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Chapter One




“True Sorceress! You have come!”

I stared down at the draconic woman on her knees in front of me. Her golden, curling horns, which poked out from lustrous, black hair, drew most of my attention, followed by her iridescent scales and long tail. She wore a white robe that drifted down over her ample curves.

Tayvin stood beside me, her cute white ears sticking straight up from her flowing hair. Her fluffy tail swished rapidly back and forth—something I’d never seen from her—as she regarded the woman in front of us.

We were led to this hidden, magical castle—full of impossible hallways and arcane magical patterns—by the pull of powerful magic. We’d found ourselves in this circular stone room that contained nothing but a raised dais, above which this woman had been suspended in glowing patterns.

For better or worse, I’d undone the magic and released her.

“Hello,” I ventured.

The woman stood, a bright, bubbly smile on her lips. When she spoke, I felt magic flowing through her words. They sounded foreign to my ears but resonated in my mind. “Greetings! I’m so glad you’re here! I’ve been waiting….” Her bright smile faltered for a moment before returning in force. “Um, well. You know what, I have no idea how long I’ve been waiting! What year is it?”

“Oh, um.” I’d been pulled from my home on Earth, imprisoned, nearly executed, and fought my way free—with Tayvin’s help—from a tyrant. Then we’d helped fight off his army in one of the Free Cities outside his borders, and then found this hidden castle. At no time had anyone ever mentioned a date or how time even passed here. “I don’t actually know.”

I turned to Tayvin.

She shook her head. “I do not know either. Despite how long I have been here, it never came up. Why would it, to a prisoner?”

“Prisoner! That sounds just awful!”

Tayvin stoically regarded the scaled woman. “Yes. It was.”

“So,” I said, wanting to move things along, “my name is Amara. This is Tayvin. You are?”

“Oh! I’m so sorry! I should have started with that! My name’s…oh…uh….”

Tayvin and I shared a surreptitious glance.

“Oh….” The woman put her hands on her hips and furrowed her brow. “It’s right there. Um… Hmm. Sorry! The stasis process has affected my memory, it seems! Darn!”

Darn. Whatever she said translated as darn in my head. This isn’t how I pictured this conversation going.

“Oh!” Her toothy, overly bright smile returned. “I’m Senmarie! More than pleased to meet you!”

“Yeah, likewise.”

Coming out of her internal ponderings, she leaned in a little too close. “True Sorceress!” She then examined Tayvin with a similar amount of personal space invasion. “Regular sorceress!”

“You can tell?” I asked.

“Of course! And….” Her eyes trailed down, a sad little tilt coming to them. “You brought it. Of course you did. How else could you have come?”

I blinked. “What now?”

“You have Mistress’s grimoire.”

“You can⁠—”

“I can feel that, too, yes! May I see it?”

Tayvin’s eyes met mine again. Neither of us knew what to make of any of this. I turned back to Senmarie. “I…suppose. You can tell me about it, right?”

“Of course! All about it! Um. Well, all I can remember right now! My memory’s a little fuzzy, but it should wear off! Hopefully!”

“Hopefully?”

“Yeah!” She held out her scaled hands expectantly and didn’t elaborate.

Slowly, I let my cloak fall back, revealing the grimoire. I slipped the strap over my head and handed it to Senmarie.

The bubbly excitement melted off her features as she reverently took it from me. A sad cast came to her eyes while she ran a hand down its metallic cover. “Oh, Mistress,” she said softly.

“So you are not the author of the grimoire,” Tayvin said.

Senmarie didn’t look up. “No. Actually, neither was Mistress, not fully. It’s existed for centuries, added to by each True Sorceress that’s born. She added her own spells, but most were already here.” With a little huff, she handed it back to me, her eyes staying on it.

“Can I assume,” I asked, “that this was stolen from your mistress? We didn’t take it from a True Sorceress.”

“It was. Oh!” The brightness returned to her eyes. “I wanted to know how long it had been! Come on!”

Without another word, she rushed past us, her white robe billowing out as she went.

Tayvin and I could only look askance at each other before falling in behind her.

We wound through the castle, going down a few hallways that must have been physically impossible, judging by the proportions of the castle’s outer walls.

I swear at one point we took four right turns and ended up somewhere completely new.

Senmarie pushed open a large set of double doors that led into a small, circular room. “Come on in!”

Before I could ask anything, she channeled to the floor underneath us, which lit up in a new but oddly familiar pattern.

We started shooting upwards.

Oh. It’s an elevator. Obviously.

We must have ascended a hundred floors in one go, but nothing except stone walls slipped by. At the top, the platform we stood on came up level with the floor, bringing us into a large observatory with all manner of astronomical equipment, some of which looked reminiscent of Earth’s older technology, while others I couldn’t begin to guess the use of. The entire room had the faint odor of sterile disuse.

I surreptitiously slid a finger over a table with odd contraptions on it. It came away clean, without a speck of dust.

Senmarie had already busied herself at the small end of a massive telescope that looked out into the perfect dark.

“Can you see anything with that?” I asked.

She giggled. “Of course! The castle is in its own pocket dimension, but this looks out into the real sky. Come see!”

Pocket dimension. Nice.

At her urging, I peered through the telescope. Senar’s moons, along with a sky full of stars, looked back at me. “I see.” I let her resume her work.

Tayvin had wandered to the other side of the room. She bent over a strange machine studded with runes made wholly of gems. Her arms laced behind her back; she wasn’t about to touch anything.

“Oh no,” Senmarie whispered. “Oh my. Oh dear.”

“Bad news?” I asked.

“Oh heavens.” She worried at the telescope, making a flurry of adjustments. “That long?” she said to herself.

I stood still and watched.

“Oh no,” she repeated. Her adjustments and corrections slowed until her arms fell away. She turned from the apparatus and listlessly plodded to a nearby chair, which she fell into.

Tayvin and I cautiously approached her.

“Senmarie?” I asked.

She raised her head and gave me the biggest puppy dog eyes I’d ever seen. “It’s been one hundred and eighty-seven years.”

Tayvin and I both recoiled. “You’ve…” I said, “been in that stasis spell for that long?”

She nodded. “I have. The stars can’t lie.” She sighed heavily, her brows drawing down as she stared at the two of us. “You’re not from Senar, are you? Either of you.”

No real reason to lie to her at this point. “Nope. We’re not.”

“Wow.” She leaned back in her chair, a little more life coming into her expression. “Are you from the same world as each other?”

“Nope. We both actually didn’t know there were other worlds besides our own before we were brought here.”

“Brought here?”

“Abducted,” Tayvin said flatly, “would be a better word for it.”

“Oh my! Truly!? That’s awful!” Her gaze drifted down to the grimoire. “But…if that’s the case, then… Oh my. Someone’s used Mistress’s grimoire for…evil!”

No reason to sugarcoat it. “Yeah. That’s pretty spot on.”

She slammed her fists down on the arms of her chair. “Unconscionable! Who would do such a thing!?” Before I could answer, she went on, “Whoever it was, I hope they trounced that vile Sordi Korb!”

“Who—”

“He’s the measly little jerk who stole Mistress’s grimoire in the first place! That lousy little man! How he ever managed it, I’ll never know, but that was the beginning of the end. But that was even longer ago, so I imagine he’s nothing but bones by now. And rightfully so!” She spat on the ground.

Damn.

“Wait,” Tayvin said. “Sordi…Korb?”

“Yes! Slimy little jerk!”

Belatedly, I caught up to the situation. I snorted in a very loud and unseemly way.

That did it for Tayvin, and we both devolved into a fit of laughter.

My sides started to ache before I could even begin to stop.

Senmarie watched this display with a small, confused smile of her own. When we looked like we might be able to speak again, she asked, “What’s so funny? I want to know.”

“Oh,” I said, still gasping a little. “You’re not going to think this is nearly as funny, but I hope you’ll appreciate it.”

“Okay?”

“Uh, Sordi is, in all likelihood, still alive. We stole the grimoire from him directly. He goes by Sordruum Kor, now.”

A torrent of expressions flitted across Senmarie’s face, some amused, some horrified. “He’s… He’s still alive!? Although, he was right to change his name.”

“Yeah, I agree.”

“Ohhh.” She curled her lip. “I’m sad he’s not dead and rotted to bones in a ditch somewhere….”

Damn, Senmarie. Not that I disagree.

“...but you might as well tell me about him. He’s obviously used the grimoire to vastly extend his stupid life.”

Tayvin and I shared yet another glance.

I favored Senmarie with a tight smile. “He’s, um, the tyrannical emperor of an expansionist empire.”

“Oh,” she said with wide, unseeing eyes. “Crap.”

“Yes,” Tayvin said with her trademark tiny smile, “that is an accurate assessment of the situation.”

Senmarie stood, a look of bold determination coming across her features. “Hmph.There’s only one thing to do at a time like this!” She pointed towards the elevator. “Make tea and cookies! Follow me!”

We fell in behind her without hesitation as she strode purposefully to the platform, which descended at her command.

I definitely wanted tea and cookies. Tayvin apparently agreed.

This trip through the castle didn’t involve nearly as many non-euclidean paths, thankfully. The kitchen itself, however, stood three stories tall and insanely wide and long, filled with ovens, endless countertops, and all manner of gadgets, some of which did not seem like they were for making food. Many doors along one wall all led to spacious rooms with nothing but cabinets and refrigerator doors.

Senmarie chose one out of many, striding right up to a cabinet and throwing it open.

“Hey, can I ask?” I said. “Are these…hundred and eighty year old cookies going to be…good?”

“Of course!” Her bright, bubbly smile had returned. “Everything in here is in stasis!” After a thoughtful pause, she added, “Just like me!”

Tayvin slowly reached towards the open cabinet, her earlier reticence apparently forgotten in the face of the possibility of cookies and tea.

“NO!” Senmarie wailed, swatting her hand away.

Tayvin froze.

“Sorry! But you can’t reach in there! It’ll pull you into stasis, too! And then — oh my! — it’ll take a while to unstick you!”

“I…see.”

“How can you do it, then?” I asked.

She proudly set her hands on her hips and smiled widely. “Because I’m made of magic!” She deflated just a little. “Well, okay, I’ve got a lot of magic in me. I might be made of flesh and blood, too.”

She reached into the cabinet, and when her arm passed the threshold, a deep, purple glow surrounded her skin.

I could feel numerous patterns working together, some in the cabinet, most inside Senmarie’s body itself. “This is…an indelicate question, Senmarie.”

“Oh!” She pulled out a few ingredients. “Ask away!”

“Okay. What, exactly, are you?”

She giggled and loaded Tayvin and I up with sacks and jars as she answered. “That’s not a simple answer, really! The easiest one is that I’m a K’jzdari. I’m not…from Senar either.”

“You’re not?”

“Nope! Mistress looked out into the universe and found me! It’s a really long story. My world was dying, and I was one of the last. She appeared to me and saved me by bringing me here!”

“I’m.. sorry to hear that.”

“Oh, well, that was a long, long time ago. I came to terms with all of that ages ago. But to answer the question you really asked me, my race is uniquely—as far as Mistress could tell—receptive to magic. Mistress imbued my very flesh with many patterns, letting me do all kinds of things!” She bustled us out of the pantry and into the kitchen.

I spread everything she’d given me out onto one of the many counters. Aside from a sack of flour, I couldn’t identify very much, although the aromas that drifted together from the pile piqued my interest in these nascent cookies.

Tayvin had been given the various bags and tins of tea, which we opened up and breathed deeply of.

“Pick whichever one you like!” Senmarie pulled out what looked like way too many bowls, pots, and kettles from underneath the counters.

Tayvin and I picked through the choices of tea, each coming away with our own favorite. Mine smelled heavily of winter spices. The ground up leaves were a deep orange color, which added to the appeal for me.

Tayvin had picked a heavy tin filled with dark purple leaves the color of magic. She asked, but Senmarie assured her they were mundane leaves. The aroma reminded me of lavender, although there were noticeable differences.

“So!” Senmarie said after she put a large kettle on a stovetop. She flipped a dial, which connected a magical pattern underneath, that started to rapidly heat. “Tell me all about yourselves and…ugh…Sordi.”

I offered to help with the baking, but she refused, so I launched into my story, starting with my own abduction and not leaving much at all out in the telling.

Tayvin chimed in in places, sometimes adding a little here and there, sometimes telling of her own time before I came.

Senmarie exclaimed and ooh’d and aah’d as we spoke, but otherwise kept quiet, except to mutter bad things about Kor now and then. Between mixing the ingredients, she poured us both huge mugs of steaming tea.

She did not, at any point, consult a recipe.

When we’d finished our stories, she’d made a few different batches of cookies and placed them all in various ovens, all powered by magic. The speed and efficiency with which she did so amazed us both. “Not your first time baking, is it?” I asked.

She favored me with a massive, toothy smile. “It sure isn’t! I make cookies all the time! Well, I used to, before….” Her smile faltered.

“Can I ask about your Mistress?”

She plopped down on a stool across the kitchen island from me and Tayvin, slipping her hands around a big mug of tea of her own. She smiled, but sadness remained in her eyes. “Of course. She’s… She…was…the best.”

“Well, let’s get the hard part out of the way first. She’s not around anymore, right?”

“No. She passed away a few years or so before I went into stasis. I’m sad she’s gone, of course, but it was an end of her own choosing. She lived a long, rich life.”

“How old was she?” Tayvin asked.

“Seven hundred and forty-three.”

“Oh, damn,” I muttered.

Senmarie took a big slurp of her tea, which I mirrored, if much more quietly. “Yeah. She lived a long, long time. I think she was done before the end actually came, but without another True Sorceress to pass things along to, she kept going. But then, ugh.”

“Kor?”

“Yeah.”

“How in the world did he manage to steal the grimoire?” Tayvin asked.

“Well, back then, the castle wasn’t hidden at all times, and Mistress did a lot of work for people. Nasty little Sordi Korb was one of them. Mistress knew he was a conniving bastard, but so were many of her clients.” She shrugged rather theatrically. “That’s people, I guess. As much as she would have liked to only deal with nice people, it’s not how it is. She was always careful, though. But….” She shook her head and grimaced. “Sordi managed to trick her. I don’t know how. I wasn’t even there for it. But the grimoire vanished, and it could only have been him.” She let out a long breath and tapped the counter. “A century before, she said, she’d have found him and rained lightning down on his head.”

Conjuring lightning is a real thing. Noted.

“But she didn’t have the strength anymore, and she knew it.” Her eyes flicked up to mine. “You found it, right? The hidden page? You must have. I don’t know how you would have made it here otherwise.”

“Yep. I did.”

Her wide, warm smile crinkled her eyes and melted my heart a little. “I’m so happy. Mistress would be, too, I know. She put that in the book centuries before I knew her. She showed me, though. After Sordi stole it, she said it would find its way back here one day. A True Sorceress would be called to the book. Maybe not literally, but it would happen. They’d find the page, and they’d come.

“And me? All I had to do was wait. And I did! And here you are!” After another huge sip of tea, her smile dropped away again. “Although things are pretty bad out there, it seems. Way worse than we hoped.”

“Senmarie,” I said, “I think I know the answer, but I have to ask. Are you willing to help us?” I shared a glance with Tayvin. “We mean to take the fight to Sordruum Kor. If we don’t, he’ll keep expanding his empire, with or without the grimoire, and after long enough, he’ll rule the world. I don’t think anyone else has the power to stop him. But we do. And we will.”

She stood, suddenly, the stool sliding back on the tile floor. “Of course!” She balled her scaled hands into fists and slammed them down on the counter. “We’ll find that mean old Sordi Korb! We’ll bash him good!” She slammed the counter again. “We’ll crush his bones and make him regret his whole stupid life!” Her eyes flared and her lips were set into a thin line as she practically seethed with rage.

It was adorable.

If she hadn’t been so dead set on murdering Kor, I would have instantly pegged her as someone who’d never hurt a fly. Seeing the unabashed ire in her eyes was like looking at a particularly enraged kitten.

I didn’t tell her that.

“Oh boy,” she said, coming to her senses. “I’m sorry! I got a little carried away there.” She pulled her stool back and sat down, taking a mildly angry slurp of tea.

“It is quite alright,” Tayvin said, her trademarked tiny smile firmly in place. “There is no amount of anger at Kor that we would find unseemly.”


Chapter Two




The cookies didn’t take all that long to bake, and soon, Senmarie produced tray after tray of them. They came in all sorts of new and wonderful flavors, which Tayvin and I gladly sampled, although we kept it to one cookie from each tray, otherwise we wouldn’t have been able to move afterwards.

Senmarie had no such qualms, packing away cookies with reckless abandon.

Once we’d all eaten our fill, she packaged the rest in cute, patterned wooden boxes and left them in a pyramid on the long counter.

I thought it a charming change from tins or tupperware.

“So! Now that that’s done, and we’ve talked about too many awful things, would you two like a tour of the castle?”

“I would love that,” I said. “Along with a long explanation about how the layout is even possible.”

“Oh my! That’ll take a few days to explain at least! There are hundreds of spells all working together to make the castle what it is! That’s not even getting to the modular design enveloped inside the voidspace!”

“Hmm. Later, then. I still want to know, but a regular tour will suffice for now.” I desperately wanted to know what the hell she meant by all that, but I thought simplicity would be best for now.

As we left, all three of us took a few more cookies and filled our mugs with warm tea to carry.

“Can I ask how old you are, Senmarie?” We’d left the kitchen and were headed back towards the main foyer. She’d told us the layout would make more sense if we started from there as a reference.

“Oh, well, um, discounting all the time I was in stasis? Probably in my lower forties. My people, however, normally live for a few hundred years, so I would still be considered young.”

“You’re probably that old?”

“Yeah. Records on my dying world weren’t exactly thorough, so a guess is all I have. If you added in the years I spent in stasis, though, I suppose I’m over two hundred. I don’t really think those count, though.”

“You were not,” Tayvin asked, “conscious for any of that?”

“Nope. Can’t remember a thing. If I dreamed, I don’t recall a single one.”

“Probably for the best,” I said.

“Yeah. I think so, too.”

The tour of the castle took the rest of the day, sprawling as it was. Endless rooms looped in on themselves, and I knew without a doubt that without Senmarie, I’d be lost in minutes.

“Oh, you get used to it,” she said. “I got lost a bunch when Mistress first brought me here. All the time, really.” She chuckled softly. “Once, the pool-room detached from the rest of the castle, and I got locked in there for a whole day before Mistress noticed.”

“It got detached?” I asked in a flat voice. “Where exactly did it go?”

“Just drifted in the voidspace that the castle’s always been partially inside.”

“With no way to get in or out?”

“Oh, it probably would have linked up again. After a while.”

Tayvin and I shared a very wide-eyed look.

Senmarie noticed and laughed. “Oh no! It’s okay. Mistress took some precautions after that!”

I could see that Tayvin was just as reassured by this as I was.

Not at all.

The remainder of the tour after that contained a low grade, existential fear about accidentally drifting off into the endless void that contained this castle.

We saw all manner of rooms. More kitchens for some reason. Gyms with unfamiliar equipment. The aforementioned pool-room which we did not dawdle in. The pool was actually very nice, though. And it did have a hot tub, for what it was worth.

Strange rooms with even stranger apparati shared walls with indoor gardens, outdoor gardens under a perfectly black sky, and storage rooms, all with the same stasis magic keeping their contents fresh.

I asked what they contained. Some were boringly mundane. Others held fantastical reagents that Senmarie struggled to explain because we didn’t have any frame of reference. She did, however, seem to know what every single thing we asked about was, implying that her memory was not only amazing, but had come back to full capacity.

After a few hours, we walked into a random room and I balked hard. “Holy crap!”

She and Tayvin both stared at me.

With shaking hands, I reached out to the too-familiar device.

“Amara?” Tayvin asked.

My hands glided over the smooth edges. “It’s a TV!”

“A what?” they both said in tandem.

I scooted it out and saw the back of it. “Oh. Uh. Hmm.” A complex web of crystalline patterns formed the back panel, and after further examination, the whole thing wasn’t made of plastic like I’d thought. I couldn’t tell what it actually was made of, though. “It’s not a TV, but it’s damn close.”

“It’s called a farviewer,” Senmarie said. “Mistress recovered it from one of her trips into the cosmos.” She went on to explain what it did.

It was totally a TV.

“I do not get it,” Tayvin said.

“Here.” I summoned the mind-linking spell this time, branching it off into an additional section to include Senmarie. I did it on the fly, proud of my ability to do so.

I pushed the concept of a TV into Tayvin’s mind.

She blinked, nonplussed. “That is…amazing. It works across an entire world?”

“Yep.”

“Yeah!” Senmarie said. “That’s what this one’s supposed to do! It, um, won’t, because it needs a signal, which doesn’t exist here.” She looked down on it and pouted. “I would love to see it in action.”

“Me too,” I said. “I’m also a little blown away that a completely different culture made the exact same device. It even looks like a flat-screen from home. And we’ve only had those kinds for a couple decades now. If that. This one is magic, though, and ours weren’t.”

“Why not?” Senmarie asked.

“Oh, we don’t even have magic.”

Her jaw dropped, horror reflected in her golden eyes. “No magic!? Like, at all!?”

“Nope.”

Her lip curled, and she looked at Tayvin for support.

“Saas does not have magic, either.”

“How…” her voice trembled, “how do you even live!?”

“You don’t miss what you never had,” I said, shrugging, but then had to scoff. “Well, okay. We have stories of magic, but they’re just made up. And while I wouldn’t say I missed it, I sure wished I had it all my life.”

“I need to sit down,” Senmarie said in a small voice.

The TV room wasn’t for watching said TV. The space held a myriad of different artifacts, but it did have an uncomfortable looking dark green couch off to one side. Senmarie plopped down into it. The cushions barely gave. “No magic at all,” she said to no one, shaking her head, obviously horrified at the thought.

Tayvin and I hid our grins.

I sat down on the couch as well. “It’s really okay. Our lives weren’t bad or anything. Mine was actually pretty great. Although I will admit that I do love having magic. And that I, uh, wouldn’t go back now.”

Senmarie quickly turned and lunged, wrapping me up in a very unexpected and extremely tight hug. “Oh, you poor thing!” she practically wailed, apparently not having heard anything I just said. “How awful it must have been!”

“Um, it wasn’t actually aw⁠—”

“How could you stand living in such a barbaric place! I can’t even imagine the hardships you had to bear!”

My eyelids drew down and I pressed my lips into a thin line while I endured this.

Tayvin snorted hard and turned away, her hand over her mouth.

Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up.

“It’s okay now,” Senmarie said. “No one can take your magic away from you here.”

Technically untrue. Kor wants to do exactly that.

With a tiny sigh, I looped my arms around Senmarie, finding her scales a lot softer than I’d expected them to be. They formed a thick trail around much of her body, but she had more skin than scales, as far as I could tell over her clothes. After letting her hug me, which I really didn’t mind—it was a very caring gesture—I gently pushed her away and said, “So, I take it your home world did have magic, too?”

“Yes! It was a little different than how it works here. Back home, the magic took its form inside us, allowing us to do many things. We created an image of what we wanted in our minds, and it flowed from our bodies. If that makes sense.”

“Not…really.”

She chuckled. “Link with me again.”

I did, pulling Tayvin in, too.

Semarie showed us a simple world, as far as technology went. They’d reached the iron age, but not much further. However, they almost didn’t need to. The magic shaped their bodies and let them do amazing things, tantamount to being comic book superheroes. They barely had a reason to develop technology.

“Wow,” I whispered.

“The magical forms,” she said after I dropped the spell, “came naturally to us, the power shaped inside us. This is what let Mistress imbue her spells into me directly. The K’jzdari’s natural affinity.”

I furrowed my brow. “Can you not cast magic the same way here, then?”

“No.” She shook her head slowly, a wan smile on her lips. “For whatever reason, the magic is different here. It must be shaped just so. That’s part of why Mistress came to my world. From her perspective, we were all True Sorceresses and Mages. But that only worked there.”

“Was she able to channel on your world?” Tayvin asked.

“Yes. Her power worked there, but mine doesn’t here.” She shrugged. “Even she never really figured out why. But!” The cheer returned to her eyes and her smile lit right back up. “We’ve got a tour to finish!”

For a while longer, we saw room after room, but my feet started to ache even after a healing spell or two, and the rumbling in our stomachs couldn’t be ignored. The first time mine audibly growled, Senmarie turned around like she’d heard a monster.

“It’s just my stomach,” I said.

“Just? Just!?” Terror suffused her features. She gaped down at my stomach with wide eyes and a trembling lip.

“Uh, yeah?”

“I’ve been a terrible host!” she wailed. “I’ve let guests in the castle…GO HUNGRY!”

I reached out a hand and squeezed her shoulder. “It’s fine, really. We can⁠—”

She grabbed my wrist, turned and grabbed Tayvin’s too, and bolted down the hall.

Tayvin and I shared another long-suffering glance as we allowed ourselves to be pulled along. During the trip, we took four right turns—I was indeed correct about that having happened—and ended up in the same kitchen we’d had cookies and tea in.

“Sit! Sitsitsit! I’ll get something started immediately!” Senmarie bolted into a random pantry, muttering loudly about ingredient choice.

I tried calling out to reassure her, to no avail.

“Let her go,” Tayvin said with her small smile. “This is how she shows love. Many on Saas are like this. Especially since food is difficult to obtain and often involves killing. Even with plants.”

“Ugh, yeah. I’ve known people like this, too. I just wish it didn’t come with a massive side of self-flagellation. And wait, you had to kill your plants, too?”

“Yes. They often bit back.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Well, that does sound like Saas alright.”

She nodded, smiling.

“So anyway, I’ve been having some thoughts during our tour.”

“Yes?”

“This is very preliminary, but I think this castle would make an excellent base of operations.”

“For us?”

“For us and Malevolence.”

That was the organization we’d officially—as far as that word applied—joined in order to fight against Kor and the Lands Tranquil. It seemed, at best, a little disorganized. Or, at least, it lacked structure that I believed it sorely needed. Not that I’d seen a whole lot of it. My mind churned, however, with what it could be with a competent leader.

Me.

They already looked to me as a True Sorceress to lead the fight against Kor. It shouldn’t be difficult at all to convince them to give me the reins.

And if there was one thing in this world or the next I was damn good at, it was managing people. I’d spent a career doing it.

Tayvin pursed her lips. “I agree that this castle is…defendable. But it is also… How do I say this…?”

“Really hard to get to?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Well, Rilar told us that this place used to exist in the real world, not just in this pocket dimension. And besides, maybe there are a few useful spells that could help. After all, this place is big enough to house an army anyway. I’ll ask Senmarie once we let her make dinner for us.”

Many more thoughts spun in my head. Arms and armaments forged with magic. Recruiting other sorceresses to the cause. Perhaps liberating some from Kor himself. The need for generals, assuming we’d one day assault Prosperous Harmony, the seat of the Lands Tranquil, itself.

I didn’t give voice to any of them for the time being. We had enough to think about, and I didn’t even know if my castle/base idea would work in the first place. “Let’s pick out some more tea. I saw how Senmarie worked the kettle.”

When she emerged from the pantry and saw us getting the kettle ready, she let out a strangled yelp and hurried over to us, her arms still laden with dinner ingredients. “Oh no, you don’t have to⁠—”

“Senmarie,” I said in an icy tone.

She froze on the spot, her eyes wide.

With my best Manager Glare, I said, “We’re going to make our own tea. This is not a comment on your hosting skills. You’re going to let us do it, and you’re not going to make a big deal out of it. Am I understood?”

She paled. “Y-y-yes. Of course. I’ll get dinner going.” Without another word, she turned and scurried off to another kitchen island and started laying out the load in her arms.

Tayvin watched her go and then turned to me with an appraising expression.

“What?”

“I have not heard you use that voice before,” she said quietly.

“Yeah, it’s my Boss Voice. I only trot it out when I really need to make a point. You know she’d be fussing over us right now if I hadn’t.”

“Yes, of course. That was not my point.” She arched an eyebrow at me. “It was very appealing to hear.”

I returned her sultry gaze with one of my own. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind. If my plans with Malevolence pan out, you’ll probably be hearing it constantly.”

“I look forward to it.”

We made our own tea, the kettle heating very swiftly on its magical element.

Senmarie kept stealing furtive glances back at us, but she didn’t speak another word.

I almost worried I’d overdone it, but by the time dinner appeared, her normal bubbly smile had returned.

She made us grilled meat from something I’d never heard of, served on rice with a bright orange sauce and a lot of vegetables. The second I took the first bite, I froze. The flavors exploded on my tongue like nothing before, a mix of rich and complementary spices and sauce so overwhelming I thought it might ruin everything else from here on out.

I caught Tayvin’s eyes. She was held in thrall just as much as me.

“Senmarie,” I said softly.

“Uh-huh?”

“This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted in my entire life.”

“Agreed,” Tayvin added.

Her golden eyes expanded further than I thought possible, tears forming at the edges. “You mean that?”

“Oh yeah.”

She held her hands to her chest and sighed. “I’m so glad to hear that! You have no idea!”

She likes praise. Noted. “Can I ask how long you were here after your Mistress…passed…and before you went into stasis?”

“A few years,” she said, her eyes drawing down. “The castle had already been pulled into this dimension. I had a lot to do before I slept, though. Lots of loose ends to clean up, you know? It seemed like a lot longer.”

“A few years alone sounds pretty rough.”

She nodded, a wan smile on her lips. “Yes. Especially not knowing who would eventually come. If, you know, anyone ever did.”

“You thought,” Tayvin asked, “that you might remain in stasis…indefinitely?”

“It was a possibility. I suppose the spell would have worn off after a few millennia, though.”

I didn’t want to think of the existential horror of waking up thousands of years later. Mostly to move the conversation to something less dreadful, I said, “So, I have some questions for you, Senmarie. About…using this castle.”

She perked up, a slow smile creeping along her face. One of joy, but also of tentative hope. “You want…to use the castle?”

“Yeah. If that’s possible. We need a base of operations for the fight against Kor. This place would be perfect. Well, it would be if getting here wasn’t so…obscure. Is there a way to manifest the castle in the real world again?”

“Well, the answer to that is yes, but anchoring to the material plane once again would take a lot of time and study. You’d have to do it yourself; I couldn’t. And it’s…oh…it’s really complicated.” Before I could reply, she cheerfully added, “But that’s okay! You could open a Door or two! That would be way easier!”

“I’m getting the impression that we’re talking about something other than a mundane door.”

“Yeah! It’s an instantaneous gateway!”

“Oh. A portal.”

She snickered loudly, her hand to her mouth, until she saw that I was serious. “Oh. Um. You were serious. No, not like that.”

I tilted my head at her. “What’s the difference?”

She tried to explain it to me, but it involved a lot of long words I didn’t understand. At the end, both sounded exactly the same to me.

Tayvin leaned over and staged-whispered, “They sound the same to me.”

“Nope! Not even close!” Senmarie shook her head at us. “The magic’s completely different! Here, link with me.”

I did.

She flooded our minds with so many words and concepts that neither of us could make the least bit of sense of. Every five seconds or so, I asked, mentally, for clarification on some new term, which itself proved confusing before she plowed onto the next nebulous idea. The only thing I could make sense of was that portals were long range spells only. Creating a short range one would bend space too hard…or something. And short range seemed to include anywhere on the planet.

Minutes later, after this lecture ended, she favored us both with an expectant look. “Make sense?”

“No,” we said in unison.

I let the spell drop.

Okay. So, there’s definitely a limit on just how much complicated information you can magic into someone else’s head at once.

I also suspected that Senmarie’s magical affinity let her understand things a little more intuitively than I could, at least on this level. All I could decipher was that the patterns for a portal, like the one that I’d been abducted through, and these so-called gateways or Doors took very different shapes.

Still, they both seemed to stretch reality in a wormhole sort of way, so I remained baffled at the difference. “Are these types of Doors common on Senar, Senmarie?”

“Oh my no. No one outside of the Mistresses knows how to make Doors.”

“Oh. Why?”

She shook her head. “The Mistress that created them initially had big opinions on the subject. You can read her diaries, if you want. They’re stored in the Notes room. She makes a lot of very good points. Security concerns and wrecking infrastructures and, well, lots of things. All the Mistresses since then have agreed with her line of thinking. The pattern isn’t even included in the grimoire for that reason.”

“Huh. How’s about that? Well, in the interest of moving things along, you can help me create these Doors, then?”

“Of course! Although you’ll need to create the anchors in the places you want the Door to lead. Here and…wherever else.”

I nodded. “That’s great. I think my plans are going to work out, then. We’ll use the castle as our base. And, if it’s okay with you, Senmarie, our home for the time being. At least me and Tayvin.”

At the word home, her body stiffened. She folded in on herself, her eyes lowering. In a soft voice, she said, “Lady Amara, there’s something more about the castle you should know, if it’s not already become obvious.”

“Oh?”

“This…was not just Mistress’s home. It’s the home of this world’s True Sorceresses from before recorded history. It’s changed a lot over the centuries, of course, even changing as magical understanding itself progressed. But as a True Sorceress, even from another world, it is yours by right. Everything contained within belongs to you, should you…” her voice cracked, “should you desire it.”

Her breath started to come quickly, and tiny tears began to form in the corners of her eyes.

I’m missing something here. I remained quiet.

As did Tayvin.

Senmarie took a very deep breath and finally looked up, her golden eyes boring into mine. “That includes…me. I will serve you as faithfully and as completely as I did Mistress. If you…want me to.”

Oh. She thinks I might throw her away.

As if.

I reached out and took both her hands in mine. “Senmarie. I’m not exaggerating when I say your help will be nothing short of invaluable. You know things I could scarcely imagine. That much has already been made clear. But beyond that, you’re already one of the kindest, most genuine people I’ve ever met. I see it in your eyes every time you look at me. And trust me, I know what lurks in people’s eyes. Of course I want you to stay.”

The tears started flowing in full, and I got the impression that although they probably came easily to her, we were witnessing a core life moment happen.

She stood suddenly and pressed her hands together, her fingers pointing upwards. Tears dripped to the floor as she bowed deeply and said, “I swear to serve you fully and completely, with all my being!”

She stood, a bright smile on her lips amidst the tears. With a ringing note of joy, she added, “Mistress!”


Chapter Three




Senmarie insisted on hugging me, of course.

I didn’t mind a bit. I returned it with all the strength I had while she blubbered into my shoulder.

She wasn’t about to leave Tayvin out, either. When they wrapped their arms around each other, she exclaimed, “Oh, wow! There’s a lot of muscles under here! I’ll bet you can hug real hard!”

“If you wish,” Tayvin said.

I could hear her tiny smile in her voice.

“Oh yeah! Do it!”

Senmarie faintly squealed as she did.

This is so adorable it’s almost sickening.

When the hugs concluded, Senmarie sat back down. We’d arrayed ourselves on stools around the end of one of the kitchen islands. “Mistress Amara, you have no idea how happy you’ve made me. Ever since Mistress passed, my biggest worry would be that the next True Sorceress wouldn’t want me. Would cast me out. The castle is the only real home I’ve known. I never had one on my world.”

“Things were bad there, huh?”

“That’s an understatement. Mistress plucked me out of…well… I’d rather not speak of it. Anyway, the greatest joy of my life was serving Mistress. It’s all I ever wanted. It’s still all I want.” She raised up and met my eyes. “You’re a good person, too, Mistress Amara. I can tell. Not all the residents of the castle were good people. Mistress had records of many that came before. I worried not only about being wanted, but being wanted by someone worth serving.” Her brows drew down. “And trouncing that no-good Sordi Korb is a mission I want to help with, too!”

“I just cannot,” I said with a wry smile, “get over the fact that that’s his original name. I’ll bet all the money I’ve ever had that he’s erased it from history here.”

“How do you think,” Tayvin said, “he will react when we say it to him again?”

We all chuckled at the thought.

All the food sat heavy in my stomach, the weariness creeping up on me. “Well, I think it might be time for bed. Or a hot bath and then bed. Are there rooms we could use, Senmarie?”

She blinked at me. “The castle is yours, Mistress. Your personal suite lies in the central tower.”

“Huh.” Now we’re talking. “Does it have a big bathtub?”

“Huge! You’re gonna love it!”

We quickly ascended through the castle after Senmarie assured us that she’d not only be more than happy to pack up the leftover food, but that she would be mildly scandalized if we tried to do it ourselves. She didn’t use those exact words, but I knew what she meant.

We took an elevator disk up through a circular shaft that raised us up in front of a massive set of double doors made of dark wood and carved with intricate, flowing patterns reminiscent of some of the more complex spells I’d seen.

Although they looked like they weighed a few tons each, they opened with the lightest touch, swinging inward to reveal a massive space.

“Holy crap,” I muttered.

Tayvin snickered at the expression, but her eyes were as wide as mine.

The finest hotel I’d ever stayed in on Earth would be nothing more than a fetid pigsty compared to this place.

It stood three stories tall, the central space open all the way up to curving glass windows showing a star-filled sky. Balconies ringed the sides, the upper floors having rows and rows of bookshelves, all filled to the brim.

Plush couches and chairs, roll-top writing desks, sculptures, paintings, tapestries, and ornate sconces filled out the room, all over dark, hardwood floors and innumerous, colorful rugs.

“Do you like it?” Senmarie asked.

“This is…amazing. Like, really amazing. I might have never actually used that word to fully mean what it means until just right now.”

Tayvin nodded, her rich green eyes taking in as much as they could.

“That’s great! Wanna see the tub!?”

“Yes. Yes I do.”

I loved it, naturally.

The bathroom wasn’t nearly as mind-bendingly huge, but it was just as opulent. A juxtaposition of dark and light tile made everything pop, the toilet had its own little closet—as it should—and the tub was plucked straight from my dreams.

No less than five people could fit inside it comfortably, molded seats with what had to be jets lining the whole thing. The plate glass window it sat next to looked out onto the same starry sky, which I asked about.

“It’s the real sky,” Senmarie said. “Or, well, a real view into the cosmos. Like the telescope from before, it looks out of this little dimension. If you want, it can be changed to a sunny view somewhere on Senar, but it defaults to this.”

This is mine. I’m not just staying here for the night. This is mine now. Holy crap.

It made my own home, something I’d always been proud of, look like a dump.

“There’s something else!” Senmarie beamed.

“...Okay?” I didn’t know if I could handle much more.

She bustled us over to a door and pushed it open, leading us into another impossible space.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

It was a closet.

Kind of.

It was bigger than my house.

“I lived in a mansion on Earth,” I said numbly to Senmarie and Tayvin. “A legitimate mansion. This is probably bigger than the whole thing.”

Like a library plucked right out of a wizard’s tale, the room ran long and wide, shelves upon shelves of clothes waiting for us rather than books. Long ladders on wheels completed the design. Needless to say, it disregarded the laws of physics more than anything else yet had in the castle.

Senmarie giggled. “It’s been expanded many times. From the beginning until now, none of the Mistresses' clothes have ever been thrown out. They all exist here, and you’ll be free to add your own.”

“They kept…everything?” Tayvin asked.

“Yep! Things come in and out of style, or so I’m told. You’re both free to take whatever you want. Or I can make you whatever you like!”

“You…make clothes?” I asked.

“Yep! One of many skills I learned while serving Mistress. I can alter anything here, too!”

“Oookay.” I turned and stumbled out of the room, back into the bathroom that lay a little more within the bounds of sanity. “I’m gonna need some time with that part.” Having options was always nice, but literally millenia worth of clothes proved overwhelming.

We ended up back in the bedroom where Senmarie bade us both goodnight, saying she’d know when we were awake in the morning and would come find us then.

I didn’t even ask how. That question could come later.

“Would you like,” Tayvin asked, “for me to run a bath?”

“Yeah. That’d be real nice.”

While she did, I plopped down on the bed, a huge, canopied affair in deep red silks that sat on a raised platform in the center of the room, right under the night sky.

I have a fantasy castle now.

I’m a sorceress and the Lady of a castle.

I can also conjure fireballs with which to smite my enemies.

With a self-satisfied smile, I let myself fall back onto the soft bed. Now if only there wasn’t a tyrannical asshole I had to deal with.

Oh well. Gotta do something to stay busy.

A few minutes later, Tayvin appeared, fully naked. “Amara. Are you still awake?”

“Yeah.” I sat up and patted the bed.

She came and sat beside me.

I looped my hand around her neck and pulled her in, pressing her lips against mine, only waiting a second before my tongue darted out, slipping between hers.

She leaned into me and threw a leg over mine.

My hands held her gently and our tongues danced together. I opened my eyes briefly to see the stars above us before I closed them again and pulled her in tight. I nestled into her neck, the softness of her bright white hair so inviting that I never wanted to leave. “This is all ours,” I whispered.

A moment passed before she replied. “It is a long way from a cage.”

“I meant it, you know,” I said into her hair. “I’ll never let you be a prisoner again.”

She squeezed me tight. “I know. We will defeat His Most Foul together, and no one will be his prisoner ever again. But for now, that can wait. I have filled the tub.” She leaned back and must have seen the weariness in my eyes. Without a word, she began to help me out of my clothes.

I didn’t protest for a second.

With surprisingly gentleness, she stripped them off me and let them fall to the floor. “Would you like,” she asked with a cheeky grin, “for me to carry you?”

“You know what? I would. I know you don’t need it, but I’ll help you out.” I channeled my levitation spell, making myself nearly weightless.

She picked me right up and held me in her arms as she carried me through our new rooms and into the bath.

“Ohhh yeeaaahhhhh,” I moaned as she lowered me into the hot water. A shiver ran through my entire body and my eyes rolled nearly back into my head. “That’s the good stuff.”

Tayvin chuckled as she got in and sat right beside me, even though we could have sat much more than an arm’s reach away in the giant tub. “Let me see….” She fiddled with an alien-looking control panel on the side before she found what she wanted.

Like much of the technology on Senar, it contained partially complete magical patterns that were always filled with power. When you wanted them activated, a mechanical component completed the design.

“I’m a little surprised that things here work normally,” I said. “I half-expected to need to power everything with my own magic.”

“That would not be convenient,” she answered.

“True.”

We stayed in the tub for a while, saying nothing, just letting the water caress our weary bodies. Tayvin sank into my arms and pressed her head to my neck. Her lips dipped a little under the water, and her ears brushed against my cheek, impossibly soft.

When I noticed her eyelids fluttering, I suggested we get out.

As we dried off, I noticed her swaying just a little. Without warning, once she’d finished, I levitated her right off the ground and into my arms. I thought she might protest, but instead, she just curled into me, her fluffy tail wrapping lightly around my body. “You want me to brush that before bed?”

“No,” she replied quietly. “Let us just sleep.”


Chapter Four




I awoke the next morning to the subtle rays of light from the coming sunrise. It seemed the room changed the view on its own. Something else I’d love to learn the magic behind.

Tayvin still slept next to me, so I tried not to move too much.

Normally, I’d sleep far past her, but the thoughts churned in my head and had filled my dreams. Plans upon plans formed in my mind, and although part of me wanted to stay underneath the toasty covers forever, today I wanted to be up and moving.

I let Tayvin sleep, however, trying to think about the best way to go about things. Breakfast with Senmarie, then getting some new clothes, and leaving before midday would be optimum. I wanted to meet Rilar in Cinderpit as soon as I could.

Assuming she’s even there, yet. Oh well. Someone from Malevolence will be.

And this time, with Senmarie and the Endless Closet’s help, Tayvin and I wouldn’t be coming to town as little more than refugees. We’d enter in a flourish as Lady Amara, True Sorceress, and her…bodyguard? Warlord? Warrior Girlfriend?

I suppressed a snort at the last one.

Hmm. Gonna need to ask Tayvin how she wants to style herself.

A half hour later, I couldn’t take it anymore and slipped out of bed as sneakily as I could. I’d taken three steps when Tayvin’s muddled voice drifted out from the hanging fabric.

“Amara?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re…awake already? Are you okay?”

I chuckled. “Yes, I’m fine. Just a lot going on in my head. Go back to sleep.”

“Mmm.”

I took that as acquiescence and headed into the closet.

Five minutes later, I stood in a random section that held clothes from the dark ages by the look of it. “I need Senmarie for this.”

Luckily, the Endless Closet wasn’t a maze, just a couple long, branching halls that led back to the door.

In a bout of excellent timing, I heard it click shut just as I came around the last corner.

Senmarie turned and smiled. Instead of her flowing, white stasis-robe, she wore a ruby-red skirt and top that left her shoulders bare and trailed down into billowy sleeves with wide, embroidered cuffs in gold that matched her scales. Her thin tail swished back and forth behind her. Oddly enough, her feet were bare.

Underneath her golden horns, dangly, matching earrings hung on either side, and she’d painted her nails to compliment her clothes. She bowed deeply. “Mistress Amara. Good morning!”

“Morning, Senmarie. You know, if you want, you can just call me Amara.”

She raised up, a faint sheen of panic in her eyes.

“Or, um, whatever you like. Mistress is fine, too.”

She blew out a breath. “I would prefer that, Mistress. Now! What can I help you with this morning?”

“Well,” I said, turning to regard the limitless options behind me. “I want to look like a True Sorceress. I want people to see me coming and think, ‘There’s an important, powerful person.’” I spread my hands, “But I don’t know what that means here. I know what it means on Earth, but here, I’m out of my depth.”

A massive, self-satisfied smile split her face that she tried and failed to rein in.

“What?” I asked with narrowed eyes.

She held her hands together and blushed, actively avoiding my eyes. “Well, Mistress, I might or might not have already anticipated such a need.”

“Really now?” My god. Is she the assistant I’ve always wanted?

“I took the liberty of scrying out into the world and seeing if current fashion matches what I remember from many years ago.”

“And? Also, scrying is a thing!?”

Her smile remained bright. “First of all, fashion has not meaningfully changed from what I remember, so I will be able to easily help you find what you need. And second, yes, scrying exists, but it’s…hmm… How to say this? Unless you’re really, really good at it, it’s super hard to do anything on purpose. It was really easy for me to look at a lot of random people in random places, but if you wanted to, for example, scry in on Sordi Korb’s current, underhanded activities, it would require years of practice and skill. Probably.”

“Probably?”

“Some are better at it than others, but I wouldn’t assume, even as a True Sorceress, that you could get it to do what you wanted without lots of practice. I can show you the scrying room. We actually visited it very briefly yesterday.”

One of many arcane rooms I couldn’t tell apart, most likely. “I’d like that, yes. But not today. I’d like to leave as soon as reasonably possible, meet up with my allies, and open the Door to Cinderpit.”

Senmarie wrinkled her nose. “...Cinderpit?”

“Yeah, I wasn’t enamored with the town name, either. I’m told it’s a lot better than it sounds.”

“I sure hope so, Mistress.”

She walked me unerringly to what seemed like a random section of the closet and pulled open an armoire filled to bursting with exactly what I wanted.

“Oh,” I muttered as I sifted through the options.

They were all long, full outfits with legs so voluminous that they seemed to be skirts. Many had bodices of surprisingly soft and smooth leather, the quality of which I’d never encountered on Earth, even with the highest-end luxuries money could buy. They boasted tight stitching and intricate, ornate designs, which probably had some hidden meaning, but they just looked pretty to me.

“Amara? Senmarie?” Tayvin’s voice echoed down the long halls.

Senmarie squeaked as she came into view. “No! Nonono! You can’t see!” she wailed as she sprinted towards Tayvin.

“I… What?”

Senmarie bustled her out while I watched, nonplussed. “Okay. Whatever.” I turned back towards the armoire and searched through the options, finding a set I very much liked. It appealed to the witch in me, the person I always thought of as me as when I imagined fire-blasting my enemies.

Like many of the others, it had the tight, leather bodice, and this one sported embossed designs and golden inlay throughout. The black fabric seemed to suck in the light and had contrasting, golden embroidery. It spoke of power and authority so much more than any suit I’d ever seen or worn back home.

I pulled it out and held it up to my body, imagining walking through the streets in it.

A smile grew on my lips and spread wide as I held it.

A few minutes later, Senmarie hadn’t returned, so I searched through the other clothes and a couple other armoires, just in case something else turned out to be even more perfect. I found some nice things, but nothing quite as perfect.

I’d nearly given up and started to head back when Senmarie returned, a coy smile on her lips.

“What? What’s that smile?”

She jerked upright, and for a second, I saw a lie forming in her eyes before she deflated. “Oh, Mistress, it seems I’m not going to be able to hide anything from you. Just like the last Mistress. But! I can’t tell you! It’s a surprise!”

My eyes slid up and down her before I shrugged. “Okay. If you say so. Involving Tayvin?”

“Maybe.”

I’ll take that as a yes. “Well, I found what I wanted.” I held up the outfit. “This will do what I want it to?”

“Oh yes, Mistress!” She reached out and took it gently from me. “Let’s go back to the entryway and I’ll take your measurements and make sure this fits accordingly.”

“Oh, right. Hmm. I really wanted to leave for Cinderpit today, how long is⁠—”

“I’ll have it done in minutes, Mistress!”

“Minutes,” I said flatly.

“Of course!” She didn’t elaborate.

“If you say so. Lead on.” When I have more time, I’ll have to see how these alterations actually work. They almost certainly involve some magicked machines or…something.

I looked down the other halls for Tayvin, but couldn’t see anything.

Senmarie took my measurements like a pro, slipping a measuring tape against my body again and again, mostly without the slightest pause, never stopping to so much as write a single thing down. “You’re remembering all this?”

“Of course, Mistress.”

Damn. She really is the assistant I’ve always wanted.

“Now,” she said when she’d finished, “if I could, um, please request that you, uh….”

“Just say it. It involves the surprise, right? Tell me where you want me. I’ll go.”

“Oh, wonderful! Please remain in your rooms for now, if you would. Don’t come back into the closet.” Her eyes drifted down one of the random halls as she spoke.

“No problem.”

I wandered back into the bedroom—my bedroom—and climbed a spiral staircase to the second floor. The books in the shelves were in a myriad of languages, most of which I couldn’t even begin to make sense of, so I perused the many tapestries and paintings. Some depicted normal things, cityscapes and countrysides, battles and sieges, or historic people. Others were abstract, or perhaps an artist’s rendering of magical patterns.

“Mistress!” Senmarie’s voice rang out from below.

I found myself getting very used to being addressed that way already. “Up here. Be right down.” At the bottom of the stairs, Senmarie stood with the presumably altered clothes in her hands. “Ready to try on?”

“They are!”

I took them and went into the bathroom, which housed a three-part, full length mirror at one end. In its reflection, I saw that Senmarie had followed me right in and waited patiently.

Oh, whatever. I stripped down to my underwear and slipped the new clothes on. They felt soft and smooth against my skin and the bodice hugged me tightly but still somehow didn’t hamper my movement, which I commented upon. “Is it…magicked leather?” I asked.

“Nope! It’s harvested from a kon’di’miere!”

“And that is?”

“Oh, right! It’s a deep-sea creature from across the world! Lots of tentacles and three mouths, if the stories are true. They actually don’t catch them anymore.”

“Fished them to death?” I asked. It’s what would happen on Earth.

“Oh my no. They ate way too many sailors for the trade to remain profitable. No one would accept the job after long enough, no matter how much money was on offer. That was a century ago, at least.”

“So, I’m wearing leather that’s literally unattainable now.”

“Yep!”

I nodded as I regarded myself in the mirror. “I like that.” Quite the step up from so-called luxury goods back home that were only a status symbol because they were obscenely overpriced. “Good work, Senmarie. I’m impressed with your skills. And your foresight.”

Her cheeks instantly colored and a massive smile spread across her lips. She reined it in and said, “Thank you, Mistress. I appreciate your kind words.” Her tone came more or less evenly, but she looked fit to explode.

“Of course.” My reflection spoke of the easy authority I wanted, but it wasn’t complete. “Does the Endless Closet have an accessories room or something?”

“It does, and that’s our next stop! Follow me!” Just before we went back inside, she held out her hands. “Please, wait here, Mistress!” She rushed into the door, and a moment later, peeked out. “Okay! It’s safe!”

What in the world are she and Tayvin getting up to in there?

She led me to another armoire, but this one turned out not to hold more clothes, but to be a secret door itself.

Oh, nice.

We walked into yet another massive room, this one long and rectangular, with shelves and drawers and glass displays all packed full with jewelry.

“What would you prefer, Mistress?”

“Something…hmm.” I caught myself in the mirror, another thought coming to my mind. “This is off topic, but I can magically alter my body, right? Kor sure has, so it’s possible for me too, isn’t it?”

“Of course, Mistress, but that sort of thing is long and involved, even for a True Sorceress. We can begin looking into it later, but I’m afraid there’s no time if you want to leave today.”

“Hmm. Disappointing, but not unexpected. I really wanted to change my hair before we left.”

“Oh. Is that all?”

I turned slowly to her. “Yeah. Can I…?”

“Yes, Mistress! One moment!” She sprinted out of the room, and once again, I found myself impressed with her alacrity and willingness to indulge my whims. Before she came back, I meandered through the room, picking out a few golden rings with deep, dark blue cut gems set in them. Back home, they would be rather gaudy. I’d always wanted to wear such things, but propriety always kept me on the straight and narrow. It was also why I’d never colored my hair, despite always wanting to.

I slipped the rings on my fingers, one on each hand, which seemed like a reasonable amount. I could go wild with them later. Finding matching earrings proved simple, as most literally every option I could dream of sat in this room, all organized by color and style. A thick necklace with the same gems slid easily around my neck, making me feel like a true and proper queen.

The woman who gazed back at me from the mirror had always inhabited my dreams, my wildest fantasies. She smiled, and I smiled back.

Then I laughed at myself a little.

Still, Mistress Amara the True Sorceress held me in her thrall, staring back at me, filling me with a contentment I’d always longed for and never known.

Senmarie returned with sheets of paper and a long, silvery device that just turned out to be a pen. “I’m back! Now, let me draw the spell for you!”

I tilted my head at her. “You’re going to…draw a pattern…from memory?”

I had no doubt that I could easily do such a thing with the spells I’d already learned, but Senmarie wasn’t a True Sorceress.

“Of course! My nature lets me learn them almost as easily as you, Mistress! I just can’t channel the magic the same way.” She spread a large sheet over the top of a chest of drawers and began drawing with a level of speed and accuracy that a machine would be hard pressed to match.

Minutes later, she presented me with a simple pattern unlike any I’d ever encountered. “It might take a few tries to get right, and you should do it in front of a mirror, but this spell will let you change the color of your body! Hair, skin, eyes, and fingernails if you like!”

“Really now?”

“Yep! It’ll last for a few days before you need to recast it, and you can take it off at any time, too.”

Mastering the spell, simple as it was, took no time at all. “I can’t believe this is such an easy spell,” I remarked.

“Some are like that, Mistress. None of your predecessors have ever truly figured out why. Some patterns make logical sense, others do not. Or, at least they don’t appear to.”

I thought back to the healing spell, along with my horrific harming spell, and how they flowed into the shapes of people’s souls.

This new spell did not make the same kind of sense at all.

Whatever.

I spent some time in front of the mirror, trying to color my hair and failing wildly. I did manage to make it bright orange for a moment, which wasn’t going to stay.

“Link with me, Mistress.”

I did, and Senmarie’s thoughts flowed into mine.

Instead of the onslaught of excitement I’d braced myself for, her thoughts came in very measured, orderly waves.

Either this is how her mind actually is, or much more likely, she’s used to doing this and is schooling her thoughts into more order than they normally are.

“That is correct, Mistress!” she said with a huge smile.

“Uh, what is?”

She giggled and clapped her hands together. “Previous Mistress expressed a feeling of being overwhelmed by my natural thoughts, so I make efforts to keep them in check during the mind-linking.”

“Oh. You heard my thoughts. Of course you did. I’m sorry if I offended you, Senmarie.”

“You didn’t! Now, let’s get that hair changed!”

She led me through the spell with a mastery that left me speechless. Her people really were one with magic in a unique way.

“We are,” she said sadly. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m the only one left. Mistress offered to return to my world a handful of times, but I always refused.”

“Why’s that?”

“If I don’t know the answer, I can still hope. Besides, my world was failing even then. It must be even worse by now. If there are survivors, I wish them luck. They’ll need it.” After a long breath, she clapped her hands together again. “But! Back to it!”

In short order, we changed my hair to the same deep, dark blue of the gems I’d chosen, and as a bonus, colored my nails the same way. “That’s enough for now,” I said as I regarded myself in the mirror.

My fingers trailed through my new hair, my smile as wide as ever. “I love it.”

A knock sounded at the secret armoire door, pulling me from my self-indulgent revelry.

Senmarie cracked it open and peeked out. “Oh! Right on time!” She turned and said to me, “Are you ready for your surprise, Mistress?”

“Uh, sure.”

Tayvin stepped into the room. My jaw dropped.


Chapter Five




Tayvin’s jaw joined mine on the floor. “Amara…you look amazing.”

I nodded, unable to form words.

If I looked like a fantasy witch of the highest order, Tayvin looked like a legendary warrior of equal standing.

She wore a scaled chestplate decorated in fine patterns that moved fluidly with her. For a moment, I almost wondered if it had been made of metal at all, but when I reached out a hand and lightly touched it, cool steel—or something like it—remained unyielding. Polished chain mail draped over her arms and down around her waist.

The fronts of her legs were encased in the same armor, leaving the backs open to dark leather which sank into a pair of sturdy boots. The gloves on her hands matched the color. It didn’t feel like the leather of my bodice, but it still soared high over the quality of anything I’d encountered on Earth.

Poking up over her back, the hilt of the sword she’d taken from Zamithra completed the look. I had her turn around, and found the sword literally floating there.

“Yep!” Senmarie explained the magic that held it in place, but it wasn’t anything I was yet familiar with. Something else to learn later.

