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    Prologue I

    THE WHITE CITY FELT... DIFFERENT.

    Gordian, Grandmaster of Whitehall, felt a chill run down his spine as he walked down the road leading towards the Imperial Palace. He’d grown up in the White City, learned to play the political game practically from the moment he could walk, but... everything was different now. The nexus point - the reawakened nexus point - pulsed in the distance, a constant frisson of raw power that was both awesome and terrifying. The grand mansions, houses, and apartment blocks that made up the core of the city, felt washed out, once-impregnable wards melting like snow in the first days of spring. Gordian shivered, helplessly, as he walked past a pair of open gates. The city had been largely abandoned, its citizens choosing to decamp and abandon their property. Gordian didn’t blame them. It was impossible to escape the sensation that the city was suddenly very fragile, that the merest cough might send it tumbling into ruin. The longer he stayed within the city, the more he feared the worst.

    He forced himself to keep going, even as the tales he’d been told about the city’s distant past haunted his mind. The White City had been the seat of the Emperors, the most powerful magicians in the known world. They’d tamed the nexus point and build their palace amidst its flames. And their successors had built over their works as shellfish might build their nests within a sunken boat, with no more awareness of what the Emperors had done than the shellfish might have of humanity. Gordian had heard that some brave souls had recently ventured into the Imperial Palace, in hopes of laying claim to power beyond the dreams of magicians and necromancers. They’d gone in. None had returned.

    The sense of looming disaster grew stronger as he reached the park and trudged down to the lake. He had many happy memories of sailing toy boats in the water, when he’d been a lad, but now strange lights were clearly visible under the waves. The proud swans he’d fed were gone. He’d been told the city had been deserted by its animal population the day the nexus point had come back to life. Even the zookeepers had been unable to keep their charges from escaping. Gordian wondered, sourly, if that made the animals smarter than their human counterparts. The humans had only decamped when it became clear that their wards were steadily failing. And who knew what would happen when they died completely?

    Master Lucknow stood at the edge of the lake, staring into the glowing waters. Gordian coughed, although he was sure the older sorcerer had sensed his presence the moment he’d entered the park. He wasn’t sure why Master Lucknow had insisted on meeting in the park, within the deserted city, although he had to admit it would be effectively impossible for someone to spy on them. The finest scryers in the Allied Lands had tried to peer into the city, in hopes of finding out what was going on. They’d reported that it was like staring into the sun.

    “Grandmaster.” Master Lucknow turned to face him, his eyes shadowed and grim. “Kalians is dead.”

    Gordian felt a flicker of cold amusement. “I remember a time when that would be considered good news.”

    “It was how he died that interested me,” Master Lucknow said. “Would you care to guess how it happened?”

    Gordian said nothing for a long moment. Kalians had been a necromancer, his territories on the very southern edge of the Blighted Lands. He’d never been considered a serious threat. He would have had to punch his way through at least two other necromancers before reaching the Craggy Mountains, if the march itself didn’t kill him and his slaves. The Allied Lands had assumed Kalians would be picked off by one of his rivals, if he didn’t kill himself. There hadn’t seemed any reason to be particularly worried about him.

    “A bunch of young sorcerers teleported south,” Master Lucknow said. “They took one of Lady Emily’s batteries” - the word was a curse - “with them. They used a wardcracking spell to break the necromancer’s wards, allowing his own power to consume him. And then they seized his lands.”

    Gordian’s eyes narrowed as he realized where the conversation was going. “They seized a nexus point.”

    “Quite.” Master Lucknow turned away. “They have effectively declared independence from the White Council and the Allied Lands. Given that they own and control a nexus point, winkling them out may take some time.”

    “If it can be done at all,” Gordian said. “The precedents are clear. Whoever seizes a necromancer’s territory has an unchallengeable claim.”

    “Yes,” Master Lucknow said. “But their willingness to seize the territory and stake a claim bodes ill for the future.”

    “They’re not the first,” Gordian said. “Lord Cat seized control of Kuching Castle. Alluvia is seriously considering digging its own way through the Craggy Mountains. Dragora is thinking about sending ships to the southern coastline and establishing military colonies...”

    Master Lucknow made an impatient sound. “That isn’t the point.”

    Gordian met his eyes, evenly. “A year ago, we were on the verge of defeat. These are the problems of victory.”

    “Yes, that’s true.” Master Lucknow waved his hand, dismissively. “But they are problems.”

    He paced as he spoke, ticking off points on his fingers. “The old conflicts between kingdoms have started to reignite. There have been border skirmishes between seven or eight kingdoms as monarchs press their claims to disputed territory. Cities have sought to secure their independence from neighboring kingdoms. Swindlers like Vesperian have triggered off a dozen crises, just like he did. Religious nuts are promising a whole new world. Magical and merchant families are even considering ways to make land grabs themselves, or - at the very least - secure their own independence from the rest of the world. My source at Laughter has gone quiet, but something is clearly happening there.

    “And, working in the shadows, revolutionary movements are threatening to overthrow their monarchs and create a new world.”

    Gordian frowned. “It’s that bad?”

    “Yes.” Master Lucknow made a face. “And all of these problems can be traced back to one person.”

    “Lady Emily,” Gordian said.

    “Yes,” Master Lucknow said. “We only tolerated her because the necromancers feared her. And now the necromancers are gone.”

    “Effectively gone,” Gordian pointed out.

    “Effectively gone,” Master Lucknow echoed. “A year ago, challenging a necromancer in his lair would have been suicide. Now... it can be done. We no longer... need... such a disruptive influence.”

    His voice hardened. “The batteries alone, Grandmaster, have changed the world.”

    Gordian nodded. There’d been no way to store magic long-term, not without a nexus point, until Emily had devised the batteries. Gordian didn’t know how they worked, but it was just a matter of time until someone outside the charmed circle cracked the secret. Knowing something was possible was half the battle. And the batteries were, in many ways, the least of it. The New Learning was spreading rapidly. He’d heard the stories. Gunpowder weapons that put the power to kill in the hands of untrained commoners, a written alphabet and printing presses that allowed commoners to write, read and print books, steam engines and railways that raised the promise of binding the Allied Lands closer together... he owed Emily much, he admitted sourly, but he couldn’t avoid admitting she was disruptive.

    She’s not a bad person, he conceded, privately. But that only makes her more dangerous.

    “And we are in no state to deal with the crisis,” Master Lucknow said. He waved a hand towards the distant palace. “The White Council has been scattered. There’s no guarantee it will be able to reform, certainly not as anything effective.”

    “As if it ever was,” Gordian said.

    “It worked, well enough,” Master Lucknow said. “It kept us from indulging in self-destructive wars. But now the threat that bound us together is gone. We no longer need her.”

    “We owe her,” Gordian said.

    “Gratitude is a luxury we cannot afford,” Master Lucknow said. “She goes to Whitehall and turns the school upside down. She goes to Mountaintop and turns the school upside down, nearly destroying it in the process before giving the school to a person unsuited for the role. She plays a major role in sparking a civil war within a powerful kingdom; she plays another role in heading off a civil war within another kingdom. And she’s unpredictable. What will she do next?”

    His eyes hardened. “She must be stopped. Now. Before it’s too late.”

    Gordian let out a breath. It wouldn’t be easy to stop a person who’d gone toe-to-toe with a small army of necromancers. Emily might not know it - Gordian had often thought there was something odd about her, a strange lack of awareness of the world - but she had friends and allies who would start a full-scale war if she was harmed. And, of course, her father could hardly be ignored. Emily and Void were, perhaps, the two scariest people in the world.

    He looked at his companion. “What do you have in mind?”

    “I have a plan,” Master Lucknow said. “It will require your cooperation.”

    Gordian hesitated, then committed himself. “What do you want from me?”

    Master Lucknow told him.


    Prologue II

    DANIEL STAYED LOW AS HE REACHED the bottom of the Howling Peaks and paused for breath, heart thudding in his head as he looked from side to side and up the mountainside. The giant trees seemed to form an impassable barrier between the road and the school high above, a barrier he knew was nothing more than illusion. It was easy to navigate the trees if one had grown up in the mountains. And yet... He hesitated, torn between the determination to make a name for himself and a flicker of fear. Trying to reach the school was a rite of passage for the young men of Pendle, yet... he’d heard the stories. Those who got to the school without being caught were rewarded, he’d been told, but those who got caught...

    A shiver ran down his spine. It wasn’t that bad, he’d been assured. And yet... he remembered Blair, a bullying blowhard of a lad who’d come down from the mountains and fled into the distance, leaving his home and family behind with nary a word to his friends and loved ones. Daniel had known Blair too well to think that anything minor could have convinced him to run. It was suddenly easy to believe the darker stories, the suggestions that the witches did unspeakable things to young men... he shivered, again. The urge to just turn around and go home was almost overpowering. What was it worth, really, to slap his hand against the school’s walls?

    And yet, he knew he’d be called a coward if he turned and ran.

    He cursed under his breath as he walked off the road and into the trees. There was no hope of escaping the rumors, once he was branded a coward. The witches themselves would happily confirm they hadn’t so much as laid eyes on him, let alone hexed him or cursed him or done anything to him. He knew the girls, from their weekend excursions to the town. Some were friendly, some looked down on the local lads... all were distant from the townspeople, even the ones who’d been born in the town. A local girl had gone up to the school and come back a very different person. They’d tattle on him. They’d think it was funny.

    The wind whistled through the trees, the shadows growing darker - somehow - as the sun started to sink behind the distant mountains. It was meant to be safe near the school, in twilight, but Daniel still felt hopelessly exposed as he flitted from tree to tree. Everyone knew the truly dangerous creatures only came out after night fell completely, yet... it wasn’t very reassuring now that he was well away from the road. He clambered over a dry gully, carefully avoiding a pool of water on the upper ridge. They could be very dangerous, he knew. Anything could be hiding within the pool. Anything at all.

    Sweat trickled down his back as he forced himself to move faster. He’d picked his time very carefully. The majority of the witches - the student witches, at least - would be in the town, swaggering around in their cloaks and hats and flirting with the older boys. The older witches would either be supervising their charges or taking the opportunity to have a rest before the younger witches returned to the castle. Daniel had heard stories of what happened behind the high stone walls, stories he wasn’t sure he believed but listened to anyway. The older witches had to be pushed to the limit by their students. They wouldn’t have time to monitor the approaches to the school. Or so he hoped.

    They’ll be coming back up soon, he reminded himself. You have to hurry.

    His arms and legs started to ache. He thought he saw things in the darkness, sensed unseen eyes looking at him. The sense of threat grew stronger, making him ball his fists even though he knew it was probably useless. The Other Folk - the Awful Folk - were supposed to have agreements with the witches, although no one knew for sure. Anything powerful or nasty enough to ignore those agreements was unlikely to be troubled by him. He’d heard those stories too.

    He reached a clearing and stopped, trying to gauge the time. The darkness was swelling rapidly now, sweeping majestically over the land. It wouldn’t be long before the witches started walking or flying back to the castle, showing off as they glided over the mountains and landed on the castle battlements. He felt a twinge of envy, mingled with something he didn’t dare try to put into words. Magic ran strong, in the folk of Pendle. He might have magic himself. And if he did, he would be sent away to study. He might never be welcome within the town again.

    And if I get to the walls and back, he thought, I’ll be a hero...

    His ankles snapped together, hard enough to hurt. Daniel toppled over, landing face-first in the muddy ground. Realization dawned a second later. Hexed. He’d been hexed. His ankles were held together by an invisible force that felt like iron, impossible to break no matter how hard he struggled. He forced himself to roll over and try to pull himself up by his arms alone. Hexes didn’t last, he’d been told. He could hide himself until the magic wore off and then make his way back to the town. He’d be ribbed for being caught, but he was far from the only one to fail to reach the walls. Very few young men had ever made it there.

    And then he saw the witch.

    She was strikingly pale, her blonde hair practically glowing despite the darkening air. Her dark dress seemed to blend with the shadows. She couldn’t be more than two or three years older than he was, although it was never easy to tell with a witch. She was beautiful, practically perfect compared to the hardworking girls in the town below. She looked as surprised to see him as he was to see her, a faint expression on her face that suggested she shouldn’t be in the forest any more than himself. Daniel forced himself to sit up and smile, trying to look harmless. His ankles were still bound together. There was no way he could get to her, or get away, before she zapped him. All he could do was concede he’d been caught and hope she didn’t do anything worse to him. He’d be ribbed mercilessly for that, too.

    The witch looked at him. Daniel had the oddest feeling she wasn’t really seeing him. The witches looked down on the magic-less townsfolk; even the nicer ones considered themselves a cut above the rest, but this one... he braced himself, trying to inch away from her as best as he could. If she wasn’t really aware of him, perhaps he could get away.

    Her hand jabbed at him. Daniel saw a flicker of light, an instant before the spell hit him. A wave of pain rushed through his body, his mouth opening to scream in utter agony before melting into nothingness. His vision twisted painfully, as if his eyeballs were on the verge of popping out of their sockets... his entire body twisted painfully. He thought he felt his bones breaking and shattering as the magic coursed through him. It was... he understood, now, why Blair had fled the town without looking back. The spell was no joke. It was pure torture. It was... it was...

    His vision cleared. He found himself looking up at the witch. She was a giantess. No, he’d shrunk. His body felt weird, as if he’d been changed... horror ran through him as he realized he had been changed. The lads had joked about the witches turning boys into frogs, but... there was nothing funny about this. He couldn’t move... what had she done to him? She stared down at him, her pretty face oddly slack. Her foot - her huge foot - rose and came down. Hard. There was an instant of soul-shattering pain and then...

    Darkness.


    Chapter One

    EMILY HID BEHIND A ROCK AND closed her eyes, concentrating. It wasn’t easy to sense anything, let alone a whorl of magic, in the forest, but she knew Void was out there. Void was looking for her. She felt a flicker of excitement, remembering the days Alassa had made her play hide-and-seek in the corridors of Whitehall. The consequences of losing had been embarrassing, back then. Now... they were a great deal worse.

    You told Void you were up for it, she reminded herself, severely. Get this wrong and he will be very unhappy indeed.

    She smiled, although it wasn’t funny. Void had taken her away from Cat’s new castle - Kuching Castle, he’d named it - after the war, pointing out that the death of her bilocated self would have severe effects on her. He hadn’t been wrong, she conceded. The shock had caught up with her shortly after he’d teleported her home, the trauma of being killed sending her into meltdown. Void had been as comforting and supportive as he could be, but... Emily still had nightmares about her death. It wasn’t really that reassuring to know she’d survived her own death. And he’d insisted on keeping her isolated until she’d recovered to his satisfaction. Emily had found it a relief, at first. It hadn’t taken long for it to become maddening.

    The forest seemed empty of human life, save for herself. She could sense flickers of magic and life darting through the trees, a faint haze that shouldn’t have hidden a full-fledged sorcerer from her. Emily wasn’t reassured. Void was out there somewhere, looking for her. He’d agreed to let her leave the tower for a day if she beat him... he wouldn’t let her go easily. She reached out, masking her presence as best as she could. She had the feeling it wouldn’t be particularly successful. She’d spent the last year exploring the forest and valleys, but Void knew them like the back of his hand. He’d had years to weave his magic into the warp and weft of the mountains themselves. It was his place of power.

    Her eyes snapped open as she heard something running through the trees above her. She looked up and frowned as she saw a squirrel. It looked harmless, and she couldn’t sense any magic around the little creature, but she knew that was meaningless. Void could have turned the woodland creatures into an early-warning system, if he wished; his mind could be riding inside the squirrel, seeing through its eyes without tipping her off before it was too late. She prepared a spell, then stopped herself. The squirrel didn’t deserve to be shocked - or killed - because it might be an unwitting spy. And if it wasn’t, blasting the poor creature would have given away her position. Void would be looking for her too.

    He knows I won’t have left the valley, Emily thought. She considered, briefly, doing just that... but it would be cheating. Probably. Void wouldn’t be amused. He’ll keep scanning the valley until he finds me.

    Her mind raced as she considered her options. Void was strong, the strongest magician - in skill if not raw power - she’d ever met. He wouldn’t crash around like a necromancer, smashing everything that got in his way until his madness consumed him and he forgot what he was looking for. He’d keep his power masked as he tried to locate Emily and get the drop on her. And that meant he wouldn’t stop looking... unless he thought he’d found her. She frowned as she glanced around, noticing just how many creatures were running along the branches or flying through the trees. Void might have already found her. It wouldn’t take more than one unwitting spy to uncover her...

    He’d be on top of me by now if he knew where I was, Emily thought. He wouldn’t hold back.

    She scowled as she inched backwards, one hand reaching for the dagger in her sleeve. Void had been insistent she stayed in the tower, even though he’d been popping in and out so often it was hard for her to continue her apprenticeship. She’d loved learning magic with him, pushing the limits of what she could do and developing newer and better ways to combine magic with earthly concepts. It was frustrating to be so isolated, particularly after Void had warned her that not everyone was happy with her. She knew he meant well, but it was still stifling to be indoors for two months.

    The dagger felt solid in her hand. Void had suggested she charm the blade - he’d taught her a number of enchantments, including the runes that had almost killed Imaiqah - but she’d resisted the urge. Charmed blades could be dangerous to the wielder as well as the victim, she knew from grim experience; they could be sensed and guarded against by a magician who might not think to look for a mundane weapon. Emily braced herself, then carefully cut her hand just lightly enough to allow a dribble of blood to splash to the ground. Void was going to read her the riot act, when he found out what she’d done, but... hopefully, he’d also appreciate the trick. She touched the blood, summoned a tiny flicker of magic and shaped it -carefully - into an illusion. And then she hurried back into the shadows and reached out with her senses once again.

    She shivered as the ether started to shimmer with magical essence. Her magical essence. The spell felt like a convincing search-spell, an attempt to locate Void before he could come after her... she opened her mind wider, bracing herself. Either Void spotted the spell and came for her or the spell spotted him, hopefully allowing her to get the drop on him before it was too late. She felt her heart pounding in her chest as the seconds grew longer and longer... Void was no fool. He’d sense the magic. Would he realize it was a trick? Or would he try to drop a hammer on her before she realized her mistake?

    He might assume I made a deliberate mistake, she thought. She’d learnt that tactic from several of her teachers, including Void himself. Or he might be going easy on me.

    Emily shook her head. Void had never gone easy on her. He’d put her through dozens of tests and training exercises, each one more complex and dangerous than the last. Emily was all too aware he was pushing her to the limit, with every test raising the specter of serious injury or even death. No, he’d want to make it clear she wasn’t ready to leave the tower again. Not yet. If she made a mistake, he’d want - he’d need - to rub her face in it. And that meant she’d have a chance to hit him first...

    She barely registered the black shape in the sky before it dropped to the ground in front of her, right on top of the charmed blood. Void had flown? Emily kicked herself, a moment later, for even doubting he would. She didn’t know how to fly herself, but she knew it was possible... if one was prepared to accept the dangers. She could have cancelled Void’s spells and sent him tumbling to the ground, if she’d seen him coming in time. He’d flown very fast to keep her from realizing what he was doing until it was too late.

    Void started to swing around immediately. He knew he’d been tricked. Emily didn’t hesitate. She mustered the first piece of spellwork and thrust it into his wards. Void lit up brilliantly as his wards struggled to fend off the corkscrew of magic digging through his defenses. Emily could sense him shoving his wards away, pushing the tip of her attack further and further from the core of his being. Magic sparked in all directions as streams of light were redirected. She was genuinely impressed. Void was the only sorcerer she’d met who’d taken a direct hit from a necromancer and survived. The corkscrew magic she was using was sneakier than anything a necromancer would use, but far weaker. She could sense the spell structure already starting to break up.

    She readied the second piece of magic and thrust it into his wards, using the first spell to cloak the second. There was so much magic crackling around him that he shouldn’t be able to pick out the second spell before it nestled itself within the wards. She could barely follow it herself and she knew it was there. She hoped. The spell vanished into the blaze of magic, like a candle against the sun. It was suddenly difficult to be sure it was still intact. Emily felt the remnants of the corkscrew shatter a moment later, magic spilling out in all directions as Void ripped the spell apart. She separated herself from the magic before he could reach back along the threadlines and catch hold of her, then turned and ran. Void would be after her the moment he realized she was running. He knew he had to run her down and catch her before she mustered the power for another attack.

    A wave of magic washed out behind her, brushing against her wards. Emily suddenly felt naked as his magic locked onto her, making it impossible to hide. She ducked as a spell shot over her head, unwilling to take the risk of catching or deflecting it with her wards. She thought she could dismantle a dueling spell before it caught her, but there was no point in taking chances. Void wouldn’t mess around, not now she’d caught him by surprise. She’d probably singed his pride as well as his cloak.

    She realized her mistake a second later as the trees came to life, branches withering in the air as they reached for her. The ground below her feet shook and burst as roots thrust their way out of the soil and wrapped themselves around her ankles. Emily stumbled, a stab of pain running up her legs as she tried to pull herself free. The roots were growing stronger, layer after layer piling themselves on her until... she gritted her teeth and hit them with a disintegration spell, pulling herself free and levitating into the air before they could grip her again. A branch struck her back, the magicless wood reaching through her wards as though they weren’t there; Emily threw a blasting curse back, blowing the tree into little chunks of sawdust. She wasn’t sure if Void’s animation spell would survive, but it would take it some time to muster the power to strike again. She glided forward, throwing back a series of spells to buy time. Hopefully, it would look like she was panicking. She doubted Void would fall for it. 

    Buy time, she told herself. Keep him focused on me.

    She glanced behind her as she landed on the ground and kept moving. Void was lost in the trees... she looked up, half-expecting to see him dropping out of the sky. Or trying to snipe her from high above. Magical snipers were rare, but they existed. She stayed low, grimly aware there was no point in trying to hide. He had a solid lock on her. All he had to do was get the drop on her and the game would be over. 

    A necromancer would be crashing through the trees as if they were paper, she thought, as she wiped sweat from her brow. Her shirt and trousers felt sodden. Void is a great deal smarter.

    She frowned as she sensed a wave of magic moving towards her. Void... coming at her from the front? That was odd. She would have expected him to try to sneak around her and put a knife in her back. He was immensely powerful and skilled, far more than she was, but he’d told her - more than once - that there was nothing to be gained from taking foolish chances. A weak but smart opponent might prove far more dangerous than an overpowered enemy with little in the way of common sense. There was certainly no point in showing off when it could put one in mortal danger. Emily’s eyes narrowed as she reached out carefully with her mind, looking for the second spell. There was no trace of it in the magic moving towards her.

    Which means... Emily allowed herself a smile. He’s sending an illusion out to trick me while he moves up behind me.

    Bracing herself, Emily started to move towards the fake. Void wouldn’t expect her to go on the attack, not until she regained enough magic to have a chance of victory. Even if he thought she was more powerful than she actually was, he might assume she’d want a moment to catch her breath. If she was right... she picked up speed, knowing she couldn’t hide from him. But she should be putting more distance between them....

    She pushed through the trees. A whorl of magic greeted her eyes as it glided towards her, a faint impression of Void’s magic resting on a complicated piece of spellwork. It was very nearly a mimic... Emily reached out to cancel the spells, then stopped herself and tried to trace the magic back to its source. Void couldn’t have completely automated the whorl, not in the handful of minutes he’d had before sending it after her. It had to be drawing power from him and... her blood ran cold as she traced the power, her legs automatically hurling her to one side as another wave of magic flashed past her. He was behind her. She couldn’t help feeling impressed. She hadn’t even had a hint of his presence.

    Another burst of magic slammed into her wards. Emily shoved them away from her, using the movement to throw herself across the clearing and land on the muddy ground. Void stepped through the remains of her wards, then snapped out a single spell. Emily threw back a cancellation spell of her own, erasing his magic before it could strike her and then driving the spell into his wards. Void smiled - she thought she saw a flicker of respect on his face - before he banished her spell and cast another one of his own. Emily sensed movement behind her, too late. The branches caught her by the arms and yanked her up, holding her in place. This time, she didn’t have the power to budge them. 

    Emily didn’t hesitate. She sent the trigger code to the second spell, the one she’d embedded in Void’s wards. It came to life, tearing into his magic. The branches loosened, giving her a chance to pull free, as Void concentrated on saving himself. Emily braced herself, readying a spell. Void had only two choices, both of which would leave him vulnerable. Unless he was skilled enough to think of a third option...

    Void shoved his wards away from her, the magic - her magic - crashing towards her. Emily levitated and launched the spell, blowing Void across the clearing. He landed badly, lying on his back... she felt a twinge of guilt, even though he’d knocked her down more than once during her apprenticeship. She dropped to the ground, raising her hand to cast the final spell, just as he produced a wand from his sleeve and jabbed it at her. Emily’s body locked, her arms and legs snapping together an instant before she fell and hit the ground. It was painless - the magic saw to that - but it was humiliating. She’d won! She’d won and... he’d tricked her. 

    She felt a hand flipping her over and found herself looking up. Void was staring down at her, his dark eyes unusually serious. The wand rested in his hand... she kicked herself, mentally, for not expecting a trick. She kept a dagger in her sleeve... why not a wand? Void was advanced enough, as a magician, to avoid the pitfalls and use it without danger. She wondered if he’d intended to use it to teach her a lesson or if she’d genuinely surprised him. It was never easy to tell.

    Void waved the wand at her. The spell broke. She felt mud soaking into the back of her shirt as she found herself able to move again. He’d won. She scowled as she forced herself to sit up, the aches and pains from earlier in the duel returning to haunt her. He’d won and she’d lost and...

    She found her voice. “You cheat.”

    Void laughed. “Do you expect your next set of enemies to play fair?”

    Emily shook her head in bitter resignation. Her teachers had been at pains to point out that the world wasn’t fair - as if she hadn’t known it already - and that no one, absolutely no one, played fair when the stakes were high. She’d never cared for dueling, at least in part because her tutors had never cared for it either. Duelists followed the rules or they got kicked out of the circle. A real fight had no rules.

    “You did well.” Void held out a hand to help her to her feet. “You should have clobbered me while you had the chance, which is why you lost, but otherwise you did well. Your trick with the embedded spell was risky, yet it worked.”

    “Thank you,” Emily said. Her legs felt wobbly. A wave of exhaustion crashed over her. She brushed mud and leaves off her shirt as she gathered her breath, forcing herself to carry on. “What now?”

    “Now?” Void turned. “We go back to the tower to eat. And then... I suppose I can’t keep you here any longer.”

    Emily frowned at his back. “What do you mean?”

    “As your master, it is my duty - among other things - to protect you from the world,” Void said, curtly. He started to walk, his boots squelching in the mud. “I wanted to be sure you were able to look after yourself before you left the tower.”

    “I can,” Emily insisted.

    “You have powerful enemies,” Void said. His tone didn’t change. “You need to watch your back.” 


    Chapter Two

    EMILY KEPT HER FACE UNDER TIGHT control as she followed Void back to the tower and stepped into the washroom. Silent, the maid, was already standing there, holding a pair of towels and a robe in her hand. Emily took them, then waved the maid out as she turned on the shower, undressed and looked at herself in the mirror. Her body was covered in bruises; some old, some new. The war and its aftermath had left scars on her flesh and soul.

    She closed her eyes for a long moment, gathering herself, then stared at the face in the mirror. It was hard to believe, sometimes, that it was her. Long chestnut hair flowed down her back, framing a narrow face and light brown eyes. Her arms and legs were smoothly toned, more muscular than she’d ever expected them to be. She might not have muscles on her muscles, like Jade or Cat or the other combat sorcerers, but she knew she could handle herself. She’d spent the last seven years training. It just felt weird to know that the Necromantic War was over. It had overshadowed her life, ever since she’d been yanked into the Nameless World. And now it was over.

    Effectively over, she corrected herself. There’s still a bunch of necromancers out there.

    The thought made her smile. They might still be there, but their power had been broken. She’d reignited the nexus points, devised battery-powered spells to cripple or kill a necromancer... it would be a long time, if ever, before they were wiped out completely, yet they would never pose a threat again. The curse that had lingered over the Blighted Lands had been broken, once and for all. 

    She stepped into the shower, allowing the water to run down her body and smooth away the aches and pains. Void had cheated - in hindsight, she should have expected a trick of some kind - but she knew she’d done well. She’d come as close to winning a duel with him as she ever had. She would have won, if he hadn’t stuck a wand up his sleeve. She had to admit she’d never expected it. A powerful sorcerer rarely needed a wand to duel.

    Shaking her head, she turned off the water and dried herself with a towel. She’d learnt spells to dry herself, but using a towel felt better. The apprenticeship robe felt a little small, as if she’d outgrown it. She frowned - she hadn’t expected to grow any more - and then shook her head. Perhaps she was on the verge of outgrowing the apprenticeship itself. It was hard to imagine what, if anything, could surpass defeating the necromancers. She didn’t think anyone would question Void if he declared she’d completed the apprenticeship and let her go.

    But you don’t want him to send you away, her thoughts pointed out. You want to stay.

    She rubbed her forehead, then tied back her hair into a neat ponytail. She’d spent the last few months digging her way through Void’s vast collection of magical tomes, studying spells and theories that had been painstakingly worked out over the last thousand years. Void had cautioned her that not everything was trustworthy - something she knew from personal experience - but it had still been fascinating. Part of her would have been happy to vanish into a library and spend the rest of her life studying. The remainder yearned for a way to put the spells to use. Some of them were clearly nonsense - there were entire volumes on magic that followed no discernible rules - but some held hints of practicality, if only she studied them long enough. 

    Her lips quirked. Life as a magician was complicated enough without the ancient mages writing their books to conceal, rather than reveal. She’d grown used to the little additions to the spells, the twists and turns that would lead to failure - if not outright disaster - if the caster didn’t work his way through the spell piece by piece first. Someone had even joked the warning should be written at the back of the books, just to make sure they were actually read. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so serious. She’d learnt that lesson the hard way, too.

    She took one final look in the mirror, then turned and headed through the door and up the stairs to her chambers. The tower had revealed some of its secrets to her, in the last few months, but others were still beyond her, tantalizingly close and yet still out of reach. Void had hinted the tower was growing to accept her, perhaps even to like her, but she wasn’t sure that was true. The tower could only accept one master. There would be secrets, she was sure, that wouldn’t be revealed to anyone beyond the tower’s master. 

    Silent stood in the chamber, her hands clasped behind her back. Emily felt a flicker of irritation. The maid was a constant presence, yet she more than lived up to her name. She was so completely reserved, particularly in the tower itself, that Emily had never managed to befriend her. It made a certain kind of sense - they were so far apart that they could never be true friends - but it was irritating. Even now, seven years after entering the Nameless World, she wasn’t used to having servants. She’d sooner do the work herself than have a maid hanging around, moving in and out of her rooms as if she owned the place.

    “My Lady.” Silent’s voice was clipped, precise. “I have placed your letters on the table.”

    Emily looked at the table and felt her heart sink. There were a lot of letters waiting for her. She’d chafed at Void’s insistence she stay in the tower, and out of contact with everyone, while she recovered, but... she stared at the pile and wondered if she’d made a mistake. A number of the letters would be useless, ranging from offers of marriage to requests for patronage, yet she thought she should look at them. It was better to know what she was ignoring - on the grounds she didn’t have the time or resources to reply - than to risk being blindsided by an unknown threat. Her heart sank still further as she spotted a couple of letters from Jan. Void had made it clear he didn’t approve of their relationship, such as it was. He’d cautioned her that they should both put their apprenticeships first.

    It isn’t as if we started a proper relationship, Emily thought, curtly. We’ve only met up a handful of times.

    “The Master requests the pleasure of your company for dinner, in one hour from now,” Silent informed her. “Would you like something to drink before then?”

    “Yes, please,” Emily said. She sat down and stared at the pile, then reached for the first letter. “And then you can go back to your room.”

    The maid curtsied and withdrew. Emily picked up the first letter and opened it, scanning the text quickly. An inventor wanted her to invest in his invention - the details were very vague - and offered to share the profits in return. It looked like a con to her, although she had to admit there was no way to be sure. She put the letter to one side, wondering if she should hire a secretary. Alassa could probably recommend someone with a combination of common sense and trustworthiness, someone who would agree to take binding oaths to keep whatever they learnt to themselves. The nobility might have problems accepting that their servants were people, with minds of their own; Emily knew better. An untrustworthy servant could do a great deal of damage, if they wished.

    Silent returned, carrying a steaming mug. Emily nodded absently and continued to work her way through the letters. A nobleman she’d never heard of wanted her to be his daughter’s guardian and tutor. Emily snorted and put the letter aside for disposal. A young magician she vaguely remembered from Whitehall had written to her, proposing marriage. Judging by the way the letter was written, it had been dictated by someone old enough to be her grandfather. She couldn’t remember enough about the purported writer to decide if she liked him or not, but it didn’t matter. He - and his family - didn’t have anything to offer her. 

    She felt her head begin to pound as she kept going. It was hard to believe that everyone sought her favor, or her advice, or... her body. She couldn’t think of anyone on Earth who attracted so much attention, not since the intellectual and academic worlds had blossomed into giant communities. The days when everyone of note wrote to each other, maintaining lively correspondences that transcended racial, sexual or national barriers, were long gone. But here... everyone wanted her opinion on everything. She stared at a letter that asked her stance on a border dispute between Alluvia and Red Rose and snorted. She’d visited Alluvia twice and Red Rose once, but she was hardly an expert. She didn’t have the slightest idea what was really going on. And no one with half a brain should trust her opinion on the subject.

    Jan’s letter was mildly charmed to ensure that she - and only she - could read it. Emily suspected Void could have opened it without detection, if he wished. It would be tricky to duplicate the magical aura surrounding the parchment, but she’d seen Void twist and redirect magic before. She felt her cheeks heat as she opened the letter and scanned it, quickly. Jan was asking her on a date. In Celeste.

    A flicker of magic shot through the tower before she could compose an answer. It was dinnertime. Emily stood, put a spell on the remaining letters to make sure they stayed in place and headed for the door. The urge to just throw the whole lot on the fire was almost overwhelming, but... she was expected to file them away for the rest of time. She rolled her eyes as she headed down the stairs. She’d spent time digging through archives left behind by powerful sorcerers. The vast majority of the paperwork had been worse than useless.

    It’ll only get worse, Emily predicted. She reached the dining room and stepped inside. The entire world can write letters now.

    Void stood to greet her. “Emily. Feeling better?”

    “Yes, thank you.” Emily sat, resting her hands in her lap. “You held back my letters for too long.”

    “Too many of them?” Void snorted as he summoned the maid. “You needed time to rest before you started to slip back into the real world. You split yourself in two and then one of your selves died. That always leaves a mark.”

    Emily made a face. She still had nightmares about her final moments... about her other self’s final moments. Rangka had snapped her neck, effortlessly. She’d woken screaming, more than once... she felt her temper darken as something clicked in her mind. She’d never discussed her nightmares with her master.

    Her eyes hardened. “Silent told you?”

    “It is her job,” Void said, bluntly. “Don’t take it out on her.”

    Emily winced, choosing to ignore the implication she would. Silent was a servant. She could be dismissed instantly - or worse - if she disobeyed her master. 

    She frowned, returning to the original subject. “And I can go back into the real world now?”

    “If you wish,” Void said. “My advice would be to be very careful, as I told you, but you have the right to spend some time away from the tower.”

    “Yes.” Emily leaned forward. “Jan invited me to Celeste.”

    Void’s expression darkened. “That young man should be concentrating on his studies, not courting you. Master Lucknow was foolish to leave him unattended for so long.”

    “I never understood why Master Lucknow didn’t take Jan to the war,” Emily said. “There were other apprentices in the field. Me, for one. And Penny.”

    “I suspect Jan’s interests are more scholarly than practical,” Void said. He studied her for a long moment. “Are you determined to go?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. She didn’t want him to think he had a veto on what she did outside the tower. “It’ll be something different.”

    “Make sure you wear a disguise,” Void said. “You don’t want to be noticed.”

    Emily blinked. “Why not?”

    “If there’s one thing I’ve learnt in my long career,” Void said, “it is that the Allied Lands are led by a pack of ungrateful bastards. Everything I’ve done for them and yet” - he shook his head - “no one regrets what you did, Emily, but now the war is over you may find they have less gratitude than you might expect.”

    “I know,” Emily said, quietly.

    “I kept you isolated for several reasons,” Void said. “One of them was for the good of your health, in all respects. Another was in the hope things would cool down. They haven’t. The end of the war has unleashed all manner of forces, each one threatening to lead to war and bloody chaos. The temptation to blame you for the chaos is overwhelming.”

    “You said they blame me for the nexus points,” Emily said. “I didn’t know...”

    “Like I said, they’re ungrateful bastards.” Void shrugged. “Try and keep from being noticed, if you can.”

    Emily nodded as Maddy entered, carrying a tray of food. The maid placed a dish in front of her - a beef stew with potatoes, she thought - and a glass of water, then turned to offer the same to her master. Void didn’t seem to like the fancy foods that dominated the tables of magical and mundane aristocrats. She’d never been quite sure why. He could have had the rarest delicacies in the world, if he’d asked for them. But then, she’d never really liked fancy foods either. The thought of eating little mice made her stomach queasy.

    Void motioned for her to tuck in, which she did. He rarely allowed conversation over dinner, at least until the first hunger pangs had been silenced. Emily’s mind churned with questions, questions she knew wouldn’t be answered. Void liked to make her solve problems for herself, instead of simply giving her the answers. She understood his logic, but there were times when it was more than a little frustrating. She was powerful and experienced and yet she sometimes still felt like a child.

    “The White City’s nexus point has reignited, as you know,” Void said. “And so have most of the others. Perhaps all of them. The results have been quite interesting.”

    Emily frowned. “In the sense they fried necromancers?”

    “In the sense that a handful of quick-thinking sorcerers have set out to claim them,” Void said. “They don’t think you own the nexus point network, not in any real sense. Some of them have even announced their intention to found whole countries of their own, as the Blighted Lands steadily return to sanity...”

    “That could take years.” Emily shivered, remembering the hellscape. “Centuries, perhaps.”

    “Perhaps,” Void agreed. “It’s impossible to be sure. But even if they cannot heal the land surrounding the nexus points, they can set up bases and bring in food from the north. Given time, who knows what they’ll be able to do?”

    “It won’t be easy to take control of the nexus points,” Emily said. “Lord Whitehall and his commune nearly killed themselves trying.”

    Void nodded. “But you did, at Heart’s Eye.”

    “Yeah.” Emily studied the remains of her meal. Void had insisted on going through everything she recalled from the past, after she’d completed her mission in Dragora. “I... I think it worked because the nexus point was only just flaring to life. It wasn’t burning brightly, not when I took control. The other nexus points had longer to power up.”

    She frowned. There’d been almost nothing in the textbooks about precisely how Lord Whitehall had taken control of the nexus points. The other nexus points might have been tapped - she wasn’t the first person to take control of Heart’s Eye - but the techniques were very different. It was quite possible that anyone trying to take control of one of the reignited nexus points would blow himself to bits, along with a sizable chunk of the surrounding landscape. It had happened before and would probably happen again. She wondered if that nexus point had reignited. It was quite possible.

    “You were alone,” Void said, slowly. “How did you do it?”

    Emily hesitated, then started to explain. It wasn’t wholly her secret. Caleb and she had worked together to reverse-engineer the spells tapping Whitehall’s nexus point, unaware they were falling into a stable time loop. She’d been able to help Lord Whitehall create the spells she’d studied because she’d studied the spells... she grinned at the thought. Better not to discuss that with anyone outside her small group of friends. Controlled time travel was almost impossible, but she could easily imagine someone trying if they thought it could be done.

    “Interesting,” Void said, when she’d finished. “A collection of tiny spells, each one feeding on the others, rather than a single brute-force spell.”

    “Yes,” Emily said. It looked fragile, but it wasn’t. She could snap a single thread with ease, but a cluster of threads would be a great deal harder to break. “And they grow and develop as the spell network gets stronger.”

    “Clever,” Void said. “It’s easy to see why no one else thought of it.”

    “The power requirements looked too high,” Emily said. She waited for Maddy to take the empty plates away, then frowned. “What’s going to happen?”

    “I don’t know,” Void said. “There are too many... issues... that were buried, or frozen, as long as the necromancers threatened our borders. Too many resentments, too many claims, too many problems that are now coming back to life. There will be winners and losers and the winners will want to keep what they’ve got while the losers will want to refight the war or reshape the gameboard and I have absolutely no faith in their ability to come to a reasonable solution. And yes, many of them blame you because it’s easier than blaming themselves.”

    He snorted. “That would mean they’d have to change. Gods forbid the kings and would-be kings actually change!”

    “Alassa knows better,” Emily said.

    “She’s one monarch amongst many,” Void said. There was a hint of disapproval in his voice. He’d never liked Emily getting involved in Zangarian affairs. “And she’s getting some of the blame, too.”

    He shrugged. “Go have your date, if you want. Just keep yourself safe. And we’ll resume your apprenticeship when you return.”

    Emily felt her heart leap. “I can’t wait.”


    Chapter Three

    CELESTE WAS A CITY OF MAGICIANS.

    Emily felt the magic flowing through the air as she teleported to the pads outside the city, then walked through the gates and onto the streets. Magicians were everywhere, from powerful enchanters and alchemists to charmsmiths and herbalists. She saw thousands of people thronging the streets, an air of celebration echoing through the city even though it had been two months since the end of the war. Dozens of street artists were performing skits or singing songs or telling tall tales about how the necromancers had died. It was easy enough to tell who was funding the bards. They were praising their funders to the skies, while quietly overlooking everyone else. Emily concealed her amusement as she walked past a particularly loud bard, who was singing the praises of Prince Louis, Defeater of the Necromancers. She wasn’t very good with names and faces, but she was fairly sure there hadn’t been a Prince Louis in the army. She was entirely sure he hadn't bested Rangka the Necromancer in single combat.

    She rolled her eyes as she walked up the streets, doing her best to ignore the hawkers as they tried to sell her everything from protective charms to prank spells more suited for children than grown adults. The items probably weren’t very well charmed, she thought, or the charmsmiths would have shops of their own, rather than trying to sell crap to unwitting tourists. She stepped past one particularly persistent hawker and stopped, dead, as she spotted a large statue of a fantastically endowed woman. That hadn’t been there, the last time she’d visited the city. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted the words carved under the statue. EMILY, NECROMANCER’S BANE.

    Emily didn’t know if she should laugh or cry. The statue was... absurd. It was so badly out of proportion that it looked more like an absurd parody than anything else. She tried to imagine how such a person would walk and drew a blank. Void had cautioned her to wear a hood and cloak, but... if they expected to find someone who looked like the statue, they’d take one glance at her and decide she couldn’t possibly be the Necromancer’s Bane. Charlie Chaplin had once entered a lookalike competition and lost, even though he’d been a star of stage and screen. Emily... she was fairly sure no one would notice if she walked down the street. The descriptions of her she’d read in the broadsheets were vague, when they had even the slightest hint of accuracy.

    Shaking her head in disbelief, she walked past a bookshop and paused long enough to glance through the window. There were hundreds of new books in view, from fiction to stories of the war and biographies of powerful figures. She was amused to note a string of books written by exiles, blasting King Jorlem of Alluvia for a string of crimes that she thought weren’t physically possible.  A magician with a total lack of scruples could do one hell of a lot, but there were limits. There were more, she noted, including a book that claimed to have been written by Alassa’s former Mistress of the Bedchamber. The picture on the front was a fantasy. They hadn’t even gotten the hair color right!

    The bookseller stepped outside and waved at her. “We just got a new shipment, My Lady,” he said.  “Would you like to browse?”

    “No, thank you,” Emily said. She was tempted to ask if the bookshop had a book on her, but she didn’t want to know the answer. “I’ll be back later.”

    The bookseller smiled and hurried back into his shop. Emily turned and headed up the street. She would have loved to browse, to search the shelves for ancient tomes that might have been lost years ago only to resurface in a bookshop, but she didn’t have time. She was already pushing it. The streets seemed to grow more crowded as she passed a pair of dancers, hooting and hollering as they swung around and around. Emily didn’t know what they were doing, but the children and their parents seemed to like it. She felt a flicker of envy as she saw a handful of girls standing beside their loving parents. Would her life have been better or worse, she asked herself, if she’d been raised in the Nameless World? Or would she have found herself a pawn? Melissa had been very lucky to escape such a fate...

    She smiled as she saw the restaurant, on the edge of the residential quarter. Jan was standing outside, looking slightly nervous. Emily hesitated, wondering just what was going through his head. Void hadn’t told him his letters had been held back until she recovered. He must have thought she was ignoring him. Or... she sighed inwardly, remembering how angry Cat had been at the accusation he’d left her to die. It wasn’t his fault, but it hadn’t stopped too many of the others accusing him of cowardice. And Jan hadn’t been allowed to go to the war in the first place. He hadn’t had a chance to prove himself.

    Silly, Emily thought. Half the problems she’d encountered on the Nameless World could have been solved if one side had backed down and the other agreed not to rub it in too much. Or at all. It wasn’t his fault either.

    “Jan,” she called.

    Jan looked up, spotted her and smiled. He looked surprisingly young, even though he couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than she was. He was tall, a head taller than her, with tanned skin, dark brown eyes and an infectious smile. He’d donned the shirt and trousers of a merchant’s son, rather than an apprentice’s robes. Emily guessed, as she gave him a hug, that he was rebelling against his master. Master Lucknow had always seemed the type of person to insist on observing the formalities at all times.

    “Emily,” Jan said, quietly. “Welcome to Celeste.”

    “It’s been a while,” Emily said. She allowed him to open the door, then followed him into the restaurant. “I’m sorry about the long silence.”

    “It’s alright,” Jan said. “Master Lucknow kept me very busy.”

    Emily grinned. “Did he say anything about granting you your mastery?”

    “Not yet.” Jan frowned as they sat down. “You know he was away during the war? Left me alone, without any supervision? And now he’s back and... he gave me a bunch of work to do, but otherwise he seems occupied elsewhere. He hasn’t sat down with me to discuss my progress, let alone offer me new lessons. I don’t know what he’s doing.”

    “Void’s been busy too,” Emily said. “He thought I needed time to recover.”

    Jan gave her a questioning look. “What happened? I heard rumors...”

    “They’re not true,” Emily said, quickly. She had no idea what the rumors were, but she was sure they were untrue. “I went into a necromancer’s lair and came out alive. Again.”

    “Again,” Jan echoed. “You didn’t get yourself killed?”

    “No,” Emily said. It wasn’t entirely true - her bilocated self had died - but she was alive. She’d survived. “I just got a little hurt.”

    She sat back in her chair as the waitress came over to take their orders. It still struck her as strange that hamburgers and pizzas were regarded as luxury foods, even though they were relatively simple to make. She supposed it made a certain kind of sense - she’d taught her kitchen staff to make them and her staff had then sold the concept as noble food - but it still bothered her. She wasn’t sure why. She had no interest in banning people from eating whatever they liked... she shook her head. It wasn’t her problem.

    “I’ll have a cheeseburger with fries,” she said. “Jan?”

    “The same,” Jan said. He grinned at her as the waitress retreated. “Master Lucknow won’t allow newfangled foods in his home.”

    Emily smiled. “Where is he now?”

    “The White City, I think,” Jan said. “He told me not to expect him back for a week or two.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. “What’ll that do for your apprenticeship?”

    “I don’t know.” Jan was suddenly serious. “I want to graduate quickly, but I need to be ready first. And the longer I take to graduate...”

    Emily nodded in understanding. Apprentices were supposed to complete their masteries as quickly as possible. The longer it took, the less respect the newborn master would have when he passed his exams. Jan was caught in a bind, unable to graduate and yet unable to seek out another master. It wasn’t something that had really bothered her - she didn’t have to look for employment, when she completed her studies - but she could see how it would irk someone else. Jan might have a delayed mastery through no fault of his own.

    “I had an offer,” Jan added. “A bunch of my old schoolmates were talking about moving south and setting up shop in the Blighted Lands. They figured it was time to get there before someone else did. What do you think?”

    Cat’s already trying to set up his own country, Emily thought. She’d read his letter with great interest. And he’s running into a bunch of problems.

    She took a moment to compose her thoughts. “It will be a long time before the Blighted Lands are fit for human habitation. The handful of inhabitants I encountered were barely keeping themselves alive, barely managing... they weren’t really growing enough. They would have had real problems if the necromancers hadn’t been farming them like animals. Your friends may discover they have problems setting up shop there.”

    Particularly if they don’t have a nexus point, her thoughts added silently. They would have real problems just warding themselves against magical storms.

    Jan cocked his head. “Do you think it’s worth trying?”

    “I think it will be very far from easy,” Emily said. “And they shouldn’t leap into it without careful preparation.”

    She frowned. There was a land grab going on. Void had said as much. Magicians would be taking the lead, if only because they could teleport across the Craggy Mountains. But it wouldn’t be long before Alluvia and the other southern kingdoms started trying to claim the mountains themselves. America hadn’t seemed very useful back before the War of Independence, to the point the British had given up territorial claims on the mainland in exchange for the sugar islands. It had taken two centuries for America to become the linchpin of the world. Who knew what the new kingdoms would become?

    Jan started to say something, then stopped as the waitress returned with their food. Emily felt her mouth water as she picked up a fry and ate it. The burger was nothing like the greasy fast food she’d eaten on Earth. It was huge, cooked perfectly; she wondered, suddenly, if she’d be able to eat the whole thing. The waitress would be happy to let her take it home, she was sure, or simply eat the remainder herself. Emily shrugged, reminding herself she had to eat if she wanted to power her magic. A magician who ate poorly would find it hard to cast any spells.

    She looked around with interest as more customers entered the restaurant and greeted the waitress. They looked upper-class, although it was hard to tell in a city-state where Sumptuary Laws didn’t exist. They were definitely magicians, magicians who weren’t making any attempt to mask their power. Void had insisted that was a show of insecurity, a hint that the braggart thought he had little to brag about. Emily tended to agree, if only because an unmasked magician was making himself a target. Too many others would come out of the woodwork to challenge him to a fight.

    “I don’t know what’ll happen,” Jan said, as he finished his meal. “The world seems to have turned upside down.”

    “And everyone is trying to pretend that everything is still normal,” Emily agreed. “It isn’t easy to change.”

    Jan stood. “You want a tour of the city?”

    “Why not?” Emily stood and took his hand. “Or...”

    He smiled, suddenly. “You want to visit my lair? I can show you my charms.”

    Emily couldn’t help herself. She giggled. “What will Master Lucknow say?”

    “I’m allowed to have guests, as long as they don’t go into his private chambers,” Jan said, seriously. “He’s never objected to anyone before.”

    “I’m surprised,” Emily said. “Void isn’t keen on me bringing people home.”

    “I imagine he has more secrets,” Jan said. He made a show of looking both ways, then lowering his voice. “Master Lucknow isn’t that special.”

    Emily grinned. Jan would be for the high jump, perhaps literally, if Master Lucknow heard that. And... she hesitated, unsure of herself. Jan wasn’t inviting her home to see his magical charms. She was sure of it. He wanted to take their relationship to the next level by inviting her, giving her the opportunity to say no. She was torn between the awareness it had been a long time and the grim certainty it would make her life more complicated. She liked him and...

    She made her choice. “Why not?”

    Jan took her arm, paid and led her onto the streets. Emily relaxed into his arm, feeling his muscles under the shirt. Jan was strong and healthy - fat magicians were surprisingly rare - and yet he had a sense of calm and composure that made her feel safe. Caleb and she had done a lot of fumbling, she recalled; Cat and she had had a dramatic affair that had burnt out spectacularly. In hindsight, she shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d warned her they could never be more than lovers. If he’d told her that before they’d slept together...

    The streets seemed emptier as they walked away from the shopping district, although the air was humming with wards... more wards, she noted, than she’d sensed on her previous visit. Industrial espionage was rife amongst magicians, with lesser wizards trying to steal the inventions of their superiors and reverse-engineer them into something more useful, but... this was different. The wards were designed to repel necromancer-level attacks, layer upon layer of charms woven into a protective mesh... her heart sank as she realized the truth. They were designed to stop battery-powered spells. She hadn’t expected the secret to leak so quickly. Everyone had sworn oaths to keep the truth to themselves.

    They probably didn’t tell, she thought. But someone might have spied on them charging a battery and figured out the truth.

    Jan glanced at her as they reached a mid-sized house. “Emily?”

    “It’s okay,” Emily said. It wasn’t his fault. “I was just thinking...”

    “A terrible habit,” Jan said, dryly. He led her through a maze of wards, then opened the door and cancelled two more. “Don’t try to get into any locked rooms.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. “I pledge to hold my hand in your house.”

    She looked around with interest as they walked through the door and into a reception room. Master Lucknow seemed to favor the minimalist approach, although he’d installed a sofa and a pair of comfortable armchairs. There were no paintings on the walls, no drinks cabinet... nothing to suggest that visitors were particularly welcome. Powerful wards pulsed through the stone, ensuring that no one could spy on the conversation. She was unsure what it said about the owner’s personality. She’d been in rooms designed to give away as little as possible to unwelcome guests.

    “I have my own lab,” Jan said. He sounded nervous, rather than boastful. “Would you like to see it? Or would you like a drink?”

    “Just water,” Emily said. She sat on the sofa, heart beating like a drum. “Or juice.”

    Jan stepped out the door and returned, carrying two glasses of juice. He sat next to her, his eyes flickering everywhere but never quite meeting hers. Emily remembered Caleb and smiled, feeling a twinge of guilt and regret. Things could have been better... she wondered, suddenly, if Caleb had found someone new. He’d been spending time with a couple of girls at Heart’s Eye.

    “I...”

    Jan leaned forward and kissed her. It wasn’t their first kiss, but... Emily leaned into the kiss, wrapping her arms around him as it grew more and more passionate. Her body wanted him, despite the risks of complicating her life even further. His hands stroked her back, brushing against her dress. She wondered if he’d have the nerve to undo her clasp or touch her breasts... she felt a thrill of anticipation. Not knowing was half the fun.

    She smiled as he drew back slightly, trying to look inviting. Cat had never hesitated. Caleb... she told herself, firmly, to stop thinking of them as Jan moved forward to kiss her again. His kisses grew harder, his hands reaching around to touch her... she pulled him closer, inviting him to straddle her. Her heart was still pounding like a drum...

    The wards flickered, signaling an alert. Someone was at the door. Jan jumped off her so fast she thought she’d blasted him with a force punch, pulling his shirt into place before hurrying to the door. Emily swallowed hard, torn between murderous anger and embarrassment. Whoever was at the door had interrupted them and... she felt a sudden urge to rip the person to shreds or call Jan back and tell him to ignore the newcomer. How dare they?

    “Emily,” Jan called. He sounded shocked. “It’s for you.”

    Emily blinked. No one knew she’d come to Celeste. No one, but Void. He wouldn’t have come for her, yet... who else could it be? “For me?”

    “Yes,” a new voice said. Lady Barb stepped into the room. “We have to talk.”


    Chapter Four

    EMILY TOOK A LONG BREATH, TRYING to compose herself.

    It wasn’t easy. Lady Barb... the last she’d heard, Lady Barb had taken Sergeant Miles back to Whitehall. Emily hadn’t expected Lady Barb to seek her out, let alone interrupt her at a delicate moment. She felt a flash of bitter resentment, mingled with irritation and concern. Lady Barb wouldn’t have sneaked around to find her, not when she could just have written a letter. If she was sneaking around, she was doing it behind Void’s back.

    “I’m sorry to surprise you,” Lady Barb said. If she knew what she’d interrupted, she had the grace not to mention it. “I needed to talk to you. Alone.”

    Emily frowned. Lady Barb looked... older. She’d always been old enough to be Emily’s mother - she’d come to think of the older woman as a mother, of sorts - but now her blonde hair looked as if it was starting to turn white. They’d all been scarred in the war, yet... her blood ran cold as she remembered how Lady Barb had been hurt and almost killed. It was terrifying to think the older woman might be mortal and yet she couldn’t escape the thought. No one was immortal, not even Void.

    “I’ll go work in my lab,” Jan said, breaking the awkward silence. “Or you can leave and go elsewhere.”

    “Thank you,” Lady Barb said. “I won’t forget your kindness.”

    Jan’s face flickered as he left the room. Emily would have smiled, if the situation hadn’t been so embarrassing. They’d been making out; they’d been on the verge of making love... she wouldn’t have blamed Jan for being angry and hurt that they’d been interrupted. She told herself to be grateful that no one else knew what happened. It was easier to handle if the rest of the world wasn’t laughing in your face.

    “Nice young man,” Lady Barb commented, as she set up a handful of privacy wards. The house itself was heavily warded, but it was impossible to be sure Jan - or his master - couldn’t spy on them. They’d designed and constructed the wards. They wouldn’t have had any problems leaving a weakness in place, a trick they could use to spy on their guests. “Did I come at a bad time?”

    “You could say that,” Emily said, crossly. Her body was intent on reminding her just how long it had been since... she put the thought aside, angrily. “It’s good to see you again, but...”

    She broke off as a thought crossed her mind. “How did you find me?”

    “Long story,” Lady Barb said. She shot a meaningful glance at the walls. “I wouldn’t have come here if I hadn’t been desperate.”

    Emily frowned, then motioned for the older woman to continue.

    “I need your help,” Lady Barb said. “And... you might have to argue with your master for me.”

    Emily stared at her for a long moment. Lady Barb was deeply worried about... something. It was unlike her to dance around an issue, rather than simply stating what she wanted. And if she suspected Emily would have to argue with Void... what did she want? Lady Barb had been one of Void’s former apprentices. They didn’t get on.

    “I can try,” Emily said, carefully. “What can I do for you?”

    “I’ve been asked to investigate a growing crisis,” Lady Barb said. “And I cannot leave Miles for very long, not now.”

    Emily shivered. “I thought... how is he?”

    “Not great,” Lady Barb said. “The battery misfire - whatever really happened, back in the Blighted Lands - did some damage to his mind. He’s normal most of the time, but... he’s had fits of rage and other problems that require a skilled magician to keep him in check. Gordian is already making noises about finding a replacement, if Miles doesn’t recover in the next few months. He might have a point.”

    “I’m sorry,” Emily said. The words felt so useless. Sergeant Miles had trained her for six years - she’d even been his apprentice, for a short period - and she’d counted him a friend as well as a teacher. He didn’t deserve to be lingering on the edge of madness. She felt guilt - she’d designed the batteries - as well as helplessness. She couldn’t think of anything she could do to help. “I wish...”

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Lady Barb said, sharply. “He knew the risks. We all knew them.”

    Emily flinched at her tone. Sergeant Miles might have known the risks, but... it had been her plan that had dragged him into the war and her innovation that had almost killed him. He could lose everything he valued in his life, from his sanity to his magic and physical strength, if his condition didn’t improve. She couldn’t help feeling responsible. It was no comfort to remember he’d understood what they’d been doing was dangerous.

    Lady Barb unslung her bag and sat in one of the armchairs, her eyes fixed on Emily’s. “There is a crisis brewing at Laughter Academy,” she said. Her voice was clipped, as though she didn’t want to think about what she was saying. “A lot of weird incidents. Students misbehaving, often getting right out of hand. Some very nasty tricks played on the townspeople below the school. There’s no rhyme or reason, as far as anyone can tell. It makes no sense.”

    “I see,” Emily said. She remembered her fourth year and shivered. “Did they check for demonic influence?”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb smiled. It didn’t touch her eyes. “They checked for everything, once they realized they were dealing with more than the occasional schoolgirl spat. Potions? Subtle magic? Mental manipulation? Charms? They found nothing. A teacher did leave without explanation, but... if there’s a connection between her departure and the crisis gripping the school, it hasn’t been found. We just don’t know.”

    She paused. “Whatever is going on, Emily, it’s getting out of hand. It has to be stopped.”

    Emily nodded. “And there are no clues?”

    “None,” Lady Barb said. “There have always been... problems... when magicians and mundanes meet and interact, as you know from Dragon’s Den and Heart’s Eye, but... this is worse. The students are starting to seriously misbehave, yet there appears to be no reason for their misbehavior or... anything. And I think...”

    She let out a long breath. “Have you been keeping up with politics?”

    “A little,” Emily said, carefully.

    Lady Barb’s lips thinned. “The Allied Lands are in a mess. The White Council, which has been forced to leave the White City, is planning to call a conference to address all the issues that have started to get out of hand, everything that remained frozen while the necromancers were a threat. I think the bigger kingdoms and magical families will hammer out a compromise of some kind, then enforce it on the remainder of the Allied Lands. They’re trying to stop the defrost before the pressures for war get too strong to ignore. And they’re planning to hold that conference at Laughter.”

    Emily blinked. The girls-only school had never struck her as particularly important. “At Laughter?”

    “It makes a certain kind of sense,” Lady Barb said. “The school is politically neutral. No one can claim the Old Lady - the Headmistress - is beholden to anyone, save perhaps the school board. But rumors of trouble are already starting to spread. The conference won’t go ahead unless the problem is fixed, quickly.”

    “And if the conference is repeatedly delayed,” Emily mused, “it might be unable to save the Allied Lands.”

    “Yes,” Lady Barb agreed. “Didn’t Void discuss any of this with you?”

    “Not really,” Emily said. “He insisted I should stay out of the firing line.”

    “He hasn’t done you any favors,” Lady Barb said. “What you don’t know can kill you, and he knows it.”

    She shook her head. “Emily, I was asked to investigate. I was supposed to take the place of the missing teacher - a junior tutor - and educate students, while finding out what was happening quietly. I can’t go, not now. There’s no way I can keep Miles with me at the school and no way I can leave him alone. Gordian will have him sent to the Halfway House before I get back.”

    Emily nodded as the pieces fell into place. “You want me to go.”

    “Yes,” Lady Barb said. “Lady Damia has agreed to accept you in my place, if you’re willing to serve. I don’t promise it will be easy - you’ll find it hard to adjust to teaching - but you have the skills and reputation to do it. We need answers, quickly. What has gone wrong, and why?”

    “And you checked all the obvious answers,” Emily said. “Did the school call upon outside help?”

    “So I’ve been given to understand,” Lady Barb said. “They were certainly willing to ask me to investigate. But I think you would be wise to leave no stone unturned. If there is some force involved beyond normal student obnoxiousness, it needs to be uncovered.”

    “I understand.” Emily felt her heart sink. She’d been looking forward to getting back to her apprenticeship. Void was not going to be pleased. “I think...”

    Her thoughts churned. She owed Lady Barb. She owed the older woman a great deal. Did she owe her enough to risk her apprenticeship? She hadn’t sworn the normal oaths - Void hadn’t asked for them, claiming they would damage her magic - but she was uneasily aware he could kick her out at any moment. The promise of learning secrets the rest of the world had forgotten was tantalizing, as was the prospect of pushing her magic into greater and greater realms. And yet... she looked down at her hands. She owed Lady Barb and Sergeant Miles. She couldn’t leave them when they needed her.

    “I’ll go,” she said. She mentally started to compose her arguments. “When do they want me there?”

    “As soon as possible,” Lady Barb said. “They wanted me to start in a couple of days. If you can get there tomorrow, I’d suggest you do. Reading between the lines, I think they’re a little desperate. The conference could make or break the school’s reputation. They have to put a lid on the crisis before it’s too late.”

    “I’ll do my best,” Emily said. “What about Penny? Did you intend to take her with you?”

    “Right now, Penny is staying in Kuching,” Lady Barb said. “Cat”- her lips twisted in something that could have easily been a smile or a sneer - “agreed to take over her apprenticeship, for the moment. I did ask her if she wanted to return, when I got the first letter from Lady Duchene, but she was reluctant. I don’t think she was happy there for her final two years.”

    “I heard the story,” Emily said. “Or one version of it.”

    “Yes.” Lady Barb frowned. “You can ask her, if you like, but I doubt she’d agree. And the school might refuse to have her back so quickly, well before everyone who knew her as a student graduated and left for other climes. It is never easy to make the jump from student to teacher, Emily, and it’s harder still when you’re only a year or two older than your students.”

    She picked up her bag and opened it. “There’s a handful of documents here for you,” she said. “A brief description of the school and the senior teachers, the ones who have served long enough to earn a place on the board. A bunch of reports written by the teachers, plus the headmistress’s - Lady Duchene’s - official letter to me. And a couple of other things you might need. Read though them carefully before you go.”

    “I will,” Emily said. She took the papers and placed them beside her, making a mental note to read them as soon as possible. She’d learnt the hard way that it was impossible to know what piece of knowledge might come in handy - and perhaps even save her life - until it did, and by then it was often too late. Void had taught her the value of studying everything. “I... can I ask a question?”

    Lady Barb nodded, curtly.

    “I was wondering...” Emily braced herself and started again. “I was wondering why you came here, instead of visiting the tower. You could have contacted me at any moment and I would have replied.”

    “I wanted you to decide for yourself if you wanted to go,” Lady Barb said. “Your master might have refused to forward the message, or simply forbidden you from going. I... it had to be your choice, I thought.”

    Emily said nothing for a long moment. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say. She wasn’t even sure how she felt. She would never have turned down Lady Barb’s request for help. Besides, the older woman was desperate. Emily knew Lady Barb well enough to know it had cost her a lot to admit she needed help. She’d built a reputation on being one of the most capable combat sorcerers in the Allied Lands. To ask for help, even from her former student and a friend...

    “I won’t let you down,” she said, quietly. “What do you think is happening?”

    “I don’t know,” Lady Barb said. “It’s possible someone with more power than common sense started leading the rest of the students to the dark side. Pranks and jokes can get out of hand very easily, as you know as well as I do. It could easily have started as a set of dares that grew and grew until everyone involved was too deeply implicated to back out. Or... Laughter has always had a slightly antagonistic relationship with the Allied Lands and the latest generation of students thinks they’re fighting to uphold the school’s rights.”

    Her lips twisted, again. “Or... it’s possible that the tutors, who are desperate for the conference to come off successfully, are seeing a pattern that isn’t there. It’s very easy to put together a narrative that binds a dozen events together, then become convinced the narrative is true even though the events are unrelated. That’s how conspiracy theories get started.”

    Emily nodded. No one in the Allied Lands believed the official story about anything. Kings lied. Aristocrats lied. Magicians and merchants and everyone lied. Even now, with broadsheets carrying news from across the world into every home on the continent, very few people believed what they heard or read. It was no surprise that conspiracy theories thrived. It was difficult, if not impossible, to trust anyone to tell the truth. 

    “I’ll find out,” she said. “I wish” - she shook her head - “I did want to be a teacher, didn’t I?”

    “A terrible profession,” Lady Barb said, deadpan. “I cannot imagine why you want to teach.”

    She scowled. “More seriously, remember you’re not a student any longer,” she added. “That always causes trouble. Lots of students don’t really grow up until they’ve spent a couple of years out of school, and going back always leads to problems. You have to draw a line between yourself as student and yourself as teacher... which should be easier, at Laughter, as you were never a student there.  I don’t think you know anyone who goes to Laughter.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “Well, apart from Penny, but she graduated.”

    “Write to her, if you like,” Lady Barb said. She stood, brushing down her robes. “And Emily...?”

    Emily looked up. “Yes?”

    “I’m sorry for springing all of this on you,” Lady Barb said. “It wasn’t how I wanted to handle the matter.”

    “I understand,” Emily assured her. “Even if you did come at an awkward time.”

    There was a glint of her old self in Lady Barb’s eyes. “That bad a time? I hope you remembered to use protective spells.”

    Emily flushed. “We didn’t get that far.”

    “I’m sorry,” Lady Barb said. She turned, then stopped and pointed at the papers. “Read them first, as I said, then make sure you send a reply. There’s teleport coordinates for the bottom of the peaks included. You’ll have to walk or ride up the road to Pendle, where you’ll meet Lady Damia. Traditionally, new staff and students walk to the school.”

    “It’s been too long since I had a proper walk,” Emily said. She’d been walking in the Blighted Lands, but... it hadn’t been the same. She missed the Craggy Mountains near Whitehall. “And thank you.”

    “Thank you,” Lady Barb said. She gave Emily a quick hug, then headed to the door. “If this causes you any trouble, I’ll do whatever I have to do to make it right.”

    Emily frowned as Lady Barb left, closing the door behind her. The wards shimmered. She didn’t have to look round to know Jan was coming. Her mind raced, torn between pulling him back to the sofa to finish what they’d started and the grim awareness she needed to talk to Void as quickly as possible. Her master wasn’t going to be pleased. Emily knew she hadn’t sworn oaths to obey him, which would have made it impossible to leave against his will, but... she let out a breath. He should understand what was at stake. He should understand...

    “She’s gone,” she said, without turning. “I’m sorry.”

    Jan wrapped his arms around her, kissing the back of her neck. “It’s fine.”

    No, it isn’t, Emily thought, as she turned to kiss his lips. His hands slipped down her back, threatening to slip into her waistband. I’m going to have to convince Void to let me go...

    He pulled back. “How did she find you here?”

    “I think she must have spotted me in Celeste,” Emily said. The mystery nagged at her. How had that happened? Lady Barb might have been watching the tower or... Void might have told her, except that couldn’t be true... or... Emily couldn’t think of any other possibilities. “I don’t know.”

    Jan shrugged and leaned forward to kiss her again. Emily kissed him back, all too aware she would have to go soon and talk to Void. It wasn’t going to be a pleasant discussion...

    ... And she wasn’t looking forward to it at all.


    Chapter Five

    “ABSOLUTELY OUT OF THE QUESTION.”

    Emily stood in front of Void, hands clasped behind her back, struggling to keep her face completely expressionless. She’d gotten back later than she’d intended and stowed the papers in her chambers, then had a quick shower before requesting a formal interview with her master. That might have been a mistake, she conceded ruefully. She’d never paid much attention to the formalities, any more than Void himself. Requesting a formal interview had probably worried him.

    “You are not fully recovered,” Void said, flatly. “You are constantly tiring yourself out. You are sleeping poorly, when you are sleeping at all. And you need to get back to your apprenticeship. We lost a considerable amount of time when you went off to fight in the war. And now you want to go off again?”

    “Yes.” Emily met his eyes, as evenly as she could. “It needs to be done.”

    “And Lady Barb didn’t see fit to contact me directly?” Void looked thoroughly displeased. “She should have put the request through me, not sneaked around and waited for a time to speak to you alone.”

    Emily hesitated. “Would you have forwarded the request to me?”

    “I would have warned you of the dangers,” Void said. “The situation is grim and...”

    “You didn’t even tell me there was going to be a conference,” Emily said. “Why didn’t you keep me informed...?”

    “Neither you nor I have been invited,” Void said. There was a hint of anger in his tone, although it didn’t seem to be directed at her. “There may not even be a conference, Emily. Half the people who have been invited have a vested interest in the conference not actually going ahead. They’re still arguing over the shape of the conference tables and social ranks and precedence and nonsense like that. I think they’re just hoping to run out the clock before they start binding themselves to agreements they have no intention of honoring.”

    Emily let out a breath. “And that means they’ll go straight to war?”

    “There’s already been a bunch of brushfire wars,” Void said. “Small engagements, really, but it’s just a matter of time. The Allied Lands were held together by the threat of the necromancers, and now that threat is gone. Add the chaos caused by the problems in the White City and the entire continent is sitting on top of a destabilizing potion. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

    “You didn’t tell me anything about the White City,” Emily said. “What happened?”

    Void seemed to look into the distance. “There was - there is - a nexus point under the White Palace. It came back to life, as you know. The magic is spreading into the city, following patterns laid down a long time before the Faerie Wars. The wards set up to protect the city are melting like snow in the glare of the sun. Right now, the city has been largely evacuated, rendering the White Council effectively homeless. Its authority has been shattered at the worst possible time.”

    He snorted. “There was some talk about sending you into the palace,” he said. “I believe it was vetoed before they made a formal approach to me.”

    Emily felt a flash of anger. “You don’t own me.”

    “You are my apprentice,” Void said, with a hint of exasperation. “I have first call on your... services. I also have a duty to protect you from potential enemies, both mine who see you as my heir and your very own impressive stable of enemies. I may not own you, as you say, but I have responsibilities towards you. And yes, those sometimes include forbidding you to do something dangerous.”

    His face twisted. “They were scared of what you might do, in the palace. Or, perhaps, what you might find.”

    “They don’t have to be scared of me,” Emily said, hotly.

    “Emily, as far as they are concerned, you are an agent of change and chaos,” Void said. “They don’t know you. Even the ones who’ve met you don’t understand you. They just know your reputation. You have a talent, a very strong talent, for turning the world upside down. Yes, they’re scared. For all they know, you might be the lost Heir to the Empire who will take the throne and change everything. Again.”

    “That’s impossible,” Emily said. “I wasn’t even born on this world.”

    Void raised a single eyebrow. “And how many of them actually know it?”

    “None,” Emily said. Only a handful of people knew the truth. “But they can’t believe...”

    “It’s been over two centuries,” Void said. “It’s possible you might be an heir, without ever knowing it. There’s never been any shortage of rumors about farmer boys awakening to a great destiny or girls discovering they were actually the daughters of noblemen, placed with foster families to keep them safe from their enemies. No one who knows where you come from would believe it, of course, but none of them do. And they’d wonder if I’d fostered you to protect you from all the kings and patriarchies who have a vested interest in preventing the return of a true heir.”

    Emily shook her head. “I don’t want to rule.”

    “Emily, there aren’t many people who’d believe that.” Void shot her a sharp look. “Everyone wants power. Everyone wants to secure their position. Everyone wants to ensure they have something they can hand down to their children and grandchildren. You tell them you don’t want to rule and they’ll think you’re lying. The idea that someone might not want to take power for themselves is beyond them.”

    He looked down at his hands. “Right now, the situation is in flux. Half the world is just waiting for someone to cough so they can take it as a sign to start something violent. And it is my considered opinion, as your master and teacher, that you would be better off staying out of it. Getting involved would make you a lightning rod and draw the ire of all parties.”

    Emily stared at him. “I can’t,” she said. “Lady Barb asked me to...”

    “You don’t owe her anything,” Void said, sharply. “And she—”

    “I do,” Emily interrupted. “She’s done so much for me, over the years. She... she’s been a better mother than my real mother ever was. I can’t sit here and do nothing when she needs my help.”

    “There are others who could investigate,” Void said. He scowled at the papers she’d placed on his desk. “Other places they could hold the conference too, if they wished. Emily, they could simply shut down the school long enough to hold the conference, if they think the students are likely to be little” - his lips quirked - “witches. You’re not needed.”

    “Lady Barb asked me, specifically,” Emily said. “She needs me.”

    “And she chose to ask you indirectly, circumventing me,” Void said. “What does that tell you about her?”

    Emily felt frustrated. “That she thought you wouldn’t pass on the request?”

