled a series of notes, then opened one of Lady Barb’s books. Much to her irritation, it was simpler and far easier to understand. She was so engrossed in it that she didn’t hear Lady Barb behind her until a hand fell on her shoulder.


  “You need to pay more attention to your surroundings,” Lady Barb reproved her. “It’s nearly time for Jade to arrive.”


  Emily glanced at her clockwork watch, then jumped up and ran to her room. Lady Barb’s laughter followed her as she undressed, washed again and pulled on her student robes. It seemed impossible to do anything with her hair, apart from tying it into a long ponytail...but she hadn’t done anything more complex when she’d first met Jade. She glanced at herself in the mirror, decided she looked as good as she was going to get, then walked downstairs as she felt the wards shiver, announcing his presence.


  “Welcome,” Lady Barb said, opening the door and calling out to Jade. “She’s just coming.”


  She winked at Emily, turning her head so Jade couldn’t see. “I want you back home before midnight,” she warned. “Or there will be consequences.”


  Emily felt herself flush, although part of her was a little relieved. Her impulses were confusing; part of her wanted to spend time with Jade, part of her wanted to leave him and remain alone. Shaking her head, she nodded to Lady Barb and walked out of the door. Jade smiled at her as the door closed, then turned to lead her back towards the Faire. In the distance, she could hear the sound of cheering crowds.


  “It’s been a long time,” Jade said, as they walked. “I’ve missed you.”


  “I’ve missed you too,” Emily said, although she wasn’t sure if that was true. “Martial Magic just hasn’t been the same.”


  Why didn’t I notice he liked me? She asked herself. She’d enjoyed Jade’s company...but that had been before he’d come out and proposed to her. Everyone had noticed that he liked her, apart from Emily herself. Having him propose to her had been a shock. Because the thought of someone liking me seemed so absurd.


  Jade smiled. “You would have done well, with or without me,” he said. “You have talent.”


  “But I still failed,” Emily said. “I don’t know what I will be doing next year.”


  “Most students tend to take Martial Magic in Fifth or Sixth Year,” Jade pointed out. “I think they won’t have a problem with you repeating the class in Third Year.”


  Emily nodded, silently. As embarrassing as it was to repeat a class, she did need the practice...and she wasn’t sure what she would do after completing the second year of Martial Magic in any case. Normally, students went straight into apprenticeships with qualified sorcerers, like Jade, but she had four more years of schooling ahead of her first. She looked up at Jade, wondering what had happened to get his face scarred – and why he hadn’t healed the scars completely.


  “I made the mistake of asserting that I was ready to face a master swordsman,” Jade admitted, when she asked. “He cut my face – and Master Grey told me to keep the scars.”


  They stopped outside a hollow in the ground, surrounded by watching magicians. In the center, a set of wards had been drawn up to protect the spectators and prevent outside interference. They reminded Emily of the wards Sergeant Miles erected to protect his pupils, although they felt as if several different magicians had created them together. Perhaps they had, she decided. One person working alone could always decide to cheat.


  “These are the newcomers,” Jade told her, nodding towards the two magicians inside the wards. One of them was holding a staff, Emily noted, while the other was carrying a pair of wands, one in each hand. “The serious fights don’t start until later.”


  Emily nodded, remembering a piece of advice from Alassa. “So,” she said, “what happens?”


  Jade smiled, apparently glad to be able to explain. “Level One dueling means the fighters will duel until one of them is unable to continue,” he told her. “Level Two is fought out until someone is seriously injured and the referee calls a halt. Level Three is a fight to the death, with no quarter asked or received. Most of the duels here are Level Two, but sometimes there’s a grudge match where one participant is killed.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. In the hollow, the two fighters were throwing spells at each other with icy determination. It was hard to tell which one of them was more advanced; they seemed evenly matched. “Why are they using wands?”


  “They’re allowed to use wands and staffs by prior arrangement,” Jade explained. “The challenged party is allowed to set the terms for the duel, but there are limits. You cannot use something you don’t bring into the arena with you, for example, and you can’t take help from outside the arena. That would count as cheating and the mediators” – he pointed a hand towards a pair of men dressed in white – “would intervene.”


  Emily looked back towards the arena, just in time to see the wand-holding magician thrown back against the wards. He crumpled to the ground and lay still. His opponent eyed him carefully for a long moment, then turned and bowed to the crowd. There were a handful of scattered cheers, but not much enthusiasm. The winner didn’t seem amused and stalked out of the arena as soon as the wards were lowered.


  When she asked why, Jade told her. “That was a very basic duel. It isn’t what these bloodthirsty bastards came to see.”


  The next two magicians looked flamboyant, both wearing robes that suggested they were color-blind. Emily had to fight down the urge to snicker when they bowed to each other, then stared in awe as they threw waves of raw magic without bothering to wait for a countdown. The wards flashed blue time and time again as streaks of magic slammed against them, suggesting that both magicians were unleashing vast amounts of power. Emily found herself wondering what would happen if the wards collapsed, then pushed the thought aside as the two magicians converged. It was growing harder to see them in between flashes of magic.


  “A grudge match, if not one to the death,” Jade explained. Emily barely heard him over the roar of the crowd. “Those two are brothers – and rivals.”


  There was a final multicolored flash of light...and one magician collapsed to the ground, his hand severed. Emily saw blood and shuddered. She knew that a healer could reattach the hand within moments but it was still hard to imagine such pain. The winner picked up his opponent’s staff, ritually broke it – there was a sound like a thunderclap as it snapped – and tossed the pieces to one side. Emily had to cover her ears as the crowd went wild. The winner waited until the wards dropped, then marched outside, waving to his fans.


  The next three duels were less violent, but considerably more interesting. There must have been some careful negotiation prior to the match, Emily decided, for the participants seemed more interested in placing their spells carefully than actually winning. The crowd didn’t seem too amused either, but the competitors ignored them. By the time the matches came to an end, the crowd seemed relieved. Emily tended to agree.


  “They probably agreed to hobble themselves,” Jade told her, as the final pair of duelists limped off the field. The duel had ended in a draw. “There are several schools that limit the type of spells you can use in a formal duel.”


  He winked at her as someone new stalked onto the field. Master Grey stood in the center of the arena, holding his staff above his head. Emily watched with sudden interest as the mediators announced him as the undefeated champion, three years running. The crowd went wild, shouting and screaming for their hero. To his credit, Emily decided, Master Grey didn’t look impressed. Indeed, he almost seemed bored.


  “He insisted that anyone who wanted to challenge him had to declare a Level Three,” Jade said, as the first competitor stepped into the arena. He was a tall bulky man, stripped to the waist, with runes carved into his bare flesh. The crowd gave him a good-natured cheer as he bowed to Master Grey, then lifted his staff. “He thought it would cut down on challengers.”


  Emily stared at him. “This duel is to the death?”


  “Yes,” Jade said.


  Emily opened her mouth to ask what would happen if Master Grey lost, but the Mediator blew his whistle before she could speak. Master Grey lowered his staff and waited; his opponent gazed at him, seemingly unmoving. Emily watched, puzzled, as the two magicians stared at each other, neither one making a move. They both seemed to be biding their time.


  The newcomer snapped first, hurling a powerful curse at Master Grey. Master Grey blocked it with seemingly effortless ease, then dodged two more before launching his own curse back at the challenger. The challenger caught it on his staff – brilliant green-blue balefire flared around it for a long moment – then threw another curse back at Master Grey.


  Emily found herself staring as the two competitors exchanged spells. Master Grey was good, she had to admit, good enough to be intimidating. Some of his spells actually worked on the surrounding arena, rather than on his target; one of them even turned part of the ground to quicksand, just long enough to snare his competitor. Emily felt her heartbeat starting to race as Master Grey unleashed a cutting charm, then a transfiguration spell that turned the quicksand to solid rock. His competitor held up his staff, blocking the cutting charm, but he was hopelessly trapped. A moment later, it was all over.


  The crowd went wild. Emily felt sick. She’d seen death – and sudden brutal injury – but she was never comfortable with it. Master Grey held up his staff, then looked towards the wards as the next competitor was shown into the arena. Emily looked at Jade and shivered as she realized just how excited he was. His tutor had probably taught him how to duel.


  “Disgusting,” she said, quietly.


  “It can be,” Jade admitted.


  Emily flushed. She hadn’t realized he could hear her.


  “But it can also be exciting,” Jade added, seriously. “Facing someone in single combat, beating someone in single combat...knowing that you’re alive and a victor and he isn’t. It’s addictive.”


  It must be a guy thing, Emily thought. She’d faced Shadye in single combat – and cheated. Even so, she knew how close she had come to losing everything. The entire world had been at risk.


  “Come on,” Jade said, holding out a hand. “We’ll go get something to eat.”


  Emily gave him a surprised look. “You want to leave your master?”


  “I think you’re more important right now,” Jade said. “And besides, he’ll never notice.”


  Chapter Eight


  THE NOISE OF THE CROWD FADED away as Jade led Emily towards a long low building, illuminated by magic lights hanging in the air. Inside, she could hear the sound of people talking, but garbled by a basic privacy ward that prevented her from actually understanding any of the words. A man wearing a butler’s uniform met them as they entered the door and escorted them to a small room, where a candlelit table was waiting. Emily blinked in surprised as she saw it, then looked up at Jade, who smiled back at her. She was touched, despite herself. It was very romantic.


  “Order whatever you like,” Jade said, nodding towards the menu. “I’m buying.”


  Emily had to admit she was impressed as she looked down at the menu. The Empire might have spread cooking and traditions all over the world, but it was rare for a restaurant or eatery to serve more than one style of food. Here, though, there was food from all over the world, probably prepared in advance and stored in stasis compartments. Magic made preserving food so much easier than freezers and microwaves. And it tasted better too. She picked a dish of chicken cooked in cream, and lime juice. Jade picked roast beef and non-alcoholic wine.


  “Master Grey is good at dueling,” Jade said, when the waiter had been and gone. “What did you think?”


  “He’s killing his fellow magicians,” Emily said, shaking her head in disbelief. “Is he mad?”


  Jade looked surprised, then cast a privacy ward. “He isn’t the one issuing the challenges,” he pointed out, mildly. “He only set the terms of the duels.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. “But either he dies or his challenger dies,” she countered. “Either way, the Allied Lands lose a magician.”


  “He can’t back out or deliberately allow someone to win,” Jade said. “If he did, someone would call him a coward.”


  Men, Emily thought. Did dueling win someone the post of most powerful magician in the world? It couldn’t, she decided; she hadn’t seen Void or the Grandmaster dueling with their rivals. Or Lady Barb, for that matter. It clearly wasn’t necessary to duel to earn accolades.


  “If someone challenged me,” she said, “could I avoid having to fight?”


  “Depends,” Jade said, thoughtfully. “If you were a duelist, you couldn’t really avoid the challenge without conceding your position without a fight. If you’d insulted someone so badly they felt the urge to wipe the smile off your face, you couldn’t avoid the duel without sacrificing all the respect you’d earned. Otherwise...you could simply decline the duel without consequences.”


  He smiled. “But most people are too scared of you to pick a fight.”


  Emily shivered. Her status as the Necromancer’s Bane – and now the person who had defeated a Mimic – had given her a formidable reputation, but it was largely undeserved. There was no easy way to duplicate the trick that had killed Shadye, while the Mimic had been overwhelmed by the combined power of several magicians. If Master Grey or someone on the same level challenged her to a duel, she would lose.


  “Let’s hope it stays that way,” she muttered. She looked up, meeting Jade’s eyes. “Why doesn’t he like me?”


  “I think he thinks you upset the natural order,” Jade confessed. “He wasn’t too happy over me writing to you, I can tell you.”


  Emily flushed. Master Tor had been the same, judging her by her reputation before he’d even met her. And Master Tor had tried hard to get her blamed for the Mimic’s first attack and then expelled from Whitehall. He’d had political motives...if she’d realized just how many problems King Randor making her a baroness would cause, she might have refused the honor, even if she had to speak up in front of a giant crowd. Emily might have hoped to fly under the radar, but Baroness Emily was a political figure.


  “I didn’t mean to make life difficult for you,” she mumbled. She clutched Lady Barb’s pendant, silently grateful for the protective glamor. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be,” Jade said. “It wasn’t your fault.”


  “It might well have been,” Emily said. “I...”


  She was interrupted by the arrival of the waiter, two trays of food floating in the air behind him. Emily smiled at the display, then watched as the trays were unloaded and spells removed, allowing the aroma of the food to reach her nostrils. The smell was good, although not quite as good as some of the places she’d tried in Dragon’s Den. She waited for the waiter to withdraw, then tasted the chicken. It tasted more than a little dry.


  “Someone made you a political pawn,” Jade said, once the waiter had vanished again. “I don’t think that was your fault, no matter what Master Grey says.”


  Emily rubbed her forehead, feeling a headache coming on. She knew, intellectually, that people talked about her, but she was still unprepared for the reality. It hadn’t been something she’d had to worry about on Earth, not when she was so utterly unimportant. Here, someone could make a decision concerning her in the White City or Alexis and she would never hear of it until it was too late.


  “Still, you might want to be careful,” Jade added. “King Randor might not have expected you to be more than a baroness in name only.”


  “I know,” Emily said. The handful of lessons she’d had in estate management had only underlined just how little she actually knew. Aristocratic children, even Alassa, were taught the basics at their parents’ knees, but Emily had only recently been ennobled. How could she hope to learn enough to keep her from depending on subordinates? “But I couldn’t say no.”


  “He might have thought he was doing you a favor,” Jade pointed out. “You saved his throne; he had to reward you in a manner consummate with your deeds. Most people would be delighted to be ennobled, even if they didn’t have lands added as part of the deal.”


  Emily shuddered. Baroness was no empty title. She was, to all intents and purposes, the owner of hundreds of square miles of land – and thousands of people, some of whom were effectively bound to her family line. The sheer weight of responsibility had fallen on her like a hammer from above, forcing her to hire managers to handle the task. And she’d hidden from it afterwards, she knew. She didn’t really comprehend what she’d been given, not at an emotional level.


  “He should have given me a smaller title,” she admitted. Even the smallest title brought a stipend from the Crown, one that could only be canceled in the event of outright treason. “I might have been able to handle it.”


  She shook her head. Stipends were one of Zangaria’s major problems, although the coup attempt against King Randor had allowed him a chance to take aim at some of the useless aristocrats infesting his court. Their ancestors had done something useful and had been rewarded, but the current crop merely drew on the King’s money and protested loudly when he hinted they might want to find proper jobs. But then, there weren’t enough positions suitable for all of them in Zangaria.


  Or at least positions consummate with their titles, she thought. Muckraker sounds about right for most of them.


  “But then he wouldn’t have given you a suitable reward,” Jade said. He smiled, then changed the subject. “I understand that Lady Barb is a hard taskmaster...?”


  Emily blinked, then realized that Lady Barb had told him that Emily would be busy on the first day. “She is,” she confirmed. “Healing was the hardest class at Whitehall.”


  “Cat told me that she gave no quarter,” Jade said. “And now you have her all to yourself.”


  Emily snorted and turned the question back on him. “What sort of person is Master Grey?”


  “Tough, very tough, but fair,” Jade said. “He’s taught me more than I ever learned from the sergeants.”


  “You should have gone into Martial Magic in Fifth Year,” Emily said, rather tartly. She liked the sergeants. Men less like her stepfather were hard to imagine. “We spent the year learning how to crack defenses and pick our path carefully through Blackhall.”


  “So I heard,” Jade said. “And Alassa started her own Ken team?”


  “She did,” Emily said. “And she’s definitely having fun.”


  She felt an odd flicker of envy. She’d never liked team sports on Earth, yet part of her had always envied those who could throw themselves into the game. Alassa and Imaiqah had done just that, but Emily hadn’t been able to follow them. She couldn’t even play for fun.


  “Good for her,” Jade said. “Cat had quite a lot to tell me.”


  Emily groaned. “What did he say?”


  She listened to a somewhat warped recounting of last year at Whitehall as she finished her meal, pointing out the problems from time to time. The Allied Lands didn’t have the Internet, but somehow rumors still moved at the speed of light, mutating very quickly into something utterly unrecognizable. No wonder Master Grey viewed her with dire suspicion, she decided, as she heard that she’d somehow forced Master Tor to hand in his resignation. The tutor’s decision to leave the school hadn’t been her fault.


  “The only true story in all of that,” she said, when Jade had finished, “was the one about us sneaking out of class to go to the library.”


  Jade snorted. “What were you thinking?”


  Emily shook her head. Once, she’d watched a movie where the hero and his girlfriend had skipped off school and gone to an art gallery. She hadn’t been unable to avoid wondering if there would be fewer complaints from the teachers if all skipping pupils had spent their day off so productively. But then, she had never felt as if she’d learned much in school on Earth.


  “They were trying to teach me what I already knew,” Emily admitted, finally. “And I’d taught Alassa and Imaiqah myself.”


  “Your class,” Jade said. He laughed, quietly. “I don’t even know why they made you take it.”


  Emily wondered, absently, just how many people knew that she was responsible for the New Learning. English letters and Arabic numerals had already worked a colossal transformation in the Allied Lands and there was much more to come. Merely having the ability to write and sound out words phonically made it much easier for people to learn to read and write. There might be no agreed system of spelling yet, but someone who could read could work out what a word was, even if the spelling was different. The Scribes Guilds had had a bumpy introduction to the new system, yet they’d adapted fairly well. Others hadn’t been so lucky.


  If the Accountants Guild knew that I’d destroyed them, she asked herself, what would they do?


  She had a terrible feeling she knew the answer. The accountants had worked with numerals that made Latin numbers look simple, a system that took years to master. They’d taken ruthless advantage of their position too, charging their clients vast sums of money just to do their accounts. But Arabic numerals, double-entry bookkeeping, algebra and a handful of other tricks had revolutionized the world. The guild had never recovered.


  “I don’t know either,” she admitted. But she had a very good idea. “Maybe they didn’t want to call attention to what I’d done.”


  Jade nodded as the waiter returned, took away the dishes and offered the desert menu. Emily shook her head and, after a moment, Jade shook his head too. The waiter bowed and retreated, leaving them alone again. Emily watched him go, then looked up at Jade. She knew him well enough to know that he was nervous, even though he was trying to hide it. The sight made her feel nervous too.


  “Last year,” Jade said, slowly, “I...I proposed to you.”


  Emily nodded, without speaking. It had been no surprise to anyone, apart from her, that Jade had been interested, but he hadn’t said anything until the very last day of term. But then, there were rules governing relationships within Whitehall’s walls. Jade would have ended up in hot water if he’d spoken to her earlier.


  She hadn’t been quite sure what to make of it at the time. Part of her had to admit that she liked Jade, part of her thought she only liked him as a friend. He’d kissed her – and she’d enjoyed it – but the thought of going further bothered her deeply. In the end, she hadn’t really given him an answer at all...


  And that, she knew, had done him no favors. Jade wasn’t...well, her, but he would have his own set of marriage offers from magical families. If he picked one of them, particularly after concluding his apprenticeship, he would be well-placed for the future. Marrying Emily as she’d been at the end of First Year – a stranger in a strange land, feared more than loved – wouldn’t have been as good for him. It was easy to believe that he had genuine feelings for her. She hadn’t had much to offer him then.


  But now...? She was a baroness.


  She cringed, mentally. Earth’s modern-day love stories said that love could appear anywhere, among people of any class. But the past said otherwise and the Allied Lands agreed. Alassa wouldn’t have had so many problems finding a husband – she still hadn’t found a husband – if she hadn’t been heir to the throne of Zangaria. Back then, Jade’s proposal had almost been a favor. Now, it was socially laughable.


  He’d meant well; she knew he’d meant well. But she wasn’t even sure she wanted it.


  Jade cleared his throat. Emily realized she’d retreated into her thoughts.


  “I...know that it must be awkward for you now,” he said. “But I gave my word.”


  He hadn’t, Emily recalled. He’d made her no promises. She hadn’t asked for them.


  But her feelings were a tangled mess. Did she want him? Had he found someone else? The thought stung, even though logically she knew it shouldn’t. She hadn’t promised him anything either; they certainly hadn’t agreed not to look elsewhere. And it had to have been hard for him, studying under a man who disliked Emily herself.


  “No, you didn’t,” she said, very quietly.


  Jade didn’t disagree.


  Emily winced, inwardly. She knew she should cut through the tangled mess and talk bluntly, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. The fear of hurting him was too strong. She would sooner have faced the Warden with nothing more solid than a feeble excuse. And she wasn’t even sure what she felt herself.


  “I liked you – I still like you,” Jade said. He stared down at the table, unwilling or unable to meet her eyes. “But things have changed. You’re a...noblewoman now.”


  “I can be a noblewoman and a magician,” Emily pointed out. She was hardly the only noblewoman with magic; Alassa had been born noble, as well as magical. “But I know what you mean.”


  She wished she’d sorted out her own feelings beforehand, but she’d shied away from the thought. If she’d known – she had known. But she hadn’t done anything about it.


  He doesn’t want me anymore, she thought. She could understand his feelings – in the cold-blooded calculus that governed aristocratic marriages, she was well above his station – but it still hurt. If he married her now, he would be little more than her consort, forever tied to her apron strings. No one would take him seriously.


  And Jade was ambitious. He wanted to make a name for himself.


  “Look at me,” she said, quietly. Jade looked up, meeting her eyes. “Did you find someone else?”


  Jade shook his head, wordlessly. Emily wondered, absently, if that was actually true. One advantage of being in Martial Magic was spending time with older boys, boys who sometimes forgot that Emily was young and female. They’d talked, unaware that she could hear them, about a brothel in Dragon’s Den. It was quite possible that Jade had indulged too...


  “I understand,” she said, softly. It hurt – and yet it was also a relief. “Can we just be friends?”


  Jade looked relieved, just for a moment. Emily felt a sudden sharp desire to hurt him, to lash out verbally or physically, a desire she forced back into the back of her mind. At least he’d tried to talk to her, openly. She mentally gave him credit for that. Boys found it hard to talk about their emotions, almost as hard as she found it herself. She’d never talked openly to anyone until she’d met Alassa and Imaiqah.


  “Friends,” he agreed. He held out a hand. Emily shook it firmly. “Do you want to go to a play tomorrow?”


  Emily found herself torn between laughing and crying. “A play?”


  “There are some actors here,” Jade said. “They’re putting on a performance tomorrow – I think it’s The Folly of The Heart.”


  Emily gave him a sharp look, then nodded. “I’d be glad to go,” she said. It wasn’t entirely untrue. She hadn’t seen any plays in the Allied Lands – or on Earth, for that matter. The closest had been an amateur performance of Romeo and Juliet at school, which hadn’t gone very well. Too many people had giggled when Romeo kissed Juliet. “And thank you.”


  She stood, feeling the urge to get back to her bedroom and think about what had happened.


  “I’ll pay for half the dinner,” she said, as Jade followed her. “It isn’t fair for you to pay all of it.”


  “It isn’t a problem,” Jade assured her. The waiter reappeared, holding out a piece of elaborately-decorated parchment. Jade took it, passed him a pair of gold coins, then shoved the bill into his pocket. “Really.”


  Emily frowned. The value of coins – even gold coins – was variable, but she’d never eaten a meal that cost so much in Dragon’s Den. Clearly, the cooks had a captive audience.


  “I’ll walk you home,” Jade said. “Coming?”


  Shaking her head, Emily followed him out the door and into the darkness.


  Chapter Nine


  “WELL,” LADY BARB SAID, THE FOLLOWING morning. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  Emily shook her head as she sat down at the table, rubbing at her eyes. She hadn’t slept at all, if only because she had replayed her conversation with Jade over and over in her head. Part of her regretted agreeing to be just friends, part of her was relieved. And yet she still felt...snubbed, for want of a better word. Her feelings were a mess.


  “No, thank you,” she said, finally. “I just need some sleep.”


  “I noticed you didn’t sleep,” Lady Barb said. “Why didn’t you take something to make you sleep?”


  Emily’s eyes narrowed, then she realized that the wards monitored her condition as long as she was in the house. Parents tended to use them to keep an eye on their children; Whitehall’s wards alerted the staff if someone was seriously hurt or bullied by someone in a higher year. It wasn’t something she liked, she had to admit. She’d spent most of her life hiding from her stepfather’s gaze.


  “I didn’t feel like it,” she said, regretfully.


  “You should have two more potions to brew,” Lady Barb said. She placed a plate of bacon and eggs in front of Emily, then reached out and touched her forehead. “I would suggest reading books, though. You’re bleeding magic.”


  Emily looked down at her palm, then realized what Lady Barb meant. Magic responded to emotion and, the more she used her magic, the easier it was for her power to slip out of control and produce unpredictable effects. Most new magicians, she’d been told, were discovered after they produced their first spark of magic when hurt or upset. Emily herself was something of an exception to that rule, but only because she’d grown up on Earth.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, slowly. “I...”


  “Just go to the library after breakfast or take a sleeping potion,” Lady Barb told her. She sat down facing Emily and opened a parchment letter. “We have our official orders.”


  Emily lifted an eyebrow, so Lady Barb held out the parchment for her to read. It was written in the old language, forcing her to struggle to decipher it. Not for the first time, she wondered just how Whitehall had managed to get so far without phonetic letters. If it hadn’t been for translation spells, she doubted half of the students could even read. She’d certainly needed one for her first year at the school.


  The orders seemed simple enough, but the writer had padded them out. Lady Barb and her apprentice – Emily wasn’t mentioned by name – were ordered to walk through the Cairngorm Mountains, helping the locals and searching for traces of magic. If they found anyone with new magic, they were to provide basic instruction and then invite the new magician to Whitehall or one of the other magical schools. There wasn’t anything more specific, much to Emily’s surprise, apart from a note about wages and discretionary funds. Emily was barely being paid enough to stay alive. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised. Her experience on Earth had taught her that student workers were often grossly underpaid.


  “Interesting,” Lady Barb said. “Here.”


  She passed Emily a second note. Emily read it, quickly. It warned that a handful of children had been reported missing in the Cairngorms, all too young to have developed magic. Emily looked up, worried. Missing children were never a good sign.


  “Could be werewolves,” Lady Barb said. “There’s a werewolf pack on the other side of the mountains. Or vampires. Or plain old human unpleasantness. We’ll see what we see when we get there.”


  Emily nodded. “There’s a letter for you,” Lady Barb added. “The Grandmaster forwarded it here. No one else knows where you are.”


  Jade does, Emily thought as she took the letter. And so does Master Grey.


  The letter was enfolded in creamy white paper, sealed with a spell that ensured that only the recipient could read it. Emily frowned down at it for a long moment, then opened it with her bare hands. She knew from experience that using anything else, even a paper knife, might convince the spell that someone unauthorized was trying to read it, destroying the paper and erasing the message. Inside, there was another sheet of expensive paper. She pulled it out and read it, carefully.


  “They’re asking me to host the next Faire in Zangaria?”


  Lady Barb looked up, surprised. “Interesting,” she said. “I wonder how many deals were made behind the curtains.”


  Emily hesitated, rereading the letter. It was simple and quite uninformative, as if the writer had assumed that she would know what he was talking about. He wanted the next magical gathering to be held in Zangaria, in Cockatrice. Emily read it a third time, then looked up at Lady Barb. The older woman seemed more amused than puzzled.


  “Well,” Emily said. “Should I agree?”


  Lady Barb considered it. “The Faire is traditionally neutral,” she said. “It won’t reflect badly on you to host it, if you wish to do so.”


  “And I should show off some of the other innovations in Zangaria,” Emily said, thoughtfully. “Let word spread far and wide.”


  She gritted her teeth. Some innovations had spread far already, others were moving slower than she would have preferred...and some she would prefer to keep under wraps. But she wasn’t entirely sure just how many innovations Lin had managed to steal before she’d vanished from Whitehall. It was quite possible that whoever was backing her knew about gunpowder, cannons and steam engines. Emily hadn’t expected to keep the latter a secret – they’d shown off a very basic locomotive in Zangaria – but the others would really upset the balance of power.


  “It would,” Lady Barb agreed, tonelessly. “Still, it’s your choice. No one will think any more or less of you if you say yes or no.”


  Emily looked down at the letter one final time, then made up her mind. “I’ll write to Bryon,” she said. “He can have permission to arrange everything and I’ll leave it in his hands.”


  Lady Barb shrugged. “Go to the library after you finish breakfast,” she said, again. “Or go back to bed.”


  Emily nodded. Once the breakfast was finished, she walked back into the library and settled down in front of the books Lady Barb had found for her. The final book on enchantment talked about anchoring a pocket dimension to an object, outlining the basic spells to create a trunk that was bigger on the inside than on the outside. Emily had seen the spells before, but these were actually simpler. Yodel’s book had skipped quite a few stages in creating pocket dimensions. She worked her way through the book, feeling exhaustion slipping up on her...


  The next thing she knew, someone was poking her in the arm. She started awake, embarrassed. Lady Aylia had told her that sometimes students had to be awakened in the library, before their snores grew loud enough to trigger the security spells. Lady Barb laughed at her confusion, then helped her sit upright. Emily’s arms ached from lying on the books.


  “You’re lucky my father didn’t see you doing that,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “He would have been furious.”


  Emily nodded, blearily. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep...”


  “You’ve been asleep for nearly six hours,” Lady Barb told her. “I think you probably needed it.”


  She looked down at Emily’s notes. “What are you planning this time?”


  Emily had to smile at the resigned note in the older woman’s voice. “A protective shelter,” she said, seriously. “A pocket dimension capable of hiding someone from pursuit.”


  Lady Barb frowned. “You do realize that such a dimension might not be safe?”


  “I know,” Emily said.


  The books hadn’t been too clear, but she’d reasoned out that time did funny things inside pocket dimensions. It didn’t flow at all within her trunk, keeping whatever she’d locked inside in stasis, while other pocket dimensions sped up time or slowed it down. Whitehall didn’t seem to have those problems, but Whitehall had a nexus for power. There was no way a single magician could produce anything akin to the school.


  “You’d also have problems getting out,” Lady Barb added. “I don’t think you could open a gateway back to the normal world.”


  Emily scowled. She had a feeling that the energy levels required to get into the pocket dimension were much smaller than the energy levels required to get out. There was no way to be sure, though. Whitehall’s best researchers hadn’t come up with a way of measuring magic like electricity.


  “I could program the dimension to open up automatically after a set period of time,” Emily said. “If the dimension was still anchored to this world...”


  “It might work,” Lady Barb said, after a moment of silent contemplation. “However, I would advise you to be very careful. Being trapped in a pocket dimension might be fatal.”


  Emily nodded.


  “Tell me,” Lady Barb said, changing the subject. “Did you make any plans with Jade?”


  “We’re going to see a play tonight,” Emily said. “I...”


  Lady Barb studied her for a long moment. Emily scowled, inwardly. She wasn’t quite used to the idea of someone looking after her, even Lady Barb. God knew Emily’s mother had been more interested in drinking herself to death then paying attention to her daughter. Emily could have worn the skimpiest of clothes and stayed out all night; her mother would never have noticed. But Lady Barb definitely would.


  Emily wasn’t sure how she felt about that either. It felt nice to have someone looking out for her, but at the same time she didn’t like having someone looking over her shoulder. Her mother had betrayed her and she didn’t really want another mother, no matter how nice it felt to have someone caring. Maybe she should compromise at big sister.


  “Make sure you have a proper nap tonight,” Lady Barb ordered, finally. If she had doubts about Emily meeting Jade again, she kept them to herself. “I’ll expect you to catch up with your potions tomorrow, or you won’t be going out again.”


  Yes, mother, Emily thought, even though she knew it was immature. She also knew why Lady Barb wanted her to master the potions. In the mountains, there were no alchemists or apothecaries. She would have to make the potions the locals needed or they would have to go without. Lady Barb would be too busy discussing other matters with them.


  “I will,” she promised.


  “Good,” Lady Barb said. She made a show of checking her watch. “The play is at nineteen bells, so I suggest you have a wash and then dress in a different set of robes.”


  Emily looked down at her matted robes and scowled. They were designed to survive everything from alchemical accidents to pranks played by the students on each other, but they couldn’t disguise the fact she’d fallen asleep in them. Standing up, she nodded to Lady Barb and walked out of the library, leaving the books behind. A moment later, she heard Lady Barb clearing her throat loudly.


  “Watch your notes,” she warned, picking up the pieces of paper and shoving them at Emily. “You never know who might be watching.”


  Flushing, Emily took the notes and returned to her bedroom, where she buried them under a handful of security wards. She would have to copy them down into her notebooks later, she knew; there was no point in erecting solid wards over the pieces of paper and parchment she’d used in the library. Cursing, she removed the pendant and looked at herself in the mirror. Her face was pale and there were dark shadows under her eyes. The sight bothered her more than she cared to admit. Walking into the bathroom, she undressed and washed quickly, allowing the cold water to shock her awake. She was barely dressed again when she felt the wards quiver in welcome.


  “That’s Jade,” Lady Barb called, as Emily hurriedly pulled the pendant over her head. “Be careful, all right?”


  Emily nodded, although she knew Lady Barb couldn’t see her. Just how much had the older woman guessed? She had far more experience than Emily; she’d probably read the full story off Emily’s face in the morning. And then a sleepless night wasn’t a good sign...shaking her head, she walked downstairs and nodded to Jade. He’d clearly exchanged a few words with Lady Barb.


  “Thank you for coming,” Emily said, as they walked through the gates. “I had no idea where to meet you.”


  Jade looked at her, surprised. “What did you say to her?” He asked. “She was quite insistent that I should behave myself.”


  “Nothing,” Emily said, wondering just what conclusions Lady Barb had drawn. Did she think Jade had molested her in some way? But Jade wasn’t that sort of person. Besides, molesting a student would draw the wrath of the Grandmaster...and Lady Barb herself. And Void, in Emily’s case. “I just didn’t sleep very well.”


  Jade said nothing, leaving Emily wondering just how easy it would be to maintain a friendship after a semi-relationship. They walked down the hill and into a larger tent, the largest Emily had yet seen. Inside, it had been set up like a theatre, with a large stage at one end of the room and uncomfortable-looking benches lined up and crammed with people. Emily smiled at the sight of a handful of comfy chairs, clearly reserved for the elderly or important people, then sat down on one of the benches. Jade sat next to her and cast a silencing ward as the tent slowly filled to the limits.


  “This play dates back to the days of the Empire,” Jade explained, as the magical lights started to dim, focusing attention on the stage. “The basic plot hasn’t changed at all.”


  Emily had her doubts about that, but she kept them to herself as the actors appeared on stage and the performance began. Most of the special effects were literal magic, she saw, more interesting and exciting than any play performed on Earth. The plot itself seemed a little confusing at first, until around thirty minutes into the performance. It clicked in Emily’s mind.


  “But love is mine to take and hold,” the male lead proclaimed. “Love to be found where I choose.”


  “And yet, love blinds one to the truth,” the secondary female lead warned. “You cannot hope to gift the gifted.”


  Emily couldn’t help thinking of Doctor Faustus. The male lead had fallen in love with a mundane woman, a woman possessing no magic at all. It wasn’t a choice his family approved, unsurprisingly, and they were very unpleasant to the poor girl. The actress playing the mundane woman was turned into a pig, a goat and a donkey in the first act alone, despite the best efforts of her lover. And then her lover had made a bargain with a demon to grant her magic powers. But the price turned out to be more than they could pay.


  “You ordained that power would be granted in spite of the gods,” an actor proclaimed, calling out the male lead. “Did you always assume it came without a price?”


  “I loved her, I know, and yet I love her still,” the male lead countered. “But I no longer know why.”


  Emily shivered. The demon’s price for granting the woman magic powers had been their love for one another, all that held them together. They might still be physical lovers, but the sensation of true love was gone. How could the relationship last when they were little more than friends with benefits? In the end, the couple parted, no longer truly lovers.


  “The play is popular,” Jade explained, when the actors finally took their leave. “But I don’t know why.”


  “I think I do,” Emily said. Perhaps it was her studies on Earth, but she thought she understood. “It’s a warning.”


  She scowled. It was a warning to children of magical families, warning them not to marry powerless mundanes. The power imbalance in the relationship could destroy it, completely. But really...what was the difference between a man being strong enough to beat his wife when she disobeyed him and a woman having the power to turn her man into a frog for being a bastard? Power wasn’t just counted in magic.


  But a wife could fight back against her husband, she thought. A mundane couldn’t fight a magician.


  She allowed Jade to lead her to a smaller eatery, then sat down beside him for dinner. It was easier talking to him now, she decided, even though he seemed to want to spend most of the time talking about his apprenticeship. Emily listened, filing everything he told her away in her mind. One day, she knew, she might well have a full apprenticeship herself. But she didn’t want it with someone so determined to kill anyone who challenged him.


  “It’s not common for a male sorcerer to take a female apprentice,” Jade cautioned her. “I think the only exceptions were when the sorcerer was more interested in men than women.”


  Emily smiled. Homosexuality wasn’t taboo, but it was hedged around by customs and traditions that seemed to change depending on wealth or social class. A magician wouldn’t draw any raised eyebrows if he was doing the penetrating, yet he would be sneered at if he allowed himself to be penetrated. Emily suspected the taboo said more about men than anyone would care to admit. There was nothing comparable for lesbians.


  “We’re due to leave tomorrow,” Jade said, softly. “Will you write to me?”


  “I will,” Emily promised. Hadn’t she been doing that all term? “Where are you going?”


  “I’m not sure,” Jade confessed.


  He led her back to the house, then stopped outside and gave her a tight hug. Emily returned it, but she felt nothing, no sense that she wanted it to go further. She’d felt more the first time he’d kissed her, almost a year ago. Was there something wrong with her?


  “I will write,” she said, pushing her thoughts aside. There would be time to think about them later. “And you take care of yourself.”


  “You too,” Jade said. “I’ll see you soon.”


  Emily watched him walk away into the darkness, then turned and stepped through the gate into the house.


  Chapter Ten


  THE NEXT FEW DAYS PASSED SURPRISINGLY quickly. Emily spent her mornings brewing potions and her afternoons reading her way through Lady Barb’s library or writing letters to her friends. Lady Barb took her around the Faire one day and introduced her to a handful of people, but most of them weren’t particularly interested in just another apprentice. Emily rather preferred their indifference to the interest they would show if they knew who she actually was.


  On the final day, Lady Barb took her into a different chamber and produced a small pencil-sized stick from her bag. Emily stared down at it, unable to escape a nagging sense of familiarity. It was tiny, yet somehow she knew she already knew what it was; she just couldn’t place it. Lady Barb snorted and removed the miniaturization spell. The staff snapped back to its normal size in her hand.


  “Your staff,” Lady Barb said. She held it out for Emily to take. “I trust you recall how to use it – and the dangers of using it?”


  Emily nodded. Sergeant Miles had taught her how to shape spells and embed them within the wood, but he’d also warned her of the dangers of excessive use. It was far too easy to lose the ability to cast spells without a staff or a wand...and, if she did, she would be dependent on someone else to prepare the wand for her. Alassa, thankfully, had mastered the art after spending years using a wand, but Emily wasn’t sure she could match it. Only sheer determination had kept Alassa trying until she’d gained the skill.


  She took the staff in her hand, feeling it quivering against her bare palm. It felt...seductive, the magic in her responding to the handful of spells lodged within the wood. She had to smile, wondering what a psychologist would make of men using staffs, then carefully let go of it. As always, it stood on its end without falling over.


  “You are to carry it with you, but you are not to use it without permission,” Lady Barb told her. “Shrink it down and keep it hidden.”


  Emily nodded. She was seventeen – at least she was fairly sure she was seventeen – and it was rare for anyone to start working with staffs until they were at least twenty. Using it in public would suggest either vast power or little skill, both of which would attract unwanted attention. She cast the shrinking spell, then stuck the staff up her sleeve. If nothing else, she could use it to fight physically, rather than using magic. Sergeant Miles had taught her how to use a staff for that too.


  “Good,” Lady Barb said, once the staff was safely concealed. “Have you packed everything?”


  Emily nodded. She’d spent half of the previous day washing her robes without using magic, then hanging them on the line to dry. Lady Barb hadn’t been very understanding when Emily had asked why they couldn’t use magic, pointing out that they had to learn not to use magic for everything. Emily couldn’t help wondering what Whitehall would make of a washing machine or an iron. It was astonishing just how easy life was, in many ways, on Earth.


  “Splendid,” Lady Barb said. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”


  Emily followed her back into the library, then stopped in front of a bookcase. For a moment, she thought they were returning to the spellchamber, but it was very definitely a different bookcase. Behind it, there was another staircase leading down into the darkness. Lady Barb cast a light spell, then started to walk down the stairs. Emily followed her, nervously. The last time hadn’t been fun at all.


  She swallowed. “How many secret passages are there like this?”


  Lady Barb turned and grinned at her. “That’s a secret,” she said. “But there are quite a few.”


  Emily smiled, trying to calm her nerves. Secret passages seemed to be common in Whitehall, Zangaria’s castles and now magical houses. But it did make a certain kind of sense, she knew. The Grandmaster, King Randor and the others would want a way of moving around without being seen – and besides, looking for the passages in Whitehall was one of the great student traditions. Emily knew where a handful of them were, but there were dozens of others.


  They reached the bottom and stopped, on the edge of a patch of earth. Emily watched as the light spell grew brighter, revealing patches of earth intermingled with stone, as if it were a giant chess board. No, she realized suddenly, as she saw the runes carved into the stone; it was a graveyard, a crypt. None of the names below the runes were familiar.


  “My family members have been buried here for centuries,” Lady Barb said, very softly. In the distance, Emily was sure she could hear dripping water. “One day, I’ll be buried here too.”


  Emily looked up, peering into the darkness. It was impossible to tell how far the chamber stretched, but it had to be colossal. Hundreds of people could be buried here, deep below the ground. She looked back at Lady Barb and saw that she was pale, suddenly much older.


  “When I was a child,” Lady Barb said softly, “we were told that the dead held parties here while the living slept. I always envied them, because my father wasn’t inclined to hold many parties in his hall. One night, I slipped down into the crypt and saw...nothing.”


  She shook her head. “My mother’s people taught that the dead are reborn as part of the world surrounding us,” she added. “I like to believe that’s true.”


  Emily felt a moment of sympathy. As a child, she’d known that Santa Claus wasn’t real; he’d never visited her house. She’d never really understood until she was older why so many other children had believed in him. They hadn’t lost the illusions that came with being a child, the belief that their parents could fix anything and the Tooth Fairy was real. Emily had never been allowed such illusions.


  Lady Barb turned. Emily hesitated, then called out to her. “Why did you bring me here?”


  “I wanted you to see it,” Lady Barb said. She walked up the stairs, but her voice floated back. “Don’t linger, Emily. There are dangers down here.”


  Emily took one final look at the nondescript patches of earth, then followed her up the stairs and into the light. Lady Barb’s expression was tightly controlled, suggesting that she was upset about something. The last time she’d looked like that, she’d been scolding Emily, Alassa and Imaiqah for skiving off their classes. This time, however, she didn’t look unhappy with Emily, but someone else.


  “Grab your bag, then make sure you have everything,” Lady Barb said. “I’m going to be sealing the house and I will be very upset if I have to unseal it before the end of the summer.”


  “Understood,” Emily said. She looked at Lady Barb for a long moment. “Are you all right?”


  “Go,” Lady Barb snapped.


  Emily fled. She’d never been very good at noticing when someone was hurting, or when someone was feeling anything at all. It had surprised her when she’d realized just how badly depressed Alassa had become, or that Jade was interested in her...she pushed the thought aside as she walked into her room and picked up her bag, then checked around for anything she might have left behind. The notes she’d written had been copied into her notebooks and then reduced to dust in the fire. Taking the bag, she walked back downstairs. Lady Barb was waiting at the door, a pinched expression on her face and a wand in her hand.


  “I’ll meet you outside the gates,” Lady Barb said. “Just wait for me there.”


  It took ten minutes before Lady Barb joined her, putting the wand into her bag as she closed the gates behind them. The wards shivered back into place, sealing the house. Emily wondered, absently, just how long they would last before they collapsed into nothingness without a magician to sustain them, but there was no way to ask. There were questions it was unwise to ask out loud.


  “Come on,” Lady Barb said. “Our transport is waiting at the other side of the Faire.”


  Half of the visitors had already departed, Emily discovered, as they walked through the area where the Faire had been. The others were busy shutting up their stalls and loading their remaining goods onto carts, protected by magicians or armed mercenaries. Emily reminded herself, sharply, of her plans to set up a proper bank. It was something she intended to do, either in Cockatrice or somewhere else, once she had enough money to make it work. But she hadn’t worked out all the details yet.


  “They normally sell some books cheaply after the Faire officially ends,” Lady Barb commented. “Would you like to stop and see what they have?”


  Emily hesitated, tempted, then shook her head. “I’d have to carry them all, wouldn’t I?”


  “Yep,” Lady Barb said. She smiled, brightly. “But I wouldn’t have minded.”


  “Of course not,” Emily agreed. “I’d be carrying them.”


  Lady Barb laughed as they walked past the half-dismantled stalls and headed towards a number of gipsy-like wagons. They looked almost too small to be real, she saw, as if they were expensive toys rather than real wagons. A handful of young children, some of them wearing ragged clothes, were running around them, playing a game of chase. Behind them, their older relatives were slowly loading some of the wagons with supplies and the remains of their stalls.


  A dark-skinned girl who looked no older than Emily herself stood and walked over to meet them. “Karman,” Lady Barb said, formally, “I would like to introduce Millie, my apprentice. Millie, this is Karman of the Diddakoi Travellers.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” Karman said. Her voice was oddly accented in a manner Emily didn’t recognize. “You are welcome among us, if you come in peace.”


  “I do,” Emily said, formally. She couldn’t help a flicker of envy as she studied Karman. The girl was naturally beautiful, without the inhuman perfection of Alassa. Her long dark hair reached all the way down to her thighs. There was a suppleness to her body that suggested she spent most of her time in the open air. “I thank you for accepting us.”


  “We will leave in an hour, we hope,” Karman said, addressing Lady Barb. “You will ride in the guest wagon.”


  Emily couldn’t help being charmed as they walked past the family wagons. They were decorated with carved wood, tiny icons and runes, almost imperceptible behind a concealing glamor. The guest wagon was larger, but the bunk beds were tiny and there was no room to swing a mouse, let alone a cat. And there was someone inside already. Emily blinked in surprise as she recognized the singer from the first day of the Faire. The girl looked back at her shyly.


  “We don’t bite,” Lady Barb assured the girl, dryly. “Don’t worry about us.”


  The girl would have no problems in the bunk beds, Emily saw, but both she and Lady Barb would have real problems. Even Imaiqah, who was shorter than Emily, couldn’t have fitted into one of the bunks safely. There were certainly no charms expanding the space inside the wagon. Lady Barb saw her face and grinned, mischievously.


  “We’d normally sleep under the stars,” Lady Barb told her. “Unless it was raining, of course.”


  She motioned for Emily to climb into the wagon, then left her and the singer alone. Emily exchanged glances with the young girl – at a guess, she couldn’t be more than thirteen – then opened her bag and found a book. She was engrossed in it when Lady Barb returned, leading a large horse by the reins. The horse looked larger than any of the riding horses Emily had seen, but definitely tamer. Emily smiled in relief as Lady Barb hooked the horse to the wagon, piece by piece. Alassa might like riding over the countryside at breakneck pace, jumping hedges and ditches with abandon, but Emily had never liked riding. She always had the impression that the horse was just biding its time before throwing her off and bolting.


  “Most people sit on the edge of the wagon and watch the countryside go by,” Lady Barb pointed out, as the first wagon started to move. The guest wagon, it seemed, would be at the very rear of the small convoy. “Don’t you want to see where we’re going?”


  Emily sighed, put the book aside and peered into the distance. A handful of mountains could be seen, rising up until their peaks were hidden in the clouds. Mapping wasn’t one of her skills, even after months spent working with the sergeants on following map-based directions, but she was fairly sure that the mountains were the Cairngorms.


  “Right,” Lady Barb said, when Emily asked. “The Travellers won’t be going up the mountains themselves, but they’ll let us off when we finally reach the bottom of the mountainside. There’s a road there we can follow until the first village.”


  Emily nodded, feeling nervous. The first village was where their mission would truly begin and, despite all the preparation, she felt unready.


  It was a bitter thought. I have risked my life, for my friends, she thought, but why would anyone put other lives in my hands?


  She shuddered. There were no shortage of ways to make mistakes that would risk lives, if she were trying to heal, or poison someone, if she made a potion that went bad...she swallowed at the thought, shivering. What if she made a mistake and someone died?


  She wanted to crawl back into the wagon and hide, but instead she found herself looking at the countryside as the convoy moved onwards. The disorganized woodland slowly gave way to fields, with peasants working the farms and a small castle in the distance. She guessed that Lady Barb’s extended family owned the land where the Faire had been held, while the territory outside it was owned by the local nobility.


  “I should have read more about this area,” she muttered.


  “Yes, you should,” Lady Barb agreed. “Did you read the material I gave you on the Cairngorms?”


  Emily nodded. It hadn’t sounded very welcoming. The region had been ruled by a king for the first fifty years after the Empire had collapsed, but then something had happened to the monarchy and the Mountain Lords had ruled the territory ever since. Reading between the lines, Emily suspected that the lords had actually assassinated their monarch. Relations between them and the Allied Lands were fragile at the best of times, with only the distant threat of the necromancers to keep them working together.


  “You’ll need to keep it in mind at all times,” Lady Barb warned. “We don’t need to get entangled in local politics.”


  “I understand,” Emily said, silently reminding herself to reread the material. Lady Barb had told her she could keep that particular set of notes in mind. “But what happens if we do?”


  “We try to get out of it,” Lady Barb said.


  The farmland gave way to a river running down towards the sea, too deep and rapid for them to dare to cross. Instead, the wagons turned and headed northwards until they found a bridge and crossed over. Emily felt an odd shiver of magic as they passed over the running water, but couldn’t attach a name to the sensation. Lady Barb didn’t seem surprised when she pointed it out.


  “There’s often traces of magic in water,” Lady Barb explained. “Didn’t you learn that from Professor Thande?”


  Emily nodded, embarrassed. Alchemy was all about releasing the natural magic in raw materials. Water was normally neutral, but it could pick up magic and transfer it elsewhere, under the right conditions. She couldn’t help wondering what such magic would do to someone who drank the water. Perhaps, she decided, it accounted for the appearance of magic talents. She’d read a fantasy story where a magic fountain had gifted its first drinkers with magic powers.


  “I did,” she confessed.


  “My parents wanted me to go to school,” the singer said, piping up suddenly. “But my uncles said no.”


  “That’s not uncommon among Travellers,” Lady Barb said. “They’re not counted as new magicians, so their fees are rarely paid by the Allied Lands. Most of them have to learn from their parents and never really qualify as trained magicians. My mother might not have let me go, if I’d stayed with her.”


  Emily looked at the singer, feeling an odd hint of pity. She was a good singer, one who could charm anyone who heard her...and she would never have a chance to develop her magical talent. Her family considered it more important to let her sing for money then pay for her to go to Whitehall. But there were other sources of cash...


  I could fund her, Emily thought, wondering if Lady Barb would read her face. I have the money.


  She looked down at the girl, silently resolving to discuss the matter with Lady Barb as soon as they were alone. Whitehall wasn’t that expensive compared to her income from Cockatrice; she could easily fund one student. Hell, she could fund a dozen students and never notice the loss. But she had no idea of the practicalities of the situation.


  Lady Barb gave her a sharp look, as if she had understood what Emily was thinking. “Do you want to take the reins for a while?”


  Emily shook her head. She didn’t trust horses, even horses that acted docile.


  “I’ll take them,” the singer said. “Horses like me...except when I tried to clean them as a kid.”


  “If you like,” Lady Barb said. “What’s your name?”


  “Jasmine,” the singer told her. There was a hint of pain in her voice. “Just plain Jasmine. My parents died years ago.”


  Poor girl, Emily thought, bitterly. She loved her parents before they left her.


  Chapter Eleven


  THE SUN WAS SETTING AS THE convoy pulled into a clearing in the middle of a forest. Emily jumped down from the wagon, her body aching from sitting too long, and stretched until she had worked some of the kinks out of her muscles. Lady Barb stepped down with more dignity, then released the horse and led the beast over to a place he could pick at the grass. Emily watched as the Travellers organized their wagons and started to prepare dinner. She wanted to help, but she wasn’t sure what to do.


  “Set up the cauldron,” Lady Barb ordered, when she returned. “I agreed to provide them with pain-relief potions, ones using Whitehall’s specific recipe.”


  Emily blinked in surprise. She’d never heard of a specific recipe from Whitehall. As far as she knew, the potions were fairly commonplace – and even if they’d started out unique, someone would have analyzed and duplicated them by now. But she pushed the thought aside and dutifully unloaded the small cauldron from Lady Barb’s bag, followed by a small handful of ingredients. Painkiller potion was fairly easy to brew.


  She lit a small fire, carefully placed the cauldron over the heat and filled it with water. Jasmine sat down next to her and watched, saying nothing, as the water slowly started to bubble. A handful of young boys came up too, but walked away disappointed when they discovered that Emily wasn’t using toad’s eyes, fish eggs or anything else equally gross. Emily had to smile at their reactions; normally, she passionately disliked cutting up small animals and insects. No wonder, she decided, most alchemists were male.


  Once the potion was cooling, she sat back and studied the Traveller family, trying to work out who was who. In Zangaria, it would be blindingly obvious who was in charge – and their sons and daughters would wear their colors. Here, with everyone wearing simple ragged clothing and little in the way of jewelery, it was hard to tell. Everyone adult either looked young, not much older than Emily herself, or old enough to pass for her grandparents. She wasn’t even sure who were the mothers and fathers of the dozens of kids running around the encampment.


  “They don’t take blood relations as being all-important,” Lady Barb explained, when she returned from speaking with the older Travellers. “A child born to a Traveller family will have at least five or six mothers and fathers, no matter who actually sired the child or gave birth to him. It’s a loving environment, but it can be a little stifling at times.”


  Emily wasn’t so sure about that. The children were running wild, despite shouts from an older girl who seemed to be their designated nursemaid. There was a look on her face of quiet desperation, reminding Emily of Imaiqah as she’d been on the first day she and Emily had met. The older girl eventually dragged two of the boys back to the fire and plunked them down in front of a stern-looking elder man. Emily couldn’t help noticing that the man winked at the boys as soon as the girl’s back was turned.


  The Traveller adults seemed surprisingly varied. Half of the adults looked as though they’d grown up in Germany, complete with blond hair and blue eyes that would have made Hitler proud, the remainder being a strange mixture of ethnic groups. She saw a young woman who looked Chinese, a man with black skin and an older woman who might have been Indian, although her skin was so wrinkled it was hard to be sure. The children seemed to be mixed race, like many of the magical families. Emily reminded herself that racism – at least among normal humans – was largely unknown among the families. They found it more useful to combine genetic heritages from all over the globe.


  And then they take it out on werewolves and gorgons, she thought, cynically. What’s the point of discriminating against humans when there are non-humans about?


  “You must have found it hard to adapt,” Emily said, looking up at Lady Barb. “How did they treat you?”


  “I did,” Lady Barb said. Her lips quirked with hidden amusement. “My father wasn’t quite as bad as King Randor when it came to spoiling his daughter, but I was the apple of his eye. I was not always a very well behaved child. My mother...was not amused.”


  She leaned over and checked the potion, carefully. “Good work,” she said, finally. “Let it finish cooling, then they can drain it into bottles for themselves.”


  Emily felt a flush of pride. She’d never really been praised by her mother, and her stepfather would sooner have joined his wife in a bottle than offer an encouraging word. And there was no point to praise at school, not on Earth. She’d known all too well that it was utterly pointless to work hard. But Lady Barb’s praise meant something to her. She wasn’t someone who gave praise easily.


  “Thank you,” she said. “What are we going to do now?”


  “It doesn’t look like rain,” Lady Barb said, looking up at the darkening sky. High overhead, the stars were starting to glimmer into existence. “Fetch the blankets from the wagon and we’ll sleep under the stars.”


  Emily nodded, just as a young boy ran up to them, carrying two bowls of stew and a pair of spoons. Lady Barb took them, smiled at the boy and passed one of the bowls to Emily. Emily sniffed it, decided it smelled good, and took one of the spoons. She was careful not to ask what went into the stew, knowing that it might put her off eating it. She’d watched the sergeants make food from ingredients they’d scrounged from the surrounding countryside more than once and it never failed to bother her. But she was the only person at Whitehall who would be bothered.


  Jasmine walked off, back towards the fire. Moments later, Emily heard her voice drifting back as she started to sing. She felt a shiver of envy – on Earth, Jasmine would probably have had the talent to escape being born in poverty – before realizing that she was being silly. Talent and fame didn’t always go together. But then, she’d never shared the music tastes of the other girls on Earth. She’d never really had an opportunity to develop tastes at all.


  She looked over at Lady Barb. “Jasmine should go to Whitehall,” she said, seriously. “Can I sponsor her?”


  Lady Barb frowned. “You’d need to speak with her uncles,” she said, after a moment’s thought. She smiled, but it didn’t quite touch her eyes. “Do you even know the girl well enough to make such an offer?”


  Emily scowled. Lady Barb was right. She barely knew Jasmine...and she was considering making a fairly sizable financial commitment to the young girl’s education. But there was something about Jasmine that reminded Emily of herself, a girl caught in a family situation she couldn’t escape on her own. Emily hadn’t escaped on her own. Shadye had kidnapped her, stealing her from Earth. If he hadn’t tried to kill her immediately afterwards, Emily suspected that he wouldn’t have had any problems turning her to the darkness.


  “But it isn’t uncommon,” Lady Barb added, softly. “You do realize that you’d be creating a permanent tie between you and her?”


  “I think so,” Emily said. The richer magical families often sponsored new magicians – or magicians from poorer magical bloodlines – in exchange for later favors. Imaiqah’s fees had been paid by Whitehall’s fund for new magicians, but several others she knew were committed to their sponsors. Some of them would probably wind up marrying into the magical families, adding their wild magic to the family’s genetics. “But I wouldn’t want much from her.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Lady Barb said, dryly. There was a long pause as she looked up at the stars, then over at the gathering Travellers. “If you wish, I will speak with her current guardians on your behalf. Maybe, in fact, I will not mention that you wish to do it. But they may well say no. The Travellers dislike obligation to anyone outside their families.”


  Emily understood. One of the traditions at Whitehall that puzzled her, then alarmed her, was that obligations had to be repaid, somehow. Outside very close friends, there was no such thing as holiday presents. Every gift had to be repaid in kind with something of equal value. The dresses Alassa’s mother kept sending Emily, Alassa had explained, created a tie between Emily and Queen Marlena, even though Emily hadn’t wanted to create the tie herself. Or, for that matter, wear the dresses. But it was hard to refuse without permanently damaging their relationship.


  It was easy, she knew, for someone to be pushed into a subordinate position. A richer or better-connected student could create an obligation to a poorer student, simply by giving him or her expensive gifts. Whitehall’s rules on relationships made sense in that light, she knew; an older student could easily take advantage of a younger student. But the rules only seemed to push the practice underground. If Emily hadn’t been close friends with Alassa, she suspected she would have been drowned in expensive gifts.


  “I repaid my own fees,” Emily said, finally. “I’m sure Jasmine could do the same.”


  Lady Barb snorted. “I rather doubt it,” she said. “You were very lucky.”


  Emily nodded. She wasn’t quite sure who had actually paid her fees – Mistress Irene hadn’t been very clear on the matter when Emily had asked – but she’d returned the money anyway, once she was sure she could support herself. Neither the Grandmaster nor Void had ever commented on it. She suspected – she hoped – that meant they approved.


  “I will speak to her guardians,” Lady Barb said, again. “It will be a year or two before she can go to Whitehall in any case. She isn’t that old and her powers have yet to develop properly.”


