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Аннотация
[collapse collapsed title=Спойлер]На втором году обучения в Уайтхолле ("Study in Slaughter") Эмили делила комнату с Лин — робкой девушкой, оказавшейся шпионкой из Горной Академии. Когда позднее Эмили сама отправилась в Горную ("The School of Hard Knocks"), выяснилось, что староста Нанэтт и есть та самая Лин, и работала она на таинственного Орилиаса. Нанэтт попыталась воспрепятствовать попыткам Эмили помешать планам Орилиса, но в итоге получила Смертную Гадюку в руки. Эмили спасла ей жизнь, но была вынуждена оставить противницу позади. Раненная, на грани смерти, Нанэтт бежала из Горной… не догадываясь, что в попытках скрыться она может наткнуться на кое-кого похуже.[/collapse]


Nanette’s Tale

In hindsight, the memories mocked her.
Nanette had been sixteen — barely sixteen — when she’d met Aurelius for the first time. The Administrator rarely had time for first-year students, particularly those of no good family. It wasn’t until she found herself in his office, staring expulsion right in the face, that she’d had a chance to study him for the first time. He was a man of power, a man so sure in his own power that he had no need to play dominance games with anyone. And part of her wanted that for herself.
And so she squared her shoulders, looked him right in the eye, and told him the truth.
“She treated me badly, sir,” she said, when Aurelius pointed out that her former mistress was currently in the infirmary. “And I wanted to get her off my back.”
Aurelius raised his eyebrows. “And how did you do it?”
Nanette stumbled through a complex explanation. Ophelia — the girl who’d been supposed to mentor Nanette, in exchange for service — had been fond of pinching her at the slightest excuse. Nanette had put together a spell that not only transferred the pain to the older girl, but magnified it. Ophelia had pinched Nanette’s upper arm, hard enough to leave bruises. Ophelia must have felt as if her arm had been caught in a pressure spell.
“Fascinating,” Aurelius said, when she had finished. “And where did you learn to cast such a complex spell?”
“The library,” Nanette said. The spell had really been a mixture of charms and potions. It had been the only way she’d been able to attach it to the older girl. “I put it together.”
“I see.” Aurelius said nothing for a long moment. “Can you give me any reason why you should not be expelled?”
“We were told the system was meant to teach us the skills we needed for later life,” Nanette said. She was tempted to plead, but her instincts told her she’d get nowhere. “I’d say it succeeded.”
“Indeed,” Aurelius said. He cocked his head. “I will take you as my ward. You will work for me as you learn from me.”
Nanette had wondered, even then, if he’d wanted something more. She was no sheltered flower, no well-connected girl whose family would protect her if an unsuitable suitor came calling. And Aurelius was a powerful man, used to taking whatever he wanted. But — to her early surprise — he’d kept his word. He’d taken her under his wing, he’d spent the summers teaching her everything from etiquette to spells that would have upset many older magicians if they’d realised she knew them… he’d been, in many ways, the paternal figure she’d wanted since her father had died. Not, she admitted, that he’d gone easy on her. He was a stern tutor, quick to correct her when she made mistakes. But he was fair.
She’d grown to trust him. She’d even grown to love him. And then…
The memories rose up within her, mocking her. She’d gone to Whitehall, posing as a transfer student. It had been easy. She knew how to remain unnoticed, how to hide within the shadows and social conventions; she knew how to ensure she remained unsuspected, even as she collected the intelligence she’d been ordered to obtain. And she’d found it easy to watch Whitehall’s most famous student from a distance. She’d almost been unhappy when her cover had finally been blown and she’d been forced to flee.
She felt hatred curling around her heart as the memories flowed through her mind. Aurelius had wanted to bring Emily to Mountaintop, explaining that she could be converted to their cause. And he’d taken her as a protégé… Nanette had been angry, hating the younger girl for taking her place. She’d followed orders, even as matters started to spiral out of control; she’d held her tongue, even when she could have put a knife in the Child of Destiny’s back. And, when she’d finally stood revealed in front of the younger girl, Emily had thrown a Death Viper at her. Nanette still couldn’t believe it. If she hadn’t touched the snake…
The memories of pain were too strong. She cringed, trying not to remember the tendrils of ice and fire burning through her veins. Her hand was gone, and her arm was going, and she was doomed… Emily, the girl who’d killed her, had saved her by cutting off her arm before hurrying onwards to meet her destiny. Nanette wasn’t sure quite what had happened then, as she’d stumbled out of the school. She hadn’t realised Aurelius was dead — and the school was no longer a safe haven — until it was far too late. She’d turned her back and fled, knowing she had nowhere to go. She’d staked everything on her tutor…
… And now she was crippled, broken, on the run and alone.

Chapter 1

Magicians, Aurelius had said, were superior beings.
Nanette didn’t feel very superior as she staggered up the dingy stairs to her even dingier room. Her arm — her stump — ached, no matter how many spells she cast to dull the pain. Her magic felt weak, as if it was collapsing. The bumps and bruises she’d picked up during her escape from Mountaintop hadn’t healed, even though it had been a week since she’d fled the school. And her skin felt unclean where the alleyrat had grabbed her. Once, it would have been easy to turn him into a slug and step on him. Now, the effort of merely casting the spell had nearly killed her. She wasn’t sure if she’d managed to kill him.
And the landlord is just biding his time, she thought savagely, as she stumbled through the door and slammed it. She’d seen the way the bastard looked at her, when she’d taken a room at the inn. It’s just a matter of time until he does something stupid.
She forced herself to keep moving until she collapsed in front of the bed. Her bag hit the floor, hard enough to break one of the jars. She heard the crack, but felt too drained to do anything about it before the liquid stained the floorboards. The landlord would throw a fit about that, she was sure. He’d demand she pay for it. And she had no idea how she was going to pay him. She had the skills to steal whatever she wanted — if she couldn’t get honest work — but she didn’t have the magic. Anyone who wanted to hire her wouldn’t be doing it out of the goodness of his heart.
Her heart started to beat, erratically, as she leaned against the wooden frame. She wasn’t sure how she’d managed to escape the school, let alone reach Dragon’s Den. Her memories were a blur, lost behind pain and delirium. She’d teleported, of course, but how? Aurelius had made her practice, time and time again, when she’d infiltrated Whitehall. Perhaps the lessons had taken better than she’d thought. Dragon’s Den was hundreds of miles from Mountaintop. It was safe, for the moment. The searchers wouldn’t think to look for her there.
They might find my body, she thought, numbly. I can’t go on like this.
She felt helpless, bitter… alone. She’d always been able to rely on Aurelius. Her mentor had taught her everything, from magics that were rarely shared with students to how to be a social chameleon. Nanette knew she had the skills to make something of herself if she survived the next few days. But she knew it was unlikely. The Death Viper had wounded her. It would have killed her, if Emily hadn’t saved her life. Nanette stared down at the stump, wondering if death would have been preferable. She knew what cripples could expect, in cold and merciless towns. Emily might have saved her only to damn her to a lingering death.
Cold hatred twisted in her heart. Her mentor was dead. He’d been a father to her — he’d meant the world to her — and now he was dead. And Emily… the Child of Destiny had gone back to Whitehall, leaving Mountaintop a smoking ruin. Perhaps that was why the searchers hadn’t tracked her down. Perhaps they were too busy saving what they could from the ruins. Or perhaps they simply didn’t care. Maybe she’d never been truly important. Maybe they hadn’t even realised she was missing.
She closed her eyes. It was futile, utterly futile. She could neither beg nor borrow nor steal the potions — or ingredients — she needed to heal. She could no more convince a local brewer to prepare them for her than she could talk her way out of trouble when the searchers finally caught up with her. And she could still feel the poison within her. Her magic was steadily weakening. It was only a matter of time before she became truly defenceless. The landlord would have his fun, then throw her into the alley to die.
Perhaps it would have been better not to rise so high, she thought, grimly. I would not have known there was so far to fall.
Something moved, behind her. “Hello.”
Nanette tensed, trying to spin around. Her body failed her and she wound up a crumpled heap, staring at the man sitting on the rickety wooden chair. It was the landlord… no, it wasn’t. The man wore a hooded cloak, his face shrouded in a glamour that made it hard to see. A long, iron-tipped staff rested in his hand. She couldn’t muster the magic to peer through the spell, but she suspected it didn’t matter. The searchers had found her. It was over.
“You look a mess,” the stranger said. She wondered, insanely, if he wasn’t a searcher, as if he’d merely caught a sniff of a strange visitor and come to investigate. “What happened to you?”
“None of your business,” Nanette managed, somehow. Her voice sounded weak and feeble, even to her. “Who are you?”
“Call me Cloak,” the man said. “How did you get here?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Nanette said. She could feel the poison rushing through her blood, inching towards her heart. “Go away.”
“You’re dying,” Cloak said. “Do you really want me to go away?”
Nanette didn’t even have the strength to glare. He wasn’t going to help. A hundred ideas ran through her mind, ideas she might be able to use to convince him, but… most of them were useless. And the ones that weren’t were almost worse. She had sacrificed so much in the last few days. She wasn’t going to sacrifice her dignity too.
Cloak stood, picked up her bag and started to unload it onto the bed. “You broke a jar of ointment,” he observed. “You’re lucky it didn’t have the chance to mingle with the powdered rhino horn.”
“Go away,” Nanette said. If he wanted to rob her… she didn’t care any longer. Her entire body was growing numb. She knew she should be concerned, but… it was hard to muster the feeling. “I don’t…”
“I can help you,” Cloak said. “In exchange, I need you to perform a task for me. And, if you complete it to my satisfaction, I’ll give you a permanent job.”
“Hah,” Nanette mumbled. She knew she should ask more questions, demand to know the details before she committed herself, but she was dying. And she wanted very much, despite everything, to live. “Fine.”
Cloak knelt down, placed his hand under her chin and lifted her head so she was staring into his shrouded eyes. “Do you accept my offer?”
“Yes.” Nanette hoped she hadn’t made a mistake. “I do.”
“Good.” Cloak removed a glass vial from a hidden pocket, popped it open and held it to her lips. “Drink this.”
Nanette obeyed. The liquid tasted warm and sunny, bringing back memories of a childhood that had been spent in a fatherless home. She felt magic trickling through her, a wave of warmth that banished the numbness. Her entire body shook and started to sweat. A ghostly sensation nearly overwhelmed her, a suggestion that her missing hand was still there. Tears prickled at the corner of her eyes as she forced herself to sit up. She suddenly felt like running and jumping and dancing and…
Cloak caught her arm, just in time to keep her from falling. “Sit down on the bed and wait,” he advised. “It takes some time for the potion to run its course. And then we’ll have to do something about your arm.”
“You can regrow my arm?” Nanette knew it was possible, but it wasn’t cheap. A merchant would have to work for years to scrape together the funds. There was no way her family could have afforded it, in the days before Aurelius had taken her under his wing. “I…”
“There are a few healers who won’t ask inconvenient questions,” Cloak said. She thought she saw him smile, beneath the glamour, but it was hard to be sure. “I’ll take you to one of them.”
“Thanks.” Nanette felt woozy, as if she’d drunk something she really shouldn’t. “I… what did you give me?”
“A very special potion, devised to counteract Death Viper venom,” Cloak said. “Thank you for giving me the chance to test it.”
Nanette stared at him. “You didn’t know if it would work?”
Cloak snorted. “How many people do you know who managed to touch a Death Viper and live to tell the tale?”
“Touché,” Nanette muttered, sourly. She could have saved her own life, if she’d thought to cut off her wrist, but the pain had banished all rational thought. It was quite possible she was the only living survivor in recent memory. And she’d only survived because someone had acted to save her. “I… I take your point.”
She forced herself to focus as sweat poured down her back. Her magic felt weak, but slowly starting to recover. She felt tired, maybe even exhausted, but not as if she was on the verge of death. Her body still ached, but… she felt stronger than she’d felt in days. The urge to get up and move was fading, yet… she knew she could get up. It was just a matter of time before she recovered most of her former abilities. And then…
Making that potion couldn’t have been easy, Nanette thought, grimly. It would have cost him badly. And he’ll want something of equal value in exchange.
She studied him, carefully. “What do you want me to do for you?”
“I want you to steal a book for me,” Cloak said. “Does that answer your question?”
Nanette nearly laughed a bitter laugh. Of course he wanted something illegal, something that would get them both in real trouble if they were caught. She was already in trouble. Emily would have made a report, damn the girl. There was no longer any mystery who’d played Lin, who’d pretended to be transfer student long enough to spy on the Child of Destiny. Lin had been a mask, one she’d discarded when she’d left Whitehall; Nanette was her real name. There was no way she could go home or resume a normal life. The searchers would be looking for her.
“A book,” she repeated. It would be something dark, she was sure. Probably one on the Proscribed Index. Aurelius had had quite a collection, some of which she’d read. There were books that could get someone in real trouble, if they so much as glanced at the bloodstained cover. “Which book? And where?”
“Lamplighter’s Lines,” Cloak said. “And the copy I want is at Laughter.”
Nanette blinked. Lamplighter’s Lines was restricted, but it wasn’t that restricted. It wasn’t Malice, or Chanson’s Charms, or Midsummer Murders, or anything else that might be understandably regarded with fear and horror. A student could read Lamplighter’s Lines, if they convinced the librarian they had a legitimate reason. She’d read it herself. The spells were dubious, but they were hardly dark. And many of them were outdated.
“I don’t understand,” she admitted. “You want me to steal a book you could consult anywhere?”
“The original owner of that copy wrote notes in the margins,” Cloak explained. “I want those notes.”
“I see, I think,” Nanette said. She was in no place to argue. “And you want the copy at Laughter?”
She frowned. She’d heard all the stories, particularly the ones whispered in the dorms after Lights Out, but… she’d never actually visited the school. She was fairly sure most of the horror stories were exaggerated, if only because it was hard to believe anyone would actually send their children to such a school if it truly was that horrid. Mountaintop had its flaws — had had its flaws, if Emily had truly destroyed the school — but it wasn’t that bad. One just had to learn to manipulate the system to one’s own advantage. And some of the whispers she’d heard about her alma mater had been insane. The teachers did not perform blood rites when the students were asleep, nor did they sacrifice firsties to dark gods.
“Yes,” Cloak said, patiently. “And I want it quickly.”
Nanette rubbed clammy sweat from her brow and forced herself to think. It wasn’t easy to get into a magic school. Sure, she could pretend to be a transfer student again, but last time she’d had Aurelius filing the paperwork well in advance. Lin had had a solid paper trail when she’d entered Whitehall. Someone would ask questions if she just appeared out of nowhere. She could replace another student, but it would be tricky. Even an unpopular student would be hard to replace, if only because of the number of people who’d met her. The slightest mistake might expose the deception, leaving her in enemy territory with little hope of escape. She could set up a paper trail herself, but it would take time. Her new persona would have to enter next year, as a completely new student. She didn’t think she had the time.
“I don’t think I could crack the defences,” she said, slowly. Sneaking into the school might be doable, but not quickly. “They’d have to have a reason to accept me.”
“One month from today, Princess” — the sneer in Cloak’s voice suggested it was nothing more than an affection — “Nadine of Hightower will be joining the student body. You can take her place, if you cannot come up with a better idea.”
Nanette’s eyes narrowed. “Why her?”
Cloak didn’t seem annoyed by her question. He merely shrugged.
“The young lady is apparently quite unpleasant,” Cloak said. “She is, for better or worse, the natural-born daughter of Hedrick Harkness. Baron Harkness, after he was… encouraged to marry Baroness Lillian Harkness of Zangaria. The man is… how shall I put it? A milksop wimp. King Randor was unwise to expect him to keep his unwanted wife under control.”
“Of Zangaria,” Nanette said. A wash of hatred flashed through her. “Emily’s country.”
“Indeed,” Cloak said. “Nadine was kept in an isolated castle with her mother and a handful of servants. She does indeed have a strong talent, but she was… prevented … from applying to Whitehall or Mountaintop. It is only recently that she was able to convince her father to petition the king to let her apply to other schools. Laughter was the only one that agreed to take her, after a fairly considerable bribe. I believe it was that — and that alone — that convinced them to accept her in the middle of term.”
“Which is never a pleasant experience,” Nanette said. A girl who entered school on the same day as a bunch of strangers had an excellent chance of making friends. A girl who entered late would discover that all the friendships had been made before she arrived — and there was no room for her. “Should I feel sorry for her?”
“If you like,” Cloak said. He made an impatient gesture with one pale hand. “The important point is that no one at the school has met her.”
Nanette nodded in understanding. She wouldn’t jar someone’s preconceptions if they had no preconceptions. “How long have you been planning this?”
“I had someone else in mind,” Cloak said. “But you represent a better option. You have the skills and experience to pull the mission off without a hitch.”
And I’m expendable, Nanette added, silently. He won’t regret my death.
“I understand,” she said. “How do you intend for me to get the book out of the library?”
“I’ll give you a replacement copy,” Cloak said. “And teach you how to transfer the security charms to a new book. They won’t realise the original book has been stolen because, as far as they’ll be able to tell, they’ll still have it.”
“Clever,” Nanette said. She’d have to practice the spells repeatedly. And spend time thinking through all the possible contingences. And memorise everything she could about Nadine. And get used to thinking of herself by another name. “You seem to have all the answers. What now?”
“Now you wash, you change and you come with me,” Cloak said. He passed her a simple apprentice’s robe, something that would go unnoticed in any major town or city. “Unless you particularly want to remain here.”
“No, thank you,” Nanette said. She stood. Her legs felt steady, as if she hadn’t been at death’s door. Sweat trickled down her back. “Would you mind waiting outside?”
Cloak nodded and left the room. Nanette watched him go, wondering who he truly was. He’d known who she was, he’d known where to find her… who was he? It wasn’t as if she’d had a plan to flee to Dragon’s Den. And yet… she stood, forcing herself to undress carefully before wiping herself down and donning the robe. The sooner she got her hand regrown, the better. She’d never really felt sorry for the cripples she’d seen on the streets before there’d been a very real prospect of joining them.
She brushed her hair back, then stepped outside and cast a pair of charms on the door. The landlord would be in for a shock, when he tried to sneak into her room. The spells wouldn’t last forever — she didn’t have the magic to make them last, not yet — but a few weeks as a pig would teach him a lesson about creeping on vulnerable young girls. Cloak watched her, saying nothing. She couldn’t tell if he approved or not. Aurelius would have approved. It was the job of a superior to chastise one’s inferiors.
“Take my hand,” Cloak ordered.
Nanette obeyed. A moment later, they were somewhere else.

