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Chapter One




There it is again.

That familiar pull in my chest.

Familiar, but mysterious.

I had felt it all my life. Sometimes often, sometimes with years in between.

When I was young, I thought I was dying. It didn’t hurt, but the feeling seemed so strange, so alien. Something had to be seriously wrong.

The doctors found nothing, of course. Test after test, negative result after negative result. My parents thought I faked the whole thing for attention. Not that I would have been above that, at that age.

But it was real.

Just as much then as now.

I sighed. The view out of my tall office windows looked out over the city. Only two buildings rose higher than where I sat in this one. My fingers thrummed on the edge of my ornately carved wooden desk as the feeling washed over me once again.

Lately, it had been happening a few times a week. But today, it had happened three times already.

I slumped down in my padded chair, gazing out at the lights of the city. They were a bright illumination against the cold winter night that always came too early. I should just go home. There’s little else I can do today anyway. It’ll still be waiting for me on Monday.

I scoffed. There was plenty of work to be done, like always. I just wanted to be home so I could ruminate on this feeling with a short glass of bourbon.

The pull pulsed in my chest, a gentle wave of something pulling me, never telling me where or why. After I grew out of my adolescence and my terror that it heralded something gravely wrong with me, I learned to tune it out. It came and went, largely at the back of my mind. A curiosity, nothing more.

But as the years went by and it persisted, I brought it up again. Once I had access to better doctors, I chanced telling them about it. They ordered more tests.

Always with the same results.

‘Psychosomatic’, they said. All in my head.

So I stopped telling anyone once more.

A smile pulled at my lips. Is it just some unfulfilled longing? That thought crept into my mind again. Perhaps it was nothing more than my ambition, my desire for something more? My whole life I’d thought—hoped—this mundane visceral response was something more… magical.

Of course I wanted it to be magical.

My eyes wandered to a small bookshelf by the wall, where neatly arranged rows of fantasy novels lined up for display. My colleagues looked down on them, I knew. They were nothing more than a dulling of my business senses and a waste of time in their eyes.

I let them scoff.

They couldn’t think around corners.

Completely convinced of their own supreme intelligence, their sight only reached to what they had experienced directly or been explicitly taught.

I left the books out on purpose. Let them think I’m stupid, despite everything I’ve ever accomplished.

Of course, being a woman automatically put me in a lower tier in their minds.

That’s fine. Keep underestimating me. See what happens.

A quiet knock sounded at my door.

“Come in.”

The door slowly opened and my secretary, Mary, walked in. She inclined her head, her dark hair falling over perfect pale skin and said, “Miss Amaranis. I was wondering if I, um, could⁠—”

I shifted in my chair, effectively cutting her off. I waited until she looked into my eyes.

She squeaked. Actually squeaked. It was hardly the first time. She wore a modest black skirt and a very modest red shirt, both of which I knew disguised a nice set of curves.

I wondered what she looked like at home. These clothes fit her nicely in practice, but not her personality. Surely there was something out there better suited for her than this corporate life. “You want to leave early for something?” I asked. It was Friday. Mary often asked to go home early, always thinking I’d say no. I never had. Not a single time.

“Yes, Miss Amaranis. It’s just, there’s this band, and my friends want to, um⁠—”

I flashed her a big smile, trying—and probably failing—to put her at ease. “It’s fine, Mary. No problem. I assume you’ve done everything that needs to be done before the weekend?”

“Yes, Miss Amaranis.”

“Then of course you can leave early.”

She smiled back brightly. “Thank you, Miss Amaranis!”

“Of course.”

She turned and left, a spring in her step.

The sway of her hips held me in a brief trance as she quietly shut the door behind her.

“Ugh.” I shook my head and resumed my idle staring out over the city.

Don’t try to sleep with your secretary, for god’s sake. Terrible idea.

It wasn’t only that I had morals about the whole power-differential thing, but it was also just so… cliche. I’d caught her looking me up and down before, but never called her out on it. I hadn’t clawed my way up to where I was just to be some power-mad idiot, lording my position over someone so I could have my way with them.

Did I fantasize about it? Sure.

But the gulf between fantasy and reality always ended up being larger than anyone wanted.

Naturally, my thoughts drifted towards my so-called love life.

My phone sat on my desk. Four different dating apps taunted me. They’d gone from being a fun little lark, to engendering a little hope, to nothing more than flaming, abject failure, irritation, and impotent rage. I thought about throwing my phone through my window and down to the city streets so far below.

Not that it would have helped my dating life.

Still, even after all that, I hadn’t learned a damned thing. The itch to open my phone and scroll through them again on the very off-chance that someone meaningful would appear nearly drove me mad.

Maybe this time?

I picked up my phone.

Unlocked it.

Clicked one of the dating apps open.

The next twenty minutes blurred by in a haze of brittle hope before I closed the app in disgust and set my phone down once more.

How many times do I have to learn that lesson?

More than I had, it seemed, because the itch still gnawed at me. Maybe someone special lurked in that list, two or three swipes away—how could I be sure if I didn’t keep swiping?

I dropped my head into my hands and groaned. I’d managed teams that had written algorithms to make people feel just like I felt now.

My lips drew up in a sneer. I’d moved out of those jobs as soon as possible. Early in my career, I thought I’d do anything to get a promotion. Yeah, not so much, it turned out. A level of depravity absolutely existed that I wouldn’t sink to.

“Mmph.” I sat forward in my chair, the damnable dating apps forgotten.

That was the pull again. But… stronger this time.

I laid my hand over my chest, my young anxiety creeping back into my mind. This has never happened before. It felt like a yank this time, but not pulling me in any direction, just… pulling.

It made no sense.

“What the hell?” I breathed. The sensation had been coming more frequently than it used to, but this?

A hospital scene flitted through my mind. Should I…?

“Nothing’s wrong with me, dammit,” I said aloud to my empty office. My chair rolled over the carpet as I stood. Screw it, I’m going home. I’m not getting anything meaningful done here anyway.

After I sent a few texts, I shrugged on my long, heavy coat and strode out of my office doors, heading towards the executive elevators. If I left through the main entrance, my team would all either clamor over themselves asking if they could leave early too, or they’d try to engage me in insipid conversation before slipping what they really wanted into the mix.

This way, someone would notice me sneaking out and they’d all just leave without the need for irritating discussions. I’d told them time and time again that I didn’t care what hours they worked as long as they met their goals, but years of horrible bosses had left them unable to take me at my word.

I’m sure they thought I was testing them.

I was also sure that many other bosses actually would.

Either way, I detested the little song and dance. It felt too much like politicking, and I already spent most of my days doing that.

The executive elevators didn’t play music, and blessed silence followed me as I descended through the building.

The pull in my chest made itself known again as I stepped out into the marbled lobby, but I pushed it aside with a little shake of my head.

On the way to the parking garage, I deftly avoided conversations with curt nods, tight smiles, and a purposeful stride. Don’t talk to me, my body language said, a skill honed over many years of getting roped into conversations I didn’t want. But now that I had ascended to my current position, almost no one had the clout to corner me against my will.

I loved that.

I was the power in these halls and everyone knew it. If Elizabeth Amaranis didn’t want to talk to you, by god, don’t talk to her. Not that I was an asshole about it or anything. I prided myself on being a decent boss.

The only people that had more authority than me probably hadn’t come in at all, it being a Friday, so I didn’t have to worry about them today.

Rebecca waited for me in the parking garage, my car ready and waiting. I slipped into the back seat.

“Home, ma’am?”

“Please.” I didn’t look at her in the rear view mirror. I didn’t need to in order to picture her bright eyes or wavy blond hair.

Shouldn’t sleep with my chauffeur either. Another terrible idea.

Rebecca could tell, after years in my employ, exactly how much I wanted to chit-chat on the way home. Sometimes a bit, but most of the time, not at all.

I’d given her an unexpected and large raise after a few silent weeks a couple years back. I’d sent her a little gift box of chocolates with a note that said, “Thank you for all you do, and all you don’t.”

I’m pretty sure she knew exactly what I meant.

I slouched down into the car’s heated seats, pulling my jacket around me as we left the parking garage, headed towards the highway.

The pull made itself known once again.

What the hell? What’s different about today?

Is it just some unrequited longing? I thought, for the thousandth time.

Longing for what?

Haven’t I achieved everything I’ve set out to do? Isn’t this life everything I ever wanted?

I allowed myself some real, honest introspection.

Yes and no.

I clawed my way up from obscurity. I had wealth, power, clout. I knew the right people and doors opened when I required them to, both literally and metaphorically. At home, my chef would be making dinner, hot and ready when I got there.

And I’d done it all without becoming a monster, discarding all my morals, or being a shitty boss. Those things, I was intensely proud of.

And yet.

Something was missing.

I held my phone up, thinking about opening the dating apps again.

A rueful smile graced my lips.

Is love what I’m longing for?

Again, yes and no.

Yes, I wanted it. Who didn’t?

But I couldn’t say that it was all I wanted.

I opened my phone and summoned the will to flick past the dating apps and open my eReader. Fire-Blasting Mages and the World-Ending Terror: Part Seven sat at the top of my list.

That was a book I didn’t buy a physical copy of for my office. I had some pride. A little.

Still, even though the book was, in many ways, totally predictable, it appealed to me. The fire-blasting mages actually blasted a lot of fire, drowning their enemies in waves of hot death.

Oh, to have that kind of power.

Real, true, power.

My authority at work extended far, and my money and status were both weapons and shields.

But still, at the end of the day, someone could just hit me over the head with a brick, and that would be that.

I wanted that raw power. To conjure fire from my fingertips, to lay waste to the hordes arrayed before me. To be able to defend myself physically. Maybe I should enroll in a self-defense class….

Rebecca’s gaze shifted back to me as I laughed softly to myself.

She said nothing.

Is that what I’m missing in life? Fireballs?

I suppressed a very unseemly snort.

Hell, maybe it is.

The grin soured on my lips as the pull in my chest appeared again, strong enough to make me grit my teeth against the sensation.

Oh, give it a rest, already! I can’t get any actual fireballs, okay!?

When we finally made it home and into the garage, I found myself in a much better mood. I told Rebecca that I wouldn’t be needing her services over the weekend and sent her off with the company car.

It was really nice. She’d impress her friends with it.

I’d read a few chapters of my book along the way, helping me forget about almost everything.

After I went to my bedroom and changed into more comfortable clothes, I found dinner waiting on the kitchen island, still covered, still piping hot.

And my chef had gone, probably slipping out when he heard me coming in.

Another person that respected my proclivities.

I sat down right there on a stool—the kitchen table and my couch in the main living room were just too far away. I flipped the TV on to some news channel, which I quickly changed. After a few minutes of searching, I landed on a cooking show I’d seen before.

Good enough.

The rest of the evening after dinner I spent on the couch, then in the hot tub, and finally curled up in bed, reading my trashy book. I’d had enough of the real world today, and I wanted to indulge in some fire-blasting. The plot proved about as hackneyed as the first six installments. The World-Ending Terror never quite seemed to get off its ass and end the world, but it threatened to constantly, only held at bay by the liberal application of fire.

What appealed to me most were the descriptions of how it felt to wield magic. Like a white hot burning that surged through the mages’ bodies, threatening to consume them in a tempestuous inferno of near-ecstacy.

That never happened, of course.

Not to the main characters.

Sometimes an apprentice would dance too close to the flames though, and get swallowed up.

Then the author devoted—at most—two short paragraphs about the dangers before forgetting about that character forever.

Still, I imagined that power flowing through my veins. White hot destruction roiling inside me, ready to obliterate me in the most powerful way⁠—

“Wow. How is that turning me on?” I asked my empty bedroom.

It didn’t answer.

But it didn’t need to. I could really use a shower.

“Ugh.” I only had five chapters left, but I’d had enough fire-blasting for one evening.

I flicked on my bathroom lights, illuminating the spacious room. Even though I normally preferred my hot tub, I’d had an antique claw-foot tub found and installed in front of a large window overlooking my backyard garden.

I slipped off my clothes and laid them over the edge of it before I turned on the shower. The stall had inset shelves and a seat, along with a massive rain-style shower head. I could comfortably fit five people in it at once.

Just two would be nice.

I stepped into the hot water with that thought in my head, the desire to open the dating apps once again at the forefront of my thoughts.

Wow, those are insidious.

What I wanted most was a competent partner. Someone I could rely on to be as level-headed as me, to make good choices, and not just create problems.

I blew out a long breath as I stood directly under the shower head.

Maybe that’s asking too much.

My thoughts spiraled out, my gaze going unfocused as I tried to clear my mind of the constant chattering.

Minutes passed as I listened to nothing but the water, gliding down my skin to swirl around the drain.

Ah!

My breath came quickly and I placed a hand over my chest, feeling my suddenly hammering heart.

The pull.

It happened just now, but it was different this time.

It had been a force, painful and sharp.

“What’s happening to me?” I asked my unresponsive bathroom.

I stood there, my wet hair trailing down over my face, listening to my pulse beat its frantic rhythm in eardrums. A few moments later, after it had slowed, I started to convince myself I’d somehow imagined the whole thing, a tiny nightmare brought on by the unusual amount of times I’d felt the pull lately.

Maybe I do need that bourbon.

Or just a glass of water.

I shut the water off and grabbed a fluffy towel, pressing it first to my face, drowning out my worry.

As I’d dried and dressed, an odd feeling came over me.

Well, another one.

Water or booze, here I come. Maybe both.

I strode my way out into the hall and through the darkened house, down towards the kitchen. As I went, I could feel the pull, a constant sensation, staying with me as I groped blindly through my house.

That’s… new, too.

It had never been more than a passing feeling.

It wasn’t pain, like the shock in the shower, moments ago.

But it didn’t feel great, either.

Every step closer to the kitchen, I leaned more and more towards choosing the booze when I got there.

I flipped on the lights and headed towards the bourbon.

My feet hit the kitchen tiles twice before it happened again.

A white hot lance of pain shot through my body. My knees buckled, dropping me to the floor. As I steadied myself with one hand on the counter, I willed my breath to slow.

What’s…?

I tried to stand, to lever myself up, but as I did, the strangest sensation flooded my entire body.

I slipped and rolled to the floor, my face ending up on the cold tile.

This time, it had started as the pull, but morphed into something else. Something far greater. It was pain, but it felt… good, too? And not in a masochistic way. A surge of energy had started in my chest and, like a rolling wave, traveled throughout my body, all the way to the tips of my fingers and toes.

During my anxiety-filled adolescence, I’d researched a thousand different diseases and conditions in an attempt to self-diagnose the pull. During the course of that, I’d convinced myself that I had at least a third of them. Maybe half.

I didn't, of course.

But this? This new sensation? I’d never read or heard of anything like it.

Great. I have a brand new disease. Maybe they’ll name it after me. Ha! That’ll be a much better legacy than anything I had planned.

I laughed out loud to myself, alone, face down, on my kitchen floor.

Another thing I’d learned during my youth. Laughing at the terror keeps it at bay. A little.

Screw this. I’m not letting some weird, lifelong mystery disease get the better of me. I forced my body to move with a healthy dose of the willpower that had gotten me so far in life.

My face hovered above the inset tile while I gathered what strength I had.

I heaved myself to my feet and braced on the kitchen island.

As I stood there, panting, a brand new feeling washed over me.

Oh, come on!

This one, however, wasn’t inside me at all.

It came from my den.

It wasn’t a sound or a thump. Just a weird feeling that I knew came from that direction.

Whatever. It’s the night for weird stuff. Why not?

I willed my legs into action once again and passed through the kitchen, any thoughts of getting a drink long gone.

With every step I took, the feeling intensified.

Something was waiting for me in there.

I knew it.

I felt it in my bones.

The pull remained, but only as a low buzz, no longer shocking or painful.

For now.

I’d almost reached the door when I heard a low voice and the clank of metal.

My eyes opened wide, my entire body freezing in place.

Am I being robbed? Right now!? Just as I’ve realized I probably have a disease nobody’s ever had before!?

Quiet words drifted in from the den. I couldn’t make sense of them, and I got the impression they were speaking another language.

Someone had broken into my house without setting off my very robust alarm system, ended up in my den amidst a bunch of old couches and bookshelves, had brought something metal with them, and was speaking a language I’d never heard before.

I pinched myself.

It didn’t do anything.

I pinched harder.

Still nothing.

Okay. Just gonna back up real slow then.

I’d taken two steps before the door opened.

“Aw, shit!” I screamed as a man walked out into my hallway.

For a moment, I couldn’t make sense of what I saw.

The guy looked like he had just come from a renaissance fair or a late night larping session. He wore a full set of plate mail, complete with a helmet, gauntlets, and greaves, and he carried a spear.

He also stood at least six and a half feet tall, if not more.

The armor shone brightly in my kitchen lights and sported a lot of heavy ornamentation. Swirling patterns adorned his shoulders along with a truly gaudy amount of gilding and purple dye, complete with gilded leather straps hanging down around his waist. The spear’s haft had been worked smooth and shone dully with an oiled surface, and the tip looked sharp as hell for something that surely must be ornamental.

He took another step before he turned my way, seeing me frozen and backlit from the kitchen.

My addled mind somehow noticed that when he stepped, his armor clinked.

It wasn’t made of foam, then.

It was real, metal armor.

“Who the hell are you?” I breathed.

He grinned as another man, dressed in the same armor, stepped out of my den. He half-turned back to his companion and said something in that strange language.

I didn’t know what the words meant, but the leer on his face told me more than I wanted to know.

They were here for me.


Chapter Two




I screamed.

I wasn’t the least bit proud of it, but I did.

Then I turned and ran like hell.

Thoughts tumbled in my mind. What doors could I get through and lock behind me? Would they stand up to a spear? A real spear?

Where’s my phone!?

Upstairs tumbled up in my sheets.

Not that the police would get here fast enough.

I need to get out of the house. Now.

Losing them in the dark seemed like my best option. After that? Run to my neighbors. If I could find the way there through the woods, during a starless night, in winter, barefoot, in my sweatpants, and terrified.

Get yourself together! You are Elizabeth fucking Amaranis! Nobody fucks with you!

All these thoughts collided in my head as I ran through the house.

My pursuers, whoever the hell they were, weren’t rushing like I was, but the clank of their armor was too close for comfort.

An animalistic fear gripped me hard.

I was being chased.

Like prey.

The door slammed shut behind me as I reached one of the downstairs bathrooms, which had another door heading out into a guest room.

My trembling fingers worried at the lock before I finally got it shut seconds before the men caught up with me.

I turned to run, but after a single step, the door burst in behind me, kicked in with a single blow.

I screamed again.

Maybe the neighbors would hear…?

I’m not going to be able to get away.

I have to…

To…

Defend myself.

In the seconds I spent running from the bathroom and into the guest bedroom, a slow resolve crept over me.

I’ve got this.

Just like every single other obstacle that’s ever come my way.

That was a lie, but mostly true. I’d overcome so much that no one ever thought I could.

These bastards won’t be any different.

They can go ahead and think I’m nothing more than a frightened woman.

I’ll show them.

My fingers slid around the end of a fire poker sitting long-unused in its stand.

I rarely had guests.

Even more rarely did I have guests who wanted a log fire.

I slipped out of the bedroom as they kicked in the second bathroom door and I crept back out into the hall, gripping my weapon tightly with both hands.

I can do this.

I’ll fucking kill them if I have to. They’re trying to kill me after all.

Kill… or worse.

Their clanking armor told me exactly where they were.

I stepped back and raised the wrought iron poker.

The man came through the door.

I swung.

He deftly danced back, almost like he’d expected the attack.

Or like he was a real, trained soldier.

I swung again, wild and reckless, putting all my fear and adrenaline into the blow.

He parried it with his spear.

I’d read about parrying things in my novels, but had never seen it in real life.

Still, this bastard did it. With a spear. In close quarters. From a surprise attack.

Later, I would admit to myself that it was impressive.

The poker slipped from my hands.

In that split second, my reflexes kicked in and I brought my foot up into his groin, hard, expecting to put him on the ground. After which I’d run and find another weapon or maybe escape.

Instead of any of that happening, however, I slammed my bare foot into plate armor.

A strangled cry of pain crawled out of my mouth while my body crumpled around the shooting pain in my foot. I rolled onto my side and started to crawl away.

A metal hand grabbed my leg and pulled me back.

“No!” I turned and kicked into his face, hard.

With my already-injured foot.

Right into his armored helmet.

“OOWWW!” I screamed, flailing wildly. It would have been great if my flail had helped me to wriggle out of his grasp—but it did nothing other than express the agony consuming my poor foot.

Another hand reached for my other leg and after a few failed attempts, managed to secure it.

The second man had caught up, and they held me, one leg apiece.

“Who are you?” I spat. “What kind of bastards would do this?” While looking like that. I fought and struggled, my surging adrenaline helping with the pain. It was totally futile.

Their hands clamped around me like iron as they turned me around and dragged me through my own house.

I felt powerless.

As if all the power I’d worked so hard to gain, all my authority, all my status and wealth, were suddenly meaningless.

I hated it.

I despised it.

The pull flared in my chest once more.

I pleaded with it. Begged it.

Give me true power.

The power to melt these bastards away.

Give me fire.

Because what else could I hope for? I had zero self-defense training and I was being forcibly abducted by guys dressed like they’d walked out of my fantasy books. Wishing for fantasy fire to save me seemed rather logical, given the circumstances.

SO GIVE ME FIRE, DAMMIT!

The pull sat in my chest, a constant vibration.

But it gave no fire.

I struggled uselessly as they pulled me down the hall, through the kitchen, and into the den. I screamed bloody murder at them, threatening to rip their heads off and shove them up their asses, but they didn’t even look back.

As we came into the den, my fruitless tirade ended.

In the middle of the room, in between my old couches and cluttered bookshelves, a circular mass of light hung in the middle of the air, pulsing in an otherworldly purple hue. Strange symbols lined the outer edges of the thing, and through it, I saw somewhere altogether different.

Instead of my windows and backyard garden, the circle led into a strange laboratory with more of the same symbols arrayed around the floor, along with alien machines and a foreboding hum.

“No!” I kicked and writhed against the men, grabbing the edge of a bookshelf to hold myself in place.

They both turned back to me, and the first man let go of my leg.

One more and I can run! I can⁠—

He swirled his spear around and deftly brought it to my neck.

I froze, the tip just barely poking into my skin.

It was as sharp as it looked.

He said something in his odd language and gestured towards the portal, because that’s what it was.

A portal to somewhere else.

When I didn’t move, he lightly pressed my head back with the weapon, the tip very slightly digging into my skin, drawing a drop of blood.

Once more, he gestured towards the portal and pulled the weapon back.

I nodded.

What else could I do?

He made a motion at the second man, who dropped my other leg. Once I’d been released, he gave me a tight smile and raised his hand, telling me to get up.

I did.

He gestured towards the portal.

I stayed where I was, idly wiping the tiny cut under my chin, bringing my hand away with a dab of blood.

The tenuous patience dropped off his features as he took a step towards me.

“Fine! Fine.” I raised my hands. “I’ll go. You stupid bastards.”

I didn’t care if he understood me or not.

As I pushed down the trepidation flowing through me, I took a step towards the portal.

The second man turned and walked through it first, stepping easily into the other place.

The first inclined his head, raising an eyebrow, as if to say, “See? Easy.”

I held his eyes as I walked through the portal.

Instead of any of the weird sensations I expected to feel, it felt like nothing at all. Just stepping through a normal door. Or maybe I just couldn’t feel anything at all because of this insane situation. This wasn’t happening, was it? Not really, surely?

But the spear really cut me.

I could still feel the tiny laceration.

Somehow, this was real.

Wild.

I left my den and emerged into a mad science laboratory, an amalgamation of weird technology and glowing symbols.

The portal, on this side, hovered above a large and complicated circle of glowing power, which I could feel… in my chest.

The pull responded to it, yearned for it, wanted… something.

I didn’t know what.

The symbols arrayed on the floor underneath the portal mirrored many of the symbols inside it, although the diagram had much more than just the glowing power. Crystals and what looked like metal ingots and truly bizarre sculptures in nonsensical designs dotted the floor, all placed at what looked like important junctures.

My first abductor stepped through the portal, and a few seconds later, a voice called out from elsewhere in the room. I couldn’t understand the words, but the portal faded from view. My den, my home, my safety and comfort disappearing into nothing before my eyes.

My gaze darted around the room and I noticed a cage at one side of the array along the floor, easier to see now that the portal had winked out of existence.

In it, a woman sat, clamped in shackles, as if the cage itself wasn’t enough.

And she was also wearing cosplay.

Big, triangular ears sat on the top of her head, covered in white fur with little tufts at the top, nestled in between long, straight, white hair. Curled around her legs was a length of fluffy white fur that I stared at for a long moment before realizing it was meant to be a tail.

A second later, it dawned on my addled mind that, as wild as it seemed, it probably wasn’t cosplay. Why in the world would someone be wearing that in a cage?

No, a real fox-girl sat in front of me.

Well, why not? Is that any stranger than the rest of today?

While my eyes locked onto her, a man approached me.

I jumped when I realized he was there.

He gave me a kindly smile. Like my abductors, he also wore armor, but his seemed much more ceremonial. It had even more gilding and purple sections while covering much less of his body. He wore leather boots, no gauntlets, and no helm.

His bald head reflected a little of the lights from the strange room, and along his skin, he sported a series of mottled dark spots, like the pattern on a wild cat. It trailed down his neck and disappeared into his armor, but didn’t touch his face.

I looked at my abductors once again, noticing similar patterns on the small amount of skin their armor showed.

He clapped his hands, which also had the pattern, said something in a patient tone, and gestured for me to follow him. While his words seemed gentle enough, his eyes held the expectation of being obeyed.

I knew. I’d looked at people like that hundreds of times. I was one of those people.

Whatever. I’ll go along with whatever this is until I can get back in here, reactivate this portal, and go home.

And then what? They came for me once, they can come again.

Whatever! I’ll handle it. Maybe I’ll get a guard dog or something.

I gave the man a curt nod and headed out of the room. As I did, I glanced back at the fox woman in the cage, who’d looked up at me.

Her expression stayed neutral, but I could see a world of anger heavy in her gaze.

Those are dangerous eyes.

Outside the laboratory, I ground to a halt. Instead of the utilitarian display inside, we emerged into the most opulent space I’d ever seen. It could only be a palace like in one of my fantasy books.

The inlaid tile on the floor blew away what I had in my kitchen, and the walls were hung with beautiful tapestries and paintings, some of which showed bucolic scenes and others I couldn’t understand.

The bald man waited for a moment as I openly gaped at my surroundings before he placed a hand on the small of my back. I flinched and shrugged him off.

Don’t you dare touch me, I thought.

I didn’t bother saying it. He likely couldn’t understand me and I was, as much as it galled me, a prisoner. I sighed and moved down the hall.

Bide your time. Be a good prisoner until you can escape.

Our trip proved to be very short. We walked down the hall, passed three doors, and turned right into another laboratory.

This one had less weird machines, but I did spot another caged woman, without the fox-like ears and tail. I bristled at the sight. I wanted to melt the bars open and tell her to get the hell out of here.

Who are these bastards that imprison women!?

Two arrays of symbols and catalysts were inscribed into the floor in this room, much less complicated than the ones around the portal.

Bald Guy held out his hand, expecting me to take my place in the far circle.

I glanced at my abductors, who’d come along.

Nothing to be done, I guess. Let’s hope I don’t end up in a cage immediately.

I sat down in the circle.

Bald Guy sat down in the other.

At a curt command from him, the woman in the cage stirred.

As she did, I felt the pull in my chest once more, but so much more than before. A new feeling surged through me – a warmth. An inexplicable sense of joy. It radiated through my entire body as I sat there, wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

A moment later, I felt power coursing through the woman, and as I watched, the circular arrays on the floor lit up, the catalysts inside them glowing as power flowed from her.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever experienced.

For whatever reason, these circles affected me more than the one around the portal had. Perhaps because I was actively taking part in them.

Both filled with power, and at the faint edge of my perception, I swore I could almost tell what they were going to do.

The feeling faded, and I was left sitting there, still feeling the energy but unsure of what came next.

Bald Guy inclined his head at me.

I felt a presence, an unwanted one, in my mind.

With a yelp, I recoiled hard, rolling backwards and out of the circle. When I looked up, no one had moved.

Bald Guy gave me a knowing smile and gestured at the ring once again, saying a single word, which I didn’t understand.

I heaved a huge sigh and took my place in the circle again.

The presence appeared, an uncomfortable, truly alien feeling.

He held up his hands in what seemed to be a calming gesture.

The presence stayed, sitting idly in my mind.

He arched an eyebrow at me.

I sat there quietly, meeting his gaze.

He pointed at me, and then his forehead.

The hell?

The presence pressed in on me again, but did nothing more.

Do I… have to allow this?

I followed the sensation and opened my mind, without really knowing what I was doing or how. I just guessed and followed my intuition.

He nodded, a small smile on his lips.

For a moment, we just sat there, presumably melding minds or something like that. It was… odd.

He opened his mouth to speak, paused, and then said a single word. The sounds that reached my ears were the same foreign tones that they’d been speaking in, but it registered in my mind as, “Greetings.”

“What the fuck!” I yelled. “Are you talking to me through telepathy or something?”

He gave me a pained smile and said, “Slow. Um, slower. Less… words.”

I felt the connection in our minds solidify somewhat. “Okay. What is this?”

After a pause, he said, “Teaching.”

“You’re… teaching me your language.”

“Yes!” He flashed me a bright smile. “I am. It is… a process. Meditate. Please.”

Well, whatever. At least they weren’t trying to shove me in a cage. Knowing their language will be helpful.

I breathed out and closed my eyes, letting the connection between us ebb and flow. In my mind’s eye, I saw the room around us and the names of things came unbidden to my thoughts. I noticed, however, that the woman and her cage weren't among them. We went around the room, random thoughts intertwined, his and mine, the words flowing as we went.

A short while later, I opened my eyes, my brain brimming with new words.

Bald Guy spoke before I could. “My name is Tansian. What is yours?”

I opened my mouth to tell him I was Elizabeth Amaranis, but I couldn’t get the words to leave my tongue. On one hand, that name carried no weight here, wherever here even was. On the other hand, I didn’t want to give my real name anyway, even though they’d been in my house and didn’t need it.

And finally, I was in a strange land with strange people and things. I’d never liked the name Elizabeth anyway. Nothing wrong with it, but nothing special, either. If he didn’t already know my name, then he’d believe whatever I said.

“I’m… Amara.” Yeah. I like that! Still kind of me, but more fun. “So,” I said, still fumbling a little in the new language, “you want to speak with me?”

“Yes!” He clapped his hands and rose to his feet.

I stood as well. “Why?”

“It is my duty to prepare you for your ritual.”

“Uh-huh.” I glanced at the caged woman. “Does it involve being imprisoned?”

“That will be up to you. I sincerely hope not. Now, we will continue this exercise over the next few days, and⁠—”

“This ritual? What is it?”

He gave me a pained smile again. “I’m afraid you don’t have the words for me to explain it yet. All will be made clear soon. Once it’s complete, we will take you back to your home.”

Right. Sure. I totally buy that. “Okay. What happens until then?”

“You will be well taken care of, I promise you that.”

“As long as I do what you say.”

His eyes flicked to mine, and in them I saw a zealousness that hadn’t been present in his demeanor before. “Please do not make things harder than they have to be,” he said, “I know not what your world or life are like, or what you consider a good or bad thing. Just know that everything we do here is for the betterment of all.”

The caged woman sat in the periphery of my vision, her eyes downcast, as they had been the entire time.

Sure, buddy. The betterment of the people at the top, I’m guessing. I know how things work.

Still, I couldn’t afford to be clapped in shackles, and apparently all they were doing now was teaching me their language, so my best bet seemed to be to play along. “If you say so. Do I get a bed? Your men took me in the middle of the night.”

“Of course, of course. You will be given lavish rooms.”

Buttering me up, now? “Good.”

As we all turned to leave the room, I tried to meet the caged woman’s eyes, but she never looked up.


Chapter Three




A few hallways later, the guards or soldiers or professional kidnappers—whatever they were—deposited me into a small, but admittedly very lavish, room.

They said nothing along the way and locked the door when they left.

I tried the lock, of course.

Tall windows dominated two sides of the room, looking out over a great city. For a moment, I stood dumbfounded that they’d put me in a corner room, but a quick glance out of said windows showed a palace with zigzagging outer walls of bright polished stone that created a huge amount of corner rooms like mine.

I let out a long breath as I sat down on my big canopied bed, even larger than the one I had at home. It even sported soft red draping with golden tassels— something I made a mental note to install when I got home. It was nice. Aside from the bed, I had a little desk with a few books and a couch of the same red color, alongside a tall standing armoire. I tried another door to the side and found a small but equally lavish bathroom, complete with a stand up shower with a frosted glass exterior window, something that looked like a toilet, and a dual sink.

“Pretty nice for a prison,” I said to myself.

The silvered levers on the shower, sinks, and toilets were weird and didn’t rotate the way they should have, but I figured them out after a few minutes. The shower also came equipped with a big stack of towels and fruity-scented soaps.

Those’ll be nice when I’m not so tired.

As I laid down in the bed once again, my attention was drawn to the soft lights coming from sconces all around the inner walls.

I could… feel them.

They’re… magic?

Surely not!

A laugh started deep in my throat, rising in a crescendo until I rolled onto my face and cackled into the pillow.

Yeah, that’s right. Balk at the lights.

But… magic could be real here!

I’d been abducted from my home by high-fantasy soldiers, dragged into what had to be another world entirely, had a magical lesson in the local language, and then I balked at the lights.

I rolled onto my back.

“I’m in a magical world. A world that has real magic.” I sat up, my hand on my chest. “Do… I… have magic?”

The pull.

I could feel the flow from the lights, feel it slowly drifting through the walls, a tug at my chest.

“Is that why they want me?” I asked yet another unresponsive bedroom. “I have magic.” I said it aloud three more times. It was the only explanation, wasn’t it?

Well, no, but it’s a really likely one.

The woman in the cage….

She had magic. I felt the power coming from her.

I bet they… want… to use me. For my magic.

The magic that I have.

“Ugh!” I slammed my hands down on the sheets and grimaced. This was all becoming too much. If I did have magic, which I thought would be the most likely scenario, I still didn’t know a damn thing about it.

I’ll have to keep playing along. Avoid getting caged. Learn how to use it.

Then I’ll escape.

But… would I really want to go home already?

To a world with no magic?

A long and very dramatic sigh passed my lips. I lay there exhausted in both body and mind. I needed sleep.

So I stopped thinking about anything at all, figured out how to turn the magic lights off, and slept.

The sun had been on its way under the horizon when I’d passed out, and I awoke in time to see the mild rays of morning coming in through the windows.

Wow. I slept hard.

I pulled myself out of bed and plodded over to the armoire, throwing open its doors to find it stuffed with clothes in a variety of colors.

Hope I don’t pick anything that looks stupid by this world’s standards.

I picked out a dark green, medieval-style flowing dress. It’d been a while since I’d worn something like it—and even then, nothing in my wardrobe at home could really be similar to this. But if I was on vacation in a fantasy world, imprisoned against my will, and being readied for some potentially awful ritual, I might as well look good doing it.

With the dress over my arm, I pulled out some underclothes, shut the door and headed towards the bathroom.

The shower didn’t skimp with the water; a big, square shower head belted out powerful streams of steaming hot water that I gladly stepped into. I propped myself up with one hand on the smooth tile wall and shut my eyes and stood directly underneath my little waterfall.

Once I washed away the last vestiges of sleep, I took a few of the scented soaps and cleaned off the stale layer of sweat and fear that I could still faintly smell on myself. Getting the tie out of my tangled mess of hair ended up being painful and irritating, but I got it done.

Of all the days not to put it in a braid.

I washed it twice over with random bottles along a few shelves that smelled nice and were probably shampoo. I couldn’t read them.

Will I be able to read things?

“Hmm.”

Heedless of the impropriety, I strode out of the shower, soaking wet, and back into the bedroom. If anyone came in without knocking, they’d be the creeps here, not me.

I opened one of the books on the small desk and flipped to a random page.

Some of the words made sense, but most didn’t.

Still, it seemed like I should be able to read the local language as well as speak it.

Holy crap. If I make it home, I could patent this technique and make millions.

I snorted.

Or I could just be magical in a thousand different ways, too. That would also be pretty cool.

A shiver passed over me before I set the book back down and retreated back into the shower to warm up again.

Once I’d properly finished, got out, and dried off, I rummaged through some of the drawers under the sink and found a hair brush. As I set to work in front of the mirror, I regarded my hair. It was long and very slightly wavy, and had always been a point of pride for me. It was, also, however, just brown. Normal, boring, corporate brown.

When I was younger, I dyed it in all sorts of colors and had so much fun with it. But once I’d finished school and entered the so-called real world, I’d stopped. You couldn’t climb the corporate ladder with bright blue hair.

I’d always thought that was stupid.

My thoughts drifted aside. To escaping my current predicament, to what that practically meant, the possibility of going home, and if I even wanted to do so, if I could stay here and have magic.

Once again, I tried to feel the power flowing through the walls.

The lights were on in the bathroom, and I could indeed feel the power flowing into them. But more than that, I could feel it flowing from elsewhere in the building, and… I could see the patterns in my mind’s eye.

Tiny little arrays like the ones that activated the portal and the mind-melding circles dotted the wires built into the system delivering the power. Or channels. Or whatever. These arrays were smaller and more angular, but they seemed the same to the pull in my chest.

I closed my eyes, leaned back against the bathroom counter, and focused on those little arrays.

Their images floated freely in my mind. Their tiny corners and crisp lines seemed so intuitive as I studied them. I’d never experienced anything like them before, but they made a visceral sense to me.

Yes, that angle should be right there.

That line should be exactly that long.

The fact that I knew these things made me feel like I was going mad, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was right.

As I slowly got dressed, the patterns stuck hard in my mind, begging me to explore them. A yearning in my soul slowly formed, so much so that my breath came hard by the time I stood there in my new dress.

“Well,” I said to no one. “Might as well try.”

I put my hands down on the counter between the sinks and focused my thoughts, my very being—not that that made any sense to my rational mind—and reached out with the familiar sensation in my chest that had followed me all my life.

Right before my eyes, a pattern appeared between my spread fingers, a copy of the ones nestled into the palace walls.

My lip quivered and tears started at the corners of my eyes as I felt an unimaginable welling of power spring forth from deep inside me. The pull in my chest became, after all these years, a push, as the power, my power, flowed from my soul and into the little array.

A bright white light flared into existence in front of my eyes.

This is magic.

I… have magic.

The energy that flowed from within me felt more amazing than anything else ever had in my life. Nothing could possibly compare to this.

Tears fully flowed from my eyes as I stared at the soft light.

This is… what I’ve been missing.

In that moment, I knew, beyond a doubt, that I would never return home if it meant losing this.

A knock sounded from the bedroom.

I yelped, my concentration broken, the light I’d made fading.

With wide eyes, I watched it go, desperately wanting it to stay.

After it vanished, I quickly composed myself and stepped out into the bedroom, my emotions under ruthless control, my tears wiped away. “Yes?” I said to my locked door.

“Breakfast, madam.”

I’m a prisoner. Do I need to invite you in? “Yes, that’s fine.”

The tiny clink of a key slotting into the lock preceded the door opening to admit a soldier like the one who’d kidnapped me, although not the exact same man. Behind him, a woman in a simple worker’s clothes came in with a silver, covered platter.

Her uniform consisted of a close-fitting shirt of deep blue and pants with legs so voluminous that I thought it was a skirt at first. The only ornamentation on any of it seemed to be a gold embroidered pattern along her cuffs.

Almost like shackles.

She gave me a wide and obviously forced smile as she set the platter down on my desk. With a deep bow, she turned and left.

The soldier followed behind her. His eyes had stayed on me the entire time.

I heard the lock click shut.

I briefly thought about returning to the bathroom to summon the light again, but the sudden gnawing in my stomach quelled that idea. Now that the sumptuous smells of breakfast filled the room, I found I could think of little else. The night here seemed to lag behind home’s, so this would be the equivalent of me sleeping far through breakfast and into late lunch time, and I hadn’t eaten since dinner the night before.

And had had several extremely stressful experiences since.

I lifted the cover to find an extravagant spread. Dark bread toasted and covered in a purple jam, a few round, yellow fruits, something that reminded me of an omelet with bits of vegetables and meat, and some disks of spiced sausage.

For a second, I debated eating any of it. Not for real fear of poison, but after seeing firsthand the dangers of traveling abroad and eating food that friends’ and coworkers’ digestive systems weren’t prepared for, I didn’t know if I wanted to chance it. I’d personally managed to avoid getting violently ill myself due to my proclivity to seek out and then actually follow good advice.

Three things won me over in the end.

I was starving.

If I wasn’t going to eat this, there wouldn’t be anything to eat at all.

And if I did get horrible, nightmarish diarrhea, I had access to a bathroom.

Also, at the back of my mind, I knew I was important to my kidnappers, somehow. If I did fall ill, I thought they might try and nurse me back to health.

I took the first few bites slowly, even though I knew any sickness wouldn’t be immediate. At my discovery that the food rivaled anything I’d ever had at a five-star restaurant, I couldn’t stop myself from finishing it all rather quickly.

“Oh, wow,” I said, my eyes suddenly heavy. “All that eating wore me out.”

With a satisfied little smile, I forced my legs to carry me back to bed before I collapsed into it.

Sleep came for me again in minutes.

Loud knocking woke me up shortly after.

I lurched to the side of the bed, ready to run to the door and open it for my guests, before I remembered where I had ended up.

“Well, come in, I guess.”

The door unlocked and two guards came in, one being my kidnapper from the night before.

I glowered up at him.

He didn’t react in the slightest.

The other man, who stood my height, inclined his head to the hall. “Please come with us, madam. Tansian has another lesson for you this morning.”

I glared at the untalkative asshole before favoring the guard who’d spoken with a tight smile. “Lead on.”


Chapter Four




As we walked swiftly through the palace, I tried to make sense of the channels of power flowing through it. The energy that powered the lights seemed ubiquitous, but there were many other types at odd intervals as well.

I couldn’t tell if the magic itself was different, broken into various types, or if it was all the same in the end, just shaped differently by whatever patterns and arrays it flowed through. I yearned to stop and press myself against the wall and let the patterns wash over my mind.

Instead, I just followed my captors to another language lesson.

This one took place in a much less utilitarian laboratory, though.

Instead of weird machines and windowless walls, we ascended to a covered balcony with large couches, carved tables, and a silver tea set. Underneath it all, two circular patterns had been laid out on the floor, complete with their catalysts of metal and odd sculptures.

Tansian waited in a plush chair, two attendants at either side of him, one a man, one a woman.

I grimaced when I noticed a woman in chains at the back of the balcony. She wasn’t in a cage, but her status as prisoner was plain to see.

Somehow, I held my tongue and averted my gaze.

“Good morning, Amara.” Tansian didn’t get up.

“Hello, Tansian. Another lesson?”

“Yes. Did you sleep well?”

“I did.”

“Wonderful. And your breakfast?”

I sighed. “It was really good.”

“I’m happy to hear that. Let’s get to today’s lesson, shall we? We will have a chat afterwards.”

“If you like.”

We took our places in the circles on the floor once more.

The shackled woman, at a nod from Tansian, activated the arrays, which glowed with soft light.

For an hour, we sat there, eyes closed, letting the words tumble back and forth, each one sticking in my mind far more effectively than anything I’d learned before. It was simply amazing.

When we’d finished, Tansian stood and said, “Please,” gesturing to a chair on the other side of a small table, “sit. Do you like tea?”

“I do.” I took the chair.

He glanced up at the man beside him, clothed in the same simple garb as the woman who’d delivered my breakfast.

The man, with a studiously neutral expression, poured the tea for both of us before rigidly taking his position behind Tansian again. I didn’t think I’d heard either of Tansian’s attendants make a single noise during the entire hour.

I raised my cup but didn’t yet take a drink. “So, we’re having a chat now, are we?”

Tansian took a small sip of his tea while locking his eyes with mine, a little mirth showing in them. “Yes. I will be answering some questions for you, now that you have more mastery of our language.”

“What questions?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“The ones you ask me.” The humor didn’t leave his visage. “Unless you don’t have any?”

I regarded the shackled woman at the edge of the room. “So I can just ask you any question I want?”

His gaze followed mine. “Yes, you may ask anything you wish, but there are questions I will not answer for one reason or another.”

“Uh-huh.” Might as well start out soft, then. If I come out swinging, he’s going to shut this whole thing down. I took a small drink of tea. “Hmm. Spiced. Very nice.”

He inclined his head. “One of my personal favorites. It’s called Cinisorn. Imported from very far away.” He waited.

Alright then. “What is this place?” I asked, gesturing to the palace around us.

“It is known as the Grand Palace, and it is the center of our empire. We are in Prosperous Harmony.”

“Empire, huh?”

“Yes, we are the Lands Tranquil.” He didn’t provide any more details than that.

“Why are you teaching me your language?”

“To better prepare you for your ritual.”

“I need to be able to talk for it?” I really didn’t think he would explain it in any detail to me, so circuitous questions seemed best for now.

“You will be actively participating in it. It will not be like our lessons, where all you need to do is to sit in the appropriate place.”

“I see. When is it going to occur?”

“When you’re ready.”

A useless answer, which he knows. “You said this ritual will be for the ‘benefit of all,’ or something along those lines. What does that mean?”

A small tugging at the corners of his mouth, a tiny smile, told me that this was what he’d been waiting for. “His Most Holy Benevolence guides our empire with unparalleled wisdom.”

Oookay, now we’re firmly into fanatic territory. Great. Mental note: Don’t badmouth mister benevolent.

Tansian went on. “The ritual will aid His Most Holy in his duties as servant to all our people, driving his, and our, understanding of magic forward in leaps and bounds.”

“And I’m supposed to be part of that?”

“Yes. Just so. Have you not felt it since coming to our world?”

Right. That’s how it happened. I ‘came’ here. I wasn’t brought here against my will at all. Nope. Just walked happily through a weird portal without a spear to my throat or anything.

“The… power, you mean?”

“Yes. I am to understand that your world does not possess magical energies?”

“I, um, well. No. You’re right. I didn’t know anything like this existed until… yesterday.”

He shook his head. “We were once like that, long, long ago. I can scarcely imagine a world without the wonders it affords us.”

I kept my eyes on him, not letting them wander over to the shackled woman. “Am I to believe, then, that I’m special, somehow? My involvement in this ritual is going to… what now? Progress your understanding of magic? Me?”

“Yes.” A smile lit up his face, even touching his eyes. Whatever bullshit he was about to sling to me, he fully believed it. “You possess a rare ability indeed. The ritual will help our empire in its understanding of magic, and allow His Most Benevolent to guide our people to their future.”

I’d listened to a lot of dressed up speeches in my life. Hell, it was arguably one of the main responsibilities of my job, listening to Boards of Directors drone on about their visions before I got back to the real work of running the company. Tansian sounded just like them. Head in the clouds, and not in a good way. Reading about fire-blasting mages was a great escape, but that’s all it was. Just a good time. But this guy, like so many I’d known before, seemed to live amongst the blurred lines of dreams and reality.

Although, magic is actually real here, so maybe…?

Nah. He’s still just a zealot in all likelihood.

During my little inner monologue, Tansian had been talking about His Most Holy’s many, many positive traits and a few of his notable accomplishments.

“Does, um,” I asked, wondering if this question might be offensive, “His Most Holy have, like, a name?”

Tansian chuckled. “Yes. It is considered proper to only refer to him by one of his titles, but you should know his name as well. It is Sordruum Kor.”

“And he’s the Emperor, right?”

“Well, yes and no. The title of Emperor has historical connotations that His Most Benevolent wanted to avoid. Our land has many tales of would-be conquerors ravaging the world to please themselves. His Most Benevolent wanted to stop the use of such a word, opting instead for a more positive title.”

Uh-huh. Bad faith marketing at its finest. I’m sure Emperor Kor is just as much a jerk as any who came before him. The ones who scream their own praises the loudest are always the most insidious. “I see. And how, exactly, will I be helping things with this ritual?”

“That, I’m afraid I cannot adequately explain to you yet. You will have to take part in the ritual before everything becomes fully clear.”

Great. What a load of crap.

“However, as I’ve said, as long as you play your part accordingly, you will be allowed to return home at once.”

I suppressed the urge to narrow my eyes at him.

If I really am so valuable, why in the world would you let me go? Surely if I have some rare power, they’d be using it constantly? Also… he’s not really trying that hard to sell me on his own brand of zealotry, just yammering on about it. Shouldn’t he be trying to brainwash me instead? He’s not even making an offer for me to stay here and serve His Most Holy.

“Now,” he said, “I have time for one more question, if you like.”

“Sure. You say I have a rare ability. How so?”

“That will be made clear in the next step of your preparations.”

“There’s more than learning your language?”

“Oh yes.” With that, he gave me an earnest smile and rose. His attendants moved quickly to clean everything up.

I tried to catch the bound woman’s eyes, but she never looked up.

Only that fox woman had any fire inside her.

The guards escorted me back to my lovely prison cell rooms.

I sat down at the desk and stared out the window. There’s something I’m missing. They’re going to the trouble of letting me ask questions and giving me these fancy rooms, but I seriously doubt they’re just going to let me go home once this is all over.

And it’s clear that I need to be a willing participant in this mysterious ritual. But then… why not start brainwashing me from the beginning? Either that, or slap me in a cage immediately. Why am I riding the line between valuable asset and tool? If it were me, I’d have dispensed with the entire prisoner part from the start and built me up as some amazing find.

I’m clearly just a tool, but….

Oh.

Oh, shit.

I must be a disposable tool.

I stood, shakily, and had to steady myself on my desk. “Oh, crap. Oh, shit.”

Thankfully I had this revelation in the privacy of my rooms and not in front of Tansian. I wouldn’t have been able to dissemble.

My breath came erratically as I struggled to rein my hammering heart.

They’re only buttering me up enough to take part in this ritual. And they’re sure it’s going to kill me, so they don’t need to make any efforts for what might come after.

“Okay, okay, okay,” I said as I stumbled into the bathroom.

I only have two advantages, but they’re big ones.

I have magic. And I believe Tansian when he says whatever I have is rare and valuable, otherwise I’d be in a cage already, like the rest of the magical women around here.

And I know they’re going to kill me. And they don’t know I know that.

My hands shook wildly as I brought them up in front of my face. I have to understand this power. My power. I… I can create light already. Surely there’s more I can do.

If not, I was dead, plain and simple.

“Okay,” I said aloud once more. “First things first.” I lifted the mirror off the bathroom wall, just to make sure someone wasn’t looking in from behind it.

Can’t be too paranoid in this situation.

I replaced it, finding nothing but smooth tile behind it. Then, I made what I felt was a pretty thorough sweep over the rest of the room, looking for hidden peep holes or mechanisms. Not that I knew what I was doing, but I did my best.

As I did, it occurred to me that they could be spying on me from across the palace with magic. I sure didn’t know what magic could and couldn’t do. Yet.

Either way, it wasn’t something I could control, so I put aside the thought. If they could spy on me like that, my situation was hopeless anyway. Might as well try.

Once I felt like the bathroom seemed safe, I shut the door and placed my hands on the counter.

First of all, light.

The angular pattern appeared almost instantly, easier than it had the first time, the soft light blossoming into existence from the power flowing from within me.

The pattern sat easy in my mind.

It proved to be the most intuitive thing I’d ever encountered. Each line, each angle, made sense to me. I couldn’t even say why, but this second summoning of light seared the pattern into my mind solidly. I felt like I could conjure it in an instant, now.

So I did.

I dismissed the light, waited until it faded, and turned towards the shower.

The pattern burst into my mind, easy as breathing, and I commanded the light to appear in the shower stall, a few arms’ lengths away.

It did, just as the pattern faintly glowed a little in front of me.

I commanded the light, with my thoughts, to come to me.

It did.

With an outstretched hand, I plucked it from the air and held it, feeling the power flowing into it. I held it tight, and it moved with me.

I stared into it, a little of my newfound fear fading away.

Okay. Okay. I can do this.

But… this is only a soft light.

I need a weapon.


Chapter Five




Over and over, I conjured the light, the angular array permanently fixed in my mind’s eye. Compared to the portal arrays, it remained very simple, but objectively, it still contained a lot of angles and lines. More than someone could reasonably be expected to learn perfectly so quickly.

An hour later, though, I couldn’t get it to do anything else.

I tried making the array bigger, but that didn’t work at all. More to the point, it didn’t even make sense. I didn’t know how I knew that, but I’d only tried twice before I understood that it didn’t work that way.

Fiddling with the pattern itself seemed to be the key, but as much as I felt the rightness of it, I couldn’t figure out how to change it to make any meaningful differences.

In the middle of my hundredth frustrating attempt, lunch arrived.

In the same manner as last time, they waited until I invited them in—the servant who actually brought the food, and the soldier who’s eyes never left me.

I looked coolly back at him.

We said nothing.

The servant woman smiled and bowed low before retreating out the door. I couldn’t tell if her fear was of me or of her masters. Maybe both, who knew?

I had no way of telling what anyone here thought of me. I looked like all of them, except I didn’t have the markings they did.

The guards’ armor made it almost impossible to see their skin, but the odd servant I saw had stripes or spots covering all the skin but their face.

Although, to be fair, I’d only seen ten people maximum since being brought here.

Lunch consisted of a hot sandwich with dark meat, chopped up vegetable leaves, and melted cheese. It came with a side of cubed, boiled, and heavily spiced root vegetable things and a big pot of tea.

It all tasted great, in the brief seconds when my mind wasn’t churning on my current problems. I’d finished it before I knew it.

The bed’s soft mattress gave way when I threw myself onto it.

I learned the light’s pattern easily, but I can’t extrapolate anything from it.

Hmm….

My only recourse seemed to be to learn from existing magic.

With a deep breath, I closed my eyes and let my senses expand outward through the palace. There had to be something out there I could use.

“Oh!”

I sprang up and rushed into the bathroom to turn on the shower and sinks.

My enthusiasm deflated quickly when I found out that they didn’t have anything to do with magic. Probably just normal water pressure. I shut them off.

Back in bed, I tried to feel through the building again. At the outer edges of my senses, I could feel other patterns in the stonework, but they were faint and hidden to my mind’s eye. I tried to bring them into focus, but it was too much like squinting at something a mile away. I just needed to be closer.

Luckily, that afternoon, I had another appointment, but this one wasn’t a language lesson.

I’d spent the intervening hours either trying and failing to learn more magic from my bed, trying and failing to read some of the books in my room while laying on my bed, or trying and being very successful in taking little naps on my bed.

When I heard a knock at my door, I assumed an early dinner had arrived, but it turned out to be yet another guard, this one with a particularly dour expression, who just grunted and told me to follow.

Charming.

This time, we went past the normal laboratory doors and in the opposite direction of the morning’s balcony classroom. We ascended a few sets of stairs, heading higher and higher in the palace.

Thinking I’d lucked out, I searched for more magical channels as we went, but I only found conduits for lights and nothing else.

As we’d passed the laboratories, I could almost feel the faint miasma of magic, but the arrays must have been sitting idle and unpowered, useless for my current task.

After one more hallway, my dour guard led me into a massive, circular room with a high, domed ceiling. Sweeping designs covered the floor, all inset stone patterns, and the walls were draped with big, colorful tapestries in between the huge windows that let in the afternoon sun.

It didn’t, however, have a single piece of furniture or anything denoting what the space might have been used for. Ballroom, maybe? Who knows?

Tansian, along with the two attendants from earlier, stood in the center of the room.

Dour Face took a place beside the door, set his spear on the floor, and looked straight ahead, not even attempting to meet my eyes.

Fine. I didn’t want to interact with you anyway!

I really didn’t, as petulant as I sounded to myself.

I wandered over to Tansian while openly gawking at the room.

“Hello, Amara. I hope your lunch was enjoyable.”

“Hmm? Oh. Yes. Very good. I’m glad to see this world has cheese.”

He chuckled. “Ah! Yours does as well?”

“Yeah.”

“Very good. Sometimes we have visitors who clamor over it, claiming it’s the best thing they’ve ever had.”

It only then occurred to me that this was indeed a different world. The “cheese” I’d eaten might have come from something very different than a cow.

I wasn’t going to ask.

“It was very good, yes. So, can I ask one more question before we start… whatever this is?”

“Of course.”

“What’s this world called?”

He smirked. “Depends on who you ask. And how much of a historian the person you’re asking is. We, however, call it Senar. One of the ancient, original names for it, one His Most Benevolent is keen to bring back into widespread usage.” He clapped his hands. “Now! Onto the next phase of your preparation.”

I looked down to see a circle under our feet, hidden in the designs of the floor itself. However, this one didn’t seem to have many catalysts, only a few gems and small pieces of metal. The pattern itself was much simpler than the ones for the mind-melding.

“What’s this?”

“It would be better for you to use it than for me to explain. It will make much more sense that way.”

Since the room had no furniture or tea sets, I assumed this so-called lesson wasn’t going to take nearly as long. “What do you want me to do?”

Tansian waved his servants away. “Sit in the circle as you have before. Only this time, you will be the one powering it.”

“Instead of the caged women.”

“Yes.”

A little part of me recoiled in shock that he even acknowledged them at all, but his tone implied that he wasn’t going to go any further than that.

Dubious, I sat down in the circle as he took a couple steps back. “Okay, Now what?”

“Given your inherent magical nature, you should be able to activate this with no trouble. That is to say, once you figure out how to do so. It’s… a feeling, I’m told. I’ve never experienced it myself, and I cannot explain it to you. However, attempts to teach this have been made, always with poor results. It truly is something one must discover themselves.”

“Fair enough. What does it do?”

“As it is now, nothing. But it will connect you to the greater ritual when the time is right. You will still be able to activate it now, though.”

Still a lot of talking with nothing meaningful being said.

I regarded the apparently useless circle around me. For some reason, as I extended my mind out to it, a sense of dread crept up my spine, and I shivered.

Tansian nodded his head. “Can you already feel it, then?”

“Uh, a little.”