  She smiled, suddenly. “The Travellers hold the record for the greatest number of child magicians,” she added. “They’re so frequently exposed to wild magic that their powers often develop earlier than their parents might wish.”


  Emily shuddered. Students at Whitehall could be cruel – but children could be crueler. The thought of a young boy or girl armed with magic was horrifying, particularly as they wouldn’t be in an environment where their use of magic could be monitored and supervised. And she’d read horror stories about what happened to such magicians when they finally went through puberty. Quite a few of them didn’t survive the experience.


  “I’ll go speak to them once the entertainment is over,” Lady Barb added, sitting up. “Go fetch the blankets, then you can get some sleep.”


  Emily obeyed, scrambling back into the wagon and finding the blankets on the cramped bunks. She couldn’t help feeling a little wistful as she jumped back down, watching the Travellers gather around the fire. An older man played a violin, several of the young couples danced...they were a family, no matter how strange, and had an easy companionship that she’d never known. Their children grew up knowing there were people looking out for them at all times. Even if they chafed sometimes under the restrictions, they also knew they were safe.


  She felt a tinge of envy as she laid out the blankets, one by one. It would be nice to share such companionship, but she wasn’t even sure where to begin. She liked her handful of friends, yet she wasn’t always sure how to handle being friends with anyone. There were times she just wanted to be alone, in the company of her own thoughts...she shook her head, bitterly. She’d never really had friends – or respected mentors – until she’d come to Whitehall.


  It was far too dark to read – she half-wished for a Kindle, although she had no idea if it would even work – so she lay back on the blankets and stared up at the stars. She’d never paid much attention to them on Earth, not when she knew she would never be able to reach orbit, let alone the moon or Mars. Now, she knew how to use them to find her way, thanks to the sergeants, but she had no idea if they were the same stars as those visible on Earth. If they were different, she asked herself, what were the implications of that?


  She tensed as she felt someone moving next to her, then relaxed slightly as she realized it was only Jasmine. The younger girl lay down on the blankets and closed her eyes, seemingly unaware of just how badly she’d alarmed Emily. Emily sighed, waiting for her heart to stop pounding in her chest. It had taken months for her to get used to the concept of having roommates, people who slept in the same room. And now, Jasmine had casually disturbed her...


  The entertainment had come to an end, she realized. She looked around and saw Lady Barb, her long blonde hair glistening in the firelight, talking to an older man. It was hard to believe that he was related to Jasmine; where Jasmine was pale, he was dark. But there were so many ethnic groups mixed in the community that it was quite possible he was related to Jasmine’s father. Emily watched for a long moment and then settled back on her blankets and closed her eyes.


  “I liked watching you brew,” Jasmine confided. “What were you making?”


  Emily smiled. “Green,” she said, without opening her eyes. “A nugget of the purest green.”


  The next thing she knew was a shock as cold water splashed over her face. She jerked awake as water cascaded down her shirt, looking around in shock. No one at Whitehall would have disturbed her sleep, certainly not during the run-up to exams. They needed their sleep just as much. But now...she sat up, choking, and saw two boys running away. The sun was inching its way into the sky, casting brilliant rays of light over the land.


  “Little brats,” Lady Barb swore. She lifted her hand and cast a spell after the boys, just as they dodged behind a wagon. Emily sensed a flare of magic and knew that the spell had reached its targets, even though they were out of eyeshot. If she’d had any doubts about Lady Barb being a powerful magician, that would have erased them. She smiled to herself at the sound of outraged croaking. “I’m sorry about that, Millie.”


  It took Emily a moment to remember that she was Millie. “It’s okay,” she said, although it wasn’t. Her clothes were not only drenched, they were clinging to her skin in a manner she found uncomfortably revealing. “Let me dry myself.”


  It took three tries before she managed the spell properly. Her hair still felt damp afterwards, but at least she no longer had water dripping down her body. Lady Barb stood up, dried herself and stalked off towards where the boys had tried to hide. Emily wondered what she’d done to them, hoping it was something truly unpleasant. Beating someone halfway to death didn’t seem like enough, somehow. She helped Jasmine to her feet, then cast another drying spell for the younger girl. Jasmine didn’t seem too upset by the whole experience.


  “They’re always like that,” she said, as Emily ran her fingers through her hair. “You get used to it.”


  Lady Barb reappeared, dragging both boys by their ears. They both looked rather shell-shocked, neither of them fighting or trying to escape. Lady Barb dragged them over to the adults, then had a terse conversation. Emily checked on the potion and discovered to her relief that it was unharmed, then started to move it into the bottles for storage. She’d had to clean the cauldron before they packed up for the day.


  “I’m sorry about that,” Lady Barb repeated, as she walked back to the wagon. “They’re going to be punished.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said, feeling an odd surge of vindictiveness. There had been times when she’d wished she had siblings, but she wouldn’t have wanted to expose anyone else to her stepfather. Besides, she liked being alone and it was hard to be alone when surrounded by family. “When are we leaving?”


  Lady Barb nodded towards the mountains. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours, once we depart,” she said. “And then we’ll be on our own.”


  Emily allowed herself to look forward to it as they ate breakfast, then packed up the campsite and buried their waste. Neither of the boys reappeared from their wagon, perhaps fortunately. Emily couldn’t help feeling murderous towards them, even though they probably hadn’t meant to scare her. But it wouldn’t be easy for her to sleep again in the campsite.


  “Set up wards,” Lady Barb advised, when Emily asked for advice. “You can hold one in place long enough to get some sleep, can’t you?”


  Emily scowled, irritated at herself. She didn’t use protective wards at Whitehall, nor had she used them in Zangaria or at Lady Barb’s home. But she could have used them at the campsite to ensure that her sleep was undisturbed, at least by children. Lady Barb wouldn’t have any difficulty waking her if necessary.


  “I can,” she agreed, sourly. She dried the blankets, then returned them to the wagon. “What did...”


  She nodded towards Jasmine. “They said we could provide the money, provided the obligations were all on her,” Lady Barb said. “It sounds cold, but it isn’t uncommon.”


  Emily hesitated, looking at the younger girl.


  “I’ll talk to her,” Lady Barb said, as the Travellers started to hitch the wagons to the horses. “If she accepts...you can talk to her later.”


  “I understand,” Emily said, reluctantly. She knew Lady Barb knew more about the whole system than her, but it still annoyed her. “I’ll let you handle it.”


  Lady Barb gave her a long look, then nodded.


  Chapter Twelve


  EMILY HAD NEVER SEEN MOUNTAINS IN person until she’d been kidnapped by Shadye. Since then, she’d seen the mountains that surrounded Whitehall and explored them with Jade, but the Cairngorms were different. She couldn’t help staring as the mountains grew closer, reaching up towards the sky, their peaks lost in dark clouds that flickered with lightning – and perhaps magic. The countryside changed too; trees clung closer and closer to the road, casting dark shadows over the wagons. Emily shivered as she peered into the forest, wondering what might be lurking inside. She’d read enough to know that anything could be waiting for them in the darkness.


  The convoy lurched to a halt. “Here we are,” Lady Barb said, as she passed the reins to Jasmine. “That’s where we’re going.”


  Emily followed her pointing finger. The trees parted, just enough to reveal a rocky path leading up into the mountains. Emily shivered when she saw the shadows moving ahead of them, then pushed the thought aside and picked up her bag. Lady Barb exchanged a few brief words with Jasmine before she jumped down and headed to the lead wagon. Emily said goodbye, biting her tongue to keep from asking Jasmine what she’d said to Lady Barb, then jumped down herself. Up close, the path didn’t look any more inviting.


  A cold wind blew through the trees as Lady Barb came to join her, the horses neighing in farewell as the convoy started to move out. Emily waved to Jasmine as the last wagon moved past, then drove down the road and vanished in the distance. She couldn’t help missing the convoy, now they were alone. It seemed impossible to believe that there were any other humans nearby. She would almost sooner be somewhere – anywhere – else.


  “No time to waste,” Lady Barb said, briskly. If she thought the surroundings were ominous too, she kept it to herself. “Come along.”


  She turned and started to walk up the path. Emily followed, silently grateful for the long marches in rough terrain the sergeants had forced upon her. Without them, she knew she would have had real trouble walking up the path. The footing was unstable and there were nasty-looking jagged rocks everywhere, as if whoever had made the pathway had deliberately set out to make it all but impassable. She heard the sound of water tinkling in the forest, but saw nothing within the shadows. There didn’t even seem to be any animals anywhere nearby.


  “Jasmine was very interested in your offer,” Lady Barb said. She didn’t sound winded by the march. “I gave her a signed paper to show to the recruiting officers, when she comes into her magic. Her fees will be paid at that time, if she still wants to go.”


  Emily nodded. “Will she actually go?”


  “It depends,” Lady Barb said. “She may not develop enough magic to fit in at Whitehall – or she may never develop magic at all. If so...”


  Her voice trailed off, but Emily understood. There were a handful of people who had magic, but were never able to actually access and use it. For an ordinary person from an ordinary family, it was no hardship; they might never even know what they had. But for someone from a magical bloodline, being unable to use magic would be disastrous. There were only a handful of courses at Whitehall that didn’t include magic.


  She shivered. It hadn’t taken her more than a few days before she’d learned enough spells to make her really dangerous, at least to someone without magic. That, she’d been told, was the real reason why Whitehall and the other magical schools recruited from non-magical bloodlines, quite apart from any genetic requirements. It simply wasn’t safe for magical children to be taught alongside non-magical children.


  “We shall see,” she said, out loud. “That was an impressive spell you used on the brats.”


  Lady Barb smiled. “Keep concentrating and you might be able to do it yourself,” she said, dryly. “But it isn’t particularly easy.”


  They walked in companionable silence for nearly thirty minutes before they came to a bridge. Emily felt a chill running down her spine as she looked at the bridge – and at the rushing water underneath, racing towards an unknown destination. There were enough jagged rocks half-hidden by the water to make crossing without a bridge a dangerous prospect. But there was something about the bridge that bothered her, even though she couldn’t place her fingers on it.


  “Look at the logs,” Lady Barb said. She pointed a finger towards the pieces of wood. “They weren’t cut with axes or saws.”


  Emily frowned. They looked almost like someone had chewed them. Something very big. The teeth marks looked several times the size of her mouth, yet there was something disturbingly human about them. Lady Barb looked around, studying the water, then smiled and pointed towards a large rock on the far side of the river. Emily followed her gaze, but frowned in puzzlement. The rock was large enough to stand on, easily. But there was nothing else odd about it.


  “Watch,” Lady Barb said. She picked up a stone and tossed it towards the rock, striking it easily. “Watch and learn.”


  Emily jumped as the stone started to move, standing upright and revealing a humanoid form. For a moment, she thought it was made of stone, before she realized that it was actually very good at blending into its surroundings. Emily couldn’t help thinking of a giant misshapen baby, made of grey flesh. It had to be a troll, a wild troll. The creature stood, dark eyes searching for the person who had dared to set foot on his bridge.


  “Don’t worry,” Lady Barb said, before Emily could say a word. “Just don’t show any fear and it will be fine.”


  Emily swallowed nervously. Trolls were slow, she knew from lessons, but they never gave up their prey without a fight. And their thick skins protected them from all kinds of magic.


  Lady Barb stepped forward, holding her staff in one hand. The troll stopped moving its head and glared at her, never taking its eyes off the staff. It recognized it, Emily realized.


  “Follow me,” Lady Barb hissed. She knelt down and started to crawl across the bridge. The troll made a hissing sound, like a kettle that had been left on too long, but made no attempt to grab her. “Hurry!”


  Emily hesitated, then crawled after the older woman. The bridge felt terrifyingly unstable, as if one false move would toss her off into the troll’s waiting jaws. It hissed again as she passed over its position, then fell back into hiding. Emily sighed in relief as she reached the far side of the bridge and looked back. The troll was almost completely concealed within the rushing water.


  “They’re not very smart,” Lady Barb commented, as they walked away from the bridge, “but they have a natural talent for building bridges that appear safe until it’s too late. Most people who live here know to look for signs a troll built the bridge.”


  Emily frowned. “Why don’t the locals try to kill it?”


  “They’re not fond of visitors in these parts,” Lady Barb admitted. “They wouldn’t care too much if the troll ate someone, particularly a taxman.”


  She smirked. “But those particular people are probably inedible,” she added. “They couldn’t be eaten at all.”


  Emily had to smile, feeling some of the tension draining away. “What about the children?”


  “They generally learn better from a very early age,” Lady Barb said. “Although they have to be careful. Some of the creatures that lurk in the innermost reaches of the forest are quite cunning and very dangerous.”


  She launched into a story that reminded Emily of The Boy Who Cried Wolf, except the boy actually did see a dangerous creature, which vanished the moment he called for his father and uncles. His relatives didn’t believe him, beat him and left him alone with the sheep. But the creature reappeared and kept reappearing until the boy no longer cried for help. And then it ate him up, followed by the sheep.


  Emily had no trouble that the story was factual, at least in some ways, even if it did raise the question of just who had managed to tell anyone what had happened. There were all kinds of monsters running loose in the world, from centaurs to goblins and orcs. Even dumb animals could develop a kind of intelligence if they were exposed to wild magic – or to the experiments of magicians with more power than ethical boundaries. Hell, there were even magicians trying to breed intelligent horses, claiming they would be useful in war. But there were so many variables in magical breeding that Emily suspected the whole idea was asking for something to go badly wrong.


  They were trying to breed royals, she thought. Alassa’s beauty wasn’t natural; it was the result of decades of magical experimentation. But it comes at a cost of near-sterility.


  She mulled it over as she kept walking, wondering just where the troll had come from. It might have looked humanoid, but there was no hint of humanity around its eyes, suggesting that it wasn’t a descendent of a human who’d been touched by the Faerie. Maybe it had just evolved through contact with wild magic, like the dragons and the other completely non-human creatures that hid from human eyes. She shook her head, dismissing the thought. It was unlikely she would ever know.


  They reached a clearing and stopped long enough to catch their breath. Emily looked up towards the higher mountains and saw a dark castle perched on a peak, towering ominously over the land. It didn’t look any bigger than her castle in Cockatrice, although it was difficult to be sure.


  “It belongs to the local lord,” Lady Barb said. She shrugged, expressively. “You can imagine how hard it was to build, even with magic.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. If there was one constant between this world and Earth, it was that the rich and the powerful demanded accommodation in line with their status. The aristocrats built towering castles and manor houses for themselves, while the commoners had to struggle in tiny hovels, fighting to survive another day. This was something she knew her innovations would eventually challenge, but it wasn’t going to be an easy transition. There were times when she wondered if she shouldn’t have kept her mouth shut instead of introducing new ideas to the Allied Lands.


  But gunpowder might make it easier for them to fight the necromancers and their armies, she thought. Orcs were tough and bred like rabbits – and the necromancers could intimidate them into unquestioning obedience. And each of them was tougher than the average human. And English letters will allow millions to learn to read.


  Lady Barb smiled at her before leading her back to the path. This time, it snaked into a long, tree-covered valley. Emily was suddenly very aware of birds flying through the trees, while a handful of small animals could be heard in the undergrowth. It was almost as if someone had flipped a switch, turning on the sound. She shook her head in puzzlement as she heard something ahead of her, then caught sight of a handful of sheep – and a pale-skinned boy watching them. He started, lifting a heavy wooden stick, but relaxed when Lady Barb held up her hands.


  “We’re almost there,” Lady Barb commented. “Not long to go now.”


  Emily nodded at the boy, who smiled shyly. She had to look strange to him, she realized slowly, almost like someone from a different planet. Even though she was wearing a basic walking outfit rather than robes, she still looked different. She wondered, absently, what sort of life the boy led among the mountains, but she didn’t dare pause long enough to ask. Lady Barb was walking faster now that the end of the walk was in sight.


  “A word of warning,” Lady Barb said, once they were out of earshot. “You’ve grown used to magic at Whitehall.”


  Emily hesitated. She’d been at Whitehall for two years and there were times when magic – and the customs of the Allied Lands – could still surprise and horrify her. There was so much she had to learn, more – she suspected – than she would ever be able to learn, no matter how much time she spent in the library. And then there was the strange and confusing history of the Allied Lands. The more she looked at it, remembering what she knew from Earth’s history, the more she suspected that history had been ineptly rewritten.


  “Yes,” she said, finally.


  “You use magic as naturally as breathing, now,” Lady Barb continued. “When you are injured, you can be healed within a day. You turn your friends and rivals into small animals or objects and think it’s nothing more than a great joke.”


  Emily shook her head. Magical transformation – voluntary or involuntary – might be a regular part of life at Whitehall, but it wasn’t something she suspected she would ever grow used to. And then there were the transformed beasts she’d seen hunted in Zangaria...


  Lady Barb looked into her eyes. “That isn’t true for the people here,” she warned. “Magic is strange, powerful and unpredictable...for them. They’ve seen people warped and twisted by wild magic, to the point where they’re often glad to give up their children who happen to have developed magical powers. Quite a few of your fellows at Whitehall will never go home once they graduate. Some of them may not even wait that long to break all contact with their families.”


  Emily swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. She had never really wanted to go back home, but surely someone who had a loving family would feel differently. But if the locals were so scared of magic...


  “Don’t use magic directly, unless you have no other choice,” Lady Barb said, gently. “We don’t want to scare them if it can be avoided.”


  She turned and led the way down the path. Emily followed after a moment, remembering how much magic she’d seen in Whitehall – and how little she’d seen in Zangaria. But even there, among the aristocracy, there was power enough to allow them to stand as equals to magicians. Here...she swallowed again, realizing just how powerless the locals actually were, compared to her friends. Magic would terrify them.


  “They used to kill very young children who showed signs of magic,” Lady Barb called back to her, without turning around. “We think it still goes on, in places.”


  The path broadened as it led down into the village. Emily wrinkled her nose as the smell hit her, a combination of dirty animals and filthy humans that reminded her of some of the smaller hamlets she’d seen on the trip to Zangaria. Basic sanitation, it seemed, had never reached this village. The handful of locals she saw looked filthy, wearing clothes that wouldn’t even have been used as rags in Whitehall. A handful of children, too young to be put to any proper work, were gathered outside one of the houses, listening to a lecture from a man who looked old enough to be Emily’s great-grandfather.


  The houses looked strange to her eyes. Most of them were built out of wood – there was no shortage of wood in the mountains – a handful were built using stone. She guessed they belonged to the handful of important men in the village; if they followed the same pattern as villages in Zangaria, there would be a headman who served as the village boss. But there would also be some degree of discussion among the older villagers, she suspected. The headman wasn’t powerful enough to keep everyone in line if they decided they wanted to get rid of him.


  Lady Barb strode directly into the village, heading straight for a large stone house. A door opened and a man strode out, followed by a teenage boy. Emily found herself disliking both of them on sight; the older man had a greedy fleshy face, half-concealed behind a short reddish beard, while the boy made no attempt to hide the fact he was staring at her chest, even though her shirt was largely shapeless. She fought the urge to hide behind Lady Barb as the older man came to a halt in front of her and bowed, politely. Lady Barb nodded in return.


  “My Lady Sorceress,” the older man said. “I bid you welcome to my village.”


  Emily studied him thoughtfully. His clothes were obviously homemade, but they were slightly better than the clothes worn by the other villagers—they looked almost new, lacking the patched holes the other villagers showed on their clothes. He wore a thin gold chain around his neck, an oddly girlish decoration that – she suspected – marked him out as the headman.


  “We thank you,” Lady Barb said. She indicated Emily with a nod. “This is my apprentice, Millie.”


  “Charmed,” the younger man said.


  His father gave him an indulgent smile. “My son, Hodge,” he said. “A fine young man.”


  Emily kept her face expressionless, somehow. Hodge was a younger version of his father, save for not having a beard. She didn’t like the look in his eyes at all, or the way his gaze kept dropping to her chest and below. When he looked up again, she looked away, unwilling to meet his stare. It was a relief when the headman turned and led the way towards another stone building right in the center of the village.


  “I will have food and drink sent to you,” the headman assured Lady Barb. “How long will you be staying?”


  “Two to three days,” Lady Barb said. “We will start seeing people tomorrow.”


  Her voice hardened. “And I trust there will be no delays this time?”


  Emily gave her an enquiring look, but Lady Barb said nothing.


  The guesthouse was larger than Emily had expected, yet it was all one room. There were two beds placed against one wall, a large pail of water and an empty bucket. It took her a moment to realize, with a shudder, that it was intended to serve as a chamberpot. At least they weren’t expected to go outside to do their business, she told herself. It wasn’t very reassuring.


  “Set up the cauldron, then start brewing all of the potions, one by one,” Lady Barb ordered, as she erected wards around the guesthouse. “There should be ingredients in the cupboard. Make a list of everything you take and use. Someone will have to replace them, sooner or later.”


  Emily nodded. “I will,” she said. “What was the delay?”


  “Some people didn’t want their relatives to seek treatment,” Lady Barb told her. “The mountainfolk can be very secretive at times. And they often have things they want to hide.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  THE BED WAS UNCOMFORTABLE AND ITCHY. Emily tossed and turned frantically for a couple of hours, despite her exhaustion, before giving up and taking a swig of sleeping potion. She still felt tired when Lady Barb poked her in the ribs, snapping her awake. Muttering curses under her breath, Emily rolled out of bed and glared down at her body. There were tiny insect bites covering her legs.


  “Next time, set wards against them,” Lady Barb reminded her.


  Emily groaned. She knew how to cast an insect-repelling ward, but she’d forgotten to set one before she went to bed.


  “Rub a potion on them,” Lady Barb suggested. Her voice lightened. “There’s an anti-itching potion in my bag. Then get into your working robes.”


  Emily nodded and did as she was told. Lady Barb didn’t seem fazed by their living conditions, but as a combat sorceress she’d seen much worse. The sergeants hadn’t insisted on camping in the middle of an insect nest, no matter how hard they’d made her march from Whitehall to a camping site and then back again. She wiped her body with cold water, then pulled on her robes. Thankfully, the charms on the robe would help keep other insects away.


  “There’s food on the table,” Lady Barb added. “I let you sleep in a little. You needed it.”


  The food turned out to be bread, milk and cheese. All three tasted stronger than anything she’d eaten at Whitehall, the cheese powerful enough to make her breathe through her mouth while she ate it. She guessed that they were all produced locally, rather than obtained from a larger town. The villagers would have to support themselves.


  “They do,” Lady Barb confirmed, when Emily asked. “They have cows and sheep, as well as whatever they can hunt and kill in the forest. The real problems come in wintertime.”


  Emily shivered. Snow hadn’t been a problem for Whitehall, but it would be murderous for isolated villages on mountainsides. She could imagine the snow pressing down until the villages were completely buried, their inhabitants frozen to death. They’d have to store enough food to keep themselves alive over the winter. And if they didn’t have enough, they would starve even if they didn’t freeze. Or have their hovels collapse in on them when the snow piled high on the roofs.


  “Ouch,” she said, as she finished her meal. “Do the lords let them keep enough to live?”


  Lady Barb smirked. “The villagers are very good at hiding food,” she said. “But if you should happen to notice a cache, keep your mouth shut.”


  “Understood,” Emily said. If the local lords were anything like the Barons of Zangaria, the question wasn’t how much they took, but how much they let their peasants keep. “I won’t say a word.”


  She cleaned up the table, then watched as Lady Barb filled the cauldron with water and boiled it with a simple spell. “We’ll be seeing people as soon as we open until dusk,” Lady Barb predicted. “I know you haven’t taken the oaths, but I suggest that you keep your mouth shut about anything you see here. If someone asks, point them to me.”


  Emily nodded. Students who became healers took complex oaths, some binding them to secrecy and others preventing them from claiming obligations from their work. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be a healer, even though she’d mastered most of the basic healing spells, and no one had asked her to take the oaths. But she promised herself she’d keep her mouth shut anyway. No one would talk to a doctor if they thought the doctor would broadcast the news to the entire world.


  There was already a small queue of people outside when Lady Barb opened the door. Emily watched as the first one, an elderly woman, was shown into the room and the door firmly shut behind her. The woman gave Emily a droll smile, then removed her skirt and sat down on the table without being asked. Her legs were marred with dark marks, as if she was bleeding under the skin.


  “Old age,” Lady Barb said, very quietly to Emily. To the patient, she remarked; “It’s a wonder you’re still alive.”


  “Too stubborn to die,” the old woman said. Her voice was cracked and broken, but Emily could hear grim determination in her tone. “I’ve outlived four lords and I would like to outlive a fifth.”


  Emily watched as Lady Barb cast a healing spell, doing what she could. “Your body is slowly breaking down,” she said. “I don’t think it can stay active for much longer.”


  The woman shrugged, stood upright and pulled her skirt back on. Emily felt an odd sense of queasy fascination as the woman nodded to her and hobbled towards the door. Lady Barb opened it, allowed her to leave and then invited the next person inside. He was a young boy, holding his arm as though it pained him.


  “See what you make of it,” Lady Barb said, addressing Emily. She looked at the boy and smiled at him. “Don’t worry. My assistant will take care of it.”


  Emily gulped. Healing was complex; she might not be bad at it, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to test her skills on a young boy. He couldn’t be older than ten, she decided, as she placed her fingertips on his arm – he gasped in pain – and cast the first spell. Sensations flooded through her mind, telling her that he’d broken his arm and then had it badly set by a mundane doctor. He’d been incredibly lucky not to wind up a cripple, which would have ensured an early death. The villagers wouldn’t be able to provide for a cripple.


  “Good work,” Lady Barb said, when Emily explained what she’d found. “Now...fix it.”


  Emily braced herself and cast the second spell. Most healing spells tended to deal with the immediate problem, but in this case there were other problems that might only be made worse if she sealed the bone back into place. The body wanted to heal, she’d been told, yet if the damage remained untended long enough the body might come to believe that was the natural state of affairs. Emily slowly returned the bone to where it should be before carefully repairing the rest of the damage.


  She settled backwards with a sigh, feeling tired and exhausted. And to think that was only her first patient!


  “Stay still,” Lady Barb said. She checked Emily’s work, and nodded in approval. “Good work.”


  Emily flushed in relief.


  “Take this potion for now,” Lady Barb directed the boy, “then come back this evening if you are still sore.”


  The boy nodded, sat upright and scurried towards the door. Emily watched him go, silently praying she hadn’t missed anything.


  Lady Barb reached out and squeezed her hand gently, then called for the next patient. An alarmingly thin woman, obviously pregnant, crept in as if she expected to be attacked at any moment. Lady Barb stood, helped her to sit down, and checked on the baby with practiced ease.


  “I think he’ll be coming out in a few more days,” she said. The woman relaxed with obvious relief. “But you need to eat more and avoid heavy activity.”


  The woman snorted. Emily saw her point. The villagers might make some allowances for a pregnant woman, but they couldn’t afford to have anyone just doing nothing. For all she knew, the woman was expected to go straight back to housework and the other endless chores village women did. They were expected to do everything from cook to sewing new clothes for their families. No peasant woman could afford to laze around like a lady aristocrat.


  “It could easily be worse,” Lady Barb said, as the woman left the room, closing the door behind her. “I’ve seen children strangled in the womb when the umbilical cord wraps around their neck, suffocating them. They’re often still in the womb until delivery, but when they are delivered they’re dead. Even magic can’t bring them back to life.”


  Emily shuddered. Pregnancy wasn’t something she’d thought much about, even though she knew it was her duty to deliver an heir for Cockatrice. On Earth, there were midwives to help with the birth and technology that could tell a baby was in trouble before it was too late. But here...death in childbirth was far from uncommon.


  If the woman had needed emergency help, could they have helped her? She’d never practiced helping someone to give birth.


  The next few patients were simpler, thankfully. Lady Barb inspected them, used some magic to heal their damage and then lectured her patients on being more careful next time. Some of the damage reminded Emily of battered students after Martial Magic, although Sergeant Miles had normally healed any damage as soon as the class had finished. Here...if there was fighting, there would be no one to help the injured. One man had even lost an eye.


  “I can’t repair your damaged eye,” Lady Barb told him, tartly. “What happened to it?”


  The man shrugged. He’d been in the pub, he explained, and a fight had broken out. He didn’t remember what the fight had actually been about, only that he’d enjoyed himself and wanted to do it again. Emily looked at him and shook her head. What was the point of battering one’s fellow villagers to a pulp, then doing it again and again?


  “They don’t have much else to do with their lives,” Lady Barb told her, once the patient had departed. “They work with the animals, grow their small crops, sing and dance...and drink alcohol they produce themselves. None of them can read or write and they’d be suspicious of anyone who could, even us. Readers and writers work for the lords.”


  Emily nodded. Zangaria might have avoided the stifling bureaucracies of Earth, but it did have a network of educated men who kept careful tabs on what the peasants should be able to produce each year. They were intensely hated, if only because their predictions didn’t always jibe with reality – and, naturally, their predictions were never wrong. Banishing them from Cockatrice had been one of Emily’s first decisions, when she’d finally worked out just how baleful an influence they were. It had made her very popular with her subjects.


  They paused for lunch, then handled the next set of patients. Most of them had minor injuries – she guessed that the headman had done some organizing – but a couple seemed reluctant to talk to either of the magicians. Lady Barb had to point out, sardonically, that they could hardly heal someone if they didn’t know what was wrong before the men confessed to having problems with their private parts. Emily looked away, embarrassed, as Lady Barb inspected the damage, then promised to brew potions to handle the problem. She washed her hands thoroughly as soon as the men went out the door.


  “They should have been more careful where they put it,” Lady Barb said, angrily. “I’ve yet to see a whore in an inn who didn’t have something nasty waiting for anyone foolish enough to touch her.”


  Emily winced. “But what about their wives?”


  “What indeed?” Lady Barb asked. “I can brew a potion to deal with the wasting rot, but if their wives don’t drink it too, the disease will just re-infect them.”


  She glanced out of the door. “There’s only two more people waiting to see us,” she said. “I want you to handle them while I make a start on brewing the potion. Don’t worry; if you find something you can’t handle, don’t hesitate to call for me.”


  Emily nodded. The first patient turned out to be an older man who had a nasty cough. Emily ran a check, discovered an infection in his lungs and removed it, then told him to be more careful what he smoked. He was still laughing as he walked back out the door. Emily sighed, and called for the final patient. He was a young boy, short with dark hair and blue eyes; Emily quietly estimated him to be no more than ten years old. The way he looked around, peering into the darkest corners, suggested he was jumpy. But there was nothing obviously wrong.


  “You’re safe here,” Emily said, feeling her heart go out to him. She couldn’t help feeling a sense of kinship with the young boy. There was something about him that reminded her of herself. “Sit down on the table, please.”


  The boy walked over to the table and stopped, unmoving. Emily frowned; he wasn’t sitting down or undressing...or trying to speak. Was he mute? Or...she hesitated, then motioned for him to undress. His entire body trembled as he pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it on the ground. Emily took one look at his back, then looked away, horrified. Her gorge rose within and she had to swallow hard to prevent herself from being sick.


  She’d seen horror. She’d seen Shadye and the Mimic. But this was different, all too human – and somehow all the worse for it. The boy’s back was covered in dark scars, several ending in very nasty bruises. Emily had seen marks on her own buttocks when she’d been caned by the warden, but this was worse. The skin had broken under the blows and become infected in several places. It was clear, she realized, as she forced herself to concentrate, that the boy hadn’t been caned. The bruises at the end of the scars were where the belt buckle had hit and broken his skin.


  Be clinical, she told herself. But it was so hard to look and not feel the desire to tear the person who’d beaten the boy into hundreds of tiny pieces. She could turn them into slugs and stamp on them, turn them into rabbits and set the dogs after them...there were so many options, but none of them would help him now. The infection was spreading so rapidly that she was honestly unsure how he’d stayed alive, let alone reasonably mobile.


  “Finish undressing,” she told him, even though she didn’t really want to know. She raised her voice, hoping that Lady Barb wasn’t in one of the stages where the potion couldn’t be left untended for more than a few seconds. “I think you should take a look at this.”


  She looked back at the boy, then turned away and threw up, violently. The bruises covered his buttocks and the back of his thighs, marching down his skin with almost military precision. Emily had had problems sitting comfortably for hours after the Warden had caned her, but this...she cursed herself for ever moaning about the Warden’s punishments. This was far worse than anything she’d ever endured, even in the moments everyone had wanted to blame her for the Mimic’s trail of bodies.


  Lady Barb looked pale as she ran her fingers over the bruises, then pushed the boy into bending over the table. Emily looked away, sickened. Lady Barb’s voice was cold and clinical, but Emily knew her well enough to hear the outrage she couldn’t quite hide.


  “No sign of rectal damage,” she said. “But, under the circumstances, it’s a small mercy.”


  Emily shook her head when Lady Barb motioned for her to take a look. She’d always disliked examining private parts in class, even though the parts were mounted on a homunculus. Here, she didn’t want to strip the boy of what little privacy he had left...no, that wasn’t entirely true. She didn’t want to see any signs of whatever else had happened to him. It was selfish, but she couldn’t help herself.


  “No physical reason for inability to talk,” Lady Barb noted. “Muteness probably comes from fear. Mental damage is a very strong possibility.”


  No, Emily thought. The Allied Lands stigmatized any signs of mental trauma or illness, fearing that it was a sign of necromancy. There were no psychologists to help coax the boy out of his trauma, no one who might be willing to help...she closed her eyes, wondering if there was something she could do to help. But she couldn’t take in everyone, could she?


  “Pass me the painkilling potion,” Lady Barb ordered. Her voice was still clinical, almost completely dispassionate. “And then stand ready to help me if necessary.”


  Emily hated her at that moment, hated her cold clinical approach to the problem. Cold logic told her that rage and fire wouldn’t help, but cold logic was no comfort. Lady Barb took the potion, helped the boy to drink enough of it to numb his entire body, then started casting spells over his back and buttocks. The infection would have to be removed before the skin could be healed.


  It hadn’t been once, Emily told herself, as she watched, fighting to avoid retching again and again. The boy had been beaten to within an inch of his life, not once, but many times. Each of the scars lay on an older scar...she wasn’t even sure how the boy had remained alive for so long. How often had he been beaten that he’d managed to keep going despite the pain?


  She watched the scars heal up, remembering one of the lectures Lady Barb had given her class when they’d talked about working as healers. It was quite possible for someone to be tortured, healed and then tortured again, prolonging his torment indefinitely. Lady Barb had told them that it wasn’t quite a violation of Healer Oaths, but they might have to be prepared to decide if they wanted to cooperate or not. And, if they decided poorly, they might be blamed for the whole affair.


  “We can’t send him back,” she said, as the boy slipped into an enchanted sleep. Lady Barb helped him down to the floor and placed him on a rug, but even so he didn’t look comfortable. Emily wondered what nightmares would torment his sleep, then decided she didn’t want to know. “What are we going to do with him?”


  Lady Barb shook her head. “I’ll have to talk to the headman,” she said. “He will have to make the final decision.”


  She turned and headed for the door. “Stay with him,” she added, as she picked up her staff. “He shouldn’t wake up for a few hours, but just in case...keep an eye on him.”


  Emily watched her go, then turned back to the boy, picked up a blanket and draped it over his body. He looked small, too small. He’d been deprived of food as well as love and care.


  Poor bastard, she thought. But we can help him, can’t we?


  Chapter Fourteen


  IT WAS NEARLY TWO HOURS BEFORE Lady Barb returned, two hours that Emily spent alternately reading a book and keeping an eye on the boy. He twitched and moaned in his sleep, but not enough to break the spell. Emily watched him, wondering if there was something she could do to help, yet nothing came to mind. All she could do was watch.


  She shuddered as she looked down at the pale skin covering his back. It would be days, if she recalled correctly, before the skin had tanned enough to blend in with the rest of his body, but at least it wasn’t scarred. Emily couldn’t escape the memory of looking down at the scars and wondering just what sort of person would do such a thing to a defenseless boy. It wasn’t punishment, she told herself firmly, it was abuse. No child deserved to be beaten within an inch of his life.


  How long would he have lasted without their help? His scars had already been infected. It wouldn’t have been long before the infection killed him. Even a necromantic rite would have been kinder.


  She tried to concentrate on her book, but her thoughts kept mocking her, pointing out that her stepfather hadn’t been so bad. He’d never laid a finger on her. But the thought made her sick.


  She looked up as the door opened and a grim-faced Lady Barb stepped inside. Emily watched as she walked over to the child and cast a handful of spells, then swore out loud and rolled the child over. His chest looked unmarked, but he was so thin that Emily could see his bones clearly. He looked like a famine victim from a third world country.


  “I spoke with the headman,” Lady Barb said. “His...aunt and uncle believe that he was possessed.”


  Emily stared at her in disbelief. Possessed?


  “Or so they claim,” Lady Barb added. “There are odd traces of magic on him, but nothing demonic.”


  “Oh,” Emily said.


  She struggled to remember what little she knew of demons and demon magic, but there was almost nothing in the open section of Whitehall’s library beyond a single word: don’t. Shadye had wanted to sacrifice her to a demon-like creature, she knew that much, yet it was one of the few issues the Grandmaster seemed reluctant to talk about. The one time she’d asked, he’d told her to leave it alone.


  “It’s not uncommon for someone to be touched by wild magic to the point where their behavior becomes erratic,” Lady Barb said. “You know just how many spells there are that influence behavior.”


  Emily nodded. Even First Years knew a handful of mind control spells, as well as simpler tricks to influence and manipulate their rivals and enemies. It was yet another reminder of why Whitehall was so important. Someone on the outside, practicing on defenseless mundanes, could do a hell of a lot of damage before he or she was stopped. But this boy didn’t seem to have any magic of his own.


  “It doesn’t help that his parents died years ago,” Lady Barb added. “I suspect his aunt and uncle were reluctant to take him into their home.”


  Emily shivered, remembering her stepfather ranting about how much she cost him. It was almost nothing, she knew, because she practically brought herself up, yet cold logic was no defense against his words. He’d told her, time and time again, that he only put a roof over her head out of the goodness of his heart. Part of her had believed him – and part of her knew that he had resented her presence.


  It would be worse, she suspected, for peasants in the mountainside. There was no social security network, apart from what the other villagers could provide...and they weren’t wealthy enough to provide much, even if they wanted to. An extra mouth could make the difference between surviving the winter and starving to death. And a young boy, barely on the edge of his teens, would be little help on the farm.


  “I don’t think it matters,” she said, pushing her thoughts aside. “We can’t send him back to them.”


  Lady Barb looked down at the sleeping child. “I don’t think we have a choice,” she admitted. “We have no legal authority to take the boy from his guardians.”


  Emily felt her mouth drop open. No words emerged.


  “We could take a magician – I have taken magicians, in the past,” Lady Barb continued, softly. “But this boy isn’t a magician.”


  Emily found her voice. “You can’t mean to say you’ll leave him here?”


  She pressed on before Lady Barb could answer. “This boy came very close to death,” she added. Her voice rose until she was almost shouting at the older woman. “If he goes back there, they’ll undo all the work we did and finish the job. We cannot send him back.”


  Lady Barb held up one hand, but Emily hadn’t finished. “We can find him somewhere else to go,” she continued. “Or we can even take him with us.”


  “And then...what?” Lady Barb said. She looked up at Emily, meeting her eyes. “Do you intend to keep picking up strays?”


  Emily remembered Jasmine and flushed. “Yes,” she said, bluntly. “If someone has to do it, I will.”


  She gritted her teeth, preparing to argue. It would be simple enough to have the boy sent to Cockatrice and given work in her castle. Or Imaiqah’s father might like an apprentice. Or...


  “I understand how you feel,” Lady Barb said. “And I understand your feelings, but we don’t have any legal power to intervene.”


  “To hell with legalities,” Emily snarled. Magic billowed around her, feeding on her anger. “We can just take him from them. Or we could buy him from them. Or we could just fake his death and say we destroyed the body. We...”


  Her entire body froze, solid.


  “I understand how you feel,” Lady Barb repeated. There was a cold edge to her voice that made Emily shiver, inwardly. “Do you think this is the worst I’ve seen up here?”


  Emily tried to break the hex holding her in place, but failed.


  “People who become cripples rarely last very long,” Lady Barb reminded her. “Old men and women are lucky to be allowed to remain in the houses over the winter months, no matter how much they did for their children. I’ve seen girls and boys forced to marry each other, no matter what they think about it. I’ve seen husbands beat their wives and wives beat their husbands; parents beating children and children turning on parents when they’re old enough to claim their inheritance. It’s a savage life up here, Emily, and you can’t help them by fixing one tiny piece of the problem.”


  She caught her breath. “The law – such as it is up here – raises no objection to beating one’s children or relatives. Even if you took this boy, you wouldn’t be able to help others...and the peasants would start to hide from us. They don’t mind us taking magical children away, but they do object to losing mundane children. And we need to be able to work with them.”


  So we compromise, Emily thought, struggling to free herself. She wanted to shout and scream at Lady Barb for allowing this to happen, then rage at herself for not realizing that she would see worse than natural injuries on the trip. She’d known – she knew enough about the past to know that peasant life was no bed of roses – and yet she hadn’t actually comprehended what it was really like. She recalled a handful of bucolic images she’d seen at school, during what had laughingly passed for history lessons, and shuddered. Life in the fields had never been fun for people who had no alternative.


  Lady Barb sighed. “I do understand how you feel,” she said, “and we will do something to try and make it better, but we cannot take the boy.”


  Emily cursed, mentally. The story about the boy being possessed was just an excuse, just something to give them justification for beating the tiny child to within an inch of his life. And yet, here, it might be believed...Lady Barb had even said that there were traces of strange magic on him. She silently promised herself that there would be laws in Cockatrice against child abuse as soon as she had a chance to write them. And those laws would be damn well enforced.


  But childhood isn’t the same here, she reminded herself. Earth decided that a person moved from childhood to adulthood at eighteen – or thereabouts – while Zangaria tended to have a far more flexible definition of adulthood. Some children were counted as adults from the moment they took up adult responsibilities, while girls were considered adults the moment they started their first periods. Imaiqah had effectively been an adult before she’d gone to Whitehall, while Alassa had remained an immature brat. No wonder Imaiqah had always been the most mature of the three of them.


  “The aristocrats are far more genteel, but they can be just as bad,” Lady Barb said. “I wish I could show King Randor and his barons what it is like to live as a peasant, but they would never understand. They might as well come from different countries.”


  Emily understood. The aristocracy in Zangaria believed – genuinely believed – that it was superior to the commoners, almost a different race. It was absurd, if only because Imaiqah’s father had been ennobled after the attempted coup in Zangaria, yet they believed that nobility was something separate. But then, there had been cultures on Earth that believed that knighting someone automatically gave them knightly characteristics. And yet they should have known better.


  She staggered as Lady Barb released the hex. “I...”


  “Just sit down,” Lady Barb advised, tartly. “Are you going to shout at me again?”


  Emily gritted her teeth. Lady Barb was her mistress, at least for the summer months. She’d read enough about the role of an apprentice to know that she’d broken several rules, starting with always being polite to one’s master. If Lady Barb decided to punish her...


  “No,” she bit out. “What are you going to do with him?”


  “Have a few words with his guardians,” Lady Barb said. “And then see what we can do to make it better.”


  Emily watched as she turned and started to dress the young boy with practiced ease. “Can you threaten their lives?”


  “I can do worse than that,” Lady Barb said, quietly. “But there are limits to what we can do.”


  Emily nodded, feeling helpless. She’d understood, intellectually, just how brutal life could be in the countryside and the mountains, but she’d never really understood what it meant. And she hated feeling helpless...


  “This isn’t going to be allowed to happen in Cockatrice,” she said. “I won’t let it happen.”


  “Good luck,” Lady Barb said. She sounded perfectly serious. “But it won’t be easy. How do you tell the difference between justified punishment and excessive punishment?”


  “I’ll know it when I see it,” Emily said.


  Lady Barb snorted. “And how do you plan to write that into law?”


  Emily flushed. If excessive punishment depended on the eye of the beholder, she would either have to write laws in great detail, describing precisely what was acceptable and what wasn’t, or rely on the common sense of her underlings. But common sense was rare; besides, her underlings might well take bribes to interpret the law in a particular direction. The former baron had been deeply corrupt and so had his underlings, ensuring that no one with any sense placed trust in the law.


  “Something else,” Lady Barb added. “Was there ever a time at Whitehall when you were punished unjustly?”


  “Master Tor’s werewolf essay,” Emily said, after a moment’s thought. “He didn’t like me asking too many questions.”


  “Which betrayed your ignorance,” Lady Barb pointed out. “I’m sure the essay taught you something useful.”


  She picked up the boy and looked down at him for a long moment. Emily saw a hint of wistfulness in her gaze, as if the older woman was feeling maternal. Did Lady Barb have any children? Or a lover? Sorceresses enjoyed a freedom unknown to mundanes – she knew that some of her classmates were in relationships, which she assumed were sexual – but she knew almost nothing about Lady Barb’s private life. It wasn’t something she wanted to ask about.


  “He’s too thin,” Lady Barb said, softly. She looked over at Emily. “So were you, when you came to Whitehall.”


  Emily nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She’d had to fend for herself from a very early age, buying her own food and cooking her own meals. And she’d been an indifferent cook at best. If it hadn’t been for meals at school, she suspected that she would have been far thinner – or dead – by the time Shadye kidnapped her. She’d filled out considerably since coming to Whitehall.


  “You weren’t there,” she said, suddenly. “How do you know...?”


  “Your records,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “I read them very carefully when you selected me as your Advisor.”


  Emily mentally kicked herself. That was obvious. “What did they say?”


  “I believe you were given a full medical scan after your escapade in Dragon’s Den,” Lady Barb said. “Underfed, underweight and potentially at risk was the general opinion. The healer was rather puzzled by some issues with your body, but the Grandmaster vetoed asking you any questions. Instead, they just gave the sergeants potions and told them to make sure you took them.”


  “I never realized,” Emily said. The thought that Whitehall’s staff had cared enough to take care of her health was staggering, even though rationally it shouldn’t have been a surprise. She wasn’t unwanted at Whitehall. “I thought those potions were for Martial Magic.”


  “Some of them were,” Lady Barb said. “A handful to help build muscle, a potion to help limit your menstrual cycle, a couple more. Others...were specifically brewed for you.”


  She turned and walked towards the door, carrying the boy in her arms. “Stay here,” she added. “If someone comes, tell them to wait for me unless it’s a real emergency. In that case, summon me at once.”


  Emily watched her go, still trying to process the revelation. She’d honestly never realized that anyone cared enough to help her, even at Whitehall. No one on Earth had noticed her second-hand clothes, her isolationist habits, the showers she took at school...and anything else that might have suggested that her home life was less than ideal. God knew her mother had never visited the school, even to discuss Emily’s progress. No one seemed to have cared about the children who weren’t either brilliant or bullies.


  But Whitehall had cared. An unaccustomed sense of warmth spread through her body as she realized just how much they’d cared. Even if the Grandmaster had vetoed the healers speaking directly to Emily – she wondered, absently, just what the scan had found – they’d still tried to help. She pulled back her sleeve and looked down at her arm, watching as her muscles flexed. Thanks to them, she was stronger and healthier than she’d ever been on Earth.


  And yet there was nothing she could do for the boy.


  She walked back over to where she’d left her bag and produced a sheet of parchment, then started to scribble out a letter to Imaiqah. Alassa, for all of her intelligence, wouldn’t really comprehend Emily’s feelings...but then, she’d grown up feeling superior to anyone apart from her parents. No, it went beyond feelings; she’d known she was superior. Even Emily hadn’t managed to convince her to question her fundamental worldview.


  There was a knock at the door. Emily stood, walked over to the door and opened it – and scowled inwardly when she saw Hodge. The young man smiled at her, rather unpleasantly, and then looked past her, searching for Lady Barb. Emily felt an odd twinge of irritation as he looked back at her. What was he looking for?


  “My father wishes to invite you both to the dance,” Hodge said. His smile seemed to widen, as if he were thinking of the punchline to a joke. “Will you come?”


  It was the last thing Emily wanted to do, but she suspected that Lady Barb would insist they went. “I will ask my Mistress,” she said, trying hard to convey the impression that she couldn’t tie her own shoelaces without instructions. “She will decide for us both.”


  Hodge nodded, then stood on the doorstep and waited. Emily wondered, absurdly, what the etiquette for this situation actually was. Should she invite him in? She took another look at him and decided that would be a bad idea. Instead, she promised to inform Lady Barb as soon as she returned and closed the door in his face. It was rude, she knew, but she just didn’t want to talk to anyone. Walking back to the table, she resumed work on her letter.


  “I talked them into swearing an oath,” Lady Barb said, when she returned. “They won’t punish him excessively in the future.”


  Emily’s eyes narrowed. “I thought mundanes couldn’t swear oaths,” she said. “How...?”


  “I used a compulsion curse,” Lady Barb said, shortly. “The results of hurting him will not be pleasant.”


  “Good,” Emily said.


  But she wasn’t sure if it was good. Oaths couldn’t be broken deliberately, but there were loopholes that could be used to avoid punishment if the oath wasn’t written carefully. A curse might just be easier to wriggle around, if the person hadn’t chosen to have the curse imposed on him.


  And just what was defined as excessive punishment?


  “Anything they do to him will hurt them too,” Lady Barb explained. “Beating him to death will take them with him.”


  Emily nodded. It might work, she told herself.


  “We’ve been invited to the dance,” she said. “Do we have to go?”


  “I’m afraid so,” Lady Barb said. “It’s part of the job. But you can bow out early, if you wish. Just remember to take an anti-alcohol potion before we go.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  EMILY HEARD THE MUSIC ECHOING OVER the village as she followed Lady Barb towards the barn, trying hard to look like a determined and untouchable magician. Lady Barb walked with a steady confidence that suggested she wouldn’t give way to anyone, but Emily had to fight to keep from slouching. Nothing, not even Alassa’s patient lessons in proper comportment, had managed to have her walking upright in the same stiff posture without effort. It just wasn’t something that she’d mastered.


  She blinked in surprise as she saw a haystack shivering, although there was no wind. Lady Barb looked back, smirked and motioned for Emily to hurry along behind her. Emily took one last look and obeyed, wondering just what was happening inside. Was there an animal caught in the hay?


  “The beast with two backs,” Lady Barb whispered, when Emily asked. “There will be a young couple in there, enjoying themselves.”


  Emily flushed, then stared at the nearby barn. “Don’t they know?”


  “Of course they know,” Lady Barb said. She shrugged. “But as long as the happy couple remains out of sight, their elders will pretend not to notice.”


  Just like Zangaria, Emily thought. Aristocrats seemed to care more for appearance than reality. The rules could be broken as long as they weren’t broken too often, while the formalities were often nothing more than shadow plays. But maybe they were also part of the social glue holding society together. Politeness did help prevent outright conflict between lords and ladies.


  The music grew louder as they reached the open barn and looked inside. A makeshift band, composed of a pair of accordions, a guitar-like instrument and a set of drums was playing a merry tune, although it seemed somewhat unfocused. Behind them, several couples were moving in the center of the barn, dancing. Emily frowned as she studied their movements. Unlike the dances at Whitehall and Zangaria, the dancers seemed to be making it up as they went along. There was no formal structure at all.


  She scowled, inwardly. It had taken her months to get used to the elegant formal dances of Whitehall, which had prepared her for Zangaria. But this was different...she looked at a middle-aged woman with a pleasant smile, whirling her husband around the dance floor, and knew she couldn’t join them. The handful of younger girls seemed to be talking to the younger boys, watched by a gimlet-eyed lady who seemed to be in charge of making sure they behaved. Beyond them, a handful of children were tossing a ball around in one corner of the room.


  “Welcome,” the headman called. “Come and join us.”


  Emily fought to keep her expression blank. The headman and a number of other men were sitting next to several barrels, drinking heavily. Two of them looked to be well on the way to drunkenness already, but they were still drinking from wooden mugs. Emily grimaced as Hodge pushed a mug into her hand, then took a sniff. It smelled worse than the cheap wine and beer her mother used to drink.


  It wasn’t just the men who were drinking, she realized, looking around the massive barn. A number of women were drinking too, gathered on the other side of the room. Even some of the children were drinking alcohol...


  “One mug only,” Lady Barb said, warningly.


  Emily nodded as she checked the drink for poison. They’d make fun of her for drinking too little, she’d been warned, but they wouldn’t say a word if she was ordered not to drink too much. She shuddered inwardly and took a sip. She might have taken a potion to ensure she couldn’t get drunk, but it still tasted thoroughly unpleasant.


  She held the mug in her hand and listened as Lady Barb chatted to the headman, collecting rumors. There were some odd stories about missing children, passed from village to village, and concerns that a pack of slavers were hunting for victims. Then the headman was interrupted by another man, who sneered at the whole suggestion of slavers. It was more likely, he insisted, that the children had been eaten by werewolves.


  “There are no werewolves around here,” a third man snorted. He was clearly too drunk to mind his words. “We would kill them if they dared show their snouts anywhere near the village.”


  He gave Lady Barb a nasty look. “I believe the children were stolen by dark sorcerers.”


  “You’d better pray that they weren’t,” Lady Barb said, evenly. “A single child’s life could be used to raise hell.”


  Probably literally, Emily thought. She’d come across references to spells that demanded a human life in payment, but none of the books had been too clear on what the spells actually did. Shadye had presumably expected something from the Harrowing in exchange for Emily’s life. She wondered, absently, what a powerful and none-too-stable necromancer might have wanted. Hadn’t it been the Joker who had traded his soul for cigars?


  Hodge pulled at her arm. “Come onto the dance floor?”


  Emily shook her head. Even if she’d liked him – and she didn’t – she wouldn’t have wanted to join the dancers. They seemed to be cavorting around the dance floor, making up their own steps as they went along. She couldn’t endure it, she knew, not when some of the couples were practically making out in public. No wonder the kids were hiding in the rear of the room, even though they probably knew more about the practicalities than Emily had at their age. She doubted the parents had kept their children ignorant of sex.


  “Taxes are being raised again,” another man said. “The lord wants his tribute” – he spat – “in rare animals.”


  Emily frowned. Taxes weren’t only collected in money, not when the peasants rarely had any money. The lords took food, meat and service, little else. But rare animals? What sort of animal was rare?


  “Last week, he even sent his huntsmen out after a centaur,” the man continued. “I think he wanted the beast for entertainment.”


  “And he wanted us to serve in his army,” the headman added. “His recruiters took five boys only two weeks ago.”


  That was odd, Emily knew. The mountain lords didn’t have large armies, they just didn’t have the manpower base to support them. Besides, the terrain made it harder for them to fight their fellows. The book she’d read had suggested that each lord kept a small army of retainers and little else. Why would they want more soldiers? The only major threat were the necromancers, and soldiers wouldn’t be much help if one of them came calling.


  Unless one of the nearby Allied Lands is considering an invasion, she thought. But it seemed unlikely. Even without the looming threat of the necromancers, there was nothing in the mountains worth taking. The only thing the mountains had, as far as she could tell, was timber, and the lords made a tidy profit selling it down the river to shipbuilders. They didn’t need to launch an invasion to take it...


  The night wore on, leaving her feeling tired and worn. Lady Barb drank enough to keep up with the men, but showed no signs of drunkenness. The men, on the other hand, started to act badly; one started to thrash his wife, in public. Not, Emily had to admit, that the men were the only ones behaving badly. One thick-set woman knocked her husband down and started to pound heavily on his chest. Another threw a mug at her husband, then fled out the door. The dancers scattered as several men rolled onto the dance floor and started to wrestle, their fellows cheering loudly and placing bets. Emily couldn’t help overhearing some of the bets; they were unspeakably rude.


  “They don’t have much else to do with their time,” Lady Barb pointed out, as Emily slipped closer to her. The headman was watching the fight with a gleam in his eye. “Fighting is one of their pastimes.”


  Emily shuddered. The sergeants had introduced her to the concept of controlled violence, but this was different. They weren’t really trying to win, she realized, merely beat on each other. It seemed pointlessly sadistic to her – and it would be hellish for anyone who wasn’t strong enough to fight. But then, the more intellectually-minded children would probably have had it beaten out of them. Or they would escape down the mountain to find somewhere they actually fit in.


  “I want to go home,” she said, miserably.


  “You can go back to the guesthouse,” Lady Barb said, shortly. “You remember the way?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. The village wasn’t very big, nothing more than a handful of houses and shacks gathered together. It would have looked idyllic, if it wasn’t for the people. “I won’t get lost.”


  “We’re leaving tomorrow morning,” Lady Barb told her. “Go straight to sleep – take a potion if you want. We have a long walk ahead of us.”


  Emily nodded, put the mug of beer on the table and walked out of the barn. Outside, it was pitch black. There was no trace of light anywhere, even in the larger houses. But then, most peasants didn’t have the option of making magic lights or even simple lanterns. They went to bed when the sun went down and awoke when it returned to the sky. She hesitated, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, then cursed her own hesitation. Sergeant Miles might have warned her of the dangers of using light globes in the countryside, but they weren’t a danger here.


  She cast the spell, then followed the globe back towards the guesthouse. It was strange – almost eerie – just how quickly silence had fallen over the village. The sound of music from the barn faded away into nothingness. She couldn’t hear anything, not even the tiny river on the far side of the village. It seemed as cold and silent as the grave.


  They must all be in the barn, she thought. It hadn’t seemed large enough for everyone, but perhaps it was. The rest of the village is empty.


  She paused as she passed the headman’s house, then walked towards the guesthouse, looking at the smaller houses in between. There was a social structure within the village, even if she didn’t fully understand it. But she suspected she didn’t really want to understand it. She caught sight of the moon, rising slowly above the horizon, casting rays of silver light towards the village. It was far brighter than she’d ever seen it on Earth.


  Was it the same moon? She had no way of knowing. The arrangement of the continents were different, but what did that prove? Maybe, just maybe, the continents had taken on a different form in this world. Or perhaps she was on another planet as well as another dimension. There was no way to know.


  She heard something behind her and spun around. Hodge appeared, staring at the light globe as if he were hypnotized. Emily started, feeling alarm flashing through her mind. Had he followed her? What did he want? She hadn’t heard him before, but that meant nothing. The sergeants had tracked her through the forest at Whitehall effortlessly, never betraying their presence until they were ready to show themselves. A boy who’d grown up in the countryside would know how to move with stealth.


  Hodge shook himself and looked directly at Emily. Up close, it was clear that he was more than a little drunk. The look in his face, lecherous and predatory, reminded her far too much of the boys at her old school...she took a step backwards, feeling a very old fear crawling up her spine. She wanted to run, yet could barely move. It felt like a very bad dream.


  “Come with me,” Hodge said. He was far too drunk to realize just how stupid he was being, she realized in horror. “There’s a nearby haystack...”


  “No,” Emily said, fighting to remain calm. The memories of her stepfather held her firmly in place. She felt terrifyingly helpless, as if there was nothing she could do to ward off her inevitable fate. “You don’t want to do this...”


  He reached for her and caught her shoulder. Emily shuddered, snapping out of her trance, and batted his hand away. He growled, pulled back his fist and threw a punch at her face. Emily blocked it automatically...


  Hodge stared at her in numb surprise. Emily felt equally surprised.


  But she shouldn’t have been, she realized, as the pain from the impact jerked her awake. She’d had Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb teaching her how to fight, battering lessons into her through pain and hardship...and none of the boys in Martial Magic had gone easy on her, just because she was a girl. Hodge had no formal training at all. He looked almost as if he didn’t quite grasp what had happened.


  “The average man is stronger than the average woman,” Lady Barb had told her. “If you try to grapple with one, chances are he will beat you. You have to be sneaky, determined and, above all, you have to keep your wits about you.”


  Hodge growled and threw himself at her. Emily stepped to the side, then threw a punch at the back of his neck. She hit him, but he was tough enough to shake it off.


  Even so, a strange glow of pleasure ran through her mind as she realized she could win. She didn’t have to be helpless...and the memories of her stepfather didn’t have to hurt her.


  Hodge pulled himself around, then glared at her. “Bitch,” he growled. “They say magical sluts can do anything.”