“Oh.” I reached up and caressed her ears, which both sported silver earrings. “I didn’t know your ears were even pierced.”

“Yes. I only had small placeholder studs in them. I am unsurprised you never felt them. They are meant to be unobtrusive and lay low under my fur, so they do not get caught on the many fatal things they could on Saas.”

“I see. You look incredible.”

She smirked. “As do you.”

Senmarie nearly vibrated with excitement off to the side of us. “So you like it!? You were each other’s surprises!”

“I couldn’t be more pleased, Senmarie.”

“Yes. It is all to my liking.” Tayvin gazed deeply into my eyes. “Very much so.”

“Wonderful! Now, I’ll give you two a moment and meet you outside the bedroom doors. You can find your way out?”

“We can,” I said, not looking away from Tayvin’s green eyes.

When the armoire door closed, Tayvin wasted no time, leaning in immediately for a soft, sensual kiss, which I gladly returned.

My fingers drew down the length of her arms, feeling the cool metal side underneath them.

Tayvin wrapped her hands around my waist, pulling me in tight.

I levitated us both, opening my eyes enough to see the floor drift away while we slowly spun in the air, our lips pressed firmly against each other.

We pulled back, our eyes still locked together.

“We’re gonna blow everyone away,” I said. “The two of us, looking like this? Just striding into town like we own the place?”

“I will admit that I have never felt this way before. On Saas, such finery would be seen as a waste of resources. And before Senmarie insisted I put it on, I would have agreed.”

“And those proclivities fell right away when you saw yourself in the mirror, didn’t they?”

She blushed lightly, but her eyes stayed even. “They did. Immediately. I hope indulging in such things does not dull my skills.”

“I think it’s going to do the exact opposite. Let me fill you in on a little wisdom from Earth. Looking the part and feeling the part is an important aspect of projecting confidence, and can even help you find it. Not that I think we need that, but all the same, you’re going to feel like the powerful warrior you are. Even moreso.”

We’d turned to float horizontally, spinning slowly over the chests of jewelry.

“Before a few minutes ago, I would have laughed at such a concept.”

“You’d have laughed in my face?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Hmm. Well. I would have scoffed aloud and laughed internally. Out of politeness.”

I smiled and kissed her again. “Well, let’s go. This has been amazing and all, but I really want to get this show on the road.”

She blinked at me. “An Earth expression?”

“Ah. Yes. You know, you’ve never used any weird ones from Saas, now that I think about it.”

“We do not use them as often, but I will attempt to think of a few during our trip.”

“I’d love to hear them.”

Senmarie, as she said she would, waited for us outside the bedroom door and didn’t make a single comment about what we’d done in the intervening time.

She really is the perfect assistant. No, scratch that. She needs a better title than that. “Senmarie, did your last Mistress have a title for you?”

“A…title?”

“Yeah, for what you do around the castle.”

“Um, no. Nothing like that.”

“Hmm. Would you like one?”

She directed us down the hall, leading us through a winding maze of turns that she claimed we’d get used to, but I still had my reservations. “If you would like to bestow one on me, Mistress, I would wear it proudly.”

“Alright. In that case, you’re the chamberlain of the castle. So do I decree,” I said with a flourish.

Tayvin snickered at me.

Senmarie beamed. “What an honor, Mistress! What does it mean?”

“Well, it’s essentially what you already are and encompasses everything you already do. It’s just…fancier. And if we actually use this place as a base for Malevolence, it’ll be how everyone addresses you.”

“Wow,” she said with wide, wondrous eyes. “I love it, Mistress.”

“I thought you might,” I said with a tiny, Tayvin-like smile. “So, that being done, are we finally about ready to depart?”

“Nearly! I’ve packed up enough provisions for your trip to—” she wrinkled her nose again, “Cinderpit, along with preparing the ritual for the Door on this end. We’ll power it before you leave, but that’ll only take but a moment. Just one more thing before you head out, though! We need to visit the Vault. It wouldn’t do to send you out into the world without a fat sack of coin!”

During the trip to this Vault, which took us down a long elevator that must have descended twenty floors or so into the ground—or void or whatever—I caught Tayvin sneaking glances at me nearly as often as she caught me doing the exact same thing.

When the lift stopped, Senmarie pushed open yet another set of carved double doors, ushering us into the Vault.

Our jaws hit the floor for the second time that morning.

It didn’t stretch as far as the Endless Closet, but the Vault definitely stretched the limits of physical reality, and all of the enormous, circular space lay heavy with treasure. Much of it came in the form of piles and piles of coins, but I caught sight of all manner of valuables. Gilded mirrors, a few crowns, and goblets rounded out the expected, dragon-hoard style loot. On top of that, however, we saw golden weaponry—clearly not practical for actual use unless magical—spun golden and silver cloth, and a stupidly huge emerald carved into a tree.

Senmarie didn’t balk at any of it. She just slipped a coin purse from her dress—which must have had pockets—and dumped a ludicrous amount of coins into it. She held it out to Tayvin. “Here you go!”

“She gets it?” I asked.

“Carrying your own coin as an esteemed personage isn’t done, Mistress! Is it not like that on Earth?”

“Uh, we use digital money for the most part.” At their confused expressions, I added, “I’ll explain later. But we don’t have someone else carry our money, no. Not that I mind.”

Tayvin took it from her, her eyes still wandering around the room. She deftly tied it to a strap on her waist. “Do you know,” she asked Senmarie, “where this all came from?”

“Nope! Most of it’s from before my time. Mistress didn’t care much about money or wealth.” She waved her hand around the room. “She considered this more than enough, and had other things she liked to focus on.”

“Who would think,” Tayvin said softly, “that this was not enough?”

Senmarie chuckled with a hand over her mouth while I straight up snorted in Tayvin’s face.

She blinked at us both. “What?”

“There are,” I said, “tons of people on Earth for whom no amount is ever enough. All this? Just a good start on getting twice as much more.”

She paused before closing her eyes and shaking her head. “You say that Saas sounds like an awful place. I still believe Earth is just as bad or worse, based on the things you say, Amara. Apologies if that is offensive.”

“Oh, it’s not. Believe me, I don’t like those kinds of things, either. Too many people like Kor.”

“Ahh…” she said with a humorless smile, “yes. That makes sense, now. He would not think this was enough, would he?”

Senmarie balled her hands into fists, her lips pressed thin.

“It’s just as personal for you, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Ohh! It is! I can’t believe that slimy little jerk managed to steal Mistress’s grimoire in the first place! But then he…he… Ohh!”

I ran a hand down her arm. “Don’t worry. We’ll get him. We’ll make him pay for everything he’s ever done.”

The rage, cute as it was, left her, and she shook her head. “It can’t come a day too soon, Mistress. The loss of her grimoire affected Mistress greatly, especially since she knew she could never get it back herself. She was….” Senmarie sighed. “She was too old to manage it. Following its trail over the world and getting it back would have just been too much.” She shook her head vehemently. “But this isn’t the time for that! This is a happy morning! I can be angry later.”

Before I could offer any reassurances, she’d whisked us back into the elevator. Along the way, she detailed the activation of the Door on this side, which amounted to little more than just channeling into it. Apparently it was better if I did it, since I would power the other side when we got there.

“One last question,” I said. “How do we…leave this place?”

“Oh, the same spell that brought you here will put you right back in the plateau in the mountains.”

“Convenient.”

A half hour later, Tayvin and I sat in the skimmer car, sailing through the air, underneath a bright, blue sky.

Tayvin had offered, but I elected to drive—or pilot?—for now.

“You know,” I said, “I didn’t realize how much I missed a real sky.” We hadn’t been in the castle for long, but when every single window looked out onto pitch blackness, it wore on you. The brief sunrise in the bedroom’s skylights came back to my mind, and I wondered if we could create a similar effect throughout the castle.

“I know what you mean. The absence of stars often caught me off guard.”

The pattern for the Door had been laid out in similar fashion to the way magic normally worked in the world, but needed another little push from a tiny, simple spell of my own. It didn’t feel like anything had happened.

Senmarie assured me that when we laid out the other end and activated it with a mirrored pattern, it would all make sense. The catalysts were neatly packed into one of many bags preloaded into the back seat.

Tayvin had poked through them, finding all sorts of useful tools and packaged food. “Senmarie is thorough,” she remarked.

“Oh my god. I’ve been waiting my whole life for someone like her!” Now that she wasn’t in earshot, I felt I could gush a little openly without embarrassing her. “She just…knows what needs to be done, and does it! Like, well, too! And this is all on top of knowing you! Just competent people, all around!”

Tayvin leaned back in her seat and laughed, a bright smile on her lips. “I know exactly what you mean. I have detailed my history of unpleasant partners. Finding people who do not frustrate me has been a welcome relief.”


Chapter Six




Cinderpit ended up being closer to the castle’s real-world location than Stonemarsh, and we made it there by mid afternoon.

We’d sailed over the mountains, and as I got more comfortable with driving, I amped up my force spell, sending us hurtling through the sky. For a little while, Tayvin surreptitiously held on for dear life, but she calmed down when I didn’t ram into anything, send us tumbling end over end, or come crashing down to the ground.

We ate a lunch of dried meats, spiced granola bars, and cold tea that Senmarie had expertly packed away. They were nearly as good as her hot cooking.

When Cinderpit came into view, I stopped the skimmer and we took in the sight.

“It is…actually a pit.”

“Yeah.” Rilar had assured us the name came from decades ago, and the place was much nicer now that the smithing town it had began life as. While that might have been true, it still sat in a roundish valley in the mountainous foothills, the reddish rock giving a rusted sheen to the place.

We saw, to our dismay, a different and much more pressing problem than the aesthetics of the town.

Tranquiline forces sat amassed outside the city gates, having built a temporary camp. The only saving grace was that this force was much, much smaller than the one we’d thrown off at Stonemarsh.

Tayvin’s eyes left the ground and she turned every which way, scanning the skies.

“Oh, right.” I followed suit, looking for Kor’s airship. Can we build an airship, too? With Malevolence’s resources, Senmarie’s knowledge and notes, and my power, it should be possible, right? Something to ask when we get back.

We’d put weapons on ours, though.

“Amara?”

I flinched out of my thoughts. “Oh, huh?”

“Where were you, just now?”

“Thinking about building an airship of our own. Is Kor’s out here? I don’t see anything.”

“No, neither do I.” She regarded with narrow eyes and a tilted expression. “Do you want to attempt to create an airship of our own?”

“It’s gotta be possible, right? I know we’re in a floating skimmer right now, but that’s because I’m actively channeling the levitation spell. But if Kor can do it, we can too, can’t we?”

“I have no idea, but it is something worth pursuing, I believe. However, we would put weapons on ours.”

I chuckled with a bright smile. “That’s the exact thought I had as well. Anyway, since Sordi Korb doesn’t seem to be here, let’s land in town and see if Rilar’s made it here yet, or if we’re just going to rock in there and demand to speak to whoever’s in charge.”

They must have seen us coming, the townsfolk and Kor’s people both.

Let them see.

We parked in the first random spot we saw along a random street.

Everyone around stopped and stared, and a few bolted off in the opposite direction.

“You know,” Tayvin said, “they might think we are the enemy.”

I shrugged. “Well, I hope we don’t have to beat up a few guards before we can make our point, but we’ll see what happens. No reason to dally.”

She nodded and we got out of the car.

I had, somewhat foolishly, imagine us strolling into town to be greeted as nobility, word having traveled from Stonemarsh. People would bow and direct us where to go, where we’d be warmly welcomed.

Instead, we’d descended from the sky without preamble, into a group of completely random people, none of whom were likely to be important. No one approached us or made any effort to communicate. Instead, they nearly cowered where they were, unsure of who we were.

Come to think of it, the only people I’d ever seen in finery in this world had been Kor and his cronies.

I pressed my lips together and groaned softly. “Ugh. Let’s just wander around and see if we can find the magistrate’s building. Since this place is roughly circular, it’s probably in the middle.”

Tayvin stood with her hands on her hips and a stern expression on her face, which probably wasn’t helping the situation one little bit. “Yes. I cannot think of what else to do. Perhaps the town guards will quickly find us and we can ask them for directions without traumatizing them.”

“Good thinking.”

We took off towards the center of the city. The people who hadn’t ran off yet gave us a wide berth. I thought about trying to ask one of them, but when I turned towards a tall, muscular man, he froze, his entire body locking up.

A grumble escaped my lips and we pressed on.

“Maybe we look too good,” I muttered to Tayvin.

“Perhaps. But I am enjoying it all the same.”

Fortunately, this farce of a situation didn’t last long. We turned a corner to find a small group of soldiers led by a tall, horned man. He sported a full beard, long, black braided hair, and calculating eyes. When they saw us, they came up swiftly. The man’s sword hung sheathed on his hip, but every single other person had weapons drawn. All of them wore rust red tabards over their leather armor with a set of black, concentric circles on them. They were probably meant to invoke Cinderpit’s circular valley and not look like targets.

The leader pointed at us and said, “Stop where you are.”

We did.

The group approached as one, cautious and ready to act in a moment’s notice.

“I am Bylin,” the man said, “Commander of Cinderpit’s militia. Declare yourselves.”

“I am Mistress Amara,” I replied, my new title easily passing my lips, “True Sorceress. This is Tayvin, my companion.” I hadn’t thought to ask her what, if any, title she wanted. She didn’t balk at being called my companion, though.

None could have denied a warrior stood before them, so maybe she didn’t need a title anyway.

“We defeated the Tranquiline at Stonemarsh, alongside the city’s own defenders and the group known as Malevolence. We’ve come to meet with a woman named Rilar, if she’s in Cinderpit already.”

Bylin nodded. “We have received word that such a person would arrive. And while the rumors of your flying skimmer are one thing, I would be remiss in my duties not to ask for verification, especially with hostile forces on my doorstep.”

“Of course,” I said with my best charming smile.

Above my outstretched palm, I conjured a moderately sized fireball and let it hover there. Just for added effect, I levitated myself off the ground. “Is this sufficient?”

Bylin grunted, but smiled. At a gesture, all his people put away their weapons. “It is. I must say, it’s a relief that you’ve come. I assume you saw the small army amassed outside our gates?”

“We did.”

“Unlike Stonemarsh, we don’t have as many people, and the reinforcements from Malevolence—” his tone soured at the name “—are not coming here.”

“Why not?”

“We are one of many in this situation. Now please, come with me. I’m not really the one you should be speaking with.”

“As you wish.”

As expected, he led us into the center of town, where a rounded building sat in the lowest part of the city. Despite being in a crater, the fine stonework and colorful banners marked it out as a place of importance.

As we walked through the streets with our personal escort, people started to flood out of the shadows to openly gawk at us. Since we were no longer a mysterious threat in their eyes, surrounded by the guard as we were, we became intensely interesting instead.

I didn’t mind in the least.

I strode confidently, my head held high, feeling for all the world like a queen in my new finery.

Tayvin’s eyes flicked back and forth, her tiny smile on her lips.

She’s enjoying this as much as I am, now.

The two people flanking the main doors of the magistrarium—a new word I pretended like I’d heard before—opened them quickly from an unspoken command from Bylin.

He led us inside along with four of his people, the rest remaining outside.

We traveled down a short hall and turned into a receiving room where three people waited.

Instead of a courthouse or royal throne room, this moderately sized space had various couches, two fireplaces complete with fires, and three tables laid out with hors d'oeuvres and snacks.

Bylin bowed low. “Triastrates, may I present Mistress Amara and Lady Tayvin.”

Lady, huh?

I glanced over to see Tayvin’s smile widen just a little.

The triastrates, who wore purple and gold in varying styles, all regarded us with an array of emotions.

One white-haired older man with ears like Tayvin’s—although scruffier all around—looked at us with thinly-veiled disgust. A long robe hung from his shoulders and a steaming cup of tea sat on a small table beside his couch. “Lord Igel,” Bylin said to us.

A young woman with horns like Rilar’s, only hers were white instead of black, stood with her hands on her hips and a smile on her face. Her clothes fit tightly underneath a leather chestpiece and thigh high boots. “Lady Sumar.”

The third, a middle-aged Laynari woman with tiger stripes poking out of her billowy sleeves, currently engaged in loading up a plate with airy fudge—neon green this time—glanced at us before returning to her task.

In that split second, though, I saw her calculating eyes. She wanted us to think she didn’t care.

“Matron Unessa.”

Sumar strode right up to us and held out a hand, palm down. She locked eyes with me, her bright smile never faltering. Her gaze said it was genuine.

I regarded her hand. “Apologies. I’m not familiar with this…greeting.”

“Oh!” She reached out her other hand and took mine, pulling it up to meet hers. “Like this.”

We then pressed our palms against each other, completing the handshake or whatever it was.

She repeated the gesture with Tayvin.

“We’ve heard all about you both! Please, come in and make yourselves comfortable.”

Igel hadn’t moved an inch, his eyes still narrowed, his tea untouched.

Unessa sat in a single chair beside him, an air of boredom on her features.

I had to admit to myself that if I hadn’t caught her glance a moment ago, I would have believed it. She’s the most dangerous one here. Is this a two-person con, though? Igel’s glowering as hard as anyone I’ve ever seen and making no attempt to hide it. I’ll bet I’m supposed to be focusing on him.

“Thank you, Sumar. I’d love to.”

Taking her right at her word, I got myself a huge piece of airy fudge and a steaming cup of tea before taking a seat across from Igel and Unessa.

Tayvin sat beside me, not having indulged in any refreshments.

I did my best not to wolf down the fudge, which tasted just as good as any other I’d had. My eyes drifted to Sumar, whom I wanted to be talking to.

She’d taken a seat across from us, but sat a little aways from Igel and Unessa.

Unfortunately, before either of us could say a thing, Igel slapped the couch and said, his voice cracking with age and full of venom, “Why have you come here!?” His ears twitched and his nostrils flared.

I favored him with a slow, disingenuous smile that didn’t touch my eyes. During those brief seconds, I summoned the mind-linking spell around me and Tayvin.

Keep watch on Unessa. She’s the real danger here. Be surreptitious about it. Let me do the talking.

She didn’t react in the slightest. Yes, Amara.

I let the spell go. “Stonemarsh threw off the Tranquiline because of the two of us. We’ve come to help—” I didn’t stop when Igel barked a humorless laugh “—fight against Sordruum Kor’s forces.”

Sumar’s smile widened, which I wouldn’t have thought possible before this moment. For a second, I thought her a naive youth, too young to be a triastrate, but the more I examined her, the more I saw her distancing herself from the other two. She sat apart from them by choice, not because they intimidated her, and her body language said she wanted to engage with us, preferably without Igel and Unessa. Her eyes were bright, but they also said she understood exactly what was happening right now.

She can’t say what she really wants to in this company.

If I was reading her correctly.

Which I probably was.

I also wondered what actually was happening right now.

I need to get her alone.

“We don’t need your help!” Igel predictably spat.

I didn’t know what his game was, but he wasn’t going to be friendly or helpful in the least. Is he in league with Kor? He looks like the kind of bastard that would definitely take a bribe.

“Oh!” I said with a cheerful smile. “Is that the case, now? Because if so,” my eyes flashed, “you’d have kicked the Tranquiline from your doorstep already.” Before he could give me whatever toxic retort lay ready on his tongue, I sneered, “But you haven’t, because you can’t. Or,” I said, rubbing my chin theatrically, “is it because you don’t want to?”

He blustered loudly, scoffing and throwing up his hands. “How…how dare you imply that! You barge in here⁠—”

“We were invited.”

“—And accuse us of betraying our own!?” His voice raised to a higher pitch as he spoke.

As he ranted at my impropriety, Tayvin’s fingers brushed against my leg.

I summoned a link with her once more.

What are you doing? she asked in my mind.

Shaking the birdcage, I thought.

…What? This is an Earth expression?

Oh, yeah, it is. I’m putting pressure on the situation to see what shakes loose. We’ve definitely walked into something weird here. That much is obvious already.

Ah, I see. She hadn’t moved a muscle.

You’re keeping an eye on Unessa?

Yes.

.Good.

I let the spell drop.

Igel had continued ranting.

“Enough,” Unessa said softly.

Igel’s gaze whipped to her, and for a second, I saw fear in it.

Huh.

He regained his composure, such as it was, instantly. “What!?” he screeched. “You think we should sit here and listen to this garbage!? We don’t need the likes of them in our city! They just appear, and we’re supposed to trust them?”

This is still performative. But I don’t understand the point.

Sumar, with a tight smile, finally interjected, “Lord Igel, they did fight the Tranquiline at Stonemarsh. Hundreds of people witnessed⁠—”

“Hundreds of fools! Has it not occurred to you, girl, that⁠—”

Sumar bristled at the term.

“—this so-called True Sorceress is likely just a pawn of Sordruum Kor’s! She’s likely under his thumb!” When Sumar opened her mouth to argue, he cut her off. “Oh, yes, yes! She fought the Tranquiline! Mhmm! I’m sure she did! I’m sure she beat them bloody, too! All out in the open, but also under Kor’s direct gaze! Don’t you see, you idiot! It was all a show! We, the Free Cities, have long thrown off the Tranquiline! But now, after one little skirmish, we’re supposed to let this powerful sorceress into our city with open arms! So she can kill us all from within!”

Huh. That would have been a really good idea if Kor had actually had it.

Igel didn’t stop there. “You were about to tell me how many Tranquiline she killed at Stonemarsh, weren’t you! Like Sordruum Kor cares! He’d throw as many lives away as he needed to, and you know it!”

Hmm. This meeting isn’t going anywhere. As much as I hate to admit it, Igel’s rant is somewhat believable, as is the fervor with which he’s delivering it.

We need a new plan.

With great reluctance, I set down my plate of only half-eaten fudge and stood. I gestured for Tayvin to stand as well.

Igel finally stopped talking. Under the imperious glare I gave him, I saw that same flicker of fear before he quickly smothered it.

“This is pointless,” I said, my eyes on him alone. “I won’t sit here and listen to this farce any longer. We’ll remain in the city for the time being, whether you like it or not. When you come to your senses, send for us.” Without another word, I turned and left, pointedly ignoring both Sumar and Unessa.

Bylin stood outside the chamber doors, a strained expression on his face as I shoved the door open. “Mistress Amara….” He must have heard all the yelling.

“The triastrates have offended me greatly.” I locked him with a cold stare. “You will escort us to the finest inn the city has to offer. We’re remaining here for now. Perhaps this situation is still salvageable.” My eyes darted to the door. “But perhaps not.”

He looked back and forth between the chamber door and my unrelenting glare. “Of course, Mistress Amara.”


Chapter Seven




A little while later, we walked into our lavish room at the inn while Bylin had two of his people carry our things for us.

He’d said nearly nothing along the short trip to our skimmer and then to the inn.

“Mistress Amara, I must apologize for⁠—”

I held up a hand. “It’s alright, Bylin. We’re going to help you deal with the Tranquiline forces one way or another, despite that disastrous meeting.”

He let out a long sigh, his shoulders falling. “Thank you, Mistress Amara. You have no idea how pleased I am to hear that.”

Something in his tone spoke of problems long before we’d arrived. I held his eyes and said nothing, waiting for him to fill the silence.

“They, the Tranquiline, showed up at all the Free Cities within days of each other. The soldiers here haven’t even made any demands or sent any emissaries that I know of. They just…set up camp and are staying there. They have, however, blocked the main road into Cinderpit. They’re not technically sieging us, but no one wants to attempt to travel directly through their camp. We’ve sent missives to the other cities, but they’re in similar situations, unwilling to lessen their own defenses should the Tranquiline attack. Malevolence,” he said with the same ire as before, “left Cinderpit completely. While I understand that they made haste to Stonemarsh to counter the Tranquiline there, they left us very short handed here.”

“Your city guard isn’t enough?”

He shook his head. “For day to day operation of the city? Yes. To fight even a small foreign army? No. The Tranquiline are sitting out there, waiting for who knows what, and there’s not a damn thing we can do about it.” He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes when he let it out. “I thought your appearance here would be the end of it, based on the stories that have trickled in. I thought the Triastrates would see reason, but….”

“Are they often this obstinate?”

He grunted. “Yes. That’s the right word for it. I’m often clueless as to why they do what they do. We thought things might change when Lady Sumar elevated to the position, and while I believe in her, I don’t think she’s ultimately able to do anything against the other two. They remain as…obtuse as ever.”

I wanted to ask him many questions, but I couldn’t risk them getting back to the triastrates. “Thank you, Bylin. You’ve been very helpful. Is there a way we can send for you?”

He promised to leave one of his people at the inn during the daylight hours. He didn’t say it was also for our protection, but I caught the implication that it was.

So he thinks we’re in danger here. Not that I disagree.

When the door shut behind him, Tayvin waited a moment before letting out a long, frustrated growl. “What,” she practically wailed with her arms spread wide, “was any of that!?”

“Something’s rotten in Cinderpit.”

“I do not know what that means, Amara.” Her tone came out perfectly level this time, but I could see the next explosion waiting in her eyes.

I gave her a wide, charming smile before I wrapped her up in a hug. “Don’t worry. This is the sort of thing I’m good at.”

For a second, she didn’t even move, but her muscles finally gave way, letting the tension go, at least a little. Her arms slipped up around me and she buried her face in my neck, letting out a massive sigh. “That is good,” she said in a muffled voice, “because I do not understand any of this.” She leaned back, but we stayed in each other’s arms. “Why are we not out there right now, fighting His Most Foul’s army? If it is nothing more than what we saw from the skimmer, the two of us could easily defeat them. Assuming they do not have too many sorceresses or anything like Draan the Bloodener.”

I shivered at the thought of that man. At how fearsome and powerful an enemy he was, sure, but also at the gruesome death I’d delivered to him. Hopefully I won’t have to kill anyone like that again.

“If we go out there right now, yes, we could probably kick the crap out of them. But if we do, Igel’s going to try to spin the situation to his advantage.”

“To…spin…? I do not know what….” Tayvin shook her head at me.

“Oh. It means he’s going to get everyone to believe that our routing of that army is just performative. That we’re actually working for Kor.”

She held my gaze. “And people would believe that?”

“Oh, trust me. You say things the right way, and people will believe almost anything. It doesn’t help that Kor’s been gaining territories through subterfuge this whole time. People probably know that, and if Igel starts ranting to the public, he might sway them against us.”

Tayvin slipped out of my arms and plopped down hard on a fluffy couch. “Then what do we do? Kill him?”

I threw back my head and laughed for a moment before I caught her unamused gaze on me. “Oh. No. Sorry. That would definitely make us look bad, killing a triastrate without preamble.”

She sneered hard and sank into the couch. “This would be so much easier on Saas.”

“I’ll bet it would be.”

“Then what do we do? When can we march out there and destroy that army? They are just here to threaten the Free Cities, yes?”

“Oh, I should think so, yeah. After we beat the tar out of them at Stonemarsh, I’ll bet Kor’s putting pressure on his people to capture the Free Cities however they can. If he doesn’t, then the whole campaign will be one resounding failure, the likes of which he’s probably never felt before. And that would tarnish his image. If he does succeed in taking them, well, our victory turns into one battle that didn’t matter in the end. But I also have a low grade suspicion that he’s waiting for us specifically to show up again. But enough speculation!” I said, clapping my hands together and favoring her with a smile she pointedly didn’t return, “Tell me about Unessa.”

“Ah, that. Of course, but why? She barely spoke a single word.”

“Because she’s the real threat.”

“Not Igel?”

“Nope. He’s just a mouthpiece. I’ll bet all the gold we have that she’s got something on him. He’s there to take all the focus, but she’s pulling the strings.”

“Pulling the….”

I sighed. “Puppet strings. He’s her puppet.”

She chuckled, despite herself. “I see. Well, Unessa did very little during that meeting besides slowly eat her airy fudge. I am sorry you did not get to finish yours.”

“Me too, but we’ll get some later when we hit the markets. Go on.”

“She barely even looked up the whole time. Suspiciously so. When she did, her gaze was either for Sumar or,” she gestured in what looked like a random direction, “something out that way. Likely His Most Foul’s people.”

“You’re sure that’s the direction she looked in?”

Tayvin favored with me a withering look. “Yes, Amara. Yes I am.”

“Heh. Sorry. I believe you. Hmm. Well, I think our next step is clear.”

“Good. Because if it is not fighting, I do not know what it would be.”

“They’re going to try and make us look bad, turn the people against us. Since we want to open the Door here, we need to be on good terms with this city.”

“Can we not just choose another one?”

“We could, but this one’s a lot more central to the Free Cities and Malevolence’s influence. Besides, who’s to say we wouldn’t find the same situation somewhere else? I’m sure Kor has agents in other cities.”

“That is what you think is happening? That Unessa is….”

“Working for Kor. Yeah, I do.”

She only paused for a second. “Then we should kill her.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Oh, Tayvin.”

She grumbled loudly. “I do not like any of this. Also, you have not told me what our next step is.”

“We go out there and make a good impression to the citizenry here. It’ll be harder for Igel and Unessa to spread lies if people like us.”

“And how do we do that?”

A broad grin split my face. “We go out and spend a lot of coin.”

Downstairs, we asked for directions to the largest market and headed right out the door. Since I wanted to make as big a splash as I could, I started levitating the second we hit the street.

Tayvin peered up at me. “We are being seen, then?”

“Exactly.”

“What should I do?”

“Be friendly. Smile at people. They’re going to find you imposing, and you don’t want that. Some braver people, maybe children, are going to come up and ask to see your sword. Maybe they’ll want to see you swing it around. Indulge everyone you can without, you know, being dangerous.”

“Hmm. Do not cleave children in half accidentally. This is what you mean?”

I turned to see her little smile. “Another joke? From Tayvin!? At least, I hope that was a joke.”

“We will see.”

We’d barely made it two blocks before the whispers started in earnest.

People leaned out windows and around corners, their eyes locked on us as we made our way down the street.

The smells of the market wafted to us long before we saw it, and I wanted nothing more than to replace my airy fudge with ten times more. We finally turned the last bend, and a large open market spread out before us.

As if on cue, a small girl ran out and exclaimed at Tayvin. She had small, dark horn buds on her forehead and wore a simple green dress. “Wow! Are you a warrior!?”

“Yes,” Tayvin said with a somewhat believable and not fully-forced smile.

“How many people have you killed?!”

Her eyes flicked to mine, unsure of how to handle this.

“Hey,” I said to the girl, “maybe you’d like to see her swing that sword around?”

“WOULD I!”

Tayvin’s smile didn’t falter, but her eyes held nothing but tension. Apparently she’s not great with kids.

I summoned the mind link and said, Just give them a show and then make your exit. Do some flips. I let the spell go before she could respond and drifted away, leaving her in the instantly growing crowd of children.

At no point did I look her in the eyes, even when I snagged the coin purse from her side.

She might kill me after this. But it’s going to do a lot for our image. As more children ran out, appearing from the woodwork, I found myself a little rankled that she got all the attention. I am floating here!

Luckily, the adults appreciated my abilities much more.

They weren’t nearly as ready to approach me, but as I hovered along, I caught every set of eyes in the market.

The airy fudge vendor, a middle-aged Laynar woman with spots, tried to give me her wares for free when she found out who I was. “The hero of Stonemarsh! Here! At my stall!” She spoke loudly, her voice carrying through the already bustling market.

I smirked internally. This kinda couldn’t be going better than it already is. “You’ve heard of me, then?”

“Yes! Stories have made the rounds recently, but I—I’m sorry to say—paid them little mind. They were—pardon me—a little unbelievable. But seeing you now? They must pale in comparison to what really happened!”

I didn’t deny that for a second. “I’m just glad we were able to defeat the Tranquiline.”

“Are you—pardon my asking, my lady—are you going to deal with, well….”

“The enemy outside the walls? Yes. My companion and I are here for exactly that reason.” Hmm. How best to play this? Kinda straight? Hmm…maybe. “We have, however, encountered some…resistance from the triastrates.”

The woman’s mood immediately soured. “Oh, them!” She shook her head while packaging up my large order of orange fudge. “Don’t get me started on them! Or, well, don’t get half of Cinderpit started on them!”

“Not very popular, I take it?”

“Oh, they’re very popular among the rich. But everyone else? Not so much, my lady. We had such high hopes when Lady Sumar took the third triastrate’s role. But she’s not been able to do much at all, really. Oh, maybe she is too young for it.”

“I don’t know,” I said, musing. “I was rather impressed with her, myself. She seems to be the right person for the job.”

“You think so?” The woman’s expression brightened a little.

We chatted a little more and I talked up Sumar to her, reassuring her that Tayvin and I would soon take care of the invaders.

Honestly, I didn’t know if Sumar would live up to my own hype, but she was the ally I needed here, and letting the townsfolk know she had my backing would help her help me.

She gets a boost, I get a boost.

I perused a few more stalls, buying some rings and trinkets, throwing around more coin than I strictly needed to. The conversation I had with the fudge vendor repeated a few more times, in nearly the same way.

The only person who didn’t share the views ended up being an elderly jeweler, who had a real shop at the edge of the market instead of a stall. I imagined him to be the rich demographic that liked the other triastrates.

After perusing his cases of admittedly very nice wares, I bought a dark leather choker with a cut emerald in the center. He'd barely said a word when I floated in, but I saw the dollar signs in his eyes all the same.

I only haggled him down to a slightly reasonable amount, as far as I could tell. Judging by the surreptitious grin on his face, he’d gotten a decent deal out of me, but not so much as to think I was a moron.

Exactly as I’d wanted.

It felt nice to throw around money again. I’d done so before, but now I felt I could do so with even more reckless abandon. The dragon’s hoard of wealth back at the castle would take centuries to fritter away.

“I will admit,” I said to him as one of his people packed up the choker, “that I envisioned quite a bit less from a city named Cinderpit. I’m pleased to find merchants of your caliber here.” The jewelry I’d worn, along with my priceless leather—if anyone actually knew what it was—lent me the air of credibility I wanted.

For a moment, I thought my flattery might be a little overdone, but he returned a small but arrogant smile. “You wouldn’t be the first, my dear. And once upon a time, you would have been right. But we, well, some of us, have worked to make this city much more than it was. Perhaps one day soon….” He shook his head. “So tell me, are the stories true, then?”

One day soon, what?

“What stories would those be?”

He looked over his small glasses. “That you’ve come to put the world to rights.”

And what, exactly, do you mean by that?

I gave him a wink and said, “I don’t think it’ll be as easy as you make it sound.”

He gave me the tiniest nod. “Nothing ever is.”

I tucked the choker into a pocket as I stepped outside the shop, wondering what to make of that encounter. He was feeling me out for something.

The coin left my purse freely as I wandered through the market. By the time I’d found Tayvin, I’d had to buy a small satchel to hold my things. I found her outside a blacksmith’s shop, another actual building, having an animated exchange about swords with a massive man.

“Ah,” she said, her eyes alighting on me, “here she is. My apologies, but I must go.” She nearly bustled me away while attempting to make polite goodbyes, and when we’d rounded a corner, she wilted. “Amara. We must leave this place.”

“Cinderpit!?”

“No. The market. I cannot keep talking to everyone!” She raised up, a desperate plea in her eyes. “The children were exhausting enough, but then once I finally managed to lose them, every want-to-be weapons connoisseur cornered me, asking about the sword. I retreated to the blacksmith’s shop, thinking that….” She huffed. “I do not know what I thought. That perhaps the conversation would be less insipid? It was not. My face hurts from all the smiling I have done. I am not used to it.”

I turned away, trying and failing to hide my snicker from her.

“Amara!”

“Sorry! It’s just….”

“What.”

“It’s kinda funny to see you so out of your depth. Your composure rarely, if ever, cracks.”

“Hmm. I am glad it is so amusing for you.” She wasn’t glad.

“Come on. Let’s go get something to eat in one of the nicer restaurants. We can ask for a private table or maybe a room.”

“I would like that.”


Chapter Eight




We ended up at a place called Embers, which had stylized flames over nearly everything. Most were carved out of wood, but some metal sculptures dotted the layout. It made me a little homesick as it was very reminiscent of a restaurant on Earth. I strode up to the hostess’s stand and gently placed a few gold coins on it. “A private room, if you have one.”

The young, attractive woman palmed them without looking down. “Of course, right this way.” She gave us a little bow, during which she pressed her exposed cleavage together with her arms. It had to have been muscle memory, an affectation for her male guests.

Tayvin’s gaze followed her movements.

I suppressed a little more snickering at her expense.

The woman led us out to a covered balcony area with a single table. “We don’t have private interior rooms, but perhaps this will suffice?”

“It’ll be just fine, yes. Thank you.”

When we were alone, I asked Tayvin, “Is it comfortable to wear that armor everywhere? It doesn’t seem like dinner attire.”

She took off her gloves and laid them on the table. “It is surprisingly comfortable, yes. I am nearly as shocked as you. Senmarie performed wonders with it.”

She wasn’t the only one walking around in some form of armor, although nothing anyone else was wearing seemed as nice, and no one here in the restaurant was in armor. The hostess hadn’t batted an eye, though. “So, tell me about your fun-filled morning.”

She grimaced. “What is there to tell? I smiled at everyone and let them touch my sword and armor. It was…fine, for a little while. I am glad you came when you did. I would not have been able to keep up the appearance for much longer. Please tell me you had more luck than I did.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Tayvin. You did exactly the right thing. A lot of people are going to have a good impression of us because of all that garish smiling you did.”

A grunt was her only reply.

“My morning wasn’t all that different, except….” I regaled her with my short conversation with the jeweler. “Oh, that reminds me. I got you a present. I’ll give it to you when we get back to the room.”

An eyebrow quirked up. “A present?”

“Something small. I think you’ll like it.”

“I look forward to it. But you were saying?”

“Right. You know how I think Unessa’s working for Kor? She might not be the only one. Or, well, more to the point, I think there might be Tranquiline sympathizers among the more well-to-do people here. Which would make a lot of sense.”

“Why would he even hint that to you?”

“He was feeling me out. A little clumsily. I don’t think anyone here knows what to make of us. It’s clear some rumors have trickled in, but for the common people? We….” I stalled out. “I don’t know. We need to speak with Sumar, that much is clear. We did well by getting out there today, but there’s something here we’re just not seeing.”

She scoffed. “‘We.’ I am definitely in over my head, Amara. Please tell me when I can just start fighting people. I still do not understand why we are not throwing the Tranquiline back from the gates right this second.”

“We will. But. Hmm.” If we do that, whatever rot is hiding here is gonna go to ground, and creating the Door here will be a lot riskier.

The waitress appeared and took our order.

Tayvin and I spoke of inconsequential things—at her request—until our food came.

I’d asked for some kind of fish, which luckily didn’t come with the head attached, on top of a variety of vegetables.

Tayvin had a slab of meat and a lot of the same vegetables.

We lapsed into silence as we ate. My thoughts swirled around our next move. We needed to expose Unessa, whom I remained convinced was the real threat.

As I had nearly worked my way through my fish, a strange feeling started in my stomach. At first I dismissed it as gas. When a thin sheen of sweat broke out over my skin and I found my head fuzzing, a small panic set in.

I opened my mouth to say something to Tayvin, but my lips wouldn’t do what I wanted. My blood started hammering in my veins when I realized I’d laid my hand on the table and couldn’t pick it up again.

My eyes shot to Tayvin’s, which mirrored my own terror.

Shit. Shitshitshit. We’ve been poisoned!

She leaned back in her seat slightly too far, her hands on the table, like mine.

She’s becoming numb, too.

Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

The pain in my stomach dulled, replaced by nothing at all, a non-feeling that started to creep outwards towards the rest of my body.

Towards my heart.

This better work!

I summoned the healing spell, infinitely relieved to find the poison hadn’t interfered with my ability to channel. I looped it into two parts, settling the bright purple lines of power over the two of us.

Just as I locked the spell into place, I felt the flow of magic coming from within me start to ebb.

NO!

Tayvin locked her gaze onto mine. Neither of us could move a muscle.

The shining light of magic dimmed.

The sweat crept down my skin, horror at such an end nearly overwhelming my thoughts.

But then, the numbness started to recede.

My magic flared once more.

I schooled my emotions into control and summoned a mind-linking pattern.

You too? Numbing poison? I asked.

Yes.

Don’t react. Finish your steak.

Her eyes flashed. Are you serious!?

Yes. We’ve ingested most of the poison anyway, in all likelihood. I’ll hold the spell while we finish. Just do not react in any way.

I cleared my throat and picked up my fork, taking one of the last bites of my fish.

Tayvin raised her arms up and stretched, her eyes narrowed and centered on me, a glare I didn’t return or acknowledge. A moment later, she started eating again.

Amara, she thought while chewing. Why are we doing this?

There’s no point in making a scene. Finding out exactly who poisoned our dinners would be next to impossible. Maybe one of the staff, but maybe not. Whoever did it, though, isn’t going to be anyone of importance.

If they didn’t notice our lethargy for that harrowing minute, they won’t know what to think. If they assume we’re immune to poison completely, perhaps our enemies as a whole will believe that and not bother trying it again. Either way, I think this will engender quite a bit of fear in whoever’s watching. They’ll think we didn’t even notice the poison.

Tayvin’s lips turned up into a slightly larger version of her normal smile. I like that, Amara.

I thought you might.

Once we’d both cleaned our plates, our waitress returned. Her customer service smile remained fully in place, but it didn’t touch her eyes.

Not that such things ever did, but something else hid in those depths, along with a low grade fear.

She’s in on it, at the very least.

“Can I…get you anything else?”

“No, thank you. The bill, please.”

After she’d gone, I thought to Tayvin, Something about this bothers me.

She grunted with one glove on, the other held in her hand. Her eyes very slowly drifted over to me. Oh, does it, Amara? Something about nearly being executed bothers you!? I can’t imagine why!

Huh, I mused. You can yell with your thoughts.

Tayvin, of course, heard that. Be pleased I am not screaming at you out loud, Amara. Now tell me. What, exactly, have you found so concerning about our near, ignoble deaths?

I smiled but didn’t hold her eyes. I didn’t expect anything remotely like this to happen so quickly.

You thought we’d be poisoned eventually?

No, not that exactly. It’s just that someone’s moving against us with alacrity. It makes me think we showed up in the nick of time. I think something big’s going to happen soon, and we stumbled into town right before it. We really need to speak with Sumar. Like, now.

Our waitress returned and sat our bill down with a shaky hand.

I levitated the coin purse into Tayvin’s lap underneath the table.

She didn’t balk for a second, just whipped it out like it had been on her belt and counted out the coins.

“Thank you both for coming in,” our waitress said. “Please have a nice day.”

Yeah, we’ll get right the hell on that, I thought.

Tayvin snorted.

I’d left the mind link spell in place.

“Thank you,” I said. “You too.”

She looked over her shoulder at us as she walked away.

“Let’s go.”

Back on the street and headed towards the magistrarium, I asked Tayvin, “How are you? Any lingering effects?”

“No. I feel fine.” A moment later, she added, “I cannot tell you how…afraid I was, Amara.”

“Really? You?” I ran my hand up and down her arm.

“It is one thing to be in a battle, but…that? To die…while…eating dinner? From a foe you cannot see? Cannot possibly fight against? I meant it when I said they would be ignoble deaths. I’m sure it is obvious that I am glad you were able to save us.”

“Me too. I worried the healing spell wouldn’t work on poison for whatever reason. Believe me when I say I was just as scared there for a minute.”

She didn’t turn, but her eyes slid over to me. “You were?”

“Of course I was!”

Her tiny smile turned a little rueful. “I did not think you became scared. Not really.”

“That’s funny. I’d have said the same about you.”

“Hmm. Perhaps we are good at hiding it.”

“It’s a valuable skill on Earth.”

“Yes, on Saas as well. I believe, though, for different reasons.”

I chuckled. “I’ll bet.”

We made a beeline towards the magistrarium, although I wasn’t about to head inside and run into the triastrates. Not the two I didn’t want to see right now. We stopped at the outer door and I gave the guard, a tall, dour man, my most authoritarian glare. “I need to speak with Captain Bylin. At once.”

He exchanged a glance with the other guard, looked me up and down with slightly wide eyes and said, “Um, yes, my Lady. Please…remain here?”

I nodded.

He exhaled softly in relief. “One moment.” He turned and retreated into the building.

The other guard studiously avoided even looking at me or Tayvin.

A few minutes later, a very harried-looking Bylin appeared. “Mistress Amara,” he said in a clipped tone. “Whatever you require, I hope it can be brief.”

With narrowed eyes, I asked, “Trouble?”

“I don’t know.” His lips pressed into a permanent line, his eyes roving quickly, never stopping.

“Can we speak privately, Bylin? I promise to make things quick.”

He nodded while scanning the street. “Come along.”

We stalked into the building, went down a long side hall, and entered a small sitting room, where he turned, an expectant look on his face.

“Tayvin and I were just poisoned.” When he started to react, I held up a hand. “We’re fine. My magic prevented any harm. Let me be upfront, here. I think something’s rotten in Cinderpit, and based on what just happened to us, I fear things might be escalating quickly. Perhaps because of our arrival. And am I correct in assuming you have similar fears?”

He exhaled forcefully. “Yes. I’ve got a bad feeling today. Some of my people are reporting a few strange movements. Others are….” He winced. “Others are trying to convince me that I’m jumping at shadows.”

“Ah.”

“And now, with what you just told me, I worry I’m not jumping enough at those shadows.”

“Your people are compromised,” Tayvin said softly.

Bylin growled. “Dammit. I don’t want to believe that. But….” He started pacing the room, his hands on his hips.

If the guard is compromised, weird things are happening, and they’re trying to neutralize me and Tayvin…. “Bylin, I think the city’s going to be betrayed, and someone’s going to let Kor’s forces inside. Soon. Now.”

He growled again and slammed his fist into the wall. “Damn it all! We need to—” His brows climbed as a gasp passed his lips.

“What?”

“I just…sent Lady Sumar to her home with…two of the guard who tried to convince me I’ve been overreacting today.”

“Shit,” Tayvin and I said in unison.

His eyes were pleading. “Mistress Amara, Lady Tayvin. I don’t know who I can trust anymore.”

“You can trust us,” Tayvin replied.

He nodded, steel coming to his expression. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Nine




Finally, a productive meeting.

We fairly ran through the town streets—I floated—ignoring anything anyone said to us. None of us needed to say what we knew would soon happen. Was happening now, maybe.

Sumar’s assassination.

Not too far from the center of town, Bylin led us to the front gate of a large, two-story mansion. The walls were stone, and gargoyles peered down from the rooftops. We pushed the gate open and ran through a colorful garden.

“Nice,” I said.

“Comes with the job,” Bylin tightly replied. He growled once more. “There should be a man at the door.” He ran up to the dark double doors and tried the knob. “Locked.”

“Move.”

He did, and I blew the doors in with a moderate force spell.

They splintered and broke, revealing a lavish foyer. Lavish, and empty.

“Tayvin,” I said, “find the basement. Surely it has one. Bylin, you have this floor. I’ll check upstairs.”

For a split second, I didn’t think he would take commands from me, but he just nodded and sped off through a side door.

Tayvin didn’t say a word. She just drew her sword and ran.

I floated up and over a railing to the second floor. I need a spell that locates people through walls. I wonder if that’s a thing.

None of the doors inside had been locked, so I didn’t have to destroy any more of them. I hovered over fine wooden floors and past decorative suits of armor, the faint smell of cleaning chemicals mixed with flowery scents in nearly every room I found. Plants lined most of the halls and covered many tables, their trailing vines hanging along hooks set into the walls.

I loved it, and made some mental notes for the castle.

After opening way too many doors and finding nothing, I began to think we were on a wild goose chase.

Then I heard a scream.

I flew down the hall—literally—and blew a door straight off its hinges.

Inside the room, a guard had Sumar backed against a wall, his sword thrusting straight for her. If my theatrics had surprised him, he still meant to finish the job.

Blood trickled down his face and graced Sumar’s fingers. He hadn’t caught her completely by surprise.

I didn’t even have a split second to react as I watched his weapon move.

Sumar, her eyes wide saucers of fear, got a leg up and into his crotch just before the deathblow came.

He grunted and bent, missing her neck, but the sword sank into her stomach, halfway down the blade.

“You bastard!” I yelled as I wrapped him up in a levitation spell, and with gritted teeth, I slammed his body around the room, into the floor and ceiling, channeling as much power as I could.

His armor bent and his bones crunched under my attack. I kept going past when he’d clearly already died.

With one more snarl, I lobbed his body out of a large window to smack into the ground outside.

Sumar lay on the floor, a river of blood coming from the devastating wound.

I pulled the sword free, eliciting a cry of agony, and threw it across the room behind me. Without wasting time talking, I pulled up her shirt and summoned the healing pattern, channeling it around Sumar as I held her still.

When the edges of the massive gash began to close, I whispered. “It’s alright. I have you. You’re going to be fine.”

Her terror-stricken eyes met mine, calling me out as a liar.

I gave her the warmest smile I could. “Really. I’ve pulled Tayvin back from an injury just like this one. You’re okay.” I took both her hands in mine. “I have you. I have you.”

Her breath came in fits and sobs, her eyes nothing but pools of fear and pain. Her skin had paled to almost near the whiteness of her horns.

“Lady Sumar!” Bylin’s voice echoed from outside the room.

“We’re in here!” I called back.

He barreled into the room, skidding to a halt when he beheld the bloody mess before him. A choked sob escaped his lips. He rushed over and fell to his knees beside us, his sword clattering to the floor. He reached out impotently, hesitant to touch anything.

“It’s fine,” I futilely assured him too. “I have her. I can heal this.”

Already, the wound had halfway closed. It still, however, looked rather gruesome.

Pounding steps sounded from the hallway.

Bylin leapt up only to find Tayvin rounding the corner.

When she surveyed the room, taking in the devastation and Sumar’s injury, she sheathed her sword across her back. “Ah, we were not too late.”

Bylin and Sumar both seemed relieved at her words.

Oh! When I say it, it’s all doom and gloom! But when she says it, everything’s going to be fine! I kept my small laughter inside. I knew a second opinion mattered a lot.

No one spoke as I healed Sumar. We all watched, her included, as the wound slowly closed, the river of blood trickling down into nothing. She let out a shuddering breath when I finished. “Mistress Amara,” she breathed. “I can’t begin to⁠—”

“I know. You’re welcome. I’m just glad we got here in time.” My eyes drifted over to Bylin’s sword, laying on the ground. Blood stained the blade. “Bylin….”

His lip curled. “Yeah. My other man attacked me. From behind, no less.” He shook his head. “I put him down for it.” His eyes wandered around the room. “I can only assume you finished off the other.”

“Yeah. You’re gonna want a closed coffin funeral for that one.”

He grunted, a hesitant smile coming to his lips. “As if we’ll be giving those traitors funerals. We’ll melt their bodies in hot slag, the way our ancestors have always done.”

Tayvin and I both nodded our approval.

“Sumar,” I said softly, “I know you just went through a lot, but things are happening tonight. Not just this. Of that, I’m sure.”

Her eyes darted around the room, her mouth working for a moment before she found any words. “I… I knew Igel and Unessa were plotting something. But… I’m sorry. I never found out what. They were very careful around me.”

Bylin knelt down beside us. “Please, my Lady. Anything you can tell us would help immensely. I….” He closed his eyes and sighed. “I’ve failed you. Failed our city. Here I am, captain of the guard, and I let this all happen underneath our noses. My own betrayed me tonight. The other triastrates hatched some nefarious plot, and I, stupid and blind, never even noticed.”

He was probably being far too hard on himself, but I let it go.

“Um.” Sumar shook her head. “Well, Igel had quite a lot of ‘get togethers’ at his home. I was pointedly not invited to any of them. They included the wealthy merchants from Cinderpit, who all looked down their noses at me.”

I wanted to know how she attained the title of triastrate with the elite arrayed against her, but now wasn’t the time. I turned to Tayvin and Bylin. “I think there’s two possibilities here. Either the main gate’s going to be thrown open to the soldiers outside, or they’ll infiltrate sneakily somewhere.”

Apparently portals and Doors wouldn’t be a concern, but I wasn’t going to rule out something off the wall and then kick myself later. And if it were me? I’d strike where no one expected it. To Tayvin, I said, “Go to the gate. Cut down anyone you need to.”

“I’ll go with her,” Bylin growled.

“Understood, Amara. And you?”

“I’m going to Igel’s estate. I’ll rip his house apart from the inside out. If I’m wrong, then all I’ve done is a massive amount of property damage. If I’m right, I’ll put a stop to whatever shit they’re planning there. Sumar,” I said softly, “is there somewhere you can hide for the time being? I think you’re going to be very valuable to Cinderpit’s future after tonight.”

When there’s only one triastrate left is what I didn’t say out loud.

“Y-yeah. There’s a hidden room in the cellar. I’ll hide there. Under some blankets in a corner, for good measure.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

After asking where Igel’s mansion stood, I flew out of the broken window I’d created. The traitor’s mangled body lay in a heap down below. Asshole.

Before I took off, I flew high into the sky and surveyed the city. No fires, no screams. Good. We’re not too late yet.

Igel’s estate stood a few blocks away, in the same neighborhood. Not surprising.

I hovered over the house, trying to see anything.

Nothing but darkened windows and shadows greeted me.

Welp. Time for some breaking and entering, I guess. Based on what had already happened, I didn’t really care about breaking any laws. My enemies didn’t and that almost certainly included Igel.

I zipped down to a small back door that led into a kitchen. I tried it first, just for good measure, finding it locked.

I need a quieter spell for this.

Ugh, I need a lot more spells anyway. I hope there’s some down time after this shitshow where I can cloister myself with the grimoire in a corner of the castle.

The door broke straight off its hinges and clattered around inside the kitchen, making all kinds of noise and causing damage.

For good measure, I conjured the pattern that protected me from projectiles.

Speaking of ignoble deaths, catching a stray bolt and ending this adventure would surely be one. Hmm… I need to look into strengthening my body.

Focus!

Inside the manor, I couldn’t hear a thing. Stepping lightly over the wreckage, I made my way inside, wishing once again for a spell that told me who might be lurking around corners.

Igel’s manor boasted similar decorations to Sumar’s. Useless suits of likely antiquated armor alongside nicely woven tapestries and paintings. No plants, though. A strike against Igel, in my opinion.

I darted around the first and second floors, trying an array of random doors. Finding nothing in any of them and not hearing a thing, I decided to give the basement a look. A small but wide staircase led down to a set of double doors, which I found locked.

They blew apart as easily as anything else.

“Uhh….” I furrowed my brow at the sight before me.

The stairs went down much, much further than expected. Lit by only small lights set into the walls, they plummeted into darkness that must have led many stories below ground. “Well that’s not super creepy at all,” I muttered to myself.

With a little more oomph into my deflection spell, I drifted down the ominous corridor.

As I descended, the subtle feeling of magic crept over me, emanating from below.

Hmm. Looks like this is it. Whatever it is.

I might as well get the jump on whoever’s down there. Not like I’m very stealthy anyway.

With my jaw set, I raced down the stairs to find another set of metal doors in my way. I raised my arms, summoned a huge wave of force, and knocked them open.

They swung hard inward, having apparently not been locked, and slammed into the stone walls, sending an ear-crushing reverberating sound echoing through the space.

I gritted my teeth and conjured my healing spell, just to take the edge off before I flew through the doors.

“AW SHIT!”

They opened into a truly massive room, especially for being underground, that raised two stories high and covered as much area, at the very least, as the manor above.

In the center, a few small skimmers shaped a little like mine carts sat at the sloping entrance of a tunnel leading even deeper into the ground.

All around it, Tranquiline troops, sorceresses included, stared me down.

My jaw hung open as I floated there, my brain struggling to catch up. Holy crap. I was right!

Crossbows started to twang.

“Ah!” Bolt after bolt slammed into my magic, all of them curving hard to crash against the stone walls, sending a spray of chipped rock around me.

I might have been able to hold out against that, even though I knew my spell had its limits.

But crossbows weren’t the only danger.

Two sorceresses, decked out in full, magically-augmented plate and wielding massive swords like Tayvin, shot towards me.

I couldn’t fight them.

They were far too fast.

“Shit!” I screamed as I backpedaled hard, flying up the stairs. I lobbed a few fireballs over my shoulder, not even bothering to aim in the tiny space.

The explosions deafened me once again, threatening to overwhelm my senses.

Halfway up the stairs, I looked back.

No!

I twirled in the air, a huge blade skimming right through the space where I’d been a second before.

On pure reflex, I summoned a wave of force and sent it careening towards the sorceress who’d caught up with me.

It washed over her armor, slowing her down.

But not stopping her.

Oh Tayvin, I need you!

I turned to flee again, just as I felt a huge surge of magic.

My enemy had just channeled into all of her armor at once.

I felt her gauntleted fingers clamp down on my leg. “Shit!” I turned and hit her with a concentrated burst of force.

It knocked her back, but her armor took the brunt of the blow and didn’t break her grip. We both tumbled roughly to the ground.

I felt the air leave my lungs as my body slammed into the stone stairs. At another burst of power, she dragged me back, her sword coming down in a rush of energy, poised to cleave me right in half. I channeled wildly, pushing myself to the side in nothing more than pure panic. In slow motion, I watched the sword clang off the stone steps where I’d been a second before.

I wanted so much to send a fireball into her face, but at this range, it’d hurt me just as much or more than her, encased in armor as she was. My racing thoughts finally caught up, and I sent a smaller, concentrated burst into her wrist.

Her arm wrenched back, her fingers uncurling from the hilt of the blade. Just as I expected, she channeled into the weapon itself, pulling it back towards her hand, just like Zamithra had once done.

I batted it away with another spell, watching it clatter down the stairs behind us, ready to do it again when she made another attempt.

Instead of that, she channeled into her gauntlet, a spell I’d never seen before. Her fingers clenched hard around my leg in a death grip.

