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    Prologue I

    ALASSA CURSED AS SHE JABBED THE needle into her finger. Again.

    It wasn’t particularly ladylike to swear, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t the kind of person who liked being confined to a single suite, no matter how luxurious. She wanted to take her horse out for a ride or practice her magic or share a bed with her husband, not waste her time sewing...she’d never had the talent for needlework, no matter how many governesses had tried to train her in the genteel arts. 

    She eyed her work for a long moment, then tossed it aside and began to pace the suite. It had everything she could reasonably want, except windows and freedom. The lights brightened and dimmed randomly, leaving her unsure just how long she’d spent in the suite. Her body didn’t appear to have changed that much, as far as she could tell, but without magic it was hard to be sure how well the pregnancy was progressing, if it was progressing at all. She was all too aware that her family found it hard to have children. The mere fact that it had taken her so long to conceive, even with a husband who wasn’t remotely related to her, was proof that the pregnancy wouldn’t be easy.

    It has to be done, she thought, resting her hand on her abdomen. The child will be the next monarch of Zangaria.

    A wave of despair crashed over her as she lay back in her bed. She’d gambled–she’d risked everything for her friend–and she’d lost. Her father had given her an opportunity to prove that she would defy him, that she would turn against him, and–like a silly little girl–she’d taken it. And yet, no matter how many times she second-guessed herself, she knew she’d had no choice. Imaiqah–one of her two closest friends–was condemned by the mere fact of being related to a traitor, a man who’d betrayed the king. Alassa knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that the death warrant was nothing more than a formality. She’d had to move to save Imaiqah before it was too late. And she’d failed...

    Jade was out there, somewhere. She clung to the thought, even though she had no way to know if he’d received her message. Mouse might have been caught, when she slipped out of the castle and into the town...or she might have betrayed her mistress and taken her message straight to the king. And if Jade hadn’t received the message...? He’d be suspicious, wouldn’t he? She’d made a point of chatting with him via parchment every day they’d spent apart. He might sneak back into the kingdom rather than ride up the High Street, sure of a hero’s welcome. She hoped he would have the sense to be careful–his father-in-law wouldn’t hesitate to have him executed if he fell into the king’s hands–and bring help. He’d need a great deal of assistance if he wanted to save his wife.

    And his child from being raised by the king, Alassa thought. She didn’t think her father would have her executed, but he’d certainly send her into comfortable confinement shortly after she’d given birth. Boy or girl, her child would be the next legitimate ruler. He’ll take the child and raise him in his own image.

    She stared up at the ceiling, battling despair. Imaiqah might have already been executed, now that she’d served her role. Sir William should have been safe–he’d been following her orders–but he might have been sent into exile. Not knowing was worse than anything. She’d tried asking her keeper about her friends and servants, but the wretched woman had refused to be drawn on the matter. Alassa, it seemed, was to be kept in a perpetual state of ignorance. Her letters to her mother and father had never been returned. She didn’t even know precisely how long she’d been a prisoner.

    The door opened. Alassa tensed automatically, then told herself to relax as a maid walked into the suite. There was no point in trying to fight. She knew from bitter experience that the suite’s wards would immobilize her–in the most humiliating manner–if she tried to attack the maids. She thought she could break through the wards, if she had her magic, but her keeper had been very careful. She’d been forced to drink potions to keep her magic suppressed every day.

    She glared at the maid as the young woman placed the tray on the bedside table, then curtseyed. She wanted the girl to flinch, even though it was unmannerly of her. But the maid showed no reaction, save for pointing a finger at a glass. Alassa grimaced as she reached for it, knowing that–again–there was no choice. If she didn’t drink the potion willingly, she’d be forced to drink anyway. She’d had that lesson hammered into her too.

    “Very good, Your Highness,” the maid said, as Alassa swallowed the potion in one gulp. “I will be back for the tray when you’ve finished your meal.”

    Alassa scowled at her retreating back, taking a drink of mead to wash away the taste of the potion. It tasted fundamentally wrong. She’d tried a few tricks, when she’d started, to make it look as though she’d drunk the potion, but nothing had worked. It was clear proof, as if she’d needed any, that she was under constant observation. The wards would allow their mistress to spy on her captive at any moment if she wished. They might even be clever enough to alert her if Alassa did something dangerous.

    Damn it, Alassa thought.

    The food was good, but she could only pick at it–listlessly–as she sat back on her bed. She was trapped, her body and brain already turning to mush. The servants were practically treating her like a baby, someone who couldn’t even get dressed on her own. Whitehall had taught her that she didn’t need servants to dress herself, but now...it was hard to muster the energy to do anything. She couldn’t help wondering if there was more to the potion she’d been fed than she thought. She’d always been an energetic girl.

    But not for long, if I don’t get out of here soon, she thought. She could practically feel herself wasting away as her world shrank to the suite’s four walls. Jade...where are you?


    Prologue II

    THERE WAS A SMALL ARMY OF guards on the streets.

    Sir Roger of the Greenwood kept his face under tight control as his horse cantered up the High Street, his guardsmen following at a distance. He hadn’t expected cheering crowds–it wasn’t as if he’d won a great victory in the last six months–but the sullen atmosphere pervading the city was worrying. There was hardly anyone on the city’s streets, save for the guards. The shops were open, but deserted; the temples were open, yet few people seemed to be going to pray. Alexis seemed to be holding its collective breath, waiting for something to happen. 

    Perhaps something has already happened, he thought, grimly. He’d heard hundreds of rumors, but each one had been crazier than the last. It feels as if we’re about to go to war.

    A twinge of unease ran down his spine as he cantered over the drawbridge and into the courtyard, the amulet around his neck growing warm as it sensed the wards surrounding the castle. He had no magic himself–and he didn’t entirely trust those who did–but he took it for granted. King Randor appeared to have strengthened his defenses, physical and magical, more than ever before. There were hundreds of guards within eyeshot, some of them watching him as though they thought him a potential threat. Roger’s eyes narrowed. He wasn’t fool enough to think the guards would respect his rank if the king had ordered them to be suspicious of everyone who entered the castle.

    He jumped off his horse as he saw a familiar–and unwelcome–face making its way towards him. Viscount Nightingale, Master of the King’s Bedchamber... somehow, slimier than ever before. The only thing that kept him alive, Roger knew, was the king’s favor, a favor that would inevitably be lost one day. The bastard had so many enemies that the only real question was which one of them would get to him first.

    “Sir Roger,” Nightingale said. “The king commands your immediate presence.”

    Roger looked down at his sweaty clothes, then shrugged. There was no hurry, as far as he knew, but the king’s orders were not to be disobeyed. If he wanted Roger’s urgent presence–even a Roger smelling of sweat, mud and horse–he’d get it. It was possible, he supposed, that Nightingale had set out to embarrass him, but it wasn’t likely. Abusing the king’s authority would be a good way to get his head on the chopping block. Nightingale knew better than to risk alienating his protector for nothing more than snide amusement.

    He passed the horse’s reins to a young man from the stables, then followed Nightingale into the castle and through a dizzying series of security checks. The guards frisked him thoroughly, removing his sword and both of his daggers before letting him into the king’s antechamber. Roger felt a flicker of humiliation at the search, knowing that only his relatively low birth allowed the king to risk treating him so poorly. He wouldn’t have risked searching a baron so thoroughly. But then, it would be a rare baron who was allowed a private audience with the king.

    Nightingale indicated the door, his posture indicating that Roger should walk through alone. Roger bit down several cutting remarks–there was nothing to be gained by making an enemy of a man who had the king’s ear–then walked through into the king’s audience chamber. It felt cold, despite a roaring fire in the grate. The king himself sat on his throne, his face so impassive that it could have been carved from stone. There was no sign of the Crown Princess or her husband.

    “Your Majesty,” Roger said, taking off his hat as he went down on one knee. “It is a great honor to be...”

    “You may stand and face Us,” King Randor said, cutting off the flattery. “We have questions for you.”

    Roger stood, carefully. “I am at your service, Your Majesty.”

    He studied the king for a long moment. Randor had always been a powerful man–the tales of his martial exploits hadn’t been exaggerated–but now he looked...old. There were streaks of grey in his bushy brown beard. And yet, he wore a sword–it looked to be a charmed blade–at his belt, as well as a suit of golden armor. The runes carved into the gold would make it almost invulnerable to brute force. Randor was clearly expecting attack.

    “You opened correspondence with Lady Imaiqah,” Randor said. “Did you come to any...agreement with her?”

    Roger blinked. The king had urged him to open communications with Lady Imaiqah, with a view to getting married at some point in the future...clearly, the king was shifting away from that version of events. No doubt the politically-correct version wouldn’t mention the king at all. He’d been unsure how best to proceed when it came to courting a common-born noblewoman who was also a sorceress and close friends with two of the most powerful and dangerous people in the kingdom. No sorceress would accept the role of a traditional noble-born wife.

    “No, Your Majesty,” he said, carefully. “We have yet to formally meet.”

    The king studied him for a long moment. “The Lady Imaiqah is currently in the Tower,” he said. He didn’t have to say which tower. “Her father was responsible for the attack on Our daughter, on her wedding day.”

    “Your Majesty,” Roger said. He was torn between defending Imaiqah’s honor and backing away from her as quickly as possible. There was no way they could get married now. A traitor’s kin were automatically sentenced to death, just for existing. Traitors had to know their families would pay the price if they gambled and lost. “I had no idea.”

    “Nor did We,” the king said. “Lady Emily, it seems, was the only one who knew until recently.”

    Roger swallowed, hard. “Lady Emily?”

    “Yes,” the king said. “She knew and she said nothing.”

    He changed the subject with dizzying speed. “How stand the regiments?”

    “The first four regiments of musketmen are ready to deploy, Your Majesty.” Roger was finding it hard to think clearly. “I believe the remaining six regiments require more seasoning.”

    “We are surrounded by enemies, Sir Roger,” King Randor said. It was hard to tell if he was speaking of the entire kingdom or using the Royal We. “Your regiments may be all that stands between Us and civil war.”

    Roger bowed his head. He was a very junior nobleman–and he came from common-born stock–but he’d heard the rumors. The remaining barons were readying themselves for one final joust with the king, while the merchants and peasants were intent on claiming a share of power for themselves. There were stories of taxmen disappearing in the night, of entire communities that slaughtered the king’s inspectors and then fled into the wilderness...the entire kingdom was on a knife edge. And other stories, stories that were completely unbelievable. The war could not be long delayed.

    He looked up, meeting the king’s eyes. King Randor was his patron; he’d been his patron since the day he joined the army. He would no more betray his monarch than he’d cut off his manhood. And the king knew it too. He would not have entrusted the musketmen to Roger if he’d had the slightest doubt of Roger’s loyalty. An unscrupulous man could do a great deal of damage with ten regiments loyal to him.

    “It is my pleasure to serve, Your Majesty,” he said. “What do you wish of me?”

    “Bring your regiments to Alexis,” King Randor said. “And make preparations to move against the barons.”

    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Roger said.

    “We will consider the matter of your marriage more fully at a later date,” King Randor added, coolly. “There will be many available heiresses after the campaign is concluded.”

    Roger nodded. The king would distribute the heiresses–and their lands–as spoils of war, sharing them with his supporters. No one, least of all the monarch, would care what the women thought about it. He allowed himself a moment of hope–a good match would render his position effectively impregnable–and then dismissed it. He’d have to wait and see what the king was prepared to offer him.

    And hope the king survives long enough to reward me, he reminded himself.

    “I thank you, Your Majesty,” he said.

    “You may go,” King Randor said.

    Roger bowed. “I am at your service, Your Majesty.” He glanced around the empty room. Where was the Crown Princess? And her husband? “I live to serve.”

    “Exactly,” King Randor said. “And do not forget it.”


    Chapter One

    “EMILY?”

    Emily jerked awake, her eyes snapping open as she brought one hand up in a casting pose. Someone was close to her, far too close to her...she lowered her hand as she remembered, with a flicker of irritation, just where she was. Cat knelt in front of her, his face grim. Behind him, at the front of the covered wagon, Jade was pulling the horses to a stop. Her body ached as she forced herself to sit up. The stories of settlers driving into the Wild West had somehow managed to miss just how uncomfortable it was to ride in the back of a cart.

    “Cat,” she managed. She’d slept for...how long? It didn’t look any dimmer outside, so it probably hadn’t been more than an hour or two. “What’s happening?”

    Cat stood and held out a hand. “I think you’d better come look at this. It’s not good news.”

    Emily took his hand and allowed him to pull her up. He’d shaved his hair, save for a single blonde forelock, and dressed in leathers. A sword, a knife and a small wand hung at his belt. It marked him as a mercenary, a sellsword of no fixed abode, but it still felt odd to look at him. She didn’t think the mercenary look suited him–or Jade, for that matter. Both boys–men, really–looked unsettlingly violent.

    But at least they don’t look like a Prince Consort and a Combat Sorcerer, she thought, stumbling towards the front of the wagon. She remembered her own disguise and scowled. Or a kept woman, for that matter.

    She peered into the bright sunlight, one hand covering her eyes. Jade had stopped beside a copse of trees, planted to mark the boundaries between one set of common-held lands and the next. A set of bodies hung from the trees; their throats were slashed, blood staining their clothes and pooling on the ground. Flies buzzed, their hum somehow ominous in the warm air. The wind shifted, blowing the stench towards them. Emily had to fight not to cover her nose as the smell of decaying bodies washed over the wagon. The bodies had clearly been dead for days.

    “Tax farmers, at a guess,” Cat said, from behind her. His voice was very calm. “Or perhaps the local noble’s functionaries, plotting to enclose the fields and turn the peasants into serfs.”

    He nudged Jade. “I thought you were meant to be doing something about this.”

    “Very few complaints ever reach the king,” Jade said, tartly. “And when they do, you can rest assured that he always rules in favor of the nobleman.”

    “And so the commoners take matters into their own hands.” Cat waved a hand towards the bodies. “Who do you think they work for?”

    Emily shrugged. The bodies wore a lord’s colors and badge, but she didn’t recognize the livery. Yellow and black, with gold trim...it was probably a middle-ranking nobleman. She didn’t want to go any closer to the bodies, even though it was possible one of them was carrying something that might give her useful intelligence. The smell alone was off-putting, but the prospect of the murderers having booby-trapped the bodies was worse. Sergeant Miles had told her, more than once, that peasant uprisings were always savage. The peasants knew little of the laws of war and cared less. Besides, it wasn’t as if they could expect any mercy either.

    She looked away, her eyes sweeping over the checkerboard fields. They would be held in common, if she recognized the signs correctly; an entire village of peasants would work them collectively, giving half of their crop to their local nobility and keeping the rest for themselves. Tiny canals ran between the fields, so dry that only a trickle of water remained. The fields themselves looked abandoned, save for a handful of scarecrows. She was no expert, but it didn’t look as though they were being regularly tended. The peasants seemed to have vanished, leaving the fields behind.

    They might not have had a choice, she thought, looking back at the hanging bodies. If the lord was planning to enclose the fields...

    Her heart clenched. The nobility wanted to enclose the fields, claiming that larger fields would produce more crops. And they were right, she supposed. She’d seen the figures when it had been proposed at Cockatrice. It would be more efficient. But it would also turn the peasants into serfs, destroying what little freedoms they had left. She’d banned the practice in Cockatrice. Other aristocrats were far less concerned about the rights and freedoms of their tenants, let alone their traditional way of life.

    “We’d better be going.” Jade cracked the whip and the horses started to move. “I don’t want to be around when someone comes to take down the bodies.”

    Emily nodded in agreement as she settled back on the hard, wooden seat. The air outside was foul, but it was better than trying to sleep in the back of the wagon. She checked her headscarf, just to be sure her hair was still concealed, then looked down at the loose shirt and trousers she wore. She looked like a camp follower, a woman who served two mercenaries in exchange for protection...part of her found it humiliating, if only because Jade and Cat would have to treat her as a servant when they met other travelers, but she had to admit it was a good disguise. Between the headscarf, the clothes, and the dust on her skin, it was unlikely that anyone would draw a connection between her and the Necromancer’s Bane.

    “We’re not moving fast enough,” Jade muttered. “We’re not going to be in Alexis for another week.”

    “It can’t be helped,” Cat said, from where he was sitting in the back. “Unless you want to change your mind and teleport...”

    Jade made a rude sound, but Emily didn’t miss the worry and desperation in his voice. “You know better than that,” he said. “We can’t risk being detected.”

    Emily nodded, remembering the day they’d sat down in Dragon’s Den and hashed out the possibilities. King Randor, whatever else could be said about him, was far from stupid...and he had magicians in his service. Teleporting into Alexis–or even into the countryside near the city–risked detection, bringing the king’s army down on their heads. And while they could teleport into Beneficence, Emily had checked with Markus and he’d told her that anyone who crossed the bridge into Cockatrice was subjected to a careful examination. King Randor lacked the tools to carry out a real check–computers and databases were far in the Nameless World’s future–but his guards would know to watch for any inconsistencies. Or maybe they just used truth spells. 

    It was a risk they couldn’t afford to take.

    “We’ll be there in time,” she said, resting a hand on his shoulder. It was a gesture of affection she would never have normally allowed herself. But she trusted Jade. “The king won’t hurt Alassa until she gives birth.”

    “Hah,” Jade muttered. “He has a bastard son, you know.”

    Emily looked away. Jade was right. Randor’s son might be a bastard–and the mother married to someone else–but the king wouldn’t have any difficulty proving that he’d fathered the child. And, in the absence of any fully-legitimate heir, he could probably convince the nobility to accept the child as his successor. Enough noblemen had been concerned about the prospect of a Ruling Queen–and about Alassa taking the throne–to make it hard for anyone to dissent.

    “He won’t risk hurting a woman,” Cat said. “The nobility wouldn’t stand for it.”

    Emily glanced into the darkened rear. “They have no qualms about beating and raping and even killing their maidservants,” she pointed out, sharply. “I’ve seen fathers complaining about the treatment of their daughters while beating their wives bloody. Why would they question the king?”

    “Because Alassa is a noblewoman, even if she is removed from the line of succession,” Cat pointed out. He ignored Jade’s snort. “They’ll be reluctant to condone the king abusing a noblewoman, whoever she is. They like to think of themselves as chivalrous.”

    Emily rolled her eyes at him. On the face of it, Cat was right; knights and noblemen did like to think of themselves as the protectors of the gentler sex. And yet, she couldn’t help noticing that their chivalrous conduct had the unintentional effect of making noblewomen practically helpless. They couldn’t protect themselves, they couldn’t speak for themselves, they couldn’t even dress themselves. Everything was done for them by their small army of servants. As children, they were little more than dress-up dolls; as adults, they were expected to have babies–after their marriage was arranged for them–and nothing else. Legally, they were effectively children–and property.

    It does have some advantages, she conceded. It was vanishingly rare for a noblewoman to be executed, whatever the crime. Hell, she’d heard of noblewomen deliberately running up vast debts which their husbands were legally liable to pay. But I would find it maddening.

    “They may make an exception in Alassa’s case,” she said, finally. Alassa had been the Crown Princess...she still was, as far as everyone knew. She was hardly some decorative bauble of a noblewoman. Her magic alone made her dangerous to men who thought that women simply couldn’t make the hard decisions. “And they certainly will in Imaiqah’s.”

    Her heart clenched again. King Randor hadn’t just arrested Alassa, if Jade’s source was correct. He’d arrested Imaiqah as well. Emily didn’t know why he’d arrested both of her best friends, but she had a very nasty idea. Paren–Imaiqah’s father–had betrayed his monarch, which meant a certain death sentence for his entire family. None of the nobility would have any qualms about arresting a common-born sorceress.

    And we don’t even know if they’re still alive or not, she thought. Jade was sure that Alassa was still alive, but there was no way to be confident. Their marriage bond wasn’t as intense as Melissa and Markus’s. And there is definitely no way to be sure about Imaiqah.

    “She is a noblewoman,” Cat said. “I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. She knew that wasn’t necessarily true. She needed to have a talk with Jade and Cat, sooner rather than later, about what Paren had done. Jade wouldn’t be happy when he heard the truth, even though he liked Imaiqah. He’d accuse Emily of ignoring a time bomb that had blown up in Alassa’s face. And he wouldn’t be wrong, either.

    She leaned her shoulder against the wooden railing and watched the countryside go by. A handful of scattered farmhouses and peasant hovels came briefly into view, half-hidden in the fields, but they looked deserted. Two were little more than burned-out shells, their occupants either dead or long gone. There was no sign of the sheep, pigs or chickens that most farmhouses would keep as a matter of course. She shuddered as she realized yet again that Zangaria was on the brink of war. The tensions had been rising for years, but now...now they were on the verge of exploding into violence.

    No, she told herself. The violence has already started.

    Emily heard snoring from behind her and smiled, despite herself. Cat had the gift of being able to sleep whenever and wherever he wanted, a gift Emily rather wished she’d managed to master. Sergeant Miles had urged her to try, but she simply hadn’t had the time. Too much had happened in the last few months for her to concentrate on developing her magic. She should be back at Whitehall...

    She felt a bitter pang, mingled with the grim understanding that she’d finally outgrown the school. Whitehall would always feel like home, she thought, and maybe one day she’d be back, but she’d never be a pupil again. She had a life outside the school now. And it hadn’t been the same since Grandmaster Hasdrubal had died. Grandmaster Gordian simply wasn’t his equal. She hoped he’d keep his side of the bargain and look after Frieda. There was no way she could visit her younger friend while she was trying to rescue Alassa and Imaiqah.

    At least I got a chance to say goodbye, she thought. To her and to Lady Barb.

    The sun was slowly starting to set as a small town came into view. Jade guided the cart down the road, eyes flickering from side to side as he watched for signs of trouble. It wasn’t uncommon for footpads to jump carts and wagons when the drivers thought they were safe, although Emily doubted they’d mess with a pair of sellswords. Too much chance of getting killed for too little reward. And if the footpads realized they were attacking three magicians instead...

    We need to keep our magic concealed, she reminded herself. The word was out. King Randor was hiring–and sometimes conscripting–every magic-user in his kingdom. Or we’ll find ourselves enlisted in his magic corps.

    Her eyes narrowed as the town came closer. It was surrounded by a wooden palisade, a sign that it was a free town, but someone had been piling up earth to make it stronger. Emily didn’t think it would keep out a determined attack, let alone a magician, yet it might just deter bandits. Law and order had to be breaking down. Free or not, a town wasn’t supposed to build defenses that might actually keep the local lord from asserting his authority. The mere fact that the townspeople had managed to get away with it was worrying.

    “Watch my back,” Jade muttered, as he pulled the wagon to a halt. A set of guards were walking towards them, looking nervous. Emily had seen enough fighting men to know that the guards didn’t have any real training at all. Their weapons were probably more dangerous to their wielders than the enemy. “Cat, get up!”

    Emily heard Cat standing behind her, but she didn’t look back. Jade jumped down from the wagon, careful to keep his empty hands in view, and walked towards the guards. Emily kept a wary eye on him, feeling a flicker of annoyance at how the guards barely glanced at her before dismissing her as unimportant. She knew she should be grateful to be ignored, particularly if Randor had any idea that she was accompanying Jade, but still...

    “They’re taking their time,” Cat whispered. “What are they doing?”

    “No idea,” Emily whispered back. It wasn’t uncommon for gates to be firmly closed after dark and not opened again until morning, no matter who demanded entry, but it was barely twilight. “Talking, it seems.”

    Jade turned and hurried back to the wagon. “We’re not allowed in the town,” he said flatly, as he scrambled back onto the seat. “But there’s an inn on the far side, outside the walls. They’re playing host to a great many sellswords.”

    “You’d think they’d want to hire us,” Cat said. “Did you see the way that idiot was holding his sword?”

    “He came pretty close to unmanning himself.” Jade cracked the whip and the horses started to move, circling the palisade. “But we don’t want employment here, do we?”

    “They wouldn’t want sellswords in their town at all, if it could be avoided,” Emily pointed out. “We’re about as welcome as wolves amidst the flock.”

    She shook her head. Their cover story made sense. King Randor had put out a call for sellswords, as had most of the nobility. But it carried its own risks. Mercenaries were not loved, even during wartime. They were regarded as locusts; no, worse than locusts. She’d heard stories of sellswords being caught away from their bands and being brutally murdered by peasants who wanted to strike back at their unwanted guests. Jade had been insistent that they find a place to stay every night, even though it meant slowing their journey. The risk of being attacked if they camped in the open was too great.

    “I took a look through the gate while they were talking,” Jade said. “I didn’t see any young men, save for a cripple. They were all old.”

    “Conscripted,” Cat said.

    “Or they’ve taken to the hills,” Jade said. He pointed towards the rolling tree-covered hills in the distance. They were part of the Royal Forest, if the map was to be believed, and technically forbidden to peasants, but the locals had never paid much attention to unenforceable laws when their livelihoods were at stake. “You could hide and feed an entire army in there if you wanted.”

    Emily shrugged. It didn’t matter. What did matter was that Zangaria was going to explode. All the grievances that had been neglected for decades, perhaps centuries, were about to tear the entire country apart. It wouldn’t be long before the urge to start settling grudges turned into a demand for wholesale reform...

    “There’s the inn.” Jade pointed to a long wooden building, positioned temptingly beside the Royal Road. A small statue holding a lantern stood in front, inviting passing travelers to rest their weary heads in a proper bed; behind, she could see–and smell–the stables. “Shall we go see if they have a room for us?”

    “Hopefully, one without too many tiny visitors,” Emily said. She’d never stayed in an inn that hadn’t had everything from rodents to insects running around. The food would need to be tested carefully or they’d be laid up for days with stomach cramps. “Or will that cost extra?”

    “Probably,” Jade said. “But we’re only going to be staying there for one night.”

    “We should be able to get some news too,” Cat pointed out. “Right now, we don’t know enough to make a plan.”

    “True,” Emily agreed. The inn didn’t look very inviting, but they were short of choices. It was probably too much to hope for a bath, or anything remotely resembling a shower. There would be buckets of cold water for washing and chamberpots under the bed. And that was if they were lucky. “Let’s go, shall we?”


    Chapter Two

    “BUSY PLACE,” CAT COMMENTED, AS THEY drove up the driveway. “I can hear the drunken singing from here.”

    Emily nodded, tersely. The inn seemed to grow larger with every passing second, large enough to pass for a hotel on Earth. Someone had paved the drive with cobblestones–she was amused to note that they’d paid more attention to their drive than the Royal Road–but it was clear that hundreds of horses and carts had passed through in the last few days. The sound of music–and glasses clinking–was growing louder too. She felt a lump form in her stomach as she looked up at the forbidding building. It felt...unsafe.

    Stout heart, she told herself, as Jade pulled the wagon to a stop. You’ve been in worse places.

    “Ho!” She looked up and saw a young boy, around ten years old, running towards them. “I...welcome!”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. The boy was young, wearing a cap, a brown jerkin and loose trousers that seemed to be a size or two too big for him. No, for her. The disguise was a good one–and Emily probably wouldn’t have seen through it if she hadn’t had plenty of experience with women dressing as men–but it wasn’t good enough. The clothes were just a little too loose for peasant garments that could be resized on the fly. She wondered, as the girl reached the cart and bowed deeply, if Jade or Cat had seen through it too. She’d known plenty of people who’d see someone dressed as a boy and assume ‘he’ was a boy.

    “Ho,” the greeter said, again. She wouldn’t be able to pass for a boy for much longer, not if her voice didn’t grow deeper. “Rooms for three?”

    “Yes,” Jade said. He jumped down to the cobblestones and motioned for Cat to pass him the trunk. “And a place in the stables for our horse and wagon.”

    The girl bowed, again. “My mother will handle the details inside,” she said, pointing to the door. “I’ll take your horses to the back now.”

    Emily watched her scramble up with all the ease of youth, feeling an odd mixture of emotions. Children in the Nameless World were different. They were expected to make themselves useful from a very early age. It still felt odd to see children with adult responsibilities, but she had to admit it was the making of them. The kind of psychosis that had been all too common back home, where children were not allowed to grow up until the appointed time, was rarely seen on the Nameless World.

    But she also knew why the girl was wearing male guise. It would keep her safe in a world full of threats. Hundreds of people would be passing through the inn every day and some of them would be dangerous. A young girl might look vulnerable...she felt sick at the very thought. The Nameless World had its downsides too. Someone with enough rank or wealth or power–or magic–could get away with anything. 

    She scrambled down to the cobblestones, slung one of the bags over her shoulders and followed the men to the main entrance. A handful of older men were sitting outside, swapping gossip and smoking something that smelled sickly-sweet. Emily had no idea what it was, but she doubted it was doing their lungs any good. Their eyes flickered over her as she walked past, then looked away. She wasn’t remotely surprised to see, as they walked into the inn, that a middle-aged woman was sitting behind the table. Greeting the guests was woman’s work. The flintlock lying on her desk, on the other hand, was a considerable surprise. She’d known handheld guns were starting to spread across Zangaria–everyone wanted one, no matter what the king said–but she wouldn’t have expected to find one here.

    And too many people won’t know what it is, she thought, wryly. A weapon wouldn’t deter anyone if they didn’t realize it was a weapon. Or maybe they’ll believe it has supernatural powers.

    Jade did the talking. “We want a single room for the three of us, with the proper facilities.”

    The woman looked at Emily with a hint of disdain before frowning up at the blackboard behind her. Emily felt her cheeks heat. Passing for a kept woman was embarrassing, even though she was fairly sure no one would be able to penetrate her disguise. Even if they figured out that she wasn’t some peasant girl who’d run off in search of adventure–or to escape an unwanted marriage–they’d never guess the truth. But it also meant dealing with society’s contempt. Prostitutes were right at the bottom. The innkeeper would feel free to look down on her.

    She turned away, allowing her eyes to roam around the hallway. It was dark, illuminated only by a handful of flickering lanterns. Someone had placed them very carefully, ensuring that the innkeeper could see her guests while making it harder for the guests to see her. The walls were cloaked in shadow, probably hiding the remnants of previous guests as well as the dirt and grime that was omnipresent in the Nameless World. Music echoed down one corridor: a man bellowing out a bawdy ballad, accompanied by something that sounded vaguely like a guitar. The lyrics were explicit enough to make her cringe.

    The innkeeper coughed, loudly. “Women are to eat in the upper hall,” she said, stiffly. “Men are to eat in the lower floor.”

    Emily nodded, keeping her face impassive. It was a wise precaution. The inn appeared to be bursting with guests, most of whom would probably be mercenaries. Better to try to keep men and women separate than risk a fight breaking out over one of the girls. She shifted her bag, then followed Jade and Cat through a low-hanging door and up a narrow flight of wooden stairs. It was so dark that she wanted to cast a night-vision spell. Someone was likely to have an accident if they had to sneak down in the middle of the night.

    And we’re going to have real trouble if there’s a fire, she thought, as they reached the top of the stairs. A pair of heavyset men with swords were standing at the top. Getting everyone out in a hurry will be difficult.

    She tensed as she saw Jade’s hand resting on his dagger. Drawing his sword in such a confined space would be difficult. Hell, the inn might have been designed to make fighting difficult. She’d been in castles built to make life harder for anyone trying to fight their way up the stairs. She touched her own dagger, hidden in her sleeve, as the two men looked at them, then stepped aside. Her skin crawled as their eyes wandered over her chest. She was showing nothing, but it didn’t matter. The men hadn’t seen a young woman in far too long.

    Her back itched as they made their way down the corridor, careful not to show any sign of fear. Jade and Cat had plenty of experience–she knew she’d never be a swordmaster herself–but fighting without magic was always chancy. The men were mercenaries, judging by their clothing. They had probably fought in wars where the rules of warfare were nothing more than sick jokes. They might well be experienced enough to make up for Jade and Cat’s youth. 

    And if we reveal we’re magicians, we will draw too much attention to ourselves, she reminded herself. We must pass unnoticed.

    Jade stopped outside a wooden door and inserted a large iron key into the lock. Emily wasn’t remotely impressed. She could have picked that primitive lock with her eyes closed, without magic. The smell of...something...wafted out as the door opened, forcing her to breathe through her mouth. Inside, it was dark and uncomfortably warm. Cat stumbled into the room and opened the shutters. It didn’t look as though anyone had bothered to clean the room before renting it out again.

    “It could be worse,” Cat said, as light streamed into the room. “At least we have some air.”

    “And we’re trapped, if we need to get out in a hurry,” Jade said, pointing to the iron bars covering the windows. “Are we guests or prisoners?”

    “They probably don’t want people running off without paying,” Cat said. “Emily? What do you think?”

    Emily looked around the room. Two wooden beds–she rather suspected the innkeeper had thought she would be sharing with one of the men–covered in sheets that looked decidedly unclean. Chamberpots under the bed, as she’d expected; a bucket of water in the corner, clearly an afterthought. The New Learning included plenty of warnings about how diseases spread, and how even something as simple as boiling water or washing one’s hands could keep them from spreading, but not everyone believed it. There were places on the Nameless World–particularly near cities–where drinking the water was a good way to commit suicide. 

    “It will have to do,” she said, as she put her bag down. There was no point in complaining about it. The innkeeper had no reason to think they needed a better room, assuming one was available. They might have been given the best room in the inn. “Are you hungry?”

    “Yeah,” Cat said. He winked at her. “Shall we go down for dinner?”

    “We can’t go together,” Jade reminded him. His expression darkened. “I don’t like leaving our stuff here.”

    “Put up a very basic ward,” Cat suggested. “We should be able to get away with it.”

    Emily had her doubts. No one would think twice about a mercenary carrying a wand, or a handful of protective amulets, but a ward would be far too revealing. If, of course, someone dared try to search the room. A thief would be risking everything if he were caught. No one would bat an eyelid if a would-be thief was killed by his victim. She’d seen mutilated criminals wandering around towns in the past. None of them had any hope of a better life.

    “Rig the door, instead,” she suggested. “A charm to keep it closed unless one of us is turning the key should be workable.”

    “Good thought,” Jade said. “Give me a moment.”

    Emily watched as he set up a handful of tells to alert them if someone managed to enter and search the room anyway, then hurried back down the stairs to the upper hall. It was bigger than she’d expected, given that women wouldn’t be that common on the roads; women crammed the tables, while a grim-faced waitress moved from table to table, taking orders and bringing food from the kitchen. Emily felt her stomach churn–she knew how grimy inn kitchens could be–but there was no alternative. The only consolation was that the men wouldn’t be having anything better.

    A middle-aged woman waved to her. “Just passing through?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, taking the implied invitation and sitting down. She would have preferred to eat alone, but that wasn’t a possibility either. “We’re going to Alexis.”

    “I hear the roads are clogged there,” the woman said. “We’re heading away from Alexis.”

    Emily ordered food–rabbit stew and bread–then leaned back in her chair and listened to her dining companions as they talked. Sharing stories and rumors was a tradition, she’d heard, but it wasn’t something she’d done before. The last time she’d been to an inn, it had been with Lady Barb, deep in the Cairngorms. There just hadn’t been enough people traveling to keep the tradition alive. Here, it was different. She said as little as she could as they talked.

    “The king is supposed to have locked up the princess,” one woman said, when the conversation turned to politics. She looked to be a merchant’s wife, although she could easily have been the merchant herself. “She’s somewhere in the castle.”

    “Rubbish,” another woman said. “She’s dead.”

    “Or leading an army against the king,” a third woman said. “The rumors keep growing.”

    “I heard she was caught in bed with a footman,” the second woman said. “Or even a maid.”

    The women giggled. Emily felt a hot flash of anger on Alassa’s behalf, even as she tried to work out who might be spreading the rumors and why. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard awful stories about Alassa, stories that would make her seem unsuitable for the throne...the mere suggestion that Jade might not have fathered Alassa’s child would call the baby’s legitimacy into question. But there were plenty of paternity spells to make sure the child was truly his...

    “Baron Gaillard has been taxing all caravans that pass through his territory,” the merchant woman said. “He’s even been putting the squeeze on the free towns.”

    “He isn’t the only one,” the second woman said. Emily had no idea what she did. Her clothes suggested a middle-class life, but they were curiously bland. “Baroness Winter Flower has demanded more taxes too.”

    Emily frowned. Alicia? King Randor’s former mistress? Or had her husband taken control of the barony? Lord Burrows wouldn’t have been married off to a baroness if the king hadn’t been sure of his loyalty. Who was really in charge? And why were they raising taxes?

    They want a fighting fund, she thought, grimly. And who knows what side they’ll take?

    “I hear there’s trouble in Cockatrice,” the merchant woman said. “We were hoping to go there, after visiting Callable.”

    “Cockatrice?” Emily leaned forward, interested. “What’s happening there?”

    “It depends who you believe,” the merchant woman said. “But most of the stories agree that the king’s man in the castle is shitty.”

    “The baroness should go back,” the second woman grumbled. “My husband isn’t going to invest any monies if he doesn’t trust the baron to repay him.”

    So your husband is a banker, then, Emily thought. Or a loan shark. 

    The third woman looked at Emily. “What is it like, traveling with two sellswords?”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows in surprise, then realized the woman must have seen Jade and Cat when they’d walked her down to the hall. Their forelocks made them instantly recognizable as mercenaries. And...she met the woman’s eyes, reading the challenge there. She wanted to put Emily down, to put her right at the bottom of the table hierarchy...Emily almost laughed at just how petty it was. It wasn’t as if any of them were in school.

    And if you knew who you were talking to, she thought wryly, you’d throw yourself on the ground so fast you’d crack your head against the stone.

    “It’s never boring,” she said, choosing to pretend she wasn’t supposed to be ashamed of herself. Most of the kept women she’d seen in Farrakhan had looked downtrodden, all too aware that they could be replaced at any moment. “And I’ve seen things you would not believe.”

    The merchant woman smiled, a little weakly. “Why don’t you tell us about them?”

    Emily shrugged and launched into a story about the battles in and around Farrakhan. She had been there, after all. And even if they doubted her, they’d never be able to prove she was lying. Halfway through the story, her meal arrived. She picked at the rabbit stew and bread as she talked, enjoying their attention. It might make them see the world a little differently.

    “So you won the war,” the merchant woman said, finally.

    That was truer than she knew, Emily reflected. “Yeah,” she said. “And then we were told to move out of the city before the end of the month.”

    “Because sellswords are unpopular,” the third woman said. “No one wants you around when there’s no risk of war.”

    Emily nodded. No one liked mercenaries, not even the noblemen who hired them. And a mercenary who was badly wounded would be lucky if he received anything in the way of medical attention. Even a chirurgeon would be reluctant to treat a mercenary.

    “Which is why you’re going to Alexis,” the banker woman said. “What do you think will happen there?”

    “We’ll find work, of course,” Emily said. “I’ll spend my days washing their clothes and shining their swords, then we’ll move on.”

    “And they call you Emily,” the merchant woman said.

    Emily had to fight to keep the surprise off her face. The woman must have overhead Jade or Cat addressing her by name.

    “My name is Millie,” she said. “They just like the sound of Emily.”

    “They like the thought of sleeping with the sorceress,” the banker woman said.

    Emily didn’t have to fake embarrassment. The cover story would ensure that no one would connect her with the real Emily, but it was still embarrassing. She looked down, allowing them to draw their own conclusions. They’d believe those more than anything Emily might tell them.

    The merchant woman sniffed, then changed the subject. Emily listened as she finished her stew, enjoying it more than she wanted to admit. It had taken her a while to get used to eating rabbit, when the sergeants had caught rabbits to feed their students on overnight forced marches, but the meat tasted good. And selling the pelts was apparently a good way for country boys to earn a little money.

    She knew she should stay longer and see what other rumors she could pick up, but she suspected it would be useless. No one knew anything for sure. The civil war was about to begin, the civil war was underway, the civil war was already over or never going to happen or...there were just too many contradictory rumors. Instead, she bid her dining companions farewell and left the room. Her thoughts were a muddle. She knew she needed to lie down and sleep.

    And wake up tomorrow covered in insect bites, she thought. It had happened before and would no doubt happen again. They’d run out of insect-repelling incense long ago. Surely we could cast a ward against insects.

    The inn felt oddly quiet, although she could hear music in the distance. Someone would have hired an entertainer to keep the men quiet, she was sure. It might save the inn from being torn apart if the mercenaries got bored and started a fight. She walked along the wooden corridor, suddenly unsure of the way back to her room...

    ...And then she heard someone grunt in pain. 


    Chapter Three

    EMILY HESITATED, TORN BETWEEN THE urge to run forward to investigate and the need to keep her head down. Someone was in trouble, someone needed help...and yet, she didn’t dare draw attention to herself. Getting kicked out of the inn would be a disaster, but...

    “Let go of me,” a voice pleaded. A girl’s voice. “Please!”

    Emily was moving before her mind had quite caught up. She had an awful feeling she knew what she was about to see, even before she rounded the corner. A man–a mercenary, judging by his hair and leathers–was pushing the young girl Emily had met earlier against the wall, his face so close to hers that he was practically forcing her to kiss him. Emily felt her stomach churn with rage, a rage so strong she had to put solid blocks on her magic to keep from accidentally incinerating the entire inn. How dare he?

    He dares because he knows no one will stop him, her thoughts answered. And no one will believe her if she complains.

    She slipped the dagger out of her belt and moved forward, as quietly as she could. The man didn’t seem to hear her, too intent on forcing the younger girl into submission. Emily walked up behind him and held her dagger to his throat, barely resisting the urge to butcher him like a hog as he froze. She could do it...but there would be too many questions, too much attention from the local authorities. And if someone had already hired the would-be rapist, he’d have questions too.

    “Let go of her,” Emily ordered, sharply. “Now!”

    The man seemed to hesitate, just for a second. Emily braced herself, ready to slash his throat if necessary. Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb had warned her, more than once, that some men would sooner die than allow themselves to be dictated to, particularly by a woman. And mercenaries were not known for allowing anyone to push them around. They had a habit of pulling up stakes and leaving if regular payments weren’t forthcoming.

    He stepped backwards, dropping his hands to his side. The girl shot Emily a grateful look, then slipped away from the wall and hurried down the corridor. Emily hoped she’d have the sense to stay out of sight for the rest of the evening. The mercenary would be keeping an eye open for her, hoping for a chance to try to rape her again. God knew the girl’s parents wouldn’t be much help. They’d be in worse trouble if they tried to stop him.

    She gritted her teeth. What now? She had a knife to his throat, but...if she tried to take it away, he’d have a clear shot at her. And if she used magic...she kicked herself, silently, for not having thought to bring a wand of her own. It would have explained any traces of magic without revealing her power, let alone her true identity. Perhaps if she stunned him, then hastily made a fake wand...the locals probably wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. Or if she...

    The mercenary moved, suddenly. One hand caught Emily’s arm and shoved it–and the knife–away from his throat, even as he slammed his other elbow into Emily’s chest. She stumbled back, gasping for breath; her fingers opened, involuntarily, dropping the knife to the floor. She barely heard it as he slammed her into the wall, one hand pressing against her throat. He was going to suffocate her! She reached for her magic desperately, cursing her own mistake, then had a better idea. The virgin blade slipped out of her sleeve and into her palm; she pressed it against his groin, as hard as she could without actually cutting his leathers. He froze, clearly terrified. Emily knew how men like him thought. Losing his manhood was almost worse than losing his life.

    “Go away,” Emily ordered. It was hard to speak, even though he’d stopped pressing against her throat. “Now.”

    He glared at her. She could smell his breath, so foul that she dreaded to imagine what he might have been eating. His beady eyes were alight with calculation, clearly wondering if he could get the other knife away from her and then...she shuddered at the thought she saw so clearly on his face. She’d have to use magic and that would be far too revealing...

    His gaze slipped to the side and froze. Emily blinked in surprise, then risked a glance herself. Cat was standing there, holding his sword in one hand and a dagger in the other. The mercenary hesitated, then jumped back and ran down the corridor with commendable speed. Emily didn’t really blame him, even though it was shameful. No one would fault Cat for killing someone who laid hands on his woman.

    She took a long breath, then picked up her dagger and slotted it back into her belt. If she’d cut the bastard’s throat...perhaps she should have cut the bastard’s throat. The girl he’d wanted to rape wouldn’t be his last victim, not after what Emily had done to him. If the other mercenaries found out that he’d been threatened by a mere woman, he was going to be a laughingstock. He’d take it out on any woman unlucky enough to cross his path.

    “Emily,” Cat said. “What happened?”

    “He was going to rape her,” Emily said, numbly. “I had to intervene.”

    “I know,” Cat said.

    Emily looked at him, surprised. How could he know? He hadn’t seen the girl...no, he had seen the girl. She’d had the presence of mind to fetch him. Emily felt a flicker of admiration, mingled with a grim awareness that the mercenary wouldn’t be the first or last guest to threaten the inn’s staff. It wasn’t as if they were protected...

    “She fetched you, then,” she said. “That was good thinking.”

    “She told me to hurry,” Cat agreed. “And I don’t blame you.”

    They walked back to the room slowly, keeping their hands on their weapons. The room hadn’t been disturbed, as far as Emily could tell, but they had to check everything anyway. It was quite possible that someone had managed to get in without disturbing the charm. Jade hadn’t risked using a powerful spell, knowing that might cause comment too. Who knew what might alert the king’s watchers.

    Cat took a lantern from the outside wall, shone it into the room as he opened the door, then used the flame to light the lanterns inside the room. Emily checked the beds automatically, before walking over to the window to peer into the darkness. The night sky was glowing with stars, twinkling high overhead, but the land beyond was lost in shadow. There were no lights, as far as she could see. The inky darkness had consumed everything. A chill ran down her spine, even though she was used to the lack of electric light by now. Most people in the Nameless World never risked going outside after dark.

    “Jade’s still downstairs, pretending to drink and swapping lies with the others,” Cat told her, softly. She was all too aware of him coming up behind her. “Did you hear anything useful?”

    “Just rumors,” Emily said. The women might not have had much in the way of power, but that didn’t make them stupid. Women and servants had eyes and ears, something that many of the great and good forgot. “I don’t know how much credence to place in them.”

    “Every rumor has a kernel of truth.” Cat stood beside her, just close enough for her to feel him without being too close. “But sorting out the truth from the lies is a task for a lifetime.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. Rumors changed, growing and warping in the telling until they were no longer recognizable. The stories people told about her...no wonder no one recognized her, when everyone knew that Lady Emily was three meters tall, breathed fire and squashed necromancers as easily as a man might step on a slug. She supposed it wasn’t all bad–she could walk outside and not be recognized by a passing stranger–but it was still annoying.

    “They’ve realized that Alassa is in jail,” she said, softly. “And they’re spreading lies about her.”

    “We heard some of those too,” Cat said. “I had to keep Jade from smashing a particularly obnoxious idiot in the nose.”

    He snorted. “Did you hear the one about Simon Harkness being fathered by the king?”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. “But it doesn’t seem very likely.”

    She tried to remember if she’d ever met Simon Harkness. She’d met his adopted mother, shortly before the first coup, but she didn’t think she’d met the son. Simon Harkness would probably have been mooted as a potential husband for her, if not Alassa. Who knew? Perhaps his mother had been one of the hopefuls who’d written to Void to ask for Emily’s hand in marriage...

    ...But if someone was claiming he’d been fathered by King Randor, were they trying to give him a claim to the throne? Or perhaps to keep him from having a claim to the throne?

    “He’s about the same age as us, I think,” she said. “I think...”

    She broke off. King Randor already had a child Emily’s age, Alassa. The king could certainly have sired Simon Harkness...but he’d been so desperate for a male heir that he would have taken the child as soon as the paternity became clear, even if the boy was a bastard. No, it made no sense. But to someone who didn’t realize how unlikely it was that the king would have left the child alone, it might almost be believable. Lady Barb had taught her that people had a tendency to believe what they wanted to believe.

    “No,” she said. “He can’t be the king’s bastard son.”

    “He certainly won’t submit to a paternity test,” Cat agreed. “But it might give him a claim to the throne if Randor and Alassa are dead.”

    And probably Alexis too, Emily thought. Alicia’s child–a baby–was unlikely to survive if his paternity became clear. He’ll be dead before he has his second birthday.

    She took a long breath, tasting the cool night air, then turned to look at Cat. His profile was cast in shadow, illuminated only by the lantern he’d hung from the ceiling, yet...his face looked to have been carved from stone. She felt...she felt a complicated mixture of emotions, including some she was unwilling to name. Cat had asked her out on a date–and he’d kissed her–and she found him attractive, but...part of her wondered if it would be a good idea to date him. Or even do anything with him. He wasn’t Caleb, who’d been gentle and caring and as inexperienced as she was. Cat was...

    Different, she thought. It was hard to imagine Cat being willing to back down, if he thought he’d been placed in an untenable position. Or being unwilling to fight. She had no doubt of his bravery or his competence. But he’s also more demanding than Caleb ever was.

    Cat turned. She found herself looking into his eyes. “Emily?”

    Emily stared back at him for a long moment. It would be easy to lean forward and kiss him. It had been a long time since she’d initiated a kiss, let alone gone further. Her body was intent, all of a sudden, on reminding her just how long it had been since she’d slept with anyone. It was strange, so strange, to realize that she’d come to enjoy sex...

    “I was just woolgathering,” she said, softly. “Did you hear anything else that might be useful?”

    “Very little,” Cat said. If he knew where her thoughts had been, he gave no sign. “We ran into a recruiting officer and had to swear blind that work awaited us in Alexis, for better or worse. Everyone seems to be hiring mercenaries these days.”

    Emily tensed. “Is he going to cause trouble?”

    “Not unless his master really wants to piss off the mercenary guilds.” Cat pushed away from the window and strode back to the bed. “They’d be furious if someone started bullying sellswords just because they refused to fight for them. It wouldn’t be long before no one would fight for them.”

    “I suppose.” Emily turned to follow him with her eyes. “Still, he could make trouble.”

    “Perhaps.” Cat looked up and winked at her. “But how much damage are two sellswords going to cause? We’re not an entire mercenary company, you know.”

    Emily had to smile. There were mercenary companies that were practically small armies in their own right. They deployed hundreds–even thousands–of men, to the point where she’d heard they were regarded as potential kingmakers and thus dangerous. Most mercenary bands were smaller, but nonetheless effective. Cat was right. Making trouble for two men wasn’t worth the risk of pissing off every mercenary in the world.

    Cat stripped off his leathers and then his shirt, heedless of her presence. Emily looked away hastily, although not before she caught a glimpse of powerful muscles and a protective tattoo just above his heart. It looked like the rune she’d had carved onto her chest, though there were quite a few additions. Cat wouldn’t just be protected against subtle magic. He’d be protected against quite a few other charms too.

    “You can look back now,” Cat said. “I’m decent.”

    Emily reddened. She hadn’t meant to peek. She’d done better when they’d shared a tent during the war, although they’d had a number of others sharing the tent too...and, really, they’d been too tired to do anything more than collapse into their blankets every night. She forced herself to look back at him, noting the nightshirt he’d pulled over his head. It could have passed for a shirt if he ran out of other clothes to wear.

    “Jade can take the first watch, on the grounds he’s not here to fight over the job,” Cat said, as he climbed into bed and pulled the blanket over his legs. “You sleep through the night.”

    “I’ll take the third watch,” Emily said. The men could drive the wagon while she slept in the back. It wasn’t very fair, but someone would probably notice a woman driving a wagon and ask questions they didn’t want to have to answer. Besides, horses hated her. “You wake me up when you’ve finished your watch.”

    Cat looked a little relieved, although Emily knew better than to point that out. He’d need his sleep, yet he wouldn’t feel right forcing her to take a turn keeping watch. Emily doubted there would be any trouble in the middle of the night, but she knew better than to take that for granted. It was better to be ready for trouble than let it catch her by surprise.

    She removed her shoes, then reached for her bag and poked through it until she found the chat parchments. Alassa’s parchment was completely blank, of course. She hadn’t written anything since she’d been arrested. Whatever had happened had clearly happened in a tearing hurry, if only because Alassa hadn’t had a chance to write anything. A brief statement of what she was planning would have made their planning much easier. Frieda’s parchment, on the other hand, was glowing with message after message. Emily smiled, wanly. Frieda had to be feeling better.

    “Be careful what you tell them,” Cat said, as Emily started to write a reply. “You don’t want rumors to spread.”

    “Duh,” Emily said. Sergeant Miles had drilled operational security into her head, along with quite a few other lessons she’d considered useless at the time. “I won’t tell her anything useful.”

    She took a breath, then started to write a vague response. Frieda would know Emily was leaving out all the interesting details, but...she’d understand. She’d had good marks in Martial Magic, even though she’d kept getting into fights. God alone knew what would happen by the time she recovered–Emily had no idea if Frieda would be allowed to retake Fourth Year or if she’d be forced to start from Third Year–but at least she’d be safe. Gordian would take care of her.

    The door shook. Emily reached for her dagger, just as it opened to reveal Jade. His shirt was stained with beer–Emily could smell it from right across the room–but he didn’t look particularly drunk. Emily wondered, absently, if he’d forgotten that they didn’t have any washing facilities. They’d probably have to stop by a stream to wash their clothes.

    “I think you’d better go jump in a lake,” Cat said, wryly. “You stink.”

    “Better to stink than to be drunk,” Jade said. He closed the door behind him and slotted the bolt into place, then hastily removed his shirt. “I think I was standing in a pool of beer.”

    “No one will notice,” Cat said. “The whole place was practically drenched in beer.”

    Emily made a face. “Yuck.”

    “They really should have poured the beer back in the horse,” Jade said.

    “This place isn’t that upmarket,” Cat said. “I think they should have poured it back into the dog.”

    “And not the cat,” Jade said, deadpan. 

    “No.” Cat shot him a rude gesture. “Emily had a little adventure of her own.”

    “Ah,” Jade said. “Another one?”

    Emily shrugged, dismissively. “There’s something else I have to tell you,” she said. It wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have, but they needed to know. Now. “Paren was a traitor.”

    Jade stared. “What?”

    “It’s a long story,” Emily said. She winced, inwardly, as Jade’s face started to darken. He’d never liked secrets being kept from him and this one had blown up in his face. “Really.”

    She took a long breath and started to explain.


    Chapter Four

    “PAREN BETRAYED THE KING?” JADE ASKED, when Emily had finished. She could see the anguish in his eyes. “Why?”

    Emily met his eyes. “Five years ago, Paren and his allies sided with Randor and Alassa against the coup plotters,” she said. She had to think about how to say it without letting her feelings get in the way. “Promises were made, promises of representation and a say in affairs that were not honored. Paren was ennobled, but the Assembly was effectively neutered over the next couple of years. Reformers were purged, particularly the ones who wanted to smash the system.”

    She took a breath. “And eventually, Paren decided that they needed to take more direct action before the king crushed them utterly.”

    Jade’s eyes narrowed. “They tried to kill Alassa on our wedding day.”

    “They tried to kill everyone in the chamber, including Imaiqah,” Emily pointed out. “Paren thought their forces could take control in the chaos. Nanette had other ideas, I think; their plan to take the city never got off the ground after their leader was killed.”

    “How do you know all this?” Jade’s eyes bored into hers. “And why didn’t you tell us?”

    “Paren confessed to me,” Emily said, flatly. In hindsight, it was clear that Paren had tried to recruit her before the wedding. “I...I believed it would be better if the secret died with him.”

    Jade glared. “You should have told us!”

    Emily looked back at him. It was an effort to meet his eyes. “And then what? What happens to the families of known traitors? Should I have put Imaiqah’s head on the chopping block myself?”

    “Something could have been worked out,” Jade snapped. “Emily...”

    “She’s right,” Cat said, smoothly. “Jade, what choice did she have?”

    Jade opened his mouth, then closed it again. Emily understood. He–and his wife–had been blindsided because she hadn’t told them the truth. But how could she have risked telling Alassa, when her father could demand the truth from her at any moment? How could she have risked telling Imaiqah, when that would have robbed her friend of the chance to swear innocence of any plot against the king? How could she have done anything, but kept her mouth shut?

    “You should have told us,” Jade said. “If Imaiqah was innocent...”

    Emily glared at him. “Do you think Imaiqah would cold-bloodedly plot her friend’s death?”

    “No,” Jade said. His eyes were very hard. “And an oath would have proved her innocence.”

    “It wouldn’t have mattered,” Emily reminded him. “The families of known traitors are sentenced to death, from the oldest to the youngest. Imaiqah stands condemned by the mere fact her father became a traitor. And there would be no hope of hiding it if someone else knew.”

    “Except someone did know,” Jade pointed out. “You. And Nanette. Is she involved in this, somewhere?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily admitted. She’d assumed that Paren had covered his tracks very well, after the king’s investigators had failed to find anything that might have led them to the masterminds. “I don’t know how the king found out.”

    Jade let out a heavy sigh. “Then we will have to watch for her. As if we didn’t have enough problems.”

    “We had a problem we didn’t know about, an hour ago.” Cat gave Emily a fond look. “I’d say we’re better off now.”

    “Only because Emily kept her mouth shut,” Jade said, angrily. “You should have warned us.”

    “And then what?” Emily asked. “Imaiqah takes her family and goes into exile?”

    “You never gave her the choice,” Jade snapped. He balled his fists for a moment, then–with visible effort–forced them to unclench. “You never gave any of us the choice.”

    Emily nodded, shortly. Jade loved Alassa, deeply and truly. He’d do anything to protect his wife and unborn child. Emily remembered just how shaken he’d been when Emily had used a forbidden spell to save Alassa’s life. Jade was her friend, but she had no doubt that he would put Alassa first, whatever happened. She didn’t blame him, either. Indeed, she envied Alassa. Would anyone ever care about her like that?

    “Alassa will have to decide what to do about...about you keeping the secret until it was too late,” Jade said, heavily. He leaned back on the bed. “You do realize what this means, don’t you?”

    He went on before Emily could say a word. “We’re not talking about rescuing the pair of them, not now. We’re talking about...about kicking a king off his throne, perhaps even about killing him to prevent him from coming back and retaking the kingdom. We are talking about outright treason!”

    “Shout a little louder, why don’t you?” Cat’s voice was very dry. “I don’t think the people at the far end of the corridor heard you.”

    Jade scowled at him. “Whose side are you on?”

    “Yours,” Cat said. “But if you expect unthinking devotion, you’re going to be disappointed.”

    He tapped his chin, meaningfully. “Emily made the best of a set of bad choices,” he added, after a moment. “I don’t blame you for being angry, but I don’t blame Emily for making the choice either. And now, yes we are committed to putting Alassa on the throne. I can’t see her deciding to run off to the other side of the world, can you?”

    “No,” Jade said.

    “Quite,” Cat agreed. “Now, you’re supposed to be the reasonable one of our duo. Start being reasonable again, please. My head is already starting to ache from being too reasonable for my own good.”

    Emily had to smile. “Alassa won’t want to run.”

    “Even if she did,” Jade added, “her father won’t let her go into peaceful exile.”

    “No,” Cat agreed. He leaned forward. “Right now, we simply don’t know enough to make any long-term plans. The only thing we have to go on are a collection of rumors, half of which contradict the other half. We wait until we get into the city, then we gather intelligence and start making proper plans. Until then...we’re just a pair of sellswords who have been hired to serve the king, may the gods bless him.”

    “And me,” Emily said.

    “No one will pay any attention to you,” Cat said. “That’s what we’re counting on.”

    Just in case this is a trap for us, Emily thought. Nanette’s involvement–Nanette’s possible involvement, she reminded herself–suggested that Alassa and Imaiqah might be nothing more than bait in a trap. Randor would certainly want to get his hands on Jade, if not Emily herself. And if Nanette’s involved, she’ll want to get me too.

    She looked down at her hands. King Randor might not take the risk of executing his daughter, before or after she gave birth, but Imaiqah had no such protection. She might already be dead. Hell, executing her at once would be the safest course of action. Imaiqah wasn’t the most powerful sorceress in the world, but she was certainly one of the most capable. Given time, she might break out of captivity and set out to wreak revenge. The thought nagged at Emily’s mind. Imaiqah might already be dead.

    “I still don’t like it,” Jade said. He shot Emily a look that promised trouble, later. “But we have no choice.”

    Emily nodded. She didn’t want to kick Randor off his throne, but the king had been growing increasingly erratic–and paranoid–even before he’d arrested Alassa and Imaiqah. She’d heard reports about his inspectors harassing peasants, merchants, even noblemen...while he’d been building up his army with desperate haste. It was only a matter of time before he had a showdown with the remaining barons, even the ones who supported him. Emily knew who’d bear the brunt of any civil war and it wouldn’t be the nobility. It was the commoners who’d suffer.

    And yet, fixing the kingdom’s problems might take longer than they have, she thought. Alassa might not have enough time to deal with them before the revolution begins.

    “We’ll do whatever we have to do when the time comes.” She made a show of looking at the window. “Shall we get some sleep now?”

    “I’ll take the first watch,” Jade said. “Cat, do you want the second?”

    “Yeah,” Cat said. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

    Emily leaned back in her bed, pulled the blanket over her head and closed her eyes. Sleeping in her clothes felt uncomfortable, but she had a feeling she’d be a great deal less comfortable if she slept in her nightwear. The bed was uncomfortable and she was certain the blankets hadn’t been washed before the room had been rented out again. Her skin itched unpleasantly as she tried to empty her mind. But the thought of insects crawling over the sheets was one that refused to go away in a hurry.

    There are already signs of trouble, she thought, remembering the dead bodies. The peasants wouldn’t take the risk of killing taxmen and inspectors if they weren’t on the verge of revolt.

    She shuddered at the thought. Peasant revolts rarely succeeded, at least on Earth, but they tended to be savage. The peasants had generations of pent-up hatred that demanded release, while the aristocratic conventions of fair play never applied to peasants who dared to lift a hand against their betters. There would be a bloody slaughter if the peasants lost, but how could they win? Typically, peasant revolutionaries had never had a long-term plan to take power and rule the country themselves. They’d always accepted the aristocracy’s short-term concessions, never realizing that the king and his nobility were just buying time to ready the counteroffensive. And there were no alternate power structures, not on a national scale.

    Randor saw to that, when he weakened the Assembly, she reminded herself. No wonder Paren chose to revolt.

    Her mind raced. Jade was angry at her, with reason. Alassa wouldn’t be pleased either, when she found out. And Jade wouldn’t keep it from his wife, no matter what happened. She might have lost their friendship, just because she’d wanted to save her friend’s life...

    She pushed the thought out of her head and forced herself to concentrate on the future. They would need an army, if they wanted to take on the king. It wasn’t going to be easy to get one, not when Randor had a head start on everyone else. They didn’t have enough money to hire mercenaries, even if using mercenaries wouldn’t discredit their claims to be acting in the interests of the commoners. And yet, an untrained and inexperienced army would be cut to ribbons if pitted against trained and disciplined opposition. And yet...

    Someone shook her, gently. Emily jerked awake, throwing the blanket aside. It was dark, so dark that it took her several seconds for her eyes to become accustomed to the dim glow from the lantern. Cat was standing beside the bed, looking down at her. Emily hesitated, then forced herself to sit up. She was sure, logically, that she’d been asleep, but...it didn’t feel like it.

    “Wake us if you hear anything,” Cat whispered. “We’ll be up at cock-crow.”

    Emily nodded, silently grateful that he’d taken her side. She hadn’t really expected it. Jade and Cat had known each other for five years before they’d met Emily. Or had it really been that long? Jade was a year older and it was unusual for an older student to socialize with a younger one, outside class. God knew Emily had managed to put her foot in it when she’d stayed friends with Frieda. 

    Men normally side with other men, she thought, as she swung her legs over the bedside and stood. It was a backhanded compliment, of sorts. I guess I should be flattered.

    She made her way over to the chair and sat down. She’d managed to sleep for at least five hours, but it didn’t feel anything like enough. She wished, savagely, for some Kava–or something else to help her stay awake. Falling asleep on watch was a capital crime, as far as the sergeants had been concerned. They wouldn’t kill the unlucky watchman, she thought, but they’d certainly make him wish he were dead.

    Cat clambered into bed and vanished under the sheets. Emily smiled, rather thinly, then forced herself to listen. Jade was breathing in and out quietly–she couldn’t hear Cat at all–but there were no other sounds in the room. Outside, she heard someone moving down the corridor just enough to be conspicuous; outside the inn, she heard owls hooting as they glided through the darkness, hunting for mice before the sun rose and they had to return to their nests. She checked her weapons, just in case she needed them, as the footsteps came closer. It was a relief when they hurried past the door and continued down the corridor without stopping.

    That rapist probably wants revenge, she told herself. He’d never forgive her for humiliating him. If she ever saw him again, she might worry...of course, if she was lucky, the next time she saw him again she would be able to use her magic freely. Perhaps a transformation into a slug would teach him a lesson. It would certainly make the air smell nicer.

    Her thoughts ran in circles, considering everything they might encounter when they reached Alexis. Would the war have started by then? Or would it already be over? Would Randor be expecting them? Or would he assume that Jade didn’t know what had happened to his wife?

    Assume the worst, she told herself. Randor knows we’re coming.

    It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it had to be faced. They’d left Whitehall a week ago. By now, it would have dawned on the wretched gossipmongers that she wasn’t going to be going back. She had an unconditional offer of an apprenticeship and she didn’t need to stick around for the exams. But one didn’t have to be as paranoid as Randor to suspect that Emily might be on her way to Zangaria. The inquest was over. Jade was almost certainly on his way back too. Randor wouldn’t expect him to take the long route home.

    She rose and walked over to the window. Cat had left it open, allowing the night air to blow through the room. Emily had to smile, recalling some of the superstitions she’d seen in the Cairngorms about leaving windows open at night. There were stories of creatures that saw open windows as invitations and came inside, creatures that did unspeakable things to their victims...her lips quirked. Their deeds might be unspeakable, but that didn’t stop everyone from knowing what they were. Or from keeping their windows securely covered at night.

    A faint glimmer of light could be seen in the distance, marking the slow shift from night to dawn. It wouldn’t be that long before the sun appeared, driving the night creatures back into the shadows. This close to a town, it was unlikely that there was anything genuinely supernatural lurking in the darkness, but she understood just how scared people were of the shadows. The really dangerous creatures only came out at night.

    And they may still come close to the town, she thought. Supernatural creatures were supposed to respect walls and closed doors, even unlocked doors, but they were also supposed to watch carefully for opportunities to enter a house without explicit permission. The stories about vampires being unable to enter without an invitation had some basis in truth. A farmer who leaves a door open might as well have invited every creature in the neighborhood to lunch.

    Emily yawned as she stood by the window, her body telling her she needed to go back to sleep. She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood in order to keep from falling asleep. The boys wouldn’t respect her if she allowed herself to fall asleep while she was on watch, even if they never said a word to her about it. Sergeant Miles had taught her enough about how young men thought–particularly on campaign–to know that respect was hard to win, but very easy to lose. No matter what she was–no matter what she’d done–she could still lose it in a moment.

    She heard someone moving down below and frowned, peering into the semi-darkness. A fox? A cat? Someone going out to relieve himself? Or...someone intent on trouble. She reached for her dagger and held it gently, ready to move. If someone was coming up the wall...she’d taken a look at it, earlier. It wouldn’t be easy to climb, but it wouldn’t be impossible...

    The sound faded back into nothingness. Emily listened for a long moment, hearing nothing but the beating of her heart. She leaned forward carefully as the light slowly brightened, hoping to see something...there was nothing. She might easily have imagined it.

    She jumped, one hand reaching for the dagger, as the cockerel started to crow. Others joined in a moment later, telling the guests that it was time to get up. Emily turned as she heard Cat sitting upright, his eyes flickering from side to side. He looked grumpy, unsurprisingly. She doubted he’d had more than two or three hours of sleep on each side of his watch.

    “Time to get up,” she said, dryly. “Did you sleep well?”

    “No.” Jade sounded annoyed. “I slept very poorly.”

    He stumbled out of bed, knelt down beside the headboard and pulled the chamberpot out from under the mattress. Emily turned away as he did his business, brightening the lantern and then hunting for her shoes. Jade would want to leave as soon as they could. They probably wouldn’t be coming back after breakfast. 

    “It could have been worse,” Cat said. He sounded revoltingly cheerful for someone who’d been grumpy a minute or two ago. “We could have been murdered in our beds.”

    “Yeah,” Jade said. “That could still happen, you know.”


    Chapter Five

    BREAKFAST, TO EMILY’S PLEASANT SURPRISE, WAS held in a single large dining room, where a handful of men and women mingled as they ate. One table was lined with everything from poached eggs to sliced meat, while another held bread, water, beer and Kava. She took a mug of Kava, then filled her plate with food. She knew just how long it might be before they had a chance to eat again. The food was plain and simple, but it tasted good. 

    “Half the men are probably nursing hangovers,” Jade commented, as they ate. “Or they’ve left without waiting for breakfast.”

    Cat shrugged. “They’re probably used to drinking themselves silly every night. I think they’re already heading to their next destination.”

    “It probably doesn’t matter, as long as they’re not paying any attention to us,” Emily said, quietly. She looked around, checking for listening ears. “Did any of them seem a little too interested in us?”

    “No, apart from the recruiting officer,” Jade said. “And he just wants us to fight for his lord.”

    “Pity he wasn’t working for the king,” Cat commented. “It would have made our trip north a great deal easier.”

    Emily shook her head. Randor would have to be absolutely insane to allow a sizable contingent of mercenaries inside the walls. There was very little else that would guarantee turning the city’s population against him. Besides, mercenaries were expendable. They’d be sent out to crush opposition across the country, not ordered to garrison the capital city. That was a job for the king’s loyal men. Jade and Cat would find themselves further away from their destination than ever before.

    Although they’d probably never be suspected, she told herself, wryly. Who’d expect the Prince Consort to sign up with a mercenary band?

    “We’d better be on our way,” Jade said, as he cleaned his plate. “We have a long way to go before nightfall.”

    “True,” Emily agreed. Her body ached, after five days in the wagon, but there was no help for it. She would just have to endure a few days longer. They were barely crawling along, compared to the distances she’d traveled on Earth...but there was no help for that either. It would be a long time before the locals invented the car. “I think that...”

    She heard someone approaching and looked up, sharply. The girl she’d saved was walking towards them, her pale face clearly nervous. Up close, it was easier to see through the masculine disguise...although, given she already knew it was a disguise, it was possible that casual observers wouldn’t notice. The girl’s face showed no hint of stubble, but she was young enough for that not to seem strange.

    “Ah...My Lady,” the girl said. “I...”

    Emily tensed, half-forming a spell in her mind. Did the girl know who they were? Or was she simply trying to flatter her? Emily had saved her virtue, after all.

    “My mother would like to speak to the three of you,” the girl stuttered. She seemed to be having problems looking at Jade and Cat. “Please, would you come with me?”

    Emily exchanged glances with Jade. A trap? Or...or what? The girl could have told her mother anything. Did the mother want to thank them personally? Or...?

    Jade stood. “We would be honored,” he said, smoothly. “Cat?”

    “Of course,” Cat said. Emily noted that he kept one hand close to his sword as he stood. “Shall we go?”

    She let the boys take the lead as the girl led them out of the dining room and down a long wooden corridor into the lobby. A handful of guests were lining up in front of the desk, settling their accounts with the clerks; a pair of guards, carrying staffs, were standing by the doors, ready to evict anyone who quarrelled over the bill. Emily wasn’t particularly surprised to see them. Zangaria didn’t have much in the way of contract law. The only contracts that were honored, outside the merchant communities, were the contracts that were enforced. No one would make a fuss if an inn’s guardsmen threw a debtor in the local stocks.

    The girl led them into a back office, bare save for a single table and a set of hard wooden chairs. Emily braced herself as she noted that there was only one way in or out of the room, although the walls wouldn’t stand up to a single blasting spell. The innkeeper–the older woman they’d seen the previous day–sat in one of the chairs, a broadsheet open in front of her. Emily felt a twinge of pride, despite her nervousness. The broadsheets wouldn’t have come into existence if she hadn’t introduced the printing press, cheap paper and a far simpler alphabet. It was a sign that she had changed an entire world.

    For better or worse, she thought. The locals seemed to practically revere the written word, if only because it had once been incredibly costly to produce a book, but it hadn’t taken long for broadsheet editors to figure out that they could write lies into their newspapers. Who knows how it will end?

    The innkeeper rose, slowly. She looked to be around sixty, too old to have a young daughter, although that was meaningless. People aged quickly in the Nameless World. The innkeeper might well be in her early forties, if not younger. She might not have grown up on a farm, unlike Frieda’s parents, but she would still have had a hard life. Even the highest-ranking aristocrats had hard lives.

    “You saved my daughter,” she said, looking directly at Emily. “I...I thank you.”

    “You’re welcome,” Emily said. She wondered, grimly, just what was going through the older woman’s mind. It wasn’t common for someone to risk their life to save a commoner girl from a mercenary. And Emily was very definitely a young woman. Women who could fight were rare. “It was my pleasure.”

    Jade shifted beside her. Emily wondered what he was thinking, too. He would have saved the girl–she was sure he would have saved the girl–but he would have caused much less comment. A fighting woman, on the other hand...fighting women tended to get noticed, if only because they went against the grain. They were almost always combat sorcerers. It would be the height of irony if they were discovered because Emily had risked her life to save a young girl...

    “You will not have to pay for your bread and board,” the woman said. She sounded...hesitant, as if she was torn between rewarding them and the need to keep the money coming in. “And...I understand that you are heading north?”

    “We have employment near Alexis,” Jade said, stiffly. Their cover story was vague enough to be plausible, but it wouldn’t stand up to sustained questioning. They simply didn’t know enough about what was going on in the north to tell a convincing lie. “We’re expected there by the end of the week.”

    The innkeeper nodded. “There is a convoy of merchants leaving for Chatham this morning,” she said, glancing out of the window. “I believe they will allow you to accompany them, if I ask. They’re always keen to be escorted by fighting men. Would you be interested?”

    Emily glanced at Jade, then Cat. It sounded promising–no one would look twice at the guards accompanying the convoy–but it had its downsides. The merchants would draw attention...and not just from bandits. There would be inspectors who’d search the wagons and demand bribes if they found even the slightest hint of contraband. Or simply to let the merchant convoy proceed without harassment. King Randor had forbidden local tolls, but–under the circumstances–she wouldn’t be surprised to discover that everyone was throwing up roadblocks. It was a simple way to earn money, in the short term. 

    And, in the long term, it will kill the goose that lays the golden eggs, she thought. Too many aristocrats seemed to believe they could squeeze and squeeze again, without repercussions. But the local economy never seemed to grow. Why would people invest when their money could be stolen on a whim? And it encourages people to cheat the system.

    “It would be a good idea, if you will vouch for us,” Jade said. It was what a mercenary would say. The prospect of getting paid while making their way north, which they would have to do anyway, was very attractive. “We would be delighted.”

    The innkeeper’s eyes rested on Emily for a long moment. Emily looked back, keeping her face as bland as possible. The innkeeper knew she wasn’t just a kept woman now. A kept woman wouldn’t risk her life to save a young girl, even if she had the nerve. Emily just hoped she’d keep her mouth shut. If the innkeeper asked any questions, Emily would have to lie...

    “Brook will show you to the convoy,” the innkeeper said, nodding to the girl. “And she’ll make the introductions.”

    “We’ll have to collect our wagon first,” Cat said, quickly. “We can’t leave that behind.”

    Brook nodded and headed for the door. Emily watched her go, wondering if the innkeeper had chosen a gender-neutral name deliberately. Brook might actually be Brooke, but Brooke was close enough to Brook for her not to miss it when she was called. There would be no confusion as she struggled to remember her name, no hesitation that might reveal she was trying to hide something...it was quite possible that the innkeeper had wanted a boy.

    Or that she wanted her daughter to be able to pass as a son, if necessary, Emily thought, as she followed the girl out of the office. No one would notice as long as they were careful.

    Brook led them into the courtyard, then hurried around the back to collect the horses and wagon. Dozens of other guests were already loading up their carts and horses before departing, trying to make as much progress as possible before night started to fall again. A handful of mercenaries waved to Jade and Cat, ignoring Emily completely. She suspected they didn’t bear any malice towards the two men. Jade and Cat might be fighting on the other side of the war, but mercenaries fought for money. They didn’t bother to hate their enemies.

    The girl reappeared, driving the wagon with practiced skill. Jade scrambled up into the back as soon as she stopped, checking to make sure everything was fine. Cat motioned for Emily to check the wheels while he inspected the horses, feeding them little treats to put them in a good mood. They looked to have been rubbed down and fed, thankfully, but they wouldn’t have enjoyed having it done by strangers. The inn simply didn’t have space for the horses to be tended by their owners.

    “It looks good,” Jade called. “Hop up!”

    Emily clambered up, then watched from the back as Jade sat down next to Brook and cracked the whip. The horses started to move forward, the wagon jerking slightly as Cat jumped into the rear. Brook pointed them down the road, her expression suddenly tighter. Emily realized that it had dawned on her, all of a sudden, that she was alone with three strangers. Being wary of strangers was a wise move anywhere. Emily didn’t blame her in the slightest.

    “Down there,” Brook said, pointing towards the town. “They’ll let you in if I speak to the guards.”