  Emily felt cold hatred raging through her soul. He thought he could just...take her? He thought that his position as the headman’s son gave him the right to have any girl he wanted? He thought that she would agree to it just because she was magical? Outrage blazed through her mind, pushing away fear and hatred. She wasn’t frozen by her own fears any longer. How dare he? How dare he?


  She shaped a spell in her mind, just as he threw himself at her again. This time, he crashed right into her and sent her falling backwards to the muddy ground, pressing down hard on her body. His hand clawed at her breast. Emily gasped in pain, then unleashed the spell. There was a blinding flash of light and Hodge’s weight shifted, then fell off her altogether. Emily looked to the side, dazed. A pig sat there, staring in incomprehension. Its eyes were disturbingly human.


  Hodge, she thought. She sat upright, then pulled herself to her feet. The pig emitted a sound, almost as if it was trying to talk. Emily knew it wouldn’t work. Even if Hodge had been used to regular transformations, the pig’s snout wasn’t really designed for human speech. It was quite possible that he wasn’t even sure what had happened. The spell would ease the transition from human to pig. A nasty thought occurred to her and she cast a reflective spell before she could think better of it. Hodge saw himself, turned and fled.


  Emily stared after him, feeling a strange mixture of emotions. Pride, delight, triumph...and a strange kind of bitter regret. What would this do, she asked herself, to relationships between magicians and villagers? She’d turned the headman’s son into a pig! But her breast still hurt...he’d deserved it, she knew. Whatever his father said, whatever Lady Barb said, he’d deserved it. She hadn’t asked him to attempt to rape her.


  And he would have raped her, she knew. She had no doubt of it.


  She swallowed hard, then opened the door to the guesthouse and stepped inside. As soon as she had closed the door, she started to cast new protective wards. None of them would last very long, but the only person in the village who could dismantle them was Lady Barb. She would know that something was wrong...Emily hesitated, wondering if she should summon her teacher, then shook her head. She needed time to sort herself out. Casting another light spell, she started to undress. Her tunic was muddy from where she’d fallen, but otherwise unmarked. Her body, on the other hand, was bruised.


  Gritting her teeth, she touched her breast lightly. It felt...dirty, unclean...and yet she knew it could be much worse. How many girls had Hodge forced into bed? But if there was so little privacy in the village, surely his father and their parents knew? Didn’t they care? Or was there some reason Hodge was allowed to roam free? Did he have enough sense not to pick on his fellow villagers?


  She reached for the cloth and washed herself, thoroughly, then pulled on her spare set of walking clothes. The nightgown wouldn’t be enough for the night, she knew; she wanted to wear something more covering. Lady Barb wouldn’t care; Emily had seen her sleeping in a full suit of armor before, back at Whitehall. She finished pulling on her clothes and walked over to the bed, picking up the potions bottle on the way. Before she could take a swig, she felt Lady Barb starting to dismantle the wards.


  Emily hesitated. She could drink the potion and fall asleep, evading the older woman’s questions that way, but it wouldn’t last. And it would be cowardly. Part of her didn’t want to talk, part of her knew she had no choice. If nothing else, Lady Barb would have to say something to the headman. Emily knew what she wanted to say to him.


  The door opened. Lady Barb stood there, staff in hand. Her face was pinched and worried.


  “Emily,” she said, as she closed the door. “What happened?”


  Emily hesitated. She’d won...but part of her felt as though she had lost. It would have been easy to end the fight almost before it had begun, yet she’d been too startled to try. Lady Barb would have understood, she knew that now. But her fears ran deeper than the older woman’s anger...


  Or they had. Somehow, she wasn’t afraid any more.


  Slowly, leaving nothing out, she started to explain.


  Chapter Sixteen


  THEY LEFT THE VILLAGE THE FOLLOWING morning, after Lady Barb had a brief talk with the headman. Emily didn’t know what she said to him, but no one turned out to wave goodbye as they walked out of the village and headed down a track that ran beside the river towards their next destination. Lady Barb walked in silence for nearly an hour, which was fine with Emily. She wanted time to think for herself.


  “Emily,” Lady Barb said, finally. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  Emily hesitated, then shook her head.


  “I think you should, this time,” Lady Barb said. “What happened...could easily have been a great deal worse.”


  Emily nodded, mutely. Hodge could have knocked her out before she even knew he was there...or she might have hesitated long enough for him to do real harm. Or...her imagination provided too many possibilities. She didn’t want to think about any of them.


  “He thought he could just...take me,” she said, softly. “I didn’t do anything to suggest I might be interested.”


  “That isn’t uncommon,” Lady Barb said. “You’d think he’d know better than to try it on a sorceress.”


  Emily looked up, surprised. Hodge had been an idiot; Emily could have done a lot worse than turn him into a pig. If she’d panicked, she might have accidentally blown him into atoms – and no magic could bring someone back from the dead. What had made him think he could succeed? And he hadn’t even been smart enough to knock her out when he had the opportunity.


  “You...do not present the appearance of being able to defend yourself,” Lady Barb added, warningly. “I’ve watched you ever since I first knew you; you flinch from men. I think Jade was the only boy near your own age you even talked to, if it could be avoided. Every other man in your life is much older than you.”


  Emily knew that Lady Barb was right. The Grandmaster and Void were ancient – Void was over a hundred years old – while Sergeant Miles, Professor Thande and even Master Tor were all in their forties, at the very least. It had been impossible to estimate Sergeant Harkin’s age, before he’d died, but he’d probably been in his late thirties at the very youngest. And even Jade was several years older than her.


  Which didn’t stop him proposing to me, she thought. It had honestly never occurred to her that he might be interested. There was at least five or six years between them. But just how serious was he at the time?


  And yet, why had she been scared of boys her own age?


  She looked down at the ground, then at the running river. Memories rose up in her mind, memories of her growth into a young woman...and how her stepfather had watched her, almost constantly. And of what he’d said to her...She didn’t want to face those memories again, yet she suspected she no longer had a choice. Lady Barb wouldn’t let her avoid them any longer.


  “I don’t know,” she burst out. “Is there something wrong with me?”


  Lady Barb lifted her eyebrows. “Is there something wrong with you?”


  Emily found her hands twisting together and angrily told them to stay still. “I don’t know,” she said. “I...don’t even know what I felt for Jade. If I felt anything for Jade.”


  She hesitated, then pushed on. “He kissed me, last year,” she admitted. “I liked it. And yet I didn’t like it. And now...he feels like my brother, rather than anything else. Is that wrong?”


  “Probably a good thing you didn’t agree to his proposal,” Lady Barb said. “It might have ruined both of your lives.”


  Emily swallowed, feeling tears prickling at the corner of her eye. She’d never looked at any boy with interest. Part of her felt that no boy would be interested in her, even though Jade had clearly wanted her. But she also wondered if his proposal had been made out of misplaced pity rather than anything else. Emily had been isolated at the end of First Year, feared by many of the other students. She had had no reason to expect anything better than Jade’s proposal.


  Lady Barb reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder, steadying her. “Are you interested in girls instead?”


  “I don’t think so,” Emily said, after a moment’s thought. She’d been careful to try to undress when no one else was around, but her roommates hadn’t been so careful. She’d seen almost all of them naked. But she hadn’t felt anything beyond abstract admiration for the sheer perfection of Alassa’s body. “I’m not interested in anyone.”


  “It isn’t uncommon for it to take time before someone develops an interest in the other sex,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “What happened to you on...where you came from?”


  Emily swallowed. “Do we have to talk about it now?”


  “This is the best place for it,” Lady Barb said. She gave Emily an encouraging smile. “Or would you like to sit down?”


  Emily looked down at the muddy path, then shook her head. “No, thank you,” she said. “Will you keep it to yourself?”


  “As long as you wish me to,” Lady Barb said. Her smile grew wider. “You still have to listen to my advice.”


  Emily hesitated, organizing her thoughts. The hell of it was that her stepfather’s treatment of her had been nothing like as overt as the treatment of the poor boy in the village. There had been days when she was sure that he meant her nothing but harm and days when she had been able to convince herself that she was imagining it. It might have been easier if he had beaten her, she reflected. She could have taken that to her teachers and asked for help.


  “My father left us when I was very young,” she said. Her memories of him were faded and worn, leaving her wondering if they were just the product of her imagination. “I don’t know why. My mother never talked about him.”


  Lady Barb nodded, inviting her to continue.


  “She married again, soon afterwards,” Emily said. “My stepfather ignored me as much as possible. I don’t know what he was thinking. My mum crawled into a bottle soon afterwards and never really emerged long enough to look after me. I had to cook my own food and sort out my own clothes.”


  The memories mocked her. Cooking hadn’t been easy, not when she was still a child. She’d lost count of the number of near-disasters she’d had trying to cook with an oversized pan, learning the hard way. And then she’d had to buy clothes on her own...and manage what little money her stepfather had given her. Most of her clothes had come from charity shops and second-hand stores. She simply hadn’t been able to afford anything else. She had never understood why so many other poor children could afford expensive cell phones and fancy clothes.


  Lady Barb said nothing, merely listened.


  “I could never bring other children to the house,” Emily confessed. “They started to mock me because of my clothing, so I retreated into myself once I learned to read. Books were my friends; most people simply ignored me as much as possible. When I grew older...”


  She swallowed, feeling her throat constrict. “I started to grow breasts,” she admitted. “And I grew up, despite the food.”


  Lady Barb tilted her head. “And people started to take an interest in you?”


  “It took me a long time to notice,” Emily said. “My stepfather was looking at me. He would watch me from time to time...and he’d never showed any interest in me before. I used to think he didn’t even know that I existed.”


  “You could have been tapping into your magic, without knowing it,” Lady Barb said. “Some very young magicians do it. Remaining hidden isn’t difficult if you’re not trying to hide from a magician.”


  Emily shook her head. Outside rumors, Earth had no magic...at least as far as she knew. It was vaguely possible, she supposed, that Hogwarts really existed and Harry Potter was a genuine person, but it seemed unlikely. The existence of cell phones with video cameras and orbital satellites would inevitably lead to the end of the masquerade. Besides, she’d never managed to cast a spell until she’d reached Whitehall. But then, she’d never even tried.


  “I don’t think so,” she said, finally. “I think he just didn’t care.”


  She looked down at the ground. “He kept staring at me...and I kept trying to avoid him,” she explained. “Sometimes he would say things, disturbing things. I wore shapeless clothes, showered at school and spent as much time as I could away from home. He...just kept looking at me.”


  “And you were afraid that, one day, he would rape you,” Lady Barb said. There was no condemnation in her voice, only quiet understanding. “Did you not have anyone else?”


  Emily shook her head. Her mother had been an only child, as far as she knew, and she had no idea what had happened to her father. She wouldn’t have asked her stepfather’s family for water if she was dying from thirst. And she’d never trusted her teachers enough to ask for help.


  “Then Shadye kidnapped me,” Emily added. “I’ve never looked back.”


  “Nor should you,” Lady Barb said, simply. She hesitated, then pushed on. “It’s no consolation, Emily, but I have seen worse.”


  “I know,” Emily said, quietly. She’d seen worse now, too. “But I still felt vulnerable.”


  “Which is why you froze in Zangaria,” Lady Barb said, thoughtfully. “It isn’t everyone who can take lessons learned during training and apply them to the real world.”


  Emily nodded. Once, she’d looked up military training, thinking that it might provide a way out of her dead end existence. Soldiers on Earth were pushed to the limits during boot camp, trained extensively by men who’d been there and done that, but even they sometimes froze when faced with real combat. Training was made as realistic as possible to hammer it out of them, but it wasn’t perfect. It couldn’t be perfect.


  “So tell me,” Lady Barb added. “How do you feel now?”


  Emily hesitated, trying to parse out her own feelings. The sense of fear had faded, somehow, after watching Hodge run for his piggy life. She knew she could have taken him even without magic, after spending two years practicing with the sergeants and boys who were bigger and stronger than Hodge – and better trained too. But she still wasn’t sure how she felt about men.


  “Strange,” she said. “I don’t feel so scared anymore.”


  Lady Barb smiled. “He’s the one who’s scared,” she said. “You taught him a lesson.”


  Emily looked up. “You’re not mad at me?”


  “Should I be?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said. Lady Barb had told her to try to avoid using magic where possible, but she hadn’t told Emily not to defend herself. “Did I do the right thing?”


  “Tell me something,” Lady Barb said. She placed a hand on Emily’s shoulder, making it impossible for Emily to look away. “How many girls do you think he’s forced into opening their legs for him?”


  “Too many,” Emily said. It was the only possible answer. “Even if it wasn’t the girls in the village...”


  “The headman was appointed by the local lord,” Lady Barb told her. “I doubt the morals of his son were considered when the man was given the job. All that mattered was squeezing as many taxes from the village as possible – and the headman is very good at that. As long as he keeps the taxes and tithes coming, the lord wouldn’t care if every girl in the village was attacked by Hodge. I’d bet good money that he forced himself on most of them.”


  Emily shuddered. If she’d grown up in such a place...


  “Not just him,” Lady Barb added. “There are places where it is traditional for the husband’s father to have...access to his daughter-in-law, if he feels like it. Or where a widow can be pushed into marrying a man who already has a wife, if she wants someone to help take care of the kids. Or...there are countless horrors hidden here.”


  “So you said,” Emily said, feeling sick. She didn’t want to know, but she thought she should ask. “What happened to him?”


  “Hodge?” Lady Barb smiled. “I turned him back, told him that the curse would snap back if he ever tried to force himself on someone else, then gave his father a stern warning. If nothing else, the lord wouldn’t have objected if I’d killed him – and he knew it. But I think he’s a changed man.”


  Emily shook her head, doubtfully.


  “Oh, he is,” Lady Barb assured her. “He spent several hours as a pig, without any mental defenses or prior experience. What do you think that did to his mind?”


  “I used a prank spell,” Emily said. “Didn’t I?”


  “You didn’t cast it perfectly,” Lady Barb said, reprovingly. “Let’s just say that parts of him are still convinced he’s a pig.”


  Emily snickered. She knew it was wrong, yet she couldn’t help it. The thought of Hodge eating at the trough instead of at the table, convinced it was where he belonged, was darkly amusing. She recalled the struggle to recall who and what she was when she’d turned herself into a rat and snickered again. Hodge would have absolutely no preparation for the transformation at all. Somehow, it was hard to feel any pity for him.


  “You need practice,” Lady Barb added. “We’re going to work on that once we get back to Whitehall.”


  She shrugged. “I also told him that he was lucky that I hadn’t turned him into dinner,” she said. “I think the lesson will have sunk in – and if it hasn’t, the next time he transforms will leave him stuck that way.”


  Emily nodded, wondering if a girl in the village would be brave enough to manipulate Hodge into trying something. The thought of leaving someone – anyone – stuck as a pig forever was nightmarish, but it would be worse in Zangaria. She still shuddered when she thought about the wild boar Alassa and her suitors had hunted, wild boar that had actually been transformed humans. It had horrified her at the time – executions would have been kinder – and she’d banned the practice in Cockatrice.


  Lady Barb clapped a hand on her shoulder. “You made a good stride forward today,” she said, as she turned to lead the way further down the path. “All you have to do is build on that success.”


  Emily hesitated, then asked the question that had nagged at her mind earlier. “Did you...did you take a lover?”


  “I was a little older than you when I fell in love for the first time,” Lady Barb said. She didn’t seem offended by the question. “It didn’t last. He was a little too much like my father and wasn’t too keen on the idea of marrying a combat sorceress. We parted reasonably, kindly.”


  She looked back at Emily. “Is there a reason you asked?”


  Emily looked down at the ground. “Is it normal to be so conflicted?”


  Lady Barb laughed. “Welcome to the wonderful world of adulthood,” she said. “People mature at different speeds, Emily. You may be physically seventeen, old enough to be a mother, but you may not be mentally ready to have a relationship with anyone. And, unlike most of the boys and girls in the Allied Lands, you will have all the time you need to make your choice.”


  “I don’t,” Emily said, miserably. “I have to provide an heir for Cockatrice.”


  “True enough,” Lady Barb agreed. “And it would have to be your child. You couldn’t simply adopt someone and declare him your heir.”


  She looked back along the path. “What sort of man do you want?”


  Emily shook her head. Once, she’d dreamed of Prince Charming...but that had been part of her childhood. After she’d started to mature, she’d become too unsure of herself to dream of a prince – or even a princess – coming to take her away. It struck her suddenly that she could get a prince now and she giggled, despite herself. But if the princes who had courted Alassa were any indication, she wouldn’t want any of them.


  But what did she want?


  She mulled it over as she walked behind Lady Barb. A gentle man, she decided, someone clever enough to hold a conversation, yet also willing to give her time to herself. Jade wouldn’t be that kind of husband, she had to admit, not if the way he’d courted her was any indication. He would always want to be doing things with her; riding, swimming, exploring...and everything else. She would never be alone.


  “This looks a good place to stop,” Lady Barb said, as they reached a large clearing. It didn’t look particularly natural. Someone had carved it out of the trees and then done something to ensure that nothing grew to replace them. “Set up the cauldron and make us some Kava.”


  Emily realized, to her surprise, that her legs ached. How far had they walked? She nodded and set to work, while Lady Barb paced the clearing and set up a handful of wards, then strode back to her and watched as the Kava boiled. Emily poured it into a pair of mugs, blowing on the liquid to cool it down. Using magic to cool drinks never seemed to work quite right.


  “So,” she said, as she took a sip. It always tasted better in the open air. “Why are we here?”


  “Miles from anyone else,” Lady Barb said. The smile on her face took the sting from her words. “Good a place as any to practice some magic that cannot be performed in Whitehall.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  EMILY COULDN’T HELP FEELING A FLUSH of excitement as Lady Barb started to draw runes on the ground.


  “The first time you tried to create a pocket dimension,” she lectured, “you tried to do it inside another pocket dimension. You were very lucky not to be expelled for gross stupidity.”


  Emily winced, remembering Master Tor’s anger – and the dead Warden. Most students were given a list of things they shouldn’t try to do in Whitehall, but Emily had accidentally fallen through the cracks in the system. Void had assumed that the Grandmaster would teach her, she suspected, and the Grandmaster had overlooked the fact Void hadn’t taught her. And, as Master Tor had believed Void was her father, he had assumed that she was deliberately breaking the rules.


  “This time, you shouldn’t have any external problems affecting your magic,” Lady Bar continued. “However, you should still be very careful. Pocket dimensions can be tricky things to create and maintain.”


  She finished drawing runes, then reached into her bag and produced a handful of sticks, which she fitted together to make a square. Emily looked down at it in puzzlement, then realized that they were going to focus on the most basic pocket dimension design of all. There was no point in trying to run, she knew, before she could walk. The book Yodel had loaned her had skipped quite a few steps.


  “The simplest form of pocket dimension is a bubble attached to an object,” Lady Barb continued. “They can be moved with the object, but not separated from it. Nor can they be easily accessed without the object. Should it be destroyed, the pocket dimension will collapse, blasting its contents outwards. Most dimensions have safety spells woven into their structures to prevent that from happening.”


  Emily nodded. There were pocket dimensions that could be accessed from anywhere, or not bound to a particular object, but they were far more complex. Even the most powerful sorcerers, she’d been told, preferred to avoid them, if only because anyone with the right coordinates could get into the dimension. It was easier to carry a bag that was larger on the inside then risk losing one’s property.


  “Sit down,” Lady Barb directed. She passed Emily the square, motioning for her to hold it up so she was looking through it. “Are you ready?”


  Emily nodded.


  “I want you to close your eyes and imagine that the interior of the square is solid,” Lady Barb said. “I want you to try to visualize the fabric of reality itself.”


  Emily concentrated. It was easy to imagine a shimmering layer inside the square, like a soap bubble, but harder to convince herself that it was real. The pocket dimension would expand outside reality, just like a far smaller version of the TARDIS...or was she actually expanding the space inside the square? Not entirely to her surprise, the books hadn’t been too clear on what she was actually doing. There were entire fields of study that were unknown at Whitehall.


  “Now,” Lady Barb said. “I want you to imagine the fabric expanding, becoming a bubble.”


  Just like blowing bubbles, Emily thought. She felt her magic shift in response, then fade again as her imagination faltered. The pocket dimension didn’t seem to be manageable without her constant attention and she couldn’t concentrate on anything for that long. She opened her eyes, just in time to see the light bending around the magic...and then the pocket dimension collapsed.


  “Not too bad, for a first attempt,” Lady Barb said. She didn’t sound angry, merely calm and thoughtful. “Try again?”


  Emily nodded and closed her eyes again. This time, the magic seemed to flow easier and, when she opened her eyes, she had the strange impression she was looking through a reversed telescope. It took her a moment to realize that light itself was actually bending around the dimension, distorting her perceptions. A moment later, the dimension snapped back out of existence. Emily rubbed her forehead and felt sweat prickling there. It might not feel like a huge effort, but it was definitely draining.


  “Close enough, for the moment,” Lady Barb said. “The real trick is stabilizing it, then binding it in place.”


  She rested a hand on Emily’s shoulder. “Ready to try?”


  Emily swallowed. Two years at Whitehall had helped her get casting basic spells down to a fine art. Where she’d once had to build the spells up piece by piece, she could now cast many of them with a thought. But now she would have to go back to first principles and start building the spell-structure up from scratch. And she would have to do it while maintaining the pocket dimension in place.


  “Yes,” she said. She took out her notes and stared down at them, then closed her eyes. “I’m ready.”


  It was, she decided, rather like building something that had to be anchored to the seabed. An open tube could be lowered to the bottom of the water, then the water could be pumped out and concrete poured into the tube. This time, the spells that held the pocket dimension together had to be placed, one by one, inside the dimension, each one forming part of a chain that was greater than the sum of its parts. Each spell was simple by itself, but the real trick was getting them to work together.


  Her first attempt at splitting her attention failed miserably. One of her teachers on Earth had assured her, with a particularly nasty smile, that girls could do two things at once, but she couldn’t hold the dimension in place and assemble the spells at the same time. The second time, she managed to get two spells inserted before the dimension collapsed, striking her with a backlash from her own magic. Her hands tingled, forcing her to slap them against her thighs,


  Crossly, she tried for the third time...and discovered that she could only get a handful of spells inserted before her concentration slipped. She honestly didn’t understand how Yodel had made something as complex as her trunk.


  “Drink this,” Lady Barb said. “And then try to relax.”


  Emily took the mug of water and sipped gratefully. She hadn’t realized how parched her throat had become until she drank. Lady Barb passed her a bar of sour chocolate and she ate it, wondering bitterly how Yodel managed to make a living. It was terrifyingly easy to manipulate dimensions with a nexus point – Emily knew that, better than anyone – but without one at her disposal she was just playing with sticks and stones. There had to be something she was missing.


  “Figure it out,” Lady Barb said, mischievously. “You should know the answer.”


  “I don’t,” Emily said, casting her mind back to recall what had been written in the books. None of them had suggested anything other than what she was doing...but she knew, from bitter experience, that some textbooks left out steps to force readers to actually comprehend what they were doing. She had to admit that they were quite effective at that, far better than anything she’d read on Earth. “The spells just don’t form...”


  She swore under her breath as she made the connection. Mistress Sun had taught her how to prepare spells ahead of time, nestling them within her wards. There was no reason why she couldn’t do the same with the spells for the pocket dimension, apart from the fact that she would have to push them away from her wards and into the dimension rather than simply triggering them. She explained her breakthrough to Lady Barb and was rewarded with a brilliant smile.


  “Good thinking,” Lady Barb said. “Try it.”


  Emily picked up the square again, then put it on her lap as she built up the dimensional spells, one by one. They were actually simpler than most of the spells she’d lodged within her wards before, something that actually worked in their favor. The more complex a spell, the more likely it was to degrade rapidly over time. Once she was ready, she picked up the square, concentrated on the dimension and thrust her spells forward, into the growing bubble. There was a flare of magic as the bubble tried to collapse, but found itself firmly anchored in place. And yet it still wasn’t right...


  “The spells aren’t chained together perfectly,” Lady Barb said. She held up a hand before Emily could banish the dimension and start again. “But you should be able to modify them without collapsing the dimension.”


  Emily reached out with her magic...and realized, once again, just how skilled Yodel actually was. She’d tampered with her trunk on the road to Zangaria, damaging the spells that held it together, yet it hadn’t collapsed or exploded. Her dimension was nothing more than a bubble of space and yet she was nervous about touching anything. The slightest movement could collapse the entire dimension into nothingness. It took her several minutes to lock each of the spells in place...


  “Good enough,” Lady Barb said. “The walls of the dimension are anchored firmly in place.”


  Emily opened her eyes and looked. Inside the square, she could see a thin grey space, oddly disconcerting to her eyes. She’d never really seen the raw material of her own trunk, even when she’d been trying to work out a way to safely retrieve her books without releasing the Cockatrice. And the dimension she’d tried to craft at Whitehall had been neutralized by the wards before she’d had a chance to see inside it.


  Her eyes hurt suddenly as she stepped backwards, one eye seeing the trees at the edge of the clearing while the other looked into the dimension. She understood, suddenly, just how confused the Doctor’s companions had been when they’d opened the TARDIS doors for the first time. The police box was tiny, but inside was an entire universe...it was difficult, somehow, to reconcile the two. Human understanding found it hard to grasp that an object could be bigger on the inside than the outside.


  Perhaps it’s easier for the people here, she thought. They’re used to magic.


  “This dimension won’t last that long,” Lady Barb warned. “You’d probably need to carry it with you or make sure it could draw a trickle of power from the ambient magic in the air.”


  Emily nodded. She’d have to draw runes around the square...how the hell had Yodel done it? She hadn’t seen runes on her trunk.


  “Part of the stasis charm holds the trunk secure,” Lady Barb told her once Emily had asked. “As long as that’s in place, the decay is minimized.”


  Emily took one last look into her dimension, before she put the square down on the ground. Someone could fall right inside, she told herself a moment later. A hidden pitfall...she’d seen something like it when Shadye’s forces were besieging Whitehall. But she couldn’t leave it indefinitely.


  “No,” Lady Barb said, when she asked. “You’ll have to dispose of it, then start again.”


  The next two hours were spent creating, dissolving and recreating the pocket dimension. Like all magic, it grew easier the more she practiced, although there were hitches every time she tried to make the spells holding the dimension together more complicated. Emily remembered her notes for a dimensional shelter and realized it might be months before she could perfect the technique, if she could perfect it at all. She wasn’t even sure what it would be like to hide in a pocket dimension. Technically, she’d done just that at Whitehall, but Whitehall was special. The entire castle rested inside a pocket dimension.


  “That’s what they do for certain prisoners,” Lady Barb said. “They craft a pocket dimension and toss the prisoner inside. No one, not even the most powerful magician, could break out without help from the outside. Inside, there’s nothing to mark the passage of time and so they lose track of how long they’ve been imprisoned.”


  Emily felt her blood run cold. That was close – alarmingly close – to what she’d done to Shadye. A normal pocket dimension couldn’t be snapped out of existence, along with its contents, but she’d used the nexus to erase Shadye from existence. Under the circumstances, she was surprised that no one had ever guessed the truth – or tried it for themselves.


  She pushed the thought aside. They knew that a collapsing pocket dimension would expel its contents back into the world. It was quite possible that they wouldn’t accept that could be changed. Besides, without the nexus, it would be impossible to repeat the feat.


  A thought struck her. “How do they eat and drink in such a place?”


  “They don’t,” Lady Barb said. “The spells keep them alive, no matter how hungry they become. It’s torment.”


  Emily shuddered. There were spells that kept someone awake and reasonably active, but they came with a cost. She’d used one once, during a cramming session before the exams, and started to hallucinate after a few short hours. It hadn’t been a pleasant experience. The lecture she’d received from Mistress Irene had been even worse.


  “I need to see what it’s like to be inside,” Emily said, pushing the thought aside. She wasn’t sure why, she just wanted to know. “Can you hold it open for me?”


  Lady Barb gave her a long considering look. “Not this one, I think,” she said. “You couldn’t fit through the entrance.”


  Emily flushed. The square wasn’t large enough to allow anyone bigger than a baby to climb inside. In hindsight, she really had been lucky when she’d bagged the Cockatrice. Lady Barb smirked at her expression before drawing up another pocket dimension of her own. Emily watched as it took on shape and form, attached to a specific location rather than an object, and then yawned open in front of her. Somehow, looking into the drab greyness, stepping inside no longer seemed a good idea.


  She braced herself and stepped inside. The icy cold hit her as she crossed the threshold, forcing her to hug herself as she turned, just in time to see the entrance vanish. She was surrounded by greyness, a pulsing mass of...something that pressed against her mind. It was easy to imagine something watching her, even though she wasn’t sure why. She reached out and touched...nothing. The pocket dimension, she realized slowly, was like a giant hamster ball. No matter how hard she ran, she would never escape. It felt like a prison. Hell, it was a prison.


  There was a sudden shiver as the entrance reopened. Emily cringed from the light, then stepped back out into the normal world. It was so colorful compared to the greyness of the pocket dimension.


  Lady Barb collapsed the dimension behind her, then gave her a rather droll look. “Satisfied?”


  Emily nodded.


  Lady Barb rolled her eyes and put her back to work.


  Emily crafted two more basic dimensions, then started to experiment with some of the spells. Half of them collapsed as soon as she altered the spells too far, but the remainder held together remarkably well. A little fiddling, Emily decided, and the dimension could be programmed to collapse at a preset time. Combined with the nuke-spell...the possibilities were endless. What would happen, she asked herself, if a nuclear-level blast had nowhere to go?


  “You have to be very careful,” Lady Barb said, as she collapsed the final dimension. “It’s quite easy to drain yourself trying out new spells.”


  Emily nodded. She felt tired...not completely exhausted, but tired enough not to want to continue. It felt like experimenting with some of the more complex spells Mistress Sun had taught her, including a handful that had forced her to lie down right after casting them. But it had all been worthwhile...


  “One last experiment, then,” Lady Barb said. She picked up the square and broke it down into its component sections. “I want you to try to anchor the dimension to this clearing, rather than to an object.”


  “I’ll try,” Emily said.


  She concentrated, but it was far harder to envisage the opening into the pocket dimension without something to serve as a guide. Every time she tried, the dimension refused to work properly or drained her too far to hold it together. She ground her teeth in frustration, then looked up at Lady Barb pleadingly.


  The older woman took pity on her. “I’d be astonished if you managed to master it so quickly,” she said. “It took me weeks before I could even shape a basic dimension without an anchor.”


  Emily was too tired to be angry. “Then why did you ask me to try?”


  “Because some students leapfrog ahead if they don’t know the limits,” Lady Barb told her, sardonically. “You’ve already shown a definite talent for charms and spell improvisation. I thought...why not let you try to build a proper dimension?”


  She shook her head. “But it will take time for you to master it, I think,” she added. “I think you can do a little practice each day.”


  Emily nodded wearily.


  “But you will not experiment with pocket dimensions without supervision,” Lady Barb warned her. There was a grim note in her voice that left Emily with no doubt that disobedience would be a very bad idea. “If you do, you will not enjoy the consequences – if you survive.”


  “Understood,” Emily said, looking down at the ground. She’d learned that lesson, even if part of her sometimes resented being held back. But then, she wasn’t really being held back at all, was she? “I won’t experiment without you.”


  Lady Barb passed her a vial of nutrient potion, waited for her to drink it and then stood. “It’s another hour or two to the town,” she said, “and it looks like rain. We don’t want to be caught out here if we can avoid it.”


  Emily glanced up. Dark clouds were forming, high overhead, and the temperature was dropping rapidly. The weather here wasn’t as variable as the weather surrounding Whitehall, owing to the high concentration of magic in the air, but it was still capable of changing at remarkable speed. She stood, packed the mug away in her bag and followed the older woman as she turned and led the way out of the clearing.


  “How long will it be,” she asked, as they walked, “until I can make a dimension within seconds?”


  “You have the power,” Lady Barb said. “All you need is the skill...and that will come, in time. Practice makes perfect.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said. “I won’t let you down.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  THE RAIN STRUCK THEM THIRTY MINUTES later. Lady Barb erected a ward to keep it from falling directly on them, but water still splashed around their feet as they continued down the path. Emily was grateful for the charmed boots she’d purchased at Dragon’s Den; no matter how wet it was, they wouldn’t allow water to soak her feet. But it was still a relief when the rainstorm came to an end and they looked down into another valley.


  Emily sucked in her breath once she saw the town. It was larger than the village they’d left in the morning, with another castle on the nearby peak looming over the valley. She’d learned more than she wanted to know about good locations for castles, thanks to Alassa, and she had to admit that whoever had designed this particular castle had done an excellent job. It would be extremely difficult to get an army up the hill without being seen.


  Magic could probably even the odds, she thought, but if the defenders had magic too...


  She broke off that thought as Lady Barb led her down into the village. The houses looked better-made than the ones in the previous village. Here, they were almost all made of stone and looked remarkably sturdy, even to her untrained eyes.


  But why do they have grass on their roofs? She wondered. On a stone house?


  Her thoughts sharpened as she realized that almost no one seemed to be out in the open, even though it was still raining heavily. A chill ran down her spine as she recalled countless horror movies, then grew worse as they walked into the center of town and saw the soldiers.


  Emily had never met a soldier before traveling to Whitehall, but she’d learned a great deal since then, thanks to the sergeants. These soldiers looked professional, wearing leather armor and colors that marked them out as household troops. They all wore the same outfits too, which suggested they weren’t mercenaries. And they didn’t seem to be harassing the townspeople too much...but that they were there at all was worrying.


  She shook her head, mentally. The sergeants had told their classes that many soldiers couldn’t be trusted not to harass the local civilians, no matter where they were based or what their orders were. Looting, rapes, and even fights weren’t uncommon, even when the soldiers were at home. When they were on the march, invading another kingdom, it was even worse. Still, Emily wasn’t too surprised. The aristocrats, even enemy aristocrats, were off-limits, but civilians were fair game. Europe had seen the same pattern until the First World War.


  Lady Barb stopped as one of the soldiers marched over to confront them. Emily suspected, looking at the slightly finer cut of his clothes, that he was an officer, although it was difficult to be sure. The Allied Lands had hundreds of different military units and they all had different ways of signifying an officer. But his outfit was clean, suggesting that he wasn’t used to actually being out and about with his men. Or maybe she’d been imbued with more of Sergeant Harkin’s feelings about officers than she’d realized.


  “Lady Sorceress,” the officer said, addressing Lady Barb. He didn’t look at Emily, for which she was grateful. Most of his men seemed to be carefully looking elsewhere. “We are looking for the missing heir.”


  Lady Barb’s back seemed to stiffen, just slightly. “The missing heir?”


  “Rudolf, the son of our lord,” the officer informed her. “He has gone missing. We have searched the town, but he is nowhere to be found.”


  There’s an entire mountain range to search, Emily thought, sardonically. She kept the thought to herself, preferring to stay unnoticed as long as possible. Maybe the town could be searched rapidly, but it was right underneath the castle. If Rudolf had wanted to hide, he could have left his father’s lands completely. It wasn’t as if it had taken more than a few hours for them to leave one lord’s territory and move into the next.


  “He may well have hidden elsewhere,” Lady Barb said. Perhaps she’d had the same thought. “Do you have any objection to us moving into the magician’s house?”


  The officer shook his head. “The building remains sealed,” he said. “I don’t think he’s hiding there.”


  “We will be sure to check,” Lady Barb assured him. Emily could hear a hint of mockery in her tone. “And if you’ll excuse us...”


  She walked past the officer and headed down the street. Emily followed, wishing the soldiers would keep their eyes to themselves as she strode past their positions. All of them were staring, even though some of them surely should’ve known better—the older ones looked just as old and scarred as Sergeant Harkin. Their stares left her feel exposed, almost naked...and yet she felt more confident than she ever had before, when dealing with male stares. Hodge had taught her, quite by accident, that she actually could defend herself.


  Emily calmed herself. She could handle it. And she could follow Lady Barb’s lead.


  And then she remembered what she’d overheard at the dance.


  “The other lord was building up his army,” she muttered, as soon as they were out of earshot. “Is this lord doing the same?”


  “Probably,” Lady Barb said. “That isn’t a good sign.”


  She said nothing else as they walked down the street. Emily looked around, catching sight of a temple built out of stone, resembling a Greco-Roman building from the classical age on Earth. It didn’t look to be dedicated to a particular god, she decided; there were no statues outside, indicating who or what was worshipped within its walls. That wasn’t too surprising; the locals simply didn’t have the resources to build many temples. Their gods would have to share.


  The thought made her smile. Religion was odd in the Allied Lands, at least compared to Earth. There were hundreds of gods, but a person might worship only one or two in his or her lifetime, making the choice when they reached adulthood. Parents didn’t seem to expect children to follow in their footsteps; instead, they taught the children that all the gods were real and let them choose their own to worship. In some ways, she had to admit that it worked better than the system on Earth, where parents were known to disown or kill children for changing their religion.


  She straightened up as she heard a clap of thunder in the distance. The rainstorm seemed to be moving back towards the town. Lady Barb stopped outside a long low building, pressing her hand against the door while casting a series of charms. The door unlocked itself, allowing them to step into the building. Inside, it was dark and cold.


  Emily watched as Lady Barb cast a light-spell, covering her eyes until they became accustomed to the glare. The main room was dusty, while the next two rooms looked disordered, as if the people who’d last been in the building hadn’t bothered to clean up before they’d departed. Lady Barb muttered a vile curse, just loud enough for Emily to hear, as she peeked into the kitchen. Emily sniffed and almost gagged. There was a foul smell in the air.


  She followed Lady Barb into the kitchen, wondering if something had been left out to decay. “Are these places supposed to be so ill-kept?”


  “No. I shall be filing official complaints,” Lady Barb said, tartly. “They should have cleaned the damn place before they left.”


  Emily looked back into the main room. It wasn’t even remotely clean – and they were meant to be seeing patients. The magicians knew the importance of basic sanitation, but not all of them seemed to care. They could cure almost anything that didn’t kill them outright. She glanced into the next room and scowled. The potions table – she recognized its purpose because of the burn marks – was dangerously unstable.


  Lady Barb climbed up a ladder into the loft. Moments later, her voice drifted back. “They cleaned the beds, at least,” she said. “We’ll have to hire some people to help clean the building before we start seeing patients.”


  Emily followed her up the ladder. The loft was smaller than she’d expected – she had to duck her head to avoid the ceiling – but there was something about it that charmed her. Two glass windows – rare outside the big cities – allowed her to look down into the street, while four beds, pressed close together, provided sleeping accommodation. Lady Barb pointed to a cupboard and ordered Emily to make the beds, then clambered back down the ladder and vanished. Sighing, Emily did as she was told.


  It still amused her just how few of her classmates at Whitehall had known how to make their own beds when they’d come to the school. Even some of the poorest students hadn’t known, while Alassa and her fellow aristocrats had always had servants to do the work for them. Emily had been making her own bed since she was a child, as well as washing her own sheets, something they didn’t have to worry about at Whitehall. Everything was washed by the servants and then returned to the student bedrooms.


  She made up two of the beds, then scrambled back down the ladder in time to see Lady Barb re-enter the building. “I’ve had a word with a couple of people,” Lady Barb said, as she closed the door. “The entire room will have to be cleaned thoroughly, so they’ll be coming in the morning. There’s no point in you expending effort outside the potions lab, so you can concentrate on that tomorrow.”


  Emily wasn’t sure if she should be angry or relieved. Cleaning was something else she’d done as a child, but she’d never liked doing it. And, at Whitehall, she’d once been forced to clean an entire suite of rooms by hand as a punishment. She’d found a way to cheat, slightly, but it still hadn’t been a very pleasant experience.


  “They shouldn’t have left it in such a mess,” she said, tiredly. “Why...?”


  “The runes seem to have been degraded slightly,” Lady Barb said. “Several of them have been destroyed completely. I think someone tried to break in at one point.”


  “And disabled the runes that should have kept the building safe,” Emily concluded. She felt oddly better to hear that it might not have been their predecessor’s fault. “Who would dare break into a magician’s residence?”


  “I don’t know,” Lady Barb confessed. “A mundane couldn’t have entered the building without permission, while a magician shouldn’t have had any problems breaking and entering. The wards weren’t designed to keep out anyone with magic.”


  She stroked her chin. “An odd puzzle. Maybe we’ll stay long enough to figure out the answer.”


  Emily frowned. “The missing heir?”


  “It’s a possibility,” Lady Barb agreed. She turned and started to pace the room. “I don’t recall if there was any magic in the lord’s bloodline, but it is definitely a distinct possibility.”


  She paused, then turned away from Emily. “But local politics aren’t one of our concerns, not now,” she said. “Our task remains the same.”


  Emily wasn’t so sure – the heir could easily have been kidnapped by the unknown magician, if there was a magician – but she held her peace. Their task was to use magic to help people while searching for new magicians, not get caught up in petty politics.


  “The town is effectively occupied,” Lady Barb told her. “I’d advise you to stay inside unless you’re with me. Or are you feeling confident enough to stand up for yourself?”


  “I am,” Emily said. After what she’d done to Hodge, she felt more confident than she’d ever been in her life. “I can go out.”


  “Make sure you wear your robes,” Lady Barb told her. She paused. “There’s no point in trying to cook here. We’ll go out to eat. Get changed.”


  Emily nodded and scrambled back up the ladder, carrying her bag with her. It would be so much easier to carry a bag that was linked to a pocket dimension, but Lady Barb had forbidden it. Instead, she opened her bag, removed her robes and then looked around for the sink. It turned out that the only place to wash was in the main room. Grateful that there were no boys around, Emily carried her robe back down the ladder, then washed and dressed quickly and silently while Lady Barb merely pulled a robe over her outfit.


  Something clicked in Emily’s mind. “How did he know you were a sorceress?”


  “Few women would move from place to place unescorted, not here,” Lady Barb told her. “The ones who do have protections...magic, for instance.”


  She opened the door and led the way outside. Night was falling, the final rays of sunlight cascading off the darkened castle. Emily shivered at the sight – the castle looked spooky in the semi-darkness - before following Lady Barb through a twisting network of streets and into a small inn. Inside, it was warm, but there were only a handful of visitors. The innkeeper looked up at them with interest, then pointed to a nearby wooden table. Emily sat down gratefully as Lady Barb pointed to a chalkboard. It listed only three different kinds of food.


  “There are only a few people here,” Emily muttered. “Is that a bad sign?”


  “There are soldiers in the town,” Lady Barb muttered back. “Most visitors will have moved on, even if they were planning to stay a few days.”


  The innkeeper marched over to stand by the table. Emily had to smile when she saw him clearly; he was a fat balding man with a pleasant smile and a tunic that clung to the wrong places. But he was definitely a decent person. Compared to the people she’d met in the last village, it was something of a relief.


  “Lady Sorceress,” he said, addressing Lady Barb. “What can I get for you?”


  “The meat pie would be fine,” Lady Barb said. “Millie?”


  Emily started, then remembered what she was being called. “The meat pie for me, too,” she said, quickly. “And drinks?”


  “Two beers,” Lady Barb said. Emily gave her a sharp look. “Your finest, if you please.”


  Lady Barb waited until the innkeeper had retreated, then explained. “You can use spells or potions to remove the alcohol,” she reminded Emily. “But you shouldn’t drink water in the towns up here, not unless there’s no alternative. There’s no way to know what might have gone into it.”


  Emily shuddered, remembering her reading. Alcohol was often safer to drink than water, certainly in eras before they’d understood the value of using boiling water to kill germs. It made sense for the villagers – even the children – to drink alcohol all the time, but it did nothing for their behavior.


  The innkeeper returned, carrying two foaming mugs of beer, and a large sheet of paper. Emily looked at it and had to fight down a laugh.


  “The latest broadsheet,” the innkeeper assured them. “It came all the way from Garn, it did.”


  Emily took the paper and examined it, carefully. It was shoddy material, compared to anything from Earth, and there were only a handful of pages, but it was far superior to anything they’d had before she’d arrived. The words used English letters – she parsed them out, one by one – and talked about news from across the Allied Lands. There was even an article on the Mimic attack on Whitehall!


  “Your influence,” Lady Barb said, once the innkeeper had departed. “You should be proud.”


  “Maybe,” Emily said. “At least they’re not printing nude pictures yet.”


  She read through the article – noting just how many inaccuracies there were – and then passed the paper to Lady Barb. Investigative journalism clearly had a long way to go. But then, the writer had probably only heard garbled rumors.


  She shook her head. Somehow, an entire market for romantic stories had appeared in Zangaria, competing with regular news and informational bulletins. King Randor had encouraged the spread of such bulletins, hoping to ride the winds of change. Emily had a private suspicion that he’d come to regret it, even though it did have some advantages. The population of Zangaria seemed to have an instinctive respect for the written word, perhaps because so few of them had been able to write in the old system. That was probably about to change.


  The meat pie smelled good when it was placed in front of her, but Emily found it hard to eat. Much of the meat was gristle, rather than actual meat, and the potatoes that came with it were either too hard or too soft. It was a far cry from the food at Whitehall or Zangaria’s castles, a reminder that anyone who went to Whitehall might well be seduced away from their homes and families.


  “There’s only ever one inn in the major towns,” Lady Barb explained, once she’d erected a privacy ward. “The innkeeper has a captive audience. But if you were born here, you wouldn’t be rejecting the meat.”


  Emily flushed, ashamed of herself for being picky. She wouldn’t have rejected the meat on Earth, either. But Whitehall’s food was perfect.


  “I see,” she said. There were several inns in Dragon’s Den, encouraging competition. But here, one innkeeper could charge whatever he wanted. “What happens if there’s no inn?”


  “Travelers tend to offer money to locals in exchange for a place to sleep,” Lady Barb said. “But accommodation can be uncomfortable.”


  Emily envisaged sleeping on the floor in a cramped room and shuddered. It was bad enough sharing a room at Whitehall, even though there was some privacy. The peasants and their guests would have a far harder time getting any privacy. And there might not be enough food or drink, no matter how much money the guests offered. What good was money to the peasants if there was nothing to buy?


  They finished their dinner, paid the innkeeper and walked back to the building. Darkness had fallen completely, a faint glow over the horizon showing that the moon had yet to rise. Emily followed Lady Barb, who seemed to have no difficulty in navigating in the dark, and carefully avoided a handful of soldiers on patrol. The soldiers gave them a wide berth.


  “Don’t forget the insect ward this time,” Lady Barb reminded her, as they climbed up the ladder and into bed. “You don’t want to be bitten again.”


  Emily nodded, cast the wards, and lay down on the bed without bothering to undress. She was asleep almost before her head hit the pillow.


  Chapter Nineteen


  THE SOUND OF A COCKEREL JERKED Emily out of a dreamless sleep, leaving her staring blankly for a long moment. It was an unfamiliar room – another unfamiliar room – and there was no sign of Lady Barb. After a moment, Emily rolled over and stood up, silently cursing her decision to sleep in her clothes. They felt icky and uncomfortable after a night in a hot bed.


  “Better get up and washed,” Lady Barb called, from the lower floor. “They’ll be here soon enough.”


  Emily scowled and headed for the trapdoor. Once she was downstairs, she washed up quickly, then donned her working clothes. Lady Barb passed her a plate of bread and cheese, telling her not to dawdle over her food. They had plenty of work to do.


  “I think you’re giving me all the boring jobs,” Emily said, as she tucked into the plate of food. “Is that what always happens in an apprenticeship?”


  “Of course,” Lady Barb said. There was no rebuke in her tone, merely a hint of droll amusement. “The apprentice trades her services in exchange for training.”


  Emily nodded, finished her plate of food and walked into the potions lab. It was a mess, worse than she’d realized; several bottles of potions and ingredients had been left unsealed, their contents decaying and leaking into the air. She cursed under her breath, trying to imagine Professor Thande’s reaction to such carelessness in the alchemy classroom, then started to sort out the damaged bottles. She knew better than to risk using any of the decaying ingredients. Anything could happen if she did.


  “We’re short on a dozen ingredients,” she said, once she’d separated out the useable ingredients from the unusable ones. “I don’t know if I can brew all the potions.”


  Lady Barb stepped inside and examined the damaged bottles, then nodded. “It looks as though our mystery burglar actually did manage to get inside,” she said. “Such carelessness would be rare for a trained magician.”


  Emily couldn’t disagree. One lesson that had been hammered into her head, time and time again, was that stupid magicians tended to kill themselves before too long. Magicians who pushed the limits, in the meantime, were often exiled to deserted mountaintops or deserts where they could carry out their experiments with no risk to anyone else. There were very definite limits to just how far an untrained magician could go before risking madness – or death.


  “Put the spoiled ingredients out for disposal, then clean up the rest of the lab,” Lady Barb ordered. “Once that’s done, brew pain-relief and quick-heal potions first; we’ll see what you have left afterwards.”


  Emily nodded and started to work. There were spells to clean tables and instruments, but Professor Thande had told her that alchemical tools should never be cleaned by magic. He’d told his class enough horror stories to convince even the laziest that there were worse things that could happen then spending a few minutes washing their tools manually. But, after scrubbing the table until her hands were aching and sore, Emily found herself wishing she could use magic. The table had been used for years, and it showed.


  Muttering under her breath, she gathered herself, then found a handful of cauldrons in one cupboard. Three of them looked clean, but one had clearly been used and not put away because it was still coated with the remains of the last potion someone had brewed. Emily swallowed a curse before washing the cauldron thoroughly and placing it out to dry. It struck her, a moment too late, that she should have tried to study the residue to determine what the last brewer had actually tried to create.


  Lady Barb will have checked, she told herself. But how could she get any answers out of this mess?


  She heard the sound of voices, male and female, outside as she set out the clean cauldrons and filled them with water, lighting non-magical fires under them. Once the water was heating up, she glanced out the door and saw a handful of young men and women enthusiastically scrubbing the floor and table in the main room. Lady Barb was nowhere to be seen, but Emily heard her voice drifting back from the kitchen. Emily had to smile – Lady Barb could pay the teenagers more than they would earn elsewhere – and turned back to the cauldrons. Brewing more than one potion at a time required careful concentration and was generally discouraged unless there was no alternative. She dropped in the first set of ingredients and watched, carefully, as the potions slowly brewed.


  Lady Barb stepped into the room and nodded, approvingly. “Keep a sharp eye on that one,” she instructed, pointing at the last cauldron. “It smells funny.”


  Emily flushed, embarrassed. Alchemy was definitely not one of her skills. Professor Thande seemed to have a sixth sense for alchemical combinations that were about to go disastrously wrong, but Emily didn’t share it. There were times she suspected that she wouldn’t be allowed to take Alchemy past Fourth Year, no matter how well she did in other subjects. No matter how she tried, she had no idea that something was going wrong until it was too late to fix.


  “I will,” she promised. She glared down at the shimmering green liquid, trying to tease out whatever it was Lady Barb had sensed. But nothing came to mind. “What can you smell?”


  Lady Barb shrugged. Emily gritted her teeth in frustration. Some magic senses could be described easily, but not alchemy. Either she understood it instinctively, she suspected, or she would never understand it at all. She shook her head, then lowered the temperature for four of the cauldrons. The potion needed to cool down before it became drinkable.


  “We’re short of bottles,” she said, as Lady Barb inspected the potions and pronounced them satisfactory. “Can we buy more here?”


  “Perhaps,” Lady Barb said. “Bottle up what you can, then put a preservation spell on the remaining potions. I’ll use them first.”


  She left, leaving Emily to finish the job. The final potion suddenly emitted a shower of sparks, then died. Emily swore under her breath, and carefully disposed of the wasted materials. Lady Barb had been right. Something had definitely gone wrong during the brewing process.


  One of the ingredients must have decayed, she told herself. She’d been careful to make sure that the right proportion of ingredients had been dropped into each of the cauldrons. Professor Thande had taught them to make sure they used properly-prepared ingredients, but there was no alchemical supplier in the town as far as she knew. Whoever had raided the store hadn’t bothered to make sure they didn’t damage any of the remaining supplies.


  She bottled as much as she could, checking the preservation spells carefully, then carried one of the cauldrons into the main room. The floor shone, having been scrubbed vigorously, while the tables looked perfectly clean. Emily caught the eye of a handful of youngsters eating at the table, no older than herself, before they looked away. She felt an odd sense of loss, knowing that she was from a different world in more ways than one. They couldn’t be friendly with Apprentice Millie, let alone Baroness Emily.


  “Good work,” Lady Barb said, as Emily placed the cauldron on the table nearest to the wall and attached a handful of spells to ensure it wouldn’t spill. She pointed into the kitchen, warningly. “Get some lunch.”


  Emily was surprised at the brusqueness of her tone, but supposed Lady Barb didn’t want to appear too familiar with others around. She nodded and stepped into the kitchen, finding more bread and cheese under a preservation spell. Beside it, there was a large bowl of green and red apples. There was nothing meaty at all, as far as she could tell. Regretfully, she started to chew the bread without going back into the main room. She didn’t want the others staring at her while they ate their lunch.


  There was a loud knock at the door. Emily stood, hastily replaced the preservation spells, and walked back out into the main room as Lady Barb opened the door. A heavily-pregnant woman stood on the other side, sweat pouring down her face. She started to gasp an explanation, but Emily already understood. The woman’s contractions had begun and she was about to give birth. A moment later, she staggered and fell to the ground.


  “Help me get her onto the table,” Lady Barb snapped. She waved her hand, banishing the food and drink to another table. The visitors started backwards in shock, even though they’d known that Lady Barb was a sorceress. Magic wasn’t really part of their lives. “Hurry!”


  The two boys ran forward and helped the woman to her feet, half-carrying her towards the table. Emily picked up a bottle of relaxant and brought it to Lady Barb. Something nagged at the corner of her mind as the woman was placed on the table, an odd sense that something wasn’t entirely right. But she couldn’t place it.


  Lady Barb looked at the two girls. “Do you know who she is?”


  “Jeanette,” the older of the two girls said. Or at least Emily assumed she was the oldest. It was hard to tell in the countryside, when a young girl could look at least a decade older. “She’s married to my cousin.”


  “Go tell him that she’s here,” Lady Barb said. She passed her hand over Jeanette’s chest, casting a diagnostic spell. “She’s going to give birth in a few hours.”


  The girl nodded and fled out the door. Lady Barb carefully poured the potion into Jeanette’s mouth, holding her upright so she could swallow safely.


  At least there wouldn’t be much pain, Emily told herself. Theory lessons on attending a birth had noted that relaxant potion could prevent pain from overwhelming the mother, without harming the child. Emily could only hope they were right.


  She frowned as the two boys stepped closer, eager to see. Something was wrong with them, something that kept nagging at her. It didn’t feel dangerous...


  “Go,” Lady Barb ordered them, shortly. “There may be more work later.”


  Emily saw it, suddenly. One of the boys had calloused hands, the legacy of hard work since he was old enough to walk on his own two feet, the other...had soft hands, the hands of someone who had never lifted anything heavier than a sword. He reminded her of some of Alassa’s suitors...she looked up into his face and knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she was looking at the missing heir. He’d hidden out in the town right below his father’s castle!


  He looked back at her and knew she’d made the connection. Before she could say a word, he turned and bolted from the house, fleeing into the countryside as if devils were after him. Emily hesitated and looked at Lady Barb. The older woman seemed to have made the same connection.


  “Go after him,” she snapped, as Jeanette let out a moan. “Find out what he was doing here.”


  Emily turned and ran out the door. The missing heir – Rudolf, she reminded herself – had vanished into the countryside, jumping across the stream that marked the edge of the town and losing himself among the trees. Emily cursed and gave chase, remembering all-too-well just how easily she’d been outrun by the boys during Martial Magic. She had to hope that Rudolf didn’t have any magical assistance or she’d never find him at all.


  The trees thickened rapidly as she followed him, hearing the sounds of a body crashing through the undergrowth ahead of her. She gritted her teeth as branches seemed to lash out at her, holding her hands up to protect her face as she ran. The sound of his footsteps seemed to fade as she ran faster, although she couldn’t tell if he was outrunning her or if he’d decided to go to ground somewhere. It would be far too easy, she reflected sourly, for him to hide. She hadn’t had time to even think of attaching a tracking hex to his back.


  She paused as the sound of footsteps faded away, breathing hard as she stared into the shadows. Sergeant Harkin had followed his students through the forest without breaking a sweat, without the use of any magic at all. It hadn’t been so surprising, somehow, at the time, but in hindsight...He’d been a remarkable man. A twinge of the old guilt rose up within her – Sergeant Harkin had been one of her few father-figures – but she pushed it away ruthlessly. There was no time to let her mind wander.


  What did Rudolf want? The question nagged at her mind. Why had he run from his father? And why hadn’t he run further? Emily knew she was observant – it was one of the things she’d been taught in martial magic – but surely someone who actually knew him might have spotted his disguise earlier. Hell, why hadn’t the other teenagers betrayed him? The town wasn’t large enough for a stranger to remain unnoticed?


  And was it any of their business?


  Emily listened, carefully, but apart from the chirping of birds she heard nothing. Rudolf had either outpaced her completely or he was hiding, trying to sneak away as quietly as possible. The question nagged at her mind. Was it any of their business? Lady Barb had told her, time and time again, that they had to stay out of local politics. But Emily couldn’t help feeling sorry for someone fleeing an abusive parent – if, of course, the lord was abusive. Was that why Rudolf had fled?


  She shook her head, dismissing the thought, then slipped forward as quietly as possible. The undergrowth was even murkier than it was at Whitehall; it was quite possible that she would walk very close to Rudolf and miss him completely. If he’d been running through the forest as a child, he’d be able to hide...she glanced around, looking for signs of his path, but saw nothing. No doubt he knew how best to hide himself.


  Should she call out to him? Emily considered it, then dismissed the thought. Anyone could hear her shouting, including the soldiers. If they’d noticed Rudolf as he fled...no one seemed to have followed Emily, but that didn’t prove anything. She continued creeping forward, listening carefully. Something moved, far too close to her, and she jumped, then stared at a shape crouching on the ground.


  She found her voice. “Rudolf?”


  The shape moved, rolling over and standing up. Up close, even wearing peasant clothes, Rudolf was a handsome youth. His dark hair fell over an elegantly-shaped face, with no trace of any of the blemishes she’d seen on the other town children. In some ways, he reminded her of Jade, but there was a harder edge to his smile. He watched her with the deepest of suspicion.


  Emily readied a spell, in case he attacked her, but held up her hands. “Why are you running?”


  Rudolf stared at her. “It’s none of your business,” he snapped. “Get out of my life.”


  “You’re the one who walked into our building,” Emily pointed out. It wasn’t very mature, but she couldn’t help it. “I need to know what you were doing there.”


  “Hiding,” Rudolf said, after a long moment. “I wanted to be safe.”


  Emily lifted her eyebrows. “In the middle of a small army of soldiers?”


  “Those dunces never see anything,” Rudolf growled. The disdain in his voice made her wince. Sergeant Miles had taught her that even an untrained opponent could be dangerous. “Father has been pulling in more recruits than he can train.”


  Emily shrugged. Clearly, Rudolf knew his father’s men better than she did. And she had to admit that he’d been right. It had been an outsider who had finally spotted him. “Why are you on the run?”


  Rudolf met her eyes. “Can I have your word you won’t betray me?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily countered. Oaths were dangerous things and she’d already sworn one, which might come back to haunt her sooner or later. “Can I have your word that it’s none of our concern?”


  “My father wants me to marry someone,” he said. “I don’t want to marry her.”


  Emily winced. She understood the impulse, all right. God knew she’d had enough marriage proposals from people she didn’t even know to be grateful that Void wasn’t trying to sell her to the highest bidder. Some of the girls and boys she knew at Whitehall had precisely that problem. Their families saw them as breeding stock first and individuals second. It was even worse among the aristocracy.


  “Don’t come after me,” Rudolf said. There was a pleading note in his voice. He was begging her, she realized. Whoever his father wanted him to marry had to be horrible. “Please!”