“It’s normal to have a strange reaction the first time you touch a pattern directly like this. If you’ve never encountered magic, the first time can be a harrowing experience.”

I stilled myself, dissembling as hard as I could.

That’s a lie.

A straight up lie.

Not a half-truth or twisting of it.

He didn’t know I’d already done what he asked me to do. The light’s pattern didn’t feel like this one did at all. It felt intuitive and right.

This one felt like slime against my soul, and I’d barely interacted with it at all.

“It’s alright,” Tansian said, apparently noticing my hesitation. “Take all the time you need.”

I wanted nothing more than to get this over with, activate this awful thing, and leave, but I couldn’t let him know I had already done such things. “Okay,” I said as I crossed my legs and sat down on the floor. “I’ll give it a whirl.”

Apparently he didn’t think this would take all that long, otherwise his servants would have brought a chair for him.

For a little while, I delicately touched the design, feeling the wrongness of it all from even that little bit.

Every angle, every curving line sent chills through me, like cold grease seeping underneath my skin. I could barely believe this tiny pattern could engender such a strong sense of revulsion in me.

“Push through the discomfort,” Tansian said patiently. “This is all very normal, although I’m sure it doesn’t seem like that to you.”

You’re damn right it doesn’t. And it isn’t, you lying sack of shit.

Still. I had to get it over with one way or another. If I started refusing, I might find myself in a cage.

Okay. Fine.

Gradually, like I was feeling this out for the first time, I pushed my power out into the circle.

The greasy feeling never passed, but thankfully, it didn’t get much worse, either.

I forced my eyes open to see the floor glowing, but not in the familiar purple glow. Instead, a wavy, indistinct gray hovered in the air, looking as unappealing as it felt.. I had pushed it fully into life, and I could tell that while Tansian had lied to my face, he hadn’t lied about everything. This design was clearly meant to lead into a greater whole. I could feel the edges where more needed to exist for it to do… whatever it did.

And whatever that was, it was unnatural.

“Very good!” he said, clapping his hands once more. “Very good indeed! You may release the power now, if you’re done.”

Oh, I’m done alright.

I dropped the magic like a rotten fruit, letting the feeling of disgust slough off of me. I shivered violently.

“Very good, Amara. That was distasteful, I take it?”

“Yes.” No reason to lie about it.

“Quite alright. Part of the process, I assure you. But that will be enough for today.”

“While we’re here, Tansian,” I said, giving him a wide smile, the feeling of grease still lightly inside me. “There’s something I’d like to ask for.” And just maybe you’ll give it to me, since I’m such a model prisoner.

“And that is?”

“My rooms are nice, but I can only see a bit of the palace from inside them. Could I see more of the building? Surely it has some gardens or something like that?”

“Hmm. That’s reasonable, yes. That can be arranged, Amara.” He returned my smile, and even his eyes seemed kind.

Wow. This bastard’s even better at dissembling than I am.

People’s eyes told you a lot, if you knew how to read them. And I’d spent my entire career learning, often after harsh lessons, how to do so. Some people could fully hide their emotions, but not the majority.

I could. Usually.

“Tomorrow morning, after our language lesson, I think a tour of certain areas of the palace would be no trouble at all,” he said before my guard came for me.

Dour Face escorted me back to my rooms, and the whole way there, I kept wondering what I could possibly have done to affront him so. Every time he looked at me, open disgust filled his beady eyes.

Jerk.

We probably both sagged in relief when he locked me back into my rooms.

I plopped down on my bed and said in a small voice, “Well, whatever that pattern does, it’s definitely going to kill me.”

I shook my head, trying to keep despair from working its way into my thoughts.

This tour of the palace is going to save me. I’m going to figure out how to make a weapon out of something out there.

Hell, my light—if I could somehow figure out how to make it brighter—could be used to blind people. I could conjure it instantly already.

I rose and headed into the bathroom. I needed another shower to wash the grime of that foul magic off me.


Chapter Six




Dinner came and went, just as delicious as last time.

The looming fear of my impending death soured it a little, though.

Afterwards, I wanted nothing more than to sink into my hot tub. Or anyone’s hot tub. Or a regular tub. It wouldn’t even need to have jets.

All I had, though, was the shower, which I’d just been in a few hours ago. The stall was larger than usual and boasted a little seat to the side. Instead of using it, I sat directly on the floor, naked, stretching my legs out and letting the water fall over most of my body.

Close enough.

With my head back against the wall, I tried to calm my thoughts and decide on a plan.

Acquire a magical weapon.

Use it to escape this palace.

…Profit?

I sighed. It was still a better plan than just letting them kill me and be complacent in the whole affair.

That fox girl. I need to find her again.

She’d been the only magical woman I’d seen that hadn’t appeared completely cowed. If I freed her, she’d be a potential ally, and she probably spoke this world’s language for the same reason I did.

Okay.

Acquire a magical weapon.

Free magical woman ally.

Escape this palace.

Would she know more of this world than me? Or was she abducted from a fox-person world?

Hot water rained down on me as these non-plans drifted idly through my head. The reality that I didn’t want to face boiled down to one harsh truth: I couldn’t plan any of this. It would all have to be off-the-cuff decisions made in the moment as best I could.

Another thing I couldn’t decide on was whether or not I should try and return home. I wouldn’t give up magic. That much I knew. Could I return home and still use it? Unknown.

I grumbled loudly and dropped my head into my hands, water running down my face.

My fingers were pruned by the time I left the shower and collapsed into bed.

Tomorrow. I’ll figure it all out tomorrow.

After all, I’m Amara now! Magical woman!

No, that sounds like I’m a cartoon heroine for tweens.

Amara the… hmm… witch?

Amara the Witch?

The Dread Witch?

Amara the Dread Witch.

I laughed out loud to my dark bedroom. “We’ll see about any of that.”

As I nestled under my covers, willing my thoughts to calm, I gazed out the windows into a foreign sky. Are any of the stars the same? Am I in the same universe at all?

No way to know.

“Huh.” I’d first noticed the larger and brighter moon than I was used to from Earth, but after a little stargazing, I landed on a second one at the edges of my view. The first was nearly full. This second moon only had a sliver of a crescent.

Two moons. At least two that I can see. I wonder what that does to the tides.

Sleep came quickly, and my dreams were filled with visions of flying through the air, blasting fireballs nonstop onto a formless, unknowable enemy down below.

When I awoke in the morning to the subtle rays of the sun just peeking over the horizon, I wrapped myself tightly in my red covers and replayed the dreams as best as I could remember them. Maybe I’ll rain fireballs down on His Most Holy one day. He probably deserves it.

My language lesson came and went like usual, this time focusing on more esoteric words and phrases.

Tansian spoke little before or after it, though. He gave me thoroughly fake smiles and ended the session a little earlier than usual. It didn’t seem like his heart was in the task, or he was bored of it.

When we were about to leave, he asked if I would perform the test from yesterday once more.

I couldn’t hide the grimace that came unbidden to my face.

“Yes, I know,” he said in a patient tone. “But I think one more demonstration there and we might be reaching the end of our preparations.”

Oh.

You didn’t want to teach me any more of the language today because you’re going to kill me soon. You’re just going through the motions to keep me docile.

“I suppose, yes, if you wish.”

“Wonderful. Afterwards, I’ve arranged your little tour of the palace. An hour has been set aside for you.”

A little of the tension flowed out of me at his words. “Oh, great.” Amazing, actually. Potentially life-saving. “I would enjoy that.”

We wound through the palace again, ascending to the empty domed room.

I made a little show of figuring the magic out once more, but did it quicker than last time. The unnatural feeling hadn’t lessened a bit. I couldn’t suppress a shudder at it.

Still, Tansian seemed very pleased, his smile lighting up his eyes. “Wonderful! I’m very happy with your progression, Amara. I think that very soon we’ll be able to undertake the ritual. After which, should you play your part accordingly, we will escort you back home.”

“I would enjoy that, too.”

He flashed me a wide smile.

I’d lied to people’s faces a lot in my time, and this was an easy one, but it irked me that he thought I was so gullible. Obviously these people weren’t letting me go. Obviously. But he bought the lie that I believed him.

Or… maybe he just didn’t care if I did or not.

No way to tell.

We left the domed room and its awful pattern behind. Tansian and his attendants fell away, leaving me with two guards who also barely spoke to me. They weren’t Dour Face, though.

I followed one while the other stayed behind me, as if I might make a mad dash at any moment.

We descended a few stairs and took some bending halls until we reached a massive set of metal doors, their surfaces worked into woodland scenes, covered with bright paint. One of the men fiddled with some contraption to the side, and I suddenly felt a surge of power from somewhere far below.

Energy snaked up through the palace’s walls and into mechanisms built into the doors themselves.

Shitshitshit! This is it! This is what I need!

I willed my breath and my thoughts to slow as I focused on the magic.

Yes… there.

Inside the walls, patterns bloomed, echoed in my mind, speaking of power and force. The heavy doors groaned softly as they opened themselves.

All too soon, they swung inward, the magic done.

I hadn’t been able to see the patterns for long enough.

No! That was exactly the thing!

Probably.

The magic wasn’t light, it was simple force, a pushing wave.

Dammit. I need to see it again.

A partial pattern sat in my head, again made of angular shapes and straight lines, but wrought in a completely different way than the one for light.

I sighed softly to myself as my guards escorted me out into a colorful garden that seemed to be wholly contained in one section of the palace’s roof.

They drifted back and let me wander through the stone-laid paths between tall trees and a plethora of plants in all shapes and sizes.

The pattern from the doors stuck in my head, tantalizingly close, but I still couldn’t fill in the gaps myself. The lines that I did manage to grasp made the same intuitive sense as the array that made light, but my understanding of why they made sense was still nonexistent.

Would I be able to make my own patterns, once I understood things better?

Maybe, maybe not.

My thoughts churned as I walked through the garden, the beautiful plants and decorative statues nothing but fleeting images in my vision, half-noticed and quickly forgotten.

Fifteen minutes later, I’d wandered through most of the place. Even though it comprised only a little bit of the palace’s roof, the whole building spread much further than I had imagined. It was a city unto itself, towers and terraces filling my vision in any direction I looked. The garden in which I stood seemed to be one of many, a little courtyard inside the many levels around me.

Another time, I would have been amazed.

Now I was only vexed.

My guards hovered at the edge of my vision, keeping their distance, but never letting me out of their sight.

In the center, which I wandered into after taking all the other snaking paths, a statue of a multi-headed fish sprang up from a large fountain, each of its mouths shooting a smooth stream of water back into the basin.

I stopped in my tracks when I came up to the edge of it. Beneath the water’s surface, bright lights shone out, meant to illuminate the statue at night. In the broad daylight, they’d escaped my notice until I’d come close and felt their magic.

They were much, much brighter than the sconces in my room, though.

I leaned over the edge and let my hands sink into the clear water, my mind bent wholly on the magic underneath.

Yes… I can feel it!

I can see it!

New patterns appeared in my head, similar but different enough.

They contained the same angles and lines, but in longer, and sometimes shorter, proportions. The same power flowed through them, but the channels molded it into something more powerful.

I hoped for all the world that it looked like I had just stopped to enjoy the fountain, and the intense concentration didn’t show on my face.

My captors would be watching, after all.

A few moments later, the brand new pattern floated easily in my thoughts. I could have, had I wanted to, conjured a blinding light right then and there.

I didn’t, of course.

Okay. Now, when we leave, I must⁠—

“Amara.”

I turned quickly to see one of my guards approaching me.

“Um, yes?”

“Your time here is over.”

“Oh. Tansian said that I would be permitted⁠—”

“Your allotted time is not over,” he said in a flat tone, although his eyes held a tiny mote of desperation. “His Most Majestic desires to tour these gardens. We must leave.”

“Oh. Aren’t they big enough for⁠—”

“No. Stand and come this way now, please.” His body language wanted us to be moving right this second.

Apparently His Most Whatever’s whims were to be followed instantly and without question, but that was no surprise. I may not have seen this not-Emperor before, but I could easily put him into a category. Pompous, stuffed up his own ass, convinced his own marketing was real.

Whatever.

I stood, and the three of us quickly crossed towards the door we’d come in.

A part of me wanted to linger, to see this man in person, but doing so would probably get me thrown into a cage faster than anything else I could do.

At the doors, I waited until the mechanism had been enabled, focusing everything I could on the pattern inside.

It flitted by as swiftly as last time, an ethereal vision in my head, gone as quickly as it had come.

I didn’t get it all.

Dammit!

Somehow, I kept the frustration off my face as we headed back into the building.

Almost! I’m so close!

Most of the pattern had revealed itself to me, but it wasn’t enough and I knew it. I could feel the gaps, unsure of what should fill them.

Back in my rooms, I stood just inside the door as it locked behind me.

“Dammit!” I hissed. “I almost had it! Almost had my weapon!”

Probably.

Okay. Calm down.

I paced back and forth, letting my emotions work their way through my veins, letting the simmering frustration of shattered hope sizzle in my mind before fading away.

So, what did I get?

I retreated to the bathroom once again to work on the new spell I had. They are spells, right? Once I thought about it, I realized that no one had mentioned many words for the magic at all, really, and I had never seen anyone do more than power the arrays.

Is that… why I’m special?

I sat down on the floor and summoned my soft light, letting it hover above my outstretched hand.

Everything has been done through inset patterns. The caged women power them, but they don’t do anything like what I’m doing.

“Ugh.”

The next logical thought coursed through my mind. Are these lights powered by women like that? Is there a shackled army in the basement, providing light to the palace?

It seemed to make sense, given what I’d seen.

Still… there couldn’t be that many magical people, could there?

I shook my head, willing away my speculation.

Onto the next thing.

I conjured the brighter light.

“Oh, shit,” I said, averting my eyes and letting the power fade.

It had been much brighter than I expected.

Well, I can definitely blind the hell out of someone with that.

But… that’s not enough.

Still, it remained the second spell I had, so I sat there practicing it. Instead of summoning it right in front of my face, I had it pop into existence inside the little shelving unit where my towels sat.

The light shone out like the sun, still making me squint to look at it, even indirectly.

I summoned the soft light at the same time, pleased to find no difficulty in doing so. Both patterns easily remained in my thoughts, distinct and clear.

I let them dim and closed my eyes, meditating on the differences between them.

Like before, it all seemed so intuitive.

Of course this new line made it all brighter.

Of course this angle stabilized the greater power.

Now, extrapolate from there.

That, however, turned out to be far less intuitive.

I tried, over the next hour, to make sense of the differences. In the back of my mind, I knew that if I could do so, I might be able to fill in the blanks on the force pattern.

My butt hurt from sitting on the tiles, vainly attempting to make sense of it all.

I hauled myself up, my joints groaning with the pain of not having moved for too long. Back in my bedroom, I lay down on the bed and stared out the window, my energy drained, my thoughts coming sluggishly. This is it, though. If I can figure this out, I might be able to escape.

A while later, after I’d sat with barely a thought in my head, just watching the view outside my window of the vast city, a knock sounded at my door.

Dinner had arrived.

Like usual, a servant placed it on my desk, but the uncaring guard handed me a folded piece of paper with it. “From Lord Tansian.”

Oh, he’s a Lord, is he?

I waited until they left to open it up.

Amara, it said, due to your progression, our language lessons are at an end, and the ritual will take place tomorrow afternoon. Make yourself comfortable until then. Tansian.

The paper dropped to the floor from my nerveless fingers.

Tomorrow.

I had to figure it out by tomorrow afternoon.

Or I would die.


Chapter Seven




I ate dinner while I watched the sun descend towards the horizon.

Having overexerted myself earlier, my thoughts came slowly, and after a few minutes, I just let them fall away again. During the brief seconds where worry didn’t consume me, the flavors of the steak and not-potatoes exploded in my mouth, pulling my attention back to the moment, seconds before the worry reasserted itself.

When I finished, I felt a little better.

What I really wanted was my damn hot tub.

It probably wasn’t good for me, but I sat on the shower floor again, letting the water rush over me. It wasn’t the same.

Whatever. I thought best that way.

I closed my eyes and considered the two full patterns I knew, setting them against the partial one that might save my life.

An unknown amount of time passed during my pondering.

Sadly, I had little to show for it.

But not nothing.

In a moment of true inspiration, I figured out why the changes in the light patterns mattered, and how to manipulate them.

After a lot of failed attempts — all made naked and on the shower floor — I summoned an orb of light about halfway between the soft and extremely bright ones I knew how to create.

I stared at it in awe.

I’m doing it. I did it!

This won’t save my life, though.

Still, I let myself be proud of my accomplishment.

I tried to alter that light while summoned, trying to change the pattern as I held it, but it was like trying to balance a plate on a stick. I got the impression it could be done, but only with a whole lot more practice than I had time for.

On the heels of that victory, I finally left the shower and spent the rest of the evening looking out over the lights of the city, trying to fill in the missing pieces of my savior spell.

I could not.

Finally, much too late, I had to admit that I needed sleep.

I worried I’d toss and turn, but minutes after my head hit the pillow, I was out.

Dreams came for me all night long, knocking me partially awake, only to resubmerge into an endless fractal mindscape of meaningless patterns. They bordered on nightmares, but through it all, I knew the secret to my freedom lay somewhere in those lines.

I slept longer than usual. The sun had fully risen by the time I cracked my eyes open.

The smells of breakfast wafted over, and I realized it had been brought in while I slept. Blinking myself awake, I stumbled out of bed and sat down hard at the desk. The platter contained a full spread of toast, meat, and fruits. Apparently I needed my energy in order to take part in my own demise later on.

As if.

A huge pot of dark tea accompanied it all, which I drank down with abandon.

While I ate, the force spell came unbidden to my thoughts. In the morning light, I pressed my lips into a line, as I studied it once again. I’m almost there.

Something from my dreams came back to me, an angular loop, repeating in itself, a tiny version of a fractal.

That’s… Hmm. Is it? Could it be?

I closed my eyes and summoned the image of the force pattern with its gaps. I roughly forced the little loop into the gaps, an ignorant child playing at things beyond their understanding. All my attempts to complete the pattern resulted in a mangled set of lines that couldn’t possibly work. I didn’t know much, but I could tell when the product of my efforts wasn’t anything useful.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was on the right track.

If only I had more of a guide than that.

Lunchtime appeared with no progress, just a long string of failures.

As the hours went by, true dread began to creep up my spine.

I tried to think of any failsafe plans I could. They need me to power my own circle, right? What if I just… refuse?

With a shake of my head, I sat convinced that wouldn’t work. Surely they’ll just have the caged women do it for me. Right?

Well, no. They wanted me to be able to do it?

Can they… force me to use my power?

Maybe.

I let out a frustrated yell to my silent bedroom.

I might get to find out the answer to that question.

Either way, my days in these nice rooms are over. If I don’t comply….

The last hour went by, and I made a little progress.

Just not the right progress.

My force spell could be altered like the light one. I figured out which lines and angles — in the intact portion of the pattern — needed to be modified to make it more powerful.

At least, I thought I did.

Relatively confident.

Also, without the gaps filled in, completely useless.

I jumped when the last knock came at my door.

Shit. This is it.

My hands shook. I willed them to stillness. “Come in.”

Tansian, with his kind, lying eyes, stepped into the rooms with two guards. “Hello, Amara. Are you ready?”

No.

“Yes.”

“Excellent, come along. Let’s get you prepared for the ritual.”

“Um, am I not already prepared?”

He chuckled. “Ah, I meant dressed for the occasion. You will be in His Most Benevolent’s direct presence, and must be presented accordingly.”

“Ah. I see.” As long as you’re not planning on trotting me out in a bikini or something. I’m no one’s piece of meat.

I clamped down on my spiralling nerves as we walked quickly through the palace halls. Heaven forbid we be late and keep His Most Arrogant waiting. I swore I was seconds away from my teeth audibly chattering as we went.

We turned one more corner and my heart leapt up into my throat.

BIG DOORS! Holy crap, we’re going through a set of big doors!

I let my breath run rampant, barely concentrating enough to walk in a straight line as we approached the doors. They weren’t the same ones that led out into the gardens, but they operated exactly the same, judging by the little set of controls beside them, which an attendant stood dutifully beside.

The woman bowed extra low to Tansian when we approached before turning to open the door.

My eyes were wide and drilled into the magical channels running through the walls when the power flowed into them.

The pattern revealed itself to me in all its glory.

Are you kidding me!?

I’d been so close.

So insanely close to doing it right.

One little angular loop, rotated a quarter turn.

I was so damn close!

Unfortunately, zero percent right and ninety-nine percent right felt exactly the same, it seemed. Only a flawless rendition of a pattern would work.

I set my bruised ego aside for a moment.

I have it.

I have my weapon.

The pattern danced in my mind, full of power and agency. Now that I could see its full form, I became even more convinced the changes I’d conceived to it would make it even more powerful.

Ugh. A single field test would be nice.

Still, it resonated in my soul. I could feel that it would do what I wanted. It would send out a blast of pure force, battering aside anything in its way.

It’ll have to be enough.

Goosebumps rose on my arms as we approached an open set of double doors that led into a place that rode the line between large closet and costume warehouse.

Tansian handed me off, without introductions, to an older woman with a tight graying bun and tired eyes.

“Yes, yes, let’s get you dressed up for His Most Eminent.”

I said nothing in reply.

She took my measurements and snapped off a list of demands to her many apprentices who took off around the room, searching for all manner of clothes, jewelry, and make up. The doors to the outside stood open the whole time, letting anyone who walked by see everything that happened.

I said nothing as the old woman asked me to strip.

Tansian and his guards had retreated somewhere outside the doors, to my immense relief.

For the next half hour, I endured what I thought actors and actresses must endure on the sets of movies. Many clothes were handed to me with the expectation that I would try them on immediately and without complaint.

Which I did.

The old woman’s eyes got a little less tired as I did what she asked of me willingly. A few times, I caught her opening her mouth, a deadly salvo of admonishments surely ready to deploy, but she never got the chance.

In the end, they gussied me up in black silks with various slits down the side that let my skin show, but only a little. Soft black slippers augmented the look, along with a shocking amount of golden jewelry, on my arms, ankles, around my waist and neck, in my ears, and a few in a thin diadem around my brow. A modest number of gemstones adorned the pieces, but nothing nearly so gaudy as I’d feared.

It all seemed like a lot of trouble to go through for someone’s execution.

I sat down while she personally applied my make up. When she finished, she smiled and nodded, satisfied.

She did not offer me a mirror.

“She’s done!” she yelled out the doors.

Tansian reappeared. “Ah, wonderful!” He clapped his hands together again, an idiosyncrasy I would have found endearing in someone who wasn’t escorting me to my own execution while lying about it. “Let’s make haste to the tower, then!”

Yeah. Let’s. And I can blow His Most Stupid’s face off with my new spell. How’re you all going to react to that, I wonder? Your beloved emperor, dead on the ground, felled by the woman he planned to kill?

A part of me recoiled at the thoughts.

I’d never killed anyone.

Let alone murdered them on purpose.

I’d never even been in a physical fight.

But all the same….

Fuck these people.


Chapter Eight




The trip to the domed room passed by while I barely noticed. I could do little more than walk with my captors and imagine the augmented force spell in my head. If the magnitude difference between my light spells meant anything, I knew my new weapon would be dangerous indeed. I suspected I could crack stone or bend solid metal with it.

It would be more than enough to knock off some jerk’s head and watch it roll on the floor.

I smirked to myself.

I’d had a few vicious moments in my life, but they’d all been of the corporate type and involved, for as much as they’d ruined my enemies, signing a stack of papers.

No blood had been involved.

Certainly no severed heads.

Today’s the day I guess.

I stopped short when we came into the large, round room.

It had been completely transformed since two days ago.

Massive, interlocking patterns filled nearly the entire floor, overlapping circles complete with a stunning amount of metal, gems, weird sculptures, and in some cases, things I thought were bones. In the very center of the room, a massive, red gem sat inside a circular pattern of its own. It stood taller than I did myself, and it seemed to bend the light around it.

That’s weird.

Three cages sat around the edges of the room, spaced out evenly. Each one contained a bound woman.

There! There she is!

White-haired fox girl sat in the furthest cage. Unlike the other two, she looked up at me, her green eyes locking with mine from across the space.

Yeah. That’s her. There’s fire in her yet.

She sat straight and proud, her face a mask of neutrality, but her eyes never left mine.

I wanted so badly to know what thoughts danced in her head.

She and the other two wore simple robes in dark blue, without adornment.

“Today is finally the day,” Tansian said, mostly to himself. “Now, Amara, this is very important. When His Most Holy enters, you must prostrate yourself before him. You are not allowed to look at him or move until he speaks to you. I would say that if he does not speak to you, then you’re to remain prostrated, but that won’t be the case with you. You’re the one he’s here to see, after all!”

Apparently, I was supposed to be as excited as Tansian was about this.

I summoned the most realistic looking smile I could, which was rather difficult, under the circumstances. Instead of letting that linger, however, I asked, “Do I just need to lower to my knees, or must I be fully on my stomach?”

“Ah, yes, an excellent question. Your knees are acceptable, as long as you lay your hands out in front of you, face down, with your forehead to the ground. Here, a demonstration.” Instead of giving it himself, of course, he gestured at one of his men who showed me the proper position.

“I see. Not a problem.”

“Wonderful. If you would please take your position in the circle?”

“Sure.”

His guards stayed by the door while he and I walked to the center of the room.

Okay. When His Most Mostly gets close to me, I’ll blow his head clean off his shoulders. Then I’ll kill Tansian, but only if I need to. If the guards come after me—which they will if their minds aren’t blown too much by this assassination—I’ll kill them too.

Then I’m going to bust open fox girl’s cage, take her hand, blow open the wall, and we’ll escape over the roof. There’s no way I’m going down through the palace itself. I’ll get lost and overwhelmed.

After that? Well, we’ll see.

Wait… what’s…?

Something was coming.

A maelstrom of power assaulted my senses.

Fear ricocheted through my spine, bolstered by the encroaching power I felt coming towards us.

No way. Couldn’t be….

When the doors opened, I paled at the sight.

His Most Benevolent strode into the room in the middle of a massive entourage of people. Some were guards in heavy but highly decorated armor, some wore robes with just as much gold embroidery and inset gems, and some wore the plain robes that I’d seen on the servants, only a gold band around their wrists.

In the center, a man towered over all others. Sordrumm Kor. The Not-Emperor. He must have stood seven or eight feet tall at least. The tallest other person, one of his armored guards, didn’t even come up to his shoulders. His arms were thicker than my waist.

A long, braided beard of black hair hung down to his chest, a few gems shining in it. The long hair on his head had been tied back and a thin golden diadem rested on his forehead.

He didn’t wear armor, but his clothes and the robe laid lightly across his shoulders were as ostentatious as anything I’d seen. A bright rainbow of gems sparkled out from across his chest, over his shoulders, and even down the sides of his legs. His boots, made of dark leather, didn’t have any gems, but gold lines coursed through them.

His fingers were covered in golden, gemmed rings. So many that I could barely see skin over most of them. A few earrings hung at either side of his head, in the same style.

Across his wide chest, a leather strap held an ornate book that hung at his hip.

None of that, however, held a candle to the raw power emanating from him. I could feel magic coming from the caged women, but that was a drop in the ocean to this.

This man wielded power orders of magnitude over anything I’d ever experienced. I almost flinched as it washed over me, my blood hammering in my veins.

I can’t kill this man.

There’s no way.

Without a doubt, I knew my paltry little spell would be nothing in the face of this man’s power. It’d be like throwing a baseball at a tank.

His entourage parted and he slowly walked my way.

I ruthlessly quelled a whimper as he did so.

His mouth quirked up in a small smile.

There was no love in that smile. No mercy. It was for him alone.

Belatedly, I remembered that I had forgotten to prostrate myself. I did so with haste, using the few seconds my forehead rested on the cool stone floor to think of what I could possibly do.

“Hello, Amara.” His voice was deep and rich.

I didn’t move.

“You may rise to your knees.”

I did so, slowly.

Our eyes met.

He looked down on me in every conceivable sense of the words.

I felt like nothing compared to this man.

And I hated it.

Loathed it.

Despised it.

And him.

I wanted nothing more than to bring him low in that very moment. Force him to his knees and scour the arrogance from his eyes.

No one looks down on me, dammit!

But I couldn’t do it.

And I knew it.

I didn’t know what he saw in my eyes, but whatever it was, it didn’t seem worth his time. His gaze left me, which I was grateful for, and he brought his book up and opened it to a marked page.

The cover looked like worked silver metal, and the pages inside, for the brief glimpse I could get, were covered in patterns and arrays like the one I sat inside.

His Most Holy started to slowly walk around the room, inspecting the array, nodding his approval at various points, taking more time to appreciate the huge red gem in the center. At no time did he acknowledge any people, especially not the caged women.

All the while, I could still feel the magic emanating from him so strongly that it felt stifling.

“Tansian,” he said without looking at the man.

Tansian, who’d also prostrated himself, leaped up and scurried over to his liege. “Yes, Your Most Benevolent?”

“I am pleased with the circles.”

Tansian exhaled audibly. “Your words bring me great pride, Your Most Holy.” He bowed deeply.

“Our guest has been fully prepared?”

“Yes, Your Most Holy.”

“Then I see no reason to delay. Let the ritual begin now.”

Tansian had never told me the purpose of the ritual, instead giving me non-answers and vague assurances.

Kor shut his book and let it hang at his side as he stepped into one of the confluences of circles. “Today is a great day,” he said in a booming voice that echoed around the room. “At the end of much planning and searching, today is the culmination of our empire’s efforts to secure our future forever after.”

His eyes turned to me. “And you, Amara, are the key to our future. Perhaps you are frightened of all this. Do not be. You play a pivotal role in the glory of all. You should be proud!” His puffed up chest and broad smile didn’t inspire a single mote of pride in me.

Instead, I felt out with my new senses, trying to touch the portion of the array where he stood.

At the merest brushing of it, the disgusting feeling washed over me. The unnatural feeling nearly overwhelmed my senses, and I had to hold a rising wave of vomit that threatened to explode out of me.

Barely, I managed.

I also got a sense of what the magic did.

In a little way.

His circle absorbed … something. Power, magical energy probably.

And mine, now that I could see it within the entire ritual….

It… took it away.

He’s….

Oh god.

He’s going to….

That vomit nearly erupted out of me again.

This is all so he can steal my power!

Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit!

He’s going to KILL me and TAKE my power for his own!


Chapter Nine




The hell he is! I thought amidst my own chattering teeth, which I couldn’t stop. Sweat started to bead on my forehead as the true horror of this situation swirled in my thoughts.

Not only am I going to die, but I’m going to empower a tyrant-emperor in the process!

Well, that was their plan, anyway.

Think. Thinkthinkthink!

Kor raised his arms, and I felt power emanating from him into his portion of the pattern. As if on cue, the bound women around the room channeled as well, their energy flowing freely into the spell.

No! No time to think. I have to act.

I only had two advantages.

I myself was not bound.

They didn’t know I could do anything more than power my own little portion of the pattern.

Kor nodded at me. “Now, Amara! Fulfill your glorious destiny!”

“As if, asshole,” I muttered.

I couldn’t even begin to empower my piece of the pattern. That might be the end of it.

In all my life, I had never known such deep, visceral fear. It cut through me sharper than anything I’d ever experienced, threatening to reduce me to quivering mush, to steal my sense, to shatter my focus and resolve.

And yet.

I acted.

I overcame the greatest fear I’d ever known.

“I am no one’s pawn!” I screamed as I summoned my new weapon, leveling it right at Kor’s face. In the same instant, I conjured as many of the brightest lights I could, spread all across the room.

I shut my own eyes tight and covered them with my hands. Still, a little searing brightness leaked through.

Cries sounded all around me, including Kor’s own deep bellowing of rage.

It scared me as much as anything else.

I turned and scrambled out of the circle, pushing, with my magic, the lights in front of me away and letting about half of them around the room fade.

It was bright.

Insanely bright.

I idly wondered if I’d permanently blinded anyone.

Maybe.

“SUBDUE HER!” Kor roared.

I’d made a beeline towards fox girl’s cage. “Duck!”

Hopefully she understood.

For the second time, I cast my force spell, sending a surge of energy towards the top of her cage. It had no color or form I could see, aside from distorting the air as it moved, like the undulating waves of heat in the summer.

It slammed into her cage, and like I’d known it would, the metal rent apart, the bars contorting and breaking under my assault.

“Behind you!” she yelled.

I twirled to see two of Kor’s personal guards coming straight at me. Their weapons were sheathed, however. For a moment, I couldn’t understand why.

Oh, right. They want me alive.

While I wanted very much to spit some pithy one-liners at them, I couldn’t think of any. Instead, I summoned two more waves of force, aiming at their heads.

The first one succeeded in a grim show of sprayed blood and snapping bone. The man’s head flew across the room as his body continued forward to crumple to the floor.

I turned to attack again, but before I could, a fist slammed into my stomach.

I gurgled out a series of embarrassing sounds as I crumpled to the ground around the staggering pain. No! I have to escape!

If I didn’t escape now, I never would.

My spell fizzled in the face of the pain. I’d never been hit like this before. Had never thought I would be. It was worse than I’d envisioned.

I tried to use my magic again.

And failed.

Kor, his face twisted in a rictus of rage, stomped across the room towards us.

I looked back to see the bodyguard readying another strike for my face.

In a flash, nearly faster than I could see, his nose exploded in a spray of blood that mirrored his partner’s recent death.

Fox girl held a bloodied length of metal in her hands. A bar from her cage.

The man fell, his hands flying to his ruined face, his armor clanking hard on the stone floor.

I tried to speak to fox girl, but she sprinted towards Kor, a scream of naked fury sounding from her lips.

“Die, you bastard!”

Her face only came up to his chest, but there wasn’t a lick of fear in her.

She swung her awkward weapon in sweeping strikes, slamming it into Kor again and again. Each time, it thudded against him. Each time, she kept going, hammering him with blow after blow.

He tried to dodge and bat her strikes to the side, but she worked so quickly that he only managed to stop a few of her attacks.

Unfortunately, it didn’t look like they were very effective.

Two more guards had reached her in the meantime, flanking around Kor and closing in on her, forcing her away.

Kor himself backed off, letting his minions do the work.

Fox girl, it turned out, did not need to be taken alive.

The enemy both had swords in their hands, trying as best they could to land killing blows.

I watched in fascination, waiting for my own pain to recede enough to act, as she deftly parried their blows with her unwieldy and certainly unbalanced weapon. She moved with a grace I’d never seen in my life, not even in movies.

She was so beautiful that I nearly cried at the sight.

Do something more than watch, Amara!

I levered myself to my feet and, gritting my teeth through the pain, I focused until I had a clean shot.

I beheaded another guard and listened to his bloody helm clatter across the room, leaving a sanguine trail as it went.

The remaining guard was no match for fox girl one-on-one.

In seconds, she disarmed him with a wrist-breaking strike, slammed her metal bar into his head, bringing him to his knees, and scooped up his sword in one swirling motion and thrust it mercilessly into his throat.

In the sudden silence of the room, only his gurgling death throes echoed off the domed roof before he fell dead to the floor.

She kept the bar in her off hand, his sword in the other.

“How,” Kor said through gritted teeth, “DARE YOU!”

The room rumbled at his words, and I could feel the power rolling off him in waves.

“YOU!” he said, pointing a ringed finger at me. “You will SUBMIT!”

No. I won’t.

“And YOU!” He pointed at fox girl. “You will suffer for DECADES for this impudence!”

Fox girl smirked. “Bring it on, bitch.” Her huge white tail swished back and forth in anticipation.

I expected fireballs to rain down upon us, for the floor to crack open, or for lightning to shock us into submission.

None of that happened.

Kor just… ran at us.

We’d dispatched his guards, and the rest of the entourage and Tansian apparently weren’t fighters. Which left Kor to do his own dirty work, something I thought probably galled him more than anything else.

He ran towards me first.

I froze.

But fox girl slid in front of me, her weapons spinning in her hands, bludgeoning and slicing into Kor.

He swatted at her again, like she was an annoying fly.

She danced easily out of each strike, her face locked in an expression of determination.

Unfortunately, her weapons did little.

The bar thudded into him. If it hurt, he didn’t show it.

The sword made the most minute cuts, a tiny showing of blood coming from them.

I blinked myself back to the moment, and conjured a blinding light directly behind fox girl, blinding him but not her.

When the light faded, I caught her smiling, although her eyes hadn’t moved from her opponent.

Kor bellowed and stepped back, swinging wildly.

“We need to get out of here!” I yelled.

In Kor’s stumbling, one of fox girl’s strikes clanged against the book he wore at his side.

He quickly snatched it out of her reach with a strangled grunt.

The book. It contained the magic of this ritual. What else is in there?

I turned and blew a massive hole in the wall. Thankfully, the roof tapered outward only a little ways below. I didn’t know what my plan would be if it had been a sheer cliff.

The animalistic fear still running through my veins told me to turn tail and get the hell out right that second.

But… that book.

I conjured a series of three more lights, flashbangs that sent Kor stumbling again as he roared in rage.

Running straight towards him felt like the stupidest thing I’d ever done in my life.

Arguably, it was.

“Get back!” I yelled as I cast my force spell, targeting the strap that ran around Kor’s chest.

As I’d hoped, it was normal leather, and it shredded under my power, as did Kor’s clothes. Gems and bits of cloth flew in all directions, and he even stumbled a little more at the blow.

But it didn’t so much as scratch his flesh.

We couldn’t kill him here and now.

Not even close.

The book fell from his side.

With my heart racing, my blood pounding, I leapt at it.

I caught it.

When I turned, I saw his hand coming for my face, no time to flee.

Out of the corner of my eye, fox girl’s bar came up hard into his balls.

His hand clenched, and he grunted.

I sprinted away, powered by abject terror.

Fox girl thrust her sword straight into his groin as I ran.

For the first time, I heard pain in his cries.

Still, the sword didn’t seem to pierce into his body very far, if at all.

I turned to flee, nearly ramming into the bright red gem that powered the center of the spell. On a complete whim, I sent a wave of force into it, shattering it into a thousand pieces. “Come on!” I screamed as I ran through the shower of shards and past fox girl. “Let’s get out of here!”

She danced back, sparing a quick look behind her, seeing the exit I’d created. “Ugh! Dammit.” As she turned to follow me, she screamed, “I’ll be back for you, you son of a bitch! And I’ll make you bleed!” She threw the mangled cage bar at his face.

I didn’t wait to see if it hit.

When I burst out into the afternoon sun, a tiny modicum of fear finally drained away.

I stumbled to a stop on the curved stone roofing tile, long enough to see my new partner speeding along behind me. When I reached out a hand, she clasped my arm, and we ran like that, her with a sword in her other hand, me clutching the book.

“STOP THEM!” Kor’s voice rumbled the entire building by the feeling of it. “RECOVER THE GRIMOIRE AT ALL COSTS!”

Oh, crap. That means it’s more valuable than me.

We didn’t look back as we ran.

We bounded over outcroppings and around towers, always trying to find the next lowest level. The palace covered even more ground than I had imagined. I’d thought of it as a city unto itself, but it loomed even larger than that.

Or it sure felt like it as we ran over the endless terrain.

After five minutes or so of running as hard as we could, I pulled us to a stop in the shade of a random tower, and we tucked ourselves into a small alcove where we wouldn’t be seen.

I leaned against the wall and collapsed down onto my ass, drawing in shuddering, gasping breaths, sure I would pass out any second. When I looked up, fox girl still stood, her breathing only coming a little faster than normal.

Holy crap.

“What’s….” I tried to say between gasps. “What’s… your name?”

She glanced down at me with an enigmatic little smile. “I am Tayvin. You are named Amara?”

“Yeah.” More wheezing.

Her eyes lifted, scanning the rooftops. “Pity we could not gut His Most Foul. I would have liked to show him his intestines before he died.” Her words flowed together with a strange accent I’d never heard before.

Wow. Brutal.

“How… long…?” I couldn’t get any more words out.

“How long? Have I been here?”

I nodded.

“Three years.”

“Oh.”

“Yes. Bound since the beginning. Biding my time.” She scowled. “I will return. And I will gut him like the scum that he is.”

“You know,” I said, a few minutes later, once I could speak again, “I had planned on killing Kor today, too.”

She turned and regarded me with intense eyes.

I held them.

“How?”

“With the same magic I used to blow open your cage. I thought I would just rip his head off with it.”

“Had you… not seen him before today?”

“No. I expected some arrogant but pretty normal man. He… wasn’t that.”

Tayven scowled even harder. “He has glutted himself on our magic for years. Remade his body from what it once was. Although, I will admit, I arrogantly thought I would still be able to smash his bones and rend his flesh.” She sighed. “At least enough to do some real harm. He is more powerful than I imagined.”

“Can you… not just feel it?”

“Feel what?”

“His power. The magic inside him.”

“No. Can you?”

“Yeah.”

Her brows raised slowly up. “Then you truly are what he’s been seeking all this time.”

“And what’s that?”

“A True Sorceress.”

“And that means?”

She’d been scanning the rooftops while I struggled to regain my breath. “A conversation for later. We need to keep moving.”


Chapter Ten




We saw a few people as we scurried off the roof, but they didn’t see us. I was fairly confident we’d have known if they did.

The last leg of our little flight consisted of jumping wholesale into a tree that grew over the tall wall that surrounded the palace. Its leaves shone brightly in the sun, reflecting the light as if they sported a covering of oil. I reached out, thinking I’d need to wash my hands afterward, but they were smooth, almost soft to the touch. And they weren’t the least bit oily.

Tayvin caught me rubbing a few leaves between my fingers once we’d made the small jump to the trunk and started working our way down the branches. “You are not from this world, correct?”

“Nope. Abducted in the middle of the night.”

“Odd that you look so much like the Laynar.”

“That’s… these people? Our captors?”

“Yes. Did they not tell you that much?”

“I got some language training and Tansian made sure I could power my part of that magical circle, and that’s it.”

“Hmm. I suppose they made so little effort because they were planning on killing you.” She turned and regarded me as she stepped lightly down to another branch.

“Yeah. I figured that out.”

She gave me an approving nod. “For the rest, like us, they teach us more. Some….” She scowled hard, turned her head, and spit. “Some of them swallow up their lies of greatness and… serve willingly.” A small shudder passed through her body.

“No one in that room looked like they were there willingly, yourself included.”

“No. Those servile thralls are sent out into the world to expand the empire. The recalcitrant ones like me are kept bound. They still feed us lies, but hardly any turn to their side after seeing the truth. It happens, but it is rare.”

We finally plopped down on the ground. Around us a small public garden spread away from the wall.

“So,” I asked, “what now?”

“Now, we go our separate ways.”

I reached out and grabbed Tayvin’s arm. “We what?”

She gently removed my hand. “Do not misunderstand. I am grateful that you freed me. But I work alone. You will only get in my way.”

My eyes widened at her, the shock of her words stopping any of my own from passing my lips.

Her gaze traveled up and down my body. “But I will not leave you alone like this. I should imagine you would be recaptured within the day.”

I still wore the opulent clothes, studded with gems as they were, and even though they’d been roughed up a little in our escape, they’d be instantly remarkable.

Tayvin took a step away from me. “Find a hiding spot here. I will return.”

“Tayvin….”

She held up her hand. “Please do not. You are about to plead with me to work together.” At my nod, she went on, “I work alone. Such has it always been, such is it now. I have taken partners before, always to my detriment. I will not entertain this conversation, Amara.”

“Alright. If you like.”

She nodded again before throwing her stolen sword into a nearby pond, its murky water swallowing the blade right up. “Too high profile,” she said when she saw me gawking. “Stay hidden. I will return.”

I watched her go, incredulity coursing through my veins.

As I sought out and found a tall stand of bushes that grew close to the wall and created a little alcove to hide in, my thoughts churned. I’d been so sure that we’d instantly be an unstoppable team, a thought bolstered by her fighting prowess. I couldn’t rightly wrap my head around her decision to split up.

For one thing, it was so clearly the worse choice. She seemed almost as much of a foreigner here as I was, bereft of friends or allies.

Also, I had magic, dammit! I wouldn’t be a useless hanger-on!

I sighed and leaned back against the smooth stone of the palace’s outer wall.

Nothing to be done, I suppose.

We’d successfully escaped His Most Arrogant, but now what? I sat alone, in a strange city in a strange world, ignorant of all its customs and workings. I couldn’t return home. That much I knew. Even if I’d wanted to—which I did a little now—I’d have to break back into the palace and figure out the portal array. And… they could just come for me again.

I’m stuck here for now, one way or another.

I had one big advantage. Perhaps a huge advantage.

I’m a True Sorceress.

Whatever the hell that really means.

I pulled Kor’s book — grimoire — into my lap. The cover was, as it looked, made of a thick but surprisingly light metal. Angular designs of shining silver covered the tome, and lines of dark black were set in between. I traced my fingers down them, finding them to be the same metal, just painted. The whole thing looked terribly art deco, like something a dwarven wizard would have deep under the mountain.

I opened it to find unending pages of patterns and designs, some very simple, some fiendishly complex, all written in an indecipherable script that hurt my eyes to look upon. The letters almost moved under my scrutiny, as if the tiny symbols were actively avoiding my gaze.

At first, I brushed those thoughts away as pure fancy, but I was sitting in a magical world, a True Sorceress myself, so mischievous writing was hardly outside the realm of possibility.

Most of the first quarter of the book, along with random pages throughout, had been annotated in the language that I could now read. I flipped through the later pages until I found the spell that Kor had tried to use on me.

As expected, that one had been translated into these people’s language.

Not that that helped a whole hell of a lot, it turned out.

Only one small, short paragraph detailed the effects of the spell, and it contained a lot of words that I hadn’t been taught during my lessons. I caught enough to know that it did what I thought it did. It transferred the power from one person to another.

The rest of the writing described in detail what catalysts needed to be used, and half of those were things I’d never heard of before, only the odd handful making any sense to me.

I sighed and leaned back again, the grimoire laying open on my lap.

I can naturally cast spells.

Apparently, no one else, even His Most Pompous, can do so. I shuddered, imagining him with my power. Tayvin can use magic, but can only power these patterns.

Then how do the lights work!? Surely society isn’t completely powered by people like her, right?

And that’s another thing. We’re prisoners, abducted from other worlds!

Wild.

Are there magical people from this world, too?

Surely right? How would they know about, and use, the magic otherwise?

I let my head sag as the weight of all these questions pressed down on me. There wasn’t any way I could know here and now. They still rang through my thoughts, though, since if they didn’t, I’d be asking myself what in the world I should do next, and there wasn’t an answer to that one either.

I leafed through the book for a while after that, trying to make sense of any of the spells it contained, but my thoughts wouldn’t do what I wanted, and I found myself rereading the same paragraphs five times over with no real result.

Finally, an hour later, Tayvin showed up, wrapped in a dark gray cloak with a hood that had little cutouts for her white, triangular ears.

I jumped when I heard her footsteps encroaching on my hiding place, sure that my enemies had found me. I sagged to the ground when I saw who it was.

“You waited,” was all she said to me.

“What? Of course I did! What else would I have done?”

She smirked while pulling a bag from over her shoulder. “Any number of stupid things, I should imagine. Do you not have idiots on your world?”

“Oh, we do, but… hey! Did you think I was an idiot!?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. A few minutes of competency isn’t enough to convince me. I have seen otherwise intelligent people do some truly moronic things. And here you are, in another world, bereft. Most would have made unwise choices for a large number of unwise reasons.”

“Well, I’m very pragmatic, thank you very much. Did you bring me some things?”

With the same enigmatic smile on her lips, she started unloading the bag. “I have brought you a drab set of clothes, including a hooded cloak like mine, a small bit of money, and a portion of food. Oh, and the bag itself.”

I looked down at the haul she laid out. “Tayvin… where did you get all this?”

“I stole them, of course.”

My eyes traveled up to hers once more. They were a rich green, a hue that humans didn’t have, something I hadn’t really noticed before. Now that I had, I couldn’t imagine how I’d missed it. And beyond that, I couldn’t read them. I could read most anybody’s eyes. It’s how I became so successful in my career. Tayvin’s locked on mine, inscrutable.

It drove me wild. “You stole them! As a wanted criminal already?”

“Of course. What does it matter? His Most Foul has decreed that I am to suffer for decades upon my recapture. There is nothing I can do to earn a greater punishment than that, so what does it matter what immoral things I do now? Besides, if you object, I can return these things immediately.”

“I didn’t say that.”

Her eyes narrowed as her smile widened. “I thought not.” She stood and looked down at me. “Keep to the crowds, and keep your face covered. There are markless Laynar who look like you, so you shouldn’t warrant too much attention. Still, keep a low profile. And head towards the southern edge of the city. There are many derelict buildings there you can shelter in. Try to escape the city through the gate there. His Most Foul’s power inside the city is absolute, so we must leave it. After that? Even I do not know.” Her gaze dropped to the ground. “I know what I’ve overheard during my time here, and little else. I’ve left the palace, but not often. This is all the assistance I can be for you, Amara.”

“Tayvin. Thank you. Truly. So very much. But would you please

reconsi—”

She held up her hand again. “No, Amara, I would not. I am tempted, but I have learned this lesson many times. I am better alone. Again, thank you for freeing me, but I will not be swayed.”

I nodded. “Alright. Be safe, Tayvin. I hope one of us can come back and put an end to Sordruum Kor.”

Her green eyes sank into a faraway gaze. “As do I. As do I….”

“Hey, one last thing?”

“Yes?”

“Can you just walk around with, um, your tail and ears out?”

She smirked. “Yes. This world has many peoples, unlike my own. There are others here that look similar to me. Their tails are not as,” her cheeks colored a little, “fluffy, but tails and ears like mine are a common enough sight. I do not warrant immediate attention.” She turned and strode purposefully out of my little hiding spot. “May the stars light your path, Amara,” she said without looking back.

Before I could think of anything poignant to say in response, she had gone.

I glanced around nervously, although no one could possibly have seen me, before I stripped out of my fancy clothes and slipped on the mundane set Tayvin provided. They were a matched set of light gray pants and a billowy shirt in a very soft material, and a pair of beaten up sandals. I slipped the cloak on over top of them, feeling at once a little more safe and a lot cozier. I wadded up the nice clothes, gems and all, and stuffed them into the bag along with the golden diadem. I wouldn’t try to barter with the gems inside the city, but they might save my life once I managed to leave.

A tiny bag of coins jingled when I picked it up, and I smiled at how cliche they were. A coin purse. Of course there were coin purses here. I dumped the contents out into my hand and examined the money. Luckily, along with some weird picture I couldn’t discern, they had numbers stamped on them that I could read. That was one awkward situation I wouldn’t have to navigate blind.

I tied it tightly shut after putting the money back inside, and I slipped it into a pocket.

Last, a half loaf of bread sat in a paper wrapper, smelling faintly of nuts. I took a tentative bite. “Hmm, not bad,” I muttered to myself. It wasn’t exactly palace dinner fare, but still worlds better than nothing at all. And I could presumably buy more.

Along with something to drink. Holy crap, I’m thirsty!

Once I had the thought, an overwhelming thirst came over me, powered by my flight from the palace, and then overshadowed by my mounting anxiety and possibly impending doom.

Well, first things first.

I dumped the bread into the bag and….

Oh, shit. The grimoire.

I tried stuffing it in the bag, but its blatant corners jutted out and would be highly noticeable if I carried the bag over my shoulder, which was my only real option.

It wasn’t heavy, but it was a little awkward, and I’d shredded the belt that had looped around Kor’s chest.

Still….

He was a massive man. I didn’t need nearly as much of a strap. I fumbled around for a while before I managed to ham-handedly tie the ragged ends of the leather together. I took my cloak off, looped it over my neck, and put it back on.

The grimoire hung down at my side, and I pushed it towards my back. The cloak covered it completely.

That thing would be a beacon for unwanted attention if anyone saw it. I should make a cover or something.

I strode out of the garden with an air of confidence I certainly didn’t feel inside.


Chapter Eleven




Fear exploded through me as I stepped out onto the crowded city street.

With every second that passed, I felt like someone behind me drew a breath to cry out, to call every guard and soldier in the city to cut me apart and steal the book back.

None of that happened.

I tried to console myself with the thought that although the grimoire mattered more than I did, His Most Arrogant probably did want me alive if possible.

For a second, that comforted me.

Until I remembered that I would only be caught alive so I could be executed with some extra steps. And not only that, my death would empower a man that I knew should not have been given any power at all.

I grumbled under my breath as I walked down the crowded streets, keeping my eyes on the smooth stone under my feet.

I’d known people like Kor before. Or, well, people that would easily have become him if Earth had magic. Arrogant bastards for whom no amount of money, power, or influence would be enough. He already had so much, but I needed to die so he could have even more.

I felt the bile rising in my throat.

A small laugh passed my lips as I pushed the thought down. Having a rage-induced episode on the sidewalk wouldn’t be prudent.

Instead, I forced my eyes up and really looked at the city, now that I had successfully blended in as a random citizen.

It sprawled in all directions, as far as my eyes could see down the hilly roads. It didn’t have any skyscrapers, but some buildings stood at least ten to fifteen stories tall, although they were few and far between.

When I could see it, the palace towered over everything else. I’d been right in my initial impression of it as a city unto itself. It seemed to sit at the center of this metropolis — whose name I had forgotten to ask Tayvin — a huge bulk of a building that climbed up like an uneven ziggurat with towers at odd intervals. I imagined it, like many places back home, had been built upon over and over through the centuries, instead of having a plan from the beginning.

I tore my eyes away. Whatever. Don’t even think about it. I’m not going back.

Even though I’d said to Tayvin that I wanted to return and kill Kor, I honestly didn't think that would happen, True Sorceress or not. Surviving in this world would be enough of a quest. I didn’t need to topple the most powerful person as well.

Get enough to eat today. Find somewhere relatively safe to sleep tonight. Get out of the city tomorrow.

A much more reasonable set of goals.

My thirst followed me closely until I rounded a corner and found a public water fountain, of all things. It wasn’t a little machine set into a wall, but an artfully made installation with flowing channels that dropped down into a stone basin.

I watched as a few people walked up and drank from their cupped hands.

With all the willpower I could muster, I didn’t slurp down as much as I could as loudly as possible.

A bit of time passed before I walked away satisfied, though.

Despite the lack of skyscrapers, the city seemed very advanced. Streetlights dotted the roads and the shops were illuminated from within, powered by the same energy that the lights in the palace used. The sidestreets I’d been traveling hadn’t had anything like cars, but as soon as I stepped out onto a more main thoroughfare, I had to mentally reevaluate the world.

The things I saw weren’t cars, but they weren’t not cars, either.

Made of gleaming metal and aerodynamically shaped, these half-teardrop conveyances hovered down the roads. They weren’t speeding along, but they weren’t slow, either. Some of them were pretty large, stacked tall with crates and bags and, in some cases, noisy animals.

Instead of tops or roofs, they all had metal rods supporting colorful canopies with all manner of designs. At first I thought them some sort of heraldry, but as more and more drifted by, I got the impression that they were all highly personalized.

People sat in the front of them and steered them just like cars, but they seemed to hover on their own.

I stopped and leaned against a building and reached out with my newfound senses.

Power flowed through the streets, underneath them, in long channels that stretched far beyond my perception. Subtly different from the power lighting everything up, I could, once I closed my eyes, see the patterns that directed the magic underground. Every single car, or whatever they were called, had a complementary pattern inset into its base, receiving the power and letting them hover.

I opened my eyes again, a little floored at the revelations. I peeked up at the sky, wondering if there would be anything like airplanes. A bit disappointed, I saw nothing.

Well. Let’s get going.

Oh crap. Which way’s south?

Ugh.

Luckily, the sun was still out and assuming that things worked the same here — I had no reason to know that this world rotated the same way Earth did — I figured out which way was most likely south, and headed off.

If I’m wrong, I can just turn around, I guess.

Like the big cities on Earth, no one looked at me twice as I made my way down the streets.

A half hour later, I could see what looked like a perimeter wall in the distance.

My feet ached and my stomach growled. Luckily, the water fountains were plentiful all around, so I didn’t go thirsty again.

The sun had dipped a little below the horizon, and only the last rays shined out over the city.

I needed to find somewhere to sleep.

Tayvin had been right, it seemed, and the quality of the city had dipped as I’d been walking. I noticed a few buildings that might be ripe for squatting in. The flow of people had dwindled as I walked, probably both from the time of day and area I was in.

Feeling like a burglar, I dipped into a random alleyway that ran down the side of a tall and lightless building.

A wooden door sat in the wall, with a little window I could peek into, seeing nothing at all. No light, no people.

As good as anything, I guess.

I tried it, and found it locked.

Couldn’t be that easy.

Okay. Time for some sorcery.

In my mind’s eye, I conjured the image of my force spell and modified it into a much smaller version. With my eyes still closed, I pressed my palm up to the door knob and summoned my power.

The resulting noise echoed down the alley as I exploded the door inwards, slamming it back against the wall, the locking mechanism shattering into splinters.

Crap!

I hustled into the building and shut the door behind me. Just in case, I dragged a small cabinet in front of it.

I stood in a long, dark hall with many doors on either side.

An apartment building, probably.

Lucky!

On top of my upraised palm, I summoned a tiny orb of white light that illuminated the space. Not wasting any time, I jogged down the hall until I found a set of stairs and ascended them as quickly as I could.

A few floors up, I stopped, my breath coming quickly.

Holy crap, I need to do more cardio.

The only light came from a window at the end of the hall, which would be above the door I’d blown in. A tiny sliver shone on the peeling paint on the wall.

I tried door after door, not wanting to make more noise, and I finally found one that opened without complaint.

Inside, I found much better accommodations than I’d hoped for. Instead of a post-apocalyptic scene of rotten floors giving way to the rooms below and rusty, jagged metal at every turn, the place just looked abandoned. A light layer of dust sat on everything I could see, and all the furniture had been removed, but I probably wasn’t going to get tetanus if I slipped.

I tried the faucets and found water running through them still, along with a functional toilet, so that was nice.

A modest bedroom looked out over the darkening city. To my continuing decent luck, it had an old, empty armoire which I pushed over to completely block the window. I had to sit on my butt and push with my legs, but I got it done.

With the front door safely locked, I retreated to my new bedroom and sank down onto the floor. I bolstered my light and flicked it up to hang in the air above me.