    The town didn’t look much better in the morning light, Emily noted. A faint stench of manure hung in the air as they approached, reminding her that towns were hardly the cleanest places in the world. Farmers were already bringing their wares to market: she saw an elderly man leading a line of pigs, following a younger woman who was carrying two large baskets of vegetables. The guards let them pass without bothering to do more than glance at their faces. They paid Jade and Cat a little more attention.

    Brook jumped down and spoke, briefly, to the guards. Emily couldn’t hear what she said, but it must have been convincing. The guards waved the wagon through without bothering to search it. Brook trotted alongside them, pointing down to a small cluster of carts and wagons outside a smaller inn. Emily suspected it belonged to the local merchant’s guild. It wasn’t well-placed to take advantage of people passing through the town.

    And the guards probably don’t help, she mused, as Jade pulled the wagon to a stop. Anyone who might want to stay the night gets ordered to the inn outside the walls.

    “Stay here,” Jade ordered.

    Emily glanced at Cat, then watched as Jade scrambled down and followed Brook as she walked towards the convoy. A large man wearing a set of guild robes greeted Brook, speaking to her as though she was a favored child. Emily wondered at their relationship, then decided it wasn’t too surprising. Personal relationships meant a lot in a world where contract law was largely ineffectual. Brook’s mother would have worked hard to ensure that her guests and suppliers saw her as trustworthy.

    “Only four visible guards,” Cat muttered. “That might not be a good thing.”

    “They’ll have more, perhaps,” Emily muttered back. “And the merchants themselves will have swords, won’t they?”

    “They may not know how to use them,” Cat said. “And they may be harassed merely for carrying swords.”

    Emily nodded. Freemen had the right to bear arms–it was what separated them from serfs and slaves–but they weren’t always allowed to make use of it. Proper training was almost always lacking, giving the upper classes a decisive advantage. That was going to change, she knew, as more and more gunpowder weapons entered the mainstream. A man needed years to master a sword, but only minutes to master a firearm. And then the face of warfare would change forever.

    Jade walked back to them, slowly. “We’re being allowed to accompany them as far as Chatham,” he said. “After that, we’re on our own.”

    “That’s good,” Emily said. Chatham was a merchant town, a free city upriver from the capital. She’d never been there, but she’d heard good things about it. “Chatham isn’t far from Alexis.”

    “No, it isn’t,” Jade said. “We should get some answers there before we proceed to the city itself.”

    Cat had a more practical concern. “Any rules we should know about?”

    “They don’t want us buying and selling on the way,” Jade said. His lips quirked. “What do we have to sell?”

    “Our expertise,” Cat said. “Anything else?”

    “Not really.” Jade scrambled up into the wagon and lowered his voice. “They will expect us to help with setting up camp and Emily to help with the cooking.”

    Emily nodded, unsurprised. Cooking was women’s work, as far as the vast majority of the population was concerned. Caleb had cooked for her, but he’d been in the minority. The only other men who actually cooked worked in restaurants, which somehow didn’t count as female work. The logic behind the reasoning escaped her. Perhaps it had something to do with working for money instead of cooking for one’s husband.

    “I can cope.” She smiled, rather thinly. “As long as they can cope with my cooking...”

    “I told them you were an army cook with a great record,” Jade said, deadpan. “You only killed ten men.”

    “Great,” Cat said. “They won’t let you anywhere near the food.”

    “As long as they don’t expect me to sew,” Emily said. She’d never learnt to sew on Earth, a skill she’d never realized she lacked until she discovered it was useful for Subtle Magic. But it was definitely not one of her talents. “I’m not good at sewing.”

    “They won’t expect you to be.” Jade turned and jumped back down to the ground, then turned to beckon them down. “Let’s go meet our new friends.”

    Emily had seen a convoy before–Lady Barb had insisted on traveling with the Diddakoi, four years ago–but the merchant convoy was different. Men and women seemed to be almost equal, laughing and chatting together as they prepared to depart. There was something oddly healthy and warm about the scene, a bunch of people united by a common goal instead of being pushed together by fate. They seemed to be different too, from the handful of genuine merchants to the travelers who clearly believed it was better to travel in a large group. A handful of young children ran around, shouting and laughing while their older peers helped their parents. She couldn’t help feeling a twinge of envy. Why couldn’t she have had an upbringing like that?

    Brook caught her arm. “Thank you, once again,” she said, very quietly. “I hope you get where you’re going.”

    “You’re welcome,” Emily said, automatically. “Thank your mother for us, please.”

    The younger girl eyed her for a long moment. “I’ve often wanted to run away,” she said, lowering her voice still further. “Is being a mercenary as exciting as they say?”

    Emily hesitated. She understood the urge, but...Brook had no conception of just how bad it could be in a mercenary camp. There was no way she could pretend to be a young man when privacy was completely non-existent. Someone would notice and then...and then what? If she’d won respect, her secret might be kept; if she hadn’t, someone would blab...

    “It can be,” she said, finally. “But you remember the guy who wanted to hurt you? There are a lot of men like that in mercenary camps. And if you meet one, you will be in trouble.”

    “Emily,” Jade called. “It’s time to go!”

    “Coming,” Emily called back. She looked at Brook. “Good luck with your life.”

    “Thank you,” Brook said. “And may all the gods accompany you on your way.”


    Chapter Six

    TRAVELING IN A MERCHANT CONVOY WOULD’VE been much more enjoyable had they not been concerned about getting to Alexis as fast as they could

    The merchants were surprisingly friendly, always willing to chat and share stories of life on the road. Rumors were swapped freely, then dissected for what scraps of truth could be extracted from their bodyguard of lies. The travelers were slightly less talkative, at first, but as the days wore on they shed their reluctance and started to chat as well. Emily couldn’t help feeling guilty, as life stories were shared, about the lies she was telling. She could make them convincing, but she knew they were lies. The fact that no one could call her on them didn’t make her feel any better.

    Jade had been right about her being expected to help with the cooking, although it wasn’t as bad as she had feared. The merchants ate at inns, when they could, and set up camp when they couldn’t. Their food was very basic, stews and bread rather than anything more elaborate; they caught animals and harvested plants from the local woodlands and cooked them over an open fire, seasoning the mix with a little salt or spice. Emily had learnt enough under Sergeant Miles and Lady Barb to help the older women, although she had to admit they were experts. They’d been doing it most of their lives.

    The convoy rumbled along the roads, passing through towns and villages. Some of the villages were apparently deserted, the population staying firmly out of sight; the towns were inhabited, but clearly expecting trouble at any moment. The merchant guild had a string of private inns for its travelers, yet the convoy was nearly turned away from several towns despite their credentials. It was rare to see a military-aged man or a young girl on the streets. The former had been conscripted or were hiding from the recruiting sergeants, while the latter were vulnerable to the squads of soldiers and mercenaries making their way through the countryside. Emily couldn’t help thinking that society was steadily breaking down. The number of fields that appeared to have been abandoned, crops left to rot in the morning air, was terrifying. Famine was a very real possibility, whatever else happened.

    “I heard that the king has gone mad,” Linder said, one evening. She was a young girl, a year or two younger than Emily, with strawberry-blonde hair and a strikingly sunny disposition. Her name was close enough to Lin for Emily to covertly probe her for magic, before deciding she was being silly. “And his daughter has already taken the crown.”

    “I heard the king has locked up his daughter,” an older man said. He was kneeling beside the fire. “And that he already has someone else lined up to take the crown.”

    “It can’t be his brother,” another man said. “The Duke of Iron is already mad.”

    “The former Duke,” Jade said. “He was stripped of most of his titles after the coup.”

    And the Duchy went to Alassa, Emily added, silently. Randor should have given it to his daughter years ago. Traditionally, it was where the Crown Prince learnt the ropes before taking the throne. But what’s happened to it now?

    “It doesn’t matter to us,” the older man growled. “What matters is what gets in our way. A little girl on the throne is bad news.”

    “A woman on the throne is bad news,” another man said. His wife elbowed him, hard. “See what I mean?”

    “She’s hardly a little girl,” Jade said. Emily could hear the irritation in his tone and wondered if anyone else, apart from Cat, could hear it too. “She’s a grown woman.”

    “I wouldn’t trust my daughter to handle a kingdom,” the older man said. “And even if she was smart and sensible, she would still have to handle the”–he spat–“nobles.”

    “Aye, that’s true,” a woman agreed. “How many noblemen have started raising taxes over the last few months? It’s getting to the point where we can’t run convoys through their territory without ending up in the red.”

    Emily listened as the conversation ranged back and forth, assessing everything from the latest set of rumors to what few scraps of truth had been passed up the chain. It shouldn’t have surprised her that the traveling merchants kept their ears to the ground just to see which regions were safe for convoys and which should be avoided at all costs. Their intelligence network was surprisingly good, under the circumstances, although it had its limits. They didn’t dare take anything for granted.

    She lifted her eyebrows, concerned, as Jade stood and walked away from the fire. It wasn’t like him to stamp off, no matter how displeased. She looked at Cat, who looked as though he wanted to bite his lip, then rose herself. Jade hadn’t gone far. The woods seemed safe–the trees were nowhere near thick enough to hide a small army, unlike the forests near Whitehall–but only an idiot would go too far from the light. She didn’t have any trouble following him into a smaller clearing.

    “They don’t respect her,” he said, as she stopped beside him. “Or anyone.”

    “They don’t know her,” Emily pointed out. “To them, she’s just a name and a bundle of rumors.”

    “They’re treating her as if she’s...as if she’s a whore,” Jade snarled. He kicked a stone across the clearing. “She’s their princess, not a monster.”

    “They still don’t know her,” Emily said, trying to sound reassuring. Thankfully, one of the women had pointed out that the rumor about Alassa having a whole stable of lovers was obvious nonsense. A man could afford to tomcat around, if he wished, but a woman–even a princess–didn’t have anything like as much leeway. “They don’t even know who you are.”

    “These are the people she’s meant to rule,” Jade pointed out. “And they hate her!”

    Emily shrugged. “First, she isn’t ruling them yet, so they have no idea how she’s going to perform as their Queen. And second, they’re more concerned about policy–and her ability to affect policy–than they are with her personally. They’re not going to be concerned about who sits on the throne, Jade. They worry more about how that person will rule.”

    “So they won’t rise up for her,” Jade muttered. He knelt down, resting his hands on his knees. “They won’t fight for her.”

    “Not yet,” Emily said, with the private thought that it was unlikely that anyone would fight unless they saw a real chance at victory. A failed rebellion might be worse than not rebelling at all. “They need a reason to fight for her.”

    Jade glowered up at her. “And they don’t already have one?”

    “No,” Emily said. “And that’s something we’re going to have to change.”

    They sat together for a long moment, lost in their thoughts, then rose and made their way back towards the wagons. The debating had turned to dancing, a handful of dancers whirling their way around the fire while the older merchants played a strange collection of instruments. Emily felt wistful, wondering–again–what her life would have been like if she’d grown up in such an environment. She was tempted to go back to Cat and see if he wanted to dance, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to let her hair down that far. Besides, she suspected someone should stay with Jade.

    “Get some rest,” she ordered, as they reached the wagons. Jade really needed something to do, something to keep him from brooding, but very little came to mind. Hearing his wife talked about so rudely hadn’t been good for him. “I’ll be here if you need me.”

    “Sleep in the wagon,” Jade reminded her, firmly. “I’ll be underneath.”

    “Fine,” Emily said. Cat would sleep next to Jade, if he didn’t rest under the night sky. “I’ll be here in the morning.”

    The following morning, Linder caught her attention as they washed in the nearby stream. “I was wondering,” she said. “That man...what sort of relationship do you have with him?”

    Emily blinked. “Which one?”

    “Jade,” Linder said. “Are the two of you lovers?”

    “No,” Emily said, flatly. She had a nasty suspicion that she knew where this was going. “We’re just...fellow travelers.”

    Linder looked pleased. Emily groaned, inwardly. Someone paying close attention to the three of them would know that they weren’t quite what they seemed to be. Linder might well have noticed that Jade and Emily–or Cat and Emily–didn’t act as though they were lovers, let alone husband and wife. They didn’t even orientate on one another when they were together. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. Someone older and wiser than Linder might also have realized they were lying.

    “He’s handsome.” Linder looked as if she were dreaming, just for a second. “Do you think he’d be interested in sticking around?”

    Emily stared at her in shock. Jade was handsome, she supposed; she’d been attracted to him too, once upon a time. And Linder didn’t even know Jade was married. He might seem a good catch, both for her and for her parents. A trained soldier, one who could teach others...perhaps even one who wouldn’t try to dominate Linder herself. Emily could see the advantages...

    ...But she also knew it was impossible.

    “He’s married,” she said, quietly. “His wife is in Alexis.”

    She splashed cold water on her face to cover her feelings. She’d have to warn Jade, as quickly as possible. There was no way they’d escape scrutiny if they told different stories, although it wasn’t a lie. Jade’s wife was in Alexis. Perhaps she should have told Linder that Jade was more interested in men than women, even though it would probably have annoyed Jade a little. He - and his mercenary persona–wouldn’t want people thinking he was gay. A homosexual mercenary would have good reason to want a beard.

    Linder caught her arm. “He’s married? But he went into the woods with you!”

    Emily flushed. Linder thought she and Jade had been making love? She thought fast, trying to think of an explanation. No one would think anything of a boy and a girl walking out together at Whitehall–she’d explored the mountains with Jade, back in First Year–but here...? No wonder Linder thought Jade was unmarried. He’d done something that could get him in real trouble if he’d been married...

    And yet, no explanation seemed to fit. She could claim to be his sister–or his half-sister–but that would raise a whole string of even harder questions. Perhaps they should have claimed to be family, right from the start. Or perhaps she could claim to be a more distant relative, except that would raise even more questions. First-cousin marriages were rare in Zangaria, but second-cousin marriages happened all the time. 

    “We’re old friends,” she said, finally. “We...well, he saved my life and then I helped him and...and we just ended up staying together.”

    Linder looked unconvinced. Emily didn’t really blame her. Male-female friendships were common in the magical world, but quite rare outside it. Girls were closely chaperoned by their parents, while boys were often told that there was something wrong with wanting to be friends with a girl. No one would fault a young boy for having a friendly relationship with his sister, but they’d make fun of him for spending time with a girl without a good excuse.

    “We were in the same camp,” she added, as she dried her face. “It’s like...it’s like being in a convoy, only worse.”

    Linder looked wistful. “Is it really as fun as they say?”

    Emily sighed. Jade and Cat had told stories about the mercenary life, stories that were remarkably convincing even though neither of them had been mercenaries. They had made it sound exciting, she had to admit. There were men who liked to fight and the mercenary life seemed to offer all the fighting they could possibly want...and women, for better or worse, who found the concept of mercenaries exciting.

    All women want bad boys, she thought, sourly. There was more truth in it, even in the Nameless World, than she cared to admit. And then they find out that bad boys don’t grow into good men.

    “No,” she said, allowing her irritation to show. “If you’re a female mercenary, you will be expected to fight and fight again just to prove you have a right to be there. Your fellow soldiers can be more dangerous than the enemy, although you really don’t want to fall into enemy hands. If you’re a camp follower, you will spend your days cooking, cleaning and marching from place to place and your nights...”

    She took a sharp breath. Sergeant Miles had spelled the facts of life out in what Emily had considered, at the time, to be unnecessary graphic detail. “If you’re lucky, you will partner up with a man who will look after you as long as you’re good to him. And if you’re unlucky, you will be little more than a whore. Except you won’t get paid.”

    Linder swallowed. “And you...?”

    “Oh, I was lucky,” Emily assured her. “I had a friend.”

    She stood and stalked back to the wagons. Linder didn’t follow her, much to Emily’s private relief. She’d have to tell the boys what she’d told Linder, before one of them managed to say something that contradicted the story. And then...

    At least we’re closer to Alexis, she thought, as she scrambled into the wagon. Jade was sitting in the back, sorting through the supplies while Cat tied the horses to the yoke. We can get there on our own if they kick us out.

    “Get up here,” she called to Cat. “I need to tell you something.”

    Cat jumped up to join them. “Is it good news?”

    “No,” Emily said. “Well...it might be.”

    She outlined what she’d told Linder, sparing them nothing. Jade wouldn’t be tempted, she was sure. He loved Alassa. She had no idea how Cat would have reacted...or how she would have felt about it if he’d been interested in someone else. Her feelings were a mess.

    “Well, it could have been worse.” Jade looked pensive. “You might have done better to claim we were lovers.”

    “Water under the bridge,” Cat said. “Besides, you don’t act like lovers.”

    “Linder picked up on that,” Emily said. “She’s quite perceptive.”

    Cat snickered. “Why do so many girls go for obviously unsuitable men?”

    “Because women see different things than men,” Emily pointed out, wryly. “And because Jade isn’t wearing a wedding ring.”

    “And because they’re looking for protection,” Jade added. “A strong man who can fight–who is willing and able to fight–would be a good husband, even if he happens to be an asshole.”

    “That would explain a lot,” Cat muttered.

    “We don’t know who actually asked,” Emily pointed out. “Linder might have been...advised...to try to court Jade by her parents.”

    “Makes sense,” Cat agreed. “Who’d want to court Jade without being pushed?”

    “Alassa,” Jade said, sharply.

    Emily held up a hand before a fight could break out. “We’re clear on the details,” she said, flatly. “Jade has a wife in Alexis, someone who doesn’t mind him being a mercenary...”

    “Probably a shopkeeper,” Cat said. “Someone who has good reason not to want him around all the time. A happy relationship, naturally, but also one where they’re better off staying apart for much of the time.”

    That didn’t sound very pleasant, Emily thought, but she supposed it made sense. It was certainly not going to be easy to disprove in a hurry. Merchantwomen had a great deal of freedom, compared to both aristocratic and peasant women, but there were limits. A female shopkeeper wouldn’t want a husband who might assert his power over the shop–and his wife–whatever the law said. Hell, merchant law would back her, but civil law would support him. She’d prefer a husband who didn’t show his face too often. 

    “Fine,” Jade said, as they heard the trumpet announcing their departure. “I’ve got a wife in Zangaria.”

    Emily sat beside Cat as he took the reins, then guided the wagon out of the clearing and back onto the road. She was grimly aware of Jade brooding in back, even though they were still on their way. Perhaps they should have risked the teleport after all. Or traveling by sea...they could have teleported to Beneficence, then sailed to Alexis. But that would have been too risky. They’d heard that the king’s men were searching every ship that tried to make landfall in the kingdom. Even transfiguring themselves into fish and swimming ashore would have been unacceptably dangerous.

    “He’ll get over it,” Cat said. “It’s the only way to get into the city with a minimum of risk.”

    Emily glanced at him in surprise. Had he read her thoughts? Or...had her face betrayed her? Cat was a combat sorcerer. He was far more perceptive than he let on. He had to be. A combat sorcerer who wasn’t perceptive was likely to end up dead after a short and exciting career. 

    “I know,” she said. “But he doesn’t like it.”

    She leaned back and watched the trees slowly closing in. The locals were responsible for maintaining the roads, clearing the ditches and keeping the foliage back from the cobblestones, but it was clear they’d been neglecting their duties. She gritted her teeth as the wagon rattled over potholes and splashed through puddles of water. She was going to be aching–again–by the time they reached the next campsite...

    ...And then she heard the trumpet sound the alarm.


    Chapter Seven

    “SHIT,” JADE SAID.

    He scrambled forward as Cat pulled back on the reins. Emily leaned to one side to allow him to pass, one hand dropping to her dagger. She wasn’t expected to fight openly, not if they ran into trouble, but she would be damned if she made herself look defenseless. She’d been in enough bad places to know that one could avoid a fight by looking as though one was ready to fight. 

    Jade jumped down to the cobblestones. “There’s a barricade across the road. It looks to have been hastily established...”

    Someone shouted in alarm. Emily tensed, drawing the dagger, as a small army of men swarmed in from both sides of the road. Cat jumped down and landed next to Jade, drawing his sword in one smooth motion. Emily ducked back into the wagon, hastily grabbing her sword. She wasn’t the most skilled swordswoman in the world, but she knew how to use the blade. The men didn’t look friendly, she thought as she hurried to the back and jumped down to the ground. They were scruffy, carrying makeshift weapons and a handful of swords that had seen better days. Bandits, almost certainly. Any nobleman who wanted to search the convoy would have ordered them to stop and then resorted to violence.

    A dark-eyed man came at her, face alight with grim anticipation. He carried a sword, but it was obvious he didn’t know how to use it. Sergeant Miles would have kicked him out of class, literally, for being a damned fool. Emily side-stepped his jab and swung her blade, cutting off his hand in a shower of blood. He stared at her in horror as his sword crashed to the ground, then threw himself forward. Emily brought up her sword, impaling him on the blade, then jumped back to pull it back out of him as his legs tottered and collapsed. She felt sick. She’d killed before–she knew she’d killed before–but it was the first time she’d killed a man with a blade.

    But there was no time for that now. She had to help the others, quickly.

    Law and order really has broken down, she thought, as she jumped over the body and hurried to where Jade and Cat were battling other bandits with brutal efficiency. The bandits wouldn’t have been able to get so close to the roads if the shire reeves and sheriffs were doing their duty.

    Another man came at her, waving a sword that had definitely seen better days. He clearly had at least some training, although it looked to have been informal. Emily blocked his first swipe, gritting her teeth at the force of the blow. The man was strong enough to make up for his weaknesses, she noted as she parried a second blow. His defense was weak, but he was clearly not inclined to be put on the defensive. She glanced at Cat as he came into her field of vision, then allowed herself to look vulnerable. The bandit took the bait, overextending himself as he tried to break through her defenses. A moment later, Cat put a blade in his back. He tumbled to the ground and lay still.

    “Thanks,” Emily said.

    “Think nothing of it,” Cat told her. He was grinning from ear to ear, sweat shining on his forehead as he searched for more targets. “This is fun.”

    “....Right,” Emily said, privately thinking it was no such thing. “But there are a lot of them.”

    Jade was exchanging blows with one of the older bandits, their feet stamping on the cobblestones as each thrust and parried in a desperate bid to get through the other’s defenses first. Emily hesitated, unsure what to do, but Cat had no such doubts. He made a hooting sound, distracting the bandit for a second. It was long enough to let Jade knock the bandit’s sword aside and stab his blade into the man’s throat.

    “Better move,” Jade said, jabbing a thumb towards the rest of the convoy. “They need help.”

    Emily nodded and followed Jade and Cat, watching their backs as they threw themselves into the fray. It was clear that the bandits hadn’t expected serious resistance, although they’d come loaded for bear. They might have won by now if Jade and Cat hadn’t accompanied the convoy. The two men sliced through bandits one by one; some too young to know how to fight trained men, others old enough to give them a challenge. And then, as if a signal had been given, the remaining bandits broke and ran.

    “Check the wagons and do a head count,” Jade ordered, harshly. “Make sure they didn’t take anyone with them.”

    The merchants hurried to obey. Emily’s lips twitched, unsure if it was the display of fighting prowess or the blood dripping from Jade’s sword that encouraged them to hurry. She moved up behind Jade, grimly aware of Linder staring at the three of them in horror. Emily had no idea if she’d be attracted to Jade any longer or not, but she might take the mercenary lifestyle a great deal more seriously after this. She’d seen Emily gut a man as though he were a trout.

    Unless she missed that, Emily thought. She had no idea if Linder had been preparing to fight or not. She would have had no choice, unless she wanted to be dragged off and raped. She might have seen everything or nothing.

    “Everyone is accounted for,” Coffman said. He was the leader of the convoy, or at least the closest thing the convoy had to a leader. “Ollie is dead.”

    “Wrap up the body and stow it in a cart,” Jade ordered. “The rest of you, help me get the barricade out of the way.”

    He looked the barricade up and down, then started to push the tree trunks and branches off the road. It was cunningly designed, Emily had to admit; it looked as though it would be difficult to move without a dozen strong men or magic, but a good push in the right place would be enough to get it moving. She guessed the bandits had done it before. They’d probably spotted the convoy a few miles back and set up the ambush. Hopefully, the dead bodies would be enough to convince the survivors to go elsewhere.

    “Emily, check the bodies,” Jade said. “Cat, go with her.”

    Emily nodded and hurried to the nearest. It felt wrong to touch a dead man, but she had no choice. He was clearly a peasant, judging from his clothes; the lack of anything in his pockets, save for a small packet of tobacco, confirmed it. The remainder of the bodies were similar, apart from one man who was probably a former soldier. He didn’t seem to have drilled his little band in anything beyond basic tactics.

    “They probably got forced off the land,” she mused, as they searched the final body. “And they took to banditry to keep themselves alive.”

    “That may be true,” Cat said, briskly. “But does that excuse their crimes?”

    Emily shook her head. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, she was starting to shake. The men she’d killed wouldn’t have posed any threat if she’d been able to use magic. She would have had no difficulty in freezing them in their tracks, or turning them into toads, or doing something else that would have rendered them harmless. But she’d had to kill them instead...they’d been bad people, she knew they’d been bad people, but they’d had to die. She didn’t feel comfortable about it. She had never grown used to how cheap life was on the Nameless World and she hoped she never would.

    “Mount up,” Jade called. “We have to move!”

    Emily jumped into the wagon, returned her sword to its resting place and then sat beside Cat as the convoy rumbled back into life. Jade was at the front vehicle, no doubt pushing the driver to go as fast as he dared. The bandits had been given a nasty surprise, but it wouldn’t be long before they got over it. They wouldn’t want the convoy to get away. If nothing else, it would reveal their existence to the authorities.

    If anyone can be bothered hunting down a gang of bandits when civil war is looming, she thought, keeping a wary eye on the trees. They were growing far too close to the road for comfort. Things seemed to be moving in the undergrowth, but...were they small animals, disturbed by the convoy, or bandits? They wouldn’t know until they jumped out and attacked. The bastards have been left alone for far too long.

    She forced herself to concentrate as her thoughts started to run in circles. She’d never thought of herself as a swordswoman, let alone a good swordswoman. Jade could hold his sword in his left hand and still beat her in a fencing match. But the bandits hadn’t had a chance against her, not as long as she’d carried a sword. It was...odd. She knew she was good at magic, but swordfighting?

    Don’t get cocky, she reminded herself, sharply. You killed a handful of untrained men. The next people you have to fight may actually know what they’re doing.

    It was nearly two hours later before the convoy came to a halt beside a river. Emily noted the shallowness of the water–it was clearly a ford, even though it was half-hidden–and then returned her gaze to the trees. They were some distance away now, but she kept a hand on her dagger anyway. This time, no one was singing or running to the woods to search for mushrooms or herbs. The men carried weapons everywhere, while the women stayed close to the convoy.

    Jade strolled back to the wagon, his face grim. “They want to carry the body back to his family in Chatham,” he said. “Otherwise...they seem to have come through it all right.”

    “Good,” Emily said. She wondered if she’d come through it all right. Her hands were still threatening to shake. The bandits had wanted to kill the men, rape the women and loot the convoy of everything they could carry and she still felt guilty. “When are we moving again?”

    Jade looked at the sun. “Probably in an hour or two. We need to put some distance between ourselves and the bandits. If they were bandits.”

    “They were,” Cat said. “They weren’t prepared for trained swordsmen, Jade, let alone magicians. I think they had enough weapons to kill or intimidate the average set of merchants, but not soldiers. They probably didn’t know who we were.”

    “And they have no reason to think that we’re anyone worth betraying,” Emily added. It was unlikely the bandits would risk reporting them, even if they knew exactly who Jade and Emily really were. That would probably get them a hearty thank you, then a short trip to the gallows. Bandits were regarded as vermin. “They won’t see anything odd in me being there, will they?”

    “They might not have realized you were a girl,” Jade said. “A flashing sword does tend to concentrate the mind.”

    Emily snorted. Her clothes were loose, and her hair tied up in a headscarf, but someone would have to be blind to mistake her for a man. She just didn’t move like a man. Lady Barb and Frieda could pose as men, and do it quite effectively, but Emily couldn’t. It simply wasn’t one of her skills.

    And it would be worse if my chest was bigger, she thought, sourly. Alassa couldn’t hope to pass as a man.

    “They may just think I was a desperate woman,” she said. The bandits might not be able to tell the difference between training and desperation. They’d certainly been too ignorant to realize just how ignorant they were. “And they’re not going to confess to robbing convoys, are they?”

    “Let us hope so,” Cat agreed. He stood and jumped to the ground. “I need to find a tree.”

    Jade laughed. “You’re spoilt for choice.”

    Emily took a breath as Cat strode off. “What now?”

    “We keep going, of course,” Jade said. “And we try to make it to the next town before dark.”

    “I suppose,” Emily said. If the bandits were shadowing them, they might risk attacking a campsite. Attacking a town, on the other hand, would be far too dangerous. “Do they have an idea where to go?”

    “There’s a couple of towns,” Jade said. “We should be able to reach the first one before nightfall.”

    He looked back up the road. “Were they really bandits?”

    “I think so,” Emily said, choosing not to point out that Cat had already drawn the same conclusion. “We just had a stroke of bad luck.”

    “The convoy offers protection and anonymity, but it also offers risk,” Jade said. “We could have been forced to reveal ourselves.”

    Emily met his eyes. “But we didn’t have to reveal our magic. And if they’d had the slightest idea of who we are, they would have brought trained soldiers and magicians to the party, not a handful of bandits who barely knew which end of a sword to use.”

    She winced at the thought. It was unlikely, vanishingly unlikely, that anyone would connect the mercenaries they claimed to be with Baroness Emily and Prince Consort Jade. She was hardly the only girl calling herself Emily now, although most of them were babies; Jade was a fairly common name, even in Zangaria. And there was no reason to think that anyone was watching for a man called Cat. But the slightest slip could reveal their presence and then...

    Randor will send sorcerers after us, she thought. The king wasn’t a strong magician, but he had plenty to offer any sorcerer willing to enter his employment. Jade had been the Court Wizard, but he’d hardly been the only magic-user in Zangaria. And even if we won, we’d confirm our presence to everyone’s satisfaction.

    “I hope you’re right,” Jade said. “I’ll see you at the inn.”

    He strolled off, one hand resting on his sword. Emily watched him go, feeling uneasy. Jade didn’t normally second-guess himself so badly, but now...now his wife and unborn child were in jail, while one of his friends was under sentence of death. Imaiqah might be dead by now–a treacherous little voice at the back of Emily’s mind reminded her that Randor had no reason to keep Imaiqah alive–and Emily wouldn’t know about it until it was far too late. Or at all. Randor could have had Imaiqah executed, cremated the body, scattered the ashes in the river and then had everyone involved silenced. Jade had plenty of reason to be worried...

    ...And he might do something stupid.

    She rubbed her forehead as Cat came back, buckling his fly. He looked calmer, at least, although there was a nasty cut on his face and blood on his leathers. But then, he had more reason to be calm. He’d come on the trip out of personal loyalty to Jade, not out of any desire to rescue the princess or overthrow the king. He wouldn’t do anything stupid just because he wanted to get his wife out of prison before it was too late.

    And I can’t even argue with Jade’s motives, she told herself, wryly. I just need to watch him.

    Cat scrambled up to join her, taking the reins as the trumpet blared again. “Are you feeling better?”

    Emily shrugged. “The sooner this part of the trip is over, the better,” she said. She understood Jade’s frustration. They were inching closer to Alexis when they could have proceeded in leaps and bounds. “Of course, the next part will be even more hazardous.”

    “Very true,” Cat agreed. He cracked the whip. The horses started to move, splashing through the water as they crossed the ford. “I’m quite looking forward to it.”

    He grinned. “If you want something mindless to do, go clean the weapons before Sergeant Miles catches us,” he added. “Or we’ll be in real trouble.”

    Emily had to smile. Sergeant Miles had lectured them, time and time again, on the importance of keeping their personal weapons clean at all times. The punishments for anyone who allowed their weapons to get dirty, when they had ample opportunities for cleaning them, were severe, but better than being killed because their weapons weren’t fit for purpose. Sergeant Miles was back at Whitehall, she assumed, yet the lesson had stuck. It was a poor soldier–or magician–who let his tools get out of shape.

    “Good idea.” She stood, carefully. “Should we have kept the weapons from the bandits?”

    “I doubt it,” Cat said. “They weren’t that good. And if we’d been caught with them...”

    Emily nodded in understanding. Their swords were clearly theirs, part of a mercenary’s toolkit, but carrying so many battered weapons around would probably have raised a few eyebrows. The difference between mercenary and bandit was smaller than anyone cared to admit, particularly the mercenaries. It would be the height of irony if they’d killed the bandits, then found themselves threatened with hanging for being bandits themselves. 

    But we did leave them behind for someone else to find, she reminded herself. She had no idea if the bandits would bother to recover their dead, but if they did they’d be able to recover the weapons as well. And whoever does find the bodies may not have pure motives either.

    She shrugged as she knelt down in the back on the wagon and started to dig through the bags for the cleaning supplies. That was someone else’s problem. Right now, their concern was getting to Chatham before it was too late.

    And then we can start thinking about how to get into the capital city without getting caught, she thought, grimly. That isn’t going to be remotely easy.


    Interlude One: Lillian Harkness

    BARONESS LILLIAN HARKNESS KNEW, WITHOUT FALSE modesty, that she was perhaps the single most powerful woman in Zangaria. Her older brother would have inherited–and she would have been married off to someone who would have benefited the family–if the idiot hadn’t managed to get himself killed falling from a horse. Lillian had inherited the title after her father died and enjoyed an unprecedented amount of freedom, right up until the moment the king had discovered her involvement in the attempted coup. He hadn’t killed her–she was a woman, after all–but he’d transferred her power to her milksop of a husband.

    But he didn’t realize just how much of a milksop Hedrick actually is, she thought, as she stepped into the hunting lodge. And just how many people had come to depend on me.

    It galled her to know that her gender always put her at a disadvantage, when it came to dealing with powerful men. She would almost have preferred to be executed, rather than be reduced to a powerless wife. The king could easily have had her marriage dissolved and then married her off to one of his supporters, if he’d taken her at all seriously. But then, he’d probably been fooled by her husband’s protestations of loyalty. Hedrick didn’t have an imaginative bone in his body. He wouldn’t be able to consider defying the king, let alone go through with it. If she hadn’t known he was the only man who’d ever lain with Simon’s mother, she would have wondered who had truly fathered the bastard. Simon was everything his father wasn’t and more besides.

    A man just like my father, she thought. It wouldn’t be long before Simon started wanting a bigger role in running the barony himself, although she was fairly sure he would remain loyal to her. Adopting her husband’s bastard had been a risk, but one she’d had to take. And someone more than capable of taking my place when I die.

    “My Lady,” Baron Gaillard said. “Are you sure we are safe here?”

    Lillian resisted the urge to say something cutting about his manhood. He was, after all, risking his life, while the worst she had to fear was being dispatched to a temple and told to spend the rest of her days praying to a god. But then, Gaillard had never been a particularly brave man. He knew how close he’d come to disaster, when the last coup attempt failed spectacularly. He’d be trustworthy until the king held a sword to his throat, whereupon he’d switch sides with terrifying speed. Lillian honestly didn’t know why Gaillard hadn’t been murdered by his younger brother. He was simply incapable of looking after his family’s interests.

    “If we are not safe here, we are all doomed,” she said, dryly. It had taken weeks of preparation before she’d felt comfortable calling the meeting. Ideally, she would have preferred to avoid something as incriminating as a face-to-face discussion, but she wanted to look into their eyes and gauge their level of commitment for herself. “I believe the king has no idea where we are.”

    “I have gone to some trouble to create the impression that I am inspecting the outer reaches of my estate,” Baron Silversmith grated. “Might I suggest we hurry? Time is not on our side.”

    Lillian nodded. “The latest intelligence from Alexis is not good. The Crown Princess is behind bars, while the king has been moving more and more troops into the city. I think it is just a matter of time before he demands that we disarm–or else.”

    The others muttered to themselves, which Lillian completely understood. Once–only ten short years ago–the barons had been strong enough to dictate to the king, if they hung together. Now, the combination of the New Learning and the fallout from the failed coup had been devastating. Lillian commanded thousands of men, but she was grimly aware that most of them were neither trained nor equipped for the new way of war. Simon had made it clear to her, more than once, that most of their armsmen were unable to stand up to the king’s army. And Lillian was sure Randor knew it, too. It wouldn’t be long before he decided to crush the remainder of the overmighty aristocracy, once and for all.

    “We know what is at stake,” Baron Gaunt said. Beside him, Baron Thornwood grunted agreement. “But can we win?”

    Lillian met his eyes. “Do we dare not fight?”

    She looked around the table. “Our world is changing. The king is tightening his grip on our lands, while the peasants are showing signs of ideas above their station. Their insolence grows ever stronger, while our ability to respond to it weakens. It will not be long before we are reduced to nothing more than powerless names, while the king takes our lands and shares them out amongst his supporters. And it is all because he clutched that viper to his bosom!”

    “The king can be induced to be reasonable,” Gaillard said.

    “The king has no reason to like or trust us,” Lillian countered. She didn’t blame Randor for wanting the barons brought to heel. She didn’t like them herself. “How many of us lost family to the purge after the coup?”

    “Too many,” Thornwood growled. “But if we fail this time, we will lose everything.”

    “And if we do nothing, we will also lose everything,” Lillian said. “We are being slowly suffocated, My Lords. We are being choked to death. We fight now–we must fight, with all the force we can muster–or we lose.”

    “And who takes the throne?” Gaillard asked. “The Crown Princess?”

    “No,” Gaunt said, flatly. “A sorceress on the throne?”

    Only because she turned you down flat when you asked to marry her, Lillian thought, with a flicker of amusement she was careful to conceal. Princess Alassa could hardly be faulted for refusing to marry a man old enough to be her father, a man who was powerful and stubborn enough to attempt to dominate her. And none of us would have tolerated the match anyway.

    “The Crown Princess is too stubborn to be a good monarch,” she said, instead. “She would attempt to wield real power. Given time, she might restart the civil wars. And, let us not forget, she has powerful friends.”

    “Her son, perhaps?” Gaillard asked. “She’s supposed to be pregnant.”

    “If the rumors are to be believed,” Lillian said. She knew better than to take them for granted. Besides, even if Princess Alassa was pregnant, there was no guarantee that the child would be a boy. “We cannot rely on her giving us a child. And besides, a child on the throne...”

    She allowed them to consider the prospect for a long moment. In the short term, it might be useful; in the long term, it would be disastrous. No one would take a child-king seriously, not unless he had a truly powerful regent...and appointing a regent would open up a whole new can of worms. It would be impossible to trust him for very long. Lillian had no illusions about her peers. They were ambitious as hell. They’d take the regency and twist it into something no one had ever intended.

    “I have a better idea,” she said. “There is one other potential heir left...”


    Chapter Eight

    CHATHAM WAS LARGER THAN EMILY HAD expected.

    The town stood on the river, a cluster of houses, warehouses and a handful of factories that looked strikingly new. It was clear that it had expanded rapidly in the last few years, after the New Learning had been introduced; even now, with the threat of civil war looming over the country, Chatham looked remarkably prosperous. The streets were clean, the population looked well-fed, industrious and happy. She hadn’t seen anything like it outside Cockatrice itself.

    And yet, there was a nasty edge in the air. It wasn’t something she could put her finger on, but it was there. Broadsheet criers walked the streets, inviting people to buy their wares; men and single women carried weapons, their eyes flickering from side to side as they hurried about their business. She couldn’t see any reason for them to be fearful, but fear hung in the air like a cloud. It was all the worse, she thought, for not having an obvious cause.

    “Nice town,” Cat commented, as they passed through the gates. “I could take it with a hundred men.”

    Emily nodded, shortly. Chatham’s walls were largely pro forma. They’d keep out bandits, she thought, but little else. The town was effectively undefendable, even against a pre-gunpowder army. Randor would have no difficulty force-marching his army up the river and taking the town in an afternoon, if he wished. It wouldn’t even leave his city defenseless long enough for anyone to take advantage of the opening.

    Jade hopped down and hurried over to speak to Coffman. Emily wondered, absently, just what they’d say to one another. Coffman had been urging Jade and Cat to stay with the convoy, even dropping unsubtle hints about how Jade’s wife could join them too. She wasn’t really surprised, despite the merchant disdain for sellswords. Jade and Cat had actually behaved themselves on the trip.

    “We could take a boat down the river to Alexis,” Cat offered. “Or simply hitch a ride to the city.”

    “We’ll see,” Emily said. She’d never realized how much logistics went into traveling even a relatively short distance. Teleporting made it so much easier. Or cars...she thought, wistfully, of cars and buses and trains. It would be a long time before the railway line was extended to Chatham. “We’ll have to pick up the local chatter first.”

    Jade came back, looking amused. “We have guaranteed employment if we want to rejoin the convoy in a week. They’re heading to Cockatrice.”

    “It might be a good way to escape, if we can pull off a prison break by then,” Cat pointed out, seriously. “No one would expect us to take the risk.”

    “Because we don’t have to take the risk,” Emily countered. “Once we grab Alassa, we can teleport to Cockatrice or Swanhaven.”

    Jade cleared his throat. “In any case, we are now dismissed from the convoy,” he added, wryly. He scrambled up into the front seat and cracked the whip. “We need to go find an inn.”

    Emily waved to Linder as the wagon lurched into motion, heading down the main road. The streets were crowded, although nowhere near as bad as Alexis or Beneficence; they had no difficulty navigating the roads. She kept her eyes open, noting the presence of armed guardsmen at crossroads, watching for trouble. There didn’t seem to be many mercenaries in the city, as far as she could tell, but that didn’t stop worried glances being aimed in their direction. A couple of mercenaries were two too many, as far as the town was concerned.

    “We need to pick up a couple of broadsheets,” Jade said, as they passed another crier. “They won’t tell us the truth, but at least they’ll tell us what lies the king wants us to believe.”

    “Or the nobility,” Emily said. Zangaria hadn’t quite got the idea of a free press. The broadsheets were a combination of the worst of tabloid journalism and the devious misrepresentations of Pravda. “I doubt we’ll learn anything too useful from them.”

    They pulled up beside an inn and Jade clambered down, hurrying inside to get a room. Emily allowed her gaze to wander down the street as she waited, noting that there were seven inns on the same street. It looked odd, as if they were forced into cutthroat competition, but she could see the logic behind it. The innkeepers could hardly rent the same room out to several different people at the same time, while the town council probably liked the idea of keeping all the outsiders in the same general area. Chatham might survive and prosper through trade, but the residents wouldn’t welcome too many guests.

    She shook her head, ruefully. Chatham was too small, despite the recent expansion, to take many runaway serfs, let alone offer them the opportunities they needed. She had a feeling that most runaway serfs headed to Alexis or tried to catch a boat to Beneficence or Cockatrice. There had been complaints from the other barons, if she recalled correctly, about underground railroads being set up by former serfs. The barons hadn’t been able to do anything about it, either. A serf who escaped arrest for a year and a day was a free man.

    Jade returned, looking grim. “No room at the inn,” he said, flatly. “Wait here. I’ll check the next inn.”

    Emily felt cold. If they couldn’t find an inn...what then? They could sleep in the wagon, if necessary, but that might wind up with them being arrested for vagrancy. Chatham wasn’t likely to let strangers sleep on its streets. They’d have to bribe the guardsman who caught them or...or do something to him. She really didn’t want to have to kill a guardsman. The entire town would be after them.

    “Success,” Jade called, running back to them. “We have a room. Let’s get the horses put away.”

    “Thank the gods,” Cat said. “I was starting to worry that your face was putting them off.”

    “I’m not the one with a face like a squashed tomato.” Jade snorted, rudely. “I think the last inn was genuinely full.”

    Emily helped the boys lead the horses to the stable, then followed them up the stairs and into the room. It was surprisingly clean, although she supposed she shouldn’t have been too surprised. The New Learning had been good for Chatham. Everyone knew that insects–and coughs and sneezes–spread diseases. No one would bat an eyelid here if an innkeeper who skimped on the cleaning was marched outside, stripped naked and scrubbed thoroughly with a wire brush. The town even smelled better than average. Anyone who threw their wastes into the street could be assured of a beating. It wasn’t pleasant, but it worked.

    “I could live here,” Cat said, stretching out on the bed. “Which cover story did you tell them?”

    Jade shot him a reproving look. “We’re hired guards, looking to spend our bonuses before we go back on the road,” he said. “I did tell you all this, you know.”

    Emily rolled her eyes at the bickering as she inspected the washroom. It was primitive, but at least it was clean. They wouldn’t need to use chamberpots this time. And there was running water...cold running water, admittedly, but still running water. She splashed some on her face, then tied her hair into a long ponytail and brushed down her clothes. There was no way she’d be taken for a local, particularly after she opened her mouth, but at least casual watchers wouldn’t assume she was a streetwalker. It would probably be better to claim she was Jade or Cat’s sister.

    The boys changed into casual clothes, hiding their leathers under the bed even though they kept their weapons with them. They didn’t look like mercenaries any longer, thankfully; they looked like young blades around town. Emily had a feeling it wouldn’t fool anyone for very long–Chatham was still too small for a young blade to be a complete stranger–but it was unlikely that anyone would connect Jade with the Prince Consort. She just hoped that Randor’s men weren’t on the lookout for Cat too.

    “Let’s go,” Jade said. “We don’t have that long until nightfall.”

    “This isn’t an isolated inn,” Cat pointed out. “Chatham won’t have a curfew.”

    “Not normally, no,” Jade agreed. “But now...?”

    “Come on,” Emily said. Being caught out after dark might not be a problem, but Jade was right. There was no point in taking chances. “I want to get something to eat.”

    The streets seemed even more crowded as the working day came to an end. Emily looked around with interest, noting how the old and new worlds seemed to have collided. A bookshop sat next to a temple, a street kitchen was placed right in front of a burger bar...she couldn’t help smiling as she saw the young men and women lining up for burgers, while the older folks seemed to prefer the more traditional places. A pizza parlor, a restaurant claiming to sell food from all over the continent...Chatham was clearly a very cosmopolitan town. She was surprised the population was large enough to support so many places.

    But it was also oddly conservative, in many–many–ways. Young men and women were either out in groups or escorted by chaperones, watching carefully to make sure there was no hanky-panky. The girls wore loose dresses that revealed little of their figures and no skin below the neckline, the boys wore shirts that were tight around their muscles and thighs, tight enough to make Emily blush, yet revealed very little actual skin. She supposed it wasn’t too surprising. It seemed to be a universal law that a woman needed to guard her reputation carefully, while a man had no such constraints. The trousers she wore would cause comment, if she stayed for long.

    They found a table in the burger bar and sat down, listening to the conversations as they placed their orders. Jade purchased a handful of different broadsheets and passed them around, but they were largely useless. Two were bland, refusing to discuss politics in anything more than the vaguest terms; the remainder were so full of monarchical propaganda that Emily found it hard to believe anyone actually took it seriously. Kings were meant to have special powers, she’d been told, but Randor couldn’t walk on water...

    They’ve never met the man, she reminded herself, dryly. To them, the king is a distant figure in golden armor. They’ve never seen him vulnerable...or angry.

    “We’re going to have to go out drinking later,” Jade said, as the food arrived. “That’s where we’ll hear the real rumors.”

    Emily nodded, feeling uneasy. She wouldn’t be going, and she was thankful for that, but she worried about them. She’d heard enough horror stories about drinking competitions to fear for their safety. Jade and Cat would be expected to drink pint after pint of what passed for beer and, watched by so many eyes, it would be hard to accidentally pour it down their front instead. If they came home rolling drunk...

    Or if they get picked up by the guardsmen, she thought grimly, I might have trouble finding them again.

    She ate her dinner quickly, appreciating the flavors. Food in the Nameless World was more intense, more real, than food on Earth: the meat was flavorful, the tomato sauce was very strong, the mustard appropriately nuclear...it would be a long time before anyone opened a fast food outlet and started cutting down the quality as much as possible. But then, who knew? The pace of technological advancement had surprised even her.

    Night was falling, slowly, as they walked back to the inn. “Be careful,” she said, as they stopped outside the porch. “And don’t get yourselves arrested.”

    “We won’t,” Jade said. “That would be bad.”

    Emily nodded. Chatham couldn’t afford to develop a reputation for harassing travelers, even mercenaries, but the city couldn’t tolerate rowdy behavior either. Jade and Cat might be kept in a cell until daybreak, then marched to the gates and kicked out. God alone knew what would happen then, if they couldn’t get back into the city...she wouldn’t know that anything had happened until it was far too late. She waved them goodbye, then walked up to the bedroom and found the chat parchments. There was nothing stopping her from having a long chat with Frieda if she was around.

    The boys returned, two hours later. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief, although she was careful not to show it too openly. They both looked tired and grim, their clothes stinking of beer. Emily wrinkled her nose, trying not to think about her mother, as they stripped off and washed themselves with cold water. It didn’t really improve the smell.

    “It’s not good news,” Jade said, once he’d donned a nightshirt. “Alexis is in lockdown.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “And you heard this from...?”

    “A trader, who carts goods to the city every week,” Jade said. “Nothing perishable, luckily for him, but...he says they have to wait, every time, for the guards to search his carts. He said it was even worse on the river.”

    “Joy,” Emily said. “Are they looking for us? Or someone else?”

    “He didn’t know,” Jade said. He shrugged. “Drunk as he was, I didn’t dare ask too many questions.”

    “The king must know you’re coming,” Cat said, as he stepped out of the washroom and searched for his clothes. “And if there’s anywhere that will actually have a good picture of you, it’s Alexis.”

    He donned a pair of trousers, but left his muscular chest bare. Emily tried not to look at the tattoos covering his upper body. He would have carved some of them himself, just as she’d carved the rune on her chest...she wasn’t sure if she should admire his bravery or berate him for being stupid. Tattooing one’s skin always had an element of risk.

    “That’s true,” Jade said. “They might well be looking for me. And Emily.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. She’d yet to see a portrait of her that someone could actually use to find her, but the paintings she’d seen of Jade were far more accurate. Jade was probably a little more photogenic, she guessed. He certainly looked much more like the local masculine ideal. He’d changed his appearance quite a bit, but if the guards had reason to suspect and called for a sorcerer...

    We’d be caught in a trap, she thought. They could break out of a trap, if they used magic, but that would bring the king’s sorcerers down on their heads. Worse, it would almost certainly guarantee Imaiqah’s immediate execution if she weren’t already dead. There would be no way out.

    “They might miss me,” she said. She could walk right past any guard who only knew her through her official portrait. Emily had no idea who’d sat for the painting–she knew she hadn’t–but the only thing they had in common was hair color. “Jade is a bit more noticeable.”

    “They’d also want us to have a reason to be there,” Jade pointed out. “I don’t think we could get away with claiming we want to visit family.”

    “There might be a way under the walls,” Cat said. “Are there no secret passages?”

    “Not that I know about,” Jade said. “And even if there were, they’d be controlled by criminal gangs. They might smuggle stuff in and out of the city, but they wouldn’t want to risk bringing the king’s wrath down on their heads. They’d betray their grandmothers if the price was right.”

    “Then we fly,” Cat said. He clapped his hands together. “We change ourselves into birds and fly over the walls.”

    “They’d be watching for it,” Emily said. “They’ll have wards guarding the skies.”

    “They couldn’t stop us,” Cat insisted.

    “No, but they’d know we entered the city,” Jade said. “I helped set up those wards, Cat. They’re good.”

    “We could charm a number of other birds and send them flying through the wards,” Cat suggested. “The wardcrafters would have problems sorting out the real birds from the fakes.”

    “That would alert them, even if they didn’t find us immediately,” Jade countered. “They’d be on their guard.”

    “They’d be on their guard anyway,” Cat snapped.

    Emily nodded, although she took Jade’s point. No military force could hope to remain on alert indefinitely. It was why soldiers on watch were rotated so frequently. It had been several weeks since Alassa had been arrested, long enough for the guards to relax a little...as long as they didn’t have any reason to be alert. But if a sorcerer was detected breaking into the city, they’d go back on alert at once. She wouldn’t have wanted to be the guard commander who had to admit to the king that they’d lost their prisoner.

    “Then we have to fool the guards on the gate,” she mused. “Or bribe them?”

    “The trader swore blind it was impossible,” Jade said. “We’d have to bribe all of them.”

    “We do plan to sell the horses anyway,” Emily said. “We’d have money...”

    “Not enough,” Jade said. “If they have an aristocrat on the gate, the bribe will have to go up steeply. He won’t want a few mouldy bronze coins.”

    Emily nodded, tossing ideas around and around in her head. Lady Barb would think of the perfect solution in a flash, she was sure. She’d know how to tackle the problem. Emily...Emily couldn’t think of anything. There had to be a solution, there had to be a way of slipping into the city without making waves...but what?

    “Perhaps we could look for a tunnel,” Cat said. “We could pose as smugglers and...”

    Emily started to giggle, helplessly, as a thought occurred to her. “We’re going to go in through the gates,” she said. It was the last thing the guards would be expecting. “And you are going to be disguised as women.”


    Chapter Nine

    “DO WOMEN HAVE TO WEAR THIS all the time?”

    Emily had to bite her lip to keep from breaking into giggles, again. She’d gone out immediately after breakfast to purchase the clothes, once she’d finally talked the boys into wearing them. It hadn’t been that difficult. Chatham, like most of the towns and villages she’d visited, had stalls for old clothes that could no longer be passed down from parent to child. The dresses she’d purchased looked old, too old. Their wearers certainly wouldn’t look very attractive.

    “You’re missing out on the underwear,” she said, deadpan. She hadn’t tried to force them into bras and panties. That might have been a little too much for them. “And you really have to slouch a little bit more.”

    She studied the two men, trying to keep her face under tight control. Cat and Jade looked like old women, but their stance was thoroughly unconvincing. They looked like parodies of women, not real women. Cat had stuffed a handful of clothes under his dress in the hope of giving himself breasts, but they were about the least convincing breasts Emily had ever seen...and she’d grown up in a place where young women regularly padded their bras.

    Maybe we should have gone for a sex change potion instead, she thought, although getting one might be tricky. They were difficult to make and incredibly expensive. But who knows if that would have triggered the wards.

    “Put your scarves on, then tint your faces,” she told them, firmly. “And slouch forward when you walk. You don’t want us to be caught because you look unconvincing.”

    “I’m trying,” Cat said. He stood and started to walk across the room, swinging his hips. “Do women really walk like this?”

    “No,” Emily said. “That looks unnatural.”

    “This is unnatural,” Jade muttered.

    “It has to be done,” Emily said. She understood their concern, but getting caught was a bigger concern. Besides, if they did it right, no one would ever know. “I think it would be better if you stayed sitting down.”

    “We’ll have to get a cart and something to sell,” Jade said. “Perhaps we should start with these clothes.”

    Emily nodded. “Good thinking,” she said. “Now, put your scarf back into place.”

    It was nearly an hour before she was satisfied, both with their appearance and their cover story. They would be peddlers, making their way from place to place selling their wares; it would be hard, almost impossible, for the guards to disprove their story. They might get turned away from the gates, but they probably wouldn’t be arrested. A hint of fish sauce on her lips–and their lips too, just in case–and the guards wouldn’t even try to cop a feel. Lady Barb would have approved, she thought. It was better to subtly convince someone that he didn’t want to try something than resist him openly.

    “Jade should do the talking,” Cat said, mischievously. “He nags like an old woman.”

    “I think your womanly voice is far superior to mine,” Jade tossed back. “And you...”

    “Definitely not,” Emily said, as the boys started to change back into their regular clothes. It would be a pain to dress up somewhere near the gates, but the innkeeper might notice if two elderly women tottered down the stairs when they hadn’t gone up in the first place. “Let me do the talking.”

    “Good idea,” Jade said. “We’re your grouchy old aunties who don’t want you to have any fun.”

    Emily nodded. No one would be surprised, when vast numbers of men had either been conscripted or gone on the run, if a young woman drove a cart to the city. And no one would question, either, why she was escorted by a pair of older women. The guards might mourn the presence of a chaperone or two, but they wouldn’t question it. They’d probably just wave them through without hesitation.

    Let’s just hope they don’t want to do a strip search, Emily thought, as she quickly packed up her bag. Or try to put their hands somewhere they don’t belong.

    Her lips twitched at the thought, even though it wasn’t really funny. The guard who tried to put his hand up Jade’s dress was in for an awful shock, but he’d sound the alarm as soon as he realized what he’d touched. And if he tried to touch Emily herself...her skin crawled as she considered the possibilities. She’d planned to make herself look older, and as unattractive as possible, but she’d been warned that guardsmen developed new standards of beauty. They were almost always uniformed bullies, particularly when confronted by something young, helpless and apparently female.

    “Let’s go,” Jade said. “We’ll check out, then find somewhere to sell the horses.”

    Emily followed him out of the room and down the stairs, where they waited for the innkeeper to check them out and then point them in the direction of a horse-trader. The man looked rather like a used car salesman–Emily couldn’t help being amused at the flattery he lavished on Jade–but he seemed to know his stuff. He also knew the virtue of not asking questions: he sold them a cart, some oxen and a small bag of foodstuff for a price only mildly outrageous without asking anything that might get him into trouble later. Emily listened, carefully, to what he said and didn’t say. The price of horses–even workhorses–was steadily rising. King Randor had put out a call for them.

    And he will sell our horses to the king at a considerable profit, she thought. She didn’t really care about the money, and the advantageous deal would help buy the man’s silence, but it was annoying. They’ll be on their way to the wars.

    She eyed the cart suspiciously, although neither Jade nor Cat seemed put out by its appearance. It looked as though anyone who touched it ran the risk of getting a splinter, if they were lucky; she didn’t want to sit down on the wooden chair, even though she had no choice. The yoke didn’t look very strong either. She had a nasty feeling that the cart would topple over if the oxen broke free and scampered into the distance.

    “They’re easier than horses,” Cat said, as they bought a handful of goods for resale in the big city. Nothing too dramatic, nothing that would attract unwanted attention...indeed, with a glut of clothes on the market, it was quite plausible that a peddler would hurry to Alexis in the hope of selling them before their value collapsed completely. “You just have to keep them pointed in the right direction.”

    Emily sighed, then nudged the oxen down the road. They were slow, steady beasts; she thought she would have liked them if they’d moved a little faster. It would have been easier to walk, she told herself. Alexis wasn’t that far away. But the cart would attract less attention than three people on the road, two clearly mercenaries and the third a woman. She just hoped the guards wouldn’t find the hidden weapons. They might overlook a dagger, particularly a virgin blade, but not actual swords.

    “The traffic is lighter than I expected.” Jade’s voice was worried. “There are normally more people making their way to the big city.”

    “Going through the gates must be a nightmare,” Emily said. The gates were bottlenecks at the best of times, made worse by the guards inspecting every vehicle. “A farmer taking his crop to market might find it rotten before he had a chance to sell.”

    “There are preservation spells for that,” Cat grumbled.

    “Yeah, but not everyone can afford them,” Emily said. She hoped Cat wouldn’t say that in front of the guards. A charmed casket designed to preserve food wasn’t expensive, for an aristocrat, but it was so far beyond the average peasant farmer that the guards would know something was definitely wrong. “A peasant has to rely on more mundane ways to keep his food fresh.”

    She watched the passing traffic as they slowly inched down the road. Most of the travelers seemed to be women or older men, save for a handful of young men on horseback. They carried no livery that Emily could see, but she was fairly sure they were couriers. She didn’t like the absence of anything to show their allegiance; she suspected it was a tacit admission that the roads near Zangaria were no longer safe. But then, Jade had told her about someone trying to kidnap Alassa only a few short weeks ago. The enemy forces were clearly ready to gamble for vast rewards.

    A line of soldiers appeared in the distance, marching towards them. Emily felt her heart clench, even though it didn’t look as though the men were doing anything more than hurrying towards their next deployment. They had the easy gait of men who knew what they were doing, men who’d been tested in the fire...she wondered, suddenly, if she’d seen them at Farrakhan. King Randor had sent an entire regiment of musketeers to the war, just to test the new weapons in combat.

    And these men are musketeers, Emily thought. She had the sudden urge to hide her face, but it was already too late. They might have seen me in the war too.

    The soldiers marched past, their boots tramping up dust. Emily allowed herself a moment of relief, then tried to encourage the oxen to go faster. The beasts declined, seemingly content to plug ahead at walking pace. Emily glanced back at Jade, then shrugged. They’d just have to put up with them.

    “We can sell them for food after we get to the city,” Jade said. “I imagine they’ll go down well.”

    It was nearly an hour before they reached a watering place a mile or two from the city walls. Emily unhitched the oxen and pointed them at the river, then motioned for the boys to put on their disguises. There was no grumbling or joking now, just a grim awareness that it was time to play for keeps. She dabbed powder on her face, drew lines to suggest that she was in her thirties and tied her hair back in a scarf. The loose dress suggested, very strongly, that she was married and had children. She just hoped the guards would find it convincing.

    “I don’t know how women can stand to wear dresses,” Cat said, as he scrambled back into the cart. He looked surprisingly convincing, particularly when he wasn’t moving. “How do you cope?”

    “Society doesn’t really give us a choice,” Emily said, although she knew that wasn’t really true. Alassa might shock the world if she wore trousers in public, but commoner girls often wore loose trousers when they were working. “Just imagine the dress as a set of robes instead.”

    “That’s different,” Cat said. “They’re robes.”

    “It’s not that different,” Emily said, as she hitched the oxen to the cart once again. “But dresses are often cut to fit a particular woman.”

    She looked them up and down, then passed them the fish sauce. Cat grimaced, but applied it to his lips anyway. Jade didn’t seem quite so bothered by the smell. Emily wasn’t surprised. She didn’t know much about Cat’s family, but she knew it was magical. He would have been allowed to develop fussy eating habits that Jade, whose parents were commoners, would never have been permitted. Emily understood, more than she cared to admit. A fussy eater was one who had the luxury of many different types of food.

    “Here we go,” she said, after nibbling a little of the sauce herself. It made her mouth taste foul. “Remember, keep your mouths shut unless they speak to you directly.”

    “Yes, daughter,” Cat crackled. His voice was almost passably feminine, if the speaker had smoked several dozen cigarettes a day. “We will do as you command.”

    Jade snickered. Emily snorted at them both, then nudged the oxen into motion. They inched back onto the road, then crawled down it at a snail’s pace. Emily found herself willing them to move faster, even though she didn’t really want to reach the gates in a hurry. It would be better, perhaps, to reach them in late afternoon. The guards would be tiring, but not on the verge of shutting the gates for the night.

    Her heart started to pound as she saw the tailback. Several dozen carts, lined up in front of the South Gate; dozens of farmers and salesmen, grumbling as they moved slowly towards the city. A handful were happily chatting with old friends, although they ignored Emily and the others. She was just as happy to be ignored. The disguises couldn’t be tested too openly.

    The line kept moving forwards slowly, very slowly. She felt her heart starting to pound as they finally reached the gate, the portcullis opening and closing every time a cart moved into the city. It was a neat little trap, she had to admit; anyone who caused trouble would be caught at the bottom, allowing the guards to pour boiling oil on their heads. She could feel the wards drifting around the gatehouse, wards designed to look for...what? It was all she could do to keep her magic under tight control. The wards might have been designed to provoke a reaction rather than look for anyone in particular.

    Randor is hunting for magic-users, she thought, as the cart slowly inched forward into the gatehouse. The portcullis slammed closed behind them, nearly making her jump. I guess any magicians they catch get an offer they can’t refuse.

    She forced herself to look up as the guards advanced towards her. They wore the king’s livery, rather than the uniforms of the City Guard. She rather suspected that wasn’t a good sign. The City Guard had been meant to be independent of the king, to protect the city rather than Randor’s throne. If the guard had been scattered...she hoped it had been folded into the king’s army, but she doubted it. The guardsmen had probably been rounded up and sent into exile.

    The lead guard leered at her. “Name?”

    “Millie of Easterbrook,” Emily lied. Easterbrook was several days away by horse, far enough that no one could prove she was lying in a hurry. “Wife of Caleb, Mother of Frieda.”

    The guard eyed her for a long moment. Using familiar names was a risk–Emily had no idea if Randor knew she’d broken up with Caleb or not–but she didn’t dare risk getting caught in an obvious lie. Besides, both Caleb and Frieda were common names. 

    He gestured to Jade and Cat. “And these old crones?”

    Emily managed a nervous smile, trying to silently convey the impression that she’d pay for his remark later. “My aunties-in-law,” she said. “They’re here to help me sell my wares.”

    She hoped the guard would fill the rest of the story in himself. Caleb would be in the army or on the run. He wouldn’t be a traitor–Easterbrook was in the Crown Lands–but he wouldn’t be available. And the older women were there to make sure Emily didn’t do anything her husband wouldn’t like while she was in the city. No one would bat an eyelid if a girl–even a grown woman–was slapped around by her older relatives. Emily had long since come to realize that it was often the older women who maintained the sexual status quo.

    The guard eyed the cart meaningfully, then leaned forward until he was invading her personal space. Emily leaned back, trying to breathe out without making it obvious. The guard’s lips twisted in disgust as he caught a sniff of her breath. If he’d wanted to force a kiss, right in front of her elderly relatives, he’d changed his mind. Emily didn’t blame him. She wouldn’t have wanted to kiss a man who smelled like he’d been eating rotting fish for lunch.

    He poked the small pile of clothes, blankets and other wares, then shrugged. “How long will you be staying?”

    “Two days,” Emily said. “My husband wants me home.”

    The guard made a rude face. “I’ll write you a chit for two days,” he said, removing a small notebook from his belt. “If you need to stay in the city for longer, report to the local guardhouse for an extension. If you are found in the city without a valid chit, you will be detained.”

    “Yes, My Lord,” Emily said, bowing her head.

    “Very good.” The guard smirked, clearly enjoying her submission. “Good luck selling your wares.”

    Emily took the chit and scanned it quickly, feeling a chill running down her spine. The New Learning hadn’t been meant for this. There had been limits to how far the population could be registered, regulated and controlled before she’d introduced the New Learning...now, Zangaria was halfway to adopting ID cards and other social devices to keep the population under control. It would be only a matter of time until they learnt how to take and check fingerprints. God knew she’d used fingerprints herself, back in Second Year...

    The guard cleared his throat. “You may go.”

    “Thank you, My Lord,” Emily managed. She put the chit in her pouch as the inner portcullis cranked open. “May the gods heap blessings upon you.”

    She ignored the guard’s smirk–calculated to make her blood boil–and cracked the whip instead. The oxen started to inch forward, moving so slowly that Emily was sure they were trying to get them caught. If the guards decided to search the cart again...it felt like an eternity before they were out onto the street, heading away from the gatehouse as if they were being chased by a tortoise...

    It felt, very much, as though they’d stepped into a nightmare.


    Chapter Ten

    THE STREETS WERE QUIET, VERY QUIET.

    Emily felt an icy chill running down her spine as she guided the oxen along the cobbled street. Alexis was normally a lively city, with a population of nearly half a million aristocrats, freemen, apprentices, serfs and slaves–not to mention thousands of visitors from all over the country–but it felt as though the city was too frightened to breathe. Half the shops were shuttered, small groups of soldiers loitered on every street corner and there were hardly any civilians on the streets. The only people in clear view were other guests, she thought, all heading towards the marketplace. She had no idea what, if anything, they’d find there.

    “Keep us going,” Jade muttered. “We need to get this lot to market.”

    “And find a place to stay,” Cat said, quietly. “What does that chit say?”

    “Three women, with a cart and two oxen,” Emily said. She had no doubt that someone was already forging chits–there was no magic attached to the paper, as far as she could tell–but it would take them some time to make contacts. “You may have to stay in those disguises.”

    She gritted her teeth as they moved further into the city, the castle looming over them like a horrific blackened nightmare. She’d seen it before, of course, but she’d never realized just how thoroughly it dominated the city. Randor could rain cannonballs on his people if they rebelled against him, while the castle–perched on a giant rocky promontory–would be very difficult to assault. Someone–Robert the Bruce, she thought–had managed to climb up the rock and capture Edinburgh Castle, but it would be difficult to manage against an alert foe.

    The streets became more active as they approached the market place, much to her relief, but the soldiers were everywhere. She couldn’t see any young women at all, not even any clearly underage children. Hell, there weren’t many young men either. It beggared belief that Randor had managed to conscript an entire city, but...she shook her head, firmly. The young men were probably just keeping out of sight. They didn’t want to be harassed any more than their female counterparts.

    Or they’re planning something, she thought. Paren wasn’t the only person who wanted to overthrow the king.

    She looked back at Jade. “Now what?”

    “Now we abandon the cart, change our clothes and make our way down to the docks,” Jade said, practically. “They can’t be watching everywhere.”

    Emily nodded, although she didn’t feel remotely safe. There were just too many soldiers on the streets. She knew, from Sergeant Miles, that holding an entire city could take a small army, but Randor seemed to have a small army. And yet, if he was expending it on the city, he wouldn’t be in any position to take the war to his enemies. She rather hoped that meant Randor was relying on people allowing their perceptions to fill the gaps in his military formations. An appearance of omnipresence might be enough to keep the city’s population from challenging him...

    She parked the cart on the edge of the market place, where the streets started to turn darker and the stench of rotting fish wafted up from the docks. The two boys ducked into an alleyway and hastily changed their clothes, concealing their swords in their bags. Emily watched with some amusement as they checked their clothes, then hurried into the nearest shop. Jade must have scouted the shop out earlier, because he had no trouble in selling the cart, its contents and the oxen to the owner. The shopkeeper didn’t ask any questions.

    He probably wants some fresh meat, Emily thought. Very few of the locals would eat horse, but ox was quite another matter. The shopkeeper was probably a smuggler as well as everything else. And if he can give us some papers...

    “We should be fine for the next few days,” Jade said, as he emerged. He held a couple of chits in one hand. “This should pass muster, as long as they don’t realize there are several copies running around.”

    Emily had to smile. If there was one advantage to the vast numbers of printing shops that had opened their doors in Alexis, it was that nearly all government paperwork could be copied and forged relatively quickly. The chits were nothing more than residence permits, without even names...she couldn’t help wondering if Randor realized just how many holes there were in his system. But then, he was trying to set it up very quickly. He probably planned to close the loopholes later.

    She cleared her throat. “What about me?”

    “Resident women don’t have chits,” Jade said, tightly. “The king doesn’t seem to require it, as long as the woman has a responsible male guardian.”

    Emily gritted her teeth, but said nothing. There was nothing to say. Randor had learnt from experience, she supposed. There had been riots–and even revolutions–when women had been harassed and molested by tax collectors and inspectors. The peasants put up with a lot, but...they’d gone to war for their women. Besides, Randor simply didn’t take young women seriously. She was sure that would come back to bite him on the behind, sooner or later. She would make sure of it, personally.

    He should have noticed that his daughter is very intelligent, she thought, as they started to walk through the gloomy backstreets. The smell of rotting fish grew stronger. But he may not have realized that every other young woman has intelligence too.

    She considered a number of possible ideas. If young women were allowed to walk the streets unmolested, they could carry messages from place to place. But...there were few women of any age on the streets. Were the soldiers harassing them anyway? Or...were their menfolk simply keeping the women at home? She didn’t think she’d blame a father for wanting to keep his daughter somewhere out of sight. It wasn’t as if anyone would punish a soldier for rape unless the victim was related to someone important.

    There were fewer guards on the streets, she noted as they approached the docks. The men on the streets looked rough, their eyes flickering from side to side as if they expected to be attacked at any moment. She was grimly aware of unseen eyes following their movements, but saw nothing when she looked around. The locals would be good at remaining out of sight. 

    We stand out like sore thumbs, she thought, as they reached a small inn. The sooner we change our clothes, the better.

    Jade paused outside the door. “I’ve used this place before for secret meetings,” he said, very quietly. “They don’t ask questions and they value their privacy.”

    “As long as the king doesn’t know you used it,” Cat said. “What did you use it for?”

    “Meeting people,” Jade said, evasively. “I built up a network of contacts here.”

    He pushed open the door. Emily braced herself and followed, feeling the faint wisp of a ward brushing against her defenses as she stepped through the door. There was no other sign of magic, but it put her on edge. The darkened corridor and darker stairs–so wrapped in darkness they seemed sinister–chilled her to the bone. A single lantern flickered in the tiny office, so small it was practically a cubbyhole, but it made the darkness worse. It was practically a living thing.

    A man seemed to materialize out of the darkness. “Yes?”

    “We want a room,” Jade said, flatly. He held up a handful of coins. “And we can pay.”

    The man took the coins and bit them, one by one. “Very good,” he said, taking the lantern out of the office. “Follow me.”

    Emily shivered as they walked up the stairs. She’d been in some dives before–she rather suspected they weren’t that far from the inn Imaiqah had taken Alassa and her to five years ago–but this was worse. The walls were damp and stained with...something, the air smelt of urine and the floorboards creaked ominously under her weight. Her boots splashed through liquid she didn’t want to identify. In the distance, she thought she could hear rats scurrying across the floor.

    We have to be alone here, she thought, as they stopped outside a door that had clearly seen better days. No one would willingly live in a place like this.

    She shook her head, dismissing the silly thought. No one would want to live in a shithole, but they might not have a choice. They might not be able to afford anything, save for the basics. Or...she shuddered, thinking of just how many crimes might be being committed behind the other doors. The innkeeper clearly didn’t give a damn. And, as long as he kept up the payments, it was unlikely the City Guard or the soldiers would give a damn either.

    The door opened with an ear-splitting creak. A stench of unwashed bedding rolled out, mingled with something worse. Emily tried, hard, not to gag. The smell was so strong that she half-expected to see a dead body on the bed. But the room was empty...

    “We’ll expect new bedding, of course,” Jade said, passing the innkeeper another coin. “Have it sent up here at once.”

    “Of course, My Lord.” The innkeeper bowed, then stepped back as Jade walked into the room. “It is already on its way.”

    Hah, Emily thought.

    She walked past the innkeeper and strode into the room. The stench was almost overpowering, the light so dim that everything was cloaked in shadow. Cat took the lantern and held it high as he walked over to the shuttered windows and opened one, just a little. It wasn’t designed to open very far. The smell of rotting fish was almost a relief.

    No glass, Emily thought, grimly. We either have to keep the windows open or stay in darkness.

    “It could be worse.” Jade closed the door. “We’ve been in worse places.”

    “I’ve been in cesspits that didn’t smell so badly,” Cat said. He placed his bag against the wall, then started to poke at the beds. “You want to bet the washroom is filthy?”

    “No,” Emily said. She opened the door, then recoiled. It didn’t look that bad, but the air was foul and the window firmly bolted shut. It was so high up that she suspected even Cat wouldn’t be able to reach it. “It’s not a pleasant sight.”

    “It never is,” Jade said. “We’ll have to clean it ourselves if we want to stay here.”

    Cat snorted. “Do we?”

    “This place is quite secretive,” Jade assured him. “They won’t breathe a word about us.”

    “Good,” Cat said. He jabbed a finger at the wall. “Because, in case you haven’t noticed, we’ll have to blow a hole in the wall to get out.”

    There was a sharp knock at the door. Emily tensed as Jade opened it, half-expecting to see a small army of soldiers with drawn weapons. Instead, a middle-aged woman in a black mourning dress held out a set of blankets, then retreated as silently as she’d arrived. Emily snorted, then started to strip the smaller bed. The boys could have the bigger one. Their blankets looked so badly stained that she rather suspected burning them was the only real option.

    “We should be able to ward the room,” Jade said, once the beds had been changed and the old bedding put outside the door. “Cat, Emily, can you deal with that? I’ll have to see if I can meet up with some of my contacts.”

    “You should bring us along,” Cat said, warningly. “You really don’t want to be caught alone.”

    “They’ll get skittish if they see too many people at once,” Jade said. “And we really need a place we can do magic.”

    “There was a ward downstairs,” Emily reminded him. “Someone here is a magic-user.”

    “The ward didn’t feel as though it was connected to a living mind,” Jade said. “But yeah, you’re right. The sooner we ward this room, the better.”

    “Fine,” Cat said. “We’ll deal with it. And you watch your back.”

    Jade nodded. “I’ll knock four times before I come in,” he told them. “And I won’t be that long.”

    He slipped out of the door, closing it behind him. Emily scowled as she turned her attention to her bag of tools. She understood his logic, but she didn’t feel comfortable letting him go out on his own. Jade was the one who was most likely to be recognized, whatever he did to conceal his face. A glamour would keep his face hidden, but it would also draw unwanted attention from the king’s sorcerers. God alone knew how many people Randor had managed to lure into his web.

    She paced over to the window and peered outside. There were a handful of boats in the waters and a couple of bigger ships making their way through the stone walls that sheltered the docks from the sea, but the harbor didn’t seem to be as busy as she recalled. A number of soldiers were clearly visible on the stone, marching up and down as though they owned the place. Emily had a feeling the locals weren’t happy about that. They’d built their walls on top of stones and rocks, prime hunting grounds for anything from small fish to crabs. The soldiers were making it harder for the locals to feed their families.

    “Give me a hand here,” Cat said, as he drew a line on the floor with chalk. “I want to isolate this room completely.”