    Void’s face went blank, a sure sign he was angry. “Emily, the more you involve yourself in politics, the harder it will be to protect you. You are no longer a student at Whitehall, protected by my brother. You are a grown woman with a reputation that cuts both ways. Some love you. Some fear you. Some see you as a challenge to be overcome. Lady Barb should know - she does know - that she’s asking you to jump into a hurricane. Laughter is not friendly territory to you, or any other reformer. Sending you there... this is not a simple request. This is a request you involve yourself in politics to the point...”

    “Lady Barb would not send me into danger,” Emily snapped, interrupting. Void hadn’t protested so much when Master Lucknow had led her off to war, even though she’d had to fulfil her oath to the Unseelie. “She needs...”

    “She’s already taken you into danger,” Void pointed out. “Your little trip to the Cairngorms could have ended very badly. And she’s allowed others to send you into danger, too.”

    Emily glared. “And you’re the one who sent me to Dragora and all the other little tasks you had me perform for you. You let me go off to war...”

    “It is part of my duties to protect you,” Void said, cutting her off. “I am not required to coddle you. I set you tasks that would challenge you, but tasks I was sure you could handle... growing stronger and more capable in the process. Lady Barb is sending you into a whirlwind that could easily consume you, if things go terribly wrong, or smear your reputation. School politics are not your forte, Emily, and you’re really too young to take on any sort of teaching role. I should not let you go.”

    “She needs me,” Emily said. She braced herself, feeling caught between her two parental figures, and pushed on. “She... helped me. She taught me. She saved my life, more than once; she told me things that would have otherwise blindsided me. I owe her and I owe Sergeant Miles. He deserves better than to be lingering on the verge of madness, madness caused by one of my innovations.”

    “Yes, he does,” Void agreed, pensively. “So few people get what they deserve.”

    “I have to go,” Emily said. “I... I understand your concerns. I want to resume my studies, too. But I’m not going to leave Lady Barb stranded...”

    “She isn’t stranded,” Void said. “There are other people she could send in her place. She doesn’t even have to go herself, if you refuse. No one will fault her for taking care of her lover.”

    “She’ll fault herself,” Emily said. “And it’ll gnaw at her until the day she dies.”

    “And you want to put yourself into danger to save her from the guilt,” Void said, quietly. “Emily, you are not responsible for everything. Whatever is happening at Laughter, it isn’t your concern.”

    “It is, because I owe her,” Emily insisted. “She deserves better, too.”

    Void said nothing for a long, chilling moment. “And if I told you that, if you left now, you could not return?”

    Emily studied him. “Are you going to tell me that I cannot return?”

    She gritted her teeth. She wanted to resume her studies. The thought of being unable to return was terrifying. And yet, she couldn’t ignore Lady Barb’s request. She owed the older woman too much. And... she met his eyes, wondering what would happen if she gave in to emotional blackmail. She’d met too many people who used it to have any doubts about the outcome. She’d be blackmailed again and again until she couldn’t take it anymore.

    You’re being paranoid, she told herself. He has a right to be concerned.

    “No,” Void said. He stood. “However, I expect you to be careful. I cannot accompany you to Laughter, Emily, and I cannot send Silent with you. Servants are not welcome within the school. She could take up residence in the town, but she wouldn’t be with you.”

    “I’m sure she’d welcome the break,” Emily said. She hadn’t intended to take anyone with her. “She can go see her family.”

    “If she wishes.” Void sounded indifferent. “Like I said, be careful. Stay out of politics as much as possible. Laughter tries to maintain some distance between itself and the White Council, but the school cannot afford to ignore politics completely. Like Whitehall, what happens within its wards can and does affect matters a long way from the school. Don’t let the academics drag you into their petty feuds. Go in, solve their problem and get out.”

    He made a face. “And try not to get too involved in the school itself,” he added. “You don’t have the maturity, not yet, to understand the importance of detachment.”

    Emily felt stung. “I am mature.”

    “Having to say you’re mature is proof you’re not,” Void teased. “And you will find it very hard not to revert to old habits, once you’re back in a school. I knew someone who graduated from Whitehall and remained as a teacher, without taking the time to get any real-life experience. He was a boy in an adult’s body, to the point he simply couldn’t be a reasonable teacher. I have no idea why he wasn’t summarily fired after the first incident or two. It wasn’t until my brother took the reins that he was finally given the boot.”

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

    “It’s impossible to be both an effective father-figure and, at the same time, one of the boys,” Void said, curtly. “He got involved in petty student disputes, practically pretending to be a student himself while wielding the authority of a teacher; he flirted with female students, perhaps even seducing them, while...”

    Emily felt sick. “And the previous Grandmaster let it happen?”

    “I don’t know what was going through that Grandmaster’s head,” Void told her. “The student never really grew up, at least until it was too late. Point is, he simply failed to keep a distance between himself and the students. He saw the boys as his friends and enemies and the girls as potential conquests. I think he wasn’t mature enough to understand what he was doing or why it was wrong. Perhaps that’s why the old Grandmaster tolerated it. My brother was made of sterner stuff.”

    “Good for him,” Emily said. “I wouldn’t...”

    “It can be very easy to blur the line,” Void warned. “And the effects are never good.”

    He grimaced. “Really, you got a lot of special treatment. Sergeant Miles took you as a temporary apprentice, Lady Barb treated you as a daughter, the Grandmaster didn’t expel you when - technically - he should have done... even Gordian, the indecisive man, didn’t come down on you like a ton of bricks. And I’d be surprised if some of your former classmates didn’t resent it.”

    “Jacqui certainly did,” Emily said, with a shiver. Her former nemesis had come within a hairsbreadth of killing her - or worse. She’d never seen Jacqui as a real threat until it was almost too late. “If there are others...”

    “I wouldn’t waste time worrying about it,” Void said. “Go write a letter to Lady Duchene to inform her you’ll be on your way, then pack a bag. Don’t take too much. They’ll provide clothes and everything else you might need. Make sure you don’t take anything on the forbidden list. And then you can study until dinnertime.”

    Emily nodded and glanced at her watch. It was late afternoon. She should have enough time to pack, then study the letters before joining Void for dinner and heading to bed. She made a mental note to check time zones before she slept, just to make sure she avoided teleport lag as much as possible. There were spells and potions that were supposed to help magicians cope, but she’d never liked them. The side effects tended to be unpleasant.

    “Thank you,” she said. She leaned forward and gave him a hug. “It means a lot to me.”

    “Thank me later,” Void said, curtly. He hadn’t returned the hug. “I don’t think I’ve done you any favors.”

    Emily nodded, then released him and turned to leave. She could feel him watching as she walked through the door, closing it behind her. He had every right to be displeased, she acknowledged quietly; he had every right to tell her she couldn’t go... she wondered, sourly, what would have happened if she’d sworn the normal oaths. Would she have been compelled to obey? Would he have been compelled to protect her, even against her will? She allowed herself a flicker of relief as she reached her chambers. She wasn’t sure what she would have done if Void had told her she had to choose between helping Lady Barb and keeping the apprenticeship.

    I’m not the only one being held back, she reminded herself. Jan is in the same boat, too.

    She smiled - she’d enjoyed the afternoon with Jan, even if they had been interrupted at an awkward moment - then sat down to read the papers for the second time. Lady Barb hadn’t missed a trick. She’d attached copies of everything from the school prospectus to reports written by former pupils, including Penny. Emily skimmed them, then wrote a handful of notes. It wouldn’t be easy to get a letter to Lady Damia in time to arrange a meeting, but the postage service claimed it could be done. She’d just have to go down to the town tomorrow to make sure she got a reply.

    Or just go to the school anyway, she thought. It wasn’t something she’d normally do, but... it might be interesting. I wonder what they’ll make of me.

    There was a knock on the door. Emily opened it with a quick spell. Silent stepped inside, carrying a handful of books and scrolls. Emily felt her heart sink as she realized there wouldn’t be anywhere near enough time to read them all, not before she had to go. Silent took the letter Emily offered her, then left as quietly as she’d come. Emily wondered if the maid knew, yet, that she’d be getting a paid break. Perhaps it wouldn’t be as much of a relief as Emily thought. Compared to some of the royal brats she’d met over the years, Emily was very low maintenance indeed.

    She smiled at the thought, then started to pack. That was something that would normally be left to the maids, but Emily had always preferred doing it herself. She packed a couple of simple dresses and a small collection of underwear, then a pair of trousers and shirts. She’d wear her cloak as she walked up to the town, then go to the school. She wasn’t sure what the dress code would be like inside the school - the prospectus hadn’t said anything about what teachers were meant to wear - but she had a feeling she’d find out when she arrived. The school probably had arrangements with local seamstresses. Whitehall had a highly profitable arrangement with tailors in Dragon’s Den. It had never failed to both amuse and irritate her in equal measure. 

    Picking up a charged battery, she placed it inside the bag and then tied it closed with a charm. It wasn’t completely secure - Void could break the spells, she was sure - but it would be very hard to put the charms back together afterwards without alerting her. There weren’t many magicians who’d be able to parse out the little kinks in the spellwork, not when the mere act of looking would change things. She’d know if someone had been through her stuff...

    I hope, she thought, as she turned and headed for the door. But I’m not bringing anything incriminating anyway. 


    Chapter Six

    THE AIR WAS FRESH AND CLEAR, yet bitingly cold. Emily took a long breath as the remnants of the teleport spell faded, lifting her head to peer towards the Howling Peaks. The mountains looked oddly crooked, as if they’d been shaped by forces beyond her comprehension. A castle sat on top of the nearest mountain, somehow dominating the surrounding terrain even though it looked remarkably small for a magic school. It was probably an illusion, she decided, as her eyes tracked the road leading into the mountains. Lady Barb’s teleport coordinates had placed her at the bottom, just above a mid-sized city. It made sense, Emily decided. One couldn’t get a sense of the sheer vastness of the landscape if one didn’t walk up to Pendle itself.

    She gazed at the mountains for a long moment. They looked less challenging than the mountains near Whitehall, although there was something intimidating about them that sent a shiver down her spine. The hills were covered in dark green trees - evergreen trees, she guessed - that seemed so tightly bunched together that it was difficult to believe anyone could walk through them. And yet, people clearly had. She could spot a handful of huts on the mountainside, surrounded by white flecks that were almost certainly sheep. It would be a lonely life, but she could see the attractions. The shepherds would be able to keep their distance from the rest of the world. 

    Shaking her head, she slung her bag over her shoulder and started to walk. The air seemed to grow warmer as she headed up the road, although it was still strikingly cold. She pulled her cloak around her, remembering the days when the sergeants had made their students run endless laps around the field just to warm up. Her heart twisted as she realized Sergeant Miles might have to take early retirement if he couldn’t fight his way back to normal. She’d seen him take a hell of a lot of damage and keep going. The thought of being brought down by a threat he couldn’t fight...

    Maybe I can find him a place at Heart’s Eye or Cockatrice, she thought, although she knew Sergeant Miles wouldn’t want charity from her. He might not be allowed to teach at the university, if his sanity was impaired, but... there’d be something for him to do. Surely. I can find a way to present it that doesn’t feel like charity.

    She put the thought out of her head as the road grew steeper. It was in astonishingly good condition - most roads in mountainous regions were poorly maintained, if only to deter taxmen - but she still found it hard going as it wove its way into the mountains. She forced herself to keep going, sensing flickers of magic and life darting through the air. Insects hummed around her, birds flew overhead... it wasn’t uncommon to see dragons in the mountains, even the mountains fairly close to human habitations, but she couldn’t see any resting on the peaks. She guessed they didn’t want to fly too close to the school. If there was anywhere likely to prove dangerous to an adult dragon, it was a school of magic.

    The view sharpened as she rounded a corner and found herself staring up at the school. It seemed larger now, its previous smallness a trick of the light. She could see another castle on the next peak, a ruin that looked to have come right out of a horror movie. The prospectus claimed the ruined castle was part of the school, but it hadn’t said much about what had happened to the building. Perhaps a dragon had attacked it. She couldn’t think of much else, at least in the days before gunpowder, that could have shattered a castle. The necromancers had never come so far from the Blighted Lands.

    Odd they never rebuilt it, she mused. It wouldn’t be easy to repair the damage, but she’d seen castles built in worse places. Why didn’t they?

    Emily paused to rest, kicking herself for not thinking to bring water. She should have known. Sergeant Miles would say sharp things to her... she wished, suddenly, that he could say sharp things to her. It would be a sign he was getting better... perhaps. She brushed sweat from her forehead, then resumed the walk. The risks of teleporting the rest of the way were just too great...

    She froze as she saw bats swarming around the castle. Bats? She stared, then muttered a spell to sharpen her eyesight. They weren’t bats; they were flying girls. Emily stared, shocked. A single spell would be more than enough to send the witches plunging to their deaths. And yet, they glided through the air with the greatest of ease. She felt an odd flicker of envy, mingled with fear. Penny had told her that the unknown intruder had screwed up the flying display, injuring dozens of students and guests. It would be easy, so easy, to bring the flock of witches crashing down.

    They need parachutes, Emily thought. It would be easy enough to set up a safety net, perhaps using a nexus point for power, but only within the school itself. Anyone with magic and a grudge could kill them effortlessly.

    She stared for a moment longer, feeling a sense of wonder. She’d seen so much, over the last few years, that it was difficult to remember feeling this way about anything. She was used to the Nameless World, used to magic and primitive technology and attitudes straight out of the Dark Ages... she shook her head. It was good to remember there was magic in the world, that magic was... wonderful as well as terrifying. She cancelled the vision spell, then resumed her walk. She’d have to learn how to fly later, once she was settled in. She had no doubt someone would be willing to teach her.

    It might be useful, she reminded herself. And I could use a battery to power the spell...

    It felt like hours - her legs certainly complained that it must be hours - before she crested the valley’s ridge and walked down into Pendle. The maps had made the town look small, but - to her complete lack of surprise - it was actually around the same size as Dragon’s Den. The road led right through town, the street flanked by shops clearly designed to cater to student magicians. She spotted a handful of apothecaries, bookshops and even a couple of fancy-looking restaurants and inns along the main street. Judging by the number of alleyways leading into darkened streets, there were plenty of places that were cheaper - or darker - within easy reach. She made a face as she spotted a pub. Magicians weren’t supposed to drink alcohol - it was banned in all of the magic schools - but she’d seen more than enough young magicians indulging themselves. She hoped the pub’s owner had warded his building thoroughly. Alcohol-induced idiocy was depressingly common. She was surprised the school hadn’t shut the pub down.

    The pub is probably used by the locals, she thought. And it isn’t as if they could say no to the magicians.

    Her eyes narrowed as she walked down the street. It was the weekend - Laughter followed the same schedule as the other schools - but the town was suspiciously quiet. There was a feeling of impending trouble in the air, as if the townspeople were keeping their heads down and trying not to be noticed. There should have been dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people on the streets, but she could barely see anyone. And yet, she could feel eyes watching her as she made her way past the stagecoach inn. They didn’t feel friendly.

    A peal of laughter rang out. She turned to see a pair of girls - they couldn’t be older than eighteen - running out of the alleyway and across the streets. Their giggles brought back unhappy memories of the days when she’d been alone and friendless and utterly hopeless... Emily shivered, despite herself. The girls wore long grey skirts that brushed against the ground, suggesting they were junior students. She couldn’t help thinking the uniform was ugly, as well as impractical. One of the girls had to hike up her skirts to run properly. 

    Odd, Emily thought. What are they running from?

    She remained wary as she kept walking down the street, noting the handful of other oddities. Female shopkeepers were far from unknown in the magical community, but it looked as if each and every shop on the main street was owned or operated by a woman. She couldn’t see any male shopkeepers at all. The bookshop was crammed with the usual collection of fake ancient tomes, modern textbooks and fiction... her lips quirked as she spotted one of Frieda’s favorite blue books in the window display. Emily had read better fan fiction, but... she supposed it didn’t matter. It helped Frieda and her fellows learn to read, and that was all that mattered. The cover was so explicit Emily was surprised it hadn’t been banned. And anyone who actually tried to copy the movement on the cover would probably wind up with broken bones.

    The wind shifted. She kept walking, her stomach rumbling as she tasted hints of bread and cooked meat in the air. She was tempted to stop and eat something, but she didn’t have time. Lady Damia’s reply had insisted she’d meet Emily at the Outpost, an hour after noon. Emily was all too aware she was pushing it. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted a piece of graffiti on the wall, remaining firm despite the best efforts of the female shopkeeper. PENDLE WILL RISE AGAIN. Emily winced in sympathy. Someone had painted it right over the front window, blocking the view. Glass was expensive, particularly for merchants. Whoever had done the painting deserved to be flogged.

    She stepped up beside the shopkeeper and touched the paint lightly. It had been charmed to stay on, no matter how vigorously the shopkeeper tried to wash it away. Emily tested the spell, then mustered her magic and banished the charms. The shopkeeper gave her an odd look, a mixture of gratitude and fear, then washed the rest of the graffiti away. Emily nodded to her and resumed her walk, making a mental note to raise the issue later. It was something that would have to be addressed...

    Three girls stepped out of an alleyway to block her path. Magic sparkled around their fingertips, as if they were ready to curse or hex her at a moment’s notice. Emily would have been intimidated, if she hadn’t faced necromancers and other - far more dangerous - threats. She felt a flicker of... something... as she studied the girls, remembering the mean girls of her youth. They might have magic, instead of cheerleading skills, but the expressions on their faces were practically identical. They were queens, as far as they were concerned, and woe betide anyone who challenged them. Emily looked from face to face, torn between old memories and naked irritation. The girls just weren’t that scary.

    The leader - dark skinned, with blonde hair - snapped her fingers. Emily felt the magic levels rise, slightly. The girl was skillful enough, she noted, but she lacked either the raw power of a necromancer or the skill and cunning of a dark wizard. And she had no idea who she was facing. Emily remembered the paintings and statues of her and rolled her eyes. Of course the girl didn’t recognize her. Her closest friends wouldn’t see her in the paintings...

    “Who are you?” The girl spoke with a musical accent, suggesting she’d been raised amongst the magical aristocracy. “What are you doing here?”

    Emily met her eyes, evenly. “Is it any of your business?”

    The girls shifted, angrily. The magic sparkled around them. They weren’t used to defiance. Emily guessed they’d taken her for a new student, perhaps even for an apprentice coming to study in the town itself. She wasn’t that much older than them. She’d given serious thought to entering Laughter as a student, rather than a junior tutor. The only thing that had kept her from proposing it was the grim truth that the last intruder had posed as a student.

    “Yes,” the leader said. Behind her, her friends shifted. “Tell us who you are or we’ll hex you.”

    Emily held the girl’s eyes as she unmasked her power. The girls stumbled back in shock, their mouths dropping open as they saw her clearly for the first time. Emily had masked her power well. They might not even have realized she was a magician, let alone one who was far above them. If they’d taken her for an apprentice... female apprentices were rare, outside the magical community, but they did exist. They might have taken her for a scribe or a chirurgeon or something else utterly mundane.

    “Call me Emily,” she said. There was only one adult Emily, as far as she knew. She’d certainly never heard of anyone with the same name, at least until she’d made it popular. Alassa’s daughter wasn’t the only one who’d been named for the Necromancer’s Bane. “Please point me to the Outpost.”

    “I...” The leader looked stunned. “I...”

    “Please point me to the Outpost,” Emily repeated, putting as much ice in her voice as she could. The urge to just swat the girls was almost overpowering. They pushed too many of her buttons. “Now.”

    “I... I beg your pardon, Lady Emily,” the leader said. She lifted a trembling hand and pointed towards a small house, resting on the road towards the school. “That’s the Outpost there.”

    Emily nodded, then pointed towards the edge of the forest. “Scram.”

    The girls ran. Emily watched them go, wondering who’d pay the price for their humiliation. She’d met too many people like them - boys as well as girls - to doubt they’d find a way to take their feelings out on someone else. The entire nobility was an endless chain of shit rolling downhill until it landed on the scullery maids and the lads who cleaned the privies, the poor commoners who were right on the bottom. She’d read a bunch of history books that made little sense until the reader worked out that a bunch of kings and noblemen had preferred to fight to the death, rather than swallow their pride and admit they’d lost. Or that they’d bitten off much more than they could chew. She wanted to call them back, to make it clear they weren’t to do anything of the sort, but she knew it would fall on deaf ears. They’d been unchallenged for too long for them to change overnight.

    She shook her head and kept walking, climbing towards the Outpost. It looked like a bunker peering over the town, ready to rain cannon fire and curses down on the inhabitants if they displeased the witches in any way. She couldn’t help feeling a chill as she walked closer, wards poking and prodding at her as she made her way up the road. It wasn’t a surprise - Whitehall guarded the roads, too - but it still felt unpleasant. The witches had had centuries to weave their magic into the surrounding landscape, crafting spells to give them every possible advantage if their enemies attacked. She shivered as she looked at the ruined castle, wondering - again - what had torn charmed stone apart like paper. Even a dragon would have had problems.

    A shape detached itself from the Outpost and stepped onto the road. Emily felt magic - stronger magic than the girls’ by far - peering at her. The witch was a strong magician, perhaps not on the same level as Void but certainly strong enough to prove a serious challenge. Emily raised a hand in greeting, mouth suddenly dry. It was vital that she make a good impression. Void had warned her, last night, that the witches wouldn’t be happy with outsiders coming to solve their problems, even though they knew they needed help. He’d even admitted he was surprised Lady Barb had been asked. She had no obvious ties to Laughter. The school had graduated plenty of experienced witches who could have been asked instead. 

    And that’s something else you should ask yourself, he’d warned. Why her? Why you?

    Emily stopped, putting her thoughts out of her mind. “Lady Damia, I assume?”

    “Just Damia, please,” Damia said. Her voice was tart, very much like Lady Barb’s. It was hard not to wonder if they were related, although Lady Barb was an only child. “And you are Emily.”

    “Yes.” She bobbed a curtsey. “I’m sorry I’m a little late.”

    She studied the older woman with interest, all too aware she was being studied in return. Damia looked to be around twenty or thirty years older than Lady Barb, although it was impossible to be sure. Her face was cold and hard, practically daring someone to start something; her dark hair was tied up so tightly that it made her look years older. Emily couldn’t help thinking of Mistress Irene, but Damia was so pale her skin was almost translucent. The only spots of color were faint traces of dark lipstick on her lips. Her dark eyes bored into Emily, quietly assessing her and probably finding her wanting. Emily had to fight to hold her ground. 

    “You are welcome,” Damia said. She nodded towards the castle. “Come. The Old Woman is waiting.”

    Emily fell into step beside her, eyes narrowing as she spotted another piece of graffiti on the side of the Outpost. PENDLE WILL RISE SOON. She waved a hand at the graffiti, looking at Damia. The older woman seemed thoroughly displeased.

    “I saw that in the town,” she said. The wording was slightly different, but the meaning was identical. “What does it mean?”

    Damia’s expression didn’t change. “That, Lady Emily, rather depends on who you ask.”

    Emily smiled, although she felt no real humor. “And if I asked you,” she said, “what answer would I get?”


    Chapter Seven

    DAMIA’S VOICE DIDN’T CHANGE. SHE COULD have been discussing the weather for all the interest she showed in the subject. And yet, Emily thought she could hear a faint hint of fascination hiding behind the bland tone. She understood, or thought she did. It wasn’t always safe to display an interest in ancient history, even in a world where history overshadowed the modern world. Too much had been forgotten, for better or worse, for the rulers to be comfortable with the thought of digging it up again.

    “Pendle was the founder of our academy,” Damia said. “That, at least, is certain. Beyond that, there are many different versions of the story. One states that Pendle was a witch who defeated a banshee and was granted the region as a reward. Another insists she was a princess as well as a witch. A third states she was the banshee itself. A fourth insists she was sent to the tower to keep her safe and chaste until marriage” - her lips thinned until they were almost invisible - “her father unaware the tower had once belonged to a powerful witch. In that story, Pendle studied magic and saved herself from an unwanted match.”

    Her lips - somehow - managed to thin still further. “And yet another story insists a noble prince managed to best Pendle, winning her as his wife or - depending on whom you believe - winning her services, and those of her sisters, until the end of time. It is hard to tell which of the stories is true, if indeed any of them are. Pendle clearly won us some degree of independence, but how? We don’t know.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. “What happened to her?”

    “We don’t know,” Damia repeated. “Legend insists she will return, that she is sleeping under the school and will awaken in our darkest hour to save us. There are certainly tunnels deep under the castles that have never been fully explored, caves that could easily hide an entire army of sleeping witches. But we just don’t know.”

    She glanced at Emily. “How did you find the town?”

    “Three of your students tried to get in my way,” Emily said. She felt a twinge of guilt in ratting them out. “And someone else painted the Pendle graffiti over a shop window.”

    Lady Damia grimaced. “Things have been going from bad to worse,” she said. “The students have been playing increasingly nasty pranks on each other, as well as their tutors and the townspeople. My deputy - your predecessor - left in a hurry, without leaving a forwarding address. We don’t know why.”

    Emily frowned. “Who was she?”

    “Her name was Scarlett Robyn,” Damia said. “She came highly recommended, with commendations from Grandmaster Gordian and a number of others. Do you know her?”

    “No.” Emily shook her head. “I’ve never heard of her.”

    “Unfortunate.” Damia’s expression seemed to harden. “She had potential. She didn’t look to be struggling. But she chose to leave, sending her resignation through the mail rather than offering it to the headmistress in person. We haven’t seen her since.”

    Emily frowned. “Did she leave at the same time the trouble started?”

    “No,” Damia said. “The trouble started, in hindsight, two months ago. Scarlett Robyn left ten days ago.”

    “And didn’t bother to leave a forwarding address,” Emily said. “I assume you checked her credentials?”

    “Yes.” Damia’s voice grew colder. “We checked everything. Everyone vouched for her. There’s no hint she was up to something unpleasant, no suggestion she had ulterior motives for being at the school. One moment, everything was fine; the next, she just... left.”

    Interesting, Emily thought. Why did she leave?

    The question nagged at her mind as they walked further up the road, which twisted and turned until straightening out and driving right at the school itself. Up close, the castle looked like something out of a gothic fantasy, with tall spires, spike-topped walls and huge iron gates designed to intimidate visitors. Emily could sense the wards growing stronger, including one designed to identify men before they reached the castle. She had the feeling that any man who tried to get over the wards would regret it, if they survived. A handful of witches soared through the air, including two riding pitchforks. Emily had to smile. She’d always thought witches rode broomsticks.

    The gates creaked open as they approached. There were no guards on the doors, but she could see a handful of monstrously ugly gargoyles just inside. They’d be charmed, if she was any judge; they’d be ready to spring to life and attack intruders with stone teeth and claws. She had a sudden nightmarish vision of her arms and legs being crushed by the gargoyles and shivered. Someone had woven a subtle magic hex into the design, enough to seriously worry her. She tightened her mental shields as she looked around the courtyard, frowning as she noticed there were no men in view. The handful of stableboys were clearly girls.

    “This way,” Damia said. “Don’t dawdle now.”

    You talk that way to a grown adult? Emily studied Damia thoughtfully. The older woman didn’t seem pleased to see her. It was easy to tell she resented Emily’s presence. Do you think someone else should have come in my place?

    She kept her thoughts to herself as they walked into the school. The air reeked of magic, from spells designed to light the corridors to charms intended to hide sections of the school from intruders. She thought she spotted a handful of hidden doors leading to concealed chambers, perhaps even secret passages. Whitehall and nearly every other castle she’d visited had its own collection of passageways, some intended for the students to find and others designed purely for the tutors. Laughter’s secrets wouldn’t be revealed to her immediately. She’d have to look for them.

    Damia kept up a running commentary as they made their way through a maze of passageways and stairs, pointing out the student dorms, rooms for the older girls and a handful of classrooms that were in permanent use. Emily listened, filing away the information for later contemplation. Laughter didn’t seem as transdimensional as Whitehall, but the school had clearly been designed to be hard to navigate. Someone had probably woven a labyrinth spell into the walls. They might not change places when she wasn’t looking, but it would certainly feel that way. A couple of girls walked past them, carrying baskets of clothes down to the laundry. Emily nodded to herself. The prospectus had made it clear the girls were expected to do most of their own chores.

    Alassa would have hated that, if she’d had to do it at Whitehall, Emily thought. She still doesn’t know how to wash her own clothes.

    Damia stopped in front of a large wooden door. “Headmistress Duchene is looking forward to meeting you,” she said. “I’ll take you to your room afterwards.”

    Emily hesitated, then knocked on the door. It opened, revealing a cozy sitting room with a roaring fire in the grate. An elderly woman was sitting behind a desk, reading a piece of parchment. She stood as Emily entered, nodding to the door. It banged closed behind Emily.

    “Please, take a seat,” Duchene said. She sounded friendly. “I’ve heard a great deal about you.”

    “Not all of it is true,” Emily said. Duchene might sound friendly, but no one reached the top of their profession - not in magic - without considerable power, skill and a certain amount of ruthlessness. It was hard to tell how strong the older woman was - the wards made it hard to sense her power - but she wouldn’t be weak. “And the parts that aren’t made up are often exaggerated.”

    Duchene smiled, warmly. “Does that include the bit about you rejecting a man who commanded orcs, because he wasn’t strong enough for you?”

    Emily flushed. “That’s not remotely what happened.”

    “Pity.” Duchene’s smile never changed, but her attitude shifted - slightly - as she sat back in her chair. “You understand why you’re here?”

    “Yes,” Emily said.

    “Good,” Duchene said. “You’ll be replacing Scarlett Robyn. I’ve made it clear to the other tutors that you probably won’t remain, once the summer holidays begin. We’ve already started searching for a more permanent replacement, but - given what’s been going on - we probably won’t bring them in anytime sooner. Our assumption was that Lady Barb would be able to see out the year. I was very sorry to hear about Miles. Man though he is, I always liked him.”

    Emily was torn between amusement and irritation. “Being a man is a crime roughly half the population is guilty of,” she said, crossly. “And none of them chose it.”

    “Quite,” Duchene said. “But that doesn’t absolve them for acting on their baser instincts.”

    She paused, looking at her hands. “Your duties, as far as anyone beyond myself and my deputy know, are twofold. First, you’ll be teaching Defensive Magic. Lady Damia and yourself will sort out precisely how this is going to happen, but you’ll be following a syllabus laid down at the start of term. You shouldn’t have any problems demonstrating the spells. We expect some rough patches, particularly as you’ve never taught before, but given time you can smooth them out. Second, you’ll be serving as a supervisor for the fifth-year girls, offering them advice and answering their questions in a manner calculated to make them think for themselves.”

    Emily blinked. “I’m hardly qualified to offer advice.”

    Duchene’s smile never wavered. “You are a heroine to most of the girls, Lady Emily. You defeated the necromancers, saved a kingdom... even founded a” - she stumbled over the unfamiliar word - “university. Your name is feted right across the world. If you cannot answer their questions, you should be able to either direct them to someone who can or find out the answer yourself. I or my deputy will offer guidance, if necessary. To be honest, a lot of student problems are quite small in the grand scheme of things. Sometimes, it’s just a matter of patting a poor girl on the head and telling her that things will get better.”

    “And offering her a lemon drop,” Emily muttered.

    “I’ve always preferred pear drops myself,” Duchene said. “It will also give you a chance to get to know the students and perhaps figure out what is going on with them. You may discover that some of them will confide in you, where they wouldn’t dare risk talking to another student or one of the older teachers.”

    She shrugged. “Traditionally, you’ll also be expected to fill in for teachers who are unable to carry out their nightly duties, which will give you an excuse to prowl the school and search for clues. Make sure you check your schedule carefully, as it’s easy to stay up half the night and then remember, too late, that you have double-classes in the morning.”

    Emily nodded.

    Duchene sat back in her chair with a satisfied smiled. “We’ll make sure you also learn a few things, such as flying,” she said. “Do you have any questions?”

    “I’m ignorant of my own ignorance,” Emily confessed. She studied the older woman for a long moment. “What do you think is causing the problems?”

    “I don’t know.” Duchene’s smile slipped, just for a second. “My staff comprises one of the most remarkable collections of magical knowledge and experience in the world. We checked everything we could think of, then consulted with the Sisterhood, the White Council and the other schools. There’s nothing, as far as we can tell, influencing the school. And yet... something is clearly wrong.”

    Her eyes hardened. “It isn’t uncommon for the girls to go through patches of bad behavior, particularly when the Gentleman arrives. Damia believes this is just another bad patch, no better or worse than the rest, but very awkwardly timed. It is vitally important that the conference goes ahead without a hitch, Emily. That’s why I invited Barb in the first place, over the objections of most of my staff.”

    She stood. “Keep your eyes open,” she said. “And, until you can sort matters out for us, welcome to my staff.”

    Emily shook her hand, sensing a remarkable amount of power hidden behind the old woman’s smile. Void had told her to be wary of people who smiled too much, but it was hard to believe the older woman was any threat. She looked warm and welcoming and stood in stark contrast to her deputy. It was hard to believe that Duchene and Damia actually managed to work together.

    “Thank you,” she said. “I look forward to working with you.”

    Duchene laughed. “Let me know if you still feel that way this time next week,” she said, opening the door with a flick of her wrist. “Teaching is not easy, Emily. It takes a special kind of mind to actually make it work. It’s possible Scarlett Robyn just decided she couldn’t handle it any longer and fled. It has happened before.”

    Sure, Emily thought, as she stepped through the door. And maybe she was up to something really nasty.

    “Emily.” Damia looked slightly more relaxed as she beckoned to her. “Come with me.”

    Emily followed, noting how the wards grew tighter as they walked up a final set of stairs and down a long corridor. The doors were unmarked and seemingly unlocked, but she doubted anyone would be able to enter without permission. Whitehall’s students had made a game of trying to break into the staff bedrooms... Laughter, she suspected, did the same. Damia walked down the corridor, stopped in front of a door and pushed it open. The room was smaller than her chambers in Void’s tower, with a simple wooden bed and mattress, a desk, a pair of chairs and a door that - she assumed - led to the bathroom. She peeked inside and frowned. There was a toilet, a shower and little else.

    “You’ll find clothes in the wardrobe and lesson plans in the desk drawers,” Damia said, as Emily put her bag on the bed. “The dresses are charmed to fit you automatically. You shouldn’t have any problems with them. The lesson plans are a little more complicated, so read them carefully before you follow me into class tomorrow. You’ll be demonstrating spells, so if you need to brush up on any of them there’s a spellchamber just next door. I don’t think you’ll have any problems giving the lecture - you can just drone from the notes if you like - but make sure you understand it before you go into class. There’re a bunch of girls who keep trying to trip me up.”

    Emily swallowed. She fought necromancers, yet... 

    Damia sat on one of the chairs and met Emily’s eyes. “Three things to bear in mind at all times,” she said. “First, the girls will challenge you. They’ll push to see how much you’ll let them get away with, which can be maddening at times. Don’t show fear, and remember --you’re not allowed to actually kill them. You’re authorized to dispense detentions and limited amounts of corporal punishment - the guidelines are in the handbooks - but serious offenders are to be sent to the gym mistress. And don’t let them fool around with dangerous spells. That’s the prime cause of accidents.”

    No shit, Emily thought, hiding her irritation. She’d come to do Lady Barb a favor, not... You’re talking to me as though I was a naughty schoolgirl.

    “Second, remember you are a teacher,” Damia continued, in the same tone. “There is a line between you and your charges. Do not cross that line. You are not personally involved in their affairs and you are not to become personally involved. You’re the same age as some of the oldest students, but you are not on their level. Some of them will want to be your friend, or more than your friend. Don’t let them. If you feel the line blurring, talk to me or the headmistress. We’ll provide advice and assistance if you need it.”

    “Void said the same thing,” Emily said.

    Damia’s lips thinned. “Third, men are rarely permitted within the school. They are explicitly not permitted between sundown and sunrise. There are currently no male tutors and, if there were, they would be banished to the Guesthouse every night. You are not to bring any male friends of yours back here. If you feel the need for male company” - she grimaced - “you can satisfy it in the town. A student who brings a male into the school will be suspended, if not expelled. A teacher would be immediately fired, without recourse. Do you understand me?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, coldly. “I understand.”

    “Good,” Damia said. “If you want female company, be discreet. The students are not to see their teachers as sexual beings. We are on different levels and it is to stay that way.”

    “I understand.” Emily felt a flash of irritation. She’d gotten the message already. “Am I required to use different washrooms too?”

    “Yes,” Damia said, flatly. “There are washrooms set aside for tutors. Students are not allowed to enter unless they’re desperate. Tutors are not permitted to use the student washrooms, but they can enter if someone is crying for help. Expect a bunch of sharp questions if you enter.”

    She stood and walked over to the window. “The charms can be adjusted to let the air in or out, as you wish. Once you learn how to fly, you’ll be able to glide out of your room and take to the air. Until then, be careful. You do not want to plunge to your death.”

    “No.” Emily stood beside her. “That would be embarrassing.”

    She smiled as she stared into the open air. The rear courtyard was larger than the maps had suggested, opening onto a giant pool. Beyond the pool - and the walls - she could see a valley hidden within the mountains, caught between the two castles. It was hard to be sure, but it looked as if the valley couldn’t be entered without going through one of the two castles first. Unless one flew...

    “That’s the Silent Woods,” Damia said. “You are welcome to spend some time there, if you wish to meditate. The girls harvest it for potion ingredients, when they’re not trying to live off the land for a day or two. Or you could climb to the Redoubt when you have a few hours to yourself. The view is quite spectacular.”

    Emily looked at her. “What happened to the castle?”

    “We don’t know,” Damia said. She smiled, for the first time. “There are lots of theories, Emily. Some people say it was destroyed during the wars. Others say there was once a men-only school in the castle and they blew it up. And still others say the castle was built there to keep something down and one day it just got up. The truth? We just don’t know.”

    She turned and headed for the door. “I’ll have one of the girls bring you some lunch,” she said. “Study the paperwork carefully and make a note of any questions you might want to ask. I’ll come back for you at dinnertime, when I’ll introduce you to the rest of the staff and help you prepare for your first lesson. Until then...”

    Emily grinned and sat back on the bed. “Until then.”

     



    Chapter Eight

    EMILY WAITED UNTIL LADY DAMIA WAS gone, then lay back on the bed, closed her eyes and meditated until her temper was firmly under control. Damia’s attitude grated on her more than she cared to admit. Emily was a grown woman, even if she hadn’t completed her apprenticeship yet. She grimaced. Legally, she was a child and would be one until she gained her mastery or abandoned the apprenticeship... and yet, physically she was an adult. Duchene had noted that Damia didn’t believe there was a real problem, but... it was strikingly rude. And yet... Emily sighed to herself. Damia was old enough to be her mother, if not her grandmother, but she hadn’t achieved anywhere near as much as Emily herself.

    I founded Heart’s Eye University, Emily thought. Does that make me Duchene’s social equal or her superior?

    She put the thought aside as she opened her mind and reached out with her senses. The castle was thrumming with magic, wards pervading the walls. She concentrated, tracing the spells as they monitored the students and their use of magic. They seemed less extensive than Whitehall’s wards, although there were little improvements and spell nexuses that didn’t appear to have any discernible purpose.  But there was nothing that might be influencing the students. No hint of subtle magic, no taint of demonic influence... nothing.

    You knew it wouldn’t be that easy, Emily thought, as she tested the wards. It didn’t feel as though she was being spied on, although that was meaningless. A skilled wardcrafter could hide a scrying spell within the wards protecting the dorms and it would be very hard to find. If the answer was simple, someone else would have figured it out by now.

    She focused her mind, adapting the wards to suit herself. The charm holding the door closed was very basic. It wouldn’t stand up to a junior student, let alone a senior. Emily tightened the charm, then added a couple of privacy wards and a handful of trap spells. She had no intention of setting a lethal booby trap, but she didn’t want students poking through her room either. If they were going to sneak into her room, they’d have to work for it. The charms on the window were much stronger, she noted. Clearly, someone had already thought of flying up to the window and climbing inside.

    Someone knocked on the door. Emily opened her eyes, stood and walked to the door. A young girl - she couldn’t be older than sixteen, almost certainly a new magician - stood there, holding a plate of sandwiches, a pot of something hot and steamy and an empty mug. Emily took it, thanked her gravely and watched as the student hurried away without even waiting for a tip. She supposed it shouldn’t have surprised her. The prospectus made it clear the students were expected to do their own chores, even wash their own clothes. There was probably a rota of students who worked on weekends.

    She carried the tray to the table and put it down, then picked up the books and documents and started to read as she munched the sandwiches. Lady Damia had snapped out details, as if she’d wanted to get through the basics as quickly as possible; the books detailed the school protocols and operations in much more detail.  The teacher’s handbook was particularly detailed, promising an induction weekend for any new victims... sorry, teachers. Emily scowled at the weak joke. Her predecessor had probably had more than enough time to prepare for the job. No wonder Lady Damia was annoyed. A great deal of time had been wasted. And she’d have to waste even more preparing Emily for the job.

    Emily finished her sandwiches, but kept reading. The handbooks went into great detail about how the school actually functioned, yet... she couldn’t help thinking that some details were lacking. The school would have evolved over the years, she was sure. She was mildly surprised someone hadn’t bothered to produce a new handbook, if that were true. The cost of printing had fallen rapidly as new and improved printing presses came into use, only to be improved upon and replaced in their turn.

    The wards quivered. Emily looked up, just as someone knocked on the door. She stood and opened it, then moved aside to let Lady Damia step inside. The older woman looked around and nodded in approval, then glanced at the pile of documents and the bag, still resting on the bed. Emily couldn’t tell if she wanted to make a pointed remark or not. She wasn’t a student, with a duty to keep her room clean. She was a grown adult in her own right.

    “The tutors are about to meet for dinner,” Lady Damia said, stiffly. “It would be a nice opportunity for you to meet your new workmates.”

    And that means attendance is compulsory, Emily thought. She hated socializing with strangers, not least because she didn’t know what to say, but she doubted she had a choice. Besides, it would be better to meet the staff without the students around. They might be more human if they’re not dealing with misbehaving kids.

    “I’ll come,” she said. “Should I change?”

    “Not tonight, as you are new,” Lady Damia said. “We expect you to wear formal dresses starting from tomorrow.”

    Emily nodded and allowed the older woman to lead her out of the room and through a maze of corridors. The wards hummed around her, creating the impression there were sections of the building she’d be denied. Lady Damia paused long enough to point out the room assigned to Scarlett Robyn, sealed with a pair of high-grade charms, and remark that Emily would have to search it sooner rather than later. Emily doubted she’d find anything - the staff would have gone over it in clinical detail - but she knew she’d have to try. It would be careless in the extreme to leave the room untouched. Besides, it might also tell her why her predecessor had rushed off.

    She sucked in her breath as Lady Damia opened a door and led her into the staffroom. It was surprisingly cozy, the combination of old armchairs and warm lights giving the impression the room was a great deal smaller than it actually was. Emily couldn’t help finding it charming. She’d sneaked into the staffroom at Whitehall when she’d been in fourth year and she’d thought it was excessively formal, to the point she’d wondered if the students had been tricked. They might have a tradition of breaking into the staff quarters, but the staff had no obligation to make it easy for them. If they’d concealed the real staffroom...

    “Lady Emily,” Lady Damia said. Her voice was quiet, but it echoed through the entire room. “Please allow me to introduce...”

    Emily had never been good with people and names. She’d never found it easy to remember people, even people she knew from school. And yet... she forced herself to listen as Lady Damia introduced the senior tutors. Mistress Greenstone, Gym Mistress, who looked a little like a female Sergeant Harkin. She was intimidating and strong, her robes doing nothing to hide her muscles. Beside her, Mistress Jens - Charms - glanced at Emily and pointedly looked away. Emily guessed she was one of the old guard, the ones who disliked the New Learning on principle. She certainly looked like a snooty aristocratic woman who’d climbed to the top under the old rules, then discovered they’d changed overnight. Mistress Halladale, Alchemy, looked as if she’d been drinking too many of her own concoctions. Her hair stood up as if it had been struck by lightning, while her robes were covered in stains, burn marks and patches that appeared to be on the verge of coming off. Mistress Brier, History, was only a handful of years older than Emily. She gave Emily a sweet smile that hinted they could be friends. And, sitting at the corner, Mistress Allworth - Healing - beamed at her. She looked warm and friendly and strikingly - unusually - overweight. 

    “The juniors aren’t here at the moment, save for you,” Damia said. Her eyes swept the room, as if she was looking for someone. “Where’s Nadine?”

    Emily frowned, feeling something nudging at the back of her mind. She knew the name, but from where? She made a mental note to consider it later, when she had a moment. Right now, she needed her wits around her. The staff might look like an odd and diverse group, but she knew they’d be leaders in their field. None of them would feel inclined to welcome her, at least until she’d proven herself. There was no room for dangerously incompetent teachers in magical schools.

    “She’s giving some of the girls a little extra tutoring,” Mistress Brier said. “They had detention last week and missed their flying lesson.”

    “I see,” Damia said, in a tone that promised trouble for the absent teacher. “They had detention for good and sufficient reason.”

    “It was just a little prank,” Mistress Greenstone said. “They shouldn’t lose their chance to fly in formation...”

    Emily did her best to follow the discussion as it raged around the room - it had the air of an argument that had been hashed out so many times the people involved were doing it out of habit, rather than any real urge to win. The stricter teachers seemed to agree with Mistress Greenstone, somewhat to Emily’s surprise. The alchemist was the only one who openly agreed with Lady Damia, pointing out the danger of pranks in classrooms.

    “And Clarice was caught hexing a boy,” Mistress Greenstone said. “Will I be seeing her tonight?”

    “So I’m told,” Damia said. Her tone didn’t change. “She is also barred from visiting the town for the next two weeks.”

    “The students shouldn’t be allowed to visit the town at all,” Mistress Jens said, curtly. “We and they are not compatible...”

    Emily blinked as Mistress Brier beckoned her over. “They’ve had the same argument every day for the last year,” Mistress Brier said. “You’ll get used to it.”

    “I’ll try,” Emily said. She had the feeling she’d come into the argument halfway. “What are they arguing about?”

    Mistress Brier winked. “Jens feels that we magicians should have nothing to do with the mundanes,” she explained. “We should lay claim to the magical places and let them scrabble over the rest, leaving us alone. Damia thinks that tradition is tradition and therefore shouldn’t be changed, for any reason whatsoever. It’s quite silly, really.”

    Emily said nothing. She’d met a few magical supremacists, magicians who believed they were inherently superior to the magicless mundanes, but... it was disturbing to find one in a position of influence. She told herself not to be silly. There’d been teachers at Whitehall who felt the same way, although none of them had advocated banning the students from Dragon’s Den. Or had they...? It wasn’t as if she’d been privy to private discussions amongst the tutors, even when they’d made her Head Girl. They hadn’t involved her in their arguments.

    That won’t happen at Heart’s Eye, she promised herself. They’ll have to learn to get along.

    “It’s good to meet you at last,” a new voice said. She turned to see Mistress Allworth. The older woman graced her with a warm smile. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

    Emily flushed. “Most of the stories are lies...”

    “But you did defeat the necromancers,” Mistress Allworth said. “I hear it’s just a matter of time before the Blighted Lands become the Unblighted Lands.”

    “Very witty, Mistress,” Mistress Brier said. She sounded irked, although Emily couldn’t tell why. “I’m sure your students will be hurrying there to heal the land.”

    “All in good time, my dear, all in good time,” Mistress Allworth said. She smiled at the younger teacher, then looked at Emily. “Lady Barb spoke highly of you. She said you’d have made a good healer, if you’d been inclined to study the art.”

    “My talents lay elsewhere,” Emily said. The lessons had been interesting, and she’d enjoyed putting her skills to use, but the more advanced healing magics demanded total commitment from would-be healers. She would have had to take an entire flock of binding oaths if she’d wanted to become one in her own right. “I don’t have the patience or empathy to become a good healer.”

    “They’re not easy to learn,” Mistress Allworth agreed. “And half the time, the patients won’t listen or unbend in front of you, no matter how you encourage them.”

    Emily nodded, unsure what to say. She felt trapped, even though she could turn and walk away... except she couldn’t. Lady Damia had brought her to the staffroom... Emily couldn’t help feeling she’d been thrown to the wolves. She would have preferred to meet the teachers one on one, perhaps when she patrolled the corridors or assisted in their classes. There was no point in looking to Lady Damia for help. The argument behind her was still going on. It sounded as if the two teachers were on the verge of hexing each other.

    “Don’t be too upset with Lady Damia,” Mistress Allworth said, quietly. “She wasn’t too pleased to lose her assistant so quickly, let alone having to break in another one at such short notice.”

    “If she’s getting to be too much, feel free to call on me,” Mistress Brier said. “We can have a drink together and commiserate.”

    Emily forced herself to pick a new topic. “Do you study the school’s history?”

    “Oh, yes.” Mistress Brier’s face lit up. “I’ve been researching it ever since I was a student myself. There was a time, back during the wars, when a lot of primary material was lost or deliberately destroyed. I think it might have been when the Redoubt was also destroyed, although I don’t know. There’s a handful of documents that talk about the Redoubt being destroyed a great deal earlier, but a couple of those are clearly forgeries pushing an agenda.”

    She smiled. “And that was so long ago that no one knows what their agenda might have been.”

    Emily allowed herself to relax, just a little, as Mistress Allworth withdrew. “What do you think happened?”

    “I don’t know,” Mistress Brier said. “Like I said, much of the primary material has been lost, but... there are hints within the archives that something pretty bad happened before the paperwork was destroyed. I’ve been trying to convince the Old Woman to let me search the Redoubt for clues. Maybe you’d have better luck...”

    “That didn’t work out too well at Whitehall,” Emily said. “They made a dreadful mistake when they opened the old tunnels.”

    “So I heard,” Mistress Brier said. “I studied under Professor Locke, back when I was an apprentice historian. He was very keen to dig up the past.”

    “Burying it again proved difficult,” Emily commented. Whitehall had nearly been destroyed before they’d figured out how to repair the damaged spellwork. “You have to be careful.”

    “I’m very careful,” Mistress Brier said, playfully. “Do you want to come see my notes?”

    “I’m afraid Emily has other work this evening,” Damia said. “But I’m sure she’ll be happy to study your notes in a week or two.”

    Emily started, halfway to casting a spell before she caught herself. She hadn’t sensed the older woman walking up behind her. She’d been so engrossed in the conversation that... she kicked herself, silently, as she turned around. She should have been more careful. Much more careful. The cozy room was lulling her into a false sense of security.

    “You should come meet the others,” Damia said. “This’ll be the only chance to meet them before classes resume tomorrow.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She felt nervous, despite everything. “I’m just not good with people.”

    Damia gave her an odd look. “And I was informed you wanted to be a teacher?”

    Emily kept her expression under tight control as Damia led her from teacher to teacher, all of whom tried to make conversation with her. The discussions ranged from the latest alchemical papers - which she hadn’t read - to politics, with the disposal of the Blighted Lands and the remaining necromancers on the top of the list. Emily did her best to keep her answers noncommittal, reluctantly aware they were sounding out her opinions on the topic. She had no idea who was moving to claim the new territories, save for Cat; she had no claim to the lands and no way to keep newcomers from moving in and staking claims. There was certainly no way to know when, if ever, the Blighted Lands would be safe for permanent habitation.

    She’d never really considered what teachers might talk about, in their private moments. She was amused, yet disillusioned, to discover that most of it was banal. They chatted about everything from their charges - students with potential, students with problems - to the weather. Mistress Brier appeared to believe there were spells to meddle with the weather safely, although none had been tried in living memory. The power requirements were just too high.

    They can charge up a dozen batteries and use them to power the spell, Emily thought. She had no idea what would happen if someone tried. The weather was such a complex system that it was quite possible the results would be unpredictable. Perhaps it would be better not to suggest it.

    Her heart lifted in relief they moved into the next room, where dinner was waiting. The atmosphere was surprisingly informal, although she was starting to make out hints of factions amongst the teachers. She supposed they weren’t as solid as factions elsewhere, if only because Laughter had fewer teachers. There were only twenty, plus a handful of other staff. Emily had the feeling the school was undermanned.

    There are fewer students too, she reminded herself. The documents had stated there were no more than two hundred students at any one time. They don’t need a hundred teachers to keep the girls in line.

    She frowned. Her stomach churned. She’d walked into a necromancer’s lair and come out alive - she’d done it several times now - but she hadn’t felt so nervous. Things had been simpler, she thought, when she’d had to kill or be killed. Now... she had to teach students, some who would look up to her and some who would challenge her, just so they could boast they’d stood up to the Necromancer’s Bane. She wasn’t looking forward to it at all. The slightest mistake could haunt her for the rest of her life.

    You wanted to be a teacher, her thoughts mocked. Remember?


    Chapter Nine

    When she awoke, Emily felt disorientated.

    SHE SAT UP, GLANCING AROUND IN alarm. Where was she? Void’s tests had often started with her going to sleep in one room and waking to find herself somewhere else. A flash of panic ran through her, only to be dimmed when she remembered everything that had happened the previous day. She’d travelled to Laughter, she’d met her fellow teachers and she’d listened as Lady Damia tried to cover a week’s worth of information in a few short hours. Emily’s head felt as if someone had tried to cram a small library into her skull. She clambered out of bed, cursing under her breath as she stumbled into the washroom and turned on the shower in hopes it would wake her up.

    Daylight streamed through the window as she walked back into the chamber and found a robe in the wardrobe. It was long and black and made her look like a crow, she thought, as she pulled the robe over her head and allowed it to spill to the floor. The robe came with a sash - rather than a belt - and a surprising amount of pockets, all charmed to be bigger on the inside. It clung to her skin without - somehow - revealing any of her curves. She discovered, as she started to walk around the room, that it also allowed her more freedom of movement than a typical dress.

    No underwear, she thought, puzzled. The robe was charmed to act like a makeshift bra, providing all the support she needed, but she wasn’t comfortable without underwear. No socks either.

    She frowned as she pulled on underwear and socks she’d brought from the tower, then headed down to the dining hall. Damia had given her a brief tour of the important places, promising to show her the rest later. The corridors felt cold, cold and empty, as she walked down the stairs. It was easy to believe she was alone, at least until she stepped into the hall itself. A handful of girls, ages ranging from sixteen to twenty-two, sat at the tables, eating breakfast. Mistress Brier sat at the high table. She waved to Emily as she entered. Emily shrugged inwardly, then joined her.

    “Make sure you eat plenty,” Mistress Brier warned, waving at a pair of girls. One of them collected a tray of food from the kitchen window and carried it over to Emily. “The hall is closed when the bell rings and not reopened until lunchtime. You don’t want to be hungry in the middle of the morning, not when you’re trying to teach.”

    Emily nodded, too nervous to eat. There were more and more girls flowing into the room, taking their places at the six lower tables. She guessed there was a table for each year, but - beyond that - no formal seating order. It was easy to pick out the popular kids, sitting together while the unpopular kids sat alone. She felt a twinge of sympathy as she spotted a young girl at the end of her table, as far as she could get from the others without actually sitting on the floor. The poor kid was completely isolated. Emily’s heart went out to her.

    She frowned as she spotted the girls who’d accosted her in Pendle entering the room. They were carrying small parchments in their hands - chat parchments, Emily guessed.  Their eyes went wide as they saw her, a mixture of fear and defiance flashing over their faces before they sat at the head of their table. They looked to be surrounded by cronies, just like Alassa and Melissa before they’d grown up. Emily wondered why the girls below hadn’t grown up yet, then shrugged. In her experience, the kids who were popular at school were rarely successful in later life. They’d already peaked, socially speaking. Not, she admitted sourly, that the prospect made their victims feel any better...

    “Monday is always a slow day,” Brier explained. “The majority of the girls spent the weekend in Pendle or the Silent Woods. A handful even went further afield with Mistress Greenstone. They know they should go to bed early, but they don’t. They never seem to learn.”

    Emily nodded, forcing herself to eat. The bacon and eggs were overcooked. The bowl of... something - she was tempted to call it gruel - was so thin as to be almost tasteless. She ate it anyway, then signaled for seconds. The serving girls replaced the tray quickly. Emily felt oddly guilty for bothering them, even as she tucked into the second helping and drank her Kava. That, at least, was strong. She suspected the girls probably needed it. They’d be in real trouble if they nodded off during class. So would she. She stuck some food in her pockets for later. It looked as if she wasn’t the only one.

    Her eyes lingered on the girls from Pendle. They were eating, but also scribbling away on their chat parchments. Emily frowned. Whitehall had banned chat parchments in class. It had also tried to ban them for junior students, but the ban had proven impossible to enforce. The parchments had never been easy to find. And besides... she was surprised the girls were chatting away so blatantly. She’d have found herself in hot water if she’d tried that at Whitehall.

    They’re not in class, she reminded herself, curtly. They can do whatever they like as long as they’re not disturbing anyone.

    Brier grinned at her as she pushed her plate aside. “You looking forward to your first class?”

    “I feel like I’m walking to my own execution,” Emily said. Her stomach churned. “It isn’t going to be fun.”

    “My first class was a total disaster,” Brier told her. “I thought Lady Damia was going to sack me on the spot. And... it got better. You’ll find there are some students who’ll take to your subject like a duck to water, the ones you can inspire by talking, and some who’ll do their level best to pass so they don’t have to see you again. They can be annoying, because they won’t so much as look at the topic again once they leave, but you learn to tolerate them.”

    Emily frowned. “And that leaves?”

    “Students who set out to cause trouble,” Brier said. Her face darkened. “Some will be pranking their fellows almost constantly. Others will be challenging you, trying to get under your skin. Don’t expect your reputation to protect you. They’ll poke and prod at you until you explode if you give them half a chance.”

    “You make them sound like animals,” Emily said, doubtfully.

    “They’re growing up, trying to find their places in the world,” Brier said. “And challenging authority, sorry to say, makes them look good in front of their peers.”

    “I see,” Emily said.

    “Just don’t let them get on top of you,” Brier said.  “Come see me, after classes end for the day. We’ll have a drink and swap war stories.”

    Emily had to laugh as she returned her gaze to the students. She’d never been that good at reading social class, let alone where students stood in the school’s unofficial hierarchy, but the clues were there. The girls all wore the same uniforms - gray for juniors, black for seniors - but some wore finer clothes than others. They’d be from magical or aristocratic families. It was hard to be sure, yet Emily was sure a third of the firsties were newborn magicians. They looked unsure of themselves, their faces wan as they looked around the giant hall. Laughter had to seem like heaven, if they’d grown up in poor families. She shuddered, wondering if the school provided lessons to ensure the newcomers knew how to navigate magical society. Whitehall only provided them upon request.

    She nudged Brier as her eyes wandered over the girls she’d met. “Who are they?”

    Brier shrugged. “Dionne, Bernadette and Hannalore, the uncrowned queens of the fifth,” she said. “All from magical families of long standing, all wealthy and powerful beyond measure... at least as far as the remainder of the students are concerned. They’re far from stupid, but they tend to bring out the worst in each other. They’d be better off if they were split up, if you ask me. No one ever did.”

    Emily nodded. “I know the type.”

    She looked up as the remainder of the teachers entered the hall. The junior teachers looked only a year or two older than the students, glancing at her with a mixture of curiosity and sympathy. Emily made a mental note to get to know them later, if she had a chance. It was quite likely they’d already formed friendships, like the students they’d been only a few short years ago. She hoped they’d be mature enough to accept newcomers. It was easy to believe they hadn’t matured quite that far...

    Damia sat next to her. “Emily,” she said. “I trust you slept well?”

    “Well enough,” Emily said. She couldn’t remember any dreams, which was a good thing. She’d had too many nightmares since Rangka had snapped her neck... she shivered, helplessly. The memories kept flaring up and flashing in front of her eyes. “I’m ready for the day.”

    “No one is ever ready,” Damia said, caustically. She raised an eyebrow as she spoke. “We’ll be taking the fifth years after breakfast, then two more classes after lunch. I’ve had to reorganize the schedules to ensure your first classes are not unsupervised, at least until I’m sure you can handle them. Did you reread the lesson plans?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, with a flicker of irritation. “You saw me going over the lesson plans last night.”

    “You may find yourself covering material that was already covered,” Damia said, as if Emily hadn’t spoken. “Don’t worry about it. Better to cover it twice than not cover it at all. You’ll have enough time to cover everything before the exams. Hopefully, you’ll be able to handle the classes long enough for me to start training up another replacement. You’re not planning to spend the rest of your life here.”

    “No,” Emily said. “I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”

    “I’m currently looking for possible candidates,” Damia said. “Lady Barb would have been ideal, if she’d been able to stay with us. The majority of the other possibilities are too inexperienced or too set in their ways. They’re not capable of teaching here without supervision.”

    “And the candidates have to be female,” Emily mused. “You couldn’t offer the job to a male candidate.”

    “Men are rarely permitted within these walls,” Damia said, as if she hadn’t told Emily the same point time and time again. “A male teacher will distract the girls.”

    Emily nodded slowly, although she wasn’t convinced that was true. She’d certainly never heard of any girls getting crushes on their tutors, male or female alike. None of the tutors at Whitehall had ever struck her as particularly attractive. And yet...

    Her heart sank. She’d wondered why Lady Barb - and herself - were the prime candidates.  It hadn’t made much sense, not at first. But... there weren’t that many combat sorceresses in the Allied Lands, certainly not ones who’d taught at other schools. The younger ones would have a shortage of experience and the older ones would be too stubborn to change their style to match the school’s needs. Damia hadn’t said so outright, but the list of candidates had to be very short. Emily couldn’t think of many women who both fit the criteria and might be willing to teach at Laughter. Aloha was the only one who came to mind and she was too busy with her apprenticeship.

    Damia glanced at the huge wall-mounted clock. “Report to the Defense Classroom in twenty minutes,” she said. “You have to be there when the students arrive.”

    Emily nodded. “I’ll go freshen up first,” she said, standing. “And I’ll see you there.”

    Brier followed her as she left the dining hall. “Lady Damia is a traditionalist of the worst possible kind,” she commented. “I sometimes wonder how she managed to embrace such a radical notion as witches.”

    “She doesn’t want things to change,” Emily said. “Why not?”

    “She was a foundling, from what I heard,” Brier said. “Raised in the school, more or less. I don’t think she left for more than a year or two before she returned to serve as a junior teacher. She’s been teaching here longer than I’ve been alive. Everyone knows she’ll be headmistress, when the Old Woman leaves her post. There’s no doubt of it in her mind.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “Which way to the washroom?”

    “This way,” Brier said, leading her down the corridor. “The wards are designed to mislead students who rely on them too much. It’s supposed to be good for their character.”

    “I’ve heard that argument before,” Emily said, as they found a washroom. “I’ve never believed it.”

    “Me neither,” Brier said. “The firsties generally learn their way around the lower levels in the first few weeks, then start exploring the rest of the school. You’ll do it, too.”

    Emily scowled as she splashed water on her face. “Do you know why Scarlett Robyn left in such a hurry?”

    “If you ask me, and no one did, I think she couldn’t handle the job,” Brier said. “Lady Damia is a very demanding woman. It’s rare for her to keep a junior tutor for more than a handful of years. They do their time and then leave, without bothering to hang around long enough to write a forwarding address. I heard a rumor the Old Woman tried to call a couple of them back, to replace Scarlett, but they refused.”

    “They didn’t think they’d step into Damia’s shoes?” Emily glanced at Brier. “If Damia becomes Headmistress, is she going to keep teaching?”

    “It’s hard to say,” Brier said. “The Old Woman takes one class a week, mainly for the firsties. Damia... wouldn’t be good at that job. But she can’t run the school, any more than she already is, and keep the defense post too. My guess is that she’s hoping to rehire one of the older teachers when she finally gets promoted.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. It struck her as asking for trouble. “I’m glad I won’t be sticking around.”

    Brier clapped her on the shoulder. “Petty politics are a way of life,” she said. “And I’m sure that’s true of Whitehall, too.”

    Emily frowned. Grandmaster Gordian hadn’t wanted her for Head Girl. He’d made that clear, without ever coming right out and saying it. He hadn’t wanted to offer her the post and she hadn’t wanted to accept it... her lips quirked, sourly. She wasn’t aware of precisely what had happened, when the nominations had been made, but she knew the staff had voted for her practically unanimously. The politics must have been intense. And yet... they’d ended with her getting a position she hadn’t wanted and lost, quickly enough, when all hell had broken loose. 

    Heart’s Eye will be different, she promised herself.

    “Probably,” she said. She looked at herself in the mirror, then shrugged. “I’ll see you after class?”

    “I’ll be in my chamber,” Brier promised. “See you.”

    Emily smiled and left the washroom, carefully finding her way to the defense classroom. The corridors seemed to twist and turn, the wards confusing her no matter how carefully she focused her mind. She thought she was going in circles, walking around and around in an endless loop, before she stepped into the defense section and peered into the nearest classroom. There were two more next door, followed by a pair of spellchambers and a dueling circle. Emily hoped she wouldn’t have to teach the students how to duel. She knew from grim experience that dueling was poor preparation for a real fight.

    The classroom was surprisingly large - the twenty desks and chairs looked oddly lonely, as if the room had been designed for a bigger class - with plenty of room for testing spells. The side walls were decorated with unrealistic paintings of famous magicians - all female; the rear wall was covered with magical and mundane weapons, ranging from charmed daggers to a lone mirror. Emily eyed it warily, even thought she was sure it wasn’t that dangerous. The events at Heart’s Eye were still fresh in her mind. A handful of animated skeletons stood in a corner, ready to jump out at unwary students. Blasting them was always fun.

    She heard a sound and turned. Lady Damia stepped into the room. “What do you think?”

    “It looks good,” Emily said. She nodded to the mirror. “What does it do?”

    “There’s a mild curse on it, to demonstrate the danger of someone putting a nastier curse on it,” Damia told her. “We’ll be talking about it later in the week.”

    She nodded to the edge of the desks. “I’ll be giving the lecture. You stand and listen, then help me demonstrate the spells once we begin the practical section. Tomorrow, you’ll be giving the lecture yourself. Thankfully” - her lips thinned - “the firsties didn’t have many lessons with your predecessor. You’ll have some room to maneuver. If you have any questions, ask me after the lesson. Don’t interrupt unless it’s truly urgent. Understand?”

    “I understand,” Emily said.

    “Good.” Damia seemed to pause, just for a second. “I’ll be asking you to give a talk, later, on fighting a necromancer. The girls need to hear it.”

    Emily nodded. The necromancers weren’t all gone. The necromantic rite was so easy it was certain there’d be more, sooner or later. The students hopefully knew better than to risk madness by using it, but... she winced, inwardly. They did need to know how to handle the threat before it was too late. And if that meant telling them what she’d done...

    The only way they can save themselves is by running, she thought, grimly. They couldn’t hope to take on a necromancer one on one and survive.

    The bell rang. She tensed. The students were about to arrive.


    Chapter Ten

    THE STUDENTS WERE PUNCTUAL, EMILY NOTED, as they formed a line outside the classroom. The papers she’d read had made it clear that the doors would be closed and locked five minutes into the class, and anyone who arrived after that would be denied entrance and marked absent. She’d heard students complaining about it, at Whitehall, but the staff had simply ignored them. It wasn’t easy to catch up if one missed a lesson, particularly if one didn’t have a good excuse. The tutors felt no inclination to help students too rude to show up on time.

    She felt the girls looking at her when Lady Damia allowed them into the room. Dionne, Bernadette and Hannalore swaggered in as if they owned the place, followed by a handful of cronies who formed a protective wall around them. Emily guessed the cronies were either low-ranking magicians or newborns desperate to trade service for status. She’d seen the same thing at Whitehall, although it was rarely so blatant. The other students looked different, more isolated. A young girl shot Emily an unreadable glance, then sat in the chair furthest from the others. She almost looked as if she recognized Emily.

    Emily clasped her hands behind her back and stood, ramrod straight, as the class settled down. The students were messing with chat parchments - still - but put them away as Lady Damia’s gaze wandered over the room. A couple of stragglers arrived, panting as they ran into the room. They nearly tripped over the desks as they hurried to the rear and sat down. Emily was mildly amused to note the students were cramming the desks nearest to the teacher. They were the best, if one wanted to follow what the teacher was actually saying.

    The door slammed shut with an ominous thud. Lady Damia stood by her desk, her gaze hardening as the class quieted. Emily thought she sensed someone outside, someone who’d arrived just a moment too late to join the class. She felt a twinge of pity, mingled with irritation. The missing girl should have shown a little more respect by arriving on time...

    “Good morning,” Lady Damia said. She nodded to Emily. “As you may have heard, Lady Emily has agreed to join us as a junior defense teacher. She is immensely capable, despite her young age; she has killed more necromancers, directly and indirectly, than anyone else in recorded history. You will treat her with all the respect and honor due to an older and more experienced teacher.”

    She paused. Her tone rankled and yet... Emily tried not to blush as a handful of girls turned their heads to look at her. A couple glanced at one of the paintings, then at her, then back at the painting again. Emily sighed, inwardly, as she looked at the portrait. The artist had got the hair color right, which put him above many others, but little else. The face was wrong, the eyes were wrong, the body was wrong... she kept her thoughts to herself as eyes started to drift back towards Lady Damia. The tutor nodded curtly and continued.

    “This will be a little bit rough for the next two weeks. We dislike switching teachers in midterm. However, we have no choice. Please remain focused on your work. There’ll be time to catch up with anything missing prior to the exams.”

    Damia tapped the book on her desk. “In earlier lessons, we looked at more advanced forms of personal defense charm,” she said. “We will now...”

    Emily did her best to listen, even as she paid more attention to the students than the lecture. Lady Damia was good, outlining the basic concept of defensive charms before demonstrating how the charms could be improved for enhanced defense. There was nothing new - Emily was almost disappointed - but the students had to understand the basics before they could proceed. She’d had that drilled into her head time and time again. She silently readied a pair of charms to demonstrate the spell, when the time came.

    “You’ll notice the spells are lodged within your personal magic,” Damia said. “This is both a strength and a weakness. Why?”

    There was a long pause. The isolated girl finally held up her hand.

    Damia nodded. “Yes, Lillian?”

    “Ah... you can twist the spell,” Lillian said, “but you can’t discard it if it starts to break.”

    Dionne snorted. “That’s a crappy answer...”

    Lillian tensed. Emily didn’t need to see her face to know she was flushing. She felt a hot flash of shared embarrassment and bitter memory... and something she didn’t want to look at too closely. Lillian was very much like she’d been - or Frieda had been - before she’d come into her magic. The sense of kinship was almost overwhelming.

    Damia didn’t seem impressed. “Perhaps you could elaborate, please?”

    “If you keep the spell closed, you can modify it to cope with unexpected threats,” Dionne said, smoothly. “However, the spell is drawing directly on your magic. If it gets broken, the recoil will strike you” - she shot Lillian a lazy smile - “as if you’d been punched in the face while wearing a mask.”

    “True,” Damia said. “It is vitally important to remain in touch with the charm, when it flares to life, and to be prepared to throw it aside if necessary. That is not easy. The spell tends to suck up magic, forcing you into a contest you might well lose. You will find yourself, playing with your analogy, trying to keep the mask on while being repeatedly punched in the face. It is therefore important to adapt the spell so you can remove it in a hurry. And what is wrong with that?”

    Another girl held up her hand. “Yes, Lenore?”

    “The spellwork you need to toss away from the charm will actually weaken it,” Lenore said. She was a short girl who looked remarkably studious. “You might speed up your own defeat.”

    “But if you keep the spell in place, you might be beaten too,” Dionne pointed out. “Right?”

    Damia nodded. “Balancing the art is not easy, either,” she said. She paced through the desks, walked past Emily and stood at the rear of the room. “As you can see, I am working out a spell to defend myself” - unmasked magic crackled around her - “and Emily is going to try to break it with a fireball.”

    Emily waited for the nod, then created a fireball and threw it at Damia. The spell struck the shield charm and exploded, a wave of heat rushing out in all directions as the fireball came apart. Emily glanced at the students and noted how few of them were impressed. Fireballs were basic, so basic they were studied in first year. Sergeant Miles had called them boring, but practical. Emily was inclined to agree.

    “The charm handled the spell, easily,” Damia said. She nodded to Emily. “But if Emily tried again with a lightning strike...”

    Emily summoned the magic, then aimed it at Damia. A beam of crackling white light darted from her fingertips and crashed into the shield charm. It flared brightly as lightning danced around the shield, trying to break through the spell. Emily had the impression that Damia could have made it a great deal tougher, but... the shield started to fragment, threatening to shatter completely. Damia thrust the shield forward and stepped to one side. A moment later, the shield shattered completely. The lightning cascaded through the empty space and splattered harmlessly against the wards.

    “As you can see, Emily’s spell would have seriously hurt me if I’d left the shield tied into my magic,” Damia said. “It is therefore important to judge the threat properly before you find yourself, as Dionne said, being punched in the face repeatedly. If you get it wrong, you will be in trouble. Do not make the mistake of thinking you can handle direct contact with an enemy’s magic. It will not bend to your will.”

    She nodded to Emily, then looked at the class. “Partner up,” she ordered. “One partner casts the charm, the other tries to break it. Level four spells only - nothing higher. Is that clear?”

    Dionne raised her hand. “What if level four spells can’t break the charm?”

    “Then congratulate your target on her success,” Damia said, curtly. “Partner up. Now.”

    Emily watched, silently, as the class followed Damia’s order. It was easy to see who knew each other, much less trusted each other enough to let them hurl spells at their defenses. Damia moved from group to group as spells began to fly, offering advice to students who were having trouble casting the charm and reprimanding a girl who used a level five spell to blast her partner across the room. The wards caught her before she could crash into the wall and get seriously hurt. Emily helped her to her feet, then pointed her at a chair. She hadn’t disengaged the ward in time to save herself from a nasty headache.

    “You’re not trying,” Lenore said. She’d partnered with Lillian, apparently because no one else was willing to partner with either of them. Her voice rose as she criticized her partner. “You’re not trying to shield yourself.”

    “Let me help,” Emily said. Up close, Lillian looked as if she couldn’t so much as look Emily in the face. “You need to build the charm up from scratch, first.”

    “You’re stuck with the loser,” Dionne jeered. “You’re stuck...”

    “Concentrate on your own spells,” Emily advised. Damia hadn’t said anything... why hadn’t she? She could have intervened. She could have... but she’d probably wanted to see how Emily would handle the situation. “Let me help Lillian.”

    She looked the younger girl in the eye. It was clear she had a lot of power, but most of it was unfocused. A lack of confidence, perhaps, or a lack of proper training... had she entered Laughter later than usual? Or... Emily put the thought aside for later contemplation and started to demonstrate how to build up the charm, then anchor it to her magic. Lillian followed suit, casting the spell carefully. It wobbled alarmingly - Emily knew she could batter it down through brute force - but it was there.

    Emily stepped back. “Lenore?”

