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“How would you like to command more than men?” he asked. “Not today, of course. But someday.”

“It would depend.” Napoleone knew better than to put any faith in words. People said all kinds of things, all the time. Besides, he wasn’t convinced this wasn’t all a dream. But somehow, perhaps because the dream was so strange, he felt a cautious thrill. “It would depend on whom I would command, and at what cost.”

“It’s early days yet,” the stranger said. “It might come to nothing. But there’s a threat brewing over the ocean, and I might need someone to become the leader of France.”

“I’m a Corsican,” Napoleone said. “I hate France.”

His new friend nodded. “Excellent. I think you might do very nicely.”
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Somerset
1773

William Pitt the Younger was fourteen years and seven months old, and he was dying. He had been sent home from his first year at Cambridge in order to do so. He was doing his best to die well.

It had been two months since he had woken shivering with fever and racked with nausea. He had barely retained any food or water since, and he knew he was desperately weak. He could see the thinness of his own wrists, and feel how hard it was to sit up, to talk, to hold a book, and, increasingly, to breathe. During the day, he mostly kept as still as he could and pretended he didn’t even have a body; during the night, he felt stronger, but so did the throb of bloodlines in his mind, until it became difficult to think over them. He wished he could say he barely cared anymore, but he cared bitterly.

He didn’t want to die. Even now, feeling worse than he had ever felt before, he didn’t for a moment want to die. He had only just begun. It was a crisp, bright winter’s morning outside, and there were books on his desk. He wanted to live. It wasn’t fair.

The voices outside his room drifted in and out of his hearing as he dozed, so that when Dr. Addington entered quietly, he seemed to do so all at once.

“We need to talk, William,” he said.

His mind made the adjustment from rest to engagement immediately, but it took a beat and a surge of effort to communicate it to his limbs.

“Of course.” He straightened on his pillows and blinked hard to clear his haziness. His head swam. “I—Do my parents know you’re here?”

“They allowed it.” The wording was strange, as was the tone. It sounded as though they had been persuaded to allow it. And yet what was there about their family doctor’s visits to allow? Unless, of course . . .

Dr. Addington sat down at the bedside and looked William in the eye. “You know what’s happened to you, don’t you?” he said, without further preamble.

William nodded, and tried to look as though his heart wasn’t pounding rapidly. “Yes. I’ve come into an Inheritance late. An illegal Inheritance.”

“Blood magic. Vampirism. I know that you won’t like to say it aloud, but I’m afraid that if we’re going to talk about this, I must insist that we give it its correct term.”

Technically, only the first term was correct. Blood magic was the official classification; vampirism was an insult. William didn’t dispute the point. It would look too much like weakness. Instead, he nodded again, and this time tried not to look as though he had been flayed alive and something private and grotesque inside him had been wrenched into the light. “Of course.”

Perhaps Dr. Addington had expected a protest after all. He looked at him hard before he continued. “The abilities have settled now; that’s not the problem. The problem is that your body, in its altered state, can no longer sustain itself. It requires magic of a very particular kind. With it, you can live forever. Without it, very soon, you will starve to death.”

It was nothing he didn’t already know. He told himself this, firmly and fiercely, and so he could raise his head and look Dr. Addington in the eye. “Yes.”

“The question is,” Dr. Addington said, “do you want to live?”

“Of course I want to live,” William said. “But—”

“On what terms?”

The question made him pause. “Any that are reasonable and honorable.”

“And which do not include murder?”

“Surely you don’t need to ask me that.” He felt a chill. Dr. Addington’s voice was no longer kind, and he had never known it not to be kind.

“And legal?”

“They couldn’t be, could they?” William said evenly. “I’m not legal.”

“No,” Dr. Addington said. “You’re not, legally, human. You’re a blood magician. A vampire.”

“Please don’t,” William said, before he could stop himself.

“You agreed to use the word.”

“Yes, I know, but . . . please don’t use it like that.” He didn’t quite know how to explain that, however much “vampirism” hurt, “vampire”—an identity, a noun that described him and not the magic inside him—hurt more deeply yet. He would have been stronger about it usually, he hoped, but in that moment everything hurt, and so words hurt too.

“It’s what you are,” Dr. Addington said. There was certainly no kindness in his voice now. “You’re illegal, William, because your survival now depends upon the death of others. The mesmerism in your blood has awakened now, hasn’t it?”

“I haven’t touched it.”

“But it’s there.”

He didn’t answer; he didn’t have to. Of course it was. It burned in his veins, silent and secret, screaming to be used.

“And you know why, don’t you? It isn’t like other mesmerism. You know what blood magic requires.”

“Yes,” he said.

“It’s awakened to kill me,” Dr. Addington said. “Your mesmerism will hold me in place, so that I can only obey your voice telling me to hold still. Your mesmerism will hold me still while you cut my throat, or I cut it for you at your command. And when the blood spills and the light dies from my eyes, your mesmerism is what takes my magic and my life and feeds it to you. That’s what blood magic is. It’s holding another’s will in your own while they die at your hand.”

“I know,” he said, or tried to. His head throbbed.

“And do you know because you’ve read it in a book, or because you feel it?”

“Both. Please—You don’t need to tell me this. I know.”

Dr. Addington continued, relentless. “Then you know that it doesn’t stop there, with one death.”

“Stop it,” William said. “Please.”

“Vampiric mesmerism can hold entire countries in its grip, and it does. Vampires can’t stop, or at least they never do. Because it isn’t only lifeblood they crave; that’s only what they need to survive. They crave power. They always have.”

“I said, stop it.” The words burst from him, and for the first time in his life, a flare of pure mesmerism burst from the place he’d been keeping it hidden and flamed his eyes. Dr. Addington faltered, and his mouth closed. William saw it, and he didn’t stop. Blood was singing in his ears and heat was scorching his veins, and after two months of weakness and agony, he felt strong and clear and powerful. It was intoxicating.

This is it, the magic told him. This is the way you do not die.

And then, with a surge of effort, he forced it back. It was like swallowing a flame; he choked, and closed his eyes tightly as the heat drained from his limbs. All at once, he was cold and aching, and shivering with the horror of what he had done.