Chapter 2

It hadn’t been a wasted month, for all the frustrations of having her wrist and hand steadily regrown while she swotted extensively. She’d studied the life and times of Nadine of Hightower, memorised family details that were of little interest to anyone outside the dedicated snob — a type she knew well from Mountaintop — and read the candid reports from servants who’d left Nadine’s household. The girl’s mother seemed incapable of keeping servants for long. The reports made it clear that few experienced servants with good characters wanted to stay in her household. Nanette didn’t blame them.
Cloak really was planning this for a long time, she thought, as she turned and followed the coach into Pendle. Who did he have in mind for the job?
She put the thought out of her mind and walked through the streets. Pendle was a nice town, if a little odd. The vast majority of the businesses were run by women, even the ones that were traditionally male-dominated. The young men appeared nice enough — certainly nicer than the boys she’d known at school — but it seemed most of them moved away as soon as they came of age. And a number had weird little pimples on their faces that suggested they’d been hexed at some point. She found it weird. Anyone powerful enough to hex someone with permanent pimples could certainly do a great deal worse.
The long-stay inn was the largest building in town, the largest she’d seen outside the magical or aristocratic communities. She ambled closer, just in time to see Nadine step out of the coach and walk towards the door with her nose firmly in the air. The girl was twenty, only a year younger than Nanette, but she managed to look much younger. She was classically pretty, with long blonde hair that reminded Nanette of Princess Alassa, yet there was no real character to her face. Her servants looked beaten down, as if the will to live had steadily been sapped from them out of them. The slave collars around their throats made sure of it. Nanette felt a pang of sympathy. If she’d had any qualms about replacing the little brat, they’d long since vanished.
She waited until the coach was driven away before slipping closer to the inn and casually walking through the front door. The building was not heavily protected, despite its importance to the community. Really important guests went to the school’s guesthouse, not the inn. Nadine wanted to keep her servants close, Nanette had been told. It struck her as a waste of money, but what did she know? She wasn’t an aristocratic bitch. She wasn’t someone who had to put on a show of wealth and power even if she didn’t have two coins to rub together. She’d met too many of them too.
The wards buzzed around her as she walked up the stairs, easily deflected with a handful of comforting lies. Nanette was surprised the innkeeper hadn’t asked the school’s mistresses to improve his wards, although she thought she understood the logic. The school was a political force in its own right, one that had vast influence beyond its walls. It would be very tempted to spy on guests, particularly ones who might not be well-disposed towards the school. She’d watched Aurelius play the game long enough to know that simple human decency went out the window when there was power and influence to be won.
She checked her knapsack before wrapping a glamour around herself and stepping onto the upper corridor. The uppermost floor had been entirely reserved for Nadine and her servants, at great expense. It was more space than she’d have at Laughter, certainly more space than Nanette had ever had at Mountaintop. Nadine was showing off her wealth in a manner that Nanette couldn’t help but find tasteless. Her father might be a baron — through marriage — but he wasn’t made of money. His wife would probably be looking for an excuse to cut his unwanted daughter off. It was what Nanette would have done.
The thought made her grimace as she walked down to the door and paused outside. Someone was shouting inside, barking orders in a manner that sent ice down Nanette’s spine. Nadine, she assumed. No one else would dare talk like that in the princess’s suite. Nadine might not be a real princess, but she certainly had the spoilt brat act down pat. Nanette wondered, as she tapped on the door, if Nadine had taken lessons from Princess Alassa. By all accounts, Zangaria’s princess had been a brat until she’d run headlong into Emily and lost. Nanette wondered, idly, how they’d become friends. They seemed to have very little in common. Nanette loathed Emily, but even she had to admit the girl was a powerful and skilled magician. She’d beaten a necromancer in single combat.
She readied herself, preparing a spell. The door rattled, then opened. A maid, her pale face marred with an unsightly bruise, stared at Nanette in confusion. The glamour made Nanette look like Nadine. Nanette didn’t give her time to realise her charge was in two places at once. She cast a freeze spell, locking the maid in place, then pushed her out the way and looked around the room. Three more maids gaped at her before they were frozen too. Nanette pushed the door shut behind her as a loud voice echoed through the air. Nadine had heard the door.
“Who’s that?” Nadine sounded haughty, very much like Alassa. “Tell them to wait for…”
Nanette strode over to the washroom and looked inside. Nadine was standing in front of the mirror, admiring herself. She turned as Nanette entered, one hand raised to deliver a slap… and froze as she came face-to-face with herself. Nanette laughed at her visible confusion, then cast the dominance spell. Nadine’s face went slack, hands falling to her side as she waited for orders. Nanette smiled coldly as she checked the rest of the suite. Nadine had some training in magic, but it clearly hadn’t been as intensive as hers. Aurelius had cast hundreds of mind control spells on her until she’d learnt to fight them off.
“Well,” she said. “How many servants do you have?”
“Four maids, three coachmen,” Nadine said. There was no hint of resistance in her dull voice. Her free will had been snuffed out by the spell. “The coachmen are staying in the backhouse.”
Can’t have them sharing a suite with the maids, Nanette thought, dryly. Who knows what they’d get up to?
She ran through a dozen questions, trying to fill in the blanks in her knowledge, before moving to the next stage of the plan. Nadine really was a piece of work. She had about as much self-awareness as a flea. It never seemed to have occurred to her that she was going into a completely new and different environment, where her fellow students would be her equals in magic. Or that her father might have sent her away deliberately. Or that… or that there was something wrong in constantly casting spells on her servants. Nanette rather doubted any of them were loyal enough to stay, if their collars were removed. She would have put a knife in the little brat rather than listen to her voice for a second longer.
And I’m going to have to act like her, Nanette thought. She cringed, inwardly. Nadine would’ve been in real trouble if she’d gone to Mountaintop. Her attitude would make her a pariah, the butt of all the jokes and the targets of all the hexes.People are going to be watching me.
She sighed as she ran through the last few questions, then opened her bag. The charmed fishbowl looked surprisingly plain, for something she was going to leave in an aristocrat’s suite, but it would have to do. Enchantment wasn’t her forte and there was no way she could ask any of the town’s enchanters to do it. This close to a school, they’d assume she intended to play a very nasty prank on one of her fellow students. They’d either report her to the mistresses or tell her to do her own dirty work. She filled the fishbowl with water, checked the spells one final time, then placed it on the ledge and released the dominance spell. Nadine’s eyes went wide, first with confusion and then fear, as she realised she was a prisoner. She might even have remembered being under the spell.
Nadine opened her mouth to scream. Nanette paralysed her vocal cords before she could make a sound.
“Just so you know, the fishbowl is enchanted,” she said. “If you try to break the spell, you’ll find yourself crushed to death. And I suggest” — she looked the aristocratic brat in the eye — “that you spend the next few months reflecting on how awful it is to be the victim.”
She snapped her fingers dramatically as she cast the spell. Nadine shrank, her dress billowing as it dropped to the floor. Nanette picked the dress up, revealing a tiny goldfish flapping its fins desperately. She scooped Nadine up, held her above the fishbowl for a long moment and then dropped her in the water. The experience of being trapped in another form would probably do the brat good. And if it didn’t… Nanette shrugged. It would keep her out of mischief for a few months, which was all she needed it to do.
“And if you manage to break the spell,” she said, “it really will kill you.”
She carried the fishbowl into the next room, weakened the glamour and cast a slight confusion hex before releasing the maids. Their eyes glazed, just for a second. Their memories would be a little confused, but they shouldn’t have any reason to think something was wrong. They’d probably blame the whole thing on their mistress’s pranks and jokes. Nanette was no stranger to cruelty — she was all too aware that children and teenagers could be very cruel indeed — but there were limits. Nadine’s father should have hired a strict governess or done something before sending his daughter school.
“Princess,” one of the maids managed. “I…”
“Lay out my clothes for going to school,” Nanette ordered. She braced herself. She’d done everything in her power to make herself resemble Nadine, but if she couldn’t fool the brat’s maids, she couldn’t fool anyone. “And I want you to take good care of my fish.”
She placed the fishbowl on the mantelpiece and issued strict orders. The maids would feed the fish, but otherwise do nothing. The enchantments on the bowl would clean the water, ensuring there was no need to take the fish out of the bowl. Nanette didn’t think Nadine could break the spell from the inside — she’d used the strongest spell she could cast without making it blindingly obvious — but Aurelius had taught her there was no point in taking chances. Nadine would stay a fish until Nanette saw fit to release her.
Or someone comes to investigate, after I’ve been and gone, she thought, as she changed into her new dress. The maids fussed around her, pinning her hair into an elaborate hairstyle that felt oddly uncomfortable. I wonder if they’ll blame everything on the little brat.
She glanced up as there was a knock on the door, then snapped her fingers. A maid hurried to open it. A young girl stood outside, looking nervous as she dropped an unpractised curtsey. The innkeeper’s daughter, Nanette guessed, wearing a fancy dress that was probably older than she was. Nadine would have sniggered, Nanette was sure. The girl’s dress was so outdated that it would have been passed down from grandmother to mother and then to daughter. But… Nanette decided not to laugh. She didn’t need the girl doing something stupid while she was at the school.
“Yes?”
“Your Ladyship, the school’s carriage has arrived,” the girl said. “They’re waiting for you downstairs.”
“Then it will be my honour to join them,” Nanette said, grandly. She indicated the trunk with one hand, subtly casting a lightening spell. “Take the trunk down to the carriage. I shall join you in a moment.”
“Yes, Your Ladyship,” the girl said.
Nanette watched her go, then gave the maids their final orders before wrapping her cloak around her dress and promenaded down the stairs. Nadine wasn’t as important as Nadine had thought, she noted absently; Nadine only had a handful of servants, rather than the small army a real princess would have. She smiled inwardly as she reached the bottom of the stairs, waving grandly to the innkeeper before stepping into the open air. The carriage — it was more of a gig cart — was waiting for her, a grim-faced woman holding the reins. The innkeeper’s daughter stood beside it. Nanette made sure to tip the girl before she clambered into the carriage. Nadine probably wouldn’t have bothered, but Nanette knew what it was like to serve. She just hoped the girl was smart enough to make the money vanish before her father or siblings saw it.
She leaned back in her chair as the cart rattled into life, the driver steering through the streets and up a narrow road that led up to the castle. Magic flickered through the air, traces of wild magic mingled with more controlled spells… she frowned as she saw another castle on a further peak, clearly in ruins. She wondered, idly, who’d built the twin castles… and who’d destroyed the second one. The records didn’t say, not with any certainty. There was no shortage of stories, from the believable to the absurd, but nothing was known. She tensed as the cart passed through a ward, one that sent odd little tingles down her spine. It reminded her of something, something she’d seen before, but she couldn’t place it.
The driver glanced back at her. “If you happen to be smuggling any boys into the castle,” she said in a disdainful tone, “now’s the time to let them go.”
Nanette blinked. Now she knew why the ward felt familiar. It was a sex-detection ward, akin to the spells protecting the female dorms at Mountaintop. And yet… she’d never encountered a ward so sensitive. It might not stop any boys from continuing up the road, but it would alert the castle’s wardmasters they were coming.
“I’m not carrying any boys,” she managed. The thought was absurd. “Does that happen often?”
“You might be surprised,” the driver said. “There’s always someone who thinks they can break the rules.”
She lapsed back into silence. Nanette stared at the back of her head for a moment, then lifted her gaze and stared at the school. The castle looked vaguely ominous, as if it were wrapped in darkness and shadow even though it was late afternoon. She could sense magic pulsing around the building, feel flickering spells dancing through the air. They didn’t seem hostile, but she had a feeling that could change at any moment. The school had enemies. Some of them were powerful enough to do real harm.
Yeah, she reminded herself. And I’m one of them.
The wrought-iron gates, runes and sigils carved into the metal, swung open as they approached. The courtyard within was empty. There were no students, no staff… not even any other horses. Nanette wondered, just for a moment, if they’d come to the wrong castle. A shiver ran down her spine. The magic was strong, but…
“Down you get,” the driver ordered. She waved a hand at an open door. “Penny will take you to the Deputy Headmistress.”
Nanette’s eyes narrowed as she saw a young woman — the same age as herself, she thought — step out of the door. The woman — Penny, she assumed — held herself like an aristocrat, but so rigidly that Nanette knew she wasn’t that highborn. Her blonde hair was tied in a tight bun, her face schooled into an expression of such bland unconcern that it had to be an act. She kept her hands clasped behind her back, probably to keep them from shaking. Nanette hid her amusement with an effort. She knew the type. They were easily manipulated.
“Nadine?” Penny’s voice was aristocratic enough to put the other aristocrats to shame. “I bid you…”
“That’s Your Ladyship to you,” Nanette said. It was what Nadine would have said. “I…”
Penny glowered. “The Deputy Headmistress wishes to speak with you,” she said. “And then I’ll show you to your room.”
“I want to speak to the Headmistress,” Nanette said. “My father…”
“The Deputy Headmistress wishes to speak with you,” Penny repeated, a hint of impatience entering her tone. “Come with me.”
She turned and strode into the castle. Nanette shrugged and followed. Wards crackled around her as she stepped through the door, each one accessing her and her outfit before allowing her to proceed. It wouldn’t be easy to smuggle someone into the castle, particularly if that person happened to be a man. Nanette had met a couple of girls who’d tried to smuggle their boyfriends into the dorms, but it was rare. Mountaintop had plenty of room for young lovers to find privacy, without disturbing anyone else. She was fairly sure a girl could hire a room in the town, if she wished. No one had raised any objection to her hiring a room.
Her eyes looked from side to side, spotting no one. “Where is everyone?”
“Flying lessons.” Penny didn’t unbend, even slightly. “Everyone attends. You’ll be there too, once you master the charms.”
“Flying lessons?” Nanette allowed herself a laugh. “You mean you really ride pitchforks and broomsticks?”
Penny shot her a disgusted look. “You’ll see,” she said, as she stopped in front of a door and tapped loudly. It opened, silently. “Believe me, you’ll see.”