My bones shattered.

A wordless cry exploded from my mouth as pain rocketed through me, white hot and merciless. I flailed with body and magic, a wounded, unthinking animal desperately trying to escape death.

“Come ‘ere, you bitch!” the woman growled as she dragged me down and crawled on top of me, the weight of her armored body pressing me hard to the angular steps.

My hands worked futilely to push her off, the spells in my mind fizzling before the purple glow of power could form.

She batted my hands away with nothing more than her own power.

Spell after spell fizzled as I panicked, the crushing weight of her armored body stealing the breath from my lungs with every exhale.

We wrestled wildly. I tried to push her off or flip her over, but I couldn’t manage it. She deftly rode out my attempts, staying on top.

To my utter horror, she raised up enough to pull a dagger from her waist. I caught her wrists as she tried to sink it into my heart. More spells fizzled as my world shrank down to the point of that blade and its miniscule distance from my body.

“Just die already!” She shifted and brought her chest over the hilt of the dagger, leaning all her weight into it.

I couldn’t stop it. I knew it.

All I could do was angle it away from my heart.

It sank into my flesh, the blade easily parting the soft leather of my bodice, burying up to the hilt.

My entire body jerked and spasmed against the pain, the shooting, mind-destroying agony that coursed through me.

Tayvin… I need you….

Help me….

She wasn’t here.

She couldn’t help me.

The sorceress raised up, attempting to pull her dagger free for another strike.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her against me, jostling the blade already in my flesh. I thought I’d known pain before.

I had not.

Not like this.

My breath came in ragged bursts, my eyes wide, my death coming at the edges of my vision.

I gritted my teeth, summoning the last of my remaining strength. With the last dregs of my will, I summoned a force spell, slamming it into my enemy.

She barely moved.

She laughed.

That stupid piece of shit laughed at me.

“I expected better from you, you know,” she said, her breath coming quickly. “After what you did to my sisters.”

“Lapdogs,” I muttered. “All of you. They deserved what they got.”

“Believe whatever you like, for the last few seconds of your life, True Sorceress. His Most Holy will reign eternal, and us with him.”

A small bubble of laughter started deep in my throat. I unwound my arms from her body and held her helmet tightly. “No, you won’t.”

A calm centered over me as I focused all my being into one last spell.

Casting this is going to kill me. But at least you’ll be dead too, you stupid bitch.

I summoned it.

The death spell.

The forbidden pattern. The one I’d learned as a prisoner of His Holy Shitness.

A wave of nausea crashed through me, a tiny mote of unpleasantness in the sea of agony in which I already writhed.

“What—”

Through gritted teeth, I growled, “FUCK. YOU.”

The abhorrent magic leached into her soul, the unnatural lines and patterns forcing it into a horrific shape. She started to scream, her back arching, but the sound became nothing more than a wet gurgle as her body decomposed.

I managed to somehow shove her off of me with nothing more than the pitiful strength left in my arms.

She thrashed, the sickening sounds still emanating from her throat. Or what was left of it.

Pulling the dagger free from my flesh hardly made a difference, already wracked with pain as I was. It clattered down a few steps and stopped. I watched with righteous anger as she writhed, her armor clanging against the stairs and walls, sending echoes around us. All the while, she never stopped trying to scream.

Finally, her limbs fell, and she moved no more.

My breath came slowly and raggedly. My will was spent. My body destroyed.

This is it.

It’s over.

Tayvin’s face blossomed in my mind. Tears ran down my cheeks.

I didn’t have any power left. My strength, my magic, all of it had gone.

My thoughts drifted to Tayvin finding me here, dead. She’d fall to her knees, our little love affair over before it truly began. It would break her, losing me after she lost Zamithra.

She’d be alone.

Again.

“No,” I mouthed without sound. No. I won’t leave you.

My love.

Heal yourself, Amara.

Do it.

Do it now.

I can’t.

That’s not true, you idiot! You’re still alive!

I summoned the healing spell.

A small spell, the only thing I could manage, appeared over the insanely deep slice in my abdomen.

My head lay heavy on the stone while I felt my flesh slowly knit together. The closing wound forced out a pool of blood that ran down my body. It all felt so strange. The pain receded, a little, letting my mind clear.

When I’d finished, I poked a hand into the cut in my clothes, finding nothing but smooth skin there.

My leg remained a ruined mess, but I had, finally, reached the true end of my ability. I tried once more, but the magic wouldn’t come.

Good enough, I told myself.

I rolled myself over, an overpowering stench only then breaching my thoughts.

The sorceress’s body lay a few steps down from me, the suit of armor oozing nothing but vile putrescence from each little gap.

“Serves you right, you piece of shit. How’s that for eternity?”

I started climbing the stairs.


Chapter Ten




Flying down the staircase had given me a very skewed idea of how many steps it had. Crawling up them proved immensely more challenging.

No one had followed the sorceress up.

Wait, weren’t there two of them? I must have hit the other one with an errant fireball or something. Lucky. I couldn’t have managed two.

Finally, after an eternity, I made it to the top. Igel’s manor house was still dark in the early night. I laid face down on the wooden floor, breathing deeply.

I couldn’t stand. I knew that much for a certainty. But the brief respite I’d just had—climbing up a long set of hard, stone stairs with a shattered leg and marginally healed body—had given me enough time to regain a little power.

I sent a tiny bit of force into a window across the large foyer, sending a small shower of broken glass outside. A fireball followed, a deep red and very bright one, that I sent out the window and high into the sky, where I had it pulse a few times before the small bit of strength I had failed me again.

Please see it.

The danger below hadn’t abated one bit, and I knew it. A single soldier with a crossbow, or a sword, or a fucking kitchen knife could end me easily like this.

I laid my face on the cool floor, marshaling whatever power I could to keep moving. Inch by inch, I dragged my battered body closer to the front door. I hadn’t seen any enemies outside the house on my way in, so I remained reasonably sure the only danger lay in the weird basement room.

I’d made it to the center of the foyer, probably leaving a trail of blood behind me, when I heard metallic footsteps from the stairs.

“No,” I whispered to myself.

I tried to redouble my efforts to escape, but I was out in the open, nowhere to hide that I could get to before⁠—

“You bitch!”

I turned as much as I could.

The other sorceress stood in the doorway, half of her face a wreck. One black horn curved its way up from the right side of her forehead, but the other ended in a cracked stub. It rose up from amidst red, ruined skin, the hair on that side of her head burnt straight off.

It looked painful.

I’d clearly hit her with one of the fireballs, and she hadn’t been wearing a helmet like the other one.

“Eat shit,” I spat as I tried to rise, my fireball pattern blossoming in my mind. I’ll burn the rest of you to cinders.

She channeled, closing the distance between us in a split second. Her gauntlet whipped up, and she backhanded me hard.

I felt my jaw crack, addling my senses with even more pain. Add it to the pile, I thought wryly. The fireball fizzled before ever truly forming. My body crumpled to the floor, my spinning vision showing me her sword raised high, ready to pierce my heart.

I can’t… I can’t… It’s too much… Tayvin….

I couldn’t believe I’d beat the last one, only for this to⁠—

The front door exploded in a shower of splinters and glass that rained down across the foyer. In the middle of it, Tayvin cried out, her sword held high.

Too late.

The sorceress struck. I could see her eyes. She took measure of the situation and decided to end me before engaging Tayvin.

My magic was spent. I didn’t even try to channel.

I slammed my palms to the ground and pushed myself back with everything my broken muscles could manage.

The sword sank deep, piercing completely through my body and into the wooden floor below.

But it missed my heart.

Tayvin screamed.

An unholy, deafening sound, nearly inhuman, echoed off the walls as she threw herself at our enemy, who pulled her sword from me, leaving yet another gaping wound in my abdomen.

Tayvin’s sword spun and whirled in patterns more complex and unreadable than I’d ever seen her use. She forced the sorceress back, blow after blow. The woman dodged and parried, her unburnt eye wide. She knew she wouldn’t win. Not against Tayvin’s rage.

Fuck, I thought, my mind still in shattered pieces. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck! I have to… I have to…to do this…again. I have to heal myself.

If I didn’t, I would die.

I scraped together power I didn’t know existed, pulled through the last remnants of my screaming body and ruthlessly molded them into one last spell.

Just one more. Just one more.

As if I hadn’t said that twenty times in the last few minutes.

The blood pooled heavily underneath me, my life slipping away.

I channeled.

I formed the healing spell.

Just enough…to not die.

The bleeding slowed. My wound, however, wouldn’t close. I couldn’t do it.

Finally, I’d reached the end.

My head lolled to the side as I watched the battle.

Tayvin didn’t stop screaming, a wordless roar of pure fury.

I saw the deathblow coming.

So did the sorceress.

Tayvin parried her hard, whipping her sword up and back, leaving her fully exposed. She brought her own weapon down, cleaving into the woman’s body between shoulder and neck, rending through the armor itself. Straight through her heart. The sorceress sank to her knees, her blade slipping from dying fingers.

Tayvin didn’t stop. With one hand on her hilt, she reared back and slammed her fist into the woman’s burnt face. Again. And again. And again, in an unceasing flurry, fueled by rage.

Her skull cracked, her already mangled face becoming nothing more than a bloody ruin before Tayvin finally stopped to let her corpse, still skewered with her sword, fall gracelessly to the ground.

Tayvin’s breath came hard, her shoulders heaving with the motion.

Even though I lay there dying, I found it endearing. And more than a little sexy.

She turned, the fury on her face morphing instantly to terror when she saw me lying there. “Amara!” She rushed to my side, sliding down on her knees to put her hands on me. “Why do you not heal yourself!?”

I gazed up at her, smiling as much as my broken jaw would allow. “Can’t,” I said in a small voice. “Just…can’t.”

Her eyes opened wide, her lip trembling at my words.

“Tay… I lo⁠—”

“BYLIN!” she screamed as she leapt up from me. She sprinted towards the broken front door and bellowed out of it. “HELP! HELP US!”

She rushed back to me. “Hold on, Amara.” Her voice cracked. “Please hold on. Help is coming.” Tears rushed down her face, and she shook her head, unable to accept the situation. Her hands gently explored down my body, taking in the huge rents in my clothes, the blood stains all over me. “What… What even….”

My own tears worked their way down my face, mixing with blood to drop heavily to the floor. “Tayv… I lov⁠—”

“DO NOT SAY THAT!” she snarled through gritted teeth. “Do not say that to me now! You will be fine! You will!” She turned towards the door. “BYLIN!” She screeched loud enough for the entire city to hear. “GET THE FUCK IN HERE NOW!”

Appropriate use of the word fuck. Nice.

…What a weird thought to have, while dying.

Bylin appeared at the door, flanked by a small team of soldiers. “Oh no!” He turned and bellowed, “Healing draught! Now!”

A young, horned man with blonde hair and a short beard ran forward. Instead of armor, he wore a complex vest of leather, completely covered in pockets. From one of the many, he produced a glass vial filled with glowing, golden liquid. He pulled the stopper out and dropped it to the ground, immediately pressing the vial to my lips. “Here, drink as much as you can, as quickly as you can.”

The pain in my jaw, which I would have once described as debilitating, barely even registered in my consciousness as I did my best to noisily slurp down the medicine.

I couldn’t imagine it would help. Not now.

I’m too far gone. I’m sorry, Tayvin, but it’s tru⁠—

The medicine, as it worked its way down my throat, sent a warming, soothing sensation through my body, eventually spreading out completely, encompassing everything from the top of my head to the tips of my fingers and toes.

It felt amazing.

More than that, I had the strength to touch my magic again.

Not wasting a single second, I summoned my healing spell, making it as deep and powerful as I could.

In a blinding flash of purple light, my wounds closed and the pain receded.

I felt my jaw bones knit together a second before the ones in my leg did the same. The gash through my body sealed itself, sending out spurts of blood as it did.

I blinked as it finished and my spell dropped. After a huge, sucking breath, a delirious laugh bursting from my lips. “Oh god, oh fuck.”

Tayvin’s face hovered above mine as her fingers quested inside the slashes in my clothes. “Amara,” she whispered as her tears dripped down onto me, mixing into the wet blood staining most of my body. “You are…well, now?”

I nodded, unable, or at least unwilling, to pick myself off of the floor. “I’m okay. I healed myself. I’m okay.”

With a great, shuddering breath, she closed her eyes and lowered down onto my chest. “Do not,” she said softly, "ever scare me like that again.”

I summoned the will to raise one hand up and caress one soft ear. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to leave you.”

Quiet sobs wracked her body, her head still pressed to my chest.

A moment later, she pulled away and helped me to sit up.

“Bylin,” I said, “the danger’s not passed. Not even a little.” I explained about the soldiers massing below. “I think the only reason they’ve not charged out here is because the sorceresses were in command. And I’ll just bet that if they weren’t ordered to come help, then they wouldn’t run up here and get in the way. I doubt there’s a lot of forgiveness in Kor’s army.”

He grunted, his hands on his hips. “Then we’ve got some work to do.”

I regarded the small number of his people. Eight. Eight people, not counting him. “Yeah, about that. They’re all armed and armored, Bylin. I don’t think you should go down there.”

He raised an eyebrow. “How many could there be in a basement?”

“Oh, right.” I explained about the weirdly massive room.

His jaw dropped a little. “...Okay.”

“Yeah. I didn’t know what to make of it either. Tayvin, help me up.”

“What should we do, then?” Bylin asked.

“I’m going to take care of it. Without any sorceresses, I should be able to handle all of them.”

I waited for someone to question me or my abilities.

No one did.

Ah, nice.

I took a step towards the stairs and nearly fell. Only Tayvin’s quick grip prevented me from hitting the floor again.

“Hmm.” I eyed the young medicine man. “Can I have another one of those healing vials?”

He smiled and didn’t so much as glance at Bylin before he produced another one.

I flicked the stopper out and drank it down fast, the same warmth spreading through my body.

It felt just as good, although in a slightly different way, than the healing magic did.

“Thanks.” As it worked its way through my body, I felt all my spent strength returning, like I’d just woken up from a deep, restful sleep. “I feel amazing.”

The man looked away and blushed. “I’m pleased to hear it, Mistress Amara.”

“Did you make this?”

“I did.”

“Astounding.” I gotta hire that guy later, if Bylin will let me. “Okay. C’mon, Tayvin. Let’s mop up these assholes. Bylin, please stay up here with your people. I don’t think we’ll be long.”

If there aren’t any more sorceresses, I’ll burn everyone to ash. If there are, Tayvin will murder them, and then I’ll burn everyone to ash.

I floated off the ground as we made our way to the stairs.

As we descended them, Tayvin muttered, “What is this place?”

“I don’t know. I think it’s as weird as you do. We’ll have to ask around after we handle this situation.”

The closer we got, the more and more pissed I became. Now that the wracking pain had left me, my emotions flooded in. Lousy bastards! Lapdogs to a tyrant, trying to forcibly take a peaceful city! Just for the never-ending desires of some jumped-up asshole who styles himself the ruler of the world.

I must have been making a face or something, because Tayvin’s hand slipped around my arm. “Amara, are you…well?”

“Just pissed.”

She released me with a tiny laugh. “Ah. Yes.”

I stopped in mid air. “Tayvin?”

“Hmm?”

“When that sorceress stabbed me in front of you….”

“I saw red, Amara. Quite literally. I have always heard that expression. Seeing red. I believed it to be only that, a saying. I know now that it is not.”

I slipped my hand around her bicep. “This isn’t the time, but I want to tell you that when you killed her, but didn’t stop? When you punched her face in for what she did to me?”

“Yes?”

“I liked it.”

Her lips parted as she trailed her hand gently through my dark blue hair. “I wanted to hurt her, for hurting you. Many on Saas would chide me about the overkill, letting my emotions run rampant. My only regret,” she growled softly, “is that she had but one life to give me.”

I reached up and folded my hand in hers. “I have something I want to say to you. Later, when we’re safe.”

“I look forward to it, Amara.”

We held each other’s eyes for a moment longer before we started down the stairs again.

My anger, held briefly at bay, mounted again.

Halfway down, we passed the ruined body of the first sorceress.

Tayvin flinched as we came close. “Ugh! What is that stench!?”

“I, uh, melted some more flesh.”

We slowly passed the body. The suit of armor had leaked substantially, an appalling pool of filth dripping down the steps below it.

Tayvin grimaced.

“I managed not to vomit while casting it, this time.”

She glanced over at me, the horror still suffusing her features. “Um. Good?”

As we approached the bottom of the stairs, I wove the deflection spell around us both. “Here’s the plan. If there are more sorceresses, please kill them. Otherwise, just let me work.”

“As you wish.”

We cautiously approached the subterranean room. The second we stepped into view, a cacophony of crossbows twanged, sending a barrage of bolts straight at us.

I pushed a little more power to the spell, lengthening some lines, and it brushed them all aside. Once the initial salvo had ended, I swept into the room, rising up above the throng.

Oh, there you are, you little shit.

Triastrate Igel stood in the middle of the room, right next to the open tunnel. He quaked in fear when he saw me.

Good. You should be afraid.

I raised a hand, intending to levitate him up and out of the crowd—I had questions for him—but before I could have the pleasure, he cried out and dove—impressive for an old man—straight into a minecart, which whipped into motion, sending him careening down into the darkness. It would have been a really funny sight if, a few seconds later, a cracking boom hadn’t made the entire room shudder.

A second later, once the dust cleared, I looked at the collapsed tunnel, nothing more than a pile of rubble.

What the actual crap?

The bevy of bolts didn’t stop, but none of them threatened to break through. Throughout the onslaught, I caught a lot of panicked soldiers lamenting about their new lack of an exit.

Igel, you impossible asshole. You scamper out and close the door behind you?

Not that I had any pity for anyone here.

I glowered down at them, all wearing the ostentatious gold and purple of the Tranquiline. For a moment, I contemplated screaming down at them, telling them they were all bastards, or something equally uninspired.

But it would have been a waste of time and my breath.

I meant to kill them all.

Best get it over with.

I thought about collapsing the ceiling on them, sealing this room off forever, but there might be clues to be found.

If anything survived the coming inferno.

I raised my arms, a sneer across my lips as I gazed down at them in righteous anger. “Bastards. I don’t even care if you’re scared of Kor. You’re here to kill innocent people.” I didn’t bother speaking loud enough to be heard. With upraised arms, I began to summon fireballs, one after another, creating a dazzling show that hovered at the top of the room.

The barrage of bolts increased and panicked screams drifted up to me.

Once I’d created a blinding amount of fire, I dropped my hands, whipping them down in a series of devastating explosions.

With narrow eyes, I surveyed the destruction. Not a shred of pity entered my mind.


Chapter Eleven




Magical fire produced much less smoke than normal.

Once the carnage had ended, I drifted down, ready to dispense swift mercy to any left alive.

Not a single person had survived.

I floated there, taking in the scene. I inhaled deeply, and let it out slowly, letting my anger die with these invaders.

Soft footsteps sounded behind me. I didn’t turn around.

“Amara?”

“Yeah?”

“Am I correct in thinking that triastrate Igel was among them?”

“He was. He fled through the tunnel before I could pluck him out, though.”

“Hmm. Then he will likely be outside the city at the Tranquiline encampment. Surely it would have led there.”

“Oh. Right, of course.” I turned and floated down beside Tayvin. We both looked silently into the room.

“Someone will have to clean this up,” she remarked.

I winced. “Oh, shit. You’re right. Maybe I should offer some help with a few levitation spells.”

“Perhaps.”

We both turned as loud footsteps echoed down from the stairs.

The young man who’d given me the healing elixirs came into view, a stricken look on his face. “Mistress Amara, Lady Tayvin!”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

He grimaced. “This wasn’t the only entrance into the city.”

“Oh come on!” I wailed. “Are you shitting me!?”

He flinched.

“Ugh. Sorry. Let’s go.” Not wanting to waste a single second, I lifted them both up with my power and zipped us all up the stairs.

The man cried out at the sudden situation.

Tayvin's lips were curved into her little smile.

We burst out into the foyer to find a pacing Bylin belting out orders.

I set the other two down on their feet. “Where?”

Bylin turned to me, his mouth set into a grim line. “A storage building on the other side of town. My people—” His eyes flashed. “—My remaining people, the ones who’ve stayed loyal, are fighting them back, but there’s too many and they’re starting to break. Or so they were minutes ago when this news was fresh.”

“Where exactly—” I started to say, then thought better of it. “Screw it. You can show me exactly where it is. You have all the weapons you want to bring?”

“Um, yes?”

“Great.” I levitated him, Tayvin, and his other eight people all off the ground. We flew through the broken door and up into the night sky to look down on the city. We paused when the whole pit came into view. “Okay. Point it out.” I could hear cries of battle drifting in on the breeze, but nothing had caught fire yet, and I couldn’t pinpoint a location.

“There.”

“Draw your weapons, everyone!” Without waiting for any replies, we sped overtop the buildings. I made small corrections at guidance from Bylin as we got closer. “I’m going to set you all down nearby.” I didn’t know if they were all combatants or not; the potion guy didn’t seem like it. “We’ll charge in.”

Once again, I didn’t wait for confirmation. After their feet were all safely on the ground, Tayvin and I flew away, whipping around a corner to find a beleaguered contingent of the city guard fighting against…more members of the city guard, backed by Kor’s forces, who poured out of a large warehouse door.

“Get in there, Tayvin. I’m knocking myself a new door into the building and am gonna try to close whatever tunnel they have.”

“Yes, Amara.”

I whipped her away, sending her careening through the air towards the melee. Although I couldn’t see it, I knew her lips curled into her little smile.

I hovered up beside the tall warehouse walls and slammed a massive fireball into the side, exploding the stone inwards in a shower of broken block. For good measure, I sent a barrage of fire in after it, before I could even see what lay inside.

The city guard—the loyal ones—hadn’t pressed into the building, so everyone in there had to be an enemy.

And ripe for burning.

After the explosions died down, I drifted into the shadows.

And immediately felt someone channeling.

On pure reflex, I dashed backwards out into the night, just quick enough to avoid a sorceress in full plate. Her sword cut through the air right where I’d been.

She pivoted quickly, pushing off the broken wall and leaping straight at me, her blade poised to run through my chest.

Oh no you don’t. I’m done with that shit tonight.

And we’re not in a closed in staircase this time.

I batted her aside with a quick and brutal wave of force.

She tumbled in the air, righting herself with her power, ready to touch down and come at me again.

No.

I levitated her and pulled her up level with me.

She flailed uselessly, grunting and squirming, trying futilely to wrest free.

With a vicious sneer, I drifted away and threw my arms wide. Orbs of fire appeared in the air all around her, above and below.

I waited there, savoring the moment. It was callous. Heartless.

I didn’t care.

She flung her sword at me, propelled by her magic.

I caught it with a spell and made her watch as it drifted into my waiting palm. I pointed the blade at her, said nothing, and sent the fire slamming into her, one after another.

She didn’t scream.

After I’d finished, I threw her sizzling corpse back into the hole I’d created in the building before cautiously following it inside.

I entered into a sparsely lit warehouse, most of the goods shoved to one side in a haphazard pile of crates that ringed the room. In the center, a large trapdoor opened in the floor. It looked like it could be easily hidden and missed by anyone walking over it. How long has that been dormant here?

Soldiers came through in a steady flow, right up until I started raining fire down on them. They scattered, some discharging their crossbows at me with the same results everyone had ever had.

A few dipped behind crates. I either picked them up and dashed them against the floor and walls or tipped crates over on to them.

I once recoiled at the brutality of battle.

Not today, it seems.

Once I’d mopped up everyone in the room, I picked up a mass of crates and ruthlessly threw them down into the opening. It wasn’t permanently wrecked, but no one would be using it anytime soon. Good enough.

I took a long, deep breath before steeling myself to head back into the fight, crushing the rest between me and Tayvin.

I did not, however, even get a chance.

Amidst a cacophony of screams, people ran back into the room only to skid to a stuttering halt when they saw me floating there above the wreckage and clogged exit.

Tayvin’s war cries sounded a second before I saw her cutting her way through the throng.

I absently fireballed a few stragglers while she cut down the rest, the city guard and Bylin coming hot on her heels.

They all skidded to a stop as well, equally surprised by the sight I’d created.

I still held my stolen sword in my hand as I floated down to Tayvin and Bylin. “About time you got here.”

Bylin shouted out some orders to smother the fires still burning.

I’d mostly aimed for people on the stone floor, not wanting to send the entire place up in a huge conflagration. Some errant crates weren’t so lucky, though.

Tayvin strode up to me. “Amara. I like your sword.”

“Thanks. It’s new.”

“Mhmm. May I see it?”

“Sure.” I handed it over.

She set the tips gently on the ground and compared them. “Good. Mine is bigger.”

I snorted and took it back.

Bylin came up to us, tentative hope on his face. “Well, that was awful, but it could have been a thousand times worse, if it weren’t for the two of you.” His eyes traveled up and down Tayvin’s body. “I’ve never seen anyone fight like that before. Astounding. Truly.”

She beamed. “I appreciate that.”

“I mean it. You cut people apart with moves I couldn’t even follow. And the fight with the sorceress?” He shook his head. “I doubt anything I’ll ever see will top that.”

“You fought one, too?” I asked.

“Yes. She was good. Not good enough, though.”

I smirked. “I dealt with one of my own. Apparently each strike team had two leading it, which seems like a lot. Exactly how many loyalists does Kor have?”

“I do not know. But at the rate that we are killing them, I should think his reserves are dwindling.”

“I hope so. My point is, though, that four seems like a lot. I’d be a little surprised if there were more waiting outside.”

Bylin grunted, his hands on his hips as his eyes still roamed the room. “Mistress Amara, I hate to ask, but could yo⁠—”

“Oh, we’re going to take care of whoever’s left outside. Don’t you worry about that. And we’ll bring in Igel, too. I imagine we all have questions for him.”

Bylin’s gaze darkened. “Yeah. Questions.”

I should have been in bed a long time ago, curled up with Tayvin. Ugh. Let’s get this over with.

In a rush of magic, Tayvin and I flew out of the building, through the broken hole I’d made earlier. The city rushed by below us, its streetlamps creating a pleasing design along the rounded streets.

Neither of us spoke as we went, and a few minutes later, we came up to the Tranquiline encampment. “Oh,” I said at the sight.

We’d spooked them good. The entire force had turned tail and were making haste away from the city. I caught sight of a small opening that led under the ground. Wild. How many old tunnels does this city have? The enemy hadn’t even bothered to properly disassemble their camp. Tents stood in long rows, still standing tall. Several cookfires still flickered in the night.

We both laughed softly as I brought us to a halt.

“That’s right,” I said. “Be afraid. Bastards.”

“What do we do?” Tayvin asked.

“Well. I mean, we came here to kill them all, but….”

“It would be dishonorable, at the very least.”

“Yeah.” I glowered down at the retreating force. “I didn’t send any fireballs into anyone’s backs at Stonemarsh. I’m not going to here, either. However, we do need to find Igel. His own involvement obviously isn’t in question, but we should find out what he knows, what other plans or traitors remain. And to give voice to Unessa’s guilt.”

We dropped down low and sped over the abandoned camp, heading towards the army. I planned to simply levitate Igel out of the throng and bring him with us. Anyone who meaningfully tried to stop me would get a fireball in the face.

My eyes were only for Kor’s people, but as we zipped over a row of tents, Tayvin reached out and grabbed my arm.

“Amara. There. Look.”

Since no one could outrun us anyway, I stopped and peered down into the shadows. “Uh, what?”

“There.” She pointed. “Take us down there.”

As the ground rushed up to meet us, I thought I saw what she’d noticed. Golden embellishments on purple robes.

The colors were common enough among Kor’s forces, but that’s not what this was.

We dropped down right beside triastrate Igel’s body.

I sighed. “Dammit.”

His throat lay open, a pool of blood soaking into the ground around his body.

My hands balled into fists on my hips. I glowered down at the corpse. “This damnable night. Holy crap.”

Tayvin chuckled at me. “Yes, sacrosanct feces indeed.”

I turned, intending to give her a hard glare, but my composure cracked and I smiled. “Dammit.”

She leveled an even stare into my eyes. “Amara.”

“What?”

“You were intending to get Igel to implicate Unessa, yes?”

“Yeah.”

She nodded. “As expected. How sure are you that Unessa is involved?”

“Extremely. For a couple reasons.”

“Mhmm. Do you know,” she said with a bright, put-on smile, “what we would do with her on Saas?”

“You’d just kill her, I know.”

“How many good people lost their lives tonight?”

“Too many.”

“Yes. One would be too many. And it was more than one. And because she is careful, because she hid behind Igel, you are considering letting her go.” When I didn’t reply, she laid a hand on my shoulder. “Let us go speak with her and see what she has to say.”

“Hmm. That’s a good idea.”

We left Igel’s body and the encampment behind. The city shone brightly as we returned, the turmoil of the night invisible from above. Luckily, we found Bylin at the storehouse still, overseeing matters. Mostly the honorable retrieval of loyal soldiers’ bodies.

He turned with wide eyes when he noticed us descending. “Mistress Amara. Lady Tayvin. That was…fast.”

I filled him in on the situation.

He grunted and shook his head. “As loath as I am to admit it, maybe killing them while they ran wouldn’t have been the best option.”

We all took a moment of silence to observe the carnage around us and the grim work his people were engaged in.

“Maybe,” he said with a curled lip.

“Speaking of the guilty,” I said, “we want to pay Unessa a visit.”

He held my eyes for an uncomfortably long time.

I said nothing.

He jerked his head to the side.

Tayvin and I followed him around the corner of the building.

He licked his lips and stared us both down before he spoke. “I’m going to be very frank with you both.”

“Please do.”

“After your meeting with the triastrates, it got me thinking. I’ve always known that Igel, Unessa, and Jorn—the triastrate before Sumar—were up to something. A lot of somethings, really. Strictly for self-enrichment.” He took a long, deep breath. “I could never pin anything on any of them. A lot of the reason for that is that my job depended on their approval. Another is that although I knew they were crooked, I truly thought they were mostly getting kickbacks and under the table deals. Immoral, but not world-ending.

“Then this army shows up. They don’t send a single emissary, they don’t make demands. They just set up shop and sit there. I couldn’t figure out why. But when you two showed up and they instantly tried to vilify you…. Every single rumor that came here said you two fought bravely against Sordruum Kor. No one does that. And more to the point, rumors always come in a variety of half truths. These didn’t. It only meant one thing, I thought. They were true.”

“You’ve been looking into the triastrates today,” I said.

He scoffed without humor. “Such a piddling amount of time for it, but yes. I did. If I’d known then to look into my own people....”

“And you found?”

“A lot of little things. Likely secret missives. Unaccounted for time, seemingly erased from a few logs.”

“Nothing concrete.”

He shook his head. “I think, given all that’s happened, I could build a solid case against Unessa. I’m sure of it. There’s much that already doesn’t add up.”

“Why,” Tayvin said flatly, “are we having this conversation?”

Bylin looked to her, and then to me.

I met his eyes.

He closed them and sighed again. “Unessa knows we’ll find her. She must. She’ll flee the city soon. Perhaps tonight, or in the morning in a show of normalcy.”

“Then we have your blessing for this?”

He nodded.

“Finally,” Tayvin hissed under her breath.

We both ignored her.

I, for one, had been leaning very much towards Tayvin’s plan anyway, but the nagging thought of being wrong wouldn’t let go. After hearing what Bylin had to say about it, all my reservations disappeared.

“Where’s her estate?”

“One street down from Igel’s, covered in yellow trees and flowers. Oh, and before you ask, I’ve sent four people I implicitly trust to go retrieve Sumar. I already thought she was the future of this city. Now?” He huffed out a small laugh. “Now she’s vital.”


Chapter Twelve




Unessa’s manor stood out just as Bylin said. A blinding display of yellow plants in all shades assaulted our senses as we flew in. In a shocking display of selfishness, her entire yard remained well lit, even at night.

I could only imagine what her neighbors thought.

“Is it in bad taste,” Tayvin said as we set down on the path to her front door, “to say that I am pleased we are here to kill her?”

“You mean about the light, right? Not just the atrocities.”

“Yes. I hate it.”

“Hey, maybe we’ll burn it all down on the way out.”

Levity in the face of premeditated murder. Damn, Amara. You’ve become a ruthless bitch.

Not that this woman deserves any less from me.

I strode up to the front door, knocked hard on it, crossed my arms, and waited.

Tayvin slowly turned her head towards me. “Um…?”

“She’s awake. A servant will answer. I’ll tell them to leave.”

“If that is how you want to handle it.”

I knocked hard again.

A minute later, a young woman opened the door, her eyes wide and her skin pale.

What we must have looked like. Tayvin and I both were covered in blood and grime. My own clothes sported multiple gashes, around which the bloodstains were even darker.

Her lips parted, but no sound came out.

“We’re here to speak with Unessa. It’s going to get…unpleasant. You should leave.”

“I… Well… I can’t just⁠—”

I held out a hand, a roiling ball of fire exploding into existence over my open palm. “Leave. Now. Don’t come back.”

She squeaked and jumped.

Tayvin and I stood to either side to give her space to sprint out of the house and into the street.

I stepped into the lavish foyer. Fine tile and wrought iron banisters gave the space a very ritzy appeal. I had chosen similar things for my own house. “Lady Unessa?” I called. It galled me to give her a title, but I wanted a little civility before we went to work.

A moment later, a man appeared, dressed in opulent but functional leathers. A sword hung at his side, and his eyes said that he not only knew how to use it, but would do so at the drop of a hat.

Idiot. Can’t you see who’s standing in front of you?

His eyes traveled up and down both of us. “Can I assume that⁠—”

“Mistress Amara and Lady Tayvin. Yes. Take us to Lady Unessa.”

He tilted his head at me.

I gave him the most disingenuous smile I possibly could. “If you please.”

He nodded and turned, leading us into the manor.

Unessa sat at the far end of a large, oval table, her back to huge, plate glass windows that looked out over even more brightly lit, yellow plants. She made no effort to hide a sneer as we entered.

The man took up position behind her, along with another woman, dressed the same as him.

“You barge into my house, this late at night?” Unessa asked.

“Oh, don’t tell me you weren’t up already. Surely you wouldn’t have been able to sleep through the coup that you yourself planned.”

The air in the room changed.

The two behind her stood a little straighter.

For a second, no one spoke.

Unessa’s eyes bored into mine. Then she sniffed and looked away. “You think I had anything to do with all this foolishness tonight? It must have been that pompous idiot, Igel. Always reaching for more. Nothing was ever enough for him.”

I favored her with a vicious grin. “As true as that probably is, I’m sure you’re projecting, too.”

“Amara,” she said, her voice dripping with disdain, “I see you’ve come here with notions in your head. I’m sure you think that, as a supposed ‘True Sorceress,’ that everyone around you must suffer through your delusions. But I will not. I am the law in Cinderpit now.”

I took a few steps forward and leaned over her dining table, making no effort to keep the blood off of it. “...Now?” I met her eyes and smiled. She’s not nearly as good at this as she thinks she is. “You say that because you know Igel is dead. You either gave the order for his murder or, at the very least, knew it was coming. You also seem to think that Sumar’s dead, too.”

She mostly kept her composure, but her eyes widened and her chin raised, just a little.

I’d been looking for it. “Mhmm. We saved Sumar tonight. I personally killed your man before he could assassinate her.” By a thin margin, but still. “Bylin killed the other traitorous guard in Sumar’s home. She’s safe, and well beyond your reach. But then again, your reach doesn’t extend past this table at the moment.”

Her lips curled into a snarl as I spoke, and when I finished, she slapped the table. “Enough. I don’t have to listen to any of this. Leave now, or you will be forcibly removed.”

I threw my head back and laughed. “You think you can!? You really don’t comprehend the situation you’re in right now. Looks like I’m not the only one with notions.”

With barely contained rage, she turned to her bodyguards and waved a hand in our direction. “Remove them. Now!”

The man immediately started forward around the table.

The woman hesitated. Her hand laid on her sword hilt, but her steps came slowly. Her eyes darted back and forth between me and Tayvin.

I took a step back. “I assume you’d like to handle this?”

“Yes, Amara. I would.”

The man strode right up to her and extended his hand, ready to grab her shoulder.

She shucked his grip and laid her palm on his chest. She shoved him backwards without any noticeable effort.

He careened backwards, his ass hit the table, and he upended onto it, his legs flipping up. He sputtered, his eyes wide with embarrassment. The second he regained his feet, he drew his sword.

That’s the end of that.

He swung at Tayvin.

She dodged deftly out of the way. If a sorceress in augmented armor couldn’t hit her, this poor bastard didn’t stand even a ghost of a chance.

Not that he seemed to understand that.

The blade whiffed past Tayvin’s emotionless face twice more before he grunted and turned, thrusting the weapon straight towards her chest.

I could barely even follow what happened.

She performed some lightning fast technique that redirected the sword, still in his hand, straight into his throat, right down to the hilt.

For a second, they both froze.

Tayvin stepped away, leaving him to look down at the blade before he dropped to the floor, a few gurgling cries emanating from him before he went still.

Unessa, along with her woman, had both paled. Another second went by before she screamed, “Stop them! What are you doing!?”

I caught the woman’s gaze. “Leave. Now. Not just this house. Cinderpit. And don’t come back. If I see you again, I’ll kill you.” I wouldn’t remember her face. But I’d had enough killing for the night. Just one more, and we’d be done.

Unessa screeched at her as she ran out of the room. “Get back here! Save me now!”

Tayvin huffed. “Are we done with this little show, Amara?”

“Yeah. Go ahead.”

With deliberate slowness, she circled the table.

Unessa stood, her chair scraping the floor and tipping over behind her. “You can’t do this! You can’t!”

Tayvin’s little smile contained a world of malice. “Oh, I assure you that I can.”

Unessa’s lips trembled. “We can…make a deal. I can give you⁠—”

“You made your deal,” I said.

Tayvin sneered. “Yes. With His Most Foul.” With one hand, she flipped the dining table out of the way, leaving nothing between the two of them. For a moment, she paused, apparently considering how she wanted to handle this. With the same slowness, she reached up and drew her sword, still red with blood.

“You can’t,” Unessa mouthed.

Tayvin leveled the blade at her. In the blink of an eye, she thrust it straight through Unessa’s throat, mirroring her previous kill. She held it for a beat, then pulled it back.

Unessa slammed into the tile floor, face down, a pool of blood quickly forming underneath her.

Tayvin flicked the new blood off the blade.

“Better?” I asked.

She slipped the sword behind her, where it held. “Did we really have to have the conversation first?”

I spread my hands and gave her a placating smile. “Thanks for enduring it. But what’s life without a little sense of the dramatic?”

Her narrowed gaze told me exactly what she thought of that. “At least it is done.”

“Yeah. As are we, I hope.”

We left the carnage as it lay. Someone else would clean it up.

Back outside, I stopped to take in the starry night. “Well, it ended up okay. But holy crap, there were some moments tonight I never want to relive.”

Tayvin slipped her arm around my waist. “Yes. I know what you mean.” She followed my gaze up to the sky. “Hmm.”

“What?”

“Do you see that…it is not a star?” She pointed to a random part of the sky.

“Oh. Yeah, it’s…. Hmm.” A bright light hovered in the firmament, a little larger than most of the stars. But it also…moved. “Oh.”

“Yes.”

“It’s the fucking airship, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Sordruum Kor floated up there, looking down at the city. Watching from afar while people died for his pointless ambition.

Tayvin’s grip tightened on my side.

“We’re going to kill him,” I whispered to her. “And we’re going to make it hurt.”

“It will not be enough,” she whispered.

“No. It won’t. But think of it this way. He believes he’ll live for eternity. Rule for eternity. We’re going to take that away from him. When he sees it coming, when he knows we’ve won, and he’s about to die, the crushing weight of that loss, the loss of forever, will be all he can think about. And then he’ll die. At our hands.”

She leaned in, resting her head on my neck. “It will have to do.”

I smiled at the soft fur of her ears that brushed against my cheek. My breath hitched suddenly, tiny tears forming at the corners of my eyes. Now that everything had finally ended, the emotions that I held at bay came crashing back.

Tayvin stood and took hold of my shoulders, turning me towards her. “Amara?”

I held her eyes. My lips parted as my breath came faster. Quietly, I said, “I didn’t… For a minute there, I….”

Tayvin leaned in, pressing her forehead against mine. “You almost died.”

I wrapped my arms mercilessly around her, squeezing for all I was worth. I buried my face in her neck and let the tears, along with a few wracking sobs, come and go.

She silently held me back.

When I pulled away, my lips still trembled. “It wasn’t that I would die.”

“No?”

“It’s that you’d find me…after. It broke my heart. I knew it would….” I couldn’t get the words out.

“You knew that it would break mine.”

I nodded.

“It is for the best that it did not come to that.” She gave me her tiny smile, but her eyes were filled with sadness.

I sniffed loudly and wiped my nose with my sleeve. Another time, I would have balked at that, but my clothes were covered with so much blood and grime that it hardly mattered. “We’re going to go back to the castle. I’m going to learn every single spell that’s ever existed. We’re going to bring in Malevolence and they, with Senmarie’s help, are going to forge you armor and weapons like no one’s ever seen. No one’s ever going to touch us again.”

She pulled me in for another hug. “Let us go home. Am I wrong in thinking that you will want a hot bath?”

“Oh my god. I’d say I’d kill for it, but…there’s been enough of that tonight. Maybe I’ll just, you know, ask Senmarie to run it.” I sighed heavily. “But there’s just a little bit more to do between then and now.”


Chapter Thirteen




We found Bylin out in front of the magistrarium, where he’d set up a little temporary outpost. It consisted of a canopy over a few chairs and a table that looked like they’d all been dragged out from inside the building.

“Mistress Amara! Tayvin!” He leapt up from his seat and waved away a crowd of people that looked like they’d all been trying to speak to him at once. His face carried the same weariness that I felt in my bones. He’d also kept on his bloodstained clothes, and his sword still hung at his hip. His brows drew down as he asked, “So? Is it…?”

“It’s over,” I said. “She’s dead.”

He grunted. “I see. Did she say anything before the end?”

“First, she dismissed our claims that she was behind it all. Then she tried to throw us out of her house. When that ended badly, she tried to make a deal with us. Oh, and she definitely knew Igel had already been killed, and assumed Sumar had too. She seemed surprised when I told her that wasn’t the case.”

Bylin regarded the cobblestones, his hands on his hips, for a moment. “I never really liked her. Always a little stuck up.”

“A little?”

One side of his mouth turned up in a smile. “Well, she got worse over the years. I knew she was pretty self-interested, but I never would have guessed that she’d sell us all out to the Tranquiline.”

“She claimed that ‘she was the law here,’ so I imagine she fancied herself a queen.”

Tayvin scoffed. “Just like Zamithra. Freedom under His Most Foul is only servitude disguised as freedom. She would have been able to do whatever she wanted. As long as he approved of every detail.”

“I’m sure that would have only come up later.” I shook my head. “Anyway. We want to get home as soon as possible. That involves opening a magical Door back to…well, our castle.”

Bylin’s brow rose. “Your castle?”

“Yeah. It’s a story. You can visit, of course. However, I need somewhere safe to open this Door.”

“I assume you want to keep it a secret?”

“For now. I have plans, but yes, for now, the fewer people that know about it, the better. Is Sumar on her way?”

He nodded.

We let him get back to the crowd that all wanted his attention. We stole a few chairs, gave out a few looks that said we wanted to be alone, and sat down off to the side of the square.

Sumar showed up later, completely alive and healthy. She saw us and turned our direction, but she got instantly waylaid by a large portion of Bylin’s crowd.

My head started to fall again and again. My determination slowly lost the fight. I would have chided myself about it, but I had nearly died more than once over the course of the night. And channeled a ridiculous amount of magic. And the sun probably lurked right over the horizon anyway.

Just before I slid out of my chair and embarrassed myself, Tayvin scooted close to me and pulled me in, letting me rest my head on her shoulder. She pulled her hair around and rolled it up, giving me as much of a pillow as she could.

“Tayvin,” I said, my mouth full of mud for all I could get the words out. “I… I lo….”

Sleep came for me, hard.

I dreamt of many things. Some good, some horrible. When I woke, much later, fragments of them still clung to my mind, nearly indecipherable bits that seemed like they meant something and likely didn’t.

“Ugh.” I raised up and patted Tayvin’s armor where my mouth had been. Good. I didn’t drool on her or anything. “How, uh, how long?”

Her lips pressed into a thin line, and her eyes narrowed. “I do not know. But far, far too long. I have caught both Bylin and Sumar’s eyes a few times. However, they are quickly drowning in people every time.”

My nap had taken the edge off, but I still needed very much to be horizontal. “Lemme handle this.”

I stood—with effort—and strode out into the middle of the group. Trying out a new technique that had been rolling around in my head, I conjured two force spells and slammed them into each other.

A booming sound like lightning nearly shook the ground as it rumbled through the square.

Hmm. Nice.

I augmented my voice and said softly, even though it echoed around the area, “That will be all for now. You may speak with Lady Sumar or Captain Bylin later this afternoon.”

The entire crowd stopped, all chatter ceasing, but no one moved.

Okay then.

I summoned an even louder boom.

People shirked away and covered their ears, some running quickly. Everyone else scattered with varying degrees of decorum.

A few moments later, we stood in the square alone with Sumar, Bylin, and a few of their personal protectors.

Bylin gave me a tight smile. “My deepest apologies, Mistress Amara. I should have seen to you first and foremost. Please forgive my foolishness.”

“It’s been a long night for everyone. Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get things moving from here on out. Can I hope that you’ve thought of a location?”

Sumar looked askance at us both.

“Please come with us, My Lady,” Bylin said. “I believe that Cinderpit is in for some sweeping changes, and not just because you are the only remaining triastrate.”

She shrugged. “Lead on.”

He directed us all into the magistrarium, down a long hall, and down a set of stairs that descended into the earth.

Almost like the ones at Igel’s home.

“Sumar,” I said, “I have a question for you. Not that I assume you’ll know the answer.” I explained about the big, weird room under Igel’s mansion and the network of tunnels that must exist.

“Oh. Yeah, those.”

Bylin stopped in his tracks. “My lady?”

“Well, I mean, I didn’t know they were actually real, but I’ve read stories about a cult that used to exist, a really long time ago. They worshipped some blacksmith deity and mined deep into the ground. Apparently rare ores made good offerings. I don’t know.”

Bylin clucked his tongue. “You know, now that you mention it, I do remember hearing things like that. But not for years.”

“Something the older people,” I said, “would remember, use, and suppress as it suited their needs. I wonder just how long Igel’s been in league with the enemy.”

Bylin grunted. “I don’t want to think about it.” We didn’t come out into some weirdly huge culty room at the bottom of these stairs. A reasonably large basement stretched out, various doors along its walls. “I thought you could set up here, Mistress Amara. It’s very defendable, which I assumed you would want. And it’s at the heart of the city, which should be useful.”

I nodded, my thoughts coming slowly under the blanket of weariness. “It’s great, Bylin. Perfect, really. But.. oh, we need⁠—”

Tayvin produced a small satchel I hadn’t even noticed looped around her. “I have the materials Senmarie prepared for us.”

“When in the world did you⁠—”

Her eyes twinkled. “I might have been able to slip out from underneath you while you slept. And then back in, before you woke.”

“Huh. Well, I’m not gonna question it. Let’s get it done.”

Bylin stood off to one side, but Sumar hovered over us as we set out the spell anchors and catalysts according to Senmarie’s diagram. “This is going to connect Cinderpit to…?”

“My castle,” I said, reveling in the words as they danced off my tongue.

“Wow.”

“You should see it. Not today. No tours today. But soon.”

She didn’t even try to hide her overwhelming enthusiasm at the invitation. “I’d love that, Mistress Amara.”

On one hand, having her address me by title didn’t feel quite right, considering her own, but if the triastrate did it, everyone else would be expected to as well, so I let it stand.

Once we’d set out all the materials, I stood in the center of the pattern and channeled.

Holy crapping crap. I need to be home right this second.

The array started to glow with purple power. I stepped out and let it wind itself up, the energy flowing through the catalysts and taking on the shape required. As it did, I felt a pull from far away. The magic flowed in that direction, and a second later, I felt the link establish itself. The patterns vaguely mirrored each other, fitting into a complementary fashion.

A swirling vortex coalesced into existence, and beyond it, I saw the familiar designs of the castle. The opulent, inlaid tiles of the room we’d activated that side of the Door in, topped with tables of weird machinery.

I turned to Bylin. “We’re going to secure our side of the Door for now so that no one can come through.” I was spitballing pretty hard here. We’d never actually spoken of anything like that with Senmarie, but we also hadn’t expected to be dealing with the massive shitshow that had occurred. Surely Senmarie could lock the door. Or detach the room from the castle itself. Or something. I didn’t really care. I just needed to not be in clothes covered in dried blood as soon as possible.

“Of course, Mistress Amara.” He bowed low, as did Sumar as his side.

I inclined my head at them.

Just before we stepped through, Bylin said, “Mistress Amara. Lady Tayvin. I might or might not have said it a few times, but thank you. Cinderpit would have fallen without you.”

“And thank you for saving my life!” Sumar added with a huge smile.

I returned it. “Of course. I’m so glad it ended up…as well as it did. See you soon.”

We stepped through the Door.

On the other side, we stood in the small room that sat off a random hallway I would never find again without Senmarie’s help. Hell, I might not find my way back to a familiar part of the castle without it.

“Uhh…” I eloquently said to Tayvin.

“Ah, right. Hmm.” She opened the door and peered down that long hall. The one that looked just like a hundred other halls in this place. “Well. Hmm.” She set her hands on her hips.

A chime sounded above us, making us both jump.

“You’re back!” Senmarie’s voice rang out from seemingly nowhere and everywhere at once. “I was so worried! I’ll be right there, Mistress!”

“Ah,” Tayvin said. “That is convenient.”

We waited outside the door for a few minutes before we heard quick footsteps racing down the hall.

Tayvin heard them first.

“Mistress!” Senmarie’s voice echoed down the hall. When she turned a corner and came into view, a bright smile split her face. She scampered—that was the right word for it—towards us and bowled me over, wrapping me up in a huge hug.

If Tayvin hadn’t been standing behind us and lent us a helping hand, I would have fallen straight to the floor under the assault.

“Oh, Mistress! I was so worried!” she said again, squeezing me tight. When she pulled away and took in the state of me and my clothes, she gasped long and loud. “Oh, Mistress! Oh no!” Her hands were instantly on me, poking and prodding, slipping into the severe gashes in the leather bodice. “Are you!? Oh! So much blood! Oh, Mistress!”

I firmly took her hands in mine and held them still. “I’m fine, Senmarie. I’m glad you’re worried about me, but I’m okay. It was a rough night, but we made it through.”

Her lip quivered as she bent down close to inspect the cuts. When she turned me around, I let her. Another loud gasp passed her lips when she saw the matching exit cut. “You were stabbed fully through!?”

I turned. “Yeah.”

“But… But you’re okay…?”

“Yes.”

Finally, she seemed to get a handle on her emotions. “What… What happened!?”

Oh yeah. We were supposed to just go there and set up the Door array. Easy. “There were some complications. I don’t have the wherewithal to tell the story right now. Could you escort us back to our rooms and run me the biggest, hottest bath in the history of baths?”

“Of course, Mistress.” Her fingers trailed down my damaged bodice. “That must have hurt very much.”

“More than anything else ever has, yeah. But the blow was aimed at my heart, so better this than that.”

She blinked away newly forming tears, her gaze unfocused. “I see things haven’t changed all that much since I’ve been asleep. I was kind of hoping that….” She shook her head softly, her black hair falling into her face. “I don’t know why things have to be this way.” Before I could ask what she meant by that, since it didn’t seem to be fully directed at us or our situation, she turned and beckoned for us to follow.

“Oh, wait. Can the Door be locked away? Just to be safe.”

“Of course.”

I leaned against the wall and felt the surge of power, but I could barely think, let alone pay attention to the magic involved.

No one spoke during the trip back to the master suite.

When we passed through the doors, a hard and involuntary shudder ripped through my body. I’m back. It’s over.

Senmarie’s darkening mood had lifted a little, and she smiled widely at me. It didn’t fully touch her eyes, but it was genuine. “Follow me, Mistress. Let’s get you out of those clothes!”

“I will join you in a moment,” Tayvin said before she disappeared into the Endless Closet. “I can remove my own armor.”

The clock ticked for my ability to stand under my own power.

Senmarie started the tub, the sounds of gently running water washing away the awful memories that clung to my mind.

“I’m sorry about the clothes, Senmarie.” I gazed down at the bloodsoaked mess. “If I’d known I’d be ruining them, I would have worn something else.”

“Ruin?” she asked as she gently started to undo the bodice. “It’s hardly ruined, Mistress.”

I’d never been undressed by someone else. A little part of me balked, thinking I needed no such extravagance. The rest of me didn’t mind so much. It wasn’t like Senmarie hadn’t already seen me naked anyway. “What do you mean? It’s soaked in blood and cut up all to hell. You’re telling me you can salvage this?”

When she loosened the bodice enough and pulled it off my body, it felt like shedding a layer of used up skin. The smell of stale sweat and not-fully dried blood wafted up, wrinkling my nose.

“True Sorceresses of centuries past were no strangers to this sort of thing, Mistress. You’re hardly the first to return to the castle beaten and bloodied. There are all sorts of contraptions in rooms attached to the Endless Closet that can work wonders. Getting caked in blood is a trifle compared to some of the things that have occurred. And repairing leather, even this kind, can be done so well you’d never know anything happened to it in the first place.”

“That’s… I’m really glad to hear that. I’ve become attached to these clothes already.” I wobbled on my feet as my arms slipped fully out, the leather and cloth falling with a muffled thump to the floor.

My breath caught as Senmarie’s fingers slid down the sides of my pants and into my underwear. I didn’t look back as she slipped them off. Her hand appeared beside me, and I gratefully took it to step out of the soiled mess.

Senmarie guided me to a small chair beside the tub and I lowered down into it while she fiddled with some controls. It had filled rather quickly. When I started to rise, she held out her hands. “Oh, no, Mistress! Not yet!”

I leaned back.

She went to a cabinet and rifled around through it. As she did, I thought about how comfortable I felt being naked around her. One side of my lips curled up as I imagined my first surprise shower with Tayvin and her disgust at the concept of modesty. Apparently Senmarie shared that style of thinking. Or maybe it was because of the nature of our relationship.

She finally turned with a large bottle of bright red liquid, which she dumped a quarter of into the bath. In seconds, a wonderful aroma wafted up to me, like a field of flowers in springtime, a complex mix of scents that dispelled the horrors that still clung to my nose.

After a few more changes to the controls, the bath whirred into motion, jets pushing water throughout, creating a pleasant swirl of bubbles. It was almost exactly like a hot tub or jacuzzi back home. Just powered by magic.

“Okay, Mistress! All ready!”

“Did you make it as hot as the sun?”

She beamed. “I did!”

“Good.” I tried to stand and get in, but my muscles screamed at the movement, finally and utterly spent. I plopped back down to the chair. “Oof.”

“Do you need help?”

“I think I can do this.” I channeled, something I still had a few reserves of. My body lifted off the chair under the power of my spell, and I floated myself with light touches up and over the edge.

When my toes sank into the near scalding water, yet another violent shiver wracked my body. “Oh, shit,” I muttered as I slowly, inch by inch, sank into the bubbly water. My head finally touched down on the pillow on the side, and I let my spell go. My body drifted down, forming against the wavy seat. A long exhale passed my lips. That’s the good stuff.

I glanced over, the only thing I could still do, to see Senmarie looking down at me with a strange expression. I quickly shut my eyes and suppressed a smile. She likes having someone to take care of.

“Please excuse me, Mistress. I have something to do.”

I mumbled out some sounds that might have conferred agreement.

Either way, Senmarie hurried out of the bathroom.

The silence stretched out as I felt the water gently wash away the memories. The grime that stuck to me, however, would take some scrubbing. Something for later. I’d just soil whatever sheets I fell into tonight. At least this bath would take the worst of it away.


Chapter Fourteen




Time passed, and I laid there with my eyes closed.

“Amara.”

My body tensed, but I didn’t jump. I didn’t bother opening my eyes, either. “I didn’t even hear you come in.”

“I am not surprised.”

“Is that an insult on my puny ears or you bragging about how naturally stealthy you are?”

“Yes.”

“Ugh. Get in the damn tub.”

Tayvin chuckled softly.

A moment passed.

I peeked, a narrow cracking of my eyes, to see that she had indeed gotten in the water. I hadn’t heard or felt a thing. “It’s the water jets. They covered the noise and splashes.”

“Mhmm. You tell yourself that.”

“I will.”

She leaned back, only submerging up to her shoulders. She stretched her muscular arms out over the edge of the bath.

Neither of us spoke a word, as I settled back into my near-sleep relaxation. If I did fall fully asleep, I banked pretty hard on the idea that slipping under would wake me up.

A little later, I did hear Senmarie coming back.

She didn’t say anything, and when I heard some rustling sounds, I opened my eyes to see her hanging her dress over a hook, now completely nude. Her scales ran down the sides of her body, legs, and over the tops of her feet, in addition to all around her tail. It was hidden by her loose clothing so often that I almost forgot she had one at times. “Uhh… Senmarie? What are you doing?”

She turned. “I’m getting in, too, Mistress. Is that…not okay?”

“Uhh….” I summoned the mindlink spell and wrapped it around Tayvin. Is that okay?

I do not know why you are asking me. You are the one concerned with, her lips quirked up and her eyes flashed, modesty. We are simply sitting in a bath. I did not think you planned to have sex with me right here and now.