“I’m sorry,” he heard himself saying, and his voice seemed to have become a child’s again. He was so tired. “Please forgive me, I didn’t mean to—”

“No, I’m sorry,” Dr. Addington said unexpectedly, and William looked up in surprise. His voice was once more the gentle one he remembered. “I knew I was hurting you. I was trying to do so. I had to know that you understood what your Inheritance meant.”

He was determined not to cry now, after so many long weeks, but his eyes were stinging, and when he blinked, he felt a hot tear escape his eyelashes.

“I’m not stupid,” William said. He had never had to tell anybody that before.

“You certainly are not. But you’ve been so calm about it, every time I’ve seen you—I was concerned—”

“That I wasn’t human?”

Dr. Addington laughed shortly, which told William that the thought had crossed his mind. “Perhaps that you weren’t allowing yourself to truly think about what was happening. Or to feel.”

“I have,” he said, as firmly as he could. “Both thought and felt. I know what I have to do.”

“I know,” Dr. Addington said. “Perhaps your mother was right. She told me I was punishing you for being fourteen years old and trying to be brave.”

That, of course, was more likely to make him cry than anything else, but instead he drew a very deep breath and didn’t let it out again until he could trust his voice to be steady.

“Are you going to kill me?”

“I’m not a Templar. I’m a doctor.”

“Doctors have killed sons and daughters with illegal Inheritances in the past, to keep the family bloodlines clean on paper. It isn’t legal, but it’s perfectly acceptable. The Knights Templar make sure they’re never prosecuted.”

“I didn’t realize you knew that. If I had—” He shook his head. “When that happens—and I concede that it does—it happens at the request of the parents, while the child is an infant. Do you really think your parents would allow me to harm you?”

I am not an infant was what he knew he should have said. And we wouldn’t have to tell them. But he couldn’t say it. He hoped he could do it, if it came to it, but he couldn’t say it.

“No,” he said instead. “But . . . do you intend to tell the Temple Church what I am?”

“What would you say if I did?”

“I doubt they’ll give me the opportunity to say very much at all,” he said, on reflex, and Dr. Addington’s mouth quirked. “It’s your duty as a medical practitioner to report me. I wouldn’t blame you.”

Dr. Addington regarded him for a very long time. “Your father is an Aristocrat now,” he said at last. “So are you. It’s not illegal for you to possess a magical Inheritance. Your particular kind, of course, would always be illegal, and I would certainly have to report it if it ran true. But you see, I don’t believe it does, not quite. Your abilities didn’t manifest until the onset of adulthood, which isn’t usually the case with blood magic. You lived for fourteen years with no more magic than a pure Commoner. I believe there are a few things we can try, before we need to call the Knights Templar to take you away.”

His breath caught in his throat. Hope had been smothered by resolve such a long time ago and so repeatedly since, it hurt to have it break free again.

“I said ‘try,’” Dr. Addington warned quickly. “I speak of a piece of alchemy that exists only in old textbooks, one designed to take the place of lifeblood. I warn you, though, that before I hit upon the right formula, you’re likely to become a good deal more ill than you are now. It may kill you outright; it may never work at all. And if it doesn’t—”

“But if it does, I’ll be no different to anybody else?”

“Ideally, yes,” Dr. Addington said. “But, William, your abilities will still be there. If you live, then as long as that life lasts you will need to be very, very careful that the darkness inside you never gets out. And if the alchemy should cease to work, for whatever reason . . .”

“I understand,” William said quickly. His heart was racing again, this time joyfully; his body was too weak to sustain it, and it was making him light-headed. “Please—”

“It’s all right,” Dr. Addington said soothingly. He was rummaging in his bag, a small glass already held between two fingers. “I’m going to try my utmost.” For the first time he smiled. “Good God, William, I’ve been looking after you since the day you were born. Did you really think that I could stop now?”

“Did you?” William replied, with a very small smile.

“Sharp as ever,” Dr. Addington said, which wasn’t really an answer. “Here, drink. I’ve overexcited you, and if I don’t put it right, your heart is going to give out before you get anywhere near the elixir.”

William swallowed what was in the tiny glass obediently, making an involuntary face at the bitterness, and then accepted the much larger glass of wine that Dr. Addington held out for him in turn.

“There. Rest now. You have a very unpleasant fight ahead of you. I meant what I said earlier. If I can get the elixir to work, it won’t make you pure ungifted Commoner—or Aristocrat, I should say, now your father’s titled. You will have to make yourself that. For the rest of your life, you’ll battle not to do again what you just did to me—when someone threatens you, or hurts you, or when something important is at stake. You’ll be hiding a part of yourself until the day you die, and on that day, you’ ll decide to die rather than betray the promise that you’re about to make. Do you promise to do that?”

“I promise,” William said clearly.

Dr. Addington nodded. “Anybody would make that promise,” he said. “But I’m going to trust you to keep it.”




Brienne-le-Château
1783

It was after midnight in the boys’ dormitory, and Napoleone di Buonaparte was supposed to be sleeping.

The room was frostbitten and sparse, little more than a monastic cell, and the single thin blanket on each bed seemed designed only to taunt the boys with the promise of warmth. When Napoleone had arrived at the military academy four years ago, the harshness had startled him despite his best attempts to pretend otherwise: not just the bitter cold, but the hard beds, the constant hunger, the rigid discipline, the deliberate isolation from family or home or anything soft and familiar. He was used to it now. The mattress bit into his back, and he shifted only out of habit; there was never any chance of being comfortable. At fourteen, he was a dark-eyed, smoldering contradiction of temper and discipline, arrogance and ambition, intellect and athleticism, and he had never been comfortable since he had left Corsica.

And yet, after a time, perhaps he did sleep after all.

The dormitory around him grew light, as though the sun had come out; he stepped forward, wondering, and only then realized he was standing. The air was lazy with warmth and the scent of the sea and voices drifting through an open window. The room wasn’t the dormitory anymore, but a wide, spacious sitting room, with pale wallpaper and soft carpet and curtains that stirred in the faintest breeze. The furniture was graceful, elegant: a sofa of gentle blue, a clock adorned with gold, a table on which a tea set rested. He knew, without being able to say how, that there were family nearby, separated from him only by thin walls and not by a vast ocean. Napoleone’s breath caught, and his throat tightened. He knew where he was. But he had not seen it for four years. He had tried not to see it even in his dreams.

