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Аннотация
Когда Эмили впервые вошла в Уайтхолл, там уже заправлял слепой магистр Хаздрубал. О том, как он оказался на этом посту, рассказано в этом произведении.


Prologue

I was not intending, originally, to write this story.
The truth of what happened, many years ago, to unseat Grandmaster Boscha from his tenure at Whitehall was carefully buried, with good reason. I, the prime mover in those events, and my comrades had every incentive to keep the truth to ourselves. Those who supported Boscha and found themselves vulnerable when his influence was broken had similar reasons to keep their mouths shut. The cover story has remained firmly in place until this day.
This statement will not see publication, like my prior missive, until after the death of everyone involved. The spells I have woven into the parchment will see to it.
The background, of course, is fairly well known. The war was over. The empire was gone. The necromancers were a distant threat and the Allied Lands, the union of kingdoms that spent more time fighting each other than the common foe, only existed in embryo. The schools, once loyal to the Emperor and his court of magicians, were effectively independent, practically statelets in their own right. Their masters had authority and influence, at least in part, because no one had the power to tell them no. It was a situation calling for tact, diplomacy and a certain willingness to compromise. Grandmaster Boscha had none of those things.
He was a … difficult person to understand, let alone like. He had reached the peak of his profession, securing a position that would put his name in the historical records, yet he wanted more. He had little interest, as far as I could tell, in actually ruling the school, leaving the task of keeping the students in order to his staff and prefects. My brothers and I spent six years of our lives at Whitehall, and the only time we ever spoke to him privately, or visited his office, was when we were punished for the heinous crime of defending ourselves against bratty aristos who thought they were better than us just because they knew their mother’s name. It was bad enough that we’d been attacked by nine older students who should, on paper, have wiped the floor with us, but worse that the four of us—after winning the fight—were punished. Boscha didn’t care. Our attackers were well connected and that was all that mattered to him. It made sense to me at the time—who cares about four magicians of dubious origin when their attackers had the purest pedigrees anyone could possibly want?—but as I grew older I found the whole affair incomprehensible. Boscha didn’t need to suck up to anyone, not then. It wasn’t until much later that I found out why.
It had surprised me, when I applied for the post of Charms Master at Whitehall, that he’d accepted me. In hindsight, I wonder if he even bothered to look at the name on the application letter. I had the skills and experience to handle the job, but my family had effectively disowned me—after the incident that left two of my half-brothers dead and a third lost to himself—and I brought nothing beyond myself. There was never any shortage of candidates for any post at Whitehall, from senior tutor to scullery maid, even though the students were rambunctious and prone to abusing both tutors and maids. The tutors, at least, could defend themselves. The maids … well, let’s just say there was a reason there used to be an orphanage in Dragon’s Den. Boscha didn’t care about that either. I had theories about why, but none of them quite fitted the facts. Perhaps he really didn’t care. Who knew?
I was quick to establish my authority. Students, particularly ones with magic or aristocracy or both, are like wild animals. You can’t show them a hint of weakness, or they’ll walk all over you, the girls as well as the boys. You can’t be one of the boys—or girls—either, not if you want to be a disciplinarian. The idea of letting yourself become friendly — or romantically involved—with a student is dangerous beyond words. You had to keep a mental barrier between you and them at all times or, at best, you’d wind up humiliated in front of the entire school. At worst … you don’t want to know. Really, you don’t.
It worked, slowly but surely. I proved I knew what I was talking about—the handful of students who challenged me were effortlessly shown their place—and that I was actually worth taking seriously. Students have no respect for tutors who clearly don’t know what they’re doing or lack the personal authority to make themselves heard, but I never had a problem. The disruptions that shook other classrooms never plagued mine after the first year. Indeed, I was often called upon to help other tutors handle their classes. Not all of them were grateful. But who could blame them? To admit you needed help was to weaken yourself in the eyes of the students. And the tutors.
I could have been happy, I suppose, if I’d stayed a tutor the rest of my life. I’d done well, and I knew it, rising to the tenured post of senior tutor. I had a reputation as a tutor no one crossed, certainly not twice, and I had far fewer problems with the students once they realised that I could still see, even though I was blind. The world might be shades of grey, rather than bright primary colours, but I had no difficulty living a full life. I could have gone into Whitehall and stayed there for the rest of my life, leaving the rest of the world behind. I could have been happy.
But it was not to be.
I had been a tutor for five years when the outside world intruded into my academic paradise, and all hell threatened to break loose.
It wasn’t until it was almost too late that I realised it had been invited.

Chapter 1

It began, although I didn’t realise it at the time, in a staff meeting.
Grandmaster Boscha was not, as I often had cause to reflect upon, a very nice man. He played favourites, promoting his toadies and excusing students he felt might be of use to him, rather than upholding the school’s famed neutrality. He issued detentions that would make a royal torturer blanch, insisting—when challenged, which happened rarely—they built character. He turned a blind eye to rampant bullying, corruption and outright criminality, spending most of his days playing politics while using the school as a personal—and heavily warded—fortress. Worst of all, he held very long and boring staff meetings.
Personally, I thought they were cruel, unusual, and extremely sadistic punishment.
He was, and remains, a difficult person to describe. My brother, whose name I will not write, called him the crookered man, a snide remark that had a great deal of truth in it. Boscha was tall and pale, and yet there was something about the way he held himself that made him look misshapen, as if someone had cast a particularly nasty series of limb-lengthening charms on him and the damage had never truly been repaired. His hair was dark and oily, spilling around his shoulders like liquid night; his eyes were darker still, set within a face that had more than a hint of demihuman ancestry, in that it looked subtly wrong to the human eye. I doubted it was true—Boscha wouldn’t have reached his post if there’d been something nasty, or inhuman, lurking within the family tree—but his appearance set off all kinds of rumours. His angry reaction to questions about his ancestry didn’t put the rumours to rest. They just convinced his students there was a gem of truth buried under the mountain of bovine excrement the aristocratic families produced to cover it. I didn’t care. I had good reason to dislike Boscha without dragging his heritage into it.
And besides, I was hardly able to point fingers at his background without calling attention to mine.
“The world is changing,” Boscha said. “And we must embrace it.”
I tried not to groan as he kept talking, hitting us with an endless series of platitudes that meant—as far as I could tell—very little. He had a plummy aristocratic voice that grated on my nerves, a grim reminder of my dear Uncle Mago, and made me want to cast all sorts of nasty charms on him. Or rip out his tongue. I’d never met anyone who was so fond of the sound of his own voice as Boscha, and I’d grown up as part of House Barca, a family known for their egos. They’re still sneering at House Ashworth for being able to trace its bloodline backonly five thousand years. Personally, I thought the records had been faked years ago, and nothing more than a few hundred years old was reliable, but there was nothing to be gained from arguing. Uncle Mago had thrown a fit when I’d dared ask how reliable our ten-thousand-year-old records actually were.
He should have been a tutor, I thought. The students would eat him alive.
“The old order is gone,” Boscha continued. “It falls to us to consider what shape the new order should take.”
I sighed inwardly, my sense of magical perception sweeping the room. Daphne—Boscha’s assistant—was eying him worshipfully. I wasn’t sure if her admiration was real or feigned, but it didn’t matter. She had a reputation as a backstabbing sneak who could be relied upon to tattle to her boss if someone did something, anything, Boscha could hold against him. Mistress Constance, the Alchemy Mistress, looked as if she was quietly going through potion ingredients in her head, an old tactic to keep one’s mind from wandering too far. Madame Clover, the Healer, looked incredibly impatient … either that, or she wanted to go to the toilet. I didn’t know. Lady Pepper, the Combat Magic Tutor, looked as bored as I felt. Our eyes met—more accurately my sense of perception met her eyes—and we shared the same thought. How long could our boss prattle on before actually saying something worthwhile?
My mood darkened with every passing second. I could be in the classroom, preparing my lesson plans, or supervising detentions. Or ... there was an entire list of things I needed to do, before the coming exams, none of which were being done because I was stuck in the stupid meeting. Gods! I didn’t know why Boscha bothered. He ruled the school. He could do whatever he liked and get away with it. As long as he was careful not to push his staff too far …
“We must take this opportunity in both hands and seize it,” Boscha continued. “Both for ourselves, and for the good of our community.”
I wished, suddenly, that he’d given the speech in front of the students. Someone would have hurled a tomato by now, even though the student would then have been flogged to within an inch of his life and whatever was left of him put in the stocks. Students have low boredom thresholds, particularly when it comes to kneeling on the stone floor in a manner that is pretty much a stress position, and I couldn’t blame one or more for lashing out. Perhaps I’d volunteer to administer their punishment myself, so I could take them somewhere that sounded unpleasant but was nothing of the sort. Maybe I could convince the Grandmaster that a few hours in the White City, attending pointless meetings, was sufficient. But I doubted he’d get the joke.
Or he would, I reflected. He just wouldn’t see it as a comment on him.
“There are matters that need to be attended to,” Boscha said. “And I’m sure we are in agreement on this point.”
“Quite,” Madame Clover said. I was surprised she’d managed to get a word in edgewises. “We need to do something about students getting injured by other students. And quickly.”
I winced, inwardly. Whitehall had always been a rough place—students had been establishing the pecking order since the school’s founding, through force of magic, intimidation and breeding—but it had been getting worse recently as the chaos outside the walls started to spill into the school. My brothers and I had been lucky. The four of us had watched each other’s backs, and we’d had the advantage of growing up in a magical household, but other students—particularly the newborns—weren’t so lucky. A student who didn’t even know he had magic a year ago was hellishly vulnerable, when he found himself in Whitehall. On paper, he’d come into his magic at the same time as his peers. In practice, he was so far behind that catching up was incredibly difficult. They tended to find themselves slaving for the older boys. It was the only way to get some protection.
I’d always felt sorry for those boys and done what I could to help. But it hadn’t been enough.
“Boys will be boys,” Boscha said, dismissively. “It is of no concern as long as it doesn’t impede their learning …”
Madame Clover cut him off. I admired her bravery. Very few people would dare lay a hand on a healer, or hurl a spell, but it was still risky to interrupt her superior. Boscha had quite a few ways to get back at her without making it obvious. Or he might just start looking for a replacement.
“The problem is getting out of hand,” Madame Clover snapped. “Yesterday, I had nine students in the infirmary, all hexed well beyond the point they could heal themselves, and a girl someone had slipped a love potion! She was lucky, sir, that her friend realised the problem and dragged her to me for a curative before it was too late. She could have been raped!”
I shuddered. Love—lust—potions were nasty. The basic brews would turn their victim into a lusty creature, lost to reason as they tried to satisfy their lusts … with consequences that could easily be imagined. The more advanced and dangerous brews were far worse. The victim would become obsessed, either submitting themselves to the brewer or taking them by force. There were horror stories about people who’d meddled with such potions and wound up hurt, or dead. None of them were particularly reassuring. How could they be?
“It will teach her a useful lesson,” Boscha said. “She could have checked her drink for potion before taking a sip.”
Madame Clover glared. “This week, I also had twenty servants who’d been hexed or cursed,” she raged. “Two manservants were turned into toads, a maid was trapped in a mirror, and another spelled into walking around naked …”
Boscha shrugged, as dismissively as before. “They knew the risks when they chose to work here,” he said. “There’s no shortage of people willing to take their place.”
I suspected he had a point. Whitehall was a dangerous place to work, if you lacked magic, but the wages were high, and you got your basic needs met, letting you save your money instead of spending it on food, drink and somewhere to sleep. It said something about magical society, I supposed, that while the senior families found magical abuse of mundanes to be contemptible, they rarely bothered to do anything about it. Boscha was unlikely to face any rebukes for not cracking down hard on students who abused the staff. It was much more likely he’d be scolded for cracking down. And yet, he had the power to tell the whiners to get lost. He just had to use it.
No one in their right mind wants their children to learn bad habits, I thought, crossly. They’ll reflect badly on their parents.
“The point, sir, is that we are allowing some of our students to run rampant,” Madame Clover insisted. “And it is going to bite us.”
“It is vitally important we encourage them to develop their powers,” Boscha said, tartly. “That which doesn’t kill them makes them strong.”
“That which doesn’t kill can still inflict a great deal of harm,” Madame Clover countered. “It is only a matter of time, sir, before someone winds up dead!”
“Or broken,” I added. “There’s no point in fighting if you can’t win.”
Boscha glowered at me. I forced myself to look back. I’d met serfs on their plantation fields, working their asses off to grow a tiny crop … serfs who were so battered by their masters that they couldn’t even raise a hand in self-defence or the defence of their wives and daughters. They lived in the mud from birth to death, unable to stand up for themselves. They had legal rights, true, but they couldn’t claim them. Their masters would crush them if they tried. And so they just trudged their way through life.
“They can win,” Boscha said. “If they apply themselves …”
“They keep getting knocked down,” I said. “At some point, after being knocked down repeatedly, you start wondering if you should bother getting up again.”
Boscha didn’t seem impressed. I sighed inwardly. I knew how he felt. It was hard, almost impossible, to understate the gulf between a magician born into an old and powerful family and a magician who was the first in his family. The former knew enough theory to be able to put it into use, when he came into his magic; the latter was learning from scratch, forcing him to scramble to catch up before it was too late. It was like pitting a toddler against a grown man and expecting the toddler to win. Worse, perhaps. It was like migrating to a city-state and discovering, too late, that the rules were different, and your opponents knew how to manipulate them to best advantage.
Heads, I win, I thought, tiredly. Tails, you lose.
“That speaks to a weakness in their character,” he said, finally. “They must develop their character, and their ability to handle the ups and downs of life, before they start tackling the more advanced magics. An untrained magician incapable of doing so becomes a major threat, as you know. You’ve certainly killed enough of them.”
I set my head proudly, and looked in Boscha’s direction. “Seven years ago, I killed a magician who went mad because he was mistreated,” I said. It was true, if one overlooked my brothers being involved and quite a few other details. “He had to die. At that point, he was a maddened creature who couldn’t be redeemed, who posed a danger so great that imprisoning him was not an option. But that doesn’t excuse the way he was treated.”
Boscha looked back at me. “I was treated poorly until I proved myself, too,” he said, flatly. “I turned out all right.”
“And if you were treated poorly and still say that,” I snapped, “it’s proof you didn’t turn out all right.”
Magic spiked. I thought, for a moment, he was going to start a fight. What I’d said had been cutting and unpleasant, the sort of thing he could use to justify cursing me into next week if I didn’t back down and grovel … I gritted my teeth, readying myself. Boscha wasn’t a weakling—he couldn’t have held the wards if he wasn’t amongst the most puissant magicians in the world—but I had a lot of combat experience, particularly at knife-range. I was fairly sure Boscha was nowhere near as skilled. His career before Whitehall was something of a mystery—I knew students who thought Boscha was a homunculus—but he’d never given the impression of having any combat experience. Indeed, the fact he constantly harped on his position was a very strong sign he didn’t feel particularly secure.
“The problem is spreading to my classes,” Mistress Constance said, breaking the stalemate. “Last week, I had to discipline both Adrian and Walter for throwing dragon’s root into another student’s cauldron, causing an explosion that could have wounded or killed half the class. Frankly, I am on the verge of banning both students permanently. Alchemy is dangerous enough at the best of times, when everyone is behaving themselves, and those students are going to get someone killed.”
I kept my face impassive with an effort. Adrian of House Rawlins and Walter of House Ashworth had been friends practically since birth, two handsome and cocky young men who would have gone far, if they hadn’t turned their magical talent to making everyone else’s lives miserable. They knew better than to cause trouble in my class, thankfully, but everywhere else … they and their toadies, Jacky McBrayer and Stephen Root, caused havoc. I lived in hope that, one day, they would cross the line to the point they could be expelled. But they were good at making themselves appear innocent …
“I believed we discussed the matter at the time,” Boscha said. “They insisted it was an accident.”
“An accident,” Mistress Constance repeated. I could hear the sneer in her voice. “A piece of root accidentally levitating itself into the air, and accidentally flying across the chamber and accidentally splashing into another student’s cauldron and triggering a reaction … all accidentally?”
“Unless you have clear proof it was done with murderous intent, you cannot bar them from your classes,” Boscha said. “There are rules …”
Mistress Constance fixed him with a stern look. I had to admire Boscha’s nerve, if nothing else. Mistress Constance was a skilled alchemist as well as a powerful magician and she hadn’t risen to the top of her profession without being extremely driven. If she’d been looking at me like that, I would have feared for my life.
“They are undisciplined, arrogant, and rude,” Mistress Constance said, coldly. “And foolish, too.”
I felt a stab of sympathy. It was rare for someone to openly look down on a sorceress for being female—it was a good way to end up a toad—and no one did it twice, but Adrian and Walter were disrespectful as hell. I knew their fathers. The poisoned apples hadn’t fallen too far from the tree. Boscha might not take the disrespect seriously—he might not even be aware it was there—but Mistress Constance had no choice. And she couldn’t teach the little brats the lesson they so sorely needed.
“They are also talented young lads with astonishing potential,” Boscha said. “They just need some proper guidance.”
“So give it to them,” Mistress Constance said. “Or tell their parents to send them to Stronghold.”
“Or to Widow’s Peak,” I muttered. The fact there was a necromancer squatting in the old fortress wasn’t a problem. Adrian and Walter might think highly of themselves, and they did have quite a bit to brag about, but a necromancer would have no trouble turning them both into a quick snack. “Why not …”
Daphne cleared her throat. “Sir, you have a meeting with Lord Archibald Rawlins in ten minutes.”
Boscha nodded. I wondered if he was glad of the interruption. “We’ll continue to discuss the matter later,” he said.
I wondered, idly, what matter? Adrian and Walter … or whatever he’d intended to discuss when he called the meeting. Two hours sitting at the table … for what? I still didn’t know. If it turned out to be something minor, after all that, I was going to be pissed!
The Grandmaster stood and left the room, Daphne following him like a puppy. I stood myself, exchanging brief looks with the others. We’d had our differences over the last few years, but none of us liked Boscha. Or his willingness to tolerate the intolerable. I made a mental note to ask Mistress Constance for a drink later, in my quarters. If nothing else, we could compare notes and see if we could determine just what our lord and master was doing this time.
It nagged at me as I stepped through the door and headed down the maze of stairs and corridors to my classroom. Boscha … was a puzzle. I didn’t pretend to understand what he was thinking. I’d known people from all walks of life, from commoner-born serfs and merchants to princes, kings and magicians, but Boscha didn’t fit any pattern. Perhaps he really was a homunculus. Or a dragon in disguise. Stranger things had happened. Or so I’d been told.
I stepped into the charms corridor and stopped dead, instincts flaring before my conscious mind caught up and realised what was wrong. A banging noise from one of the cupboards … someone was inside. And that meant …
Someone was trapped.