Chapter 3

“Lady Nadine of Hightower,” Lady Damia said. She was a middle-aged woman who would have been pretty, if she hadn’t had a permanent scowl on her face. Her hair was tied into a long braid that seemed to move of its own accord. “Welcome to Laughter.”
“That’s Princess Nadine,” Nanette hissed. She knew it was unwise to bait one of the most powerful women in the world, but she had to stay in character. “I am…”
“The natural-born daughter of a baron,” Lady Damia said, in a tone that suggested she only barely managed to keep herself from saying bastard. “You are no princess. And in this place” — her eyes bored into Nanette’s — “outside titles have little meaning. You are a student; nothing more, nothing less.”
“My father…”
“Your father may call you a princess, if he wishes,” Lady Damia said. “But here you are a student. Your title means nothing.”
Nanette tried to look offended. She was fairly sure that wasn’t true. Magicians might be the social equals of everyone, at least in theory, but she’d spent six years at Mountaintop. She knew there was more deference to aristocratic titles than any of the senior magicians cared to admit. A student from an aristocratic background would be flattered by staff and students alike. And Penny talked like an aristocrat… an aristocrat who was trying too hard. She smirked, inwardly. Lady Damia was either mistaken or simply lying.
“You are old enough to enter fifth year,” Lady Damia continued. “However, as a newcomer to the school, and one who was not taught by one of our former students, you will be required to wear the grey blazer and take remedial classes until we deem you fit to advance to the final year. Should you fail to qualify by the end of the year, you’ll retake fifth year and…”
“I’m a powerful magician,” Nanette insisted. “I can…”
Lady Damia raised a hand. Nanette found herself frozen, unable to move or speak. She could have broken free, but Nadine would have been helplessly trapped. Behind her, she heard a snicker. Penny wasn’t quite as rigid as she acted. Lady Damia shot Penny a sharp look, then turned her attention back to Nanette. Her eyes were very cold.
“You have a lot to learn,” Lady Damia said, coldly. “The spell holding you in place is very simple. Practically any of our students can cast it — and break it, even when it holds them frozen. Your mentor” — she gestured towards Penny — “will teach you the basics, if you behave yourself. If not, I’m sorry to say you will have a very unpleasant time here.”
She studied Nanette for a long moment. “Your mentor, who is also your roommate, will give you your timetable. You will have the same chance to learn as we offer to other students, but what you make of it is up to you. Attend your classes, listen to your teachers, practice your spells… do well. Or waste this opportunity, as you wish. Do you understand me?”
Nanette felt the spell break. “Yes.”
“Good.” Lady Damia nodded to Penny. “Take her to the bedroom and help her to settle in.”
“Yes, Mistress,” Penny said.
“And one other thing?” Lady Damia spoke calmly, but coldly. “Bratty conduct will not be tolerated here. Your father paid us to educate you. He did not pay us to put up with misconduct.”
Nanette forced herself to swallow as Penny caught her arm and pulled her out of the tiny office. She was surprised Lady Damia had been so blunt, even though she didn’t really blame the older woman. Anyone who read the reports would know Nadine would be hard to handle. She wasn’t the sort of person who would listen to gentle hints. Nanette snickered at the thought. Nadine — the real Nadine — would probably get herself kicked out of school within the week.
“I don’t know what you think is funny,” Penny said, as they passed through a door and walked down a flight of stairs. “You’re in hot water.”
“If you say so,” Nanette said, mockingly. “Are you the real Head Girl or are you just pretending?”
Penny stiffened. “I was elected Young Head Girl last year,” she said. “I’ll be Older Head Girl next year.”
“Of course you’ll be older,” Nanette said, as gormlessly as she could. “It’s obvious.”
“Be quiet,” Penny snapped, sharply. She stopped in front of a wooden door. It opened at her touch. “Our home away from home.”
Nanette looked around with interest as Penny led her into the chamber. It was smaller than she’d expected, with two beds, two small bedside cabinets, two simple wooden desks, a single large bookshelf and a door she assumed led to the washroom. The walls were plain stone. She could sense magic flickering through them, magic that might — might — be keeping an eye on the occupants. The trunk sat beside the bed, waiting for her. She made a mental note to test the charms before she opened it for the first time. She’d gone to some trouble to make sure she’d know if someone had tried to open and search Nadine’s trunk.
And they might raise eyebrows when they see the book, she mused. Cloak had been insistent she steal the school’s copy, rather than simply copying the notes. She didn’t understand why, but she was in no place to argue. And what will they think of some of the other things Nadine wanted to bring?
Penny pointed to a bed. “That’s where you’ll sleep,” she said, darkly. “I’m sure it isn’t what you’re used to, but it’s what you’ve got.”
“I need a bigger bed,” Nanette said. She’d actually slept in worse places, but she couldn’t say so. The room reminded her of Whitehall. “And I need it warmer in here…”
“Learn to warm the room yourself,” Penny said, dismissively. “A firstie could cast the spells.”
She went on and on, outlining everything from basic school rules to guidelines that made little sense. Nanette listened with half an ear as she reached out mentally and felt the wards, trying to determine if they were actually spying on the occupants. She’d grown used to a complete lack of privacy at Mountaintop, and she was practiced enough to act normally even when she knew she was being watched, but it was important to know what was really happening. If she had some privacy…
“Are you even listening to me?” Two spots of colour appeared on Penny’s cheeks. “This is important.”
Nanette said nothing for a long moment, carefully planning her next move. Penny could be manipulated, but… it had to be done carefully. Manipulation was never easy, particularly when it had to last. Thankfully, Penny was a type she knew. She understood Penny. It would be a great deal harder to manipulate someone who was satisfied with their lot. Or someone like Emily. Nanette had watched Emily closely, at both Whitehall and Mountaintop, but she didn’t understand the girl. She just didn’t make sense.
“Nadine!” Penny’s voice rose. “Are you even listening to me?”
Nanette gave her a languid smile. “That’s Princess Nadine to you, commoner.”
Penny’s face flushed. She reached down in one smooth motion and removed her wooden clog, brandishing it like the weapon it was. “Bend over the bed and raise your dress,” she ordered. “Now!”
That was quick, Nanette thought. She smirked. She’d goaded others into overstepping themselves, but it normally took more effort. I must really be getting to her.
She shaped a spell in her mind, then cast it. The clog became a giant spider. Penny yelped, dropping the animal and jumping back. Nanette cancelled the spell, trying desperately to look as if she’d made a mistake. Penny would see she’d made a mistake. But would she draw the correct conclusion?
Penny swallowed, hard. “You’re… you’re better at magic than they say.”
“Yes.” Nanette tried to look as if she’d really made a mistake. “Don’t tell anyone. Please.”
She concealed her amusement as a calculating look washed across Penny’s face. The Young Head Girl — the system made a certain kind of sense, Nanette supposed — wouldn’t want to admit she couldn’t handle her roommate. She certainly hadn’t threatened to call her friends to hold Nanette down while she beat her, if only because admitting she needed help was tantamount to admitting she couldn’t handle the job. Nanette would have called her bluff and she would have been weakened still further, but she would have resented it. Instead… if she thought she knew a secret, if she thought she knew something Nanette was trying to conceal, she would use it to regain control. And she wouldn’t realise until later — much later — that the secret was effectively worthless.
“You show me proper respect in public and I’ll keep your secret to myself,” Penny said, carefully. “Agreed?”
Nanette dropped a perfect curtsy. “Agreed.”
She waited, wondering if Penny would push further. The girl had to be on very thin ice. If she really was a low-ranking aristocrat, she wouldn’t have much room for mistakes. She couldn’t afford to give the staff a reason to remove her, not when there had to be dozens of other possible candidates for the job. Or to lose face in front of the rest of the girls. Nanette had been to boarding school too. A student who lost face lost everything.
“In public,” Penny said. “You don’t have to overdo it.”
“Just keep your mouth shut,” Nanette said. “And I’ll show you all the respect you want.”
Penny nodded. “And you can help me with something else,” she said. “I need etiquette and dance lessons.”
Which you could get easily, if you were prepared to admit you needed them, Nanette thought, wryly. She felt a flicker of rueful admiration. Penny thought she had blackmail material and was moving, ruthlessly, to capitalise on it. And you think I can teach you without demanding anything in return.
“In private,” Nanette said. “Please.”
“Of course,” Penny said. She gestured to the drawer under the bed. “If you’ll have a look inside…”
Nanette opened the drawer. “Clothes,” she said, disdainfully. “They don’t suit me.”
Penny shot her a look. “Get them out,” she ordered. “And put them on the bed.”
Nanette obeyed. The outfits were black. Black dresses, black shirts, black socks, black underwear… the only thing that wasn’t black were the blazers, which were grey. She frowned as she picked through them, noting the resizing charms that had been cunningly woven into the material. The uniform reminded her a little of Mountaintop’s, but… it wasn’t quite the same.
“As a new student, you have to wear a grey blazer,” Penny said. “Everything else… it’s what you’ll wear, outside sports classes. You have the right to wear other clothes outside classroom hours, but you can lose them if you misbehave.”
“So we walk around in the nude?” Nanette raised her eyebrows. “It doesn’t seem a very good idea to me.”
“If only you were the first person to make that joke.” Penny sighed heavily. “No, if you’ll wear school uniform outside classroom hours and everyone will point and laugh and know you’re being punished. Believe me, a few hours of wearing the uniform will make you think it was designed by a sadist who wanted to punish us.”
“I saw a man get hanged, once,” Nanette said, evenly. “I saw another being stretched on the rack. And a girl being whipped bloody for adultery.”
Penny gave her a discomforted look. “Your father let you watch?”
“My father is not a very nice man,” Nanette said. In truth, she had no idea if Nadine’s father had let her watch anything. Commoners were often ordered to watch executions, just to remind them what awaited them if they dared to disobey their betters, but noblewomen were often sheltered from the harsh realities of life. “And my mother could never gainsay him.”
“Oh.” Penny shifted, uncomfortably. “I’m sorry to hear that, really.”
Not as sorry as you’re going to be, when you discover I tricked you, Nanette thought. She would have felt sorry for Penny, if she hadn’t been an aristocrat. I wonder what your superiors will make of it.
She stood and peered into the washroom. It was smaller than she’d expected, nothing more than a toilet, a shower, a charmed mirror and a washbasin. It didn’t seem large enough for an adult, really. There wasn’t even enough room to swing a cat. She rather suspected they were meant to change clothes in the bedroom itself, rather than the washroom. It wasn’t as if there was a risk of a boy walking in the door. There were no boys staying in the school.
“You’d better get changed,” Penny said. “You’re expected to wear the uniform for your first school dinner.”
Nanette shot her a sharp look. “I thought you said we’re allowed to wear other clothes outside classroom hours.”
“We are,” Penny said. “But this is your first school dinner. And you have thirty minutes to get dressed.”
“Hah,” Nanette said. She undressed rapidly, silently glad she’d taken the time to charm away the calluses on her feet. It would have given her away, if someone with a working brain had seen them. “Is there anything else I ought to know?”
“Plenty,” Penny said. “Lady Damia is strict. I heard she once turned a student into a frog and ate her. Mistress Greenstone is a man in woman’s clothes…”
Nanette looked up, sharply. “What?”
Penny coloured. “Probably not, but she’s a very masculine woman. She could pass for a man, if she tried. The rumours are… stupid.”
She waved her hand, dismissively. “There are no servants here. You’re expected to help clean this room, if only by casting cleaning spells every weekend. You may or may not be expected to do chores… junior girls are, but you’re a little older. Keep your head down and the staff might not realise you’ve skipped an important part of your education.”
“Doing chores?” Nanette tried to sound surprised. “Really?”
“It builds character,” Penny said. “Or so I’m told.”
They say that about everything, Nanette thought. Getting bullied builds character. Running for a mile builds character. Getting beaten to within an inch of your life builds character…
“The younger girls will wash your clothes, if you put them in the basket by the outer door,” Penny continued. “Make sure you remove any blood first. You can collect them from the office later.”
“I see,” Nanette said. “Do they come in here?”
“No,” Penny said. “That’s why you have to clean the room.”
Nanette said nothing as she changed into the school uniform. It was uncomfortable, although hardly the worst thing she’d worn. There were beggars in rags who’d sell their souls for such warm clothing, even if it did itch like the plague. She did a little twirl, enjoying the way the dress spun. It was charmed against dirt, somewhat to her relief. The edges brushed against the floor. She let her hair hang down, for the moment. Penny would tell her, she was sure, if she thought Nanette was making a mistake.
“It could be worse,” she said. “Have you ever worn a ballgown?”
A flash of envy crossed Penny’s face. “Only once.”
So your family lives on the borderlands, Nanette guessed. She was tempted to ask, but it was more fun to play the detective and deduce what she could. You would have attended many more parties if you’d lived closer to the capital.
She put the thought out of her head as a bell rang. “Dinnertime?”
“Yeah.” Penny stood, brushing down her dress. “I’ll take you there.”
“Thanks,” Nanette said. “And how much respect should I show you outside our bedroom?”
“Just be polite.” Penny opened the door. “And don’t be rude to any of the teachers.”
Nanette smiled as they joined a throng of students hurrying down the stairs and into a large dining hall. A single raised table dominated the room, with a handful of older women — and a single man — being served by younger students. Nanette had a flashback to the Shadows of Mountaintop, although they hadn’t been forced to wait at tables. Penny led her to a table at the other end of the room and pointed to a chair, then waved to one of the younger students. She hurried off and returned with two plates of food. It tasted like fish stew.
And we’re hundreds of miles from the ocean, Nanette thought. The meal was bland, but expensive. I wonder how many of them realise it?
She studied the other senior girls thoughtfully as the room filled. They looked just like the girls she remembered, but there was something about them that nagged at her mind. She wasn’t sure what. They were more assertive than the girls she remembered, save — perhaps — for the aristocrats and magicians with years of experience. Perhaps it was the lack of boys that made them so confident, or perhaps it was the simple fact they had magic. They were powerful enough to stop a swordsman in his tracks, or permanently depress the pretensions of a lecher…
They paid her no heed as they sat and chatted amongst themselves, eating only as an afterthought. Nanette knew it was for the best, she didn’t want them to notice her, but she couldn’t help feeling hurt at the social exclusion. It brought back unhappy memories from her past. She’d been excluded as a junior and, even as a senior, she’d never quite been one of the girls. It was odd to realise she’d had a better time at Whitehall.
Although I was old enough not to let it hurt so much, she thought, as the Deputy Headmistress tapped her glass for silence. I knew better.
Putting the thought aside, she pasted an attentive expression on her face and started to listen.

Chapter 4

“Welcome, Princess,” Lauran said. She was a tall willowy girl with light brown skin and gimlet eyes. “Did you sleep well?”
Nanette gave her a nasty look as she followed Penny into the classroom. Penny had introduced her to a handful of other girls, all of whom seemed to take an instant dislike to her. Nanette wasn’t sure if that was deliberate — Penny didn’t strike her as being devious enough to socially isolate her, at least from her own clique — but it was a little annoying. In her experience, it was only a matter of time before snide remarks and taunts gave way to jinxes and hexes. She could have deflected them, at the cost of admitting she was better at magic than she claimed. She’d have to make a show of practicing…
Or let them underestimate me, she reminded herself. Compared to nearly dying, being hexed was nothing. Better they think of me an idiot.
She surveyed the classroom thoughtfully as the rest of the girls filed in. Thirty desks and chairs, each rickety and old. Penny had warned her not to sit until the doors were closed, cautioning her that the older students had already picked their chairs. It was good thinking on her part, Nanette supposed as the door closed, but it was just as irritating as everything else. The only free chairs were right at the front. She sat down reluctantly, mildly surprised someone hadn’t cast a whoopee charm on the seat. That would have been a fine start to the day.
A wave of magic ran through the room as the teacher strode out of the backroom and took her place in front of the desks. Nanette rather thought she would have identified the Charms Mistress even without Penny’s rather slanted take on the teaching staff. Mistress Jens looked very much like the other charms teachers she’d met, right down to the tight-lipped demeanour and wooden ruler in hand. She’d smack a student’s hand, rather than let them cast an imprecise and potentially dangerous charm. Her dark face, darker eyes and grim disposition made it clear no one would dare misbehave in her class.
“Open your textbooks to the current chapter,” Mistress Jens said. She directed a stern look at Nanette. “That’s chapter seven, in case you were wondering.”
Nanette didn’t have to work to feign embarrassment. Nadine would have been in for a nasty shock if she hadn’t read the preceding chapters — and how could she, when she didn’t even know when and where she’d be joining the school? Nanette had passed through the section last year, but Nadine might not even have started. She pursued her lips as she found the right section, trying to pretend to be having difficulty reading. It wasn’t that much of a pretence. The textbook was written in a spidery hand that was difficult to comprehend.
The teacher launched into a long and complicated lecture, detailing how one could adapt a simple levitation charm to fly. Nanette would have been fascinated, under other circumstances. The idea of flying sounded appealing until someone cast a cancellation charm and sent the unfortunate magician falling to her doom, but Mistress Jens seemed to believe it was eminently survivable. She talked about a flurry of rotating charms, each one providing a different aspect of the whole. Nanette had trouble following the explanation. She was grimly sure Nadine would have been lost, right from the start.
She rubbed her forehead as she scanned the page, making a show of having problems reading the text. Nadine could read, if the reports were accurate, but not very well. Her parents probably hadn’t put her nose to the grindstone and forced her to learn. The nobility schooled their daughters, but some of the more old-fashioned families thought it a waste of time. It wouldn’t do to give the girls ideas. And, of course, it might make them unmarriageable.
Idiots, Nanette thought. Who do they think manages the estate when the husband goes off to war?
The ruler cracked against her desk. She looked up. Mistress Jens was glaring down at her. “Well? Are you paying attention?”
“I’m trying,” Nanette whined. “It just isn’t…”
Mistress Jens scowled. “Can’t you read?”
“I’m trying,” Nanette repeated. A titter echoed through the room. “I’m just not used to…”
“We are not having any of the fancy learning in this room,” Mistress Jens snarled. It took Nanette a moment to realise she meant the New Learning. Emily’s New Learning. “And you will learn to read properly.”
“I can read,” Nanette protested, weakly. “I’m just not very good at it.”
“Well, you’d better get better,” Mistress Jens said. She nodded towards the rear of the chamber. “Penny, sit next to Nadine. Help her.”
Nanette concealed her amusement behind a blank facade. Penny wouldn’t be too pleased at being forced to sit at the front, even though it was unlikely she wanted to do anything that would irritate the teacher. Charms tutors tended to have nasty senses of humour when it came to forcing students to pay attention. Mistress Jens was actually the mildest tutor she’d met. Penny shot Nanette a knowing look as she sat down, placing her textbook between them. It was open to a different page.
Mistress Jens silenced a couple of snickering girls with a glare, then stalked back to the front of the room and resumed her lecture. Nanette listened, doing her best to pretend to be bright but limited. The spellwork was incredibly complex, tricky even at the best of times. It smacked more of a ritual than anything else, a combination of spells cast by separate magicians that merged into one. She wondered if she should be concerned. Ritual magic was never very safe.
“It is important you master this before you go flying,” Penny muttered, her finger tracing a line of text. “If the spell fails when you’re in the air…”
“Splat,” Nanette finished. The spellwork claimed it was resistant to tampering — and cancellation — but she had her doubts. It might lower her to the ground gently or it might simply drop her from a great height. “Do you go flying?”
“All the time.” Penny grinned at her. “I love it and…”
“Hold out your hands,” Mistress Jens snapped. “Both of you.”
“Sorry,” Nanette muttered, as she obeyed. “I…”
Mistress Jens brought the ruler down across her palm. She yelped in pain, trying to pretend it was the worst thing that had ever happened to her. Beside her, Penny took the punishment stoically. Nanette heard sniggers from behind her and gritted her teeth. By the time the class was done, she’d be well-established as a stupid and utterly unreliable wimp. She was going to have to work hard, but not too hard. Learning too quickly would draw unwanted attention.
“It could be worse,” Penny said. She studied the nasty red mark on her hand thoughtfully. “I think…”
“It will be worse if you don’t pay attention,” Mistress Jens said. “Now, if you don’t mind, what are the four variables of conjuration in flying?”
Penny rose. “Height, weight, speed and resistance.”
“Correct.” Mistress Jens didn’t look happy. “And what do you do if one of the four becomes unbalanced?”
“You either enhance the others or lower the unbalanced variable,” Penny said. “At worst, you land and recast the spell.”
“Here, you always land,” Mistress Jens said. “If you want to get yourself killed by fiddling with the spell in midflight, you can do it somewhere else.”
Nanette nodded as Penny sat down. The flying spells were tough, particularly the ones the students had to cast on their own. And they had to be constantly refreshed when the magician was in flight or one of the variables would unbalance. She made a show of puzzling through the text, trying to sort out what was what while memorising the technique. Being able to fly would give her an advantage, particularly if no one knew she could do it. She honestly wasn’t sure why the technique wasn’t taught at other schools. If nothing else, the certainty of falling to one’s death was an excellent incentive to get the magic right.
They probably lost a few students and gave up, Nanette told herself. And reasoned that a cancellation spell could interfere with anyone’s flying.
She breathed a sigh of relief as the class came to an end. Mistress Jens assigned homework, gave Nanette a stern warning not to fly — the other girls laughed — and then dismissed them. Penny stood, shoved her textbook in her bag and headed for the door. Nanette followed, wondering what Penny would say when they were alone. Would she suspect Nanette was playing dumb? Or would she merely protest having to leave her friends?
A stinging hex struck her backside. She turned to see Lauran. “Why can’t you read, aristo girl?”
Nanette rubbed her bottom. It would be easy, so easy, to blast Lauran right down the corridor. The girl wasn’t holding herself like a duellist. It was clear she expected Nanette to grin and take whatever Lauran intended to dish out. Nanette could give Lauran the fright of her life, but it would blow her cover spectacularly. She’d have to settle for promising herself revenge at a later date.
“My mother never saw the value of reading,” she said. It was true enough, although the New Learning was changing everything. “My tutors didn’t give me a proper grounding.”
“You’ll never get anywhere with that attitude.” Lauran gave her a mock-wave. “Bye-bye.”
“She does have a point,” Penny said, as Lauran ambled down the corridor. “You do have to learn to read.”
“I can read,” Nanette protested. “Just slowly.”
“Very slowly,” Penny said. The bell rang. “Come on. We’ll be late for class.”
Nanette kept her thoughts to herself as she followed Penny into the potions’ classroom. The tutor — a scarred woman who looked as if she’d been in one too many accidents — ordered them to share a table, then launched into a complicated lecture on advanced healing potions. They would have been challenging under any circumstances, Nanette was sure, but all the more when she was pretending to be stupid. She cursed her luck under her breath as they were told to start brewing. Penny already knew she was hiding something. She wouldn’t be particularly tolerant of mistakes that led to explosions. She might even swallow her pride and report Nanette to her superiors.
And they might start looking too closely, Nanette thought, as she carefully chopped and deseeded the herbs. Who knows what they’ll find?
She sighed, inwardly, as she passed the ingredients to Penny. The tutors might find nothing, beyond an aristocratic girl trying to conceal her full powers. Or they might find the real Nadine. Nanette considered, briefly, going back to Pendle and disposing of Nadine permanently, then dismissed the thought. The brat had magic in her bloodline. Killing her might have all sorts of unwanted consequences. And moving her elsewhere might draw attention too.
The teacher stalked the room, checking on cauldron after cauldron. Nanette smiled as the tutor rebuked Lauran for a minor mistake, then ticked off two of the other girls for not chopping their ingredients properly. Healing potions were particularly unforgiving, she repeated time and time again; it was easy, all too easy, to produce a deadly poison instead of medicine. Or something that worked, technically, but had unfortunate and unpleasant side effects. Nanette had had the lecture herself, back at Mountaintop. She knew the risks.
An explosion shook the room. She ducked as hot liquid splattered everywhere, despite the wards. The tutor cleaned up the mess with a wave of her hand, then dispatched the unfortunate brewers to the gym mistress. Nanette winced, although she knew the tutor couldn’t take risks. They weren’t brewing harmless potions, not now. A single mistake could easily get them killed.
“Not bad,” the tutor said, when she inspected their work. “However, next time, I expect both of you to do the brewing.”
“I’m not very practiced,” Nanette said. Penny had insisted on doing the brewing personally, if only to ensure Nanette didn’t make a mistake. “I…”
“Then it’s time you got practiced,” the tutor snapped. “You can attend my evening sessions, every Monday and Thursday night.”
Nanette nodded. Behind her, she heard more snickers. She was getting sick of that sound already. And it was only her very first day. The sooner she inspected the library and found a way to get the book out, the better. She’d leave the students with a little present as she left, she decided. Perhaps she could give Lauran and her fellow mean girls a taste of real danger.
Penny nudged her as the bell rang. “What do you have after lunch?”
“Emotional Stability,” Nanette said. She was quite curious. Neither Mountaintop nor Whitehall had had anything of the sort. “What is it?”
“You’ll be in with the little girls,” Penny said. She sounded genuinely sympathetic, rather than mocking. “Sorry.”
“Thanks,” Nanette said. She packed up her books and followed Penny to the door. “Lunch now?”
“Yeah.” Penny groaned. “And it’s a Monday too.”
Nanette said nothing as they walked down to the dining hall and took their place. The food looked awful, compared to the dinners served at other schools, although she had to admit there was a lot of it. Boiled ham, boiled potatoes, boiled vegetables… the smell made her stomach churn, even though she knew she should be grateful to have it. The younger students handed out plates of food and poured glasses of water, then hurried to their own tables before the second bell rang. Nanette forced herself to eat. She wasn’t that hungry, but she’d learnt the hard way to eat when she could.
“This weekend, try and eat in Pendle if you can,” Penny said. “The food there is much better.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Nanette said. She grimaced as she tasted the ham. She had no idea what it had been boiled in, but her imagination provided too many answers. Brine? Or something even worse? “How do you keep from starving?”
“Midnight feasts,” Penny said. “We’ll have one in a couple of weeks. Just you wait and see.”
Nanette nodded and surveyed the room. The girls looked strikingly alike — the younger ones in grey, the older ones in black — but it was easy to pick out the cliques and factions. Lauran was holding court in the middle of a group of girls who were clearly from magical families… Nanette blinked in surprise as she realised the group had girls of all ages. Mixed-age groups were largely unknown at Mountaintop. Even the quarrels hesitated to recruit people who were too young. The only student they’d sought to recruit before she entered her final year was Emily. Nanette had never been considered…
She put the surge of sudden hatred out of her mind as her eyes swept the room. One clique was probably composed of aristocrats, girls from a dozen different nations bound together by a shared belief their blood made them superior. She didn’t recognise any of the faces, but that meant nothing. The paintings she’d seen bore very little resemblance to reality. Another clique was clearly composed of commoners, banding together against the magical and mundane aristocracy. And there were more… sporty girls, smart girls, girls who were more interested in girls than boys… it was easy to pick them out. Nanette smiled, coldly. She hadn’t wasted her lessons after all. Who knew? Maybe she could find a way to turn the class divisions to her advantage.
There may be no boys here, she thought, but otherwise… it’s just like Mountaintop.
Penny nudged her. “I’m meant to be going flying after lunch,” she said. “Are you going to join me?”
“I can’t,” Nanette said. She rather doubted Penny had forgotten. The Young Head Girl was trying to put her in her place. “I’ve got the new class. Remember?”
“Yes,” Penny said. “I remember.”
Rubbing it in a bit, aren’t you? Nanette tried to look downcast. As long as you don’t guess the real secret…
She shrugged, dismissively. “If flying is so great, why isn’t it taught at the other schools?”
“Women are better at it,” Penny said. “And they don’t want us to show up the boys.”
Nanette frowned. It was possible, she supposed, but unlikely. She’d studied the charms carefully. There was no hint they’d work better for women, unlike some of the spells she’d seen that were linked to virginity or… or simply couldn’t be applied to the other gender. She wasn’t sure what would happen if a man cast an anti-cramping spell, but she was certain it would be pointless. And besides, who in their right mind would give up a source of power just because women were better at it than men? The magical community wasn’t mundane.
“Really?” She tried to sound doubtful. “Is that true?”
“Yep.” Penny winked. “And there’s also the prospect of being able to fly away from an unwanted husband.”
“Or simply turning him into a frog,” Nanette pointed out. A sorcerer would be able to stop his wife flying away, if he wished. “Why waste energy on flying away?”
Penny shrugged. “That’s what I was told,” she said, as the bell rang. “And you know what? It doesn’t matter. Flying is fun!”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Nanette said. “What now?”
“Now, you go study with the little girls,” Penny said. She patted Nanette’s back in mock-commiseration. “I’ll see you afterwards.”
“Sure.” Nanette stood and glanced around the room. The cliques really were for girls of all ages. What was so bad about studying with the younger girls, if it was a class one had never taken? “I’ll see you this evening.”