    Lenore nodded and cast the spell. Lillian caught it on her shield and deflected it. Emily nodded as Lenore cast another spell and another, trying to batter the shield charm down rather than search for weaknesses. Emily hated to think what Void would have said, if she’d tried that trick, although Lenore had been ordered not to use more complex spells. She could only try to dislodge the charm, not crack it...

    The charm started to break. “Disconnect,” Emily ordered, as Lenore hurled another spell. “Now...”

    Lillian stepped aside, wincing as the charm started to fracture and break. Raw magic flew everywhere, just before Lenore hit it one final time. It shattered, Lillian grunting in pain as the recoil struck her magic. Emily heard someone - Dionne, she was sure - giggle as the young girl stumbled, nearly toppling. Emily put out a hand and steadied her before she could fall and hit the ground. Lillian’s face flushed, alarmingly. Emily winced. She’d just made the younger girl look like a fool in front of her classmates.

    “Trade partners,” Lady Damia ordered, before the giggling could get any worse. “I want you moving from partner to partner after every spell.”

    Emily stepped back and watched as the girls rotated around the room, alternately casting spells and shielding themselves. It was interesting to watch them get better at protecting themselves, although there seemed to be hard limits on just how far they could go. Emily puzzled over that for a moment, then remembered she’d been started on the more advanced spells practically from scratch. The students who hadn’t taken Martial Magic had lagged behind for years. Damia didn’t seem to feel the urge to speed things up a little.

    She moved from student to student, offering help and advice. Dionne and her cronies didn’t seem inclined to listen, but the others did their best. Emily suspected they were in for a nasty shock when they started using level five spells to crack the shields, although that probably wouldn’t happen for a while. Damia would want to be confident the girls could handle the spells and discard a fracturing shield. before letting them mess around with something more dangerous. That might take some time.

    “My shield is solid,” Dionne boasted. She was wrapped in magic, the crude charm surprisingly solid for such a young magician. “I’ve held it against everyone.”

    “Very good,” Damia said. “Emily, perhaps you would care to test Dionne’s shield?”

    Emily kept her face impassive as she stepped forward. Dionne looked... apprehensive, yet oddly confident. Emily blinked - she’d unmasked her power in the town - then understood. Dionne knew she wouldn’t use anything more than a level four spell. That would be cheating. Real cheating. Emily mustered a single spell, then studied Dionne’s spellwork carefully. The girl had done a good job, but there were cracks in the magic. Emily concentrated, aimed and shattered the shield. Dionne gasped, stumbling back in shock as her magic recoiled. She hadn’t realized, yet, why there’d been so little recoil...

    Too late, Emily thought, as she cast the second spell. You should have jumped aside.

    Dionne froze. Emily watched her for a moment, magic spilling around her as she tried to free herself. It wasn’t hard to break a freeze spell - students mastered those in first year - but... Dionne would find it difficult to concentrate with her shield shattered. Her body wavered as the spell finally broke, then crumpled. Someone giggled as Dionne hit the ground. Emily didn’t care to look to see who it was.

    “Emily used very basic spells,” Damia commented, as Dionne staggered to her feet. “She didn’t even overpower them. All she did was spot the weakness in your shield and take advantage of it. I trust you’ve learnt something useful?”

    She strode towards her desk, not giving Dionne a chance to reply. “The world outside these walls is not safe,” she added. The students hurried to their desks and sat down. “It is vitally important that you learn to protect yourself. As you grow in magic, you will grow more tempting to those who want you for darker purposes. Do not expect them to go easy on you.

    “It is not just a matter of knowing spells. You all know dozens of spells, some of which were designed for defense and some of which can be adapted for defensive purposes. It is a matter of thinking, of not relying blindly on raw power to shield yourself from harm. Lady Emily thought about what she was doing, when she challenged Dionne. She took down the shield practically effortlessly. What was Dionne’s mistake?”

    Lenore raised a hand. “She underestimated Lady Emily?”

    “Quite,” Damia agreed. “Lady Emily didn’t have to break the rules in order to win. And she didn’t have to spot a weak point, either. She could have simply overpowered the spell and smashed Dionne’s shield. Dionne assumed her shield would be enough to protect her, as long as Lady Emily played by the rules. She was wrong.”

    Emily felt her cheeks heat. It hadn’t been a fair contest. Dionne should have known... she should have disengaged from the shield sooner, rather than tying her mind to her magic tightly enough to disorient her when the spell broke. And yet... she shook her head as the students kept their eyes on their teacher. She felt as if she’d been thrown in the deep end, with sharks swimming below. She thought she knew, now, why her predecessor had quit so suddenly. 

    It’s just the first day, she told herself.

    “For homework, you are to read chapters three and four of Advanced Defense Concepts,” Damia said. “I also want you to think about tactics for the dueling circle, later this week. I want you to show a little imagination, rather than stale old tricks that everyone - and I mean everyone - knows to expect.”

    The bell rang. “Dismissed,” Damia said. “And don’t run in the corridors.”

    Emily hid her amusement as the students hurried to the doors, a handful lingering behind to allow the more popular students to go first. Lillian glanced at Emily, hesitated as if she were on the verge of saying something, then strode away. Emily let out a breath, wishing she could go with them. She’d attended some nerve-racking classes before, but... she’d never been a tutor. Not really. She’d taught a handful of junior students, but she’d never handled a whole class...

    You didn’t handle this one either, she thought. It was Damia who did the work.

    “You did well, for a first lesson,” Damia said. “There are aspects you could have handled better, which we will discuss on the weekend, but your practical work was superb.”

    “Thank you,” Emily managed.

    “I’m sorry we didn’t have time for a proper induction into teaching,” Damia said. “Do you have any questions...?”

    “Dionne was being obnoxious,” Emily said. “Why did you let her?”

    “Students need to learn to stand up for themselves,” Damia said, curtly. “If they can’t handle themselves in here, they’ll certainly not be able to handle the outside world.”

    Emily scowled. “And how can anyone learn if she’s being knocked down all the time?”

    “It can be done,” Damia said. Her voice was icy. “I survived.”

    “Yes,” Emily said, bluntly. She’d heard that argument time and time again, but she didn’t believe it. “And how many didn’t?”

    Damia gave her a sharp look. “Go eat your lunch,” she ordered. “You’ll be back here within the hour.”

    “I’ll be here,” Emily promised.


    Chapter Eleven

    “YOU LOOK TIRED,” BRIER SAID.

    Emily said nothing as she sat on the proffered armchair and rested her head in her hands. The day had been exhausting, worse than anything she’d experienced at Whitehall. She’d never really considered just how annoying younger students could be, when she was no longer one of them. She thought she understood, now, why so many tutors were absent after lessons ended for the day. They were probably in their quarters, trying to recover from the rigors of their classes. She didn’t blame them.

    Brier poured a glass of fruit juice and held it under Emily’s nose. Emily took a sniff, tested it was safe to drink and then sipped it gratefully. Brier herself sat on the bed, resting her hands on her lap. There was something odd about her expression, something that nagged at Emily’s mind. She was too tired to think about it. All she wanted was to go back to her room and sleep.

    “And to think I wanted to be a teacher,” she muttered, more to herself than Brier. “I must have been out of my mind.”

    “It does get easier,” Brier assured her. “It helps if your students willingly choose your class.”

    Emily scowled. Brier didn’t know Emily had come to investigate the crisis. If, indeed, there was one. There was a strange lack of urgency pervading the school, as if most of the staff didn’t believe there was any reason to be concerned. And yet... she shook her head, feeling a stab of sympathy for Damia. Defense was compulsory all six years. The older woman had to feel as if she were being worked off her feet. She’d had to take classes that should have been taken by her former assistant.

    No wonder she’s so determined to keep me around long enough to train up a proper replacement, Emily thought. She finished her drink and put the glass to one side. She needs an assistant to demonstrate the spells, as well as take additional classes.

    She sighed. Lady Damia had told her she’d be taking a class - under supervision, naturally - the following day. Emily wasn’t looking forward to it. The older girls would be trying to assert themselves, all too aware there were limits to what she could do. She could send them to be caned, but that was about it. Life had been a great deal easier, she reflected sourly, when she’d been facing necromancers. There hadn’t been any limits on what she could do to them.

    And Lady Damia expects me to give a lecture on how to fight a necromancer, she reflected, ruefully. Somehow, I don’t think she’d thank me for telling the girls to run.

    Brier chatted about nothing as Emily sat there, gathering her thoughts. She wasn’t too interested in gossip about the teachers, still less the students, but she filed it away in her mind for later contemplation. It was a little disturbing to realize how closely some of the teachers identified with the students, to the point they were playing favorites. Emily hadn’t doubted it, yet... she shook her head. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be at the school long enough to develop favorites of her own. Lady Damia had been right. The teachers needed to keep a barrier between themselves and their students.

    “If you’re not doing anything this weekend,” Brier said, “would you like to accompany me to Pendle?”

    Emily blinked, wondering - for the first time - if Brier was hitting on her. It wasn’t impossible. There were stories about Laughter’s teachers and students being lesbians... although, like all other such stories, they read like the fantasies of depraved minds. Emily had heard enough rumors about herself that she knew not to believe everything she heard. And yet... she looked at Brier, unsure what to say. She wasn’t interested. She wasn’t even curious.

    “I don’t know what I’ll be doing on the weekend,” she said. “Lady Damia probably wants to go through my teaching with a fine-toothed comb.”

    “Ouch,” Brier said. “We can go at any point, if you like.”

    “We’ll see,” Emily said. She hesitated. “I need to get a shower and get changed before dinner. I’ll see you later?”

    She stood, feeling oddly uncertain as she stepped through the door and headed down the corridor towards her predecessor’s room. Was she wrong? Was Brier only trying to be friendly? It wasn’t as if there were many others who shared her interest in history. The class had never been that popular at Whitehall, once it stopped being compulsory. Students were more interested in learning practical skills than abstract knowledge. She found that regrettable. In her experience, abstract knowledge tended to come in handy.

    The door to her predecessor’s room was sealed shut with a powerful charm, too strong for a student to break. Emily thought she could have broken it, when she’d been a senior herself, but the spell was lodged within the school’s wards. She doubted it was possible to break the charm without setting off an alarm, unleashing a horde of angry teachers and prefects. Emily snorted at the thought, then rested her hand against the doorknob. Lady Damia should have keyed her into the lock... she breathed a sigh of relief as the charm opened to allow her to step inside. She hadn’t wanted to go find Lady Damia and ask to be let into the room.

    Emily opened the door, then closed her eyes and reached out with her senses. The background hum of the wards was almost audible, but there was no hint of any other magic within the chamber. There weren’t even the standard spells she’d come to expect in magical households, from basic reflection charms on the mirrors to toilet-cleaning spells. Emily opened her eyes and looked around, carefully. The room was practically an exact clone of the one she’d been given, save for the windows. Someone had erected a charmed lattice to prevent someone sneaking through the window and into the room.

    She studied the floor for a long moment, looking for traps, and then stepped inside. The air smelt a little musty, but not unpleasant. Dust motes drifted in front of her eyes. She looked around, testing the wardrobe and washroom door for spells. There was nothing, not even up close. She was starting to think she was wasting her time, but she opened the drawers under the bed anyway. The school clothing had been folded neatly and left in place. There didn’t seem to be anything that belonged to the original occupant.

    Emily frowned as she opened the wardrobe. There was a small collection of dresses, but nothing else. There was certainly nothing personal. Emily pulled the dresses to one side - Alassa had used to hide her letters from Jade behind her dresses - but there was nothing beyond a wooden wall. Emily tested it, just to be sure. There was nothing there.

    No portal to Narnia, she thought, wryly. The wardrobe looked as if it was designed for easy removal. And nothing to suggest why she left in such a hurry.

    Her eyes narrowed as she picked up the lumpy mattress and peered underneath, then started to poke around the entire room. She was definitely wasting her time. If there was anything hidden away, it was concealed so well that neither she nor the original investigators had been able to find it. She pushed the lattice to one side and found herself peering towards the Redoubt, the ruined castle dominating the darkening skyline. A handful of witches were flying around, free as birds. Emily felt an odd little pang. She knew the dangers - a single spell could bring them crashing to the ground - but part of her still yeaned to join them. It must be nice to fly through the sky, ignoring the people on the ground.

    Careful, she told herself. That’s what the supremacists think.

    She sat on the bed and reached out with her senses, one final time. There were no hints of anything, not even a sense someone had so much as slept in the bed. A skilled magician wouldn’t have left too many traces of her presence, but still... Emily’s fingers stroked the blanket, trying to pick up magic that might have been left by her predecessor. There were none. The room could have belonged to a mundane, for all the magic she felt within it.

    Maybe she was a mundane, Emily thought. She’d read a story about someone trying to sneak into a magical school and pose as a magician, but it had never struck her as practical. It certainly wouldn’t be easy to pretend to cast the spells. Or maybe she just couldn’t handle the job.

    She frowned. Someone had made an effort to sweep the room free of magic. It was the only explanation that made sense.  And yet, why? The original investigators wouldn’t have risked erasing evidence. She thought the staff wouldn’t have bothered, either. There was no immediate need to clear the room for the next occupant. The spellwork could simply be left to decay, the magic eventually being absorbed by the wards or fading into the background. It wasn’t easy to imagine anyone other than her predecessor sweeping the room clean before she left. And that meant she’d had something to hide.

    Perhaps she was a spy, Emily thought. It was hardly unprecedented. The magical schools spied on each other constantly. Or...

    She stood, shaking her head, and pushed the lattice back into place. There were no answers in the tiny room, nothing to suggest the occupant had so much as existed. She left the room, closing and locking the door. The staff would eventually assign it to someone new, she was sure. Emily hoped they vetted the next candidate better. It wouldn’t be easy to find someone who fitted all the qualifications.

    Lady Barb would definitely be ideal, she thought. But she wouldn’t come without Sergeant Miles. And what would he do here?

    Her heart twisted as she started to walk down the stairwell, wandering randomly through the corridors. Lady Barb had been desperate. Emily knew her well enough to understand she wouldn’t have gone so far as to ask for help, unless she truly was. And that meant... Emily wondered, suddenly, if she should seek out Sergeant Miles to say goodbye. The sergeant wouldn’t let himself fall into madness. He’d said as much, when they’d discussed spells that drove their casters mad. Necromancers refused to admit they could die, or that there might be something wrong with their thinking, but there were other spells. Anyone who used them risked madness - or worse. They might be offered a blunt choice between killing themselves or being killed.

    She shuddered. The thought of killing Sergeant Miles - of killing any of her friends - was horrifying. And yet, she might not have a choice if someone went crazy. She remembered Void staying with her, after she’d killed Master Grey. He’d admitted he’d been there, at least in part, to deal with her if she went off her head. Emily hated to think that he would have killed her...

    Her fists clenched. She forced herself to calm down as she walked past dark and cold classrooms, abandoned as the school day had come to an end. The teachers were nowhere to be seen, probably relaxing in their quarters or preparing for the following day. She kept walking, reaching out with her senses as she stepped down another flight of stairs. There was no hint that anything was wrong, no hint that anyone was being... influenced. And that meant... what?

    Emily stopped as she heard an angry voice echo down the corridor. Someone was scolding, someone was... bullying. A flash of anger ran through her, driving her on into a large antechamber. She looked around and spotted a girl looming over another girl. The second girl’s hands were jinxed to the stone wall. She couldn’t break free.

    “I told you to take my cleaning slot,” the first girl growled. “And you didn’t report there and I got in trouble. I...”

    She drew back her hand, ready to slap. Emily cleared her throat, loudly. The girl jumped, spinning around and raising her hand into a casting pose. Emily quirked her eyebrow, wondering if the girl would be stupid enough to try to hex a teacher. It was a guaranteed caning at Whitehall, if the teacher didn’t hex the student back. She’d heard it was perfectly legal as long as the student shot first. She wasn’t sure what the rules were at Laughter. 

    “And what” - Emily allowed her eyes to wander over the two students - “is going on here?”

    The first girl hesitated, then set her chin. “Hattie said she’d do my chores for the week...”

    “She’s lying,” Hattie said. “Evelyn is...”

    Emily sighed inwardly. She recognized the signs. Evelyn had bullied Hattie into saying she’d do the chores, then... Hattie had refused to do them and landed Evelyn in hot water. And then Evelyn had caught Hattie alone and... Emily winced as she saw the younger girl’s expression. Fear and shame and a bitter, helpless hatred that would gnaw at her mind until she snapped and did something really dangerous. Gennady had been like that, if Void was to be believed. And he’d become Shadye.

    And Hattie will have an even worse time of it if she tattles, Emily thought. Sneaks and tattletales had been ostracized at Whitehall and she had no reason to believe Laughter was any different. She can’t fight or escape or do anything...

    “She got me in trouble,” Evelyn insisted. “I demand satisfaction and...”

    Emily met her eyes, staring her down until her voice trailed off. She was sick of bullies. She was sick of having to deal with people who thought aristocratic blood or magical power or social skills gave them the right to push everyone else around. She wanted to lash out with her magic, to teach Evelyn a lesson she wouldn’t forget. It would be so easy to slam her against the wall, or turn her into a slug, or... she concentrated, controlling her anger. She wasn’t in any state to handle the matter reasonably.

    “Your chores are meant to be done by you,” she said. The handbook had said as much. The girls could trade some chores, but not all of them. “Did you pay Hattie for her services?”

    Evelyn sneered. “Why should I?”

    Emily felt her patience snap. “Report for detention,” she said. “And don’t let me catch you doing this again.”

    Evelyn turned and fled. Emily rubbed her forehead, then freed Hattie from the wall. The younger girl stared at her for a moment, then ran in the opposite direction. Emily sighed, feeling a twinge of pity. There was no reasonable way for Evelyn to blame Hattie for her detention, but if Emily was any judge, Evelyn would try to blame Hattie anyway. She knew the type too well. Hattie would never be able to defend herself because Evelyn would keep knocking her down, time after time after time...

    And I can’t protect her, Emily thought, as she walked. It would just make things worse for the younger girl if Emily tried. All I can do is teach her.

    The dinner bell rang. Emily turned and made her way back up to the dining hall, stepping aside to allow a handful of athletic girls to charge past and run screaming up the corridor. She recognized that type too. They were so obsessed with sports that they’d neglect their studies as much as possible. Laughter, thankfully, wouldn’t allow them to get away with it. They had to pass their exams if they wanted to graduate and go into the wider world.

    Lady Damia nodded to Emily as she entered the dining hall. The chamber was packed with students, cramming the tables so much that a handful of girls seemed on the verge of being pushed off the benches and onto the floor. Emily wondered why they didn’t add another table or simply expand the ones they had. It wouldn’t be difficult. Tradition, perhaps. She felt her head start to pound as dinner was served, the chatter blurring together into a dull roar. It was all she could do to eat her food, let alone pay attention to the conversation beside her.

    “You’ll be taking your first class tomorrow morning,” Lady Damia reminded her. “Did you review the class materials?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, feeling her heart sink. Tomorrow was really not going to be fun. She made a mental note to revise over breakfast. She knew the material a little too well. She’d have to be careful not to assume the students knew it too. They didn’t have the experience to spot anything she might have left out. “I’ll be ready.”

    “No one is ever ready,” Mistress Greenstone said. The gym mistress peered narrowly at Emily. “Why did you give Evelyn detention?”

    Emily refused to allow herself to be thrown by the sudden change in subject. “I caught her bullying another student,” she said, bluntly. “And trying to force that student to do her chores.”

    “Hattie needs to learn to toughen up,” Mistress Greenstone said, severely. Emily had the feeling it wasn’t the first time Evelyn had been caught bullying Hattie. She certainly hadn’t mentioned the girl’s name. “If she cannot defend herself here, where can she defend herself?”

    “She needs help and support,” Emily said. “Not...”

    “There’s a limit to how much you can help someone,” Lady Damia said. Her voice was very flat. “And how much protection you can offer them. It’s a tough world out there.”

    “I know,” Emily said. She was sick of that attitude too. “But we don’t have to make it tougher.”


    Chapter Twelve

    YOU WALKED INTO A NECROMANCER’S LAIR and came out alive, Emily thought, as she stood at the front of the classroom and watched the students lining up outside. You can handle a bunch of students.

    She tried to keep her trepidation off her face. She’d heard all the jokes about students who’d dreamed of themselves as teachers, teachers who were trying to teach themselves. The ugly face staring up at them from the lower desks was them... she pushed the thought out of her mind as she beckoned the students, inviting them to enter. It would have been so much easier, she told herself, if Damia had let her start with the firsties. They’d take her seriously, if only because there’d be six years between her and her charges. The fifth years were old enough to see her as just another student...

    Her eyes wandered over the desks as she took the register and matched names to faces. Dionne, Bernadette and Hannalore sat together, surrounded by Kasha, Stephanie, Karalee, Samantha, and Dahlia. The latter five girls were cronies or groupies or both... Emily wondered, idly, what made Dionne and her friends so fascinating to the rest of the class. A combination of breeding and magical skill, perhaps. The remainder of the girls were scattered around the room, Lillian - as always - keeping her distance from the rest. Emily felt her heart go out to the younger girl, unable to be part of the group and yet unable to separate herself from it. She deserved better. They all deserved better.

    She glanced at Lady Damia, sitting at the rear. The older woman had made it clear she wouldn’t intervene, unless matters got really out of hand. She’d even woven a complicated charm around herself to ensure the girls wouldn’t know she was there. Emily silently kicked herself, again, forever considering teaching as a career. She was good at teaching one-on-one, she knew, but teaching an entire class was a whole different kettle of fish. It was hard not to feel dangerously exposed, almost naked, as challenging eyes looked back at her. They weren’t overly impressed with her reputation. They knew she’d couldn’t kill them. The worst she could do was send them to be caned.

    Emily braced herself, gathered her nerve, and stepped forward. “You know who I am,” she said, “but for the record, I’ll introduce myself again. I am Lady Emily. It would take too long to list everything I’ve done, since starting magical education, but suffice it to say that I studied at Whitehall and, since then, undertook an apprenticeship with a Lone Power. I have sufficient experience in defense and related topics to teach.”

    She felt as if she’d already made a mistake, when she’d outlined her speech, but she pressed on regardless. “We’ll be drawing from the standard teaching syllabus, following the prepared and approved outline, but I’ll also be showing you how the charms work, and don’t work, outside the classroom. Some of you may already have covered the material, in which case I expect you to take advantage of this opportunity to revise. You need to have a firm understanding of the material before we proceed onwards.”

    Her words hung in the air. Emily wished, again, that she had a prepared text she could use as a guide. It would be so much easier if she could just read the words off a paper. Lady Damia had told her not to even think about it, pointing out that it would be seen as a sign of weakness. Emily had scribbled a handful of hints on the blackboard, to remind her of points she needed to cover, but it was easy to feel the lecture might go off course. She’d never liked tutors who’d rambled back and forth, zigzagging around the topic without ever quite reaching the point, yet she thought she understood now. They hadn’t been allowed to refer to a set plan either, not in front of the class. They’d probably been trying their best to cover all the salient points. It was just that they’d been unable to keep them in line.

    “Basic protective wards suffer from two major weaknesses,” Emily continued. “First, they are rarely capable of handling more than one hit. A magician hexes you once and knocks away the ward, then hexes you again. Second, they can be broken or simply overpowered by more advanced offensive spells. A first-year student might be able to stand up to a hex hurled by one of her fellows, but be utterly unable to stop a hex aimed by a sixth-year student. It is...”

    She broke off. Dionne was playing with something under the table. Emily’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the younger girl. She didn’t seem to be paying any attention at all.

    “Dionne,” Emily said. “Perhaps you can explain how a more advanced defensive charm can win time for its caster?”

    Dionne lifted her head, a look of pure insolence on her face. “It can and it will break down the spellwork,” she said. “The raw magic is therefore rendered harmless.”

    “Good,” Emily said. “Pay attention.”

    She frowned as her eyes wandered over the class. Dionne wasn’t the only one who looked as if she wasn’t paying attention. Emily sighed, inwardly. The social queens and their friends were testing her, trying to find out the limits of her patience. Emily understood, suddenly, why so many teachers on Earth had gone off the rails. They were tested sorely by their charges, yet forbidden to offer actual discipline. No wonder they’d spent half their careers trying to get out.

    “The more advanced charms are not just designed to block hexes, but deflect and break down the spellware,” she continued. “As Dionne said, it is relatively easy to break down a complex spell and render it harmless... to a point. The raw magic can be dangerous in its own right. That is why so few duels involve the duelists trying to turn each other into animals or objects. The spells are so complex that they can be broken down easily.”

    “That’s what I said,” Dionne stage-whispered.

    “Yes,” Emily said, feeling a flash of irritation. “And that’s why I told everyone you said it.”

    She took a breath, trying to regain her train of thought. “We’ll be covering the limitations of more advanced charms later,” she said. “For the moment, we’re going to be focusing on actually designing the charms. If you’ll look at the blackboard” - she picked up a ruler and used it to trace the spell notation - “you can see a very basic defense charm. What is wrong with it?”

    The class stilled as they considered the diagram. Emily waited, wondering who - if anyone - would spot the problem. There was nothing wrong with the charm per se - it would work - but it had a very dangerous limitation. Emily had copied the notation out of a book, just to make sure the flaw was there for everyone to see. If, of course, they had the imagination to see it.

    Lillian raised a hand. “It’s too common,” she said. “The weaknesses are too well known.”

    Dionne scoffed. “What sort of answer is that?”

    “A correct one,” Emily said, sharply. She traced the notation, again. “As Lillian pointed out, the charm is very common. A person who knows the charm as well as you, perhaps better than you, will have no trouble breaking it with a single hex. A more advanced magician might be able to slip a hex though the charm, leaving you wrapped in your magic even as their spell takes effect. You...”

    “Impossible,” Dionne said.

    “Detention, after lessons,” Emily said, feeling her patience come to an end. “Report to the detention room this afternoon and...”

    “I’ve got games and chores,” Dionne objected. “I’m meant to be there and...”

    “How unfortunate.” Emily held her eyes for a long moment. “It is not impossible to put a charm through a defensive ward, if the spellwork is well-understood. How do you think they work so many spells into the school’s wards? They know the wards perfectly and then therefore nestle their spells into the wards.”

    She ignored the nasty looks from the groupies as she indicated the blackboard. “I want you to copy down this notation, then modify it to suit yourself. The more unique your modifications, the less likely it is that someone will be able to punch a charm through your defenses. Put yourself in the place of the attacker, think about what you’d do, and then rewrite the spell to compensate. We’ll be testing the charms later in the lesson.”

    The class got to work. Emily stepped back to the desk, picked up a glass of water and took a sip. The clock insisted it had only been half an hour since she’d started. It felt as if she’d been in the classroom for months. She forced herself to watch the students, noting how a couple - Quinn and Lillian - were alternately doing their work and watching her with admiring eyes. She felt almost proud, yet... she shook her head. It was important to keep a distance between herself and the students.

    Maybe it won’t be so bad after all, she thought. She wondered, idly, just how long she could stay. She’d told Void she’d stay until the conference, but... she had no idea when - if - the conference was going to take place. Maybe I can see out the rest of the term before going back to my apprenticeship.

    Lillian yelped, jumping up so hard she almost knocked over her table. The class started to giggle as Lillian rubbed her behind. Emily gritted her teeth as she stepped forward, probing the classroom wards gently. A glowing line appeared in the air, leading from Lillian to Bernadette. The room fell silent.

    “Tell me,” Emily said, coldly. It was hard not to scream and shout. Pinching hexes were painful. “Do you have any excuse at all?”

    “I...” Bernadette was a red-haired girl with a pretty, heart-shaped face. She reminded Emily of Melissa, right down to the haughty accent and willingness to hex first and think of an excuse later. Melissa, at least, had grown out of it. “I... I thought she needed to be more aware of her surroundings.”

    “Really.” Emily knew precisely what Lady Barb - or Lady Damia - would do to anyone who interrupted the class like that. “After lessons, report for detention. And if you do that again, you can report to the gym mistress instead.”

    Bernadette looked as if she wanted to argue, but didn’t dare. Emily turned away to check that Lillian was alright, silently wondering if she should have sent Bernadette directly to the gym mistress instead. She didn’t like the idea of sending anyone for corporal punishment, but... she shook her head as she walked back to the front of the class. She’d do it, if she had to do it. But if she could avoid it, she would.

    She watched the class finish, one by one. “We’ll test the charms now,” she said, once they were all finished. She glanced at a couple of them, noting how the students had tried to solve the problem. “Partner up, use level four spells only. And see how well your charms stand up to attack.”

    Dionne hurried to the rear of the room, partnering with Bernadette. Emily watched as they snapped spells at each other, silently noting the weaknesses in their defensive charms. They weren’t bad, but... they hadn’t patched all the holes in the original spell. Some of the other girls had been more inventive. Lenore had crafted something a little more complex, bordering on a level five spell. Lillian’s charm wasn’t so advanced, but it had a certain flair. Emily made a mental note to suggest she spend more time studying charms. The discipline provided all the background one needed to improve the defensive charm into something that could stand against a powerful sorcerer.

    At least long enough to get the hell out of the way, Emily thought. The girls were just blasting away at each other, instead of moving and dodging like experienced sorcerers. She supposed they didn’t think they were meant to be evading the hexes. If they ran into someone who really meant them harm, they might be in some trouble.

    She sighed, inwardly. Jade and Cat had been far more capable, when they’d been the same age. They’d not only known more spells, they’d known how to use them. Lady Damia wasn’t training combat sorcerers, Emily supposed, but still... she made a mental note to raise the issue, later. They could move the lessons outside and have fun, as well as learn.

    Dionne cleared her throat. “My ward is unbreakable.”

    Emily smiled. “Haven’t we had this discussion before?”

    “You can overpower it,” Dionne said. She boosted the spell, wrapping herself in a bubble of light. It looked flimsy, yet surprisingly solid. “But you can’t get around it.”

    “We’ll see,” Emily said. She stepped forward, motioning for the other girls to stand back and watch. “Dionne has formed a fairly solid defense charm. It is capable of blocking and absorbing a level four spell. However, it also has a serious weakness. Notably...”

    She shaped a spell in her mind, then cast it. Dionne smirked, then threw up her hands in shock as her body melted into a brown frog. She croaked loudly as giggles ran around the group. Some of the girls looked shocked. Dionne was too advanced a student to be caught by a simple transfiguration spell... wasn’t she?  The spell should never have sneaked through the wards. Emily looked down at the frog for a long moment, then snapped her fingers and released the spell. Dionne - disheveled - appeared in front of her.

    “You...” Dionne coughed, gasping for breath. “You cheated!”

    “Not in the sense you mean,” Emily said. She mustered the spell again so Dionne could see the spellwork. “My spell was a layered design, intended to sneak through the weak point in the ward and touch your bare skin. It worked.”

    She stepped back. “But there’s another weak point in your spell. What do you think it might be?”

    Dionne said nothing for a long moment. “I don’t know,” she said, finally. Her voice suggested she was fighting hard to remain calm. “What is it?”

    The bell rang. “Consider that your homework,” Emily said. She’d be curious to know if Dionne - or anyone else - worked out the truth. Most magicians wouldn’t, particularly if they were raised in magical society. “All of you. Remember what Dionne did and think about it. Figure out the second weakness and how to block it, before someone manages to use it to land a punch.”

    She smiled as she dismissed the class. She’d picked her words carefully. There was a hint there, if Dionne had the wit to see it. She watched the class go, then headed for the desk and sat down, resting her head in her hands. She felt as if she’d been put through the wringer. She promised herself, silently, if it didn’t get any better, she was going to drop all thought of being a teacher. Perhaps she could give the occasional guest lecture at Heart’s Eye. She’d promised Caleb and Mistress Irene she’d visit when she had a chance...

    Someone cleared her throat, loudly. “Getting comfortable?”

    Emily opened her eyes and looked up. Lady Damia was standing in front of the desk, studying her. Emily remembered it was her desk and stood, hastily. Magicians rarely liked other people using their stuff, certainly not without permission. And she’d treated it as her own...

    “Feeling tired,” she said. The clock insisted it was midmorning. She was sure it was lying. She felt as if she’d been teaching the entire day. “It was draining.”

    “You did better than I expected, for a first-timer,” Damia said. There was a hint of warmth in her tone. “You missed a few points, and didn’t catch some behavior that merited punishment, but you managed to cover the important parts of the topic without getting too distracted. You probably shouldn’t have given Dionne such a shock, however. She needed to figure out the problem on her own.”

    “She was testing me,” Emily said, curtly.

    “Yes.” Damia shifted, awkwardly. “Dionne and Bernadette have their chores this afternoon. I’m converting their detentions into canings. The gym mistress can handle them after they’ve done their chores.”

    Emily blinked. “I thought I had authority to hand out detentions.”

    “Yes,” Damia said. “But the interests of the school come first. And it is in the best interests of the school that the girls carry out the chores first, rather than waste time in detention. I am therefore overruling you, which will be noted in the punishment book.”

    She shrugged. “I understand your concerns,” she added. “But the interests of the school come first.”

    Emily stood. “If that’s how you feel about it,” she said, making no attempt to hide her displeasure, “then you can handle the situation as you see fit.”

    Damia didn’t show any reaction to her tone. “Overall, you did well. Some problems, which we’ll discuss later. Your lecture was admirably comprehensive, but touched on topics the girls will be exploring later in the year. Your discipline was understandable, yet misplaced. I see no reason you cannot start taking more classes, throughout the rest of the week. I’ll be supervising, at least for a while.”

    “Yes.” Emily let out a breath. Her head was pounding like a drum. “If you don’t mind, I need to eat something before my head explodes.”

    “It gets easier, as you go along,” Damia said. “Just establish yourself as a teacher who won’t take any nonsense and you’ll be fine.”


    Chapter Thirteen

    BY THE END OF THE DAY, Emily was seriously considering throwing in the towel and going back to the tower. Lady Barb would be disappointed, and Laughter would have to redouble its efforts to find a replacement for Scarlett Robyn, but... she cursed under her breath. She’d never shied from a challenge, yet this... she needed to go before she found herself too deeply involved. It wouldn’t be easy to leave if she became attached to the school.

    She sat in the classroom, rubbing her forehead and thinking wistfully about a painkilling potion. She had some in her room, only a few minutes away... it felt as if the room was on the other side of the world. Damia had spoken briefly to her, after the firsties had hurried back to their dorms, then left Emily alone. Emily almost wished the older woman was still there. She could ask if headaches were a permanent part of a teacher’s life.

    No wonder they’re all so grouchy all the time, she thought. They must see their students as little pains in the butt.

    She snorted at the thought. The younger students seemed more inclined to look up to her - or at least to respect her - than the older ones. That was something of a relief, she supposed, although they’d bombarded her with stupid questions. They’d even asked if she could fly and been disappointed when she’d told them no. Emily wasn’t sure if she should have told them the truth. They needed to know their teachers didn’t know everything, but... she shook her head. Right now, she didn’t care if the mistake - if it was one - came back to bite her, as long as it waited until the weekend. Damia had insisted Emily would get used to teaching, but...

    There was a soft knock on the door. Emily looked up. Lillian stood there, eying her warily. The girl was slighter than Emily had realized, although nowhere near as thin as Frieda had been... she was twenty, more or less, if Emily recalled correctly. Probably common-born, almost certainly from a mundane family. The mundanes didn’t always keep track of age, preferring to rate their children by maturity instead. Emily had never liked the reasoning, but she understood it. She’d met her fair share of adult magicians who were best described as strikingly immature.

    “Come in,” Emily said, as warmly as she could. “What can I do for you?”

    “The spell doesn’t block a punch,” Lillian said. “That’s the second weakness.”

    Emily needed a moment to realize what she meant. “Yes,” she said, simply. “A dark wizard - or a mundane - could put his fist right through the defensive charm and punch Dionne’s lights out.”

    Lillian looked as if she wanted to giggle, but didn’t quite dare. “Why doesn’t the spell stop the punch?”

    “Because it’s designed to block, deflect or break up the spellwork,” Emily told her. She was impressed Lillian had figured it out. Most magicians had a blind spot when it came to physical threats. “A fist doesn’t have magic worked into it, so the wards don’t even know it’s there.”

    “So someone could just walk right through them,” Lillian said. She sounded disturbed. “They won’t stop someone from punching you.”

    “There are other spells for that,” Emily said. “You just have to realize what you’re doing, what you’re trying to defend against, before you shape your spells to stop it. You can put up a ward designed to block a fist, or a thrown object, if you realize it might be a threat.”

    Lillian looked down at her hands. “I hit someone, back in first year,” she said. “And I was told witches don’t solve their problems with their fists.”

    “There are no rules outside the walls,” Emily said, with the private thought there were few rules inside, too. “You can’t rely on someone who genuinely wants to hurt you playing fair. If they’re stronger than you, they’ll beat you down; if they’re more cunning than you, they’ll find a way to get through your defenses. If you play fair, you might as well have one hand tied behind your back.”

    “It can’t be that bad,” Lillian said.

    “It is,” Emily said. She hesitated, then took the plunge. “I took Martial Magic when I was a firstie. I worked hard to build up my strength. I am strong, compared to most of the girls I knew at Whitehall. But the boys? They rarely had any trouble pinning me, when we fought without magic. One of them even pulled me over his knee! You cannot play fair when the other guy might be stronger and nastier than you.”

    Her lips quirked. “And I’m sure there are a lot of duelists who cursed the Dueling League with their last breaths, when they faced an opponent who wasn’t bound by the rules.”

    Lillian smiled, wanly. “Someone beat you?”

    “Know your enemy and know yourself and you won’t lose,” Emily misquoted. “Trying to pretend that someone isn’t strong enough to lay you out with a single punch, or overpower you with magic, is just asking for trouble.”

    “She is strong,” Lillian said. “Dionne... she’s so strong...”

    “That doesn’t make her unbeatable,” Emily said. “I hate to admit it, but I’ve been beaten before.”

    She studied Lillian for a long moment. The girl was smart. Smart enough to do good work, smart enough to think outside the box... smart enough, Emily thought, to make a name for herself if she had a chance. Dionne wouldn’t let her... perhaps. Emily’s eyes narrowed. If she could do something about that...

    “I have to ask,” Lillian said. “Have you been here before?”

    Emily blinked. Penny had asked her the same question, months ago. And Penny hadn’t believed the answer. “No,” Emily said. She forced herself to remember what Penny had said. “Why do you ask?”

    “I was a firstie,” Lillian said. “I was... I wasn’t doing very well. The other girls were picking on me. They just wouldn’t let me learn.”

    And it sounds as if little has changed, Emily thought, sourly. They’re still picking on you.

    “Nadine saved me,” Lillian said. “She saved me and... I thought she liked me. I thought she was a friend. And then it turned out she wasn’t Nadine after all. She was... she was an intruder, and I helped her to escape.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. Penny had said much the same thing. “And that was... what? Four years ago?”

    She frowned. That would have been during her third year. She’d gone to Mountaintop, if she recalled correctly. Judging from what Penny had said, the Nadine incident had taken place shortly after she’d left Mountaintop. It hadn’t been her fault. She knew she hadn’t been involved. And yet it had been hard to convince Penny it hadn’t been her who’d made Penny look a fool. The older girl still wanted revenge.

    It might be worth looking into what happened, she thought. Four years... maybe there’s a connection.

    “Yeah,” Lillian said. “That was four years ago.”

    Emily made her go through the details as she tried to put the pieces together. Four years was a long time, in magic. The intruder might have taken something that had somehow gone unnoticed or... the intruder might have been foiled before she could complete her mission. It was easy to draw up a list of things the intruder might have wanted, but none of them were missing. Unless the staff had lied, to Penny and the rest of the school. They might not want to admit they’d lost a priceless artefact.

    “It wasn’t me,” she said, when Lillian had finished. “I was at Whitehall back then.”

    Lillian smiled, shyly. “I owe her,” she admitted. “Whoever she was, I owe her.”

    Whoever she was, she took a page out of my playbook, Emily thought. She’d befriended Frieda at Mountaintop, setting off the chain of events that had ended with the school’s near-collapse. The intruder befriended Lillian and made it work for her, too.

    “Be careful,” Emily said. Magical debts were tricky things, not least because they were so poorly understood. “She could easily use your debt to make you do something else for her.”

    “So I was told,” Lillian said. “Lady Emily...”

    She swallowed, hard. “Lady Emily, can I ask you for some extra tutoring?”

    Emily looked her in the eye. “In defense?”

    “In everything,” Lillian said. “I... I just can’t work properly with the entire dorm banging away at me.”

    “I know the feeling,” Emily said. She’d hated the dorms at Mountaintop. There’d been no privacy and no safety, at least until one mastered the wards to keep one’s bed safe. “Give me a week to get used to teaching, then I’ll see what I can do.”

    And perhaps find an older student to teach you, her thoughts added, silently. It was quite likely that one of the sixth years would be interested, if they were paid in cash or kind. She made a mental note to look into the situation. Lillian might not have much to offer, but... she wasn’t useless. You might be able to trade chores for lessons.

    She leaned forward. “Have things been worse than usual here?”

    Lillian said nothing for a long moment. “It’s hard to say,” she said, finally. “There’s been a lot more talk about magical supremacism, ever since the war ended, but that’s always been the case. A few others want us to be completely isolated... they won’t even go to Pendle for fear of being defiled. I don’t know if things have gotten worse...”

    Her voice trailed off, then steadied. “But things have always been pretty grim for me,” she added. “It might have gotten worse for everyone else.”

    Emily nodded. “Tell me about your classmates.”

    Lillian brightened and started to speak. Emily listened, silently noting where she’d been right and wrong about them. Dionne, Bernadette and Hannalore were all magic-born, all from wealthy and powerful families with a long history of sending their children to Laughter. Their groupies were largely from magical families too, although a couple were common-born and tolerated only because they fetched and carried for the others. The other students were a mixed bag. Lenore was a charmsmith in training, who had no intention of getting involved in petty feuds; Quinn was too independent to bend the knee to the queens; Penelope too interested in boys to pay attention in class. Emily felt adult as she looked at them, remembering when such concerns had actually seemed important. It had been a very long time ago.

    “Interesting,” she said. Like most quiet girls, Lillian had listened and remembered. “And none of them like you?”

    Lillian snorted. “I was made to look a fool by the intruder,” she said. “I was” - she shivered - “they interrogated me, just to make sure I wasn’t an accomplice. It was weeks before they were sure I wasn’t a spy, or a spell-controlled slave, or anything. And by then no one wanted anything to do with me. It’s been four years and no one still wants anything to do with me. I’ll graduate and no one will hire me or...”

    “Heart’s Eye,” Emily said, simply.

    “Everyone says the university is doomed,” Lillian said. She stopped, suddenly. “I...”

    Emily had to smile. “They said that about Whitehall too,” she said. The poor girl had just realized she’d insulted Emily’s pet project. “A newborn baby might not be able to take care of herself, but - given time - she’ll grow into a young woman. And if you don’t want to go to the university, there are other options.”

    She made a show of considering them. “You could change your name, then move to another country,” she said, simply. “Perhaps go to Kuching - I could put a good word in for you, if you like - or one of the city-states. People won’t ask too many questions, as long as you have the skills to make a living. You don’t have to be a master to make money. Even the simplest potions can earn money if you sell them in the right places.”

    “Everyone will know what I did,” Lillian said. “They’ll want nothing to do with me.”

    Emily grinned. “You remember that painting of me, in the classroom? Does it look anything like me?”

    “No.” Lillian looked doubtful. “I don’t understand.”

    “Pretend someone cares enough to try to ruin your future career,” Emily said. “They tell people to watch for a Lillian... well, it’s not that uncommon a name. And you can change it, so anyone who meets you won’t connect you with the Lillian. So... they put out a description. Black hair, dark eyes, pale skin, female... there can’t be more than a few million girls who fit the description.”

    Lillian giggled. “What’s to stop them sending out pictures?”

    “They’d have to paint your portrait first,” Emily said. It would be a long time before the Nameless World invented even very basic cameras. “And there’s a good chance the painting would look nothing like you. There are paintings of me that don’t even get the hair color right, paintings that make it look as if I’m going to topple over when I start walking. And even if they manage to do that, what’s to stop you changing your hair color? Or skin color? Or something - anything - else?”

    She shrugged. “If you left the school after graduation, and if you left the country and stayed away from the magical communities, they’d never find you. You could build a life for yourself well away from them.”

    And if you went to Heart’s Eye, Emily added silently, Caleb would take care of you.

    Lillian smiled. Emily understood, better than she cared to admit. It was easy to believe the world was a very small place. Lillian was a commoner. She might not have so much as left her hometown before her magic had been discovered and she’d been sent to Laughter. The idea of travelling halfway around the known world would be alien to her. Emily had felt the same way too, once upon a time. It was hard to grasp the true size of the world unless one spent time in it. Too many magicians merely teleported or used portals to get from place to place.

    “Thank you.” Lillian curtsied. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

    “There’s a future for everyone,” Emily said. “And I’ll see you tomorrow.”

    Lillian turned and left, leaving Emily to her thoughts. Was there a connection between the intruder and the current problems? It was hard to believe it would take four years for the issue to surface. What was causing it? Long-buried mental programming? If Lillian had been a firstie when the intruder had infiltrated the school, Dionne and the rest would have been firsties too. And it had been Dionne and her fellows who’d challenged her in Pendle...

    She looked up as Lady Damia stepped into the room. “Feeling better?”

    “Just a little,” Emily said. She felt a lot better. It felt as if she’d actually accomplished something. “I heard there was an intruder, four years ago. What happened?”

    Damia grimaced as she sat down. “There’s nothing I can add to the official report. The intruder took Nadine’s place, just before she entered the school. She passed as a student long enough to sabotage the flying display, causing a bunch of injuries, and then fled before she could be caught. There was no obvious motivation, nothing stolen... it’s possible there was a political motive, but the intruder went to a great deal of trouble. We still don’t know who she was, let alone why she did it. It remains a mystery.”

    “A mystery that needs to be solved,” Emily said. “Did she plant subliminal commands in the girls? The ones who were firsties at the time?”

    “It was considered,” Damia said. “She certainly managed to manipulate both Penny and Lillian, the former with a spell that weakened her mental defenses. However, there were no traces of any long-term programming. We went through their minds very carefully.”

    “The other girls could have been manipulated, too,” Emily pointed out.

    “There was no reason to assume so,” Damia said. “It is rare for a fifth-year student to hang around with firsties. We traced her movements, as best as we could, and determined she didn’t have the opportunity to do anything to anyone beyond Penny, who shared a room with her, and Lillian. Lillian was manipulated, but it wasn’t magical.”

    “And nothing was stolen,” Emily said. “Or is that just the official story?”

    “The day I write a lie into the reports, Lady Emily, is the day I walk off a cliff,” Damia said, harshly. “Nothing was stolen. Our best guess is that someone wanted to embarrass the school. If that was the case, they succeeded.”

    Emily nodded, realizing her mistake. “I’m sorry.”

    Damia gave her a sharp look. “So you should be.”

    “It still makes no sense,” Emily said. “It just...”

    She frowned. There was something about the affair that bothered her. Damia was right. The intruder had gone to a lot of trouble. No one would do that unless they expected to gain something from it. But what? Nadine of Hightower had enemies, yet most of them wouldn’t risk picking a fight with a magical school. Penny and Lillian were unimportant. Why would someone go to so much trouble to embarrass them? There were easier and safer ways to humiliate two students without risking total disaster.

    “I’ll read the report,” she said. “And perhaps write to Penny and ask her for her input.”

    “That’s at your discretion,” Lady Damia said. “On a different note, you will be taking flying lessons with Nadine this weekend. She’ll let you know the time. I trust that won’t be a problem?”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “The same Nadine?”

    “The very same,” Damia said. Her eyes hardened. “I do trust that won’t be a problem?”

    “No,” Emily said. She’d never met Nadine. She’d heard of her, from Alassa, but... they’d never had any contact. She wasn’t worried about her. “Why would it be a problem?”

    “She requested, and was granted, asylum after her father’s death,” Damia explained. “You’re a liegewoman of the Queen of Zangaria. Are you not?”

    “I’m Alassa’s friend, yes,” Emily said.

    “Only a liegewoman would say something like that.” Damia sneered. “Do you have any orders regarding Nadine?”

    Emily bit down on her irritation. “No,” she said. “Alassa has shown no interest in Nadine.”

    “Good,” Damia said. “Please make sure it stays that way.”


    Chapter Fourteen

    EMILY HAD NEVER BEEN SO GLAD to rise from her bed in the certain knowledge it was the weekend. She’d never realized just how much work went into teaching, even when the teacher knew the subject from beginning to end. She had to plan lessons on the assumption that half of the students hadn’t read the textbooks, let alone actually thought about what they were doing. It was impossible to assume any sort of shared understanding of the material. It wasn’t entirely unrewarding, she conceded as she washed, dressed and headed down to breakfast, but it required a very special mindset to actually make it work.

    It would be harder if I was teaching a less practical subject, she thought. Defense, charms and alchemy didn’t leave much room for mischief. A student had to master the practicals if they wanted to pass the exams. History and a few other classes, with much less practical work, weren’t so easy to teach. It only took a couple of students to ruin things for everyone else. Brier really does have her work cut out for her.

    The dining hall was almost empty, even though it was nearly nine. Emily picked up a tray, sat at the high table and ate slowly. Damia had told her the students were allowed to sleep in on weekends, if they didn’t have chores or detentions. Only a handful of students, all seniors, were in evidence. They didn’t pay any attention to her as they crammed food into their mouths, clearly preparing for a trip to Pendle later in the day. Emily wished she was going with them. If there was any outside force influencing the students - and she hadn’t detected anything over the last week - it might be operating outside the school.

    Damia doesn’t believe there is, Emily mused, as she finished her breakfast. She keeps finding more work for me to do.

    She put the thought aside, returned her tray to the kitchen and headed through a maze of corridors to the rear courtyard. The school felt almost empty, the classrooms eerily quiet as she walked past their doors. Students weren’t banned from visiting the classrooms on weekends - the alchemy labs and spellchambers were always booked solid - but the girls didn’t seem to want to spend any more time in the classrooms than strictly necessary.  Emily understood. It was a warm, sunny day, the sort of day she preferred to spend outside.

    A gust of cold air struck her as she walked into the courtyard and looked around. It looked as if someone had opened the rear of the castle, tearing down the defenses just so they could install a giant swimming pool. Emily had to smile as she walked around the edge of the pool, keeping a wary eye on the water. Large bodies of still water could be dangerous, she’d learnt through bitter experience. It was unlikely the swimming pool held any real threats, but... Emily shook her head. It was better to be careful than sorry.

    “Lady Emily,” a voice called. “I...”

    Emily turned. A blonde woman, around the same age as Brier, was hurrying towards her, carrying a pitchfork under one arm. She would have been pretty, if she hadn’t looked so worried. Her eyes lingered on Emily as if she expected Emily to cast a spell or jump her at any moment. Emily sighed, inwardly. The newcomer had to be Nadine. There was no one else at the school who had any reason to fear her personally.

    Nadine drew herself upright. “Did the Queen send you?”

    “No,” Emily said, curtly. She’d said as much, to Lady Damia. She was surprised the older woman hadn’t reassured Nadine. Perhaps Nadine had assumed Emily was lying. “Alassa didn’t say anything about you.”

    “No?” Nadine sounded doubtful. “Nothing at all?”

    “No,” Emily said. She tried to sound reassuring, but... it was hard. “I don’t think you matter too much to her.”

    “Father is dead,” Nadine said. “I don’t think anyone bothered to formally exile me.”

    Emily nodded. Nadine was a bastard, with no blood tie to any of the rebellious baronies. She wouldn’t have inherited, even if the Noblest had won the civil war. Alassa presumably knew Nadine existed, but it was unlikely she cared enough to sign a formal article of banishment, let alone an execution warrant. Nadine couldn’t cause any trouble, not as long as she stayed at Laughter. Alassa was hardly the kind of person to wage war on a magic school out of nothing more than sheer spite.

    “Good.” Nadine relaxed, slightly. “I don’t want to go home.”

    Emily cocked her head. “What happened to you? I mean...”

    “Flying lessons first,” Nadine said, briskly. She held out the pitchfork. “What do you make of this?”

    Emily hesitated as she took the pitchfork and held it, gently. She’d always been a little disappointed that magicians didn’t ride broomsticks, even though she hated the idea of trusting her life to something so fragile. And it was almost terrifyingly easy to imagine someone shooting her out of the sky. There were spells that could tear through flyers like knives through butter... she put the thought out of her head as she studied the spells on the wood. They were complex, but surprisingly manageable.

    “The pitchfork trains witches to cast the spells automatically,” Nadine said. “We try to get the girls through that part of their training as quickly as possible, just to make sure they don’t become dependent on it.”

    “It’s a wand,” Emily said. “Or a staff.”

    “Same basic idea,” Nadine agreed. She grinned, suddenly. “You don’t want to know how they were traditionally used.”

    Emily scowled. She had a pretty good idea.

    “Mount up,” Nadine ordered. “And try and power the spells.”

    Emily hesitated, then swung her leg over the pitchfork. The magic crackled around her, as if she’d just clambered onto a dragon. She reached out gingerly, trying to direct magic into the spells. It felt as if someone was guiding her, directing the magic into a formal pattern... the pitchfork twitched underneath her, then floated into the sky. Emily felt herself twist, as if she was on the verge of falling off. Nadine caught her before she could crack her head against the ground.

    “You’re an adult,” Nadine said, more to herself than Emily. “You’re overpowering the spells.”

    Emily nodded as she stabilized herself. It felt as if she were rowing a canoe, with every stroke bringing an equal and opposite reaction. She sat up, then tumbled one way and then the other... it felt like a giant rollercoaster, gravity twisting around her even though she’d barely moved. She felt her legs twitch, uncomfortably, as the magic grew stronger. It was hard not to feel a hint of naked terror as she steered the pitchfork into the sky. It didn’t behave like a regular aircraft.

    The laws of physics don’t apply to pitchforks and broomsticks, she thought. She had the oddest feeling she could go in any direction, as long as the magic kept flowing. The slightest misstep might send her careening into the nearest wall. A sardonic voice echoed through her head. They’re so inconvenient.

    “You’re doing well,” Nadine said, pitching her voice magically. She sounded more like a teacher, now she was actively involved in the lesson. “I’ve seen witches do worse.”

    Emily shot her a sharp look. “How many of them were my age?”

    Nadine made a show of considering it. “A handful, but they were all unpracticed magicians,” she said. “The girls generally learn when they’re sixteen, give or take a few years. It’s uncommon for a witch not to be able to fly.”

    “I never learnt, not at Whitehall,” Emily said. The spells were growing stronger, drawing on her magic. It felt as if she were trying to drive a car, with the brakes still on. “They said it was dangerous.”

    “Everything is dangerous,” Nadine said. “And all you can do is master the danger and hope for the best.”

    Emily nodded as she started to circle the courtyard. The pitchfork vibrated slightly as she picked up speed. She closed her eyes, studying the spells guiding her. They felt more like a collection of advanced levitation spells, but designed to do far more than just levitate. She had the feeling she could go really fast, if she tried... she frowned. There had to be a limit, somewhere. The schools would all teach flying if magicians could fly at supersonic speeds.

    She opened her eyes and glanced at Nadine. “How fast can you go?”

    “It depends on your magic,” Nadine told her. “There are upper limits, but they’re different for everyone. It isn’t easy to fly very fast for more than a few minutes.”

    Emily nodded. “I think I prefer to keep my feet on the ground,” she said, as she guided the pitchfork back to land beside Nadine. “It’s a great deal steadier.”

    “And then you wouldn’t be able to fly,” Nadine said. “You never know when you might need to fly away.”

    She took the pitchfork, then nodded. “Try to fly without the pitchfork.”

    Emily closed her eyes and tried to recast the spells. They felt amazingly complex, for charms students mastered in their first year. She had the impression they required constant monitoring, rather than being cast and then left alone to get on with it. Perhaps that was why witches didn’t fly from country to country. They needed to concentrate on their spells... she smiled as she drifted into the air, opening her eyes in time to see the courtyard falling away beneath her. It was like riding a bike or driving a car. Once you mastered the art of doing it without thinking, you could do it for long periods without trouble.

    She grinned as she looked down. A handful of witches were flying down to the town, moving like bats out of hell... or comic-book superhumans. She wondered, suddenly, if people below could look up her dress... her face heated as she lowered herself back down. She’d have to cast a charm to make it impossible, if she kept flying... it was funny how that had never been mentioned in the textbooks. But then, she supposed it was obvious.

    “Not too shabby,” Nadine said, as Emily landed beside her. “A little slow.”

    Emily made a face. It still felt as if she were trying to drive with the brake firmly on. The air resistance was stronger than she’d expected... she frowned, remembering how aircraft were designed to minimize air resistance. The spells felt more like a bubble than a rocket. She made a mental note to look into it, later. The spells themselves might be keeping the witches from flying that fast, if only because they were battering against the wind...

    Nadine pointed across the pond. “I want you to fly over to the tower, slap your hand against it, and then fly back.”

    Emily nodded and cast the spells. The ground fell away beneath her, again, as she rose into the air and glided over the water. She tested the magic, considering ways to turn the bubble of spells into a rocket. She’d need to find a way to compensate for g-forces, she reminded herself. She hated to think what would happen to a witch who moved from zero to supersonic speed in the blink of an eye. She’d probably wind up splattered across the landscape...

    Nadine cast a spell. Emily had no time to react before it struck the bubble, ripping her spells apart. She tilted, feet scrambling for purchase on ground that was no longer there, then fell towards the water. There was barely any time to close her eyes before she plunged into the pool, cold water soaking her dress and clinging to her skin. Emily kicked off her shoes automatically, spitting and cursing as she tried to swim to the surface. Her dress was waterlogged, the weight dragging her down. It was all she could do to kick herself up, her drenched hair spilling around her as she broke the water. She coughed and spat. The water might not be clean. And she’d swallowed too much before she realized the danger.

    A head swam towards her. “Emily,” Nadine said. “Are you alright?”

    Emily glared at her as she trod water. Her dress was clinging to her legs, making it hard to keep her head above the surface. “What did you do that for?”

    “To show you how easy it is for someone to knock you out of the air,” Nadine said. Her voice was dry, but there was a hint of amusement in her eyes. “The next time, it might not be water underneath you.”

    “Right,” Emily said, sourly.

    She ignored the offer of a helping hand as she pulled herself through the water and back onto dry land. Her sodden dress clung to her, revealing all her curves. She turned, muttering a spell to dry herself as Nadine carved through the water like a champion swimmer.  It was rare to find an aristocratic girl who could swim - Alassa hadn’t been able to, until she’d learnt at Whitehall - but Nadine had taken to it like a duck to water. Emily found it hard to be angry. Nadine had a point. If someone blew her out of the sky when she was high over solid ground, she might be dead before she could rebuild the spells and catch herself.

    Nadine swam to the edge and treaded water, lingering in the pool. “You should practice at least once a week,” she said. “Right now, all you need is practice.”

    “Thanks,” Emily said. Her hair felt as if she hadn’t washed it in weeks. “Do you do that to all your students?”

    “Once they’ve mastered enough of the art to start feeling cocky,” Nadine said. “You’ve had... what? Six years of training? The firsties I teach take weeks to so much as lift themselves off the ground. And then they start thinking they’re the best of the best, if not the best of the best of the best. I have to knock that out of them before someone else does it.”

    She smiled. “Ready for another flight?”

    “Give me a moment to catch my breath,” Emily said. She’d been scared before, but... she’d come very close to blind panic. “What happened to you?”

    Nadine looked up at her. “What do you mean?”

    “When the intruder came,” Emily said. “Four years ago.”

    “You would have to ask that question,” Nadine said. She showed her teeth. “I was... I was a little brat. It took me years of arguing to get Father to send me here. I think it was the hag who agreed, in the end. She wanted me away from Father so she could dominate him. I took a bunch of servants and travelled here, stopped in the inn long enough to get changed and ready to go to the school. I had it all arranged. The servants would stay in the inn and take care of me.”

    “I thought that wasn’t allowed,” Emily said.

    “I was a brat,” Nadine repeated. She flushed. “My memories are a little hazy. I came face to face with myself, then... I was a fish in a fishbowl. They told me I stayed a fish for two months, that the servants fed me and changed the water and suchlike, but I don’t remember much of it. Lady Damia found me, eventually. She changed me back, took me back to the school. Everyone thought it was funny.”

    “It wasn’t,” Emily said.

    “I couldn’t tell them who or why,” Nadine said. “Penny and I became friends. Neither of us had anyone else. When I graduated, I asked permission to stay as a junior flying teacher while Penny went on to newer and better things. It wasn’t as if there was anything for me back home. And then... I asked for asylum after my father died.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “And you don’t have the slightest idea who or why?”

    “No,” Nadine said. “Father thought one of my tutors had been spying on me. The bastard vanished, shortly after I departed. Father... he thought it might have been the king, but the hag was never convinced. She thought Randor wasn’t dumb enough to pick a fight with a magic school.”

    “Not over that,” Emily agreed. “We don’t even know what the intruder wanted!”

    “No,” Nadine said. “I did wonder if they wanted to ruin me, perhaps to make it impossible for me to marry well, but... the hag would have blocked any match that didn’t suit her purposes. Maybe she was behind it. I never thought she’d been stripped of all power and influence, whatever the king said. Father just didn’t have the will to stand up to her.”

    “She’s dead now,” Emily said. “You can go home.”

    “This is my home,” Nadine said. She waved a hand towards the distant hills. “If I go back to Zangaria, what am I? The bastard daughter of a nobleman who was retroactively declared a traitor himself? I wouldn’t be an heiress, would I? But if I stay here, I have the pleasure of being myself.”

    She pulled herself out of the water. “And besides, I need to swim all the time,” she added, grimly. “Water feels like home.”

    “Because you spent two months as a fish,” Emily finished. She’d heard of the effect, but she’d never actually seen it. “Are you...?”

    “Sane?” Nadine shrugged. “It could have been worse.”

    Emily frowned. “If I can catch the intruder...”

    “It was four years ago,” Nadine said, briskly. “Whoever she was, she’s long gone.”

    She stood, water dripping down her trousers and pooling beneath her feet. “Come on,” she said. “It’s time to flap your wings and fly.”


    Chapter Fifteen

    “LADY EMILY,” NADINE CALLED. “HOW DO you feel?”

    Emily gritted her teeth. Flying over the mountains would have been delightful, if it hadn’t been so much work. She felt as if she were flapping her hands desperately, as if she were swimming through thick soup and... the water trickling from her hair was a grim reminder that she could plunge to her death at any moment. Her arms and legs were aching, even though she wasn’t really using them. And, of course, Nadine glided in front of her with the greatest of ease.

    “Sore,” she managed. The Redoubt rose up in front of her, a deserted ruin that dominated the horizon. She would have been awed, if she wasn’t doing her level best to stay in the air. It looked strange, almost creepy. The sense of age - and time - was almost overwhelming. “Is that normal?”

    “It can be,” Nadine said. She dropped towards the ground, landing neatly in what had - probably - once been the courtyard. “Come on down.”

    Emily landed, badly. Her ankle twisted. She swore as she fell, barely catching herself a moment before she slammed face-first into the ground. Her ankle hurt... she rolled over and rubbed it, trying not to cry out. It wasn’t broken, she thought, but it was painful enough to make it hard to concentrate. She muttered a painkilling spell, reminding herself - severely - not to put any weight on the ankle until it was better. Her body ached as she sat up, slowly relaxing as the spell took effect. She’d have to be careful. Pain was the body’s way of signaling something was wrong and the spell would make sure the message wouldn’t reach her brain.

    Nadine knelt beside her. “Do you want me to take a look at it?”

    “It should be fine,” Emily said. She still felt as if she’d been swimming in pudding. “Why did you want to come here?”

    “It can be easier, sometimes, if you can see your destination,” Nadine said. “What do you think?”

    Emily had the oddest feeling she was being watched as her eyes drifted over the ruins. The Redoubt looked very much like Laughter, but it had clearly been badly damaged - to the point of being abandoned - hundreds of years ago. The walls were torn and broken, the stones covered with lichen and ivy and strange creepers that crawled in and out of chinks in the walls. The wind echoed oddly as it blew through the stone, faint hints of ancient magic echoing in the air. There didn’t seem to be anyone within the broken castle, but it was hard to be sure. The ruins left plenty of cover for anyone who wanted to remain undetected.

    “It looks odd.” Emily thought it might look worse to Nadine. She’d grown up in a castle. “What happened to it?”

    “Brier will happily bore you to tears about her theories,” Nadine said, a hint of affection in her tone. “But really, we don’t know.”

    Emily frowned as she stumbled to her feet, careful not to place too much weight on her sprained ankle. There were hints of claw marks against the stone, although the wind and rain had eroded them to the point she knew she could be imagining them. The traces of magic grew stronger as she concentrated. They seemed harmless, as far as she could tell, though she knew not to take that for granted. A little magic in the right place could do a lot of damage. 

    She looked at Nadine. “Do the girls come up here often?”

    “Every so often, a bunch of students will dare themselves to spend the night here,” Nadine said. “They say the ruin is haunted, that the ghost of Pendle herself walks the corridors and will share secrets of magic... if, of course, the correct rites are performed. I spent a night here myself, when I was a student, and all I got out of it was a cold and detention.”

    Her lips quirked. “Mistress Greenstone marches the girls up here for advanced classes, sometimes,” she added. “And Brier keeps trying to explore the ruins, convinced she’s the one who’ll unlock the big secret. Personally, I think she’s wasting her time, but if it makes her happy...”

    Emily glanced at her. “Why do you think it’s a waste of time?”

    Nadine shrugged. “Lady Dorchester once paid an archivist a thousand crowns to trace her family tree,” she said, “and then she had to pay another thousand crowns to cover it up, because the results weren’t as illustrious as she’d hoped. And then she discovered that the secret got out anyway, because the mere act of paying for the research convinced others that there was something there to find. What she dug up, she couldn’t bury again. It might be better to let sleeping dragons lie.”

    “I understand,” Emily said. They stepped into a ruined chamber that might, once, have been a dining hall. A damaged fireplace sat against the broken wall. Someone had scrawled PENDLE IS COMING HOME on the stone. “I’ve been seeing that everywhere.”

    Nadine laughed, humorlessly. “There’s always been chatter about Pendle returning to introduce a whole new generation of witchcraft,” she said. “That she will rise from the grave or reincarnate in a child’s body, reborn once again to change the world. Every year, Lady Emily, there’s a handful of girls who claim they’re Pendle reborn. Some of them even believe it.”

    “Really?” Emily found it hard to believe. “What do you do with them?”

    “Normally, we wait for them to get over it,” Nadine said. “Some of them are just trying to boost their social status. Others... they discover they have a talent for magic and, instead of crediting it to luck, prefer to believe they’re the reincarnation of an older witch. Given time, they get over it. It’s just another silly thing that comes out of the dorms.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “I thought you weren’t in the dorms?”

    “I wasn’t,” Nadine said. “But Penny had a lot of stories to tell.”

    She grinned. “You could be Pendle, Lady Emily.”

    Emily shook her head. “No. Definitely not.”

    “You could be,” Nadine said. “There isn’t a single witch - or magician - who has done as much as you, not in such a compressed timeframe. The really powerful and dangerous magicians are in their later years, some even in their second century. You, on the other hand, can’t be much older than twenty...”

    “Twenty-three,” Emily said, although she wasn’t really sure. She’d long since lost track of her birthday. She might be pushing twenty-four now, for all she knew. It didn’t matter that much, not to her. She was old enough not to have to worry about fitting in with the other students. “And I am not Pendle incarnate.”

    Nadine’s grin grew wider. “That’s exactly what I’d expect Pendle to say.”

    Emily shook her head. She’d heard of reincarnation, but she’d never placed any particular stock in it. She certainly didn’t believe she could be the reincarnation of a long-dead witch. The thought was absurd. She’d either learned her skills honestly, by studying and practicing, or imported ideas and concepts from Earth. Pendle wouldn’t know anything about the letters and numbers she’d introduced, let alone gunpowder and steam engines. She certainly wouldn’t introduce them.

    “I am not,” she said, firmly. “Sorry.”

    “I’m sure some of the girls will be disappointed,” Nadine said. “They’ve been hoping and praying for years.”

    “I’m sure,” Emily said. She frowned. Could there be some truth in the story? She’d seen enough, over the past few years, to know the world was stranger than she could imagine. It wasn’t impossible that Pendle could have placed herself into an enchanted sleep, perhaps under one of the castles. And yet... she shook her head. “I am not her.”

    She put the thought out of her head as they walked through a darkened chamber and stopped in front of a broken stairwell that led up to nothing. Emily peered upwards, into the bright blue sky, then turned her head away. A witch might find it fun to glide up the stairs and into the air, but she wasn’t ready. Not yet. Her body felt dull, almost numb. She was going to pay for that tomorrow.

    “What do you think of the school?” Nadine led the way down a corridor that opened into what might have been a classroom, once upon a time. “Do you intend to stay?”

    No, Emily thought.

    “I don’t know yet,” she said. “I hope to see out the year” - she had no intention of mentioning her real job to Nadine - “but I don’t know about anything beyond that. As for the school...”

    She grinned at Nadine’s back. “Brier is friendly, but the rest of the staff are a little reserved.”

    “Brier flirts with everyone,” Nadine said. “Don’t take her too seriously. She’s a good friend, but she’s also a terrible flirt.”

    Emily flushed. “And the others?”

    “Brier and I are the youngest amongst the senior staff,” Nadine said. “The others will remain reserved unless you join the school permanently. They won’t open up to you until you become part of the family.”

    “You make it sound like a cult,” Emily said.

    Nadine snorted. “It’s more like a family,” she said, as they stepped into the light. “They are united in their loyalty to the school, even if they have different ideas how things should change in the new world order. Damia will fight tooth and nail to keep things from changing, while Jens and Allworth both want major changes. They’ve been jockeying for power for years, Emily. And now the necromancers are gone, they see a prospect for actually changing things.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “And which side are you on?”

    “I don’t take sides,” Nadine said. “All three factions have a point.”

    She shook her head. “Perhaps we should talk about something more cheerful,” she said, dryly. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

    “Perhaps we should talk about something else,” Emily said. She’d never liked talking about her romantic life, not with strangers. “Anything else.”

    “As you wish,” Nadine said. “There I was...”

    Emily listened as Nadine outlined a story about catching a pair of girls in the middle of a midnight feast, explaining how they had set up a trap to delay any teacher who wanted to come into the dorm in the hopes of giving them enough time to hide the evidence and jump back into bed. Nadine sounded almost impressed, as if she were pleased with their ingenuity, rather than being outraged. The girls had forgotten to hide the smell, she said, but she’d been so impressed she’d deliberately not noticed as she finished checking on the dorms before returning to her rooms. Better to let them think they’d gotten away with something, she explained, then convince them to start looking for newer ways to outwit their teachers.

    “But the second time, I called them out for it,” she finished. “I wasn’t going to let them get away with it twice.”

    “Good, I suppose,” Emily said. She chose her next words carefully. “Why are the girls so... rowdy?”

    Nadine considered it. “You went to Whitehall, didn’t you? And before then, you were raised by a sorcerer?”

    “Something like that,” Emily said, vaguely. “Why do you ask?”

    “I was raised in a household with very strict expectations,” Nadine said. “I might have been a... natural-born child, but Father still hoped he could marry me off to someone who needed to be bound closer to his side. Or something. I was never allowed to be myself, which is why I acted out so much. Father didn’t really care about me.”

    Her lips twisted. “That’s true of most of the girls here,” she added. “They were raised like... little dolls. Even those who weren’t raised so strictly spent most of their time with the boys, putting on an act for them. I’d bet that Whitehall has a lot of flirting between male and female students.”

    “You’d win that bet,” Emily said, quietly.

    “Here, the girls aren’t expected to live up to strict standards,” Nadine told her. “They’re not treated as inferior, because they’re girls; they’re not told they have a duty to marry well and produce children for the sake of the family. They don’t have to primp and preen to impress the boys. Is it any surprise, then, that they act out? The school is nowhere near as strict as an actual parent.”

    She looked down. “And a lot of them tend to act out,” she added. “They were powerless” - she held up a hand, a white spark dancing over her skin - “and now they have power and they want to use it. The results are not always pleasant.”

    “That’s an understatement,” Emily said.

    “There’s always dangers in mingling magicians and mundanes,” Nadine said. “The Isolationists are not wrong about that, I think. There are always... incidents... when the two meet. But the girls had no power—until they did—and so they tend to get... drunk with power.”

    Emily nodded, slowly. “Do you think magicians and mundanes cannot co-exist?”

    “I think we don’t have a choice,” Nadine said, dryly. “The Isolationists say that magicians are a tiny percentage of the population, but that’s still pretty large in absolute terms. How many magicians would be willing to pack up and move to the Blighted Lands, just to isolate themselves from the mundanes? Not many, I’d bet. And even if they did, how could we support them? Our economy is interlinked with the mundane economy to the point they’re not really separate at all.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “You seem to know a lot about it.”

    “Father insisted I study estate management,” Nadine said. “The principle is the same.”

    She turned and led the way back through the corridors. “Do you think you can fly back to the school? Or do you want to walk?”

    Emily hesitated as they reached the ruined courtyard and looked towards Laughter. The school looked vaguely sinister, needle-like spires reaching up to the skies. There was something about it that nagged at her, something she’d seen before. It looked a little like Heart’s Eye, she supposed, but there was something more... she frowned. She couldn’t put her finger on it.

    “I’d prefer to walk,” she said. She needed the exercise. “Do you want to come with me?”

    Nadine shook her head. “There’s a track leading through the woods and back to the school,” she said. “Follow it... if you get lost, just keep walking towards the school. Don’t try to fly unless you feel confident. When you get back, go straight to the dining hall and eat. You drained a lot of your magic in the last couple of hours.”

    Emily nodded, silently kicking herself for not having thought to bring sandwiches. Or something. It wouldn’t have been hard to get something if she’d thought to ask. She could have easily made them herself if half the kitchen staff had been sleeping in. She snorted at the thought, then headed for the ruined track as Nadine rose into the air and flew back to the castle. It felt torn and broken under her feet, forcing her to pick her way down. The woods seemed to envelop her as she reached the bottom of the mountain.

    The silence nagged at her. She hadn’t realized how far they’d flown, or how long it would take to walk back to Laughter. The woods had looked tiny from above... she mentally kicked herself for that mistake, too. It was easy to forget that there was such a thing as distance, when one could teleport. She should have known better. She’d walked to the town, and then up to the school. Lady Barb would have scolded her for that mistake.

    And I’ll have to write to her, to tell her what little I’ve found, Emily thought. It might be more accurate to say she’d found nothing. The teachers didn’t seem to take the threat seriously. It was hard to tell if they didn’t believe in it or if they were desperate to see the conference held at their school. She might have some ideas.