“Your home, I take it,” a voice came.

Napoleone turned sharply. Only then did he see the man standing beside the door. A tall man, slim, his face half in shadow. His light, clear voice must have spoken in Corsican, for Napoleone had no need to translate it in his head, but there was something odd about it. The sounds altered before they reached Napoleone’s ears, or perhaps they never touched his ears at all.

“It’s very pleasant,” the man added. His eyes flickered over the room. “I had a home like this once. From my room I could always hear the sea.”

Napoleone gathered every ounce of his fourteen-year-old selfpossession. “Where are we?” he demanded. “I’m not at home, I know. And who are you?”

“You’re quite right, you’re not at home,” the man said. “You’re still in France, safe in your bed. This is just the inside of your head, with a little of mine thrown in for makeweight. As to who I am—well. Let’s just say I’m a friend of yours. Perhaps.”

“I don’t have friends in France.”

“No.” It might have been a question, or a statement. “Why not?”

He shrugged his thin shoulders and squared his chin. His eyes were suspiciously hot, as they never were in daylight. His childhood home was too close about him; it tugged the homesickness buried like a shard of glass deep in his heart. “I’m Corsican. I’m smaller than some of them. I don’t speak French well enough. My parents aren’t wealthy and they opposed French control. I’m barely an Aristocrat. One of those, or all of them, I don’t know. I don’t care. I’m not afraid of them.”

“Do you want them to be afraid of you?”

“I don’t care what they think of me.” It wasn’t true, and he suspected the man knew that. He wanted them to respect him. “I’m in France to learn.”

“To learn what?”

“Anything I can to become a soldier. History. Mathematics. Tactics. Magic.”

“You’re good at tactics,” the man said. “I’ve watched you at your games in the schoolyard. Your fellow students respect you then, if that comforts you. You’re not terribly strong in magic, though. I can feel mesmerism flickering in your blood, but only weakly. There’s very little you can do with it.”

“I don’t need to do anything with it. The theory is interesting enough. And besides, other people’s magic is stronger. I want to learn about it before I command men in battle. There are ways it can be used, even with the Concord.”

“Wouldn’t you like to use your own?”

“For what?” He considered his own question without giving the stranger a chance to answer. His eyes were dry again. “It’s a good pitch for animals. I suppose I could calm a frightened horse, or summon a dog with a message across a field. Tiny things like that can turn a battle at times.”

“What about on your men?”

He laughed. “I won’t need mesmerism to command my men. That’s what being a commander means.”

The stranger smiled too. For just an instant, his face came out of the shadows.

“How would you like to command more than men?” he asked. “Not today, of course. But someday.”

“It would depend.” Napoleone knew better than to put any faith in words. People said all kinds of things, all the time. Besides, he wasn’t convinced this wasn’t all a dream. But somehow, perhaps because the dream was so strange, he felt a cautious thrill. “It would depend on whom I would command, and at what cost.”

“It’s early days yet,” the stranger said. “It might come to nothing. But there’s a threat brewing over the ocean, and I might need someone to become the leader of France.”

“I’m a Corsican,” Napoleone said. “I hate France.”

His new friend nodded. “Excellent. I think you might do very nicely.”

When Maximilien Robespierre was guillotined eleven years later, Napoleone di Buonaparte was serving with the Revolutionary Army on a fact-finding mission to Genoa. He returned to Nice, only to be immediately seized as a Robespierrist sympathizer. It was his younger brother Lucien who had the strongest connections to the Robespierres, in fact—and not to Maximilien, but to his brother Augustin. His captors didn’t care. France had been a nest of informers and mutual suspicion for years; the events of 9 Thermidor had cracked it open once again, and anyone could be devoured. Napoleone was imprisoned in Fort Carré, in a room that was cold despite the sunshine outside and bare. They clamped a bracelet around his wrist that burned white-hot at the slightest flicker of magic. His mesmerism, indeed, was capable of no more than a slight flicker and could never have been used for escape. They didn’t care about that either.

Napoleone understood the Revolution’s machinations clearly, and he knew that he would certainly die. It should have frightened him, but between the royalists and his fellow revolutionaries he had been living on the point of death for a long time. He was only filled with frustrated rage that he was to die in such a stupid, passive way, before he had ever had a chance to shine in the world. He paced the cell, bringing his boots down on the hard floor with a satisfying yet impotent stamp. The cold reminded him of the dormitory at Brienne-le-Chateau, something that he had not thought about for many years, and that annoyed him too. At last he fell into a thin, discontented sleep, sitting on the camp bed with his back against the wall.

He was standing in his childhood home. The sun was high in the sky, and the light spilled across the floor. It hit the back of the man standing in the doorway and threw his face into silhouette.

“Napoleone di Buonaparte,” the man said. “Do you remember me?”

“Yes,” Napoleone said. He kept his voice controlled, but his face was alight with wonder. “Yes, I do. You visited me once as a child. You told me you were my friend. I thought you were a dream.”

“I am a dream,” his friend conceded. “So are you, at the moment. But we’re not only that.”

“I never thought you’d come back.”

“I wondered myself. I’ve visited others like you, you know. Many others, over the centuries, but the time has never quite been right. It seems this is the time, and you are the one.” He straightened, and the shadows altered on his face. “Come, then. We have great work to do, and great destinies to unfold.”

“I’ve been arrested as a Robespierrist,” Napoleone said. “The order’s been given for my execution.”

“Never mind that,” his friend said. “It’s time.”
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PART ONE

SHADOWS



London

In the winter of 1779, two children were born on the banks of the Thames, in the shadow of the Tower of London. Their names were Catherine and Christopher Dove, and they were of no importance at all, except to each other.

The twins shared the same dirty-blond hair, the same round pink faces. When they were little, nobody could tell them apart, except that Kate was a little stockier, and their eyes were different colors. Christopher’s were dark, and grew darker still with every passing year, while Kate’s were the bright, hard blue of the waves under a blazing sun.