  He turned and fled at blinding speed. Emily gave chase, but this time Rudolf had a advantage. She reached for a spell, shaping it in her mind, but dismissed the magic before it had properly formed. Rudolf had done her no harm. Instead, she followed him through a tangled mass of trees...and ducked, too late, as something lashed out at her head. The world seemed to explode into darkness...


  ...She hit the ground, hard enough to hurt. Her head spun madly; she’d hit a branch, she realized, through the haze covering her thoughts. She felt sick; she rolled over, swallowing desperately. The world seemed to fade in and out of her awareness...she wondered, in a moment of clarity, if this was how she was going to die. After everything she’d done, it was a little anticlimactic. Her body seemed too weak to move.


  There was a hiss, right in front of her. Emily opened her eyes, unaware of exactly when she’d closed them, and looked. Her entire body froze with fear.


  She was staring into the golden eyes of a Death Viper.


  Chapter Twenty


  EMILY CAUGHT HER BREATH, TOO SCARED to move.


  The snake was sitting on her chest, its eyes fixed on her face with unblinking malice. It wasn’t very large, barely longer than her hand, with blue-gold scales, but she knew it was absolutely lethal. Even touching it with her bare skin risked losing her hand; a single bite would kill her within seconds. Its head slowly rose, moving from side to side hypnotically. She couldn’t escape the sensation that it was biding its time before striking.


  She tried frantically to think of a plan. A movement, any movement, might cause the snake to strike; there was no way she could get it off her by herself. She could try to use magic, but if she alarmed the snake she might be bitten faster. And her body had to be warmer than the surrounding environment, considering the chill. It was unlikely the snake would want to move elsewhere until it got hungry, and it might bite her before then anyway.


  The snake hissed. Emily felt a shiver running through her body as she stared at it, wondering if she dared try to jump to her feet. If she did it fast enough, maybe she could throw the snake somehow before it could bite her.


  But her mind refused to believe it; fear kept her still, as motionless as possible. She knew it was only a matter of time until the snake bit her. She wanted to use magic to call Lady Barb, but her concentration was so badly shot she wasn’t sure she could cast the spell without alarming the creature. Lady Barb might find her dead and rotting body after the snake had eaten its fill.


  She met the golden eyes again and shuddered, despite her best efforts. The snake seemed to reach out and invade her mind, although she wasn’t sure if it was real or if it was just her imagination, aided and abetted by fear. There was something about it that held her frozen, something more than the threat of being bitten or merely touched. She felt a sudden warmth against her chest and realized, in horror, that the snake’s venom was slowly oozing through her shirt. It wouldn’t be long before the poison sank into her body and killed her outright.


  A thought occurred to her as she stared at the snake. She knew the spells for taking a familiar, an animal companion, but she’d never been able to bond with anything. It wasn’t common – only a handful of magicians ever bonded with an animal – but the spells had been hammered into her head in Second Year. Did she dare try to take the snake as a familiar? She tried desperately to recall what she’d been told about such creatures; they couldn’t harm their humans, if she recalled correctly, and they aided with certain types of magic. But there was a price in return...


  The warmth against her chest grew stronger. There wasn’t much time left.


  Emily braced herself and cast the spell despite the risk of provoking an immediate attack. The Death Viper hissed angrily as the magic reached out to touch it, then there was a sudden blur of sensation that threatened to overwhelm Emily’s mind. It felt like she’d been transfigured into a snake herself in some ways, but different, too...as if she was both human and snake at the same time. She had a sudden vision of her body, her pale face staring in fear, before the magic faded away.


  The Death Viper hissed – somehow, the sound was no longer so threatening – and slid off her chest. Emily let out a sigh of relief and, despite her exhaustion, stood upright. The Death Viper looked up at her with a curiously biddable expression, insofar as it could have an expression. It took her a moment to realize that she was reading its emotions through the familiar bond.


  It felt...strange. Every work of fiction she’d read concerning familiars suggested that they could talk to their pet humans. Instead, all she received from the creature were impressions, half of which didn’t even make any sense. The ground was warm, she was warm, the rest of the world was not...she shook her head, unsure what to do. Most familiar bonds were forged under controlled conditions. But she’d never heard of anyone trying to bond with a Death Viper, ever.


  She looked down at her shirt and gasped. There was a dark mark on her chest where the snake had sat, its poison slowly oozing through the material. Emily gritted her teeth, then carefully – very carefully – pushed the shirt away from her body and disintegrated it into dust, acidic poison and all. There was an odd resonance in her magic – it was linked to the snake now, she realized – which faded away almost as quickly as she noticed it. Her undershirt felt thin and revealing against her chest, but there was no alternative. Rudolf had hardly given her time to snatch up her bag before she’d run after him.


  Shaking her head, she looked down at the snake, which looked back at her. The waves of snakelike sensations grew stronger as she met the golden eyes. It loved her, she realized dimly, even though part of it realized that the feeling wasn’t natural. But then, what sort of idiot would try to domesticate a Death Viper? The snakes were so lethal that nature hadn’t even bothered to provide them with any form of camouflage.


  “So tell me,” she said, out loud. “What should I call you?”


  There was no response. Emily rolled her eyes at herself; of course there wouldn’t be any response. The snake wasn’t human, and it wasn’t even intelligent in its own right. She suspected it hadn’t even been touched by wild magic or deliberately altered to be intelligent. It was just a snake, even though it was now bonded to a human. It didn’t make it automatically intelligent enough to hold a conversation.


  “Maybe I should call you Voldemort,” she said. The thought made her snicker. A snake called Voldemort. It sounded like a piece of fan fiction. “Or maybe Scales.”


  The snake didn’t seem to like either of those names. It moved, curling up and uncurling with astonishing speed. Emily couldn’t fear it any longer, but she still felt a cold shiver as she realized just how quickly Death Vipers could move. She’d never had the impression snakes could actually chase humans down, yet now...there was an odd sense from the Death Viper, an impression that there were dead humans nearby. Emily hesitated, then followed the snake as it plunged into the undergrowth. It seemed to want to show her what it had seen.


  She half-expected to see Rudolf. She had no idea how Death Vipers mated and bred, but she was sure that where there was one, there would be others. Maybe Rudolf had run into a Death Viper, too, and been killed. Surely, someone who lived near such creatures would know better than to be caught by one, but the snakes were lethal.


  She had a vision of a snake dropping down from the trees to land on its target and realized, a moment later, that it came from her new familiar. Reluctantly, she looked up and saw...nothing.


  The bodies came into view a moment later, lying in a hollow off the beaten track. Emily gagged at the smell...and gagged again when she realized just how many animals had taken bites out of the corpses. Several of them had been so badly gnawed that it was hard to tell just how many of them there actually were, but there were at least three reasonably-intact bodies. All three were children – and all three had died from multiple knife wounds to the chest.


  It’s trying to show me what it thinks I want to see, she thought. The snake was interpreting her desires in ways that made sense to it. I wanted to find a human; it took me to human bodies.


  She felt her senses shiver in response to magic as she stepped closer, fighting to keep herself from throwing up. The bodies were coated in magic, magic that reminded her of the feeling that had surrounded Shadye. It had to be the residue of a necromantic rite. She looked closer, feeling an odd sense that something wasn’t entirely right. Two of the three children had been stabbed in the wrong place. Their mana, if they had mana, couldn’t have been drained properly.


  Odd, Emily thought. It looked as if the necromancer – and she had no doubt there was a necromancer – had wanted life energy, rather than magic. Would that be enough to drive him mad? She wondered just how long the bodies had been lying there and received a handful of impressions from the snake, but none of them made any sense to her. The Death Viper didn’t keep track of days or weeks, not like a human. All it could tell her was that the bodies hadn’t been there for longer than a season.


  The snake hissed. There was another bizarre sense of impressions, followed by a sudden terrifyingly fast movement. Emily turned, just in time to see a rat-like creature swallowed whole by the Death Viper. She stared at the sudden bulge, wondering just how long it would take the snake to digest its meal. The impressions she was receiving suggested that it wanted to sleep now. She yawned in sympathy, and shook her head. Who knew what else was lurking in the dark forest?


  “Come on,” she said, taking a look up at the sky. She’d been away for hours. Lady Barb would have to be getting worried. “Let’s go back to town.”


  She cast a glamor over herself, hiding her undershirt, and started to walk. There was a reluctant hiss as the snake started to move, sliding along behind her as if it were perfectly natural. Oddly, Emily felt reluctant – no, unable – to leave the snake behind. It was hers now, no matter what it had been in the forest. Besides, it could navigate the interior quicker than she could. It would have been hard to get back to the town without it.


  “Don’t do anything to alarm anyone,” Emily instructed the snake. She wondered if she could pick it up safely, then decided not to take the risk. Familiars couldn’t harm their owners, not directly, but the rotting touch could be unintentionally lethal. There were plenty of cautionary tales of magicians who’d bonded with horses and then fallen off at a gallop. “I don’t want you dead.”


  She slowed as she reached the outskirts of the town, then walked towards the guesthouse. A handful of soldiers stood outside, surrounding a large carriage that reminded Emily of the carriages she’d seen in Zangaria, only less elegant. The soldier looked at her before staring in horror as they saw the Death Viper slithering after her. Emily had never seen grown men panic before, not outside a handful of group exercises in Martial Magic. They seemed torn between running and finding something to throw at the snake, hoping to drive it off.


  Emily held up her hands in supplication. “It’s perfectly fine,” she said. They looked at her as though they thought her insane. “Really.”


  She walked past them, the snake following her like a tiny dog, and pushed open the door to the main room. Inside, the woman lay on a mattress, a baby lying next to her, while a grim-faced man was speaking quietly to Lady Barb. She’d erected a privacy ward, Emily saw, as she closed the door behind her. All she could hear from her mentor was gibberish.


  “Millie,” Lady Barb said, cancelling the ward. “I...”


  Emily had to smile once Lady Barb saw the snake. Her mouth dropped open, and she lifted her hand, preparing to cast a spell that would reduce the snake to raw materials.


  Emily stepped between her and the snake. “It’s my familiar,” she said, hastily. She knew it would hurt badly if something happened to the snake, now they were bonded. “I had to bond with it to save my life!”


  “We shall discuss this later,” Lady Barb said, finally. The snake hissed at her tone, then crawled over to the fire and curled up in front of it. “What happened to Rudolf?”


  The man looked over at Emily. “What happened to my son?”


  Emily looked at him. He was older than Rudolf, with more lines on his face, but otherwise very like him. There was something about him that bothered her; he reminded her, she realized slowly, far too much of her stepfather. His hands twitched, as if he were restraining himself from jumping up and beating answers out of her physically. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say.


  She knew that aristocrats weren’t often given a choice in who they married. Even Alassa had been expected to make her choice from a shortlist her father had composed, all princes and all second sons. Somehow, it was worse to hear about a girl being forced into marriage than a boy, although she had to admit that there was little real difference. But perhaps there was; a man could go out and enjoy himself, even start an affair, while a woman wouldn’t have the same license. She had to carry the legitimate heir, after all.


  But there are spells to ensure fidelity, she reminded herself. Was Rudolf threatened with one?


  “He vanished into the countryside,” she said, carefully. It was true enough, although she suspected that Lady Barb would see that she was leaving part of the story out. “I couldn’t follow him.”


  “You could have used magic to stop him,” Rudolf’s father snapped. He rose to his feet. “My son has to be found.”


  “Sit down,” Lady Barb ordered. “Lord Gorham...”


  “I will not permit him to be hidden from me,” Lord Gorham said. He glared at Emily, fists flexing violently, then he turned on Lady Barb. “I want her to talk.”


  “She has talked,” Lady Barb said. There was a cold note running through her voice, one that would have made Emily think better of whatever she was doing, if it had been aimed at her. “She was certainly not ordered to bring back your son.”


  They stared at each other for a long moment. “She should have known better,” Lord Gorham insisted, finally. “I will not have her...”


  “But you don’t have to have her,” Lady Barb snapped, cutting him off. “I will deal with my apprentice, if necessary.”


  “It is necessary,” Lord Gorham said, subsiding slightly. “She let my son escape.”


  He looked over at Emily, then back at Lady Barb. “I expect you to handle it.”


  “I will do so,” Lady Barb said.


  Emily swallowed. She knew from Zangaria that innocence wasn’t always a defense, if the local aristocrat took a dislike to someone. Her predecessor as baron had been a very nasty man.


  “And you’re both invited to dinner tonight,” Lord Gorham added. “It would be my pleasure to host you. You can tell me much about the Allied Lands.”


  The sudden change left Emily feeling oddly disconcerted. Lady Barb’s face showed no reaction.


  “We will be...occupied this evening,” Lady Barb said, throwing an unreadable glance at Emily. “But we will be happy to join you tomorrow.”


  Emily lifted an eyebrow. She might not be as versed in aristocratic etiquette as Alassa, but she did know that turning down a dinner invitation was insulting. The aristocrats of Zangaria carefully kept each other informed of their plans, making sure that there was no opportunity to deliver an accidental insult. They might cut each other dead in public, but even the worst of enemies were prepared to cooperate long enough to prevent social disasters.


  Lord Gorham stood, bowed to Lady Barb, then turned and strode out of the door without looking back. Lady Barb watched him go, then walked over to Jeanette and checked on her and the baby. Emily followed, marveling at just how tiny and fragile the baby seemed to be. It was impossible to believe that he would grow up into a large man...


  “Don’t worry,” Lady Barb said, softly. She picked up the baby and cradled him for a long moment, then put him back down beside his mother. “Your child will be fine.”


  There was a knock on the door. Emily opened it, bracing herself for more surprises, but it was merely Jeanette’s father, husband and sister. The men assisted the tired girl to her feet, then helped her out the door, while her sister took the tiny baby and carefully carried him after them. Emily wondered, absently, what happened to mothers who had just given birth. Aristocratic women were expected to go into seclusion, but could a peasant woman afford to take so much time away from work?


  “The birth went well,” Lady Barb said, once the door was closed again. “Mother and son are both doing fine, though I had to give her a little extra potion midway through the birth. The additional excitement didn’t do her any good.”


  Emily winced. Most townsfolk, she suspected, wouldn’t want to draw the attention of their lord. Jeanette had been giving birth when Lord Gorham had stormed into the building. If he blamed her, no matter how irrational it was...


  “Someone must have told him his son was here,” Lady Barb continued. “He came here barely twenty minutes after you left, demanding answers. You may have made yourself an enemy today.”


  Emily sighed. There were at least twenty necromancers in the Blighted Lands who hated and feared her, thousands of guildsmen whose livelihoods had been upset by her innovations and half the remaining aristocrats of Zangaria, who resented her sudden elevation over their heads. Enemies were the one thing she wasn’t short of. It was part of the reason she’d agreed to be Millie for the summer. No one would connect a shy apprentice with the Necromancer’s Bane.


  Lady Barb looked over at the snake. “I think it’s time you explained yourself,” she added, sharply. “What happened to you and where did you get...that?”


  Emily swallowed and started to explain.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  “ONLY YOU, EMILY,” LADY BARB SAID, when Emily had finished. “Only you.” The older woman shook her head in disbelief. “A Death Viper as a familiar. I don’t know if you’ll be allowed to keep it at Whitehall.”


  Emily winced. Somehow, the thought of being separated from the snake was unbearable. She knew, logically, that it was part of the bond she’d formed with the creature, but it didn’t matter. There was no way she wanted to leave the snake behind when they left the mountains.


  “There are students with other dangerous pets,” she said. First Years were rarely allowed animals, but she’d seen older students with large dogs or other familiars. “Why not a Death Viper?”


  “Because,” Lady Barb pointed out sarcastically, “none of the other pets are lethal to the touch.”


  She shrugged. “You are immune to the snake’s poison. You may be immune to the rotting touch. But, for anyone else, your pet is a deadly menace. And you do know how the bonds work? If you get angry at someone, the snake might attack them.”


  “The snake was going to kill me,” she said. “I didn’t have a choice. And I like him...”


  She stopped. She hadn’t had any sense of the snake’s gender before. It had honestly never occurred to her that it had a gender.


  “That’s the familiar bond talking,” Lady Barb said.


  Emily shuddered. She could understand why Lady Barb was concerned, but at the same time she honestly couldn’t get rid of the snake. There were ways to break the bond, she knew, yet she’d never heard of them being applied willingly. The snake was effectively part of her now.


  “I will have to give the matter some thought,” Lady Barb said. She motioned for Emily to sit down at the table, then produced yet more bread and cheese from the kitchen. “What happened between you and Rudolf? I hope it wasn’t he who took your shirt.”


  Emily flushed. Lady Barb had seen right through the glamor. “It was damaged,” she said, shortly. If she went into details, Lady Barb might destroy the snake at once. In hindsight, she’d come far too close to death. “It wasn’t his fault.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Lady Barb said. She put a piece of cheese on bread and nibbled it slowly. “And what actually did happen between you?”


  “He told me that he was running away from an arranged marriage,” Emily said, softly. “Is that actually true?”


  “It isn’t uncommon,” Lady Barb said, thoughtfully. “Why didn’t you stop him?”


  Emily hesitated, then pushed forward. “I thought we weren’t meant to get involved in local politics.”


  Lady Barb gave her a sharp look. “And the answer?”


  “I felt sorry for him,” Emily confessed.


  “His father was unhappy,” Lady Barb said. “But there was something odd about him, something that bothered me.”


  She looked down at the table, then back up at Emily. “What were your impressions of him?”


  “The father?” Emily asked. “I think he is the sort of person who will ignore his son’s feelings when he stands to benefit.”


  “Something most aristocrats have in common,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “I believe he was under the impression that you were going to bring him back.”


  Emily met her eyes. “Should I have brought him back?”


  “Perhaps not,” Lady Barb said. “We aren’t meant to get involved in local politics.”


  “We may not have a choice,” Emily said. “I found several bodies, too.”


  Lady Barb stared at her, alarm in her eyes. “That is the sort of thing that should be mentioned first,” she snapped, as soon as Emily had finished. “Why didn’t you tell me at once?”


  Emily stared down at her hand, unsure. Lady Barb was right. She should have mentioned the bodies at once, even dragged Lady Barb out to see them. But they’d slipped her mind...


  Lady Barb stood up and touched Emily’s forehead, casting a light spell. “Someone used magic to hide the bodies,” she said, grimly. “Quite a subtle spell; if you hadn’t been banged on the head, you might have forgotten the bodies altogether.”


  “I didn’t notice,” Emily confessed. She cursed under her breath. Lin had used subtle magic to avoid detection, but this was far worse. “I...”


  “That is something of the point,” Lady Barb pointed out, dryly. “But it’s odd.”


  Emily looked up at her. “How so?”


  “Necromancers are rarely subtle,” Lady Barb said. “Why would one of them take a handful of children and use them for power, then hide the bodies?”


  “I...I don’t know,” Emily confessed. Necromancers went insane; the first touch of necromancy started them on the path to madness. It was a law of nature. But it did take time for them to collapse completely. “It could be a newborn necromancer.”


  “Perhaps,” Lady Barb said. She looked over at the snake. “Can your friend tell us anything useful?”


  Emily shook her head. “The bodies weren’t there last season,” she said. “But I don’t know what it means by a season.”


  Lady Barb nodded. “I think I should take a look at the bodies,” she said. “If there is a necromancer running around, we have to deal with him.”


  Emily shuddered. The spell had left her feeling violated, even though she knew she had been lucky. If she’d forgotten the bodies completely, the necromancer would have hidden his victims successfully. It was quite possible that the parents of the missing children had forgotten they’d even existed...


  No, she told herself firmly. A mother wouldn’t lose track of her children. Just because mine probably hasn’t even noticed I’m gone...


  “Someone broke into this building,” she said. “Could it be the necromancer?”


  “It’s a possibility,” Lady Barb agreed. “But there’s too much about this case that doesn’t make sense.”


  She cleared her throat. “Lord Gorham expects you to be punished for not bringing his son back to the castle,” she said. “You can stay here while I go hunting for the bodies. Don’t go outside, but help someone if they come here and ask for it.”


  “And pretend I’ve been thrashed,” Emily said, crossly. “Can you find the bodies without me?”


  “I can follow your tracks, I think,” Lady Barb said. Emily wasn’t sure that it would be easy, but held her tongue. “In the meantime, I want you to write out a full report for the Grandmaster. We can put it in the postal coach before we leave town.”


  Emily nodded, reluctantly.


  “Then sew up some basic runes,” Lady Barb added. “We can provide ourselves with some basic protections, now we know to be alert.”


  “Understood,” Emily said. She hated sewing – unlike most of the female students, it wasn’t a skill she’d been taught as a child – but there was no alternative. “If someone is using subtle magic, is it possible that Lord Gorham might be affected?”


  “It is,” Lady Barb said. “It’s also possible that he or Rudolf might be the mystery magician. That’s why we’re going to his castle tomorrow.”


  She picked up her staff and walked out of the building, theatrically slamming the door behind her. Emily looked over at the snake, then stood and retrieved parchment and a pair of quill pens from Lady Barb’s bag. Carefully, she wrote out an account of everything that had happened, grateful for the essays Sergeant Miles had made her write. He’d taught her how to be observant – and to make sure she wrote down everything, no matter how seemingly inconsequential. The smallest clue, he’d said, could lead to the most significant piece of information.


  Emily felt her fingers ache as she finished the letter, but she retrieved another piece of parchment and carefully started to draft a letter to Jade. The words flowed easier, she was relieved to discover, now that they’d sorted out their relationship. Perhaps they could be good friends, after all. She smiled as she reread it, wondering what he would make of her observations of village life. The only detail she’d glossed over was Hodge’s attempt to rape her. Jade didn’t have to know about it. Or, for that matter, about the snake.


  The sun was setting in the sky when Lady Barb returned. Emily took one look at her drawn, white face and hurriedly boiled water as Lady Barb sat down, seemingly too exhausted to move another step. She made a mug of Kava, passed it to the older woman, then sat down facing her. Lady Barb gulped the liquid down, despite the heat. Emily watched, worried. She’d never seen Lady Barb so tired before, even when they’d walked all day.


  “The bodies were very well hidden,” Lady Barb said, once she’d finished drinking. “A handful of glamors, a handful of runes...and a spell of forgetfulness, intended to prevent anyone from walking away with any memory of what they saw. But it’s a little harder to fool animals. Your snake clearly knew they were there.”


  Emily nodded.


  “Whoever did it isn’t a classically-trained magician,” Lady Barb continued. “It would be simple to destroy the bodies beyond recognition, but they settled for abandoning and concealing them. There were hints of vast power, combined with absolute ignorance. I think I might have noticed them even if I hadn’t been looking. There’s little as conspicuous as someone trying to hide.”


  Lady Barb took a breath. “And the rite was strange too,” she added. “Necromancy isn’t that difficult.”


  “I think he was going for life force, rather than magic,” Emily said, quietly. “The wounds were in the wrong place for magic.”


  “It looked that way,” Lady Barb agreed. “But it doesn’t quite make sense.” She shook her head. “Let me see the letter to the Grandmaster.”


  Emily passed her the scroll of parchment. Lady Barb skimmed it before adding a note of her own at the bottom and sealing it up, casting a handful of spells to ensure that the Grandmaster was the only one who could read it. Emily took it and placed it by the door, intending to give it to the post office before they left.


  “I’ll have to write another one,” Lady Barb said. “If there is a necromancer on this side of the Blighted Lands, we may have a real problem on our hands.”


  She looked over at the snake for a long moment. “I had an idea,” she added, changing the subject. “You can transfigure the snake into something less harmful.”


  Emily narrowed her eyes. “A dog or a cat?”


  “I was thinking a bracelet,” Lady Barb said. “You wear it, all the time. No one thinks anything of it. But when you need a secret weapon...”


  “The snake comes back to life,” Emily said. She hesitated, wondering if it was a good solution to her problem. The part of her that was linked to the snake seemed divided on the issue. She wasn’t sure how the snake felt about it. “I’d have to keep the spell in place permanently.”


  “You wouldn’t be the only person to carry a secret weapon,” Lady Barb pointed out. “And you are in far more danger than most of your classmates.”


  Emily nodded, remembering the knife Alassa had strapped to her leg. It had saved both of their lives in Zangaria. A hidden snake – a hidden, absolutely lethal snake – would make a very useful weapon. If another necromancer came after her, she could order the snake to bite him...if a necromancer could be killed by snakebite. But poison had been used to kill necromancers in the past, hadn’t it?


  And there was a necromancer roaming the mountains right now...


  “There’s little hope of replacing the supplies we used in this town,” Lady Barb said. “I want you to write up a list of everything we used, and we’ll send it in a letter down to the nearest city. They’d have supplies to send back up here.”


  Emily nodded and left the table. The guesthouses were meant to be kept fully stocked, but the mystery thief had taken too much to be easily replaced. Someone would have to see to it before any further help could be offered to the townsfolk. She wondered, absently, if she could work out what the thief had wanted from the stolen ingredients, before deciding that it was probably pointless. There hadn’t been anything unique to one or two potions in the storehouse, not when such ingredients were too expensive to waste. Everything that had been taken had a multitude of uses.


  She wrote out a list anyway, careful to separate the ingredients she’d used from the ingredients that had been stolen, then walked back into the main room. Lady Barb had fallen asleep, resting her head on her arms as students had been known to do in the library. Emily smiled, placed the sheet of parchment on the far table, and looked at her snake. It was still lying beside the fire, asleep. Emily crept around Lady Barb and clambered up the ladder into the bedroom. It was dangerous to disturb sleeping magicians.


  Despite her own tiredness, she didn’t really feel like sleep. Instead, she wrote out another letter, this one to Imaiqah. She was a little more honest with her oldest friend, but again kept the details about Hodge to herself. It wasn’t something she wanted to talk about, even to the only one of her friends who might have understood. Alassa would have wanted to know why she hadn’t killed the young man.


  Finishing that letter, she wrote out another one to the Gorgon. She wasn’t actually sure if it would reach her – the Gorgon lands weren’t on the formal postal routes, which meant the letter would have to be delivered specially – but it was the thought that counted. Besides, the Gorgon had even fewer close friends than Emily herself. She finished the letter, undressed as fast as possible and walked over to the window. Outside, the moon was rising, casting its eerie light over the town. No one, even soldiers, could be seen in the streets below.


  Emily had always liked the darkness, but this was different. The shadows could have hidden anything, from a vampire to a merely human enemy. And it did hide a necromancer. She peered into the darkness, wondering if the faint hints of light marked where someone had built a fire for the night...or if it was something more sinister, waiting for them. A shape fluttered across the window and she jumped, catching her breath, before she realized that it was nothing more harmful than a bat. Shaking her head, she turned and walked back to bed.


  There were no marks on her skin, she discovered, not from where the snake had rested on her chest. She didn’t know if she was unharmed because of the bond or because the snake’s skin hadn’t had time to reach her bare flesh. Even now, with the snake downstairs, she could still feel it at the back of her mind, something that wasn’t quite there, but still present. There were some stories about mental links between humans and animals that had chilled her to the bone, but she didn’t seem to have picked up any of the bad effects. Or so she hoped.


  She closed her eyes and tried to sleep. But it was a long time before she dropped into a dark, dreamless sleep.


  Lady Barb woke her the following morning as she undressed and changed into a new set of clothes. Emily found herself staring at the scars covering the older woman’s back, including a handful that looked as if she’d been flogged months ago. Outside, the sun was barely rising in the sky, but Emily didn’t feel like going back to sleep. She pulled herself out of bed and looked over at her mentor. The scars went all the way down to Lady Barb’s buttocks.


  She found her voice. “What...what happened to you?”


  “You don’t want to know,” Lady Barb said, darkly. She was clearly in a vile temper. “Get dressed, then brew up the remaining potions. We will have more visitors this morning.”


  She kept Emily busy all day, moving between brewing potions to helping patients who needed some additional treatment. Emily tried to speak to her a couple of times, but after she was snapped at she decided to leave the older woman alone until she was ready to talk properly. She paused long enough to offer the snake something for lunch – it didn’t seem hungry, which puzzled her until she remembered that snakes could go weeks between meals - then returned to work. Lady Barb wanted to get through the patients as soon as possible.


  “You know how to make your own protections,” Lady Barb said, when the last patient had departed and the door was firmly closed. “Have you tried applying the same principle to a transfiguration spell?”


  Emily shook her head. Transfiguration spells eventually wore off – or at least the prank spells did. Hodge would have turned back eventually, unless someone turned him into pork roast without realizing what they’d done. But protections drew on her power permanently...


  “You’ll need to keep the bracelet on or near you at all times,” Lady Barb instructed, as she showed Emily the spell. “Once it is too far from you, the snake will revert to normal. I suggest you add anti-theft jinxes to the snake, once it’s a bracelet.”


  Emily shuddered. Someone might steal the bracelet...and find out they were clutching a lethal snake. She cast the spell carefully, keeping her eyes on the target, and sighed in relief when the snake became a simple, gold bangle. There was a faint scaly pattern on the outside, she realized as she picked it up, but nothing else to indicate that it was anything other than a piece of jewellery. She closed her eyes, concentrating. The spell had frozen the snake’s mind – and it felt almost as if the snake was asleep.


  She added the two protective spells, then pulled it over her left arm. She’d never been one for jewelery – she’d never had the money for anything special – but she had to admit it suited her.


  There was a sharp rap at the door. “That will be the carriage,” Lady Barb said. She sounded calmer now that the snake was harmless. Had it rattled her in the morning? “Go get into your dress robes. I’ll delay them.”


  She reached out and caught Emily’s arm before she could reach the ladder. “And make sure you pack your staff,” she added. “You might need it.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  WHOEVER HAD DESIGNED THE CASTLE, EMILY decided as the carriage wound its way up towards the grim forbidding mass, had read too many gothic horror stories. The towering battlements loomed over the countryside, giving it a distinctly sinister appearance. She didn’t even want to look at the road as it wound its way up towards the castle, steep cliffs on both sides. A single strong gust of wind would blow the carriage over the side, sending them plunging to the jagged rocks below. Without magic, the castle would be almost impossible to take by force.


  It didn’t look so forbidding yesterday, she thought. But that was before the bodies...


  It was smaller than her castle in Cockatrice, she saw as they passed over the bridge – there was no moat, merely another plunging cliff – and into the courtyard. A handful of soldiers strode about, several clearly being trained by men who resembled Sergeant Harkin. They didn’t look very happy, although she shuddered to think about how she must have looked after her first class. A man dressed in red swept past them and down towards the carriage. Emily couldn’t help noticing that several of the soldiers made rude faces at his back.


  “Lady Sorceress,” he said, addressing Lady Barb. “I welcome you to my lord’s castle.”


  “Thank you,” Lady Barb said. “We are honored to be here.”


  Emily remained behind Lady Barb, like a good little apprentice. The man ignored her, concentrating on trying to impress Lady Barb. Emily rather doubted he was succeeding; the man reminded her far too much of one of Alassa’s servants from Zangaria, a little creep whose power depended on pleasing the king. But she followed the two of them down a series of stone corridors and into a large dining room, far larger than it needed to be. There was one table, with one chair placed at the end and two more midway down the side. Emily guessed that Lord Gorham would take the chair at the end, being the master of the castle, and she and Lady Barb were expected to take the other two chairs.


  “I welcome you to my castle,” Lord Gorham said, emerging from a side chamber. He sounded...kinder than he’d sounded the previous day. “It is always an honor to play host to a sorceress.”


  “I thank you,” Lady Barb said, as Emily hastily curtseyed. Her tone was surprisingly warm. “It is always an honor to visit a lord.”


  “Please, be seated,” Lord Gorham said. “We have much to talk about, I’m afraid.”


  Emily took her seat, wondering why the aristocracy either went for sinfully comfortable chairs or chairs so hard that they hurt the posterior. Lord Gorham seemed to believe that the latter was ideal; his chair might be larger than theirs, but it had the same solid wooden seating. Emily watched as Lady Barb sat down, sensing magic flickering around her mentor as she looked for trouble.


  “My son will return in time, I am sure,” Lord Gorham said, as the servants brought in the first dishes. Emily hadn’t seen so much food for so few people since she’d last been in Zangaria. It looked as though they’d slaughtered the fatted calf. “He will take his place in my plans for the future.”


  Lady Barb looked over at Emily. Lord Gorham didn’t sound angry or upset, merely...unconcerned about Rudolf’s disobedience. It didn’t make sense. Emily recalled just how angry he’d been when he’d heard that Emily hadn’t retrieved his son. Had he thought better of snapping at a pair of magicians, or was something else going on?


  “You may have another problem,” Lady Barb said, as Lord Gorham began to slice the meat, piece by piece. “We found a handful of dead bodies in the forest. A handful of dead bodies concealed by very powerful spells.”


  Emily watched Lord Gorham carefully, but he showed no reaction at all. Instead, he finished carving the meat and distributed it. That was not a normal reaction, she told herself; even if the aristocracy didn’t care about the peasants, they had to care about a magician who was preying on their population. And then there was the proof of necromancy...


  “My son will marry Lady Easter’s daughter,” Lord Gorham continued, as if Lady Barb hadn’t spoken. “Together, they will unite our lands into one.”


  “The bodies were clearly used to power a necromantic rite,” Lady Barb said, sharply. “You have a rogue necromancer running around in your territory.”


  Lord Gorham still seemed unaware of her words. “Please, eat,” he told them. “My cooks are the best in the mountains.”


  Emily took a look at the meat. It seemed undercooked, as though they’d merely waved the pig in front of a fire and then declared it done. The bread looked more appetizing, she had to admit, but the gravy smelled unpleasant. Cooking in Zangaria wasn’t very elegant, not compared to cooking in Dragon’s Den, yet it was usually better than this!


  I won’t complain about bread and cheese again, she thought.


  She took a nervous bite, then winced. It tasted unpleasantly fatty, as if the cook had carefully removed the good meat before starting to roast it. Even the half-burnt rabbits and birds they’d cooked during camping trips for Martial Magic had tasted better. She nibbled her bread, wondering just what atrocities the cook had performed to make the gravy. It looked as though the cook had merely melted some fat, then added a hint of flavor. She’d seen more appetizing food in the inn she’d visited with Lady Barb.


  Maybe I can turn it into something more edible, she thought, desperately. But that would be rude.


  “Tell me,” Lady Barb said carefully, “why do you want your son to marry Lady Easter’s daughter?”


  “Because it will unite our lands,” Lord Gorham repeated. “Lady Easter only holds the lands in trust for a male heir. My son will automatically become her lord, once he marries her daughter. And then he will succeed me and our lands will be joined.”


  He beamed, as if he expected them to bow down in wonder at his sheer brilliance. Emily had her doubts; Rudolf clearly hadn’t wanted to marry the daughter and, for all she knew, the daughter felt the same way. And if Lady Easter was giving up political power when her daughter wed, she had a good reason to make sure that her daughter never married. Emily couldn’t recall if anything like it had happened on Earth, but she was fairly sure it must have at one point.


  Lady Barb’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that Lady Easter will allow your son to marry her daughter?”


  An odd look flickered across Lord Gorham’s eyes. “She will,” he said. There was nothing, but absolute confidence in his tone. “She will love to have my son married to her daughter.”


  “Why?” Lady Barb asked. “Why do you think she would give up power so readily?”


  Lord Gorham stopped, suddenly. “I...”


  “And this marriage will upset the balance of power between the mountain lords,” Lady Barb added. Her eyes never left Lord Gorham’s face. “It could spark a war. Why do you feel it is necessary?”


  Subtle magic, Emily realized. Lord Gorham had been programmed, to all intents and purposes, programmed to encourage his son to marry and ignore all traces of necromancy. A necromancer could dance in front of him, stark naked, and even that might remain unnoticed. But what necromancer could make subtle magic work? The stronger the magician, Emily knew, the harder it was for them to make subtle magic work well. It tended to be either blatantly noticeable or useless.


  She stood up and checked under her seat. It was a breach of etiquette to rise before the lord, but Lord Gorham barely noticed. The human mind didn’t like being controlled, certainly not so subtly that it was impossible to notice without someone pointing it out. There were no runes scratched under her chair, but there was a thin trace of magic glittering across the floor.


  “I...I don’t know,” Lord Gorham said. “I...”


  Emily threw caution to the winds and looked under Lord Gorham’s chair. There were four runes carved into the underside, one concealing the other three. She had no idea what they did – they weren’t ones she had been taught at Whitehall – but they were clearly having an effect on Lord Gorham.


  “You’re not in your right mind,” Lady Barb said, quietly. “What happened to you?”


  Lord Gorham rose to his feet, then staggered and collapsed. Lady Barb bit back an oath, then drew her staff from her pocket and enlarged it to normal size, just as a handful of guards charged into the room. Emily groped for her own staff and raised a ward, while Lady Barb cast a spell that knocked the guards over. The staff twisted in Emily’s hands, reminding her of the dangers of using one. She gritted her teeth and put the staff down. As always, it was difficult to let go. It seemed to ensnare her mind.


  “Your master has been attacked,” Lady Barb said. “If we’d wanted to kill him, we could have done it by now.”


  She ignored the guards and concentrated on helping Lord Gorham to his feet. Once he was away from the chair, she snapped her fingers and the chair collapsed into broken splinters, destroying all trace of the runes. Emily felt the magic flicker out of existence, but she knew there would be more runes in other parts of the castle. Like Lin, Lord Gorham’s mystery opponent had probably hidden some in his bedchamber.


  “There were three runes I didn’t recognize under the chair,” Emily said, as Lady Barb carried Lord Gorham over to the fire and placed him on the ground beside it. “Do you want me to draw them out?”


  “Better not, at least not now,” Lady Barb said. “You stay with him while I go search the castle. If he starts to wake up, summon me at once, but don’t let anyone else near him.”


  Emily nodded. Lord Gorham had been under the influence of hidden runes for months, perhaps years. They’d worked on his mind like post-hypnotic suggestions, working their way into his innermost thoughts. A simple compulsion spell would be simple enough to break, but this was worse. Even with the runes destroyed, it could take years for him to return to normal. He would never know what was truly him – and what had been urged on him by the runes.


  She looked around after Lady Barb stepped through one of the doors and closed it behind her. A handful of swords and shields hung from one of the walls, while the others were just bare stone. She couldn’t see anything to suggest why they were there, unless they were intended as concealed weapons. Sergeant Miles had told her that every aristocrat had a handful of concealed weapons in his home – and seemingly decorative swords might surprise someone. A chambermaid poked her head into the room, then fled when Emily looked up at her.


  Lord Gorham moaned, then subsided again. Emily heard a sound and looked up, just in time to see Lady Barb stepping into the room again. “There were runes everywhere,” she said, grimly. “Under his bed, in the bathroom...quite a few more in Rudolf’s room. But they don’t seem to have had any effect on him.”


  Emily blinked. “Is he a magician?”


  “Subtle magic works on magicians too,” Lady Barb reminded her, rather sarcastically. “You ought to know that, Mille.”


  Emily felt her face heat.


  Lady Barb’s face hardened. “As far as I can tell, they should have worked. Perhaps the runes affecting Lord Gorham pushed him into trying to force his son into compliance, which made it harder for the runes targeted on Rudolf to work.”


  It sounded plausible, Emily decided. Subtle magic worked best when it was unnoticed and unquestioned. If someone didn’t ask the right questions, they wouldn’t even get a sniff of the framework the magic had made for them, let alone manage to break out. If Lady Barb was right, Rudolf had reacted badly enough to his father’s orders to override the runes.


  “There were quite a few different ones too,” Lady Barb continued. “One of them was designed to hide all traces of magic – I think it was partly to ensure that the mystery magician’s activities went unnoticed. Another was designed to make him listen to his advisor. I had a look around, but the man seems to have vanished. The guards said he left the castle as soon as the lord collapsed.”


  A Wormtongue, Emily thought. It had been years since she’d read The Lord of the Rings, but the principle of an evil advisor manipulating his monarch was far from uncommon. But is he the necromancer?


  “I couldn’t find anything magical in his rooms, not even a trace of magic,” Lady Barb said, when Emily asked. “But that means he might well have been working for someone else.”


  “Shadye had at least one ally in Dragon’s Den,” Emily said, remembering the Dark Wizard who’d helped to steal some of her blood. “Why can’t another necromancer have an ally?”


  Lady Barb shrugged. “Call the servants and get them to bring in some blankets,” she ordered, instead of trying to answer the question. “We may as well make him comfortable.”


  Emily nodded and obeyed. When she returned, she saw Lady Barb holding one hand against Lord Gorham’s forehead, as if she were feeling his temperature. The man’s eyes were open, staring up at the sorceress. His face was twisted in a confused grimace, as if he didn’t quite know where he was. Emily rubbed her own forehead in sympathy. The bruise from where she’d hit her head had yet to fade, even if it wasn’t sore.


  “My son,” he said, between gasps. “Call him.”


  “I don’t know where he is,” Lady Barb said. She shot Emily a questioning glance, but Emily shook her head. “He could be anywhere by now.”


  Emily nodded. It hadn’t occurred to her until too late that Rudolf probably knew the forest like the back of his hand. If he’d wanted to hurt her, he could easily have led her into a trap or circled around and attacked her from behind. Or he might just have lit out for the next little kingdom and hidden until his father’s madness faded away. Now the runes were gone, it would start to abate.


  But Rudolf won’t know that, she reminded herself. How will he know to come home?


  “The runes won’t be pushing on his mind anymore,” Lady Barb said after Emily asked her. “But I find myself caught between two problems. Do we stay here and look after him, or do we start looking for the necromancer?”


  Emily shrugged. She’d faced one necromancer and she didn’t want to face another one, certainly not away from Whitehall. They might well not want to find the necromancer, if they searched for him. But their best chance of removing the threat was to find him before he started the transformation into an eldritch abomination. She felt the metal bracelet at her wrist and smiled, inwardly. Perhaps she could just let the necromancer take the bracelet and find that he was holding a poisonous snake.


  Lady Barb cleared her throat. “Well?”


  “We wait for a day or two,” Emily said, realizing that Lady Barb expected her to try to answer the question. No doubt it was a Secret Test of Character or something like it. “If he recovers, or if Rudolf returns, we can move onwards and try to find the necromancer.”


  She scowled. Aristocrats had very firm ideas about who should be in charge. Even if there was a trusted subordinate around, he couldn’t be left in charge for very long. Emily privately thought the whole concept absurd, but it was Tradition. If something happened to her, she had no idea what would happen to her Barony. It wasn’t as if she had a child to take over in her place.


  “Good thinking,” Lady Barb said. She gave Emily a tight smile. “Go organize the servants into making up some new rooms, but check the beds first – carefully. I will be very annoyed with you if you miss a single rune.”


  Emily nodded. “This is what you meant, isn’t it?”


  Lady Barb lifted her eyebrows.


  “About magic being feared out here,” Emily explained. “Someone was working magic, and no one even noticed until we arrived.”


  Lady Barb nodded. “Too many odd things have happened,” she said. “Lords building up their armies, preparing for war. A necromancer who doesn’t seem to have gone completely insane, one capable of using subtle magic. An aristocrat trying to make a match that would shatter the balance of power and unite his enemies against him; a son who seems immune to the runes pressing his father on towards disaster. Missing children...and no one seems to have noticed.”


  “There were rumors,” Emily reminded her. “We heard them during the Faire.”


  “True,” Lady Barb agreed. “But if the children vanished from the town, someone would have noticed. Wouldn’t they?”


  Emily nodded, mutely. Maybe her stepfather and mother hadn’t noticed her disappearance, but not all parents were so careless. King Randor might have raised Alassa as a spoilt brat, yet he clearly loved her. And Imaiqah’s father loved her, too. They would have noticed if either of their children had gone missing.


  But she remembered the abused boy, and grimaced. Perhaps, if the children had been unloved, they would have been taken and no one would have cared.


  But she had a hard time imagining that no one had noticed.


  “It would be hard for even subtle magic to make them forget,” Lady Barb added. “A child is terrifyingly important to the parents.”


  “I forgot the bodies,” Emily said. In hindsight, it was easy to tell that magic had worked its will on her mind. If she hadn’t been asked for a full explanation, the bodies might have vanished from her memory completely. “Could magic have made them forget their children anyway?”


  “I very much hope not,” Lady Barb said. “Go organize the servants. I’ll stay with Lord Gorham.”


  Emily nodded and obeyed.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  BEING AN APPRENTICE, JADE HAD TOLD Emily in one of his infrequent letters, meant taking on some of the mistress’s power and position. She hadn’t really understood what that meant until she’d found herself issuing orders – and being obeyed. A sorceress was, to all intents and purposes, an aristocrat, and the social equal of almost any mundane aristocrat. “Millie” might not be an entitled aristocrat, but she could issue orders and everyone assumed she spoke with Lady Barb’s voice.


  “I want you to sew these patterns,” she told the maids, once they had assembled in a large meeting room. Unlike Emily herself, the serving girls knew how to sew properly. “Sew them into cloth, then make sure everyone in the castle is carrying at least one.”


  She watched the maids go to work, sewing protective runes into pieces of cloth. If she recalled correctly, it didn’t take much effort to counteract the dangerous runes, once they were actually detected. Subtle Magic runes were only dangerous when they were unseen; once they were noticed, their influence could be easily countered. Lord Gorham and his men would question everything they’d done for weeks, exposing the less sensible and logical decisions for what they were.


  Lady Barb took care of Lord Gorham, leaving Emily to roam the castle looking for additional runes. They were scattered everywhere, blindingly obvious once people knew to look for them, as if the advisor had carved them into every last room. Emily was unwillingly impressed. Even a Runecarver might have been unable to achieve such thorough saturation of a castle. But then, he would have been carving defensive runes.


  “My Lady,” one of the guards said, breaking into her thoughts. “We found a body at the bottom of the abyss. The Advisor is dead.”


  Emily winced. One thing she hoped she would never get used to was how cheap life was in the countryside – and everywhere else in this world. The guard didn’t seem concerned by the body, no matter who it was. No doubt the mystery necromancer had killed the Advisor when he had outlived his usefulness – or included a suicide command in whatever instructions he’d been given, if he hadn’t acted of his own free will. There was no way to know.


  “Thank you,” she said, carefully. “Where there any wounds on the body?”


  “Merely a broken neck,” the guard informed her. “What do you wish to be done with the body?”


  Lady Barb would want to take a look, Emily knew. “Put the body in storage for the moment,” she ordered. She didn’t want to look herself. “Once my mistress has looked, it can be cremated.”


  She watched the guard go before resuming her wanderings through the castle. They eventually led her into the tiny library. There were only a couple of dozen books in the room, stacked on one shelf. Emily couldn’t help thinking that her quarters in Whitehall deserved the title of library far more than the castle’s library, at least if one went by sheer volume of books. She’d bought more books than she cared to think about over the last year, storing them in her trunk. Clearly, the Cairngorm Lords were not great readers.


  One of the books was a genealogical table, tracking the bloodlines of the different aristocratic families in the area. Emily had seen something like it in Zangaria, owned by the Royal Family, but this one was different. It took her several moments to work out that while King Randor and his family had never acknowledged anyone as their equals, the mountainside lords accepted their fellows as being on the same level as themselves. The wider the range of potential mates, the greater the chance of healthy children. She couldn’t help wondering if it gave them a greater chance of breeding strong sons and daughters, especially considering the problems Zangaria had had with their own Royal Bloodline.


  According to the tables, Lord Gorham only had one son and no daughters. That made him unique among the mountainside lords; the second smallest brood consisted of three children, all sons. She wondered, absently, why Lord Gorham had never married again. It wasn’t as if there would be any question over who would succeed him to the lordship.


  Or was there? What would happen to the younger sons and daughters once their father died?


  Earth’s history provided several examples, none of them good. The Ottoman Sultans had butchered all other possible heirs, preventing civil war at the cost of mass slaughter. Europe had tried to find uses for younger sons, marrying them off to the right girls or sending them into the army. But how many of those were possibilities here? She traced the lines of descent and swore, inwardly. Lord Gorham’s plan to marry his son to Lady Easter’s daughter would definitely spark off a war. A daughter couldn’t inherit power, so it would fall naturally to her husband.


  He needed a second son, Emily thought, morbidly. King Randor had tried hard to produce more children, but Lord Gorham, it seemed, had just abandoned the thought after producing Rudolf. He would have been a safer choice...


  A thought struck her Or was that deliberate? Was he urged to have only one son?


  It was impossible to tell. There were risks, after all, in having too many heirs.


  She put the book to one side and looked through the other titles. None of them seemed interesting, apart from a couple of dusty history books. Emily pulled one of them off the shelf, marveling at just how old it was, and placed it carefully on the table. There were ancient books at Whitehall, but they were touched with preservation spells. These books were steadily decaying into dust. She briefly considered taking them with her before resolving to ask Lord Gorham to take better care of his books. Reading would only become more and more important as the New Learning spread through the Allied Lands.


  Deciphering the book’s text was difficult. Emily had learned to speak the common tongue shared by the Allied Lands, but reading it was another matter. She had to cast a translation spell to make any headway at all, yet half of the words still didn’t quite make sense. Gritting her teeth, she started to read what she could, only to wind up more and more puzzled. The author didn’t seem to be aware of the difference between writing history and historical fiction. It was difficult to tell when any of the events had actually taken place – and almost all of the credit for gallant deeds went to a single family. Emily guessed that the writer had been paid by them to rewrite history in their favor.


  Even so, it was an interesting read. The writer talked about the wars with the Faerie, of the days when monsters roamed the lands and hordes of dragons flew through the skies, breathing fire on all who dared to oppose them. Emily smiled as she read an account of a young boy taking on a giant and beating him through trickery, as it sounded like David and Goliath. Other accounts talked about fighting strange monsters that remained unnamed and unrecognized.


  Sometimes, the writing became completely illegible, no matter what spells she used. Perhaps the writer might not have dared write everything down, or had thought better of it afterward?


  She toyed with the snake-bracelet as she returned the book to the shelf, then walked out of the library, through a series of dark stone corridors. The castle didn’t have mounted torches, let alone lanterns, to light its interior. Emily wondered, as she used a light-spell to find her way back to the bedroom, if it was intended as a defensive measure or if servants were simply expected to carry lights everywhere they went. Either one made sense.


  Lady Barb looked up as Emily slipped into the master bedroom. Lord Gorham lay on the mattress, sweating heavily. Emily didn’t recall feeling such effects when she’d realized just how badly she’d been influenced by Lin’s runes, but then she’d been trapped as a stone statue for much of the time. It still chilled her to realize just how close she’d come to being petrified forever.


  “He’s recovering, but very slowly,” Lady Barb said. “It may take some time before he’s completely healed.”


  Emily nodded. She’d been shocked when she’d first discovered how easy it was to use magic to manipulate a person’s mind, but she’d been at Whitehall, where help had been on hand if necessary. Here, there was no one to help Lord Gorham...and he wouldn’t want to admit, even to himself, just how easily he’d been manipulated. His pride wouldn’t let him. It reminded her of a lecture from her professor, months ago.


  “The mind exists within a framework – and if that framework is warped by subtle magic, it is impossible to tell from the inside that it has been warped,” the Professor had said. “A person on the outside might notice odd behavior, but a person on the inside will accept it as completely normal. Given time, they will betray everything they hold dear, still convinced they are doing the right thing.”


  She shivered. Or, as a philosopher on Earth had put it, if the universe was shrinking, and all the tools one used to measure it were shrinking as well, how would anyone know the universe was shrinking?


  “Get some sleep, then go down to the town and speak to the headman,” Lady Barb added. Emily glanced at her watch and realized, to her shock, that it was three bells in the morning; she’d quite lost track of time. “Ask him if the dead children came from his town – and if Rudolf is still around. Someone must have known he was there.”


  She smiled. “And post the letters at the same time,” she ordered. “We need to alert the White Council.”


  Emily yawned as she walked into the next room. The maids had set up a small bed for her and a larger one for Lady Barb, but considering the castle, she cast wards and checked for runes before climbing into bed. If nothing else, she told herself, she could have a proper wash in the morning.


  When she awoke, she discovered that the maids had to carry in a large bathtub, followed by buckets of water, just to make sure she could have a bath. Guiltily, she cursed her own oversight, tipping the maids with coins from her pouch. Of course they didn’t have hot running water in the castle.


  She washed herself thoroughly and wrapped one of the cloths around her wrist. The rune the maids had sewn into it looked to be firmly in place, but she checked it anyway, just to be sure. She’d been told that a sewn rune would start to unpick itself if it was on the verge of being overwhelmed, yet there had been so many runes in the castle that she wasn’t sure if that would still hold true. Perhaps there had been so many runes in this place that the runes intended for Rudolf had been drained of power by the ones affecting his father. But, as far as she knew, there was no limit on how many runes a magician could use.


  Lady Barb was still sitting next to Lord Gorham, asleep in a solid wooden chair. A protective ward spat sparks at her as she approached, so she left Lady Barb alone and walked into the main hall. The maids had already set out breakfast, which – thankfully – looked more appetizing than the meat from the previous night. Emily ate quickly, thanked the maids – they seemed astonished to be thanked for anything – and walked to the castle gates.


  “I can escort you down to the town, Lady Sorceress,” the Captain of the Guard said, bowing low. “It isn’t safe down there.”


  “No, thank you,” Emily said. “I want a chance to clear my head.”


  And Rudolf won’t show himself, she added in the privacy of her own thoughts, if he sees me surrounded by guards.


  She regretted her decision almost as soon as she started to walk. The road was narrower than she’d realized, with plunging cliffs on both sides. It was easy to imagine accidentally walking over the edge in the darkness – or being thrown off the road, if she was trying to attack the castle. She couldn’t help thinking of some of the pictures she’d seen of homes built by mighty sorcerers, sorcerers with more power than sense. They’d balanced castles on tiny threads of land or sculpted them out of clouds. But it didn’t take much magic to disrupt the spells holding them together, allowing gravity to reassert itself. Void’s tower was far simpler, she remembered, and safer for him.


  It was a relief when the road finally reached bottom and headed down into the town. Someone had pulled the soldiers back to the castle, and crowds of people were bustling around, their faces torn between worry and relief. She wondered just how much they knew about what had happened in the castle, but decided it probably didn’t matter. The rumors would be much – much – worse. Several people cast odd glances at her, then looked away hastily. Emily forced herself to stand upright as she strode towards the headman’s house, trying to project a display of confidence. She wasn’t sure it worked.


  The town was definitely better organized than the first village they’d visited. Behind the home of the local blacksmith, there was a fishmonger, calling for people to come and eat his fresh fish. The blacksmith himself – one of the beefiest men Emily had ever seen – didn’t seem impressed, either with the shouting or with the stench drifting through the air.


  “Get your fresh fish here,” the fishmonger called, as the stench of fish drifted through the town. “Fresh fish! It’s lovely!”


  “Your fish stinks,” the blacksmith shouted. “It’s rotten!”


  Emily wrinkled her nose, then walked on to the headman’s house. Behind her, she heard the sounds of a fight breaking out. She didn’t look back.


  There were two men outside the headman’s house as she approached. Emily forced herself to keep projecting confidence as she walked up to the door. One of them opened it for her and called inside, while the other bowed deeply but kept one hand on his sword. Emily wondered, absently, just why they were guarding their headman, before deciding it didn’t matter. She stepped inside and blinked in surprise as she saw the headman, sitting on a chair that seemed to balance on top of a ladder. It had to be his version of a throne.


  She concealed her amusement as he stepped down and bowed to her. “Lady Sorceress,” he said. Up close, he was shorter than she’d realized – and fat enough to roll downhill. She couldn’t help wondering how he managed to eat so well, particularly when she hadn’t seen any other fat men since leaving the Faire. But he certainly looked kinder than Hodge’s father. “What can I do for you?”


  Emily reminded herself, firmly, that she wasn’t a supplicant. “There are two matters that need to be discussed,” she said, trying to channel Lady Barb. “Have any children gone missing from your town?”


  The headman looked surprised. “Of course not,” he said. “We haven’t lost anyone.”


  But you gained one, Emily thought. Somehow, Rudolf had managed to pose as a townsperson for several days. She kept that thought to herself.


  “No one,” she said. Surely, even the most powerful runes couldn’t hide a missing child from her parents? “The next issue, then: where is Rudolf?”


  The headman started. Clearly, he’d been anticipating some uncomfortable questions from his lord after Rudolf had been discovered in his town. Emily wondered just what Lord Gorham would do, then decided that it was likely to be horrific. Or perhaps he would just invite Lady Barb to use magic to interrogate the headman.


  “I don’t know,” the headman said, finally. “He ran into the countryside and vanished.”


  Emily studied him for a long moment, deciding he seemed to be telling the truth. “Tell him that the matter has been solved and he is welcome to return home, should you see him again,” she said. She suspected that Rudolf had friends in the town, insofar as he could have friends. The social gulf between him and the townsfolk was staggering. “But the countryside isn’t safe.”


  The headman’s eyes narrowed. “Why not?”


  Emily hesitated. She could tell them about the necromancer...but what good would that do? It wasn’t as if they could do anything about it – all they could do was flee. But if they did, where would they go? She doubted that any of the other tiny kingdoms in the mountains could handle a horde of refugees. And yet, if they stayed where they were, they would be nothing more than fodder for the necromancer.


  “I met up with a poisonous snake on the road yesterday,” she reminded him, finally. The entire village would have heard about the snake by now. “I was able to...deal with the snake, but I don’t think Rudolf would be so lucky.”


  The headman paled. “I will pass on your message, if I see him. But he may have fled by now.”


  Emily hoped not. She dreaded to imagine what one of the other mountain lords would do with Rudolf, let alone the necromancer. Lord Gorham would have to make whatever concessions they wanted, just to have his son returned.


  “Please tell him, if you see him,” she said, “Spread the word.”


  “Of course, My Lady,” the headman said.


  Emily flushed, half-convinced she was being mocked. Sergeant Miles used the exact same tone when he was pointing out one of her mistakes, and she’d never liked it.


  “Thank you,” she said, tartly.


  She turned and walked out of the house, heading towards the post office. The postal service in the Allied Lands was run by the White Council rather than any of the independent kingdoms or city-states; in some ways, it reminded Emily of the Pony Express. But compared to email it was slow, cumbersome and unreliable. Magic could be used to move messages faster, but that required careful spellwork. She suspected she would have to look into it when she reached Fifth Year. Linking two crystal balls together was more complex, apparently, than it seemed.


  The officer on duty – a part-time worker – took the letters, checked the seals and then stowed them away in a box. If he noticed Emily’s subtle check for magic or magical influences, he said nothing. Emily thanked him and left, picking up a copy of the latest broadsheet on the way out. She snorted in amusement as she read the front page story, as it was focused on the antics of Princess Lucinda, who lived on the other side of the Allied Lands. Why would anyone in the mountains really want to know about her?


  She was still smiling at the thought as she returned to the castle.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  “HE DOESN’T REMEMBER MUCH,” LADY BARB said, two days later. “I wish I could say I’m surprised.”


  Emily nodded. Lord Gorham seemed to have blocked the whole experience out of his mind, leaving them without any leads to follow. None of his servants had any idea when the runes had first started to appear, either.


  The more Emily looked at it, the more it seemed like the mystery necromancer had covered his tracks well. But why would a necromancer bother to hide?


  Lady Barb smiled at her. “You did well with the sewn runes, by the way,” she added. “I think it will be a long time before anyone tries the same trick again.”


  Emily let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. There were rules on sharing magical knowledge with mundanes, even though telling the maids how to sew protective runes had seemed the only answer. If Lady Barb had chosen to be annoyed...but Lady Barb was practical, certainly more practical than whoever had dreamed up the rules. Spreading that sort of knowledge far and wide would certainly make it harder for the mystery necromancer to spread his influence.


  “We can’t stay here any longer,” Lady Barb continued. “I think we need to head onwards to Easter.”


  “Where Lady Easter rules,” Emily said. She tried to recall the map she’d seen of the mountain states. “Isn’t that two days away?”


  “More like four,” Lady Barb admitted. She grinned at Emily’s expression. “The direct route leads far too close to old ruins, so I’d prefer to avoid it.”