Each time I used a spell, it became noticeably easier and more intuitive to do. The light felt so natural, like I’d been doing it all my life.

My life.

I slumped down and leaned against the wall.

My life is over, essentially. At least the one I knew.

What’re people thinking back home? I’ve been missing for a few days now. No note. No sign of forced entry in my house.

Did my struggle with Kor’s men leave any trace besides a single fireplace poker out of its stand?

It didn’t matter, either way. Elizabeth Amaranis was gone, probably never to be seen again.

I’ve lost everything.

My job. My home. Everything I’ve ever worked for.

I pulled my cloak off and the grimoire’s strap up and over my head before resettling the cloak around my shoulders.

Lost everything. But maybe, just maybe, I can have so much more.

I opened the tome again, idly thumbing through the pages. My thoughts weren’t in any better order than they’d been earlier, and a bone-deep weariness spread through me besides.

Not learning any new spells tonight.

Instead, I leafed through the book, trying to find annotations I could read, seeing if I could mentally mark some new spells for when I had a bit more focus. I belatedly remembered the bread Tayvin had stolen for me. It wasn’t sliced, so I just bit chunks off of it, in a very unseemly display. Not that that mattered.

The pages seemed so thin under my fingers, like they’d tear at the slightest suggestion, but after I tried to do so on the blank corner of one page, I found I couldn’t rip it even a little. Despite the seeming fragility, the grimoire turned out to be rather robust.

A magic book about magic.

“Neat,” I said to the empty room.

I found a lot of simple spells that interested me.

Coalescing water from the air, creating heat — I didn’t find anything about fireballs yet — and minor healing patterns all piqued my interest. I also found a spell for protecting myself from arrows and projectiles, which I would have dismissed as useless, but in this world, it might just be the thing I needed.

For a moment, I tried to focus on the healing spell, but my thoughts slid right off of it, the lines and curves slipping away the second my eyes left them.

Hundreds of pages of spells laid themselves out before me, most of which I couldn’t begin to read. The complexity ramped up later in the book with some truly mind-bending, almost fractal patterns. Only a single one of them, aside from the power-stealing one, had been translated. Whoever had done the work listed all the catalysts and components, but didn’t bother writing down what the spell did. The only clue was a word that meant nothing to me: Yaw’nethosh.

Gibberish.

Probably for the best, honestly. His Most Shitty didn’t need any more power than he already had.

Near the end of the book, my fingers slipped over a slightly thicker page. Almost imperceptibly so, but I couldn’t shake the feeling, once I’d turned it, that something lay in between. I tried valiantly to unstick them, but nothing happened.

As I did, though, a tiny little bit of magic called out to me.

“Huh.”

I gripped the edge of the pages and closed my eyes.

Sure enough, a tiny little pattern, microscopic almost, lay at the ends of the pages. I could see it in my mind’s eye, nothing more than a few zigzagging lines with curls at the ends.

A spell.

“Well, why not?”

I summoned my power and channeled it into the tiny array.

The pages slipped off of each other like they’d never been stuck at all.

“Oh, hey, alri⁠—”

The second my eyes landed on the newly revealed pages, an explosion of light seared itself into my brain. It didn’t exist on the page; my eyes weren’t seeing any light. But I jerked back anyway as a torrent of power pushed itself into my being.

True Sorceress.

The words came unbidden to my psyche. They weren’t spoken; they were an idea pressed into my thoughts, the words coming as an afterimage as my mind tried to make sense of it all.

I gripped the book tightly, fear coursing through me at the sudden spell that held me in its thrall.

Find me.

A new pattern flared, superimposed over images that danced across the backs of my eyelids, sunny fields and tall mountains, all zipping by like a time lapsed video, over and over again, all with an increasing pressure that threatened to tear me apart.

Find me.

Again and again, the scenes repeated, making as little sense as they did the first time. But amidst the screaming deluge of images, a little castle formed in my mind. The size of a modern mansion back home, it had high stone walls and towers with connecting bridges, all against a backdrop of pure darkness.

FIND ME.

The pattern flared brightly again.

With a sudden boom that reverberated in my soul, I dropped the book and rolled to my side, gasping for air, my hands clawing the floor of their own accord.

My eyes flew open as I took one long gasp, drawing in as much air as I could.

Slowly, very slowly, I unclenched my entire body, muscle by muscle, until I laid limply on the floor. I noticed tears were streaming down my cheeks.


Chapter Twelve




I sat up, dried my tears, and stretched out my aching muscles.

“What the hell?”

The grimoire sat innocently in front of me, still open to the secret page.

Stupidly, I looked at it again, out of reflex.

Nothing happened, to my immense relief.

Cautiously, I picked it up and regarded the pages once more.

The right page crawled in that shifting script, none of the symbols or letters making the least sense to me. I looked away, blinking against the headache that started to form.

The left page contained the symbol I’d seen in the visions. It covered the page, top to bottom, an ovoid shape with countless little additions around its curving lines. Small, angular knots and swirling patterns that sat easy in my head.

As complicated as it was, I understood it completely.

It had been magicked into my mind.

Still, I didn’t know what the hell it did, just how to cast it.

Well. Why not?

I summoned the pattern as I sat there in the empty room, glowing purple light bursting in front of me.

It did nothing.

Disappointing.

The images floated back into my thoughts, and now that I wasn’t being hammered with them, they made a little more sense. They were clearly a map, leading me to a place where I could use my new spell.

Probably.

I shut the book and set it aside. That was enough of that for one day. Without a pillow, blanket, or any semblance of a bed, I rolled my bag up tight, laid down on it, and pulled my cloak around my body, shucking off my sandals and pulling my feet up under the fabric.

Honestly, it wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be.

Sleep came quickly.

I awoke in the night, needing to pee, wondering, for a moment, why my bed was so hard.

Oh, right. Magical fantasy land. And I’m squatting in some derelict bedroom.

After I used the bathroom, sleep came quickly once more, and I slept until well after the sun had risen.

The tiny rays of light shone in around the armoire, telling me morning had come. When I shoved the furniture out of the way again, the bright light blinded me, knocking me back.

Okay. Way after sunrise, then.

I ate part of my stolen bread while I sat up against the wall, deciding what I would do.

Get something to drink and get the hell out of this city, that’s what.

With my things packed tight and the grimoire hanging under my cloak, I wandered out into the hallway of the apartment building.

Apparently, no one had come at my noisy entrance, as the cabinet I’d pulled in front of the broken door sat there still, unmoved. I shoved it out of the way and slipped back outside.

After orienting myself, I headed back towards the perimeter wall, my thoughts drifting towards Tayvin.

Has she made it out of the city yet? Or is she somewhere here, doing exactly what I’m doing?

The streets were full of people, even in this part of the city, and I blended right into the throng.

Each step I took, my confidence grew, and I imagined what lay outside the walls of this place. Idyllic farmland? Sprawling subdivisions of houses? Industrial wastelands?

Hopefully that first one.

A small smile crept onto my lips as I went unnoticed in the crowd.

But it fell right away as I rounded the last corner and saw the gates to the outside.

Well… crap.

I’d envisioned a massive portcullis, opened with those weird not-cars streaming through, along with a line of people going about their business.

Instead of that, I stopped to look at a serious border checkpoint.

There was a massive portcullis, it turned out. Closed.

Smaller doors inset into it were open, but clogged with people in golden armor that sported the gilding and purple designs I’d seen in my captors’ armor.

Everyone who approached, by the looks of it, got a thorough inspection, whether single people or a group in a hovercar.

Even if they don’t recognize me, which is unlikely, the grimoire isn’t passing any inspection.

As I stood there and watched, I noticed a man who noticed me.

Oh no.

He wore the same armor as the rest. His gaze landed solidly on me and stayed there uncomfortably long.

I tried my best to look nonchalant, but I’d never really had to do it before. I’d been the authority for so long, I could spot someone else doing it, but never had a reason to practice it myself. And this world didn’t have cell phones that I could whip out and pretend to be fiddling with.

The second I turned and took a step, he started walking towards me.

Don’t run. Don’t run. Don’t run.

It took every bit of willpower I had, but I calmly walked away.

Until I rounded the first corner, after which I power-walked down the street. I’d made it a good ways away before I turned around to see if he’d followed me.

He had.

He also saw me looking for him and quickened his pace.

Ohhhh no.

Wildly unsure of what to do, I turned a corner and headed back towards the abandoned building I’d stayed the night in. I couldn’t say why I did that, but it seemed like a good idea at the time. Or at least not a terrible idea.

He never cried out, never called for backup, but every time I turned around, he was there, following along.

I met his eyes as I turned down the alleyway.

Adrenaline flooded my body as I slipped back into the building.

Escape seemed wildly unlikely.

As did talking my way out of this.

Only one real option remained.

I took a long, deep breath.

Yes, I’d killed two men while fighting Kor in the palace. They’d been actively trying to restrain me so I could be ritualistically murdered.

This isn’t any different. That man’s going to do the exact same thing.

…Is he, though? Does he know that?

Or is he some random guy, just doing his job, looking for someone like me, who he’s been told is a criminal?

Am I…?

My hands shook, my breath coming quickly.

Am I about to… murder an innocent person?

Necessary, perhaps. But no less horrible because of it. Maybe he has a family.

And I’m….

I’m going to stop a tyrant from becoming a demigod.

This man might have to die so that wouldn’t happen.

Right?

So caught up in my own moral dilemma, I barely even heard the door open.

The man stepped in, his eyes widening when he saw me standing there, not fleeing any longer. His gaze never leaving mine, he slowly reached for the sword that hung at his side. “Who are you?”

“I’m… no one.”

“Pretty suspicious actions for no one. Submit to a search, and if you truly have nothing to hide, then I’ll let you go.”

“No. Go away. For your own sake.” My voice shook. But not for me.

He leaned back as he looked me up and down. With a practiced motion, he drew his blade. “Are you threatening one of His Most Holy’s soldiers? You should know that that’s a crime in itself. I won’t ask again. Submit. Take off your cloak and lower to your knees. Now.”

“Please, leave. Please. If you don’t… I’ll kill you.”

He sneered at me. “We’ll see how boastful you are in His Most Holy’s dungeons, and what you’re truly hiding.” He advanced quickly on me.

No choice. I can’t use magic and leave him alive.

I can’t get out of this without using magic.

He reached out, intending to grab me and probably shove his sword against my face.

“I’m sorry.” I brought my hands up, summoned the magic I’d used against Kor’s men, and thrust a ball of energy straight at his head.

In a split second, it was over.

His head, golden helm and all, clattered down the hall, leaving a trail of blood. His body took one more revolting step before it fell heavily to the floor, the sword clanging as it slipped from his fingers.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, a tear streaking down my face.

Elizabeth Amaranis, Murderer.

I shook my head.

No.

Amara the True Sorceress, Murderer.

I reached out and steadied myself with a hand on the peeling wall, my eyes locked on the headless corpse.

A humorless laugh sounded deep in my throat as I knelt down and began to loot his body.

Amara the True Sorceress, Practical Murderer.

“Oh, damn,” I breathed as I pulled a fat coin purse from his belt. Apparently His Most Holy didn’t skimp on wages for his city guard. I opened it and found at least three times the amount of coins I already had, many of them much higher denominations than I’d seen.

I could get a lot of money by⁠—

With a huge groan, I lowered my head into my hands.

Grappling with the moral qualms of murder one second, considering doing lots more for cash the next.

I went back to my search and pushed the intrusive thoughts away.

In addition to the money, I found a polished and sharp dagger in a leather sheath. I didn’t entertain any thoughts of using it as a weapon, as I was much more likely to slice my own fingers off than do anything useful with it. Besides the fact that I had magic, a much more potent weapon. Still, a useful tool couldn’t hurt. It didn’t have any adornment that would easily identify it as stolen, as far as I could see.

I slipped his belt off and looped it around my own waist. Luckily, it didn’t have any golden embellishments or gems on it, which sounded stupid, but I wouldn’t put anything past this place. Kor seemed to like his gems and to favor them on anything and everything.

Finding nothing else of use, I left the corpse where it had fallen. Before I left, I noticed the markings on the man’s arms, very reminiscent of tiger stripes. I tried to see if his head had the same, but it was so much torn flesh and oozing blood that I couldn’t look for more than a second before the vomit started to rise in my throat.

Outside, I felt a little better. A little less like a vicious killer.

Well, leaving the city from that gate is right out.

But how else could I get out?

I have enough cash to buy food and am apparently not above sleeping in derelict places, so there’s no huge rush.… Just an evil not-emperor’s soldiers likely scouring the city for me. That’s all.

Still.

I’d make my way to other gates and see what I could see.

When I get more time to myself, I should see if there are any spells for flight in the grimoire. Floating out over the city walls at night would beat trying to slip out of the heavily defended gates.

With no real destination in mind, I set out from the apartment building, putting as much distance between me and the dead body as I could. Unfortunately, I couldn’t use that building for sleeping anymore, or anywhere near that part of the city. It would all be far too suspicious, even if the guy’s body wasn’t actually found for a little while.

I found myself meandering towards the center of the city, having unconsciously gone with the crowd. Just as I thought about turning a corner and heading somewhere else, a snippet of a conversation drifted over to my ears.

“You didn’t hear? There’s an execution going on! Like, now! Well, soon. Don’t you wanna watch?”

Ew. Public executions? I thought this civilization was pretty advanced. That’s disgusting.

My feet turned of their own accord and there I went.

Right towards the public execution.

Part of me recoiled at the morbid horror of wanting to see such a thing.

Another part recognized that I’d just performed my own execution less than an hour ago.

It wasn’t for anyone’s entertainment, though!

What sort of people would….

Well.

I mean.

If someone held a public execution back home, people would absolutely show up to watch it.

You might.

No, I….

Ugh.

I wasn’t winning this battle with my own thoughts. I’d be at least tempted to watch.

Of course I would. I’m going to the thing right now!

What a morning it had been.

I was learning so much about myself.


Chapter Thirteen




The only way I wouldn’t attend this execution would be if it was held inside the palace. No amount of curiosity would make me do something that stupid.

It wasn’t, though.

The scaffold had been set up in a massive public park of all places. Probably just for practical reasons. I doubted they had a dedicated amphitheater for this sort of thing.

I ended up somewhere in the middle of the crowd, just one more face among many. Tayvin had been right. I saw many people without visible markings, although they were a minority. I didn’t stand out at all here.

Hell, people even wore cloaks with their hoods up.

I also noticed a decent amount of fluffy ears and some tails around me. None of them looked quite like Tayvin’s, but she wouldn’t be nearly as much of an oddity here as she would be on Earth.

Standing on the scaffold, a woman in royal armor stood and scanned the crowd. Like the ones with His Most Bastardly, her armor practically oozed gems, along with gold plating and purple lines flowing throughout. A long, purple cape with gold trim blew gently in the breeze. Her most striking feature draped down over all her ostentatious armor. Curling, bright red hair wafted in the breeze, unbound and trailing down to her waist.

Her eyes were wide and slightly crazed, her lips curled, and her arms crossed.

She looked young for someone who would be doing this job.

Belatedly, I wondered if coming here had been a mistake. But I wasn’t about to do something suspicious like I had earlier in the morning and skip out now. I’d made my choice.

Twenty minutes or so later, the entire park was packed as far as I could see, people taking up all the space they could, some even climbing the trees and looking out from above.

Oh, I should have done that.

Uh-huh. Because I’m great at climbing trees. A thing I haven’t done in twenty years, probably.

At some unseen signal, Curls adjusted something on the chest of her armor and spoke. “Citizens of Prosperous Harmony.” Her voice boomed out over the area, amplified by some device, although I couldn’t tell if magic was involved.

Also, Prosperous Harmony? Was that the city’s name? Oh, that’s right. Tansian mentioned it once. I hadn’t realized it was the city’s actual name.

Ugh.

“We have gathered here today to mete out justice. Traitors to His Most Holy himself.”

A cacophony of boos and jeers erupted from the crowd, many calling for immediate death, as if that wasn’t what this event was about. Some yelled out some truly bizarre tortures they hoped to see performed today.

These people… like… Kor? Seriously?

The woman on the scaffold let them yell for some time, a tiny smile raising the corners of her lips. Eventually, she held out a hand, which quieted the crowd. “It pleases me, citizens, that you desire justice as much as I do.”

Oh. That’s what’s in her eyes. She’s loving this. She wants to kill someone. But for zealous justice or just run-of-the-mill sadistic glee? They’d look the same in someone’s eyes. Not that I’d ever actually witnessed such a thing firsthand.

I was right, though.

This woman was unhinged.

The crowd roared in excitement at her words. They were just as bloodthirsty. Although they probably just loved the spectacle of it all.

Damn, I hope it’s that. Otherwise I’m stuck in a city of psychos.

Curls turned and gestured to someone behind her, and a moment later, two hooded men dressed in plain black clothes were escorted up onto the scaffold. I saw now that the scaffold held what amounted to a chopping block. Made of dark polished wood and brimming with golden inlay, it sat off to one side of the platform.

The men were forced to kneel by more soldiers dressed in royal armor like the woman.

With a flourish, she stepped up behind them and pulled off both of their hoods at once.

No one heard my gasp amidst the jeers.

Tansian.

Tansian’s eyes, wide and unfocused, held only disbelief.

I’ll bet, buddy. You were riding high, right at Kor’s side. And now you’re being executed? What a fall.

Oh.

Oh, damn.

He’s being executed because he let me go.

Still, I couldn’t summon much pity for him.

Beside him, a man with a bruised and battered face stoically sat, expressionless. His nose was bent at a weird angle, like it’d been smashed hard with….

With a broken bar from a shattered cage.

This man was the guard that Tayvin and I didn’t kill. She’d smashed his face in and he’d fallen, forgotten.

“Traitors to His Most Holy,” Curls roared. “And now, they will face justice!”

More screaming from the crowd.

I found myself enthralled nearly as much.

These men weren’t traitors. But that didn’t matter. A little lie to make their execution for failure more palatable for the masses. Still, a part of me wanted to see them dead. They’d tried to kill me.

And now they were going to be killed in turn.

What a morning, holy shit.

“First!” the woman bellowed as she hauled the nameless man to his feet.

He went along with it, his eyes hollow and unfeeling.

He’d accepted his fate.

Another armored soldier carried a hefty ax up to the platform and handed it to Curls, who was apparently both the host of this event and executioner too.

The broken-faced man laid himself over the chopping block without resistance.

Does he believe he deserves it? He was a royal guard. He might have swallowed all the lies Kor thought fit to tell.

I made myself watch.

It wasn’t worse than anything I’d done a little while ago.

She brought the ax down hard, her long hair billowing out as she did, the weapon cleaving through the man’s neck in one solid blow.

Was that… magic?

A tiny little tremor ran through me, the barest hint of magic being used, but I couldn’t figure out where it had come from.

His head rolled into a little basket in front of the block.

The crowd went berserk.

Tansian’s entire body trembled as he watched the sight, transfixed.

Ew, what’s this? Pity?

I couldn’t help it. I felt sorry for the stupid bastard. While he’d led me to my own death, he’d been civil and, in a way, kind. And I believed that he believed in Sordruum Kor. I never saw a shred of doubt in his eyes the whole time.

Still, I wouldn’t lift a finger to save him, even with the sliver of pity running through me.

I’d just enjoy his death a little less.

The other guards hauled him to his feet.

“No!” he wailed. “I did everything I could! Please, believe me! I’ve always been loyal to His Most Benevolent!”

The woman backhanded him across the face, knocking him into the arms of the other men, who stood him right back up.

“Silence! We’ll hear nothing from you, unless you want us to rip out your tongue first!”

Tansian shuddered at her, his eyes still wide pools of terror. “Please,” he whimpered.

I couldn’t hear him over the crowd calling for his blood, but his lips were easy enough to read as he repeated the word over and over.

To no avail.

“To the block!” the woman screamed, her eyes full of righteous fervor.

Tansian resisted but it was futile.

They pressed him to the block and tied his arms down.

Tears flowed down his face, his cries still drowned out by the throng.

Ugh. I’m not even going to enjoy this a little bit, now. Poor bastard.

The executioner raised her axe.

“STOP.”

The voice boomed across the park, much louder than the woman’s had been, and I felt a tiny brush of magic as it did so.

Oh, shit.

The furor of the crowd died away as all eyes turned to see a massive man and his own small crowd striding purposefully through the park.

Oh, shit. Ohhhh, shit.

Within a minute, Sordruum Kor strode up and onto the scaffold. His entourage waited behind on the ground. Among them, a truly massive man, taller and much wider than even Kor himself, stood with his arms crossed. Gilded armor covered his entire body and boasted more gems than anyone besides His Most Gaudy himself.

He didn’t take part in the proceedings, but his head constantly turned, looking out over the crowd. An aura of malice fairly emanated from him.

His Most Arrogant wore the same kind of clothes as before, golden garments that probably weighed more than armor would have, draped with gold and gems as they were. The golden diadem sat on his brow, much less ostentatious than anything else.

The second Kor ascended the scaffold, the entire crowd, nearly as one, all sank to the ground, prostrating themselves before him.

I dropped to the grass, hoping as hard as I could that I hadn’t stood out.

It galled me to have to do so, to drop to my knees for this bastard, but I laid my forehead on the ground all the same, unmoving, nearly daring to breathe.

He spread his hands and smiled at the people.

They probably thought it was genuine.

It didn’t touch his eyes.

“Citizens of Prosperous Harmony!”

They remained almost perfectly silent for him. I only heard tiny whispers around me.

“You have gathered here today to see my justice rightly given.” His voice carried out over the people, a tiny sliver of magic in it.

How’s that possible?

I narrowed my eyes and focused on what I could feel.

Around his upper body, a small pattern of magic hovered, invisible to normal sight, but I could feel it there. Trailing away from it, a flow of power emanated from one of his entourage.

No, but….

No cages. No prisoners.

Oh.

I could see her, now that I knew she stood there. A Laynar woman channeled her magic towards Kor, empowering the pattern.

Complicit. She’s… serving him willingly.

Probably.

She wasn’t bound, either way.

It also wasn’t lost on me that Kor couldn’t be bothered to channel into this tiny spell himself. Come to think of it, can he channel? Oh, of course he can. The only time he’d done it himself, though, had been to power his part of the murdering-me spell.

He’d kept talking while my attention drifted. “Your desire for justice warms my heart! Removing the unjust from our people makes us all strong!”

This line elicited some loud cheering.

Tansian had turned, as much as he could, to stare at his emperor, his eyes still filled with terror and tears.

When Kor opened his mouth again, everyone fell back into silence.

“Justice serves us all. But so does mercy. And I am nothing if not merciful.”

Oh, eat shit. Can no one else see this as the crap it is?

Ugh. No. Of course they can’t.

“Untie him,” Kor commanded.

The executioner woman looked upon him with open reverence, the bloodlust gone from her eyes. She hurried to obey.

“Bow, Tansian,” Kor commanded.

Tansian turned from the block and dropped to his knees, prostrating himself in front of Kor. He looked like a child in front of a giant as Kor towered over him.

“You have failed me, Tansian.”

The man quaked but didn’t move.

“You rightly deserve death for your transgressions.” A long, dramatic pause, purely for the sake of it, followed. “But I, in my unending benevolence, have decided to grant you another chance to prove yourself to me.”

Tansian sobbed openly, his forehead still pressed on the ground. In the silence, his wails carried.

“Swear to me, Tansian, that you will not fail me again.”

I could barely stand to listen to the babbling oaths of fealty that blubbered out of Tansian’s mouth.

Kor endured them for a minute or two. “Enough. I will grant you my mercy this once.” He turned to the crowd and spread his arms again, “I say that this man might live to prove his worth once more.”

Lots of cheering.

Would they all cheer for anything he said?

I didn’t take part, but I did raise my arms and sway a little so I wouldn’t stand out.

As I did, a thought crashed into me.

He can’t sense my magic, can he!?

Well, probably not. If Tayvin couldn’t sense his, it seems only True Sorceresses can do that. All the same, I better get the hell out of here as soon as I can.

Also, if he could, I’d probably know that by now.

“Rise, Tansian.”

The man obeyed, his head still bowed in deference.

“Live on, for the glory of Prosperous Harmony. I trust your loyalty will be unwavering.”

This seemed to be rhetorical, since Tansian, for once, didn’t fall over himself to agree.

Once again, Kor turned to the crowd. “I thank you all for everything you do for our fine city, which will one day soon be a shining beacon that the whole world looks upon in envy. Glory to Prosperous Harmony!”

Lots and lots of cheering.

Kor waved and smiled, his eyes always slightly narrowed and calculating.

I suppressed a shiver when they passed over me.

After absorbing praise for a little while, he finally left the scaffold, Tansian in tow, led by the royal guards, tears still streaming down his face. Kor’s massive general stayed until last, always watching.

At no time had Kor said a single word about the man who’d already been executed.


Chapter Fourteen




I left the park as quickly as I dared, careful to head out with the first wave of people, but not at a pace that implied I wanted to be going.

The blood hammered in my veins the entire time.

That was all a show. Had to be. Kor never intended to kill Tansian.

But wow did he ever make that poor bastard think that he would.

He’d had one of his personal guards who ‘failed him’ executed for the show of it. Then he swooped in with a very calculated last second pardon, showing everyone how endlessly merciful he was.

I had to grudgingly give him credit for it.

While I could see through the show, it still had the desired effect on the people.

For a little while, as I walked through the city again, I couldn’t believe that people actually liked him. But then again, politicians had been pulling the same shit on Earth for all of human history, more or less. They just couldn’t see that he was a power-hungry bastard willing to sacrifice anyone else for his own sake.

Once again, thoughts of killing him streaked through my mind.

Once again, I discarded them.

Sure, maybe someday, after I’ve learned every single spell in this grimoire.

Or, more realistically, I’d leave this city and never, ever return.

Where are you, Tayvin? You weren’t there in the crowd, too, were you?

Probably not. She had enough sense not to attend such a thing, I was sure.

I wanted to see her again.

I doubted that I ever would.

My path took me directly away from the direction Kor and his entourage had gone, just for the sake of it. My feet carried me to another one of the city’s outer walls, and I followed it for a little while before I came across a gate to the outside.

Crap.

Like the one I’d been to previously, this one was choked with city guards. Even more than the first, and I could see why. The people here wore much finer clothes and many more hover cars sat in the line, waiting.

I’m not going to walk out of this city. That’s the truth here.

Two options presented themselves to me.

Live on the streets for however long I could, stealing and sleeping in abandoned buildings, assuming I could even find any more. Then, eventually, I’d be caught and sacrificed, my power and life stripped away.

Or!

Or I could find a spell in the grimoire that would allow me to leave, either by flying, or turning invisible, or melting through the walls.

I smiled to myself. I think I’ll go with the second one.

After wandering around a little, going with the flow of people, I was drawn in by the aromas on the wind and ended up at an outdoor food market.

Lines and lines of stalls had been set up in a large open area between buildings with water fountains placed liberally throughout.

As I slowly meandered around, one face out of hundreds, a little of my constant terror ebbed away. Here I was, enjoying a nice, sunny day, browsing a little market for something to eat. It struck me as such a mundane thing to do, and I relished the chance for such a thing.

I bought a little meat pie thing at a random stall, like I had any idea what it was. They smelled great, though, and tasted even better, just jam-packed with piping hot filling and a load of spices. Handling the money went over well. I pulled out my smaller coin purse and rifled through it like I’d been paying in gold and silver coins all my life.

A part of me enjoyed not having to do the stupid little dance of figuring exactly how to use my debit card in a new card reader. Just whip out a coin with the same number as the thing cost.

After that, I happened by a stand selling, of all things, gourds on little strings. I stood there, eating my meat pie, and watched as someone else bought one and took it to a nearby water fountain and filled it up.

Oh, convenient.

As if I’d never heard of a water bottle before.

I had to admit, though, that there was something truly, deeply appealing about a gourd. It seemed so… fantasy-like. I’d really left Earth behind and come to another world that was, in some ways, primitive compared to home, but more advanced in others.

I bought a medium-sized, purple gourd, filled it up at the fountain, and looped it around my belt, which I’d taken from a man I’d killed earlier in the day.

Before I’d attended a public execution.

And I got to sleep in.

Hey! I can sleep in every single day now!

Assuming I could somehow stay alive.

I had to actively put a stop to my spiraling thoughts.

Too much going on lately.

That was an understatement.

I need something sweet to take the edge off my nerves.

Many, many options presented themselves to me in short order.

The most appealing one ended up being a colorful stall with a brightly smiling older woman with leopard spots on her wrinkled skin. She sold neon orange rectangles of something she called airy fudge. I bought a big rectangle and thanked the woman.

It wasn’t fudge, at least not as I understood it.

Not that it mattered.

The flavors exploded on my tongue from the first bite, and I had to stop walking for a second for my brain to catch up.

Holy shit. This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten in my entire life.

I thought about turning around and telling the woman just that, but I didn’t want to seem suspicious if airy fudge turned out to be the most common thing in the world and I blundered over and admitted that I’d never had this world’s equivalent of chocolate.

I wolfed down my rectangle and went back for another.

The woman just smiled at me like it happened all the time.

It probably did.

I ate the second one just as voraciously.

Then I had to find a bench to sit down on, so I could concentrate on not throwing up on the cobblestones.

Mental note: one at a time is enough.

Little waves of nausea passed over me, a thin sheen of sweat breaking out under my clothes before it all passed and I could stand up again, minutes later.

I thought about buying a third and telling myself I’d save it for the evening.

I did not, though.

I would not have saved it for the evening.

There would have been vomit on the cobblestones.

Does that lady have a barf-bucket behind her stall for people like me?

A smile worked its way onto my lips as I continued looking around the market, just for fun. I didn’t need to buy anything else.

An hour later, the novelty had mostly worn off, and my thoughts drifted to where I might sleep. I needed somewhere completely private, so I could look through the grimoire. I couldn’t return to the part of town I’d been in before, but this place seemed a lot nicer and not prone to having squatter-friendly buildings.

My motivation to find another derelict part of the city, if it even existed, had cratered. So I wandered around, thinking about alternative options.

I ended up in a rather posh area. For a moment, I thought I might not be welcome, but there were as many people dressed like me as there were well-to-do people. The latter group weren’t wearing suits like I knew them, instead favoring all sorts of flowing clothes. They came in rainbows of colors, all tailored well, with draping sleeves and flowing gowns and robes, even on the men. Honestly, compared to suits, they looked incredibly comfortable. If I ever managed to get a foothold in this world, I saw myself enjoying the style very much.

I passed a lot of city guards as I went. They ignored me as much as anyone else.

In a bit of luck, most of the larger mansions didn’t have fences or walls around them, their manicured gardens on full display for everyone to see.

Blooms and trees in all sorts of colors, including the shiny-leaved versions I’d seen, dotted the district. I saw many landscaping teams working as I went along, crafting more impressive things than anyone back home ever had.

It became clear that the architectural details and landscaping were the primary status symbols here, more so than house size itself.

The buildings had so much decoration that I had trouble finding doors and windows amidst all the outcroppings, many of which blended plants into their designs, creating houses that sank into their surrounding gardens so naturally that I almost missed a few of them, thinking them extensions of their neighbors’ displays.

While I gawked, I noticed a lot of little buildings set off from the road, which the landscaping crews often had open. They contained a plethora of strange tools and bags upon bags of dirt and seeds by the looks of it.

But most importantly, they didn’t have any windows and sat at the back of people’s properties.

Having decided on a course, I wasted the rest of the day thinking about the spells I might learn and wandering around.

I returned to the market for dinner, after which I ate two rectangles of airy fudge again, but this time I spaced them out a little bit.

As the sun went down, I returned to the posh area and set about finding myself a place to hide for the night.


Chapter Fifteen




A little while later, I sat inside a modestly-sized shed placed well off the road and nestled inside a cozy stand of trees.

It smelled overpoweringly of mulch and fertilizer, which I hoped would lessen soon.

When I slipped in, the streets had gotten much more barren, and I didn’t want to risk being out suspiciously late. Especially considering how easily the guard I’d killed had noticed me. It wasn’t fully dark at the time, so I hid in the shadows on my way in. My blood pumped hard while I scampered over the well-tended garden paths to my new little nest.

Since I couldn’t be sure I hadn’t been spotted, I pulled a big bag of mulch over myself and hid for a time, just in case someone came looking.

By the time I pushed it off, I sat in complete darkness.

Unlike the sheds I knew from home, this one seemed exceedingly well made. The doors were perfectly aligned with no gap, which was convenient for conjuring my light as nothing got through. I crept outside and summoned the bright sphere inside the shed. Not a single ray escaped.

I relieved myself in the bushes before I went back in, feeling rather embarrassed.

Will there come a time when I get a foothold in this world? When I’m not scuttling around at the periphery of society?

Can… being a True Sorceress be a profession of some sort? Once I get out of His Most Arrogant’s lands?

More questions I couldn’t answer.

Questions that might actually have answers, though, sat open on my lap.

I leafed through the grimoire. My excitement had grown stronger as the day went slowly by while I waited for this particular moment.

I opened the tome.

Gazing down at the shifting letters, my stress finally began to flow away from me.

Tomorrow seemed forever away.

Right now, the entire world consisted of me, this book, and the power it contained. Power I could learn. Power I would learn.

My first goal was to find a spell that could get me out of this damned city. Teleportation would be nice. Flying would be amazing. Even just creating an illusionary face to hide my own might do.

That is, if they didn’t search me and find the grimoire.

Whatever.

I flipped through the pages.

An hour later, I had almost reached the end of the annotated spells. What remained of the book was written in shifting symbols I couldn’t read.

Not yet.

I’d learn how to do that, too.

“OH!”

My hand clamped over my mouth. I banished my light, hoping no one heard.

Fifteen minutes later, after sitting silent in the perfect dark, I summoned my light again and gazed down at the page.

Levitation: objects.

And much more importantly.

Levitation: self.

Patterns covering two pages stared back at me, all waving lines and complicated knots. Not a single straight line to be seen.

Object levitation would be useful, but I peered down at the other page.

I could just float right over the walls! If I can learn this spell tonight, I could even do it before sunrise tomorrow!

Five minutes in, that seemed unlikely.

The pattern, while seemingly easy compared to a lot of spells later in the book, was anything but. Every curve had to be created just so. Even the slightest deviation would end in failure. Like the other spells I knew, this one was all or nothing.

It’s fine. You’ve got this. Tonight or over the next week of nights. You can do it. You’ve done everything else you’ve set out to do.

While that was true, and I had accomplished every goal I’d ever set for myself—even if it took failing a hundred times before I got it right— this was somehow the hardest thing I’d ever done. As much as I wanted to tell myself that I accomplished all my other goals alone, that wasn’t true. Friends and family, a world of systems laid out for me, even goals themselves that the world had decreed worth doing, had all helped me along.

Now, sitting here in someone else’s mulch barn, I, for the first time in my life, was truly alone.

No one would help me do this.

I didn’t even have a comfortable house in which to do it.

All while a tyrannical emperor with delusions of grandeur wanted my head.

Not to mention that magic itself hadn’t even existed for me a few days ago.

This was all so very new.

I softly drew my fingers down the page.

Real magic.

Something I’d read about all my life, always secretly wanting.

Here it was, right in my lap.

All I had to do was figure it out.

That’s it.

Nothing more.

I took a deep breath filled with the odor of mulch, and closed my eyes.

When I opened them, the world faded away. All that existed, once again, was me and this book. Nothing else was real. Not right now. Not here.

I gazed down at the page, meditating on it, letting the pattern seep into my mind. If I could cast it one single time, every other time after that would be easier. My other spells had all worked that way.

I alternated between looking at the page and closing my eyes to look at the half-formed pattern in my mind.

An unknowable amount of time later, I thought I had it.

I closed the grimoire and set it on the floor beside me. With screaming muscles that had been locked into place for far too long, I hauled myself up to my feet.

My third spell.

I closed my eyes once more, letting the pattern surge in my mind. When I opened them again, I saw it slowly brightening into life around me.

In my excitement, I let it slip, and it fizzled into nothing.

Undeterred, I tried it again.

The pattern flared into life, hovering around my waist, the rich purple light turning the room into an otherworldly scene.

Emotion exploded inside me as I watched the floor slowly slip away, my toes sliding across it as I ascended into the air. Tears fell down my cheeks as I held out my arms.

I’m a sorceress.

A real sorceress.

A True Sorceress.

This is what I’ve always been missing. The unknowable urge, always around the corner. This is why nothing was ever quite enough.

“Oh… my… oh crap!”

For a moment, I’d been floating lightly off the ground, my arms out, a smile on my face.

Then I started to flip over.

I flailed, trying to right myself, but only succeeded in fully turning upside down in midair.

The unfamiliar sensation and sight of the ceiling under my feet brought a wave of dizziness to me, fuzzing my vision and clouding my senses.

The spell failed.

I thumped down hard to the floor, landing on my shoulder and tumbling flat.

“Ow!”

Luckily, I’d only been a little bit up in the air.

I sat up and rubbed my shoulder, which would probably be bruised.

Still, success!

I’d done it.

I could leave the city!

Ugh. Maybe in the morning. How long have I been sitting here?

I’d spent all my time staring at the grimoire, willing the pattern into my mind. I had no clue how much time had actually passed.

Hopefully there’s time for some real sleep before I have to⁠—

I extinguished my light and cracked the shed door open.

“Are you kidding me?” I breathed as I looked out into the lightening horizon, bathed in orange and crimson hues.

“I was up all night!?”

Oh crap! If this place was anything like Earth, rich people would be expecting their landscaping crews out to work early. Now, if not sooner.

I hurriedly gathered my things, taking special care to hide the grimoire under my cloak.

This thing really needs a cover or a briefcase or something.

Feeling like a burglar, I scampered through the gardens before hiding myself between two big, rounded bushes on the edge of the street.

Some people were out and about already.

The workers I’d assumed would be.

Some runners. I shuddered at the thought of that.

Other people walking their pets.

Weird pets.

One woman had a thin but very tall bird on a leash. Its feathers seemed bright even in the soft light of the morning, showing striped patterns of dark blue and contrasting yellow. Its head came up well beyond the woman’s, with tall, white feathers sticking straight up.

I gawked at it until they were out of sight.

Seeing no one else on the street, I hurriedly dashed out onto the sidewalk before slowing down to a perfectly reasonable, not-at-all suspicious pace.

I turned a corner and had to stifle a scream.

A gruff man dressed almost like me had a massive dog-thing on a leash. It had a long, brown coat of fur, a face that might have been a dog or coyote or wolf. Something oddly in between. It also stood as high as his shoulder and had six legs.

A truly off-putting amount of legs.

I hated it instantly.

I schooled myself to neutrality as I passed by it, the urge to get the hell away from it nearly overpowering my discipline.

Ugh. Maybe if it wasn’t so furry? Would that have helped? Oh, who knows. I hope I never see one of those things again. Maybe only rich people have them.

I turned and watched them walk away, making sure they wouldn’t turn around and come back towards me.

Just like everywhere else, no one paid much attention to me, if any at all. I casually strode out of the rich section of town as I watched a beautiful sunrise creep over the horizon. My plan, such as it was, would be to scout out sections of the city’s perimeter wall that I might easily float up and over in the dark, once night fell.

Surely there’d be patrols on the wall, so I’d need to see how much coverage they really had, along with finding a place where I wouldn’t have to float all that much. Any time in the air risked being seen, along with the spell fizzling for many reasons, sending me tumbling back down to the streets below.

I put that thought right out of my head.

Not going to happen.

Aside from that, I thought I’d spend another leisurely day among the market stalls, eating a totally reasonable amount of airy fudge and maybe trying to find some tea. Water didn’t quite do it all day long.

As I passed into the more central part of the city, the amount of people drastically increased. Apparently this society, like my own, favored morning people.

Ugh. Why!?

Sleeping in ranked among the best things in life. Why would any society of any amount of advancement choose to get up early!?

Whatever. I didn’t have to do that anymore.

Oh no. What if I do!? What if I have to blend into this world and get a real job! Do they even have executives here? Would they even understand what I did? I didn’t think I could explain anything in my industry to people of this world. They didn’t even have computers.

Which, honestly, is kind of nice, now that I think about it. I won’t have to receive an email again in my life.

I found myself smiling broadly under the hood of my cloak.

I stopped at a fountain and filled up my gourd, which made me disproportionately happy.

As I did so, I caught an excited conversation close by.

“They caught a traitor!”

Tansian?

“They’re hauling them to the palace now! Who knows, maybe they’ll have an impromptu execution! Either way, I heard that His Most Benevolent will be there! We can see him in person!”

Doesn’t sound like it’s Tansian.

The smart move here wasn’t following up on these rumors. Safely ignoring them and not even going in that direction sounded a lot more like wisdom.

And yet.

I found my feet taking me along, following the small group I’d overheard.

A stupid idea.

But I just had to know.

Quite a few blocks later, we came up to a crowded intersection with people milling about on either side of the street.

I pressed my way in so I had a decent view.

Why am I doing this? Do I really need to see some more human misery on display? Well, human-like.

Morbid curiosity won out, like it usually did.

I stood there for a solid fifteen minutes before the excitement started. I’d zoned out pretty hard in the intervening time, my attention wrested back to the present when murmurs started flowing through the crowd.

A formation of soldiers briskly walked down the road, all dolled up in their golden, gem-studded armor. Curls, her long, red hair on full display, led the procession. A vicious smile adorned her face, along with slightly too-wide eyes.

Definitely a zealot. Maybe a sadist, maybe not. Hard to tell.

Behind her, a circle of guards surrounded a bound woman, her hands clamped in chains.

My jaw dropped.

The blood ran cold in my veins.

Tayvin.


Chapter Sixteen




Tayvin’s white ears perked up high and her big, fluffy tail swished quickly behind her.

I could see the rich green of her eyes as they swept back and forth, looking for any avenue of escape, but also tinged with fear.

They’re taking her to Sordruum Kor.

He’s… he’s going to torture her.

That hadn’t been an idle threat. The decades of suffering might have been an exaggeration— they might not have— but only misery awaited her when she arrived at the palace.

I stood there, numbly, watching it happen.

What can I do?

I can run out there, make a scene, and get myself caught and eventually killed, that’s what. Kor gets his grimoire back and me besides. And this time, I won’t be escaping again.

So I stood there and watched the only person in this world who’d shown me kindness— aside from the airy fudge vendor— be dragged back to our enemy.

Helpless and afraid, I stood there. Doing nothing.

Not only am I a murderer, but I’m a coward, too.

Tayvin passed right in front of me, her eyes scanning the crowd, passing right over me.

I was safe.

All I had to do was endure this sight, turn, and walk away.

I’d be safe.

For now.

No.

I shook my head, tears threatening to start falling down my skin.

NO.

If I let her go, here and now, her face would stay with me for the rest of my life. This I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt. Every day forever after, I would wish I could come back to this moment, right here, right now.

And act.

Fuck it, I thought, suffused with fear, a now-familiar terror racing through my veins, threatening to pull me under and devolve me into a gibbering mess. Fuck it. I’ll die trying, rather than live as a coward.

I am Amara the Sorceress.

With my entire body shaking, I pushed my way towards the front of the crowd, a part of my mind screaming desperately for my body to stop. Stop this insanity right now. Get back in the crowd.

But I pressed on. I shoved the fear down and focused solely on the next few seconds.

I burst out into the street, a little behind the procession, and I screamed at the top of my lungs, “TAYVIN!”

My eyes wide, I sprinted at them as they turned to see what in the world was happening behind them.

“Close your eyes!” I summoned as many bright lights as I could, making them as powerful as I knew how, spreading them out among the soldiers.

It turned out, I could summon a lot.

I closed my eyes and covered them with my arms, my legs still taking me closer.

Even with the cover, impossibly bright light leaked in, nearly blinding me.

The fear bubbled over inside me, abject terror filling my mind. So much so that I think it broke me a little bit. I watched, wholly detached, as my body moved of its own accord.

I sprinted between the soldiers who, every last one, stumbled about. With both of my hands held out, I sent powerful waves of force into the chains binding Tayvin, shattering the metal links into a shower of shards as I blew huge chunks out of the street itself.

She stared at me with narrow eyes, apparently not having fully protected herself from the flashbangs.

Her hands were still bound together, but the chains linking her to the others were gone.

I grabbed her arm and yanked her back the way I’d come.

“Amara!?” she yelled.

“Just run!”

Arm in arm, we bolted away, dashing back through the crowd that parted in front of us. The people had already started to panic at my theatrics, and they nearly trampled each other as we headed back towards them.

Sorry, anyone who gets hurt from this. But I’d do it again.

“AFTER THEM!” Curls bellowed, her voice carrying around the building we’d skirted.

We ruthlessly shoved people out of the way, knocking them over in our efforts to get away.

I tried to apologize to them.

“Just run!” Tayvin yelled.

Right.

We bounded down the street, and I looked back a few times to see soldiers hot on our heels.

Tayvin and I kept pace for the moment, but I knew I didn’t have the stamina to outrun the guard. We were going to have to lose them.

Or kill them.

“I don’t know where we’re going,” I said to Tayvin.

“I would be surprised if you did. Let us get somewhere we can fight without hurting innocent people in the process.”

“If you have any ideas, I'd love to hear them.”

“I do. This way.”

She turned down a side street and I followed her, willing my legs to keep moving. I really was going to need to work on my cardio if we made it out of this alive. My flight over the palace roof had been fueled by fear, and while the terror ran through me now, I had missed the entire last night of sleep.

We ended up in a small public garden with a large, multi-tiered fountain. One for decoration, not drinking.

Tayvin slid to a stop and stood her ground.

“What’re you doing?”

“A few are catching up. They⁠—”

They rounded the corner right then and there. A man and a woman skidded to a halt with their swords drawn, surprise showing on their faces, especially when Tayvin rushed them both.

“What’re you—” I shut my mouth and followed behind her.

The woman reacted first, thrusting her sword straight towards Tayvin’s face. For all that they’d been taking her in alive before, it looked like the situation had changed.

Tayvin dropped to her knees, sliding on the polished stone, the sword sailing harmlessly over her pointy ears. She brought her hands up, grabbed onto the soldier’s arm, and with one swift motion, swept her up and over her shoulder to slam her down mercilessly on the ground, using the woman’s own momentum.

She grunted, her sword clanging to the stone.

Tayvin snatched it up and turned, ready to fight the man coming for her. She did all this with her hands still shackled together.

I didn’t give them time to react; I shot a wave of force at the man as best I could. While I’d tried to knock his head off like I had before, my aim went low and my spell slammed into his chest, denting his armor and sending him back off his feet.

The woman tried to get up from the ground.

Tayvin savagely stomped down on her face, hard.

I heard her nose break.

Maybe more than her nose.

She cried out as blood spurted out from under Tayvin’s bare foot.

I winced, but didn’t hesitate as she turned and ran again.

“Holy crap, Tayvin! That was amazing!”

A tiny smile crept onto her lips. “Thank you, Amara. You should see me when I am not at a huge disadvantage.”

“Looking forward to it. Now, we have to get to the perimeter wall. I can get us up and over it.”

“You what?” she asked, looking side-eyed at me.

“I learned how to levitate. It’s our only option for leaving the city, which we have to do.”

“Hmm. Agreed.” She didn’t even question it, just took me at my word.

For my part, I was pleased the conversation stopped, as my breath came hard already.

“This way, Amara.”

We twisted down various sidestreets, taking as many corners as we could, sometimes ending up running in the opposite direction.

I heard cries carrying through the city, but as the minutes passed, they got further and further away.

My breath came raggedly. We’d been sprinting the entire trip.

Like last time, Tayvin barely looked winded.

Envy shot through me, but I tamped it down.

A few corners later, we rounded a bakery and came right up against the perimeter wall.

“Oh… damn. You… had… a… plan?” I said, panting.

“Of course. Did you get lost?”

“Of course… no⁠—”

“You can admit it,” she said with a huge grin.

I returned it as best I could while trying to get a grip.

A minute later, I thought I could swing it, although I could have sat down for another fifteen minutes or so before I returned to any semblance of normalcy. “Okay. I’m good. Enough. How do you want to…?”

“I assumed I’d just ride you up. You can levitate both of us, yes?”

You know what? I don’t know. “Yes.”

“Good. Turn around.”

I did, and a second later, she hopped up on my back. With a pained grunt, I fell to my knees and then heard soft laughter right behind my ear. Her shackled hands draped in front of me, the stolen sword still hanging in her grip.

The spell. Concentrate on the spell.

It formed in my mind as I closed my eyes, coming much easier than it had the first time, even though this was only the second. “You might have to steady us,” I said as we lifted very slightly off the ground.

The power flowed through me, and in a moment of panic, it occurred to me that I didn’t know how to empower the spell further if it couldn’t carry our combined weights.

The stress of that passed as I kicked off the ground and we began to float straight up. The spell, it seemed, encompassed myself and anything I carried, which included a passenger. The terror of the last few minutes abated as we crept up the wall, little by little, with Tayvin reaching out to steady us when we started to lean too far.

She shifted little by little, her muscular legs wrapped tightly around my waist as her soft white hair blew gently over my skin. Her breasts pressed into my back, and I found myself a little surprised. Her billowy slave’s clothes were definitely hiding some curves underneath.

OH MY GOD. NOT NOW, AMARA.

I redoubled my efforts to concentrate on the spell.

Tayvin grunted quietly.

“Hmm?”

“I believe we have been seen.”

“Wha—”

“Do not turn to look. Just keep going. They’re too far down there now. There’s nothing they can—” Her entire body tensed.

“What!? What’s happening?”

“They have bows and arrows.”

“Oh shit!”

“Turn.”

As if I had any real control over our bearing or trajectory. I did my best by reaching out and grabbing the gaps between the stones in the wall, as Tayvin helped.

“Oh shit,” I breathed.

“Be calm,” she said. “I will handle it. Continue our ascent.”

“How’re you planning on handl⁠—”

“Be calm, Amara.”

Her voice was iron, but her tone remained as calm as she told me to be.

I stayed as calm as I possibly could, which probably looked good on the outside, while inside, I screamed my head off.

When the first arrow whizzed up to us, I nearly lost my hold on the spell.

Tayvin moved so fast I couldn’t tell what happened, even as she straddled me.

The arrow clanged off her sword and sent shivers down both our bodies.

She deflected it!?

I chanced a look upwards and nearly cried out.

The top of the wall lay so very close.

Almost there.

Two more arrows clanged off her sword, but I heard a third zip by with a grunt of pain.

“Are you okay!?”

“Concentrate, Amara.”

Four more arrows. Two deflections, two misses.

A few more.

And then once sliced into my leg.

I screamed and lost hold on the spell.

For a horrifying second, we were in free fall.

The next, I’d conjured the pattern once more. We’d only fallen a few feet.

The next minute lasted longer than any had before. Arrows zipped by us or clanged off Tayvin’s sword. The pain in my leg burned like fire, and I could feel blood seeping down my skin.

Finally, though, we crested the edge and flipped up over the parapet and slammed down onto the stone, both of our breaths coming hard.

“We are not safe.”

I turned to see Tayvin peeking through the crenelations and down below.

“Are they coming up?” I glanced around and saw no soldiers patrolling the wall, which might have been pure luck, or perhaps that just wasn’t a thing that happened here.

“Just one. Get up, now. A fight is inevitable.”

“W-what?”

Before she could say any more, Curls leapt up onto the wall in a rush of magic.


Chapter Seventeen




“Tayvin, you stupid bitch.” Curls glowered down at her, her lips twisted in a sneer, her disgust plain to see.

Tayvin looked back without expression. “Zamithra. Why don’t you leave now and save yourself the shame of losing to me while my hands are still bound.”

Zamithra, which I liked more and also less than the name Curls, held a long sword in her hand like she knew how to use it. It, like her armor, had more gilding and gems than anything should have, but more striking than that, I could feel magical patterns imbued into both. A long golden ribbon did its best to rein in her wild hair, which blew softly in the breeze. Bright blue eyes looked back at both of us, and I thought how beautiful she’d be if they weren’t filled with naked hatred.

“You’ve done it, this time, Tayvin. I’m well within my rights to skewer you right here and now. How I’m going to enjoy that, watching the light leave your eyes before I dump your corpse off the wall to splatter on the stones below.”

Holy shit, Curls.

Tayvin rose to her feet and chuckled, the sword held lightly in her hands. “And what if you do? Will your Lord and Master grant you the boon of sucking his cock? Will your reward be given to you on your knees?”

Zamithra bristled, her crazed eyes widening even more. Through gritted teeth, she said, “How dare you speak of His Most Holy that way! You insufferable FOOL! Always too proud to see what he could offer you! You might be standing here by my side, but no! Why!? Why do you reject this power? How can you be so blazingly stupid!?” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. This is finally over. I’ll gut you here and now, putting an end to your wasted life.”

Before Tayvin could reply, Zamithra turned to me. “You. I have less disgust for you. Figured it out, did you?”

“What? That Kor meant to kill me?”

“Yes. And I don’t blame you for running. You couldn’t possibly know what’s at stake here. Couldn’t possibly know what your death would create. If you could, you’d give it willingly. But that won’t happen. So I’ll just drag you back, willing or not. With the grimoire that I assume is on you. Which you’ve begun to read. I applaud you. But in the end, it won’t matter.”

Her icy gaze turned back to Tayvin. “Now, let’s finish this.”

“Oh, I thought you’d never ask,” Tayvin replied, a sultry inflection in her voice.

It sent a pleasurable chill up my spine.

Before she stood, she half-turned to me and softly said, “Back me up, but do not, under any circumstances, get close to her.”

“Understood.”

“It’s going to be enjoyable trouncing you with my hands tied. What lies will you tell your soldiers and your Lord when you slink back to them, bloodied and beaten?”

Instead of replying, Zamithra roared and sprinted at Tayvin. She wore what looked like heavy armor from the neck down, all of it imbued with magic, as was her sword. For a moment, I couldn’t imagine what the spells might do.

She didn’t hesitate in using them, though.

After two steps, she burst into unreal speed, the magic in her armor augmenting her movements many times over. I felt her channel into her sword to do the same.

The slashing strike she leveled at Tayvin came faster than I could see.

It didn’t matter. Tayvin slipped under it as deftly as she had earlier, sliding by and slamming her sword into Zamithra’s heavily armored side, knocking her off balance.

After that, the fight became a blur. I could barely understand what was transpiring before my eyes. I could only focus on Tayvin’s bushy white tail whipping this way and that.

Zamithra moved faster than a person could think.

At least, that’s what it looked like.

And still, all her attacks missed.

Can Tayvin see the future!?

I did my best to keep up, searching for an opening to blind Zamithra or send my force spell crashing into her.

Nothing presented itself. The two moved so fast, so fluidly, so unexpectedly, that by the time I thought I lined up my attack, I might have sent it into Tayvin’s back instead.

The only thing I could do was stand there, stunned, and watch.

“Just die already!” Zamithra screamed. “Stupid bitch!” She swung and missed, again and again and again.

Tayvin attacked nearly as much, but her strikes either missed or uselessly glanced off Zamithra’s armor. Her face, when I could see it, remained a mask of neutrality. She didn’t yell anything back or show any reflected anger. She looked… zen.

“You could have been—” Zamithra screamed.

She didn’t get time to finish the thought.

She overcommitted.

Even I saw it.

Of course, Tayvin did too. She brought her sword down like a hammer in both hands, slamming it into the back of Zamithra’s sword hand. The blade sank into her armor at the knuckles, partially severing her fingers.

She cried out and dropped the sword, her whole body tensing at the blow.

Tayvin slid the blade out and away, spun, and delivered a roundhouse kick to her face.

I saw my own opening just as clearly.

Zamithra listed to the side, one foot off the floor.

I sent a wave of force into her back, rending a shower of gems from her armor and sending her careening off the edge of the wall to fall to the city below.

She bellowed in rage as she went.

Before I could rush to the edge and watch, Tayvin grabbed me. “Come. There is little time. The others will have been ascending to the wall while we fought. Besides, she won’t die here.”

I held in my questions about that and did as Tayvin asked. Before we left, though, I scraped up some liberated gems and started shoving them into my smaller coin purse.

For a second, Tayvin looked like she might admonish me, but instead she just shrugged and helped.

We collected most of the gems we could see.

“Hop on,” I said as I tried to stand. “Ahh!” I crumpled back to the ground, my leg not supporting me. I hissed as I pulled my pant leg up.

A bloody cut stared back at me.

Tayvin poked it.

“OW!”

“It is not deep. We will take care of it when we leave. Here.” She offered her hand.

I took it and she helped me hobble to the other edge of the wall. “Going down should be much, much easier than going up.”

“Ah. Right. Should be. Hop on,” I said again.

She gingerly did while I supported myself on the crenelation. Summoning the spell a third time proved easier than before, as expected. With Tayvin’s arms and legs wrapped firmly around me, we tipped off the wall, she kicked off the stone, and we floated out and away rather quickly, leaving Prosperous Harmony behind us, finally.

“Just concentrate on the spell, Amara. I’ll keep watch for danger.”

Our momentum barely slowed. I held the spell smoothly and watched the land drift by.

Outside the city walls, we could see little more than rolling farmland all the way to the horizon. A few tiny little villages dotted the landscape, but no larger structures could be seen.

Still, I could vaguely feel magic coursing through the land underneath us, but there was nothing for it to power.

“Tayvin,” I said as a sudden, bone-deep weariness threatened to overtake me.

“Yes?”

“I… can’t do this for much longer.”

“Very well. We can descend.”

Not knowing quite what I did, I half-let the spell go, letting us lower down without dropping instantly. I felt like with some practice, I could manage a pretty smooth landing.

Instead, we went down in little jerks and falls.

But I did it.

When my feet brushed the tops of the golden, grassy crops of one of the many fields, my strength left me. We thudded to the ground.

I smacked down hard.

Tayvin managed to roll and come up on her feet.

I rolled over to see her tearing a strip from the bottom of her shirt, exposing a fair bit of soft looking skin.

She didn’t seem to notice my eyes boring into her. “Are you well enough, Amara?”

“Huh? Oh, well, I’ll live, if that’s what you mean. What’re you doing?”

“Binding your leg. Pull your pant leg up.”

I did. “Is this gonna hurt?”