There were many waves where they grew up, but not a lot of sun. They lived by the docks, in a small shack in the mud, and their father worked on one of the small boats that ferried goods to and from the big ships in the Great Pool. It was precarious work—at the busiest times, the ships were packed so tightly it was possible to cross the Thames from one deck to another. Their mother and their grandmother took in mending, and when the tide went out, Christopher and Kate would scour the banks for trinkets and bits of scrap metal to sell to bring in extra money. They were usually cold, and often hungry, but that was true of most people they knew. The other sort of people, the people they watched from the gutters as their carriages swept by on their way to shops and gentlemen’s clubs and Parliament, didn’t matter. They passed within yards of their shack at times, and yet they seemed so far away as to be practically imaginary. Kate and Christopher, if they bothered to look at the ladies and gentlemen at all, looked at them for only one reason—to see if they could spot the glint of a silver bracelet beneath their sleeves. If they didn’t see one, it could mean one of two things: that they were wealthy Commoners with no magical Inheritances at all, or that they were Aristocrats, and they were allowed to use their magic. Then they stopped and nudged each other to look. When they escaped to their hidden space beneath the old wharves, with its smell of old weed and rust, it was the only time the privileged ever entered their conversation.

“I think that one with the eyeglass was a shadowmancer,” Christopher would say. He picked up a stone and threw it into the brown water. “I felt something stir when he looked at me. I bet he has a staff of shadow-servants. I wouldn’t, if I was in his place. I’d only call shadows, not bind them. I’d only want to see them.”

Kate said nothing, only twisted the metal round and round on her own wrist where it glowed faintly warm. The waves were calling her own magic, and it had heated in response.

That was the other difference between Christopher and Kate, the one that nobody could see. They had both been identified as magicians at birth; they both wore the bracelets that would heat if their magic stirred and scream to the Knights Templar if it broke its bonds. But the magic in their veins was very different. Christopher was a shadowmancer, or would have been. Even without the use of his gifts, he was attuned to things beyond the world, to shifts and stories and dark dreams. It didn’t make him grim or solemn—he was light and playful and mercurial, laughing often, more like a sunbeam than a shadow himself. But he was sensitive, for all that, as though missing a layer of skin between himself and the world.

Kate was a weather-mage. She loved the seas and the storms, the blazing sun and the burning stars. As soon as she could walk, she wanted to be outside helping at the docks through frost and rain and wind, climbing onto the roof of their shack to watch the sunsets, wading into the Thames at low tide just for the excuse to feel the lap of the waves. It all wore her hard and tough, like tanned leather. She could work long and hard and sensibly, but her heart and her magic were as wild as the winds off the water.

She didn’t like to talk about what she would do with her magic if she were an Aristocrat and not a Commoner. It hurt too much to think about things that would never happen.

They were nine when the king went mad for the first time. It would have mattered very little to them, except that the day the Prince of Wales first called for a regency was the day that Christopher collapsed screaming on the bare-earth floor of their house. Kate was chopping carrots for her mother to put in the stew for supper; she dropped the knife at once and ran to catch her brother. His dark eyes had glazed, and the bracelet burned hot at his wrist. Around him, insubstantial shadow-forms twisted like smoke.

He wasn’t the only one. Across the country, shadowmancers had lost control of their minds or their magic. Some were taken at once to Bethlem Hospital, or arrested for illegal magic by the Knights Templar. Although no newspaper would confirm it, the whispers were that a man in Manchester had died.

It seemed for a long time as though Christopher might die as well, or worse. It was a cold black winter, the kind that Kate loved, but she barely went outside. As much as she could, she stayed by the fire at Christopher’s side. Their parents, hoping against hope not to lose their son, left her alone. He never spoke or seemed to know she was there. It was no matter. She held his hand as tight as the bracelet that encircled his wrist, and didn’t let go. She laid her free hand to his bracelet as often as she laid it to his forehead, to check for the rising heat of both. The metal burned as he poured sweat, and his pale skin flushed pink beneath it, but it stayed silent. The darkness about his bed remained unformed, a whisper and not a shadow.

“Come on, Christopher,” she urged. “Keep it back. You have to keep it back or they’ll take you away.”

Commoner magicians who unleashed their magic were sent to the Tower, even children, even if they didn’t mean it. She would never see Christopher again.

She thought that in the grip of his darkness, he heard her and knew that. Because he fought his magic, with all his strength. And one day, four long months after he had first fallen ill, his eyes opened and fixed on her for the first time.

“Christopher?” she whispered, and her heart, which had been suspended between beats for so long, leaped as he gave her a weak smile.

“I think so,” he said huskily. His eyes flickered closed then, and she stayed with him as he finally slept.

After France executed their own mage-king, the year Kate and Christopher turned twelve, and England went to war, everyone at the docks said the king’s affliction had been to do with dark magic in France. When Robespierre began to raise an army of the dead at the guillotine, they were sure of it. They said the first undead had in fact been awakened even then, and the king had not been mad at all, but reacting to an attack on England itself. The creation of the undead had stopped with Robespierre’s death, and no new necromancer had appeared to take his place. Perhaps he truly had been the last. But the army still roamed Europe under French command, and as long as England remained under attack from dark magic, the king’s sanity remained under threat.

Kate knew it wasn’t as simple as that. England was under threat, everyone knew that, but it wasn’t that alone that troubled the king’s magic. Christopher was not tied to England’s borders, and yet his magic, too, was poisoned. During the day he would stop still for no reason, as though catching sight or sound of someone in a crowd, and his hands would curl into fists. When she touched him, he would come back to himself and laugh off her concern. But at night he would wake crying out, and she would hold him tightly as he curled into her, shivering, as though still a child. He couldn’t explain what was happening, but they both knew.

It was the shadows. Something was wrong with the shadows.

“It isn’t that they’re damaged,” Christopher said one night after dark. Their parents were asleep in the next bed, and Christopher was tired enough to be willing to speak of bad things. “It’s more like they know something. They’re waiting for something to happen. A chance for revenge.”

“Revenge?” Kate asked. “What have we done?”

“Not against us.” He took her hand in the dark and gave it a squeeze, though his fingers were too cold to be comforting. “Not me, and definitely not you. They want revenge against the magicians that have bound them. The ones that summon them and make them into servants and daemon-stones and possessed teapots. They think they’re going to be able to avenge themselves against them.”