    She sighed, allowing herself to enjoy the walk as the path wove its way through the woods. She thought she saw hints of old villages, long-since overgrown and absorbed by the forest; her eyes sharpened, just a little, as she spotted a mound in the clearing. No one would go near it at midnight, for fear the Other Folk might be there. She was surprised it was so close to Laughter. The Unseelie nest she’d seen near Whitehall had been a good several days from the school.

    Which didn’t stop them reaching out to touch me, she thought. The oath she’d sworn to the Unseelie was gone. She still didn’t know precisely what they’d wanted from her, or why they’d pushed her into reigniting the nexus points. They came a lot closer to human settlement then...

    The mound looked harmless. It would have gone unnoticed on Earth, little more than a grass-covered pile of soil, a tiny hump in the ground. She gave it a wide berth anyway, just in case, and kept walking through the trees. The air was clear and fresh, with just a hint of pollen. She took a long breath, taking a moment to clear her mind. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her it had been too long since breakfast. Nadine had been right. She really had used a lot of magic. Emily picked up speed, bracing herself as the track started to rise again. She had a feeling that, short of flying, there were only two ways in and out of the woods...

    ... And then she heard the shouting.


    Chapter Sixteen

    THE PANICKY SHOUTING GREW LOUDER AS Emily ran through the woods, her imagination providing all sorts of suggestions about what might be happening. A flying girl could have fallen out of the sky and gotten tangled in a tree, a girl out for a stroll could have walked into a bog or something she couldn’t handle, something that had panicked her so badly she couldn’t even cast a spell to signal for help. Emily pushed through bushes, readying an emergency teleport spell. She couldn’t teleport into the school itself, but she could teleport someone into the courtyard and carry them into the building from there. Trees slashed at her face, a particularly nasty branch cutting into her skin as she brushed it aside. There was no time to stop and deal with the blood. She had to move.

    She pushed through the bushes, straight into a clearing, then stopped dead. Two girls were floating upside down, trying desperately to hold their dresses in place; three more were cringing, doing their level best to defend themselves against a steady rain of hexes from Dionne, Bernadette and Hannalore. The groupies stood at the edge of the clearing, watching with eager eyes as the younger girls started to droop. Emily felt sick. The girls were younger. Third years, not...

    Emily unmasked her magic. “Stop!”

    The floating girls fell. Emily had a glimpse of pale, scarred legs as she hastily snapped out a levitation spell, catching them before they hit the ground. Common-born? Magical children tended to have wounds healed completely, unless there was dark magic residue within the scar. Commoners or not, they were unable to defend themselves against a trio of older students, let alone the small army of groupies. Emily saw the shame in their eyes as they collected their wits, pulling down their dresses to cover their legs. She saw red. It was practically sexual assault!

    It was all she could do not to scream at them. “What the” - she bit off the next word - “do you think you are doing?”

    Dionne straightened. Emily would have admired her nerve if she hadn’t known Dionne was sure Emily couldn’t really hurt her. The headmistress would take a dim view of a teacher who put a student in a hospital bed, let alone in the grave. There were limits... Emily was tempted, just for a second, to break the rules. Perhaps the problem would be solved if she smashed Dionne and her friends like bugs. Perhaps... she put firm controls on her temper. She couldn’t let herself be kicked out of the school, not yet.

    “Well?” Emily speared Dionne with her eyes. “What do you think you are doing?”

    Dionne managed to look back at her, evenly. “We’re training them in defense.”

    Emily cocked an eyebrow. “By hammering them so hard they cannot hope to defend themselves?”

    “They’ll learn,” Dionne assured her. She sounded almost as if she expected Emily to agree with her. “They need to learn how to cope when they’re under attack...”

    “You might as well throw someone into the deep end and expect them to learn how to swim before they drown,” Emily said. It was all she could do not to reach out and shake the younger girl. “And, unless I miss my guess, you are not authorized to teach them anything.”

    “You faced far stronger opponents when you were younger,” Dionne pointed out. “You killed Shadye in single combat. You killed a dozen necromancers before you turned twenty.”

    No, I didn’t, Emily thought. She’d killed two, Shadye and Mother Holly, and she’d cheated both times. And I was allowed to kill the necromancers.

    “It’s for their own good,” Dionne said, sanctimoniously. “They have to learn...”

    “I killed two necromancers before I turned twenty,” Emily said, flatly. “Do you want them to kill you?”

    Dionne scoffed. “We’re helping to build up their magic,” she said. “They’re not going to kill us.”

    “Shadye thought the same,” Emily pointed out. “He was wrong.”

    She scowled. Dionne wasn’t listening. She wasn’t really interested in teaching anyone anything. She just wanted to have fun... Nadine’s words echoed through her head. People didn’t need outside forces to turn them into bastards. Give them a taste of power and human nature would do the rest. 

    “We have a duty,” Dionne insisted. “We have to help them...”

    Emily froze her with a glare, then looked at the victims. “Go to the infirmary and get checked over,” she ordered. The girls who’d been trying to defend themselves might be completely drained. “And do whatever the healers tell you.”

    The girls looked at her, shame clearly visible within their eyes, then turned and ran. Emily knew just how they felt. They’d been unable to defend themselves, unable to do more than take it... she wondered, suddenly, if the floating girls had been pushed through the bushes by their tormentors. Emily’s cheek was hurting from where she’d been cut. It had to be worse for the poor girls...

    She switched her attention back to Dionne. “You believe you have an obligation to them?”

    “Yes,” Dionne said. “They’re new to magic. They have to be taught how to develop their skills. I... we have an obligation to help them.”

    “Indeed?” Emily looked at the three girls, then at their groupies... the latter looking as if they would rather be somewhere, anywhere, else. “You think you are helping them?”

    She sighed, inwardly. She’d met a lot of noblemen who claimed to believe in noblesse oblige, but - somehow - managed to see their duty to others in a way that promoted their superiority, rather than actually helping. They preferred to be paternalistic, rather than allow their inferiors the freedom to make choices for themselves. They’d never dare imagine that the best thing to do was to step back, for fear of losing their power. Noblesse oblige was nothing more than a justification for power, an attempt to convince the inferiors that their superiors had duties as well as rights. She’d never met anyone outside the aristocracy who’d actually believed it. 

    “If you have a duty to help people,” she said, “you have a duty to do something that actually helps. You have a duty to listen to them, to find out what they actually need, and provide it... if, of course, you really want to help. And, sometimes, what they want is for you to butt the hell out and leave them alone!”

    She felt her voice start to rise. “You could be helping them practice their spells - properly practice their spells,” she said. “Or you could be steering them towards the right books and documents in the library, or even offering to help them learn and practice the older tongues and unspoken languages. There’s a lot of things you could do, if you really want to help. But all of those require you to actually think about what you’re doing.”

    “You help us, by testing our spells,” Dionne pointed out, sullenly. “Don’t you?”

    “I know what I’m doing,” Emily said. “When I break your spells, I don’t use anything you can’t match. I don’t smash your shields with an overpowered force punch that would smash you against the wall hard enough to turn you into paste. I don’t use advanced spells to hack into your spellware and turn it against you. I deal with you on your level. You’re crushing them” - she waved a hand in the direction the younger girls had gone - “and teaching them nothing, beyond hatred for you.”

    She looked from girl to girl. “If you genuinely want to help, then meet them on their level,” she said. “Be fair. Play Freeze Tag or something with them. But if they don’t want anything to do with you, after this, then leave them alone.”

    “The world is not fair,” Dionne said.

    “No,” Emily agreed. She’d said much the same herself, to Lillian. She was almost painfully glad the younger girl was nowhere to be seen. “But you don’t have to make it even more unfair. People don’t learn anything useful if you crush them.”

    She shook her head. “And report for detention,” she said. “You can spend the next week there.”

    “Lady Emily!” Hannalore gasped. “We have games!”

    “No, you have detention,” Emily said. “All of you. Go.”

    She watched the girls hurry off, feeling old. She’d never been like that... of course, she hadn’t been raised to consider herself the center of the universe either. She shuddered, remembering just how much bullying she’d seen at Whitehall and Mountaintop. She hadn’t been targeted too badly - enough students knew what she’d done to keep their distance - but there’d been times when it had nearly beaten her. It would have been worse, she was sure, if the older students had joined in. She’d had enough problems testing herself against Jade and Cat in Martial Magic.

    I didn’t want to be there, she reminded herself, as she started to walk towards the castle. And it took them a while to warm up to me.

    Her fingers touched her cheek as the path grew steeper. The castle’s outer wards flickered and flared around her, welcoming her home. She was amused to note that the rear wards weren’t designed to alert the staff, if someone brought a man around the school and down into the woods. Her lips twitched. The woods were big enough to ensure privacy, if someone wanted to meet their boyfriend outside Pendle. She wasn’t sure that was entirely a good thing.

    She scowled as she felt sweat trickling down her back. It was hard to believe that it was nearly noon. It felt as if she’d been awake for hours. She reached the top of the path, walked around the swimming pool, and headed for the rear entrance. A handful of girls were swimming, completely naked. She shook her head in disbelief. Whitehall insisted that students, male and female alike, had to wear bathing costumes if they wanted to swim. She supposed it was easier if boys weren’t allowed in the school.

    The school felt louder, now most of the students were awake. Emily walked past a pair of joggers and headed up to the dining hall, noting just how many students were still eating breakfast. She took a tray of food for herself and inhaled it, doing her best to ignore what looked like a food fight at the other end of the hall. The food tasted very bland - the students were allowed to spend weekends in Pendle, if they wished - but she didn’t care. All that mattered was eating enough to recharge.

    “Lady Emily,” a gruff voice said. She looked up to see Mistress Greenstone. “A word, if you please?”

    Emily looked at her plate, briefly considering arguing. She hadn’t eaten enough. Not yet. But there was no point. She’d been warned the staff needed to keep a united front. Whatever their disagreements in private, in public they were expected to pretend to be friends. She doubted there was any real risk of the students rising in rebellion - Laughter wasn’t Mountaintop, where the lower-class students had been genuinely oppressed - but she saw the logic. A gap in the staff’s unity could easily be exploited by a student from the right background.

    She took a pair of sandwiches for later, then followed Mistress Greenstone down to her office. The gym mistress was the most heavily-muscled woman Emily had ever seen, her dress carefully cut to display her muscles to best advantage. Emily suspected it was for intimidation more than anything else. She wasn’t particularly impressed. The gym mistress was no necromancer. No matter how many muscles someone had, a simple spell would stop him in his tracks. She wondered, suddenly, if the gym mistress was a mundane. It wasn’t impossible. Sergeant Harkin had been a mundane and he’d thrived.

    The office was larger than Emily had expected. One wall was covered with gold and silver cups, another with certified parchments commemorating the successes of school sports teams over the years. Emily had never cared much for organized sports, or for those who played them, but she had to admit the gym mistress had done well. She’d trained teams that had played everything from polo to ken. A third wall was covered in filing cabinets, all heavily charmed to protect the contents; a fourth was bare, save for a single cane.

    “I am meant to be training a team for the ken championships,” Mistress Greenstone said, as she sat behind her desk. “And I cannot do that if a chunk of my best players are in detention.”

    Emily tried not to roll her eyes. She was no naughty student, summoned for a lecture. The gym mistress might outrank her, technically, but not by that much. The intimidation and manipulation were childish, compared to King Randor or Master Grey. It helped, she supposed, that both of them had been older and considerably more cunning. The gym mistress looked to be in her late forties, although it was hard to be sure.

    “You came to us from Whitehall,” Mistress Greenstone snapped. “Do you have orders to sabotage us?”

    “No.” Emily snorted at the thought. Grandmaster Gordian would sooner see Whitehall lose the championship than ask her for a favor. And she would certainly not sabotage the host school. “I have better things to do with my time.”

    “You should stick to mastering the fine art of defense and leave discipline to those older and wiser than you,” Mistress Greenstone said. “I will not lose the championships because you’re too kind to the students.”

    “Your students would not be in detention,” Emily said sharply, “if they weren’t bullying other students. Younger students. Do you really want bullies representing the school?”

    “I don’t care what they’ve been doing,” Mistress Greenstone said. “I want winners! I want to put forward the best teams I can. And I can’t do that if they’re in detention!”

    Emily wondered why she was surprised. It was practically a law of nature that jerk jocks and cheerleaders could get away with anything, as long as they delivered the goods. It hadn’t been so bad at Whitehall - the Martial Magic students had been considered more important, given how close the school was to the Blighted Lands - but... that might change, now the war was over. God knew the magicians feted their duelists and the nobility praised men who went to tournament in place of war...

    “Lady Emily,” Mistress Greenstone thundered. “Do you have any idea how important this is?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “I know precisely how important this is.”

    Mistress Greenstone eyed her nastily, perhaps catching the unspoken implication. “I’ll let the weekend detentions stand,” she said, finally. “No doubt the townsfolk will be glad to have that bunch locked up in the castle, scrubbing floors instead of haunting the shops. But I’ll cancel the weekday detentions. There is nothing more important than the school’s reputation amongst the other schools, and sports are a vital part of it. I will not have that lost because of you.”

    “And please could you explain,” Emily said icily, “precisely how their bullying is my fault?”

    “You have a duty to keep the school’s interests in mind,” Mistress Greenstone said, evading the question. “And whatever punishments you hand out have to keep that in mind, too. The school comes first. Always.”

    She sat back and cleared her throat. “I’ll advise Lady Damia that I am cancelling the detentions,” she added. “I’m sure she will agree with me.”

    “No doubt,” Emily agreed, dryly.

    “And if you issue detentions like that again, without checking with me first, I’ll ensure you are never promoted to senior staff,” Mistress Greenstone added. “Get out.”

    Emily tried not to laugh as she left the room, closing the door firmly behind her. The threat was useless. She had no intention of spending the rest of her life at Laughter, not when she had an apprenticeship to complete and a university to build and... she’d see what happened after the fallout from the end of the war had settled down. Perhaps she’d go back to Heart’s Eye for a while, or... she wanted to see her friends. Cat had invited her to visit Kuching, pointing out she was something of a hero to the settlers. She’d be more than welcome there.

    She shook her head as she turned and headed back to her room. Whatever was affecting the students, if indeed there was something, was subtle. Very subtle. It was easy to see why so many people refused to believe it. A thought struck her and she changed course, heading to the permanent records room. The door was heavily warded, but someone had keyed her into the room. She stepped inside, searched for the punishment logs and started to go through them. There was a very definite pattern, as if a year’s worth of offences had been crammed into two months. And yet...

    The magic shifted behind her. She turned, just in time to see Damia step into the room.

    “Emily,” Damia said. “Mistress Greenstone informs me that you’ve been handing out too many detentions.”

    “For bullying,” Emily said, flatly.

    “Yes,” Damia agreed. “In the future, I expect you to send them to the gym mistress for discipline. Detentions are for more serious offences.”

    “Bullying is a serious offence,” Emily said. “Why do you let them get away with it?”

    “They’re not getting away with it,” Damia said. “Really.”

    Emily snorted. “They need something more permanent,” she said. “If they’re not allowed to try out for the team...”

    “It would become political, very quickly,” Damia warned. “Their families are powerful. They have considerable influence. And if they used that, they could make life very hard for you.”

    “Really?” Emily met her eyes. “Worse than a necromancer?”

    “They could also make life very hard for the school,” Damia said. “Next time, send them to the gym mistress. It will make things easier for all of us.”

    No, it won’t, Emily thought. The school was more screwed up than she’d thought. It’ll just make things worse.


    Chapter Seventeen

    “THIS IS WHERE IT HAPPENED,” Lillian said. She shot Emily a sidelong look, clearly picking up on her bad mood. “Penny nearly caught her. Would have caught her, if I hadn’t been a fool.”

    Emily nodded, looking around the library with interest. It was smaller than Whitehall’s, with desks, chairs and bookcases cunningly placed to create the illusion of dozens of private study niches scattered throughout the room. A giant cage sat in the corner, surrounding a cluster of bookshelves packed so tightly together that it looked as if the only way to access them was to crawl in on one’s hands and knees. The wards surrounding the cage were impressive, keyed to staff and a handful of students. Emily wasn’t sure if they were keyed to her. The headmistress didn’t expect her to stay past the end of the year.

    “Interesting,” she said. The majority of the tomes on display were old, produced in the days before printing presses had become common, but there were a handful of newer books in plain view. She was amused to note copies of textbooks that she’d seen in Whitehall and Mountaintop, some of which had been reproduced without any regard for the writer’s wishes. “What was she doing here?”

    “I don’t know,” Lillian said. “I don’t think Penny knew, either. She would never talk about it.”

    Emily nodded, curtly. The whole affair made no sense, which left her convinced there was something she wasn’t seeing. No one went to so much trouble just to disrupt a flying display, injure a number of students, and embarrass three harmless girls. There had to be something else, but what? Her eyes swept the room as her frown deepened. The library wasn’t that special. Any truly rare books would be stored elsewhere. There were easier and safer ways to obtain copies of just about anything in the library, even the restricted section. She walked up to the cage and peered through the wire, ignoring the wards. Only a handful of titles were in plain view, none particularly rare or dangerous. She’d read some of them herself.

    She closed her eyes, studying the wards. They were tough, tough and complex. She doubted she could crack them without a great deal of effort, running the risk of setting off dozens of alarms in the process. Whoever had put the spells together knew precisely what they were doing. A student who tried to break into the cage would find herself frozen, changed into a frog, or trapped within the wire, until the tutors came to investigate. Void might be able to get inside without setting off the alarms, but Emily didn’t know many others who could. And it would have been pointless. There was nothing in the cage that couldn’t have been obtained elsewhere.

    Perhaps she thought there was something there, Emily mused. The library catalogue might be incomplete. Whitehall’s catalogue certainly was. Or perhaps she was foiled before she managed to steal a book.

    She ran her hands through her hair, contemplatively. Damia had been certain nothing had been taken. That was reassuring, yet also worrying. Damia wasn’t the sort of person to get that wrong, but it left the question of precisely what the intruder had been trying to do unanswered. If the sole motive had been to embarrass the school, they would have been out the gates and well away by the time their tricks took effect. Unless they’d been trying to frame Penny for everything. Penny might have been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

    Lillian cleared her throat. “I was hoping we could go over the homework...”

    “Give me a moment,” Emily said. “I’ll be along in a moment.”

    She took one last look at the cage. The books rustled faintly as her eyes drifted over them, powerful protective charms responding to her interest. It was hard to believe that a student could have broken into the cage... but the intruder had been no student. Nanette had posed as Lin, a student four years younger than herself. Why couldn’t an older woman pose as a younger girl? She couldn’t have been that much older or the wards would have smelled a rat, but there were certainly spells to make someone in their mid-twenties appear younger...

    Nanette could have done it, she thought. But she was badly injured at the time.

    Shaking her head, she joined Lillian and started to help her with her coursework. Tutoring one on one was much easier, particularly when the class wasn’t being disrupted by other students. She was tempted to suggest individual lessons for everyone, but she knew there was no way the staff would go for it. There just weren’t enough trained and experienced teachers to give everyone private lessons. And it would cut down on the number of common-born students heading to school.

    Some people would probably consider that a good idea, she reminded herself. But it would be a disaster.

    The bell rang, half an hour later. Lillian jumped, then stood and dropped a curtsey before heading for the door. She had to hurry. If she was caught outside after Lights Out, she’d be in some trouble. Probably. Emily wasn’t sure who was in charge of supervising Lillian’s dorm, but she was clearly lax. Lillian had wanted to go over protective spells in some detail, as if she’d feared her possessions being stolen. The thought made Emily clench her teeth. There was very little privacy in boarding school. And there was certainly no excuse for stealing what little there was. 

    She stood, took one last look around the library and headed for the door herself. She’d hoped to find something, anything, but there’d been nothing. She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised. Lady Barb and the other investigators would have found something, if it was obvious.  Emily had read the reports. They’d carried out an investigation that would have made Sherlock Holmes proud, only to turn up nothing. She was starting to wonder if the problem had a more mundane cause.

    And the intruder might have been foiled before she could take a book, Emily thought. Or maybe she had something else in mind.

    The corridors started to darken as the students headed to bed. Emily passed a handful of younger girls hurrying down the stairs to get to their dorms before everything went dark. A couple of sixth years were strolling along as if they didn’t have a care in the world, as if they didn’t have to worry about getting back to their rooms in time. They were probably right, Emily decided. If they hadn’t mastered the art of managing their time effectively, and preparing themselves for the coming exams, by now, they probably wouldn’t master it at all. No one had tried to chase her back to bed when she’d been a sixth year.

    Which does rather ruin the fun of midnight feasts, she thought. What’s the point when there’s no risk of being caught?

    She snorted, feeling a sudden flicker of nostalgia. She’d liked being a student, with Alassa and Imaiqah beside her. She’d liked the social life, as long as there’d only been a handful of people with her. Sneaking down to the kitchens and stealing snacks had ended badly, once or twice, but it had been fun. Bringing food from Dragon’s Den had been considered cheating. It hadn’t dawned on her to wonder, until much later, what other skills they might have been subtly encouraged to learn.

    It wasn’t all roses, she reminded herself. And it became a great deal less fun when Alassa and Imaiqah left.

    The corridors darkened until she was standing in a pool of light. She smiled at the effect as she passed a pair of closed doors, the locking charms so powerful she could sense them without trying, then walked up the stairs to her room. The bell rang again, just as she reached the landing. Any girl out of her dorms, and perhaps out of bed, would be in some trouble if she were caught. Emily wondered if the staff would cheat, if they’d use the wards to track students who were out of bounds. The temptation had to be quite high.

    She breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped into her room and closed the door. There was nothing keeping her from exploring the school after dark, and she knew she’d have to do just that, but it still felt as if she’d reached safe harbor. She thought she understood, now, why the staff were meant to gain experience of life outside the school before returning to start their careers. It would keep them from remaining mired in the student mindset, keep them from thinking of themselves as students... her lips twitched. Hadn’t there once been a comic about a very old boy - a man, really - who’d never left school?

    And in hindsight, she thought as she changed into her nightgown, that was truly disturbing.

    Shaking her head, she sat at the desk and started to write a handful of letters. Lady Barb had to be updated on her progress, such as it was. Void, to let him know what was happening; Cat, in the hopes he could convince Penny to write back to her. And Jan, because she wanted to see him again. He couldn’t come to the school, but perhaps they could meet in Pendle. They could take a room at the inn and make love...

    Her wards quivered. Emily tensed, automatically reaching for a spell. Someone was trying to break into her room. Someone was... she closed her eyes, reaching out gingerly to feel out the intruder. It couldn’t be a very clever intruder. If someone wanted to search her room without being caught, the best time to do it would be while she was taking a class. The intruder clearly hadn’t realized Emily was in the room. They weren’t doing too badly, Emily decided as they started to unravel the spells, but there was definitely something amateurish about their thinking. She’d never heard of a student sneaking into a teacher’s room and coming face-to-face with the teacher. They’d have been the laughingstock of Whitehall.

    And they might have had a chance to get away while the teacher was laughing, Emily thought, although she doubted it would have worked. The teacher would have caught them. No one would have blamed him for using the wards to track them down, once that line had been crossed. They’d still have been the butt of jokes for months and years afterwards.

    She was tempted to throw open the door and confront the intruder. Instead, she waited and made mental notes on her progress. There was something oddly stop-and-start about it, as if the intruder were consulting a textbook as she went along. Emily frowned, wondering just how long it would be before the intruder discovered - too late - that she had to act quickly to avoid a trap spell. The intruder felt like someone who’d learnt her wardcracking from books, not from experience. They weren’t ready for twists in the spell that could stop them in their tracks, unless they reacted at lightning speed. Emily was almost more annoyed at the incompetence, rather than the fact the intruder was trying to get into her room. It was just a matter of time...

    The wards quivered again, then twanged like a rubber band. Emily heard a muffled sound outside. The intruder had been caught. She stood, readying a shielding spell in case the whole affair was nothing more than a ploy to get her out of the room, then opened the door. A small frog sat on the floor, croaking loudly. She froze when she saw Emily.

    “You didn’t do too badly,” Emily said. It was hard to keep her voice stern when she wanted to laugh. The intruder really should have known she was in her room. The duty rota for late-night patrols was common knowledge. Emily wasn’t even on it. “You got through the first two levels, although you were really quite slow. I could have sprung the trap at any point, if I’d wished.”

    She reached out with her mind. The transfiguration spell had been designed to be hard for the victim to cancel, although not impossible. If she’d brought a friend along, the friend could have removed the spell and both girls could have fled before Emily opened the door. Emily wondered, idly, why the would-be intruder had come alone. Was it her bid to boost her position within the school? Or... or what?

    Emily cancelled the spell. There was a flash of light. When it faded, a fifth-year girl was on her hands and knees, staring up at Emily. A piece of parchment rested in one hand, a wand in the other. Emily let out a breath as she recognized the girl. Karalee was one of Dionne’s groupies, a dark-haired girl who would probably do better in her lessons if she paid more attention to the teacher and less to the social queens. Emily sighed, inwardly, as she motioned for Karalee to sit up. It wasn’t easy to take sides against one’s dormmates. It would be enough to make one a social pariah for the rest of one’s schooling.

    “Karalee,” Emily said, just to destroy any hope the girl might have had that Emily didn’t know her name. She’d taken the register time and time again over the last week. “What are you doing here?”

    Karalee glanced at her hands, then up at Emily. “I thought... I thought I could break the spells...”

    “And then what?” Emily raised a challenging eyebrow. “You thought you could break into my room?”

    “I thought...” Karalee swallowed, hard. She suddenly looked very young, her face unscarred by experience. Her bare feet were heavily calloused, marking her as a newborn magician from the very lowest reaches of society. “I thought it would impress people.”

    Emily studied her for a long moment. Karalee had never struck her as being particularly innovative, unlike Dionne or Lenore or even Lillian. The girl wasn’t stupid, but... she lacked a certain flair. It was unlikely in the extreme that breaking into Emily’s room had been her idea. The whole thing stank of a challenge, of someone being dared to do something that would get them in real trouble if they were caught. Emily winced, feeling a twinge of pity for the younger girl. She probably didn’t have the strength to tell her dormmates to go to hell.

    “You didn’t do too badly,” Emily said, again. “But...”

    She hesitated. She’d been told she’d been handing out too many detentions. The thought made her scowl. She hated the thought of sending students to be beaten, even if they deserved it. It wasn’t something she wanted to do...

    “We’ll treat this as a learning opportunity,” she said. Who knew? It might give her a chance to get through to the girl. “Tomorrow is Sunday. Do you have any free time?”

    Karalee nodded.

    “By the end of the day, I want an essay on what you did wrong as you broke through the first three layers of wards,” Emily said. “I want you to focus on what you did wrong before you sprang the trap. Reason out what you did, what you did that went wrong, and then outline it for me. If you can do that, I’ll even count it as an extra credit assignment.”

    “But...” Karalee stopped and started again. “I have detention tomorrow...”

    “Then you can do the essay in detention,” Emily said. Detention mainly consisted of writing lines, she’d heard. It was designed more to punish students than give them a chance to make up for lost time. “I’m sure the supervisor won’t mind.”

    She peered down the darkened corridor, reaching out with her senses. Was there anyone there, hidden under charms or an invisibility cloak? She couldn’t sense anything, but that was meaningless. The wards were too strong, making it hard for her to pick out anything smaller. She briefly considered using the wards themselves to search for unseen eyes, then dismissed the thought. It would be cheating.

    “And one other thing,” she added. She doubted Karalee would listen, but she had to make the attempt. “Try to choose your friends more carefully.”

    Karalee curtsied, then hurried down the corridor. Emily watched her go, feeling another flicker of pity. Karalee hadn’t come up with the idea on her own, Emily was sure, no matter what she’d said. And she wouldn’t dream of ratting out the person who’d challenged her... Dionne, probably. A sneak’s life wouldn’t be worth living. The poor girl wouldn’t dare report anyone for anything, even if she was blatantly breaking the rules and putting her dormmates in danger.

    Emily stepped back into her room and closed the door, then carefully rebuilt the wards and added a few extra twists. If she was any judge, Karalee’s experience would be dissected by her dormmates. They’d want to know what had gone wrong and why. They’d probably help her plan the essay too. And then they’d try to get in again. Emily rubbed her forehead in irritation as she headed to bed. The tradition had seemed practical when she’d been a student, but now... it was just annoying. And worrying. She might have slept through the whole affair.

    And they sent the poor girl out on her own, Emily thought. She sighed inwardly as she climbed into bed and turned off the light. She’d been lucky, she supposed, that she hadn’t had to sleep in a dorm. Whitehall didn’t believe in them. It had been a great deal easier to get on with two girls than ten. Karalee’s friends had probably pressured her into doing their bidding. It doesn’t say nice things about them, does it?


    Chapter Eighteen

    EMILY PASTED A NEUTRAL EXPRESSION ON her face as she strode into the lecture hall and headed for the podium. Lady Damia had insisted she spend Sunday preparing for the class, giving Emily very little time to read and mark Karalee’s essay before heading back to work on Monday. She’d still managed to put a lot of thought into the lecture, not least because - for once - there were no limits on what she could actually say. Lady Damia hadn’t even demanded Emily share the notes- and lesson plans - before she went to work.

    She smiled as the room quietened. She’d made a deliberate decision to wear a black shirt and trousers, rather than her dress; she’d donned a handful of protective charms and amulets as well as an enchanted blade, the latter dangling from her belt in a manner that would have earned her a punishment duty if she’d been in Martial Magic. Sergeant Harkin would not have been amused. It might look dramatic, but it was dangerous. If nothing else, drawing the blade would be difficult. She might as well have strapped it to her back!

    Presentation is half the battle, she thought. Void and Lady Barb had drummed that into her head, although they were both more comfortable with the limelight than Emily. As long as I look the part...

    She smiled. Jade or Cat would have been far more impressive, although half the girls would have been swooning over them. She’d overheard some talk at breakfast about a handsome boy in Pendle... she wondered, idly, if the boy knew the witches liked him. They’d talked about him in terms that had made her blush... she shook her head. The witches wouldn’t pay too much attention to Jade or Cat’s lecture, even though they were both combat sorcerers. She hoped they’d listen to her.

    Emily braced herself, then unmasked her power. It thrummed on the air. Silence fell as the witches, from the firsties to the oldest girls, stared at her. It seemed as through the entire school had chosen to attend the lecture, even though it was not - technically - compulsory.  Lady Damia had told the students so, in a manner that suggested they really should consider it mandatory even though it wasn’t. It was hard not to be annoyed. Emily was tempted to say hello, then tell the students the required part was over and they could go if they liked. But they needed to know.

    “Necromancers are uniquely dangerous and remain so, even though the Necromantic War is officially over,” she began. “On one hand, they are alarmingly powerful. They can take a very basic spell and overpower it, to the point it becomes dangerous even to a far better trained magician. And on the other, they’re crazy. It is very difficult to predict what a necromancer will do because they’re insane. They will draw up absurd plans, they will betray their allies, they will even eat their own seed corn... because, at base, they are completely mad. You cannot make a deal with a necromancer because the necromancer would be too insane to keep it. He’ll betray you on a whim, just because it seems the right thing to do at the time. There is no way you can rely on him for anything.

    “There are people who try to argue that one can perform the necromantic rite without going insane. This isn’t true. Some necromancers go completely insane and destroy themselves, directly or indirectly; some manage to maintain a facade of sanity long enough to establish themselves before they lose it completely. Worse, the rite makes the necromancer dependent on a steady stream of life and magic from sacrificial victims. Even if a necromancer managed to perform the rite once, without going mad, having to repeat it time and time again would drive him completely insane.”

    She paused. “There is no way to save yourself from the madness,” she warned. “If you experiment with necromancy, you are signing your own death warrant.”

    Her words hung in the air. The necromantic rite was easy, chillingly so. The witches would have been warned of the dangers, warned not to risk driving themselves crazy in a bid for power, but... how many of them would have listened? Laughter was a long way from the Craggy Mountains. Very few of them would have seen a dark wizard, let alone a necromancer. It would be easy for a poor or desperate student to convince herself that she could handle the power, that she wouldn’t go insane. And she would be wrong.

    “Assuming the necromancer survives,” she continued, “he will start evolving into a creature of dark magic. The hunger for more life and magic will grow stronger. So, too, will the insanity. The only thing holding the necromancer together will be his own sense of self, which will be rooted in madness. The necromancer will be unable to admit, even to himself, that he has made a mistake. If he makes a misstep, he will insist that he meant to make it. He will insist that it’s all part of a grander plan. And he will convince himself of this, because the only alternative is losing cohesion and tearing himself apart. Necromancers have died that way.”

    “Good riddance,” someone muttered.

    Emily smiled. “It’s easy to underestimate a necromancer, if you’re not face to face with him,” she warned. “The average necromancer, on the surface, has far less magical knowledge than a second-year student. Their spells are very rudimentary, as I said, but they are massively overpowered. They can cast a first-year fireball that will crack a sixth-year shield... and they can do it repeatedly. Worse, as they evolve, they develop a form of immunity to magic. They can simply absorb the vast majority of spells aimed at them.”

    She paused. “And, because they’re no longer wholly human, by that point poison rarely works. It simply isn’t easy to get a lethal potion through their defenses. They are, in short, very difficult to defeat.

    “We do have some advantages. Their madness is overwhelming. They have run headlong into traps because they’re too insane to see the dangers. They can be tricked into wasting time chasing a string of combat sorcerers, constantly switching their focus from sorcerer to sorcerer. And, if they can be tricked into expending their power, at some point they will drain themselves dry. That’s.... inconvenient... for a regular magician. For a necromancer, it’s lethal. They are so dependent upon magic that they cannot survive without it.

    “And, if they are no longer wholly human, their bodies are no longer producing magic, either.”

    She allowed her words to hang in the air. No one was entirely sure if necromancers produced magic like normal magicians. There was no way to tell. But everyone agreed that no regular magician could hope to produce enough magic to power a necromantic body, one utterly dependent upon magic to survive. A drained necromancer would shortly become a dead necromancer. The trick was getting them to expend enough power to push them past the point of no return. 

    “How,” she asked, “do we beat them?”

    She allowed the question to hover for a long moment, then answered it. “Ideally, you will never have to face a necromancer. The Blighted Lands have been broken. The remaining necromancers are being hunted down and killed, one by one. But you know, as well as I do, that the temptation to experiment with the rite remains strong. The second necromancer I killed thought she was doing the right thing, when she used the rite. Perversely, it was her lack of selfishness that drove her over the edge. She wasn’t self-centered enough to avoid a slip into instant madness.”

    Or so people think, she added, silently. We don’t know for sure.

    “Very few magicians can take a necromancer on one-on-one and hope to survive,” Emily added. “Your best bet, as I said, is to force the necromancer to drain his power until he passes the point of no return. This will not be easy. One solid hit from him and your body will be torn to pieces, the remnants scattered across the Allied Lands. If he gets his hands on you, you’ll be drained of all energy and your remnants left behind as the necromancer continues his rampage. If you are alone, if there is no one else who can help you, evade the necromancer as much as possible while trying to lead him away from the local population.”

    She paused. “If you are in a group, you have more options. Half of you can evacuate the area, while the other half keeps the necromancer busy. Once there are no more people - power sources - within range, you can back off yourself and see if the necromancer has passed the point of no return. There are plenty of ways to delay him, and force him to expend power, without putting your lives at risk. If he grabs hold of you...

    “There are stories about quick-thinking magicians who managed to teleport themselves, and the necromancer, into the Blighted Lands or empty islands, well away from any sources of magic. Bear in mind that those are only stories. It would be extremely difficult for anyone to cast such a spell, if a necromancer was holding them. We don’t know what really happened because no one reported back. It’s possible the teleport spell tore both the necromancer and the caster apart. It’s also possible the necromancer survived long enough to make it back to the Allied Lands. We simply don’t know.”

    Emily wished, suddenly, for a glass of water. “There are also stories about magicians poisoning their magic, a moment before they were drained. Again, they’re just stories. We don’t know what really happened and I suggest, if you find yourself in such a mess, that you don’t try to be clever. The necromancers will not be impressed, much less deterred, by how well you can manipulate spellware. The only thing they care about is raw power.”

    She allowed her voice to harden. “They are not invincible. They can be beaten. But you must not panic. You must not let them unnerve you. You cannot imagine what it’s like coming face to face with a necromancer until you do. The most terrifying dark wizards in the world are nowhere near as terrifying as a necromancer. And the further they’ve evolved into monsters, the more terrifying they are.

    “I cannot prepare you for that. No one can. But if you remain calm and focused, you have a good chance of walking away alive.”

    She smiled, humorlessly. The students were watching her, silently. For once, everyone - even Dionne and her friends - appeared to be paying attention. They hadn’t seen her as anything more than a new teacher, despite her reputation. They hadn’t really believed in her, until now. Emily wanted to shake her head. Seven years ago, she hadn’t believed in magic either. Coming face to face with Shadye, then Void, had almost destroyed her. Shadye would have killed her, if Void hadn’t intervened. She knew she couldn’t have stood up to him long enough to escape.

    And if I went back in time, with all the power and knowledge I’ve amassed over these long years, I’d kick his ass, she thought. That would be one hell of a surprise for him.

    Lady Damia stood. “Does anyone have any questions?”

    Lenore held up a hand. “How did you survive Shadye?”

    Emily allowed herself a moment of relief that she’d anticipated the question. She hadn’t dared tell anyone the truth, not even after she’d reached the point she no longer needed to hint at powers beyond the average. It would have been far too revealing, if she’d admitted she needed a nexus point to repeat the feat. And yet... now, it didn’t really matter any longer. The Blighted Lands had been broken. The last of the old necromancers were being hunted down.

    “I cheated,” she said. “I let him expend his power chasing me, while preparing a trap that held him long enough to push him past the point of no return. And that was the end.”

    An older student she didn’t recognize held up a hand. “Why do their eyes go red?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “The general theory is that red eyes are an early sign of their evolution into something inhuman, but no one really knows for sure.”

    “I heard a story that you destroyed a necromancer’s wards,” another student said. “Is that true?”

    “From a certain point of view,” Emily said. It was how the batteries were used to kill necromancers. Ironic, given that she’d come up with it as a cover story to hide something more dangerous. “Their wards are often very fragile. If you can blanket them with a powerful cancelation spell, you might manage to break them. If that happens” - she smiled - “they often lose control of their power and get blown to pieces.”

    “Why can’t the rite be cast safely?” Dionne sounded thoughtful. “It’s just another spell.”

    “There is no way anyone, even the strongest magician in the world, can contain the power long enough to make it safe,” Emily said. It was theoretically possible to channel the power into a battery, but she was determined not to open that can of worms. “You might as well drink an entire cauldron of painkiller. Your pain would be gone, but your life would be gone, too.”

    She met Dionne’s eyes. “Hundreds of magicians, some very experienced, have experimented with the rite,” she said. “Perhaps they were already insane, as the rite requires a deliberate decision to kill someone for their power. Perhaps they weren’t. Either way, they went mad as they became necromancers. There is no way to avoid the madness.”

    Her words hung in the air. “Necromancers do not care about anything beyond power. They have nothing beyond an endless hunger. They have no loves nor lusts, no desires beyond the desire for power. I’ve been in three necromantic lairs. They were barren, more like the home of a wild animal than any human. The Redoubt is more habitable than any of them. You live here” - she waved a hand at the walls - “in luxury, compared to a necromantic lair.

    “Yes, there have been people who believed the rite could be used for good. But they have always been proven wrong.”

    “As you have been taught,” Lady Damia added, sharply.

    Emily paused. “King Randor was a cunning man,” she said. “He was intelligent and clever and genuinely believed he was doing the right thing for his kingdom and his family. He was smart enough to admit that, one day, his daughter would succeed him and work towards it, even though he wanted to keep power, too. And then he experimented with necromancy and descended into madness. He was on the verge of slaughtering his entire population when I stopped him. Everything he was, everything he’d been, was gone.  All that was left was a lust for power.”

    She wondered, as the bell rang, how many students would listen to the warning. It wouldn’t be that hard for Dionne to figure out how to perform the rite, if it wasn’t already included in the restricted textbooks. In theory, anyone smart enough to work out the details should be smart enough to understand the dangers. In practice, magicians were often arrogant enough to believe that they - and they alone - could handle the power. Their overconfidence would blind them to an endless liturgy of failure and madness.

    “Congratulations,” Lady Damia said begrudgingly, as the students hurried for the doors. “I think you’ve impressed them.”

    “It was easier than handling a normal class,” Emily said. It was true. The students had paid rapt attention. “Do you think they listened to my warnings?”

    “We’ve never had a necromancer, not one,” Lady Damia told her. She sniffed, disdainfully. “Women are often more careful than men when it comes to jumping into things without question.”

    Emily frowned. “There’s always a first time.”

    “Yes, but not here,” Damia said. “I doubt anyone would be foolish enough to try.”

    “There’s always a first time,” Emily repeated. It was a law of nature. There was always a first time for everything. “Do you know how many people thought I was a necromancer?”

    “Yes,” Damia said. She gave Emily a long, thoughtful look. “And how many of them changed their minds after they met you?”

    She turned and strode off. Emily frowned as she stared at Damia’s back. It was unlikely, on the face of it, that Dionne would experiment with necromancy. She was a magic-born student, with enough skill in magic - and family connections - to ensure a long and successful career. Emily had looked her up. The chances were good she’d reach the very top of her family, given enough time. Dionne would never feel as if she were on the verge of losing everything, as if she had no choice but to gamble with necromancy...

    Fulvia never risked it, Emily thought. The former Matriarch had committed a whole string of crimes, against both her family and outsiders, but she’d never experimented with necromancy. Not even when she knew she was dying. She had all the power and skill she needed.

    She put the thought out of her mind as she headed for the dining hall. She had two more classes after lunch, both of which required her to follow a set lesson plan. She wasn’t going to enjoy it. Talking about necromancy allowed her more freedom and yet...

    Lillian met her outside. “That was fascinating,” she said. She looked as if she wanted to hug Emily, but didn’t quite dare. “I enjoyed it.”

    “Thank you.” Emily had to smile. Perhaps she’d make a better teacher than she’d thought, after the first couple of lessons. “Just take the warnings seriously, please.”

    “I will,” Lillian assured her. “And thank you.”


    Chapter Nineteen

    “YOU’VE HAD AN INTERESTING COUPLE OF weeks,” Headmistress Duchene said, as she poured cups of tea - or something like it - for them both. “What do you make of the school?”

    “It’s enough like Whitehall,” Emily said, “for the differences to creep up and surprise me.”

    “That’s always been the case,” Duchene said. She passed Emily a cup, then sat behind her desk. “Laughter has always tried to differentiate itself from the other schools.”

    Emily took a sip. “Might I ask why?”

    “There’s always been a strand of... opposition... to practical female education,” Duchene said. “We are seen as disruptive, perhaps even subversive, of the natural order. Kings and aristocrats fear we will incubate a sense of independence, of freedom, in their daughters, perhaps making them reluctant to let their fathers choose their husbands or simply walking away from the aristocracy altogether. Magical families aren’t opposed to female education, as you know, but they have similar concerns. And commoners think their daughters will put on airs and graces when they return from school.”

    She studied her cup thoughtfully. “There’s a case to be made that our current problems have been blown out of all proportion by our enemies,” she said. “It’s happened before.”

    Emily leaned forward. “How?”

    “Two girls - one a princess, one a magical - fell in love,” Duchene said. “They were caught in bed together. Nothing wrong that that, legally speaking; there wasn’t a major age gap between them. But by the time the story reached their parents, it had mushroomed into something so absurd no one could believe it... unless they wanted to believe it. Nasty suggestions were made” - she shook her head - “and, as you can imagine, things threatened to get out of hand.”

    “I see,” Emily said. “It doesn’t happen at Whitehall.”

    Duchene looked up. “Magicians are expected to partner up to produce children,” she said, curtly. “It doesn’t matter, as far as their families are concerned, if they actually love each other or not. There’s plenty of arrangements between pairs of homosexual men and lesbians that no one looks at too closely... here, of course, that’s impossible. And the aristocracy has always taken a different view of such matters.”

    “I know,” Emily said.

    “Yes,” Duchene agreed.

    She cleared her throat. “It’s been two weeks,” she said. “Have you found anything?”

    “No,” Emily admitted. “It’s hard to be sure there’s any actual cause. The investigators checked everything obvious and found nothing. I practically duplicated their work and found nothing, too.”

    “And so we might be entering a period of bad luck and ill-discipline, as Damia believes,” Duchene mused. “It would be unfortunate, particularly now. The conference must go ahead.”

    “Perhaps that is the cause of the problem,” Emily said. “You’re not doing anything to clamp down on bullying. You’re allowing the students to develop bad habits, which they then follow when they’re outside the school.”

    Duchene looked irked. “It is important the students learn to defend themselves,” she said, curtly. “If they cannot stand up for themselves, they cannot stand up for their sisters.”

    “The bullies are not standing up for their sisters,” Emily pointed out. “They’re knocking them down.”

    “They’re nowhere near as bad as domineering family or rapists,” Duchene said. “If they cannot defend themselves...”

    “It takes time to build up confidence,” Emily said. “And the more you get knocked down, the harder it can be to get up again.”

    Duchene said nothing for a long moment. “We’ll spend the next week with you assisting the other teachers,” she said. “You’ll also be added to the nightly patrol rota. It should give you more time to study the school. Next week, I’ll want you heading down to Pendle...”

    Emily listened, trying to hide her irritation. Duchene didn’t want to discuss the real problem. Emily was starting to think the problem wasn’t magical at all, but a flat unwillingness to address problems before they got out of hand. If the school had cracked down on Dionne and the others before they got into bad habits, their undoubted talents might have been steered to more productive uses. As it was, Emily couldn’t help feeling they were heading for a nasty fall. They could push their fellow students and mundanes around, but other magicians? Jade or Cat or even Caleb would hand them their heads. It wouldn’t even be a fair contest.

    “Yes, Headmistress,” she said. A thought struck her. “Was there anything missing from the reports on the intruder, the one who took Nadine’s place?”

    Duchene’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

    “Something that you didn’t tell the rest of the world,” Emily said. “Did she take anything? Anything at all?”

    “If she had, we would have put it in the reports,” Duchene said, crossly. “She took nothing. That’s what baffled us about the whole affair. Damia thought it might be an attempt to embarrass us and nothing more, particularly if the intruder managed to pin the blame on Penny. We’d be embarrassed by our poor choice for Young Head Girl and embarrassed again when her innocence was exposed. No, nothing was taken. I even ordered the staff to check their own private collections for anything missing. There was nothing.”

    Nothing that was reported to you, Emily thought. But the whole affair makes no sense.

    “You’ll be on duty tonight,” Duchene told her. “Lady Damia will give you more specific instructions.”

    Emily finished her tea and returned the mug, then headed down to find Lady Damia. The older woman was lecturing a pair of sixth year girls, explaining in precise detail what was wrong with the essays they’d turned in only a day or so ago. Emily waited for the girls to be dismissed, wondering if she’d managed to irritate the headmistress. Duchene had ample reason to want to bury the story, given how badly it had embarrassed the school. The intruder had spent nearly two months in Laughter, utterly unsuspected. And she’d gotten away with it, too.

    “Emily,” Damia said. The bell rang. “Ready to go on night patrol?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “Do I get to sleep in tomorrow?”

    “Tomorrow is Saturday,” Damia said. “Sleep all day, if you want. Just let Nadine know.”

    Because I’m meant to be flying with her, Emily thought. She was looking forward to it, even though she knew she wasn’t going to get much sleep. Perhaps we should fly in the afternoon instead.

    She listened to a long list of instructions, including a stern warning not to try to enter any of the dorms unless the noise was unbearable. Emily resisted the urge to roll her eyes as she left the room, the lights dimming before going out altogether. She muttered a night-vision spell under her breath, then walked down the stairwell. The school felt eerie, paintings and statues seeming to grow teeth and claws as she strode past them. She told herself, firmly, that they were nothing more than tricks of the light.

    More like tricks of the spell, she thought. What you see isn’t always what’s there.

    The air felt warm, yet still as she paced past the dining hall. The door was firmly closed and charmed shut. Emily suspected it was pointless. There was no food in the hall outside mealtimes, nothing to do in the dining hall... nothing for anyone sneaking around after dark, save perhaps for bragging rights. Emily smiled at the thought as she circumvented the kitchen door, noting how the charm had been carefully designed to present a serious - but not insurmountable - problem for any would-be thief. A firstie probably couldn’t break it, not without help; second-years or above probably could.

    It would present a learning experience they actually want, Emily thought. She could see the logic. Students would often invest more ingenuity into pranks and plots to outwit their tutors than their actual studies. I wonder how many people it actually catches?

    She wandered back towards the dorms and frowned as she saw a pair of firsties standing outside the door, hands on their heads. Damia had warned her that the penalty for not getting into bed quickly, when the lights started to dim, was to be ordered to wait outside the dorm, but it struck Emily as pointless. They were punishing students for being out of bed by keeping them out of bed? She nodded to the girls, both of whom seemed utterly terrified of her. She wondered, sourly, what they’d heard. Lillian had told her that the rumors were utterly insane.

    Emily stepped past them and hurried past two more dorms. One was quiet, so quiet she couldn’t hear a thing; she heard faint whispers coming from the other. It had to be far louder on the inside, she knew. Anything loud enough to be heard through the walls - and noise-prevention charms - had to be deafening inside the room. She rapped on the door once, then walked off as the noise started to dim. Damia had told her to give the students a chance to quiet down. If they were still loud, when she returned, she’d have to do something more serious.

    She frowned as she walked down the corridor. She heard something... she stood still, listening carefully. Slurping? Or... she started to move again, wishing she’d thought to wear slippers instead of shoes. She knew how to walk quietly, but anyone with sharp ears could probably hear her coming. If they weren’t distracted... she rounded a corner and peered into a semi-concealed alcove. Two girls were inside, kissing frantically. They jumped apart as Emily cleared her throat.

    “You need to be in bed,” Emily said. She didn’t look too closely at their faces. She didn’t want to know who they were. “Get back now and we won’t say anything more about this.”

    The girls nodded and fled in different directions. Emily shook her head. They looked to be around nineteen or so, although it was hard to be certain. She wondered why they hadn’t been able to sneak down to the woods and find some privacy there... maybe they hadn’t felt safe. Dionne and her friends would have embarrassed them, if they’d been caught... who knew? The rumors would have been terrible, even if they weren’t actually true.

    Poor girls, Emily thought.

    She remembered what Duchene had said, back in the office. The girls might not have been born to magical families. There was no guarantee their families would accept them, not if they were open about their relationship. Emily had heard more than enough horror stories about people being forced into marriage, regardless of their wishes. She hoped the girls had the sense to change their names and head to one of the free cities, when they graduated. They could write to their families from a safe distance, if they didn’t want to return home.

    And that might upset a bunch of apple carts, Emily reminded herself. An entire power structure might come tumbling down if the girls refuse to go home and get married.

    She shook her head, then wandered back downstairs. Damia had told her to walk around randomly, instead of sitting at the bottom of the stairs to see who was going to sneak down to the kitchens. Emily supposed that added to the fun, although she found it hard to believe that anyone would willingly enter the classrooms outside classes. Students spent enough time in the classrooms during the day. And yet... she frowned. Stealing potions ingredients was also a time-honored tradition, although one that was considerably more dangerous.

    The hours started to wear on as she made her way back towards the dorms. There was no sign of the lovers - she breathed a sigh of relief - and the rowdy dorm was quiet. She kept moving, wondering when she could go to bed. Damia had said she could end her patrol at midnight, unless she wanted to spend longer on duty. Emily checked her watch and sighed. Two hours to go. Two hours...

    She heard... something... at the end of the corridor and slipped forward, as stealthily as she could. A particularly clever student might have used a charm to muffle any sound she made, although whoever had cast the spell hadn’t done a very good job. Or... she inched forward and blinked in surprise as she saw a small girl - a firstie - painting on the wall. PENDLE WILL RISE A...

    “What are...?” Emily was shocked. Stealing food from the kitchens was traditional, but this was mindless vandalism. “What are you doing?”

    The girl showed no reaction to being caught. She just kept painting out the letter. Emily moved forward, realizing to her shock the girl was under a spell. Someone had enchanted her, commanding her to paint the walls... Emily felt a hot flash of anger as she raised her hand and slapped the girl’s bottom. She yelped, then dropped the brush as the charm broke. Paint spattered on the floor. Emily cursed under her breath as the girl swung around. The paint would have to be cleared up, carefully. It was charmed to be difficult to remove.

    “I …” The girl swallowed, then started to cry. The charm hadn’t been a very strong one - it was more of a prank spell than anything deadly serious - but a firstie would have found it difficult to throw off. If she’d been asleep when she’d been charmed, she might have thought it was all a dream. “I...”

    “It’s alright,” Emily said. She wrapped her arm around the girl’s shoulder and let her cry into her dress. “What happened to you?”

    The girl shook her head. Either she didn’t know, which was possible if she’d been asleep, or she was reluctant to name names. Emily was tempted to use a spell to force the girl to talk - she could hardly be blamed for that - but she refrained. No one would believe her if she told them the truth. The girl shook in her arms, tears soaking Emily’s shirt. She had to have been asleep, Emily decided. She wouldn’t have been so badly disoriented if she’d known what had been happening to her. Emily knew that from experience.

    “It’s alright,” Emily repeated. She muttered a spell to clear up the mess. The paint vibrated, then splattered everywhere. “Fuck!”

    The girl jerked. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry...”

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Emily said. When she found the person who’d enchanted a firstie, as a prank, she was going to forget her qualms and send her to the gym mistress.  Or do something worse. This wasn’t a joke. And she sure as hell wasn’t laughing. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

    “I was in bed,” the girl said. “I...”

    She started to shake again. Emily ground her teeth as she cast a second set of spells, carefully cleaning up the mess. The paint had been charmed to make it hard to remove, just like the paint she’d seen in Pendle. Whoever had made the paint - and inserted potion into the mixture - had clearly managed to improve the brew. She promised herself she’d congratulate the brewer, right after she had her thrashed to within an inch of her life.

    “It’s alright,” she said, again. “What’s your name?”

    “Polly,” the girl managed. “I... I’m in the Green Dorm.”

    “I’ll walk you back there,” Emily said. “Come on.”

    Her mind raced as they made their way to the dorm. Who’d cast the spell? Someone in the dorm? It was easy to imagine a student who’d had some private lessons, perhaps someone born to a magic family, arriving at the school already knowing how to cast the charm. It wasn’t that complex, not compared to some of the nastier mind control spells she’d learnt over the years. Once someone was in a trance, they could be given orders and left to get on with it. They might not even remember what they’d done, when the spell finally lifted.

    Emily felt sick. She’d been the victim of a handful of such pranks herself, although she’d rapidly learnt to overcome them. It had helped, she supposed, that she’d bested Shadye... somehow. The students had been wary of her for the rest of her first year, giving her time to learn how to defend herself. And Whitehall, for all its flaws, had severely punished older students who’d picked on younger ones.

    Whitehall is a bigger school, Emily thought. Laughter has only a couple of hundred students.

    “I’m going to start review classes,” she said. Lillian wasn’t the only student who’d asked her for extra tutoring. “If you come, you can learn how to defend yourself.”

    She opened the door and peered into the dorm. It was as dark and silent as the grave. The sleeping girls didn’t move. If one of them was awake, gleefully waiting for Polly to return, Emily couldn’t tell. She sighed inwardly and pointed Polly to her bed, quietly aiming a protective charm at the girl’s back. It wouldn’t save her from everything - and an older student would have no trouble pushing it aside - but it would give her a chance to realize she was under attack and defend herself.

    Hopefully, Emily thought.  It’ll give her a chance to fight back.

    She yawned as she closed the door and headed back upstairs. It was close enough to midnight for her to feel no guilt about going to bed. She’d have a word with Damia in the morning. The prankster needed to be caught. And if Damia refused... Emily made a face. She could get Lillian teaching Polly a few tricks, just as Emily had taught Frieda. Who knew? If nothing else, they could learn from each other.

    And it’ll give me more time to figure out what’s going on, she thought. Before things really get out of hand.


    Chapter Twenty

    THE NEXT WEEK, EMILY WAS SURPRISED to discover, went quicker than she’d expected. She’d moved from class to class, assisting the teachers as they demonstrated their skills to the girls; she’d spent the evenings setting up review classes and encouraging the older girls to teach their skills to their juniors. It would have been more interesting if she’d been able to find the source of the trouble - or confirm, to her satisfaction, that it simply didn’t exist. She wanted to believe the latter, but... she couldn’t. She was sure, as the weekend rolled around, that she was missing something.

    It still bothered her as she joined Brier and Nadine for the flight down to Pendle. The younger students, the ones more used to walking than flying, were taking the road, while the older students flew through the air like a flock of dark crows. Emily wasn’t sure what to make of it, as they darted towards the town. She’d never seen anything like the flying display at Whitehall. Flying might have its dangers, but it was also a very useful skill.

    Assuming you have the magic to make it work, she thought. She had more magical reserves than Nadine, she was sure, but she was still winded by the time she landed on the edge of town. Nadine simply had much more experience controlling the flow of magic into the spellwork. Pendle is much closer to Laughter than Dragon’s Den is to Whitehall.

    She tried not to sag as another flight of witches hurtled overhead. Dionne and her friends, for all their open disdain for mundanes, weren’t going to stay in the castle when they could spend a day or two in Pendle. Emily looked down the streets and saw witches flocking into shops or diners, looking for everything from better food to dresses and books. Brier winked at her as a trio of older girls hurried into the inn, probably to meet boys. Emily hoped they weren’t planning to drink, instead. Drunken magicians were dangerous.

    “I’m going to have a sit,” Brier said, waving at the nearest cafe. It was surprisingly empty, despite the sudden influx of witches. “You two want to join me?”

    Emily frowned. Damia had made it clear she was supposed to patrol the town and keep an eye on the students. The Deputy Headmistress might pooh-pooh the idea that anything was really wrong, but she was smart enough to at least try to nip trouble in the bud. Emily was surprised that neither of the younger tutors were inclined to actually follow orders. But then, she supposed it hadn’t been that long since they’d been students. There were students who still remembered their tutors as students.

    “I want to explore the town,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ll see you both later.”

    Brier smiled. “We’ll keep a chair for you.”

    Emily nodded, turning around so they wouldn’t see her flush. She wasn’t sure what to make of Brier’s flirting. She wasn’t sure how serious it was... and she wasn’t interested in any case. She had a boyfriend... she pushed the thought aside as she started to walk down the streets, admiring the combination of thatched houses with stone buildings that could have stepped out of Dragon’s Den or Beneficence. The streets were cobbled, often so narrow one couldn’t hope to drive a wagon down them. She wondered if that had been deliberate and, if so, why? Pendle probably hadn’t been planned, any more than any of the other towns and cities she’d seen. It had grown up near the school...

    The sun beat down as she kept walking, eyes flickering from place to place. A dozen witches sat in a parlor, eating and drinking as they chatted loudly amongst themselves. Emily couldn’t help noticing that the waiters looked nervous, like waitresses and maids in aristocratic castles. The man behind the counter was carefully not looking at the witches, as if he didn’t want to notice what they were doing. She shivered, suddenly very aware that something was wrong. It wasn’t uncommon for mundanes to be nervous around magicians - she’d seen that herself, in Dragon’s Den - but this felt worse. It felt as if something terrible was about to happen.

    She forced herself to keep moving. A handful of witches were walking with their boyfriends... local lads, from the look of them. One wore magical robes... a student from Whitehall or Mountaintop? Or an apprentice...? Her eyes narrowed as the couple walked past her. The boy - man, really - was either masking very well or he had nothing to mask. A mundane in magical clothing? She hoped she was wrong. The poor boy would be in for a terrible shock if he were caught.

    At least he’s not on the wrong side of the Sumptuary Laws, she thought, morbidly. He could be hanged for wearing the wrong clothes in the wrong place.

    The day wore on as she reached the edge of the town and turned to walk back. It felt as if a shadow were hanging over the streets. It felt as if something were missing... she looked around, but it took her longer than she should to place it. There were no children on the streets and very few adults, save for shopkeepers and boyfriends. It was the weekend, but... she thought that was meaningless, outside the schools. A mundane couldn’t stop working just because it was the weekend. 

    Emily shook her head. Pendle was charming, in a way. She would have liked it if she wasn’t all too aware of the growing fear. She saw people peek out from behind their windows, then hiding their faces as soon as they realized they’d been caught looking. A handful of wards drifted through the air, some clearly placed by amateurs. She scowled as she made her way back to the center of town, passing a pair of apothecaries. They seemed to be doing a roaring trade, with long lines of witches queuing outside. The girls were actually behaving themselves. Emily supposed that made sense. Apothecaries were often magicians themselves, with enough power to teach anyone who caused trouble a lesson. No one wanted to be banned from the store.

    She blinked as she saw a young man running from a bookseller as if the hounds of hell were after him. Magic crackled around the doorway... Emily’s eyes narrowed as she realized it was driving customers away. There was no way any shopkeeper would put such a ward in place, not unless he wanted to go broke. She walked forward, gritting her teeth as she pressed through the ward. It was powerful, but oddly unfocused. She had the nasty feeling it had been cast by a student.

    The door opened at her touch and she stepped inside. Dionne stood in front of the counter, surrounded by a crackling aura of magic. The bookseller was behind the counter, back pressed against the wall. His eyes flickered from side to side, as if he was trying to gauge which way to run. Emily felt sick as Dionne pressed closer, her magic taking on a stronger and nastier edge. It felt as if she was on the verge of breaking the man.

    “... I can’t give you the book,” the man was pleading. He sounded ashamed of his own weakness, a grown man reduced to nothing by a young girl. “I can’t...”

    “You shouldn’t have it,” Dionne said. “Give it to me or I’ll...”

    “Or what?” Emily raised her voice. “You’ll do what?”

    Dionne spun around. She’d been so wrapped up in her magic that she hadn’t felt Emily break through the wards or heard her come into the shop. One hand raised, as if she intended to hurl a curse, but she dropped it again once she realized who it was. Emily held her eyes, challengingly. Bad behavior was par for the course when students headed to town, but there were limits. She knew what would have happened to any student, at Whitehall, if he’d gone too far. The school wouldn’t have challenged the town council if they’d wanted to make an example of him. 

    “I...” Dionne collected herself and started again. “You have no right...”

    “I have every right,” Emily snapped. “What are you doing?”

    “I want a book,” Dionne said. The entitlement in her voice was shocking. “And he’s refusing to give it to me.”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. She was all too familiar with the nobility’s belief it had a right to anything it wanted. She was all too aware that noblemen often went into shops and demanded things for free, the shopkeepers having no choice but to hand them over. It was one of the first things she’d banned, when she’d revised the laws in Cockatrice. It had proven very popular with the merchants and peasants.

    “He has no right to the book,” Dionne insisted. “It’s mine!”

    “Really?” Emily looked at the bookseller. “Did you give it to her?”

    The bookseller looked from Emily to Dionne and back again. Emily thought she knew what he was thinking. If he backed the wrong person, he’d be made to suffer... but who was the right person? He didn’t know Emily, not personally. Emily was pretty sure it wasn’t the first time Dionne had intimidated shopkeepers into giving her whatever she wanted. She was surprised the school hadn’t cracked down on it by now.

    How can they, she asked herself, if the victims are too intimidated to complain?

    “I...” The bookseller was shaking. “Great Lady, I named a reasonable price...”

    “I have a right to the book,” Dionne insisted. “It’s mine!”

    “If you want it, then pay a reasonable price for it,” Emily said. “What is the book, anyway?”

    The bookseller picked up an old tome. Emily glanced at the title, half-expecting a book that would land Dionne in real trouble. Her eyes narrowed as she read the first words. The Tales of Pendle? It didn’t sound like a banned book. She picked the book up and flicked through a couple of pages, trying to sound out the Old Script words. It looked like it was exactly what it said on the tin.

    She looked at Dionne. “You want it?”

    “Yes,” Dionne said. “It’s mine!”

    “Then pay a reasonable price for it,” Emily repeated. She glanced at the bookseller. “How much do you want?”

    The bookseller swallowed. “Ten crowns, Great Lady.”

    Emily rolled her eyes. Ten crowns was a small fortune, by commoner standards, but it was pocket change to a magical family. Dionne’s family probably gave her a hundred crowns every month to spend as she saw fit. God knew Melissa had had plenty of money, at least until she’d angered her family by marrying the wrong man. She’d turned out well in the end, Emily reminded herself. Perhaps Dionne could do the same.

    “If you want the book, then pay for it,” Emily said. She was entirely sure Dionne could spend the money and never miss it. “Or leave it behind and go back to the castle.”

    Dionne reached into her belt, made a show of counting out ten crowns and threw them at the bookseller. He ducked, the coins rattling to the floor around him as Dionne grabbed the book. Emily glared at her, wondering if there was any point in handing out detention. The gym mistress would probably cancel it, again. No wonder the students were starting to act like - her lips quirked - little witches.

    The bookseller coughed. “Great Ladies, I have to write a receipt,” he said. “Please, I beg of you, give me a moment.”

    He hurried into the backroom, the door closing behind him. It wouldn’t provide a second’s protection if Dionne - or someone - chose to put a fireball through the wood, and he knew it. Emily was sure of it. There were faint hints of wards in the air, none strong enough to stop a determined magician. She looked at the rows of books and frowned. Most of them looked like cheap trash hot off the printing presses, ranging from absurd stories of action and adventure to romance novels that were strikingly unrealistic. There didn’t seem to be any books on actual magic.

    She looked at Dionne. “What the hell were you thinking?”

    Dionne stared back at her, mulishly. “We are witches,” she said. “Why shouldn’t we take what we want?”

    Emily opened her mouth to respond, but Dionne spoke over her. “We’re the ones with the power,” she insisted. “We’re the ones who make the choices. He should be grateful I came to his store...”

    “And why should he invest his money in new books,” Emily asked, “if you and your friends just steal them?”

    “I wasn’t stealing the book,” Dionne insisted. “He was going to give it to me!”

    Emily made a face. She’d heard that attitude before and it never failed to grate. “A person who is forced to surrender something to you has not given it to you,” she snapped. “You can’t tell yourself you were given it freely when you made sure they’d give it to you!”

    “I am his superior,” Dionne said. Sparks darted around her fingertips. “He should give it to me.”

    “You’re arguing that might makes right,” Emily pointed out. “Right?”

    “I am stronger,” Dionne insisted. “And if he gives it to me...”

    “Let’s explore that argument for a moment,” Emily said. “Your argument is that might makes right, and therefore you forcing him to give the book to you is right by definition. So tell me... I am stronger than you, so what is to stop me from forcing you to give me the book? What is to stop me forcing you to do anything for me? Or... what about your parents? They’re stronger than you, so they can make you do whatever they like. A wizard could come along and rape you... would you consider that perfectly all right, because he’s stronger than you?”

    Dionne flinched, then looked sullen. Emily forced herself to calm down. “You argue that might makes right because you’re stronger,” she said. “I think you’d change your mind if you met someone strong enough to impose their will on yours.”

    Dionne reddened. “That won’t happen.”

    “It already has,” Emily pointed out. “There are hundreds of magicians who are stronger than you, or more skilled than you, all of whom could turn you into their slave. Or worse. And how can you tell them they’re wrong, when you think might makes right?”

    “My family wouldn’t let them,” Dionne said.

    “Yes, your family,” Emily said. “You’re protected by their name, except... there are magicians strong enough not to have to care what your family thinks. You keep challenging me. What are you going to do when one of them decides to challenge you? And your family?”

    She allowed her voice to harden. “And when your family starts demanding that you pay for their protection? What will you do then?”

    “Pendle will return,” Dionne said. “And she will put us on top.”

    Emily raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

    “She will rise,” Dionne said. “And she will start a new age of witchcraft.”

    The rear door opened. The bookseller stepped back into the room, carrying a piece of paper. Emily took it, read it hastily and passed it to Dionne. The younger girl scowled at the bookseller - Emily heard him whimper - then turned and headed for the door. Emily gritted her teeth. Dionne was riding for a fall. Sooner or later, she’d run into someone who didn’t give a damn about her family and get smashed flat. Emily understood, now, why Damia had been insistent the staff weren’t allowed to kill their students. It wasn’t easy to swallow one’s rage at blatant misbehavior and disrespect.

    “Dionne,” she said, quietly. “There’s something you should bear in mind.”

    She took a breath as the younger girl stopped, without looking at her. “Might doesn’t make right. Might determines what happens. And you have no inherent right to become and remain the strongest person in the world. If you trample over everyone else because you’re strong, you don’t get to complain when someone else does it to you.”

    Dionne said nothing for a long moment. “I was born with magic,” she said. “That makes me strong.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. “But it doesn’t make you invincible.”

    “A mundane can never hurt me,” Dionne sneered. She started to push open the door. “And I’ll be as strong as you, one day.”

    “We shall see,” Emily said. She pointed to the distant castle. “Go back to the castle and report for detention. And I hope that book was worth it.”

    Dionne stepped outside. “I will find Pendle’s resting place,” she said. “And she will rise again.”

    Emily opened her mouth to point out that raising a long-dead sorceress might not be a good idea, assuming the story was more than a fairy tale, then stopped herself. Dionne wouldn’t listen. Emily made a mental note to ask Brier about the book, to make sure it was genuinely harmless. She hadn’t had time to examine all the pages. For all she knew, there was a rite to raise the dead on the very last page.

    And that never ends well, she reminded herself. Lady Barb - and Void, later - had cautioned her that attempting to resurrect the dead always unleashed nightmares. It was even more taboo than necromancy, with good reason. Death magics are dangerous.

    “Go,” she ordered.

    “I have to meet my friends,” Dionne protested, as she stowed the book in her bag. “I need to tell them...”

    “I’ll tell them you have detention, if I see them,” Emily said. She wondered why the other two girls hadn’t accompanied Dionne to the bookshop. They normally did everything together. Perhaps Dionne hadn’t wanted witnesses. “Now, go...”

    And then she heard the scream.


    Chapter Twenty-One

    EMILY WHIRLED AND RAN TOWARDS THE sound as the scream cut off abruptly. She was barely aware of Dionne running behind her, instead of carrying out her orders and heading back to the castle, but she didn’t have time to care. The scream sounded like someone was in real trouble. She pushed past a pair of witches as she reached the edge of the town and looked around. A young girl wearing a simple dress was standing in the street, frozen by magic. She couldn’t even move her eyes!

    Not a witch, Emily thought, as she performed the counterspell. The girl collapsed as the spell broke, landing on the ground in a heap. She doesn’t have any magic at all.

    “Weak,” Dionne observed, as the girl started to sob. “Weak and helpless and...”

    “Shut up,” Emily snarled. She helped the girl to sit up. “What happened?”

    “She picked a fight with a witch,” Dionne said. “And the witch put her in her place.”

    “I told you to shut up,” Emily said. It was hard, so hard, not to put Dionne in her place. She placed firm controls on her temper as she looked down at the girl. “What happened?”

    “Mitch,” the girl said. She was shaking, in fear and rage and bitter helplessness. “She charmed Mitch.”

    “Mitch,” Emily repeated. “Who’s Mitch?”

    “My fiancé,” the girl said. “We were walking out together and she charmed him and she froze me and...”

    Her voice trailed off as she looked at Dionne. The younger girl was smirking. Emily opened her mouth to demand to know what Dionne had done, then caught herself as she realized Dionne couldn’t be responsible for... for whatever had happened. She’d been in the bookseller’s, trying to intimidate him into giving her a book. It wasn’t a nice alibi, but she had it.

    “Mitch is the most handsome boy in the town,” Dionne said. “I guess someone got tired of waiting...”

    Emily felt her temper snap. “Fly back to the school,” she ordered. “Inform the gym mistress that I am extremely displeased with you and that she is to take immediate corrective action.”

    She had the satisfaction of seeing a spark of fear cross Dionne’s face, even though she hated herself for it. The younger girl turned and flew into the air, heading straight back to the castle. Emily watched her go, making a mental note to follow up with the gym mistress later in the day, then turned back to the other girl. She was staring at Emily, clearly unsure what to make of her. Emily guessed the staff hadn’t been patrolling the town anywhere near as much as they should have been.

    It was hard to sound reassuring, but she tried. “What’s your name? And what happened?”

    “Maggie,” the girl said. She shuddered. “The witch put a love spell on Mitch. He... he wanted her. I tried to object and she froze me, then took him into the forest. I...”

    Emily cursed under her breath. Love spells and potions were banned at Whitehall. It was instant expulsion for someone - anyone - caught using them. She’d never disagreed with that particular rule. Love potions were really nothing more than date-rape drugs, overriding the victim’s free will... she shuddered, feeling sick. Mitch would never forgive himself, when the spell wore off. And Maggie might not forgive him either.

    “Go home,” she said, peering into the forest. “I’ll take care of him.”

    She gathered herself, then turned and walked into the forest. The witch couldn’t have gone very far... probably. She might have found it hard to fly if she’d had to carry Mitch in the bubble. If Emily was lucky, she could catch up with them before they went too far. It wasn’t uncommon for female rape victims to be regarded as defiled forever, even though it hadn’t been their fault. She wondered if that would be true for a man. Poor Mitch would probably have to move away, if word got out. People would point and laugh at him for the rest of his days.

    Maggie might know it wasn’t his fault, Emily thought. But she might not really believe it.

    Branches crashed against her face as she forced herself to walk on. She had to hurry. Love spells and potions were dangerously unpredictable, unless someone took the time to properly brew them. It was quite possible the witch, whoever she was, would wind up being raped when the victim was consumed with passion. Or that she’d wind up with a permanent slave. It had happened before, Emily recalled. Professor Thande had told the class that such potions couldn’t be countered, not completely. The victims needed to have their minds altered, just to keep them focused on something else. She couldn’t do that. She didn’t even know where to begin.

    She kept walking, reaching out with her senses. Magic flickered through the trees, hints of life and power without the sense of watching eyes she’d felt elsewhere. Birds flew overhead, insects buzzed through the air... she narrowed her eyes as she sensed a flicker of magic in the distance. They’d moved further than she’d thought, unless the witch was being chased by her would-be victim. Emily gritted her teeth. She knew people who’d consider it funny. But it wasn’t.

    The magic grew stronger as she walked into a clearing. A girl - Penelope - was on the other side, kissing a handsome young man. Emily had to admit he was handsome, but his eyes were glazed and he looked as if he wasn’t entirely aware of what he was doing. His pants were around his ankles... Penelope looked at Emily, yelped, and started to flee. It was too late. Emily had already recognized her.

    “Get back here,” she shouted, as Mitch turned to go after her and tripped over his pants. “Penelope, get back here!”

    Penelope kept running. Mitch scrambled to his feet, leaving his pants behind and started after her. Emily caught his shoulder and yanked him back. His muscles were firm, hard to the touch, but he seemed too dazed to really fight. He lolled against her, his tongue practically hanging out of his mouth. 