Yeah, you’re right. I turned to Senmarie, only to find her trying very hard and failing to hold in a wide smile.

“...What?”

Her cheeks colored and she turned away. “Well, um, I can, you know, see the magic you’re using. I know you’re discussing it. It’s okay if you don’t want me to, Mistress.”

“...Oh.” I felt my own cheeks color. “I totally forgot you could do that.” Did I even know? “It’s fine, Senmarie. Please get in. I’m being foolish. It’s a dumb proclivity from my world.”

She didn’t need to be told twice, although she didn’t get in nearly as fast as the two of us. She dipped a toe in, inching her way into the water.

“Too hot?” I asked.

“I’ll get used to it, but yeah. I prefer…less scalding.”

For as much as I tried to close my eyes again, they wandered over to Senmarie’s pale body. She had all the curves. Butt, boobs, thighs. I tried to tamp down my growing admiration, tried not to think about how soft her skin must be.

I looked over at Tayvin only to find her doing the exact same thing.

Since we couldn’t talk through our minds without being openly rude, I cocked my head at Senmarie and raised my eyebrows.

She gave me the most subtle of nods, her ever present smile definitely on her lips. After she was done watching the show, which I think Senmarie completely missed, Tayvin leaned out of the tub and took a few fancy soaps and a cloth from a nearby shelf.

I watched her clean off, imagining how nice it must feel. My eyes locked on her long, luxurious tail as she efficiently worked the shampoo into it. I wanted to brush it for her, but I wasn’t going to even be able to wash myself.

“That is enough hot water,” she said after she’d finished. “I am going to bed, Amara. Would you like me to carry you there?”

“No, but thank you. I’ll be along.”

Being in Tayvin’s arms sounded nice, but I didn’t quite want to take her up on the offer with Senmarie there.

When she’d left, I tried to sit up. I’d pulled my shoulders out of the water before my elbow buckled and gave way, dropping me back in with a splash. “Oh… Oh, damn.”

“Mistress?” Despite her hesitance to get into the tub, Senmarie apparently had a high tolerance for the heat, as I did.

“Ugh. Maybe I should have had Tayvin carry me, as foolish as I would have felt. Give me a few more tries, and I’ll get myself into bed. Although you might still have to change the sheets after I’m in them. I’m not sure a soak is going to get all the grime and…blood off.”

Senmarie shook her head, a small smile on her lips. “Oh, Mistress.” She stood, and I watched the water run down her skin. She slipped an arm under mine and helped me up.

“This really isn’t⁠—”

“Please, Mistress. Let me help you.”

It’ll make her happy. Dammit, it’ll make me happy, too. Just go with it, Amara.

She helped me stand, taking the strain of my aching muscles. I grunted with the effort. “I guess healing doesn’t do everything.”

She laughed, a bright, clear sound that echoed around the room.

“Is that funny?”

“I’ve read, in the diaries, tales of nearly every Mistress learning the same lesson. Healing makes you feel invincible, but there’s only so much your body can take. Mistress told me a few stories of her own, in fact.”

“Huh. Well, better to learn that now, I guess.”

She directed me towards a tall ledge that left me mostly out of the water, only my legs and half my hips still underneath. I’d wondered what it could possibly be for. Heat wusses, I’d thought.

Senmarie got the fancy soaps, a few clothes and brushes, and what looked like a small, wooden cup.

Is she really going to…?

She used the cup to pour water over my head before starting to work the shampoo in.

As she did, I tried my best to endure it, surprised as I was.

“Are you not comfortable, Mistress?”

“Oh. Um. Does it show?”

“You are rather stiff. Did you not get such attention on Earth? Weren’t you a noble?”

“Well. Kind of. But not like you mean. We didn’t really have nobles like that word implies. At least not anymore. I had status, but I didn’t have servants. Or, well. Hmm. I had a personal chef. People that came and cleaned my house for me. And a driver—someone who piloted our version of a skimmer.”

“It sounds, Mistress, like you had servants.” Her voice held a light, humorous tone.

“Wow. I never thought of it like that. But no one bathed me!”

“Do you dislike it?”

“I…don’t know. But I do know that I don’t have the strength for anything right now, so please continue.” I closed my eyes again, feeling her work her fingers through my hair, and smiling as she rinsed it out.

After that, she worked down my body with brushes and cloth covered in the nice, fragrant soaps. My skin prickled at the touch. I shivered numerous times throughout, and I couldn’t keep a massive smile off my lips.

When she rinsed me off for the final time, I braced myself to move again, or more likely float to bed. Before I could, her hands came down on my shoulders and firmly started kneading my ruined muscles.

A long, low, guttural moan passed my lips.

“I assume,” she said with the same bright tone, “that means you’re enjoying this?”

“Don’t stop. Ever.”

“Not too hard, then?”

“No! Keep going.”

She worked my shoulders and down my back, every movement pure bliss to my aching body. She even went down my arms and slid her fingers through mine, a part of massages that I had always very much enjoyed. I leaned back on my hands while she briefly went down my legs before positioning herself in front of me and picking a foot up out of the water. She worked her hands into my soles, eliciting another involuntary moan of pleasure.

I blinked myself back into focus to find her giving me the same strange look she’d had earlier. When I met her eyes, she smiled brightly with tears starting to form. “You like having someone here, don’t you?”

She blinked away the tears before they fell. “A few years elapsed between Mistress’s passing and when I entered stasis. I had much to do to prepare the castle.” She let my foot down and folded her hands in her lap. “I won’t say they were the worst years of my life. The ones before I came to Senar can hold that title forever. But… I don’t like being alone.”

“I’m not surprised to hear that.”

“I did what I had to, but the days were long and lonely. The worst part was that… I didn’t know if good days would come again or not.” She shrugged, a faraway look coming to her face. “I can’t tell you, Amara, how happy I am that you’re here. How happy I am that you’re a good person. And that you want me. It’s everything I ever hoped for, and more. If only there wasn’t all the…fighting left to do.”

It wasn’t lost on me that she called me by name that time. “Senmarie. You said something earlier about the world still being like it is.”

She sniffed. “Oh, that.”

“What did you mean?”

She glanced up.

My breath caught.

The look in her eyes pierced my soul.

I could count on one hand the times in my life that I’d seen eyes like that. My lips parted. The pain reflected in that gaze. The burdens she carried. That she endured still. But also the hope. The longing. All of it swirled in her golden eyes. I saw it, clear as day. All from the most innocent person I had ever met in my life.

She saw me see it.

“Can I say something…conceited, Mistress?”

“Sure,” I said, just now understanding that so much more dwelt underneath her bubbly exterior.

She finally looked away, saying softly, “I don’t understand why people aren’t more like…me.”

I stayed silent.

“I want…to be happy. I want everyone around me to be happy. I never want to hurt anyone, even accidentally. Others’ pain is my pain. But,” she shook her head viciously, “I look out into the world, and there’s so much suffering. And most of it doesn’t need to happen. It’s all petty bickering and short-sighted greed. There’s evil out there; I know there is. But it’s rare. Most suffering is caused by a lack of compassion. Empathy. If everyone were more like me…things wouldn’t be so bad.

“That…is my conceit, Mistress.”

“As far as conceited thoughts go, Senmarie, it’s the best one I’ve ever heard.”

“Thank you, Mistress. I’m not saying I’m perfect. But I…just don’t understand. How can people like Sordi do what they do? They hurt people, knowingly and willingly, just so they can get something. Power, status, sex. I don’t know. I can’t imagine screwing someone over for my own gain. I just can’t.” She shook her head again. “I don’t get it. I never will.”

I wanted to agree with her. I did, technically. But there had been times in my life where I screwed a few people over. Just business, I told myself at the time. But I had been an asshole before.

At least I wasn’t proud of it.

I said none of this out loud to Senmarie. I took her hands in mine while thinking about how weird it was to have this conversation while naked and wet. “You’re one of the best people I’ve ever met, Senmarie. That’s already overwhelmingly clear. Never change.”

Her fingers squeezed against mine. “Thank you, Mistress. That means more than you might know. It’s all I ever want to be.”

I desperately wanted to ask her about her history on her dying world. Based on how she spoke of it, she must have seen some real horrors there. Were they happenstance, or were they from other people? But a better time to ask would present itself.

“Well, I’m going to go to bed now. Thanks for the…washing? It was…nice.” A little awkward, but something I might get used to after a couple times. I levitated myself up and out of the tub, drying off while I floated there.

Senmarie said good night and left to wherever her room lay in the maze of this castle. Huh. I should ask later.

I’d wanted to have a talk with Tayvin, to say some things I very much wanted to say aloud, but she’d already fallen asleep under the starry sky projected around our bed. I slipped under the covers as gently as I could.

If she woke, she didn’t stir.

She’d gone to bed naked, as was her way.

Since clothes would have taken literally any amount of effort, I joined her.

Sleep came for me the second my head hit the pillow.

In the dark of night, some time later, a flurry of movement woke me up.

“NO!” Tayvin bolted upright in bed, pulling me out of a deep sleep. Her breath came fast, and in the dark, she reached out, searching and putting her hands all over me. “Amara,” she breathed.

It took me three tries before I could form any coherent words. “Hey. Yeah. What?”

“Oh, Amara.” Her breath hitched. She curled around me from behind, slipped one arm underneath me, and wrapped the other one over top. She squeezed hard as her breath slowed.

I snuggled back into her. “Nightmare?”

She nodded with her face in my hair.

“Involving me?”

Another nod. She softly wept, slipping her leg over me under the covers.

“It’s okay.” I planted a few kisses along her forearm. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m okay.”

Her breath came in a series of halting inhalations.

“I’m here. We’re safe.” Once she’d finally calmed a little, I asked, “Do you want to talk about it? Or would that make it worse?”

She pressed her whole body tighter against mine. “It was…Igel’s mansion.”

“Ah. When I got stabbed through.”

“Sort of. The nightmare played through a few times. I can remember that now. Each time, you…it happened differently.” She tried to speak a few more times, but failed and shook her head into my hair. “I cannot say them. They were too awful.”

“It’s okay,” I said again, kissing up and down her arm. “They weren’t real. They didn’t really happen, no matter how real they were. I’m here. I’m with you. I’m right here.” My own tears started to fall. I’d never seen Tayvin in such a state. She’d always been a rock, an unyielding monolith that could withstand anything and still wear her little smile. Having her sob into me seemed more intimate than anything we’d ever done before. Slowly, I turned around, still in her arms and intertwining with her legs. I pressed my forehead to hers. “I’m not going anywhere.”

In the dark, her fingers brushed my cheek. Her lips found mine. I shifted, pressing my body softly against hers, together from head to toe.

Her lips parted, her tongue slipping between mine.

I could taste the salt of her tears.

We laid there, under the covers, kissing gently, the warmth of her body against mine even better than the scalding bath before. A few more tears made their way down my own face. The world ceased to exist. All that was or would be was us, here, in this moment. Wrapped up warm and snug, together in the darkness.

Safe.

If tomorrow never came, I wouldn’t miss it.

I pulled away and pressed my forehead to hers again. “Tayvin.”

“Yes, Amara?” she whispered back.

In the shadows, I could barely make out the green of her eyes. I reached up, caressing her face, my thumb on her cheek and my fingers running up into her hair. “I love you.”

She slipped her hand around mine. “I love you as well, Amara.” She sniffed, her tiny smile just barely perceptible. “I did not think it possible. I did not think I would find such a thing again, least of all like this.”

I chuckled. “This isn’t the life I imagined in pretty much every conceivable way.”

Her laugh mirrored my own. “Taken from our homes. From our very worlds. There is no question that he has done many terrible things. And he will pay the price for them. But how strange it is to think that this, that something so beautiful, came from such atrocities.”

“It would be nice,” I mused, “if more things in life could just be good, you know. That they didn’t have to come at the tail end of something terrible.”

“Yes. If only. But still, we are here.”

“We are.” I wrapped my hand around her neck and pulled her to me, pushing my tongue mercilessly between her lips.

She moaned softly against me and returned the pressure.


Chapter Fifteen




The next morning, I awoke to find that it was afternoon.

I stumbled into the Endless Closet and found a long, black silk robe, put it on over some underwear, and called the job done.

Not having any real idea of what I should do, I called out in the middle of the bedroom. “Senmarie?” When that didn’t immediately work, I wandered out into the castle. Luckily, the path from my room to the kitchen wasn’t all that hard, and I made my way there based on my spotty memory.

Tayvin sat at one of the many islands, slowly eating a sandwich that came with a side of bright red rice. When I plopped down beside her, she grinned. “I wondered if you would sleep until tomorrow. I would not have held it against you.”

“After all the shit we’ve done in the last twenty-four hours? I’m a little surprised it’s only afternoon.”

“Mistress!” Senmarie appeared from one of the pantries, her arms loaded up with cookie ingredients. “How are you feeling?”

“Worlds better, thanks for asking. What’s for lunch?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Okay,” I said, taking that as a challenge. “I want a hamburger. Not too thick of a meat patty, covered in spinach and arugula. Topped with spicy cheese and whatever sauce you think would go with that. And a side of fries, heavily seasoned. And some coleslaw.”

Her smile didn’t waver for a second. “Of course, Mistress! You’ll just need to explain to me what all those things are!” She opened a drawer and pulled out a small pad of paper, an actual inkwell, and a long, thin writing utensil.

“What’s that?”

“Fish spine.”

“Huh.” For the next five minutes, she asked very detailed questions about my order, which I struggled to answer, never having really thought deeply about any of it before. She didn’t write down my answers so much as plot out a list of possible substitutes, some of which she crossed out as I continued talking.

When she finished grilling me, she turned on a magical grill and disappeared into a pantry.

“Ham…bur…ger,” Tayvin said. “It sounds revolting, based on the name.”

“It’s a glorified sandwich. You should try it. The fries, too.”

“This is a common human meal?” she asked with a curled lip and raised eyebrow.

“Where I’m from, yeah. Seriously, though, if Senmarie pulls this off, you’ll crap your pants, it’s so good.”

She sighed. “Amara, please tell me that is an expression.”

I turned away and laughed. “Yeah. It is.”

“Your people seem to have a fondness for including feces in their conversations.”

“I’ve never thought of it like that. But… I can’t really deny it.”

“Perhaps it is the feces’ holiness.”

“You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“Would you, if you were me?”

“No.”

She nodded, pleased.

Fifteen minutes later, Senmarie presented me with exactly what I’d asked for, along with a large mug of tea. “I hope you like it, Mistress!”

I hoped I did, too. Based on her shining smile and wide eyes, she desperately wanted me to love it, and would be put out if I didn’t. Here we go. I took a bite.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

“There it is.” Tayvin smirked at me.

It wasn’t exactly cow, but it was so damn close that it didn’t matter. And Senmarie had added a bouquet of spices the likes of which I’d never tasted. I’d barely managed to swallow before I stuffed some fries in my mouth—they were a little more orange than normal—which devastated my taste buds with a wave of pure euphoria. I didn’t even manage to wholly swallow them before I scooped some coleslaw in, too.

After I’d chewed and swallowed it all, I laid my head on the countertop. “Senmarie, this is the best food I’ve ever tasted.” And I’ve had a lot of mind-blowing food since I came here.

I couldn’t see her, but she squealed loudly. “I’m so glad, Mistress!”

It wasn’t prim and proper, but I wolfed down that lunch as fast as I could, unable to help myself. When Senmarie wandered away for a minute, I offered Tayvin a few bites.

She barely reacted. “It is astounding.”

“You could react a little more, you know.”

“I could, but I will not.”

“Was yours this good?”

“Yes, but I had my emotions about it before you got here.”

“You did tell Senmarie you loved it, right?”

“Of course, Amara.”

“Good.”

Senmarie called out from one of the pantries, her voice echoing around the kitchen. “I have a surprise for you, Mistress!”

I caught Tayvin watching me and leveled a glare in her direction. “What do you know?”

“I will not spoil the surprise for you,” she replied, returning my stare.

A moment later, Senmarie appeared with small plates for the both of us. I peered down at two big rectangles of bright blue airy fudge.

Tayvin only had one. Her eyes were still on me.

“You told her,” I accused.

“Of course.”

“It was my pleasure, Mistress!” She had her own plate and didn’t hesitate.

I wasn’t about to, either. I bit into it and closed my eyes. The taste transcended the airy fudge I’d had before, already a mind-blowing experience.

My fudge disappeared before Tayvin finished half of hers.

Senmarie’s plate ended up empty, too.

I leaned over the counter, stuffed.

“I told her,” Tayvin said, “to give you two pieces. I thought about three, but I did not want to watch you throw up in this nice kitchen.”

“That’s,” I said around an oppressive fullness, “good thinking. I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself.”

“I know.”

I grumbled into the counter. “I can hear the smile in your voice.”

“I am sure you can.”

Senmarie cleared all the plates and silverware and started washing them.

Tayvin offered to help, which Senmarie politely but firmly refused.

Once she’d finished and I’d recovered, she set down a plate with one more rectangle of airy fudge.

I glanced down at it. Then at her.

Obviously I stuffed it into my mouth, heedless of what either of them would think.

“So, Mistress, what are our plans?”

Tayvin smirked. “I told her that you would not want to sit around and take a break for a few days.”

“Do you?”

“Not really.”

“Okay then.” I turned to Senmarie. “Well, I still plan to use the castle as a base of operations in our little war. To that end, I need to, ah, know my way around it. And to figure out how best to use the space for our purposes.”

“Well, that’ll be easy!”

“It…will?”

“Of course! The castle can be reconfigured in any way you want it to be!”

I looked at Tayvin.

She looked at me.

We looked at Senmarie.

“What?” I asked.

“I’ll show you!” She jumped up and headed out of the kitchen, using a door I hadn’t noticed before. There were a lot of doors.

We ended up in a little sitting room with a cozy fireplace. I could feel the patterns inlaid into it, and on a whim, I channeled into them, creating a nice little fire.

“So, Mistress!” Senmarie opened a door that led to a long hall with lots more doors. Standard stuff for the castle. Then she shut it, channeled into a series of patterns inlaid into the door itself, and opened it again. This time, it led to a small storage closet.

My lips parted, no words coming from them.

Tayvin peered into the little room. “Where did…the other one go?”

“Well,” Senmarie said with her customary grin, “technically all the rooms in the castle are floating inside the castle’s void⁠—”

“The void the castle’s in, right?” I asked. “The pocket dimension.”

“No, actually. The castle exists in the pocket dimension, but it itself contains another pocket dimension.”

“Castleception,” I muttered. Either they didn’t hear or didn’t know how to respond.

“All the rooms inside the castle are floating in its voidspace. They can be reconfigured however you want!”

“And,” I said, trying desperately to make sense of it all, “they don’t need to adhere to the normal laws of physics. Like, clearly. Right?”

“Nope! They bend and contort however they need to! You’d have to really bunch them all up before they started to be a problem!”

“But even though they’re ‘bending,’ that doesn’t alter our perception of them? Make them look curved or…something?”

“Nope!”

“How…does that work?”

“We bend with them! From our viewpoint, everything is normal. It’s only in the voidspace that you could perceive the warping.”

“That is disconcerting,” Tayvin muttered.

“Oh, don’t worry about it!” Senmarie said. “Most rooms we’ve been in bend at least a little!”

Tayvin blinked. “That does not help.”

I reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sure we’ll…get used to the idea.”

“Uh-huh.”

I leaned in towards the door, trying to feel the patterns inside it. “How does it work? Surely there’s hundreds of rooms, if not more.”

“Many more!”

“Right. Do they each have a unique pattern associated with them?”

“Of course! Think of them like numbers. They’re all unique, but easy to remember if you know the system.”

I stepped back with my hands on my hips. “That’s genius, actually.”

Senmarie ran a hand down the doorframe. “It is, isn’t it? This place is the result of millenia of research and magical development. Each Mistress adds something new to the castle. I can’t wait to see what new wonders you invent, Mistress!”

Once again, I remembered my status as master—or Mistress—of this castle. It’s mine. “I hope I can live up to all that came before me.”

Tayvin smiled her little smile. “You will, Amara. Of that I have no doubt.”

“Of course you will, Mistress!”

I couldn’t hide the quickly growing and very satisfied smile on my lips. I might never have had such good people around me, believing in me like this. “Thanks. I appreciate your confidence.”

Luckily, Tayvin didn’t say another word, but I caught the twinkle in her eyes.

“So, I’m probably asking for too much, but is there a map? Somehow?”

“Of course!”

“Huh. That was easy. Can we see it?”

Senmarie channeled into the door once again, and I swore I could feel the room drifting away and another one coming in from nowhere to settle on the other side.

“One more question. Can I just…do this any time, anywhere? Just make any door I want go to whatever room I like?”

“Yes, Mistress. Some of the Mistresses of old did just that, according to the diaries. Although if you do it too much, some rooms become unstable. And if you’re planning on other people using the castle, you probably want to set it in a good configuration and leave it that way. I don’t personally move rooms often because I get used to the layout, and I’d just confuse myself later.”

“I see.”

She opened the door and led us into a striking room we’d never seen before. The floor stretched out, entirely made of glass. Underneath it, a large, outrageously complex pattern glowed in the subfloor. Like the one I’d seen in Kor’s palace, physical catalysts and inlaid lines made it up. Hundreds, if not more, tiny little pieces of minerals or bone, sculptures of alien design, and what I could only think of as tiny pools of blood made up the array.

In the center of the room, a mass of holograms hovered in the air, made of the same purple light of magic.

“Senmarie,” I breathed. “This is amazing.”

“It really is, isn’t it!? This is one of the most impressive pieces I’ve ever seen. Mistress said that it’s the result of three different True Sorceresses, all born in the same era, working together. They did a lot of the work for the pocket dimension the entire castle now resides in, as well. Here, let me show you how it works!”

I followed her into the center of the room with Tayvin trailing behind. My eyes fell downwards, taking in the absolutely insane pattern. “This is,” I asked, “made this way because it’s too complicated to cast naturally, isn’t it?” It blew away even the most complex spells in the grimoire.

“I believe so, Mistress.” Senmarie stood in the middle and channeled directly into the holograms, which I only then realized were patterns themselves.

“The one below creates these new patterns?”

Patternception.

“Yep!”

Holy crap. I really have a lot to live up to, here. For a moment, I stopped where I stood, not anxious about the prospect, but excited for the chance. I’m going to be a Mistress worthy of this legacy. I’ll record my name and my accomplishments in the diaries Senmarie speaks of.


Chapter Sixteen




For a while, we played with the layout of the castle, and I became quickly familiar with how it all worked. For one thing, it required exactly the sort of organizational skills I excelled at, but also, the system had been designed so well and so intuitively, I felt most anyone could have gotten a handle on it with some practice.

Senmarie and Tayvin both stood back and watched me work.

The holographic patterns swirled around me, and I felt powerful in a weird new way. This entire castle changed on my whims. Rooms moved because I demanded it. The barest movement of my arms and a little bit of channeling, and huge ballrooms changed positions. My mind wandered back to the grimoire upstairs, sitting on its desk, waiting to reveal its secrets to me, too.

“Amara?”

“Oh. Sorry. Got lost in thought, there.”

Tayvin chuckled. “I assumed so.”

I made a few sweeping changes to the castle, but much remained to be done. “I’m going to have to give this some real thought before I finish it. And I’d like Malevolence’s input on a few things, too.”

Senmarie’s face scrunched up. “You’ve said that name before, Mistress, but….”

“Malevolence?”

“Yeah. It’s… Um. Are you sure that you want to⁠—”

“Associate with a group by that name?”

“Uh-huh.”

I favored her with a large grin. “It’s named that to be in opposition to Sordruum, uh, Sordi’s empire. Its cities have names like Bliss and Prosperous Harmony and….”

“Euphoria,” Tayvin supplied. “Glee,” she said with open disgust. “Serenity. Ataraxia.”

That’s a new one.

Senmarie looked even more put out from those names as she had from Malevolence. “Oh my. That’s a little much, even for me.”

I nodded. “Yeah. So, you know, Malevolence.”

“I understand now.”

“One last thing for the moment, Senmarie. I need an office. A grand one to impress people. Surely there’s something like that here.”

“Of course, Mistress!”

I just love hearing those words over and over.

Senmarie moved a room or two around, and we left the Control Room, as I had mentally christened it.

One short hall later, we stepped into a massive office, nearly as big as my bedroom. In a similar vein, it towered three stories tall with wraparound balconies and endless shelves of books and magical artifacts.

Someone had a style.

In the middle, a massive, heavy-looking desk of solid wood dominated the space. Its sides had intricate carvings and I could feel magic emanating from it. A huge chair, more like a throne, sat behind it.

“Take your place, Mistress!”

Don’t mind if I do.

The back of the throne towered over me, complete with a carved design reminiscent of an angular pattern, although this one ended up being purely decoration. I sank into the chair and rested my arms on the sides, a smug, haughty expression coming uncontrollably to my features.

“You look wonderful, Mistress! Very imposing!”

“Thanks, Senmarie.” I feel like a Queen. A Sorceress-Queen. I need to get those clothes back on. I still wore my silk robe and little else. Neither of the others had made a single comment about it the whole time. A queen can wear whatever she wants in her own castle.

Tayvin rapped her knuckles on the desk. “It is a good thing I am here.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And why’s that?”

“I will keep you humble.”

I also couldn’t help the grin that split my face. “I’d argue, but I might actually need something like that.”

“Mhmm.”

“Hey, don’t make me throw you in the dungeon.” I turned to Senmarie. “There is a dungeon, right?”

Her face screwed up again. “Well…yeah. There is.”

“See?” I said to Tayvin. “Don’t test me. Unless you want to languish in the dungeon.”

She leaned over the desk, a vicious smile on her face, murder in her eyes. “Try, Amara.”

I licked my lips and held her gaze, a wave of warmth spreading through my body.

Senmarie squealed.

We both turned our imperious gazes to her.

She peeped. “Ah! I’m sorry! You’re both just…so damn cute together!”

We couldn’t hold it together after that, and we all devolved into laughter, the moment passed.

Afterwards, I laced my hands behind my head. “This office is gonna work out just fine, I think. Whoever designed it seemed to know exactly the impression they wanted to give off, which is what I want, too.”

“To scare people,” Tayvin said.

“Exactly. If you weren’t you, and you came in here to speak with Mistress Amara, wouldn’t all this intimidate you?”

She bobbed her head back and forth. “I, of course, cannot imagine being so meek, but yes, probably.”

“Oh, well. Who needs to be kept humble now?”

Tayvin started to reply, but thought better of it. She turned away, a little color coming to her cheeks.

Senmarie tittered. “See? So cute!”

I grumbled. “Hopefully other people will be more intimidated by us.”

“I can only hope,” Tayvin replied.

After returning to our rooms and a trip to the Endless Closet where I found a flowing set of red and gold robes cinched at the waist with long sleeves, fit for a sorceress queen, I found Tayvin in our bedroom. “Hey, I have a job for you, if you’re amenable.”

She looked up from the book she’d clearly taken from the shelves. “Whatever you need.”

“I want you to go back to Cinderpit, find Rilar, and get that whole situation started. I’m going to section off a portion of the castle for their use in the meantime. I’ll add a couple long hallways of doors so I can extend it when I know exactly what they require. And I wanted to finally spend some more time with the grimoire. Can you handle that?”

“Yes, as long as I have your permission to punch anyone who unnecessarily drags things out.”

“Maybe don’t make it the first option, but sure. Why not?”

“I will do my best, then. When do you want me to leave?”

“Now.”

She nodded and slipped the book back onto the shelf. “As you like. Do you want Malevolence to come here immediately, or wait?”

“Bring Rilar back if you can. Let her see things and we’ll have a conversation. Oh! And conscript that alchemist of Bylin’s if you can. If he’ll let him go.”

“...Who?”

“Nameless guy that gave me the healing potions in Igel’s manor. You should probably find out his name, too.”

“As you wish.” She wandered into the Closet.

I let out a long, satisfied breath. It feels so good to delegate things again. And soon enough, I’ll have a small army of… Hmm. Underlings? Employees? Minions? Nah, I shouldn’t use any of those words.

The grimoire caught my eye as I stood there, reveling. I went to it and ran my fingers down the smooth metal of the cover. “Finally. You and I can spend some quality time together.” I opened it to a random page, one of the untranslated ones. “Oh, right.” I need a way to call Senmarie from anywhere in the castle. That must be a thing. She spoke to us when we came back.

I slipped the grimoire’s strap over my shoulder, feeling a little more complete with it there. For a little while, I wandered around the castle, hoping to just bump into Senmarie. I didn’t try to move any of the rooms, though, since I wasn’t yet familiar with the patterning system and would just make a mess of things without the clarity of the Control Room.

Senmarie had ended up in the kitchen, naturally.

Not sure why I didn’t check there first.

“Mistress! I thought you left!” A fat bowl sat in her arms as she stirred it vigorously.

“I sent Tayvin out but wanted to get some things done here. Are you making cookies?”

“Of course, Mistress!”

“Of course. Can I ask you some questions?”

She inclined her head and raised her eyebrows.

Of course I can. “Well, first of all, I need some way to contact you from anywhere in the castle. I assume that’s a thing?”

“Oh, yes!” She set the bowl down and pulled a sheet of paper, inkwell, and fish spine pen thing out from a seemingly random drawer.

“Do you know what’s in all these drawers?”

She beamed. “Every drawer, every pantry, every room!”

“...How?”

She shrugged as she bent over the counter and started to draw. “It’s a K’jzdari thing. It seems normal to me, but no one on Senar can keep up. Always forgetting things.”

“Do you remember everything all the time?”

“No, but it takes a while for memories to fade.”

I took a seat on a stool and propped my elbows on the counter. “So…your life before coming to Senar?”

Her pen stopped and her lips parted. She didn’t look up as she said, “Yes, Mistress. I remember those times vividly.”

“Senmarie…you don’t have to answer me if you don’t want to, but what happened with your world? What was it called? Is it still there?”

Her pen started up again, drawing long, angular lines. “It was called Sh’ki’jin. Is the world still there? Probably. Are there any K’jzdari left there? Probably not. You never know, but it’s unlikely.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, Mistress. We knew of other worlds, although travel to them was rare. It’s possible there are other K’jzdari somewhere in the universe. I hope so,” she said with a sad smile. “But you wanted to know what happened. The magic became unstable. I don’t know if it’s something we did or just a bad thing that happened. But we couldn’t stop it. The planet literally cracked open in a lot of places.”

“Oh my.”

“Yeah. The skies were often dark with ash and dust. I had… Well, I’d resigned myself to the inevitable. I couldn’t leave Sh’ki’jin. Maybe no one could. But then, Mistress appeared. At the time, I was the last person in the small town that I’d fled to. You can’t imagine my surprise at seeing her. Another type of person entirely.”

“Oh,” I said with a wry smile, “I think I can.”

She glanced up, and after a beat, smiled widely. “Oh yeah! Well, it was shocking to say the least.”

“You’re telling me. You, at least, knew magic and other worlds existed.”

“That’s true. Anyway, I couldn’t understand Mistress at the time, but she seemed so kind. She opened a portal and beckoned me to follow. I was so scared! But any chance, any at all, was worth the risk.”

“Did she go there to save people, or⁠—”

“Oh, no. She didn’t know the state of things. Her surprise at the world matched my own at seeing her. There’s only so much you can tell about a place by scrying out through the cosmos.”

“Did she try to save anyone else?”

“No. No one remained around to be saved. Staying in my world might have gotten her killed, so she took me and fled.” She finished drawing the pattern and set her pen down. “The first thing she did when we returned was cook me a huge dinner.” A big, sad smile spread across her face. Her eyes lost focus as she delved into the memory. “I hadn’t eaten anything worth calling food in days. I wept. Like, a lot.

“Then she started teaching me her language, much like you learned the one you know. It was much later before she imbued me with the translation spell that I carry.” Her lips parted, trembling. “She gave me this life. From that first day on, I lived for her. I never wanted anything else; she was everything to me. My Mistress, my friend, my lov—” she turned away, blushing.

I pretended like I didn’t hear what she nearly said. You could tell me you were lovers, Senmarie. But you don’t have to, if you don’t want to.

“Do you want to see her?”

My brow climbed. “...Yes?”

She pushed the piece of paper over to me. “This is a spell that will summon me to you.” She tapped her chest above her cleavage. “I have a receptive pattern here. I’ll know where you are in the castle. I can’t believe I didn’t think of this sooner!”

“Well, there’s been a lot going on.”

She stood and began to lead us out of the kitchen.

“Is the cookie batter going to be okay?”

“Oh, yeah. It can sit there for a little bit, Mistress. I’ll be back for it shortly.”

We, naturally, went down a long hallway with a lot of doors. Senmarie channeled into and opened one of many.

I could feel a spell giving way. “Did you just unlock this?”

“Yep! I’ll show you how to do it.” She led us into what I could only call a shrine. For a small room, it held a lot. Shelves ringed the dark wood walls, all full of artifacts and keepsakes. On the far wall, a large portrait hung, depicting a young woman with long, shockingly red hair, impeccable style, and eyes that would make a king obey.

“That’s her?”

“Yep,” Senmarie said so softly I barely heard her.

“Was this portrait painted a long time ago?”

A small laugh sounded deep in her throat. “Yes, but she always looked like that. She never got old. Not on the outside.”

Huh. All this time, I pictured a wrinkled, old crone. “She’s beautiful. What was her name?” When she didn’t answer, I added, “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

She shook her head, a little of her dark hair falling into her face. “It’s okay. It hurts to say it, but I want to. It was…Siivan.” Her voice cracked on the name, and her shoulders shook. She tried desperately to hold back the flood of emotions that threatened to overwhelm her.

“Just let it out,” I whispered as I took her shoulders in my hands and pulled her in close.

She needed no more prompting than that. Her arms slipped underneath mine and she buried her head in my shoulder, still careful not to scrape me with her horns. Great, wracking sobs erupted from her. I felt her tears running freely against me seconds later.

Has she really let herself go in all this time? Maybe, maybe not, but it’s different when it’s with someone.

We dropped down to the floor, first to our knees, but then we tipped over and sort of fell on our butts. Senmarie gripped me tightly the entire time, crying openly, her whole body trembling.

She ended up with her face pressed into my chest. I lowered my lips down to the top of her head and gently ran my fingers through her hair.

Once she’d finally run herself dry, she sat back and sniffed hard. “I’m sorry, Mistress,” she quietly said.

“Hey.” I waited until she met my eyes. “No apologies for tears.”

Her lips turned up a little. “You sound like Mistress.”

I gazed up at the portrait. “I would very much have liked to meet her.”

“You would have gotten along well, Mistress. You’re like her in a lot of ways.”

“I’m going to take that as a massive compliment.”

She nodded, smiling. “Thank you for letting me…do that, Mistress. It means a lot to me.”

“Of course, Senmarie,” I said, smiling.

She didn’t seem to get my mirroring of her words, but that didn’t matter. Her eyes drifted around the room. “Well, I have cookies to attend to.”

We stood and lingered in the room for a few moments more before we left and she locked the door behind us.

“Wait. Let me try something.” I deftly unlocked and relocked the door on my first try.

“Yes! Just like that!”

We made our way back to the kitchen, and along the way, I felt a little more comfortable with the layout of the castle. I probably wouldn’t have gotten back in one try, but I felt myself learning.

Senmarie immediately resumed the cookie-making.

“Before I leave, can I ask you for something?”

She met my eyes. “You may ask me for anything, Amara. Anything at all. If it’s within my power to grant, I will.”

I held her gaze, letting her know I understood the gravity of that statement. I could not, however, resist being just a little cheeky. I cocked my head at her. “And if I asked you for something horrible?”

She didn’t stop pouring the batter onto baking sheets. “You wouldn’t. Unless you needed to. So. Anything.”

“Well, this time, it was just going to be some hot tea brought up to my rooms. And a small plate of those cookies, when they’re done.”

“Of course, Mistress. It would be my pleasure.”


Chapter Seventeen




I retreated to my rooms, picked up the grimoire, kicked off my shoes, nestled into a particularly cushy couch, and pulled a large, insanely soft white blanket over me. I fully intended to spend the entire day like that, learning as much magic as I could, or at the very least, deciding on what spells to learn first.

Twenty or so minutes later, Senmarie showed up with a literal silver platter. It held a large pot of tea, a mug and saucer, and a plate overflowing with cookies. She pulled a small table over to me and set it down. Then she poured the tea for me.

Now this is the life.

“I hope it’s all to your liking, Mistress.”

“I’m certain it will be. But while you’re here, I have some questions that I came down to ask you and completely forgot about.” I spread out the grimoire, open to one of the untranslated pages. “I need to learn this language or whatever it is.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Oh, right.”

“Is that a problem?”

“No. It’s just that that notation is purposefully complex and obtuse. Even my K’jzdari memory struggles with it.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” She ran a finger across the shifting runes. “May I?”

“Sure.” I handed her the tome, which she rapidly flipped through. “See? Even though he’s had it for such a long time, even Sordi Stupidjerkbastard only managed to translate less than half. Well,” she said with a sneer, “I’ll bet he had someone else do it.”

“Oh, probably.”

She shook her head, dispelling his image, I imagined. “We can start learning it. I have lots of notes on it. I know a decent portion, but some of it you’ll have to learn the regular way.”

“Ugh. Oh well. Nothing to be done about it. Something else I wanted to ask, though, was about the grimoire itself. It’s used as an irreplaceable catalyst in a lot of the more advanced spells, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Why is that?”

She shut it and handed it back to me, one hand lingering on the metal cover. “It’s infused with a special reagent.”

“Something pretty rare, I assume?”

Her smile didn’t touch her eyes. “The distilled blood of True Sorceresses.”

“...Oh.”

She chuckled. “No one, like, drained one or anything. Just little bits of blood from different sorceresses over the years. Alchemically altered into its magical essence, and worked into the metal of the grimoire.”

“So it really is irreplaceable.”

Her silent gaze at the book didn’t inspire any confidence in me.

“So…it’s…not irreplaceable?”

“Oh, I don’t actually know, Mistress. It’s been theorized that normal sorceress blood could work, but you’d need a lot—like a really lot—and I’m not sure anyone has the equipment and knowhow to refine it into its essence.”

Fuck. “But if anyone does…it’s him.”

Senmarie grimly nodded. “Based on what you and Tayvin have said, then maybe. But, only maybe.”

“Well, I think there’s one really big thing going for us here. I don’t think Kor ever actually thought he’d lose the grimoire. So it’s probably unlikely that he planned for this contingency, and might not know how the alchemical process works. Am I right in thinking he would have to, uh, drain some sorceresses for this?”

“In all likelihood, yes.”

“Hmm. Well, he has a lot held prisoner. But I have no idea how willing he’d be to sacrifice them en masse. Not for any moral reason, of course, but they’re not exactly easily replaceable. It might seem a better idea to just recover the grimoire, from his perspective. He certainly tried pretty damn hard.”

Senmarie deflated and her eyes drifted down.

I reached out and took her hand. I brought it to my lips and kissed the back of it.

Her eyes met mine.

A little warmth traveled through my body, a feeling I tried to push aside. “I, too, wish we could just live here, be happy, learn magic, and do all the good for this world that we could. And one day, we will. We’ll stop Kor. Kill him. End all of this. But not today. And probably not tomorrow.”

“Oh, if only it was tomorrow.”

I let her hand go, set the book beside me on the couch, and picked up a few cookies. “Have you tried these?”

“This batch? Nope.”

“Here. They’re for sharing.”

She sat down on the floor and folded her legs underneath her. “These are my favorites. Well, one of. I have a lot of favorites.”

The cookies had just the right amount of softness to bite easily into. Although, I already expected as much from Senmarie. “I better watch myself. I’m gonna get fat if you keep this up. Unless….” I eyed her hard. “Unless magic can…?”

She smiled brightly. “Yes, Mistress! You can make it so you don’t gain too much weight from that sort of thing. One of the many ways you can alter your body. Which is something you want to do, right?”

“I do. Tayvin too, if…?”

“Yes. It can be done to anyone. It’s a long process, though. It won’t be done in a day. You can only make gradual changes.”

“I wonder how long it took Kor to remake his body.”

Senmarie’s expression soured. “Not that I really want to know, Mistress, but what does he look like now?”

I gave her the full description. Seven feet tall or more, extremely wide. Biceps as thick as my waist.

With every word, the disgust grew on her face. “Ew! I’ll bet he’s always seen himself like that! What a jerk!”

“What did he used to look like?

“Short, scrawny, couldn’t grow a beard. Beady eyes. Have you ever seen someone and you feel slimy just looking at them?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Like that.”

“Well, honestly? As much as he’s changed himself, he still really gives off that vibe. To me, at least. He’s got a lot of people fooled, now. But I could tell. It’s in his eyes. He’s a two-faced bastard. Not that, you know, there was a lot of doubt after the horrible things, but I guess some people just can’t see it.”

“Ugh!” She raised her hands and growled at the ceiling. “I just can’t believe he’s still alive! And ruling? He deserves to be rotting in a ditch! A ditch full of bird poop!”

I loved seeing venom from her. It was such a contrast. Still really cute.

“Oh, one last question,” I said, flipping to the back of the grimoire. “There’s a spell here that’s been translated, but I can’t tell what it does. Just the word, ‘Yaw’nethosh.’”

She took it from me and looked over the pages, her brow furrowing. “I don’t know, Mistress. I’ve never heard that word. I’ll have to look into the old notes.”

“Please do. I’m sure it’s important. Kor has that pattern laid out on his airship. I can’t get over the feeling that it’s going to be a massive problem at some point if we can’t make sense of it.”

“Of course, Mistress.”

We each ate way too many cookies and Senmarie left to go make more to calm herself down.

I flipped open the grimoire again, ready to dive straight into it. My thoughts, however, just wouldn’t stick. They kept drifting to other things, namely the war against the Tranquiline. It’s not going to be enough to just kill Kor. He’s the beloved—gross—ruler of his empire. If we just straight up murder him, there’s going to be a lot of fallout and people are going to get hurt because of it. Not to mention that we’ll look like total villains. We need to erode his support. Then kill him.

I dropped my head into my hands. I had no idea how to do any of that.

I’m not alone, though. That thought cheered me up a little. If I could get a competent team working underneath me, we could really make some headway.

I sighed theatrically to my bedroom. It didn’t respond. In lieu of anything else, I paged through the grimoire until I found a spell to conjure lightning. If I only do one thing today, it’s going to be this.

Hours passed. The view over the bed changed as the sun crept across the sky. I still had to see about getting that view out of all the windows. The featureless black void got a little old, after a while.

I learned the lightning spell as best I could without trying it out. After which, I thumbed around the grimoire but just couldn’t settle on what to do next with all the half-formed plans dancing around in my head. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do anything with them, either, until I had a lot more people and intel.

My head lolled forward, sleep coming to claim me when the doors opened and Tayvin strode in.

“Amara. Are you…awake?”

I blinked myself back to reality and looked her up and down. “More or less. I don’t see any blood or scrapes on you. Can I assume it went well?”

“Yes, Amara. Rilar arrived in the city while I looked for the alchemist you wanted. And I found him, as well. His name is Orin, and apparently he is highly regarded, as Captain Bylin did not want to relinquish him.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.”

She shook her head. “I did not say he didn’t, I said he didn’t want to.”

My eyes narrowed as I tried to pin her down with my gaze. “You didn’t punch him, did you?”

“No. I would have, but it did not come to that. In the end, he gave Orin a choice, and he chose us.”

“Oh. That’s a smart way of handling it.”

“I thought so. Rilar showed up during the conversation, so she sent him to join Malevolence’s other people in Cinderpit.”

“I recall Bylin not being their biggest fan. How’d he react to it all?”

“That is true. But most of his anger came from the fact that they all left Cinderpit to fight at Stonemarsh. It is a decision he did not agree with, but he said he understood it all the same. I do not believe it will be a problem.”

“Great. Is Rilar here now?”

“Yes. She is,” the corners of her lips quirked up, “in the kitchen, helping Senmarie make cookies. Even though there are already a lot of cookies.”

“She’s baking away her anger at Kor.”

“I see. Did something happen?”

“No. He just came up in conversation.”

“Hmm. I am pleased she hates him as much as we do.”

“Yeah. And it’s cute when she gets angry.”

Tayvin chuckled. “It is. Very much so.” Without warning, she started shucking out of her clothes. “I am going to shower. Alone, if you please. I need some solitude after all the talking I had to do today.”

“Understandable. Thanks for doing that. Next time, there’ll be someone else to send. Someone that enjoys it more. We’ll save you for the punching missions.”

“I would like that.” After she slipped off her underwear, she came over to sit on the couch.

We leaned in and kissed softly.

I ran my hand down her arm and closed my eyes, overjoyed at having the easy affection of this beautiful woman.

When she pulled back, her eyes twinkled at me.

“What?”

“When we escaped Prosperous Harmony, we vowed to return and put an end to His Most Foul. But, at the time, I did not see how it would be possible, no matter how much I wanted it. No matter how much I said we would. I fought him in single combat and barely scratched him.” She turned and gestured to the room, or more likely, the castle and our entire situation. “But, I believe we will have a real chance now. If it were only him and us, I would like to tell myself we would still find a way to defeat him, even if it just involved beating him until he could no longer resist. But, as much as I dislike saying this, he is at the top of an empire. There are hundreds,” she said with a sneer, “if not thousands, of people willing to stand between us.”

“But we have allies now.”

“Just so.” Without warning, she pulled my blanket up and slipped underneath to press her naked skin against me. “I only hope that I am there at the end. I would like to deliver the final blow, but seeing the light leave his eyes will be enough.”

We snuggled in close and wrapped the blanket tightly around us. “Even better if you see the recognition in them first, yeah? When he knows he’s beat?”

“I would like that very much.” Her hand snaked up and out to cup my cheek. “But I have also found something else to desire. There was a time when I thought that I would…only know hate, never again to feel love. I did not care if I died, as long as he died with me. But now? I would let him live, if it was the only way I could stay with you.”

My jaw dropped a little as my eyes bored into hers. “Tayvin….”

“I mean it.”

I leaned into her, pressing our foreheads together. “Let’s make a promise to each other, here and now. You and I are more important than revenge. Staying safe, staying alive, means more than getting the kill.”

She nodded gently. “Yes. I agree. I love you, Amara.”

“I love you, too.”

We nestled together for a little while longer before she reluctantly pulled herself away and out from under the blanket.

My eyes stayed on her ass as she went. “Oh, can I ask one more thing?”

She halfway turned, saw my eyes, and kept that thing on display. “Yes, Amara?”

“This question is more serious than my ogling implies, but how are you feeling about Zamithra?”

“Hmm.” She fully turned towards me. “Next time we meet, I will kill her, and I will not hesitate. How I will feel about it? I do not know. I will either erupt in emotion, or I will feel nothing. I cannot say until the moment comes.”

“Do you want to be the one that finishes her?”

“It is not necessary, but preferable.”

“Gotcha.”

She disappeared into the bathroom and I somehow managed to peel myself from the toastiness of the couch. Someone had to rescue Rilar from endless cookie-making.


Chapter Eighteen




I’d thought I’d find Rilar reluctantly helping bake cookies, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. Down a very long hallway, I could already hear her exclaiming excitedly. When I cautiously walked through the door, I found her in front of a massive spread of cookies, in all sorts of designs and colors.

“These are amazing, Senmarie!” I’d only ever seen her in leathers, but today she wore a loose black shirt that matched her horns, along with high boots. She could still clearly fight in them, but it didn’t seem as if she’d come from a battle, which is something I’d vaguely feared.

“Hello, Rilar.”

She quickly stood and bowed low to me.

I might have enjoyed that a lot.

“Mistress Amara! A pleasure not only to see you again, but to be invited into the castle! It’s amazing, although that word barely scratches the surface. I never really thought the old legends would turn out to be something like this.”

Rilar had, after the battle at Stonemarsh, directed me and Tayvin towards the castle’s last known location. Many rumors swirled around it, a lot of which had actually turned out to be completely true. “It really is, isn’t it?”

“Indeed. And you…own it, now?”

“Yes. By right of being a True Sorceress, the castle has passed into my hands.” Oh, that still feels really nice to say. “I’m glad you made it through to Cinderpit. How are,” I asked with a grimace, “things going out there?”

She returned my expression. “Mixed, to say the least. Cinderpit wasn’t the only city the Tranquiline attacked.

“Oh.” Shit.

“Yeah. Some were able to throw them off. Not all the armies had sorceress involvement. But others….” She crossed her arms and sighed. “Some of the Free Cities aren’t so free anymore.”

“I see.”

“Most of Kor’s heavy forces were at Cinderpit. I hear you managed to kill four of his sorceresses.”

“We did.”

“That’s great. It must have been a heavy blow. All the same, a third of the Free Cities are under occupation now.”

“Stonemarsh?”

“They didn’t attack it twice. They just skirted around it for whatever reason. Not that anyone on this side is complaining.”

“What of Malevolence?”

“We ended up spreading out, as much as we could without wearing too thin. I’m pretty sure a few more cities would have fallen without us. After news came from Cinderpit, I rushed there as fast as I could. I had diverted to a place called Longstream, which saw its share of the fighting. It’s still free. Anyway, word has gone out to everyone it can, and we’re consolidating our forces to create a wall, as it were, against the turned cities.”

“Do you think Kor will press against us?”

“I don’t know. I’m pretty sure—this is just conjecture—that this entire campaign was a huge attempt to save face after we crushed them at Stonemarsh. I don’t know that they’ll keep up the flow of resources to continue, even though Kor does eventually want the rest of the Cities. He usually likes to resort to other methods than straight up brute force. Probably doubly so now, after Stonemarsh.”

“Yeah.” I took a seat and tapped my fingers on the counter. “Did you hear about the triastrates? And the only one remaining?”

She snorted. “You mean the unistrate?”

“The what now?”

“I hear it’s not Sumar’s doing, but people are calling for her to rule alone and not bother with finding two more triastrates.”

“Hmm. Probably not the best long term strategy.”

“Maybe, maybe not, but it got out about Igel and Unessa. The merchant class, which backed them pretty damn hard, are staying suspiciously silent about the whole thing.”

“Good. Assholes.”

“Agreed.”

“So, can we start with a tour of the castle?” I turned to Senmarie, who’d kept on quietly baking during our conversation. “If you’ll come, Senmarie. I still need you as a guide.”

“Of course, Mistress! Just let this last batch finish and we’ll go.”

The final—for now—batch turned out to be a deep brown and tasted almost like chocolate with a spicy aftertaste. I stopped at one, even though eating a fresh and still-warm cookie warranted at least eight more, in truth.

But I didn’t want to throw up and ruin my image for Rilar.

While we waited those last few minutes, I asked Rilar for a comprehensive list of what Malevolence needed.

She couldn’t give me a full accounting, of course, but she rattled off a long list of things she wanted. When neither Senmarie nor I balked at a single thing, her eyes started to twinkle, and she began listing off more and more exotic requests.

When she asked for an essence forge, I looked askance at Senmarie.

“Oh yes, of course. There are many in the castle.”

Rilar’s eyes went as wide as I’d ever seen them. “Seriously?”

“Yes.” Senmarie nodded, smiling. “The Mistresses have had many uses for them over the centuries. Many wonders have been made with them. I’m reasonably sure one of the Mistresses actually invented the technology here.”

“Amazing,” Rilar breathed.

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll ask. What’s an essence forge?”

Senmarie led us down—naturally—a long, door-filled hall. “They’re used to compress refined magical and alchemical components into many different creations.”

“Kor uses them,” Rilar said, “to create sigils his people use to traverse the empire. They’re a couple things. Badges of office. They indicate status. They literally unlock doors, too, so you have to be someone who belongs there to get inside. They’re also bound to the holder, so we can’t just steal one and use it.”

“That’s useful. Do all his people have them?”

“Oh, no. Not the bottom rung. But any sort of commander or captain and up have them. Some aren’t very important and don’t do much, but others would let you access a lot of secret places.”

“And the forge here will allow you to create fakes?”

Senmarie opened a random door, leading us into a room that looked, for all the world, like a smithy, except I could feel magic pouring out from nearly every single surface in the room. Still, it had anvils, hammers, and metal ingots lined up amidst other, more alien devices. The massive machine in the center of the room could only have been the essence forge. It looked like a cross between an open-sided oven and a hydraulic press.

Rilar oohed and ahhed over it before I asked my question again. “Oh! Right! Well, here’s the thing! Malevolence has actually obtained some sigils of varying ranks. We can’t do anything with them, really, since they’re bound to their owner during creation and we can’t break that. But we can make completely new ones, exact in every single detail since we have those to work off of. And we can bind them in the same way with this machine! So, to answer your question, they won’t even be fakes! They’ll be legitimate in every single way, completely indistinguishable from ones the Tranquiline made themselves!”

“Huh. So, can I assume that no one outside the Tranquiline has access to an essence forge?”

She shrugged. “No, they exist. But they’re not only few and far between, they’re all owned by the ruling bodies of larger territories and kingdoms. We’ve asked if we can use them, but we either get no reply or extremely hostile ones. As much as no one wants to be eaten up by the Lands Tranquil, they sure don’t want to openly oppose them. Well, either that, or we’re just not rich or important enough to warrant helping.”

I stepped up to the machine and felt the magic inside it. While it wasn’t on the level of the Control Room, it still had so much complexity that I knew a single person wouldn’t be able to cast the spells it held. The mind could only hold so much at once. “So,” I said, smiling, “what are your plans for when we start making those sigils?”

She threw her head back and laughed. “You know what? I hardly know! The possibilities are staggering, honestly. The Tranquiline use this system throughout the empire.”

“Whatever they are, it’ll need to be subtle. If we can manage all this under Kor’s nose, we could get a lot of intel. But we can’t risk tipping our hand. Information wins wars, and if we can keep a steady supply, we’ll be able to hit Kor where it really hurts.”

We both wandered the room for a few minutes, seeing what we could see, while Senmarie waited patiently at the door.

Rilar and I ended up in front of a huge anvil with an almost comically tiny hammer, and we both wore raised eyebrows.

Senmarie looked over our shoulders. “Big magic, little objects. Think magical rings.”

“Ah.” I turned to Rilar. “Something else I wanted to talk about. Who leads Malevolence?”

She groaned. “I wish that had an easy answer. There’s a group of us who make decisions, but no truly organized structure. Naturally, that leads to some…friction.”

“Great. I have a wonderful solution to that.” I waited until she met my eyes. “I lead Malevolence now.”

She held my gaze, her mouth turning up just barely as she waited to see how serious I was. When my expression didn’t change, she nodded slowly. “You have my vote. And….” She peered slowly around the room. “After seeing all this, I think you can convince the others. A couple are going to be resistant to a single leader, though.”

A smile formed on my lips as I imagined dressing down whatever intransigent holdouts tried to resist me. I’d be sitting in my office, in my towering throne, inside my voidbound castle, holding powers no one else in this world currently held. “You leave them to me,” I said with relish. “But before all that starts, let’s make a list of everything you need. I’ll arrange the castle for ease of use.” I didn’t bother telling her I’d be literally rearranging rooms. Only so many mind-blowing revelations needed to occur in a single conversation. “Senmarie, take notes, please.”

“Of course, Mistress!” She managed to produce a pen, paper, and a thin book to write on from somewhere in the room. It seemed like an affectation. Her memory would be better than a written list, I thought.

We sat there, in the forge room, talking for the better part of two hours. Rilar rattled off materials, magical components, and more while Senmarie wrote it all down, along with annotations from me as we spoke. As the time passed, I formed a clear mental image of how I wanted to arrange the space, for the group’s ease of use, but also for our own security.

When we finished, I asked Rilar to return to Cinderpit and start organizing her people, beginning with the artisans and craftspeople first. I wanted them to have the time and space to set up shop.

To my utter delight, armor crafters were high on the list, as Malevolence apparently valued them as much as I would.

I didn’t know what sort of armor I myself would want, but I would feel a lot better if I could drape Tayvin in the highest quality protection money could buy. I knew she’d be leading the charge wherever and whenever she could.

Hell, I planned on ordering her to. Not that that would be necessary.


Chapter Nineteen




A little later, after Senmarie cooked dinner for the three of us, Tayvin left to practice her meditative forms.

“Will you be in our rooms?” I asked.

“Ah. No. I…have taken another small room for my own personal use.” Her cheeks colored and she had trouble meeting my eyes.

“For when you want to be alone?”

“...Yes.”

“That’s fine, Tayvin. I don’t mind.”

“You do not?” she said, sheepishly.

“Of course not. Did you think it would offend me?”

She grunted. “It has offended other partners before. Not all understand the need for solitude.”

“Yeah. Don’t worry about that. I get it. Go be alone for a while.”

She didn’t turn back, but her smile slowly appeared. “Thank you, Amara.”

After she left, I sauntered over to Senmarie as she washed the dishes and pinned her down with a level gaze.

“...Mistress?”

“When did Tayvin take that other room?”

“Just after you took up residence in the master suite.”

I chuckled. “I see. I’m a little surprised she didn’t tell me. It’s really not often that I see her like that. Did she ask you not to tell me?”

She didn’t miss a beat or seem at all ashamed. “Yes, Mistress. Does that offend you? Should I have?”

“No, it’s fine.” I turned away to hide my brimming smile. Tayvin, hesitant about something. Wild. “I’m heading to the Control Room. Join me there when you finish here.”

“Of course, Mistress.”

Upstairs, the holograms hovered in the air around me, waiting for my touch, my commands. Playing with them—which I was definitely doing—made me feel nothing less than godlike. The entire castle moved at my whims, configuring itself into whatever I desired.

Maybe Tayvin’s right about needing to keep me humble.

A half hour later, once I’d gotten a little over the thrill of godhood, I actually set to work. I split Malevolence’s section of the castle off into its own wing, only accessible to the rest of the building through a single door, which I planned to lock.