Chapter 5

For a moment, as she stepped into the Emotional Stability classroom, Nanette honestly wondered if she’d got the wrong room. It didn’t look like a classroom. There were no chairs, no desks… just comfortable cushions scattered randomly across the carpeted floor and giant stuffed animals resting against the walls. A soft radiance with no discernible source bathed the room in light. It looked more like a nursery than anything else, although it was strikingly depersonalised. There were no paintings of a child’s parents or grandparents, no sweet little homilies carved on the walls…
“Ah, you must be Nadine,” a voice said. “Welcome, welcome.”
Nanette turned to see an elderly woman leaning on a cane. “I’m Duchene,” the woman said, pleasantly. “Headmistress, for my sins.”
“Ah.” Nanette stumbled into a hasty curtsy. “I… have I got the right room?”
“You have,” Duchene said. She walked past Nanette and into the room. “You’re just a little early.”
Nanette frowned as she studied the elderly woman. Duchene looked… nice, like everyone’s favourite grandmother, but no one became headmistress of a magical school without being powerful and ruthless. Or, she supposed, knowing where the bodies were buried, sometimes literally. Duchene probably had more magic in her little finger than the vast majority of magicians had in their entire bodies. Her grey hair covered a mind that had probably forgotten more magic than Nanette had ever known.
“I don’t understand,” Nanette said. “Why… why do I have to take this class?”
Duchene sat on one of the cushions, moving with surprising grace for an elderly lady who needed a cane. Nanette wondered, as she sat herself, if the headmistress really needed the cane. An appearance of weakness went against everything she’d been taught, but she could see the advantages. Duchene wouldn’t be anything like as frightening as her deputy. She could play the comforting grandmother while leaving the discipline to the younger members of staff.
“Men will tell you that women are emotional creatures,” Duchene said. “And then they will use it as an excuse to deny us power. What’s wrong with that statement?”
Nanette had to smile. “Men are emotional creatures too.”
“Precisely,” Duchene said. “Mankind is not, in the words of a great thinker, a rational animal. Mankind is, in fact, a rationalising animal. People — men and women alike — will decide what they want to do first, then come up with a semi-rational justification. The little kernel of truth in the statement is that people will often go with their gut and only then think of an excuse. And emotion can easily flow into magic.”
“I don’t understand,” Nanette said. She thought she did, but it was wiser to pretend ignorance. “I thought magic was… well, spells and suchlike.”
“It is,” Duchene confirmed. “The magical disciplines are the end result of centuries of research, of trial and error and the occasional outright disaster. You know to make a potion, or cast a charm, because someone worked out how to do it and told the world. However, emotion can bleed into magic. A number of spells will only work if you want them to work.”
She raised an eyebrow, challengingly. Nanette took the plunge. “Why would I cast a spell I didn’t want to work?”
“I’m sure you can think of a reason,” Duchene said. “But, in this case, you have to beware of your magic corrupting your emotions. It is very easy to become addicted to dark magic, or to allow your emotions to drive you into darkness. And even without that risk, losing control of your emotions can be disastrous. This class teaches you how to handle your emotions and, perhaps more importantly, consider why you might feel something. What do you want? Why do you want it? Is it really something you should have?”
I want… I don’t know what I want, Nanette thought. She had the feeling the class was not going to be easy. I don’t want to talk about what I want.
She looked up as the door opened. “Come on in, my darlings.”
Nanette glanced behind her as a line of students filed into the room. Penny hadn’t been too far wrong, she decided. The majority of the girls were firsties, girls who couldn’t be any older than sixteen. A handful definitely looked older. Nanette frowned. They looked to be in later years, too. Had they not mastered the class? Or had they been ordered to take it again?
“Sit down, sit down,” Duchene ordered. “We’ll start with some breathing exercises.”
Nanette studied the younger girls. Most of them seemed to have formed friendships, but a handful looked more socially isolated than she would have preferred. One girl sat alone, doing nothing to call attention to herself. Nanette felt an odd little twinge, a flicker of fellow-feeling. She’d been the same, back at Mountaintop. She wondered how the girl was coping. It was easy to tell she was common-born, almost certainly from a poor family. She looked, very much, like a young Nanette.
She forced herself to pay attention as Duchene led the girls through a series of centring exercises. Nanette was almost disappointed. The exercises weren’t that different from the mental disciplines she’d been taught at Mountaintop, although there was a little more talking about one’s feelings. Nanette wasn’t sure what she thought of that. It was good to talk, sometimes, but one never knew who might be listening. The smiling headmistress might have something darker in mind than merely encouraging the girls to think about their feelings. It was astonishing how much insight one could gain into someone’s character by discovering what moved them.
Her eyes kept drifting to the lone girl. She reminded Nanette of someone aside from herself, someone she knew… Frieda. Emily’s Shadow. Nanette’s eyes snapped open as she remembered how Frieda had blossomed into a powerful and capable student, one who’d learnt to stand up for herself. Nanette felt something twist inside her, a grim reminder that she’d had to learn on her own. Frieda had had Emily teaching her. She hadn’t been any match for an older student, of course — Nanette wasn’t sure if Frieda was still alive, after her expulsion — but she’d been well on the way. Envy curdled around Nanette’s heart. What had Frieda done to deserve private tutoring?
Her thoughts mocked her. What did you do?
“Lillian,” Duchene said. She was looking at the lone girl. “What do you want?”
The girl seemed to pale still further. “I want to study magic.”
A couple of girls giggled. Lillian reddened. Duchene gave the gigglers a reproving look that was somehow worse than shouting, screaming and threats of bodily harm. Nanette was a little impressed. Duchene had a presence that was soft and warm and yet — somehow — dominated the chamber. The gigglers shut up, sharply.
Duchene listened to Lillian’s answers, then turned to Nanette. “Nadine. What do you want?”
You’re not to ask me that question, Nanette said. What did she want? An easy end to her mission? Or… something a little more fundamental? A father? A lover? The power and respect she’d been promised, before Emily had snatched it away? I don’t know what I want.
She channelled Nadine. “I want a good match to a good man.”
“Indeed?” Duchene raised her eyebrows, again. “And why do you want it?”
Nanette shrugged. “Because I want it?”
Duchene smiled. “And why do you want it?”
“Because a good match would bring me security,” Nanette said. She understood the aristocracy well enough to know the answer, although she had no idea if Nadine was reflective enough to know. “And a good man will not hurt me.”
“Indeed.” Duchene sounded oddly disappointed. “We shall consider the question later on.”
She turned away. Nanette felt a flicker of regret. It was the right answer, she was sure, but not a very pleasing answer. Nadine would want a husband who was powerful, rich and handsome… in that order. An older man who was ugly but powerful would be a better match than a poor but handsome man. And yet… Nadine was a natural-born child. Her father might be a baron — by marriage — but he might not be able to arrange a good match for his only daughter. Perhaps that was why Nadine was such a brat, Nanette considered. Her society saw only one role for her, yet it wouldn’t let her play it. And magic alone wasn’t enough to make up for everything else.
The class wore on. Duchene cast a handful of emotion-inducing spells, a handful on the borderline between legal and illegal, and encouraged the girls to talk about their feelings. Nanette said as little as possible — she couldn’t help noting that Lillian said nothing — while the other girls talked, discussing how the spells made them feel and what they wanted to do about it. She wondered, sourly, if Duchene was bending the laws to breaking point. She might not be directly invading their minds, but she was certainly gaining insight into how they thought. It was something to consider later.
“For homework, I want you to practice your breathing exercises,” Duchene finished, when the bell finally rang. “There’s no need to do anything else, not now.”
She swept out of the room. The girls hurried after her, save for a couple who pinched Lillian before running out. Nanette opened her mouth to say something — anything — but closed it again without speaking. If Lillian was anything like her, she wouldn’t want fake sympathy from an older student. No, she’d want something Nanette couldn’t give. She gave the younger girl what privacy she could instead, turning her eyes away as she made her way out of the classroom and up the stairs. It was all she could do.
Her thoughts were a churning mess by the time she reached her room. Duchene had, deliberately or not, unleashed a wave of emotions Nanette really didn’t want to consider, certainly not when she was in enemy territory. What did she want? She knew some of the answers — power, respect, a father — but not all of them. She wanted appreciation as well as power and… she swallowed hard as she stepped through the door, took off her blazer and lay down on the bed. Did Duchene suspect something? Or was it merely just another hurdle she’d have to surmount?
She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind, studying the wards pulsing through the walls. They didn’t seem to be spying on her, much to her relief. It wasn’t unknown for magic schools to keep a close eye on their students, although there were limits. She studied them carefully, trying to determine what would trigger an alarm. Dark magic? Lethal spells? Or something that actually killed someone? The spells clearly didn’t respond to pranks or half the student body would be in permanent detention.
I can work with it, she mused, as she parsed out the wards. In some ways, they were less complex than Mountaintop’s. I should be able to complete my mission without setting off an alarm.
The door opened. Penny stepped into the room, her cheeks flushed. “Flying is the greatest!”
Nanette sat up. “I’ll take your word for it,” she said, amused. “How long did it take you to get out of Emotional Stability?”
“Months.” Penny undressed rapidly, dropped her clothes on the floor and headed to the washroom. “You have to get in touch with your inner child and tell her to grow up.”
Which makes perfect sense, if you were allowed to have a childhood, Nanette thought, sardonically. Her childhood hadn’t been the worst, but it hadn’t been the best either. How old were you when you started to really work?
Penny stuck her head out of the washroom. “Toss me a towel, will you?”
“Sure.” Nanette picked up a towel and threw it to her. She couldn’t help thinking Penny looked pretty with her hair hanging low. “You don’t know how to dry yourself?”
Penny shrugged. “I prefer towels,” she said, as she rubbed herself dry. “Don’t you?”
“Sometimes,” Nanette said. “I…”
“We have an hour before the bell goes for tea,” Penny said. “I think you can teach me a few things.”
Nanette smiled, coldly. “Like what?”
“How to present myself,” Penny said. “I’ll only have one chance to make a good impression, when I come out.”
“Which will be next year,” Nanette said. A student was still considered a child until she graduated, if she recalled correctly. Aristo families were fond of delaying adulthood as long as possible, parents or guardians taking advantage of the time to arrange matters to their satisfaction before they finally let their children go. Her uncle might have done that to her, if she’d had anything worth the effort. “Right?”
“Yeah.” Penny sat on the bed, naked. “How should I present myself?”
“I think you should get dressed first,” Nanette said, mischievously. She allowed her eyes to blatantly wander up and down Penny’s body. “Unless you really want them to see you nude.”
Penny gave her a sharp look as she stood and picked up a robe. “Answer the question.”
Nanette smirked. “It depends when and where you come out,” she said. “If you are presented to the king’s court, you allow the herald to announce you, you walk down the stairs and curtsey to the king and queen. You try not to trip over your dress because, if you do, everyone will be talking about it long after you’re dead. And then you dance with your paramours. You have to do at least one of each type of dance.”
“Why?” Penny looked dubious. “With the same man?”
“If you like,” Nanette shrugged. “If you already have a match, you’ll dance with him and him alone. If not, you can dance with whoever you like. The point is to show off your dancing skills. They’ll be watching you to make sure there’s nothing obviously wrong with you.”
“I see, I think,” Penny said. “Wouldn’t they trust my parents to tell them about me?”
“No.” Nanette recalled her etiquette lessons with a shudder. There was a practical explanation for everything, from formal manners to dancing, but they tended to be very cold-blooded. “They’ll want to see for themselves.”
She felt a twinge of pity, mingled with contempt. Her teachers had pointed out that a girl who had her season was being put on display, like a prize horse. She was being sold to the highest bidder, to someone who might be kind and loving or someone who’d see her as little more than a brood cow. Penny was a magician — and she had to be powerful, if she’d survived five years at school — but she’d still be sold. Nanette wondered, idly, why she didn’t simply walk away. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t find employment elsewhere.
“Cheek,” Penny said. “I suppose it might be better if I showed up naked.”
“People would definitely talk about you,” Nanette agreed, dryly. “But not in a good way.”
Penny stood. “Show me how to dance,” she said. “Properly.”
“I’m surprised you don’t know,” Nanette said. “Why…?”
“Because my parents never go to parties,” Penny said. There was a world of pain in her words. “And I never get to practice.”
“I see,” Nanette said. She stood, brushing down her dress. “I’ll be the man, shall I?”
She held out her arm. Dancing was something she enjoyed, sometimes. It was fun, when it wasn’t loaded with meaning. Or when the steps were simply too complicated to follow easily. It wasn’t easy to find partners who didn’t read something else into her willingness to dance. She wondered, sourly, why Penny hadn’t been able to find dancing partners in Laughter. The school did socialise its students, didn’t it?
“Let me take the lead,” she said, as she took Penny’s hand. It was an opportunity, one that shouldn’t be missed. “And follow me.”
Penny smiled. “Men like to lead, don’t they?”
“Yeah.” Nanette allowed herself a tight smile as she pressed her hand against Penny’s back and stroked it lightly. “And some of them can get very intimate on the dance floor.”
She crafted the spell carefully — very carefully — and triggered it. Penny smiled, warmly, as Nanette’s magic shimmered against hers. Nanette smiled back as they moved around the room, gently widening the spell until it lightly brushed against Penny’s magic. The technique was very simple, but extremely difficult to use unless the caster was touching the victim. It was a kind of intimacy. And one that could easily be abused.
“That feels good,” Penny said. She looked… happy, relaxed. “What did you do?”
“A trick my mother taught me,” Nanette lied, smoothly. She massaged Penny’s back, drawing back the magic. She’d implant suggestions later. “It can make a man become putty in your hands.”
“You’ll have to teach me,” Penny said. She stepped back, letting go of Nanette. “It seems to work pretty well on women too.”
“Yes,” Nanette agreed. “But you have to dance with the men, I’m afraid.”
Penny laughed, humourlessly. “Next time, we’d better use proper music.”
“The music tells you how to move,” Nanette agreed. She glanced up as the bell rang. “Dinnertime?”
“Yeah.” Penny let out a long sigh. “And you know what comes after dinner?”
Nanette smiled. “Pudding?”
Penny gave her a thin smile. “Homework,” she said. “There’s no getting away from it, not here.”
“At least we’re doing something useful,” Nanette said. “What do you want us to do?”
“Flying charms,” Penny said. She changed into a dress and headed for the door. “And I’m pretty sure you know more than you’re telling.”
“It’s the first time I’ve ever worked with flying charms,” Nanette said. Technically, she hadn’t even done it once. “But I’m a quick study.”