    “Let me go,” he said. His voice took on a soppy tone, like a parody of a male romantic lead. “I have to go to her.”

    “She’s enchanted you,” Emily snapped. She tried, desperately, to parse out the spell so she could counter it. “Hold still...”

    “She’s my goddess,” Mitch said. A terrifying simper appeared on his face. “My joy and heart’s delight and...”

    Emily touched his shoulder. “You’re not in your right mind,” she said. The spell was an odd one. Penelope wasn’t stupid. She’d taken a very basic love spell and modified it. Emily would have been impressed if she hadn’t been so horrified. “Let me...”

    The blow caught her by surprise. She found herself on the ground, unsure of what had happened. He’d hit her... she tasted blood in her mouth. Her cheek was throbbing painfully. She was lucky he hadn’t knocked her out. She stumbled to her feet, just in time to see Mitch run into the undergrowth, loudly proclaiming his undying love. Emily gathered herself, then shot a tangle spell after him. Mitch’s ankles snapped together and he hit the ground with a thud. Emily staggered to her feet, picked up Mitch’s trousers and walked to him. He was still trying to drag himself forward.

    Penelope is going to pay for this, Emily thought, coldly. I’ll see to it personally.

    “I need to go to her,” Mitch said. “I need...”

    “No.” Emily cast the counterspell. “You really don’t.”

    Mitch jerked once, then lay still. Emily kept her distance, unsure how he’d react. Mind-manipulation spells cast long shadows over a victim, even after they’d been removed. He wouldn’t be in a good state even if he wasn’t half-naked in front of a stranger. Emily waited, stepping back as he rolled over and sat up. He looked as if he didn’t quite remember what had happened.

    “It’s alright,” Emily said. It felt like a lie. “How much do you remember?”

    “I... I wanted her,” Mitch said. “I...”

    Emily winced in sympathy, wishing - not for the first time - that there were therapists on the Nameless World. Mitch would have to come to terms, somehow, with his body betraying him. He’d been under a spell, but... it probably wouldn’t make any difference. People would laugh and joke and even say they envied him, while... it had been rape. Attempted rape. Emily wondered, as she held out his trousers, why she was surprised. The aristocratic blades she’d met thought they were entitled to any woman they wanted, whatever her feelings on the matter. Why should the witches be any different?

    She shuddered. And no one gives a damn about the women either...

    “Put on your trousers,” she said, as calmly as she could. “I’ll take you home.”

    Mitch nodded, his hands shaking as he tried to dress. Emily gave him what privacy she could, although she didn’t dare take her eyes off him completely. Who knew what else Penelope had done? Even if she hadn’t... he could still be suffering the lingering after-effects of the charm. Emily hoped he’d recover, in time. She’d seen too many people who hadn’t.

    The young man - he looked to be around the same age as she was - said nothing as they started to head back to town. Emily kept a wary eye on him, wondering what was going through his head. It was never easy to cope with becoming a victim... she winced, knowing Mitch was going to have a very rough time of it. She spied a couple of witches on the edge of town and glared at them, sending them scattering for their lives. There was no sign of Penelope. Emily promised herself she’d do whatever she had to do to make sure the girl was punished. Expulsion seemed too mild, somehow. She deserved far worse.

    She could have had anyone she wanted, Emily thought, as Mitch led her to his house. And she decided to rape a boy.

    The house was bigger than she’d expected, more of a rooming house than anything else. A ward brushed against her mind as Mitch pushed open the door and stepped inside, leading her into a giant sitting room. She heard someone running up the stairs - probably because she was a witch - as she looked around, spotting a worried-looking couple heading towards her. The man looked like an older version of Mitch. His father, Emily guessed. He stared at her as if he thought she was a wild animal that might bite at any moment.

    Mitch gabbled out an explanation, then slumped into a chair. His mother fetched a bottle of beer and gave it to him. Emily wanted to object, but she knew it wasn’t her place. She couldn’t help him, not in any meaningful way. She felt sick as she took the proffered chair and rested her hands in her lap. Mitch’s father sat facing her.

    “Great Lady,” he said. “What happened?”

    Great Lady, Emily thought, sardonically. I don’t feel very great at the moment.

    “Someone cast a love charm on him,” she said, bluntly. “It wasn’t his fault.”

    The father lowered his eyes. “What was she thinking?”

    “I don’t think she was thinking at all,” Emily said. She’d known girls who were boy-crazy, but none of them had resorted to rape. But then, most of the girls she’d known couldn’t have raped anyone. “I think...” - she shook her head - “I don’t know what she was thinking.”

    “He was going to get married,” the mother said. She sounded broken. “That won’t happen now.”

    Emily wanted to argue, to say - again - that it wasn’t Mitch’s fault. She wanted to assure them that Maggie and Mitch would have a very long and happy life together, although she knew it wasn’t true. The shadow of the love spell would hang over them for the rest of their lives. She ground her teeth in frustration. Maggie would always wonder if Mitch hadn’t so much as tried to fight the spell...

    She looked at the father and saw a broken man. She’d seen it before, in peasant villages and towns dominated by the nobility, but this was different. The father hadn’t grown up knowing, on a visceral level, that he could lose everything at a nobleman’s whim. Pendle was largely immune to the local nobility... she snorted, correcting herself. The witches were the local nobility and they’d turned nasty. It was the flaw in the system. There was no court of appeal, when a decent nobleman was replaced by a monster. And a single bad nobleman could grind his people into the dirt.

    “I only just arrived,” she said, quietly. She wove a charm into her voice in hopes of encouraging the father to talk. “What’s it been like here...?”

    “Bad,” the father said. “It wasn’t that bad, when I was a boy. The witches weren’t any better or worse than anyone else. But now... people are being hexed, or mistreated, or... it isn’t safe anymore. I want to leave, but I don’t have anywhere to go.”

    Emily listened to a liturgy of horror, wondering - again - what had gone wrong. People being cursed or hexed seemed to be the least of it. Shops were raided, homes were robbed... even a handful of people simply vanished without a trace. Emily frowned as she heard how the staff had seemed unconcerned, when the townspeople had tried to bring it to their attention. They’d been too busy pretending that everything was normal to admit they had a real problem. Mitch’s father wasn’t the only one considering a hasty departure, even if it meant leaving his properties behind. The witches - technically - owned most of the town.

    “You can go to Heart’s Eye,” Emily said. Caleb’s last letters had informed her that the town of Heart’s Ease was growing by leaps and bounds. Mitch and Maggie might make a good life there... if they wanted to spend the rest of their lives so close to a university. She made a mental note to ensure the town was patrolled a little better, with harsh punishments for anyone who abused the townspeople. “It’ll take you in.”

    “No, it won’t,” Mitch said. He looked up, bleakly. He’d drained several bottles while his father had been talking. “No one will take us.”

    “You might be surprised,” Emily said. “I can write you a letter of introduction, if you like.”

    She stood, brushing down her dress. She’d lingered too long. She had to go back to the school and make sure Penelope actually faced some real consequences. Somehow... she nodded to Mitch and his family, silently praying he recovered. It was never easy to rebuild one’s confidence after one had been treated as a...

    Her stomach churned as she made her way back towards the cafe. Brier and Nadine were still there, drinking tea and flirting as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Emily felt a hot flash of anger. They should have been patrolling the town, keeping an eye on their charges and stamping on any sparks before they became fires. She wished, suddenly, that she’d thought to suggest it. They really should have been doing their jobs.

    “Emily?” Brier looked surprised, then worried. “What happened?”

    “Too much,” Emily said. It was hard to believe it was only mid-afternoon. “Have you seen Penelope?”

    “No.” Nadine and Brier exchanged glances. “Why...?”

    “I caught her using love spells on a townsman,” Emily said, flatly. She briefly outlined what had happened. “We have to catch her.”

    “A townsman?” Nadine sounded oddly amused. “Do you think she needed to bother?”

    “I had to undo the spell,” Emily said, flatly. “Where is she?”

    It was hard not to be angry. She’d expected better of someone who’d grown up in the certain knowledge her father would arrange her marriage, regardless of how she felt about it. Her new husband would not have been pleased if she hadn’t been a joyful bride on her wedding night, particularly as the marriage had to be consummated before it was truly valid. 

    “She won’t have gone far,” Brier predicted. She didn’t sound too concerned. “She’s probably back at the school.”

    Emily scowled. It seemed like an odd choice, for someone on the run. And yet, it made a certain degree of sense. Penelope was a stranger. Emily had no idea if she could navigate the world outside Pendle, if she could get down to the nearest city and use the portals before the staff caught up with her. Penelope’s family... what would say? Would they defend her, on the ground she was family? Would they demand the right to punish her themselves? Or would they wash their hands of her? It was quite likely. At the very least, someone who’d been expelled would find it hard to get into another school. She would have to work long and hard to gain even a modicum of trust.

    “Then I’ll have to go back myself,” Emily said. She’d need to go straight to the headmistress before Penelope and her family started confusing the issue. “If you see her, grab hold and march her back to the school.”

    Nadine lifted her eyebrows. “I was unaware you gave the orders...”

    Emily cursed her mistake. “She needs to be caught and punished,” she said, flatly. She could apologize to Nadine for talking to her like a servant later. “It has to be done.”

    “The headmistress will make the final decision,” Brier said. “I suggest you leave the matter in her hands.”


    Chapter Twenty-Two

    “WHAT SHE DID WAS EFFECTIVELY RAPE,” Emily said, flatly. “And she deserves the harshest possible punishment.”

    She stood in the headmistress’s office, scowling at Penelope. The girl sat on a hard wooden chair, her face a mixture of defiance and fear. Duchene sat behind the desk, Damia standing behind her. Mistress Jens stood next to Penelope, her face expressionless. Emily wasn’t sure why she’d been invited to join the meeting. The charms tutor hadn’t bothered to explain her presence when she’d arrived.

    “She stole his free will,” Emily continued, after a brief outline of everything that had happened.  “She would have raped him, perhaps even been raped herself if he’d been so overcome with lust he couldn’t keep himself from taking her by force. Her decision to use a love spell is completely indefensible.”

    “Perhaps so,” Duchene said, coldly. 

    “If she had done this at Whitehall, or Mountaintop, she would have been expelled,” Emily insisted. “She should be expelled here, too.”

    “Perhaps so,” Duchene repeated. She looked at Penelope. “Do you have anything you wish to say for yourself?”

    Penelope lifted her chin. “He wanted me,” she said. “I knew he wanted me...”

    “So you cast a love spell on him?” Emily didn’t believe a word. Penelope sounded like a sociopath. “If he wanted you, why would you need to bother?”

    “He needed an excuse,” Penelope said. “He wanted a last fling before marriage. His girlfriend wouldn’t be happy if he slept with me, so I gave him an excuse...”

    Emily blinked. Witches - and sorceresses - weren’t bound by the social codes that guided the rest of the world. They could have as much sex as they liked, with whoever they liked, relying on their magic to protect them from the consequences. Imaiqah had had at least a dozen boyfriends since she’d come out of her shell, some of whom hadn’t lasted long enough for Emily to remember their names. It was easy to believe a townsman would have wanted a brief affair, nothing more than sex, but there wouldn’t have been any need for a love spell. Penelope was hardly ugly. 

    She found her voice. “Are you crazy?”

    “He wanted me,” Penelope said. “And I could tell. He just needed an excuse.”

    “That would be quite likely,” Mistress Jens said. “The townspeople are funny about such things.”

    “And there are better places to seek them,” Damia said. There was a hint of waspishness in her tone, a suggestion they’d had the argument before. “The town is not a fitting place for young witches.”

    “He wanted me,” Penelope repeated. “I...”

    “You used a love spell on him,” Emily snapped. “And I notice you didn’t take it off when you had him alone.”

    Damia cleared her throat. “By law, by the town charter, anything a witch does to an inhabitant is perfectly legal,” she said. “That was determined when the school was separated from the kingdom...”

    “Are you out of your mind?” Emily only realized she’d practically shouted when everyone, including Penelope, turned to stare. “There’s nothing legal about compelling sex from anyone, male or female. And there’s certainly nothing right about it.”

    “Such decisions are made on a case-by-case basis,” Damia continued, as if Emily hadn’t spoken. “And, in this case, no permanent harm was done.”

    Emily composed herself with an effort. “She stole his free will,” she said. “He’s a broken man. His engagement to his girlfriend has been dented and may be over completely. His family no longer feels safe in the town. And I’m pretty sure they’re not the only ones who are considering moving elsewhere.”

    “He should be honored a witch took an interest in him,” Mistress Jens said. “Many have wished for far less from us...”

    “He didn’t want her,” Emily said. “He could have dumped Maggie and slept with Penelope at any moment, if he’d wanted to. She wouldn’t have needed to use a love spell if he’d really wanted her.”

    “He needed an excuse,” Penelope insisted. “Otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to get married...”

    “And what sort of person would he be,” Emily snarled, “if he wanted an excuse to sleep around?”

    She pushed on before anyone could stop her. “It’s easy to say that very little happened,” she said. “They didn’t have time to go that far. He certainly didn’t get penetrated. He didn’t lose a maidenhead he never had.  He didn’t...

    “But that doesn’t change the fact she stole his free will. There’s no difference between a powerful witch casting a love spell and a man forcing himself on a woman through superior strength. There’s no difference at all. Mitch is going to have to live with that for the rest of his life, just as any woman who got raped will have to live with the fact she lost control of her body, that her body might even have betrayed her.”

    Her voice dropped. “It’s wrong.”

    “Legally, it isn’t,” Damia said. “Whatever a witch does...”

    Emily shook her head. “Do you really believe that excuse?”

    Duchene cleared her throat. “Legalities aside, casting love spells is highly dubious at the best of times. The risks are quite severe. Accordingly, Penelope will be confined to the castle for the remainder of the term. She will also write an essay on the dangers of what she did, regardless of the morality, and the risks of embracing one’s lusts. A witch must be in control of herself if she wishes to remain in touch with the world around her.”

    “You have got to be joking,” Emily said. “I...”

    “The decision has been made,” Damia said. “With your permission, I will escort Penelope back to the dorms.”

    “You may,” Duchene said. She looked at Emily as Damia hustled Penelope out of the room. “Emily, I appreciate your feelings, but there are other concerns here.”

    “Because you don’t want to anger her family,” Emily said, “or because you don’t want to worry the White Council?”

    Duchene eyed her blandly.  “If I expel her, I will have to give a reason,” she said. “And I will have to explain, to her family and others, why she should be expelled...”

    Emily felt her temper flare. “Attempted rape?”

    “... And that will cast the school into disrepute,” Duchene finished. “We are on thin ice.”

    “Really.” Emily shook her head. “I spoke to Mitch’s parents. They’re planning to leave because your students are becoming unbearable. I’d bet good money they’re not the only ones. How will a mass exodus from the town look to the White Council?”

    She took a breath. “It might be better to keep the girls from visiting Pendle, at least for a while,” she added. “They might learn to appreciate the town a little better.”

    “I’ll take it under advisement,” Duchene said, coldly. It struck Emily, too late, that she’d undermined the headmistress in front of witnesses. Duchene wasn’t going to be pleased. “And I’ll see you at dinner.”

    Emily was tempted to turn and storm out of the school. She’d come to do them a favor... no, she’d come to do Lady Barb a favor. If it had been anyone else, she’d have left at once and to hell with the consequences. She could tell the entire world that Laughter condoned rape - or worse - and let them deal with the fallout. She forced herself to focus, swallowing her anger. Duchene was forced to play politics. She would hardly be the first person to find herself caught between two parties, unable to appease one without angering the other.

    She stood and stepped through the door. Mistress Jens followed her. “Lady Emily? A word?”

    “Now?” Emily wanted to go to a spellchamber and blast some dummies into atoms, not talk to another teacher. “I have work to do...”

    “It won’t take long,” Jens said. She walked past Emily and headed down the corridor to her room. “Please, join me.”

    Emily shrugged and followed her into the bedroom. It was larger than hers, with a private bathtub in the washroom. Emily felt a stab of envy as she looked around. The shelves were crammed with books, magical devices and a tiny figurine that sent unpleasant tingles down her spine when she looked at it. She reached out gingerly with her mind and recoiled as she realized the room was practically blanketed in privacy wards. It felt as if she’d stuck her head into cotton wool.

    “Please, take a seat,” Jens said. She indicated a stuffed armchair that looked as if it wasn’t used that often. “I have a question for you?”

    “Go ahead,” Emily said. The armchair felt soft. Too soft. “What do you want to know?”

    Jens studied her for a long moment. Emily studied her back. She’d thought Jens was one of the Old Guard when they’d first met and she hadn’t seen anything to force her to change her first impressions. The Charms Tutor had shown no interest in the New Learning, flatly refusing to allow her charges to purchase the cheaper textbooks and insisting they bought or borrowed copies of the older versions. Emily wasn’t sure what was driving her. She should understand the value of the printing press even if she disapproved of it.

    And she considered Dionne one of her prize pupils, Emily thought, making a mental note to look into the older woman’s life. That doesn’t say anything good about her.

    “I was wondering,” Jens said. “Why do you care?”

    “About what?” Emily had a feeling she knew where Jens was going. “Mitch and Penelope?”

    “Yes.” Jens sat back in her chair. “Why do you care about a simple townsman?”

    Emily said nothing for a long moment. “Because trying to rape someone is wrong,” she said, finally. It was hard to believe that anyone - male or female - could disagree with that. Even aristocratic marriages were hedged around with a fig leaf of consent, although no one really believed it. “It doesn’t matter who it happens to. It’s still wrong.”

    “We are superior,” Jens said, placidly. “Whatever we do is right by definition.”

    Emily blinked. “Did you say that to Dionne?”

    Jens ignored the question. “We have within us a trace of the divine spark,” she said, clicking her fingers. A flicker of light darted above her palm for a second, then vanished. “We are superior to mundanes, to people who wallow in the dirt, to people who could not even begin to understand how our world works. The least of us can stop a mundane in his tracks with a simple spell. We are superior. That is beyond dispute.”

    “I’ve heard people insist that men are superior to women because men are stronger than women,” Emily said. “I’ve yet to see any proof that men are inherently smarter than women or vice versa.”

    “The proof is in the spark itself,” Jens said. Another flicker of light appeared above her palm. “We can do anything to them and they cannot stop us. The strongest king or the merest peasant, wrapped in armor or patchwork clothes... we can make them our slaves or turn them into slugs and step on them or anything. What can they do to us? They could not hope to win unless we chose to let them. We are the descendants of gods. We have the power.”

    “That doesn’t mean they’re worthless,” Emily said.

    “Whatever they are,” Jens said, “why are we so much more?”

    Emily shivered. Jens didn’t sound angry or fearful. She sounded calm, as if she were discussing something as harmless as the weather. There was a certainty to her tone that scared Emily to the bone.

    “We have power,” Jens said. “The least of us are still greater than the best of them. We have magic. When we are hurt, we heal quicker. We are stronger and smarter and prettier than them. We fly through the sky when they wallow in the mud. Why should we not rule?”

    Her eyes hardened. “The Emperors were magicians,” she added. “There’s very little in the history books that everyone agrees on, as you might expect, but they all agree that the Emperors were magicians themselves. They ruled through divine blessings. Why should we not rule?”

    Emily’s mouth was dry. King Randor had been a magician too. His daughter was a magician. But... there were aristocrats and even monarchs who weren’t. And...

    “We have power,” Emily said. Her thoughts were a tangled mess. “That doesn’t make us superior.”

    “We cannot be beaten by the mundanes, no matter what they do,” Jens said. “They exist on our sufferance. They exist to serve us, however we desire.”

    Emily looked her in the eye. “Would you use love spells to make one of them fuck you?”

    She’d hoped the crudity would get a reaction, but Jens didn’t seem to hear the word. “I can do whatever I like to them,” Jens said. “And so can you.”

    “Being stronger doesn’t make us superior,” Emily said, again. She rubbed her bruised cheek. Mitch could have knocked her out - or killed her - if he’d focused on the blow. “And being stronger doesn’t make us more intelligent.”

    “No?” Jens cocked an eyebrow. “And how do you account for us being better than them?”

    “You live in a castle filled with magic,” Emily said, slowly. “You have showers, with hot and cold running water; you have enough food to eat and enough... enough of everything else you need. You don’t have to spend your days in the field, trying to raise a crop that you might not even be allowed to keep. You and yours have the time to develop your minds and magic, to build on what has gone before so your successors can take your work and improve upon it. You’re no smarter than any of them. You’re just luckier.”

    She waved a hand at the wall. “If you ensured that everyone in Pendle had enough to eat and didn’t have to work all day just to survive,” she added, “I am sure some of them would turn out to be great minds.”

    “I doubt it,” Jens said. “How could they comprehend magic?”

    “The artificers and craftsmen in Cockatrice took my ideas,” Emily said, “and they improved upon them in ways I never anticipated. They’re the ones who built the steam engines and iron mills and printing presses and everything else. Every month, they put out something new, something better. And they do that because they have the time and freedom to experiment!”

    “But they learnt from you,” Jens said. “And what would happen if I crashed a single fireball into one of those steam engines?”

    “It would prove you were stronger in magic,” Emily said. “It wouldn’t prove anything else.”

    “I could do much worse,” Jens said. “Those steam engines wouldn’t even exist if you hadn’t come up with the first idea.”

    “Perhaps,” Emily said. “Someone else could have easily come up with the idea too.”

    She felt a flicker of dismay as she studied the older woman. Jens sounded calm and reasonable and... she was saying something the younger witches would want to believe. They’d want to think they were superior, they’d want to think they were a breed apart... because if they started to think otherwise, they might start thinking they were doing something wrong. Emily felt a stab of pity for anyone who had to spend their lessons in her classroom. They’d pick up a superiority complex that would justify everything they did.

    You went looking for traces of magical influence, she thought, and perhaps you should have been looking for something that didn’t rely on magic to influence people.

    “The world is changing,” Jens said, calmly. “The necromancers are gone. We can rethink our place in the world.”

    Emily made a face. “By putting magicians on top?”

    “We’re already on top,” Jens said. “Perhaps we should make it official.”

    She smiled. “You have changed the world more than anyone since Pendle, Lady Emily,” she said. “There are some amongst us who think you might be her reincarnation.”

    “Nadine said the same,” Emily said. “And I told her I’m not.”

    “I agree,” Jens said. “Pendle was prepared to do whatever had to be done to ensure magical society had a chance to grow and develop without interference from the mundanes. You are not.”

    Emily shook her head. “I don’t have the right to...”

    “You made things better for countless people, magical and mundane alike,” Jens said. “What gave you the right to do that?”

    She leaned forward. “Power. That gave you the right. And it’s what gives us the right, too.”

    “It wasn’t like that,” Emily said. “I didn’t take the barony...”

    “If you didn’t have magic,” Jens said, “would you have been able to keep the barony? Or would you have been forcibly married to someone else, who would have run the barony in your name while you churned out his babies? Would you have been able to innovate so freely if you weren’t able to enforce your will?”

    “Having magic gives us power,” Emily said. The questions discomfited her. “It doesn’t make us objectively superior.”

    “It does,” Jens said. “Pendle put a king to flight. What could we do now?”

    Emily stared at her. “Do you really believe Pendle will come back to reshape the world?”

    “Stranger things have happened,” Jens said. She shrugged, dismissively. “And now that the necromantic wars are over, there’ll be no better time.”

    “If you say so,” Emily said. She knew Jens was wrong, but she also knew there was no way to convince her otherwise. It would take years, perhaps centuries, before the magical side of the world got over its superiority complex. It didn’t help that they had reason to feel superior. Anyone who entered Whitehall from a mountain village would feel as though they’d stepped into paradise. “But it won’t be as easy as you think.”

    “The conference will agree that it is time we magicians took the reins of the world,” Jens said, calmly. There was no doubt in her voice. “And everyone else will agree, too.”

    Emily stood, nodded curtly and left the room. Outside, she leaned against the wall, sweat running down her back. Jens had scared her, even though she’d made no threat. She was no fascist or communist or theocrat ranting in the streets, but something calm and reasonable and far more dangerous. Emily wondered, sourly, just how many witches had been influenced by their teachers. There was no way to detect magical influence if there was nothing to detect. 

    Fuck, she thought, numbly. She felt tired, tired and drained. She’d introduced ideas into the world... it wasn’t possible, no matter how one tried, to kill an idea. Repression would merely make it worse. How does someone fight something like that?


    Chapter Twenty-Three

    “PENDLE WILL RISE AGAIN...”

    Emily gritted her teeth as she heard one of the girls whispering the phrase to her friends, her tone deadly serious. She’d heard it too much over the last few days, ever since Penelope had been allowed to get away with attempted rape. She might be grounded, but... it wasn’t enough. The magical community had always had a sense of its own superiority, yet... she cursed under her breath as she dismissed the class. Too many girls honestly didn’t think Penelope had done anything wrong.

    They either buy her excuse or simply don’t care, Emily thought, sourly. It was never like this at Whitehall.

    The thought mocked her. It might have been like that at Whitehall. She’d never been a powerless shopkeeper - or anything - in Dragon’s Den. For all she knew, harassment and sexual assault was more common than anyone cared to admit. Hell, Alassa and her fellow aristocrats had been pretty snappy with the shopkeepers, even though they’d also paid through the nose. The shopkeepers probably thought it was worth it. And they knew the Grandmaster - the former Grandmaster - would drop a ton of bricks on anyone who stepped too far out of line.

    Emily sighed as she stood and headed through the door, closing and locking it behind her. She was disappointed in the headmistress, even though she knew there were political issues. It was hardly the first time she’d seen an overprivileged and entitled brat get away with something, but... Duchene should have known better. She should have expelled Penelope on the spot. It had been attempted rape, plain and simple. There was no moral difference between casting a compulsion charm and using naked force. Her skin crawled as she remembered Viscount Hansel’s attempt to rape her. Poor Mitch hadn’t had a hope of defending himself.

    Her legs took her on a winding course through the building, trying to gauge the mood. It wasn’t easy. The students stopped talking whenever they saw her, as if they expected her to give them detention - or worse - for chattering in the corridors. They probably did, she realized bitterly. She was no longer one of them. In a sense, she’d never been one of them. They’d never known her as a student of magic, just as a teacher... she felt her heart clench as she spotted the writing on the wall. PENDLE WILL RISE AGAIN. There was no point in trying to remove it. Someone would replace it within the day.

    She shook her head. How did one fight an ideology?

    Her thoughts raced. Nazism had been thoroughly discredited, on Earth, but plenty of other ideologies remained strong despite a track record of failure. Communism had killed more people than Nazism, or fascism in general, but it was still socially acceptable to be a communist. She snorted at the thought. The people who praised the concept of communism had never had to live under it. And the people who liked the idea of magicians being superior to mundanes had never had to live their lives without magic.

    The thought tormented her. She - and she alone - was perhaps the only student who’d seen her living standards drop when she entered Whitehall. Everyone else... even Alassa hadn’t had hot and cold running water in her castle. Not at first. Frieda’s family would have been forced to share their bathing water, when they were able to bathe at all. There would have been no privacy, no sense of personal space... she shuddered. It was hard to deny that magical society had many advantages over the mundane world. And that would remain true for years to come.

    Having superior power doesn’t make you better, she thought. But how do you convince people of that?

    “Emily!” Brier waved to her as she reached the top of the stairs. “Care to join me for a drink?”

    Emily hesitated, then nodded. “Why not?”

    She smiled as Brier led her into her office. The room was crammed with books and manuscripts, ranging from locked bookcases packed with ancient tomes to new printed books piled on desks and chairs. The chamber was large, but there was barely any room for a lone occupant, let alone two. A handful of scrolls lay on a table, a note on top marking them as fake. Emily raised an eyebrow as she read the warnings, then stepped aside as Brier moved a pile of books so she could sit down. The chair was surprisingly comfortable. She was tempted to just close her eyes and go to sleep.

    “It’s been a long day,” Brier said. She passed Emily a cup of warm soup. “I find this helps me stay awake.”

    “Chicken soup?” Emily tested the drink, then took a sip. It tasted stronger than she’d expected. “Does it really help?”

    “I think so,” Brier said. “Things have been pretty hectic over the last few days.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. She stared into the mug. “The headmistress could have done more.”

    Brier shrugged. “The Old Woman is in a delicate place right now,” she said. “She’s expected to retire shortly. The general feeling is that Damia will take her place, but... both Jens and Allworth have been playing politics, trying to either unseat Damia or take her place.”

    “Crap,” Emily said. The thought of Jens running the school was terrifying. She looked up at Brier. “Why is this happening?” 

    “Where do I even begin?” Brier smiled as she sipped her own drink. “Did your father not teach you about politics?”

    “No,” Emily said. Brier meant Void, not her real father. “He prefers to keep politics well away from him.”

    “Some people have all the luck,” Brier said. “Where do I even begin?”

    Emily smiled. “The beginning?”

    “There’s always been three general attitudes running though the magical community,” Brier said. She waved a hand at the books. “I can show you documents that suggest all three attitudes existed well before the Faerie Wars and the End of Empire. They just became a little sharper after the Fall and...well, a lot sharper in the last two months. The Necromantic Wars are over. What now?”

    Emily frowned. “Do you think people regret ending the necromantic threat?”

    “No,” Brier said. “Don’t let anyone suggest otherwise. We all knew it was just a matter of time before the necromancers broke through the mountains and came for us, even though our lords and masters preferred to pretend they didn’t exist. You ended that threat and everyone is deeply grateful. But that doesn’t keep us from having to handle the aftermath.”

    “No good deed goes unpunished,” Emily muttered.

    “These are the problems of victory,” Brier pointed out. “The other side is dead.”

    “Effectively dead,” Emily corrected. “There are still necromancers out there.”

    Brier shrugged. “I told you there are three general attitudes concerning mundanes running through our community. The first is that we and they are both part of the same world. We depend on each other, in ways both subtle and blatantly overt. There’s no hope of divesting ourselves completely, so there’s no point in even trying. And we probably couldn’t make it stick even if we want to try.

    “The second is that we and they are dangerous to each other, just by existing. The Isolationists want to separate the magicians from the mundanes as much as possible, to the point of driving out the mundanes from Pendle and separating magical communities from the surrounding kingdoms, so we can live a completely separate existence. They see it as being for everyone’s good. They might even be right. Clashes between the two societies are dangerous for both.”

    “Except there isn’t a separate existence,” Emily said. “How can there be?”

    “That’s the problem,” Brier said. “They have all these grand concepts, but how are they going to implement them? I don’t think any of them have so much as considered the practicalities of the situation. Where does our food come from? Who collects the basic potion ingredients? Who forges the tools we use, the...”

    She shrugged. “You get the idea,” she said. “There’d be so many issues with divesting magicians from mundanes that it would take years, even if everyone agreed.”

    “Which they won’t,” Emily said. “There’s a lot of magicians who have mundane relations.”

    “Quite.” Brier met her eyes. “The third attitude is that we should rule. A sizable number of royal and aristocratic families already have magic. The remainder don’t matter. We could simply take over, brushing aside whatever opposition manifests itself, and then reorder society to suit ourselves. Magicians would be ranked by power, with the strongest and most capable at the top. Again, there hasn’t been much thinking about how this is actually to be done. Even ranking magicians by power is an exercise fraught with peril.”

    “Because power levels aren’t always stable,” Emily said.

    “Precisely,” Brier said. “And magicians can always team up to oppose someone with more power than sense. It’s happened before and it will no doubt happen again.”

    She leaned back in her chair. “Damia is an Isolationist. She wants as little contact between magicians and mundanes as possible. I think - I don’t know - that she had a bad experience when she was a child, back when the terrible lizards ruled the world. If she becomes headmistress, she’ll probably move to close down Pendle and send the mundanes packing.”

    Emily shook her head. “Where will they go?”

    “Who knows?” Brier shrugged. “Jens is a Supremacist. Allworth is an Integrationist. They both have staff and students who follow them, with varying degrees of conviction. It’s very easy to become convinced you’re special, if you’re born with power; it’s also very easy to decide you have the right to meddle, even if the people you’re trying to help don’t want you to meddle. The Integrationists have made just as many mistakes as the Supremacists. They just have different reasons.”

    “The path to hell is paved with good intentions,” Emily said.

    “Oh, yes,” Brier said. “Do you know there’s no chirurgeons in Pendle? The healers from the school take care of anything, from minor diseases to broken bones. Anything that isn’t instantly lethal can be cured, right? Except... they started to try this in a bigger city and discovered, too late, that they couldn’t keep it up. They just didn’t have enough healers to do it. And by the time they found this out, they’d put the chirurgeons out of business.”

    She grinned, but there was something sharp in the expression. “And elsewhere... someone had the bright idea of using portals to ship food to a region that was experiencing a famine. What happened?”

    Emily could guess. “The local farmers were driven out of business, too?”

    “Correct,” Brier said. “I could give you hundreds of examples. It doesn’t help that a lot of the problems are caused by poor or bad kings and lords, which the Supremacists use to justify their position. Of course mundanes can’t govern themselves! Of course they can’t avoid being pushed around by their lords! Of course the Supremacists won’t make the same mistake. Of course...”

    “They will,” Emily predicted.

    “Of course.” Brier laughed. “I’m sure some of the Supremacists really believe the world will be a better place, if they ruled it. But there are plenty of examples of the Supremacists making life worse for people.”

    “Including themselves,” Emily said. “Slavery degrades the slaves, but it also degrades the slaveowners.”

    “Exactly,” Brier said. “You’d be surprised how many people don’t see that, even when it’s staring them in the face.”

    “No, I wouldn’t,” Emily said. “What does Pendle have to do with all this?”

    Brier didn’t look surprised by the question. “Well, the thing you have to understand is that Pendle lived hundreds of years ago. There aren’t many written records from that era. The handful that did survive are contradictory, to the point a great many historians believe that some or all of them are fakes. The only thing we really know about Pendle is that she founded the school and, somehow, isolated it from the neighboring kingdom.

    “And that means, I’m afraid, that Pendle is all things to all women. To the Isolationists, she’s a symbol of magical isolation from the mundane world. To the Integrationists, she’s a person who interacted with mundanes... she considered them nothing more or less than people. To the Supremacists, she’s a witch who enforced her will on the mundanes and forced them to acknowledge her power. You could make a case for any or all of these interpretations, depending on which documents you choose to believe.”

    “And which ones you view as fakes,” Emily said.

    “Yes,” Brier said. “Anyway... legend, and here we are firmly in the hands of myth, insists that Pendle is sleeping somewhere under the school and that she’ll awaken, if the correct rites are performed. The Old Woman is supposed to know the Rite of Pendle, a spell that is meant to summon Pendle; she’s supposed to be able to use the rite if the school is threatened and there’s no other choice. I actually asked her about it, when I took up my post, and she assured me it didn’t exist. I believe her.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “You think there’s no truth in the legend?”

    “We’ve been through bad spots before,” Brier pointed out. “The school’s been attacked by everything from dark wizards to monsters from the greenwood. If Pendle wasn’t recalled then, and there are no suggestions she was, why would she be recalled now? The school isn’t in serious danger.”

    “It might be,” Emily mused. “If the wrong ideology takes control...”

    She stared down at her empty mug. “And they all think Pendle will support them?”

    “Pendle lived in a very different time,” Brier said. “If she is sleeping under the school, what will she know about the modern world? She was a strong magician - she must have been - and yet the merest firstie has access to spells beyond her imagination. The Empire has been and gone since she went to sleep, if indeed she didn’t die like a normal person. There’s no reason to think she’d be capable of picking a side, at least without taking the time to study all the angles. And how much do we take for granted that she wouldn’t even know exists?”

    Emily nodded, slowly. George Washington had lived in an age of muskets, sailing ships and achingly slow communications. The world had moved slowly when he’d been the first President of the United States. He might have been a military and political genius, but he and the other Founding Fathers would have been utterly out of their depth in the modern world. Pendle, assuming she was still alive, would have the same problem. Perhaps it would be worse. She wouldn’t realize just how much had changed until it bit her. Hard. 

    “They used to think women couldn’t be magicians,” she said. Lord Whitehall had been extremely progressive for his time, yet - by modern standards - he’d been so conservative he wouldn’t even embrace the wheel! “How many outdated attitudes would Pendle hold?”

    “I have no idea,” Brier said. “Like I said, there’s a lot we simply don’t know. There are hundreds of stories, as you’ve probably heard, all of which contradict the others. Even the more reliable stories include a lot of guesswork. If Pendle really was a princess, we can say things about her early life by generalizing from others, but... again, we don’t really know anything. The most reliable stories gloss over her childhood, as if she came into existence at the ripe old age of...”

    She laughed. “Again, we don’t know.”

    Emily had to smile, then sobered as she remembered something she’d forgotten. “Dionne was buying an old book called The Tales of Pendle. Is that a dangerous book?”

    “No.” Brier sounded a little perplexed. “Copies are rare, I’ll grant you, but it’s really just a collection of stories. The author didn’t bother to question anything, she just wrote them all down. I believe the printing presses have been turning out more copies... worthless copies, really. Half the spells described in the book simply don’t exist.”

    “So it’s just like the Lay of Lord Alfred,” Emily said. “A collection of myths and legends rather than real history.”

    “It’s worse,” Brier said. “Because the book is nothing more than a collection of contradictory stories. Pendle is both a princess and a commoner, an ally and an enemy to a king, a perfectly normal magician and a creature from the greenwood... a woman so powerful she can destroy a kingdom with a snap of her fingers and yet one so weak she is dependent on complex spells to isolate her school from the surrounding world. It’s simply impossible to draw anything useful from it.”

    She shrugged. “If Dionne wants to waste her time on it, let her. It can’t do any harm.”

    “I’ll take your word for it,” Emily said. She made a mental note to read the book herself, just in case. “I …”

    The dinner bell rang. “I’d better go.”

    “You’re welcome to stay,” Brier said. She indicated a door. “I can have food brought up for us, if you like.”

    Emily hesitated, feeling oddly unsure. “I...”

    Brier smiled. “Not interested?”

    “No.” Emily felt herself flush. “I’m sorry.”

    “Don’t let anyone make you feel guilty for wanting, or not wanting,” Brier told her, flatly. “It’s only a problem when you start forcing your will on people.”

    “Yeah,” Emily said. “Just ask Penelope.”

    She stood, then stopped. “You never said,” she added. “Which side are you on?”

    “I think things are fine just the way they are,” Brier said. “People who want to isolate themselves can do so. People who want to help folks can do so. People who want to rule can set up kingdoms and see if they can attract settlers. Does that answer your question?”

    Emily had to smile. “Good answer.”

    “All three factions have valid points,” Brier said. “And none of them are completely right or wrong.”


    Chapter Twenty-Four

    “YOU HAVE TO TIGHTEN THE SPELL,” Lillian said. “Right now, you’re not focusing the magic.”

    Emily watched, feeling a twinge of nostalgia, as Lillian taught Polly how to raise a simple defensive ward. The spell wasn’t that complex, but the younger girl had been having real trouble channeling enough magic into the spellwork. Jens hadn’t taught her properly. Emily was surprised Damia hadn’t caught it, well before Emily had become her junior assistant. It should have been easy to spot, particularly when the ward kept breaking under the slightest hint of pressure.

    Polly just kept getting knocked down, Emily thought. And she just didn’t have the confidence to do something about it.

    She raised her head, her eyes sweeping the chamber. The review classes were going better than she’d expected, at least partly because Dionne and her cronies had chosen to skip them and go elsewhere. And because she’d convinced the older students to start teaching their young counterparts. It was ironic, Emily supposed, that the mysterious intruder had actually done a lot of good for Lillian. She’d put the younger girl’s education on a firm footing by the time she’d been forced to flee the school.

    And we still don’t know what she really wanted, Emily mused. It was hard to believe there wasn’t a connection between the intruder and the crisis, but... she knew it was quite possible. There was no proof the incidents were connected. A conspiracy theorist might draw together a number of different incidents and insist they proved his narrative, yet... there was no solid proof.  Just because they seem to fit together doesn’t mean they actually do.

    She frowned as she watched a pair of girls struggling over their alchemy homework. They were having problems turning theory into reality, particularly as they weren’t allowed to brew outside the alchemy labs. The alchemy teacher had flatly refused to allow the younger girls to brew without her direct supervision, something Emily understood and accepted even though it rankled. Alchemy was one of the more dangerous classes. The prospect of a girl accidentally killing herself on Emily’s watch wasn’t one she liked.

    Her legs twitched. She was tempted to walk over to them and point out what they were doing wrong, but... she couldn’t just give them the answers. In the short term, they’d probably be delighted; in the long term, it would cripple their development. They had to understand the theory so they could apply it; they had to understand the underlying logic if they wanted to proceed to mastery. Emily detested alchemy, but she knew it was important. And that she had to wait for them to ask before she tried to steer them towards greater understanding.

    “I think it works,” Polly said. She cast the spell. A shimmering ball of magic enveloped her. “How’s that?”

    “Too much power,” Lillian said, dryly. “You’re going to waste everything.”

    “But it will work, until you run out of magic,” Emily said. She was tempted to suggest Polly learn to cast wards that would block physical attack, but she wasn’t anywhere near powerful enough to cast them for more than a few seconds. Even the strongest magician would have problems keeping them in place for long. “Or until someone pops the bubble.”

    She gave the girl an encouraging look as she cancelled and recast the spell. This time, the ward was almost invisible. Emily tested it lightly and decided it was as good as it was going to get, at least for the moment. Polly would have to work hard to develop her magic before she could anchor the ward and maintain it unconsciously. It had taken Emily months to do it properly and even then, the ward could be snapped by an older student. She’d gone through it time and time again in Martial Magic.

    But Polly shouldn’t have that problem, she thought, as Lillian turned her attention to her own work. She shouldn’t be challenged by an older student.

    Emily allowed herself a moment of satisfaction, mingled with concern, as she surveyed the room. She’d convinced older girls to assist the juniors in everything from classroom studies to basic etiquette, but it was hard to ensure the teachers stayed on topic. They were helping their juniors, passing along the help that had been offered to them in turn... she sighed, inwardly, as she watched an older girl educate a junior on how to comport herself in magical society. The rules were different wherever you went, Emily knew, and it wasn’t easy to adapt to them. God knew she’d had problems. But the more one adopted the newer culture, the harder it would be to fit in back home.

    She tried not to yawn as the evening slowly turned to night. She was starting to think Damia had had ulterior motives in allowing her to run the review classes, either to get more time for herself or to keep Emily busy. It certainly made it harder for her to explore the school, let alone think up ways to defeat a hostile ideology. It was easy to understand, now, why so many people had embraced fascism and communism. Their early arguments were hard to counter. But they led, inevitably, to tyranny and disaster.

    And by the time everyone realized the danger, it was too late to do anything about it, she mused. Before then, no one believed the warnings.

    “Lady Emily?”

    Emily looked up to see Karalee peering at her, worriedly. She was surprised the girl attended review classes - Dionne and her friends were encouraging their cronies not to go - but Karalee was showing hints of independent thinking. Emily had no idea if that would last, yet... it was worth trying to encourage it. Karalee was probably in for a shock, when she graduated. She might find herself permanently bound to Dionne...

    “Yes?” Emily forced herself to smile. “What can I do for you?”

    “I don’t understand this,” Karalee said, holding out a sheet of parchment. “There doesn’t seem to be an answer.”

    Emily took the parchment and frowned. “Healing? Have you asked Mistress Allworth?”

    “She said there is an answer,” Karalee said. She sounded desperate. “And I can’t see it.”

    Emily scanned the parchment. Mistress Allworth was nice, but she took her subject seriously. Very seriously. Healing was no joke. Emily was surprised the girls were taught so much without being expected to take the oaths, although - looking at the records - it was clear they didn’t move on to advanced healing until sixth year. Emily thought she understood the logic - a half-trained healer was better than nothing - but it opened the gate for abuse. She knew how easily healing spells could be turned into weapons...

    Her eyes narrowed. She could see the problem. Karalee had to plan out a treatment for a person with multiple broken bones and internal bleeding, the latter caused by a particularly nasty curse. It was a complex puzzle. The curse couldn’t be removed as long as the bones were broken, but trying to repair the damage would cause so much pain that the patient would die in screaming agony. And giving the patient a painkilling potion would make it impossible to treat him. The two sets of magic would interfere with each other.

    “Interesting,” she said, mildly. “What have you tried?”

    Karalee stared at her. “If I treat him without painkillers, I’ll kill him. If I treat him with painkillers, I’ll kill him. Either way, he dies.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “Why does he die?”

    “Because you...” Karalee visibly bit down on the next word and started again. “He dies because he’s in agony.”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. “Why is he in agony?”

    “Because I can’t do anything about the pain,” Karalee said. “And if I try, it will make things worse.”

    “Why?” Emily met her eyes. “Think it through. Why will you make it worse?”

    “If I give him even a mild painkilling potion, the magic in the potion will disrupt my attempt to fix the damage,” Karalee said. “And that will make it impossible to handle the more difficult work of fixing the internal injuries.”

    “Why?”

    Karalee glared at Emily, then realized what she was doing and looked away. “The curse is held in place by the broken bones,” she said. “I cannot remove it as long as the bones remain broken. If I try to fix the bones, the pain will make the internal injuries worse and kill him.”

    “Quite,” Emily agreed. She’d always disliked it when teachers pretended to be obtuse - she’d often felt that some of them weren’t pretending - but she was starting to see the point. “So what’s the actual problem?”

    “I...” Karalee ground her teeth. “He’s going to be in terrible pain.”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. “And what do you have to do about it?”

    “Numb the pain,” Karalee said. “But I can’t do that without using a potion or a spell.”

    “Can’t you?” Emily felt a flicker of exasperation. “If you can’t complete the assignment without numbing the pain, you have to find a way to numb the pain. How can you do that?”

    “I can’t,” Karalee protested. “The magic in the painkilling...”

    Her voice trailed off. “I... can you... can you numb the pain without using magic?”

    “Yes,” Emily said, bluntly. “How do you think chirurgeons do it?”

    Karalee said nothing. Emily guessed she’d never thought about it. Healers regarded chirurgeons as butchers, when they thought about them at all. They simply couldn’t heal injuries and save lives with a wave of their hands. She’d seen the chirurgeons who’d accompanied the army, men who’d been forced to save wounded soldiers by amputating their arms or fitting them with wooden legs. They knew so little about germs that their makeshift hospitals were often more deadly than the battlefield. Even now, she’d found it hard to change things. Too many chirurgeons refused to even wash their hands before they went to work.

    “Go look it up,” Emily ordered, quietly. “And see if you can make it work.”

    She watched Karalee go, then leaned back in her chair. The chirurgeons were a long way from the doctors she’d known on Earth, but... the seeds had been sown. Given time, she was sure, they’d eventually develop all the skills she’d known and more. The chirurgeons and healers at Heart’s Eye were already working on combining their knowledge. A thought struck her and she reached for a notepad, writing a quick letter to Caleb. If he sent her a handful of tools and other items...

    If he has time, she thought. His last letter had warned that the facilities were dangerously overstretched. Heart’s Ease was expanding so rapidly there was a very real chance the town would start sprawling over the border. He might have other problems right now.

    She watched the girls as she considered other options. The common-born would have no trouble understanding the mundane viewpoint... perhaps. Emily grimaced. Frieda’s family had been horrifically abusive, to the point she didn’t want to go home. She wasn’t the only one who’d had problems... Emily wondered, suddenly, how many of those girls - and boys - would embrace magical supremacism. They’d see themselves as victims and they’d have a point. Hitler and Stalin and everyone who’d followed in their footsteps had done the same, damn them. Once they’d gotten their foot in the door, they wedged it open.

    Her lips quirked. The trouble with keeping an open mind is that something nasty might crawl in.

    Karalee returned, looking downcast. “There’s a painkilling brew that doesn’t require magic,” she said. “It’s supposed to work.”

    “It should,” Emily agreed. It wouldn’t work as well as a magic potion, from what she recalled, but it should numb the pain. “Will it trigger the curse?”

    “No,” Karalee said. She paused. “I don’t think so.”

    “It might be your best bet,” Emily said. “Of course, there are also non-magical ways to knock the patient out. You could keep him asleep while you fix both sets of damage and then wake him safely with magic. He’ll have a rough few hours, but at least he’ll be alive.”

    Karalee smiled. “I... I never thought about it...”

    “No,” Emily agreed. “Magic is wonderful. It does a lot for us. But magic can easily become a crutch. And once we become dependent on it, we find ourselves blind to other possibilities.”

    “But...” Karalee looked at her work. “What if it isn’t perfect?”

    Emily smiled. “What if a potion isn’t perfect?”

    “I’d know,” Karalee said. “I wouldn’t know about this... this liquid.”

    “Medicine,” Emily supplied. “And no, you wouldn’t. There are risks involved in brewing anything. It’s easier to spot something going wrong with a potion because the brew explodes or goes sour. But you can test the medicine to make sure it isn’t lethal without adding more than a trace of magic to the liquid.”

    “But that would still be enough to make healing him impossible.” Karalee’s face fell. “It doesn’t work. If I test the medicine, I render it useless. If I don’t, the patient might die because the medicine is useless anyway. I don’t...”

    Emily cocked her head. “Think it through,” she said. “How do you test the medicine without contaminating it?”

    “I don’t know,” Karalee said. “I...”

    She stopped. “I could separate some, couldn’t I? I could test and discard a batch and...”

    “Very good,” Emily said. She was tempted to point out that it was what alchemists were trained to do, when they weren’t brewing potions that could only be made in precise quantities, but she refrained. The message could be passed along later. “You’d be able to limit the risk of contamination if you test a small amount.”

    She leaned forward. “And you’d also be able to calculate roughly how much you should give the patient,” she added. “An overdose of medicine could be just as bad as an overdose of potion.”

    Karalee nodded and hurried back to her desk. Emily watched her go, wondering if the message would sink in. There was no way to solve the problem by using magic and magic alone. Mundane medicine did have its uses. And so did everything else. There was a staggering amount of things within the school that came out of mundane shops and workshops, from the paper notebooks to alchemical and enchantment tools. Damia was wrong. There was no way the magical society could isolate itself completely without cutting its own throat.

    I wonder if Dionne will figure out the answer, Emily mused. And what she’ll make of it.

    Emily finished her letter as the bell rang for bed, then dismissed the students and started to tidy up the classroom. There was the usual collection of markings on the desks, but nothing concerning Pendle. Emily was almost relieved. She’d seen too much about Pendle in the last few days. She finished cleaning up, then headed through the door and locked it behind her. There was nothing in the classroom worth taking - and almost no prestige to be won by breaking into the chamber - but she still had to lock it. The room provided the sort of challenge that appealed to the magical mindset.

    More to the adolescent mindset, she thought, amused.

    Her good humor vanished as she rounded the corner and saw Dionne standing at the foot of the stairwell, talking to Mistress Jens. Emily hesitated, then slipped past them and stopped as soon as she was out of sight. She should have been able to hear them easily, but someone - Jens, probably - had cast a privacy charm. Emily couldn’t help feeling that wasn’t a good sign. Jens had said nothing to her after their brief conversation, but... she knew, now, that Emily wouldn’t go along with her.

    I have to look up her past, Emily thought. And see if she really can become Headmistress.

    She walked up the stairs and stopped outside her room. The wards felt odd, as if someone had tried to break into the chamber. She frowned as she realized none of the trap spells had actually worked. Two of the spells had triggered... Emily frowned as she traced the magic. There’d been two intruders this time, the second undoing the trap spells almost as soon as they were cast. The pattern was weird, as if the intruders had combined very limited power with considerable understanding of magic. Emily didn’t think any of the students were that good. It would take years of practice for a low-power magician to be able to maximize her potential.

    Interesting, she thought. The inner defenses were still in place. The would-be intruder hadn’t even managed to scratch them. Who tried to break into my room and why?

    A nasty thought ran through her mind. Unless they did succeed and then rebuilt the wards to make me think they’d failed.

    The thought nagged at her as she stepped inside and looked around. Nothing had been touched, as far as she knew. She’d mentally noted the location of a dozen items and none of them had been moved. A skilled searcher might have been able to pick everything up, take a look at it and then put it back, but...

    She ran her hand through her hair as she sat down, finished the letter to Caleb and placed it in the box for posting tomorrow. Hopefully, Caleb would send her what she needed. If he didn’t... she smiled as she opened her bag and started to dig through the supplies. It was time to show everyone, not just Karalee, what mundanes could do.

    It might be the only way to outflank all three factions, she mused. It wouldn’t be easy, but... hopefully, her reputation would work in her favor. Let the students see they’re all flawed.


    Chapter Twenty-Five

    “WHAT THE...?”

    Emily hid her amusement as the girls entered the classroom, their eyes going wide as they saw the surprise waiting for them. She’d pushed the tables to one side, giving her more than enough room to display the items she’d been sent; she’d installed a large bathtub, two display stands and a handful of other oddities around the room. Damia had raised a whole series of objections, when Emily had explained what she had in mind, but reluctantly acceded when Emily had pointed out that the vast majority of the students wouldn’t be staying at Laughter or Pendle for the rest of their lives.

    “Stand against the wall,” she ordered, calmly. “And don’t touch anything until I give the word.”

    She studied then, savoring their bemusement. They didn’t know what to make of what she’d done. Good. Her eyes wandered across the girls, noting the puzzlement on Dionne’s face. Her cronies seemed equally unsure. They stared at the display stands and the two glass vases of flowers Emily had placed on them, artwork that looked as if they were worth a million crowns. Emily knew they were worth far less, but she’d gone to some trouble to pretty them up. She’d also wrapped the vases in so many protective charms that it would be difficult for a magician to touch them.

    The door closed on her command. She straightened, clasping her hands behind her back as she studied the group. They were still unsure of what was going on. Emily wondered what they were thinking, what ideas they had. It was hard to imagine. She knew what they were for, after all. The girls could be thinking along the correct lines or their minds could be wandering so far from the truth that she’d have problems following their logic. They weren’t stupid, but they lacked the insights and understandings she took for granted. She supposed they felt the same way about mundanes, too.

    “Tell me something,” she said, her eyes drifting across the class. “What are we going to be doing this afternoon?”

    “We’re going to take a bath?” Samantha was one of Dionne’s groupies, although she had the makings of an independent mind. “You’re going to bathe us?”

    Emily had to smile. “No,” she said. There were rituals that involved sharing water, but she’d been cautioned not to use them. “Anyone else?”

    Lillian stuck up a hand. “You’re going to show us curses on objects?”

    “We covered that last year,” Dionne snapped. “We’re not due to look at it again until...”

    “A better guess, but no.” Emily cut Dionne off. “I’m going to show you a handful of things. And then I want you to think about them. Pay close attention, because your homework for the class will include a detailed essay on just what you see today.”

    She walked to her desk and opened the box to reveal the toy steamboat. It looked incredibly crude, compared to the marvels of science and technology she’d seen on Earth, but it was a genuine work of art. The craftsman who’d put it together had done a wonderful job, given the limitations he faced. He’d installed a tiny furnace, a boiler, and a giant paddlewheel at the back. It looked like a riverboat from the antebellum south. It was hard to believe for some, Emily knew, that it was just a matter of time before the toy’s scaled-up sisters started making their way up and down the rivers, binding the Allied Lands together.

    The boat was heavier than she’d expected. She silently congratulated herself on having the foresight to test everything before she actually tried to show off. The girls watched, puzzled, as Emily lowered the toy steamboat into the water and let go. The steamboat was perfectly balanced. It wouldn’t sink.

    “It’s a toy,” Dionne said. “Why...?”

    “You’re half-right,” Emily agreed. “It is a toy. It’s also a demonstration model of a tiny steam engine. Watch. I will give a dozen crowns to the girl who catches me using magic.”

    She smiled as the girls peered closer. A dozen crowns would go a long way. Even the girls who could afford to write off a dozen crowns wanted the prize, if only for the pleasure of catching her out. They’d tell stories about the day they outwitted the Necromancer’s Bane... Emily felt her smile widen as she poured the oil into the furnace, then picked up a match and set fire to the oil. The girls wouldn’t believe she’d managed to slip something past them. They’d know, even if they didn’t want to admit it, that she hadn’t used magic.

    The flames grew, rapidly, heating the water. Emily said nothing as steam started to move through the valves, turning the paddles as it sought to escape. The girls gasped as the toy boat started, then glided forward. It was rough, very rough, but it worked. There wasn’t so much as a hint of magic in it. The bigger boats would be far more stable, she knew, with bigger boilers and far more effective steering. The toy bumped into the far side of the bath and slowly turned around.

    Emily looked up. “Who caught me using magic?”

    There was a brief, awkward silence. Emily waited, wondering if one of them would try to bluff. She had no intention of letting the bluffer get away with it, if she tried. Emily knew she hadn’t used magic. She’d gone over the boat in clinical detail, just to make entirely sure there wasn’t a trace of magic before she risked showing it to the girls. The craftsman was a master. She made a mental note, as the silence grew longer, to ensure he was paid extremely well. The example in front of her was more convincing than a hundred papers on the advantages of steam engines.

    “No one caught me,” Emily said, “because I didn’t use magic.”

    “It has to be magic,” Hannalore said. “How is it even running?”

    “There’s a fire in the furnace,” Emily said. “It heats the water in the boiler... what is, in effect, a giant kettle. The water turns to steam, which tries to escape through the valves” - she pointed to the funnel - “and turns the cogs, which in turn spin the paddles. It’s a little more complicated than that, and we’ll cover it later if you’re interested, but that’s the basic idea. And, as you can see, there’s no magic in it.”

    “It can’t steer, either,” Dionne pointed out. She sneered, but the look was unconvincing. “It’s just going from one side of the bathtub to the other.”

    “True,” Emily agreed, evenly. “This is a toy. The scaled-up models will have paddlewheels on each side. When the sailors want to change course, they’ll speed up one of the paddlewheels” - she demonstrated with her hands - “and the boat will turn. It isn’t wholly perfect, of course, but it’s far superior to a sailing ship on a river. Given time, they’ll beat sailing ships on the open sea, too.”

    She looked from face to face. “And this toy, this tiny version of something much larger, was built without magic.”

    “Incredible,” Lenore said. She leaned forward. “The boiler might burst, if the steam didn’t flow out, but you could put a charm on the boiler to keep it from happening...”

    “They’ve done that,” Emily said. “But you thought of it quicker than any of them.”

    Lenore glowed. Emily smiled as she watched them play with the boat for a long moment, then returned to her desk and pulled out the model railway engine. It was even smaller than the steamboat, made so carefully that it was a miracle it even worked. Emily suspected a little magic had been used to make the components, but the last traces had been absorbed into the ether long ago.

    “This is a little more complicated,” she said, as she placed the tiny railway locomotive on the ground. “The steam engine in this little beauty is too small to be really efficient, I’m afraid, but her scaled-up sisters can move at quite a clip. The craftsmen have an ongoing competition to produce the fastest railway engine in the world”- she smiled - “and none of them have any time to rest on their laurels. Given time, the continent will be linked together by railway lines and the world will become a smaller place.”

    She started the engine and watched as it inched across the floor. The girls were staring in stunned disbelief. Even Dionne had forgotten to sneer. Emily thought, just for a moment, that they looked years younger, as if they’d regained an innocence they’d lost without ever quite realizing what had happened. She’d seen other magicians have the same reaction. Jade and Caleb had both admired the railway engines... her lips quirked. It wasn’t just men who adored the ever-growing monsters of the lines.

    “You can play with it later, if you’re good,” she said, when the girls had all had a go touching it. They seemed unsure if it was a toy or a pet. “I’d like you to think, just for a moment, what it will mean to have railways linking the entire continent together. And what it means to have them built without magic.”

    She paused, then indicated the vases. “Who’s up for a challenge?”

    “Me,” Lillian said. “What do you want me to do?”

    Emily pointed at the first vase, wrapped in its protective wards. “Using magic, and magic alone, break that vase.”

    Lillian lifted her finger and cast a spell. It struck the wards and vanished harmlessly. Lillian sucked in her breath and cast a series of spells, each one flickering and flaring as it crashed into the wards before snapping out of existence. Emily nodded to herself - Lillian was stronger than she knew - and then motioned for Lillian to stop.

    “Anyone else?” Emily’s eyes swept the room. “Does anyone else want to try?”

    She waited. No one spoke.

    “I thought not,” Emily said. “The vase is heavily protected. Some of the charms I wove around it are tougher than anything you’ll learn here. They’re so tough that it would take a skilled charmsmith hours to untangle them. The vase is untouchable, right?”

    She motioned the girls back behind the wards, then reached into her bag and produced the revolver. “This is dangerous,” she said, “and dangerous in a manner you are ill-prepared to understand. If you mess with this without my permission, you will be in deep trouble... if you’re lucky. If you’re not lucky, you’ll be dead.”

    The revolver felt heavy as she pointed it at the first vase. “Watch.”

    She pulled the trigger. The vase shattered, pieces of glass flying in all directions. A handful struck the wards; the girls flinched as debris crashed down. The flowers fell a moment later, landing on the classroom floor and resting in a puddle of water. Emily smiled at their reaction. They’d seen wands used to store and project spells, but they understood wands. A gun was a very real outside context problem. And when they realized just what gunpowder weapons meant for the world...

    “The wards I cast do not block physical force,” Emily said. “I could have thrown a rock at the vase and smashed it, without using magic. A gun would kill an unprepared magic user as easily as a mundane. I’ve seen it happen. They get hit and they die, if their injuries aren’t treated quickly.”

    And someone presumably treated Jacqui, her thoughts added. What happened to her when she fled?

    She put the thought out of her head. “Note the second vase? What have I done to the wards?”

    “You made them solid,” Dionne said. She sounded as if she were trying to regain her confidence. “The... the gun wouldn’t break them.”

    Emily raised the gun, pointed it at the vase and pulled the trigger. The bullet ricocheted off the wards and cracked into the ceiling. “Correct,” Emily said. She glanced at Dionne. “Problem solved, right?”

    “You can’t hit the vase,” Dionne said. “It’s safe.”

    “Again, you’re half-right,” Emily said. She reached into her pocket and removed the special bullets. “The impact alone did weaken the wards. A series of hits would, eventually, take them down. A sorcerer who relies on his wards to protect himself will be, I’m sorry to say, sorry. If, of course, he lives long enough to be sorry. Craftsmen are already working on guns that spit out dozens, if not hundreds, of bullets. There isn’t a sorcerer alive who could stand up to such an attack.”

    She slotted the bullets into place, aimed and fired. The vase shattered.

    Emily turned back to the girls. “What happened?”

    She answered her own question. “Runes were carved into the bullets,” she said. “The runes tapped into the magic and smashed through the wards. The result? One smashed vase. And what do you think will happen if you were shot with a similar bullet?”

    “I’d die,” Olivia said.

    “Yes, you would,” Emily agreed. “Bullets are not kind. Fireballs actually do less damage because the heat cauterizes the wound. A bullet might not kill you, unless it hit something vital, but it would hurt you.”

    She paused. “And why do you think I’m showing you all these toys?

    “Some of you think you’re superior, because you have magic. You do have magic, which does give you an advantage, but it doesn’t make you invincible. A mundane with a gun can shoot you dead before you even realize you need to raise your wards. A mundane with an enchanted blade or a wand could kill you. A mundane with the wit to punch you in the face before you could cast a spell could rape or kill you. And the more you think you’re invincible, the less chance you’ll have of actually saving yourself.”

    The words hung in the air. “Any questions?”

    “If we’re stronger,” Dionne said finally, “why can’t we simply stop the mundanes from using these... guns?”

    “You can’t,” Emily said. “The secret is out and spreading. Every king who wants to keep his throne knows he has to build up a gunpowder army or his neighbors, the ones who have taken the time to build their own, will crush him. Or his lords will rebel and make it stick if they’re the ones who have the army. You might as well try to stop junior sorcerers from using fireballs. There’s no way you could enforce a complete ban. Too many people have an interest in improving gunpowder weapons and building up armies.”

    She smiled. “Trust me on this,” she added. Some would listen. Others would be far less willing to accept the truth. “The world is changing. And you have to change with it.

    “There’ll always be people who’ll stand up and say they want to go back to an idealistic past, a past that never truly existed. There’ll always be people who insist that things are not what they used to be, even though they never were. Those people were the lucky ones. They were the powerful kings and princes, the wealthy merchants and magicians and everyone else who had power. The rest of the world wasn’t so lucky. Yes, it’s easy to look back on those days and want to go back.”

    She paused. “But you don’t understand the reality. A thousand years ago, women were forbidden to learn magic. A thousand years ago, even the strongest magicians in the world stank like cesspits. A thousand years ago, people died of diseases we laugh at today. Many of you grew up in a safe world, where you had everything you needed. Your ancestors weren’t so lucky. And you’d change your mind if you had to go back and live there.”

    The bell rang for lunch. “I have one more point to make,” Emily said, before the students could make their escape. She held up the gun, then pointed to the steamboat bobbing in the bathtub. “These devices... none of them were designed or built by magicians. They were invented by people who couldn’t turn their enemies into toads or teleport halfway across the world in a flash of light. These people weren’t discouraged by their lack of magic. They saw it as a challenge instead, to find newer and better ways to do things.

    “These people were mundanes, yet they were hardly mundane.

    “They were ingenious. They were ingenious in a way that very few magicians truly are. You are the heirs to magical society, a society you didn’t build and barely know how to maintain; very few of you will devise an improvement on what you’ve already got, let alone build something new. These inventors were crippled, compared to you, yet they built something beyond your wildest imaginations. And some of them figured out ways to blur technology and magic into something far greater.

    “Some of you will scoff, when you’ve had a moment to think about it. Some of you will insist they’re just toys. Even the gun can be countered, if you have warning. Of course it can. And even the scaled-up versions may be of little real use... right?

    “Tell me... what use is a newborn baby?”

    Emily smiled at them as her words hung in the air. She couldn’t remember who’d first said that, back on Earth, but it hardly mattered. Babies were useless; grown men and women were very useful indeed. She wondered if they’d understand the real message. They had power, but not as much as they thought; they were smart, yet they weren’t the only ones who were smart. It had always struck her as a curious blind spot. Aristocrats refused to believe their servants had minds of their own until it was too late.

    “You have magic,” she said. She’d think about the rest later. “But are you truly superior?”


    Chapter Twenty-Six

    “HAVE YOU HEARD THE NEWS FROM Alluvia?”

    Emily blinked as Nadine sat next to her. “No, why?”

    “From what I heard, Aiden published a list of noblemen with ties to Red Rose,” Nadine said, with a grin. “King Jorlem is not happy.”

    “How terrible,” Emily said. She wasn’t much concerned. She’d met King Jorlem once - and she’d fought beside his son - but she didn’t have any close ties to his kingdom. “Who is Aiden?”

    “Famous broadsheet writer,” Nadine explained. “He digs up dirt on everyone and publishes it in his rag. Last week, he published a list of noblewomen who’d had bastard children and done their best to sweep the poor kids under the rug. This week... noblemen with foreign ties.”

    Emily rolled her eyes. It wasn’t uncommon for noblemen to own estates in two or more kingdoms. It created one hell of a headache for their monarchs, as it made it hard to determine which way the nobleman would jump if a dispute between the kingdoms turned into open violence, but it wasn’t her problem. Alassa had commented, in one of her letters, that most of the noblemen with dual loyalties had either fled Zangaria or died in the civil war. She’d taken advantage of their inability to show up at the coronation to confiscate their estates and redistribute them to her supporters.

    “I suppose it might be a problem,” she said, as she helped herself to porridge. “Why do you care?”

    “It’s funny.” Nadine winked. “And it serves them right.”

    Emily shrugged. It wasn’t as if aristocratic holdings were a state secret. She’d met aristocrats who’d invested in trade who’d insisted on keeping that a secret, but land? They’d brag about all they owned until everyone else was well past the point of being sick of it. Unless... she supposed it was possible the noblemen were receiving pensions and retainers instead. That suggested there was something underhanded about the whole affair.

    And Alluvia is right next to Dragon’s Den, she thought. It could turn into a problem for Whitehall.

    “I suppose,” she said. She didn’t really feel like talking. “Are you doing lessons later in the day?”

    “I have fly ball lessons,” Nadine said. “You want to come?”

    “No, thank you,” Emily said. “I have lessons, too.”

    She frowned as she surveyed the room. The girls were talking about the toy steamboat and railway locomotive, although the gun was far more world-shaking. Small groups formed and chatted, then broke up and reformed as more and more girls arrived from their beds. They’d cast enough privacy wards to make eavesdropping impossible, at least without breaking the spells openly and tipping them off. The wards even made lip-reading impossible.  Emily wondered, idly, what conclusions the girls were drawing. Did they understand the gun would turn their world upside down? Did they realize the railways would make the world a great deal smaller? Or did they think they were just toys?

    They might, Emily mused. What use is a newborn baby, indeed?

    She sensed a whisper of ice-cold magic and looked up, just in time to see Jens sweeping majestically into the room. The charms tutor’s face was so impassive that Emily knew she was furious. One of the girls had probably told Jens about the lesson, if the older woman hadn’t watched the girls experiment with the steamboat and locomotive in the hall after classes. There was a risk the girls would break the toys, Emily knew, but she didn’t mind. They needed to satisfy themselves there was no magic involved.

    And who knows what they’ll make of it, she thought, when magic is so much more satisfactory?

    She sighed, inwardly. A young student could do a great deal of damage with only a few months of education. It didn’t take that long to learn how to cast fireballs, freeze unwilling victims or turn them into frogs... she’d done that, but it had taken her a great deal longer to come to grips with the underlying logic dominating the spellwork. It was easy for a student to master a handful of spells, then drop out on the assumption she’d learnt everything they needed to learn. A witch with that attitude who looked at the toys might see them as nothing more, even though they represented an onrushing tidal wave of change.

    Jens said nothing as she sat down and started to eat. Emily wondered what was going through her head. Fear of the future? Dismissal of the so-called toys? Or what? She told herself it didn’t matter. The world would change, even if she dropped dead tomorrow. She’d unleashed a whole series of new concepts and encouraged others to build on them, stealing her ideas and making them their own. Her lips quirked in cold amusement. One thing she’d learnt at boarding school was that students would be a great deal more cunning if they thought they were getting one over their teachers. The artificers and craftsmen had no idea how little she cared about credit, as long as the ideas continued to spread. Let them think they’d bested her...

    A hand touched her shoulder. “Emily,” Damia said. “The headmistress wants to see you.”

    Emily tried not to jump. Damia had walked up behind her and Emily hadn’t heard a thing until it had been too late. She mentally kicked herself for not paying close attention to her surroundings. Damia could have had bad intentions... hell, there were students who probably would be quite happy if Emily ended up with egg on her face. Someone had certainly concealed a prank spell on her chair, in one of the classrooms. She still had no idea who.

    “Now?” Emily finished her drink and stood. “I’m coming.”

    Damia turned and led her out of the room, then up the stairs to the headmistress’s office. Emily followed the deputy headmistress, her mind churning rapidly. An early-morning summons was probably not good news. Was she in trouble? She hadn’t actually bothered to clear her lesson plan with her supervisor, if only because she’d been fairly sure Damia would strongly object. There were girls in Cockatrice who wanted to be engine drivers. Damia wouldn’t be pleased if the witches chose to join them.

    And some of the younger ones were clearly fascinated, Emily thought. She hadn’t understood the appeal of steam engines until she’d actually seen one. They were brutes, compared to electric or gas-powered locomotives, but she couldn’t deny they had a certain charm. They might start wondering if there’s more to life than magic and witchcraft.

    She schooled her face into a blank expression as she stepped into the headmistresses office, trying not to feel as if she were a schoolgirl who was about to be called on the carpet for a real or imagined misdeed. She might be young - Duchene was old enough to be her grandmother - but she was no schoolgirl. And she was carrying out her job.

    “Lady Emily,” Duchene said. “I’m sorry to inform you that we’ve already had complaints about your lesson.”

    Emily was tempted to play dumb and ask, in perfect innocence, just what was wrong with following the lesson plans laid down by her supervisor. It didn’t have to be the lesson... she shook her head, mentally. There was no point in wasting time.

    “Complaints?” Emily cocked her head. “Might I ask who from?”

    “Parents, mainly,” Duchene said. “And some of the Sisterhood.”

    That was quick, Emily thought. One of the students must have gone down to Pendle to send a message. Or used a chat parchment. Or Jens had sent the message herself. It would be a good way to hamper Emily, without showing her hand too openly. I wonder who she messaged and why.

    She clasped her hands behind her back and stood straighter. “Might I ask what these complaints actually are?”

    “That you have introduced outside ideas into the school,” Damia said, from behind her. The disdain in her voice was obvious. “And that you have seduced the girls into embracing technology.”

    You don’t have to make it sound like a curse, Emily thought, waspishly. In her experience, anyone who complained about modern technology had never had to live without it. There’d been times when she would have sold her soul for a shower or a microwave or even modern medicine. Just because you don’t like it doesn’t mean everyone has to agree with you.

    She kept her eyes on the headmistress. “I am hardly the first teacher to have brought outside ideas into the school,” she said. “And one of my duties, as outlined in the lesson plans, is to ensure the girls are aware of the outside world and its dangers.”

    “The parents feel you are leading their children astray,” Duchene said, bluntly. “What do you say to that?”

    Emily said nothing for a long moment. Duchene was caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. To refuse to listen to the parents would weaken her position, from what Emily had heard, but to take their words too seriously would give them too much power over the school. Emily grimaced. It wasn’t as if they didn’t have too much power already. Dionne and Penelope wouldn’t have gotten away with so much if their parents hadn’t had the power and influence to make their troubles go away.

    “It is better to confront an uncomfortable truth than pretend it doesn’t exist,” Emily said, finally. “One of those truths is that magic doesn’t make us invincible. Nor does it make us the font of all ideas and wisdom. The girls need to understand that now or they’ll be punched in the face by reality, when it finally catches up with them. And it will.”

    She pushed on before the headmistress could continue. “Another of those truths is that the world is changing, in ways both visible and not. The necromancers are effectively broken. The kingdoms are struggling to adapt to the brave new world. Knowledge is spreading, like it or not. You cannot isolate yourself completely from the rest of the world and you are not doing the girls any favors by pretending you can.”

    Damia cleared her throat, loudly. “You do not talk to the headmistress like that!”

    Emily clamped down on her anger before she could say something she’d regret. She couldn’t let herself be fired, not yet. She had to convince the girls that Jens was wrong and... she had to find out what was wrong in the school. If it really was an ideology, if it really was something that couldn’t be fought openly...

    Maybe I should duel Jens, she thought. I could put a bullet through her wards and see how she liked it.

    She allowed herself to lower her eyes. “The point has to be made, headmistress,” she said, gently. “The girls are not going to spend the rest of their lives in the school. They are not going to live in splendid isolation. They are not...”

    Duchene held up a hand. “Point taken,” she said. “What do you suggest I say to the parents?”

    “Right now, we have over forty parents demanding that you be ordered to leave the school,” Damia added. “They want us to move ahead with finding a replacement now, rather than let you see out the term.”