Chapter 2

I threw open the door, then stopped and stared in horror.
A girl was lying face-down on the cupboard floor, her hands tied behind her back and her robe hiked up to reveal her underwear. Someone had wrapped a cloth around her ankles, making it hard for her to move and impossible to get to her feet. She turned her head, revealing that whoever had attacked her had stuffed something in her mouth to keep her from crying out. I swallowed, hard, as our eyes met. Geraldine was a prefect, one of the few students I trusted to actually do the job properly. It wasn't the safest position in the school—interfering prefects tended to be turned into things if they threw their weight around too much—but I’d thought she’d been doing well. Now … cold horror rushed through me as I pulled her hands free, allowing her to cover herself and pull the cloth out of her mouth. If she’d been sexually assaulted, all hell was going to break loose.
“I …” Geraldine swallowed hard and started again. “Sir, they took my magic!”
I blinked, then cast a diagnostic spell. The magic surrounding her lit up. I swore. Someone had hit her with a very nasty curse that dissolved her spells as she tried to cast them, rendering her effectively powerless and ensuring she couldn’t free herself in a hurry. The curse never lasted long, and could be countered by a trained magician who knew how to work their way around the edges of the spell, but to a student it was devastating. Geraldine was strong, and advanced for her age, yet she lacked the experience to know what had happened. She could have died a thousand deaths—perhaps literally—by the time the spell wore off.
“They didn’t.” I cast the counterspell, then looked away as she freed her legs and stumbled to her feet. She didn’t to think I was staring at her after she’d been stripped of all dignity. Boscha would probably fire her when he found out what had happened. How could she command respect after she’d been overpowered, tied up, exposed, and locked in a cupboard? “What happened? And who?”
Geraldine hesitated. I knew what she was thinking. If the school found out she’d tattled, she’d be an outcast for the rest of her schooling and probably for the rest of her life. I knew students who’d been flogged to within an inch of their lives and yet refused to breathe a word. Poor Geraldine would be better off accepting her defeat and looking for revenge on her own, rather than tattling. The gods knew her tormentors would probably get away with it. Geraldine was a newborn, and newborns rarely had the connections to make people pay.
“Tell me,” I said, sharply. I could make her talk—it would be easy—but no one would believe it. Damn the Code of the Schoolhouse! Damn it! “What happened …?”
Someone screamed down the corridor. Geraldine jerked her head downwards. I stood, gritting my teeth, and turned and hurried away, following the sound. I guessed something had happened, something that Geraldine had tried to stop … I heard someone laughing and cursed under my breath. I knew that laugh, the hated hunting call of an entitled brat who thought he could do what he liked, and no one would ever call him on it. A surge of hatred ran through me as I picked up speed, memories of my cousins laughing at me—and my brothers—in just the same way. We’d taught them respect, at least. They’d no longer laughed at us, not to our faces. But other students hadn’t learnt the same lesson …
I rounded the corner and stared. A young man stood in the centre of the chamber, his body jerking back and forth as he tried to throw off the compulsion charms. Four other students surrounded him, wands pointed at their victim as they chanted heavy-handed spells. I felt the magic crawling through the air, powered by the visceral contempt they felt for their target, and poisoning the world. The audience—students young and old—laughed and jeered. Some thought it was funny—it was always funny, until it happened to them. Others … I saw the fear in their eyes, the unspoken conviction that if they didn’t laugh they’d be the next to be forced to strip in front of a gawking rabble … I hated them for it. There were nearly twenty onlookers, including a bunch of older students. They could have crushed the bullies like bugs—they could have turned the bullies into bugs—if they’d acted as one. They didn’t.
Fear is the mind-killer, I thought, bitterly. My brothers and I had had each other, at least. We had always known we could rely on ourselves. They’re too scared to think straight.
I calmed myself with an effort, noting names and faces. Adrian of House Rawlins and Walter of House Ashworth … why was I not surprised? I felt another surge of hatred. Handsome young men, with genuine talents and enough money in trust to ensure they could spend the rest of their days as idle layabouts if they wished, shouldn’t be spending their days picking on the less fortunate. But they did. Their toadies, Jacky McBrayer and Stephen Root, looked torn between resentment and a stubborn insistence they were doing the right thing. I knew better. The two young men—nowhere near as advantaged as their leaders—would be heartlessly dumped, the moment the four brats graduated and left to the tender mercies of everyone they’d ever picked on. I’d seen it happen before, to toadies I’d known in my school days, and knew it would happen again.
It couldn’t happen to a nicer pair of bastards, I thought. The two ringleaders were capable … I’d give them that much, even if they were assholes. The other two were just … toadies. They had nothing beyond their friendship with well-connected brats and soon they wouldn’t even have that. They’ll have to learn the hard way that their so-called friends don’t care.
My magic reached out, like a thunderclap. The spells evaporated as I shook the air. Wands hit the floor and clattered away, as if they’d been thrown. The audience looked at me, then turned and fled, pushing and shoving each other as they tried to get down the corridor and out of my sight before I sent them to the Warden. I’d never agreed with Boscha that arbitrary punishment is a perk of power, but the audience deserved it and worse. They’d be in hot water in the coming days, along with the ringleaders and their toadies. I’d finally caught them crossing the line.
Their victim—Alan, a magician whose origins were a matter of some controversy—stumbled and hit the floor, as soon as the spells holding him shattered. I saw rage and hatred and bleak hopelessness on his face, although he had kept fighting against overwhelming force long enough to impress me. The bastards hadn’t taken control of his mind so much as they’d taken control of his limbs, no different from pushing someone’s hand into their face. Alan was going to be in pain for days, I feared, no matter what the healers did. His muscles had been brutalised.
“Sir,” Walter said. He had a cocky smile that had charmed dozens of young women … all of whom learnt, too late, that once they surrendered their maidenheads he had no intention of giving them anything in return. Rumour had it he was interested in Geraldine, but she had rejected his advances. Smart girl. “We’re just …”
“Silence,” I said, sharply. I wasn’t interested in hearing excuses or promises of better behaviour. They’d tortured one student, to a degree that would shock even a king’s torturer, and sexually assaulted another. Boscha might turn a blind eye to students harassing the maids, damn him, but other students …? “The Grandmaster will deal with you.”
It should have worried them. I could send a student to be caned, or given weeks or months of detentions, or even used as target practice for the junior students, but I couldn’t suspend or expel them. The Grandmaster could. Even a relatively mild suspension would turn them into a laughingstock, once word spread outside the school. No one would question a newborn magician having to repeat a year, but someone who could trace his bloodline far back into the mists of time? The four bullies were in deep shit. And yet, they looked surprisingly … relieved.
“This way,” I ordered. “Alan, Geraldine, you too.”
Alan shot me a dark look. I knew what he was thinking. He’d been saved by a tutor … it wasn’t something that could be reasonably blamed on him; he hadn’t tattled to me, but … he was still going to be a laughingstock, too. Geraldine’s face was blank, yet … I could tell she was agitated. She was going to lose her badge and probably her reputation. Sure, most of the puerile bragging one heard in the dorms about sexual conquests was nothing more than stupid nonsense, but … mud stuck, when people wanted it to stick. Geraldine wasn’t the most popular girl in the school. She was too pretty for the girls and too sensible for the boys.
My unease grew stronger as we walked up the stairs. Adrian and Walter were laughing and joking, until I told them to shut up … it wasn’t the sort of behaviour I expected from boys who were likely to wind up suspended. House Ashworth and House Rawlins would be shamed, to say the least, if their children were suspended. Adrian and Walter might be allowed to get away with sexual assault, if their victim wasn’t anyone important, but not embarrassing the family. It wasn’t a harmless little prank like murder!
“Hey, Geraldine,” Walter said. “Dinner tonight?”
I heard a patting sound, followed by a pained yelp. I didn’t need to look back to know what had happened. Walter had touched her ass, and she’d hexed him for it. I pretended not to notice, even as Walter started spluttering complaints. He’d deserved worse … a lot worse. I knew his type all too well. They did whatever they liked and woe betide anyone who had something they wanted, or just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, but when anyone dared to fight back it was unfair. How dare they refuse to bend over and take it?
The Grandmaster’s door opened as we approached. Boscha would probably have some idea of what had happened, if I was any judge, although I was fairly sure he didn’t pay close attention to the wards that were meant to alert him if there were any major disputes between students. He’d have problems coping, if he did pay attention. There were just so many clashes, as students sorted themselves into gangs for their own protection … Boscha, damn him, didn’t care. There were times when I thought he encouraged the disputes for his own twisted amusement.
I heard Geraldine suck in her breath as we stepped into the office and nodded in bitter understanding. Boscha’s office looked like a throne room, complete with an actual throne and a heavy wooden desk designed to put visitors in the right frame of mind for approaching the school’s lord and master. The walls were lined with portraits of kings, queens and princes, all of whom had never looked so good in their lives. The Grandmaster himself sat on his throne and studied us all, his eyes dark and cold. I wasn’t impressed. I’d come face to face with demons, necromancers and my own family.
“Hasdrubal,” Boscha said. I’d never liked the way he said my name. “What do you have for me?”
“I caught these four torturing one student, after sexually assaulting another,” I said, bluntly. It was hard to keep my voice under control as I ran through the entire story. If the Grandmaster had been doing his job properly, the whole affair would never have happened. “They need to be suspended. Now.”
Boscha’s face was unreadable. “I see,” he said. “Walter, perhaps you could give us your side of the story?”
I blinked. “Sir, with all due respect …”
Boscha held up a hand. “I believe we should not rush to judgement, when the schooling and careers of four young men are at stake,” he said, smoothly. The nasty part of my mind wondered if he’d practiced. “We need to hear their side of the story too.”
Walter stepped forward and gave his wretched smile. “We were merely teaching … ah … Alan … how to defend himself against some of the nastier charms,” he said, in a tone so sweet it would have been too much for my dear uncle. I half-expected Boscha to tell Walker to take his tongue off the grandmaster’s boot. Or another part of his anatomy. “His resistance has improved in the last few days.”
My fists tried to clench. I wasn’t looking at Alan, but I could feel his resentment and hatred. And the certainty that there was nothing he could say that wouldn’t make matters worse.
I spoke for him. “I don’t recall you ever being given the authority to teach students anything,” I said, my tone dripping sarcasm. Walter was no prefect. “What makes you think you have the right to do anything of the sort?”
“Noblesse oblige,” Walter said. His voice dripped honey. And condescension. I wanted to hit him. “It is the responsibility of those of us born to power and privilege to assist the less fortunate by sharing our blessings. The Grandmaster himself lectured us on our duties to the poor, to those unfortunate enough to be born in ignorance and raised by parents incapable of offering even the slightest hint of magical education. They cannot be blamed, of course, for such unfortunate circumstances, yet those of us who are fortunate …”
I cut him off. “And tying up Geraldine, and exposing her, and leaving her in a cupboard is … what?”
“Another lesson,” Walter said, smoothly. “And I didn’t expose her.”
I felt Geraldine tense. Was Walter lying? Or had one of his cronies exposed Geraldine instead? Or … had she been exposed by her own movements, as she struggled to free herself? Geraldine was the only person who could answer, and she wouldn’t, not unless she wanted to be a pariah for the rest of her schooling. I wanted to demand Boscha use a truth spell, but I knew he wouldn’t. Walter’s family would throw a fit. So would everyone else.
“I’m glad to hear the matter has a simple explanation,” Boscha said. “I see no reason to take this any further.”
I stared. “You’re really buying that … that excuse?”
Boscha looked irked. I wasn’t impressed. “Walter has no authority to teach other students anything, nor does he have any real training or supervision. His methods are …”
“One should not punish enthusiasm,” Boscha said. “Walter and his friends will each write an essay detailing what they did wrong and why, as punishment for upsetting their tutors. I’ll expect to see the essays tomorrow evening.”
“Sir,” Walter protested. The outrage in his voice wasn’t remotely convincing. Honestly! He sounded as if he’d been sentenced to death for something incredibly minor. “I have a game this afternoon and tomorrow!”
“Then you can hand the essays in next week,” Boscha said. He looked at Geraldine. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to turn in your badge.”
The mild regret in his tone made my blood boil. Geraldine’s life had been ruined and the asshole was making it worse …
“Sir,” I said. “I …”
Geraldine pushed past me, her face flushed with anger, and threw the badge on the table. I hated Boscha in that moment, hated him enough to want him dead. Praise in public, punish in private … it was a piece of common sense Boscha had chosen to forget, if he’d ever known. He’d humiliated Geraldine in front of the four bullies who’d assaulted her … even if they’d never actually touched her she’d been rendered helpless, leaving her all too aware they could have groped or raped her if they’d wished. Perhaps that had been a step too far, even for brats who thought they were untouchable, or perhaps they’d planned to come back after they’d finished with Alan and do worse.
“I’ll appoint a new prefect tomorrow,” Boscha said. “Dismissed.”
Alan turned and hurried out of the room, Geraldine right behind him. The other four swaggered out, power-walking like knights who’d just won a joust and were now on their way to collect their winnings. I glowered at their backs, all too aware I’d made a mistake. No one would have said anything to me if I’d sent them to the Warden and told him to take the skin off their backs, or assigned a detention so horrible that even the janitor would have wanted to file official complaints, but I couldn’t overrule Boscha. He’d accepted Walter’s explanation, and there were no legal grounds to object, not now. I’d expected him to do the right thing …
And yet, he’d accepted an explanation that was about the least convincing explanation I’d heard in five years of teaching. Or at least pretended to accept it. Why? Was he afraid of their families? Or … was there something else going on?
I left the room myself, not bothering to say my goodbyes. An unsubtle rudeness, but one I suspected he’d let pass. Probably. Whatever he was thinking … I sighed, inwardly, as I made a private resolution. Whatever he was doing, I was going to find out.
And then, I promised myself, I was going to make him regret it.