She looped the fabric around my leg and paused, catching my eyes. With a wry little smile, she said, “Yes.” A second later, she started wrapping it around me very firmly.

My fingers clawed through the soil as I grunted hard, trying my best not to scream out.

“Endure it.”

“I am,” I croaked.

“You are doing well.”

I glanced up, expecting that to be mockery, but there wasn’t the faintest trace of it in her eyes as she cinched the fabric tight.

I gritted my teeth and growled.

“There. Done for now. We’ll procure some medicine for it in one of the villages soon. When we can rest, though, there should be a healing spell in the grimoire that you might learn. There are a few rooms in the palace that contain the shapes and materials. His Most Foul often had us heal his minions. But let us not speak of him. Are you well enough to travel?”

“Honestly, Tayvin. I don’t know. I’m kinda at the end of my rope.”

“End of your… rope? This is a saying? Of your people?”

“Yeah. Means I’m out of gas.” I looked up from the dirt to see her looking expressionlessly down at me. “Oh. It means I’m exhausted and won’t be able to do much more.”

Her lips quirked up in a tiny smile. “I see. Well, you carried me. Now it is my turn to carry you.”

“Oh, you don’t have to⁠—”

Not letting me finish that thought, Tayvin scooped me up effortlessly, sweeping me over her shoulders and onto her back. “It is no trouble. I can easily bear you.”

Thankfully, she couldn’t see me blushing intensely.


Chapter Eighteen




For a little bit, we didn’t speak. I focused on keeping my arms and legs tightly around her but nowhere untoward. Constant thoughts of slipping my hands down her chest crossed my mind, and I pushed them all away. I had to admit that being carried so easily was really doing it for me.

After we crossed two fields, I asked, “Did they follow us?”

“I saw two people on the wall. They must have spotted us, but we left Prosperous Harmony at an angle and very quickly, so I believe they would be hard pressed to accurately pinpoint where we landed. Besides which, I left that spot at another angle, and our tracks will be nearly invisible underneath the crops. Not to mention we left no tracks at all until then.”

“That’s a relief.”

“Yes. A much more fortuitous outcome than I realistically hoped for.” She paused before saying, “Amara?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you for saving me. Again.”

“I’m glad I could. I’m glad we both made it.”

She sighed. “I am not too proud to admit when I have made a mistake.”

I remained silent.

“I should not have left you alone. I should not have insisted on being alone.”

“It’s alright. Can I ask you some questions?”

“Yes. If you still desire it, I think we will travel together from now on.”

“I’d like that a lot.” I tried not to sink my face into her soft hair, or mash her fuzzy ears against my cheeks. It proved maddening.

She nodded. “In that case, ask me whatever you will. I do not think there are answers I would keep from you. Why would I, here and now? In this strange land. This new world, so far from my birth home. Ask, and I will answer.”

“Okay, well, this seems like an obvious one, but are you a warrior?”

“Yes. Trained from birth.”

“Oh, so it was chosen for you?”

“Yes and no. I was always free to leave, to choose a different path. A few times, I actually did. I left my home and ventured out with the blessing of my family, grand ideas floating in my mind. And each time, reality disappointed. So I returned and resumed my training. Nothing has ever felt as good as a weapon in my hands.”

“What did you do? Fight to defend your home, or… for money, or…?”

She shrugged, lifting me up a little bit. “A little of both, but not the way you mean. I was not a sellsword. My world is a dangerous place. My people have carved out a place in it, but danger is a constant. Most of our world remains untamed, unmapped. Creatures great and small are always looking to devour us all. They ebb and flow with the moons, guided by undulating seasons of their own. Fighting them off is an unending war.”

“Oh, you fought beasts, not other people.”

“Oh, no. No, no, no. I did not mean to imply that. I fought plenty of other Kithvani.”

“That’s… you? Your people?”

“Yes.”

“Even in a world full of danger from the outside, they found reasons to fight and kill each other.”

“You say that like you understand.”

I lowered my head into her hair and groaned, willing myself not to rub my face in it. “Yeah, kinda. Humans—that’s us—have mapped our whole world, and there aren’t really dangers from animals. Not like you have, anyway. But for all of human history, regardless of era, we’ve totally been fighting and killing each other for truly stupid reasons.”

She laughed humorlessly. “Yes. That is the Kithvani. I myself have killed many. I do, however, like to think they were all for good reasons, and that the world was a better place without them in it.”

“Speaking of killing people.”

“Zamithra.”

“Yeah. You two definitely have a history.”

“I am not hearing a question.”

I smirked. “What’s your history with her?”

“It is long and complicated, and it spans all three years I was a prisoner there. I will not get into all the details now. That can wait for later. But I will say that she has long wanted me to willingly join His Most Foul and stand by her side.”

“Has she always been loyal to him?”

“No. She was taken from her home months before I was brought here. We served, unwillingly, together. For a time, we were friends, as much as we could be under the circumstances. As time passed, however, imprisonment wore on her greatly, and the promise of power, along with a version of freedom, taunted her.

“She began speaking of it to me, seeing what I thought. Naturally, I could see Kor for what he is. A power-hungry tyrant that cares only for himself. We would be nothing but tools. Just as much slaves as we already were, only in a more gilded cage. Unfortunately, many sorceresses had already turned and agreed to serve him. Zamithra saw the power they wielded, the favor they… earned. She wanted it badly.

“But I would not relent. She tried to talk me into joining him. Subtly at first, but then more openly. Finally, she begged me. She did not want to leave me behind.”

“But she did.”

“Yes. When it became clear that I would never relent, she became angry. Her earnest pleas for me to change my mind turned to rage. She simply could not understand why I would choose continued imprisonment when ‘so much more’ could be had.

“The day she left me, the day they unlocked her cage for the final time, she said the most vile things a person has ever said to me.” She sighed. “She says them freely now. And you witnessed her desire to kill me.”

“Tayvin….”

“Hmm?”

“For her to hate you so strongly. It sounds like… forgive me if this is too forward… but it sounds like she loved you.”

Tayvin stopped dead.

The wind blew gently by us both, the amber crops fragrantly brushing against my legs.

“That… is the part I do not yet want to speak of.”

“I understand.”

She nodded and continued walking. “It is not, however, the sole reason she hates me.”

I detected a little humor in her tone. “Oh yeah?”

I could almost hear the smile in her words as she said, “She is not as good a fighter as me, and she never will be.”

“You know, when you told her to go away before she shamed herself by losing to you while you were bound, I thought you were exaggerating.”

“I was not.”

“Yeah, I saw. It was amazing. There’s no other word for it. I’ve never seen anything like it. You really were born to do it, and I mean that.”

“...Thank you, Amara. Your words mean much to me. As I said, all my life, nothing has ever felt as right as fighting. It is… where I’m most happy.”

“I see that. There have been times in my life where I’ve come across people who were doing what they were born to do. Not that I believe in destiny or fate or some predestined meaning to life, but all the same, some people fall into the exact right thing for them, doing what they were ‘meant’ to do.”

“And what of you? What were you in your world?”

“Oh, hell. How to explain this? If I said the word computer, does that mean anything to you?”

“...No?”

“A… machine that uses electricity to, um, do math, and run software, and you can talk to people from far away, or read stories, or, well, lots of things, actually.”

She smirked. “Most of those words were confusing. I do not believe my people have anything like that. It sounds like a wondrous magical contraption.”

“Oh, that’s the thing. My world doesn’t have magic. It’s just technology.”

“Oh. Truly?”

“Yeah. Believe me, coming here and finding out that not only does magic exist, but I have it? Mind-blowing, really.”

“Yes. It was the same for me.”

“What? You didn’t have magic either?”

“No. Not only that, but there is only one kind of people on my world. The Kithvani. No one else.”

“Huh. Earth is the same.”

She stopped and looked back at me. “It seems we have more in common than I might have thought.”

“Definitely.”

She kept on walking, and I wondered if she had the same little smile I did.

“So, what’s your home called?”

“Saasinarilanaritusilendikalanarika.”

“Wow.”

“Most simply called it Saas. So, back to this contraption thing you mentioned. You worked with one?”

“Well, yes and no. I had one. Everyone has one, really. But I mostly managed people who used them in a lot of technical ways. I made quote-unquote important decisions for the company. I worked really hard my whole life to get to where I was. I made a lot of money and gained a lot of status.”

“Ah, I am sorry.”

“You know, part of me is too, but honestly? I always felt like something was missing. I’ve done a lot, achieved so many goals, and yet, I had this yearning for something I never understood. Turns out it was, um, magic.”

“Was it?”

I sank into her a little. “It’s been such a short time. Days. And I’ve only learned three spells. But, damn Tayvin, it’s exhilarating. I want to learn more. I need to learn more. I want everything that’s in this book and beyond! I want it all! And not like, for anything. Just for its own sake. Teach me all the magic in the world!” I found myself laughing lightly, a huge grin on my lips.

“That is how fighting is for me. I want to know every technique. Every style.” She shook her head slowly as she said, “Show me everything this world and the next has to offer. I will master it. I will become it.”

“Yes! Yes, that’s exactly how I feel!” Brazenly, I hugged her tightly.

She made a soft little happy noise and squeezed my legs with her arms. “I think we will be a great team, Amara.”

I could see enough of her cheek through her hair to know it was slightly red.

Like my own.


Chapter Nineteen




We walked through a few more fields, the wavy grain giving way to tall, cornstalk-like plants, although these reflected the sun with an almost iridescent hue. At first, I found them beautiful. After a few minutes, I got tired of small rays of the sun searing directly into my eyes.

“Can we… stop soon?” I asked Tayvin. My leg, now that the adrenaline of our flight had begun to wear off, felt like a burning ember, pulsing with every beat of my heart.

“Yes. I believe a village is close by. How is your wound?”

“It hurts. A lot.”

“Yes. They will do that. The medicine should help immensely, assuming I can obtain some. It is not as effective as things from home, but it will dull the pain very quickly.”

“I’d… like that.” I felt myself fighting to stay conscious, my eyes drooping of their own accord.

Some time later, Tayvin deposited me underneath the shade of a massive tree.

I blinked myself back to lucidity. “Oh, are we close?”

“Yes. There is a small village over the next hill. You should be safe here. I will return after obtaining the medicine and something to eat.” She turned to leave.

“Wait! Are you planning on stealing it all?”

“Of course. We cannot use the gems here. They would be very remarkable.”

“Here.” I fished the larger of my coin purses out and handed it up to her. Before she could take it, I recoiled. “Tayvin! You’re still shackled!”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you say anything? You’ve left those on all this time? Let me… do something!”

“It is irrelevant. I will find something to pick their locks with before I show myself in town.”

“You can pick locks?”

“Yes.”

I chuckled. “If you say so.” I handed her the coin purse.

She weighed it in her hand, her white brows climbing on her head. “Where did you get this?”

“I killed a guard.”

She gave me a long, hard, appraising look.

“It was self defense!”

That tiny smile spread across her lips. “Ah. I see. How fortunate. About the money, I mean. Not about the killing.”

“Yeah.” I looked away, remembering the horror of needing to do it.

“You are not a killer, are you, Amara?”

“Well, I wasn’t.” A soft gasp passed my lips as she knelt down and took my hand in hers.

“It never becomes easy. But it gets easier.” Her eyes held a softness. Understanding.

“Never, huh?”

“No. Unless they really deserve it.”

“So you’re not going to have any reservations about killing Kor?” I said with a wry smile.

“Now that, I will enjoy immensely. I hope to see the knowledge of his impending death in his eyes. He believes he will live and reign forever.” She closed her eyes. “Taking that away from him will be one of the greatest joys of my life.”

“Tayvin?”

“Hmm?” She didn’t open her eyes.

“I’m sorry you had to endure everything you have here.”

Her lips parted and her eyes slowly opened. “I….” She turned away. “Thank you, Amara.” Slowly, without looking back at me, she stood. “Perhaps gaining a friend like you will make it… not worth it… but….”

“It’ll help.”

“Yes.” Without another word, she walked off, disappearing into the shiny not-cornstalks.

My leg hurt like hell. It throbbed and burned and demanded all my attention.

Instead, I pulled the grimoire over my head and opened it, determined to master the healing spell. Unlikely that I could do it by the time Tayvin returned, since the levitation one had taken literally all night, but any start, any progress helped.

By the time I found the right page, this one fully translated into the language I could read — I really needed to ask Tayvin for the names of a lot of things — I found myself listing to the side, my eyes heavy.

“No!” I said quietly to the tree. “I can do this. I can⁠—”

A second later, I felt someone poking me in the side. “Amara.” The voice came from miles away, through an ocean and across the sky. “Amara!”

Hmm. Closer that time.

“Wake up.”

My eyes flew open and I flailed, thinking myself under attack.

Tayvin leaned back, her tiny smile fully in place.

I froze mid-flail, my eyes gradually focusing on her. “Oh.” I licked my dry lips. “I fell asleep.”

“You fell asleep.”

“Ugh.” My mouth felt like someone had stuffed it with cotton, my neck hurt in ways it never had before, and my leg throbbed even harder. How did I sleep through that!? “Did you get it? Please tell me you got it. It hurts so much now.”

“Yes. A kindly little old woman sold it to me for cheap.”

I then noticed she carried a small burlap bag with her. “Oh damn. Put it on, if you would.”

She smirked and nodded down at the grimoire. “How long did you last before succumbing?”

I grumbled and didn’t answer.

“Immediately, hmm?”

I grumbled more.

“There is no shame in that.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.” With surprising tenderness, she pulled my pant leg up.

Before she did, I noticed the absence of her shackles. I didn’t have time to comment about them, though. “Hrrrnnngggg.” My eyes went wider than I thought they could as pain raced up and down my whole body, pounding through from my leg and striking deep within my soul. As she unwound the makeshift bandage, I writhed and sucked in a halting breath.

“You are unaccustomed to pain.” It wasn’t a question.

My entire body trembled. “You could say that,” I growled out through gritted teeth.

“I will be quick. The medicine should take effect very quickly, but,” she gave me a sorrowful glance, “it will hurt even more during the application.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

From the bag, she produced a smaller bag of tightly woven cloth with a stoppered ring of metal in the end. She took out the cork and held it to my nose. “Smell.”

I’d expected the worst from this unknown unguent. And it was an unguent, I was sure. Not something with a nicer name. But it smelled like flowers and honey. “Nice,” I whispered.

She nodded and squeezed a little into her hands. “We have a saying. The Kithvani. At times like these, we smile brightly at the gods and say, ‘Ah! How fortuitous! Today I get to experience pain!’”

I couldn’t manage to do anything but stare blankly back at her.

She chuckled, her enigmatic smile widening into a real one. “Yes, everyone I have said this to here has given me a similar response. Just try it,” she said, batting her eyes, “for me.”

Is she flirting with me? Whatever. “Okay. Um. How fortu⁠—”

“No! You have to smile like you mean it. Say it like you mean it! Thank the gods for this gift of pain.”

“Tayvin….”

“Do you want the medicine or not?”

“Oh! You… oh my god.” I found myself laughing and rolling my eyes, despite it all. “Fine.” I smiled as brightly as I could and said, “Ah! How fortuitous! Today I get to experience pain!”

Her grin matched mine as she brought the unguent down onto my leg.

My entire world shattered.

All the screaming shards collapsed into a singularity. All existence centered around the agony flowing through my leg. I might have screamed. I might have flailed. I might not have done either. All I knew was the pain and the tears making their way down my cheeks.

My eyes were open but didn’t see.

Time passed.

Perhaps seconds.

Perhaps eons.

A voice came to me, soft at first, no more than a whisper on the wind. But each time I heard it, reality grew a little more. Time and space extended out beyond my pain.

“Amara.”

I felt a hand in mine.

With all the effort I’d ever exerted, I turned my head and found Tayvin looking down on me. “Are you back?” She sat beside me on the ground.

My lips parted. For some time, nothing came out. No words formed on them or in my mind. But eventually, I said, “That hurt a lot.”

“Yes. It seemed like it.”

After a few shaky breaths, I pulled myself up a little. I’d slid down the rough trunk of the tree. “Oh….” I wiped my wet cheeks. “I cried. Dammit. How embarrassing.”

With that same tenderness, Tayvin ran her fingers down my cheek. “Tears are never embarrassing. Never let anyone tell you otherwise.”

A lifetime of not crying passed through my thoughts. Never showing weakness. Always putting up that strong front. Tears were for losers. People who couldn’t control their emotions. Weak people that would be taken advantage of. “I think,” I said with a hoarse voice, “that everyone has always told me that.”

“Hmm. Then they were wrong.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but Tayvin held my eyes, like she expected me to. Whatever I’d been about to say died on my tongue.

She’s the strongest person I’ve ever met. That’s already pretty damn clear. “I’ll think about that.”

“You do so. And in the meantime, you have my permission to cry in front of me at any time, for any reason.”

“Uh-huh. Well, don’t get your hopes up about that.”

“We will see.” She turned back towards my leg. “Perhaps another application would⁠—”

“Nooo!”

She turned back, smiling, and we laughed, but I made sure she wasn’t about to touch me again.

The pain in my leg had already lessened, at least a little, which I commented on.

“Yes. The medicine is very effective. It should prevent infection as well.”

“That’s amazing. All the same, though, I don’t think I’m going to be up for going anywhere else today. Is there somewhere we can stay in the village?”

“I do not think that is wise.”

“Oh, right. We’re hunted escapees in… okay, what’s this whole place called again?”

“Kor’s empire?”

“Yeah.”

“The Lands Tranquil.”

I snorted. “Oh yeah, I remember now. What a stupid name.”

“I think so as well, but the people seem used to it. I often hear it simply called Tranquility.”

“The Lands Tranquil and Prosperous Harmony.”

“Yes.”

“What a load of shit. How many wars has or is Kor starting?”

“Many, I believe.”

“Yeah, that sounds right.”

“Yes. Naturally, he means to spread his empire over this entire world, although many are arrayed to oppose him.”

“I’ll bet. But he is powerful. Can you imagine if he had stolen my power and became a True… whatever? Sorcerer? So, can men be Sorcerers, then? How’s all that work? Also, this world has people like us, right? It would have to.”

Tayvin listened patiently to my barrage of questions. “I will answer your questions as best I can, but remember, I’m not native and have only been a prisoner here. That being said, yes, this world — called Senar — has sorceresses like us. From what I can tell, nearly all sorceresses are women, although men can exist. I believe they like to be called mages, or at least that’s what His Most Foul styles himself.

“He himself was not born one, and has stolen all the power he wields. That is a long story that I know only tiny fragments of.” She shook her head with narrowed eyes. “Yes, things would be very bad if he had obtained your power. I shudder to think of the cruelty that would have flowed from such an event.” A vicious smile crossed her lips. “However, after years of searching, he found you. And then!” She clapped her hands. “Not only did you escape from right under his nose, but you stole his precious grimoire as well! He must be furious beyond measure. This thought pleases me.”

“I’d find it a lot funnier if he wasn’t hunting us down now.”

“Yes, but still.”

“So, what do you know about the grimoire?”

“Almost nothing. Even speaking of it seemed taboo. I never understood why.”

I ran my hand over the metal cover. “Oh yeah. There’s something I should tell you about.”


Chapter Twenty




I explained about the hidden pages and the secret spell that had been forcibly placed into my mind along with a series of images that I could only believe to be a map. “I don’t know what it’s leading me to, but I can only imagine it’s whoever wrote the grimoire.”

Tayvin nodded. “Yes. That seems very likely.”

“The problem, however, is that I have zero frame of reference for the things I saw. They’re all just random places, disconnected from anything I know.”

“You said there were mountains?”

“Yeah.”

“Would you recognize those?”

“Hmm. Maybe. But, they could be literally anywhere in the entire world.” I sighed and leaned back against the tree. “But it’s just as good a goal as any, right? And if we find the author of the book, we can learn more about magic itself. I think it goes without saying that a True Sorceress wrote it.”

“Yes. I wonder how His Most Foul managed to obtain it.”

“Maybe we’ll find out. But first, we need to leave the Lands Tranquil.” I still thought the name sounded stupid.

“Yes. I have a thought on that. Do you know what a train is?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“You do? Good. My world does not have anything like them. I propose we find one and sneak on board.”

“Sounds great to me. Anything to get us out of here. But before that….” I could feel the overwhelming weariness gnawing at my soul, and I knew I wouldn’t be up for anything more today. “I need to rest. There’s nothing for it.”

Tayvin nodded again. “Unsurprising. However, we cannot stay here. It is still too close to the capital.”

I gave her a tired smile. “I don’t think you understand. I literally can’t right now.”

“And I,” she said, returning my smile, “do not think you understand.” Without waiting for a reply, she slipped around me and with maddening ease, hoisted me onto her back again.

“Tayvin, you can’t! You’ve already done so much. Surely you need rest, too.”

She started walking, passing out from under the canopy of our tree. “Not yet. I will not risk recapture. You may sleep on my back.”

“Wow, there’s no way that’s going to happen. I can’t even sleep sitting up in a chair.”

“Says the woman who just napped while leaning against the bark of a tree. Besides, you will not be convincing me.”

I sighed and sank my face into her hair. “If you say so.”

“I do.”

The iridescent crops swallowed us up once more, and despite what I’d said, I felt sleep coming for me no matter what I thought. I’d missed an entire night of it, been in a life and death battle, and endured the most intense pain of my life. I shouldn’t have been surprised when I closed my eyes and saw half-dreams forming in front of them.

When I opened them again, we were still walking. “Tayvin,” I said with a mouth full of sand. “Are you… you can’t seriously be….” As the sleep drained from my mind, I noticed the setting sun just then touching the horizon. All around us, waves of green grass danced in the failing light, the fields long behind us. Only a few trees dotted the landscape, their leaves reflecting what little brightness was left. “Did you stop at all this whole time?”

When she spoke, I, for the first time, heard exhaustion in her words. “Yes. I stopped twice to relieve myself and thrice to stretch my muscles. You did not wake at any time.”

“Tayvin.”

“Hmm?”

“We’re stopping for the night.”

“There is a little light left. We can⁠—”

“I said we’re stopping for the night.”

Her steps slowed to a standstill, the grass lightly waving all around us.

“Put me down.”

She gently slid me off her shoulders, making sure my leg would hold my weight.

It didn’t feel great, but the medicine had already done wonders. I managed to limp around a little on it.

Tayvin looked on, nodding in satisfaction. When I turned to look at her, her eyes were narrowed and dull. She looked like she might collapse at any second.

“We need to find some shelter. Are we near anything anymore?”

“Civilization, you mean? No. The last village passed by hours ago.”

I leaned in close. “You do know where you’re going, right? I heard some talk of trains.”

“Heh, yes. This is both the most direct and most hidden route. We’re traveling through a largely unpopulated area and making for a small city called Bliss.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake. His Most Stupid’s not at all subtle about naming things, is he?”

“Not even a little bit,” she said.

“At least we probably won’t have to worry about roaming patrols. Do you, uh, know how to make a fire?”

She grumbled. “I am displeased to admit it, but without any tools, I do not. Do you?”

“Also no. But you know what? It’s not important. It’s not winter or anything. Let’s find a nice tree to sit under and call it a night. I can at least make some light.” With a too-wide smile, I held out my hand and conjured a little ball of white light.

A little more life came into Tayvin’s eyes as she beheld it. “It is not the first time I have witnessed you perform natural magic, but it is awe-inspiring, Amara.” She stepped in close and took my other hand in hers. “Amazing.”

“Let’s find a place to sit, and then I have even more questions. About magic, this time.”

“That you want to ask me?”

“Yep.”

She shrugged and we set out.

I limped along with my arm around her shoulders.

Her lips were set into a grim line, and while she didn’t falter, I could tell that she couldn’t have gone on much longer at all, despite what she’d said before.

Just as the sun completely fell out of view, we found another nice tree with not too many roots and a large, sloping canopy.

Tayvin grunted as we sat down hard beside it.

“I’m gonna guess you’re going to be all stoic and claim you never need any help or rest, especially when you do.”

She looked back with a little twinkle in her eyes but said nothing.

“Yeah, I thought so.” I pushed a ball of light away to hover a little above us. “Since I slept all day or however long it was, I thought I’d try and master a new spell tonight, so I can keep watch. How’s that sound?” When I turned and regarded her again, she’d already leaned back against the tree and closed her eyes, her breath coming evenly. I just shook my head and opened the book.

Now that night had nearly settled across the plains, the breeze that came with it chilled my skin. I pulled my cloak in tightly around me, slipping my sandals off and sliding my toes under the fabric.

Tayvin had lost her cloak at some point, probably confiscated when she’d been recaptured. Part of me wanted to give her mine, but she seemed perfectly fine and I already shivered inside it.

I opened the grimoire and started to leaf through it, looking for the healing spell once more. I found it after ten minutes of trying page after page. While I did, I caught Tayvin lightly shivering as well, although she didn’t wake up.

Hmm. New plan.

My aching leg wanted to be at the forefront of my thoughts. The pain didn’t come sharply anymore, but the ache sank deep into my muscles, a constant reminder of my wound. As much as I wanted to magic it away, though, I couldn’t just leave Tayvin shivering in the cold.

I thumbed back towards the beginning of the tome, towards a spell I’d seen earlier.

Create heat.

Compared to the others, the lines and angles seemed like a child’s drawing, simple and uninspired. That means this won’t take long, then. Hopefully.

If my own chilly toes were any indication, Tayvin must be freezing.

Though, I had to admit that she was far more robust than me.

I pushed all thought away, becoming one with the page. Nothing existed except me and the simple lines and little knots. I found myself smiling, enjoying the activity, more so than I had anything in a long time. My work left little time for hobbies. At the end of any long day, I mostly sat in my hot tub—which I deeply missed right now—drank some tea or booze, and watched stupid TV shows, forgetting what I could of the day. I hadn’t thrown myself into an activity purely for fun in years.

A little smile crept onto my lips at the thought.

Purely for fun, huh? Is that what I’m doing?

No, but also yes.

The last light from the sun’s rays had long gone, replaced by an endless field of twinkling stars when I thought I had the spell. I looked up, the muscles in my neck screeching from the hour or two of disuse.

And now, another glorious feat of real magic from Amara the Sorceress!

This spell required so much less thought and attention that the others. It blossomed into life easily, and just like that, I felt rolling waves of heat washing over me.

“Oh yeah,” I whispered. “That’s the good stuff.”

I’d conjured it right in front of myself, and I didn’t think much of it got to Tayvin. With a little trial and error, I modified the spell to be much more powerful.

How powerful? Some testing would be prudent.

I summoned the heat a little further away.

“Oh shit!”

While I turned away, I quickly let the spell go before I burned my face.

Tayvin wrinkled her nose and shifted, but didn’t wake.

Okay. Less than that.

A few tries later, all tested even further from us the first times, I finally got it just right. I brought my little ball of light down to the ground and weaved it in with my new spell, creating the illusion of a little heater, a surrogate fire.

Shivers ran through my entire body as I opened my cloak and let it wash over me. While deep in concentration, I hadn’t fully realized how cold I’d gotten.

And if I was that bad….

Tayvin groaned and shifted again, her eyes fluttering before they narrowly opened. “Amara?”

“Hey. Scoot in close. I figured out a new spell.”

She looked at me and at the light. “You got it to… no. There’s two spells there, aren’t there?”

“Yep.”

She did as I asked, a massive tremor running up and down her entire body from the warmth. The hair on her tail perked up, as did her ears.

I didn’t comment on how cute it was.

She rubbed her hands together, nearly sitting on top of the light. “It is… colder than I thought it would be tonight.”

“Same. I learned this spell instead of trying the healing one. I mean, you don’t even have a cloak anymore.”

“You learned this,” she asked without looking at me, “for… me?”

“Maybe.”

That tiny smile reappeared. “That is thoughtful. It has been quite some time since anyone has shown me such kindness. Your freeing me notwithstanding.”

“Oh, listen to you talk. You literally carried me all day long while I slept on your back. Somehow.”

Her smile disappeared, her eyes drifting off into the shadows of the night.

“Up for some more questions before we go back to sleep?”

“Yes.”

“You mentioned having partners before and it not working out.”

“Oh. Those types of questions.” Before I could tell her she didn’t need to answer if she didn’t want to, she said, “It is, in my home, practical to go in pairs or more, out into the wild. However, this is only the case if you can explicitly trust those you are with.”

“You didn’t go with friends or family?”

“When young and still training, yes. But later, for many reasons, that became less and less of an option. There are warriors like me, who prefer to be alone. I did not start out that way, but after some disastrous encounters….”

“Did someone betray you?”

“Well, yes, that did happen, after a fashion. Not so much a knife in the back, but on two separate occasions, partners left me to die and ran when they could have come to my aid. But for the most part, what soured me on the idea of partnership was people making bad choices and me being unable to talk them out of it. A time or two, I got dragged along on these bad choices. Once, the other person died despite my every effort to save them.”

“I see.”

“Mhmm. After that, I went out alone. I knew that if I died, it would be my own fault. And I knew all my choices would be sound. And, well, if they weren’t, I wouldn’t be getting anyone else killed with them.”

“So you didn’t want to keep traveling with me after we escaped from Kor because⁠—”

“Because I thought it likely that you would make bad choices. And being a fugitive in Prosperous Harmony was not a situation that allowed bad choices.”

“Can I ask, then, how you came to be captured again?”

She smirked. “Ah. That. It was not, I am proud to say, because of my own foolish decisions. I simply got caught. There were more city guards around than I knew of, and by the time they alerted to me, my chances of escaping again were non-existent.”

“How many did it take to subdue you?”

The twinkle in her eyes and the tiny smile returned. “Nine. And I put down four of them before they could. None of them were sorceresses, though.”

“Impressive.”

“Ah, if you could only have seen.” With a huge exhale, she deflated. “But I believe it is time for more sleep.”


Chapter Twenty-One




I figured out how to completely tie off the spells, which is how I thought of it, so they would persist even if I didn’t concentrate on them. Not that it took a lot of concentration for my little spells, but I worried about how cold we’d get if I slept.

Luckily, they lasted until morning.

I knew both of us sleeping posed a risk, but we needed it, even me, after sleeping all day. I’d worn myself out more than I knew. We were in the middle of absolutely nowhere anyway, so I let myself drift off.

Tayvin lightly admonished me in the morning for it, but I just shrugged and told her my reasoning and left it at that.

She said nothing more about it.

I felt a little pang of loss when my little warmlight winked out.

I chanced a look at my leg, which didn’t look great but felt okay. Just okay. Which was still a miracle as far as human medicine went. Back home, I’d have needed a lot of stitches.

Tayvin bent down and inspected it as well after she stretched and yawned loudly. “It is doing well. No redness. Does it ache yet?”

“Oh yeah. So, what’s the plan today? Will we get to Bliss?”

“Very likely.”

“Okay. Once we do, can we please rent a room at an inn or something? I’m wearing the same clothes I have been for days, and it feels like it.”

She regarded her own hands. “Yes. Assuming there’s no one there actively looking for us, I think it might be safe. And I would also enjoy being clean once more.” She whipped her tail around and held it in her hands. “And this needs to be brushed. If I were home, a tail in such disarray would bring shame upon my ancestors.”

I waited for her to laugh, but she didn’t. “Oh. Seriously?”

“Well,” she said, shrugging, “few take it very seriously anymore, but yes. A well-groomed tail is a sign of devotion to the gods. Letting it fall into such a state would be an affront. I do not think anyone would make any comments out loud, but they would all be thinking it. And they would definitely be saying it behind my back. ‘Did you see the state of Tayvin’s tail?’ they would say. ‘It is as if she wants the gods to look away.’ And if you were like that often, then no one would be comfortable being around you. And there would be no chance at possible suitors.”

I found myself grinning at her little story and hearing her speak so informally.

She caught me smiling and said, “Truly!”

“Oh, I believed you. Shall we?” I held out an arm towards our destination.

She chuckled, hiding her smile behind her hand before she took mine and turned me ninety degrees towards our actual destination.

“Ah. Glad you’re here.”

We’d risen early, at least in my estimation, the sun just peeking out over the horizon. I felt wonderful, aside from the layer of grime over my body. Between the unexpected sleep on Tayvin’s back and then through a lot of the night, I’d recovered from missing the night before.

Tayvin, as usual, looked like she could run a couple marathons.

When she saw me limping away from our camp, she offered to carry me once again.

“Oh no. Nope. Not happening. I appreciated it yesterday, but I’m fit to walk myself around today.”

“As you wish.”

We fell into a comfortable silence as we made our way through the plains. Mostly we waded through the seas of waving grass, but sometimes we delved into forests so small they might have been copses with delusions of grandeur. The scent of pine wafted over us, familiar, but with a slightly different undertone from Earth.

Birds called out with weird, ululating cries, warbles, and in some cases, utterances that sounded perfectly like human screams.

The first time that happened, Tayvin and I both dropped to the ground, eyes wide and scanning the little groves.

“Is it… just birds?” she finally said.

“Holy crap, I think you’re right.”

We tentatively got up, still unsure. By the hundredth time it happened, the fear wore off, to be replaced with suffering irritation.

“I swear by the undergods,” Tayvin rasped, “that if I had a bow, I would plant an arrow in the faces of every single one of those unholy bastards’ faces. I would split their beaks apart, assuming they have beaks, and pin their heads to the trees.”

The whole time we passed through any trees, though, we never actually spotted the noisy jerks. They must have been pretty heavily camouflaged, since they weren’t trying to be silent in the least.

After we finally left them behind, Tayvin sighed heavily. “Thank the gods that’s over for now.”

“You’re telling me.”

She turned, a question on her lips.

“What?”

“You used an odd expression a little bit ago.”

“Okay?”

“It was, um,” her cheeks colored, “holy… crap.”

“Uh, yeah?”

She balked at me.

“What?”

“Holy crap!?”

I held out my hands. “What about it?”

“What about it? Consecrated feces!? This is normal for you?”

I stopped and stared at her for a minute before the reality of it settled into my thoughts, and I threw my head back laughing. “Oh, wow! I’ve never thought about it like that!”

My laughter brought a little of her own. “You have… not?”

I shrugged. “It’s just some weird expression. I’ve never, not once, ever thought about what the words actually mean. Also it’s usually holy shit.”

“Uh-huh. A slightly more vulgar version.”

“Yeah. And I wanna point out that we’re both speaking Laynar…i?”

“Actually, no. We are speaking a common language that all the peoples of this world share. It is called the Tradetongue, because it first arose amongst merchants and traders. It became popular and widely spoken over the years, I have heard. The Laynar often speak it more than their own ancestral language.”

“Huh. How’s about that. What I was going to say is that it has words for both crap and shit.”

Tayvin shrugged. “Well, to be honest, the Kithvani tongue also has various words for excrement. We don’t speak of its holiness, though.”

“Maybe you should.”

She scoffed. “If the gods find anything at all offensive, I should imagine it would be that.”

“I can stop saying it if you want. Or try to.”

“No, please continue saying it. It will amuse me from now on.”

“Okay, whew. I would have tried, but I didn’t think I was going to be very successful.”

As the day wore on, the pain in my leg got steadily worse. While it remained an ache instead of shooting pain, we had to take breaks often so I could sit. She reapplied the unguent once during one of these breaks.

Not a single time did Tayvin complain or tell me to tough it out.

When Bliss finally came into sight, I breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Oh, finally!”

“Yes. It took longer than I thought it would as well.”

“Why don’t you let me wander in there first. I’m a little less attention-grabbing than you,” I said, eyeing her tail.

“That is acceptable. You should, however, leave the grimoire with me.”

I ran my hand down the metal cover, lurking underneath my cloak. I didn’t want to give it to her. I wanted to keep it on me at all times. But, if being dull and unremarkable was my goal, keeping it wouldn’t be wise. “Okay.” I looped it over my shoulders, readjusted my cloak, and handed it over.

Clearly, Tayvin saw the hesitation in my eyes. “I will keep it safe. Do not worry. And you can trust me.”

Our gazes met as I handed it over. I trusted her already, but I wanted to see it in her eyes. The tome was my life at this point. Losing it would be an irrecoverable loss. I saw the gravity of it reflected in her gaze.

She smirked. “I will hand it right back to you once you return.”

“Okay,” I said, feeling a little foolish. “I’m going to scope the place out and maybe rent us a room. Sound good?”

“Yes.”

Without another word, I turned and headed into town.

Bliss reminded me of Prosperous Harmony on a much smaller scale. It wasn’t a village, but it wasn’t a bustling metropolis either. The gate into the city, leading in through the perimeter wall, barely had any guards at all.

Two people stood watch with long halberds, wearing golden tabards that evoked the gilded and gemmed armor of Kor’s people without actually containing any metal or stones. Or, well, they stood there. Watching might have been an overstatement.

I walked in beside one of the hovering, half-teardrop not-cars like I owned the place, and no one looked at me twice. My cloak with the hood fully up didn’t catch a single eye.

Most people I saw were Laynari. If you ignored the patterns, they might as well have been humans. So much so that I almost balked at a couple of patternless people, thinking they were human.

Aside from them, I saw a few scaled people with lizardlike features, some that might pass as Kithvani, and even a woman with huge, curling horns.

Her light skin and jet black eyes made her pop from the crowd. Her dark, curling horns were the real show, though.

I want horns.

Could I have horns?

Tayvin said Kor remade his body from what it once was. Can I do that? And create horns besides?

I mentally put it on a checklist.

Get horns.

After I passed the horned woman and firmly put her out of my mind for the time being, I sought out the first inn I could find without asking someone for directions. The fewer people I spoke with, the better.

During my little trip, I passed an outdoor market with a variety of stalls. Not yet having found what I wanted, I took a detour and wandered through. There were many nice things. Jewelry. Food. Bigger gourds. But the thing I couldn’t get my eyes off of was a simple stall with colorful clothes.

I regarded my own baggy affairs.

Get on with it and come back with Tayvin later.

Somehow, I pulled myself away and went back to my search. Shortly, I found the kind of inn I wanted.

It stood three stories tall, a little short for the city, and had nice features. Most of all, though, it didn’t boast a very prime location or a lot of people. Inside, a small foyer greeted me with a lot of odd-looking plants on short tables. At the end of that display, a normal front desk had a woman with pointy ears behind it.

She wasn’t Kithvani. If I hadn’t spent so much time with Tayvin recently, I would have mistaken her for one, but her ears were angled differently and didn’t have Tayvin’s distinctive points. Although, she claimed she’d blend into this world well enough, so maybe that was a case by case thing.

I pushed these thoughts away and greeted the woman with a broad smile. A little worry had crept through me that this transaction wouldn’t go the same way it did on Earth and that I might have to haggle, which I never liked. I could do it, but not needing to seemed a much better system to me. Those thoughts dropped away as it all went very smoothly. I asked for a room on the third floor, put down a deposit, which I counted from my larger coin purse, and took the key from the woman.

She directed me to something called a highshifter. I smiled and nodded like I had the faintest idea of what she meant.

Around a corner, though, it became clear.

Oh. It’s an elevator.

I thought back to my time in Kor’s palace, not remembering any elevators. But then again, I’d come in through a portal and left by jumping off the roof, so that checked out.

The magic that powered the lights also powered this machine. It had a lever inside instead of buttons. I pushed it up. The doors closed, and it went up.

The patterns that powered the elevator were always active, it seemed, and the lever engaged a mechanism to make the thing move, and it automatically stopped when reaching the next floor.

I wanted nothing more than to take the entire thing apart and see how it worked, examine the patterns and learn how to conjure them. Instead, I just went to my room, a little disappointed that the key just opened a mundane lock. Not a bit of magic at all.

The room sprawled out much more than a normal hotel room on Earth. The large bed had its own alcove partitioned off from the main room, which contained a sitting area, a small fireplace, and the door to the bathroom.

“Oh, nice.” The bathroom had a massive, round porcelain tub, two sinks, and a very large shower stall with multiple heads, along with heaps of fluffy towels.

I had no concept of money, but it didn’t seem like I’d paid all that much for this room. Back home, it’d have been hundreds a night, if not much more.

After my little tour, I went back downstairs while trying to suss out the source of the elevator’s magic. The flows snaked through the entire building and came from somewhere far away, giving me no answers.

It’s seeming less and less likely that there’s a huge prison or something where sorceresses power these cities. That’s good.

I wandered outside again, took a wrong turn and got promptly lost, exited the city through a different gate, and strode around the outside wall like an idiot to get back to Tayvin, smiling at my mistakes the whole time.

I’d only been with Tayvin for a day, but I found myself missing her presence already. My walk through the city had been nice, and I hadn’t felt the need for company before very often. Now that I had a friend, though, I wanted her by my side. I had to admit to myself, though, that some of it came from the fact that I was plain safer with her than alone.

Still.

When I returned to our hiding spot and didn’t immediately find her, I panicked a little inside. “Tayvin?” I called out, the anxiety bleeding into my voice.

“Here.” She walked out from behind a large tree.

“Oh, thank goodness.”

She smirked. “Fearing that I ran away with your grimoire?”

My eyes drifted down to it. I thought about just agreeing with her and making a joke out of it. “It’s not that.” I took the tome back from her and eagerly looped it over my shoulder, settling the cloak to cover it all. “It’s just… I don’t know.”

She waited, silent.

“Um… let’s get back.” I turned away and started towards the city.

She came up beside me, and I turned just enough to see her tiny smile. “You are relieved that I am still here.”

“Maybe.”

“Would it help to know that I was also relieved to see you return?”

“Maybe.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




“I think,” I said once we’d entered the city, “that the first thing I’d like to do is buy some new clothes.”

“Not shower first?”

“It’s tempting, but I don’t want to do that and put these right back on. I don’t care who I offend with how bad I smell. I want the shower to be the end of feeling like a walking grease pit.”

“Colorful.”

“Yep. And speaking of colorful, they have much better clothes here. Things with designs and nice cuts! Not that I’m above something being strictly comfortable.”

If Tayvin was remarkable to anyone in the city, they didn’t say a thing. And they probably would have, if they were anything like humans. We headed right back towards the market, only making three wrong turns before I found it again.

“What kinds of clothes do Kithvani wear? That’s a broad question, I know.”

“Less than you might think. While there is some variation, of course, most things tend to be very utilitarian. Colors vary wildly from place to place and person to person, but it’s mostly close-fitting styles. I have been rather surprised to see so much difference in this world. Your cloak, for example, would not even be considered.”

“No?”

“It could get caught on so many dangerous plants or jagged rocks, or an animal could easily snag it and pull you off balance.”

“But what about when you’re at home? Surely there’s not as much danger there?”

“No, but the mindset is pervasive. Always on guard. If you get into the habit of letting your defenses down, you might do so when it really mattered.”

“Forgive me for saying, but your world sounds kind of brutal.”

“There is no ‘kind of’ about it.” she said, favoring me with a large grin. “While this world has objectively less danger, it comes from unexpected places.”

“How so?”

“People that should be serving the people instead of enslaving them.”

“Ah, I see. You don’t have tyrants in your world?”

“Some have tried. There is no room for them there. They are swiftly killed.”

“Ah.”

“What about you?” she asked me, idly scratching one of her cute tufty ears.

“Unfortunately, there’s a lot of people like Kor. Some in small positions of power, some in really big ones. None of them have magic, so there’s that. But it’s a common enough thing.”

“And you do not simply kill them?”

“Nope.”

“Hmm. Your world sounds worse than mine, if I may be so bold as to say so.”

“Oh, no argument from me. At least in some regards. I… Oh! Airy fudge!”

“Wha—”

I grabbed Tayvin’s hand and pulled her bodily along to the fudge stall, this one owned by an older man with leopard prints all over him, even across his face, which I had barely ever seen. To my disappointment, the fudge wasn’t orange. Instead, I bought some light blue rectangles and handed one to Tayvin.

We walked away from the stall before she tentatively took a bite.

Half of mine had already disappeared. “Huh? Good, right?”

Her eyes perked up. “It… is.”

“Did you think it wouldn’t be?”

“This is the color of an extremely poisonous subset of animals back home.”

“Ah.”

“Yes, my instinct is to get as far away from it as fast as possible.” She took another slow bite. “But for this, I might have to overcome that.”

I didn’t go back and buy more.

I really, really wanted to.

My fudge had already disappeared.

I also didn’t ask Tayvin for the rest of hers, even though she ate it maddeningly slowly.

By the time we found the clothes vendor again, the impulse to buy more had largely gone away. Not completely.

This stall did involve haggling, unfortunately. I went through the motions.

Tayvin walked away with a new, dark gray cloak with cutouts for her ears.

We both got a completely new set of colorful clothes. Mine had an orange shirt and red pants. She chose dark green pants and a yellow shirt.

All of them came with looped ribbons of cloth throughout, like inset belts, that could be used to adjust the size to fit a lot of different people. The slack didn’t seem to matter, as they were all meant to be worn very loose anyway.

I found it all a massive breath of fresh air from wearing nothing but suits and “sensible clothes” anytime I left the house.

On Earth, these things would have gotten us laughed off the street anywhere in the world, I thought, but they blended in perfectly with the crowds. Many wore things like these, and many wore drab apparel like we still had on. Everything seemed to be permitted. I loved it.

We took the clothes and the vendor very politely didn’t mention how much we smelled, which I could appreciate even more after being ensconced in the tiny little fitting room with nothing but my own odious aroma.

Afterwards, we made our way to the inn, and I proudly didn’t take a single wrong turn.

When we stepped inside the elevator, Tayvin stopped and stared. “What is this tiny room?”

I flipped the lever up, throwing her off balance. “It’s an elevator. Do you not have them?”

“Ah. I see. Yes, we do, but they are mechanically powered and look nothing like this.” She held out a hand and pressed it lightly against the wall. “There is magic here, then, correct?”

“There is.”

“Hmm. Interesting. There were such things in the palace, but they were huge. I saw nothing like this tiny contraption. Of course, the only times I left the palace, I traveled with a large group of other sorceresses, guards, and imperial scribes, who all gathered before leaving. They did not trust us to be left alone, unless we were in our personal cages.”

She said nothing more about it, and while I wanted to know more about how she’d lived during her imprisonment, it didn’t seem like the time.

After I closed and locked the door to our room behind us, I heard her plop down onto the bed.

“This is nice.” She’d closed her eyes and spread her arms and legs out across the covers.

“Been a while since you’ve been in a bed this nice?”

“Yes.”

I still didn’t ask.

“Well, I need that shower desperately. Mind if I go first?”

“That is fine.”

Not waiting for anything else, I rushed into the bathroom and closed the door. I pulled out some towels and looped them over the top of the shower stall, turned it on, and shucked off my clothes faster than I ever had.

It felt like I peeled a layer of my life off my skin and let it fall to the floor, the painful memories discarded and left to rot behind me.

My leg screamed a little at me as I did, and doubly so when the water hit it.

Through that pain, the hot water poured down over my skin, washing away the horror and fear, along with a torrent of old sweat, caked-on mud, and dried blood that swirled around the drain before disappearing down it.

Holy crap. This is the best shower anyone has ever taken in the history of everything.

I didn’t hear the door open.

When I opened my eyes, Tayvin stood in front of the mirror, completely naked.

“Ahh!” I half-turned away, shielding myself with my arms as best I could.

Tayvin spun, her hands out and her eyes wide, searching for danger. “What? What is it?”

My mouth worked wordlessly.

She blinked, relaxing a little. “Amara? Are you… well?”

“I… yeah? What’re you doing in here?”

She tilted her head at me. “Showering? What else would I be doing?”

“You said I could go first!”

Her eyes traveled up and down my body. “Oh.” She put her hands on her hips. “Don’t tell me humans also have this… oh, what did the Laynari call it? Uh… modesty? Is that the word?”

“Yep. That’s it.”

She groaned and shook her head. “And here I thought they were singularly stupid. Apparently, I must count humans among that number now, too. Are you really so ashamed of what the gods gave you?”

I could feel the color spreading over my face. “It’s not that I’m ashamed. It’s just… you don’t just….”

“Mhmm.” She walked over to the shower stall, her eyes staying respectfully on mine.

I couldn’t help but notice the bounce of her round boobs as she did. They weren’t huge, but they were much bigger than I’d guessed. Her clothes had hidden them very well. Along with them, she had an unsurprising amount of muscle. They weren’t overt; she wasn’t anywhere near a body builder, but her arms, legs, and stomach all spoke of easy strength. Well, she did carry me for most of a day. With all the willpower in the world, I only allowed myself a fleeting glance before I held her gaze.

“I can,” she said, “leave if you want. So you may shower alone. Although, you have nothing to be ashamed of, Amara.” At that, her eyes traveled up and down my body again.

“Ugh! I’m not ashamed! It’s just….”

“Cultural?”

“Yeah. That’s a good way of putting it.”

“Would you like me to leave, then?”

Ugh. Now I feel stupid. “No. Don’t leave. It’s… you’re right. It’s a silly custom.” And I definitely don’t want to just subtly look at you the whole time.

Dammit. Would it look weird if I turned the shower to cold halfway through?

She needed no more prompting, it seemed, as she strode right into the stall and turned on the other shower head.

When she turned away to get some shampoo, I nearly fell over.

Oh my god! Look at that ASS!

How I didn’t say those words aloud, I’d never know.

Her boobs were great. Round and perky. Her muscles were sexy, too. But I might never have, in my whole life, seen an ass like that. Her clothes had really been hiding her best asset. She flaunted curves like I’d never witnessed, taut and firm like I could bounce a quarter off of them.

What an odd expression, now that I think about it. One I won’t be telling her.

By the time she turned back, I’d composed myself, at least on the outside.

She started by shampooing her voluminous tail. “May I talk to you during the shower? Is that forbidden?” She didn’t look up, but that tiny smile was firmly planted on her lips.

“It’s fine, yes.” I probably wouldn’t be able to stop blushing until this entire debacle ended.

“Good. May I ask you for a favor?”

Oh, wow. Yeah. Definitely not going to stop blushing harder than I ever have. “Uh, sure.”

“When we are done here, would you help brush my tail for me?”

Oh. That’s… a relief and a big disappointment. Hmm, depending on if we’re wearing clothes at the time. “Yeah, sure. Is that a two person job, then?”

“It does not have to be, but the results are better if another person does it. The angling of the brush is hard to get right on oneself.”

I turned and unabashedly looked at her lathered-up tail. “What’s it like to have a tail?”

She paused with it in her hands, thinking, and said, “I do not know. What is it like not to have one?”

“You know, I never thought about it until right now. Not something I’d ever wished for. But looking at yours? I’ll admit that I’m a little jealous. It’s beautiful.”

Her lips parted, a little color coming to her cheeks as well. “...Thank you. You do not know this, but that is a very meaningful compliment for a Kithvani.”

I found a little of my apprehension melting away, hopefully with some of the color on my cheeks. “I’m glad. Can I also say that I really like your ears?”

She smiled, her eyes traveling to mine, her smile faltering a little at the sight of them.

“Do you,” I asked with narrowed eyes, “not like mine?”

“I….”

“You don’t!” I laughed at the mild panic on her face. “It’s okay! You don’t have to. They’re nothing compared to yours, I have to admit.”

Her mouth worked wordlessly now, which I very much enjoyed seeing.

“What don’t you like about them? It’s okay. You can just say it outright. I’m not offended.”

She gave me a pained look. “They are… small, oddly placed, and furless. If we’re being very honest with each other, they were one of the largest shocks in coming to this world. Also, I have noticed that, as expected, they are not nearly as effective as Kithvani ears. I hear things long before the Laynar do. It is something I have mostly kept to myself.”

I pulled my hair over my ears. “Here. Is this better?”

“Oh, Amara,” she said, laughing, “you do not need to hide them from me. They are not my preference, but they do nothing to detract from your beauty.” As soon as the words left her mouth, her jaw dropped and the color flooded into her cheeks. She turned away, busying herself getting more shampoo.

We didn’t talk anymore after that, just showered in silence.

I stole peeks at her body, especially her ass when I could, and once or twice I caught her doing the same.

My cheeks never stopped coloring, but all my skin had turned a little red after the long, very hot shower.

Luckily for me, we both dressed afterwards. As much as I wanted to keep looking at Tayvin’s body, I thought I might pass out if I had to endure the temptation warring with the desire to not be lewd about it.

She pulled her pants on over her perfect ass, and while I ogled it—unable to help myself—I noticed her buttoning them on over her tail, a little hole that let it comfortably through. I hadn’t noticed it before, as her shirt draped over it.

When I commented, she said, “Yes, some of the other peoples here with smaller, thinner tails only require a slit for it, but pushing all of mine through, fur and all, does not work very well. She rummaged through the drawers around the sink while I slipped on my new shirt and tried valiantly to figure out how the cinching belts worked. They weren’t nearly as simple as the vendor had made them look.

I’d just gotten them in some semblance of order when Tayvin produced a very large brush from a lower drawer. “Ah. Good. I had begun to think they would not have anything robust enough for me. Shall we?”

“Sure.”


Chapter Twenty-Three




At Tayvin’s suggestion, we ended up out on the balcony, since the sun shone brightly and a cool breeze drifted by. She sat down on a padded, wicker couch and turned away from me. “There is no special trick to it. Just brush it straight and hard. Do not be gentle.”

“If you say so.”

Thankfully, she couldn’t see the intense blushing I did when she draped her tail over my lap.

I’m going to blush so hard I break my face if this keeps up.

Not that I didn’t enjoy it.

I pulled the brush down through her thick, fluffy fur, which felt at once both supremely weird and surprisingly intimate.

“Harder.”

Don’t think sexy thoughts. Don’t think sexy thoughts.

I wanted her. Bad.

She seemed into me, and based on her history with Zamithra, she was in all likelihood into women.

But we were two fugitives, both taken from our homes and dumped into a strange, magical world with little more than each other. If I came on to her, and she rejected me, things could get really weird really fast.

It wasn’t even close to being the time or place.

So I just brushed her tail harder and tried to focus on the job at hand.

The soft sounds of satisfaction she made deep in her throat didn’t help one little bit, though.

Her tail seemed to be mostly fur and fluff that shined in the sun and slipped across my fingers like silk as I pulled the brush mercilessly through it.

“I have a question for you, Amara.”

Yes, I do want to hop into bed with you. Right now.

NO!

Don’t think that!

Ugh, get a grip Amara.

“Yeah?”

“Have you ever fought anyone before?”

“Before coming here, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“As I thought.”

“Hey now!” I said, still dragging the brush through her fur. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That, um, it shows.”

I did stop brushing at that comment. “How dare you.”

She turned, worry written across her face, but she smiled when she saw me doing the same. “I did not mean to offend you.”

“Oh, I mean, you’re right, so there’s no point in getting pissy about it. Why do you ask?”

“I wanted to offer to teach you some of what I know. Of course, your magic is your best weapon, but it would be useful for you to know some basic things.”

“You want to train me?”

“Yes, but not in the way you mean. You recall the magic that let Tansian teach you the Tradetongue?”

“Yeah.”

“It should be contained within the grimoire. Once you learn it, you and I can link thoughts in the same way. I can impart some of my knowledge to you like that. It should be far more efficient than the normal way.”

“I should think so. They taught me this much of their language in days. Such a thing would probably take years. At least a year. But the thoughts just stuck in my head.”

“Yes. That was my experience as well. I can only assume that my knowledge of combat will transfer as easily. You will not have any of the muscle memory I possess, but you should be able to make use of many of the more basic lessons.”

“I’ll have to make a point of finding the spell, then. But first, I want to finally learn the one for healing.”

“A wise choice.”

I finished brushing Tayvin’s tail, after which she scrutinized my work and nodded. “Thank you, Amara. Such a thing is normally reserved for close friends, but I think that, under the circumstances, we can already call each other such. Unless I am overstepping.”

“No. Not at all. I’d be more than happy to say we’re good friends already.” Could be lovers, though.

No! Dammit! Ugh!

She smiled, unaware of my inner turmoil, and held out her hand for the brush, which she took and started using on her hair. “Are you hungry?”

“Extremely. That little bit of airy fudge wasn’t quite enough.”

“I’m planning on doing some scouting around the city. Before I get into it, I can find something and bring it back for us.”

I melted into the couch. “Oh, I would love that. I know it’s only been a little while, but feeling like a fugitive isn’t doing it for me. I’d love a little normalcy. While you’re out, I’ll get to work on learning the healing spell.”

“How is your leg?”

“It’s more or less fine. I would like it to be fully healed, though.”

We went back inside, Tayvin donned her cloak and headed out, and I wandered back into the bathroom to actually take care of my own hair.

As I stood there in the mirror, I gave myself a good, hard look.

Wavy brown hair. Blue eyes. No horns. No puffy tail. No patterned skin. No scales, though. I was fine with that.

I thought of Kor, and wondered who he’d been before he’d started stealing power. Probably not some seven or eight foot tall behemoth with arms thicker than my waist. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen anyone even close to his size during this little adventure.

It must be possible to wholly remake your body with magic, then. And what’s more, he did it, so it must be in the translated part of my grimoire.

My grimoire.

That’s how I thought of it.

Back out in the main room, I slid my fingers across its metallic surface, wondering who’d written it and when. How did that bastard get it? He obviously stole it from its rightful owner. I pulled a big chair over to the balcony door and opened it. With my legs over one of the armrests, I opened the book and leafed through the pages. This thing needs a damned table of contents.

I found the healing spell once more, held onto the page, and kept turning others until I found the mind-melding spell Tayvin had brought up. It took most of the page, much more complex than anything I had learned so far. Instead of feeling daunting, I wanted to know it that much more.

While still holding the page for the healing spell, I flipped towards the end of the tome, revealing truly mind-bending spells of insane complexity, knots and knots and weird angles and fractal patterns spiraling in on themselves.

At a glance, they seemed too difficult for anyone to wrap their head around.

But that’s not true, is it? If I can learn the lesser spells, I can learn these, too.

I leaned back and let my thoughts wander. What in the world do these spells even do? Could I crack open the world, rain lightning down from the sky, open up a portal to… home?

That last thought stopped me in my tracks.

Obviously it would be possible. Kor sent his men into my house. Which meant it had to be one of the translated spells.

It seemed rather powerful for that.

Okay, seriously, then, what are these complex ones!?

Only two of them had been translated. The one that Kor tried to use to take my power for himself, and the mystery one labeled Yaw’nethosh.

With a sigh, I flipped back and started to learn how to heal myself.