While I needed their aid, I couldn’t fully trust any of them, even Rilar. I highly doubted she was a double agent, but I couldn’t be sure, and I liked to deal in absolutes as often as possible. So they got their own wing, and I’d ask Senmarie and Tayvin to leave them there. If they needed to access the rest of the castle, I could connect whatever room they needed.

I fully planned on linking my office when required, a situation I still looked forward to.

The essence forge, of course, made it into the new wing. Around it, I added in bedrooms, two kitchens, a lot of bathrooms—the castle had all these practical rooms in excess—along with a decent amount of workshops and some open spaces they could use for anything they liked.

Senmarie showed up halfway through and had a lot of good suggestions as we went along.

“One more thing,” I said. “Can we create a mechanism so that Malevolence can summon you?”

“Yep! You’ll have to imbue the spell, but we can make a device that does that.”

“Great. I want them to be able to contact us, but not actually come into the rest of the castle.”

After we’d finished, we surveyed the new layout, both very happy with it. We took a short physical tour just to make sure it worked in person as well as it seemed to in the Control Room, and making the call button, which is how I thought of it, turned out to be very simple.

“That was a little easier than I thought it would be,” I remarked. “We can have them start moving in soon. On that note, I need a full wardrobe to wear in their presence. Striking pieces that convey that I’m in charge here.”

“That won’t be a problem!” she answered with a big smile.

We made our way to the Endless Closet and spent the entire rest of the day there.

The next morning, Tayvin and I dressed in brand new finery.

I wore a flowing purple dress with subdued but intricate dark embroidery. Supple leather boots hugged my legs, and a simple silver diadem sat on my brow. It felt strange and new, but I loved seeing it in the mirror. I had options of much more ostentatious ones, bright gold and absolutely crammed with gems. But I wasn’t Sordruum Kor. I didn’t need to announce how amazing—and insecure for anyone who knew people—I was. I was amazing, of course. Not insecure, though. The simple diadem spoke of subtle power, exactly what I intended it to do. A reasonable amount of rings, a few complementary necklaces, and a set of ornate silver earrings rounded out the ensemble.

Tayvin showed up in form-fitting leather pants, thigh-high boots, and a dark blue shirt that displayed as much cleavage as my dress did. She wore no rings or necklaces, but I did spot a pair of silver earrings, much like mine, only with a differing pattern, amidst her white fur. A sword strapped to a belt around her waist ended up being the most eye-catching detail. Unlike the rest of her outfit, it had no subtlety. Elaborate designs snaked over the burnished hilt and down the side of the scabbard in bright shiny gilding. It only had one gem, a massive cut ruby as the pommel.

“Where’d you get that!?”

She shrugged. “Are you surprised that this castle contains such things? And do you remember touring the armory? Hmm. One of the armories?”

I waved a hand at her. “We toured so many rooms that they all ran together after long enough. Anyway, it looks great.” I sidled up to her, wrapped my hands around her, and pulled her into me, careful not to jam the hilt into my side. “You look great.”

Her hands slipped up my body and settled over my shoulders. “As do you, Amara. You are as regal as anyone I have ever seen.”

“Thanks.” I let the smile grow on my lips. “That’s exactly what I wanted.”

“You have achieved it.” Her eyes drifted down. “You already did, but you make me proud to stand by your side.”

“Tayvin… That’s such a sweet thing to say.”

She chuckled. “Yes. That is me. Sweet.”

I snorted in her face. “You know what? It actually is. How many times have you bought me—or told Senmarie to make me—airy fudge? You do a lot of little, sweet things for me.”

“It is only being considerate. Something any good partner would do.”

“Think whatever you want. It’s sweet.” Before she could deny it again, I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers.

A soft, satisfied moan sounded in her throat.

I had intended a small kiss, but we lingered there, our lips never parting, except to allow our tongues to press firmly together.

Her hands dropped from my shoulders and cupped my breasts. She squeezed softly and then, as if asking permission, slowly snaked one hand up and inside my dress to graze against my nipple.

The fleeting thought of my responsibilities echoed in my mind for a brief moment before disintegrating into nothingness. My nipple hardened in her fingers, sending waves of electricity throughout my body, spreading warmth that pooled between my legs.

Squeezing one hand down the back of her tight leather pants proved a challenge, but I finally managed it after a little work.

Our breaths came faster as we tried to press ourselves even closer together.

I reached up with my free hand and slid my dress off my shoulders and down, slipping both my breasts free.

Tayvin’s hand stayed on my right while she broke away from me to lower down and shower kisses all over my left.

A moan passed my lips as she took my nipple into her mouth.

Her hand clamped down, pinching my other nipple firmly before she gently bit me.

I bit my lip hard, my eyes rolling up. This is fine. Totally fine. We have plenty of time to fuck on the floor of the closet and put ourselves back together before Malevolence gets here. I pulled her tighter to me with a hand around her neck, while the other quested down lower, plunging into her shirt to squeeze and caress her breast before centering on her own hard nipple.

“Mmmm,” she breathed into my chest. She dropped to her knees, still planting kisses all over my skin. Her rich, green eyes locked onto mine while her hand slowly worked its way up from the top of my boots, gliding over my skin and underneath the billowy fabric of my dress.

I bit my lip, nodding gently to her, wanting to feel her touch on my most delicate flesh.

She took her time—damn her—never looking away.

By the time she reached my upper thigh, my whole body pulsed with energy and desire, my entire being coiled tight and desperate for release. I inhaled deeply and held my breath as her fingers finally pushed into my underwear and against my lips. “Ohhh, fuck,” I mouthed as she danced across my wetness, my hips bucking softly but involuntarily under her touch.

When I looked down again, a massive smile split her face, my own desire mirrored in her eyes.

With agonizing slowness, she started to press her fingers inside me, sending waves of waiting pleasure arcing through my entire⁠—

“MistreeeeeooooohhhhhhHHHHI’MSOSORRY!”

Tayvin shot back from me and onto her feet, her eyes wide with mixed emotions, her questing hand reaching for her sword instead of me.

I froze in place, the shock of surprise clashing against the desperate hunger still coursing through my body.

Senmarie stood at the door of the Closet, her golden eyes wide and horrified. She held both sides of the door frame in a deathgrip.

All three of our faces were bright crimson.

Mine and Tayvin’s had been caused by more than one emotion.

For a moment, no one said a single word.

Finally, I managed to wrangle my emotions under control. “Hi, Senmarie. This is exactly what it looks like. But don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.”

She opened her mouth.

I cut her off. “If you’re going to apologize, don’t. You don’t need to.” I could feel the color in my own cheeks persisting, as it did in both of theirs. “Really, don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”

She nodded, still obviously embarrassed. The look in her eyes said she wanted to grovel at my feet and beg for forgiveness.

I really hoped I could convince her, somehow, that that wasn’t necessary. “Did you have a message?”

“Oh!” She nodded vigorously. “Rilar has arrived with the first of Malevolence. I believe they are their leaders, as much as that term applies.” She looked over both of us and then quickly away. “I can, um, let them know you’ll be along shortly, or if you need, uh….”

“It’s fine,” I said, adopting a proper pose with my hands folded in front of me. “Let them know we’ll be down momentarily.”

“O-of course, Mistress. If that will be…?”

“That will be all, yes. Thank you.”

She nodded, turned, and practically sprinted out of the Closet, her thin tail whipping around as she went.

My back hit the door of a wardrobe and I slid down onto the floor.

Tayvin leaned against the far wall, nothing but embarrassment in her eyes.

I laughed ruefully. “This is stupid. We’re adults. Why do I feel like we just got caught by our parents?”

Some of the stiffness left Tayvin’s body. “Yes. That is a very accurate assessment of my feelings as well.”

“It’s not like Senmarie hasn’t seen us fully naked on multiple occasions.”

“Yes.”

I threw my hands up. “Well, let’s go. There’s stuff to do. We can think about this later. Or not.”

We stood and turned to walk out, but before we could take a step, our eyes met. Seconds later, our lips did again. We kissed softly for a moment. But the second our tongues met again, we both pulled back.

“Dammit,” I muttered.

“Yes.”

“Ugh. Let’s go.” When we came out into the bedroom, I channeled, forming my levitation spell. I floated off the floor. Might as well, right?

Tayvin’s eyes drifted up to mine.

“Too much?”

She favored me with a tiny shake of her head. “No. I love it.”

I chuckled. “I didn’t ask if it turned you on.”

She shrugged, equally as subtly. “It does that, too.”

My feet stayed off the ground. “Let’s go get this done and then, um…come back here.”

“Agreed, Amara.”

For the entire trip through the castle’s halls, thoughts of Tayvin’s body, her sensual touch, and the soft noises she made dominated my thoughts. I glanced over to see her lips pressed into a line, her eyes ruthlessly forward. Good. I’m glad she’s feeling it, too.

In the last hallway, I finally wrested my thoughts from Tayvin’s hot, naked body pressed firmly against mine and to the matter at hand.

The Door to Cinderpit still sat inside a smaller room, so I’d connected it to a larger antechamber so visitors wouldn’t feel so cramped.

We found Senmarie conversing with Rilar and a small group of people. They were all dressed similarly, wearing functional clothes that were nice, but not restrictive. A few races comprised the group. I saw a few horns like Rilar’s and a few ears like Tayvin’s—or close enough—and two Laynar, with their patterned skin. A man stood with leopard spots while another woman had thin lines down her body, only slightly thicker than if they’d been drawn on with a marker. I hadn’t yet seen markings like that.

I didn’t get the chance to speak before Senmarie turned and, with a smile that didn’t show a trace of our previous encounter, said, “May I present Mistress Amara and Lady Tayvin.” To us, she said, “May I present the leaders of Malevolence, Rilar, Quin, Opelli, Kazdi, Laash, Wured, and Cendizar.”

Not gonna remember all those right now.

“Greetings, everyone,” I said as I spread my hands. “I’m pleased you’ve come. I can only hope this is the start of a very fruitful relationship for all of us. And the beginning of the end for Sordruum Kor and the Lands Tranquil. While I hope our relationship grows into more than that, it’s the reason we’re all here, isn’t it?”

Their expressions ran the gamut. Some were pleased, some were openly wary. But they all nodded at that sentiment.

“I trust there’s a lot for us to discuss. But first, I’d like to give you a tour of Malevolence’s wing of the castle.”

“Our wing?” A thick, middle-aged man with black, tufted ears spoke from the back of the group. “You’re going to keep us caged in?”

I leveled a polite but unrelenting stare in his direction. “You will not have access to the entirety of the castle, no. Anything you require will be made available, however.”

He grunted. “So we just have to trust you, then? What if you’re hiding Tranquiline bastards in here, waiting for us to get comfortable before letting them flood in and slaughter us all?”

Honestly, that’s a reasonable concern. Not that I’m going to give voice to that opinion. I’m also not going to let this gruff asshole inspect the whole place. Hmm. Unless….

I floated over to him, pleased to see the others give way before me. With a cold, imperious gaze, I said, “Your name?”

Senmarie had said their names, but made no indication of who was who.

“Wured.”

“I’ll make you a deal, Wured. Show me the locations of every single Malevolence stronghold, no matter how small. Let me tour them all. Safehouses, weapons stores, fronts. Everything. If you do that, I’ll personally lead you on a tour of every single room in this castle, my own bedroom included.”

He curled his lip, his eyes on mine for a tense moment before he turned away and scoffed. “Fine, Mistress. Keep your secrets for now.” He turned back and pointed in my face. “But we’re going to do whatever we want with this ‘wing’ of the castle, you understand? This is our space now. You don’t tell us what we can and can’t do.”

“You may do any reasonable thing you want here. You’re correct in that this is your space. Use it however you see fit. But it is my castle. You are here because I allow it. While I will be a gracious host, I expect you to also fulfill your obligations as guests.” I spread my hands and floated backwards, looking over the group as a whole. “We all want the same thing. Squabbling between ourselves only serves the Tranquiline. They are a united front. The fact that they are as such under the tyranny of Sordruum Kor is irrelevant. We must work together if we’re going to end them.”

Well, this certainly isn’t the time to bring up my own potential leadership of Malevolence.

“Those of you who would like to be shown this wing, we will be happy to give you a tour. If any of you dislike that idea and want to explore it yourselves, you are free to do so.”

I’ll bet I know one guy who’s not going to take the guided option.

“Now, if at any point, you require anything, you may contact Senmarie, chamberlain of the castle.” I directed them all to the call button we’d created, situated right outside the Door to Cinderpit. “So, let’s begin.”

Wured and one other woman elected to wander around themselves. He did so because he was an arrogant, untrusting asshole. I couldn’t read the woman, the Laynar with the not-marker-drawn lines.


Chapter Twenty




Senmarie actually led the tour, giving in depth explanations when applicable, while Tayvin and I followed along behind.

In the first area, a large kitchen with a few empty pantries—a thing I didn’t think existed here—the five that had come seemed rather impressed.

I, of course, agreed. The fanciest kitchen on Earth, and I’d seen quite a few, couldn’t hold a candle to the amount of space and sophisticated machines that dotted the place.

As Senmarie fielded a few questions about how the castle at large received power, Tayvin stood close by, her fingers reaching out to give my butt a soft squeeze.

I turned to see her giving me the hardest set of bedroom eyes I’d ever witnessed in my life.

“Let us hope,” she whispered, “that this tour does not take too long.”

I bit my lip and nodded before schooling my features to neutrality. I tried to pay attention to the conversation again—I actually wanted to know how the castle got its power as well—but it had moved along to mixing machines, a topic that Senmarie and one man very much enjoyed, while everyone else did not.

“Did you hear her answer about the castle’s power?” I whispered to Tayvin.

“I did not.” Her eyes traveled up and down my body. “I thought of other things and did not catch any of it.”

With all the nonchalance I could muster, I leaned into her, lacing my fingers together with hers. Those fingers need to be somewhere else right now. The kitchen suddenly became rather warm. I took a deep breath, trying valiantly to force my attention to the tour, instead of imagining falling into our soft bed, the stars bright overhead, as Tayvin’s weight pressed down on top of me, her hands exploring my⁠—

Oh my god, Amara! Get a grip already!

“Next,” Senmarie said, “we’ll see some of the bedrooms.”

“Really?” One of the group whined. “Let’s get to the⁠—”

“I promise you,” I said, my voice carrying over the room, “that you might not think such things very interesting, but if they don’t meet your satisfaction, you’re going to instantly care quite a bit. We don’t have to dawdle, but you should see everything, the mundane included.”

No one pushed back against that, so off to the bedrooms we went.

They were, like so very much of the castle, spread out on both sides of a long hallway. I’d intentionally picked single rooms. We were housing a resistance force, not opening a hotel. If anyone needed anything different, I’d just switch some things out.

Oh, it’s going to be a lot of fun introducing people to that concept. “Oh, this door? No, it leads somewhere completely different now. No big deal.” I smirked at the thought.

The hallway stretched on for some time and included a staggering amount of doors. I’d toyed with the idea of multiple hallways or bending it, but the metaphysical ramifications— or mostly Malevolence’s inevitable reactions to them—made me think a simple design much better. Whoever got the first few rooms would have to walk less, but making it equal didn’t end up being a good idea.

Some of the group initially insisted on opening every single door, just to make sure, as they put it, but after thirty or so rooms, they gave it up, and we all turned around.

Just as everyone but us exited the Long Hall—as it had been dubbed—a familiar hand slipped around my mouth from behind and pulled me backwards, nearly off my feet.

In one fluid movement, Tayvin yanked me into the first doorway, twirled me around and deposited me deftly on the bed, and quietly shut the door behind us.

“We don’t have time for⁠—”

What I ended up not having time for was any more words. Tayvin pounced on me. She shoved my shoulders back down hard onto the bed, mounted me, and lowered down to press her tongue between my lips, cutting off my protestations.

I could have levitated her off, of course.

Or just firmly pushed her away and told her this was highly inappropriate and we didn’t want to come off as a couple of horny teenagers. That we needed to appear professional and in control, like the leaders we meant to be.

Instead, I slipped my hand through her hair, pulling her fiercely against me, pressing my tongue to hers as savagely as I could. With the other, I reached down her body, which she raised at my touch, and rubbed slowly but firmly against the leather of her pants between her legs.

Her head slipped down beside mine on the pillow as she let out a low, guttural moan.

The sound, right next to my ear, sent a pulse of white hot desire through my entire body, a wave of tingles that threatened to take my breath away.

In the next instant, her lips were on mine again as a soft growl of hers passed between them.

“Tayvin,” I tried to say.

Her tongue writhed in my mouth. Her body pressed down on mine.

I managed to turn my head. “Tayvin.”

She fell a little forward, her face smashing into the pillow beside me. She grumbled loudly into it.

“I know.”

More grumbling.

She leapt off and pulled me to my feet, not meeting my eyes as we smoothed our clothes down and walked out into the main room like no time had passed at all.

The group walked through another door as we did, easily letting us catch up.

If anyone noticed our flushed faces, they didn’t comment.

I didn’t think they noticed, anyway, in the face of the essence forge.

Some stood stoically, but their eyes never left it.

Others leaned over it, exclaiming loudly. It either looked exactly like they’d envisioned, or nothing like it, depending on who spoke. A few people rattled off all the exotic things they could make with it.

Some seemed pretty damn far fetched, but I didn’t actually know, since I hadn’t even heard of the thing until very recently. I kept my mouth shut and let them marvel at it.

The tour stalled out there for a while. No one really wanted to see anything more than they wanted to see this, even though it wasn’t doing anything at the moment.

Tayvin made soft little noises beside me. Wordless soundings in the bottom of her throat. Each time I caught her eyes, they flashed at me, reigniting—not that I needed it—the lingering desire inside me.

This is going to be the longest damn tour in the history of anything.

Some indeterminable but agonizing time later, I’d had enough and shooed everyone out of the room. Wured and the Laynar woman had shown up, poked around, scoffed, and left during that time.

They were going to be a nuisance if I didn’t deal with them soon.

The artisans’ rooms and workshops came and went. Luckily, no one lingered there too long.

Once it finally ended, we all, the errant two as well, gathered in the antechamber. I wanted nothing more than to send them on their way and be alone with Tayvin. Before I could start my end of the day speech that politely but firmly told them to get the hell out right this second—or just leave us alone or whatever—so I could bang my girlfriend, Wured spoke up.

Because of course he did.

Of-fucking-course.

“So, Mistress Amara. You haven’t brought it up yet.” His black ears twitched as a cocky smile spread across his smug face.

Oh, here we go. I glowered at him hard enough to curdle milk. My voice came in a slow, measured tone. Anyone back home who knew me would recognize it as me holding back an explosion. “Wured. Why don’t you save us all some time and dispense with the theatrics. Say what you mean.”

“You think,” he spat, “that you’re the boss of Malevolence now! Just because you’ve got a castle and invited us in here, you think you can tell us what to do! What were you doing, huh? Just gonna start barking orders and expect us to obey? Not even ask us what we think!? You got a lot of nerve, you pompous piece of⁠—”

I raised my fingers and snapped. Two force spells slammed into each other, creating a massive peal of thunder that shook the very voidbound foundations of the room, mirroring my quickly burgeoning rage.

Everyone cowered and covered their ears as I seethed out over the room, gritting my teeth. A small healing spell took care of my own ringing eardrums, which I extended to Tayvin and Senmarie.

My voice came in the same level tone. “What I think, Wured, is that Malevolence is lacking in centralized and organized leadership. Judging by the fact that seven of you showed up, with no one in clear control, I’m right.

“I had planned to have a calm, civil, conversation with every one of you, during which I would convince you that giving me the reins is the correct choice. I made a long career of this sort of management, and my skills are very applicable.”

My eyes, during this little speech, seared into every one of them in turn. Two of them—not Wured, unfortunately—actually flinched at my gaze.

“I don’t ask that you trust me implicitly. Let me show you I’m the right choice.” I amplified my voice, once again shaking the room. “That is what I thought I would do, Wured!” My sexual frustration had absolutely nothing to do with this outburst.

Nothing at all.

The silence stretched out after that.

Wured regarded me with widening eyes. His lips worked soundlessly as he struggled to contain his fear.

I glared at him without mercy.

I saw the headache coming my way, too.

Here sat a man who liked the modicum of power he had. In a different life, he might have ended up much the same as Sordruum Kor. True, he fought against tyranny now, but he enjoyed power. And he’d convince himself that a little more would be to everyone’s benefit.

And a little more. And maybe, just maybe, a lot more.

So he’d be very reluctant to give up what he already had.

Especially to me, for a variety of reasons, I could only assume.

He’s afraid of me now, though. That’s a good start. But it’s only the beginning. I can’t handle him with fear only.

Once I’d had my fill of looking at him, I met everyone else’s eyes.

Like before, reactions were mixed.

Rilar, pleasingly, looked a little embarrassed by the whole debacle.

I clapped my hands together. “Now,” I said in the most pleasant tone I could manage, “that concludes today’s tour. You are all free to bring in whomever you like and use whatever spaces you deem fit. For the time being, only the Door to Cinderpit will be open. Perhaps, in the future, others might be created, if the situation allows it.

“On the subject of my leadership of Malevolence, I do believe it to be the best option. And like I said, please let me convince you that that’s the case. I don’t ask for anyone’s blind faith. In the coming days, I would like to meet with each of you personally, at a time that’s convenient for you.” I lingered on Wured here. “Thank you very much for coming. This is not a dismissal, though. You’re all free to remain here if you wish.” I flashed a very wide smile that didn’t even come close to touching my eyes. “Good day.”

I turned on my heel and left, reining in my anger enough not to slam open any doors with magic.

Once we’d left Malevolence’s wing of the castle, I locked the door behind us.

As I did, I caught the other’s faces.

Tayvin had schooled hers to neutrality. Even I couldn’t read her all the time.

Senmarie, however, looked like she wanted to apologize for what happened back there.

“Senmarie,” I said softly.

She peeped. “Y-yes, Mistress?”

“I will require some alone time now. Please be available should any of our guests need assistance. And if it’s Wured, give him anything within reason he asks for, but not an iota more.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Thank you. I’ll be retiring to my rooms, now. I don’t want to be bothered unless it’s of the utmost urgency.”

“Of course, Mistress.”

I nodded and left.

Tayvin trailed behind, and once we were alone, she tentatively said, “Amara?”

I didn’t answer. I just made sure she followed me.


Chapter Twenty-One




Tayvin didn’t utter another word until we were alone in our bedroom, the door firmly closed and magically locked behind us. Only then did she say, “If you are not in the mood anymore, I understaaahhh!”

Her feet left the floor as I levitated her off the ground, soft force spells sending her across the room and drifting inexorably towards our bed.

My simmering gaze hadn’t cooled a bit, and I fixed her with it while I tried out a few new modifications to my magic.

Her shirt billowed away from her body, a hundred tiny bursts of force pushing it this way and that. Once it lifted over her head and slid off her arms, I sent it careening across the space.

Her shoes came next, while a sinister grin, much wider than her normal little smile, spread across her face. She had to unbuckle her belt for me.

I didn’t send the sword away with as much gusto as I had the rest of her clothes.

Unfortunately, her pants proved to be much too tight for this.

“Here,” she said softly, still hovering in the air. “Let me get them for you.” With deliberate slowness, she slipped them down and off, letting them drop to the floor. Her eyes never left mine. “You can handle these, I trust?” She snapped the waistband of her underwear at me.

With a little coaxing, I slid them down her legs and whisked them away.

With a long suffering sigh, I slid my dress off my own shoulders and slipped out of my boots and underwear, leaving them all in a pile. I stalked to the bed, grabbing Tayvin’s ankle along the way.

She laughed as I dragged her through the air.

With a wave of my hand and a small bit of channeling, the lights in the room winked out, leaving only the dim glow of the cosmos overhead.

As I laid down on the bed, I twisted her around to hold her hands. When my back hit the sheets, I pulled her close and let the spell go, letting her press her weight on top of me.

When I felt her skin press close against mine, the soft sheets at my back, a shudder rippled its way down my entire body. It felt⁠—

So.

Damn.

GOOD.

We were alone.

No interruptions.

No more waiting.

Just me, her, and the starry night above.

We wrapped our legs, arms, and tongues together.

Her chest pushed against mine, our hardening nipples against each other’s skin.

My anger quickly morphed back into desire, the last few hours bleeding away from my thoughts.

We were all that existed in this world or any other.

She pulled away to lean down and kiss my neck before working her way down my body. I laid back against the pillow and relaxed in the near perfect dark. As her lips went lower, my burning need for her returned in full force.

She lingered on my breasts, kissing, sucking, and squeezing them, playing mercilessly with my nipples. I couldn’t see her smile in the dark, but I knew it was there, enjoying every gasp and soft spasm of my body.

I moaned hard when she started gently biting my nipples, each nibble sending shocks through my soul, each wave traveling the length of me to end up settling between my legs. She summoned a need within me, an urgency that I could barely stand.

Finally, she’d amused herself enough and moved down lower, leaving my breasts behind. She kissed my stomach, slowly—far too slowly—and worked her way down my aching form. Her hands parted my legs, sending jolts of anticipation to my waiting core.

In the dark, she hesitated.

I couldn’t see her. Her lips had just planted an infuriating number of kisses on my inner thighs before she pulled away. Her hands still held my legs, but her lips had disappeared.

I laid there, breath coming quickly, my eyes searching fruitlessly in the dark. “Tayvin,” I breathed. “What are⁠—”

Her tongue pressed to the bottom of my lips and worked its way up through my wetness.

My toes curled into the sheets and my hands balled into fists. My eyes rolled back and a loud, involuntary moan echoed across our bedroom.

A pleased moan of her own skittered vaguely through my awareness, mere background noise to the pent up ocean of pleasure that currently wracked my body. Her tongue danced over me, licking and sucking ruthlessly, sending bolts of lightning throughout my body.

When her fingers slipped inside me as she settled on my clit, I threw my head back and screamed for all I was worth, a massive smile on my lips. “Oh, fuck yes! Don’t stop! Don’t ever stop!” I said, laughing.

The pressure grew inside me, hours of pent up desire exploding outward, a dam ready to burst.

My legs started to shake as the inexorable tidal wave finally came.

Tayvin’s tongue never left my clit and her fingers pumped inside me, sending me crashing over the edge.

My entire body convulsed hard as an earth-shattering orgasm ripped its way through me, hours of frustration and barely-quenched desire finally released in a beautiful torrent of ecstasy. I writhed over the sheets, my body only partially under my own control, my gorgeous partner never stopping, working my body even as I came, sending me higher and higher, pushing my orgasm to heights I had hardly ever felt in my entire life.

When my body finally started to come down, I had to gently push Tayvin away, unable to take any more.

In a split second, her body loomed over mine before she pressed herself down and pushed her tongue into my mouth.

I wrapped my arms around her, kissing her back for all I was worth, tasting myself on her exquisite tongue. “I love you,” I murmured as best I could between our lips.

She laughed deep in her throat before pulling away. “I have fantasized about that for hours, Amara.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I said, still out of breath. “Now get the hell up here.” I didn’t trust my body to work anymore, so I levitated her and pulled her up to me, as I could only accomplish this laying down.

Her hips floated over my mouth. I let the spell go as I pulled her down onto my waiting tongue.

She let out a long, satisfied moan that doubled as a sigh of relief.

My tongue slid easily between her very wet lips, her desire more than evident.

As she rocked gently against me, I locked one hand around her hip and let the other one trail down her long, luxurious tail.

She leaned forward, her gaze on mine, as she braced herself on the headboard with one hand and pinched her nipple with the other.

Her eyes drifted back and her lips parted with a soft sigh.

I worked her body, ravishing her soft lips and swollen clit, reveling in each moan I elicited.

Her breath came quicker and her spine straightened. “Amara,” she whispered. “Do not stop.” She shut her eyes tight, nodding more encouragement, a wide, toothy smile splitting her face.

I summoned the mind link spell and wrapped it around us.

Do it. I want to see and feel it. I want you to feel as good as you made me feel.

Her jaw dropped, her eyes still shut tight. Almost. Oh, oh, almost.

I love you. Do it for me. I want you to do it for me.

Her eyes flew open and rolled into the back of her head.

I heard the wood of the headboard creak as she held it in a deathgrip.

I…!

Her legs shook wildly as she rode my tongue, cresting the final hill, releasing as much pent up passion as I had.

Her back arched and she screamed, the sound echoing around the room.

I held her hips tight as I sucked and licked her clit, pushing her as high as I could.

Her entire body trembled as her orgasm worked its way through her, her hips bucking against my mouth, her legs shaking, and her mouth and eyes wide.

As I gazed up at her, this beautiful, otherworldly woman, a single tear worked its way down my cheek.

Unbelievable.

She’s mine.

And I’m hers.

A moment later, at the tail end of her bliss, when a little more lucidity entered her eyes, she thought, Yes, Amara. I am. And you are. With quivering legs, she scooted back, giving me some room.

I laughed loudly, a smile of pure happiness on my lips. Oh, right. I never let that spell drop.

She favored me with a slightly larger smile than normal. No. You did not. With one more full body shiver, she shakily stepped off of me and thudded down on the bed.

We snuggled in close together, as much as our bodies could manage.

I finally let the spell drop.

“That was nice,” I said as I looked into her deep, green eyes.

“Hmm. Just nice?”

“Well. Maybe a little more than nice.”

She nodded. “Good.”

Our lips met once more, our twinned desires on them both. When they did, I thought my passion spent, that the pleasure that had just crashed through me was all I could stand.

As we kissed, our hands lightly caressing each other’s skin, I found my body reacting once more, a little kindling of heat left inside me.

When I pressed into her mouth more firmly, she responded in kind.

Shortly after, our hands drifted downwards, alighting over our bodies as they parted, leaving space for us both to begin again.

“Amara,” she said quietly, “you are insatiable.”

“Mhmm,” I replied as I pushed her leg up and tenderly rubbed my fingers across her lips.

She sucked in a breath but made no move to stop me.

When her fingers touched me, I did the exact same, my flesh oversensitive from before.

We caressed each other slowly, our eyes meeting in the dim light, careful not to do too much.

As wrecked as I was, I felt the returning pleasure building inside me, wanting yet more release.

This, however, would be waves rocking against the beach, not the tidal wave of destruction that threatened to wash me away.

Tayvin smiled brightly, and when I giggled, she returned it, an odd sound from both of us. Still, being there, alone in the dark with her, it felt right.

We pressed our foreheads together, each pushing the other only as much as they could take.

Tayvin slowed me down as she nearly crested the hill again, wanting to do it with me.

We had our back and forth, rising and falling, until we were both nearly there. We kissed deeply as a rush of pleasure took us both, our bodies tightly against each other.

When the gentle waves passed, we parted, each dropping to our backs to take in the stars above.

We laid there silently for a while, reveling in the moment, our fingers laced together.

“Have you ever wondered,” I asked, “if we ever saw any of these stars before? On Earth, and Saas. There are billions of stars in the cosmos, but maybe we’ve seen these before. You never know.”

“I have not had that thought, no. But I have wondered how far away Saas really is from here. What sort of magic could cross a gap like that?”

“Would you go back, if you could? With everything that’s happened, I’m sure we could do it. If not now, with some research, we could figure it out.”

She didn’t hesitate for a second. “No.”

I smiled in the darkness. “Me too.”

“I did not have anyone close to me left on Saas. There are some people I might like to see again, but what would I even say to them now? ‘Oh, hello. A madman kidnapped me and took me to another world. I became a sorceress. How have you been?’”

“Yeah, exactly. I don’t know that I even have people I’d like to see. And if I did, the conversation would go like you just said. Imagine we did it after stopping Kor. ‘Yes, right. We also toppled a magical tyrant and saved the world. We live in a fantasy castle that doesn’t work with the known laws of physics. Wanna come see? There’ll be cookies and tea.’”

She chuckled softly. “On that topic, what are we going to do once His Most Foul is dead and rotting?”

“In a ditch filled with bird poop?”

Silence stretched out before I felt her turn. “In a what!?”

“Oh! You weren’t there for that, were you? Senmarie said Kor should already be rotting in such a place.”

She laid back. “I see. Charming.”

“I thought so. She’s so damn cute when she’s mad.”

“I think that as well.”

“So, to answer your question, I have no idea what we’ll do when we’re done with our little war. I’m sure we’ll find something, though. You don’t strike me as—and I’m not—one to just sit around.”

“I am not above sitting around, but you are correct. We will find something to do, won’t we?”

“Oh yeah. Besides, this is an entirely new world. There’s bound to be a lot to see that we’ve never dreamed of. How many new fighting styles are out there for you to learn?”

She sat bolt upright in bed. “I… I had not thought about that!”

“Really?”

“Really.”

I snaked a hand over to hers and linked our fingers together again. “That seems like a huge oversight for you.”

She grunted “Perhaps. Until you came, though, I remained a prisoner. And I witnessed the ‘combat training’ Kor’s guards are subjected to. It is…” she grumbled, “adequate. But nothing more. Suitable for keeping the peace against drunkards and malcontents. Hardly worth learning. My thoughts at the time, and after, revolved around this. I did not think, however foolish it sounds, about traveling the world to see what else existed. Perhaps thoughts of magic pushed it aside.”

“What about the fighting Kor’s sorceresses do?”

She scoffed loudly. “It is the exact same ‘style,’ if you can even call it that. Just much, much faster.”

“Huh. So all the times you fought them?”

“Mhmm. Only a few of them fought with what I would deem as competence or flourish. I enjoyed those fights. The others could not have hit me on their best days.”

“Zamithra?”

“No,” she said with a glint of humor in her voice. “I meant what I said when I told her she would never be good enough to defeat me. Before she betrayed me, and herself, by bending the knee, she had never known fighting. She became an adequate student learning an adequate style. Nothing more. Her speed in her magicked armor makes her formidable enough for a common enemy.”

“But only that?”

“But only that.”

I intended to keep the conversation going, but when it lulled, I found my eyes closing, and before I could do anything about it, sleep came for me.

I awoke some time later in the dark to find Tayvin still lying close to me and the covers pulled up over us both.


Chapter Twenty-Two




During the next few days, members of Malevolence began to trickle in. The artisans came first and set up shop, claiming the workshops quickly. A minor panic ensued when the ten I’d given them filled up, with more people on the way.

I quickly resolved it with more rooms and a reasonably in-depth explanation about the castle and its inner workings. I glossed over some of the more mind-bending aspects of it, but everyone seemed to take it pretty well. I had to remind myself that magic existed on this world and people were less likely to balk at things than anyone on Earth would have been during the same discussion.

I’d put off the leadership conversations to let everyone simmer on the idea, although I had no doubts that it would end up that way.

To start, I called in Rilar, as I already knew she wanted me in charge.

I didn’t want to directly connect my office to Malevolence’s wing, so I put in a small intermediary room that I fully intended to use as a place for people to drop their reports for me. The reports they would be bringing me once they recognized me as the boss.

When my office wasn’t connected, I had the room’s far door lead to a broom closet instead. I thought it was funny. No idea if anyone else did.

“Oh, damn, Amara!”

I couldn’t help the growing smile on my lips as Rilar came into my office. In the meantime, I’d rearranged some things and brought in accents from around the castle. It still held the imposing aura of a dangerous woman, but the colorful tapestries and rugs, paintings, and sculptures really livened up the room. Not to mention that, with Senmarie’s help, I had the large window out the back display a view of a tall mountain, as seen from above.

I still didn’t understand how that all worked. Some kind of scrying, which turned out to be as fiddly as advertised. We’d spent the better part of two hours getting the view to turn correctly, focus, and stay put.

Worth it, in my opinion.

Even at night, you could see the lights of the scattered towns built around the base of it.

Rilar sat down in the single chair in front of my huge desk, her dark hair unbound and spilling over her shoulders. Her horns, of which I remained envious, curved up and back, their color matching her hair. For her, I’d brought in a comfortable piece you could lean back into. For others, I planned on a strictly functional chair with a ramrod straight back.

“It’s nice, isn’t it?” I said, my smug smile still firmly in place. I couldn’t dislodge it.

“That’s an understatement!” She marveled at the room for a moment before turning to me with a less positive expression. “So.”

“So.”

“Good or bad news?”

“Let’s start with the good.”

“Okay. Well, I’m on board. I want you to lead us, for a couple reasons, really. Opelli, Cendizar, and Quin all think the same thing. Cen took a little talking around to the idea. He’s always liked that we don’t answer to a single person, but based on all the rumors floating around you, he couldn’t deny that you’d be a good choice. Not to mention the fact that, as I’ve said before, Malevolence has never actually been able to strike back at the Tranquiline. Not in any meaningful way. But with this place? And your and Tayvin’s help? Well! I have some plans, let me tell you!”

“You do?”

“Oh yeah. First and foremost, we need a lot more intel. And with the essence forge, we’ll have access to a lot of places we could only dream of getting into. After that? Well, we’ll have to see what we learn.”

“I like that you already know what steps to take, Rilar. Let me make something pretty clear, and for all that I’m going to have this discussion with the others, I want them to hear it from you as well. I’m not a micromanager.” I had to explain that term. “I want competent people doing their own thing without the need for oversight. If I have to come in and help someone do their job more than once or twice, I’ve got the wrong person doing it. I think a few of your people imagine I’m going to lord over them, issuing edicts constantly.”

Her brows drew down as I spoke. “Yeah. You’ve got the right of it there. Bad news now?”

“Go for it.”

“Okay. The other three. Laash is going to be the least of your troubles, I think. She won’t commit either way. Wured’s trying to get her against you, and I’m trying to push her the opposite way, but she won’t make a decision.”

“That’s not all that bad.”

“Right. Kazdi and Wured are going to be your biggest headaches.”

“Shocking.”

She grinned. “Yeah. I get the impression you really lit a fire under Wured’s ass the other day. He’s been even more gruff than usual.”

“So, he’s still using the castle, right? He’s actively trying to turn people against me while availing himself of my services?”

She shrugged. “Yep.”

“What an ass.”

“Yeah. He’s not the brightest, either, really.”

“Why did anyone put him in charge?”

“Because he made a name for himself in clearing out a group of outlaws outside Longstream. Personally led the charge and killed their leader, a mage.”

“Really now?”

“Yeah. He’s good at some things.”

“Management and reasonable thinking aren’t on the list.”

“Not really. He’s not terrible, and people actually like him—people that don’t have to spend any real time around him—so he keeps his position. As much as I don’t want to admit it, he gets results, as long as he’s given the right task.”

I tapped my fingers on the table, my mind stuck on how to handle this idiot. “You know, I thought the other day that he, in another life, might have ended up like Kor. He’s not exactly the same, but it was already apparent that he likes power. And it sounds like he likes being a hero, too. Or at least seen as one. He’s not going to want to submit to anyone, and that’s how he’s going to see this.”

“Probably. He’s been pretty vehement about the situation. Not to me directly. He knows I’m on your side. But I hear things.”

“I scared him while you were all here. I could see it in his eyes, plain as day. And let me tell you, a man like him does not like being scared of anything. But even more so? He doesn’t want anyone to know he is. It’d ruin that badass image he has of himself.”

This would be so much easier if I could just kill him.

…Uh-oh. Those are thoughts that pave the road to tyranny.

Rilar tilted her head at my bemused smile.

I shook myself out of my thoughts and didn’t comment on them. “I’d originally thought that I’d just cow anyone that resisted me, but it looks like that’s probably not going to work here. Frightening him even more isn’t going to get the reaction I want. In your opinion, is there any good strategy for talking him around?”

She folded her arms and thought. “Maybe…not? I’m sorry, Amara. If there was, I’d have tried it by now.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll deal with it. Not like I haven’t had antagonistic people around me for my whole career anyway.”

We covered a few more practical things before she went on her way, the conversation over.

I disconnected the rooms and sat back in my chair, pondering my options.

Killing him’s out. I don’t think I could get him to go on a suicide mission, either.

I’ll try legitimately talking him around first. Maybe I should start with Kazdi and see how that goes. If I can make some headway with her, it might shift his way of thinking.

If that doesn’t work…hmm….

I wandered back out into the castle and cast Senmarie’s summoning spell. That wasn’t exactly what it did, but it’s how I thought of it.

She met me in the kitchen. One of them. The one she normally used.

“Hot tea, please,” I asked of her when she arrived. “And is there any airy fudge?”

Instead of her usual reply, her eyes twinkled and she said, “Please follow me, Mistress.”

We went to one of the myriad pantries and in one cabinet, top to bottom, every single shelf held brightly colorful rectangles of fudge, a rainbow that sent waves of euphoria through my entire being. “Senmarie…what…?”

“I made all of it in the last few days, Mistress!”

“You…?”

“I did! Tayvin helped, too! It’s all in stasis, so it’ll be fresh whenever you want it! I’ll show you the pattern to allow you to reach in there without getting stuck too!”

My wide eyes went back and forth from the cabinet to her beaming face. “This is…amazing. Wonderful. Were you…waiting for me to ask?”

She clapped her hands together and kicked up her leg.

Adorable.

“Yep! You can’t imagine how much I wanted to say it, but Tayvin said it would be more impactful this way! I think she was right!”

I nodded, numbly. “Yeah. Yeah, she was.”

Senmarie reached in. “What color?”

“Oh, uh, blue?”

“Of course!”

She slid out a chunk and placed it on a plate from a nearby stack, apparently sitting there for just this occasion.

I took a bite.

My knees nearly buckled.

Transcendent.

“You are, without a doubt, the absolute best, Senmarie,” I said around the fudge.

She beamed even harder, her eyes twinkling more than I’d ever seen on anyone.

I looked down at my one rectangle. “Maybe two.”

Back out in the kitchen, we sat around a random island.

“So,” I asked, “how’re things going with Malevolence? Have they asked for your help very much?” As much as I had made some appearances, I was content to let things go for now. Doubly so considering the potential leadership situation. I knew when too much was too much. I’d spent my time with either the grimoire, the bathtub, Tayvin, or some combination of them all. I’d made sure the grimoire was waterproof first.

“They are! I think they were a little hesitant to call on me at first, but once a few people did, they all started doing it!”

“I assume you like helping them, but I want to personally thank you for everything you do anyway. This place wouldn’t run nearly as well without you.” Massive understatement.

Her cheeks colored and her eyes dropped to the counter. “Thank you, Mistress. You’re right. I do like helping. It’s nice to have other people in the castle again.”

“Again? It was like this before?”

“Oh, like this? No. But there were often visitors and merchants coming through, sometimes spending the night here. Once in a while a large group would show up, which is why we have all the extra rooms. That and, well, they’re really easy to make, so even by the time Mistress and I were here, the castle already had a surplus of a lot of things.”

I shook my head, still in awe at the place. “Is this a thing, do you know? A place like this? Or is this castle unique?”

“I don’t really know, Mistress. The concept existed a long time ago, but I don’t think anywhere else got the treatment the castle did.”

“I suppose that’s not surprising, given that it became the de facto home for any and all True Sorceresses.”

We lingered there, and I tried to make my fudge last as long as I could.

All too soon, however, the time for my next meeting rolled around. I’d be speaking with Quin, another easy conversation.

As I made my way through the halls, I gave a lot of thought to Wured. While I came up with a lot of strategies, I didn’t get anywhere satisfying.


Chapter Twenty-Three




I spoke with all of Malevolence’s leaders that I thought would be easy, and my intuition proved correct.

Even Laash, who Rilar had warned me about, came around pretty easily.

I’d left the nice chair for her, and she sank deeply into it with her arms and legs both crossed.

She’d been rather hesitant to choose either way. It became clear, even though she didn’t come out and say it, that the others had been talking about the situation around her quite a bit.

She had short white horns, and rich purple, but calculating, eyes.

Amidst those calculations must have been the unparalleled boon that having this castle at their disposal turned out to be. A centralized area, completely and utterly safe and defendable, impenetrable, and able to house any need that arose. She saw the growing necessity of it.

And I ruled here.

Before I could really make my own argument, she brought up the friction that having a single leader would present.

“I did not want to choose,” she said in her soft, unassuming voice, “because I have always feared that we would topple Sordruum Kor only to put another in his place.” Her eyes met mine. “I believe you are well positioned to do so, and if I may say so, I believe you could be an even greater force of evil than he could dream of being.” Before I could reply, she continued, “But I have watched you every chance I’ve had. I see how you lead. I also see how you care for your partner and your friend.”

“Tayvin and Senmarie.”

“Yes.” She smiled and brushed a lock of white hair from her face. “There is love in your eyes.”

She unflinchingly held my gaze.

“You do it, too.” When she only arched an eyebrow, I said, “You see what’s in people’s eyes.”

She nodded. “A person’s mouth may lie.” With a sniff, she added, “And they often do. But their eyes hardly ever will. Only a few can lie with their gaze as well.” She turned and looked out of my large window. “Sordruum Kor is not one of them.”

“You’ve seen him in person, then.”

“Yes. I have attended public events in Prosperous Harmony in order to gauge him.”

“And?”

“Malevolence is a name better suited for him than us.” She shivered. “He never looked straight at me, and I am thankful for it. I have not seen eyes like that before or since. And I do not wish to.”

“I have to admit, Laash, that this conversation is going far better than I expected.”

Her mouth quirked up in a pseudo-smile. “I refused to make a decision until I could gauge you in person. The others interpreted that refusal to choose as ambivalence or aloofness, as they often do. Because I would not capitulate to either side, they both interpreted my actions as hostile to them.

“Whereas I believed them all, perhaps except Rilar, to be far too hasty. But then again, I always think that. They rush headlong into things without giving them the proper consideration.”

As she spoke, I found myself grinning more and more. In a world—or worlds—filled with people just as she described, finding someone like her, with clarity of sight coupled with a calm demeanor, could be invaluable.

She noticed my expression. “What?”

“I like you, Laash.”

She paused, blinking. “Irrelevant. But…noted.”

I saw a smile in her eyes that wasn’t reflected in her lips, something I had almost never seen in my entire life. I found myself pulled into those eyes, just a few shades off the color of magic.

Her eyes narrowed, her lips still unmoved. “You see me, don’t you? You see who I am.”

I nodded. “I think I do.”

“Hmm. Interesting. Most don’t even bother trying. You are not who I expected at first, Amara.”

“What did you expect?”

“From a True Sorceress? A thing largely from legend? One who commands this castle? Nothing but haughty arrogance, thinly veiled behind a seemingly magnanimous disposition.”

“So, Sordruum Kor.”

Her head subtly bobbed as she only said, “Mmm,” a sound of agreement. “As I said, you could have been a worse replacement for him.”

“What would you have done if I was?”

“I don’t know.” The corners of her mouth turned up slightly, a smile even smaller than Tayvin’s. “I would have assessed the situation that came up and made a decision. Hopefully to kill you secretly, if possible. If not, perhaps I would have left and never returned.”

“Let’s be glad none of that happened. Now, onto the next topic. Kazdi and Wured.”

She gave me a tight shake of her head. “I have no advice for you there, and I won’t help you with them. Even trying would be a waste of my time and energy. They don’t listen to me and never have. Despite the fact that I’m proven right, again and again, about a lot of things, people don’t listen to me. Especially them. Something about my voice, and not just the low volume of it.”

“But you’re one of Malevolence’s leaders.”

She turned away, unfocused. “It’s a strange dichotomy. People recognize my intelligence and competence, but are often resistant to anything I directly say. They put me in charge and then…don’t listen.”

“That must be frustrating.”

“You have no idea.”

“I’ll tell you what, Laash. Back me for leading Malevolence, as you say you will. If you do, you can bring me whatever reasonable request you have, and I’ll give the order as if it were my own. And I’ll deal with any resistance to it.”

“Hmm. A mouthpiece people would listen to. Who would listen to me. I’ve never been offered such a thing. Heh. I believe we could accomplish much together, Amara.”

Laash left, expectedly, with no stomach for long goodbyes. The second the conversation seemed over, she excused herself.

Once I sat alone in my office, I ruminated on the exchange. Much like Senmarie, it seemed that the universe had dropped a supremely useful person right in my lap. If I have her pegged correctly, and surely I do, she’s going to be a huge asset to this group. All she ever needed was for someone to listen to her. I’d met people like her before. Well, sort of like her. Quiet, analytical, often correct, with a clarity of vision. And like her, those people got ignored over louder, more charismatic types.

After a long, deep breath, I stood, my patience for sitting and talking business done for the day.

I attached my office straight to the main kitchen, where I assumed Senmarie would be if not out helping someone.

Laughter floated through the door the second I connected it.

Odd.

It didn’t sound like anyone I knew, but it came from within the castle proper. Which only left two reasonable choices.

With a furrowed brow, I opened the door.

Senmarie stood at one of the islands, mixing something together in a large bowl. Across from her, sat…Tayvin. Doubled over, nearly with her face on the counter, laughing her head off.

I stopped, stunned. I’d never heard her laugh like that before. Slowly, I walked into the space.

She saw me, tried to speak, only to double over once more and give me a half-hearted wave.

Senmarie turned and beamed at me, still mixing her batter together. “Mistress! You’re back! How did it go?”

“Um,” I said when I could get a word in. “Pretty well, actually.”

Tayvin tried again to speak to me, but she couldn’t form more than half a word before sputtering into fits once again.

“Did I miss something?”

“Oh, not really, Mistress. I was telling Tayvin about one of my rare adventures outside the castle with Mistress, long ago. We ended up in a large city, far away, to look for some rare alchemical ingredients and⁠—”

“Tell her,” Tayvin barely said, “about the taffy and the—” That’s all she could get out.

“Taffy? Like, the candy?” I asked.

“Yep! We ended up at a confectionery by total mistake, thinking it was an apothecary. In our defense, it looked very similar!”

“Uh-huh.”

“And then⁠—”

Tayvin gesticulated wildly, “The peddler, with the⁠—”

“Yeah, a peddler showed up while we were there, trying to sell copper ingots of dubious quality.”

“At a confectionery!?”

“He thought it was an apothecary, too.”

Does that make any more sense?

Tayvin sputtered still, half-formed non-words flowing from her lips.

I stared at them both for a moment. “Did someone end up covered in taffy or something?”

“Oh, no. It was delicious. We all had some.”

“Then what was…?”

“Well, I haven’t even gotten to the part about the sugar fires.”

“Plural?”

“Yeah. But that doesn’t make a lot of sense without the context of the hail storm.”

I slapped my palms down on the counter. “You know what, nevermind. I’m gonna go have some fudge.”

When I came back with a completely reasonable amount of fudge, neon green this time, Tayvin had finally gotten a hold of herself. Now, instead of devolving into endless fits of laughter, I caught her and Senmarie sharing a very pointed look before the latter turned to load up an oven with two heaped cookie sheets.

When I stopped, a piece of fudge halfway to my mouth, her eyes slid over to me. Her cheeks colored and she quickly looked away.

Uhhh.

A little chill ran down my spine.

I sat down at the island across from her and silently ate.

When Senmarie disappeared into a pantry, as I knew she would, I softly said to Tayvin, “I’m gonna retire to our rooms. Join me shortly, huh?”

“Yes. Of course.”


Chapter Twenty-Four




My butt sank into the bed as I waited. My mind alternated between a thousand thoughts at once and none at all.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long before our doors opened and Tayvin stepped into the room.

I pinned her with my best Manager Glare, which she flinched away from.

Mentally, I nodded to myself. Good. Excellent way to start any conversation. “So. What the hell was that?”

She blinked. “The…amusing story?”

“No, Tayvin. The moony eyes you were giving Senmarie.”

“Moony… I do not know this expression.”

I gave myself time for a slow, deep breath. Better to rip the bandaid off, I’d always found. Which was, of course, why we were having this conversation immediately. “Are you cheating on me with Senmarie?”

Her eyes opened wide and she gasped loudly, her hand coming to her mouth. “What!? No! No, of course not!” She dropped to her knees in front of me and took my hands in hers. “I would never do such a thing, Amara! Please believe me!” Tiny tears appeared in her eyes.

Her eyes contained nothing but fear and desperation.

Honest desperation, though.

A shiver passed through me.

If those eyes are lying, then she’s been holding back on me.

Thank fuck.

I allowed my expression to soften, and I squeezed her hands in return. I lifted them up to my lips and kissed them. “Okay. I believe you.”

A choked sob passed her lips as she dove in towards me, wrapping her arms around me and pressing her face to my chest.

I ran my hand down her bright white hair and blew out a long breath. “Sorry to scare you, but you scared me a little.” I’m glad that’s over as quickly as it began. I also enjoyed the fact that she didn’t get angry or defensive, like many of my own subpar partners had. This could easily have become an argument. An extremely unproductive one.

She leaned back and sat on her knees. “Thank you for believing me. In addition to the many negative qualities my past partners have had, not believing the truth ranks high among the worst ones. For a moment, I thought you might have already made up your mind and would not listen.” She looked up at me, something else in her expression.

“...What?” I asked with narrowed eyes.

Her lips parted, but she paused before she spoke. “I do, however, know what you saw downstairs.”

I remained silent.

“I have not acted upon it, but I find myself….”

“Attracted to Senmarie.”

“Yes.” She nodded firmly. “I planned on telling you, but…” She smiled. “You saw before I got the chance.” Gently, she reached up and cupped my cheek. “I would never lie to you, Amara. Because it is wrong, of course. But I also know I would not be able to lie to you. Not convincingly, and not for long. You would see through me.”

I slipped my hand over hers. “I hope it’s almost completely because it would be wrong.”

She laughed. “Yes, Amara.”

“Okay. I’m glad we had this talk. And that it went quickly and well. And in the interest of full disclosure…” It became my turn to hesitate.

“...What?” she asked with narrowed eyes.

“It’s just that… I can’t blame you. She’s beautiful. Kind, loving, giving, generous, competent, genuine.” I met her eyes and felt my cheeks color. “And has all the curves, of which I find myself rather envious.”

Tayvin licked her lips. Her eyes went unfocused.

“You’re imagining those curves, aren’t you?”

She inhaled sharply. “...Perhaps.”

Before I realized what I was doing, I bit my lip, thinking about Senmarie’s extremely soft skin and how nice it felt to be hugged by her.

“Well now,” Tayvin said in a low voice.

I grunted, meeting her accusing gaze.

“It seems that I am perhaps not the only one to have…thoughts.”

We stared at each other, our cheeks surely twin shades of red. “I mean, not like that, but…”

“But?”

“But now that you bring it up. I do feel that we’ve all become incredibly close, in the short time we’ve been here.”

Tayvin got up and sat by me on the bed. “What are we talking about now, Amara?”

“I don’t know.”

We shared a look and smiled.

“Okay,” I said, “how’s about this? Since we’ve had this discussion and everything’s out in the open, let’s just see where things go. But no one does anything without the other one knowing first.” Are we really talking about what I think—okay, what I know—we’re talking about!?

“Yes. That is reasonable.” She spoke evenly, but I saw my own internal confusion mirrored on her face.

I pulled her in for a kiss, which she eagerly returned.

A few moments later, we’d worked our way up onto the bed and out of our clothes.

I very pointedly did not think about Senmarie during what followed.

Afterwards, we lay on the bed, the late afternoon sky spread out above us.

“You know,” I said, “Senmarie once slipped up and nearly mentioned that she and her old Mistress were lovers. She caught herself, but I knew where she was headed.”

“Hmm. I believe it. The way she speaks of her is not just detached reverence. She clearly loved her very much. More deeply than I had thought, it seems.”

We chatted about inconsequential things for a little while longer before Tayvin rose to go take a shower.

I didn’t have the wherewithal to move, so I stayed on the bed, not bothering to dress or even get under the covers. The sounds of running water drifted in from the bathroom. My fingers laced behind my head on the pillow as my mind exploded in a hundred different directions.

The war with the Tranquiline.

What to do with the empire after we killed their tyrant.

The still mostly-unresolved issue of Malevolence’s leadership.

Senmarie’s soft skin and kind eyes.

I wonder what her horns feel like. I don’t think I ever actually touched them.

My cheeks colored again, even though I laid there alone.

A knock sounded at the door, causing me to jerk upright in bed.

There’s only one person it could be, dumbass.

“Mistress!” Senmarie’s voice floated through the door.

Aw, shit. What do I do!? Just keep laying here naked? Get under the covers? She’s bathed me before. Would it be weird to try and hide from her now? Do I tell her to wait? “Uh, come in,” I heard myself say.

I hadn’t moved.

The doors opened. Senmarie strode in with a wide smile and a plate overflowing with cookies. She only stopped for a second at seeing me naked on the bed.

Is it not weird that I’m just nude in the afternoon?

“Fresh cookies, Mistress! I made some new flavors that I haven’t given you before. Please try them while they’re warm!” For the briefest of seconds, her eyes slipped over my body before she turned to set the plate down on a nearby table.

If I hadn’t been so self-conscious about this all, I would have missed it.

As she spoke, I rose and slipped on one of my robes, dark red with silver embroidery, from a hook near the bed. Once I tied the belt shut, I felt my embarrassment wane, a little more in control of the situation.

That lasted for about three seconds.

Right up until Tayvin walked into the room, fresh from the shower. She had her ears pressed flat as she dried both the fur on them and her hair. “Amara, I had a few thoughts about—” When she looked up and saw Senmarie, she paused, her mouth open, no sounds coming out.

Senmarie looked at her, then back to me, and then at the rumpled state of our bed. Her pale cheeks turned as violently red as they had the time she caught us out in the closet.

I did notice her favor Tayvin with a top to bottom glance as well before schooling herself into some semblance of control.

No one spoke for a painfully awkward moment.

“I will return,” Tayvin said before—with forced nonchalance—heading into the Endless Closet.

After she left, I turned to the plate. “So, what flavors are these, anyway?” I didn’t particularly feel like eating cookies at the moment, but it was worlds better than confronting the current state of affairs.