Chapter 3

It shouldn’t have surprised me, the following morning, that Walter was announced as the new prefect. It really shouldn’t. The original prefects were nominated by the staff, and elected after several rounds of horse-trading, but the grandmaster had the right to name replacements for any prefect who left the post without consulting his staff. No one else had a say. The female members of staff insisted Geraldine should be replaced by another girl, on the grounds a male prefect wasn’t allowed into female-only places and would be hexed blind if he tried, but Boscha ignored them. He didn’t even try to insist there were no suitable replacements amongst the girls. I wasn’t surprised.
I wasn’t surprised, either, that it didn’t take more than a day for Walter to become the least popular prefect in the school. He threw his weight around with abandon, backed up by Adrian and his two toadies. They harassed every student they could, including the ones they hadn’t been previously able to touch, often for the silliest reasons. A boy was tormented for not wearing the proper robe, a girl for not wearing the right underwear … I ground my teeth in fury when I heard that one, because I knew what he’d done to find out. There was no point in complaining to Boscha. Mistress Constance did so, only to be told the girls needed to learn how to defend themselves. I didn’t pretend to understand it. It was one thing to turn a blind eye to newborns being bullied, with an absurd explanation providing a fig-leaf of respectability, but quite another to ignore well-connected students who were being tormented. Their families could cause real trouble for Boscha …
It was a deeply frustrating week. I did my best to keep Walter and the others under supervision, at least in my classroom, but my ability to patrol the rest of the school was limited. They seemed to be aware I was watching them and taking delight in crawling as close to the line as possible, without ever crossing it and giving me the excuse I needed to kick them out of my classroom. It was just a matter of time before someone got really hurt—or killed. I watched the four bullies, and their victims, and silently prayed I could handle it when something exploded. It was going to happen. I knew it.
And I had to watch, dying a little inside, as Alan and Geraldine lost the will to live.
I’d never been knocked down that far, not ever. My brothers and I had been tough enough to beat Walter and his cronies, tough enough to take on the rest of our year and make sure they remembered us even if they won by sheer weight of numbers. We had always been able to rely on each other. Alan and Geraldine had no one. They were alone in the midst of a crowd, isolated from everyone else ... no one, I reflected sourly, wanted to be associated with them when it might mean getting targeted themselves. Alan had always been a quiet little thing, but he withdrew even further into himself; Geraldine, by contrast, had been a fun-loving girl when she’d entered the school. Now …
I probably should have reported it, when I caught Alan reading forbidden textbooks. He was no coward, whatever his other flaws, and he was no weakling either. In his hands, the rites and rituals could be really dangerous. And yet … I confiscated the books, gave him a lecture on the dangers of embracing the darkness, and sent him on his way. Boscha wouldn’t hesitate to expel him, if he knew about the books. He didn’t have to play politics with a boy of no real family …
But he was playing politics with Walter.
It took me a while to notice, but he was. Boscha had never shown any real interest in any of the students before, yet now … he was doing more than just showing open favouritism to Walter and his cronies. The pattern seemed odd … Boscha would sometimes override his tutors, when they handed out punishments, or give Walter privileges denied to other students, such as the right to visit Dragon’s Den during weekdays. It puzzled me. I couldn’t imagine any reason for such favouritism, certainly nothing Boscha could get elsewhere. The more I thought about it, the more it gnawed at me. What was he doing? I kept a close eye on the bully, watching and waiting, and eventually I saw him going deep into the school, to the tunnel that connected Whitehall to Blackhall. I was surprised he knew about it. My brothers and I had searched the school from top to bottom, when we’d been students, and we’d missed the tunnel. It hadn’t been until I’d found myself working closely with Lady Pepper that I’d been told about it. And yet, Walter knew?
Odd, I thought. Walter had never struck me as the kind of student who spent his time uncovering the school’s secrets, not when he could be pulling wings off flies instead. Did the Grandmaster tell him?
I slipped after him, down to the tunnel, and discovered it wasn’t just Walter. Nine students, all very well connected, were making their way through a passageway they weren’t supposed to know existed, wearing drab clothes that would make them harder to spot in the darkness. I wrapped myself in invisibility spells and followed, wondering just what I’d stumbled across. Walter could have asked for a pass, if he’d wanted to leave the school, and Boscha would have granted it. If he hadn’t asked Boscha … was he doing something that even Boscha would find abhorrent? Walter wasn’t stupid enough to engage in dark rites and sacrifices, was he? Or demon summoning? Or … I wasn’t in the best place to throw stones, but still …
Perhaps it’s something harmless, I thought. I’d known girls who’d used to sneak out of the school to go dancing, something I wouldn’t have thought would cause any trouble. But then, the thrill of getting away with something was very seductive to young minds. Not that I’d ever done anything like that, when I’d been a student. Of course not. Perish the thought. But with Walter involved … how could it be harmless?
It wasn’t easy to remain hidden in the tunnel as we reached the far end and clambered into Blackhall. The problem with being invisible is that no one knows you’re there—obviously—and they try to shut doors in your face, without ever knowing what they’re doing. Or worse. I suspected I’d be in some trouble if anyone ever figured out what I’d done. Getting into the hall was tricky—I had to cast multiple spells to conceal my presence and the signs of my presence—and it galled me to resort to such tricks. I was a senior tutor! I should be able to walk through the corridors without being invisible. But … students don’t normally do things they know they shouldn’t when they know a tutor is watching. Even Walter had more sense.
I expected to see the group head out the doors and into the forest, picking their way to the nearest clearing or heading down to the town. Instead, they headed upstairs, into a large chamber. I had no idea what it had been used for, originally, but now it was a training room for students studying various defensive magics. The students lined up and bowed in unison as someone emerged from the far door and nodded to them. For a moment, I didn’t recognise him. Wearing a training outfit, Boscha looked like a different man.
My blood ran cold. What the hell is he doing?
My eyes darted from student to student. There were seventeen students, all from the upper years … all high-born. Most were from magical families of long standing, although a couple were from families that were aristocratic in both the magical and mundane communities. They were all boys … I cursed, silently, as I confirmed there were no newborn magicians, aristo or commoner, in the group. I could barely move. What was Boscha doing?
“You know what to do,” Boscha said. He sounded crisp, direct … so unlike the grandmaster I knew and loathed that I was tempted to hit him with a spell to check his identity. I didn’t dare move. I’d never thought of Boscha as particularly talented, but it was growing alarmingly clear I’d underestimated him. “Begin.”
The students did as they were told, running through a series of magical combat exercises that put the ones my family had offered to shame. I watched, feeling my heart sink further with every passing second, as they cast spells on each other, ranging from simple offensive spells to others that were tricky, almost forbidden. I’d wondered where Walter had learnt the spell he’d used on Alan … I knew now. Boscha walked from student to student, offering advice to some and a mild rebuke to others, praising the deserving in a manner that would have impressed me if it hadn’t been so … slanted. They weren’t being praised for doing well. They were being praised for living up to their bloodlines.
He’s a Supremacist, I thought, numbly. I wasn’t sure why I was surprised. The idea that magicians were just better than commoners had been around for a long time, that magic instantly elevated the poorest and lowliest amongst us to a nobility none of the mundane aristocracy could hope to match. I might have been more taken with it myself, if I hadn’t been so aware of how my brothers and I had been treated. Boscha is a Supremacist and he’s teaching them to be Supremacists too.
I swallowed, hard. Boscha was pushing at an open door. Walter and his cronies—and the rest of the group—were already convinced of their own superiority. I knew how they treated the mundane servants—and newborn magicians, even though they had magic too. It was easy to be cruel, if one believed the cruelty was amply justified … I wondered, suddenly, if Boscha had given Walter instructions on what excuse to use, if they were caught by the other tutors. Or … I cursed inwardly. It was easy to manipulate simple minds. All you had to do was pretend to be their friend, and excuse their misdeeds, and they’d love you.
And they know he’s not a weakling either, I mused, as I watched the lesson go on. There’s no sense he’s giving them what they want because he’s afraid of them.
My head spun. Boscha wasn’t just teaching them how to fight. He was teaching them to work as a team, to think their way through tactical obstacles … he was building an army! My blood ran cold as I inched back, careful not to do anything that might risk discovery. I wasn’t afraid of the students … no, that wasn’t true. Not any longer. Fifteen magicians with combat training, even incomplete, could give me a very hard time. And Boscha himself …
In these times, fifteen magicians would make a formidable force, I thought. I kept moving, back down the stairs and into the tunnel. And who’s to say there aren’t more?
The thought nagged at my mind. There were two thousand students in Whitehall. A third of them, more or less, had bloodlines that stretched back at least three or four generations, perhaps more if you overlooked certain … irregularities … in the records that might suggest a combination of forgery and wishful thinking. Even if Boscha restricted himself to the older students, and I suspected he would, he might still be able to put together a formidable force … enough to do real damage out in the world. The Empire was gone. The Allied Lands were constantly on the verge of falling apart. And if Boscha took power …
I shuddered. I didn’t want to think about it.
Whitehall had never felt so welcoming, I reflected, even though I wasn’t really safe. Boscha controlled the wards … I hoped, prayed, he hadn’t been watching me as I left the school myself. Would he have worked out where I’d gone? Or … my thoughts spun in circles, trying to come up with a plan. Should I go to the White Council? Right now, I doubted the councillors could agree on anything, even something as important as putting out a fire threatening to burn them to death. Or my family … the thought of crawling back to House Barca, even to warn them, was abhorrent. They’d laugh in my face. Probably.
My feet carried me back to the staff quarters, then stopped. I needed to find allies and quickly. And that meant … I hurried down the corridor and knocked, loudly, on Mistress Constance’s door. The Alchemy tutor was tough—and had good reason to distrust Boscha. Her door swung open a moment later, her wards pointedly crackling around me. Mistress Constance had hundreds of suitors, all convinced she’d marry them if they asked nicely. So far, she’d rejected them all. I suspected I knew why.
Mistress Constance emerged from her bedroom, her dark hair hanging loose and spilling over a white nightgown. She eyed me in a manner that would have intimidated me, if I hadn’t seen too many horrors in my life. A sorceress’s rooms are her own private kingdom, and she is quite within her rights to do whatever she likes to you, if you intrude without her permission and a very good reason. But she had to know I wouldn’t knock on her door without good cause. Tutors learn to value their private time. They get so little of it.
“This had better be important,” she snapped. “I have the fifth years in the morning.”
“I found out what our grandmaster was doing,” I said, after casting a series of privacy wards. The look she gave me suggested I’d better explain quickly or I’d be spending the rest of my life croaking on a lily pad, if she didn’t chop me up and use me for ingredients instead. “He’s building an army.”
She stared as I ran through the full story, then swallowed. “He’s mad!”
“Perhaps.” I wasn’t so sure. Boscha wouldn’t have embarked on such a scheme unless he was reasonably sure it would succeed. Or at least let him back off and swear blind he’d been up to nothing. “I don’t know what he thinks he’s doing.”
“We had an odd little chat, Pepper and I and him,” Mistress Constance mused. “It was one of those odd little conversations, one of those discussions where you dance around the topic endlessly, trying to tease out what someone thinks about something without ever revealing your own thoughts and feelings. It was … he was talking about magical supremacists, asking what I thought of the concept. I dismissed it.”
I looked up. “You did?”
“It’s easy to say we’re better than the mundanes,” she said. “But the idea magicians who can trace their families back countless years are superior to newborns is absurd. I’ve been a teacher for years, and I have seen no inherent difference, nothing that proves newborns cannot catch up with students who were born and raised in a magical household and were taught much of what they needed to know before they came into their magic. You should have seen it, too.”
I nodded. If it had been up to me, newborns would have been given a year of preparatory schooling before they started classes with students who’d had that training before they went to school. It would have kept them from being left behind, confirming the prejudices against newborn magicians. Boscha had always refused to even consider the possibility. With what I knew now, I suspected he hadn’t wanted to risk giving the newborns a level playing field.
“Yes,” I said, curtly. “What’s his endgame?”
My mind churned. If Boscha was acting alone … he couldn’t be. It would just take one idiot like Walter to say the wrong thing to his parents, and all hell would break loose. Boscha might have tried to get them to swear oaths or sign contracts to keep their mouths shut, but his students had been born and raised in a community where asking someone to swear an oath was a huge red flag. And if Boscha had tried to test Mistress Constance, to see if she might be open to his ideas …
“He’s not the only Supremacist,” I mused. The Supremacists were strongest amongst the magical families, the ones with the background to buy into their claims. I knew there were a few in House Barca, damn them. “If he’s working for the others … what then?”
I thought I saw what Boscha and his allies had in mind. The world was in flux. There was no stability, no legitimacy save what was conferred by force. A magical army could impose a united government on the magical community, through a combination of sticks and carrots, and go on to create a magocracy ruling the entire world. It was rare for magicians to care that much about the mundanes, but … it wasn’t as if any of the magicians ever stuck their necks out for them. Walter and his cronies could do as they pleased and no one—no one important— would care enough to stop them.
“We need to unseat him,” Mistress Constance said. The urgency in her voice gave me pause, then I realised. A Supremacist government with the power to push magicians around would force her to marry and bear children, no matter her personal preferences. “And quickly.”
I nodded. “It won’t be easy,” I said. “He has control of the wards.”
“Yes,” Mistress Constance said. “We need to get Pepper and some of the others involved. And then we need a plan.”
“Yes,” I echoed. “And I think I have something in mind.”