To my elation, I found this spell, despite its difficulty in comparison to the ones I already knew, sank easily into my mind. It still took time, but I was learning how to learn, it seemed. I felt myself grinning like an idiot as I did it, feeling a sense of fulfillment that I rarely ever had before.

The time flew by, and before I knew it, Tayvin had returned with dinner. Late lunch? I had no idea how much time had passed.

The food came wrapped up in paper boxes, and she handed me my gourd, full of water.

“Oh, I didn’t notice you take it.”

“Yes. One of the positive notes about this empire is the freely available water literally everywhere. I did not want to waste coin on fancy drinks when it is in short supply.” She sat down on the floor in front of me, her legs out the door and on the balcony.

“Yeah. There’s gotta be a way for us to get some more money without killing people and taking it.”

“I would also like to avoid that. Let us leave the Lands Tranquil and then we will figure that part out. I am not above stealing it, as you know, but a less risky option would be better.”

I opened my food box to a big puff of steam that slammed into my face along with a heavy and delicious aroma. “What is this?” Mixed into a pile of rice, spiced meat and colorful vegetables glistened in a deep red sauce.

“I do not know. The Laynari words exist in my mind, but I do not actually understand what they refer to. I just picked it off a small menu like I understood what I spoke of.”

A small spoon had been provided, sitting on top of the food. I picked it up and balked. “Is this plastic!?”

Tayvin blinked at me. “What is… plastic?”

I tried to explain, but did a very poor job based on the dubious tilt of her eyes.

“A material made from… oil.”

“Yeah?” I didn’t actually know how people made plastic and it showed.

“Oil from…?”

“The ground.”

“Ground oil. Not from a plant or animal?”

“Uh, no. You know what? Forget about it. Maybe when I learn the mind-linking spell, we can trade thoughts in a more direct manner.”

She smiled that tiny, infuriating smile.

I sniffed and looked away dramatically before trying a bite from my not-plastic spoon. “OH SHIT!” I said through a mouth full of food.

Tayvin stood, eyes wide and darting around.

“Oh! Sorry. No, I meant….” I swallowed. “That was about the food.”

“Ah.” She sat back down and eyed me hard. “Good or bad?”

“The best thing I’ve ever tasted in my entire life.” I couldn’t even begin to compare the flavors to anything back home. It started with a burst of spice that moved into savory meats and subtle flavors from the rice and vegetables.

Her eyes stayed locked on mine as she took a bite.

When she did, her entire body stiffened, and she sat there unmoving for a moment before she chewed and swallowed. “It is… amazing.”

“Right!?”

We both wolfed down the rest, every single bite just as good as the first.

I leaned back in my chair, stuffed. “We should get more of that later. I’d love a second helping, but I might actually explode.”

“Oh,” she said, getting up off the floor. “Then you will probably not be wanting the other thing I bought for you.”

“Hmm?”

With a perfectly neutral face, she handed me a small, wrapped package. “I thought this might be to your liking.”

I unwrapped it to find two big rectangles of airy fudge, the same light blue as earlier. “You got me more fudge?”

“Yes. If you are not hungry, I can throw it off the balcony, if you like.” She reached out her hand to take it away.

“I’ll kill you!” I snatched it back from her grasp.

She just grinned, fully showing her teeth, which I had rarely seen.

“Did you not get any for yourself?”

“I did.” She went and got her own while I ravenously ate the first rectangle. She’d only bought a half portion for herself.

“You got me four times as much as you got for you?”

“You seemed to like it that much more than I do.”

I choked on the last bite of my first rectangle. “Well, that might be the case.” All of mine went away before she’d eaten hers. The oppressively full feeling in my stomach became even worse, but I hardly cared at that point. Worth it. “Are you going back out?”

“Yes. We should rest tonight, and in the morning, we can sneak on board one of the trains that will take us away from this accursed land.”

“Oh. We’re stowing away?”

“These are Kor’s trains. Did you want to buy passage and sit where everyone can see us?”

“Ah. Yes. Right. Good point. Well, I’ll be here with the book until you get back.”

We sat there for a little longer, letting all the dinner and fudge settle.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Later, I sat in my chair, still by the open balcony door, with the grimoire on my lap. The healing pattern lay open before me. Almost as soon as I’d begun, I knew I’d be able to learn this one faster than the last.

The lines and knots made even more sense to me than they had before. Boldly, I tried to cast the spell an hour after I’d started.

Not even close.

Laughing at my own hubris, I settled back in and resumed my meditation. And that’s what it was. The entire world fell away while I gazed down at the tome. The only things that existed were the lines and the permutations of power.

Another hour in, and I almost thought I understood why the patterns formed like they did. An idea sat lightly in my mind, ethereal and fragile. Too much focus, and it slipped away. Not quite there. But soon, I thought, I’d truly understand.

If I did, if I really did, I could create my own spells.

I set the book aside for a moment and concentrated on my light spell. I summoned the little orb in front of me, above my outstretched hand. I dismissed it and summoned it over and over, changing the pattern a little each time, making it bigger or smaller, brighter or dimmer. Once, I summoned a huge sphere, as tall as me, that only emitted a dim glow.

Practically, it didn’t seem at all useful, but I’d created the spell myself. And what’s more, I understood exactly how I did it. What lines meant what, which little knots to turn and why.

Unfortunately, that didn’t translate to the next spell.

Intuitively, I thought it must. All the lines meant the same thing, right?

Nope.

Oh well. Progress is progress.

With the book back in my lap, I resumed my meditations.

The sun had fallen low, the shadows lengthening on the balcony when I knew I had it. I tried a couple more times with no success. Like the other magic, this one was all or nothing. A single misplaced line ruined the whole thing, the magic fizzling instantly.

I pulled up my pant leg and looked at my cut. It had healed nicely, much more than it would have on Earth, but it would still take some time to fully go away. The pain had receded, replaced by a dull, if constant, ache.

“Here we go,” I whispered to myself.

I closed my eyes and summoned the pattern, every single line in place.

Oh… oh my.

The magic flowed from me, into the array, and back into me. It flooded my body, a new and disconcerting feeling. I could feel the difference from the natural power to the changed energy that returned to me.

It coursed through my entire body, seeking out anything it could, and while I could definitely feel the power soaking into the wound on my leg, other little collections of energy alighted throughout my body.

What did I have going on that I didn’t know about?

Probably tiny little injuries that would never be a problem unless they became a problem. Tight muscles that would be easier to pull or things like that.

Once the spell had done its job, the power flowed back out of me, dissipating into the air. Or something. I still had no clue how this all, on a fundamental level, worked.

“Holy crap,” I said to the unresponsive bedroom.

I feel amazing.

A violent but pleasurable shiver ran through my whole body, from my toes to the top of my head. My muscles felt loose like I’d just gotten a full body massage from a master. My skin felt the way it did after an intense workout followed by a hot shower. And my leg felt like almost nothing at all. I looked down to see the wound completely gone. A little unbelieving even now, I traced my fingers over the spot where it had been, finding nothing. Not even a tiny little ache remained.

I shut the book and laid it down on the floor beside me.

My eyes drifted, unfocused. I healed myself with magic. And I can do that whenever, wherever, now. I’ll never have to endure an injury ever again.

Like I had after learning all my other spells, I felt a little dumbfounded that any of this was real.

I sat like that, probably grinning like a moron, until Tayvin returned.

Darkness had fully enveloped the town. I’d barely even noticed.

When she came up and saw my face, her eyes drew down. “Are you okay, Amara?”

I blinked and took a long breath. “Yeah. Better than okay. Look!” I pulled my pant leg up for her to see.

“You did it!” She reached out and ran her fingers over the place where my wound had been.

My blood pumped a little harder at her touch.

“Amara, that’s amazing! You’re amazing! I can’t believe you learned it so quickly.”

Welp. There go my damnable cheeks again. Am I ever going to stop blushing around her!? “Thanks, Tayvin. I’m really proud of myself.”

“As you should be.” She gave me another toothy smile, which I just loved to see.

“In addition to healing my leg, it was kind of a wild ride. It seems to do a lot more than just heal any glaring injuries. If you’re okay with it, I’d like to use the spell on you.”

“Even though I am not hurt?”

“Yeah. I think you’ll see why.”

“Okay.” She stepped in front of me and crossed her hands. “I am ready.”

Even more than her compliments and smile, the fact that she so readily agreed to this made my heart sing.

I didn’t need to, but I took her hands in mine. It struck me as too forward, but she didn’t resist a bit. With my eyes closed again, I summoned the power, and like the other spells, it came even easier this time. I felt it surge through the pattern and into Tayvin’s body. I couldn’t tell what it did, but I could feel it coursing through her from head to toe.

When it finished, I let her hands go and opened my eyes.

“Amara,” she said with a faraway look. “I feel wonderful. Like I have just come home after a long trip.” She stretched her arms over her head and brought them down and bent them behind her back in a display of flexibility that made me a little envious. “I did not know the spell did such a thing. My muscles feel like they have just been through a vigorous massage.”

“Yeah! That’s exactly what I thought.”

“If I may be so bold, perhaps you should be casting this spell on us… often.”

“Oh, I’m sold. There’s not some like, huge downside to using magic, is there?”

“No, not from what I understand. Only that it can be very taxing if you channel a large amount.”

“Ah. Is that why Kor’s Big Spell To Kill Me took three of you?”

“Yes, precisely. A spell of that complexity requires a vast amount of power. However, I believe that you, as a True Sorceress, will be able to outclass us all once you develop your powers.”

After that, feeling as loose and free as we did, it seemed like time for sleep.

Tayvin, as expected, didn’t balk for a second about sleeping in the same bed, probably owing to the same lack of modesty that had her walking straight into my shower. At the time, I’d just rented the cheapest room I could, not even thinking about the sleeping arrangements beyond not wanting to lean against gnarled tree bark again.

I debated on whether or not to wear my new or old clothes. It seemed wrong to sleep in the new ones, but the old ones smelled and I loathed the thought of putting them back on my body, especially after the healing spell made me feel so good. I didn’t think sleep would come easily while wearing them.

Before I could really make a decision, Tayvin stripped right out of all her clothes and slipped under the covers.

Not before I stole a glance at her big round ass.

When I sat on the bed, hesitating, she said, “Does your modesty include this as well?”

I sighed. “Yeah. But I’ll deal with it.” I stripped off most of my clothes, choosing to remain in my underwear.

She snickered at me.

I ignored it.

I also valiantly tried to ignore the thought of her hot, naked body lying right next to mine, with much less success.

It mattered little in the end. Sleep came for me within minutes.


Chapter Twenty-Five




“Amara,” Tayvin hissed.

My eyes flew open, seeing only darkness. I flipped over and reached to the other side of the bed, feeling nothing there. “Tayvin?”

“Here.” Her hand found mine. She stood beside the bed.

“What’s going on?”

“There is trouble. We must go, quickly.”

The sleep that clung to my mind got quickly blasted out by her worried tone. Without a word, I got up and, stumbling in the dark, did my best to get my clothes on.

Tayvin, it seemed, had already dressed.

As I stood, she looped the grimoire’s strap around my shoulders and helped me into my cloak. “It’s bad, isn’t it?” I asked.

“His Most Foul’s soldiers are here.”

“Oh crap.”

“Yes.”

I didn’t ask how she knew or how long she’d been awake. Those questions could wait until we were out of here and safe. “What’s the plan?”

“We leave from the balcony, climb over the roof, and you will levitate us to the trainyard.”

Oh. We actually have a plan. Nice!

With my hand in hers, Tayvin guided me through the room to the balcony door. “Wait.” She pulled back the curtain and peeked out.

Only artificial light shone through. We were still in the dead of night.

She stepped out, holding up a hand for me to stay put.

For a few minutes, I stood perfectly still.

“Now. Let us go.”

I took her hand again, and we crept out onto the balcony. Down below, I could hear stern voices speaking quietly. I couldn’t make out what they said, but Tayvin probably could.

She leapt up onto the roof above and held out her hand to me.

I took it and levitated myself up, letting her guide me as I went. When my feet landed on the shingles, she turned and regarded me. “What?”

“That was much smoother. You are improving already,” she whispered.

Luckily, in the darkness, she couldn’t see my cheeks blushing again. “Thanks.”

Anything else I might have said evaporated out of my thoughts as someone violently kicked in the door to our room. We couldn’t see it from our vantage point, but there wasn’t anything else that it could be.

Seconds later, multiple pairs of boots plodded into the room, and our bathroom door suffered the same treatment.

I turned to Tayvin and pointed away, asking if we should go or remain silent.

Her eyes darted around before she shrugged and started slowly creeping across the roof.

We went together, hand in hand.

When we crested the peak, I felt her fingers tighten over mine. I followed her gaze and squeezed her hand back just as hard.

In a small square a block away, a large entourage stood in a pool of light from a line of streetlamps. Many soldiers in golden, begemmed armor stood there, along with a small crowd of attendants and two chained women, their bindings in the hands of the most ornamented soldiers.

In the center of the group, Tansian barked out orders.

Looming over him, hands folded and completely silent, stood Sordruum Kor.

He couldn’t have possibly seen us, crouched down in the shadows on the roof. And yet, when he turned our way, I felt a chill run down my spine.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, from a side street, a massive man decked out in heavy plate armor, all golden and gemmed, stalked out to join the group. Kor’s general.

Great. Everyone’s here. Except Curls, I guess.

Tayvin and I slowly turned towards each other.

“This is bad,” I mouthed.

She nodded, the terror plain in her eyes. Brave, strong, Tayvin. Possibly the strongest person I’d ever known. For all that she’d fought Kor face to face and told him she’d kill him, the sight of him and all these people scared her deeply. Perhaps her recapture in Prosperous Harmony had affected her more than I knew.

I leaned in and whispered as quietly as I could, still gripping her hand tight, “I won’t let him take you. You’ll never be his slave again.”

Tayvin’s lip quivered as her eyes bored into mine. Her other hand slipped over our intertwined fingers.

It wasn’t the time.

It wasn’t the place.

It was stupid. A bad idea.

Completely fueled by emotion and nothing else.

I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.

The tiniest of smiles, smaller than even her normal one, turned the corners of her lips up just barely, and I saw the edge of terror leave her eyes. “Let us go,” she mouthed.

I nodded, smiling.

Tayvin’s steps on the shingles didn’t produce a single sound.

My footfalls felt awkward and clumsy by comparison. I pressed on, being as quiet as I could with zero ninja training.

The thought brought another smile to my face.

We’d almost reached the edge of the building when I heard the balcony door slam open.

“They’re not here!” someone yelled in frustration.

“Get on the roof,” a voice with an air of command answered back. “And send runners to the street below! They’re somewhere here!”

“Get on my back,” I hissed.

Tayvin wasted no time, whipping around me and sliding her arms and legs around my body as I stooped to let her do so. While I could probably stand with her on my back, I didn’t trust myself to do it on the angled roof. The levitation array flared into life around me, a soft, glowing purple in the night.

“Oh crap,” I muttered. “Tayvin, can normal people see this?”

“No. Only Sorceresses. But… there are some with His Most Foul. Be quick.”

I lifted us enough to be weightless and stepped to the edge of the building just as I heard the soldiers clamoring up after us.

We had no time to look down below and see if anyone was watching.

I let us lean over the edge and pushed off, sending us to the next building.

The time we spent in the open air, in full view of anyone down below, seemed an eternity. My eyes darted back and forth, desperately trying to find any people down below. I found a few, but in the shadows in between the streetlights, I couldn’t tell if they were Kor’s people or not. Or if they were even looking our way.

They must not have been both, since no one cried out.

The neighboring building, whatever it housed, drifted under our feet far too slowly. In my haste, I nearly released the spell before we had sure footing.

When we touched down, we both slowly and quietly crept on, away from the inn.

Taking my steps slowly sent waves of terror-induced madness flowing through me. I wanted to scream and run and flail.

Somehow, I didn’t.

Tayvin appeared like she had no such trouble. Perhaps she’d lived situations like this a hundred times over on her world.

I sure hadn’t on Earth. Up until this moment, I thought the most stressful thing I could possibly do would be to give a presentation I underprepared for to a hostile audience with my career in the balance.

It turned out that being hunted by someone intending to kill you outstripped that stress many times over.

If Tayvin hadn’t been so strong, I thought I might break her fingers by how tightly I gripped them.

She didn’t utter a single word of complaint or react in any way.

We often turned back to see our pursuers’ progress, and when we’d nearly reached the other side of the building, Tayvin yanked me down hard, sliding us both into the shadows of a window.

I went with her silently.

Across the street, three silhouettes moved over the shingles. From where they were, they likely wouldn’t be able to see us.

No one could make the jump from building to building as we did. They can’t know that⁠—

Oh, wait. We definitely levitated out of the city in full view of a lot of them. They know I can do that.

“Amara.”

“Yeah?”

“We must escape this place unnoticed. I do not believe we will be able to outrun all of them.”

“Even on a train?”

“They would simply stop the train.”

My eyes narrowed at my own stupidity. “Ah. Yes. Correct. Kor still owns everything. We’re not out of Tranquility yet.”

“We are not.”

“What are you proposing? That we make them think we escaped another way?”

“I was… not proposing anything, just making an observation. But yes, your idea is wonderful. How should we accomplish that?”

“Let’s get a little further away while we give that some thought.”

“Agreed.”

Over the next fifteen minutes, we building-hopped when we could, heading directly away from our inn. We waited until streets cleared out and kept to the shadows as best we could. The whole time, my mind raced, trying desperately to form a plan. Any plan at all. “Tayvin?” I asked once we’d been skipping over roofs for far too long.

“Hmm?”

“Do you know how their cars work?” I turned to find her blinking at me.

“What are cars?”

I snorted before I could stop myself. “Oh. The… hovering, silvery things they use to transport stuff down roads.”

“I see. They are called skimmers. What do you want to know?”

“Can they only run on the roads?”

“I have never used them and cannot sense the magic like you can. That being said, I have only ever seen them on roads, yes. But I have also barely ever left Prosperous Harmony before.”

“Hmm. Okay, here’s my plan. For as many of them as we’ve seen tonight….” We’d drifted over an obscene number of soldiers. “...I’ll bet they’ve shut down the trains.” I could see Tayvin pale at the thought.

“You… are likely correct.”

“Let’s break into the trainyard, get one going out of town, and then jump off of it.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “This is not the entirety of your plan, I am hoping.”

“Nope. Once that thing gets going, it’s gonna attract all the attention. If we get it running ourselves, there won’t be any crew to stop it, so they’ll have to chase it down before they find out we’re not on it. In the meantime, we’re going to steal a car — skimmer — and I’m going to drive it out over the plains outside of town. Hopefully, they won’t be able to follow us like that.”

“You will… drive it off of the roads?”

“Yeah. They’re powered by the magic flowing through underground channels—Oh! Please remind me to ask you about that later!—but if I can sense the patterns inside them and provide the magic myself, there’s no reason I can’t drive one wherever I want. And I’m a good driver, too!” That last line would be hotly contested by a lot of people I knew, but they were wrong. I was a great driver.

Tayvin took a very long, borderline offensive time to respond to me. Before she did, she met my eyes. “Okay. We will go with your plan. I do not have a better one. And… I trust you.”

Don’t kiss her right now, oh my god! Get out of this place first!

I squeezed her hands, unable to form any words.

We spent the next little while working our way, rooftop by rooftop, towards the trainyards. A high fence surrounded them, and like I’d feared, the entire place had been locked down by the enemy.

In a small bit of luck, however, they weren’t swarming around it. The place seemed deserted except for a few small patrols and a handful of soldiers guarding the two gates we could see.

In between it and us, though, a large street created a huge, well-lit gap with people milling about.

“We will need to wait for the exact right moment, Amara.”

I nodded as I scanned the area. As I watched, an armored woman walked into view, and I only barely suppressed a loud hiss. At first, I thought it was Zamithra, but this woman had long, blond hair.

Tayvin followed my gaze and grumbled. “Another traitor. I do not know that one’s name. She has served since long before I came here.”

“I kinda hoped we wouldn’t have to face anyone like that.”

“Do not worry. If we must, you and I can defeat them.”

“As long as we’re not overwhelmed.”

“Yes.”

We waited for some time before the blond woman left. She inspected the patrols and gate guards at length before she did.

However, the minute she left, her people seemed to relax.

“This is it,” I said.

Tayvin wordlessly slipped her arms and legs around me.

“Here we go.” I bent forward, channeled the spell, and kicked off hard, sending us careening out over the street.

For a horrifying few moments, we hovered in open air, in plain view of anyone who so much as glanced up.

But none of them did.

We cleared the tall fence with room to spare, had a quick, whispered conversation about where to land based on what we could see, and came down — pretty smoothly! — on the far side of the yard.

From up above, we’d seen two patrols roaming the area, both equipped with handheld flashlights.

I very much wanted to examine the magic they used. Did they tap into the same flows as everything else? That would mean they didn’t need to be making physical contact with any of the infrastructure. But, then again, the cars literally hovered, so that wasn’t a surprise. But all the lights inside buildings were clearly hardwired into whatever pipes or wires carried the power throughout⁠—

“Amara!” Tayvin shook my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“Sorry! Got lost in thought.”

“Right now?”

“Sorry!”

She snickered at me. “Please focus.”

“You got it.”

We snuck around, sprinting from one large traincar to the next. Like the skimmers, they all were made from the same silvery material, except these were much larger and had proper tops to them, either fully enclosed for goods or with windows and rows of seats.

They all hovered in the air, a little higher than the skimmers, with only thin legs that reached down and linked with connections in the ground. It all ended up being a massive downside for a pair of fugitives trying to sneak around. Hiding underneath them was a pretty bad option that provided very little cover.

We did our best, avoiding the patrols mainly just by staying as far away from them as we could, their lights alerting us to wherever they were. The moons and stars were out and gave the two of us enough light to make our way through.

Finally, we reached the far end of the yard and found a train facing the outbound gate.

Which was tightly locked.

We’d been dodging the patrols the entire time. They were making quick, efficient circuits of the yard.

“Okay. Here’s the plan. You go get the train running. Can you do it?”

Tayvin shrugged. “Most things in this world seem to be made intuitively. I should be able to manage, yes. What about you?”

“Once you do, I’m going to blow open that gate.”

She regarded me silently for a few seconds. “Okay.”

I put a hand on her shoulder. “This isn’t the time, but I have to tell you how nice it is to have someone listen to me without arguing. Or look like they very much want to argue with me.”

She slipped her hand over mine. “I am just as much a stranger in this world as you. I have only been here longer. My plans would be just as good as yours, or worse. But not better. And you have proven to me that you will not make bad decisions if given the chance.”

I smiled. “Like most of your partners?”

“All of them, in one way or another. However, I have an addition to your plan. If we truly want to avoid detection and give this train long enough to provide a reasonable distraction, we will need to deal with the two patrols here. They will react swiftly to our actions.”

“When you say deal with, you mean⁠—”

“We must kill them.” She delivered this line like we were making plans to have dinner the next night.

With a little sigh, I said, “Okay. It’s not like I haven’t done it before.”

She patted my shoulder, an act I would have thought condescending from anyone else. “We will be doing much more, I believe, before we truly escape. But I understand how difficult it is. Make it quick and merciful. I know you can.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll take one group, you take the other?”

“Yes. I will wait until you attack, and then take care of mine. Do not worry for me. Be safe.”

Kor’s people were making regular trips around the yard, with little variation. They weren’t being lazy or stupid, though. I knew if I screwed this up, the entire city would be upon us in no time.

You can do this.

You have done this.

They’re here to kill you and Tayvin.

I waited in the far corner of the yard, biding my time.

Stressful situations were not, even a little bit, the time to try new things.

I planned on trying a new thing.

Two spells at the same time.

While I’d channeled more than one spell at a time, I hadn’t cast two simultaneously. I held them in my mind, twin patterns of deadly force. While I pictured them, their secrets revealed themselves to me, my newfound intuition delving into the patterns like never before.

The force, such as it was, wasn’t a solid gust of wind or creation of magic. It warped the very fabric of reality, a twisting of existence itself that slammed into whatever I aimed at with unnatural power.

I stood a little dumbfounded.

It seemed like such a simple spell, really. Just a big boom that hit things. But fundamentally, it was so much more.

What else could I do with it?

Naturally, I’d let my thoughts wander while I should have been paying attention, and the soft footfalls of the patrol alerted me to their presence.

Thankfully, I hadn’t been so engrossed that they got the jump on me. I admonished myself about it, though.

Here we go.

I’d hidden behind a large stack of crates, hoping they’d take the same route they had before, which would let me attack them from behind.

They didn’t. They came around the other way.

Panicking, I had to decide whether to hit them head on, or loop around the crates and try my original plan.

Without much conscious thought, I opted for the second one, hoping my sneaking skills were up to par.

Halfway around the stack, I slammed my foot into a box.

I gritted my teeth at the pain.

Instantly, their footsteps stopped.

Oh, Amara.

A moment later, when I still couldn’t hear anything, even more panic flooded through me.

They’re being quiet.

Thinkthinkthink!

They’re probably splitting up and coming around both sides.

I sighed, more at my bad luck than anything else.

Nothing for it.

I picked a direction, readied my spell, and took off, walking briskly and making no attempt to hide my steps.

I need a spell that detects where people are.

I rounded a crate and came face to face with a woman in gilded armor, her sword out and ready.

She opened her mouth to cry out.

I never gave her the chance.

My spell plowed into her face from point-blank range.

In a shower of blood, her head sailed from her shoulders, up into the air, and over the far fence to silently fall into the grass outside.

Her body lurched forward, the sword still in her hands, and I danced aside awkwardly, having assumed it would instantly fall.

A few steps later, it did.

Kinda loudly.

I turned and rushed the way I’d come. She’d been ready to cry out; I had to assume her partner would do the same.

He was.

I knocked his head off a second after he’d started to yell, sending it sailing over a few train cars.

His body did drop immediately.

He’d made a little noise, but it could easily have been mistaken for something besides a person raising an alarm.

Or so I hoped.

I sagged and dropped to the ground.

Kind of crap, but I did it!

Without an agreed upon second part of the plan, I retreated back to the outer gate.

Tayvin arrived minutes later, holding a sword. “Did you have some trouble?”

“A little, but I handled it. Are we still good?”

“Yes. I don’t think anyone outside this place would have heard. It did, however, provide an excellent distraction for me. I took both of mine down efficiently.”

Efficiently, right. I’m sure it was amazing.

“Now. Let us get moving.”

With a smile, I nodded and turned to head towards the gate, watching her walk lithely towards the train, a little in awe.

As I did, I thought about my promise from earlier. That I’d never let her be a slave again. A calm surety washed over me as I stepped through the shadows. I will always be there for you. I will risk whatever I must to keep that promise. Like I did before.

A quivering little smile came to my lips as I pictured a few days prior. Me, standing in a crowd, watching Tayvin get dragged back to the palace. I’d been so scared.

But I knew I’d regret not acting.

And somehow, I did.

I did it.

I really fucking did it.

I saved her.

Me!

I’d do it again. A million times over.

I’d do it if I knew I would die.

I thought I’d been a brave person, all my life. In a lot of ways, I had been.

But not like that. My bravery before had been challenging people in power, putting myself out there, being confident in my abilities even if I might fail.

This was something else entirely.

I rushed a group of trained soldiers to save someone I barely knew.

It was, without a doubt, the proudest moment of my life.

And if I hadn’t done it, I’d never have known you, Tayvin.

I am Amara, True Sorceress.

And I will bring down this world’s tyrant.


Chapter Twenty-Six




Lights from the train nearly blinded me and knocked me out of my little revelry.

Right. I have a job to do.

With barely any sound at all, the train started moving over the track. Now that I could see it in the light, nothing actually ran across the ground, other than a painted red line over polished concrete. The magical channels lay below, radiating up and interacting with the patterns inset into the train’s body. Like the elevator, the magical connection always remained, but mechanical components in the train lifted the legs holding them in place.

I wanted to reach out and feel all the patterns, to understand them and how they interacted, and especially how some were used at times when others weren’t. If they’re the same as the skimmers, they can go backwards and forwards, speed up and slow down, so they must⁠—

Focus!

I had a job to do.

The train lumbered my way, already eliciting some cries inside the yard.

No sense in waiting.

The gate wasn’t anything overly impressive. Made of steel bars and looping wire reminiscent of chain link, it would keep most people out, and maybe stop a train. Maybe not.

Either way, no magic ran through it.

If I can bust open a stone wall and a steel cage, I can break this thing.

A thick, flat bar ran across the length of it, ending in the curving stone walls on either side. Surely it had a mechanism to withdraw it, but that had never been my plan.

I went to one side, and with a wicked grin, conjured my force spell, altering it to be much more destructive than before.

The magic surged inside me and flowed into the pattern in my mind, flaring brightly before my eyes before an ear-rending explosion shook the very ground.

I’d blown a massive hole into the side of the door, taking out this end of the bar, a lot of the wall, and a big bite out of the gate. Everything had been forced outward, the stone crumbling and the metal bending before shearing straight off.

For a split second, I stood there and admired my handiwork.

Not done.

I ran over to the other side of the gate and repeated the show in another devastating display of raw power.

The gate, not held up by anything anymore, fell outward to crash into the ground. The train would easily be able to hover right over it.

Oof.

After the magic coursed through me, a hollowness filled my veins, and I sagged to the ground.

“Amara?” Tayvin ran up beside me.

“I think I kinda overdid it there.” The two spells had been modified to be much more powerful than anything I’d cast before, and I finally understood that I had a limit.

“Can you stand? We need to go right now.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I can.” I took her offered hand and stumbled to my feet, the weariness grasping me tightly. I pushed through it and ran, thankful she seemed to know where we were headed.

Our course took us back into the trainyard. I watched through the other engines and cars as our decoy train picked up speed and headed out of the city.

This is a good plan.

I mentally patted myself on the back.

If only I had put any real thought into part two.

My hand stayed firmly in Tayvin’s as she led us past the patrol she’d dealt with. The soldiers lay dead on the ground without a drop of blood around them.

“How’d you kill them?”

“I snapped their necks. The first one did not see it coming. The second turned in time to receive a blow to her throat before I spun her around.”

I’m glad she’s on my side.

At some sounds I couldn’t hear, Tayvin yanked me hard and pulled us into a little alcove for storing crates. We slipped behind a tall one, and seconds later, I heard the hurried footfalls of running soldiers.

They passed by us while we watched from the darkness.

“Your ears really are better than mine,” I whispered so quietly I could barely even hear myself.

In the shadows, I could just faintly make out her tiny smile when she turned to me.

I was falling a little bit in love with that smile.

When she prompted us to move again, I did so with the confidence that she’d hear anyone coming long before they saw us.

The next ten minutes or so were spent that way, dashing from one hiding spot to the next. Twice, Tayvin snuck out and dispatched a lone soldier before dragging their bodies back into the shadows.

“Is there anything you can’t do?” I asked when we found ourselves on a little stretch of deserted road.

“Is that a serious question?”

“A little bit, yeah.”

“Sing.”

“Sing?”

“Yes. I cannot sing. I wish that I could, but it is atrocious at best. Do not ever ask me for a demonstration.”

“I won’t.”

“That is for your benefit as well.”

As far as we could tell, the bulk of the soldiers occupying the town had fallen for our ruse, leaving only a bare bones contingent left. However, they still had plenty of people manning the gates.

“Dammit,” I muttered. “I’d kind of hoped we’d be able to speed out of here unnoticed.”

“Yes, as did I. I do not believe that will be possible. However, if you truly can pilot a skimmer out on the grasslands, we should be able to leave them far behind. I do not know of anything capable of catching us that way. Keep in mind, however, that there is much I do not know of this world.”

“Still. It’s our best bet. Here’s an idea, though. Instead of trying to drive the car straight through the gates….” I paused for dramatic effect.

“...Yes?” Tayvin asked in a suffering tone.

“What if we levitate the car over the city wall and then drive it away?”

“…Amara?”

“Hmm?”

“You are very good at creative thinking. I have met few who could do it so well.”

I tried to suppress a massive, self-satisfied grin. “Thanks,” I said with what felt like enough humility. “That might be as nice a compliment for me as your tail was for you. I’ve always prided myself on being able to think about things from different angles. I call it thinking around corners. It sounds a little stupid to say it out loud, but it’s helped me very much in my career. Now! Before I devolve into a bout of patting myself on the back, let’s go find a car. Skimmer. Whatever.”

Skimmers weren’t quite as numerous here as cars were on Earth, especially in this mid-sized town, but we didn’t have much trouble finding one parked near the exterior of the city. “Okay… how do I…?”

The one we’d picked had the standard half-teardrop shape on the bottom, the wisp of a tail towards the rear. Above it sat a shell made from curved metal rods and colorful fabric. I thought I’d be smashing in a window or having Tayvin pick the lock, which she could apparently do, but instead, the door just pulled right open for me. “Sorry to whoever owns this.”

Tayvin and I slid inside.

I balked for a moment about how very much like a car the whole thing turned out to be. I sat in a driver’s seat with a control panel that included a weird looking steering wheel shaped more like an airplane’s yoke. Various gauges said things in words I finally didn’t understand.

Until now, I’d been very fluent in the language.

A pretty good run.

I’ll figure it out.

For a moment, I closed my eyes and felt the patterns inlaid into the vehicle. Many more than expected opened themselves to me.

Luckily, I didn’t need to memorize any of them. They were already there, waiting to be used. Or, more to the point, I realized, they were all almost complete. Like the massive spell pattern Kor had tried to kill me with, these patterns consisted of various materials in the curving lines and angular knots. All except one little piece of each.

The mechanisms in the car must move the last pieces into place, completing the pattern! That’s genius!

“Amara?”

“Oh, dammit! Right. Sorry. Was having a little magical revelation.”

“Excellent,” she said patiently. “Is it done now?”

“Yeah. We can go.”

That tiny smile of hers. That damn tiny smile. It was starting to drive me wild.

“Let me try this out a little bit before we start flying.” I pressed various buttons and levers. It didn’t have gas and brake pedals, or anything down at my feet at all. I delicately touched it all, so we gently started moving instead of racing down the street or slamming into another skimmer. “Okay. I think I’ve got it.”

Tayvin hadn’t said a word.

“Here we go.” I summoned the levitation pattern, expanding it enough so it enveloped the whole car. It wasn’t the same as altering it to make it more powerful; I just made the area of effect bigger. It worked like a charm.

Tayvin made an appreciative sound deep in her throat when the ground started to fall away. “You continue to amaze, Amara.”

Coming from her, that meant a lot. I beamed internally but only said, “Be amazed when the whole plan works.”

The street kept falling away, the roofline beside us coming into view.

“Uh….”

“Yes?”

“The spell levitates us, but it doesn’t, like, push us anywhere.” An oversight. “Uh… which control was forward again?” I muttered to myself while worrying over the controls. I didn’t want to back up and slam us into a roof.

“Ah. Leave it to me.” She turned and opened her door and slipped right out of the car, the street three stories below.

“Ah! What’re you doing!?”

The tail of the car tipped down as she crawled around the outside. A moment later, we gently moved towards the city’s wall. We’d drifted halfway over the building before she slowly slid back into her seat, careful not to rock the skimmer. Her tiny smile came laced with pride this time. “I pushed off the top of a streetlight.”

I blinked at her. “We make a good team.”

“I think so as well.”

My comment contained equal amounts of sincerity and levity, but really, I had never meshed so well with anyone in my life. At first, I thought it might just be the situation we found ourselves stuck in. Then I imagined any number of people I’d met over years being here with me, and my mind went back to Tayvin’s complaints of partners making stupid decisions over and over.

With an internal groan, a lifetime of overseeing people doing just that flitted by the backs of my eyes. Anyone else would have gotten me killed a hundred times over by now, and not just because they couldn’t have fought as well as her.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




The city wall drifted by underneath us as we silently watched.

All this without an alarm being raised.

When we’d fully cleared it, I loosened my grip on the spell, letting us down gently. Much nicer than the last time I’d tried this. Like every other spell, my mastery grew leaps and bounds with every casting. I’d never felt so naturally good at anything in my entire life.

I was meant to do this.

We thudded down to the ground, jolting us both.

Tayvin raised an eyebrow at me.

“Sorry! These things always hover. I thought it would out here, too. Apparently it needs to be over the magical infrastructure to do that.” I probed around the arrays inside, finding the one I needed. It turned out to be very similar to my levitation spell with some very key differences. Not surprising, really.

I channeled my power into it, raising us neatly off the ground.

“Whew! I can actually do this.”

Tayvin smirked. “I had hoped as much. Either way, we are free of the city. But riding in this will be much nicer than continuing to walk the entire way.”

“Oh yeah. Speaking of the way. Uh… where are we going?”

“Ah, right. We had planned on letting the train carry us away. To the north is the shortest path out of The Lands Tranquil. Let us head there.” When I did nothing but stare at her, she pointed. “It is… that way. Can you… not tell?”

“Nope. Not without a landmark or something. Or the sun, I guess. Do you just intrinsically know?”

“Yes. Such is a vital skill at home. Getting lost means swift and painful death, either by being ripped apart by something’s teeth, or being crushed and digested whole inside it.”

I continued staring at her.

“What?”

“Your home sounds awful.”

“Have I not said something similar about yours?” she asked with her little smile.

“Yeah. You have.” I shook my head. “Let’s go.”

She favored me with a low, husky laugh.

Damn that’s sexy.

Ugh! Focus!

I placed my hands on the wheel, searching for the right pattern to use. We lurched a little bit, then to the side. In a minute, I finally figured out what needed to be done. Once I had it, it felt incredibly similar to driving a car. That hovered. Very smooth!

“Ah, you have it!”

“I do! This is going to work just fine!”

An arrow slammed into the windshield.

“AH! FUCK!” I panicked, pushing power into random arrays, sending us spinning wildly off course.

Thankfully, the windshield had been made of tempered glass or something of similar quality, and the arrow head just clinked against the passenger compartment instead of shattering the whole thing.

“Go, go!” Tayvin yelled.

With pure force of will, I focused on the pattern I needed and flooded power into it, sending us screaming over the waving grasslands.

I heard the whipping sounds of arrows zipping by as we went.

Just for good measure, I serpentined.

It seemed stupid, like something from a story that didn’t work in real life.

All the same, no more arrows made contact.

Which was for the best. The top of this thing was made mostly from canvas that wouldn’t stop an arrow.

“What’s going on?” I asked as we sped away.

“We were spotted. Many archers standing on top of a nearby gate began firing on us. We are now out of range.”

“Not the clean getaway we hoped for.”

“No,” she said, idly running her fingers down the metal arrowhead. “But our diversion with the train will have diverted a lot of their attention and resources. I believe they will have trouble tracking us down now.”

“Especially since this thing isn’t going to leave any tracks.”

I looked in the rear-view mirrors, which I found impressive for the car to have, and watched as the lights from the city faded from view. Once we’d sped over the grasslands and lost sight of it, I slowed the skimmer and fumbled around with the controls.

“What are you doing?”

“Looking for headlights.”

“For… what?”

“Lights! It’s getting damn hard to drive without them.”

The soft light from the twin moons and stars illuminated the countryside, but only so well. Once we left the flat plains, I wouldn’t be able to drive like this without slamming into something. The hovering pattern might get us over low hills and some outcroppings, but I doubted it would prevent us from crashing into a tree.

“Um,” Tayvin said, “they do not have things like that.”

I stopped the skimmer and turned to see her eyes. “They what now?”

“They only operate on the roads, which all have lights, powered by the same magical flows. There is no need for skimmers to have their own lights.”

A long, tired sigh passed my lips as I dropped my head into my hands. “Okay. That’s fine. I’ll just make some lights, too. Shouldn’t be all that hard.” I sat up straight in my seat and conjured twin lights, which I pushed out in front of the skimmer. With a groan, I dispelled them and summoned more, much larger.

Tayvin hissed and turned away.

“Aw, dammit.”

Much too bright.

A few tries later, and I had two orbs held out far in front of us. “That’s… not it either.” They provided enough light, but blasted it back in our own faces as well.

“Perhaps if you lifted them on top?”

“Oh, good idea.”

That worked. Sort of.

“Ugh. This is going to be a massive beacon to anyone following us. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Agreed.”

I sped up smoothly, watching the grass whip by underneath us. “Anyone following that you can see?”

“No.”

“Good.”

An hour later, we’d left the wide open field and started meandering through a forest of the shiny-leaved trees. The trees gave enough space for our skimmer to fit through, but the possible path winded up and down, through and around. Instead of the flight through grasslands, we traveled about as fast as a horse-drawn carriage might.

Even so, neither of us were particularly concerned. Not having seen any signs of pursuit the entire time, I’d convinced myself that none would be coming. Tayvin’s calm demeanor bolstered that thought. Neither of us spoke of it, though.

When the rays of daylight had flooded through the trees, we came upon a lake and decided to stop and rest.

My butt already hurt a little from sitting.

I stopped the car beside the edge of the lake, letting the magic gently go. It drifted down to settle onto the soft sand. When I glanced over, I caught Tayvin smiling a legitimate smile, much wider than usual. “What?”

She perked up, her eyes wide, and grumbled that I’d seen her. “I enjoyed that very much.”

“What? Riding around?”

“Yes.”

“Nothing like that on Saas?”

“No. Only a few animals that could be ridden. Nothing nearly as fast or smooth as this. And I could sit and watch without needing to pay attention to anything. I found it very relaxing.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. I had a… I doubt the word chauffeur will mean anything. A person who drove for me, so I could ride around and not have to…think.”

“That sounds nice. Is it common?”

“Not at all. Part of my status, really.”

“Ah. Would you prefer not to pilot the skimmer? Because I could learn the controls. Figuring out how to channel into the patterns would be much more difficult for me than you, but I could do it.” Despite her level voice, her eyes flicked back to the skimmer, filled with doubt.

She’s offering, but she doesn’t want to.

“At some point, sure, but I’m actually having a lot of fun.”

Her shoulders dropped, just the barest amount, in relief. I only caught it because I’d been looking for it.

We walked down to the edge of the water.

“Is it safe to drink?” I asked.

“I do not know.”

“Well, if we get bad infections, I can just heal them away.” Probably. It probably works that way.

“Either way, I am very thirsty after all the running.”

“Me too.”

We both drank without hesitation, and filled up our gourds afterwards. The water had a weird taste, but it wasn’t bad and didn’t seem highly toxic. Probably.

When I stood up and turned, I stopped, rooted to the spot. “Hey.”

“Hmm?”

“Those mountains.” Now that the sun had risen, I could, over the clearing of the lake, see snow-capped mountains in the distance. “I think… I can’t be sure, but I think those are the mountains from my visions.”

“The visions from the grimoire?”

“Yeah. That way’s north, right?”

She smirked. “Yes.”

“Then that’s where we’re headed. Sound good to you?”

“Anything that takes us further away from His Most Foul. Besides, I believe these visions to be worth investigating.”

I’d barely given them any thought since they’d been forced into my mind. So much had been happening, and most of it contained a healthy amount of mortal peril. Now that we might have left some of that behind us, I could finally think.

“Following the visions has to be our next destination, now that we can see the mountains. Whoever wrote the book has to be at the end of them. If we find them, we can translate the rest of the spells!”

It had occurred to me that I didn’t actually need translations. I could learn the patterns without knowing what they did. The writing was for laying the patterns out for normal Sorceresses.

I’d read enough fantasy, however, to recognize a terrible idea when I saw one. The one complex spell in the grimoire with a translation actively killed someone and stole their power. Could I kill a normal person with it and steal their essence or something? Not that I’d want to.

Without any guidance at all, I could cast a spell that summoned a tornado of knives or a poisonous explosion or… who knew what else?

I had no idea how far the magic went. As of right now, I knew simple spells that did simple things, but some in the end of the book might very well bring about the apocalypse in one way or another, either cracking the world open or summoning eternal night.

“Yes, Amara. I believe that is the best course of action as well. Perhaps we will find new powers and knowledge that will let us return. Little would please me more than bringing down His Most Foul, watching the recognition in his eyes when he knows we’ve won.”

“We will. We’ll do just that. We’ll return to Prosperous Harmony and put an end to his tyranny.”

“No, you won’t,” a voice said behind us.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




We both spun, seeking out the owner of the voice.

Zamithra walked calmly out of the treeline.

Tayvin sucked a hissing breath in through her teeth.

Zamithra wore a heavier set of armor than before, mostly purple, but with the requisite amount of gold and gems inlaid throughout. In her hand, she held a long, massive sword that had a curving blade with a narrowed center. Its hilt matched her armor with the amount of gilding and gems. The faint aura of magic drifted to my senses from both.

She has a magical weapon and armor.

Crap.

“How’d you find us?” I demanded.

She sneered down at me. “You left more of a trail than you might have thought. But I’m not here to entertain your questions. I’m here to kill you and recover the book.”

“You want to kill her?” Tayvin asked. “After all the trouble His Most Foul put into finding her?”

Zamithra shrugged. “He told me to take her alive if possible, but that the book was to be my highest priority.” Her eyes flicked over to me. “She seems like more trouble than she’s worth alive, in my opinion. But, like I said, I didn’t come to talk.”

Tayvin had taken a sword from the patrol in Bliss’s trainyard. I was pretty sure it sat in the back seat of the skimmer, not doing a bit of good at all.

“Fight me first.” Tayvin stepped away from me and into an open area of the thin beach.

Zamithra glanced at me and shrugged. “I’d planned on it anyway.”

“Amara.”

“...Yeah?”

“Do not interfere.” Her eyes drew down, locked on Zamithra. She stood straight and flexed her fingers.

“...Okay. But Tayvin, her sword and armor have patterns inset in them. Be careful.”

She nodded. “As suspected.” With a cocky smile that didn’t touch her eyes, she said, “She will need them. She cannot beat me without them. And she knows it.”

Zamithra bristled, easily taunted.

“She likely cannot beat me with them either.”

“You… stupid whore,” Zamithra said in a trembling breath. “I'm going to make you bleed! I’m going to enjoy cutting you apart, piece by piece!”

Tayvin’s composure didn’t crack. “No. You will not. You are not good enough. And you never will be.”

Zamithra screeched as she took off running, her sword held high overhead.

She ran fast.

Too fast.

Inhumanly fast.

I felt, a second later, the magic flowing through her armor. She channeled into it, into small inlaid patterns of force.

It’s like… power armor.

That’s all the thinking I had time for before the fight began.

She swung hard and wildly at Tayvin, and I caught the scent of magic again as she did. The sword had the same patterns, letting her swing it harder and faster than anyone would naturally be able to.

For a split second, terror ran through me.

Tayvin’s going to die right before my eyes!

She ducked the swing and twirled.

Zamithra moved with her, attacking again and again.

Each time, Tayvin moved out of the way, by the barest margin, the sword nearly slicing her face off.

Her words echoed in my head.

Don’t interfere.

Like the battle before on Prosperous Harmony’s wall, I couldn’t have done so if I’d wanted to. Hitting a target in this fight would be impossible.

If Tayvin wasn’t here, there’s nothing I’d be able to do against Zamithra. She’d be too fast for me.

Can I… is there a spell to slow time, or speed up my own reactions?

I tried to keep watch on the fight. Are they that fast because of practice, magic, or do their races just have faster reflexes than humans!?

Zamithra roared, swinging her sword with abandon, often slamming it hard into the ground, where it sank halfway down the blade. The first time it happened, I thought sure she’d be stuck and unable to pull it free, but she just channeled once more, yanking it out, spinning into yet another attack.

Tayvin dodged and whirled, avoiding every single blow with uncanny timing. Just like before, I wondered if she could see the future.

I wanted to help so badly.

But I couldn’t.

And she’d asked me not to.

Dammit! I can at least get her sword!

The two kept up their whirlwind dance, and while they did, I skirted the fight and easily made it to the skimmer. I pulled open the door and, heart pounding, found the sword sitting on the floor in the back.

I crept back out, unsure of what to do. If I just called out Tayvin’s name, I might distract her at some fatal moment.

My inability to do anything more meaningful galled me to no end. If I knew all the spells in the grimoire, I’d crush Zamithra in a hand made from the earth, call down lightning from the sky, or break her mind in a prison of pure thought.

My hand tightened painfully on the sword. I will learn every single spell in this entire damned world, and I’m never going to feel powerless again!

For now, though, I walked into plain sight and held the sword up high, hoping Tayvin would just see it.

The fight pressed on, just as fast, just as insane, just as much of a stalemate.

Then, in the blink of an eye, Tayvin broke off and sprinted towards me.

Somehow, I saw the tiny smile on her lips as she did.

I held the sword out, hilt first.

She rushed by me, grabbed it, and yelled, “Get back!”

As Zamithra flew at her back, I scrambled away.

Tayvin turned and parried the blow she must have known was coming.

The fight turned from a whirlwind of dodges into a whirlwind of parries. The sound of metal scraping across metal filled the clearing and echoed over the lake.

Zamithra’s sword has magic, but it doesn’t seem to be any sharper or harder than a normal sword.

If it had been, Tayvin’s weapon would have snapped into pieces already.

Subtly, the fight changed.

Even my untrained eyes could see it.

Until now, Zamithra had been dominating the flow, forcing Tayvin to react. But now, while she continued her endless strikes, she stepped backwards as often as not while Tayvin’s sword arched towards her face.

Impotently, I stood there, getting more and more pissed that I couldn’t do more than I had.

I was not, however, the only one getting mad.

“Just die already, you worthless bitch!” Zamithra roared. “You’re nothing! No one! You’re just an insignificant slave! You can’t beat me!”

“You are wrong,” Tayvin said, her voice even while she fought. “No matter how much favor your Lord heaps upon you, you are nothing but his lapdog. Your pretty toys do not make up for your lack of skill.”

“You whore! Don’t act like you’re better than me!” she shrieked.

“I am better than you. And not just in terms of martial skill.”

I could see the veins standing out in Zamithra’s neck as she wordlessly screamed, a sound full of rage.

Just like before, she overcommitted.

Just like before, Tayvin whipped her sword around and slammed it down into her hand.

Zamithra grunted and dropped her huge sword.

Tayvin spun, her blade coming around for a decapitating blow.

In that split second, I felt Zamithra channel into another dormant pattern, whipping the sword, with a small spell of force, back into her hand. With a snap, she brought the weapon back up and blocked Tayvin’s deathblow.

Oh! Something I can do!

“Do it again, Tayvin!” I wasn’t sure she heard me amidst the fighting.

But, perhaps with those ears….

For a moment, I worried that she wouldn’t be able to bait Zamithra a second time.

For a moment.

She didn’t even have to say anything this time.

The opening came, and Tayvin struck.

I’d already prepared the pattern in my mind, altering my own force spell to be smaller but still powerful. The second Zamithra’s fingers uncurled from the blade, I sent my spell crashing into it, overpowering her own magic.

The blade went careening end over end to the side.

They both watched it go for the barest of seconds.

Tayvin aimed another strike at Zamithra’s neck.

She ducked it and rolled, coming up and running towards her sword.

With a tiny smile of my own, I conjured another wave of force, slamming it to the side just before she could grab it.

With a snarl, she turned, dodged Tayvin once more with her magicked armor’s abilities, and dove.

Once again, I knocked it away.

It sank into the sand, blade down.

Beside Tayvin.

Zamithra bolted towards her, desperation on her face.

Just before she reached it, Tayvin flung her own blade away, snatched it up, and channeled into it.

Zamithra saw it coming.

She tried to backpedal.

The sword, now in the hands of a master, and powered by the same magic, whipped through the air, faster than I could see.

“AAHHHH!”

Tayvin struck upwards into Zamithra’s arm above the elbow. The blade cleaved halfway through her arm and armor.

She channeled again.

The sword, in a rush of power, cut the rest of the way through.

Zamithra screamed as she fell backwards to the ground in a spray of blood, her severed arm falling into the nearby water with a splash.

Tayvin stood still, bloodied sword still upraised, her breath only coming a little quickly.

Zamithra curled in on herself, cradling the stump of her arm. “NO! You… You…!”

“It is over.” Tayvin stepped closer, the sword held out in front of her.

I’d almost worried that she might spare Zamithra, but judging by her narrowed, pitiless eyes, that wouldn’t be happening today.

Zamithra sobbed and howled in equal measure, nothing but slurred, unintelligible words spewing forth.

Tayvin heaved a little sigh. She stepped forward, but hesitated when Zamithra turned.

Her face contorted in pain and rage, covered in blood, tears, and snot that all ran freely. “It didn’t have to be like this!” she said in a shaking voice. “If you weren’t so. Damn. STUPID!” She blubbered openly, the tears rushing down her sanguine cheeks.

Tayvin, expressionless, raised the sword.

“I HATE YOU!”

With a soft gasp, Tayvin’s eyes widened. She stood still.

Zamithra lurched, reaching with her remaining hand, and pulled a scroll from a little pouch at her side. In the space of a second, she unrolled it and streaked her fingers, covered in blood, across it, completing a pattern.

She channeled into it.

The spell’s power exploded outward, knocking me and Tayvin back.

The weirdest sound I’d ever heard assaulted my ears, like metal shearing but a couple octaves lower.

A sphere of darkness surrounded Zamithra.

A moment later, she was gone.

All that remained was a bloody stain on the ground and a few armored fingers sticking up from the lake.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Tayvin stood motionless, her eyes still wide, the surprise plain across her face.

I slowly stepped up beside her, tentatively laying a hand on her shoulder. “Tayvin?”

Tears began trailing down her face, a few that grew into a river. “She….”

I took her by the shoulders and turned her towards me. The great sword slipped from her fingers and dropped to the ground. She didn’t resist as I pulled her in and hugged her hard.

A moment later, her hands came up around me and squeezed.

I suppressed a grunt at the strength of her hug. “Tayvin….”

“She said….” Her whole body shook as deep sobs emanated from her throat. She shook her head, repeating, “She said….”

I closed my eyes and hugged her with all the force I could. “You loved her back, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“You still do, don’t you?”

Her voice cracked. “Yes.”

We sank down to our knees as Tayvin’s strength left her.

Without reservation, she openly bawled into my shoulder.

Some time later, the flood finally stopped, and she pulled away. “Amara. I am so sor⁠—”

“Don’t you dare apologize to me. No apologies for tears, remember?”

She looked up with bloodshot eyes and gave me her tiny smile, even smaller than usual. “It is odd to lose someone like I lost Zamithra, only to find someone like you.”

“Do you… want to talk about it? You don’t have to, but I think it’ll help.”

Her gaze drifted over to the lake where Zamithra’s severed fingers peeked up over the water. She didn’t look back as she said, “It is true. I loved her, and she loved me. Such an odd thing to happen to slaves. In some ways, the Laynar were kinder than expected, on the surface. When they knew we felt the way we did, they allowed us time together.”

“That’s nice.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps it was only a way to keep us docile.”

“It could’ve been both.” I didn’t know why I was on my own captor’s side in this conversation, but I let it stand.

“Yes, perhaps. Either way, I longed for those moments. Lived for them. I hated my existence, serving as a tool. But finding Zamithra made it bearable. I never put away my thoughts of vengeance, but I was able to make it through the days.”

“But then she wanted out.”

“Yes. At first, I thought it idle talk.” She shook her head. “Denial, plain and simple. When she spoke of it more and more, I told myself that she would soon see the error of her ways. The traitors, as I always thought of them, were just as much tools as us. They had more freedom of movement, but they obeyed just as readily, or they faced punishment.

“By the time I realized Zamithra was serious in her desire to ‘escape,’ as she saw it, I could scarcely believe it. My love wanted this? To aid our captors? In return for only a different kind of slavery?”

“It must have felt like a huge betrayal.”

“Yes. Although she saw it that way as well, from the other side.”

“Can I ask a very indelicate question?”

“Of course. There is nothing to hide at all, anymore.”

“You seemed pretty shocked when she said she hated you.”

Tayvin winced at the word.

“Wasn’t it, um, pretty obvious?”

Surprisingly, she laughed, then sighed. “She felt I betrayed her. It is one thing to be angry at that. To spit vile and venomous words. To even try as hard as she could to kill me. This could all be done in vicious anger, and possibly regretted afterwards. To hear her say it so plainly like that….” Her lip quivered, tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “I thought, deep down, that the bond we shared, even though mangled, could be….” She shook her head and rubbed her eyes. “The woman I loved is gone. That is the truth. Even had she forced me to kill her, I would have always believed that… Well. Nevermind that.”

“She’s not going to die, even after you cut her arm off, is she? She came back quickly after you nearly cut her fingers off on Harmony’s wall.”

“No. She will not die. Her body has, like His Most Foul’s, been remade in the forge of magic. Not to the extent that his has, of course, but she can survive things that would kill a normal person.”

“Can a lost limb be healed?”

“Yes, although it will take quite some time for that. I believe we are safe from her for a while. Not that she is the only danger we need to fear.” With another massive sigh, she rose and slowly went to the water’s edge.

I joined her, finding her fishing Zamithra’s arm from the lake. “Gonna keep that as a trophy?”

For a second, I thought my ill-timed joke would be far too ill-timed, but after a pause, Tayvin smirked. “No.” Without a hint of disgust, she forcefully pulled the arm from the armor and tossed it back into the water, where it splashed and sank below the surface. “This might be useful.” She held up the broken armor, and I could feel a pattern inset into it just above the wrist. “If I can find someone to even off the cut portion, the gauntlet itself would be very useful.”

As a demonstration, she channeled into the pattern, launching the gauntlet forward in her hand.

“Oh, nice.”

“Yes. If I could wear it without cutting my arm up on the edge, I could deliver devastating blows with it.”

“Not to mention the really cool sword you got.”

She smiled, and I was happy to see it. “Yes, that too. Although that is very high profile as well. But perhaps outside the Lands Tranquil, I can carry it more openly, assuming I can obtain something to affix it to.”

“Speaking of that, are we close to the border?”

“I do not know. I believe so, but I have never been out this far. We will know it when we see it.”

“The border?”

“Yes.” She turned away to retrieve her new sword. “We should go. Zamithra might not be the only traitor sorceress His Most Foul sent to find us.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

We piled back into the car and Tayvin stowed the sword and broken gauntlet in the back seat, along with the normal sword she’d brought with us.

When we started hovering once more, the anxiety slipped away. We’d been found once, but it seemed unlikely that it would happen again soon.