Chapter 6

Nanette was surprised to discover, as she started to settle in, that she rather liked Laughter. There were downsides — she had to pretend to be ignorant, when she wasn’t trying to be stupid — and she found herself more isolated than she would have preferred, but she had to admit it had its advantages. The classes were smaller, allowing the tutors to give each student more individual attention, and some of the magics were new and different even for her. She was tempted, more than once, to see if she could wrangle herself a permanent place at the school. Only the grim certainty she had to keep her word to Cloak kept her from trying to find a way to stay.
It wasn’t easy to pretend to be ignorant, not when it brought all kinds of unwanted attention from the cliques. Nanette had expected it — the person at the bottom of the social ladder was dumped on by everyone above her — but it was still disconcerting to be so alone. Penny was the closest thing to a friend she had at Laughter, a friendship aided by subtle suggestions that Penny should be well-disposed towards her, yet even she was little more than formal outside their shared bedroom. Nanette understood that too — Penny’s friends would judge her harshly if she appeared too friendly with the school’s loser — but she hated it. The feeling spurred her on, driving her to lay her plans. And, finally, she convinced Penny to show her the library.
“There are two levels to the library,” Penny explained. “The first level is open to everyone, even you. You can use the books to practice your reading.”
“Or learn a dictation charm,” Nanette said, flushing. She knew how to read perfectly, damn it! But pretending otherwise was an excellent way to look dumb. People might make excuses for a commoner who couldn’t read, but an aristo? She should be able to read if she wanted to go to school. “What about the second level?”
“That’s the restricted section,” Penny said. “You’re not allowed to read those books unless you have special permission or perks.”
“Like being Head Girl,” Nanette guessed. “Are you allowed to read them?”
“Some of them,” Penny said. “But not all.”
Nanette nodded as she peered around the library. Emily would have loved it. There were bookshelves everywhere, some positioned against the walls and others standing in the middle of the room. The chamber felt like a giant maze, bigger on the inside than the outside. She allowed Penny to lead her through the stacks, pointing out the more interesting tomes — and joking that books on reproduction were always on loan — before she indicated the restricted section. The books were sealed in a cage, surrounded by nasty wards. Nanette wondered, idly, just who the wards were protecting. It was quite possible they were protecting the readers rather than the books themselves.
And they’re an order of magnitude more complex than anything I’ve seen elsewhere, she thought. She half-listened to Penny’s prattle while she studied the wards. The staff offices aren’t as heavily protected as the library books.
“If you get permission to read them, you can’t take them out of the library,” Penny said, as she opened the cage. “The librarians will hex first and ask questions later.”
Nanette nodded. The restricted section was remarkably light on the truly dangerous tomes — she’d seen darker books in Aurelius’s private collection — but each volume was carefully secured in place and tagged with a complex and deadly charm. She shivered as her gaze wandered the shelves, passing over Advanced Alchemy and Curse-Breaking Wards before coming to rest on Lamplighter’s Lines. It looked identical to the copy in her trunk, heavily secured behind wards and obscurification charms. She had the nasty feeling she wouldn’t have time to so much as read the text, let alone copy the notes. There was nothing for it. She’d have to perform the swap as quickly as possible and then vanish.
“Some students work their detentions off here,” Penny said, waving a hand at the book trolley. “You’d hate that, wouldn’t you?”
“I guess so,” Nanette said. She’d continued to pretend she had difficulty reading the older books. “Do you think the librarians would let me have time to read?”
“Not when you’re meant to be working,” Penny said. “But I’ve heard that some helpers manage to hide books in the stacks for later reading.”
Which seems to be common everywhere, Nanette thought. Whitehall and Mountaintop had the same problem. There are too few books and too many people who want to read them.
“I’ll bear it in mind,” she said. “What do we do now?”
“Well, I have to go help plan the flying display,” Penny said. “You can stay here and pretend to read.”
Nanette pouted after Penny as she departed. The Young Head Girl might be happy to take etiquette and dancing lessons from her, but she had made no move to induct Nanette into her wider circle of friends. Nanette understood — she was quite happy to take advantage of it — yet it gnawed at her. Penny might have been a friend, if things had been different. And yet… she shook her head as she surveyed the trolley, noting the presence of new printed books amongst the tomes. She was mildly surprised to see a handful of blue books in plain view, even though they were technically forbidden. They weren’t even in the restricted section.
She picked up a textbook, sat down on a comfortable chair and pretended to read while opening her mind to study the wards. They were complex, too complex to take down or spoof without setting off alarms. Only a handful of people were allowed to enter the section without permission, she guessed, and it would be difficult to pose as one of them. The wards might just be smart enough to spot someone who appeared to be in two places at once and alert their wardmaster. And then… Nanette shook her head. The restricted section was a lure to anyone with even the slightest hint of ambition. All the easy ways to get into the cage would have been tried long ago.
Which means I have to be sneaky, she thought, as she heard a bunch of new students entering the library. Lauran was amongst them, her face set in a permanent sneer. Damn it.
Nanette stood, returned the book to the trolley and headed for the door. Lauran glared at her, but said nothing. Librarians tended to be touchy about people starting fights in the libraries and rarely bothered to sort out who was actually guilty before handing out punishments and detentions. She stepped through the door, taking advantage of the moment to study the ward protecting the outer library from the rest of the school. It, at least, would be easy to fool… assuming she managed to transfer the charms from one book to the other. She took a breath as she walked down the stairs. She might have to take the copy in and out of the library first, just to see if the wards reacted. She might be able to come up with a good explanation for owning a copy. There was no reasonable explanation for trying to swap one book for the other.
Even being caught with the text would merit some questioning, she mused. As far as they know, I can’t read properly.
She passed a pair of younger students pinning a poster to the walls. Someone had drawn an idealised witch flying a pitchfork, surrounded by a cluster of youngsters flying under their own power. The text called for volunteers to join the flying team, promising a whole series of rewards that would be meaningless when the teamsters left school. Nanette’s lips twitched in dark amusement. Ken taught useful skills, particularly if one knew one might be going into combat. Flying was useless when one’s enemies could bring one down with a simple spell.
Unless there’s more to it than we know, she thought. It didn’t seem likely. The spells were complex, but easy to disrupt. And everyone would be doing it, if it gave a real advantage.
Her feet carried her on, past a handful of empty classrooms and down a flight of stairs to the lower levels. Laughter seemed bigger on the inside, although she wasn’t sure that was actually true. The school had grown down, digging further and further into the mountain with each passing decade. Nanette remembered the tunnels under Mountaintop and shivered. Digging too deep was dangerous. Who knew what one might wake?
She turned the corner and stopped, dead. A trio of third years were casting hexes towards a cowering girl. Nanette stared, torn between horror and grim understanding. Students needed to learn to defend themselves, but… they were third years, casting spells on a younger girl… on Lillian. Nanette’s heart twisted. The girl reminded her of herself, when she’d been a firstie herself. And yet, Lillian didn’t have the power or the nerve to fight back. She might even have come to believe it was impossible.
Nanette clenched her fists, unsure what to do. Mountaintop’s rules were clear. Sink or swim… but even Mountaintop believed older students shouldn’t be starting fights with younger students. A three-year gap was almost insurmountable, certainly for a common-born girl who’d barely been schooled in magic. Nanette had needed nearly four months to find a way to strike back at her tormentor and it had nearly gotten her expelled. Lillian screamed as an invisible force hoisted her off the ground, flipping her upside down. Nanette felt a wave of boiling rage. How dare they?
Magic flowed through her, shaped by her anger and the bitter memory of being just as helpless herself. One of the girls glanced up, an instant before she and her friends started to melt. Their dresses hit the floor, jumping and jerking as if they were animated by a prank spell. Nanette hastily cast a floatation spell as Lillian fell, catching her before she could slam her head into the stone floor. The younger girl seemed to be going into shock. Nanette wondered if she was more surprised by someone helping her than anything else.
She stalked over and picked up one of the empty dresses. A small green frog stared up at her, eyes blinking. Nanette snorted, rudely. They’d been so sure no one would stop them that they hadn’t thought to look to their protections. They couldn’t have kept her from hurting them, if she’d wished, but they could have saved themselves considerable embarrassment. The entire school thought Nadine was a useless loser who probably needed a wand to do anything complex. And she’d just turned three girls into frogs…
A hand caught her ear and yanked her back. “And I suppose,” Lady Damia said, “that you have a good explanation for this?”
“She saved me,” Lillian stammered. “She…”
“I asked Nadine,” Lady Damia said, as she twisted Nanette’s ear. “Do you have an answer, girl?”
Nanette cursed herself savagely. She’d acted like Emily. Jumping in to help without thinking of the consequences. Being seen to use powerful magic by the students was bad enough, but being seen by the tutors… Lady Damia would talk, of course, and Mistress Jens would wonder why Nadine was such an incompetent in her class and yet so brilliant outside it. She kicked herself, mentally. She had to recover the situation, but how?
“They were annoying me,” she said, in a tone that would have earned her a slap if she’d used it to her mother. She wanted — she needed — to irritate the older woman. An irritated person wouldn’t think too clearly. “I can turn them back if you like.”
She cancelled the spell before the tutor could answer. The three girls screamed as they reverted to normal, stark naked. Nanette giggled, despite everything, as they tried to cover themselves, grab for their clothes, curtsey to the tutor and run like the wind, all at the same time. The embarrassment of being turned into frogs was nothing compared to being stripped in public. There’d been a boy at Mountaintop who liked casting strip-spells on girls. What the girls had done to him was still talked about in whispers…
Lady Damia froze the girls with a icy look, then glared at Nantette. “Do you think it is fair to pick on girls two years your junior?”
Nanette could have pointed out, rather sardonically, that the girls had been doing the same… worse, perhaps, because Lillian had far less magic than any of them. But Nadine would have whined…
“It’s not fair,” she said. “I… they… they were annoying me.”
“I see.” Lady Damia studied her for a long moment. “You have a lot to learn. Let’s see… you will not attend the flying display. You can perform a month of detentions, assigned by your roommate. And you will report to the gym mistress this evening, after dinner.”
Emily would have gotten away with it, Nanette thought, sullenly. The punishments would have rankled, if she’d cared about them. She’d have put forward better excuses too.
“Yes, My Lady,” she said, as snidely as she could. It would definitely irritate the older woman. “I…”
“You can report to the gym mistress now, if you like,” Lady Damia said. It was an order and there was no point in trying to deny it. “And you can spend the next few months mentoring this girl. You might have something useful to teach her.”
Nanette gritted her teeth. She wasn’t sure why she’d intervened. She’d seen worse things in her life. And now… she didn’t need another complication. Time spent with Lillian was time she couldn’t spend planning her heist. She had a nasty feeling the tutors would be watching the mentorship closely. They had to be concerned about what a bratty princess might be teaching her charge.
She opened her mouth to say something that would probably get her in more trouble, then closed it before she could say a word. Emily made friends, friends who helped her when she needed it. Nanette knew she lacked the talent — Penny wouldn’t be anything like as friendly if Nanette hadn’t been manipulating her magically — but… who knew? Perhaps she could turn the whole affair to her advantage. It always worked out for Emily.
“Yes, My Lady,” Nanette said.
Lady Damia let go of her ear. “Go.”
“Thank you.” Lillian was staring at her, worshipfully. “I… thank you.”
Nanette felt… she wasn’t sure how she felt. She’d broken the rules. She’d done something that, in the long run, might have done a great deal of harm. A younger student couldn’t get into the habit of looking to an older one for protection, or she’d be helpless and alone when that student graduated. And yet, the way Lillian was looking at her gave birth to a funny feeling in her stomach. She’d done something good. It felt wonderful.
And you can’t let yourself get too close to anyone, she thought, as Lady Damia started to lecture the younger girls. It looked like they were in trouble too. You’re not going to be here much longer.
She forced herself to wander down to the gym mistress’s office, dawdling as much as she dared. Mountaintop had taught her to take her punishments stoically, but Nadine had never been punished in her entire life. No one had so much as said no to her… Nanette felt a flicker of cold contempt, tinged with amusement. The goldfish girl was in for a shock when she married and found herself subordinate to a husband. She’d move from being her father’s property to her husband’s.
Unless she masters enough magic to protect herself, Nanette thought. And that won’t be easy if she doesn’t buckle down and work at it.
She felt her heart start to race as she reached the office and peered inside. The gym mistress was sitting at her desk, talking to a pair of younger girls who looked like mice caught by a cat’s steady gaze. She was insanely muscular, so muscular Nanette was tempted to believe the whispered rumour the teacher really was a man. But she had no visible Adam’s apple in her throat, nothing to suggest she was anything but female. It was just another cruel lie dreamt up by girls who had no other way to fight back.
Mistress Greenstone looked up. “Yes?”
Nanette tried hard to sound scared. “Lady Damia sent me here…”
“Then stand in the corner and wait.” Mistress Greenstone turned back to the other girls, as if Nanette was not worthy of her time. “I’ll deal with you in a minute.”
Your guests will make sure everyone knows what happened, Nanette thought, as she did as she was told. And everyone will be making fun of me afterwards.
She put the thought aside. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was fitting in long enough to devise a plan, put it into action and vanish before something went wrong. She couldn’t afford to delay. The longer she waited, the greater the chance of something going wrong. If the staff realised she was an imposter, they’d grab her even if they didn’t know who she was or why she was there. She doubted she could talk her way out of trouble.
“I’ll see you both later,” Mistress Greenstone said. “Dismissed.”
Nanette tensed as the two girls left the room. Their pitying looks boded ill. This was not going to be fun.
Just pretend it hurts worse than it does, Nanette told herself, as the gym mistress picked up a cane and ordered her to bend over. It would be easy, she thought. And believable. Let her think she’s really hurting you.

Chapter 7

“I heard you disgraced yourself,” Penny said, an hour later. “The whole school heard your yowls.”
Nanette glared at her. The gym mistress wasn’t the nastiest person she’d met — she’d met quite a few outright sadists, during her career as student and gofer — but she was determined to make each punishment memorable. Nanette had channelled Nadine and screamed the place down, yet the gym mistress hadn’t seemed to care. She probably thought anyone sent for punishment before dinner really deserved it. Nanette had limped back to her bedroom, closed the door and thrown herself on the bed. She wouldn’t be sleeping comfortably for days.
“And banned from watching the flying display,” Penny added, as she sat on her bed and started to rustle through her drawers. “What did you do?”
“I can’t fly,” Nanette reminded her. “What does it matter?”
Penny gave her a sharp look. “Do you know who comes to the displays? The Elder Sisters, all the graduates who might take us as apprentices or give our careers a boost or even give us a helping hand when we need it. Every year, we have the chance to form relationships that might save our lives later on. It’s not just about flying. It’s about the opportunity to make friends with people who might help us.”
Nanette frowned. Put that way, it was almost reasonable. Magical society lived and died by patronage, from apprentices finding the right masters to newborn magicians marrying into ancient lineages or working for an older magician on the understanding you’d inherit the business when your master died. She remembered how older girls and younger ones seemed to be on almost friendly terms and nodded. The chance to meet graduates — and form relationships with them — was more important than it seemed. Who knew what someone’s patronage could do for you?
“I see your point,” she said. “But there’s no going back now.”
“You might be able to help me,” Penny said. She pulled a small jar out of her drawer and held it out. “But here’s something for you first.”
Nanette took the jar. “What’s this?”
“Soothing potion,” Penny said. “I made it myself.”
“Really?” Nanette was genuinely touched. Penny was taking a considerable risk in even admitting to owning the jar, let alone giving it to her. “I… thank you.”
Penny shrugged. “Least I could do,” she said. “But you do realise why you’re in trouble, don’t you?”
“I turned three girls into frogs.” Nanette breathed a sigh of relief as she applied the potion to her rear. “Right?”
“Not quite.” Penny looked pensive, just for a moment. “You stripped them naked. That’s a serious crime here.”
Well, of course, Nanette thought, darkly.
“I know we’re not supposed to care,” Penny added. It took Nanette a moment to realise she meant aristocrats. “But here… the rules are different.”
Nanette nodded. “I quite understand,” she said. “And I won’t do it again.”
“Very good.” Penny smiled as she took back the jar. “Now, I have to give you a cluster of detentions. You can work in the library for the next few weekends.”
“A fate worse than a fate worse than death,” Nanette said, dryly. It was, for a student at boarding school. She wouldn’t be allowed to leave the school on the weekends, even to visit Pendle. She’d be too busy in the library. And Nadine would absolutely hate it. Everyone knew she couldn’t read properly. “You’re a terrible sadist.”
“It could be worse,” Penny said. “Believe me, it could be worse.”
“Yeah.” Nanette forced herself to stand. “And what do you want in exchange for this bit of… benevolence?”
Penny smiled as she brought out a handful of parchments. “I know you’re better at charms than you let on,” she said. “I want you to tell me what you think of these.”
Nanette concealed her irritation as she studied the parchments. The suggestions had clearly taken root in Penny’s mind. It helped, she supposed, that Penny wanted to take advantage of her. There were definite advantages to knowing someone’s secrets. You could make them do anything, if the alternative was worse. And everyone knew Nadine was useless at charms or — indeed — any form of advanced magic. No one would believe her if she claimed the other girl had stolen her ideas.
“You’re planning a ritualised flying display,” she mused. There would be eleven girls in the formation, each one casting a part of the whole. “Who are you trying to impress?”
“There’s a bunch of charms mistresses who’re meant to be attending,” Penny said. “If I can impress them, they’ll be falling over themselves to offer me an apprenticeship.”
Nanette felt a flash of amused understanding. Competition for apprenticeships was fierce. No wonder Penny was prepared to bend the rules and beg for help. If it worked out for her, she’d be on top of the world. Nadine wouldn’t see the point, but Nanette did. And she could see how to take advantage of it. She was already starting to form a plan.
“You’re going to have to plan it carefully,” she said. “And if someone fails their role…”
“I know my team,” Penny insisted. “They can do it.”
“I’m sure they can,” Nanette said. She was tempted to point out that Penny had never tried to introduce her, but kept that to herself. The last thing she wanted was an introduction. “If you work the spells together…”
She heard what sounded like a knock, a very faint knock, on the door. She looked up, puzzled. Someone who wanted in would knock louder, wouldn’t they? So would someone who wanted to prank them. They’d want to make sure no one was in… she heard Penny snort, an instant before she heard the knock again. Someone was there, but knocking lightly… they seemed to be in two minds about it. Did they want the door to open?
“Come,” she called.
The door opened. Lillian stepped into the room, wringing her hands together nervously. Nanette blinked in surprise. It was rare, at Mountaintop, for a young student to enter an older student’s dorm. Whitehall seemed to operate on the same principle. But Laughter… she stood, trying to paste a welcoming expression on her face. It wasn’t easy.
Penny looked up. “What are you doing here?”
Lillian paled still further. “I… I…”
“She came to see me,” Nanette said, before Penny could say or do something unfortunate. “I’m her new mentor.”
“Sucks to be you, I guess,” Penny said. She glowered at the parchments. “Tell her to buzz off and come back tomorrow.”
“I’ll talk to you after dinner,” Nanette said, to Penny. It would have been rude to invite Lillian to stay, given that Penny clearly didn’t want her there. “Lillian, shall we go find a place to chat?”
The younger girl looked surprised, but nodded. Nanette felt depressed. Lillian had probably expected to be told to get lost, if she wasn’t simply thrown out the room or given detention. It had taken a great deal of nerve for her to enter the corridor, let alone knock on the door and wait. The older students didn’t take kindly to younger students invading their domain.
Which is how the staff controls us, Nanette thought. Studying under Aurelius had been an eye-opening experience in more ways than one. They manipulate our social hierarchy to make us behave.
She found an empty study and motioned for Lillian to enter. “How are you?”
Lillian shifted, uncomfortably. “How are you?”
Nanette felt a hot flash of anger. How dare Lillian ask her anything? How dare… she shook her head. Lillian had probably heard the rumours, the rumours that had probably grown in the telling. If Nanette was any judge, half the school probably believed the gym mistress had beaten her to death and then used forbidden magics to make her rise from the dead. And there were plenty of students who had every reason to want to put her down a little. Nadine was an aristocrat whose father had pulled strings to get his daughter into the school.
“I’m fine,” she said, tersely. Emily would have known what to say. Emily would probably have had the younger girl eating out of the palm of her hand in a day or two. “How are you?”
“Fine.” Lillian shifted awkwardly. “I… Lady Damia said you’d help me.”
“I’m sure she did,” Nanette said. She wondered at the older woman’s motives. Nadine wouldn’t be around for more than a couple of years, whatever happened. “Did she say with what?”
“With everything,” Lillian said. She reached into her pocket and produced a piece of parchment. “I just don’t understand.”
Nanette took the parchment and unfolded it. “You’re trying to get ahead too fast,” she said, after a moment. She recognised the signs, all too well. She’d had her nose rubbed in them, six years ago. And then… she rubbed her arm, unconsciously. “You have to master the basics first, or you’ll get your palm smacked.”
“That’s happened.” Lillian’s face reddened. “I just don’t understand.”
“Clearly.” Nanette motioned for her to sit. “Let’s go through it, shall we?”
She’d never really considered teaching as a career, although Aurelius had made her proctor a couple of classes and mark assignments he couldn’t be bothered to mark himself. And yet, as she forced herself to go through half-remembered spellwork she’d left behind years ago, she found herself starting to enjoy it. Lillian wasn’t stupid, merely ignorant. The way her eyes lit up when she finally connected the dots… Nanette understood, just for a moment, why some of her teachers enjoyed their work. The satisfaction of merely helping someone to think made up for one hell of a lot.
“These exercises don’t make sense,” Lillian grumbled. “Why do they ask us to prepare ingredients, then reject them?”
“You’re meant to ask what you’re going to be brewing,” Nanette said. “Take… fairy roots. If you were making a soothing potion, you’d peel the roots before chopping them up and putting them in the brew, but if you were making a healing potion you’d merely wash them first. If you don’t ask what you’re doing, how do you expect to get it right?”
Lillian frowned. “We’re not meant to ask questions.”
“It’s better to confess ignorance than look like an idiot when your potion explodes,” Nanette pointed out, dryly. She’d met her share of sarcastic alchemists who looked to have dark secrets preying on their minds — or hangovers, from drinking their own brews — but none of them had ever punished her for asking questions. “Don’t you ever speak up in class?”
“Everyone laughs, every time I reveal my ignorance,” Lillian said. “And they…”
“Learn to defend yourself,” Nanette said, curtly. She felt a twinge of disgust, mingled with guilt. “Bullies go away if you hurt them. And you have magic.”
“They have magic too,” Lillian pointed out.
“You don’t have to kill them.” Nanette’s lips twitched. “You just have to give them a bloody nose.”
She studied the younger girl for a long moment. She shouldn’t get attached. She shouldn’t do anything to draw attention to herself. And yet… it had worked out for Emily. She’d taught the Shadows how to defend themselves. She’d… Nanette wasn’t quite sure what Emily had been doing at Mountaintop, but she had to admit the whole affair had been one hell of a diversion. Even Aurelius had had problems coping with it.
And she killed him. Nanette was sure of it, although she’d never seen the body. Damn her.
She cleared her throat. “I’m going to have to lecture,” she said. “Are you ready?”
“Yes.” Lillian looked as if she’d be happy to listen to Nanette reading anything. “I’m ready.”
Nanette smiled. “The wimp is one of the two most despised characters in and out of school,” she said. “Part of that is because the wimp attracts bullies like flies to shit. Part of that is because the wimp, being unable to defend him or herself, is unable to defend anyone else either. And once you start on that downward trajectory, it is very hard to turn around and start climbing up again.”
She studied Lillian for a long moment. “You’re projecting an air of weakness,” she said, flatly. “You look weak, so others — boys as well as girls — will pick on you. You’ll be trained into helplessness before you even realise what’s happened, let alone do something about it. You have to learn to project both the appearance of power and actual power. Hold your head up higher, brush back your hair and don’t let them see it hurts.”
“I don’t know where to begin,” Lillian said.
“Hold your head up high and look me in the eye,” Nanette ordered, patiently. “And tell yourself you can hurt me if I try to hurt you.”
Lillian tried, but failed. Nanette kept her expression carefully blank. She didn’t know how Emily had turned Frieda into a powerful and capable magician. Frieda had been a Shadow, far more beaten down than Lillian… Nanette forced herself to remember Aurelius’s teachings. He’d pointed out, more than once, that all the strength in the world was meaningless without the will and confidence to use it. Nanette supposed she’d never been quite as beaten down as Frieda or Lillian. She’d known she had power. She just hadn’t known how much.
And I was ruthless enough to risk killing my mistress, she reminded herself, dryly. She knew she’d been lucky. Aurelius would have been quite within his rights to expel her on the spot and badmouth her to the other magic schools. Lillian isn’t quite at that stage.
“You need to focus more on offensive magic,” she said. “And practice your defences as well.”
“I don’t know where to begin,” Lillian admitted.
Nanette smiled, then started to guide her through a series of basic protective spells. None of them were particularly strong — a powerful magician could batter them down through raw power alone — but they’d give Lillian a chance to strike back. Or simply get out of the way while mustering a counterattack. She found herself enjoying the experience — again — as she switched to more offensive spells, from sneaky pranks to nastier hexes that would teach anyone who tried to hurt her a lesson.
“Make sure you protect your property as well,” she said, as the bell rang. “You have a trunk?”
Lillian nodded. “Of course. Doesn’t everyone?”
“No.” Nanette shrugged. “If it’s not an enchanted trunk, someone’s probably already taken a peek inside. Make sure you protect it before they do something worse.”
“I…” Lillian swallowed and started again. “I thought that was forbidden.”
Nanette raised her eyebrows. “So is picking on younger students,” she said. Aurelius had told her, more than once, that merely passing laws against crime was pointless. There were people who’d do something criminal merely for the thrill. Breaking into someone’s trunk was forbidden, but she knew students who’d done it. They’d found it enjoyable. “Make sure your trunk is secure before you use it to store anything… well, anything you don’t want someone else to know about.”
Lillian coloured. “I don’t have anything to hide.”
“Everyone says that,” Nanette said. There was always something, from a harmless schoolgirl crush to criminal misconduct. “And everyone is lying.”
She snorted at the thought as she stood. “I want you to practice the spells I showed you,” she said. “And I want you to go through your previous essays and see if you can do them better.”
“I’ll do my best,” Lillian said. “I… why are people so… so…?”
“Horrible?” Nanette made a face. “Power. It’s all about power.”
Lillian looked doubtful. “Really?”
“Yeah.” Nanette shrugged. “Among mundanes, there’s physical power” — she clenched a fist — “and social power. A strong man has physical power, which he can turn into social power; a weak man can still manipulate social power, but rarely hold it in the face of physical opposition. Women have far less physical power — very few women can beat a man in a fistfight — which encourages them to develop social power to levels men find impossible to grasp. And the stupider amongst the men find that either irritating or amusing.”
She felt a sudden wave of bitterness. “Magic levels the playing field. A woman can meet a man on even terms. Right now, the most fearsome magician in the world is a woman. I suppose it isn’t a surprise that women, given equal power to men, act like men.”
“I don’t understand,” Lillian confessed.
“You will.” Nanette ran a hand though her hair. She’d said too much. Nadine wouldn’t be so ruthlessly cynical. She might understand her society intellectually, but she wouldn’t feel it until someone showed her just how defenceless she truly was. And really… she’d shown too much competence. Emily had the excuse of being the Child of Destiny. Everyone expected her to be brilliant. “Believe me, you will.”
Lillian stood and hugged her, tightly. “Thank you,” she said. “I… thank you.”
“Perhaps you can do something for me in exchange,” Nanette said, awkwardly. She had to find a way to use the girl, if only to give her some cover afterwards. “When I ask you to do something, will you do it?”
“Anything,” Lillian said. “Anything at all.”
Nanette watched her go, feeling torn between guilt and grim amusement. Lillian really reminded her of herself, yet… she’d never made such a foolhardy promise. She’d never pledged herself to a stranger, with no idea of what he’d demand of her. Or had she? She’d devoted herself to Aurelius, then Cloak…
Not that it matters, she told herself, firmly. The plan was starting to take shape. It just needed some fine-tuning. I won’t stay here long enough for it to matter.