Chapter 4

“Alan, Geraldine, stay behind,” I said, as I dismissed the rest of the class. “We need to discuss your homework.”
Walter sniggered as he stood, his hand rubbing his rear. The class tittered on cue. I glared them into silence. Sheep, the lot of them. No, that wasn’t entirely fair. Walter and his cronies had the backing of the grandmaster and that meant they effectively ruled the school, no matter how many times they were sent to be beaten. There weren’t many other students who could stand up to them and would, given how many of the potential candidates might be getting their own lessons from Boscha. We’d put our heads together and calculated how many students might be on his list. It was a depressingly high number.
Geraldine eyed me warily as they approached my desk. Alan tried to keep his face blank, but I could sense his sullen hostility and resentment—and stubbornness. He was remarkably recalcitrant, even in the face of bullying beyond anything I’d ever faced. He could have left school, at the end of the previous year, but it would have been a little too much like giving up. I felt for him, really I did. He might not have my family name as blessing and burden, but he had a great deal of potential that was going to be squashed.
A thought crossed my mind, something that refused to come into focus … something about Alan that nagged at me. But what?
I waved my hand at the door, closing it with a spell designed to make the thud inaudible, then cast a pair of privacy wards. It was a risk—the school’s wards would certainly notice that part of the building was suddenly dead to them—but it was one I had to take. Boscha was elsewhere, for reasons I didn’t understand and didn’t feel inclined to question. The longer he stayed away, the smaller the chance he’d realise anything had happened and ask questions upon his return. I’d gone to some trouble to arrange a cover story, just in case.
The students stiffened. It was rare for teachers to cast privacy wards in classrooms, even when they were discussing private research projects or disciplinary matters. The sudden alarm in their eyes was oddly hurtful—the idea they might think I had some nefarious purpose in getting them alone, in a place no one could hear the screams, was worse—but I couldn’t blame them. The students—all students—saw their tutors as enemies, no matter how good they were at their job. And that was true even if all they did was get the students through their exams with a bare passing grade.
A lot can happen, behind stone walls and polite secrecy, I reflected, sourly. My brothers and I had been largely immune—a combination of family connections and undoubted fighting skill—but I’d heard rumours. We all had. And the victims rarely—if ever—talk.
I looked in their direction. I wasn’t sure what to say. Not really. It wasn’t something I’d ever considered. How does one go about recruiting students for a cause that could easily get them killed? Or worse? They would be paranoid about me, with reason. The mere fact I’d asked them to meet me alone, behind privacy wards, was a clear sign something was badly wrong. And yet …
“Tell me something,” I said, finally. Alan might appreciate me being blunt. Geraldine would not. “How long do you think it will be before someone gets seriously hurt?”
Geraldine scowled. I knew what she was thinking. Someone had already been seriously hurt. Magic could cure many things, but there were limits.
“Not long, sir,” Alan said, stiffly. The bitterness in his voice was striking—and painful. “They think they own the school.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “Are you interested in doing something about it?”
Alan looked as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t force the words to pass his lips. Geraldine had fewer problems. “Why aren’t you doing anything about it?”
I kept my face impassive, with an effort. Her words stung.
“Because they have the backing of their families,” I said. And Boscha, although we’d get to that later. Perhaps much later. “There are limits to what I can do to them without drawing attention.”
“And so you let them go on,” Alan burst out. I was surprised he went so far. He had to be hurting more than I’d thought. “You do nothing and then …”
Geraldine nudged him, hard. I wondered, absently, just what sort of relationship they’d developed in the last few weeks. They were both pariahs … were they pariahs together? It wouldn’t be the first time two strangers found themselves working together because being alone was worse. I hoped it would last, despite feeling it would not. No one deserved to be completely alone.
“Freaking aristos,” Alan snarled. “They always look after themselves.”
I bit down on the urge to point out that magical and mundane aristos were two very different groups. He was right about one thing. They did band together to support their peers, if they were accused of anything from stealing a blade of grass to deflowering a maiden or joining a mercenary band. It didn’t matter if the person in question was innocent or as guilty as a man caught with his hand up a girl’s dress. They’d put all of their considerable power to work ensuring the wretched man didn’t have to face any punishment for his misdeeds. Bastards.
“Yes,” I agreed. We could quibble over the definitions later. “There’s nothing that can be done, legally. But we can step outside the law.”
Geraldine eyed me. “Is this anything to do with what they’re doing after class?”
My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
“They’re slipping out, every second night, and not trying to be sneaky,” Geraldine said. “All of them … all aristos.”
I had to fight to hide my amusement—and annoyance. Geraldine had clearly noticed something … why hadn’t we? But then, it wasn’t as if we bedded down in the dorms. The housemaster reported to Boscha and … I frowned inwardly, wondering what—if anything—they’d told each other. Sneaking out of dorms and prowling the school at night was an old tradition. I knew housemasters who would turn a blind eye to students leaving the dorms on the grounds they needed to sharpen their skills elsewhere. My old housemaster had certainly pretended not to see us until we got to the bottom of the corridor.
“They’re up to something, aren’t they?” Alan met my eyes. “What are they doing?”
“Private lessons,” I said, flatly.
Geraldine sucked in her breath. She’d worked her ass off to catch up with the other students. She’d had no choice. Her merchant family hadn’t been able to give her the background knowledge she needed, let alone the training to make proper use of her magic from the moment she came into it. They might not even have realised she had magic until it started to manifest. She’d done well, she knew she had …
And yet, her eyes showed the despair of someone who’d just realised the game was rigged. Still rigged.
Alan cleared his throat, loudly. I felt a flicker of admiration. Alan was drawing my attention to him, in a manner that would be very difficult to overlook. He was risking a thrashing to ensure Geraldine would have a few moments to calm herself … impressive. Very impressive. I just hoped it wouldn’t bite him on the rear later.
“I have an offer for you two,” I said. “Private lessons of your own, from me and a couple of other teachers. You can catch up and surpass Walter and his friends.”
“Right,” Alan said. He sounded like a man who’d just been handed a gift horse and suspected he reallyshould look it in the mouth. “What’s in it for you?”
His friend nudged him again. “Alan!”
“It’s a sensible question,” I said, mildly. It was, too. “And to answer it, I don’t think it’s right they should have private lessons of their own.”
Geraldine frowned. “Does this have anything to do with Walter’s bragging?”
“What bragging?” I’d heard Walter brag about everything from his sexual conquests—I doubted he’d had so many; he’d have had no time for schooling—to the lands and wealth he would inherit when his father went to meet the gods. I had a private suspicion the old man’s life would be in danger the moment his son graduated, even though Walter had a trust fund that paid out—monthly—more money than most people would ever see in their lives. “What’s he been saying?”
“That things are going to be different,” Geraldine said. “And that I could be his concubine if he wished.”
“He wished,” I repeated. I didn’t like the sound of that. Most magicians were smart enough to realise that adding new blood to their family tree made them stronger, in the long run, but that didn’t always mean they treated newborn magicians well. My family hadn’t been very kind to my uncle’s wife, even though she’d given them three strong and powerful children to carry the bloodline into the next generation. “What else did he say?”
“A lot.” Geraldine’s cheeks heated. I guessed Walter had been crude, rude, and unappealing. “Mostly about things he wanted me to do to him.”
I almost smiled, despite the situation. It would be hilarious if Boscha’s plan unravelled because Walter couldn’t keep his fat mouth shut. The more people you added to your conspiracy, the greater the chance one of them would say the wrong thing and draw attention to your plans before it was too late. Boscha would have been wiser to use magic to seal their lips, although that might have drawn attention too. And yet, as Geraldine reluctantly outlined the specifics, I had to admit Walter hadn’t said anything too specific. It would be easy for someone to argue he’d just been an asshole.
“Yes. It is.” I leaned forward. “Do you want the lessons?”
Alan and Geraldine exchanged glances. I could tell what they were thinking. On one hand, without private lessons they were going to fall further and further behind; on the other, they had no idea what I really wanted, and they had no idea what I might get them into. There was no way I could reassure them either, or offer protection if the whole affair exploded in our face. I knew better than to make promises I couldn’t keep. Alan was too streetwise to be fooled.
“Yes,” Alan said, finally. “I’ll take them.”
Geraldine nodded. “Me, too.”
I allowed myself a tight smile. “Good,” I said. “You’ve both been very naughty and you’ve been given detention, Saturday morning. Mistress Constance has recruited me to assist with collecting certain ingredients she needs, and I’m assigning you to assist me. I’ll write something into the record book to account for it. If anyone asks, tell them I caught you whispering rude things about me.”
“Sir,” Geraldine said. “Does it have to be a detention? Can’t you come up with another excuse?”
And on Saturday morning, at that, I thought, wryly. Saturday detentions were the worst. You didn’t get to stay in bed until noon or … or anything, really. Walter was going to laugh his ass off when he found out, the prat. Hopefully, he wouldn’t wonder if there was something else going on. There’s no other way to do it.
“I’m afraid so,” I said. “One other thing—who else do you think would be interested in private lessons?”
“Everyone who isn’t an aristo,” Alan said, flatly. “And that’s a lot of people.”
I nodded. “I’ll see you both at the rear door on Saturday. Nine in the morning. Do try not to be late.”
“Yes, sir,” Geraldine said, reluctantly.
“Do not discuss this on school grounds,” I warned. “The walls have ears. Don’t discuss it in town, either. If you must, go far into the forest or up the mountains and do it there.”
Geraldine looked pale. I thought I knew what she was thinking. The grandmaster—or anyone who knew how to access the wards—could look into the female dorms, or changing rooms, or showers … I didn’t think Boscha would do anything of the sort, and privacy was always in short supply at a boarding school, but it was still disconcerting. The aristos didn’t worry so much about those things. They grew up surrounded by servants, from birth to death. They didn’t have any privacy at all.
“Dismissed,” I said, quietly.
Alan and Geraldine nodded, then hurried off as I dispelled the wards and unlocked the door. I watched them go, knowing I was now committed. They’d told me … I didn’t like the sound, I really didn’t, of what Walter had been saying. The Supremacists had long argued that newborn woman should be turned into nothing more than broodmares, sharing their blood with the greater community without receiving anything in return, and Walter was the type of person to embrace that argument with great conviction. Personally, I suspected it would be disastrous—there would be all sorts of disputes over who was the legitimate heir to any given bloodline— but no one was interested in asking my opinion. The Supremacists—those that knew about my father—might even think my existence was proof they were right.
The rest of the week passed quickly. I kept patrolling the corridors, listening to rumours being passed from student to student, and quietly compiling lists of potential recruits. It wasn’t easy to pick students who had both a cause and the ability to become fighters, rather than being so badly battered they couldn’t even raise a hand to defend themselves. It was also tricky to avoid students who had ties to the various magical families, even if they were newborns. Quite a few had been scouted already and offered all kinds of rewards for sharing their blood. I hoped they’d had the sense to make sure protections for themselves were worked into the contract. If they didn’t … it would bite them. Hard.
I met Alan and Geraldine on Saturday morning, both looking cranky to have been roused from their beds so early. I didn’t blame them. Friday nights were often wild, with students heading down to town for entertainment or simply staying up late because they didn’t have to get up the following morning. No matter how many charms the two students used to block out the noise, something would get through. Few students would let their roommates sleep early on Friday. Anyone given detention on a Saturday had done something that was really beyond the pale.
“This way,” I said, trying to sound nasty. “Follow me.”
We walked through the grounds, past the arena and out into the forest. The wards faded away as we picked up speed, following a path I’d known in my younger days. I stayed well away from the scene of the crime as we picked our way onto a smaller path, casting a handful of subtle charms to distract and deter anyone who might be following us. I didn’t think it was too likely—everyone thought the two students had detention, with a tutor known to be a harsh taskmaster—but better safe than sorry. The two didn’t grumble as we kept moving. I was oddly impressed. Walter and his cronies would’ve been moaning and groaning by now.
The pathway widened, suddenly, into a clearing. Mistress Constance, Lady Pepper and a handful of other students stood there, waiting for us. I sensed my two students tense as they realised we weren’t alone, alarm running through their minds as it dawned on them matters were more serious than they’d thought. I mentally kicked myself for not warning them that other students would be coming. But there hadn’t been time.
“We have a lot to learn and not much time,” Lady Pepper said. She might not be the best combat sorcerer in the world, but she was one of the best instructors. The really talented sorcerers often found it hard, if not impossible, to teach students how to follow in their footsteps. Boscha, damn the man, had made noises about hiring someone better. I suspected he was wasting his time. There might be sorcerers who could best her in a fight, but not do better when it came to teaching. “Are you ready?”
Alan shot her a challenging look. “Can you make us better than them?”
“No,” Lady Pepper said, flatly. “I can give you the tools to make you better, but it is you who will have to do the work. If you don’t …”
I smiled at her lecture. I’d heard it before. Most sorcerers aren’t lazy, perish the thought, but there is a certain indolence around them that means they can be bested by someone who thinks on his feet. Formal duelling contests are judged by presentation, by who can cast the most dramatic spell, while real fighting is judged by who puts the other down first. You can win a duel and still lose if the judges insist you broke a rule, while there are no rules in real fighting. Get down, get dirty and don’t show any mercy as long as your opponent can still hurt you. Rest assured, he will do the same to you.
Boscha has never been in a real fight, I reminded myself. And neither has Walter.
Alan nodded, when she’d finished. “Yes, My Lady.”
I nodded, too, although I feared the future. Alan was smart and stubborn and given the right training and experience would be a match for anyone. I hoped that wouldn’t become a problem, later on. I was putting a lot of power in hands that hadn’t held any power, relatively speaking, and might not be mature enough to cope with it. Geraldine, too, I feared. It wouldn’t be the first time a newborn magician had gone home and reacted badly to something she would have ignored years ago. I knew one girl who’d turned her entire family into toads, for a real—or imagined—slight. Alan could be just as bad, if I gave him the chance. But if I didn’t …
“Good,” Pepper said. If she had any reservations, she kept them to herself. “Let us begin.”