    “And the washroom,” Emily said. She considered for a moment. “If we use Maryann’s Mirror...”

    “They may notice,” Cat said. “I was going to use Lugar’s Reflection instead.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “You think they might try to scry for us?”

    “The king may have a sample of Jade’s blood.” Cat frowned. “Does he have a sample of yours too?”

    “I...I don’t think so,” Emily said. She’d been very careful with her blood. That lesson had been drummed into her the hard way. “I don’t think he’s had an opportunity to take one.”

    She considered it for a moment. She’d probably had her period at one point, when she was in the castle, but she’d always been careful to collect and destroy the blood afterwards. Hell, thanks to the potions, she simply didn’t bleed very often anyway. It was vaguely possible that she might have been scratched, but...surely, she would have noticed. And her mental defenses were very strong anyway.

    “No,” she said, finally. “I think I’m safe.”

    “Best to be careful, anyway,” Cat said. He passed her a piece of chalk. “Draw out the runes and wardlines on your side, then check mine.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. She watched Cat for a moment, drawing out the lines with a confidence she could only admire, then focused on her share of the work. The floor felt clammy to the touch–she promised herself that she’d clean it when she had a moment–but the chalk was charmed. It stayed firmly in place once she was done. “I think that’s my side.”

    “Check mine,” Cat ordered. “We can’t afford a mistake.”

    Emily nodded and walked over to Cat’s side of the room. His lines were strong, with nary a hint of wasted chalk. He’d probably cast the spells several times in the past, while he’d been apprenticed to Master Storm. The older man had probably made him draw the lines time and time again until he could do it quickly and efficiently. Lady Barb had done the same for Emily.

    “Good,” she said. “Mine?”

    “No mistakes,” Cat said. “Well done.”

    Emily felt herself flush as Cat held his fingers to the chalk and muttered a spell. It was a very low-power spell–it might pass unnoticed, even if they messed it up completely–but it worked. Emily’s head swam, just for a second, as the wards settled into place. Anyone who tried to peek at them with magic would see nothing more than an empty room, unless they looked very closely. And if they did, the alarms would sound. There would be a chance to run before the guards arrived.

    “Now,” Cat said. He cast a spell. The air became noticeably cleaner. “We should be safe using magic now.”

    Emily smiled and cast a spell of her own. A light-globe appeared in front of her, bathing the room in pearly-white light. She felt her smile grow wider, even though the light revealed things she’d rather not know about the room. She hadn’t realized just how much she’d miss magic until she’d found herself unable to use it for a couple of weeks.

    “Well,” she said. “What now?”

    Cat grinned at her. Emily found herself flushing again.

    “I suppose we can wait for Jade,” he said. “And hope the silly bastard gets back before it’s too dark.”

    Emily smiled, then sobered. “What do we do if he’s late?”

    “I’ve only been here once,” Cat said. “What would you do?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She’d had contacts too, but she doubted that anyone who’d know her was still walking around freely. Imaiqah’s surviving family would probably have been arrested too, unless they’d managed to get out of the city in time. “We might have to think of something from scratch.”

    “Then start thinking,” Cat said. “We don’t know how long we have before they find us.”

    Emily tensed. “You think we’ll be betrayed?”

    “I think it would be unwise to count on a man who can be bought,” Cat said. “And if the Black Daggers start tightening the screws, the innkeeper might start talking.”

    His face darkened. “And then we will have to fight and run.”

    “And we’ll be no closer to finding Alassa,” Emily added. She leaned back on the bed, casting an insect-repulsion ward. “We’d better come up with something quickly.”


    Chapter Eleven

    EMILY HADN’T MANAGED TO COME UP with much, if anything, of a plan by the time Jade returned. They just didn’t know enough to come up with a real plan, starting with Alassa’s current location. Or Imaiqah’s, for that matter. Aristocratic prisoners were normally kept in the Tower of Alexis–she knew that much–but Alassa and Imaiqah were very special prisoners indeed. They might be kept in the castle itself...or they might already have been sent out of the city, well away from anyone who would try to free them. The former Duke of Iron had been locked in his country estate for the last five years, after all.

    “I couldn’t get a sense of either of you from the outside,” Jade said, as Cat let him into the room. “You did a good job.”

    “It’ll hold, as long as they don’t look too closely,” Cat grumbled. “There is such a thing as a room being too empty, you know.”

    Emily nodded, studying Jade carefully. He looked fine, as far as she could tell, but...she was all too aware that the city wasn’t the one they knew. The rules had changed. The slightest mistake could mean discovery–and death. King Randor wouldn’t keep Jade alive, not once he realized who he’d caught. Jade wasn’t a woman or helpless or someone the king was sure wouldn’t be a danger. He’d be quietly executed before he had a chance to escape.

    “If they start paying too much attention to random rooms in shitty little inns on the docks, they won’t be paying attention elsewhere,” Jade said. He sat down on the bed. “I managed to find a handful of my contacts.”

    “Good,” Emily said.

    Cat didn’t look too impressed. “Are you sure they’re your contacts?”

    “We need information,” Jade said, curtly. “And we also need”–he produced a set of papers with a flourish–“some new chits. My sources weren’t clear on just how many guards were actually demanding papers, but we can probably expect to be asked for them when we go near the Royal Mile. Thankfully, there’s already a growing trade in fake papers.”

    Emily took one of the chits and examined it, quickly. It wasn’t much, just a confirmation that the bearer had permission to reside in Alexis. The handful of biographical details were so vague they could have belonged to any young man between eight and twenty-eight, as long as he was unmarried. Jade or Cat or whoever used the chit would have to pose as a merchant family’s son, someone old enough to be out on their own but too young to be trusted with anything really important. Perhaps it would be better if they posed as younger sons. A firstborn son of their age would already be being groomed to take over the family trade.

    “I thought about claiming noble blood,” Jade said. “But we’re going to have to be very careful if we assert such claims.”

    Emily nodded. Zangaria’s nobility was simply too big. Everyone with a claim to a title asserted it, and the rights that came with it, as often as possible. There were impoverished men and women who still looked down on the richer merchants, even though they barely had two coins to rub together, simply because they had a title. It was quite possible that they could pass as the scions of a much-reduced family line, but they’d be in real trouble if they met one of the Grande Dames of High Society. Someone who knew the aristocratic family trees like the back of her hand would have no trouble penetrating the deception.

    And we would have to explain why we weren’t fighting for the king, she thought, ruefully. An impoverished noble family might see advantage in fighting for the king, if only for the rewards Randor would lavish on his supporters. And if we didn’t come up with a convincing explanation, we would probably be arrested as enemy spies.

    Cat frowned. “Still no paperwork for Emily?”

    “No,” Jade said. “I checked, carefully, but the story is still the same. Young unmarried women are listed on the paperwork of their legal guardian, who is responsible for them.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. She was aware, all too aware, of the restrictions loaded on women who didn’t have power in their own right, but coming face-to-face with one of them was disquieting. “Which one of you is my legal guardian?”

    “My father,” Jade said, “who will be very surprised to discover he’s suddenly got a whole new son and daughter at the same time. We’ll need to work on the papers later, if we’re stuck here for more than a week, just so we can build up a better cover story, but right now I think these papers are the best we’re going to get.”

    Cat didn’t look pleased. “It seems a very sloppy system,” he pointed out. “I could take an entire regiment through the holes.”

    “I think it was put together in a hurry,” Jade said. “Given time, they’ll tighten the system up considerably.”

    “Or maybe it was just designed to make life difficult for anyone who wanted to cause trouble after the king took sole power,” Emily said. “Still, as long as there are cracks in the system, we can walk through them.”

    Jade nodded. “It’s getting dark. There doesn’t seem to be a curfew outside the Royal Mile, but we should hurry up and get something to eat anyway. We don’t want to be caught before we even make contact with Master Abrams.”

    Emily nodded, checked her appearance in the pocket mirror and headed for the door, trying to hide her disquiet. Alexis was familiar territory, which made the changes so terrifying. It would be easy to do something wrong, something that would bring the soldiers down on them, just because they weren’t used to living in a police state. But then, even with the New Learning, there were very real limits on just how hard Randor could clamp down on his capital city. The Soviet Union and Communist China had access to population-control techniques and technologies that would make the Spanish Inquisitors wet their pants.

    The air smelt foul when they stepped outside, even though the dockyards and surrounding areas were steadily coming to life. Thousands of men–and a number of women–thronged through the streets, heading home or looking for something to do now that work had ended for the day. The taverns seemed to be doing a roaring trade, as were a handful of unmarked buildings that Emily suspected were brothels. She was surprised that the soldiers weren’t trying to intervene and pack everyone back to their homes, although she supposed it made a certain kind of sense. Heavy drinking was practically a dockyard tradition. The soldiers didn’t want to provoke a riot when it would be completely unnecessary.

    “They’re not asking anyone for their papers,” Cat muttered, as they slipped past another bunch of soldiers. “I don’t know what they’re watching for.”

    “They probably want to remind people that the king is watching them,” Emily said, looking towards the castle. It shone like a lighthouse in the growing darkness. “Their mere presence will probably stop a riot before it starts.”

    She couldn’t help feeling nervous as they kept walking down the streets, looking for a relatively quiet place to eat. The dockyards didn’t look very civilized: the workers pushed and shoved at each other, quaffing vast quantities of beer while waiting for their turn in the brothels or merely killing time before they had to go home. A burst of singing made her jump, echoing out from the nearest tavern; two dogs were fighting in the streets, watched and cheered by a large crowd. She shuddered helplessly as one dog tore the other one’s throat out, then held up a bloodstained head for applause. The crowd went wild, toasting the dog even as money changed hands. They’d been laying bets on the fight.

    They found a small diner and stepped inside. A grim-faced woman directed them to a wooden table, pointed to the menu on the wall and hurried into the backroom. Emily had to smile as she ran her eyes down the small list, noting that nearly everything was fish. The diner probably couldn’t afford beef, lamb or pork. She ordered fish and potatoes, then sat back and watched the crowds outside. An uneasy aura of violence hung in the air. She couldn’t help thinking it was only a matter of time before a fight broke out.

    The woman returned, carrying a tray of earthen beer mugs. Emily eyed hers warily–she knew better than to drink alcohol, even though there was nothing else to drink–then cast a careful spell to make the liquid safe to drink. It tasted foul, but at least it was safer than water. Even now, even after the New Learning had made it clear that water had to be boiled to make it safe to drink, only a fool would drink local water without cleansing it first. There was no way to tell where the water had been before it was poured into her glass.

    “We’re going to have to find somewhere larger,” Jade muttered, after casting a very careful privacy ward. “That room is nowhere near big enough for us.”

    “We’re going to need more money too.” Cat glanced at Emily. “Don’t you own shares in a bank?”

    “In Beneficence,” Emily said. Markus had talked about opening a branch in Alexis, but she didn’t know if he’d done it. God knew the economic crash last year had been pretty unpleasant in Zangaria too. “Getting some money out might be tricky without giving them my name.”

    She considered the problem for a long moment. Markus would be willing to help, she was sure, but Beneficence had its own problems right now. The last thing they wanted to do was piss off King Randor. Emily didn’t think the king could actually invade the city–that would require weapons and equipment that were decades away–but Randor could certainly blockade the city, perhaps even bombard it into submission. Any help they received from Beneficence would be very covert indeed.

    “Yeah,” Cat said. “Don’t you have friends and allies in Cockatrice?”

    Emily shrugged. “Imaiqah was arrested,” she said. “I don’t think Randor would have left Bryon in charge. He’d have put his own man in the barony.”

    She felt an odd pang of guilt. She’d never liked being a baroness, she’d never liked being in charge of millions of people, but...she’d been good for them. She knew she’d been good for them. They hadn’t just prospered under her, they’d thrived. And her decision to leave had left her people at the mercy of King Randor and his minions. In hindsight, perhaps she should have been more careful. Cockatrice was the freest place in the country. Randor would have to stamp on them, sooner or later. He couldn’t have people asking why Cockatrice had been left alone.

    “I don’t know who he put into Swanhaven,” Jade offered. “But it won’t be anyone good.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “It will be a loyalist through and through.”

    The woman returned, carrying a large tray. Emily took her food, feeling suddenly ravenous as she breathed in the smell. Boiled fish, potatoes and something that might have been vegetables...it was bland, almost to the point of being tasteless, but she was too hungry to care. Besides, people would notice if she asked for salt or expensive condiments. She’d heard of a fleeing nobleman who’d betrayed himself by walking into an inn and loudly demanding an omelette with half-a-dozen eggs.

    Her lips twitched at the thought. It hadn’t meant much to her, at the time. She could buy a dozen or more eggs at the corner store if she wished. But in the days before mass farming, six eggs for a single omelette would have been unpardonable gluttony. She’d have to be careful herself not to make any similar mistakes. She was far too used to living in Whitehall School. By local standards, the students lived in unimaginable luxury.

    “So,” Cat said. “Who is Master Abrams?”

    Jade looked pained. “Technically, he’s an Enchanter; practically, he’s more of a Charms Master. He was one of the few magicians to set up shop here, catering to the nobility and some of the richer merchants. He’s...well, I had to investigate him when he first arrived and we became friends, of a sort. Alassa and I agreed to use him as a go-between for any messages we might not want to send through the regular channels.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “And do you trust him?”

    “He forwarded the message warning me that something was badly wrong,” Jade said. “If he’d taken it to the king instead...”

    “It could be a trap,” Cat warned. He took a bite of his fish and chewed it, slowly. “Jade, Randor wants your head on a platter.”

    “I know the dangers,” Jade said, tartly. “Do either of you have a better idea?”

    Emily shook her head. They were flying blind. Everything they said or did might attract attention if it was noticed by the wrong people. Their mere presence in the inn had probably been noted already. The locals had a sharp eye for people who might be intruders from outside the city. They might already have been taken for the king’s spies.

    “We need more information,” she said. “Where is he now?”

    “He’s gone underground,” Jade said. “I...I sent him a message through a mutual contact. If he’s still in the city, he’ll know I’m here.”

    “And he might betray you to the king anyway,” Cat said, sharply.

    “We will be very careful,” Jade said. He glowered at Cat. “Like I said, do either of you have a better idea?”

    “We find an information broker and get some answers out of him,” Cat said. “Or we kidnap a nobleman and interrogate him too.”

    “The former is doable, if Master Abrams can’t help,” Jade said. “The latter would be risky.”

    “Particularly as we might get someone who didn’t know anything useful,” Emily added. The king would move heaven and earth to find a nobleman who went missing in his city. It would be too dangerous, unless they were very careful. Perhaps they could find someone who’d gone slumming and pour truth potions down his throat. “The king isn’t in the habit of telling his secrets to random noblemen.”

    Cat frowned down at his empty plate, then took a long swig of beer. “Who would know?”

    “Nightingale,” Jade said, darkly. “He has an...establishment in the city.”

    Emily shuddered. Nightingale was a creep, fawning over everyone above him while kicking everyone below. She didn’t know anyone who actually liked the man, not even his wife and family. Alassa had once told her that she’d have Nightingale beheaded as soon as she became Queen. There was bad blood between them, dating all the way back to Alassa’s childhood. She’d never told Emily the full story.

    “His establishment will also be heavily guarded,” she pointed out, after a moment. Alassa wasn’t the only one who loathed the older man. “Getting in and out might be tricky.”

    “We can do it,” Cat said. He grinned at her. “But...who else?”

    “Sir Roger,” Jade said. “And Sir William, if he’s still in the city.”

    Emily wasn’t so sure. She’d met Sir Roger, true, but he’d always struck her as someone who was loyal to the throne. She didn’t think he could be induced to betray Randor and she didn’t want to use the methods she’d need to break him. Sir Roger was a good man. She’d thought well of him, when they’d met. And yet...

    We might gain an advantage if Sir Roger is taken off the board, she thought. He’s a very competent man.

    A thought struck her. “What about Alicia?”

    “She’s worth considering,” Jade said. “But I doubt Randor will trust her with anything important.”

    The bill arrived. Jade paid it, then led them out of the diner and back onto the streets. They weren’t any quieter now, even though it was late. Hundreds of men still thronged around, chattering loudly as they exchanged the latest stories. Emily tried to listen, but nothing she heard seemed particularly important. The dockyard workers didn’t really care who sat on the throne.

    “Careful,” Cat muttered, very quietly. “Do you have your dagger?”

    Emily looked up. A set of young men were swaggering towards them, the kind of young toughs she would have instinctively crossed the road to avoid back on Earth. They carried swords at their belts, although they didn’t move as though they knew how to use them. Emily tensed, feeling her heart starting to beat rapidly. Jade and Cat flanked her, their hands resting on their blades. If they drew...

    The soldiers aren’t far away, she thought. But they might not want to intervene...

    The tension rose, sharply. Emily moved her sleeve, ready to draw the dagger. The toughs were challenging the newcomers, daring them to flinch. Sweat trickled down her back...she could stop them all in their tracks, if she used magic, but that wouldn’t go unnoticed. Even if they escaped detection, the stories would spread...

    She nearly sagged in relief as the toughs stepped aside, clearly unwilling to pick on two men who were armed and ready to defend themselves. Jade hurried them back to the inn as soon as the toughs had turned the corner, Cat keeping a wary eye out behind them. That had been too close.

    “We’ll kip for the night,” Jade said, once they were back in their room. “And, if we are lucky, we’ll meet Master Abrams tomorrow.”

    Cat snorted. “And if we’re not lucky?”

    “You get to think of something else,” Jade told him. “Get some rest. I’ll take the first watch.”


    Chapter Twelve

    THE STREETS DIDN’T SMELL ANY BETTER in the morning, Emily decided as they found a small diner to have breakfast, but they were a great deal quieter. The fishermen had sailed with the morning tide, unless things had changed more than she realized, while the factory and dockyard workers had gone to work. There were even fewer soldiers on the streets. It made her wonder just how much of their presence was a bluff. Randor couldn’t hope to keep thousands of men on the streets indefinitely unless he’d conscripted half the kingdom.

    And he’ll have real problems supporting an army that size, Emily thought. Most medieval armies were largely demobbed almost as soon as a war was over, just to stop them turning into a drain on the king’s purse. Even supporting a few thousand unproductive men is a logistical nightmare.

    “I need to go check if I got a reply,” Jade said, once he’d finished his breakfast. “Stay here and wait.”

    “Don’t be too long.” Cat’s voice was light, but Emily could hear the concern behind the jibe. “We’ll be worried about you.”

    Jade nodded and hurried off. Emily turned her attention back to her breakfast, trying to pretend his departure was perfectly normal. And yet...she knew enough about rebellions and underground conspiracies to understand the dangers. If Master Abrams had been convinced to support the king, or simply rounded up after Alassa had been arrested, Jade could be walking into a trap. She’d seen Randor’s men interrogate suspects. Jade was strong and brave, but everyone broke eventually. They might have no time to rescue him before it was too late.

    “He’ll be fine.” Cat sounded as though he was trying to reassure her, instead of actually believing it himself. “We just have to wait for him.”

    Emily scowled as she nibbled her bread and cheese. Yes, they had to wait for him...but how long? How long was too long? An hour? Two hours? She understood, now, all the stories about the French Resistance and the uncertainties that the fighters had faced as they waged their secret war. King Randor should have no idea that they were even in his city, but the slightest mistake could change that...

    “I know,” she said. “But how long do we wait?”

    She considered possible options, but none of them were very good. The handful of contacts she’d made six years ago, during the failed coup against the king, were probably useless by now. Paren’s allies had been ennobled; now, she suspected they would have been arrested or executed. Imaiqah’s family was probably also gone, either thrown straight into the dungeons or forced to flee the city. Everyone else...there wasn’t anyone else. Certainly no one who’d put their lives on the line for her.

    Alicia owes me a favor, she thought. Alassa would have killed the older girl if Emily hadn’t intervened. But would she put her life on the line for Alassa?

    It wasn’t a pleasant thought. Alicia had been raised to repay her debts, rewarding her friends and punishing her enemies, but she would be torn in two. She owed Emily, yet...Alassa was a shadow hanging over her life. The child Alicia had borne was a direct threat to Alassa’s throne, even though his parentage had never been acknowledged. Alicia wouldn’t want to help someone who might cut her son’s throat, even if it meant refusing to repay a debt. It wasn’t as if Emily could sue her.

    And she wouldn’t want to leave her barony either, Emily thought. She couldn’t imagine either Alassa or Alicia tamely surrendering their birthrights. They’d fought too hard to keep them. She’d sooner die.

    Cat nudged her. “Here he comes,” he said, nodding down the street. “Finished?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She’d eaten more than she normally ate for breakfast, but she wasn’t sure when she’d be able to eat again. “Let’s go.”

    “I got a message back,” Jade said, as they joined him outside the diner. “We’re to be at a certain place at a certain time.”

    “How very specific.” Cat sneered. “Did they actually bother to give details?”

    Jade passed him the note. “Very elliptical details,” he said. “Anyone who reads it without knowing what I was doing last year wouldn’t have a clue where to start.”

    Which doesn’t prove that Master Abrams hasn’t been bribed or threatened by the king, Emily thought. A skilled enchanter could find work anywhere, but someone who’d put roots down might not want to move in a hurry. He wouldn’t want to tip Jade off before he walked into the trap.

    “We’ll be careful,” Jade assured them. “Very careful.”

    “Quite,” Cat agreed. “So...where do we go?”

    Jade led them through a maze of streets until they reached the Grassmarket. Emily looked around with interest, remembering when Imaiqah had brought her to see the largest market in the country. The Grassmarket looked busier than ever, although a number of stalls were missing. She felt her heart clench, even as she took in the stalls piled high with meat, fruit and vegetables. No one was selling broadsheets, books or weapons. There wasn’t even a broadsheet crier within eyeshot.

    Randor must have shut them all down, she thought, numbly. And they’re just...gone.

    “Ah,” Jade said. He nodded towards a young girl leaning against a stall. “She’s our contact.”

    Emily studied the girl as Jade spoke to her, exchanging signs and countersigns. The girl was short and slight, her face pinched in a manner that suggested she was terrified. Emily had no idea how old she actually was, but she was fairly sure the girl was quite young. She couldn’t help being reminded of Frieda when they’d first met at Mountaintop. The girl couldn’t be any older than sixteen.

    “This way,” Jade said.

    The girl led them down a pair of side-streets, then knocked on an unmarked door. Emily tensed, touching her dagger as she readied a spell. If there was a trap, it would be sprung now. The door opened, revealing a middle-aged man wearing a magician’s robe. His face was curiously bland, half-hidden behind a glamour. Emily sensed a handful of wards guarding his quarters, but nothing that appeared dangerous. The magician wasn’t that powerful, then. He preferred to rely on misdirection rather than brute force.

    “Master Abrams,” Jade said, relieved. He wouldn’t have had any trouble seeing through the glamour. “I’m glad you’re safe.”

    “I’m glad you’re back too,” Master Abrams said. He nodded to the girl. “I believe Mouse has something for you.”

    The girl reached into her pocket and produced a piece of cloth. “Here,” she said, as she unwrapped the cloth. “Your wife wanted me to give you this.”

    A ring fell into her hand. Emily sucked in her breath as Jade took the ring, balancing it on his palm. A ring...Alassa’s ring. The signet was unmistakable. Emily could practically taste her friend’s magic shimmering around the ring. Jade looked down at it for a long moment, then placed it in his pocket. Emily knew they’d be in real trouble if he was caught with the ring, but she knew better than to try to stop him carrying it. The magic alone was proof that Alassa remained alive.

    “Thank you,” Jade said, heavily.

    Mouse curtseyed. “My Lord.”

    “Perhaps we should all come into the parlor,” Master Abrams said. “Mouse, fetch us all some Kava...why don’t you?”

    His gaze rested on Emily for a long moment. “And you are...?”

    “A friend,” Jade said, quickly. “She’s here to help.”

    “One would hope so,” Master Abrams said. His tone was artfully bland. Emily was sure he knew who she was. “Come, please.”

    He led them through a door into a comfortable sitting room. “Please, take a seat,” he said, as he sat himself down on an armchair. “You can use magic here, I believe. The king’s sorcerers are only watching for the bigger magics.”

    Jade sat on a smaller chair, leaving the sofa for Emily and Cat. “You had to move?”

    “It seemed a good idea,” Master Abrams said. “Mouse and her message and the ring...I knew the king would do everything in his power to recover the ring. I moved house as soon as I sent you that message, taking only my spellbooks and money. Everything else has had to be abandoned.”

    “You will be compensated,” Jade said, quietly.

    Master Abrams snorted. “We shall see, young man,” he said. “We shall see.”

    Mouse entered the room, carrying a tray of mugs. Emily took hers gratefully, then motioned for Mouse to sit down too. The younger girl looked horrified at the mere thought of sitting next to her social superior, but she couldn’t refuse. She sat down so gingerly that Emily couldn’t help feeling amused. It looked as if she expected the sofa to turn into a spike at any moment.

    “Time is not on our side,” Jade said. He took a sip of his drink, then leaned forward. “Where is my wife?”

    “In the Tower,” Master Abrams said, flatly. “My...sources...are not what they once were, thanks to the Black Daggers, but I do hear some things. The Crown Princess and Lady Imaiqah were both taken to the Tower and...well, since then no one has seen head or hair of either of them.”

    “Alassa is still alive,” Jade said. “What about Imaiqah?”

    “I couldn’t swear to anything,” Master Abrams said. “Her family was apparently rounded up too, shortly after Alassa was arrested, along with a number of other prominent Democrats and Levellers. The entire movement is apparently headless.”

    Emily looked up. “Apparently?”

    “There have been...rumors...that someone survived the purge,” Master Abrams told her, gently. “But again, I could not swear to it. It may just be wishful thinking. The Black Daggers moved with remarkable speed.”

    “But what happened?” Jade’s voice was anguished. “I mean...what happened when she was arrested?”

    Master Abrams looked at Mouse, who squirmed uncomfortably. “I told her,” Mouse said. “I...I told her that Imaiqah had been arrested. I...”

    Jade leaned forward. “Why? How did you know?”

    Mouse inched backwards, her arm brushing against Emily as she tried to shrink away from Jade. “I was...I was working for Lady Lye,” she said. Her voice shook. “The Crown Princess was meant to be going on a tour of the outer lands. I...I heard that Lady Imaiqah had been arrested, as soon as she entered the castle, and...and I told the Crown Princess.”

    “You heard about the arrest,” Jade said. “Who from? Who told you?”

    “Lady Lye,” Mouse said. “She was...she was with a group of us.”

    “Lady Lye,” Emily said, hoping to distract Jade from Mouse. “Who is she?”

    Jade muttered something unpleasant under his breath. “The Mistress of the Princess’s Bedchamber,” he said. “She took up the job two years ago, after the wedding. Alassa didn’t want anyone in that post, but...she needed someone.”

    Emily nodded in understanding. The previous Master of the Princess’s Bedchamber had been Nightingale, who’d used it to feather his nest. Alassa had plenty of reason not to want someone else to take the post, particularly someone she didn’t trust completely, but...Jade was right. She had needed someone. A staff of fifty men and women needed someone to supervise. It was simply unfortunate that there was no way to keep that person from exploiting their position for their own personal gain.

    She should have offered the post to Imaiqah, Emily thought. But Imaiqah had something else to do.

    “This leads to an interesting question,” Cat said. “Did Lady Lye tell you deliberately, in the hopes you would go to the princess?”

    Mouse reddened. “I don’t know. I just...I just told the princess!”

    Emily frowned. Randor couldn’t just lock up his daughter, particularly one who also happened to be the Crown Princess, on a whim. He would need an excuse, one that would suffice for when the nobility started asking questions. Had he deliberately planned to lure Alassa into treason? Had he left Imaiqah alive to serve as bait in a trap? And, if so, was Lady Lye a co-conspirator or a mindless dupe? And what about Mouse herself?

    A nasty thought struck her. Randor wouldn’t have acted so fast if he hadn’t known about Paren’s treason. He’d taken a hell of a risk when, so far, only a handful of people knew the truth. Imaiqah herself hadn’t known. And that meant...Nanette was the only person who could have told the king. She could easily have done more...

    She reached out with her senses, carefully brushing them across Mouse. Someone had put a binding on her, one designed to keep her from betraying a handful of secrets, but there was nothing else. Few magicians would tolerate a binding, if one could be induced to stick to them. It took a stronger spell to dominate a magician. And if Mouse was Nanette in disguise, it was a very good disguise. Emily couldn’t sense even a flicker of inherent magic surrounding the girl.

    But Nanette was good at hiding her true nature, Emily reminded herself. She posed as a Second Year student and nearly got away with it too.

    She listened as Jade interrogated Mouse, silently contemplating the possibilities. Mouse could have brought the king’s men down on their heads by now, if she was working for the king. But she hadn’t. And there was no trace of magic, save for the binding. Master Abrams would probably have put it on her, Emily guessed. Alassa might have done it, but the binding didn’t feel like Alassa’s work.

    “Fine,” Jade said, clearly unsatisfied. He leaned back in his chair, making a visible effort to relax. “What happened after you left?”

    “Your wife was arrested,” Master Abrams said, curtly. “Beyond that, we don’t know.”

    Jade looked at Mouse. “And you made no attempt to return to the castle?”

    “No, My Lord,” Mouse said. “I felt I would be safer here.”

    Binding and all, Emily thought. Mouse might not even know she had a binding. It wasn’t a compulsion spell, merely something designed to keep her from revealing certain secrets. And you might have been right to stay.

    She shuddered. Alassa was safe, at least until she gave birth. Emily was fairly sure of that, if only because Randor needed a legitimate heir. Imaiqah and Mouse, on the other hand, could have their lives cut short in a heartbeat. Randor had no reason to keep Mouse alive if she ever returned to the castle. Technically, Mouse had been obeying orders, but...no one would care if the king ordered her killed. She was just a servant girl.

    Jade let out a long sigh. “Master Abrams, where do you stand?”

    Master Abrams frowned. “I’m in favor of a peaceful life,” he said. “And the impending civil war is unlikely to be peaceful.”

    Emily met his eyes. “Do you know what’s happening?”

    “Just rumors, each one crazier than the last.” Master Abrams snickered. “The barons are revolting...and they’re rebelling too. Half the kingdom is already on fire, invading armies are prowling on the edge of the Crown Lands, the Crown Princess has given birth to twin goblins...it’s hard to know what to believe.”

    “Hah,” Jade said. “What do you believe?”

    “Three of the barons are supposed to be on the verge of formally renouncing their oaths to the king and declaring war,” Master Abrams said, more seriously. “I’ve heard that they’re already drawing up a list of demands, with a threat of war if the king refuses to concede.”

    “Randor won’t concede,” Jade said, quietly.

    “I fear not,” Master Abrams said. “The king has been bringing more and more troops into the Crown Lands, garrisoning them around Alexis. It’s only a matter of time before they’re employed in a first strike against the Harkness Lands. Baroness Harkness has been making too much noise about her adopted son having a claim to the throne.”

    Jade’s eyes narrowed. “She adopted him?”

    “Yes,” Master Abrams said. “Rumor has it that she’s barren.”

    “Or that her husband couldn’t father a child,” Jade said, savagely. “He doesn’t even have any bastards, does he?”

    Emily felt a flicker of sympathy for the older woman, even though she had a feeling that Baroness Harkness would prefer to be beheaded than left alive to contemplate just how far she’d fallen and contemplate the depth of her disgrace. But she knew Jade wouldn’t agree. Another claimant to the throne, even one with a very tenuous link to the Royal Bloodline, would only make Alassa’s life more complicated. Too many barons would back the male, even if his claim was weak. 

    She cleared her throat. “What do we do now?”

    “You and Cat go take a look at the Tower of Alexis,” Jade said. “I’ll have a long chat with Mouse, then see what Master Abrams and I can do.”

    “As you wish,” Cat said. “I’m sure it will be a pleasant stroll.”

    “Just don’t get caught,” Jade advised. “Please.”

    Emily stood. She wanted to tell Jade to be gentle–she was almost certain that Mouse was nothing more than what she appeared to be–but she knew he wouldn’t listen to her either. Mouse had been there when Alassa had made her fateful decision, either as an agent provocateur or an unwitting instigator of doom. Jade would know what she knew, even if it left the younger girl feeling like she’d been put through the wringer. Emily felt genuinely sorry for her. It was never good for commoners to get mixed up in the affairs of royalty.

    And you’re a commoner, she reminded herself, as she headed for the door. There wasn’t a trace of aristocratic blood in her. If you didn’t have magic, what would you have been here?


    Chapter Thirteen

    “THAT GIRL,” CAT SAID, AS SOON as they were out in the sun. “Do you believe her?”

    “I think she’s telling the truth, as she knows it,” Emily said. “I didn’t sense any magic around her.”

    Cat looked relieved. “I didn’t sense anything either. But a very good magician could hide her power.”

    Emily frowned. Nanette was good. She knew that from bitter experience. But if Mouse was actually Nanette...Nanette was taking a hell of a risk. She was good, but could she fight Emily, Jade and Cat at the same time? It would be crazy. And yet...the fight would bring the king’s sorcerers down on their heads. Perhaps Nanette was being crazy like a fox. 

    It’s still an insane risk, she told herself, firmly. She wouldn’t have needed to stick around either if she’d already done her job.

    “I don’t think so,” she said. If there were any inconsistencies in Mouse’s story, Jade would get them out of her. “But we need to be careful anyway.”

    She felt her frown deepen. Mouse was young–and probably naive. Emily had no idea of her background, which meant...she had no idea if Mouse’s family were at risk of being turned into bargaining chips. Did Randor know that Mouse had vanished on the same day his daughter had been arrested? Or had Lady Lye brought it to his attention? Or...had Lady Lye kept her mouth shut, fearing the loss of whatever remained of her influence? There was nothing to be gained by being Mistress of the Princess’s Bedchamber when there was no longer any princess.

    “We will be,” Cat assured her. “We will be very careful.”

    They walked on, skirting the Royal Mile as they made their way towards the river. It added a considerable distance to their journey, but it limited the risk of accidentally encountering soldiers who might actually be alert. The guards on the streets around them didn’t seem to be paying too much attention to anyone, although it was quite quiet. It wouldn’t be long until it was noon and everyone went for lunch.

    The air blew hot and cold as they reached the river and watched, just for a moment, as boats and barges made their way towards the docks. A handful of private jetties reached into the water on both sides of the river–there were a number of stone townhouses belonging to the rich and powerful on the far side–but the majority of shipping had to go through the city docks. Emily suspected that would have to change, sooner or later, once the Dockworkers Guild could be convinced to see reason. Imaiqah had told her that the guildsmen had bitterly resisted even the merest suggestion that the docks could be expanded.

    Cat took her hand as they strolled up the road towards the Tower. It was clearly visible, even from a distance: an ominous shape looming over the river. The castle had a certain elegance, Emily had to admit, but whoever had designed the Tower of Alexis had wanted to make it very clear the Tower was a prison. It was a stone blocky mass, five stories high, lacking even a handful of visible windows. Anyone who found themselves in one of the cells would be denied sunlight unless they were allowed to use the courtyard. 

    Cannons on the top, she thought, as they walked closer. And plenty of guardsmen in sight.

    Emily felt her heart start to beat faster, as if she were on the verge of a panic attack, a moment before the rune on her chest grew hot. She gritted her teeth against the pain, cursing the designers under her breath. Subtle Magic. They’d protected the Tower with subtle magic. Anyone who even looked at the building for too long would find themselves too scared to move, too terrified to do anything until the guards picked them up. No wonder there were so few people in view. The Tower scared the life out of them.

    “The guards must be protected, somehow,” Cat said. His voice was light, but he was squeezing her fingers almost painfully hard. “It wouldn’t be that hard to produce a countermeasure.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. Now she was aware of the effect, and its cause, the pain was starting to fade away. It wasn’t particularly subtle, not like some of the other runes she’d seen at Whitehall and Mountaintop, but it got the point across. “We can make ourselves protective amulets if we can’t find them anywhere else.”

    She glanced at him, then eyed the building as they strode towards the gates. Up close, the building appeared to be sinking into the water, as if the softer rock had all been washed away over the years. There was only one visible gate, manned by a dozen soldiers; she guessed there was a second gate on the far side, accessible only by boat. She could sense wards hiding behind the subtle magic too, wards designed to keep sorcerers from spying on the prisoners inside. There was nothing subtle about them. Anyone who tried to use magic inside the Tower would find it very difficult indeed.

    We might be able to find a way to break through the wards, she thought slowly, but actually getting into the Tower would be very difficult.

    A pair of guards strode up to the gatehouse and stopped. Emily watched, out of the corner of her eye, as they were checked against a list of guards before being permitted to enter the compound. They were both carrying amulets in their hands, carefully holding them up as they entered the gate. Emily guessed the amulets were designed to prevent the wards from snapping at them. It wouldn’t be that hard to use wards to keep the prisoners firmly in their cells. Randor certainly had the money and sorcerers to make the place as close to impregnable as possible.

    She closed her eyes for a long moment, trying to think. The Tower of Alexis seemed impregnable, at least without a nexus point. And she didn’t have a nexus point. The closest one was hundreds of kilometers away, and she doubted its owners would let her experiment to find a way to channel power to Alexis. Heart’s Eye was even further away, right on the other side of the continent. She didn’t think she had any way to use the nexus point to bring down the wards without risking a complete disaster.

    Cat’s grip tightened, again. “They’re coming up behind us,” he muttered, so quietly that she barely heard him. “Let me do the talking.”

    Emily nodded as she heard footsteps behind her. It was hard, so hard, to resist the temptation to turn and look at whoever was behind them. She didn’t like having someone in her blind spot, someone who might try to do her harm. Had they been detected? Had their subtle probes been noticed after all? Or were the guards merely curious as to why they were there?

    A hand fell on Cat’s shoulder. He stopped and turned, letting go of Emily’s hand. She followed him and saw a pair of guardsmen staring at them. They were young, their eyes flickering across her face and chest, but they both wore the king’s livery. It was a clear sign that they might be more professional than they let on.

    The leader took a step forward. “What are you doing here?”

    Blunt and to the point, Emily noted. And not something that’s likely to be misunderstood.

    Cat smiled, rather weakly. “My girlfriend and I are having a walk,” he said, indicating Emily with one hand. “We don’t want to be too close to our homes.”

    The guards exchanged faint smiles, not leers. Emily blinked in surprise, then realized they were younger than she’d thought. They were tough, wiry men, but she would be surprised to discover that they were out of their teens. One of them had a face so clear of stubble that she couldn’t help wondering if he was a lot younger than she’d thought.

    “A walk,” the leader said. He sounded professional. Too professional. “Here?”

    Cat winked. “My esteemed friend, her brother, does not come this way,” he said. “Nor do my parents, may the gods bless them.”

    Emily kept her eyes lowered, like a good little merchant girl would do if there was even the merest hint of sexual impropriety. Society would turn a blind eye to a great many things, as long as they were private, but an open indiscretion was impossible to ignore. A merchant family would take a very dim view of anything that might call their character into question.

    But it doesn’t stop young men and women from walking out together, she thought. And if they’re very careful, they get away with it.

    She braced herself, ready to fight if necessary. They didn’t dare let themselves be arrested, even if the guards didn’t have the faintest idea who they really were. Cat’s chit claimed he belonged to a family that had never heard of him, while she didn’t have any chit at all. She wondered, morbidly, just how long it would be before Randor started insisting that girls stayed inside all the time. He really didn’t think very highly of women.

    “I suppose they are too busy working,” the leader said. He winked at Cat. “Being here kills the romance though, does it not?”

    Cat winked back. “Being with her brother kills the romance too. Do you know what he threatened to do to anyone who paid any attention to his sister?”

    Emily let out a silly little giggle, silently grateful–for once–that she wasn’t expected to make eye contact with anyone. The giggle was so childish that she would have instantly hated anyone who giggled like it if she’d met them at Whitehall. A little girl had no business giggling like that, let alone a grown woman. The contempt she saw in their eyes stung, even though it was an act. She had to remind herself, sharply, that she needed them to underestimate her.

    “Yeah, yeah,” the leader said. “Have fun.”

    The guards turned and strolled off. Emily stared after them, surprised. She’d expected worse, much worse. Perhaps Cat’s gormless act and her giggle had been more effective than she’d expected. Or, perhaps, the guards were too professional to amuse themselves with the locals. She wasn’t sure which option she preferred.

    Cat took her hand again. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go.”

    They didn’t speak again until they’d walked quite some distance up the riverbank and entered North Alexis. There were more guards on the streets here, patrolling houses and makeshift redbrick flats that were clearly only a few years old. Emily shuddered, remembering just how many of those tenement blocks had fallen down a year or two after they’d been built. It would be a long time before Cockatrice, let alone the rest of the country, developed the concept of planning permission to make sure that the buildings were structurally sound before construction actually started. No one was even sure where to begin.

    Cat chuckled. “Idiots.”

    Emily squeezed his hand. “They could have had us,” she said. “They were just too professional.”

    “Yeah,” Cat agreed. “I was afraid they’d want to...have fun with you.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Randor might have ordered his troops not to play games with the city’s womenfolk, but the men might not follow orders. “They didn’t, though.”

    “No.” Cat shook his head. “What did you make of the fortress?”

    Emily took a moment to gather her thoughts. “Impregnable, at least on the surface,” she said, slowly. “It would take a small army, with combat sorcerers, to take the fortress. And it would be bloody.”

    “Very bloody,” Cat agreed. “We might be able to sneak through the water entrance, but I’d bet half the family fortune that they have that side sealed off tighter than a...tighter than a very tight thing.”

    “Indeed,” Emily said, deadpan. She’d heard worse from her stepfather. “And we don’t happen to have an army.”

    Cat let out a long breath. “And we don’t even know the layout inside. Did you not visit when you were a noblewoman?”

    Emily shook her head. “Never,” she said. “The king never offered me a tour.”

    “Their wards are brute-force affairs,” Cat said, after a moment. “Very crude, but very hard to break from the outside. I’d bet the rest of my family fortune that they have all the weak spots under heavy guard and some of the guards will be sorcerers. I don’t see how we can get inside.”

    “Me neither,” Emily admitted. They could blast down the wards, if they could muster enough power, but it would require a dozen sorcerers working in unison and a carefully-prepared circle within bare meters of the target. Somehow, she doubted the guards would sit still and let them set up the ritual without intervening. “There has to be something.”

    Cat shrugged. “We could let ourselves be taken prisoner...”

    “The king would have us all killed within seconds,” Emily said, quickly. She could see the logic, but it was the sort of plan that worked better in stories than real life. “The ink wouldn’t get a chance to dry on the execution warrants before we were dead.”

    “He’d have to be insane to kill you,” Cat said. “You’re popular. And your father would seek revenge.”

    Emily scowled. Cat didn’t know Void wasn’t her father, but Randor did. He knew he had no reason to fear a Lone Power seeking revenge. And she doubted she was popular enough for the entire country to rise in her name. Cockatrice, perhaps. But one barony couldn’t take on the rest of the country and win.

    “We’d be trapped, locked behind wards, chained to the walls and probably drugged,” she said, instead. There were plenty of ways to keep a sorcerer in a prison cell, with a little preparation. She had no doubt that Alassa was being drugged to keep her under control, even though there was a risk the potions would harm the baby. “I don’t think we’d have a hope of getting free.”

    Cat looked disappointed. “So, what do you suggest?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “We’ll have to think about it.”

    She tossed ideas around and around in her mind as they slowly started to circumvent the castle and make their way back to the inn. Brute force wasn’t going to work, unless they had an army...and they didn’t have an army. Jade and Cat could try to pose as a couple of guards, perhaps, but she had a feeling that everyone in the guard force knew everyone else. It was how she would have arranged it. And while they could use glamours or transfiguration spells to change their faces, there would probably be plenty of signs and countersigns to make sure that the newcomers were legitimate. Randor was a paranoid man with plenty of reason to be paranoid. 

    And he knows a great deal about what magic can do, she thought. Randor wasn’t a strong magician–Alassa was a great deal stronger–but he was cunning. And he knew enough to be extremely dangerous. He won’t have too many problems sealing all the holes.

    Cat sucked in his breath. “More guards,” he said. “They’re blocking the road.”

    Emily looked up, sharply. They were close to the far end of the Royal Mile...too close. The guards had set up a barricade, directing traffic away from the Royal Mile. They didn’t seem to be looking for anyone in particular, but...Emily cursed under her breath as she looked past the guards and saw the darkened building. The Assembly Hall looked as though it had been completely abandoned. It cost her a pang to see it, even though she hadn’t expected anything else. Randor had never liked the idea of being accountable to commoners–or anyone, really–and he’d taken advantage of the chaos to shut the Assembly down once and for all.

    “We’ll take the long way around,” she said, as traffic flowed away from the Royal Mile. “I don’t want to risk getting any closer than we have to.”

    “Understood,” Cat muttered. He spat on the ground. “What are we going to tell Jade?”

    Emily winced. “The truth,” she said. There was no point in trying to lie to him. “He might have an idea.”

    Cat tensed. “There’ll be someone in charge of the Tower,” he said. “Who?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. She hadn’t taken any interest in the Tower when she’d visited Zangaria for Alassa’s Confirmation. “But Cat, whoever it is will be very loyal.”

    “We might be able to find a way to bribe them,” Cat said. His voice hardened. “Or even threaten them.”

    “Maybe,” Emily said. Bribery was one thing, although she doubted they could scrape up enough money to induce a high-ranking nobleman to commit treason. Randor wasn’t fool enough to underpay his loyalists. But threatening their lives? Or their family’s lives? The thought was sickening. “We’ll have to work out who we’d have to influence first.”

    “It’ll be someone close to the king,” Cat said. “What about his wife?”

    Emily shook her head. “The Queen was unwell, the last I heard,” she said. In hindsight, it was clear that the Queen taking to her bed coincided with Randor’s affair with Alicia. “And I don’t think he let her have any real power.”

    “We could kidnap the Queen,” Cat said. “Or the king’s brother. And then offer to trade.”

    “I don’t think Randor would care,” Emily said. It was cold, very cold, but she suspected it was true. “He would see it more as a chance to remove a nuisance without getting the blame.”

    “So?” Cat glanced at her. “What do we do?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily admitted. “I just don’t know.”


    Chapter Fourteen

    “WE ARE MAKING SOME ENQUIRIES INTO who survived the purge,” Jade said, once they had returned to the inn and checked the wards. “We just have to be very careful.”

    “Yeah,” Cat said. He sighed, heavily. “The Tower of Alexis is damn near impregnable.”

    “There’s no such thing as an impregnable fortress,” Jade said, sharply. He sat down on the bed, looking tired. “What happened when you walked past the Tower?”

    Cat glanced at Emily, then launched into a detailed description of everything they’d seen and sensed around the Tower. Emily watched Jade, more concerned than she wanted to admit. She had no idea what Jade had discussed with Mouse, and his other contacts, but she suspected that none of them could really help. Anyone with the sort of presence in court that might lead to them having useful information would be reluctant to risk it. Jade’s wife and unborn child were at stake. He had to be feeling frustrated–and helpless.

    “We may be able to find a way to slip up to the rear gate, assuming it actually exists,” Cat finished. “We couldn’t get a proper look at it from the riverbank. But they’ll have made damn sure that no one can get any further without being stopped.”

    Jade ground his teeth. “So you’re saying it’s pointless? That we might as well give up and walk away?”

    “I’m saying that it will be very difficult to break into the Tower,” Cat said. His lips twitched, mischievously. “Unless you want to surrender and hope you get sent straight to the Tower yourself...”

    Emily scowled at him. “Jade would be beheaded on the spot and you know it,” she reminded him. Jade almost seemed to be considering it. “He’s too dangerous for Randor to keep around.”

    And his death would force Alassa to marry someone else, she added silently. Her father wouldn’t let her choose her second husband.

    Jade stood and started to pace the room. “There has to be another option.”

    “We were thinking about trying to dicker with whoever runs the Tower,” Cat said. “Do you know who does?”

    “No,” Jade said. “The identity of the Tower Warden was always a secret. If Alassa knew, she never told me.”

    Which makes sense, Emily thought. Randor wouldn’t want anyone to know who runs the Tower.

    She considered a handful of possibilities for who ran the Tower, but none of them stood out above the rest. It wasn’t Alassa herself, although she held the Low and Middle Justice. Randor himself held the High Justice, which included treason against the crown. And he couldn’t take time out from being king to administer the Tower himself. Nightingale? Emily didn’t think Randor trusted him that far. Lord Burrows? No, he’d been sent away when he’d married Alicia. Whoever ran the Tower had to be someone who lived in the city.

    It might even be someone of low rank, on the face of it, she thought. Paren hadn’t been the only commoner to be ennobled for great service to the crown. Sir Roger or someone along those lines...

    She shook her head, reluctantly. They couldn’t start trying to bribe–or threaten–noblemen at random. If Jade didn’t know, the chances were good that very few other courtiers knew either. And everyone who did–the men under his command, perhaps–would probably have a binding on them to ensure the secret was kept. It would have to be someone the king trusted completely, or as much as he trusted anyone, but who?

    “Then we’re stuck,” Cat said, quietly. “Unless you want to try a frontal attack...”

    Jade glared. “Do you think that getting ourselves killed would help?”

    Emily looked from one to the other, then sighed. “We need to identify the person in charge of the Tower. Or, at least, figure out who might know.”

    “Nightingale,” Jade said. “That little”–he ground his teeth in frustration–“has his tongue so far up the king’s ass that he’s...”

    “Thank you,” Emily said, quickly. She really didn’t care for the mental image. “If we can get our hands on him...”

    “That might be hard,” Jade said. “He won’t want to leave the king’s side. There are a dozen other people just oozing around, hoping for a chance to take his place.”

    “It’s a good place to start,” Emily said. She had few compunctions about kidnapping Nightingale and demanding answers. “And...we should move, perhaps somewhere close to the Tower. If we keep a list of who goes in and out, we might be able to figure out who’s in charge from that.”

    “If we can get lodgings somewhere closer to the Tower,” Cat said. “You saw how tight security was. I’d expect questions to be asked of anyone who moves into the neighborhood.”

    “Then we hire street urchins to watch the gates,” Jade said, brightening. “Or...”

    He smiled, humorlessly. “What about Sir Xavier? The king’s hired spy?”

    Emily frowned. She’d be astonished if Sir Xavier, the head of the Black Daggers, was also the Tower Warden. Randor wouldn’t want to put that much power in one man’s hands. She rather suspected the king had a plan to dispose of Sir Xavier in a hurry, if he had the slightest doubt of the man’s loyalty. He certainly wouldn’t want to lock the man up in a prison he’d formerly controlled. But Sir Xavier might know who was the Warden...

    Warden, she thought, wryly. Does he punish naughty children too?

    “We could try,” she said. “But he’s not going to be easy to catch.”

    Jade’s face darkened. “He’s in the best position to know, short of the king himself,” he said sharply, still pacing the room. “And I’m pretty sure the king trusts him more than Nightingale.”

    “He’s also a wily man who’s survived for years in a snake pit,” Emily countered. “He won’t be taken easily.”

    “We need to either find a way into the Tower or put pressure on the king,” Cat said. “Are there no other options?”

    Jade stopped, suddenly. “He has a son,” he said. “A bastard son, but still a son. We could kidnap the son and offer to trade...”

    “No,” Emily said, without thinking. “We can’t kidnap a baby.”

    Jade rounded on her. “A little brat the king happens to want!”

    “And a baby who happens to be a bastard,” Cat said. “The kid isn’t an immediate threat to Randor’s power, Jade. Alassa, on the other hand, is. He’s not going to make the trade, even if we...even if we threaten to kill the kid.”

    “Then what do we do?” Jade’s voice hardened. “Is there no other way?”

    “We could try to replace a couple of the guards,” Cat said, slowly. “And then...”

    “The wards would catch us, even if the other guards didn’t,” Jade said. “And we couldn’t take control of the wards without being inside the Tower already.”

    “Randor might have a way to bring down the wards from the outside,” Emily mused. “He wouldn’t want the Warden turning the Tower into a private fortress.”

    “It isn’t as if someone could use the Tower as a springboard to take the city,” Jade said. “And the key is probably configured to Randor personally. We’d have to capture him...”

    “What if we did?” Cat leaned forward, excitedly. “Capture the king, then force a trade.”

    Jade looked up, sharply. “It might work...”

    Emily shook her head. “It wouldn’t. And it would put Alassa’s life at even greater risk.”

    “Explain.” Jade’s eyes bored into hers, all the harder for the sudden lost hope. “Why can’t we capture the king?”

    “First, Randor spends most of his time in the castle,” Emily said, reminding herself that Jade’s wife was in danger. She didn’t need to take his anger personally. “That castle is a heavily-warded fortress, with most of the inner wards keyed to Randor personally. I’d bet that whatever permissions he granted you and Alassa have been revoked by now. You wouldn’t be able to get into the castle without being caught.”

    “There are more holes in that system than you might think,” Jade growled.

    Emily took a breath. On the face of it, Jade was right. Warding a huge castle wasn’t easy, certainly not without a nexus point. There were so many people going in and out of the castle, from noble courtiers to servants, that Randor wouldn’t be able to ward the building as thoroughly as he might like. There would be so many people permitted to pass through the wards that fooling them wouldn’t be that hard.

    But Randor would know that too. She had no doubt of it. The inner sections would be tightly sealed, particularly the king’s bedchamber. Randor might even have moved his bed to a whole different part of the castle, just in case Jade managed to break into the castle and came looking for revenge. And if they were caught and trapped...she’d torn a hole in his wards, once. She doubted she could do it again.

    And we can’t get into the secret passages without Alassa, she thought. There was a whole network of catacombs under the city, but the tunnels that led to the castle–or at least the ones she knew about–were carefully warded. Alassa might be able to use the passages, if she’d been with them...Emily’s lips twitched. If Alassa was with us, we wouldn’t need to break into the castle in the first place.

    She forced herself to concentrate. “Second, if we do capture the king, what next? He won’t be in any position to give orders, let alone enforce them. Will they free Alassa, on the grounds she’s the next in line to the throne, or summon Duke Traduceus? Or...or will they kill Alassa? Nightingale won’t want her to take the throne.”

    “Nightingale doesn’t have the nerve to kill a defenseless woman,” Jade stated. His voice was so flat that Emily knew he was angry. “He wouldn’t fucking dare.”

    Emily had her doubts. Alassa would be drugged, warded...perhaps even chained to the wall, if the king had allowed paranoia to dictate how his daughter would be treated. She would certainly be in no position to fight back if someone tried to kill her. Nightingale wasn’t the only one who’d have reason to fear her taking the throne. And even those who didn’t fear Alassa personally would be concerned about a female monarch. Zangaria had never had a woman on the throne before.

    And then the nobility might try to take advantage of the chaos, Emily thought. The loyalists would be hesitant, unsure what to do, while the rebels would have a chance to scatter the king’s men and impose their own order.

    “She’s right,” Cat said. “If we managed to kidnap Randor, we would plunge the kingdom into chaos. And even if we let him go at once, a great deal of damage would be done.”

    Emily sighed. Randor would lose face if he was kidnapped. His enemies would laugh, while his allies would start to slip away. He wouldn’t be the first monarch of Zangaria to face hard times, but none of his predecessors–even Bryon the Weak–had been kidnapped and used as a bargaining chip. Women were bargaining chips, not men. The mentality that believed a woman could be married off to seal a bargain also believed that any man who lost control to the point that he became a bargaining chip himself was a laughingstock.

    Jade slammed his fist into his palm. “Who cares?”

    “Alassa,” Emily said, quietly. “She would care. If we unleash a civil war...”

    “There’s going to be a civil war anyway,” Jade interrupted. “And...”

    “Not like this,” Emily said, quietly. “This one would turn into a nightmare if there were no legitimate heirs left.”

    She considered the possibilities for a long moment. Alassa was the confirmed heir, but she was imprisoned–and female. Her child wasn’t born, let alone confirmed as being in the line of succession. Duke Traduceus was third in line, by blood, but technically he’d been kicked out of the line of succession after he’d been turned into a puppet by his wife. After that...Alicia’s child was a bastard, while the stories about Baroness Harkness’s adopted son were nothing more than stories. But the nobility might find it convenient to believe the stories...

    They put him on the throne, then administer the kingdom to suit themselves, she thought, grimly. They wouldn’t make the same mistakes–the mistakes that had allowed Alexis III to divide and conquer his enemies–twice. As long as they hang together, they won’t hang separately.

    Jade let out a long breath. “Fuck it,” he said. “I...”

    He turned and stalked towards the door. Emily opened her mouth to call him back, then stopped herself as he opened the door and strode through, closing it loudly behind him. She stared at the closed door, unable to believe what had happened. Jade had just...walked out on them?

    “He needs to burn off some steam,” Cat said, quietly. He checked the wards, making sure they were still intact. “Which will be...unfortunate...for any footpads he happens to encounter.”

    Emily glared at him. “And what if he encounters something more dangerous than mere footpads?”

    Cat shrugged. “He’s got enough sense to teleport out, if he runs into real trouble, and send us a message from a safe distance. We do seem to be able to use minor magics without drawing attention from the king’s sorcerers.”

    “It would be better not to take that for granted,” Emily said. She stood and walked to the window. The light was starting to fade. She could see fishermen and dockyard workers heading to the bars after a long day’s work. “Why...why isn’t he listening?”

    “He feels helpless,” Cat said. She heard him walk up behind her. “He loves his wife, his pregnant wife. And she’s in the Tower and he can’t get to her and it’s gnawing away at his mind.”

    Emily glanced at him. “Is there anything we can do about it?”

    “Devise a plan in a hurry,” Cat said, with brutal frankness. “But I can’t think of anything that might work. Can you?”

    “No,” Emily said. “I...”

    Her mind raced. They could use batteries to muster the force to knock down the wards, she thought, yet they’d still have to deal with the guards. She hadn’t noticed if the soldiers who’d challenged them had been wearing antimagic armor or not, but she was pretty sure that at least some of the guards inside the building would have charmed armor. And even if they did manage to raise an army, storming the Tower would be a bloody nightmare. The defenders had so many advantages that they could hold out even if they were outnumbered ten to one.

    And no one could fail to miss the fighting, she thought. Randor would dispatch reinforcements at once.

    “We need to get into the Tower,” she said. It would be a great deal easier to dismantle the wards from the inside. “But how?”

    “Good question,” Cat said. “I suppose we could dress up as women again.”

    Emily snorted, rudely. The guards wouldn’t let just anyone into the Tower, even if they looked harmless. Trained professionals would know better than to believe that someone who didn’t carry a weapon was harmless. Besides, she was fairly sure the Tower’s staff lived in the building. They wouldn’t be allowed to go in and out on a whim. 

    She turned away from the window as something nagged at the back of her mind. Something she’d seen, something she’d done...but what? The sheer brutal simplicity of the ward network was a strength, in and of itself; there were no weaknesses, no points that could be used to pry the entire network apart until it collapsed. Even a necromancer would have trouble mustering the power to batter it down. Her fingers played with the snake-bracelet on her wrist. It was quite possible that the wards wouldn’t let a familiar enter the Tower...

    “I don’t know,” she said. Perhaps they should try to make contact with Alicia. Or someone who might be inclined to help. But if the person they contacted went straight to the king...they’d be exposed. “I...what do we do?”

    “About Jade?” Cat shrugged. “He’ll be back, in time. And hopefully he’ll be in a better mood.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. Even if they wanted to search for Jade, they had no idea where he’d gone. She felt a twinge of envy for Alassa, mingled with a hint of bitterness...Jade loved her, completely and totally, but...she hadn’t had a relationship that was so intense. Caleb hadn’t trusted her completely, had he? Maybe it was just her. She hadn’t been too worried about him when she’d been stranded in the past, unsure even if she’d be able to return to her own time. But then, to him, she’d been gone for seconds. He hadn’t even realized she’d been away for months.

    Cat opened a bag and produced a handful of ration bars. “We may as well eat,” he said, passing one to her. “I don’t think he’ll be back in time for us to go eat outside.”

    “Not without a chaperone,” Emily agreed, wryly. “Do you think...do you think this is only the beginning? That Randor will find more and more ways to control lives?”

    “Probably,” Cat said. He seemed to understand what she meant. “A man who feels that he should be in control, and that he is losing control, will fight desperately to regain it. And Randor has been losing control for a long time.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. “And how much of that is my fault?”

    Cat pointed a finger at her. “Don’t go blaming yourself for anything,” he said, firmly. “There are plenty of other people who will be happy to do that for you.”


    Chapter Fifteen

    EMILY WASN’T SURE PRECISELY WHEN SHE’D gone to sleep. She’d chatted with Cat about everything from his family to her future plans for an apprenticeship and Heart’s Eye, but...she wasn’t sure when she’d gone to sleep. Cat hadn’t woken her to take a watch, either. The wards should have kept them safe, but she knew better than to take them for granted. God alone know how many wardcrafters were serving the king.

    Jade was sitting by the wall when she awoke, staring at nothing. Emily tensed, realizing–dully–she had no idea when he’d returned. The wards weren’t smart enough to tell if Jade had been hit with a compulsion spell or otherwise wasn’t in his right mind, although he didn’t look as if he was under an external influence. It wasn’t particularly reassuring. There were plenty of ways to influence–and warp–an unwilling subject without making it obvious.

    “Emily,” Jade said. He looked pensive. “I...I’m sorry.”

    “Think nothing of it,” Emily said, swinging her legs over the side and standing. “What time is it?”

    “Nearly breakfast time,” Jade said. He nodded towards the other bed. “Cat’s still snoring.”

    Emily eyed the hump under the sheets for a long moment. She’d had roommates who snored, in the past, but none of them had sounded quite so loud. Cat was snoring so loudly that she couldn’t help wondering if he were faking it, although she couldn’t imagine why he’d want to bother. Cat was hardly the sort of person to shy away from confrontation. And every other time they’d shared a room, she’d been so tired or distracted that she hadn’t noticed the snores.

    And Caleb didn’t snore, she reminded herself. They hadn’t shared many nights, but she’d grown used to his presence. He was very quiet in bed.

    “I’ve arranged another meeting with Master Abrams and Mouse,” Jade said, once Emily had splashed water on her face. “We’ll be meeting him after breakfast.”

    Emily shrugged, using a spell to clean herself. It felt uncomfortable, even though she knew it worked. She wanted a proper bath, or at least a shower, but she doubted she’d be able to find one. The inn probably didn’t even have a metal tub! The bathhouses might still be open–she didn’t think Randor would have closed them down, even though they were good places to share gossip–but most of them didn’t admit women. The ones that did were only open to upper-class women, some of whom might know her by sight.

    “I was wondering about the problem,” Jade said, looking away as she took off her nightgown and pulled on her dress. “We could dig a tunnel under the walls, then blow a hole in them with gunpowder.”

    “Unless they hear us digging,” Emily pointed out. Sergeant Harkin had been fond of telling horror stories of digging–he’d called it mining–and counter-digging, of desperate skirmishes fought underground as one side tried to undermine the castle and the other tried to shore up the defenses. He’d made it sound nightmarish. “And we might not be able to get under the wards.”

    She gritted her teeth as she wrapped her hair in the scarf, careful to make sure that no strands were showing. There was no requirement to keep her hair under wraps, certainly not when she wasn’t married, but it made her look like a modest girl from a traditional family. She didn’t understand how married women could wear scarves all the time, much less children who hadn’t grown into womanhood yet. Her hair itched under the cloth. Maybe they cut their hair short, deliberately. It wasn’t something she wanted to do.

    “We really need to know what the wards will react to,” she said. “Would they notice if we hollowed out a cave and stuffed it full of gunpowder?”

    “They might,” Jade said. “But it depends on the design.”

    “And we need to know if a gunpowder blast will get through the wards,” Emily added, after a moment. Some wards would be completely ineffectual against bullets and blasts, while others would stop them in their tracks. “And we’d have to be careful we didn’t accidentally bring down the entire building.”

    She eyed him for a moment. “Did you sense her, when you went to the Tower?”

    Jade looked surprised, just for a second. “How did you know I went?”

    “I know you,” Emily said. She didn’t want to tell him that it was a predictable thing to do–or that the mere fact he’d returned to the inn was a tacit admission that he’d found no way into the Tower. Jade wouldn’t be deterred, as long as there was even the slightest chance of success. “Did you sense her?”

    “No,” Jade said. His face darkened. “The wards made sure of that, Emily. It was like looking into a blinding light. I don’t think we could hope to scry the defenses.”

    “We’ll think of something,” Emily said, as reassuringly as she could. “And then we’ll get her out of there.”

    Cat rolled over and sat up, looking unsurprised to see Jade. Emily guessed he’d stayed awake, even after she’d gone to bed. He’d probably been more worried than he cared to admit. Most of the men she’d met would sooner have their teeth pulled out by what passed for dentists in the Nameless World–she had a feeling they moonlighted as torturers–than admit weakness to another man. She hoped they weren’t going to argue. She wasn’t in the mood.

    “We need food,” Cat said, standing. “Some food will make us feel a lot better.”

    Emily looked away, feeling her cheeks redden. Cat had slept in his underpants. She tried not to think about the nasty scars, remnants of his training, covering his chest. The tattoos didn’t protect him from everything. She didn’t know why he hadn’t healed himself completely, but she could guess. Men liked a few scars to show they’d been in fights. It was a way of telling other men they were formidable.

    She headed for the door as soon as Cat was ready, careful to check the wards before stepping outside. They didn’t look to have been detected, as far as she could tell, but a very careful magician might not have left any sign he’d noticed them. He’d be more likely to sneak back and send in the army. Her fingers itched, unpleasantly, as she walked through the wards and into the mouldy corridor. Lady Barb had always been scathing when she’d talked about spying magicians. Emily was starting to understand why.

    Outside, the streets were surprisingly quiet. They stuck to the pavements, trying to remain unnoticed as they made their way to a different diner. It was a bigger establishment, with a number of filled tables, but she couldn’t help noticing that the menu was practically identical to the last diner’s menu. There were no fancy restaurants in the docklands. Emily wasn’t sure if it was just conservatism or a grim awareness that most folk who lived near the docks didn’t have the money for even something as simple as pizza or burgers. Or it could be a subtle way of separating themselves from the nobility.

    “I think we may have located a couple of reliable information brokers too,” Jade added, after a moment. “But approaching them will be dangerous.”

    Emily nodded. Lady Barb had given her chapter and verse on information brokers, pointing out they were very much a double-edged sword. On one hand, they were almost always reliable. It was very rare for them to try to mislead a customer. Their reputations were the only thing separating them from gossipmongers. But, on the other hand, if they realized who Jade was–or Emily–they might pass that information on to their other clients. Emily would have been astonished if the Black Daggers weren’t keeping a close eye on the brokers. The king’s counterintelligence agents wouldn’t miss a trick.

    “Then we take extreme care,” she said. “Or we do it through an agent of our own.”

    “There aren’t many we can trust,” Jade said. “Mouse is trustworthy, I suppose, but...she has her limits.”

    Cat lifted his eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

    “I wasn’t gentle,” Jade said. “I used truth spells, Cat; I practically probed her mind until it melted into mush. She’s not concealing anything from us.”

    Emily blanched. “Is she alright?”

    “I think so,” Jade said. “I had to be sure.”

    “Hah,” Emily muttered. 

    She felt sick. She knew her friends, she loved her friends...but, every so often, one of them would do something that reminded her they’d been raised on a very different world. Mouse might well have been seriously hurt–or traumatized–by having her mind probed by a magician. Jade should have known better. He would have known better, if Mouse had been a girl of consequence. But no one cared about a lowborn maid.

    The food arrived. She ate fast, eating to cover her silence. She didn’t want to talk to Jade, not now. She understood his feelings, she understood the cruel necessity, but...it still made her feel sick. Mouse had every reason to be angry at the three of them now, binding or no binding. Emily wouldn’t care to bet that the binding would remain firmly in place. A smart person might be able to find a way to evade it.

    “Let’s go,” Jade said, once they’d eaten. “They’re not that far away.”

    Emily followed, trying to keep her churning thoughts under control. She would have to do something to make it up to Mouse, later. Or Jade would have to do something. It was his fault. Mouse had no magic, but that didn’t mean she was useless. Emily could find her a place in Cockatrice, if Alassa didn’t want to promote her into Lady Lye’s post. Mouse was inexperienced, but she was loyal. Or she had been loyal. Mistreatment could drive anyone to the dark side.

    Mouse opened the door when they knocked, looking none the worse for wear. Emily eyed her, worriedly, but saw nothing to indicate that she might be suffering from any mental trauma. She hoped Mouse wouldn’t develop any problems, not when the Nameless World had a taboo about treating mental illness. Mouse was lowborn. She’d be lucky if she was allocated a spot in a madman’s prison. It was far more likely she’d be driven out of the city and left to starve. A poor family couldn’t afford to keep a madwoman in the attic.

    I’ll talk to her later, Emily thought, glowering at Jade’s back. And if we can find something for her, something that will make up for it, we will.

    “There is one piece of good news,” Master Abrams said. “I managed to get in touch with the Levellers...or what’s left of them.”

    Jade leaned forward. “And...?”

    “They’re skittish, even though I have done work for them in the past,” Master Abrams said, slowly. “Their leader is...apparently...agreeable to a meeting, but they insist it has to be on their terms. They were reluctant to agree to anything until I mentioned you, Lady Emily.”

    Emily swallowed a curse. Master Abrams did know who she was, then. Jade and Alassa didn’t have that many friends who happened to be sorceresses. She had assumed he’d figure it out, sooner or later, but she’d never expected him to use her name in talks with the underground. And yet...it might have been useful. There were people in the underground who respected her, even if they didn’t like or trust Jade. She just wished she’d spent more time getting to know them.

    “Their terms,” Cat repeated. “And what are their terms?”

    “They give us a location, shortly before the meeting itself,” Master Abrams said. “And we go straight there.”

    “It’s a trap,” Cat said, flatly. “A meeting place we have no time to check out, a meeting with someone we don’t even know...it’s a trap.”

    “They’re bound to be nervous too,” Jade pointed out. “We could be luring them into a trap.”

    “That’s what you want to believe,” Cat said. He tapped the table, sharply. “Master Abrams, are you sure you know who you’re talking to?”

    “I have done...work...for them in the past,” Master Abrams said. “I’m sure of my contacts.”

    “But are they sure of who’s above them?” Cat stood and started to pace. “If I was trying to break an organization like the Levellers, I’d put one of my people in a leadership position and let that person escape when the purge started. And then that person can covertly feel out the survivors and line them up for the chop too.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. The hell of it was that Cat had a point. Randor was smart and the Black Daggers had a reputation for competence, although they hadn’t sniffed out either the first coup or Paren’s assassination attempt before it was too late. The Levellers wouldn’t have the protection that came from noble blood, either. Randor wouldn’t let them operate a moment longer than strictly necessary.

    “We have to take a chance,” Jade said. “I’ll meet with them...”

    “They want you,” Master Abrams said, looking at Emily. “Not Jade, you.”

    “Out of the question,” Cat said. “This is a trap. It’s such an obvious trap that it’s insulting.”

    “Which means it might not be a trap,” Jade said. “They’re clearly feeling us out too.”

    “And whoever is in charge knows Lady Emily by sight,” Master Abrams added.

    Emily frowned as the men looked at her. Everyone she knew, everyone who might have been in the Levellers, was either dead or in jail. Paren was dead, his family imprisoned or forced to flee...she wished, again, that she’d spent longer getting to know the others in his group, even the ones who weren’t openly involved with the New Learning. She had contacts, but most of them were in Cockatrice. She had no idea who she should expect to meet.

    “I don’t know who,” she said. She’d been seen by countless people, people whose names she’d never know. “But if this is our only chance...”

    “It’s a trap,” Cat said. “Look, let me go in your place. I can wear a glamour and pretend to be you.”

    Jade snickered. “I don’t think you’ll fool anyone for a moment. Even if you look like Emily, you won’t act like Emily.”

    “Then I’ll go with Emily,” Cat said. “Jade stays back, well out of sight. If we walk into a trap and can’t blast our way out, you’ll be on your own.”

    “I understand,” Jade said. “Although...I should be with you too.”

    “If the three of us go, and we get arrested or killed, there will be no one left to save Alassa,” Cat said. “And what are the odds of us surviving if we do get captured?”

    Jade looked as though he’d bitten into a lemon. “None,” he said, curtly. “Randor won’t let either of you live.”

    Emily looked from one to the other. Jade was right, they had to take the chance to link up with the Levellers, but...Cat was also right. They could be walking straight into a trap. The Levellers might have been subverted to the point that they were nothing more than an appendage of the crown. And yet...she could see their point too. They’d be terrified about exposing themselves to the king. Randor wouldn’t hesitate to purge them too if they were arrested. The advantages in reaching out to other rebels were balanced by the dangers of revealing themselves to the wrong people.

    “We can do it,” she said, trying to project a confidence she didn’t feel. “And, while we’re setting up the meeting, we start looking for other options.”

    Cat sighed, heavily. “Jade...if we meet them, and they’re real, what are we going to tell them?”

    “We get their help,” Jade said. He looked determined, but Emily could see an undercurrent of desperation. Jade wasn’t used to being helpless. “And if there is a price, we pay it. Later.”

    Emily had an odd flicker of déjà vu, remembering when Imaiqah–and Paren–had introduced Alassa and her to the men who wanted a greater say in affairs, the men who’d risked everything to fight for their king in exchange for promises...promises that had never been kept. Jade was right and wrong; there would be a price, but it might not be one he was willing to pay. The Levellers wouldn’t be fooled again.

    “We’ll talk about it later,” she said. They’d have to talk about concessions...although, right now, none of them were in any position to make concessions. “When is the meeting?”

    “Probably at least two days from now,” Master Abrams said. “I’ll have to tell them you’re interested, then...they’ll have to set up a meeting place. I don’t know where they’ll have in mind, I’m afraid. Somewhere where they can have a secret conversation without arousing suspicion.”

    “Here would be ideal,” Jade said. “They could rely on you to guarantee their safety.”

    “Not for them,” Master Abrams said. “Too few ways in and out of the area. An alert force of guards could block all the exits before we knew they were there. They’d want somewhere a little more public.”

    “Public,” Cat repeated.

    “It’ll make it harder for the guards to seal all the ways out without being noticed,” Master Abrams pointed out. “And there’s a risk of triggering off a riot if they start setting up barricades in the wrong place. But they’ll let us know.”

    Cat met Emily’s eyes. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

    Emily looked back at him, evenly. “Do we have a choice?”

    “No,” Jade said. “And we’ll go into the meeting with our eyes wide open.”


    Chapter Sixteen

    “A BROTHEL,” CAT MUTTERED, AS THEY STRODE towards the building. Night was falling, but the streets were crammed with people. “Why am I not surprised?”

    Emily shrugged, smoothing down her loose pants as she looked around. Two days–two days of haggling with information brokers while waiting for the Levellers to get back in touch with them–had taken their toll. She’d had far too much time to think about all the ways the meeting could go horrifically wrong, but the need to do something–anything–had been gnawing at her too. Jade had paced the room like a caged lion, alternatively dreaming up wild plans for breaking into the Tower or snapping at Emily and Cat for not coming up with anything. She wished he could accompany them, even though she knew the dangers. It would give him something to do.

    And instead, he’s watching from a distance, she thought. It was a compromise, one that had satisfied no one. She would have been happier if Jade was a long way away, just in case something went badly wrong. He’ll intervene if we run into trouble.

    She studied the brothel as they circled the building, noting the three entrances at the front–all guarded by masked men–and the more discreet exits into the alleyway behind. A man who exited the brothel could claim, with a straight face, that he’d merely taken a wrong turning, although Emily rather doubted his wife would believe a word of it. Sailors were known for frequenting brothels, even if they were married. The sexual liberty they’d never dream of allowing their wives was theirs for the taking.

    They walked up to the largest door–the one advertizing the most expensive whores–and held out the card they’d been given. The bouncer inspected it for a long moment, then motioned for them to enter the building and walk up the stairs. Emily glanced at Cat, who shrugged. She reached out with her senses as she started to climb, looking for possible traps. Apart from a handful of obscurification wards, there was no magic in the building at all. She hoped that was a good sign.

    Not a bad place to meet, she thought, as she reached the top of the stairs. A single door was gaping open, inviting them to step inside. The others were closed. Their occupants wouldn’t open them until their customer had finished and left, guaranteeing their privacy. There’d be a riot if the guards tried to storm the building and arrest us.

    She braced herself, readying a spell, then walked into the room. It was empty, save for a king-sized bed and a small drinks cabinet set against the wall. A man with tanned, vaguely Arabic skin stood at the far end of the wall, clearly ready to bolt down the back staircase as quickly as possible. She looked at him as she removed her scarf, allowing her hair to fall around her shoulders. He looked surprisingly familiar. His curly dark hair reminded her of Imaiqah. 

    “Lady Emily,” he said. The accent was strikingly familiar too. “I wish I was meeting you again under better circumstances.”

    “Me too,” Emily said. The man was related to Imaiqah. She’d bet good money on it. “I’m afraid you have the advantage over me, sir...”

    The man laughed, harshly. “Tam,” he said, simply. “Imaiqah is my cousin.”