Chapter 8

“You shouldn’t be spending so much time with that firstie,” Penny said, as they bent their heads over the parchments. “People are starting to talk.”
“It’s only been a week,” Nanette pointed out, dryly. “And I have orders to mentor her.”
“Which is all that’s stopping some of the nastier rumours from getting any traction,” Penny snapped. “You do realise she’s got a pash on you?”
And you’re jealous, Nanette thought. It was fairly clear that Penny had a pash on her. She never wasted a moment to spend time with Nanette, practicing everything from etiquette to dancing when they weren’t working on the flying display. You want me to spend more time with you.
She shrugged. “I have my orders,” she said, trying to add a hint of sourness to her voice. “And how many others even give me the time of day?”
Penny reddened. “I could introduce you to people if you weren’t in detention every weekend,” she said. “Why did you help the little brat?”
“I…” Nanette shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, really.”
She peered down at the parchments. Penny was good, for her age, but Nanette was better. Aurelius had practically given her a charms apprenticeship, before she’d even graduated from Mountaintop. It had taken a great deal of work to craft charms that looked harmless, as long as they weren’t put together in a specific order. Nanette had few qualms about risking lives, but she knew she was risking discovery. A skilled charms mistress might realise something was wrong if she studied the parchments. She’d suspect the worst — and she’d be right.
“This is going to be great,” Penny said. “Everyone will be watching.”
“Yeah.” Nanette studied the parchment. “I still can’t believe you trust your life to these spells.”
Penny smirked. “Too scared to fly, little girl?”
Nanette allowed herself to flush. Mistress Jens had made it brutally clear she was not to try flying, at least until she’d mastered the spells. Nanette was sure she could use them, but it helped cement the idea she was bad at charms in everyone’s mind. And besides, she was entirely sure the spells weren’t safe outside a controlled environment. The teachers might promise expulsion without appeal to anyone who tampered with the spells, but what good was that in a real fight?
She sighed. Penny had finally dragged her into the arena and forced her to watch the older girls flying around like bats out of hell. There was a kind of freedom in flying, Nanette had to admit; there was something in her that liked the idea of letting go of her cares, throwing herself into the sky and letting the wind take her away. And yet, she knew she could never be so carefree. She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that a single spell could send her crashing to the ground far below.
“It’s not that and you know it,” Nanette said. “They won’t let me fly.”
“Maybe you should show off your true skill.” Penny leered at her. “Or would that get you into more trouble?”
“Yeah,” Nanette said, quietly.
Penny stood. “You promised me more dancing,” she said. “And I brought music.”
Nanette had to smile as Penny produced a spellstone from her drawer and placed it on the cabinet, then muttered the activation charm. Recorded music was rare — she’d never actually seen a recording spellstone, outside enchantment classes — but she had to admit it served a purpose. There was no need to hire a band for private dance lessons.
And any aristo who could afford a spellstone would sooner die than admit he couldn’t afford a band, she thought. One must keep up appearances, even if it means pawning the family gold and eating off one’s shirts.
She took Penny in her arms and led her through a series of dance steps. It was tempting to just let herself sink into the music and enjoy the dance — Penny was a better partner than some of the men who’d taught her — but she had a job to do. Penny sighed as Nanette ran her hand down Penny’s back, gently brushing her magic against the girl’s skin. The suggestions were definitely starting to take root. Penny couldn’t help feeling friendly and trusting towards Nanette. It only took a moment to strengthen her feelings of bitterness and resentment towards Lillian. The younger girl didn’t know it, but she was Penny’s romantic rival.
Nanette felt a pang of guilt as the music changed. She was no stranger to manipulating people in any number of ways, but it still cost her to play with Penny’s emotions. She wasn’t sure why. Penny had set out to use her, just like so many others. And yet… she shook her head, Penny leaning against her. She had a job to do. The plan was steadily coming together. And then she’d be gone, leaving a heartbroken girl behind.
And this school might accidentally foil my plans, she mused. What’ll happen if Penny starts questioning her own feelings?
She kept the worry off her face as she led Penny through a series of more complex dance steps. It was easy to cast compulsion or domination spells, but they tended to be incredibly noticeable. An outside observer would probably notice something was wrong, even if the mere act of casting the spell didn’t set off alarms. And Penny might be able to fight it off. It was better to play with her emotions, to steer her round to doing what Nanette wanted her to do without ever questioning her reasoning. And yet…
She’ll recover, she told herself. And she’ll be all the stronger for it.
Penny stepped back, her face flushed. Nanette understood. Dancing was as close as one could get to sex without actually making out. It was intimate… one of her tutors had told her that dancing allowed the partners to become intimately familiar with each other without ever crossing the line into intercourse. She’d thought it was silly at the time, but there was a world of difference between dancing with a tutor and dancing with someone attractive. She supposed she was lucky Penny didn’t have wandering hands.
“I…” Penny shook her head and tapped the spellstone, cancelling the spell. The music died to silence. “I really should get back to work.”
“You still have that essay to do?” Nanette leaned forward. “Do you really have to get it done before Friday?”
“I have to coach the team on Saturday and finalise the spells before the flying display on Sunday,” Penny said. “I really have to get it right.”
“I’m sure you’ll do well,” Nanette said. “It’s just a shame you can’t practice everything first.”
“We’re not firsties,” Penny said. “We have to pretend we’re starting from scratch.”
Nanette rolled her eyes. She’d been taught that practice made perfect. Better to get the mistakes out of the way during training than when lives were at stake. But she thought she saw the logic. What was the point of a surprise test if everyone knew it was coming? The girls weren’t just being judged on their flying, but on their ability to cast a complex semi-ritualised spell on the fly. She told herself, firmly, not to question it too much. It would come in very handy.
“You know who’s coming?” Penny smiled, wanly. “I have to impress them.”
“I believe you might have mentioned a few… hundred … names,” Nanette said, dryly. “I’m sure you’ll impress them.”
“I better had,” Penny said. There was a knock on the door. “Oh, what now?”
“Come in,” Nanette called.
The door opened. Lillian peered in nervously. Nanette glanced at Penny, just in time to see her face twist in jealousy. The suggestions were taking root, then. She’d heard enough horror stories about pashes gone wrong over the last few days to feel a twinge of sympathy for both girls. Young romance was bad enough even without someone manipulating one’s feelings to cause chaos at the right moment. It was funny, she supposed, how Laughter had more romantic drama than Mountaintop or Whitehall. The girls weren’t really expected to marry each other. They could indulge their feelings in the certain knowledge nothing long-term would come out of it.
“Ah… you said you wanted to meet,” Lillian said. “I brought my homework and…”
“We’ll go to the library,” Nanette said. “I have detention in an hour, so I can keep an eye on your work while I shelve books.”
“Just don’t get caught talking to her,” Penny advised, sourly. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours. We can sneak down to Pendle together.”
Nanette glanced at the clock, then nodded. “And have dinner there? I look forward to it.”
She smiled as she stepped through the door, Lillian following her. It was irritating to have a younger girl dogging her steps, like a lamb following her mother. Nanette had no idea how Emily put up with it. And yet, there was something oddly comforting in the open, guileless admiration in Lillian’s eyes. Nadine would not have been anything like so welcoming. The girl was so shallow that the mere fact Lillian shared a name with Nadine’s hated stepmother would have damned her.
Idiot, Nanette thought. She was used to changing names at the drop of a hat. It isn’t as if she chose the name.
Lillian caught her hand. “I don’t think the Head Girl likes me,” she said. “Why not?”
“She just likes challenging people,” Nanette lied. “She prefers people to stand up to her.”
“Oh,” Lillian said. “But… she’s the Head Girl!”
“Technically, she’s the Deputy Head Girl,” Nanette pointed out. The system made a certain kind of sense, she supposed, but she could see its flaws. If Penny disgraced herself, who would take her place? It made far more sense to have prefects and suchlike appointed by the tutors. At least popularity wouldn’t have that much influence on selection. “She has to survive this year before she becomes the formal Head Girl.”
Lillian shrugged. “Is it that important?”
“Being Head Girl looks very good on your resume, when you leave school,” Nanette said. It didn’t cheer her up. She’d been Head Girl at Mountaintop, but there was no way she could claim the title without revealing herself. “It suggests you’re impressive enough to get your fellows to trust you.”
She felt another pang as they walked into the library. She’d never been trusted, not enough to convince anyone to vote for her. They’d known her as a commoner, then as a tutor’s personal assistant… it wasn’t as if Aurelius had been a monster. There’d been students who’d served really bad masters. Everyone had felt sorry for them. But her? They’d all known Aurelius’s patronage could open doors.
And now he’s dead, she thought, savagely. She’d make Emily pay for murdering Aurelius. He’d been more than a tutor to her. I’ll burn down her world before I kill her.
“Nadine?” Lillian sounded worried. “Are you alright?”
“Just remembering,” Nanette said. “A moment of weakness, nothing more.”
She calmed herself as she looked around the library. It was nearly deserted. Two swots sat at widely separated tables, working through a pile of textbooks; a duty librarian piled books onto a trolley, ready to go back on the shelves. Lillian selected a third table — Nanette was amused to note she was keeping her distance from the other students — and started to unload her bag as Nanette sat down. Her tutors had given her enough homework to keep even an experienced student busy for days. Lillian would have been hopelessly stuck if Nanette hadn’t broken it down for her.
“I managed to cast a luminance charm in class,” Lillian said. “But… I couldn’t figure out how to change the light.”
“It’s a useful spell in more ways than one,” Nanette said. She took the parchment and scanned the spellwork. “It’s actually a difficult spell to block. What do you think will happen if you cast a blinding light into someone’s eyes?”
“You’ll blind them?”
“Perhaps not for long, but you’ll make it very hard for them to think straight,” Nanette said, dryly. She allowed herself a tight smile. Blinding charms were generally forbidden at school, but there was a rather neat loophole if someone used a luminance charm in their place. There was enough plausible deniability to keep someone from being expelled if they went too far. “Thinking outside the box, Lillian, can lead to some really interesting tricks.”
Lillian frowned. “Like what?”
“Cast a washing charm on someone and you’ll drench them in cold water,” Nanette pointed out. “Modify the charm a little and you’ll scald them instead. Cast a summoning charm when someone is between you and whatever you’re trying to summon and that person will be smacked in the back. Cast a painkilling charm when someone is not in pain and you’ll make them numb, very numb. It’s astonishing how many simple household spells have nasty uses if you think about it.”
And thinking outside the box is Emily’s skill, her thoughts added, darkly. Who’d have thought of using mundane means for magic?
She skimmed the homework quickly. “The trick is to know how to cast a particular spell without becoming too attached to any particular version of the spell,” she explained. “The standard washing charm, for example, produces cold water. You work out how to fiddle with the spell to produce hot water, rather than simply casting a hot water spell. And that’ll give you insight into modifying other spells.”
“I see, I think,” Lillian said. “What if I change the variables like this…?”
“Don’t write it down,” Nanette advised. “Try and alter the variables in your head.”
“The teacher said to always write it down,” Lillian objected. “I…”
Nanette had to smile as she broke off. “It’s good to ask, if you don’t understand,” she said, as reassuringly as she could. “You write the spell down to fix it in your mind. But you actually cast the spell in your head.”
It was a little more complex than that, she thought, as she rose to start her detention, but it would do for the moment. The duty librarian glanced at her, then shrugged. Nanette guessed the detention wasn’t considered too important, not in the grand scheme of things. Her lips quirked. It wasn’t easy pretending to be ignorant. She had to make understandable mistakes, without getting booted out of the library and ordered to serve her detentions somewhere else. Thankfully, the shelving system for the open collection was easy to use. A complete illiterate could have emplaced the books, even if she couldn’t read them.
Emily would love this place, Nanette thought. And she’d spend all her time here.
She scowled at the books. Reading was a useful skill, but she’d always preferred action. A magician could read a book and learn a whole new spell, yet actually mastering the magic required practice. She’d read, somewhere, of a magic that only worked when the spells were written down. In her experience, it was utter nonsense. Magic simply didn’t work that way.
The library felt odd as the hours ticked by. The older students would be in Pendle, enjoying their freedom; the younger students would be in the Silent Woods or sneaking their way to the Redoubt. Penny had told her all sorts of stories about the ruined castle, stories that had grown in the telling. Nanette had to smile at the concept of ghosts, goblins and things that went bump in the night, although she knew better than to laugh too openly. Anyone who lived in rural areas knew there were things out there that weren’t listed in any tome.
And the other folk are always listening, she thought. A shiver ran down her spine. Who knows what’s really buried under the ruined castle?
“I can’t figure this out,” Lillian complained. She was staring at a parchment. “Why doesn’t this work?”
Nanette left the trolley and walked back to the table. “Because you’ve knotted the magic into a collapsing spiral,” she said. “You’ve basically twisted the spell into a ball of string and tied the ends together.”
The door opened behind her. Nanette glanced back. Penny was stamping into the room, looking furious. Nanette wondered, idly, what’d happened. The suggestions shouldn’t have been that effective. Perhaps she’d had a row with one of her friends. It couldn’t have escaped their notice that Penny was spending a lot of time with a newcomer. Solid friendships had been destroyed by less.
“It’s time to go,” Penny said. She sounded like she was on the verge of exploding. “We don’t have much time left.”
Nanette glanced at the clock. It was mid-afternoon. “We have enough,” she said, picking her words carefully. She had to push the right buttons, all the while maintaining plausible deniability. “Just let me finish here…”
“Come on,” Penny urged. “It’s not that important…”
Lillian looked up, defiantly. “I need help and…”
Penny glared. “Be quiet!”
“I need help,” Lillian repeated. “I…”
“I said, be quiet!” Penny cast a spell. Lillian’s mouth and nose melted into her skin. “I said…”
“Undo the spell!” Nanette didn’t have to pretend to be horrified. Lillian was starting to suffocate. “Now!”
Penny’s rage built. She drew back her hand to slap Lillian.
“Enough!” The librarian cancelled the spell. Lillian started to gasp for breath. “You” — she jabbed a finger at Nanette — “take this firstie to the healers.”
She rounded on Penny. “And you, report to Lady Damia at once. Now!”
Nanette helped Lillian to stand, carefully concealing her private glee. It had worked! She hadn’t known precisely what would happen, but she’d been certain something would.
And now to see where the pieces fall, she thought. If everything worked as planned, she’d have a window of opportunity. If not… she’d think of something else. And no one can ever blame it on me.