Neither of them said anything beyond that. But a few years later, when the news came down to the docks that the king and Parliament had broken the Concord that forbade magic from being practiced on the battlefield, the Concord that had kept Europe safe from dark magic and chaos for centuries, Kate somehow wasn’t surprised. And looking across at Christopher, she knew that he wasn’t either.
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In the spring of 1796, the House of Commoners felt cold and unfriendly as William Wilberforce crossed the floor. Perhaps it was the magic of the walls, already vibrating faintly in anticipation; perhaps it was his own anticipation of the bill under discussion; perhaps it was simply that the war had turned politics to poison so often lately and this looked to be no exception. It was a dark, windswept afternoon, and the voices of the spectators in the gallery above mingled with the whistle of the gusts outside. It gave the House the breathless, excited air of a Roman arena.

“Have you talked to Pitt about this bill?” Thornton said to Wilberforce as the two of them took their seats together.

“No,” Wilberforce said. It came out a little more shortly than he had intended. “I haven’t had opportunity to mention it.”

“Are you and Pitt still not speaking to each other?” Thornton asked, somewhere between amusement and concern. Thornton’s support had been Wilberforce’s greatest comfort when it had come to opposing the war three years ago, although he knew his comfort should come from his own conscience. He thought, however, that Thornton did not quite understand how much Pitt had been hurt by it. It was not his cousin’s fault: even people who knew Pitt quite well tended to think he was invulnerable.

“We speak,” Wilberforce said, with a faint sigh. “We spoke last month at Eliot’s dinner, actually: Eliot is doing his utmost to ensure we’re forced to do so as often as possible. We just don’t talk in the way we used to. I think we’re each trying very hard to be kind.”

“In Pitt’s case, kindness can be a very hard surface to find yourself rebounding against.”

“I’ve seen it in action against other people. I’ve never come up against it myself before. I don’t suppose you know how to break it?”

“Nobody does,” Thornton said. “Least of all Pitt. You might just have to wait until time dissolves it for you.”

“That could be a long wait.” Wilberforce looked across the House to where Pitt was taking his seat next to Rose and Dundas, and felt a flash of irritation mingled with pain. It wasn’t, after all, as though they had become bitter enemies. The breaking of the Concord had been a disagreement over a political point—a bitter and public disagreement, admittedly, and their first in many long years of friendship, but a difference of opinion, not of principle. They both wanted the country safe and at peace. There was no anger on Wilberforce’s side, and he was almost certain there was none on Pitt’s either, though many of Pitt’s government were delighting in the opportunity to refuse to speak to Wilberforce. There was only distance, cold and painful, and nothing seemed able to bridge it.

“Perhaps you should both stop being kind to each other and try instead to apologize,” Thornton said.

“The difficulty with that,” he answered, “is that neither of us is sorry. I did what I believed to be right, that night; I know Pitt well enough to trust that he did the same.”

“Well,” Thornton said, “I don’t know Pitt as well as you do. But I know both of you well enough to know that you’re both sorry about something.”

Wilberforce didn’t reply. He didn’t know what they were sorry about. And he had very little idea of the right way to vote today.

It had been three years since the battle between England and France had become a war of magic, and the House of Commoners had gathered for perhaps the most important bill so far. If it were to pass, Commoner magic would be made legal on the battlefield for the first time in centuries, when vampire kings had sat on the thrones of England and France and had nearly torn Europe apart.

So far, the war had been an unequal one. France’s army of the dead numbered fifteen thousand, and they had crept like a dark wave across Europe. Most of the Continent had fallen to French hands now. Italy was about to follow any day. England remained secure thanks to the gulf of the English Channel and the unmatched strength of the British navy. The army of the dead were shadows at heart, and even dressed in the flesh of corpses, shadows could not cross large bodies of water unaided. It was why daemon-stones could not be employed on the sea, despite decades of work by the Knights Templar. The dead needed to be brought across the sea in the same ships as any other invading army, and so far not a single ship had made it to British shores. But this was of little help on the Continent. On dry land, the only thing that could reliably destroy the dead was mage-fire, and it took a very great deal of it before the burned, charred bodies stopped their relentless approach, the limbs collapsed to ash, and the shadows animating them departed. English bloodlines had never been very strong in fire magic—or, to be more specific, English Aristocratic bloodlines had not been.

This was the real problem. Though Britain had embraced magic in battle, this was, as it turned out, not at all the same thing as embracing Commoner magic. Most of the upper echelons of the military were far more afraid of magic among the lower ranks than they were of the French, as were the Aristocrats at home. Battle magic had been reserved for officers only, and many of the best officers had little or no useful magic at all. It was one of the many things that had driven a frustrated Spain to ally itself with France the year before.

“Why instigate a war of magic,” the Spanish demanded, “if you are afraid to fight one?”

In some ways, the government’s new bill was what Wilberforce had spent the last ten years fighting for. Some Commoners, at least, would have their long-hated bracelets at last removed from their wrists and would be free for the first time in their lives to unleash the power locked inside them. But it was not intended as such—nothing that Pitt’s government had advocated in the last three years had anything to do with freedom. It would be magic conditional on the use of that power for war. It would do nothing to assuage Aristocratic fears of Commoner magic—quite the reverse. They needed them for battle, but they would be more scared than ever. And fear, Wilberforce had learned through long and painful experience, was always the enemy of change.

“We are fighting a war of magic,” Pitt said that night, to a tumultuous crowd of politicians and spectators alike. “Our enemies have not hesitated to send dark magic across the face of Europe. We need magic of our own to burn it away. One way or another, there is going to be Commoner magic on English soil. You need to decide whether you want it to be English magic, wielded in defense of this country, or that of the French army of the dead.”

Wilberforce barely listened to the argument. He was thinking, instead, of the first time they had each spoken in Parliament, when they were twenty-one and everything was beginning. Wilberforce’s first speech had been promising, well-spoken, perfectly adequate. Pitt’s had been spectacular. By the end of the first few sentences, the walls of the House had begun to reverberate softly; by the end of twenty minutes, they sang. It was very rare for a first speech to make the walls sing, and the clarity and timbre of the response were astonishing. More striking to Wilberforce, though, was the sudden self-possession that had transformed his friend’s tall, awkward figure into someone unfamiliar and powerful. It hadn’t been merely promising; it had been a promise—of greatness, or something like it. And then, afterward, he had joined Wilberforce and Eliot and several of the others at Wilberforce’s house in the country, the glamour had faded from him, and he had just been his friend again: playful, intelligent, sometimes painfully shy, and always unfailingly kind.