Or so I hoped.

“I’m gonna try something. Sorry if it doesn’t work.”

“What is⁠—”

I turned the car right over the water.

“Amara!”

For a second, I thought surely we’d sink, but after a little wobbling, we evened out and cruised over the surface of the lake just as easily as we had on land. “Oh hell yeah!”

Tayvin leaned out the window and laughed loudly. “Amara! This is amazing!”

The clear water zipped by underneath us, making it seem like we traveled even faster.

“Let them follow our trail over this!”

“Ah! What a clever idea.”

I patted myself on the back. “Thank you for saying so.”

Tayvin smirked at me.

The lake wound through the forest, large sections connected by little inlets. Sailing through them all felt wonderful, and I quickly zoned out and enjoyed the ride.

Judging by the permanent smile on Tayvin’s lips, she loved it as much as I did.

Some time later, when we reached the end of the water, we said nearly in unison, “Aww,” before sharing a glance.

“Let us,” she said while suppressing a huge smile, “do that again as soon and often as possible.”

“Agreed.”

The forest had given way to rolling hills, the mountains still in the distance. After cresting hill after hill sent us bouncing in our seats, I finally slowed down.

We fell into a comfortable silence, and like I often did while riding or driving, I found my mind wandering. I never knew what it was, but something about being in a car or taking a walk did wonders for my thoughts. I had my best ideas that way.

And this day turned out to be no different.

As we went, in preparation for the night, I summoned my twin orbs of light and played with the positioning of them around the car. Right in front still blinded me. Putting them right behind us didn’t work well, either high or low. On top or underneath seemed optimum.

As I did, I wondered why the light they emitted needed to be white.

Can I change that?

I spent the better part of an hour mentally fiddling with the pattern in my mind’s eye. I could make the orbs larger or smaller, dimmer or brighter, but the light stubbornly remained white. I tried one permutation after another, all failing spectacularly.

Tayvin probably didn’t notice any of this. Either the lights were there or they weren’t. She gazed idly out the window, lost in some revelry of her own.

I didn’t ask.

Finally, after the thousandth try, I summoned dark red lights.

Tayvin and I both jumped at the sight of them.

“What is happening!? She lunged to the back, scrambling to get one of her swords.

“No, it’s okay! It’s fine! Nothing’s wrong!”

She turned to regard me warily, still halfway in the back seat. “Explain.”

“I’m trying some things. Maybe I should have warned you.”

With a cool expression, she slid back into her seat. “Yes, Amara. I believe you should have.” We locked eyes for a moment before her tiny smile returned. “What, exactly, have you been attempting?”

“To change the color of my light orbs.”

She stared them down with a curled lip. “This is… a success?”

“Yeah. Although they look pretty ominous, don’t they?”

“That is one word for them, yes. Is there a goal to this endeavor?”

“Not really. Just trying things for the sake of it.”

“Hmm. They look like fiery spheres.”

My eyes slowly widened. Like… fireballs. Could I…?”


Chapter Thirty




I spent the next hour trying to create light that looked like fire. It turned out to be a massive challenge. Smooth light was easy. I even managed to create a lot of fun colors, to which Tayvin ooh’d and ahh’d at, mostly for my sake. I even created a few that brightened and dimmed intermittently, but it wasn’t fire.

Still, progress.

In my mind, I had grand plans for this. If I could combine this light with my force and heat spells — something I didn’t even know was actually possible — I could become a fire-blasting mage!

Or fire-blasting sorceress.

Whatever.

The fire-blasting was the important part.

The color, honestly, was the least necessary component. But I’d started with it, and dammit, I was going to figure it out.

While my thoughts centered around this puzzle, the countryside whizzed by without making a single impression on my mind.

Tayvin tapped me on the shoulder.

“Hmm?”

She pointed.

“Wha— oh. Oh! What are those?”

In the distance, huge, golden spires lined the land, each one gleaming in the sun. They had flared bases that supported tall spears that reached high into the sky, rivalling any skyscraper back home. They did not, however, seem to do anything that I could tell. They were too thin to be buildings.

“Those are markers denoting the border of the Lands Tranquil.”

“Really? So we’re almost there!”

“Wherever ‘there’ is, yes.”

The mountains had gotten much closer, although we hadn’t been aiming directly at them.

“He’s not going to stop following us, though, is he?” I asked.

“No.”

“How hostile are people going to be to him outside?”

“I have no idea. We have now reached the end of my knowledge. From this point on, I am just as much a stranger in this world as you.”

I patted her hand. “We’ll figure it out together, then.”

She smiled and said nothing more.

As we got close, the scale of the golden spires became apparent. “Those things are freakin’ huge!”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t Kor want to eventually rule the world?”

“Yes.”

“Is he gonna move those things as he conquers places?”

“You might or might not have noticed, Amara, that His Most Foul is a dramatic person.”

“That might have been obvious, yeah.”

“I should think the cost and manpower involved in erecting more spires or taking down old ones matters little to him.”

“Ah, true.”

When we sped past the closest spire, we both turned and watched it go.

“Well,” I said, “for what it’s worth, we made it out.”

“We did.”

When I turned forward again, an odd feeling washed over me. It felt like the latent magic I’d felt in cities, but more concentrated. And we were in the middle of pretty much nowhere.

The mystery lasted until we crested one more hill.

Spread out before us, reaching off into the distance, an enormous magical array sat etched into the very land itself. I could see odd sculptures dotting the thing, almost like art installations. Power coursed through the lines, but I couldn’t feel it doing anything, just… rushing through.

“So, what the hell is this?”

Tayvin turned to me and blinked. “A collector.”

I turned and blinked right back at her. “A collector.”

“Yes.”

“What’s a collector?”

“Ah. I see. Yes. How would you have known? These are what power the towns and cities throughout… well, I suppose this one doesn’t power the Lands Tranquil from this side of the border. But they collect magical energy and direct it to civilization.”

I started laughing, unable to stop, even when Tayvin stared me down with a worried face. Finally, when I could compose myself, I said, “I’ve been wondering this whole damn time if bound sorceresses were powering the world or what! I just kept forgetting to ask, over and over and over again.”

Tayvin smirked at me. “You thought….”

“Well, I didn’t know any better! The only source of power I’d ever seen was sorceresses! And the whole world seemed to run on that power somehow!”

“What, precisely, were you envisioning?”

“I dunno. Big prisons with captive sorceresses, just… channeling constantly?”

“That would be horrific.”

“I know! That’s what I thought! I’m very relieved to see that it doesn't work that way. But how does it work?”

Tayvin shrugged. “I have explained as much as I know. If you’d like to examine them closely, we can just get out.”

“Ooh! Good idea.”

I pulled the skimmer to a stop, let it gently touch down, and then we both got out.

“You can’t sense any of this?” I asked. We stood in a sea of energy, all flowing through the air itself, down into the ground, and away on hidden pipes or wires to who knew where. It made my skin tingle and almost made me want to gasp for air.

“I cannot. I should imagine there is a lot here, though.”

“Oh yeah.”

For a little bit, we walked around the massive array. It spanned as far as I could see over the rolling hills. After a while, it became clear what it did.

“It’s like a normal pattern, but in reverse.”

“Meaning?”

“Normal patterns take power and change it, creating their effects with it. This, instead, pulls power in and distributes it, down the line somewhere, to those patterns. Get it?”

She shrugged. “It makes enough sense, but without the ability to feel it, I believe I’m missing something. Do not worry about it, though.”

As wonderful as this revelation made me feel, the urge to keep moving sat heavy in my chest.

“Damn, I’m hungry,” I said once we got moving again.

“Yes. Perhaps we should find a village soon. Hopefully we can move onto a road without anyone seeing.”

“Yeah, I don’t think we want to draw too much attention, even here.”

Shortly, once we’d left the collector, we came across a road.

The second I saw it, and the light traffic heading up and down it, I hit the brakes hard and sent us into reverse.

Tayvin nearly slammed into the dash.

“Sorry!”

“I am fine.”

We crept up to the top of the hill, partially hidden by a large tree, and we waited for our opening.

Five minutes later, we hit a lull in traffic. It hadn’t been busy, but even one person seeing us rocking in from the hills would be more notice than we wanted.

“Hang on!” I floored it, or at least the equivalent.

We careened down the hill and drifted hard, something I had never even come close to doing in real life, before we evened out and I slowed down to what seemed like a reasonable speed.

“I do not believe we were seen,” Tayvin said, turning around in her seat.

“Great! Now we’ll just hit the next town, park this thing, get something to eat, and rent a room. And it better not turn out like last time! I want to sleep in, not fight and run for my life.”

“I could use a little less excitement for one night as well.”

“Definitely. First things first, though. We should probably find a bank and change our Tranquiline money into whatever they use here. Maybe sell some gems, too.”

“We should… what?”

At Tayvin’s blank expression, I explained the concept of different money for different places, something she’d never heard of.”

“Why would you need that? A coin is a coin, right?”

“Oh, Tayvin. At the end of the day, yes, but it’s massively more complicated than that. Especially on Earth. I’m hoping that since they still use metal coins here that the exchange rates will be similar.”

“Yes. Exchange rates. A thing I have heard of and understand.” She gave me her tiny smile.

“Why don’t I handle this portion of things, huh?”

“That would be for the best.”

We drove slowly through the city, called Stonemarsh according to the sign, wandering around and looking as much as anything else. “What do you use for money on Saas? Still coins, or…?”

“Teeth,” she said, looking out the window at the people walking by, in a tone that implied complete normalcy.

“Teeth!?”

“Um, yes? Oh! Not Kithvani teeth.”

“That’s… a little better. Care to elaborate?”

“We use teeth harvested from Kondigorimassinesti. They are large plants.”

“Plants with teeth?”

“Yes. They are very vicious. They stand as tall as eight Kithvani on top of one another, have long, grasping vines, and are extremely territorial. Their teeth are among the hardest substances on Saas.”

“You kill these things to use their teeth as money!?”

“Kill?” She laughed aloud. “No. No one kills them. They largely cannot be killed, and they do not die of old age. Once in a while, one will bring about its death through combat with other creatures. Usually many creatures all at once. They… do not taste good, so the corpses are left reasonably intact.”

“Oh. So there’s a finite number of teeth going around at any moment.”

“Yes. One can always dig up more gold, which is why its use as money here surprised me at first. Kon teeth, however, cannot be faked. Some try, but the copies are never convincing.”

“So Kithvani just carry around sacks of teeth all the time? Aren’t they sharp?”

“They are filed down. There is one tribe whose work this is. It is… a process, I’m to understand. And often, Kon teeth will… divide, or split. A two-tooth tooth. Or four. Or eight. These are worth more.”

“That sounds interesting.”

She smirked at my tone. “Yes. Better than shiny little disks with a tyrant’s face on them.”

“They… what?” I fished out a coin and really looked at it for the first time. “Is that supposed to be Kor’s face?”

“Yes.”

“Huh. I couldn’t make sense of it. Looks like shit.”


Chapter Thirty-One




We found a bank, or this world’s equivalent, and in a big breath of fresh air, they didn’t want me to open an account or sign any paperwork in order to change my money. We discussed rates while Tayvin stayed outside, not wanting to bore herself.

At first, the man I spoke with gave me a slimy smile he probably thought of as charming. I’d seen a thousand people like him. That smile faltered as I pressed him hard. It turned into such a frown before we’d finished, that I knew I’d gotten a good deal.

“Hey,” I said, coming out into the sun. “They recommended a jeweler where we can get more money for our gems. I thought about selling one or two for now.”

Tayvin held out her hand. “This sounds like more ‘haggling,’ a term I did not know and now hate. I will buy something for us to eat and find a room for the night.”

“You didn’t haggle for things on Saas? Sounds like the kind of place where it would be done.”

“Of course not. Prices for things are agreed upon in a communal manner. We have better things to do than try and exploit each other.”

“Worry about not getting eaten?”

“Just so.” Her hand hadn’t moved.

I sat the smaller coin purse in it.

“I will meet you back at the skimmer.”

My time at the jeweler went a little better than at the bank, and I left with a fat coin purse hanging at my side, which inspired a sort of primal joy in me. I’m a sorceress in a magical land. Underneath my cloak, I have a mysterious grimoire and a fat sack of coin.

More than one person looked at me weirdly because of my pervasive smile that I just couldn’t smother.

Not that I wanted to.

The town seemed a little more dirty than the others and I couldn’t find a single water fountain, even around a decorative fountain in a big city square.

Tayvin had already made it back to the car by the time I returned.

“Did it go poorly?” she asked as I got in.

“Oh, no. Rather well. I just walked around town for a bit after. Did you get something to eat? Please tell me you did.”

She reached into the back and produced two paper-wrapped, still piping-hot somethings.

“They are meat pastries. A sign said their name and what animal the meat came from, along with the vegetables, but I did not understand any of it and did not want to look foolish by asking about something so mundane.”

“Don’t blame you. Did you get any water?”

“Yes.” She reached back and pulled out a new, large gourd. “This place did not have the water fountains that the Lands Tranquil have.”

“So I noticed.”

“I asked someone, and they scoffed, muttering something about ‘Tranquiline bastards.’”

“I see. We should probably not advertise that we’re ‘from’ there.”

“It seems not. Did the money-person act like that?”

“Well, no, but he started out being what he probably thought was really polite because he tried to swindle me.”

“Ah.”

My nameless meat pastry was pretty good, but not as good as whatever we’d had in Bliss.

After I’d wolfed it down, I sat back in my seat, stuffed, and watched the people go by. Once again, I saw a lot of Laynar, but more scaled and horned people than before. Just as many pointy-eared people. Tayvin and I wouldn’t stand out here any more than we had before. A nice surprise.

I caught Tayvin eyeing me pretty hard as she turned and reached into the back seat again. “What?”

Her gaze locked on mine, accompanied by a little smile, as she produced big rectangles of airy fudge. These were neon pink.

“I apologize about the color. It was the only option.”

I glanced down at the fudge, and then back up into Tayvin’s deep green eyes. Been a long time since a beautiful woman bought me candy on the regular.

“What? Is it not to your liking?”

I shook my head and smiled. “Oh, it’s very much to my liking.” My hand lingered on hers as I took it.

Her cheeks colored, and her eyes bored into mine.

I thought about leaning over and kissing her right there, but she turned away, a little more than a tiny smile on her lips, and took a bite of her fudge.

She’d bought herself considerably less than she’d bought me.

I took a bite. Apparently, the color didn’t affect the flavor, and it tasted just as wonderful as before. “Did you get a room?”

“I did. It is less nice than our previous one, but if we are not awoken in the night, I will be pleased.”

“Me too. Can I ask you something else I’ve been meaning to ask forever and never got around to?”

“Of course. About this world?”

“No. About you. You don’t ever seem to use contractions.”

“Ah. You mean the practice of mashing words together?”

“Yep.”

“The Kithvani do not do it. Once in a while, I might hear one slip from my mouth, mirroring the people around me, but it feels odd. Why not just have words that mean the combination?”

“We do. They’re contractions.”

She stuck her nose up in the air. “They are lazy, linguistic garbage, is what they are.”

We laughed. “Is that a joke? A straight up joke? From Tayvin?”

“Hmm. A half-joke. They do offend my senses.”

“I’m not gonna stop using them.”

“Are you not gonna do that?”

“Oh, wow. It does sound weird coming from you.”

“As it should.” She glanced down. “Did you eat all that fudge already!?”

“...Um. Maybe.”

“Perhaps I should have bought more.”

“No. No, that wouldn’t have been the right thing. I might explode as it is.”

We chose to leave the weapons in the car, underneath a blanket that had been sitting in the back, which was oddly reminiscent of home. They were vulnerable, but taking them with us would have been highly remarkable.

The inn did not impress me.

It had two stories, peeling paint, and a terrible name. “The Muddy Lump? Seriously? Who the hell thought that was a good name?”

“I do not know. I did not inquire about it inside. Oh. You were not actually asking me.”

“I wasn’t, no. Is this the best you could find?”

“The inside is considerably better than the outside. And, in my small wanderings, I am getting the impression that the Lands Tranquil might just be nicer than… this. Perhaps it is a quirk of this town, or perhaps some of the things His Most Foul prattles on about are somewhat true.”

I stopped and did a double-take. “Are you serious?”

She shrugged. “I never stopped hearing about how much better the Lands Tranquil are than other places. This was always used as a justification of expansion, but… well… there are no water fountains here.” At my aghast expression, she scoffed. “I am not condoning their actions, Amara!”

“Well, okay then. And you’re right. I’m gonna miss the clean water everywhere.”

The inside of the Muddy Lump did seem less crappy than the outside. Not nice, but less crappy.

Our room on the second floor didn’t have a balcony or a large shower. It did have a tub, though, which I planned on spending a lot of time inside.

“Here we are,” Tayvin said. “I, however, have something I wish to do before nightfall.”

“And that is?”

“Find a blacksmith to alter Zamithra’s broken armor.”

“You think that’s… safe?”

“We will see. I plan on having a few conversations before I produce the gauntlet.”

“For the best.”

After she left, I found myself fed, safe, and alone with the grimoire. Time to get to work. But first….

During our long drive, I’d mentally worked on the levitation spell, along with variations of the force magic as well. While I sat here by myself, it seemed like the best time to try out some new things.

I levitated myself up and off the floor easily, the pattern coming quickly to my mind. I pushed down and kicked off the rug and closed my eyes as I effortlessly floated there.

This is real magic, right here.

At least fifteen minutes must have drifted by as I did nothing but float.

Almost as good as soaking in the tub.

“Okay!” I said to the bedroom. “On to the next thing.”

I’d modified my force spell to be small and gentle, and I summoned it into myself from behind.

“Whoa!” The room spun as I flipped slowly in the air.

I overcorrected and flipped myself hard the other way, nearly slamming my head into the floor.

Half an hour later, I had it down pretty well, and only after ramming into either the floor, the furniture, or the ceiling twenty times or so. Getting myself to remain upright turned out to be the hardest part, but after I got the hang of it, I could move myself around as fast or slow as I wanted to. Just like all the other patterns, each use of my force spell proved easier than the last, each alteration of it making more intuitive sense. After my practice, I could move as fast or slow as I liked.

Like almost nothing else before, this felt like the fantasy I’d always wanted but never believed I’d have.

I imagined myself in a pointy hat and long robes, flitting around a massive library, pulling down books with the wave of my hand.

Oh yeah! Speaking of books….

I levitated the grimoire up and into my hands, nearly giggling in delight. The room spun a little as I dipped back into a reclining position in midair. I opened the book and leafed through it until I found what I wanted. The mind-melding spell.

Time passed.

How much, I couldn’t say.

Night had fallen by the time I heard the door open.

Apparently, the lights had come on by themselves in the meantime.

“Oh, well now. You look impressive, Amara.” Tayvin closed the door softly behind her, a satchel draped over her shoulder.

I let the grimoire float right above me as I laced my hands behind my head. “Oh, this? No big deal. Just a casual thing I can do. Hardly even worth mentioning.”

Tayvin came to stand beside me, her face slightly below mine as I hovered. “Mhmm. I see that this new ability has not gone to your head, either. I know this because of the great humility you show me.” Her tiny smile graced her lips.

“That’s me, alright. But!” I grabbed the book and showed her the open page. “Look! I think we can do the mind-linking thing now!”

Her lips parted as she took the tome from me. “Ah, really? You have mastered this spell in the time I spent outside?”

“Maybe. I think so. But we’ll need a test run first. Before that, though, did you find someone?”

“I did.” She set her bag down on the bed and pulled the gauntlet from it. Instead of the severed edge, it ended at the elbow, looking quite normal, even without the rest of the armor. Tayvin slipped her left hand inside. “Watch.”

She delivered a few jabs and hooks while I felt the magic pulsing from her to the inlaid pattern.

“Holy crap!”

The punches would easily break bone, every single one a debilitating blow.

She smirked. “There it is, again. Your holy feces.”

“I swear it’s a normal expression on Earth. I’ll bet you have some that sound really weird, too!”

“Perhaps.”

“But really, that’s great! Would you use the big sword in your main hand at the same time?”

“Yes. It is quite large, but the magic will do the work of swinging it for me, leaving my other hand free to attack as well. But enough about that. I am eager to see if this new spell of yours works.”

“Let’s try it out!”


Chapter Thirty-Two




It took a few tries.

I had to summon the grimoire, which is what I mentally began calling my levitation-force combo. It wasn’t telekinesis, but it wasn’t exactly not telekinesis.

It floated into my hands from on the bed, and it felt as natural as if I’d been doing it all my life. I couldn’t hide my smile, which Tayvin noticed and returned.

“I am happy for you, Amara.”

I slowly looked up from the book. “Thanks. I love it so much.”

“It shows.”

Finally, after a handful of alterations, I got the spell to work, the magic flaring into life in a purple glow all around us as we sat on the floor. The lines, knots, and whorls covered nearly the entire room, small as it was.

“Ready!?”

“I am ready.”

I centered it around us, feeling the power flow from me, into the pattern, and back into us, changed.

For a moment, I didn’t think it worked.

But then, slowly, another awareness appeared in my mind.

I’d forgotten what it felt like when Tansian had taught me the language. But this seemed different, a little more personal, probably because I channeled the spell myself.

My eyes lifted to Tayvin, who regarded me seriously.

“Well,” I said, “here we go. We have to, uh, open ourselves to it, right?”

“Correct.”

I did just that, as nebulous as the concept seemed, and I felt Tayvin’s presence in my mind.

As I looked at her, her thoughts swirled in my head, and I saw how she looked at me. My lips parted, my own thoughts banished by what I saw.

“Tayvin… is this… how….” I shook my head. “Is this how you… see me?”

I saw myself in my mind’s eye.

I’m beautiful.

More so than I’d ever thought of myself.

My eyes, my neck and lips, both perfect for kissing, the curve of my breasts, my… hands.

“My hands?” I said, dazed, as I brought them up. In my own eyes, they were nothing special. Not in the least. Through the lens of Tayvin’s thoughts, they were soft and feminine, lithe, and I ached for them to touch me.

No, that’s not quite right.

She longed for them to touch her.

All of her.

My eyes drifted back up to hers.

She regarded me warily. She knew what I’d just seen. What she’d just admitted. What must have been at the forefront of her mind. “A-Amara… I….”

With a tiny smile of my own, I showed her herself. Through my eyes.

The rich green of her own eyes, her soft hair and fur that I longed to bury my face in, her tail that I wanted wrapped around me, her lips that I wanted pressed hard to mine.

Those lips parted as she stared, dumbfounded. “I… I am not nearly that beautiful.”

“You are,” I said softly. “But if it helps, I feel the same way. I’m nothing special in my own eyes.”

“What!?” She laughed and violently shook her head. “No! I will not hear such things! Blasphemy!”

We both laughed, still reeling from these revelations.

“You, uh,” I said, “wanna know something else?”

She smiled so brightly that it melted my heart. “Yes! Yes, I want to know more!”

“You asked for it.” I pictured her mind-blowing ass in the shower, and the effect it had on me.

Her jaw dropped to the floor, her hand unconsciously drifting back to touch her ass. “No.”

“Oh yeah.”

“Really?” Her cheeks turned as red as I’d ever seen them.

“Oh yeah. Your ass is fucking amazing.”

“It is… what?”

Now that we were linked, I pressed the entirety of the word fuck into her mind.

“Wow. That is a versatile word. But… still, really? You… like it that much?”

“It is without a doubt the hottest ass I’ve ever seen in my entire life. By a wide margin.”

A new thought slammed into my mind, an overwhelming, overpowering desire, a burning need. To kiss me. Right that second.

I hesitated for all of a heartbeat before I let the spell go.

We both scrambled over the floor, careening into each other.

Tayvin won, pressing me back and down to the floor, her body coming down on top of mine in a glorious burst of desire.

Our lips pressed together, our tongues immediately sliding out, dancing with each other, a low groan escaping Tayvin’s lips and sending a shudder down my entire body.

I wrapped my hands around her, pulling her tight to me, reveling in the feeling of her breasts against mine, my tongue inside her mouth, our legs intertwined. A second later, both my hands slid down her back, a long and low moan sounding in my throat as I slipped my hands down her pants and squeezed her magnificent ass.

She giggled into me, the first time I’d heard that from her.

White hot desire surged through my entire body, my nipples hardening at the thought of her naked body against mine, a swell of desire pooling between my legs, an urgent need that nearly swept me away.

I’d been doing my best to keep these feelings in check. Our flight from the Lands Tranquil wasn’t the time or place.

But now that I knew she felt the same, the floodgates were open, and my body burned. I ached to feel her tongue against me, inside me, and to see her body shudder as I gave her the most intense orgasms she’d ever had.

I pulled her shirt up, my hands gliding over her soft skin, cupping her boobs and drifting up to pinch her nipples, which were just as hard as mine.

She threw her head back and moaned, “Oh, Amara!”

Her hands slipped under my shirt, questing, seeking. But then, suddenly, they slowed, just before she’d gotten to my breasts and aching nipples.

I pulled back to see tears flowing freely down her eyes. “Tayvin?”

She took a few gasping breaths and shook her head, just slightly. “I….”

“What’s wrong?”

She licked her lips. “I….” After a few heaving breaths, she whispered, “I cannot.”

I gently pushed her back, and we sat up.

Before I could say anything more, she shook her head. “I… I am sorry!” She leapt up, slipped her sandals on, and rushed out the door.

I sat alone on the bedroom floor, more turned on than I’d been in years, overwhelmed with concern, and utterly confused.

Should I go after her?

I plodded to the door and peeked out. The elevator still sat on our floor. She must have taken the stairs. I sighed and closed my eyes. At the pace she’d sprinted out the door, she could be out of the building already, heading any random direction. Besides which, going after her might be the wrong choice anyway. She might need some time with… whatever this was.

I quietly shut the door and left it unlocked before turning around and leaning back against it, my eyes closed.

“Well, shit.”
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Our bedroom didn’t have a balcony, but the window opened up and looked over the street. The second story didn’t have a view to write home about, but the streetlights lit up the city, and the building across the way only had a single story. I could see for a few blocks.

I pulled a chair over to the window and leaned against the sill, unable to do anything else.

Luckily, not all that long had passed before I heard a knock on the door.

“Uh, come in?”

Tayvin sheepishly entered and closed the door behind her.

“You didn’t have to knock.”

She brought her hands up to her face. “I know.”

“Wanna sit? There’s another chair we can drag over.”

“I would like that.”

We did, each sitting along the wide window, leaning on the sill together, looking out over the nightscape.

When it didn’t seem like she’d speak, I hazarded a guess. “It’s Zamithra, isn’t it?”

She deflated. “Yes.”

“It’s okay.”

She shook her head. “I am so sorry, Amara, I did not mean to⁠—”

I held up a hand. “Hey. Don’t apologize to me. You don’t need to.”

“It feels like I do.”

“I’m telling you that you don’t.”

She smiled, continuing to gaze out into the shadows. It didn’t touch her eyes. “I will try hard to believe it. You are right. It is Zamithra. It felt so good to kiss you, to hold you. But… it also felt wrong. Despite everything she has done, has become, my feelings for her have not waned. It feels like a betrayal, even though I know that, logically, it is not.”

“We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, Tayvin.”

She chuckled humorlessly. “Oh, but I do want to.”

“I got that impression.”

“It felt so good to finally tell you how I felt. I have been… hiding these thoughts and feelings from you, worrying that, if you did not feel the same, that it would damage the bond that we have formed.”

“Yep. I’ve been doing the exact same thing.”

She sniffed. “Would that we just told each other earlier.”

“We didn’t know.”

She turned, slowly reached out, and took my hand. “Amara. You are so beautiful. And so strong, smart, and confident.”

I laughed. “Is that how you see me? For most of my life, I’d have agreed with you, but wow! I kinda feel like I’ve been floundering on this adventure. I’d have been lost without you. You’ve saved me time and time again. For all that I have this new and wonderful magic, I often feel a little inferior to you. And please understand how much I trust and care for you, because I wouldn’t be caught dead admitting something like that to just anyone!”

She smiled, and it crinkled her eyes. “I am honored, then. But do not feel that way. You are the best partner I have ever had. Better than I ever thought I would. I trust you. I know you will not abandon me. You saved me twice over, at least.”

I thought back to my reckless decision to bust her out from the clutches of Kor’s men, and how everything that happened after was predicated on that one event. “Best thing I’ve ever done.”

“I always dreamed of escape. I did not think it would look quite like this.”

“But I’ll bet you thought you’d do it with Zamithra.”

“Yes.” She still held my hand as her gaze turned out onto the city again. “Amara.”

“Yeah?”

“I want you.”

“I’m right here.”

She nodded. “I want… to try. To continue trying. But….”

“We can take it as slow as you want.”

Her eyes closed as she smiled and dropped her head. “This is what I mean when I speak of how good a partner you are. So many others would not understand. Would be angry, hurt. Would take it personally.”

“Yeah, I’ve met people. I know what you mean.”

She released my hand and sat back in her chair. “Why is it so difficult to meet a reasonable person?”

“Hell if I know. But that’s been my life, too. Up until this moment right here.”

“Amara, I would like to kiss you.”

“Okay.” I grinned big.

“But only kissing.”

“You’re sure?”

“I believe so. It will help me begin to process my feelings.”

I scooted over in my chair to make room.

Tayvin stood and moved over, squeezing her gorgeous ass into the available space.

I couldn’t help but stare at it.

She saw me.

Our eyes met.

Her cheeks colored brightly. “It is not that nice.”

With both hands, I gripped her shoulders and held her eyes. “Yes. It. Is.” Ugh. I want you. So. Damn. Much.

I took a long, deep breath. We’re just kissing right now, oh my god.

She’d already been blushing at maximum, but probably would have done more if possible. Especially if she could still hear my thoughts.

We wrapped our arms around each other, and I ran my fingers over her taut muscles, appreciating how strong and yet feminine she felt. My mind couldn’t help but wander, imagining the feel of her pert nipples between my fingers, the taste of her⁠—

Get a fucking grip, Amara!

Yeah, a grip on that beautiful ass.

Oh my god!

I was set to explode.

It didn’t help when our tongues met once more, brushing against each other, our bodies close, softly touching.

I wished we were pressed harder together. I was craving any friction at this point.

We kissed, more chastely than I’d have liked, but it was still nice.

I chanced running my hands up into her hair, caressing her incredibly soft ears and relishing the feel of her long, silky hair.

She let me.

Both of our breaths came harder, and I ached for more. To feel her entire body. To know what she tasted like everywhere. To feel her tongue and fingers on me, inside me. To press her body close, to⁠—

My hands tightened on her skin, a low growl emanating from deep in my throat.

She pulled away.

“Tayvin, I’m sorry. I⁠—”

“No, no,” she said, smiling. “It is not just you. But, perhaps we should end this here.”

“Yeah. Probably a good idea.” Unless you wanna rip my clothes off and fuck right here in this chair.

I thought it so loudly that I wondered if she might hear it even without the mind-linking spell.

She popped her ass out of the chair and walked to the bathroom door. “I am going to shower before bed. Perhaps we should⁠—”

“Do it separately tonight?”

“Yes.”

“No problem.”

“Amara?” She hovered at the edge of the door.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you for being understanding. I… never thought something like this would happen. There was a time when I believed that I would either escape with Zamithra or that we would die together as slaves. Once she betrayed me, I never entertained the thought of developing feelings for anyone else. Why would I? I was a slave in a strange world. And the love that happened… it defied chance. But you… you’ve changed everything.”

“We’ll take all the time you need. I’m here. I want it. And I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

“Thank you, Amara.”

The bathroom door closed, leaving me sitting alone in the bedroom. I breathed in deep and let it out slowly. Well this sure beats the dating apps. I’ve met the hottest woman in the universe and she actually wants me.

When it happens, it’s going to be phenomenal.
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I took care of myself in the shower, thinking about Tayvin, who sat in the next room.

It felt naughty.

And that made it all the more enjoyable.

Did she do the same while she showered?

I tucked that sexy thought away.

Somehow, I managed to get some sleep with her beside me in the same bed, and awoke feeling great the next morning. Definitely a lot better than any of the previous mornings in this world.

Tayvin had woken up before me and left.

I panicked a little until I found a small note from her, letting me know she’d gone out to the markets, and that I should meet her there.

The thought of floating down there, sorceress-style, consumed most of my thoughts while I dragged myself out of bed and dressed in the one set of clothes I had.

Hey, we’ve got some decent cash now. And a car, besides. We could buy a lot more things!

I sat on the bed, thinking of my house and my own bed. What had happened to them by now? Had I been declared missing and presumed dead? Had they auctioned off my house?

Probably. I hadn’t ever gotten around to making a will, and I wouldn’t have left it to my siblings at any rate.

My poor hot tub. Hopefully Tayvin and I can find some little place for ourselves in this world. I’ll bet I can magic a hot tub into life if they’re not a thing. Regular tubs were nice, but not quite the same. Ugh. This is all depending on us not being fugitives.

With nonstop thoughts churning in my head, I left the Muddy Lump and headed towards the market. I wanted so much to levitate there now that I could. Will there come a time when I can openly be a True Sorceress and just do magical stuff all the time?

I hope so.

The city’s market district nearly overflowed with people, and I could hear the throng from a few blocks away. I pulled my cloak close around me, protecting the grimoire which I wasn’t about to let out of my sight. Since these weren’t the Lands Tranquil anymore, though, I went about with the hood down.

I caught sight of Tayvin at the airy fudge stall, clearly buying more for me. Not wanting to spoil the surprise, I turned down another row and ended up looking at a display of gaudy jewelry. Not nearly as gaudy as Kor liked, though.

With no regular source of income, I wasn’t about to go blowing our coin on frivolities. All the same, I found a set of earrings made of a red metal that I thought would look great on Tayvin. They curled in on themselves tightly and came to a point at the end.

Five minutes later, they sat in my cloak pocket.

Okay. After this, I won’t be spending any more coin on frivolities.

“Amara,” someone whispered in my ear.

I spun, ready to run, but grumbled and narrowed my eyes at Tayvin. “Morning.”

“Good morning. I see you were able to pull yourself from bed.”

“Oh, whatever. Like I need to get up early. I did that for years. Now that I’m here, I don’t have to anymore and I’m not going to.”

“If you say so. I found a nice place for breakfast.”

We spent the rest of the morning walking around the market and throughout the town. We both agreed that we should be moving on, but the thought of taking a break turned out to be too tempting for either of us to pass up.

So we spent a few days like that, and it was bliss.

I slept as late as I liked, we wandered the markets in the morning and I retreated to our room all afternoon and evening, the grimoire open in front of me. Tayvin and I occasionally sat and made out, but after a few times, it became clear that we were both insanely turned on, and perhaps that wasn’t the best thing for us. Since she still wasn’t ready mentally for more, we stopped instead of going crazy.

I pulled my thoughts away from her hot naked body pressed against mine and instead, focused on my magic, the one other thing that could hold my attention. I dismissed the idea of learning more of the translated spells and became obsessed with making my fireball work.

The more complicated spells in the back had the keys to making it work. As I studied their designs, they became a lot less mysterious. I didn’t know exactly what they did, but many of them were pieced together from smaller spells. I didn’t know what most of those did either, but the connections fascinated me. I floated in our bedroom as the light faded each day, trying so many permutations of my spells, mostly the ones for light and heat.

That’s… that’s it!

On my thousandth try — or at least it seemed like it — I did it.

A ball of wavering light and heat burst into existence in front of my eyes. I’d managed to get the light to flicker in both intensity and color, creating a burning sphere that changed colors as it hovered in front of me.

I couldn’t get it to stay with traditional fire colors, so sometimes some green and purple weaved into it, but it only added to the charm, I told myself. While my goal had been to create flickering flames reminiscent of a fireplace, the result I’d created pleased me much more. Little trails of flame did waft off the surface, but it mostly swirled in on itself, like a miniature sun. The effect was actually a lot more intimidating than my original goal.

I hovered there with it for some time before Tayvin slipped back into the room.

When she turned, she yelped loudly before covering her mouth and blushing. “You did not hear that.”

“Hear what?”

“Good.” She slowly came over to inspect my spell, flinching back at the heat of it. “Oh. This is not just for show. You were able to connect the two spells.”

“Yeah!”

“What about the force aspect you desired?”

“That’s the next step. Although from what I learned by doing this, it should be a lot easier than these were.”

Her eyes met mine, and she gently pulled me, as I floated in the air, over to her lips and kissed me.

I closed my eyes and returned it.

It only lasted a moment before she held me out in her arms and let me go.

“How does it feel?” I asked, one eye on the fireball still burning a little ways away.

Her tiny smile didn’t touch her eyes. “Still wrong. But still good.”

We’d been trying out this little system of short, chaste kisses, to see if it changed anything for her. I had convinced her to let me squeeze her butt occasionally, too.

It was nice.

And it also made me unconscionably turned on all the time, which I just kept to myself through sheer force of will. And by distracting myself with magic. “How was your time out in the city tonight?”

“Hmm. There is something happening.”

I let my fire fade and turned towards her, still in midair. “Oh?”

“I have overheard whispers from the town guard. Something is coming. I do not know what. They have doubled their patrols, though.”

“Think it could have anything to do with us?”

“That is my worry, but I do not know.”

We didn’t have to wait all that long to find out.

The next morning, after Tayvin had brought some sweet pastries from the market, we heard a knock on the door while we sat at the window and ate them.

Our eyes locked.

“Might as well answer it,” I said.

She stalked over to the door.

I stood, but didn’t move from the window.

She opened it a crack, peeked out, and said nothing.

A voice carried from the hallway. “May I come in?”

Tayvin paused before saying. “You may, if you wish. Your people will remain in the hallway.”

“Fine.”

She opened the door to reveal a tall, thin woman dressed in dark leathers with an official-looking badge on her chest. It depicted crossed swords and feathers, silver on black. Most notably, though, were her two black, curving horns, which caused her to bend her neck as she came through the door.

Ugh. So cool.

As Tayvin shut the door, this woman unabashedly took my measure with calculating eyes. “As expected.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“My name is Rilar.”

“You’re with the town guard?”

“No. We work with them, but I belong to an organization called Malevolence.”

“Wow. Catchy.”

She smiled and looked away, and surprisingly, her eyes crinkled a little. “It creates some problems sometimes, but it was chosen in direct opposition to Sordruum Kor’s brand of over-the-top peace and harmony-styled names.”

“You are opposed to His Most Foul?”

She turned and regarded Tayvin. “That we are. In any way we can. The Free Cities know he’s one excuse away from launching a full scale assault on us.”

“The Free Cities?” I asked.

“...Yes? Where you’re standing right now? Stonemarsh is one of many.”

“Forgive us,” Tayvin said, “We are not… from these lands.”

“Ah. Abducted from far away, is it?”

Neither of us said a word.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Now, let me cut to the heart of the matter. You two are fugitives from the Lands Tranquil.”

We continued saying nothing.

“You can deny it if you want, but there’s no real point. Sordruum Kor’s forces have crossed the border in the last day, and they’re heading in many different directions, this being one. The Free Cities have sent out delegations to implore them to turn back, but they claim they’re within their legal rights, as they’re hunting ‘dangerous prisoners’ that killed their way free, stole an item of ‘great import,’ and crossed the border. A description was included.”

Mentally, I readied my force spell, wishing I’d finished work on my fireball.

I caught Tayvin’s eyes darting around the room, probably planning out a possible fight and escape.

Rilar smirked. “I see you both. You needn’t worry about a thing. We’re no friends to Sordruum Kor.”

“So you say.” I eyed her hard. “But there’s a difference between being unfriendly and unwilling. Perhaps you’d throw us back to him to avoid conflict.”

She sneered. “Perhaps some would. Malevolence would not. Kor has gained allies through trickery before. One small concession leads to the next, and before you know it, you’re getting annexed into the Lands Tranquil before you even realize what’s happening. Their coffers are deep, and if we give them any avenue to start throwing their coin around, our own will sell us out behind our backs. So believe me when I say you have nothing to fear from us.”

“Why are you here?” She opened her mouth to speak, but I saw the calculation in her eyes and cut her off. “No. Don’t lie to me. I don’t have the patience for it. You’ve got one chance before you throw away any goodwill I have towards you, Rilar.” As I spoke, I walked up to her, letting her see the resolve in my own eyes.

She licked her lips and held my gaze. “Okay. I can respect that.” She gestured in the direction I thought was where we’d come from. “The Tranquiline didn’t say this outright, but their tone implied these fugitives—you—were more than a little dangerous. Yes, they claimed you killed your way free. But the way their people spoke, coupled with the presence of armed and armored sorceresses, said you were something more than simple thieves or murderers.”

“And?”

“And if that’s true, we want you to join us.”

My eyes flicked over to Tayvin’s. “You what now? You want to recruit us?”

Rilar spread her hands wide. “No one escapes Sordruum Kor. No one steals from him, especially not items of ‘great import.’ And it must have been a doozy if they’re admitting it.” She laughed lightly. “They didn’t say what it was, but it’s gotta be an object of power. If it was just valuable, they wouldn’t care. The Tranquiline have enough money, although I doubt they think so.

“And all of this,” she said with a dramatic flourish, “coincides with reports of explosions in the upper reaches of Prosperous Harmony’s palace a little over a week ago, followed by a tripling of the guard within the city’s walls. I’m forced to conclude that the two of you were prisoners of Kor’s. The fact that you likely escaped from the palace itself puts you in position to steal this mysterious artifact. And the fact that you were there at all tells me you’re both important, very likely to be sorceresses yourselves.” With a bright, self-satisfied smile, she spread her hands and added, “And do please stop me if I’ve gotten anything wrong, would you?”

“Say that’s all true, just for the sport of it,” I said, “Then what? You want the help of random people you don’t even know?”

“Well, if my little story is true—and I’m more convinced than ever that it is—then you’ll have no love for him. He’s either cowed or manipulated many, but being able to truly see his evil for what it is, along with the will to resist him, is invaluable to Malevolence. Trust me, we know he has designs on the entire world, and he’ll have it if left unchecked.”

“And if we refuse?”

She sighed theatrically. “You can run, like you have been. If you truly stole an object of power from him, he’ll hunt you to the end of the world, borders be damned. You need allies. Refuse if you want. But we’ll only ever beat him if we work together.” When neither of us said a word, she went on, “Look, I don’t need to know what you stole. I don’t need to know who you were. I just need to know you hate Kor as much as we all do.”

“You don’t need to know what we stole?” There wasn’t much point in denying that we had, indeed, stolen something valuable. This woman had walked in here very well informed.

She shrugged. “I don’t need to, no. Perhaps you’ve gotten the wrong idea about us. We’re not official. We’re not an army. There’s no rigid command structure or set of rules. We’re people of the Free Cities that see the threat, understand it, and realize the importance of fighting against it. We have agreements with most of the Cities, but we don’t answer to them.”

“They’re not already united in their desire to remain free from the Lands Tranquil?”

Rilar groaned. “Oh, they mostly are. But have you ever met a politician? Getting them to act is nearly impossible, no matter how obvious the threat. That’s why we never sought their blessings or authority. We stand on our own, our numbers giving us the weight we need.”

“Okay. If we did want to entertain your proposal, what would that mean? We have our own goals.”

“And those are?”

I just stared her down.

“Fair enough. If you’re amenable, you help us fight the Lands Tranquil whenever and wherever you can. We mark you as one of us, giving you access to our resources. We have people throughout the Free Cities and beyond.”

I waited, but it seemed like she’d finished. “Rilar, that doesn’t sound like much.”

She quietly sighed and looked down, and I glimpsed a heavy weight in her eyes. “Look… okay, first, what’s your name?”

“...Amara.”

Without asking or even looking at me, she plopped down on one of the chairs by the window.

Tayvin came to stand by my side.

“Look, Amara, Sordruum Kor has been expanding his influence for eighty years now, and⁠—”

“Eighty years!?” I glanced at Tayvin, but she just shrugged, her eyes as wide as mine.

Rilar blinked up at us. “Uh, yeah? You didn’t know that?”

“He’s over eighty years old?”

“Some reports have him at over a hundred and twenty, but it’s likely more than that, because we only started counting after he rose to prominence.”

“He has,” Tayvin said, “been doing all this for that long? The imprisonment of sorceresses?”

“Yep. Can I take that to mean the two of you are sorceresses?”

“I don’t suppose,” I said, “that there’s much of a reason to deny it. But, let me ask, because I don’t know. How are we treated outside the Lands Tranquil?”

She tilted her head at me.

“Please just answer the question.”

“Alright. They’re not caged and forced to ‘serve,’ if that’s what you’re asking. Each region deals with them differently. Some afford them high status, some revile them as evil. Although in those places, they’re still their own people. Just… not liked.”

“And in the Free Cities?”

“Well, like everyone else, what you make of this place is up to you. Magic or not, we don’t care. Become a problem, get taken care of. Be a good person, and everyone leaves you alone. All the same, though, someone’s gotta imbue the lines. It pays better here than other places.”

Tayvin made a sound in her throat that might have been a tiny little laugh.

“The lines?” I asked.

“Uh, yeah? The… magic lines?”

“Oh, patterns.”

“Whatever. Yeah.”

Without warning, our door slammed open and a man in similar leathers rushed in. “Rilar! They’re at the gate!”


Chapter Thirty-Five




“Tch, shit! Already!?” Rilar leapt out of the chair and stalked towards the door. Before she left, she turned and said, “Look, Amara and… Ears-and-Tail, you can run if you want. But Kor’s going to find you unless you make some friends. We’ll be at the southern gate.”

And just like that, Tayvin and I stood alone once more.

“Well that was… something.” I sat and gestured for Tayvin to do the same. “What, um… what are you thinking?”

She looked as nonplussed as me, which I found heartening. “Sorceresses are not prisoners the world over.”

“Did you… not know that?”

“We were told otherwise.”

“Oh.”

“Mhmm. Like many things, the truth of this could not be discerned. It is one of many things I was most eager to find out once we crossed the border. I have not, however, witnessed any sorceresses first hand yet, and I cannot sense their magic like you can.”

“Well, that’s very interesting and all….”

“Yes. Right. The matter at hand.” She shook her head. “I do not like Rilar. Or, my senses tell me not to. She said many things, but must have left just as many unsaid. And her promises were….”

“Lacking?”

“Yes.”

“Definitely. But… what she said about allies.”

“I… agree. She is correct. I do not know if she and her organization are the correct allies, but they are the only ones who have presented themselves.”

“Okay. Here’s what I’m thinking. Kor’s people are at the city gate right now. I think if Rilar or this town meant to hand us over to him, they’d have already tried to take us. This is a risk, but I think we should meet Rilar at the gate and give her a chance to show us she means what she says. If things go sideways, we just… fight our way out. We’ll get the sword from the car along the way. How’s that sound?”

“Honestly, Amara? It sounds terrible.”

“I think so, too. Wanna do it anyway, though?”

“In the absence of a better idea? Yes.”

We put on our cloaks and pulled the hoods up for good measure before we left the room. The car sat where we left it, the swords safe under the blanket in the back seat. I left mine there.

Tayvin caught more than a few stares walking through the street with her massive sword. Also, she didn’t have any way to carry it besides in her hands, ready to go. Zamithra had had some device to attach it to the back of her armor.

“Yes,” Tayvin said when I asked about it. “It involves a complicated little device that clamps onto the blade, holding it in place. It remains uncovered, though, so unless you’re wearing full armor, you are at risk of cutting into the backs of your own legs.” Her tiny smile made an appearance, but not because she joked.

The gate turned out to be very easy to find. We just followed the gossip all the way there. We tried to listen in, but it became quickly apparent that no one had the slightest clue what actually lay outside the gates. The more mundane rumors said a small delegation from Tranquility, but others claimed that various gods made flesh were outside, either to invite everyone to a couple different versions of heaven or eat everyone.

After hearing a few of those spoken in complete seriousness, we stopped listening to any of it.

The city guard, along with a few members of Malevolence, stood outside the gate, which had a large, closed metal door and probably a portcullis outside that. Over top, a huge, castle-like structure dwarfed us.

We strode right up to one of the people wearing black leather and a pin with crossed swords and feathers. “Hi.”

“Uh, move it along, please.” A man with brown triangular ears like Tayvin’s, although a little smaller, waved us off.

“We’re here to speak with Rilar. She’s expecting us.”

He opened his mouth to tell us to piss off or something similar, judging by his unfriendly expression, but a voice from on top of the stone gate yelled down. “Let them through!”

Pointy-Ears turned and looked askance, gesturing at us with disbelief.

“Yes, them! Now, idiot!” Rilar’s horns and eyes poked out over the battlement.

He turned to us and shrugged before pointing out a nearby door. “I don’t know who you are, but get going. There’s stairs inside. Take them all the way up.”

We did.

I didn’t stick my tongue out at him, a skill I’d honed over my long career working with morons and consistently proving them wrong.

The stairs opened out into a large room filled with long desks covered in maps and piles of forms, along with a few racks of weapons and a small crowd of people.

“Hey!” Rilar said as we walked through the door. “You came! I thought for sure you’d run.” She turned to a tall, horned man with a well-oiled beard and tightly braided black hair. “Raan, these are the two I told you about.”

He wore light armor along with a crest on the side of his chest plate featuring a golden dagger. “The fugitives,” he said as he turned from a conversation with others of the guard.

“That’s us.” I held out my hand. “I’m Amara. This is Tayvin. What’s the situation?”

He paused, scowling down at me. He commanded the room here, probably the city guard as well.

I might have overstepped my place, but it was hardly the first time. Not that I cared.

His eyes lowered down to my hand, which hadn’t moved. With a tiny grunt, he reached out and clasped my arm. “Amara.”

“Yep.”

“The situation is that the Tranquiline have come looking for you. You are their so-called fugitives?” Before I could answer, he raised his hand. “Nevermind. You match the descriptions they gave, so you might as well be.” As he spoke, he walked over to the window, expecting us to follow.

A few people moved out of our way.

We peeked out to see a small but organized company of soldiers, all dressed in Kor’s preferred armor of gold and purple. Not a lot of gems, though. “Oh, shit,” I breathed. “Is that Tansian!?”

Tayvin leaned around me. “It is, yes.”

“Well,” Raan said with a humorless laugh, “that confirms it. They are here for you.”

I looked up at him, staring him down.

He gazed coolly back. “I’m not going to give you to them. Don’t misunderstand, though. It’s not out of the goodness of my heart. If I thought throwing you to them would make them leave and never come back, I’d do it in a second. But once we open our gates to them, they’ll find reason after reason why they need just a little more. To make sure, they’ll say. Then they’ll be inside, and it’ll be over before it's begun.”

“You’ve seen it happen before,” I said.

He sneered, growling. “Sordruum Kor has expanded the Lands Tranquil through many nefarious means. He’s not above using force, but he’ll try other ways first. There’s a reason the Free Cities are still free, even on his border. But I think those days are coming to a close. And this is the flimsy reason he’s been waiting for. I’m not sure why he doesn’t just invade, but I don’t understand how slimy bastards like him think.”

“Are ya done?” Rilar asked.

He sneered at her, too, but it contained a little mirth. “About the bastard Kor? I am.” He turned to us. “With these two? No.” He eyed us both up and down, lingering on Tayvin’s sword. “You two must be valuable somehow. And not just because you stole a sword. And don’t deny it. That’s one of their magicked weapons. I know one when I see it. So I’m going to assume you’re both sorceresses. Don’t bother denying it.”

“We won’t.”

“Good. Now, what did you steal that has them chasing you all the way out here?”

I said nothing and barely blinked as he loomed over me.

After it was clear he wasn’t getting an easy answer, he side-eyed Rilar.

“It doesn’t matter, Raan. Unless you’re thinking about stealing it from them. For your own gain.”

He stepped back and grunted. “Fair enough.”

I didn’t know why Rilar was on our side, but I wasn’t about to question it for the time being.

“Here’s the only thing I need to know,” Raan said. “Can and will you fight? Because there’s going to be one. Not from that little rabble down there right now. They’re waiting for reinforcements.”

“You don’t know tha—” Rilar started to say.

“I know. They’re out there stalling for now. If they had anything worth saying, they’d be saying it. All that that ‘Tansian’ has done since giving us their descriptions is a bunch of useless babble that has a lot of words but means nothing. They’d be turning around right now if they weren’t waiting for something. So.” He turned back to us. “Can and will you fight?”

“I will fight,” Tayvin said with closed eyes and her tiny smile.

Raan looked her up and down, approving of what he saw. “Very well. And…?” He turned to me, less impressed. “We can get you a crossbow or something. You can stay on the gate.”

I licked my lips, forcing down the vile things that sprang to my mind. “I’ll fight down there, too.”

Raan shook his head. “If you want, I won’t stop you.” He started to turn away.

“Raan.”

With his hands on his hips, he turned back, saying nothing.

I shared a glance with Tayvin. “It’s going to be pretty damn obvious once the fighting starts, so there’s something you should all know now.”

“Uh-huh? Did you take some secret weapon from Kor? Planning on using it against them, because that would⁠—”

“No. I didn’t steal a weapon. I am the weapon.” I raised my hand and conjured my still incomplete — though they didn’t know that — fireball in the air between us.

Rilar gasped and Raan paled, along with similar reactions from the other people in the room.

“True Sorceress,” Rilar breathed.

“I am.” Just to add to the dramatic effect, I floated off the floor and looked down on them all. With a snap of my fingers, the fireball winked out with a pop.

“Well that changes things,” Raan said softly.

“Tayvin and I will fight with you,” I said, landing softly on the ground, “but we’re going to need some things from you in return. I guarantee it’ll be a good investment.”


Chapter Thirty-Six




An hour later, we found ourselves in a small house in the center of town, a recently vacated place still fully furnished.

We didn’t ask what happened to the previous owner.

“Okay,” I said, pacing the room. “We’ve got a meeting with a local blacksmith and the guard’s quartermaster later, after which we’re meeting with some bankers about payment for services rendered. In advance.”

“Amara?”

“Yeah?”

The second I’d revealed myself as a True Sorceress, things had changed dramatically. I hadn’t known people would react differently for me than they would someone like Tayvin, but based on the reactions of the people at the gate and the flurry of activity afterwards, I’d become an instant celebrity.

“They are…,” Tayvin said, “lavishing a lot of attention on us.”

“They sure are, huh?”

“More than I thought they would, is what I mean. I believe it would be a good idea to find out how rare True Sorceresses really are, along with this world’s relationship with them.”

“Well, based on the fact that Kor’s been doing all this for probably a hundred years without finding someone like me, I’d say they’re pretty damn rare.”

“That is a good point. The reason I bring this up is because it might not just give us access to resources, but….”

“What?”

“If we are to one day return to Prosperous Harmony and kill His Most Foul, it would help greatly if we could do so… at the head of an army.”

I hadn’t stopped pacing. “And you think people might rally around me, letting me build this army?”

“Yes. Just so. And this battle will be the beginning of that.”

I stopped, tapping my finger to my lips. “So I’ve gotta make this flashy and memorable. I need to finish my fireball spell. And on that note!” I pulled the grimoire out from under my cloak on the couch. We sat in a room on the second story of the house, one filled with full bookshelves and couches. I’d been pretty excited about it until I realized that most of the books were absolute schlock. Not that I was above that, but after leafing through a handful of them, they all had plotlines even worse and more derivative than Fire-Blasting Mages and the World-Ending Terror.

I flipped through the grimoire until I found the spell I’d been looking for. “Here, check this out!”

Tayvin leaned over and read the translated page. “Arrow deflecting?”

“Yeah! It’s a heavily modified version of the basic force spell. It’ll create a bubble around me that should redirect arrows. Not all of us can block a freakin’ arrow.”

Tayvin shrugged.

“And that brings me to another question. Do Kithvani just have better reflexes than humans, or what? Because that’s not possible for us.”

“Are you asking me if all Kithvani can do such a thing? Or just if I can?”

That damn tiny smile was driving me crazy. “Are they different answers?”

“Yes.”

“Just you?”

“No, but it is not a common skill. Were you… impressed, Amara?” She favored me with a smoldering set of lidded eyes.

Oh… are we… getting a little over Zamithra? I hope so. “Incredibly. Have I not said so?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “I do not mind hearing it again.”

“I’m incredibly impressed.”

Before the situation could go any further, we heard a loud knock coming from downstairs.

Oh my god. It’s like the whole world is conspiring against us ever exploring this.

I opened the door to find a young, scaled woman with long, blond hair who babbled out something along the lines of being assigned to me, and it was time—if it pleased me—for our first appointment. She had trouble meeting my eyes despite constant attempts to do so, and when I spoke, her eyes went wide and she could barely stop nodding. When I asked her name, it took her three tries to tell me it was Hina.

“Sure,” I said after she’d managed to tell us about our first appointment. “Let me get some things ready and I’ll be out.” I closed the door to find Tayvin standing there with her head cocked to the side.

“What was that?”

I explained. “Also, she seemed to be rather starstruck.”

“A word I do not know.”

I explained that too.

“Ah. You are a known person now, are you?”

“Seems that way. You know, when we were in Kor’s lands, keeping this a secret was a life or death thing, but… I think I should be throwing it around as hard as I can at this point.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, still with her trademarked smile. “As long as your ego can withstand such a thing.”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ve had my share of sycophants before.” I explained that word too. “I will admit, though, that it’s a little different. I’ve had people suck up to me because I was the boss and they wanted something. But that woman’s just thrilled to be in my presence if I’m reading her right. And I am.”

Tayvin chuckled. “Well, do not expect me to get down on my knees for you.” The second the last word left her mouth, she blinked, her eyes meeting mine. That’s fine, I’ll happily get down on my knees for you instead… if it means I finally get to taste you⁠—

Her lips parted, and I waited to see what she would do. I desperately wanted to shove my tongue down her throat. Right now.

“I will… get my things.” She turned and left, but I caught a little color on her cheeks and a hesitance to break eye contact.

Fuck. It’s going to be a long day if we’re both getting measured and fitted for armor. Does that involve taking off our clothes? Aw, shit. She implied this world has as much modesty as home.

A couple minutes later, I stood there still, imagining all manner of sexy things when she came back.

“Ready?”

Hell yes I am. Ready to spread your— “Yeah. Let’s go.”

If she noticed my flushed cheeks, she didn’t mention it.