    Emily nodded. Imaiqah had a lot of cousins, too many for Emily to keep straight. She didn’t know how Imaiqah managed to remember all of her relatives, let alone make sure to send a small present for their birthdays. If Tam had ever been mentioned to her, she didn’t remember. She hoped Tam didn’t realize just how ignorant she was of him.

    “It’s good to see you again,” she lied. “And I’m glad that you escaped the king.”

    Her mind raced. Tam must have seen her, probably when she’d attended a couple of family gatherings as Imaiqah’s guest, but she didn’t recall seeing him before. Perhaps he’d been nothing more than a face in the background. His features suggested a considerable amount of mixed blood, more than most locals might be prepared to tolerate. She rather suspected he preferred to spend his time in Beneficence. No one made fun of people with uncommon features there.

    Tam came forward. “I think you need to close the door, then we can talk.” He glanced at Cat sharply, then looked back at Emily. “I hired this room for the night, and paid well over the base rate, but someone will talk...”

    “I understand,” Emily said. She wished she knew Tam better. “How...what happened to the rest of your family?”

    “The majority managed to flee, when we heard the king was coming after us,” Tam said, morbidly. “Others...got swept up in the general purge of the Levellers or were killed resisting arrest. I managed to get most of the womenfolk out of the city before the king put watchers on the docks, but...we lost a few people. It wasn’t a good time.”

    Emily shivered. “And yourself?”

    “I had to remain behind,” Tam said. “The Levellers needed me.”

    “Good,” Emily said. “Have you heard anything about Imaiqah?”

    “Only that she went into the Tower” Tam looked worried, just for a moment. “Beyond that...nothing.”

    He sat down on the hard floor, motioning for her to sit in front of him. Emily sat; Cat stood behind her, his presence surprisingly reassuring. Tam didn’t look pleased to see him there, but he didn’t seem inclined to make a fuss. Emily suspected that wasn’t a good sign. The Levellers were as desperate as everyone else.

    She wished, with an intensity that surprised her, that she dared use a truth spell. Or something to loosen his tongue a little. But a merchant would be aware of the dangers, even if he wasn’t carrying something designed to protect him from outside influences. She’d blow any trust out of the water if she forced him to talk. Tam would never forgive her. Nor would anyone else. They’d see it as a clear sign she had no intention of dealing with them as equals.

    “I’ll cut to the chase,” Tam told her. His voice was very blunt. “I have been informed that you wish to make a deal with us. Why should we make any deal with you?”

    You wouldn’t have come here if you hadn’t wanted to make a deal, Emily thought, any more than a shopkeeper would set up a stall if he didn’t want to sell anything.

    “We have things we can trade,” Emily said, carefully. “And we can make reforms...”

    Tam spat, loudly. “Five years ago, my uncle told me that you were wonderful, that your inventions would change the world. He gambled everything on you, Lady Emily. Now, my uncle is dead and his wife has fled and his children have been marked down for death. I think you have brought nothing but misfortune to the family.”

    Emily felt Cat shifting behind her. She ignored him, choosing–instead–to keep her eyes on Tam. He had good reason to be angry, both with her and the king. There was no point in trying to deny it. Better to admit it and hope she could smooth things over.

    “The Crown Princess made promises, five years ago,” Tam reminded her. “And were those promises honored? No! The Assembly has been shut down and those of us who didn’t flee are in prison! Why should we put our lives on the line for you?”

    “Because you need us,” Emily said. It was true. “You wouldn’t have come here if you didn’t need us.”

    She spread out her hands, making a gesture of openness. “On one hand, you have a king who is steadily turning into a tyrant. King Randor has closed the Assembly, crushed free speech, shut down broadsheets and is trying to register the entire population. It won’t be long before the king’s justice is nothing more than a joke. You’re in trouble and you know it.

    “And, on the other hand, you have the nobility. They’re gathering their forces for a final battle, one that will determine who rules the country. If they win, they’ll stamp out all the improvements and reforms you’ve fought for over the years; the railways and factories and everything else will be torn up or burnt to the ground. And if they lose, large swathes of the country will be devastated and the king will have all the power he needs to wipe out dissent and freethinking once and for all. Either way, you’re going to lose.”

    Tam looked displeased. Emily pressed on, silently grateful that Jade had made her go through all the talking points ahead of time. She’d never liked preparing for an exam, but this was far more important than anything she’d done at Whitehall. Her name and reputation might get the Levellers to listen to her, yet she had to be convincing. If the Levellers suspected they’d be betrayed again, one final time, they’d walk away. 

    “King Randor and his rebellious aristocrats are about to have their final clash,” she said, putting it as plainly as she could. “And whoever comes out ahead, you’ll lose. The commoners will suffer. Randor won’t tolerate more threats to his power, even indirect threats like a say in how the money is spent, while the nobles will try to turn the clock back. Either way, you lose.”

    “I might agree with you,” Tam said. His face was expressionless. “That doesn’t mean that we are prepared to put our lives on the line for you.”

    Emily took a breath. “You have two problems, as I see it,” she said, feeling her heart start to race. Too much of what she was about to say was based on guesswork. “The first is that you cannot take the city, let alone hold it. You cannot capture the castle, let alone the garrison and the walls, before the king’s reinforcements overwhelm you. The second is that, even if you did succeed, you’d have to fend off the nobility and run the country. And revolutionary movements tend to collapse because they’re trying to set up a new government in the middle of a war.”

    And because they’re trying to be all things to all men, she added, silently. It was a shame she couldn’t talk about the French or Russian Revolutions, both of which had been unable to impose fair and just governments before they’d run out of time and devolved into tyrannies that were far worse than the ones they’d overthrown. But he’ll have heard of peasant revolts in the past...

    “You don’t want to destroy the government,” she added, “because that would lead to absolute chaos. You’re a merchant. What do you think will happen to your interests if the entire country collapses? You need the government. What you want to do is co-opt it so you can make gradual reforms over the next few years without causing a total disaster.”

    She took a breath. “And the only legitimate heir to the throne, the only one who can and will change things for the better, is the Crown Princess.”

    Tam studied her for a long moment. “You expect us to put our lives on the line for a royal brat?”

    Cat snickered. Emily turned and glowered at him, then looked back at Tam.

    “She’s grown up a lot over the last six years,” she said. That was true, even though the common folk probably weren’t aware of it. The barrage of negative propaganda hadn’t helped. “And she’s also the only option you have, unless you want to trust the king–again.”

    Tam didn’t look pleased, but he didn’t offer any counterargument. Emily understood. Merchants were dependent, more than they cared to admit, on the government keeping the country relatively stable. Runaway inflation, mass confiscations and constant changes to the law were not good for business. A noble-dominated government would drive the merchants out, as spreaders of disharmony, while a peasant-dominated government might try to communize everything. Any moderates amongst the Levellers would need a government to impose their reforms.

    “She’s also a princess,” Tam said. Emily thought he looked interested, but she couldn’t be sure. “Can she be trusted?”

    “She’s married to a commoner,” Emily reminded him. “And she does understand that things have to change.”

    She sighed, inwardly. Alassa might understand that things had to change, but she wouldn’t like it. She’d worked so hard to inherit her father’s power...Emily hoped, grimly, that Alassa would accept that she would never be an all-powerful monarch. Either she moved with the flow, riding the waves of change, or she let them overwhelm her. There was no other choice. No one could keep the lid screwed down indefinitely, not now. She’d seen to that when she’d introduced the New Learning.

    “We would find it hard to trust her,” Tam said.

    Emily met his eyes. “Do you have any other choice? Civil war is about to break out. Either you try to shape events, as best as you can, or you let events shape you.”

    “I am aware of the dangers,” Tam said, stiffly. “I also have to consider the long term...”

    “There won’t be a long term,” Emily told him. “If the king gains undisputed power, you will be crushed; if the nobility takes control, you will be exterminated. There won’t be a second chance to make the reforms you need.”

    Tam said nothing for a long time, long enough to make Emily wonder if she’d overplayed her hand. He might respect her, although he was clearly of two minds about her, but he’d also be reluctant to risk a direct trial of strength. The king might be able to wipe the Levellers out quickly, if they showed their hand, yet...if they managed to weaken the king, they might also give the nobles a chance to take the city. An uprising now, even if it was successful for a few days, might hand the country to the nobles. A three-cornered war would be utterly disastrous for the people caught in the middle.

    “I will discuss it with my fellows,” Tam said, finally. “I cannot make such a decision on my own.”

    So there are other leaders, Emily thought. Or...how many Levellers are left?

    Cat clearly had the same thought. “How many of you are there?”

    Tam looked back at him, evenly. “The king arrested many of the inner circles,” he said, “but we were very popular. It was fashionable to be a Leveller. Most of the outer circles remain untouched, just...cut off from the other circles.”

    And you won’t give us precise numbers, Emily thought. She could understand why the Levellers had been popular–a society based on aristocracy would birth a great many people who thought meritocracy was a good idea–but the purge would have frightened many of them into destroying their cards. Others wouldn’t know who to trust. You don’t even know if you can trust us.

    “We need an answer soon,” Emily said. She didn’t know what they’d do without the Levellers...if, indeed, the Levellers could make a valued contribution. Hire mercenaries and try to storm the Tower? Or put one of Jade’s more outlandish plans into operation? Or...she didn’t know. “And if you get a message to us soon, we would be grateful.”

    “It will come at a high price,” Tam said. “We’ll want major concessions and reforms.”

    “After the war,” Emily said. “We have to win first.”

    Tam’s face darkened. “We want ironclad promises, backed by oaths,” he said. “We will not trust empty words again.”

    Emily felt Cat shifting uncomfortably behind her. She didn’t feel much better herself, even though she should have expected it. Asking for an oath, demanding an oath...it just wasn’t done. It was a clear sign that they weren’t trusted to keep their word. But how could she blame them? Randor had made promises, when his crown had been threatened, that he hadn’t tried to keep. He’d thought that ennobling Paren–and a handful of others–would be enough to keep them from turning against him. But he’d underestimated Paren’s commitment to meritocracy.

    And Nanette’s meddling, Emily reminded herself. She poisoned the well badly.

    Her mouth was suddenly dry. “I believe that Alassa will swear an oath, once you and she agree on the exact wording,” she said, carefully. They’d have to get Alassa out of the Tower first. “However, there will have to be a careful balance between the old and the new.”

    “We will no longer allow ourselves to be used as slaves,” Tam told her. “We want clear laws, applicable to all, and a very definite say in how our taxes are to be collected and spent.”

    “I believe Alassa would find that acceptable,” Emily said. “However, you would have to work out a set of proposals.”

    “And then come to an agreement with you,” Tam said. He met her eyes, just for a second. “I hope you can be trusted, Lady Emily. You have brought good and you have brought evil.”

    “I gave people tools,” Emily said. “What they did with them, the choices they made...I wasn’t responsible for that.”

    Tam bowed his head, then stood. “We will get in touch,” he said. “And when we do, we will either commit ourselves to you or back off.”

    “And that’s all we can hope for, at the moment,” Emily said. She wondered, idly, just how long the Levellers would need to make up their minds. If they were as scattered as Tam implied, they might be on the verge of breaking into several different factions. “We’ll have more detailed discussions later.”

    “We will,” Tam said. “I...”

    A bell started to ring, clanging loudly. Below them, Emily heard doors crashing open and people running up and down the stairs. Outside, she could hear people shouting in outrage.

    “The soldiers,” Tam gasped. “They’re found us!”


    Chapter Seventeen

    FOR A LONG MOMENT, NO ONE moved. Emily found it hard to think. History was repeating itself...they’d been found, they were going to be caught...and even if they blasted their way out, their presence would be revealed to the entire city. Randor would know to look for them–and, perhaps, to rid himself of a liability. Imaiqah might not survive the night...

    “They’re hitting the ground floor,” Cat snapped, shaking her out of her trance. The sound of rioting downstairs was growing louder. “We have to go up!”

    He looked up at the ceiling until he spotted a hatch. “Emily, can you sense a magician down there?”

    Emily reached out with her senses. The brothel’s wards were already collapsing–they hadn’t been designed to keep out anyone who really wanted in–but she couldn’t sense a magician outside. That didn’t mean anything, she reminded herself sharply; the magician might be shielding himself from detection. But she was unusually sensitive to magic. If the magician–if there was a magician–used his magic, she’d probably be able to sense something.

    “Not yet,” she said. The sound of running footsteps was growing louder. People were shouting and screaming in outrage. “We have to move.”

    Cat closed his eyes for a long moment and gestured at the hatch. It exploded outwards, revealing an attic. Emily was mildly impressed by his control. She was practically standing right next to him and she’d barely sensed anything. He caught Tam’s hand a second later, pulling him under the hatch. Emily followed them, bracing herself. Levitation spells always made her feel unsteady.

    She gritted her teeth as she heard someone outside the door, snapping off a locking spell. It wouldn’t hold for long, particularly when the soldiers started hacking the door down, but it might buy them a few seconds. Cat levitated himself and Tam up through the hatch, into the attic; Emily hesitated, then followed them through the hatch. The spell, as always, felt as if it were going to shatter the moment she took her mind off it. It was a very fragile spell. She knew better than to use it anywhere near hostile magicians.

    The air was dry and very dusty–and dark. Emily cast a night-vision spell and looked up and down the attic, noting how the owners had never bothered to cover the supporting beams with anything that might have been able to take their weight. A single foot wrong would be enough to plunge them through the ceiling of the room below and right into enemy hands. Cat glanced around, then picked his way rapidly towards a wooden ladder leading up to a hatch in the roof. Down below, Emily could hear cursing in deep masculine voices. How long would it take them to guess where their prey had gone? If they thought to look up...

    We have to have left some sign of our escape route, she thought, as Cat reached the ladder and started upwards. Tam stood at the bottom, looking around blankly. It took Emily a moment to realize that he had no way to see in the dark. Imaiqah wouldn’t have had a problem, but she was the sole magician in her family. Tam is completely dependent upon us.

    The noise from outside grew louder as Cat pushed open the hatch. It was dark outside, but the moon provided enough light to see. Emily waited for Tam to scurry up the ladder himself, then looked back. The sounds from below were getting louder. She doubted it would take the soldiers that long to find a stepladder or simply form a human chain. She’d seen men climb on their comrade’s backs to reach high places during Martial Magic...

    “Emily,” Cat hissed. “Hurry!”

    Emily nodded and started up the ladder. It creaked and swayed under her weight, as if it was constantly on the verge of falling to pieces. The wood felt unclean under her hand...she didn’t want to think about what the brothel’s staff might have been doing with the ladder. She hoped she didn’t cut herself as she reached the top and scrambled onto the roof. The last thing she wanted was to leave a bloodstain for the soldiers to find.

    “There’s a riot going on,” Tam breathed, nodding towards the edge of the rooftop. “The people are fighting the soldiers.”

    “It won’t be long before the soldiers scatter them,” Cat said. He pointed towards the castle, glowing in the distance. “Do you hear that?”

    Emily nodded. She could hear the sound of marching men, weapons clashing against their armor. It was the sort of thing that would drive Sergeant Miles into a fit of homicidal rage–damaging one’s own weapons was the ultimate sin–but she had to admit the sound was intimidating. The weaker hearts amongst the crowd would probably already be retreating into the side streets and alleyways–and, if the soldiers were smart, they’d let them go. There was no point in risking a pitched battle in a confined space if it could be avoided.

    “This way,” Cat said. “Hurry.”

    Emily looked down the row of houses, feeling another surge of déjà vu. The rooftops were wider in some places, but thinner in others...with greater gaps between one building and the next. As she followed Cat, she tried not to think about the prospect of falling five stories to her death even though the sergeant had drilled a handful of levitation and hard-landing spells into her head. A single enemy sorcerer–or even a student magician–could give her a very hard landing indeed if she tried to fly.

    She caught sight of the thronging crowd as she jumped over an alleyway and cursed under her breath, hoping that most of the locals would have the sense to get out of the way before it was too late. Anyone caught in the open would be sure of a beating, if nothing else. Randor might round up a handful of rioters, just to make an example of them. Justice in Zangaria was swift, punitive and not given to admitting that it might have hung the wrong man. An innocent man might go to his grave with his name unfairly blackened.

    “We’ll have to levitate across the gap,” Cat called back. “There’s no way we can jump it.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. If they were seen flying through the air...Cat was right, there was no choice, but if they were seen it would reveal the fact that there were magicians amongst the rebels. It wouldn’t necessarily lead to Randor pointing the finger at Jade–or her–yet she couldn’t take that for granted. Not that it mattered. There were too many soldiers attacking the crowds below, driving them back with the flat of their swords, for them to open a rooftop hatch or clamber down the outside ladders. They’d be caught in a flash.

    She looked down and instantly regretted it. The soldiers were battering their way through the crowds, knocking men and women to the ground and trampling over them. They weren’t using the edges of their blades, thank goodness, but the death toll would still be terrifyingly high. The thought made her sick. A handful of boys and young men rained stones and makeshift weapons down on the soldiers–she saw a handful fall under the barrage–yet it wasn’t enough to stop them. The crowd simply couldn’t fight the soldiers in the open.

    Someone shouted behind her. She turned to see a handful of soldiers scrambling onto the roof. They seemed to be coming from the brothel, but...she shook her head. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting away without revealing too much to the king’s investigators. And they had to jump...

    “Hang on,” Cat said.

    He clutched Tam to him, then threw himself into the air and over the street. Emily cast her own spell, trying to fly as quickly as possible. They’d have bare seconds to react–if that–if another magician saw them. She glanced down, suddenly very glad she wasn’t wearing a skirt, as she flew through the air. No one seemed to be looking up. They were too busy clearing the streets. The shouts from behind her grew louder as she landed on the far side and fled after Cat. He glanced back, once, then kept moving.

    The buildings got older and darker as they hurried towards the docks. Emily saw hidden walkways and concealed shacks, some built on top of buildings that dated all the way back to the kingdom’s foundation. Street urchins and unemployed men glanced at them blearily as they ran past, too worn down by life to give much of a damn about the distant riot or the advancing soldiers. Emily shuddered, reminding herself–again–that there was a darker side to everything. The unemployed men were the ones who had been unable to get jobs to support themselves, yet couldn’t go back to serfdom. No lord would take in a serf who’d run away.

    She glanced back as they reached the end of the row, trying to see if the soldiers were still after them. A small army–or a handful of sorcerers–might be able to track them, but she doubted the soldiers had time. Rioters tended to be nasty when pressed, even if they didn’t have any real weapons. It was quite possible that the soldiers had been called back to deal with the riot before it got out of hand.

    Or that they didn’t know who to expect, she thought. Randor would have pulled out all the stops to catch Jade. Or her, perhaps. If they only knew about Tam...

    She put the thought aside for later contemplation as Cat found a ladder and peered down into the darkened alleyway. Alexis reminded her, at little, of photographs she’d seen of Manhattan, where most buildings had staircases on the outer walls to allow people to escape in case of fire. There were few staircases, but there were quite a lot of ladders. It made a certain kind of sense. She doubted King Randor or any of his predecessors had pushed for it–health and safety was hardly a governmental concern–but flames spread quickly through the crammed tenement blocks. The residents would want to be sure they could get out quickly if fire started to spread.

    “I’ll go as far down as I can,” Cat said, shortly. “Tam, follow me in five minutes; Emily, bring up the rear.”

    Emily nodded, looking around as Cat started down into the darkness. It was unlikely the ladders reached all the way to the ground, which meant there would either be a ladder they could lower on the first floor or a gap they’d have to drop down to land on the pavement. The ladder didn’t look particularly safe to her–she kicked herself for taking a close look at the mouldy wood and rusty metal–but it seemed to have endured.

    The air felt hot and silent as she slowly scrambled down the ladder, glancing down every so often. Whoever had installed the emergency escape ladders had been too cheap to shell out for a ladder for the final story, unsurprisingly. She lowered herself down as far as she could, then dropped the rest of the way. The landing hurt worse than she’d expected, but at least they were down. There didn’t even seem to be anyone sleeping rough in the alley.

    Cat smiled at her in the semi-gloom, his teeth flashing. Emily smiled back, feeling a sudden thrill that surprised her. They’d nearly been caught, but they’d escaped...she wished, suddenly, that they were alone. If Tam hadn’t been there...

    She gritted her teeth as she heard the sound of running footsteps from the south. They had been seen or tracked, then. She tested her wards quickly, trying to determine if anyone was spying on them, but the wards seemed intact. Someone with a great deal of skill might be able to track her through her wards–they’d be a little too good–yet she found it hard to imagine such a person working for Randor. There was plenty of call for their services–and rewards Randor couldn’t bestow–available elsewhere.

    “Tam, you sneak around and get back home,” Cat ordered. “If you make it back, we’ll set up a meeting through Master Abrams. If not...good luck.”

    Tam smiled, rather weakly. “Thank you, both of you.”

    He turned and hurried down the alleyway. Cat winked at Emily, then led her up the alleyway, right towards the sound of footsteps. The streets outside were almost completely empty, the locals having gone to join the riot or decided that it was better to run inside and bolt the door. Emily followed Cat across the road and into another alleyway, just as the soldiers came into view. They looked pissed.

    “We have to distract them,” Cat said, shortly. “Do you remember how to cast a blinding flash?”

    Emily snorted, rudely. It was a First-Year spell, one that was effective against mundanes–and charmed armor–but practically useless against real magicians. She should be able to cast it, although she took his point. It wasn’t a spell she used very often. She readied the spell as she heard the soldiers crashing after them. They wouldn’t be permanently blind, she told herself firmly. They’d just be badly shocked...

    “Now,” Cat said.

    Emily cast the spell, careful to turn her head away. The alleyway seemed to blaze with blinding light as night turned to day, making her eyes water even though she wasn’t looking at the flash. Grown men started to topple like ninepins, hitting the cobbled ground or running headlong into walls. She felt a stab of guilt, even though she knew precisely what the soldiers would do to her if they realized she was female. The men hadn’t stood a chance.

    Cat caught her arm and yanked her further down the alley. There would be other soldiers on the way, others who hadn’t seen the light. The blinded men shouted after them, hurling bloodcurdling threats through the air. Some of the threats made it clear that they hadn’t realized she was female. There was no point in trying to cut something off when she didn’t have one.

    Not that what they’ll do instead will be an improvement, she reminded herself, sharply. If they try to capture me, I’ll have to take the risk of showing my full power.

    They ran onwards through a maze of alleyways, casting a handful of spells to make life difficult for the pursuers without losing them completely. Tam would have as much time as he needed to get back home, if he could. Two magicians–or one, depending on what the soldiers had seen–would be an infinitively more valuable prize. She wondered, morbidly, just why the soldiers weren’t backing off and calling for their own magicians. Perhaps the king had offered vast rewards to anyone who brought him a rebel leader. A common-born soldier had ample reason to want to earn a knighthood.

    “I think that’s far enough,” Cat said, as they crossed another intersection. The pursuit seemed to be slowing down as they moved deeper into the docklands, although the locals didn’t seem to want to throw the intruders out. They probably didn’t know who was on which side, let alone have any reason to risk their lives. “Shall we lose them?”

    He cast an illusion of two shadowy figures running ahead of them, then Emily concealed their presence as they hid in a nearby alleyway and watched. The soldiers ran past, weapons clashing against their armor...charmed armor, covered in runes. It was a good thing they hadn’t tried to fight with more powerful magics, Emily decided. They might have been killed before they could overwhelm the armor.

    “This way,” Cat said. He sounded faintly relieved. Emily didn’t blame him. “We need to put some distance between us before they realize they’ve been conned.”

    He caught her hand as they slipped down the alleyway, trying to move as far as they could from the pursuit. The illusion would dissipate sooner or later, but it should lead the guards on a wild goose chase for a few moments longer. Emily glanced at Cat and saw he was trying not to laugh, even though they’d come very close to complete disaster. She felt a flicker of relief herself. They’d survived! Tam had survived! And that was all that mattered.

    “They’ll be hunting for us for hours, in the wrong place,” Cat said. He was no longer trying to hide his amusement. “That should keep them busy until morning.”

    He gave her a hug. Emily felt him wrap her arms around her, so strong and firm, then lifted her lips to meet his. The kiss felt as though it would go on forever...but, when they pulled back, their eyes met. Her heart started to beat rapidly. He asked a silent question, as he lowered his lips to kiss her again, and she answered, just as silently. His lips met hers again, just for a second, as his hands started to roam over her body. She felt a sudden flush of pure desire as her body reminded her, once again, of just how long it had been...

    “Not here,” she managed, as his kisses grew more passionate. It was growing harder to think clearly. Imaiqah had claimed to have made love in Dragon’s Den, in a place where they could have been discovered at any moment, but Emily couldn’t do that. “Back in the inn, please.”

    “Your wish is my command,” Cat breathed. She could feel his body pressed against hers, even after he pulled back. “Let’s go.”


    Chapter Eighteen

    EMILY AWOKE, FEELING...CRAMPED.

    The bed was smaller than she remembered, wasn’t it? And it was hotter? And something was pressing down on her leg...her eyes snapped open as she started to panic, just for a second. Cat was lying next to her, one muscular leg covering hers; he was snoring, loudly, as he slept. They were both naked.

    Emily swallowed hard, unable to deny what had happened. They’d come home, they’d kissed, they’d undressed...they’d gone to bed together. Her memories were a pleasant haze: it had been a long time, a very long time, but Cat had been very good. They’d made love twice before sleep had finally overcome them.

    She studied his sleeping form for a long moment, admiring the muscles that were covered in runic tattoos. Caleb hadn’t been a weakling–the weak nerd simply didn’t exist in the Nameless World–but Cat was practically made of muscle. She found it exciting and terrifying at the same time. Sergeant Miles had told her, time and time again, that there were limits to her training. If she faced a stronger man, with the same or better training, she was in big trouble. Cat could overwhelm her, physically, any time he wanted. It should have made her feel unsafe.

    Her eyes wandered down his body, wondering quite what had gotten into her. She felt...she wasn’t sure how she felt. She’d liked Cat, she’d found him attractive...she knew he felt the same way too. And it had felt natural, in the shared thrill of escaping danger, to allow that attraction to bloom. She was a magician. No one would judge her for sleeping with him. No one would judge him for refusing to marry her, either. It wasn’t as if he’d been her first.

    And I wasn’t his first either, she thought. Caleb had been tentative, as if he’d feared he’d hurt her; Emily suspected, reading between the lines, that he’d got a lot of very bad advice from his roommate. Cat, on the other hand, had been far more aggressive; he’d known what he wanted and, perhaps as importantly, he’d known what she wanted. He knew how to make me happy too.

    She shifted, uncomfortably, as she looked at her own body. There were faint marks on her breasts and her lips felt uncomfortably swollen, suggesting that perhaps they’d been kissing a little too hard. Her body felt grimy and sweaty...she winced, suddenly, as she realized she wouldn’t be able to get a proper shower. Perhaps she should go to the bathhouses. Cleaning spells just weren’t good enough.

    Cat opened his eyes. “Emily,” he said. He looked tired–Emily wasn’t sure how long they’d actually slept–but happy. “Where’s Jade?”

    Emily twisted her head and looked around. The other bed was empty. She concentrated, checking the wards, but only two people were in the bedroom. Ice ran down her spine, just for a second. Jade hadn’t come back after the riot?

    “He’ll be back soon,” Cat predicted. He sat up, looking down at her. “Has anyone told you that you’re beautiful in the morning?”

    Emily blushed, furiously. No one, apart from Caleb, had ever said she was beautiful and meant it. Well, no man. Alassa and Imaiqah had insisted that Emily’s face had character, but she rather suspected that meant she wasn’t classically beautiful. Lady Barb would have smacked her for obsessing over her looks, if there had been any point. There was no way she’d ever be as pretty as Alassa.

    “Your blush runs all the way down to your breasts,” Cat said, tilting his head as if he was trying to remember every last detail. “It’s quite striking.”

    “...Thank you,” Emily managed. She felt...comfortable. A man, a strong man, was sitting up in front of her...and she felt comfortable. They were both naked and she still felt comfortable, even though she was embarrassed. “I...”

    She swallowed, hard. “How long until we should start panicking?”

    “Jade knows better than to let himself be seen,” Cat said. “I think he’ll have found a safe place to doss down for the night.”

    He swung one leg over her, leaning down to kiss her lips. “There are better things to do when we wake up...”

    The door shook, then opened. Emily froze, torn between embarrassment and fear. It had never been a problem at Whitehall, where there were signs and countersigns to inform one’s roommate that one had company. But here...it had never occurred to them to put a sock on the door, not when they’d been undressing each other as they stumbled into the room. And Jade was standing there, staring at them.

    She wanted to cringe into the bed, or run, or quietly cease to exist. Jade had seen more of her than she cared to admit, back in Martial Magic classes, but that...that hadn’t been when she’d been sharing a bed with his best friend. She was naked and Cat was naked and she wanted to run. Sharing a tent with five men had been bad, but...but this was worse.

    Jade’s face darkened with anger. “What the hell are you two doing?”

    Cat shifted backwards, his face darkening too. “What does it look like we’re doing?”

    “Cat,” Emily started. “I...”

    Jade spoke over her. “I spent the last seven hours running their men ragged, then sleeping in a ditch. And you have been here, acting like...”

    His eyes slipped to her breasts, then looked away hastily. Emily swallowed hard, looking around for something to hide her nakedness. The blanket was out of reach, too far for her to grasp without using magic or dislodging Cat. She kicked herself, silently, for allowing herself to be caught in a delicate situation. Jade would never look at her the same way again.

    “Like what?” Cat demanded. It took Emily a moment to realize he was drawing Jade’s attention to him. “Jade, you’re being...”

    “My wife and unborn child are in prison,” Jade shouted. “We have to get them out before she gives birth! And here you are, playing around when you should be...”

    Cat swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. “Jade, you’re being silly,” he said, sharply. “Grow up.”

    Jade punched him, hard. Cat’s head snapped back, but the force of the blow wasn’t enough to stun him. There was an instant where time seemed to stop, then he hurled himself at Jade, knocking him to the floor. Emily could only stare in horror as they rolled around, trading punches as each of them tried to bang the other’s head off the ground. If the wards hadn’t been designed to ensure that no one could hear anything from their room, she was sure the innkeeper would want to evict them.

    Or at least charge a higher rate, she thought, as she covered her breasts with her arms. And these two idiots...

    She cursed under her breath. Jade and Cat were friends...had she ruined it? Or would they be the best of friends again, after they’d stopped trying to kill each other? Men were supposed to be simple, but she’d always found them a closed book. It hadn’t been particularly amusing to realize that men felt the same way about women.

    Her patience snapped. She gathered her magic and froze them both in place, pushing down on the spell as they both tried to counter it. They’d succeed, eventually, but–for the moment–they would be quiet. She took a long breath as she summoned a towel and stood, wrapping the towel around her. Her body was still more exposed than she would wish, but at least it was something.

    “You’re both being idiots,” she said. She could feel them both trying to cancel the spell, although their counterspells were accidentally cancelling each other. “We–all three of us–agreed that we would do everything in our power to rescue Alassa and we’re going to do it. I don’t think that...”

    She shook her head as she stepped past them and walked into the washroom, closing the door firmly behind her. She just didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t as if they’d abandoned their duties to make love, was it? Sergeant Miles would probably have knocked their heads together, or dragged the boys onto the track and forced them to run for miles, but she didn’t have the power or presence to do that.

    Hanging the towel on a hook, she poured water into a basin, warmed it with a spell and washed herself down. It wasn’t a real shower, let alone a bath, but it would have to do. She inspected her body, noting that there were a handful of other bruises around her legs, then washed them with a little soap. The soap felt scratchy and old–she didn’t want to think what had been used to make it–but it was better than nothing. Midway through the third wash, she felt the freeze spell snap completely. A dull thud echoed through the air as the boys hit the ground.

    She tensed, half-expecting them to break down the door and start throwing punches or hurling hexes at her. Men didn’t like having their anger cut off in midstream, perhaps especially when they were halfway to working matters out themselves. Sergeant Miles might have turned a blind eye, instead, if the boys had solved their own problem. He understood young men at a level Emily knew she couldn’t match.

    Nothing happened. She allowed herself a moment of relief–at least they wouldn’t be screaming accusations at her when she was completely naked–and then dried herself thoroughly. It definitely wasn’t as good as a bathhouse, but it would have to do. She wrapped the towel round herself again, then carefully opened the door. Men could be dangerously unpredictable. Who knew which way Jade and Cat would jump?

    Jade was sitting on his bed, looking pensive. Emily tensed, looking around the room, but there was no sign of Cat. His shirt and trousers were missing too, as was his sword; she guessed he’d gone out to calm down. And get food, she hoped. Her stomach rumbled, uncomfortably. She hadn’t eaten anything since they’d headed to the brothel.

    “Emily.” Jade looked up at her. “I’m sorry.”

    “I’m sorry too,” Emily said, stiffly. She didn’t really blame Jade for being frustrated–he was under a lot of stress–but he shouldn’t take his feelings out on his friends. “We didn’t...we didn’t intend to hurt you.”

    Jade colored. “I just thought you were wasting time. And I am sorry.”

    “Good,” Emily said. “What happened to Cat?”

    “He went out to check the streets,” Jade said. He looked down. “I hope the two of you will be very happy together.”

    Emily sighed. “We will reunite you with Alassa,” she promised. “Whatever it takes, we will do it.”

    “...Thank you,” Jade said. “But can we crack the wards?”

    “There’s no such thing as an impregnable defense,” Emily said, firmly. Sergeant Miles had said as much, time and time again, and she believed him. “We just have to find the key to unlock the defenses.”

    She found her clothes and started to get dressed, rapidly. “We’ll think of something,” she assured him. “What happened last night?”

    “I did my bit to stir up the riot,” Jade said. He had his back to her. “A handful of soldiers got taken down, a handful of rioters had a little extra protection...it kept them busy long enough to keep them from chasing you.”

    “They sent a small force after us,” Emily told him. “We didn’t make a clean break.”

    She wrapped her hair in a headscarf as she told him what had happened, starting with Tam’s arrival and ending with their narrow escape from the guards. Jade listened quietly, asking a number of questions that surprised her. He’d never struck her as being politically aware before, although he was the Prince Consort. But then, he’d had plenty of reason to learn. His origins gave him a viewpoint–and an understanding–that Alassa lacked.

    “Blast,” Jade said, when she finished. “I thought you had gotten clean away.”

    “We almost did,” Emily assured him. “It just took a little longer to make a clean break than you thought.”

    Jade took a long breath. “Do you trust him?”

    Emily shrugged. Tam was Imaiqah’s cousin, but she barely knew him. There was no reason why he couldn’t be secretly working for the king–or why he couldn’t have switched sides after the purge. And yet, the soldiers clearly hadn’t expected to encounter one magician, let alone two. She rather suspected they’d intended to trap Tam, not anyone else.

    “I think we can trust him, provisionally,” she said, carefully. It was vanishingly rare for a merchantman to actually go back on his word, let alone betray his family. Tam would do everything in his power to ensure he got the best terms possible, but he’d stick to his word once he’d given it. No one would ever trust him again if he betrayed his word. “But...we have to make sure he doesn’t know everything.”

    Jade stood. “I’m going to wash,” he said. “When Cat comes back, tell him to save some grub for me.”

    Emily met his eyes. “Will you be alright? The two of you, I mean?”

    “I think so.” Jade removed his sword belt and picked up a towel. “It isn’t the first time we’ve had a fight over...over nothing.”

    Nothing, Emily thought, sourly. It could be worse, she supposed. They could have been fighting over her. But if it clears the air a little, who cares if they blacken each other’s eye?

    “I put a handful of broadsheets on the table,” Jade added. “Have a look. See if they made a serious mistake and actually managed to tell the truth.”

    Emily watched him go into the washroom, then turned her attention to the broadsheets. A handful seemed to have been printed only an hour or two ago, the ink having run a little instead of having been left to dry. The writing was largely clear, but a handful of words were blurred. She read it slowly, reminding herself–again–that she really needed to convince someone to write a dictionary. Phonic spellings were an absolute headache. A single word could be spelt half-a-dozen different ways.

    It soon became clear that whoever had written the broadsheet either didn’t have the slightest idea of what had happened or had been given some very specific orders on what to write. It wasn’t a brothel that had been raided, he insisted; it was a merchant house. And the merchants had been conspiring with certain elements–the writer wasn’t very specific–to raise food prices right across the city. Thankfully, His Majesty had personally sent his soldiers to arrest the merchants and hang them for their crimes against His Majesty’s subjects. She couldn’t help feeling, as she read the fawning tones, that the writer was quietly taking the piss. His praise was so exaggerated that it was hard to believe he meant a single word.

    Jade stepped out of the washroom. “What do you think?”

    “This guy needs surgery to remove his lips from the king’s buttocks,” Emily said. She didn’t think Nightingale had fawned so much, at least when she’d been watching, and he was a professional butt-kisser. “I almost feel sorry for him.”

    “Hah,” Jade said. “Anything useful?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily told him. “The writer insists the soldiers took prisoners, but who?”

    She considered it for a moment, trying to stay away from the conclusion she knew to be inescapable. The soldiers hadn’t caught Cat or her, let alone Jade. And if they had caught Tam, after they’d parted ways, they wouldn’t be fool enough to tell the entire city. No, it was far more likely that they’d rounded up a handful of prostitutes, pimps and rioters and sentenced them to summary execution. It was the sort of thing she’d come to expect from a medieval justice system.

    The pimps probably deserve it, she thought, remembering the pimps she’d ordered evicted from Cockatrice. They’d been no better than her stepfather, damn the man. They claimed to protect the women, if a customer decided he didn’t want to pay, but as long as they got paid they didn’t really care. And they kept most of the profits for themselves. But what about everyone else?

    She skimmed through the rest of the broadsheets quickly. Half didn’t seem to mention the riot at all, choosing instead to claim everything was wonderful; the other half followed the party line, including praising the king for his swift action. She wondered, morbidly, if anyone actually believed Randor had given the order personally. It was far more likely to have come from the Captain of the Guard or the Custodian of the Watch.

    And no one is going to believe the official figures either, she thought, as she read an article claiming that twenty thousand rebels had been killed by the soldiers. Who would be foolish enough to believe that an entire chunk of the population had been slaughtered?

    There was a tap on the door. It opened, revealing Cat. He looked grim. Emily tried to meet his eyes, but he didn’t look at her. She felt...she didn’t know how she felt. Ideally, if they had been starting a relationship, they would have done it when they weren’t under so much pressure. It would have been easier to develop a relationship without the pressure of needing to rescue a friend from jail.

    “You have to come with me,” he said. “There’s something you have to see.”

    Jade buckled his sword into place. “Coming,” he said. “What’s up?”

    “Trouble,” Cat said. He didn’t seem to be looking at Jade either. “It’s not good news.”


    Chapter Nineteen

    EMILY DID HER BEST TO STAY between Jade and Cat as they walked down the street, unsure quite how they felt about each other. Or her, for that matter. Jade didn’t have any right to object if she and Cat started a relationship, but...but she knew he regarded her as a little sister. He’d certainly warned Cat to behave himself when they’d gone on their first date. She wanted to cringe at the thought, even though there was something reassuring about thinking she had an older brother. Jade would be expected to kill anyone who laid hands on his real sister.

    She took a long breath, tasting ash in the air. It was mid-morning, but the streets leading towards the brothel were practically deserted. Small clumps of soldiers stood on random street corners, their eyes flickering as if they expected to be attacked at any moment, while civilians scurried in and out of sight. She thought she was the only young woman within eyeshot, perhaps the only one on the city streets. No one trusted the soldiers to leave women alone any longer.

    The smell grew stronger as they approached the brothel. A nasty thought grew in her mind, slowly turning into certainty. The brothel was no longer there. They rounded the corner and saw a pile of burned-out debris, guarded by a number of heavily armed soldiers. A small collection of bodies hung from makeshift gallows, turning slowly in the morning air. Emily ran her eyes over them quickly, but recognized none. They were nothing more than random strangers.

    There was a morbid feeling in the air, she thought, as Jade led her around the edge of the burned-out shell. The other buildings had been scorched and pitted by the flames, their inhabitants probably forced to run or die in the blaze. A couple sat by the remains of their homes, staring at nothing; others were glancing at the soldiers, cold anger clearly visible on their faces. It wouldn’t be long, Emily thought, before a lone soldier took his life in his hands every time he walked outside the barracks. That would do wonders for morale.

    “They insist they killed everyone in the building,” Cat said, so quietly that Emily had to strain to hear him. “But no one seems to know for sure.”

    Emily scowled. She wasn’t really surprised that the soldiers had taken their anger out on a handful of prisoners. Someone had to pay for their crimes, even if it wasn’t the right person. She’d known it happened, intellectually. But there was a difference between knowing it happened and seeing it in person. The dead bodies were guilty of nothing more than being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

    She turned her gaze towards the palace as the wind shifted, blowing the unmistakable stench of burnt flesh and rotting bodies towards her. What was Randor doing, up there? Did he think that his people had done the right thing? Or was he already plotting to use them as scapegoats if the angry mood on the streets turned into a riot? The cynic in her insisted that Randor was safe, whatever happened. His castle was heavily warded...at worst, he could get into the catacombs and flee the city.

    Perhaps we could get into the catacombs too, she thought. The Tower of Alexis would be connected to the network, she was sure. And then we could try to break down their wards...

    She shook her head. Randor’s people wouldn’t have failed to secure the catacombs as extensively as possible. Even if they could find an entrance to the tunnels, it would be hard to navigate their way to the Tower and start attacking the wards. Worse, there would almost certainly be a living guard down there...

    Jade steered them northwards, heading away from the brothel. The ugly mood on the streets seemed to get worse, the further they moved. Emily half-expected to be attacked at any moment, although there was no visible threat. The bars seemed full, heaving with men even though it was the middle of the day. She doubted that was a good sign. Too many drunken men might decide there was safety in numbers and attack the soldiers.

    “Hey,” a voice called. “Stop right there!”

    Emily froze, then turned slowly. Two men were ambling towards them, wearing leathers and makeshift armor. A band around their wrists proclaimed them to be members of the city militia...she frowned, puzzled. The king hadn’t called out the militia for years, from what Jade and Imaiqah had said. It had been folded into the City Guard long ago.

    Her eyes narrowed as the men approached. One of them was tall and thin, the other short and uncomfortably fat. Their eyes, however, were identical. They were drunk on their power, she thought; they were enjoying the chance to push people around. She wondered, absently, if they were insane or merely stupid. The mood on the streets was nasty. It wouldn’t be long before the two militiamen were caught alone and murdered.

    “Your chits,” the fat man ordered. “Now!”

    Jade produced his chit and held it out, one hand moving just a little too close to his sword belt. Cat did the same, making it clear he was ready to fight. The militiamen eyed them nervously, suddenly aware that they might have stepped into something they couldn’t handle, but took the chits anyway. Emily prayed, silently, that they would stand up to scrutiny. A fight now would bring the soldiers down on their heads. 

    The king probably considers these idiots expendable, she thought. If he knows they’re on the streets at all...

    The fat man jabbed a finger at her. “You’re this oaf’s sister?”

    “Yes, My Lord,” Emily said, gritting her teeth at his tone. He sounded as though he believed her guilty of all manner of crimes. “I have that fortune.”

    “Hah,” the fat man said. He made a show of reading Jade’s chit, then nodded to Cat. “And your parents are fine with you walking out with him?”

    “Our parents trust me to handle her courtship,” Jade said, before Emily could answer. “Any further questions may be directed to me.”

    “I’m sure your father will approve,” the fat man said. “What’s her price?”

    Jade stiffened. “Would you care to repeat that?”

    Emily moved her hands behind her back, ready to draw the dagger in her sleeve. Cat moved up beside Jade, one hand resting on the pommel of his sword. There was a long moment where it could have gone in either direction, then the militiamen returned their chits and walked off. Emily let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Jade and Cat could have taken the two men–she thought she could have taken the two men–but it would have risked everything. 

    “Well,” Jade said. “I’ve heard that some families are supposed to sell their daughters, but really...”

    “They probably thought we were haggling over the terms,” Cat said. He kept his hand on his sword. “And we’d better get off the streets before those assholes summon help.”

    Emily said nothing as they hurried down the street and ducked into a diner for breakfast. It was crammed with people, but the waitress had no trouble finding them seats at a communal table. The prices seemed to have doubled overnight. A fish and potato dinner now cost more than she thought most people could pay.

    “That’s not a good sign,” Jade said, when she pointed it out. “We don’t want to seem too flush.”

    “That’s not the only problem,” Emily said. “What does it mean if food prices keep going up?”

    She studied the wooden table for a long moment, thinking hard. Basic economics were...well, basic, resting on the twin factors of supply and demand. If supply went down and demand went up, prices went up too; if supply went up and demand went down, prices went down too. None of the city’s merchantmen needed to study economics to grasp that simple truth. A rise in food prices meant a fall in food supply...and that meant trouble.

    Maybe it’s just a blip, she thought. There shouldn’t be any reason for the food supply to fail–it wasn’t as though someone was burning the farms or sinking fishing boats–unless someone was buying up all the food in the hopes of making a fat profit. It was possible, she supposed, but risky. A starving mob would attack the soldiers on sight if it was the only way to get food. Someone saw the riot and panicked.

    She sat back in her chair as the food arrived and ate quietly, listening to the ebb and flow of the conversation around her. The other diners ignored her, allowing her to listen without being noticed. They seemed to be convinced that the soldiers were on the verge of burning the docklands to the ground, along with a number of other rumors of varying degrees of credibility. Emily suspected that none of them had any real credibility. Other rumors–concerning food prices–were closer to home. Merchants and speculators seemed to be getting most of the blame.

    We might have picked a bad cover story, she thought. Their chits insisted they came from merchant families, after all. We might wind up getting lynched.

    Jade seemed to have the same thought. As soon as they were finished, he paid the waitress and led them out of the diner. Emily kept glancing behind her, warily, as they hurried into the alleyways, half-convinced that they were being followed. She felt as though unseen eyes were watching her, even though her senses picked up nothing. If they were being watched, it wasn’t with magic.

    “Master Abrams said he’d be in,” Jade said, as they stopped outside his house. “I don’t think he’d risk leaving.”

    “We really need to come up with a plan,” Cat said, bluntly. His voice was utterly emotionless. “Perhaps we could round up enough old friends to have a serious crack at the Tower.”

    “We’d be in trouble for breaking the Compact,” Jade reminded him. “I don’t want to take the risk of getting everyone else in trouble.”

    The door opened before Cat could think of a rejoinder. Mouse stood there, looking tired and worn. Emily guessed she’d been up all night, ready to flee for her life if the riot came in their direction. Master Abrams had wards, but Emily had no idea if they’d keep out a bunch of rioters. Or if the mere existence of his wards would be enough to attract attention from the king’s sorcerers.

    “Come in,” she said. “We have someone here who wants to meet you.”

    Emily tensed, readying her magic as Mouse led them into the next room. Someone wanted to meet them? A spy? A traitor? She let out a sigh of relief as she saw Tam, sitting on the chair, sipping a mug of Kava. He rose as they entered, lifting a hand in salute. He wouldn’t have bothered to meet with them in person, she thought, if he hadn’t been interested in making a deal. It might have proved life-threatening.

    “Lord Jade,” Tam said, after a moment. “That is your title, isn’t it?”

    “Technically, it’s Prince Consort Jade,” Jade said. His voice betrayed no irritation at a title that was, as far as most noblemen were concerned, laughable. “But it is also Baron Jade too, if one wishes to be formal.”

    Tam bowed his head. “Titles mean very little to us,” he said, quietly. “I’m sure you’re aware of that.”

    Master Abrams clapped his hands. “Mouse, drinks for our guests,” he ordered, motioning for them to be seated. “This will be a long conversation.”

    “It doesn’t have to be,” Tam said, as Mouse hurried to obey. “But we do have a lot to cover.”

    He took another sip from his mug. “One thing is certain, someone within my inner circle is a traitor. Those guards believed they were hunting me, a Leveller. They received a fairly precise tip-off too, but none of our sources within the army were able to tell me who tipped off the Black Daggers.”

    Emily leaned forward. “How many people knew where you were going and when?”

    “Counting me, seven,” Tam said. His hand shook. He put the mug down hastily. “And I would have trusted my life to all of them. I did trust my life to all of them. One of them is a weasel.”

    “There are ways to turn someone into an unwitting spy,” Emily said, as Mouse passed her a mug of Kava. “Someone could have been enchanted to betray you.”

    Cat nodded. “They might not even know what they’re doing,” he added. “If the right sort of spells were used, they’d think themselves loyal–they would be loyal. They’d pass truth potions and spells with ease. But they’d be secretly communicating with their masters every time the enchantment took hold.”

    Tam bit down a curse. “Is there any way to stop it?”

    “Several,” Jade said. “The easiest would be to test each of them, thoroughly. If they were willing traitors, we could make them spill the beans; if unwilling, it would be a little harder.”

    We might have to use Soul Magic, Emily thought. She shuddered, helplessly. I’m not going to be reading their minds just to check they’re not under an enchantment.

    “Right,” Tam said. “We will discuss that, later. For the moment...”

    He sucked in his breath. “I’ve discussed your proposals, as vague as they are, with some of the other cell leaders. I’m sure you can understand that, as we were bitten once, we are unwilling to commit ourselves again. If you”–he nodded to Emily–“were not involved, we would not have taken the risk of linking up with Lord Jade. We don’t know him.”

    There was a pause. “Let me be absolutely blunt,” Tam added. “We will not be fooled again. If we are to commit ourselves to you, we want ironclad guarantees, backed by magic.”

    Jade looked grim. “Ironclad guarantees of what?”

    “We want the Assembly back, with real power,” Tam said. “We want the Cockatrice Charter to apply to the entire country, without exception; we want an end to serfdom, an end to excessive taxes, universal law applicable to all...”

    “You want a lot,” Jade observed.

    “We want to be sure that neither the king nor the nobility will ever be in a position to betray us again,” Tam said. “That is our price for assisting you, Lord Jade. It makes very little difference to us who is on the throne, as long as they swear to uphold the charter.”

    He looked at Emily. “Will you support us?”

    Emily forced herself to think. “What else do you want?”

    Tam raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

    “You’re thinking in the short term,” Emily said. “What about the little details? Who gets to vote? Everyone? Or merely the people who own property? What about women? Or former serfs? Who gets to vote? And what happens to the former aristocrats? And their lands?”

    Tam scowled. “We can work out the details later. But we are not going to put our lives at risk, again, without ironclad guarantees.”

    “So you said,” Cat said, without heat. 

    Emily ignored him. “What do you want to happen to the former noblemen? What about their children? Or their lands? It seems to me that you have a long way to go if you want to keep the country stable.”

    “We do not trust the king,” Tam said. “But we insist on guarantees before we fight for any of his rivals.”

    “I see,” Emily said.

    She had to fight to keep her face under control. Tam was asking for everything, more or less...and demanding that Jade swear an oath to uphold the deal. Cold anger washed through her as the implications became clear. Jade would have to force Alassa to keep the deal or die...leaving his child without a father. Jade would die, she was sure. He wouldn’t try to force Alassa into doing anything. Unless the oath was designed to compel him to do just that...

    “Your movement would become a nightmare,” she said, finally. “I would suggest, for the moment, that you concentrate on the Cockatrice Charter.”

    “It doesn’t have enough clauses to protect the weak and powerless,” Tam said, flatly. “And it doesn’t include anything like enough guarantees...”

    “It was designed as an evolving document,” Emily said. She’d written it herself, with a great deal of effort. “Look, here’s your problem. You’ve been burnt before, quite right, and you’re trying to close every loophole. But your efforts will lead to a rigid social system or utter madness. Not everyone is a merchant and not everyone’s conception of the Levellers includes leaving the merchants in control of the economy. You need something that will evolve over time.”

    “But not one that permits the nobility to regain power or the king to crush us,” Tam said, firmly. “We would sooner tear down the entire country than let that happen again.”

    “Think of it as a balancing act,” Emily said, with the private thought that Randor felt pretty much the same way. “The commons, the aristocracy...and the king.”

    “Queen,” Jade said. There was a certainty in his voice that could not be gainsaid. “Randor is not going to accept the Cockatrice Charter, is he?”

    “No,” Emily said. “He’d sooner die than accept any limitations on his power.”

    Tam took a long breath. “Very well. Let’s talk.”

    Emily sighed. It was going to be a long day. A very long day.

    But at least we’re making progress, she thought. If only we could figure out a way through the wards...


    Chapter Twenty

    EMILY LIFTED HER EYEBROWS AS A young woman–she couldn’t be more than a year or two older than Emily– stepped into the room. She wore a simple brown dress, her hair wrapped up in a headscarf; she could have passed for a fishwife if her fingers hadn’t suggested a gentler life. Emily thought she would have known the woman for a merchant even if she hadn’t had the same general attitude as Imaiqah, a subservient nature masking a calculating mind. The merchants had always given their daughters as full an education as possible, almost as much as they gave their sons. Their girls couldn’t be allowed to sit around and look pretty.

    “Hello,” the woman said. Her eyes flickered to Cat, then back to Emily. “I understand you wanted to see me?”

    Emily nodded, bracing herself. Two days of careful arrangements, two days of vetting potential suspects...it was tiring, even without the edge of danger. Lady Barb had taught her some things, but she was grimly aware that an unwitting traitor might slip through her wards and report straight back to the king. Or whoever had cast the compulsion spell in the first place. The Black Daggers had no compunctions about turning a commoner into a puppet. It wasn’t as if the commoners were noblemen.

    “Take a seat,” she said. “You’re called Flower?”

    “That’s what they call me,” Flower said. “It’s as good a name as any.”

    And one that won’t lead anyone straight to your family, Emily thought. She remembered the forged chits they’d purchased and scowled. It also means we can’t actually prove that you’re who you say you are.

    She studied Flower as she sat down, her face surprisingly composed. Was that an act? Or was she really as calm as she looked? Imaiqah had been taught to keep her emotions under control at all times, even when she wanted to scream. Her father had even insisted that it was better to pretend to lose one’s temper long before one actually did. Flower might have had the same training, once upon a time. Or...she might have been trained in an entirely different school.

    “I suppose you’re wondering why we called you here,” Emily said. She carefully–very carefully–cast the first truth spell. It wasn’t strong and the target didn’t need magic to resist it, but it did encourage people to talk. “Why do you think we called you here?”

    Flower frowned. “Tam didn’t say. He just ordered me to come here.”

    Emily felt a faint trickle of ice running down her spine. Something was...off. It wasn’t proof of anything, not when the truth spell was so light, but it was enough to focus her mind on Flower. She didn’t look particularly dangerous, not when compared to Cat, Jade or even Tam. But Emily herself didn’t look very dangerous either.

    She strengthened the spell, carefully. “Do you know what happened at the brothel?”

    “Men pay women for sex,” Flower said. “It’s a nice little earner if you get in on the ground floor.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. It was an accurate answer, she supposed, but it wasn’t the one she would have expected. Flower should have talked about the raid, about Tam’s near-arrest, about the burned-out building...she glanced at Cat and saw her alarm reflected in his eyes. It still wasn’t proof, but...

    “Tam was almost caught,” Emily said, tightening the spell still further. “How did they know he was there?”

    Flower emitted a strangled sound, then plucked a knife from her sleeve and launched it at Emily. Emily threw herself to the side, landing hard as the knife glanced off the wall and fell to the ground; Cat cast a spell, freezing Flower in place. Emily rolled over and stood, glancing at the knife. Someone had carved a set of very nasty runes into the blade. It might have been able to get through her wards.

    “Well,” Cat said. “It looks like we caught the traitor.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. A traitor...a willing traitor. She studied Flower’s frozen form for a long moment, wondering just what had driven her to spy on her brethren. Loyalty to the king? Threats to her family? Or personal revenge? Someone might have treated her badly, once upon a time, and she’d set out to get revenge. Emily had heard that story more times than she cared to count.

    She pressed her fingertips against Flower’s head and reached out with her senses. Flower had a talent for magic, she noted in muted surprise, but not really strong enough to be worth training. Emily doubted Flower could turn anyone into a frog, let alone anything else a First-Year student could do. And yet, if she’d been given a little training, she might have been a very effective spy indeed. Subtle magic and a handful of low-level compulsion spells would keep people from suspecting her, as long as they had no reason to focus on her.

    Nanette would have done a far better job, Emily thought, wryly. And she wouldn’t have been caught so easily too.

    “So,” Cat said. “What do we do? Turn her into a snail and step on her?”

    Emily shuddered. “We ask her questions,” she said, recasting the truth spell. There was no need to hide it now. “And then we decide what to do.”

    Flower jerked as Emily modified the freeze spell, allowing her to talk while keeping everything below the neckline utterly immobile. Emily could sense the girl’s weak magic trying to free her, but she didn’t have either the power or the skill to make it work. A good teacher might have been able to show her how to overcome her limitations...whoever had taught her, clearly, hadn’t had her best interests in mind. Emily rather suspected it had been sheer luck that Flower hadn’t tried to kill herself. Her tutor might have placed a few commands in her brain.

    “Well,” Emily said. “You are spying on the Levellers, correct?”

    “Yes,” Flower said. Her voice was utterly hopeless. It would have wrenched at Emily’s heart if she hadn’t known just how close they’d come to utter disaster. “I am.”

    Emily sucked in a breath. “Tell me everything.”

    Flower jerked again, then started to talk. Emily listened carefully, occasionally asking a few questions. Flower had grown up in a merchant family, apparently, but she’d been recruited by the Black Daggers two years ago. Her handlers had taught her a little magic, then given her a few tools and ordered her to infiltrate the Levellers. One of the things they’d given her was a chat parchment, one designed to look like a harmless scrap of paper. Flower had heard that Tam was going to meet with someone–she hadn’t known who–and she’d tipped off her superiors. And then Tam had escaped...

    “So she’s basically spying on us for money,” Cat said, disgustedly.

    Emily shrugged. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had betrayed their people for money and it wouldn’t be the last. She wouldn’t have to feel sorry for Flower, at least. The girl was an outright traitor, not someone who had been forced or blackmailed into betrayal. It would make it easier to deal with her when the time came.

    And what, she asked herself, are we going to do with her?

    She eyed Flower’s neck for a long moment. Tam would want Flower dead–and it would be hard to blame him. Jade would feel the same way too. Emily...wasn’t so sure. She didn’t want to be responsible for slitting Flower’s throat. And yet...she suspected she didn’t have a choice. Flower could not be allowed to report back to her superiors.

    Cat took over the interrogation, asking for more and more details. Emily wasn’t surprised to know that Flower knew very little, beyond what her superiors wanted her to know. She hadn’t been encouraged to ask questions. Emily knew she would have asked questions, but maybe it was different for a traitor. Flower merely wanted to be rich. It didn’t matter how she got the money.

    “She left the chat parchment in her apartment,” Cat said, finally. He froze Flower again. “It will be easy to destroy.”

    “We might be able to use her,” Emily said. She picked up the knife and examined it for a moment, turning the blade over and over in her hand. Flower–or whoever had carved the runes–had done a very good job. “And besides, Tam will need to know what happened.”

    “I’ll put her on ice,” Cat said. He levitated Flower into the air, then directed her out of the room. “We can decide her fate later.”

    Emily sat back down, thinking hard. There were two more people to interrogate, both young men. She had a feeling that neither of them would be traitors–men were generally taken more seriously than women–but it was well to be sure. Flower wouldn’t be the only spy. The Black Daggers would try to get as many spies as they could into the Levellers. She’d heard stories about hate groups that were almost completely populated by government and police agents. The Purge had made it easy for someone to claim they’d been a Leveller all along and get away with it.

    Cat returned. “She won’t be getting free in a hurry, if at all. And if she does, I made it clear to her that she won’t survive the experience.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. She felt...she wasn’t sure how she felt. “When are we supposed to see the other two?”

    “Tomorrow,” Cat said. “I thought we could both do with a break.”

    Emily snorted. They’d spent the last two days in the apartment, rather than going back to the inn. Their stuff was safe, she thought, but...she shook her head. The innkeeper wouldn’t ask questions as long as he was paid. And besides, anyone who tried to enter the room without permission would get a very nasty surprise. 

    “There’s nowhere to go,” she said. Jade had warned them to stay indoors. Apparently, the streets were even less safe than usual. “And nothing to do.”

    Cat smiled at her. “Well, I do have a few ideas...”

    Emily felt herself flushing, helplessly. “I...”

    She stared into his eyes for a long moment, unsure of herself. She’d enjoyed making love to him. There was no point in trying to deny it. Her body wanted to do it again and again and again. But...Jade’s reaction had reminded her that they did have a mission. She was no longer a student. She could no longer afford to please herself...not, she admitted wryly, that she’d had much time for anything other than work at school. Imaiqah might enjoy the thought of having enough short-term boyfriends to man an ocean-going ship, but Emily didn’t. She wanted some degree of emotional commitment from her...

    Her thoughts ran in ever-widening circles. From her...from her what? What was Cat to her? A boyfriend? A friend with benefits? A one-night stand? The latter was disgusting, entirely unworthy of her. She couldn’t move from man to man, even if there was no danger of pregnancy or catching something unpleasant. She thought she needed more.

    “I enjoyed myself,” Cat said, gently. “I thought you had a good time too.”

    “I did,” Emily said, hastily. She had had a good time. “I just...”

    Cat sat back on his chair. “I’m a live for the moment kind of guy,” he said, frankly. “You know that, don’t you?”

    Emily nodded. She’d never associated that much with Cat, outside classes, but she’d heard stories. Cat had done things that, he’d admitted later, had seemed a good idea at the time. He had been forever in trouble for one thing or another, coming within a hairsbreadth of being expelled. If he hadn’t been such a good student, she suspected he would have been expelled long before they’d met. The previous Grandmaster hadn’t been the sort of person to put up with bad behavior for long.

    “We could die tomorrow,” Cat said. “You know that too, Emily. And if we don’t die tomorrow, we will grow old soon. We have to seize the day before the sun sets and the night falls.”

    “Eat, drink and be merry,” Emily said. “For tomorrow we may die.”

    Or catch some disgusting skin disease, her thoughts added.

    “Exactly,” Cat said.

    He shrugged, expressively. “I don’t promise to marry you. My family...would probably not approve of me marrying anyone. They...can be quite old-fashioned about that sort of thing, Emily. And I don’t promise a long-term relationship either. You probably don’t want me as a partner for the rest of your life. If you find someone else, I will let you go without hesitation.”

    Emily wasn’t sure she believed him. She’d learned more about male psychology than she’d ever wanted to know. Men...didn’t like sharing women, certainly not in the long term. One man and several wives was fine, one woman and several husbands was not. And yet, there was a bit of her that wanted to believe him. Caleb had talked of marriage before they’d even shared more than a kiss. She’d allowed herself to be lured into a courtship because she’d thought it was a guarantee of his good intentions...

    And yet, she had enjoyed herself. And...

    Her mind raced. She wanted to make love to him again. And he was offering her a relationship without strings attached, without obligations, without guilt. She wanted it and that made her careful. Someone offering her something she wanted was not always a good sign. Lady Barb had warned her that con men normally caught their victims by giving them what they wanted, or telling them what they wanted to hear. Cat wasn’t like that, was he?

    “No obligations,” she said, slowly. How easy would it be to give him up if he found someone else? She doubted it was possible to be...friends with benefits without some degree of feeling for each other. “Are you sure?”

    Cat nodded. “I just want to have fun. And I don’t want to tie you down.”

    “And you don’t want me tying you down either,” Emily said. He was being honest. She appreciated that, even as she worried about the future. She did want kids, one day. Cat...would Cat father them? Or would they separate a year or two in the future, allowing her to find someone else? “I...I understand.”

    She rose, slowly. “No obligations,” she repeated. “I’ll hold you to that, you know.”

    “I’m telling you the truth,” Cat said. He watched as she walked towards him. “I don’t want you to assume that I am anything other than what I am.”

    Emily nodded, torn between a wry admiration of his brutal honesty and a droll concern about the future. She’d heard too many horror stories about relationships that had fallen apart when one party wasn’t clear about their intentions, or where they saw the relationship going. And too many others about people trapping themselves because they couldn’t find a polite way out of the match. Cat wasn’t hiding anything from her. He was, at heart, a simple soul.

    She leaned down and kissed him, gently. He kissed her back, his arms reaching up to enfold her. Emily didn’t tense, even as he pulled her down for another kiss. His arms were strong, but she trusted him...

    “We probably shouldn’t do it here,” she said, drawing back. “Tam and Jade will be here soon. 

    Cat winked. “Don’t want to shock them?”

    “No,” Emily said. Casual nudity had never been her thing, ever. It was bad enough that Jade had seen her. Tam wouldn’t know what to make of it if it happened again. No, that wasn’t true. She knew, all too well, precisely what he’d make of it. “I think we should wait.”

    Cat stood, holding her gently. “I understand,” he said. “We don’t want to frighten them too much.”

    “And we need to sort out what we’re going to tell them,” Emily said. The urge to kiss him again was almost overwhelming. She told that part of her to shut up. The last thing she needed was Jade and Cat to start fighting again. “We need to find that chat parchment and see if we can hack the spellware...”

    She broke off as a thought crossed her mind. A chat parchment...it was linked, by blood, to its user. There were parchments designed for multiple users, but they simply weren’t as secure. The Black Daggers wouldn’t have risked something noticeable...something nagged at her mind, something she’d forgotten. Something obvious, something she’d seen before...somewhere. 

    “Chat parchments,” she said, slowly. “Why...”

    Cat looked at her. “Emily?”

    “Hang on,” Emily said. She followed the thought, recalling everything she’d learnt since Aloha had invented the original chat parchments. They weren’t exactly difficult to make, as long as the maker didn’t mind fiddling with blood magic. It wasn’t quite forbidden, if the users donated their blood willingly. “I’ve had a thought.”

    Her mind almost stopped, dead, as the thought snapped into focus. The chat parchments had been improved over the years, with dozens of magicians adding their contributions. And it hadn’t just been magicians. Others had improved on the design too...

    She couldn’t help herself. She started to giggle, helplessly. It was simple, so simple. And Randor would never see it coming.

    Cat frowned. “Emily?”

    Emily smiled at him. “We need Jade here at once,” she said. The idea was falling into place, piece by piece. It would need some refinement, she was sure, but the basic idea was solid. “I think I know how we’re going to break into the Tower.”


    Chapter Twenty-One

    “WELL,” JADE SAID, ONCE THEY WERE back in the inn. “You said you had an idea.”

    “I did, and I do,” Emily said. “I think we can break into the Tower of Alexis.”

    She took a sip of Kava, hoping–devoutly–that she had stumbled across something they could use. The desperation in Jade’s eyes bothered her more than the cold, vindictive anger she’d seen in Tam’s when they’d told him about Flower. She could only pray that he’d listen to them when they urged using the woman to feed false information to the king, instead of killing her as brutally as possible. Tam had every right to be angry. Flower had come far too close to getting him killed.

    “The Tower has three lines of defense,” she said, after a moment. “First, it has the outer wards; second, it has the armed guards, which presumably include a few magicians; third, somewhat indirectly, its interior is a complete mystery. We don’t know where Alassa and Imaiqah are being held, let alone what internal defenses and security wards might be holding them in place. They will either be drinking potions or be held under very strong wards.”

    “Or both,” Cat put in, unhelpfully. “I’d do both if I ran the Tower.”

    Emily nodded at him, wondering how he managed to look so relaxed when she felt so stressed. Jade was sitting down, but he looked as though he was going to jump up and start pacing at any moment. His hands were clasped tightly in front. Emily had the feeling that, if she was wrong, Jade would do something drastic very soon. He just wasn’t the type of person to wait while his wife was in danger.

    “And so would I,” Jade said. His voice was harsh. “Get to the point. What do you have in mind?”

    “The wards, from what we’ve been able to sense from the outside, are actually relatively simple,” Emily said. “They are nothing more than solid walls, magically speaking. They’re designed to keep magicians out, and to sound the alarm if they’re weakened by an outside force, but little else. They don’t have many weak points that we can exploit without setting off alarms.”

    “If indeed they are weak points,” Cat grunted. “They might be bait in a trap.”

    “Sergeant Miles was fond of that trick,” Emily agreed. She didn’t think Randor’s wardcrafters would take the risk, but with a bit of work they’d be able to rig up a set of traps–or simply force any attackers to waste their time–that would be very difficult to spot until it was too late. “Either way, we need a great deal of brute force to break down the wards...which we wouldn’t be able to muster without them stopping us.”

    Jade glowered at her. “We know all this, Emily.”

    “I know,” Emily said, dryly. She pressed on before he could interrupt again. “The downside with such wards is that they can be taken apart quite easily, from the inside.”

    “Yes.” Jade’s voice was angry. “And how do you plan to get inside? There seems to be a piece missing from this plan of yours...”

    “Dignity,” Cat said, dryly. “Jade, let her finish before you tear her to shreds.”

    Emily looked from one to the other, then shrugged. “I don’t plan to get inside,” she said. If they could get inside with their magic, the problem would be solved instantly. “I plan to have one of the guards take a chat parchment inside the wards for me.”

    “A chat parchment,” Jade repeated.

    “Yes,” Emily said. She explained, quickly. “In Beneficence, the Fists of Justice used a modified chat parchment to tear down the wards protecting a number of houses. They worked through the chat parchments, once they were inside the wards, to take control of the wards and bring them down. We could do the same. If we could take control of the wards, we could turn them against the guards or bring them down.”

    “If the wards are smart enough to be turned against the guards,” Jade said. He sounded as though he was trying not to be too hopeful. “What happens if they’re not?”

    Emily had no way to know for sure, but she suspected the wards wouldn’t be anything like smart enough to be turned against anyone. Randor wouldn’t want to rely on complex wards that could have flaws and imperfections, not when he’d have to put someone else in charge of monitoring and maintaining them. He’d prefer to rely on simplicity. The wards wouldn’t be able to support him as much as he might wish, but they wouldn’t be turned on him either.

    “Then we have a problem,” Emily said. “I...”

    “A big problem,” Jade said. “We’d have to get the parchment into the Tower. And then we would still have to storm the Tower.”

    “Not quite,” Emily said. “I was thinking we’d open a portal into the Tower.”

    Jade stared at her. “Have you gone mad?”

    “No,” Emily said. “I...”

    “We don’t have the tools to open a portal,” Jade said, sharply. “And we don’t have the magic to power it.”

    “The only other option is teleporting into the Tower,” Emily said. “We can bring down the wards, if my plan works, but teleporting will leave us drained. A portal would allow us to get into the Tower, find Alassa and Imaiqah and then get out again.”

    “And it would let us bring a small army into the Tower with us,” Cat said. “They won’t be expecting us to appear in their rear.”

    “Not as long as they don’t realize the wards have been hacked,” Jade said. “Emily, if we have to crash the wards, they’ll know it.”

    Emily nodded. “I was thinking that we’d have to do it very quickly, if at all. If we failed, they’d know about it. We would force them to move the prisoners at once.”

    “Or kill them,” Jade said, darkly.

    Cat had another concern. “It’s a large building,” he said, thoughtfully. “How would you know where to target the portal?”

    “And how would you gather the power to make the portal?” Jade sounded scornful, as if he’d already given up. “Emily, can you solve that problem?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She swallowed, hard. She’d promised to do everything in her power to help them, but revealing a particularly dangerous secret came hard. “I think I can.”

    Jade’s eyes went wide. “How?”

    Emily took a long breath. “I need you two to swear you’ll keep it to yourselves, at least until I die or I give you permission to talk,” she said. “It’s a very dangerous secret.”

    Jade and Cat exchanged glances. “Very well,” Jade said. He swore. Cat followed him, slightly more reluctantly. “What is this secret?”

    “I designed a magical battery...ah, a way to store magical power,” Emily said. The word battery wouldn’t mean anything to them. She explained the concept as quickly as she could. “We can store power, then use it to cast a spell.”

    “A portal,” Jade mused. “But...wouldn’t we still have to forge the portal stones?”

    “Not if we had enough power,” Cat said. “We’d be able to shape the magic directly...”

    “And then our brains start leaking out our ears,” Jade said. “If we’re lucky, that is.”

    “We don’t have to risk madness,” Emily said. She understood his concern. Channelling vast amounts of magic in seconds drove necromancers insane. Some managed to hide it, for a while, but eventually they all cracked. “We can build the spell inside a pocket dimension”–she decided it would be better not to mention that Caleb had helped her develop the technique–“and then create the portal. It’ll last as long as the power holds out.”

    Jade stared at her for a long moment. “You don’t think small, do you?”

    Emily blushed. “No.”

    “It strikes me as a workable plan,” Cat said. “That said, there are some problems we need to solve. Starting with the obvious, how do we find them once we’re in the Tower?”

    “I do have a marriage bond to Alassa,” Jade said. “Once the wards are down, I should be able to find my way to her.”

    “We could also use your blood to track your unborn child,” Emily said, slightly more doubtfully. There was no reason, in theory, why it wouldn’t work, but there was something about the concept that worried her. “It should be workable.”

    “I hope so,” Jade said. He met her eyes. “Can we make it work?”

    “I’d have to do the calculations, then build the batteries,” Emily told him. “And then we’d have to put the spellwork for the portal together, as a group. We need to keep control of the way out.

    “Point,” Jade said. “And then what? What do we do after we get out?”

    “Get out of the city,” Cat said, simply. “After that, you can decide what you and Alassa want to do next.”

    He lay back on the bed, resting his hands on his chest. “It’s the best idea we’ve had so far,” he added. “Jade, what did you learn from Tam?”

    “The Levellers are keen, but they’re short on weapons and training,” Jade said. “A lot of weapons were seized, it seems, during the Purge. They’ve been stockpiling firearms and gunpowder, but they haven’t been able to practice using them. And they’re understandably worried about who might be reporting back to the king.”

    Particularly now, Emily thought.

    “In some ways, the Purge might have been a blessing in disguise,” Jade added, after a moment. “Flower knew a lot, but most of the names and faces she probably reported to her superiors have already been purged. I dare say that any spying networks within the Levellers have been severely dented, at least for the moment. They’ll recover, of course, but by then we should have a new cellular structure in place.”

    His face darkened as he looked down at his hands. “That said, supplies of food coming into the city have started to fall. Really, it’s been happening for a while now, but Randor has been opening the siege stockpiles to keep people fed. The last thing he wants is food riots, obviously...”

    “But he’ll run out of food sooner or later,” Cat said, from the bed. “Right?”

    “Right,” Jade said. “The Levellers have been doing some calculations. Tam thinks the city has a month or two before starvation becomes a very real possibility. Personally, I think that’s optimistic. Randor can issue whatever orders he likes, but if the food supply really starts to fall, prices are going to go up sharply. And then people will start hoarding food...”

    “Like Farrakhan, but on a much bigger scale,” Cat said. “Surely, they can expand the fishing fleets. It isn’t as if they can fish the water dry.”

    “No,” Jade agreed. “But men can’t live on fish alone.”

    “Tell that to the dockyard workers,” Cat said, dryly.

    Emily cleared her throat. “Why are the food supplies starting to fall?”

    Jade grimaced. “It depends on who you believe,” he said. “One theory suggests that the peasants are simply leaving the land and going...away. Another blames the nobility; a third insists that it’s the king himself who’s starving his people. It’s probably some combination of the three. Randor has every reason to want the peasants to return to the farms and grow more food.”

    “It isn’t going to work,” Emily said, quietly.

    “Probably not,” Jade agreed.

    Cat sat up. “So,” he said, clapping his hands. “What’s the plan?”

    “Emily works out the spellwork, carefully,” Jade said. “And we both check it, equally carefully. And then we start building and charging the...ah, batteries. How long will it take?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily admitted. “Several days, at least. More likely a couple of weeks.”

    “That gives us enough time to find a few other ways to bring pressure to bear on Randor,” Jade said. He sounded energized, now they had the makings of a plan. “Cat, you and I will start training the Levellers...once we develop a way to vet their loyalties. We’ll also start crafting useful tools for them, chat parchments and the like. Emily can help with that, once she’s done the calculations.”

    “You’re welcome,” Emily said, dryly. She understood Jade’s logic–Lady Barb had told her that female instructors had problems getting the point across–but she didn’t like it. It was easier when teaching magic. “I’ll need a handful of supplies.”

    “I’ll make sure you get them,” Jade said. “And ask for a few other things too, just in case. We don’t want them working out what we’re planning to do.”

    Emily rather doubted anyone would connect an iron ring to a pocket dimension, let alone a magic-storing device, but she took his point. The spies would understand a request for gunpowder or potion ingredients–it would make sense to them–yet a request they didn’t understand would alarm them. They’d either think they were being conned or, more likely, they’d spend a great deal of time and effort trying to figure out what was going on. There was no point in risking detection unnecessarily. 

    “Two weeks,” Cat said. “We should consider moving a little slower. Too much activity is bound to alert the king.”

    “There’s also a lot of anger on the streets,” Jade said. “We have to make use of it before it fades away again.”

    And you want to get Alassa out of jail before it’s too late, Emily thought. She understood, all too well. She’s...what? Three months pregnant? Or four?