Chapter 5

It was a fun couple of hours.
Lady Pepper was good at her job, and she had two other experienced magicians to help her. I didn’t mind showing something of what I could do and allowing myself to make mistakes—the kind of mistakes my old instructor would have hexed me for making—so she could demonstrate how to take best advantage of them. It helped that our nine students were smart enough to realise the mistakes weren’t real, that we’d worked out in advance what sort of mistakes I could make that would be credible. I knew at least one instructor who’d gotten pissy, not without reason, when his senior forgot to make it clear the mistakes hadn’t been real. The poor guy had been sore for weeks afterwards.
“Master Hasdrubal tried to be fancy,” Pepper said, as I picked myself off the ground. “The spell he wanted to use takes too long to cast, if one is standing in the open. He gave me all the time I needed to strike him first, with a simple but nasty spell. And if you’re unlucky, you get worse for grandstanding than being knocked on your ass.”
I nodded, then watched as the students went through their own lessons. Alan was a smart and canny combatant, once he got the idea he was allowed to cheat. He’d grown up in an orphanage, from what I’d heard, which probably accounted for his willingness to inflict as much pain as possible even if it cost him badly. He might not look as tough as some of the students who’d grown up in happier circumstances, but he was tougher. I rather thought Pepper liked him. As a slight girl who didn’t look particularly intimidating, she’d had to prove her capabilities very quickly or the students would’ve walked all over her.
Idiots, I thought, crossly. Frauds didn’t last long at magic school. Once it became clear they didn’t know what they were talking about, their career was over. Do they think she got the job—and kept it—because she has a nice smile?
I put the thought aside as the session came to an end. “If you want to practice any of these spells, do it in a spellchamber and try to make sure there are other spells being cast in the same room to conceal precisely what you’re doing,” I warned. I didn’t think Boscha paid close attention to what sort of spells the students were casting, but it was better to be safe than sorry. “I can book you into spellchambers if you need to. If not … we’ll come up with another excuse, next Saturday, for more lessons.”
Alan and Geraldine joined me for the walk back to the school. Mistress Constance had taken the precaution of obtaining supplies from elsewhere, ensuring the full baskets—and the mud on their outfits—would convince everyone we really had been hunting for potion ingredients. I doubted anyone would bother. Still … the two students chattered away excitedly as we walked, their woes forgotten in the aftermath of a fun and practical magic lesson. I felt a twinge of wistfulness, mixed with guilt and regret. I’d felt the same way, too, when my brothers and I had been the same age. Too many years had passed since then.
“Get a shower and a change,” I ordered, as we reached the dorms. “I’ll see you in class.”
They nodded and hurried away. I hoped they had the sense to believe me when I cautioned them about the wards. If they said the wrong thing at the wrong time … I put the thought out of my head as I turned and made my way back to my office. I had papers to grade, papers I should have attended to yesterday. But I hadn’t had time.
I could put them off some more, I thought. Or …
Jacky McBrayer stepped out to block my way. “My Lord?”
I tried to keep my displeasure from showing on my face. Jacky was a young man whose body somehow gave the impression of being fat and unhealthy, even though it was rare to see a fat magician. I’d never liked him. He was a crawler who sucked up to the biggest and strongest bully he could find, then—safe under the bully’s wing—tormented everyone else. Jacky was particularly unpleasant, as he was never safe in his position. I remained adamant in my opinion that Walter and Adrian would ditch him, the moment he became surplus to requirements, and all the people he’d tormented would come looking for revenge. Poor bastard. If he’d had a better upbringing, perhaps he’d be a little more careful about his friendships.
“What?” If he’d come to tattle on someone again, I was not going to be pleased. “What is it?”
“The Grandmaster would like to see you in his office,” Jacky said. “He sent me to escort you …”
“How … charming,” I said, keeping my face under tight control. Boscha wouldn’t send a student to escort me anywhere, even if he knew what I’d been doing. I suspected Jacky’s ‘friends’ had dumped him again, leaving him alone and vulnerable. Staying close to a tutor was one way to ensure he didn’t get hexed into next week. “Let us go to his office, shall we?”
My mind raced as we made our way up the stairs. The summons was an unpleasant surprise. Did Boscha know what I’d been doing? I didn’t think so—I knew how to evade the gaze of far more powerful and capable people—but I could be wrong. Or … what else could it be? I’d filed a bunch of complaints about various issues with the department and school at large—a cover; I’d noticed that when people got quiet, it was time to start worrying—but I was fairly sure Boscha had simply filed them in the bin. Or … what could it be? I ignored Jacky’s attempts at small talk as we reached the office, then motioned for him to wait outside as I entered. Boscha didn’t look like someone who was planning an ambush. He was sitting in his chair, drinking wine and reading papers.
“Ah, Hasdrubal,” he said. “Thank you for coming.”
I nodded, impatiently. “Grandmaster. What can I do for you?”
Boscha didn’t seem disturbed by my rudeness. He just indicated the glass. “Wine? It was sent to me personally, by Lord Pollux.”
“That was very good of him,” I said, a deadpan look on my face. Lord Pollux was Walter’s dad. His estates were renowned for their grapes, as well as a number of alchemically interesting crops, but … it was never safe, for a magician, to risk getting drunk. I hoped Boscha was careful enough to remove the alcohol before he let it pass his lips. “I trust he and his vineyards are doing well?”
“Well enough,” Boscha said. He took another sip of his glass. “The flavour is exquisite.”
I tried not to roll my eyes. Maybe it was something to do with my birth, but I’d always been a pleb when it came to wine. The idea of rolling the liquid around in my mouth and then spouting nonsense was just silly. Besides, it was an affectation of people who had nothing better to do with their lives. Or just wanted to claim they were better than everyone else. It was a fairly common delusion.
“Yes, sir,” I said. “If you don’t mind, I do have grading to be getting on with …”
“You probably shouldn’t have taken the detention this morning,” Boscha said. “Next time, hand them over to someone else. I’m sure Walter or one of the other prefects would be happy to do the work.”
“It was a favour to Mistress Constance,” I said. I was sure Walter would be happy, too. I was also sure there was a better than even chance he’d be hurt if he tried. It was funny how many prefects, particularly the mean ones, went outside the school and vanished, only to come stumbling back weeks later with some cock and bull story about how they’d encountered a wild witch who’d turned them into toads. Or something. I don’t know why they bothered. Everyone knew the truth. “And it was a good walk. It helped to clear my mind.”
Boscha nodded, then changed the subject. “Two months from now, the school board will be visiting,” he said. “I believe they want to inspect the school but also to discuss our role in our changing world. We will, of course, be hosting them.”
I nodded, keeping my amusement from showing. What did the school board ever do to you?
“Of course,” I said. I pitied the board members. They’d have bad food, lumpy beds, and quite a few other experiences that would give them flashbacks to their childhoods. “I’m sure they’ll enjoy the experience.”
“I certainly hope so,” Boscha said. “We will, of course, be doing our best to ensure they have a good time here. The classrooms will be dusted; the corridors will be cleaned; the beds in the guest quarters will be replaced … they will, of course, join me for dinner each night in my own private suite. I see no reason to expose them to the students.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Do you not want them to inspect the classes?”
“You and the other tutors will give demonstrations of your teaching styles,” Boscha said, calmly. “But I feel it is important not to interrupt the students as they study. A handful of students will be presented to the board, of course, but the majority will be left to continue their work uninterrupted.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. I needed time to think about what I was being told. “I’m sure the board will find it very interesting indeed.”
“Quite,” Boscha agreed. “These are challenging times for all, Hasdrubal, and it is vitally important we prove that we can live up to the challenge.”
Quite right, I thought, as I took my leave. And what, precisely, are you planning?
My thoughts ran in circles. The school board was coming here. That was odd. The board was rarely, if ever, involved in actual decision-making. I thought the last thing they’d ever done was rule on a teacher’s complaint about being sacked for no good reason, shortly after Boscha took his post, and they’d ruled the teacher was in the wrong. Otherwise … Boscha was allowed to run the school to suit himself. I wondered, idly, just how many board members had kids attending school. They would certainly all be aristos.
Jacky was waiting outside. I eyed him sourly, wondering if it was worth trying to recruit him as a source, then ordered him to go. The fear in his eyes almost convinced me to change my mind. He wasn’t a bad student, just … I shook my head and made my way back to the staff rooms. I needed to speak to Mistress Constance and Pepper, when they returned to the school. If the board was coming here … why?
Maybe someone has been telling tales out of school, I thought, although it was hard to believe anything serious would be delayed for two months. Or maybe it really is just what it seems.
It bugged me. Boscha had a point about one thing, and that was that the world was changing. The old certainties of my childhood—and his—were gone. Whitehall had been part of the imperial establishment for so long that … what was the school’s role now, after the establishment had been swept away? The thought haunted me. There were no shortages of power-hungry men, and a handful of women, taking advantage of the chaos to seize power for themselves. Did Boscha want to do the same? Or … or what?
I reached my office and returned to the grading, feeling my head start to pound as I read through the essays. There’s always a handful of students who don’t pay any attention to the instructions and a couple whose answers go off on tangents so bizarre you honestly wonder what they think they’re studying. You might as well ask someone to add two and two and get donkey as the answer. And then there’s the students whose handwriting is so bad that unravelling their answers is an exercise in cryptography. I knew teachers who didn’t bother to try…
Bastards, I thought, as I reached for the kettle to brew myself something to drink. They could put in the effort, couldn’t they?
I rubbed my forehead. Reading and writing were complex skills and the students from lower social classes tended not to have any training until they reached school. It made it harder for them to catch up … Geraldine’s family might have paid for lessons for her, if they were progressive enough to educate young women, but it was interesting that Alan knew how to read and write. The orphanage must have hired tutors. I sighed as I poured steaming liquid into a cup, then sat down to work. If I was ever in a position to change the rules, ensuring everyone had a chance to learn the basics before going on to the advanced classes would be the first thing I’d do.
“He gave me the same speech,” Mistress Constance said, that evening. “The board is coming, and we have to be ready.”
“He’s making sure the board isn’t going to be exposed to the food,” Pepper cracked. “Wise of him.”
I nodded, although I suspected Boscha was wasting his time. The board members had all been to school. Surely, they recalled just how bad the food was … surely. There were occasional midnight feasts, which were quietly ignored if they didn’t become excessive, but most students had to eat in the dining hall. Maybe they’d forgotten. Most people don’t like to dwell on unpleasant memories and school meals were very unpleasant indeed. It was something else I intended to change. I had to eat those dinners, too!
“Yeah,” I agreed. “What is he doing?”
“Building an army,” Pepper said, flatly. “We know it. But who is the real mastermind?”
I frowned. Boscha had been at pains to remind me of his connection to Lord Pollux. I guessed he had ties to Lord Archibald too. I doubted Boscha was acting on his own, but …
“We need to unseat him,” I said. “I doubt the board will do it for us.”
“No,” Mistress Constance agreed. “He’ll just claim he was giving students some extra tuition. He might even get away with it.”
“Probably,” I agreed. It wasn’t uncommon for students to seek out extra tutoring. The precedent had been set long ago. But Boscha was doing it on an excessive scale … if he hadn’t been working so hard to hide it, and Walter hadn’t been more obnoxious than usual, I would have wondered if I’d made a terrible mistake. The grandmaster could come up with a decent cover story for doing it openly, if he’d tried. “Why do it in secret?”
“To avoid exciting jealousy,” Pepper said. “But why not offer the lessons to everyone?”
“We need to keep training our own students,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I had in mind, not yet, but Boscha couldn’t be allowed to have the only army or he’d win by default. And so would his backers. “And we need to come up with a plan.”
I finished my drink and left, leaving them alone.
The next two weeks went slowly. We carried on the private training—and kept an eye out for new recruits— as we studied Boscha as closely as we could, trying to determine what he was planning. I was sure we were missing a major piece of the puzzle, perhaps the piece that would show us what the remainder of the puzzle would look like, but we didn’t have any idea what it was. Boscha himself showed no inclination to give anything away, save for endless reminders about the board’s visit. It made me wonder if he was planning to kidnap the board members and hold them for ransom, an idea that only made sense if one assumed Boscha was a complete idiot. Even Walter would hesitate to kidnap his own father!
Unless he thinks he can inherit ahead of time, I thought, before dismissing the idea as being absurdly complex. There were no shortages of heirs who’d inherited in suspicious circumstances, but most of them had fairly credible cover stories. Walter isn’t daft enough to believe he could get away with kidnapping and murdering his father outright, is he?
I didn’t know. I had relatives who were stupid enough to think they could get away with just about anything, from molesting the maids to lying to their fathers. They’d never faced consequences in their lives, not even a slap on the wrist … naturally, they thought they’d never face any consequences at all. Some of them had been right … others had discovered, too late, that they weren’t immune to punishment or that simply they’d been denied the rewards and prospects offered to others. I wouldn’t have trusted someone so entitled he thought he could get away with anything and many other people would feel the same way.
And then they had the nerve to complain they were being denied the posts they thought were theirs by right, I thought. It had been a rare moment of justice in a family that thought blood was often more important than skill. Walter might go the same way, too.
I kept walking, randomly wandering the corridors. The air felt tense, suggesting trouble … I kept my eyes open, watching for the first hint someone had drawn the short straw and found himself charged with keeping watch for approaching tutors. It was a thankless job, but someone had to do it …
And then I heard the scream.