“Oh, um,” Senmarie listed off a couple things I couldn’t make any sense of while backing towards the door.

Tayvin, unfortunately, returned before she left, also clad in a sheer robe.

The three of us ate some cookies and made absolutely zero conversation.

“These are great,” I said after the silence had stretched long enough to almost break me.

“Indeed,” Tayvin said.

“Wonderful! Well, I have other things I must attend to, Mistress!”

“Sure.”

She didn’t sprint out of the room, but only by a small margin.

Tayvin ran her hands down her face and plopped onto the bed when we were alone again. “Amara.” She let herself fall back onto the covers.

“Yeah?”

“That was mortifying, among other things.”

“You’re telling me.” I joined her on the bed. “I think we can safely deduce, from the incredibly unlikely timing of all these events that just occurred, that the universe hates us.”

She grunted. “That is only logical, yes.”

“So what was going through your head, anyway? You were saying something when you came out of the shower.”

“I was? I do not remember anymore.” She groaned loudly. “Do you want to know what thoughts forced themselves into my head during that…that….”

“Farce?”

“That is a good word, yes.”

“I sure do.”

After yet another groan, she said in a very level voice, “I thought it would have been appealing to come out and find you…kissing each other.” Before I could reply, she hastily added, “They are the thoughts that appeared! I did not have any control over them!”

I flopped down to lay beside her, the covers soft and yielding underneath me. “I can’t really disagree with you there. And I just cannot believe what’s happened in the last hour.”

“Yes. Neither can I. What do we do?”

“Hell, I don’t know. I’ve sure never been in a situation like this before. You?”

“Not even close, Amara.”

Should we just talk to Senmarie about it? How would that even go? “Hey, we discussed it and we’re both really attracted to you. Want to come join us in bed?”

Tayvin looked askance at me when I snorted and started laughing loudly. She covered her face again when I told her my thoughts. Through her hands, she muttered, “I am so embarrassed just thinking about it.”

“Yeah.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




During the next few weeks, life started to fall into a comfortable routine.

Tayvin and I, by tacit agreement, didn’t discuss the Senmarie issue any more.

Senmarie seemed to think our awkward meeting that day to be nothing more than that, just a repeat of catching us in the closet, and she brushed it quickly off.

I tried to corner Kazdi and Wured, wanting to get those discussions over and done with, but to my surprise, they both seemed to be actively avoiding me. I cornered Laash one day, getting her in a workshop alone.

She shook her head, not meeting my eyes, as was often her way, despite being good at reading them. “I’m a little shocked, too, Amara.” She’d never bothered with a title for me, something I didn’t mind in the least with her. “For a moment there, I thought you were going to literally have to fight Wured to get him to come around.”

During the first week, since I had the support of five of Malevolence’s leaders, I’d just gone ahead and started acting like I was in charge, outlining how I wanted reports to be given to me and issuing a few small orders to see how they’d be followed.

I thought this would provoke Kazdi and Wured into a confrontation, as they didn’t bother to respond to my requests to meet with them after the others.

“They come and go,” Laash said. She always looked down and away unless she really needed to make a point. All that eye contact during our first meeting seemed to be a little special. “I can’t be sure I read the situation correctly, but I’m pretty sure Wured fled one day when he heard you were in the wing.”

I’d jumped up and sat on a workbench with a little bit of space. My fingers tapped the wood as the thoughts churned in my head. “That seems so out of character. But I did frighten him that one evening. Maybe no one’s ever done that before.”

“I don’t know, Amara. From what I can tell, he’s just here long enough to do the things he needs to do, and to oversee his people, but he, well, scampers away, as soon as he can.”

“Huh. Weird. And Kazdi?”

“Her presence is rarely required here, so she doesn’t even often come.”

I sighed. “Well, screw it. If they won’t meet with me, I’m taking that as their de facto approval. I’m in charge now, officially. If they don’t like it, they can come speak with me like the adults they are meant to be.”

Lassh nodded, a subtle smile on her lips.

“What?”

“I doubt we’ll need to spread the word of your leadership. It’s all but done already. I’ve watched our people, and they leap to obey the orders you’ve already given. I wouldn’t hold back. And, if I may, I wouldn’t bother making the official announcement. Just keep going along as you have been.”

“Wonderful. Appreciate the advice.”

She made a short, high-pitched sound in her throat, which I’d begun to recognize as a laugh. “I appreciate you listening to my advice.”

The days after that stretched out, and I began to see everyone, the group as a whole, gaining steam. The end of the Tranquiline seemed, with every moment, a more and more realistic goal.

When I wasn’t issuing orders or reading reports, I cloistered myself in my office, the grimoire open in front of me. I found, to my elation, that my abilities had grown. Learning spells, even complicated ones, came easier and easier to me.

The grimoire sang to me, opening up a world of power and control. I came quickly to understand that I had, all this time, barely scratched the surface of magic. So much more waited in its depths, and every spell I learned unlocked new pathways of research and study.

I looked back on what I had known, a scant month before, and laughed at the paltry smattering of spells I’d known.

In order to test many of them out, I, with Senmarie’s help, created a new room. Consisting of nothing more than a door and platform, it opened out into the yawning void the castle sat suspended in.

Senmarie refused to leave the safety of the castle, only hovering around the door, unwilling to step outside.

Tayvin boldly strode out with me, peeking over the edge. “What happens if you fall?”

Senmarie squeaked. “I don’t know. I don’t want to know!”

“Well,” I said with my hands on my hips. Let’s try this out.” Before the other two could ask, I extended my hand and formed a new pattern in my mind. It came as easy as breathing.

Power surged through my body, unrelenting, coursing power that exploded from my palm. A bright, thick bolt of lightning lashed out into the voidspace, accompanied by an ear-shattering clap of thunder.

All three of us recoiled, nearly sinking to our knees.

A three-branched healing spell magicked the pain and ringing away.

“Effective,” Tayvin said.

“Hmm.” I stared out into the black. “Maybe a silencing spell to go with it? I’ll have to look into it.”

That was, however, only the first test.

In the weeks that followed, I spent as much time in that room as I did anywhere else, testing and refining spells. I found that the diagrams laid out in the grimoire were only one aspect of a given spell. In the tome, my force spell—which now seemed laughably simple—turned out to be an average usage. I could make it so much bigger or smaller and gentler or stronger. And every spell in the grimoire, for the most part, could be modified as I desired.

Shorter or longer lines, a tighter curve, or an added loop could make such a difference in a spell’s effects.

When I could, I left the voidspace and sat in front of the large mirror in my bathroom, practicing changing my appearance. I cycled through all the hair colors I could think of, some wild and fun, some very off-putting. In the end, I kept it the dark blue that I had been wearing for a while, since I had come to think of it as my normal hair color so completely that I hardly even noticed it.

Aside from that, I figured out how to change the color of my eyes. Not just my irises, either. I could make the whole things appear as solid color. Somehow, I could still see through it, even if I made them white.

A shudder went down my spine when I made them wholly black. “Fuckin’ creepy as shit,” I muttered, unable to look away from myself.

Despite my growing knowledge, each spell had to be learned on its own merits. Shockingly little transferred over from pattern to pattern. They were so complicated that knots in one spell did vastly different things in another, because the magic flowed into them differently.

Oh well.

Inevitably, I always ended up back in the voidspace.

I’d felt like a god in the Control Room, fiddling around with the castle.

This, however, was leagues beyond that.

I created gusts of wind to swirling vortexes of destruction. My force spell became so much more. I created force fields in all manner of shapes and sizes. I made bubbles of protection. I picked things up and held them still; it wasn’t telekinesis in a way I’d imagined it, but it turned out to be functionally the same.

I managed to figure out how to open a tear directly into the voidspace without the need for a door, although I couldn’t think of many practical uses for it.

Maybe I could throw someone into it.

Who would I throw into it!?

That, coupled with the fact that the pattern itself bent in wholly unnatural ways that strained my consciousness, made me think it would be of very limited use.

I created massive suns of burning light, black, inverted voids that sucked in the light, looking for all the world as if they glowed darkly. But I made rainbows, too, showers of beautiful, pure colors that made me weep, not only for their own sake, but because I had made them.

Tayvin loved those.

My flying became so much more. I zipped and looped and dove, pushing the limits of what my body could handle.

After I nearly pushed myself too far and fell into the void, I lay panting on the platform by the door, another errant thought finally catching up to me.

I need to begin altering my body.

I found Senmarie that day, not in the kitchen for once, but in the large pool room. “I thought this room scared you.” The ceiling loomed high overhead, dotted with rows of skylights that looked out onto the blue sky. Who knew where that blue sky actually existed, because it probably wasn’t just over the castle’s voidspace.

Scrying is weird.

Senmarie’s arms spread out over the edge of the pool, and she softly kicked her feet under the water. “Um, no?”

“Isn’t this the room you got trapped in one day?”

“Oh, it is, Mistress, but that shouldn’t happen again. The Control Room has some safeguards against it now. Would you like to join me? The water’s fine! It’s always fine here.”

That kinda sounds like a horror movie line, but whatever.

For a second, I thought about retreating to the Closet to find a swimsuit before it occurred to me that would be a little stupid. Also, in those brief seconds, I noticed that beneath the rippling waters, Senmarie wasn’t wearing anything either.

Why would she be?

I slipped out of my long blue dress, still a little sweaty from my practice session in the voidspace room. My underwear and soft shoes went with it in a little pile. Avoiding looking at Senmarie’s body under the water proved a little challenging, but I managed it.

The water felt amazing. Just warm enough.

I adopted the same posture, letting my arms settle down along the edge as a gentle undercurrent wafted over my skin like a summer’s breeze. “The water’s moving?”

“Yes, Mistress. There are small patterns set into the bottom that give it a circular flow. The Mistress that created the poolroom liked it that way.”

“You seem to know a lot about the previous Mistresses, Senmarie. Are their diaries that extensive?”

“Depends on the person, of course. But one of the first made a habit of recording much, and the following Mistresses largely kept up with her example. You should read through them, if you want.”

“I’d like to once things calm down. Also, I have to see this ‘Notes’ room you’ve referenced as well.”

“Of course. I believe you’ll love it, but it can get a little overwhelming. It…doesn’t really have the best system of organization.”

“It’s a huge mess, you mean.”

Her lips formed an O as she exhaled slowly. “That’s an understatement. I would have shown it to you before, but I didn’t think you had time to deal with it, and…”

“What?”

She sucked a breath in through her teeth and looked away. “I believe, Mistress, that it’s the sort of thing you would want to throw yourself into.”

“You purposefully haven’t shown me this room because you thought it’d be a time sink I couldn’t tear myself away from?”

Her cheeks colored, and she didn’t look back. “Um. Well. Uh. Yes.”

“Oh, Senmarie. You really are the best. I’m not upset with you.”

She blew out a long breath. “Excellent. Thank you, Mistress.”

Competent, thoughtful, perceptive, and knows how I operate. She really is the best assistant I could have ever asked for. “I do have a request for you.”

“Of course.”

“It’s time to begin altering my body. I’ve looked through the spell in the grimoire, but I have to admit that it’s a little vexing. The grimoire’s translation has so many notes and additions that I can’t tell exactly what it does, even as I’m learning it. That’s coupled with the fact that it might just be complicated enough that I can’t cast it myself. And, the notes I can read seem…incomplete. I think Kor’s people must have had a lot more notes they wrote down elsewhere.”

Senmarie nodded through my little tirade, and when I finished, she grinned widely. “I have been preparing for this exact situation, Mistress.”

“You…have?”

“Of course! You already mentioned wanting to undergo the process, so I began setting things up!”

“You…did!?”

“Yep! I’ve largely done all I can. You’ll be required for the next few steps. Not just because you’ll need to cast part of the spell, but because you’ll need to decipher the notes on how to alter it to be what you want. There’s stacks of diagrams in the Notes room about it. It can do so many different things. I was waiting to bring it up until you were ready.”

I blinked at her. No one can be this perfect. No one. She’s not real. That’s the only explanation here. I went insane when I got captured, and this whole thing has been a fever dream since.

What Senmarie made of my lopsided smile, I couldn’t tell.

“When can we start?”

“Right now, Mistress! Here, come to me.” She slipped into the pool, the water coming up to her neck as she stood on the bottom.

“Okay, uh, sure.” I slowly walked towards her, again very aware that we stood naked in front of each other. When she reached out and started softly touching my body, I very barely suppressed a gasp and I definitely didn’t arch into her touch.

She ran her hands up and down my sides and along my arms.

When she dipped down under the water to do the same to my legs, her—almost surely—incredibly soft lips hovered a few scant inches from my delicate folds that longed for—get a hold of yourself, dammit!

The entire time she’d been touching me, the barest pull of magic came from her hands, something that my brain only belatedly processed.

She came up, water dripping down her horns and over her skin like a model in a too-artsy commercial for sports drinks or athletic wear.

“So, what are you doing?” I managed to ask in a casual voice.

“I have to see if the preparations I made are accurate. Each person’s magic flows just a little differently.”

“Huh. I assume the K’jzdari are more different than others.”

She beamed. “Just so, Mistress! Now, please turn around.”

I did as she asked.

When she started at the top of my head, her nipples pressed faintly into my back, only to quickly pull away.

Somehow, I kept it together.

I’d always found Senmarie beautiful. As we grew closer, she became even more so. And while I definitely felt the attraction, it remained little more than background noise. But since Tayvin and I had had our discussion about it all, I found most interactions with Senmarie to be…somewhat thrilling, even if I had no idea what I actually wanted to do. The metaphorical dam had burst, and now that I’d given voice to the thoughts, they often came to the forefront of my mind.

But this? This massive tease I’d found myself in?

Unbearable.

Senmarie’s hands slowly worked down the back of my neck and lower while I pressed my lips into a thin line, the roiling torrent of emotion and desire held ruthlessly in check inside my chest.

I wasn’t going to make a move without consulting Tayvin first, that much I had firmly decided.

Even if Senmarie and I were alone in the pool room, mostly submerged and naked, her hands working their way over my entire damned body.

This is the stupidest thing that’s ever happened to anyone. Oh my god. Thank fuck I’m not a man. I’d be painfully and extremely obviously hard right now.

When Senmarie’s hands made their way down to my ass, only to gently touch, I screamed internally.

Squeeze it! Smack it! Holy shit.

She didn’t.

When she’d finished and came up out of the water again, I found her cheeks as flushed as mine must have been. Her eyes lingered on my lips for a brief second, which I absolutely caught.

“Great!” I said with way too much energy. “Can we begin the spell soon?”

“O-of course, Mistress. You’ll need to consult the notes, first, though.”

“No problem. Why don’t I get out, get dressed, and meet you wherever you’ve set up?”

“That would be just fine, Mistress.” She smiled, but her eyes contained a hundred different emotions, desire among them.

Lightning shot through my entire body, all my nerves firing at once, sending tingles across my skin, from head to toe. Confirmation. She wants it, too. Shit. Shit shit shit. “Okay, meet you there.” Those were the stupid words that tumbled out of my idiot mouth before I pulled my body out of the water.

I didn’t look back as I picked up my clothes in a bundle and hurried out the door.

If I had, I wouldn’t have left.


Chapter Twenty-Six




My wet footfalls sounded through the hallways as I swiftly walked through them still completely naked. If I’d stayed to put my clothes back on, I’d have surely slipped back into the water, my tongue parting Senmarie’s soft—dammit.

I slammed my bedroom doors and called out, “Tayvin! Tayvin, are you here? We need to talk right this instant!”

No reply.

The Endless Closet’s door was closed, but I stuck my head in anyway, bellowing out Tayvin’s name.

“Ugh, where is she? Why didn’t we make summoning spells for each other?”

I dropped my clothes on the floor and flopped down onto the bed, face down. The covers muffled my long, frustrated groan. I laid there until I had to come up for air. “Might as well get dressed,” I said testily to my unresponsive bedroom.

The black dress I found myself in came from a random hall in the Closet that I hadn’t been down before. It looked a little antiquated but still stylish in a weird way. The neck covered my cleavage and the sleeves came down my arms, not showing much skin. I slipped on a pair of soft shoes that bordered on slippers and stopped there.

Just as I almost stepped out the door, I noticed a note on a side table.

Weird.

I picked it up and saw Tayvin’s flowing script. I’ll bet they write everything in cursive on Saas. They’d have to, otherwise a single sentence would probably take an hour to write.

Amara, the letter started, I have been asked to aid Cendizar with field training some of his people. I will likely be gone for two or three days, as we will be traveling to a place called Whitecloud. I apologize for not letting you know in person, but I could not find you, and the group was leaving immediately.

If you do not think it too strange, I left a ring I found in the Closet and thought you would like. Think of me when you wear it.

I love you.

See you soon.

Tayvinariellezari

I closed my eyes and held the letter to my heart, where a warm feeling blossomed. “I love you, too,” I said aloud. When I opened my eyes, I saw the ring she’d left. Made of simple gold, it held a small emerald the color of her eyes.

Oddly enough, it fit my ring finger.

There was no way she could have known about the concept of wedding rings, let alone get the size right. I’d never so much as mentioned them.

“Well,” I said aloud again, “if fate’s real, and I don’t believe it is, then this is the clearest sign I’ve ever seen.”

I kissed the letter, feeling just a little foolish, before I set it back down on the table. Just as I did, a forgotten memory burst into my mind.

I bought Tayvin a choker in Cinderpit and then… Where the hell did it go!?

At the time, we’d gotten poisoned…and then that atrocious night happened where the city nearly fell and I teetered on the brink of death multiple times.

Damn it. I’ll have to ask Senmarie. Hopefully it stayed with the clothes I wore through that debacle.

A part of me despaired at the thought of losing that necklace. The one I’d thoroughly forgotten until this moment.

Well, I thought as I left my room, the grimoire in my hands, at least that got my mind off of Senmarie for a minute or two.

My composure had mostly returned by the time I strode through the castle’s halls again. After using Senmarie’s summoning spell enough, I had gotten used to feeling out where the responding magic came from, letting me find her.

Inside a large, circular room decked out in fine tile and a gilded chandelier, she’d laid out a pattern somewhat like the one Kor had attempted to use to kill me. Furniture dotted the edges of the room, which looked like it had intended to be used as a ballroom. The pattern didn’t take up quite as much space and its reagents looked a lot more mundane. That massive ruby thing I’d busted up didn’t have a counterpart here, although I did see some things that were probably blood and bone.

“Mistress!” Senmarie stood beside an ornate, roll-top desk absolutely swamped with papers and books.

I stepped up beside her and regarded it warily. “Are these…?”

“The notes you’ll need to consult.”

Whatever residual feelings of attraction and desire I felt completely withered in the face of this monumentally boring task. “Are you kidding me?” I breathed softly.

“Don’t worry, Mistress! I’ll help you, and I brought some airy fudge!” From a nearby table, behind the mountain of papers, she produced a plate of neon pink fudge.

I nodded. “Okay. Okay. Let’s do this. Thank you, Senmarie. For everything forever.”

She beamed. “Of course, Mistress.”

Three outrageously mind-numbing hours later, we’d nearly finished. “Honestly,” I said to her while blinking myself back into focus for the millionth time, “this sucked, but it’s taken a lot less time than I imagined. I thought we’d be closely examining every single sheet of paper.”

It turned out that we needed to look through all of them, more or less, but a glance proved enough to know whether to put a page in the yes or no piles.

The fudge helped a lot, even though I went through mine instantly, as usual.

Whenever we found a relevant page, I went ahead and made the alterations to the pattern set into the floor. They were always tiny changes that ended up having sweeping ramifications. At first, I thought this would all be too complex, but as I got a handle on how the spell worked overall, it became very manageable.

We sat on the floor, as we had the entire time, and looked proudly out over our work. “You know,” I said, “I once tried to get Tayvin to agree to do this before me. She’s the one up front fighting, after all.”

“What did she say?”

“First, she said that I’m the one with healing magic, so it should be me. Then she told me that if we did that, and then I died and she didn’t, she’d hate me forever.”

“Oof. Harsh.”

“Yeah, but fair. So, when can we do this?”

“Mistress? Right now.”

“Oh. Huh. Okay, let’s do it. I thought the casting of it might be more involved. Or I’d need to stand here for a couple hours or something.”

“Nope. You’ll need to repeat the spell many times, over a long period. The changes are slow. But the spell itself takes no longer to cast than anything else.”

“Hmm.” I slowly stood, the ramifications of all this finally settling into my mind now that I was actually doing it.

I’ll become something almost no one in the world, maybe the entire universe, is.

This would extend my life for centuries, strengthen my body so much that a sword would barely break my skin, and allow me to channel more magic for longer.

It would also make my breasts and ass fuller and perkier. Thank fuck that I found those pages and not Senmarie, and we avoided having a discussion about it.

Once it was finally complete, I’d be closer to a demigod than a normal person.

I stopped in my tracks.

Don’t let it go to your head, Amara. Don’t be the next Sordruum Kor. You’re still just some person.

At least Tayvin would be around to keep me humble.

If the same type of transformation doesn’t go to her head.

I turned. “Senmarie? You’ve undergone this sort of thing before, right?”

“Yes, Mistress. Although my alterations were all magical in nature. I didn’t change my body.”

Hot damn. Those curves are natural. Are all K’jzdari like that? “What does it feel like?”

She smiled. “You’ll see.”

My eyes narrowed as I smiled in return before making my way into the center of the pattern.

Once I’d taken my place, I wasted no time in summoning my power, flooding the array with energy.

I felt it course through the catalysts, taking new forms as it sped along. With the utmost surety, I knew I wouldn’t have been able to cast this on my own.

The entire room glowed in the bright purple hue of magic, and seconds later, pieces of the spell began to enter my body.

My eyes flew open, a gasp passing my lips.

I struggled to remain standing as nothing short of euphoria coursed through me, through every fiber of my being, from the top of my head to the ends of my toes, and deep into my very soul.

It lasted only a few seconds, each piece of the pattern layering over the one before.

I dropped hard to my knees, my entire body shaking.

Senmarie appeared at my side. “Are you okay, Mistress?”

A wild, crazed laugh bubbled out of me. “Better than okay! I feel amazing! It’s like being healed, but a hundred times more.”

She took my hand in hers and helped me to my feet.

“Was it like this for you?”

“It was, Mistress. I hoped you would feel it the same way I did.”

She slowly walked me to the desk and set me down in a chair we hadn’t used earlier.

When my breath finally slowed, I held my hands out in front of me. “How long until…?”

“I have no idea, Mistress. I believe it to be different each time for everyone. Days? Weeks? Probably not more than that. You’ll know when you’re ready to apply the spell again.”

Fifteen or so minutes later, when I felt steady on my feet, we made our way to Senmarie’s favored kitchen where she put on a pot of tea.

“I can already feel it working.”

“That’s great, Mistress! But let’s wait a few days before we test it out by poking you with a sword.”

I laughed, but the thought echoed in my head again.

Someone can swing a sword at me, hit me, and it won’t matter. Wow. Good thing this isn’t available for a lot of people. Sordruum Kor had obviously done it for some, especially his horrific General Draan, but it didn’t seem like everyone got the treatment.

I sipped the tea when Senmarie placed a cup in front of me, but I barely tasted it, so enveloped in my own thoughts as I was.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




A week later, Tayvin hadn’t returned.

Every day after the third, I worried constantly.

Word had come in from Malevolence’s people. The group she accompanied had run into the Tranquiline and decided to engage. What they thought would be a small skirmish ended up being anything but.

Every update we received quelled my nerves for about an hour before I devolved straight back into worrying. I wanted nothing more than to fly out there and lay waste to the Tranquiline with my growing power, but every time, it seemed like a bad idea.

Either it would end before I could even get there or something else pressing came up in the castle. Every time, I convinced myself it would be fine.

For about ten minutes.

I couldn’t concentrate on any spells.

My attempts to practice in the voidspace fell flat as I stood still, consumed by my thoughts.

For a mercy, I had more and more administrative tasks from Malevolence, and my years of management experience kicked into gear, pushing me into motion, letting the thoughts briefly drift away until I finished the task at hand.

I didn’t doubt Tayvin’s abilities.

But as I felt my own body changing, I couldn’t push away the thought of how much safer she’d be after the same treatment.

What if she’d gone out into the field just before we figured this spell out, and she didn’t come ba⁠—

NO. Don’t even think that, you moron!

It’s Tayvin. She’ll be fine.

On one hand, I knew this was only the first time I’d have to deal with something like this. I’d be sending her out on missions like this often, most likely.

It didn’t really help.

Another thing that didn’t help one damn bit turned out to be Wured’s unexpected presence. As his people formed a lot of the cobbled-together support for Tayvin’s group, his presence in the castle turned out to be necessary.

Both to his and my own chagrin.

I’d already decided that our conversation about my leadership didn’t need to happen anymore. He’d had his chance.

While he apparently didn’t mind, or much more likely, just never said anything, we still awkwardly passed each other on occasion.

Neither of us knew how to handle it.

If he’d been a recalcitrant employee, I’d have sat his ass down and told him how things would be.

But he wasn’t. Not really. He had history with the people under him, and he’d been given the position because they—for some stupid reason—trusted his judgement.

And I didn’t think a tongue lashing would even help, anyway. On Earth, I’d have probably just gotten him reassigned or fired him. Neither were options now.

So we did our stupid little dance of pointedly not interacting unless strictly necessary.

I held my anger about it all at bay.

He did not.

I could hear his tirades from rooms away.

They were directed at his own people, so I—for this too—let it slide, even though it rankled me hard. Berating him would only piss him off more. Killing him became more and more appealing with each passing day. Each passing hour, really.

Maybe it wouldn’t be that big a deal, I told myself in a supreme bout of self-delusion. He’s an asshole. He’s being horrible to his people. Maybe they wouldn’t even mind that I killed him out of hand.

A long sigh passed my lips as I sat in my office. “Or maybe I’m being stupid,” I whispered to myself. I didn’t want to become a tyrant. Killing people that annoyed me—even a whole lot—wasn’t a solid choice.

The grimoire sat open in front of me on Tayvin’s eleventh day of absence. I couldn’t make the slightest sense of anything. I’d finished learning all the easy and moderate spells. The only ones remaining were too complex to cast by myself. Or…maybe I will be able to once my power expands enough. I shook my head. Thoughts for another time.

Between my rampant worry for Tayvin and my desire for Senmarie, which hadn’t abated, my mind wouldn’t stick on anything.

I closed the book.

My office normally wasn’t attached to Malevolence’s wing as a matter of security, so I had created a small spell-laden device to alert me when someone needed me. I’d slumped down in my chair, my mind an unstable mess, when the paired device on my desk chimed.

Good. Something to do.

I linked my office with the small antechamber, which tripped yet another device outside, letting whoever stood there know that they could come in.

The door flew open, and to my surprise, Laash sprinted in.

“What’s wrong!?” I bounded to my feet, expecting an invasion.

“It’s Wured.”

Oh. Less pressing.

“He’s been lashing out all morning, but it’s finally come to a head. He’s in there screaming at random people in the big common room. Senmarie’s trying to⁠—

I didn’t need to listen to a single word more. “Out of the way!” I vaulted over my desk, levitated myself, and flew into the wing.

Before I’d even gotten two rooms away from the common area, I could hear him bellowing.

Damn asshole. This ends today. I’m taking care of this prick here and now.

As I passed through the last, open door, I took in the scene waiting for me.

Arrayed around the large room, a crowd of people ringed Wured, none of whom were doing a damn thing.

His black ears twitched and his eyes flared, as Senmarie, standing in front of him, held out her hands. “Please, if you’ll just⁠—”

“I’ve had enough of this shit!” He bellowed. “You all act like she’s queen of the world! Especially you, you bitch!” He raised his arm, ready to backhand Senmarie across the face.

Sweet, gentle Senmarie.

Her eyes gaped as she recoiled from the incoming blow.

She’d never said it, but she couldn’t have ever been in a fight in her life. Such a concept was too incongruous to exist.

My blood boiled.

It hammered in my veins as pure, abject rage took the reins of my psyche.

I flew across the room. I wrapped my arm in a field of power just as my palm slammed into Wured’s throat. My fingers clamped around him with unnatural strength. I hadn’t bothered to slow down, so we tumbled through the air together, and through my fury, I enjoyed hearing his cry of surprise.

I darkened my eyes into pools of murderous black and ripped a tear into the fabric of reality, creating a gaping hole into the castle’s voidspace. The pattern for the tear strained the edges of my mind, but the burning rage I felt grounded me in the moment.

When I righted us both, I held him up off the floor with one hand, his back to the lifeless void.

His eyes were circles of terror as I screamed in an augmented voice that shook the room, “You stupid MOTHERFUCKER! I should tear your soul apart!”

I couldn’t actually do such a thing.

But no one knew that.

I squeezed his throat.

“I’ve had enough of you!” My voice echoed around the room in a deafening roar. I bellowed, “You’re done! You’re out of the castle! You’re out of Malevolence! Get the fuck out and never return! If I see your wretched face again, I’ll make you regret ever being born!”

With another cry of rage, I threw him across the room. He slammed into and rolled over a heavy desk and thudded to the floor.

Just as he hurriedly picked himself up, I screamed, “Out! Out NOW!” The thought of frying him to ash with a bolt of lightning flitted through my mind. I was so nearly out of control that the pattern slipped into my thoughts, just at the cusp of being cast. The burgeoning magic danced across my skin, sending arcs of white lightning over my body.

I floated in the air, my eyes malevolent voids, my voice a weapon, with electricity surging around me. A yawning tear in reality framed it all.

I’m a monster.

GOOD.

Let them see.

Wured stumbled out towards the Door to Cinderpit as I followed him with my gaze.

When he passed through, I turned to everyone else in the room. Without the augmentation, I yelled, “Let this be a lesson to the rest of you! If anyone so much as looks at Senmarie in a way I don’t like, I’ll tear out your hearts!”

Nothing else needed to be said.

I let the lightning spell go and closed the void tear as I whipped through the air towards my office. With a wave of my hand, my magic picked Senmarie off her feet and pulled her behind me.

She let out a surprised little, “Oop.”

God that’s adorable.

We floated into my office, I slammed the door with a rush of force, and I set us down on the floor, finally letting my eyes return to their normal color.

Senmarie waited while I took a few calming breaths, letting my wild anger cool.

“I’m sorry you had to see tha⁠—”

She slammed into me, knocking me back a step. Her face nestled into my neck and her arms wrapped savagely around me.

I expected tears, but they didn’t come. Instead, she just silently held me. So I held her back and ran my hand down her hair and, a moment later, when I couldn’t resist, I trailed my fingers down her horns.

They felt a little like bone, of course. But they were smoother than I’d imagined, and the ridges flowed pleasingly under my touch.

When she pulled back, a huge smile graced her lips, and her golden eyes shone as they held mine.

I fell into those gilded pools, all my thoughts, my residual anger, all of it, scattering on the wind as I did.

When she subtly leaned in towards me, I reflexively did the same, slowly, until our eyes closed and our lips met.

We stood alone in that room, kissing softly, our bodies pressed gently together.

The wave of desire that had threatened to overtake me earlier…didn’t return.

That could wait until later.

A warmth spread through my entire body, enveloping my soul, a calm but rapturous sensation that sent tingles across my skin.

Our tongues met, sliding against each other, questing, seeking, but so gently.

I kept my eyes closed, sinking into our embrace, the concept of time or a reality outside of this one beautiful moment flitting away forever.

Minutes passed. Or maybe hours. Possibly days.

Senmarie broke away and pulled me in, our chins on each other’s shoulders. “I love you, Mistress.”

My eyes opened wide as I drew in a halting breath.

Looks like I’m the one shedding tears this time.

I smiled as they began to fall. My arms coiled around her, wanting to pull her impossibly closer. “I love you, too, Senmarie.” I sniffled quietly, never wanting to leave her arms.

“Mistress?”

“Hmm?”

“There’s something I want to show you.”

I leaned back, still in her arms. “Yes, anything.”

Her smile sent my spirit soaring. She took me by the hand and we left my office to wind through the castle’s endless halls. We trekked down countless corridors and passed through far too many doors before she stopped at a seemingly random, very non-imposing one. “This is,” she said a little hesitantly, “a little secret of mine.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Senmarie opened the door and pulled me through.

Into somewhere else entirely.

I gasped as the open ocean enveloped us completely. For a moment, I wanted to flee, the fear of drowning the only thing in my mind. I nearly did, but when I glanced at Senmarie, I noticed that she just stood there, smiling. Breathing.

It took a little courage to do it, but I sucked in a breath. A normal one. “Oh.”

She giggled. “It’s very safe, Mistress.”

Once my terror melted away, I looked around in awe.

We stood at the bottom of the ocean, amidst a small kelp forest. Strange plants and creatures in all manner of colors surrounded us. Things that looked like coral dotted the seafloor and fish—some that looked normal and so many that didn’t—swam around us like we didn’t even exist.

Then a small school swam right through me. “Oh.” I only then noticed that we weren’t walking on the bottom, but a little ways up on a flat plane. And more telling, I couldn’t feel the water on my skin, which should have been instantly obvious but was not. “Is this…all an illusion?”

“No, Mistress. It’s real, but we’re not really there.”

“Huh. A projection, then?”

“Mhmm. Mistress made this for me as a gift many years ago. She crafted a scrying device and—without my knowledge—placed it in a foreign ocean halfway across the world during one of her many trips. She linked it to this room, which I also didn’t know about beforehand, and then, when she returned, she gave it to me.”

“It’s beautiful. What a staggeringly lovely gift. Do you like the ocean, then?”

She nodded, her eyes drifting around at the sights. “I do. I lived by the ocean on Sh’ki’jin. When I was young, I swam every day, diving deep down to see all the colors and wonderful things down there.” A sad cast came over her features. “When things got bad, that place…lost its color. Everything turned into a lifeless gray or brown. That’s when I lost hope.”

“Senmarie…”

“Mistress knew this world had the same color mine did, so she made this gift in secret. I can’t tell you how much I love it. I come here often, just to stand and marvel at it. I’d love to swim through the water, and feel the currents flowing across my skin. But that’s okay. Seeing it is good enough. More than enough.” Her lip quivered.

I laid a hand on her shoulder. “I really do wish I could have met her.”

“Me too. She was beautiful. Just like you, Mistress.”

I knew she didn’t mean my appearance. “If you say so, Senmarie. But no one’s more beautiful than you. Of that, I’m sure. No one in this world or the next. I’ve never met a kinder, more thoughtful person than you. Siivan did this universe a favor by rescuing you.”

She smiled and looked away. “I do my best, Mistress.”

My thoughts returned to earlier, the start of this wild evening. “Can I ask you a question? It might be a little indelicate.”

“Of course.”

“Have you ever been in a fight before?”

She brought her hands to her mouth, snorted hard, and laughed. “Oh, heavens no, Mistress. You’re asking because of… Wured, right?”

“Yeah.”

She shook her head hard. “No. Not even close. I witnessed Mistress fight off some brigands a handful of times during my rare travels with her on the road, but I wasn’t in any danger at the time.”

I had to know. “And by ‘fight off,’ you mean…?”

“She, uh, was fond of freezing one solid and then using them as a bludgeon to handle the rest.”

The mental image popped into my mind, a flying, frozen, maybe-or-maybe-not corpse slamming into a group of horrified highwaymen. “Oh my god, Senmarie. That kicks so much ass.”

She smiled fondly. “She really did kick ass, yeah.”

We both chuckled at the thought.

“She would have really enjoyed the sight of you earlier, Mistress.”

I blew out a long breath. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been so pissed off in my entire life. And I’ve been stabbed multiple times.”

Her cheeks colored and her eyes met mine. “I know I already expressed it, but it means so much to me, Mistress, that you came to my aid. And that… What he was going to do made you so angry.”

“My blood fucking boiled, Senmarie. That’s an expression and all, but wow… It kinda did. I don’t know how I resisted straight up murdering him right then and there. In retrospect, it’s probably for the best I didn’t, but I wanted to. Really, really bad.”

Her hand found mine, and we laced our fingers together. For a while, we wandered around the ocean, never in fear that we’d bump into the edges of the room. I didn’t spoil the moment by asking how far it went, or how the magic worked, or how we’d ever find the door again. We just silently explored, hand in hand.

“So, Senmarie, this seems like a great time to bring up something Tayvin and I spoke about.”

“Hmm?”

I felt my cheeks color, for some stupid reason. “We, uh, had a discussion the other night about how we’re both attracted to you.”

Senmarie stopped for a beat before we continued walking. “Oh.”

“I saw how you two looked at each other when you were telling her that funny story, and I… Well, I confronted her about…. Yeah, so anyway, we had a chat. And we admitted to each other that we’ve become very fond of you, and shared an attraction. Although, we didn’t really know how to handle it.”

“Can I,” she said with a big smile, “ask you an indelicate question, Mistress?”

I chuckled at her mirroring of my own words. “Of course.”

“What are relationships like on your world? Were you…faithful to one person? Or many, or…?”

“Well, people do a lot of things, of course, but mostly it’s just two people and no more.”

She nodded. “And Tayvin?”

“I think it’s the same, although I suppose I never asked.”

“I see.” She turned and smiled warmly at me. “I don’t think I need to say how I feel about you, Mistress. Not after earlier. But yes, I feel it towards Tayvin as well, although,” her face bunched up in frustration, “getting answers from her can sometimes be….”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

“So I’ve felt it, too, Mistress. On my home, relationships with many people are the norm. Just two people and no one else struck me as odd when I came to Senar. It still does, but it’s how things are. I assumed things might be the same for you, so I kept my feelings to myself. But, since you’re bringing it up, does this mean that…?”

“I, uh, think so, yes. But let’s wait until Tayvin returns, and then we’ll all discuss it.”

“I would like that, Mistress. Very, very much.” She stopped and turned towards me. “Will you…kiss me again?”

That’s probably pushing the bounds of propriety, but it’s just some kissing. “I’d like that.”

A school of shiny yellow fish swirled around us as our lips met again, and while Senmarie kept her eyes closed, I couldn’t help but take in the sights along with the feel of her lips.

Eons didn’t pass like last time, and I found myself wanting so much more when we pulled away. But that was enough for now.

Somehow, Senmarie walked us straight to the door afterwards. I still didn’t bother asking about the magic involved. My head swam with enough thoughts for the moment.

We parted ways outside in the hallway, off to our respective duties.

I hesitated.

She did as well.

But then we turned and walked away.

The next week went straight to shit.

Now that the floodgates had been opened, I found myself wanting to hop straight into bed with Senmarie at every available opportunity. The warm, loving feelings of our first kisses roared into an inferno of desire.

I wanted her in my bed, her clothes long discarded, and to taste her exotic flavor.

With nothing short of legendary force of will, I kept my shit together around her and didn’t utter a single improper word.

I couldn’t tell what thoughts were tumbling around in her head. Her eyes held the same longing, but if it came with the same burning desire for something right this second, I couldn’t see.

Although, I was having a time anyway. My ability to read anyone deteriorated as each day passed without Tayvin’s reappearance. My thoughts vacillated between desire for Senmarie and overwhelming worry about Tayvin.

Word from her group came less and less, and each time, the details were more vague than the last. They were up to something, but we couldn’t tell rightly what.

I didn’t yell at anyone, though.

Hell, I didn’t have to anyway.

My display with Wured changed a few people’s tones around me. The ones that already liked me kept on as they were, but some few who’d been resistant seemed almost eager to please me at every turn.

I even ran into Kazdi one day.

While I stared at the seemingly marker-drawn patterns on her skin, she apologized to me for any trouble she might have caused and practically fell over herself trying to make reasonable-sounding excuses and shift whatever blame she could onto Wured.

He, thankfully, had not returned.

If he had, I would have killed him. You can’t go around telling people what consequences they’ll face if you don’t back them up. I didn’t want to summarily execute anyone, even him.

Well, okay, I wanted to kill the absolute shit out of Kor, but that was different. He had it coming.

“It’s alright,” I told Kazdi. She probably didn’t realize how transparent her attempts were, but I didn’t need to shine any light on them. She’d been just as opposed to me as Wured and only changed her tune because she feared me.

Whatever. As long as it gets results.

“I understand why you might have opposed my leadership, Kazdi. But I trust that you see the merits of the situation now.”

“Yes, of course I do.” She nodded and favored me with a forced smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

Still fine. I don’t see any murder in her gaze.

After that, she avoided me, opting to leave her reports in my office’s little antechamber, which suited me just fine.

Then, days later, after no word at all, Laash burst into my office the second I’d responded to a summons and connected the room.

“Amara! Word from Tayvin’s group!”

Shit. “Out with it.”

“They ended up—no idea how—running afoul of one of the small armies traveling between the occupied Free Cities. They retreated to a ruined fort and are besieged there. A lone runner made his way to Cinderpit and sent word. They’re not all that far away, but they’re vastly outnumbered, and⁠—”

I stood, my chair rolling backwards behind me. “Let’s go. Talk on the way.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Laash filled me in on a few more details I barely listened to. The only thing I cared about was if she could personally lead me to the fort Tayvin—and other people, I guessed—were walled in at.

She could not.

“Who can lead me to this fort!?” I bellowed into the common room.

A second later, a man, who I recognized as one of Laash’s, timidly stepped forward. He had short, black horns, a shaved face, and wore the most drab, gray, unappealing clothes I’d ever seen. “Um, I can, Mistress Ama⁠—”

“Great!” I said as I whipped him up in the air and flew us both to the Door to Cinderpit. Some people called out behind me, but I paid them no heed. Laash would have already said anything important.

We burst out into the basement under the magistrarium, shocking two guards so badly that one fell over and the other drew and then dropped his sword.

“Sorry!” I yelled over my shoulder as I whipped us up the staircase.

A few waves of force knocked any doors open in my way, and within a minute, we’d taken to the skies, the circular city quickly falling away underneath us.

“What’s your name?” I asked the man I’d just kidnapped.

“It’s Bren, Mistress Amara.”

He struggled to speak over the rushing wind, a thing I’d forgotten about, so I channeled a pattern I hadn’t yet field tested and created a barrier around us that dampened the wind. “There, that should be better. Which direction?”

“Uhh….” He gaped down at the city.

I didn’t imagine there would have been any possible way that he would have seen such a view before. I thought about offering to fly lower, but only if he needed it, so I gave him a moment to get his bearings in a wildly unfamiliar situation.

“That way,” he said, pointing to the north.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, Mistre⁠—”

“Just Amara for the duration of this trip. I’m not going to take this slow, Bren. Pay attention and let me know when to turn, okay?”

He’d seemed rather reserved when he approached me in the castle, but now that we flew through the air, his eyes were wide with excitement, not the fear I’d expected.

Great. I like flying too. Not that this was a pleasure trip.

I kicked us into high gear, zipping through the air as fast or faster than an airplane would have traveled. It had been a few weeks since my first body alteration, and Senmarie and I had cast the spell a second time. In the last few days, I really began to feel its effects.

I hadn’t tested anything, but I could feel the power coursing through my body, and I knew I could withstand much more than a normal person at this point. If I hadn’t needed a guide, I’d be going at least twice as fast.

But I wasn’t about to kill an ally in order to save Tayvin.

Well, okay, I would, but only if I knew it was absolutely necessary.

And I’d feel really bad about it.

So we flew at what seemed like a slightly-more-than-reasonable pace. My barrier protected against most of the wind, and Bren didn’t complain. He grimaced quite a lot, but I deemed that acceptable.

His crappy clothes whipped about in the stiff breeze that did work through my shield, and I hoped they wouldn’t get torn away, since I didn’t want to deal with that embarrassing situation.

I myself had lucked out and wore pants and a tight fitting shirt, a minor change from my fancy dresses pulled from the Closet. I’d have gone naked, though, in order to save Tayvin.

Assuming she needs saving. I might show up to this and find that she’s killed everyone. That would be nice.

I allowed myself the fantasy, since it crowded out all the horrible thoughts that vied for dominance in my head.

Two hours or so later, the fort finally came into view.

Bren had hit the end of his rope some time before.

I noticed, but didn’t stop.

He’d be fine.

“That’s,” he said breathlessly, “it down there, Amara.”

It looked like it had once been a rather grand place, maybe a few centuries before. On top of the broken stonework, wooden fortifications had been built up, rendering it functional. Kind of.

Arrayed around it on all sides, the Tranquiline laid siege.

It looked like they hadn’t planned for this eventuality. They didn’t have any siege weapons, but had cobbled together whatever they could.

The defenders were throwing rocks down at them. Not a heartening sign if that’s all they had.

A small village sat nestled in the trees a little distance away. “I’m setting you down somewhere safe, Bren. Thank you for leading me here.”

He smiled raggedly, overjoyed at the news.

I didn’t slow down on the drop off, but I did set him down nicely on his feet before shooting up into the sky again.

A minute later, I hovered over the fortress, feeling out my options.

I didn’t see Tayvin out in the melee, carving people up left and right.

Not a good sign. A lump of fear landed in my stomach.

What if I’m too⁠—

SHUT UP.

“Okay,” I said aloud to myself. “What can I do that would⁠—”

The cracking and splintering of a wooden gate drifted up to my ears, and I saw a surge of the Tranquiline heading straight for it, ready to flood into the fort.

“Oh no you don’t.”

My emotions melted away in the face of a pressing, obvious concern.

I swooped down, remembering to summon my shield against bolts and arrows, and with my newfound powers at my command, I slipped a few thin blades of pure force into the earth outside the ring of Tranquiline.

As I did, someone finally saw me and cried out.

Seconds later, those crossbow bolts and arrows started slamming into my shield.

For a second, I stopped to marvel at them.

Before, during the battle at Stonemarsh, my first time using the spell, and later at Igel’s mansion, I could feel the impacts, and I knew that I had a limit of how many I could deflect before my power failed.

This time I felt…nothing.

They were little more than gnats trying to break their way through plate armor.

Not in a million years.

No amount of projectiles could break this barrier as long as I held it.

A little part of me, a tiny, arrogant piece of my mind, wanted to drop the shield, just to see if they could even pierce my flesh anymore.

How would it feel to look down on them and laugh as they realized their weapons were useless against me?

Well, okay, that’s kind of exactly what’s happening right now, just a little different.

Oh my god, Amara! Focus!

I shook my head and resumed my sundering of the earth. With one upraised hand, I pulled a massive chunk of dirt and stone from the ground, neatly sliced free. I lifted it up high, taking just a second to approve of my own handiwork. The thing loomed bigger than three buses side by side, and must have weighed tens of tons, at least.

The gate hadn’t completely given way yet, but it would soon.

I lobbed the earth and stone down on the heads of the Tranquiline trying their best to press into the fort.

The earth rumbled as it hit, flattening anyone underneath it into a pancake, I was sure. I had no sympathy for any of them.

At least they got crushed in an instant instead of getting fried to death.

The lightning pattern, to my amusement, forked hard and wildly, its erratic lines mimicking actual lightning.

I cast it into a tight cluster of soldiers.

The ground exploded underneath them sending them into the air as a massive peal of thunder roared out over the battlefield.

I’d never gotten around to finding a silencing spell to accompany it, and as I thought about it, I wouldn’t have used it this time anyway. I cast the spell again and again, finding that it didn’t take more than a modicum of my power. With my newfound body and heightened abilities, the magic came so much easier than it had before.

Up until this moment, actually using it, I hadn’t been aware of the difference.

Healing my own ears after every few reverberations of thunder took little more than a reflex.

Watching them break under my onslaught sent waves of satisfaction through me, and I couldn’t help but smile.

Run and tell your bastard emperor that his days are numbered, too.

Oh, what I wouldn’t give to know that Sordruum Kor feared me.

Unlikely, though. That asshole was too arrogant to fear anything, I knew without a doubt. Even things he should fear.

I flew around the fortress, dropping a few more boulders and sending lightning crashing into any tight groups. To my surprise, the enemy didn’t seem to have any sorceresses. If they had, surely someone would have tried something at me by now.

Whatever.

I kept up the assault, changing my targets again and again, trying to get them all to back off. Our own people inside the fort began throwing more rocks, and on some occasions, I caught the twang of a bowstring or crossbow.

Still, as hard as I looked, I never saw Tayvin’s bright white hair.

She’s fine. Everything’s fine.

If it’s not, I’ll just butcher every single Tranquiline until the end of time.

That’s all.

Oh fuck.

Oh god.

Oh god, Tayvin, please be okay.

Please.

The worry that had plagued me these last weeks had been tempered by my knowledge of Tayvin’s extreme skill and the fact that her group wasn’t fighting an actual battle or anything. She’d walk back into the castle any moment, and I’d scold myself for my stupid worrying.

And then, we got word of an actual battle.

Still, she’d be fine.

She’d barely ever been scratched before.

But… But…. “Where the fuck IS SHE!?” I screamed in frustration. With an augmented voice, I bellowed down at the Tranquiline below. “Break, you stupid fuckers! How many of you do I need to slaughter before you get it through your heads!?” I slammed more lightning into the ground, over and over and over again, not giving time for one peal of thunder to quiet before the next came. Again and again and again.

The magic flowed through me in a tempest, surging through my veins as anger and fear overtook me. Even with my new power, I strained to cast so much so quickly.

Still, they didn’t seem to get the message.

Oh my god! “FUCKING BURN!” I pushed myself to my new limits, sending a staggering amount of fireballs into the enemy. I circled the fort, raining an endless barrage of fire, so much more than I could have done before, charring the ground black, reducing crowds of people to nothing more than cinders and blackened bones. Vortexes of wind blew the living and the dead, along with clouds of ash, away from the fort’s walls.

I felt the magic straining against my body, threatening to pull me apart. No! Rage took control. Fire and lightning issued forth from my hands in a constant torrent. My skin prickled, heat dancing across my body.

I ignored it, pushed it aside.

Swathes of Tranquiline fell under my flurry, but not enough.

The very ground shook under the force of my assault.

My red-clouded vision blurred, and suddenly, the ground rushed up to meet me.

As I fell, the effects of my rampage quickly became apparent. I’d pushed way too far too fast, so certain I’d been in my new abilities, and choked with fear of losing Tayvin.

I still had a limit, even if it was much higher than before.

A few feet from impact, I caught myself. My breath came in ragged gasps, and it was all I had left in me to pull myself up into the air and over the crenulations into the fortress. I flipped over the parapet and slammed into the walkway. The cool stone felt nice against my face as I lost control of my body. I tried to sit up, but my muscles wouldn’t listen.

“They better,” I panted, “have gotten the message.”

“Over here!” someone cried.

A second later, multiple hands picked me up and set me on what felt like a makeshift stretcher. The walls of the fort bobbed around my vision as they carried me inside.

“Oh,” I murmured when the sun’s blinding rays left my eyes, “that’s nice.”

My thoughts came sluggishly.

Wait, no. I can’t just….

When they set me down, I tried to rise again, only to feel many hands pressing me back to the cot I’d been placed on.“No,” I murmured, I need to fi⁠—”

“Get a healer in here!” some inconsiderate person screamed over me.

“I’m fine,” I said, half convinced this was true.

Finally, a face lowered down to me.

“Tayv…”

“Lady Amara.” The woman, who had a completely patterned face, leaned in close. Her hand slid over my brow. To someone else, she said, “She’s deathly pale. What did they do to her!?”

“They…?”

More hands probed me, searching for injuries that weren’t there.

“No blood,” another voice said.

“Where is she hurt!?”

Dumbasses.

I managed to regain control of one hand, and I pulled the patterned woman down to my face, but only because she followed my grasp, not because I had the strength. Wow…did I really… fuck myself up…so quickly? I started to ask after Tayvin again, but I thought better of it. “Potion,” I said. “Healing potion.” It probably had an actual name I never managed to learn. I’d pretty much forgotten about it since I’d been administered two draughts in Igel’s manor.

Wow, that was a long time ago.

A small, detached smile curved my lips.

Oh god. I blinked quickly. I’m…really out of it. Did I…?

Did I nearly kill myself?

The voices had continued, unabated while I lay there, dazed. Eventually, someone ran in from another room and said to the healer, “Here. It’s all there is. It’s only a few drops.”

“It’ll have to do.” She turned to me and spoke. “Lady Amara. Drink this.”

She held a small bottle to my lips, and I summoned the rest of my strength to turn and let the liquid fall down my throat. As it did, power washed through me.

A really, really small amount of power.

I sucked in a gasping breath and felt my thoughts churn into some semblance of normalcy. Holy shit. I really did overdo it. “Where the fuck is Tayvin!?”

A few people exchanged glances.

“FUCKING TELL ME!”

Yelling threatened to sap the little strength I’d been granted.

“She’s here,” the healer woman said. “In the next room. She’s been….” She shook her head.

I pinned her down with the most malevolent glare I’d ever given anyone in my entire life.

She recoiled back from me. “She’s alive, but gravely wounded, my Lady.”

“Take me to her. Now.”

“We need to assess your current⁠—”

“NOW!” I roared, shaking the very fortress itself.

That one really did sap my strength.

But it worked.

I could barely stand, but they—three separate people—helped me rise and hobble my way into the next room.

As we went, sounds of waning battle wafted in on the breeze. I couldn’t make any sense of it, however. Hopefully I’d done enough and scared the Tranquiline away. Because I sure as hell wasn’t doing any more right now. I could barely believe those idiots kept on their assault after all I did, but perhaps they were more afraid of Kor than me.

I’ll change that.

In the next room, we limped over to a far bed.

My mouth dropped at the horror laid out in front of me.

Tayvin lay still, her skin as pale as mine must have been. I forced my helpers to take me to her side, where I fell roughly to my knees.

I reached out and took her arm. “Tayvin,” I said softly. “Tayvin, I’m here.” I leaned in, hovering over her listless eyes. “Tayvin,” I croaked.

After I blinked myself into focus, I saw bloody wrappings around her midsection.

“Tayvin?” I took her shoulder in my hands and shook her gently. “Speak to me.”

Her mouth parted, but nothing came out, and her eyes remained unfocused.

“Lady Amara,” the healer said at my side. “We did all we could, but… I’m afraid….”

“No.”

“The wound pierced her bowels. As I said, we did our best, but in our current predicament, we⁠—”

“No.”

She remained silent.

I ran shaking fingers over Tayvin’s cheek. It felt cold. A desperate, crazed laugh bubbled up out of me. If I hadn’t just fried myself like a moron, I could….

I dropped down, my forehead hitting Tayvin’s shoulder.

She still didn’t move or reply.

Tears started working their way down my face. Oh god. I really fucked up this time. I raised up and looked askance at the patterned woman.

She shook her head, her eyes full of sorrow.

“Only one thing to do, then,” I whispered. I locked eyes with the healer and said, in a tone that brooked no argument, “You will allow this. You will not stop me. Understood?”

She blinked. “Lady Amara?”

“Do not intervene.”

She licked her lips, but nodded.

I nodded back before I turned to Tayvin’s nearly lifeless form. “If you live, and I die,” I said so softly that no one but her could hear, “I know you’ll hate me forever.” I planted a kiss on her cheek. “Worth it,” I said, my voice cracking.

I closed my eyes, squeezing out a few more tears as I summoned the healing pattern in my mind.

Its lines came easily to me, and I extended a few and gently curved others, magnifying the magic.

Tayvin would need it.

I let out a breath and laid my head on her chest. “I love you so much. Please forgive me.”

The power almost wouldn’t come when I called for it.

Fuck that. Do it. Now.

I ruthlessly pulled the energy into me, shoving it into the pattern in my mind.

Pain instantly exploded inside me from head to toe.

My body couldn’t handle this.

I didn’t care. I pulled the power in without thought to anything besides forming the healing magic.

I heard someone screaming in agony.

It was probably me.

Another thing I didn’t care about.

I forced the power through my ruined form, igniting the pattern, shaping the magic that would save my beloved.

My screams came from far away, another world, another me.

My mind only had room for two things. Pain. And hope.

Muscles tore all over my body.

Bones fractured and broke.

I gritted my teeth so hard a few of them cracked, too.

But I didn’t stop.

I powered that spell.

The second it glowed into life, I pushed the magic into Tayvin’s body. I could barely see the glow through the blood in my eyes.

I didn’t know exactly where it came from. Maybe I cried tears. Maybe my flesh split.

The magic seeped into Tayvin’s soul as I watched to make sure the pattern made all the right connections.

“Ahh….” Blood poured from my mouth and onto the bed.

Too much. Did far, far too much.

I couldn’t laugh anymore, but a breath of air passed my lips that would have been one.

Worth it.

My body collapsed as the last traces of energy left me.

My face slammed into the bed as I fell, and then my cheek hit the stone floor.

Darkness surrounded my vision, closing in from all sides.

Blood and tears streamed down my face to pool on the stone.

“I…lov….”

I died.


Chapter Thirty




My eyes fluttered open.

Is this…. My thoughts seeped slowly through my mind. The afterlife?

A wooden ceiling hovered over me, a magical light set in the center of it. It wasn’t switched on, as daylight streamed in from somewhere to my left.

I opened my mouth, only to feel that my face had been wrapped in bandages.

When I attempted to move my arm, I failed, and found it equally as wrapped up. “Ahh,” I managed to croak out. I didn’t really know what I had intended to say.

“Oh!” a voice exclaimed from next to me. A second later, a somewhat familiar face appeared directly above mine. “Lady Amara! You’re awake!”

Uhh…oh! “B…Bren?”

“Yes, my lady! Are you…how are you feeling?”

“I’m…not.” I couldn’t feel much of anything, really. Probably a huge mercy. Before Bren could say anything else, I whispered, “Tayvin.”

He leaned in, and I repeated it, not daring to even attempt to have emotions until I knew the answer. “Yes, at once! She’s in the next room.”

Ohfuckohmygodohfuckingshitfuckholyfuckingshitfuckfuckfuck.

I remained perfectly still while I waited, not wanting to break my body any further than it surely must have been. I still couldn’t feel much at all, besides the fact that I existed and a vague numbness throughout.