  Emily shivered. Old ruins could only mean one thing, buildings constructed during the days of the Faerie. She’d seen one of them up close in the mountains near Whitehall and still had nightmares, sometimes. There were too many dangers in such ruins for anyone to be complacent about approaching them. Even a necromancer would have second thoughts about trying to enter such a place.


  “Go pack your bag,” Lady Barb added. “And make sure you pack extra cloths with sewn runes. We might need them.”


  Emily hastened to obey. When she returned, she found Lady Barb deep in conversation with Lord Gorham. He looked pale and wan, but at least he was moving around. Emily waited at the door for them to finish, wondering just where Rudolf was now. He’d never returned to the castle. Maybe he was just waiting for the two magicians to leave.


  “Come on,” Lady Barb said, finally. “Let’s go.”


  The walk down the mountain path was no better this time. Emily kept her eyes firmly on the road until they reached the valley, then followed Lady Barb through the town and onto a path leading through the forests. This path was harder to follow than the last, she decided after spending thirty minutes scrambling over rocks and streams that were deceptively small, but treacherously fast. By the time they passed the river that marked the edge of Lord Gorham’s territory, she was exhausted, sweaty and desperate for a break.


  “Not too much further to go,” Lady Barb said, encouragingly. For once, she looked exhausted, too. “You can do it.”


  Emily scowled. The older woman had never shown a trace of being tired before, so why was she tired now? God knew Lady Barb had joined route marches with Martial Magic before...she hadn’t shown any real tiredness then either, any more than Sergeant Miles. She couldn’t help a flicker of concern. Was something wrong...or had her lack of sleep finally caught up with her? She doubted Lady Barb had had more than a few hours of sleep while they’d stayed at the castle.


  She expended a great deal of magic there, she thought. She might be exhausted...


  Lady Barb pressed onwards, somehow, until they reached another clearing. This one looked wilder than the last, as if someone had cut down the trees without bothering to do anything else to prevent them from growing back. Emily puzzled over how they’d removed the logs, then looked at the river and knew the answer. They’d simply floated the logs down to the town below, one by one. It was simpler than trying to drag them down overland.


  “They prefer not to cut trees too close to the town,” Lady Barb explained, as she shrugged off her pack and placed it on a rock. “There’s an old tradition about what happens to towns that aren’t surrounded by trees.”


  Emily removed her own bag and placed it next to Lady Barb’s. “What is it?”


  “They believe that the trees provide some manner of protection,” Lady Barb said. “If they’re cut down, the town itself will die soon afterwards.”


  It didn’t seem anything more than a superstition, Emily decided. The forest might make it hard for an invading army to reach the town, but it was far from impossible. A small band of raiders might manage to destroy the town before help could arrive from the castle, if Lord Gorham cared to try to save his people. He would, wouldn’t he? Lord Gorham had seemed more concerned about his people – and his son – after the runes had been removed. But she understood just how strongly people could cling to tradition.


  Lady Barb held out a hand. “Pass me your staff,” she ordered. “Now.”


  Emily hesitated, then removed the shrunken staff from her sleeve and passed it to Lady Barb, feeling the same odd reluctance to let go of it as always. Lady Barb enlarged it to cast a spell that removed the others embedded within the wood. Emily felt an odd vibration in the local magic field, which faded away rapidly into nothingness.


  “You remember the rules, I assume,” Lady Barb said. “Or do I have to repeat them?”


  “I remember,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles had gone through the rules every time he’d allowed Emily to use her staff, reminding her that she didn’t dare become dependent on it. She found it humiliating to be warned, time and time again, but she understood the dangers well enough to be careful. Alassa would never have progressed beyond First Year if she hadn’t rid herself of the wand. “I know the dangers.”


  Lady Barb returned the staff. Emily took it, feeling an odd mixture of relief and revulsion. It was strange to realize that she was considered too young to use a staff, but there was no choice. Dozens of necromancers wanted her head, with or without it being attached to her body at the time. And then there were her other enemies. Even so...Sergeant Miles had once knocked her out, just to get her to let go of the staff. He’d had no other options.


  “You know how to create a fireball,” Lady Barb said. “This time, I want you to create the spell, then embed it within the wood.”


  Emily closed her eyes, caressing the staff with her fingers. It was strange, she realized, just how close the embedding process was to the power-sharing ritual. Sergeant Miles had never mentioned the latter, but they were definitely linked. One shared raw power, the other shared the spellwork that directed the power. She shaped the spell in her mind, envisioning it moving into the wood. There was a quiver of magic, then it was done.


  “Good enough,” Lady Barb said. “It won’t last, of course.”


  “I know,” Emily said. “But it will last long enough.”


  She sighed. Even the hardest wood couldn’t hold spellwork indefinitely. Most magicians had to constantly renew the spells they kept in readiness. Alassa’s former cronies had done it for her, back when she’d been dependent on the wand. Some magicians, she’d been told, were never taught how to cast spells without a wand. Somehow, they were kept from realizing that they didn’t need one.


  Lady Barb nodded and pointed to a tree. “That will do as a target,” she said. “Blast it.”


  Emily held up the staff to channel her magic into the embedded spell. There was a flash of light as the fireball streaked across the clearing and struck the tree, blasting it out of the ground and sending it falling against another tree. Emily stared in astonishment as the tree slowly crashed to the ground, smashing itself into splinters.


  It was so much easier to use magic with a staff.


  Which is the trap, she reminded herself. It’s too easy to forget how to cast spells in your mind.


  The staff seemed to glow with power as Lady Barb directed her to embed another two spells within the wood, then trigger them one after the other. Emily concentrated, feeling her power sucked into the wood as she triggered the spells. Two more trees were destroyed, one turned to ice and shattered, the other yanked out of the soil and dashed to the ground.


  It was suddenly very hard to let go of the staff. No matter how she tried to tell her fingers to let go, they refused to move...


  She yelped in pain as Lady Barb slapped her rear. Her fingers unclenched, allowing the staff to fall to the ground. Lady Barb picked it up, then shrank it back down to pencil-size and shoved it into her pocket. Emily glowered at her resentfully, rubbing her behind, but she knew better than to object. She’d come too close to dependency.


  “No more experiments with the staff for a week,” Lady Barb ordered. There was no give in her voice at all. “And if you touch it, you’ll regret it.”


  Emily nodded, shamefaced. There were older boys at Whitehall who’d tried to sneak into the sealed section of the armory and recover their staffs, despite the Sergeant’s strict orders. Holding the staff was addictive; the temptation to use it almost overpowering. Even the threat of dire punishment wasn’t enough to prevent an addict from striving for his fix. One boy had been forbidden to touch his staff ever again.


  She blushed, remembering. Aloha had made a crude joke and the rest of the girls had started giggling. And then Emily had taught them the words to A Wizard’s Staff has a Knob on the End. The boys hadn’t seen the humor at all.


  Lady Barb snorted, rudely. Emily realized she was waiting for an answer.


  “I won’t,” she promised. How could she when Lady Barb was keeping it in her pockets? But then, an addict might be stupid enough to try to steal it anyway. “Why does that keep happening?”


  “You’re not mature enough to handle it,” Lady Barb said, tartly. “If the Grandmaster hadn’t insisted...”


  She shook her head, long strands of blonde hair coming loose and falling down around her skull. “I told him that it wasn’t a good idea. You keep dancing on the edge of addiction.”


  Emily blanched. Addicting her to the staff would be the easiest way to render her powerless once the staff was taken away. She trusted the Grandmaster...but what if she was wrong to trust him? Might he be hoping that she would destroy her own ability to cast spells...or would he merely be relieved if that happened? But why would he want to cripple her?


  “If that’s true,” she said, wondering how she dared ask, “why does he want me to learn?”


  “You have enemies,” Lady Barb said. “The more weapons in your arsenal, the better.”


  Emily relaxed. It was nothing more than paranoia, driven by her feelings of loss whenever she let go of the staff. The Grandmaster controlled Whitehall and the nexus under the school. If he’d wanted to kill her, he could have done it at any moment and made it look like an accident. Besides, he wasn’t an evil man. He didn’t have to take her into the school and teach her how to handle her magic.


  “Start carving out the runes,” Lady Barb ordered. “You can make another few pocket dimensions.”


  Emily nodded and started to work, unable to avoid noticing how the older woman sat down to watch rather than peering over Emily’s shoulder. Normally, she would be grateful to avoid such close supervision, but now it bothered her. Lady Barb seemed to be weaker than normal, far weaker...and there was a necromancer running loose. Emily watched her out of the corner of her eye as she set up the square, then started to craft out the pocket dimension, piece by piece. This time, the magic flowed easier than before.


  “Good work,” Lady Barb said. “Now, dismantle it and start a new one.”


  Emily glanced at her in concern, then went back to work. Lady Barb said nothing as she completed the next dimension, so she dismantled it and built up a third. This time, she tried adding some modifications to the programming, trying to program it to reopen and collapse at a specific time. The spells didn’t seem to work quite right; it took her a moment to realize that she was actually putting the timing spells in stasis, along with whatever was in the dimension itself. It seemed that wrapping two layers of spells inside the dimension wasn’t possible, at least not for a single magician. Building something the size of Whitehall would be impossible without a dedicated team and a colossal power source.


  The dimension collapsed and she swore aloud, then glanced nervously towards Lady Barb. The older woman was looking into the distance, a dreamy expression on her face. Emily blinked at her, then turned and ran to grab the woman’s arm. There was a flash of light and the world spun around her, then seemed to grow much larger. Emily had only a moment to realize that she’d been turned into a mouse – or something smaller – before Lady Barb waved her hand and her body snapped back to normal.


  “I’m sorry,” Lady Barb said, softly. She sounded very tired and worn. “You surprised me.”


  “You should be looking at me,” Emily said, in a sharp tone she would never have dared use on anyone at Whitehall - except in an emergency. “I was building dimensions and...”


  Lady Barb had told her never to try experimenting without supervision. But she’d been the one to lose interest in what Emily was doing. Emily stared at her drawn, white face, deeply worried for the woman she had come to think of as a mother – or a big sister. Lady Barb looked too weak to care.


  “You’re not well,” she said, quietly. “What happened?”


  “None of your business,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was too weak to hold any real sting, despite her irritation. Emily would almost have welcomed a scolding if it meant Lady Barb was feeling better. “And don’t try any diagnostic spells.”


  She rose to her feet, wiping the sweat from her brow. “Come on,” she said, tiredly. “I want to get further than this before we set up camp for the night.”


  Emily hesitated. They weren’t that far from the town. She could use a levitation spell and carry Lady Barb back there, where they could find a bed in the inn if not in the guesthouse. And she could brew potions that might help...


  Lady Barb strode off without looking back. Emily hastily grabbed up the square and their bags and followed after her, silently wondering what Lady Barb had packed in her bag to make it so heavy. Lady Barb seemed determined to force her way onwards, despite the sweat and tiredness. Emily found herself wondering if she should stun her, before dismissing the thought. Lady Barb would be absolutely furious when she woke up – if she woke up. They’d been warned that elderly or weak humans could be killed by stunning spells. What if she accidentally killed her teacher?


  The march rapidly became hellish. Emily struggled under the weight of both bags, only deterred from complaining by the simple fact that Lady Barb was clearly unwell. The older woman stumbled from side to side, as if she were drunk...Emily had to fight down the urge to cast the diagnostic spells anyway, no matter what Lady Barb said. She told herself that it wouldn’t matter what Lady Barb did, as long as she knew what was wrong. But then, Lady Barb clearly knew that something was wrong...


  They reached another clearing and Lady Barb came to a halt, then half-stumbled, half-collapsed to the ground. Emily tried to catch her, but the weight of the bags made it impossible. She shrugged them off as quickly as possible and peered down at her mentor. Lady Barb was sweating profusely.


  “I’m going to cast the spells,” Emily said, finally. “I...”


  Lady Barb reached up like lightning and caught her arm. “No,” she hissed. “Put out the blankets, then cast protective wards. This isn’t a good time to use magic on me.”


  “Why not?” Emily asked. “What’s wrong with you?”


  Lady’s Barb’s grip tightened. Emily winced in pain. “Put out the blankets, then cast protective wards,” Lady Barb repeated. “Do not try to use magic on me.”


  Emily hesitated, then did as she was told. They hadn’t been able to pack a tent, but magic could provide a shelter against the elements...unless it rained so heavily that the clearing turned to mud. As soon as she had one of the blankets in place, she helped Lady Barb to lie down and sat next to her, staring at the older woman. She seemed to be worsening by the second.


  “Give me some water,” Lady Barb ordered, between breaths. Emily passed her the bottle of water, wondering just where she would be able to find more. There didn’t look to be a convenient stream anywhere in sight. “Whatever you do, don’t use any magic on me.”


  “Understood,” Emily said. She hated the pleading note she heard in her voice. “But what’s wrong?”


  “Lord Gorham needed a boost,” Lady Barb admitted. “I pushed him as far as I could, at an immense cost. It’s finally caught up with me.”


  Emily stared at her in horror. “Are you going to die?”


  “I may wind up wishing I had,” Lady Barb said. She chuckled, harshly. “Let me sleep for a few hours. I should be better soon enough.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  EMILY HAD CAMPED OUT BEFORE, WITH the Martial Magic class, but she’d never had to spend time camping on her own. Or effectively on her own, she corrected herself, as she gathered firewood and turned it into a small fire. It took several minutes of careful searching to locate a spring, much to her relief. There were spells to draw water out of the ground, but they could be very tricky and never had worked properly for her. She filled the bottle and put the cauldron over the fire to boil the water. It wouldn’t be safe to drink without boiling it thoroughly.


  She glanced down at Lady Barb, worriedly. The older woman looked surprisingly vulnerable asleep, her skin pale and wan. Emily wanted to sit beside her and hold her hand, but there was no time. Instead, she walked back into the forest and set a magical trap. When she checked back, twenty minutes later, she discovered that she’d caught a fat rabbit and a handful of rodent-like creatures. Grimacing in disgust – she’d never liked hunting, even with the Sergeants – she broke the rabbit’s neck, wishing she’d paid closer attention when the sergeants had explained how to make the trap lethal. She knew she needed to kill in order to eat, but she still disliked it.


  Carrying the rabbit back to the campsite, she braced herself and started to cut it up, removing the meat and placing it under a preservation spell. The remainder of the rabbit’s body was effectively useless, so she dug a hole at a corner of the clearing and buried the rest of it under the soil. She suspected a fox or something nastier would dig it up, sooner or later, but it couldn’t be helped. Once it was buried, she found the mugs and made herself a cup of Kava. Lady Barb twitched in her sleep, but didn’t awaken. Emily hesitated before starting to cook the rabbit over the fire.


  The smell must have woken Lady Barb, for she opened her eyes just as the sun was starting to set. Emily, more relieved than she cared to admit, found one of the metal plates, dropped a piece of rabbit onto it and passed the whole thing to Lady Barb. The older woman smiled gratefully, then blew on the meat and started to chew. Emily watched in concern as Lady Barb ate her food and drank some Kava. She still looked tired.


  “It’s very good,” Lady Barb said. “Thank you.”


  Emily suspected flattery. She’d never been very good at cooking, even on Earth. But then, she’d never had any proper lessons. She nodded in thanks anyway, then ate her own rabbit, which was rather overdone. Better overcooked than undercooked, she reminded herself. There were no modern preservatives in anything from the Allied Lands.


  “You’re welcome,” she said. “How are you feeling?”


  “Weak, but better,” Lady Barb admitted. She changed the subject before Emily could press her for details. “Check the wards before you go to sleep. There are wild animals out here that could be dangerous.”


  Emily nodded. Darkness was falling steadily now, deterring her from venturing back under the forest canopy. She silently thanked the sergeants for lessons in camping, particularly the suggestion to pile up firewood while the sun was high. They shouldn’t need to leave the clearing until morning. If Lady Barb could leave...she gritted her teeth at the thought, praying that Lady Barb would recover. Emily didn’t know what she would do if Lady Barb died.


  Probably walk back to town and ask for help, she thought. If she could find her way back to town. She pushed the thought aside and checked on the wards, one by one. If someone wanted to disturb them, he would have to break through, which would alert her to the threat.


  “My father rarely left his house,” Lady Barb commented. “But my mother’s people always slept out under the stars. They believed it brought them closer to the world around them.”


  Emily shrugged. The sergeants had talked about the wonders of the great outdoors – and told horror stories about places they’d slept during wartime – but she hadn’t been too impressed, even though some of the camping trips had been enjoyable. She preferred civilization, libraries and hot running water to sleeping out in the wilds. But if someone knew no better...why would they not want the countryside?


  “They used to tell stories too, around the campfire,” Lady Barb added. “I wonder if I can recall...”


  She launched into a story, speaking in a sing-song voice that made her sound years younger.


  “There was a forest once, near the heart of the world,” she said. “No mortal dared visit because it was inhabited by ghosts, demons and all manner of fell creatures. And then, one day, the monsters fell on one another in a frenzy of supernatural bloodletting. By the time the fighting came to an end. Emily, they’d wiped themselves out.”


  Emily shivered. “Is the story true?”


  Lady Barb shrugged, tiredly. “No one knows.”


  Emily couldn’t help wondering just how much of the story was rooted in reality. Most stories did have some basis in history, even if the grain of truth had been surrounded by hundreds of lies and exaggerations, until the whole story became unbelievable. Was it something to do with the Faerie? Or was the story completely unrelated to them?


  There was no point in asking. Instead, Emily listened as Lady Barb told a second story, one about a young man who had walked into an ogre’s cave, only to discover two children – two ogre children – crying for food. He’d fed them, then fallen asleep – only to be discovered by the ogress. She’d thanked him for feeding her children, then given him magic gifts he’d used to found a kingdom of his own. Compared to some of the stories written to explain why the Kings of the Allied Lands held power, it was almost reasonable. Emily rather doubted it was true, though. It wasn’t like anyone in the Allied Lands to leave ogres alive, no matter how young they were.


  She felt a sudden surge of affection for the older woman as the tale came to an end. Was this what it was like, she asked herself again, to have a mother? Somehow, she couldn’t imagine her biological mother going camping with anyone. But she knew so little about her mother’s past. It wasn’t as if they’d ever sat down and talked about it. There had been times when she’d wondered if her father would come back for her...


  ...And instead she’d fallen through the looking glass.


  Lady Barb looked over at her. “Do you want to tell a story?”


  Emily was struck dumb. Public speaking wasn’t something she enjoyed, even though it wasn’t really public if it was just her and Lady Barb. She thought hard, wondering what sort of stories she could tell. Most of the fantasy books she’d read were long and wordy, too long for a single night, while few of the others would have any meaning for Lady Barb. She wondered absently how one would explain Star Trek to someone who had no referents for the concept of a starship, then decided it was probably impossible. Instead, she told a story about a good witch who’d gone to a school for wicked witches.


  “I don’t understand why she didn’t become evil,” Lady Barb said when she’d finished. “Or why they didn’t just kill her outright.”


  “It’s a...story,” Emily said. Mentioning that it was a fairy story would probably be a bad idea. “I don’t think it was meant as anything else.”


  She paused, remembering Lin. “Is Mountaintop a school for wicked witches?”


  “It tends to cater to magical families and new magicians,” Lady Barb said. There was something in her tone that bothered Emily. “But it doesn’t produce evil sorcerers or wicked witches.”


  Emily nodded, relieved. “How many other magical schools are there?”


  Lady Barb smiled. “Six or seven, in the Allied Lands,” she said. “Whitehall is the best, naturally, with Mountaintop a close second. Then there’s Laughter Academy, which only caters for girls; they’re very traditionalist, but still honor the shared curriculum. Stronghold is an oddity; it takes only boys, but combines magical and non-magical children in most classes. Quite a few royal brats are sent there for education.”


  Emily looked up, surprised. “They put boys with magic together with boys without magic?”


  “I believe so, in most classes,” Lady Barb said. “Most of their students are trained in combat; they’re either snatched up by various armies or become Mediators. And, to answer your next question, their tutors come down hard on bullying, of either kind.”


  She shook her head. “The remaining schools are quite small, with only a handful of pupils and teachers,” she concluded. “More like homeschooling, but with several families sharing their resources to teach their children. There used to be two more, but both of them were destroyed by the necromancers.”


  Emily nodded. “I meant to ask,” she said, hoping that talking would make Lady Barb feel better. “How are exams arranged?”


  “The White Council assigns examiners for graduating students at the end of their terms,” Lady Barb said. “In Whitehall’s case, there are external examiners in Fourth Year and Sixth Year. If you pass the exams, you get a degree recognized all over the Allied Lands and you can look for a master for an apprenticeship. Not every student bothers to take the exams, though.”


  “I didn’t realize that was a choice,” Emily said, surprised. “Can I evade my exams...?”


  “Not unless you want me very angry with you,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “And I dare say Void won’t be pleased, either.”


  Emily swallowed. Everyone, even the Grandmaster, seemed to be more than a little nervous when they spoke about the enigmatic sorcerer. But then, she’d seen him jump into a necromancer’s fortress, knock Shadye down for a few seconds and teleport out, taking Emily with him. No one else in her experience had shown so much power merged with skill. Few sorcerers would dare consider facing a necromancer alone.


  “Alassa might be wise to evade hers,” Lady Barb added. “She can’t really be an apprentice, so exams won’t give her any support and a great many problems, if someone uses them to deduce her abilities. I wonder if the Grandmaster will arrange matters so she’s expelled just before taking the exams.”


  “He can’t,” Emily said, shocked. “She’s worked hard...it would disgrace her.”


  “It would also conceal her true capabilities,” Lady Barb said. She snorted. “Believe me, she would hardly be the first aristocratic brat to be expelled from Whitehall.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. Alassa’s behavior in First Year had been awful, even though she knew – now – that it had more to do with her insecurities and badly-chosen friends than genuine malice. If that hadn’t been enough to get her expelled, what was? Even voyeurism hadn’t been enough to earn more than a month of detentions. And the destruction of whatever plans the boys had had for the summer, she reminded herself.


  “It doesn’t seem right,” she mumbled.


  She knew that, barring unexpected events, Alassa would leave Whitehall at the end of her Fourth Year. Alassa was a royal princess, the confirmed heir to the throne; it would be time for her to return and start acting like a crown princess. King Randor would start passing some of the burden of governance on to his daughter, preparing her for the day she would assume the throne. But Emily knew that she would miss Alassa terribly.


  It was still two years away, she reminded herself. And they would still be friends. But it still felt immediate. She’d gone through so much of her life without friends that having some now made it hard to face the prospect of losing them.


  “I don’t think it would blight her future,” Lady Barb said. “She is the crown princess, after all, and the barons have been thoroughly cowed.”


  Emily had to admit she was right. King Randor had taken advantage of the chaos caused by the attempted coup to remove a handful of ambitious noblemen who hadn’t been directly implicated in the conspiracy. Between the purge and the ennoblement of others the king wanted to reward – including Emily herself – the remaining noblemen weren’t sure quite what the new rules were. By the time they figured it out, Alassa would be solidly in place.


  “She still needs a husband,” Emily said, mournfully. “Is she going to find one?”


  “Let us hope so,” Lady Barb said. “She’d be better off with someone who isn’t aristocratic, someone who can introduce new blood into the royal family. But he would have problems being accepted.”


  Emily nodded, ruefully. Alassa was smart – but she was also the product of her culture, a culture that looked down on people without aristocratic blood. It was odd to realize that they would sooner accept a bastard child than someone who was perfectly legitimate, at least as long as the child had aristocratic blood. And, if the father was high enough, they could even overlook the mother being a commoner, no matter what she did for a living. But they didn’t extend such license to the aristocratic women.


  Would Alassa accept a commoner? It didn’t seem likely, somehow. And would King Randor accept it if his daughter brought a commoner back to Zangaria? Perhaps Alassa should find someone at Whitehall, a powerful magician who would be on a social level of his own. But, as far as Emily knew, she’d never shown any interest in dating anyone at Whitehall. Only Imaiqah had shown any real interest in the opposite sex.


  The thought reminded her of her own predicament. “I was a fool to accept the Barony, wasn’t I?”


  Lady Barb looked over at her, her face unreadable. “Most of your loyal subjects think otherwise,” she pointed out. “You could hardly do worse than your predecessor.”


  Emily cringed, mentally. She’d looked at the laws the previous Baron had written – and enforced, when he felt like it – and banished all of them to the fiery depths of legal hell. It didn’t take a lawyer to realize that the laws contradicted one another in several places, or that the peasants barely had enough food to survive the winter. In the end, she’d designed a handful of laws and left Bryon to ensure that they were not perverted. It hadn’t taken long for the peasants to start reaping the benefits of some of her changes.


  But she wasn’t sure if she wanted to remain Baroness Cockatrice.


  “That wouldn’t be difficult,” she said, tartly. “If I only molested ten girls a month I’d still be a net improvement.”


  She shook her head, pushing the previous baron out of her mind. How was she supposed to act? A sorceress had sexual freedom, but an aristocratic girl did not. And she fell into both categories. She shook her head again, a moment later. It was hard enough to imagine being touched, let alone going further. Even the memory of Jade kissing her felt like it had happened to someone else. But eventually she would need to give Cockatrice an heir.


  “I could adopt someone,” she said. It had worked well enough for the Roman Emperors, at least until Marcus Aurelius had been succeeded by Commodus, his biological son. The more she thought about it, the more she thought she saw advantages. Her adopted son would be an adult by the time she chose him, allowing her to judge his character for herself. If Marcus Aurelius had been able to do that, perhaps Commodus would have been quietly strangled one night and dumped in the river. “Can’t I?”


  “The bloodlines would be disrupted,” Lady Barb pointed out. “Unless you used an adoption rite and they can go wrong, if you picked badly.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. What was the obsession with aristocratic blood? She was no aristocrat. Maybe, just maybe, it was vaguely possible she was related to an aristocratic family on Earth, but she had to admit it was unlikely. Even if she was, the aristocracy on Earth was hardly acknowledged by the Allied Lands. Or would they recognize an aristocrat from Earth?


  “Magic runs in the blood,” Lady Barb reminded her, when she asked. “So do any little...quirks someone might have engineered into their line.”


  “I have none,” Emily pointed out, tartly.


  “You might have, sooner or later,” Lady Barb added. “Besides, there would be no questioning of a legitimate child – or even one born out of wedlock, as long as you were the mother.”


  Emily shook her head. “I don’t think I want to do it,” she said, unsure precisely what she meant. “It’s a terrible mess.”


  “If you want to remain baroness, you have to learn to come to terms with its obligations as well as its rewards,” Lady Barb said. She shifted slightly, then lay back on her blanket. “I should say, though, that there are worse things in life than raising children.”


  “How would you know?” Emily asked, before she could stop herself. “I...”


  It said something about how tired and ill Lady Barb was, she realized mutely, that she didn’t get her head bitten off for cheek. “My father always said I was the best thing in his life,” Lady Barb said, instead. “Even though he would be happier digging through dusty archives than bringing up a child, he still didn’t abandon me to the tender mercies of the servants. He was always there for me.”


  Emily felt a flicker of envy. Void might be the closest thing she had to a father in this world, but he showed himself only rarely – and always on his own terms. She didn’t even know how to contact him, short of writing letters. Lady Barb, on the other hand, had been very lucky.


  “I need to sleep,” Lady Barb added. “Make sure you keep the fire from burning out. We might need the warmth.”


  Emily nodded, banked the fire, and settled down on her own blanket. But it was a long time before she fell asleep.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  SHE AWOKE, UNSURE OF WHAT HAD startled her.


  For a moment, she lay still, remembering the day a maid had tried to kill her in Alassa’s bedroom back on the road to Zangaria. An alarm bell yammered in her mind, but it took her a long moment to realize that something was pressing against the wards. She heard the sound of breathing as her eyes snapped open. The moon was descending in the distance and the clearing was wrapped in shadow. But there was no sign of anything outside the wards.


  Bracing herself, Emily sat up, one hand reaching for her staff before remembering that it was hidden in Lady Barb’s pockets. The wards shivered again and her head snapped round, but she still saw nothing unusual. Carefully, she cast a night vision spell over her eyes, casting the clearing into eerie light, but still saw nothing, apart from a faint disturbance in the ground. It looked as though a giant invisible creature was prowling the edge of the wards.


  Emily hastily tested the wards, just as they shivered for the third time. They didn’t look as if they were going to break. Even so...she stood upright, staring towards where she knew the creature had to be. Faint clouds of dirt rose up from where it placed its feet, suggesting that it was the size of a lion, perhaps bigger. The sound of deep, heavy breathing grew louder as Emily carefully added a pair of extra wards. If the first set collapsed, they wouldn’t be left defenseless.


  An invisible creature...she’d never heard of anything like it from the factual stories reported in class. But there were quite a few stories of people encountering monsters and never managing to report back, although she hadn’t been able to avoid asking how they knew that monsters were involved, if no one had escaped to report. What if their missing explorers had run into an invisible monster, too? But the creature didn’t seem that dangerous, not compared to a Mimic or a Werewolf.


  Could it be a Werewolf? Werewolves could use magic – could one of them have cast an invisibility spell on himself before transforming? It seemed unlikely, but she prepared a cancellation spell before hastily dismissing the thought. Without clear eye contact with her target, it was quite possible that she would accidentally disarm her wards instead. She rose to her feet and crossed the gap to the edge of the wards.


  Warm breath touched her face. She stumbled backwards, breathing in the stench of rotting meat. The giant dogs she’d played with, back when she was looking for a familiar, smelled nicer. And she’d hated them.


  “A Night Walker,” Lady Barb’s voice said.


  Emily jumped. She hadn’t realized that the older woman had awakened. Grimly, she turned away from the wards and looked at Lady Barb. Her face looked paler than ever due to the night-sight, a thin sheen of sweat covered her face – and her hand was trembling slightly.


  Emily felt a cold shiver running down her spine. Before now, she would never have imagined that Lady Barb could tremble.


  “He can’t get through the wards,” Lady Barb added. “But he wouldn’t hesitate to attack if he could.”


  Emily sighed. “What do I do with him?”


  “Nothing,” Lady Barb said. “Just sit still and wait for him to lose interest.”


  The sound of breathing grew louder as the wards shimmered. Emily watched the interplay of magic around the creature, shuddering inwardly. If the creature was completely invisible – and none of her spells showed her anything but its footsteps – it would be deadly dangerous, even to a sorcerer. She suspected she wouldn’t sleep a wink all night – and would be terrified when she walked through the forest, the following day. How would she know there wasn’t a creature after her?


  “They sleep during the day,” Lady Barb said, when she asked. “I think it’s part of their magic.”


  Emily scowled. Another Faerie-created monster, then, just like almost every other magical creature. She could imagine what use they’d had for an invisible creature. If nothing else, it would be a very effective terror weapon. Maybe it was meant to discourage people from visiting the Faerie ruins in the mountains. But hardly anyone would go visit unless they were compelled.


  She settled back on the ground, resting her hands in her lap, and felt the wards shimmer as the creature paced the edge of the field. Time and time again, it brushed up against the wards, then retreated, apparently balked. Lady Barb closed her eyes and returned to sleep, but Emily couldn’t force herself to relax. Just knowing the creature was there...she kept trying to see it, even though it was definitely futile. All she could see were the signs of its passage.


  Maybe there was a captured Night Walker at Whitehall and I just couldn’t see it, she thought, with morbid amusement. Mistress Kirdáne would love a new pet.


  Sergeant Miles had taught his students that invisibility was only as good as the sorcerer who cast the spell. It was easy to turn invisible, harder to hide the tracks of one’s passage. Emily had watched him point out how they still disturbed the world around them – and how a simple spell could reveal their location, even if it didn’t break the invisibility spell itself. And besides, there was no such thing as a perfect invisibility cloak. A properly constructed set of wards could rip it to shreds.


  Her fingers itched, ready to cast a spell that would create a mist or something else that would show the creature’s rough location and form, but she held the impulse under control. Instead, she toyed with the bracelet around her wrist. She could release the Death Viper, send it out after the creature, and then...she shuddered, unable to contemplate the prospect of seeing the lethal snake crushed under the creature’s feet. The bond had tightened around her mind, as the books had warned. But she hadn’t paid close enough attention at the time.


  She looked over at Lady Barb, sleeping peacefully, then returned her gaze to the creature, trying to gauge its size and shape. Her first impression had been correct, she decided; it definitely walked on four legs. Other than that...it was hard to estimate anything else about the creature. The way it walked suggested it was large, but was it really as big as she’d thought? Or was it just playing games with her mind?


  A shiver ran down her spine as the wards shimmered again, right in front of her. She peered into the darkness, unable to escape the feeling that the creature was looking right back at her, but saw nothing. High overhead, she heard something hooting and glanced up, just in time to see an enormous Snowy Owl fly through the darkness. A wriggling shape was caught in its talons, desperately trying to escape. When she looked back down, the creature was gone.


  Or was it? Emily slowly rose to her feet and paced over to stand at the edge of the wards. As long as the creature stayed still, it wouldn’t reveal anything to show where it was hiding. It could be crouched right in front of her and she would never see it. She listened, carefully, but all she heard was the faint sounds of rustling from the undergrowth and owls hooting in the distance. A faint glow flickered in the forest, then faded into nothingness.


  Emily peered into the darkness for a long chilling moment, then turned and walked back to her blanket. If the creature was lurking outside the wards, it could wait until doomsday. She had no intention of crossing the wards until the sun rose and she had to find water and perhaps another rabbit. A motion caught her eye, at the edge of the clearing, and she looked over sharply, just in time to see...something moving through the air. For a long second, her mind refused to process what she was seeing. It looked like a blanket hanging in the air, yet the way it flapped told her it was a living creature. She wasn’t even sure how it flew.


  They used to prove that bumblebees couldn’t fly, she reminded herself. She’d ridden on a dragon and she had no idea how it managed to fly, save by magic. But then, Alassa hadn’t believed Emily when she’d tried to explain about jumbo jets. It sounded absurd, completely impossible, to someone raised in Zangaria. And yet she could turn someone into a frog with a wave of her hand.


  The newcomer seemed to hesitate, then flapped its way into the clearing. Emily stared, fascinated, as several others joined it, spinning through the air like dishcloths as they moved. She’d never seen anything like them on Earth, or in classes at Whitehall. Had they even been discovered officially? They didn’t look dangerous, merely absurd.


  A low growl echoed through the air. Emily started, realizing that she’d been right and the first creature had been hiding near the wards, hoping she’d be stupid enough to step outside and be eaten. The dishcloths – as she couldn’t help thinking of them – stopped their flapping and advanced towards where the first creature had to be. There was a rustle of motion, but it was already too late. Powerful jaws savaged the first dishcloth, but its companions fell on the creature and attacked it. Emily saw hints of giant teeth – she had no idea where they’d been hiding – before the brief bloody battle came to an end. Victorious, the dishcloths retreated, carrying their prey with them. She couldn’t help noticing that, enfolded by the dishcloths, the invisible creature was actually larger than a lion.


  Shaken, unable to sleep, Emily watched as the nightlife flowed through the forest. Some wildlife was mundane enough to have come from Earth, others were strange and wonderful creatures, including several others she hadn’t seen at Whitehall. Foxes sniffed at the edge of the wards, then ran off; tiny spiders scuttled along the edge of the clearing, moving in large groups. Emily remembered the warped spiders near the Dark City and shivered, feeling sorry for whatever creature the spiders overwhelmed. Individually, the spiders were largely harmless, their poison insufficient to kill a grown human. Collectively, they were absolutely lethal. And, unlike spiders on Earth, they preferred to move in groups.


  She looked up, just in time to see something large flying high overhead, blotting out the stars as it moved. The magic field seemed to shift around her as she realized she was staring up at a dragon, the first she’d seen since her passage to Whitehall. Dragons weren’t exactly rare, but the ones old enough to be intelligent stayed away from humanity. She still had no idea what Void had done to earn a favor from a dragon, let alone one that had been expended so casually. Void could easily have teleported her to Whitehall if he hadn’t wanted to use his favor. But she had to admit that being flown by a dragon had allowed her to make one hell of an entrance.


  Golden eyes glinted, peering down at her. Emily stared back, wondering if it was the dragon she’d met, years ago. But the dragon made no move towards the clearing. It merely flapped its wings and flew away, into the darkness. She was sure it had noticed her...


  Feeling an odd sense of loss, Emily lay down on the blanket and stared up at the night sky. The moon was rising now, casting rays of silver light over the ground. Magic seemed to dance in response, now they were well away from human settlement. She remembered all the tales about people warped and twisted by wild magic and, suddenly, believed them all. There was something eerie about being outside in the forest, with the moon calling to the magic in her blood. If she’d been a werewolf, she realized, she would have transformed by now.


  The lunar magic gives them a boost, she thought, as she tried to relax. Their curse is charged up by the moon, allowing them to transform. Like most transfigured people, they lose themselves in the transformation – and, even when the spell snaps, they still carry the mental scars.


  She must have dozed off, despite the danger, for the next thing she knew was warm sunlight playing across her body. Her eyes opened and she hastily scanned the clearing for danger, but saw nothing, apart from a handful of splashes of blood and scales where the Night Walker had been killed. She stood up, brushing down her shirt, and walked over to the edge of the wards, looking for any hints that they were being watched. But there was nothing there, as far as she could tell.


  Carefully, she checked the cauldron and discovered that there was enough water left to make two mugs of Kava. The fire had dimmed low, but it was still alight. She pushed pieces of wood into the fire, built up a blaze and then started to boil the water. Lady Barb moaned slightly, then opened her eyes. Emily shivered, deeply worried. Every day, Lady Barb had awoken first and left Emily to sleep. But now...


  “I’m making Kava,” she said, as she poured the water into the first mug and added the ground powder. It reminded her of instant coffee, save for the taste. She’d grown used to it, but she doubted she would ever like the flavor. “Are you...are you all right?”


  “I’ve been better,” Lady Barb grated. She managed to sit upright, crossing her legs. “You may have to entertain yourself today.”


  Emily looked at her, stung. She might be inexperienced – perhaps even naive – compared to the older sorceress, but she didn’t know she was being babysat. Or perhaps she was. There were dangers in the countryside she wouldn’t even have noticed, if Lady Barb hadn’t pointed them out to her.


  She finished making the cup of Kava and passed it to Lady Barb, who took it and drank carefully. Every movement she made looked precisely calculated, rather like Professor Lombardi; it took Emily a moment to realize that Lady Barb was carefully controlling herself, trying not to lose control of her body. She had to be dangerously ill.


  “I need to know,” she said, quietly. “What is happening to you?”


  “I told you,” Lady Barb snapped. She took a breath, then continued in a quieter tone. “I spent a great deal of magic to repair the damage Lord Gorham suffered, under the influence of the runes. In doing so, I weakened my life force and became vulnerable to backlash shock.”


  She finished her mug and passed it back to Emily. “This is manifesting as a disease,” she added, darkly. “Don’t worry. You can’t catch it from me.”


  Emily winced. She hadn’t even considered the possibility. But she should have, considering this world didn’t have vaccines or even a proper theory of medicine. Or at least not a non-magical one. Emily knew she was unprepared for diseases that had been wiped out on Earth decades ago, diseases that would eat her up as soon as they infected her body if she hadn’t had access to magic or magical healing. What might she catch, simply by not having the immunities that were conferred by being born in the Allied Lands, if she hadn’t had magic herself?


  “I was hoping that it would fade today, but no such luck,” Lady Barb added. “That means it has yet to reach its peak. When it does...just keep giving me water, when I ask for it. Don’t try any magic, whatever happens.”


  Emily frowned. “Why?”


  “Because my magic will regard yours as an intrusion,” Lady Barb explained. She sighed and lay back on the blanket. “This isn’t a normal disease or a broken bone, just my magic responding to my abuse. Give it time to recover and I’ll be fine.”


  “What if you’re not fine?” Emily asked. “What should I do?”


  Lady Barb gave her a long considering look. “If I die...you should have a contingency plan,” she said. She chuckled, rather harshly. “You seem to move between complete dependence or complete independence, depending on how far you trust your companion. Go back to the town, use the money in my pouch and catch a ride with the postal coach. He can take you down to the nearest city, where you can get a portal to Dragon’s Den. Make sure you take everything useful from my body before leaving it.”


  Emily swallowed. The matter-of-fact instructions were more worrying than shouts and screams. She wanted to retort that Lady Barb’s death would be more than a minor inconvenience, but she didn’t quite dare. “What should I do with your body?”


  “Burn it to ash,” Lady Barb said. “Don’t worry about prayers. You don’t know the ones my family uses, so...”


  She shook her head. “Just leave me to sleep, now,” she added. “Make yourself breakfast, then do some practicing...but nothing with the staff. Leave the staff alone.”


  “I will,” Emily promised. Lady Barb had told her not to experiment without supervision, but she hadn’t expected to get unwell. “Can I practice with pocket dimensions?”


  “Carefully,” Lady Barb said. “Very carefully.”


  She closed her eyes. Emily watched her for a long moment, then turned and stepped past the wards, one hand raised in a defensive posture. Nothing moved to attack her, nothing moved at all, apart from a rabbit at the edge of the clearing. Emily shot a stunning spell at the creature and knocked it out before it could escape. The sergeants would have reproved her for wasting magic, but she didn’t have time to set traps. She certainly didn’t want to leave Lady Barb alone for longer than strictly necessary.


  Gritting her teeth, she picked up the creature, snapped its neck and started to cut it apart for food.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  LADY BARB REMAINED ASLEEP, EVEN WHEN Emily cooked several pieces of rabbit in the fire and ate them with Kava. Emily watched her, concerned, then placed several more pieces of meat under stasis spells, so they would be ready when Lady Barb was awake. Reaching into her bag, she found one of her notebooks and started to brainstorm, working out how best to create a pocket dimension that could serve as an emergency shelter. When she ran out of ideas for that, she jotted down everything she could remember about the very first aircraft to leave the ground on Earth. Maybe, just maybe, a craftsman in Zangaria could produce his own version of the Kitty Hawk.


  She looked back at her earlier pages and sketched out an idea for a slide rule that might be useful for craftsmen. But she couldn’t remember enough about the concept without memory spells to write down everything. She made a silent promise to herself to explore the concept more thoroughly when she returned to Whitehall, then opened a new page and jotted down more ideas for her bank. One branch would be opened in Cockatrice, but another would be opened in a nearby independent city-state. She had the feeling that it would be better to keep the bank as separate as possible from her other innovations. And sticky-fingered aristocrats.


  It would be a headache to make it work properly, even with magical versions of ideas from Earth. She would need to find someone to manage it full time, someone she could trust, but who could do that in Zangaria? Bryon was busy with Cockatrice, Imaiqah’s father had his own business...and besides, neither of them could stand up to King Randor. And yet, political interference would doom her bank as surely as anything else. She might be better starting the whole project somewhere well away from Zangaria.


  “I wonder if Aloha would like the job,” she mused, out loud. Aloha had worked out a word processor-like device, using the concept Emily had taught her, even if it would be years before they came up with a working computer. But it was possible to devise a spell processor...Emily had sketched out notes, although she wasn’t sure how to make them practical. Or, if that happened, what it would do to society if it worked.


  She went back to her patient and touched Lady Barb’s forehead, wincing at the heat. The older woman seemed to be burning up from the inside. Emily placed a mug of water next to her, then stood up and walked out of the wards, carrying the bag with her. Once she was outside, she started to practice with the pocket dimensions again, carefully. She managed to put together two stable dimensions in a row using the square before placing it behind her and concentrating on creating one in thin air. But it took several tries before she managed to make it work properly.


  “The wood must be a crutch, too,” she muttered, as she sat down just outside the wards, exhausted. She didn’t see how the square prevented the pocket dimension from expanding outwards, but perhaps it was just a matter of perception. She saw nothing, so there seemed to be no barrier to prevent expansion. Concentrating, she tried to visualize it in her mind, but she lost it every time she opened her eyes and saw nothing. “Or maybe I’m not doing it properly.”


  She glanced over at Lady Barb before getting one of the books she’d brought along and starting to read. It wasn’t as interesting as she’d hoped, but it did help to pass several hours while she recovered from using so much magic. The writer knew what he was talking about, yet he wrote in such a boring manner that Emily found herself yawning halfway through the first chapter. It was odd – Alchemy was exciting, sometimes terrifyingly so – but this style of boring readers to death seemed to be typical of half of her textbooks. But then, maybe the writer was trying to discourage experimentation.


  Emily sighed as she reached the end of the third chapter. Part of her just wanted to whine that Alchemy would never be one of her skills, while the other part of her knew that she needed a basic grounding in the subject even if she never sought mastery. Potions and concoctions brewed by oneself worked better, she’d been told, than anything brewed by anyone else. But her rational mind refused to grasp why this was so. Maybe it was just the simple fact that she’d never been very good at cooking...or maybe it was her inability to understand things that the locals took for granted.


  She found herself worrying about the future, distracting herself from the present. Would she pass her exams in Fourth Year? Like Alassa, she could skip the exams without threatening her future...but she didn’t want to skip or fail them, not when she’d worked so hard. Exams on Earth were largely useless, in her opinion; exams in Whitehall were terrifyingly important, at least to students without an aristocratic background. And she didn’t want to disappoint her supervisors by refusing to take the exams or flunking them. And yet...


  Maybe I can hire a tutor, she thought. Professor Thande was a genius, but he didn’t have enough time to give one-on-one coaching to his pupils. Whitehall’s teaching staff were overworked and underpaid, yet they weren’t the only masters of their subjects. Emily made a private resolution to hire a tutor at the end of Third Year, if she didn’t improve by then, and study intensely over the summer.


  She looked over at Lady Barb, then stood up and started to cast spell after spell, cycling through every pattern she remembered. Her magic seemed to sparkle as it danced around her, then faded back into nothingness as she finally relaxed, gasping for breath. Her tutors had told her to practice often, but they probably hadn’t expected her to practice so furiously – or to be alone, without supervision. Not for the first time, she realized just how lucky the students were to have Whitehall. Their spells could be carefully monitored, even without a tutor in the room, and emergency measures could be taken if necessary.


  Tiredly, she sat back down and tried to relax. But the book was boring rather than relaxing, and she was too worried about Lady Barb to do any more brainstorming. Instead, she pulled the bracelet off her wrist and placed it on the ground, then undid the spell keeping the snake as a bracelet. Her mind twisted uncomfortably as the snake returned to its natural shape, then relaxed. It seemed unbothered by the experience of being held in stasis.


  Emily reached down to pet it before catching herself. The snake might not be poisonous to her, but the only way to test the snake’s skin was to touch it – and if it still threatened her, she risked losing a hand. She got an odd sense of reassurance from the snake, yet she still didn’t dare touch it. Instead, the snake slithered over towards the bloodstains on the ground and sniffed at them. Emily had a mental impression of a reptilian-like creature stalking the countryside in pitch darkness. It didn’t seem to worry the Death Viper.


  “But it wouldn’t bother you,” Emily said, addressing the snake. “Would it?”


  The snake didn’t seem to understand. Emily was almost disappointed. Some familiars she’d seen at Whitehall seemed almost intelligent – but then, they’d spent long enough with their owners to bond with them completely. They’d picked up a little of human intelligence, if she recalled the books correctly, although they would never be autonomous entities. The Death Viper, on the other hand, hadn’t been with her for more than a day—at least, it hadn’t been awake.


  “Not fair, is it?” She said. The snake seemed to bob its head in agreement. “I have to wear you as a bracelet, so the bond can never really deepen.”


  On impulse, she picked up a twig and tossed it towards the edge of the clearing. The snake gave her an unreadable look – she felt a sense of puzzled amusement coming from its mind – then gave chase. It picked up the twig in its mouth, then carried it back and dropped it in front of Emily. Emily smiled and looked down at the twig. It was marred slightly where the snake had bit it. She didn’t dare touch it with her bare hand.


  The snake’s amusement seemed to grow stronger. It was laughing at her!


  “I should have gone for a dog,” Emily said, reprovingly. “What do you think of that?”


  The snake seemed to twitch, as if it knew the humans didn’t really get to choose what animal they bonded with. Dogs were among the best, because they were faithful and loyal; cats seemed more inclined to take advantage of the bond, as if the human was their slave. Snakes...she knew nothing about how snakes reacted to the bond, if only because there were no other snake familiars in Whitehall. Maybe they were just as faithful as any other familiar, they just showed it differently.


  Emily sighed and reworked the spell. The snake shrank down into a bracelet, which she picked up and put back on her wrist. It wasn’t intelligent enough to know that it was losing time by being transfigured. She felt a moment of guilt – being an inanimate object was bad enough, but she thought it would be worse if she wasn’t even aware of time passing – which she ruthlessly pushed aside. The snake was simply too dangerous to treat as a normal pet.


  She heard a gasp and spun around. Lady Barb shuddered violently, then started to choke on her own tongue. Emily had thought that was impossible.


  She jumped through the wards and lifted the older woman into a sitting position, grimacing at the sweat that now stained Lady Barb’s clothes. There were spells to help someone who was having difficulty breathing, yet she didn’t dare use any of them. She tried frantically to remember how to give CPR, but apart from a few snide jokes she couldn’t recall a thing. It was a skill that should be taught in school. Desperately, she took a breath and then pressed her mouth against Lady Barb’s lips, blowing into her chest, time and time again. There was a hiccupping sound, then Lady Barb started to breathe again. Emily almost collapsed in relief.


  This must be the peak, she told herself, as she held the older woman tightly. Lady Barb was shaking, magic sparkling around her body. Emily tightened her grip, shivering herself as the temperature started to drop. She couldn’t tell if it was a side-effect of the magic or something else, something darker. Could Lady Barb’s coldness be seeping into her? Or was she just imagining it?


  The older woman let out a strangled cry, then subsided. Emily took her pulse – at least she knew how to do that, thanks to lectures at Whitehall – and realized, to her relief, that it was growing stronger. She didn’t let go until Lady Barb sagged, then fell into a more comfortable sleep. Emily lowered her back onto the blanket, then stood up and walked back to the stream to pick up some more water. When she got back, Lady Barb was still, but clearly breathing normally. Emily mopped her forehead, settling down to wait.


  Magic can’t solve everything, she thought, bitterly. It would have been so much easier if she could just click her fingers and put everything to rights. But she couldn’t. Magic had caused the problem in the first place – and, unlike some of the nastier hexes and curses she’d seen, it wasn’t something magic could fix. What if it had been worse?


  She reached for her book and tried to read another two chapters, but her mind refused to concentrate, leaving her with no memory of the words she’d read. Frustrated, she stood up and started to pace the edge of the wards. It was early afternoon and it didn’t look like they would be moving anytime soon. She damned herself for her selfishness a moment later. Lady Barb had been on the verge of a very serious illness, perhaps even death, yet she’d been thinking more of her own convenience rather than her mentor.


  A rustling sound behind her made her snap around, just in time to see Lady Barb sit upright. “That was unpleasant,” she said, tartly. She still sounded weak, but she was definitely getting better. “Water?”


  Emily filled a mug from the cauldron, then used a spell to cool the liquid before passing it to Lady Barb.


  “Thank you,” Lady Barb said, between sips. She finished the water; Emily hastily filled the second mug, then refilled the first. “You’re a good nurse.”


  Emily flushed, wondering just how much Lady Barb remembered.


  “We’ll stay here for the night,” Lady Barb said, looking up at the sky. “We should be able to start walking again tomorrow.”


  “Good,” Emily said, doubtfully. She looked the older woman up and down, noting just how badly her clothes were soaked with sweat. “Will you be all right to walk by then?”


  “Probably,” Lady Barb said. “Once the peak is over, magic tends to replenish itself fairly quickly. A few more hours of sleep probably won’t hurt.”


  She pulled herself to her feet, then staggered through the wards and over into the bushes to answer nature’s call. Emily returned to the cauldron and brewed up another mug of Kava, although she knew she’d have problems sleeping. She didn’t have any way to calculate just how much caffeine was in the drink, but a mug or two had kept her awake over long nights when she’d been trying to finish an essay at the last moment. There was probably more caffeine in Kava than the average cup of coffee.


  Lady Barb returned, stumbling slightly as she walked. “Thank you for taking care of me,” she said, as she sat down on the blanket. “I don’t know if I would have made it without you.”


  Emily gave her a long look. “Did you know that would happen?”


  “I knew it was a possibility,” Lady Barb said, mildly. “But it had to be done.”


  “You shouldn’t have risked your life,” Emily protested. “I...you could have died.”


  Lady Barb coughed, rudely. “Remind me,” she said. “Just who was it who stormed King Randor’s castle, alone, to save her friend?”


  “That’s different,” Emily said.


  “Oh,” Lady Barb said. “How so?”


  Emily found herself struggling for words. The truth, she suspected, was that she didn’t want to lose the older woman. They might have started with a prickly relationship, but they’d become friends – or as close to friends as they could, given their relative positions. And there were times when she thought of Lady Barb as a mother...


  “I don’t know,” she said, finally. She wasn’t sure she wanted to confess the truth. “I just...I don’t want to lose you.”


  Lady Barb reached out and touched her hand. “I am a Mediator of the Allied Lands,” she said, softly. “Putting my life in danger is part of the job. In this case, we have a rogue magician – perhaps a necromancer – running around, doing something that is almost certainly dangerous. It is my duty to take whatever risks are necessary to stop him before it gets too far out of hand.”


  Emily scowled. As soon as a necromancer went to work, she suspected, it was already out of hand.


  “And in this case, I needed to snap Lord Gorham back to normal as soon as possible,” Lady Barb added. “Whatever the necromancer wanted, Emily, those runes were a big part of it.”


  “But what did he want?” Emily asked, mournfully. “It makes no sense!”


  “That generally means that we’re missing part of the puzzle,” Lady Barb reassured her. “But the sooner we get on to Easter, the better. I have a feeling we’ll find our answers there.”


  She looked over at the preserved rabbit. Emily took the hint, canceled the spells and then passed the warm meat to Lady Barb.


  “We will take a slight detour to a village on the route,” Lady Barb said, as she ate. “I’d prefer not to have to forage for food any more than strictly necessary.”


  Emily nodded, remembering foraging expeditions with Sergeant Miles. He’d assigned push-ups for every poisonous mushroom they’d picked by accident, then lectured them on the dangers of eating the wrong thing. She’d privately resolved never to forage for food again if she had any alternative. Even something that was technically safe to eat could make her very unwell.


  “I saw a dragon last night,” she said, changing the subject. “Is that a good sign?”


  “It’s a good sign as long as it didn’t try to eat you,” Lady Barb said. “The mountainfolk tend to leave dragons and their eggs alone, but there’s no shortage of idiots who come up to the mountains in hopes of catching and bleeding a young dragon. Or trying to take an egg before it’s hatched.”


  Emily scowled. Dragon’s Blood was one of the most terrifyingly magical substances in the world – and pricy too, even for a baroness. And dragons didn’t like being hunted, though it often took them some time to notice. She’d read stories of villages being attacked years after the hunters had been and gone. But then, everyone agreed that dragons were truly alien. As far as she knew, only she and Void had talked to a dragon in recent years.


  She asked Lady Barb about the dishcloth-creatures, but Lady Barb couldn’t identify them from her description and suggested she wrote down the details for Mistress Kirdáne. Emily found her notebook and wrote down everything she remembered, then replaced the security spells and returned it to her bag. It was temping to think that the creatures would be named after her...assuming, of course, they hadn’t already been discovered. There were more things in the woods than held in Whitehall’s zoo.


  “Make sure you get some sleep,” Lady Barb ordered, as she lay back down on her blanket. “We’ll have to walk fast tomorrow – and find a place for some practice. And a swim.”


  “If you’re up to it,” Emily said, firmly. “We can stay here for another day or two if necessary.”


  “I’d prefer to avoid it,” Lady Barb said. “And I think you’d get bored.”


  Emily blushed, embarrassed. Was she really that easy to read?


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  DESPITE EMILY’S CONCERNS, THEY LEFT THE campsite the following morning, walking up a long rocky pathway that eventually led them to a gorgeous, spring-fed lake nestled within a rich, green valley. There was no sign of any other humans, apart from an abandoned hut that seemed to have been deserted for years. She couldn’t help wondering if there was a danger here they couldn’t see, like the Night Walker. But nothing suggested itself as she perched on a rock and watched as Lady Barb undressed and plunged into the cold water.


  “Come on in,” she called, as her head broke the surface. “The water’s fine.”


  Emily shook her head. Even if the water hadn’t been freezing cold – she’d dipped her fingers into the lake, once she’d checked for unpleasant surprises – she wouldn’t have felt comfortable undressing and skinny-dipping. Some of the boys did it on camping trips with the sergeants, but Emily had never felt the urge to join them. Some of their invitations had been downright rude and unwelcome.


  She took some water and boiled it as Lady Barb swam effortlessly from one side of the lake to the other. It was impossible to tell that she’d been ill, not considering the speed she was moving; Emily couldn’t help feeling a little admiration. She’d learned how to swim at Whitehall, between Alassa and Sergeant Miles, but she wasn’t a very strong swimmer. Lady Barb, on the other hand, tore her way through the water like a rocket.


  By the time she emerged from the water – Emily couldn’t help thinking of the very first James Bond movie – there was boiling water ready to make Kava.


  Emily looked away as Lady Barb dried and dressed, then washed half of her clothing in the lake. It wasn’t ideal, Emily suspected, but they couldn’t do anything else until they reached the next town, where they could hire someone to wash their clothes. The last time she’d washed something herself, it had shrunk so badly she’d had to use magic to fix it.


  “You can take a dip now, if you like,” Lady Barb urged. She tied her hair back in a bun, then took the mug Emily offered her. “The water isn’t that bad.”


  Emily shook her head, firmly.


  Lady Barb smiled, then drank her Kava. “I understand,” she said. “What did you do while I was...unwell?”


  “Pocket dimensions,” Emily said. She outlined her practice, confessing that the dimension never lasted very long without the square. “I just can’t get it to work right.”


  “You need practice,” Lady Barb said, shortly. “But I was thinking we would practice something else today.”


  Emily looked up, interested. She loved learning new types of magic and mental disciplines, even though the more she learned, the more she had to work to keep them all straight in her mind. She’d been told that the different schools of magic were linked together, but she’d also been warned not to think about it until Fifth Year.


  “You know how to evade someone, of course,” Lady Barb said. “I want you to evade me.”


  Emily hesitated. Lady Barb had almost choked to death the previous night. Even if she didn’t remember, Emily did. Asking might get her head bitten off – or worse – but she couldn’t just follow orders, not now.


  “Are you really well enough to chase me?”


  “Yes,” Lady Barb said. Her eyes were flinty hard, but her tone was even. “You don’t always get to be at your best when you have to fight. Now...do as I tell you.”


  Emily swallowed. She’d never been that good at evading her fellow students, particularly the ones who had grown up in the countryside. Sergeant Miles was an absolute devil at tracking down his students, to the point where some whispered he’d cheated. And then he’d proved he’d used no magic at all.


  “All right,” she said, after a moment. “How long should I try and stay ahead of you?”


  “At least thirty minutes,” Lady Barb said, after a moment’s thought. “Same rules as Martial Magic. If I catch you before time runs out, you will do a push-up for each minute left.”


  “Incentive,” Emily said, mimicking Sergeant Miles. He’d done the same, only less mercifully. On the other hand, it was great for building up upper body strength. “Is that the only thing we will be practicing?”


  “No,” Lady Barb said. She glanced up at the sun, then smiled at Emily. “But the next thing can wait until I catch you.”


  She put out the fire, then packed up the bags and swung them both over her shoulder. Emily smiled, although she knew that the older woman wasn’t really hampering herself too much. It wouldn’t give Emily much of an advantage. She stood, then turned and ran down the path into the woods. Once hidden by the trees, she slowed and moved off the path, watching where she put her feet. There were fewer rocks under the trees, forcing her to walk carefully, but at least she wouldn’t be leaving footprints behind her. Bracing herself, she kept moving, wondering how long she had to hide. Outrunning Lady Barb probably wasn’t an option.