They were thirty-seven now. Pitt had been in power for thirteen years. He could make the walls sing without a thought, or at least without apparent effort. And Wilberforce didn’t know what either of them was promising anymore.

When the votes came to be taken, Wilberforce voted in favor of magic on the battlefield. He could justify it to himself: it was a vote for free magic in a twisted way; he couldn’t stand against Pitt any longer without siding with the opposition; the war had gone too far now to oppose. It was what he had told himself whenever he had voted for the government’s more repressive policies—when habeas corpus had been suspended, when pamphlets were suppressed and their authors arrested, when measures to stop spies crossing the borders reached new levels of paranoia. It wasn’t a vote against change, just a way of ensuring change took place through the proper channels. But there was a bitter tang of politics in his mouth.

On the way out, Wilberforce saw Pitt talking with Eliot by the government benches. He hesitated, fighting a strong and very unaccustomed impulse to walk straight past.

“Oh, go,” Thornton urged, watching him. “You can’t keep on like this forever.”

And they couldn’t, Wilberforce conceded. Still, it hurt him deeply to watch Pitt catch sight of him approaching and see his shoulders stiffen and his face move smoothly from animation into polite reserve. Once, the change would have been the reverse.

“Wilberforce,” Eliot greeted him, with genuine pleasure, and also a kind of pleading. He had told Wilberforce that being caught between him and Pitt was probably the tenth circle of hell.

“Congratulations on passing the bill,” Wilberforce said, with a nod to Pitt. “I thought you may wish to know that I no longer intend to oppose the war. Things have changed, and I believe we’re past the point of peace for now.”

“Thank you for that,” Pitt said, and he sounded somewhat more like his old self than he had for a long time. “While I am sorry about the circumstances, it would be a great personal comfort to me to have our opinions no longer materially differ. And you might like to know, in turn, that I have hopes we might be able to reopen peace negotiations very soon.”

Wilberforce had heard this too often to quite believe it, yet he couldn’t help but hope, just a little. “Truly?”

“If I have any say in it, we will,” Pitt said firmly. “This war has been too bloody and too wasteful already.”

“And the enemy? Has there been any glimpse of him lately?” Pitt hesitated—perhaps to check they were out of earshot of the rest of the gallery, perhaps not—and Wilberforce pressed his point home. Eliot and Thornton had moved to talk privately; they wouldn’t hear. “You know you’ve barely spoken to me about the enemy since we entered a war of magic. I know we’ve disagreed on a number of things about how this war should be fought, but I still want to fight him alongside you.”

“I know. And I thank you for that, truly. But I can find no trace of him—not, at least, anything that might tell us where he is.” He was telling the truth, too, or at least he thought he was. But Wilberforce could hear something unsaid lurking around the fringes of his words, in the pause before the addendum. He wasn’t telling him everything.

A group from the visitors’ gallery filed past. Wilberforce glanced at them instinctively, and his eyes encountered a red-and-white flash of cloth. A Templar uniform. It could have been any of a number of Knights Templar, but the crisp bearing was familiar, and when the figure drew closer, his suspicions were confirmed. Anton Forester’s soft face was alert and interested despite the lateness of the hour. His sharp blue gaze caught Wilberforce, then Pitt; he inclined his head as he passed.

“I wish he wouldn’t come to these debates,” Wilberforce couldn’t resist saying, once the Templar was out of earshot. Thornton always told him that it was perfectly natural for Forester to come to any debates regarding magic: the Knights Templar, after all, had guarded the use of magic in England for centuries, and Forester had become an increasingly high-ranking Master Templar since his involvement in the Saint-Domingue investigation. It was unreasonable to resent it. But Wilberforce was feeling increasingly unreasonable that night. “And don’t tell me he has every reason to come. I know he does.”

“He does have every reason,” Pitt agreed. He was still watching after Forester’s departure. “He’s a religious zealot with a strong prejudice against Commoner magic, and he won’t stop until he has eradicated its use from England. He comes because he has a professional interest, but also because he wants to see who in Parliament might be a threat to him. Be careful of him.”

Wilberforce looked at him in surprise. “Why? What can he do?”

“At present, not a great deal. But he has the ear of the king. And . . .

I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but given the current climate, the king wants to follow the lead of the Spanish monarchy in appointing an official magician of the court to advise him in matters of magic. That magician will almost certainly be Anton Forester.”

“Good heavens.” Wilberforce turned it over in his head. “So—”

“I said almost certainly. I’ll try to dissuade the king of the whole notion; failing that, I’ll suggest another candidate. But the king hasn’t listened to me very much of late. And if Forester does become court magician . . . The king is already predisposed against abolition, and against you. You can’t afford to make an enemy of Forester.”

It occurred to Wilberforce that this was a veiled offer of reconciliation—not the information itself, but the fact that it was volunteered freely, honestly, and openly. If they had been in a different setting, the veil might have been thinner yet.

“Do you honestly think that Forester would pressure the king to oppose abolition to punish me for supporting free magic?”

Pitt hesitated for just long enough that Wilberforce suspected this was exactly what he thought. “Not in so many words. But I think you need to be careful about aligning abolition with radicalism.”

“The two things are already aligned for some people. Eliot told me you think it would be unwise to present the abolition bill this year.”

“I didn’t exactly say that. I said that I think it will be unlikely to succeed.”

“But if we choose to present it, can we count on your support?”

This time, the hesitation was shorter, but Wilberforce still heard it. “Yes, of course you can. I only fear my support won’t be very useful. Very few on the government benches would agree to follow me on this—your support is going to come from Fox’s people, in the opposition, and they don’t want to hear their opinions in my voice.”

“They don’t want to hear your voice at all.”

That, at last, raised a genuine smile. “Fair.” The smile faded quickly. “I meant what I said, though. Once Forester becomes King’s Magician, the lines of this battle are going to shift again. Please make sure, for all our sakes, that you and your cause aren’t trapped on the wrong side of them.”
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Kate and Christopher discussed the new bill that evening, while Kate struggled to stitch a fraying shirt. They were seventeen years old. The house was theirs alone now—their parents had died within days of each other in a bout of fever the year before, and Kate and Christopher had taken over both their few possessions and their work. Their jobs were the wrong way around, as they would be the first to admit. Kate, who was strong and tough and loved the sea, had taken on their mother’s washing and mending; she was slow at the sewing, and her weak eyes ached by the end of the day. Christopher, who had a quick mind and nimble fingers and was prone to catching cold, was out on the docks all day and came home bone weary and soaked through. His clothes were steaming water now as he sat close to the fire.