Chapter 6

I ran.
Jacky popped out of nowhere and opened his mouth. I zapped him with a freeze spell and darted past, hearing his body crash to the floor behind me. The last thing I needed was for someone to shout CAVE before I caught the guilty party in the act. Someone else ran past, her pale eyes wide. I gritted my teeth as I ran around the corner, bracing myself as best as I could. There were few adults with the naked sadism of students. The youngsters tended to lack the awareness of possible consequences that dominated adult thought.
The scene before me was horrific. Alan was bent over, hands clutching his chest. Blood spilled from between his fingers and dripped on the floor. Geraldine stood next to him, frantically casting healing spells that refused to take … she was too frantic, part of my mind realised dully, to properly complete the spells. Walter, Adrian and Stephen stood nearby, faces twisted into leers. Other students were watching, unsure what to do. They scattered the moment they saw me. I was almost relieved. The bullies had gone too far, finally …
“Stand back,” I ordered Geraldine. She was trying her best, but she wasn’t helping. “Let me …”
I cast the freeze spell on Alan, then levitated him into the air. It was hard to get a good look at the wound—his hands covered everything—but judging by the neat tear on his robes his attacker had used a cutting charm. I was surprised Alan was still alive. The charm could have cut his entire body in half, putting him beyond all hope of salvation. I snapped out a pair of spells to clean up the blood—I didn’t want to leave it lying around, not when someone could use it to curse him from a safe distance—then levitated Alan down the corridor. The audience had vanished. I told myself it wouldn’t protect them. I’d seen enough faces to get their owners on the hot seat, then sweat them until they gave up the rest. It wasn’t fun and games, even by a sadist’s standards, any longer. It was attempted murder.
“They tried to grab me,” Geraldine stammered. She was in shock. She wouldn’t have been so open about what had happened if she’d been thinking straight. “Alan tried to stop them, and they cursed him and …”
“Later,” I snapped. Alan had lost a lot of blood. The wound could be sealed easily enough, but replacing the blood would be harder. I caught a passing firstie and sent him to take a message to Mistress Constance, asking her to meet me in the infirmary. She might have to whip up a potion to encourage his body to replenish its blood reserves. “Let me keep him alive first.”
Madame Clover’s eyes widened as I levitated Alan into the infirmary and dumped his frozen body on the nearest bed, then hurried to grab her wand and start casting diagnostic spells. I stepped back, taking Geraldine’s hand and pulling her out the way, too. Madame Clover was a practiced healer, one of the best in the world, but she could only do her work without interruption. Mistress Constance joined us moments later, her face grim. Madame Clover barely looked up as she snapped orders, demanding that I help her with some charms and the alchemist brew a pair of healing potions. She didn’t find anything for Geraldine to do, which might have been a mistake. The poor girl could only stand by the wall, watching in horror as the healer fought to save her friend’s life. I hoped—prayed—Alan would be fine. I hadn’t dared knock him out, not when it might push him over the edge. But being trapped in a wounded body, unable to move a muscle, wouldn’t do wonders for his mental state either. It might end very badly indeed.
I’ll keep an eye on him, I promised myself, although I knew it wouldn’t last. Alan would graduate, then leave without looking back. Perhaps I could convince my brother to give him an apprenticeship …
Madame Clover stepped back, after what felt like hours. “He will be fine,” she said, finally. On the bed, Alan looked almost childlike. The wound was gone, but his clothes were still stained with blood. “He just needs a few days of rest to replenish his strength, even with the potion.”
“He’ll …” Geraldine stepped forward. “Can I stay with him?”
“As long as you don’t disturb him,” Madame Clover said. “He’s in a healing trance right now. He has to come out of it on his own.”
She motioned for Mistress Constance and I to follow her into her office. “A bad business,” she said. The office was supposed to be secure, but I cast a handful of privacy charms anyway. “I was half-afraid the wound would be charmed to make it impossible to close and seal. Even so … he was lucky to survive. An inch lower and it would have sliced right through his heart.”
“Attempted murder,” I said, savagely. “They can’t get away with this.”
Mistress Constance looked at me. “Are you sure?”
I scowled. Boscha couldn’t cover for the little bullies now, could he? And yet, it had been hours since I’d broken up the fight and taken Alan to the healer. Anything could happen in a few short hours, from the bastards running away to their master finding a way to excuse their crimes. I couldn’t think of anything that would—it wasn’t a harmless little prank like turning a passing student into a toad—but that didn’t mean someone else couldn’t. Boscha wasn’t stupid. And he had a strong incentive to find a way to bury the whole incident.
“I don’t know,” I admitted, finally. I met the healer’s eyes. It pained me to say the next words, an admission of weakness as humiliating as confessing you were being bullied by your peers. “Will you stay with him?”
Madame Clover nodded. I allowed myself a moment of relief. No one, not even Boscha, would dare manhandle—physically, emotionally or magically—a healer. The Healers Guild would never stand for it and they’d bring immense pressure to bear on the community, convincing the board to fire Boscha before they lost access to healers themselves. The wretched man wouldn’t have a chance to bully Alan into forgetting what had happened … or something. I didn’t know how far he would go, but I feared the worst.
“There’s something else you need to know,” Madame Clover said, quietly. “I did a blood test. If I’d needed to find someone who could donate some blood to him ... it wasn’t necessary, but …”
I nodded. Healers wouldn’t use donated blood unless they were desperate. At best, it created a whole web of obligations and debts between the two that could be impossible to navigate or easy to abuse; at worst, it could bind the two together permanently or affect their magic in unpredictable ways. No one in their right mind would take the risk, if there was any other choice. Healers might be oathsworn to foreswear all debts, but the donor might not be so kind. Donating blood was so risky, and came with so many complications, that it was impossible to demand the donor do anything. And taking the blood by force was even worse.
Mistress Constance frowned. “What did you find?”
Madame Clover hesitated, noticeably. “He’s his son.”
I blinked. “What?”
“Alan is Boscha’s son,” Madame Clover said. “I checked twice. There’s no mistake.”
“Impossible.”
The word slipped out before I could help it. The Grandmaster’s son would be born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Boscha had all the experience and connections to ensure his child entered society at a very high level, enough of both to make up for any … irregularities … in his birth. His son might be spoiled so rotten he could give Walter a run for his money when it came to being an entitled brat. Alan wasn't spoilt. He was a poor boy from the local orphanage, his mother dead and his father a mystery …
And yet, there was something oddly familiar about him.
“If that’s true,” Mistress Constance managed, “does Boscha know?”
“There’s no relatives listed in his file,” Madame Clover said. “I suspect not.”
I nodded. Boscha wouldn’t leave his son in an orphanage if he knew the boy existed. Even bastards had rights, in magical society. No one would fault him for not taking the child into his home, but … he should, at the very least, have ensured the kid was adopted by a decent couple and given a steady upbringing. There were quite a few common-born children whose so-called parents had been paid to take and raise them as their own. The lucky ones, I had often thought, were the ones who never realised they were adopted. The ones who did often had trouble coming to terms with the fact …
“He doesn’t know,” I muttered. Alan didn’t know either, or I was a monkey’s uncle. “Do we tell him?”
“No.” Mistress Constance’s voice was very firm. “Boscha doesn’t know. How’ll he react?”
I nodded, curtly. Boscha had no legitimate son. He wasn’t even married. He might … he might acknowledge the boy and take him into his household, or he might pretend the young man simply didn’t exist. Or … I hated to admit it, even of Boscha, but he might kill his bastard son. I knew at least one bastard who’d died under suspicious circumstances. No one knew for sure, but the general theory was that the poor kid’s stepmother had resented his presence and murdered him. Boscha had plenty of options if he wanted to dispose of his son in a manner that couldn’t be traced back to him.
A thought crossed my mind. He has the Grandmaster’s blood …
Someone knocked, hard. Madame Clover cancelled the privacy wards. “Come!”
A young girl peeked in, her eyes nervous. “The Grandmaster requests the presence of his senior tutors, immediately,” she said. “I …”
“Thank you,” I said, curtly. It was all too clear she expected to get in trouble for bringing bad news. I’d known tutors who’d punished the bearers of bad news … idiots. It was a great way to make sure no one told you anything they didn’t think they wanted to hear, including a battle being lost … a battle that could be won if you knew to send reinforcements before it was too late. “You may go.”
The girl fled, as if the hounds of all seven hells were after her. I groaned.
“Take care of Alan,” I said. “And Geraldine.”
Madame Clover nodded. I wondered, numbly, if she’d add the truth to Alan’s records. It was her duty, and yet it would be all too revealing, if someone looked at the scroll. Would Boscha bother to look? I didn’t know. There was no reason to think he knew or cared about Alan, even though Walter and his cronies had been using him as a punching bag for years. I scowled as we made our way up the stairs, the tension in the air so thick it could be cut with a knife. The last time I’d felt anything like it, my brothers and I had been trying to start a war …
“Ah, come in,” Boscha said. He was very genial for a man whose clients were on the verge of being expelled. I didn’t like the look of it. “Please. Sit.”
I sat, studying him thoughtfully. It was hard to believe he’d fathered Alan, but now I knew they were related I could see some similarities. The general cast of his face … there was at least sixty years between them, I was sure, but …
“As you know” —Boscha’s voice was so smug and self-assured I wanted to hit him and to hell with the consequences— “there was an unfortunate incident earlier today, in which a young man was gravely wounded. The person who cast the spell, Stephen Root, made a full confession to me. I do not believe he intended such harm; but the damage was quite significant, and there was a very real risk his victim would have died, if he didn’t receive proper attention. It was most unfortunate.”
My mind raced. Stephen had cast the spell? I didn’t believe it. Stephen wasn’t a bad student—he wouldn’t have clambered into fifth year if he hadn’t passed last year’s exams—but I’d been trying to bash advanced charms into his head for the last four years, and I knew he didn’t have the skill to cast a cutting charm under such circumstances. Sure, a panicked magician could lash out with immense force, but if that had happened Alan’s body would be splattered up and down the corridor. Boscha was lying. Or he’d been lied to.
“I believe it was an accident,” Boscha said. More proof, if I needed it, that Boscha had no idea Alan was his son. “However, we need to send a very firm message that such misbehaviour will not be tolerated. Accordingly, I have suspended Stephen Root for the rest of the year. He’ll have the opportunity to resume his studies next year. It will mean starting fifth year again, unfortunately, but he’ll have to cope. Somehow.”
“An accident,” I said. My voice could have frozen a desert. “He should be expelled.”
“He made a full confession,” Boscha said. “He will be punished, and the entire matter will be put behind us.”
My mind raced. I didn’t believe Stephen had cast the spell. But he’d confessed … I guessed Walter and Adrian, whichever one had wounded Alan, had … convinced … Stephen to take the fall. Stephen’s family wasn’t that important, in the grand scheme of things, but Walter and Adrian could offer all sorts of rewards, if Stephen confessed and accepted suspension. It would look pretty bad on his record, after he graduated, yet … it would be easy for Walter or Adrian to find him a post. Their families could certainly afford to give Stephen almost anything he could reasonably demand in exchange for his service. Damn them.
And someone has been punished, I thought, bitterly. Boscha had all the excuse he needed to let the matter drop. There’s no need for anyone to investigate further.
“However, this incident is just the tip of the iceberg,” Boscha continued. “There have been a great many disciplinary problems over the past few weeks, all of which will make it harder for us to convince the board we are in control. I …”
Mistress Constance snorted. “Are we talking about the boy who made a girl’s clothes fall off? Or the girl who cast a penis-enhancing spell on a boy? Or the person who charmed a mirror in the locker room so they could spy though it? All of which you dismissed on the grounds boys will be boys?”
Boscha ignored her. “There are not enough staff members to patrol the corridors and tackle troublemakers before they … ah, make trouble. Nor are there enough prefects. Accordingly, I have put together a list of fine young men from respectable families who will be appointed prefects—additional prefects, as it were. They will remain on duty at all times, with authority to intervene at once if they see anyone causing trouble. I expect you to give them your full support.”
I glanced at the list. Twenty names … all of whom, I knew, were part of Boscha’s underground training sessions. I was surprised there weren’t more … who was missing and why? My mind raced as I considered the implications. Boscha was taking control of the school … no, that was absurd. He already had control of the school. One might as well steal something one already owned. What was the point? I was sure I was missing something, but what?
“There will be more prefects than older students,” Master Waybright observed. The librarian was a traditionalist to the core. I had been reluctant to approach him, because I feared he might side with Boscha, but perhaps I’d been wrong. “It seems a little unbalanced.”
“There will still be fewer prefects than students,” Boscha said. “They will still have to work overtime to patrol the corridors.”
“I note that Walter did nothing to keep Stephen from gravely injuring a fellow student,” I pointed out, sourly. “He should be dismissed for failing in his duties, like Miss Geraldine.”
“Stephan confessed he ignored his friend’s orders,” Boscha said. “He insists that Walter really was trying to stop him … indeed, Walter was kind enough to bring Stephen to me so I could hear his confession.”
I bet he was, I thought, sourly. Geraldine got attacked, tied up and perhaps molested … and she lost her badge. Walter did nothing to prevent a student from injuring another, if he hadn’t cast the spell himself, and he got to keep his badge. After they worked out what to tell you, naturally.
It didn’t please me. Student alibis tended to be fantastically complex—they’d never heard of the KISS principle—and they could be broken quite easily, if one asked the right questions and then zeroed in on any discrepancies. Whatever mountain of nonsense Walter had concocted could be taken apart, if Boscha bothered to try. But why would it? Pretending to accept whatever nonsense he’d been told was the easiest way to put the matter to rest. It had even given him a convenient excuse to tighten his grip on the school.
“I trust you will all assist the new prefects in carrying out their duties,” Boscha said. “Now, about the arrival of the school board …”
I kept my face blank as the meeting wore on. Whatever had really happened, and I suspected I knew the truth, they’d gotten away with it. Worse, Boscha had been able to use the incident for his own benefit. It had worked. And I still didn’t know what he was really doing.
But I knew, now, how I was going to find out.

Chapter 7

“Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Yes,” I said, flatly. Pepper had offered to accompany me, but … there was no point in both of us ending up in deep shit, if the whole affair went horribly wrong. “If I get caught, you swear blind you don’t know me.”
Mistress Constance snorted. “No, I can’t remember the person I worked beside for the last umpteen years,” she said, dryly. “Who are you, and what are you doing in my rooms?”
I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean,” I said. “Let me take all the blame, while you carry on with the plan.”
“The plan,” Pepper said. “We don’t have a plan. Do we?”
“No,” I said. If we knew what Boscha was doing, we might be able to come up with a plan to counter it. But all we had were theories. “If this works, we might be able to come up with something.”
I scowled. The last five days had been … difficult. The new prefects carried out their duties in a manner that seemed designed to provoke an uprising, although the combination of superior magic and the grandmaster’s unstinting support was enough to keep the revolt to sullen muttering … for now. I’d wondered if the plan was to provoke an uprising, perhaps to provide an excuse to kick the great unwashed out of the school, but it seemed a little pointless. Boscha might be a Supremacist, yet even the most snooty Supremacist knew the importance of adding new blood to the older bloodlines. It made no sense. What was I missing?
“Be very careful,” Mistress Constance warned. She held up a vial, turning it over and over so the liquid glinted in the light. “Once you drink the potion, you’ll have two hours—at most—before it wears off.”
“I know,” I said. I took a breath. “It’s time.”
“Let’s hope he doesn’t come back early,” Pepper said. “We will try to warn you …”
I nodded as I took the vial, then left the chambers and made my way up the stairs. Boscha had left the building—I thought he’d gone to the brothel, judging by how carefully he’d slipped out—and there was no real danger of running into him unless he came back early, but there were other problems. The new prefects might notice something … or I’d catch them doing something I’d have to stop. I’d already caught one prefect meting out corporal punishment and another ordering younger students to write lines … I shook my head. Being a prefect was supposed to teach a student to be responsible, not give them a chance to indulge their sadistic side. If I had the power, I would abolish the position.
The air felt hot and heavy as I reached Boscha’s office, the heavy wooden doors suffused with powerful magic. It was an old tradition for students to try to break into the offices, but … very few ever succeeded. No one, as far as I knew, had ever broken into the Grandmaster’s office. It was regarded, with reason, as the hardest target in the school. I took the vial, opened the lid and downed the potion. It tasted ghastly, the magic making me feel a stranger in my own body. I gritted my teeth—for two hours, my magical signature would be practically identical to Boscha’s—and pushed open the door. It opened effortlessly, the wards drawing back smoothly. I was almost impressed. Boscha could have gone far, if he’d stayed with his studies.
And he could have kept his rooms safe, if he’d known he had a son who could be used as a source of blood, I thought. Alan’s blood was the key ingredient. It was close enough to his father’s to fool the wards, with a little fiddling. What you don’t know can hurt you.
I cast a night-vision spell and looked around. The office was surprisingly well organised. A handful of scrolls rested on the desk—some cheap parchment, some expensive—but otherwise there was nothing to suggest where I should begin. Three books rested on the bookshelf—it seemed wrong to have such a large shelf with only three books—and I took the time to check the titles. Two genealogical books—I’d had my fill of those when I’d been a child —and a detailed outline of the obligations and debts owed to Whitehall by Dragon’s Den. They were lucky, although they probably didn’t realise it. Whitehall didn’t demand very much from the town, unlike most aristocratic estates. I shook my head and examined the scrolls on the desk. None of them looked particularly important, except ....
Boscha would expect Daphne to deal with most of these, I thought. I’d known some high-ranking people who’d become so invested in every little detail they couldn’t see the forest for the trees, but Boscha wasn’t one of them. He did know how to delegate. He was so good at it that he didn’t have to do very much at all, as long as his staff did their job. Why are they here?
I looked closer. The records were quite detailed, but …
The parchment tingled with magic as I touched it. I swore under my breath. A palimpsest. I should have known. My family had used them frequently, when it wanted to send messages they didn’t want to be read by unfriendly eyes. Someone had written a message in charmed ink on the parchment, waited for it to fade, then written a second message over the first. Clever … and quite impossible to detect, if you weren’t the intended recipient. I wouldn’t be able to read the message, even if I guessed it was there, without Boscha’s help. Or at least some of his blood. They were so complex to produce that hardly anyone outside the magical families knew they existed, let alone used them.
I rested my hand against the parchment and watched as the writing shifted to reveal the hidden message. My eyes narrowed. Lord Pollux had been writing to Boscha—that was no surprise—and his message, even concealed, was so vague Walter’s father had left himself with far more than just plausible deniability. He dodged around the subject, listing objectives without ever mentioning what those objectives were … I suspected I wouldn’t have been able to comprehend anything if I hadn’t been raised by House Barca. I knew enough of the background to guess at some of the meaning, then infer others …
Lord Pollux knows Boscha is building an army, I thought, coldly. And he’s not the only one.
My blood ran cold as I started to put the pieces together. Boscha had recruited students from the most powerful magical families, the ones who believed—firmly—in Supremacist ideology. Boscha had promised the students rewards and … I shuddered, recalling what Walter had told Geraldine. There were seven board members, five of whom were either Supremacists themselves or inclined to go along with them. If their youngsters became a magical army, who could stop them taking control of the nexus points and declaring a Supremacist Empire? The old emperors were gone. I couldn’t see any of the mundane kings standing in their way. They’d be crushed like bugs.
Or turned into bugs and then crushed, I thought. I knew some of my relatives thought their magic gave them the right to rule. There’d be little resistance, if the Supremacists managed to take control of the nexus points. Why bother, when they’d be getting what they wanted? It won’t end well.
I put the parchment back on the desk—the hidden writing would fade, the moment I let go—and searched the rest of the office as thoroughly as I could without revealing any trace of my presence. I knew all the tricks—all the ways to hide something, from simple misdirection to concealment spells—but it still took me some time to find the hidden compartment under the throne and peek inside. I had to give Boscha credit. It was a neat place to hide stuff because no one would want to look there. The papers inside were very revealing, although most were so vague that—individually—they were almost useless. Collectively, they let me put the pieces together to reveal Boscha’s plan.
Grief, I thought, as I put everything back into place. Time was pressing. If he manages to build an army, a proper army, he might just get away with it.
My mind raced as I returned to the door, looked around the room to ensure everything was still in place, then stepped out. The papers had made it clear Boscha had invited the board, no matter what he’d told us. I guessed he wanted to show off his army … hell, he’d used Alan’s near-death as an excuse to get his followers out of the shadows and into the corridors. There weren’t that many of them yet, relatively speaking, but it didn’t matter. Thirty trained combat sorcerers were enough to dominate any magical household or vaporise a mundane army with a wave of their hands. And given time, Boscha could train more. Why not? He had the entire school at his disposal.
The corridor still felt uncomfortably warm as I hurried down the stairs, feeling my magic sparkle oddly. The potion was starting to wear off. I kept moving, passing the guards outside the dorms. I pretended not to see that one of them had been hexed, his nose replaced by a piggish snout. Clearly, he hadn’t had time to go see the healer … or he was too ashamed. I guessed the latter. Most magical aristos would sooner swallow their pride and seek help than walk around looking like … like someone who’d lost a duel so badly the winner couldn’t be bothered doing anything to hurt him. Two more prefects stepped out to block my way, then stopped dead as they realised who I was. I scowled as I walked past them. It would be an abuse of power to send them to the warden merely for irritating me …
And besides, Boscha would probably override the punishment anyway, I thought. I’d seen him offer all sorts of perks to his followers. What was one more? They’ll just wind up with more contempt for authority.
I knocked on Mistress Constance’s door, then stepped inside when it opened. “We have a problem,” I said, as I cast the privacy charms. “A big one. They’re planning a coup.”
Mistress Constance frowned. “Are they mad?”
“It might work,” Pepper said, after I explained what I’d found. “They’ll have at least a third of our society on their side from day one.”
“But …” Mistress Constance wasn’t so sure. “They can’t hope to control us all, can they?”
“If they can take control of most of the powerful families, and the nexus points, they could dominate the rest,” I said. The magical community had never been very good at keeping its rogues in line. It had never seen the need. The new government could quietly ignore anyone who opposed it or wait for its opponents to come to it. “How would they even coordinate any resistance?”
I gritted my teeth. Getting a bunch of unrelated magicians to work together was like herding cats, with the added danger of being zapped by someone who didn’t like your politics. There was no such thing as a magical army, not even the guilds or quarrels. The families were the only real hierarchal organisations in the magical communities and even they had problems, despite being bound together by blood and oaths. And they controlled most of the guilds … if they went bad, the outsiders would be unable to get organised in time to stop them. The mundanes didn’t matter. They could do as they were told or get turned into toads.
Pepper nodded. “And the board is coming here for … for what?”
“I think Boscha wants to show off,” I said. His instructions made little sense otherwise. I suspected, reading between the lines, he also wanted to show off his adherence to the Supremacists. “He shows how useful his army can be, then gets them ready to move on command.”
“There aren’t that many of them,” Mistress Constance insisted. “Is there enough?”
“They won’t be alone,” Pepper said, quietly. “The families have fighters of their own.”
“And it might be happening elsewhere, too,” I added. “Stronghold? Mountaintop? I can’t see Laughter going along with it, but … stranger things have happened.”
“Or the school has already been earmarked for destruction,” Pepper said. “There were quite a few people who argued Laughter should be shut down, even before the empire fell. The witches are … not popular.”
“They dare to live independent lives,” Mistress Constance snapped.
I suspected she was right. The magical families demanded service from their women—and men—in exchange for their family privileges. Marry the family’s choices, bear their children … the families could cope with homosexuals and lesbians, and saw no reason to keep happy couples from coming to their own arrangements, but the most important thing was to enhance the bloodlines by marrying the right person. The witches laughed in the face of such demands and … I shuddered, suddenly, at the thought of someone like Geraldine being reduced to breeding stock. Walter had told her she’d be his concubine … hell, I doubted she’d even be that. For all I knew, she’d be forced to bear child after child until her body gave out.
“Right,” Pepper said. “What do we do about it?”
“They haven’t got everything in place yet, or they would have moved already,” I said. I found it hard to believe they’d risk sending Walter and his buddies into a real war without a lot more preparation. It took three years to train a combat sorcerer, and they normally started after they graduated. “We have time to head it off at the pass.”
“Unless Boscha isn’t training the primary fighters, but their reinforcements,” Pepper countered. “They might already be ready to move.”
I doubted it. I’d seen enough conspiracies to know that the odds of exposure increased with every person brought into the circle. There were ways to get people involved without ever quite telling them what you were doing—I’d seen that, too—but that upped the chances of someone, quite innocently, betraying the secret. Besides, there’d been no hint Boscha had been training anyone the previous year. He’d only started talking about the future, and our role in it, a few short months ago. In hindsight, I wondered if that was when he’d been brought into the conspiracy.
And they couldn’t have been ready to seize the school then, or they’d have done it with his help, I thought. No, the plan is only just starting to take shape. We have a chance to stop it without major bloodshed.
“We have time,” I said, and explained my reasoning. “But we have to move now.”
“Agreed,” Pepper said. “How do we unseat him?”
I scowled. On paper, there were procedures for the staff to call their master to account. We were supposed to contact the board, make our case, and rely on them to deal with the grandmaster. In practice, I doubted the board would listen. Boscha was their choice for the role and, with at least five of the seven board members involved with the plot, they’d be unlikely to do anything to remove him. It was more likely we’d all be summarily fired.
“He has control of the wards,” Mistress Constance said. She eyed the walls as if she expected them to come to life and bite her. In Whitehall, that wasn’t impossible. “If we challenge him directly, all of us, he can still win.”
“We have samples of his son’s blood,” I pointed out. “We can subvert the wards.”
“Not for long,” Pepper said.
I cursed under my breath. Boscha did have a habit of leaving the school and visiting the brothel, and I was sure I could take him in a straight fight, but catching him would be a problem. The high-class brothels were heavily warded to keep out prying eyes, while Boscha didn’t have to walk down to town and back whenever he wanted to get laid. He could just teleport … I considered a handful of possible ways to assassinate him; but they’d all be chancy, and there’d be no way to hide the fact it was an assassination. Boscha took no chances with his personal safety, from what I’d seen, and anything that might break through his defences would be clearly intentional. I wasn’t even sure I could get close enough to do it. Hell, even if it looked as if he’d gone to sleep one night and never awoken, the board would ask a bunch of questions. And the answers would get us all killed.
I scowled. Perhaps I could kill him, then go rogue …
No, I thought. That would leave his backers free to try again.
“We need to discredit him,” I mused. “And we need to force him to leave.”
“Well, yes,” Pepper said. “We could duel him for the post.”
“These are not the days of Lord Whitehall,” Mistress Constance pointed out, waspishly. It was late and we all had full days tomorrow. “You cannot lop someone’s head off and claim it entitles you to his title, his lands, his wife and whatever else he has!”
I had to agree. “Boscha didn’t get his title because he was the greatest duellist in the school,” I said. “But I think I have a plan. We need to get the other staff involved, too.”
“The ones we can trust,” Mistress Constance said. “Not all are trustworthy.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. There were staff members I trusted to side with me against Boscha, but not against the Supremacists. Approaching them would be asking for trouble. “But I think we can arrange matters to have most of the staff on our side.”
“Right,” Pepper said, doubtfully. “What do you have in mind?”
I took a breath, then started to outline my plan.