  Finding a large tree, she scrambled up it into the branches, marvelling at just how many skills she’d picked up over the previous two years. She’d certainly never climbed a tree before in her life. But there was no time to reflect. She heard the sound of someone crashing through the forest and held herself as still as possible. It wasn’t good enough.


  “Five minutes to track you down,” Lady Barb called from below. “That was pathetic.”


  Emily held herself very still. It was just possible that Lady Barb was bluffing...


  The tree shook violently and she yelped, then scrambled off the branch as quickly as possible. Lady Barb smirked as Emily dropped down to the ground.


  Emily scowled at the older woman. She couldn’t have caught her so fast unless...a quick check revealed that Lady Barb had sneaked a tracking hex onto her clothes, before she ran into the forest. If she’d thought to look, she could have removed it before hiding.


  “Cheat,” she said, with some feeling.


  “If you’re not cheating, you’re not trying,” Lady Barb said. Her smirk grew wider. “I believe that’s twenty-five push-ups.”


  Emily groaned, but dropped to the ground and started to count them off, one by one. At least she was better at it now, thankfully. The first time Sergeant Harkin had made her do them, she’d had aching arms for hours afterwards, until Jade had helped her find a potion that made her feel better. Lady Barb watched until she had finished, then helped Emily to her feet.


  “You should have looked for the hex,” Lady Barb said. Emily glowered at her. “Ready to try again?”


  “Yes,” Emily said. She paused, wondering if she dared push her luck. “Will you do push-ups if you don’t catch me?”


  “Depends,” Lady Barb said. She turned around, looking back towards the lake. “We’ll see how well you do.”


  Emily turned and fled into the trees, changing her path as soon as she removed the tracking hex. After a moment, she stuck another one on a tree, half-hoping that it would distract the older woman long enough for Emily to put some distance between them. She didn’t know how long Lady Barb would wait before she started to come after her, after all. This time, she crouched low behind a tree and hid herself behind a glamor. Without magic, Lady Barb would have to look very carefully for her if she wanted to succeed.


  She jumped as a hand fell on her shoulder. “You did too well,” Lady Barb said, mischievously. “Your glamor was too good. It just looked unreal when I saw it.”


  Emily glanced at her watch. Lady Barb had taken twenty-two minutes to find her. Sighing, she dropped to the ground and counted out eight more push-ups, then stood up.


  Lady Barb shrugged, waggling her fingers at Emily. Taken by surprise, Emily froze. It took her several minutes to break the spell and escape.


  “Work faster, next time,” Lady Barb said, as she turned to lead Emily back to the path. “You could be easily killed while you are helpless.”


  “I know,” Emily confessed. She needed to move her hands to work magic, mostly. It was harder, somehow, to cast spells without moving. She’d worked hard, with Mistress Sun and Sergeant Miles, to master the art, but she was still only a beginner. “But it doesn’t always work properly.”


  Lady Barb made a rude sound as they reached the path and started onwards. “Just you wait until you find a proper apprenticeship,” she said, darkly. “Your mistress or master won’t be so kind.”


  Emily remembered some of Jade’s stories and nodded in agreement. Master Grey, whatever his faults, pushed his apprentice really hard. Jade could cope, Emily suspected, but he hadn’t had the benefit of a second year of Martial Magic. Master Grey was pushing him right to the limits, as well as teaching him to be a duelist. The thought reminded her of something she wanted to ask.


  “Why didn’t you take part in the dueling contest?”


  Lady Barb seemed surprised by the question. “I did, when I was younger,” she said. “And then I lost my ranking and decided I could bow out gracefully. I preferred to fight, rather than duel.”


  She smiled. “It wasn’t something I really wanted to keep,” she added. “Dueling isn’t something that should be done casually.”


  “I see,” Emily said.


  “Master Grey holds the topmost ranking at present,” Lady Barb said. “This is who you were talking about, isn’t it?”


  Emily nodded.


  “Clasp your hands behind your back,” Lady Barb ordered. Emily opened her mouth to ask why, but Lady Barb went on before she could say a word. “To answer the question most girls ask, he can’t decline challenges without forfeiting his ranking. So he insists that all challenges be to the death, just to keep them down.”


  “Men,” Emily said.


  “Indeed,” Lady Barb agreed. She smiled, rather dryly. “Unclasp your hands.”


  Emily tried...and discovered that her hands were stuck, bound by a spell. “You have twenty minutes to break the spell,” Lady Barb said as she walked away. “And don’t even think about standing still.”


  “Cruel,” Emily muttered, as she followed her mentor. She struggled, but her hands refused to unlock. “Why...?”


  “Because you need the practice,” Lady Barb said, in a surprisingly reasonable tone. “And believe me, you have to learn how to defeat these spells before it’s too late.”


  There was something in her tone that bothered Emily, a suggestion she might need to learn fast – or faster. She cast the canceling charm, but wasn’t too surprised to discover that the charm failed. Lady Barb wouldn’t have trapped her hands with something simple and easy to break. Gritting her teeth, she tried a more complex charm, then another. Neither one worked.


  She trailed along behind Lady Barb, struggling with the hex. It was odd; the touch was so light that she couldn’t sense the magic, merely the effects. She should have been able to sense something, certainly after two years of advanced study with Mistress Sun and Sergeant Miles. But there was nothing...


  It clicked and she glared at the older woman’s back. There was nothing, at least nothing on her hands. The spell had affected her mind, forcing her to keep her hands locked no matter what she tried. Once she knew what it was, it was easy to counter. Emily freed her hands, rubbing them frantically. She’d gripped them so tightly that her skin, already pale, had gone white.


  “You took far too long to realize how the trick was done,” Lady Barb told her, without turning around. “That may be a problem, later.”


  Emily nodded, sullenly. There were spells she disliked intensely and almost all of them related to ways of rendering someone helpless – and open to outside commands or influence. Quite a few of the traps in Blackhall manipulated the target’s mind, either inserting commands or merely messing around with their perceptions. Emily’s standard tactic was to avoid them where possible. They were just too tricky to overpower.


  Lady Barb kept tossing tests at her as they walked, each one slightly more complex and twisted than the last. Emily fought down her outrage and concentrated, but most of the tests required careful thought to defeat, though they were designed to make thinking difficult. It was worse than trying to study while someone was playing music, she decided, remembering days at school when she’d studied there, rather than go home and risk meeting her stepfather. Her mind was all she had and it could be twisted so easily...


  “Set up the wards,” Lady Barb ordered. “And make sure you get plenty of sleep.”


  Emily eyed her suspiciously. “Are you...are you going to do anything tonight?”


  “Sleep,” Lady Barb said, innocently. “Or should I be setting you punishment exercises?”


  “No,” Emily said, quickly. “But...”


  Lady Barb’s expression softened. “It wasn’t very easy for me either,” she admitted. “But you have far better cause than I to learn how to resist mental attacks.”


  Emily shivered, remembering Lin – and how the bodies had almost been wiped from her mind.


  Lady Barb went back into the forest and returned, carrying a pair of rabbits and a handful of vegetables. Emily watched in some amusement as she dropped water into the cauldron, then boiled the meat and half of the vegetables until she’d made a tasty stew. The sergeants had done the same, she recalled, only with larger animals. But then, they’d had more mouths to feed.


  “Your training has been enhanced, but you have a long way to go,” Lady Barb said. “Still...”


  Her voice trailed off. Emily looked at her, sharply. The older woman almost seemed to be hinting at something. But what? She braced herself and asked.


  “I can’t tell you, not now,” Lady Barb said. “But it is important that you concentrate on all of your defenses, not just the physical ones. You will need them.”


  Emily ate her stew, then fell asleep almost at once. Nothing troubled the wards – or at least nothing woke her in the middle of the night. When she awoke, it was morning and Lady Barb was already awake. Emily felt a tight knot undoing itself in her stomach, one she hadn’t realized was there. Lady Barb was back to normal.


  “I didn’t see anything last night,” Lady Barb said. “We might have slept in the wrong place.”


  Emily shrugged as she washed her face, then drank the Kava. For once, Lady Barb had prepared breakfast, such as it was. The reheated stew tasted a little gamy, but she gulped it down anyway. Lady Barb packed up, passing Emily her bag. Emily sighed and took it.


  “We’re going to pause overnight in a town on the edge of Easter,” Lady Barb informed her, once she’d pulled the bag over her shoulders. “We should have some time to get information out of the locals before we go visit Lady Easter.”


  Emily nodded. The Sergeants had taught her the value of intelligence, although they’d also added that most people didn’t know anything outside their own limited experiences. It was rare to find a lower-class tourist in the Allied Lands, apart from magicians and traders. Even the upper classes didn’t travel very far from their homelands. Of course, that might change once the steam railways were finally in place.


  Lady Barb kept testing her as they made their way along the path, heading down towards the nearest town. Emily sighed and concentrated on breaking the spells, one after another. Several of them caught her so firmly she couldn’t escape, forcing Lady Barb to free her, before teaching her how to escape and then casting the spell again. The second time that happened, Emily discovered that even the smallest change in the spell made it harder for her to escape. Her head was pounding uncomfortably when Lady Barb finally called a halt.


  “You will need to keep practicing,” Lady Barb warned. “But the true danger lies in subtle magic. We may need to carve a rune into your flesh.”


  Emily glowered at her, rubbing her forehead. Carving runes into one’s flesh could be dangerous, even if it worked perfectly. There was no way someone else could do it and expect it to work; she’d have to carve the rune herself, without benefit of anaesthetic. And she wasn’t even sure why.


  “Unfortunately, it probably wouldn’t be missed,” Lady Barb added.


  “Missed,” Emily repeated. “Missed by whom?”


  Lady Barb said nothing. Emily was about to ask again, demanding answers, when the pathway suddenly widened and revealed a tiny village hidden within the trees. It looked alarmingly like the first village, save that it was organized differently and large carved stones had been placed in front of each of the shacks. A handful of people were moving from house to house, but something was missing. It took her a moment to realize that there were no children in sight.


  Someone sounded an alarm and the women scurried into the nearest house, while the men produced a handful of makeshift weapons. Emily tensed, preparing a spell, as two men started towards them, their expressions frozen somewhere between grim determination and fear. But then, she wouldn’t have cared to face a sorceress either, not if she didn’t have any magic of her own.


  “Greetings,” Lady Barb said, with studied casualness. “May we enter the village for the night?”


  The two men exchanged glances. “Are you magicians?”


  “Yes,” Lady Barb said, flatly.


  Emily blinked in surprise. They were two women, travelling alone. What else could they be? And why had they been greeted with weapons?


  “The headman told us that a magician would be coming,” the guard said. “He needs your help.”


  “Then we will assist him,” Lady Barb said, regally. “Take us to your leader.”


  “Prove it,” the second guard said. “We need...”


  Lady Barb snapped her fingers. A frog looked up at her from where the second guard had been, quivering slightly.


  “It’ll wear off,” she said, then looked at the first guard. “Convinced?”


  The guard gulped. “Yes, Lady Sorceress,” he said. “If you will please come with me?”


  Lady Barb followed him, holding her head up high. Emily followed her, glancing around with some interest. The village looked deserted, but she could tell that they were being watched.


  “Stay alert,” Lady Barb muttered to her. “Something bad happened here.”


  Emily nodded. She couldn’t disagree.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  EMILY COULDN’T HELP THINKING OF ONE of the herbalists at Whitehall when she first set eyes on the headman. He was tall and almost painfully thin, with a long white beard that drifted to his knees. Beside him, there were four other bearded men, each staring at the two magicians with expressions that ranged from relief to outrage. Somehow, Emily doubted that they’d called the magicians for anything minor.


  Lady Barb nodded at them politely, then lifted an eyebrow.


  “We have a problem,” the headman said. His companions nodded in agreement. “We need you to interrogate a prisoner.”


  Rudolf, Emily thought, in sudden horror. Did they capture Rudolf?


  But they hadn’t. The whole story came tumbling out, slowly. Clearly, this headman did not have unlimited power. His companions inserted their own comments, argued and bickered with each other, pushing forward their own views as the headman spoke. Emily found it hard to follow the explanation, even though the headman generally waited for his companions to finish and then went on. By the time she had a fairly complete idea of what was going on, the sun was setting.


  “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Lady Barb said. “Two children vanished from your village.”


  The headman and his companions nodded in agreement.


  “The only stranger who came to the village was a postal worker,” Lady Barb continued, calmly. “Your people decided that he was responsible for their disappearance and threatened to lynch him. You managed to lock him up instead.”


  Emily winced as she realized the dilemma facing the headman. If the postal worker was killed without proof of guilt, there would be eventual retaliation from the outside. Even if all they did was cut the village out of the postal route, it would have dangerous effects. The village didn’t import much, but it wouldn’t be allowed to import anything if strangers weren’t allowed to come and go safely.


  But if the mob wasn’t allowed to kill the person it blamed for the disappearances – the deaths, if the kidnapped children were the dead she’d seen after meeting Rudolf – it might easily turn on the headman. There was a degree of consensus in this village that was missing from Hodge’s village, an understanding that there were limits to the headman’s authority. He was caught between two fires, either one of which might kill him.


  Fortunately for him, he’d been lucky enough to have a pair of traveling magicians walk into his village.


  “That is correct,” the headman said. “If he is guilty, particularly if you verify it, we can kill him. But if he isn’t—”


  “I understand,” Lady Barb said, cutting him off. “We will hold a morning trial, I think. But I will have to see the suspect first.”


  “Of course,” the headman said. He sounded relieved. “And I would be honored if you would join me as my guests for the night.”


  Lady Barb nodded. “We would be honored,” she said. Emily knew her well enough to detect a faint hint of irritation in her tone. “Please take us to the prisoner.”


  Emily was mildly surprised that the tiny village had a prison in the first place. Peasant customs of law and order were usually very limited. There was simply very little to steal and, for all the hardness of their lives, very few thieves. Those that did appear were normally beaten, sometimes to death, or were thrown out of the village. But then, there were very few things the peasants considered crimes. Beating one’s wife – or husband, for that matter – was certainly nothing unusual.


  Once they rounded the houses, she saw the prison – nothing more than a wooden cage. Inside, a young man sat in the stocks, his hands and feet firmly trapped. Emily shuddered when she saw the extent of his bruises, as if the villagers had beaten him on the way to the cage. There were no guards about, so the villagers could come by to hurl stones any time they liked. She was surprised that he was still alive, under the circumstances.


  “Leave us,” Lady Barb ordered.


  The headman bowed and retreated. Emily watched as Lady Barb healed a handful of injuries, then spoke briefly to the prisoner. She couldn’t hear the mumbled responses. After a few days of such treatment – and probably no food or drink – the prisoner might be on the verge of death. Emily had never been in the stocks herself, but it looked thoroughly uncomfortable. And escape would be impossible without magic.


  “He’s delusional,” Lady Barb said, as she stepped backwards. “He was confessing to stealing money from the temple and defacing the statue of the god.”


  Emily lifted an eyebrow, surprised.


  “It’s not uncommon when one is being tortured to death,” Lady Barb said. “They tend to confess to just about anything, in hopes of getting a quick end. But he didn’t confess to kidnapping anyone.”


  “Which saved his life,” Emily guessed. It was unlikely that anyone in the village would care about stealing money from a temple. They certainly didn’t have a temple in their village. “If he’d confessed to the right crime...”


  She shook her head, then pressed on. “Is he guilty?”


  “I don’t know,” Lady Barb said. She frowned at the prisoner before giving Emily a long, hard look. “I need to have a few words with the headman. You stay here and keep an eye on him. If someone tries to hurt him” – she nodded towards a handful of stones on the ground near the stocks – “stop them. But don’t talk to him.”


  Emily nodded. Lady Barb turned and strode back towards the headman’s hut, moving with a confidence Emily wished she could master. She found herself praying that Lady Barb hadn’t weakened herself again, then pushed the thought aside. Instead, she shook her head as she looked at the prisoner.


  Even with some of his wounds healed, the prisoner still looked to be on the verge of death. Failing to treat non-fatal injuries could easily make them lethal if the wounds were allowed to fester. She looked closely, wondering which of the cuts and bruises were already infected. Chances were, the prisoner would need weeks of recovery, even with magic repairing the damage.


  She was still mulling it over when Lady Barb returned, two younger men in tow. Their eyes passed over Emily without ever quite seeming to register her presence, something that puzzled her until she realized that they were afraid. The guard Lady Barb had turned into a frog was probably back to normal by now, filling their ears with tales of the all-powerful magicians. His fellows wouldn’t want to show any interest in Emily...


  “Clean him up, bind his wounds and then stand guard,” Lady Barb ordered, addressing the two men. Neither of them looked very pleased at the orders, but they hastened to obey. “I do not want him touched in any way until we hold the trial. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes, Lady Sorceress,” the guards stammered in unison.


  Emily followed Lady Barb back to the headman’s hut, wondering if they were doing the right thing. What if the prisoner was guilty? It seemed unlikely – the bodies she’d seen had been used in a necromantic rite and a necromancer could have burnt down the entire village without raising a sweat – but he might be working for the necromancer. If that was the case...she remembered Alassa executing her treacherous aunt and shuddered. The headman would have to execute the prisoner at once. Nothing else would suffice.


  “I trust you remember how to cast a truth spell,” Lady Barb said. “You’ll be casting it tomorrow.”


  “Only the first three levels,” Emily said. The first one was light, easy to brush off if the victim knew what was happening. “What if he’s strong enough to resist?”


  “I use a heavier spell,” Lady Barb said. “But I don’t think he has any incentive to resist.”


  Emily swallowed, remembering an old problem from Earth. If someone didn’t have anything to hide, the reasoning ran, why would they object to having their bags searched and their computers monitored? But the reasoning didn’t take into account a person’s natural outrage at not being trusted, let alone an equally natural desire for privacy. The prisoner might resist, even without meaning to, a spell intended to force him to tell the truth. And if that happened, the mob would conclude that he had something to hide.


  “What...?” She swallowed and started again. “What if he is guilty?”


  “Then we deal with him,” Lady Barb said. “But I don’t think he is.” She shrugged. “But you may have to cast the spell on someone else, just to prove it works, or perhaps over a general area. In that case, we will work out the questions in advance. The spell won’t last very long, no matter how much magic you pump into it.”


  Emily nodded. One area-effect spell made everyone within its sphere of influence tell the truth – and nothing but the truth. It didn’t compel them to answer, it just prevented them from lying outright. But she’d had enough lessons with Master Tor to know that a poor choice of questions could present misleading responses. They would have to do a great deal of research in a very short space of time, just to make sure that there was no room for evasion.


  The headman’s wife welcomed them as they stepped back into the house, offering them the master bedroom, such as it was. Emily was embarrassed to even think of kicking the older couple out of bed and Lady Barb clearly agreed, because after some haggling she managed to talk the woman into letting them sleep on blankets in front of the fire instead. There was no real privacy – she reminded herself to set up wards to ensure some privacy, once they were lying down – but there was no alternative. It would have been rude to ask to sleep outside the house.


  “Tell me what happened,” Lady Barb ordered, as dinner was served. “Who did you lose and why?”


  “A boy and a girl,” the headman said. He seemed to be attaching more importance to the girl than the boy, which was unusual. “One was the oldest son of his parents, the other was the middle daughter of my son.”


  Emily kept her face expressionless. That explained it.


  Lady Barb’s lips pressed into a thin line. “How old are they?”


  “Both are eleven,” the headman said.


  Emily shivered. Old enough to have magic within their blood, young enough not to be able to access and use it deliberately. A necromancer would consider them prime targets – if, of course, they did have magic. There was no way a peasant village could test for it. Or would if they could.


  “Might they have run off on their own?” Lady Barb asked. “They were certainly old enough to fancy themselves in love.”


  Emily gave her a sharp look. Now who was forgetting the bodies? But then, they didn’t have any proof that the bodies and the missing children were one and the same. Lord Gorham’s castle was two days walk from the village. While it wouldn’t be a problem for a magician to do something like that, why go to all the effort of transporting the children when there were plenty of prospective victims closer to the castle? Unless the necromancer had feared that missing children would break the power of the runes...


  Lord Gorham didn’t need us to break free, she thought. All he needed was a good reason to start questioning why he acted in a way he shouldn’t--


  She contemplated it, piece by piece. The serving girls had been quite open about working for Lord Gorham. He’d been a good master, certainly by local standards. They earned money, they saved enough to ensure they had some independence even after marriage...and they weren’t beaten, harassed or molested. Compared to Emily’s predecessor in Cockatrice, he was a paragon of humanity. And his son, too, had kept his hands to himself. Given how vulnerable the girls were – they literally could not say no – it was odd...and it spoke well of the two aristocrats.


  Emily shook her head, annoyed. She was going native. Since when had merely not molesting the girls become the mark of a good man?


  She returned to the original train of thought. Lord Gorham cared – and if children had gone missing from his lands, he might well have investigated. And that, in turn, might have ripped apart the haze of magic created by the runes. If he realized that the dead bodies were slipping in and out of his mind, he might have broken free...


  The headman snorted, breaking into her train of thought. “I do not believe that either of them had developed to the point where they noticed the other sex,” he said, rudely. “And the girl was not mature.”


  Emily hastily replayed the conversation in her mind. It had taken her some time to realize that, while a girl was considered marriageable once she started her periods, most girls outside the aristocracy started their periods much later than girls on Earth. They simply didn’t eat enough to allow their bodies to develop earlier. Visions of child brides had faded, slightly, when she’d realized that periods might start at sixteen or even later. But that didn’t stop children from being betrothed and told they had to marry once they were mature.


  “In any case,” the headman’s wife offered, “they knew better than to run off.”


  Emily had to smile at her. She clearly wasn’t interested in being her husband’s subordinate, let alone his punching bag. The woman had enough muscles to pass for a sumo wrestler and a hard, but surprisingly pleasant face. If her husband – who looked tiny compared to his wife – tried something, Emily suspected it would be the last thing he ever did.


  She turned her attention back to the food as Lady Barb kept asking questions. The stew tasted vaguely spicy, with potatoes, cabbage and a handful of tiny pieces of meat. But meat was rare – or at least expensive – for peasants in such a small village. They couldn’t slaughter all their animals or they would have no way to replace them. Even sheep and goats native to the mountains weren’t numerous. But alcohol wasn’t; she made sure to protect herself against drunkenness before taking a swig of the beer. It tasted foul.


  They’re either showing off their wealth or blowing a month’s wages to feed us, she thought, with a pang of guilt. Can they afford to keep us here for long, even if we pay? Where would they spend the money?


  “I was surprised you didn’t send the prisoner to the castle,” Lady Barb said. “Would that not have solved your problem?”


  The headman shook his head, his expression oddly torn between irritation and surprise. “We wished to handle it ourselves,” he said. “Our Lady is much too busy to be bothered with small matters.”


  Emily puzzled over that until she worked it out. Lady Easter might or might not be under the same influence as Lord Gorham, but she would be more concerned about the politics of the situation than the dead children. Releasing the postal worker, even if he was guilty as sin, would repair links between her tiny kingdom and the rest of the Allied Lands. The peasants knew that handing their prisoner over to the aristocracy was effectively the same as letting him go.


  At Lady Barb’s muttered suggestion, Emily helped the headman’s wife wash the dishes, which also allowed her a chance to inspect the kitchen. The headman’s wife seemed astonished, but allowed her to help without argument. Emily had to admit she was privately impressed, although it was simplistic compared to Whitehall’s giant kitchens. It was certainly more efficient than the kitchens in the guesthouses. Once she had finished washing and drying the dishes, she went back into the main room. Lady Barb was alone.


  “Think about what questions we should ask, tomorrow,” Lady Barb ordered. “We will need to ask multiple versions of the same questions.”


  Emily nodded. The prisoner might not know the names of the children, even if he had taken them from the village. Asking him if he’d taken the children by name might produce a negative response. They would have to ask vague questions, then narrow it down – and hope that the villagers were prepared to be patient. What would happen, she asked herself, if the mob tried to lynch the prisoner anyway?


  She watched as Lady Barb sorted out the blankets, then lay in front of the fire and stared at the wooden ceiling. Emily hesitated, then came over to join her, casting a handful of wards as she sat down. Lady Barb gave her an odd look before nodding in understanding.


  “This could get problematic,” Lady Barb said, once the privacy ward was in place. “If the prisoner really is working for a necromancer...”


  Emily shuddered. Shadye had been defeated through luck. The next necromancer she encountered might be outside Whitehall, away from the nexus. And if they were dealing with a necromancer now...but if they were, it was a very odd necromancer.


  “The more I think about all of this, the less I like it,” Lady Barb admitted. “Any necromancer should be completely insane by now, which would make him very noticeable.”


  “Unless he was disciplined enough to keep himself under control,” Emily said. But she remembered the runes and knew that wouldn’t be enough, not indefinitely. The necromancer’s perceptions of the world around him would be warped, along with his mind. “How long can a necromancer seem reasonably sane before he cracks completely?”


  “There’s no hard and fast rule,” Lady Barb admitted. “Merely...the reports of experiments carried out by people with more magic than common sense. If there was only ever one victim, the necromancer might seem reasonably sane for years. But the power is addictive and the necromancer would need new victims, sooner or later.”


  Emily nodded.


  “Get some sleep,” Lady Barb added. “Tomorrow is going to be very bad.”


  Chapter Thirty


  IT FELT LIKE SHE’D BARELY CLOSED her eyes before she felt someone jab her ribs. She snapped awake. Outside, a faint light glimmered through the cracks in the walls – no windows in such a poor house - suggesting that the sun was on the verge of rising above the mountains. Emily looked to see Lady Barb sitting next to her, her face twisted into an odd grimace. Outside the wards, the headman’s wife was already laying out bowls of oatmeal on the table.


  “Time to get up,” Lady Barb said, mildly. “There’s no shortage of work.”


  Emily sat up, running her hands down her shirt and trousers. They felt grimy, but she hadn’t wanted to undress, even behind the privacy ward. Lady Barb stood and walked through the wards, then sat down at the table and started to eat. There was an assumption of superiority about her action that bothered Emily more than she cared to think about, an assumption that was little different from King Randor’s. Sighing, Emily climbed to her feet and joined her. The oatmeal tasted almost flavorless.


  “Everyone will be at work in the early hours,” Lady Barb said, as the headman and his wife walked out the door, leaving the two magicians alone. “We won’t hold the trial until at least ten bells.”


  Emily glanced at her watch, then nodded. They had three hours, more or less, to prepare.


  “Get into your golden robes,” Lady Barb added. “We need to make an impression.”


  “I could use a glamor,” Emily suggested. The robes had been buried at the bottom of her bag ever since they’d left Lady Barb’s house. “They’d never know...”


  “Put on your robes,” Lady Barb ordered, tartly. “The less deceit we use, the better.”


  Emily kept her opinion of that to herself as she washed her face, then found her robes and pulled them over her head. As always, they were scratchy and uncomfortable – and felt very much out of place. Lady Barb’s own robes looked spectacular – the black robe of a combat sorceress set off her blonde hair nicely – and Emily felt a moment of envy, before pushing it aside. She worked her hair into a long ponytail, considering the idea – again – of cutting it short. But somehow she found herself unable to do it.


  “I thought they would have children,” she said, as she looked around the hut. Most peasant families lived together, multiple generations sharing the same house. “Or have they kicked them out for us?”


  “The headman doesn’t get many benefits from his position,” Lady Barb said. “Having a house that he shares with his wife and no one else is about the best of them.”


  Emily nodded, remembering how cramped Imaiqah’s house in Alexis had been. The children were constantly supervised by older members of the family, which didn’t allow them to get into much mischief...while the married sons would be expected to bring their wives to join the extended family. There would be absolutely no privacy for the newcomer – or anyone else, for that matter.


  The thought made her sick. She couldn’t have endured such an existence for very long.


  “I’m glad I don’t live here,” she said, finally.


  “Most people would be,” Lady Barb agreed, dryly. “But just remember that your loyal subjects are largely living in similar conditions.”


  Emily nodded.


  Now they had prepared the questions, there was almost nothing to do until the trial, so Emily read her way through another book, then talked Lady Barb into a lecture on advanced uses for healing. Lady Barb might be short-tempered teacher, but she did know what she was talking about, something that put her ahead of many of Emily’s teachers on Earth. She listened with rapt fascination and was almost disappointed when the headman finally stuck his head into the house and told them that the trial was ready to begin.


  Emily followed Lady Barb out of the house...and then had to fight down the urge to run as the villagers turned to stare. The golden robes shone brightly in the sunlight, drawing their attention like a moth to a flame. Emily gritted her teeth and kept walking, keeping her eyes firmly fixed on Lady Barb’s back. She hadn’t realized how many people there were in the village. It looked as though there were over a hundred men, women and children.


  The stage had been set up in the center of the village, with the prisoner – still in the stocks – perched at one edge of the stage. Emily forced herself to follow Lady Barb up onto the stage, wishing she’d taken up the suggestion that she join the dramatics club in Whitehall. It might have made it easier. Even Master Tor’s lessons in public speaking hadn’t made much headway.


  “We are gathered here to investigate the accusations made against this prisoner,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was quiet, but she must have used a spell because no one seemed to have any trouble in hearing her. “My apprentice will perform a truth spell, after which we will interrogate the prisoner. Once we have answers, we will know how to treat him.”


  A dull rumble passed through the crowd. Most of them must have believed the prisoner was guilty, and hadn’t really thought about what might happen if he were proven innocent. It might cost the village dear if they lost all contact with the outside world. Perhaps the whole affair would be smoothed over, once some compensation was paid. But what did the villagers have that could compensate for attempted murder?


  Lady Barb looked up at Emily. “Do it,” she ordered.


  Emily swallowed nervously and worked the spell. It took her two tries to get it right. The sheer weight of so many people staring at her was distracting – and terrifying. Magic crackled around her fingertips as she stepped backwards, spell in place. Lady Barb checked her work, nodded and then cast a spell to amplify the man’s voice. Everyone would hear what he had to say, good or bad.


  “Tell us,” Lady Barb said. “What is your name?”


  For a long moment, the prisoner didn’t answer. Emily wondered, helplessly, if he’d managed to shrug off the spell...or if he was so badly wounded that he wasn’t aware of what was actually going on or he couldn’t talk. Lady Barb touched his forehead, then pulled a bottle of potion out of her robes and pressed it to his lips. The crowd muttered angrily as the prisoner drank the potion, then started to splutter as it worked its magic.


  “Healing potion,” Lady Barb said. She looked back at the prisoner. “What is your name?”


  “Reginald,” the man croaked. His eyes were sudden alive with life – and terror. He’d been almost completely out of it until he’d drunk the potion. “My name is Reginald.”


  “Good,” Lady Barb said. “Why did you come to this village?”


  “I had to deliver a letter to one of the peasants here,” Reginald said, between coughs. “He was meant to reply, so I waited for his reply.”


  Lady Barb and Emily shared a glance. Who in the village would be receiving letters from anyone? The postal system serviced aristocrats and magicians, not commoners. But it wasn’t a question they could ask, not legally. They could only ask about Reginald’s involvement with the missing children.


  “Two children are missing from this village,” Lady Barb said. “Did you take them?”


  “No,” Reginald said.


  “He’s lying,” a female voice shouted. “He took my son!”


  Lady Barb glared her into silence, then returned to Reginald. “Did you take any children from this village?”


  “No,” Reginald said.


  “Good,” Lady Barb said. “What did you do in the village while waiting for your reply?”


  “I courted a girl,” Reginald said. For the first time, he seemed shocked at his own words. “I spent time with her.”


  Emily had to bit her lip to keep from giggling. On Earth, it would be funny; here, the consequences could be disastrous. The peasants might overlook a little affair like premarital sex if the non-virgin was a boy, but it was different for girls. They didn’t have access to spells that could determine parentage, not like the aristocracy, nor did they have any form of workable contraception. It was quite possible that Reginald had impregnated his lover.


  She’d need three or four months before they were sure she wasn’t pregnant, Emily thought, and shivered. Poor girl.


  Lady Barb bounced other questions off him, one by one. No, Reginald had no sexual interest in children. No, Reginald had no interest in young boys or young girls. Sometimes, she rephrased the question in the hopes of closing any loopholes. A handful of catcalls from the crowd suggested that the listeners weren’t too happy with the result. Emily braced herself, silently preparing to cast protective spells. The village had good reason to be worried about the results, now.


  “The spells have proven that Reginald was not responsible for the abduction of the children,” Lady Barb said. She looked over at the grieving parents. “I believe that others should be interrogated now.”


  The crowd broke down into small clumps, arguing frantically. Some villagers wanted the parents to be interrogated, some thought that was too much and just wanted to bury the whole thing.


  Emily felt sick at heart. If she was wrong and the bodies they’d discovered earlier had nothing to do with the missing children, where had the children gone? Their parents might easily have murdered them and then framed Reginald. Or maybe they’d just vanished in the forest.


  Lady Barb released Reginald from the stocks, motioning for Emily to heal the rest of the damage the peasants had inflicted. Emily nodded, keeping a wary eye on the arguing crowd as she bent over Reginald and went to work. The damage was worse than she’d guessed; they’d broken several of his ribs when they’d arrested him. One of his arms was badly damaged, perhaps dislocated...she winced in sympathy as she healed it. Lady Barb would need to take a look at him later, she decided. There was so much damage that Emily wasn’t sure she’d managed to repair it all.


  “Thank you,” Reginald muttered. His voice was so low that Emily had to strain to hear it. Lady Barb had clearly removed her spell. “I thought...I thought I was dead.”


  “Not yet,” Emily said. She recalled, all too clearly, the days she’d been suspected of destroying the Warden. “You’ll be able to ride soon enough.”


  The headman’s voice suddenly boomed over the crowd. “We arrested the wrong person,” he said. “We should now consider other possibilities.”


  Emily winced, inwardly. Most of the people in the village were related, which meant they had to consider that they might be related to a murderer. Lady Barb motioned and a middle-aged woman, tears streaking down her face, stepped up onto the stage. Emily sensed Lady Barb casting a complex truth spell, then questioning the woman. The mother of the missing boy, it seemed, was completely innocent of his disappearance. So were the other three parents.


  “We could question everyone,” Lady Barb muttered to the headman.


  He shook his head. Emily wondered, briefly, if he was responsible for the missing children, then realized that it was unlikely. The headman wouldn’t risk his position by abducting children.


  “It’s a trick,” an older man shouted. “They cast no spell on that...person.”


  He waved a hand at Reginald. “He did it and they covered for him. They’re working together.”


  Lady Barb gave him a long look. “I could have taken Reginald out of the stocks at any moment,” she said, tartly. Emily would not have dared to argue with that tone of voice. “If he had been guilty, you could have killed him and I would have done nothing to stop you. But he is innocent. I will not allow you to kill an innocent man while the real murderer runs and hides.”


  Her voice softened, carrying magic. “Calm down,” she ordered. The compulsion hung on the air, utterly undetectable to anyone without magic of their own. “And go home.”


  The crowd seethed, but started to slowly disperse. Emily let out a long breath as the danger receded, then concentrated on helping Reginald to his feet. Lady Barb spoke briefly to the headman, who nodded and headed back to his house with his council.


  “His horse is in the field,” Lady Barb said. “I’ll have it brought around.”


  “Thank you,” Reginald said. “They would have killed me.”


  “Yes, they would,” Lady Barb said. “You might want to consider taking your girlfriend with you. She won’t be safe here.”


  Reginald swallowed. Emily read reluctance in his eyes. From his point of view, the girl had been nothing more than a diversion; from hers, perhaps he’d been the man who would take her away from the village. Emily could understand her desire to escape; if she stayed, she’d marry someone she knew all her life and move into his house along with his parents, trading one form of imprisonment for another. And if she didn’t have magic, she wouldn’t be able to escape to Whitehall or another magical school.


  “Just make sure you don’t drop her somewhere,” Emily added. “If you take her, take care of her.”


  Lady Barb nodded. “Who in this village received a letter?”


  Emily winced. It wasn’t something she could legally ask, while Reginald had been under the influence of her spell, but now here was no guarantee of receiving a honest answer.


  “One of the older villagers used to be a soldier,” Reginald said. “He worked for Lord Easter before he died. I was charged with taking him a letter, then taking back a reply. But then...”


  He shrugged, expressively.


  “I’ll write you a letter,” Lady Barb said. “Once you’ve delivered the reply, take it down to the nearest carriage house and get it on its way.”


  “Of course,” Reginald said. “Anything for my saviors.”


  Lady Barb dismissed him, then led the way back to the headman’s house. “Unless the village is housing a child-killer, we have to assume it was the work of the necromancer,” she said, casting a privacy ward around them. “But if the dead bodies we found didn’t come from here...”


  “Then other children have gone missing,” Emily finished, remembering the rumors. “Could...?”


  She hesitated. There were possibilities she didn’t want to think about, but there was no choice. “Could there be another use for the children?”


  Lady Barb looked at her. “Like what?”


  “Shadye wanted to sacrifice me,” Emily reminded her. Shadye could have killed her at once if all he’d wanted was another victim to feed his lust for power. “Could the necromancer have decided to sacrifice the children instead?”


  Another idea occurred to her. “Or...were they drained of life energy instead of magic?”


  “No way to tell,” Lady Barb said. She sounded disturbed by the prospect. “A sacrifice should have left traces of demonic magic, but there were so many obfuscating charms around the bodies that I couldn’t detect anything specific. Life energy...”


  Emily frowned. “What would the bodies look like if they were drained of life energy?”


  “Dead,” Lady Barb said, flatly. The prospect clearly disturbed her. “I’d keep those questions to yourself, if I were you. There are people who would take strong exception to you asking them in the wrong places.”


  She shrugged. “There was no sign of rapid aging, but the ritual might have worked quickly enough to prevent it,” she added. “Still, it’s a worrying thought.”


  They paused outside the headman’s house. “You did well,” she said. “They might not be satisfied, but at least an innocent man has been spared death by torture.”


  Emily nodded. “What are we going to do now?”


  “The headman invited us to a dance tomorrow,” Lady Barb said. Emily winced. “Yes, I thought that would be your reaction. Besides, I want to head on to Easter as soon as possible.”


  She looked up at the sun, poised high in the sky. “It will take two days to reach Easter in any case,” she added. “We might as well start walking now. And besides, you still need more practice.”


  Emily groaned. She’d barely recovered from the last set of practice exercises – and, while she knew that Lady Barb was right about them being important, she still didn’t know why.


  The headman didn’t seem offended when Lady Barb told him they had to leave after they’d changed back into more practical clothes. In fact, he seemed almost relieved.


  Emily puzzled over the reaction, then realized that the headman was hoping to quiet everything down. It would be easier if Lady Barb, Emily and Reginald were elsewhere. Lady Barb seemed to agree; she wrote her letter while Emily packed up the bags, took the food the headman’s wife offered her and then led Emily back out the door.


  Reginald was waiting for them, sitting on a bored-looking horse. “Make sure the letter gets into the system,” Lady Barb ordered. “And don’t leave it lying around.”


  “Hexed, is it?” Reginald said. He took the letter, placed it into his saddlebag and then smiled at them both. “Thank you, once again.”


  He dug in his heels and cantered out of the village.


  “He didn’t have the girl with him,” Emily said, quietly.


  “No,” Lady Barb agreed. “He didn’t.”


  She shook her head sadly, then led the way towards the next path. Emily was mildly surprised that they weren’t taking the road, but she suspected that Lady Barb wanted to remain unseen. Instead, they started to climb almost as soon as they passed into the trees.


  “Tell me,” Lady Barb said. “Did you notice how many children were missing?”


  “Two,” Emily said. She’d hardly been able to miss that detail. The headman had repeated it more than Master Tor had repeated his tedious legal facts about the Allied Lands. “Why...?”


  She saw it, suddenly. There had been more than two bodies hidden behind the obfuscating charms. “Where did the other bodies come from?”


  “That is indeed the question,” Lady Barb said. “Which other villages have also lost people to the mystery magician? And just what is he trying to do?”


  Chapter Thirty-One


  EASTER CASTLE CAME INTO VIEW LONG before they saw Easter Town. Like Lord Gorham’s castle, it was a brooding monstrosity perched on top of a mountain, but there was something about it that looked more welcoming than the previous castle. Lady Barb spent several minutes staring at it before leading the way down into the town, a troubled expression on her face. Emily followed her, feeling her body aching from tiredness. She just wanted to get some sleep before she did anything else.


  It wasn’t yet sunset, but the town seemed as quiet and fearful as the previous village. Emily saw the faces at many of the windows peek out at them, before vanishing behind curtains. She looked around, half-expecting to see guards, yet no one showed themselves. By the time they reached the guesthouse and started to dismantle the locks, Emily felt thoroughly spooked.


  “Someone tried to break in again,” Lady Barb observed, as she opened the door. “But this time they didn’t succeed.”


  Emily frowned. “The same person as before?”


  “Unknown,” Lady Barb said. She sounded rather perturbed. “I didn’t recognize the traces of magic, but that proves nothing.”


  Inside, the guesthouse was clean. Emily checked the potions cabinets and discovered, to her relief, that all of the ingredients were still in place. She put her bag down in the room, then stepped into the kitchen. As Lady Barb lit a fire, Emily unpacked the remaining food and laid it on the table. Welcome warmth slowly spread through the guesthouse.


  “This town is as scared as the last village,” Lady Barb said, once she’d made them both some warm soup. Emily took her bowl and sipped it, gratefully. “The fear is almost tangible.”


  “They might have lost children too,” Emily said. She finished her soup and moved on to the bread. “How are we going to proceed?”


  “I’m going to pay a silent visit to the castle tomorrow,” Lady Barb said. “You’re going to remain here and take care of our patients.”


  Emily swallowed. “What if something happens I can’t handle?”


  “I’ll be very disappointed in you,” Lady Barb said, lightly. “But if you really can’t deal with it, place the patient in stasis and wait for me to return.”


  She finished her bread and stood up. “I’m going to talk to the headman,” she added. “Set up the beds, then plan what you’re going to brew tomorrow.”


  Emily groaned – more potions – but nodded. If nothing else, she was certainly gaining in confidence while doing something useful. Professor Thande would be pleased, even though she was only creating First Year potions. Maybe she could apply for extra ingredients for Third Year and do some private alchemical work, perhaps with Imaiqah’s help.


  “We should teach them how to make their own,” she said, softly. “Would it be so difficult?”


  Lady Barb smiled. “Would you like to encourage mundanes to experiment with alchemy?”


  Emily shook her head, embarrassed. Away from Thande’s protective wards, alchemical explosions could be even worse. Whole houses might be wiped out by disasters a magician could have avoided, if only by disintegrating the cauldron before it exploded. Besides, she had a feeling that magicians would object to sharing the more complex recipes. Who knew what would happen to them?


  She watched Lady Barb leave, then walked into the potions lab and inspected the ingredients one by one. There were enough, she decided, to make everything the townspeople could want – and bottles to store it – if she had the time to do it. She suspected that, normally, an alchemist would have nothing to do with actual patients, which was probably a good thing. Even someone as...innocent as Professor Thande would be unable to resist the urge to experiment on his patients. There were enough horror stories about alchemists to convince her to keep them well away from mundanes.


  Once she’d sorted out the ingredients, she walked back into the main room and into the bedroom. It was smaller than she’d expected, with one large king-sized bed rather than several smaller ones. The room was cold enough for people to want to huddle together, but magic would take care of that, suggesting that the designer had had other things in mind. Irked, Emily placed her blanket on the floor and silently promised Lady Barb the bed. The older woman had been ill, after all.


  It was nearly an hour before Lady Barb returned, by which time the sun had vanished completely, throwing the entire town into darkness. Emily used the night vision spell as she peered out of the window, but saw hardly anyone on the streets.


  Lady Barb was right. This town was definitely gripped by fear.


  “The headman was too nervous to talk to me,” Lady Barb said. “But I managed to get some answers out of his wife. They’ve lost at least a dozen children and young men.”


  Emily blinked as she boiled the water for a hot drink. “Young men?”


  “Conscripted,” Lady Barb said, shortly. “Lady Easter seems to be preparing for war. She’s taken over half of the unmarried men from the town, men the townspeople desperately need to prepare for the coming winter. They went into the castle and haven’t been seen since.”


  She ran her hands through her long hair. “And the children have definitely vanished,” she added. “They started to lock them up after three children went picking mushrooms and never came home. It didn’t make any difference. The children kept vanishing at night.”


  Emily shivered. “How?”


  “Good question,” Lady Barb said. “Most supernatural creatures won’t come into a town, unless summoned. But if it is a necromancer, he should be completely mad by now.”


  She took her drink, drank it and then headed towards the bedroom. “We need to be up early tomorrow morning,” she added, as she walked. “Make sure you are ready to brew in the morning.


  “Shouldn’t I come with you?” Emily asked. “If it is a necromancer...”


  Lady Barb turned and met her eyes. “Could you defeat one through the power of love?”


  Emily blushed bright red. One of the ballads bards sang about her claimed that she had defeated Shadye with the power of love. It said a great deal about some of the others that it wasn’t the worst of the bunch. What kind of enemy could be defeated by love? Shadye had probably never known the meaning of the word.


  “Or,” Lady Barb pressed, “do you have the power to beat one now?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily said, thinking of the nuke-spell. But it would be completely devastating – and almost certainly suicidal. “Maybe...”


  “I’ve sneaked around necromancers before,” Lady Barb reminded her, gently. “If I don’t come back, you can do as you see fit, but until then you must do as I tell you. Obedience is one of the rules of apprenticeship, is it not?”


  Emily nodded. She was Lady Barb’s apprentice, at least for the summer, even if she hadn’t taken the usual oaths. Obedience, loyalty and servitude were the terms, in exchange for training and practice. She could argue, she could ask for explanations or clarification, but she couldn’t disobey. Or at least a normal apprentice couldn’t disobey. She felt a moment of pity for Jade, combined with a grim awareness that she might have to take on an apprenticeship after leaving Whitehall. What would happen if she ended up apprenticed to someone less reasonable than Lady Barb?


  She followed Lady Barb into the bedroom, then rolled her eyes as she realized the older woman had taken the blankets, rather than the bed. Emily hesitated, then tactfully pointed out that she’d meant to give the bed to Lady Barb.


  “I’m not that old,” Lady Barb said, with a smile. “Besides, I cannot get too used to comfort.”


  Emily lifted an eyebrow. “Did you sleep on nails at Whitehall?” she asked, remembering that she hadn’t seen Lady Barb’s private chambers. Students were rarely allowed entry to any of the teaching staff’s quarters. “Or did they just give you a hard bed?”


  “Go to sleep,” Lady Barb ordered, shortly. “It takes years to build up a tolerance for moving from place to place, but only days to lose it.”


  The thought nagged at Emily as she lay in the giant bed, feeling an odd twinge of guilt. It had been fun to camp with the sergeants, but she’d always felt relieved when she finally returned to Whitehall. And yet she’d adapted well to the changes on their walk, sleeping under the stars one night and in an insect-infected hovel the next. But would she have coped so well if she hadn’t had camping experience? Or, for that matter, the magic to make it easier to handle? No wonder so few new magicians went home.


  She drifted off to sleep, but her sleep was broken by nightmares that eventually sent her back into wakefulness, two hours before sunrise. Lady Barb snored quietly, her heavy breathing almost hypnotic; Emily sat upright and tried to concentrate, calming her heartbeat until she could sleep again. But she tossed and turned for nearly an hour before giving up, climbing out of bed and slipping into the main room, where she cast a light spell and read until the sun started to rise in the sky. The book wasn’t boring enough to send her back to sleep.


  A hand fell on her shoulder and she jumped. “You scared me,” Lady Barb said. “You never wake up before me.”


  Emily blushed. At Whitehall, students normally woke up at eight bells, in time to get some breakfast before running to their first classes. The peasants, on the other hand, rose with the sun and went to bed with the moon. Despite living with them, Emily knew her sleeping habits hadn’t improved from Whitehall.


  “I couldn’t sleep,” she confessed. It felt oddly warming to know that Lady Barb had been worried. “And I didn’t want to wake you.”


  “I normally play Kingmaker or read when I want to sleep,” Lady Barb said. She wandered over to the window and peered outside into the semi-darkness. “And several of the staff have started playing poker.”


  Emily couldn’t help snickering. She’d designed playing cards easily enough, although charming them to prevent cheating had required Aloha’s help. But then she’d run into the problem of simply not knowing the rules. Her stepfather had gambled heavily, but he’d never invited Emily to play, let alone taught her the rules. Aloha had listened to what little Emily could recall, then worked out her own set of rules. Emily had no idea how close they were to Earth’s rules, but it hardly mattered. “Poker” had spread through Whitehall like a wildfire. She was probably lucky that most people blamed it on Aloha. Students being students, it hadn’t taken long for them to start gambling for more than matchsticks.


  “Yes, I thought that was your fault,” Lady Barb added. She smiled as Emily’s flush deepened. “Who else would invent a whole new game because she was bored?”


  Emily shrugged. She hadn’t really invented chess, of course, but it was the story almost everyone chose to believe. It had been Aloha who had invented “poker.” Somehow, it had sparked off a quiet competition among the students to invent new games that held together reasonably well. Emily hadn’t entered, knowing that it wasn’t fair. But she hadn’t been able to resist planning out a Risk-like game for the Allied Lands.


  “Make us some breakfast, then go start your brewing,” Lady Barb ordered. In the distance, the sun started to glimmer at the horizon. “I need to make sure that no children vanished overnight.”


  Emily wanted to insist on coming with her, but bit her tongue and walked over to the kitchen, where oats and milk had been stored in preservation cabinets. She made oatmeal, then waited until Lady Barb returned to eat.


  “Eat at once, next time,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was stern, but her eyes looked distracted, preoccupied by a greater thought. “There’s no point in waiting for me.”


  “It’s rude to eat without you,” Emily said. The older woman seemed caught between two different priorities. “What’s wrong?”


  “A baby was taken from his mother last night,” Lady Barb said, once she finished eating. “There were strange traces of magic around the house.”


  Emily sucked in her breath. “Can you follow them?”


  “I think so,” Lady Barb said. “Stay here. Do your brewing, then see patients. Can you handle it?”


  “Yes,” Emily said, stung. “I’ll wait for you.”


  She left Lady Barb to put the dishes in the sink, then walked into the potions lab and started to brew, one after the other. Her irritation caused two potions to spoil before she managed to calm herself enough to brew properly. If nothing else, she told herself, the remaining potions could be bottled and handed over to the headman for later distribution. There would be no need to waste anything. She had worked her way through five potions when there was a sharp knock at the door.


  Shaking her head, Emily walked over – readying a spell in her mind, just in case – and opened the door. A young man was standing there, resting on a cane. Emily listened to a story of accidentally damaging his leg while climbing a tree, then motioned for him to sit down while she worked on the wound. It had been treated by a mundane doctor, she realized, who had bound up the wound, but done nothing else.


  “This may hurt a little,” she said. “Do you want something to dampen the pain?”


  The man shook his head. Emily rolled her eyes – some of the male students in classes were just the same, showing off how much pain they could endure – and cast the spell without any further hesitation. There was a faint crunching sound as the bones were knit back together; the man let out a strangled gasp, then went very pale. Emily concealed her amusement as she concentrated on completing the job. Thankfully, he managed to remain still long enough for her to do it without complications.


  “Take it easy for a few days,” she said, knowing that it wouldn’t be easy for him. The town was bigger than any of the villages, but it wouldn’t have much room for freeloaders. “If you put too much weight on that leg, it will probably break again.”


  She rolled her eyes again as the young man stood up, clearly resting his weight on the repaired leg. “You’re much nicer than Mother Holly,” he said. “And you did a better job.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said, puzzled. “Who’s Mother Holly?”


  “A witch,” the man said. “She lives some distance from town. If someone is badly injured, they will go to see her. Sometimes she helps.”


  A shadow crossed his face. “They also say she’s the one stealing the children.”


  Emily frowned. A hedge witch? She didn’t know much about them, save for the fact that most magicians looked down on them as untrained amateurs. They were sometimes related to the Travellers, sometimes completely isolated from the magical mainstream. But she was the first magician Emily had heard of since beginning her time with Lady Barb.


  “Tell me,” she said. “Why didn’t you go there?”


  “She can be very unpleasant if she doesn’t think you’re worth her time,” the young man said. “Or so I have been told.”


  Resolving to discuss the matter with Lady Barb, Emily chased the young man out just in time to see a child with a problematic tooth. Her mother and father insisted on staying with her at all times, watching Emily as if they expected her to snatch the child and run. Emily tried not to keep one eye on the scythe the man was carrying as she gave the child some healing potion, then inspected the rotting tooth. She wasn’t an expert dentist, insofar as the Allied Lands had dentists. The only thing she could do was pluck the tooth out of the child’s mouth and reassure the parents that a new tooth would grow in time.


  She watched them go, then started working her way through the other patients. It amazed her just how quiet and orderly the waiting townspeople were, not even chattering amongst themselves as they waited in a meek little line outside the building. The handful of times she’d been to a clinic on Earth, the waiting room had been noisy and the doctor’s staff had been driven almost to distraction. But here...she could turn them away, if they annoyed her. Lady Barb would understand.


  One girl was having problems with cramps. Emily gave her a bottle of potion – the same she used at Whitehall – and told her to take one sip the day her cycle began. An older man worried over a nasty cough, which Emily handled, telling him to stop smoking home-grown tobacco. She had no way to be sure, but she suspected that it was stronger than anything she’d seen on Earth. The man didn’t seem too happy with her suggestion. Tobacco, like alcohol, helped relieve boredom and calm the nerves.


  Emily sighed, then went on to the next patient. A red-faced boy confessed to having problems with his penis, which Emily noted down before telling him to come back and see Lady Barb later. She wouldn’t be happy about that, Emily knew, but she couldn’t force herself to be clinical. It had been hard enough practicing on the training homunculus. By the time she had worked her way through the entire line, it was early afternoon and she was exhausted.


  There was a knock on the door. Cursing under her breath, Emily stood and opened the door to reveal another young man who seemed oddly familiar. It still took her a moment to place him. He’d changed his clothes – he looked like a merchant now, rather than a peasant – but his hands were still dead giveaways.


  “Rudolf?”


  “The same,” Rudolf said. He gave her an oddly hopeful smile. “Can I come in?”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  RUDOLF LOOKED FAINTLY...ODD TO EMILY as he stepped past her and took a seat at the table. It was impossible to place her finger on it, even though he carried himself like an aristocrat while wearing clothes belonging to one of the lower orders. She wondered, suddenly, if Rudolf could be the mystery magician, but there was no scent of magic around him. Unless he was masking very well, he didn’t have the potential for magic, let alone actual access to his powers. He was just a mundane.


  She closed the door, cursing herself for forgetting Sergeant Harkin so quickly. He’d been a mundane, and yet he’d taught at a school for magicians. Rudolf might have no magic, but she shouldn’t dismiss him out of hand. He might still be very dangerous, even though his servants all agreed that he was a good person, for an aristocrat.


  She mentally prepared a spell before sitting down at the table, facing him. This time, she didn’t want to let him get away.


  “Your father was under outside control,” she said, placing her hands on the table. “He wasn’t in his right mind.”


  Rudolf looked relieved. “I knew he must have been under someone’s influence,” he said, once Emily had finished explaining. “But I thought it was Lady Easter.”


  Emily quirked an eyebrow, so he hastened to explain.


  “She needs to marry off her daughters as soon as possible,” Rudolf told her. “To someone who could protect them when the old lady finally died. I would be one of the few acceptable sons-in-law for her.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. She knew how snobbish aristocrats could be when it came to marriage, but there were strong reasons why Rudolf wouldn’t make a good match for Lady Easter’s daughter, starting with the simple fact that he would take power from his wife’s mother. “Why you?”


  “Lady Easter cannot rule forever,” Rudolf pointed out. “Sooner or later, she is going to need a successor.”


  Emily had to admit he had a point. Aristocrats might cling greedily to their power, but they knew that they had to make provision for the succession. King Randor had had good reason to worry about handing power to Alassa – or at least the royal brat she’d been prior to Whitehall – yet he was now training her in proper governance, intending to share his power as soon as Alassa left school. Barring accidents or war, Alassa would outlive her father and then have a son of her own to take her place. Still, there were always problems when one generation took over from the next.


  “You’d think they’d accept a woman could rule,” Emily said, curious to see how Rudolf would react. “Lady Easter seems to do it well enough.”


  “She’s also old,” Rudolf pointed out. “She isn’t distracted by female issues.”


  Emily rolled her eyes. That was a common excuse for denying women power and place, although men could be just as emotional as women with far less cause. But then, people often came up with the prejudice first and then invented reasons to justify it later. And it wasn’t as if Lady Easter couldn’t or wouldn’t have children. She had three daughters.


  “Tell me something,” she said. “Why don’t you want to marry her daughter?”


  “She’s ugly,” Rudolf said, at once. “I couldn’t abide the thought of touching her.”


  Emily felt a hot flash of anger. How dare someone just dismiss his prospective bride like that? She’d been mocked enough to know just how badly it would sting the girl, if she ever heard Rudolf say it. And besides, Rudolf could spend time with a mistress, if he liked, once he’d impregnated his wife. He had a freedom his wife would probably lack.


  But then she took a closer look, controlling her anger. Rudolf didn’t seem to quite believe his own words. Like Alassa, he had been raised to know that his marriage would be arranged for matters of state – and to accept it, as the price for being the aristocrat he was. He shouldn’t have any problem marrying the girl, even if she was a one-legged hunchback who kept her face hidden under a bag. And...


  And he should have just accepted it, Emily thought, puzzled. The runes would have seen to that, wouldn’t they?


  Rudolf hadn’t known the runes were there or he would have alerted his father – and no amount of subtle magic could hide something, once people were actually looking. In that case, the runes should have affected him. Even powerful magicians could be affected, without ever knowing that they were being influenced. So why had Rudolf turned so sharply against the idea of marrying the poor girl?


  “I have never observed men having problems with touching girls,” Emily observed, tartly. “What other reasons did you have?”


  Rudolf eyed her, sharply. “Why do you care?”


  “Because your planned marriage was organized by a magician who might well be a necromancer,” Emily said, bluntly. “And you’re changing the subject. What reasons do you have to resist the marriage?”


  “A necromancer?” Rudolf repeated. “But why...?”


  “A very good question,” Emily agreed. Shadye hadn’t given a damn about the politics of the Allied Lands, as far as she could tell. “And you’re still changing the subject.”


  “I should have known not to argue with a woman,” Rudolf said, giving her a sly grin. “They always notice the unanswered questions.”


  “It’s a gift,” Emily said. She was tempted to point out that being snide in front of a magician wasn’t a good idea, but kept it to herself. “And you have yet to answer my question.”


  Rudolf sat upright. “I am the heir to Gorham,” he snapped. “I do not have to answer you.”


  Emily gave him a long look as the pieces fell into place. A young man who hadn’t tried to lure any of the serving girls into his bed, let alone molest them. It wasn’t as if he wouldn’t have found a willing girl, either. A young man who had been so vigorously against marriage that he’d fled his father’s castle, rather than try to reason his way out of it. And a young man who had been so intensely defensive that he’d been prepared to snap at a magician, even knowing that it could get him turned into a toad.


  And he hadn’t shown any real awareness of her femininity either.


  “You’re not interested in women,” she said. “Are you?”


  Rudolf turned bright red and looked down at the table, answering her question without saying a word. Emily felt a wave of pity for him, understanding just how he must feel. The Cairngorms were not kind to homosexuals, even when the homosexual didn’t have a duty to provide his tiny kingdom with an heir. Given Rudolf’s position, the secret could have undone his father’s lands. Hell, given how homosexuality was often equated with weakness in the mountains, he’d be challenged by almost everyone as soon as he took his father’s place.


  “I understand that there are oaths healers take,” Rudolf said, when he could speak again. He kept his eyes firmly fixed on the table. “You cannot talk about this to anyone, can you?”


  Emily hesitated. It was true that healers swore such oaths – but she’d never taken the oaths herself. Lady Barb had just told her never to discuss anyone’s condition with anyone else unless there was no alternative. Parents had a right to know what was wrong with their young children, she knew, but no one else had any right to know. A careless word on her part, she’d been warned, could cause years of gossip for the villagers.