    “That is a good idea, I suppose,” Cat said. He didn’t sound convinced. “As long as the rebels aren’t linked to you, we should be fine.”

    Jade leaned forward. “There’s another point,” he said. “Emily, Alicia and her husband have moved into the Winter Flower Mansion.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “Both of them?”

    “Yes, and their baby,” Jade said. “I don’t know why they’re staying there.”

    “It isn’t as if Randor doesn’t have the room,” Emily said, automatically. Alicia had been the king’s mistress, once upon a time. And Lord Burrows could be expected to be compliant if the king decided to resume the relationship. “I wonder if Alicia and Randor fell out.”

    “You’d expect him to hurl her into the Tower,” Jade said, shortly. “As it is, if the Levellers are correct, she’s spending a lot of time at the castle. She just isn’t staying there.”

    Emily puzzled over it for a long moment. A person’s importance at court–and their relationship with the king–could be gauged by where they stayed in Alexis. Someone the king wanted to honor would be offered rooms in the castle; someone who was not in royal favor might be offered a townhouse on the Royal Mile, where there was more room but less prestige. It had driven Imaiqah mad, when she’d been making the arrangements for the wedding. Putting the wrong person in the wrong place could lead to social disaster.

    She frowned. A baron–or a baroness–who stayed with the king would be so closely associated with him that no one would believe they were independent. Randor had used her like that, once upon a time. Alicia moving out of the castle might be a declaration of independence or, more likely, Randor trying to show the country that Alicia was an independent woman while maintaining control. There was no reason to believe that Alicia would turn against the king. And there was a great deal to be gained by having her appear to be acting of her own free will.

    “Interesting,” she said, finally. She needed some time to sort it out. “Do you want to make contact now?”

    “It would be worth trying,” Jade said. “She’d listen to you, not to me.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. “We’ll try to figure out a way through her defenses,” she said. She had no idea what sort of defenses Alicia might have, but there was a good chance they’d be fairly weak. Her father had made the mistake of plotting treason, after all. “And then I’ll try and talk to her.”

    Jade stood. “I’ll tell Tam the good news,” he said. “But not in too many words.”

    “Don’t tell him anything he doesn’t need to know,” Cat warned. “We don’t want him spreading the word. If Randor figures out what we’re doing, we’re fucked.”

    “I know,” Jade said. “Emily, get started on those calculations. I want to know we can make it work within a day or two.”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, dryly. “I’m sure we can make it work.”

    Jade smiled at her. “I’m sure you can make it work too,” he said. “But I also want Cat to check your work.”

    Emily nodded in understanding. Simple spells were very hard to get wrong, particularly when one had enough magic to overpower any flaws in the spell, but opening a portal required an incredibly complex spell. The slightest mistake could waste the magic they had gathered or, worse, open the portal to an unknown destination. Emily didn’t want to jump through and find out the portal opened several miles above the ground. She didn’t think she could teleport out of that.

    “We won’t mess it up,” she said. She’d make sure he checked it too. The more eyes on it, the better. This was too important for pride. “And we’ll get them out of there.”

    Jade nodded, then strode out of the room. Cat winked at her as the door closed.

    “This is a brilliant plan,” he said, as he stood. “All we have to do now is make it work.”

    “And find someone we can get to carry the parchment into the building,” Emily reminded him, as they kissed. “That isn’t going to be easy.”

    Cat laughed. “Compared to everything else? That, Emily, will be the easy part.”


    Chapter Twenty-Two

    THE PIECE OF PAPER WAS COVERED in notes.

    Emily rubbed her eyes, trying to work out the ache as she stood and poured herself a cup of cold water. She knew she was good at working out magical equations, but the spellwork she’d sketched out was an order of magnitude more complex than anything she’d done at Whitehall. The basic idea was simple enough–and she thought she could cast most of the spells without setting off any alarms–but the execution was going to be very difficult.

    And there’s not going to be any time to practice, she thought, sourly. She’d considered suggesting that they go somewhere well away from the city to experiment, but neither of the boys would have gone for it. They would have had a point, too. The gates were under increasing scrutiny in the wake of the riot. We’re only going to get one shot at this.

    She paced the room for a long moment, feeling old. A single mistake would doom them, which meant that every last piece of spellwork had to be checked and checked again before it was slotted into place. And then she would have to test the spellware as much as she could without actually triggering the spell. She thought it would hold together, once they started to actually trigger the spell, but she didn’t know for sure. Too much power would be unleashed in too short a space of time for her to be certain.

    And we have to get the chat parchments set up, she added, as she stopped beside the next table and looked down. Getting the parchment hadn’t been easy. It had always been expensive and, with the development of paper, supplies had dwindled drastically. We can’t afford a mistake with those either.

    She sat down at the table and tested the latest set of parchments. The king’s spies–Jade had warned everyone, time and time again, that they couldn’t assume they’d weeded out all the spies–wouldn’t think there was anything odd in producing chat parchments for the Levellers, although they’d certainly want a word with the magicians doing it. Chat parchments offered enough of a tactical advantage, particularly for an underground group, to ensure that no one would consider that they might be used for something else. There was a risk in producing them, particularly without blood magic being used to bind the parchments to a single set of users, but it was one that had to be endured. They couldn’t risk meeting too many people.

    It should work, she told herself. She didn’t fully understand the magic binding two sets of parchment together, but it was relatively simple. And wards can’t block them.

    She felt a flicker of sour admiration for the magicians who’d improved on the original design, even though they’d nearly gotten her–and Caleb’s entire family–killed. It was a neat piece of work and quite tricky to reverse-engineer, although she had the advantage of knowing it was possible. The spells could be used to allow her to hack the wards from the inside, as long as one piece of parchment was inside the wards. She had yet to think of a way to get one piece inside the wards, but Jade was sure they could overcome that problem in time. It wasn’t easy to detect a piece of chat parchment. A guard might be tricked into carrying one inside the wards without ever knowing what he was doing.

    Shaking her head, she stood and walked over to the small collection of bubbling cauldrons. Truth potions were quite forgiving, thankfully. It wasn’t hard to brew several cauldrons at once as long as she kept a careful eye on the time. The spies would have noticed the sudden demand for potions ingredients–and other magical supplies–but hopefully they’d be a little confused about what the Levellers were actually doing. Feeding truth potions to prospective new recruits was also something entirely understandable, if irritating to the king’s spymasters. They might not realize the enemy magicians were also up to something else.

    She sighed as she turned and surveyed the room. She was no enchanter, trained in crafting magical tools, but she was the best they had. Jade and Cat knew a great deal about using tools to enhance their magic, and the dangers inherent in overusing wands and staffs; they simply didn’t know how to put them together. Wands were little more than wooden sticks, but even they had to be carved properly. Emily rather suspected that the wands she’d carved over the last few days simply wouldn’t last very long, no matter how carefully they were charged. The magic powering the spellwork would fade quite quickly.

    They’ll give the Levellers a brief advantage, she thought, tiredly. And that will be enough to give the king a nasty surprise.

    The iron ring lying on the furthest table looked harmless. She walked towards it, silently testing the obscurification wards. The iron ring might pass unnoticed, if a team of soldiers broke into the room, but she didn’t dare let a sorcerer get a good look at it. She’d rigged up a handful of diabolical surprises for anyone who tried, yet she was all too aware that discharging so much magic in a confined space would have dangerously unpredictable effects. If she hadn’t been so worried about her friends, or if there had been any other option, she wouldn’t have shared the secret with Jade and Cat. The batteries would change the world, when–if–the secret got out. They might even make necromancy practical.

    And Lady Barb hated the whole concept, she thought, as she held her hand over the ring. The air felt hot, pregnant with possibility. Magic seemed to be warping the ring into something unearthly. She thought that the necromancers would be able to use their powers without going insane.

    There was a knock on the door. Emily tensed, readying a spell. The Levellers swore blind that no one knew they owned the townhouse–it apparently belonged to a merchant who was extremely loyal to the crown–but she knew better than to take that for granted. Jade and Cat had discussed contingency plans with her, just in case. She’d have to grab the ring, set the wards to self-destruct and then teleport out. Better to burn down the building and destroy all her work than let the enemy have a clear look at what she’d been doing. It might give them ideas.

    The door opened. She lifted her hand, ready to cast the spell, then sighed in relief as Cat stepped into the room. They hadn’t had as much time together as she would have liked over the last few days, but...she shook her head in annoyance. There were times when she wanted him, in all senses of the word, and times when she just wanted to pretend that their lovemaking had never happened. She hated feeling so conflicted. It would have been easier, she supposed, if he had wanted a long-term relationship.

    “Emily.” Cat sounded genuinely concerned. “How are you?”

    “Headachy,” Emily said. She had to smile at her own words. It wasn’t even an excuse! “My eyes are about to melt.”

    “As long as your brains don’t start leaking out your ears,” Cat told her. He walked around the small collection of tables and inspected the papers on her desk. “Have you had a rest?”

    “Not enough of one,” Emily said. In truth, she was going a little stir-crazy. She couldn’t understand how women in restrictive cultures managed to stay sane. She knew she had to say out of sight and work on the equations, but she still wanted to go outside. Being told she had to stay indoors permanently would have been intolerable. “You’ll have to check my work later.”

    “I’m not qualified to check half of it,” Cat said. He turned and winked at her. “You do realize I nearly flunked Advanced Charms?”

    “I think I would have been happier if you hadn’t told me that,” Emily said. Advanced Charms led directly to Enchantment, Wardcrafting and a dozen other disciplines she wished she’d had a chance to study in more detail. “We really need some more help.”

    Cat nodded. “But who do we ask?”

    Emily sighed. She didn’t know. Lady Barb and the other teachers wouldn’t get involved, not when they didn’t have a personal stake in the outcome. Aloha was...somewhere with her master, no doubt already midway through a brilliant apprenticeship. And everyone else she knew would come with too much baggage. MageMaster Zed and his staff were bound by the Compact, while Yodel would insist on being able to use what she showed him. He’d change the world...

    ...And the consequences of that were unimaginable.

    “No one I know will be willing or able to help,” she said. “What about you?”

    “Likewise,” Cat said. “We really need to recruit a few more magicians.”

    “Which will be hard as long as we’re trapped in the city,” Emily said. They could get out at any time, she was sure–the wards wouldn’t be enough to keep them from teleporting out–but Randor would tighten the defenses to make sure they couldn’t get back in again. The female disguise wouldn’t work twice. “We’re on our own.”

    She met his eyes, then nodded to the ring. “Are you ready?”

    “Barely,” Cat said. He walked over to the battery and looked down. “Do we have to do this?”

    Emily nodded. She understood his concern, better–perhaps–than he realized. Draining so much of his magic into the battery was dangerous, even at the best of times. Now, with the ever-present threat of discovery looming over them, he didn’t want to weaken his magic to the point he was helpless. Cat was a good swordsman–brilliant, even–but Randor would happily spend his men like water if it brought his enemies down.

    “Fine.” Cat sat down beside the battery and concentrated. “I was always told that two people’s magic could never mingle, not outside a ritual. Were they wrong?”

    “There’s nothing in a ritual that changes the magic,” Emily pointed out. She could sense the flow of magic as Cat channelled power into the battery. “All it does is harness power towards a common goal.”

    Cat snorted. “They even said that male and female magics were incompatible,” he added, after a moment. His voice was harsh–and tired. “Why did they lie to us?”

    “You’re funnelling raw magic into the battery, not powering a spell that can only be cast by one gender,” Emily said. There were a number of spells that were sex-specific, but almost all of them could be easily rewritten to allow the other sex to cast them. She had the feeling they’d been created back before the first magicians had started to put together a unified theory of spellwork. “Your magic and mine are, at base, the same thing.”

    “My parents would disagree,” Cat said. He sagged, just for a second, then jerked back. His body flopped back into the chair. “They...they wouldn’t say anything of the sort.”

    Emily rested a hand on his shoulder, ready to catch him if he slipped off the chair and fell. It wasn’t easy to channel magic into a battery, not without shaping it into a spell. There was a very real risk of a magician draining himself completely. Jade seemed to be picking it up quicker than Cat, but it was hard to be sure. She’d only taught them the trick a couple of days ago.

    “I feel sick,” Cat announced. “Is that normal?”

    “It might be normal for you,” Emily said. Cat’s face was very pale. The human body reacted oddly, when it was drained of magic. “Or you might have eaten something that was bad for you.”

    Cat sniffed. They’d bought up as much food as they could, sticking it under preservation spells, but by the time they’d realized there was a problem it was already too late to avoid the rush. Randor had slapped price controls on the stores, yet–as Emily had anticipated–it hadn’t been any use. Prices would go up and up, no matter what the king said. She had a feeling that Nightingale and his ilk were already buying food and stockpiling it for resale later, when people were desperate. The poor were already going hungry.

    But we can use that, she told herself, as she gently squeezed his shoulder. It’s not going to be easy to keep the population quiet if their children are screaming for food.

    She studied him for a long moment, then walked into the kitchen and removed one of the cheese sandwiches she’d made earlier from the preservation spells. It wasn’t much, but Cat needed something to eat. He could make himself something more elaborate later if he wished. Emily suspected he’d be grateful just to have someone pass him a sandwich. He was in no state to be complaining about the food.

    “Thank you,” Cat said, when she gave him the sandwich. He had to struggle to lift it to his mouth and take a bite. “This is good.”

    Emily’s lips twitched. “You’re welcome,” she said, dryly. He must have drained himself more than she’d realized. The cheese sandwich was very simple. “How are you feeling now?”

    “Tired,” Cat said. “How long until the batteries are full?”

    “In theory, they can be charged indefinitely,” Emily said. “In practice, it’s better to have a handful of batteries than place all our eggs in one basket.”

    “Good thinking,” Cat told her. He stood as soon as he finished the sandwich, even though his legs were clearly still wobbly. “I need to get back to Jade.”

    “Not like that, you don’t,” Emily said, flatly. She understood the urge to get out of the townhouse and just walk around outside, but Cat was in no state for anything. He would be in real trouble if the guards picked him up for drunkenness. “Stay a while...”

    “I have to go,” Cat said. His knees buckled. “I...I think I need to sit down.”

    Emily rolled her eyes. She was more annoyed than worried. Cat wouldn’t admit weakness unless he was on the verge of total collapse. Jade was just the same, even though the sergeants had told him there was no shame in weakness. Being injured, being ill...no one would think any less of them for admitting it. And no one doubted their bravery.

    “Sit down.” She put as much command into her voice as she could. “What’s going on outside?”

    Cat sat, without further argument. Emily frowned. That was too quick a surrender. He had to have drained himself worse than he’d thought. Magic wasn’t physical energy–she thought–but it was linked to a person’s body. A weakened magician wouldn’t be able to cast spells or walk. She’d even heard horror stories about magicians who’d drained themselves so completely, their powers never came back.

    “We’re setting up more and more cells,” Cat said. His face twitched into something that resembled a smile, if one felt charitable. “Each one has a weak link to the others, enough to take orders but not enough to betray us if they’re broken. And Flower is telling her superiors soothing lies.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. “Is she under close watch?”

    “Yeah,” Cat said. “And we made sure she couldn’t betray us.”

    “As long as she isn’t asked to find Tam’s exact location,” Emily said. A smart government would allow a handful of cells to continue to operate, just so they could keep tabs on people who were likely to be real trouble. But she didn’t know if Randor had the patience to allow Tam and his friends to remain free. “What happens if they do ask her for information we can’t let them have?”

    “Then Flower has a little accident,” Cat said, firmly. “We can’t risk betraying our people just to ensure Flower’s superiors continue to trust her.”

    If they ever did, Emily thought. She contemplated the possibilities for a long moment. They might have wondered if Flower was a double-agent right from the start.

    She looked down at her hands, wondering why it bothered her. Cat and Jade would have layered all sorts of compulsion spells over Flower, just to make sure that she couldn’t willingly betray them...perhaps that was why it bothered her. Compulsion spells had always bothered her, once she’d realized how easy they were to cast. Or perhaps it was the grim awareness that Flower would never be allowed to live. She’d be executed as soon as she outlived her usefulness. It felt unduly harsh.

    And she betrayed Tam and hundreds of others, Emily told herself, sharply. What the hell does she deserve?

    Cat smiled at her. It did good things to his face. “We have a plan now, do we not? And allies?”

    “Yeah,” Emily agreed. She picked up one of the pieces of paperwork and held it out to him. “And seeing you’re here, you can start checking my work.”

    Cat’s smile grew wider. “And there I was thinking of something else we could be doing,” he said. He nodded to the simmering cauldrons. “How long until you have to add the next set of ingredients?”

    “Twenty minutes,” Emily said, glancing at the clock. “But I have to tend to each cauldron at five-minute intervals. Fun will have to wait.”

    “Groan,” Cat said. He winked at her, then took the paperwork. “Your handwriting is awful.”

    “I blame Professor Lombardi,” Emily said. “He kept hitting my hand with a ruler.”

    “I don’t blame him,” Cat said. “You do realize that you’re going to have to write all this out again.”

    “Of course not,” Emily said. She stuck out her tongue. “You’re going to write it out again.”


    Chapter Twenty-Three

    JADE HAD HOPED THEY’D BE READY to move–either against Alicia’s mansion or the Tower itself–within a week, but Emily had suspected that was unduly optimistic. Actually having a plan–and allies–had done wonders for Jade’s attitude, yet Cat was insistent that they couldn’t risk moving too early. It was nearly ten days before they had enough of a spy network in place that they felt they could risk trying to sneak into Alicia’s mansion, after she returned from the castle. Lord Burrows, it seemed, was nowhere in evidence. He appeared to spend most of his time in the garrison.

    Which probably means he’s ignoring what his wife is doing with the king, Emily thought, feeling a flicker of sympathy for the unfortunate man. Lord Burrows was more interested in men than women, Alassa had told her, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t become a laughingstock if his fellows discovered he was being cuckolded by the king himself. He must be terrified that someone will put two and two together and deduce the truth.

    She contemplated the prospects as she and Cat strode down the Royal Mile, Jade following just far enough behind them to give a semblance of privacy without making a mockery of the conventions. The Royal Mile was brightly lit, even as darkness fell over the rest of the city; noblemen, city councillors and wealthy merchants–and their children–mingled freely. She caught sight of a handful of young blades entering a tavern and grimaced, feeling sorry for the management. The young blades, scions of minor noblemen, wouldn’t be punished if they drank the house dry, molested the waitresses and wrecked the tables before they left. It would be a brave or foolish guardsman who’d arrest a nobleman.

    And Randor wouldn’t want to make enemies of their parents, she reminded herself. He doesn’t need to alienate more supporters.

    She frowned as she heard a pair of broadsheet criers making their way up the streets, shouting about news direct from the king himself. Their papers would be full of lies, she was sure, although it was important to know what the king wanted them to believe. The Levellers had only just started their counter-propaganda campaign, but the king was already promising harsh punishments to anyone caught with one of their pamphlets. Emily couldn’t think of anything more likely to give the pamphlets credence than dire threats to anyone who dared read one.

    “There’s more food on the table in there than there is in the entire docklands,” Cat muttered, nodding towards an upscale restaurant. “And the guards make sure that no one gets in and out with the news.”

    Emily nodded, tersely. It was amusing to see that the craze for fancy food like pizzas and burgers had yet to abate, even in Alexis, but...Cat was right. The diners were gorging themselves on enough food to feel a dozen families for a week. Randor needed to keep the nobility happy, she knew, but...he should be taking more care of the poor. A few rumors about the rich eating themselves silly while the poor starved should add to the growing social unrest.

    Her eyes narrowed as she spotted a pair of soldiers making their way down the street. They were unusually polite, stepping out of the way of older women and nodding politely to young girls instead of pushing the women into the gutter and leering–or worse–at the girls. Emily guessed they were smart enough to know their superiors would hang them out to dry if someone important filed a complaint. But that wasn’t enough to keep them from demanding a chit from anyone who didn’t look wealthy or powerful or both. The king presumably wanted to keep the commoners out of the Royal Mile.

    The streets started to empty as they moved further down the road, towards the small collection of mansions. Each of the barons owned a mansion in the city–Emily wondered, absently, what had happened to hers–and they were, technically, part of the barony. A handful of armed guards in house livery stood outside each of the gates, looking surprisingly unsure of themselves. There was no way they could defend the mansions for long if the king decided he wanted to take them. Emily suspected it was just a matter of time until he did.

    “There,” Cat whispered. “Are you sure you can get in without us?”

    “I think so,” Emily said, although she wasn’t as sure as she wanted to pretend. She had plenty of experience sneaking into more dangerous places, but getting caught breaking into Alicia’s mansion would be embarrassing. Besides, there was no way she could let them arrest her. “I won’t be long.”

    “Just be careful,” Jade warned. His gaze flicked to the mansion. “She’s in there, somewhere.”

    Emily followed his gaze and frowned. Winter Flower Mansion was huge, almost obscenely so. It was a blocky mass, strikingly ugly; she couldn’t help wondering just what the architect had been drinking when they’d drawn the original design. Alicia’s father had added a whole set of wings, paying out vast sums of money–and threatening landholders–to make sure he had the largest residence in the city. The walls–enclosing a large garden–only made it worse. Alicia and her husband had to feel a little alone in the giant building, no matter how many servants they’d brought with them. Emily doubted they’d have many servants–or armsmen. The king wouldn’t be happy with anyone bringing a small army into the city after what happened last time.

    The walls aren’t the main defenses, she reminded herself, as she reached out with her senses to probe for magic. I have to get through the wards.

    “Don’t hesitate to teleport out if you’re in trouble,” Cat said. “Have you got everything?”

    Emily nodded. “I think so,” she said. “Let’s go.”

    The walls seemed larger, somehow, as they walked around the edge of the estate. There were a handful of guard towers scattered along the walls, but they were empty...as far as she could tell. They also seemed to be purely decorative, designed more to look impressive than actually be impressive. Emily was surprised Randor hadn’t ordered them knocked down after Baron Gold had been beheaded for high treason. He must have thought it was better to let whoever held the mansion develop a false sense of security than impose his will on the city.

    He probably didn’t think Alicia would realize that the guardposts are worthless, Emily thought, as she touched the wards as gingerly as she could. I wouldn’t have known without the sergeant hammering lessons into my head.

    She glanced back at the boys, just to make sure they were there, then cast a handful of obscurification charms on herself. She wouldn’t be entirely invisible, but someone would have to be looking for her–or someone–specifically if they wanted to see through the glamour. The wards thrummed around her as she started to climb the walls, trying to convince her to leave. Her stomach churned before she got a grip on her growing unease, reminding herself–sharply–that it was nothing more than an aversion ward. She was surprised that whoever had designed them had been so nice. But then, the people who lived near the estate were actually important. Randor wouldn’t be pleased if a half-drunk nobleman was killed by Alicia’s wards.

    Her magic grew stronger as she slowly picked her way through the wardlines. The inner wards, as she had expected, were sharper, snapping and snarling at anyone foolish enough to ignore the outer wards. Emily worked her way through them gingerly, bending them around her rather than trying to break them...hoping, desperately, that Alicia didn’t have someone monitoring the wards directly. They didn’t feel as if they were connected to a living mind, but that meant nothing. Someone with enough skill could easily hide their presence.

    The last of the wards bent around her, allowing her to slip into the garden. It looked almost inhumanly perfect, from a grassy lawn to a pond and a handful of trees reaching towards the skyline. Emily felt a moment of envy for Alicia and everyone else who’d grown up in the mansion, even though she knew it came with a price. Alicia had been destined for a political marriage long before she’d unexpectedly become the heir to the barony. She glanced from side to side to make sure that none of the guards were in view, then hurried towards the mansion, careful to stay within the shadows. The darkness seemed to grow deeper, somehow. She kept a wary eye open for traps as she reached the rear wall. Someone would have made sure that footpads couldn’t get into the house itself.

    Although the wards would keep out common thieves, she thought, as she inched along the walls. And anyone with the ability to get through would have more tempting targets elsewhere.

    She found an open window and peered into the semi-darkness. A maid was kneeling over a large tub of water, her back to Emily as she scrubbed her mistress’s clothes. Emily felt a stab of sympathy for the young woman–she looked too young to go to Whitehall, even if she had the talent–and then froze her with a spell. It was more complex than the standard freeze spell, but it was necessary. The poor girl wouldn’t be aware of anything, even time passing, until the spell broke. She might not even realize that something had happened.

    Poor girl, Emily thought, as she scrambled through the window. I’m sorry.

    She felt a twinge of guilt. She’d seen enough to know that household servants lived in a very strict hierarchy–and scullery maids were only one or two steps above the bottom. The girl probably slaved all night, while her mistress danced with the king and her superiors took the credit. And if someone realized that Emily had sneaked through the window, the girl would probably be blamed. She couldn’t have stopped Emily–she couldn’t even have screamed–but no one would care. She’d be lucky if she was only cast out into the cold night to die.

    Emily took a long breath, modifying the obscurification charms before sneaking out of the scullery and up the servants’ staircase. Anyone who saw her would think she had a perfect right to be there, as long as they didn’t focus on her specifically. A household rarely slept completely, even in the middle of the night. Emily wouldn’t be surprised to discover that a few dozen servants were still awake, frantically preparing for the next day. They’d sleep during the day and work at night.

    She couldn’t help looking around with interest as she headed further upstairs. She’d never been in the mansion before–and, even if she had, she wouldn’t have been shown the passageways that the servants used to keep out of sight. Their lords and masters wanted their servants to work, but not to show themselves. Emily’s lips twitched at the thought. How did they expect people to work without being seen? But then, the mansion was immense. The servants had plenty of rooms to clean without their masters going anywhere near them.

    And there will be some rooms that are completely off-limits, Emily thought. She had a set of offices, at Cockatrice, that had been hers and hers alone. The servants had been told not to enter on pain of dismissal. Alicia and her husband will each have a private study.

    She reached the top of the stairs and frowned. If the mansion followed the same general idea as the others, the master bedroom would be right at the top of the building. Emily had no idea if Alicia and her husband actually shared a bed–it was very much a loveless marriage–but if they didn’t, Lord Burrows would be quite close to her. Jade had his own suite, coming to think of it, even though he shared Alassa’s bed. Her lips twitched in cold amusement. The man cave was alive and well in Zangaria.

    A sound echoed behind her. She froze, just for a second, as she heard footsteps coming up the staircase. They didn’t sound urgent, but that meant nothing. Someone could have heard her, despite the charms, and come to see what she was doing. She pressed her back into the wall and waited, slowing her breathing as much as possible as the source of the footsteps came into view. A middle-aged woman, moving like someone far older. People aged quickly on the Nameless World, unless they were magic...Emily tried hard not to feel pity for the older woman. A housekeeper–she looked like a housekeeper–would rule her subordinates with a rod of iron.

    The housekeeper showed no sign of seeing through the charms. She walked past Emily and headed down the corridor, passing through a concealed door into the real corridor. Emily counted to ten, then slipped down to the hidden door. There was a tiny peephole hidden within the wood, allowing her to peer into the corridor. Emily concealed a smile as she checked it was empty, then opened and stepped through the door. The aristocrats were clearly unconcerned about their servants spying on them.

    Alassa didn’t care about being naked in front of a lower-status man, she reminded herself, wryly. And besides, it’s not like they can see into their bedrooms.

    The corridor would have been beautiful, Emily thought, if it hadn’t been covered in tasteless artworks and endless rows of portraits. Alicia’s ancestors had been quite distinguished, she thought, but she didn’t think they were that distinguished. The portraits seemed designed to convey the impression that Alicia’s ancestors had done everything, with the kings and the other barons as little more than helpless spectators. Emily knew that Alicia could trace her family line back for generations, but still...

    They were never part of the elite, she thought. The Empire’s upper levels had been practically wiped out by the wars that had destroyed it. The Barons were quite low on the totem pole before the pole was shattered by the wars...

    “Hey,” a sodden voice said. “Who...who are you?”

    Emily jumped, spinning around. A middle-aged man was standing there, regarding her with bleary eyes. He didn’t look that much older than her, but his red nose and the bottle in his hand told her everything she needed to know about him. A drunkard...an aristocratic drunkard. His clothes were far too fine to belong to anyone but a nobleman. No doubt he’d claim to be a high-functioning drunkard too. He leaned against the wall as if his legs were on the verge of giving way, but his eyes were firmly fixed on her. He’d seen her...how the hell had he seen her?

    The drink must have helped, she thought, as her mind raced. Who was he? One of the family, of course, but who? Or perhaps a guest...? The spies hadn’t been clear on who else was in the mansion. Maybe he was Lord Burrows’ lover. Emily couldn’t imagine kissing a drunkard, but Lord Burrows might have different ideas. If he’s drunk, the charms might not work right.

    “Come here,” the man croaked. He giggled, a high-pitched sound that went through her like a knife. “I know how to deal with naughty little maids like you.”

    Emily blinked. He’d mistaken her for a maid? The charms were still working, then. He thought her presence was quite normal and his mind had filled in the rest. At least he wasn’t screaming for help. Emily had no doubt that a cry would rouse the entire household in seconds. The servants would come running...

    “Come here,” the man repeated. His gaze traveled over her breasts. “I know...”

    A hot flash of anger ran through Emily’s mind as she shaped a spell. The man blinked in surprise, his eyes defocusing as the spell took effect. Emily didn’t like using any kind of mind control spells, let alone using magics that tinkered with a person’s memory, but she’d make an exception for the drunkard. She knew that maids were routinely harassed–or worse–by their employers, yet she hadn’t really understood the scale of the problem. She understood it now.

    “Go back to bed and sleep,” she ordered. The suggestion would be almost irresistible, normally. A drunkard might take further convincing. “And when you wake up, forget you ever saw me.”

    The man’s eyes blinked, slowly. Emily watched him turn and stagger down the corridor, his bottle slowly slipping from his hand. He tightened his grip a moment before it could fall to the ground and smash. Emily hesitated–she could make a few more suggestions–then turned and made her way towards the master bedroom. A pair of maids, sitting in the antechamber, were frozen before they even realized she was there. Emily felt a moment of contempt–aristocratic women seemed to need nursemaids, even when they were fully-grown adults–then stepped into the bedroom itself. A faint light glowed above the bed, illuminating a head covered in golden hair...

    Alicia rolled over and sat up, one hand grasping for a flintlock pistol hanging by the side of her bed. Emily’s eyes went wide as she saw the weapon–she’d never expected Alicia to be armed–and she hastily froze the older woman before she could fire. The sound would wake the entire house!

    She must fear assassins, Emily thought, morbidly. A woman with Alicia’s resources could surround the entire mansion with guards, if she wished. And if the king would let her. She doesn’t know who she can trust.

    “Alicia,” she said, closing the door behind her. “I think we need to have a chat.”


    Chapter Twenty-Four

    ALICIA DIDN’T MOVE, OF COURSE, AS Emily cast a handful of wards in the air before carefully removing the flintlock from her hand and placing it well out of reach. And yet, Emily could feel the girl’s fear, almost as if it were a physical force. Alicia had good reason to be scared, to fear for her life...and her child’s life. Alassa had tried to kill Alicia–would have killed her, if Emily hadn’t saved her life. Now, with Alassa in the Tower and the kingdom on the verge of civil war, Alicia was horrifyingly vulnerable. She had no way to know which way Emily would jump.

    “I’m not here to hurt you,” Emily said. “But it is important you don’t cry out.”

    She looked around the darkened room, making sure they were alone, then relaxed the freeze spell. Alicia slumped forward, her entire body shaking with fear. Emily felt a stab of pity, knowing–all too well–that Alicia was little more than a puppet. She’d had little say in her life, before and after her father’s death. Randor had certainly never treated her as anything other than a tool to be used or discarded as the whim struck him. It had been a terrible shock to discover that he’d managed to get her pregnant.

    And the baby must be with the wet nurse, Emily thought. Aristocratic women rarely suckled their children. Or is he up at the castle?

    “Emily,” Alicia stuttered. “What...what are you doing here?”

    “I thought we should talk,” Emily said. “And I’m sure you’re not going to tell the king I visited.”

    Alicia looked up at her in surprise, then lowered her eyes in dismay. Emily could practically see the thoughts running through the older woman’s head. Randor would never believe that Alicia was completely innocent, not when she owed Emily a huge favor. He wouldn’t have any problems clapping Alicia in the Tower too, while raising her child himself...and if Alassa’s baby was born safely, Alicia’s son would probably be sent out of the kingdom. The child’s mere existence was an open invitation to civil war.

    As if anyone needed another excuse for war, Emily thought, passing Alicia a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. We’re on the verge of civil war already.

    Alicia cleared her throat. “What do you want?”

    Emily shifted back, trying to look as non-threatening as possible. “Merely to ask a few questions,” she said. “What is the word in the castle? What’s happened to Alassa? And Imaiqah?”

    “The king won’t answer any questions,” Alicia said, after a moment. “But everyone knows they’re in the Tower. There are hundreds of rumors flying around.”

    “I’m sure there are,” Emily said, thoughtfully. She was tempted to ask for details, but she didn’t have time. “And you? What are you doing at the castle?”

    “The king wants my son to stay near him,” Alicia said, reluctantly. “He was very insistent–he didn’t even want me to take Alexis to the mansion. But I couldn’t leave him at the castle.”

    “I suppose not,” Emily said. Even if she’d trusted Randor and his servants completely, she wouldn’t have wanted to leave her child with anyone. A two-year-old boy would be defenseless. “And your husband? How is he?”

    Alicia gave her a sharp look. “We...get along,” she said. “He’s the king’s man, through and through.”

    Emily felt another stab of pity. In theory, Alicia controlled one of the largest and most powerful baronies in the country; in practice, her ability to do anything was heavily circumscribed. Her staff had been appointed by the king, her personal attendants might not be loyal to her first and foremost and her husband, the man who technically shared her bed, owed his position to the king. Alicia was surrounded by spies, by men and women who knew she had very limited power to help or hinder them. She couldn’t do anything without having it noted by a hundred eager eyes.

    And her husband is technically in charge of her armsmen, Emily thought. It wasn’t exactly traditional–baronesses who ruled in their own right were quite rare–but a husband couldn’t be treated as a decorative bauble on her arm. Even if she wanted to build up an army of her own, Randor would know about it before the first man was recruited.

    “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “Does he...does he watch you?”

    Alicia looked away. “Yes, but...”

    Emily nodded in understanding. Randor had covered all the bases. He’d married Alicia off to a man who would never question a child’s parentage, a man who couldn’t be seduced into supporting his wife rather than the king. Alicia had the wrong plumbing to interest her husband...Emily felt sick, torn between grim admiration for how Randor had played his cards and utter disgust. She would have understood a pair of arranged marriages to hide a gay and a lesbian couple from public view, but not this. Randor had arranged matters to his satisfaction and to hell with the couple involved.

    “I have a question,” she said. “Do you want to get back at him?”

    Alicia’s eyes opened wide with fear. “Are you mad?”

    “You’re vulnerable,” Emily said, flatly. “Randor will never let you control your barony, not the way it should be controlled. He’ll be too afraid of your son posing a dynastic threat to his bloodline. If his grandson is born safely, your son will be...”

    Alicia gasped. “She’s pregnant?”

    “Alassa is pregnant,” Emily confirmed. “Is that not common knowledge?”

    “No.” Alicia shook her head, mournfully. “After all the rumors...no one will take the prospect seriously.”

    Emily winced. She had no way to know if Alassa had merely imagined she was pregnant or if she’d miscarried very early into each of the pregnancies, but either way...too many people had suspected she was barren. Randor too, perhaps. It might explain why he’d been so insistent on keeping Alicia’s child close to the throne. Now, no one would believe Alassa was pregnant until the king made a formal announcement. Some people had excellent reason to want to believe that the Line of Alexis would end with Alassa.

    “She’s pregnant,” Emily said. She met Alicia’s eyes. “And what do you think will happen to you?”

    Alicia pulled up her legs, wrapping her arms around them. “I...I don’t know.”

    Emily pushed as much certainty into her voice as she could. “Randor may marry you, if he puts Queen Marlena aside, and retroactively declare your child legitimate. If he does...at that point, he may have enough clout to dismiss any threat from the remaining nobles or crush them if they rise against him. Or...he may simply discard you, once you have served your purpose. You have already served your purpose. There is no way he’ll let you take control of your birthright.”

    Alicia’s face twisted. “Why not?”

    “Because you would pose a threat to him,” Emily said. “The king has always struggled to cut the nobles down to size. He now feels he can do it without risking a disastrous defeat of his own. If he wins, the best you can hope for is being a puppet queen or comfortable imprisonment in the Tower.”

    Alicia gulped. “He wouldn’t do that.”

    “Are you sure?” Emily leaned forward. “Where is the Queen?”

    “She’s ill,” Alicia said.

    “She’s been ill for nearly three years,” Emily snapped. “The only public event she attended was her daughter’s wedding. And the excuses keep changing. How long do you think it will be before she’s quietly divorced–or murdered?”

    Alicia blanched. “The king...”

    “The king is a ruthless egomaniac who is focused on two objectives,” Emily said, allowing her voice to harden. “He wants to tighten his grip on the country, which means crushing anyone who can raise an armed force to resist him, and to have a male heir. If Alassa’s child is a boy, your son will be for the chop; if the child is a girl, he’ll take your son and turn him into his heir.”

    She saw the fear in Alicia’s eyes, but she didn’t dare soften her tone. “And what will happen if Alassa takes the throne instead?”

    “No,” Alicia said. “I...she’d kill me.”

    “She certainly has no reason to be pleased with you,” Emily said, carefully. Alicia hadn’t been given a choice, not when she’d been the king’s ward, but Alassa probably didn’t really appreciate it. “On the other hand, she would be grateful if you were to assist her rise to power.”

    Alicia glared at her. “How many people helped Randor, only to be discarded when he no longer needed them?”

    Ouch, Emily thought. It was a fair point, even though she suspected that Alicia was referring to her rather than Paren or the Levellers. And she might not believe any promises...

    “You have my word of honor that I will do everything in my power to convince Alassa to leave you in peace, as long as you don’t do anything to threaten the peace of her kingdom,” she said. “And if she doesn’t agree to leave you alone, I will take you and your son somewhere outside the kingdom.”

    Alicia’s eyebrows rose. “You would do that for me?”

    “If you assist us,” Emily said. She didn’t blame Alicia for being sceptical. Betraying a ruler was one thing, but betraying a friend was quite another. “I do have several places to put you where you and your son will be safe.”

    “And harmless,” Alicia muttered.

    Emily nodded. “Yes,” she said. There was no point in denying it. “But at least you’d be alive.”

    She leaned back, again. “If you stay with the king, the best you can hope for is becoming a pretty thing for him to carry on his arm. You will never wield power or influence, let alone go back to your barony. Alassa, on the other hand, will reward you for helping her.”

    “Really,” Alicia said, sarcastically.

    “If nothing else, you having a son of royal blood may be helpful to her later,” Emily pointed out, smoothly. “Interested?”

    “I don’t know,” Alicia said. “I just don’t know.”

    Emily nodded. She wasn’t too surprised. Alicia hated and feared Randor, but she was too aware of his presence–and how thoroughly his power pervaded her life–to go against him lightly. It would be hard to gain any traction at all before he shut her down, not when everyone who was supposed to be working for her actually worked for him. Normally, Randor would be risking the wrath of the other Barons, but now...now, Randor was on the verge of war with them anyway. They could hardly get more hostile.

    She removed a chat parchment from her pocket and held it out. “This is primed for you and me,” she said. “The first time you want to use it, prick your finger and let a little blood drip onto the parchment. It’ll be sucked into the material and vanish. After that, only you and I will be able to see anything written on the parchment.”

    “I thought only magicians could do that,” Alicia said. She eyed the parchment as if it were infinitively fascinating. “You’ll have the other piece, won’t you?”

    “I will, yes,” Emily said. She’d primed the matching piece of parchment so Jade and Cat could read it as well as her, but no one else. “Just make sure the king’s sorcerers don’t get a look at it. They’ll know what it is.”

    Alicia tensed. “And then...and then what?”

    Emily shrugged. Randor seemed reluctant to execute female nobility, although he had no qualms about slaughtering female commoners. Alicia would probably wind up in the Tower or formally stripped of her power, with everything being passed to her husband. Some observers would probably claim that Lord Burrows had pulled off a brilliant political coup...

    “I don’t know,” she said. “For the moment...why don’t you tell me what’s happening in the castle?”

    Alicia looked down at the bed as she started to talk. Emily listened, silently matching names to faces as Alicia told her a combination of useful intelligence and pointless gossip. She didn’t care about the courtship between a minor lord and lady, or the rumor that a highborn lady had gotten pregnant off her groom, but she was genuinely interested to hear who had and hadn’t accepted the king’s invitation to court. Baroness Harkness–and her husband and adopted son–hadn’t appeared, nor had Barons Gaunt, Gaillard, Silversmith and Thornwood. Their retainers hadn’t shown their faces either, as far as Alicia knew. The battle lines were starting to take shape.

    Almost all of the northern baronies and estates are allied against the king, Emily thought, slowly. This war could split the country in half. 

    She wasn’t too surprised. Cockatrice, Swanhaven and Winter Flower were, directly or indirectly, under Randor’s control. Gladstone was the sole exception, but Baron Gladstone and Randor had been friends for decades. Gladstone wouldn’t abandon his friend as long as there was a decent chance Randor would keep his throne. And yet...the south was also where the New Learning had had the greatest impact. It was quite likely that Randor would wind up fighting a war on two fronts.

    “If anything changes, I want you to tell us,” Emily said. “If, of course, you decide to help.”

    Alicia gave her a despairing look. “Do I have a choice?”

    Emily hesitated. Alicia had almost no defenses against magic. Randor had presumably forbidden her from wearing any kind of protection, even after Alassa had briefly turned her into a rat. What Alicia did have wouldn’t stand up to Emily for a second. It would be easy–it would be very easy–to put a compulsion spell on her, to turn her into a spy...it would be easy, but it would be wrong. Emily knew, all too well, that Alassa would do it without hesitation, yet...yet she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t deprive someone of their free will.

    “Yes, you do,” she said, as gently as possible. “If you want to stay with the king, you can do so. I won’t try to stop you.”

    Alicia looked bitter. “Thanks.”

    “If you don’t want to help, throw the parchment in the fire,” Emily told her. “And if you do, just prime the parchment with your blood and write to me.”

    “I’ll think about it,” Alicia said.

    “Just don’t get caught with the parchment before you make up your mind,” Emily said. She smiled, humorlessly. “Put it in your underclothes or something. Don’t let the maids see it either.”

    Alicia colored. Emily had to smile, even though it wasn’t really funny. Strip-searching a noblewoman was unthinkable, no matter what the noblewoman had done. Even now, Randor probably couldn’t get away with searching a girl who could trace her linage back over centuries. But Alicia probably needed help to get in and out of her courtly dresses. The smiling girls who helped her dress every morning–and undress every night–couldn’t be trusted. If they saw Alicia concealing a piece of parchment in her underwear they might think it was a love letter...or something that should be reported to their superiors. 

    “I’m serious,” Emily said. “If Randor sees you with it, he’ll never trust you again.”

    “He never trusted me in the first place,” Alicia said. She picked up the parchment. “I...Emily...”

    “Then think of this as a chance to get some of your own back,” Emily told her. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. Alicia had spent too long in Randor’s power. “And, perhaps, a chance to carve yourself a place in a world without him.”

    She took a breath. “There’s a spell I can use to make sure you don’t breathe a word of this to anyone, even by accident,” she added. “Do you want me to cast it on you?”

    Alicia looked terrified. Emily understood, all too well. She’d been terrified of magic too, when she’d fallen into the Nameless World. The knowledge she could be hexed at any moment had scared her utterly. And Alicia didn’t even have magic of her own. She had to be aware that Emily didn’t need her permission to put a spell on her. Hell, enchanting her to keep her mouth shut was the smart move no matter what choice she made.

    “Just you,” Alicia said, slowly. “Please...”

    Emily nodded and cast the spell. “One question,” she said, more to keep Alicia concentrating on something else than to satisfy her curiosity. “Who was the drunkard I met as I made my way upstairs?”

     


    Alicia colored. “A very distant cousin. My parents...they let him stay in the mansion, in exchange for him not putting up a fuss when he was removed from the family line of succession. He just...he just drinks too much.”

    “So I saw,” Emily said. She winced in bitter memory. Perhaps her mother would have made something of herself if she hadn’t climbed into a bottle and stayed there. “There are potions that can help with that, you know.”

    She finished casting the spell, then stood. “Write to us soon or burn the parchment,” she advised. “And...whatever choice you make, make it yourself.”

    Alicia nodded, slowly. “Thank you,” she said, slowly. “And Emily...how did you get in here?”

    “Your defenses are flimsy,” Emily told her, bluntly. She wasn’t going to go into details, although a skilled wardcrafter could probably close most of the loopholes and a small army of guards would close the rest. “But I don’t think they can be improved.”

    “The king wouldn’t let anyone improve them,” Alicia agreed. “I...goodbye.”

    Emily nodded, shortly. “Good luck,” she said. “Be seeing you.”


    Chapter Twenty-Five

    EMILY HAD HALF-EXPECTED TO RUN into a force of guards as she made her way back down the stairs to the scullery–it was quite possible that Randor had the mansion under covert observation–but the corridors were as dark and silent as the grave. She altered her spells as she passed, ensuring they would release as soon as she was safely out of sight. The maids might wonder at how late it had suddenly gotten, but they wouldn’t think anything of it. They probably didn’t know that freezing someone’s thoughts–as well as someone’s body–was possible.

    She took extra care as she sneaked back through the garden, watching for patrols as she reached the walls. A competent guard force would make sure to vary its routines, in hopes of trapping someone who watched them before trying to sneak through, although she hadn’t had time to conduct any surveillance before crossing the walls. It seemed odd, she thought as she scrambled over the wall and dropped down into the alleyway, that the king wasn’t investing much time and effort in protecting his bastard son. Was Randor pinning all his hopes on Alassa’s child being a boy? Or was he unwilling to obviously favor Alicia over the other nobility?

    Emily tensed as she saw someone moving in the shadows, then relaxed as Cat stepped into view. “How did it go?”

    “We had a chat,” Emily said, as Cat’s magic probed her. She could have been captured, subverted and returned to them in less than–she glanced at the moon–two hours. Her defenses would have lasted longer, she thought, but the boys were right to be careful. “I’ll tell you the rest later.”

    “Got it,” Cat said. “Come on.”

    Jade was standing at the top of the alley, hidden behind an obscurification charm. Emily nodded to him as he joined them, then led the way back onto the Royal Mile. It was quieter now, save for the sound of music and happy–almost desperate–laughter from the taverns. The only people on the streets, save for the ever-present soldiers, were a handful of young men making their way home. There were no women within eyeshot.

    “A bunch of guards nearly caught us as we waited,” Jade muttered, once they were some distance from the mansion. “I thought someone must have tipped them off before they marched past.”

    Emily glanced at him. “Where were they going?”

    “Somewhere north,” Jade said, darkly. “If they had been looking for us, they would have quartered the entire area.”

    “And probably searched the mansion too,” Emily said. Alicia had the right–technically–to refuse a search without a royal warrant, but Emily doubted she had the nerve. Even if she did have, the king would just brush her concerns aside...if she was lucky. “As long as they didn’t see you, we should be fine.”

    She looked up towards the castle, still glowing against the night sky, and shook her head. If they could get inside...she knew it wouldn’t work. Randor had protected his castle so thoroughly that Emily doubted anyone could get inside. The parchment trick might work twice...

    “Crap,” Jade said, as they slowly headed northwards. “Can you hear that?”

    Emily listened, carefully. She could hear a loud noise in the distance, people shouting for...for something. She couldn’t make out the words. But the racket had to be terrifyingly loud, down by the docks, for her to hear it at all. Her blood ran cold as she realized the implications. The soldiers Jade and Cat had seen heading north had been moving to quash a riot.

    Cat swore. “We should hurry back to the townhouse.”

    “Unless the riot is at the townhouse,” Emily pointed out. The sound seemed to be growing louder. She could hear people slamming shutters in the distance...it wouldn’t be long before young men started pouring onto the streets, looking for a chance to join the rioters or crack some skulls or simply start looting. “Where is it?”

    Jade peered forward. A faint glow could be seen in the distance. “The docks,” he said. “Maybe...maybe our inn.”

    Emily glanced at him. “Someone tried to break in?”

    “I don’t think so,” Cat said. “The wards should have flashed a warning if someone tried to open the door without permission.”

    “Either way, there’s nothing we can do about it now,” Jade said, practically. The sound of running footsteps echoed towards them. “We’d better hurry back to the townhouse before it’s too late.”

    Emily nodded, glancing around her as they picked up speed. The streets were dark and cold, but she could sense eyes peeping from behind curtains. This part of the city was solidly middle-class, insofar as the term meant anything in Zangaria; the inhabitants were skilled craftsmen and artisans, men–and even a handful of women–who had something to lose if the city dissolved into chaos. They might not be as powerful as the nobility or as wealthy as the merchants, but they had enough status that they didn’t want to risk losing it. Randor might find a lot of support in them if he thought to ask.

    She caught sight of a man pinning a poster on the wall, working with frantic speed as the sounds of fighting grew louder. The Levellers kept putting up posters and the soldiers kept tearing them down, often before anyone had a chance to take a look at them. Emily would have considered it a waste of good paper if she hadn’t known that the real propaganda was spread by pamphlets. People caught with them could expect a beating, at the very least, but they had to look before tossing them in the fire. 

    “This way,” Jade hissed. “Hurry!”

    They turned the corner and froze. A fight was going on at the bottom of the street. Emily couldn’t tell who was winning–or even who was fighting–but it looked nightmarish. The rioters were screaming and shouting, chanting angry slogans as they overwhelmed the soldiers and beat them to death with their bare hands. Others were kicking down doors and screaming for the inhabitants to join them or else. Emily shuddered, helplessly, as the chanting grew louder. Mob rule had come to the streets.

    “Shit,” Jade said, glancing behind them. “We need to move!”

    Emily looked–and froze in horror. A line of soldiers was approaching, carrying bladed weapons. They shone in the moonlight as the soldiers advanced, shouting royalist slogans to encourage their comrades to keep going. She snapped out of it a second later as Jade yanked her forward, into an alleyway. A handful of homeless men shouted curses at them as they fled down the darkened street, crashing into bins and makeshift shelters in their desperation to escape. Behind her, she heard men starting to scream.

    “The soldiers will be in trouble if the mob charges them,” Cat said. He sounded as though he was trying to convince himself of it. “They’ll lose their weapons and everything else.”

    “And a lot of rioters will lose their lives,” Jade said, as they reached the townhouse and hurried up the stairs. “What happened?”

    They were too keyed up to sleep, even once they’d checked the wards were still in place, so they sat in the living room and drank Kava while Emily told them everything she’d heard from Alicia. Jade was darkly amused at Alicia’s fear of Alassa and her father, although he admitted that Alicia had good reason to fear. Randor saw her as a pet, but Alassa saw her as a rival. Alicia needed to do something spectacular to convince Alassa to let bygones be bygones.

    “If not, she can just go into exile,” Cat said. “It won’t do her any real harm.”

    “Unless she wants to keep the barony,” Jade pointed out. “There’s no way she can keep it if she goes into permanent exile.”

    He met Emily’s eyes. “Do you think she’ll contact us?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily admitted. “She’s got good reason to want to get out from under Randor’s thumb, but moving to Alassa’s camp might be a case of jumping out of the boiling potion and straight into the fire.”

    She met Jade’s eyes, willing him to understand. He wouldn’t be happy making decisions for his wife–and Alassa would be furious if she caught him doing anything of the sort–but he might have no choice. Alassa had to understand that she needed to give Alicia a break, as long as she behaved herself. Or...Emily would have to take Alicia somewhere a long way away.

    And she wouldn’t want to live in Dragon’s Den or Heart’s Eye, Emily thought. She found it hard to imagine Alicia settling down in a little apartment and getting a regular job. What sort of work could she do? Would she expect me to support her for the rest of her life?

    She contemplated the possibilities for a long moment. Alicia had courtly training...and not much else. Her parents had neglected her education, perhaps assuming that she’d be married off to someone who might find an educated wife an irritation. It would have been short-sighted of them–the Great Ladies often ran the estates while their husbands were away on business or fighting wars–but all too typical. Alicia simply didn’t have the education to make a role for herself.

    Jade cleared his throat, drawing her attention back to him. “I’m going to bed,” he said. “Try not to stay up too late.”

    Emily stood and walked to the window, silently glad that the wards would hide her face when she peered out. The sound of fighting seemed to be fading away, but...she shuddered, knowing what it meant. A mob might prevail against a company of soldiers carrying bladed weapons, yet...she dreaded to think how many of them would be killed or injured before they brought their enemies down. Randor wasn’t likely to send the wounded to the chirurgeons, let alone the healers, once he regained control of the streets. He’d be more likely to leave the wounded to beg for alms, if they weren’t simply strung up from the nearest lamppost. The bodies would be cremated and the ashes dumped in the river.

    Cat stepped up behind her, his lips brushing the back of her neck. “Do you want to go to bed too?”

    Emily had to smile. “Why not?”

    They were woken, the following morning, by Jade banging on the door. “Are you decent in there?”

    Emily looked at Cat, who was naked, then down at herself. “No,” she said, trying to ignore Cat’s snickering. “We’ll be out in a moment.”

    She muttered a spell to cleanse herself, then pulled her robe over her shoulders. Cat stood and dressed himself just as quickly, one hand dropping to his sword. Emily blinked in surprise, then nodded slowly. The wards were still intact, as far as she could tell, yet a sufficiently well-trained wardcrafter could probably break into the townhouse without setting off any alarms. Jade was probably fine–she was sure he was fine–but they had to be careful. A small mistake could get them all killed.

    Jade was standing by the door as they entered the living room, his face expressionless. Mouse stood in front of a chair, looking as if she’d been ordered to sit, but she wasn’t sure about actually sitting in the presence of her betters. Emily winced, feeling a flicker of sympathy for the younger girl. Mouse could get in trouble for disobeying orders–she probably had been told to sit–but she could also get in trouble for doing anything that even hinted at disrespect.

    Like sitting down in front of us, Emily thought. It wasn’t a pleasant observation. She understood the value of etiquette, but too much of royal and aristocratic etiquette was about marking out a pecking order and keeping people in their place. Poor Mouse doesn’t know what to do.

    “Please, sit,” Jade said. “Mouse?”

    “There was a riot last night,” Mouse said. “It was pretty bad.”

    Emily nodded as she sat down, motioning for Cat to sit next to her. Mouse hesitated, then took one of the smaller chairs and sat gingerly. Jade rolled his eyes, behind her, as he leaned against the wall. Emily had the feeling that he didn’t have much patience for Mouse–or anyone–so early in the morning. He probably hadn’t even had a chance to get a drink.

    “We saw some of the riot,” Jade said, stiffly. “What happened?”

    Mouse took a breath. “A handful of bars ran out of alcohol. The drinkers blamed the soldiers and attacked. Things grew worse from there.”

    Emily glanced at Cat. She had no difficulty in believing that people could and would do stupid things under the influence–her mother had married her stepfather, after all–but when they were deprived of drink? It made no sense...she shook her head. Drinking was probably the only thing that kept most of the dockyard workers, the ones who were the lowest of the low, from realizing just how badly their lives sucked. They always went to the bars after work, drinking their pay away...

    “I see,” Jade said. His voice was very flat. “And how are things this morning?”

    “Quieter,” Mouse said. “Master Abrams said the streets were very quiet, but...but there are a lot of soldiers patrolling the dockyards.”

    “Unsurprising,” Jade muttered. He cleared his throat. “It’s a shame we’re not ready to move now.”

    Cat shrugged. “I doubt they’ll have moved any soldiers from”–he glanced at Mouse–“our primary target.”

    “Probably,” Emily agreed. “Did the king make any promises about shipping in more alcohol?”

    “No,” Mouse said. She flushed. “Ah...not as far as I know.”

    Emily frowned. Randor probably wouldn’t be too concerned by a riot in the docks, certainly not one that hadn’t been too violent. He might even regard it as a victory. A number of soldiers were dead, she thought, but they would have been joined by a great many more rioters. She made a mental note to ask Alicia, when–if–she started to write in the parchment. Alicia would be in a good place to hear the king’s reaction.

    And the king will not take her seriously, Emily told herself, firmly. It will never cross his mind that Alicia might be betraying him.

    “He’d be foolish not to ship in some more,” Jade commented. “Merely putting his soldiers to work patrolling the docks would make it harder for them to secure the walls.”

    “If someone decides to attack the city,” Cat countered. “Just how far is it to hostile territory?”

    “They could probably sneak a small army into striking distance, if they were careful,” Jade said. “The real problem will be taking the king’s castles.”

    Emily nodded as Jade dismissed Mouse. Randor had a network of castles scattered across the kingdom. Officially, they were designed to secure the roads, suppress banditry and defend the borders; practically, they made it harder for the barons to mass their forces against the king. She’d heard that Randor had been strengthening their defenses for years, ever since he’d crushed the last coup attempt. The barons would have real problems overwhelming them and mounting an offensive against Alexis at the same time.

    But if they take out the king, game over, Emily thought. Alassa was a prisoner. They’d be able to capture the Tower and take her too. They win.

    She visualized a map of the country, trying to remember what Sergeant Miles had told her. A daring strike might win the war in a stroke, but it was also very risky. If it failed, the attacking force would be destroyed and the king would have a major victory to his credit, something he could use to convince his wavering allies to stand with him. And the nobles would have to patch up their alliance in the wake of the recriminations which, she was sure, they’d hurl around like snowballs after the failure. She didn’t think they had enough men and material to write off enough force to take and hold the capital.

    A city might fall to an outside force with inside help, she mused. The Levellers wouldn’t help the nobles, not willingly. But actually taking the city without a fifth column on the inside might be tricky. They’d need overwhelming numbers and a great deal of luck.

    Cat nudged her. “Emily?”

    Emily flushed. “What?”

    “Some of our spies have located a man who works at the Tower,” Jade told her, as she looked up. “He has a...habit of drinking at an expensive establishment during his time away from work.”

    “I see,” Emily said. That was a stroke of luck. “And who is he?”

    “Taliesin Witt,” Jade said, slowly. His lips curved into something that couldn’t really be called a smile. “I know him, vaguely. He was one of the guards attached to Alassa before Sir William took control of her personal armsmen. My guess is that he worked for the king all along.”

    Emily cocked her head. “And he works at the Tower?”

    “Apparently so,” Jade said. “I’m pretty sure he’s not the guy in charge, not unless he’s turned his life around since I knew him, but I suspect he’s one of the senior guardsmen. And he goes drinking every weekend at a certain place I happen to know.”

    “Let me guess,” Emily said. She had a feeling she knew where this was going. “It’s a brothel.”

    “It’s a very high-class brothel,” Jade said. “There’s nothing remotely common about it. And if you called it a brothel, they’d throw up their hands in horror.”

    Cat leaned forward. “And you think he can tell us something useful?”

    “I’m sure of it,” Jade said. “The real question, of course, is can we make him talk?”


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    JADE HADN’T BEEN JOKING, EMILY DECIDED, about just how high-class the high-class place actually was. On the outside, it was just another building off the Royal Mile; inside, it was a surprisingly tasteful bar and restaurant that catered to nobles and officers of all stripes, regardless of their bloodline. She could even see a handful of magicians sitting at a table, chattering happily away as they drank their way through an entire barrel of wine. Emily just hoped they wouldn’t get drunk and start turning the rest of the clientele into frogs.

    Her eyes surveyed the room as subtly as she could, moving from face to face. A handful of guests were recognizable, although she couldn’t always put a name to the face. Hopefully, none of them would take too close a look at her. It wasn’t the sort of place aristocratic women frequented, at least as long as they had money or wealthy relatives, but it was marginally more likely that someone would recognize her here than down at the docks. The noblemen in the room might well have seen her during Alassa’s wedding.

    But they wouldn’t be expecting me to wear anything like this, Emily thought, looking down at her dress. Not a Baroness who rules in her own name.

    It was a sour thought. The red dress was surprisingly modest, revealing hardly any bare flesh below the neckline, but it left no doubt that the only asset she had was her body. The costume–and it was a costume–hinted rather than revealed, drawing the eye without–quite–satisfying the viewer. Jade had been so clear on what the outfit meant that Emily had been reluctant to put it on even though she was decently covered. She’d worn more revealing clothes after schooling at Whitehall. But the mere act of wearing it indicated that she was looking for a patron and she didn’t care much what she had to do to get one.

    “Look confident,” Jade hissed. “You’re not meant to look ashamed.”

    Emily resisted the urge to glare at him. Jade had–somehow–talked her into wearing the dress and serving as the bait for his friend. She wasn’t sure how he’d managed to do it. She’d played bait before, during Martial Magic, but never using her own body...no, she corrected herself, she’d never used her sexuality. Her stomach churned at the thought. The risk of being eaten by a wild animal or captured by thugs suddenly seemed less terrifying than being cornered by a man who thought she wanted to trade her body for money and protection. Jade might claim there was a difference between a high-class courtesan and a prostitute, but Emily couldn’t see one.

    Probably a simple matter of birth, she thought, grimly. A noblewoman who has to become a mistress is simply not in the same league as a common-born whore.

    Jade coughed, his fingers moving in a pattern she recognized. Enemy approaching. Emily straightened up, pasting a politely neutral expression on her face as she turned to see Taliesin Witt walking towards her, Cat following him at a distance. He was strikingly tall, wearing a blue and red uniform that seemed almost ridiculously fancy; his beady eyes studied her with frank interest as he stopped in front of her. She rather thought he would have been handsome, if he hadn’t worn a pair of absurd sideburns rather than a beard or a moustache. It was probably a regimental tradition. Even high-born officers couldn’t ignore them completely.

    “Well,” Witt said. His voice was light and breathy. Emily disliked it at once. “Do you have a room?”

    Emily lowered her eyes. Jade had told her that the process of taking a mistress was an intricate dance, where both parties would push their demands without ever openly coming out and admitting they were trading sex for money and protection. No one would fault a man for having a mistress–or a woman for being a mistress, if she was discreet–but bluntness was regarded as uncouth. It struck her as silly, yet...

    Hypocrisy makes the world go ‘round, she thought. Alassa had said that once, while deconstructing the courtly flattery that hovered around her like flies on honey. No one cares about people who break the rules as long as there is no appearance of breaking the rules.

    “I do, My Lord,” she said, trying to sound as submissive as possible. Witt wasn’t that important. He’d probably enjoy a little fawning from a noblewoman who happened to find herself without even a pair of coppers to rub together. “We can go there at once, if you wish.”

    Witt held out a hand. Emily took it and allowed him to help her to her feet. He held her arm, tightly, as they made their way towards the stairs, hard enough to be uncomfortable without quite being bad enough to merit a complaint. Emily wondered, absently, if he was married, then decided it was very likely. An officer in his position would almost certainly be married...unless he’d decided to hold out for a marriage that would give him rank and status if not money. She felt sorry for his wife. Someone who was on the very fringes of high society would have to stomach all sorts of little put-downs designed to remind him of his place, which he would probably take out on his wife. Her stepfather had been like that too.

    She half-expected him to try to grope her as they made their way up the stairs, despite Jade and Cat trailing behind. It wouldn’t have surprised her. Cat had told him that Jade and himself were her family retainers, the only ones left...Witt might enjoy molesting her under their gaze, knowing they couldn’t stop him without blowing her chance of acquiring a protector. But it seemed he had enough decency–or common sense–to wait for a little privacy. The anticipation in his eyes was chilling.

    And odd, she thought. It isn’t as if I’m showing off too much flesh.

    She tensed as she opened the door to the rented room, half-expecting Witt to sense the wards and stop. The establishment had installed a handful of privacy wards, but Jade and Cat had scoped out the room and set up a few additional wards of their own. Emily rather doubted the management would take the risk of spying on their clients, particularly when blackmail would only be of limited value, yet they didn’t dare take it for granted. The last thing they needed was a ward sounding the alert and bringing in the guard.

    Witt looked around the room. “Good enough,” he said, in a tone that suggested the room was barely suitable for a brief tryst. “Your men can wait outside, of course.”

    Jade moved forward and jabbed him with a wand, hard. Witt staggered, then convulsed and fell to the ground. Emily rubbed her arm where he’d been holding her, wincing slightly at the pain. She’d be bruised tomorrow, she thought. The boys searched Witt roughly, removing a small collection of weapons and–surprisingly–a chat parchment before picking him up and tying him to a chair. Witt groaned, loudly, as he started to recover from the shock. Emily was ruefully impressed. She’d known magicians–herself included–who’d gone down for hours after being zapped with a particularly nasty stunning spell.

    “He doesn’t have any magic,” Cat said, as he poured water into a glass and pressed it to Witt’s lips. “No resistance.”

    Witt stared at him blearily, then focused on Jade. “You!”

    “Me,” Jade said. His voice betrayed no surprise. “Where is my wife?”

    Witt swore at him, loudly. Jade listened for a moment, then drew back his hand and slapped Witt across the face. The sound echoed in the room, just loud enough for Emily to start fearing that someone outside would have heard. She doubted that anyone would dare force their way into the room–particularly given just who had rented it–and the silencing charms should keep the noise from being heard, but it was still a risk.

    “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Jade said. “If you answer our questions, we’ll let you go...with a slice gapped out of your memory. If you refuse, we’ll have to get rough.”

    Witt looked at Emily. It felt as though he were seeing her–really seeing her–for the first time. “Can it be? Is it really...?”

    Emily felt another moment of sour admiration. Witt had seen through Jade’s disguise–and he’d even penetrated hers, although he might not believe his own conclusions. Randor had chosen well when he’d ennobled Witt. Lowborn or not, Witt was clearly smarter than he looked. The chip on his shoulder wasn’t big enough to blind him completely.

    “No,” Jade said, shortly. “What’s it to be? Answers? Or do we have to risk pouring truth potion down your throat?”

    “Go right ahead,” Witt said. The faint quaver in his voice was strikingly convincing. “Truth potion will kill me.”

    “We can test that,” Jade said. “Or we can just start hurting you until you talk.”

    Emily winced. Randor wouldn’t let just anyone into the Tower, let alone give them the keys. He’d have done everything in his power to ensure that Witt couldn’t share the Tower’s secrets, willingly or unwillingly. Truth potions, spells, even torture...they’d trigger a reaction that would break Witt’s mind or kill him outright. It would be bad for the guards if they suffered a genuine accident–the spells probably couldn’t tell the difference between an accident and cold-blooded torture–but Randor wasn’t likely to care.

    “I can’t talk,” Witt told him. He sounded like a man who had accepted his fate. “You do realize that, don’t you?”

    “We shall see,” Jade said. He rested his fingers on Witt’s head. “This will hurt slightly less if you keep very still.”

    Witt glowered at him, twisting his head as Jade cast a series of detection spells. Emily couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked as though Randor’s magicians had done a very good job when they’d layered their spells on the guards. There would be a release word, Emily was sure, but...but it would be something impossible to guess. Randor wouldn’t have wanted the spells coming loose by accident. She considered a handful of possibilities, then dismissed the thought. There was no hope of stumbling over the keyword by dumb luck.

    “Clever,” Jade admitted, finally. “You do realize the king doesn’t give a damn about you?”

    “I’m loyal,” Witt said. “Not like you, you filthy traitor! Or the bitch over there.”

    “Watch your mouth,” Cat snapped.

    “Or what?” Witt laughed. “You’re not going to let me go now, are you?”

    “The king gave you a set of protective spells that will kill you if you get seriously hurt,” Jade said. “You might get nicked in the arm during a duel...and die anyway.”

    “My loyalty will be rewarded,” Witt said. “The king is good at recognizing loyalty.”

    “No, he isn’t,” Emily said, flatly.

    Witt glowered at her. “Running a bit short of money, are we? Plying your trade on the streets just to scrape up...”

    Jade slapped him, again. Witt snickered.

    “Better watch yourself,” he mocked. “You don’t want to kill me by accident.”

    Cat looked at Emily. “I think it’s time.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. Witt was wrong, very wrong. There was a way to get information out of him. But...she gritted her teeth, telling herself that she had no choice. They needed to know what Witt knew. And it was going to cost her...

    She walked towards him, motioning for Jade to stand back. Witt watched her approach without apparent emotion, although she thought she felt him cringe when she placed her fingertips on his head. She’d met too many noblemen who were scared of sorceresses, even though they had fewer problems with powerful noblewomen. His hair felt oddly greasy, as if he’d been using something to make it lie still. Perhaps he had. Witt was nowhere near powerful enough to ignore the dictates of fashion.

    “Hold still,” she said, as she stood behind him. “This...this should work...”

    She hesitated, despite herself, then reached out with her magic. She was suddenly very aware of him at a very primal level, his thoughts pulsing through his skull. She could taste his fear, no matter how desperately he tried to hide it; she could see just how terrified he was of dying so ingloriously. Witt didn’t fear death so much as he feared public humiliation, of having his ennoblement ripped away from him and his family publicly shamed...

    It was hard, so hard, to reach into his mind. The sense she was crossing a line was almost overpowering. She knew there was no other option, she knew it needed to be done, but...she was doing something wrong. No, worse than wrong. She couldn’t escape the feeling that she would have to pay a steep price for her choice, no matter how desperately she tried to rationalize it to herself. And yet...she thought of Alassa and Imaiqah, locked away in prison, and steeled her heart. If there was a price to pay, she’d pay it.

    She sank into his mind, flickers of memory assaulting her. Moments of pride and joy, moments of fear and terror...she saw the king, standing over him/her with a drawn sword...moments of desire and lust and brief satisfaction. Witt was a hungry man, hungry as only an ennobled commoner could be. He’d never be truly satisfied because he knew everything he had could be taken away in a moment. It struck her, as she started to look for the hex in his mind, that Witt and Nightingale had a great deal in common.

    Neither of them would admit it, of course, she thought. Images of Nightingale flashed through her mind, the crawler lording it over her...no, over Witt. They kiss up to everyone above them and kick down everyone below.

    More images flashed through her mind. She couldn’t tell if Witt was deliberately trying to distract her or if it was a reflection of how her thoughts were running out of control, but it hardly mattered. She saw a naked girl sitting on a bed, her face vaguely familiar, and another kneeling in front of her. Witt’s thoughts turned lustful–and cruel. He’d abused them, she realized dully. In his rage and hatred and jealously, he’d taken his problems out on them without a second thought. He’d seen it almost as striking back against a system he loved and hated...

    She clamped down on her emotions as she saw the hex come into view. It was a tight knot in his mind, attached to strands of thought and feeling. The hex wasn’t really a knot–it was just how her mind perceived it–but it looked immoveable. Witt had granted permission for it to be placed there, she thought. If it had been forced on him, it would have been a great deal looser. Unless it had really been hammered into place.

    Impressive, she thought.

    Gritting her teeth, she mustered her thoughts and attacked the knot. Her presence split into a dozen separate strands, half of them wearing away at the knot while the other half waited for the death command. The knot resisted, fighting back as though it were a living thing; she concentrated her mind, keeping the knot from taking on a nastier–and more effective–form. It wavered, but her power was enough to keep it from changing. The death command flashed into existence and she jumped on it, snapping the command out of existence before it could reach its destination. And then the knot came undone.

    A torrent of thoughts and memories poured into her mind. She stumbled back, caught in the tidal wave and shoved out of Witt’s mind. Emily staggered, her legs buckling beneath her as she crashed back into her own body. Cat caught her a moment before she could collapse, then held her as she threw up violently. Her entire body seemed utterly disgusted by what she’d done. And yet...

    Witt screamed. “What have you done?”

    “The hex is gone,” Emily managed. Her mouth tasted utterly foul. She coughed and spat, grateful beyond words for the glass of water Cat offered her. “You can interrogate him now.”

    Jade let out a heavy sigh. “Thank you.”

    Emily barely heard him. It was hard, so hard, to focus. She was on her hands and knees, the world around her so grey that she was practically alone...Cat was holding her, she could feel him holding her, but...she shook her head. It would take time for everything to return to normal.

    “I’ll take her back to...back to the place we left,” Cat said. His arm tightened. “She’s not in any state for anything right now.”

    “Understood,” Jade said. His voice was very cold. “I’ll get some answers out of Witt.”

    Emily barely heard him. The world was spinning around her, the walls seemingly closing in on her even though she knew they weren’t moving. She wanted to tell Jade that she had Witt’s memories–or some of them–and...and she wanted to tell him not to let the bastard go. Witt had done terrible things, purely out of spite. She wanted him dead. And yet, she knew part of that was him. She needed time to sit down and clear her mind of Witt.

    I might not have the time, she thought, numbly. She felt...tainted. What have I done?


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    THE WATER FELT...UNCLEAN.

    No, Emily told herself firmly, as she scrubbed herself down. She felt unclean. She’d forced herself into someone’s mind and...and she would have felt cleaner, she thought, if she’d let him have his way with her in exchange for betraying his king. Her skin itched, even though she knew it was her imagination. She felt as if she would never be clean again.

    She reached for the bucket of water, dipped the scrubbing brush in the cooling liquid and washed herself thoroughly. Her skin was turning red where she’d scrubbed it raw, flecks of blood appearing on her skin where she’d scratched herself, but she couldn’t stop! She wanted to keep scrubbing until she had washed away all the pain and the guilt, yet...yet she knew it was impossible. Witt had not been a nice person–she’d seen his memories and the emotions that went with them–but...she’d done worse. He’d forced girls to surrender to him. She’d literally raped his mind.

    There was no choice, she told herself. She could have done worse, far worse. All she’d really done was undo the spell that kept him from talking. I didn’t have a choice.

    There was a knock at the door. She raised her head. “Go away.”

    Someone–Cat, she hoped–knocked again. She didn’t want him to see her like this–she didn’t want anyone to see her in such a terrible state–but he would be preferable to Jade. Or Mouse. God, she hoped Cat hadn’t sent Mouse to see if she was okay. The little servant might be used to seeing her mistresses in the raw–Witt’s memories suggested that she might be used to seeing quite a bit more–but Emily had never been comfortable with servants. The idea of using a person as a living tool was horrific. She glared at the door, trying to muster the power to lock it closed. But her magic refused to work properly.

    The door opened. Cat stepped in, his eyes going wide as he saw her kneeling in the middle of the room. Emily looked away, feeling truly naked for the first time in what felt like an eternity. She wasn’t just physically naked, she was mentally naked. Lady Barb had told her, in graphic detail, that anyone who took her captive would probably strip her naked. Emily understood, now, precisely what the older woman had meant. She felt utterly defenseless even though she could still feel her magic. She just couldn’t use it.

    Cat knelt down beside her. “It will get better.”

    Emily turned to glare at him. “I told you to go away.”

    “You don’t have to cope with...with the aftermath alone,” Cat said. “We’ve all been there.”

    “If you had the skill to hack into his mind and remove the spell, you would have done so,” Emily said, tartly. It wasn’t entirely fair to blame Cat–it had been Jade’s idea–but he was a convenient target. She was being bitchy and she knew it and she just didn’t care. “What have you done that’s worse?”

    “I was sick to my stomach, the first time I killed a man,” Cat said. “Master Storm was surprisingly gentle, under the circumstances. He told me that he’d had much the same reaction.”

    “You killed him,” Emily said. She’d killed too, directly and indirectly. She didn’t want to admit it, but it was true. “I ripped someone’s mind open and mined it for information.”

    “I’m sure Witt appreciates the difference,” Cat said. “He’s still alive.”

    Emily eyed him, dourly. Jade hadn’t said much about Witt’s eventual fate, but Emily doubted they could take the risk of keeping him prisoner or wiping his mind. It would be far better to slit the bastard’s throat and dump the body in an alleyway, making it look like a robbery gone wrong. Witt’s memories rose up inside her, reminding her that killing him might not be a bad thing. Witt wasn’t the worst monster she’d encountered over the last six years, but he didn’t have the excuse of being insane.

    “Fuck it,” she said. Her stomach clenched, reminding her that she’d thrown up everything she’d eaten over the last two days. “I...fuck it.”

    She forced herself to stand, shrugging off his helping hand. He was looking at her...how could he bear to look at her? She’d torn a man’s mind open...Cat stood next to her, eying her with concern. Didn’t he know what she’d done?

    “I need something to eat,” she said, forcing her unsteady legs to move. “Pass me...pass me something to wear.”

    She felt a little better once she’d wrapped a dressing gown around herself, although it was clear that it had been designed for someone a little bigger than her. Cat strode beside her as she inched into the living room, then went to fetch her a sandwich as soon as she’d tottered over to the nearest chair and sat down. Emily’s lips twitched with a moment of dark amusement. She really must look ghastly if Cat was fetching her something to eat. Most men she’d met on the Nameless World thought cooking for their wives was somehow unnatural.

    But it’s completely different from cooking for paying customers, she thought, with the wry reflection that she might never truly understand her adopted culture. It wasn’t the first time she’d had that thought. They’re two completely different things that just happen to be the same.

    “Thank you,” she said, when Cat passed her the sandwich. It was bland–salt beef, something that might have passed for butter–but it was what she needed. “Did you manage to take a look at his amulet?”