To my immense disappointment, nothing we did that day involved getting naked. Although, I did still feel all the modesty Earth had drilled into me, so perhaps stripping in front of strangers wouldn’t have been nearly as hot as my daydreams about it.

I’d hoped we’d both be getting fitted for full plate armor, just for the fantasy world aspect of it, but we did not. We both were slated to get suits of leather armor with some metal augments. The blacksmith took one look at Tayvin’s sword and said he couldn’t do any better than that.

I did not require a weapon.

Should I get a staff? Is that a real thing? Like, magical foci or something? Maybe I should get one just to look cool and have something to do with my hands.

These thoughts tumbled in my head at the bank, which they called a moneyhouse. We were there so they could tell me I had access to Malevolence’s coffers—I suppressed a smirk at the word coffers, since it was so on point—which all held a pretty sizable amount of coin.

At this point, Hina stammered out a massive and very much overdone apology before she handed me a metal crest with the organization’s logo on it. She told me, haltingly getting the words out, that Rilar had said it would open a lot of doors for me, and that the moneyhouses would recognize it as well.

“Really?” I asked. “What’s to stop someone from forging one?”

The older man we’d been speaking with wordlessly held out his hand and took it, passing it over an inlaid pattern in his desk. I felt the magic flare as they came together and created a soft golden light.

“The moneyhouses,” he explained, “issue the crests to various parties. The magic involved is proprietary, so counterfeiting is practically nonexistent.”

I could see the patterns in my mind, confident I could reproduce them immediately, as simple as they were. Still, they worked together in a way I’d not been familiar with before this moment. Spellcrafting level up!

I’m glad no one heard that.

I dissembled quickly, hiding my joy under the pretense of being impressed with the system, which I also genuinely was.

If the man felt surprised that I didn’t already know this, even being a True Sorceress, he dissembled just as well as I did.

Our next appointment turned out to be a tour of the town’s outer defenses, including a peek at Tansian’s contingent outside the gate. They’d retreated a little bit down the road and made camp, still in full view of the city.

“What’re they doing?” I asked the guardswoman on duty. She’d been peering at them through an actual looking glass.

I can’t believe this world. Although I suppose Earth used those things too, before we had the technology to make better. It shouldn’t be a surprise to see other cultures coming up with the same ideas.

“Hard to say. I can hear their leader when he talks, and he’s really good at saying a lot of stuff that doesn’t mean anything in the end. A bunch of political jargon about possible alliances and all that. We know it’s crap. He knows we know it’s crap. And yet, we can’t do anything about it.”

“They’re going to do something about it when their reinforcements show up.”

She turned with a gleam in her eyes. “They’re not the only ones waiting for reinforcements, my Lady.”

My Lady now, is it? Nice.

Tayvin and I continued our tour of the battlements.

“We need to speak with Rilar or, failing that, Raan,” I said.

“Because they have not told us the battle plans?”

“Exactly.” When she wouldn’t look away, her ever-present smile a little wider than usual, I asked, “What?”

“You perked up when the guardswoman addressed you as ‘my Lady.’”

I very pointedly kept my eyes forward. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She sniffed. “Did you not enjoy it as much when Hina said it?”

Our tour guide had gone ahead to make sure our path was clear and everyone knew who was coming.

“Did she? Damn, I didn’t even notice among all the things she stammered out. And just because she said it doesn’t mean anyone else would.”

“Mhmm.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Do not worry. I am here to keep you grounded.”

I scoffed. “Thanks, Tayvin. I really, really appreciate that.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Rilar joined us on the battlements a little while later. “Amara, Tayvin. You sent for me?”

“We did. We wanted to know what the actual battle plans are. There’s reinforcements coming for our side as well?”

She grimaced. “Yeah. It’s a new development based on new intel. The number of Tranquiline on the way here is… daunting.”

“Oh?”

A slow breath came and went as she slid her hands across the worked stone crenelations. “Kor had been sending balanced groups to all the nearby Free Cities, but there’s been a recent diversion. Many have split off to make their way here. We won’t be able to hold the gates with what we have. Based on their usual tactics, they’ll just throw all they have at this main gate and try to overpower us. They’re not usually ones for subtlety at this point. Because they don’t need to be.”

“The other cities are sending their people, then?”

“No. They’re all too concerned about their own asses. Most of Malevolence is coming here. The soldiers, at least.” She started to say something else, but before she could, her eyes drifted up towards the sky and her jaw dropped. “Aw, shit.”

We followed her gaze.

Up in the clouds, a golden… something flew slowly across the sky.

“What the hell is that!?”

“It’s…” she said in a low voice, “Kor’s airship.”

I glanced over to Tayvin, but she just shrugged and held out her hands.

“I did not know of such a thing, Amara.”

“He has an airship,” I said levelly at Rilar.

She licked her lips. “Yeah. I, uh, I’ve never seen it in person.” After a long breath, she shook her head. “Don’t worry too much about it. It doesn’t have weapons and it’s not a troop transport.”

“It doesn’t have weapons!?” I’d load that thing with weapons if it were mine.

“Look, I don’t claim to know much about it, but the fact that it flies at all is an engineering marvel. Anyway, Kor uses it to look down on us.”

“Literally and figuratively.”

A wide smile split her face. “Oh yeah.”

“You think he’s up there now?”

“Definitely. It’s only for his own personal use, from what I know.”

I looked over to see Tayvin staring up at it, her hands tightening into fists.

“Is he going to take part in the battle?” I asked.

Rilar raised an eyebrow. “Take the field? Personally? Wow, no. I don’t think he’s ever done that. But the fact that the airship is here at all means that this is going to be an important battle.”

“He knows,” I whispered.

“Yes,” Tayvin said. “He knows we’re here.”

“Along with….”

She nodded.

Rilar said nothing.

“Well, thanks for coming, Rilar. But we need to prepare for the battle. When do you think it’ll happen?”

“Tomorrow, most likely, unless something waylays his people.”

Since the gate tour had been our last appointment of the day, we retreated back to our new house and I cloistered myself upstairs with the grimoire, determined to learn the arrow deflecting spell and perfect my fireball.

The library, with its shelves of terrible novels, had a decent open space in the middle. While I sat on one of the couches with the tome open on my lap, Tayvin practiced with her new sword.

No, practice isn’t the right word.

It almost looks like Tai Chi.

“What’re you doing, Tayvin?”

She didn’t stop her slow, flowing movements or open her eyes to answer me. “The Ritual of Shanariellianastaeka. It is meant to clear the mind and provide focus.”

“And it involves a massive sword?”

“It can. It takes many forms. At its core, there are specific movements, but there are many variations.” She slowed until she came to a stop. Without opening her eyes, she said, “Would you like to learn the beginning movements?”

“Do we really have time for that?”

“Of course. They are simple, and we can do them together as you weave the mind-joining spell.”

The grimoire sat heavy in my lap. I needed to learn this spell. But I needed to finish the fireball spell a little more urgently. Without it, I’d be far less effective in the upcoming fight. And the book, for all its glory, couldn’t teach me that. I’d have to figure it out on my own.

Maybe some meditation would actually help. “Okay. Let’s do it.” I pushed the grimoire to the side and came to stand by Tayvin on the wooden floor.

Her smile seemed a little wider than usual as she carefully put the sword down. “You may close your eyes or not. Either way.”

I summoned the mind-melding spell, bathing the room in purple light as it glowed around us.

Tayvin’s thoughts flowed into mine and mine into hers.

I saw myself through her eyes once again.

My jaw dropped. “Tayvin….”

Her cheeks colored and she turned away.

She hadn’t been looking at me with desire. She’d been thinking how honored she would be to fight by my side.

Before I could say anything more, she closed her eyes, and the forms of her ritual pushed the other thoughts away.

I let them. If she didn’t want to give voice to those feelings right now, I wouldn’t push it.

For the next half hour, she taught me the forms.

They were a lot like Tai Chi. Or close enough; I’d never actually done it myself. But it seemed the same.

I kept my eyes open, afraid I’d fall on my face otherwise, as we segued from one movement into the next. I didn’t have to look at her; the thoughts pressed into my mind as she acted them out, and it felt a lot like she guided my body through them.

It turned out to be a weird and unexpected, if pleasant, form of intimacy.

Once I’d gotten the hang of it, I let my thoughts wander as hers guided me.

Before I knew it, I’d closed my eyes, going through the motions without thought, as all of mine were bent on figuring out my path to becoming this world’s first—probably—Fire-Blasting Mage. Sorceress. Fire-Blasting Sorceress.

Not that I planned on saying those words out loud to anyone.

“Fire… blasting… sorceress?” Tayvin said, the humor barely suppressed in her tone.

I stumbled, having completely forgotten that the spell worked both ways. “Ugh. Let me tell you about this really stupid but highly entertaining series of books I read back home.”

Of course, I didn’t bother saying anything out loud, I just dropped seven books’ worth of lore right into her head, not holding anything back, just letting the memories flow as they came.

She stumbled, unable to keep her balance in the face of it all. She plopped down into a couch, laughing so hard she snorted a bunch, which got me laughing as well, and I dropped the spell.

Once she calmed down, she shook her head. “You… willingly read these stories?”

“Hey now! Don’t judge me! I’m sure you’ve got your own version of that stuff you like, too!”

“Hmm. Perhaps. Not that I will be telling you about it now. But, point taken. I do have one question, though. Why did the World-Ending Terror not end the world? It seems like it had multiple chances, but fumbled them all through sheer idiocy.”

“Oh, well. The series got really popular and the author had to keep writing books, I guess. And once you have the World-Ending Terror as your villain, there’s not really anywhere else to go after that.”

“A Universe-Ending Terror?”

“I guess. But the books were stupidly over the top as it was.”

“Ah, yes. That is true.”

“Well, as much fun as this is, I really do need to become a Fire-Blasting Sorceress.”

“Right.”

We continued our moving meditation, and about an hour later, I thought I had it. The force spell connected to the light and heat spells, but since it was a third binding, it worked a little differently. They all had to be woven together, connections between each one.

By the time I managed it, I’d been sitting down on the couch for a while, my legs having given out.

Tayvin still moved fluidly, having taken up her sword once more.

Since she couldn’t see me or read my thoughts, I unabashedly appreciated her while she moved, especially enjoying seeing her turned away and bent over, which happened quite a lot. I had no way to be sure, but I almost thought it was on purpose.

The forms I’d done didn’t have nearly as many “hey look at my ass” poses.

God, what I wouldn’t give to blow off her clothes and levitate her to the bed.

When I could barely stand it anymore, I said, “Hey, wanna go test out some fire-blasting?”


Chapter Thirty-Eight




After consulting with a few gate guards, we left town and headed north, away from Tansian’s group.

We took our stolen car and Tayvin threw her sword into the back, just in case.

We were let out of town without any hassle, and most of the people we interacted with bowed to me and used various formal titles. “My Lady,” was still the most popular.

I caught Tayvin side-eyeing me quite a bit, which I pointedly ignored.

We sped away and into the mountainous foothills until we found an open area with a lot of exposed rock.

I didn’t want to burn down a forest.

When we got out of the car, Tayvin made a small sound in the back of her throat.

I turned and followed her gaze upwards, to see Kor’s airship off in the distance. “Ugh. He’s still here.”

“Would that we could pull him from the sky,” Tayvin said, shaking her head. “Bring him low, slay his protectors, and cut him open.”

I hated Kor, of course. I wanted him dead. It was very personal.

And yet, Tayvin had a few years of hatred for him, which dwarfed my own.

“We will.”

“Not today.”

“No. Not today. Probably not tomorrow, either. If we can save this city, that’ll be enough.”

“For now.”

We watched the airship drift on the wind for a bit, while I imagined how I would make such a ship. I’d already made our car levitate and moved it around. It would be a lot harder to do with normal sorceresses and inset patterns.

I’d love to see that thing up close.

“Anyway! Back to the fire-blasting.”

Tayvin tore her eyes away from the ship.

We found a sheer rock wall where I could safely lob fireballs without danger. “Ready for this?”

Tayvin stood with her arms crossed, occasionally glancing in the direction of the airship before she stopped herself. “Please. Anything to get my mind off of that thing.”

“Here we go, then!”

I formed the triple-layer pattern in my head after a few tries. Right above my outstretched hands, a flaming ball appeared.

Deep red in color, its flames danced and skittered around the sphere. It didn’t look like normal fire, but that, in my opinion, added to the appeal of the whole thing. “Okay. Let’s see it in action!”

I didn’t really need to move, but I reared back and threw the magic, channeling into the force aspect as I did.

The thing whipped away, much faster than I’d anticipated, and a split second later, it made contact with the rock, where it exploded with a nearly deafening BOOM! that sent pieces of rock and dust flying everywhere.

I winced.

Tayvin grunted and covered her ears.

“Oh yeah. That must have been even worse for you.”

“Unpleasant, but the results speak for themselves.”

As the dust cleared, I gaped at the wreckage. I’d blown a huge crater into solid rock and left black streaks marring what remained.

Tayvin tentatively crept up and put a hand on the rock before pulling it back.

“Is it hot?”

“Very, yes. I believe your magic would catch anything available on fire. Can you make it… larger?”

“I’m not sure that’s a great idea, but I’ll try!”

We both grinned like idiot teenagers at the thought of some mindless destruction.

I altered the spell, making it twice as strong. Or so I thought. The magic didn’t come with easily expressed values. “Here we go!” Before I could have any responsible thoughts about the test, I whipped a much bigger fireball higher into the rock face.

BOOM!

We both stood and watched as big chunks tumbled down, landing with forceful thuds at the bottom of the wall. The crater above us looked much more than twice as big as the first.

“Well, that’s….” The edges of my vision darkened, and before I knew what happened, I found myself sitting on the ground in Tayvin’s arms. “Uh… huh?” I didn’t remember falling.

“Amara! Are you okay?”

“Uh, am I?”

She pulled me up, easily, so I could sit on my own, her hands still on me if I fell. “You wavered after that last spell.”

“Huh.” I blinked and looked at my hands. “I… feel fine now. But… maybe there’s a limit to how much I can channel at once.”

“Hmm. Perhaps leave that last one for a desperate, final blow.”

We sat there for a little while longer. By the time I tried to stand, I felt normal again. “Hey, let me try something else, huh?”

She gave me a very motherly glare. “Are you sure that is wise?”

“I need to know something. Clearly there’s a limit on size, but how many smaller ones can I throw before this happens?”

“Hmm. That would be helpful to know, yes.”

I whipped a few more softball-sized ones into the rock, chipping it further and widening the indentation. “Seems okay so far.”

I completely lost myself in the exercise, flinging one after another, reveling in the feeling of power and agency. How many people throughout my life could have used a fireball in the face? How many would have shut the hell up if they knew I was capable and willing of throwing a fireball into their faces?

I imagined a slew of scenarios from my life, now with the addition of fire. Sometimes it just knocked them away and blackened their clothes and face, cartoon-style, but other times, they died in a roaring inferno while everyone else backed away or threw themselves to the ground, begging for my mercy.

Which I sometimes granted.

Ten minutes later, after a staggering barrage that never seemed to end, Tayvin laid her hand on my shoulder. “Amara.”

I slowly turned to regard her. “Uh, yeah?”

“Perhaps that is enough.” She inclined her head at the rock.

I’d blown a massive chunk out of it, leaving nothing but rubble and blackened scars. “Oh. I, uh….”

“You were somewhere else.”

“I might or might not have been imagining a lot of people in my life standing at the other end of those fireballs.” I felt like Tayvin would understand if anyone would. It was only natural to indulge in a little fantasy sometimes.

“I gathered as much. Occasionally, you uttered a name out loud. Who is ‘Dennis?’”

I groaned and deflated, the embarrassment really catching up to me. “Why… do you ask?”

“You muttered his name more than anyone else.”

“Let’s go home. I’ll tell you along the way. I think my test here is done. There doesn’t seem to be a limit on how many reasonably-sized spells I can cast, which is reassuring. I don’t want to pass out mid-battle.”

“I would recommend against it,” Tayvin said as she looped my arm over her shoulders.

“Hey! I’m perfectly fine!”

“Mhmm.”

When we’d gotten back into the car-skimmer and were on our way back, I lapsed into silence, hoping she’d forget.

“So. Dennis.”

“Ugh. Okay. He was my boss a long time ago. He was pretty much the picture of incompetence, useless in all the ways.”

“How did he attain his position, then?”

“He knew the right people. Kissed the right ass.”

“Kissed… ass.”

I snorted. “It means he flattered the right people. Boosted their egos and made them like him, so he got to be boss despite being a useless moron.”

“So he did not literally kiss people’s asses?”

“Probably not.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, I ate shit from that guy for years before⁠—”

“You what!?”

Tayvin’s eyes were as wide as I’d ever seen them, her whole body frozen in horror.

“That’s just an expression, too.”

“Ah. Thank goodness.”

We zipped over the countryside as I mentally checked everything I said before I said it, trying to leave out any horrible expressions. “So I worked under that guy for a long time, being treated poorly. Just… enduring it, because I thought I had to.”

“That does not sound like the Amara I know.”

“It wasn’t. Not until I’d had enough. Dennis blamed me for a lot of his own mistakes. And I just… went along with it. I tried to deny it a few times, but no one believed me. He really had everyone fooled.

“Well, one day, I’d had enough. We were all in a huge meeting, me, him, our team, and a lot of his bosses and upper management. We’d missed some important deadline, solely because of him. He dragged his feet and didn’t do his part, slowing everything down.

“Naturally, he admitted to none of that. He threw a few of us under the bus. Uh, blamed us, and the higher bosses started grilling us. Dennis expected us to fall over ourselves apologizing, like we had before. Like we’d been cowed to do.”

“But you did not?”

“Nope. I finally grew a spine that day. I laid into him and went on a huge rant to everyone, basically screaming across the room. I told them how incompetent he was, how this was all his fault, how it was his fault. How things always ran like this.

“It was all very dramatic. But once I got going, I didn’t stop. I said every single thing I could think of that I’d been wanting to say over the years.” I leaned back and smiled at the memory.

“And they got rid of him once you exposed him?”

I snorted. “No. They fired me on the spot.”

“What!?”

“Yep. Didn’t believe a word I said. They thought I had it out for him. He told them I wanted to get in bed with him and he rejected me, so now I was bitter and saying anything I could to get him fired.”

“They believed him over you? But your claims were more verifiable, no?”

“I guess. That didn’t matter.”

Tayvin sat back, stunned.

“It’s one of my best memories.”

She slowly turned, even more horrified. “May I ask why?”

“I stood up for myself that day. I… learned how. And from then on, I didn’t put up with anyone’s shit. I spent the rest of my career with my head held high. And if I found myself in a bad situation, I got out of it.” I smirked. “Not that it was always so simple. But still. I never let myself be stuck anywhere I didn’t want to be ever again. And I didn’t let small-minded bastards hold me down.”

The car came to a stop and I turned towards the airship in the distance. Over my outstretched hand, a tiny ball of fire swirled into life. “And we’re not going to let that bastard hold this world down.”

A little while later, as we continued home, Tayvin said, “So, you still hold onto some anger for this Dennis.”

“I suppose I do. I don’t think about him much at all, if ever. But when I needed faces to mentally fling a fireball into, his came readily to my thoughts. But what about you? Do you have any people like that?”

She didn’t turn when she said, “Yes. I once trained with a man named Quendilarianaeski. He resembled your Dennis. He thought himself better than everyone, despite his mediocre level of skill. Always blaming others for his own mistakes, desperate to avoid owning up to anything.”

“Sounds about right. What happened to him?”

“I killed him.” She delivered this line like she spoke of the weather.

I slammed on the skimmer’s version of brakes. “You what!?”

She glanced over, surprised we’d stopped.

“You just killed him!?”

“I challenged him to ritual combat in the face of one of his mistakes that he tried to blame on me.”

“And he accepted? If he sucked as much as you say, he’d have no chance against you.”

She shook her head. “I believe he thought he would get away with a few wounds or a savage beating, but not death. I challenged him very publicly, and an outright refusal would have shamed him greatly, especially since he spoke of himself very highly to the town at large. Many people shared my distaste of him, but like your Dennis, he had many fooled. He was, however, careful to not overstep his bounds. Like I have said before, tyrants are swiftly killed on Saas. He had small ambitions, and only that kept him alive.”

“Not forever, though.”

“No.”

“What did you do? Cut his head off?”

“No. I split him from chest to balls.”

If we’d been driving at the time, I would have stomped on the brakes again, but we were still sitting there.

“You… what now?”

She pressed a finger into her chest just under her breasts and slid down her body to the seat. “I split him open.”

She disem-fucking-boweled him. “Wow.”

“He deserved it.”

“Wow. You did this in front of people?”

“Most of our village. After he died, which took some time, things exploded for a while. Some told me I’d gone too far, but his misdeeds came to light soon after.”

“And then… people were okay with it?”

“Very much so. One person baked me a cake.”

I didn’t have the wherewithal to handle this conversation any longer, so I hit the gas and we headed back.

Along the way, I envisioned disemboweling Dennis over and over. Part of me was horrified at the casual brutality of it, even just in my thoughts. Just part, though.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




After our successful fireball field testing, we parked the car and decided to check out the current situation.

When we turned the last corner in town and saw a small crowd at the gates, my stomach fell. The people let us pass and we made our way up into the gate, where once again a small group of city guards and Malevolence people stood, Rilar and Raan among them.

Rilar saw us first and gestured us over. “There you are! We sent someone to the house before we found out you’d skipped town. I was hoping you’d be back.”

“We would not miss the chance to fight against His Most Foul’s forces. You did not need to be concerned.”

The guards parted and let us see out the windows.

Where Tansian’s little company had once made camp, a huge array of soldiers sat, all in gleaming gold armor. In the distance, I could see more coming in.

“Why aren’t they attacking yet?” I asked.

Raan leaned on the windowsill, a permanent scowl on his lips. “They’re massing outside here for now, preparing. It’ll be tomorrow morning before they attack in earnest.” His eyes slid over us both. “Even with our reinforcements, they have us outnumbered. They’re not in any rush.”

I sighed. “Raan, I’m truly sorry we brought this down on you. It wasn’t our intention.”

A moment passed before he shook his head. “I don’t blame you. I know what the Tranquiline do with sorceresses. Running from that…. Well, who wouldn’t? Besides which, I can only assume being a True Sorceress made things worse.”

“He planned to kill me and take my power for himself.”

Everyone in the room besides Tayvin stopped and openly stared at me, all conversations forgotten.

Finally, Rilar said, “He can… do that? He could become a True…?”

“Mage, I hear he styles it.”

Raan leaned back against the wall, the scene outside the window forgotten. “Sordruum Kor, with all that power. I shudder to think what he would do with it all.”

“Conquer the world, I imagine.”

Raan shook his head. “He’s already doing that. But he’s been doing it through lies and subterfuge. Many of his own people believe him to be this world’s savior. If he gained even more power, would he bother with the lies anymore? And once the world was under his control, what then?”

“People like him,” Rilar interjected, “never stop. Enough is never enough. Even the whole world wouldn’t be. At least he’s confined to it,” she said with a wry smile.

“Uhh….”

Everyone turned to me once again.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

Tayvin stood stock still beside me, equally nonplussed about how to handle this debacle.

“What?” Rilar asked. “What don’t we know?”

I felt Tayvin’s fingers slip into mine. “Let us… just tell them. Keeping this secret only helps His Most Foul.”

“Okay.” I took a deep breath and looked everyone in the eyes that I could. “This is gonna be pretty hard to swallow, so you all know.” No one said anything to that, so I pressed on. “Well. We, Tayvin and I… we aren’t… from Senar. I’m not Laynar. She’s not, um, whatever you think she is. I’m a human, from a world called Earth. And she’s Kithvani, from a world called Saas.”

“You,” Raan said, “are from… other worlds? Each of you?”

“Yeah.”

Rilar, already pale-skinned, had gone almost completely white. “Oh, no. Nononono. Shit. Oh, shit. No… no no no no no….”

“Rilar?”

She jerked up at my voice. “Kor….”

“Abducted us from other worlds.”

She shook her head, her eyes unfocused. “Oh, shit. This is bad. This is so insanely bad.”

“What do you know, Rilar?” Raan asked.

She kept shaking her head. “Kor’s been….” Her voice shook. “Kidnapping sorceresses from across Senar. We can’t prove it’s him, but it is. It’s how the Tranquiline have so many. Many more than should be born in a given area. But… the only saving grace to all this is that there aren’t many sorceresses to begin with. And many, in certain regions, are high-status people that he can’t just take. But, if he can… if he’s developed a way to… um….”

“He opened a portal into my world,” I said.

“Yes, right. If he can use portals and find sorceresses in… the… the universe… then….”

Tayvin grunted. “Then he has access to many more. And like myself and Amara, he can pluck us from our worlds, our own situations or status irrelevant.”

“Yeah, exactly.” Rilar’s breath came fast, her eyes wide.

One of her people took her arm while another brought a chair.

She gratefully plopped down into it.

It only helped a little.

She rocked back and forth, on the edge of completely losing it. “I knew it, I knew it, I knew it. One day,” she said to no one in particular, “they were going to translate that damn grimoire and be able to use it to… to… oh, shit….”

“Grimoire?” Raan asked.

“A book. A big, powerful one. I don’t know much about its history or how he came by it at all, but it contains magics we can’t even fathom. And the book itself is integral to casting a lot of them. It’s written in some obscure way, but our intel from inside the palace, from back in the day when we could maintain such a thing, always said Kor worked to translate it. It’s how he’s lived for so long, remade his body and all that. But now, it seems it’s given him the power to reach beyond our world.” She dropped her head into her hands. “I… I don’t know how we can stop him if….”

Tayvin’s hand, still in mine, squeezed. She whispered, “I do not know how keeping this secret helps us, either. And perhaps they can tell us more.” She glanced at Rilar. “Not… a lot more, but….”

I nodded and whispered back, “We need allies, right?”

Another squeeze.

We knew nothing of this world. Rilar already knew the grimoire existed. Perhaps Malevolence could help us find the place it had burned into my mind.

Besides, it wasn’t like Kor didn’t want me dead already. He knew I had it. Telling these people about it didn’t put me in any more danger that I was already in.

This is a risk, but a calculated one.

“Rilar.”

She slowly raised up, nascent tears in the corners of her eyes. “Yeah?”

I threw back my cloak and pulled the grimoire from my side, holding it out in front of her. “Do you know what this is?”

Her eyes slid over the silvery, art deco lines and narrowed. “It, um….”

“Maybe this’ll help.” I opened it up to a random page in the middle, showing the whole room a complicated design of patterned lines and shifting runes. It wasn’t one of the translated pages.

Rilar’s jaw dropped. “No....,” she whispered. “It… couldn’t be.” Her wide gaze met mine. “Could it!?”

“It is.”

Raan, perturbed, said, “Okay? What are we looking at here? Is this that⁠—”

“It’s Kor’s grimoire!” Rilar jumped out of her chair and laughed, a high-pitched sound with more than a little madness in it. “Oh, gods!” She bent over the book and stared at the runes before she had to look away. “How!?”

“Well….” I regaled them all with my own story, starting at my abduction and working towards our escape, leaving in all the important details.

Rilar stood slack-jawed the whole time, her eyes darting from the grimoire to me and Tayvin and back. “You stole it,” she breathed, “from his own hands.”

“We did,” Tayvin said, a devilish flair in her small smile.

“This is the item of ‘great import’ that you stole,” Raan said. “The key to his power, if I’m hearing this all correctly.”

“Pretty much,” Rilar said. “Losing it won’t undo anything he’s done, but the more complex spells strictly require this book as a catalyst.”

“They do?” I asked.

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Uh, yeah? Did you not know that?”

“No….” I shook my head and flipped through the tome until I got to a translated page with a complex spell. “Huh. That’s what this annotation means,” I said to myself. “He never actually powered the spell that was meant to kill me. I disrupted it before it began.”

Raan grunted, cutting off the conversation, and turned to the window. “That explains why he’s coming here in such force.”

“Raan,” Rilar said, stepping up to his side, “he cannot be allowed to recover the grimoire. At any cost. This is the most crippling blow anyone could have possibly dealt to him, aside from just killing him.”

Raan’s gaze lowered to the book, and then up to my eyes.

“I’m keeping it,” I said, “if that’s what you’re thinking about.”

After a pause, he nodded. “I don’t disagree. In the hands of a True Sorceress who has cause to hate him seems like as good a place as any. However, if you are going to take part in the battle, taking it out into the midst of his people isn’t a risk I’m willing to take.”

Ugh. A thought I had already had myself. “Yeah, you’re right, but⁠—”

“Amara.” Rilar took a deep breath. “I know we’ve just met, but you can trust the book into my care. Believe me, letting you have it—I assume you’ve been learning from it—is something we’d actively want. You have the power to meaningfully resist him, which is, if I’m being forthright here, something Malevolence has always wanted. Throughout our existence, we’ve been doing what we can, helping people escape from the Lands Tranquil and resisting his influence among other populations, but….” She grimaced. “It’s always been a losing battle. We manage to do some good, but it’s a single tree against a landslide.”

I side-eyed Tayvin.

She shrugged. “There are no good options, Amara. I agree that it should not be taken into battle. Many things could happen in the chaos.”

“Well, short of hiding it under the floorboards in our current house, I don’t know what else to do. But let me make one thing clear, Rilar.” I held out my hand and conjured a bigger than usual fireball, letting everyone feel the heat of it. “If I don’t get it back quickly after the battle, I’m going to be very upset.” I locked eyes with her, letting her see the threat.

They didn’t waver as she smiled and said, “You have nothing to worry about.”

My threat didn’t scare her, and I couldn’t see a shred of doubt in her. “Okay.” Another calculated risk. I dismissed the magic. “But I want you to personally attend to it. No one else. Understand?”

“I do.”

I nodded, as satisfied as I could be. “I’ll give it to you tomorrow, before the fighting starts.”

Right before I go into another life and death fight.

Which is a thing I guess I routinely do now.

Great.


Chapter Forty




I slept like crap. I had stayed up a little late anyway, finally figuring out the arrow-deflecting spell. It didn’t take all that long really, but I should have been in bed sooner.

I woke up constantly, either from vague almost-nightmares or tiny sounds in the night, both of which convinced me the fighting had not only started, but had already spilled into the city and ended up on our doorstep.

My sheets became very damp.

I changed my nightclothes twice.

All the other fights I’d been in had been spur of the moment events with little to no time to stress about them.

Trying to sleep before what amounted to a small war turned out to be pretty terrible.

When the sun had just barely begun to send a few rays of light into my small bedroom, I bolted awake again at the sound of a door shutting loudly outside my window. I covered my face with my pillow and groaned into it before throwing it to the side and sliding out from under my covers.

“Well, screw it. Close enough,” I muttered to the empty bedroom.

“Are you awake, then?” Tayvin’s voice carried in from down the hallway.

She heard me? Damn, those ears are good. “Yeah. I guess. If you wanna call it that.” I didn’t bother getting dressed before coming out and heading to the sitting room, where I found her with a pot of tea and a plate full of breakfast cakes and little sausages. “Oh. How long have you been up?”

“A little while. Long enough to go to the market.”

“Did you sleep poorly, too?”

“No. I slept well. I just naturally wake early on the days before battles.”

I plopped down into the chair and poured a cup of dark red tea. “So this is old hat to you, then, huh?”

“It is what now?” Judging by the crumbs left on the plate, she’d already eaten.

“Oh. It means it’s nothing new to you.”

“Ah, correct. Although I have not fought in what some might call a ‘proper’ battle such as this. Only small skirmishes and many, many fights against nests of creatures.”

No airy fudge in here. Oh well. Probably for the best that I don’t load up on it before I’m supposed to fight for my life. “Nests. Gross. Remind me never to ask for stories about that. Have you heard any news?”

“I spoke with one of Rilar’s people at the front gate when I went out. It seems as if this battle will commence once the sun fully rises.”

“How civil.”

“I thought so as well.”

I powered down some cakes and sausages, careful not to overdo it. “Well, let’s get ready to—” I stood and looked down to see a serene smile on her lips. “What? Are you looking forward to this?”

“Of course.”

“Really? I know you like fighting, but there’s a real chance we might….” I couldn’t say it.

“Die?”

“Yeah. Die out there today.” There. I said it out loud. The word I’d been putting out of my mind all night long.

She stood and put her hands on my shoulders. “Perhaps we will die. But in facing it, we will be truly alive. I look forward to fighting by your side.” Her cheeks colored. “It has been a long time since I felt such a thing.”

I rested my hands on her hips, and when she made no move to stop me, I gently pulled her in close.

We closed our eyes as our lips met, our bodies pressing together slightly.

She sighed softly and slipped her arms around me before pressing her tongue in between my lips.

I pushed back against her, my hands slipping down of their own accord to squeeze her ass.

She giggled and bent down to kiss my neck. “It is not that nice.”

Her hair slipped through my fingers as I reached up and trailed across the soft fur of her ears. “I’m going to convince you, someday, that it really is.” We kissed again before I pulled away. “I want this, Tayvin, but I can’t fully enjoy it right now.”

“Of course. We should get ready.”

In no time at all, we found ourselves at the front gate. Instead of the room inside, we walked all the way up top and looked down over the army.

“Holy crap,” I muttered.

A massive force sat ready, armed and armored.

It seemed a little silly that they waited at all. Judging by what I could see, we didn’t have a chance against them.

I must have said that aloud, as Rilar turned to me. “Our own reinforcements are close, but they couldn’t make it by the morning, even though they marched all night.”

Raan gestured up to the airship, hanging in the sky, which I hadn’t noticed before. “Kor knows, too. There’s no way he could have missed them from up there. He wants to press into the city and take it for himself before Malevolence’s people get here. If we can just hold out for long enough, we’ll be able to hammer this army from both sides. Another thing they know. They’ve concentrated their people on this side, hoping to break in as soon as they can.”

“Where do you want us?” I asked.

“That depends. What exactly can you do? A question I’ve been meaning to ask.”

I lifted from the ground, my toes dangling above the stone, and conjured a fireball. “This. I’m not going to throw this one for a demonstration, but believe me, it’s effective.”

The awed stares I got from others around us didn’t escape me. Just wait until they see me in action.

As scared as I was, I began to see what Tayvin felt, if only a little. Imagining flying over the battlefield and raining down fire spoke to me in a primal way I’d never experienced. I couldn’t wait.

After a brief discussion, Raan asked me to fly over the front line and decimate as many of their archers as I could before falling back to help, creating openings and covering retreats.

This arrow deflecting spell better work.

If it did, I’d be more or less safe from anything. Hopefully. They didn’t have any heavy ballista or siege weapons that I doubted my magic would protect me from.

I asked why we were fielding people at all, as opposed to hiding behind the walls, and I got a lesson in personal siege weapons or door-breakers. Essentially massive sledgehammers powered by magic, they’d be wielded by Kor’s loyal sorceresses and mages, of which there were enough in the army. If we didn’t stop them, they’d plow straight through the gate and begin pouring into the city.

“And that would be bad,” Raan said with a smile smaller than Tayvin’s

“I see.”

A murmur of discussion pulled me to the side of the wall, where I saw Tansian, dressed in the finest armor of anyone, along with a few sorceresses by the looks of it, walking up to the city.

I faintly felt them channel before his voice carried over the wind. “Citizens of Stonemarsh, I am Tansian Bol’cera of the Lands Tranquil, Lord Commander of Sordruum Kor, His Most Holy’s forces. You are harboring two fugitives who have escaped their rightful justice and stolen a sacrosanct artifact. If you hand them over to us, today can end without bloodshed. Once we are in possession of both the fugitives and the artifact, we will withdraw peacefully.”

I narrowed my eyes at his words. They were spoken clearly and evenly. A little too evenly. Before, I’d always heard the fanaticism in his voice, the utter belief in his own cause. Something’s changed.

Raan turned to me with a small, stone disk in his hand. “Amara, can you channel into this, please?” It had a simple pattern inlaid into it, with specs of metal throughout.

“Uh, sure.” I did as he asked.

He held it up to his chest and spoke, his voice carrying the same as Tansian’s had. “No you won’t, you lying bastard. You brought an army to my doorstep, and you’re planning on using it. Here’s my counter offer. You, your army, and your puffed up emperor can help yourself to as many stones as you can find across the land. Each one of you has our blessing to shove them up your asses before you slither your way back to your tranquil home.”

A moment passed where no one spoke before Tansian replied, “You will regret those words.”

“Drink a barrel of piss.”

As Tansian’s party turned and left without another word, Raan passed the voice stone to one of his people and put his fists on his hips. “That went well,” he said with a wide, authentic smile. It looked odd on his face.

A younger man, one of his guard, quietly said, “Is it wise, sir, to antagonize them so?”

“They’re here to conquer us, son. Nothing I say makes a bit of difference. You think they’ll kill us nicely if I’m polite with them?”

“Ah. I… see.”

“Well.” Raan took a helm from one of his people and put it on. It had special openings for his horns, although it took a second to properly get them through it. His voice echoed a little as he said, “This is it. Amara, Tayvin, thank you for standing with us. Hopefully we’ll all see each other afterwards.” He turned on his heel and left without waiting for our replies.

Tayvin and I locked eyes, and even though I had a world of things to say, I found I couldn’t get my lips to make a sound.

She gave me a nod and favored me with her smile. “Let’s go.”

“Yeah.” I couldn’t get Tansian’s voice out of my head.


Chapter Forty-One




I summoned the pattern for my deflection spell the second we stepped out of a small door set into the gates. Lined up in front of us were Stonemarsh’s defenders, all armed and armored in gray, unadorned metal. For all that they lacked the decoration that Kor’s people had, they still cut an imposing figure. I found myself worrying a little less.

Before I recalled that the enemy had magic and no one here did.

Except for me and Tayvin.

Just gonna have to make it count.

“What are we waiting for?” I asked once we’d gotten into position.

“I do not know. This waiting, all of it, has confused me. But I believe that fighting on this scale must be different from what I know of on Saas. And it, like everyone on this world, has many rules I cannot make sense of.”

“Oh. That sort of crap. Okay. I get it now.”

She turned to me and tilted her head. “You do?”

“Oh yeah. Earth is replete with stupid rules for the sake of it. I really, really, want to float up and start lobbing fireballs, but they should be as much of a surprise as possible.”

Minutes passed.

My anxiety started to climb.

I couldn’t see anyone doing anything.

No one barked out any orders.

Don’t they want to get this done before our reinforcements arri⁠—

“Here we go!” someone yelled.

Finally.

I didn’t wait. I couldn’t. I just physically couldn’t make myself stay still any longer.

Both sides surged, running, crossing the space between armies faster than I thought they could.

With a little more power into my deflection spell, I floated up and over the battlefield.

For just a second, as both sides clashed, I stopped, frozen in horror at the naked bloodshed I witnessed.

People died so quickly in that instant, their lives abruptly ended, just like that. And in a spray of blood and viscera, no less.

What an awful end.

Ugh. Get a grip! Act now, or more will suffer for it!

I pressed down my feelings, my horror, and I zipped through the sky.

Cries sounded below me as people saw.

In an instant, arrows twanged and flew towards me.

In that split second, I panicked hard.

But then they were all pushed aside. I could feel the force of them hitting my magic, and they didn’t come close to overwhelming it.

Okay. Here we go. Amara the fire-blasting sorceress.

I didn’t hold back.

Fireball after fireball rained down on the archers trying desperately to knock me out of the air.

When the first one struck, my jaw dropped.

A massive boom shook the ground and scattered — and splattered — a whole company of archers.

Now who’s dealing out the horror?

Once I’d begun, I couldn’t stop.

The magic flowed through my veins, creating an endless barrage of death. My magic rent huge holes in the ground, creating uneven terrain for those who lived.

As I was asked to, I focused on the ranks of archers, blasting them down one after another, every single arrow they fired missing its mark.

I felt… truly alive, in a way I never had before.

I see, Tayvin.

Soon, I’d annihilated the archers, reducing rows and rows of them to charred corpses, leaving the stragglers to flee in terror.

What must I look like from down there?

I need special armor, or robes or⁠—

FOCUS!

With my own objective as done as it would get, I flew back towards the front line fighting.

“Oh, damn,” I whispered.

None of the soldiers I’d been focusing on were sorceresses.

They’d all been up front.

Cutting our people to pieces by the looks of it.

Tayvin!

With both sides tangled into melee, I couldn’t lob fireballs like I had been, or I’d hit just as many allies as enemies.

I zipped down, quickly finding Tayvin in the melee.

For a second, I stopped short, my jaw slowly dropping.

I’d seen her fight before, but not like this.

She flipped and whirled in the bedlam, her sword whipping about in a blinding flash, cutting through armor and flesh as easily as butter. She wore the single gauntlet, smashing it into faces as she went.

I found a few other sorceresses in the battle, and their swords were just as lethal.

That’s my next target.

Since I couldn’t dole out fireballs with impunity, I levitated one of the sorceresses who looked like she dealt out the most damage.

It wasn’t Curls.

Too bad.

I raised my hand and brought her up, kicking and screaming in shock, above the battle. When she’d cleared it and hovered in the air, flailing uselessly, I pummeled her with a barrage of fire, each blast slamming into her, crushing her armor and bones.

Her sword, along with sheared off pieces of metal and flaming flesh, fell to the ground below.

I glanced down, following her carcass to see a few sorceresses converging on Tayvin.

Oh no you don’t.

For a second, they pressed her hard, all attacking at once and ignoring the regular soldiers around her. Beneath the melee, I could make out the gilded armor of a few sorceresses that Tayvin had already put down. She danced easily around their corpses.

I pulled the magic through me, ready to pull one up and out.

But before I could….

Tayvin saw it coming.

Her deathblow.

Time slowed down as the sword came for her throat. She’d been pressed off balance, unable to twist away.

NO!

She brought her own sword down, pushing her enemy’s weapon into her stomach instead. Where it pierced her body, fully through to the hilt.

“You fuckers!” I screamed.

The blood hammered in my veins as patterns danced along my vision, the power surging inside me as I created numerous arrays and lifted everyone, enemy and ally alike, up from around Tayvin, before pushing them all outward to tumble across the melee.

I zipped down to her, yelling her name.

She’d fallen to her knees, her hands on the bloody hilt sticking out from her abdomen. When she saw me, she smiled. Blood covered most of her face, probably mostly other peoples’. “Amara,” she croaked.

“Tayvin, what do we do about⁠—”

Without answering, she pressed her lips together and gripped the hilt tightly before beginning to pull it out.

I could only watch.

She grunted and growled as she pulled the sword, a very long one, out from her body. When the tip came free, she cried out and dropped the blade, her hands sliced deeply from her efforts.

Wasting no time, I summoned the healing magic, pushing as much power into it as I dared without overexerting myself so hard I passed out.

Tayvin’s eyes locked on mine as the magic flowed into her. She gasped as blood spurted from her wound.

For a moment, I thought I’d made it worse somehow.

A second later, she reached a perfectly healed hand into the cut in her leather armor. “I am well.”

All of this took seconds and felt like eons.

The battle roared around us still, bringing me back to my senses. Our allies had gathered around us to buy us those precious few seconds.

With small nods, we threw ourselves back into the fray.

I saw Tayvin pick up her sword before I ascended into the sky once more, my teeth bared in wrath. In short order, I found the sorceress who’d wounded her.

“Get over here, bitch!” I raised her out of the melee.

She’d apparently seen what I’d done to the last one, as she whipped her sword—she’d gotten another one somewhere, since she’d left her first one inside Tayvin—at me with her power.

My shield partially deflected it, but as it was much heavier than an arrow, it made it through, slicing into my forearm before it tumbled below.

The pain seemed far away, blanketed under my cold rage.

I threw my arms wide, conjuring a circle of fire around me. I hesitated, locking eyes with that bitch before I threw it at her.

The rage in her eyes matched my own.

Oh, fuck you.

My fire slammed into her, one after another, the booms echoing over the battle.

She couldn’t have survived.

No way.

I didn’t bother waiting for the air to clear before I sent another volley into her corpse.

When I finished, barely anything at all hovered before me, just scraps of armor and charred flesh.

I let it drop.

With great effort, I unclenched my teeth and pulled myself back to reality. The battle underneath me had shifted.

Our reinforcements had arrived.

They surged from around the city and crashed into the melee.

Some of the remaining sorceresses were retreating, cutting their way through the battle, even through their own people at times.

All of them kept their eyes locked on me.

Seeing that, the rest of their soldiers began to break, our own surging and pushing them back.

That’s it! We’ve won!

My elation ended up being a little short lived. My gaze followed the fleeing army away from the city, just to see Kor’s airship slowly descending from the sky.

You want some, too? You got it.

I flung a barrage of fireballs up at his ship, as many as I could muster without overdoing it, barely taking the time to aim well, since the whole ship provided a big enough target.

They raced through the air and then… nothing.

Every single one fizzled a split second before making contact.

Dammit.

I wasn’t close enough to sense what had happened, what defenses they had that nullified my attacks.

Before I could get my hopes up that Kor himself might take the field himself and die under every single fireball I could muster once he’d left the safety of his ship, a massive man stepped up to the edge of the deck. He glowered down at the battle, put on his helm and leapt off.

Kor’s general, wide as he was tall, all encased in the thickest armor I’d ever seen. Naturally, it was drenched in gems and gold, but underneath the adornment, I could feel the faint hum of a complex web of patterns weaved into the metal. In his hands, he held a stupidly huge warhammer, the head of which must have weighed ten times as much as I did. It, too, held a few patterns, some of which I’d never seen.

He’s a mage.

“Aw, crap,” I muttered to myself as I flew back down to meet Tayvin.

We watched as the fleeing army turned on their heels at the sight of this man, obviously far more afraid of him than they were of me.

“Tayvin?” I asked while floating over her shoulder. “It’s that general. I never asked his name.”

“It can only be Draan, the… Bloodener. I never saw him in person before we saw him from afar in Bliss.”

“...That’s the stupidest title I’ve ever heard in my entire life.”

“Yes. I think that is the point. Anyone who mocks it gives him a reason to kill them.”

“Charming. What are we going to do about him?”

“I—”

“Witness the power of Draan the Bloodener! Break before Sordruum Kor’s legions!”

He amplified his voice so much that it nearly split my eardrums.

That turned out to be, however, a small prelude. He raised his hammer, channeled fiercely into it, and brought it down onto the ground.

Calling it an earthquake underscored the power behind the demonstration. When his weapon made contact, magic surged through the land, ripping and breaking it in a deafening display.

A fissure opened up under Tayvin’s feet, and she leapt back into my arms as I pulled her away to drift over to solid ground.

When we looked up, the battlefield had been destroyed, many of the bodies on both sides falling into the earth.

Our people scrambled back, and I levitated as many as I could see, bringing them to safety.

“Surrender, or I will destroy this entire city, along with every single person inside it, soldier or not!” He lay the warhammer over his shoulder and held out a hand. “Give me the fugitives and the artifact, or face my wrath!”

Face your wrath? Sure thing, buddy.

“As a display of His Most Holy’s goodwill, you have ten minutes to comply, before I reduce this city to dust.”

“I’ve noticed,” I whispered to Tayvin, “that no one’s calling him His Most Benevolent during this bloodbath.”

The small door in the city gates opened and Rilar ran out, a bow in her hands. She must have been shooting down from the gate. I grimaced at the idea that she probably had the grimoire on her but ultimately, I trusted her judgement. She knew what she was doing. I had bigger things to focus on.

All the survivors had retreated close to the city walls.

She, Tayvin, Raan, and I, converged with the Raan’s captain’s.

For a moment, all of them looked at me and Tayvin.

I opened my mouth to speak, but Raan cut me off, “We’re not surrendering you, even now. Even in the face of this. Because it’s still a lie. They’re going to reduce the city to ash as ‘punishment’ for our resistance.” He sighed and shook his head. “I really didn’t think this Bloodener actually existed, that he was a bedtime story for unruly children.”

“You can’t fight him,” I said. “I can feel the magic coming from his armor and weapons. And,” I gestured at the ruined land, “you can see what it does. And that’s only part of what I think he can do.”

“Our options,” Tayvin said, “are to kill him or to die.”

Raan grunted. “She’s right. If we don’t beat him, it’s over.”

I shook my head. “There’s still a few sorceresses. I could kill them, but in the time I did Draan would⁠—”

“They are afraid of us,” Tayvin said with her little smile. “They have lived with power, with invulnerability, for too long. They have not met an opponent like you or me in a long time, perhaps ever. That we were able to best them has engendered a fear they might never have known. I saw it in their movements as the battle progressed, even before they broke. It is why they pressed me so hard when they did.”

“That feels great and all, but what’s your point?”

“My point is that they do not want to fight us anymore. Draan, however, has no such concerns.”

I gazed over at the massive man, waiting with his hands on his hips, radiating arrogance. “Oh. I see. You want us to challenge him.”

Tayvin’s grin widened. “He will want the glory for himself, and the others will want to stay out of further fighting.”

“And if you and I kill him, in plain view of everyone here, it’ll demoralize those who are left.”

“Yes.”

“You think Kor’ll come down and fight us then?”

Rilar scoffed. “That’s a nice thought, but he’s never been known to take the field personally. Always just watching, letting everyone else do the work.”

I wanted so badly to just fly up to his airship and blow his balls off before I chucked him off the edge. But who knew what sort of defenses he had up there? I wouldn’t do any good getting myself killed. If I honestly posed a threat to him here, he probably would have fled already.

“Amara, Tayvin,” Raan said softly. “Even if he accepts your challenge, can you beat him? Really beat him?”

“Do we have a choice?” I asked.

He scoffed but said nothing more.


Chapter Forty-Two




I channeled a voice-amplification spell for Tayvin as we strode out to the front of our little army. Well, she strode. I floated. I’d gotten so used to it already, and it took barely any effort. My feet might never touch the ground again at this rate.

Her voice carried, but didn’t wreck anyone’s ears. “Draan the Foulblooded! Here we are! We challenge you to personal combat! Let His Most Foul watch as we bring his vaunted champion low!”

A silence hung over the battlefield after Tayvin’s words.

Then, suddenly, Draan burst out laughing. Way too hard.

“That asshole,” I muttered.

“You think you’re anywhere near being equal with⁠—”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP AND FIGHT US, YOU STUPID ASSHOLE!” I screamed, probably while bursting a few eardrums myself. My patience for this bastard had already worn away. I wanted to be sending fireballs up his ass right that second. “Unless you’ve only got words to hurl at us!”

I expected a long, boring diatribe after this where he taunted and insulted us, but to my utter delight, he actually did shut the fuck up.

He shrugged, picked up his warhammer, and charged out to meet us.

That went well. Now we just have to back it up.

During the last few minutes, Tayvin and I had discussed strategy, or something that sort of amounted to it. No one except us, maybe the other sorceresses, and Draan would be able to fight on the ruined land. If we didn’t do this, the fight would either take place pressed up against the city walls or so far away from them that our own archers would be useless, another point that helped us convince Raan that this would be the best option.

Tayvin only had one piece of advice for me: don’t get anywhere near Draan.

As I regarded the warhammer in his hands, I could feel so many patterns imbued into the metal, but had no idea what they did. If I got hit by it, even without whatever weird magic it had, I’d probably be killed.

When I remarked that Tayvin wouldn’t fare much better, she simply told me that she wouldn’t get hit.

From anyone else, I would have thought it bravado, but Draan, even with magical enhancement, wasn’t faster than her.

Hopefully.

If either of us got hit, my healing spell wouldn’t put us back together or bring us back from the dead.

As for the terrain, Tayvin assured me it wouldn’t be a problem.

I planned on floating over it all anyway.

Draan roared as he leapt high into the air, propelled on by his magic, directly at me.

I zipped away, darting to the side, wondering if he could pivot in midair.

Through his helm, I could see his eyes as he flew past me. A chill went down my spine at the remorseless orbs that gazed back at me.

This man’s a killer, and isn’t going to feel a single thing about murdering us.

I snarled, whipping a few fireballs into his face. Well, you know what? Neither am I. The fact that Kor would elevate a man like this and use him this way didn’t surprise me. We’re going to have to put them all down if this world’s ever going to be safe.

My magic slammed into his armor, but it only left a few black marks and knocked off a smattering of gems.

Still, I felt him channel into a pattern in his chest.

A… healing array?

I did hurt him with the force of my spells, if only a tiny bit.

Tayvin waited on the ground, standing on a cleft of earth, sword held straight out to the side in an odd stance.

Did I miss that in the melee?

Draan, it turned out, could alter his course in midair, but only a little. He tried to come down right on top of Tayvin, his hammer held in two hands, ready to flatten her. When his weapon hit the ground, he channeled into it once more, sending dust and dirt in all directions.

For a moment, I feared for Tayvin, unable to stop myself, but I felt her magic pulse in response, even though I couldn’t see her in the debris.

Could I…?

I quickly modified a spell, altering my force spell to create a huge area of effect, sending a wave of magic to blow the dust away.

When it cleared, I stopped, a smile working its way onto my lips, once again in awe of Tayvin’s ability.

She whipped and whirled around Draan, smashing her fist or thrusting her sword into his massive body, often piercing or finding gaps in his armor.

Bright blood coated her sword and slicked down her gauntlet.

He swung wildly, grunting with anger, and while his swings would have been otherworldly fast compared to anything on Earth, Tayvin dodged seemingly without effort.

Not wanting to be outdone, I swooped down and sent a flurry of fire into his back. Unlike Tayvin’s fights with the other sorceresses, Draan was too big and, while fast, not so fast that I couldn’t get a shot in.

“You worthless scum!” he roared, along with a lot of other words that I assumed were swears I didn’t know the meaning of. He started slamming his hammer into the ground again and again, chewing up the already ruined terrain.

Tayvin didn’t slip or falter a single time that I could see, the difficulty of fighting on wildly uneven ground proving no challenge for her.

Draan’s fat feet just sank into the dirt, and he used magic to propel himself around.

I floated over all of it.

Underneath the flow of the battle, I could feel Draan’s healing spell in near-constant use. We’d not even been dealing out any real damage, but whatever we did amounted to nothing.

A little creeping fear ran up my spine.

We actually can’t win like this. We’re not doing enough, and we’re gonna tire before he does.

Or one of us would slip up.

While I floated there thinking, I nearly made a fatal mistake.

“AMARA!”

At the last possible second, I shrieked and whipped myself to the side.

Draan had switched his attention to me, and I hadn’t been focused enough to notice, lost in thought as I was.

I saw the warhammer’s polished metal surface slip past my face, less than a finger’s width from ending my life. If Tayvin hadn’t yelled, it would have been over.

Tumbling end over end, the world spinning around me, I pushed through the air, righting myself just as another attack came my way.

Draan channeled into one of the unfamiliar patterns.

I saw a spark a split second before a bolt of electricity slammed into my chest.

My eyes went wide and my body convulsed as the ground started to quickly rise up to meet me.

NO!

Draan changed course above me, bringing the hammer around to slam down into me when we both hit the ground.

Shit!

No one would save me now.

I had to act.

Forcing my locked up muscles to move, in that instant, took all the willpower I’d ever mustered in my life. But I did it.

I righted myself once more, forced as much magic as I could into a healing spell of my own, and held out my hands to the sides, the sky and Draan overhead.

Without even looking, I levitated two massive chunks of rock that had been broken free and created the largest force spells I could behind them.

I clapped my hands together, my teeth gritted, as the boulders flew past my shoulders and up into Draan.

He smashed one to bits with a single blow of his warhammer, but couldn’t recover before the second one hit.

It knocked him off course and elicited his first howl of pain.

There’s gonna be more than that, asshole.

Just before the ground plowed into my back, I managed to catch myself, slipping to the side and away from where Draan awkwardly hit the dirt, facedown.

Tayvin was on him in a second, her sword in both hands. I felt her channel into it as she stood on his back and brought it down on his neck.

It clanged off.

Dammit!

“DAMMIT!” she yelled before bringing it down for a second blow, this time into his spine.

It clanged off.

With a wordless roar of fury, she aimed another thrusting strike into his armpit, and the sword sank deeply in.

She twisted it.

Draan screamed, his voice amplified, and I had to shy away.

Tayvin, standing on top of him, with her sensitive ears, convulsed, nearly falling back.

Nope!

With all the speed I could muster, I whipped in and slipped my arms under hers. Draan tried to turn and hit us. His gauntlet nearly crashed into Tayvin’s face before I pulled us both back.

She kept a grip on her sword, pulling it free in a shower of blood.

Draan channeled into his healing spell, a surge of power much stronger than before, and within seconds, he stood, looking like he’d never been injured at all.

“We’re not going to win like this. We’ve got to stop him from healing,” I said with Tayvin still in my arms.

“His armor is too thick. We cannot rip it into pieces.”

“Hmm. Let me see if I can get in close and disrupt the pattern.”

“Amara….”

“Just distract him, okay?”

“...Okay. Be safe. I will not lose you here.” Before I could respond, she turned and kissed me on the cheek before slipping out of my grasp to land deftly below. She leapt towards him, yelling a wordless cry.

I dipped down low, flying through the fissures in the earth, staying out of Draan’s sight.

Sounds of the battle drifted down to me amidst the earthy smell that wafted up from the broken earth. Draan’s magic flared in my senses again and again.

I broke through the dirt and rock with a few force spells, right before I rushed up and out, sunlight washing over me as I hovered at his back.

Tayvin must have seen me, as her attacks changed, her dodges a little less wild, keeping us all where we were.

The healing array inlaid into Draan’s armor sat in the back of his breastplate. I reached out with my senses, trying to find a way to disrupt it. After a few seconds of failed attempts, I pressed my luck and laid a hand on the armor.

The pattern blossomed in my mind, along with the catalysts set inside it, bits of stone and metal, various mixtures, and dried blood. How I could tell those things remained a mystery in my own mind, but I knew they were true.

I also knew I couldn’t stop it from working without physically destroying the catalysts and inset lines for the power to flow. But what if…?

“You bitch!” Draan bellowed and turned, swinging a wild strike at my face.

I somersaulted into the air, his fist whooshing through the space where I’d been. In a very belated move that I should have thought of first, I attempted to levitate him. The pattern flared into life around him, and for a second, he lifted off the ground with an angry roar.

But then my magic failed, dropping him hard.

All the patterns inlaid into his armor and weapons somehow interfered with my casting.