Chapter 9

It was nearly an hour before Nanette was able to return to the bedroom, an hour spent watching as the healers poked and prodded at Lillian and then escorting the younger girl back to her room. She was tempted to stay longer, but she couldn’t be seen in a younger girl’s dorm. Her dormmates would say all sorts of things, mostly complete nonsense. The rumours of favouritism wouldn’t do her any good after the older girl graduated.
And I won’t be here in a couple of weeks, if not less, Nanette thought, as she pushed the door open and stepped into the bedroom. Lillian will have to make do with what I can give her before then.
She frowned. Penny was lying on the bed, tears staining her eyes. It was brutally obvious she’d been caned. Nanette felt a stab of sympathy that surprised her. Penny might have done something that deserved something more than a slap on the wrist, but she hadn’t been quite in her right mind. The suggestions had pushed her into lashing out at her rival before she could realise just how bad an idea it was.
“I’m grounded,” Penny said. Her breath came in fits and starts. “I… I’m grounded.”
Good, Nanette thought. She pasted a concerned expression on her face. “You’re stuck in this room?”
“No more flying for the rest of the term,” Penny said. “I… I won’t get to impress the guests.”
Nanette pretended to think about it. “But you could still claim the credit for planning the display, couldn’t you?”
Penny shot her a look that suggested she’d said something stupid. “Do you think anyone will give me the credit?”
“If you’re the one who planned the display,” Nanette argued, “they can hardly tell everyone they did it.”
“Yeah,” Penny said. “They just won’t mention it. I have to blow my own trumpet and… and I can’t.”
“I see.” Nanette opened the drawer and searched for the soothing lotion. “Why don’t you ask someone to do it for you?”
“And precisely who do you think is going to risk giving up their share of the credit?” Penny took the jar and started to apply the lotion to her backside. “My team? They’ll be pretending they don’t know me. The other teams? Get real. They’ll be promoting themselves, not me.”
Nanette smiled. “Ask Lillian.”
Penny stared at her. “Are you out of your mind?”
“No,” Nanette said. “Think about it. Lillian has every reason to want you to suffer, right? So her telling everyone you planned the display will look good, right? And you can play it up, later, as you trying to apologise for losing your temper and hurting her. Nearly killing her. You do owe her more than just a written apology, so… you can claim you’re giving her some patronage. And so on.”
Penny didn’t look convinced. “You think she’d do it for me?”
“I’d urge her to do it,” Nanette said. Things might just work out better than she’d hoped. If nothing else, it would be embarrassing — afterwards — for Penny to withdraw her patronage or cheat the younger girl. The community might not give much of a damn about Lillian, but they’d take note of a patron who tried to weasel out of her commitments. “And you would find a way to reward her, wouldn’t you?”
She smiled. “So you can’t fly yourself. So what? You can still show off your spellwork.”
Penny frowned as she forced herself to stand. “I’m not even allowed to talk to the team.”
“So have Lillian carry messages,” Nanette said, patiently. “And if someone complains, you can say you’re trying to make it up to her.”
“Hah.” Penny took off her dress and headed for the washroom. “Do you think that’ll work?”
“It should,” Nanette said. She winced at the marks on Penny’s backside. The gym mistress had caned the back of her legs, as well as her buttocks. She knew from experience that was extra painful. “Yes, you did something stupid. Yes, you deserved to get thrashed. But… you have a chance to show you can learn from experience, that you can recover from your mistakes. And it will work out in your favour.”
Penny turned and gave her a shy smile. “Do you think so?”
“Yes,” Nanette said. “And I’ll help you.”
She smiled, coldly, as Penny stepped into the washroom and closed the door behind her. It had worked. Penny and Nanette would remain within the school during the flying display, while practically everyone else was in the Silent Woods. And they’d see more than they expected, when the different pieces of spellwork started to interact. Nanette allowed her smile to grow wider as she studied the parchments. Lillian would serve as the go-between, if Nanette asked, giving Nanette a chance to switch the parchments around. It didn’t matter if she told everyone Penny had done the work or not. It might be better, afterwards, if no one was quite sure who to blame.
A shame Penny isn’t someone worse, Nanette thought. It would be a lot easier to set her up to take the fall.
The thought bothered her. She’d have had no qualms about landing Ophelia in the cesspit. Framing the girl for something awful would’ve been fun. She’d have deserved it, even if the deception hadn’t lasted long enough to get the girl in real trouble. But Penny… wasn’t so bad. She was an aristo, and haughty enough to deserve some comeuppance, but she wasn’t an outright villain. She might even have been a good friend, if things had been different.
Lillian wouldn’t agree, Nanette reminded herself. A person can be both hero and villain at the same time.
She started to work through the spellwork, wishing she could write her work down. She didn’t dare. The rooms weren’t closely monitored, but someone — perhaps even Penny — would wonder why she was writing out scenarios that would inevitably lead to disaster. She wondered, briefly, if she could do the work outside the school, then dismissed the thought. The risk was simply too great. She’d just have to improvise.
Penny stepped out of the washroom, towelling herself off. Nanette glanced up and stared. Penny was stunning. Stripped of her uniform, her hair hanging in ringlets over a perfectly-toned body, she was… Nanette looked away, hastily. The mission was too important to risk any sort of emotional entanglement. She concentrated, pushing the feelings into a small box and locking them away. Penny was going to hate her, when all was said and done. There was nothing she could do about that, not now. She’d been manipulating the girl from day one.
“I was thinking we’d start with a basic series of loops,” Penny said. Her voice was muffled as she pulled a new dress over her head. “And then go into a flying dance routine.”
“So I see.” Nanette didn’t dare look up until Penny was properly dressed. “You’re going to be dancing on air.”
“And teasing the boys with a chance to look up our dresses,” Penny said. “They’re going to be disappointed.”
Nanette gave her a sharp look. “You have a filthy mind.”
“You’ve never seen the way some boys look at you?” Penny smirked, as if she’d realised something important. “They can’t help it.”
“So they say.” Nanette kept her face expressionless, even as alarm bells went off inside her head. It was quite easy to manipulate someone who was attracted to you. It was how she’d manipulated Penny. Was it a coincidence or was she hinting she’d realised what Nanette was doing? “All the blood flows out of their heads and goes somewhere else.”
Penny’s smirk grew wider. “Have you seen a naked boy?”
“No.” Nanette pretended to be shocked. “I’m not supposed to see a naked man until my wedding night.”
“I suppose they wouldn’t want you to get scared and run away,” Penny said. “That would be awkward, wouldn’t it?”
“Yeah.” Nanette had to smile. She hoped someone took the time to explain the facts of life to Nadine before her wedding night. The mundane aristocracy liked keeping their daughters in ignorance for reasons that made no sense to her. She’d once read an anatomy textbook that concealed more than it revealed. And one glance at the diagram had been enough to tell her the writer was an idiot. “I suppose it would upset people.”
She studied the parchments for a long moment. “You work on precisely what you want to happen, then we’ll check and recheck the spells before putting them together,” she said, as the dinner bell rang. “Are you meant to stay here?”
“Outside class, yes. They’ll bring my dinner on a tray.” Penny shook her head. “They didn’t say I’d lose my badge, but…”
“Make it up to Lillian,” Nanette advised. “I’ll talk to her, convince her to help. You can make everything up to her and show you’ve learnt something.”
“Fine,” Penny said.
Nanette gave the girl a hug, then turned and left the room. The corridors were still deserted, only a handful of students hurrying through the dorms. The majority of the older girls were eating in Pendle or practicing their flying for the display. Nanette snorted at the thought as she made her way down the stairs and into the dining room. She didn’t really blame the older girls for eating out. The school’s food wasn’t bad, but it was bland.
Lillian came over to her as she sat down. “Can I get you something?”
“Just a regular tray, please,” Nanette said. The younger girl looked fully recovered. Her classmates wouldn’t mock her for being hexed by an older girl, not when there was no way any of them could have done better. “And I need to talk to you afterwards. Meet me in the library.”
“As long as she’s not around.” Lillian seemed astonished at her own daring. “Where is she?”
“Grounded.” Nanette allowed herself a tight smile. “She was heavily punished.”
“Good.” Lillian retreated, then returned with a tray. “I’ll see you afterwards.”
Nanette nodded, then started to eat. The meat pie was bland, as if the cook had forgotten to add salt or any seasoning to the mix. She ate it anyway, rolling her eyes at the students muttering complaints about the food. There were plenty of spells that could be used to change the flavour, if they thought to try. It wasn’t as if the pie was charmed against transfiguration. They could change the flavour effortlessly…
And no one ever thought to try, she mused. Why the hell not?
She mulled it over as she finished her meal, put the tray to one side and headed for the door. Laughter puzzled her. It was familiar enough for the differences to be disconcerting. The lack of boys gave vent to everything from boyish behaviour to student pashes that were both harmless and deadly serious. And the girls were encouraged to think of themselves as sisters, standing together against a hostile world. Nanette snorted in irritation. In her experience, sisterhood — and brotherhood — only lasted as long as it was convenient. Penny wouldn’t hesitate to sell her down the river if she thought she’d come out ahead.
They say the Sisterhood is the secret power behind the thrones, she reminded herself. She’d studied the legends, while her wrist was being repaired. The Sisterhood claimed immense power and influence, but… if that were true, she was sure she’d have seen more signs of its presence. It was far more likely it was simply a quarrel writ large, an association of magicians who just happened to be female. But does it really have enough influence to matter?
The librarian gave her a sharp look as she walked into the library. Nanette did her best to ignore it, although — as soon as Lillian arrived — she took the younger girl back down the corridor and into a deserted classroom. There was no point in irritating the librarians, not when she needed access to the library. She didn’t think she could be banned from the chamber completely, but there was no point in taking chances. She was all too aware she was running out of time.
“I didn’t realise she’d do that,” she said, when they were alone. “How are you feeling?”
Lillian grimaced. “My dormmates were full of sympathy. It was… unreal.”
“They’re smart enough to know you didn’t stand a chance,” Nanette said. “What she did was cruel.”
She patted Lillian’s shoulder, awkwardly. She couldn’t think of any firstie who could beat a fifth-year student in combat. Emily had beaten her — she admitted it was true, even though she didn’t want to — but she’d cheated. What sort of person would turn a Death Viper into a weapon? And besides, there were only three years between Emily and herself. There were at least five between Lillian and Penny.
But Emily did kill a necromancer, she reminded herself. Necromancers were dangerously insane, yet extremely powerful. I wish I knew how she did it.
“I know.” Lillian looked up at her. “Are you still going to mentor me?”
“Yes,” Nanette lied. The die would be cast on Saturday. She’d flee the school on Sunday, win or lose. “And Penny is going to help you too.”
Lillian tensed. “Help me? Her?”
“She has to make it up to you, somehow,” Nanette pointed out, patiently. “And giving you some extra help will go a long way towards it.”
“And what happens if I refuse?” Lillian sounded reluctant. “I don’t want anything from her.”
Of course not, Nanette thought. She knew how she would have reacted if someone suggested she play nice with Ophelia. The wretched girl hadn’t tried to kill her. Penny nearly killed you.
“She does have quite a bit to offer,” Nanette said, instead. She felt a pang of guilt, which she ruthlessly pushed aside. “And you could ask for something you want in return for letting her help you.”
Lillian frowned. “Like what?”
“She could teach you how to duel,” Nanette said. “Or she could teach you how to fit into society. Or she could simply introduce you to powerful people who could do favours for you.”
“Really?” Lillian didn’t sound convinced. “I had the impression she wasn’t that important.”
“She’s Deputy Head Girl and will be Head Girl next year,” Nanette said. She rather suspected that wouldn’t be true. “No matter her origins, being Head Girl will open doors for her. She’ll have an apprenticeship, she’d graduate… and she’ll be in position to help you by the time you graduate. And she’ll be grateful if you let her kiss your ass a little right now.”
Lillian blushed. “Kiss my ass?”
“Old saying,” Nanette said. “The ass you kick on the way up may be the one you have to kiss on the way down.”
“Oh.” Lillian giggled. “I don’t think she’ll kiss my ass.”
“Not literally,” Nanette agreed. She leaned back in her chair and spread out her hands. “It’s like this. She screwed up, big time. It’s knocked her down a peg or two. She may continue to fall unless she finds a way to slow and stop the fall. If you let her help you now, showing she’s learnt her lesson, she’ll reward you when she’s climbed back up again.”
“I see, I think,” Lillian said. “And how do I know she’ll reward me?”
“Because it’s in her self-interest to reward you,” Nanette said. “If she cheats you, everyone will know she cheated you. They’ll never trust her again, no matter what she offers. She might not care about you, one way or the other, but she’ll care about her reputation. She’ll want to repair it… she does want to repair it.”
“And you think she can do it by kissing my ass,” Lillian said. “It doesn’t make sense.”
“That’s because you’re not thinking like her,” Nanette said. “Or the greater community.”
She grinned. “Look at it this way. There’s a man — a handsome man — who’s married to a friend of yours. He cheats on the friend with another friend and gets divorced. You think he’s really handsome, but would you marry him? Of course not. A cheater who cheats is always a cheater, a betrayer who betrays is always a betrayer… it’s not easy to like a betrayer, even if he betrays in your favour. You’ll always be wondering when it’s your turn to get betrayed.”
“And you think they’d care if she betrayed me?” Lillian snorted. “I’m a commoner.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Nanette assured her. She could tell Lillian hadn’t done much socialising outside her dorm. “They’ll look at patterns of behaviour. A person who betrays once, whatever the motive, might betray again. Safer to deal with someone who hasn’t betrayed anyone. And believe me, Penny knows it.”
“Very well.” Lillian held up a hand. “But I want you to be there too.”
“Of course.” Nanette grinned. She’d happily play messenger if it meant she got to rewrite the messages a little. Neither of the other girls would suspect anything until it was far too late. “I’m sure it will work out for you.”
She chattered to Lillian until Lights Out, then returned to the bedroom. Penny was already asleep, tossing and turning under the blanket. Her desk was covered with parchments, each one outlining part of the planned flying display. Nanette studied them for a moment, then undressed and clambered into bed. She had a week — just under a week — to finalise her plans, then place a knife in Penny’s back. She regretted it, even though she was fairly sure Penny would escape blame. The investigation would reveal the truth. And she’d have to be well away from the school by the time the penny dropped.
And if this goes wrong, she thought as she closed her eyes, I’m dead.