    “It’s keyed to him specifically,” Cat said. “I suspect one of the wards is designed to monitor the guards as they pass in and out of the gates. If he appears to be in two places at once...”

    Emily nodded as she took another bite. King Randor’s wards didn’t seem to be very smart, not compared to the wards protecting Whitehall or Mountaintop, but–perversely–that was almost a strength. Breaking them down would require more brute force than they could muster, at least from the outside. She wondered, sourly, if Jade would put Witt under permanent compulsion. He could carry the charmed parchment through the wards.

    Unless the wards are designed to test for compulsion, she thought. That would put a real crimp in our plans.

    Memories rose up in front of her eyes. The amulets themselves were designed to watch for traces of magical tampering. Witt hadn’t known the details–he’d been discouraged from knowing the details–but it was true. Unless he’d been lied to, of course. Witt wouldn’t have any way to test the theory without getting himself accused of treason and thrown in prison himself. No, he’d be executed on the spot. Randor would have no reason to keep him alive and a great many reasons to do away with him at once. 

    Cat cleared his throat. “Emily?”

    Emily shook her head. “Sorry,” she said. “Bad memories.”

    “I understand,” Cat said. “Do you want to go to bed?”

    Emily felt a sudden surge of weepiness that surprised her. She hadn’t wanted to cry so badly since Grandmaster Hasdrubal’s funeral. He still wanted to go to bed with her? Didn’t he know what she’d done? But...she didn’t feel like going to bed with anyone, not now. She wanted to curl up in a ball and cry. 

    “I didn’t mean together,” Cat said, gently. “I meant...”

    “I know what you meant,” Emily said. Her emotions were a confused blur. She wanted to go to bed with him and she didn’t want to go to bed with him. She wanted to feel wanted and she wanted...she wasn’t sure what she wanted. Witt’s mind was having an impact on hers, even if she hadn’t drained him of every last scrap of knowledge. “I understand.”

    She looked up at his open face, then down at the table. How could he possibly respect her after she’d practically collapsed in front of him? How could he...she told herself, firmly, that Cat was mature enough to understand, but...but she wasn’t sure. She’d worked hard to earn respect from the boys. She hated the idea of losing it because of a brief weakness...

    “You don’t think we can duplicate the amulet,” she said. She wanted–she needed–to change the subject. “Can we hack it?”

    “I doubt it,” Cat said. “An Enchanter might be able to duplicate it, but we’d need to know the precise spellwork for gaining access to the Tower...”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. A nasty thought ran though her head. “We can’t do it. And if we could do it, it would be pointless anyway.”

    “Not unless we managed to get some information out of the Tower’s Warden,” Cat said. “And if we could do that, we wouldn’t need to bother in the first place.”

    Emily opened her mouth to respond, then stopped as she heard the outside door open. Cat glanced at her, then stood. If Jade had been captured–if they’d been followed home–they might be on the verge of getting caught. Emily hoped Jade was alone. She was in no state for a fight.

    “Jade,” Cat said, as Jade entered the townhouse. “What happened?”

    “He was very informative,” Jade said, curtly. He looked satisfied. “Emily?”

    Emily swallowed the impulse to tell him to go to hell. “I’ll recover,” she said, instead. “And Witt?”

    “Dead.”

    “Good,” Cat said. “He might remember a little too much for our safety.”

    “A little,” Emily muttered. She hugged herself, even though it was a sign of weakness. The memories she had were all that remained of a man who’d had great talents, but chosen to waste them in a bad cause. “Clever of him to recognize us.”

    Jade sat down and removed his notebook from his bag. “Apparently, there are two separate guard forces assigned to the Tower. Our late friend”–he made a toasting sign with his hand–“was assigned to the outer guard force. He had access to some parts of the complex, including the guardposts and guardhouse, but the upper levels were flatly forbidden to him. Nor did he know who was ultimately in charge, under the king. His immediate superior appears to be the only one of the outer guards who knows.”

    “So we grab him,” Cat said.

    “That might be difficult,” Jade said. His eye ran down the notebook. “Apparently, there are six levels to the Tower of Alexis and only two entrances, the second–as we surmised–opening onto a small dock. The lower two levels are for the staff, who are apparently kept separate from the outer guard force completely; the upper four levels are for prisoners. Witt didn’t have the wit to try to find out who else is being held in the complex, or where they may be held. He was discouraged from asking.”

    “I’m not surprised,” Cat said.

    “In the event of the Tower being attacked, the outer guards have orders to keep the attackers at bay as long as possible while the inner guards deal with the prisoners,” Jade continued, grimly. “Witt believes the inner guards have orders to kill some or all of the prisoners if there’s a chance of them being rescued, but he doesn’t know for sure. It’s also possible that they have orders to get the prisoners shackled, then marched down to a boat and sent away before the defenses fall completely. He simply didn’t know.”

    His lips twitched. “On the plus side, he was allowed to go inside the wards. So we can find someone like him and trick him into carrying the parchment. Witt was kind enough to give us a list of his fellows.”

    “If it works,” Emily said.

    “It will,” Jade said. There was a hint of desperation in his voice. “Witt didn’t know who they were guarding, but he did know that their time may be running out. There’s an execution square behind the Tower, apparently, and the executioner has been practicing.”

    Cat leaned forward. “That doesn’t prove that Alassa is going to be executed.”

    “I know,” Jade said. “But Imaiqah might be beheaded at any moment. She might have already outlived her usefulness.”

    Or Alassa might have already miscarried, Emily thought. She didn’t think Randor would kill his only legitimate child as long as there was a chance she could give him grandchildren, but it was evident that Randor had been growing more and more paranoid for years. Or Randor might hope to substitute Alicia’s child for Alassa’s.

    It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but once it had passed through her mind it refused to leave. No one could reasonably mistake an eighteen-month-old baby for a newborn, but...Randor might be able to swing it, with a little effort. He could come up with a story about an early pregnancy and a weakling baby who’d needed excellent medical care to survive...or simply announce the birth and keep the child under wraps for a year or two. The baby would be unusually large for his declared age, but why let that stop him? People would believe because they wanted to believe the succession was secure.

    And anyone who argues to the contrary would be accused of peddling conspiracy theories, she thought, recalling all the nonsense she’d read on the internet. Zangaria might not have an internet, but the rumor mill was completely out of control. Who’d imagine the king would substitute a bastard child for his grandchild?

    She smiled, despite herself. Just about everyone who didn’t think the king was the infallible father of his country.

    “So we finish the preparations and then we move,” Cat said. He looked at Emily. “How long until we have enough magic to proceed?”

    “Another couple of days should leave us with enough magic.” Emily frowned as a thought occurred to her. “Do we know how many other prisoners are in the Tower?”

    “No,” Jade said. “Witt didn’t know.”

    “Then we have to decide what to do with anyone else we find along the way,” Emily said, slowly. She wished that thought had occurred to her earlier. “Some of those prisoners might actually deserve to be in jail.”

    “And some might not,” Cat said. “Annoying the king isn’t a crime.”

    “That’s Randor’s problem, not ours,” Jade said. He cleared his throat. “We use the charmed parchment to take down the wards, we scan the building for Alassa and Imaiqah, we grab them and get out and run. Anything else is not our problem.”

    Cat snorted. “What about the ones who might help us?”

    “Our priority is Alassa and Imaiqah,” Jade said. His voice was very firm. “Anyone else can go through the portal, if they wish, but after that they’re on their own. We won’t have the power to teleport them away.”

    “Understood,” Emily said. It was a hard decision, but one she understood. Even if Jade had been willing to take the time to muster enough power to open a second portal, they’d be tracked the moment the portal was opened. “I guess we’re almost ready to move.”

    “Pretty much,” Jade agreed. He looked torn between eagerness and concern. “Did you check the equations?”

    “As best as I could,” Emily said. She wished, suddenly, for Professor Lombardi. Or even Yodel or Caleb or Aloha. Someone who actually knew what they were doing would be very helpful. “Didn’t you check them too?”

    “They appear to be perfect.” Jade sounded as though he’d bitten into a lemon. “But we might have missed something.”

    “We all checked them,” Cat said, lightly. “I don’t blame you for fretting, Jade, but there are limits to how many times we can check them. We’ll recheck one final time once we move to the townhouse and start preparations.”

    He clapped his hands. “I don’t want to be pissy about this,” he added, “but it is practically morning already. First light will be in an hour or two. And I want to hit my bed.”

    “Give it a punch or two from me,” Jade said, mischievously.

    “Certainly,” Cat said. “And then I’ll slice it to ribbons with my sword.”

    Emily forced herself to stand. It was hard to get her legs to move, but–somehow–she stumbled across the floor and into her bedroom. She nearly stumbled before she could reach the bed. Cat had wanted to share with her, once upon a time–it felt an eternity ago–and she’d been tempted, but she’d said no. Perhaps that had been a mistake, she told herself, as she hit the bed. A helping hand would have been very useful.

    She heard someone moving behind her. “Emily,” Cat said. His voice was studiously unemotional. “Do you want me to stay with you?”

    Emily blinked. That was unlike Cat. He’d...her mind caught up a second later. Jade must have asked him to stay with Emily, if she wanted him. It wouldn’t be right for Jade to stay close to her, whatever the reason. It wouldn’t be right...

    “Just...just hold hands,” she said, slowly. She wasn’t in any fit state for anything else. Her vision was starting to blur. It crossed her mind that she’d never been so welcoming, so trusting, of anyone, even Caleb. Perhaps she was just too tired to care about the dangers of sharing a bed with someone. “And be there.”

    She closed her eyes, feeling him settling down beside her. She was so tired. She wanted to sleep. And yet it was a long time before sleep claimed her...

    ...And, once she was asleep, the nightmares began.


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    EMILY DIDN’T FEEL MUCH BETTER THE following morning, although Witt’s memories were already starting to fade. She ate a big breakfast–she was amused to discover that Jade actually cooked when the sergeant wasn’t breathing down his neck–and then returned to the workshop, just in time to discover that Alicia had primed her side of the chat parchment and started to write to her. Her messages were short, nowhere near as helpful as she had hoped, but they were a start.

    “A shame we can’t ask her if anyone’s noticed Witt’s death,” Jade said. “She would probably reveal far too much just by asking.”

    “A pity,” Emily agreed.

    She read Alicia’s message again, wondering if Randor was watching over her shoulder. The chat parchments were charmed to ensure that only the users could read what was written, but there were ways to get around that for at least one end of the conversation. There was no way to know if Alicia was alone or not, no way to know which side she was really on. Her messages made it sound as though the courtiers were waiting for something to happen, as if they were waiting for an imaginary axe to fall...

    Except it isn’t imaginary, she thought, grimly. She disliked politics, but she wasn’t blind to the implications of what she’d been told. Refusing to attend court when summoned by the king was a declaration of war, to all intents and purposes. Randor was hunkering down, readying for the storm, while his opponents plotted their first move. Something is going to happen. The only question is what.

    “Anyway, we have to move,” Jade said. “Do you have everything bottled up?”

    “It’s all packed and ready to go,” Emily said. She put the parchment in her pocket, then followed him into the workroom. “I’ll take one bag, you and Cat can take the others.”

    The bag felt heavier than she’d expected, but she told herself–firmly–that she was imagining it. It hadn’t been that hard to put the spare ingredients, the items she’d purchased to confuse any potential investigators, to good use, brewing everything from strengthening potions to healing salves. The Levellers could use them, when the time came. She wished they’d had more time - she could have crafted a great many more wards - but Jade was already chomping at the bit. It wouldn’t be long before he wanted to move.

    Mouse met them downstairs and escorted them through the streets. The air felt tense as they walked past a row of soldiers, their weapons clearly visible. Emily could taste the anger, hanging in the air like a cloud. The population was angry, spoiling for a fight. It wouldn’t be long before something happened to spark off an explosion. Emily wondered, as she looked at the castle, if Randor realized how bad things had become. Aristocrats rarely understood the mood of the common folk until the pitchfork-armed mobs started swarming the streets, crying for noble blood.

    “Thank you for the supplies,” Tam said, once they dropped them off. “I think I found you a suitable place.”

    “As long as it’s big enough, it will do,” Jade said. “And our assistants?”

    “They’ll be ready too,” Tam assured him. “Coming?”

    He led them through a maze of streets, quietly pointing out places where material was being stockpiled to make barricades. Emily doubted most of them would stand up to a real offensive, but combined with the weapons that had also been stockpiled...the soldiers were going to take a beating. She hoped Tam would have the sense to time the uprising properly, although she knew it was going to be difficult. The mood on the streets was ugly. Tam would have very real problems keeping his cells under control.

    “This warehouse originally belonged to a combine owned by a multitude of people, including Lord Nightingale,” Tam said, as they stopped outside a large building. The smell of fish hung in the air. “They ran into financial trouble and offloaded it to one of our front companies five months ago. We were...shall we say pushed...into buying it.”

    Jade frowned. “Nightingale owned the warehouse?”

    “He was one of the backers,” Tam said. “I don’t know how invested he was in the building.”

    Emily braced herself as Tam opened the door. A gust of dead air, carrying with it the scent of rotting fish, wafted across her nose. She started breathing through her mouth as Tam entered the building, plucking a torch from the wall and lighting it with a firestarter. Emily breathed in smoke, rolling her eyes as she cast a night-vision spell. The warehouse was huge, easily large enough to hold a small fleet of carriages...

    ...And empty, completely empty.

    “Check the front of the building,” Jade ordered. His voice echoed oddly in the air. “Make sure we’re alone.”

    Cat hurried off while Emily surveyed the giant compound. It was easy to see why it had been abandoned, although she was surprised it hadn’t been knocked down and replaced with something more efficient. The warehouse was too large for anything other than the biggest merchant companies to use–or the military, she supposed–and it wouldn’t be easy to divide it into smaller units that could be rented out to a number of different merchants. She wondered, absently, why Nightingale hadn’t tried to turn it into a garrison. The air was thick and unpleasant, but Nightingale wouldn’t give a damn. He wasn’t the one who had to breathe it. 

    She looked down, noting the layers of dust on the stone floor. No one had been in the warehouse for months, perhaps ever since it had swapped hands. Once they set up a layer of protective wards, they could do a few spells to get rid of the dust. There was just too much of it to remove the old-fashioned way. Ideally, she would have opened the hatches and allowed fresh air to roll into the building, but that wasn’t a possibility. Attracting attention to the building would have been a deadly mistake.

    “The office is empty.” Cat sounded amused. “They even took the desk and chairs.”

    “It was barren when we purchased it,” Tam informed them. He sounded more like a real estate agent than a rebel. “Is it suitable?”

    Emily looked around. It was bigger than they needed, she thought. There was plenty of room to set up their tools, with additional space for a few dozen workbenches and equipment to charge additional batteries if necessary. Her mind started to run away with itself as she thought of a dozen ideas for using the space, before she reminded herself that they’d have to abandon the warehouse in a hurry. The king’s sorcerers might not know what they had in mind, but they’d have no trouble tracing the portal once it opened.

    “It will do,” she said. “We’ll start setting up here.”

    Tam bowed and left. Emily grinned at the boys, then started to draw out the first set of protective wards. Jade and Cat would have to do the second set, meshing them together carefully so the warehouse appeared empty when–if–an enemy sorcerer took an interest in it. The illusion wouldn’t last long–and certainly not when the portal opened–but it might buy them some time. She added a set of early-warning spells hidden under the first set of wards, then let the boys do their work while she sauntered into the office. Cat had been right, she noted. The office was really nothing more than a barren room. The only thing separating the office from the rest of the warehouse was a wall so flimsy that Emily thought she could put a fist through it with minimal effort.

    “That’s the wards in place,” Jade called. His voice echoed in the immense chamber. “Do you want to wait while we get the supplies?”

    “You just want to get out of cleaning,” Emily said, dryly. “You’d better bring a cleaning cloth with you when you come back.”

    She watched them go, then started to cast a series of cleaning spells. The mischievous part of her mind wanted to animate brushes and buckets, even though she knew it would be a colossal waste of magic. It would be fun...she considered it for a moment, then cast more practical spells instead. The dust started to move, billowing up like waves on the ocean as her magic pushed it into the far corner. She walked after it, drawing a handful of runes on the floor. They wouldn’t last long–Alexis wasn’t a high-magic environment–but it would keep the dust from contaminating their workspace. She made a mental note to see if there was a way they could get rid of the dust...

    Not that it matters, she told herself, firmly. We’re not going to stay here forever.

    She walked back to the center of the warehouse and started measuring out distances. If they put the focusing stone in the exact center, she could attach it to the compressed portal spell and then run the power from the batteries into the spellwork. It should work; there would be some power loss, if her calculations were correct, but they’d still have more than enough power to keep the portal open for five to ten minutes. And, if her second set of calculations were correct, she wouldn’t have to worry about the spellwork collapsing. It would last more than long enough for them to complete the mission.

    We’ll just have to make sure we can collapse our wards as soon as we’re ready to leave, Emily thought. She had no illusions about how long the warehouse would last if it was attacked. Jump out and go...and go where?

    She sighed. It was something they were going to have to discuss before they started the rescue mission. Where could they go? Swanhaven or Cockatrice were the obvious possibilities, offering bases for Alassa to make a bid for the throne...but Randor would know it too. Emily dreaded to think what might happen if the king’s armies headed into her barony, even though she’d walked away from it. 

    The boys returned, carrying the supplies. Emily checked each of the batteries carefully–she’d made sure to prepare more than strictly necessary–and then placed them on the floor, protected by an aversion ward. Jade set up the focusing crystal while Cat altered the wards, programming them to destroy the entire warehouse if someone unfriendly broke into the building. It was harsh, Emily knew, but necessary. They didn’t dare let an enemy sorcerer get a good look at the batteries.

    Although the surge of raw magic will be enough to tell them that something happened here, she thought, as she checked the equations one final time. And they may call in advisers from the White Council.

    She scowled at the thought. Magic surges weren’t unknown near nexus points, or places so isolated that no humans could be found for miles around, but here? In the middle of a city that had been settled for hundreds of years? People would ask questions and...and perhaps some of them would come up with the right answers. Or perhaps there would be a panic over raw magic surges instead. She’d heard horror stories about what happened when humans were caught up in powerful surges, although no magic surges had been reported in heavily populated areas for nearly a hundred years.

    “I’m setting up the tracking spell now,” Jade said. “Tam was kind enough to give me a little of his blood.”

    Ouch, Emily thought. “Let’s hope he’s close enough to Imaiqah for us to use his blood to find her.”

    “Yeah,” Jade said. “He should be close enough, particularly as he’s the only member of his family remaining in the city. We should only get one false positive.”

    Emily stood and surveyed their work. It looked like an interstellar portal from a science-fiction movie, although there was something unmistakably steampunkish about it. The batteries seemed to be glowing, pregnant with possibility; the focusing crystals were humming, slightly, as the spellware waited to be activated. Professor Lombardi would throw up his hands with horror, she was sure, if he saw their ramshackle work, but it didn’t have to last forever. She’d settle for ten minutes.

    Cat stood next to her. “What time are we going?”

    “Tam said he’d have his people ready by tomorrow,” Jade said. “They don’t know the exact target, of course. We didn’t dare tell them.”

    “Of course,” Cat agreed. He winked at Emily. “Why don’t we go out on the town? Just the three of us?”

    Jade glared, then realized he was being teased. “I think it would be better to get plenty of sleep. We’ll be jumping soon, perhaps as early as tomorrow evening.”

    “Perhaps we should go at night,” Cat said.

    “Alassa will be in bed,” Jade reminded them. “There’s no way to get a message to her, is there?”

    Emily shook her head. “No.”

    “Timing will be a pain,” Jade agreed. “Ideally, I’d prefer to attack at dawn, but you know...”

    “Everyone attacks at dawn,” Cat agreed.

    Emily wasn’t sure that was actually true–the sergeants had taught their students to be awake at dawn, just in case something thought it was a good time to attack–but she saw the logic. The guards would expect an attack at dawn...if, of course, they expected to be attacked at all. Witt hadn’t been stupid and he clearly hadn’t expected an attack...Emily considered it for a moment, then dismissed the thought. There was a difference between a raid on a defended installation and an all-out attack on the city.

    They’re waiting for something to happen, she thought, recalling Alicia’s words. They know it won’t be long before all hell breaks loose.

    She walked around the outer edge of the wards, silently working out the details. They would move as soon as the charmed parchment was inside the Tower’s wards, hacking them down through brute force...then find their friends and open the portal. If they were lucky, they’d be able to open the portal right into Alassa’s bedroom...if not, they might have to search the Tower. It would be nice to discover that Imaiqah and Alassa were sharing quarters, but she doubted it. Randor probably wasn’t inclined to be nice to Imaiqah.

    “Make sure Tam knows to be ready to flee,” she warned. “We have to leave the warehouse as soon as we’re out of the portal.”

    “Understood,” Jade said. “We’ll teleport to Swanhaven.”

    Cat looked up. “Are you sure? You know Randor’s going to have bumped off everyone who liked you there...”

    “That would be a lot of people, some of whom are actually important,” Jade said, dryly. “I should be able to muster some support from the local guard. It’s as good a place as any to start.”

    “And a good place to get yourself killed,” Cat said. “Do they really love you that much?”

    “Compared to the two idiots who were competing for power only two years ago, yes,” Jade said. He held up a hand. “I understand the risks, Cat. But we have to start somewhere.”

    He nodded politely to Emily, then headed for the door. “We’ll stay here tonight,” he added, firmly. “We really do not want anyone to break into the warehouse, not now.”

    “Joy,” Cat muttered, as Jade closed the door behind him. “We’ll be stiff and sore tomorrow.”

    “We’ve been in worse places,” Emily reminded him. “Remember that forced march over the Craggy Mountains?”

    “True,” Cat said. He grinned at her, then sobered. “You do realize that this little thing”–he indicated the portal spellware–“is going to change the world?”

    “I know,” Emily said. “It will make things very different.”

    “Until someone figures out how to block it,” Cat said. “Chat parchments don’t emit any betraying vibrations, but there must be something”–he shrugged–“and yet, it doesn’t matter. We could put an invasion force right inside Randor’s castle.”

    Emily hesitated. Was he right? Could the war be won by a single stroke? It wasn’t as if it would take long to recharge the batteries, not in Swanhaven or Cockatrice. There were enough enchanters and craftsmen in the baronies to help build a new portal generator...a hundred portal generators. They could win the war overnight...

    Except it wouldn’t work, she thought. They’d have to target the portal on the castle, with help...they’d need to get another piece of parchment into the castle. And the wards would be far harder to bring down from the inside. Randor had lost his castle’s wards once, thanks to her. He’d have done whatever it took to make sure she couldn’t do it again. 

    “I don’t think so,” she said. “And even if we did win so easily, we’d still have to reckon with the nobles.”

    Cat put an arm around her shoulder, leaning in for a kiss. “We’d win,” he said. “We would have half the country on our side from day one.”

    Emily kissed him back, knowing he was being far too optimistic. Sure, there were factions that would back Alassa simply because she wasn’t Randor or any of the Barons, but there were others that wouldn’t be impressed by royal blood. They would be more interested in bare survival than anything else. The population hadn’t risen in outrage when Alassa had been confined to the Tower. It was unlikely that the vast majority of the country really cared about who was on the throne. Why should they?

    Because the king has more power than ever before, Emily thought, as Cat’s hands started to roam over her body. And, one way or the other, things are going to change.

     



    Interlude Two: Simon Harkness

    NIGHT WAS FALLING–WITH A GRIM finality–as the Iron Castle slowly came into view. Simon Harkness was almost disappointed they hadn’t encountered any pickets, although they wore the king’s livery and carried forged papers that should, in theory, satisfy the castle’s guards. If he’d been guarding a very important prisoner, he would have made sure to stick the bastard somewhere no one would ever think to look...not in the heart of what had once been the prisoner’s castle. But then, technically, the prisoner wasn’t a real prisoner. He just wasn’t allowed out of his castle, even under heavy guard.

    He spat on the ground as the remainder of the small force caught up with him. They were really far too close to Alexis for comfort, particularly after someone had tried to kidnap or kill Princess Alassa on her way back to the capital. He’d led his men under cover of night, careful to stay well away from any major settlements, but he was all too aware that they might have been seen and reported to the king. Randor would know that he hadn’t authorized flying patrols, not near the Duchy of Iron. He’d sound the alert at once.

    But we couldn’t bring an army up here, he reminded himself. We have to rely on speed and stealth instead of brute force.

    He looked back at his men. They were his trusted companions, men who had faced death–and worse–with him during his short career. Simon knew there were people who wondered why he hadn’t claimed the barony, but–in truth–he didn’t want it. He liked being a soldier, he liked leading men into combat...he wasn’t so interested in running the family’s vast estate. And besides, his adopted mother was formidable. She could run the estate far better than he could.

    And the king will pay for what he did to her, Simon vowed. It had taken him quite some time to realize that Baroness Harkness held a position of considerable privilege, compared to the other women on the estate. The king would pay for taking it away. Simon had dedicated himself to his adopted mother’s service long ago and he was damned if he was forgetting that, just because real power had been passed to his father. The king will pay.

    He cleared his throat. “Remember, we’re the king’s loyalists...until we are in a position to move,” he said. They’d gone through the plan a dozen times, looking for weaknesses and planning how to counter them. “And then...no mercy.”

    The horse shifted under the saddle as he dug in his spurs, cantering down the King’s Road towards the Iron Castle. It was a giant brooding mass, only a handful of lights visible in the growing darkness. The gatehouse looked to have been recently renovated, with additional slits for arrows and firearms. Simon had no illusions about what would happen if the alarm was sounded before he was inside the gates. The defenses were strong enough to keep out a full-sized army, let alone the handful of men he’d brought with him.

    He braced himself as they moved up to the gatehouse, his eyes picking out a handful of defenders peering down at them. They were pressing their luck, coming so late; it was quite possible that the castle’s defenders would refuse to open the gates, no matter what the paperwork said. Simon would have preferred to arrive in complete darkness, but that would have run the risk of leaving them stranded outside the castle. No one would be allowed to enter after night fell.

    “Ho,” he called, loudly. “I bring a message from the king!”

    A tiny door opened, allowing a guardsman to step out. Simon felt a flicker of pity–the poor bastard had been sent out to die, if the newcomers were hostile–and passed over the parchment scroll. They were committed now, whatever happened. If the guards thought to check with the king–if the guards could check with the king–Simon and his force would be far too close to the castle to escape. 

    The guardsman took the parchment and stepped back inside. There was a long chilling pause, long enough that Simon started to believe they had been caught before the portcullis slowly started to inch up. He allowed himself a moment of relief, then rode his horse into the courtyard–his men following him–as soon as the space was clear. A fat man stood there, waiting for him.

    “His Grace is abed,” he said, stiffly. “I will have rooms prepared for you and your men.”

    Simon glanced at his men, then gave the signal. Half of them ran back, into the gatehouse; the other half ran forward and seized the gate into the castle. The fat man–the king’s servant, Simon guessed–stared in horror. He was too slow to run before Simon jumped off the horse, grabbed him by the neck and threw him to the ground. Behind him, Simon heard the sound of slaughter. Caught by surprise, by enemies inside the defenses, the guards didn’t stand a chance.

    “That won’t be necessary,” he hissed. “Tell me...where is the Duke?”

    The fat man started to stammer. “I...”

    “Tell me, or I swear I’ll unman you,” Simon hissed. “Where is he?”

    “Upper levels,” the fat man said. “Please...I...”

    Simon slammed his gauntlet into the man’s head, knocking him out. There would be time to come back and interrogate him later, if it turned out he’d risked lying. Not that it mattered, he supposed. They could search the entire castle, killing everyone they met, until they found their target. King Randor’s younger brother was about to become a political pawn once again.

    And we will have our revenge, Simon thought, as he walked into the castle. The defenders didn’t seem to have realized that they were under attack. Resistance was light, completely and utterly futile. The king will die...and his kingdom will be ours.

     



    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    “EMILY,” JADE SHOUTED. “WAKE UP!”

    Emily started awake, feeling a momentary flicker of confusion and alarm as she bumped into Cat. They’d been cuddling together on a blanket in the office, Jade giving them some privacy while he slept in the warehouse itself. There was no light, save for a lantern Jade had brought with him and charmed to only provide light for the three of them. The warehouse roof was impressively solid for a building that had clearly been put together in a hurry.

    Cat growled, the light of a death-spell flickering over his hand. “What’s happening?”

    “I just got word from Tam,” Jade said. Mouse stood behind him, eying Jade warily. “The Duchy of Iron has been attacked! Someone’s kidnapped the Duke!”

    Emily blinked in shock. “The Duke?”

    Her mind raced. Randor’s brother had been sent into comfortable semi-retirement, hadn’t he? He’d been a prisoner in all but name for the last five years, while his duchy had been given to Alassa. And he’d been stripped of his power and place in the line of succession...he was powerless, useless...wasn’t he?

    “Check with...check with our friend in the castle,” Cat said. He stood, the light of the spell snapping out of existence. “It could be a trap.”

    “Tam has a spy in the kitchens,” Mouse said. She sounded nervous. It took Emily a moment to realize that she’d been plunged into darkness. Jade must have led her through the warehouse by hand. “He heard it from the cleaning staff.”

    Emily cast a light-globe with one hand, casting the warehouse into stark relief, then reached for the chat parchment. Alicia hadn’t written anything during the night, unsurprisingly. She might not be sharing a bed with her husband, but the servants were always watching. Emily wrote out a short note, then stood. It was a shame the warehouse was so unfurnished. The facilities left quite a lot to be desired.

    It could be worse, she reminded herself, as she took a mug of hot Kava. Jade was using spells to heat the water, just as they’d done on overnight marches. We could be sleeping rough.

    “We need to move now, as soon as possible,” Jade said, sipping his own drink. “It won’t be long before they double the guards everywhere.”

    Cat cocked his head. “I was under the impression that the Duke of Iron was useless.”

    “Not quite,” Jade said, grimly. “If Randor and Alassa both die, and perhaps Alicia’s child too, Duke Traduceus would inherit the throne by default. There wouldn’t be any other members of the Line of Alexis left, unless Randor has another bastard he hasn’t told anyone about.”

    Emily shrugged. If Randor had had a son at any time in the past twenty years, he would have shouted it to the rooftops. A girl...perhaps less so. He’d been so desperate for a male heir that he would have emulated Henry VIII and retroactively bastardized his daughter if he’d managed to sire a son. Her lips twitched at the irony. It had to be killing Randor that he’d finally managed to have a son when his daughter was too old and too powerful to be put aside with the stroke of a pen. 

    “They’ll declare Duke Traduceus their nominal leader, then attack the city,” Jade added, sharply. “And they’ll make sure that both Randor and Alassa die.”

    Cat leaned against the office wall. “Who’s they?”

    “It has to be the nobles,” Jade said. “Baroness Harkness and her gang of traitorous backstabbers. We know we didn’t do it, the Levellers aren’t ready to do it and there aren’t any other suspects.”

    “Unless there’s another faction out there too,” Cat pointed out. “What if Duke Traduceus arranged his kidnapping himself? He may plan to plant his own ass on the throne.”

    Jade shook his head. “He’s in no state to rule. Whatever his wife did to him, it left him with almost no willpower at all. He does whatever he’s told to do. You could tell him to cut his own throat and he’d obey. I believe his bodyguards have strict orders to make sure that no one takes advantage of him.”

    “A true leader, who does exactly as he’s told,” Emily quoted. Monty Burns would have approved. She could see why the barons liked the thought, although they’d be much less charmed if Randor did it to them. “And it isn’t generally known, is it?”

    “I imagine they’ll have some idea how they’re going to prop him up, once he’s on the throne,” Jade said. He shrugged, expressively. “It doesn’t matter. Right now, we have to move before Randor either doubles the guards or moves Alassa into the castle.”

    Emily felt the chat parchment grow warm in her fingers and looked down at it. Alicia had written a hasty note, confirming that Duke Traduceus had been kidnapped and that his older brother was furious. Randor was, apparently, ordering all kinds of security measures, from doubling the guards at the gate to dispatching soldiers to head off the kidnapping party before it could reach safety. Emily was no expert, but she doubted Randor’s men had a chance of recovering the kidnapped duke. The raiders would be difficult to intercept.

    And impossible, if they have a sorcerer with them, she thought, as she finished her drink and put the cup on the floor. They could just teleport home.

    Cat clapped his hands. “So...what’s the plan?”

    “Emily, get changed into something you’d wear around town,” Jade ordered. “You and I will go plant the parchment on our unwitting ally. Cat, get set up here. We’ll have to move in a hurry, once the parchment is in place. Mouse, go fetch the assault team–everyone who can be rounded up. I want them here in an hour.”

    Mouse curtsied. “Yes, My Lord.”

    Emily hid a smile as she hurried over to where they’d left the box of clothes. They’d needed to empty the townhouse of everything that could be used to trace them, at least in the hands of a competent sorcerer, but still...it had been sheer luck that they’d brought the clothes instead of having to go back to the townhouse to change. Jade had insisted that everything they couldn’t take with them, when they fled the city, had to be destroyed. She felt icky as she swapped her shirt and trousers for a long dress, wishing she had time to do more than splash water on her face, but there was no time.

    No one will notice, she told herself. If there was one advantage to living in a pre-technological society, it was that fewer people fussed over their looks. There were no visions of beauty in magazines or online to taunt people with unrealistically perfect bodies. And they won’t notice I haven’t had time to have a bath either.

    “I need to look like a merchantman,” Jade said, as he pulled his trousers and shirt on. “And maybe just a little drunk.”

    Emily nodded, impatiently. She really should be staying behind, helping Cat to fine-tune the spellware while waiting for the assault force to arrive, but there was no choice. A young man on the streets, apparently alone, would attract more attention than one walking with a young woman. Jade looked just important and wealthy enough not to be chased by the guards, but not anything like important and wealthy enough for them to pretend they hadn’t seen him swaggering by. His clothing had clearly benefited from an expensive tailor, but the materials were cheap.

    Relatively cheap, she reminded herself. A commoner would have to save for years if he wanted to purchase them.

    She smiled at the thought as they headed for the door. A merchant could probably purchase a suit made of more expensive materials–Paren had been wealthy enough to purchase as many dresses as Queen Marlena–but the Sumptuary Laws forbade it. It wouldn’t do for the commoners to start dressing as aristocrats. Why, the very social hierarchy itself would be turned upside down. Paren’s wealth would have allowed him to make a much better show than a hundred impoverished aristocrats who had nothing but titles. No wonder Randor had been so keen to forbid it.

    The streets felt...tense, as if everyone knew that something had happened even if they didn’t know what. Emily looked from side to side, noting the number of soldiers on the streets and silently counting the number of civilians. Randor seemed to be pulling his men out of the poorer parts of the city, something that worried her more than she cared to admit. The king would be sending the men elsewhere...where? The Tower? Or the walls? Or was he mounting a pre-emptive strike on the nobles?

    There were more soldiers on the streets as they reached the riverbank and started to walk north towards the sea. They didn’t seem to be taking much interest in two lovers out for a stroll...indeed, the absence of leering was quite worrying. She couldn’t help thinking of the men she’d watched steeling themselves for battle at Farrakhan, when they’d known that the following day would bring either victory or death. Randor thought of his men as disposable, she was sure, but she couldn’t feel that way. The soldiers were people, men with hopes and fears and dreams of their own. And hundreds–perhaps thousands–of them were going to die in the coming weeks. She might kill a few herself.

    Don’t get too empathetic, a voice whispered in her head. It sounded like Lady Barb. These men will happily rape or kill you if given the chance.

    A chill ran down her spine as they walked past the Tower. There were more guards at the gates, their eyes following her as if they thought she was a potential threat. The wards buzzed against her mind, pushing her away; she found herself picking up speed, no matter how hard she tried to resist. She hoped the guards had found a way to shield the prisoners from the wards, even though she could see how they might be used to keep the inmates under control. A person who was helpless to resist–or avoid–the wards would be steadily driven into a constant state of fear.

    Maybe that explains why there are so few stories of what it’s like inside the Tower, she thought, morbidly. The wards are designed to interfere with memories.

    “There,” Jade muttered. “You see them?”

    Emily followed his eyes. A pair of guardsmen were hurrying towards the Tower, hurrying in a manner that suggested–quite distinctively–that they were desperately trying not to hurry too obviously. They must have been out on the town, she guessed; they wouldn’t have had the slightest idea that the balloon was about to go up. She felt a stab of pity, remembering what military justice was like. Their commanding officer might force them to run the gauntlet if their absence had embarrassed him in front of his superiors.

    “Follow my lead,” Jade ordered, as he took her arm. “And don’t do anything to resist.”

    “Understood,” Emily muttered, thinking of the dagger in her sleeve. Jade seemed confident, but she thought there were too many things that could go wrong. She’d liked the original plan more. “I’ll be here.”

    Jade stumbled slightly, pretending to be drunk. Emily gritted her teeth as she felt his weight suddenly pressing against her, pushing him back as hard as she could. She heard the soldiers laughing as they approached, Jade staggering from side to side until he stumbled, started to fall...and crashed into one of the men. He let out a mighty oath and punched Jade in the stomach, hard. His companion laughed so uproariously as Jade landed in a puddle that Emily found it hard to believe it was real.

    “Idiot,” the lead soldier snarled. His gaze moved to Emily, but didn’t travel up to meet her eyes. “Had a bit too much to drink, had he?”

    “Yes, sir,” Emily said, feeling a flicker of alarm. She knew from grim experience that a blow to the stomach could make it impossible to continue the fight. “We were at a party and...”

    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” the soldier said. He kicked Jade, then looked back at her, his eyes leaving trails of slime over her breasts. “He won’t be in any state for...”

    His companion grabbed his arm. “Come on,” he said. “We’re already late.”

    Emily watched them go, then helped Jade to his feet. “Are you alright?”

    Jade snickered. “Slipped it into his armor,” he said, as they stumbled onwards. She had to half-carry him down the riverside. “He’ll have to take his armor off to find it.”

    “Let’s hope they’re not going to be ordered to stand guard in the nude, then,” Emily said, dryly. She’d seen that a couple of times, back during the war. “Did he do any permanent damage?”

    “No,” Jade said. He seemed to be regaining his strength rapidly. His breath came in harsh gulps as he drew on his magic to speed the process. “The blow was hard, but I’ve taken worse.”

    Emily said nothing as they headed away from the river, crossing the Royal Mile and slowly making their way back to the warehouse. There were more soldiers on the streets near the Royal Mile, chasing civilians back to their homes as they surrounded a number of baronial mansions. The mansions had a form of diplomatic protection, rendering them immune to search without permission. Randor was effectively declaring war, then. She wondered, absently, if Randor would search Alicia’s mansion too. It wasn’t as if Alicia could effectively resist.

    “Randor will be mounting an offensive as soon as possible,” Jade commented. “He’ll probably strike at the closest target first–Baron Silversmith–and then move on to finish the other rebels. Crushing one will weaken the others, particularly if Randor is smart enough to offer Silversmith’s vassals a place in the new order. That will suggest that anyone can switch sides and survive...”

    “If they trust Randor to keep his promises,” Emily countered. She wouldn’t trust Randor unless there was some guarantee he’d keep his word. A hostage exchange was traditional, but Randor was dangerously irrational. He might deliberately write off the hostage in the pursuit of his long-term goal. “They might be left with nothing, but empty titles.”

    “They’ll certainly be caught between two fires,” Jade agreed. He sounded darkly amused by the thought. “And they’ll have to time their betrayal very carefully.”

    Emily nodded. The vassals would have to switch sides while they still had something to use to bargain with the king, but–at the same time–they’d have to do it when their former overlord was no longer in a position to extract revenge for treachery. Breaking one’s feudal bonds was, perhaps, the worst crime in the book. No one would fault Baron Silversmith for slaughtering his treacherous vassals, burning their lands to the ground and then sowing the ashes with salt. The vassals would have to be very careful indeed.

    “I’m sure they’ll pick the right moment,” she said. Randor probably already had messengers out, testing the waters to see who could be lured into betrayal. “If nothing else, they’ll have something to bargain with for quite some time.”

    The warehouse looked empty from the outside, but–as they stepped into the building–they saw fifteen armed men, carrying muskets, flintlocks, swords and wands. It was an odd weapons mix, Emily thought, but it made a certain kind of sense. Reloading a musket or flintlock in the middle of a battle wasn’t easy. Sir Roger’s men had fought in rows, one row reloading while the other fired, but the Levellers didn’t have anything like enough guns or soldiers. They might have to rely on their swords for close-quarter fighting. Thankfully, the guards would probably have the same limitations.

    Their wands should even the odds a little, she told herself, firmly. We charged them with stunning spells.

    Cat stood in the center of the group, issuing orders. Emily felt a flicker of relief mingled with irritation, knowing that the Levellers would be happier taking orders from a man than a woman...even her. The Levellers spoke of sexual equality, but it would be a long time before society regarded women–at least women without magic–as equal to men. Even female aristocrats were a step down from their male counterparts.

    But you wouldn’t be happy giving orders anyway, a voice reminded her. Lady Barb had told her off for that, more than once. You prefer to work alone.

    Jade nudged her. “We’d better get changed,” he said. “Make sure you have everything you need.”

    “I’ll stick everything we want to keep in the carryall,” Emily said, as they walked into the office. Mouse was sitting on the floor, looking nervous. “Grab it before we teleport out.”

    “Of course,” Jade said.

    Emily stuck Alicia’s chat parchment in the carryall, checked her small collection of equipment and then hastily changed into a shirt and trousers. It was loose enough to hide most of her curves without impeding her movements in any way. She wished she’d had more time to charm the cloth to provide a little extra protection, but they’d just have to make do with what they had. Besides, too many charms would interfere with her spellcasting. She didn’t want to accidentally cripple herself.

    She met Jade’s eyes. “Are you ready?”

    “Yeah,” Jade said. He sounded worried. There were plenty of ways the plan could go spectacularly wrong and they both knew it. They’d worked out a handful of contingency plans, but they’d reluctantly concluded that they’d have to play it by ear. “I’m ready.”

    Emily squeezed his hand. “Let’s go,” she said. “Time is not on our side.”


    Chapter Thirty

    SILENCE FELL.

    Emily was barely aware of it as she held the charmed parchment in one hand and reached out with her mind, trying to peer down the link towards the parchment’s twin. The magics seemed to flicker around her, as if they were somehow in one place even as they were actually in two places. She was aware of the warehouse, and of the wards surrounding it, but she was also aware of the Tower of Alexis. The Tower’s wards seemed to blaze in her mind, a glowing series of walls...strikingly simple, but also brutally effective. There didn’t seem to be any living mind attached to the wards, as far as she could tell, yet it hardly mattered. The wards did what they were designed to do and did it very well.

    “I should be able to take them down from the inside,” she said, as she felt out the exact limits of the wards. It was a curious design, although she’d seen something like it before. A sorcerer would want his wards to be as close to impregnable as possible, but he’d also want to be able to take them down himself in a hurry, if necessary. “When that happens, we’ll have to move.”

    “We’re ready,” Jade said. “Go.”

    Emily concentrated, trying to reach through the charmed parchment to scan the building for Alassa and Imaiqah. But she sensed nothing, nothing at all. She wasn’t sure if the wards were interfering with the search or not–there appeared to be a number of internal defenses woven into the stone–but it didn’t matter. Unless they weren’t there...she gritted her teeth at the thought. Everyone believed Alassa and Imaiqah had been sent to the Tower, but what if they were wrong?

    We have to try, she thought, grimly. And if they’re not in the Tower...at least we’ll know they’re not in the Tower.

    She felt out the wards, braced herself...and struck. The wards shuddered, then shattered like glass. Emily sucked in her breath as the secondary wards collapsed too, knowing that it was just a matter of time now. Everyone in the building who had even the slightest sensitivity to magic would know the wards had failed. They would realize they were under attack, even if they didn’t understand how. They’d be rushing to their defensive positions, grabbing weapons and–perhaps–preparing to move or execute the prisoners. Time was definitely not on their side.

    “Got them,” she said, as she repeated the blood magic trace. Alassa and Imaiqah were clearly visible in her mind’s eye, both on the fifth floor of the building. She had no idea if that was a good sign or not, but at least they were alive. “I’m opening the portal...now.”

    She touched the focusing crystals gently, willing them to come to life. The spellware activated as she started to channel magic from the first battery into the portal spell, hastily fine-tuning the spell to open the portal as close to their targets as possible. She jerked back instinctively as space started to warp in front of her, far too close for comfort. Light twisted right in front of her eyes, bending out of shape as the portal slowly opened. She felt a wave of pain and rapidly tightened her mental defenses before it was too late. She’d forgotten how unpleasant it could be to stand close to a portal.

    “By all the gods,” Jade breathed.

    Emily nodded, slowly. She’d expected a square of light, just like the portals she’d seen as she explored the Nameless World, but this portal looked like a spinning disk of glowing blue fire. She couldn’t help thinking of a wormhole as it expanded rapidly, tearing a hole through space to reach its destination. Her mental defenses didn’t seem enough, somehow, to keep it from hurting her. The pain wasn’t going to force her to stay behind–she was determined it wouldn’t force her to stay behind–but it was thoroughly unpleasant.

    The portal flared, then stabilized. Emily peered through and saw a stone corridor, lined with portraits and tapestries. She felt a flicker of disappointment that they hadn’t managed to open the portal right into Alassa’s bedroom, but it couldn’t be helped. They’d done something wonderful and she knew it. No one could have expected them to tear down the defenses and open a portal right into the middle of the building.

    “We have to move,” Jade said. “I’ll go first.”

    He ran forward before Emily could say a word, jumping through the portal and landing neatly on the far side. Emily saw him stagger, just for a second, then look around. The portal had to be hurting him too, she realized. It felt odd to realize that their magic–a combination of magic from all three of them–could be hurtful. But then, she’d never been quite sure precisely why portals hurt strong magicians. Perhaps it was the awareness that local space was twisted and bent out of shape.

    “Go,” Cat ordered.

    The Levellers moved forward, jumping rather than stepping through the portal. Emily didn’t blame them. The portal wasn’t precisely at floor level and she suspected the edge of the portal would cut a careless man in half. It wasn’t something she’d had to worry about before, but this was new. They’d changed the world...

    She braced herself, then jumped through too. Cat followed her a moment later. There was an odd moment of disorientation, as if the gravity had suddenly stopped working, then she landed on the stone floor. The Tower of Alexis looked...odd. Emily had been expecting shadowy corridors and iron doors, like the dungeons under the castle, but instead...the building was more like a comfortable guardpost than anything else. It wasn’t as comfortable as a mansion, she supposed, yet...it was more comfortable than any prison she’d ever seen. But then, most of the prisoners were aristocrats. Randor wouldn’t want to keep them in chains, fed on bread and water. They were too high-born for common prisons.

    “Secure the stairwells,” Cat ordered, as Jade performed a series of searching charms. “Don’t let anyone come up or down the stairs.”

    Emily looked around carefully, noting the oddities of the building’s design. It was...it was something nagging at the edge of her mind, something subtly wrong about the whole thing. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but...but it was there. The building was more than a little disconcerting.

    “This way,” Jade ordered. “Hurry!”

    Emily followed him down the corridor, magic at the ready. The building only became odder the further they moved from the portal, the corridors elongating in all directions. A large-scale labyrinth charm? Emily doubted anyone could make it work on such a large scale without a nexus point, but she was living proof that someone could come up with a new way to do something. The angles seemed odd, as if the building had been put together by someone who didn’t quite know what they were doing. And yet, it felt reassuringly solid.

    And big, Emily thought. She’d known the Tower was large, but she hadn’t realized just how large it was on the inside until they’d forced their way into the building. She would have wondered if it wasn’t another pocket dimension if she wasn’t certain the power requirements would be impossibly high. Where are they?

    They turned the corner and ran into a pack of guards. Jade growled and lashed out with his magic, slamming an overpowered force punch into their bodies. Emily winced as they were picked up, thrown down the corridor and smashed against the far wall. Charmed armor or not, she doubted any of them had survived the experience without broken bones. A handful probably hadn’t survived at all. She gritted her teeth, again, as she heard shouting in the distance, followed by the distinctive sound of flintlocks. Cat and the Levellers seemed to be engaged with the enemy. 

    And there may be a second way up to this level, Emily thought. She’d never been in the Tower before, but she’d never seen a castle–or a fortress–that didn’t have more than one way to move between levels. The guards will have plenty of time to get up the stairs and take us in the rear.

    Jade cursed. “They’re scrambling my spells,” he said. “Give me a hand.”

    Emily closed her eyes and concentrated. Subtle magic...there was subtle magic woven into the stone. She studied it for a moment, cursing under her breath. It was a very impressive–and vile–piece of work. Jade’s spells were working, but his ability to perceive what they were telling him was being twisted. They would have stayed walking in circles if they hadn’t realized what was going on.

    “Subtle magic,” she said. She looked down at her chest. The rune was quiet. “I...I don’t know how we missed it.”

    “Lots of real magic going on,” Jade said. He cast the spell, again. “This way.”

    Emily followed him, feeling uneasy. Subtle magic was, by nature, hard to detect...but her rune should have been burning brightly, making it impossible for her thoughts to be carefully manipulated. Whoever had designed the Tower had done a very good job of making use of the limited resources at their disposal. Unless...no, there couldn’t be a nexus point anywhere near Alexis. Randor wouldn’t have hesitated to use it to turn his castle into an impregnable fortress. 

    “She’s in there,” Jade said. “I can feel her!”

    “Then let me go first,” Emily said. The door looked harmless–it looked more like a fancy wooden door than something out of a medieval prison–but that only made her more suspicious. And yet, they didn’t have time to hesitate. “I’ll check the lock.”

    She tested the door carefully, then frowned. The lock was very simple, so simple she could pick it with her eyes closed. There didn’t seem to be any charms holding it closed either, save for a ward designed to sound the alarm if the door was opened without the key. That was no longer a problem, she was sure. The guards would have to be deaf and dumb as well as blind if they didn’t know they were under attack by now. She probed further, expecting to sense a trap hidden on the far side, but sensed nothing. The door didn’t appear to be very special at all.

    We are inside their defenses, I suppose, she thought. But still...

    “Watch me,” she ordered, as she picked the lock. It was surprisingly easy. “Here we go...”

    She pulled the door open, expecting something to snap out at her at any moment. Instead, she found herself staring into a comfortable suite. It was empty...no, she jumped back, just in time, as a chamberpot nearly brained her. Alassa appeared–she’d been hiding behind the door–and stared at her.

    “Emily? Jade?”

    “Alassa,” Emily said. “We’ve come to rescue you.”

    Alassa looked...different, Emily thought. Her eyes were wider, as if she were desperately tired; her stomach bulging slightly where the baby was growing. Emily glanced past her, sweeping the room for threats, but saw nothing. And yet, Alassa would have found it maddening. It was a very comfortable prison, but a prison nonetheless. A woman as active as Alassa would have found the enforced inactivity tedious beyond belief.

    Jade pushed past Emily and swept his wife into a hug. Emily looked away as the hug became a kiss, reminding herself that Jade and Alassa hadn’t seen each other for weeks...and, perhaps, they’d had reason to believe they would never see each other again. She took the scrap of cloth with Tam’s blood out of her pocket and performed a locator spell, then cleared her throat loudly as the kissing started to turn into something more passionate. It was hardly the time or the place.

    “We have to find Imaiqah,” she said, as the couple broke apart. “Alassa, do you know where she is?”

    “I haven’t seen anyone since I woke up here,” Alassa said, slowly. She sounded weak, her hand twitching uncomfortably. “I don’t know what happened to her.”

    Emily performed the locator spell again. This time, it produced a result. “This way,” she said, as another round of gunshots echoed up the stairs. “We have to hurry.”

    Alassa coughed. Emily glanced at her as they started to run, worried. Alassa would have been fed all sorts of potions to keep her magic under control. She was not going to have a pleasant time of it as she came off them, Emily guessed. Even with a Healer supervising, Alassa was in for a rough few days. And if she’d become dependent on the potions...Emily knew that Alassa was strong, with a lot of willpower, but there were potions that induced a permanent dependency in anyone unlucky enough to drink them. 

    “I went after her,” Alassa managed. The building shook, violently. Emily glanced upwards as dust started to drift down from the stone ceiling. What was going on? “I...I got caught and...I’m sorry.”

    “You’ll be better after a good meal and a good night’s sleep,” Jade told her. He hadn’t let go of her hand. “We have to move”

    Emily nodded to herself as they rounded another corner and discovered another wooden door, with a pair of guards standing in front. The guards snapped up their wands, hurling fireballs down the corridor; Emily threw back a cancelling spell, then a force punch of her own. One of the guards had the presence of mind to grab hold of the door; the other was blasted down the corridor and straight into a wall. Emily hit the door with a blast hex, tossing the guard into the air as the wood shattered; Jade hit him with a series of spells before he could react, overloading and melting his armor. Emily tried not to listen to the screams.

    “Imaiqah,” she shouted, as she plunged into the room. “Where are...?”

    She stopped in horror. Imaiqah was lying on the bed, wearing a white dress. Her face was badly bruised, one eye clearly bloodied and her nose broken. It looked as though she’d been worked over by experts, time and time again. Emily could sense the traces of healing magic in her body, slowly mending the damage...she swallowed, hard, as the implications dawned on her. Randor had someone who was trained in the healing arts, but not bound by their oaths...

    “We’re here to get you home,” she said, although she knew it wasn’t entirely true. Where was Imaiqah’s home these days? “Can you walk?”

    Imaiqah shook her head, slowly. Emily frowned, then scanned Imaiqah’s body. There was a nasty looking hex on her tongue, making it impossible to talk. Her legs weren’t broken, but they were so badly battered that walking would be immensely difficult–and painful. Emily pulled back the dress and sucked in her breath. Imaiqah’s legs had been beaten, repeatedly, with sticks. She hadn’t seen anything like it outside the Cairngorms and...she dismissed the thought in a hurry. They’d have to carry Imaiqah to the portal.

    “Carry her,” she told Jade. A quiver ran through the air as the wards started to reform. “We have to hurry.”

    Jade nodded, passing Alassa one of his wands and then throwing Imaiqah over his right shoulder. It was an undignified position, but Imaiqah was in no state to care. Emily hesitated, then cast a sedation spell on her friend. Imaiqah would be annoyed at her later, she was sure, but there was no choice. Imaiqah was in no state to walk out under her own power. 

    They hurried out of the room, just in time to hear a line of approaching men. Emily pushed Jade and Alassa forward, hoping that Jade would have the sense to keep going with the former captives, rather than turn to fight. She glanced behind her as the guards came into view, a set of men in charmed armor. Emily shaped a force punch and threw it at them, but she wasn’t entirely surprised when it was deflected harmlessly. The men were completely covered in armor.

    “Stop,” the leader shouted. He brandished a wand. “Now!”

    Emily braced herself, then mustered the most powerful blasting spell she could and directed it down at the stone floor. It shattered under the impact, the stone collapsing rapidly. The guards fell, their armor suddenly turning into a liability as they tried to grab onto the walls to save themselves. Emily heard them crashing down behind her as they fell, the building shaking again. She blinked as she followed Jade and Alassa...was that her fault? She didn’t think the blasting spell had done that much damage.

    Should have transfigured the floor into gunpowder, she thought. Or...

    “Shit,” Jade swore, as they passed Alassa’s former cell. “We’re cut off!”

    Emily looked past him. Another line of soldiers was advancing towards them, already lifting their weapons. She cursed under her breath, realizing her mistake; she’d left a hole in the floor, making it impossible to get past and around the guards. They would have to go through the guards or...

    “This way,” she snapped, starting to lead them into the cell. If she was right–if she understood the interior dimensions correctly–they should be able to blast through the wall and go into the next cell, working their way back to the portal. “Hurry!”

    We could teleport, she told herself. But, in her state, would Imaiqah survive?

    She cursed under her breath, sweat running down her back. In truth, she had no idea... 

    ...But she was all too aware that they were running out of time.


    Chapter Thirty-One

    “THEY’RE TRYING TO PUT THE WARDS back up,” Jade said, as they slammed the door closed and locked it. The locking charm wouldn’t hold for long, but it would buy them a few additional minutes. “Once they do, we’re trapped.”

    Emily nodded, mustering another blasting spell and directing it at the far wall. It exploded outwards, revealing another cell. It was empty, as far as Emily could tell. She hurried forward, wishing that Alassa had her magic or Cat had stayed with them. Jade only had one hand free. She considered, briefly, transfiguring Imaiqah–and possibly Alassa–into something smaller and easier to carry, but there was no guarantee that Imaiqah would survive the experience. Randor might not have been willing to physically abuse his daughter–he hadn’t even bothered to provide any parental discipline when she was a child–yet it was clear he’d had no such compunctions about hurting Imaiqah. God alone knew how far he’d gone.

    We’ll find out, she promised herself, as she heard the sound of the door being broken down behind them. And we will make him pay.

    The next door was carefully designed to make sure the occupant of the cell couldn’t open it from the inside. Emily blasted it down without a second thought, privately admitting that whoever had designed the lock had done a reasonably good job after all. There was no way out without magic. She didn’t think it was possible for one man, no matter how strong, to break down the door.

    She peered out into an empty corridor, glancing from left to right as she reorientated herself on the portal. It was clearly visible in her mind’s eye, a source of power so bright she suspected it could be sensed from halfway across the city. Randor’s sorcerers would be tracing the far end already, trying to track down the warehouse. She listened for a long moment, hearing the sound of shooting and men shouting in the distance, then inched her way out of the room. The others followed her, carefully. Alassa held her charged wand at the ready.

    “This way,” Emily hissed. Behind her, she heard men crashing into the cell. “Hurry!”

    She motioned for Jade to take the lead as she cast a pair of confusion hexes behind her. They wouldn’t last for long, but they might slow down pursuit a little. She’d take anything she could get. The sound of men shouting grew louder; she hoped–prayed–that the hexes took effect. She was starting to feel as though she was running short on magic. She’d planned to eat more and recharge before they punched their way into the Tower.

    I should take Imaiqah, she thought. Let Jade do some of the fighting.

    They reached a locked door, barring them from going any further. Jade put his fingers against the metal and muttered a spell, his voice too tired to be loud. The door exploded inwards, revealing a vast chamber. Emily could see an immense debris field, too large to be explained by Jade’s spell...and, beyond it, a faint blue light. The portal. It had to be the portal. Her heart started to beat rapidly. They were nearly home.

    “Hurry,” Jade ordered. 

    Emily nodded and led the way across the giant room. It didn’t seem to have any use, as far as she could tell; it was easily big enough to be a dining or dance hall, yet there was no sign of tables or chairs or a podium for the musicians. She glanced from side to side, feeling suddenly unsure of herself. The Tower of Alexis was a prison. What would it need a giant hall for?

    The king might have regarded it as a fallback fortress, she thought. The Tower of London had served that role, once upon a time. Maybe it’s a throne room.

    She reached the edge of the debris–what had once been a wall–and sucked in her breath, astonished. It looked as though a bomb had gone off in the Tower. The stairwell was gone, leaving a gaping hole plunging down to the bottom level; the stone was scarred and pitted by a terrible force. She could see a handful of people staring up at her, one levelling a flintlock; she jumped back, sharply, as a bullet pinged off the stone above her. The building appeared to have been devastated.

    “We’re going to have to go around to get to the portal,” she called. She could see Cat, standing next to the portal. “Jade, you...”

    A surge of magic caught her attention. She spun around, just in time to see a cloaked figure striding into the room. A flash of déjà vu shot through her–Shadye had worn a cloak too–a moment before she sensed the magic boiling around the figure. Shadye had been powerful, but his magic had been uncontrolled; this man was powerful, yet it was clear his magic was under tight control...

    Her eyes narrowed as something clicked in her mind. A man? No, the gait was all wrong. A woman. Her features were hidden under the cloak–and a glamour–and her clothes were as loose as Emily’s own, but she was a woman. Emily was sure of it. A woman and a sorceress and...and what?

    “There is no escape,” the woman said, quietly. Her voice was laced with magic, enough charm to make Emily’s knees wobble. She had to grit her teeth to remain upright. “You broke into the Tower, somehow, but you will not get out.”

    Emily reached out with her senses, studying the woman carefully. She reminded Emily of Lady Barb...a flicker of panic ran through her at the thought of facing the closest thing she had to a mother, before it dawned on her that the mystery sorceress was too short to be Lady Barb. And yet, it was clear she was very well trained. There was barely a scrap of wasted magic around her. She’d masked her presence very well. Emily suspected, as she felt her heart sink, that she’d stayed hidden in hopes the regular guards could round up the intruders without her direct intervention.

    Jade found his voice. “Who are you?”

    “It doesn’t matter,” the woman said. Her voice grew stronger. “Surrender. You cannot escape.”

    That’s what she wants us to believe, Emily thought. She bit her lip, hard, to help her concentrate. She wouldn’t be trying to charm us if she thought we were trapped.

    “Jade, take them out of here,” Emily said. “I’ll hold her off.”

    The woman sucked in her breath. Emily mentally kicked herself. The woman hadn’t recognized Jade...and he hadn’t recognized her either. That meant...she cursed herself as she realized her mistake. The woman now knew who Jade was, which meant she had a pretty good chance of guessing who Emily was too. How many other young sorceresses would come to Alassa’s aid?

    “No, you won’t,” the woman said. “Lord Jade, consider...”

    Emily snatched a fireball out of nowhere and threw it at the woman. She deflected it with a casual spell, then tossed a freeze spell of her own back at Emily. Emily lifted her eyebrows at the trick–it was something she’d expected from a schoolgirl, not a combat sorceress–and then stepped aside, avoiding the spell. There was nothing to be gained by wasting magic deflecting it.

    The woman muttered a word under her breath, then jabbed her finger at Emily. A bolt of magic–no, a steady stream of magic–slammed into her wards, shoving her back as if it had physical force. Emily gritted her teeth, realizing that she was being dared into a pushing match...a pushing match she was too tired to win. She altered her wards desperately, deflecting the magic away from her, then hurled back a set of wardcracking spells Lady Barb had taught her. The woman dodged them, thankfully stopping her assault on Emily...

    ...And Jade slammed a spell into her back. Emily had never seen anything like it–it made a sound like a thunderclap when it struck home–but it was effective. It threw the woman right across the room, straight into a wall. The wall crumpled under the impact, but the woman’s wards held. She seemed to hang in the air for a second, surrounded by a bubble of pure magic, then land neatly on the battered floor. Emily couldn’t help wondering just how long it would be until the entire building collapsed.

    “Go,” she snapped to Jade. Cat was too far away to help and she had no idea what had happened to the Levellers. “Hurry.”

    The woman was advancing towards them. Emily braced herself, grimly aware that she was about to throw most of what she’d been taught out of the window, then started to walk across the floor, straight towards the woman. She’d lost her glamour, part of Emily’s mind noted; she was roughly the same height as Emily herself, with a sour pinched face and an expression that suggested she was sucking a lemon. And yet, she carried herself like a noblewoman. It was hard to tell where she’d been trained–Emily didn’t think the woman had been trained at Whitehall or Mountaintop–but it was clear that her trainers had done a good job. She was a good fighter.

    “You know who I am,” she said, trying to buy time. “Who are you?”

    The woman lunged forward, stabbing a wave of magic at Emily. Emily shoved back with all the power she could muster, slamming her magic into the woman as hard as she could. Raw magic crashed in all directions, cutting into the floor and ceiling. Emily heard pieces of stone crashing to the ground, the entire building shaking a moment before the floor gave way. She hastily cast a levitation spell as she fell, but the woman cancelled it a second later. It was all Emily could do to land safety.

    “Emily,” Jade called.

    The woman snapped off a nasty-looking spell at him. Emily glanced up, just in time to see the spell miss Jade and tear into the ceiling. She blinked in surprise–surely, Randor had given orders that Alassa was to be unharmed–and then threw herself at the woman, magic billowing around her. It was a poor technique, but it seemed to catch the woman by surprise; she stumbled back, almost falling. A second later, something caught hold of Emily and yanked her up and back. She landed neatly beside Jade.

    “I told you to go,” she said. “I’ll get back to the portal in a minute.”

    Jade looked at her. “Emily...”

    Emily looked back at him. He was still carrying Imaiqah, her sleeping body resting on his shoulder. Alassa was nowhere to be seen, but Jade would have been freaking out if she’d been hurt. She’d probably been sent back to the portal. It would kill her, Emily knew, but without magic she was just dead weight. They would lose everything if she died while they were trying to rescue her.

    “Go,” she ordered, keeping a wary eye on where the woman had to be. They didn’t dare run to the portal together. Turning their backs on the woman would be the last thing they’d do, ever. “Tell Cat to go too. I’ll jump through the portal as soon as you’re clear.”

    “We’ll leave it open,” Jade said. “I...”

    “Go,” Emily repeated. The woman hadn’t been beaten. Emily rather doubted she’d tasted the woman’s full power. She might just have decided there was no point in continuing the fight if Alassa was already gone–or dead–but Emily didn’t think they would be so lucky. No, the woman was considering her next move. “Now.”

    Jade hesitated for a second, then turned and hurried back to the smashed floor and the portal beyond. Emily heard his footsteps retreating, hoping he’d have the sense to keep going rather than just pitch Imaiqah through the portal. He’d hate himself for leaving her behind, if only for a minute or two; he’d feel as though he’d abandoned her, he’d feel...

    ...Another surge of magic leapt through the air, aimed at the portal. Emily spun around and saw the woman, standing on the far side of the hole in the floor, making odd gestures towards the portal. She gasped in pain as the portal twisted, starting to spin out of shape; she thought she saw, just for a second, the entire building starting to fall in on itself. Horror ran through her as she hurled a blasting spell at the floor under the woman’s legs, trying to force her to save herself; the woman jumped up, running along the ceiling as if gravity had suddenly reversed itself. Emily glanced back as the magic surged again, just in time to see the portal collapse in on itself and snap out of existence. Jade and Imaiqah had escaped just in time.

    The woman dropped down to the stone floor, landing with a neatness Emily could only admire. Her cowl had fallen back, and her clothes were mussed, but otherwise she didn’t seem to have exerted herself. Emily was painfully aware of the sweat running down her back and the throbbing pain at the back of her head. The wards were largely down. She could teleport out, if she had the power. But her mind was scrambled. She didn’t think she could teleport without risking complete disaster. And her opponent knew it too.

    She forced herself to think, considering her options. She might be able to blast her way out of the Tower, now the wards were gone. Her magic would go through most of the guards like a knife through butter, but...but she didn’t think she had the power. Even if she made it out, she would run straight into the king’s other sorcerers. Randor would be dispatching every sorcerer and soldier under his command to the Tower, unless half of them were trying to track down the portal’s origin point. Jade and the others would have bare seconds to grab what they needed and teleport out. And the longer she could keep her enemies busy, the better.

    Stall, Emily thought. Play for time.

    She found her voice. “Who are you?”

    The woman eyed her through her dark eyes. “Lady Matilda, Custodian of the Tower of Alexis,” she said. “And you’re the famous Emily.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. The Custodian of the Tower of Alexis was a woman? It was the one thing she’d never expected from Randor. Randor might not be a complete misogynist, but he certainly seemed dismissive of women. And yet, in hindsight, he’d hired Lady Barb for a few years. Putting the Tower in a woman’s hands was a masterstroke. Even Emily hadn’t realized that the Custodian might be a woman. She’d automatically dismissed Matilda, along with every other woman at court, right from the start. 

    She tried to remember if she’d ever even heard of Matilda. There were hundreds–no, thousands–of noblewomen passing through Randor’s Court, from women who had power in their own right to women who were desperate to snag a husband or even become a mistress to a powerful man. Zangaria really had too many noblemen for its size, just like Pre-Revolutionary France. Alassa had openly admitted that she planned to have a cull, once she became Queen. And Matilda...if she’d ever been mentioned, Emily didn’t remember. 

    “The king has gone mad,” she said, carefully. Perhaps she could talk Matilda into letting her go. “Imprisoning his daughter...”

    “Who committed an act of treachery against her father,” Matilda cut her off. She pointed a long finger at Emily. “You don’t know what you’ve done, do you?”

    “I came to help a friend,” Emily said, silently measuring her power. Did she have enough to teleport out? Or should she try to fight? Or simply flee? If she could get out of sight, she could hide long enough to recuperate. “Why are you helping the king?”

    “He’s my liege lord,” Matilda said. “Now...will you surrender?”

    Emily summoned her magic and threw it at Matilda, splitting it into two streams; one to slam into her wards directly, the other to attack the ground under her feet. The noblewoman laughed–Emily shivered at the sound–and jumped up, spinning through the air like a Jedi Knight. Emily barely had a second to react before Matilda slammed a hex into her wards, throwing her back...and over the edge. She fell, trying desperately to catch herself with magic. But all she managed to do was land on her feet...

    Emily screamed as she felt her leg break. She tottered, trying to cast a healing spell despite the risks of using such a spell on herself. But it wasn’t enough...she fell, crashing into the ground hard enough to hurt her arm too. She wasn’t sure if it was broken or not, but it didn’t matter. The haze of pain was so overwhelming, she could barely keep herself from blacking out. Her mental disciplines didn’t seem to be working.

    “You fight well,” Matilda said. Emily was vaguely aware that she was nearby, but she couldn’t tell where. Her body was aching, her thoughts starting to fragment...she wondered, just for a moment, if she was dying. “But it’s over.”

    They made it out, Emily thought, vindictively. They’d succeeded. She might have been killed–or captured–but they’d succeeded. They’d broken someone out of an inescapable prison. The world would take note. Alassa is free and her father will tremble.

    Something slammed into her jaw. There was a flash of pain, almost unnoticeable in the sea of pain that was trying to drag her down, then...

    Darkness.


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    SHE WAS DREAMING, WASN’T SHE?

    Someone was talking, someone close to her. She could feel hands touching her, but...but she felt no alarm. She was adrift in a sea of...something, washing around her as she moved in and out of sleep. Her entire body felt as if she was sleeping, her thoughts calm and composed and...

    Emily snapped awake, her mind falling back into her body with what felt like a physical impact. Her memories caught up with her a second later. They’d freed Alassa and Imaiqah, but...but she’d been captured. She tried to keep her eyes closed as she assessed the situation. Her body ached all over, making it hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t, but she was fairly sure that she was sitting up, pressed against a wooden board with her hands manacled behind her back. Her ankles, too, were chained together. And there was a foul taste in her mouth.

    She reached for her magic. Not entirely to her surprise, it didn’t come.

    Potion, she thought. She’d been knocked out...and someone had fed her magic-dampening potion while she slept. The taste of Durian was almost overwhelming. It was impossible to believe that anyone actually willingly ate the fruit. Where am I?

    Cold water splashed over her. She yelped, her eyes snapping open. She was in a stone cell, illuminated by a faint light that filtered down from high overhead. A woman–Matilda–and a man stood in front of her, the latter holding a wooden bucket. Emily looked down at herself and wished she hadn’t. Someone had removed her clothes and replaced them with a long white dress that was alarmingly translucent. The damp cloth was clinging to her skin. Her leg looked intact...

    I broke my leg, she thought, dazed. Didn’t I?

    She looked at the man and wished she hadn’t. He was grinning, a sadistic grin. His face was rough and ready, his teeth blackened and foul. She knew, instinctively, that he not only wanted to hurt her, he was going to enjoy himself hurting her. He wore a belt lined with tools that looked like they could have come out of a medieval dentist’s office, but she knew they weren’t designed for anything so benevolent as removing rotten teeth. Her lips twitched as she desperately tried to distract herself. The line between medieval dentist and torturer was so thin it practically didn’t exist. No anaesthetic, no sterility...only the truly desperate went to a medieval dentist. The kingdom’s torturer probably moonlighted as the kingdom’s dentist.

    A distant bloodcurdling scream ran through the air. Emily flinched, despite herself. Ice washed down her spine. Someone was getting tortured, someone was getting hurt...she swallowed hard, remembering Lady Barb’s lectures. It wasn’t uncommon for captors to try to psychologically break their captives before they started physical torture. The scream might not have been real...worse, it might have been real. Someone might be being tortured simply to encourage her to talk.

    The man snickered. Emily looked up at him and shuddered. He looked...odd...even by the standards of the Nameless World. His flesh was cracked and broken, one hand looked to have been badly scarred...and he was a dwarf. She couldn’t help feeling a little sick. The proportions were all wrong, as if he were a twisted child rather than an adult. She didn’t want to even look at him.

    “Well,” Matilda said. Heavy irony hung in her voice. “Welcome.”

    Emily shifted, testing the bonds. They were expertly designed, preventing her from moving without cutting off blood to her hands and feet. The wooden board behind her was utterly immobile, as far as she could tell. She’d need to push it harder, when there weren’t so many watching eyes. She could feel her bracelet against her bare skin–Matilda hadn’t tried to remove it, for better or worse–but she couldn’t make contact with the spells holding the snake in place. She gritted her teeth in frustration. She would have an ally if only she could free him from the spells.

    She must have placed new spells on the bracelet, Emily thought. I can’t release the snake!

    “We took the liberty of healing you,” Matilda added. Her short companion giggled, unpleasantly. “You were quite badly injured by the fight.”

    “Oh,” Emily said, sourly. Somehow, she was sure they hadn’t done it out of the goodness of their hearts. “How long was I unconscious?”

    “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that,” the dwarf said. “Or where you are, for that matter.”

    Emily scowled. The dwarf had a sing-song voice that grated on Emily’s nerves. She wondered, sourly, where Randor had found him. A dwarf would have little hope of gainful employment–or even survival–unless he had magic. Zangaria wasn’t quite as harsh as the Cairngorms, where a child with a birth defect would be left out in the snow to die, but a dwarf would be lucky if he was employed as anything more than a court jester. Perhaps that was where Randor had found him. A man who spent most of his adult life being treated as a figure of fun–or pity–for something beyond his control would make an ideal torturer. He’d certainly have plenty of reasons to want to make people suffer.

    She looked down at herself. The garment was still partly translucent, allowing her to see her legs. They looked intact, as did her arm. Matilda had either healed Emily herself or had summoned a proper Healer. Emily wondered, absently, which one was worse. Matilda might have picked up a few advanced healing spells of her own–Emily was living proof it was possible–but it was also possible that Randor had a Healer who was skirting his oaths. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t offer vast rewards to anyone who rationalized their way around an oath that should, technically, kill him. 

    The dwarf took a step forward. “Do you know what we could do to you?”

    He plucked a device that looked like a screwdriver off his belt and held it up. “You’d be amazed at all the ways someone can be made to suffer with this, my dear. I could take out one of your teeth, or insert it into one of your orifices...oh, the possibilities are endless. And then we would heal you and start again. Or...”

    Matilda smacked the back of his head, not gently. “The king commands that you be held, for the moment,” she said. “Suffice it to say that you are not in the Tower. Your friends will not be bursting in to rescue you.”

    Emily had already guessed as much. The Tower of Alexis had been broken. It would take Randor’s magicians weeks to replace the wards she’d torn down, assuming the building itself could be repaired. There was even a very real possibility that the parchment she’d used to hack the wards was still inside the building, although there was no way anyone could count on it. No, Randor would want her somewhere else. And that means she was probably in the castle. The dungeons were as close to impregnable as possible. 

    Alassa knows about the secret passageways, she thought, feeling a flicker of hope. But her father knows about them too.

    She wondered, sourly, why she was still alive. Matilda could have killed her on the spot or simply slit her throat while she was unconscious. She didn’t even know how long she’d been unconscious! A Healer could heal her in...how long? A day? Two days? They’d want to be sure the potion had dampened her magic before allowing her to regain conscious...two to three days seemed about right. But it could have been longer. It wouldn’t have been that hard to force-feed her a nutrient potion while she was unconscious. She could have been out for a week or two weeks...she reminded herself, silently, that her period had been due in a week. If it happened, if she felt it, she’d know she couldn’t have been kept unconscious for more than a couple of days.

    Matilda reached forward and placed a finger under Emily’s chin, slowly lifting her face until their eyes met. “Perhaps you could answer me a question,” she said. “How did you open a portal into the Tower?”

    “Magic,” Emily said, dryly.

    She swallowed, hard. Randor knew what she’d done...and he knew enough about magic to know how remarkable it was. Of course he did. He might not be that powerful, himself, but he’d studied extensively. He’d want to know what she’d done, how she’d done it and how it could be used to benefit himself. Emily cursed under her breath. No wonder she’d been kept alive. Randor wanted–needed–an edge in the war. He thought she could give it to him.

    “We have ways of making you talk,” the dwarf said.

    Emily scowled. The tired old cliché would have been funny, except...except there was nothing funny about her situation. She was a prisoner–she was manacled and drained of magic–completely at their mercy. Lady Barb had warned her to expect everything from direct mental interrogation and truth potions to beatings and outright rape. She didn’t think Randor would normally order a noblewoman raped–even his closest supporters would be outraged, although they wouldn’t give a damn about a commoner woman who was raped by their soldiers–but the king was desperate. Who knew what he’d do to get answers?

    “Magic,” Matilda replied. “What kind of magic?”