Tayvin slipped her sword into the back of his knee, bringing him low before he could focus on me.

“You’re both gonna die!” he wailed.

“Well, duh,” I whispered to myself. “That’s definitely what you came here to do in the first place.”

The healing spell sat firmly in my mind, every bend and twist, and every catalyst, too. Somehow, I could tell what they were meant to do, how they were meant to change the magic as it flowed through them. My thoughts churned, the final form popping into my mind’s eye.

That’s healing magic, in its purest form.

My own healing pattern brightened into life, and I let the magic wash over me for a brief second, feeling it flow into my body, seeing why its shape mattered so much.

I saw the shape of my own soul.

Is…?

With a new idea forming in my mind, I descended enough to cast a healing spell on Tayvin, not that she needed it. But I felt the magic flow into her, seeing the shape of her soul as well. It was the same as mine.

Everyone’s the same, then.

If it merges with us that way to heal, then….

Later, I would call myself a genius. Not out loud, but I’d think it very loudly, a lot of the time. A brand new pattern emerged into my thoughts. Inspired by the healing magic, it resembled a distorted mirror with a few key differences.

As I held it in my mind, it felt… wrong.

The bile rose in my throat as I imagined casting it, and a shiver ran down my spine.

I should listen to this feeling.

Later.

Once we’ve won.


Chapter Forty-Three




Draan hammered blow after blow towards Tayvin, and while she dodged every single one, I could see the weariness in her eyes.

She was nearing her limit.

This ends now.

I swooped down, letting the righteous fury flow through my veins, which tempered the revulsion coursing through me as the new pattern formed in my mind.

Forbidden magic.

Screw it!

“Hey, you stupid piece of shit!”

Tayvin’s eyes widened as Draan turned towards me. Her jaw dropped and she shook her head at me, unable to believe what I did.

This ends now, one way or another.

Draan whirled the hammer in his hands and bent his legs, ready to leap up into my face.

I channeled the new spell.

A wave of nausea crashed over me, the vomit rising in my throat as the vile magic formed around Draan.

I could see it in his posture.

He felt the vileness of the spell and recoiled from it.

Just die, you bastard.

The spell flared into life, a sickly amalgam of brown, gray, and green, its light dull and its lines wavy and indistinct. Still, the magic snapped into effect, the power clashing against Draan’s very soul.

In my mind’s eye, I saw the power forcing its way into the shape of his being, distorting the natural order and bending it into perverse angles.

I threw up in the face of the wrongness that reflected back at me, that originated from me, and I wavered in the air. Luckily, I managed to pitch forward and didn’t vomit on myself.

Because that matters right now.

Draan screamed, an inhuman sound.

His entire body convulsed, the hammer slipping from his hands to tumble down into the darkness of a random fissure.

I kept on channeling, even though my vision had started to blacken along the edges. I would have kept vomiting if there’d been anything left in my stomach.

Draan tried to channel into his healing spell, but his magic rebounded off mine. The forbidden spell leached into his soul, preventing the healing magic from connecting the way it needed to. His spell wavered and dissipated.

He fell to his knees and clawed wildly at his body, wailing all the while.

In his frantic movements, he ripped off his helm.

Tayvin and I both recoiled at the sight.

His face had fairly melted into a ruin, blood and flesh merging to defile the front of his gilded armor.

His cries of agony became gurgles as he fell to his hands and knees.

Tayvin gritted her teeth, sprinted towards him, and in one sweeping motion, severed his head.

It landed on the ruined soil with a horrifyingly wet plop.

His body followed with a huge thud a second later.

The ground finally rushed up to claim me, and I didn’t have the strength to resist.

A moment after I roughly hit the dirt, I found Tayvin’s arms around me.

Dizziness twisted the world.

I felt her body close against mine. She’d picked me up.

Her voice cut through the haze. “Amara.”

“Mmmphaaahhh.”

Eloquent.

“Amara. Heal yourself.”

Oh… yeah… that’s… that’s a good… a good idea….

A second later, I realized that it wasn’t just a good idea, but that I should actually do it.

I did it.

The haze and waves of dizziness and nausea cleared almost instantaneously. I let out a breath. “Okay. Okay, I’m good now.”

Tayvin set me down, her eyes going back and forth from me to the corpse.

I regarded the late Bloodener, but my gaze raised up overhead.

Kor’s damn airship floated low in the sky.

He’d watched it all.

I bared my teeth in a snarl as I took to the air once more.

“Amara!?” Tayvin reached out to stop me, but I zipped past her grasp.

“Did you see it, you lousy fuck!?” My voice boomed over the entire battlefield, more than enough to reach Kor’s ears. “Your executioner is dead! And you’re gonna be next!”

The cries of everyone behind me flitted by, all of them imploring me to stop.

I did not.

Filled with rage, I shot upwards to the sky, levitating Draan’s ruined corpse with me as I ascended.

Chunks and fluids fell and leaked from it, which I pointedly ignored.

I whipped up above the airship itself, the ground far below.

Sordruum Kor, his face a rictus of rage, glared up at me. His hands balled into fists at his side. He said nothing.

I wanted so much to zip down there and rip his head off.

But I could feel the patterns in the airship.

Many were for levitation and movement, but nearly every single surface laid heavy with patterns.

I couldn’t even begin to guess what they all did.

Underneath all the smaller ones, a massive pattern sat in the lower decks of the airship, seemingly taking up the entire space. The size rivalled the pattern Kor had tried to use to kill me. I made a mental note of some of the unique pieces, hoping I could look it up in the grimoire later.

The small patterns didn’t seem to be outward facing weapons, but based solely on the fact that Kor didn’t try to retreat, they must have been defenses. Not to mention that I could see two sorceresses in full armor standing back behind him anyway.

If I was a stupid bastard like him, I’d prioritize my own safety above literally anything else. He stood on the deck, pissed but not afraid.

Attacking him here in full force would be foolish.

Soon.

With a little bit of force, I whipped Draan’s body down onto the ship, aiming right at Kor.

He channeled and floated quickly backwards out of the way. Of course his own armor had the same imbued patterns. All the same, though, it probably galled him that he was forced to do anything himself.

Draan’s headless body slammed into the deck and exploded, rivers of blood and ruined flesh bursting out onto the ship in a spray of vile gore, the golden armor crumpling a little without his body intact inside it.

I wanted to throw up again.

However, so did Sordruum Kor. His eyes went wide, the first time I’d ever seen such an emotion on his face. The disgust and surprise on his features warmed my heart.

He’s never seen anything like that before. Did I… invent a completely new type of spell? A horrific one, but still!

He yelled out orders, and the airship began to turn and float away.

He’s afraid!

The ship’s retreat wasn’t slow, but it didn’t zip through the air either.

“Run, you bastard! One day soon, I’ll come for you!” I threw a few fireballs down onto the deck. His pet sorceresses channeled, raising a magical shield that they harmlessly bounced off of.

Ah, there it is. That’s what stopped them earlier. I need to figure that one out, too.

I hovered there, arms crossed, watching him go with his tail between his legs, feeling more powerful than I ever had.

Amara, the Fleshmelter!

Ugh, gross!

Well, I mean… if it inspires fear in my enemies, then…? Maybe?

Down below, the remnants of Kor’s army were fleeing. I decided it might be a war crime to send a barrage of fireballs into their backs.

Not that I thought it would stop them in the reverse situation, but either way, I didn’t do it.

When I drifted back down to the city’s gates, people noticeably shied away from me, all except Tayvin and Raan.

I couldn’t find Rilar.

Raan stood with his hands on his hips, his weapon handed off to someone else by the looks of it. “Well, now. That was a show.”

Before I answered, I regarded the crowd. Their eyes spoke of awe, but also fear and trepidation.

“Okay, let me say this before I turn into a villain or something. I tried that spell out on the fly. I didn’t know it would be so… awful.” I pitched my voice to carry.

Raan shrugged. “Dead’s dead as far as I’m concerned. The bastard deserved it, so I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it if I were you.”

“I appreciate that.”

He sighed and shook his head. “Truth be told, I didn’t think we had any hope once the bastard took the field. I fully thought I’d be watching the two of you get killed by that monster. After which, I planned on charging in. Not that it would end any differently, but if Stonemarsh is going down, I’m going down, too. All the same, I’m glad it didn’t happen.”

At that moment, Rilar slipped through the crowd, a beaming smile on her lips. “You did it! You really did it!”

“You don’t seem too aghast,” I said.

“At… what?”

Raan snorted and filled her in on the gory details.

She recoiled. “Ugh! Seriously!? Yeah, we couldn’t see much from up on the gate. His face melted off!?”

“Pretty much,” I admitted.

“Wow! Amara the Facemelter!”

“Hey now! Don’t say that! Things like that have a way of catching on!” I turned towards the crowd. “Don’t repeat that! No one repeat that!”

Dammit. They’re gonna repeat that.

Tayvin laid a hand on my shoulder. “Being feared is not such a bad thing. It can be a useful tool.”

“Oh, I know. I just don’t want our allies to be afraid of me.”

“Speaking of which,” Raan said, “you really did a number on Kor’s forces. And I don’t even mean how handily you wiped out his archers. Lifting the sorceresses above the battle and fryin’ ‘em? Something to see, truly.”

I shrugged, a futile attempt at humility, since I couldn’t keep the self-satisfied smile off my face. “I’m just glad I could make a difference. I felt so bad bringing all this on you.”

He waved a hand. “And as I keep saying, this day was coming. The fact that you two were here for it made all the difference.” He pitched his voice higher, “Not to discount our brave men and women. You should all be proud of yourselves. We fought off the damnable Tranquiline! How many can say that!?”

The army cheered as much as they could, and I saw a lot of genuine smiles among them.


Chapter Forty-Four




“Captain!” A random soldier ran up to Raan while we stood there, his eyes narrowed. “We caught one of the enemy.”

“And?” Raan asked. “Keep them bound for now, and we’ll decide what to do with them later.” When the soldier hesitated, he added, “Unless there’s something I’m missing here.”

“Well, sir, it’s the enemy Commander.”

“It’s the what now?”

“The enemy Commander seems to have… broken off and… well, you can question him yourself, sir.”

“Alright. Bring him here.” Raan’s level tone belied his confusion, but I could see it lay heavy in his eyes.

We all waited in silence for a few moments before the soldier, with two others, produced their prisoner.

“Tansian!?” I yelled.

He looked up at me despite his bowed posture. His eyes held nothing but fear.

I found myself unable to speak a word, and judging by Tayvin’s jaw on the ground, neither could she.

“Tansian Bol’cera,” Raan spat. “Lapdog. Why are you here?”

Tansian’s eyes lowered and he shivered softly. “I have a request to make of you.”

“Is it running you through?” Tayvin growled. “Because you have but to ask, bastard!”

Tansian didn’t look up. “It is.”

No one spoke into the deafening silence that followed that pronouncement.

Finally, I found my voice first. “You want us to… run you through?”

“Any method is fine. But please,” he lifted his gaze to mine. “Please kill me.” When I hesitated, he continued, his voice wavering, “I have failed Sordruum Kor twice now. If I return, the things he’ll do to me….”

“Are you telling us he’ll torture you? You? For what happened here?”

“Yes.”

“Aren’t you,” Tayvin asked, her anger replaced with disbelief, “one of his most trusted people?”

He belted out a laugh that was more of a sob. “I was, once. But I let the two of you escape, and⁠—”

“You let us escape?” I asked. “I’m pretty sure Sordrumm shit-eating Kor let us slip away personally! He punished you for… oh, well, you were about to be executed, I guess. But I thought he pardoned you for that?”

Tansian shuddered hard and shook his head. “He spared my life, but then, in the depths of the palace, the wardens I used to trust and command instead went to work on me.” His golden armor seemed gaudy and out of place here, as he kneeled on the ground, beaten and afraid. I noticed a red sheen on his hands. Blood.

Did he have to kill his own in order to come here?

Tayvin stepped up to him, raising his chin with the point of her sword, which he didn’t resist. “You cannot believe we will show you mercy. You deserve none.”

“Death is all I ask for. Swift or otherwise. Whatever you do to me will pale in comparison to what he will do for another failure.”

I put my hand on Tayvin’s arm, lowering the sword. “You believed in him, Tansian. Fully and completely.”

He met my eyes. “I did.” his lip trembled under my glare, a few tears starting to work their way down his cheeks. “Amara… I can see the hate in your eyes.” He glanced at Tayvin and flinched. “And yours, Tayvin. Your anger is justified. I won’t even bother apologizing, because I don’t deserve forgiveness. Not that you would give it.”

“You are damn right we would not!” Tayvin bellowed.

“Tansian,” I asked, “what did he do to you?”

He crumpled in on himself, the tears truly flowing now. “He… had my body broken. Again and again. And each time, he healed me. Made me anew. Only to break me again. He… called it… his….” His eyes widened at the memory. “His mercy.”

I curled a lip at the story. “Ugh. Disgusting.”

Raan grunted and gently pulled me aside. “Stand him up,” he said to his soldiers. Once Tansian had been placed on his feet, he grabbed the collar of his gilded breastplate and yanked him close. “Tell me what he’s planning. What’re his⁠—”

“I don’t know,” Tansian said in a soft voice.

Raan growled and backhanded him, which elicited no response. “I won’t be able to scare you as much as he does, but⁠—”

Tansian shook his head hard. “I don’t know! Do whatever you will, but I can’t tell you what I don’t know. You must think he shares his plans with me, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t confide in anyone. His generals, me included, are given orders when we need to act. That’s all. I can’t tell you what he’s planning. Not beyond what you already know. He meant to steal Amara’s power and become a True Mage. Or Supreme Mage, as he liked to say.” Tansian’s eyes stayed on the ground the whole time, his voice wavering and small. “The loss of the grimoire hurt him more than anything else could. More than you even know. It’s the source of all his power, and it’s never left his side in all the time I ever served him. He’ll do anything to get it back.”

“So you’re of no use to us,” Raan muttered.

Tansian made no reply.

Tayvin surged forward and grabbed his throat, and we all let her. “Look at me.”

He didn’t.

“LOOK AT ME!”

Slowly, he raised his head.

Tayvin’s eyes held as much rage as I’d ever seen in them. “You served him loyally. You believed.”

“Yes,” he whispered.

“How does it feel now, knowing that you served a monster? That you are a monster?”

His face screwed up, the tears starting anew.

I put my hand on Tayvin’s shoulder. “Nothing he can say now would help. Not him, and not you. This won’t end in any satisfying way.”

She growled and threw him to the ground. “Yes. You are right.” She spat. “Tell me one thing before I grant your request.”

He sat up on his elbow and nodded.

“Does Zamithra still live? Is she being healed?”

“Yes.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t she fail him as much as you ever did? She fought us directly and failed to capture us or the grimoire.”

“Yes,” he breathed, the implications clear.

“Ah.”

He nodded again. “She will be receiving his mercy as well.”

I glanced at Tayvin, unsure of how she’d take this news.

She met my eyes. “She made her choice. Let her suffer the consequences. When we meet next, I will free her from her burdens.” She looked askance at Raan.

He shrugged and waved a hand down at Tansian. “I have no use for him.”

“On your knees.”

Tansian complied, his eyes unfocused and lifeless.

Tayvin stepped to his side and raised her sword. She paused and sighed before shaking her head. “If it makes this any better,” she softly said to him, “I will not enjoy this as much as I thought I would.”

He sniffed. “Thank you.”

She swung, severing his head in a single strike.

It dropped to the ground, followed by his body.

We all stood around looking at the newly made corpse before Rilar said, very loudly, “Well that killed the damn mood!”

“She’s right!” Raan yelled. “Pitch his corpse with the others, let’s tend to our wounded, and tonight, we celebrate throwing off the Tranquiline themselves!”

A cheer snaked through the crowd and a few people picked up Tansian’s pieces and carried them away.

Tayvin silently watched.

“Did you mean that?” I asked her. “That you didn’t enjoy it as much as you thought you would?”

She nodded. “In the end, he was another one of His Most Foul’s victims. Much more to blame than most, but what would his life have been like, otherwise?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Some people end up assholes no matter the situation. If he hadn’t been a zealot for the Lands Tranquil, it might very well have been something else, even if much less destructive.”

She turned and regarded me. “That is a more brutal answer than I expected.” Before I could reply, she added, “I like it.” Her eyes flashed at me. “I have things to say, later, in private.”

“You got it.” Hopefully it leads to something more, too….


Chapter Forty-Five




Whatever antics with Tayvin lay in store, they had to wait.

Everyone got quickly swept up in the victory celebrations. Despite losing people, the battle seemed widely regarded as a massive success. I chatted with a few people brave enough to approach me, and they all had the same thing to say. No one thought they would survive. And not just the soldiers. Common sentiment was that Kor’s forces would sweep through, killing everyone as they went.

Honestly, I didn't think that actually very likely, but most were convinced. I tried suggesting that he couldn’t rule over the dead, but even after my display of power and sudden elevation in status, I couldn’t make any headway against the thoughts.

I didn’t know why I tried to, really.

The celebration moved inside the walls, away from the destruction. As we went, I asked Raan, “So, what’s going to happen with all the disturbed ground? It’s a mess out there.”

“We’ll just reroute things around the city while clean up work happens. It’ll be a while before this gate gets any use. That is, unless, you can just magic it all smooth again?”

“Sorry. Not yet, at any rate.”

“Too bad.”

I wanted very much to abscond to our rooms with Tayvin, but our new hero status made that impossible. We received countless toasts and accolades, all of which we both stoically endured.

Judging by the tight look on her face, Tayvin enjoyed this all much less than I did.

For the first hour, it was a nice novelty, being someone of note again, but I tired of it when most people wanted to talk about or at me instead of to me. I couldn’t bring myself to dampen anyone's spirits, though, so I smiled for the camera, such as it was.

Finally, some hours later, I found myself a little tipsy, stuffed with airy fudge that people handed me at the mention that I liked it, and in a very mellow mood.

Rilar caught up with me as I sat in a random bar, Tayvin across the way, demonstrating her gauntlet to a group of soldiers.

She’d had a bit to drink as well and had started to loosen up.

After she plopped down beside me, Rilar asked without preamble, “So, Savior of the City, Tranquiline Trouncer, Amara the Facemelter, what’s next for you?”

I groaned and leaned back in my chair. “They’re not really calling me all those things, are they?”

“They sure are.”

“Even the Tranquiline Trouncer? That one’s too stupid.”

“Yep. That one, too.”

“Damn it. Oh well. And to answer your question, Tayvin and I have a place to go, and now that you’re here, I’d ask your help with it.”

“Does that mean you’re joining Malevolence?”

I locked eyes with her. “I suppose. Although we won’t be at your beck and call or anything.”

“Never said you had to be.” She looked away and smiled. “You know, I’ve liked to pretend that Malevolence put up real resistance to Kor, but….” She shook her head. “We’ve only ever managed tiny little victories, you know? We’re fighting the good fight. I often wonder why we bother, though.”

“So you’ve mentioned.”

“Yeah. This? This battle here, with you, though? This is the most anyone has ever done against the Tranquiline. We’ve managed to save some people and stall out Kor’s advances, but in the end, he always wins. I tell myself it’s enough. We do save lives. It does matter.” She sighed again.

“Why are you telling me this, Rilar?”

A moment passed before she met my eyes. “The long and short of it? We need you. The world needs you. A lot more than you need us. But we can be helpful. I meant what I said about allies. And if you’re looking for people who will actively fight? Then you’re not going to find too many. Most people hope the Lands Tranquil will never come for them, but that’s it. They just hope. We’re one of the only organizations that amounts to more than nice words. And… okay.” She leaned forward on the table and laced her fingers together. “There’s only one way that this — all of this — ends.”

“If Sordruum Kor dies.”

She smiled, her shoulders dropping. “Yeah. Exactly. And up until right now, there’s never been a way that anyone has realistically seen that happening. He’s too guarded. Too careful. Just too damn powerful. But you⁠—”

“I can’t kill him like I am now.”

She nodded. “I know. Despite all the facemelting, I still don’t think you could get close enough to him.”

I took another sip of the drink someone had provided me when I walked in the bar, a fruity beer. “You know, when I flew above his airship and looked down on him, I wanted nothing more than to end it all, right then and there.”

“Probably best that you didn’t try.”

I shook my head. “I know. That airship had a thousand patterns imbued into it, the vast majority of which I didn’t understand. He’d probably have just captured me instantly if I’d tried, if he didn’t just kill me. Anyway, this all circles back to what I originally wanted to ask you, anyway.”

“Oh?”

I didn’t go into the full telling, but I regaled her with the map the grimoire had magicked into my mind. “And I want help finding that. I think the key to becoming much more powerful lies… wherever this place is. Whatever it is.”

“I see. Can you describe⁠—”

“I can do one better than that. Want to see some magic right here and now?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Um, yes?”

Without waiting for more, I summoned the mind-melding spell. “You’re going to feel a presence. It’s me. Open yourself to it. I know that’s not very helpful, but⁠—”

The second the spell flared into life, I found myself in her thoughts, looking at me with open awe. Way too much awe.

I schooled my own thoughts to neutrality. “I’m going to show you the images I saw. Hopefully you can make more sense of them.”

For the next few minutes, I did my best to conjure the scenes as I’d seen them.

Rilar said nothing, but nodded the whole time. When I finished and released the spell, she favored me with a big smile. “I know exactly the place you’re looking for.”

I sat forward. “You do!?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t sure at first, but the more I saw, the more I knew I was right. It’s not exactly close by, but you could get there in a week of travel. I know you can use a skimmer out over open terrain.”

“You do!?”

“Tayvin mentioned it earlier.”

“Ah.”

“The place you’re looking for is at the center of a local legend. Folktale or whatever. Just a bunch of idle old stories, or so I thought until just this moment.”

I remained silent.

“‘The Castle That Wasn’t,’ is the popular name.”

“Catchy.”

“The story goes that a castle used to sit in this little grove in the mountains. Depending on the version, it was either home to an enchanted princess, or a big monster, or a coven of talking cats.”

“Oh, I like that last one.”

She smirked. “Yeah, me too. Anyway, whatever lived there, apparently the castle just up and disappeared one day. Anyone who visited the grove found nothing in its place, just undisturbed soil and rock. Naturally, there’s a hundred different versions of the story from that point on. The talking cats went home to their own world, an even bigger monster swallowed the thing whole, or it had all been a collective hallucination to begin with.”

“And you think this is where the grimoire is sending me?”

“I wouldn’t stake my life on it, but I would bet a lot of coin, yeah.”

“And you’re going to give me directions, right?”

“Are you going to join us?”

I leaned back and took a long pull of my beer. “Yeah. I will. Because you’re right. You need me. And that’s not just arrogance talking — I hope. Kor needs to die for the sake of this world. If he’s left unchecked, I think he’ll make himself into a god, or something that passes for one. And let me tell you how much that pisses me off, personally. I’ve known so many pompous assholes in my day. On Earth, my world, we had the luxury of them just dying after long enough. No amount of money or power would prevent that. But here? If he’s already extended his life, it’s not going to end. Unless we end it.”

Rilar closed her eyes and let out a halting breath. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear that.”

“Rilar, can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“This seems pretty personal to you.”

She sniffed, a tiny, humorless laugh. “Well, it is for a lot of people. I could tell you about the people I’ve lost to this whole thing, the ones I loved and will never see again. But it’s a common story. This is personal for a lot of us. Pretty much everyone in Malevolence. You’re going to make a lot of people happy if and when we take Kor down.”

“I look forward to it, but first, I need more power.”

After that, Rilar did her best to provide me with directions, even though most of the trip would be through wild territory. In the end, she drew me a crude map filled with landmarks, and along with the images already in my head, I felt pretty confident that Tayvin and I could make it there.

Before she left, she also marked where we would meet next, assuming our trip to the Mystery Castle went well. Another one of the Free Cities called Cinderpit.

“It’s nicer than it sounds!” she exclaimed at my expression.

“It would almost have to be.”

“It started as a smithing town and then grew into what it is today. No one ever bothered to change the name.”

With my plans finally set, I said goodbye to her and collected Tayvin from the group of soldiers.

After we’d left the bar, she side-eyed me and said, “Thank you. I did not know how to extricate myself from the situation, but I tired of it long ago.”

“Been there. I often found myself, in my younger years, thinking about how much I wanted to stop talking to someone. I tend not to get into that much anymore.”

“On Saas, I would have turned and walked away once I found the interactions boring. I have found this to be very insulting here, though.”

I smirked. “I’d like to see you do it sometime.”

“We will see.”


Chapter Forty-Six




When I shut our townhouse door behind us, Tayvin let out a long breath.

“Glad to be alone again?”

“Yes, very much so. I will be pleased to leave the city soon. I am more at home among the wilds, although this world does not have anything comparable to Saas.”

“I, uh, think that’s probably a good thing, based on how you talk about it.”

“If you say so. I believe I would find this world’s beasts to be boring, based on how they are spoken of. Now,” she said, regarding her clothes. We hadn’t changed since the battle, just taken off our armor. Tayvin’s shirt sported a bloody gash in the abdomen and on her back, and for a while, I couldn’t fathom why she hadn’t come back to change, but it had been, apparently, a very good conversation piece and trophy. “I must finally get out of these clothes and wash the battle from my skin. Would you…,” her cheeks colored and she wouldn’t meet my eyes, “like to join me?”

I came up from behind and wrapped my hands around her waist. “You said you had something you wanted to say to me before. About this?”

“I had many things to say, yes. But now that we stand here, I find only one remaining in my thoughts.”

I rested my chin on her shoulder. “I’m listening.”

She tilted her head back and smiled, closing her eyes. “I saw it coming. I know you did, too.”

“You mean the….”

“The killing blow, yes. The only thing I could do, in that moment, was to stop it from instantly killing me. However, I was not afraid.”

“Uh, are you ever afraid? Is that a thing that happens?”

“Of course. You just cannot tell.”

“If you say so.”

“I do. What I want to say, now, though, is that I knew you were there. I suffered that strike, felt the sword pierce my body, and I knew, with utter certainty, that you had me. All I had to do was to endure the pain. I… have never felt that level of trust before.”

I squeezed her tight, unsure of what to say in response.

We stood there for a moment like that, before she took my hand and pulled me along to our bathroom upstairs. She didn’t look back or say another word.

I caught sight of her cheeks along the way.

Bright red.

She pulled me straight into the large shower stall, fully clothed, and turned on the water.

“Ah, no!” I resisted her as she tried to yank me into the still-cold spray.

She laughed, a wide, joyful smile on her lips, something I might never have truly seen before. It felt more intimate than being inside her mind or seeing her naked. Which was also about to happen.

Once the water warmed up, I let her pull me in, and our lips met, pressing hard against each other for a brief moment before I slid my tongue into her mouth, reveling in the feeling of hers pushing hard against mine.

In seconds, we were both soaked, our filthy clothes leaving running trails of muddy, bloody water to swirl around the drain.

I slipped my hands underneath her shirt, letting them glide over her wet skin.

Finally.

Oh, shit. Finally.

Our bodies pressed tightly together as her hands slid under my shirt as well, pulling it up and over my head to let it plop down onto the tile.

I watched in amazement, our eyes locked together, as she lowered her head and slid her tongue over my already stiffening nipples. My head dropped back and I let out a very loud, involuntary moan. I reached down to caress the wet fur of her ears, which were so much softer than they had any right to be, even when wet.

She looked up at me once more and started to lightly bite my nipples, teasing me ever so slowly as she alternated back and forth.

A shudder traveled up and down my entire body at the sensation.

“You are so beautiful, Amara.”

A roiling, overpowering wave of desire rushed through my entire being. I could barely form words through the naked lust that pooled low in my stomach. “Lower,” was all I could manage.

Part of me wanted to take this slowly, to savor every touch, feeling, and sound. A much larger part of me wanted Tayvin’s tongue between my legs right this very second.

Luckily, she was thinking the same thing.

We both worried at the ties of my pants, our fingers slipping off the wet metal and resistant cloth.

“Oh my god!” I breathed. “Just rip the damned things off if you need to!”

Her eyes flicked up to mine, my own desire reflected in her gaze. She didn’t look away as she reached up, slipped her fingers down the top of my waistband, and pulled, the fabric tearing easily under her strength.

I’d been half-exaggerating when I told her to rip them off.

It was sexy as hell that she took it literally.

She savagely tore them apart, her eyes on mine, letting the fabric fall wetly to the tile. The remnants still hung down from my ankles, but neither of us cared.

“Whoa!” I cried as she dipped down and looped her arms under my legs and pulled me over her shoulders. My back was pressed against the wall as I sat fully on her, my feet off the ground.

She knelt on the floor, supporting me, and began to kiss her way down my legs, making my core clench in anticipation with every kiss. She’d barely touched me where I most needed it but I could already feel myself wound so tight that I was close to the edge. All it would take is a single⁠—

Her tongue flicked between my legs, parting my most sensitive flesh.

I arched my back and yelled, “Holy fucking shit!” I could feel her smile against me in response, her tongue still languidly exploring me as if she had all the time in the world. I groaned. “Tayvin…”

The feeling of her tongue on me, after so long fantasizing about this very moment, sent waves of pleasure singing through my entire body. My entire world shrank until all I knew was the rapturous strokes of her tongue against my clit, each movement stealing my breath and sending me closer to that edge.

Suddenly craving release from the pent-up tension, I reached up and cupped my own breast, pinching my nipple, as the fingers of my other hand brushed through Tayvin’s hair. I gripped it tight, pulling her hard against me.

She responded enthusiastically as if she knew exactly what I needed. Her tongue settled into a ruinous rhythm of pleasure, lashing my clit and dipping inside me in equal measure, growing ever-faster.

I moaned loud enough for the neighbors to hear. I didn’t care. I kicked off the last remnants of my pants and crossed my feet behind her back as I rode her tongue, bucking into her, wanting more and more pressure to find that release.

As if she knew what I was thinking, she slipped two fingers inside of me and sucked on my clit hard. I nearly fell off to the side and slammed into the tile. Pleasure radiated from my core so intensely that I thought I might black out. But she just adjusted and continued her relentless pleasuring without stopping for a second. Her fingers quested inside me, slipping in and out, stroking exactly where they needed to while her tongue danced along the little bundle of nerves that had become the focus of my entire world in that moment.

“Holy shit, Tayvin, I’m….”

Her tongue shifted into a swirling motion while she continued to pump her fingers inside me.

The mounting pleasure was almost unbearable, roaring to a torrent that threatened to tear me apart. I pinched my nipple hard and squeezed her face with my thighs while a slew of gibberish escaped my mouth.

My legs started to shake, my eyes widened, still locked on hers as the sensation built to overflowing inside me.

I’d been on the edge of this precipice for so long, waiting for this moment.

And now, finally, I was being pushed over the edge, asked to fall.

I fell.

Ripped apart and put back together by waves of pleasure that shook me to my very soul.

Sent careening into oblivion by the lash of her tongue and the caress of her fingers.

I’d never had an orgasm like this before.

My entire body shook, my vision blurring as I was overcome. My thighs gripped her face so hard I thought I’d hurt her, not that I could control them.

All the while, she looked up at me, her tongue and fingers never stopping, riding out my orgasm, pushing it further and higher, giving me more pleasure than I thought I could possibly feel.

All the while, I could see a tiny smile reflected in her eyes.

“Oh, fuck,” I panted once the deluge finally started to recede. I pushed her gently away from me, unable to take any more.

Gently, she lowered me down to the floor.

My breath still came quickly. I tried to get it under control.

She tilted her head at me after she gave me a moment to recover. “May I ask you a question, Amara?”

“You can do whatever you want to me,” I said in a small voice with my own tiny smile.

She favored me with a toothy one of her own. “Has it been a long time since you have been intimate with someone?”

I snorted loudly. “Uh, yeah. Like, way too long.”

“I thought that might be true.”

With all the strength I could muster, which wasn’t a lot, I grabbed the collar of her shirt and pulled her in.

We kissed underneath the spray of the shower, and I tasted myself on her lips and tongue. “If you’re asking that,” I said, “because I came so hard, that’s only half of the story. The other is that you are, without a doubt, the sexiest woman I’ve ever known.”

She blushed again, even after what we’d done. “Surely this is an exaggeration.”

I gripped her collar hard. “No it fucking isn’t.” I summoned the mind-melding spell right then and there, immediately letting her feel my thoughts. My eyes traveled up and down her body, taking in her beautiful tail, her adorable ears, those stunning green eyes, and her very kissable lips. But more than that, I let her see her fighting from behind my eyes. Her grace, her mastery. What it looked like for me to witness such a thing. I let her feel how much I trusted her, too. How amazing she truly was, in every sense of the word.

Her jaw dropped as my thoughts presented themselves to her, unable to say a word in reply.

Then I imagined her ass.

She laughed loudly, her head back, water falling into her mouth. She spit it out and said, “Truly?”

“Could I lie to you like this?”

“I do not know. Could you?”

It was my turn to laugh. “You know, I don’t know! But truly. Your ass is one of a kind. Now, if you would, get it out.”

If I’d had the strength left, I would have helped her, but instead, I just let the spell drop and watched the show as she slowly took off her shirt, letting her boobs bounce as she did. I didn’t even have to ask before she stood, stepped into the shower’s spray, and positioned her ass right in front of my face. She undid her tail button and teasingly slipped her pants down, little by little, until her curves sat tantalizingly in front of me.

I didn’t wait for her to finish before I pulled her in and trailed several kisses down those magnificent cheeks while her tail waved slowly above me.

I dipped lower and flicked my tongue out, tasting a combination of shower water and her own unique wetness.

She moaned deep in her throat.

I licked her slowly, savoring her otherworldly taste on my tongue. My hands tightly held one cheek each.

Pure heaven.

After a little of that, she stepped away.

“Hmm?”

“Let us actually shower, can we?”

“You don’t want⁠—?”

“Oh, I do. But let us shower first.”

“Of course. Could you, uh, help me up? My legs aren’t going to work right.”

With her tiny smile, she did just that.

At her prompting, I lathered up and ran my hands down her long tail. “It really is beautiful.”

She giggled. Actually giggled.

I didn’t comment, but I loved it.

After we’d soaped each other up, we stood mostly under the water, kissing, letting the shower wash away the soap and the memories of the battle.

“Hey, can I brush your tail again?”

“I would be honored.”

After the shower, we dried off and headed into the bedroom where we sat naked on a long couch.

“Do not be gentle.”

“You got it.” I mercilessly pulled the brush through her fur with her tail draped across my legs. “Hey, I have a question for you. It’s a little late for it, but I never asked it.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“What’s your name?”

“What… is…?”

“Everything on Saas has a giant mouthful of a name, including that guy you killed that time. Tayvin’s short for something, isn’t it?”

“Oh. I cannot believe it has not come up. Yes. My name is Tayvinariellezari.”

I had her repeat it a few times, slowly. “I love it. It’s beautiful.”

“Thank you, Amara. Do you have a longer name, too?”

“Oh! Yeah. We have first, middle, and last names, not just one long one. And, you know….” I felt color coming to my cheeks. I never thought this would come up, somehow. “My name isn’t actually Amara.”

She fully turned towards me. “It is not?”

“No. It’s Elizabeth Anne Amaranis.” A smile came unbidden to my lips. “When I first came here, Tansian was the first person to ask for my name. I didn’t want to give him my real one, for a couple reasons. So I… made up a new one. It’s kind of my name. A part of it. But you know what? Ever since I said it, it’s how I’ve thought of myself this whole time.”

“So your name is Amara.”

My lips parted, the brush idle in my hands. “I… I guess it is.”

She turned, pulling her tail away. She leaned in and put her arm around my shoulders. “It is a good name. And you can tell me what you were called on Earth, but you will always be Amara to me.”

I pulled her in tight, burying my face in her hair, not wanting her to see the tears that threatened to fall. My voice muffled, I said, “I can’t believe I found you. What are the chances of this? We’re from two different worlds, and neither of them are this one! And here we are, together and alone. I didn’t even know there were other worlds before all this.”

“Neither did I.”

I extricated myself from her bright white hair and pressed my lips to hers. Her body felt hot and smooth against my skin, the desire instantly returning.

We ran our hands over each other, just enjoying the feeling of caressing each other’s soft, clean skin.

Her hands kept gravitating toward my breasts, playing with my nipples, and I suppressed a small smile. A fan of boobs, then. I didn’t mind in the least.

My hands drifted down to her ass and stayed firmly there until she opened her legs and pulled one of my hands between them. She moaned into my mouth as I played with her, wanting nothing more than to hear more.

I pulled away. “Hey, I have something fun to try.”

Her lidded eyes drove me wild as she said, “Anything, just please, do it quickly.”

My legs still wobbled, but I managed to stand. Despite my bodily weariness, my magic flowed easily. I summoned a levitation pattern around her, lifting her gently off the couch.

She yelped in surprise.

With no effort at all, I picked her weightless body up and held her in the air.

“Amara!”

“Like it?”

She laughed. “I do!”

I spread her legs and pulled her to me, her lips slick and ready for my tongue. I probed and explored her as she hovered in the air, her tail and hair spreading out in the effects of my spell.

She moaned loudly and put her feet on my back, pulling herself tightly to me as I buried my face in her, reveling in her new and exotic taste.

Oh, right.

Without warning, I pulled her away, flipped her right over, and pushed my tongue into her again. With heavily lidded eyes, I slipped my hand around her and gripped one amazing cheek while I slipped the fingers of the other inside her.

She alternated between moaning unabashedly and laughing at the absurdity of the situation.

“Oh, Amara,” she moaned, her body stiffening. “Do not stop.”

Her tail twitched, her taut ass in my face, as her moans became louder and louder.

Passion flowed through me as much as my magic did, the desire to have her orgasm on my tongue overwhelming. I had to focus hard not to drop the spell and her both.

She curled in on herself as she started to quiver. “Amara,” she breathed, “I am about to… ohh, it’s happening⁠—”

A shudder passed through my own body as she orgasmed.

She moaned loud enough to be a scream, something I’m sure anyone outside could probably hear.

I wanted them to. The desire ran through me like lightning as I held this beautiful, otherworldly woman in the air, naked and wracked with spasms of pleasure.

“Oh! Oh! OHH!” Another wave pulsed through her body, a second orgasm right on the heels of the first. She floated in the air, trembling and quivering, her arms, legs, and tail flailing softly.

I held her steady.

After her trembling died down, her body finally relaxed. She spread her arms and said in a soft voice, “Mmm… you can… put me down now.”

I stalked over to the bed and laid her down, not letting my spell fade until she touched the covers.

We locked eyes.

She could see what I wanted. With that tiny smile, she nodded.

I stepped over her immediately, sinking down onto her face.

Despite still thrumming with the aftermath of her own orgasm, she didn’t hold back and gave me her all.

I rode her tongue hard as I reached back and lightly pinched her nipples.

Her hands slipped up my body to squeeze my own.

My eyes lost focus as the world shrank down to nothing more than our bodies, her tongue expertly sliding across my lips and swirling on my clit. The pleasure built inside me even faster than before— something I didn’t think possible. My back arched and I pressed down ruthlessly on her tongue as another orgasm tore through me, sending waves of pleasure down to my toes and up through my body. I jerked and spasmed hard, unable to control myself, completely lost in the sensation of it all.

When I finally came down, I slipped off to the side and fell gracelessly to the bed.

Some time later, once my voice returned, I asked, “So, you’ve come to terms with your feelings about Zamithra, then?” Neither of us had moved. I laid at an angle on the bed, unable to see her eyes.

She sprawled out, with her head on the pillow. “Any of those feelings were small and overpowered by my desire, which I could not deny any longer, especially after fighting at your side.”

“You know, during the battle, I realized, if only a little, how much joy there is in it. It sounds awful to say, but it’s true.”

“Yes. It is not the harming of others, it is the agency and ability, the use of your knowledge and skill. And, as long as you’re not on the wrong side, you know you are fighting for something good.”

“The wrong side, huh? Normally, I’d say that depends on a lot of things, but it’s pretty clear here.”

She laughed huskily. “I think so, too.”

“Hey, wanna do something with me?”

“I believe I just did.”

“Indeed. But it’s something I love that I’d like to share with you. It’s not special. It’s just sitting in a hot bathtub.”

“If it is special to you, then it is special.”

Summoning all the power I could, I heaved my weary body up and gracelessly rolled over on top of her, pressing my mouth to hers again.

When I pulled away, she asked, “Do you need me to carry you to the bathroom?”

“I should be offended by that, but you know what? Walking’s for suckers. Yes, please carry me. Although I’ll make it a little easier for you.” I levitated myself and floated up off the bed.

She didn’t so much carry me as drag me along through the air, which I think we both enjoyed immensely.

The water didn’t take very long to heat up, and the tub filled quickly, during which I just floated and watched. The thought of never touching the ground once again flitted through my mind.

The lavish tub had enough space that we could sit side by side.

Tayvin stepped in and pulled me down.

We soaked there wordlessly and watched the moons creep across the sky.


Chapter Forty-Seven




“Okay, now channel into this pattern,” I said.

We sat in the car outside Stonemarsh. As the magical infrastructure didn’t exist out here, I’d engaged all the skimmer’s controls, connecting its patterns, so all that remained was for Tayvin to channel into them.

Since the threat of looming death didn’t hang over us, we had time to take things a little leisurely for once. I suggested Tayvin try out driving, an idea she balked at more than anything else since I’d known her. She reined in her fear, but it couldn’t help but sit subtly in her green eyes.

“Which pattern?” Tayvin’s voice remained level, but I could see the tension in her body.

“The… this one.”

“I do not know which one you mean.”

“Uh, the forward one.”

“I cannot tell which is the forward one.”

Since using the manual controls wasn’t an option as magic wasn’t continuously feeding into it, engaging everything and feeling for the right patterns to empower was the only way to move the car. However, Tayvin didn’t possess my natural intuition with it, and they all felt the same to her.

“Just… try them until you find it. Don’t channel very hard.” I held the levitation spell myself. The one imbued into the skimmer only worked on level ground, and it definitely didn’t make us fly, which I wanted to do. I thought that flying as opposed to hovering might make this entire lesson that much worse for Tayvin, but there wasn’t really any functional difference, and she’d assured me that heights didn’t scare her.

That might or might not have been a lie.

She scowled, but did as I asked.

We scooted sideways.

Then back.

Then sideways the other way.

Then forward.

“I hate this. You have these contraptions on Earth?”

“They’re technically a lot different but functionally the same, yeah.”

A little while later, she’d gotten the hang of it enough to relax, somewhat. We remained close to the ground for the time being.

We started and stopped in jerking motions. I’d never had children and thus had never had to teach anyone to drive, but this seemed exactly like what I’d envisioned it to be. “You’re doing just fine. Don’t worry about messing anything up. I’ll save us if something catastrophic happens.”

She glanced over to me, her knuckles white where she held the steering wheel in a deathgrip. “That… is actually a little reassuring.”

“Good. Now, keep trying. You’ll get used to it after a while.”

Instead of taking her to a big store’s empty parking lot, we drove around a reasonably flat plain near the city.

I wanted nothing more than to open the grimoire and set about learning some new spells, but I needed to pay attention to these lessons for a while.

An hour later, Tayvin’s driving had evened out enough, by my estimation. “You’re really doing great. Wanna actually get going?”

“No. I still hate this. But… we can go, yes.”

“Great!” I pushed a little more power into the levitation spell and channeled enough force to launch us up into the sky.

Tayvin said nothing, but her lips were pressed into a thin line and I thought she might break the steering wheel, she gripped it so hard. Once we’d reached cruising altitude, which is how I thought of it, she started forward without a word from me.

We still flew well below the clouds, since we were following a very rudimentary map and a set of images without much context.

The back of the skimmer sat heavy with provisions. Rilar and Raan hadn’t skimped on loading us up. Rilar provided a lot of coin; we had a couple very fat purses amidst all our other things. I’d nearly refused, but the look in her eyes said she desperately wanted us to take it, whether out of a sense of feeling useful or something else entirely. I didn’t quite know what we’d spend so much on, but having it felt nice.

Raan and the city had been nearly the same, pressing all they could into our hands, some of which we asked for, some of which we didn’t.

We had enough food to last a month or more, along with a tent Raan claimed was idiot-proof to set up. Fire starters, various knives, and tools for a plethora of possible situations completed our load.

Before we’d gone, we both also bought a few new sets of clothes.

Tayvin, at my urging, had a much more revealing shirt and a set of pants that hugged her ass very tightly.

After finally giving in to each other, her reservations quickly fell away, and she brandished her goods at me all the time, a favor I was more than happy to receive and reciprocate.

Her hands often slipped under my clothes to cup my boobs or squeeze my ass, often without warning or knowledge that she’d even crept up behind me.

I’d never felt sexier in my life.

I squeezed her thigh from the passenger seat as we flew swiftly through the air with only a little turbulence.

She smiled her tiny smile.

The grimoire finally sat open on my lap, and I found that if I developed a little motion sickness from reading it in the car, a quick application of the healing spell magicked it right away. I’d gotten into the habit of casting it on us both throughout the day, as we felt so relaxed after I did.

“You know, something just occurred to me,” I said softly.

“Hmm?”

“You remember the anti-healing spell I killed Draan with?”

“Do I remember, Amara? Is that a rhetorical question? How could I forget the flesh-melting?”

“Fair enough. Anyway, it felt intensely wrong to cast. Hell, to even think about it sent shivers up my spine. I don’t know if you saw it, but I threw up when casting it.” I shook my head. “That’s not my point, though. I just remembered something from a while ago. The spell Kor tried to use made me feel the same way.”

“It did?”

“Yeah. I barely channeled a tiny amount into a portion of that pattern, but it felt incredibly wrong as well. I thought I’d invented a new, if horrendous, form of magic with the killing spell, but the grimoire has to contain forbidden magic like that too, right? At least that one spell.”

“Yes. What are you getting at?”

“Oh, I don’t even know. Just a connection I made right now. I’m going to keep calling it forbidden magic, though. It feels terrible. I can’t imagine what it would have been like to be on the receiving end of Kor’s spell. Probably a death a lot like Draan’s.” A shiver passed down my spine at the thought.

“You are not feeling pity for him, are you?”

“Oh hell no. Fuck that guy. He deserved it. Hmm… something else I just remembered.”

Tayvin looked over, her tiny smile growing. “Forgive me for saying, Amara, but your thoughts can sometimes be… scattered.”

“There’s always a lot going on up here,” I said while tapping my forehead. “Not that it’s always a good thing. Draan almost killed me while I was thinking about that new harming spell.”

“Yes. I do not like to think about that moment.”

“Me neither.” I flipped through the later pages in the grimoire, searching for the spell Kor’s airship had laid out on one of its lower decks. Page after page went by, and I explained to Tayvin what I wanted.

“Would it not be a translated spell?” she asked. “If they created it, they would have had to know how.”

“Oh. Oh, shit. You’re right. Obviously.” There were only two spells of that complexity in the end of the book with translations. I flipped past the killing-me spell and right to the other one. Instantly, I knew I had the right one, and not only because it was the only option. The patterns and lines I’d tried to memorize dotted the spell’s shape. They were tiny pieces of a massive whole, but I knew I was right. “Well….”

“Did you find it?”

“Yeah.” I held up the tome and tapped the page. “It’s this one.”

She looked over and grimaced at the intricacy of the pattern. “Oh my. What does it do?”

“I have no idea. The materials are all translated, but there’s nothing that explains what it does. The only clue is the word, ‘Yaw’nethosh.’”

“And that does not mean anything to you?”

“Not a damn thing, nope. And it’s not a material or catalyst. Just… a word.” I sighed. “It has to be important if it’s not only been translated, but remade on the airship as well. But! There’s one piece of great news! It takes the grimoire as a catalyst, so they can’t use the spell without it.”

“That we know of.”

My smile soured. “Ugh, you’re right.”

We wouldn’t even have known the book itself was needed for more complicated spells if Rilar hadn’t mentioned it. It was listed in the material lists, but only as a symbol I couldn’t make out. But then again, a lot of the materials were like that, so I hadn’t given it a second thought.

Tayvin’s words sat heavy in my mind. I flipped the book over, trying to find anything special about it that I could see or feel, but nothing presented itself either to my eyes or my magical senses. “For the time being, I think we should assume that the book is unique and that they can’t cast anything that requires it. Kor’s apparently never let it out of his sight, so I doubt he planned on losing it. If they can substitute something for it, there’s nothing we can do about it now.”


Chapter Forty-Eight




For the next few days, we flew during the light hours and camped during the night.

It turned out that the mountains we’d seen while crossing the border hadn’t been the right ones, or at least at the wrong end of a winding chain. Rilar’s map was less than robust. Despite that, we sometimes lowered close to the ground and would often glimpse something that looked a lot like the images in my head.

The mystery castle had once existed on a well traveled route, but that was, by Rilar’s reckoning, a few centuries ago at best. It had since fallen into disuse, so we flew high over pure wilderness without a town or city in sight all the way to the horizon.

I spent the days learning new spells. Sometimes a couple little ones, sometimes one large one.

Tayvin drove most of the time, with only small breaks with me at the wheel.

I offered to do more, but she kept telling me that giving me time to learn new spells would be the best use of our time. I didn’t argue.

We barely stopped. A few times a day, we’d descend to relieve ourselves, stretch our muscles, and refill our gourds before zipping right back into the sky.

Lunch and dinner were served from our stores without stopping.

At night, we found safe little clearings, made even safer by a spell I learned on the first day that repelled animals in an area for some time, according to the grimoire.

I could barely tell what it did, even while casting it. The magic surged away from me and hung in the air, vibrating softly.

“Probably something irritating or off-putting that the beasts can sense that we cannot,” Tayvin said after the first casting.

“Seems likely.”

“If it worked on all manner of beasts, such a thing would be literally invaluable on Saas.”

“Oh damn, you’re right.”

When we set up our tent and secured the area, our clothes often fell quickly away before another beautiful night of intimacy.

Sometimes we stayed in the tent for it.

Sometimes we pulled our sleeping rolls out under the stars.

On the fourth day, we arrived.

Our goal turned out to be easy to see from above, an artificial-looking clearing of flat, circular land in the middle of jagged mountain cliffs dotted with trees.

Tayvin set the skimmer down gently on the grassy glade.

“This is it,” I muttered, the pictures in my head giving no room for doubt.

We parked on the outside edge and tentatively got out. I brought the grimoire.

Tayvin brought a small sword with her, opting to leave the big one packed up.

“Expecting trouble?” I asked.

“I do not know what to expect.”

“Good point.”

We stayed together and made a full circuit of the glade, finding nothing at all, not so much as a broken brick or torn bit of cloth.

“Only one thing to do,” I said.

She nodded.

We held hands as I channeled the spell the grimoire had put into my head.

Reality shifted, the clearing blurring out of view.

Our feet never left solid ground by the feeling of it, but everything around us disappeared into perfect darkness. I kept channeling, the pattern coming easily to my mind.

As we watched, lights appeared in the gloom, starting as tiny specks that grew into almost blinding rays against our eyes.

Once my sight readjusted, I gasped loudly, followed shortly by Tayvin’s own.

The castle from my visions loomed in front of us.

We still stood in the clearing, or at least an alternate version of it. The swaying grass blew softly in a breeze I couldn’t feel, but the mountains were nowhere to be seen. They, along with the sky, had been replaced by pure shadow. No sun, moon, or stars shone down on whatever reality we now inhabited.

Tayvin’s fingers squeezed mine.

“Well, we’re here,” I said.

“Yes.”

We slowly turned and held each other’s eyes.

“Let’s go inside, huh?”

She licked her lips and regarded the castle once more. “All of my senses are screaming that this is wrong, Amara. If anything else had led us here, I would advise that we leave immediately. That is if we can leave.”

“Hmm. I don’t wanna try the spell again, in case coming here is a one time thing. Let’s just press forward. Between your hearing and reflexes and my magical senses, we should be fine.”

She nodded. “I will be on guard.”

The castle appeared just as it had in my visions. Although imposing, it stood around five stories tall or so, with a couple thin towers poking out of the top with little bridges connecting them. The whole thing had a high wall and lots of windows, many of which had lush, green plants trailing down.

The front gate consisted of two massive, carved doors.

We stepped warily up to them.

They depicted various women in a wide array of dress and poses, along with much embellishment that was probably meant to invoke the idea of magic.

Tayvin pushed on them, but nothing happened.

“Hang on.” I placed a hand on one, feeling inside it. Just as I’d expected, a trail of magic ran through them. Both doors had mirrored patterns of mild complexity. “Give me a minute, here.” I channeled into both, but my power slipped right out of the edges of them. “Huh. That’s weird.”

After a few more tries, I realized that these weren’t patterns so much as guidelines. Unlike imbued arrays, these wouldn’t mold the power for me. I had to do it. “Ugh, okay. This is going to take a little bit.” I explained the situation to Tayvin.

She glanced back. “I would offer to get some things from the skimmer, but it did not make the journey with us.” Instead, she sheathed her sword, took a few steps back, and started on her Tai Chi like meditation.

“Ritual of… Shana….” I muttered quietly to myself. “Sharinara…, uh, Shamisa….”

Tayvin snorted loudly, having easily heard me. “Shanariellianastaeka.”

“Hey, I was kinda close there at the start!”

“Yes, you were. I appreciate you trying. Almost no one on this world has given my language more than a passing scoff.”

“Even Zamithra? If… I can ask that.”

“She made a few attempts at some things before giving up forever.”

“Hmm. Tayvinariellezari,” I said hesitantly.

She grunted and overbalanced, nearly falling over. When she looked back up at me, the widest, most pure smile I’d ever seen graced her lips and crinkled her eyes. “Yes. Exactly right.”

“Really!?”

“Really, Elizabeth Anne Amaranis.”

We stood there, locking eyes like lovestruck teens for a few moments before I returned to figuring out the door and she flowed back into her ritual.

It took the better part of an hour, but I finally figured the spells out. It helped that they mirrored each other. “Okay, I think I’ve got it.”

She drew her sword and joined me at the doors.

I channeled into both simultaneously, the magic flowing into the patterns and out into a series of locks. A lot of loud clanking echoed out at us as the locks disengaged, and a moment later, the doors opened inward of their own power.

“Oh my,” I breathed as we stepped into the massive foyer.

It reached three stories tall and had many curving staircases and balconies overlooking the space. Draping over nearly every single balustrade and covering every table, plants of all sizes and colors dominated the space, a burst of life at every turn.

The outside had prepared me for a dusty old ruin. This was anything but.

I ran my finger over a table inside the door, and it came away clean.

Magical sconces lit the foyer brightly in a few soft, different colors, all that accented whatever plants they hung over.

We walked in, gawking openly at the sight.

Power flowed throughout the entire building. It ran through the floors, walls, and high above, a multitude of patterns I’d never seen before, not even in the grimoire. Some were familiar, like the lights, but the rest remained a mystery.

A moment later, Tayvin said, “I do not believe anyone is here.”

The flora gave the sense of life and care, but a pervasive silence hung over the entire place, nearly deafening.

“You’d think that with all this magic, and with the grimoire leading us here, that something in this place would alert its master to our presence.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you hear anything?”

“No. Not a single thing. I do not like it.”

I slipped my fingers into hers. “Well, nothing to do but look around. Keep an ear out for traps.”

We took a circuit around the foyer’s first floor, peeking into all the doors along the way. The very first one we opened contained a hallway that shouldn’t have been possible. It ran much longer and straighter than the exterior wall would have allowed, doors all along each side.

I peered down it as a lump of anxiety dropped into my stomach. “Uh, Tayvin?”

“This is….” With her hand still in mine, we retreated to the front doors, which we passed through and regarded the outside of the castle, before returning to gaze down the hall. “This is not possible.”

“Let’s not go down that way first.”

Her eyes flicked to mine. “Agreed.”

We left the weird hall and cracked open many other doors, some leading to familiar and reassuring rooms, some leading into strange spaces with odd devices, and a few more with reality-defying proportions.

When we’d finished our tour, we tentatively ascended one of the first staircases.

We’d not spoken since that first hall.

There was nothing to say.

Once we reached the second floor, I pulled her to a stop.

“Amara?”

“I… feel something.”

She took a long breath and gazed out over the foyer. “Shall we… follow it?”

“We’re here, aren’t we?”

She shrugged.

I shrugged back.

We ascended to the third floor, the top of the foyer, and crept down a long hallway. This one might or might not have been physically possible. We both found it difficult to tell.

Either way, it had no doors along its path, only a set of double doors at the end. They required the same spell the front doors did. The creeping feeling came from behind them, a convalescence of magic. Whether good or bad, I couldn’t tell.

“Here we go,” I muttered, the dread creeping up my spine. I didn’t know what I could have expected from this place, but it wasn’t any of this.

The doors parted in the face of my spell.

Tayvin and I both gasped at what lay behind them.

The small, round, room of polished stone and dark tile contained only one thing. A raised dais layered thick with patterns. Instead of the kind I’d always seen, these didn’t have any materials or catalysts. They hung in the air, self-contained and glowing purple.

Suspended in the middle of them, a woman floated upright, her eyes closed.

She wore a bright white, flowing gown, exposing most of her arms and shoulders, which were covered in iridescent scales. On her head, two golden, curling horns prominently sat, curling around the side of her head with segmented sections, nothing like Rilar’s horns. Trailing out from behind her, a long tail hung lazily in the magic’s glow.

I turned to Tayvin. “Is this… who we’ve come to find?”

She shook her head. “I do not know.”

Still hand in hand, I stepped closer to the patterns, letting them sink into my mind’s eye. “Hmm. I… can’t tell what they do, besides the obvious, but I can tell how to, um, deactivate them.”

“Well,” Tayvin said. “We are here.”

“Yeah. We are.”

I held out a hand, touching the magic lightly. It was like pulling a little thread that unraveled an entire weave.

The magic glowed brightly for a second before fading out.

The horned woman drifted to the ground, her feet lightly touching the tile before she sank to her knees.

Her golden eyes flew open as she sucked in a gasping breath.

Tayvin and I could do nothing but watch.

She looked up, seeing us both, and a wide, joyous smile split her face, showing her pointed teeth.

She spoke, her voice pure magic, the foreign syllables of her language forming words I understood in my mind.

“True Sorceress! You have come!”

To Be Continued
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