  “I won’t talk about it with anyone, apart from my mistress,” Emily said. Lady Barb had sworn such oaths. “Is that acceptable?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  She hated asking blunt questions, but it needed to be asked. “When did you realize you didn’t like girls?”


  “I didn’t notice any difference between me and other boys, at first,” Rudolf said. He still didn’t look up at her. “But father...father used to say that a young man should be experienced with women. He picked the prettiest chambermaids for me, even dressed them in revealing clothes. But I felt nothing for them, even when” – his face grew even redder – “he explained the mechanics to me.”


  Emily felt her own face heat. No one had ever explained the mechanics to her – she’d had to learn the facts of life from books and the Internet– but she could appreciate just how agonizingly embarrassing the talk must have been for Rudolf. Men didn’t mature at a specific age any more than women. There would have been times when Rudolf was still trapped in the mindset of a child...and afterwards, when he did mature, he would still have been horrified at talking over such matters with his father.


  She couldn’t help wondering just how far Lord Gorham had gone to ensure his son had experience. Had he paid the maids extra to put out for him?


  “I still felt nothing,” Rudolf said. “But I started to notice men instead. My father’s huntsman, some of the soldiers...I couldn’t help thinking and dreaming about them. And then...”


  “You did it with someone,” Emily guessed.


  She’d known one boy at school who’d come out of the closet – and that had been in a fairly liberal society. He’d still been teased and tormented mercilessly by his peers. In hindsight, it was easy enough to see that most of them had been worried that it was catching, but it hadn’t been easy for him.


  But it would be far worse in a society where everyone expected him to get to work and produce an heir. Whoever had...done it with him would be in a position to blackmail Rudolf for the rest of his life. Or, for that matter, someone who caught them together.


  “I did,” Rudolf said. He smiled, suddenly. “It took a while to learn how, but we did. And...”


  Emily hastily held up her hand. She’d overheard enough boys bragging about their sexual conquests – real and imaginary – to know that she didn’t want to hear the gory details. If there was one thing the magicians of Whitehall had in common with their counterparts from Earth, it was bragging endlessly about sex. And magicians enjoyed a far greater sexual freedom than anyone else.


  “So you were so fixated on men that the runes couldn’t get a grip on your mind,” Emily said. She wondered, absently, what would have happened if Lady Easter had a son. Would Rudolf have wanted to marry him? “And you fled, rather than tell your father the truth.”


  Rudolf looked up at her. “Wouldn’t you?”


  Emily winced, inwardly. That hit far too close to home.


  “He’d want to take me to a healer,” Rudolf said. “Someone who could make me...normal.”


  He met her eyes. “Is that even possible?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily hedged. Subtle magic obviously hadn’t worked. More direct compulsion spells and charms might work, but they came with a cost. “It would be much simpler for you to marry someone, then transfer sperm without sex. You could then let her have freedom to do whatever she wants.”


  Rudolf’s face reddened again. “You do realize that my wife couldn’t take a lover?”


  Emily met his eyes. “Why not? Isn’t that what you want for yourself?”


  Rudolf started to splutter. “It would suggest that I couldn’t control my wife,” he mumbled, embarrassed. “And if I couldn’t control her, it would suggest I couldn’t control my kingdom.”


  “Oh,” Emily said, sardonically. “It’s all about control.”


  It was, she knew. The obsession with legitimate heirs was bad enough, but few people in the mountains would be able to comprehend someone letting his wife look for love and romance elsewhere. He was right; they would take it as a sign of weakness. And the villagers weren’t much different – or were they? She’d seen battered wives and wives who were quite prepared to keep their husbands in line through force.


  “Yes,” Rudolf confirmed. “It is.” He paused. “My parents grew to love one another,” he added. “Is it wrong to want such a relationship for myself?”


  Emily winced in sympathy.


  Rudolf looked back down at the table. “Can you make me normal?”


  Emily gave him a sharp look. She had no idea if homosexuals were produced by nature or nurture, but given how far Lord Gorham had gone she suspected the former. In that case, Rudolf’s nature would be clashing with a culture that told him that homosexuality was disgusting, as well as a despised sign of weakness. If homosexuals on Earth could get twisted between two contradictory points, why not homosexuals from a far more restrained culture?


  “I think it would break your mind to try,” she said, gently. Maybe he could be charmed into preferring women, but the charm would be pushing against his nature. “Do you feel nothing for women at all?”


  “Nothing,” Rudolf confirmed.


  On Earth, there were people who would advise a homosexual – and provide assistance, if necessary. They would even help talk to parents who were less than accepting of their son’s homosexuality. But there was no one here...and Lord Gorham had more important problems than homophobia. If his son was unable to produce a grandchild, he would have to cast around for some other solution, just to keep the succession intact.


  “Then my honest advice, again, would be to marry someone who won’t mind bearing a child and then being ignored,” Emily said. Ideally, he should marry a lesbian. Oddly – or perhaps it wasn’t so odd – the guidebooks had mentioned nothing about lesbians. “And you would have to be honest with her from the start.”


  Rudolf blinked. “Honest?”


  “Women are told that men are sex-mad fiends,” Emily said, remembering drunken remarks by her mother. “If you don’t act like you’re interested, she’ll know you’re not interested and start wondering why. And then she would be in a position to embarrass you.”


  Or, she thought silently, would you lock her up to keep her from talking?


  Could a wife be kept as a prisoner? The culture of the mountains insisted that a bride moved from her father’s house to her husband’s, who assumed complete responsibility for her. There were few aristocratic fathers who would challenge a lord over the treatment of his daughter. Why not? Daughters existed to forge ties of blood, not wield power...


  “You could marry me,” Rudolf said. “As a magician, you would be a social equal.”


  Emily gaped at him, then shook her head. “Millie” could marry him – a common-born apprentice could hardly hope to do better, if she wanted to marry into the local aristocracy – but Baroness Emily had more lands and money than Lord Gorham. At the very least, it would cause all sorts of problems; King Randor would probably have to approve the match, which he wouldn’t unless he benefited in some way. And it was hard to see how he could.


  “I think you want someone who already knows,” she said. “But it wouldn’t be a very satisfying relationship for me.”


  It had its advantages, she had to admit...but she shoved the thought back into the back of her mind. Maybe, if she’d been so totally repulsed by men, she would have considered it. But she had been friends with Jade...


  “I did,” Rudolf said, shamefaced. “Do you know any magician who would be interested?”


  Emily remembered Hodge’s claim that magicians – female magicians – had no restraints on their activities. She wondered, briefly, if she did know any lesbians. Statistically, there was a good chance that there were more than a handful at Whitehall. But she didn’t know who they were...and even if she did, would they be interested in spending the rest of their lives in a cold castle in the middle of nowhere?


  “I don’t think so,” she said. “What are you going to do now?”


  “I think I need to speak with your mistress, then go home,” Rudolf said. “Can I stay here?”


  Emily nodded, relieved. It was easier for him to stay willingly than doing something to keep him prisoner. Besides, they could chat about something else.


  “Tell me,” she said. “Why did you come here?”


  “I had the idea that I could talk Lady Easter out of accepting me as a husband for her daughter,” Rudolf said. “But then I realized just how hard it would be to get into the castle and decided to wait for an opportunity.”


  “Your father knows better now,” Emily reassured him. “But you really should talk to him more openly, before he arranges a match with someone less...provocative.”


  Rudolf nodded and changed the subject. He was smarter and more knowledgeable than the princes who’d tried to court Alassa, Emily decided, although there were some curious gaps in his knowledge. Rudolf could recite family relationships for every aristocrat within the mountains, but knew almost nothing about the other aristocracies in the Allied Lands, even though they were prospective marriage partners. But somehow Emily doubted that a king’s younger son – assuming he had one – would be interested in marrying into the mountain families.


  “Father always said that reading too much was bad,” Rudolf said, at one point. “Is that actually true?”


  “Depends what you read,” Emily grunted. Her stepfather had said the same thing, which had only spurred her determination to read every book she could find. “You have to keep an open mind – but not too open. Or bad ideas might come crawling in.”


  Rudolf laughed. “But how do you tell a bad idea?”


  Emily shrugged. Anything could be made to sound convincing with a little effort, particularly if the reader didn’t know enough to notice the omissions. Politicians on Earth had specialized in making two plus two equal five, with a little careful dancing.


  She found herself enjoying the discussion more than she’d expected, but a nagging worry slowly grew stronger in her breast. Where was Lady Barb? Emily stood and made dinner for both of them, silently thanking God that Lady Barb had brought enough food for several days, then left some of it on the stove. When Lady Barb returned, she’d want food...


  But, by nightfall, Lady Barb had not returned.


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  EMILY HALF-EXPECTED TO SEE LADY BARB when she opened her eyes the following morning, as soon as a rooster outside began to welcome the sun. But the blankets by the side of the bed were untouched, as were the wards she’d erected to protect the bedroom. Pulling herself to her feet, she stumbled through the wards and peered towards the fire. Perhaps Lady Barb was there...


  But the only person in the room was Rudolf, snoring so loudly that Emily was surprised he hadn’t kept her awake.


  She checked the outside wards and discovered that no one had passed through them since Rudolf, yesterday afternoon. Lady Barb hadn’t returned, then; she might have left Emily’s wards alone, but not chosen to stay outside the house all night. Emily put the cauldron over the kitchen fire and started to boil water, thinking hard. Lady Barb hadn’t returned and that meant...what?


  There’s a necromancer – a suspected necromancer – out there, Emily thought.


  Yes, Lady Barb was good at hiding, but if she got caught she would have to fight a necromancer at knife-range, making it almost impossible to escape. What if she’d been killed – or captured? An adult combat sorceress would be a tempting source of magic for any necromancer, while no one else would take the risk of keeping Lady Barb alive.


  I should have taken the full master-apprentice link, she thought, bitterly. She would have been able to find Lady Barb with ease – or know she was dead – if she’d taken the bond. But she hadn’t been planning to stay an apprentice for longer than two months, instead of the full two-year period. And dissolving the bond ahead of time tended to cause unforeseen repercussions.


  She finished boiling the water, then prepared two mugs of Kava out of habit. Rudolf snorted, then sat upright, looking around as if he wasn’t quite sure where he was. Emily winked at him, then used a spell to levitate the first mug over towards where he was sitting. Rudolf’s eyes went wide, then he took the drink and sipped it. She had to smile at his expression. It was rare for anyone to drink Kava in the mountains, according to Lady Barb.


  “Thank you,” Rudolf said, doubtfully. “Didn’t she come back?”


  Emily shook her head, more worried than she cared to admit. If Lady Barb had been killed...what should she do? What could she do? Part of her wanted to head out of the mountains and summon help, but the other part of her wanted to go after the older woman and avenge her death. If she were dead, that is…it was possible to hold a magician helpless, if you knew how to do it. Emily had been stripped of her magic once and found it disconcerting, even though she’d spent her first sixteen years without magic.


  “Eat the rest of the stew,” she said, feeling a twinge of guilt. There was no way she could abandon Lady Barb, at least as long as she didn’t know the older woman was dead. “Then we need to go talk to the headman.”


  The air was cold as they stepped out of the guesthouse and started to walk towards the center of town. Emily couldn’t help noticing that there were only a handful of people on the streets, glancing around as though they expected something nasty to be following them. They gave Emily and Rudolf a wide berth, making signs to ward off evil when they thought Emily wasn’t looking.


  Do they think, she asked herself, that Lady Barb is responsible for stealing their children? Or are they just fearful of magicians?


  She gritted her teeth as she walked past the guards and into the headman’s hut. This headman looked alarmingly like Imaiqah’s father, complete with the pleasant expression that masked a very sharp mind. His wife looked bigger, with a gleam in her eye that suggested she was just as cool and calculating as some of Zangaria’s noblewomen. An equal, Emily realized, feeling oddly relieved. This woman wouldn’t hesitate to tell her husband when he was making a mistake.


  “Lady Sorceress,” the headman said. His gaze shifted to Rudolf. “And...?”


  “A wandering minstrel, I,” Rudolf said, with practiced ease. “And sometimes a guide.”


  Emily fought to keep her face expressionless. Minstrels were common in Zangaria – some of them were very good, some of them were so appallingly bad that she’d wanted to turn them into birds – but rather less common in the mountains. But they also wandered from place to place, bringing news and rumors. As covers went, she had to admit that it wasn’t a bad one. Like most noblemen, Rudolf had been taught how to sing.


  The headman didn’t seem too pleased – and his wife looked worried. Emily remembered how Reginald had seduced a girl in the last village and realized that they thought that Rudolf would do the same. The thought made her smile. Rudolf wouldn’t be interested in any of the girls in the village, but would any of them think to chaperone him with the men?


  “My mistress has not returned,” Emily said shortly, pushing the thought aside. There was no time for politeness. “Do you know where she went?”


  “I took her to examine Tam’s house,” the headman said. His face showed nothing of his thoughts. “She found traces of magic and followed them into the forest. I didn’t go with her.”


  Maybe that was a good thing, Emily told herself. If there was a necromancer, all the headman could have done was provide him with another power source. Anything Lady Barb couldn’t handle would be far too much for a mundane human. But she couldn’t help wishing that the headman had gone instead of her mentor.


  “Right,” she said. “Do you know where she intended to go?”


  “I believe she was following the magic,” the headman said. “I could sense nothing, myself.”


  Emily scowled. He was mocking her, very politely. There would be no way to know where Lady Barb had been going...or if she hadn’t been lured into a trap. What sort of magician would leave a trail for someone to follow? It was unusually subtle for a necromancer, but it would bring a prospective power source right to him.


  “I see,” she said. She’d have to retrace Lady Barb’s path, assuming that she could find it after a day and night for the tracks to be lost. “You can take me to the house in a moment.”


  She scowled down at her hands. “Who is Mother Holly?”


  The headman jerked in surprise. “Who told you about her?”


  “Never you mind,” Emily said, trying to channel Lady Barb. “Who is she?”


  It was the headman’s wife who answered. “She’s an old witch who lives in the next valley,” she said. “She likes her own company; sometimes, she will help someone who asks, or sometimes she will just banish him from her sight. No one goes there unless they are desperate.”


  That matched with what Emily had been told earlier, she knew. “Do you think she might be behind the stolen children?”


  The headman hesitated, noticeably. “It would be unlike her,” he admitted. “She never comes to town.”


  Emily felt a moment of pity for the old witch. Powerful enough to use magic, but not strong enough to go to Whitehall...or perhaps she’d simply fallen through the cracks. There was a bounty on magic-using children, Lady Barb had told her, paid by whichever magical school collected the child. But Mother Holly had clearly been missed. Instead, she’d had to learn on her own – or from her predecessor – and live away from her former friends and family.


  But they were looking for a magician...people from Whitehall tended to think and react one way, but would a hedge witch think differently? Maybe she didn’t know the limits, so she accidentally broke them...and, living alone for so long, she might be on the verge of madness in any case. And yet...if it was that simple to make necromancy work, it would have happened by now.


  She shook her head. There was no proof, one way or the other.


  “Take us to the house,” she ordered. She paused as a thought struck her. “Were any children taken last night?”


  The headman and his wife exchanged glances before shaking their heads in unison.


  Emily was torn between relief and fear; relief that no more children had vanished, fear that it meant the mystery necromancer had spent his time draining Lady Barb instead. Or her time, if it was Mother Holly.


  She looked up at the headman, then at his wife. “What does Mother Holly do for people who visit her?”


  The wife hesitated, then looked directly at Emily. “Some healing, some potions – she gave a girl in the village something to help her get pregnant – and not much else,” she said. “Most people won’t go into her valley unless they have no other options.”


  Emily sighed and asked several more questions, but received nothing apart from vague and useless responses. No one knew much about Mother Holly, which suggested...what? Had someone done something to make them forget? Or were they simply unconcerned with an old and vulnerable woman? They didn’t know who in the town was related to her, just how old she was, or anything else that might be useful. Emily couldn’t help wondering if they really cared about their people. But then, a hedge witch might be too terrifying to face.


  The headman led them to Tam’s house on the outskirts of town, a small house barely large enough for five people. Tam’s wife was pale and thin, Tam himself looked deeply worried and his parents looked fearful. The only person who showed no overt reaction was his younger sister, who might well have resented Tam’s wife for coming into their home.


  Emily eyed her suspiciously for a long moment, then closed her eyes and concentrated on sensing magic. Apart from her own, thrumming around her like a living thing, there was a strange sense of darker magic in the house.


  “Someone opened the door using magic,” she said without opening her eyes. Few homes had locks in the countryside – and even if they had, magic could open them with ease. She felt out the next traces, feeling them growing stronger as she looked for them. “They cast a spell first, one to keep everyone asleep. Then they entered the house and took the child.”


  Tam’s wife let out a gasp and fainted. Her husband caught her.


  Emily opened her eyes and looked at them, seeing their fate written all over their faces. Life was cheap in the mountains and not all children lived to reach their first birthday, but they would never recover from losing their child to a necromancer. If it was a necromancer. There was something oddly dark about the traces of magic.


  Emily closed her eyes again. “They went outside and headed into the forest,” she added, softly. “The trail leads there.”


  “So we go after them,” Rudolf said. “Let’s go.”


  Emily’s eyes snapped open. “You...”


  She shook her head. “I’ll write out a letter for you,” she said, addressing the headman. There would be time to argue with Rudolf when there was no one else around. “If we don’t come back, send the letter on and others will come to help.”


  She led the way back to the guesthouse, Rudolf shadowing her like a lost puppy. Once inside, Emily found a sheet of paper and scribbled out an update – and an explanation of what she intended to do. If she were killed too, at least the Allied Lands would know what had happened. They’d be able to send Void or another Lone Power to deal with the mystery necromancer.


  “You shouldn’t come with me,” she said, once the letter was finished. “If you die, your father will be left without a successor.”


  “The person who took the child might well be the same person who ensorcelled my father,” Rudolf pointed out. “I have a right to seek revenge.”


  Emily sighed. The odds were he was right. Rudolf’s father had been pushed into marrying Rudolf to Lady Easter’s daughter – and children had gone missing from both lands. There was definitely a connection there. But she didn’t want Rudolf to risk his life.


  “You could end up dead,” she pointed out, carefully. “Or ensorcelled yourself.”


  Rudolf took a breath. “As heir, it was my duty to serve as justice,” he said. It took Emily a moment to realize that he’d effectively been the chief of police for his father’s lands. Alassa, in theory, had been the same in Zangaria, someone with enough power and position to hold firm against anyone. “This...person has been stealing children and butchering them, then casting spells on my father and his people.”


  “This isn’t on your lands,” Emily said.


  “I still have a duty,” Rudolf said, stubbornly. “And I will not leave you alone.”


  Emily sighed, wondering if Rudolf was deliberately courting death. His life wouldn’t be easy, particularly not if he told his father the truth. Death due to a necromancer wouldn’t be suicide, at least not precisely, but it would end his problems. She sighed again, wondering just which god Rudolf worshipped. Some of them considered suicide a noble and rational act, if done in the service of the greater good.


  “Fine,” she said, finally. “But you will do exactly what I say.”


  Rudolf looked rebellious for a long moment, before nodding reluctantly.


  Emily sealed up the letter, stamped it with a sigil that would keep it safe until it reached the Grandmaster, and hesitated. A thought occurred to her.


  Bracing herself, she walked over to Lady Barb’s bag and cast the detection spell. Magicians almost always protected their possessions...and it would be the height of irony to be accidentally immobilized by Lady Barb’s defenses. But she found nothing, allowing her to probe through the bag. Rudolf watched in puzzlement as she dug through the various components until she found her pencil-sized staff. It tingled oddly as she picked it up and stuffed it into her pocket.


  Lady Barb wouldn’t be pleased that she’d taken it, Emily knew. She’d have to explain afterwards – and try to avoid using it, if at all possible. But it might prove an advantage if she did encounter someone she had to fight. She briefly considered giving it to Rudolf to carry, but dismissed the thought. If she needed it, she’d need it very quickly.


  Rudolf leaned forward. “What’s that?”


  “Something,” Emily said, evasively. She stuffed Lady Barb’s clothes back into the bag, then closed it up. “Let’s go.”


  She wrote out another note – for Lady Barb, just in case she returned – and then led Rudolf back out of the guesthouse. The headman was chatting with a pair of older men, but they retreated the moment they saw Emily. Emily sighed, then passed the headman the letter. He took it and wished them luck.


  Emily walked back to Tam’s house and did her best to track the traces of magic. They led into the forest, a trail that almost any magician could follow. Emily felt a chill run down her spine as she led the way into the forest, wondering if it could be any more of an obvious trap. But the magic traces faded into nothingness the further they walked into the forest...


  “Odd,” she muttered. “The trail just came to an end.”


  She looked around. They were in the midst of the forest, with no trace of any hiding place, let alone a building. She looked up, half-expecting to see a treehouse, but saw nothing.


  It puzzled her. Had the magician finally realized that he or she was leaving a trail and stopped bleeding magic? But how had they survived for so long without realizing what they were doing wrong? Bleeding magic could be very dangerous.


  Rudolf looked around, his hand on his belt dagger, but otherwise stayed very still.


  Emily cast a detection spell, but found nothing. There was no magic here, save for the constant hum of background magic, stronger – as always – away from civilization. But there wasn’t enough to hide anything. She tried to spot a trail she could follow, yet Lady Barb hadn’t left any footprints for her.


  They’d come to a dead end.


  “It rained last night,” Rudolf said. “Any tracks will have been thoroughly buried.”


  “Maybe,” Emily said. She hesitated. Another idea occurred to her, but she couldn’t help wondering just how Rudolf would react to it. And yet...there was no choice. “Can you promise me something?”


  Rudolf gave her a puzzled look. “It depends,” he said. “What do you want me to promise?”


  Emily cursed under her breath. Honor, no matter how twisted, wasn’t a joke to the aristocracy. Most of them would keep their word, although that wouldn’t stop them searching for loopholes.


  “I need to show you something,” she said. What good was a secret weapon if everyone knew about it? “I just need your word you won’t tell anyone.”


  Rudolf still looked puzzled – she wondered what was going through his mind – but nodded.


  Emily pulled the bracelet from her arm, placed it on the ground and released the spell. Rudolf let out a yelp and jumped back as the Death Viper reappeared. Emily had a sudden series of jarring impressions, starting with the sense of Rudolf being good enough to eat, that had to come from the snake. But, moments later, she managed to push the snake into sensing Lady Barb’s scent. It had smelled her back when Lady Barb had suggested turning it into a bracelet.


  “Just like a hunting dog,” she said, reassuringly.


  The snake slithered off, then paused, waiting for them to follow.


  Emily started to walk down the path, motioning Rudolf on with a wave of her hand. His face was very pale. But then, only an idiot wouldn’t be scared of a Death Viper. “Come on.”


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  RUDOLF STAYED WELL BACK OF THE snake as it led them first through the forest, then up a winding path that led out of the valley. Emily couldn’t really blame him for wanting to keep his distance from the Death Viper, knowing just how fast the tiny snake could move. As a child, she’d been deathly scared of cockroaches, even though they were mostly harmless. A Death Viper was very far from harmless, even to a strong young man.


  She glanced over at the castle, then looked down into the next valley...and stopped dead. For a long moment, it was hard to comprehend what she was actually seeing. There was a humanoid skeleton lying on the ground, half buried in the mud, but it was many times the size of a normal human. Emily wasn’t good at estimating distances, yet she was sure that it was over fifty feet long


  “The White Giant,” Rudolf said. He kept a wary eye on the snake as he paused beside her. “Legend has it that he turned on his own people in defense of human villagers, all for the love of a girl. But no one knows the truth.”


  Emily had her doubts. The giant was colossal – and she found it hard to imagine how such an interracial romance could ever be practical. But she had to admit it was a nice story. The giants might have been created by the Faerie as yet another terror weapon, then released to seek food and drink in the mountains. Given their size, she suspected that they had needed enormous amounts of food just to live from day to day.


  But they weren’t that intimidating. Sergeant Miles had told his class that giants were very rare, yet magic or determination could take one down very quickly. They had the same vulnerabilities as a human, only magnified. Breaking their kneecaps was even more effective than doing it to a normal-sized human, if only because gravity dragged them to the ground hard enough to make the damage worse.


  On the other hand, Emily thought, would someone seeing a giant have time to realize how to take one down?


  Unlike the previous valley, there were only a handful of massive trees looming over the remains of the long-dead giant. Instead, there were smaller bushes and plants that seemed to be laid out in a complex pattern. It reminded Emily of some of the plantations near Dragon’s Den, where alchemical ingredients were produced for Whitehall and the local alchemists. Someone had clearly created a plantation of her own...whatever else she was, Mother Holly was clearly a capable brewer. But how much training did she actually have?


  Emily stared at the skeleton for a long moment before following the snake down the rocky path. She heard a stream in the distance, but she couldn’t see the water, no matter how hard she looked. The snake projected impressions of wariness at her as the scent from the plants grew stronger, making her head swim. Emily gritted her teeth, cursed her oversight and cast a spell intended to filter out the scent. The dancing poppies ahead of her, blowing in the wind, were a prime ingredient in sleeping potions. Breathing in too much would be enough to send them into a coma.


  “Try not to breathe too deeply,” she advised, as they pressed further into the maze. “This place could be dangerous.”


  “They said that people went to see her when they were desperate,” Rudolf said. “How did they escape the plants?”


  Emily shrugged. A damp cloth would be enough, if the victim reacted quickly. Or perhaps they just fell asleep, then Mother Holly pulled them out of the plantation and helped them to recover. It wouldn’t take long for the effects to wear off, once they were out of the aroma. She couldn’t sense any wards, but some herbalists had a sixth sense for the condition of their gardens. Mother Holly might have the inclination, even if she didn’t have the training.


  She knelt down beside the suffering snake and picked it up, absently. Rudolf let out a strangled sound, staring at her in absolute horror. Emily blinked in surprise, then remembered the rotting touch. But the snake felt harmless in her palm...she stared down at it, feeling no pain at all. The familiar bond, she realized as she shook in relief, protected her from its poison.


  The snake licked her finger, then gave her a heavy-lidded look and a series of impressions that suggested tiredness. Emily worked the spell that transfigured it back into a bracelet, then returned it to her arm.


  Rudolf’s mouth worked frantically, but no words came out. From his point of view, she’d just picked up the most dangerous snake in the world and held it, without losing a hand.


  “I have a link with it,” she said. She honestly hadn’t realized the danger...because the link had ensured that there was no danger. “Don’t try to pick it up yourself.”


  She hid her amusement as they picked their way down the path. Rudolf had asked her to marry him...but he was probably having second thoughts, after seeing her pet. And the connection she had with it. No one would question a death by Death Viper. Everyone knew the snakes couldn’t be tamed.


  Unless, of course, one forged a mental link out of desperation.


  The sound of running water grew louder as they stepped into a clearing with a series of carefully-organized ponds. Emily glanced at one and saw...things...swimming through the water. Fish, she knew, were often chopped up and used as potions ingredients. Another held tiny crabs, the mere sight of them sending a chill down her spine. Smashing them up for alchemical research wasn’t her favorite activity. Professor Thande assigned the preparation of various disgusting ingredients instead of using the cane whenever he wanted to punish someone. Emily had a feeling that most of his students would have preferred to be caned.


  “This place is a tiny farm,” she said, as they walked past the ponds and into another clump of plants. “Some of these are magical, some serve as the neutral baseline for specific potions.”


  Rudolf looked around, carefully. “How many hedge witches are there?”


  Emily had no idea, and said so. Hedge witches were usually solitary creatures, unwilling or unable even to talk with their fellows. It seemed odd that one person could have done all this, but Mother Holly was supposed to be ancient...and she’d presumably had a mentor. Maybe the hidden valley was far older than it looked, or maybe Mother Holly had friends and allies. There was no way to know.


  They passed through a final set of plants and stopped, staring at the house at the center of the valley. It looked, on the surface, like any of the other hovels she’d seen in the villages, but it seemed to have drawn trees and bushes into the wooden walls. Emily took a step forward, reaching out with her senses...


  She recoiled at the dark magic she sensed surrounding the hovel, powerful and threatening. She held up a hand to stop Rudolf, then got her staff out of her pocket and enlarged it. Rudolf nodded in understanding as Emily advanced forward, trying to feel the shape of the wards. They were tainted with dark magic, but not as complex as some of the tricks she’d encountered in Blackhall.


  She looked around, carefully. There hadn’t been any warning ward, as far as she’d been able to tell, but Mother Holly might well have sensed their presence. If, of course, she was inside the building. Even if she wasn’t...she might have sensed something. How closely were the wards tied to her?


  “I need to break the wards,” she said, to Rudolf. “Keep an eye out for trouble.”


  Rudolf snorted. “You mean something more dangerous than what we’ve found already?”


  “Mother Holly herself,” Emily said. If the hedge witch was innocent, which was starting to look rather unlikely, she would be understandably upset at discovering two youngsters trying to break into her home. She could legally do whatever she wanted to them – she could do anything to them, if she had the power to do it. “Let me know the moment anything changes.”


  She stepped forward and tapped her magic against the wards. Sergeant Miles had taught her that it was a way of ringing the doorbell, if there was a ward in place to alert the owner that she had visitors. Emily waited for several moments, but nothing happened. Carefully, balancing the staff on its tip, she walked forward and started to untangle the wards.


  They snapped and spat at her as she worked. Most of them were basic, barely enough to repel a mundane visitor, but some of the more complex ones were nasty, tapping into very dark magic indeed. Two of them were even outside her experience and she had to work frantically to counter a series of hexes that would have caused her permanent injury if she failed to block them in time. The wards were wasteful and ill-designed, but she had to admit that they were craftier than they seemed.


  Still, a trained magician like Lady Barb should have had no difficulty breaking in.


  But, she asked herself, was the real problem breaking out?


  There was a final flash of multicolored balefire – Rudolf gasped in shock – then the wards snapped out of existence.


  Emily paused to catch her breath. If Mother Holly was innocent, they would be in some trouble. Rudolf stepped forward as she picked up her staff and leaned on it, reaching out for the door. Emily hissed at him to stop just before he touched it.


  “Let me test everything first,” she ordered. If there was one thing she had learned from Blackhall, it was that the big showy threat might mask something more dangerous. “You could touch something one moment and find yourself a frog the next.”


  But there was no charm on the door, at least as far as she could tell. She used her staff to nudge it open, then peered inside, half-expecting something to jump out at her.


  But there was nothing inside, apart from darkness...and a stench that made her recoil. There were no windows, nothing to provide any illumination at all. Bracing herself, fearful of any reaction from undiscovered defenses, Emily crafted a globe of light and sent it bobbing into the room.


  “Interesting,” Rudolf said, one eye on the ball of light. “What else can you do?”


  Emily ignored the question as the light illuminated the interior of the hovel. It was messy, as if Mother Holly had stopped caring about housekeeping. A large fireplace sat in one corner, a black cauldron positioned over it, while the tables were covered with herbs and half-dissected animals. Several bottles were placed on top of the table, their lids removed and protective spells destroyed. She guessed they were the bottles stolen from Lord Gorham’s town.


  She created a second light globe and sent it bobbing over towards the pile of blankets at the far edge of the room. Had Mother Holly slept there? She felt another stab of sympathy, which she angrily repressed. Unless she was dreadfully mistaken, Mother Holly was responsible for the death of at least twenty children, as well as trying to enchant Rudolf and his father. What sort of pity did she deserve?


  None, she told herself. The only pity Emily could or would offer Mother Holly was a quick death. She’d become too dangerous to leave alive. It didn’t escape her that some people in the Allied Lands believed the same of Emily herself. After all, there were dark rumors that Emily was a necromancer herself.


  She pushed the thought aside as she saw something concealed under the blankets. Bracing herself, she reached down and pushed the blankets aside, keeping a wary eye out for traps. The blankets stank, but there were no other defenses, allowing her to uncover the skull. It sparked a memory in her mind; Yodel had told her, back when they’d first met, that some magicians stored their memories, even their personalities, in skulls, waiting for someone to find them and put them to work. There were even stories, cautionary tales, of magicians who primed their skulls to decant their personalities into the first idiot who touched them. It provided a kind of life after death.


  Careful not to touch the skull with either her bare hand or magic, she used the blankets to pick up the skull and deposit it on the table. Up close, there were a handful of runes carved into the skull, only two of which she recognized. One of them would keep the skull intact, no matter what happened, the other would feed a faint trickle of magic into the skull, holding the enchanted personality firmly in place. Bracing herself, expecting a backlash of some kind, she used a simple detection spell and found...nothing.


  “No magic,” she said, puzzled.


  Rudolf came over to stand behind her. “Is that a bad thing?”


  “I don’t know,” Emily confessed. “The skull was once home to a magician’s personality, but it doesn’t seem to have endured.”


  She looked down at the skull, contemplatively. Was it a fake? Or something Mother Holly had been trying to make work? Or had the personality sunk into Mother Holly, leaving the skull empty? It was possible, wasn’t it? But all the cautionary tales she’d read had suggested that the skull would remain dangerous indefinitely.


  Rudolf swore. Emily turned and followed his gaze, staring into another corner. A body lay on the ground, one too small to be anything other than a baby. Sickened, Emily crept closer, directing the light globe to hover over the child’s body. The most obvious wound was a stab to the heart, but there were several others, all of which might prove fatal to a baby. Dark magic surrounded the corpse, clinging to the dead body like a living thing.


  “I thought we could save the child,” Rudolf said. He sounded stunned, as if he didn’t quite believe what he was seeing. His voice was almost plaintive. “But why did she need a child?”


  Emily swallowed. The answer was obvious; Mother Holly hadn’t been looking for magical power, but life force. A trained magician would be the most promising source of the former, yet a newborn baby would be the best source of the latter. After all, a baby had his or her entire life to enjoy. She shook her head, unwilling to discuss the possibility. Lady Barb had been right, again. In the long run, transferring life force might be even more dangerous to the Allied Lands than necromancy.


  “I don’t know,” Emily lied. The skull’s face seemed to mock her as she looked at it. Had it decanted something – or someone – into Mother Holly’s head...or was it just a repository of information?


  “So,” Rudolf said, as she returned the skull to its hiding place. “What else can we do? Where else can we go?”


  Emily hesitated. There was no trace of Mother Holly – or Lady Barb. She briefly considered releasing the snake again, then realized that she already knew where to look next.


  “The castle,” she said, softly.


  Throwing caution to the winds, she stood in the middle of the hovel and cast a powerful magic detection charm. The skull showed no reaction, while some of the potions ingredients glowed faintly – and a bright glow could be seen from a hidden drawer. Emily opened it carefully, disarming a nasty protective hex as she moved, and swore aloud as she produced the book. Like some of the grimoires preserved in Whitehall’s library, it was made from human skin and written in blood. The magician who’d written it, she suspected, might even have used his own blood. Once he was dead, the book would be bonded to his family line...


  No, that couldn’t be right, she told herself. Mother Holly wasn’t related to a magician, was she? But there was no way to know.


  She picked up the book, carefully, and opened it. There was no table of contents, forcing her to inspect each spell one by one. Some of them were surprisingly common, used at Whitehall; others were deadly dangerous. One of them was a compulsion spell so powerful that the victim wouldn’t have a hope of resisting, once the magician had obtained a sample of his blood. It reminded her of the spell Shadye had used on her, years ago. Others told her how to blind a disobedient child or turn him into a toad; make a woman permanently barren or nothing more than a slave; cripple a man or give him permanent bad luck...the writer, she realized, had been filled with hatred and malice towards the world. The evil the book could have caused was terrifying. And most of the people in the mountains would be absolutely defenseless.


  And, when the writer had finally died, he’d meant his malice to live on.


  The final spell was alarmingly familiar. It was the basic necromantic rite.


  “We have to take this with us,” Emily said, placing the book under her arm. “And we have to go to the castle.”


  Rudolf gave her a sharp look. “Are you sure?”


  “I don’t know where else to go,” Emily said, simply. Had Lady Barb gone to the castle after searching the hovel? There was no sign of a fight. But somehow Emily doubted that Lady Barb would have missed the grimoire. “If we can’t find her there...”


  She refused to consider the possibility as she led the way outside, into the slowly darkening sky. Clouds were gathering overhead, threatening to pour rain on their heads. Emily cast a protective charm over the book, wondering if she should destroy it. But she couldn’t bring herself to destroy any book, no matter how evil. Instead, she kept it under her arm, despite her fears. The book was surrounded by magic that might seek to do her harm.


  Rudolf followed her outside. “And what if we can’t get into the castle?”


  “You go back to your father and alert him,” Emily said, nettled. She didn’t want to consider the possibility of failure. “I go down to the Allied Lands and call for help.”


  Moments later, the first raindrops started to fall.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  EMILY HAD INTENDED NOT TO RISK using magic to shield them from the rain, but within moments she realized that she had no choice. The downpour grew so rapidly that their clothes were drenched within minutes, while visibility fell so badly she could barely see more than a foot or two ahead of her and thunder crackled in the sky overhead. If she hadn’t been so determined to reach the castle, she would have found a place for them to hole up and wait for the storm to end.


  She cast another protective charm on the grimoire, then looked over at Rudolf. He looked like a drowned rat – she knew she probably didn’t look much better – but was grimly determined to follow her to the castle. Emily briefly considered suggesting that he took the book back to the guesthouse, then reminded herself that Rudolf wouldn’t be able to get through the wards and into the building. Bringing him with her was risky, but she suspected he wouldn’t go quietly if she asked him to go back to the village.


  The rain grew stronger, beating against her wards and washing against her feet. Any tracks that might have been left would be obliterated, she realized numbly. There was no proof that Lady Barb had actually reached the castle. Coming to think of it, she thought sourly, there was no proof Lady Barb had ever entered the hovel. She might have been waylaid somewhere just outside the building.


  “She could have rebuilt the wards,” Rudolf pointed out. “And then gone to the castle.”


  Emily had her doubts. Lady Barb was far more skillful with magic than Emily, but rebuilding Mother Holly’s complex series of wards would be very difficult – and besides, she’d left the grimoire in place. And there had been no trace of her magic in the wards. No, Emily decided, Lady Barb had not gone into the hovel. So where had she gone?


  She paused in thought. There had been no sign of a battle outside the shack. Lady Barb wouldn’t have gone quietly, certainly not to a hedge witch, so what had happened to her?


  Emily briefly considered releasing the Death Viper and inspecting the rest of the plantation, but it would probably be useless. The ground would be sodden by now, all tracks and scents utterly destroyed. It was a marvel that the plants had lasted long enough under the bombardment of rain to supply generations of hedge witches.


  “I don’t think so,” she said. Lady Barb was still bound by her oaths. If she encountered a grimoire, she was required to confiscate it at once. Instead, she’d just left it in the hovel – if, of course, she had seen it at all. Emily suspected she hadn’t seen the cursed book. “I think something happened to her along the way.”


  She jumped as a row of small animals ran across the path and into the undergrowth. Rudolf didn’t seem too surprised; Emily guessed he was used to it. As an aristocrat, he could spend time hunting while peasants worked; he’d probably spent weeks out in the countryside, merely enjoying himself. But Rudolf was an only son. Like many of the older noble children of Zangaria, surely he would be expected to spend time learning to rule.


  “Father always said that all he needed was an awareness of the realities,” Rudolf said. “He never wanted me to learn to read.”


  Emily shuddered. It still surprised her that so many people had been unable to read, even in the script the Allied Lands had used before she’d introduced English letters. Magicians could generally read – Whitehall offered classes for students – but the other segments of society were largely illiterate. No wonder the Scribes Guild had got away with so much for so long.


  “You should learn,” she said, although she suspected the words would fall on deaf ears. On Earth, reading might be a gateway to countless other worlds, but the books simply didn’t exist in the Allied Lands. Not yet. “It can be quite helpful.”


  Rudolf snorted and changed the subject. “Shouldn’t we get help to storm the castle?”


  Emily looked at him. “From whom?”


  “My father...”


  His voice trailed off. It would take at least two days to get his father’s troops to Easter...and that would be too long. Emily wondered, absently, if he’d ever considered arming the peasants and sending them against the castle, but it was the sort of tactic that only worked in bad vampire movies. In the real world, any magician could deal with an angry mob and – if the magician happened to be a necromancer – use them as a power source. They’d just be giving the enemy more targets.


  And Lord Gorham is still too ill to lead his troops, in any case, Emily thought.


  “If you want to go back to your father and ask,” she said, “you can. But it won’t make much difference.”


  Rudolf scowled at her. It took Emily a moment to realize she’d effectively accused him of being a coward, a sure-fire invitation to a duel in the Allied Lands. For Rudolf, given his leanings, the suggestion had to sting. Emily mentally rolled her eyes. There was nothing wrong with being scared of a necromancer, not when even the most powerful magician would think twice before challenging one. She was scared herself.


  “Come on,” Rudolf said, stalking past her. “We need to get there before the rain stops.”


  Emily concealed her amusement as she followed him up the rocky path. The castle was a dark brooding shape in the distance, larger than Lord Gorham’s castle but much more vulnerable. Thankfully, the designer hadn’t seen the merits of placing it on top of a needle of rock, with only one way to reach the entrance. Even so, it was still a forbidding shape.


  “Stop there,” she called, as they reached the edge of the path. “Let me check for surprises first.”


  Rudolf looked impatient, but paused.


  Emily gritted her teeth as she sensed the first ward surrounding the castle. It wasn’t anchored properly, nothing like the wards surrounding Lady Barb’s home, and there was something about it that puzzled her. She probed it, carefully, and realized that it didn’t seem to be attached to any warning system. It could just be taken down...and no one would notice.


  Emily shook her head in disbelief before probing further. A second ward was nestled behind the first, monitoring its existence. If she crossed or took down the first ward, it was the second that would sound the alarm.


  “Clever,” she muttered. She’d seen something comparable in Blackhall – and had been caught, every second time she’d attempted to sneak through. “And we don’t have any blood this time.”


  Rudolf gave her a sharp look. “Blood?”


  “You can trick a ward if you have blood from someone keyed into their structure,” Emily said, absently. She’d done it herself in Zangaria, but those wards hadn’t been linked into a magician’s mind. They certainly hadn’t been smart enough to notice that one person was in two separate places at the same time. “But we don’t have any, so it doesn’t matter.”


  She probed further, satisfied herself that there wasn’t a third ward monitoring the first two, then looked up at Rudolf. “When I start moving,” she ordered, “follow me as closely as possible.”


  Rudolf nodded. Emily took a breath, then reached out with her magic and touched the first ward. Breaking it would have been simple – it was a very basic design – but that would have alerted the second ward. Instead, she twisted the ward, praying silently that the second ward was incapable of noticing anything less dramatic than the first ward snapping out of existence. But then, it would be tricky to program for every contingency without a nexus for power.


  She took a step forward, then another and another, bending and twisting the ward around them. Rudolf followed her, his breath touching the back of her neck, unaware of the complex interplay of magic surrounding him. Emily let out a breath as the first ward snapped back into place, seemingly unaware of being warped out of shape. The second ward did nothing in response. As far as Emily could tell, they’d made it through without being detected.


  “The gates are locked,” Rudolf observed, as Emily caught her breath. She was sweating, despite the cold. The effort had taken more out of her than she’d expected. “But we could climb the walls.”


  Emily looked up at the smooth stone and shivered. Sergeant Miles had taught her how to climb – she’d been up and down structures she would have sworn were impossible to climb before his training – but the walls of the castle seemed too dangerous to risk. One gust of wind and they would be sent falling to their deaths. But there was no way through the gates either, she realized, grimly. The guards would know they’d broken through the wards and alert their superiors.


  She took the bracelet off and placed it on the ground. Rudolf gave it a wary look, clearly expecting her to send the snake through the portcullis to kill the guards. Emily doubted it would work. The guards might well be innocent...and, in any case, the wards would probably monitor their condition. She dared not make any assumptions about what the wards would or would not consider alarming. Mother Holly wasn’t a properly-trained magician.


  The best swordsman in the world doesn’t fear the second best, Sergeant Miles had said. He fears the worst, because he doesn’t know what the idiot will do.


  Emily looked up at the battlements. It was hard to be sure, but there didn’t look to be any guards up there. But then, in this weather they were probably hiding in the guardhouse. She shaped a plan in her mind, then looked at Rudolf. Some magicians would have pushed ahead without asking, but she knew how badly it would hurt him if she did. She wasn’t one of those magicians.


  “I can turn you into something small, then turn myself into a bird and carry us both up there,” she said. She would have to carry the snake-bracelet in any case. Transfiguring something into one form and then into another could have dangerous side effects. They’d been taught never to do it, unless there was no other choice. “Unless you really think you can climb up there?”


  Rudolf looked torn. Emily left him to think about it while she buried the grimoire, then left a couple of protective and concealment spells to ensure that it remained unharmed – and undiscovered. Like most people, Rudolf probably dreaded the thought of being transfigured, particularly as he had no way to reverse the spell himself. But climbing up the walls might prove impossible. If Mother Holly had established wards, she might have worked a few nasty surprises into the walls, too. Whitehall certainly had a few tricks to deter students from climbing the walls.


  “Do it,” he said.


  Emily felt a surge of respect and admiration as she cast the spell. Rudolf shank and became a small statue of himself. Emily gritted her teeth, then sat down and cast the second spell. Her vision warped and twisted; she closed her eyes too late to stop her seeing feathers growing out of her hands. When she opened them again, she was staring through the eyes of a hawk.


  She picked up the bracelet in her beak, then the statue in one claw and took off, feeling the winds gusting around her. The hawk’s mind seemed to love the thunderstorm, even though Emily’s human awareness was tempted to panic. She’d never flown before coming to Whitehall, but being on a dragon’s back was far superior to flying under her own power. Maybe it would have been different if she’d been able to fly on a broom.


  The hawk’s mind screamed at her as she dropped towards the battlements, sweeping the stonework with eyes that were so sharp she could see tiny marks on the stone. It didn’t like trying to land, but Emily forced it down. She didn’t dare let go of herself, not now. It wasn’t possible to protect her mind from a spell she’d cast on herself. If she fell into the hawk’s mind, no one would ever see her again.


  There were no guards on the battlements, she realized, as she finally forced the hawk to land and released the spell. She slipped, almost at once, and barely managed to catch herself before either dropping her cargo or falling over the edge. The hawk’s eyes had seen the battlements as more than large enough to protect her, but in truth they were barely larger than something from a model village. Desperately, Emily crawled forward until she was lying on flat stone. The designer of the castle, she realized, hadn’t really given any thought to protecting the soldiers on the roof. They might be blown off by a gust of wind if they got careless.


  Carefully, she returned the bracelet to her wrist and released the spell on Rudolf, using a minor sticking hex to hold him in place until he had gathered himself, his eyes wide and staring. Emily felt a shiver of guilt, which she ruthlessly suppressed. Rudolf wasn’t unaware that he lived in a world where magicians could turn men into swine with a wave of their hands, but he’d never experienced anything like this until now. How could he take it in stride? But there had been no alternative...


  “The guardhouse,” Rudolf said. He pointed towards a small stone hut; Emily couldn’t help thinking of a penthouse perched on top of a skyscraper. “The stairs will be hidden inside.”


  Slipping and sliding, they made their way to the door. Rudolf opened it – and came face to face with a guard. He cocked his fist as Emily readied a spell, then hesitated. The guard was standing still, as if he was utterly unaware of their presence. He didn’t even show any reaction as Rudolf waved a hand in front of his face.


  “He’s under a spell,” Emily said, softly. “I don’t think he can see us.”


  Rudolf gave her a sharp look. “Are you sure of that?”


  “...No,” Emily admitted.


  She studied the guard’s blank expression thoughtfully. There were upper-level obedience and loyalty spells that were so powerful that they damaged their victim’s mind, leaving them little more than robots, even if they had been forced to accept the spells. Could Mother Holly have enchanted the whole castle? It would be simple enough, Emily decided, assuming that the hedge witch had long lost any moral objections she might have had to taking someone’s free will. Lady Easter could just have called her guards in, one by one, to be enchanted.


  But is she doing it of her own free will, Emily wondered, or is she merely the first victim?


  “Leave him,” she said. She braced herself, then squeezed past the guard, uncomfortably aware of his body pressing against hers. He showed no reaction at all. “Hurry.”


  Rudolf followed her as she found the stairwell leading down into the castle. It looked almost painfully cramped, just like some of the stairwells in Zangaria. An attacking force that happened to get over the walls would still have to advance one by one into the castle itself. And they probably couldn’t swing their swords properly inside the stairwell.


  “Let me take the lead,” Rudolf said. “You’re probably more capable of helping me then I am of helping you.”


  Emily watched as he stepped into the stairwell, then followed, feeling claustrophobic as the stairs led down and down. There was almost no lighting, leaving her feeling her way forward. If she’d worn a dress, she might well have tripped and fallen down the stairs.


  By the time they reached the bottom, she was on the verge of creating another light globe and to hell with stealth. Rudolf sucked in his breath sharply as he stepped out into another guardroom. There were more guards waiting for them. But they didn’t move.


  “They’re under a spell, too,” Rudolf said.


  Emily nodded as she followed him out into the guardroom. There were five men, wearing light suits of armor, standing in the room. They showed no reaction to the intruders, not even when Emily walked over to the other door and opened it. Outside, she saw a servant marching through the corridor, eyes as blank and unseeing as the guards. She couldn’t help thinking of the Borg from Star Trek. They’d ignored intruders on their starships until the intruders had posed a threat.


  “I could smuggle an entire army past them,” Rudolf muttered, as he joined her in the corridor. “What’s the point of keeping them all under control like this?”


  Emily shrugged. “A magician wouldn’t need an army,” she said, although she knew it wasn’t strictly accurate. Shadye had produced an army of monsters to attack Whitehall. “But if these guards are loyal to Lady Easter, they might react badly if they knew she was under outside control.”


  The interior of the castle wasn’t as bare as Lord Gorham’s castle. Tapestries hung everywhere, each one showing an achievement of Lady Easter and her three daughters. Emily would have thought they were propaganda if it hadn’t been for the fact that no one outside the castle staff would see them. Or maybe the guards and soldiers were expected to admire them and understand that while Lady Easter had the body of a weak and feeble woman, she had the skill and determination to do well by her tiny kingdom.


  Would that have been enough, Emily asked herself, if Rudolf had married one of her daughters? Or would the guards have switched their loyalty to him at once?


  They stopped when they reached a large chamber. A throne, painted gold, sat at one end, while a large stone table was placed in the center of the room. Emily froze as she heard singing, then dragged Rudolf to one side, hastily casting concealment spells over them both. As long as they were quiet, she muttered, they should remain undetected.


  It was only just in time.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


   



  THREE GIRLS LED THE WAY, WEARING long white dresses that were tied around their waists with rune-sewn cloths. All three of them were singing softly, chanting words that Emily didn’t recognize, their faces blank and almost motionless. There was something about their appearance that reminded Emily of Alassa, save for the birthmarks all three of them had on their faces, just below their left eyes. Lady Easter’s daughters, Emily guessed.


  Rudolf tensed beside her. His father had tried to force him into marriage with a brainwashed girl.


  He’d described the oldest girl as ugly. Emily didn’t see it; the oldest girl looked plain, but very far from ugly. Her face was pale, as if she hadn’t seen the sun since the day she was born, while long dark hair cascaded down her back. The white dress, almost translucent, revealed that her breasts were high and firm, bigger than both of her sisters. Emily suspected, rather cynically, that if Rudolf hadn’t been homosexual he would have found far fewer complaints about the marriage.


  The two younger girls weren’t really prettier, she decided. One of them had dark hair too, while the other had red hair that hung down to her shoulders. Unlike her sisters, she didn’t seem to want to go in for the long hair that was traditional for aristocrats, probably deciding that it was a pain to wash. Emily privately suspected that the fashion was just another way to control women; they were forced to spend hours washing and dressing or they wouldn’t look fashionable. Thankfully, magic made personal grooming a great deal easier.


  She watched as the three girls, still singing, came to a halt beside the stone table. Moments later, an older woman entered, her back as straight and stiff as a board. Emily glanced into her eyes, very briefly, and saw a furious struggle taking place inside the older woman’s mind. Lady Easter wasn’t a willing participant in what was going on, she realized numbly. Mother Holly had laid compulsion spell after compulsion spell on her until it was a miracle she could still resist, even if only mentally. Her body did as it was commanded by the hedge witch.


  Lady Easter sat on her throne, eyes locked on the stone table. Emily studied her for a long moment, wondering if she dared try to cancel the spells, then turned her attention back to the entrance, just in time to see a young girl enter. She looked to be about twelve, young enough to be innocent, old enough to be poised on the edge of womanhood. Like the others, she wore a long white dress, her face scrubbed clean, then carefully made up by experts. There was a vacant expression on her face that suggested she was drugged rather than under any form of magical compulsion. Emily gritted her teeth as the girl inched towards the stone table, then was helped to climb onto the stone by the three daughters.


  The magic field rippled suddenly as Mother Holly entered the room. Emily had never seen her before, but she couldn’t be anyone else. She walked like an old woman, she had the face of an old woman, yet her body seemed to be middle-aged at most. Rudolf trembled beside Emily, either in fear or in anger, and she caught his arm before he could do something stupid.


  She focused her attention on Mother Holly. Why did she look so old? Emily puzzled over it for a long moment before deciding the rituals that stripped children of their life force had been misapplied. Or maybe Mother Holly just wasn’t vain enough to try to rejuvenate her face as well as her body. There were sorceresses who didn’t care about their appearance, just as there were sorceresses who wasted hours rejuvenating themselves or applying careful glamors.


  But there was something deeply wrong with the old woman, she realized. Her face twisted constantly, moving from a faintly regretful expression to an expression that delighted in the pain and fear she was inflicting. The woman’s hands twitched constantly, as if she was on the verge of casting a spell, while her long white hair moved in odd patterns. Emily couldn’t help thinking of gorgons, except there were no snakes in place of hair. There was nothing, as far as she knew, that could account for such an effect. Maybe she was having a reaction to all the magic she was using.


  Mother Holly walked up to the throne, passing close enough to the hidden couple to touch, then turned and faced the table. Two guards appeared, both wearing black robes, carrying Lady Barb between them. Emily had to cover her mouth to stifle a horrified gasp. Lady Barb had been beaten bloody, then chained so heavily that she could barely stand upright -- hands cuffed behind her back, chains encircling her ankles. And a nasty, but familiar, scent wafted over the room...


  Emily cursed mentally as she realized what must have happened. There was a potion that damped a person’s magic, at least for a few hours, rendering them helpless. Emily had been forced to drink it, two years ago.


  They forced her to drink it, she thought, fighting to keep from springing out to help her mentor. They wouldn’t have been able to batter her halfway to death if they hadn’t stolen her magic...


  She shuddered. And now Lady Barb had no magic, not as long as they kept forcing her to drink the potion...


  She switched her attention to the guards, resisting the urge to leap out and attack the old witch. One of them looked as blank as the other guards, obeying orders robotically, while the other seemed to be practically shaking with horror. Emily looked into his eyes and realized that the guard had seen terrible things. She wondered if they could count on him as a possible ally, but dismissed the thought. The guard was too terrified to do anything but watch helplessly, no matter what happened.


  The horrible spell book had talked about spells to terrify people into servitude. Perhaps Mother Holly had tested one on the guard, only to discover that it rendered him largely useless. And then she’d just left him that way...


  Emily heard a loud thump as the door slammed closed. The chamber was sealed.


  “Well,” Mother Holly said. Her gaze was fixed firmly on Lady Barb. “You came to restore the old order.”


  Lady Barb showed no reaction. Emily cringed, mentally. Just how badly had the older woman been hurt? She didn’t look to have any broken bones, but someone could be beaten into submission without breaking any bones. The bruises suggested that she’d been worked over by experts, using everything from their bare hands to the flat of their blades. Blood had dried on her bare flesh.


  “But you have failed,” Mother Holly said, when Lady Barb showed no reaction. “The old order has failed.”


  Lady Barb coughed, then spat. Emily couldn’t avoid noticing she’d spat blood.


  “You are messing with powers you don’t understand,” Lady Barb said. Her voice was strong enough to hold attention, despite the beating. “You have to stop this.”


  Mother Holly stepped forward until she was standing in front of the table, looking down at the young girl. “I have seen too many aristocrats” – the word was a curse – “abuse the common folk,” she snapped. “Why should I not wage war on them?”


  “You’re killing more commoners than the aristocrats ever did,” Lady Barb pointed out. “I know you’ve taken at least twenty children – and I’d bet you took more. How can you justify that to yourself?”


  For a moment, Emily thought the question had started to unravel Mother Holly’s determination to proceed. Her face shifted rapidly, as if there were two personalities struggling for control. She must have done something to the skull, draining it of the personality its creator had left in place.


  What if the personality had tried to overwhelm Mother Holly, only to come to a draw? Or perhaps they were still fighting.


  “I have watched peasants starve because they are not allowed to keep enough food for winter,” Mother Holly said. “I have watched girls taken into the high castles because they are pretty. I have watched boys beaten for daring to go too close to the castle and older men crippled for trying to hunt for food. I will do whatever it takes to prevent the aristocrats from abusing their subjects.”


  Emily puzzled over it. If that was the case, why hadn’t she killed Lord Gorham and Rudolf, rather than trying to control them? And why try to have Rudolf marry Lady Easter’s daughter? Unless...perhaps the objective was to give the mountains a single royal family once again? There would be fewer people trying to claim tax, for one thing, and it would be far easier for Mother Holly to control them.


  “I will break your mind if you refuse to pledge your servitude to me,” Mother Holly hissed as she produced a knife from her belt. A wave of dark magic washed across the room. Emily didn’t need to see the knife directly to know that it was made from grey stone. “And what is left of you will never be found.”


  “Go to the devils,” Lady Barb said. She managed to stand up straighter, despite the chains, looking Mother Holly right in the eye. “You’re already halfway there.”


  Mother Holly snarled and raised the knife, ready to plunge it into the girl’s chest. Rudolf moved before Emily could stop him, throwing himself at Mother Holly’s back. She turned, surprised, as the concealment spells snapped. They couldn’t hide someone who drew attention to himself. Rudolf barely made it halfway to her before his entire body froze and he fell to the ground.


  Emily cursed and hastily returned her staff to normal size. Mother Holly stared at her, lifting her hand. Emily threw herself to one side as a fireball rocketed past her and struck the far wall, setting fire to one of the tapestries.


  She channeled her power through the staff despite the risks, trying to use a basic freeze spell on Mother Holly. A wave of raw magic deflected her spell, followed by another that yanked the staff out of her hand and sent it flying across the room. Emily shaped another spell in her mind, but it was too late. A third wave of magic caught her, picking her up and holding her upside down, hanging helplessly in front of Mother Holly.


  “Well,” Mother Holly said. Up close, her breath stank – and there were faint hints of red light in her eyes. Emily remembered Shadye and shuddered. “Who might you be?”


  She cast a spell that made magic crackle around Emily, but nothing happened. Mother Holly repeated the question; Emily braced herself to resist a compulsion…yet there was nothing.


  It took her a moment to realize that the spell Void had given her, the spell that made it impossible for her to be forced to share her secrets with the world, was still protecting her.


  Mother Holly frowned, motioning with her hand. Emily found herself slammed to the ground, then trapped flat against the floor. Leaving Emily there, Mother Holly picked up Rudolf, cast a spell on him, then started to ask questions. Rudolf answered them, helplessly.


  “Your apprentice,” Mother Holly said to Lady Barb. “Wouldn’t she make an excellent sacrifice?”


  She turned back to the table and nodded to the three daughters. The spell holding Emily to the floor snapped, but she couldn’t really move very much. She gritted her teeth as the daughters pulled her up into a sitting position, then started to pull at Emily’s clothes. One of them removed the bracelet, then Emily’s shirt and carried them both away from the table.


  Emily felt an odd moment of hope. If she took the bracelet too far from Emily...