    Don’t say a word, Emily told herself. Lady Barb had warned her about this, too. Her captors would try to develop a rapport with her, eventually lulling her into revealing a little bit too much. The wrong piece of information could be used to put the whole picture together. Emily doubted they had any other pieces–Jade and Cat would have made sure to destroy the spellware and set fire to the warehouse–but she could be wrong. Matilda must have sensed the spells holding the portal together...

    Matilda let out a sigh. “You do realize you will be made to talk?”

    Emily met her eyes, willing her to believe. “You do realize that my thoughts are protected?”

    “They all say that,” Matilda told her, curtly. “And they all fall, in the end.”

    “Brave words,” the dwarf added. “I’ve heard them before, from a thousand rebels and traitors and common criminals. They have all told me they will never talk. And, in the end, they have all broken. I will break you too, in time.”

    “My thoughts are protected,” Emily repeated. She wasn’t entirely sure that was true. Her mental defenses were strong–Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles had seen to that–but they weren’t unbreakable. The spell that had once shielded her thoughts from being ripped out of her head was gone. “You will not be able to force me to talk.”

    Matilda shrugged. “We will see.”

    Her voice hardened. “You are alone, Lady Emily. Your companions have fled the city, leaving you to your fate. They don’t care about you.”

    Emily gritted her teeth, trying to ignore the little voice in the back of her head that suggested Matilda had a point. She’d told Jade and Cat to flee with the librated prisoners. They’d planned to teleport out as soon as they escaped the Tower...although none of their contingency plans had suggested that one of them would be taken prisoner during the breakout. In hindsight, she told herself, that was a rather careless oversight. How would her friends react? They didn’t know where to find her, they didn’t know how to get her out...

    ...And, if they wanted to overthrow Randor, they’d need to get Alassa and Imaiqah to Swanhaven and Cockatrice as quickly as possible.

    Her heart sank. Her friends would beat themselves up over the prospect of leaving Emily behind, but they would have no choice. They couldn’t let Randor have the time he’d need to secure the two baronies and ensure they couldn’t be turned into a base for civil war. Alassa and Jade would have to go to Swanhaven, Imaiqah would have to go to Cockatrice...and Cat would have to go with them. They couldn’t take the risk of hanging around long enough to plot another rescue.

    They do care about me, she thought. It was a bitter thought. But the needs of the many–the need to overthrow a mad king–outweigh the needs of the one.

    Matilda smiled, coldly. “No one will blame you for switching sides, now you’ve been captured. The king might even accept your parole.”

    Emily doubted it. She wasn’t bound by the formalities. Randor knew, perfectly well, that she hadn’t been born in Zangaria. She was no nobleman who spoke loudly of his honor when the situation called for it. Besides, the damage had already been done. Alassa was free and on her way to Swanhaven. Randor wouldn’t trust Emily to remain on the sidelines, no matter what oaths she gave him, and it didn’t matter anyway. The civil war was already starting.

    “And if you don’t, I get to have fun,” the dwarf said. He reached out and took hold of Emily’s hair, tugging it hard enough to bring tears to her eyes. “Do you know what fun we’ll have together?”

    Emily ignored him. Instead, she looked at Matilda. “The king is mad,” she said. “How long do you think it will be until he throws you aside?”

    “The king is loyal to his supporters and faithful to those who are faithful to him,” Matilda told her. “And you were neither loyal nor faithful.”

    “Hah,” Emily said. She wasn’t a noblewoman, nor had she ever wanted to be one. King Randor had practically tricked her into accepting the barony, although that had blown up in his face. “Who trained you? I know you didn’t go to Whitehall.”

    Matilda shrugged. “I had private tutors. Some of us...prefer to remain out of the broadsheets.”

    A secret weapon, Emily thought. If no one knows about her, no one can prepare for her.

    She looked down at the stone floor. There was no law against magicians having private tutors, not if they didn’t want to go to school. It was rare, particularly for someone as powerful as Matilda appeared to be, but...she could see some advantages to it. No one saw Matilda as anything other than a drab lady of the court, a woman who had dawdled too long when it came to searching for a decent husband and found herself unable to make a good match. How many people had sneered at Matilda over the years, mocking her for waiting too long? And how many of them had guessed, in their wildest dreams, that she could kill them with a thought? 

    None, Emily guessed. She silently credited Randor for the plan. How many people would have expected him to put a woman in such an important post?

    “The king paid for your education,” she guessed. “Correct?”

    “More or less,” Matilda said. “It was an offer my family couldn’t refuse. And it has worked out for us.”

    Not as well as you wanted, I’d bet, Emily thought. The family couldn’t be too prominent or people would ask questions about why their daughter was still unmarried. It was impossible to tell with sorceresses, but she thought Matilda was the same age as Lady Barb. A noblewoman that old would either be married with children or doomed to spend the rest of her life in spinsterhood. I wonder how closely you’re related to Nightingale.

    She eyed Matilda for a long moment, then dismissed the thought. It was impossible to believe that Matilda was related to a professional crawler. He would have certainly tried to make use of her if she was related to him. Besides, she couldn’t see Matilda putting up with Nightingale for a second. She was more fearsome than Alassa, with less to lose through a burst of violent temper...and she had the king’s ear. The nasty part of Emily’s mind couldn’t help wondering if Matilda had her hand on another part of his anatomy. Randor would have liked the idea of siring a child on a sorceress.

    Maybe not, she thought. He doesn’t need more powerful enemies.

    “He’ll use you, then discard you,” Emily told her. “You should...”

    Matilda leaned forward and slapped her, hard. Emily’s head snapped to the side as she gasped in pain. The dwarf snickered, nastily. Emily tasted blood in her mouth and forced herself to swallow, rather than spit it out. Not, she supposed, that it mattered. She was in no position to stop them from taking a blood sample.

    “The king has been good to me,” Matilda said. The naked anger in her voice made Emily flinch. She might not take the concept of noble honor seriously, but Matilda did...at least when giving her word to her superiors and her peers. “And when I swore my oaths, I meant them.”

    Her voice hardened. “And you are a treacherous...”

    The door opened. A young man–he couldn’t be older than fourteen, wearing a messenger’s uniform–stepped into the cell and headed straight for Matilda. Emily felt sick as the messenger spoke briefly to Matilda, then walked back out of the cell in a manner that made it clear he was trying not to run. He didn’t even look at the prisoner. Emily wondered, vaguely, just how many messengers had ended up in the dungeons over the years. Alassa had once complained that far too many messengers concentrated more on spreading rumors than doing their jobs.

    “Well,” Matilda said. She shot the dwarf an unreadable look. “It seems you are to have a visitor.”

    The door opened, again. King Randor stepped into the cell.


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    “LEAVE US,” RANDOR ORDERED.

    Matilda bowed–Emily noted, to her surprise, that she didn’t curtsey–and withdrew from the cell. The dwarf seemed to hesitate, just for a second, as if he expected the order to be cancelled at any moment. Randor’s eyes hardened and the dwarf practically wet himself as he backed out of the cell, dropping bow after bow in the king’s general direction. He shot Emily a final unpleasant leer as he reached up and took the cell’s handle, pulling the door closed. Emily couldn’t help wondering if he’d accidentally locked the king in the cell with a dangerous prisoner.

    Not that there’s much danger, Emily thought, wryly. She was manacled, weak and powerless, while Randor was strong, wearing a suit of armor and presumably had a handful of defensive spells at the ready. He could break my neck with a blow.

    Randor moved his hand in a complicated pattern, casting a privacy ward. Emily lowered her eyes, taking a moment to gather herself. If Randor was nervous about being spied on here, in the heart of his power, his paranoia would be driving him insane. Randor’s court had always been a snake-pit–Alassa had made that clear–but it would be growing worse as the courtiers tried desperately to maneuver between the king and the rebel barons. She couldn’t help thinking, as Randor finished casting his spells, that the nobility would prefer to be somewhere–anywhere–else. They might be eating Randor’s food and drinking his drink, but even the most powerful of them knew the king could have them hauled away at a moment’s notice and hurled into the Tower. 

    “Emily,” Randor said. His voice was steady, but there was an uneasy edge to it. “Look at me.”

    Emily looked up, her eyes going wide. It had been two years, more or less, since she’d last set eyes on Alassa’s father and the change was striking. His hair was starting to thin, his beard was streaked with grey and his hands were shaking no matter how tightly he clasped them together. She couldn’t help thinking, as she took in the suit of golden armor, that he’d actually lost weight. Randor had always been a big, barrel-chested man, but he’d never been fat. Now...he looked as though his armor had been designed for a larger man. She wondered, as she met his dark eyes, why he hadn’t had it resized.

    Too many protections worked into the armor, she thought. Randor wouldn’t have settled for a standard set of charmed armor. He could have afforded an entire team of enchanters to forge him an impregnable suit, or at least as close to impregnable as possible. He can’t have the suit altered without running the risk of weakening the protective spells.

    “Tell me something,” Randor said, his eyes boring into hers. “Do you have the slightest idea what you’ve done?”

    Emily forced herself to meet his gaze. “I saved my best friend from her father.”

    “Not that,” Randor said. He sat down on his haunches, staring at her. “When you started introducing your innovations”–the word was practically a curse–“and destabilizing my kingdom.”

    “Your kingdom was destabilizing before I came along,” Emily reminded him. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to bait him, but she was close to giving up. “Your nobles were plotting to overthrow you long before anyone had ever heard of me.”

    “It’s their hobby,” Randor growled. His fists clenched. She was suddenly all too aware of just how solid they were, of just how much harm they’d do if he lost control and started to pound her. “You, on the other hand, turned everything upside down. No one knows their place any longer.”

    He cracked his knuckles. “You changed the world,” he hissed. “And my kingdom is falling apart. The peasants are revolting, the commoners are building barricades in the street, the nobles are waiting for a chance to attack me...and it’s all your fault.”

    “They wouldn’t be revolting if they weren’t unhappy with their lot,” Emily pointed out. She might have given the lower classes the tools they needed to communicate with each other, but she hadn’t been the one who’d tied peasants to farms or ensured that most commoners didn’t have a hope of rising in the world. “You and your noblemen weren’t good rulers.”

    Randor growled. “You’ve twisted the social order out of existence,” he snapped. “Is this what it’s like on your world? Every little person having a say?”

    “More or less,” Emily said, remembering how the internet had made it easy for everyone to have a say. It had been a mixed blessing–the internet spread rumors and lies as much as it spread truth–but it had allowed far more people to become informed. “People want to have a say in their lives, Your Majesty. And why should you rule them?”

    “I’m king,” Randor snapped. “My ancestors built this kingdom when the Empire collapsed, then my linage held it together in the face of noble traitors and peasant revolts. I rule because it is my birthright!”

    “And yet you were prepared to strip Alassa of that birthright,” Emily said. “I...”

    “Damn you,” Randor said. Spittle flew from his mouth. “Why didn’t you tell me about Paren’s treachery?”

    Emily looked up at him. “What would you have done if I had?”

    “You had a duty to bring the information to me,” Randor said, ignoring the question. “I ennobled you. I made you Baroness Cockatrice. You had a duty to me, a duty you chose to ignore.”

    “Because you would have killed a great many innocent people, none of whom knew their family patriarch was a traitor,” Emily said, tartly. Neither Imaiqah nor Tam had known the truth. “And because you would have killed my friend. My first real friend.”

    “The family of a traitor has to die,” Randor snapped. “That’s the law!”

    “You didn’t kill Alicia,” Emily pointed out. “And she was an adult by the time her father was beheaded.”

    “That would have plunged her inheritance into the hands of a very distant cousin,” Randor snapped. “And she was not a confirmed adult.”

    “A legal technicality,” Emily countered. “Alicia would have been twenty when her father died.”

    “But an important one,” Randor said. “And Paren betrayed me, personally.”

    “Only because you betrayed him first,” Emily said. “You made promises, didn’t you? And you didn’t keep those promises.”

    Randor snorted. “The Merchants Guild couldn’t organize a dance without spending weeks arguing and agonizing over every last detail. They couldn’t make a decision in a hurry if the lives of their wives and children depended on it. And I was supposed to give them a say in running the kingdom?”

    “You made a promise,” Emily said.

    “I ennobled Paren,” Randor hissed. He stood up and started to pace the room, swinging his fists as if he was looking for someone to hit. “I made him a man of title as well as wealth and power. I ensured his sons would have a fair chance at heiresses and that his daughters would have suitable marriages to men of good quality. I even put him on the Privy Council and listened to him! And he betrayed me.”

    He rounded on Emily. “I expect to be betrayed by the noblemen. They’re cockroaches. You don’t blame vermin for doing what vermin does. But the men I ennoble personally? You’d damn well better believe that I expect complete loyalty from them. I made him great!”

    “You betrayed him,” Emily said, quietly.

    “You betrayed me,” Randor snapped. “You utter filthy...I should never have let you anywhere near this kingdom! I should have banned your ideas right from the start! I should have burned the printing press, smashed the spinning jenny, exploded the gunpowder and executed anyone who knew how to make them. The kingdom would have been just fine.”

    Emily shook her head, wordlessly. Randor was wrong. The New Learning had spread at terrifying speed. The kingdoms that refused to adopt it would rapidly find themselves outmatched by the kingdoms–and city-states–that did. It was easy to imagine Beneficence, ten or twenty years down the line, being armed with repeating rifles and cannon while Zangaria would have nothing more advanced than a bow and arrow. The war would be a walkover, particularly if Zangaria had learned nothing in the intervening time. A valiant cavalry charge at an enemy position would end in total disaster, the horsemen slaughtered to the last man. She could...

    Randor slammed his fist into his palm. “Do you know what they’re doing, out there? Do you know?”

    “No,” Emily said. “I’ve been locked in your cell...”

    “They’re muttering your name,” Randor told her, coldly. “Not my name, not my daughter’s...yours. Your name is on everyone’s lips as the heroine, the savior, the one who gave them everything. The commoners are threatening to rise in your name. They’ll fight and die for you.”

    “I’d rather they lived for me,” Emily said, lightly.

    Randor backhanded her. She barely had a moment to gasp in pain before he was in front of her, one hand clutching her neck. His grip tightened slowly, threatening to choke the life out of her. She tried to pull back, but she couldn’t move. She was at his mercy.

    “Do you know what I could do to you?” Randor’s voice was almost a scream. “Do you know what I could do? Anything! Anything at all! I could make you suffer for hours, then have you healed so you could suffer again. I could break you.”

    He lowered his voice. “And no one is coming to rescue you. Your friends don’t even know where you are. And your...father...isn’t your real father. He’s certainly not going to bother coming to the rescue when you failed so spectacularly.”

    Emily choked, her vision starting to dim. Was this the end? She felt oddly peaceful, if only because there was no way to resist. She’d die in a squalid dungeon, dimensions away from her homeworld...but she’d had a good run, hadn’t she? Jade and Cat could use what she’d taught them to overthrow Randor and put Alassa on the throne, then turn the batteries against the necromancers. And the New Learning would spread...Randor could kill her, if he wished, but he couldn’t kill an idea. It was already too late.

    Randor loosened his grip. “No,” he hissed. “You won’t die today.”

    It was a struggle to breathe. Emily was half-convinced that Randor had crushed part of her throat, even though she thought that would have proven fatal. Her throat hurt, badly. Her entire body hurt and there was blood in her mouth and...her thoughts started to swim out of control. Perhaps he had killed her after all.

    “You taught people that they could seek their own place, instead of staying where the gods put them,” Randor said. “And they think they can rise up against me, that they can upset the natural order and take my throne. And all they will do is throw the country to the noblest dogs!”

    Emily tried to speak, to tell him that the social hierarchy looked very different to someone at the bottom. But the pain in her throat was too great. Her breathing came in ragged gulps, each breath hurting her more than she cared to admit. Randor might have decided not to kill her with his bare hands, but...she doubted that was a good thing. The only reason she was alive was because he thought he still had a use for her.

    “Tomorrow, you will be taken from this cell and marched to a place of public execution,” Randor said. His lips twitched, humorlessly. “As a noblewoman of Zangaria, you would normally be immune from the death penalty, but you did rule Cockatrice in your own right and so you will be treated like a man. I trust you will appreciate the honor of dying like a man, Lady Emily. Unless, of course, you would like to be married off to someone of my choice...?”

    “Go to hell,” Emily managed. It still hurt to talk. “I...”

    She shook her head, firmly. She doubted it was a serious offer. If Randor was telling the truth, nothing short of her death would dismay the crowds...although there was no guarantee she wouldn’t become a martyr. The crowds might get angrier if they watched her die on the block. And if it was a serious offer, she was sure that Randor would choose someone guaranteed to keep her under control. She’d spend the rest of her life, if she was lucky, drinking potions every day to keep her magic suppressed. And once she gave birth to an heir, she’d probably have her throat slit. 

    “Very well,” Randor said. He stepped back, rising to his feet. His voice was suspiciously affable. “Where is my daughter?”

    Emily shrugged. “I have no idea.”

    Randor met her eyes. “You must know where the portal terminated.”

    “They won’t have stayed there,” Emily said. Randor must know where the portal had originated now too. Unless...no, Jade would have made sure to destroy everything before they fled the city. “They would have gone somewhere else to stay away from you.”

    “I will find them,” Randor told her. “And when I do...”

    “You betrayed your daughter,” Emily said, cutting him off. It was getting easier to talk. “Alassa is your heir, not a newborn baby.”

    “I will pass a strong and stable country down to my heir, whoever he may be,” Randor said, coolly. “And if my daughter does not come back to me, she will be disinherited and my son will take her place.”

    “Your bastard son,” Emily said.

    “He is my son,” Randor shouted, so loudly that it echoed from the walls. The sudden switch from affability to anger was terrifying. “His mother does not matter. He is my son!”

    Emily stared at him. “He has fifteen years to go before he can take the throne...”

    “I will teach him how to be a king,” Randor said. His voice rang with utter conviction, although Emily wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince. Her...or himself. “I will make sure he knows how to wield power, how to lead men in battle, how to keep the nobles and merchants and commoners and peasants in their place. He will be a great king!”

    “But not a good one,” Emily said.

    Randor spat in disgust. “My grandfather tried to be everyone’s friend. He tried to give everyone what they wanted. And what happened? They took advantage of him! The nobles built armies, the commoners demanded power...by the time my father took the throne, the kingdom was on the verge of utter collapse. My father might not have been a good king, or a nice king, but he saved the kingdom and taught the nobles to mind their place.”

    Not well enough, Emily thought. The nobles hadn’t waited for Alexis III’s body to cool in the grave before starting to plot against his son. They’d been plotting long before they’d realized how the New Learning weakened their positions as well as the king’s. And endless cycles of repression cannot be good for the country.

    “You have a day to live, Lady Emily,” Randor told her. “And I suggest you spend it contemplating just how much damage you have done to my country–and how your death will fix it.”

    It won’t, Emily thought. It will only make it worse.

    She tried to meet Randor’s eyes. “Give up. The world has changed, Your Majesty. You cannot put the dragon back in the egg. Abdicate the throne, pass the crown to Alassa...end this civil war while you can and let...”

    Randor spun around and slapped her, again. “I swore an oath that I would serve my kingdom faithfully,” he told her, as Emily reeled from the blow. “I can no more walk away from my throne than you can walk away from your magic. I will serve as monarch until the gods see fit to end my life. And if Alassa is an unsuitable heir, I cannot let her take the throne.”

    Emily tried to say something, but he spoke over her. “You brought this nightmare to my country,” he said. “And your death will end it. Everyone will watch you die.”

    Oh, Emily thought. And then...what happens next?

    She shuddered as a thought occurred to her. Bait. She was bait. Randor might expect Jade to mount a rescue mission, perhaps hoping to cause trouble in the capital while Alassa built up her forces in Swanhaven. He might even expect Cat to mount a mission on his own, if he knew Cat had accompanied them. There was no way to be sure. But he might also expect the Levellers to do something...

    And they’ll be walking right into a trap, Emily told herself, numbly. Randor would have thousands of troops on hand, each one armed with muskets...perhaps even cannons or the experimental repeating guns. The Levellers would be slaughtered. I have to get out of here.

    She thought, fast, but nothing presented itself. She was tied up, she had no magic...she couldn’t even awaken the snake. And she was probably going to be tortured too. Randor probably didn’t want her to look too battered when she was marched to her execution, but he had a Healer. She’d look her best on her dying day. No matter how she worked the problem, she kept coming to the same conclusion. There was no way out.

    “Goodbye, Lady Emily,” Randor said. His voice was very cold. “We won’t talk again.”

    He opened the door and stepped through, leaving her alone.

     



    Interlude Three: Nightingale

    VISCOUNT SEJANUS NIGHTINGALE WOULD NEVER HAVE admitted it, not unless he was threatened with torture or worse, but he was terrified of the Royal Family. King Randor had always been dangerous, even before the attempted coup, yet Princess Alassa was almost worse. She had changed him into a toad as a joke, years ago; even as an adult, she made no bones about hating him. She’d even foiled Sejanus’s plan to marry his ward a few short months ago, ensuring he could not build an independent power base for himself. Sejanus had no illusions about his fate, when Alassa took the throne. It was why he’d encouraged Alassa’s father to suspect–and eventually imprison–his daughter.

    He stayed on one knee as King Randor paced the throne room, his every movement promising blood and suffering for someone. The Crown Princess had escaped, making a bad situation worse. There were now two potential heirs to the crown running around, both outside Randor’s control. One or both of them might make a play for the throne–or be pressured into making a play for the throne–which would force them to kill the current occupant. Sejanus had no illusions about his fate if the Duke of Iron took the throne either. The man had always despised Sejanus...and his backers, the Noblest, hated him with an unrestrained passion. No, Sejanus’s very life depended on King Randor remaining firmly in control. He’d do anything to keep his monarch in power. 

    “She could be anywhere,” Randor growled, swinging around to look at the map. The king’s castles were supposed to be garrisoned, but one castle’s guards had already fallen victim to treachery. How many more were on the verge of falling? “And so could he!”

    Sejanus bowed his head. “We could force Lady Emily to talk.”

    Randor spat. “She doesn’t know. The portal spell was unbalanced. They could be anywhere by now.”

    “Then they could be dead,” Sejanus pointed out. It was a shame. He would have enjoyed forcing Lady Emily to talk. “The portal could have spat them out in the Blighted Lands. Or the ocean or...”

    The king rounded on him. “Do you think my child would die so easily?”

    Sejanus didn’t look up. The king had never bothered to prepare Alassa to take the crown, not until it was almost too late. Now, the damage was done. Alassa wouldn’t wait patiently for her father to die before she inherited the crown. She’d try to take it. And so would the Duke of Iron and his backers. Neither of them had a choice. It was rare for a noblewoman to be executed, but Alassa was just too dangerous. Her head would be cut off as soon as she gave birth to the rightful heir.

    Which will give me time to ingratiate myself with the boy, Sejanus thought. He dealt with the prospect of the child being a girl by ignoring it. And when the king dies, I will be ready.

    “No, Your Majesty,” he said, firmly. Any child of Randor would be too tough to die in an accident. Besides, he hadn’t survived and prospered by taking things for granted. The princess was still alive, somewhere. “But it will take her time to build up an army. She does not have many supporters outside the capital.”

    He lowered his voice. “Particularly if we behead one of her strongest supporters now, before she can be rescued,” he added. “The execution may even serve to lure Princess Alassa into a trap.”

    The king glowered. “You would advise me to kill a baroness?”

    Sejanus didn’t quite meet the king’s eyes. “There are no other options,” he said. He was fairly sure the decision had already been made. “Lady Emily is dangerous. And she cannot be contained for long.”

    Randor lifted his eyebrows. “And the fact you don’t like her has nothing to do with your advice?”

    “No, Your Majesty,” Sejanus lied. He hated, feared and resented Lady Emily. A slip of a girl who’d been given the kind of wealth and power he had devoted his life to acquiring, for nothing more than dumb luck. He had served his king faithfully for years and he was no closer to the sort of independent power he wanted–he needed–to leave as a legacy for his children. “She is just too dangerous to keep alive.”

    The king resumed his pacing. Sejanus watched him, hardly daring to breathe. Randor was devious, devious enough to have Sejanus take the fall for executing a popular noblewoman...a woman who also happened to be related to a powerful sorcerer. Sejanus had no illusions about how disposable he was, if the king needed a scapegoat. Lady Emily was probably the most detested aristocrat in Zangaria, as far as the nobility were concerned, but she was very popular amongst the common folk. They might rise up to avenge her death.

    No one would rise in defense of the Crown Princess, he told himself. But they’d fight for a common-born bitch who turned their world upside down.

    “Very well,” Randor growled. He sounded as though he’d allowed Sejanus to talk him into it. “We will arrange a public execution. If my daughter shows her face, we will have her.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sejanus said. 

    He wondered, briefly, if he should arrange for Alassa to die while she was being taken into custody. And her wretched husband too. It shouldn’t be that hard to arrange for an accident, then cover his tracks. The king would be furious–he needed Alassa’s child–but he did have a bastard son. It wouldn’t be that hard for him to retroactively legitimize the child. And it would save Sejanus from the threat of Princess Alassa taking the throne and ordering his immediate execution.

    Risky, he told himself. If the king found out, Sejanus would lose his head. His entire family would lose their heads. But necessary.

    He bowed low, then went to carry out the king’s orders...

    ...And add a refinement or two of his own.


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    EMILY WANTED–DESPERATELY–TO RUB HER aching jaw. Randor’s blows had hurt badly, badly enough to worry her. She could taste blood in her mouth, feel one of her teeth slowly coming loose...it could have been worse. It could have been a lot worse. Randor could have beaten her bloody, or raped her, or...he could have killed her. It might even have been the wisest thing to do. Alassa and the others would be forced to either abandon her or waste a great deal of time searching for her. 

    And if I died in darkness, no one would be entirely sure I was dead, Emily thought. She shifted, uncomfortably. The manacles were starting to wear on her. I’d be like the Princes in the Tower...no one would really know what had happened to me.

    She closed her eyes for a long moment, feeling a surge of bitter helplessness. No matter how she wracked her brain, she couldn’t see any way out. She was chained up, locked in a cell...and she’d bet half her fortune there were plenty of security measures she couldn’t see. A handful of wards would be more than enough to keep her in place without requiring much effort from the guards. She was surprised Matilda hadn’t frozen her in place after the king left. It would have been an extra layer of security that would have cost her nothing and potentially saved a great deal.

    She hated, really hated, being helpless. She’d worked hard to make it difficult for anyone to render her helpless. And yet, Randor and his servants had succeeded. She was trapped, unable to escape...utterly at their mercy. The only reason she was alive was Randor wanted–needed–to use her for bait. It wouldn’t be long before she was marched down to the execution ground and beheaded. And anyone who tried to save her was going to die too.

    Randor was right, she realized numbly. Void wasn’t going to come to her aid. She wasn’t his real daughter, after all. Perhaps he’d come anyway–she wanted to believe he was going to come anyway–but she didn’t dare hope too much. She had to stand on her own two feet, except...except her feet were chained too. There was no way she could stand on her own.

    She must have fallen asleep, for the next thing she knew was someone wiping her face with a cloth. Her eyes sprang open, her body recoiling in horror as she realized the dwarf was cleaning her skin with surprisingly tender motions. How...how had he managed to enter the cell without waking her? She wondered, grimly, if the wards were designed to make it harder for her to hear the guards...or if she was in a worse state than she thought. Her stomach growled, loudly. She flushed as the dwarf stepped back.

    “You’re awake,” he said, curtly. “Welcome back.”

    Emily glowered at him. The bastard had been touching her while she slept. Who knew what else he’d been doing to her? The dwarf ignored her glare and turned, revealing a small tray lying on the floor behind him. A single bowl of soup sat on the tray, steaming merrily away as the dwarf picked it up. He held a pewter spoon in his other hand.

    “Open up,” he said, with mock cheer. “I’ve got orders to feed you.”

    “I don’t think you’re meant to feed me like a baby,” Emily said. She wondered what she could do if she managed to get at least one hand free. “I can feed myself.”

    “The king has issued specific orders that you are to remain chained at all times,” the dwarf said. “And I cannot disobey his orders.”

    He scooped up some soup in the spoon. “Open up.”

    Emily felt her stomach churn. The soup didn’t look very tasty at all. It was yellowish, with chunks of fat floating in the hot liquid...she’d seen things in cesspits that looked more appetizing. Randor, it seemed, wasn’t going to allow the condemned girl to have a final meal before she faced the headsman. She was tempted to tell the dwarf to take the soup away, but a grim awareness that she needed to eat stopped her. Who knew? Maybe something would happen that would give her a chance to escape.

    She opened her mouth. The dwarf shoved the spoon in, giggling all the while. Emily gagged as she tasted the soup, trying desperately not to spit it out. She had no idea what the cook had been trying to do, but he’d failed. The soup tasted of nothing more than rancid fat, with hints of meat. She didn’t think she wanted to know the details. The dwarf gave her a second spoonful, then a third. Emily tried to ignore his heavy breathing. If he was getting a kick out of forcing her to eat like a baby...

    It could be worse, she told herself. Her stomach was churning unpleasantly. They could be making me drink poison.

    “I could fetch you something else,” the dwarf said, as he gave her the last spoonful. “But that would require certain considerations...”

    He leered at her, his hands going to his crotch. Emily recoiled, suddenly in utterly no doubt what he wanted. His grin told the rest of the story. He didn’t want to force himself on her, even though he could have done it easily; he wanted her to submit of her own free will...she glared at him, revolted. She would sooner die.

    “No,” she said. “Go away.”

    The dwarf laughed. Despite his diminutive statue, he seemed to loom over her. “Are you sure? I can make it worth your while.”

    “Fuck off,” Emily ordered.

    “Now, that’s not nice,” the dwarf said. “I...yikes!”

    He flew back and crashed into the far wall. Emily blinked, convinced–for one glorious moment–that her magic had returned to her. But...instead, a tall man was standing in front of her. She’d been so focused on the dwarf that she hadn’t even realized someone else had entered the cell, let alone that it was someone she recognized. It had been nearly a year since she’d seen Sir Roger, but he hadn’t changed that much. Only the uniform was new.

    “My apologies, Lady Emily,” Sir Roger said. He scooped up the dwarf by the scruff of the neck and tossed him out of the cell. “I hope this scum has not...inconvenienced you.”

    Emily swallowed the response that came to mind. “Sir Roger,” she said, instead. “What are you doing here?”

    “I wanted to talk to you,” Sir Roger said. He was keeping his eyes averted, a consideration she found herself almost pathetically grateful for. “The king was kind enough to give his blessing.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. She felt her heart sink. She’d hoped, just for a second, that Sir Roger had come to free her. They’d met before, in Farrakhan. “I seem to have nothing but time...until tomorrow.”

    “Later today,” Sir Roger corrected. “You were asleep for quite some time.”

    Emily winced. “Thank you for telling me.” She’d heard there was a country where a prisoner on death row wouldn’t be told the time and place of his execution, ensuring that every time he left the cell he’d wonder if he was going to his death. It struck her as cruel and unusual punishment. “Why...what do you want to talk to me about?”

    Sir Roger sat on the stone floor. “There’s an army advancing on the city,” he said, coming from the south. “The Noblest are making their move.”

    “The Noblest?”

    “It’s what they’re calling themselves,” Sir Roger told her. “All the usual suspects, of course; Baroness Harkness, Barons Gaunt, Gaillard, Silversmith and Thornwood...led, at least on paper, by Duke Traduceus of the Line of Alexis. They sent the king their formal defiance shortly after they liberated his brother from imprisonment.”

    “And so they have declared war,” Emily finished. She felt a stab of bitter regret. She’d hoped, just for a second, that Jade and Alassa had already managed to raise an army. “How long until they reach the walls?”

    “Hours...a day, at most,” Sir Roger said. “We’re doing what we can to slow them down, of course, but they’re maintaining an impressive pace. They must have been planning the operation for quite some time.”

    Emily nodded. The plan was strikingly simple, but bold. Capture Alexis, kill the king and his daughter, have Duke Traduceus crowned in his brother’s place...they’d win the war in one fell swoop. Except, of course, Alassa wasn’t in the Tower of Alexis, waiting to be executed by the victorious Noblest. She was on her way to Swanhaven, where she could raise an army and come back to recover her birthright. The Noblest might be about to discover that their plans had gone awry.

    Too late for them to change their plans, she thought, vindictively. If they sent the king a formal defiance, they effectively declared war.

    “Brave of them,” she said, careful not to commit herself. “What does this have to do with me?”

    Sir Roger wrung his hands. “You do know I was exchanging letters with Imaiqah, don’t you?”

    Emily nodded, impatiently. Six months ago, it would have been a good match; Randor had had every reason to encourage it as much as he could. Sir Roger was loyal to the king, which meant that his marriage would tie Imaiqah closer to the king...except, of course, that her father had been a traitor. Sir Roger had dodged a bullet. If he’d married Imaiqah when their courtship had just begun, he would have been beheaded by now. Randor could not have risked him escaping to rally his troops and lead them against the castle.

    “I thought she–and you–were loyal,” Sir Roger said. “Why did you betray us?”

    “I made the best decision I could, at the time,” Emily said. In hindsight, perhaps she should have told Imaiqah and her family to flee the country. It wouldn’t have been that hard for them to set up somewhere on the other side of the continent. “I just didn’t expect the truth to come out.”

    “Few people do,” Sir Roger said. “And yet, it always comes out at the worst possible moment.”

    Emily eyed him for a long moment. She didn’t know him that well, but she was fairly certain he was avoiding something. Something he wanted to talk about, yet...a subject he didn’t know how to broach. She knew the feeling all too well. And yet...

    “I don’t have much time,” she said. She rattled her chains, meaningfully. It wouldn’t be that long before they started to prepare for the march to her death. “What do you want to ask?”

    Sir Roger lowered his voice. “Why are you helping Alassa?”

    “She’s my friend,” Emily said. She didn’t think Sir Roger would listen if she called Randor’s sanity into question. “And she was unjustly imprisoned.”

    “That’s not the point,” Sir Roger told her. “A three-way civil war is about to break out.”

    Perhaps four-way, Emily thought. It would take time for Alassa to draw all the factions together, if they were willing to support her. Tam wasn’t the only one who distrusted the entire Royal Family. The Levellers might constitute a separate faction in their own right.

    She met his eyes. “Then what is the point?”

    “Whoever wins, Zangaria will be badly weakened,” Sir Roger said. “And that will weaken the defense against the necromancers.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. Zangaria was a long way from the Blighted Lands, but the country still sent troops to help secure the border chokepoints. The necromancers were powerful, insane–and, sometimes, ingenious enough to figure out ways to turn their weaknesses into strengths. Dua Kepala had managed to get hundreds of thousands of orcs across an impassable desert and straight into a fertile, lush and unprepared kingdom. And he’d only been stopped by sheer luck.

    “So why are you helping her?” Sir Roger stared at her, as if he could force her to talk by sheer willpower. “You’re only making life easier for the enemy. The real enemy.”

    “Alassa isn’t the enemy,” Emily said. She felt a flicker of sympathy for the young man in front of her, tied by blood and honor to a king who was steadily going insane. “She’s...”

    “Going to fight a civil war,” Sir Roger said. “And leave the country devastated.”

    Emily took a breath. “The tensions that are exploding now have been building up for a long time,” she told him. “The king has been trying to consolidate his power, the noblemen have been trying to resist him while grinding the faces of the poor, the merchants have been trying to survive and prosper in a world that regards them as slaves and...and the people on the bottom don’t want to stay there any longer.”

    She took another shuddering breath. “Randor has already given the necromancers an advantage,” she added. “He’s ensured a civil war that will, as you said, devastate an entire country. The Allied Lands will be weakened and the necromancers won’t have to lift a finger. Hell, his growing madness will lead to worse problems in the rear. What will the Allied Lands do if Randor attacks his neighbors?”

    “He wouldn’t,” Sir Roger said. He sounded as if he didn’t quite believe himself. “The king knows what is at stake!”

    Emily met his eyes. “Does he? Because, from what I can see, the king isn’t trying to take steps to make peaceful change possible. And he’s made violent change inevitable.”

    “The king ennobled you,” Sir Roger reminded her. “He put you right at the top, a step below himself.”

    “And I should be grateful?” Emily shook her head. “I liked him, when I first met him. But that didn’t blind me to his flaws. And now...he’s gone mad. The house is already burning brightly and he thinks he can put it out by spitting on it.”

    “We have to deal with the real threat,” Sir Roger said.

    “That’s my point,” Emily said. “Sir Roger–Roger–listen to me. The necromancers cannot be defeated the old way. They were slowly, but steadily winning the war until I killed Shadye. The only thing keeping them from winning is the simple fact that they don’t work together very well, if they manage to work together at all. You know this. Put an army of soldiers up against a necromancer and all you’re doing is giving them more victims to sacrifice. They’re just too powerful to be stopped with swords and arrows.”

    She looked down at the floor. “The New Learning will change everything. You saw what muskets could do at Farrakhan. What do you think is coming further down the line? I’ve unleashed creative juices that were corked up for far too long. Each change, each innovation, will breed more change and innovation. It won’t be long before everything changes and the necromancers are left behind once and for all. 

    “But it will also change the world. The people at the bottom don’t like being at the bottom. Why should they? And what right do the people at the top have to be at the top? Why should a tiny group be served by the rest? Why should promotion be determined by family lineage instead of merit?”

    She saw Sir Roger wince as the blow struck home. He was a competent man–and loyal too–but he would never hold a senior command. Of course not. There were men of impeccable lineage and breeding who practically had to be given such commands by right. Sir Roger was far down the pecking order, too insignificant to be given command of anything larger than a regiment. Indeed, now the true power of gunpowder weapons had been amply demonstrated, she wondered how long it would be before one of the senior men demanded Sir Roger’s command for himself. Not long, if she was any judge.

    “Join us,” she said, knowing it wouldn’t work. “Help us stop the king–and the nobles–before it’s too late.”

    Sir Roger gave her a sharp look. “That’s treason!”

    Emily giggled, despite herself. “If this be treason, let us make the most of it,” she said. “Are they going to hang me twice?”

    “I am a man of honor,” Sir Roger said. His voice was very firm. “I swore an oath to my king, an oath I intend to keep. If I had married your friend, I would have been a good husband to her...”

    “You might have had to offer her up to the chopping block,” Emily said. She doubted it would have been a peaceful marriage. Imaiqah was a sorceress, with all the power that implied; Sir Roger was a nobleman of Zangaria, someone who had been raised to expect his wife to be obedient at all times. It wasn’t a recipe for a comfortable marriage. “Would you have done it, if Randor had demanded her head?”

    Sir Roger’s lips worked incoherently for a long moment. Emily almost pitied him. Oaths were taken seriously, particularly by men who depended on trust, honor and respect. But what should one do if one oath contradicted another? Either way, Sir Roger would have been screwed. No one would trust a man who’d broken an oath to his wife...or to the king.

    “I swore an oath to the king,” Sir Roger said, curtly. He didn’t seem to want to answer the question. “I’m sorry it had to end like this, Lady Emily.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said, as Sir Roger turned to leave. “Me too.”


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    THE DWARF DIDN’T COME BACK.

    Emily was relieved, even though she was fairly sure the dwarf had orders not to hurt her too badly. Randor wouldn’t want her to look like a battered wife–or worse–in front of a crowd that might be inclined to take her side. The nobles might hate her, but even they would have qualms about mistreating her. Randor was gambling by sending her to her death, gambling that he’d be able to quash any angry response from both sides of society. She wondered, idly, if he’d win his bet. Whatever happened, she wouldn’t be around to see it.

    She leaned against the wood, taking long, deep breaths. No matter how she worked the problem, escape was impossible as long as she was inside the cell. Perhaps, just perhaps, she could escape when they took her out of the castle. They’d know how to control prisoners on their way to the execution grounds, she knew, but...it wasn’t much, but it was all she had. Jade and the others would be a very long way away by now, probably assuming that Randor would keep her prisoner rather than behead her at once. She might have drawn the same conclusion if she were in their place.

    I did well, she told herself, firmly. Even if she didn’t escape, she had the satisfaction of knowing that her changes would spread right across the continent. Randor couldn’t put the genie back in the bottle, not now. I started an industrial revolution. The world will be changed forever.

    She felt oddly calm as she waited, even though she knew the odds of escape were almost non-existent. Death was waiting for her, under the executioner’s axe...she wondered, absently, if she was meant to pay the man. It was tradition, but...she had no money. Perhaps he’d want the snake-bracelet instead. She felt a flicker of vindictive glee at the thought. Whatever spells Matilda had put on the snake-bracelet wouldn’t last forever, certainly not after Emily’s death. The executioner might be in for a very nasty surprise.

    Unless he sells it on at once, she thought. His fence might get the surprise instead.

    It felt like hours–or days–before the door unlocked and rattled open, revealing Matilda and the dwarf. Matilda looked unchanged, but the dwarf had a nasty bruise on his forehead. Sir Roger had clobbered him as he walked out, Emily guessed. The dwarf glared at her evilly, but didn’t seem inclined to come any closer. Perhaps Sir Roger had threatened to report him to the king. The dwarf was expendable. No one would care if he wound up in one of his cells, being tortured by his former underlings...or if he was simply marched to the execution grounds and beheaded. Randor probably saw the dwarf as a potential scapegoat if things really got out of hand.

    Matilda inspected Emily for a long moment, then nodded to herself. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” she said, curtly. “If you cooperate, you can walk under your own power; if you refuse to cooperate, I’ll layer spells on you and manipulate your body like a puppet. Are you going to cooperate?”

    Emily hesitated. Stubborn pride wanted to tell Matilda to do her worst, but she knew that she wouldn’t have even a faint hope of escape if her body was under Matilda’s control. She could do it too, Emily was sure. Controlling someone else, particularly someone without magic, took a relatively simple spell. She couldn’t risk being turned into a puppet as long as there was a chance to turn the tables and escape.

    “Yes,” she said, sourly.

    Matilda nodded and started to work on Emily’s manacles, freeing her hands from the wooden bar. Even without the cuffs, she had to wait for the wood to be lowered before she could pull her hands free. Her arms and wrists ached, nasty red marks clearly visible on her bare skin. She gritted her teeth as she forced her muscles to move, trying desperately to get the blood flowing again. It was uncomfortable as hell, but necessary. She had to be able to move if she wanted to escape. 

    The dwarf left the room as Matilda freed Emily’s ankles, then returned with a steaming bucket of water and a bundle of clothes. Emily eyed them, surprised, as Matilda helped her to stand, then passed her a washcloth. She briefly contemplated trying to tip the bucket over their heads, but she knew it would be fatal for her. They’d both have protections to keep them safe...and, even if they didn’t, the entire cell would be surrounded by wards. She wouldn’t be able to get out the door without permission. 

    “Undress,” Matilda ordered. “Now.”

    Emily hesitated, eying the dwarf. Matilda sighed and snapped her fingers in his direction. The dwarf let out a yelp, his hands scrabbling at his eyes. Emily stared, horrified. Blinding spells were also relatively simple, but forbidden. A student at Whitehall who blinded another would be unable to sit down for days. And yet, they were a simple defense in the outside world...

    He’s a slave, she thought, as she started to remove her battered dress. Her skin looked odd; there were no bruises, yet her body was covered in patches of tanned skin blurring into pale whiteness where the healing spells had done their work. He’s just as much a prisoner here as I am.

    She pushed the flicker of sympathy aside. A dwarf might be nothing more than a figure of fun in Zangaria, condemned to little more than life as a circus freak, but he was still a sadist who found amusement in tormenting prisoners. An abuser who kicked down deserved no sympathy from her. She’d been abused too much herself to have any sympathy for someone who didn’t face his real tormentors.

    Matilda watched, calmly, as Emily washed herself, then pulled on the new dress they’d given her. She couldn’t help thinking that it looked like a simple bridal gown, as if she were going to a wedding...or a sacrifice. It fit her perfectly, something that nagged at her mind until she realized that Matilda had probably gotten her measurements from Queen Marlena. Perhaps she should have asked the king about his wife, while they’d been talking...or perhaps that would only make matters worse. Marlena would have to be put aside if Randor wanted to rewrite history to claim that Alicia’s son was legitimate after all.

    “Brush your hair back, but let it hang down,” Matilda ordered. “There’s no time to have it pinned up properly.”

    Emily shrugged. She’d never really cared for elaborate hairstyles. Alassa might claim they helped mark a person’s position in society, if only by proving that the wearer was wealthy enough to hire maids to do their hair, but Emily had never seen the point. She normally wore her hair down anyway. She ran her fingers through her hair, silently wishing–just for a moment–that she had time to wash it. Her hair felt grimy and uncomfortable.

    Matilda snapped her fingers at the cringing dwarf, undoing the spell. Emily shuddered at the look of fear–and naked malice–in the dwarf’s eyes. Matilda had better hope that she never ended up in Randor’s dungeons. The dwarf would make her life hell. His eyes traveled across Emily’s body, then looked away as Matilda took Emily’s wrist. A moment later, her hands were firmly tied behind her back. Emily tested the bonds as quietly as she could, cursing her mistake under her breath. If she’d thought to tense her arms...no, Matilda probably knew that trick. Unsurprisingly, she couldn’t weaken the bonds. Her hands were trapped.

    “This way,” Matilda said. She put a hand on Emily’s arm to guide her towards the door. “If you do anything stupid, I will make you regret it.”

    I’m going to my execution, Emily thought, dryly. What could be worse than that?

    She shrugged as they walked through the door and up a darkened staircase. Emily had half-expected to see the castle staff, from the footmen and guards she’d barely noticed to the maids who’d tended her room, but she didn’t see anyone until they reached the main hall and started down towards the doors. The walls were lined with noblemen, wearing their finery; their eyes followed her, coldly, as she walked on. She saw no pity or sympathy in their eyes, nothing that might suggest they’d take up arms in her name. But then, none of the noblemen would be foolish enough to wear their hearts on their sleeves. Randor had eyes and ears everywhere. He’d be watching them.

    A gust of cold air struck her as they entered the courtyard. There were more guards on the gates than ever before, carrying muskets and flintlocks as well as swords, spears and wands. Sir Roger’s men, Emily guessed. They were certainly organized by someone who knew what he was doing. She’d seen plenty of mistakes made by people who didn’t understand gunpowder–and heard horror stories about people who hadn’t survived their mistakes–but the soldiers looked competent. There was no risk of accidentally blowing down the castle gates, allowing the mob to enter the building. It didn’t look as if there was any risk to the defenders at all.

    Matilda’s grip seemed to tighten, just for a second. A handful of young noblemen–landless, she guessed, judging by their fine clothes and exaggerated masculinity–started to jeer at her, laughing mockingly. Emily forced herself to show no fear, no sign that their taunts were getting to her; she knew, all too well, that they’d only be encouraged if they scented fear. It felt like hours before they were through the gates, leaving the noblemen behind. She had a feeling she hadn’t seen the last of them.

    The air grew colder somehow, although it was early summer, as she started the walk down the Royal Mile. A trio of mounted horsemen appeared from nowhere, one leading the way while the other two brought up the rear; the streets were lined with people, watching soundlessly as she passed. Emily wondered, sardonically, if Matilda would be able to maintain her cover after today. She had no idea if a woman marching to her execution was entitled to a female escort or not–it happened so rarely–but people would ask questions about why Matilda had been ordered to escort Emily. Perhaps Randor would try to explain it away, somehow, or perhaps he’d reveal Matilda’s true role. It would certainly set the cat among the mice as everyone reassessed the balance of power in the kingdom.

    It was growing harder to walk, her legs starting to stiffen. She had to concentrate to force herself to keep going, looking for a chance to escape. The crowds were steadily becoming more and more lower-class, bright robes and imitation finery giving way to handmade clothes and ill-fitting trousers. She breathed a sigh of relief as she realized there were no children, even though she suspected it was also a sign of trouble. Parents were encouraged to take their kids to executions, just to make it clear that anyone who broke the law would come to a bad end. Randor hadn’t even let her ban the practice in Cockatrice. He was a big believer in object lessons.

    And my death is going to be the biggest object lesson of all, she thought. It looked as through the entire city had been invited to the show. The streets were jam-packed with civilians, watched closely by the guards. Or will I become a martyr?

    She forced herself to keep her eyes open, searching for an opportunity to escape. But the crowds were too tightly-packed for her to lose herself, even if her hands weren’t bound behind her back. Matilda would freeze her in an instant, then carry out her threat to make Emily walk the rest of the way like a puppet on a string. And the guards wouldn’t hesitate to fire into the crowd if they thought she was on the verge of escaping. There would be a bloody slaughter...

    A low hiss of anger ran through the crowd as they reached the middle of the Royal Mile and turned right, into the execution grounds. The last time Emily had seen it, there had been a set of gallows and a number of rotting heads mounted on spikes. The gallows were gone now, but the heads remained, their faces set in expressions of agony. She tried not to breathe through her nose, even though she suspected it was pointless. Dead bodies spread diseases–she’d taught the Nameless World how diseases spread–but she was going to die long before she could catch something awful from the rotting heads. She wondered, absently, who they’d been. Probably some poor bastards who’d annoyed the king. There was no shortage of them.

    Or maybe someone who was in the wrong place at the wrong time, she thought, grimly. The soldiers would have been under strict orders to bring King Randor heads or risk losing their own. They might just have scooped someone off the streets, declared him a rebel and hung him before anyone could ask any awkward questions about due process. Those guys might not have been rebels at all.

    Her lips twitched in a moment of gallows humor as she lifted her head, surveying the execution grounds. King Randor sat in a pavilion, Queen Marlena next to him...her face so expressionless that Emily knew she was under a spell. Randor wasn’t a particularly powerful magician, but his magic–combined with the Royal Bloodline–would certainly be strong enough to keep Marlena under control. Nightingale stood beside his master, his face unreadable. He wasn’t fool enough to betray his feelings in front of a massive crowd.

    Their eyes met, just for a second. She thought she saw, hidden behind his bland expression, a fear so deep and abiding that it stunned her. Nightingale was terrified. She’d seen the type before, the hangers-on who praised and flattered the bullies for fear the bullies would turn on them, but she thought it was deeper than that. Perhaps Nightingale already feared his time was coming to an end. It might be his head on the block next, if the execution backfired spectacularly. There was no one in the kingdom, save perhaps for his family, who actually liked him.

    Her blood ran cold as she saw the steps up to the platform–and, mounted on the top, a single wooden block. A man stood beside it, his face hidden behind a black mask and robe that hid almost everything. The Royal Executioner wouldn’t want anyone to know his identity, not after he’d sent hundreds of men–and a handful of women–to the next world. He probably had more enemies than the Custodian of the Tower of Alexis. Emily wondered, idly, if he was actually a she, but it didn’t seem likely. The figure was too solidly built to be a noblewoman.

    And besides, he’s in public even if he is wearing a silly mask, Emily thought. It would be harder for a woman to pretend to be a man under so much scrutiny.

    She stopped at the base of the steps, her legs suddenly unwilling to go any further. Matilda gave her a gentle shove, then let go of her arm and stepped back. Clearly, she was expected to make the ascent on her own. Emily tried to look, one final time, for a chance to escape, but there was nothing. An odd calmness descended on her as she climbed the steps, counting one by one. Five...six...seven...she was at the top, looking across a sea of faces and shining armor. It looked as though every soldier in the country was guarding the execution grounds. And yet...

    Her eyes drifted across the city. It was quiet and still, as if the entire population was holding its collective breath. And yet...she could hear something in the distance, the sound of battle being joined. Sir Roger had said there was an army marching on the city, hadn’t he? She lifted her eyes to look at Randor, noting the pinched expression on his face. He was wearing a glamour, but the mere fact she knew it was there made it easy to see through it. She couldn’t resist a faint smile. The timing was awful. He couldn’t cancel–or even reschedule–her execution without looking weak, but he needed to split his forces between fending off the Noblest and guarding the execution grounds. No doubt he intended to rush his remaining soldiers to the front as soon as she was dead.

    She took a long breath as the executioner gestured to the block. This was it, then. She was going to die. She felt as though she should feel something, but...she felt nothing as she carefully knelt in front of the wooden block. It had been a good run, she told herself, again and again. She’d changed an entire world. And...

    And she didn’t want to die.

    But there was no way out. She wanted–she needed–to leave behind a legend, a story of a girl who’d walked to her death rather than sell herself to the king. Alassa would take the throne, she was sure, and extract revenge for her death. She wondered, morbidly, if Randor would last a year. He had too many enemies to survive indefinitely.

    And he didn’t give me any money, she thought, with a flicker of amusement. I can’t pay the headsman.

    The executioner looked down at her, his eyes oddly familiar. Emily tensed as he motioned for her to bow her head, resting it against the hard wood...it felt almost warm, against her neck. The executioner lifted his axe...

    ...And all hell broke loose.


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    “GET DOWN,” THE EXECUTIONER SNAPPED.

    He shoved Emily, hard. She rolled over, landing roughly on the platform. He landed on top of her a moment later as the ground shook repeatedly, enormous bangs echoing over the city; he pushed her down as the shooting started, bullets flying in all directions. Emily gritted her teeth as the noise grew louder, feeling the entire platform starting to shake. People were shouting and screaming and running in all directions.

    The executioner pulled off his mask. “Emily,” Cat said. “We found you!”

    Emily stared at him in shock. “You? What are...?”

    “Saving you,” Cat said. He rolled her over, effortlessly, and cut through her bonds with a knife he pulled from his sleeve. “We need to be ready to move.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. It was hard to see anything from her position, but it was clear that the Levellers were attacking Randor’s men. The sound of shooting was growing louder, accompanied by explosions that seemed to echo over the city. And...she looked at Cat, feeling a burst of something she wasn’t sure how to describe. He’d come for her, he’d saved her...she wanted to kiss him, caught up in the sheer pleasure of being alive. And yet, they weren’t out of trouble yet.

    “Drink this,” Cat said, passing her a small potions vial. “Hurry.”

    He stood, whipping up his magic. Matilda flew up into the air, her magic billowing around her, and came straight at him. They crashed together, waves of magic spilling in all directions; Emily heard people screaming as they were caught in the flow. She kept her head down as bullets flew over her head, opening the vial and putting it to her lips. The smell nearly made her think better of it, but there was no choice. She had to restore her magic before it was too late.

    The taste tried hard to make her retch, but she kept her mouth closed as she silently counted to thirty before opening her mouth and throwing up, violently. Her entire body convulsed, sweat pouring down her body as it expelled the potion. Normally, it would be better to wait for the potion to wear off, but they didn’t have time. Her fingers were shaking, helplessly, as she forced herself to sit up and cast a spell. The magic responded slowly, still suffering the effects of the potion, but it was there. She hastily removed the spells Matilda had put on the bracelet, then wrapped a set of wards around herself. The entire platform was on the verge of collapse.

    A young woman jumped up the steps and ran towards her. Emily blinked in surprise as she recognized Alassa, wearing a shirt and trousers more suitable for a laborer than a princess. She carried a wand in one hand and a flintlock pistol in the other. A faint haze of magic surrounded her, deflecting a handful of bullets as she knelt down beside Emily. Her face was practically glowing with excitement.

    “Emily,” she called. She wrapped her arm around Emily’s shoulders and helped her to her feet. “Get up!”

    Emily nodded, feeling her legs threatening to give way. She’d been pushed right to the limits even before she’d taken the purgative. It was hard to remain upright, even with Alassa holding her in place. She had to fight to start moving towards the edge, despite the bullets snapping around them. They were far too exposed on the platform.

    She looked past the platform edge and shuddered. Dead bodies–civilians and soldiers–lay everywhere, while small groups of soldiers battled an angry mob of armed civilians. The Levellers had brought a lot of weapons to the party, Emily realized numbly; fighting in close quarters, the soldiers had fewer advantages than they might have wished. She sucked in her breath as she saw the largest group of soldiers surrounding the pavilion, where Randor was still seated in his throne. There was no sign of Marlena.

    “Father,” Alassa said.

    She levelled the flintlock at Randor. Emily stared, torn between horror and a grim awareness that Randor’s death–now–might mean the end of the war. Randor looked back at them, his gaze firmly fixed on his daughter. The entire world seemed to stand still for a long timeless moment, as if it was waiting to see if Alassa would pull the trigger or not. Emily’s mouth was dry. She couldn’t speak. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted to say...

    And then a force punch crashed into them both, blasting them off the platform–the wood smashed to splinters under the impact–and throwing them across the square and into the ground. Emily barely managed to cast a cushioning spell in time to save them from the worst of the impact, her magic still performing oddly under the lingering traces of the durian potion. Matilda had saved her king, Emily realized dully. She’d saved Randor’s life and prolonged the war and...

    At least Alassa didn’t have to shoot her father, Emily thought, as she turned and peered towards the pavilion. Randor was gone, as if he’d never been; a number of his guards were missing too. He’d probably departed the moment he could leave without looking like a coward in front of his daughter. She won’t have that on her conscience.

    She scowled at the thought. The Nameless World placed a high value on family, although Alassa would hardly be the first royal child to rebel against his or her parents. Rebelling was one thing, actually killing them was quite another. Better to make it look like an accident, something that could be blamed on one’s underlings, than something blatantly obvious...it made her sick. 

    The sound of shooting grew louder as someone ran up behind her. “Emily,” Jade said. “We need to move!”

    Emily looked at Cat and Matilda, still locked in their battle. Cat was doing well, she thought, but Matilda was more than holding her own. Emily couldn’t help thinking that Cat was going to lose, badly...she glanced at Jade, then looked around her. The soldiers were retreating in the direction of the castle–there were plumes of smoke rising up all over the city–but it would only be a matter of time before they regrouped and counterattacked. Whoever was in charge hadn’t made a bad call.

    Unless Randor decides that any hint of retreat is cowardice and must be punished, she thought. Randor had just watched his daughter take aim at him, preparing to fire. His mind might have snapped altogether. That commander might be executed for issuing pragmatic orders.

    She glanced at Jade. “Take Alassa and go,” she said, mustering her magic. “I...I’ll meet you at the dockyard inn.”

    Jade looked pale. “Emily...”

    “Go,” Emily ordered. “This will all be for nothing if Alassa gets killed!”

    She shoved them towards the nearest side-street, then looked around. There were hundreds of bodies, more bodies than she’d seen since Farrakhan...she tried, hard, not to be sick as she shaped a spell in her mind. Matilda was intensely focused on Cat, throwing spell after spell in a desperate attempt to wear down his defenses. Emily was impressed, despite herself; she hadn’t seen anyone, save for Void, spellcasting so rapidly. Matilda was clearly someone special.

    One measly civil war in the whole history of England and I’m on the wrong bloody side, Edmund Blackadder whispered in her memory. She’s on the wrong side too.

    She braced herself, then hurled the spell directly at Matilda. It struck her wards, hammering against her shields while simultaneously trying to break through the weaker points within her spellware. Matilda reacted with lightning speed, throwing back a series of fireballs to make Emily duck as she shattered her own wards and rebuilt them before Cat could take advantage of her sudden weakness. Emily gritted her teeth, feeling her magic surging free, demanding release. She didn’t want to face Matilda again, but she had no choice.

    A dark figure flew through the air, one finger pointed at Emily. A spell snapped free a moment later, slamming into Emily’s wards. Emily couldn’t help thinking of a ninja as the figure landed, his entire body shrouded in a black suit that hid even his eyes. She hastily reached out with her senses, trying to get a sense of her opponent’s power. He wasn’t that powerful–it struck her, again, that he might be a she–but he knew how to use what he had to best advantage. His magic was intensely focused, with hardly any leakage. She couldn’t help finding his discipline a little impressive.

    And I can’t afford to trade spells with him, she thought. King Randor would have dispatched other sorcerers, surely. I don’t have time.

    She summoned her magic, then slammed it into her opponent’s wards. He altered his wards, trying to deflect her power away, but she was ready for him. The weak points, suddenly clear, were easy to strike with her magic. His wards shattered into a thousand pieces, leaving him defenseless. A dozen nasty ideas ran through her head before she stunned him, allowing his body to fall to the ground. He’d be out of it for the next few hours.

    More figures appeared, wearing the same black outfits. Emily ducked a force punch that would have badly dented her wards, at the very least, then blasted her new opponent right across the square. A third sorcerer appeared, his magic reaching out to grab her; she thrust her power out, shattering his magic as she leapt backwards. The second sorcerer threw a pair of fireballs–somehow, he’d managed to land on his feet–and she deflected them at his comrade. He caught them on his shields and paused, clearly gauging her as she was gauging him. 

    Or stalling, Emily thought. Randor would have sent most of his sorcerers to the front, but they might have been recalled by now. They’re waiting for reinforcements.

    She risked a glance at Cat and Matilda. He was fighting hard, but it was clear that he was slowly losing. Matilda was still pounding away at his wards, while his counterspells didn’t seem to be having much effect on her. Emily wracked her brain, searching for a solution...there had to be something. They couldn’t flee for their lives while Matilda and the other sorcerers were right behind them.

    A thought struck her. She summoned a force punch and threw it at Matilda, relying on the spell’s sheer power to hide the second spell. Matilda deflected it with ease, the blast spiralling harmlessly into the clear blue sky. Emily ducked a blow from the black-clad sorcerer, hoping that her second spell had gone unnoticed. It wouldn’t slow Matilda down for very long, if at all, but it might give them a fighting chance.

    The third sorcerer came forward, power surging out towards her. Emily felt her patience snap. She reached inside her for all the magic she could muster, shaped it into a complex set of spells and hurled it at him. His defenses seemed to hold, just for a second, then shattered as the second and third spells tore them apart. Emily smiled, tiredly, as the fourth spell turned him into a frog. It was a childish end, she knew, but she barely had the energy to do anything else. She’d worn herself out again.

    Matilda snorted, then let out a yelp of alarm as the ground started to move and break beneath her feet. Vines sprouted out of the ground, growing with terrifying speed as they reached up to coil around her hands and feet. Matilda barely had a second to snap out a spell–the wrong one–before she was pulled down. Emily took a moment to appreciate the sight–and silently bless Adana for inventing the spell–before she grabbed Cat’s arm. Matilda was still dangerous. They had to put as much distance as they could between them and her before she broke free. Her magic was already snapping away at the vines.

    And we don’t even have time to try to kill her, Emily thought. She wasn’t sure she could muster the energy to light a fire, let alone crack Matilda’s wards and finish the job. We have to outrun her.

    Cat laughed, throwing a force punch at the sole remaining sorcerer. The young man was blasted into a wall, falling to the ground and landing hard. Emily hoped he’d have the sense to stay down, if he hadn’t been knocked out. She took one last look at Matilda, then yanked Cat down the nearest alleyway, casting obscurification charms all the way. Matilda would have to come after them the old-fashioned way if she wanted to find them.

    “That was fun.” Cat laughed. “Was I a convincing executioner?”

    “Very convincing,” Emily said, as they ran past a row of shops. Shopkeepers were slamming shutters into place and breaking out weapons, such as they were. Emily doubted they’d be able to defend themselves, if the soldiers went on the rampage. The rules of war in the Nameless World didn’t grant any protection to rebels and those who supported them. “I was very scared.”

    “You were very brave,” Cat said. He glanced behind them as another explosion shook the city. “I was afraid they’d have to drag you up to the block.”

    Emily shrugged. “What’s happening?”

    “The Levellers had enough gunpowder to make a lot of bangs,” Cat told her. They turned a corner, crossing what looked like an abandoned barricade. “We started hiding it around the city as soon as we heard of your date with the headsman.”

    “Oh,” Emily said. “And now the city is under attack.”

    Cat nodded, soberly. “We may have weakened the defenses quite badly,” he said. “The city may fall to the nobles.”

    The Noblest, Emily thought. She had a feeling that name would prove painfully ironic. And what will happen to Randor if he retreats into his castle and closes the door?

    She shuddered, looking up at the looming bulk as they hurried down the street towards the docks. The castle would not be easy to take. Randor could happily bombard the enemy positions with cannonballs while waiting for the besiegers to run out of food and drink. Or for disease to wreck their forces...somehow, she doubted the Noblest would take any interest in the New Learning. And everyone living in the city would be at risk if the barons tried to lay siege to the castle.

    “Thank you,” she said. She took his hand, just for a moment, and squeezed it. “I would have died on the block...”

    “You would have died well,” Cat said. “And instead, everyone saw the king get a black eye.”

    Emily swallowed. Randor had stared Alassa down and won...for a given value of won. His daughter hadn’t been able to pull the trigger, although there was no guarantee that she could have killed her father. Randor wasn’t stupid. He’d have no trouble working out why most wards wouldn’t stop bullets and devising a counter. A solid ward would drain him badly–or whoever cast the spell–but it would save his life. Who knew what would have happened if Alassa had pulled that trigger?

    Her legs were aching as they ran into the upper docklands, but she kept moving anyway. The streets were coming to life, young men building barricades while their elders handed out weapons and shooed women and children off the streets. Emily sucked in her breath sharply as she saw a handful of preteen boys helping the older men. They would be torn apart by the soldiers, if the fighting spread into the docklands, but...they’d die anyway, if the troops went on a rampage. Randor might not be able to stop them, even if he wanted to. Troops that had to fight their way into cities and towns that really should have surrendered saw their opponents as fair game for looting, raping and mindless killing. 

    And Randor might prefer to hand out an object lesson, she thought, feeling ice running down her spine. A brutal series of attacks now might cow resistance elsewhere.

    “Tam got a lot of his organization done in record time,” Cat said. His voice was pleased, yet there was an edge in it that worried her. “But I don’t know how long they’ll last if they’re attacked.”

    Emily glanced behind her. There was no sign of Matilda–or Randor’s soldiers–but she could hear the sounds of fighting from the south. Sir Roger was out there somewhere, battling to keep the Noblest out of Alexis...she wondered if he’d survive the next few hours. She didn’t want him to die, but...she wasn’t sure she wanted him to live either, not while he was on the other side. He knew too much about modern weapons for him to be anything other than an asset to his king.

    Maybe Randor won’t know that, she thought, although she knew it was almost certainly whistling in the dark. Sir Roger is too competent to be ignored and too loyal to be casually discarded.

    She slowed to a walk as they stepped into yet another alleyway. “I told Jade we’d meet him at the inn.”

    “I know a better place to go,” Cat said. He started fumbling through his pockets as the sound of fighting grew louder. “We still have to get out of the city.”

    Emily frowned. She didn’t have the power to teleport and she didn’t think Jade or Cat had it either. She wasn’t even sure if Alassa knew how to teleport. “Will Jade know where to find us?”

    Cat dug a parchment out of his pocket. “Yeah,” he said. He scribbled out a quick note. “I’ll tell him myself.”


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    EMILY COULDN’T HELP FEELING A FLASH of déjà vu as they stopped outside a warehouse that was practically identical to the last one. She would have thought it was the last one, at least from the outside, if it hadn’t been far closer to the docks and clearly vacated in a hurry. The stench of fish was overpowering, but she almost welcomed it. King Randor’s dungeons had smelt worse.

    She glanced at Cat as they stepped through the door, the wards brushing over them. “How...how did you get here?”

    “We were a bit drained when we left the Tower,” Jade said. He was working at a table, hastily putting together a set of crystals. Alassa sat next to him, her arm resting on his shoulder. “We underestimated just how much magic we’d have left, after we escaped, so...we ended up leaving the warehouse to burn and fleeing here.”

    “And we couldn’t leave you in my father’s hands,” Alassa said, softly. She looked up, her face grim. “I knew what he’d do to you.”

    Emily nodded, feeling a wave of love and gratitude for her friends. They hadn’t had to rescue her–they might have risked everything trying to rescue her–but they’d saved her life. She leaned into Cat for a moment, enjoying the chance to just relax. Friends...were wonderful, even if they did make life more complicated. She just wished she’d had a real friend before she’d fallen into the Nameless World. Perhaps her life would have been better.

    She sucked in her breath as she realized who was missing. “Where’s Imaiqah?”

    Jade jerked a finger towards the nearest door. “We did what we could for her, but she really needs a proper Healer,” he said. “She didn’t have a good time in captivity.”

    Emily looked at him for a long moment, then sighed. “How are we getting out of here?”

    “Portal,” Jade said. He held up one of the crystals. “There’s no other way out of the city before it falls.”

    “We have one battery left,” Cat added. “The portal won’t stay open for long, but we won’t need it for more than a few minutes.”

    Emily nodded, feeling suddenly dizzy. It had been a very long day.

    “I’ll speak to Imaiqah,” she said. Another wave of dizziness threatened to overcome her. “Can one of you find me something to eat?”

    “I’ll see to it,” Cat said. “I stuck some hardtack in the backroom.”

    Emily met Alassa’s eyes, just for a second. Her friend wanted to talk about something...and Emily could guess what. But...Emily didn’t want to have that conversation, not now. They were too far from safety to risk an argument. She didn’t have any idea how many people knew about the warehouse, let alone that it had been turned into a rebel base, but she suspected it wouldn’t be long before the soldiers started looking for them. Or the Noblest, if the city fell. They were more likely to burn the docks to the ground than make the slightest concession to the Levellers.

    Tam might know about this place too, she thought, as she pushed the door open. And who knows what he’ll tell the king if he’s captured?

    Inside, the room was dim. The only light came from a single light-globe, hovering over a small collection of blankets. Imaiqah was leaning back against a pile of cushions, reading a spellbook; she looked up, her eyes going wide with relief, as she saw Emily. Her face was still bruised, even in the dim light. Emily couldn’t help wondering why Imaiqah hadn’t fixed the damage. Her friend had never been as vain as Alassa, although neither of them had been foolish with it, but Imaiqah had still enjoyed attracting the boys.

    “Emily,” Imaiqah said. Her voice was raspy, but strong. “Thank you.”

    “You’re welcome,” Emily said. She knelt down next to her friend. “What...what happened to you?”

    “I was meant to be visiting the king,” Imaiqah said. “We’d...we’d talked, you know, ever since you left me in Cockatrice. It wasn’t the first time he’d summoned me to discuss something or other. This time...this time, they grabbed me the moment I walked into the hall. I didn’t have any warning. They just dropped a cage on me, drained my magic and...and the next thing I knew, I was in the cell.”

    Emily swallowed, hard. It was her fault. If she’d told Imaiqah the truth, if she’d warned her about her father’s treachery...and about the fact it might come out sooner rather than later...her friend might have had a chance to escape. But she’d kept her mouth shut instead, trusting that the secret would remain buried. And...

    “I’m sorry,” she said, quietly.

    “The king came to rant at me, a couple of times,” Imaiqah told her. “He seemed to enjoy telling me about...about everything, then...then his men demanded answers and made me hurt when I didn’t know what to tell them. And then they just started hurting me without even bothering to ask questions and...and I nearly broke.”

    “It’s over now,” Emily said. She gave her friend a hug, feeling Imaiqah’s magic spluttering faintly against hers. “And we’ll get out of here.”

    “I didn’t believe it, when I saw you,” Imaiqah told her. “I thought I was going to die before the king had a chance to hang me.”

    “You escaped,” Emily said. “We got you out.”

    She held her friend tightly, silently promising herself that she’d kill Randor the next time she saw him. Imaiqah hadn’t known anything. There was no point in torturing her, nothing to be gained save relieving the king’s feelings by making someone else suffer. Alassa might have been reluctant to shoot her father, but Emily had no such qualms. Zangaria would be better off without a mad monarch.

    There was a tap on the door. Cat stepped in a moment later, carrying a piece of hardtack in one hand and a glass of water in the other. Emily took it gratefully, dipping the tack in the water to soften it enough to eat. Sergeant Miles had assured her that a man could live on hardtack alone, if he wished, but Emily couldn’t help feeling that it wouldn’t be a life worth living. Hardtack tasted of cardboard, occasionally with enough hints of a deeper flavor to convince her to keep eating...until she reached the end and discovered that the promises were never kept.

    “Thank you,” she said, between bites. She was so hungry she would have welcomed the dwarf’s cooking. “I...”

    “Think nothing of it,” Cat said. He looked past her, at Imaiqah. “We’ll be leaving in ten minutes, according to Jade. Will you be ready to go?”

    Imaiqah smiled, rather weakly. Emily felt a sudden stab of jealously, followed by another wave of dizziness. She and Cat weren’t anything formal, were they? Cat had made that clear...hell, there was no reason to think that Imaiqah and Cat might be up to something. She was being stupid and yet...

    I need sleep, she told herself, firmly. They’d have to find a place to rest, even if it was underneath a hedgerow. The dangers of sleeping in open countryside paled compared to the dangers of staying in the city. And once we get out of here, I can sleep.

    “I should be ready,” Imaiqah said. “Do I have a choice?”

    She pushed back her blanket and tried to stand, her nightgown riding up to reveal far too much bare flesh for anyone’s peace of mind. Emily shuddered as she saw her friend’s legs. She’d seen all kinds of injuries over the past few years, from the marks left behind by a teacher’s cane to broken bones and pulped flesh, but there was something sickening by how thoroughly Imaiqah had been tortured. It was a minor miracle that Imaiqah could even walk. 

    “Not really,” Cat said. He quirked an eyebrow. “Unless you know a place you can hide?”

    Imaiqah shrugged. “I doubt there’s anywhere I know that isn’t already known to the king,” she managed. Her breath came in gasps and wheezes. “Just give me a week or two and I’ll be fine.”

    “You’ll take as long as you need to heal,” Emily said, as she helped her friend to remain upright. She admired Imaiqah’s determination–and understood the mindset that insisted no one could be allowed to spend too long recuperating–but it was stupid. “I’ll get you to a Healer.”

    Cat nodded, then swept out of the room, closing the door behind him. Emily held Imaiqah gently, feeling another wave of guilt. She was to blame, wasn’t she? Or was it someone else’s fault? Randor hadn’t had to destroy Paren’s entire family, let alone the rest of the people he’d swept up in his war...

    Imaiqah nudged her. “So, you and Cat. When did that happen?”

    Emily blushed. “I’ll tell you later. It was a bit of a surprise.”

    “You’d better tell me everything,” Imaiqah said. She leaned against Emily as they inched their way to the door. “I want to know the full story.”

    “Later,” Emily promised. She’d never really been comfortable talking about boys–or men–but it would distract Imaiqah’s mind from her injuries. “Right now, we have to get out of here.”

    Another wave of dizziness struck her. She stumbled, falling to her knees; Imaiqah gasped in pain as her bruised flesh brushed against Emily’s skin. Emily felt her mind start to spin, as if she couldn’t quite think properly. Imaiqah was saying something, but her thoughts were a long–long–way away. She barely heard anything until she felt a hard smack on her bottom. Her eyes jerked open in shock. She was lying on the floor, Alassa and Cat staring down at her.

    “Emily,” Cat said. “What happened?”

    “I...I don’t know,” Emily managed. “I just felt...”

    Jade hurried over to join them, moving one hand in a complicated pattern. “Blood magic,” he swore. “Did you leave some of your blood behind?”

    Emily felt a flash of pure horror that drove the rest of the cobwebs from her mind. Blood magic...Shadye had used that against her, years ago. She cursed under her breath as the implications struck her. Matilda had had plenty of time to take a blood sample, if she wished...and, as someone who had never gone to school, she probably wouldn’t share the taboo against blood magic. And she’d presumably had plenty of time to weaken Emily’s defenses too...

    “Get the portal open now,” Cat snapped. “We’re leaving.”

    “Definitely,” Jade agreed. He eyed Emily warily. “Clear your mind, whatever it takes.”

    Emily nodded, trying not to flush in embarrassment. Blood magic...she’d thought her defenses were strong, but they clearly hadn’t stood up to subtle attack. Jade was right to be careful. Matilda might be able to see through Emily’s eyes, hear through her ears...or control her body, just as Shadye had done. She closed her eyes as Alassa helped Imaiqah to a seat, concentrating on feeling out her mind. Her thoughts were a tangled mess, a combination of everything that had happened over the last few days and the remnants of the potions she’d drunk, but...she could feel it now, an influence pressing at the edge of her mind. She pushed it away as hard as she could, locking her mental defenses in place. Matilda wouldn’t be able to influence her any longer.

    And the blood won’t last forever, she thought. No matter what she does, she won’t be able to use it against me for long.

    She opened her eyes, trying not to take their concern personally. Jade and the others had every reason to worry. But...

    Cat nudged her as Jade put the crystals into place. “What happened after we...we left you?”

    “Long story,” Emily said. She knew she’d have to talk to Alassa about her father. And Sir Roger, and Matilda, and even Alicia. And...she shook her head, slowly. That wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have any time soon either. “It wasn’t a good time.”

    “The portal is opening now,” Jade called. “We’re going to Swanhaven.”

    “That’s a big place,” Alassa said. “Anywhere in particular?”

    “A place we should find a few friends.” Jade sounded tense. “Unless you want to run away forever...?”

    Alassa shook her head, firmly. Emily nodded in understanding. It wasn’t in Alassa’s nature to run away and abandon anything, let alone her throne. Alassa would sooner fight, lose and die rather than walk away and live a long life. And the hell of it was that she was the best of a set of bad options for her kingdom. Randor was going insane, the Noblest would tear the country apart and her half-brother was a baby. 