“The Aristocrats won’t like it,” Kate said. “Even most of the wealthy Commoners won’t like it applying to the likes of us. As for the Knights Templar . . .”

“I know,” Christopher said quietly. He rubbed his eyes and sat back in his seat. “They arrested Trent last week, did I tell you? He lost his temper and set a fire at the docks. It would have only been illegal magic a few years ago, but because the fire caught near one of the ships, he’s charged with treason. Attempt to disrupt supplies in wartime. He could be sentenced to death.”

“They’re frightened of magical revolt.”

“The government are,” Christopher said. “The Templars are just frightened of magic. They always have been.”

Kate put down her needle and pinched the bridge of her nose, where a dull ache was beginning to build. Her stomach felt cold.

“Here,” Christopher said, holding out his hand. “I’ll finish it. It’s a man’s work shirt. The stitches don’t need to be neat.”

“Yours are neater than mine anyway,” she pointed out as she relinquished it. She watched him gather the fabric in hand and take up the needle, his eyes narrowed. There was a tiny scar across one eyebrow from when he had slipped helping their father on the boat—the summer the Bastille fell, when they were ten.

“Will you go?” Kate asked. “If they really do call for recruits among magical Commoners. Will you go to war?”

Christopher hesitated, and Kate knew the answer. “I don’t want to leave you,” he said. “You know that, don’t you?”

“I know, you idiot,” Kate said, and reached across to give him a shove so that she wouldn’t cry. “It would be good money, if they pay even half what Aristocrat battle-mages get. Enough to keep the house. And you want to use your magic. I’d be the same, if they would ever let women join.”

“It’s not so much that I want to use magic.” He looked at her squarely then, his face pale and tired and still younger than its years. “It wants to be used. It needs to be used. You know that. And I’m scared, Kate. I’m scared of what will happen if I can’t use it. If I keep holding it in, it’s going to drive me mad. But if I break, then the Knights Templar will take me away, and I’ll be locked up or killed.”

She had to swallow before she could speak. “You could die in the war,” she reminded him.

“I know. And I’m scared of that too. But I’d die free, at least, or as free as people like us can ever be.”

“Does that matter, really?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted with a sigh. “But it feels like it should.”

It felt like it should to her too. And yet she was afraid, for him and for herself left alone in England without him. She didn’t know what to hope for. She only knew that the world had changed so much during her short life, and none of it had ever once been for the better.
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The first Commoner battle-mages left from Portsmouth a month later, their wrists still pale from where their newly discarded bracelets had been clamped all their lives. Christopher Dove was among them, one of five shadowmancers bound for Italy.

Wilberforce left town shortly afterward. Parliament was days away from breaking for the Christmas recess, and the streets of London were ice slicked and unforgiving. He had promised the other abolitionists that he would present the bill to end the slave trade again once the House reconvened, but he could already taste its failure, and it made him feel sick. He’d felt sick in general, that long winter. The jagged scar under his ribs was a constant shard of pain. There was no reason it shouldn’t be, given how tired he was, but he couldn’t help feeling it was more ominous than that. The wound had come from the first undead—the only one, as far as he knew, whom Robespierre had created with the enemy directly. It didn’t bode well that it was growing worse as the enemy, despite all their efforts, grew stronger.

Hannah More’s school in Mendip had thrived since he had helped her establish it years ago for the poor living in caves in Cheddar Gorge. When Wilberforce arrived in the evening, the glow of the candlelight against the snow and the murmur of voices from inside promised to heal something in his heart, as did the warm welcome he received. And yet the school was so very empty compared to what it had been a year ago. After breakfast, as the sounds of children playing in the gray drizzle filtered in from outside, he entered the schoolroom. Only half the desks had books set upon them. They were the books of magical theory that Miss More and her sister had printed some time ago—a way, revolutionary in every sense of the word, for magic to be studied by Commoner magicians who could not practice but who could feel the wild throb of it in their veins. Wilberforce had tried to read one at the time, without much success. The symbols the More sisters had invented were representing something too far out of his knowledge, like trying to describe the outside world to a man who had spent all his life in a cave. But for the young magicians among the students, the books had been a spark that at once illuminated and set their minds on fire.

He had told Pitt about the books, Wilberforce remembered now. Of course he had—he had never thought twice about it. Pitt had been immediately interested, as usual. The two of them had discussed the practicalities of getting the research more widely known, what the Templars could do to interfere, what potential there was for introducing it to a university curriculum. But that had been before. Now he wondered suddenly if the government would come for the school next, and he hated that he couldn’t dismiss that worry as ridiculous.

“Most of the boys left.” Miss More’s voice came from behind him. “When the news came that Commoner magicians were wanted in the war. It was the chance they’d been waiting for, to have their bracelets off at last. Their education could be put into practice, just as we hoped.”

He put the book aside and turned to face her. Her eyes were bright and wise in her beak-nosed face. “I wanted to educate them in the hope of emancipation, not war,” he said. “I don’t want Commoners to have the rights to magic only as long as they kill and die for this country. I shouldn’t have supported that bill.”

“I wouldn’t torture yourself. Whatever else came from breaking the Concord, England has been forced to accept Commoner magic now, for the first time in centuries.”

“In battle, certainly. But they’re very afraid in London. Every concession they make toward using magic in the war makes them even more determined to tighten restrictions on it at home. They only need an excuse now.”

“The government are trying to hold back the tide they’ve unleashed. They’re afraid it will overpower them. But we need to make sure to channel that tide to our own purposes.” She paused. “Where does Pitt stand on this?”

He sighed. “He’ll be as fair as he can. Or he’ll think that’s what he’s doing. But he’s always been afraid of magic, really. He has cause to be.”

Miss More didn’t ask him to elaborate further. “All Aristocrats are afraid of magic deep down,” she said instead, “for the same reason they’re afraid of revolution. It threatens to bring about change to the old order, and at the moment that order is very much in their favor.”