I died. I must have. There’s no other possibility. I couldn’t have survived that.

But… I did?

A completely and utterly intolerable amount of time passed after Bren left the room and when I heard slow, plodding sounds coming from outside the door.

Tayvin’s ears poked around the corner first, before she fully came into view, limping hard on a pair of crutches. She didn’t yet look at me, focusing solely on making her way in. Bren hovered beside her, his hands out, ready to catch her if she fell.

He didn’t actually touch her, though, and I could only imagine Tayvin’s pride kept that from happening.

Tears worked their way easily down my bandaged face, a little stream that grew quickly into a river.

Tayvin finally stepped up beside my bed. This little journey from the other room taxed her greatly. Her eyes finally flicked up to meet mine.

Oh god, there’s life in her eyes. Oh, thank goodness.

Her expression, one of boundless exhaustion, didn’t change one bit as she shakily stood there. Nor did she speak. But a river of tears that matched mine slowly grew, working their way down her skin to drip onto the floor.

We wordlessly cried at each other for some few moments.

Finally, her lips parted, and in a dry, cracked voice, she said, “Idiot.”

I opened my own mouth, summoning what little strength I had. “Worth it.”

Her face screwed up and she shut her eyes tight. Her shoulders shook as silent sobs wracked her body. She wobbled under the strain and started to fall.

Bren moved to her side in an instant, catching her. When he’d steadied her on her feet, he said gently, “Why don’t you sit down, Lady Tayvin.”

Tayvin nodded, her eyes still shut tight.

Bren, with one foot, slid a chair over from the wall and helped Tayvin sink into it. After he’d gotten her down, he turned to me. “Lady Amara, the healers told me that you two shouldn’t spend too much time together, as the emotional toll would be too much for you. They also said you shouldn’t endeavor to speak very much. Or move. Or do practically anything.

“They also, however, knew that neither of you would listen to those instructions. Not very well, at least. So, in lieu of that, they said to be aware of your limits, and if you feel yourself overdoing it, which would be extremely easy, to please, please, rest.”

I nodded.

Tayvin did the same, having gotten a little control over herself.

“Good! I’ll be outside. Please knock or something if you need me. I’ll check in intermittently, too.” He flashed us a smile as he closed the door behind him.

Tayvin set her crutches aside and leaned over on the bed, setting her chin on my arm.

I turned my head so we could see each other’s eyes. “I love you.”

“I love you.”

Oh god. It’s so good to hear her voice. “I thought….”

She nodded. “Me too.” Her voice still came hoarsely. “They…told me what you did. I do not remember you coming.”

“Yeah.” My own voice barely reached my ears, but I assumed she could still hear me just fine. “You were,” I recoiled at the memory, “pretty far gone. They didn’t think you’d live.” There. I just said it. Out loud. Now we can deal with it.

“The last thing I remember,” she said, the flow of tears never fully stopping, “is laying in that bed, thinking how stupid it all was. I will tell you of it all later, but the situation became more and more idiotic at every turn. Looking back, our choices were sound at the time, but we….” She shook her head, her hair drifting down into her face. She didn’t brush it away.

I didn’t have the energy to do it, either.

“We kept making things worse as we went along. We did not understand that until we were fully engaged with that army.”

“What…happened to the Tranquiline?”

“I do not know. No one has given me a full accounting. Your assault, a story I very much want to hear, broke the siege. But I do not know if they were routed or not.” Her hand slithered slowly over my arm and took hold. “They tell me you…did too much. Even before…saving me.”

“Oh, Tayvin. That’s an understatement,” I whispered slowly. “When I couldn’t find you from above, I got so scared. I wanted to end the battle as soon as possible.” Speaking started to hurt my throat, but I went on. “So I rained fire and lightning down on them. Over and over again. But they just…would not…break. So I kept going. I didn’t even realize what I’d done to myself until it was too late. I went past my limits so quickly. One minute I was fine, and the next….”

Her hand squeezed my arm again. “A lesson to be learned.”

“Yeah. You got that right.” My mouth worked up into a small smile, reminiscent of Tayvin’s, as a memory popped into my head.

“What?” she said in her cracked voice. Obviously she would notice.

“I have something to tell you. This is…a strange time, but still.”

“Hmm?”

“I kissed Senmarie. I’m sorry I didn’t speak with you about it. It kinda…happened.”

A small laugh bubbled up from the depths of her throat. “I am not angry.”

“I’m glad.”

“I suspected that one of us would do such a thing eventually. I believe…our feelings are clear?”

“She said she loved me.”

“Mmm.”

“I said it back.”

She nodded. “As you should have.”

“I want….” I felt the limits of what I could do rising up to meet me. “Some airy fudge.”

Her eyes twinkled. “I would kill someone for a hot cup of tea. That one with the purple leaves. I do not recall its name.”

We both smiled at each other, utterly spent.

Tayvin knocked on the table beside us, but it ended up so weak that Bren didn’t hear.

He did, however, poke his head in a few minutes later. Under his care, Tayvin stood and plodded slowly out of the room. She must have been bone tired, as she nodded when he offered his arm.

He came back afterwards and asked if I needed anything. When I could barely speak, he bent right over to me. “Where are we?” I asked in the most pathetic wisp of a voice.

“Oh, we’re in that village you dropped me off in! It’s called Roughstone.”

The Free Cities sure like their naturey names. I nodded as I felt sleep coming quickly to claim me.

I didn’t know how long I’d slept—nearly dead—between this place and the battle, but after succumbing to sleep this time, I went down for a full twenty-four hours. I awoke from a dream of pure nonsense that quickly faded.

While it taxed me pretty hard, I sat up and ate the food that Bren offered to bring me. Boiled vegetables and thin strips of meat, washed down with plain water.

It tasted like a feast.

Tentatively, I tried pulling for my magic, and found it just out of reach. I could feel it, but I couldn’t do shit with it.

Not that it really mattered.

A long time ago now, I learned that while healing proved amazing, there were limits on what it could do. I saved Tayvin’s life, but she’d need time to recover. And even if I could heal myself, which I desperately wanted to do, I might still be just as bedridden. I could feel my ruined muscles and fractured bones when I tried to move. If I hadn’t been nearly numb, it would have been excruciating, surely. Anyone else would be dead with these injuries.

When Bren returned for my dishes, he came with news.

“Word has been sent back to the castle, Lady Amara, and⁠—”

“Wait. Hang on. Does Senmarie know about me and Tayvin?”

His brows drew down. “I should…think so, Lady Amara. I don’t know why she wouldn’t at this point.”

I shook my head and groaned. “Shit. She’s gonna be beside herself.”

Bren chuckled. “Well, if so, that would explain the alacrity with which things are happening.”

“What things?”

“There’s to be a Door opened in this village within a few hours.”

I tried to sit up in shock and failed, pain lancing through me as I thumped back onto my pillows. “Seriously? That’s…. Huh. Well, among other things, it would take a sorceress to empower it on this end. Surely you’re not expecting me or Tayvin to do that.” If they try to get Tayvin to do it, I’ll flay them alive.

“Oh, no. Our people have commissioned a sorceress from the nearest Free City. She happened to be in residence there.”

“Huh.” A little part of me reeled at the thought of a sorceress who wasn’t our enemy. For all that I knew that such people had existed, I hadn’t met a single one since coming to Senar. “Convenient.”

He grunted. “Sort of. She demanded a large sum for the work, and I’m told she’s not very personable at the best of times.”

“Name?”

“She goes by Spellslinger Perselli.”

“Pretentious.”

Bren leaned back and laughed, his eyes crinkling. “I kinda thought so, too.”

“Whatever,” I said with a smile. “As long as she does as she needs to. I’d like to return as soon as possible, mostly to allay Senmarie’s worries. She’s the type to make herself sick over it, I just know it.”

After he left, Tayvin came in, under her own power. Barely. But she did it. She also winced hard when I explained the situation.

“It would have been better,” she said in the same cracked voice, “if Senmarie had not been told.”

“Fully agree, yeah.”

We sat and chatted for a while, about nothing at all, pointedly avoiding any topic that might have been the least bit important.

Bren returned with a few more helpers as the sun climbed high in the sky, and he’d brought wheelchairs for both of us. They looked somewhat like the ones I knew of on Earth, if a little more streamlined.

I hated the idea of using it.

I also knew I needed to.

So I sucked it up, swallowed my pride, and let them all manhandle me into it.

As they did, sharp pains shot through me over and over again, piercing through the dull numbness that had become my reality of late.

My lips stayed closed.

Tayvin saw the pain reflected in my eyes.

I saw sympathy reflected in hers.

We shared a little smile.

“This is stupid,” I mouthed.

She nodded before getting into her own wheelchair.

I must have looked like a mummy, all wrapped up like I was. At least my bandages didn’t sport any massive red stains, implying they’d been changed regularly before I awoke.

In the village’s center square, a large array had been laid out. Not a very defensible entrypoint into the castle, but I imagine this is meant to be very temporary.

Spellslinger Perselli stood in the center, channeling hard. She wore stylized leathers, all dyed black, which matched her horns. Her hands were covered in golden jewelry, and far too many necklaces ringed her neck.

Holy crap. That’s gotta be ten pounds of necklaces right there.

The power flowed through her and into the array.

As I sat there and watched, I got a feel for how much she could channel.

I was not impressed.

For a moment, I thought she held back, but judging by her bulging eyes and the sweat on her brow, she worked for it.

She could do, what, like ten, twelve fireballs before burning out?

Then I mentally scolded myself for being an ass.

She’s doing what she can.

When the pattern finally glowed into life and a Door coalesced above it, she plodded out of the square, bent from the strain.

Until she saw me.

Then her spine snapped to attention. She quickly walked over and looked down her nose at me. “You’re Amara?”

“Yes. Nice to meet you. Perselli, right?”

“That’s Spellslinger Perselli to you.”

“Spellslinger Perselli it is, then,” I replied with a level tone and a thoroughly fake smile. “Thank you very much for your services.”

“Uh-huh,” she said as she adjusted her too-many necklaces. “As long as your people cough up my fee. I’ll have you know, I had business to attend to in Greenhaven. Your people,” she scoffed, “practically begged me to come help you out with your little project here.” She wiped a little more sweat from her forehead, and the strain of remaining standing seemed to threaten to bend her back. “You know, I’ve heard about you.” She pointedly looked down her nose again. “I expected more.”

Welp, I don’t feel like an ass for judging her harshly a minute ago. “Your expectations are irrelevant. Collect your fee and go, Perselli.”

She leaned over me, putting her hands on the arms of my chair. “Listen here, you uppity bitch. I don’t know where the hell you came from, but if you expect me to bow and scrape to you like everyone else suddenly is⁠—”

Ah, she’s envious.

“—then you’ve got another thing coming. And you will address me by my title.”

“No.”

Her hands tightened on my chair.

Tayvin grunted, her eyes towards the village square, looking at something I couldn’t see around Perselli’s stupid face.

“You arrogant bitch!” Perselli yelled.

Projecting.

She started to channel.

Aw, shit. Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed so⁠—

“Don’t you dare!” someone yelled.

A second later, a hand descended on Perselli’s shoulder, pulled her back, and spun her around.

Senmarie stood there, her teeth gritted and her eyes full of rage.

Kitten-like rage, but still rage.

She slugged Perselli right between the eyes.

“Oww!” Senmarie winced hard and shook out her hand.

Perselli tottered back and fell hard on her butt. The surprise on her face morphed into anger. “The fuck!?” She reached to her side, her hand gripping a dagger I hadn’t noticed as she channeled.

Senmarie’s face went the other way, her anger changing into surprise and fear.

No.

I slammed a web of force into Perselli, tying her up tight and lifting her into the air.

I definitely shouldn’t have been channeling in my state. Not that I cared. The pain did little more than flow underneath the numbness.

“No one,” I said softly, “raises a hand against Senmarie.” I brought her over to hover in front of me, our faces nearly touching.

The newfound fear in her eyes warmed my heart. “Thank you again for your services, Perselli. Your fee is now forfeit, though. Good luck surviving this.”

“Surviving whaaaaaahhh!”

I flung her hard, sending her careening over the tops of the trees and out of the village.

After she passed out of my vision, I let out a soft, “Ookay. Too… Oh no… Too much, again.”

Darkness filled my vision as I passed out.


Chapter Thirty-One




I awoke on my back again.

“Ugh.” My mouth tasted like honey for some reason. I raised up, very slowly, and found myself back in my own bed, in my massive bedroom, in the castle.

“Holy sweet crapping crap,” I muttered as I let myself fall backwards into my comfortable sheets. I touched my body, feeling an absence of bandages from top to bottom. What’s more, the vague numbness and sometimes shooting pain had abated as well.

After a few deep breaths, though, I could tell I was far from full strength. Did…someone heal me? Wouldn’t have been Perselli.

Somewhere in the room, a small pattern flared into life. I tried to suss out what it did, but it glowed and dimmed within seconds, well before I could make sense of it.

Of course, it only really could have done one thing.

Senmarie burst into the room. “Oh, Mistress!” She ran to the side of the bed and dropped to her knees beside me. “You’re okay, aren’t you? Please tell me you’re okay!”

“I’m okay, Senmarie.”

She let out a long breath as she faceplanted into the sheets next to me. Her voice muffled through them, she said, “Oh, thank goodness.”

I laid a hand on her head, slowly running my fingers through her hair. So soft.

She raised up, her golden eyes wide. “I was so worried, Mistress!”

“Yeah, sorry about that. If I’d been conscious, I would have stopped them from sending word to you. You didn’t need to worry about us.” Well, after a certain point.

She reared back as if I’d slapped her. “What!? Unthinkable, Mistress! Even if I worried, I was able to help! They wouldn’t have opened the Door to Roughstone without me! And the Tranquiline are still in the area!”

“Oh. Oh yeah. That whole situation. Do you know everything, Senmarie? No one’s appraised me of everything that happened after I… Well, you know.”

“I know some things, but there’s to be a meeting now that you’ve woken up. Oh! One other thing!” She stood and hurried out the door without another word. A few minutes later, she reappeared with a small vial of golden liquid. “Here, Mistress. Please drink this. It should give you enough power to heal yourself.”

Just as I raised it to my lips, I paused. “Did someone heal me while I was out?”

“Yes, Mistress. We took you to one of the healing chambers in the castle, where a pattern is laid out for times like these.”

My eyes narrowed at her. “Who powered it?”

“Tayvin did, but! Before you scold her, she healed herself first!”

“Oh. Okay.” I drank the potion. Like before, I felt raw power coursing through my body, ready to instantly be used. Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.

The pattern formed easily, and I let it fall over me with a grin.

The exhaustion melted away—mostly—and I felt a lot of internal damage and aches disappear. “Thank goodness,” I muttered. I made to slip right off the bed and stand, but a wave of dizziness knocked me right back down.

“It still might take a day or two, Mistress. You were…very close to death.” Senmarie’s words came evenly, but I could see the sorrow in her eyes.

“I’ll take it easy. You mentioned a meeting?”

“Yes, let’s go gather everyone. I believe Tayvin’s group found out something important. I don’t know what it is, though. Here, let me help you.” Her touch was so gentle, and I loved feeling it. After she helped me stand, she slowly pulled me into a hug.

I returned it, letting my chin rest on her shoulder. “I’m here. I’m still here.”

“They said,” she muttered into my neck, “that you shouldn’t have survived. That your injuries would have killed a normal person many times over.”

“The strengthening that we did to my body….”

“Mhmm. It saved you.”

“It also allowed me to break the siege. We’re going to administer it to Tayvin soon, okay?”

She nodded fervently. “Of course.”

“One more thing, Senmarie. Is the Door to Roughstone still active?”

“Oh, no, Mistress. We deactivated it as soon as you came through.”

After helping me walk downstairs, which I didn’t really need but I thought she might have, I sat down in a conference style room that I’d never seen before. It had a massive table and nice views out of the encircling windows. Every window, despite being right beside the next one, had a different vista out of it.

I loved it, once I got used to it.

It took a minute.

A half hour later, the room had filled with all the leadership of Malevolence—no Wured, but Kazdi remained—a few other people, me, Senmarie, and Tayvin.

Laash stood and waited for everyone to quiet.

For all that she claimed no one listened to her, she apparently knew how to command a room if need be.

I did, however, get the impression that they all already knew what she had to say and didn’t like it.

“The strike force, in a completely unexpected move, secured vital intelligence from the Tranquiline.” She didn’t bother with a greeting or opening, not wasting time or mincing words.

Excellent.

“Sordruum Kor, after his capture of a few of the Free Cities, began marshaling his forces to claim the rest. Then, bafflingly, they just… stopped doing that. Armed forces dwindled instead of swelling, and they redirected much of their efforts towards the northern reaches above Longstream.

“Our scouts…the ones who survived…reported that they occupied a defunct mining operation in the foothills. This particular mine used to produce iron, among other things, but that stopped long ago.”

I leaned forward. “They’re not there for metals or minerals, are they?”

“No.” Tayvin’s voice held all the same disgust for Kor that it always had. “That is what we found out. Do you recall, Amara, the large red ruby you destroyed when we escaped His Most Foul? He has found a replacement.”

I let that fact settle into my mind. No one spoke while my thoughts churned. “That spell…was meant to kill me, steal my power, and make him a True Mage.”

“Yes.”

“If he’s going after another ruby….”

“This is our assessment as well, Mistress Amara,” Laash said. “We’re working on getting intel from Prosperous Harmony. With the essence forge, we have placed a few people inside. We don’t know anything definitive yet, but it seems at least somewhat likely that….” She couldn’t finish the thought.

“He’s found,” I said, “another True Sorceress to murder and steal her power.”

“Yes.”

I sighed, my eyes finding Senmarie’s. “Which also means he has or soon will create a replacement of the grimoire as a spell catalyst.”

“Oh no,” she whispered.

No reason to keep this information classified. “The grimoire,” I said to the group, “contains the purified blood of True Sorceresses, making it a somewhat unique catalyst. However, Senmarie believes it could be substituted by…enough blood from normal sorceresses.”

Laash scowled. “Fuck. That would…make a few things make sense.” When everyone turned to her, she went on. “There have been fewer sightings of bound sorceresses of late, and more incidents of loyal sorceresses performing tasks that would normally be beneath them.”

“So,” I said, waiting until I had everyone’s attention. “If we’re right, and I think we should assume we are, just to be safe, Kor’s getting close to attaining his goal. This spell has at least three weak points we can exploit. The True Sorceress—that poor soul—who’s probably locked up tighter than I was, inside Prosperous Harmony. I don’t think breaking her out or…killing her…would have a high chance of success. Same with the grimoire’s replacement. According to Senmarie’s theory, Kor would have to fully, ugh, drain quite a few sorceresses.”

“When you say drain,” Cendizar said, “you mean…”

“Wholly exsanguinate.”

Various groans and mutters filled the room.

“Whatever unholy relic he’s created from this is probably just as tightly guarded as the True Sorceress. That leaves the ruby. Our best option.”

Laash grimaced. “They’ve retrofitted the mining outpost in the last few weeks, creating a fortress there. It’s made of rough stone and metal scraps, but it’s still hardened, fully manned, and inside a cleft in the mountain’s rock.”

“Oh, I’m not suggesting we assault it by force.” I waited a few dramatic seconds. “I’m suggesting that I infiltrate it and destroy the ruby.”

A few amusing seconds of silence passed before the entire room exploded with people yelling, Tayvin loudest of them all.

I sat there, a nice, self-satisfied smile on my face and endured them all.

I’d already decided.

And this wasn’t a democracy.

Still sporting that grin, I slowly raised my hand and snapped as I created a huge booming crash that shook the room.

Everyone but Tayvin stopped talking.

“—cannot believe that you would consider something so reckless directly after….” She blinked, regarded the room, and continued, “—the injuries we endured! If you think for one second that I will allow this, then you⁠—”

“Tayvin.” I didn’t raise my voice. “An army, even a small strike force, wouldn’t make it inside this new fortress. But one person with an array of skills, could do what many more could not. And before you say anything, I have more skills than lightning and fire.” I turned to Laash. “Can I assume that entry to this place involves the sigils the Tranquiline use?”

“It does, yes.”

“Can you make me one?”

She paused, regarding the room before she continued. “The process is already underway. Although, we assumed more than one would be necessary.”

“In that case, I’ll infiltrate the outpost, find the ruby, and destroy it. It won’t end Kor’s plans—we’ll need to deal with the True Sorceress for that—but if he’s putting this much effort into this one ruby, then I can only assume it’s as almost as rare as the other components.”

When I’d busted up the ruby during our escape, I’d only done it as a flippant gesture, since it seemed to be valuable. I had no idea how difficult it would be to replace.

Tayvin’s lips were pressed into a line, and she avoided looking at me.

Everyone else around the room wore a variety of expressions.

“Laash, can I assume you have Tranquiline armor I can wear?”

“We…do.”

“Authentic?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ll destroy the ruby, and then we’ll focus on whatever comes next. But we can’t sit back and allow this to happen. If Kor becomes a True Mage, then he’ll be ten times more difficult to take down, and you all know it.” If not way more. “If anyone has a better plan than this, I’ll listen to it.”

Silence.

Thought so.

“Then it’s settled. Begin making preparations immediately. I assume you can all tell me the best way to infiltrate. Route, who to impersonate, that sort of thing. Correct?”

“We can,” Cendizar said.

“Good. I want a full briefing soon, and to leave as soon as possible. Unless anyone has anything to say—” I pinned Tayvin with a glance, “—then you’re all dismissed.”


Chapter Thirty-Two




I retreated to my office after leaving the conference room, sat in my chair, and waited.

Tayvin took all of two minutes to burst in. She slammed the door behind her, stalked right up to the front of my desk, pointed a finger at me, and opened her mouth, a scathing tirade locked and loaded on her tongue.

“Sit down, Tayvin.”

Her eyes bulged and her body tensed.

“I said sit down.”

Her cheeks flushed with anger, and it took a moment, but she reined in the vitriol and slowly sat.

I’d left the nice chair in the office.

“This is the best way to deal with the current problem. Isn’t it?”

Her gaze locked on mine. A moment later, she took a long breath and looked away.

I could practically see the thoughts whirling in her head.

“Infiltrating Prosperous Harmony, completing whatever mission we created to do so, and getting out alive would be infinitely harder than this. We’ll still have to do it, but we’ll have time to lay out a long game plan and get our pieces into position once I destroy the ruby.”

She huffed. “I do not like it, Amara.”

“You think I do?”

“I do not know. But we did not make it through that siege only to be parted now.” She leaned forward and reached out across the desk.

I let her take my hands.

“I will only allow you to go if you promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“You will not give your life for this. You will not even risk it. Not more than being there already does. You will only destroy the ruby if you are sure you can, and you are sure you can make it out.”

I squeezed her hands. “That’s actually a very reasonable request.”

A shudder passed through her body.

“You’re right. I’d give my life if I was sure doing so would end Kor. But this isn’t anywhere close to that. If I destroyed the ruby and died in the process, it would ultimately mean nothing in the long run.”

Tayvin’s entire body relaxed and she let her head fall to the desk. “Oh, Amara,” she said, chuckling. “Have I ever told you that I love how reasonable you are?”

“Yeah. You have.”

“I still do.” Her hands slipped out of mine and she leaned back in her chair. “I have one more request, then.”

“Anything I can give.”

“Assign me a task while you are gone. Something important that I can do to keep my mind occupied while you are away.”

“Oh, I’m sure there’ll be no shortage of something like that. I’ll speak with Laash.”

Tayvin stood and left after that, a serene look on her face.

When she passed through the door, I noticed Senmarie standing outside, apparently having waited.

I beckoned her in.

When she sat, I asked, “Here to talk me out of this, too?”

“Oh, no, Mistress. Of course not. I have lots of experience in letting Mistress leave for dangerous things. You’re much like her, so I assumed I’d be doing the same.” A wry smile crept over her lips. “It’s a little different when I get word that you’ve, um, nearly died and all, but I trust you to make good choices.”

“Thanks, Senmarie. You remain the best.”

She beamed at the praise.

“What are you here for, then?”

“While you were away, I went through the Notes for a little while, and I found some references to Yaw’nethosh.”

“Oh!” I sat forward, eager to hear whatever this was.

“It’s, as far as I can tell, a magical focus in the shape of a staff.”

Cliche, but kinda cool. Or maybe that’s just the best shape for that sort of thing.

“You’ll have to go through the Notes yourself when you have time, but what I could find out pointed to the conclusion that it didn’t originate on Senar. A Mistress from millenia ago brought it here—maybe used it for a while?—and then sealed it away. I can’t be sure, but it might have been a lot more trouble than it was worth. Apparently it augments a person’s power by orders of magnitude. Which…causes problems. The spell in the grimoire unlocks the seal on the vault where it was placed. Probably.”

“Oh no….” The pieces started to fall together in my head. “Kor has that pattern already laid out on his airship.” I shook my head. “But I doubt he’s already obtained the staff. I’ll bet he’d be using it somehow.”

“Well, the Notes imply only a True Sorceress could even unlock the vault…wherever it even is.”

“Nothing in the notes about a location?”

“Nope. Not a thing. Only that it exists.”

“Huh. Well. Shit. The fact that Kor already made the pattern doesn’t bode well in the least.” I sighed. “One problem at a time. When I come back from the mining outpost, we’ll look into this some more.”

Senmarie left after that, and I followed her out into Malevolence’s wing of the castle. She, Tayvin, and I were all quickly swept up into the preparations for my solo adventure.

The essence forge’s actual working ended up looking a lot like a normal forge and anvil, just with some magical patterns doing some of the lifting during the creation.

I found myself a little disappointed.

But still, they made me a sigil, a small, rectangular piece of worked stone with a complex emblem in bright colors against the dark minerals.

It slipped easily into a pocket.

After that, Laash and a few other people brought me to one of their storerooms and I spent the better part of an hour trying on various sets of Tranquiline clothes. Naturally, they were all golden, and even the simplest among them had a couple gems worked into the design.

“You’ll be posing as an archivist,” Laash said, “since they have the most leeway in where they can go.”

“Really? Not a guard or something?”

“Nope. The archivists are much more than the name implies. They run all of the Tranquiline’s numbers and make sure not a single gold piece is spent on something it shouldn’t be. I don’t think I need to say that Kor wants all the money going for his own affairs. He does spend a lot on the populace in various ways. Public fountains, free entertainment, and the like. But it’s all marketing, really. Just to get everyone to love him.”

“If they only knew.”

“Mhmm. But they don’t. They’re blind. Anyway, here, take this.” She handed me a thick book bound in leather with a hefty strap. “This is a real archivist’s book. Just have it open, pretend to write in it, and look down your nose at anyone. It should cow more or less everyone there. No one wants to piss off an archivist. They wield more power than generals, in some ways.”

“Hmm.” Wow, a task really suited to my experience. Outstanding. “When can we leave?”

“In a few hours, I suppose. The trip will take some time, and I assume you’ll want to just fly the rest of the way. Entering the outpost through the front door would be problematic, but if you can slip in silently, no one’s going to question another archivist. There’s surely quite a few there.”

“Won’t they know I’m not one?”

She shook her head. “The Tranqiline employ literally thousands, and they’re sent all over. Just be arrogant and abrasive, deflect all questions, and act like you’re second only to Kor himself. You’ll fit right in. And keep the book open.”

Just like carrying a clipboard. “Will do. Thanks, Laash.”

She paused and then smiled. “Of course, Amara. My pleasure, believe me.”

For good measure, I retreated to my rooms and showered alone before donning my new disguise. The long, black robes were surprisingly comfortable, and the small handful of gems weren’t overly ostentatious, especially by Tranquiline standards. Golden cloth draped over my shoulders and artfully hung down my back in long, triangular designs. They even came with a built-in strap to secure my book to. It felt so reminiscent of the grimoire.

I, with a massive dose of disdain, changed my hair back to corporate brown. Just for this. I’ll change it right back when I get home.

Senmarie showed up to give me a quick hug and some words of encouragement before flitting off to whatever task Malevolence needed her help with.

I found Tayvin milling about the antechamber to the Door. “Ah, there you are. Before you go, there’s one more thing.”

I arched an eyebrow at her.

“Not from me,” she said with a smirk. She led me into one of the workshops, this one lined with shelves of vials and jars along with tables filled with strange machinery.

At one of them, in the middle of mixing some concoction, sat the man from Igel’s manor who’d given me a few healing potions, bringing me back from death’s door.

“His name is Orin,” Tayvin reminded me in a whisper.

“Thanks,” I whispered back.

“Lady Amara!” Orin stood quickly after adjusting his machine. “So nice to see you! I hear you’re going on an exciting trip!”

At least someone has a positive outlook about this. “Just so. Do you have something for me, then?”

“I do!” He produced a small, leather satchel, something I could easily conceal underneath the folds of my robe. “Here! This contains some of our best tinctures.” He held it up and pointed down the row of vials held tightly in place. “A few healing draughts like you’re already familiar with.”

He handed it to me reverently, a massive smile on his face. “More than pleased to be of service, Lady Amara.”

I slipped the satchel around my body, and it hung tightly at my side, oddly comfortable. “Thanks, Orin. I’m glad you’re here.”

He beamed as hard as Senmarie ever had.

Outside the workshop, Tayvin pulled me aside into an empty hall.

I braced myself.

But she only held my eyes and said, “Come back to me.”

My fingers twined with hers. “I will. No unnecessary risks. I promise.”


Chapter Thirty-Three




A few hours later, I sat in the back of a skimmer, travelling swiftly down a long road between the Free Cities. It felt so much like being in a car again, just zipping down an interstate, that when I lightly started to drift off, I jolted awake, momentarily terrified that everything had just been a dream.

I sat there smiling at the realization that despite all the hardships, pain, and near death experiences that I’d endured, I wouldn’t trade this new life for anything. It was possible, of course, that I could someday return to Earth. I had long known I wouldn’t do such a thing, though. Why would I go back to a world without magic? I was so much more now than I had ever been back home.

Night descended as we drove, and after we’d passed by Longstream, Laash produced a late dinner Malevolence had packaged for us all.

We ate sandwiches while we drove the last little way, and we stopped at a completely random point on the side of the road.

“This is as close as we can get, Amara,” Laash said. “If you fly directly north, you’ll come across the outpost. It’ll be easy to spot. If you find yourself ascending into the mountains, you’ve gone too far,” she said with a cheeky grin. “Once you’re done, come back to Longstream. We’ll be staying at the inn there. We’ll wait however long we need to.” Her gaze remained steady. She believed in me.

So did I.

“Thank you again, Laash. Your preparations have been exemplary.”

She bowed low to hide her smile.

The ground swiftly dropped away from me, and I checked the tiny compass worked into the archivist’s tome that hung on my side.

Senar’s moons were out, but partially hidden by cloud cover. It wasn’t the perfect night for sneaking, but it would still provide ample opportunity for me. I wasn’t exactly a stealthy ninja, but only my entrance would need to be unseen. After that, I’d be hiding in plain sight, leveraging all my years of being upper management and making people quake at the sight of me.

Easy.

And then I’d blow the ruby into a billion shards and fly right out of there. A slow grin spread across my face as I imagined Kor’s reaction to the news that the crystal was lost. That grin soured as I realized that people would probably die because of it.

But more people would die if we allowed him to rule the world.

An hour later, after I’d been flying through formless darkness over swathes of uninhabited forest, the mountain loomed ahead, and the light from the outpost did indeed make it easy to spot, especially from up so high.

When I saw it, the first inkling of doubt crept into my mind.

Not because I doubted my ability.

Not because of what would ultimately happen if I failed.

But what it would do to Tayvin if I never came back.

Well, I told myself, there’s no reason to even think about that. You’ll be in her arms soon enough.

I zipped down low, flying over the tops of the treeline, not wanting to give a silhouette to anyone watching. As I came close, more lights outside the outpost drew my attention. The whole thing, as Laash had said, had been obviously cobbled together and looked like something from a post-apocalyptic movie, all jagged metal and roughly packed stone.

It would, however, be nearly impossible to assault, though. The whole thing sat wedged into a huge crack in the mountain, and the only entryway on foot would leave invaders in little more than a killing floor. Unless you had a lot of explosives.

Outside the doors, which were made from roughly-welded iron, a huge procession sat waiting. Composed of rows of soldiers and other staff, their armor and clothing reflected brightly gold in the lights from the outpost.

I scanned the group, but couldn’t make out anything important. Too much gold. They had branched out and looked like they were starting to set up camp.

A big force like this shows up at night? And…camps? It didn’t look like many of them were actually going inside. The doors stood open a little, with some traffic, but not much. Huh. Weird. Oh well. More people in there doesn’t change the mission.

I firmly set that little mystery on the back burner in my head and flew off to the side of the complex. Guards manned cobbled-together walkways, armed with crossbows, staring out into the black night.

The thought of creating a diversion came and went through my thoughts. No. Silent is better.

A half hour went by as I scouted around the outside, careful to keep hidden and slow my movements. It paid off, though, as I discerned a very regular pattern among the outpost’s defenders. They had set paths like they were robots, and they stuck rather rigidly to them. It would have struck me as a bad plan if there weren’t so damn many of them. For a brief moment, I despaired, thinking I wouldn’t be able to find a path in.

But I did, eventually, after observing them for quite a while.

When my moment came, I didn’t hesitate. I swooped in during my tiny window of time into an actual tiny window.

It appeared to have existed before the recent retrofits, as it sat in a smooth wall of stone blocks and didn’t have any jagged metal around it at all. With a miniscule burst of force—something I mentally patted myself on the back about—I unlocked the window and slid it open. I tumbled in, floated down to my feet, and closed and relocked the window in the span of seconds.

I found myself alone in a records room, pleased I didn’t have to kill anyone and hide their bodies. My plan had extended all the way to getting inside the building; I couldn’t know if anyone was here.

I really need to develop a spell for locating people.

My elation proved short-lived, as the door swung open. Two people, both richly dressed in gold and gems—they might have been high-status people or not—stepped in. Two men, no weapons, but judging by their posture and bearing, they weren’t rank and file.

I whipped my tome open and spun, meeting their glares with one of my own.

One of them scoffed. “What are you⁠—”

The other slapped a hand into his chest and inclined his head at me.

“Oh.”

“Oh, indeed,” I said, striding right over to stand in his face. “Do you often make a habit of questioning archivists?”

He didn’t pale or stammer, which I found disappointing. “Apologies, Golden One. We’ll be on our way.”

Golden One? Huh. Nice, even though everyone’s golden here. “See that you are.”

After they left, I loitered in the records room for a little while longer, not wanting to leave it seconds after I pretended like I was supposed to be there. When it felt appropriate, I wandered out. The building sat a little higher in the complex, so when I found the exit, the balcony I ended up on treated me to a sweeping view of the area.

The outpost had kinda looked like shit from the outside.

It really looked like shit from the inside.

The fact that this place had been derelict for years couldn’t have been more obvious. Rusted machinery sat in heaps everywhere, and by the looks of it, some of those heaps had been roughly moved into bigger heaps, just more off to the side.

The cleft in the mountain extended inward, where a series of smooth lines on the ground disappeared into the darkness, reminiscent of the patterns trains moved on in this world. Mining cart paths, apparently, once upon a time.

Between the piles of rusty detritus, small camps had been set up. Some of them were soldiers, but most looked like workers of various types. Despite it being nighttime, the place buzzed with activity. In the center of the area, a big, open skimmer sat, ready and waiting for the ruby, no doubt.

Kor would be protecting it at all costs. The procession outside must have been solely to escort it back to Prosperous Harmony.

Too bad for them that all this work is going to be for naught.

After watching the scene for a while, I caught quite a few archivists among the throngs. And just as Laash had implied, everyone deferred to them. I couldn’t, however, figure out what they were actually doing, though, if anything.

Might as well go see firsthand.

I descended the stairs from my little building with all the haughtiness of a queen, which seemed to match the archivists’ energy. No one looked at me twice, even other archivists, as I strode up to the big skimmer and began examining it closely.

I poked and prodded it, stuck my head inside and under what passed for its hood, and generally scowled at it. And I fit right in.

The archivists I could hear were hammering nearly everyone with incessant questions, making sure protocol was followed, everything was as efficient as possible, and no one wasted even a hot second of His Most Holy’s time.

I idly wondered if ambling over to a trash pile and retching loudly at the absurdity of this crap would be out of place or not.

Instead of that, I pressed deeper into the outpost, descending into the mine. When I passed through the first arch and into the actual mine, I felt a small surge of magic. The sigil in my pocket glowed faintly, a deep purple I could see shining out of the folds of my robe.

A few guards nearby, who I had thoroughly dismissed, gave me a long, discerning look as they fiddled with a device at the side of the entrance. They apparently liked what they saw, as their eyes slid right off me.

Oh, right. All that.

As I went through that first passageway, I told a few people who looked like they were lounging to get off their asses and get back to work, which they leapt to do.

For a moment, I feared getting lost in the labyrinthine tunnels, but that concern got swiftly swept away. Only one path had any activity at all.

I kept my book open, glowering at anyone who dared to meet my gaze.

Worked like a charm.

Why didn’t I see any of these archivists when I was held prisoner?

Oh, I probably did. They don’t honestly look that different than any other golden, begemmed asshole.

The long tunnel stretched on for some time before it opened up into a massive room, a hive of activity. People yelled and hurried, doing who knows how many different tasks. I couldn’t imagine what half of them were, since everything here centered around one thing.

In the middle of the room, sticking out of the rock, a giant ruby glowed.

Apparently it hadn’t been fully excavated yet, and that’s what everyone worked on.

I stopped and stared, my mind working.

How best to destroy it and leave? Breaking it should be incredibly easy. Any number of spells would do it. But how to do it and get out? I should research a way to delay a spell’s activation.

Ugh. Might as well add it to the list of things.

No one stopped me as I waltzed right up to it. I didn’t chance trying to touch it, though.

Should I just break it from afar? I might be expected to do some archivist duties during the aftermath, not just walk away. Maybe I could hide myself somehow? The room’s pretty high. I could just float up and meld into a shadow until the uproar died down. Maybe I could just tunnel out? Or just…kill my way out? It’s not like I saw any sorceresses. But I am at the end of a long tunnel, and who knows what defenses could stall me. But would it matter? I’d just fireball my way out…and…maybe cause a tunnel collapse that might actually kill me. Or…trap me and not kill me. I shuddered. No. It’d be better to slip out as quietly as I slipped in.

No one disturbed my thought process until a voice boomed across the room.

“Attention all! His Most Holy comes! All bow before his greatness!”

The entire room stopped, and every single person, all the archivists included, rushed to put aside whatever they were doing and dropped to their knees. They bowed low, pressing their foreheads to the stone.

Well. Shit.


Chapter Thirty-Four




That explains the huge procession outside, then. But where the hell was Kor when I saw it? Probably taking a royal piss or something.

I’d backed away from the ruby, putting myself in between quite a few other people. As much as it galled me, I sank to my knees the same as everyone else and pressed my forehead to the ground.

The entire room descended into such perfect silence that I heard Kor and his entourage’s footsteps as they entered the room. They made their way to the ruby, and silence followed for some time.

Oh, get on with it, you bastard.

For a few moments, we all knelt there, waiting. Some of us, or at the very least, I, felt the bile rise in my throat the entire time. No one should be bowing to this stupid, arrogant, piece of⁠—

“You may look upon His Most Holy, but remain on your knees.”

Oh, wow, what an honor. I raised up and suppressed a surprised grunt. No way.

Beside Kor, in the midst of his entourage, a bright mess of red curls stood starkly out.

Zamithra. But, wait.

I peered at her as closely as I could.

Instead of the zeal I remembered, nothing sat behind her eyes. They looked listlessly out, never moving, and her entire form stood rigidly, her hands hanging awkwardly by her side.

The hell?

Around her, in front of an entire gaggle of servants, a few other sorceresses, all fully clad in armor and armed, stood in a semicircle behind Kor. I felt the magic emanating from their armaments, and my hopes guttered out. They were covered in patterns, some of which I could make sense of, some I could not, even with my newfound knowledge. Some, however, reminded me of the magic Draan the Bloodener had used, which had been devastating.

Damn it. I can’t take them all on. They could probably barricade me in here, and if I really let go to beat them, which I’d have to, this place would absolutely collapse. Damn it!

When Kor spoke, his voice carried easily across the entire cavern.

It felt like a film of slime settled upon me, listening to him.

“Where is the Commander?”

A man called out from across the room. He wore a little more gold and gems than anyone else here and had spots running down his neck. Otherwise, he could have been any faceless middle-management bureaucrat from Earth. “I am here, Your Most Holy.”

Hearing Kor called by that title always rankled me, but so much more hearing it in person.

“Come.”

The man quickly stood and scampered over to stand in front of Kor. For a moment, he looked like he couldn’t decide on whether or not to sink to his knees again.

Kor towered over him, almost twice as tall. “The ruby was meant to have been excavated by now.”

“Y-yes, Your Most Holy. That was our original schedule, but complications have prevented us from⁠—”

Kor held up his hand, silencing the man. “I put you in this position because I had faith that you would be able to handle any unexpected problems. It seems that faith was misplaced.” Kor paused, for no other reason than what seemed like dramatic effect. “When can the crystal be excavated?”

The man quaked in fear, his mouth working soundlessly. When Kor’s eyes narrowed, however, he found his voice. “It cannot,” he squeaked, “Your Most Benevolent. Taking it out of the ground cannot be done without compromising its integrity.”

“You mean,” Kor said, not really looking at him, “that you have not been able to find a solution, even with all the time I have given you.”

“I-it’s just not possible, Your Most Holy! The strata around it⁠—”

Kor held up his hand again. “This project is a failure is what I’m hearing. A partial failure, but a failure nonetheless.”

The man paled.

“Whose fault, ultimately, is this?” Kor asked. “Who failed in finding a solution to this problem?” His eyes bored into that poor man’s. He crossed his arms and waited for an answer.

“N-no one’s, Your Most Holy. We did all we⁠—”

“Whose. Fault. Is. This?”

The man shuddered and turned, looking into the faces of his team arrayed around the room.

I thought things had been silent before, but you could have heard a pin drop from outside this entire outpost.

Whoever’s at fault is going to have to…suffer the consequence. Which means only one thing.

The Commander gazed at many people while Kor waited, seemingly patiently.

If he wanted to, he could throw someone else, or many people, under the bus here, if I’m reading this situation right. Is he considering that?

With a little sigh, he turned back to Kor. “It’s my fault. Mine alone.”

Kor waved a hand. It didn’t look like he cared what the answer was, as long as he got one.

Zamithra stepped forward with the same lack of fire, or anything at all, in her eyes. She didn’t even look down at the Commander as she drew her sword, lopped off his head with a single, efficient swing, and sheathed it again before resuming her spot.

Kor, having already forgotten the man, walked over to the ruby and laid his hand lightly on it. Without looking back, he said, “We will have to alter the plan.” His words dripped with disdain.

A golden-haired sorceress from his entourage stepped forward and knelt behind him. “As you say, Your Most Holy. What are your wishes?”

“The ritual will have to take place here, since these subjects cannot handle a simple task.”

Every person in the room that I could see recoiled at his words.

“How long will it take to bring what is needed from the capital and set up a new array here, around the ruby?”

“One moment, Your Most Holy.”

Holy crap. Doesn’t it get tiring calling him that mouthful every single sentence?

She turned and conferred with a few other people, and for the first time, I noticed another archivist in the entourage, a short woman who’d been overshadowed by everyone else. She wore large glasses and her hair trailed down her back in a long, shockingly pink braid. I found myself liking her instantly. It also helped that she gazed at Kor with neither fear nor reverence.

She’s not a fawning sycophant like the others. Is she there unwillingly?

She wore clothes similar to my own, but her tome looked about three times as thick, and while I watched, a servant from behind rushed to set out a small foldable table for her to set it on.

She conferred with the book and asked some servants a few questions before she answered. “Two weeks at the absolute earliest, Your Most Benevolent. In all likelihood, three or four.” Her voice, while quiet, didn’t waver, and she didn’t flinch away from Kor’s frown.

I’d ended up close enough that I could see her eyes, and the more I looked, the more I could see that they held something truly unexpected.

It wasn’t exactly a challenge, but it wasn’t not that.

Kor put his huge hands on his hips. “You’re sure, Grand Archivist Nevari?” He smirked, his use of her title apparently a mild insult. Somehow.

Again, if I was reading this all correctly.

“I am, Your Most Benevolent. Transporting the prisoner here, not to mention the new artefact, will necessitate many preparations. I trust their safe arrival is your paramount concern.” Her words came with the right amount of deference, but still, her eyes held that same… Well, it wasn’t ferocity. Or fire. I wouldn’t have called it that. But she didn’t wilt under his gaze.

And it seems like we were definitely right about a new True Sorceress. What world did he abduct her from?

“You are correct, Nevari.” Kor sighed. “Jira,” he said, gesturing to the blonde sorceress. “We will stay here until preparations are complete. Apparently, I must oversee things personally for them to run smoothly. Send to the newly occupied cities for the appropriate comforts until the rest can be brought in from the capital.” Before she could even reply, he headed out of the cavern, his entourage falling in behind him. Full minutes after he left, people finally rose to their feet. Some few began tending to the dead Commander. Without his leadership, it seemed the archivists were in charge for the moment, and the four in the room didn’t hesitate in doling out the orders.

I grumbled to myself as I stood.

There’s no way I can accomplish this now. Not while ensuring I stay alive. I wouldn’t break my promise to Tayvin. As much as I wanted to sit here and think up some wonderful, brilliant plan, the odds of success were just too slim with Kor and all his cronies here. Him aside, I knew I could beat any single one of his minions easily, but if it came down to it, I’d be fighting them all at once. While backed into a corner, probably.

Dammit.

I left the room without interacting with a single person. As much as the other, real archivists were barking out orders left and right—many of which people were already doing—everyone gave me a wide berth and seemed more than happy not to be yelled at.

The stars were clear overhead as I exited the mine. Does anyone sleep around here, holy crap. Even Kor’s up! I’ll bet he cracked the whip getting here.

The bastard himself stood in the middle of the open area outside the mine, receiving reports from various people and issuing orders. As much as I didn’t want to think a single positive thought about him, he did seem like a competent administrator. Well, I mean, he does manage an entire empire that he built.

Ugh! Stop having thoughts like that, Amara!

Fuck that guy forever!

I had to forcibly stop myself from laughing at my own idiotic internal monologue as I passed through the outpost. I skirted Kor and his people as hard as I could. If he spoke to me or wanted me to say a single thing in return, things would go downhill fast. Either he’d recognize me or I wouldn’t be able to resist throwing a fireball down his throat to see if it would kill him instantly.

Then I stopped in my tracks, wondering if I should just lightning strike him right then and there. This whole thing could be over if I….

Hmm. I survived incredibly devastating injuries after a week or two of body alterations. This bastard’s had centuries. But Tayvin’s sword did cut him a tiny bit when we escaped….

No!

I shook my head and ascended the staircase to the small building with the records room.

As much as I wanted to end it now, I’d promised Tayvin not to do anything reckless.

Even though we were all going to have to do exactly that, now, in order to stop this.

I slipped out of the outpost just as easily as I’d gotten in. Out the window and into the sky in nothing more than a few seconds, watching as it all fell away below me. The darkened landscape flowed by as I thought of the best plan of action. We only had two real options. Attack the caravan bringing the other components—one of which was a person—or assault the outpost in force.

Honestly, both were terrible.

Assaulting a fortified position would be shit.

But on the other hand, I couldn’t imagine anything less than a full army would be bringing the True Sorceress and artefact.

I groaned inaudibly over the wind as I realized what the best option would be, regardless of the assault plan we chose: kill the prisoner.


Chapter Thirty-Five




Longstream came into view before I thought it would. The flight there whizzed right by, as stuck in my own head as I was. I shucked off the disguise before I landed in the center of the city, just in case. I didn’t need to raise any needless alarms.

No one but a few guards and late night drunkards were on the streets as I made my way to the inn Laash had told me about. It was called The Silky Pillow, which sounded a lot more like a brothel to me, but it was very nice, either way.

The receptionist recognized me immediately, and sent me up a few floors to the others.

Laash opened the door, and judging by her disheveled state, she’d been asleep when I knocked. Just behind her were a few people who’d actually been awake and waiting for me.

“Uh, excited to see me?”

“Is it done?” Her eyes were only cracked open, and her voice came out a little slurred.

“No. I’ll explain.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “At least you’re alright.”

Everyone in our little entourage woke up and gathered in the living room where I laid out my story. Throughout the telling, their faces drew down more and more, and when I revealed that Kor had not only shown up, but would be staying there until the ritual could be completed, I saw nothing but grimaces all around.

“Yeah,” I said. “Pretty much my thoughts exactly.”

Laash didn’t look up as she said, “It’s grim, Amara, but I agree with your assessment. Killing this True Sorceress would be our best shot. Aside from, you know, killing Kor outright.”

“Believe me, I’d love to end this whole shitshow right here and now. But based on some new magical experience and knowledge I’ve attained of late—” I wasn’t about to tell everyone about my own body alterations. “—I think Kor’s going to be extremely hard to fully put down. We’ll need a concerted effort to put him in the ground.” As I gazed around the room, I saw my own gloom mirrored in everyone else’s visages. “Let’s get some sleep. We’ll head home in the morning and regroup with everyone. We’ll figure something out.”

Somehow, I slept reasonably well that night, and only woke once from a vague nightmare. My own emotional and physical exhaustion probably helped.

Also, it turned out, that due to my status, no one felt comfortable waking me up in the morning.

Out-damn-standing.

I awoke rather refreshed.

One of the others, an early riser, had gone out and gotten a big spread of doughnuts and pastries to kill time while I slept, so we all powered down an obscene amount of breakfast before heading back home.

“At least we know we have a little time,” Laash said in the back seat with me. “We’ve managed to install a few of our people inside Prosperous Harmony and a few other places. Nowhere critical, but we’ve begun to get a decent flow of information we can really use. When they start transporting the prisoner and the artefact, we’ll know, and we can act accordingly.”

“I’m glad to hear things are coming together. Any word on Wured?”

Laash grumbled. “No. And that’s a little concerning.”

“Is it?”

“He’s always been loud and in the spotlight. For him to disappear, even after the horrorshow you inflicted on him, isn’t a good sign.”

I shook my head. “You think he might…defect?”

Her jaw clenched. “I don’t know.”

“Whatever.” I relaxed into my seat. “If he shows up again, I’ll just kill him. And besides, Kor must know about the castle by now. It’s a pretty open secret in Cinderpit, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sure he’s got agents all around. So it’s not like Wured can tell him anything all too damaging.”

“Huh.” Laash’s brows rose high. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

The trip home went by much like my flight to Longstream. I zoned out hard, lost in my own thoughts the entire time.

A long sigh passed my lips as we stepped back through the door into the castle. I turned to Laash. “We’ll all meet soon, but I want some time to myself before that.”

“Of course, Amara.”

I attached my office to the first random, unused door I could find, slipped through, changed the room’s binding once more, and in under a minute, I stepped into my bedroom. “Tayvin? Senmarie?” When no one answered, I slipped out of my clothes right inside the door, let them fall to the floor, and headed into the bathroom where I took the world’s hottest shower.

Water rushed down my face as I regarded the tile underneath me, one hand on the wall. I’d managed to lather myself up with nicely scented soaps before the weight of it all descended on me.

We’re going to lose people in this assault. Oh, how I wanted to deal with it myself and be done with it. All along, I’d hoped that Malevolence’s role in all this would be to place Tayvin and I close to Kor. To put him in a compromising position and let us cut off his head.

Easy.

Minimal blood.

No casualties on our side.

“But that’s stupid,” I muttered to myself. It was always going to be messy.

“Amara?”

I turned to see Tayvin standing inside the doorway. She wore a light shirt, dark pants, and boots, her normal, practical self.

“Hey,” I said, forcing a smile as best I could.

She gave me her tiny one in return. “I have heard the news. Besides which, your smile does not…touch your eyes.”

I scoffed. That wasn’t something she’d notice or comment on, but I did often, which she clearly knew.

“If you want to be alone⁠—”

“No. It’s fine. I just needed a shower more than I wanted to wander around and find you. Easy to have you find me. But yeah, things didn’t go well.”

She stepped up beside me, just outside the water’s spray, and took my hand. “It did not go well, but it did not go badly. We have vital information that we would not have otherwise had, and you not only were not injured, but not even discovered. I would personally say things went as well as they possibly could have.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but found the words dying on my tongue. “Huh.”

“Yes. You see that I am right.” Her tiny smile got a little less tiny. “Oh, Senmarie said to let her know when she can come in. She also thought you might need some space.”

“Go tell her to come in. I’m done here.”

A few minutes later, when I had dried and donned a robe, Senmarie burst into the room and, as I stood in front of the mirror brushing my hair—which I’d already turned back to my new normal of dark blue—wrapped me up in a massive hug. “Oh, Mistress! I worried about you!”

I hugged her back as hard as I could. “I’m fine. You said you had a lot of experience in letting your Mistress go out on dangerous missions.”

She released me and stepped back. “That doesn’t mean I like it!”

“Fair enough. There’s tea and cookies, right?”

“Coming right up, Mistress!”

An hour later, as Tayvin, Senmarie, and I sat in the bedroom, stuffed with said tea and cookies, I said, “I should go down and meet with Malevolence. We need to start making some serious plans.”

I walked through the castle with the other two, taking the long way just for the hell of it, thinking for the thousandth time that day about how much I wanted this to all be over, for the three of us to live out our lives in magical study, traveling the world—and maybe other worlds, too—and doing whatever good we could do.

There’s a long way to go between this and that.

My mood darkened as I went, and by the time we reached Malevolence’s wing of the castle, it fit in perfectly with the air of discontent we walked into.

I clapped my hands and all heads turned to me. “That’s quite enough moping. Things haven’t gone to plan, but there’s still work to be done. So let’s get busy doing it.”

The next few days were an absolute frenzy.

People I’d never seen before, or perhaps only once or twice, showed up in droves, taking up almost all the space in Malevolence’s wing of the castle. That itself nearly boggled my mind. We’d attached what seemed like a ludicrous amount of rooms, thinking they’d only ever use a fraction.

It wasn’t the beginning of production of a lot of things, but nearly every aspect of our operation expanded greatly.

Piles of weapons and armor were produced. Senmarie helped me attach a few more forge rooms to the wing, and they were all in use around the clock.

Storerooms filled with magicked armaments by the hour.

One of which actually contained patterned arms and armor.

I cornered Laash one day about it. “Only Tayvin and I could use those, right? Or have you finally…?”

A broad smile split her face. “We can’t be sure until they arrive, but we’ve asked a small handful of sorceresses to come to our aid.”

“Warriors?”

Her smile faded a little. “Well, one or two. But most people around the world can see the writing on the wall. The occupation of even a few of the Free Cities seemed to be a warning to others. Not everyone, of course. There are some places that would only admit Kor was a threat if he were literally at their gates, and even then, they’d probably still deny it.”

“Yeah, we have a lot of those people on Earth.”

“My condolences,” she said, smirking. “But even if governing bodies aren’t doing much, the sorceresses themselves know that Kor is their biggest threat.”

“Why haven’t they joined you until now, then?”

She ran a hand over one of the newly produced weapons. “Well, to be perfectly honest, Amara? We weren’t really taken seriously until recently, and you have a lot to do with that. When we threw off Kor’s people at Stonemarsh and Cinderpit, and then tales of this castle spread, people started to think a little more highly of us. Although, in the end, I can’t blame them. We were just a ragtag group before this.”

“Looks like that’s changing. Especially now.”

“It really is. If we win here, we’ll finally have the momentum that a lot of us have only dreamed about.”

“We’ll ride it all the way to Kor’s dead body.” As they often did, my thoughts wandered to what the Lands Tranquil would be like once we won. Would we try and take over? If we didn’t, some upstart would probably style themselves the new emperor. I was sure that Kor had packed his upper echelons with assholes, so it was all but assured.

That can wait until we’re closer.

“Well, let me know when these sorceresses show up. I’d love to meet them. That aside, how’re the plans proceeding?”

She shook her head. “We have so many at this point. Until we know exactly how the Tranquiline will be transporting the prisoner and artefact, we can’t do a whole lot. I think it’ll be a quick thing when it happens. Until that intel comes in, we’re building up all we can.”


Chapter Thirty-Six




A week later, I found myself in my office, the grimoire spread out in front of me.

Late evening had come, along with dinner, a shower, and a list of things that probably needed to be done and absolutely wouldn’t be. Instead, I’d retreated away from my responsibilities.

At this point, I’d plumbed most of the grimoire’s depths. All that I could, at least. Anything more would require learning the runic language that permeated the tome. I could potentially learn the patterns without knowing what they did, but field testing complex arrays with what would amount to random effects still seemed like an impressively bad idea. And since Senmarie couldn’t magic the runic language into my head, I’d have to learn it the old fashioned way.

And I sure as hell didn’t have time for that right now.

As I sat there, not able to do anything productive, a side door opened, one rarely used. It never connected to Malevolence’s wing.

Tayvin stepped through, a mischievous grin on her face.

“What’s that look?”

She sauntered up and sat on the edge of my desk. “You have been working much too hard lately.”

I grunted. “No argument.”

“Good. I have prepared something for you. And for me, really.”

An eyebrow climbed on my head. “Have you now?”

“Mhmm. Now come. No questions.” She took my hand and pulled me along.

I offered no resistance.

We snaked through the castle’s long halls, which I had truly come to understand. At first, I never thought I would, but seeing them all from the Control Room really put things into perspective. We did not, as I expected, head towards our bedroom. “Are we going to your personal rooms? Your private ones?”