    She felt the magic brushing against her as the portal opened and smiled, an instant before the entire building shook. Pieces of debris fell from high overhead as the wall exploded inwards, dark figures crashing through in its wake. Emily threw up a shield automatically, cursing as she saw Matilda and two more dark-clad magic ninjas. Matilda might not have been able to use blood magic to control her, but she’d still managed to track her down. The boys had thrown up plenty of wards to hide the warehouse, yet it was hard–almost impossible–to keep blood-linked magics out.

    Damn it, she thought, as she hurled a spell at the nearest figure. There’s a battle on and they still came after us!

    “Get them out of here,” she shouted, hoping that Jade would have the sense to pitch Alassa through the portal if she tried to fight. “Hurry!”

    The ninja ducked her spell and came at her, stretching out his fingers to cast a series of spells she didn’t recognize. Emily jumped to one side and launched another spell of her own, hoping it would disrupt his spellwork. The ninja neatly caught her spell on his wards, pulled it apart and threw the magic back at her. Emily wasn’t sure if she should be impressed or horrified. The man wasn’t powerful, but he was skilled. Matilda flew past her, firing off spell after spell at Jade and Cat.

    Damn it, Emily thought again. Her opponent caught hold of her, yanking her forward as he started to cast another spell. We can’t stay here.

    She released Aurelius. The snake’s presence blossomed in her mind as he uncurled from her wrist and lunged forward. Her opponent barely had a second to realize what was happening before the Death Viper was crawling up his arm. He screamed in pain, waving his hand in the air in a desperate bid to dislodge the poisonous snake. Whatever charms he’d woven into his outfit weren’t enough to keep the venom oozing through the cloth and touching his skin.

    His companion landed next to him, already casting a healing spell. Emily summoned Aurelius back to her, allowing the snake to curl around her neck. There was no way to save the man’s arm, not now. It would have to be cut off before the poison reached his shoulder or there would be no stopping it. She opened her mouth to warn them, then ducked sharply as Jade shouted a warning of his own. A fireball flashed over her head and crashed into the far wall.

    “This way,” Jade shouted. “Hurry!”

    Emily sucked in a breath as she raced towards the spinning portal. Jade was matching Matilda blow for blow, but his inexperience was telling. She seemed to be winning, if slowly; her magic was tearing into his, while he wasn’t making much of an impact on her. Cat was standing by the portal, a nasty red mark on his face. Emily wondered, absently, what had happened to him.

    A thought occurred to her. “Jade,” she shouted, motioning for Cat to jump through the portal as it slowly started to come apart. “Here!”

    Jade glanced back, then turned and ran, throwing up a powerful shield to slow Matilda down before she could come after him. Emily jabbed a finger at the portal, ordering him through, then braced herself as Jade ran past her and vanished. She mustered her magic, cast a summoning spell on Matilda’s belt and yanked her forward as Emily jumped through the collapsing portal herself. She landed badly, Matilda’s chest landing on top of her. The portal had sliced her apart, leaving her head and legs on the far side. A moment later, it flickered and collapsed in on itself.

    “Yuck,” Cat said. He sounded as though he wanted to laugh, but didn’t quite dare. “Emily, you are covered in blood.”

    Emily pulled herself to her feet and looked down. Matilda’s body–half of Matilda’s body–was lying on the ground, blood spilling onto the soil. She was drenched in blood, her dress clinging to her skin. Gritting her teeth, she cast a spell to clean her body as much as possible as she looked around. She wouldn’t feel clean until she had a long bath, and a good night’s sleep, but...it would have to do.

    “She’s dead,” she managed. “There’s no way she’ll be coming back from that.”

    “Not unless Randor manages to save her head in time,” Jade agreed. He nodded in the direction of a large building, barely visible amongst the trees. “I need to go...open communications with a couple of friends. The rest of you had better stay here.”

    “Take Cat with you,” Alassa ordered. “You might need backup.”

    Jade and Alassa shared a long glance. “Very well,” Jade said. He looked at Cat. “Coming?”

    Alassa waited until the boys were gone, then smiled at Emily. “Thank you for saving us,” she said, as they sat down on the grass some distance from the body. “Now...I think you owe us both an explanation.”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. She still didn’t want to talk about it, but she suspected she no longer had a choice. “I do.”


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    “PAREN WAS THE ONE WHO PLOTTED to ruin the wedding,” Emily said, quietly. “He smuggled guns and explosives into the palace, intending to use them to slaughter the guests.”

    “And us,” Imaiqah said. She sounded badly shaken. “He might have killed me.”

    “He might not have intended to kill you,” Emily said, as gently as she could. Paren had never struck her as anything other than a loving family man. He hadn’t tried to marry Imaiqah off to the highest bidder, let alone put her in danger. “But he did plan to kill the king.”

    She shook her head. “I don’t know just how far he intended to go, Imaiqah. Nanette clearly worked to make things worse, first by sabotaging the uprising and then by killing Paren before he could take control. I don’t know what she intended to do either.”

    Alassa gave her a sharp look. “You should have told me.”

    Emily looked back at her. “And then what?”

    She met Alassa’s eyes. “What would you have done, if you’d known? What would your father have done? What would have happened to hundreds of innocent people if your father had even suspected the truth?”

    “What did happen to hundreds of innocent people?” Imaiqah’s voice was very quiet. “You should have told us. Instead...”

    “You would have been killed, when the time came to swear that you knew nothing about plots against the king,” Emily said. “You could only make such an oath–and survive–if you were truly innocent. And the only other option was to flee.”

    Imaiqah sighed. “I understand your logic. But you never gave us the chance to choose.”

    “Except even giving you the chance would have risked discovery, when I took the throne,” Alassa said. She looked down at the grass. “We could have worked something out, if we’d known we had to. There are ways we could have finagled the issue.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. “But would your father have listened?”

    She allowed her fingers to run over the snake-bracelet, wondering if this was the end of her first two friendships. Alassa and Imaiqah had every right to be mad at her, even if they understood the reasoning behind her decision. She ran through it again and again, wondering if she’d made the right choice. But she’d been the only one who knew. She could not have asked them without setting disaster in motion.

    “He took Paren’s betrayal hard,” Alassa said, flatly. “Paren was only ennobled because of his service to the king. My father expected gratitude...”

    “Your father didn’t keep his side of the bargain,” Emily pointed out. “And that’s something you’re going to have to watch.”

    “I am not in the habit of breaking my word,” Alassa said, icily. “I will not betray those who assist me.”

    “Your father thought he could buy Paren off with a minor ennoblement,” Emily reminded her. “And Paren was not so willing to abandon his principles–or the people he left behind when he moved onto the Royal Mile.”

    Alassa ran her hands through her hair. “I wish you’d told us. I understand why you didn’t, but I wish you had. As it was...we were surprised. If I’d known, before Imaiqah had been arrested, I could have made preparations for the day the truth came out. And maybe she would have been more careful about answering a Royal Summons.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “Are there any other secrets you’re hiding from us?”

    “Not about your kingdom,” Emily assured her, quietly. “What are you going to do about your father? And your uncle?”

    Alassa clenched her fists. “I’m going to have to overthrow them, both of them,” she said, grimly. “Uncle...may not be able to offer much resistance, but the noblemen backing them”–she spat–“the Noblest, can muster considerable force. More, now they’ve thrown aside the king’s controls. I don’t know if they managed to take the city or not, but either way it’s going to be a long war.”

    Perhaps, Emily thought.

    “Father was building up a vast army when...when I was arrested,” Alassa added, after a moment. “He’ll hesitate to strike directly at Swanhaven, when he realizes where I am, because that would mean exposing his back to the Noblest...unless he genuinely thinks he can win a war on two fronts. If not...”

    Alassa stood and started to pace. “An alliance with the Noblest may seem the best option, but I can’t trust them. They would want to turn the clock back a decade in exchange for their help. And they’d probably want me to give up much of my power and marry someone of their choice and that”–her voice hardened–“I will never do.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. She looked at the faint bulge under Alassa’s shirt. “What about the baby?”

    “Oh, they’ll probably want to foster the child,” Alassa said. She laughed, bitterly. “I was raised by my father, who was raised by his father...that’s three monarchs who were raised by men who understood the dangers of letting the nobility get out of control. They’ll want to make sure my son doesn’t think he can bash their heads in when they get too rowdy.”

    She rested her hand on her swelling abdomen. “And I will do whatever it takes to ensure that I have a strong kingdom to pass down to this little one.”

    Emily cocked her head. “Do you know...?”

    “If it’s a boy?” Alassa shrugged. “I never checked. I daresay I could find someone willing to check, if I wished, but...it doesn’t matter. Boy or girl, the child is the heir to the throne and no bastard son is going to take that from my child.”

    Imaiqah cleared her throat. “So you will keep your agreement with the Levellers?”

    “More or less,” Alassa said. “Embracing the New Learning does seem to be the only way to survive, doesn’t it?”

    Emily nodded. “You’ll have men willing to fight for you. The king and the nobility will have to rely on conscription.”

    “And Tam said that much of Alexis is rebelling against the king,” Imaiqah added. “Your father may be in a tight spot.”

    “Not unless they have a way of breaking into the castle,” Alassa said. “My father could hold the castle, the guardhouses and the major roads...the rest of the city is immaterial. He can simply starve them into submission, if he’s feeling patient.”

    “Food was already running short,” Emily said.

    She thought of the huge surpluses that had been produced in Cockatrice and scowled. Who would have thought that allowing the farmers to keep most of their produce would actually improve production? Food prices had been dropping across Cockatrice because more food was actually available. But the entrenched aristocracy wasn’t willing to give up its claim to everything the farmers produced. They could hardly be surprised when the farmers didn’t grow more than the bare minimum to feed their families.

    It would mean giving up power, Emily thought. But I never considered that I had the power in the first place.

    “It won’t be easy,” she said, quietly. “Your father was coming unhinged.”

    “I know,” Alassa said. “He was starting to crack up even before he knew about Paren.”

    Emily eyed her, wondering if Alassa really did have what it took to wage war on her father. If she’d shot Randor, only a few short hours ago, the war would be over by now...no, part of the war would be over. Alassa would have inherited the crown, but Randor’s minions might have tried to keep her from the throne and the Noblest wouldn’t have recognized her claim anyway. Their decision to use Duke Traduceus as their figurehead meant they logically couldn’t recognize Alassa as their monarch. Not, she supposed, that logic and reason meant much to the aristocracy. They’d twist everything out of shape until they got what they wanted.

    “We’ll be with you,” Emily promised, quietly. “But...be careful.”

    “I will be good,” Alassa said. 

    Imaiqah leaned forward. “So...you and Cat? How did that happen?”

    Emily had to smile, even as her cheeks reddened. “You want to talk about that now?”

    Alassa giggled. “Is there anything else to do while we wait for the boys?”

    “Probably not,” Emily said. She felt too tired to do much of anything, save sit down and wait. Her body wanted rest, but falling asleep now would be a very bad idea. “We just...we just walked out together, back at Whitehall. And then...”

    She tried to put it into words, but nothing seemed to quite fit. “We ended up in bed together, after the first riot,” she added. “And then...we just enjoyed ourselves.”

    “It is enjoyable,” Imaiqah said, deadpan.

    Emily felt her blush grow deeper. “Yeah. But...”

    She shrugged, unsure what she wanted to say. Cat had made it clear that they were nothing more than friends with benefits, although...he had risked his life to save her from the executioner’s axe. She made a mental note to ask him how he’d done it, although she could think of a couple of possible solutions. A man in a shapeless black outfit, complete with hood, could be anyone. Cat had probably found the executioner getting ready, turned him into something unnoticeable and stolen his clothes. Emily wondered if the executioner would have the sense to run, when the spell wore off. Randor would be looking for scapegoats and no one would defend a man they regarded as a legal murderer.

    “His family isn’t that distinguished,” Alassa said, after a moment. “But he is clearly talented and powerful. You could do worse.”

    “I’m not going to make babies with him,” Emily protested. “I...”

    “Why not?” Alassa touched her baby bump significantly. “You and he would have powerful children.”

    Emily shook her head, firmly. “Not now...not yet, anyway. I don’t know where things will go.”

    “You have plenty of time,” Imaiqah said. “But make sure you and he both know the score.”

    She smiled in bittersweet memory. “There’s nothing that makes matters worse than finding out you want one thing and your partner wants something else.”

    “I know,” Emily said. “He was quite clear on what he wanted.”

    It could be worse, she knew. She’d once seen a boy berating his ex-girlfriend, demanding to know why she’d thought he’d spent all that money on her. Of course he was interested in her sexually. She wondered what it meant that neither Caleb nor Cat had spent vast sums of money on her, although she suspected it was meaningless. She was richer than both of them by several orders of magnitude.

    “Have fun, then,” Imaiqah said. She pointed a finger at Emily, meaningfully. “And make sure you keep up with your potions. Etta had a scare three years ago and it nearly killed her.”

    Emily shrugged. Etta had never really impinged on her attention. One of Imaiqah’s roommates, she thought. Probably a girl from a commoner or noble background, if a pregnancy scare had threatened to turn into a disaster. A magical family wouldn’t be quite so furious if a daughter got pregnant out of wedlock. She would take a year or two off to deliver and wean the child, then she could either bring the baby up herself–as part of the family–or hand it over to her parents and go back to study. It was, she felt, a more rational response to an unplanned baby.

    Particularly when abortion is banned on pain of death, she reminded herself. There would be no way to terminate a pregnancy without risking discovery and death.

    “I took my potion last month,” she said. The potions always lasted three months, unless she chose to drink a counter-potion early. “I should be fine.”

    “Be careful,” Alassa said. “You are a Baroness of Zangaria.”

    “Only until your father gets around to striking me from the rolls,” Emily said. She was surprised it hadn’t already happened. Five of the remaining barons were in open revolt, while two of the other four were on the verge of revolting themselves. Alicia wouldn’t dare lodge a protest and Baron Gladstone was a known loyalist. “It won’t be long now.”

    “And if he does, I’ll reinstate you,” Alassa promised. She touched her baby bump again, her fingers running over the bulge. “I’ll want you to be the child’s protector, if things go badly wrong.”

    “Jade will protect both of you,” Emily said, quietly.

    “I know,” Alassa said. She smiled, just for a second. “But anyone who wants to kill me, particularly after the baby is born, will also want to kill him.”

    Emily nodded. Jade loved Alassa. He’d do everything in his power to protect her–and avenge her death if someone killed her. A powerful combat sorcerer with nothing to lose...there were necromancers who might tremble at the thought. No, Alassa was right. Anyone who killed her would also try to kill Jade. He’d certainly try to protect and raise his child, even if he didn’t seek revenge. No one would expect him to abandon his baby and walk away.

    “If it happens, I’ll be there for the baby,” she said. “I just hope you’re not expecting me to raise him.”

    Alassa giggled. “I could do worse.”

    “Nightingale,” Emily said. “Or Shadye. Or...”

    “I was thinking more of someone appointed by my father,” Alassa said, primly. “Although I suppose Nightingale was technically responsible for my education.”

    “He did a fine job,” Imaiqah said, mischievously.

    Alassa grinned, then sobered. “I’d expect you to do your best,” she said. She touched the space between her breasts, lightly. “It won’t be easy, if the worst happens. But I have faith in you.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. That meant a lot to her. “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”

    “It isn’t over yet,” Alassa said. She peered into the distance. “It won’t be over until the war is over.”

    That won’t be the end, Emily thought. All the stories of happily ever after never seemed to talk about the struggles in rebuilding a kingdom. Reconstruction had been just as fraught as the Civil War, but it wasn’t studied so extensively in classes. You’ll have to reform your kingdom and somehow balance competing demands from a hundred different factions. And...

    A thought struck her. “We had some help from Alicia,” she said. “Will you remember that?”

    Alassa’s face darkened. “If I must. And if her child’s parentage is never revealed.”

    “Some people are already talking,” Imaiqah said quietly. “The old biddies of both genders counted on their fingers and deduced that Alicia was already pregnant when she married.”

    “Bah,” Alassa said. “It isn’t as if anyone cares.”

    “They do,” Imaiqah said.

    Emily sighed. A magical family might like the idea of the bride being pregnant before the wedding day, just to prove that bride and groom were compatible, but aristocrats preferred to believe that the bride was a virgin when she married. Not, she supposed, that it mattered in Alicia’s case. She was beautiful, but enough people knew that Lord Burrows was more interested in men than women to question if he’d been the one who’d impregnated her. And Alicia had been a king’s ward. Very few men would have dared to try to seduce her. 

    “They can blame everything on Lord Burrows,” she said. Her face twisted in distaste. “I’m sure the thought of being a Baron, in all but name, was enough to convince him to...perform.”

    Alassa chuckled. “It really is astonishing how desirable a large inheritance can make you.”

    She squatted on her haunches. “Very well. If Alicia doesn’t cause trouble for me, directly or indirectly, I’ll leave her alone. Everyone will believe, or claim to believe, that Lord Burrows fathered Alexis. But if she does cause trouble it will be the end of her. I want you to make that very clear to her.”

    “I will,” Emily said. She wondered if Jade had had the foresight to pack up the chat parchment when they abandoned the warehouse. “I’m sure she’ll be relieved.”

    “Yeah,” Alassa said. “I’m sure she’ll be relieved too.”

    Emily looked up, sharply, as she heard feet tramping towards them. She readied a spell with the last of her energy, preparing herself for what might be her final fight, then relaxed as Jade stepped into the clearing. He was carrying a staff in one hand, but his face was calm. Cat stood behind him, looking relieved.

    “They’ve agreed to join us,” he said. He’d been fairly certain that his connections would help, but he hadn’t been entirely sure. “And to start the march on Swanhaven City.”

    Emily lifted her eyebrows. “You expect resistance?”

    “I expect that whoever Randor put in my place will have made himself unpopular,” Jade commented. Swanhaven had revolted before, shortly after the wedding. Jade had been popular, when Randor had given him the barony, simply because he wasn’t either Lord Hans or Lady Regina. “However, he will also have a number of troops under his command.”

    “Your troops,” Alassa said. She stood, her blonde hair glowing in the light. “I don’t think they will bar our way to the city.”

    “I hope not,” Jade said. He helped Imaiqah to stand, then looked around. “Once we have Swanhaven, we move directly to Cockatrice. And then we can really start preparing for war.”

    “If we manage to get control of Swanhaven,” Cat said, quietly. “This could still go badly wrong.”

    “Jade trained the troops,” Alassa told him. The confidence in her voice was startling, for someone who’d spent six weeks in prison. “They won’t try to stop him.”

    Emily hoped, as they started to walk down to the hunting lodge, that Alassa was right.


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    “IT’S GOOD TO HAVE YOU BACK, My Lady,” Bryon said, as Emily stepped into the office. His eyes moved to Imaiqah. “And you too, My Lady.”

    Emily nodded. Randor had appointed someone to control Cockatrice, after she’d been exiled and Imaiqah had been sent to the Tower, but the newcomer hadn’t had the time or the inclination to really make his mark on the barony. Bryon had been demoted, along with a handful of others, and replaced by the newcomer’s cronies...yet he hadn’t been kicked out of the castle, let alone executed. The newcomer’s policies had been halfway towards triggering a revolt when Alassa had escaped the Tower, but he hadn’t even had the sense to make sure of the loyalty of the guards. There had been a very quick and bloodless coup when Emily appeared at the gates, and that was that.

    Not that it will last forever, Emily reminded herself. Randor will have other spies and agents, less obvious ones, positioned within the barony.

    “It’s good to be back,” she said, not entirely truthfully. “I trust things have run well in our absence?”

    She sighed, inwardly, as Bryon composed his reply. She’d always been ambivalent about the barony, about her right to control the lives of hundreds of thousands of people. They might think she was the greatest landholder in the country, the one who actually allowed her people to earn money and profit from their ingenuity, but she had always dreaded the prospect of making a mistake that would get thousands of people killed. 

    “The barony has suffered no lasting damage from the usurper,” Bryon assured her, finally. “And I am sure his laws will be repealed once you have a chance to review them.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. “We must prepare the barony for war,” she said. By now, the news was all over the country. Alexis hadn’t fallen, but open war had broken out between King Randor and the Noblest...while Alassa had escaped the Tower and was building up her own forces in Swanhaven. “We will be allied with Princess Alassa.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Bryon said. He sounded a little doubtful, although she knew he was willing to trust her judgement. He’d objected to some of her earlier reforms, but they’d all paid off–literally–for the barony. “Cockatrice is at your command.”

    “Prince Consort Jade has been appointed Captain-General of Her Highness’s armed forces,” Emily informed him. “His deputy”–she indicated Cat with a nod–“will be responsible for raising, training and commanding forces specifically from Cockatrice itself. You will give him your full support, as well as a credit line from the Bank of Cockatrice.”

    Bryon bowed to Cat. “As you wish, My Lady.”

    “I may be required to return to Swanhaven and consult with Her Highness,” Emily continued. “Lady Imaiqah will run the barony on a day-to-day basis, as she did before.”

    “Of course,” Bryon said. She’d expected a flicker of resentment, but there was nothing. She remembered that Imaiqah had been sweet on Bryon, once upon a time, and wondered if they’d been working closer together than either she or the king had realized. It didn’t really matter, she told herself firmly. She just hoped it didn’t end in a broken heart. “It would be my honor.”

    Emily nodded, then walked to the windows and looked down. Cockatrice City had mushroomed in all directions, growing at a pace she would have considered impossible six years ago. It had tripled in size over the first four years, but now it was even bigger...she wondered, morbidly, just how many of the new apartment blocks had collapsed within a year or two after they were declared inhabitable. The demand for accommodation was pushing the builders to the limit, even after the financial crash. Her eye caught sight of a locomotive, puffing along the Cockatrice-Beneficence Line. The crash had hurt–no one could deny it–but the barony had recovered. 

    “This will be a very different war,” she said, as she watched the locomotive pull into the station and come to a halt. “The king and the aristocracy want to undo everything we’ve done over the last six years. They’ll burn books, smash printing presses and execute everyone who knows how to build a machine. They may even burn Cockatrice City to the ground and scatter salt over the rubble, cursing the land so nothing will ever grow here again. This is no mere border skirmish, no attempt by a nobleman to overthrow a king...this is a war for the very future itself.”

    She turned to face Bryon. “We have to fight,” she said. “And if we lose, we lose everything.”

    Bryon swallowed. “Yes, My Lady.”

    “Lord Cat will take command of the preparations,” Emily said. “Introduce him to everyone he needs to know, including the guard and militia commanders. Make it clear to them that he’s in charge.”

    She took a breath. “And on your way out, send in a messenger,” she added. “I need to send a message to Beneficence.”

    Bryon bowed, then retreated. Cat shot Emily a wink before following Bryon out of the chamber. He didn’t have an easy job ahead of him, Emily knew. On one hand, he was a man; on the other, he wasn’t a local. Cat had seen war, real war, but he was still a stranger to everyone in Cockatrice. They might not assume that he knew nothing, yet...they wouldn’t be human if they didn’t resent him being placed over them. She made a mental note to keep their relationship secret. Too many people would wonder if he’d slept his way to the post.

    She smiled, tiredly. That was almost funny.

    Jade doesn’t have that sort of problem, she thought. But then, everyone expected him to command Alassa’s guardsmen anyway.

    “This is a great place,” Imaiqah said, as they stared out of the window together. “I never really appreciated what you’d done until I found myself in charge of it.”

    “I tried to do as little as possible,” Emily said. “All I really wanted to do was enforce fair play.”

    She had to smile. There was no such thing as fair play outside Cockatrice, let alone any concept of equality before the law. She’d had to fight hard to introduce the concept and it was still hard, even though everyone liked it in principle. There had been times when she’d thought that people didn’t want to reform the system, they merely wanted to climb to a level where they could make the system work in their favor and pass whatever they’d earned on to their sons. It was odd to realize that much of the opposition had come from wealthy merchants who’d made their fortunes before the New Learning...

    Or perhaps it isn’t odd at all, she thought. They’d already learned how to survive and prosper before I changed the rules.

    “You did well,” Imaiqah said. “I don’t blame you.”

    Emily didn’t want to look at her face. The bruises had yet to fade. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to damage your family...”

    “You didn’t,” Imaiqah said. “My father...my father did what he thought he had to do, without encouragement from you. You gave us the tools that made us wealthy, but you didn’t make him commit treason or risk everything on a desperate bid to overthrow the king. I don’t know what was going through his head, but...”

    She wrapped an arm around Emily’s shoulders. “It was not your fault,” she said. “I wish you’d told me, just so I could decide what to do, but...don’t go beating yourself up over it.”

    “There will be plenty of other people wanting to do that for me,” Emily said. “I know that here”–she touched her head–“but I don’t believe it in my heart.”

    “I know,” Imaiqah said. “But it wasn’t your fault.”

    The door opened. Emily turned, just in time to see the messenger enter and take a knee. He was a young man, barely entering his teens. The messenger service preferred young boys to grown men, claiming that the former didn’t wear down the horses so much. Emily suspected they also didn’t have to pay young men so much, despite the laws she’d enacted. They simply had less clout than their fathers or older brothers.

    “You are to take this message directly to Markus, at the Bank of Silence,” Emily said, as she took a notepad and scribbled out a handful of lines. Randor’s troops on the bridge had scattered as soon as Swanhaven fell, allowing normal passage between Beneficence and Swanhaven once again. “Once you get there, wait for a reply unless he sends you home at once.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” the messenger said. 

    “And don’t try to open the note.” Emily added a charm to the paper, just to make sure he couldn’t. Markus would have no trouble opening it, but the messenger would find it impossible. “It would not be safe.”

    She sealed the note, then held it out. The messenger took the note, and a silver coin, then bowed his way out of the room. Emily smiled to herself. A young man with a silver coin could find all manner of distractions in Beneficence, if he had the sense to tell Markus that he’d be back in a few hours to pick up the reply. Or he could save it...the Bank of Silence, and the Bank of Cockatrice, had no qualms about allowing commoners to open accounts with very reasonable interest rates. Thankfully, the banking crisis hadn’t completely destroyed faith in the banks.

    It could have been a lot worse, she reminded herself. A lot worse.

    “Markus may not help,” Imaiqah said. “The City Council might not be willing to take a stand.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Markus could help fund the war effort, if he wanted, but Beneficence was vulnerable. Randor probably couldn’t cut the city off from the sea–he didn’t have that many ships under his direct control–yet he could set up a land blockade if Swanhaven and Cockatrice fell. “We have to ask.”

    And hope he sees the importance of having Alassa, instead of Randor or the Noblest, as neighbors, she added, silently. Randor won’t forget Beneficence in a hurry and, if he wins, he’ll have the power to bring the city to heel.

    Bryon returned, looking tired. “Lord Cat is currently taking command of the city’s volunteers. What can I do for you now, My Lady?”

    “Bring us the records,” Emily ordered. “We need to go through them with a fine-toothed comb.”

    “Yes, My Lady,” Bryon said. He bowed, stiffly. “Might I also recommend that you formally cancel the laws your...ah...replacement enacted? The merchants and industrialists would be most grateful.”

    “Of course,” Emily said. “Bring me those laws as well.”

    She hadn’t expected Randor–or his appointed man–to support free enterprise, but even she was shocked by the new laws. They would practically crush free enterprise or drive it underground, if anyone actually tried to enforce them. New taxes, limits on what could be produced...a strict ban on hiring runaway peasants and even citizens of the nearest city-state...she shook her head in disbelief, then hastily wrote a note repealing the laws. She rather suspected she had no legal authority to repeal anything, but it didn’t matter. If Alassa won the civil war, Emily would have the authority; if Randor won, Emily and Cockatrice would have a number of far worse problems. Randor would put the city to the sword, his men raping and murdering their way through the population. No one would call him to account either...

    Everyone here is a rebel now, she thought. Her blood seemed to freeze. And none of them can expect mercy.

    They spent the next few hours going through the books, barely pausing to eat sandwiches for lunch. Emily was surprised–and relieved–to discover that her replacement, currently cooling his heels in the dungeons, hadn’t actually tried to loot the barony’s coffers. He’d probably expected to remain in power indefinitely, ensuring that he didn’t feel any need to steal from himself. Her lips twitched at the thought–the bastard might have done a great deal more damage if he had stolen her money–before she dismissed it. Cockatrice’s wealth didn’t lie in gold and silver.

    But it doesn’t hurt to have gold and silver, she reminded herself. You have to spend money in order to make money.

    Bryon cleared his throat. “My Lady...what do you want me to do with your...replacement?”

    “Keep him in the cells, for now,” Emily said. Her cells were actually civilized. They weren’t very pleasant, but at least there was no risk of random brutality, sexual assault or death. “We can decide what to do with him later.”

    The rest of the day passed quickly. She inspected the castle, spoke briefly to a handful of envoys from the city, all of whom seemed pathetically grateful to see her. It cost her a pang, even though she knew she should be pleased. The barony shouldn’t need her to keep running smoothly. But a single bad ruler could turn everything upside down.

    Bryon seemed to expect that they would have a big welcome dinner, once night started to fall, but Emily vetoed the idea. She was too tired for a formal affair, particularly one where she was technically the host. Besides, too many people were starving all over the country. She wouldn’t have felt right eating and drinking to her heart’s content–and feeding vast numbers of powerful or wealthy guests–while others were starving. It wasn’t something she could put off indefinitely–too much of local politics involved pressing the flesh–but for the moment she wanted something simpler.

    “You have a lot of enthusiastic followers down there,” Cat said, as they sat down to dine in her quarters. The food was simple–the cooks had learned her tastes, at least–but there was plenty of it. “They have a lot of learn, it seems, but they’re keen.”

    Emily had to smile. “Did you have any problems taking command?”

    “Not once I proved I knew what I was doing,” Cat said. He made a face. “You do realize that I have never commanded anything larger than a platoon?”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. She’d seen Cat at Farrakhan–and during Martial Magic. “Does Jade know that?”

    “He should,” Cat said. “I’ve found a few veterans amongst the population, men who can help organize the troops, but we’re going to be doing a lot of learning by doing.”

    “There are more veterans in Beneficence,” Imaiqah pointed out. “You can probably recruit some of them.”

    “Jade’s looking into it,” Cat said. He sounded doubtful. “But quite a few of them have good reason to think they won’t be welcome here. We may have to offer quite considerable bounties in advance.”

    Emily nodded, stiffly. Randor and the aristocrats had always seen trained soldiers, particularly short-termers, as a two-edged sword. They might have fought for the king, but they might–later–fight against the king. They had skills the aristocrats didn’t want the peasants to learn. Some became mercenaries, some found jobs outside the country...and some just sank into drunken despair. Randor didn’t care about them once they had outlived their usefulness.

    They finished their meal in silence, then Imaiqah stood. “My rooms have been left untouched,” she said. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

    Emily watched her go, then fiddled with the wards to lock the door. “I mean to ask,” she said, as she stood. “How did you replace the executioner?”

    “He has a little room he uses to get ready,” Cat told her. “Had, I should say. I sneaked inside, cracked him on the head and stole his clothes. And then I just played my role until the time was right.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. “You saved my life.”

    Cat smiled. “Well, we were hardly going to abandon you,” he said. “Jade and Alassa were very insistent that you be rescued. We were quite frantic when we heard you were going to be beheaded. If the Noblest hadn’t been attacking the city at the same moment...”

    “Bad luck for Randor,” Emily agreed. She couldn’t help noticing that he was downplaying his own contribution. “The timing was really quite appalling.”

    “But he apparently survived,” Cat said. He stood, brushing down his shirt. “And I doubt he lost that many troops during the fighting. I suspect the Noblest weren’t ready for gunpowder weapons.”

    Emily nodded, leading the way into the bedroom. “Do you think we can win?”

    “I believe the raw material for a strong army is there,” Cat said. He came up behind her, his arms wrapping around her waist. “They’ll need seasoning, of course. It’s easy to talk about going to war when you’ve never heard the sound of the drums, never seen men returning with mutilated bodies...if they return at all. Some of them will break and run the moment they smell gunpowder or see their comrades falling...”

    He pressed himself into her. “I can’t promise anything,” he said, as he nuzzled the back of her neck. She shivered at the raw sensation as she stroked his arms, feeling his muscles holding her tightly. His hands slid upwards until they were touching the underside of her breasts. “All I can really say is that we do have a chance. Anything after that is up to the gods.”

    Emily turned, shifting in his arms until she was facing him. “I know,” she said. She wanted to talk about the future, to ask if there was a chance to be something more, but she knew better. They might be dead in the next few months. “But at least we have a chance.”

    And then she kissed him.


    Chapter Forty

    THE HILL, EMILY CONSIDERED, WOULD HAVE been a good place for a picnic.

    She sat on the grass, a rug underneath her, and watched the soldiers go through their paces under the burning sun. They seemed to be getting the hang of marching in line, she thought, although they were still too rusty on more detailed commands. Cat and his subordinates–he’d given practically every veteran who signed up an immediate promotion to sergeant–were running around sorting out tangles, pushing men back into line and offering a mixture of encouragement and threats to keep everyone moving. Emily couldn’t help wondering, as she saw the women on the far side of the field, just how many men had signed up because their girlfriends had encouraged them. The thought of being branded a coward had been making men do stupid things ever since the dawn of time.

    And soldiers are not highly regarded in Zangaria, Emily thought. It must be the first time anyone was actually encouraged to enlist.

    She shivered as she caught sight of one young man who was desperately trying to keep up with his bigger peers. The man had grit, she had to admit, although he was clearly unfit for duty. He’d need to work hard to fit in with the crowd. And yet, he was working hard. Cat would have kicked him out if he hadn’t been trying to qualify...

    “Well,” a voice said, from behind her. “The country goes to war.”

    Emily turned and saw Void, standing behind her. He looked...younger than before, with dark hair falling down over strong cheekbones and a muscular frame. His eyes were dark...and old, reflecting his true age. She had to remind herself that Void was in his second century. He might look young, but he was old enough to be her great-grandfather. 

    “Void,” she said, suddenly unsure of herself. Void had offered her an apprenticeship, but she’d barely taken the time to write him a letter before hurrying off to save her friends from the Tower. “I was hoping I’d see you soon.”

    Void looked disapproving as he peered past her, his eyes taking in the men on the training field. “You do realize that this is none of your concern?”

    Emily shook her head. “Alassa is my friend.”

    “And you got her out of her prison,” Void told her. “I’d say you did all you needed to do.”

    He waved a hand towards the men. “This war–their war–is none of your concern. It doesn’t matter to you who sits on the throne, let alone what they do to their people. Your concern–your sole concern–is developing your power and facing the necromancers. Not using tricks that reveal far too much to help one side in a petty little power struggle.”

    “This isn’t a petty little struggle,” Emily said. “The future is at stake.”

    “Cockatrice is a small barony in a relatively small country, one of many,” Void reminded her, coldly. “Whatever happens here will not affect us, Emily. Nor will it affect the enemies of everything. The necromancers will not care who wins this conflict. They will look, instead, for ways to break through the chokepoints and overrun the Allied Lands.”

    And I might have shown them how, Emily thought. A full-fledged necromancer, perhaps one who duplicated Dua Kepala’s trick to keep himself relatively sane, wouldn’t need a battery to open a freestanding portal. If they ever learn to work together, or one of them comes out on top, they could open portals into the rear of the Allied Lands and invade.

    “It doesn’t matter who sits on the throne,” Void repeated. “Our concern is elsewhere.”

    “Randor has to be stopped,” Emily said.

    “But not by us,” Void said. “There are reasons we senior magicians are not supposed to interfere. The Compact binds us. You may not have broken the letter of the law, Emily, but you have certainly evaded the spirit. Your status as a baroness may give you a legitimate reason to meddle, yet...”

    He shook his head. “I believe I offered you an apprenticeship,” he said. “It’s time we began.”

    Emily felt her heart sink. She wanted the apprenticeship, she wanted to learn what Void could teach her, but she couldn’t leave her friends in the lurch. Alassa, Jade and the others might be able to prevail without her, yet she couldn’t take that for granted. Cockatrice would fight for her, perhaps, but not for Cat or Imaiqah. She didn’t dare leave.

    Void held out a hand. “Come,” he said. “Leave them to their scrabble.”

    “No,” Emily said. Her heart started to pound. “Are you...are you saying that it’s now or never?”

    “You shouldn’t be involved in this, Emily,” Void said. His face was very firm. “At best, it is nothing more than a distraction from your true purpose.”

    Emily forced herself to meet his dark eyes. “And if I refuse to come now, will you take me when I do come?”

    Void looked back at her for a long moment. “If I choose to wait for you, it will not be forever.”

    “I understand,” Emily said.

    “No, you don’t,” Void told her, bluntly.

    “I can’t leave my friends in the lurch,” Emily said. It was growing harder to hold his gaze. “I...they need me.”

    “Maybe,” Void said.

    He stepped back, breaking eye contact. When he spoke, his voice was so toneless that she couldn’t even begin to read his emotions. “You have a year, no more. And when I call you a second time, there will be no third chance. Come then or don’t come at all.”

    Emily bowed her head, wondering if she’d made a mistake even as she knew there was no choice at all. She didn’t want to abandon her friends. She couldn’t abandon her friends, even if it meant giving up the apprenticeship. She’d made a commitment to help Alassa and she would see it through.

    “I understand.” Her throat was dry. “When this is over, I will come to you.”

    Void’s lips twitched into something that might–charitably–be called a smile. “I don’t think you do,” he said. “And I think you will have to pay a price for your involvement in their affairs. And, even if there is no obvious price, it will earn you more enemies. I understand why you want to stay, Emily, but people like us cannot afford to be ruled by our hearts.”

    He lifted one hand in salute, then vanished in a flash of light.

    Emily stared at the spot where he’d been, unsure what had happened...unsure, even, if she was making a mistake. Void was old enough, she thought, to recall the days of chaos that followed the Faerie War. He’d seen kingdoms rise and fall. To him, perhaps, Zangaria was just another country that had risen to power and was now on the verge of sinking again...

    ...But to her, it was a land of real people. People she’d met, people she knew...people who didn’t deserve to have their world torn apart by kings and noblemen fighting for power. The common folk didn’t deserve to have their homes destroyed, their men slaughtered or conscripted, their women and children raped or murdered...they deserved a chance to live for themselves. Alassa was their only hope. And Emily was doing the right thing.

    Wasn’t she?


    Epilogue

    “SIR XAVIER SENDS HIS COMPLIMENTS, YOUR Majesty,” Nightingale said. “The Crown Princess and her followers have been reported at Swanhaven.”

    He stopped talking, fast, as Randor glared at him. Alassa had been reported at Swanhaven, had she? How long had she been there? It had been a week since the planned execution had gone so badly wrong, a week that could easily have been used to cause a lot of trouble...he silently admired Sir Xavier for being smart enough to send the message through the wretched Nightingale. No doubt his spies had told him that the king was in a foul mood.

    “Swanhaven,” he repeated. “And what are they doing there?”

    “Preparing for war, Your Majesty,” Nightingale said. “They don’t have the men to succeed...”

    “Be silent,” Randor growled.

    He stood and started to pace the chamber, thinking hard. The Noblest–damn them all–had somehow managed to conspire with Alassa. There could be no other explanation for their attack, mounted at the worst possible time. Sir Roger had given them a bloody nose, beating back their attack on the city’s walls, but they’d still distracted his men by presenting them with two problems. Now, half the city was in revolt and the other half was only kept under control by the presence of his men. And even though the Noblest had lost the first battle, he was morbidly certain his castles were already under attack. They’d want to take and hold as much as they could before Randor rallied his troops and counterattacked.

    The losses were almost too great to comprehend. Matilda was dead; her allies, the Black Robes, hadn’t had the presence of mind to preserve her head before she lost too much blood and died. The Tower of Alexis had been badly damaged, his guards had taken a beating...and he looked weak. That, in many ways, was worst of all. His enemies would take heart, while his allies would begin to shuffle away. A king could not afford to look weak.

    “Stay still,” he barked at Nightingale, when the man started to shuffle nervously. “Don’t move a muscle!”

    He didn’t have to demand a map to visualize his country. Alassa held Swanhaven–probably Cockatrice too, by now–and she was just far enough from the Crown Lands to make it difficult for him to raid her territories without exposing his rear to the Noblest. There was a good chance they wouldn’t be able to strike at him–Sir Roger really had given them a painful lesson in the power of gunpowder weapons–but he couldn’t take it for granted. And yet, it would take Alassa time to build up an army of her own. He had time to strike at the Noblest himself...

    Unless something else changes, he thought. He’d thought the Tower was impregnable...and it had been, until someone–Emily–had changed the rules. Somehow, she’d opened a portal inside the Tower. Who knows what she’ll do next?

    His mind ran in circles. He could strike at the Noblest now; hell, he really had no choice but to strike now. They couldn’t be allowed time to regroup, finish taking his castles and ready themselves for another strike on the capital. But even a successful campaign against a rebel baron would risk exposing his rear to Alassa. If the campaign bogged down into a long hard slog, Alassa would attack and that would be the end. She was his daughter. She would double-cross her allies in a heartbeat if that was what she had to do. He needed to win quickly.

    I need an advantage, he thought. An idea crossed his mind. It was dangerous, very dangerous. It would unite the Allied Lands against him if the secret ever got out. But it wouldn’t matter if he lost the war. Zangaria needed him. I will do whatever it takes to secure my throne.

    He glared at Nightingale. “Come with me,” he ordered. “And be quiet.”

    The secret passageway opened at his command. He could practically taste Nightingale’s excitement, mingled with fear, as they made their way into a set of hidden chambers that only Randor knew existed. Nightingale was right to be concerned, he thought wryly; it simply wasn’t healthy to know the secrets of a king. Randor had killed many, some probably innocent, just to make sure his secrets remained his own. 

    He walked into the workroom and searched the table for the knife. It had been passed down through the generations, a remnant of the time when humanity had been forced to unleash the darkest of arts in a desperate bid for survival. The handle tingled against his palm as he picked it up, a faint sensation of unease running through him. His father and grandfather and all of his ancestors had known to study the blade, but not to use it. He was the first of his line to seriously consider it.

    Nightingale shuffled, uneasily, as Randor removed his armor. “Your Majesty...”

    Randor spun around and punched him in the stomach, hard. Nightingale doubled over, all the breath knocked out of him. Randor kicked him, watching dispassionately as his body fell to the stone floor. He hadn’t had a proper fight in years, not when very few men would actually try to beat him, and hurting Nightingale was almost satisfying. It wasn’t quite as good as he wanted–the crawler wasn’t even trying to fight back–but it felt good to let off a little frustration.

    “You live to serve me,” Randor growled, as he picked up the knife. The ritual was already shaped in his mind. “And you will serve me in death.”

    He slashed Nightingale’s throat. Red fire blazed around the blade, leaping through the stone and up into his mind. Randor screamed as flames burned through his thoughts, a surge of pain threatening to drag his mind into the next world; he wanted to draw back, he wanted to escape, but he knew it was already too late. Flames were all around him, burning his flesh and soul and...

    I am a king, Randor thought. He concentrated, gritting his teeth against the pain. I rule this kingdom. Every last man, woman and child is mine. And I can rule myself too.

    The magic was burning. He was on fire. And yet...slowly, very slowly, he regained control of his mind. The flames faded, but...he could still feel them, dancing along the edge of his mind. His thoughts felt fragile, as if they were on the verge of shattering–or burning–the moment he looked away. He kept concentrating, holding himself together by sheer force of will. His magic was his...

    ...And the power flowed through him.

    Randor opened his eyes, unsure when he’d closed them. His workroom was scorched and pitted, his clothes were charred rags, Nightingale’s body was ash...but his body was unharmed. Of course he was unharmed. It was his power. It could no more harm him than he could cut his own throat. It was his to command.

    He laughed, unsteadily, as he walked around the edge of the room. He’d never known what it was like to be a really powerful magician, not until now. And yet, he understood how to use magic. He could do anything, anything at all...as long as the power held up. But there would never be any shortage of victims. He snapped his fingers, focusing his mind. Robes materialized from nowhere, hiding his nakedness. He laughed, again. No one would know what he’d done until it was far too late.

    And, when he inspected himself in the mirror, he saw a pair of red eyes looking back.
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Excerpt

    The Family Shame

    By Christopher Nuttall



    


Prologue

    IT WAS A TRUTH OFTEN ACKNOWLEDGED, Lord Carioca Rubén thought grimly, that House Rubén was the oldest Great House in Shallot. House Rubén could trace its lineage all the way back to the Senatorial Families of the Eternal City, a claim that none of the other Great Houses could make. Indeed, House Rubén was also the only Great House to cling to the customs and traditions of a long-vanished world that had, as far as the rest of the city was concerned, outlived their usefulness long ago. He’d seen it, once, as proof that they were different, as proof that they were born to eventually take supreme power.

    Now, the traditions were a noose around his neck.

    He stood in the center of the Chamber of Judgement, his hands clasped behind his back as the arbiters took their places. Their faces were concealed behind black cloaks and powerful wards, their identities hidden even from the Patriarch himself. They would be men, of course, but beyond that ...? Carioca understood the logic behind the tradition - he would have tried to bribe or threaten the arbiters, if he knew who they were - and at one point he would have supported it. Now ... he would gladly throw tradition out of the window, if it would save his daughter’s life. He’d been very lucky that Isabella simply hadn’t been executed on the spot.

    “We have discussed the matter of Isabella Rubén at great length,” the lead arbiter said. His voice was muffled by the wards. No one, not even the other arbiters, would know who he was. A friend, an enemy ... or merely someone who’d lost confidence in Carioca’s leadership? “It is beyond doubt that she committed treason, against both the family and the kingdom itself. And that she acted without direction from a senior member of our family.”

    Carioca felt his heart clench. Isabella wouldn’t have been expected to defy a senior member of the family, if he’d ordered her to follow his instructions. She was twelve. She wasn’t expected to make decisions for herself. If she had even a flimsy excuse to blame her actions on someone older, wiser and more powerful than herself...

    “Worse, she chose to ally herself with Stregheria Aguirre,” the arbiter continued. “It is impossible to believe that she thought she was acting in the best interests of the family, or even that she was trying to secure the family’s future in the event of Crown Prince Henry’s coup succeeding. Isabella would have claimed power over the remainder of the Great Houses, assuming Stregheria Aguirre actually honored her side of the agreement, but there would be little left to rule. House Rubén would be left broken in the wake of the coup.”

    And the House War, Carioca thought. Stregheria Aguirre had laid her plans well. She’d played Isabella like a puppet. And, because she was an Aguirre, there was no way Isabella could be forgiven for allying with her. House Aguirre was the enemy. She thought she had no choice.

    He winced, inwardly. Any father whose child turned against the family was a failure as a parent. That much was undeniable. How much of what had happened was his fault? Perhaps, if he’d been a stricter or a more attentive parent, Isabella would never have looked elsewhere for validation. Perhaps, if he’d fought for her right to succeed him as Patriarch, she wouldn’t have felt she needed to step outside the family line for power. Isabella was his daughter. How could she not be ambitious? But even he could not overturn centuries of tradition. He hadn’t even realized he needed to try until it was too late.

    “If Isabella was a grown woman, she would have been executed by now,” the arbiter stated, flatly. “Treason is a serious offense. The king has already executed a number of Crown Prince Henry’s supporters, even members of the highest nobility. As it is, considering her age, we have decided to be merciful.”

    Carioca wasn’t relieved. Mercy was a word with many meanings. Isabella was too young to be executed, perhaps, but there was no way she could be saved from punishment. He’d been lucky to escape being summarily stripped of his title himself. If he hadn’t been a war hero, if Caitlyn Aguirre hadn’t made her proposal to end the House War - and the endless feud - he might have lost everything. As it was, there was no guarantee that his son would be able to succeed him. The family council might choose to elect someone else in his place.

    And the king will be demanding some punishment, he thought, grimly. Too many noblemen - and army officers - had backed Crown Prince Henry’s bid for the throne. It had been sheer luck that the original plan had had to be replaced at short notice. He cannot let a known traitor get away with it. 

    “Isabella will be sent into exile,” the arbiter informed him. “We have decided that Kirkhaven Hall will make a suitable home for her until we see fit to recall her from exile.”

    “I protest,” Carioca said, immediately. “Kirkhaven Hall is no place for a young girl.”

    “She will not be alone,” the arbiter said.

    “But there will be no one of her age there,” Carioca said. He was all too aware that he was coming close to pleading. “She will ...”

    “She is being punished,” the arbiter said. “A few years in exile will teach her a lesson and satisfy the king. Should she comport herself in a manner that suggests she has learnt something from the experience, she will eventually be allowed to return to the city.”

    But what she did will never be forgotten, Carioca thought, glumly. Too many people knew the truth for it to be forgotten, even if he bribed or threatened people into silence. House Rubén had enemies. They’d drag the matter up every time they needed to weaken the family’s reputation still further. Isabella will never live it down.

    He stared into the arbiter’s hooded face and knew there was no point in arguing. The family demanded its pound of flesh. Isabella had betrayed them, a crime that could never be forgiven. Scheming to become Patriarch was one thing, but actually planning to ruin the entire family was quite another. There were few worse crimes. Carioca’s enemies might take pleasure in putting a knife in his back, while he was weak, but even his allies would agree that Isabella needed to be punished. Sending her into exile, cutting her off from the friends and family she’d need to make a name for herself, was harsh. Her future prospects would be utterly ruined.

    As if they weren’t anyway, Carioca thought. Who would want her to marry into their family now?

    “Isabella will leave tomorrow morning,” the arbiter said, firmly. “You will not be permitted to talk to her before her departure, nor will you write to her without the family council’s approval. Should you attempt to contact her secretly, her exile may be extended and your own position will be subject to examination.”

    Carioca gritted his teeth, wondering - again - who was under the hood. One of his enemies, definitely. The list was a depressingly long one. He’d stood on too many toes during his rise to power. And now that he was weak, someone had decided to have a go at him. If he didn’t try to contact Isabella, his fitness as a father - and Patriarch - would be called into question. But if he did try to contact his daughter, his enemies would have all the excuse they needed to strip him of his position. He could not win.

    “I understand,” he said.

    Isabella would not have an easy time of it. Kirkhaven Hall was in the highlands, right on the border with Galashiels. There were only a couple of people living there, both of whom had been sent into exile themselves long ago. Isabella would have books, of course, and plenty of room to practice her magic, but her education would suffer. And she would be unable to build the circle of patronage that any young person needed to make something of themselves in adult life. She would be alone, in a very real sense, for the rest of her life.

    But at least she will be alive, he told himself. And, one day, she will return to us.

    But he knew that day would be a very long time in coming.

     



    Chapter One

    IT WAS COLD, BITTERLY COLD.

    I muttered a heating incantation under my breath, although I knew it was useless. The bracelet the armsman had given me, before we left the hall five days ago, stopped me from performing even the simplest of spells. I could no more warm myself than I could look out of the shuttered windows, let alone cast a spell that might get me out of the carriage. The clothes I wore were too thin, the charms woven into the fabric nowhere near powerful enough to turn back the cold. I was going to freeze.

    The carriage rattled, reminding me that we were a long way from the King’s Roads - and Shallot. I hadn’t seen much of the countryside - the armsman had kept the shutters down for most of the trip - but it was clear that we were travelling well into the hinterlands. The family estate, a mere fifty miles from Shallot, could be reached in a day on horseback, if one was prepared to ride hard. I didn’t think the carriage could move as fast as a horse, but still ... we’d been travelling for a very long time.

    I looked down at the cuff, feeling a bitter surge of helplessness. My life was over. My life was over and it was never going to end. The Arbiters had made it clear that I was going into exile, that I would not be allowed to return to Shallot for years, if at all. I was an exile, at twelve years old, and it was all my own stupid fault. There was no one else to blame for my fall from grace. 

    I should never have listened to that witch, I thought. I’d been told, more than once, that I should inform my father if an adult from a rival Great House tried to make contact with me. I hadn’t listened. I’d been hurting and depressed and Stregheria Aguirre had told me what I wanted to hear. If I hadn’t listened to her ...

    But I had listened to her, I had allowed her to talk me into treason against my family - against the entire city - and I was lucky to be alive. The Arbiters had told me that, too. If I’d been an adult, I would have been beheaded. But I couldn’t help thinking, as I stared at the carriage’s wooden walls - it was little more than a box on wheels - that I hadn’t really been lucky at all. I would have died quickly, then it would have been over. Now, my life would be turned into an object lesson for young children, a grim reminder of what not to do. I’d laughed at some of the stories of older family who’d transgressed and faced punishment. It wasn’t so funny now the boot was on the other foot.

    I leaned back against the wooden wall and closed my eyes, trying to sleep. There was little else to do. The Arbiters had let me pack a few books - and a handful of possessions - but the armsman had put my trunks under the carriage, rather than letting me have anything in the passenger compartment itself. He wanted to make me miserable, I thought. Two weeks ago, I’d been one of the highest-ranking children in the family. Servants had jumped to my commands. Now, I was just an exile. My name had probably been struck from the family rolls. Mother was probably going around telling everyone that she had only ever had one child. 

    Not that anyone will believe her, I thought. And no one will ever let Mother and Father forget what I did either.

    I scowled at the thought as I tried to concentrate on a meditation routine. People had been sent into exile before, but none of them - as far as I knew - had betrayed the family quite as spectacularly as I. The young men and women who had committed some indiscretion that was only spoken about in whispers would be welcomed back, after a decent interval. They might never regain their former prominence, but at least they would be part of the family again. I, on the other hand...

    They’ll never forget what you did, a little voice whispered at the back of my mind. And they’ll never let you go home.

    A surge of anger ran through me. My magic shuddered to life, pressing against the bracelet ... then faded back into nothingness. I slumped, cursing the bracelet and its designer in words I’d never dared use in front of my parents. My magic was useless as long as I wore the wretched cuff. Had Caitlyn designed it? Or Akin? My brother had been quick to side with the Aguirre spawn, even though she was powerless. He’d liked her, I thought, long before her true nature became clear. He certainly hadn’t spoken out for me at the hearing. He’d been too busy with something else.

    And now his sister is powerless, I thought, numbly. I might have been young, but I’d had power. I could walk the streets in perfect safety, trusting in my magic to protect me. But now I was defenseless, as helpless as a newborn babe. Is this how Cat feels all the time?

    I must have fallen asleep, or slipped into a meditative trance, because I thought I saw and heard people surrounding me. Cat, speaking to me as though I was a friend; Akin, his face pinched and wan; a young boy with chocolate skin smiling at me ... and a Hangchowese girl with almond eyes and enchanting smile. I had to be dreaming, I thought. My family didn’t know any Hangchowese girls, not socially. House Griffin was the only family with any Hangchowese blood and they were a minor house, barely able to pay their debts. People had been predicting their demise for years. 

    The girl was saying something to me. I turned my head, trying to hear, but her words just slipped away. They were words of wisdom, I thought, yet ... they existed only at the corner of my mind. Maybe I was just imagining it. I was half-asleep ...

    A crashing sound echoed through the carriage. I jerked awake, looking from side to side. The shutters had opened, revealing a desolate wasteland. I stood, trying to ignore the increasingly urgent sounds from my stomach, and peered through the window, looking out onto a different world. We appeared to be in a valley, following a river as it poured down from the distant snow-capped mountains. The land appeared to be nothing but scraggly grass and stones. I could see flecks of white on nearby hills, small copses of trees everywhere ... I couldn’t see any sign of human life. The only sign that anyone had ever been in the valley was the road. A handful of birds flew through the air, some of them following us for a few moments before looping away into the sky. I felt a flicker of envy for their freedom. I wanted to fly too.

    Cat flew, a treacherous part of my mind whispered. You could have flown too, if you’d befriended her instead.

    The carriage shuddered, again. The shutters slammed closed. I sighed and sat back on the bench, closing my eyes. The armsman was tormenting me, I was sure, and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of knowing that he’d managed to get under my skin. Maybe I’d been horrid to him, when I’d been a little girl. Or maybe he was just making my new position as the family’s latest exile clear.

    I must have fallen asleep again, for the next thing I knew was the carriage lurching to a halt and someone banging on the door. I jerked upright, hastily pulling my golden blonde hair into a rough braid. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. Not, I supposed, that it mattered. A girl my age who went outside without braided hair would face the most astringent criticism from the Grande Dames of High Society, but in my case there was so much else to criticize. I smoothed my green dress with my hands, then stood and tapped on the door. It opened a moment later.

    The coldness hit me like a physical blow. I’d thought it was cold inside the carriage, but outside ... it was practically freezing. Water droplets hung in the air as if they were suspended, splashing against my body as I peered out of the door. Technically, the armsman should have provided steps - or helped me down to the ground - but he made no move to do either. I took a breath and jumped down, landing in a muddy puddle. Cold water started to seep into my boots. I glared at the armsman, daring him to laugh, then looked around. The estate - if indeed we were on an estate - was wreathed in mist. I stared, fascinated. I’d never seen mist - real mist - before. Visibility was down to a handful of meters. I thought I could see trees in the distance, but it was impossible to be sure. The world was silent, as if time itself had stopped. It felt, just for a moment, as though I were still dreaming.

    A hand touched my shoulder. I jumped, then remembered the armsman. He motioned for me to walk around the carriage. I sighed, staring at his glamoured face in the hopes he’d think I could see through the spell, then did as I was told. The horses whinnied unhappily as I passed. Horses normally liked me, but I suspected they knew I was in disgrace. Or maybe they were just bonded to the armsman. They could have picked up their master’s feelings about me.

    I sucked in my breath as the mansion came into view. It was a boxy stone structure, built to last; the walls were covered with gargoyles and carved with protective runes. There were six floors, I thought, judging by the windows. And yet, there was something shabby about the building. The runes looked faded, the gargoyles looked as though they’d been in the wars and a number of windows had been boarded up. The grassy lawn outside the door, what little I could see in the mist, looked unkempt, the grass fighting for dominance with a handful of wilder strains. Mother would have fired everyone involved with maintaining the lawn, I thought. She had always insisted the Great Houses had to look good, whatever the cost. It didn’t look as if whoever was responsible for the mansion cared one jot about appearance.

    “Your new home,” the armsman said.

    He snapped his fingers, casting a spell with casual ease. I looked away, not wanting to watch as the trunks were levitated out of the carriage and floated up towards the door. The Arbiters hadn’t said when the cuff would be removed, if indeed it would be removed at all. I shuddered at the thought of being powerless for the rest of my life, unless I managed to think of a way to remove the cuff for myself. It would probably be locked by magic, I guessed; anyone could unlock it, as long as they could use magic. I felt an uneasy moment of sympathy for Caitlyn, despite everything she’d done to me. She must have spent most of her life feeling as helpless as I did now.

    “Stay here,” the armsman ordered.

    He strode off, the trunks following him like obedient puppies. I stared after him for a long moment, then wrapped my arms around my chest. My dress was the height of fashion, but it was growing damper and colder by the second. I was uneasily aware of water pooling in my socks, no matter how much I squelched about. The ground was soft enough that the carriage seemed to be sinking into the mud. I wondered, nastily, if the armsman would be able to get it and the horses out when the time came for him to leave. 

    A gust of wind blew though the mist, bringing the promise of snow. I squeezed myself tighter, feeling water running down my back. Two weeks ago, I had been a little princess; my skin fair and unblemished, my dresses miniature versions of adult clothes, my hair perfectly coiffed by a small army of maids. Everyone had said I was a pretty girl, that I would grow up to be as stunning as my mother. Now, I was a straggly mess. My hair was threatening to come undone as it grew damp, but I was too cold to hold it in place. I wished, how I wished, that I’d thought to bring a coat! Even one of Great Aunt Gladys’s handmade jumpers would have been preferable. Ugly and lumpy they might have been, but at least they were warm.

    The armsman returned, his boots squelching through the mud. “Come.”

    I followed him, wondering just what was on the far side of the heavy wooden door. I’d been told I was going to a family estate, but which one? I hadn’t been told anything about it, save for the simple fact that it was a long way from Shallot. I’d researched a number of the family’s properties, back when I’d still had hopes of becoming the Heir Primus, but I didn’t recall any of them looking like this. I was mildly surprised the building hadn’t been sold off long ago. We have a reputation for keeping what is ours, but still ... this mansion looked worthless. 

    The wards brushed over me as I stepped through the door and into a dark lobby. A flight of stairs led upwards, into the darkness; two wooden doors led further into the building. The only light came from a single crystal, hanging down from the ceiling. Whoever was in charge of maintaining it clearly hadn’t bothered to renew the spells. It should have been bright, but instead it cast a dim and flickering light over the lobby. A pair of hunting trophies had been mounted on the walls: a dragon and a basilisk. I was relieved to note that the taxidermist had had the sense to remove the basilisk’s eyes. My trunks had been placed beside the stairs.

    “Lady Isabella Rubén,” the armsman said, as if I was being announced at a ball. I don’t think I ever hated anyone so much as I hated him at that moment. “Disgraced.”

    “Indeed,” a voice said.

    Two people were standing by the stairs, watching me. I cringed inwardly, suddenly aware of just how terrible I looked. My clothes damp, my hair a mess ... I felt my braid slowly start to come undone under their stares. I somehow managed to drop a curtsy, despite my wet dress, then put up my hands to fix the braid. I’d probably made a bad impression already.

    I forced myself to make a show of lowering my eyes, while keeping an eye on them. One, an older man, looked frankly disinterested; the other, a woman who looked around ten to fifteen years older than me, looked as if she’d smelt something disgusting. She was tall and blonde, her hair bound up in a style that suggested she was married; she wore a brown dress that looked as though it was handmade. She would have been pretty, I thought, if she’d worn something more suitable and, perhaps, put a nicer expression on her lips. There was something oddly familiar about her patrician face, something that nagged at my mind until I placed it. She looked a lot like me.

    She’s family, I thought. Almost everyone in my family has the same blonde hair. And she might be quite closely related to me.

    “Ira Rubén and Morag Rubén,” the armsman said. He was enjoying himself a bit too much, I thought. “Please meet your new companion.”

    Ira leaned forward. He was taller than I’d thought - there was something about him that made him look short - and he was old. His movements were slow and deliberate, his blond hair slowly turning grey ... I’d automatically assumed that he and Morag were married, but it was starting to look as though there was a large age gap between them. The suit he wore was years out of date. And yet, his eyes were sharp, if disinterested. His face was dignified, with a neat little goatee; his hands were scarred, suggesting a series of accidents in a potions lab or a forge. He held a letter in one hand. I guessed it was the official orders from Shallot.

    “Thank you,” Ira said. He took the wad of papers the armsman offered him without comment. “You may go now.”

    The armsman blinked. “Senior, I ...”

    “You are not welcome here,” Ira told him, shortly. “Drive down to the town. They’ll have a place for you in the inn.”

    I felt a flicker of amusement at the armsman’s agitation. No doubt he’d expected to be put up for the night. But Ira was chasing him out. It was a breach of etiquette, but not one the armsman could openly protest. I wondered if the townspeople really would have a place for him or if he’d have to sleep in the carriage. It was what he’d made me do. The bench had been bad enough for sitting, but worse for sleeping. I suspected I had bruises all over my body.

    “Morag, take Isabella’s trunks to ... I think the Blue Room,” Ira ordered, once the armsman had departed. “Put them in there, then come back to my office.”

    “Yes, Senior,” Morag said. Her voice was hard, tinged with an accent I didn’t quite recognize. I didn’t think she was pleased to see me. But it was also clear that Ira was in charge. “I’ll make the bed up for her too.”

    Ira nodded, then looked at me. “Welcome to Kirkhaven Hall,” he said. He turned away, heading to the nearest door. “Come with me.”

    “Yes, Senior,” I said. 


    Chapter Two

    KIRKHAVEN HALL SMELT ... MUSTY.

    It reminded me, in so many ways, of Rubén Hall. The walls were lined with wood panelling and illuminated by glowing crystals, a handful of portraits hung from the walls ... I felt a pang of homesickness as I followed Ira down the long corridor. And yet, there were plenty of signs that I was a long way from home. The corridor was in disrepair, patches on the walls showed where paintings and portraits had once hung before being removed, the crystals were dimming and half the rooms we passed were empty. There should have been a small army of servants tending to the building, but I saw no one. It felt as though the hall was deserted. I found it more than a little creepy.

    Ira led me into a small office and motioned for me to sit in a chair while he lit a fire in the grate. I sat, silently glad to be out of the damp. My skin felt patchy and dry; I wanted - needed - a hot bath. Ira sat at his desk and started to go through the papers, reading them one by one. I forced myself to wait, despite increasingly loud grumbles from my stomach. I wasn’t sure how long it had been since I’d last been allowed to eat, but it felt like hours. The armsman hadn’t wanted to stop for food.

    It was hard, so hard, to wait. I concentrated on looking around the office, noting the bookshelves - groaning under the weight of hundreds of books - and the handful of drawings someone had stuck to the walls. It looked as if someone had been drawing detailed sketches of human anatomy, ranging from an outline of a human skeleton to the innermost workings of the brain. I was a pretty fair sketcher myself - it was a skill we were encouraged to learn - but whoever had drawn the sketches was a real artist. I’d never seen anything like them outside a handful of textbooks and even they hadn’t been quite so detailed.

    My stomach rumbled, loudly. Too loudly. I found myself flushing with embarrassment as Ira looked up from one of the documents and lifted his eyebrows. 

    “I’m hungry,” I said. It sounded more like a whine than I wanted. “I ... it’s been hours.”

    Ira looked annoyed, as if I’d asked for something unreasonable, but plucked a bell off his belt and waved it in the air. There was no sound, as far as I could tell, yet the door opened two minutes later and Morag stepped into the room. Her eyes flickered over me, then came to rest on Ira. I had the feeling she definitely didn’t like me, even though I hadn’t seen her before. I hadn’t seen either of them before, let alone heard of them. Ira was old enough to be my grandfather, if not my great-grandfather. He might have stayed at Kirkhaven longer than I’d been alive.

    “Fetch Isabella something to eat and drink,” Ira ordered. “And bring me a mug of tea.”

    “Yes, Senior,” Morag said.

    She shot me another look, then turned and hurried away. I watched her go, wondering what bee had got into her bonnet, then sat back and forced myself to wait. It felt like hours crawled past before Morag returned, carrying a tray of sandwiches, a glass of milk and a steaming mug of tea. Ira took his tea, dismissed Morag with a wave of his hand and motioned for me to eat. Normally, I would have turned my nose up at plain ham and cheese sandwiches, but right now I was ravenous. I ate so quickly that Mother would probably have reprimanded me for forgetting my table manners. And when I was done, I looked up to see Ira watching me with open amusement.

    I felt myself flush, again. “Senior?”

    “No matter,” Ira said. His voice sobered as he held up the first letter. “Do you know what this says?”

    “No, Senior,” I said. A couple of the documents looked like school reports, although I hadn’t been at Jude’s long enough for an official report. They were normally handed out the week before the end of term, giving the parents a couple of months to hire tutors to bring the children up to spec. “I wasn’t told.”

    “I suppose not,” Ira said. “You appear to be an exile. Like me.”

    I blinked. “Like you?”

    “Indeed,” Ira said.

    I could have kicked myself. Of course Ira was an exile too. No one would stay here, hundreds of miles from civilization, if they had any choice. Ira was an exile and Morag was his sole servant. I hadn’t seen anything to suggest that there were any other servants in the hall - or anyone else at all. My mother would have thrown a fit if there was a speck of dust on the windowsill, let alone the layers of dust and grime I’d seen as we’d walked to the office. Ira had been sent away from Shallot to keep him out of sight and mind. I couldn’t help feeling a flicker of kinship for the older man.

    “Basically, you are to stay here until your banishment is rescinded,” Ira said. He sounded annoyed, although it didn’t seem to be directed at me. “That may be quite some time.”

    “I know, Senior,” I said.

    Ira snorted. “Morag will be preparing a room for you now. We’ll have a proper discussion about your ... role ... here tomorrow, when we are both refreshed and you’ve had a chance to change your clothes.”

    I glanced down at my damp dress. Mother would have been horrified if she’d seen me walking through the hall in such a state. She’d have banished me to my rooms and told me not to come out until I was washed, scrubbed, dressed and my hair carefully styled to match the latest fashion. Ira didn’t seem to be too concerned about my appearance. I supposed it didn’t matter much to him. He wasn’t in that good a state either.

    He returned his attention to the letter. I took advantage of the silence to study him more closely. He was older than I thought, I guessed. There was something about his slow, deliberate movements that suggested his rejuvenation spells were finally starting to wear down, even though his eyes were sharp and it was clear he was a powerful magician. I wondered, suddenly, if he knew my parents - or even my grandparents. I’d never heard of Ira Rubén. He must have been exiled years before I was born or the Grande Dames would still be wittering about him.

    They’ll be wittering about me now, I thought, with a flash of bitterness. I wonder if Mother will ever be able to hold her head up in polite society again.

    I coughed. “Do you know my parents?

    “I haven’t met them, Ira said, tonelessly. “I’ve been away for quite some time.”

    Ouch, I thought. Father was in his late forties. If Ira had never met him, even as a little boy, he had to have been in exile for fifty years or more. How long has he been here?

    Ira cleared his throat. “We’ll discuss basic rules tomorrow,” he added, “but there is one rule you need to know now. You are not, whatever happens, to go onto the sixth floor.”

    “The sixth floor?” I couldn’t help asking the obvious question. “What’s on the sixth floor?”

    “My private rooms,” Ira said, curtly. His voice hardened. It was suddenly very easy to believe he was related to Grandfather. “You are not to go onto the sixth floor. Do you understand me?”

    “Yes, Senior,” I said. I didn’t want to know, but I had to ask. “What will happen if I do?”

    Ira gave me a humourless smile. “I’ll let the wards have you,” he said. “You won’t enjoy it.”

    I swallowed. Father had told me that there were rooms and suites in Rubén Hall that I was never to enter for any reason whatsoever. Some were workshops, where my father’s apprentices studied potions; some were private rooms for secret conferences. I’d disobeyed him a few times when I was younger, only to discover that the wards were quite effective at keeping me out. Father had made it clear, more than once, that I’d only brushed against the outer layers. The inner layers were far nastier.

    “Yes, Senior,” I said. This was Ira’s territory. He was entitled to guard his privacy however he wished. I didn’t think that even Father, if he was still the Patriarch, could demand an inspection without consequence. “I won’t go up there.”

    “See that you don’t,” Ira told me. His eyes bored into mine for a long moment. “Have you eaten enough?”

    I looked at the empty tray and nodded. It would do, for the moment. I wasn’t quite sure what time it was, but it felt late. I simply hadn’t slept very well. My body was reminding me that I’d spent most of five days in an uncomfortable carriage, having an uncomfortable ride to Kirkhaven. I needed a bath and a sleep, perhaps not in that order. 

    At least I can sleep in a proper bed, I told myself. That will be something.

    Ira rang his bell again. Morag reappeared, almost at once. She must have been waiting outside the door. Mother’s maids did that, standing outside until they were summoned to attend their mistress. They’d always been willing to play games with a little girl, but the moment Mother called them they had to drop everything and run to her side. I felt a pang of homesickness that hurt, more than I cared to admit. I might be allowed to go home one day, if I was lucky, but I’d never be that carefree girl again.

    Morag nodded to Ira. “Yes, Senior?”

    “Take Bella to bed,” Ira said. “And ...”

    “Isabella,” I corrected, hastily.  “Bella is ... Bella is someone else.”

    Morag’s expression became more pinched. “As you wish, young mistress,” she said, sardonically. “Isabella, come with me.”

    I glanced at Ira, surprised. Mother would not have tolerated such churlishness from her servants, not even for a second. The maids had to be on their best behavior at all times or they’d get the sack. Or worse, they’d be sent to tend to my elderly relatives instead. Mother was strict, with firm ideas of how things should be, but she wasn’t obnoxious. The elders, on the other hand, could be thoroughly unpleasant at times. I didn’t know the details, but one particular great-uncle had driven away a dozen maids until Father had a long ... discussion ... with him.

    “Go,” Ira said. He waved a hand at the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

    I rose, dropped a curtsey and followed Morag to the door. The air outside felt colder, somehow, as we made our way up a flight of stairs. They were meant to be carpeted, I thought, but someone had removed half the carpet to reveal the wood beneath. I kept a wary eye on the floor, just in case I stepped on a nail. I’d had the sense to wear my outdoor shoes, but I didn’t know if they’d protect me from something sharp. It grew harder to see as we reached the fifth floor and started down the corridor. The light crystals were brightening and dimming, seemingly at random. 

    “My room is at the end of the corridor,” Morag said. I jumped. She’d been so quiet that I’d believed she wasn’t going to say anything. Her voice was sharp, as sharp as Mother had sounded when she’d caught me digging up her roses. I wanted to snap back at her, but I was too tired. “You are not to go inside without my permission.”

    I nodded, wordlessly. Mother had made it clear that neither I nor Akin was to enter the servant quarters. I didn’t understand the reasoning, but she’d been blunt enough to convince me that some lines were best not crossed. Morag deserved what little privacy she could get, I assumed. She’d probably have more privacy at Kirkhaven Hall than I’d had at Rubén Hall, back in Shallot. There were far fewer prying eyes.

    And no one bothered to say a word when she claimed a guest suite for herself, I thought, wryly. Servants normally stayed below stairs, on the ground floor. Ira probably didn’t care enough to object.

    We stopped outside a blue door. Morag put her hand against the wood and muttered a charm, then pushed the door open. I followed her into the room, feeling cold. If I needed magic to open the door ... I would be trapped, as long as I wore the cuff. Normally, I could go in and out of my rooms whenever I wanted. I’d set the wards to ensure I didn’t need passwords or charms to step through the door. But here ... this wasn’t my room.

    Yes, it is, my thoughts mocked. It is your room as long as you are living here.

    The Blue Room was blue. Everything was blue, save for an oaken double-poster bed in the exact center of the room. The blue walls looked cracked and faded, the blue bookshelf was empty, the blue wardrobe door was hanging open, the blue window shutters were firmly closed and locked ... I rolled my eyes as I saw the blue door, leading into what I guessed was the bathroom. My trunks rested neatly against the far wall, waiting for me to open them. I realised, with a flicker of horror, that I couldn’t open them. The locking charms needed magic to open them.

    Morag strode across the blue carpet and opened the far door. “There’s a bathtub in here,” she said, as I followed her. “You can use it in the morning, if you wish.”

    I peered into the chamber. The bathroom was larger than I’d expected, but strikingly empty. A tub ... and not much else. No toilet, no shower ... not even soap and freshener. There weren’t even any taps on the bathtub. The sink looked as if it had been designed for a child of five, not a girl of twelve. It was tiny. The mirror was placed so low that I’d have to bend over to see my face. Someone Morag’s height would have to kneel down to use it.

    Morag turned back into the bedroom. “You can put your clothes in the wardrobe, if you wish,” she said. She opened the broken door to reveal a handful of shelves and a clothing rail, tiny compared to the walk-in closet I’d had back home. “Or you can leave them in your trunk ...”

    I caught her arm. “Morag ... where do I go to the toilet?”

    Morag yanked her arm free. “There’s a chamberpot under the bed,” she said, briskly. “This place was built before indoor plumbing really became a thing. A few pipes were run through the house, but not enough to support anything larger than a sink. Make sure you empty the chamberpot every morning or you’ll regret it.”

    “... Oh,” I said. No showers? I shuddered at the thought. My skin felt thoroughly unclean after five days in the carriage. I probably smelt terrible. The armsman hadn’t allowed me to do more than wash my face and hands. “I ...”

    Morag ignored me as she plucked the lantern off the wall and put it on the bedside table. “I assume you’ve used one of these before,” she said. “Tap once to turn off the light, tap twice to turn it back on again. Is there anything else you need before you go to bed?”

    I glanced at the trunks. “Can you unlock the trunks?”

    Morag lifted her eyebrows. I held up my arm to show her the cuff. Her lips smiled, just for a second, then she opened the first trunk. I dug through the clothes to find my nightgown - I tried to ignore her snort when she saw it - and put it on the bed. I’d have to unpack everything else tomorrow, if I wanted to wear something new. The trunk closed and locked again as Morag turned away, heading for the door. I was too tired to care.

    “Sleep well,” Morag said. She didn’t bother to look back. “And good night.”

    I undressed hastily, dropping my sodden dress and underclothes on the floor, then pulled the nightgown on and climbed into bed before it got too cold. The mattress felt hard, so hard that I had to roll over and over before I felt remotely comfortable. My duvet was thin, too thin. I had the feeling that whoever normally occupied the room, if anyone normally occupied the room, used magic to keep themselves warm. I knew a dozen spells that would turn the room into a furnace, none of which I could cast as long as I wore the cuff. Shaking my head, I reached for the lantern and tapped it once. The room plunged into darkness. No light filtered through the shutters. I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep ...

    ... And then I felt a presence in the room, a sense of something - or someone - peering down at me. Absolute terror gripped me, just for a second; I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t even breathe. I hadn’t been so scared since the very first time someone had cast a freeze spell on me, back when I’d been learning magic. The presence moved closer and closer, as if it was right on top of me ... I thought I could feel someone touching the back of my neck, icy cold hands brushing against my skin. I wanted to scream, but nothing came out as the presence faded back into the night ...

    ... And, when I awoke the following morning, I was half-convinced I’d had a nightmare.
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