  There was a piercing shriek as the Death Viper returned to its normal form. The girl had been holding it, and the mere touch had burned her badly.


  Mother Holly jumped as Emily felt one of Holly’s compulsion spells snap. The girl was in so much pain that the spell had lost its grip on her completely. Her sisters seemed equally shocked.


  Emily gathered all the strength she could, then thrust it against the spell keeping her down and weak. It snapped, too. She broke free, then slapped Rudolf hard on the head. The shock should help him recover from the charms Mother Holly had used on him – and besides, it was his fault they were in this mess.


  She heard a yelp behind her. As she turned her head, one of the guards doubled over as Lady Barb pulled her hands free. Emily gaped at her, then turned just in time to dodge another fireball from Mother Holly. Her vision seemed to split in two for a second as the Death Viper sensed that she was in danger and went after Mother Holly, almost causing Emily to black out.


  Mother Holly screamed with rage, then clutched her knife and brought it down on the helpless child. Emily didn’t hesitate; she cast a spell and yanked the girl towards her, dropping her on the far edge of the chamber. Drugged as she was, the girl didn’t even cry out as she hit the floor.


  Got her out, Emily thought. And now...


  Mother Holly twisted, then threw a whirling mess of a spell right into Emily’s face. The sheer force of the impact picked her up and slammed her into the wall. Emily grunted in pain as she fell down and landed on her bottom, then picked herself up as another fireball flashed towards her. Heat scorched her hair as it passed over her and struck the wall.


  Rudolf threw himself at Mother Holly – this time, the madwoman had no time to react before he struck her. But she recovered within seconds, casting a spell that turned him into a slug. Emily gasped in horror as Mother Holly lifted her boot, intending to squash him, then threw a fireball of her own. The madwoman stumbled backwards as it hit her wards.


  Emily followed up with a twisting hex that required several moments of uninterrupted concentration to break. Mother Holly jumped to one side, throwing another blast of raw magic at Emily. The sheer level of power – Emily hadn’t sensed anything like it since Shadye had died – slashed past her and smashed right through the walls.


  The entire castle shook as stone crumbled into dust. Emily saw corridors ripped apart, followed by the main wall itself. In the distance, she heard the sound of falling masonry.


  Outside, it was still dark. The wind blew rain right into the chamber. For a long moment, everything was still, as if no one could quite believe what had happened.


  And then Lady Barb threw a piece of rock right at Mother Holly’s head.


  It should have killed her. Or at least knocked her out. But instead, all it seemed to have done was resolve the inner conflict in the madwoman’s mind. The constant changes in expression were gone, leaving only one face, one personality, staring at them.


  Another low rumble ran through the castle. It had been designed to weather the very worst storms, to stand tall and proud when gales whistled through the mountains and valleys, but it wasn’t designed to stand up to magic. Emily heard the sound of something else crashing in the distance and wondered if the entire castle was about to fall down around their ears.


  The madwoman stared at them, cold rage written all over her face. She lifted her hands, as if she intended to cast a spell, then there was another surge of magic. Emily ducked, bracing herself to evade, but the magic didn’t leap out at her or anyone else. Instead, the madwoman floated into the air and flew right through the gap in the castle’s walls. She cackled out loud as she made her escape, vanishing into the distance.


  Emily threw a cancellation spell after her, hoping to send her plummeting to her death, but the spell either missed or didn’t work.


  She turned to look at Lady Barb. “Are you...are you all right?”


  “You’ll need to purge my system,” Lady Barb said. “Don’t worry about any of the bruises, just purge my body.”


  Emily nodded as Lady Barb sat down, still wearing the shackles around her ankles. She cast another cancellation charm at Rudolf, breaking the spell keeping him as a slug, then concentrated on Lady Barb. The purging spell was only meant to be used if someone had swallowed poison or a poorly-prepared potion, and she’d never liked using it.


  The spell worked. Lady Barb shuddered, then vomited violently. Emily looked away as the older woman kept throwing up until she was dry-heaving. The stench made Emily want to be sick, too.


  “We have to get after her,” Lady Barb said, staggering to her feet. “She drained some of her power now, but she can repower herself...”


  “She took the knife,” Emily told her.


  She looked around the room. The drugged girl looked to have fallen asleep, thankfully. One of the guards looked to have lost his mind completely – he was sitting on the ground, humming – while the other was groaning in pain. Rudolf looked badly shaken at just how easily he’d been defeated and almost killed. Lady Easter looked angry, somehow, while two of her daughters were desperately trying to tend to the third who’d been burned by Emily’s familiar. And the Death Viper...


  Emily looked around and discovered that it was lying next to her, waiting for attention. She turned it back into the bracelet and placed it on her wrist before anyone could start demanding that it be turned into potions’ ingredients.


  “The knife doesn’t matter that much,” Lady Barb reminded her. She waved her hand over her shirt, but it took several tries before the vomit fell to the ground, leaving her relatively clean. “We need to keep her away from prospective victims. Even one person would provide enough power to make her immensely dangerous.”


  She looked over at Lady Easter. “Send a guard to find my staff,” she added. “We cannot give her time to escape.”


  Emily winced. Now that the personality conflict had been resolved, Mother Holly would be twice as dangerous...and she was already mad. Given time, a necromancer could rip the mountains apart.


  And there was no one else who had even a hope in hell of stopping her.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  EMILY TALKED RAPIDLY AS LADY EASTER took control of her guards – most of whom seemed to have either snapped back to normal or collapsed – and directed them to bring Lady Barb her staff, some food and a change of clothes, perhaps not in that order. Lady Barb listened as she outlined what they’d found at Mother Holly’s hovel, then swore as Emily described the skull.


  “She must have tried to use it wrongly,” Lady Barb said. “That’s why she has a split personality.”


  Emily nodded. Mother Holly had claimed to be fighting for the common folk, but had stolen their children and used them as a power source. She would hardly be the first person to believe that the ends justified the means, or that there was nothing wrong with exploiting their own people because the cause was righteous, but it was still disappointing. Part of her was clearly more idealistic than she’d thought.


  She looked over at Rudolf and wondered, absently, if he would make a good lord.


  “Go see what you can do for the poor girl,” Lady Barb ordered, as a guard returned with a change of clothing. “She’ll lose that arm if she isn’t very lucky.”


  Emily swallowed hard before walking over to the wounded girl. She was cradling her arm and sobbing quietly. The pain seemed to have faded, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Death Viper venom spread so rapidly that it might well have destroyed the nerves that carried pain sensations to the brain. Emily knelt down beside the girl and winced as she saw the arm up close. It looked bruised and broken.


  “Stay still,” she advised, as she focused her mind. The venom remained dangerous to others, which was one of the reasons it was so deadly, but it shouldn’t be dangerous to her. Or would that stay true if she wasn’t actually touching the snake? It should – she hadn’t wiped her hands after picking it up – yet she wasn’t sure she wanted to test it. “Let me work on it.”


  She cursed as she used a spell to probe the extent of the damage. Thankfully, the girl had dropped the snake quickly enough to prevent the poison spreading all the way up her arm, but there was a good chance that she was going to lose it completely. Emily concentrated, carefully removed the poison, then winced as she realized there was no way to repair all the damage. Even magic couldn’t rebuild an arm from scratch. The Allied Lands did have peg-legs and hooks, but she’d never seen a prosthetic arm.


  Rudolf looked down at her, nervously. “Is there anything you can do?”


  “I think I need a second opinion,” Emily confessed. She waved frantically to Lady Barb, who was pulling a new shirt over her head. “Maybe Lady Barb can do something.”


  Lady Barb shook her head as soon as she saw the damage. “You could purge the body of poison, but not repair the wounds,” she said. She looked up into the frightened girl’s face. “We’ll have to take the arm, completely.”


  Emily closed her eyes in pity. The girl – it struck her suddenly that she didn’t even know the girl’s name – would be permanently crippled, in a world that wasn’t kind to the injured and disabled. And it was her fault for bringing the Death Viper into the castle. The girl hadn’t asked to be mind-controlled into servitude, or used as a servant by a madwoman. She’d never had a choice at all.


  Lady Barb poked her arm. “Not your fault,” she said. “And don’t you forget it.”


  Emily said nothing as Lady Barb carefully severed the arm from the rest of her body, then broke it down into dust. The girl started to cry again, helplessly. Rudolf eyed Lady Barb for a long moment, then sat down and took the girl in his arms. Somehow, the girl found it more comforting than Lady Barb’s looming presence.


  The castle shook again, very gently, as the wind battered against the damaged walls. “This place will have to be evacuated,” Lady Barb said, standing up. “Take your people and get them down to the town.”


  Lady Easter nodded and started to issue orders to her guards. A long line of guards, servants and conscripted soldiers filed through the room, heading out. Emily rolled her eyes as several of the maids arrived, carrying a stretcher, which they used to help carry the injured girl out of the castle. She prayed silently that the wind wouldn’t send them falling like ninepins before they reached safety, if there was any safety to be had in the town. The storm was only getting stronger.


  Could it be Mother Holly’s work? Weather manipulation was possible, but the books at Whitehall hadn’t gone into detail about how it was actually done. Emily had a feeling that large-scale manipulation would require more than one magician, perhaps using a ritual like Lady Barb had shown her, yet there was no way to be sure. Necromancers might not work together, but they had enough raw power not to need to work in groups.


  She took a piece of bread and cold meat from one of the servants and chewed it quickly, realizing – for the first time – just how ravenous she’d become. Lady Barb didn’t press for them to move as they ate, suggesting that she was building up her strength, too. Once they finished eating, Lady Barb spoke briefly to Lady Easter, then motioned for Emily to follow her out of the castle. Rudolf started after them, but a sharp look from Lady Barb froze him in his tracks.


  Outside, the wind was howling through the mountains, blowing rain into their faces. Both of the protective wards surrounding the castle had vanished, along with Mother Holly. Emily guessed that her burst of magic had shattered more than just the walls protecting the castle.


  She cast a night vision spell, then found where she’d hidden the book and dug it up for Lady Barb. The older woman inspected it carefully, then swore for several minutes. Emily listened, silently committing several of the words to memory. Lady Barb had an impressive vocabulary.


  “This shouldn’t even be here,” Lady Barb muttered, when she had finished swearing. “How did a hedge witch get her hands on this?”


  Emily looked at her, silently casting protective wards to keep the rain from touching the book – or themselves. “Do you recognize it?”


  Lady Barb hesitated, then made a visible decision to talk. “It doesn’t have a name,” she said, finally. “Most students of grimoires call it nothing more than Malice. The book doesn’t just list hundreds of very unpleasant spells, it affects the mind of whoever tries to use the more complex hexes and curses. There are only five copies, as far as I know, and all five are under tight security. No one knew there was a sixth.”


  Emily swallowed as another possibility occurred to her. One could be missing and no one knew it. “What are you going to do with this copy?”


  “I should be asking you,” Lady Barb said. She passed the book back to Emily, who took it in surprise. “You captured the book.”


  “Oh,” Emily said. “But I stole it.”


  Lady Barb shrugged. “I don’t think the magician who crafted the book gave a hoot about stealing,” she said. “All that matters is that you took possession of it. The magic woven into the book probably sees you as its owner now. If I tried to take it, the results might be unpleasant.”


  Emily frowned. “But I took it,” she pointed out. “Why didn’t it object to me taking it?”


  “No way to know,” Lady Barb said. “It depends what magic was woven into the book.”


  Magic, Emily thought. Every time she though she understood it, something happened to remind her that there were entire fields of magic beyond her understanding. Although, if the book had been written in the writer’s blood, it was quite possible that it had absorbed more magic than a more normal book from Whitehall. Besides, the magician who had crafted the textbook might want it to move from weak magicians to more powerful ones.


  “Besides, tradition says it belongs to you, too,” Lady Barb added. “Just make sure you don’t lose it.”


  Emily nodded and followed Lady Barb as she made her way down the slippery path. Water splashed around her ankles, washing down into the darkness. Emily shivered despite the protective wards. They were being thoroughly soaked.


  “She won’t have gone back home, will she?” Emily asked. “We know where she lives.”


  “Her place of power,” Lady Barb answered, bluntly. She turned and gave Emily a grin, illuminated by a flash of lightning from high overhead. “If you ever feel the urge to fight the Grandmaster, don’t do it in Whitehall. He’s practically unbeatable as long as the wards protect him.”


  Emily nodded, remembering Sergeant Miles talking about how dangerous a magician’s home could be. There could be so much magic flowing through the walls that the slightest mistake could have disastrous consequences. And magicians could legally do whatever they liked to anyone who tried to break through their wards.


  Mother Holly, knowing that they would come after her, might well try to choose the battleground. A place where she had woven spells for years would give her a definite advantage.


  “Maybe we should face her somewhere else,” Emily said. She stopped as she realized the flaw in that plan. “But how do we get her elsewhere?”


  Lady Barb smirked. “You don’t,” she said. “If she has any sense at all, she’ll stay in her valley and build up her power.”


  “I didn’t see anyone else there,” Emily said. But she hadn’t seen all of the valley – and Mother Holly could have transfigured her captives and then hidden them elsewhere for later sacrifice. She’d certainly had the power and knowledge to make such spells work. “Do you think she’s completely lost it?”


  “If she was under the influence, possibly,” Lady Barb said, shortly. She stopped, then took hold of Emily’s arm. When she spoke, her voice was deadly serious. “We cannot afford to hold back, Emily. If you get a clear shot at her, take it.”


  Emily felt the blood drain out of her face. She’d killed before, directly or indirectly, yet it always pained her – and she hoped it would always pain her. But Lady Barb was right. By now, Mother Holly had to be completely insane, utterly beyond reason. And, once she built up enough power, she might well become unstoppable. The only hope was to get to her before she could slaughter an entire village of innocent victims and use them for power.


  She looked up at Lady Barb as the older woman let go of her. “Do you believe her? When she said she was trying to help people?”


  Lady Barb hesitated, then made a face. “I believe that she might have believed, once upon a time, that she could improve the lot of the people around her,” she said. “But necromancy” – she nodded to the book in Emily’s hand – “and certain other kinds of magic have always made it harder to maintain a moral center. You should know that by now.”


  Emily nodded, doubtfully. She wasn’t so sure. Most of the people in the village hadn’t spoken highly of Mother Holly; they’d clearly been more than a little scared of her, not without reason. Something that had been a minor prank at Whitehall could be disastrous if used in the countryside, away from magicians who could repair the damage if necessary. Mother Holly had been shunned and excluded, merely for being what she was. Emily wouldn’t have been too surprised if the madwoman saw preying on the town children as a form of revenge, even if she was reluctant to admit it to herself. Maybe she’d already been half-mad and that had given her some protections from the ravages of necromancy.


  “But it doesn’t matter,” Lady Barb said, unaware of Emily’s inner thoughts. “Whatever she was, whatever reason she used to start her rampage, she’s become a monster – a deadly dangerous wild animal that needs to be put down. We have to stop her.”


  “I understand,” Emily said, bracing herself. She clutched her staff in one hand, inserting spells. Lady Barb hadn’t reacted to its presence at all, beyond a simple raised eyebrow. But, unlike some teachers at Whitehall, she wasn’t the type to make a fuss when there was a valid reason for breaking the rules or disobeying orders. Emily knew she could expect a long talk about it in the future, but probably not any form of punishment. “Do you have a plan of attack?”


  “Wear her down, force her to expend power and keep moving,” Lady Barb said. “By now, she might be too far gone to form proper spells, but don’t take that for granted. Try and send your little friend to poison her, if possible. She might have passed beyond the stage where she can be poisoned.”


  Emily shuddered, remembering Shadye’s obsession with the nexus under Whitehall. As far gone as he’d been, he needed a constant source of power just to stay alive, let alone complete his transformation into an eldritch abomination. The nexus would have provided such a source of power, she knew, or overloaded him so badly that the explosion would have devastated the country for hundreds of miles in all directions. But Shadye had been a necromancer for over a decade, as far as she knew. Maybe Mother Holly had only become a necromancer recently...


  “We should call for help,” she said. “Couldn’t more magicians be teleported here?”


  “Not easily,” Lady Barb admitted. She shook her head as lightning flashed high overhead, illuminating the rocks surrounding them. “It would take far too long to organize a group of magicians to help.”


  Emily wished, bitterly, that she had some way of calling Void. Or the Grandmaster. Or even Master Grey, as unpleasant as he’d seemed. They needed help, but there was no one close enough to get to the mountains in time. And they’d wear themselves out teleporting into the valley...she shook her head, running her fingers through her damp hair. No, they were on their own. She looked over at Lady Barb and smiled.


  “I meant to ask,” she said, as another flash of lightning blasted through the sky. Each flash seemed to make it harder for night vision spells to work. “What happened to you?”


  Lady Barb stiffened. “There was a trap for magicians near the hovel,” she said. She sounded privately furious with herself. “I...I walked right into it.”


  Emily gaped at her. “You walked into a trap?”


  “Don’t rub it in,” Lady Barb said, crossly. “Sergeant Miles definitely will.”


  She shook her head, sourly. “There was no magic in the trap at all,” she added. “I didn’t have anything to sense, so...it escaped my notice. If I’d thought through the implications of facing a hedge witch, with the limited power that implied, I would have been more careful.”


  Emily nodded, wishing she dared say something sympathetic. Some of the traps in Blackhall consisted of trapdoors or falling pieces of masonry...or even contact poisons on doorknobs and other items an unwary visitor might be expected to touch. It was why they’d been taught to take extreme care...and why relaxing after dismantling a particularly complex set of wards could be disastrous. She’d lost count of the number of times a simple trick had caught her or one of the other students.


  “He’ll probably force you to run through Blackhall again,” she said, instead.


  Lady Barb gave her an odd look, but said nothing.


  “The transfiguration spell keeps defeating me,” Emily said. “No matter what I do, I wind up a cat or another small animal.”


  Lady Barb snorted. “There’s no way out of the trap,” she said. “The trick is to avoid the spell altogether.”


  “But there’s no way to avoid the spell,” Emily protested. “Or...what did I miss?”


  “The spell is keyed to affect a human,” Lady Barb pointed out, dryly. “Turn yourself into something else first, then open the door. Or you can try going through the pipes anyway, but that would make life difficult for you...”


  Emily nodded. The pipes had been bad enough when she’d been a cat. As a human, they would be impossibly claustrophobic – and the snakes a deadly threat. She touched the one at her wrist thoughtfully, wondering if that was still true. The Death Viper could certainly clear the way.


  “Thank you,” she said, irked. The trick, in hindsight, was simple. Most of the tricks at Blackhall generally were, she had to admit, but they fooled most of the students. “Will the sergeant be annoyed with you for telling me?”


  “Probably,” Lady Barb said. There was an oddly fond note in her voice. “But he will probably want to give you a more personalized curriculum for next year, then you can retake the second year of Martial Magic in Fourth Year.”


  Emily looked at her. There was something in her tone...she had a sudden flash of insight and blinked in surprise. Did Lady Barb fancy the sergeant?


  The thought left her feeling oddly conflicted. If Lady Barb developed a relationship with someone else, where would that leave Emily? She’d come to think of Lady Barb as a mother...but when her biological mother had remarried it had destroyed Emily’s life.


  She damned herself for her own selfishness a moment later. Lady Barb deserved a chance to be happy. And Sergeant Miles was a good and decent man.


  She pushed the thought aside as the rain stopped, so abruptly that Emily couldn’t help wondering if someone had turned off a tap. High overhead, the clouds were thinning out, allowing the moon to shine through and cast rays of light over the darkened landscape. Emily looked up at the bright object, wondering briefly if magic could take her to this moon, then back down into the valley. Ahead of her, she saw the first plants of the garden...


  And then there was a pulse of magic, dead ahead.


  Lady Barb swore. They were too late.


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  EMILY CAUGHT HER BREATH AS WAVES of magic crackled out, setting fire to the plants surrounding Mother Holly’s home. The flames grew brighter as the magic grew stronger, wiping out decades of work in mere seconds. She spared a thought for the creatures Mother Holly had kept as potions ingredients, then braced herself as the necromancer appeared, walking through the flames towards them. Her eyes were brilliant red.


  Just like Shadye, Emily thought.


  Lady Barb nodded to her, stepping to the side. It was a bad idea to stand close together. The necromancer would surely start throwing blasts of raw magic at them. Emily held up her staff, preparing to channel magic through it, as the necromancer came to a halt. Her eyes, no longer remotely human, stared at them with cold malice. Behind her, illuminated by the fires, Emily saw three bodies.


  All children. All dead.


  She shuddered. Just how many children had died to fuel Mother Holly’s dreams of power?


  Mother Holly let out a screech before throwing a fireball towards Lady Barb. The combat sorceress ducked, then threw back a fireball of her own. Mother Holly didn’t do anything to block it, but when it struck her body it did nothing.


  Emily shuddered as the implications sank into her mind. Mother Holly had already started the transformation into something inhuman –and, if she escaped, she would be able to find enough victims to keep her alive.


  Lady Barb kept moving, ducking and dodging as Mother Holly threw fireball after fireball at her. Emily noted, as she started to throw fireballs of her own, that Mother Holly still seemed to recall some of the habits of a hedge witch. She wasn’t used to having such vast power at her disposal; even now, her spells were conserving power. Normally, Emily would have been impressed, but now it was deadly dangerous. She thought wistfully of the drain a spell like Berserker could have caused, then jumped aside as another fireball slashed past her and struck the far side of the valley. A dull explosion told her just how much power Mother Holly was feeding into her attacks. One hit would be lethal.


  Emily threw a set of lightning bolts, then tossed a transfiguration spell at her target. Mother Holly didn’t show any reaction to either, as if she was no longer human enough for the transfiguration spell to work. The hedge witch made a gesture, and a wave of flames blasted towards Emily, then vanished once Emily hastily summoned water and threw it at the blaze. Mother Holly inched forward, then stopped as Lady Barb struck her back with a rock. The necromancer turned angrily, forgetting Emily as she reached out with her magic towards Lady Barb...and found nothing.


  Mother Holly screamed in rage, blasting out a wave of raw magic. Emily hesitated, then cast another series of spells of her own, directing them at the ground below Mother Holly’s feet. It turned to mud, then quicksand; the necromancer started to sink, her feet caught in the mire.


  Mother Holly kicked angrily – she didn’t seem to realize where the attack had come from – and then struck again with her magic. The shockwave shook the ground, sending Emily to her knees, but it also blasted Mother Holly free.


  Emily cursed and pulled herself to her feet, just as a knife struck Mother Holly’s back. Lady Barb had hidden herself, then attacked from the rear.


  For a moment, seeing the magic crackling around the blade, Emily thought they’d won. But then the blade shattered, tossing pieces of red-hot metal everywhere.


  Mother Holly turned, moving with inhuman speed, and caught hold of Lady Barb’s shirt before she could retreat. There was a flash of light and a rat jumped out, scurrying across the ground before Lady Barb snapped back to normal.


  Emily took advantage of the necromancer’s confusion to blast her with a lethal spell, one that should have killed her instantly. It didn’t work.


  She felt the snake-bracelet around her wrist, but dismissed the thought of trying to use it against the necromancer. If killing spells didn’t work, poison was unlikely to do any better – and besides, there was so much energy crackling around that the snake might be vaporized instantly. She darted to one side as yet another fireball narrowly missed her, then twisted in midair and came after her. Emily barely had a second to block it before it struck, the explosion picking her up and tossing her through the air. Somehow, she managed to keep hold of her staff. She landed badly, almost breaking her leg. Gritting her teeth, she applied a quick-heal spell even though she knew she would pay for it later. There was no time to have Lady Barb heal her.


  Lady Barb tossed an odd spell at Mother Holly. Emily frowned in puzzlement; the spell didn’t look even remotely dangerous.


  But Mother Holly howled in outrage and started lashing out, blindly.


  She was blind, Emily realized. The spell was one of the pranks they were forbidden to use at Whitehall, a spell considered too cruel even for magicians who regularly turned their rivals into animals or inanimate objects. Emily could understand their logic, although she thought it was long overdue. She pulled herself back to her feet as the necromancer stopped, as if she were listening. But if she was blind, she couldn’t see them coming.


  Seeing a large rock, Emily cast a levitation spell on it and launched the rock towards Mother Holly’s head at colossal speed. She must have sensed something, because she started to move just before the rock hit her, but it was too late. There was a colossal explosion as the rock disintegrated, revealing a battered human form blazing with energy. For a moment, Emily thought that Mother Holly’s body – more energy than living flesh – was about to explode and braced herself, before the energy faded back into nothingness. Moments later, Mother Holly pointed a finger at Emily and she had to jump aside, a moment before a supercharged spell blazed through where she had been standing. The blindness spell had been broken.


  “Do it again,” she called to Lady Barb. She’d never learnt how to cast the spell herself, even in Martial Magic. “Hurry!”


  Mother Holly howled and struck the ground. An earthquake rocked the valley, forcing Emily to lean on her staff to remain upright. In the distance, she heard the sounds of trees falling and rocks crashing down the edge of the valley...just how far had the earthquake reached? She glanced towards the castle, only to see nothing but darkness. What if the castle, already damaged, had been ruined by the earthquake? Or the town they’d stayed in the previous day...?


  Emily lifted her staff as the shaking subsided and cast a series of spells, one after the other, feeling her magic flow through the staff. A prank spell turned the ground under Mother Holly’s feet to ice, sending her falling to the ground. Another triggered a blaze of fire under the necromancer’s body, a spell she’d been taught to reserve for zombies and other forms of undead life. Mother Holly howled, but showed no sign of harm as she climbed back to her feet. A spell from Lady Barb sent her back down again. The ground shivered, as if it was repulsed by Mother Holly’s touch, sending chills down Emily’s spine.


  And then the necromancer turned to look at her.


  Red eyes, blazing with inhuman power and madness, met Emily’s gaze. She froze, like a deer staring into headlights, remembering Shadye and just how close he had come to killing her and taking Whitehall for his own. She’d cheated then, drawing on the power of the nexus and Earth’s concepts of science to wipe him from existence, but there was no nexus here. All they could do was hope they could exhaust the necromancer, a necromancer born from a woman who knew how to conserve her power. It struck Emily as she stood, helpless, that they might not win this battle.


  Mother Holly gestured with one clawed hand, and an invisible force yanked the staff out of Emily’s hand. Emily screamed, feeling as if part of her had been ripped away as the staff flew through the air and into Mother Holly’s grasp.


  She stared down at the staff, as if she wasn’t quite sure how it worked, then focused her magic on it until the staff disintegrated into sawdust.


  Emily stared in horror, feeling her magic flickering helplessly without the staff. Mother Holly looked up, triumph somehow readable on her maddened face, and flicked a finger at her. Emily found herself tossed through the air and slammed against a rock, held in place by an irresistible force.


  She felt panic bubbling at the corner of her mind as Mother Holly started to advance towards her, one hand clutching the stone knife. Shadye had wanted to sacrifice her, too...but she’d been alone then.


  The knife flew out of Mother Holly’s hand, then slammed into a fireball Lady Barb had created and tossed into the air. It shattered into pieces of stone. The force holding Emily in place vanished.


  Mother Holly turned to face Lady Barb, curling her hands into fists and then uncurling them to reveal inhuman claws. Magic flashed around her as she prepared yet another strike.


  Lady Barb acted first.


  For a moment, Emily thought that Lady Barb had summoned Basilisks or another set of giant snakes to help. They seemed to come out of nowhere, crashing into Mother Holly and grinding her into the ground. It took her a moment to realize that Lady Barb had animated them from rocks, a feat Emily knew she couldn’t hope to match for years. Magic flared around the snake that was trying to kill the necromancer, then it glowed with light and disintegrated.


  Emily barely managed to raise a ward before pieces of stone flew everywhere, several bouncing off her protections. Lady Barb started to throw more spells as Mother Holly rose back to her feet...then floated upwards into the air.


  Emily hesitated. Part of her wanted Mother Holly to run, but she knew the necromancer would just find more victims and devastate the countryside. She gritted her teeth and cast a spell intended to cancel the witch’s flying spell, but nothing happened.


  Horror flared through her mind as she realized she’d become far too dependent on the staff. She closed her eyes, recalled her very first lessons in magic, then recast the spell. Magic flashed around her and she almost collapsed in relief, then opened her eyes as Mother Holly hit the ground. The witch looked absolutely furious.


  Cold ice ran down Emily’s spine as Mother Holly stood up. Emily was tired – and Lady Barb, despite having more reserves, couldn’t be in a much better condition. If they exhausted themselves, rather than the necromancer, they were both dead.


  Then Emily remembered what she’d done to Shadye and cast an illusion spell, creating copies of herself that advanced towards Mother Holly with threatening intent, while she ducked and hid.


  Mother Holly didn’t seem to care about which Emily was actually real; she threw blasts of magic at each in quick succession. The blasts passed through the illusions and slammed into the far edge of the valley, exploding in light and fire.


  Emily shuddered – if one of those blasts hit her, she would be vaporized – and then created more illusions. Mother Holly kept blasting them, one after the other. There was so much magic flaring through the air that Emily couldn’t help wondering what it would do to the local environment.


  Lady Barb added her own illusions, creating copies of herself and several other magicians. Emily saw a Master Grey blown apart by a blast of magic, then a Grandmaster smirking as he lifted his staff. But the illusions weren’t actually dangerous...Mother Holly must have come to the same conclusion, as she stopped throwing magic at them.


  Emily braced herself and shaped a very deadly spell in her mind, then stood up and cast it. For a long moment, nothing happened...


  And then, Mother Holly started to choke. The spell transmuted the oxygen in the air around her to something else. Sergeant Miles hadn’t known just what it did, merely that the spell made it impossible for the target to breathe.


  And since Mother Holly did need to breathe, Emily wondered if she dared unleash the snake. Maybe poison would work after all.


  But then the madwoman stopped choking...


  Emily cursed under her breath, searching her mind for ideas. Prank spells prevented panic – she’d never quite realized that she wasn’t breathing when she was turned into something inanimate – but other spells didn’t have safety features built into their structure. Mother Holly must have believed that she needed to breathe, even if she’d passed beyond such human weakness. But once it had been put to the test, she’d discovered the truth.


  Emily stood, catching her breath. Everything seemed very still; she was vaguely aware of Lady Barb, standing behind the necromancer. Even Mother Holly didn’t seem inclined to keep fighting. But she knew it was just a matter of time. Emily was sweaty, exhausted and pushed to the edge of her endurance. Unless Mother Holly ran out of energy in the next few minutes, they were going to lose.


  An idea occurred to her, an idea that might at least allow them to take Mother Holly down even as they fell themselves. She hesitated, then started to work her way around Mother Holly, heading towards Lady Barb. The necromancer eyed her through brilliant red eyes, but did nothing to stop her.


  Lady Barb held up a hand, warningly. They didn’t dare get too close together or Mother Holly might try to kill them both at once.


  “You’re being consumed by your own madness,” Lady Barb said, addressing Mother Holly in tones one might use to address a dangerous animal. She sounded calm, reasonable and, above all, understanding. “But you can still stop this.”


  Emily gaped at her. Was she trying to talk Mother Holly out of embracing necromancy? Surely it was already too late. Mother Holly had passed beyond humanity into a twilight stage between human and something else, a stage that would need a constant influx of power to maintain. She would die if she couldn’t find more victims to sacrifice. Or did Lady Barb believe that Mother Holly could be useful? The thought was horrifying, but easily dismissed. Even if the Allied Lands had been prepared to tolerate someone taking innocent children and using them for power, her madness would make her an unreliable weapon.


  No, Emily realized. Lady Barb needed to regenerate her powers, just as much as Emily herself. She’s trying to buy time.


  Mother Holly turned to face her, but said nothing. Emily wondered if she was still capable of speech – Shadye had been able to talk, right up until the end – then decided that it didn’t matter. She might have plunged further into madness than Shadye – or any other necromancer who had learned to live with his new existence. Emily felt a stab of pity – all Mother Holly had wanted to do was make things better – then carefully shaped the spell in her mind. A single mistake might prove disastrous.


  She held up her hands, signaling to Lady Barb. Sign language was nowhere near as developed in the Allied Lands as it had been on Earth, but she’d been taught the basic signs in Martial Magic, as well as how to use them in combat situations. Lady Barb lifted her eyebrows as she saw the instructions – knock her away from us – but nodded and cast a spell on the ground below the necromancer’s feet. Before Mother Holly could react, she was lifted up and flung across the valley. Magic flared around her as she hit the ground, mocking Lady Barb. Even being slammed into a rocky wall wasn’t enough to kill her. Emily could only hope that her secret weapon was.


  It would change the world, she knew, if it worked. Every magician with ambition would be trying to duplicate it. And it might kill all three of them...and devastate the valley...and cause hardship to the local population. But there was no choice. Mother Holly had to be stopped.


  Emily cast the nuke-spell, praying desperately that it would work. There had been no way to test it, even if she’d dared find somewhere uninhabited. She felt the magic shivering into existence, brewing in power. It would detonate within seconds, she hoped, although she wasn’t entirely sure. There were too many variables within the spell, not to mention fixed limitations she’d engineered in when the full implications struck her. Her nightmares had suggested that it was entirely possible that using magic to split atoms would result in cracking the entire planet in half.


  She ran over towards Lady Barb as the spell started to work. It felt evil...or perhaps it was just her imagination. “Teleport us out,” she snapped, grabbing hold of the older woman. “Now!”


  Lady Barb stared at her. “I can’t,” she snapped back. Her face was torn between horror and puzzlement. The nuke-spell was coming to life, a faintly shimmering hex that was both beautiful and deadly...and it was completely outside of her experience. “I don’t have the power left!”


  Emily looked over at the magic – and, beyond it, Mother Holly rising to her feet. The hedge witch was staring at the spell as if hypnotized. Emily hesitated, wondering if all three of them were about to die, then hastily closed her eyes and concentrated on creating a pocket dimension. All the variables she’d designed when Lady Barb was ill sprang into her mind, then into her spellwork. There was no time to test it, no time to ensure that it was actually safe; she opened her eyes, then yanked the dimension forward, surrounding them. Mother Holly’s angry face vanished into a grey haze...


  ...And then there was an odd sense of timelessness, as if the stasis spell hadn’t worked quite right...


  ...And then they were in the midst of hell.


  “Emily,” Lady Barb said. She sounded badly shaken – and drained. “Emily, what the hell have you done?”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  EMILY HAD NO ANSWER.


  It was broad daylight, almost noon, judging by the position of the sun. But the valley had been completely devastated, burned to a crisp. Some parts of it were still burning, as if the spell had set the very stones themselves on fire. The hovel and all that remained of the garden were gone, replaced by a blackened crater that seemed to shimmer ominously. She looked up, towards the castle, and saw a ruin. The blast might have been directed up and outward by the shape of the valley, but the castle had been slapped hard enough to complete its destruction.


  Lady Barb caught her arm. “Emily,” she snapped. “What did you do?”


  Emily swallowed. “I can’t tell you,” she said. She wasn’t sure she wanted to discuss anything relating to splitting atoms with Lady Barb, no matter what oaths she’d sworn. “It’s not something to talk about, really.”


  “Really,” Lady Barb repeated. She looked around the remains of the valley. “Did you kill her?”


  Emily hoped so. The blast would have shattered Mother Holly’s body and broken down the energy holding it together. But there was no way to be sure. She looked around, wondering if she would see Mother Holly slowly reassembling herself, but saw nothing. The necromancer was dead, she told herself. Any other outcome was unthinkable.


  Lady Barb had another question. “How long were we in the pocket dimension?”


  “It should have been a few hours,” Emily said. It had been near midnight when they’d fought Mother Holly, which suggested they’d stayed in the bubble for over ten hours. “But I don’t know.”


  She hesitated, then swore inwardly. There was one danger from a nuclear blast – or something akin to it – that was utterly beyond this world’s comprehension. Radiation. They were standing at ground zero. Radiation might be a very real threat. She cast the ward she had designed, back when she’d first contemplated the possibility, but they’d already been dosed. If, of course, there was a danger in the first place.


  “We have to get out of here,” she said. The ward was showing no reaction, but that proved nothing. “And we need to seal this valley off completely.”


  Lady Barb didn’t argue, merely led her back towards the edge of the valley and a treacherous climb up and outwards. Fire had scorched the rocks, blackening them and sweeping away all traces of plants, bushes and soil. The ground below their feet had been turned to glass. Emily remembered, as her thoughts searched for hope, a story about a girl who had lived in a valley after a nuclear war and shuddered, then dismissed the thought. No one in the Allied Lands knew anything about splitting atoms, apart from her. It would remain that way, she hoped, for a very long time.


  But the Blighted Lands are dead, she recalled. They don’t need nukes to destroy whole countries.


  Outside the valley, the devastation had been channeled by the mouth of the valley. Countless trees were burning brightly, or had been knocked down by the force of the blast and left lying on the ground. Emily hastily cast a spell to protect them from smoke and fumes, then led Lady Barb onwards, back towards the town.


  She let out a long breath when they finally reached the outskirts and saw hundreds of people fighting the fires, hastily erecting firebreaks to prevent the flames from reaching the town. They included soldiers from two different kingdoms. Rudolf’s father had come to find his son.


  “He must have worked out where Rudolf was going,” Lady Barb said, when Emily commented on it. “I need to speak with him and Lady Easter.”


  Emily shook her head. “Wash first,” she said. Even if the radiation had faded away in the hours between the nuclear blast and the pocket dimension unlocking itself, there was still a risk of fallout. She shuddered, wondering just how much damage she’d done to the mountainfolk. There had been birth defects and other problems at Hiroshima for years after the city had been destroyed. “We need to be clean.”


  Lady Barb gave her a sidelong look, which only got worse as they entered the guesthouse and Emily forgot her usual reluctance to undress in front of anyone. Her eyes followed Emily, concerned, as Emily stripped naked and washed herself with warm water, then used magic to compress the clothes she’d worn down to a small block, which could be buried somewhere safe. After Emily was finished, Lady Barb washed herself and reluctantly destroyed her own clothes. The look in her eyes bothered Emily more than she cared to admit.


  She wracked her brains for some way to test for radiation and came up blank. There was a way to do it without modern technology or magic, she was sure, but she had no idea how the trick was actually done. She’d read about it in a book set in a post-atomic war hellhole, yet the author had concentrated more on the horrors of the aftermath than any useful details. The best she could think of, eventually, was to have Lady Barb scan her body for anything that might be caused by radiation. If there was damage, perhaps magic could heal it.


  Or perhaps there wasn’t any radiation at all, Emily thought, grimly.


  It was possible, she conceded, but it sounded like wishful thinking. They didn’t dare take it for granted. She looked down at the snake-bracelet and shivered, again. Had she poisoned the snake as well as herself? Her lips twitched in bitter amusement. She was perhaps the only person in the Allied Lands who would regard that as a bad outcome.


  A knock on the door brought her out of her thoughts. She glanced over to make sure that Lady Barb was decent, then pulled one of her robes over her head and then opened the door. Rudolf was standing there, looking tired but happy. Behind him, there were a handful of soldiers, wearing the colors of both families. She couldn’t tell if they were his bodyguards or his escorts.


  “Come in,” she said, feeling genuinely pleased to see him. “What happened last night?”


  Rudolf gave her an odd look as he stepped inside and closed the door, leaving the soldiers on the other side. “I was going to ask you the same question,” he said. His voice was awestruck. “There were flashes of light and the sound of thunder, then there was a light as bright as the sun and a roaring sound that shook the ground. And there was a fiery cloud shaped like a mushroom...some of the peasants even say they saw a god in the flames.”


  Emily was uncomfortably aware of Lady Barb’s gaze boring into her back.


  Rudolf shook his head. “And then the castle came tumbling down,” he added. “If we hadn’t been here, we would have died.”


  Emily shuddered. The castle had been built of heavy stone. Her blast might easily have sent pieces flying through the air and slamming down into the town like bombs from high overhead. How many people had died, directly or indirectly, because of the spell she’d unleashed? She suspected that she would never know.


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said. It seemed so inadequate. “Was anyone hurt?”


  “Several people who looked at the flash went blind for a few hours,” Rudolf said. “Others were scorched fighting the flames. What happened?”


  “We battled Mother Holly,” Emily said, shortly. “We killed her.”


  “And that’s all we can say,” Lady Barb said. “I think we need to talk to your father.”


  Rudolf nodded, rather shamefaced. “I did talk to my father,” he said. “And...well, let’s just say he had the same problem.”


  Emily laughed. Talking to his father about his sexuality had to have taken considerable courage, more than Emily had ever shown when talking to her relatives. Lady Barb gave her an odd look, then shrugged, clearly deciding it wasn’t important.


  “We’ll be on our way,” she said. “You go tell them that we’re coming.”


  The atmosphere of fear seemed to have faded away, Emily decided, as they made their way through the town to the temple. Lady Easter and her daughters had moved in, billeting their soldiers and servants in a number of smaller houses, but everything seemed to be remarkably peaceful. Perhaps she’d realized that losing the castle made her vulnerable, Emily wondered, or perhaps everyone was just relieved that the threat was over. Maybe it wouldn’t last...


  Lord Gorham seemed stronger than Emily remembered, sitting next to Lady Easter and sharing a joke with her. He rose to his feet as Lady Barb entered the temple, then bowed sweepingly to both magicians. Emily dropped back and curtseyed as Lady Barb nodded. She didn’t really want their attention, no matter the situation. It was better they just thought of her as “Millie.”


  “Mother Holly was a necromancer,” Lady Barb said, without bothering with the formalities. “She lost control of her powers and released her stolen magic, causing a massive explosion.”


  Emily blinked in surprise, then understood. There had to be some kind of cover story, even if it wasn’t entirely believable. But anyone who might recognize the holes in the tale wouldn’t believe what they heard, at least unless they walked into the mountains and inspected the blast site for themselves. For the locals, people largely ignorant of magic, there was no reason to doubt Lady Barb’s explanation.


  “That is understandable,” Lady Easter said. “She was always known to be unstable.”


  You weren’t that brave when she was a real threat, Emily thought, vindictively. You were under her control from start to finish.


  She scowled. In her own twisted way, Mother Holly had been an idealist – not too different from Emily herself. Like Emily, she’d discovered the tools to change things...and put them to use, without any of the scruples Emily liked to think she would show. But the real world didn’t respond well to idealism, let alone attempts to force it to go in a specific direction. If Emily tried to force things forward too fast...


  The thought chilled her. She’d seen, in Zangaria and elsewhere, the effects of comparatively minor innovations she’d introduced. And she’d seen how far the old order was prepared to go to resist change. What would happen, she asked herself, when old and new clashed openly again? And how much of that would be her fault? Maybe King Randor was right in trying to co-opt those who had benefited from the changes, but he was riding a tiger. What would happen when he fell off?


  Mother Holly only knew the bad, she thought, remembering what she’d been told. No one had visited the hedge witch unless they were desperate. Mother Holly had never had any balance, let alone a detached view...but then, it was hard to have a detached view when one was directly involved. And then there had been her simplistic attempt to steer the course of the mountains...


  “We will gladly forbid anyone from entering the valley,” Lady Easter said. “And we thank you for your assistance.”


  Emily frantically dragged her attention back to the here and now, silently relieved that Lady Barb hadn’t been looking at her. Not paying attention in her classes could be unfortunate.


  “You’re welcome,” Lady Barb said, dryly. “But you might want to consider how much blame you bear for this disaster.”


  Lord Gorham gaped in surprise. “Blame we bear?”


  Emily was equally surprised. She looked at Lady Barb’s back, wondering just what she was thinking – and why? It wasn’t like Lady Barb to bend the rules on limiting interference with local politics...although, with a necromancer involved, the rules had probably gone out of the window long ago.


  “Your families – you aristocrats – have been exploiting your people since you killed your former monarch,” Lady Barb said, sharply. “Even without Mother Holly, the resentment and rage was staggeringly powerful. I would have expected an explosion, sooner or later, even without a necromancer becoming involved. And now you have been proven to be vulnerable.”


  Lord Gorham didn’t understand, Emily saw, and Lady Easter didn’t seem to agree with Lady Barb. But Rudolf was nodding his head in quiet understanding, while Lady Easter’s daughters seemed to be mulling it over. A few months of being slaves in all but name had taught them a few lessons. They’d just have to see if they remembered the lessons now they were free.


  She felt a moment of hope. The next generation of aristocracy would have a chance to reshape their country without a violent revolution. But only time would tell.


  “But...they are ours,” Lord Gorham said, finally. He didn’t understand at all. Emily remembered that he’d lined up extra-pretty maids for his son, expecting Rudolf to make love to them, and shuddered. “We are their masters.”


  “They don’t see it that way,” Lady Barb said. She sighed. “Not that I really expected you to understand.”


  She stood straighter, then bowed to the aristocrats. “My apprentice and I will return to Whitehall,” she added. “I would request that you prepare reports of your own for the White Council. They will want an explanation of what took place here.”


  “It will be done,” Lord Gorham said.


  Lady Barb turned and strode out of the temple. Emily followed her, unwilling to spend any more time looking at the aristocrats. Rudolf followed her, then called out as he left the temple. Emily hesitated, then turned back to speak with him.


  “I wanted to thank you,” he said. “You saved more than just my life and...”


  Emily understood. Rudolf had at least a chance at a happy life, which was more than he’d had before Mother Holly started playing games. She doubted it would be easy, but it would be possible to make it work.


  “You’re welcome,” she said, toying with the bracelet at her wrist. “And thank you for coming with me. I might not have made it without you.”


  Rudolf beamed. Emily remembered Imaiqah’s advice for talking to young men – praise them endlessly – and smiled, inwardly. Imaiqah had definitely had a point. Maybe, just maybe, Emily would risk a date with someone at Whitehall. Or maybe it would take longer to overcome her fears.


  “The offer...well...the offer has to be closed,” Rudolf said. He looked as though he expected her to blast him on the spot – or turn him back into a slug and stamp on him. “I’m sorry.”


  It took Emily a moment to realize what he was talking about – and then she started to giggle helplessly. Rudolf had asked her to marry him, partly in jest...and even though she’d declined, the offer was technically still open. But he’d had second thoughts when he’d seen just how much she could do, just like Jade. She shook her head, feeling amusement rather than rejection. It helped that she’d never seriously considered his offer.


  “I hope you find someone suitable,” she said. The thought of her giving relationship advice to anyone was ludicrous, yet there was no one else who could say what had to be said. His father certainly wouldn’t. “But remember what I said and be honest with her.”


  “I will do my best,” Rudolf said. He reached out and gave her a short, brotherly hug. “Goodbye, Millie.”


  Oddly, Emily didn’t feel worried or disturbed by his touch. She wondered, briefly, what he would say if she told him the truth. If society pages had reached this far from their kingdoms, he had to have heard of the Necromancer’s Bane. But she knew she didn’t want the attention, so she said nothing. Instead, she curtseyed to him and turned back towards the guesthouse. Lady Barb was waiting for her at the end of the street.


  “You did very well,” Lady Barb said, as they started to walk. “I’m sorry about your staff.”


  “I don’t mind losing it,” Emily assured her. The brief moment of panic when she’d feared that she’d lost the ability to cast spells without a staff for good had been terrifying. “If I hadn’t taken it...”


  “You might well be dead,” Lady Barb told her, bluntly. “Young Lady...”


  Emily looked up at her, puzzled and alarmed. “You are in training to be a combat sorceress, not an obedient servant,” Lady Barb said. “Yes, I set rules for you, and yes, I am quite prepared to punish you when you make the wrong choice – but you need to develop a sense for when those rules can be put aside. Taking the staff was the right thing to do at the right time. It saved your life, and mine, too.”


  She patted Emily on the back, then sighed. “We’re going to have to cut our trip short,” she added. Her voice suggested that she wasn’t too pleased. She’d enjoyed the walking from settlement to settlement, helping the people who needed help. “The Grandmaster will need to see us both, I think.”


  “I’m sorry,” Emily said.


  Lady Barb poked her arm, none-too-gently. “And how much of what happened here was actually your fault?”


  Emily flushed. It wasn’t, not really. Mother Holly hadn’t been driven to necromancy by anything Emily had done; hell, she’d been on the slippery slope a long time before Emily had entered the Allied Lands. Madness would have overwhelmed her, sooner or later, and then the mountains would have been drenched in blood. And, once she’d killed everyone in the mountains to feed her power, she would have descended into the surrounding countryside.


  “None of it,” she said, finally.


  “Right answer,” Lady Barb said. She sounded pleased. “But here’s something else you can think about, if you like.”


  She pushed open the door to the guesthouse, then closed it once Emily had stepped inside and set a privacy ward. “Skulls of Memories are not entirely common,” she said, once the ward was in place. “And that book was pretty close to unique.”


  Emily nodded. The book might still be buried – or it might have been destroyed by the blast, leaving one fewer copy in the Allied Lands. She would have to go and check before they left the town. If it was still intact, it was hers. She wouldn’t use the spells, but she wouldn’t give it up either. It was a book. The thought of destroying it herself was unthinkable.


  “Someone gave them to her,” Lady Barb added. There was a grim note in her voice, a promise of trouble for the future. “But who? And why?”


  “Maybe she stole them,” Emily suggested. “Void told me that a necromancer was killed on the other side of the mountains. Mother Holly was good at misdirection...”


  “Hardly enough to kill a necromancer, certainly not one who had been a necromancer for years,” Lady Barb interrupted. “So who gave her the tools?”


  Emily had no answer.


  “And just what,” Lady Barb concluded, “did they have in mind?”


  Chapter Forty


  "IT WOULD SEEM CONGRATULATIONS ARE IN ORDER,” the Grandmaster said, heavily. His sightless eyes sought out Emily. “Congratulations, Necromancer’s Bane.”


  Emily flushed and squirmed in her chair. It had taken three days to ride back to a place where they could step through a portal to Whitehall, but word had somehow spread ahead of them. Somehow, the Allied Lands knew that it had been her who’d killed a second necromancer, although they didn’t seem to know precisely how. Thankfully, the cover story about the explosion had held up to scrutiny.


  “Thank you,” she said, finally. The last thing she wanted was more fame, followed by increasingly absurd rumors about just what she’d done to Mother Holly. But, in this case, absurd rumors would probably be better than the truth. “Who told the world?”


  “I wish I knew,” the Grandmaster said. He looked down at his hands. It struck Emily, suddenly, that for all his power he was a very old man. “No one I have spoken to has been able to answer that question.”


  He shook his head. “But we are grateful for your work,” he added. “You saved thousands of lives.”


  Emily nodded, although she had her doubts. Neither she nor Lady Barb had been able to find anything suggesting radiation damage, which meant...what? Had there been no radiation, or was the damage just beyond their ability to detect? She played with a strand of her hair miserably, wondering if the first sign of real trouble would be her hair falling out. There was no way to know.


  But if there was radiation, she knew, it would have been swept up into the ecosystem and then deposited on the ground by rainfall. God alone knew what the long-term effects would be.


  “We would like to know what happened,” Lady Barb said, from behind Emily. “The explosion was more devastating than any recorded necromancer death.”


  “It shouldn’t be talked about,” Emily said, carefully. “There are too many dangers in revealing anything.”


  She hesitated, then added three words. “It was small.”


  The nuke-spell wasn’t that complicated, she knew. All it would take to cast it was a single magician with bad intentions and enough power to make the spell work. If deployed properly, it could end the necromantic threat overnight...and then rip the Allied Lands apart in the aftermath. It normally took a ritual to perform a Working of Mass Destruction, as Emily had come to think of them. But with the nuke-spell, a single magician could take out an entire city.


  “Then we shall tell them that it is a specialist skill of yours, should anyone ask,” the Grandmaster said. He gave her a long considering look, his hidden eyes twitching. “Did you enjoy your trip otherwise?”


  Emily had to fight to hide a giggle. She’d broken up with Jade – if what they’d had could be considered a real relationship. She’d helped a girl to go to Whitehall or another school of magic. She’d seen mundane horrors she couldn’t prevent, she’d almost been raped by a village lout, she’d nursed Lady Barb when she’d fallen ill...


  But there had been parts of the trip that had been almost enjoyable. Seeing the countryside, learning new magic with Lady Barb...generally, the parts of the trip that hadn’t involved other people.


  “It had its moments,” she said, finally.


  “You’ve grown up a little,” the Grandmaster added. He smiled at her. “That’s always good to see.”


  Metaphorically in his case, Emily assumed. Although, when magic was involved, it was hard to be sure. She had no idea why the Grandmaster tolerated his own blindness when he could have had his eyes rebuilt. Perhaps losing his sight was the price of his power.


  “Thank you,” she said. She looked down at her hands, clasped in her lap. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go back to my room and sleep.”


  “Understandable, but unnecessary,” the Grandmaster said. “I have taken the liberty of moving you into a private room, at least for the summer. You won’t be supervised – well, not any closer than students are normally supervised. I suggest you behave yourself.”


  “And restrict your experiments,” Lady Barb added. “We can discuss a program of further study tomorrow.”


  Emily sighed, but nodded. There had never been a time in her life when she hadn’t had to work, either at school or looking after herself. She’d always envied the children who talked about lazing around all summer. They didn’t know how lucky they were.


  But then, most of Whitehall’s students weren’t that lucky. Alassa had to learn how to rule, Imaiqah had to assist her family, and the Gorgon...she shook her head, thoughtfully. Just what did the Gorgon do over the summer?


  “It wouldn’t be legal to take the book from you,” the Grandmaster added. “But I would advise you to make sure it is secure.”


  “I’ve put it in my trunk,” Emily assured him. “I’ll add additional wards to Cockatrice before moving it there.”


  “And don’t read it here,” Lady Barb said, firmly. “People could get the wrong impression.”


  “I understand,” Emily said, as she rose to her feet. “And thank you for everything.”


  “Mistress Irene will show you to your room,” the Grandmaster said. “And one other thing?”


  Emily tensed, suspiciously.


  “I suggest – very strongly – that you don’t tell anyone about your new pet,” the Grandmaster said. “It would only upset people.”


  Emily looked down at the bracelet wrapped around her wrist. She could hide it, she knew; it wasn’t as if Third Year students were expected to waste time trying to find familiars. Either they found one in Second Year or they assumed that they weren’t likely to find an animal that clicked with them. But it felt wrong to be keeping something from her friends.


  And yet, she knew the grandmaster had a point. There were students who had bonded with wolves or even tigers, but familiars were generally smart enough not to hurt anyone unintentionally. The Death Viper, on the other hand, would be lethal to anyone apart from Emily herself. There was no way she could risk letting it curl up on her pillow to sleep next to her.


  “I won’t,” she promised. It made one hell of a secret weapon, she had to admit. “No one will hear about it from me.”


  Lady Barb gave her a sharp look, then nodded.


  Emily nodded back and left the room. Outside, she sagged, feeling sweat trickling down her back. The world had changed and, once again, she’d made it happen.


  Mother Holly could have been you, a voice whispered at the back of her head. If things had been a little different...


  “Welcome back, Emily,” Mistress Irene said. Emily hastily pulled herself back upright and tried to look attentive. In or outside classes, Mistress Irene was a stickler for good appearance and behavior. “I’ll show you to your room. Dinner will be at seventeen bells precisely.”


  “Thank you,” Emily said.


  The room turned out to be bigger than she’d expected, slightly more colorful than the barren rooms she’d shared with her roommates. She placed her bag on a hard wooden desk, then sat down on the bed and stared down at her hands. Her emotions churned through her head, mocking her. She’d done well, she knew she’d done well, but she didn’t really know where it would all end.


  There were a handful of letters placed on her pillow, sealed with simple charms that would destroy them if the wrong person tried to tear them open. She opened the first one with her fingernail, then pulled out the sheet of paper – they’d improved the quality, she noted – and read it quickly. Imaiqah’s letter was bright and chatty, but said almost nothing of substance. There was just a note that she would tell Emily everything when they met in person. Emily wondered what had happened to her, then dismissed the thought. She’d find out soon enough.


  The next letter was from Bryon. Emily skimmed it without paying much attention; it merely noted that he’d spoken to both the Faire Master and Paren, Imaiqah’s father, about the planning for the Faire next year. Emily nodded to herself, deciding that she could leave the matter in his capable hands, then moved on to the third letter. The Gorgon talked briefly about living in the village, then to a discussion of magical theory that would be better shared with Aloha. Emily read it anyway, making a handful of notes for later research in the library. At least there wouldn’t be any other students trying to compete with her for scarce books.


  It was odd to see that most of the letters had been written before the nuclear blast had vaporized Mother Holly and changed the world. They were almost a snapshot into a more innocent past...she shook her head, dismissing the absurd thought, then reached for the final letter. Jade had written to her a day ago, according to the postmarks. He’d just been lucky enough to be in a city connected to the portal network.


  Master Grey, he’d written, was upset about the explosion, although he didn’t say why. Emily read it twice, unable to avoid a sense that Master Grey was complaining for the sake of complaining, then mentally started to compose an angry reply before she thought better of it. Maybe he’d worked out that the explosion had been too powerful to have been the work of a necromancer, even one who had lost control completely, or...


  She scowled, then put the letters back on the table and lay back on the bed. There would be time to reply later, she told herself, once everything had settled. Maybe then she would know what to tell her friends. Placing the snake-bracelet beside her head, she closed her eyes and fell asleep.


  Her dreams, thankfully, were peaceful.


   



  Epilogue


  THE GRANDMASTER SAID NOTHING ELSE UNTIL Sergeant Miles had joined them and complex, almost impenetrable privacy wards were erected around his office. Lady Barb nodded politely to the sergeant, then turned to look back at the Grandmaster. The older man looked borne down by the weight he was carrying. It was hard to play mentor to an entire community of magicians, certainly when combined with his other responsibilities.


  “Well,” the Grandmaster said, finally. “What do you think she did?”


  Lady Barb gave him a cold look. She’d sworn not to reveal any of Emily’s secrets, but Emily hadn’t told her anything about the spell that had caused the blast.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s possible that Emily somehow caused Mother Holly to lose control of her magic, but the blast was far greater than it should have been.”


  The Grandmaster looked unconvinced. “And she’s more notorious than ever,” he added. “Is she ready for Mountaintop?”


  “No,” Lady Barb said, bluntly. “She is nowhere near ready.”


  “I must concur,” Sergeant Miles agreed. “She has mastered more than I expected, given how...early she was forced to join my class, but she is still young and inexperienced.”


  “She didn’t freeze this time,” Lady Barb said. She briefly related the whole encounter with Hodge. “Still, she isn’t ready.”


  “We have few options,” the Grandmaster said. “Do either of you have a better one?”


  Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles exchanged glances. Neither of them spoke.


  “For better or worse, Child of Destiny or not, Emily has tipped our world upside down,” the Grandmaster said, quietly. “People have started to notice. Lin’s infiltration of Whitehall was merely the most blatant intelligence-gathering attempt...and it succeeded beyond their wildest dreams. We need to counterattack as quickly as possible.”


  “And you plan to use her to gather intelligence,” Lady Barb sneered. “Emily is good at many things, Grandmaster, but she isn’t ready for this.”


  “Yes, I thought you liked her,” Sergeant Miles said. He shook his head, bitterly. “But the Grandmaster is right. There isn’t anyone else who can do this for us.”


  Lady Barb sighed. “Then I suggest you give her a few days to recuperate before you broach the topic with her,” she said, tiredly. “And then we will plan out a crash-course in mastering all the skills she needs to complete your mission.”


  “Understood,” the Grandmaster said. “I have faith that you will prepare her to the best of your ability.”


  “No matter how prepared she is,” Lady Barb said, “she may well fail.”


  She glared at the Grandmaster. “You are not to guilt her into this,” she added. “She is not to feel that she has no choice, or that the whole mess is her fault. If she chooses to undertake your mission, she is to do it of her own free will. I will not stand for anything less.”


  Beside her, Sergeant Miles nodded in agreement.


  “I will speak to her in a week,” the Grandmaster said. “And I give you my word that she can make up her own mind. But we are truly out of other options.”


  “Then may the gods help us all,” Lady Barb said.


   



   



  The End
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