“I’m afraid of it too, at times. I try not to be. But I’m far more afraid of war.”

“War doesn’t last forever. But change, once set in motion, is very difficult to undo. It’s one of the first rules of magic: you can never truly reverse a spell. Dirt will remember being turned into gold, a conjured storm leaves marks on the landscape, a shadow will remember being bound—or free. And when this war passes, Commoner magic will be very difficult to bind again.” She paused. “Besides. God works in mysterious ways.”

“I won’t argue, of course,” Wilberforce said. “But it does seem difficult to see God in the last few years.”



Saint-Domingue
April 1797

In Saint-Marc, in the early evening, Fina moved through a battle. The breaking of the Concord had changed little about the way war was waged on Saint-Domingue. The Concord had never applied to interactions with colonized countries and people—certainly never to slaves. The British officers perhaps flung more magic now: tufts of flame that risked igniting the trees in the hot, dry summer months; torrents of water; twists of metalmancy that sent guns and swords awry; shadows that wrought havoc before they could be halted with stakes or precious ammunition. Yet the magic was erratic, compared to the precision with which Toussaint’s troops employed their own. The only advantage the British retained was their defensive powers. The British alchemists were some of the best in the world—anyone who had ever been enslaved by them knew it to their detriment. Their troops were well armed with silver charms and oak wristlets and other amulets designed to repel enemy magic. But weather magic was difficult to charm against, far more so than fire or water. And with Toussaint’s storms keeping reinforcements from reaching Saint-Domingue, their spells were running out.

Saint-Marc was one of the last surviving British strongholds. It had been a thriving port settlement on the west coast before the uprising, nestled in green mountains and visited by ships of all shapes and sizes. Now the fort that guarded it was heavily manned, both by British troops and by the slaves working for them in exchange for their freedom. Toussaint’s forces had tried an assault upon it that morning and failed. Their ladders had been too short to climb the wall, mage-fire had been repelled by protective charms, and the dead had mounted up as the men attempted to boost each other over the wall by standing on one another’s shoulders. Finally Toussaint’s best general, Dessalines, had ordered a retreat to regroup and tend to the wounded.

They had been quiet for the rest of the day, as the sun rose hot over the island and heat and boredom relaxed the British troops against their will. To keep watch, Fina slipped behind the eyes of a young British officer posted as a lookout. It was a terrible place to be—the bodies of the white soldiers always were. This one was miserably hot and itchy in his uniform, his temples pounding in the fierce light, worn down by fear and dysentery and lack of sleep. And he was one of the fortunate ones. Most of his friends were burning with yellow fever; many were dead or near dead of it. Their exhaustion made them too willing to believe that the danger had passed.

It had not.

The first they knew was a rush of wind from the east, a sudden darkness as a great cloud passed overhead. The white man whose body Fina inhabited turned his head to the sky and felt the first splash of rain on his face. Soon it was pelting in hard drops like buckshot, and thunder rumbled. His chill of fear came just as Fina’s own spirits rose. Toussaint was coming.

The British never knew quite what to attribute to Toussaint’s weather magic these days: the climate of Saint-Domingue was already against them, and his magic was so far-reaching now that anything could be him. Since the day of the storm, they saw him in every breath of air and beat of the sun. The constant dread of his presence was almost as effective at wearing them down as actual attacks. But this storm, out of nowhere, left them in no doubt. Already there was a call to arms; men grabbed their rifles, fighting not to get the powder wet, and manned the cannons. There was nothing to aim for, though, only wind and rain and thunder. And, soon, the flash of lightning.

Lightning was very difficult to summon, even for the strongest weather-mage, and it was of little use in battle unless used very well. It could strike only once or twice, and there were many more than one or two men behind the siege wall. But this one didn’t strike the men. Instead, it lashed from the sky like a glowing whip. It struck the wall of the fort: once, twice, three times. A chunk of stone crumbled and fell. It took the soldiers a moment to realize what had happened. The fire charm embedded in the wall had been obliterated.

At the same time, Toussaint’s soldiers burst from the undergrowth. Those who had rifles aimed them high; those who did not wielded knives and machetes or just the blazing force of their magic. They swarmed the fort. The fire-mages were in front: flames scorched from their hands, and this time there was nothing to hold them back. Several of the British troops fell, shouting, their woolen uniforms ablaze. Others fired. The man next to Fina’s soldier screamed and fell, writhing; she recognized Dessalines’s cruel, peculiar magic, which could inflict pain at a glance. She had felt it once or twice herself, in the body of another—the feel of every nerve catching alight. It made her shudder inwardly.

Toussaint’s soldiers had reached the base of the fort. The ladders still didn’t reach, but there was no need for them now. Toussaint himself had arrived. Fina saw him, his black horse glistening with rain, his eyes fixed on the battle ahead. A hard gust of wind battered the fort; the soldiers in front braced themselves and were carried up. They caught the edge of the stone and pulled themselves over. Some were pushed back, but more came.

The British soldier Fina occupied had been slow to act, scared and bewildered. He brought his rifle up now, and she stirred herself at once. She wasn’t, after all, only here to watch while her body sat miles distant.

Stop, she told him. Stop right now.

He stopped. She was now used to the way they tried to fight her; used, too, to the horror that descended when they realized that they couldn’t. They knew the rumors of a powerful magician who could move among them and freeze them in place. Some said that she could stop their hearts with a thought.

Possibly she could; she’d never tried, even at her most vengeful, and after years at war her fire for vengeance had hardened into cool practicality. She did something far simpler. She took control of the soldier’s limbs, and she threw his weapon away. Then she left him, fumbling and harmless, and moved to the next one. She did it over and over again. She kept doing it, pushing the bounds of her magic to the ragged edges, until Toussaint and the others burst through the gates of the fort.

Fina could have come back to herself then. The battle was over. But the war was ongoing, and there were always more places to be.

She left one head and entered another.

Fina woke in her bedroom—or, to be more precise, a room in one of Toussaint’s plantation houses. He had left her with his wife and younger sons the last time he had ridden out, and she had agreed to be left. His reasoning was twofold: partly, he genuinely wanted her protection for his family, and her counsel on hand for when he might require it. He also needed her to be safe herself
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