“We are not.” She offered no other information.

I kept my mouth shut as we wound through the labyrinth, ending up in a short hall with only three doors. She took me towards the one at the end and turned the knob.

“We are⁠—”

“Shh.” She pulled me into a small bedroom adorned with an explosion of color. Paintings and tapestries covered so much of the walls that I could barely see anything through their overlapping designs. Plush furniture sat piled next to each other, all draped in a smothering amount of blankets and pillows, themselves in an array of color.

A canopied bed sat in the middle with just enough room to walk between it and everything else crammed in the space.

None of that was why we were here.

Senmarie laid on the bed in lacy, white lingerie, a huge smile across her face, brighter than anything else. Her thin tail swished back and forth and her toes curled into the red sheets. “Good evening, Mistress.”

I picked my jaw up off the floor. “Hi, Senmarie.”

Tayvin’s eyes twinkled as she pulled her shirt over her head and threw it to the ground. “We have had a talk. You need to let go of some of your stress.” Her hands dipped into my dress, sliding it back over my shoulders and helping it along to the floor. “We, as ones who care about you deeply, thought we would aid you in this endeavor.”

I nodded slowly.

She worked her way out of her tight pants while her gaze locked with mine.

I stood and watched the show before allowing her to slip my underwear down and off, leaving us both naked.

Senmarie smiled unabashedly the whole time.

“Now,” Tayvin said with her hand on the small of my back, “lay down and allow the two of us to⁠—”

“No.” I stopped.

She cocked her head at me. “Amara?”

With a devilish grin, I leaned in and whispered to her as I side-eyed Senmarie.

Tayvin smirked. “Ah. Yes. I approve of this thought.”

We both turned to pin her to the bed with twin gazes.

Senmarie peeped. “Mistress?”

We both stalked around to either side of the bed and slid in smoothly beside her. I laid my hand on her stomach and said, “You spend every waking moment doing things for everyone else around you. To start, tonight, you’re going to lay back and be serviced.”

Her golden eyes grew wide and her lips parted.

Before she could say anything, I leaned in and pressed my mouth to hers, eliciting a soft sound deep in her throat.

Slowly, her eyes closed, and I followed suit, letting our tongues dance across each other, my hand gliding along her body.

Hers snaked around my shoulders, settling on my back as her breath came faster. When she started to jerk and softly gasp, I opened my eyes to see Tayvin’s lips wrapped around her nipple, having freed one of her breasts from her lingerie.

I trailed up her body, feeling the smooth fabric under my touch, before delving into it and pulling her other breast free.

Fuck those are nice.

I smiled a little as I let the tinge of envy at her big, full breasts mix with my growing desire. Following Tayvin’s lead, I broke away and slowly, while making eye contact, kissed my way down her light skin to lick at her already stiff nipple.

Her eyes widened at the sight. She dropped her head back to the pillow and let out a long, low moan.

Having her in my mouth felt electrifying, especially as I caught Tayvin’s eyes, which mirrored my own desire. We kissed and sucked Senmarie’s breasts, our hands sliding up and down her body.

She gasped and softly moaned, writhing under our ministrations. Her hands curled into the pillows and her toes dug into the sheets. She smiled the whole time, either with wide eyes or tightly shut ones.

After a little nod at Tayvin, we slowly began working our way down her body.

I kept one hand on her nipple, pinching and rolling it as we went.

We took our time, kissing our way down her body. Eventually, in little increments, we pulled her white underwear down her pale legs.

Senmarie whimpered and writhed the entire time, her body seemingly acting of its own accord.

We shuffled down on the bed and spread her thighs, planting a rain of kisses down on them as we came close to her lips. Just as we were both almost there, Tayvin turned my chin and slid her tongue into my mouth.

I moaned into her as I returned the eager pressure. My hand slipped into her bright white hair to caress the soft fur of her ears. With one hand still on Senmarie’s thigh, I kissed Tayvin deeply, pulling her close to me, giving her all the pressure I could.

A moment later, Senmarie whimpered.

We broke away and turned back towards her.

Those golden eyes held nothing but impatience.

Tayvin chuckled.

“Tayvin! Mistress!”

“Oh, right,” I mused. “That’s what we were doing.”

Senmarie huffed, her smile still in place. It faltered as her eyes rolled back into her head and I dipped down to slide my tongue across her thigh. Without any more teasing, I licked over her wet lips. A long, low moan shuddered from her as she arched her back.

Tayvin peppered her with more kisses and I flicked my tongue over Senmarie lazily, finally tasting her sweetness. In what turned out to be only a mild surprise, she actually tasted a little candy, along with a mix of exotic tastes I’d never imagined.

My tongue danced over her clit, causing her entire body to arch and spasm. Soft gasps and little moans drifted down to me, flooding my body with warmth and cresting my desire.

Tayvin nudged me over, sliding her tongue right next to mine, not wanting to miss out.

I let her, while I scooted back up to Senmarie’s side. I pressed myself close, pinching her nipple firmly as I laid down beside her ear. “We want you to come for us, Senmarie.”

This elicited a barely whispered, “Mistress….”

“You do so much for everyone. It’s about time we did something for you.” I lightly nibbled her ear, my eyes fixated on her squirming body. I had wanted her for so long, and here she was, in my hands and lips, my beautiful Tayvin with us.

As her movements became more pronounced, her gasps louder and more frequent, Tayvin raised her brows at me.

I nodded. I wanted to be the one to send her over the edge.

Tayvin didn’t stop until I’d moved back down, my tongue and fingers ready to slide in right beside hers, never stopping Senmarie’s pleasure. Once I’d taken my position, she moved back up and, predictably, focused on Senmarie’s breasts once more, biting, sucking, pinching, and rolling her nipples in her mouth and hands.

Senmarie’s legs began to shake on either side of me.

My lips remained on her, sucking her clit, wanting nothing more than to send her careening over the edge of oblivion.

She gasped in rapid succession, her toes and fingers curling hard into the sheets as her entire body quaked. Her mouth opened for a silent scream as her orgasm ripped through her.

I rode her out, my mouth never leaving her, wanting to give her as much pleasure as she could withstand.

“Oooohhhhhh,” she breathed, her eyes finally opening as she came down, her legs still twitching. Her head lolled back into the pillow and we both finally released her. “Oh, Amara. Tayvin. Just… Oh.”

We laid there happily, letting her catch her breath. Once she did, she fairly popped up and said, “Okay! Your turns! Lie down!”

“Senmarie, you don’t have to immediately⁠—”

“I said lie down, Mistress!”

With a little chuckle, I replied, “Yes, ma’am.”

She directed Tayvin and I to lie side by side, propped up on a mountain of pillows.

I jerked my head towards Tayvin, and Senmarie nodded, sliding down between her legs instantly.

“Oh, I… Mmmmmoooohhhh.” Tayvin leaned back, letting her eyes flutter closed at the feeling of Senmarie’s tongue on her.

I took hold of her chin and pulled her to me, kissing her softly, sliding my hands across her body. She’d laid her tail towards me, so I pulled it over my body and ran my fingers through her fur. “It’s been far too long since you let me brush this,” I murmured.

She only nodded in reply. Based on her arching back and dropping jaw, Senmarie worked her towards her own release quickly.

I gazed down on Senmarie’s tongue, her golden eyes focused wholly on her task. Desire swept through me as I imagined her between my own legs, that beautiful face and those golden horns pressed close to me. A future so very close. The torrent of emotion whipped into a frenzy as I watched Tayvin’s body begin to shake, her mouth opening to issue a growing cry of ecstasy.

She shook wildly, a crazed laugh passing her lips as her orgasm rocked through her entire body.

Senmarie stayed with her, those golden eyes shining, her tongue pushing her higher and higher.

Finally, with a long string of foreign syllables that were either a string of curses in her native tongue or just a single really long one, her limbs gave out and sank to the bed.

My wide eyes met Senmarie’s, nothing but naked desire in them.

She nodded and shuffled quickly over to me.

The second her tongue touched me, I let out a loud, involuntary, “Fuuuuucccccckk.” A moment later, a still dazed-looking Tayvin turned towards me and slipped one nipple into her mouth and pinched the other. I couldn’t even swear that time.

Sensations blazed across my body, arcing from between my thighs to my breasts, tingling electricity that coursed from the top of my head to my curling toes. Pressure grew quickly inside me, an unstoppable rush that needed nothing less than explosive, devastating release.

I could only blink as it consumed me, the rest of my body wholly out of control as these two beautiful women, whom I both loved madly, licked and sucked me for all they were worth, wanting to see me in as much pleasure as they had been.

Who was I to deny them what they wanted?

As if I could have, anyway.

My insides turned into a molten inferno that spread throughout my body and deep into my soul. An endless tide wracked my entire being. I spasmed and writhed, in control of nothing, Tayvin and Senmarie still on me, pushing me impossibly higher.

I couldn’t even scream. I rode out the most intense orgasm of my life, my thoughts on the both of them as my body shattered into a thousand pieces.

By the time my breathing had slowed, they’d both curled up beside me, after sharing a long and passionate kiss that I watched with a warm feeling spreading in my chest.

We laid there for a half hour, gently touching each other, saying nothing.

Eventually, Senmarie rose, slipped her boobs back into her lingerie and headed towards the door.

“Uh,” I managed to say.

She turned, smiling. “Where do you think I’m going, Mistress?”

“She is going to get tea and cookies, Amara.”

I blinked over at Tayvin. “Ah, right.” To Senmarie, I said, “That would be nice. I won’t be able to move for some time.”

She winked at me and left.

“That was adorable, that wink,” Tayvin said.

“It really was.” I let out a soft sigh. “Can I ruin the mood, a little? There’s something I forgot to tell you. I just remembered. You might be a little mad at me.”

“Hmm? Oh, do go on, Amara.”

“I saw Zamithra when I infiltrated that outpost.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. Sorry I’d totally forgotten. Everything else kinda overshadowed it.”

She shook her head. “It is alright. What…did she…?”

I deflated and explained what I’d seen. Zamithra’s lifeless gaze.

She remained silent for a while. “I do not know what to make of that.”

“Me neither. It was pretty weird.”

With a shake of her head, she muttered, “A mystery for another day. Let us speak no more of it now. As time passes without His Most Foul making a move, I find myself more anxious by the hour.”

“Yeah. Same.” So far, we’d heard nothing about the Tranquiline’s plans. It seemed odd, but we were vigilant, ready to strike whenever we heard anything. “But you’re right. This isn’t the time and place for that. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

“It is alright.” She leaned over and kissed me, dispelling all thoughts until Senmarie showed up again with loaded arms.

She wouldn’t let us help her as she poured for us and distributed cookies, even though we really tried.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




“Lady Amara!”

I’d been sitting in my office yet again, looking over a myriad of reports, trying to think of something useful to do.

When the beacon spell activated, I linked my office, and seconds later, the door flung open. Rilar, who I hadn’t seen much of lately, rushed into the room. She stalked right up to my desk and put her hands on it, a crazed look in her eyes.

“Good news?” I asked.

For a second, her eyes widened even further before she sputtered and laughed, looking away. She took a deep breath and turned back to me. “Thanks. I kinda needed that. Because we just got some really bad news.”

With my arms crossed and my thoughts steeled, I nodded. “Go ahead.”

“This whole time, we’ve been assuming that Kor would be mobilizing a small, or maybe big, army to take things to the outpost up north. We had also theorized that they might try using smaller contingents in an attempt to mask the real one, ultimately using less people while providing similar security.”

All things we’d discussed at length. “Yes, that or they’d use the airship,” I said. In all of these eventualities, we’d developed plans. Both ground transportation options were somewhat simple. Identify the prisoner—we’d all agreed to keep calling her that, as ruthless as it was—and focus on killing her, either in the middle of a large army or after we found the correct smaller group. We’d save her if we could, of course, but extricating someone would be far more difficult than killing them and everyone around them.

If the Tranqiline used the airship, it would be a large, obvious, single target, and our spies would see it leave Prosperous Harmony. Among the armaments that had been produced, a few magical versions of a long range cannon had been manufactured. We’d use that and I’d personally try and bring the ship down, a feat I felt myself much more capable of than the last times I’d seen the thing.

Rilar grimaced. “Yeah. Well, we just got some intel that none of the things we’d assumed are going to happen.”

“Shit. How’re they moving her, then?”

She licked her lips. “Directly.”

“...What?”

“They’re not traveling overland to do it. They’re opening a portal.”

“I….” My hair fell into my face as I shook my head. “Not possible. Portals can’t be used at such a short range.” I still didn’t understand the magic of portals well at all, but I knew that much from Senmarie’s lesson. “And they don’t know how to use Doors! They would have by now if they could!”

Rilar cocked her head at me. “Would they?”

My jaw slowly dropped. “Aw, fuck.” A truly sobering thought passed through my mind. “We might already be too late.”

Rilar gave me a shaky nod. “Yeah.”

“Shit.” I stood, barely trusting my legs to hold me. Calm down. Do what you can. “Mobilize everything and everyone. We only have one option left. A full scale assault of the mining outpost. Send all the runners, activate all the alerts. If there’s still time, we’ll either go with the normal plan, or if we’re early, we’ll press inwards and destroy the ruby.” With a big, thoroughly fake smile, I added, “Hey, who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky, trash all their defenses, kill all the sorceresses, and put an end to Kor himself.”

Rilar returned my smile in kind. “I would love that.”

Tayvin met me on the way down to the wing. “Amara!” She’d already dressed in her new armor, a complex set of shining silver with deep onyx accents. She looked amazing.

“You look amazing.”

“Thank you. It will make a nice picture as I behead His Most Foul’s minions. Now, since no one stopped to tell me what has actually happened, please do so.”

“We think they’ve created a Door or something. They won’t be taking the prisoner to the outpost normally.”

She recoiled. “But they do not know how to…. Hmm.”

“Yeah. I don’t know anything more than what I just said, but Rilar got some intel that apparently pointed in this direction. If there’s any chance it’s true, we need to get moving now.”

“If we are not⁠—”

“Already too late. Yeah, I know. Let’s go.”

She nodded as we turned and sped down the hall.

We found Senmarie in the common room, fielding a lot of last minute questions for a crowd of people, mostly about where various things were stored. Her nearly perfect memory had proven quite a boon during the last few weeks. Asking her often resulted in a much faster answer than consulting a big inventory tome.

“Mistress!” she yelled before shoving her way through a group of surprised people in a very uncharacteristic move. “Sorry!” she said over her shoulder before slamming into me and Tayvin.

We hugged her back. “We’ll be okay, Senmarie.”

She squeaked and didn’t let go. “You don’t know that. This isn’t the battle anyone thought it would be, Mistress.”

Dammit. Someone informed her of the entire situation. Which, ugh, I would have done as well.

I squeezed her extra tight before letting go. “You’re in charge while we’re away. Most people are coming with us, but there’ll be a small contingent left here for communication.”

She nodded, her eyes blinking back tears. “Save the other True Sorceress if you can. They’re…not born often at all.”

“We will, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

She favored me with a sad smile. “I know.”

And with that, we were off.

When we emerged into Cinderpit, I found Bylin and Sumar waiting for me.

“Mistress Amara!” they both exclaimed when they saw me. Sumar gave me a quick hug, while Bylin just nodded.

“Good to see you both! You’re not coming with us, are you?”

“I’m afraid not,” Bylin said. “I’d like to stick it to the Tranquiline personally, but I’m of better use here.”

“We were able to get your convoy ready pretty damn quickly, though!” Sumar said.

“Convoy?”

Laash happened to be walking by at that moment. “Ah, yes, Amara. I think I included the possibility in one of my reports.”

“I see.” I’d read so many reports. They’d all blurred together after a time.

Laash smirked. “We’re requisitioning a lot of Cinderpit’s skimmers, especially the big ones, in order to carry us as close as possible. We won’t be able to pilot them right up to the outpost, but this’ll be faster than anything else. Unless you can fly us and our equipment all there?”

“Yeah, no. Not even close.”

“Convoy it is, then.”

Outside the gates, all the skimmers sat waiting along the roadway. Some were already loaded, some were in the middle of it.

Laash, Rilar, Opelli, and Cendizar were running around issuing orders nonstop.

“They have really fallen into their leadership roles well,” Tayvin said as we stood and watched. “I believe they just needed a little cohesion.”

“Mhmm.” I nodded. “That and they know everyone respects me, and they started speaking with my authority, not their own. It’s an easy way to get people to bark out orders, since the responsibility will ultimately fall to me.”

Malevolence moved with efficiency rivalling anything I’d ever seen on Earth, and in short order, we were on the road and moving.

It turned out to be incredibly boring and stressful at the same time.

Tayvin and I sat in the back of a pretty large skimmer, sectioned off from the driver. It wasn’t actually a limo. The concept was the same, though.

“I do not like this,” she muttered while looking out the window and the scenery zipping by.

“Yeah, me neither.”

“I have never traveled a long distance for the direct purpose of fighting a battle. Most of my battles happened spontaneously.”

“Really?” I arched an eyebrow at her. “I thought you hunted a lot of people and monsters for the purpose of killing them.”

She didn’t turn as she said, “Fighting a single person is not a battle.”

“Oh. I see what you mean.”

“Mhmm. If I were headed there to fight Kor myself, that would be one thing. But it will be many against many. People I know will die, and I will not be able to prevent it.”

I found myself gazing out my window as well. “Yeah.”

The trip took hours and hours. Most of the day.

Night had recently fallen by the time we reached the section of road where we planned on stopping and continuing on foot.

Senar’s version of crickets chirped into the cool night air. They had a much longer, softer sound than Earth’s. I found it both calming and a little eerie. I waited silently while everyone unloaded our convoy. It would have been an enjoyable endeavor if we weren’t going to war.

Tayvin bounced on her toes, her fingers flexing.

I felt the same nervous energy in my own veins.

Luckily, assaulting the outpost itself had been one of our plans before all this, so we weren’t going in completely blind. It had been at the bottom of the list of those plans, but there all the same. We had, however, assumed we’d have a lot more setup time.

Oh well.

The leaders and I met and discussed a few last minute things. We were all in total agreement that pressing on now and attacking at night was our best option. We’d set up our new cannons in the treeline—hopefully in secret—and I’d fly up and aid in their initial salvo.

With luck, we’d catch them by surprise and blow the gates off before anyone knew what to do.

I looked Tayvin up and down.

In the end, two more sorceresses had arrived to join the battle. While I initially felt a surge of relief over this, Tayvin’s assessment of their skills soured my mood.

She’d deemed them competent.

But not a lot more.

They’d still be worth more than a handful of soldiers, decked out in our new weapons as they were.

I only found this out along the way, as harried as our planning had been.

We trudged through an open plain before we all sank into a dark forest. I conjured a few small lights and the others had their own less magical options. We were only planning on using them for a little while, though.

I would have loved to think it true, but Kor and his generals weren’t stupid. They’d have scouts and outlying guards stationed around such an important place.

A handful of people, Tayvin included, ranged out in front to take care of them.

I badly wanted to join, but I wasn’t a knife in the dark. I was a hammer.

Anyone Tayvin came across would be dead before they heard a thing. Rilar and Cendizar had assured me their own people were just as capable.

But wouldn’t Kor be placing his best scouts out here, too?

Nothing to be done but wait and see who had the better forces.

While we waited, I drifted up into the canopy and tried to look down on our people. In the end, we didn’t come close to being a real army in terms of numbers. A very large strike force? Sure. An army? A few thousand short of anything resembling that.

Tayvin and I would need to press every advantage we had.

I perched on a high tree limb, taking a small leaf between my fingers. In the soft light of the stars, it looked greasy, a thing I’d forgotten about. My hands came away clean.

An hour passed.

Then two.

A few of our assassins—not that they used that term—trickled back in, their work done.

With each one, my hopes jumped up that this wasn’t going to be a shitshow from the beginning.

Another returned.

And another.

And finally, Tayvin showed up.

That’s…everyone. Holy crap. Every single one of our people came back.

Quiet conversations abounded as I floated down.

Rilar met me with a wide smile. “It’s done, Mistress Amara.”

“They took care of all the outlying guards?”

“As many as they found. But the alarm hasn’t been raised that we know of, so it’s looking like it.”

I blinked at her, unable to form a response. Nothing goes that well. Not a single mishap? Ohh… Why does this give me a really foreboding feeling?

Bah. This isn’t a movie. It’s real life. Sometimes good things happen without calamity instantly ensuing.

I didn’t believe that, but I kept telling it to myself.

“Outstanding.” I gave the signal for everyone to press forward.

Every single step I took only served to deepen my misgivings.

Even in the dark, Tayvin noticed. “Amara, are you well?”

I could only grumble for a moment. “It’s going too smoothly.”

She cocked her head at me. “Too smoothly? Would you like some complications, then? To…spice things up?”

“Ugh, no. It’s just….” I tried to explain movie and story writing logic to her.

“This is not a story, Amara. It is real life.” I couldn’t see it in the dark, but I knew she wore her tiny smile. At my expense.

“I know! I know. I just can’t get it out of my head.”

She leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “It is okay that things are progressing smoothly. They could not have known we were coming.”

“I hope not.”

Our forward scouts came back when we came close to the edge of the trees outside the outpost. Our cannon teams all moved with alacrity, eager to deploy their newfound technology. Senar had cannons, of course. It wasn’t the dark ages here. But these new pieces, forged with the myriad of devices in the castle, were supposed to outstrip anything seen before. Anything mundane, at least. And they were portable.

I really hoped we hadn’t just unleashed a new wave of killing machines on this world.

The Tranquiline camps I had seen the other day had all moved inside the gates, leaving the outside of the outpost barren.

Our people set up quietly and efficiently, another thing that gave me a low grade sense of unease.

“Amara.”

I jumped and hopped back a step.

Tayvin looked down her nose at me. “I know that this does not work when people say it, but calm down.”

I growled. “I’m trying to.”

She gave me a condescending pat on the shoulder. “Perhaps things will be better once you’re in the air, slinging fireballs.”

Amara, the fire-blasting sorceress. I smirked, remembering my trashy novels from back home. “I really will. Any minute now.”

“Do not overdo it again.”

I blew out a breath. “Way ahead of you. Lesson learned.”

The cannons were set in place before I could work myself into a frenzy, and the leaders all convened on me to give the final order.

I wanted nothing more. “Let me fly up overhead. Give me about thirty seconds to get into position, and start firing. Blowing the front doors open is your first priority, but take out any towers you can.” We’d been over it all before, but it warranted saying one more time. After they all nodded, I said, “Kill Kor if you can, but preventing this spell from taking place is our more attainable goal. Go. And good luck.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight




The outpost’s lights shone in the dark of the night that had fully fallen now. My breath came evenly even though my pulse pounded in my veins. A cool breeze blew across the sky, bringing in scents of pine trees from further up the mountain.

A little flash of light in the treeline signaled the first cannon firing. Since they were powered by magic instead of gunpowder, they made little to no noise.

The ordinance they shot, however, made a lot.

The first salvo slammed into the huge iron gates, lighting up the night in a violent, yellow explosion.

At the same time, I sent a barrage of fire and lightning into the far towers, the ones the cannons would have trouble hitting. While I kept Tayvin’s advice in mind, I poured so much more energy into my spells than I had before I augmented my body.

The magic crashed into the cobbled together metal and stone, sending shrapnel and boulders into the air to come raining down on all sides.

The cannons continued their assault, and I could hear the metal of the gate groaning, ready to buckle at any moment.

Alarms sounded throughout the outpost, and from my vantage point, it became a hive of activity, people dashing this way and that, their panicked screams reaching my ears. Might as well do this now before it turns into a melee. Once our own people engaged, I wouldn’t be able to blast anything and everything with reckless abandon.

I floated over the top of the courtyard and slammed a flurry of fireballs and lightning into whatever groups of people I could.

I looked down on a slaughterhouse.

You’re right, Senmarie. The world would be better if this wasn’t necessary.

The thought flitted through my head while I killed indiscriminately.

The gates finally gave way. One flew inward on its hinges while the other simply fell to the ground, the wall supporting it having been blown to pieces. It crushed a few people.

As we’d planned, the cannons continued firing until the soldiers inside marshaled themselves and began to pour from the ruined entrance.

Our own people, all outfitted in newly fashioned arms and armor, ran out to meet them, the cannons finally stopping their destruction.

I swept down over the battle, hoping to pluck out any sorceresses I could. A single one would be as deadly as twenty soldiers or more. I wanted to negate that as swiftly as possible.

But then… I didn’t find a single one.

Impossible. Kor himself is here. There’s no way he wouldn’t have brought a shitload of them with him. Hell, I saw a handful myself.

I sighed as I fractured the earth near the back of the enemy, sending them into disarray. Damn it. They’re all around him, most likely. Here I was, hoping to pick them off one at a time.

Tayvin surged out into the fray, her massive sword whipping around so fast I couldn’t keep track of it. The blade rent through armor, flesh, and bone, sending limbs and heads flying as she pressed hard into the Tranquiline ranks.

The foreboding pit in my stomach hadn’t gone away, and the lack of sorceresses here did nothing for it.

Tranquiline continued pouring from the broken gate, having likely just woken up and assembled.

Our own forces pressed them back, but I could see that we weren’t doing it without a price.

For every few Tranquiline that went down, I counted a body or two of ours on the ground.

I did what I could, sending lightning into safe areas. I picked up random people and flung them out of the battle and into the night. Watching them disappear into the shadows would have been enjoyable under other circumstances.

When we finally pressed them to the gates, I zipped back over the courtyard and fried a few stragglers before setting down on the ground. Not trusting my spells in such close quarters, I lifted a boulder and began using it as a bludgeon, smashing Tranquiline left and right.

Still, Tayvin cut them down faster than me.

We routed the last on the ground between us. With an amplified voice, I yelled, “Everyone inside! Form up.” As they rushed to obey, I floated up overhead. “Cendizar’s teams, clear the buildings!” There weren’t many, but more than enough to hide danger. “No quarter! Put down any Tranquiline you see!”

Brutal, but we’d deemed it necessary for this operation.

Cendizar, fully covered in his own armor with a sword in hand, led the charge.

We’d ruined most of the towers already. A few foolish Tranquiline poked their heads out from up there and shot some crossbow bolts down at us.

One bounced off my shield.

I didn’t stop to see if any more connected. “Laash’s team! Hold the courtyard! Everyone else, with me!”

My hands shook as we delved into the huge mine entrance, despite my attempts to still them. Too easy. Way too easy.

We’d taken our fair share of losses already, people laying dead on the ground outside. But I’d expected much worse.

The few enemies we crossed paths with as we delved deeper into the mines turned tail and ran at the sight of us. None of them were combatants.

“What the hell,” I muttered. “Keep watch overhead!” I called out to the group. Since we went down the only physical entrance or exit, I didn’t think the Tranquiline would collapse it over our heads, but better safe than sorry. They did, in all likelihood, have a Door somewhere in here. We hadn’t seen it, so perhaps it lay in one of the many side tunnels.

We slowly progressed, waiting for whatever traps might spring.

As we went, a shiver went down my spine. I floated down beside Tayvin. “Something’s wrong.”

“Yes. I do not like this either.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I mean, I think I just felt something. I don’t know what, though.”

She glanced over to me. “I felt nothing, but I believe you.”

I licked my lips as my pulse quickened. What the hell? What is⁠—

A wave of wrongness passed over me, flowed through my soul, threatening to disgorge everything I’d eaten today. My lips parted, ready to warn Tayvin, but as I turned, I saw the same disgust in her eyes.

She stopped. “What? What is that?”

“It feels like… Oh fuck.” Oh fuck! “It’s happening!” I turned back towards everyone else, ready to scream at them to charge, as I watched, a few turned and bent over, a few paled, and some brought their hands to their mouths in vain attempts to keep from throwing up.

Even nonmagical people can feel this.

“Amara,” Tayvin said, tugging on my sleeve.

She and I still stood, a little wan, but not as affected as the others.

For a split second, I thought about trying to heal them through it, but I couldn’t have done it for everyone so quickly.

I saw no trace of the other sorceresses that had joined us. Did they fall in battle?

Only one option remained. “Let’s go!”

Tayvin swallowed hard, nodded, and turned to run.

“He is doing it, correct? That is what this is?”

“Has to be,” I said while fighting to keep myself composed through the nausea and overwhelming fear. “We have to stop it, now.”

“Yes.”

We turned a corner to see a small group of Tranquiline on the ground, faring no better than our own people.

Waves and waves of vile magic surged from deeper in the mines, pouring out to infect us all.

“Almost. We’re almost there.” What do we do!? I wrestled my fear down, and forced my thoughts to move. Same plan. Kill the prisoner or break the ruby. Interrupt the spell in any way we can.

I knew how far the path went, and we’d nearly made it to the big, open room where the ruby lay exposed.

We turned the very last curve, horrid magic still washing over us, and we both ground to a halt.

Three sorceresses stood in our way.

One of which was Zamithra.

“You idiots!” I screamed. “Don’t you fucking feel this!? You think this is a good thing!?” I sent a few fireballs racing down the corridor.

None of the sorceresses even moved.

My magic slammed into them, and through the explosions, I could feel multiple patterns reacting to my spells.

When the path cleared, they all stood in the same spots, unscathed.

“The hell!?” I threw my arms open, wrapping them all up in levitation spells, intent on crushing them against the stone.

Similar patterns rebuffed my efforts.

“Holy shit, fine!” I held out my hands, conjuring a flurry of lightning that crashed into them.

And arced right around them to scorch the stone floor.

My eyes grew wide. They’re shielded against… Shit. They’re shielded against me. Against everything I’ve already used against the Tranquiline. “Tayvin!?”

Her fingers tightened around her sword’s hilt. “Can you keep at least one of them off me?”

“Uh…yes.” With a few slices into the rock, I pulled down three medium sized cubes of solid stone. “They might be warded—which is a thing, I guess—but let’s see if it saves them from being crushed.”

Why haven’t they rushed us yet?

Zamithra stood as dead-eyed and emotionless as before, but the other two, one of whom had the golden curls I’d seen—Jira—waited with smug grins.

They’re stalling us. Of course.

“Fuck. Charge!”

I whipped my cube bludgeons at all three of them, which they sidestepped with ease. It’s fine. Stay alive and keep one occupied.

Tayvin dashed towards them, her sword high, and screamed, “Zamithra!”

They clashed, their swords ringing against each other again and again.

Zamithra didn’t speak a word.

Jira leapt at me, swinging her sword with uncanny speed.

I dodged it, over and over, barely missing being sliced open each time. I pulled in all my cubes and tried to smash her, but I only ever succeeded in forcing her to pivot away.

Good enough.

For a second, I glanced past them and saw the foul magic in the room, an abhorrent gray-green color.

That almost got me killed.

Jira’s sword thrust into me, pierced my armor, and slid into my abdomen. I pushed her back with a wave of force and healed myself. It had only gone in an inch or two.

Barely anything compared with what I’d endured before.

I kept it up, barely scraping by, and at the edge of my vision, Tayvin’s battle raged on.

And not well.

Even I could see the two had her on the back foot.

Zamithra did nothing but relentlessly attack, not the least trace of emotion on her face.

Tayvin screamed at her as they fought.

But nothing she said elicited a reply.

Oh, Tayvin. She’s already dead.

I growled as I deflected a deathblow from my own opponent. Fuck! I have to help her! But what do I do!? She’s shielded against everything!

Well. Everything I’ve done before.

Mentally, I sighed. In the thick of things was never the best time to try out new stuff. Oh well.

I’d only cast this spell twice before. And that time, I’d been inside the castle, which sat in its own voidspace. How would this work here, so far away? Would it create a completely new pocket dimension?

I sure fucking hope so. I don’t want to risk dumping this asshole inside the castle.

I couldn’t think of anything else to do, though.

The pattern flared in my mind, all weird angles, curving in four dimensions, something my mind couldn’t comprehend even as I did it. I felt my sanity slipping as I cast it, teetering on the edge of lucidity, but I managed it, even under duress.

“C’mere, you bitch!” As Jira thrust straight towards me, I flew backwards, a gaping black maw opening behind me to swallow us both.

“WHAT!?” She screamed.

Ah. A reaction. Nice.

Perfect dark enveloped us on all sides, the only glimpse of reality remaining a sliver of light from the cavern, peeking through the little tear in reality I’d created.

She flipped slowly, end over end, while she flailed, trying to regain balance.

I turned myself easily in the netherspace, searching for signs of the castle.

Nothing but total emptiness in all directions.

This must be its own pocket space. Nothing’s here. Well. I gazed at my enemy. One thing’s here. Will this plane of reality continue to exist when I leave and close the exit?

Do I care?

“Eat shit and die, you bitch!” I yelled as I zipped around her towards the exit.

She wailed wordlessly at me as I went.

Rot.

I burst out into the mine, the dim light still blinding after the voidspace. I didn’t look back as I closed the tear, either sealing her away to die of dehydration, or simply winking her out of existence.

Either one was fine.

Tayvin grunted as she fought the two sorceresses. Her blade whipped around as fast as ever, but now that I wasn’t defending myself, I could feel a slew of patterns in her enemies’ weapons. They came in such a ringing cacophony that I couldn’t make sense of them at all.

It must be a lot if they can press Tayvin like this.

She had her own augmented weapon and armor, after all.

For a brief second, I thought about picking my rocks up again. Well, that’s stupid. I dashed through the air, waiting for my chance, and just as one of the sorceresses—not Zamithra—leapt back, I opened a tear in the ground, under her feet.

As I cast it for the second time, the alien lines of the pattern strained my mind, and deep in my core, I felt a bubbling madness welling up inside, a glimpse of the true nature of reality that human perception couldn’t withstand. Gibbering insanity sat on the tip of my tongue, my body itself bending to the uncanny folds of the pattern.

With nothing but sheer force of will, I held that tear open just long enough for the sorceress to fall into it with a yelp, before I let it slam closed.

The ground rushed up to meet me, a wave of dizziness unlike anything I’d ever felt straining my psyche. Before I knew what had happened, my cheek softly met the stone.

The world spun while I watched Tayvin square off against Zamithra.

A golden ribbon tied back the woman’s wild red curls. It looked odd behind her expressionless face.

Tayvin pressed her backwards. “Say something, dammit! Fucking say anything!”

I wondered what I’d missed during my own battle.

Zamithra didn’t speak.

She wasn’t going to.

She was gone.

Kor tortured her for her failure to capture or kill us. But it looks like he did a lot more to her than he did to Tansian.

Zamithra spun and whirled, deflecting a flurry of blows, right up until she couldn’t anymore. Now that the fight had become a duel, she had no chance.

Tayvin’s sword slipped through her wrist, severing it completely. Even her gauntlet didn’t slow the blade down.

She didn’t make a sound.

Her hand and her own sword dropped away as Tayvin whirled and thrust her weapon straight into Zamithra’s torso. Up to the hilt. Through her spine.

In slow motion, the pair dropped to the ground.

Tayvin pulled her sword out as they went before dropping it to the side. She slid down over Zamithra, straddling her. With one hand on her throat, she raised the other, ready to bring her fist down.

But Zamithra didn’t move anymore, didn’t resist.

Instead, she looked blankly up, her eyes barely focusing on Tayvin.

“Say something,” Tayvin whispered. “Say you hate me. Say it.” She growled, gripped Zamithra’s armor at the neck, and slammed her into the ground. “Say something!” she wailed.

We have to move.

“Tayvin,” I said with as much force as I could while I picked myself up off the ground. The dizziness started to fade. “Tayvin.”

“Say you hate me!” she screamed.

As I stood, I felt my strength returning, my mind bending back into shape. Whatever that meant.

“Tayvin.” I gripped her shoulder. “She’s gone. We have work to do.”

The horrid miasma still clung to my soul, and the color of fetid magic obscured the ruby’s room.

“Say it,” Tayvin whispered.

“Hey!”

Her head snapped around to me.

“She’s already gone. There’s still time for us to finish this. Grant her peace and let’s go.”

Her face screwed up as she stood. “Dammit.” She picked up her sword and leveled it above Zamithra’s throat. “Amara.”

“Be quick. There’s no time.”

“Fuck.” She thrust the sword through Zamithra’s throat and pulled it out. Blood flowed freely from the wound and pooled on the cold stone floor.

Zamithra’s eyes didn’t change as she died.

“I can’t believe….”

“Me neither, come on.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine




We rushed towards the huge room. As we went, the oppressive miasma of the forbidden spell hit us full in the face. We both stumbled as we got closer.

“You feel it too, huh?”

Tayvin spit on the ground. “Yes.”

The entire room sat in a heavy fog of dark magic, so much so that I could barely see through it. Judging by Tayvin’s narrowed eyes, the power warped the air even for anyone who couldn’t see the color of magic.

“What do we do?” she asked in a strained voice.

“Break the ruby.” If we could stop the spell, maybe we could still save the prisoner, something I hadn’t held out any hope for until this moment.

We sprinted in, waiting for more of Kor’s people to throw themselves in our way, but when we finally came out into the wide open area, we found it more sparsely populated then I had imagined.

Around the vile pattern, three sorceresses—loyal ones—powered the spell. Judging by their faces, they weren’t immune to its effects.

Clustered to the side of the space, a small group of people lay on the floor. Servants, archivists, and retainers, all unable to stand in the miasma.

Kor stood in the center, near the ruby. At his foot, next to the crystal, a blood red orb sat in a small, golden stand. It could only have been the grimoire’s abhorrent replacement.

Across from him, in white robes, a woman with red skin lay on the ground, unmoving.

She’s already been forced to do her part. Or it’s been done for her.

Tayvin screamed as we launched ourselves forward.

I couldn’t tell if she meant to break the ruby or attempt to cut Kor’s head off. Either way was fine.

With gritted teeth, I summoned a concentrated wave of force and sent it careening straight into the crystal.

Kor sidestepped right into its path.

The spell slammed into his body, knocking him forward.

But not injuring him.

“You’re too late!” he practically sang, a huge smile on his lips. He channeled hard, pushing a massive burst of power into the pattern underneath our feet.

It pulsed, and the horrid feeling pulsed with it.

My head spun. Before I knew it, I fell to the ground, supported on my hands and knees.

Tayvin cried out and crumpled to the floor, letting out a long groan before she retched on the stone.

Nope. This ends now. I pushed through the nausea, raised my hands and⁠—

The spell pulsed again.

Everything I’d eaten bubbled up and out of me. I barely had time to turn to the side before I vomited, my body wracked with spasms.

Kor didn’t seem affected by any of it. “How nice of you to show up now, Amara.” His deep voice boomed over me, overflowing with smugness. “I’ll admit, you caused me a great deal of trouble. More than anyone else ever has. For a little while, I thought you might have dealt a blow from which I could hardly recover. But I’m nothing if not resourceful. And to my elation, a replacement for you appeared.”

“Fuck you,” I muttered before spitting on the ground.

He smirked. “How eloquent.” He glanced towards the entrance of the room and sighed. “I see you and your little friend dispatched my last few protectors.”

He doesn’t even know Tayvin’s name.

“Replaceable, though. It will take some time to recover from the damage you’ve done, along with your little group. You’ve done well with them, too, Amara. Before you came along, they were worthless. You’ve molded them into something better. I’d almost offer to let you join me. You’d be an invaluable servant.”

I opened my mouth for a scathing retort, but only succeeded in dry heaving. The miasma seemed to be reaching a crescendo.

“But you wouldn’t serve, would you? If only you could see. If only I could open your eyes. What you’ve done with Malevolence? That’s what I’m doing with the entire world. Molding it into something better. After the Lands Tranquil cover Senar, there will be no more wars. No petty little lords grasping for more.”

“As if…you’re any better.” I forced myself to stand, every effort straining my body. If I just…break the ruby, the spell will end. My slicing pattern began to form in my mind. Instead of shattering it, I’d just cut it in half. It’ll be enough.

Tayvin writhed on the ground, wordless moans punctuating her movements.

“I am better, Amara. Although I don’t expect you to understand that. I have not only the clarity of vision that nearly everyone lacks, but the strength of will to remake this world. And that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

“The fuck you will!” I stood, my eyes flaring, the pattern fully formed in my mind. With a cry, I sent the slicing power straight towards the ruby, gliding through the air as fast as a bullet.

“No.” In the blink of an eye, Kor channeled into his armor, sliding himself in front of the crystal once again.

My spell cut deeply into him, cleaving his armor and slicing right across his face. Blood ran down in rivulets, but he didn’t stop channeling into the spell.

I screamed, sending more and more blades of power into him. This simple spell stretched the limits of what I could do under the blanket of awful magic in the air.

Kor endured my assault, letting each one cleave into him.

I couldn’t tell how deeply they cut, but his face quickly turned into a bloody wreck, one of his eyes completely obliterated. Through it, he smiled. Through a mouth filled with blood, he said, “Too little. Too late.”

He raised his arms and channeled one final burst.

The magic in the air exploded around me, slamming me back and down onto the stone floor. “No!” Through the haze, I could see the spell taking its final shape, wrapping around Kor and the prone True Sorceress.

Power flowed from the sorceresses around the edge of the spell. I saw the magic wrap them up, delve into their bodies, and wrest the life from them. They withered where they stood, their husks falling to the ground.

It happened to the prisoner as well. Dark power sank into her body. Through the haze, I saw her bright, shining essence pulled from inside her.

Along threads of energy, it whipped across the air, through the ruby itself, and into Kor’s body.

He screamed in triumph, his hands balled into fists in the air. “Finally! Oh, finally!”

A vortex of power exploded around him, sending me tumbling back end over end.

Oh, fuck! Shit fuck shit! With wide eyes and trembling hands, I righted myself. A huge, purple glow surrounded Kor. He…did it. No. No! I… I have to kill him! I tried to stand, but a wave of dizziness knocked me back down.

Kor stood there, his back to me, regarding his own hands, his monologue ended for now.

The miasma lifted, the spell complete.

As the seconds went by, I felt myself returning to normal, and once I could think clearly and channel again, I sent a healing burst through my body, clearing out the last of the haze.

Tayvin lay on the ground, moaning softly.

I sent a burst of healing power into her, too. “Get up! We have to kill him!”

Kor turned, his face fully knit back together, his eyes full of amusement.

“Oh, fuck,” I muttered, readying myself for a fight. Any second now, fire, ice, or lightning would be hurtling towards me. The ceiling would collapse, crushing me and Tayvin. Or maybe reality would open, dumping us into the endless void.

Kor strode straight towards me.

And didn’t cast a single spell.

He wrapped his body with a torrent of power.

Much more than I could channel.

Shit!

And then, he tried to punch me.

Just…punch me. In the face.

I slipped to the side, easily avoiding the blow.

The smug grin didn’t falter as he did it again and again.

What the hell?

I deftly dodged a series of blows, wondering what sort of distraction this could possibly be.

With a raised eyebrow, I sent a bolt of lightning directly at his chest.

He cackled loudly as it arced into him and dissipated into the thick magic that enveloped his body.

Then he kept punching.

He…he doesn’t…he doesn’t know any spells! He healed himself with the pattern inset into his armor. A bubbling laugh on the edge of insanity slipped past my lips. “Fine, let’s do it, then,” I whispered to myself.

A truly stupid amount of patterns formed in my mind. I hurled everything I could at him. Fireballs, lightning, coalesced ice—which I hadn’t even field tested yet—chunks of stone, flashes of light directly into his eyes. I pummeled him with all I could, hoping to wear away his shield of magic, setting me up for a fatal blow.

I hovered in the air, panting from the strain, waiting for the smoke and dust to clear. Surely I⁠—

He shot out of the cloud, the insufferable grin still on his face. His hand clamped down around my throat, pulling me down out of the air.

His boots hit the stone floor as he held me aloft.

I struggled as hard as I could. I sent targeted bursts of force into his face, his arm, his fingers, trying to break his grip.

None of it did more than make him flinch.

His grip tightened painfully around my neck.

“This has been amusing, Amara.”

I hammered his face over and over.

It barely made him stutter.

“Such a waste to kill you now.” He shook his head. “Oh well.”

I futilely grasped at his fingers, desperately trying to free myself. No! Not after everything we’ve….

I felt my throat closing, my muscles beginning to tear, as he looked on, smirking.

Tayvin.

Senmarie.

I’m so sorry.

A cry of pure rage sounded behind me.

Tayvin appeared over my shoulder. With all the alacrity her armaments could muster, she thrust her blade straight into Kor’s right eye. It slipped through the blanket of power around him and into the soft flesh.

His head jerked back and grunted, blood spurting from the wound.

Tayvin’s blade only pierced a little. Enough to destroy his eye, but not enough to slice into his brain.

His grip on my throat didn’t lessen.

I reached down, adrenaline flooding my system, and grabbed his balls.

I sent the most powerful bolt of lightning I’d ever conjured right into them.

His entire body spasmed hard, his fingers opening on reflex.

Tayvin spun nearly in midair, pulling her sword free and bringing it down on the back of Kor’s neck.

It barely penetrated the magic, the slashing blow merely cutting a little laceration in his skin. It barely bled. His eye had already healed.

He bellowed in rage and sent a wave of power out in all directions, blowing us both back.

As we tumbled, I linked minds with her. We have to leave! We can’t beat him!

But—

If we stay, he’ll kill us. I’m sorry, Tayvin. We have to go.

She only hesitated for a single heartbeat. Then let us go.

I hadn’t even come to a stop on the ground before I lifted off again, zipping through the air. I picked Tayvin up behind me and made a beeline for the exit.

The ground sped by underneath us, and I didn’t even look back. I kept my emotions at bay. There’d be time for those later.

“WAIT!” someone cried as we’d nearly made it out.

I glanced down to see the pink-haired archivist pulling herself up from amidst the throng of dazed servants and retainers.

“TAKE ME WITH YOU!”

I didn’t even slow down. I just whipped her up and out with us. I could hear Kor’s pounding footsteps close behind.

There’d be time to see if this was a bad choice later.


Chapter Forty




The three of us sped through the tunnels. Since only one path had been used, I didn’t fear getting stuck in a dead end.

Kor’s footsteps faded quickly.

A few minutes later, we emerged from the tunnels and into the outpost under a starry night. “Retreat!” I roared in an augmented voice. “Everyone fall back! NOW!”

I set Tayvin and Pink Hair—I’d remember her name later—down on the ground before I whipped a salvo of blasts into the rock face over the tunnel.

If my orders didn’t light a fire under everyone’s asses, then the cascading stone and the minor earthquake sure did.

I didn’t stop. Fear powered my blows, which hammered endlessly into the rock, collapsing the mine’s entrance. Not even a sliver of a gap remained. I didn’t lie to myself and think that this would trap Kor in there. But it would be enough for us to get out of here.

“Go, you bastards!”

They were already going.

I wrapped Pink Hair up in a cocoon of magic, binding her whole body and carrying her through the air like luggage.

She didn’t utter a single word about it as we went.

The flight from the outpost whizzed by in a daze. My thoughts devolved into a useless muddle of repeating images of my near death.

It wasn’t so much that I almost died. Again.

It was that he almost killed me.

While I had to look into his face.

I couldn’t imagine a worse way to go.

People tried to speak to me as we went, but I couldn’t give them any more than a few incoherent words and various grunts. Through a haze, I heard Tayvin explaining as much as she could.

Word spread.

We’d failed.

When my butt hit the seat in the back of the skimmer, it was such an oddly surreal moment. There I sat, in the back of a car, going home. Down a road. Just a normal road. Not like I’d just fought and failed to kill a powerful tyrant.

I stared blankly out the window for probably an hour. A plethora of emotions skittered across the surface of my mind. A low grade disbelief stuck in my thoughts when nothing else found purchase. Disbelief about all of it.

Tayvin spoke as much as I did.

Not at all.

Probably two hours in, I turned to her, thinking she’d fallen asleep.

She looked back at me.

Our gazes locked for some time before I spoke. “Well.”

“Well.”

“I’ve never been so thoroughly…disappointed in my life. But that word doesn’t really encapsulate how I’m feeling. I can’t believe this is real.” When she said nothing in return, I asked, “What have you been thinking about?”

“Zamithra.”

“Oh, right. That.”

“Yes. That.”

“I’m sorry.”

She exhaled, a humorless laugh. “You speak of disappointment. Of…unsatisfying endings.” Her ears twitched. “I do not even have words for how that…made me feel.”

“Bad?”

She snorted and laughed, her eyes pressed tightly closed before she dropped her face into her hands. “Yes, Amara. Bad.”

“You wanna talk about it?”

She slumped down in her seat and pouted, something I’d never seen before. “I’d imagined countless scenarios of her end. Endless possibilities of our final encounter. Not a single one came close to…that. A…non-ending. It was just,” she gestured randomly with her hands, “nothing. It was nothing at all. That thing wasn’t her. I…I do not know if I should cry or not. If I want to or not.”

“Feeling a lack of closure, huh?”

“Yes. That is a good way to put it. Zamithra died elsewhere. In a dungeon somewhere, while I did not know. And then, a walking corpse showed up that looked just like her. Killing it was…meaningless.” She huffed. “What of you? What have you been thinking about? Specifically.”

“Oh, hell. I don’t even know. My thoughts are nothing but scattered fragments. I should be thinking of the next plan, but I can’t.”

Her fingers found mine. “That can come later.”

I gazed out the window with a lopsided smile. “It’ll have to.”

We both fell asleep, the hours drifting by before we returned to Cinderpit. The prevailing mood matched my own. I avoided Sumar and Bylin, who’d roused when they heard of our return. Someone else could give them the news.

The only saving grace I could think of was that we seemed to have obliterated most or all of Kor’s sorceresses.

A middling consolation, if anything.

“Mistress Amara.” Rilar came up to me. Her eyes said she didn’t want to bother me, which I appreciated. “About the…woman you, uh…rescued?”

“Oh, holy hell. How did that slip my mind? Ugh. How has she reacted?”

“She’s been very well behaved. We put her in a skimmer between two very large men. She’s not a sorceress or anything.”

“No. She’s an archivist. The Grand Archivist, I guess?”

Rilar’s eyes widened.

“Is that relevant?” I had no patience for talking right now.

“It could be…outrageously important.”

“Great. Can it wait until later?”

“I would prefer it if you decided what to do with her now. I’m sorry, Mistress Amara.”

“Okay. It’s fine. Take her to a room.”

I wandered away and found Tayvin. “Hey, help me do a thing before we…collapse? Sleep? Are we going to sleep? Shit, I don’t even know what we’re gonna do. Just help me, huh?”

“Yes, of course, Amara.” Dried blood still covered her armor, something neither of us bothered to mention.

When we went through the Door, Senmarie stood there, waiting for us. “Mistress! Tayvin!” She, naturally, slammed into us both with a crushing hug.

“Hey, Senmarie.”

“I’m so glad you’re back!”

I gave her a squeeze and stepped away. “Um, yeah. Have you heard about⁠—”

“Yes, Mistress. You’re not the first ones through from Cinderpit. But I don’t care about that right now. I just care that you’re back, and you’re safe.” She linked her fingers with ours, taking one of our hands each. “I worried so much, thinking the worst things over and over. But you’re back! We’ll figure out what comes next later.” Her bright, golden gaze shone.

Tayvin and I locked eyes, and I think I saw a little warmth come back into her just as I felt the same thing happen to me.

“You’re the best, Senmarie. Can I ask you for some⁠—”

“Cookies and tea?”

“Yeah. We have a thing to do, but after, I want all of them. All the cookies in the world.”

“Coming right up, Mistress!” She hurried off towards her preferred kitchen, I had no doubt.

“What would we do without her?” Tayvin asked.

“No idea. Let’s get this over with.”

Luckily, while we’d been speaking with Senmarie, Rilar and a few others brought in our… Well, we were about to determine if she was our prisoner or not.

Since I hadn’t added any jail cells to the wing of the castle—why would I have done that?—Rilar deposited the woman in a small storage room that hadn’t been used for much.

Tayvin spoke with a few Malevolence people while I went inside.

The woman sat on a chair in the middle of the room. The shelves had all been pushed to the sides. She wore the usual garb of the Tranquiline, if one of the more gaudy versions. Which was really saying something. On her side, a fat tome hung on a leather strap like my grimoire’s.

She looked up when I entered, barely a trace of fear in her eyes.

An attribute I’d noticed before.

“Mistress Amara.”

“Hmm. You got my title right.”

“I am nothing if not thorough and observant.” Her bright pink hair hung down her back in a thick braid. Small, dark swirls poked up out of her collar, a pattern I hadn’t seen before on any Laynar. “Thank you for rescuing me.”

After a deep breath, I told her, “It remains to be seen if that’s what I actually did.” The door clicked behind me as Tayvin came in. “First of all, what’s your na⁠—”

Tayvin sucked in a breath. “Nevari!?”

I looked at her, my eyes wide. “Uhh?”

Nevari smiled. “Hello again, Tayvin. It’s good to see you well.”

“How….” Tayvin took a few halting steps forward. “You….” She raised her hand.

“Yeah. I dyed it pink. I was allowed to once I became Grand Archivist. I noticed that you didn’t recognize me on our trip out of the mines.”

“Okay,” I said. “Can someone fill me in, here?”

Tayvin couldn’t seem to get any words out, so Nevari answered. “I have been a servant to the Lands Tranquil for a long time. That’s a story for another day. But during my service in the Palace, I met Tayvin.”

“She,” Tayvin’s words came softly, “showed me kindness when all others did not.” She turned to me. “You recall me saying that Zamithra and I were allowed to…be together?”

“Yeah.”

“That was nearly all Nevari’s doing.”

Nevari smiled wanly. “They were in love. I did what I could.” Even that sour smile faded. “I saw what happened back there, Tayvin. I’m so sorry.”

“It is….” Her shoulders slumped. “It was not even her anymore.”

“Yes,” Nevari whispered. “I know.” She perked up, meeting my eyes. “Mistress Amara. I know you have no reason to trust me. And a lot of reasons not to. But let me prove myself. I have no more love for Sordruum Kor than you do.”

“Says his Grand Archivist.”

She scrunched up her face. “I know. I know. But look.” She pulled that massive book up onto her lap and opened it up, flipping through the pages. “Do you know what this is?”

I shook my head, as did Tayvin.

“It’s the Grand Codex. One of a very few copies. It contains all there is to know—anything of import, anyway—about the Lands Tranquil.”

“Let me see.”

I took the heavy thing from her after she unstrapped it. As I perused the pages, my eyes grew slowly wider.

It contained everything. Shipping routes, military plans, population metrics, locations and stats of everything imaginable. As I leafed through it, I linked with Tayvin. You think we can trust her?

I believe she deserves a chance, Amara. We can pass judgement later.

“Nevari, this Codex…. It’s…well, comprehensive doesn’t even do it justice. If this is all accurate⁠—”

“It is. And up to date, too. It’s, um, why I devoted so much time to becoming the Grand Archivist.” She sniffed. “I never really had a second part to my plan. But, accessing this information was the first step! When you flew by me in the mine, though, I saw it, plain as day.” She threw her arms wide and smiled. “Step two! Defect!”

I met her gaze, and I saw it. The truth. Those eyes held the same confidence they had when she spoke directly to Kor’s face.

I wasn’t about to trust her without merit, but I found myself warming to her attitude.

A wild smile spread across my own face, and I found myself laughing. The dread that had settled onto my shoulders at our failed mission lifted a little, and my mind began spinning out in a thousand directions at once.

“With this,” I said, meeting hers and Tayvin’s eyes, “we could cripple the entire empire.”

And just like that, a second book of monumental importance had slipped through Kor’s grasp and into ours.

“I’m going to keep this,” I said to Nevari.

“Of course. I assumed you would, Mistress Amara. Please do so with my blessing. But also know that no one is as skilled at reading it as I am. That book is a weapon, but so am I.”

My eyes flicked up from the pages to hers as a little chill went down my spine. Well, now there’s an attitude I can get behind. “I’ll be straight with you, Nevari. I like what I’m seeing here. In you, I mean. And your history with Tayvin is another point in your favor. But I’m hardly going to give you free rein. For the time being, you’ll be staying here, in this wing of my castle. You’ll remain under guard at all times. That being said, you’ll have freedom of movement within the wing, for the most part. Prove yourself to all of us, and I promise you I’ll wield you against Kor to your fullest potential.”

Her eyes blazed and she sat up straighter. “I would like nothing more in my life, Mistress Amara. And I have a promise for you. I will not squander this opportunity that the universe has bestowed upon me.”

The door clicked shut behind us, and I regarded Tayvin, who wore her tiny smile. “That went pretty damn well.”

“Yes. I believe she will be all she says she will. And if not, I will take her head myself.”

I nodded, satisfied.

After filling Rilar in on the whole situation and letting her take care of it for me, Tayvin and I retreated back into the castle proper. When the door from Malevolence’s wing closed behind us, I felt a weight lift off my shoulders.

Home.

Senmarie beamed when I stepped into the kitchen. “Mistress! Did you lose Tayvin?”

“She elected to head to the Closet first and change into something less bloody.”

Senmarie wrinkled her nose. “For the best.”

Tayvin appeared soon after, dressed in tight-fitting but casual dark clothes, just as Senmarie pulled the first two batches of cookies from the ovens.

Biting into the first one nearly brought tears to my eyes.

“I’m sorry it didn’t turn out like we wanted, Mistress.” Senmarie reached across the island and slid her fingers between mine. “But this is just a setback. You’ll get him. I know you will.”

“Yes, Amara,” Tayvin said between cookies. “There will still come a day when I slide my sword through his neck, and we watch as his lifeless body hits the ground.”

A huge smile stretched across my face. I took Tayvin’s hand in my own, my fingers still intertwined with Senmarie’s. “You know what I want even more than that? The time after. When it’s all done and over. When it’s just us, and the endless horizon.”

That was the prize I coveted more than anything else.

And I would do whatever it took to win.

To be continued….
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