    Emily glanced at her. That many? Had Jens faked the letters? It was possible...

    She shook her head. “I thought you were searching for a replacement for Scarlett Robyn.”

    “We are,” Damia said, crossly. “But the list of candidates is very short.”

    You want someone with experience, yet someone who can also be dominated, Emily thought, nastily. Someone who knows their own worth, yet will let you take the lead at all times. A very rare combination indeed.

    She banished the thought with an effort. “You know I will not be here indefinitely,” she said, coolly. Void wouldn’t let her stay away much longer, even if she didn’t solve the mystery. “You may need to find someone capable of seeing out the year.”

    “We are looking,” Damia said. Her voice was tinged with exasperation. “And, like I said, the list is very short.”

    “I’m sure you can find a combat sorcerer or two who’d be happy to teach, at least for a few months,” Emily said. She wondered, suddenly, why Damia had been happy to accept Lady Barb. She was no shrinking violet. “You might even choose a man.”

    Damia’s eyes flashed. “Out of the question!”

    “We’re getting sidetracked,” Duchene said, firmly. “Lady Emily, what do you suggest I say to the parents?”

    A handful of answers ran through Emily’s mind, none of which would be very productive. “I think you should ask them for specific complaints,” she said, finally. It was easy to bitch and moan for hours without outlining the actual problem, let alone solutions. “And then we can try to answer them.”

    She took a breath. “And a more general answer,” she added, “would be that the girls need to keep abreast of changes in the world. One doesn’t need to understand how a steam engine works in great detail to understand that it can, and it will, change the world. The girls have to be aware of them, and everything else. Firearms, for example.”

    “Firearms, which allow mundanes to pose a threat to us,” Damia said. Her voice was cold and hard. “You were a fool to invent them.”

    “From a certain point of view” - Emily smiled - “you might just be right.”

    Damia glared. “What were you thinking?”

    “I was thinking about the orcish hordes,” Emily said. “I was thinking about how hard it is to stop a charge, even with magic... even with the necromancer being hundreds of miles away. I was thinking...”

    “Enough,” Duchene said. “There are parents who feel their daughters shouldn’t be learning about such things.”

    Emily felt her temper flare. “It has been my experience,” she said, biting off every word, “that trying to conceal something obvious breeds resentment... and trouble.”

    “Indeed?” Damia said. “And who are you to make such judgements?”

    “There are parents who do not discuss certain things with their children,” Emily said. She winced at a memory she would have preferred to forget. “My mother never told me that I would bleed once a month, when I entered adolescence. I thought I was dying! And there are books that pretend things don’t exist, even when they do. I read a medical textbook that insisted there was no such thing as a vagina!”

    She took a breath. “Who in their right mind would believe anything written inside such a book?”

    “That may be true,” Damia said. “But it isn’t an answer.”

    “No,” Emily agreed. She took a moment to compose herself. “You asked me to teach defense, as well as everything else. And an important part of defense is knowing how to recognize a threat when you see it. Swords and spears and suchlike are obviously dangerous. A gun might seem less so. A witch might look at a gun being pointed at her and laugh, because she doesn’t realize the danger. It doesn’t even look like something that might be thrown at her. If I don’t teach the girls about dangers, they might not recognize a real danger.”

    “And you do that by shaking their confidence in their magic?” Damia leaned forward. “Or their ability to defend themselves?”

    “They can only defend themselves against bullets if they recognize the threat,” Emily countered. “And unjustified confidence is asking for trouble.”

    She looked back at the headmistress. “A school is a very artificial environment,” she said. “At Whitehall...”

    “You’re not at Whitehall now,” Damia muttered.

    Emily ignored her. “At Whitehall, older students are not permitted to bully their juniors,” she said. “The younger students therefore have time to develop without being knocked down by students who have had much more time to develop their magic. The outside world is much less kind. It’s quite easy for someone to walk out of school, or aristocratic education, and get hammered by someone who doesn’t follow the same rules. And why should they? The rules outside the school are rarely enforced. If the girls believe their magic makes them invincible, they’ll find out they’re wrong at the worst possible time.”

    “I see.” Duchene smiled. “And you’d have me tell that to the parents?”

    “Yes,” Emily said.

    “And what would you have me say,” Duchene said, “when they press for you to be fired?”

    Emily considered it. “You could always ask for a volunteer to do my job.”

    Damia made a sound that was almost, but not quite, a snort. Emily hid her amusement. The idea of a parent from the magical aristocracy volunteering to be a junior tutor was about as likely as an aristocratic lout deciding to sell flowers in the market for a living. It wasn’t going to happen. The parents would probably be mollified if they were told Emily would be leaving at the end of the year, if not before. Her successor would be seen as an improvement just for not being her.

    “I’ll inform them of your arguments,” Duchene said, tiredly. She suddenly looked a great deal older. “And I suggest you go prepare for your lessons.”

    “I will,” Emily said. She would have liked to spend more time talking about the promise of technology, but she couldn’t. “I’ll see you this evening.”

    She dropped a curtsey and headed back to her room, pausing long enough to check in the mailbox. There were a handful of letters for her, including one from Jan. Emily picked it up and opened it, undoing the charm with a flick of her finger. She couldn’t help a thrill of excitement as she read the short message. Jan was coming to Pendle to see her. He’d already booked a room at the inn.

    Master Lucknow must be busy, Emily thought. She had to smile. And it’s easier to set up a date when I get the weekend off. 


    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    “YOU LOOK LIKE YOU’VE BEEN THROUGH the wringer,” Jan said, as he stood to greet her. “Are the witches really that bad?”

    Emily sighed as she hugged him, then sat down. She’d honestly thought she wasn’t going to make it for lunch, even though she had Saturday free. Damia had kept piling more and more tasks on her, on the grounds it made it easier for Emily to walk around the school without her presence causing comment. She’d even had to patrol the corridors after Lights Out, which meant she’d only had a few hours of sleep before breakfast. The only upside was that she’d quietly turned a blind eye to a handful of younger girls raiding the kitchens for a midnight feast.

    “They’re... different,” Emily said, finally. “They’re so much like the students I remember that the differences, when I see them, are disconcerting even when they don’t catch me by surprise.”

    “It’s an all-girls school,” Jan pointed out. “I’m sure there’d be quite a few differences.”

    “It isn’t just that,” Emily said. “I’m a teacher. I’m only a year or so older than the oldest students in the school, but there’s a huge gulf between us. They see me as an adult.”

    Jan gave her an odd look. “You are an adult.”

    “Yes, but... they see me as something different,” Emily said. “It’s just... odd.”

    “It could be worse,” Jan said. “We had a tutor who thought he was one of the boys. Shared our jokes, laughed at the other teachers, flirted with the girls... no one really liked him, because he was trapped midway between being a child and an adult. He was completely useless.”

    “I suppose,” Emily said. Void had talked about someone similar. She wondered idly if it was the same person. “It just feels odd.”

    “That’s probably why most teachers are older,” Jan said, after a moment. “They’re not so inclined to think of themselves as young.”

    “Sounds about right,” Emily said. She signaled the waiter and ordered Kava. Strong Kava. “What happened to him?”

    “I think he was encouraged to transfer to another school,” Jan said. “Or possibly transfer himself a very long way away.”

    Emily had to smile as she rubbed her forehead. She’d never really liked socializing in large groups and yet it felt wrong to be excluded. It was hard to remember, sometimes, that she was no longer one of the girls. She couldn’t slap Dionne down, no matter how much the little brat and her cronies deserved it. She certainly couldn’t expect an invitation to the midnight feast. They were for students, not teachers. She had the feeling it would be a great deal harder if she’d stayed at Whitehall and taught there.

    Maybe later, she thought. It would have to wait until Gordian died or moved on. Maybe a lot later.

    The waiter returned, eying Emily worriedly as he placed a large pot of Kava in front of her. Emily didn’t blame him. There hadn’t been any incidents since Penelope had been marched back to the school and grounded - a slap on the wrist, as far as everyone else was concerned - but the fear was palpable. Emily suspected it was just a matter of time before the local population started to move out, if they could find somewhere to go. Most of their wealth was tied up in shops and houses, both tied permanently to Pendle. The emigrants wouldn’t have much more than the clothes on their backs, unless they found a new way to earn money. Heart’s Eye was about the only place that would take them without question...

    That might not be true any longer, Emily reflected. Cat’s looking for settlers, and he’s not the only one.

    She sipped her Kava, allowing Jan to carry the conversation. There weren’t many people in the dining room, no guests or student witches or anyone. Emily had a nagging feeling that boded ill. Pendle was famous for more than just witches. The roads leading through the mountains were largely clear of bandits, unlike the other roads. If caravans had stopped coming through...

    “And so I think I cracked the spell,” Jan said, finally. “It worked very well.”

    Emily allowed herself a smile. “Well done,” she said. “What did Master Lucknow say?”

    Jan looked pained. “I don’t know yet,” he said. “He’s been busy with... something. I’m starting to wonder if I should seek out another master.”

    “He’ll throw a fit,” Emily predicted. “You’d be better off waiting...”

    “I can’t wait,” Jan said. “I need a mastery to proceed and I can’t get a mastery without a master.”

    “Then tell him to honor his obligations to you,” Emily said. “Didn’t he swear the oaths?”

    “Your master let you come here and play teacher,” Jan pointed out. “Master Lucknow is not - technically - breaking any oaths.”

    Void didn’t swear any oaths, Emily thought. Why not?

    “And all he says, every time I ask, is that he has to solve a hundred other problems,” Jan said, crossly. “My apprenticeship has slowed down at the worst possible time.”

    “Yeah,” Emily agreed. She took a sip of her drink, ignoring the sour taste. “What’s he doing?”

    “I don’t know,” Jan said. “He’s been holding all sorts of meetings. He hosted Grandmaster Gordian last week, had me bowing and scraping throughout the entire dinner and then dismissed before they got down to the real conversation. And the night before that he spoke to Lady Linnet. Her daughter is old enough to marry, apparently. She was at pains to suggest I consider her as a possible bride.”

    Emily’s eyes narrowed. “Dionne?”

    “Yes.” Jan looked uncomfortable. “I said I was in a relationship...”

    “I know Dionne,” Emily said. “She’s a brat.”

    Jan flushed. “I said I was in a relationship,” he said. “And she wasn’t impressed.”

    “I imagine so,” Emily agreed. She wondered, idly, what Dionne would say if she were ordered to marry Jan. It would teach her a lesson, Emily supposed. There was no way Dionne would consider Jan an acceptable partner, even though he had strong magic and powerful connections. And Dionne... would she have the courage to say no? Emily had no idea. Melissa had, and it had cost her far too much. “Poor you. Poor her.”

    “I’m not that ugly,” Jan said, in mock anger. “Am I?”

    “No.” Emily hesitated, then asked a question that had been bothering her for the last week. “Jan... do you believe in magical supremacy?”

    Jan hesitated. “What’s the right answer?”

    Emily made a rude gesture. “The truth, whatever it happens to be.”

    “It is inarguable that we have power,” Jan said, finally. “But... I don’t believe it makes us superior. I’ve known too many mundanes to believe they’re inferior. The idea they’re nothing more than animals is absurd.”

    His lips twitched. “And if they are, it puts the young magicians who spent their weekends whoring in a very different light.”

    Emily grimaced. “Thank you for that pleasant thought.”

    “You’re welcome.” Jan tipped a nonexistent hat. “More seriously, Master Lucknow firmly believes we have the right to rule. No, that we should rule, that we must rule. He’s very insistent that mundanes cannot be trusted to rule themselves. He’s not a bad person, Emily; he thinks he’s doing the right thing.”

    “The road to the seven hells is paved with good intentions,” Emily misquoted. She was disappointed in Master Lucknow. He’d fought beside soldiers with muskets and cannons and watched as they broke an orcish charge. “Why does he feel that way?”

    “I don’t know,” Jan said. “We’ve never really talked politics.”

    Emily frowned. Apprentices were supposed to support their masters in all things, even after they became masters themselves. Void was a law unto himself in such matters, but Master Lucknow... she was surprised he hadn’t made more of an effort to get Jan on his side. Had he been blindsided by the sudden end of the Necromantic War? Or had he realized that Jan and Emily were growing closer and pulled back? Or... did he simply not care? Jan was an apprentice. Jan’s opinions were effectively meaningless, at least until he became a master in his own right. There were limits to how much he could disobey his master.

    “I’m sure he’ll tell you, sooner or later,” Emily said. She yawned. “I’m sorry.”

    Jan smiled. “I did book a room for us to sleep, but I’m starting to think you really need to sleep.”

    “I must be tired,” Emily said. “That almost sounds funny.”

    She signaled the waiter and asked for the menu, then ran her eye down the long list of dishes. Most of them were variations on a theme - chicken in white sauce, chicken in red sauce, chicken in garlic or mushroom or chili sauce - but there were more unique dishes than she’d expected. She guessed the innkeeper or his cook was a magician, capable of cooking a meal and putting it in stasis until it was actually needed. There were no burgers or pizzas or anything new on the list, she noted. The trend for newer meals probably hadn’t reached the inn yet.

    And most of the people who stay here will be very traditionalist, Emily thought, as she picked a simple chicken stew and handed back the menu. Jan chose a beef pie. They won’t want something newfangled like burgers and fries.

    “I’ll go straight back to the school afterwards,” she said. “I’m not on duty. Not until Monday.”

    “You could always stay a day,” Jan pointed out. “Or teleport further away.”

    Emily found herself considering it. She wasn’t on duty. Pendle had very little to attract her, save perhaps for the bookshops. She could teleport to Zangaria or Heart’s Eye or anywhere... she owed it to herself to visit Sergeant Miles. Lady Barb hadn’t written back to her. That bothered Emily, more than she wanted to admit to anyone else. Lady Barb was rarely so quiet.

    The waiter returned, carrying two dishes which he placed in front of them. Emily smiled tiredly, then tucked in. The food was blander than she’d expected, probably a reflection of just how few inns there were in Pendle. There weren’t many other places for short-term visitors, even without the risk of getting hexed by the witches. Emily was fairly sure the inn would be safe. People who intended to visit the school normally stayed at the inn.

    She tried not to yawn as she ate. Jan had come a long way to see her. She wasn’t sure if he’d teleported, or used a portal and walked up to Pendle, but either way it couldn’t have been easy. He deserved better than a... she yawned, helplessly.  She really hadn’t had anywhere near enough sleep.

    Jan eyed her, concerned. “Do you want to go to bed? I mean... really to bed?”

    Emily shook her head. “I’ve drunk too much Kava,” she said. She eyed the empty pot and thought about ordering more. “I’ll have to try to stay awake until I get back to the school.”

    She changed the subject, quickly. “What do you make of Pendle?”

    “I had a brief look around,” Jan said. “It’s not as... interesting... as the stories suggest.”

    “I’m pretty sure most of those stories were made up by teenage boys,” Emily said. “Or your old tutor.”

    “Nah,” Jan said. “They’re not disgusting enough.”

    He laughed, then turned serious again. “That said, there’s definitely a hint that something’s going wrong. People are walking on eggshells. I’ve felt the same in magical quarters across the world, but there... people don’t have to walk near a magician’s house. There are people who will go well out of their way to avoid walking past, even though it very rarely goes wrong.”

    Emily frowned. “It feels as if something has already gone wrong.”

    It has, her thoughts added.

    Jan tightened the privacy ward. “Do you want to talk about it?”

    “It’s hard to put into words,” Emily said. “The girls... many of them have been taught that magicians have the right to rule mundanes...”

    “A common belief,” Jan pointed out.

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. “But they are starting to act on it. And some of the teachers are just going along with it, when they’re not encouraging it.”

    And we still don’t know if there’s an outside influence behind it, Emily added, in the privacy of her own mind. The fact that it suddenly became a great deal worse suggests so...

    She scowled. The world had changed overnight, the moment the necromancers had been broken. Void and Lady Barb had made that clear. Too many long-buried problems were bubbling up, too many unresolved disputes were threatening to turn into outright wars... she gritted her teeth at the thought. She could see why border disputes might get out of control, now the necromancers were gone, but why would trouble break out at Laughter? The school was far enough from the Craggy Mountains to be relatively untouched by the war. If anywhere, it was Whitehall she’d have expected to develop problems. That school had been the cork in the bottle...

    “I’ve been trying to show them that mundanes have more up their sleeves than just their arms,” she added. “But it’s hard to show them the truth because... they just don’t have the experience to understand what they’re seeing.”

    “Something that is true in the other direction,” Jan pointed out. “Master Lucknow thinks nothing of teleporting across the entire planet, just to attend a dinner party. A common-born magician might not be able to imagine having friends in the next village, let alone on the other side of the world. They don’t understand us and we don’t understand them.”

    “I know,” Emily said. It was easy to forget sizable chunks of the world existed if you could fly - or teleport - from place to place. “But it’s frustrating.”

    “You grew up in a world of magic,” Jan pointed out. “How much do you know without knowing you know it? How much do you know because it’s common knowledge, because you picked it up without really realizing what you’d learnt? And how much do you assume everyone else knows because you don’t understand you had to learn it too?”

    He shrugged. “There’s a lot about being a girl that you understand instinctively and I do not,” he added. “I wouldn’t know about it until you told me.”

    “And the same would be true in reverse,” Emily agreed. “What is it like being a boy?”

    Jan laughed. “I can’t put it into words,” he said. “Can you?”

    Emily shrugged. She’d known boys at school who’d thought girls were little more than receptacles for their lusts and boys who’d thought the girls had an easier time of it, girls who’d thought the boys were mindless brutes and girls who’d insisted the boys had easier lives... she shook her head. The grass was always greener on the other side of the hill. It was easy to dismiss what you had and envy others, unaware the others envied you.

    “You don’t know how the world works for me,” Jan added. “And I don’t know how it works for you.”

    If I’d been a boy, I’d probably be dead by now, Emily thought. Jade and Cat certainly wouldn’t have been so friendly if I’d still been forced into Martial Magic.

    She put the thought aside. “So how does one tackle something like that?”

    “With difficulty,” Jan said. “If you talk about mundanes being... limited... by their lack of magic, you’ll boost those who think magicians are superior. I don’t know how to tackle it. It would be a mess.”

    “I know.” Emily stared at her empty plate. “I showed them some technology, but... they didn’t see how it will grow.”

    “I’ve been an apprentice long enough to know that openly defying my master is foolish,” Jan said. “Masters are a prideful bunch - yours as well as mine. Stand up to them and you get thrashed... not because you’re wrong, but because you’ve challenged their authority and that cannot be borne. Do it in public and it will be a thousand times worse. The trick is to let them reason out that they were wrong and then find a way to rationalize backing down to themselves. If you push them, it only makes them more determined to stand their ground.”

    “It’s not the same,” Emily said.

    “Not quite,” Jan agreed. “You’re dealing with an entrenched belief. The more you insist on it, the more people will instinctively oppose you. Not so much because they’re firmly wedded to the concept as because they want to keep their independence. And because you’re a teacher, it becomes harder to point out the problems without using your authority as a club to batter people into submission. Give them time to reason their way into agreeing with you.”

    “That could take longer than I have,” Emily said. “I’m not going to stay here.”

    “Then you just need to plant a few seeds,” Jan said. “And see if they grow into something wonderful.”

    He grinned. “And try to understand why they feel the way they do,” he added. “You can’t prescribe solutions if you don’t understand the problem.”

    “I know that,” Emily said. “I... I just don’t know how to solve the problem.”

    “Think about it,” Jan advised. “If you know why someone feels the way they do, you can tune your arguments to their concerns and - perhaps - overcome them. If you just flail around like an idiot, you’ll just” - he grinned - “flail around like an idiot.”

    “I think I understand why,” Emily said. “I just don’t know how to counter it.”

    She shook her head. “If someone thinks he is manifestly superior for good reason,” she added, “how do you convince him he isn’t?”

    Jan raised an eyebrow. “Does that make him superior?”

    “No,” Emily said. “But...”

    And then she heard the shouting outside.


    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    “STAY HERE,” EMILY SAID, AS SHE stood. The inn’s wards were vibrating, as if someone was pinging spells at them just to irritate everyone inside. Emily wasn’t connected to the wards and she could still feel it, like raindrops splattering on the roof. “Don’t come out unless I call.”

    Jan nodded, curtly. Emily gritted her teeth as she pushed open a door and stepped outside. It looked like a full-scale riot. A girl lay on the ground, bleeding from a nasty head wound; another was sitting, pressing one hand to her chest. The remainder - including Bernadette and Hannalore - were hurling hexes in all directions. Emily felt sick as she saw the frogs hopping on the paving stones, a grim reminder that everyone who lived in the town did so on sufferance. And yet... she saw a handful of men holding charmed weapons, using them to shield themselves from the hexes. They were keeping their distance, but they weren’t running...

    They should have lost by now, Emily thought. The riot - if it was a riot - had set fire to a handful of buildings, flames licking from house to house. Emily hoped to God they hadn’t set fire to an apothecary. That would be an utter disaster. What the hell happened...?

    Her eyes narrowed as she sensed the wards surrounding the witches. Dionne - it struck her, suddenly, that Dionne was nowhere to be seen - and her cronies had actually been paying attention. They’d cast wards to shield themselves against solid objects, from stones and bricks to bullets... Emily would have been impressed, if they’d thought it through a little more. They’d effectively penned themselves into a trap. It would have been bad enough even if they hadn’t cast wards that required constant maintenance, draining their magic until it ran dry. She shuddered to think what Sergeant Miles would have said, if she’d done it in class. Being trapped by the enemy was one thing, but trapping yourself was quite another.

    Jens was supposed to be on duty, she thought, looking from side to side. Where is she?

    A nasty thought struck her. Jens might even have encouraged this riot...

    Emily stepped forward and gathered her magic, then projected it out hard enough to get everyone’s attention. The witches stared at her, their faces a mixture of indignation and naked fear. There was still no sign of Dionne - or Jens. Emily couldn’t help finding that ominous. Where were they?

    She kept projecting power, even though she knew it was going to cost her. “What is the meaning of this?”

    The witches started talking in a body, talking over each other as they tried to gabble out an explanation. The townspeople started to talk a moment later, their words blending together into a headache-inducing nightmare... Emily gritted her teeth and cast the strongest silencing charm she could. Quiet fell, like a hammer. She could see Hannalore saying something, her lips moving soundlessly. Emily couldn’t tell if she was too angry to think straight or if she was trying to get the message across anyway. It didn’t matter.

    “Everyone stay still,” she ordered. “And wait!”

    She walked to the injured witches and swore under her breath. The first girl had been hit in the head by... something. The wound was bleeding badly. Emily hastily put her into stasis until the healers could take a look at her, knowing it might be already too late. Head wounds could be very unpleasant even if they weren’t immediately fatal. There were too many horror stories about wounded magicians going mad. Healers could do much, but they couldn’t treat brain damage. The Nameless World had shied away from any form of mental health care.

    “Hold still,” she ordered the second girl. She’d been hit in the gut by a wooden stake. “I’m going to put you into stasis, too.”

    She cast the spell, then straightened up and carefully started to dismantle the silencing charm.  Sound rushed in, crackling echoing through the air as the flames continued to spread from house to house. Emily muttered a spell under her breath, trying to stem the flames as much as possible. It was hard to know what to do. There were no spells that could make it rain, not without a ritual she didn’t have the time or numbers to perform.

    “Lady Emily,” Hannalore said. “They attacked us!”

    “You attacked us,” a shopkeeper shouted back. “They went...”

    “They started throwing stones,” an oily voice said. Emily turned to see Dionne hurrying towards her friends. “They started it.”

    “You weren’t there,” Emily said. She bit down hard on her temper as she saw Jens coming up from behind. Where the hell had she been? “Mistress Jens, escort these students back to the school. I’ll deal with the aftermath.”

    Jens gave Emily a look that said, very clearly, you don’t get to give me orders. Emily hid her amusement, although she knew - if she’d wanted to keep the teaching post - a senior tutor could make life very difficult for her. Jens couldn’t defy her openly, not without breaking the united front the tutors were supposed to show in front of students and townspeople alike. The older woman scowled and started snapping orders, then casting spells to levitate the injured students and take them to the castle. Emily prayed, silently, that they’d be fine. It felt wrong, somehow, that she couldn’t remember their names.

    She gritted her teeth as she looked at the frogs, hoping the witches had used basic spells. If they’d used something more complicated... she’d heard some of the younger witches discussing transformation spells that required the caster to kiss the victim if they wanted to lift the spell. She shuddered in disgust as she mustered a cancellation spell, then cast it with an effort. The spells broke, leaving men and women scattered all over the pavement. They all looked stunned.

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

    Emily had to fight to keep from swaying. “I’m not sure,” she admitted. Right now, Dionne and her cronies would probably be getting their stories straight. Dionne hadn’t been there... Emily scowled. Cold logic insisted Dionne couldn’t be responsible for everything, but it was hard to believe. “Help me put out the fires and clean up the mess.”

    She nearly lost her balance as she started to cast another set of spells. The townspeople ran, setting up a bucket chain to put out the fires. Emily tried not to wince at the glances they shot her, when they thought she wasn’t looking. She’d met people who idolized her and people who didn’t have the slightest idea who she was - and refused to believe her, because she looked nothing like her portraits - and even people who’d disliked her... and none of it was as bad as the looks the townsfolk were shooting her. She felt like an intruder, or worse. They were scared of her. They were...

    “You need to rest,” Jan said, stiffly.

    “I need to find out what happened,” Emily said. She glanced around, hoping to find someone who looked reliable. The innkeeper was standing by his door, but she knew he hadn’t seen anything. “Where did it start?”

    “There, perhaps,” Jan said. He pointed to a blackened ruin that had once been, if Emily recalled correctly, a general store. “It’s in the center of the chaos.”

    Emily nodded and headed over to the men who were carting pieces of debris out of the store. The woman standing by the door giving orders looked up and saw her, a scowl crossing her face that suggested she wanted to tell Emily to go to hell - or worse - and didn’t quite dare. Emily shuddered, seeing the woman’s future in her bleak eyes. She was going to leave as soon as she sold what was left of her shop...

    “What happened?” Emily tried to sound compassionate, even though she was falling asleep on her feet. “I need to know.”

    The woman winced. “They didn’t want to wait in line,” she said. “They pushed their way to the front. Someone objected and they hexed him. His friend threw a stone. Everything exploded from there.”

    Perhaps literally, Emily said. She’d seen riots before, but none of them had done so much damage so quickly. And none of them had remained so concentrated, either. The more she looked at the damage, the more she noticed how odd it looked. The rioting hadn’t spread out of control and devastated the whole town. What really happened here?

    She scowled as she nodded her thanks and turned away. Her head felt as if it were full of cotton wool. The Kava was catching up with her. She considered, briefly, going back to Jan’s room, purging herself and sleeping for hours. He’d understand... probably. But she’d pay for it later. She needed to stay awake long enough to make sure she slept at the right time or she’d wake up with teleport lag. She was lucky she didn’t have anything to do on Sunday. 

    I didn’t have anything to do, she corrected herself, as she walked towards the road leading to the school. Tomorrow is likely to be a very busy day.

    Jan walked beside her. “Do you want me to levitate you?”

    Emily was too tired to laugh. “Do I look that bad?”

    “You look like you’re on the verge of going to sleep,” Jan said. “I can carry you up to the castle...”

    “They don’t like men up there,” Emily said. “And some of them are just looking for a chance to put a knife in me.”

    “Remind them you killed umpteen necromancers,” Jan said. “And add an extra one to the list every time they prod you.”

    “That doesn’t help,” Emily said. “They want to make a show of not being intimidated by me.”

    She concentrated on remaining upright as she made her way up the road. It was easier to keep going once she was out of the town, the clear air soothing her lungs. She spotted a handful of despondent students ahead of her, walking rather than flying. She suspected Jens had ordered everyone back to the school, rather than just the ones involved in the riot. That was clever of her. Emily had heard enough muttering to know it would be very bad for any witch who got caught alone, even if she had her magic. The townspeople knew a stone had been enough to take down a witch.

    And they might have damaged her permanently, Emily thought. There’s nothing that can be done about permanent brain damage.

    She shivered, helplessly. She’d lost her magic and that had been bad, but at least she’d still been able to think. Losing her mind... she wondered, suddenly, if she would have lost her mind. It tended to go with losing one’s magic...

    Jan squeezed her hand. “Are you alright?”

    Emily glanced at him, blearily. When had he taken her hand? When had... she shook her head. Her mind was wandering. She was tempted, very tempted, to ask him to take her back to the inn. She could stay with him and... she ground her teeth. There was no guarantee she’d be able to meet him in town, not now. God alone knew what was going to happen at the school.

    “No,” she confessed. She knew she should tell him to leave her, remind him that the witches really didn’t like uninvited men entering their domain, but she needed him. “I really should have stayed in bed.”

    “You could have gone to bed with me,” Jan said. “But then we’d probably have been woken by the inn burning down.”

    Emily gave him a hug as they reached the edge of the wards. “I’ll try and see you tomorrow,” she said. “If not... I’ll write. Promise.”

    Jan kissed her, lightly. “Do you want me to look around the town? Try to get a sense of the mood?”

    “Please,” Emily said. “I need...”

    Someone cleared her throat. She looked up to see Damia, standing on the far side of the wards. “I’ll take you from here, Emily,” Damia said. She glanced at Jan, her eyes narrowing in recognition. “You are dismissed.”

    “Of course, My Lady,” Jan said. “Right away, My Lady.”

    Emily would have smiled at Damia’s tart expression if she hadn’t been so tired. She hadn’t realized how much she’d been depending on Jan to hold her up until he let her go. It took her all the determination she could muster to stand - Damia made no attempt to help her - and step through the wards. The older woman looked distracted, as if she was being bothered by something she didn’t want to share. Emily waited, wishing Damia would just get on with it. She wanted a bath and bed, perhaps not in that order.

    “You shouldn’t bring your gentleman callers up here,” Damia said, stiffly. “You’d be giving the girls entirely the wrong impression.”

    “And I wouldn’t have needed his help if the girls hadn’t decided to start a riot,” Emily said. It was hard to keep a civil tongue in her head. “What are you teaching those brats?”

    Damia gave her a sharp look, but said nothing as they made their way back to the school. The gates were closed and locked, powerful wards crackling around them that only parted when Damia pressed her fingers against the side door. The courtyard was completely empty. The building seemed wrapped in silence. She couldn’t even hear girls playing in the rear courtyard, their voices carrying on the wind...

    “There’ll be a staff meeting tomorrow morning,” Damia said, as they made their way through empty corridors. “Until then, the girls have been confined to their dorms. The sixth-year students will be charged with taking food from the kitchens to the dorms. As I’m going to be needed elsewhere, I’d like you to supervise my charges.”

    “I’m in no state to do anything,” Emily said. It was hard to muster the energy to put one foot in front of the other. “I need to sleep before I fall over.”

    “That is an order,” Damia insisted. “And you will carry it out.”

    Emily gritted her teeth. “I can’t,” she said. She had no idea what Damia was playing at, but she found it hard to care. The older woman didn’t have to do more than look at her to know she was in bad shape. “I’ll take a shift tomorrow, if you want, but I can’t handle anything more today.”

    She stumbled forward, barely aware of Damia’s gaze burning into her back. The stairs felt like a towering skyscraper, an endless set of steps that blurred in and out of her vision as the rest of the world darkened. She kept going, calling on all her discipline until she reached her room, threw open the door and barely had a chance to close it before collapsing onto the bed. Her entire body felt like she’d gone through hell...

    Her stomach grumbled, jarring her awake. The room was dark and cold. Emily stared around in confusion, then understood. It was dark outside. She rolled over and sat up, her magic too drained to cast a light spell. The aches and pains were maddening. It felt as if she’d been beaten half to death. 

    She frowned as she stepped forward and peered out of the window. The stars were bright - familiar now, after seven years - but the mountains were dark... no, she could see faint hints of light in the shadows. The vague shape of the ruined castle was barely visible, yet... there were lights darting amongst the ruined stones. The Other Folk? Or witches who’d sneaked out after Lights Out? There was always someone who felt the rules didn’t apply to them.

    Someone rapped on the door. Emily stood and brushed down her dress - it felt filthy, but she hadn’t had time to get undressed - and opened the door. Light rushed in, bright enough to hurt her eyes. Brier stood there, holding a tray. Emily gaped at her, her mind spinning. Brier looked, for a moment, utterly timeless...

    Brier smiled. “May I come in?”

    Emily stepped to one side, a silent invitation that wasn’t quite an invitation. Void had taught her the importance of not issuing blanket invitations, particularly in areas where humans were scarce or completely absent. Who knew what might be out there, just waiting for a single careless human to invite him in? Brier showed no sign of problems as she stepped into the room and placed the tray on the desk. If anything, she seemed rather too amused.

    “You’d better eat,” Brier said. “Did you manage to sleep?”

    “A little,” Emily said. “It was mid-afternoon a moment ago.”

    “You must have been tired,” Brier said. “Damia was unhappy your boyfriend helped you walk home. She thinks it sends quite the wrong message.”

    Emily scowled as she sat at the desk and opened the tray. “And what business is it of hers?”

    Brier laughed. “There’s a kind of mindset that insists it has the right to pass judgement on everything,” Brier said. “And I’m afraid Lady Damia has that in spades.”

    That’s her problem, Emily thought, crossly. It isn’t as if the girls saw us making love.

    She shook her head and dug into the food. “What happening outside?”

    “The girls are still in their dorms,” Brier said. “A couple tried to sneak out and got in hot water; the rest decided to be sensible. A whole bunch of rumors are flying around...”

    Emily froze as a thought occurred to her. “The injured girls,” she said. “What happened to them?”

    “Mistress Allworth says Clarissa will be fine,” Brier said. “Phyllis...? They healed her head wound, but they don’t know what she’ll be like when she wakes up. The damage could have been extensive...”

    “I know,” Emily said. “What happened?”

    Brier shrugged. “The meeting is tomorrow,” she said, as if she was trying to convey something beyond the obvious. “We’ll find out then.”


    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    EMILY COULDN’T HELP NOTICING, AS SHE walked into the staffroom, that she was the only junior tutor who’d been invited to the meeting. Jens, Brier and Mistress Allworth sat on a comfortable sofa; Damia sat on an armchair as through it were a throne. Emily shrugged and chose a smaller seat for herself, trying to ignore the tension. There was no offer of a drink, nothing to make the scene remotely welcoming. She hadn’t felt so concerned since she’d first been sent to the warden in her first year at Whitehall.

    She forced herself to wait, studying the older women as best as she could without making it obvious. Brier looked as if she were trapped between two warring kingdoms, certain to lose whoever won the coming war. Neither Jens nor Mistress Allworth looked remotely ready to hash things out reasonably... Emily shivered, inwardly, as she realized Laughter’s problems were about to bubble over. The struggle to determine who would succeed Duchene as headmistress was not going to remain genteel, not for much longer. And if the wrong person won, it would be disastrous. None of them, even Mistress Allworth, were particularly good for the role.

    Duchene entered, closing the door with an audible thud. The Old Woman looked thoroughly displeased as she strode to her armchair and sat down, wards slamming into place to keep prying eyes out. Emily wondered if any of the students would have the nerve to spy on the meeting, then told herself not to be silly. Of course they’d have the nerve! Spying on the staff was another old tradition. The person who gained advance knowledge of what was coming could use it to make a killing. And if they got caught...

    She shivered, again, as the wards grew stronger. No one was going to be spying on this meeting. Duchene’s eyes roamed the chamber as the last of the wards took shape and form, silently daring the staff to speak first. Emily reminded herself, sharply, that for all her affability Duchene was a very powerful magician. The Grandmaster - the old Grandmaster - had been the same. Very few people had messed with him and no one had done it twice. She felt a pang of loss as she waited. Grandmaster Gordian just wasn’t the same.

    Duchene spoke, her voice flat. “Jens. What happened?”

    Jens leaned forward. “I’ve spoken to the girls,” she said. “They all agree that they were insulted and shoved by the townspeople. They retaliated and were on the brink of teaching their attackers a lesson when Emily arrived and put a stop to it.”

    Emily glared. “That’s not what the townspeople say...”

    “Their opinions are immaterial,” Jens said. “I checked with the girls themselves.”

    “And of course they would have no reason to lie,” Emily snapped. “At best, they massively overreacted.”

    Duchene held up a hand. “Emily, please let Jens finish.”

    “Thank you, headmistress.” Jens smiled, in a way that made Emily’s blood boil. “Further investigation revealed that the townspeople were ready to take advantage of the incident by mobbing witches. They had planned to gather angry mobs and lash out at us. Several isolated girls were attacked. Fortunately, their magic protected them from their inferiors. I believe the whole affair was planned, with the intention of making us look bad.”

    “And if that was the case,” Damia commented, “it succeeded.”

    Duchene nodded, curtly. “Emily, you were there. What happened?”

    Emily took a moment to gather her thoughts. “I was in the inn, eating dinner, when...”

    “She was with a man,” Jens interrupted. “I hardly feel she was paying attention to her duties.”

    “She was not on duty,” Damia snapped. “Where were you?”

    “I was sorting out another problem,” Jens said. “I didn’t know there was going to be a riot!”

    “Enough,” Duchene said. Her power thrummed on the air. “Emily. Continue.”

    Emily nodded. “The wards started to vibrate. I looked outside and saw the riot. It wasn’t clear who’d started it, but I could tell that matters had really gotten out of hand. A number of shops had been ruined, even before they’d been set on fire. I intervened, in hopes of shutting everything down before it was too late. Jens arrived and escorted the girls back to the school while I spoke with the shopkeepers. They blamed it on the girls.”

    “And of course they’d have no reason to lie,” Jens said, echoing Emily’s own words. “I think we need to teach them a lesson.”

    “Whatever the spark, the blunt truth is that matters really got out of hand,” Emily said. “It wasn’t a normal riot. It just exploded out of nowhere.”

    “As far as you know,” Jens pointed out. “You were in the inn. With a man.”

    Emily placed rigid controls on her temper. “And where were you?”

    Duchene cleared her throat before Jens could answer. “What do you mean, it wasn’t a normal riot?”

    “Things exploded too quickly,” Emily said. “I know there’s been a lot of tension and resentment and all the other things that lead to riots, and riots are often triggered by seemingly minor incidents, but things just got out of control too fast.”

    “I told you,” Jens said. “The townspeople were planning for a riot. They intended to kill us!”

    “They didn’t succeed,” Brier put in. “Both girls are recovering.”

    Hopefully, Emily thought. She still wasn’t sanguine about the head injury. She might never recover completely.

    “We need to teach them a lesson,” Jens said. “The rioters have to be caught and punished.”

    “A splendid idea,” Damia said, sardonically. “And how do you intend to find them?”

    “And how do you intend to separate the ones who started the riot from the ones who found themselves caught up in it?” Mistress Allworth asked. “If the girls started turning passersby into frogs at random, who can blame their victims for fighting back?”

    “I can,” Jens said. “A mundane should never lift his hand to a witch. They condemned themselves by attacking us.”

    “By defending themselves,” Emily said, sharply. “Or do you believe they should just have stood there and took it?”

    Jens glared. “They are our servants,” she said. “If they don’t like it, they can just move away.”

    “It isn’t that easy,” Emily said. “Not for them.”

    “A clear sign of their inferiority,” Jens said, dismissively. She looked at the headmistress. “I propose that we demand the rioters be turned over to us for punishment. If they are not handed over, we punish a handful of townspeople at random. That’ll teach them not to raise their hands to their betters!”

    “The Noblest did that during the civil war in Zangaria,” Emily said, quietly. “They burned towns and villages they thought supported the king. And it created more bandits who waged a ruthless war against the aristocrats.”

    “It isn’t the same,” Jens said. “Wars between mundanes are of no concern to us.”

    She looked at Duchene. “Headmistress, we have got to deal with this before the conference or they’ll decide to hold it somewhere else. We simply don’t have time to waste.”

    “No,” Duchene agreed. “But, at the same time, we do have responsibilities to the townspeople...”

    “They attacked us,” Jens said. “I’d say we no longer have to worry about our responsibilities.”

    “We still don’t know what really happened,” Mistress Allworth pointed out. “As you and Emily have both pointed out, everyone involved has an excellent reason to lie.”

    “So we use truth spells,” Jens insisted. “They can’t keep secrets from us!”

    “Perhaps we should start using truth spells on the girls,” Emily said. A thought crossed her mind and she frowned. It wasn’t something she wanted to raise in front of everyone. “And see what they have to say.”

    “You are not allowed to question the integrity of the girls,” Jens snapped. “Headmistress, this is beyond the pale!”

    Duchene looked tired. “Enough,” she said. “For the moment, between now and the conference, there will be no further visits to Pendle. The girls will continue their studies here. If they feel the urge for fresh air after their classes, they can visit the Silent Woods or fly to the Redoubt. They are not to visit the town and they are not to have any contact with the townspeople. Do I make myself clear?”

    “The entire school should not be penalized because of a handful of idiots,” Mistress Allworth said. “And we are meant to work on outreach to support the local community...”

    “That local community just turned on us,” Jens snapped. “Are we still meant to reach out to them?”

    “The conference is all-important,” Duchene said. “It has to be held here, for the good of the school as well as the Allied Lands themselves. I believe that half - at least half - of the representatives will be mundanes. The last thing we need, right now, is for them to think they’re going to be persecuted by teenage witches. It will not do wonders for anything, particularly us, if the Lord High Chancellor of Lower Filthmuck is turned into a slug by a girl half his age!”

    “I suppose it would depend on what the Lord High Chancellor did,” Jens said. “Would it not?”

    “The conference is all-important,” Duchene repeated. “I want you to make it clear to your students, and to the junior tutors, that I will not tolerate disobedience. Not now. Traditions be damned. Any girl caught in the town will be suspended for the remainder of the term and placed under permanent restriction if she decides to return. I want you to make that clear to them, too.”

    Brier looked shocked. “With all due respect...”

    Duchene cut her off. “There have always been... tensions... between us and the town, even though we own the town. Normally, we could smooth everything over or simply give everyone involved a few weeks to calm down. Now... it is vitally important we host the conference. Our reputation has already taken a dent. Outsiders” - her eyes lingered on Emily for a long moment - “are already starting to question us. We will not give them any excuse to move elsewhere.”

    Because you’re going to retire and you want to go out on a high note, Emily thought. She knew, from Alassa, that hosting diplomatic meetings was something of a poisoned chalice. If they went well, the host would be richly rewarded; if they failed, the host would bear some of the blame. And if the conference gets moved elsewhere because of your students, you’ll probably be discredited even if you don’t get sacked.

    She felt a flicker of pity, mingled with irritation. The headmistress was cracking down, too little too late. The witches would be furious. The ones who’d hadn’t been involved would insist they were being unjustly punished, and they’d be right. The ones who had would probably try to argue that they were being excessively punished. Being suspended would look very bad on their records, even if they went straight to a different school. And if Emily knew schoolgirls - and she’d been one herself, only a couple of years ago - it wouldn’t be long before someone started testing the limits.

    “The delegates may move elsewhere if they feel they might be attacked by rowdy townspeople,” Jens pointed out. “We have to crack down on the rioters quickly, too.”

    “That’s something we’ll consider later,” Duchene said. “I expect all of you - and I mean all of you - to make the new rules clear. If any of you wish to dissent from this, and that is your right, say so and I will make a note in the school’s records. The board will, no doubt, recognize your insight if the situation gets any further out of hand.”

    Her eyes were very cold. “If not, go back to the dorms,” she added. “Classes will resume as normal on Monday.”

    Jens stood and strode out the room. Emily watched her go, feeling a hint of cold amusement. Jens hadn’t tried to put her objections on the record. If she was wrong, the board would hold it against her if she tried to jump into the headmistress’s post. Even if she was right, it still might be held against her. Mistress Allworth and the others followed, Brier hesitating before she headed out herself. Emily stayed sitting, waiting. Duchene looked at her and cocked an eyebrow.

    “I had a thought,” Emily said. “Something I want to try.”

    Duchene studied her for a long moment. “Something you didn’t want to discuss in front of the others, including my deputy?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “I thought it should stay between us.”

    “I see.” Duchene frowned. “What do you have in mind?”

    “The riot exploded too quickly,” Emily said. “I figured there might be an outside force influencing events...”

    “That was the theory,” Duchene said. “And nothing was ever found.”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “But did they think to use soul magic to investigate?”

    Duchene’s eyes bored into hers. “... No,” she said, finally. “Are you aware that soul magic is tightly regulated? That powerful oaths are required of everyone who studies the art?”

    “I was taught how to do it,” Emily said, choosing her words carefully. She’d never been asked to swear any oaths. Hopefully, Duchene wouldn’t ask too many questions. “I could scan one of the rioters and look for traces of outside influence.”

    “The board would throw a fit,” Duchene predicted. She sat back in her chair. “Let me think about it. You’d need a volunteer.”

    “I know,” Emily said. Soul magic was difficult enough when practiced on a willing subject. No one liked having their mind read. Someone who wanted to fight back could make life very dangerous for her. “I could ask for volunteers...”

    “You’d have to offer a substantial bribe,” Duchene said. “I’ll think about it and let you know.”

    Emily stood. “I have a lesson to plan,” she said. It wasn’t what she’d intended to do, on Sunday, but she couldn’t go down to the town herself. She’d have to write Jan a note apologizing for her absence. “Let me know when you decide.”

    She scowled, inwardly, as she made her way down to the classrooms. There were only a handful of girls in the corridor, none looking very pleased. There’d been a very simple announcement at breakfast that no one was to leave the castle until the teachers said otherwise. Nadine might be able to continue her planned flying lessons - and games - but the girls wanted to get out and spend some time away from the school. Emily understood the impulse. The castle’s corridors were starting to feel as if they were closing in.

    The classroom was dark and cold when she entered. She muttered a light spell, then sat at her desk and started to go through the lesson plan. Damia was highly organized, to the point Emily could - in theory - simply read from the notes, without adding anything of her own. She doubted it would be that easy. There would be questions she’d have to answer, questions that couldn’t be predicted. Emily had to smile as she ran her eye down the notes. Damia had done a very good job of trying.

    She looked up as someone cleared her throat. Lillian stood in the doorway, looking nervous. Emily frowned. It looked as if Lillian didn’t want anyone else to know she was there. It was odd for students to seek out their teachers on weekends, unless they were playing games or needed access to classroom stores...

    “Lillian,” Emily said. “What can I do for you?”

    Lillian closed the door and inched towards the desk. “I was... I was wondering if I could ask you a question?”

    “You can ask any question you like,” Emily said. Mistress Irene had said the same thing, back when Emily had started lessons. “I don’t promise to answer.”

    Lillian nodded as she stopped in front of the desk and stood, clasping her hands behind her back. “They said you were with a boy.”

    “A man,” Emily corrected. Jan wouldn’t be amused if he knew he’d been called a boy. He’d graduated a year ago and was legally, as well as physically, an adult. “Who said that?”

    “The girls,” Lillian said, vaguely. “I... there’s a boy I like. In the town. And... I don’t know what to say to him.”

    Emily concealed her amusement. “And what do the girls say about that?”

    Lillian colored. “They just” - she looked down - “they just talk nonsense.”

    “I can guess,” Emily said. “Right now, things are very tense. You’re not allowed to go down to the town.”

    “I know.” Lillian’s blush deepened. “But... what do I say, when we meet?”

    Emily winced, inwardly. “Do you think he likes you?”

    “I don’t know,” Lillian said. “I just don’t know...”

    “I see.” Emily considered her next words very carefully. “First, a lot of men can get very funny about dating magicians... witches. Some think we’re willing to do anything with anyone, that we have the kind of freedom never granted to mundane girls. Others see us as threats, as people with powers they will never equal. It doesn’t make for a balanced relationship. Second, you need to know how to protect yourself...”

    “He wouldn’t hurt me,” Lillian insisted. “I...”

    “How do you know?” Emily frowned. “I didn’t just mean protecting yourself from him. I meant the risk of getting pregnant. Or catching something nasty. You have to learn spells to handle it and they’re not easy to remember...”

    She shook her head. “You really should talk to someone else about it. I’m not an expert.”

    “I can’t trust my dormmates,” Lillian said. “You should hear what they have to say about men.”

    “I can imagine,” Emily said, dryly. Alassa and Imaiqah hadn’t said much about men, but... she shook her head. “Very well. Let me try to explain...”


    Chapter Thirty

    “IT’S NOT GOOD TO HAVE A private tutoring session,” Damia observed, as she stepped into the classroom an hour later. “People will talk.”

    “People always talk,” Emily said, curtly. “What can I do for you?”

    “The headmistress said you can go ahead with your plan, if you find a volunteer,” Damia said. She indicated Lillian. “Is this one suitable?”

    “She wasn’t there,” Emily said. She wondered, suddenly, what Duchene had told Damia. The Old Woman might be smart enough not to ask too many questions, for fear of uncovering something she couldn’t overlook. She’d been a magician long enough to know the restrictions on soul magic - and healing magics - were more porous than anyone wanted to believe. “We need another volunteer.”

    “I can volunteer,” Lillian said. “What do you need?”

    “I need you to find Karalee and ask her to come here,” Emily said. Karalee had been there, casting hexes and curses with the other witches. “We can finish our discussion later.”

    Lillian nodded, bobbed a quick curtsey and hurried out of the room. Damia scowled after her, then turned to look at Emily. She looked as if she’d bitten into something sour. “That girl should be more discreet.”

    Emily raised an eyebrow. “About what?”

    “About liking you, as well as respecting you,” Damia said. “You’re not going to be here for much longer. She doesn’t need a reputation as a teacher’s pet.”

    “I’ve had worse,” Emily said. She didn’t want to be quite so blithe about it, but... it had to be said. “This is the first time she’s sought me out.”

    Her eyes hardened. “What do you teach them about men?”

    “I leave that to the dorm supervisors,” Damia said. “It is their job to ensure the girls know the basics.”

    Emily frowned. “And just how much does that cover?”

    “Enough,” Damia said, curtly. “As a general rule, such education is largely left to the families. It is not our role to provide more than very basic education. We teach the girls how their bodies work and to avoid pregnancies and very little else.”

    And you don’t like men, Emily thought. The disdain was obvious. What happened to you, I wonder?

    Damia stepped to one side as Karalee entered, looking surprisingly cheerful. “Have a care, Lady Emily, have a care.”

    Karalee frowned as Damia left the room. “What was that about?”

    “Nothing of great importance,” Emily said. She had the odd feeling she’d missed something, but... she shrugged. She’d sort it out later. “I have a favor to ask.”

    “Anything,” Karalee said. She perched on one of the student desks, looking surprisingly calm for someone who’d been summoned without advance warning. She must have wondered if she was in trouble for something. “What can I do for you?”

    Emily held up a hand as she cast a complex privacy ward. “First, you have the right to say no. It will not be held against you. That said... you are required to keep it to yourself until I say otherwise. Is that clear?”

    Karalee blinked. Emily winced, inwardly. That had sounded a lot better in her head. Out loud, it sounded a little creepy. The wards would make it harder for Karalee to talk, but not impossible. She could go straight to the headmistress and... and say what? Duchene already knew what Emily had in mind.

    “The riot started too quickly,” Emily said. “What were you thinking?”

    “I...” Karalee hesitated. “They attacked us and... we defended ourselves.”

    “So you say,” Emily said. “Is that the truth? Or is it the story you agreed to tell?”

    Karalee flushed. “It’s true.”

    “I see.” Emily held her eyes. “I need to check for signs of outside influence. To do that, I need to touch your mind. Whatever I see” - she didn’t know how much Karalee knew about soul magics - “would remain strictly between ourselves. I won’t share anything I glean from your mind with anyone else.”

    The younger girl stared at her for a long moment. “You think we were enchanted?”

    “It’s possible,” Emily said. She grimaced. There was no easy way to sugar-coat the problem. “And we have to be sure.”

    “We weren’t enchanted,” Karalee said. “I would have known.”

    “That’s the problem with subtle magics and suchlike,” Emily said. “Your world is changing and all the tools you use to measure it are changing too. It’s impossible to realize you’re being influenced until you find yourself facing a contradiction, by which time it is often too late. An outside observer might spot something wrong...”

    “If she looked into my mind,” Karalee said. “And... if I do this, what do I get in return?”

    Emily frowned. “What would you like?”

    “An apprenticeship?” Karalee looked at the floor, her cheeks reddening. “Would that be possible?”

    “It might,” Emily said, slowly. She’d been told she’d be expected to take apprentices of her own, once she completed her apprenticeship. It wasn’t something she’d really considered at the time. “That said, there’s no guarantee I’d be finished and ready to take you on as an apprentice by the time you graduate. You might wind up waiting for me.”

    She met Karalee’s eyes. “Contact me when you’re ready and we’ll discuss it,” she offered. “If I can’t take you myself, I can talk to others who might.”

    Karalee’s eyes gleamed. “And if I refuse anyone other than yourself?”

    Emily felt a hot flash of irritation. “I cannot guarantee anything,” she said, sharply. “There’s a very real possibility my own apprenticeship will not be concluded by the time you leave the school. And that’s assuming I don’t get killed somewhere along the line. There are people out there who hate me, who want me dead! I could offer you a promise I simply wouldn’t be able to keep.”

    She controlled her annoyance with an effort. She was making one hell of a request of a young girl, one who had to fear the consequences. She didn’t even know Emily hadn’t sworn the correct oaths. Karalee had every right to demand a price... Emily briefly considered asking one of the others, but Karalee was the one who was most likely to agree. Dionne would have a heart attack if it were so much as suggested to her. And then she’d start firing off complaints in all directions. 

    “If I am in a position to take you as an apprentice, I will,” she said. “If not... I’ll recommend you to someone else.”

    “That will be suitable.” Karalee stood, brushing down her dress. “When do we begin?”

    “Now,” Emily said. “Come with me.”

    She forced herself to think as she led Karalee through the corridors and into a small meeting room. Damia had told her that it was intended to allow students and teachers to have private chats, when the time came to discuss their future. The armchairs were surprisingly comfortable, even though they looked old and battered. Emily motioned Karalee to a sofa and then headed over to brew a pot of tea. Karalee looked confident, but Emily could tell she was nervous. She’d probably be a great deal happier if she’d decided to undress in front of the entire school.

    “You don’t have to go through with this,” she said, as she poured the tea into a pair of chipped mugs. “I’d understand if you wanted to back out.”

    Karalee looked down at her hands. “Lady Emily... if we’ve been enchanted, we have to fight back before... before it’s too late.”

    “That’s true,” Emily said. It was odd that Karalee wasn’t rejecting the suggestion out of hand. Most mind-manipulation spells were designed to make it hard for someone to believe they could be manipulated, let alone that they were. People generally found it easier to believe what they wanted to believe... she shivered. She didn’t want to believe she could be controlled either. “Drink your tea, then lie on the sofa.”

    She gathered herself as Karalee followed orders. Soul magics weren’t that hard - and they didn’t require a great deal of magic - but they were dangerous. It would be easy for something to jump from mind to mind, anything from an embedded curse to a simple idea... an idea that would be hard to question. She gritted her teeth, trying to order her thoughts as best as she could. It might hurt Karalee a little, but at least it wouldn’t influence her mind...

    Void said the first soul magicians went mad with power, she recalled. The horror stories had been enough to convince her that soul magic shouldn’t be risked, unless there was no other choice. They unleashed nightmares in the guise of helping people.

    Karalee put her mug down and leaned back on the sofa. Emily felt a pang of guilt. She was about to risk Karalee’s life - and her own - in a desperate attempt to find out the truth... an attempt that might fail. If the naysayers were right, if there was no outside influence, she was about to take a horrible risk for nothing. Her lips twitched, bitterly, as she adjusted her position until she was sitting in front of the sofa. No wonder Duchene hadn’t asked too many questions. She wanted to make sure Emily took all the risk.

    “Try to relax,” Emily said. She didn’t want to restrain the younger girl. It would just spur her mind to fight the intrusion. “Relax... and listen to me.”

    She took a breath, then started to recite a soothing mantra. It was little more than basic hypnosis, from what she’d learnt, but it was surprisingly effective even on strong-willed magicians. Karalee’s breathing became even, as if she were on the verge of dropping off to sleep. Emily touched her forehead lightly, feeling the girl’s magic pressing lightly against hers. She tried not to feel guilty as she allowed her awareness to inch down into Karalee’s mind. The girl wasn’t trying to fight, but her mind still resisted the intrusion.

    And there’s nothing obvious to suggest she’s being controlled, Emily thought. It was no surprise - the wards would have sounded the alert if Karalee had returned to the school under a compulsion - but... she’d hoped she wouldn’t have to probe very deeply. If there’s something inflecting her, it’s very subtle.

    A storm of images - Karalee’s memories - raged against Emily’s awareness as she slid further into Karalee’s mind. Flashes of an older couple - her parents, Emily knew without asking - were mingled with glimpses of a magical upbringing, of a childhood that was both strict and loving. Emily tried not to feel envious as the images grew stronger, tried not to let them drag her into a childhood that hadn’t been hers. And yet... Emily frowned as she followed the threads of memory, images of girls she vaguely recognized popping up in front of her. It took her a moment to realize they were Dionne and the others. They’d been younger at the time.

    Idiot, Emily thought, crossly. Of course, they were younger at the time.

    The memories grew stronger as she zeroed in on a particular thread. Nadine - no, not Nadine - was a faint presence, barely remembered. The intruder hadn’t shown any interest in any of the younger girls, apart from Lillian. Emily studied the memories for a moment, then went on to the riot. Her face appeared in front of her, so big and strong and overwhelming that, for a moment, she honestly didn’t recognize herself. She hadn’t realized just how she looked to outside eyes... Karalee was impressed, even though Dionne was not. Emily hastily looked away as the thread led her to images she didn’t want to see. Karalee was trying to steer her away from the riot...

    Emily braced herself as the riot exploded around her. Everything had happened so fast, to the point the memories were a jumbled mess. It was hard to put them in any coherent order, hard to work out who - or what - had hexed first. Karalee’s emotions had shot up the scale so rapidly that she’d practically been consumed with rage... a spike of hatred - no, something worse - that had pushed her into hexing every mundane in sight. Emily recoiled as she saw a middle-aged man begging for mercy, an instant before she - Karalee - turned him into a toad and kicked him across the room. It was easy, so easy, to blame Karalee for everything and yet... there was something else. Something...

    She narrowed her mental eyes as she stared at the memories. The spike of rage had built too quickly. There’d been no hint Karalee was simmering with anger before the incident, an incident she hadn’t even seen directly, had exploded. One moment, she’d been mildly bored; the next, she’d been overcome with rage and a desire to humiliate the entire world. She’d been lucky she hadn’t turned on her friends. And yet, it might have been better for her if she had. It might have taught her a lesson.

    Emily frowned. There was something there. She was sure of it. And yet, it was so slight she was half-convinced she was imagining it. She’d often been told she was something of a cold fish, compared to others. Alassa had been far quicker to take offense... normally, Emily conceded, because she’d also been quicker to realize there was a reason to take offense. Emily hadn’t been bothered by the subtle insults because she hadn’t noticed them. Why would she care if she wasn’t invited to a baby’s name-day? 

    Her head started to pound as she looked closer. Something had touched Karalee’s mind and then... gone away. The traces of its presence were so faint she knew she couldn’t convince anyone else they were there. And yet... she pulled back as her headache threatened to grow worse. Karalee didn’t deserve a pounding headache on top of everything else. No wonder the riot had exploded so quickly, if everyone had been influenced in the same way. The witches would have been so angry they simply couldn’t think straight.

    She fell back into her own body, sweat staining her dress. Karalee moaned, one hand coming up to rub her forehead. Emily wished, suddenly, she’d thought to ask someone to stay. Damia already knew what was going to happen. She could have brought them both water and... Emily’s lips twitched as she stumbled to her feet and poured water into a glass, then passed it to Karalee. The younger girl drank it gingerly. Emily understood. She’d probably picked up some of Emily’s headache...

    “That wasn’t pleasant,” Karalee said, as Emily drank some water herself. “Are we done?”

    “I think so,” Emily said. The memories were already fading. They weren’t hers, after all. “Why did you get so angry?”

    “They were being disrespectful,” Karalee said. “I thought...”

    She stopped. “I... what happened?”

    “Some people just go through life, passively swallowing insult after insult until they can’t take it any longer and explode,” Emily said.  She’d met people like that. “Others just have one bad day and, by the end, they’ve destroyed their own life.”

    Karalee shook her head. “I don’t...”

    Emily sighed, inwardly. Society was just too stratified. The people at the top expected everyone below them to look up to them; the people in the middle looked up to those at the top and down on those below them and the people at the bottom got cricks in their necks. The rights and wrongs didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the people on the top got the respect they thought they deserved...

    “No,” she said. She started to make more tea. The pot had gone cold. “Why do you listen to Dionne?”

    Karalee blinked. “I...”

    Emily had to smile. It was an inappropriate question. Lady Barb was probably the only teacher she’d had, save perhaps for Sergeant Miles or Void, who’d ask a question like that. And Lady Barb had never had to... not really. She’d certainly never expressed disapproval of Emily’s friends... apart from Void. Teachers were not supposed to involve themselves in student social lives. There were some lessons, she’d been told, that students needed to learn on their own. Figuring out who was a toxic friend - and working out how to get rid of them - were only two of them.

    “She’s... my family are her family’s clients,” Karalee said. “She... I’m expected to be in her circle, to advance my family’s interests...”

    “I see,” Emily said. She felt a twinge of pity. Karalee would be in real trouble if she stood up to Dionne. Her family would probably force her to apologize on bended knee. “Does it work?”

    Karalee said nothing, but Emily read the answer in her eyes. It didn’t. Dionne treated her and the others as slaves, as people who had to do as she said and... woe betide them if they defied her. No wonder Karalee had taken advantage of the chance to press Emily for an apprenticeship. If she gained her mastery from the Necromancer’s Bane herself, she’d be in a good position to tell Dionne to go to hell and make it stick.

    “Make sure you rest for the remainder of the day,” Emily said. “Try to get some sleep, if you can, or find a quiet spot to meditate. Tell them I gave you detention, if you like. Or found something hard for you to do.”

    “I will,” Karalee said. “I... did you find anything?”

    “I’m not sure,” Emily lied. There had been something there, but it had been very slight. “But I’ll honor my side of the agreement.”

    “Thank you.” Karalee stood and dropped a perfect curtsey. “I’ll contact you when I graduate.”

    “And we’ll move on from there,” Emily said. “Just make sure you do well on your exams.”


    Chapter Thirty-One

    EMILY HADN’T REALLY THOUGHT THAT MATTERS would settle down, even after the witches were confined to the school, but even she was surprised by the backlash. A dozen fights broke out over the remainder of the day and the following morning, including a food fight in the dining hall that had real malice behind it. She heard more than a few girls grumbling about how it wasn’t fair, about how they didn’t all deserve to be punished, about how it wouldn’t happen again once Pendle rose again. Graffiti was everywhere, mocking the teachers and students who didn’t believe in Pendle. Emily herself handed out more detentions over the course of the next two days than she’d done in the rest of her life.

    She rubbed her forehead as she dismissed her first-year class and sent them to their next lessons. They knew much less than the other students, but that didn’t keep them from causing trouble. One of the little brats had cast a sneaky silencing charm to ensure no one could hear her... it would have been clever, she admitted privately, if she hadn’t been trying to teach. The lesson on how to recognize dangerous creatures was important, although it wasn’t on the exams. She was tempted to suggest including a section just to see who’d done the reading.

    Her heart sank as the fifth-year students entered the room. Dionne and her gang had borne the brunt of the school’s displeasure, something that had only bound them closer together. A pair of sixth-years had hexed them openly, loudly declaring it was worth it as they were marched off for punishment, and they hadn’t been alone. Even the students who hadn’t been involved in the riot had been targeted. Lillian had been hexed by a younger student who’d fled before she could cast a spell in return. Emily wasn’t too surprised - she’d been blamed for things beyond her control at Whitehall - but depressed. Collective punishment was rarely the answer to anything.

    Dionne stuck up a hand before Emily could start the class. “My Lady, can I ask a question?”

    “You may,” Emily said. “I don’t promise an answer.”

    “I was wondering,” Dionne said. She reached into her bag and produced a piece of wood that looked as if it had been hacked from a branch, then carved into a rough shape that resembled a brick. “I cast a pair of spells on this wood.”

    She put the wood on the table, then nudged it with her finger. It rose into the air and hovered forward, reaching the edge of the table and stopping before turning and gliding along the edge until it reached the corner. Emily studied it, feeling a flicker of rueful admiration. The spells were pretty good for a student like Dionne. If she spent more time on her lessons and less on being a queen bee, her marks would be a great deal better. She’d programmed the spellware so it could scan its environment and react accordingly.

    “Neat,” she said, finally. She’d seen more impressive tricks, but they’d all been performed by far more experienced enchanters. “You would make a good enchanter.”

    Dionne looked oddly put out by the comment. Emily frowned, remembering what Karalee had said. If Dionne was high in her family, perhaps even the heir presumptive, she would have no time to study enchantment. Magical families didn’t feel the aristocratic disdain for trade, and those who made a living working with their talents, but they still needed their children putting the interests of the family first. Or... she wondered, suddenly, if it had been someone else who’d cast the spells. It was impossible to be sure without taking the spellwork apart...

    And someone else could easily have designed the spells, Emily thought. There’d be no way to tell as long as Dionne was the one who cast them.

    “Thank you,” Dionne said. She stopped the hovering brick with a touch. “My point is, My Lady, that this little piece of spellwork is far more capable than the toys you showed us.”

    Emily raised her eyebrows. “And how do you figure that?”

    Dionne colored. “Your... ah, locomotive would keep going until it fell off the edge of the desk,” she said, stiffly. “My guided brick” - she flushed, angrily, as someone giggled behind her - “will stop and turn, rather than fall to the floor. If it did, it would just keep going anyway, while your locomotive would shatter. My work is far superior.”

    “Is it?” Emily kept her voice calm. “What makes it superior?”

    “It is!” Dionne looked as though she thought Emily were laughing at her. “It can do things your locomotive can’t!”

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. “But does that make it superior?”

    She tapped the brick. “How long did it take you to enchant it?”

    “Hours,” Dionne said, vaguely. “I wasn’t keeping track.”

    “You’ll have to keep it powered,” Emily pointed out. “That’s easy enough, as long as you are the one who enchanted it. Someone else would have problems feeding power into the spellwork. Wood can channel magic, but it isn’t very good at storing magic. Your enchantments are good, yet how long will they last?”

    She leaned forward. “And in the time it takes you to enchant something the size of a full-fledged locomotive,” she added, “how many locomotives can craftsmen put into service?”

    Dionne flushed. “That’s not the point,” she said. “My point is that anything they can do, we can do better.”

    “That may be true,” Emily said. “But that doesn’t mean they’re wasting their time, does it?”

    She tapped the brick, again. “You have magic. You can do this. They don’t and so they need to find other ways to do it.”

    “We can still do it better,” Dionne muttered.

    “Perhaps.” Emily paused, considering. “Imagine... imagine you live on a small island. Your island is part of a chain of islands, but you don’t really know it. You have no boats. A handful of people have tried swimming to the other islands, but they don’t always return. Your world is really just the island. You don’t have the knowledge to realize there’s a greater world beyond.”

    “They could just teleport,” Dionne pointed out.

    “They don’t know how to teleport,” Emily said. “Anyway, one day, a trading ship sails past the island. The islanders bug their eyes at it, because they’ve never seen a ship before. They’ve never even thought of the concept! But, over the next year, they build their own sailing ships. Their first boats are little more than toys, by our standards, yet they keep trying. Given a few years, the new sailors spread to the rest of the islands and beyond. By the time they meet the traders, they’re a lot closer to their equals than they were when they saw the ship for the first time.”

    She paused. “And they have a big advantage over the traders. Their ships are crude, but they know how to fix them. They can see how they work and make improvements. The traders are far less capable of fixing their ships if they run into trouble.”

    “That makes no sense,” Lenore said. “Trading ships know how to make repairs.”

    “It’s an example,” Emily said. “Perhaps an aristocratic lady in a horse-drawn carriage canters past a tribe so primitive they haven’t invented the wheel. They see the carriage and start making their own ox-drawn carts and suchlike. Again, they’re crude but the tribesmen know how to fix their work. The lady does not. She couldn’t repair her carriage if she hit a rut and broke something.”

    She smiled. “It’s happened,” she said. She’d heard several different versions of the story. None of them ended well. “The lady in question demanded help from the local villagers, blithely unaware they hated the lady’s husband because he taxed them relentlessly. And they killed the lady and dumped her body in a ditch, all because the lady didn’t know how to fix something as simple as a wheel.”

    “I know how to magic my way home,” Dionne said. “And I...”

    “You are heir to nearly a thousand years of magical research and development,” Emily said, curtly. “How much could you duplicate, if you were suddenly thrown back on your own resources? Could you reinvent alchemy? Enchantment? Charms? Would you even be able to lay the groundwork for their rediscovery?”

    She leaned against her desk. “I know what you mean,” she said. “Yes, you can do things the mundanes can’t. Yet. But that doesn’t mean that they’re doomed to failure.”

    Dionne didn’t look convinced. Emily shrugged. It would take time before Dionne - and the rest of her class - grasped how badly the balance of power had shifted. She wondered, idly, what they’d make of a supersonic fighter jet. There was no way a witch could break the sound barrier. A biplane from the Earth’s First World War would leave them in the dust.

    And it would be harder to shoot down too, she thought. That would be a nasty surprise for the witches.

    Emily cleared her throat. “If you’ll turn to page nineteen, you’ll see...”

    She followed the lesson plan as best as she could, grateful she’d taken the time to study it and consider what questions might be asked. Dionne was oddly quiet, taking notes rather than asking questions or bullying the other girls. Emily wondered, idly, who’d helped her devise the charms. Jens? It was possible. The older woman had no time for Emily’s ‘toys.’ She was in for a nasty shock. There were quite a few things that were difficult to produce with magic - typewriters, for example - and yet relatively easy to produce using mundane technology. It wouldn’t be long before the last bugs were ironed out and typewriters started spreading across the Allied Lands...

    And typists could fix them, simply by replacing broken parts, she mused. Fixing an enchanted typewriter would be a great deal harder.

    The bell rang, marking the end of lessons for the day. Emily breathed a sigh of relief and dismissed the class. There was too much paperwork to do, then... she scowled. She had to find the source of the influence, now she was sure it was there. But where? It was hard to believe someone could have sneaked a powerful enchantment through the wards. They’d been tough even before the staff had started improving them, after the crisis had begun. 

    “Ah...”

    Emily looked up. Lillian stood there, wringing her hands. Emily wondered if she was afraid to leave the classroom. Too many students were mad at all the students in her entire year, even though Lillian herself hadn’t been anywhere near the riot. Emily felt a stab of pity, mingled with irritation. The crisis might have been kept under control if the students had been banned from visiting the town earlier... particularly when there wasn’t anyone who could be reasonably blamed for the restriction. Now, it was too late.

    “Yes?” Emily raised her eyebrows. “What can I do for you?”

    “I wrote him a note,” Lillian said. It was all too clear it wasn’t what she wanted to talk about. “I don’t know what he’ll say.”

    “If you don’t send it,” Emily pointed out dryly, “you’ll never find out.”

    She sighed. “What do you really want to talk about?”

    Lillian glanced at her, then at the open door. Emily muttered a spell, closing the door and slamming a privacy ward into place. Damia would ask questions if she thought Emily was spending too much time with Lillian... Emily let out a breath. It wasn’t something she could help, not now. If she put the younger girl on a steady footing, she’d be much better prepared for life after Emily left the school. She couldn’t take Lillian with her.

    “I... I...”

    Lillian looked down. “Can I have your word you won’t talk? To anyone?”

    Emily blinked. She wasn’t sure she could give her word, even if she wanted to. There were certain things she had to report, according to the notes Damia had given her. She might not have sworn any oaths to do so, but... it wouldn’t look good if something happened, something she could have prevented if she hadn’t kept her mouth shut. It would overshadow the rest of her life.

    “It depends,” she said, finally. Her mind raced. “What do you want to say?”

    “Just...” Lillian swallowed. “Just keep my name out of it? Please?”

    “I can try.” Emily allowed her voice to harden. “What do you want to say?”

    “I don’t want to sneak,” Lillian said. “I really don’t.”

    Emily nodded in understanding. A sneak’s life wouldn’t be worth living, if her classmates found out what she’d done. One did not break the code and go to the teachers, not even if lives were in danger. Someone with strong connections, like Dionne, might get away with ratting their classmates out, but Lillian...? She’d be a social outcast for the rest of her schooling and beyond. She would have to travel far to escape the stigma of being a sneak.

    Although maybe not that far, Emily thought, wryly. It isn’t as if she’s Alassa or Melissa or... me. Hardly anyone knows who she is.

    “I’ll do my best to keep your name out of it,” Emily said. If Lillian was breaking the code... her blood ran cold. It had to be bad. Really bad. “What’s happening?”

    “I share a dorm with them,” Lillian said. “I... they don’t really talk in front of me, they like to pretend I’m not even there, but I overhear them anyway. Dionne... she talks a lot, brags a lot. I... I try not to listen.”

    Emily nodded, trying to conceal her impatience. She knew how little privacy there was in a dorm. She knew how easy it could be to overhear something, particularly if one was behind the curtains, out of sight and mind. And how easy it was to draw the wrong conclusion from a half-heard conversation.

    “They’re going to sneak out of the school tonight, after Lights Out,” Lillian said. “They’re going to get out and down into the woods.”

    “Really,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure she believed it. Lillian might be telling the truth, or what she thought was the truth, but... it was quite possible she’d misunderstood what she’d heard. Dionne wasn’t stupid, and she was competent enough when she was concentrating on her work, yet... how did she intend to get through the wards? “How does she intend to get out of the school?”

    “I don’t know,” Lillian said. “I just know Dionne thinks they can.”

    Emily frowned. It didn’t seem likely. The school’s wards were tough. Emily wasn’t sure she could get out, if the headmistress wanted to keep her in. Dionne shouldn’t be so much as able to scratch the wards. And yet... she’d lose face if she tried in front of her friends and failed. Getting punished for being out of bed after Lights Out and trying to leave the school would be nothing, compared to the embarrassment she’d suffer if she failed to live up to her boasting. A year’s worth of detentions paled, next to a lifetime of humiliation.

    Dionne might be planning something else, Emily thought. Was the whole conversation put on for Lillian’s benefit?

    Her mind raced. Dionne might be trying to expose Lillian as a sneak. Except... why would she think Lillian was a sneak in the first place? Or... was she trying to rub Lillian’s face in her outcast status? It was a little too subtle for that... Emily’s lips quirked. Dionne was not remotely subtle. Maybe she just thought they could get down to Pendle, buy some sweets and get back before anyone noticed they’d gone. Emily snorted at the thought. No one would open their doors after dark, not even for a witch. Dionne had to know that, too.