Chapter 10

“You have to give the papers to Betty,” Nanette said, calmly. “And make sure she understands she’s to use them.”
“I understand,” Lillian said. “I won’t mess up.”
Nanette nodded, dismissing the younger girl. The last week had been hectic, the student body consumed with a growing sense of excitement as the time for the flying display drew ever nearer. Penny might have been grounded — and Nanette was banned from the display anyway — but that didn’t keep her from running around like a headless chicken, constantly checking and rechecking her spellwork until the final hour. Nanette hadn’t expected it to be quite so hard to make the tiny changes, before convoying the documents to Lillian. She’d had fewer problems caused by people who actually were trying to stop her.
She smiled, coldly, as she made her way back to the bedroom. The morning had been spent in the hall, watching a series of speeches from former students who’d become important after graduating. Some of them she knew by reputation; others were complete strangers. She had no way to know if they really were as powerful and influential as they claimed, but it was quite hard to fool magicians. A person who lacked competence would reveal herself very quickly. Even the least amongst the teachers was an expert in her field.
Penny was lying on her bed when she entered, trying to look nonchalant. “Did they mention me?”
Nanette shook her head. “No. Were they meant to?”
“No, but… you never know,” Penny said. She waved a hand at the stone walls. “Out there, they’re heading down to watch the display. And they won’t know my team is following my plan.”
“Lillian will tell them.” Nanette had a feeling Penny was going to regret everyone knowing her name. “Don’t worry about it.”
She glanced at the clock. The display was scheduled to begin precisely at two o’clock. Half an hour to go. Her mouth felt dry. She didn’t dare start until the school was nearly empty. Once she started, she was committed. She snorted. She’d been committed from the moment she’d turned Nadine into a goldfish and taken her place. There was no way she could play the innocent, if she were caught. People would want to know how and why she’d done it.
“I do worry about it.” Penny stood and paced the room. “I… how can you be so calm?”
Nanette patted the bed beside her, inviting Penny to sit. “It doesn’t matter that much to me,” she said. “You did all the work.”
Penny eyed her, darkly. “Do you really think it doesn’t matter?”
“There’s nothing you can do about it now, is there?” Nanette smiled, dryly. Outside, she could hear feet pounding down the corridor. “All you can do is wait and see.”
Penny sat, reluctantly. “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “I just wish I could see.”
Nanette wrapped an arm around her shoulder, feeling the girl relax as the seconds ticked on. She understood Penny’s frustrations, although she didn’t share them. Lillian could try to tell the guests that Penny had prepared the spells, but it wouldn’t be the same. Her teammates would steal most of the credit and there was no way to stop it. And afterwards… her lips quirked. Penny might be better off not being credited with anything.
She felt another pang of guilt as she ran her hand down Penny’s back. She didn’t have to put the plan into action, did she? She could run and hide, but… there was no point. Cloak had her over a barrel. And even if he didn’t… she wanted — needed — revenge. She’d do whatever she had to do, betray whoever she must, if it gave her a clear shot at Emily. She wouldn’t just kill the girl. She’d burn down everything she’d created and dance on the ashes before cutting her throat.
Penny shifted. “I’m sorry you’re trapped with me.”
“I’m not.” Nanette turned her head towards Penny. “I like being with you.”
Their lips touched, lightly. Nanette felt a flush of pleasure as Penny’s arms went up and around, holding her close. It was tempting, so tempting, to just relax into the touch, to spend the next few hours making out instead of doing something — anything — else. But time was rapidly running out. The diversion was about to go into effect. And… if she was caught in the school, after the chaos faded, she was dead.
Penny sighed, pressing against her as Nanette triggered the spell. Her body seemed to soften, then sag to the bed. Her eyes were open, but glazed. Nanette breathed a sigh of relief as Penny succumbed to the compulsion. She’d steadily — and subtly — weakened Penny’s mental defences over the past few weeks, but it had been impossible to tell how well she’d done until she tried to take control. Now… Penny was hers. The entranced girl favoured her with a pleasant smile, her mind elsewhere. Nanette hoped she was happy, wherever she was. She wouldn’t enjoy her return to the real world.
Time to go, she thought, as she glanced at the clock. The school was silent. The entire population would be in the arena, watching the display. There’s no point in hanging around.
She opened her trunk, removed her knapsack, checked to make sure the second copy of Lamplighter’s Lines was where she’d left it and looked down at Penny. The girl’s lips were twitching, as if she were kissing an invisible face. Nanette smiled, trying to ignore the gnawing guilt. The first time she’d used the spell, she’d had a volunteer. Now…
“Stand up,” she ordered, quietly. In her entranced state, Penny shouldn’t be able to resist. “Come with me.”
Penny moved like a drunkard, her arms swinging around as if she were trying to dance or fight. Nanette took her hand and guided her to the door, then into the empty corridor. She listened for a moment, just to make sure she couldn’t hear anyone, before steering Penny down the corridor and up the flight of stairs. Penny seemed to glide through the air, unbalancing with every third or fourth step. Nanette started to tighten her grip before she caught herself and cast a levitation spell. If she squeezed too tightly, if she brought Penny out of the trance, she’d know something was wrong.
She felt nervous as they half-stumbled, half-glided towards the library. The wards didn’t bar their passing. Penny’s mere presence was enough to subvert wards that would have balked at Nanette alone. Nanette smiled, then unlocked the door and steered Penny into the library. The chamber appeared deserted, but… she ordered Penny to stay put as she checked the stalls and the librarian’s office. She didn’t have to subvert those wards to confirm the chamber was empty. The library felt eerie as she turned back to Penny. She thought she saw things lurking in the shadows, hiding at the corner of her eye. She blinked, and they were gone.
The wards must be having an effect on me, she thought. She’d seen stranger things, a long way from human civilisation. Or perhaps they’re trying to drive me out.
Her lips quirked. Wards weren’t very smart. It wasn’t easy to fool them, but it could be done. Even wards linked to wardmasters could be circumvented, if one put enough thought and magic into the process. The magicians couldn’t respond to alarms if the alarms never sounded. She silently thanked Aurelius for her lessons as she walked back to Penny. The girl’s hands were encircling the air, hugging an invisible friend. She was deeply entranced.
“Penny,” she said, quietly. “Open the restricted section.”
Penny stumbled forward. Nanette braced herself, knowing she might have to start running at any second. It was easy to give simple directions to the entranced girl, but more complex orders might defeat the enchantment. She wished, suddenly, it was as simple as getting a password out of her and using it to defeat the wards. That would have been easy. She could have entranced Penny, taken the password and then put her to sleep before raiding the library. As it was… she had no idea how the wards would react if she stunned Penny. There was a very good chance they’d raise the alarm.
She watched, feeling dirty, as Penny opened the section. The cage doors swung open, wards parting as they sensed an authorised user. Nanette gently pushed Penny forward, following her into the cage. The books seemed to look back at her in disapproval, their spines sparkling with wards that would do everything from colour her hands if she so much as looked at them funny to freeze her in place or turn her into a rat. Her eyes narrowed as they wandered the shelves, picking out Lamplighter’s Lines. The book was rare, but it wasn’t that rare. There were books on the shelves in front of her that were worth a great deal more. She was tempted to try to steal them instead, despite the risk. It seemed a lot of trouble for one book.
The notes must be very important, she thought, as she ordered Penny to remove the book and carry it out of the cage. The girl obeyed, a blissful — and creepy — smile on her face. What are they?
Penny started to lower her hand, threatening to drop the book. Nanette caught it, placed it on the nearest desk and ordered Penny to sit in the corner. The enchantment would keep her in her fantasy world. She sat down, opened the knapsack and removed the second copy. The spells seemed confused as she put the books together, spine to spine. She gritted her teeth, then began the transference spell. The wards shimmered around her, as if they weren’t quite sure what to make of it. She hoped they didn’t decide to raise the alarm.
There’s only one book keyed to the security spells, she told herself. And that’s all the wards need to keep them happy.
She concentrated, holding the security spell in her mind as she transferred it from one book to the other. It was a relatively simple enchantment, simple enough to make it difficult to fool. She could have overpowered it in an instant, or simply torn it away from the books, but that would definitely have set off alarms. Sweat prickled down her back as she guided the spell forward, holding it together as she moved it to the other book. She held her breath as the enchantment took root. If it failed…
The spell solidified, again. Nanette sat back in her chair, breathing a sigh of relief. As far as the wards were concerned, the second copy had become the first copy. No, it had always been the first copy. She took a moment to centre herself, then carefully separated the books and placed the school’s copy on top of her bag. It wouldn’t do to mix them up, not now. She smiled at the thought as she looked at Penny. She’d gone too far to be stopped. And she was damned if she was going to be defeated by her own stupidity.
She picked up the school’s copy and flicked through it. Whoever had owned the book had written a lot of notes, but none of them seemed particularly new or insightful. Nanette had read newer books covering the same points, presenting them as long-established facts rather than new discoveries. She didn’t see anything new, certainly nothing that appeared unique. The whole mission struck her as pointless. There were definitely darker — and more interesting — books in the cage.
But it’s what he wanted me to do. Nanette looked at her repaired wrist. And he paid for it.
“Penny,” she said. “Come here.”
The enchanted girl ambled forward, swinging her hips in a ludicrously sexy manner. Nanette wondered, idly, what she was seeing. Or where she thought she was. The enchantment didn’t force its victim into a specific scenario. Instead, it guided the target into crafting their own reality. It worked, if only because the victim didn’t want to look away. Their own mind filled in the gaps. Penny was trapped, and would remain so until she fell asleep or was shocked back to reality. Nanette watched her, carefully, as Penny took the copy. The moment she fell asleep, the spell would collapse.
“Put the book back on the shelf,” she ordered. “And then close the cage.”
Her heart beat like a drum as Penny drifted back into the cage. The alarm would be raised, sooner or later, but she wanted to put as much distance as possible between herself and the school before the staff realised something was wrong. And they would, if Nanette was still in the library when Penny fell asleep. The wards weren’t supposed to allow Nanette to enter without the Deputy Head Girl.
Good thing they didn’t demote Penny when she blasted Lillian, Nanette thought. That might have been awkward.
She watched Penny gliding back out of the cage, her hands moving in a manner that that suggested she was unsure of whether or not she had a purpose. They moved in fits and starts, starting to drop to her sides before being raised again to carry out her orders. Nanette smiled as the cage door closed, feeling a flicker of victory. She’d transferred the spell, put the copy in the original’s place, and now…
“Sit down and enjoy yourself,” she ordered. She didn’t need Penny any longer. The girl could lose herself completely in her fantasy if she wished. “And don’t go to sleep.”
A dull alert flickered through the wards. Nanette tensed, expecting to feel magic crackling around her at any second. But nothing happened. It took her a moment to realise the diversion had finally gone into effect. She glanced at the clock, noting it had taken longer than she’d expected for her hacking to work. The flyers had cast the spells in the wrong order, creating a whole new framework of magic. She wasn’t sure if it would kill anyone — it depended on how quickly the staff and guests reacted — but she was certain it was a display they’d never forget. And Penny was lucky not to be there.
She scooped up the stolen book and shoved it into her knapsack. The clock ticked faster now. It wouldn’t take long for the staff to realise what had happened and come looking for Penny. Once they found her, they’d realise she’d been enchanted and start looking for the enchantress. Nanette hoped they’d check Nadine’s suite in Pendle. The aristo brat didn’t deserve to spend the rest of her life as a goldfish. Probably. If nothing else, the experience would probably teach her a lesson or two.
A surge of magic flashed behind her. She sensed it, too late. A hex slammed into her back, blowing her right across the room. She cursed her mistake as she hit the far wall and crashed to the floor. She’d lowered her protections when she’d enchanted Penny. It had been the only way to do it, but she hadn’t thought to rebuild them when she’d left the bedroom. She could have kicked herself. Making that sort of mistake at Mountaintop was just asking to be hexed, or forced to act like a buffoon, or turned into a frog.
And the alert snapped Penny out of it, she thought numbly. The impact had jarred her badly enough to make it hard to focus. A desk floated into the air and threw itself at her. She tried to dodge, too late. She felt her arm break — again — as the desk struck her. Good thing she’s not thinking too clearly either.
“You…”
Penny threw a wave of magic at her. Nanette felt herself lifted into the air and pressed against the wall. She forced herself to think, to try to muster a countercharm, as Penny advanced. Her blonde hair was billowing around her, as if it were caught in a storm; her eyes flashed anger and murder and a guilt Nanette didn’t understand. She’d never looked more beautiful. And terrifying.
She’ll set off the alarms if she does something more dangerous, Nanette thought. It looked as if Penny didn’t want to really hurt her. That was going to change. She’d seen one girl hex another girl into a bloody mass for cheating on her and… and what she’d done to Penny was far worse. She couldn’t have been angrier if Nanette had slipped her a lust potion and then had sex with her. All she has to do is aim at the wall and fire.
“What did you do to me?” Penny raised a hand. The pressure on Nanette’s ribs started to grow. “What did you do?”
Nanette found herself speechless. There was no good answer she could give. The confusion in Penny’s eyes was the only thing standing between her and death. She wasn’t sure what was real and what was part of the fantasy, not yet. It would take time for the disconnect between wherever she thought she’d been — and where she was — to settle. But it wouldn’t take long. Wherever Penny had been, it wasn’t the library.
“What did you do?” Penny’s voice rang with betrayal. “What did you do?”
“I…” Nanette started to gather herself to cast a counterspell. It might set off the alarms, but Penny was going to do that anyway in a moment. “I gave you what you wanted, and you…”
Penny’s magic grew, pressing Nanette harder and harder against the wall…
… And then she crumpled to the floor as someone hexed her in the back. The magic vanished a second later. Nanette fell to the ground, her legs buckling. And…
“Nadine,” Lillian said. “What happened?”

Chapter 11

That’s why Emily does it, Nanette thought, numbly. She was in pain, terrible pain, but… she forced herself to get to her feet. She helps people and they help her in return.
“The spells went wrong,” Lillian said. “The flyers started dropping out of the skies! Did she do it?”
Nanette felt an odd pang as she muttered a pair of healing spells. It wasn’t safe to heal herself, but no one else was going to do it for her. Lillian didn’t have the training and Penny… she stared down at the girl. Lillian had saved her. And yet… she’d turned against the school. She didn’t know it, but she’d turned against the school. She’d be in real trouble when the staff figured out what she’d done. Just as Frieda had been expelled…
She felt guilty as she raised her eyes to study the younger girl. The guilt gnawed at her, tearing at her soul even though she knew she should be grateful. She’d copied Emily’s tactic and it had worked out. Lillian had saved her, at the cost of destroying her schooling. She might get the blame… she might be blamed, even if they interrogated her under truth spells or probed her mind until they’d uncovered and explored every last one of her secrets. The school would want a scapegoat and Lillian, poor common-born Lillian, was the best candidate. And she’d only tried to help.
I could take her with me, Nanette thought. She dismissed the idea almost as soon as she had it. Lillian seemed to have had a happier home than either herself or Frieda. She wouldn’t want to go on the run, let alone tie herself to a shadowy magician with uncertain motives. Nanette knew she was committed. Lillian didn’t have to be. Not yet. She doesn’t deserve it.
“I’m sorry,” she said, quietly.
Lillian blinked. “Sorry for what?”
Nanette shaped a charm and cast it. Lillian crumpled to the floor as her muscles went limp. She wouldn’t be able to do anything more than breathe for the next few hours, unless someone applied the countercharm. Nanette stared down at her, feeling pang after pang of bitter guilt. She’d proven Lillian’s innocence — she’d hardly attack a co-conspirator — at the cost of the younger girl’s regard. Emily never lost that regard. But then, Emily had never had to smack one of her admirers down.
“Listen carefully,” she said. It wasn’t as if Lillian could do anything else. “Tell them, when they come, to go to my suite in town. And pay special attention to the goldfish.”
She took a breath. “And… and I owe you something,” she added. Magicians had to acknowledge — and repay — their debt, even renegades like herself. “I’ll make it up to you somehow. I promise.”
Lillian stared at her, tears forming in her eyes. She couldn’t move, but… she knew she’d been betrayed. Nanette looked away, unable to take it any longer. She picked up her knapsack, looked around the library to make sure there were no clues suggesting she’d opened the cage and headed for the door. Penny’s memories would be useless, she told herself. She’d been trapped in a fantasy world, unaware of what her body had been doing. She wouldn’t know what she’d been made to do.
I’m sorry, Nanette thought again. If things had been different…
She broke into a run as she closed the door. The staff would be clearing up the mess, healing the wounded… and then coming for her. She had to get out of the building before it was too late. The thought mocked her as she ran, reminding her she might have been happy at Laughter. She understood the school, she understood the students and how to manipulate them… she could have been on top. And yet, she couldn’t have hoped to maintain the deception for long. If someone who knew Nadine turned up…
The main staircase gaped open in front of her. She hurled herself down it to the entrance hall. The building still felt deserted, but she thought she could hear an angry mob behind her. She would be expelled… she almost laughed at the thought. Impersonating a student, sabotaging a flying display, enchanting another student, stealing a book… it was going to be hard to get a job with a record like that! They’d expel her… no, they’d kill her. The best she could hope for, if they caught and exposed her, was slavery. She doubted they’d be so kind.
She braced herself, then ran through the door and into the courtyard. The sound of shouting grew louder, echoing from the rear of the school. Flickers of magic darted through the air, suggesting that her diversion was still working. She was surprised no one had dismissed the spell by now. They could have defeated it simply by casting a series of cancelation spells until all the spellwork came apart. Perhaps it still held some of the flyers within its grasp. They’d be a little more careful if lives were at stake.
The courtyard was empty. She was surprised it wasn’t heaving with horses, carriages and everything else, before remembering the guests could either teleport or fly. She ran through the gate and down the road, feeling oddly uneasy as she hurried towards Pendle. A trio of climbers — teenage boys — were clambering up the rocks to the school, trying to blend into the stone as she ran past. Nanette remembered something Penny had told her, about local boys trying to sneak into the school on a dare, and snorted. They probably expected her to hex them in passing. She ignored them instead. They weren’t her problem.
And they might confuse any searchers, she thought, as she passed through the last ward. They might not think to look for me.
She stopped and turned to look at the school. It stood against the sunlight, somehow both welcoming and sinister. She could see figures flying around the spires, witches looking for… someone. They probably didn’t know — yet — just who they were looking for, but they knew something had gone wrong. She felt another pang of sympathy for the boys — they’d picked a bad day to test the defences — as she mustered a teleport spell. There was nothing to be gained by hanging around, not now. Lillian would tell the staff about Nadine and…
Nanette closed her eyes, cast a pair of confusion spells, and teleported. The safehouse — a small building in Beneficence, where she’d lived while her wrist was being rebuilt — loomed in front of her when she opened her eyes. She breathed a sigh of relief — they wouldn’t be able to follow her, not now — and hurried into the house. The wards twanged, sending a message to their master. She wondered, as she walked into the kitchen and sat down, just where Cloak lived. The safehouse wasn’t his home, just a place he could put her while she prepared for the mission. She opened her bag, put the book on the table and flicked through the pages. She seemed to have gone to a lot of trouble for a book that was hardly worth it. It made no sense.
Cloak arrived, an hour later. “You did well,” he said. “What do you think?”
“I feel dirty,” Nanette confessed. She had few qualms about manipulating and cheating people who thought themselves her betters, but… Penny and Lillian hadn’t been bad people, merely in the wrong place at the wrong time. “Why did you want the book?”
“I didn’t,” Cloak said.
Nanette stared at him. “This… this was some kind of test?”
“No.” Cloak seemed unmoved by her anger. “I wanted you to put the second copy in the school. And that’s what you did.”
“But…” Nanette shook her head. “I could have just slipped the book onto the shelves and vanished again. I…”
“No,” Cloak said. “The important thing is that the book is within the wards — and they don’t know it. As far as they know, you stole nothing.”
Nanette looked at the book on the table. “I…”
Cloak sat down. “What did you think Aurelius was grooming you for?”
He went on before she could muster an answer. “He wanted an agent, a person who could go places he couldn’t go and carry out his orders… whatever they happened to be. There’s no room in that for doubts or scruples. He wanted someone who was ready to lie, cheat and steal on his behalf, to manipulate and seduce and blackmail her way across the Allied Lands, all in the service of a greater cause.”
“And Emily killed him,” Nanette snarled. “I’ll see her dead for that.”
“Perhaps you will,” Cloak agreed. “But, for the moment, you’ll keep your oaths to me.”
Nanette lowered her eyes. She’d sold herself to him. There was no point in trying to deny it — or the simple fact he could swat her in an instant, if she turned against him. “Yeah.”
Cloak picked up the book. “Get some rest,” he said. “You can have the next few days to recuperate. Explore the city a bit more, if you like. And then you’re going to Swanhaven.”
“Swanhaven?” Nanette had seen the Zangarian barony on a map, bordering Cockatrice and only a few short miles from Beneficence, but she’d never visited. “What’s there?”
“A spark,” Cloak said. “And you’re going to fan it into an inferno.”

Epilogue

It was traditional, Lady Damia had discovered when she’d joined the staff, for the teachers to meet their gentleman callers in Pendle, rather than allowing them to visit the school. The tradition had never made sense to her — the girls knew the facts of life perfectly well — but she had to admit it provided cover for other activities, activities that would incur the wrath of the headmistress if she ever found out. Damia respected the older woman — and admired her — but her thinking could be quite limited at times. The school had a responsibility to the wider community as well as the sisterhood alone.
Master Lucknow raised his hand as she entered the inn, beckoning her to join him in his room. There was a certain irony there, Damia knew; he was about as interested in women as she was interested in men. But better to let them think it was a romantic meeting of the minds than a private chat about recent events. The headmistresses might let it pass, if she found out the truth, or she might demand Damia leave the school. And she didn’t want to leave the school.
“I swear,” she said, as they entered the room. “This place gets dingier every year.”
“There’s a bed,” Master Lucknow said. He cast a series of privacy spells, each one more complicated than the last. “And that’s all people want from a shithole like this.”
He sat on the bed, resting his hands on his knees. “I understand you had some excitement…?”
“That’s one way of putting it.” Damia sat on the hard, wooden chair. It wasn’t particularly comfortable, but she was fairly sure the bed would give her fleas — or something worse — if sat on the mattress. “And it just makes no sense.”
She ticked off points on her fingers as she spoke. “We had an intruder,” she said. “This intruder, who remains unidentified, replaced Lady Nadine of Hightower. The unfortunate girl was turned into a goldfish and left here, in Pendle, while the replacement sneaked into the school, enchanted another student, sabotaged the flying display and vanished. We didn’t even put the pieces together until hours after she was gone.”
“Ouch.” Master Lucknow stared at his hands. “Is Nadine alive?”
“She was a goldfish for a month,” Damia said. “She’s back to normal, but… a little traumatised by her experience. The healers think she’ll be having nightmares for a long time to come. Thankfully, she seems to have picked up a kind of glamour from the whole affair. The other girls aren’t being horrid to her.”
She ran her hand through her long hair. “We still haven’t figured out the point of the whole exercise.”
Master Lucknow considered it. “Nadine’s father is an important political figure in Zangaria,” he said. “The whole affair could have been designed to embarrass him — or her.”
“Perhaps,” Damia agreed. “It’s also possible that Penny — the enchanted girl — was the target. Or someone was trying to discredit the school. Or… maybe something went wrong and the intruder had to retreat without completing her mission. Penny did break out of her enchantment. Whatever she was trying to do…”
“You don’t know,” Master Lucknow said. “Just because you haven’t seen it doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”
Damia shot him a sharp look. “I can work that out for myself, thank you,” she said, unkindly. “Point is, everything she did, all the motives we can imagine… she could have done it without risking herself so drastically. It makes no sense. The planning alone would have required a quite remarkable degree of insight into Nadine’s schedules.”
“Which might help us to figure out who was behind it,” Master Lucknow pointed out.
“Apparently, one of Nadine’s former tutors vanished shortly after she left for school,” Damia said. “If that’s a coincidence, I’ll give up magic for good.”
She winced, inwardly. The reports had suggested Nadine was a brat. Damia had braced herself for entitlement, for an attitude that would rapidly make Nadine one of the most detested girls in school. It had been almost a relief to discover she wasn’t that bratty. She’d even helped a common-born girl against her tormentors. Damia knew she’d made a mistake. She should have noted the disparity and looked closer. But she’d been too relieved to ask more questions.
“We think the idea was to embarrass someone,” she said. She didn’t pretend to understand Zangarian politics, or mundane politics in general, but she knew they were important. “And yet, there were easier and simpler ways to embarrass Nadine, Penny, or Laughter itself without so much risk.”
“So we are left with a mystery,” Master Lucknow mused. “And one that may never be solved.”
“We have to solve it,” Damia said. Nadine, Penny, and Lillian had all been blameless. She was sure of that, after weeks of intensive interrogation. But none of them could shed light on what the intruder actually wanted. The whole exercise seemed pointless. “If the intruder managed to get into our school and… fit in, at least until she went to work… what is she going to do next?”
“I don’t know,” Master Lucknow said. “But I think we might be about to find out.”
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