Chapter 8

I hated my dress robes. Really, I did. They were bright red with gold tassels and thread, cut in a manner that made me look like I’d been cursed into a walking trifle and then hexed to waddle around the room in a manner that suggested I was on the verge of tumbling over. The only upside, I’d long since decided, was that I could hide quite a few things under my robes. The rest of the staff didn’t look any better, as we assembled in the entrance hall. Even Boscha himself, resplendent in white and gold robes, looked unhappy. I don’t know what he was complaining about. The female staff had it worse. The designer, who’d probably died years ago, hadn’t given any thought to crafting his wares for people who had breasts.
And the Grandmaster could have changed the style years ago, I thought. Why didn’t he?
I dismissed the thought as I heard the carriage pulling up outside the door. The board could have teleported like any normal powerful magicians, of course, or simply stepped through a portal, but no. They’d travelled to Dragon’s Den, then clambered into a carriage for the drive up to the school. Personally, I suspected it was a power play—they wanted to make us line up to greet them—although I thought it was rather pointless. Magicians didn’t need pomp and circumstance. A magician covered in shit is still a magician.
The door swung open. The seven board members stepped into the school.
I studied them, without making it obvious. Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux looked like older versions of their bratty sons. Lord Ashworth looked old enough to be their grandfather; Lady Colleen was so young I was surprised she’d been allowed to inherit the post without a fight. The remaining three were roughly the same age as Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux … I’d checked the records and noted they’d all been in school at the same time, although they’d been in different years. It didn’t mean they hadn’t been friends. It was rare for older students to spend any time with the younger ones, unless they were prefects, but family connections and aristocratic bloodlines spoke louder than any tradition. Not, I supposed, that it mattered that much. Three years between two people was an imponderable gulf at school, a minor issue—barely worth mentioning—in adulthood.
Mistress Constance leaned closer to me. “They wear their robes well, don’t they?”
I shrugged. The board had excellent tailors and a great deal more freedom when it came to deciding what they wanted to wear. They actually made the robes look respectable … I shrugged, dismissing the thought. They were the board and that was all that mattered.
Boscha stepped forward. “We greet you, Honoured Guests, and welcome you to our school …”
He went on and on in the same vein. I had to admit he was good at being a pompous windbag—it’s a skill few can master, to speak much without actually saying anything—but I had the feeling he was overdoing it. The truly powerful and secure don’t like people crawling in front of them, let alone cleaning their boots—hopefully metaphorically—with their tongues. It’s a good way to make sure no one dares to tell you something they think you don’t want to hear. Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux seemed to take it as their due, even as the others started to show visible irritation. I guessed the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.
“Our prefects will show you to your rooms so you can freshen up,” Boscha finished. Naturally, he’d assigned Walter and Adrian to escort their fathers. “We will reconvene shortly for a formal gathering to welcome you to our school.”
I hid my relief as best as I could as the board members were shown out of their rooms, despite the growing tension. I’d spent the last week laying the groundwork for our coup, all too aware that the slightest mistake could easily lead to disaster. There were staff members I didn’t dare trust, members who wouldn’t have the slightest idea which way to jump when the shit hit the fan. I hadn’t been able to think of a way to get them out of the school either, not when Boscha expected us all to attend the gathering and kiss his ass in public. I suspected he’d told his prefects precisely what he wanted them to say to the board … I wondered, idly, if anyone would take it seriously. Anyone who’d spent any time in politics would know to be wary of what they were being told, particularly if it was what they wanted to hear.
Mistress Constance caught my eye. “We have the gathering in an hour,” she said. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” I said. I knew what she was really asking. “I’m ready.”
The tension in the air seemed to grow stronger as the hour ticked by. Boscha wasn’t taking any chances. He’d stationed his prefects on every floor, with strict orders to intercept students leaving the dorms and check their passes. Any student who didn’t have a very good reason to be outside the dorms would be in deep shit, or so he’d said. I knew he planned to brag to the board at how skilled his prefects were at keeping order, showcasing the peace and quiet as proof of their abilities. Personally, I doubted it would fool anyone for long. The board members had been students once, too.
But then, he can present it as noble blood keeping the commoners under control, I thought, as I made my way back to my quarters. And hope they don’t look too closely.
I changed into my tutoring robes and checked I had everything in place. I’d given a bunch of students—my students—hall passes to allow them to leave the dorms without a fight, but I had no idea if the prefects would try to block their way. Boscha’s backing had made Walter and his cronies more arrogant than ever before—a remarkable feat, one I would have thought impossible—and they had imposed peace, with vague undertones of mass rebellion. I’d feared the entire plan was doomed when someone—I still didn’t know who—blasted a prefect in the back with a spell well above their years. Thankfully, Walter hadn’t reported it to Boscha. I suspected it was a clear sign their alliance wasn’t as close as Boscha wanted us to believe.
The air felt cold as I left my quarters and made my way to the Grandmaster’s private dining hall. It had always struck me as surprisingly large, for a chamber normally used by a single man, but right now it was uncomfortably full, crammed with tutors, board members and a handful of their toadies. I glanced from face to face, making a mental list of everyone in the chamber. The great and the good were talking to tutors, trying to give their children unfair advantages over the others. I didn’t know why they bothered. Walter and his peers already had all the advantages they could possibly want …
“Nigel is so delicate,” one woman said. Her son was a hulking oaf who had a nasty habit of insisting younger students needed to warm his toilet seat before he used it. “He shouldn’t be playing championship sports.”
“Charlotte should be allowed to take upper-level healing,” a doting father insisted. His daughter wasn’t stupid, by any means; but she wasn’t cut out for healing, and everyone knew it. She’d do well in charms or alchemy, if she were given the chance. “It’s a great shame she was turned down for an apprenticeship …”
I tried not to roll my eyes as I swept around the room, watching the gathering. Boscha himself held court with Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux, chatting to them about nothing in particular even as he made sure he was seen with them. The other board members—the ones who were part of their faction—came and went, although not all seemed completely enamoured of the grandmaster. I had grown up in House Barca, watching my uncles play their political games, and I could tell the difference between the ones who’d committed themselves fully and the ones who had fallback positions. The latter would be easier to handle, once Boscha himself was removed. They’d be quick to insist they had nothing to do with him at all.
My lips quirked. The problem with planning treason is that you can never trust a traitor.
My mental timer reached zero. Alan, Geraldine and the others were moving now, if all was going according to plan. They’d hidden themselves in the spellchambers … now, they should be dealing with the prefects guarding the dorms and freeing the rest of the students. I hadn’t dared bring too many students into the plan, but it shouldn’t matter. The resentment had grown so high, in the last few weeks, that even the slightest hint of a chance to get their own back would start a riot. I’d seen the Great Apprentice Riot of Beneficence. This was going to be worse.
Sweat prickled on my back. If the timing went wrong …
Daphne burst into the chamber and hurried over to Boscha. “Sir,” she said. “The students are revolting!”
“They are revolting,” Lord Pollux said. His toadies brayed like mules. I hadn’t heard such obviously faked laughter since a comedy playwright had hired professional mourners to laugh on cue. “What a …”
A ripple of disgust ran through the chamber. I turned, just in time to see Angeline stumbling through the door. She was an upper-class student, who’d been assigned to assist Lady Colleen … someone had drenched her in stinking solution, making her smell worse than the poor women who collected animal droppings for dubious purposes. The solution was normally charmed to make it hard for the unfortunate wearer to realise they were stinky—one could normally rely on everyone nearby making it obvious—but whoever had brewed the potion had messed it up. Angeline could smell herself.
“Grandmaster,” Lady Colleen said. “Is this the sort of thing we expect from you?”
Boscha reddened. “I …”
I interrupted. “Grandmaster, let me deal with it,” I said, in the oiliest tone I could muster. I felt dirty just trying it. “I’m sure it’s just a minor matter.”
“Of course, it is,” Boscha managed. “Hasdrubal, deal with it.”
I bowed to conceal my amusement. Boscha was a consummate bureaucrat, the type of person who could be quite useful in a supporting role, but he didn’t have the mindset to cope with a sudden emergency. He’d make a good logistics officer, better than most, yet trusting him with command … I put the thought aside as I hurried out of the chamber, motioning for the rest of my little cabal to follow me. Boscha could have sent others, including tutors I didn’t dare trust, but … he didn’t. I suspected he wasn’t thinking very clearly.
But we have to act fast, before he realised he has one thing up his sleeve, I thought, grimly. If we’re not in place …
“I have everything in place, in the spellchamber,” Mistress Constance said. “Pepper?”
“I’m with you,” Pepper said.
I nodded, watching them hurry into the servant corridors so they could make their way down to the wardchamber without being seen. I hoped the real servants were smart enough to get the hell out of the way, when the students started hexing and cursing each other. I’d considered trying to convince some of the servants to join me, after Walter and the rest started being even more unpleasant to them, but there’d been no point. They couldn’t do anything more than soak up spells and that wouldn’t be anything like enough to tip the balance in our favour. Better they stayed in their quarters and kept their heads down. Or so I told myself.
The corridors were in absolute bedlam, bad enough to make the Great Apprentice Riot look like nothing. Prefects were being chased by students, young and old, hurling all sorts of curses and hexes after them; classrooms were being ransacked, bedrooms belonging to aristo students were being stormed … it was going to take weeks to clean up the mess, let alone locate everyone who’d been transfigured into something and undo the spells. I hoped no one would get seriously hurt, or killed, but …
Walter ran towards me, his eyes wide with fear. “Sir, sir …!”
I looked past him. A small horde of students—some had painted their faces to resemble orcs—were chasing him. I saw Alan in the crowd, but most of the rest were younger students … too young, I was sure, to pose a real threat if Walter used his mind. I couldn’t see any sign of Adrian, let alone Jacky or the rest of their cronies. It was hard to keep my contempt off my face as Walter hid behind me, as if he expected me to save him. Fucking coward. He was brave when it was four on one, but when he was badly outnumbered he ran faster than a rabbit being chased by a hungry fox.
“Every man for himself,” I told him cheerfully. “Run along to daddy, and quickly!”
Walter fled. I held up a hand to slow the crowd, just long enough to give the bully a fighting chance to get to his father. The board would not be amused when they saw Walter—he looked as if he’d wet himself in fear—and they’d demand Boscha Do Something. Boscha didn’t have many cards to play, not now his prefects were losing and losing badly, and that meant …
I nodded to Alan as the mob rushed by me, then made my way down to the wardchamber. The rioting was growing worse. A bunch of students were partying in the hall, another bunch were chasing a pair of snooty girls down the corridor … I put a stop to that before it could go any further, glaring the rioters into submission. I understood, all too well, just how badly hatred and resentment could curdle into something truly nasty, when the poor bastards were denied any chance to express it, but there were limits. It was going to be hard enough to calm everything down, afterwards, without aristocrats screaming their daughters had been debauched and deflowered.
The spellchamber unlocked when I touched the door. Mistress Constance was bent over a cauldron, stirring her brew as Pepper kept a wary eye on the spellwork forming around the foaming liquid. I gritted my teeth, bracing myself. Boscha had only one real option, if he wanted to keep his post. He had to take it quickly, too, before the board decided he was useless and fired him on the spot. Or did something else, something I couldn’t predict. I’d done my best to plan for everything, but there were limits to that, too. Boscha wasn’t a skilled fighter or general. He might accidentally come up with something right out of the box …
Magic flared. The castle heaved. Mistress Constance let out a gasp of pure triumph.
“Got him!” She looked up and grinned. “It worked!”
I smiled back. The castle’s wards were bound to the grandmaster … but we had samples of his son’s blood. Right now, the wards were unsure who was their actual master. We couldn’t take over directly, not yet, but we could keep him from using the remote wards to crush the riot and nip our coup in the bud. And Boscha couldn’t go back to the board and demand help, not without exposing himself as a failure. He had only one option left. I hoped it wouldn’t take him long to realise it.
Pepper caught my eye. “What if he brings the board with him? Or the rest of the staff?”
I shook my head. Boscha had nothing now, save for his post. He’d lost his army, he’d lost control of the school’s wards … the board would fire him on the spot, a move that would lead rapidly and inevitably to his assassination. The Supremacists would see him as a failure … worse, a failure who’d make them look like bloody fools if it ever came out. It would, too, if they didn’t tie up the loose ends as quickly as possible. Boscha might be a bureaucrat, instead of a fighter, but even he had to realise he was now expendable. The board would eliminate him, then try again with someone else.
“We have to move,” I said. “Constance, will the spells hold?”
“They should,” Mistress Constance assured me. “The magic should last for a few hours at least.”
I nodded as we hurried out the room. There was only one place Boscha could go now and that was the wardchamber, located under the school. Unless he’d decided to flee … I doubted it. He was nothing without the school, and he knew it. He wasn’t incompetent, when it came to magic, but he didn’t have time to reinvent himself. Too many people would be out for his blood.
The rest of the staff joined us in the antechamber, looking nervous. I didn’t blame them. We had committed ourselves to victory or … I had to smile. If we had to flee, we were far better suited to making new lives for ourselves. Hell, we could flee as a group and open a whole new school. We had the means and money to make it happen. But we didn’t intend to lose.
We waited, counting the seconds. Boscha didn’t show. I cursed under my breath as time seemed to slow, mocking us. What if Boscha had outwitted us? Or fled? Or … being caught and murdered by the students? I’d never heard of a full-fledged sorcerer brought down by a student, but stranger things had happened. If the sorcerer got overconfident and the student got very lucky …
And then Boscha stepped into the chamber.