    “It makes no sense,” she mused. “What do they want to do?”

    “I don’t know,” Lillian said. “But...”

    Emily speared her with a look. “Why did you tell me?”

    Lillian’s face twisted. “They’ve got us in enough trouble already,” she said. “I can’t walk down a corridor without someone hurling a hex at me, just because of them. I have double detention because they started a food fight at breakfast. And... I can’t even go to the library without getting hexed or cursed or anything!”

    “I see,” Emily said. “Is that all?”

    “I hate them.” Lillian’s face reddened, as if she was about to start crying. “I hate them!”

    “I don’t blame you,” Emily said. She plucked a handkerchief out of her sleeve and handed it to Lillian, then pretended not to see the younger girl crying. “It does get better.”

    “Really?” Lillian blew her nose. “They’re going to be sneering at me for the rest of my life.”

    “They’ll have their own problems, after they graduate,” Emily said. “You can move away, change your name... they’ll forget you the moment they go home. You can have a long and happy life that doesn’t include them.”

    Lillian shook her head. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

    “I met dozens of girls” - and older magicians, her thoughts added silently - “who tried to pick on me, just to show they weren’t scared of me,” Emily told her. “I had to deal with them, Lillian. I couldn’t just ignore them completely. And now, most of them are out of my life.”

    “That’s you,” Lillian said. “Not me.”

    “Take my word for it,” Emily said. “Walk away. Don’t let them break your heart and soul.”

    “Thanks,” Lillian said, dryly. “Why doesn’t it make me feel any better?”

    “Because words are cheap,” Emily said. “Just ask any aristocrat.”

    She sighed, dismissing the younger girl with a wave. Lillian had dropped one hell of a hot potato in her lap. Emily knew she couldn’t simply report Dionne... she wasn’t even sure Lillian was right. If the whole affair was Dionne’s idea of a joke, or a trap, Lillian would be in hot water. Very hot water.

    And if there’s something more to this, Emily thought, there might be no way to find out if I nip it in the bud.


    Chapter Thirty-Two

    EMILY MUTTERED A CURSE UNDER HER breath as she slipped through the corridor, silently thanking the fates that she’d been assigned to patrol duties. This late at night, the girls should be in their dorms and fast asleep. She hadn’t caught so much as a single girl raiding the kitchens or trying to sneak into another dorm. It was curious, despite everything that had happened. She’d been told students had been sneaking out of their dorms even when their school was under attack. 

    She found herself wondering, as she cast a handful of obscurification charms to hide her presence from prying eyes, if Lillian had lied. It seemed unlikely - Lillian really didn’t want a reputation as a sneak - but the school was as dark and quiet as the grave. Perhaps Dionne and her friends had been trying to uncover a spy, or simply bragging about their plans to anyone who would listen. They would hardly be the first magician to vastly overestimate their capabilities. Void had told her enough horror stories about magicians who moved too far too fast for her to understand it was a very real possibility.

    The doorway into the dorm was closed and warded. Emily stopped outside and settled into an alcove to wait. Tomorrow was not going to be fun, whatever else happened. She would be short on sleep and expected to take four classes... she scowled inwardly, remembering how much she’d enjoyed teaching magic to a single student. It had been much more rewarding, she admitted, than trying to teach an entire class. But then, Frieda had been a better student. She wondered, idly, if Karalee would make a good apprentice. It wasn’t something she’d given any real thought to...

    Her eyes narrowed as she sensed a handful of charms bulging out of the wards. Someone - Dionne, perhaps - knew what they were doing. The charms were surprisingly subtle, intended to make it difficult for anyone to notice the door swinging open. Emily was morbidly impressed. Whoever had cast the spells was good. She might not have noticed if she hadn’t been on the alert, watching and waiting for something to happen. She drew her own magic around her as the door swung open, allowing the girls to emerge. Their faces were concealed behind obscurification charms of their own.

    Emily tensed as they walked past her, moving in eerie silence. They didn’t seem to notice her. Emily stood and slipped after them, moving from shadow to shadow as they made their way down the stairs and along the corridors. Her heart started to race as she realized they weren’t taking the long way to the kitchens. They were trying to get out of the school. Emily wondered, grimly, if she should raise the alarm. The girls would be in real trouble if they were caught, but... she needed to know where they were going. And why.

    The girls stopped next to a statue. Emily’s eyes narrowed as the leader - Dionne, she assumed - touched the statue in a delicate place. A click echoed through the air, loud enough to make her jump. The girls seemed unsurprised as a dark passageway slowly revealed itself in front of them. Emily bit off a curse as they started to enter the passage, then hurried forward to slip in behind them. The secret entrance looked mundane, rather than magical, but it didn’t bypass the wards. And yet... her eyes narrowed as the wards parted, allowing the girls to leave the school. It shouldn’t have been possible. Laughter’s staff were hardly incompetent. There was no way a bunch of students should have been able to sneak out of the castle without setting off any alarms.

    Someone in the school told them how to do it, Emily thought. Her blood ran cold. A traitor? Or an unwitting ally? It hardly mattered. The secret passageway wouldn’t have been left untouched unless the teachers were sure it couldn’t be used to sneak someone into the school. There was no way in hell they didn’t know it existed. The teachers had all studied at Laughter themselves. Jens? Or someone else?

    The passageway narrowed as the girls kept moving downwards. Emily followed, struggling to move quietly. The air was dank and clammy, oddly warm even though they were in the mountains. The girls relaxed slightly, giggling and chattering in low voices as they moved further and further from the school. An air of dark anticipation hung in the air. Emily shivered, wondering - again - if she should raise the alarm. The girls weren’t sneaking out for a prank, risking everything just for bragging rights. They had something else in mind.

    Moonlight flickered ahead of her as the passageway came to an end. A full moon hung in the sky, casting an eerie radiance over the mountains. Emily frowned as she followed the girls into the moonlight. Smart people knew not to be out after dark, particularly during a full moon. There were worse things in the woods than werewolves. And yet, the girls kept walking down a half-hidden trail. Emily carefully noted where to find the secret passage, then moved after them. The night was eerily quiet. She couldn’t hear anything, not even an owl.

    We’re on the lower mountainside, she thought, as she glanced around. The castle loomed above her, Pendle rested within the valley below. Where are they going?

    She kept her distance as the girls passed through the trees and entered a clearing. Emily’s eyes narrowed. It looked natural and yet... there were hints someone had designed it for dark purposes. A handful of stones marked the edge of the clearing, glowing with subtle magic that made it hard to look into the clearing. Whoever had set it up had done good work, she thought, as she hung on the edge and peered inside. The girls were gathering in a circle, their leader standing on a rock to address the gang. Her voice was low, concealed by privacy charms. Emily scowled in frustration. She couldn’t make out the words.

    And if I step into the clearing, they’ll know I’m here, Emily thought. Stalemate.

    Her mind raced. Void and Lady Barb had both told her about would-be magicians - the precise term they’d used was idiots - who pranced around in the darkness, experimenting with rites and rituals made up by fantasists, con artists and teenagers who wanted an excuse to get naked. Most of the time, it was harmless... but, sometimes, they managed to do something really dangerous. Void’s horror stories had chilled her to the bone. She shivered, wondering if she should intervene. Dionne and her gang should know better than to perform anything of the sort, but...

    They think they can get away with anything, Emily thought. And they’re about to cross the line.

    She watched, numbly, as Dionne turned and walked towards the edge of the clearing, stepping past the stones. Emily’s eyes followed her... a small pool rested within the shadows, barely larger than a goldfish pond. Emily frowned. She’d seen hedge witches breeding fish - and other creatures - for supplies, but Dionne and her friends would hardly need to resort to such measures. They could buy whatever they needed from the merchants in Pendle. Unless they wanted something forbidden even to them... Emily shook her head. She couldn’t think of anything that fitted the bill. Dionne certainly wouldn’t dip her hands into the water if there was something dangerous in there.

    Dionne returned, carrying a wriggling shape in her hands. Emily stared. A fish? No, a frog... her blood ran cold as she realized what the little brat had done. Dionne tossed the frog to the ground and waved a hand, casting a spell. The frog grew taller, tiny limbs becoming human... Dionne hastily cast a charm as the teenage boy screamed in pain. Emily felt sick. Being transfigured was discomforting at any time, but it didn’t have to hurt. The poor boy had to feel as though his bones were being systematically snapped and rebuilt and...

    Emily braced herself. Dionne had kidnapped someone from the town... why? A sacrifice? Emily’s blood ran cold. Dionne wasn’t stupid enough to mess around with necromancy, was she? There was no way she and her friends would survive that. If they didn’t kill themselves... they’d be killed. Emily might have to kill them. Or... her mind raced. Shadye had intended to sacrifice her, once upon a time. There were a handful of rituals that required sacrifice. Void had told her that anything that required an unwilling victim was flatly forbidden. 

    The boy was naked. He knelt, one hand covering his groin. He was shaking in fear, his eyes firmly fixed on the ground as if he didn’t want to risk looking at the witches. Emily understood, all too well. There’d been a time when she’d been terrified of magic too, even though she’d known she had magic. She wondered, suddenly, just how long the boy had been trapped as a frog. The spell might have damaged his mind. If he’d been a frog for a week or two... Emily didn’t want to think about it. Nadine had been a fish for nearly two months and she thought she belonged in the water.

    Dionne spoke, her words breaking through the charm. “Run,” she said. “Stay ahead of us ‘til dawn and you get to live. If we catch you...”

    She cast a spell. The naked boy rose into the air and spun around. Dionne stepped forward and met his eyes. “If we catch you, you’re ours.”

    Emily shuddered. The girls had shed their charms. In the moonlight, their faces looked twisted with sick anticipation. She’d seen aristocrats hunting commoners, as though they were lower than animals... her stomach clenched. The aristocrats who’d hunted foxes and wild boars had had the same sickening lust for blood on their faces, although they’d had the excuse of hunting beasts that threatened crops and farm animals alike. She swallowed, tasting bile in her throat. The girls thought they had the right to hunt mundanes...?

    Dionne cast a stinging hex. The boy yelped as it struck his naked backside. He landed on the ground and ran for his life. Emily knew he didn’t stand a chance. Dionne and her gang would have no trouble catching him, not if they flew. His only real hope was to head up to the school and trigger the wards, alerting the teachers... she shook her head. He wasn’t going to risk it, not when he had no way to know how the teachers would react. He’d probably expect them to turn him into a mouse and feed him to the school cat.

    Emily gathered her magic and stepped into the clearing. “Enough,” she said. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

    The girls seemed to waver, as if they were suddenly unsure of themselves. Emily could see doubt and fear cross their faces, the sudden sense they’d been caught with their pants down or their hands in the till. It was easy to think one was righteous until the outside world broke into one’s bubble and begged to differ. She heard the boy race away, running for the undergrowth as the girls stared at her. She hoped he’d be able to get back to town and... and then what? He might never recover from what they’d done. He’d certainly never be able to look at the witches in the same way again.

    “You...” Dionne stepped forward. “You have no right to be here. This is our place of power.”

    Emily felt her temper snap. “You are meant to be in bed,” she said. “You’re not meant to be out here, tormenting innocent young men. What were you going to do to that poor boy?”

    “He is ours,” Dionne said. Her eyes gleamed. “The world will be ours, when Pendle rises again.”

    “Really.” Emily glared from girl to girl. “Back to the school. Now.”

    She sensed the flash of magic an instant before it manifested, and she threw herself to one side. A powerful curse, one she didn’t recognize, flashed past her and slammed into a tree. She heard a crashing sound and glanced at it, just in time to realize that part of the trunk had been instantly transfigured to dust and then crushed under the rest of the tree. Dionne had meant to kill her! She reached out with her magic, hastily strengthening her wards as the rest of the girls started hurling hexes and curses at her. They’d crossed the line... they’d crossed the line so completely that their only hope was to kill her, destroy the body and swear blind they’d spent the entire night in their dorm. Emily gritted her teeth, then closed her eyes and cast the brightest lightspell she could. Night turned to day as the spell took effect, the light so bright she could see it through her eyelids. She heard the girls scream as their spells shattered. They hadn’t thought to protect themselves against light.

    “Get her!” Dionne was running forwards, sickly green light dancing around her hand. “Get her, quickly...”

    Emily stepped to one side and stuck out a foot. Dionne tripped, hitting the ground in a flash of green light. Emily winced as the wave of tainted magic brushed against her mind. Dionne was lucky the curse had largely been grounded, although... she moaned in pain. Emily rolled her over, trying not to wince at the burning scars. It looked as if someone had taken a cattle prod to Dionne’s face.

    “Stay still and I’ll get you medical attention,” Emily said. She wasn’t sure Dionne could hear her. Hell, she wasn’t sure even a full-fledged healer could do much for the younger girl. The curse had been nasty. There was so much tainted magic woven into the spell that she didn’t think she could put Dionne into stasis. “Don’t move.”

    She turned to face the rest of the girls. The entire dorm was there, save for Lillian. Emily scowled as she saw Karalee, her would-be apprentice trying to avoid her gaze. What the hell had she been thinking? Emily understood the desire to fit in, although it had never been part of her life, but there was a difference between wearing the same clothes and following the social queens on the path to hell. There was no way they’d be allowed to get away with their string of crimes. Trying to murder a teacher wasn’t a harmless little prank.

    “We are going back to the school,” Emily said, keeping her voice under tight control. She had no idea how Lady Barb had coped, when she’d been a teacher. “And if any of you give me any trouble at all...”

    She left the sentence unfinished, allowing their imaginations to fill in the blanks. She honestly wasn’t sure what she could threaten them with, not now they were staring expulsion and charges of attempted murder in the face. They might have gotten away with hurting a common-born mundane - the boy had clearly made a clean break, while Emily had grabbed the witches - but attacking a teacher was unforgivable. And... Emily smiled, grimly. They thought she was Void’s daughter, as well as his apprentice. If they’d killed her, they would have picked a fight with one of the most powerful magicians in the world. Their families would hardly have protected them after that.

    “Hands on your heads,” she ordered. “March.”

    She checked Dionne’s scars, then cast a painkilling spell and levitated her into the air. Dionne said nothing as Emily steered her to the road and started up towards the castle. There was no point in using the secret passageway, not when she didn’t want to risk banging Dionne into the walls. Besides, appearing outside the castle gates would send alarms ringing through the entire school. Duchene and her staff might take it a little more seriously... she wondered, suddenly, how the wards hadn’t noticed that the students were no longer in their dorms. Dionne and her gang shouldn’t have been able to get out of the dorm, let alone the school, without setting off alarms. How had they fooled the wards?

    Maybe they learned to bilocate, Emily thought. It didn’t seem likely. The spell had been tricky for her, even before her other self had been killed. She was still dealing with the after-effects. Or maybe they found another way to trick the wards.

    She heard the girls muttering amongst themselves and snapped at them to be quiet. They would have no chance to come up with a story, although Emily couldn’t imagine what sort of story they thought would get them out of trouble. They’d been caught outside the school, all the proof Emily needed they’d been doing something wrong. The rest of the evidence could be collected later. Emily lips quirked, tiredly, as they rounded the corner and approached the gates. She was tired, very tired, but she had to go on. Somehow.

    The wards sparkled an alert as they reached the gatehouse. Emily ordered the girls to stop and waited. It took longer than it should have done for Damia to run into the courtyard and hurry to the gates. Her eyes were curiously tired, as if she hadn’t been asleep either. Emily frowned. Damia had never struck her as someone who’d stay awake half the night.

    “Emily?” Damia stared at the girls. “What... what happened?”

    “I caught them outside the school,” Emily said. She indicated Dionne. “And this one needs a healer. Urgently.”

    Damia nodded and opened the gates with a wave of her hand. “What were they doing?”

    “Too much,” Emily said. “They sneaked out of the school, kidnapped a boy and tried to kill me.”

    Damia, for the first time since Emily had known her, showed a hint of surprise. “Take them to the headmistress,” she ordered. “Now.”


    Chapter Thirty-Three

    DUCHENE LOOKED, EMILY DECIDED, MURDEROUS.

    It wasn’t just that the headmistress had been dragged out of bed in the middle of the night and barely given any time to splash water on her face before the delinquents were marched into her office. It was the simple fact that they’d risked everything, including the school’s reputation, for... for what? The girls shifted nervously from side to side as Duchene and Damia hurled questions at them, unwilling or unable to come up with some proper answers that might satisfy the teachers. Not, Emily reflected again, that there were any good answers. Trying to murder a teacher would be bad enough even if the teacher didn’t have powerful connections.

    “You had strict orders to stay in the school,” Duchene thundered. Her eyes bored into the assembled girls, who quailed. For once, they were more scared of the headmistress than her deputy, who stood beside her with her arms folded and an utterly unforgiving look on her face. “What were you thinking?”

    She went on before any of the girls could try to answer. “And kidnapping a townsman? Now? What were you thinking?”

    “He is ours, to do with as we please,” Hannalore managed. She didn’t sound as if she believed herself. “We’re witches. He is ours.”

    Duchene glared. “And what did you intend to do to him, when you caught him? What sort of ritual involves catching a running man?”

    Emily frowned as a thought struck her. Certain rites and rituals were about preparing the caster as much as preparing the magic itself. Chasing down a sacrifice might have some symbolic value... she frowned, making a mental note to write to Void and ask him for any insights he might have. She doubted there’d be any books on such rituals in the library... she promised herself she’d check anyway, just to be sure. The girls shouldn’t have been able to gain access to them, if they existed, but they’d already managed to beat the wards once. And their families might own copies too.

    Her mind raced. Dionne wasn’t there. She certainly wasn’t talking. The rest of the girls seemed confused. Had it been a bonding ritual? Something to link them together, to ensure none of them could think better of the whole affair and back out? Or had there been a more sinister purpose? Her imagination provided too many possibilities, each one worse than the last. The only good thing, as far as she could tell, was that they hadn’t been experimenting with necromancy. They wouldn’t have needed to chase the poor boy down for that.

    And he’s probably halfway to Zangaria by now, she thought. Witches weren’t the only dangerous creatures in the forest, particularly after nightfall. Did he even make it home alive?

    “I cannot believe this,” Duchene said, tiredly. Her voice took on a more formal edge. “Lady Damia. I believe Dorm Twelve is barren, is it not?”

    “Yes, Headmistress,” Damia said. “It is clean, but otherwise bare.”

    Duchene addressed the girls. “You will remain in Dorm Twelve until we have contacted your parents and families to discuss your futures,” she said. “You are to consider yourselves prisoners. You are not to leave the dorm for any reason whatsoever, nor are you to make any attempt to contact anyone outside the dorm. Should you do so, you’ll spend the rest of the term hopping on a lily pad. Food and supplies will be brought to you. If you need anything else, inform us when we bring your food.”

    Her voice hardened. “You have disgraced the academy tonight,” she added. “And you have damaged, if not destroyed, an agreement that was forged by Pendle herself. She founded the town, she invited mundanes to live there, she promised them her protection and that of her successors. For generations, we have kept our side of the agreement. You have ruined that overnight.”

    Damia stepped forward, her voice like ice. “Follow me.”

    Emily slumped into a chair as the older woman led the girls out of the room. The headmistress was taking the whole affair seriously, thankfully. She’d recoiled in horror when Emily described the attempt to kill her, even though it had failed. Dionne shouldn’t have known such spells, let alone been able to cast them. Emily frowned, wondering if the girls had been manipulated from afar. Or... she cursed under her breath. She had no solid proof, certainly nothing that would convince their families. Her lips quirked into a humorless smile. Perhaps the families would want to believe their daughters had been manipulated. It would make them look like weak-minded fools, but it would absolve them of murder, attempted murder, misuse of magic and whatever other charges could be thrown at them.

    “Emily,” Duchene said. “How did you know they were planning something?”

    “I am honor-bound not to share that information,” Emily said. She had no idea how Duchene would react, if she knew the truth. Lillian had done the right thing, yet... it would be easy to condemn her as a wretched sneak. Or just let the information slip out to the wrong person. “It doesn’t matter.”

    “It does,” Duchene said. “I want to know how you knew.”

    Emily looked back at her. “And I am telling you...”

    The door opened. Damia stepped into the room. “They’re bedded down in the dorm for the night,” she said, curtly. “The wards needed a little reinforcement, but... they should keep the girls in the dorm until we’re ready to deal with them.”

    “That’s what they said about their original dorm,” Emily said. A thought crossed her mind, unbidden. If the original dorm was empty, save perhaps for Lillian, it might be worth searching it. “Are you sure they’ll stay put?”

    “Their original dorm was not designed to keep them prisoner,” Damia said, stiffly. “They could leave, if they didn’t care about setting off alarms. We did not want to trap them in the dorm if a fire, or something, should happen to break out. They didn’t so much escape the dorm as find a chink in the wards and exploit it.”

    Duchene stared down at her hands. “What were they thinking?”

    “They insisted they have the right to do as they saw fit,” Damia said. “And that Pendle would approve of their actions.”

    “Incredible,” Duchene said. She shook her head, slowly. “Why did this even happen?”

    Emily gathered herself. She was just too tired to dissemble. “Because you allowed it to.”

    “What?” Duchene half-rose. Her magic sparkled angrily. “What do you mean?”

    “Explain yourself,” Damia added. “How dare you even suggest we...”

    Emily studied Duchene for a long, cold moment. “You have been allowing your staff, Jens in particular, to teach the girls that their magic makes them inherently superior to mundanes,” she said. “You” - she looked at Damia - “have been arguing that magicians and mundanes are so different that they honestly cannot share space, that they have to separate themselves in order to avoid disaster. And you have staff members insisting that women are inherently superior to men, with witches superior to wizards. And now...”

    She took a breath. “And now, you are acting all surprised when the girls take your words literally and put them into practice. You are astonished when they mistreat townspeople, or hit them with love spells, or kidnap boys and use them for foul rituals... you damn well shouldn’t be surprised! It’s the same story everywhere! The aristocrats who mistreat commoners do so because they believe commoners are worthless. The slavers who keep slaves do so because they believe the slaves are little better than animals, fit only for manual labor. They see their slaves as property, as things.

    “You let this happen. You told young girls who had an edge that that edge made them superior. And then you seem surprised when the witches abuse mundanes.”

    She stood and started to pace. “You know what? I had to pass judgement on young aristocrats who’d raped commoners and serving maids, and you know what? Each and every one of them saw the girls as nothing more than objects. They honestly didn’t believe they’d done anything wrong. Everything they’d been taught told them they hadn’t done anything wrong. They threw fits and demanded duels - or worse - over how their sisters and wives and daughters were treated, but... they never drew the connection between aristocratic women and commoners! They simply didn’t think of the girls as human.

    “And that’s what always happens. Once you start thinking of yourself as superior, once you start dehumanizing other people, it’s only a short step to treating them as...”

    “That will do,” Damia said, sharply.

    “No one ever learns that lesson,” Emily said. “Those who do not learn from history are condemned to repeat it. Those who do learn from history are condemned to watch helplessly as other people repeat it.”

    “That will do,” Damia repeated. 

    “No, it won’t,” Emily said. “What do you intend to do about them? And the whole godforsaken mess?”

    Duchene held up a hand before Damia could say a word. “We will consult with their parents,” she said. “It is possible they can be withdrawn quietly from the school. We will, of course, send warning notes to the other schools. Given their age, it is quite likely their families will elect to arrange private tutoring rather than...”

    Emily stared at her. “You’re not going to expel them?”

    “They will not be permitted to remain within the school,” Duchene said. “But we will offer their families the chance to withdraw them quietly, rather than expelling them.”

    “And what sort of lesson,” Emily demanded, “will that teach the rest of the school?”

    “It will avoid a scandal,” Duchene said. “Another scandal, one we can ill-afford.”

    “They tried to kill me,” Emily said. She had no doubt Dionne would have killed her. The spells she’d cast could not be used for anything harmless. “And they would have killed that poor boy.”

    “The well-being of the school must come first,” Duchene said. “If I expel the girls, their families will protest. They will have to protest. Other families will take sides and put pressure on me - and the school board - to rethink the decision. They will not believe - or choose not to believe - your story. The boy is missing, perhaps he will never be found. It will be better, for the reputation of the school, for the girls to be quietly withdrawn as soon as possible.”

    Emily rested her hands on her hips. “And what sort of lesson, I ask again, will that teach the rest of the school?”

    “We will tighten procedures,” Damia said. “Before they leave, we will find out how they slipped through the wards and close the gap in our defenses. We will provide additional escorts when the girls start to return to Pendle...”

    “After the conference,” Duchene said. “We cannot take the risk of another incident. Not now, not...”

    Emily saw red. “And what are you going to do about Jens?”

    “Jens is a teacher of the highest repute,” Duchene said. “She’s...”

    “She’s a magical supremacist who has been teaching her charges that they are superior to people without a spark of magic in their bones,” Emily snapped. “She might well have been the one who showed the girls how to get out of their dorms, perhaps even the one who taught Dionne those curses. You need to fire her. Immediately.”

    Duchene looked irked. “I do not take staffing advice from junior tutors,” she said. “It is not your place to offer commentary on senior staff. It is...”

    “I came here to keep my eyes open,” Emily said. “It is possible, yes, that the girls are being influenced by someone or something outside the school. It is also possible that they have been manipulated without magic, that they have been encouraged to develop... attitudes... that will inevitably lead to disaster, without leaving any traces of outside interference. And Jens has been teaching the girls that they are superior to mundanes. You need to fire her.”

    “That’s not one of your concerns,” Damia said. “Go back to your room and...”

    Emily ignored Damia as she stared at Duchene. “Fire her.”

    “Firing a teacher is normally a matter for the board,” Duchene said. “I can only sack a teacher for gross incompetence or a breach of the code of conduct...”

    “I read the code,” Emily said. “It seems to me you could use it to justify anything.”

    “That is a matter of opinion,” Duchene said. “Jens would certainly put up a fight.”

    “Then ask her to resign,” Emily snapped. “She can go without the stigma of being sacked.”

    “You do not get to make those demands of me,” Duchene said. “And this conversation has gone quite far enough.”

    Emily held her eyes. “I’ve only just begun,” she said. She hated the thought of throwing her weight around, but she didn’t see any other choice. “I am the Necromancer’s Bane, Victor of the Necromantic Wars; I am Baroness Cockatrice, Lady-In-Waiting to Queen Alassa of Zangaria, Apprentice to the Sorcerer Void... and so many other titles I couldn’t even begin to list them all. And if I go to my friends and family and allies and tell them that the conference cannot be held here, what do you think they’d do?”

    Damia’s eyes flashed. “You do not speak to the headmistress like that!”

    Emily ignored her. “They’ll demand the conference be moved somewhere else,” she said, bluntly. “If they don’t get their wish, they’ll withdraw. And that will render the conference, which is a long shot even if nothing goes wrong, worse than useless. Do you think, for one moment, that they’ll insist on coming here?”

    “I...” Duchene suddenly looked a great deal older. “You would really go that far?”

    Emily felt a pang of guilt. She’d never liked people who threw their weight around. It wasn’t much of a consolation to know she’d earned her titles, certainly the ones she’d bothered to remember. Cat had joked she needed a secretary to keep track of the awards and honors that had been showered on her... she’d rolled her eyes at the time, but she was starting to think he’d had a point. And now... she gritted her teeth, refusing to weaken. Jens had to go. If she pushed Duchene hard enough to make her send Jens away... she’d deal with her conscience later.

    “Jens has to go,” Emily said. “If she keeps telling the student witches they’re superior, it’s only a matter of time until something else happens. Something worse.”

    Duchene looked defeated. “As you wish,” she said. “I’ll speak to Jens in the morning.”

    Emily tried to ignore the guilt. She was acting like... she was acting like Viscount Hansel and his brother Tobias. The thought mocked her. Hansel had tried to rape her, when she’d lost her powers. She’d battered him to death, but... she knew she’d been lucky. Hansel might have succeeded if he’d been a little smarter.  It had never crossed his mind that his subjects might have ideas of their own, or that... Emily angrily dismissed the thought. She wasn’t throwing her weight around for nothing. Jens had to go.

    “And consider yourself suspended from teaching duties for a week,” Damia added. “If you were a student, who’d mouthed off to the headmistress like that, you wouldn’t be sitting down for a week.”

    No, probably not, Emily agreed. She was too tired to take offense. If Damia was trying to regain some dignity... she found it hard to care. Besides, she needed to search the empty dorm after she had a rest. If I don’t have classes, I shouldn’t have any trouble getting in without being noticed.

    She dropped a curtsey instead. “I’ll go back to my room,” she said. “And I’ll see you both in the morning.”

    “I’ll walk with you,” Damia said. “Please.”

    Emily nodded and walked out of the room. The school felt odd. The lights were bright, yet... she thought it couldn’t be much later than two in the morning. She yawned, covering her mouth with one hand. She’d have to write to Jan and ask him to look for the kidnapped boy, in hopes he could be convinced to testify against the girls. Duchene had surprised her, when she hadn’t moved to expel them... Emily gritted her teeth. The girls really should have been sent home at once. If they were allowed to stay at the school...

    She glanced at Damia. “How’s Dionne?”

    “She scarred herself,” Damia said, flatly. “The damage is purely cosmetic, according to Mistress Allworth, but permanent. There’s too much tainted magic woven into the scars to make them easy to remove.”

    “Ouch,” Emily said. Dionne was going to hate being permanently scarred. Emily would have felt sorry for Dionne if she hadn’t tried to kill her and an innocent boy. “What’s wrong with her?”

    Damia looked at her. “What’s wrong with you?”

    Emily blinked. “What?”

    “You do not talk to the headmistress like that,” Damia said. “It reflects poorly on you.”

    Emily stopped and gathered herself. “Problems don’t go away if you ignore them,” she said, coldly. “And sometimes, people need to be pushed into dealing with them.”

    “True,” Damia agreed, as they resumed their walk. “And sometimes, the people doing the pushing don’t see the full picture. Sometimes, they even make matters worse. Expelling a student is a political decision, Lady Emily, and dismissing a teacher even more so. You may have ensured that there is no way to handle this quietly.”

    “I don’t want to handle it quietly,” Emily said, as they reached her door. She pushed it open, silently relieved the wards were untouched. “I want it handled.”

    “Have a care, Lady Emily,” Damia said. “Have a care.”


    Chapter Thirty-Four

    EMILY SLEPT POORLY.

    She was exhausted, almost too exhausted to sleep. She tossed and turned, her nightmares so vivid that she honestly wasn’t sure if she was asleep or awake. Even when she finally woke up properly, it was hard to believe she really hadn’t been hunted by a gang of giggling witches. She felt a stab of pity for the poor boy, the nameless child, who’d been broken by the little brats. There was a very good chance he was already on his way out of the country.

    Emily sat up and forced herself to stand. She’d been too tired to undress and her clothes felt filthy. She struggled out of them, wincing at the scratches on her arms and legs. She’d been so intent on the girls that she hadn’t noticed brushing against thorny bushes and brambles. Emily sighed and headed into the shower, trying to wash herself clean. Her skin felt ghastly. She hadn’t felt so bad since she’d been on campaign, when the closest thing to a shower had been a bucket of lukewarm water poured over her head. Her scalp itched at the thought. She wondered, crossly, if it was time to cut her hair. Void had pointed out, rather sarcastically, that it was just a matter of time until someone caught her by the hair and tried to yank her back.

    Or chokes me to death with my own hair, she thought, as she muttered a drying spell and then donned a new dress. That would be embarrassing.

    She frowned as she heard a knock on the door. It was mid-morning - she’d cancelled all the alarm spells before she’d gone to bed - and no one was going to come looking for her... probably. Duchene was unlikely to want to see her again, while Damia and the rest of the teachers were probably teaching. Jens? Emily tensed, suddenly unsure if she should open the door or not. Her magic wasn’t drained, but she was in no state for a fight. She braced herself and undid the wards, holding one hand behind her back in a casting pose. If someone intended trouble...

    Brier smiled at her as the door opened. “How are you?”

    Emily blinked as she saw the tray Brier was holding. “You’re not in class?”

    “Classes have been cancelled,” Brier said. “The headmistress announced it at breakfast. The girls are to stay in their dorms unless they have a very good excuse. Rumors are flying thick and fast. No one’s been able to avoid noticing that nine girls appear to be missing...”

    She frowned as she passed Emily the tray. “I’m afraid I have bad news.”

    Emily frowned. “What now?”

    “That’s the wrong attitude,” Brier said. “May I come in?”

    “Sure.” Emily stepped to one side long enough to allow Brier to enter, then closed the door and sat on the bed. “What’s happened now?”

    “Jens has called challenge on you,” Brier said. “She’s insisting on an immediate duel.”

    “I...” Emily blinked in surprise. “She’s challenged me to a duel?”

    “Yes.” Brier looked faintly apologetic. “She asked me to convey the demand and the terms.”

    “I thought I set the terms, as the challenged party,” Emily said. Master Grey had tricked her into making something that sounded like a challenge. Jens, it seemed, had been far less cunning. Or... was she playing a different game? “What are her terms?”

    “Magic against magic,” Brier said. “No guns or swords or anything.”

    “I see.” Emily had to admire Jens’s thinking. If Emily refused the duel, it would be politically difficult to fire her. If Emily accepted the duel and lost, Jens would be in an excellent position to find a new post if she still got fired. Hell, Duchene might not have tried to discourage her. If Emily killed Jens, Duchene wouldn’t have to fire her; if Jens killed Emily, Emily wouldn’t be able to ruin the conference. “She doesn’t want mundane tricks?”

    “No,” Brier said. “She intends to prove she can best you.”

    Emily kicked herself, mentally, for not considering the possibility. Jens would hardly have accepted her dismissal without a fight. And she was a good teacher, an expert at charms... aware enough, perhaps, to figure out that Emily was no necromancer. Jens might gamble everything on the grounds she had nothing to lose. Emily groaned. She should have considered the possibility...

    “I don’t have time for this,” she growled. “I have work to do.”

    Brier indicated the tray. “I don’t think you can afford to let it slide,” she said. “Jens was very insistent on an immediate duel. It was all I could do to convince her to let you sleep.”

    “Thanks.” Emily opened the cover and started to tuck into the kippers and potato. “I... what is she thinking?”

    She scowled. She knew the answer to that. Jens wouldn’t have a hope of finding a new position, certainly not one as good, if she was summarily sacked from Laughter. And Emily had backed Duchene into a corner, where she had to sack Jens or risk losing the conference and her last chance to make her mark on the school. Duchene stood to gain from whatever happened, to the point Emily wondered if she’d set out to encourage Jens to issue the challenge...

    Or if whoever is manipulating the school encouraged her to make the challenge, Emily thought, grimly. Is it Jens herself?

    She sipped her tea, considering the possible options. Jens was a charmsmith. She could easily have influenced the girls with magic, although - given what Dionne and her gang were like - it was unlikely Jens had needed to bother. And if she got caught... Emily recalled the teacher’s handbook and shuddered. There were limits, strict ones, on what the teachers could do to the students. Using magic to influence them was banned, unless it was part of defense class. Even then, the rules were strict. Emily could understand why some teachers preferred to avoid such lessons altogether.

    Brier cleared her throat. “Jens wishes to meet you in the Great Hall in an hour,” she said, softly. “What should I tell her?”

    “Tell her I’ll be there,” Emily said. There was no point in setting terms. Better to let Jens do it and then catch her out. “Do you have to escort me down?”

    “No,” Brier said. “Jens has declined a second, but you are entitled...”

    Emily shook her head. She didn’t need someone to take her place. Besides, she had a feeling there’d be a shortage of volunteers. She finished her breakfast, passed the tray back to Brier and stood. It wasn’t enough to merely beat Jens, not after Jens had been trying to convince the witches of their own superiority. Emily had to discredit her as well.

    And she must have been the one who charmed those toys for Dionne, Emily thought. She couldn’t have done it herself.

    “I’ll see you there,” Brier said. “Good luck.”

    She stood and left the room. Emily sighed, wondering just how many students would be watching the duel. Duchene would want witnesses, whatever the outcome. Emily reached for her chat parchments and scribbled out a set of messages, then wrote a more formal note for Jan. Hopefully, the postal service would still be running. The town’s postman wasn’t a witch. He was supposed to come to the castle every morning and evening... she shook her head as she charmed the letter closed. She’d just have to hope for the best. She put the letter to one side, then opened her bag. The gun was tempting, very tempting. She could put a shot through Jens’s head before the older woman could react...

    No, she’ll have adjusted her wards to handle solid objects, Emily thought. The charms mistress wasn’t stupid. She had no reason to expect Emily to play fair. She’ll use it to discredit me.

    She pushed the gun aside and found the battery and valve, hidden below a layer of spells. Emily took them out and carefully inserted a spell into the valve, then concealed them both within her dress. Jens wouldn’t sense them, not as long as they were wrapped in Emily’s wards.  She straightened, muttering a pair of spells to sharpen her defenses, then picked up the letter and headed for the door. There was no forbidding charm on the postal box at the end of the corridor. Emily slotted the letter into the box and then headed down to the hall. It was nearly time for the duel.

    A rustle ran through the chamber as she stepped into the hall. It looked as if the entire school had assembled to watch. Jens stood at the far side, wearing a red dueling robe. She was wrapped in so many protective charms that Emily was mildly surprised she could still cast spells. She allowed herself a smile as she realized she’d been right. Jens had wrapped herself in solid wards. Emily guessed she’d woven a handful of murder holes into the magic, just to allow her to shoot hexes and curses at Emily. Jens was an experienced duelist. She wouldn’t just sit there and let Emily blast spells at her, even if she was confident in her defenses. It would make the outcome far too predictable.

    Damia stepped up next to her, looking thoroughly displeased. “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

    No, Emily thought.

    “Yes,” she said. “I don’t have a choice.”

    Damia’s expression darkened. “No,” she said. “I suppose you don’t.”

    She indicated the wardlines on the floor, outlining how they worked. Emily nodded. She’d seem something similar when she’d dueled Master Grey, although there’d been fewer students watching the show. If she crossed the wardlines before Jens was dead or unable to continue, she would forfeit. Doing that in a real duel might mean death or worse. 

    Jens might simply try to shove me out of the circle with her own wards, Emily thought. It would be an ingenious tactic, if she wanted to make Emily into a laughingstock without actually killing her. She’d make me look like a fool without having to cast any spells herself.

    Damia didn’t raise her voice, but silence fell anyway. “We are gathered here today to witness a duel between Mistress Jens and Lady Emily,” she said. She didn’t offer the parties the chance to step back, something that bothered Emily. “Remain outside the wardlines. Jens, Emily, take your places.”

    Emily rested her hands in her pocket - and on the battery - as she walked across the wardline and into the circle, doing her level best to project an air of insolence. Jens glared, her face reddening to the point Emily wondered precisely what had been said when Duchene had dismissed her. Her cool and calculating manner was gone. Emily supposed it couldn’t be easy to lose everything she’d worked for in the blink of an eye, at the behest of an over-ranked junior tutor no less. And now she had to win a duel against someone who’d killed a bunch of necromancers in single combat.

    And someone who is going to cheat mercilessly, Emily thought. She couldn’t help a thrill of anticipation. This might even be fun. 

    She held herself calmly, keeping her eyes on her opponent. Jens deserved it. Jens... she wasn’t any different, at least in theory, to anyone else who considered themselves racially or sexually or ethically or ideologically superior. The conviction that one was superior above all others was far from uncommon. And yet, Jens was a teacher. A competent teacher, one who clearly knew what she was talking about. It would have been easy for her charges to recognize her skill at charms and assume she was right about everything else. Emily gritted her teeth. Jens needed to be removed. She’d deal with the consequences later.

    Damia raised her voice, slightly. “Three... two... one... begin!”

    Jens moved forward. Emily allowed herself a smile. She’d been right! Jens did intend to push her out of the circle. She had to admit it was a cunning plan, although one she wouldn’t have dared to use outside a dueling circle. A duel with a dark wizard would be fought without any kind of rules at all. Emily touched the battery and opened it, allowing magic to flow into the valve. A cancellation spell, so powerful it tore through nearly every spell in the chamber, blossomed into life. Emily readied herself to duck. If Jens realized what was happening in time to react...

    She smiled as Jens stumbled back, her wards shattering like glass. The magic flowed back into the ether. She raised a hand, trying to cast a curse, but the spell was gone before it could be completely cast. Emily stepped forward, the advancing charm breaking the remainder of Jens’s spells. Jens stared at her in horror, utterly shocked. Emily lifted her fist, telegraphing the movement in a way she would never have dared during training, and punched Jens in the jaw. She stumbled back and hit the ground. Emily picked her up by the dress, moving as quickly as she could, and threw her out of the circle. A wave of awe ran around the hall. Emily had won by...

    Jens tried to sit up. “You cheat!”

    “I used magic,” Emily said, calmly. The circle was collapsing as the rest of the magic faded away. “Magic and my fists.”

    “Congratulations,” Damia said. Her voice was so flat it was impossible to tell if she was pleased or upset. “You won.”

    “You didn’t put on a show,” Mistress Greenstone said. The gym mistress hauled Jens to her feet and hefted Jens over her shoulder. “Why not?”

    Emily had to smile. “I didn’t come here to put on a show,” she said. She twisted the valve, turning off the flow of magic. “I came here to win.”

    She stared around the room. The students had known her reputation, but many of them hadn’t believed it. Others had sought to build reputations for themselves by challenging her, secure in the knowledge she couldn’t actually kill them. Now... they believed it now. They’d seen her break Jens’s spells and knock her senseless... not, Emily supposed, that Jens had had much sense in the first place. She might have been a little more understanding of mundanes if she’d had more sense.

    “Yes, very good,” Damia said. “You can all return to your rooms now.”

    Lillian popped up beside Emily. “That was fantastic,” she said. “You beat her!”

    Emily had to smile. “Thanks,” she said. The simple admiration in the younger girl’s eyes was... heart-warming. She thought, not for the first time, that Lillian would make a far superior apprentice to Karalee. “Where are the others?”

    “I have the dorm to myself,” Lillian said. Her smile grew wider. “It’s wonderful!”

    “You’ll have a room of your own in sixth year,” Damia said, crossly. “Lady Emily, a word?”

    Emily nodded. “Lillian, I’ll speak to you later.”

    She watched the younger girl hurry away, then looked at Damia. “What’s going to happen to Jens now?”

    “She’ll be leaving the school shortly, without a reference,” Damia said. “She will be formally banished from the school’s lands, including Pendle. What happens to her after that is none of our concern.”

    “As long as she doesn’t try to sneak back in,” Emily said. Jens could presumably teleport... she could go anywhere, if she wanted. “If she...”

    “She will be formally banished,” Damia said. “She will be unable to return.”

    She met Emily’s eyes. “The parents of the... suspended girls will be arriving tomorrow,” she said. “You may be called upon to provide testimony, if they are unwilling to withdraw their daughters quietly. I suggest you spend some time thinking of what you want to say.”

    “I will,” Emily said.

    “Some of them will not be impressed by your reputation,” Damia added. “And those of them that are will seek to challenge you.”

    “Just like their daughters,” Emily said. “I’ll be there.”

    “Very good.” Damia leaned closer, casting a subtle privacy ward. “And you are not to try to blackmail the headmistress again. Understand?”

    “I understand,” Emily said. She felt a stab of shame. “I won’t do it again.”

    “Very good.” Damia stepped back. “Traditionally, we should hold a party for the winner. Under the circumstances, we feel it might be a bad idea.”

    “I don’t want a party,” Emily said. She’d blacked out after winning her first duel. This time... technically, Jens hadn’t been too far wrong. Emily had cheated. “If you don’t mind, I have to go back to my room.”

    Damia nodded and walked away. Emily turned and headed in the other direction. Jens... she wasn’t fool enough to think she’d seen the last of the charms mistress. Jens was powerful, capable and, after the defeat, angry. It might have been better to kill her... Emily shook her head. She wasn’t a killer, not really. Jens was no necromancer. She might mend her ways, given time. And it would be harder for her to convince people to work with her, let alone to follow her, after she’d been beaten so badly. 

    She ran her hand through her hair. The parents were coming... and Emily wasn’t sure what she wanted to say. Not yet. If the girls had been influenced, they weren’t wholly responsible for their own actions... she needed proof, one way or the other. And now they were in the disused dorm... Emily’s legs took her up the stairs, then down the corridor to Lillian’s dorm. The wards outside had been tightened. Emily frowned. Jens’s work? Or Damia’s? Or...

    “Lady Emily!” Emily turned to see Lillian hurrying towards her. “I thought you’d be in your room.”

    “I’m not,” Emily said. She let out a breath. “Lillian, I need to search the dorm.”

    Lillian frowned. “I... including my stuff?”

    “I hope not,” Emily said, truthfully. “But I don’t know.”

    Lillian looked at her for a long minute, then nodded. “Last night... last night, they made sure I couldn’t go after them,” she said. “If you have to search the room...”

    “File a protest afterwards,” Emily told her. The idea Lillian could have stopped her searching the dorm was absurd, but it wouldn’t stop her peers from believing it. “It’ll help, later.”

    “I doubt it,” Lillian said. “But thank you anyway.”


    Chapter Thirty-Five

    EMILY HAD NEVER LIKED DORMS.

    Whitehall had rooms, even for junior students. Sharing with one or two other girls was difficult, in her experience, but vastly superior to a dorm. There was no privacy in a dorm, no way to escape one’s dormmates unless one wrapped the curtains around the bed and hid. She had been able to come to an understanding with her roommates, at Whitehall, but it was a great deal harder to share space with nine other girls. It hadn’t been remotely easy at Mountaintop, even though she’d had her reputation to give her some protection.

    She stood in the doorway and allowed her eyes to slowly traverse the room. Ten poster beds, each with the curtains drawn back; ten wardrobes beside the beds and, if she was any judge, drawers under the beds as well. She reached out with her senses, picking up a handful of complicated privacy charms. Emily wasn’t surprised. Students did everything in their power to scrape out what little privacy they could. She would be surprised if the beds and drawers weren’t booby trapped. It was what students had done at both Whitehall and Mountaintop.

    Lillian stepped up behind her. “That’s my bed,” she said, pointing to the bed nearest the door. “And that’s...”

    Emily listened, silently noting that Dionne and her two cronies had snatched the beds furthest from the entrance and closest to the bathrooms. They’d probably agreed to it beforehand and moved in before anyone else could get there, although it was unlikely that any of their groupies would have stood in their way. If Lillian had taken one of the prime beds, she would probably have been harassed until she decided to give it up. Emily glanced at Lillian’s bed, then the bed next to it. She didn’t have to be an expert to tell the bedding was of finer make on the second bed. Laughter claimed the students were equals, but - just like Whitehall and Mountaintop - some students were more equal than others.

    “Thanks,” Emily said, when Lillian had finished. “Do you want to go to the library? Or somewhere else?”

    Lillian nodded, biting her lip. She’d be in real trouble if any of her dormmates discovered she’d not only let Emily into the room, but also pointed out their beds. Emily scowled. It wasn’t remotely fair - Lillian could hardly have kept Emily out - but who’d care about that? They’d use it to distract attention from their earlier crimes... Emily pointed to the door, then watched as Lillian fled. Hopefully, no one would ever realize what she’d done. Her next set of dormmates might be understanding, but they would still distrust her. 

    Emily closed the door and put a ward on it to alert her if anyone came too close, then paced down the center of the room. The privacy wards were good, easily good enough to keep out most students. Anyone who did manage to break them would have real trouble putting them back together again, providing a warning that someone had been poking through the caster’s bedding. Emily frowned as she reached Dionne’s bed and peered through the wards. The bedding was of the highest quality, complete with family sigil. She wondered, idly, how Dionne had managed to get away with bringing it.

    Family influence, probably, Emily thought. Or a simple bribe.

    The window appeared open, although a cluster of wards shimmered around the edge to keep students from simply flying into the open air. Emily leaned forward and peered into the distance. The dorm overlooked Pendle, the town seemingly untouched by the events of the last few weeks. It was easy to feel as though she was looking down on the town, as if the town were nothing more than a model... she couldn’t see people walking on the streets or heading up or down the mountains. She tested the wards and discovered it was fairly easy to push them open, if one was keyed into the wards. Dionne and her dormmates probably weren't. No wonder they’d used the secret passageway. Even if they did manage to get through the wards, they couldn’t avoid setting off the alarms.

    She glanced into the washroom - a collection of showers, toilets and sinks - and then turned her attention back to Dionne’s bed. It was hard to shake the feeling she was doing something wrong as she probed the wards. She’d spent six years in boarding school. Intruding on someone’s privacy was a jerk move, although - her lips quirked - she knew plenty of students, male and female alike, who did it anyway. The staff quietly encouraged it, on the grounds it inspired the students to study newer and better ways of erecting and breaking wards. Emily grimaced. She’d never agreed with that logic.

    Dionne had done a good job, she acknowledged sourly. There were freeze spells and change spells and a particularly nasty hypnotic compulsion that would have severely embarrassed anyone who managed to get through the first lines of defense. Emily hadn’t wrapped so many nasty surprises around her bed at Whitehall, although she’d had the advantage of largely trusting her roommates. She carefully untangled the spells, allowing them to dispel into the ether. Dionne’s parents would probably collect her possessions when they took her home. Before then... it didn’t matter. Emily was fairly sure Lillian wouldn’t try to steal them. She would be the only logical suspect.

    Emily smiled as she undid the final ward, then stepped up to the bed and opened the wardrobe. Dionne had a cluster of finely-made dresses that looked a little too fancy for a school, including one designed to show off her cleavage and another intended to push out her breasts. Emily would never have dared to wear either of them, certainly not in a school. She pushed the dresses aside and poked through the rest of the wardrobe, uncovering a selection of school robes, long cloaks and headscarves. Dionne probably used them for flying lessons. She wouldn’t want her hair flapping loose in the breeze.

    Probably, Emily thought, as she tapped the wooden floor. The space underneath the wardrobe felt hollow. I wonder...

    She’d never been that good with her hands - her carpentry and needlework skills were pathetic - and it took her longer than it should to pry up the floor. There was nothing underneath, save for a layer of dust that had probably been there for years. The wardrobe itself was firmly fixed to the wall. Emily coughed as the dust billowed up, then sat back and carefully closed the floor up again. Dionne hadn’t hidden anything underneath the wardrobe, which meant... what? There was always something to hide. Emily had seen students do similar tricks at Whitehall.

    Putting the thought out of her mind, Emily opened the drawer under the bed. A couple of spells snapped at her, including one too advanced for a normal student. Emily deflected it with an effort, then peered into the drawer. Dionne’s undergarments were as fine as her dresses, laid out in a pattern intended to conceal something. Emily frowned as she brushed them aside, unable to avoid the feeling she was doing something wrong. A handful of books with lurid covers were hidden under the undergarments. Emily bit off a giggle as she pulled one out and looked at it. Love and Magic. Frieda had read the same book, a couple of years ago. It was nothing more than fifty chapters of unrealistic sex. Emily opened the book to a random page and ran her eye down the text. A contortionist would have problems having sex like that without breaking bones. It was the last thing she would have expected Dionne to own.

    I guess they’re not banned here, Emily thought, wryly. Whitehall had banned blue books years ago. She’d never thought to ask if Laughter had banned them too. Or... maybe there’s a reason she hid them.

    Her eyes narrowed as she looked at the books. They were laid out in a pattern... she shook her head as she realized it was designed to conceal something else, just like the undergarments she’d moved earlier. She poked through the lowest levels of the drawer and found two more books and a paper notebook, the latter practically dripping with privacy spells. Dionne had overdone it. In her desperation to keep the book concealed, she’d actually drawn attention to it instead. Emily picked up the notebook and carefully started to undo the spells. It wasn’t Dionne’s spellbook, she was sure. It was something else.

    She frowned as she rested the book on the bedding and opened it to the first page. Dionne had started to outline a rite... the notes insisted it was designed to summon Pendle! Emily blinked, then parsed the spellwork. It was immensely complex, an order of magnitude more complicated than anything she’d expected from a student. She’d have problems drawing up something similar and she had several years of extra tutoring... she let out a breath. The spell was just too complex. It looked as if Dionne had taken a number of different spells and woven them together, but it was just too complex to cast. Emily silently ran the calculations in her head. It would be difficult for a handful of trained and experienced magicians to cast the spell, even if they were used to working together. Emily doubted a handful of fifth-year students could even begin to cast the spell.

    And they’d need one hell of a lot of power, she thought. The rite was practically designed to drain the casters dry. It could be tightened up in a dozen places, without... Emily felt her heart sink as she tried to trace the spellwork past a certain point. It became incoherent, as if there was no longer anything binding them together. How does this spell even work?

    She sat back on her haunches and worked her way through the rest of the book. Jens hadn’t given Dionne the spells. An experienced charmsmith would have known how to prune the spell to best advantage... hell, an experienced magician would have been able to devise the spell from scratch or smooth out the sub-spells to avoid unpredictable effects or power demands that might cancel the spell halfway through. Jens really hadn’t been involved... Emily frowned. Dionne should have known better than to even start devising such a spell. She’d had five years of education detailing precisely why it was a bad idea.

    She might be happier if it failed, Emily thought, as she put the notebook back on the bed and stared down at the open drawer. Who knows how Pendle will react to the modern world?

    The thought bothered her. She’d met Lord Whitehall. He was an impressive man, but he hadn’t lived up to the legends. And... he’d been very different than the magicians she’d met in the modern era. Who knew how he’d cope with the future? It was hard to imagine Pendle not having the same problem, if she appeared in the modern era. If, of course, there was any truth to the story at all. It was very hard to believe.

    Someone could put themselves in stasis for generations, Emily reminded herself. She’d done it herself. But they’d still be out of touch when they opened their eyes.

    She shook her head. Dionne was delusional. There was no reason to believe Pendle would put Dionne and her cronies on top of the new world order. There was no reason to believe Pendle could even establish a new world order. Lord Whitehall had been powerful, but Emily knew she could have bested him in a fight. She’d had the advantage of nearly a thousand years of magical research and development. Pendle had been gone for over five hundred years, perhaps more. Dionne presumably knew more magic than Pendle had ever known existed. Did she think she could teach the most powerful witch of her generation? Or had she simply not thought it out very far?

    Emily sighed as she read through the rest of the notebook, then searched the rest of the drawer and bedding. Dionne didn’t seem to have much of anything, beyond the notebook and the blue books. Emily had the odd feeling something was missing. The blue books might be embarrassing - it was odd to realize that Dionne, magical supremacist, had been reading a novel about a witch submitting to a manly man with muscles on his muscles - but hardly fatal. Perhaps she just read it for the articles... Emily snorted at the thought as she carefully repacked the drawer, taking care to ensure that nothing was hidden under the wooden paneling. Maybe she’d hidden something incriminating elsewhere. Laughter wasn’t as big as Whitehall, but it was still large enough to provide plenty of hiding places...

    She sat on the bed and looked around. It was unlikely Dionne had trusted Bernadette and Hannalore with anything dangerous, or incriminating. In Emily’s experience, girl posses like Dionne’s were hardly based on mutual trust and respect.  Dionne, Bernadette and Hannalore might have been pushed together by their families, in an alliance that might not last once they left school. Or they might be true companions... Emily shook her head. They just didn’t act like true companions. Anyone who spent most of her time putting the rest of the world down was almost certainly insecure, even if they didn’t want to admit it to themselves.

    I’m missing something, she thought. Where...?

    Her eyes wandered up the wardrobe. It was taller than she’d thought, too tall for her to reach the top. Dionne was actually shorter than Emily. She couldn’t hide something... Emily stood and cursed under her breath. Dionne could fly! She could just levitate up and hide something on top of the wardrobe. Emily levitated herself up and reached a hand into the gap. A spell snapped at her, sending an unpleasant jolt running through her fingers. Emily swore and poked further into the dark space. Her fingers touched a piece of parchment. She caught hold and pulled it into the light. A piece of chat parchment?

    Emily blinked in confusion. Why would Dionne hide her chat parchment? Emily had seen Dionne using them in class, at least until Emily had offered her the flat choice between putting it away or having it confiscated. Chat parchments were charmed. The only people who could read them were the owners... her eyes narrowed as she looked at the parchment. It looked as though it had been torn from a book...

    A surge of magic ran through the parchment. Emily recoiled as the spell crashed into her mind. It felt as if someone were trying to redirect her thoughts in an impossible direction... she stumbled, her levitation spell starting to fail as she lost her grip on the magic. She dropped the parchment and hastily lowered herself to the floor, then gingerly reached out to study the parchment. A complex spell was worked into the sheet. It wouldn’t have been so bad, she realized numbly, if it hadn’t tried to push her in the wrong direction. And there were threads of magic reaching out in all directions...

    She stared as understanding clicked. The intruder hadn’t stolen anything. She’d put something in. A book, perhaps. The parchment looked to have been torn from a book. The faded writing on the far side looked like something from a textbook. Someone had turned a book into an oversized piece of chat parchment, then concealed it within the school. The charms were so subtle, so aligned with the school’s wards, that they would be nearly impossible to detect. And...

    Her blood ran cold as she traced the threads of magic. She’d seen something similar in Beneficence - she’d used something similar in Alexis - but this... this was different. Someone had taken her concept and used it to manipulate Dionne... she shuddered, feeling sick. She’d been able to resist because the magic wanted her to turn against everything she held dear, but Dionne didn’t have that edge. And the threads suggested that nearly every girl in the dorm had a piece of similar parchment. Lillian was the only exception. 

    Emily closed her eyes and carefully traced the strand of magic. It was cruder than the early chat parchments Aloha had designed, years ago, but she supposed it was carrying more than scribbled text. And it was outdated. The intruder had entered the school four years ago. Someone had taken the concept, devised a way to weaponize it and started a plan well before anyone had realized the danger. Four years... who the hell had it been?

    She shivered. And if the girls have been affected, the teachers might have been affected, too.

    Her mind raced. Who could she trust? No one. Duchene and her staff had been close to the charmed book... who knew if they’d been affected? Damia had staunchly denied even the possibility that something might be wrong, that someone might be manipulating the students. Was it just stubbornness, or something more sinister? And...

    I can’t talk to anyone, she thought. And it’s just a matter of time before whoever’s fiddling with the chat parchments realizes what’s happened.

    She stood and strode to the window. She couldn’t trust anyone. She didn’t even dare leave a note. And... whoever was behind the mad scheme had to be stopped. Whatever they were doing, they had to be stopped. They might have sensed her touching the parchment. There was no time to call Lady Barb or Void or someone to help. She peered into the distance, towards Pendle. The thread of magic seemed to be pulling her towards the town. The manipulator, whoever he was, had to be there. Waiting.

    I have to get there quickly, Emily thought. And I’m going to have to fly.


    Chapter Thirty-Six

    THE AIR FELT COLD AS EMILY flew towards the town, gusts of wind whipping against her bare face or slipping up her dress as if the air itself wanted her to stop and land. She felt the magic whirling around her, preparing a handful of spells in case the flying magic suddenly destabilized or stopped. If the manipulator kept an eye on the chat parchment - she had no way to know how many pieces of parchment were loose in the school - he might see her coming. It would be ironic indeed, she supposed sourly, if she wound up dangling from her own petard.

    Whoever did this used my tricks, she thought. It was maddening. She knew from grim experience - and historical awareness - how easy it was for someone to take a concept and build on it, or weaponize it, but it was still irritating. And they might even manage to blame me for it, too.

    She saw people glancing up at her as she flew over the town. There were fewer people on the streets than she’d expected, even though the witches were confined to the castle. It struck her they could probably look up her dress... she muttered a hasty charm to ensure they couldn’t see anything as she followed the thread towards the edge of town. She couldn’t be sure - everything looked different from overhead - but it looked familiar. She’d been there before, with... Mitch, the boy who’d been hit with a love spell. She cursed under her breath as she dropped to the ground, bracing herself for an attack that didn’t come. Were Mitch and his family somehow tied into the whole scheme? Or was it just a wild coincidence?

    Emily reached out carefully with her senses, following the thread into the house. It felt as if the other end of the chat parchment link was inside. She walked around, just to be sure, as she felt out the wards. They didn’t appear that strong, from the outside, but whoever had put them together had been very clever. They’d ensured the wards were hard to read from the outside, concealing the iron fist inside a velvet glove. Emily suspected that whoever had cast them was far more capable than Dionne. They might have less power - the wards had been crafted carefully, just to avoid excessive use of magic - but it might not matter. A skilled magician with little power could best an unskilled magician with more power than he knew how to handle.

    She stepped up to the wards and touched them, lightly. They were solid. She couldn’t get through without either breaking them down or being attuned to the spells. She found it hard to believe Mitch’s family were comfortable with the wards, but they might not have been given a choice. They’d had a lodger... Emily wondered, suddenly, just who the lodger might have been. He’d been scared of her, when she’d brought Mitch back to his family. She’d thought he was scared of her because she was a magician, but... she tested the wards lightly, then used the chat parchment to open a chink in the magic. The magical aura should be enough to let her get through without being detected.

    The air felt oddly hot as she stepped up to the door and tested it. The door was unlocked. She pushed it open gingerly and peered inside. The hallway was empty. She inched forward until she could look into the sitting room, careful to make as little noise as possible. Mitch was sitting on the sofa, frozen in time. He’d been put into stasis. Emily shivered as she walked past him and peered into the kitchen. Mitch’s mother was cooking something on the stove. A powerful spell hovered around her, enslaving her. Emily felt a wave of naked disgust. The poor woman was so strongly enchanted that she had no idea Emily was even in the house. Her husband sat at the nearby table, also frozen in time. Emily guessed the woman had simply been charmed into servitude.

    The chat parchment grew warm in her hand. Emily cursed, realizing the owner was trying to access it. He’d have no trouble detecting that the parchment was a lot closer than it should be. Emily was fairly sure Dionne and her gang wouldn’t know they were being manipulated, their thoughts guided along predetermined paths; they certainly wouldn’t know where to come for orders. Karalee’s thoughts hadn’t included any awareness she was being influenced, let alone controlled. Emily turned and hurried towards the stairwell. The rooming house felt oddly empty, the remainder of the guests probably ordered to leave. 

    Mitch’s family was planning to leave, she reminded herself, as she slipped up the stairwell. Their lodger clearly had other ideas.

    She felt the wards grow stronger as she reached the top of the stairs and looked around. The rooming house seemed comfortable enough, right down to the carpeted floor and bathroom advertising hot and cold running water. Emily guessed they’d purchased a charmed boiler at some point. She inched down the corridor, gritting her teeth as the wards snapped and snarled at her mind. They were designed to do more than just keep her away. They were intended to make her forget what she was seeing, where she had been going, where... she shook her head, biting her lip to keep her mind clear. Whoever had set up the wards was a master of manipulation. She wondered, suddenly, just how long Mitch and his father had been in stasis. Their thoughts would have stopped, too. They could remain that way for years...

    The door was locked, the doorknob charged with magic. Emily glanced at the chat parchment, then drew the last of the magic from the sheet and tried to use it to open the door. The wards flashed, slamming a force punch into her. Emily grunted as she was thrown back and slammed against the far wall. The manipulator had clearly designed the wards to repel anyone carrying a chat parchment. And now he knew someone was outside... Emily threw caution to the winds and lashed out with her own magic, smashing the door. She darted forward, readying a spell. A hooded figure turned to face her, raising a wand as she crashed through the door. Emily ducked as a flash of red light shot over her head. The figure jabbed the wand at her, time and time again; spells slammed into the wall behind her, pieces of debris drifting from the ceiling. Emily braced herself, then tossed back a force punch of her own. Her opponent was blasted across the room, straight into the wall. His body hit the ground, his skull a shattered mess. Emily blinked in surprise. It shouldn’t have been that easy. She hadn’t expected the force punch to be so effective...

    She turned as she heard scrabbling from the next room. Someone was there... the wards crackled around her, trying to pin her in place. She hastily cast a series of counterspells, trying to break through them before it was too late. The enemy sorcerer’s magic felt oddly familiar. She frowned, glancing at the man she’d killed. He’d used a wand. A poor magician? Or a mundane, charmed into servitude? And...

    Emily shoved her way through the wards, a dark suspicion growing in her mind. The magic felt very familiar. Someone she’d known, someone she’d liked... once upon a time. She crashed into the next room and saw a man on the verge of jumping out the window. He was trying to escape... she thrust her magic forward, punching through his wards and latching onto him. He spun around, revealing a familiar face. Emily felt her heart sink.

    “Simon?”

    Simon jabbed a finger at her. The curse slammed into her wards, dark magic bleeding in all directions. She’d never known him to use such magic before, but... she guessed a man who’d been pushed into serving an unworthy master and monarch might have picked up a few nasty tricks. Dark shadows darted around her, she burnt them back with a single lightspell. Simon swore and raised a hand; Emily shoved him back, hard, against the wall.

    “You...” Simon’s magic boiled against hers. “Let me go!”

    Emily studied him for a long moment. The young man she remembered, the young man she’d liked, was gone. Simon looked more like a hobo than a magician, his eyes flickering from side to side and his body twitching uncomfortably. His clothes had been fancy, once upon a time, but they’d practically been worn through. And he looked as if he’d been through the wringer. She found it hard to be sympathetic. She knew what he’d done in Dragora. She’d even told him she’d kill him, if she ever saw him again.

    “What are you doing here?” Emily had to struggle to speak evenly. Simon had turned a young princess into a murderer at the behest of her father, an act that had eventually resulted in the man’s death. “Why are you even here?”

    She frowned. The timing didn’t add up. Simon couldn’t have put the book in the school. He hadn’t even graduated himself when the mystery intruder had sneaked into the school, then sneaked out again. And he’d gone straight into working for his monarch when he’d left school himself. Her eyes narrowed. Simon had clearly been recruited, after he’d left his former post. But by whom?

    Simon glared at her. “Let me go!”

    Emily met his eyes. “What are you doing here?”

    She tightened the spell, then turned and started to look around the room. Simon was far from incompetent - he was a skilled magician - but he wasn’t that strong. He shouldn’t be able to break free, not in a hurry. She felt her frown deepen. The room - the suite, really - had been turned into a lab. The shelves were stocked with potions and books, including a handful of volumes she knew only by reputation. A large book sat on the desk, surrounded by powerful charms. Emily touched it lightly and had a sense of minds brushing lightly against hers. The book was the counterpart of the one in the school, the one that had been torn up to produce the chat parchments. She wondered what would happen if she threw it into the fire. Would it break the links, rendering the chat parchments useless? Or would it kill the bearers? Or... or what? She shuddered. Given time, Simon could convince anyone carrying a chat parchment that white was black, up was down and... and anything. 

    And it would be very hard to detect, Emily thought. What was he doing?

    She studied his notes. Simon had been working on complex charms... what was the point?  The charms looked like Dionne’s rite, but... why would Simon want to raise a long-gone witch? It didn’t seem too likely. Had he been feeding her the charms? Given the tools at his disposal, it was possible. The whole affair simply didn’t make any sense.

    It doesn’t make sense to me, Emily thought. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t make sense to him.

    She turned to face him. “What’s the point of all this?”

    Simon smirked at her. There was a hint of madness in his eyes. Emily felt her temper flare. It would be easy, so easy, to slam him against the wall repeatedly until he talked. Or his body was battered to mush. She took a step forward, remembering her promise to kill him. He deserved it. He could have said no when his master had asked him to break the rules... it wasn’t entirely fair, she knew, but she didn’t care. Simon had crossed the line so badly she couldn’t even begin to forgive him.

    She bit her lip. She wanted to hurt him. She wanted to force him to talk. And yet, she needed answers. Quickly.

    “Tell me,” she said. “What is the point of all this?”

    Her mind raced. Revenge? It didn’t seem likely. Simon hadn’t studied at Laughter. How could he? And the whole plot had begun well before Simon had left school himself. Someone was involved, someone who’d recruited Simon and put him to work... someone who’d managed to sneak a weapon into the school. Nanette? She certainly had the skills to make it work. Emily had no idea why she might have a grudge against Laughter, but... the school wasn’t short of enemies. Someone could easily have paid Nanette to do the dirty work.

    Or it could be someone I’ve never met, Emily thought.

    She held his gaze with her own. “Tell me what I want to know and I’ll let you go,” she said. She honestly wasn’t sure she was telling the truth. She wanted Simon dead. She’d wanted him dead well before he’d started manipulating events at Laughter. “You can have a head start before the witches come after you.”

    Simon stared at her, then started to laugh. “You think I can escape them?”

    “You certainly got away from Dragora,” Emily said. The truth - the full truth - might have been carefully concealed, but enough had leaked out for Simon to be declared outlaw. There was no one in Dragora who would have risked helping him. “I assume you can do it again.”

    “Hah,” Simon said.

    Emily scowled. She was fairly sure Simon could teleport. Even if he couldn’t, he could easily get down to the portals and vanish before the alert went out. And yet... she shook her head. He’d done it before. He could do it again.

    “What’s the point of all this?” Emily waved her hand at the notes. “What were you doing to those poor girls? And who hired you?”

    “The girls were already... predisposed to misbehave,” Simon said. “I just gave them a little push.”

    “And now you’ve been caught,” Emily said, bluntly. “Tell me what I want to know and I’ll let you go.”

    Simon lowered his eyes. “I’ve gone too far...”

    Emily privately agreed, but she tried not to show it. “You’re not the first person I’ve met who thought he’d gone too far,” she said. “You’re not the first person who thinks himself utterly beyond redemption. And yet, you can accept that you’ve done something wrong and work to repair the damage you’ve done...”

    “Really?” Simon snorted. “You were born with a golden spoon in your mouth, weren’t you?”

    “No.” Emily met his eyes. “I don’t promise it will be easy...”

    “It will be impossible,” Simon snarled. “Do you think there’s anyone who’d forgive me?”

    No, Emily thought. Simon had a long list of mortal enemies, even if half of them didn’t know it yet. Dionne’s family would blame him for everything, in hopes of saving their daughter from the consequences of her actions. So would the rest of the gang. And what he’d done to the princess was unforgivable. No one will forgive you. Even me.

    “Quite.” Simon seemed to read her thoughts. “I’ve gone too far to stop.”

    “So what are you doing?” Emily lashed out with her magic. “What’s the point?”

    Simon laughed, even as she bore down on him. “Does there have to be a reason?”

    “Someone put the book in the school,” Emily snapped. “And then they put you here, so you could monitor the results. Who? Why?”

    “I can’t tell,” Simon said. “She’ll kill me!”

    “She?” Emily leaned forward. “Who is she?”

    She sensed the spark of magic an instant too late. Her wards shattered. Simon punched her in the chest. He wasn’t as strong as Cat or Jade, but strong enough to send her crashing back. Her magic sparked, spinning out of control as Simon landed on top of her. He was flailing around like a wild thing, his fists waving in the air as if they were attached to strings. Emily gritted her teeth, slipping the dagger out of her sleeve and jabbing it into his leg. Simon recoiled, a fist coming down to crash into the floor next to her head. She threw him off, then rolled over and gathered her magic. Simon had no time to react before she bound him to the floor.

    He giggled. Emily thought she saw something behind his eyes. Something...

    “She said I was to tell you something,” Simon said. Blood was pouring from his thigh, but he didn’t seem to care.  “She said I was to tell you it was too late. The witches are heading for the Redoubt. And the end is at hand.”

    Emily blinked. “Who said? Who told you...?”

    Simon looked almost comically surprised. An instant later, his body burst into flame. Emily cursed, throwing up a hand to protect herself as the flames spread out of control. She tried to put them out with a spell, but the flames were charmed. The floor was already catching fire. Emily stumbled to her feet and fled to the stairwell, hoping and praying she could get Mitch and his family out before it was too late. The wards were collapsing, the remnants of their magic steering the flames into consuming the entire house. Simon had probably planned to burn everything to the ground when he left, just to make sure the evidence was destroyed.

    Emily muttered a summoning spell, yanking the frozen forms up and steering them out of the house. Mitch’s mother was harder to drag out. She was so deeply enchanted she couldn’t even tell the house was burning down around her ears. Emily eventually resorted to stunning her and directing her outside, where a crowd was already gathering. Emily handed her over to the crowd, released Mitch and his father from the spells, then threw herself into the air. It might not be too late...

    The rite was supposed to be cast at midnight, she thought, desperately. There was too much wild magic in the air to risk teleporting to the Redoubt. They can’t have started it now.

    But she knew, as she pushed herself up and into the air, that it might already be too late.


    Chapter Thirty-Seven

    EMILY HEARD SOMEONE SHOUTING BELOW HER as she flew over the town, but she didn’t have time to stop. Whatever Dionne and her cronies thought they were doing, it had to be stopped. Emily’s mind raced. The rite she’d found didn’t seem remotely practical. The power requirements were just too high. She supposed someone could make it work, if they had a battery, but even if they did... what were they trying to accomplish? There’d been so many disparate pieces worked into the spell that Emily had no idea how it actually worked.

    Simon must have fed Dionne the spell, Emily thought. But why?

    She forced herself to think. Simon wasn’t a fool... no, Simon hadn’t been a fool. He was certainly smart enough to realize he was feeding the girls a useless spell. Why? Emily had no idea. It was possible the spell was designed to do something else, something that would be triggered when the girls tried to cast it, but what? She wished, suddenly, that she’d stolen the notes for later examination. She could have parsed it out, piece by piece, and determined if there was something hidden within the spell.

    No one in their right mind would cast a spell they didn’t understand, Emily reminded herself. The lesson had been drilled into her years ago. But they’re not in their right minds.

    She considered the possibilities. She, Simon had said. Someone who clearly knew Emily... Nanette? There weren’t many other possible suspects. Jacquie was... gone. Fulvia was dead. Emily could imagine Nanette picking up Simon, after he’d fled Dragora; she could imagine her recruiting the young man in a plot to do... to do what? Nanette hated her - Emily knew that all too well - but why cause trouble in Laughter? There’d been no way to predict that Emily would go to the school.

    Nanette might have raised a demon, Emily thought. Nanette’s mentor had shown Emily how to call up demons. Why wouldn’t he teach his prize pupil and agent too? If she got a glimpse of the future...

    She shook her head. It made no sense. Nanette had to be involved - there really weren’t many other possible suspects - but she had to be working for someone. Someone who really disliked her. Or Laughter. Or... Emily wondered, suddenly, if Simon had been recruited by another monarch. Laughter and Pendle had been torn away from the kingdom, if she recalled correctly. The monarch might intend to undermine the school, but... she frowned. It really didn’t make any sense.

    Her magic started to ache as she flew up the mountainside. Laughter came into view, seemingly silent... Emily wondered if she should fly directly to the castle and ask for help. Simon’s book had been destroyed. In theory, anyone under his influence should be free. And yet... Emily winced in pain. It could take months, if not years, for someone to recover from mental manipulation, particularly if they were unwilling to admit they’d been manipulated in the first place. They might be on the verge of madness, or... she cursed under her breath. There was no way the girls should have been able to escape the penal dorm, not unless they’d had help. Emily shivered. If a teacher had been subverted… 

    Jens is gone, she thought. Who else can it be?

    And how do you know, her thoughts answered, that Jens is really gone?

    Emily gritted her teeth. Jens had always been a supremacist, but Simon could have stroked her feelings and convictions until they became a great deal worse. Hell, she might not be his only victim. Emily could easily see him weaving his way into a dozen minds, until he had his pick of operatives on the inside... operatives who didn’t know they were under his control. It was quite possible that Damia or Brier or even Duchene was under his spell. Or Nadine... Emily cursed under her breath. Nadine’s mind had been damaged by the intruder. It might be a great deal harder for her to tell if someone had damaged her further...

    I can’t trust anyone, Emily thought. She kicked herself, mentally, for not having thought to send a message to Jan or Lady Barb or someone. Cat would have come, if she’d asked; he might even have brought his apprentice with him. Anyone who’s been too close to the chat parchments might have been influenced.

    She crested the hill and flew over the forest towards the Redoubt. The ruined castle looked faintly sinister in the darkening sky. Emily glanced at the setting sun, trying to calculate the time. Late afternoon, perhaps... it couldn’t be much later than five bells. She had time, plenty of time, before midnight. Unless the spell could be cast before midnight... she shook her head. It was rare, vanishingly rare, for a spell to depend upon such frivolities. It would be easier to believe the spell needed virgins to cast it properly...

    Emily cursed under her breath. What was the spell intended to do? Raise Pendle? It seemed absurd, for all the reasons she’d gone over time and time again. Or do something else? She stared at the mountain, remembering the enslaved dragon she’d encountered a year or so ago. Another dragon? Or a demon? Or what? The spell was clearly designed to summon something. 

    Stop them first, she told herself. And then worry about what they intended to do later.

    She made a face. It would be easy to believe - she wanted to believe - that Dionne and the others were truly responsible for their actions. She’d met enough queen bees and wannabe queen bees to find the entire breed distasteful. They could make life miserable for anyone who didn’t meet their extracting standards, or happened to be prettier or richer or whatever than them. And yet, with Simon meddling with their minds, who knew how much blame they truly bore? He’d taken an aspect of their personalities and strengthened it until it overwhelmed everything else. Emily felt sick as she contemplated the possibilities. Simon could have turned the girls into his harem, if he’d wished. It wouldn’t have been that hard...

    A spark of magic darted through the air. Emily blinked as her flying spell started to come part. She tried to weave it back together, but it was already too late. The remainder of the spellwork disintegrated, sending her plummeting. She could see the trees getting closer and closer as she tried desperately to cast a flying spell, or a levitation spell. Panic yammered at her mind, making it harder and harder to concentrate. Someone had seen her coming and sniped her out of the air. Someone...

    Parachute, she thought. Form a parachute...

    It was hard, incredibly hard, to conjure something from nothing. Even Void couldn’t conjure anything particularly big from raw power, although he’d been practicing magic for over a century. Emily felt her power leaking as she tried desperately to bind it in place, realizing - too late - her mistake. The parachute jerked once, slowing her fall, then disintegrated into a shower of sparks. Emily plummeted again, the ground coming up at terrifying speed...

    She focused her mind, casting a freeze spell on herself. She’d done it to others as part of a trust-building exercise, but never herself. Her limbs locked solid as the ground came up and hit her. She crashed through the trees and landed in a crater. It didn’t hurt - the spell had kept her from being hurt or killed - but... it was hard, so hard, to undo the spell. She’d cast it on herself. In a sense, she was actually fighting herself.

    Fuck, she thought, numbly. The magic spiraled around her. Someone had shot her out of the air... she gritted her teeth, trying to drain her own magic into herself. She had to free herself and move, fast. Whoever had blown her out of the sky would come looking for her, sooner or later. They’d probably seen enough of her descent to suspect she’d managed to survive the fall. A firstie could have knocked me out of the air.

    Her head spun. Her body unlocked. She slumped in a heap. It was hard to force herself to move. She guessed she’d been more stunned than she’d thought. Her arms and legs felt as if she’d been badly hurt, battered to the edge of unconsciousness. She wanted to close her eyes and go to sleep, even though she knew it would be suicidal. It was all she could do to stand on wobbly legs and stumble away from the crater. It looked as if a small asteroid had hit the ground.  And, if anyone came after her, they’d know she’d survived because they couldn’t see a body.

    She looked around as she kept moving, struggling up towards the Redoubt. The trees were casting long shadows over the forest. She thought she could hear things moving in the trees, things that sounded utterly inhuman. Emily glanced up at the darkening sky and cursed under her breath. Night was dawning. It was just a matter of time until the really dangerous creatures came out to play. She saw something flittering through the trees and jumped, reaching for her magic before she realized it was nothing more than a bird. It looked at her with surprisingly intelligent eyes, then flew away. Emily felt a chill running down her spine. If the bird was someone’s familiar...

    They don’t allow familiars at Laughter, she reminded herself. She wondered why as she started to pick her way up a dry brook. There must be some reason for the ban.

    She sensed magic behind her and ducked, sharply, as a stunning spell flashed over her head and crashed harmlessly against a tree. Emily turned, gathering what remained of her magic and readying a spell; she cursed as she saw Kasha lining up her hand for another spell. The girl’s eyes were dead and cold. She was too deeply enchanted to realize what she was doing, let alone stop it... Emily cast a spell of her own, freezing the girl in place. Kasha would thank her later, probably. She didn’t have time to get fancy.

    Move, you fool, she told herself. The others are coming.

    Magic rippled through the air. It looked like a hunting net, a charm that was surprisingly simple and yet devilishly hard to evade. The hunters she’d met in Zangaria regarded the spell as cheating - they insisted they had to make the animals break cover by galloping through the forest like madmen - but the witches didn’t seem to have the same restraints. Emily gritted her teeth, knowing she was in no state for a prolonged fight. Last time, she’d known she could stop them without seriously hurting them. Now...

    A chill ran down her spine as the magic grew stronger. She’d never really been scared of magic, once she’d mastered it. She’d never known the gulf between a magician and a mundane. She’d never really understood just how terrible it was to be powerless, even when she’d lost her magic. And yet, now, she understood. The world had turned into a nightmare. She could practically feel the malice in the air as the witches closed in on her, using the hunting spell to zero in on her location. Perhaps Simon had ordered them to kill her. He certainly had good reason to hate her.

    She scrambled up, hoping she could find a way to signal for help. The entire school couldn’t be closed down, could it? Emily didn’t want to believe it. The staff were hardly inexperienced. And yet... she jumped back as Hannalore appeared, chanting a spell that would turn her target into a frog. Emily was too tired to risk trying to deflect it. Instead, she cracked a stunner into Hannalore’s chest. The girl folded and hit the ground.

    “Pendle,” someone called. “Pendle!”

    Dionne, Emily thought. It sounded like Dionne. What is she doing...?

    She flinched as a hand fell on her shoulder. She looked up, into Damia’s cold face. For a moment, she felt a flicker of hope. Damia had come to find her missing students... and then she knew the truth. Damia was Simon’s puppet. Even with him dead, she was carrying out his orders. No wonder she’d been so stridently insistent there was nothing wrong. She’d have been programmed to refuse to accept that anyone, including herself, might be controlled by the enemy. Emily tried to pull herself free...

    Magic flared around her. Emily screamed in pain as Damia’s spell tore through her remaining defenses. It felt as if every last cell in her body were on fire. She collapsed in a heap, her eyes covered with glowing spots... she blinked them away as strong hands rolled her over. Emily felt her heart sink as Dionne stared down at her, the light of fanaticism in her eyes. Whatever Simon had done to her, it had stuck. Emily shivered.

    “Get up,” Dionne ordered.

    Emily didn’t move. She wasn’t convinced she could move, even if she wanted to. Her entire body just hurt. Her magic reserves were gone. Dionne glared at her, then looked at Damia. The tutor seemed completely out of it. Emily felt a stab of pity. Damia was going to hate herself when she recovered, if she ever did. Simon might have charmed her so deeply she could never recover.

    “Get her up,” Dionne ordered.

    Damia waved a listless hand at Emily. Emily didn’t have the strength to resist as she felt the compulsion sink into her bones. Her limbs moved of their own accord. Dionne smiled - leered, more like - as Emily staggered to her feet, unable to fight the power controlling her body. Damia walked ahead of her, moving like a zombie; Emily tried to gather the remains of her power as she was forced to follow. Dionne brought up the rear, muttering a handful of spells to direct messages to her friends. Emily hoped they’d find the two girls she’d taken out before night fell completely. The witches had some protection from the local wildlife, but no one really felt like putting that to the test.

    The spell pulsed against her body. Emily tried to study it, tried to focus her mind to throw it off. She knew she could have deflected it if she’d been at full strength, but... she found it hard to so much as get a grip on part of the spell. Damia was a powerful and skilled witch... Emily stared at her back, trying to determine if there was a way to free her. Simon couldn’t have woven too many commands into her mind, could he?

    She might as well be sleepwalking, Emily thought. She’d heard horror stories about compulsion spells that convinced the victim they were dreaming. Shadye had used something similar on her. By the time she wakes up, it will be too late.

    The other girls gathered around them as they reached the Redoubt and headed into the old castle. Emily could sense odd magics lurking at the edge of her awareness, eyes peering at her from the darkness. It was suddenly easy to believe there was a great secret within the ruined castle, just waiting to be discovered. Emily wondered, grimly, just how much time she would have spent searching the castle, if she’d studied at Laughter. The lure of old magic had always drawn her. She’d certainly spent enough time exploring the mountains near Whitehall.

    “Stop,” Dionne ordered, as they stepped into a large room. It might have been a hall, once upon a time. Now, it was open to the sky. “Now.”

    Emily stopped, cursing under her breath. She’d hoped the spell would only allow Damia to control her, but evidently... she was wrong. She hoped and prayed it didn’t occur to Dionne to start asking questions. The younger girl wasn’t thinking too clearly, if she was thinking at all... Emily groaned, inwardly, as Dionne pulled Emily’s hands behind her back and wrapped a strong cord around them. Dionne didn’t seem to expect the compulsion spell to last... why? Emily felt a flicker of hope. If Dionne had reason to expect the spell to fail... perhaps she was right.

    “Sit down,” Dionne ordered. “You will bear witness, Lady Emily, to the rise of Pendle.”

    Emily sat, fearing she had a ringside seat to disaster. Dionne’s rite wasn’t going to work, not unless she’d found a way to smooth it out. Emily doubted it. Damia wasn’t going along with them willingly, Jens was a long way away, and Simon was dead. Was someone else in control? Nanette? Or... or what? Emily’s imagination mocked her. It was all too easy to imagine the girls summoning something they couldn’t control.

    “You may speak,” Dionne said, grandly.

    “This is madness,” Emily managed. It hurt to talk. “You cannot raise the dead.”

    “Pendle is not dead,” Dionne said. “She sleeps, awaiting the call.”

    “And how do you know,” Emily asked, “if she’ll be glad to be awakened?”

    “She awaits us,” Dionne said. “We will call her and she will come.”

    Emily tried, one final time, to get through to her. “This isn’t going to work,” she said, urgently. A thought struck her and she leaned forward, as provocatively as she could. “You are being stupid. You are being...”

    Dionne slapped her, hard. Emily fell back, wincing at the pain. And yet, it helped her to focus. The compulsion spell faltered, then faded into the ether as she managed to regain control of her body. Her hands were still tied, but she could move again. She could...

    “We begin,” Dionne said. She turned to Damia. “Take your place.”

    “This is madness,” Emily said, as Damia walked into the circle. “This is...”

    “Shut up,” Dionne snapped. She drew a knife from her belt. Emily realized, in numb horror, just what was about to happen. “We begin!”


    Chapter Thirty-Eight

    T
HIS IS MADNESS, EMILY THOUGHT.

    She watched Dionne pacing back to the circle, the other girls taking their positions as laid out in the rite she’d seen. Dionne moved from witch to witch, drawing blood from each of them and mixing it into a paste which she presented to a revived Hannalore. Hannalore took the mixture and used it to paint runes on Dionne’s face, preparing her for the rite. Emily couldn’t see the logic. The power wasn’t being drawn into Dionne, as far as she could tell; it didn’t seem to have anywhere to go.

    Moonlight fell over the scene as Dionne stood in front of Damia. The older woman lay still, utterly unmoving. Emily swore under her breath as she realized what was about to happen, then carefully started to test her bonds. Dionne seemed too wrapped up in the rite - the girls were starting to chant - to notice, but... it was impossible to be sure. They’d done a good job of tying her hands, she noted sourly, yet they hadn’t thought to search her for the virgin blade. Emily supposed it made sense. Most magicians shunned mundane weapons, choosing to rely on their magic instead. Emily inched the knife out of her sleeve and into the ground, hoping she didn’t cut herself in the process. 

    Magic started to billow around the circle as the chanting grew louder. The sound blurred together into a single word. “Pendle, Pendle, Pendle.” Emily tried to trace the magic as it passed through the runes and ran around the circle, but it really didn’t seem to be going anywhere. Was Dionne planning to sacrifice Damia? What did she think she was doing? Was she thinking at all? Simon had warped her mind to the point she had no awareness of right and wrong, no sense she was doing something that was not only wrong, but dangerous. It felt as if she were about to perform the necromantic rite, without any preparations to catch and store the power within her wards. Emily couldn’t understand it. Surely, Dionne could realize - even without being quite aware of it - that she was doing something that was likely to explode in her face.

    Emily gritted her teeth, pressing the rope against the knife. If they’d thought to charm the rope... she breathed a sigh of relief as she felt the rope start to fray. It was hard to push the rope against the blade without cutting herself - she really didn’t want to add her blood to the mix - but she forced herself to keep sawing at the bonds. She had to get her hands free. The chanting - and the sense of power - was growing stronger. Was Dionne trying to summon a demon? It didn’t seem likely. Demon summoning rites were immensely complicated. Dionne seemed to be doing something a great deal simpler.

    She cursed her own mistake as her hands came free. She could have sent a message to Lady Barb or someone - anyone - else, even if it meant losing the chance to grab the person on the other side of the chat parchments. She could have called Void or Jade or Melissa or one of her other allies, people who would have come to help her deal with the enchanted witches before they started the rite. Or she could have gone back to Laughter and tried to get help there. Dionne and the witches couldn’t have taken out all the teachers, could they? Emily glanced towards the school, silhouetted against the moonlight. It didn’t seem possible.

    No time to worry about that now, she told herself. Think about it later, when you have time.

    Dionne was still chanting. Emily saw the younger girl’s eyes glowing - white, not red - as she raised her voice. The sound echoed through the air and over the mountains... it was impossible to believe it couldn’t be heard in the school. Or in Pendle... the townspeople had to be locking and barring their doors, praying to all the gods that they hadn’t made a dreadful mistake by staying in the town. Emily shivered as she forced herself to lean forward, trying to decide what to do. Her magic was recovering slowly, too slowly. She kicked herself, again, for not summoning help. 

    The shadows seemed to grow darker, somehow, as the magic built ever-stronger. Emily thought she saw glints of light in the ruined stonework, hints of magic that had been and gone years ago... her eyes narrowed as she studied the remainder of the hall. It didn’t look as though it had fallen into disrepair, or if it had been broken by an outside attack. It looked as if something had torn its way out of the castle. Her blood ran cold. Another dragon? Or something else, something nastier? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. The mountains were home to all sorts of monsters.

    If something tore its way out of the castle...

    Emily put the thought aside as the chanting reached a crescendo. The witches were giving everything they had, allowing Dionne to channel their power into... into what? Emily tried to parse out the spellwork, but there was nothing there! The power was gathering, concentrating itself in the circle, yet... the power had nowhere to go. If Dionne thought she could absorb the power into herself, she was in for a nasty shock. The power surge would be enough to tip her into madness, even if she didn’t sacrifice Damia. 

    She shivered as she forced herself to stand, keeping a wary eye on Dionne. The younger girl might not be able to risk throwing a spell at her, but there was no way to be sure. Dionne wasn’t in her right mind. Emily stayed in the shadows as she tried to find a way to dismantle the circle safely, knowing it might already be too late. The girls were starting to look drained, as if the spell had absorbed their magic and was starting to claim their lives. Emily shuddered. She needed to cancel the spell and discharge the power safely, before Dionne could use it to summon Pendle. And yet, it really didn’t look like a summoning rite.

    “We call on you, Greatest of the Great,” Dionne said. Her eyes were glowing brightly now, her hair fanning out behind her. “We call on you...”

    Emily shook her head as she studied the runes. Either she was missing something or... the rite wasn’t going to work. It simply couldn’t. The power had nowhere to go, which meant... sooner or later, the witches were going to lose control and blow themselves into the next world. They might as well have tried to trap a tempest in a teapot. Emily wondered, absurdly, if they were actually trying to make a battery without any solid idea of how they actually worked. She’d used a battery to crush Jens. Perhaps she’d given Dionne the idea...

    No, she told herself. This isn’t your fault.

    Her heart stopped, just for a second, as Dionne looked at her without quite seeing her. The girl’s face was blank. There was no longer anyone at home. Emily cursed under her breath as she tried to figure out how to discharge the runes, but... the raw power was just too strong. Breaking the circle would only cause an explosion. She wasn’t even sure she dared try to yank the girls out of the circle. It might save one of the witches at the cost of condemning the others to certain death.

    Dionne reached into her cloak and produced a long, silver knife. Emily stared in horror. A necromancer would use a stone knife, confident it wouldn’t explode in his hand. A silver blade would explode, or worse... Emily wasn’t sure what would be worse. Silver couldn’t channel more than trace amounts of power. Dionne was going to kill herself and her friends as well as her tutor. And Emily, too...

    Understanding clicked. The rite was never meant to succeed. It was meant to go wrong.

    Emily threw herself forward, jumping over the runes and into the circle. Raw power buffeted her, the rite trying to latch onto and drain her magic. Emily gritted her teeth, silently grateful she’d expended so much power over the day. There was little for the rite to grab. It battered against her mind, trying to force her to submit and surrender. No wonder the witches were no longer aware of what they were doing, unable to realize they’d been turned into living batteries for the spell. They’d offered themselves to the rite willingly, unaware they were offering everything they had. And now it was too late. They could no longer withdraw their consent.

    Dionne brought the knife down. Emily slammed into her, a shock running through her hands as she shoved the knife to one side. The blade stabbed into the ground and broke. Dionne stared at the remains of her knife, as if she was having problems understanding what had happened and why. Emily grabbed hold of her... and screamed as the power crackled through her. Bright light burned around her, the girls glowing as they reached the end of their lives. They’d offered their power willingly, and now the rite was killing them. Their eyes were glowing, too. Emily felt as though she were caught in a storm. The power was burning her.

    She heard Dionne say something, an instant before she attacked. Emily staggered under the impact, the power disorienting her so badly she couldn’t even see the younger girl. Lightning boiled around her, sparks of power burning her skin without doing any real damage... Dionne raised a hand, starting a spell, only to have the spellwork explode in her palm. There was too much raw magic in the air for formal magic to be used. Dionne stumbled, awareness coming back into her eyes as she cradled her hand. Emily hoped the burns wouldn’t be permanent. There might be too much raw magic in the wound for them to be healed.

    Get Dionne out of the circle, her mind yammered. Quickly...

    Emily picked Dionne up, ignoring a sound that had to be a scream of pain, and threw her into the darkness. The witch seemed to vanish as the light got brighter. Emily had no time to wonder if she’d somehow teleported away. The power crashed into her mind as the rite reached a crescendo. Dionne had been the center, the caster, but now... now the rite was offering the power to her. Emily staggered under the deluge, afraid to try to channel it and yet afraid of the consequences if she refused. The power was starting to spark out of control... as if it hadn’t been out of control from the moment the rite had begun. It was going to explode. It was going to...

    Don’t panic, Emily told herself. Concentrate.

    She closed her eyes, trying to blot out the terrible light as she shaped spellwork with her mind. It wasn’t like casting a spell, not a real spell. It was like trying to build the spell outside her mind, something an order of magnitude more complicated. Dionne hadn’t known what she was doing... no, Simon had deliberately pushed her into suicide. She hadn’t even known to lay the groundwork properly. Emily thought, with a flicker of amusement, that it was time for remedial lessons. She’d been too ignorant to realize just how much she didn’t know.

    The power grew stronger. It was all she could do to hold it still without having it ravage her mind. She knew, now, why necromancers went crazy. It was impossible to hold the power completely in check. It sparked against her mind, sending flashes of pain crashing through her awareness. She was used to discomfort, but this... it was hard to focus. And yet, she had no choice. Lightning crashed through her mind, her hair trying to stand on end as she directed the power up and away. It was going to play merry hell with the weather - she’d been warned not to try to manipulate the elements - but she had no choice. She couldn’t quickly create a pocket dimension in hopes of storing the magic...

    Emily dropped to her knees as she channeled the power up. Her body felt tired, too tired. Her eyes opened as the sky lit up, lightning darting through the clear night sky. She saw the girls lying on the ground, lying so still she feared they were dead, an instant before darkness returned. The stars started to vanish, one by one. In her dazed state, she feared she’d somehow put them out for good before she realized clouds were forming. She heard a rumble of thunder overhead. A moment later, raindrops started to spatter around her.

    Incredible, she thought, numbly. Her head felt like a cracked eggshell. The pain was so great she was nearly sick. She told herself she hadn’t gone too far, she hadn’t crossed the line into utter madness, but how could she be sure? The rain grew worse, cold water soaking the remains of her dress and washing away the runes on the ground. What if...

    She forced herself to think, considering the idea of doing something horrible. Really horrible, something she would have recoiled in horror if anyone else had done it. The idea still felt wrong, as if it were on the wrong side of a line she knew she wouldn’t cross. Or the right side, she supposed. It was all too easy to start making excuses for bad behavior, to talk yourself into thinking that whatever you wanted to do was right... she swallowed, hard, as she tasted bile. She still thought the idea was horrible. She supposed that was a good thing. Her morals were still hers.

    Lightning flashed, high overhead. The rain grew even worse. Emily heard someone moan and breathed a sigh of relief, even as her head exploded with pain the moment she tried to reach for her magic. She supposed she should be glad she hadn’t blacked out this time, but still... she forced herself to sit up and stand. Her dress was sodden with water. She could feel water dripping down her back and legs and pooling on the ground. The cold sent shivers through her. She gritted her teeth as she looked around. The girls were alive, twitching as the rain drenched them. It was too dark to make out many details, but... they were alive.

    Emily stumbled forwards and nearly tripped over Damia. The older woman was lying on the ground, staring at nothing. It was hard to be sure she was still alive. Emily checked her pulse - weak, but present - then gathered her strength and slapped Damia, hard. The tutor remained motionless. Her skin felt cold and clammy. Emily shuddered as she stepped over her and checked on the girls. They were awake and aware and sobbing helplessly.

    “I need you to focus,” Emily said. Lightning flashed again, throwing their faces into sharp relief. “We can’t stay here.”

    “I failed,” Dionne said. She lay on the ground, ignoring the water splashing around her. “I... I failed. I failed. I...”

    Emily drew back her hand for a slap, then thought better of it. “Get up,” she said, instead. “We really can’t stay here.”

    She looked around. She didn’t have the power to teleport herself, let alone the whole gang and their tutor. There was no way she could fly. She doubted they could get down the mountainside in the dark, not with the water turning the path to mud. They might be stuck in the Redoubt until morning, if help didn’t arrive... she gritted her teeth, feeling her stomach rumble as she helped Dionne to her feet. The younger girl looked broken. Emily guessed the rite had burned out the last of Simon’s commands. She wondered, grimly, what would happen to the girls now. They’d been suspended, but... it hadn’t all been their fault.

    “Help me get everyone under cover,” she said, practically. There’d be time to worry about the future later. “Now.”

    She had to struggle to pick up and half-carry, half-drag Damia into the corridor. Water dripped down the walls, splashing around their feet as they moved deeper into the ruined castle. The shadows seemed to move when she wasn’t looking, a grim reminder that the night didn’t belong to her. She ordered the girls to huddle together, silently grateful they were too drained and disoriented to argue. None of them seemed to have enough power left to cast a heating spell, let alone a drying spell. They’d have to dry out the old-fashioned way.

    Which might teach them a lesson, Emily thought, as she carefully laid Damia on the ground and checked her pulse again. There was nothing else she could do for the older woman, not until morning. God alone knew what would happen to her, after everything. It’ll take years for everyone to come to terms with what happened.

    She closed her eyes and drifted on the edge of sleep. She dreamed, or thought she dreamed. Faces, some of them oddly familiar, drifted in front of her. Others.... she thought she saw Brier, bending over her with worried eyes. But it was hard to be sure. She was dimly aware of voices, of people around her, yet... they seemed to fade when she looked at them too closely. They weren’t quite real.

    “I’ve got you,” a quiet voice said. “Sleep.”

    Help, Emily thought. She sensed, rather than saw, someone casting a healing spell. They sent help.

    And she closed her eyes and fell into the darkness. 


    Chapter Thirty-Nine

    “WE HAVE GOT TO STOP MEETING like this,” a friendly voice said. “People will talk.”

    Emily opened her eyes, wincing slightly at the glare. She was lying in an infirmary bed, Brier sitting next to her. She glanced from side to side, then forced herself to sit up. The other beds were oddly empty. There was no sign of the healers or anyone else. Her head felt odd, as if there were a gaping space where the headache should be. Brier passed her a glass of water, then indicated a breakfast tray. Emily sipped it and frowned. The last thing she remembered was...

    She scowled. She wasn’t sure what it was.

    “The headmistress wants to see you, after you’ve eaten your breakfast and had a shower,” Brier said. “I dare say she wants to talk to you before you talk to anyone else.”

    “Does she?” Emily reached for the tray and started to eat. “What happened to the girls? And Damia?”

    “The girls are alive and well, mostly,” Brier said. “They suffered severe magic drain, as you probably know, and their hair turned white. Other than that, they’re physically fine. Mentally...”

    Emily nodded, curtly. The girls would need time to recover from the whole affair, time to come to terms with everything that had happened... and, hopefully, make sure there weren’t any more surprises waiting for them. Simon could have buried all sorts of commands within their minds, commands that might resurface years after his death... she shuddered. There was no way Simon had been the intruder. He hadn’t even graduated at the time. Someone else had backed him; someone else had ordered him to send the girls to their doom. The more Emily thought about it, the more she was sure she was right. The rite had been designed to kill the casters.

    “I saw something interesting in the castle,” she said. “It looked as if something clawed its way out of the castle.”

    Brier raised her eyebrows. “Interesting,” she said. “Do you know for sure?”

    “No,” Emily said. “But the damage does look a little odd.”

    “Perhaps,” Brier said, mildly. “But it was quite some time ago. The ruins have been exposed to the elements for centuries.”

    “Yes.” Emily had the odd feeling she was missing something, but it was hard to be sure. “What happened here? I mean... while they were performing the rite?”

    “Nothing,” Brier said. “We had no idea anything was wrong until it was far too late.”

    Emily cursed under her breath as she finished her tray and stumbled into the washroom. Her hair was still brown, thankfully, but her body was covered with fresh bruises. She muttered a spell to speed the healing process - her magic reserves had refreshed themselves - and then stepped into the shower and washed herself. The water woke her up. She grabbed a towel to dry herself, rather than using a spell, then changed into a new dress. Brier - or someone - must have ordered it for her. It didn’t fit perfectly, but it was close enough. She made a mental note to change later as she stepped out of the washroom. Brier nodded to her and indicated the door.

    The school felt quiet as they made their way through the corridors. Brier explained, apologetically, that classes remained cancelled. The girls had been ordered to stay in their dorms until given permission to leave. Emily nodded in understanding. She was still, technically, suspended. She didn’t have classes... and besides, she had the feeling she wasn’t going to be staying much longer. She’d completed her mission. Void would call her back to her studies soon enough.

    “There are a couple of people who want to speak to you, afterwards,” Brier said, as they reached the office. “I’ll bring them to the antechamber.”

    Emily nodded as she knocked on the headmistress’s door and stepped inside. Duchene was sitting behind her desk, looking stiff and formal. The desk was covered in letters and parchments... Emily guessed concerned parents had been bombarding the headmistress with everything from polite inquiries to demands that the school reinstate the suspended students immediately. Her mother had never given much of a damn about her education, but she’d met a handful of kids whose parents had stormed into the school on the slightest pretext. Their children had found it embarrassing...

    “Emily,” Duchene said. Her voice was flat. “Take a seat.”

    No offer of a drink, Emily thought, as she sat. That’s not good news.

    Duchene said nothing for a long moment, then scowled. “I received a missive this morning,” she said. “The conference will not be held here. They’re already searching for an alternate location.”

    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Emily said. It wasn’t really a surprise. Laughter had been an odd choice even before the school’s reputation had started to go downhill. “I know you hoped it would be held here.”

    “Yes.” Duchene frowned at her hands. “What happened? Precisely?”

    Emily took a breath, then launched into the story. “Your intruder didn’t steal anything from you. Instead, she left something here. A charmed book keyed to a set of chat parchments, the spells so subtle as to be below your notice until they went active. Once they did... I think the students didn’t stand a chance. Their minds were... tinkered with, carefully, to ensure they would become monsters. My guess - I don’t know for sure - is that Damia was grabbed first. That might explain why she was so resistant to the suggestion something was wrong in the school.”

    She paused, then explained how she’d found the chat parchments, how she’d gone after Simon, how he’d killed himself... after telling her that the witches were already on their way to perform the rite. Duchene’s face paled as Emily described the brief fight in the woods, her capture and how close the trick had come to succeeding. Simon had come very close to completely destroying the school’s reputation.

    “The rite was never meant to succeed,” she said. “They were so obsessed with summoning Pendle that they didn’t take the time to parse it out properly. I don’t believe they could question the rite. But it was designed to drain their magic, then trigger an explosion when they found themselves unable to channel or absorb the power. If Damia had been sacrificed, the resulting blast would have blown the casters to hell.”

    “And so whoever was behind the affair successfully cost us the conference,” Duchene mused, sourly. “Why?”

    “I don’t know,” Emily said. The intruder had been and gone years before the end of the Necromantic War. There’d been no way for anyone to know they might need to derail a conference at Laughter. Unless... perhaps they’d used a demon to predict the future. Her eyes narrowed. There weren’t many people who knew how to summon demons and anyone who did should understand the dangers. “They might have had something else in mind.”

    She scowled. She’d introduced chat parchments - or at least the concept of chat parchments - years ago. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen the concept turned into something else, something deadly... perhaps the intruder had intended to stealthily take over Laughter for her own purposes. Or... or what? The whole affair didn’t quite make sense. She was missing something. But what?

    “We’ll consider it later,” Duchene said. She cleared her throat. “The girls will require time to recover. Under the circumstances, we’ve decided their suspensions will remain in effect, but - if they return - their actions will not be held against them.”

    “The manipulation wouldn’t have worked if they hadn’t already had some inclinations towards supremacism,” Emily pointed out.  “They thought...”

    “They will have a chance to learn from the affair,” Duchene said, firmly. “They will not, of course, be trusted with any real power if they return. They’ll repeat the entire year. We will keep a close eye on them, with an understanding that they will be expelled if they misbehave again. Their parents will be collecting them later today.”

    Emily nodded. “And Damia?”

    “Damia has requested a leave of absence,” Duchene said. “I don’t know, yet, if she will return.”

    She paused. “I’ve already put out a request for a replacement, but it will probably take some time to find someone suitable.”

    “Lady Barb would be ideal,” Emily said. “You might have to billet her in the town, but...”

    “We’ll see,” Duchene said. She cleared her throat. “We were lining up possible replacements for you before all hell broke loose. Do you want to see out the year here?”

    Emily frowned. “My master will call me back soon, I am sure,” she said. “Probably not.”

    “Then you may as well leave at once,” Duchene said. “We can have your bags sent after you.”

    “I can pack,” Emily said. She could also send a note to Jan, inviting him to join her for lunch if he was still in Pendle. “I didn’t bring that much.”

    “There will be an inquest, of course,” Duchene said. “They’ll probably want to speak with you at some point. Until then...”

    Emily nodded, stood and curtsied. She was fairly sure Duchene wanted her out of the school as quickly as possible. The headmistress had one hell of a mess to clean up, something that wouldn’t be made any easier if Emily said the wrong thing to the wrong person. She’d probably prefer to smooth over the affair as much as possible, perhaps by talking up the mind control aspect of the story. Dionne and her friends would look like puppets, but at least they wouldn’t look evil. Emily’s lips twisted as she left the chamber. Whatever happened, the girls would not walk away unscathed. Everyone would know what they’d done.

    Their victims will have to be compensated, Emily thought. And perhaps the families can be induced to compensate Simon’s hosts, too.

    “Emily,” Brier said. “Karalee is waiting for you.”

    Emily took a breath and stepped into the small antechamber. Karalee stood, hastily. Her hair had turned white, as if she’d aged a century overnight. Emily looked her up and down. Her body seemed unharmed, but her magical aura was low. Too low. It might take weeks or months before her powers recharged.

    “Lady Emily,” Karalee said. “I... I wanted to ask you...”

    Her voice trailed off. Emily waved her to a seat, giving her time to think. She had a feeling she knew what the younger girl wanted to say, but... she wanted, she needed, to hear it from Karalee herself. It would tell her if the girl had learned her lesson… or not.

    “You... you promised me an apprenticeship,” Karalee said, finally. “Is that... can we... is that still on the table?”

    Emily sat and looked her in the eye. “You were party to the abuse of other people, both magical and mundane. You took part in a rite with the declared intention of summoning a long-dead witch, a rite with the actual intention of blowing you and your friends into dust, a rite that would have killed you if I hadn’t intervened. Precisely why should I consider you as an apprentice?”

    “I helped you out,” Karalee said. “Look, I’m really sorry...”

    “I bet you are,” Emily said. “I saved your life. I think we’re even.”

    Karalee’s face fell. “But... I was under a spell!”

    “It’s not that simple,” Emily said. “It wasn’t a simple compulsion spell. It played on your feelings, making some stronger and stronger until they overpowered your common sense. The trick wouldn’t have worked if you hadn’t already believed, on some level, that what you were doing was right.”

    “Subtle magic,” Karalee said.

    “Yes,” Emily agreed. “There are limits to how far it can go if someone is unwilling to let themselves be pushed.”

    She felt a flicker of sympathy. “I’ll make you an offer,” she said. “You’re going to be suspended for the rest of the year. When you come back, you’ll retake the year again. That gives you two to three years to learn from your mistakes. At that point, if you still want the apprenticeship, send me a note. I won’t make any promises, and it depends on where I find myself at the time, but I’ll do my best to give you a fair chance.”

    Karalee looked at her for a long moment, then lowered her eyes. “Yes, My Lady.”

    She stood, curtseyed and hurried out of the chamber. Emily watched her go, then frowned as Dionne stepped into the room. The girl looked as though she’d been through the wars. Her hair was white, her face covered in scars and she held her left arm as though it pained her. Emily was surprised the healers hadn’t fixed it... if they could. Dionne’s left hand was in a glove. Emily wondered, suddenly, just how badly she’d been hurt. The hex that had exploded in her palm could have blown her hand right off.

    “Dionne,” she said. “What do you want?”

    Dionne bobbled a tiny curtsey. “You saved my life,” she said. Her voice was no longer so self-assured. She sounded almost broken. “Why?”

    “Because it was the right thing to do,” Emily said.

    “You could have let us die,” Dionne said. “You could have stood back and watched while we died. And yet you put your life at risk to save ours. Why?”

    “Because it was the right thing to do,” Emily repeated. She shrugged. “What answer would you like? I could give you several.”

    “We were horrid to you,” Dionne said. “And... why did you save us?”

    Emily met her eyes. “I’ve faced necromancers,” she pointed out. “You and your friends are - were - just little brats. Not stupid, perhaps, but ignorant. You didn’t deserve to die.”

    “You’re probably the only person who thinks that,” Dionne said.

    “I dare say your victims hate you,” Emily said, bluntly. She’d known popular girls who were quietly hated by everyone else. It had never quite made sense to her. “Have you learnt anything from what happened to you? From what you nearly did to yourself?”

    Dionne shuddered. “I wanted to believe,” she said. “I thought... I truly thought Pendle would come to us and grant us power. I thought...”

    “It’s a common delusion,” Emily said, dryly. “And it was used to manipulate you.”

    “I really believed it.” Dionne stared at her. “I truly believed we were superior. I truly believed...”

    “Yes, you did,” Emily said. “Do you believe it now?”

    “I don’t know,” Dionne said. “I...”

    She swallowed, hard. “My parents are going to kill me.”

    “I don’t think they’re going to kill you,” Emily said, dryly. “They’re not going to be very pleased with you, to be sure, but they’re not going to kill you.”

    “I let them down,” Dionne said. “I... I ruined the family and...”

    Emily met her eyes. “Listen to me, just for a moment,” she said. “And then you can do whatever you like.”

    She took a breath, choosing her next words carefully. “It’s very easy to believe you have passed beyond the limits of redemption,” she said. She’d said the same thing to Simon, but he hadn’t listened. Or he hadn’t been able to listen. Whoever had hired him had gone to extreme lengths to make sure he couldn’t talk. “It’s very easy to fall into the trap of thinking there’s no way back. I don’t promise it will be easy, and I don’t think you’ll enjoy the experience very much, but you can redeem yourself. You don’t have to let yourself fall any further, just because you think you can’t climb up again.

    “You know you made a mistake. You know you let yourself be manipulated. You treated a bunch of people terribly. But you can admit to the mistake, do what you can to make up for it and then work hard to regain a position of trust. Or you can just let yourself fall still further.”

    Dionne shot her a sharp look. “Do you really believe no one is beyond redemption?”

    Emily shrugged, expressively. “That’s not the question,” she said. “The question is, are you beyond redemption?”

    “My parents will think so,” Dionne said. “They had plans for me.”

    “They won’t kill you,” Emily repeated. “You have a chance to be better. Make use of it.”

    “I will,” Dionne promised.

    She turned and left. Emily frowned after her. Dionne’s family really wouldn’t be pleased, whatever happened. The little brat would face reality check after reality check as it sank in that she was no longer trusted. Even if her family - and friends - believed she’d been manipulated, and decided she wasn’t to blame for any of it, they’d still consider her a weak-minded fool. Emily knew that wasn’t fair, but... she shrugged as she stood and headed for the door. Brier had already taken the girls back to their dorm. Emily hoped they’d do well for themselves, given time. They might have learnt the right lesson from their experiences.

    Lillian met her outside her bedroom. “Is it true you’re leaving?”

    “Yes,” Emily said. “Aren’t you supposed to be in your dorm?”

    “It got creepy, with just me,” Lillian said. She grinned, suddenly. “Can I ask you a favor?”

    “Perhaps.” Emily opened the door and stepped into the room, then started to pack. “What do you want?”

    “Karalee said you offered her an apprenticeship,” Lillian said. “I... can I ask for one, too?”

    “That’s not quite what happened,” Emily said. She glanced at the younger girl. “Do you know what you’re asking?”

    “Yes,” Lillian said. “I think... it isn’t as if anyone is going to want me.”

    Emily smiled. “Right now, you have a better record than the rest of your entire year,” she pointed out. “Anyone who wants an apprentice in two years is going to be short on possible candidates.”

    “I want you,” Lillian said. “I...”

    “I see,” Emily said. She was sure Lillian would make a better apprentice than Karalee, but who knew? “I don’t know where I’ll be in two years, so I’ll make you the same offer I made her. Do well in your studies, then contact me when you graduate and I’ll give you a fair chance.”

    Lillian bobbed her head. “Thank you, Lady Emily.”

    Emily nodded. “Good luck,” she said. “And I’m sure we’ll meet again.”


    Chapter Forty

    “WE’LL SEE YOU AGAIN, I’M SURE,” Duchene said, as she opened the gates. “And I hope you complete your apprenticeship without too much trouble.”

    And you can’t wait to get rid of me, Emily thought. The headmistress really wanted her to leave before the parents arrived. She’d barely left Emily any time to pack - concealing the pistol in her dress, just in case - and then say goodbye to Brier and Nadine. They’d both promised to write, once the political storm finally died out. What do you think I’ll tell them?

    She put the thought out of her mind. “It was an interesting experience,” she said, with studied understatement. “Teaching, I mean.”

    “Try again when you’re older,” Duchene said. “You may not have studied here, Lady Emily, but you’re still very much a schoolgirl at heart.”

    Emily made a face. There was some truth to the charge, she supposed, but... 

    “We’ll keep some of your ideas,” Duchene added. “Having the older students tutor the younger ones... that worked. And we’ll look at the charter and see how it can be improved.”

    “You can’t afford to drive people out of the town,” Emily said, quietly. “You need them.”

    Duchene grimaced. “That may be a job for my successor,” she said. “The school board is meeting tomorrow. There’s a very good chance I will be asked to retire.”

    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Emily said. It wasn’t entirely true. Duchene had been caught between two fires, true, but she’d put politics ahead of common sense and simple human decency. It was hard not to blame her, a little, for the problems that had almost destroyed the school. “I wish you the very best of luck.”

    “You’re a terrible liar,” Duchene said. She smiled, rather sardonically. “Thank you. For everything.”

    “You’re welcome,” Emily said. “Good luck with the parents.”

    She smiled as she hefted her bag, dropped a final curtsey and headed through the gates and down onto the road. Duchene had a point, she supposed, yet... right now, she intended to have lunch with Jan and then return to the tower. Void hadn’t sent her any instructions to hurry up, but she suspected she needed to get a move on. His patience wouldn’t last forever.

    She felt a surge of mixed feelings as the gates closed behind her, the wards shimmering into place and making it clear she was no longer on the staff. She felt oddly rejected and yet relieved. She’d liked some parts of the job and yet detested others. Shaking her head, silently promising herself she’d complete her apprenticeship before anything else could happen, she turned and started to make her way down the winding road. The air smelt fresh and clear, after the thunderstorm. Emily had a nasty feeling the weather would remain unpredictable for weeks.

    And that won’t be good for the farmers, Emily thought, numbly. They could lose all their hard work overnight.

    She frowned as the Redoubt came into view. The ruined castle really did look as if it had been blown apart from the inside, not bombarded into rubble. She studied it for a long moment, wondering if there was some truth in the story after all. Pendle could have been woken - or freed - a long time ago, well before Dionne and her gang of little witches had been born. Emily had to smile at the thought, before she dismissed it. A person who’d shaped history so dramatically would hardly be staying out of sight, perhaps pretending to be a janitor. Who knew how many of the stories were actually true? Emily was all too aware that a great deal of nonsense was said about her and she wasn’t even dead yet.

    Putting the thought aside, she kept walking. The road had largely dried, although puddles of water lay by the roadside. Emily glanced at the woods as the road twisted and turned, walking past the Guesthouse and down into Pendle. The streets were more crowded than she’d expected, even though she’d uncovered and destroyed the source of the trouble. A handful of townspeople glanced at her, nervously, as she reached the bottom of the road and walked into town. It would be a long time before trust was regained, if indeed it ever was. Too much had happened in the last few months. Too many people had been hurt, or killed, or simply disappeared.

    Jens has vanished too, Emily thought, as she walked up the street. The damage from the riot was already being fixed, although it was painfully clear that two shops had closed permanently. I’ll probably see her again one day.

    The thought made her scowl. Jens had been disturbingly articulate, for a supremacist and a bigot. She’d been more convincing than a lunatic raving about aristocratic rights or magical privilege and that bothered Emily more than she cared to admit. If she hadn’t been born powerless, if she hadn’t lost her powers for a few terrifying months, she might have been tempted herself. She liked to think she wouldn’t have fallen for it, but... she shuddered as she reached the inn and pushed open the door. If Hitler hadn’t been very convincing, when he’d been running for office, he wouldn’t have been able to make so many people willing to support him.

    Of course, Hitler was preaching to people who felt themselves powerless, Emily thought, grimly. Magicians are already at the top of the heap.

    “Emily,” Jan called. He was seated in an alcove, reading a book. “Over here!”

    Emily smiled as she made her way over to him. “What are you reading?”

    “The latest tome on the end of the war,” Jan said. “Does the name Prince Valiant mean anything to you?”

    “No,” Emily said. She vaguely recalled a comic strip character with that name, but she’d never actually read it. “Why? What did he do?”

    “Won the war single-handedly,” Jan said. He passed her the book. “According to this, of course.”

    Emily opened the book and glanced at the text. “I was there,” she said. “Prince Valiant did not bisect a necromancer with a magic sword. And he didn’t rescue a bunch of sexy young woman from a necromantic plantation, either.”

    She shook her head as she glanced at the last page, then handed it back. “You’ll rot your brain,” she said, not unkindly. “Anyone who writes a history report based on this book deserves everything they get.”

    Jan laughed. “Give him time,” he said. “In a hundred years, everyone will be talking about the noble Prince Valiant and his band of all-girl warriors.”

    “I hope not,” Emily said.

    “Me too.” Jan waved to the waiter and asked for the menu. “What happened up there?”

    “Someone set out to ruin the school,” Emily said. She made a face. She was sure she was missing something. “And they came very close to succeeding.”

    She frowned. She’d have to discuss it with Void. And Lady Barb. The plot might have been accelerated when she’d arrived. The plotters had known she hadn’t been in the school when the plot had begun. They might have assumed she would have uncovered it before they had a chance to get their hooks in her. And yet... she wondered, suddenly, if Simon had been driven by hatred for her. He had good reason to hate and fear her, even if he’d deserved to be booted out of his former job. Or he might have assumed she’d track him down sooner or later anyway.

    The plotters couldn’t have known the conference was going to be called, let alone that it would take place at Laughter, she thought, again. Was that a lucky shot, or just an unexpected bonus?

    “I spoke to a few people while I was here,” Jan said. “The general feeling is that they’ll be moving out if things don’t calm down. A couple of apothecaries were talking about moving to Dragon’s Den or Heart’s Eye. The latter has more open spaces, they insisted, but less security. But then...”

    He shrugged. Emily nodded as she glanced at the menu and placed her order. Dragon’s Den was far too close to another magic school. Grandmaster Hasdrubal had been strict about keeping the students under control, when they visited Dragon’s Den, but she had no idea if Gordian was just as firm about it. He’d always struck her as something of a weak reed, allowing himself to be blown over whenever the political winds blew. It wouldn’t take long for a well-connected parent to convince the Grandmaster to let his little gem get away with murder, unleashing an endless series of horrors as every other student asked why they couldn’t do it, too. Emily scowled. That wasn’t going to end well.

    “Emily?” Jan coughed, loudly. “I just told you I had a leg growing out of my chest.”

    “I thought it was a terrible metaphor,” Emily said, flushing. She really hadn’t been listening. Everything was starting to catch up with her. Again. “I’m sorry.”

    Jan grinned. “As I said, they were talking about moving to Heart’s Eye.”

    “I’m going to have to have a few words with Mistress Irene about it,” Emily said. “If we don’t police the town, we may wind up with some problems. There’s no established customs in Heart’s Ease.”

    “Not yet, anyway,” Jan said. “I hear it’s pretty chaotic.”

    Emily smiled as the waiter returned, carrying two plates of food. Her stomach growled as she took a breath. She’d never really considered eating rabbits back home, but she’d acquired a taste for them over the last few years... even if, she admitted to herself, she disliked trapping and killing the furry beasts. Survival skills were important - and she’d been so far behind the rest of the students that she’d barely caught up - but she hadn’t enjoyed the lessons.

    “I’ll have to go back there, sooner or later,” Emily said, as she cast a spell to make sure the stew was safe to eat. She wondered, idly, when Void would let her leave the tower again. She knew he hadn’t been pleased about her going to Laughter. “Or write to Caleb and...”

    She broke off as the spell sounded an alarm. “Shit!”

    Jan stood. “Someone poisoned the food!”

    Emily hastily raised her wards. The inn was quiet, too quiet. The building wards were... she swallowed as she realized they were fake. She could sense the magic, and it looked convincing as long as she didn’t probe them too closely, but they were too weak to keep anyone out. The waiter had vanished. She couldn’t hear anyone in the kitchen. She had the awful feeling, as she stood and moved into the center of the room, that she’d walked right into a trap. Her mind raced. Should she run through the front door? Sneak out the back? Put some distance between herself and the trappers before they snapped the trap jaws closed and caught her? Who were they? What were they thinking?

    Her mind raced as she tried to probe though the wards. Duchene really wanted me gone, she thought. Did she help arrange an ambush? Or... or what?

    “We have to get out of here,” she said. They were in a trap. Staying where they were would get them killed. And yet, if the trap had been planned by professionals, there would be counters for each and every move they could make. She glanced up. “If we get onto the roof, we can fly...”

    She caught herself before she could get any further. She’d already been blown out of the sky once and barely survived. She had no intention of going through it again. If they went down... she shook her head. That wasn’t going to work. Perhaps she could blast through the walls and run into the alleyway. It might surprise the unknown enemy long enough for her to get clear of the trap and teleport home or simply find better ground for the coming fight. Her eyes narrowed as she sensed pools of magic on the edge of the wards. There were at least seven sorcerers out there, waiting for her. A shiver ran through her as she glanced towards the rear. There were two more - at least - lurking at the rear door.

    The door opened. Emily turned to see four hooded figures step into the inn. They carried staffs in their hands, as well as a spinning nexus of magic... a battery? Emily gritted her teeth, bracing herself to fight or run. Batteries weren’t easy to sense unless one knew what to look for. If this one was active... what was it doing? What was it powering? She knew she hadn’t made it, so...who had? The secret was out and spreading. She supposed it had only been a matter of time before someone improved on the design.

    Jan gulped. “Master?”

    Master Lucknow threw back his hood. “Lady Emily,” he said. His voice was very cold. He never took his eyes off Emily. “In the name of the White Council, and the Allied Lands, I am placing you under arrest.”

     


    End of Book Twenty-One

     

    Emily Will Return In

     

    The Right Side of History

     

    Coming Soon.


    Appendix: A Brief Recap

    Emily grew up in our world. Her mother was a drunkard. Her father a mystery. Her stepfather a leering man whose eyes followed her everywhere. By the time she turned sixteen, she knew her life would never get any better. She lost herself in studies of history, dreaming of a better world somewhere in the past.  And then everything changed.

    Shadye, a powerful necromancer on the Nameless World, wanted to kidnap a Child of Destiny to tip the war in his favor. He entrusted the task to sprites, transdimensional creatures with inhuman senses of humor, who yanked Emily out of her world and dumped her into Shadye’s prison cell. Unaware he’d made a dreadful mistake, Shadye proceeded to try to sacrifice Emily to dark gods in a bid to gain their favor. Emily would have died if she hadn’t been saved by Void, a sorcerer on the other side. Void took her to his tower, realized she had a talent for magic and arranged for her to study at Whitehall School.

    Emily found herself torn between the joy of magic - she had something she was good at, for the first time in her life - and the trials and tribulations of living in a very difficult world. Befriending a handful of people, including Imaiqah and Princess Alassa of Zangaria (and the older students Jade and Cat), Emily started introducing innovations from Earth to the Nameless World. Shadye, catching wind of how changes were starting to spread, assumed he’d been right all along about the Child of Destiny. Mounting an attack on Whitehall, Shadye nearly killed Emily before she managed to weaponize concepts from Earth to beat him.

    That summer, she accompanied Princess Alassa to Zangaria and discovered her changes were not only spreading, but unleashing a whole new industrial revolution. This didn’t sit well with many of the local aristocrats, including King Randor - Alassa’s father - and a number of his courtiers. The latter mounted a coup, determined to take control for themselves before the commoners got any more ideas. Emily helped Alassa to retake control, at the price of seriously worrying King Randor. He had to reward her, by giving her the Barony of Cockatrice, but he feared her impact on the kingdom. The seeds were sown for later conflict as the king’s concerns started to grow into outright paranoia.

    Emily’s second year at Whitehall was just as eventful as the first. Emily’s research into magic, including discovering a way to create a magical battery, nearly got her expelled. She might have been tossed out, if events hadn’t overtaken her. The school was plagued by a murderer, later revealed to be a shape-shifting mimic. Emily figured out the truth - the mimic wasn’t a creature, but a spell - and discovered how to defeat it. She also learnt enough from the spell’s final moments to, eventually, duplicate it as a necromancer-killing weapon.

    Worse, however, she was starting to attract interest from outside the school. One of her roommates - Lin - was revealed to be a spy, hailing from Mountaintop School. Another nearly killed her, quite by accident. It was a relief to find herself spending her summer on work experience, in the Cairngorm Mountains. She saw, for the first time, the grinding poverty of people living on the fringes - and just how far they’d go to save themselves. It was sheer luck - and a piece of spellwork that triggered a small nuclear-scale explosion - that saved her life from a newborn necromancer.

    Planning her return for third year, Emily agreed - at the request of the Grandmaster and Lady Barb - to allow herself to be kidnapped by Mountaintop School. There, she met the Head Girl - Nanette, who’d posed as Lin - and Administrator Aurelius, a magician with plans to reshape the balance of power once and for all. She also met Frieda, a girl two years younger than herself who was supposed to be her servant. Unimpressed with the classism running through the school, and determined to find out its secret, Emily sparked off a rebellion amongst the low-born students and discovered the grim truth.  Mountaintop had been sacrificing the low-born students for power. Breaking their spell, she left. She took Frieda with her. 

    That summer, Emily made a deadly enemy of Fulvia Ashworth, Matriarch of House Ashworth. Calling in a favor, Fulvia arranged for Master Grey - a powerful combat sorcerer who’d been appointed to serve as a teacher at Whitehall - to manipulate Emily into challenging him to a duel. Unaware of this, Emily’s discovery that Alassa and Jade had become lovers (and her first real relationship, with Caleb, a fellow student) took second place to a series of weird events taking place in the school, eventually traced back to a demon that had escaped Shadye’s fortress and slipped into the school’s wards. Backed into a corner, Emily risked everything to free the school from the demon, offering the creature her soul in exchange for letting everyone else go. The Grandmaster stepped in before the deal could be concluded, sacrificing himself so that Emily might live. Pushed to the limit, unwilling to run, Emily faced Grey in the dueling circle and won. The victory nearly killed her. 

    Her magic sparking, nearly flickering out of control, Emily returned to Zangaria and discovered that the kingdom was plagued by unrest. King Randor hadn’t kept his word about granting more rights to the commoners, prompting trouble on the streets. Worse, the rebels - including Imaiqah’s father - were being aided by a mystery magician, later revealed to be Nanette. Alassa nearly died on her wedding day, shot down by a gunpowder weapon that had grown from the seeds Emily had planted. Furious, King Randor demanded that Emily punish the rebels. Horrified at his demands, unaware the king didn’t know what he was asking, Emily fled. She was not to know that the king’s paranoia had become madness. 

    She was not best pleased, when she returned to Whitehall, to discover that Grandmaster Hasdrubal had been replaced by Grandmaster Gordian. Gordian was progressive in many ways, including a willingness to open the tunnels under Whitehall and determine what secrets could be found there, but he neither liked nor trusted Emily. She had to balance his concern with her growing relationship with Caleb as she worked with one of the tutors - and a new friend, Cabiria of House Fellini, to explore the tunnels. The tutor pushed too far and nearly caused the school to collapse in on itself. Luckily, Emily saved the school using techniques she’d devised with Caleb, only to find herself steered to the nexus point and hurled back in time...

    Emily rapidly discovered that the stories about Lord Whitehall had missed out several crucial details. The Whitehall Commune was on the run, fleeing enigmatic monsters - the Manavores - that seemed immune to magic. Their bid to take control of the nexus point nearly failed - would have failed, if Emily hadn’t helped them. She ensured they laid the groundwork for the school, before figuring out a way to return home. In the aftermath, Emily and Caleb consummated their relationship for the first time. 

    She was not to know that Dua Kepala, a powerful necromancer, was about to start his invasion of the Allied Lands. Having crushed Heart’s Eye, a school very much like Whitehall, the necromancer intended to invade the next kingdom and take its lands and people for himself. At the request of Sergeant Miles, who’d taught her Martial Magic at Whitehall, Emily joined the war effort, fighting alongside General Pollack and his son Casper, Caleb’s father and brother respectively. Separated from the rest of the army, Emily and Casper attacked Heart’s Eye, reignited the nexus point under the school and found themselves locked in battle with the necromancer. Dua Kepala killed Casper and would have killed Emily, if Void hadn’t stepped in and fought Dua Kepala long enough to let Emily gain control of the nexus point and swat the necromancer like a bug. She found herself in sole possession of the nexus point and thus owner of the abandoned school. She and Caleb would later start developing plans to turn Heart’s Eye into the first true university, a place where magic and science would merge for the benefit of all.

    Reluctantly, she accompanied General Pollack and the remains of his son to Beneficence, a city-state on the borders of Cockatrice. There, she met Vesperian, an industrialist who wanted her to invest in his rail-building program. Emily barely had any time to realize the problem before the financial bubble Vesperian had created burst, unleashing chaos on the streets as the population realized their savings and investments had simply evaporated. Worse, a religious cult, bent on power, took advantage of the chaos to secure their position, aided by what looked like a very real god. Emily, plunged into battle, discovered it was a variant on the mimic spell, one dependent on sacrificing humans to maintain its power. She stopped it, at the cost of sacrificing her relationship with Caleb. They would remain friends, but nothing more.

    Emily returned to Whitehall, at the start of her final year, to discover that the staff had elected her Head Girl despite Gordian’s objections. She didn’t want the role, but found herself unable to refuse it either. She found herself clashing with Jacqui, a student who wanted the post for herself, as her relationship with Frieda started to go downhill. The younger girl’s behavior grew worse and worse until she nearly killed another student and fled the school, forcing Emily to go after her. She was just in time to discover that Frieda had been manipulated by another sorcerer, too late to save Frieda from a murder charge brought by Fulvia.

    Stripped of her post as Head Girl (and replaced by Jacqui), Emily threw herself into defending Frieda from Fulvia. She rapidly worked out that Jacqui had been subverted by Fulvia long ago, to the point where Jacqui was prepared to risk everything to do her will. Scaring the hell out of the other girl, Emily triggered off a series of events that led to Fulvia’s defeat and eventual death. However, her position at Whitehall was untenable. Realizing the school no longer had anything to offer her, with an apprenticeship promised by Void, Emily chose to leave.

    Unknown to her, events in Zangaria had moved on. King Randor had discovered that Imaiqah’s father had plotted against him, that Emily had chosen to keep this a secret and that Alassa and Jade were expecting their first child. In his madness, Randor imprisoned Alassa and Imaiqah in the Tower of Alexis, intending to take his grandchild and raise him himself while leaving his daughter to rot. Jade sought help from Emily and Cat, launching a bid to free the prisoners from the tower. During the plotting, Emily and Cat became lovers. The bid to free Alassa worked, at the cost of Emily herself falling into enemy hands. Randor sentenced her to public execution, but she was rescued by her friends. As they fled to Cockatrice, Randor - desperate - embraced necromancy and prepared himself for war to the knife.

    A three-sided civil war broke out, between the king, the princess and the remaining nobility. The king crushed the nobility, only to be outgunned by the princess’s faction (as it had embraced modern weapons and ideology). Ever more desperate, Randor mounted a bid to kill his daughter - nearly killing Imaiqah, who was stabbed with a charmed dagger - and use magic to crush her armies. Horrified, Emily and Cat planned to kill the necromancer king before he killed the entire kingdom. Their plan went horrifically wrong, forcing Emily into a point-blank fight with a necromancer. She won, barely, but Randor’s dying curse stripped her of her magic.  

    Seemingly powerless, plunging into depression, Emily threw herself on the mercy of House Fellini, the one magical family with experience in dealing with magicless children. She rapidly found herself dealing with a mystery, from Cabiria’s seeming lack of power to just what happened when the family performed the ritual that unlocked her magic. However, it seemed futile. A clash with Jacqui revealed just how powerless she’d become, leading to a fight that ended her relationship with Cat. Emily wasn’t in the best state to discover that the family had a deadly secret, or that Cabiria’s uncle wanted to claim Heart’s Eye for himself. It took her everything she had to gain access to the nexus point long enough to undo the curse blocking her powers and kill him.

    Still reeling from the near-disaster, Emily joined Caleb and a handful of her other friends in preparing Heart’s Eye for its new role. As they explored the school, they discovered the mirrors had been part of an experiment that had gone horrifically wrong. The school was linked to alternate timelines, including one with a surviving Dua Kepala and another dominated by an evil version of Emily herself.  They eventually figured out that the school’s original staff had been fishing in interdimensional waters, catching hold of a multidimensional creature that was trying to break free. As reality itself started to break down, Emily managed to let it go.

    After briefly returning to Zangaria to meet her namesake - now-Queen Alassa’s daughter, Princess Emily - Emily started her apprenticeship with Void. Pushed to the limits, forced to comprehend levels of magic she’d never realized existed, she found herself preparing for a greater role. Testing her constantly, Void eventually sent her to Dragora with an unspecified objective (seemingly to find out who murdered the king before the regent was appointed). She eventually discovered that the king had been killed by his daughter, who’d been pushed into developing her magic before she could handle it. Unwilling to kill the daughter or let her wreak havoc, Emily took a third option and used the magic-blocking curse to save the daughter’s life and give her time to grow up. Her instincts warned her not to tell Void what she’d done.

    Several months later, Emily found herself going to war again. Three necromancers had banded together to invade the Allied Lands, using vast armies of slave labor to cut through the mountains and flood into the lowlands. Working out a plan, Emily used the bilocation spell to ensure that she’d be with the army raiding enemy territory and trying to sneak into the necromancer’s castle to reignite the nexus point (as she’d done earlier at Heart’s Eye). After a shaky start, and the decision to share the battery secret with a bunch of other magicians, she used a mimic to take out the final necromancer and then reignited the nexus point. Unknown to her, the nexus point was the linchpin of the entire network. Reigniting this nexus point would reignite the remainder, frying a handful of necromancers who’d been too close to the drained points when they came back to life. Between the nexus points and the batteries, the threat of the necromancers was gone...

     


    ... And, with their defeat, the glue that held the Allied Lands together was also gone. 


    Appendix: Laughter Academy of the Magical Arts

    More nonsense has been written about Laughter Academy, also known as Laughter School, than any of the other schools of magic within the Allied Lands. This is perhaps unsurprising, given that it is the only school that refuses to accept male magicians as students (and senior teachers). Rumors of everything from rampant lesbian orgies to forced gender transfigurations surround Laughter, all of which have very little basis in reality. In truth, Laughter is very little different - apart from the female-only student body - from Whitehall or Mountaintop.

    Politically, Laughter enjoys the same level of near-complete independence as Whitehall and Mountaintop. The school does follow the White Council’s standard curriculum, wherever possible, with a handful of tiny modifications. The majority of the tutors are accredited by the council well before they’re invited to join the staff. However, it inspires somewhat mixed feelings within the White City. Both aristocrats and magical families are often reluctant to send their daughters to the school, although for different reasons. The former feels the school’s education will give their daughters ideas, and an unhealthy degree of independence; the latter believes Laughter isolates its students from the patronage networks that dominate magical society. This does not, however, keep the school from having more applicants than it can handle.

    The origins of the school - and particularly who built the twin castles - are lost somewhere in the mists of time. The officially-accepted story states that a powerful witch called Pendle, the sister of a king, defeated a banshee-like creature that plagued the Howling Peaks and, in reward, was given the region as a personal fiefdom. This witch went on to found Laughter, first as a retreat for her fellow women of magic and later as a full-fledged school. The more dubious stories suggest the founder was, in fact, the banshee herself, who made a deal with the king for reasons of her own. A final version of the story, told by the local men, speaks of a powerful and haughty witch who was bested by the kingdom’s prince and swore herself - and her sisters - to his service for the rest of time. It is difficult to know, now, which version of the story is correct. The only thing known for certain is that the Howling Peaks, and the town of Pendle, have effectively been ceded to Laughter Academy. Those who do not care to live under a witch’s rule have no choice, but to leave.

    Laughter Academy consists of four separate buildings, resting on the two highest peaks within the fiefdom. The Keep - a sinister-looking castle - houses the school itself, as well as most of the teachers. The Retreat provides accommodation for Sisters - see below - and other women, mainly magical or aristocratic, who wish to retire from the world. The Guesthouse, positioned between the Keep and Pendle Town, houses male tutors and guests who, by law, are not allowed to be within the castle after dark. The Redoubt - a ruined castle of uncertain purpose - dominates the other peak. It is normally deserted, save for martial magic-style training sessions. The girls claim the castle is haunted and make a habit of daring their fellow students to spend the night in the region. This is officially discouraged, but - in practice - tolerated as long as it doesn’t get dangerous.

    On the western side of the castle, a narrow road leads down to Pendle, a town resting within the valley. Home to many former students - and merchants who make a living from selling to them - it is a peaceful place to live, even during the worst periods of unrest. It is generally self-governing, although the headmistress has the right to step in if matters are deemed to be getting out of hand. In recent years, the New Learning has spread to the town, bringing with it ideas and concepts from the outside world. 

    On the eastern side, a rocky path leads down to the Silent Woods, a valley that cannot be reached save by passing through the school itself. The hidden forest represents both a source of potions ingredients and a place for the girls to test themselves against nature. Men are not barred from the woods, but their presence is strongly discouraged. 

    By long-established custom - precisely who established the custom and why is hotly debated - the school is ruled by the headmistress, who is known as the Old Woman (this is more of a nickname than a formal title). Her deputy, and presumed successor, is known as the Young Woman. The Young Woman is elected by former students, who will generally confirm her as headmistress when the older woman retires or dies in office. (If there is a challenge, by custom it has to be made before the succession has to be settled one way or the other.) The Head Girl, elected by her fellows as they complete their fifth year, makes up the third of the triumvirate, but she doesn’t have the power to override the other two, merely make her opinions known. 

    Below the triumvirate, there are the senior tutors, each of whom is a specialist in her subject and has a junior tutor to assist them. The tutors have very little weight individually, but collectively can vote to override, suspend or outright expel the headmistress. Some of these tutors are male, but they can never rise any higher than senior tutor and have a number of other restrictions placed on their behavior. It’s rare for any of them to last more than a handful of years. 

    The student body is composed of young witches - the term is not seen as derogatory in Laughter, unlike the other schools - who come from all walks of life. Students - Little Sisters - are considered equals once they walk through the doors, although it isn’t hard for students with powerful connections to establish themselves as leaders within the school. The school does go to some effort to make everyone act as equals, from a deliberately bland uniform to a rotating system of chores that everyone, regardless of their birth, has to do. There are no servants within the school, save for the cooks. Their duties are shared amongst the junior students. 

    There was one boy who studied at the school. It didn’t work out. It is flatly forbidden to bring a boy/man into the school without special permission and no male is allowed to remain in the school after dark. Students have been expelled for trying to sneak their boyfriends into the school (although the horrific tales of what happened to those poor boys are largely exaggerated.) 

    Junior students - years one to five - are expected to fetch and carry for the senior students, although there are consequences for any senior students who abuse this privilege. Years two and above are allowed to elect their dorm heads; those who do well in the role are generally re-elected, although they know better than to take re-election for granted. They also elect the Head Girl as they complete their fifth year, as well as the prefects. Senior students have a lot more privileges, ranging from being allowed to stay up late to wearing their own clothes outside school hours, though they can lose them quickly if they misbehave.

    The school uniform is universally regarded as ugly, although - after graduation - it becomes a badge of honor. Junior girls wear grey: grey floor-length skirt, grey shirt, grey blazer. Senior girls wear black, save for when they attend formal functions when they are allowed to wear aristocratic-style dressers. (Students who enter as senior girls are expected to wear a grey blazer or shirt.) Trousers are explicitly forbidden, outside sports and games.

    The lessons themselves are not that different from Whitehall, although there’s more focus on politics, land management and other gaps in more customary (i.e. traditional) forms of female education. (The school is noted for producing more healer candidates than any other.) Outside classes, the girls are free to do what they like - within reason. Senior girls are free to visit Pendle at will and many of them form relationships with boys from the town; junior girls are only allowed to visit on weekends, under supervision.

    Unusually for a magic school, the students are taught to levitate - and fly - from a very early age. The dangers inherent in any form of flying spell are noted, and there is usually at least one serious accident every year, but the school refuses to rethink its policy. Indeed, it is often seen as something that sets Laughter apart from the rest. The tutors do, however, maintain careful watch on the students, and any student caught trying to disrupt someone else’s spell is instantly expelled, without appeal. 

    Upon graduation, either from the junior or senior school, a student is inducted into the Sisterhood, a quarrel (association) composed of former students. The Sisterhood serves as a combination of Old Girls Network and political pressure group, which - given the number of magical patrons and aristocrats within its ranks - gives it a surprising amount of clout. It rarely shows its hand openly, if only because the Sisterhood is structured to make action difficult without consensus, but is feared by many throughout the Allied Lands. Sisters are expected to help other sisters, although they are also supposed to bear in mind the political consequences of their acts. When Princess Joanna, daughter of King Edwin, married against her father’s will - to a rebel lord, no less - the Sisterhood helped her and her husband to safety, but refused to interfere further. (The Elders reasoned that it would lead to a clash with the aristocracy, which would be a breach of the Compact.) They have far fewer qualms about assisting common-born women.


    Appendix: The Magical Community

    The magical community does not have, despite the efforts of some political figures, a coherent existence in any real sense of the word. There is no overall unifying authority and, given the nature of magical society, it is extremely unlikely that any will arise. The handful of magical aristocrats who remember the days of the empire, when they ruled magic, are heavily outnumbered by the remainder, who prefer to savor what independence they have from the rest of the world. Magical society, therefore, tends to be touchy, challenging and insistent on respect, even when such respect is undeserved. It is also, in a curious paradox, an association that stretches right across the Allied Lands and beyond.

    Geographically, there is no magical “country.” A map of the magical community would look like flecks on paint, scattered over the rest of the Allied Lands. The majority of magicians live within estates - often centered on a nexus point - magic-heavy towns and beside their mundane neighbors. The magical community is more of a collection of bloodlines and schools - and a handful of townships - rather than anything else.

    The community rests on four poles. First, the magical families and their bloodlines, carefully tended to ensure newborn magicians add their diversity to the whole. Second, the quarrels - associations of magicians linked together in blood-brotherhood. Third, the guilds, which serve as alliances and unions of magicians in a specific line of magic. Fourth, and finally, the schools, which impart a degree of shared community and cultural understanding into the ever-growing community. 

    The sexism so prevalent in the remainder of the Allied Lands is rare amongst magicians. Female magicians have full legal rights. To treat a sorceress as somehow lesser, or to assume her husband speaks for her, is to court death. The magical society is also quite accepting of homosexuality, although there is an expectation that powerful magicians will have children to ensure their genes are passed down to the next generation. 

    As a general rule, magicians are prideful and touchy. A magician is entitled to demand respect within his domain, even from more powerful magicians (who, in turn, are expected to refrain from deliberately undermining their host). To enter a magician’s home is to commit oneself to behaving; the magician, in turn, must extend formal guest-right to his visitors. (A magician is legally within his rights to do whatever he likes to an intruder.) Magicians may enter employment, apprenticeships and patron-client relationships, but only under very precise contracts that detail precisely the obligations of each party to the other. The idea of outright servitude is abhorrent to magicians, at least when they’re the ones in servitude; it is rare, to say the least, to encounter a magician willing to become a servant. 

    Navigating magical society, therefore, is quite difficult for an outsider. Magicians are often achingly polite, but also willing to push and jostle people to assert their strength and test the newcomer’s strength. It is quite easy to give offense and quite hard to apologize. A magician can issue a challenge to a duel at any time, although the challenged party has the right to determine how the duel is fought.

    Magicians rarely admit, openly, that anyone has the right to judge them (unless in very specific circumstances). There are few magicians, therefore, willing to enforce the rules outside their domains, let alone serve in a magical police force. (The White Council’s Mediators are the closest they get to an outright law enforcement body.) Those who openly break the rules, from bad manners to meddling in dark magic, are normally shunned by the remainder of the community, rather than stopped. A handful of magicians believe dark wizards - as opposed to necromancers - should be stopped, but the remainder of the community fears setting precedents that might eventually be used against them.

    Magicians assert, if pressed, that they mature slower than mundanes. This may or may not be true. It is also a reflection on their society, an acceptance that a childish mistake need not haunt an adult for the rest of their live. If a child - or someone legally a child, such as an apprentice - commits an offense, they don’t have to face the full consequences. Cynics assert it is a way to keep children and apprentices under control for longer than mundane communities, but it serves a valuable purpose. Newcomers to magical society can learn the rules before it’s too late. 

    As a general rule, magicians are highly educated. They could generally read and write well before the New Learning reshaped the world. They were also told horror stories about what happened to young magicians who made mistakes, including ‘The Magician Who Made a Foolish Oath’ and ‘The Witch Who Got What She Wanted,’ both warnings of the dangers of entering obligations with other magicians. 

    The magician community exists slightly apart from the mundane one, under the terms of the Compact (actually a collection of agreements between magicians and aristocrats). Magical families enjoy near-complete independence from the mundane governments, as long as they refrain from any kind of political interference. Magicians who do interfere, directly or indirectly, are regarded as having broken the Compact and can therefore no longer claim its protection. Just how far this goes has never been truly tested, with both magicians and mundanes careful not to put too much pressure on the relationship. As a general rule, magicians who are closely involved with mundane affairs - Queen Alassa, for example - are not considered part of the overall community and therefore free to honor their obligations to their people.

    Magicians generally look down on mundanes, even the newborns and those dependent on the mundane community. The belief in magical superiority is not altogether unfounded, given the use of magic to make life easier for magicians and mundanes alike. The average newborn, moving from a village to a magic school, will move from poverty to what might as well be a wonderland; hot and cold running water, magical lightning, etc. It is unusual for mundanes to have any legal rights in magical communities and homes, although magicians who prey on mundanes are generally shunned by their fellows. A magician who kept enslaved mundanes in his home would be looked down upon, which wouldn’t always translate into freeing the slaves. In general, few magicians within the greater community care enough to bother.

    Politically, there are three different factions within the community. The Isolationists believe that contact between magicians and mundanes is bad for both sides and therefore they should separate themselves as much as possible, for their own good. Given the power, they would seal off magical areas and encourage the development of a parallel society. The Integrationists believe that magicians and mundanes should live and work together, on the unspoken assumption there are no real differences - besides magic - between the two. The Supremacists believe that magicians have the de facto right to rule mundanes, on the grounds of superior power, and magicians should become (more of) an aristocracy.

    Given the absence of any real government, and the pressing need to fight the war against the necromancers, the political strife has been largely muted. Now the necromancers are gone, that may be about to change...


    Author’s Note

    A certain amount of the backstory to Little Witches is told in Nanette’s Tale, a novella published in Fantastic Schools II. Please check it out.
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