Chapter 9

He looked a mess.
I would have felt sorry for him, if it hadn’t been his fault. His robes were drenched with … something. I hoped it was just water, and I feared it wasn’t. His hair had come loose; his eyes were grim and his magic … I gritted my teeth at the way his power was swirling around him, driven by anger and frustration and something I didn’t care to look at too closely. My earlier thoughts—magicians didn’t need pomp and circumstance—came back to mock me. Boscha didn’t look like a powerful sorcerer, not now. He looked like a drowned rat.
“You …” His eyes flickered over the group. “What are you …?”
I stepped forward. “You have a choice,” I said, flatly. “You can leave the school, giving us your oath to stay out of politics for the rest of your life, and we’ll give you enough gold to live comfortably until the day you die. Or you can fight us now and die.”
Boscha blinked, as if he hadn’t heard a word I’d said. I half-suspected he was in shock. His entire world had come crashing down in less than an hour, and no matter what he did, he was in deep shit. Crushing the student riot with the wards had been his only option, and we were blocking his way to the wardchamber. What else could he do? Nothing, I thought. His army was effectively neutralised, his allies would ditch him to save themselves … what else was there? And our offer of gold might just convince him to leave peacefully.
We don’t know how the wards will react if we actually have to fight him, I thought. The school wards were ancient and powerful, and there were quite a few things about the design that had never made sense. They might protect their master, even if he was kept out of the wardchamber, if we fought him. Or he might come up with something unexpected.
“You … you traitor,” Boscha managed. I hoped that was a good sign. If he was spitting insults, he wasn’t hurling curses. “You …”
“You created an army, with the intention of using it to stage a coup, take over the Allied Lands and impose Supremacist rule on the entire world,” I said, flatly. “That’s treason.”
I dared not give him any more time to think. “Your choice,” I said, flatly. “Leave and take our gold, or die here and now.”
Boscha glared at me. I glared back. It was galling to even think of giving him gold, but we had to sweeten the offer enough to convince him to take it, rather than digging in his feet and forcing us remove him by force. What was he thinking? I hoped—prayed—he took the easy way out. If we killed him, there would be all sorts of problems with the board. They might brand us murderers and use it as an excuse to hide their own role in the affair.
“You …” Boscha stopped and started again. “They’ll kill me!”
“They’ll kill you anyway,” I pointed out. “You’re of no use to them now.”
Boscha wilted. I felt a stab of guilt and tried to hide it. Boscha had caused a lot of problems, directly or indirectly, and we’d be dealing with the aftermath for years to come. Part of me wanted to start hurling curses, to blast the wretched man into a pile of blood and gore; the rest of me knew we had to try to get him to leave peacefully. I watched his eyes, waiting for the first hint he had something up his sleeve. But he didn’t …
“I’ll leave,” Boscha said. “And I will trade oath for oath.”
I breathed a sigh of relief, then took the parchments from my robes and showed him the oaths. They were simple enough. Boscha would stay out of politics and, in return, I’d give him more than enough gold to let him live a comfortable life anywhere he liked. Dragon’s Den was probably too hot for him now, after everything that had happened, but anywhere else would be delighted to take his gold. As long as he kept his head down—and perhaps changed his name—he should be fine. Probably.
He tossed his talisman at me—I felt the wards embrace me the moment I touched the metal—and then turned to leave. I directed Pepper to escort him to collect the gold, then teleport him to the nearest city. We’d search his quarters, pack up everything that was his and transport it to him. He could do whatever he liked with it afterwards. I just wanted to make sure we didn’t accidentally send him something dangerous, something that could be turned against us. I knew better than to rely on the oath completely.
“Well,” Mistress Constance said. “Shall we go tell the board?”
I nodded, rubbing my fingers over the talisman. “All students are to return to their dorms at once,” I said, using the wards to project my voice throughout the school. “Any student caught outside the dorms will have detention for the rest of the year.”
Pepper snorted. “Will they listen?”
“We’ll see,” I said. “I have to go see the board.”
Mistress Constance made a face. “Good luck.”
I nodded as I used the wards to ask the board members to gather in one of the conference chambers, then left the room. There was a very good chance, despite everything, that the board would turn on me. I’d plotted to overthrow Boscha, encouraged students to riot … and embarrassed the sons of at least two board members. And yet … I made a quick detour to Boscha’s office—there were problems getting inside now—and collected the documents I’d found on my previous visit. It was just possible I could use them to get away with everything I’d done. Just.
The board members looked irked when I stepped into the room. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, they’d sensed when I took control of the wards. Whitehall’s wards were loyal to their original master—we assumed it was Lord Whitehall himself—ahead of everyone else, including the board and their chosen agent. In theory, five of the seven board members could vote to unseat and replace me; in practice, I wasn’t sure. The wards were dangerously unpredictable.
Lord Pollux glared at me. “Where’s Boscha?”
“Gone,” I said, flatly. The wards had noted him leaving and adjusted themselves to keep him out, if he ever returned. “We have removed him from office.”
“You …” Lady Colleen met my eyes. “Why?”
“He was a Supremacist,” I said, flatly. I made a show of waving the papers in the eye. “He was building an army to crush the magical families and take control of the entire world, then institute a program to impose Supremacist ideology on everyone. His army’s failure shows precisely what a disaster it would have been, to try to take control so blatantly.”
The entire world seemed to hold its breath. Five of the seven knew what Boscha had been doing. They’d ordered and encouraged it, with varying levels of enthusiasm. And Boscha’s plan hadn’t even started to get off the ground. They’d be laughingstocks if the truth came out, their positions undermined or even swept away by a tidal wave of sniggering … I could see it in their faces, the grim awareness they had to rubberstamp my actions or risk having everything come into the open. Boscha would make a convenient scapegoat … giving them all the time they needed to cover their own tracks. Who knew? They might even rethink Supremacist ideology.
“I have always thought Boscha was a little too unreliable,” Lord Archibald said, finally. I could practically hear him folding his cards. “A man with so little besides magic could only be expected to cling to Supremacist ideals, rather than consider them in the cold light of reason.”
I smiled as the rest of the board joined in, condemning their former agent and approving my actions. I knew it wasn’t the end—Lord Pollux’s face was so blank I knew he was seething—but for the moment I’d won. The documents I’d found would be enough to ruin them, if they ever got out. I’d make sure they stayed secret as long as they cooperated.
“There is, of course, disciplinary matters to address,” Lord Pollux said, finally. “My son was attacked by a gang of older students.”
Oh, I thought. Is that what he told you?
“Boscha, among other things, oversaw a breakdown in discipline,” I told him. “He was prepared to tolerate all sorts of behaviour, from older students hexing younger students to harassing and molesting the servants. It is my intention to crack down hard on misbehaviour, particularly when it serves no useful purpose. I trust this will be acceptable to you?”
Lord Pollux scowled but nodded. The rest of the board seemed to agree.
“Then we’ll take our leave,” Lord Archibald said. I knew he was going to head home and cover his tracks, probably swearing blind he hadn’t had the slightest idea of what had been going on, but I didn’t mind. It would get him and his peers out of my way. Not for long, I was sure, but long enough to give me time to get organised. “Congratulations, Grandmaster Hasdrubal.”
“Thank you, My Lord,” I said. “I will do you proud.”
I walked the board to the edge of the wards and saw them on their way, then returned to speak briefly to my allies before heading to my room to sleep. There had been surprisingly few injuries, none of which were serious … although I convinced Madame Clover to keep Walter in the infirmary overnight despite her insistence he was shamming. He probably was, but it would cut down on the number of problems I’d have to deal with the following morning. I swept the rest of the school with the wards, adjusting them to monitor student magic. It would hopefully make it easier to cut down on bullying before the school descended into anarchy. Again.
The following morning, I summoned Walter, Adrian and Jacky to the office before breakfast, before I told the school how much had changed. Their eyes went wide when they saw me, and the missing throne, although they must have known what had happened when I’d ordered the students to the dorms, I kept my face blank, trying to hide my disgust. Walter had shamed himself in front of the entire school—and his father —while Adrian had been turned into a mouse and Jacky had apparently hidden under the bed the moment he’d realised the school was in revolt. I guessed it had worked out for him. For once, being a weaselly little bastard had been the right call.
“I won’t mince words,” I told them, bluntly. “You were bullying little bastards. You bullied and molested everyone weaker than you, until they turned around, bared their teeth, and went for your throats. You brought into the silly little conceit that an accident of breeding made you better than anyone else, because your fathers and a bunch of other powerful people made it easier for you. You don’t lack talent” —it was true— “but you have wasted it.
“Right now, your patron is gone, and your fathers are fighting for their political lives. They can’t protect you any longer, or save you from the consequences of your own actions.”
I held their eyes, one by one. “This is the one chance you get. You can better yourselves. You can take your undoubted talents and develop them. Or you can fall back into your old patterns and find yourselves expelled without further ado. One more act of bullying—of anyone—and you will be gone. Do I make myself clear?”
They nodded, hastily. I scowled and pointed at the door. I hoped they’d listen—they did have potential, if they applied themselves—but I wouldn’t shed any tears if they didn’t. I wasn’t going to invite Stephen back now either, not after he’d taken the blame and been suspended. It was a backhanded favour, I told myself. The chance to grow up apart from his toxic friends would be good for him. Even if it wasn’t … hopefully, he’d learn his lesson about allowing himself to become the fall guy. It wasn’t worth it.
I sighed, then looked down at my ever-growing list of things I needed to do—and change, after we finished clearing up the mess. It would keep the students busy for a week and give them a chance to learn some practical magic, giving me time to adjust the wards to enforce some of the new rules. No hexing younger students. No casting unbelievably embarrassing curses. No harassing or molesting the servants. No …
Someone cleared their throat. “Sir?”
I looked up, spotting Alan and Geraldine standing in the doorway. They stood very close together … a little too close. I knew what they’d been doing in the dorms, and it hadn’t involved sleeping. I hid my amusement as I motioned for them to come into the room and close the door behind them. I hoped they’d be very happy together. School romances rarely lasted long, once the students had left, but … Alan and Geraldine might be different.
“Please, take a seat,” I said. “I have a lot to do.”
“Yes, sir,” Geraldine said. “Thank you.”
Alan looked more cynical. “Did you intend to take his place?”
Geraldine elbowed him, hard. “Sir, I …”
I held up a hand. “It’s a sensible question,” I said. I would have wondered the same, if I’d been in their shoes. “And no, I hadn’t had it in mind when I started.”
Alan didn’t look convinced. I shrugged. Let him think what he liked. I wasn’t sure if I should discuss his ancestry with him. I’d made some quiet enquires at the orphanage, but all they’d been able to tell me was that his mother had been a whore—which explained why he hadn’t been adopted out very quickly—and his father a mystery. The town council had paid for his schooling, after he came into his magic … ironically, a scholarship program started by Boscha himself. I supposed he’d done his son one favour after all. And it had bitten him.
“So,” Alan said, finally. “What now?”
Geraldine elbowed him, again.
“Good question,” I said. I knew what he meant. They’d worked hard to achieve their goal, and they’d celebrated their success, and … what now? “What do you want to do?”
“I …” Geraldine met my eyes. “I thought I’d apply for an apprenticeship. But will they let me take it? If I get it?”
“Yes,” I said, simply. “Right now, the Supremacists have been discredited. I’m sure they’ll adapt, given time, but … you should have no trouble applying for an apprenticeship. I may offer you two one later myself, depending on how things go.”
“Depending,” Alan repeated. “And them?”
“They will be expelled if they cause any more trouble,” I said, firmly. “They know it, too.”
I sighed inwardly. I understood their doubts. Walter and his cronies had been humiliated—true—but they still had wealth, power and bad intentions. They could make life very hard for Alan and Geraldine, if they thought to try. But … their fathers would be a little more careful now. They knew I could land them in hot water by revealing the truth … maybe they’d keep their sons in line. Maybe.
“Thank you, sir,” Geraldine said. “We won’t take up any more of your time.”
“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll see you both later.”
I watched them go, then sighed again. The Supremacists were wrong. Alan and Geraldine were remarkably talented, their magic bursting with potential, and yet neither of them had come from magical families. Their talents should be nurtured, allowing them to reach their full potential … they didn’t deserve to be pushed aside, to be used as stud bulls or broodmares and little else, just because of an accident of birth. We all knew that crossbreeds were stronger and sturdier, when it came to everything from garden roses to magic. The Supremacists would, eventually, start damaging their own bloodlines. I’d seen quite enough mundane bloodlines that had real problems with inbreeding.
And they’d discredited themselves. They knew it.
It wasn’t a complete victory, I reflected, but it would do.
The door opened. Daphne—I was surprised she’d stayed, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been—looked in.
“Grandmaster,” she said. “The students are waiting.”
Grandmaster, I reflected. I was now the Grandmaster. And I am going to do the job right.

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg





